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ONE

Barclay Thorne knew almost all there was to know about mushrooms, and there was a lot to know.

He knew the poisonous ones never grew on trees. He knew the red ones with white spots made warts bubble up between toes, but the white ones with red spots cured warts, welts, and pustules of all kinds. He knew which ones made you drowsy or loopy, or could even knock you right dead, if you weren’t careful.

“You’re supposed to be taking notes,” Barclay hissed at Selby. Both boys were apprentices to their town’s highly esteemed mushroom farmer, but because Barclay was older and smarter, he was the one in charge. And he took his position very seriously.

“I c-can’t write and walk at the same time,” Selby blubbered, clutching his quill with his whole fist. Selby was a very pink boy. He had a pink nose and pink cheeks, like a plucked chicken, a resemblance made all the worse by his buzzed blond hair and stocky frame.

In nearly all ways, Barclay was the opposite. Though three years older, he was so short and skinny that Selby would likely outgrow him before next Spring. His dark eyes looked like ink smudges on his papery white skin, and his shoulder-length black hair was combed harshly to both sides, slick with oil to make it lie flat.

He didn’t see what was so hard about writing and walking. He doubted it was harder than reading and walking, and Barclay rarely walked anywhere without an open book in his hand.

The two apprentices had been assigned an extremely important mission to find a rare mushroom called the Mourningtide Morel, and for this, they had ventured to the edge of the Woods.

The Woods was no average wood. It was so large that no map could fit all of it, so dangerous that no adventurer dared explore it. It loomed to the west of their town like a great shadow.

The trees along the edge were gray and spooky, their trunks twisted like they’d been wrung out, and their branches reached up like claws toward the overcast sky. It was quiet except for the rustle of decayed leaves and the snaps and cracks of brittle twigs beneath boots. This was the only time to find the Mourningtide Morel: that bleak in-between part of the year after the leaves had all fallen but before the first snow.

Selby stumbled over a tree root and bumped into Barclay’s back.

“It would be easier to write and walk if you weren’t always looking over your shoulder,” Barclay grumbled.

“But we’re so close! You know what Master Pilzmann says about—”

“We haven’t gone in. And the town is right there.” Barclay pointed behind them to Dullshire. Their small town crouched on a knobby hill, encircled by a stone wall covered in spears, like a giant thorn bush. The people were about as friendly as thorn bushes as well. They didn’t like laziness—naps were expressly forbidden. They hated visitors—visitors could mean tax collectors, circus performers, or worse, Lore Keepers.

The only things the people of Dullshire loved were rules. But they only had one rule about the Woods.

Never ever, ever stray inside.

Because the Woods would trick you if you let it, leading you too deep within to find your way out.

And deeper in the Woods lurked the Beasts.

But Barclay, being a dutiful apprentice, would never dream of breaking Dullshire’s most important rule—especially because of how often he got in trouble for accidentally breaking so many little ones. He would do exactly what he’d come here to do, and that was to find the Mourningtide Morel. With or without Selby’s help.

Barclay didn’t understand why Master Pilzmann had insisted Selby come along, or why he’d  even taken on a second apprentice in the first place. Dullshire didn’t need two mushroom farmers. And when Master Pilzmann retired, it would be Barclay—not Selby—who took over for him.

After all, Barclay made sure he was the perfect apprentice. He took detailed notes in neat cursive handwriting. He had memorized every mushroom species in The Filosopher’s Field Guide to Finding Fungi volumes one through nine. Even Master Pilzmann himself had claimed that Barclay was the hardest-working boy Dullshire had ever seen.

Which was why Barclay refused to leave the mission empty-handed. He needed to prove to Master Pilzmann that he only needed one apprentice.

“I’m not leaving. Not yet,” Barclay declared, and he continued marching along the tree line.

Selby followed but whimpered as they walked.

As the older apprentice, it was Barclay’s responsibility to comfort Selby—not just to teach him. Selby had never been near the Woods before, and even Barclay, as experienced as he was, still thought the twisted trees looked a bit frightening.

But Barclay found it very hard to be nice to Selby. At home, Selby had many brothers and sisters who cared about him. Parents who looked after him. A room of his own. Barclay had none of those things. He’d had the last one, at least, until Master Pilzmann had let Selby move in.

There was no orphanage in Dullshire. If you wanted supper and a bed for the night, then you had to work for it. So Barclay had grown up working many jobs. He’d stacked books in the library, recorded new rules for the lawmakers, and delivered more spears to the sentries. But even though Barclay had tried to be exceptional at everything, when it came time to choose his apprenticeship, no one in Dullshire had offered him a spot. They were too worried about the futures of their own children to care about a scrappy rule-breaking orphan too.

And so Barclay had knocked on old Master Pilzmann’s door and begged for this apprenticeship, a job no one else wanted. Master Pilzmann had refused, and refused, and refused. But Barclay kept trying until he agreed.

And it had been fine for two years, all until the day that Selby showed up. He still cried and fled back home every chance he got, but Master Pilzmann hadn’t refused him. Not once.

“It’ll be dark soon,” Selby whined to Barclay.

“Not for hours,” Barclay told him.

“It’s freezing.”

“It’s Winter. What did you expect?”

“I’m hungry.”

“Didn’t you eat lunch?”

“I fed it to Gustav.”

Gustav was Master Pilzmann’s pet pig, who sniffed out valuable truffles hidden in the ground. Normally, Gustav would join the boys on quests such as these, but Gustav had mysteriously gained weight this past year, so much weight that waddling exhausted him. He spent all day napping by the fire.

“You’ve been feeding Gustav?” Barclay buried his face in his hands. The mystery of the pig fattening was solved, and once again all of Barclay’s problems proved to be Selby’s fault.

“I don’t like mushrooms!” Selby complained. “They’re slimy, and they taste like dirt!”

Barclay could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Then why are you here?” he shouted. It was the very question that had bothered him for ages. He also felt personally offended—he liked mushrooms very much.

Selby’s pink face flushed several shades pinker, and he burst into tears. “My mom said it was a good future for me.”

This seemed to be a lot of pressure to put on an eight-year-old, and for a moment, Barclay did feel rather bad.

But Barclay couldn’t get distracted. If he wanted to keep his apprenticeship, he didn’t have time to feel sorry for anyone but himself. This job was the only thing that ensured Barclay really fit into Dullshire, and Dullshire, however small and rural and rule-obsessed, was Barclay’s home. He would never leave it.

When Barclay had been very small, before his parents had died, he used to dream of adventure. He spent hours imagining the world that existed beyond Dullshire’s prickly walls, other towns and cities and kingdoms in far-flung realms beyond the Woods.

But his parents had loved Dullshire—they wouldn’t want such a life of uncertainty and danger for their only child. And so Barclay refused to disrespect their wishes. He tried to forget about the call of adventure, concentrating instead on how to stay. To belong.

Barclay focused back on the mission, and for the next several minutes, the only sounds were Selby’s teeth chattering, his nose sniffling, or his stomach rumbling.

As Barclay knelt to examine a promising fungus, Selby tapped him on the shoulder. “Look. Look.”

Barclay swatted him away and pulled out his forager’s notebook, to compare the sketch to the subject before him. He frowned. He needed a scarlet dome, but this one was clearly crimson. Mushroom foraging was a very precise science.

He dug it out anyway and added it to his basket.

I’ve done it again, Barclay scolded himself, inspecting the dirt underneath his fingernails. Master Pilzmann hated how dirty Barclay got himself, and how his hair looked wild only hours after combing it. Repeat after me, Master Pilzmann would always say when he quoted Dullshire’s lawbook. Filth is prohibited—no dirt, no odor, no potty mouths. Cleanliness is orderliness.

“Barclay!” Selby squeaked, and Barclay finally stood up and turned around.

The grass between them and Dullshire was alive, with dozens—no, hundreds—of tiny, glowing white eyes peering at them between the weeds.

The piles of leaves beneath the boys’ boots shuddered and shook as small figures dashed within them. Selby hopped back and forth as though he stood barefoot on hot coals.

“Barclayyyyyyyy,” he wailed.

But Barclay was frozen, his gaze fixed on a single creature perched on a rock. It looked like a mouse, except without a tail and with six curled spikes protruding from its back.

Barclay had seen Beasts before. Sometimes, on breezy Autumn days, strong gusts of wind carried glimmering insects from the Woods to his town, whose stingers turned your skin swollen and green. He’d spotted Beasts flying in V shapes across the sky, seeking out warmer places for the Winter, and leaving trails of glittery smoke behind them. Occasionally, more vicious Beasts snuck out from the Woods to break into chicken coops and goat pens for nighttime feasts.

When Barclay was four years old, the Legendary Beast who lurked in the Woods, named Gravaldor, had destroyed Dullshire on Midsummer’s Day. Though Barclay had never glimpsed Gravaldor’s face, he remembered how the town walls had crumbled from the force of his roar. Gravaldor had torn roofs off homes with his jaws, sinking fangs into stones as though they were butter. His magic had caused the earth to rupture, making whatever remained of their once flat town now stand on a tilt.

It was thanks to Gravaldor that Barclay was an orphan.

Knowledge of Beasts had since been forbidden in Dullshire. Travelers who spoke of them were turned away from inns, in case they could be Lore Keepers, wretched people who bonded with Beasts and shared their magic. Children who played too close to the Woods were punished. Even the Beast-related books in the library were burned, making the entire subject a mystery.

“I thought the B-beasts stayed in the Woods,” Selby moaned.

“They usually do.”

Barclay had foraged along the edge of the Woods before without ever spotting a Beast.

But Midwinter was only a few weeks away, and like Midsummer, the holiday was known to make Beasts behave strangely.

Barclay took a careful step away from the mouselike creature. He considered reaching into his pocket for the charm he kept to ward off Beasts. But it was already too late for that.

“Don’t panic,” he told Selby. “They’re blocking our way back to town. But if we just think of…”

Except Selby didn’t listen. Dropping his notebook and quill behind him, he turned around and shot off.

Into the Woods.

The hundreds of eyes in the grass seemed to blink all at once. Barclay glanced at Dullshire in the distance, his whole body trembling. Selby was gone. Into the Woods. If Barclay could get around the terrible creatures, he could alert the sentries, who protected Dullshire from the Beasts. Selby had parents and a family, after all. The townspeople would grab their pitchforks and go after him.

But before Barclay could take off, one of the mice leaped out of the leaves and landed on Barclay’s boot.

It squeaked.

Barclay screamed.

He shook it off and sprinted after Selby. As soon as Barclay crossed into the trees, the daylight dimmed, swallowed by the knotted branches overhead. The already cold weather went colder, a fine, icy mist prickling against his skin.

Barclay was small for an eleven-year-old, which made him an easy target for older kids looking for trouble. They tore pages out of his library books or stole the coins he saved for apple pastries.

If they could catch him.

Because when Barclay ran, even the sheepdogs struggled to keep up. And so he barreled down the forest hills and soon caught up to Selby, who ducked between the gray trees.

The wind blew, and leaves tumbled farther into the Woods, as if dragged by a riptide. The trees bent low, as though pointing Selby deeper, deeper.

“Selby!” Barclay screamed.

His long hair whipped across his face as he ran, quickly growing wild and tangled. The wind seemed to push him forward, like it was trying to carry him off as well.

“Selby, stop!”

Behind him, Barclay had lost sight of the edge. There were only trees and mist in every direction.

We’ve broken the rules, and now we’re going to die, Barclay thought with panic. Even if they escaped the Woods without being eaten by a Beast, what would they tell everyone? Selby and Barclay were both terrible liars.

Then Selby suddenly stopped running. Barclay skidded to a halt and slammed into him, knocking both boys down a thorn-covered hill. They rolled in a tangle of leaves and legs and branches, mushrooms spilling out of their baskets and bouncing down after them. They each screamed until they collided with the base of a fallen tree.

“What were you thinking?” Barclay shouted, shoving Selby off him. “We could’ve broken our necks! And—”

Selby let out a strangled sound and scampered back up the hill.

“What…?” Barclay turned around to see what had scared Selby off, and froze.

On the fallen trunk of a massive tree, there stood a girl.

And on her shoulder, there sat a dragon.
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TWO

Dullshire might have burned every last book about Beasts, but even Barclay knew stories about dragons. They dropped their screaming victims into the mouths of volcanoes. Or buried you alive in their hoards of gold. Or set you afire and fed your charred remains to their hatchlings.

Barclay didn’t want to be swallowed up by lava, treasures, or baby Beasts, so he did what any clever apprentice would do when confronted with danger—he grabbed a fallen mushroom beside him and threw it at the girl’s head.

It missed—Barclay was a pitiable thrower. Worse, the girl caught it in her hand and crushed it in her fist.

He swallowed.

“Hmph. I was going to ask if you were all right,” she snapped, “but now I won’t bother.”

She looked about Barclay’s age, with light brown skin, shrewd dark eyes, and very curly brown hair styled in two buns, one on either side of her head. Though most peoples near the Woods were pale, not everyone in Dullshire shared the same complexion. But Barclay had never seen anyone who wore quite so much gold. Her coat was so covered in brooches, buttons, and pins that they entirely hid the fabric beneath. Her dragon poked a claw at the shiny buckle of her satchel.

On closer inspection, Barclay wasn’t sure the creature on her shoulder really was a dragon. It was barely larger than a raven, with silver scales and a sparsely feathered tail. And he’d never heard of any dragons within the Woods.

But, dragon or not, it was still a Beast. It would probably swoop down and bite off his hand if he wasn’t careful.

Barclay crawled backward through the leaves. He pulled his Beast-warding charm out of his pocket and waved it around. It was a rope braided with special bits of herbs and twigs, and it smelled putrid, like a skunk.

“Get away from me, dragon!”

“Dragon!” The girl let out a delighted laugh and scratched the Beast below its chin. “Mitzi is hardly that ferocious yet. She’s still only a whelp—a baby dragon—but we’re very flattered.”

Barclay let out a disgusted sound. The Beast had a name? It was a vicious killer, not some pet!

Then he realized what she and her Beast were.

“You’re a Lore Keeper,” he spat, shakily getting to his feet. “You use Beasts for magic. You become friends with them.”

Each word left a foul taste on his tongue. After all, tales of dragons weren’t the only ones whispered by the townsfolk. Lore Keepers might believe they kept their Beasts under control, but Beasts couldn’t be tamed—wildness was their very nature. In half the gossip Barclay heard, Lore Keepers died from their own Beasts betraying them, and with their so-called friends gone, there was nothing to stop the Beasts from unleashing their destructive magic on the innocent people around them.

So went the story of the Great Fire of Drearyfeld, which had claimed seven unfortunate lives. Or when the poor mayor of Dimfurt had been turned to stone. Or the time the place formerly known as Dismaldorf had been quite literally blown off the map.

The girl rolled her eyes. “You townsfolk are all like trout cursing a Wintertime avalanche.”

“That doesn’t even make sense,” Barclay said flatly.

“Oh, well, it does in my first language.” This surprised Barclay, as the girl had a perfect accent. “It means you’re all ungrateful. Who do you think protects your kingdoms from the Beasts? What Lore do you think keeps them in the Woods?”

Barclay didn’t trust Lore, and he was certain all of Dullshire would be horrified to learn of such magic just outside their walls.

The girl huffed and turned away from him, bending over a collection of glass jars she’d laid out over the fallen tree. Inside were strange items: holly sprigs with berries like crystal, feathers with metallic-tipped edges, dead bugs as large as Barclay’s fist, a speckled egg encased in amber, and a greenish goo that boiled even in the Winter cold.

The last jar was empty. She stood over it and rifled around inside her satchel.

Barclay wanted no business with magic, so he whipped around and climbed back up the hill. Selby awaited him at the top, huddled behind the closest tree.

“She has a dragon,” Selby said with a mixture of fear and awe.

“That dragon will probably eat her one day,” Barclay growled.

“Mitzi would never eat me!” the girl shouted. “She’s a vegetarian!”

Barclay seriously doubted that. He took Selby by the wrist and dragged him away, but when he peeked over his shoulder, he noticed something. The girl had taken a mushroom out of her bag and was lowering it into the last glass jar. It was stout and curved, with a red dome.

A Mourningtide Morel.

A Lore Keeper like her probably didn’t even know the value of that mushroom. She didn’t deserve it. With his fears quickly replaced by determination, Barclay stormed back down the hill.

“Do you know what that is?” Barclay demanded.

The girl paused and looked up.

“It’s a Mourningtide Morel,” she answered with a hint of pride.

“Yes. We’ve been looking for one all day. If you give it to me, then I won’t tell everyone in Dullshire that there’s a Lore Keeper skulking about in the Woods.” Barclay held out his hand, his face burning red. He flushed when he lied. Whether he got the mushroom or not, of course he would tell the townspeople about her. And they would grab their pitchforks, and they would drive her and her Beast someplace else.

“As if they’d dare to come into the Woods and find me,” the girl countered.

Barclay moved to grab the glass jar, but she snatched it out of his reach.

“Give it to me.”

“Absolutely not. I found it!”

“You’re not even using it!”

“Yes I am! I’m making a trap.”

Barclay scoffed. All she had was a line of jars. What was she trying to trap? Lightning bugs? “A trap for what?” he asked.

“A trap for Gravaldor.”

Barclay’s stomach filled with dread even colder than the icy mist. If she somehow summoned Gravaldor, then the tragedy from seven years ago in Dullshire could happen all over again. Barclay had already lost too much to Gravaldor to let him destroy his home a second time.

He climbed atop the fallen trunk. Even side by side, she was still taller than him, but so was almost everyone. When he took a step closer, her dragon—or Mitzi, as she called it—bared its fangs at Barclay and gave a snakelike hiss.

“You can’t do this,” he told the girl.

“Yes I can. I’m going to bond with Gravaldor, just like I bonded with Mitzi.” She rolled up her sleeve to reveal a strange tattoo on her forearm in shiny golden ink. It looked just like her dragon. “Gravaldor is the Legendary Beast of the Woods. And when I bond with him, I’ll—”

“You want to bond with him?” Barclay echoed, his voice high and fearful. Just the thought of Gravaldor made him picture his parents—the gentle way his mother treated the books that she read to her students as a schoolteacher, the apple treats his father would bake for Barclay when he learned to follow a new rule. If it hadn’t been for Gravaldor, they’d still be alive. If it hadn’t been for Gravaldor, they’d still be a family.

All Barclay had ever done was follow in his parents’ footsteps. Because he believed, down to his very core, that if he worked hard and tried to follow the rules, he could almost get them back. He could earn the life in Dullshire that he should have had.

He didn’t even care about the danger anymore. Or the Mourningtide Morel. Or the dirt under his fingernails.

He had to stop her.

“You’ll kill everyone,” Barclay seethed. “Gravaldor isn’t like your dragon—”

“I told you, she’s a whelp—”

“He’s huge! He’s bigger than trees, with fangs as long as you and me. He’s more powerful than any Beast in the Woods, and you’d be eaten before you’d even be able to feel sorry.”

She narrowed her eyes. “How would you know? You’re just a farmer of…” She deflated, trying to think. “What’s the word for it in your language? They’re squishy. It’s a… a…”

“Mushroom?” he impatiently finished for her.

“Yes! You’re just a mushroom farmer.”

“I know because Gravaldor once destroyed our entire town.” He didn’t add anything about his parents because he didn’t share stuff like that with strangers. Everyone in Dullshire was right. Lore Keepers were selfish, and they only brought doom.

The girl’s face softened, but she didn’t back down. She took a few steps closer to Barclay and jabbed her finger into his chest. He wobbled but didn’t fall over.

“I need to do this, and you can’t stop me.” Mitzi squawked in agreement. The girl kept walking and poking him until he’d backed up to the edge of the trunk. “These are the most difficult items to find in the Woods, and I collected them all.” She waved the jar with the Mourningtide Morel in front of his face. “These will summon and trap Gravaldor. It’s perfect.”

Barclay’s eyes widened as he examined the mushroom in that jar. Up close, he realized its scarlet dome was actually crimson.

“Wait!” he said. But the girl gave him one more jab, and he toppled off the trunk. He landed painfully in the center of the clearing, a pine cone squashed underneath him.

“Wait!” he sputtered again. “That’s not a—”

But the girl had already set the jar down, completing the perfect line.

Suddenly, deep in the Woods behind him, there came a howl.

Barclay scrambled to his feet. To his right, the trees shuddered. Then, to his left, footsteps scurried through the shade. A figure rushed by so fast, it was merely a blur.

“Barclayyyyyyyy,” Selby moaned from the top of the hill.

Barclay waved at him to hush. Behind him, Barclay heard the sound of something breathing. There was a low, guttural growl.

His heart pounded, and he desperately clutched his Beast-warding charm. It usually calmed him in dangerous situations, even ones without Beasts. It helped him clear his head enough to think his way out of trouble.

But then a pair of glowing eyes appeared through the trees.

He couldn’t think his way out of this.

The girl jumped down beside him. “Once Gravaldor walks closer to the jars,” she whispered, “the Lore will trap him here. Then I can bond—”

“I don’t think that’s—” Barclay started.

There was another growl, and she hushed him. But Barclay knew he was right. Gravaldor was massive and impossible to hide. And the mushroom she’d used wasn’t a Mourningtide Morel.

But it didn’t matter. Even if this wasn’t Gravaldor, she’d summoned something, and now they were all going to die.

The girl held her arms out, as though whatever Beast stalked around them could be tamed like a puppy. “Mitzi, help me.”

The baby dragon gave a low huff.

“Mitzi, we’ve talked about this!” the girl hissed. “If I’m going to be Grand Keeper one day, you can’t be my only Beast.” When Mitzi still did not comply, she added, “But you’ll still be my favorite!”

At this, Mitzi seemed to relax. She crouched low on the girl’s shoulder, prepared to attack whatever monster circled them. The girl glanced down at Barclay. “Now, don’t make any sounds. No sudden movements. We don’t want to alarm—”

“Barclayyyyyyy,” Selby cried again.

Everything next seemed to happen at once.

Something tore out from the trees, claws raised straight at them.

A light burst out of Mitzi’s mouth, so bright that Barclay had to close his eyes.

But even without his sight, he knew the growl he’d heard before. It was low-pitched and dangerous, the sort of sound a bully might make if they had backed Barclay into a dead-end alley. It was the sound of victory. It meant the predator had found its prey.

A breath blew hot against Barclay’s neck.

He ran. He ran as fast as he could.

He knew better than to flee. Many wild animals only attacked once the chase began. Barclay was basically asking the Beast to eat him. But as smart as Barclay might have been, he was too terrified to stop himself.

He heard the sound of footsteps pounding after him. He ignored them and quickened his pace. He was running faster than he ever had in his life. The gray trees blurred past him like a smear in the corner of his eyes, and the air that usually whipped at his face and knotted his hair had gone eerily still. It seemed impossible, but he swore he was going faster than the wind.

And the pair of eyes, he realized, weren’t behind him. They were beside him.

The Beast wasn’t running after him. It was running with him.

The thought startled him so much, he tripped and fell facedown. When he groaned and rolled over, the last thing he saw was a mouthful of black teeth.
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THREE

Barclay woke up covered in leaves, Selby and the girl panting over him.

“He’s dead!” Selby wailed.

It took Barclay a moment to remember how he’d ended up here, on the ground, aching all over, with only Selby and a stranger. But as he squinted at the gnarled branches overhead, he remembered where he was—the one place he was forbidden to go. The Woods.

Barclay sat up and whipped around. Then a terrible pain shot through his shoulder, and he looked down to find his sleeve had been shredded and an ugly red gash stretched down his arm. Beneath it were hints of glimmering gold.

“Where is it? Where’s the Beast?” Barclay asked, panicked. He looked around, but doing so made the world tilt like he was tumbling down another hill.

The girl’s nostrils flared. “The Beast is there.” She poked at his wound.

“Ow! What was that for?”

“You have a Mark. Like mine.”

She rolled up her sleeve again to reveal her golden Mitzi-like tattoo. Only this time the Mark moved. It padded across her skin, then curled up and yawned, as though preparing to go to sleep.

Barclay realized Mitzi was no longer perched on the girl’s shoulder. The dragon was in the tattoo. The magic of it all made Barclay want to rub his eyes, to make sure what he was seeing was real.

“It was supposed to be my Mark,” the girl continued. “Even if I messed up the trap, if you hadn’t been there, then I would’ve bonded with the Lufthund—”

“Bonded? Bonded like a Lore Keeper?” Barclay winced as he smeared away some of the blood on his arm and stared at his Mark in horror. He’d barely gotten a glimpse of the Beast that had chased him, but the tattoo resembled a wolf. It moved, prowling menacingly over the top of his shoulder, its fangs bared.

“Yes. Exactly like a Lore Keeper,” she huffed. “A Mark is where a Beast dwells when it isn’t out in the world.”

As she spoke, the Mark on Barclay’s shoulder thrashed, and the Beast snapped its jaw.

Selby stared at it openmouthed. “Does this make Barclay a Lore Keeper?”

“No,” Barclay hissed. He would never become a Lore Keeper. Beasts weren’t companions—they were monsters. He might’ve broken Dullshire’s most important rule, but it hadn’t been his fault. He hadn’t chosen this.

Suddenly he felt sick. He staggered to his feet, only to immediately throw up on the forest floor.

When he’d finished, he held out his arm, which pulsed painfully where the Beast had slashed him. “Get it off me,” Barclay told the girl.

“Why should I help you?” she snapped. “You threatened to have your town run me away! You tried to steal the mushroom from my trap. And now you’ve bonded with the Beast that I should have bonded with.”

“I didn’t bond with it! It bonded with me!”

“But that’s not how it works. Did you touch it? You would’ve felt a spark—maybe a pinch? You must’ve—”

“I didn’t,” he insisted. All he remembered before passing out was the teeth.

“Is it Gravaldor?” Selby squeaked.

“No, Gravaldor looks like a bear,” the girl answered, rolling her eyes. “His Beast is—”

“I don’t want to know what it is,” Barclay snapped. “Just get the Mark off me!”

The girl crossed her arms. “I don’t know how to remove a Mark. Most people don’t want to! Most people want—”

Barclay didn’t think he could hear more of this, or he might be sick again. He grabbed Selby’s shoulder. “Come on. We’re going back.”

Selby cringed as Barclay touched him, and Barclay swallowed and dropped his hand.

“What if the Beast gets out?” Selby murmured.

“I…” Barclay’s mouth went dry. Then he, Barclay Thorne, Dullshire’s hardest-working but most troublesome apprentice, would become another cautionary tale. Another Lore Keeper who brought destruction with him.

The girl shook her head. “Beasts can’t come out of their Marks unless you summon them. Or unless they break their bonds. But that’s very rare! If it was going to happen, you’d know. The Mark would start to turn black.”

If Barclay could see the tattoo’s color changing, that would give him time to escape Dullshire if he needed to. He could run into the Woods and let the trees swallow him whole. Then, far, far away, Dullshire would be safe.

But he would be gone, alone in the Woods with a deranged Beast.

Barclay didn’t mind having responsibilities. In fact, every year of his apprenticeship, he looked forward to Master Pilzmann assigning him new ones. It had begun with chores—Barclay learned to chop firewood, to feed Gustav, and to fetch water from the well. As he grew older, Barclay began interacting with customers and tending to the mushroom cellar. Now he led foraging trips all on his own.

Each time, Barclay had known that he was ready for the new responsibility. Even when it was hard or he was tired, he liked how much Master Pilzmann relied on him. Whenever his teacher called him exceptional, Barclay felt a flutter of pride in his chest. No one else in town thought of orphans like that.

But this responsibility was far greater than anything else asked of him. If a Beast lived in Barclay’s skin, then it was Barclay’s responsibility to make sure it stayed there. It was his responsibility to keep Dullshire safe… no matter what.

“We’re going back,” Barclay said. Though his words were firm, his voice shook.

“They’ll let you go back?” the girl asked. “You said they’d chase me away for being a Lore Keeper. So what will they do to you?”

Barclay’s heart filled with dread. Dullshire didn’t make exceptions. At least, not for Barclay, who didn’t have family to fight for one.

“They won’t know,” he murmured, as determined as he was terrified.

Then he grabbed Selby’s hand and led them through the maze of gray trees. It might have been Barclay’s imagination playing tricks, but as the wind blew and the branches prickled, it seemed as though every tree now leaned away from him to clear his path. As though the wilds recognized one of their own.



It wasn’t until the boys arrived at Master Pilzmann’s house that Barclay remembered he was returning from his trip empty-handed. They’d failed to find the Mourningtide Morel, and judging from the ominous clouds darkening the sky, the first snow was coming. Now Master Pilzmann would have to wait until next year.

The house was strange-looking on the outside. When Gravaldor had attacked seven years ago, his foot had smashed the back of the house, so Master Pilzmann had needed to rebuild those walls. Several years later he’d added a second story for Barclay’s bedroom and for storage. Each addition had been built of something different, making the home like a quilt of brick, stone, and wood. And like all houses in Dullshire, Beast-warding charms dangled from each of the windows, ropes and beads and chimes that reeked and rang and warned stay away, stay away.

Barclay and Selby entered around back, where a flyer had been pinned to the door.
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As of today, the twentieth of Winter, four new rules have been issued by the mayor’s office:

Rule #1192: sneezing is hereby prohibited in the town square.

Rule #1193: all pets must be examined by sentry officials for any Beast magic, especially ducks.

Rule #1194: Rule #827 has been revoked. Carrot cake is reinstated as a birthday cake option.

Rule #1195: no babies are to be named Kuthbert with a C—only with a K.



The boys took down the flyer and pushed open the door to the pantry. Inside was crowded with baskets and crates, each filled with different types of mushrooms. The whole place smelled like mushrooms, and mushrooms—for the most part—smelled like dirt. This was the only room in the house not up to Dullshire’s typical standards of cleanliness, and it was also Barclay’s favorite. He liked the smell, and he didn’t mind the filth.

The boys crept through the door to the living room. They found Gustav curled up on the rug and asleep in front of the fire.

Master Pilzmann made a noise of greeting from the kitchen, where he was wearing a burlap apron and washing mushrooms in a bucket of water. He was exceptionally tall—the tallest man in town. He constantly needed to hunch below doorframes, and his drooping gray mustache reached down to his chest. For special occasions Master Pilzmann wore a strange round hat that even made him look like a giant mushroom.

“You’re back late,” he told the boys, so absorbed in his washing that he didn’t look up from the sink. “I was getting worried.”

Barclay carefully adjusted the straps of his bag so that it covered his wound, then attempted—and failed—to smooth down his messy hair. “We’re sorry. We didn’t mean to take so long. It’s just that…” He swallowed. He hated lying. “We couldn’t find the Mourningtide Morel.”

It’s not a lie, he told himself. We’re just not telling him the whole truth. The thought didn’t make him feel good, but it did help him keep his voice steady.

“Is that so? That’s not like you, Barclay,” said Master Pilzmann. He didn’t sound angry, but Barclay still felt a twinge of guilt. He hated letting Master Pilzmann down.

“I’m sorry,” he managed. “It won’t happen again.”

“I don’t doubt that,” he said. “Well, remember to take off your shoes—I just mopped. And supper’s on the table. Mushroom soup. It’s probably cold by now, but it’s still good.”

Selby made a disgusted face.

“Mrs. Havener at the library stopped by today to let me know that they’ve purchased several more books. She said something about adventure and history, and she seemed very excited for me to tell you, Barclay.”

Normally, the thought of new books at the library would thrill Barclay, as there wasn’t a subject he didn’t like to study. And though he’d buried his dreams of travel in the past, he still loved reading about adventure. But tonight he had other things on his mind.

Setting the freshly washed mushrooms aside, Master Pilzmann finally looked up at Barclay, and his jaw dropped on seeing the dirt and flecks of leaves covering Barclay’s clothes.

“My boy. What happened to you?”

Barclay’s face reddened, as it always did when he lied. “I—I fell.”

“Running again? You can’t keep breaking so many rules—the mayor will sentence you to community service for the ninth time. And you’re filthy. Is that… blood?! Where could you have—”

“I’ll go bathe,” Barclay squeaked, then he left his basket on the table and hurried out the door toward the well.

Master Pilzmann’s house was at the southern edge of Dullshire, against the town wall, so there was no one to see Barclay as he hauled a full bucket of water to the outhouse. He stood, naked and shivering, as he wet a cloth and wiped the grime away.

Within minutes, someone knocked. “I brought you fresh clothes,” Selby told him. “And medicine.”

Barclay cracked the door and grabbed them, not in the mood to say thank you.

“Has the Mark gone black yet?” Selby whispered.

Yet? Barclay’s heart clenched as he examined the tattoo, still a brilliant gold that gleamed brighter than a coin. Clearly, Selby believed it was only a matter of time before the Beast escaped.

The Mark squirmed on Barclay’s shoulder, as though trying to pry itself off his skin.

Maybe Selby was right. The girl had said the Lore Keeper forms the bond, not the other way around. What had happened didn’t make sense. It was an accident, a mistake. Maybe the Beast felt the same way. And if it broke free, there was no telling what it would do.

“It’s fine, just go,” Barclay grunted, and he heard Selby scamper off.

He applied the ointment, cringing as it stung, then put on the clean clothes. He left the outhouse and threw his old sweater in the garbage. It was a shame to lose it—he only owned four—but if he took it to the tailor, then she would ask questions about how he’d gotten such a large tear.

It really was a matter of “yet,” he realized. Because if the Beast didn’t break the bond and eat him, then his lie would unravel—and this mistake would cost him way more than community service. Either way, his life was over.

He blinked back tears and headed inside.

A second after he’d taken a seat at the table, Master Pilzmann cleared his throat. “Did you wash your hands? Your fingernails?”

“I…” Barclay looked down, his cheeks hot. Dirt still crusted under his nails. No matter what he did, he never managed to fit in.

His chair made a loud screech as he stood up and hurried to the sink. He dunked his hands into the pail and scrubbed until his skin pruned and his knuckles reddened. He didn’t usually mind the dirt, just like he preferred his hair long. But now he couldn’t look at his hands without all the events of the day rushing back to him.

As he scoured the dirt from under each fingernail, he thought about all the years spent trying to convince Dullshire to accept him, all to be ruined by something that wasn’t his fault. And he couldn’t help thinking how Dullshire had bullied him about things outside of his control his entire life. None of it was fair.

Neither he nor Selby ate much at supper—Barclay because he was far too nervous to stomach any food, Selby because he didn’t like mushrooms.

“And here I thought carrots had been totally banned for years,” Master Pilzmann prattled. “Turns out, I’d been confusing them with turnips this whole time! I’m very glad to be straightened out—I’ve been so put off with Mrs. Kraus. Hard to trust your neighbors when they could be running an illicit produce stand…”

Barclay, normally interested in town gossip, paid no attention.

At some point the topic of conversation must have changed, because Master Pilzmann leaned over and touched Barclay’s damp hair and Barclay flinched. Master Pilzmann’s hand was dangerously close to the Mark.
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