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IF I HAD LEARNED ANYTHING in my years of questing, it was that members of the royal court always appreciated a grand entrance.

They were gluttons for pageantry and suspense. They salivated over any spectacle and devoured drama and pomp. And since the upper class didn’t have to work for a living, unlike lowly peasants such as myself, they had endless hours to fill with various forms of entertainment. Gossip, secret liaisons, and treason were the normal fare, but even elaborate plans for a coup d’état became boring after a while. Thus, they invented different avenues of distraction, diversion, and amusement.

The kingdom’s monarchs organized all manner of competitions and celebrations, much to the delight of the lords, ladies, and lieges of the court. They gorged themselves on lavish feasts, sophisticated fashion, and complicated dancing. And, of course, there were the tournaments. The monarchs loved to watch knights pummel one another with dull swords or spear one another with pointy sticks while hurtling at full speed on horseback. Unfortunately for the spectators, the court couldn’t indulge in sword fights and jousting matches daily, or there would be no knights to defend against the threat of warlords, bandits, and the sporadic vengeful gnome. So they had to turn to other sources of daring entertainment.

That’s where I came in.

I was an expert at questing, the broad term for a variety of daring and courageous tasks, including monster hunting, magic or divine object retrieval or destruction (depending on the day), and the occasional VIR (very important royal) recovery mission. (Princess Avriel was very excited when I showed up to rescue her from the swamp sprites instead of Lord Ethan, as he harbored a very large and very unrequited crush on her and had vowed to be her champion despite his utter lack of prowess when it came to feats of rescue or romance.)

Anyway, I was great at winning quest competitions. The best at it, in fact, in the entire kingdom. Exalted throughout all the land. And though I wasn’t someone who enjoyed prolonged attention, it was an act I was willing to play for the gold.

For a time.

With my vast experience in these matters, I knew that absolutely nothing topped a theatrical last-second entrance.

Which was how I came to be there, impatiently waiting outside the closed double doors of the castle’s great hall for my final performance. I pressed my ear to the glossy polished wood while I listened for the best moment to announce my arrival. If this was to be the last time I would enter the presence of royalty as the most decorated quest competitor in all of Avoury, I would do so in style. Magnificent, boorish, boasting style. Even if it meant upstaging my opposition, and especially if it irritated my fiercest competitor.

Princet Aven was fun to tease.

“Well, as no one else has returned from the Dark Wood,” the king’s voice rang out, “then I believe I must declare Princet Aven the—”

Ah, my cue. I rammed my shoulder against the heavy door so it swung wide open, startling the guards and the banner bearers, and cutting the king off mid-sentence. The ornately carved handle slammed into the stone wall, the impact reverberating amid the gasps of the court as I took a brash step over the threshold. I swept my brown hair to the side, revealing my blood-splattered face, and tossed the tattered hem of my cloak over my shoulder to full effect. Between the sword at my side and my dirtied leather armor, I appeared gruesome and battle worn as I stood proudly at the back of the hall, every inch the mighty adventurer the bards proclaimed me to be.

“Sorry I’m late,” I called as I strode in, lugging the heavy corpse of a monstrous spider behind me by its own web, which was kind of poetic in a macabre and gross way. “I was a little caught up.” The crowd stared at me in stunned silence. “Caught up. Get it?” I sighed. The castle court had no sense of humor. “The spiderweb?” I jiggled the thick strands entwined around my hands for emphasis. A twitter of disgusted laughter echoed throughout the chamber but abruptly changed to horrified gasps when one of the long, hairy legs of the spider twitched. The thud of a liege fainting followed shortly after.

I gripped the sticky fibers I’d looped over my shoulder and dragged the creature across the stone with a foul scrape and squelch. The ribbon of carpet that led to the royal dais bunched beneath the eight-legged carcass, while a wide swath of black blood and green, viscous venom seeped from beneath it, spreading out toward the jeweled toes of the courtiers, who pressed handkerchiefs over their mouths to ward off the stench.

Yeah. It was dead. Very dead, despite the occasional postmortem spasm. And heavy.

I grinned as my gaze slid to Princet Aven. My stomach leaped gleefully at their attractive pout, their fair skin reddening with annoyance as they crossed their arms over their pristine royal outfit. Aven had a wheelbarrow of smaller spiders, adolescents compared with the one I was dragging toward the raised thrones of the king and queen. Not a bad showing for the second best, and if I had been one minute later, they’d have won the challenge and the court’s favor this time.

There were other participants lined up behind Aven, some with a smattering of dead spiders and one with a large bat. Lord Ethan, with his ridiculous curled mustache, had obviously missed the entire point of the adventure, which was to cull the Dark Wood’s man-eating spider population down to a manageable level.

The Dark Wood was thick and wild, and during peak foliage season it was so dense that light scarcely broke through the canopy of leaves. The populace thought it cursed, but the path cutting through it was the shortest way between the farms and ports on the northern edge of the continent and the rest of the kingdom. Taking the route through the wood took a third of the time it would take to venture around the perimeter—which for a trader or a farmer was no menial deviation.

Unfortunately, the spider population had exploded as an unhappy herald of spring. I and my fellow questers had been tasked with bringing back as many dead creatures as possible to create a safer way through the wood for the prime trading months of the spring and summer. The reward was a sack of gold and the esteem of the kingdom.

It was the perfect last quest. A way to earn a bit of gold and one last chorus of enthusiastic huzzahs.

I paused next to Princet Aven and bowed to the king and queen, seated on their thrones atop the raised platform. The bulbous body of my bounty smelled like death, the stink wafting anew each time I moved it. It was positively vile. But the king stared, delighted, and the queen giggled as I dropped the web to the floor with a loud splat.

“I apologize for my tardiness, Your Majesties.” I bowed again at the waist. “This,” I said with a gesture toward the body, “was difficult to lug all the way from the depths of the Dark Wood.”

Aven rolled their blue eyes and dropped their arms with a soft huff. I ignored them, though I inwardly preened.

“You’re forgiven, of course, Ellinore,” the queen said. “Especially as you have brought a fine specimen.”

The king gestured to the stone wall behind them, where a gigantic bear rug hung above a recessed stone shelf. The ledge held a quill from a manticore, a magnificent pearl from the Eastern Sea, a silver thimble from the swamp sprites, and a scale from the famed Golden Dragon, about the size of a small shield, which gleamed in the sunlight. “Yes. The fangs will make an excellent addition to the other trophies you have brought to us.”

I internally flinched but hid my distaste behind a wide smile. “I agree, Your Majesty.” One of the spider’s brittle legs cracked and fell off, eliciting another waft of death so overpowering that I clamped my mouth shut to keep from vomiting.

The king wrinkled his nose. “A quite pungent creature.”

I laughed through my clenched teeth. “Yes. Well, it’s dead. That’s what happens.”

“Of course.” The king’s gaze cut to Aven, standing by my side. “I was just about to declare my dear brother’s only child, Princet Aven, the winner of this little competition, as they have killed the most spiders. But we cannot deny that once again you have prevailed.”

“Wait. How did she win?” Aven asked, gesturing to the corpse behind me. “That’s one spider. The quest was to kill many spiders. To decrease the population.” They pointed at their wheelbarrow. “Twelve is much greater than one.”

“Princet Aven does have a point,” the king said, stroking his gray beard. He was a stately man, a warrior in his day, and the sharpness of his blue eyes was rivaled only by Aven’s. “The quest did specify quantity.”

“Yes, Princet Aven does have a magnificent point,” I said with a wink in their direction. “And while this is but one spider compared with Princet Aven’s bounty, this is a mother spider. And all her eggs are also now… gone.” Gone, but not dead. Merely relocated by a friend. But that bit of information would remain between myself, my friend, and the ancients. “And she cannot procreate again.”

“Well done, Ellinore.” The king cleared his throat and addressed the crowd. “Once again I hereby declare Ellinore the Brave—the Spider Slayer—the winner. She has triumphed in this quest!”

I beamed in spite of the name. I’d always despised epithets, but “the Spider Slayer” wasn’t too awful. It was better than some of the other ones the king had bestowed on me previously. The crowd clapped politely as the rest of the competitors dispersed with grumbles and envious looks. Lord Ethan sniffed as he passed and checked his shoulder hard against mine, his steel armor knocking my already-loose leather pauldron askew. The prick. He had a chip on his shoulder larger than the dragon scale displayed on the shelf.

Aven didn’t move from their position by the thrones and frowned as I accepted the sack of gold from a nearby page and a bouquet of colorful flowers from another, a mix of bright cosmos, delphiniums, and small pink roses. With my back straight, I endured the praise and adulation from those courageous enough to skirt around the stretch of the giant spider’s legs to speak with me. They were mostly young lieges of the court, dressed fashionably, and blushing as they asked me about my adventure. There were a few older nobles as well, vying for me to move to their fiefs, though I had no intention of doing so. Interest finally began to dwindle, most likely because of my curt answers and forced, frozen smile. Or maybe it was the thick stench. Either way, I was left to make my escape.

That was when Aven chose their moment. “Like you need another purse of gold,” they said as they bent their head close to mine, tone low but sharp. Their eyes glinted with a perceptiveness I didn’t appreciate, and they exuded an aura that, thanks to the breadth of their shoulders and royal bearing, would eclipse mine in any other circumstance. “You’ve won the last five competitions. Isn’t that enough?”

“Six competitions. And that’s rich coming from you,” I said, wedging the gold into the bag at my hip. “Literally.”

“I would have donated it to charity, of course. Some worthy cause.”

I tapped my chin in thought. “Do you consider your own coffers a worthy cause?” One fun fact about acting as Ellinore the Brave—she was kind of a jerk.

Aven scoffed. They brushed a piece of imaginary lint from their tunic sleeve, showing off the golden thread and intricate embroidery around the cuffs. Aven was the pinnacle of royalty, from the shine of their glossy black hair and the gold glint of the earrings that lined the curves of both their ears, to the makeup expertly applied around their eyes. Their sturdy leather boots were polished to a glow, and their trademark bow and quiver were made with the straightest wood and the finest feathers—peacock, pheasant, and raven alike.

Aven was currently last in line for the throne, the king’s dead brother’s only child, sometimes referred to as the Pointless Princet. With five cousins who were the children of the king and queen, they barely held a claim, and they’d fall even further down the rungs once the oldest cousin, Princet Avia, ascended the throne and named their own heirs. Maybe that was why Aven was perpetually in a bad mood.

“At least don’t spend it all in the first tavern you find. Save some for a leatherworker and have that buckle fixed.” Aven nodded toward my shoulder. “One firm hit and that pauldron will give.”

Embarrassed, I clapped my free hand over the distressed strap of my armor. I knew the buckle and leather were on their last legs, but I didn’t see the use in getting it repaired when this would be my last quest. And I hadn’t thought anyone would notice. I lifted my chin and swished my long, loose hair, tangled as it was. “Well, maybe that will allow you the chance to actually best me.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I. Here.” I smacked the flowers against their chest. “These suit you more than they do me.”

Aven’s jaw clenched, and the tips of their ears turned red, a dead giveaway that I’d successfully annoyed them. They took the bouquet anyway. “You’re infuriating.”

“I aim to please,” I said, a genuine smile stealing over my features. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going home. With my bag of shiny new coins.”

I turned my back to them, all set to march right out of the throne room, until the king’s voice stopped me in my tracks.

“Not staying for the feast, Ellinore?” the king called.

I went rigid as all the attention in the room swung back in my direction. I took a fortifying breath, plastered a pleasant smile on my face, then turned and faced the king. I bowed as elegantly as I could, which was not elegantly at all.

“No, Your Majesty. I’ve been in the Dark Wood for several days, and I would like to return home.”

“You can stay here,” the queen said, resting her hand on the arm of her throne, the flash of the jewels in her rings highlighting the cool undertones of her deep-brown skin. “You could quickly bathe and change into a spare gown and—”

“You’re too kind, Your Majesty.” A gown. As if. Who did she think I was? “But I’ve left my brother unsupervised for too long.”

“I thought he was your twin,” Aven said, their mouth pulling into a slow smirk. “Surely, he’d be fine for another day. He’s almost an adult, after all.”

“He is my twin. But there is no telling what kind of trouble he can find without me there.” That was an understatement. I only hoped that the house was still standing.

“Ah, siblings,” the king said. “I understand how troublesome they can be.”

Aven’s teasing expression turned cold and sour for the span of a blink, before smoothing into something bland and neutral. I hated watching their personality recede behind a blank mask, as it often did under the scrutiny of the court. It was one of the reasons I always teased them, to bring out the person I knew existed beneath it.

“Anyway,” the king continued, “at least regale us with the tale of how you were able to slay this magnificent creature and her brood, so the bards may spin another rousing song of Ellinore the Brave.”

My smile grew tight. My tongue was thick in my mouth as my mind whirred for a good answer. I’d hoped to make it out of the castle before anyone asked for details. “Right. A stirring tale for the bard.” In the corner of the hall, a bard sat with his quill perched over a parchment, ready to take down my words, his lute propped nearby. Ugh. Bards were the worst. Almost as horrible as mages.

I coughed into my fist. “It was a short fight,” I said finally, patting the sword at my side. “No match for the best steel in the kingdom. Again, thank you for the gift. I couldn’t have defeated the creature without it.”

I may have hated playing the social game, but I knew how to appeal to vanity. The sword had been a gift from the monarchs after the quest of the Golden Dragon and had been made by the finest swordsmith in all the kingdom. Maybe a bit of flattery and gratitude would distract them long enough to let me make my getaway.

“Oh, very good to hear our gift was of help,” the queen said, drinking from a goblet worth more than the pouch I’d just received. “But I bet it was harrowing all the same.”

“Yes! Very harrowing. Incredibly harrowing. The most harrowing. It was dark in the Dark Wood, obviously. I was very deep in the interior, and it was difficult to see. The spider did have the upper hand with the web and venomous fangs and all, but I landed several blows. I managed to defeat it and win. As I always do.”

The bard scribbled furiously in the corner. Another round of polite applause swept through the room as the king and queen nodded their heads. Aven frowned while circling the spider, stepping over the river of ooze. They poked at a leg with a gloved finger, and the brittle limb creaked.

“Well, if the bard has any questions,” I added hastily, taking a step backward, “he may contact me in my home village. Thank you.”

“Wait,” the king said with a chuckle. “Not so fast, Ellinore. Please, indulge us by answering one last question before you take your leave. What do you intend to do with the winnings?”

My throat went as dry as a desert. I gripped the hilt of my sword, my fingers curling around the leather. I licked my lips as the crowd leaned in, hanging by a thread for my answer.

“Retire.”

The great hall fell morbidly silent. So quiet, the only sound was the audible gasp of a nearby servant. Aven snapped their head around, abandoning the spider’s corpse.

“What?” they breathed.

Their question sparked a ripple of conversation that ran through the onlookers, courtiers and servants alike, while the king glowered down at me from his throne.

“Retire?” the king demanded. “From questing?”

“Yes,” I said firmly.

Aven narrowed their eyes. “You’re only seventeen.”

A tingle of irritation worked down my spine at their tone, and the mention of my age. I was aware I was quite young to retire. And we were of a similar age. They’d had their eighteenth birthday a few months ago, and because they were royalty, there had been a big feast and competition. I had won, of course. Beating them on their birthday had been particularly satisfying. They’d gotten over it. Probably.

“Yes. But I’ve been questing for years, and to be honest, I’m exhausted.”

“A rest, then,” the queen said, smiling gently. “A well-earned respite until you return for the summer season.” She touched her spouse’s hand, which had curled into a fist. “And she’ll return fitter and fiercer for it!”

I wanted to argue, to tell them I had no intention of returning for the summer tournaments, but that would just keep me here longer. I nodded.

“Yes. A rest.”

The king clapped his hands. “Wonderful. Well, then, let us feast.”

Before anyone else could stop me, I hurried down the carpet, dodging the ooze I’d dragged in, and made it out of the double doors into the castle’s main hallway. I leaned against the cool stone and inhaled a steadying breath. I rubbed my hands over my face, my thin bracelet slipping down my wrist. Thank the ancients that would be the last time I’d have to pretend to be an extrovert. The last time I would have to pretend to be a hero.

“Ellinore the Brave?”

I startled, pushing myself from the wall, immediately transforming from haggard and exhausted Ellinore into the extraordinary champion everyone expected.

“Yes?” My voice squeaked in pitch. Yes. I was an impressive hero.

A girl approached me dressed in an elegant muted-green dress, which was stunning against the warm sepia tone of her skin. Her hair was twisted and styled in the popular way of the women of the court, a stark contrast to my tangled hair hanging in my face. Jewels adorned her fingers and her neck, and any composure I’d gathered fled in the face of her soft smile.

She offered me a cloth sack. “Food for your journey. From the feast.”

“Oh, thank you.” I took the bag gratefully, with an awkward, deferential nod. I may have been a decorated quester, but I was still a peasant.

“You’re welcome. Thank you for… helping our traders and farmers. That spider was quite gruesome.”

“Ah. Yes. That.” Oh no, she wanted to talk about the quest. Must flee.

“I’ve greatly enjoyed hearing about your quests. You’re so brave and admirable.” She batted her long eyelashes. Oh no, this might be more than just quest talk. Must flee squared. “The tale about the Golden Dragon is my favorite.”

“Oh, yes. That was a… great quest.”

“I was wondering—”

“Well. Um… look at the time. I really must be going. Thanks for the food. Bye.”

I brushed past her and all but ran toward the stables. I exited the castle, gracefully tripping down the stone steps of the entrance into the square courtyard, focused on escape.

Footsteps followed me as I crossed the cobblestones, and I desperately hoped it wasn’t the courtier trying to engage in more conversation.

“You’re lying,” a voice said from behind me. Oh, it was worse than the courtier. It was Aven. I stopped in my tracks, stiffening in fear until they continued. “You have no intention of returning for the summer quests.”

I sighed before I turned to face them. “I thought you’d be happy. You’ll win for once.”

Their ears glowed red, but it may have been the heat from the late-afternoon sun instead of their obvious irritation. The weather was warm for an early-spring day, and sweat gathered under my tunic. I couldn’t wait to divest myself of my cuirass, tassets, and bracers. Not to mention the pauldron that was barely hanging on. I didn’t know how Aven stood it in their brocaded layers and the high lace collar tight around their throat.

The courtyard was empty for the time of day; most of the servants who would normally be bustling by were occupied with the feast. Other than the whinnies from the nearby stable, and the occasional caw from a bird overhead, Aven and I were alone.

“You can’t retire,” they said.

Why did they always have to be so contrary all the time? “You may be royalty, but you’re not the king. You can’t order me not to, you know. I am retiring.”

Their brow furrowed, dark eyebrows pulling together. “But you’re the best.”

“It’s nice to hear you admit it.”

“I’ve always admitted it,” they rebutted quickly. “It’s why I strive to be better. So I can beat you. One day.”

My cheeks heated in the face of their sincerity. I hated how a well-placed compliment from them could unravel the solid façade I’d projected for the last several years. “Well. Now you’re the best. Congratulations!” I gestured awkwardly with my hands to convey my false cheer.

“No.” They shook their head. “I don’t want to be the best because you’ve left. I want to be the best by beating you. In the summer competition.”

I pressed my fingers into my eyes, which were stinging from both the sunlight and fatigue. “Princet Aven, I smell like dead spider, and I want to go home. Please have your existential crisis on your own time.”

They blinked. “I’m not having an existential crisis.”

“You literally are. In front of me. It’s not cute.” Actually, it was kind of cute, especially when the red of their ears deepened and a blush seeped into their pale cheeks.

“Retirement doesn’t suit you. You’ll be bored to tears in a week.”

“I disagree.” I crossed my arms. “I think it suits me fine. Great, even. It’ll be fun and amazing.”

“What do you even plan to do?”

“Garden,” I said, lifting my chin. “Knit. Bake. Write. And grow old with a bunch of cats.” I didn’t mention the piece about figuring out who I was beneath the Ellinore the Brave mantle. Aven wouldn’t understand. They were born royalty. They knew who they were and who they could be without ever having to question. I had made a life of pretending, of assuming a persona so my family had a chance at a better life. I was an actor, and I was at my breaking point.

“Garden? Cats? That’s not you.”

“You don’t know me,” I shot back. They had no right to say that. They only knew the part I played, not the real me. I barely knew who that was. “Don’t pretend we’re anything other than competitors.”

They matched my defensive posture, their armguard catching on their ornate sleeve. “Fine. Leave. But mark my words, you’ll be back. And I’ll be ready.”

“I won’t, but whatever. Have fun, Princet Aven. Try not to die.”

They squawked in offense as I hastily sped toward the stables.

My steed, a beautiful bay mare with a black mane, was as happy to see me as I was to see her. Declining the help of the stable hands, I pulled her out of the stall by her halter and adjusted my saddle, then tucked the new bag of gold and bundle of food into the saddlebag.

“Come on, Bluebell,” I said, patting her neck. She nickered and pressed the smooth velvet of her nose against my hand. “Let’s go visit our good friend. Then we’ll ride home and make sure Zig isn’t locked in a dungeon or back in the stocks.”

I mounted and rode out of the castle grounds, under the portcullis, and over the drawbridge, until I was on the road headed to my home village on the outskirts of the castle’s looming influence. Though Aven may have been watching, and though the competitions and contests had been good to me over the years and had allowed me to provide for my family, and though the bards had sung charitably of my feats, I didn’t look back.

Not once.
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“HAIL THE CONQUERING HERO!” I yelled as I squeezed my way through the cavern tunnel. “Or, you know, a close approximation.”

The cool stone wall scraped my grubby skin and rasped against my leather armor. I still smelled, but I had found a sliver of soap in my saddlebag, and I hoped to use it once I wiggled my way into my sometime accomplice’s home.

At no response, I called again. “Fine, not quite a conquering hero, but at least I won!”

I turned a tight corner, then stumbled into a huge natural grotto. Over the centuries an underground stream had worn away the rock, creating a large, enclosed space with a towering ceiling. Rivulets of cool whitewater spilled down one wall and dumped into a large pool off to the side. Stalactites of various sizes protruded from above, and slow drips ran down their lengths and fell with splats to the hard ground. The floor was slick with spray and condensation, and I had to watch my step as I ventured farther.

The cool, damp air raised goose bumps along my arms. One beam of setting sunlight spilled from a small hole in the rock near the highest point, illuminating veins of glittering quartz and pyrite in the walls, but offered little in the way of heat. Otherwise, there was no natural light, which made the shadows toward the back of the cave deep and dark.

“Dave?” I called, stepping farther into my friend’s residence. “Are you here?” I squinted into the dark. “Dave?”

Feeling around the edge, I navigated to the spot where I usually slept when staying overnight, a carved-out bench in the wall with stolen blankets and a feather pillow.

“Dave?” I called again as I bumped around noisily until I found the torch I’d used the last time. Using the flint from my bag at my hip, I managed to light the tip of the burned cloth and wood. Holding it aloft, I turned and—

“Boo!”

I gasped, dropping the torch and yanking my sword from my scabbard, a shrill scream erupting from my throat.

Dave chuckled, falling over onto his side, while smoke billowed from the large nostrils in his snout. The golden scales of his belly gleamed in the sputtering firelight cast by the torch, much like the golden coins of his hoard in the recesses of his cave.

I pushed my hand against my chest, feeling the rabbit-beat of my heart under my palm. “What the fu—”

“Did I get you?” Dave asked as he sat up on his haunches and smiled, showing off the rows of razor-sharp teeth in his mouth.

“Yes!”

He chuckled under his breath. “Excellent. I’d been wanting to do that for ages.”

“That was not funny!”

Dave shrugged, his wings shifting behind him. “It was hilarious. Did you hear the sound you made? The notoriously cool and composed Ellinore the Brave squealing in fright. The scandal! What would the populace think?”

“I almost skewered you!” I sheathed my sword as I scowled, choosing to ignore the dig about public opinion. “I could’ve hurt you.”

Dave snorted, his tail swishing on the ground behind him. “I would’ve dodged.”

“I can’t believe I’m friends with you… you unhinged overgrown lizard.” I scooped up the torch and held it aloft as Dave continued giggling under his hot breath.

“I’m a delight! A charming dragon who adores a good joke. Besides, I have to get my entertainment somehow, since I’m not allowed to play pranks on the human folk anymore.”

“And rightfully so.”

Dave was my second quest ever. Several years ago the king declared that the person who rid a neighboring village of a pesky dragon would receive an obscene amount of gold. I found Dave right on the outskirts of said town, eating sheep and terrorizing the populace with his awful pranks and jokes. I convinced him to make a deal. He’d stop his activities, and in exchange I’d split the royal reward with him. The bargain was in his best interest because there were about a dozen other questers bearing down on his location who would not hesitate to stab him with pointy weapons. In the end he made the wise choice and hid in a cave, daring to hunt and fly only at night, and only on the mountainsides, which afforded him a limited, but allegedly tasty, selection of wild game.

After we’d shaken hands—well, claws—I journeyed to the castle and told the king that the dragon had been vanquished. I used that term specifically because in the beginning of my career I tried to stick to little white lies, and not the intricate yarns I’ve had to spin since. Anyway, a single golden scale from beneath Dave’s front leg proved what I’d said, and the king and queen bought my story. It was one of the better bard tales, since Dave had helped me embellish the details of what really happened.

“Did you do it?” I asked as I followed Dave deeper into the cavern.

He slithered ahead of me, his long, spiked tail dragging behind him. “Of course I did,” he said, spine twisting as he looked over his shoulder, green eyes glittering. “But I can’t believe you had me moving spider egg sacs. The task was vile and not one I’m willing to repeat.”

“Yeah, well, it was that or dragging the dead momma spider for miles by her web. Which was equally disgusting.”

Dave spat fire as he settled down in his usual spot and lit the other torches in the sconces on the walls. They flared to life and the entire cave was bathed in a gentle glow. He perched on the small hoard he kept in the main chamber, a pile of golden coins and jewels, modest compared with what I knew he kept in another section of the cave.

Dave’s body was larger than that of a horse and much longer from snout to tail, but small for a dragon, or so I’d learned from scrolls. His scales were mostly gold, with a smattering of red and orange between his horns. A large, spiked barb adorned the tip of his tail, and he had two leathery wings folded at his back. He moved as if he didn’t have bones, able to navigate the smallest nooks and crannies of the cavern system and sneak out the small back entrance when he needed. Lithe as he was, he was still impressive. He towered over me when he stood on his hind legs, even while I was atop Bluebell. He could be terrifying if he wanted, but as I’d come to learn, he preferred bad jokes and gold to breathing fire and eating people.

I settled in a wooden chair Dave kept for me, and tossed the torch off to the side. “At least tell me the egg sacs are safe and we didn’t actually make the giant spiders of the world extinct.”

“They’re safe. There will be a mountain pass that will become inordinately dangerous for travelers in a few years, but for now all is fine.” He looked at me expectantly, his clawed feet digging into the mound of gold as a cat would knead a blanket.

“Good. I don’t need any more guilt.” I dropped my saddlebag at my feet and stretched my arms above my head and yawned. “Remind me—are man-eating giant spiders ancients or folklores?”

“Folklores, I believe,” Dave said. “Though I’m not sure if they possess any magic other than their ability to grow to large sizes.”

“You don’t know?”

He narrowed his eyes into slits. “I may be old, but I don’t know everything.”

“Whoa. I was just asking. I am merely glad that another folklore has a chance to live on. It feels like there are fewer and fewer out there.”

“Maybe if the humans would cease killing the ancients and folklores for sport and coin, then there would be more.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said quietly. I always hated the way other questers often defaulted to killing rather than utilizing basic problem-solving or communication skills. It was a relief to be done with it. “Speaking of coin.” Rummaging in my bag, I dug out the reward pouch. Dave’s eyes glowed with interest as he watched me remove his share of the gold. When I tossed it onto his pile, a low, pleased rumble vibrated up from his gut into his throat. He grasped the coins with his front claws and tucked the gold under his belly. “Enjoy those, because they will be the last ones I bring for a long time.”

Dave pulled his attention away from his newest acquisition and narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I did it.” I spread my arms. “Ellinore the Brave has officially retired. No more questing. No more lies. No more of any of it. I’m done.”

A curl of judgmental smoke wafted from Dave’s nose and from between the gaps in his sharp teeth. “What brought this on? I thought you liked questing.”

“Well, yeah. It’s fun in a disgusting way,” I said, gesturing to the grit and grime clinging to my body. “But I finally had enough gold to purchase a house on the southeastern coast for my parents. Which was always the goal. I’ve sent them on their way. This,” I said, hefting the pouch, “was one last fun hurrah.”

“I thought we worked well together,” Dave said with an exaggerated pout.

I touched the thin silver bracelet at my wrist, my way of calling Dave if needed. He’d gifted it to me after a disastrous quest that involved an enraged strix where I almost died. Come to find out, strixes were one of the few magical beings that didn’t like to negotiate. Since then, all I needed was to rub the bracelet between my fingers with intent and Dave would come.

“We do work well together. And we’ll always be friends, but I’ve reached my goal of helping my parents and my brother.”

Dave scratched his cheek with the claw of his foreleg. “What about you?” he rumbled.

“What about me?” I asked. “I get to rest. I can shed this imposter’s mantle of a supposed hero and go live in my family’s cabin and… knit, and then I’ll join my parents on the coast and just be Ellinore. Besides, it was only a matter of time before I was discovered bending the rules anyway. Aven almost caught on this time. They were so close to realizing that the giant spider had already been dead for days before I found it.”

Dave sighed. “A sad end to a centuries-old creature.”

“But hey, we’ve given a few of her children a chance. Aven and the others may have harvested a few of the smaller spiders, but one of those eggs might grow to her size and be terrorizing that canyon in a few decades.”

Dave smiled at that, as close as a dragon could smile. “And what did dear Aven say about you quitting?” He waggled the curve of scales that acted as eyebrows.

I flinched, then bristled. My back stiffened as I straightened from my tired slump. “What does it matter what Aven said? Their opinion is of no interest to me.”

Dave chuckled. “Sure.”

“What?” I stood. “It’s not. I don’t care what spoiled royalty thinks.”

“If that was the case, you wouldn’t be worried about being deemed a fraud.”

My mouth dropped open; then I snapped it shut. Shame made my face grow hot and my shoulders sag. “That’s different. I don’t want the entire kingdom to demand all their gold back once they’ve found out I’m a sham. That I’m not a real champion. That Ellinore the Brave is a construct composed of embellished bards’ songs and the whimsy of a populace primed to believe in heroes and fairy tales.”

“That’s cynical even for you.” Dave lazily eyed me from his pile. “Didn’t the king and queen deem you the best quester in all the land?”

I raised a finger. “They’re wrong. I was the best at winning. There’s a subtle difference.”

Dave stretched his long body. A golden goblet rolled from the small hoard, clinking over the other gold and jewels until it came to rest at my feet. My reflection in the glossy surface warped with the curve of the metal, creating a distorted caricature that felt like a mirror of my court persona.

He hummed a jaunty tune under his breath, one I recognized as a song about me. “Do you want the opinion of a very old and wise being?” he asked, blinking slowly.

“Why? Is there one around?” He growled in offense, and I held up my hands. “I mean… I guess.”

“You’re not an imposter, Ellinore,” Dave said.

It was a nice sentiment, but Dave was my friend and thus obligated to say nice things about me. “I literally dragged an already-dead spider from the forest to win and had you move the egg sacs I supposedly destroyed. I not only lied but used an accomplice.”

Dave smiled. “All the same. You are not a fraud. Yes, you’ve completed quests in your own special way, but you’ve completed them. You have done what was asked of you, just differently than what the royals expected. Take me, for example. You were sent to rid the kingdom of the dragon terrorizing a village. And you did. I’m not terrorizing anyone anymore.” He grinned wide. “Other than you, of course.”

I crossed my arms and sank down slowly into the chair. “Thanks, but I don’t think wordplay is going to save me if they ever find out. Especially with the bigger tales the bards have concocted. I need to quit while I’m ahead. Before the clever untruths catch up to me. I finally have some time to figure out who I am without a sword and an epithet.”

“It’s your choice,” Dave said. “But who will come tell me fun stories? You won’t have any.” He flashed a comically large pout. “And I won’t get to travel as often as I do now.”

“You can always come live by the sea.”

Dave scoffed. “And leave my hoard? Now you’re speaking nonsense.”

“Well, until it’s time for me to move, I promise to come visit when I can, and I’ll tell you all about what Zig is up to.”

“Oh, he is unruly. What has he done lately?”

“I don’t know. He’s been home alone ever since I was able to send my parents to their new life. I just hope he’s not done something reckless and impulsive while I’ve been away.”

“If he has,” Dave said, “you can always leave and live here. I enjoy your company. But not when you smell so bad.” He wrinkled his nose.

I sniffed and gagged. “Look. I’m aware. I was hoping you would heat the spring for me.” I clasped my hands together and gave him my best pleading expression, complete with pouty lips and puppy eyes. Dave huffed, then sighed.

“Fine.”

He trundled over to the spring, took a deep breath, and released a torrent of fire into the basin. Steam ballooned upward and the water bubbled with heat.

A bath would do wonders for my joints and for my mind. It would make the remaining short ride back to my village more pleasant. And once I returned home, I could really start to enjoy my retirement. With no more quests in my future, I could finally, finally relax and just be myself.
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THE KINGDOM OF AVOURY COVERED the entire continent—from the mostly uninhabitable western coastline to the mountains that spat fire in the northeast to the plains and forests of the midland to the almost always warm southern coast. It hadn’t always been so expansive, but centuries had passed since Avoury was formed and the current succession of monarchs had come into power. It was a diverse kingdom that encompassed a wide range of communities—small farm villages, bustling trade towns, fishing settlements along the coasts, castles and keeps, thick forests (at least one of which was haunted), and rivers that connected them all. And while the entire land was solidified under one banner, life wasn’t as harmonious as it could be. Most often because humans were jerks.

My home village sat exactly in the middle of the kingdom. Though it wasn’t as large as the city that abutted the castle walls, it was a popular spot for travelers and traders due to its location along a river and a main road. As such, Traveler’s Rest boasted three inns, four taverns, and a shrine to the white hart, our local deity dedicated to the safety of explorers and adventurers. A colorful market teemed with residents and visitors on most days, hosting wares from the local craftspeople and food from the outlying farms. Festivals with music, storytelling, dancing, and other forms of entertainment were held nearly every week. The town was a tourist haven.

In the late days of spring, it was positively hectic. And unfortunately, the quickest route from Dave’s cavern to my family’s small cabin on the outskirts was through the main square.

I lingered in the grotto overnight, choosing to eat and sleep in relative safety rather than risking it on the road. I even spent hours detangling my hair with a fine golden comb from Dave’s hoard. The next day I hoped to time my ride so that I passed through town in the late afternoon, when everyone was either napping after their midday meal or preparing for the evening.

I tied my armor to the back of my saddle and pulled on a sturdy pair of trousers, a large, frayed tunic, and my boots. I wrapped myself in my tattered cloak with the hood pulled over my head in an attempt at anonymity. With my legendary quest record, I was the closest thing to a celebrity many of the townsfolk would ever see. And the last thing I wanted was a repeat of the badgering I’d received from Aven, once everyone learned of my retirement.

I curled my shoulders and slouched as I rode. It was one thing to have spent my teenage years fooling royalty and taking their gold—they had enough to hand out, and other than their riches, I held no love for them. But to have fooled the folks of my hometown into believing I was some manner of local hero—that guilt was a far heavier burden.

I deftly guided Bluebell over the trail leading in from the stretch of family farms on the periphery, down the main thoroughfare of hard-packed dirt, and into the center of town. She danced around muddy wheel ruts filled with this morning’s spring rain as we traveled the thatched-roof-lined streets. My plan seemed to be working, as the canopied tables of wares were shuttered for the day, but I wasn’t out of the woods yet. When I passed the local magistrate’s office and found the pillory empty, I breathed out a sigh of relief.

“If I have told you once,” came a voice from down the road, “I’ve told you thousands of times.”

I snapped my head around and nudged Bluebell forward. The doors to the Winter Hart banged open, and a figure stumbled out. A short, balding man followed, shaking his fist and yelling. “No swindling in my place of business!”

“I wasn’t swindling!”

The person gained his feet, and my stomach plummeted. I’d recognize that lanky frame anywhere.

Zig was my twin, younger than me by only a few minutes, though he acted as if the gap were much bigger. We looked alike, sharing the same brown hair and brown eyes. His was cut short, though, with bangs that fell across his forehead, and he was slightly taller than me, with the slim build of someone who hadn’t ever held a sword—or worked a day in his life, for that matter. My shoulders were broader, my muscles thicker from all the questing, while he was lithe from running away from his problems.

Zig huffed as he straightened his vest and tucked his shirttails into his trousers. “I was merely engaging in a game of cards with fellow patrons. It’s not my fault that they were so severely unlucky as to lose most of their coin and three of their prized sheep. Which I will promptly and kindly sell back to them once they have the means to purchase Bleep, Bloop, and Rainbow.”

The tavern keeper scowled. “Unlucky, huh?”

“Yes,” Zig said adamantly. “Pure, unadulterated bad luck. They must have broken a mirror.” He snapped his fingers and pointed toward the door, beyond which the poor suckers were probably drowning their sorrow in ale. “Or a black cat crossed their path! I heard there was one prowling about the other night. Or maybe”—he leaned in and dramatically dropped his voice to a near whisper—“they were cursed by one of our many regional deities.”

The tavern keeper’s eyes narrowed. He stomped forward and grabbed Zig’s wrist. Zig squeaked.

My brother might be a nuisance, but I wouldn’t see him hurt. I urged Bluebell forward, hand on my sword, while Zig struggled in the other man’s hold.

The tavern keeper shoved his free hand into Zig’s sleeve and, after a moment, yanked something out, before releasing Zig with a push. He held up a bent card—the eye of newt.

Zig blanched, then let out a nervous chuckle. “How did that get there?”

“You are banned, Zig! Don’t come into my tavern again for another month!”

“A month?” Zig whined. “But you have the best ale in town.”

“A month!” the man said again, wagging his finger. “Why can’t you be more like your sister? The pride of Traveler’s Rest shouldn’t have to endure a brother like you. You are lucky I don’t take you to the magistrate. She’d likely throw you in Lord Henley’s dungeon instead of just the pillory this time.”

Zig lifted his chin, his lips pressed into a thin line, his brow drawn. He spread his arms and bowed. “Don’t you know, I’m a twin. I’m inherently lucky. Born under fortunate stars and all. Luck will follow me all my days.”

The tavern owner snorted. “You’re a cheat.”

“Well, even twins have to make their own luck sometimes.” Quick as a hummingbird, Zig straightened and snatched the card from the owner’s grasp. With a flourish of his fingers, it disappeared. “Fine,” he said sharply. “A month.”

He turned and stopped short. He narrowed his eyes, focusing on the spot where I’d paused to watch. “Sister,” he said.

I sighed and tugged back my hood. “Brother,” I replied.

“You’re home.”

“I am.”

The tavern owner gasped. “Ellinore the Brave,” he said with round eyes.

I winced.

“It would be an honor to have you drink in my tavern this afternoon.”

I glanced at Zig, who crossed his arms over his chest. Try as he might to exude an unbothered appearance, the tavern keeper’s words had poked at the only sore spot Zig possessed.

I tossed my braided hair over my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I would love to, but I’d like to have a celebratory drink with my brother, and well, sadly, he’s banned.”

Zig cocked his head to the side, his eyebrows raised in question.

“I will lift the ban!” the tavern owner said quickly, while waving his hands. “For the rest of the afternoon. Then he’s banned again for a month.”

“Zig?” I asked.

He sighed dramatically and turned slowly to face the owner. “I can’t deny my sister the best ale in town, now can I?”

I dismounted from Bluebell, grabbed my sword from where I’d kept it near the pommel, then tied her off on a hitching post outside. I followed Zig into the tavern.

Despite the afternoon sun, the interior was dark, with scant natural light filtering in through gaps in the worn planks that made up the walls. The few windows were covered with cloth to keep out the flies, and candlelight flickered from waxy tapers that had melted to the tables. A banked fire glowed in the fireplace at the other end, keeping a kettle warm in the coals. The heels of my boots thunked against the wooden floor, the scattering of sawdust slightly muffling the sound. The air was thick with the smell of ale and pipe smoke and the unique pub scent of regret. A low hum of chatter arose as we entered.

We settled at a round table in the corner, and I propped my sword next to me as I tucked my back to the wall, giving myself a clear view of the room. Zig sat beside me, and I raised an eyebrow.

“I may not be a great adventurer or have an impressive sword gifted to me by royalty, but I know better than to turn my back to a crowd who have just lost a significant sum to me.” He nodded toward a trio on the other side of the room who shot baleful glares in our direction. “Bleep, Bloop, and Rainbow’s previous owners.”

“You’ve somehow managed to add a whole new level to the term ‘fleecing,’ ” I said with a roll of my eyes.

“I know. Impressive, right?”

“What are you going to do with three sheep, anyway?” I drummed my fingers on the table while I cast glances around the crowd. They stared at us, some sly, others bold.

The scrutiny did not bother Zig at all, but it made my skin crawl.

Zig shrugged at my question. “Sell them, I guess. Or keep them. I don’t know. Winning sheep wasn’t on my list of things to do today.”

“What was on your list?”

“Occupy myself,” he said with a grin. “In ways that I know Mom and Pop would not approve of, and neither would you, apparently.”

I had sent my parents to their new house on the coast before I set out on the spider quest, with the promise I’d join them soon. Zig had chosen to stay behind. I’d thought his intention was to wait for me, but his statement proved otherwise.

“You could’ve gone with them.”

He laughed, tossing his head back. “To do what? Watch the waves roll in, drop a line in the sea, or frolic on the beach? Oh wait, be grateful to my sister for providing a boring life for me? No thanks.”

“But our family,” I said, heart sinking. “We were all going. That was the plan.”

Zig made a face. “That was your plan. Not mine. I’ll stay here, where there is plenty to entertain me and I can earn my own living.”

“You could earn a living there.”

Zig’s eyebrow twitched. “Yes, until all the sailors and fishermen become wise. Here there are tourists aplenty. A populace that is constantly changing is ripe for the picking.”

I scoffed. “So, you have been swindling.”

His eyes narrowed. “I don’t swindle. I’m just good at playing games. It’s not my fault that the folks I play against can’t keep track of their own cards.”

It wasn’t worth arguing with Zig. I had never been able to talk him out of things when he had his mind set on them. He was stubborn. But I could be too. I’d get him to the coast even if I had to tie him in a sack and drag him there.

A pretty girl with blond hair served us two pints of ale, the froth spilling over the lips of the full tankards as she set them down. The girl straightened, then twisted her hands in her apron and stared at me with unblinking eyes. After a moment of silence, she retreated toward the bar.

Zig tented his fingers, a smirk playing around the edge of his mouth. “Looks like you have an adoring fan.”

I glanced at the bar area and saw her openly staring at me. She smiled, wide and bright, showing off a row of pretty teeth, and twirled her hair around her finger.

Ugh. He was right. My annoyance with Zig was already simmering under my skin, and despite the night’s rest in the grotto, exhaustion tugged behind my eyes. An encounter with a fan was the last thing I needed. I took a sip of the ale and began to plan my escape before she became emboldened and wanted to talk with me. The horror.

“Drink quickly so we can get out of here.”

He raised a questioning eyebrow and grabbed his cup, taking a large gulp. “What? Did the Lady in the Sea ask for her pearl back?”

I didn’t even know if the Lady in the Sea knew her pearl was missing. I’d found it when it had washed up on the shore after a terrible storm years ago.

“Or did the manticore want to defend its honor and challenge you to a fight?”

There was no fight with the manticore the first time, just the easiest riddle I’d ever solved. Well, Dave and I solved. The manticore probably gave us an easy one because Dave and he were fellow ancients.

“Or did the Harpy want revenge? Wait, did you kill that one? Or… what was that other one… the lion with the wings…” He tapped his fingers on the table. “Oh! The griffin.”

I frowned. “Those creatures are all ancients, and if you had ever listened to our parents’ tales, you would know it is nearly impossible to kill an ancient.” I had once… inadvertently, at the very beginning of my career. A happy accident, some would say, that resulted in the large bearskin hung on the wall behind the thrones. It was my introduction to questing and the beginning of Lord Ethan’s deep-seated hatred. “They are the closest things to deities that walk in our realm.”

Zig took a swig of his drink. “Whatever.” A coin appeared on the backs of his fingers, and he made it dance along his knuckles, before making it disappear into his palm with a twitch. “Why are you in such a pissy mood?”

I sagged against the back of the chair. “I’m tired.”

“So you’ve said. Multiple times. Go home and take a nap.”

“No, it’s not that kind of tired.” I shook my head. “I’m tired of it all, Zig. This was my last quest. I’m done.”

“What? Now?” He gestured toward the pints of ale. “You’re at the height of your fame. The court loves you. Bards spin tales. Fangirls swoon in your presence.” He nodded to where the barmaid watched us intently.

She caught my gaze and flushed. Oh no, she looked like she was going to come over. I was horrible at dealing with fans and with people in general. I suddenly found myself wishing Aven were here. They were always better at socializing than I was. As much as I hated to admit it, they’d saved me at court more than once or twice.

“Why quit now?” Zig asked.

“Huh?” I asked.

Zig raised an eyebrow. “I said, why quit now that you are at peak celebrity?”

“It was never about glory or recognition.”

“No, of course not,” he said, and drank down the dregs of his cup.

“Look, I think we should go.” I gathered my belongings just as a faint twang of plucked strings wafted across the room, and the low babble of conversation softened.

“Forgot you were perfect,” he muttered.

“That’s not true. I’m far from—”

“And now it’s time to listen to the story,” a bard began, his singsong voice and the strumming from his lute cutting me off, “of the Brave Ellinore at the start of her glory.”

Zig and I both groaned.

“Oh, ancients save me,” he said, covering his face with his hands.

“Ugh,” I agreed. “I hate this one.”

“It’s literally about you.”

“I know and it’s ridiculous.” And it’s all wrong, I wanted to say, but the words stuck in my throat. That wasn’t a public conversation. I didn’t know how Zig would react when I finally told him the truth about my questing exploits. If I ever told him.

We were close once. Closer than regular siblings, being twins born only minutes apart. And Zig was right—we were lucky, according to our parents. For the first twelve years of our lives, we did everything together. We ran the fields behind our home, weaved flower crowns, and dodged bees as we stole honey from their hives. We played with baby goats and rolled in the mud with piglets. We giggled all through the day, and all through the night when we were supposed to be sleeping. But we grew up and grew apart after the events of the bard’s song, the first time I’d been dragged in front of the royal court and been given a purse of gold. I had no idea how he would handle the truth of what I’d done since, or more specifically, hadn’t done. If it would bring us closer or drive the final wedge between us.

I shuddered when the bard reached a high note on a false rhyme while regaling the crowd with the tale of the Ursa. Zig winced. He downed the remainder of my drink and then staggered to his feet.

“The one about the Golden Dragon is better,” he muttered as he dropped a few coins onto the table.

I stood and grabbed his arm. He immediately wrenched out of my grasp.

“I’m leaving,” he said. “Getting a head start on my month’s ban. You stay, though. Have fun. Bask in the adoration of your fans.”

I frowned, my middle twisting at Zig’s thinly veiled resentment. The bard’s voice took on a desperate edge as he saw Zig and me heading toward the exit, but I ignored him and followed Zig into the sunlit street.

“Let’s go home.” I grabbed Bluebell’s reins. “We can talk. It’ll be like old times.”

Zig burst into obnoxious laughter. “You go home. I’m going to another tavern.”

“Zig…,” I said with a sigh. “I’ve been away and—”

“Yes,” he said, walking down the street toward the Green Serpent with long-legged strides, “you’ve been away. You left me to my own devices. And vices, I might add.” He wagged a finger at me. He turned and walked backward, his brown eyes dagger-sharp despite the ale. “You go do your… noble thing and let me do my… not-so-noble things, and I’ll see you when I see you. Okay? Okay.”

Then he dashed through the door of the Green Serpent without so much as a goodbye.
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