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Prologue
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All this time, the wise folk of the world were looking for Atlantis in the wrong places. The great city of old wasn’t flooded under a vast body of water, as the stories told, nor was it buried under sand in the desert. The sorcerers and the witches saw to it that the city was never in any place one would look. Unless, of course, one looked up, and only under the right set of circumstances. It was a shadow passing across the sky during the full moon, a billowy cloud with angles that jutted out in odd directions. It was a sharp gust of wind, meant to make you look the other way.

The king of Atlantis was many things, but a fool was not one of them. His kingdom was under attack. The time of magic was over, at least the type of magic found in Atlantis: magic built on love and goodness, could move mountains, change hearts, heal. The people of Atlantis were hunted, surrounded by enemies on all sides.

“Love has lost.” Queen Aura squeezed the polished marble banister that overlooked the city. The view was once a joy, but beyond the great walls, dark clouds gathered. Lightning flashed. She felt the rumble of the city, a heartbeat of unease. They sensed what was coming.

“Perhaps for now.” The king gently unclenched her pale fingers from the banister and lifted her hand for a brief kiss. A wolf howled in the distance. Lightning illuminated peaks of far-off mountains and highlighted concern in the queen’s light blue eyes, but only for a moment before darkness again hid her features. “Love will not lose the final battle.” He paused. “But perhaps it must retreat. The world is not ready yet. But it will be one day.”

His breath fogged in the evening chill, and he coughed. The queen shuddered but not from the weather. The great sun had set in the western sky and the evening brought ill tidings. Where the citizens of Atlantis once danced in the streets, most now holed up in their homes afraid.

“How will we know when the time comes to return?” she asked. A tear had formed in the corner of her eye. It reflected the full moon as it slid down her cheek. 

King Corin wiped it with his thumb. “The mages have foreseen there will be one strong enough to break the spell and bring the world back together, someday... when the world is ready.” He looked up, his face pale in the low light. The wind whipped the blue and white flag at the top of the tallest spire.

She followed his gaze, but the moon slipped behind a cloud and left the flag in shadow. “And you trust them?” she asked, though she knew better. Several members of her own family were his advisors. Tasked with seeing the future, they saw only death unless Atlantis fled. The spell was the only chance they stood, and even then – the future was hazy. It was left to a girl with great magic and love, sometime far in the future.

His shoulders slumped. She’d forgotten what a heavy burden it was that he carried. “I must,” he said simply. “Come.” He offered his arm, and she took it, sparing a last look at the city streets at night. “Send word,” he instructed his closest guard as they walked inside the great double doors. “Tomorrow it is to be done.”

Casius nodded, sweeping the cloak off his shoulders as he opened the door. “Shall I alert the city?” he asked.

The king looked back. His face paled and the lines there deepened. “Let them rest,” he said, running a hand over his chin. He was past his prime but not yet in old age. Too young to make such important calls, but too old to be impetuous. “They will need it.”

His wife squeezed his arm. Casius was the last to follow them through the door. He looked over the city in the moonlight. His home. If he doubted the king, he could never let it show. But there was a certain tilt to his head, a certain squint of his eyes, that if you looked close enough, would betray sadness. Casius was younger than the king, and while he loved Atlantis, he longed to explore the world beyond its walls, and without warning, there were sure to be Atlanteans left behind. Friends. Family even. And someday, a girl who could break the spell. How would she ever know? A plan formed in Casius’ mind. Was it treason to flee the city and wait to assist its return? Or could he be content to simply wait in the prison the king was planning?

In the morning, the city would be cursed to the skies, until the one came who would set them free. Until the time where love and magic were again welcome in the world. Until the time an unknown woman rose into her power.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Devil’s Island, Maine might be a rich folk’s vacation playground in the short summer season, but to Ember Weathers, there was no worse, more dead-end spot to be stuck living out her twenties. While the state in its whole was known as vacationland, the three hundred or so full-time residents suffered the long winters only to kowtow to demanding tourists in the summer season. Those tourists made the town rich in creativity and crafters, not to mention a development of huge mansions on the north shore, but to Ember it had always felt like the island had sold its soul. It was named Devil’s Island, after all. Perhaps the devil wasn’t a little forked man at all, but instead a feeling of apathy. 

Her folks hadn’t felt that way. She remembered fondly how her dad used to say there were worse ways to put food on the table, but she only heard his voice in her memory now. He’d been gone three years, and her mom with him. The accident had put her older sister in long term care on the mainland and put an end to Ember’s brief two years of college, as well as any dreams of leaving the island. Overnight she’d become an orphan and full-time proprietor of the island’s only book shop, the Third Chapter. An inside joke, her dad always used to say the third chapter was when things started getting good.

She never did have the heart to clean out their place, though she’d moved into the apartment over the shop and sold the old house on the bluff to a developer who never developed it. The fact that it stood empty broke her heart, but at the same time saved her a headache in storage. Her folks’ old stuff, including her mom’s paintings, were safely stored in the attic. Ember couldn’t bear to look at them, not without remembering her mother’s stories of faraway lands and important fates and destiny. Fairy tales and nothing more. Just because her mom made them up and illustrated them beautifully didn’t make them any more real. Destiny was dying in a crash on I95 on the way to an appointment in the city. Fate was a bitch.

Owning the shop gave her leeway with work hours, at least in the off season, and at the moment the season was as off as it came. Frost crept in from the corners of the door’s oval window as she turned the old sign to open, mostly for show, no one would come by mid-January. The bay window behind the register gave her a view of the hilly main street which had been dusted with snow overnight. Across the street, Rudy was shoveling the walk to the town’s pharmacy as an icy mist came down, a harsh scraping mixed with his occasional smoker’s cough. 

Aside from the market and post office just visible down the hill, the other boutiques, restaurants, and stores were closed up tightly. A little farther down, the waves peaked in the storm’s early gusts and Ember figured the ferry would cancel for the day. The shop’s forced hot air shuddered on, only barely covering the faint noise of ripping mixed with a low growl. Not again, Ember thought. 

“Draco!” she scolded, as she frowned and pulled the curtain closed. Best Rudy not think she was talking to herself again. She already had a reputation as the girl who lost her marbles when her folks died. Little did they know she’d lost her marbles long before that.

The faint smell of smoke led the way to the reading nook at the back of the store, and it wasn’t from the fireplace that had just about died overnight. Ember was in no hurry to chase down the source. It had been scourging her all week, and when she reached the back, the situation was exactly as she suspected.

“I keep telling you, they’re not magic.” She nudged the little dragon with the toe of her boot. Draco had been sure the delivery of placemats the week before were actually magic carpets and insisted on taking each one out and unraveling it. Perhaps because she’d named him during her Harry Potter phase, or perhaps because he was, after all—an invisible dragon—he loved the idea of magic. The small purple and white beast sat curled on an actual carpet (also not magic) by the fireplace at the back of the store, dutifully ripping it apart one strand at a time with his tiny fangs. 

He huffed and looked at her with big, golden eyes – eyes only she could see. She rolled her own in response. It was too late to fix the placemat. Might as well let him destroy it. She ruffled the soft fur on top of his head, and he let out a contented puff of smoke from his little nostrils. Funny enough, the smoke was the only thing other people could see, and he’d set off many false alarms. The residents of Devil’s Island might have thought the store was haunted, if they believed in such things. Most of them just thought the Weathers’ were plain weird, and that’s saying a lot in an artistic community.

She stepped on a singed thread and opened the door of the wood stove where the ash from the day before still smoldered. “Go to it,” she told the little dragon as she placed a log inside. Draco abandoned the “magic” carpet and puffed out his chest to waddle to the stove. Taking a big puff of air, he blew the smallest stream of fire. She’d have to stoke it, but it was more than he could do the year before. 

She had no idea how long imaginary dragons lived or when he would reach maturity, but she’d taken to teaching him tricks. One of which was managing not to burn down the building now that he could breathe fire. It was especially dangerous for him to be in the reading nook, surrounded by all the warm shelves and soft chairs and rugs overlaid with rugs, but she couldn’t keep him from the fire. As if on cue, he happily curled up in front of it as she stoked the flames until they took.

She plopped down next to him, content to spend the next few hours with one of the classics from the shelf behind her. Inventory could wait—and bills? Well, they could wait longer. She’d been able to see the dragon since she was a girl, but a few forced hospitalizations taught her to keep her mouth shut. Now that her folks were gone and the island was quiet, they had the whole world to themselves. She took down an old copy of the Canterbury Tales. Draco soaked up stories of any kind. As far as she knew, the dragon couldn’t speak in return, but sometimes she saw images she knew he projected. Some made sense—like the placemats and the magic carpets. Some were visions of far-off lands in the clouds, a man, seeking... a crimson cloak. The scene was so close to her mom’s paintings Ember wondered if she weren’t just making it all up. Her mom had never been able to see the dragon, and her tales were only bedtime stores. 

Ember hoped she’d learn more as the dragon grew. There were more things she didn’t know about Draco than what she did, starting with where he came from.

“When good King Arthur ruled in ancient days,” she began, then paused. Draco lifted his neck and narrowed his eyes, letting out a low growl. “Was that the door?” she asked, imagining she heard the tiny bell hanging from its corner. Indeed, she heard deep bootsteps and scrambled up. Draco rose to his feet and raised his hackles.

“Back off,” she hissed. Though they couldn’t see him, she didn’t need Draco attacking the customers, or even worse, the locals.

“I’m afraid it is a customer.” The man stood in the doorway of the nook, hat in hand and water dripping from his hair and beard, both a shade of amber brown that looked like it had drunk in the summer sunshine. Both were neat, if a little overgrown, and his hair started to show the slightest curl. He wasn’t a local, that much she knew. She climbed to her feet.

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting anyone this time of year,” she said, trying not to look back at Draco who’d begun huffing smoke which was quickly filling the room.

The man flashed a smile and waved his hat. “It’s awful smokey in here.” He coughed and looked over her shoulder at the fireplace. “Would you like me to take a look at that?”

Ember shot a look at Draco. “No, it’s fine. The ventilation isn’t good in this room. Let’s head up front.”

She slipped past him, smelling something that distinctly didn’t belong on the island, but she couldn’t quite express what. “We don’t get many customers in the off season,” she said, looking back to make sure he was following. He took a last look around the nook, his gaze lingering on Draco long enough to make Ember wonder, but then he shook his head again and turned.

“Yes, I’m sorry I’m afraid it was a bit of an emergency. Couldn’t wait until spring.” She couldn’t place his accent, but it was musical. They had their share of foreign tourists, but in February? She opened the curtain and turned on the coffee maker which hummed. Rudy was gone, the main street empty. It should have made her nervous, but there hadn’t been any crime on Devil’s Island in forever, and if he were on the island for ill intent, he sure wasn’t making a good start of it.

“Can I interest you in coffee or tea?” she asked.

“Tea would be lovely.” His dark gaze darted around the store, and he smiled warmly. “It’s a lovely place here, Mrs. Weathers.”

Ember felt a flush crawl up her cheek as she fussed with the tea bag. “You can call me Ember,” she corrected, handing him a ceramic mug from one of their local crafters.

“Oh. I thought this place was owned by a couple...” he trailed off, a question in his eyes she did not wish to answer.

“I’m afraid they passed away. I’m their daughter. Proprietor.”

Emotion flashed in his eyes. “I’m terribly sorry,” he said, though she read more than sympathy there. 

“What brings you here?” She turned to escape the intensity of his gaze, making herself a cup of coffee. Draco took up a position at the end of the nonfiction aisle and watched this newcomer with narrowed eyes. She prayed there would be no fire.

“I’m an art collector,” he explained. “Among other things.” He placed the mug down on the weathered counter to fish out a business card from his coat pocket. It displayed a simple phone number. White writing on stark black with no additional information.

“There are plenty of galleries and artists here in season.” She moved a quilt and sat on the stool behind the counter. “I’m afraid you’ll have to chase them down one by one if that’s what you’re interested in, but I can offer you a souvenir on the way out.” She gestured vaguely to the assortment of earrings and plastic animals next to the counter, along with a collection of The History of Devil’s Island in paperback, which she’d never gotten around to reading.

He sipped his tea and looked at the walls of the store, covered with shelves and books. What was he thinking? she wondered. She sipped her own black coffee.

“I was looking for a particular piece by Maeve Weathers.” He met her eyes as if studying her reaction to her mother’s name. She blew on her coffee and played it cool. “And I’m prepared to pay greatly for it,” he added.
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Chapter 2
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Ember eyed the newcomer who’d blown into the store like the storm they were expecting later, but she couldn’t figure out if he’d be a passing shower or a category 5. When she hadn’t replied to his offer right away, he took his mug and walked to the door, wiping a circle in the frost on the window to observe the empty downtown street. His face reflected in the dampness, but she couldn’t tell if it were seriousness or humor reflected in his dark eyes. Light snowflakes drifted down, but that wasn’t the reason Ember’s pulse picked up.

With such a small population, it wasn’t hard to tell when someone didn’t belong on the island, but he didn’t fit the profile of a tourist. It wasn’t just the accent that gave him away, but his khakis and lined jacket were out of place, too fitted for the in-season crowd, a little too beat up, even paired with the sturdy boots. And where had the cap come from? Somewhere Ember couldn’t afford, she guessed. 

She considered his offer to buy her mother’s art. After the sale of her folk’s house, Ember had enough money to live comfortably, but there were still outstanding student loans for a degree she’d never finished and a life she’d never live, not after the accident at least, not to mention the store’s inventory and day to day expenses. Living on an island wasn’t cheap, and the last couple of years the bookstore had barely broken even. Ember squeaked by, and that was putting it mildly. That degree in English lit was a long lost dream now. She’d shelved it, along with any other dreams of traveling off the island. This was her life now. Whatever was left she sent for her sister’s care, and Sierra needed a lot of care. 

But what was he doing here? As far as Ember knew, her mother had never shared her artwork with anyone on the island or off. The tales she told were only bedtime stories, their little secret. Ember thought they’d died with her mom, the paintings of the city in the sky long forgotten. He held his cap in one hand, and she noticed the way the light played on his dark hair. He was a category 5 for sure. He drew a smiley face in the frost then turned with a grin, one Ember didn’t fall for.

“What do you know about my mother’s art?” she asked. It was too late to sound casual. He’d seen her reaction, but she’d also seen his. He hadn’t known her mother died, and he wanted that artwork. Badly.

The grin slipped from his face. The smiley face began to melt and streak in drops. Wind shook the door and gently rang the bell, a whimsical charm that didn’t match the feeling inside. Ember kept one eye on her dragon as Draco circled around to check the newcomer from the back. The dragon’s hackles were still raised. Ember’s were too.

“If this is some kind of joke...” she started. She knew what they said about her on the island. Just because her graduating class was all of twenty students didn’t mean there weren’t mean girls on the island, some of them middle-aged and owning the same stores Ember now worked alongside. She felt a flush rise in her cheeks and tried to hide behind her long bangs, but her hair was too short. Damn that last cut that she’d done herself.

“It’s not a joke,” he interrupted. He looked back and frowned as he wiped the face off the door, but a shadow of it stayed behind. He tucked his sleeve down and turned back, crossing the space between them to replace the still steaming mug on the counter.

“I’m sorry, I’m afraid I thought I’d be having a different conversation.” He rubbed his forehead. “It’s difficult to know where to start. Did she tell you at all about...” He tipped his head. She noticed a dark ring around his irises, a rare trait they shared. He struggled for his next words. “About her artwork?” 

Draco nudged his way closer, sniffing the man’s pantleg. The dragon communicated in images he sent, and the images he sent now were confusing to say the least, ones of her mother’s stories of a city in the clouds and a man in a crimson cloak. Ember realized her mistake when she looked over his shoulder and smiled gently at Draco’s aggravated huff. The man looked down directly at the dragon. His eyes widened, looking from one to the other. “You can...”

“... see him?” she finished.

They waited a beat, each hoping the other would explain first. Ember caught her breath. Was this man a figment of her imagination? Another delusion? Over the years, her doctors had thrown diagnoses about mental health, at least until Ember pretended to stop seeing the dragon and play along. Was this another hallucination? She measured her breath and opened her mouth to speak when she inhaled smoke and heard Draco’s low growl.

“Oh, shit,” was the only thing that came out. The stranger’s eyes widened. He turned just in time to see the dragon lift his head and take aim at the red curtain around the bay window on the other side of the door. The window currently held a promo for the latest mystery that Ember thought would be a big seller in season, but not if it was burned to a crisp. Draco might be invisible to other people, but his flames could burn the place down.

She grabbed the fire extinguisher, which had seen good use the last few months, but suddenly everything seemed to go in slow motion. A wave hit her when she passed the visitor. His eyes were trained on the dragon, but not in fear or shock. The ring around his irises glowed. Slowly, he held a hand out and mumbled words in a language Ember didn’t know, but Draco seemed to. It cut off the stream mid-roar, if that’s what you could call it. Draco slowly turned to him. The flames licked the bottom of the curtain and petered out.

Time picked up again. Ember tripped, going headfirst into the display and knocking the novels all over the floor, but not, at least, catching herself on fire. The first thing she did when she got her bearings was search for the flame, but the curtains were out, only a singe mark remaining. 

“How did you do that?” She rubbed her shoulder, which had caught the corner of the closest bookshelf. Draco didn’t just breathe fire, but some special really hard to extinguish fire. She didn’t want to use the word magic, but what else would you call it? She’d taken to ordering boxloads of extinguishers online, and sometimes it took a whole canister.

His eyes no longer gleamed, and she wondered if she imagined it. Now, they only looked tired. She hadn’t noticed the bags under them before, or the lines on his face.

“It’s complicated,” he said, offering his hand. She got up as gracefully as she could and brushed off her pants. It was only her pride that was wounded, but at the moment she was more worried about her mental health than physical. He held her hand a beat longer than he needed to and stared directly into her eyes. Ember had always thought they were nothing special, she’d inherited her mom’s simple hazel irises that were sometimes gray, sometimes green, but mostly muddy brown with that same circle her mom used to call magic. “You are her daughter, indeed.” Finally, a smile crossed on his face. She pulled her hand back. “I’m known as Shepherd. It’s as good of a name as any, but you can call me Shep. Your mother and I conversed for a long time. Oh, here. Her last letter.” 

He placed his cap on the counter and dug an envelope out of his inside jacket pocket. Ember waved the smoke out of the store and righted a few of the books. Across the street, Rudy sat on his stoop smoking, but one of the locals walking by caught his attention. Thank goodness, she thought, how would she explain this? She still wasn’t sure it was real.

Shepherd showed her an envelope, small and the palest of blue. Ember’s hand shook as she looked at it. The writing was her mother’s familiar, loopy script. She came across it still on old invoices or recipes or scraps of paper that refused to be lost. The envelope had his name and an address in Boston.

“You’re from Boston?” she asked, the silliest question, really, but one that would take up the space she needed to form her real question. It was swimming around her head, refusing to make itself into words. Because once she put it into words, she’d have to utter them, and the things she was going to ask were impossible.

He smiled, a warm, genuine look on his face. “I reside there currently, yes,” he answered. “But as to where I’m from? Well, that’s a little more complicated.” He gestured to the envelope that she was clutching. “You’ll find some answers in there but not all. Perhaps you should read it, and then I can fill you in.”

She pursed her lips. “Aren’t you in a hurry?” she asked. She glanced out the window. Rudy’s customer was gone, and it looked like he was closing up. The snow was coming down harder. Hollywood flakes, as her dad would have said. “If you need to catch the ferry...” she said, but then she looked back.

“I don’t travel by ferry,” he answered, only the ghost of a smile on his face this time.

Draco fluffed his purple feathers and waddled his way to the nook in the back of the store. He’d taken to Shepherd quickly. Some customers she had to hold the dragon back from incinerating. It wasn’t a great marketing plan.

“I have more of her letters,” he said, averting his gaze to the snow outside, but somehow it seemed he was looking beyond it. “Not on me, though. You’d have to give me time to get them.”

She turned the sign on the door to closed and turned the flimsy lock as he placed the letter back in his pocket. “How many letters?” she asked, her voice catching as the lock turned into place. 

“A lifetime,” he said simply, “and more than that, even. Please.” He gestured to the counter, but Ember turned to follow Draco. A conversation like this needed to be had somewhere more private. She still wasn’t sure if the neighbors would look in and see her talking to herself. She turned to follow Draco, and cleared her throat for lack of something to do.

“Follow me,” she told him.
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A chill blew through the store as Ember passed the biography and history books. The section had been her father’s favorite, although she’d let the collection dwindle a little, herself preferring far away tales of fantasy and outer space. Since she’d been able to see a dragon since she was twelve, she’d been more likely to believe those stories. Especially the ones her mother told.

She ran her hand over the spines to steady herself until she heard Shepherd hesitantly following her. Her hand shook slightly, and she balled her fist. She’d buried her mother’s stories so deeply that she thought it would be a problem to remember them, but they came up in her mind almost unbidden.

The great city of Atlantis, filled with joy and magic and merriment. A blue and white flag. Tall spires. Great parties. Magicians, mages, sorcerers, and witches. All with their own form of power. The far-away countries that sought to topple them. The king’s brother who was jealous of their magic. The king himself, grave and stone-faced, a great weight that was slowly changing him. The queen... lonely and sad.

Draco scurried in front of her to reach the nook first and she misjudged a step, tripping over him and into a display. But she didn’t fall, not completely. Halfway down, her ascent slowed. Time itself slowed. Enough so she could see the corner of the bookcase coming straight for her cheek. She tried to raise her hands to stop it, but it was as if she were under water. Draco turned and slowly cocked his head in confusion. Ember opened her mouth to curse, but a hand grabbed her upper arm, and time came back into motion.

Shep pulled her to the side so that her fall wasn’t as dramatic as it could have been, but not graceful, either. She landed in a crouch, his hand on her arm. He’d somehow crossed the space between them before she could fall. That’s what she told herself, anyway.

“I meant to do that.” She cleared her throat again, and he let go carefully as if she might topple again. “I thought you might enjoy the latest...” She turned. The display she had crashed into was self-help. Of course it was. “Doctor Mike?” She gestured vaguely. The summer residents would eat up the book about hormones in menopause, but she suspected Shep was not a big Doctor Mike fan. He smiled and backed up a step, seemingly content she wouldn’t go toppling into an even more embarrassing stack of books. Perhaps one on puberty?

“No, thank you,” he responded with a twinkle in his eye. Draco saved her from more embarrassment by attempting his little roar at the fireplace, but since it was already going and the grate was closed, Ember rushed to make sure nothing else caught.

“I told you, wait for me.” She tweaked the dragon’s nose. His scales were still soft, almost like fur. Shep knelt next to him as she stoked the flames. Ember watched from the corner of her eye as he studied the dragon. She’d done the same when the dragon had appeared at her window when she was just a child. Then, he’d been not much more than a ball of purple fluff. He’d been growing into his long neck, great golden irises, and a deeper purple with spots of white. His scales were becoming coarser, and then, of course, there was the roar.

“May I?” Shep asked. She wasn’t sure if the question was directed to her or Draco. She put the poker down next to the fire and closed the grate. The sound of the fire crackling carried. Draco narrowed his eyes. He huffed, then dipped his head.

“He’s never officially met anyone.” Ember watched carefully. If Shep could see Draco, it was possible the dragon could hurt him, though Draco looked plenty submissive at the moment.

Shep touched the dragon’s neck, then turned his attention to Ember. She was surprised to see flecks of the same gold in his dark eyes. “He’s met you,” he countered.

“I thought he was a hallucination,” she admitted. Even her mother, with all her stories of fantasy and make-believe, had never believed her. 

Shep closed his eyes but kept his hand on the dragon’s head. Draco leaned into him as if the dragon, finally, had met a long-lost friend. Was he purring? Ember had never heard the dragon purr. She kicked her shoes off and dug her feet into the deep carpet, a trick she’d used to ground herself that wasn’t working now. Time seemed to stand still, but not in the magical way. In the way her breath stilled before something big was going to happen. In the way that this morning was a lifetime away from this afternoon. In the way that everything, from here on in, would change. She could feel it in the very air, weighted with expectation. This stranger had brought more than an offer to buy her mother’s art. He brought change and possibility. Adventure maybe. Excitement for sure. And she could use that.

“Is there anything else you think you’re hallucinating?” His words were soft, but the intent jarring. Not even the scratchy fibers of the carpet could save her from the memory of seeing the great floating city. That had been the first time she was sent to the doctors on the mainland, but not the last. She’d only seen the city one other time, but she’d convinced herself it was a figment of her imagination. Her mother’s stories and paintings come to life, and she was not ready to relive that.

“What did my mother write you?” she countered. She was scared to realize how close she’d been to confiding in this man, and how happy the dragon already was. Shep sat cross legged on the floor, and Draco had made himself comfortable on his lap. He’d probably get purple fur on his pants, not that anyone would see it.

Shep sighed, not in the way that he was trying to put her off, but rather that it was a long, sad tale to tell. Ember could read things and people, and she was usually right, even if she didn’t always want to be. His story would be sad and long, and it involved her mother and certainly herself in ways he didn’t want to tell. Sad ways. Lonely ones. Ones she should have known long ago.

He shifted enough that Draco let out a low growl. Shep absently patted the dragon on the head as he reached in the inside pocket of his coat and produced the letter. It had been closed with a blue and white wax seal, one she’d seen on her mother’s desk when she’d packed up her things, but the symbol itself was something she couldn’t identify. Her hand trembled as she took the envelope and turned it over in her hand. 

The fire took nicely, crackling and burning enough so Draco didn’t feel obliged to burn the shop down, but then, he was clearly content. She lifted the two handwritten pages, feeling a pull from the loopy letters inside. Her mother’s penmanship was so unique, he couldn’t have faked this if he tried. And he couldn’t have faked seeing the dragon. Things were happening that she didn’t understand and wasn’t sure she wanted to see through. She could kick him out, go back to her hibernated life, but things had gone too far already. The letter pulled her like a string through a maze, around corners she couldn’t see, and dangers hidden in the open.

He rubbed his chin, and the corner of his lip turned down. “Your mother and I conversed for a long time,” he said. She followed his gaze down to the carpet, where he pulled at a loose string. She’d never noticed the pattern on it before, one that matched the seal, though more elegantly hidden. “Though we never had the chance to meet in person. This was her last letter.” He gestured to the papers in her hand. “It has been years.”

Her curiosity piqued, she unfolded the pages. With the first sentence, she could hear her mother’s voice in her head. She covered her mouth to try to keep her emotions in, but emotions didn’t work that way. They immediately popped back up as a tear in the corner of her eye.

Shep–

No. 

The answer is no.

Your arguments hold merit, even the ones about past lifetimes. I can’t deny your research is solid, or that my daughter has stories of lifetimes that seem eerily real. I have chalked it up to imagination, but there is no doubt she is special. Extraordinary. Both are in their own ways.

I’ve always known, but I will not put pressure on her at such a young age. She is just a girl, Shep. I know you worry for her safety, and I do, too, but you cannot get back a childhood spent in fear. I will give that to her, at least in this lifetime if what you say is correct. I will give her the freedom to know herself before I force this upon her. I will give her the freedom to learn, to love, to make mistakes. If I could not give it to her in other lifetimes, I promise it to her now. I promise her freedom, for how else could a city such as Atlantis be restored? Not through a child imprisoned, but through a girl, no, a woman, with a heart filled with great love. She will never fill that heart if she’s chained. You know how Atlantis’ magic works? Even if they are nothing more than rumor, what great thing ever came from a cage? It's freedom, Shepherd. Freedom and love.

Return when she is older. Perhaps then we can talk but know I will always protect her. In the meantime, my art grows more specific. More dire, but even within that, there is hope. Perhaps my daughter is the one who can return the great city, but if that’s so, there is one who must call to her first. In my visions he is in shadow, but he grows clearer by the day. When it is time, I will show you what I see. Until then, leave us in peace. Help us stay hidden.

Ember let the papers fall, willing the letters to rearrange themselves. She squeezed her eyes closed but that stubborn tear was still there. “She knew it was true all along?” she said. “Her stories. The paintings. The city that I saw...”

He didn’t reply right away. Draco snored. “She knew,” he confirmed. “But she was trying to protect you.”

She turned to him. “Who are you?” she asked, the questions forming one after another. She held up the pages. “What is all this?” She’d always sought an explanation for the dragon without the word delusional in it, but she’d come to accept that, even embrace it. But now something even more weird was going on. She might have blown the whole thing off except for the feeling of abject sorrow that emanated from Shep. He scooted back from the flames. His cheeks had taken on a flush.

“It’s difficult to know where to begin,” he said, leaning back on the bookshelf where the shelf of Dickens shifted slightly from his weight. Ember wouldn’t be leaning anywhere. She was at attention, all directed at this stranger. 

“How did you meet my mother?” She only choked slightly on the last word. She’d known Maeve Weathers as mom. As an artist, a bookshop owner. Someone who lived a small life on a boring island Ember couldn’t wait to escape from. But she’d always suspected there was more.

He closed his eyes and tipped his head back, taking a deep breath. “It begins long ago.” He waited a beat, then righted his head and looked at her. “Before you or I, I’m afraid, and generations before that. It begins when Atlantis was still on the ground, a vast, magical kingdom.”
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Chapter 4
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The great city of Atlantis was the center of the old world. In commerce and trade. In culture and in sheer number. No, Shep couldn’t guess how many, but more than the ancient world had ever seen and thriving.

“...and the city was filled with magic,” he said, tipping his head back and closing his eyes. He smiled as if he’d been there. “Magicians and sorcerers, yes, but everyday magic too. Atlantian children were taught to harness the power of energy when they were quite young, and they could wield it.”

“Wield it for what?” Ember asked when he paused a minute too long.

His smile widened. He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Anything,” he answered. He picked up one of the placemats Draco had been pulling apart and played with the frayed edge of what was once a snowman. “Energy is the basis of their world, and this one too. Though the art has long been lost.”

He frowned as the fireplace crackled and the wind picked up outside. “The rest of the world feared the power of Atlantis, and none more than the king’s own brother, Zyah. It’s impossible to know when his heart turned black, but the rumor is, it was borne of jealousy. He was raised in Atlantis but refused to use his magic for good. The king put up with his petty thievery, but when people began to get hurt, he made the difficult decision to send Zyah away. But Zyah was no fool. He raised a great army that threatened the survival of Atlantis itself. The king had no choice but to enchant the city to the sky.”

Shep paused and looked out the window as the snow piled up. He absently patted Draco. “At least that’s how the story has been handed down. Who’s to know if a different decision could have had a different outcome? Perhaps, if the king had not sent Zyah away, Atlantis would still be on the ground. Or perhaps the city would have been razed and destroyed. I imagine it’s something the king wondered too. Wonders,” he corrected.

“They’re still alive?” she asked. “After all this time?”

Shep offered a sad smile. “The story says the same folk were frozen in time in the sky, until...”

Ember waited, but he didn’t continue. “Until what?”

He met her gaze. “Until one comes with great magic and love.” Ember blew out of the corner of her mouth as he continued. “His brother has continued his campaign to hunt down Atlantian descendants here on the ground too, with no evidence he has aged or died. Atlantian magic, especially royal, is strong.”
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