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	The world was chaos. 

	Abe ran directly ahead of her, and that was an odd sight. Abe never ran—he wasn’t athletic enough to really do that for long stretches of time. Even now, she could hear him wheezing, see his feet stumble a bit from fatigue, but he kept trying to run. People jostled them from all sides—women, children, men, all panicking as they tried to flee the city before it was consumed. 

	Another high-pitched whistle soared overhead and they all automatically ducked even as they kept running. The volcano was truly gaining fury and speed now. The locals had jokingly called the volcano Mount Puff for the past century, because even though it released gas and smoke on a regular basis, it never did anything more. But something had broken that tableau and it raged in full fury now. Mei Li would suspect one of the fire demons had gotten loose from their sealed imprisonment and stirred the volcano to action, but she knew for a fact all were still safely sealed for another five years at least. 

	Two of the city guardsmen with her blocked people from running her over, and she could hear their grunts of effort as they strove to keep their feet. The city wasn’t on fire—not yet—but they could see giant clouds of ash pouring out of the volcano, see hints of magma running like a slow-moving avalanche towards Overlook. The city didn’t have much time. Anyone who could find a boat got on, and any boat captain who could take passengers, was. 

	Another guard ran up to them, stopping them in their tracks and half-yelling to be heard over the rush of the volcano and the screams of the panicked. “Tomes! The stabilizing walls, can they hold the lava at bay?!”

	A Tomes far in the past had created the stabilizing walls around the city to keep Overlook from slowly sinking into the ocean. Mei Li, an apprentice Tomes herself, knew the full history and the magic that had built those walls. She shook her head at the same time her master spoke. 

	“No!” Abe denied, aged voice cracking as he tried to shout loud enough to be heard. A difficult thing for him, as he wasn’t a loud person to begin with. “The walls are meant to hold back sea water, nothing more! They’ll be as overwhelmed by the lava as any other building!”

	The guard’s craggy face darkened with dismay. He was not, however, surprised. “I was afraid of that. Sir, come with me. We need to get the records out and I need you to tell me if we’re missing anything. For caution’s sake, you two shouldn’t be on the same ship!”

	Mei Li saw the sense in it, but she didn’t like the idea of separating from Abe. Her master and teacher was old and often didn’t handle being alone very well. 

	Abe turned, caught her eyes, and held them for three seconds that felt like an eternity. In those blue eyes, so different from hers, she saw the calculations, the fear, the worry. She saw them, shared them, and knew what Abe would say before he spoke a single word. 

	There was never more than two Tomes at any given time in the world. For safety’s sake, they shouldn’t be on the same ship, in case some catastrophe hit. But without the records, written by all the previous Tomes, they would be in just as much trouble. The records told them how to fix all the problems, dangers, and constructs that kept this world in balance. 

	As a Tomes Master, Abe had a strong responsibility to ensure that the many, many records safely got on board ship. But equally important was Mei Li’s safety, as she was one of two people who could even read them. 

	“Go,” Abe ordered her firmly. “I’ll make sure all the records get on board.” 

	Mei Li hated it but she nodded. “Be safe, Master.” 

	“You too, Mei Mei.” 

	A firm hand landed on her shoulder, pulling her towards the docks, and she stumbled as she tried to keep up with the man leading her away. Her head throbbed under the pressure of the noise, her vision narrowing to only the path in front of her. It jolted her when she felt wooden planks under her boots instead of the rocky pavement of the streets. 

	A schooner waited at the docks, the deck hands letting only certain people on board, and Mei Li recognized most of them as officials of some sort. The rest of the people trying to claw on board were pushed away and ordered to go find another boat. Mei Li didn’t like seeing it, but there was no way for everyone on the dock to fit on the boat. Trying would only capsize it. 

	She was pushed and pulled through the press of bodies, then up the gangplank. She barely had her feet under her on the deck when someone else pulled her aft, away from the many lines and sails. 

	“Push off!” a woman’s voice bellowed. 

	The ship slipped its moors, the anchor’s chain clinking faintly as it was pulled in. Mei Li focused on the volcano, now that she could, and fear threatened to seize her heart. It gushed harder now. The sky was nearly pitch black from the smoke and ash. Would Abe be able to get out of Overlook before the magma and ash buried the city? 

	And would any of the many, many books of instructions be saved in the limited time they had? 

	Mei Li’s hands tightened on the rail to the point of pain. She couldn’t see how anything could be saved on this horrible day, but prayed she was wrong. If she wasn’t, then it was more than a city this world would lose. 

	The whole continent’s population would be in danger. 

	 




[image: image1]

	Mei Li grumbled and swore as she climbed up the rocky mountain. Her shoes were not adequate to the task, the thin soles already worn. The jagged rocks tore into the hide without much trouble. She wasn’t sure if she was bleeding, but there was no point in stopping. She had nothing to bandage with and really, did it matter? She’d either get help or get eaten. Those were her options at the moment. 

	Just the reminder made her swear, even as she slipped a little, her hands roughly catching on a boulder to stop her from sliding off the side of the mountain altogether. It would be just her luck to fall to her death trying to climb up this deathtrap.

	Two years she’d lived in this tiny, remote, backward village. Two years since she’d been shipwrecked onto the unforgiving rocks. The villagers had rappelled down in order to scavenge from the wreckage and coincidentally found her, barely clinging onto a boulder. In a bout of charity, they’d hauled her up with them. Then they didn’t know what to do with her. 

	At the time, eighteen-year-old Mei Li had known a great deal about the world but hadn’t understood that not everyone was like her. It wasn’t the way she looked—not something so superficial, although she certainly stood out here. Her skin was fair, not bronzed by the sun like theirs. Her hair was inky black, matching her dark eyes, and they found her almond-shaped eyes and lower nose bridge strange. Really, that should have been her first hint—that they didn’t know her looks were average for her native country of Maar. 

	But her looks were not really the problem. Naive Mei Li hadn’t understood that the remote villages—especially the truly remote ones, like this one—thought reading was something only an elevated person could do. Like priests. She hadn’t understood that speaking of politics was forbidden to women. She hadn’t understood that knowing how to design and build things was definitely not something a woman should be doing, much less a child. Mei Li had gotten into constant trouble the first few months, as she struggled to adapt to this very strange culture she’d landed in. 

	The first three months, all she’d done was focus on ways to get out again. Even if these people had no idea who she was, what she was meant to do in the future, Mei Li did. Abe had made sure she understood thoroughly. She absolutely couldn’t afford to sit there and rot. 


	She’d kept trying different ways of sending up a signal for help, or getting a message out, but her every attempt was thwarted by the villagers who were alarmed at her ‘magic’ and ‘blasphemy.’ They’d started watching her constantly, taking anything out of her hands that could either be used to write with or construct a beacon with—which was pretty much everything. Mei Li was nothing if not resourceful. 

	It had been maddening in the extreme. Even after she’d stopped her obvious attempts and switched to covert ones, they’d still watched her. Trying to force her into a marriage with one of their village boys had been their last-ditch attempt at control. (Mei Li had kneed him in the groin and then dislocated his shoulder. He’d not been willing to come near her since.)

	After six months of butting heads with them, they’d stuck her in a hut off to the far side of the village and more or less made sure she stayed there. Which had been nice, in a way, as she hadn’t had to pretend to go along with their stupid customs. But frustrating as well, as she couldn’t find a way to escape from this ridiculous place. 

	Really, considering her history with them, her climbing the mountain right now was rather inevitable. The villagers firmly believed whenever they had a bad winter, or the fish stopped biting, the mountain god—Dashu—was angry. And in typical tradition, what did you do when a mountain deity was angry? Sacrifice something to it, of course. What, you may ask? Why, what else but a virgin? 

	What else but the troublesome, strange girl who’d washed up on shore and caused problems all the time? 

	And so here she was, trudging up a mountain. Not that Mei Li had any plans to get eaten, but she knew a great deal more about the gods and deities of the world than those idiots down in the valley did. She had no clue what was up here—they’d never let her out of the valley before this—but she was reasonably confident it wasn’t part of the pantheon. If it was something she could negotiate with, fine. If not, she’d try to either trick it into helping her, or kill it before it tried to eat her. 

	Either way, she was finally free of that stupid place she’d been kept confined in for far too long.

	The wind whipped past her, making her ears ache and her black hair fly all about her face. Despite the braids she’d done up this morning, wispies kept flying free and stinging her eyes or creeping into her mouth. She dragged them free again and again only for them to sweep right back a second later. 

	It was cold up here, far colder than in the valley, the air thinner and harder to breathe. Mei Li dragged in deep lungfuls and paused often to catch her breath. She could feel the strain and ache in her calves as she forced herself to climb the sheer sides. There was no easy path up. Why would there be? No one wanted to be the sacrifice to a deity, and they didn’t worship it up close. 

	By the time she was halfway up, Mei Li’s stomach growled in protest. They hadn’t even let her eat breakfast before kicking her out the door. Why waste food on someone who would be dead by nightfall, after all? Her throat was parched too, and she sweat from the exertion of the climb. It was a strange mix of being too hot and cold at the same time, the wind brutal and sheer enough to make the sweat on her skin icy. 

	Mei Li was in a perfectly vengeful mood by the time she reached the first peak’s plateau. She might not have learned everything from her master, but she’d learned the true name of fire, and she’d set whatever it was up here ablaze if it messed with her. She was done. Just utterly and completely done with this whole situation. 

	The plateau had a cave entrance—an obviously used cave entrance. A neat stack of firewood sat off to one side, a carved-out basin to hold rainwater stood nearby, and a clear section of earth led directly inside. It was the first patch of ground on this mountain she’d seen that didn’t have any scraggly vegetation or loose pebbles. 

	Frowning, she looked about her, memory stirring. This rather looked like…no, couldn’t be. What would a dragon be doing all the way out here? 

	Suspicions raised, she sucked in as deep a breath as she could before bellowing, “HELLO!”

	The word echoed around the mountainside before being stolen completely by the wind. 

	Mei Li waited. 

	Then waited a little more. 

	Then gave up and sat down. Her feet were killing her, after all. She inspected the sole of her right foot with a grimace. She’d just known she’d torn into it. Deities, but that was going to be fun to clean out and walk on later. 

	A rumbling sound came from inside the cave, like scales against rock, and she could hear him—no doubt a him with that low bass voice—long before she could see him. 

	“Can’t believe they sent another one. I know it is, what with the winter this bad and the fish all migrating south. They always get this stupid idea in their head when the conditions are bad like this. Although really, what do they expect me to keep doing with all these girls—” A head popped out, a rather elongated shape with a very long nose and a forked tongue, golden eyes, and the bright red scales of a very young dragon. He likely wasn’t even one hundred yet, not at that hue. He spied her instantly and stopped dead, his body still mostly in the cave. “There you are. I must say, you don’t look like you’re from here. I wonder how they got you to come up? Oh right, you probably won’t understand me.” He gave a gusty sigh that was warm as a tropical breeze. “You’d think they’d use trader’s tongue, like everyone else in the world, but nooo they have their own regional dialect. Blasted communication barrier. The dialect here is thicker than pea soup.”

	“Tell me about it,” Mei Li agreed in his language, standing to greet him. She hadn’t spoken Long-go aloud in at least two years, so it felt more than a bit odd on her tongue, but she remembered it perfectly. She was, after all, Abe of Tomes’ apprentice for a reason. 

	The dragon’s head jerked back, his nostrils flaring wide in surprise. “You speak Long-go!”

	“I do. I’m surprised to see you up here. I thought it was supposed to be a mountain deity or something.” 

	The dragon made a face of disgust. “That’s what the villagers think. I did them one small favor when I first got here, about eighty years ago, and now they’re always wanting to sacrifice something to me. And virgins, too. I ask you, what’s the difference between virgin meat and someone…well, not?”

	“You know, that’s the exact argument I had with them this morning?” Mei Li got all hot and bothered just remembering the yelling match between her and the village chief. “And as I pointed out, boys can be virgins too! The chief said the law only recognized the chastity of a person who had not laid with a man, and I said, well if we’re going to get that technical about things, then all the men in the village definitely qualified. It went downhill from there.” 

	The dragon snorted a laugh and relaxed enough to exit the cave a bit more, coming within conversational distance. “I say, I have to remember that one. Wait, if you were forced up here, then why come? Are you suicidal?”

	“Hardly. Just without any good options. The mountain range is impassable,” she waved a hand to the rocky, steep mountains surrounding them, “and I don’t know how to sail a ship, nor am I able to manage anything they have here by myself, even if I could sail. I don’t have the provisions necessary to try hiking out. I thought I could at least come up and see what this ‘deity’ of theirs was, maybe negotiate some help. If it wasn’t reasonable, well, I do know the true name of fire.” She gave him a considering look before tacking on dryly, “Not that it would do any good against you.” 

	“We’re rather fireproof,” the dragon agreed with false modesty. “But that still sounds semi-suicidal. You had no idea what I was until you climbed up, right? What can you possibly bargain with?”

	“Me.” Mei Li shrugged, splaying her hands out to either side. “Not that anyone down there appreciates who I am, but I figured a deity had a better chance of knowing. Providing it was a deity.” 

	The dragon looked amused at her confidence. Or perhaps he mistook it as arrogance. Either way, he was nice enough to play along. “And who might you be, then?”

	“Mei Li, apprentice to Abe of Tomes.”

	The dragon stared at her for the longest moment, as if suspecting a prank. Then he yelped, so startled he jerked back, slamming his head against the rocky overhang with a resounding and meaty smack. 

	Mei Li hadn’t quite expected that extreme reaction and came in closer, her hand lifted. “That sounded bad. You alright?”

	He wheezed, eyes rolling in his head, and dropped back down to the ground with a painful groan. “Owww. Ow. You—you said Abe of Tomes? His apprentice?”

	“Right.” She saw a trickle of blood on the top of his head and blinked in surprise. Just how hard had he hit his head? “You’re bleeding. You have anything I can wipe that with?”

	He ignored that and jerked upright again, this time keeping their eyes level. “Do you have any idea how hard we’ve been searching for you?! For two years, without rest, at least one flight of dragons is constantly looking.”

	So they had been looking. Mei Li let out a long breath and felt an anxious knot of anxiety—one she’d carried for two years—dissolve from her heart. “I tried everything I could think of to alert someone. But the villagers kept stopping everything I tried, and I didn’t see any hint of even one ship passing on the horizon.” 

	“What are you even doing here?!” he demanded of her shrilly. 

	“Shipwrecked.” Even the memory of it made the taste of brine fill the back of her throat. She’d been washed under the waves, fighting for breath and air in murky darkness for long minutes before latching onto a boulder. She still dreamed of it sometimes. Terrifying, achingly real dreams that never ended with a rescue. “I’m not sure. I wasn’t topside when it happened, but I believe the storm blew us off course. We weren’t anywhere close to the route we should have been on.” 

	“That explains why we couldn’t find you.” He grimaced. 

	“Have you heard anything of my master?”

	“No, he’s still missing too. Or he was at my last report.” 

	She blinked. “Wait. Abe’s missing?”

	“Oh. Uh…you didn’t know that.” The dragon ducked his head, manner awkward. “Sorry, could have phrased that better. Yes, his ship went missing too. I understand it safely left Overlook and went north, but that’s all we can confirm. Like with you. Overlook itself is now buried under the ocean. The volcano destroyed it completely.” 

	Mei Li nodded, but didn’t lose heart completely. He was in a very remote location, after all. It could be Abe had been found and he just hadn’t heard of it yet.

	“Wind and sea, you know what this means? If I bring you in, they’ll surely promote me, and I can finally be shed of this desolate place!” 

	Mei Li laughed. She shared that sentiment exactly. “Then let’s leave together! I’ll put in a good word for you, too. Um. Can you fly with me on your back?”

	He shook his head vigorously from side to side. “You’ll surely slip and fall. There’s nothing to latch onto and my scales are slick. My broodmother said to never try that with a human. Ends with broken limbs.” 

	She’d never mounted a dragon so had to take his word for it. “Then I’ll make a harness, something you can strap to your belly. Will that work?”

	“Much better than my back. It won’t interfere with my wings that way.” He straightened himself, trying earnestly to look mature and older and only looking very, very young instead. “I’m Hui, by the way.” 

	Meaning every word of it, Mei Li responded, “It’s very nice to meet you, Hui. What do you say we deal with our respective injuries, eat something lovely, make a harness, and try to leave in the morning?”

	A tail thumped happily, making the whole mountain shiver and vibrate. “Yes, please!”

	Mei Li grinned back at him. Well, maybe the villagers had done her a favor by sacrificing her after all. 
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	Hui, after eighty-six years of being stationed here, had accrued quite a collection of this and that in his cave. He flew down into the forest stretching out along the other side of the mountain long enough to hunt up two deer, which he then brought back up and spit over the fire. 

	As he roasted their dinner with careful streams of fire, Mei Li sat nearby with any spare hides and cloth he had in the cave, weaving and plaiting it all together to create a (hopefully) warm and strong net he could carry around his neck. She had every intention of padding it with as much fur as she possibly could—the flight was sure to be brutally cold. He stayed in dragon form instead of switching to the more compact human form so she could measure things against his body. With no real sewing equipment, she had to do this the creative way, which meant constantly holding things up to his neck or shoulders and making sure it was long enough to reach. 

	Hui was a young Red—not full size, or even close to it. His body size was comparable to two very large horses, meaning he had a lot of growing still left to do. The overlapping red scales were suited better to warmer climes and made it harder to fend off the chill of winter. His wingspan was large enough to cause trouble in tight quarters, but the cavity of the cave had been carved out enough that he could turn about without any trouble, even rise up onto his haunches if he felt like it without his head hitting the roof. He did occasionally snag a feather up against a rock, but that was only when he got excited and spread his wings out enough to hit a wall. 

	In between puffs of fire, Hui answered any question Mei Li posed, very obviously relieved to have someone to converse with. He wasn’t the only one starving for intellectual conversation, for that matter. 

	“I got the message that we needed to search for you, and Abe of Tomes of course,” Hui told her, hunched over the firepit. “I was alarmed—we all were—that you were both missing. There’s a lot of demons and things that need to be re-sealed, right? I’ve gotten sporadic reports about them.”

	“I’m sure there are, although that’s not all the Tomes are responsible for. The Sea Walls of Tanguay, for instance—we instruct mages how to build those. It’s not all about re-sealing demons, sometimes it’s creation magic too.” Although the demons did worry Mei Li something dreadful. She knew very well certain seals should be on the verge of failure by now. For that matter, were the Sea Walls of Tanguay even still standing?

	Hui accepted this with a thoughtful hum, a frown of confusion gathering on his face. “Mei Li. I have something of a stupid question.”

	“I promise you, after where I lived for two years, I doubt you can say something that compares,” she drawled. 

	He snorted. “Fair point. Still, explain something obvious to me. No one’s really told me why the Tomes are so important. We have mages aplenty in the world, right? Couldn’t they solve these situations on their own?”

	That was actually quite a valid question. Hui was young, barely more than an adult, and dragons didn’t understand human magic at all. They couldn’t perceive anything more than the most blatant of magic. Mei Li pondered a moment, trying to put this into layman’s terms. “You’re not wrong, we do have plenty of mages. The problem is that magic’s changed drastically through the years. Do you know about the types of magic?”

	“No, not at all,” he denied, perking up with interest. 

	“There’s three branches. I Xing, which is the basic foundation of the world—fire, earth, water, air, wood. Then there’s Wu Xing, which still uses those elements, but in a more complex manner. Wu Xing uses the nature of the elements against each other in order to gain the right result. For instance, if I want to put out your dragon fire, I would draw upon water—because water overcomes fire. That’s very simplified, mind you, but you understand the concept.” 

	Hui nodded, head bobbing. “Sure.”

	“Third branch is Evocation. Evocation draws upon the elemental spirits in order to complete a task. The mage offers use of their power to the spirits with instructions of what they want done, and the spirits choose to comply. It’s by far the easiest branch of magic to use. Now.” Mei Li held up a pointer finger on each hand to indicate the two magics. “It used to be that everyone used Wu Xing. But really, it’s complex magic. Wu Xing means knowing the strengths and weaknesses of all the elements, calculating that force, and writing talismans with precise instructions of what you want done. That’s even before activating anything with your magic. It’s time consuming and not something you can generally use quickly. Sometime around four thousand years ago, people got tired of using it and gradually started using Evocation instead. It’s faster, easier, and you’re not carrying twenty pounds of paper and ink around just to work basic magic.” 

	“So what you’re saying is,” Hui’s head slowly cocked, “that current mages don’t know the old system of magic at all.”

	“It’s not taught anywhere. And really, there’s no need for it about eighty percent of the time. Most tasks can be accomplished by Evocation. I mean, really, most magic doesn’t really require mages linking up to work with each other, either. A mage might need to do it once a year, that’s how uncommon the need is.” Mei Li sighed, as that reality was not her life. “But for the very complex things—things like building Sea Walls for an entire harbor or sealing a demon—Evocation is not sufficient. It has a simple, direct approach. Most of the problems we deal with require hideously complex magic and it takes a great deal of calculation and preparation. It has to be done by Wu Xing.” 

	Hui was so fascinated by her explanation that he nearly forgot he was cooking the deer. With a guilty start, he blew another breath of hot flame over it. “Tomes are taught that magic, obviously. You know the other two as well?”

	Mei Li shook her head. “Not really. I know roughly how they work, but we have so much to study that trying to learn three magical systems at once is too much. We choose to only learn Wu Xing and the records we’re in charge of.” 

	“I suppose that makes the most sense. You’ve got quite enough on your plate as it is. Thanks for explaining. It now makes more sense to me why people are so desperate to find both you and your master.” 

	Mei Li forced a smile. “I bet. Speaking of, what do you know about our current situation?"

	“I’m not sure of the state of things outside, not really. I’m here as a watchman more than anything, to give them an alarm if the Darkels try coming in by sea. This mountain is a good vantage point for that, at least. But it does leave me out of touch, and I’m not sure what’s happened since my last communication. That was a month ago. Last I heard, you and Abe of Tomes were still missing, and only some of his records were intact.” 

	Mei Li grimaced at this news. Some of the records gone? She’d barely read a quarter of them before they’d been forced to evacuate! 

	All of that was bad enough, but her heart was heavy with worry for her master. Abe was not exactly the most cognizant of men. He didn’t possess much in the way of common sense. If he were shipwrecked somewhere, like she was, would he be sensible in rescuing himself? Or do something outlandish and get himself in worse trouble? Assuming he was even alive…her heart twisted painfully at the thought of his death. Unless she had proof otherwise, Mei Li chose to believe him alive and lost, as she had been.

	Hui turned his head and gave her a sympathetic look. “Hopefully he’s in a similar situation to you, just missing in a really obscure place. We’ll find him eventually.”

	She managed a smile somehow. “Hopefully you’re right. And hopefully the lost books are the ones I’ve already read. That way we don’t have as much knowledge lost.” 

	Blinking those golden eyes at her, Hui asked curiously, “Aren’t there duplicates?”

	Mei Li shook her head no in a grim manner. 

	Shocked, Hui’s voice rose into the range of screeching cats. “Why aren’t there duplicates?!”

	“For a variety of stupid reasons that boiled down to no one took the time to copy them,” Mei Li grumbled. “Master was supposed to take the most time sensitive tomes with him, to safeguard them properly, but…that plan clearly didn’t work out. I just hope he took the ones that I read.”

	“You still remember it all? Two years later?”

	“I retain anything I read or hear,” she said, going back to her weaving. “It’s a requirement of being a Master of Tomes. Your memory has to be unfailingly sharp.” 

	“Oh. That does make sense, I suppose. I understand the records you have to know are extensive.” 

	“A prince’s library is beggared in comparison,” Mei Li said, not at all joking. “I fortunately don’t have to memorize all of it, as each Tomes is responsible for only the things that will happen in his or her generation. Meaning this era is very much my business. I guess I’ll see the situation once I’m there. Hui, two years ago I was supposed to go to Tanguay. Is that still where I’m supposed to be?”

	“I don’t know, and frankly, I don’t want to fly that far with you,” Hui answered and pulled his head back to eye the meat critically. “I think we should go to Dragon’s Peak. It’s a much shorter flight, and that way Master Shunlei can escort you where you need to go.” 

	The Master of All Dragons was indeed the dragon who would know. “Fine by me. It’s what, a day’s flight from here?”

	“A full twelve hours, yes. So we’ll need to leave early in the morning for me to have light to land by.” 

	Mei Li nodded in understanding. She didn’t have anything against Hui’s cave—it was dry and certainly warmer than the outside—but to be frank, it was a mess and more than a little musty. She did not want to stay in it more than a night. 

	“I think the deer’s ready.” 

	Absolutely starving, she lost no time in going to his side and carving off a hunk of meat. Even with no seasoning it was still the best thing she’d eaten in eons. The villagers below subsisted on fish, vegetables, fruit, and fish. And did she mention fish? Having deer was wonderful. She sat on the floor, using Hui’s tail as a brace to lean against, eating with a happy smile on her face. The scene was somehow a familiar one, and she couldn’t help but wonder, had Hui done this before? 

	“Hui? What did you do with the previous sacrifices?”


	“Flew them to the village on the other side of the ridge,” he answered with a sheepish grin. (Which looked alarming to the uninitiated. Lots of teeth on display, there.) “Didn’t know what else to do with them. The village ombudsman over there knows a bit of Long-go, enough to get by, and translated for me. Even over there, the villagers’ accents are pretty thick, I can barely make out what they’re saying. When the girls learned they were being sacrificed to a dragon instead of a god, they always got so mad. Bad enough to be sacrificed, but it was insult to injury that the villagers sent them to get eaten by something not even a deity. The ignorance was too appalling, I guess. Or maybe they saw a chance to leave and took it. They chose to stay there instead of going back home. And of course, I have no way of talking to the villagers here to explain that sacrificing anyone to me doesn’t do any good. They start worshipping the second they see me and I can’t get a word in.”

	“And so the cycle perpetuates.” After a moment, Mei Li added, “Fortunately for me. Well, that does explain things. I didn’t think you were eating them.”

	Hui rolled his eyes plaintively towards her. “Don’t even joke. Do you know what Master Shunlei would do to me if he even heard a rumor of that?”

	According to the records, when the dragons were still wild creatures six thousand years ago, first formed by the goddess of creation, they were ruled by their appetites. They ate when and what they wanted, humans included. They burned things for the fun of it. They stole herds and people alike. Only a few of them had any sense of discipline, but they either chose to ignore their fellow dragons’ behavior or lived in such secluded places that their opinions had no effect on the race as a whole. 

	It was one dragon alone who rose to the top, subdued the rest, and enforced laws and order upon them. Shunlei the Black—although he’d been Shunlei the Red then, being a young dragon—had cut any rebellious dragon down without mercy. Of course, that was thousands of years ago, when the world was chaotic and mad. Mei Li had never met the dragon, but she’d heard good things about him and found it hard to believe he was still the same five thousand years later. 

	“He’s really that unforgiving?”

	“Don’t even joke,” Hui repeated with a shudder. “Do you think we’re stupid enough to test him? He’s one of the Elders. There’s few older than he is. He’d squash me like a bug if I even thought of breaking the rules.” 

	That sounded more like fear of punishment than fear of the dragon himself. Mei Li shrugged and let it go. “Well, you’re likely to get rewarded for dragging me in. So you have nothing to fear from him.” 

	Hui rolled his eyes again, looking like a young child in trouble. “You really think so? But you’ve been right here under my nose for two years. And he’s been desperate to find you.” 

	True, Hui should have seen the shipwreck and asked questions. And if he’d just flown by the village and looked, he’d have seen her, a child so obviously foreign in this place. Mei Li bit her lip, weighing the facts back and forth. In that perspective, it didn’t look promising. “Oh dear.” 


	“You see?” Hui let his head down to the cave floor and sighed a great, gusty sigh that warmed the immediate area. “I might be stuck here for the next five hundred years as punishment.” 

	“It won’t be that bad,” she promised him bracingly. “I told you I’d put in a good word for you, didn’t I?”

	“It might take more than one.” 

	She patted him on the tail, the scales smooth and cool under her fingers. “It’s alright. I’m very persuasive when I need to be, and you’re still the one who found and is bringing me in, aren’t you?” 

	“True.” He perked up again, enough to go back to his dinner. “Mei Li, I’m really happy you came up the mountain.” 

	“Me too, Hui. Trust me, me too.”
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	Mei Li was ever so glad for all the furs the next morning. The sky was barely a light grey, the sun not even making a proper appearance over the horizon as they left. It was bitterly cold. Air bit at the exposed skin of her hands and face, her breath fogging in great white puffs. Even wrapped up in four furs as she was, Mei Li felt the winter right down to her bones. She wouldn’t freeze to death while flying, but it wasn’t going to be a pleasant trip. 

	It said something that she still willingly strapped herself in against Hui, despite the shivers already racing over her skin. 

	As Hui spread out his feathery wings, each primary bristling under the cold, he gave a worried look toward the sky. “That doesn’t look good.” 

	Mei Li turned her head to see what he meant and grimaced. The sky was dark grey and rolling, the clouds promising snow—a great deal of it. “Can you outfly it?”

	“We’ll see, won’t we?” Hui grimly responded. “I might have to set down, though. I can’t afford to crash land, especially not with you as a passenger.” 

	“I’d appreciate it,” she returned mildly. 

	He let out a rolling, rough-sounding chuckle, and his tail wriggled as he perched on the edge of the sheer cliff. “You ready?”

	“Ready.” 

	With a whoop, he threw himself off, his wings catching a gust of air that pulled them further up into the sky. Mei Li’s stomach bottomed out at the abruptness of it and she laughed at the thrill. This flying thing was quite fun, more than she’d imagined. 

	Hui turned them toward the south, taking the most direct route overland toward Dragon’s Peak. Mei Li knew her geography well enough to know where he was going without asking. Which was just as well—she had no faith she could make herself heard. The wind was strong—blisteringly so—and it rushed over her ears like a waterfall. It would be impossible to converse during the flight. Long-go had been designed by the dragons to be heard in situations like this—it was a naturally very loud language—and Mei Li now understood why. It wouldn’t be possible to talk and be heard in any other language, with their softer tones and nuances. 

	They flew, and flew, the Spine Ridge Mountains passing below them in minutes. It seemed entirely unfair the barrier keeping her in that loathsome place was so easily surmountable to Hui. In a blink, the mountains were gone, leaving nothing more than vast stretches of primeval forest, with the occasional village and farmland cropping up. It was a beautiful sight, not one many humans were able to experience. Mei Li drank it in, her dark eyes wide with wonder. 

	After a while, the cold and wind made her eyes sting, and she had to close them. She buried her head further into her nest of furs against Hui’s chest and spent some time thinking instead. 

	The situation was not as she had imagined it. When she had been forced to evacuate Overlook, it had been pandemonium. Hearing that some of their books and records were lost wasn’t much of a surprise to her, although it worried Mei Li dreadfully. There were any number of ancient artifacts, magical pathways, and divine rituals that really should not be messed with. Losing the knowledge of how to maneuver around all of that was…detrimental, to say the least. The Tomes didn’t just store knowledge; they guided mages and kings on how to combat ancient magical problems, ancient evils. How to re-seal, defeat, or counter magical disasters as they arose. Without either Tomes present to help guide them, had the mages of the world just been winging it? 

	Dreadful thought.

	How was she to manage without those missing records? As far as she was aware, there was no second copy in existence. For that matter, which books were lost?  

	She’d assumed Abe, at least, would be taking care of all that while searching for her. After all, she was just an apprentice. Losing her was one thing, but Abe? Hearing both of them had been lost struck dread in her heart. What was the state of things now, with the main caretakers gone? Mei Li couldn’t imagine it was anything good. If the world wasn’t on the verge of caterwauling into chaos, she’d be quite surprised. 

	The one upside to this whole situation was that she was being taken directly to the Master of All Dragons. Master Shunlei was not a dragon she knew personally—more by reputation than anything, although Abe had many a story to tell of him. The dragon was known for being wickedly intelligent, reserved, and a force to be reckoned with. He was refined enough to put kings to shame, they said. He was also the guardian of order in the world, and always had been. Mei Li had no doubt when she got to him, he would help her in whatever ways she needed. Better yet, he might assign her a dragon so she could fly wherever she needed to and avoid the slower, more conventional methods of travel. 

	Well, really, she’d be lucky to not have a permanent squad of guards after this. Two years of being missing…she couldn’t imagine any of the leaders of this world taking that well. 

	She pressed up against Hui’s chest a little further, seeking his warmth. Dragons were always incredibly warm. No surprise, considering they could generate fire within their bellies. She soaked it all in and tried to think. If no one had been handling matters, then what would be the most pressing problem? What would she need to tackle first? Abe had mentioned things over the years to her. She didn’t know of everything, but at the very least, she could tackle what she did know. And read the tomes she hadn’t yet while traveling to and from, catch up as she went. It would mean a great deal of traveling and not much sleep in her near future. 

	After two years of stagnating, that sounded rather nice, actually. Mei Li’s brain felt rotten and dusty from the lack of use. 

	Somewhere around noon, her stomach growled, but Mei Li strove to ignore it. She’d packed some of the deer from last night and a flask of water, but she had no way of relieving herself during the trip. She’d rather starve and be thirsty than embarrass both her and Hui by demanding to stop somewhere. The hunger pangs eventually passed, although her thirst did not. Oh well. She’d been in rougher situations than cold and thirsty. 

	The sun was high in the sky but no warmer at this point, and it sank behind the clouds as quickly as it had come. The snowstorm was upon them. Hui, as fast as he flew, had not been able to keep ahead of it. Mei Li silently breathed the vilest curses she knew before drawing in a heavy breath of cold air and belting out in Long-go, “Alright to fly?”

	The words felt like they were snatched away by the wind, but Hui apparently heard her just fine. He didn’t turn his head but he answered clearly, the words accompanied by a deep-throated thrum: “For now. If we can stay ahead of the leading clouds, I think we’ll be alright.” 

	They kept flying. Mei Li kept her head out now, watching the clouds around them warily. The air felt moister and cooler as they passed through the dark clouds. Any other time she’d have reveled in the experience. Now it just caused her throat to tighten with anxiety. Would they be forced to set down? Where, though? They were hours away from Dragon’s Peak and the Barrens stretched out underneath them. It was all desert land and rocks, nothing hospitable. 

	Dragon’s Peak bordered the sea, allowing the dragons to feed on fish and ocean mammals. Anything on land was all too small to even be an appetizer, as the back side of the mountain was desert. They’d initially called the place home because of politics and such, although the dragons seemed to like living in high places. Easier to gain altitude, she supposed. Right now, though, it meant there was no help to be had for the last few hours of the flight until they actually reached their destination. 

	Hui’s luck didn’t hold. The storm overtook him entirely, growing in strength, rumbling around them. He dropped lower, below the cloud line, not willing to be caught in the storm clouds themselves. If she hadn’t been with him, Mei Li was sure he’d have gone above instead, stayed clear of the storm altogether. But she couldn’t breathe in such high altitudes. It put them in a potentially hazardous situation. Maybe they should try setting down? Although the question of where still stood unanswered. 

	A strong gust of wind snagged them, catching Hui unprepared. It turned them sideways and he flapped hard to compensate. He couldn’t roll with her strapped to him—she’d fall out. It cost him; she could see the strain in his neck as he fought to stay stable in the flight. Hui abruptly hissed in pain, his body wobbling. Mei Li latched on to the straps, heart leaping into her throat at the instability. He thrummed low now, a painful groan in his throat she could decipher but not respond to. A human’s throat couldn’t duplicate or give the comforting thrum Hui needed. 

	Straining again to be heard over the storm whipping around them, Mei Li called, “How bad?”

	“Sprained my right wing,” he answered with clearly gritted teeth. 

	That was definitely not good. “Down?”

	“Can’t. No place to set here. And we’re so close—maybe an hour out.” 

	He’d made good time, then. Still, an hour with a sprained wing? She couldn’t see how they’d make it. The storm was becoming more ferocious. He would constantly be battling ferocious wind currents for the next hour. Her eyes sought out the marks of Dragon’s Peak on the horizon, but the snow was too thick for her to see anything past Hui’s nose. Were they really an hour out? Or was that Hui’s wishful thinking? 

	“I’m going to try calling for help,” Hui announced a few minutes later. The strain was obvious not only in his voice but in his body. “An Elder might be able to fly us both in. A Blue or a Purple, maybe.” 

	It was worth a try. The older dragons were larger, capable of aiding a younger dragon’s flight. Dragons could communicate across huge differences. Even with the storm’s interference, he might be heard at this range. Still, being this close to him meant it would be an assault on her ears. Mei Li ducked into the furs and put fingers into both ears in preparation. 

	“Here!” Hui bellowed, and it sounded like a thunderclap near her eardrums. “Dragon in trouble! Here!”

	After an agonizing moment of silence, a faint reply came from dead ahead. “Coming.”

	Hui let out a breath that sounded like a sob. “Thank all sand and stars. Going to shout again, Mei Li.” 

	“Go,” she encouraged, clamping her ears shut again. 

	“Dragon has human passenger.”

	Again a pause, and this time it had the air of some quick communication and conferring before another, deeper voice responded, “Two coming.” 

	Mei Li peeked out over the furs and watched raptly. It felt like a small eternity but she could see two dragons in flight even through the swirling snowflakes. One of them was a deep purple, a royal color. Hui’s guess of an Elder coming to the rescue was dead on, then. The other dragon was harder to see, and after a startled blink, she understood why. He was ebony in color, deeper than the inky depths of a starless sky, and against the dark clouds of the storm he was barely more than a shadow. 

	A black dragon. 

	If she’d had the breath, she would have whistled. Black dragons were few and far between. It took three thousand years for a dragon to attain the age necessary to become black, for one thing, and few lived that long. Mostly because young dragons did incredibly stupid things and got themselves killed before they could survive the red stage. But a black dragon that dark? He or she must be one of the oldest. Well. Mei Li suddenly felt rather lucky to be rescued by two Elders. 

	In a move too smooth to have not been practiced, the dragons came in and turned sharply, settling above and below them. The black dragon went underneath, and Hui settled back claws on his back in a tentative hold, trying not to puncture hide. In comparison to the much larger black, Hui was nearly dwarfed, like a speckled pup next to a full-grown dog. 

	The purple dragon was not quite as large, but still respectable in size—an obvious thing as the dragon came in along the top, her or his claws latching around Hui’s midriff to share the load. In tandem, both Elders’ wings beat, and they kept Hui aloft between them. Hui stopped flapping entirely with a thrum of relief and pain, glad to not use his sprained wing. 

	They did not say a word on the way in. There was no breath to be spared, and the storm wouldn’t allow it without shouting. Mei Li was desperately glad. Her aching ears couldn’t take any more shouting. They crossed the distance to Dragon’s Peak in semi-obscurity. Mei Li barely saw more than the outlines of the top of the mountain, and the huge plateau ahead of them. Bright fires burned in braziers, meant to light their way home. She caught the impression of buildings carved into the bedrock, but not much else. 

	They didn’t try to separate on the way in, just flew, slowing their approach to a glide over the smooth rock. The black dragon settled with a soft thump, Hui’s body dipping down to rest against him more firmly. The purple dragon peeled off, flapping three times to gain some distance so she wouldn’t knock anyone about, before settling lightly to the ground. Hui carefully climbed down, wincing as he did so, his front arm cradling Mei Li to keep her from knocking about. His injured wing he kept out, it apparently being too painful to fold in. 

	“Thank you, both of you, for the help,” Hui said as he climbed down. “I didn’t expect it.”

	“Yes, well, fortunately for you, I was on duty tonight and I was able to snag him quickly,” the purple dragon chided with a distinctly maternal tone. “Foolish child. Don’t fly like that with a wing so hurt.” 

	“No choice,” Hui answered, although his tone was respectful. “No place to land with her strapped to my chest.” 

	“Yes, I suppose so. Good of you to call for help. The young ones do not always have that sense.”

	“I couldn’t take chances with such a precious passenger,” Hui answered. He turned his head toward his chest and looked at Mei Li with concern in his golden eyes. “You alright?”

	“I’m fine,” Mei Li assured him. She gripped the strap as he carefully lowered her to the ground and managed to untangle herself without tripping or faceplanting in the process. Something of a miracle, that, as her right leg was definitely asleep. As she caught her balance, she gave both dragons a deep and respectful bow. “Thank you, Elders, for the aid. We weren’t sure if we’d make it.” 

	“A human who knows Long-go!” Purple said in delight. “There’s a rare thing. I am Rone the Purple. You are welcome in Dragon’s Peak, young human. The Elder next to you is Shunlei the Black.” 


	Shunlei the Black immediately shifted from dragon form to human. The transformation normally took a full minute, but he crossed between forms in the blink of an eye, too quick to track. He wore the long, flowing clothes popular among dragons, of a deep midnight blue, suited to his compact frame. They made him seem even more intimidating than he already was. Or perhaps she found him intimidating because she knew who he was? 

	Mei Li just about swallowed her tongue. The Master of All Dragons himself?! She’d known he had to be important—the color alone told her that—but…but…oh wow. Breathe lungs, breathe. “Well met, Elders. I am Mei Li, Abe of Tomes’ apprentice.” 

	His mouth was parted slightly like one spellbound, his light blue eyes locked on her. It took him a moment to remember to speak, and then he carefully approached, taking her hand with one of his. 

	“Mei Li, I am joyous to see you well.” 

	She saw that reflected clearly in his expression. He seemed intensely, personally glad to have her within arm’s reach and she wondered at it. Was the situation that bad, that he was so invested in her well-being? Somehow that didn’t feel right to her. 

	His hold on her hand was gentle, and so very warm, that she let him hold onto her longer than was proper. Her shivering was bad enough she barely kept her voice steady. “Thank you, Elder Shunlei. I’m very glad to be with all of you too. Hui found me yesterday and wasted no time in bringing me straight to you. I would have been lost still without him.” 

	“A fact he shall be rewarded for. Hui, you have done well.” 

	Hui preened visibly. “Thank you, Elder.” 

	“Rone,” Shunlei addressed the other dragon, “if you’ll see to Hui? Mei Li is chilled to the bone. I’ll bring her to my house.” 

	Rone and Hui both visibly started. For that matter, Mei Li was surprised. She hadn’t expected Shunlei to extend his hospitality to her personally. She expected his aid, yes, but that was for the world’s benefit. And why was he chaffing her hands together like that? He did so absently, as if he’d done it a hundred times before. Was he so accustomed to looking after fledglings that she was being given the same treatment? Shivers racked Mei Li, her bones rattling in her skin, so she didn’t mind the warmth he shared. She just found their position a little odd. 

	“I, uh, certainly,” Rone managed after a moment. Her wide golden eyes were fixated on Shunlei as if she had no idea what he was doing. So she found the action unusual, too?

	He didn’t wait to see if anyone wanted to object to this. Shunlei doffed his own ankle-length outer robe and wrapped it around her shoulders. They were of a similar enough height that it didn’t drag more than a few inches on the ground. And wasn’t that bizarre in its own right? Mei Li had expected a giant figure of a man, not compact body with average height. Did dragons even have control over their human shape, or was it dictated by nature? She’d have to find a way to discreetly ask. 

	The robe was indeed warm, especially with its fur-lined interior, and she huddled into it as he escorted her away from the landing area. His hand rested at the small of her back and he stayed close, acting as a windbreaker. Mei Li found such thoughtfulness charming. He was indeed the gentleman his reputation made him out to be. 

	And Dragon’s Peak was fascinating. Mei Li hadn’t seen it before and she took a good look around, trying to see between the snow. The different structures had been carved directly into the bedrock of the mountain, with facades of doors and awnings that jutted out from the bare rock. Some had signs, banner flags that flapped in the breeze, designating them as a business. Others had the name of the owner. It was brightly colored with the different banners, doors, and roofs, all jumbled together. This place had not been planned. It had just grown. Mei Li found it initially confusing and just knew she’d be lost for a while trying to figure this place out. 

	“We’ve been looking for you desperately, Mei Li,” Shunlei informed her as they took a small flight of stairs up and toward the first carved pathways in the mountainside. “We’re still searching for your master. We’ve no idea where he went during the evacuation. I’m…very blessed you were at least found.” 

	She looked up at that face, beautiful in its own way with its angles and sharp nose ridge. He looked like a carved statue, one not quite finished—the sculptor forgetting to smooth away the sharpest angles. Even the pearl in the center of his forehead looked sharp, despite its oval shape. It was his manner that softened him, made him approachable instead of appearing cold and aloof. Dragons didn’t age in appearance as humans did—they reached maturity and stayed in that zone for a very long time before aging—but still he looked somewhere in his thirties. If not for his ebony skin, silently declaring him to be well over three thousand years old, she would assume him to be that young. 

	The tautness of his expression hinted at some strong emotion, although he kept it masked enough that she couldn’t pinpoint what. Something about the way he looked at her brought the words tumbling out: “I’m sorry to have worried you.” 

	He softened visibly, lips turned up in a gentle smile. “We were very worried. And there will be many celebrations that you’re found. You will not be lost again, I promise you. I personally will see to it.” 

	Oh dear. Oh my. He meant it, too. Mei Li was on the one hand glad, the other amazed. She was important, yes, but to have his undivided attention? Her mouth scrambled for an appropriate response and failed to come up with one. “Thank you. Uh, I mean, it wasn’t any fun being lost and I’m glad for any protection.” 

	His smile widened. “Then you’ve no objections. Good. For now, stay with me. We will discuss what needs to happen later, after you’ve had a hot bath and meal. You’ve no luggage?”

	“Uh, well, no. I was supposed to be a sacrifice.”

	Shunlei ground to a screeching halt. “You were what?!”

	“That came out wrong.” Mei Li winced. “Or maybe right. It’s a bit of a story. Tell you over dinner?”

	There was a feral light in his eyes that spoke of mayhem. “Yes, this is a story I must hear, I think. But it can wait until you’re not shivering.” 

	Mei Li suddenly felt she had the power to get a lot of narrow-minded people into a great deal of trouble. Should she try to tell the story in such a way to keep them from being roasted alive? Or just tell the facts as they were? It would be nice of her to relate the story in a kind, impartial way.

	Nice, but not very fun. 
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	The bath was heavenly. 

	Mei Li sank into the overly large ‘tub’ with a sigh of bliss, her head rolling on the edge of the smooth rock. It was a natural hot springs that had been expanded by someone to make it perfectly comfortable for a large party to sit in. More like, it was for the convenience of Shunlei so he could choose to soak in either form. The hot spring was conveniently attached to the rest of his rooms, burrowed into the rocks, and she suspected he’d chosen this location for that very reason. Either way, she had the luxury of stretching out, the hot water easing her chills and lulling her into a sense of lethargy. She could just sleep here, right? 

	A polite knock at the door echoed through the room. “Mei Li, you didn’t fall asleep in there, did you?”

	She jerked upright, water splashing and rippling around her. “Uh, no! I’m awake. Just reluctant to move.”

	Shunlei chuckled, low and earthy. “I understand. Dinner will be here in a few minutes, however. Will you join me or eat later?”

	Ignoring her very powerful host in order to keep playing in his tub seemed not a good idea. “I’m coming out.”

	“I have a change of clothes and two towels for you here. I’ll be waiting at the table for you.” 

	“Thank you!” she called to him even as she stood, water sloshing away from her skin. The air wasn’t noticeably cooler, the humidity of the hot water keeping it nice and warm. She waited only long enough to hear the outer door to the bathing area close before tentatively opening the connecting door. No one waited in the changing room beyond, and she was quick to dart through. 

	Then she paused. Not only was there a change of clothes and the two towels, but a brush, hand mirror, two combs, a small jar of lotion with a lovely minty scent, and shoes. Well, he certainly knew how to be thorough. Or was this the work of some other woman advising him? Either way it was beyond thoughtful and she gratefully used the lot. 

	The lotion was bliss against her dry skin, and she used most of the bottle before slipping on the fine undergarments. Mei Li wasn’t precisely large, but she was longer in the arms and legs than most women and was accustomed to borrowed clothes not fitting quite right. There was usually a good inch gap on wrists and ankles, and she’d been resigned to it before even reaching for the clothes. 

	These fit perfectly, as if tailored to her. Did being five thousand years old somehow grant a man the ability to look at a woman and measure her that accurately with his eyes? 

	Mei Li shook the fanciful thought off. She didn’t have time to speculate; she had a host waiting for her. 

	Even though she thought that, the questions mounted in her head with every piece she put on—the red skirt, matching red long-sleeved shirt, over-shirt of red with the golden embroidery around neckline and short sleeves, and finally the dark maroon belt that peeked out from underneath the over-shirt. It was precisely her size and a perfect fit. Mei Li frowned down at it. It was lovely, too, by far the prettiest ensemble she’d ever worn. But how did…? 

	She shook the thought off again. She really didn’t have time to think about it, and it was pointless besides. She could always just ask her host and get an answer. Taking the brush to her hair, she combed the damp locks out as best she could, then wrapped it all up and around, tucking the ends in and under a high figure-eight bun on her head. The two combs, both of them a beautiful white jade with the carving of dragons along the edge, were far too expensive for her to wear. But it would be an insult to her host to not use what he had clearly chosen for her. Mei Li would just have to be very, very careful with them. 

	Slotting them into place, she held up the mirror to check that she hadn’t missed a strand. The white jade combs were very lovely against her black hair and she smiled at the sight. The red was a good choice too, a perfect complement to her pale skin. She looked rather respectable, didn’t she? Instead of a lost child dragged in during a storm. 

	Satisfied, she used the bandage and ointment he’d also set aside for her. Now that she had cleaned her foot properly, she could wrap it. The ointment, as all ointments did, initially stung. But she slathered on a good deal of it anyway, hoping the jagged scratch on her arch would heal quickly. He’d left both shoes and house slippers for her, which was fortunate, as the bandage made it impossible to put on the shoes. She slipped on the house slippers and went to rejoin her host. 

	The interior of Shunlei’s home wasn’t quite as it appeared from the outside. The exterior had columns, doors, arches, and windows all carved into the rockface in an intricate way that had caught her eye. The interior was homier, meant for comfort rather than show. There wasn’t a sharp angle to be found, every doorway round with an arch along the top, the floor smooth as it rose to meet the walls. It felt as if the space had always been there, a natural cavity inside the mountain that Shunlei had capitalized on. Someone had used lime to paint the walls, as they were a faint yellow now, but the floors were the natural tan stone with no coloration. Not that they need to be. Every room she passed had a plethora of rich velvet pillows, dark wood furniture, paintings of landscapes displayed. This house was rich with sumptuous tones. And pillows. Pillows on the floor for seating, pillows piled high in chairs, stacks of pillows in front of the fireplace. All the pillows. 

	Some dragons hoarded gold. She suspected the Master of All Dragons hoarded pillows.  

	The dining room wasn’t far from the bathing chamber and she found him easily by following her ears. And her nose. The clink of china being set was accompanied by the delightful scents of roasted meat, simmering broth, and something fried. She stepped into the room expecting to see other people, but it was just her host transferring covered dishes to a low, wooden table. No servants?


	Shunlei’s head came up and he greeted her with a pleased smile. He’d changed into something more comfortable for sitting about the house, his hair no longer tied up but loose around his shoulders. It still looked windblown, the dark hair coarse in texture as it fell down to his waist. He might have taken it down but had clearly not bothered to do anything else to it. “Come sit. I’m sure you’re famished after a full day’s flight. The clothes suit you?”

	“Yes, thank you,” she answered and gave him a pointed look. “They fit so perfectly I’m amazed.”

	“That is good to hear,” he answered noncommittally. “I thought snow tea would be nice.”

	So he wasn’t going to tell her, eh? Fine, he could keep his secrets. “That sounds lovely.”

	Mei Li settled on a thick cushion, gaining her bearings as she did so. The dining room was not meant for large crowds. It could perhaps seat eight at a squeeze. The table was old, too, the wood dark with age, although well cared for. The dishes set on it were among her favorites—scallion pancakes, fried chicken, herbal soup, rice, and a plate of delicately sliced roasted pork. Her mouth watered. 

	Mei Li reached for the bowl of rice to serve her host. It was only right for her to do so. Despite this being his house, she was much younger and lower in status. 

	Shunlei allowed this with a small smile but he still served her tea, which threw her for a moment. Why was he serving her anything? She should be—Mei Li froze again, her hands hovering over the rice bowl as he put two slices of scallion pancake on her plate. 

	Just. What?

	As if he hadn’t done something only a family member or lover would do, Shunlei chatted with her casually, his hands already moving to the next dish. “I heard Hui has a badly sprained wing. It was remarkable he kept his head and stayed steady on course, considering. He’ll be down for at least a week in order to recover. Rone relayed that he came from North Sea, the far northern watch post. I’m astonished you were in that area. How did that happen?”

	Mei Li snapped her mouth shut before she could collect flies and took a second to gather her scattered wits. Either Shunlei was so old he didn’t stand on formalities—entirely possible; perhaps age made him uncaring about trivial matters—or he wanted her to be at ease with him. Either way, his manner didn’t invite for her to treat him deferentially. He spoke and interacted with her like a friend. It felt beyond strange to respond in kind, but…well, it was a rather nice thought, making friends with the Master of All Dragons. It made her both giddy and somehow jittery.  

	“I’m not sure,” she answered, and finished serving herself some of the rice. She stole a moment to sip her tea. The flavor was cool and delightful, and she sighed in pleasure. She did so love good snow tea. “I wasn’t up top when the storm hit. I heard bits and snatches, things about the main mast cracking, and being blown off course. We were quite disoriented and lost when the mother storm hit again, and without the main mast to help guide us, I think they lost control of the ship completely. We were slammed against the cliffs. One of my guards managed to get me topside, but I was thrown free before he could do much else.”

	Clear blue eyes fixated on her, the food ignored as Shunlei hung on her every word. “You were at the mercy of the sea?”

	“Yes, for a bit. I latched onto a boulder, climbed up it. Then watched, helplessly. Everyone else was either lost to the depths or….” She cut herself off at the painful memory and navigated around it mentally. He didn’t need to hear all of this, and it was too painful for her to speak of it. “I stayed on the boulder all night and through part of the morning. There’s a harbor of sorts, sitting under the cliff’s edge, and a fishing village on the top. They saw the ship being dashed on the rocks and came down the next morning to scavenge what they could from it. They found me in the process and brought me up. At first they weren’t sure what to do with me. A foreign girl who spoke of politics and wanted to write was blasphemous to them.”

	A dark frown swept over his face, his hand tightening around his chopsticks to the point they creaked under the strain. “Did they treat you well?”

	“They weren’t abusive,” she answered honestly. “Just very controlling. I couldn’t manage to get any word out and they wouldn’t let me out of the hut. When winter hit and conditions became bad, that’s when they got the bright idea to sacrifice me to their mountain god. Turns out that was Hui.”

	Shunlei didn’t seem convinced of her treatment but let that go in favor of his surprise. Tone climbing, he said incredulously, “They thought a dragon was a mountain god?”

	“Shows you how backward they are. I didn’t know either. I’d not seen Hui at all, just heard all these ludicrous stories of the mountain god who saved them when he wasn’t angered. I went up because I thought, if it was a deity of some sort, I could bargain for his help. If it was something masquerading as a deity, I could either still negotiate or defend myself as necessary. You’ve no idea how glad I was to meet Hui instead.” 

	“Not as glad as I am.” Shunlei graced her with another of those soft, delighted smiles. “Eat, please. I will tell you where matters stand now.” 

	As that question had been plaguing her for two years, Mei Li nodded eagerly. She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t worried. Abe’s continued absence weighed on her like a millstone around her neck. She loved and missed her mentor, of course, but professionally speaking it left her in a very tight spot. Without Abe, she would be the one to take on the safety of the world, and Mei Li did not feel ready to do that. An uneasy premonition sat in her stomach that she wasn’t going to be given a choice on the matter.

	Her hunger overrode her worries and demanded food. Mei Li bit into her scallion pancake, which was deliciously light and fluffy. It almost distracted her from the weighty matter they discussed. 

	“I do not have a complete list of matters that must be attended to, but I’ve received regular reports on the most troublesome. First, as Hui no doubt informed you, we weren’t able to salvage all the records. A quarter of them were lost to the sea, and though I’ve thoroughly checked, I’ve found no other copies. I’m afraid you and Abe of Tomes are the other copies.” 

	“More like Master is,” she corrected sourly. Mei Li stopped eating, that four-hundred-pound millstone around her neck doubling in size. She’d curse, if she could think of any words strong enough. “I didn’t get a chance to read everything before we were separated. I can only hope most of the ones lost are ones I did read. Then I’ll be able to transcribe them.” 

	“Yes, that is our hope as well. I requested a complete list of all the records we do have. After dinner I will show it to you.”

	Bless the man for that foresight. “That would be very helpful, Elder Shunlei.” 

	His brows compressed briefly and he held up a staying hand. “Shunlei. Do not stand on formalities with me.” 

	Mei Li did not feel she was ranked highly enough to casually address the Master of All Dragons by his given name. She was still an apprentice. But she also wasn’t of the status to argue the point with him. And she was supposed to be friends with him, right? As odd as this all was, she liked that he wasn’t one to stand on formalities. As awkward as it felt, she’d abide by his wishes on this point. “Shunlei, then.”

	That pleased him enormously; he practically glowed under the force of it. “Good. At any rate, there are certain matters you must attend to first. The dragons will, of course, aid you.”

	“Let me guess. The Sea Walls of Tanguay?”

	“Not holding up well,” he confirmed darkly. “There are visible holes in the walls.”

	Mei Li winced. That was worse than she’d expected. The Sea Walls of Tanguay were what created an artificial harbor, allowing Tanguay not only a seafaring harbor but also protection against the storms known to ravage the coastline. It had been created two thousand years ago and was maintained by a series of overlapping spells that held up each corner of the wall. It was one of the many tasks the Tomes Masters had, to keep those spells charged in order to maintain the wall. If it fell…well, it would mean more than the loss of trade for a major city. It would likely create a tidal wave as well and destroy a good portion of the coastline in that area. 

	“I think you should go there first, assuming you know how to handle it?”

	“Fortunately, Master had me read some of the more current artifacts. I know how to handle the Sea Walls, yes. What about Zaffi’s seal?”

	“The demon is restless and awake enough to influence the people within a radius of where he is sealed. I do not think it will hold much longer, either.”

	Mei Li let her shoulders slump. That didn’t sound good at all. He was supposed to be so asleep he couldn’t even twitch while dreaming. “I’m almost afraid to ask….” 

	“His wife, Jingfei, is awakening as well.”

	Both demon and demoness, how lovely. And they were on opposite ends of the country of Horvath, too. Granted, most of the time that worked in humanity’s favor, because no one wanted two powerful demons right next to each other. But right now, that meant time was not on her side. Mei Li could only pray Zaffi was sealed in the same way Jingfei was, because she had not managed to read the records for Zaffi before being evacuated. That, or pray the record for him managed to survive. 

	If there was no record, and the demon was sealed differently…just the thought made Mei Li lose her appetite. Zaffi had nearly destroyed a country, killing tens of thousands of people, before he was sealed. Being asleep for over five thousand years would not have weakened him. Once free, he’d be worse than any plague this world had seen. The mental picture of it sent cold shivers racing up and down her spine.  

	A gentle hand caught hers, gripping it soothingly. Mei Li’s head came up to see Shunlei watching her steadily. 

	“You will have all the dragons to aid you. I myself will take you wherever you need to go, to help you in whatever way you need.” He paused, carefully forming the words and keeping a careful watch on her face as he said them. “I wish to take you under my wing, Mei Li.”

	He wanted to what? The enormity of what he had said failed to compute. Her heart actually skipped a beat, she was so astonished, as if even that basic biological function was beyond her. When a dragon took another under his wing, it was a closer tie than even family. There wasn’t even a human equivalent to it, something she could equate it to. 

	“Shunlei! You barely know me. This is too much—”

	Shunlei had that small, enigmatic smile on his face once more, but some undecipherable emotion passed through his eyes. He leaned toward her, but his body was rigid, as if he were restraining himself. “You are far too precious, Mei Li. I unwittingly entrusted your safety to others. They failed. If I had known who you were, what was happening, I would have safeguarded you better. I took a slight break from the affairs of men to attend to my responsibilities here and I should not have. I never should have made that judgement. If I had been closer to Overlook, if I had worked with you as I have every other previous Tomes, I would have been on hand when the disaster struck. You and Abe never would have been lost.” 

	Her mouth snapped shut on the rest of her protest because, really, how did she begin to argue that? She had no doubt that would have been the case. She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, working it gently. “I’m not against this, but I’m a little confused by this offer.” 

	He dipped his head in acknowledgement. “I’ve no doubt. There are two main reasons for my offer.” 

	Mei Li angled herself to face him more directly, assuring him silently that he had her full attention. 

	“First, I have always been an ally to the Tomes. For every generation, you have been not just my colleagues, but my friends. It pains me that you are now bereft and without any shelter. I wish to offer you the aid, support, and companionship you are lacking.”

	Now that made sense. From the very first Tomes, Shunlei had always been a help and support. All the records mentioned him in some form or fashion. Abe had fought alongside him several times. Mei Li hadn’t met him because he’d retreated to Dragon’s Peak before she was apprenticed. Did he feel guilty about that? About not being there when Overlook was destroyed? Mei Li didn’t blame him for it, though. He was the Master of All Dragons, yes, but he was only one being. He couldn’t be everywhere at once. 

	“The second reason,” he continued, still in that gentle, persuasive tone, “is that I fear what will happen to you. The political landscape has changed in the past two years. With Overlook destroyed, there have been many arguments about who should take you in, who should have control over the Tomes. When you leave here, I fear you will be latched onto and pulled in multiple directions. If you are under my wing, I can protect you from any attempts of subjugation.” 

	The Tomes were politically neutral. They had to be, or they risked putting one country’s needs over another. Their place in Overlook was in the country of Horvath, true, but that’s because the princes of Horvath had always paid the lion’s share of the Tomes’ salaries. It had been more a matter of convenience. 

	Mei Li worried at her lip a little more. It was true that being with the dragons would be the most politically neutral place for her. The dragons normally had no dealings with the affairs of men. “You think that if I’m family to you, they won’t try to argue about where I should be?”

	“People avoid arguing with me for some reason,” he replied blandly. 

	Mei Li surprised herself by matching his tone and retorting, “I wonder why.”

	He grinned at her, eyes sparkling with laughter, and for a moment he didn’t look his age, but more like hers, his expression inviting her in to enjoy the joke. 

	She thought of what it would mean, to be family to him. Abe was the closest she could ever recall to having family, and he was more master than father. Mei Li didn’t have a good grasp of all living with Shunlei would entail. Emotionally, she didn’t know how to anticipate or react to this. 

	Rationally was another matter entirely. The truth was, she would need his help and protection in the upcoming years desperately. Her knowledge was enough to tell people how to seal things, how to solve problems, and her magic was strong enough to handle part of that responsibility. But certainly not all of it. Definitely not with the current weakened seals. It was her mind that had made her an Apprentice of Tomes. Not her magic. 

	What would have happened if she’d been under his protection two years ago? Instead of the scrambled, hurried evacuation leading to the loss of an entire crew, records missing, and her master nowhere to be found, would it have gone differently? Mei Li imagined it would have. If the Master of All Dragons had been in charge instead of the overwhelmed human officials, it would have gone very differently. 

	For the sake of the world, Shunlei was willing to not only aid her, but take her into his household and give her the protection she should have always had. He did this with gentle grace and with thoughtful care. Nothing about his tone or actions implied she was an imposition. Still… 

	“Shunlei, I will need your aid desperately. But I don’t wish to be a burden upon you.” 

	His hold on her hand tightened. “Shh, you are not that. You are never that. Do not even think such words. I cannot fully explain all my feelings and wishes to you now. I am ashamed I cannot express myself well to you. If I could, you would be less worried and confused. Please understand that I have many reasons. I am not interested in your safety simply for the sake of the world. I am personally invested in your well-being. I wish for you to accept my sincerity. I do not want you lost or hurt again. I do not want to stay awake many sleepless nights, worried about where you are. You are a blessing to my house, never a burden.” 

	He was personally invested in her welfare? What did that mean? That was…even in her head she couldn’t frame it into words. Mei Li felt emotionally overwhelmed. The only person to ever be truly invested in her was Abe, and that was more duty than affection, some days. She had friends, of course, and colleagues, but even they had assumed that as a future Tomes, she could handle most matters herself. And she could, absolutely, but…she had never realized how alone that attitude had made her feel until this moment. Shunlei offered her not only unconditional support but affection. He personally wanted the best for her. And that was mind-boggling. 

	Shunlei had lit a beacon for her. Mei Li could feel herself orienting to it. Of all the words he could have offered her, those were the ones that spoke deeply to her heart. 

	Mei Li tried to look at it from his perspective. Two years of seeing the world unravel slowly before his eyes, with no idea of how to fix it. All while searching for the two people pivotal to the world’s safety, wondering if they were even alive after such a long time, with little hope the situation would change. Yes, that would lead to many a sleepless night. In fact, he might have been plotting this for two years, to snap her up and safely install her under his own wing to keep those events from repeating. This might be new to her, but likely he’d spent a great deal of time planning this very thing. 

	And really, did she have many other options? Mei Li had no idea if she had any living relatives. She’d been given to the temple at six years old to be tested as a Tomes, and all connection with her family had ended at that point. Any of the leaders of the world would offer her shelter at the drop of a hat, but that meant she would be subject to their politics as well. Just the thought of it made her shudder. No, thank you. At least the dragons were neutral. Really, this might be the best place for her. 

	Her instinctive protests died unspoken. Shunlei was wise indeed. This was the best place for her, and with him taking her in himself, no one could possibly object. Well, successfully object. She was sure a few people would protest, much good that would do them. 

	This must have shown on her face as he tilted his head in question. “You have no objections?”

	“You’re quite shrewd, aren’t you, Shunlei?”

	“Comes with living a long time,” he responded peaceably, and gently let go of her hand, settling back on his own cushion. “I wish for you to stay with me, Mei Li. However, I will not force you. If there is a place you’d prefer to go, I will take you.” 

	He might take her, but he wouldn’t leave her there alone either. Mei Li could read the subtext well enough. Shunlei was taking no further chances with her. And it wasn’t like she had any place to go to. Overlook was permanently buried in lava and thanks to the accompanying earthquakes, now underwater. “Your charm should be illegal.”

	“In some places, I am,” he intoned, dry as a desert. 

	Delighted by this show of humor, she huffed a soft laugh. “Cheeky.”

	Touching his fingertips lightly to his heart, he gave her a heart-melting smile. “You give me joy, Mei Li. Thank you for agreeing.” 

	She shook her head, hands splayed in protest. “No, thank you for taking me in. I know many people are going to protest you did so. It will give you some trouble.”

	He waved this off as inconsequential. “Eat, before it gets cold. I will start making preparations in the morning so we may leave. I will fly you to Tanguay first, unless you wish to handle the two demons?”

	It was a flip of the coin, either way, on what she needed to handle first. And those three were just the tip of the iceberg, really, the most pressing ones to handle. 

	“The demons aren’t something I can handle alone. That will take preparation. I know how to seal Jingfei—I read the record for her—but Zaffi might be sealed differently. We’ll have to figure that out once we arrive, I suppose. Well, I’ll need help with the Walls, too, but Tanguay’s a large city. Odds are good I’ll find enough mages there to support me. Where are the records right now?”

	“Tanguay. We deemed it as safe a place as any and hoped you and Abe of Tomes would rendezvous there, as that was supposed to be your destination.” 

	Mei Li grimaced at the reminder. “I’ll need to check them, and soon. But for now, yes, we need to go to Tanguay first. How long of a flight is that?”

	“Two days, in good weather.”

	“Which we’re not currently having,” Mei Li pointed out dryly. 

	Shunlei turned to look behind him, through the glass panes of the window, and frowned thoughtfully. “Yes, that will be problematic. I will strive to think of a solution.” 

	As he knew more about flying and carrying human passengers than she did, Mei Li let him think. She had enough on her plate as it was. Although as he ate, the question did linger. Shunlei had been adamant he wasn’t doing all of this for the world’s sake. That he wanted her safe on a personal level. 

	Just what was that supposed to mean? She still had no answer for it and he didn’t seem inclined to explain. Perhaps, as she came to know him better, she’d find an answer. For tonight, though, she wanted to eat and rest. She’d certainly earned the right to do that.  
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	Mei Li sat in the very cozy study and frowned down at the list in her hands. She felt her bad mood was an insult to the study itself, as it was quite lovely. It was everything she felt a study should be. The chairs were plush and comfortable, the shelves beautifully organized, a low fire blazing merrily beneath a wood mantelpiece that was likely older than Dragon’s Peak itself. She could quite happily ensconce herself into this room and not move for a few years. 

	So it said something that while she sat in this wonderful room, she felt the instant need to leave it. 

	The list Shunlei had provided her was not at all promising. The Tomes library consisted of 3,468 books in total. Moving any of them was a chore, and the evacuation had been so hectic, Mei Li hadn’t seen how they’d manage to move them all in time. She assumed Abe had taken the records of the most pertinent, time-sensitive cases. The ones that were due for renewal in the next ten years. He must have, as it was too much of a coincidence for only these to be missing. This list of missing titles made a yawning pit of despair open in her stomach. This was a far longer list than she’d anticipated. 

	Half the missing titles she recognized but had not read. The other half were things she was supposed to read before the evacuation happened. She’d only gotten partially through that pile. In fact, of the ninety-three tomes listed missing, she had read a baker’s dozen. That yawning pit of despair opened a bit wider. That was not a good ratio, not at all. Just missing one book was problematic. But eighty? 

	No Tomes handled every single problem they had a record for. A great many of them—like the demons Jingfei and Zaffi—only needed a renewing seal every few thousand years. Some problems had a shorter lifespan, like the Walls of Tanguay, that needed renewal every few hundred years. So Mei Li wasn’t really worried about the rest of the records that had been saved right at this moment. It was just the ones missing, as those were problems she was responsible for. 

	Responsible for, but with no idea what to do now that her instructions were lost. 

	A tray settled next to her on the small round table at her elbow and she looked up, blinking to refocus her eyes. Her host—no, family now. (And wasn’t that a strange thought. Mei Li really had no idea what to make of it, and she was sure it would take a while before the idea really settled in her mind.) Shunlei had prepared a late-night snack, it seemed, one of hot tea and water cookies. 

	She smiled up at him in thanks. It was a favorite snack of hers, and his timing with it could not have been more perfect. “Thank you, Shunlei.”

	“My pleasure.” He poured a cup for her as he asked seriously, “How is the list?”

	“Not good. I’ve only read thirteen of these books. Worse, forty of them were on my to-be-studied pile, as the various seals and such are due for renewal in the next ten years. Well, it was ten years. It’s more like eight now.” She accepted the cup and inhaled the aroma deeply. Ah, bliss. Red ginger tea was perfect for a night like this. 

	He fixed his own cup before settling on the ottoman in front of her, their knees close enough to not-quite press together. “I was very afraid you’d say something like that. How much of this is dangerous and how much of it is just annoying?”

	Pursing her lips together, Mei Li considered that question. “About half and half? Half of it is things like Lost Souls Bridge. No one’s going to be instantly killed if they accidentally use the bridge, but they’ll be lost for days in a wasteland, until someone stages a rescue. Potentially very bad, as they’ll slowly starve to death, but not immediately lethal. The other half is on the same scale as Odom.” 

	Shunlei openly winced. “Odom’s seal is due for renewal already?”

	“Afraid so. He’s precisely two months out, if memory serves.” And her memory always did. Actually, come to think of it, Shunlei had been one of the people who had sealed the fallen deity. “By any chance, do you know how he’s sealed?”

	“Not…precisely. I know I was there when it happened, but my task was to keep him subdued and in place long enough for them to get the sealing wards up. Then I leapt free at the last second before the seal was finalized. I can’t really tell you much of how it was done.” He said this last part with aggravation, as if only now realizing that was a mistake. “Dragons aren’t magical anyway. I might have understood the theory, if they told me about it, but it’s not like I have magic I can apply to seals or use in subduing demons.” 

	Mei Li harbored the suspicion that dragons were actually magical, only their magic was strictly regulated to two things: creating fire and shapeshifting into human form. But the dragons maintained that wasn’t magical, it was nature, and she wasn’t firm enough in her stance to start an argument. Mentally, she let this go. 

	“Let me ask you something, Shunlei. According to the histories I’ve read, you were one of the beings consulted when the Tomes Masters first began their work. Why did everyone agree to this system? It seems like madness, to only have two people know how to do everything.” 

	“Hmm, yes, you’re not the first to say that to me. I doubt you’ll be the last, for that matter.” 

	Shunlei took a sip of his tea, his manner deliberate and thoughtful. For all that he sat on a footstool, he occupied the area like a king. He was absolutely in control of this space, his confidence a visible aura, a subconscious thing. It was honestly a tad intimidating to sit in front of him, and he wasn’t even doing anything. Or perhaps it was the firelight haloing him from behind that gave the impression of a crown on his head. The warm light played over him, sparking off the gold ring he wore on his hand, catching Mei Li’s attention for the first time. Was that a wedding ring? 

	After a moment, Shunlei spoke. “The system now is not the one we originally created. It altered through time. Originally, the first Tomes wrote things down so there was a record. Later on, he thought it best to make such records encrypted and created a new language for it. He reasoned that so much of this knowledge, if fallen into the wrong hands, could be intensely harmful. Each of these dangerous beings are sealed because we don’t know how to defeat them. Each of the artifacts are so powerful and destructive they can’t be destroyed without erasing a whole country. There was just too much danger associated with each of these things. I understood his reasons but found fault with his methods. However, it came down to a matter of practicalities in the end. We needed to safeguard them, and yet who would take on the role of guardian? For all of them?” 

	“So that’s how it started? With him?”

	“Basically, yes. His daughter was much like him. The same razor-sharp intelligence and magical gifts. He proposed a system of master and apprentice to keep the knowledge passed down to every successive generation. We managed out of every generation to find at least two people willing to take on the burden, who had the intelligence necessary to do so, but rarely more than that. And with each successive generation, we had few problems with the system. It seemed the best method and even now, five thousand years later, I can’t think of a better one.” 

	Mei Li nibbled on her cookie thoughtfully before offering, “It’s true, the system did work flawlessly for five thousand years. This is the first bump in the road.” 

	“Ha.” Shunlei chuckled in low amusement, eyes dancing. “Not quite. This is actually the second. But that’s another story. Still, overall, it worked and worked well. If we hadn’t lost part of the records, we wouldn’t actually be in dire straits now. You do know how to read them. And you can give us instructions, just as the previous Tomes Masters have.”

	Mei Li frowned at the list again and took a healthier bite of her cookie. 

	That was all well and fine for the future, but what about now? “I know you’ve been searching for Master and I, and the missing tomes, but did you try anything else?”

	“In other words, was I foolish enough to just search for you and not try to find other solutions?” Shunlei scoffed at the idea, tossing the idea aside with the flick of his hand as if discarding such rubbish. “Stars and sky forbid we be that stupid. No, the best and brightest magical minds are already studying the most problematic issues, the ones we don’t have books for. Historians who knew something of Wu Xing are assisting them. Hopefully they can figure out how the seals worked and be able to duplicate them. If not, we have a battle on our hands.” 

	She studied him thoughtfully. For all that he looked and spoke as a scholar, it was easy to forget he was a warrior king in his own right. He’d subdued more than a few beings by brute force in his time. “Shunlei, does anything scare you? I mean, you’ve lived through so much. Is there anything that really poses a danger to you?”

	“Is there any living thing that does not fear?” he countered. A sad, reminiscent expression crossed over his face, like a cloud on a sunny day. His body closed in, shoulders pulling together and for a moment, he looked every day of his five thousand years. “Wounds to the heart are bitter and often harder to heal from than those to flesh and blood.” 

	Mei Li mentally kicked herself. There were days she’d be better off as mute. “Sorry. That was an insensitive question.”

	“I don’t mind your curiosity,” he assured her gently. 

	Which of course made her feel worse. Mei Li kicked herself a few more times. “Getting back to the original question, you don’t know of any other copies of these books either?”

	“I’m afraid not.”

	Mei Li flopped to the side, groaning in a manner that was more heartfelt than theatrical. “Just kill me now.” 

	“It can’t be that bad.”

	She levered up enough to open one eye and glare at him. “Yes. Yes, it can. Shunlei, you realize it’s not just a matter of us figuring it out, right? The mages you’ve set on this task won’t understand what they’re looking at. Wu Xing magic doesn’t work on the same principles of Evocation. It’ll be like handing someone a book in an ancient foreign language and expecting them to somehow figure it out.”

	His brow creased as he met her eyes. “I knew the magics were different, but that much?”

	“Yes. And worse, each Tomes has a different approach on solving a problem. Sometimes they did really wacky things. I can’t look at it and just guess either. We have records for good reason. Going after these problems without instructions means we’ll have to tackle it like you did, thousands of years ago, with little idea of what we’re doing. How does that sound to you?”

	He did a full body flinch. “Wind and stars, no! We lost hundreds, sometimes thousands, of people defeating this all the first time.”

	“Unless you remember well enough what the mages were doing to subdue everything that’s due for renewal in the next ten years?” 

	He shook his head helplessly. 

	“I thought not. Then we’re as screwed as a sea turtle in the desert. If those records are really, truly lost, we’re going to have to assume a worst-case scenario. Personally, I prefer to explore the possibility that someone, somewhere, has a record of what to do. A copy, a hand-me-down oral tradition, something.”

	Shunlei blew out an aggrieved breath before drinking deeply of his tea. He was clearly thinking hard. “After we’ve seen to the most immediate problems, I propose going to one of the study sites. Perhaps you can offer some insight. With you there to interpret what you can see, surely some progress can be made. If nothing else, we can see where we stand at the moment. I’ve asked for monthly reports, but that means I’m a month out of date at times.” 

	That sounded somewhat feasible and it did lift a bit of the strain off her shoulders. “Yes, alright.”

	“For now, sleep,” he encouraged her with another of those soft smiles. “You’ve had a very long day. I don’t think we’ll be able to leave in the morning. I wish to construct something to carry you with, something with more substance and protection than the net you used with Hui. But the day after, I believe, is feasible.”

	The sooner they could leave, the better. “Then I’ll say goodnight.”

	“Goodnight.” 

	Mei Li didn’t go directly to bed. She wasn’t a guest here, not really, and it was time she did a few domestic things instead of leaving it all to Shunlei. She gathered up the tray and tidied it as well as the kitchen before going to her own room. For a guest room, it was quite nice. Thick carpets covered the floors here, overlapping with each other to keep the stone’s cold trapped below. There was, of course, mounds of pillows to be found in every possible place, most of them of rich colors and soft to the touch. A theme of purples, golds, and creams threaded itself throughout the fabrics in the room, even in the painting of a sunset that hung over the mantle. The canopy bed encouraged heat to stay in, with its heavy drapes, and there was another low fire in the grate already set for her. Shunlei’s work, no doubt. Mei Li had been in his house for over four hours now and she still had seen no hint of any servants. Did the man do everything himself? 

	For that matter, how was such a powerful man unattached? Mei Li knew he’d been married long ago, and she assumed the ring he wore now was his wedding ring, but there was clearly no other woman in this house. He had obliquely referenced such a loss earlier. ‘Wounds of the heart’ could be a mate loved and lost. Had he not remarried, remaining a widower?  

	Mei Li settled in front of the fireplace, combing through her still damp hair, and frowned absently into the dancing flames. For all that she knew of Shunlei before this, it was by reputation. She knew nothing of the man’s history. That needed to be rectified, now that she was family to him. Although she’d have to use a more subtle approach, to avoid putting both her feet in her mouth like she had earlier. 

	And somehow she’d have to wrap her mind around the fact she was now considered family to him. Or at the very least, a ward of his. Mei Li didn’t know what the human equivalent would really be. Dragon society worked quite differently in some ways. But she needed to figure it out and respond accordingly. Shunlei had been extremely generous with her and she had no desire to hurt that gentle-natured man by saying the wrong thing or coming off as ungrateful. Even if it was breaking her brain to think of herself as a family member to the Master of All Dragons. 

	She decided to sleep on it, see if that helped and carefully climbed out of her nice new clothes and into a voluminous white nightgown left for her on the bed. The bed sheets were a tad cool, but the room was comfortable. Mei Li barely got situated with her head on the pillow before she fell straight into dreamland. 
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	The next morning Mei Li was up at a decent hour and in the kitchen. Shunlei was already gone, working on the transportation arrangements. Mei Li had her hands in soapy water, doing breakfast dishes and wondering what to do about luggage. She only had the one outfit, and it would certainly be easier to fly her with no additional weight, but it was bound to be problematic when she actually did land. She’d be going from one magical problem to another, after all. It wouldn’t leave her any time for shopping. 

	A knock sounded on the front door. She quickly dried her hands and scurried through the kitchen and dining room in order to answer it. The snowstorm had died down overnight, leaving the skies clear once more and a good six inches of snow cover. Opening the door let in a gust of cold air and she shivered. 

	“It’s me, Rone,” the woman at the door quickly introduced. 

	Mei Li was glad for the self-introduction. She would not have been able to recognize her in human form. “Rone. Hello, come in, quickly.”

	“Thank you. Too cold out there.” Rone stepped in. Her human form was that of a slender adult, her skin a violet color, setting off the pearl on her forehead. Her hair was a darker hue, more a royal purple, and wound around her head in a charming rope braid. She wore white, in much the same fashion as Mei Li, so the style must be popular with the dragons, a thick fur coat over the top of that. In her hands was a large bundle wrapped in cloth. 

	Mei Li shut the door behind her and escorted her into the sitting room so they could spread things about. “What brings you by this morning? And how is Hui?”

	“Hui’s staying with his broodmother’s friend’s sister at the moment. Only place to stay stretched out in while that sprained wing heals. He’s doing well, though, and is very pleased with himself that he was the one who brought you in. We’ve promised him a better position, so he won’t be returning to that region after he heals.” Rone set the bundle down on one of the tables and gave her an arch look. “Even if he did miss that you were under his nose for two years.” 

	Ah. Busted. “In his defense, I understand he was actually away from his post the week of my shipwreck. He was dealing with a village sacrifice, settling her in with another village. So he missed the initial shipwreck, and by the time he was back it had been mostly swept to sea. And they barely let me out of the valley. And he never flew near the village for fear of causing trouble.” 

	“Still, he should have checked a shipwreck in his area. Ah well. He did do the right thing bringing you in immediately, and hopefully he has learned from this experience to ask more questions. Now.” Rone untied her bundle with deft hands as she explained, “I know you have nothing on you. I’ve brought a few things that might fit.”

	“Yes, please, I was wondering what to do about that. Although wouldn’t the additional weight be hard for Shunlei?”

	“Why would it be…?” Rone trailed off while giving her an odd look. For the first time, she seemed to really look at Mei Li, and her golden eyes studied her in a head to toe sweep before traveling up again. “Did he give you that outfit to wear?”

	“Well, yes. I did wonder where he got it from. It’s a perfect fit.” Not from Rone, that was clear. And what did that expression on the woman’s face mean? It was a mix of surprise, realization, and bewilderment. Also a touch of dawning hope? Was she reading that right? “Rone?”

	“I was with him when he bought that outfit, six years ago,” Rone relayed slowly. “He’d bought it with his wife in mind.” 

	Mei Li froze and squeaked out, “I’m wearing his wife’s clothes?!”

	“What? Oh, no, no, no,” Rone hastily corrected herself, hands splayed in a stopping motion. “No, I’m sorry, I’m confusing you. Many, many years ago Shunlei was married to a human woman. I never met her. They were married while he was still Shunlei the Red, just as he settled the dragons into the orderly clan it is today. There’re a great many stories about her. By all accounts, she was an incredible woman. Intelligent, brave, and his perfect match. But he wasn’t able to keep her long with him. She left alone on some mission and never returned.”

	If he was still Shunlei the Red, then…this was over five thousand years ago. Five thousand years, and he still missed his wife? Still bought things that reminded him of her? The thought was beyond heartbreaking. The ring on his hand, then, that really was his wedding ring. “So this outfit was…?”

	“Just for him, I think. Something she would have liked. Mei Li, I’m…” Rone passed a hand over her face, still perplexed and nearly swaying from it. “I’m honestly delighted to see you in that outfit. It suggests he’s no longer as attached to the past. He did tell me this morning he took you under his wing, and let me tell you, I about faceplanted in the snow. But I’m sure that’s for more practical reasons. He was very, very upset when both you and Abe of Tomes went missing. It’s worried all of us, of course, but him most of all. I think because he understands firsthand the dangers this world will face without you.” 

	That entirely made sense and put another piece of the puzzle into place for her. “I did wonder why he so instantly brought me in under his protection. He’s been planning this for two years, hasn’t he?”

	“He hasn’t confided that much to me, although it wouldn’t surprise me. But that outfit,” Rone gestured to her from head to toe, “also tells me this isn’t impersonal political maneuvering for him. He actually means it when he says you’re now under his wing. Take heart in that, Mei Li. I know it’s probably a strange concept for a human to wrap their head around, but think of him as a doting big brother. Or maybe favorite uncle? I’m not sure what would equate.”

	Mei Li was just as confused but nodded in understanding. “I’ll try to. Rone…he said something to me when he first made the offer. That he wasn’t offering out of any sort of noblesse oblige, but that he was personally invested in my welfare. Do you know what he meant by that?”

	Rone blinked, expression blank for a moment before she turned shrewd. “No, I’ve no idea. For all that we’re long-term friends, he can be frustratingly cryptic. But Mei Li, this I am sure of. If he told you that, he meant every word. Shunlei’s not the type to dissemble. He’s been very anxious to have you settled. Even these clothes were something he asked me to gather for you, as he thought there would be things only another woman would think to get.” 

	Well, he was likely right on that. While it didn’t answer her question, it did put Mei Li’s nerves to rest on this topic. Whatever Shunlei’s reasons, she’d figure them out eventually. “Alright. Thank you.” 

	“Good. Now, let’s go through these clothes. If what you’re wearing is a perfect fit, then I think everything here is too short, and I know that was tailored to be longer in the sleeves and skirt. But maybe we can be creative and add some lace or another layer and make it look respectable.” 

	They set about the task, going through everything she’d brought, and indeed it was all too short. But they also thought of solutions and Rone darted out again, bringing back extra fabric and lace to help with the alterations. 

	It was incredibly nice to sit and talk with another educated woman who knew the state of the world and was able to discuss it. Mei Li felt half-starved for real conversation and fell to sewing and talking with a delighted smile. 

	Somewhere around mid-day, the door opened again and Shunlei stepped through. He held in his hands two stacked lacquered boxes, and the delightful aroma wafting about them suggested lunch had arrived. 

	Mei Li had no idea where he kept getting this food. She assumed there was a restaurant somewhere in Dragon’s Peak, although she’d not seen enough of the place to even guess where. It only made sense there was—Dragon’s Peak was a country in its own right, if a very small one. 

	“I see we’re making progress,” Shunlei stated as he strode through. “I’ve brought lunch. Steam buns, noodle soup, and tea.” 

	Mei Li quickly put the sewing aside and darted after him, intent on getting the table set with dishes. She helped him set lunch out as Rone joined them at the table. 

	As they settled to eat, Shunlei looked toward his friend and inquired, “Rone, have you decided?”

	“I’ll go with you,” she answered with a firm nod. “I think this is too much for you to handle on your own. And logistically, it makes no sense. Mei Li has caught me up on a few matters. If the seals do need to be redone from scratch, that means flying in the necessary experts and mages in order to do so. You can hardly be expected to fly in all of those people. I will go with you.”

	Shunlei looked openly relieved at this. “Thank you. I believe I have found a good method to carry passengers. It’s much like your design, Mei Li, but I made it with leather and covered the interior with fur. It will strap upright to my neck and down my chest. There should be enough room for you to lay inside and shift, but please come with me after lunch and test the dimensions. I do not want to put the final stitches in until we’re certain it will work.”


	“Of course,” Mei Li answered. Mentally, she cheered that Rone was going too. She really didn’t like the idea of Shunlei flying alone, not over such a long distance. What if they flew into a storm, like she had with Hui? What then? Besides, she liked the older woman. The more the merrier in situations like these. 

	She mentally prayed to any deity listening that the flight to Tanguay would go smoothly. Or at least safely. 
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	Mei Li still had hemming to do, and Shunlei had his hands full with the leather as he worked it into a carrier she could use. They were in their respective chairs that evening after dinner, working on their individual projects, and Mei Li found her eyes gravitating to his hands time and again. He moved with such efficiency and confidence, as if he’d done this very work thousands of times before. For all she knew, he had. 

	The atmosphere was quiet, but not stifling. Instead, it felt like she had the opening to perhaps know this man better. Determined, she threw out an opening gambit, “You’ve worked with leather before.” 

	“Oh yes, many times.” Shunlei shifted it a bit, giving himself more leather cord as he did a double saddle stitch. “Over the years, I’ve been asked to carry passengers more times than I can count. I learned the hard way to use a carrier. Any other method was hard on both me and my passenger.” 

	“I admit it’s a little hard for me to imagine you flying anyone about. You’ve got such a grand reputation as being this aloof king.” 

	Shunlei snorted, dancing blue eyes flicking up to hers in amusement. “You’ll soon discover how wrong that is. I’m not a king. I never wanted to be. I just wanted to live in a world that was peaceful. I wanted to be able to walk into town without being automatically hunted. I was stubborn enough in that desire to browbeat anyone who disagreed with me.”

	Mei Li’s hands dropped in her lap, her sewing temporarily forgotten. Come to think of it, Shunlei had been a Red then. As young as Hui—possibly as young as she herself. He’d been barely an adult, fresh and untested. The realization floored her all over again. He’d done all of that, changed the world, as a young adult? “Was it really that simple?”

	“The desire was, yes. Following through on it was much harder. But the humans encouraged me. They, too, wanted peace with the dragons. Their encouragement and support helped me a great deal. The younger dragons, the ones who had lost family and parents and siblings, they were more amiable to peace as well. It was the older ones, the stubborn ones who insisted on pride, who were the main source of my troubles.” He got to a corner and bent over it, his stitching coming slower as he worked the cord through the same hole multiple times to keep the pattern going. “But you know all of this.”

	“I know very little,” she corrected. “The first history of the Tomes was written by someone who treated words like a miser would gold. It’s very abbreviated, dry as dust, and low on details.” 

	Shunlei’s head came up and he studied her with curiosity. “Truly? Then perhaps I should take time and write up what I remember.”

	“Speaking for myself and all future Tomes, we’d be eternally grateful.”

	Flashing her a quick smile, he agreed, “I’ll work on that. In my spare time.”

	“We’ll be barely able to find breath in our spare time,” Mei Li grumbled, resuming her own sewing. “At least in the near future. But I’m still holding you to that. How much do you remember?”

	“My memory’s quite good. I remember the events and the many, many missions I took on with the Tomes over the centuries. I do not remember much about the human magic involved,” he said with an apologetic glance up at her. “Apologies. I wish I had paid better attention, but I was understandably never involved in the magical end of things. My duty has always been to transport people there, and to either physically subdue something or serve as a distraction until they can get the barriers in place.” 

	“Ah. Makes sense, I suppose. And knowing that you can’t work magic, no one thought to tell you anything anyway.” 

	His shoulders lifted in a wry shrug. “Usually, that is the case.”

	“Idiots,” Mei Li muttered, stabbing the needle through the cloth with more force than necessary and almost jabbing herself in the process. “Why tell the person who’s going to outlive us all the details? Oh nooo, better to write it down only once, so that if we lose the single copy, we’re all screwed.” 

	“I sense some bitterness on this topic. In my defense, I did tell them to keep duplicates elsewhere.” 

	Mei Li grimaced at him. “Because you’re a sensible person. It’s the rest of them who are idiots for not listening. The argument’s always been time and space. We have over three thousand volumes of records as it is, so if we had a duplicate of every copy, it would mean finding a space to put them all in. And no one wanted to go through the effort of copying every single record. A Tomes would have to do it, considering how encrypted the records are. I understood the argument, but do you know how many times Abe’s almost destroyed a record because he was eating while reading? Or knocked over a mug of tea? I almost had multiple heart failures as a teenager because of that man.” 

	Eyeing her with amusement, Shunlei offered, “My wife had the same sentiment. I’ve no doubt that with you as Master of Tomes, you’ll put the practice into place.”

	“You’re absolutely right, I will,” she agreed fiercely. “Because we’re going to learn from this mistake. Assuming we all survive it.”

	“You’ll be fine,” he promised her, the words low, his expression enigmatic for a moment. “I’ve already lost you once. You’ll not be lost again.” 

	That promise really did make her feel better. Coming from the man who had survived everything this mad world had thrown at him, it had more weight to it. “Thank you. Out of curiosity, what was the worst situation you helped with?”

	“Hmmm…” He sat back for a moment, hands stilling as he thought. “Perhaps Kovel Below.”


	The oldest cities, the ones with the richest magical heritage, had not only a city on the surface, but one that existed below it. Rather like an iceberg. Like time trapped in amber. Or it might be more accurately described as a mirror. There was magic, and creatures, and a sort of darkness to the Below cities. 

	Cities Above moved forward in time and as it went, it dropped pieces of itself along the way. The pieces fell Below, to the underside of the iceberg, as it were; a parallel city that existed underneath and between the brickwork. Bygone days and long-dead people still lived down there, as echoes and shadows. Frankly, Below cities gave Mei Li the creeps. 

	She made an encouraging noise and Shunlei continued, eyes still lost in the past. “When cities reach that point, where a Below starts forming, it’s very chaotic. Whole pockets of the city started dropping, or blending in with the older version, and we were losing people constantly to Below. It took a good month of disappearances before anyone properly realized what was happening, which only made it worse. I flew in with two flights of dragons, heeding a desperate call for help. In the end, I called three more. It wasn’t so much the dangers—it was rescuing people, evacuating a whole city in order to properly seal Kovel Above from Below. It was tedious, nerve-wracking, and dangerous all in the same breath. It took us months of dedicated effort. We were praised and publicly awarded for our efforts later, but really, the best reward we had was the first night after the cities were sealed. We could finally sleep a solid twelve hours without interruption.” 

	Working non-stop for months on end? That did sound brutal. “Shunlei, I hate to tell you this…but I think Kovel Below is due to be re-sealed.” 

	His expression was perfectly appalled. “Are you joking?”

	“You’ve not heard anything about it?”

	“No, but I only get monthly reports, and sometimes they’re delayed with the winter weather.” Shunlei whimpered pitifully, somehow managing to give her puppy eyes. “Mei Li, are you sure?”

	“Very, very sure. Sorry. I’m not looking forward to it any more than you are. If it’s not cracking in the next two months, I’ll be surprised.” 

	Muttering imprecations, he went back to stabbing a needle through leather. 

	Mei Li felt the same way about it. 
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	The leather carrier Shunlei made for her was a box. No getting around that. It looped around his neck at the top, with two other loops at the base that stretched around each of his legs. Another large loop reached around his chest. With four straps, the box stayed tucked in tightly against him, allowing little wiggle room, which Mei Li appreciated. The box was just large enough to hold two at a squeeze, and she could turn inside it once, or spread out a bit. It left room for her three new outfits, traveling cloak, magical supplies, and the thick stack of reports Shunlei had given her the night before. Mei Li should have been the one to gather the necessary paper, ink, brushes, and cloth to create talismans with, but when she’d opened the pouch Shunlei had given her, it contained everything she needed. It surprised her, as he’d been quite frank about how little he knew of magic. His basic knowledge covered the supplies a Tomes needed, however; that was clear. 

	Since she couldn’t really speak to either dragon while in flight without shouting, Mei Li took advantage of the relative peace to read all the reports. Shunlei had them organized first by country, then in chronological order, with the latest report on top. Each was in a stab-bound book, likely for easier reference and organization. If there was anything she’d learned about Shunlei in the past two days, it was that he liked to be organized. 

	She lay on her side with a lamp charm stuck to the top of the lid above her and picked up the country of Horvath’s first, as it harbored the two demons she was most concerned about. Mei Li started at the back and worked her way forward, the crease between her brows growing deeper with each report. Cracks in the ground radiating out from the sealed rock? Cracks in the rock itself? Strange noises at night? People becoming violent if they got more than a stone’s throw away? That didn’t sound good at all. Oh dear. And that was for both Zaffi and Jingfei. If the demonic couple broke their seals at the same time…. 

	Mei Li shuddered. It didn’t bear thinking about. The last time those two were loose, they’d destroyed half the country and slaughtered their way into another. No one had an accurate death toll for them, but it was somewhere in the tens of thousands. 

	The Master of All Dragons had personally helped subdue them for a reason. 

	Feeling a little sick to her stomach, Mei Li grimly reached for the next set of reports, this time Tanguay. The Sea Walls of Tanguay might as well have been called the Paper Walls of Tanguay, apparently. (That was, in fact, the report writer’s exact words.) The magic was so thin people could poke holes in it with their fingers—ye gods, why would you try that?!—and no one was sure how the walls kept the harbor’s shape at this stage. They were just grateful it was still working. Barely working. 

	Mei Li nearly wailed in despair. The Walls were that bad and this report was three weeks old! Worse, it would take another two days at least for her to even be in the right area to do something about it, and even then she wouldn’t be able to act immediately. Mei Li didn’t have the magical power necessary to tackle something like this herself. She doubted any one mage could. The Sea Walls were huge in size and made with complex magic, after all. It would take at least eight mages to re-do the Walls. Two mages studied them now, but according to this last report, they had no idea how to re-do them and were instead focused on ways to lock down the docks so they could evacuate, if it came to that. 

	Mei Li didn’t quite roll up into a ball and cry, but it was a near thing. The stress of the situation pitched and rolled, twisting her stomach into knots. She’d never done this alone before. Abe had been right at her side with every magical problem until this moment. She was being handed all the responsibility with no transition and she honestly didn’t know how she’d bear up under the strain.

	Being a Tomes Master was not a position anyone took on lightly. The safety and protection of the world was literally on your shoulders for the rest of your life. Mei Li had been taken in for basic training at six. She’d passed the necessary tests to be an apprentice at nine. Of course, the adults had explained to her what she would do, the responsibilities it would entail, but what nine-year-old could really comprehend it? 

	In fact, until this moment, she hadn’t fully comprehended it. Mei Li’s twenty-year-old self wanted to go back in time and punch her nine-year-old self for being an idiot. Being able to read books all day was not worth the stress of dealing with ancient, evil things on a regular basis. 

	“Calm down,” she told herself, panic eating away at her mind. Her breathing became a little painful and strained. She put a hand against her heart, forcefully moving her lungs up and down. “Deep breaths, there you go, calm down. You’re not doing this alone. You’ve got lots of help, right? Shunlei, and Rone, and other mages who are already on their way. You’re not alone. Breathe, girl. I need a cookie. All the cookies. Not that it would help anything, but it’ll make me feel better. I swear, I’m never boarding a ship ever again. Being lost at sea is just…no.” 

	“Mei Li?” Shunlei asked, his voice booming out over the rush of the wind outside of her leather carrier. “Are you unwell?”

	It’s fine, I’m just having a minor panic attack, was not the answer she could give him in this lifetime. Opening the top flap, she peeked her head out and almost instantly regretted it. The interior of the box might be a bit stuffy, with no air flow, but it was significantly warmer than the exterior. They didn’t have snow clouds to contend with, but it was only for a lack of the right conditions. The air was more than cold enough for it. 

	“I’m fine!” she called back in Long-go. “These reports just worry me!”

	“Yes, they are quite worrisome,” he responded, his tone a touch lower now. “But no problem is insurmountable.” 

	Did he mean that, or was he trying to reassure her? Either way, she took heart from it. It didn’t completely ease her concerns or tamp down the butterflies duking it out in her stomach, but she could focus on the end goal instead of all the problems in between. “I wish we’d been able to send word ahead.” 

	“And miss their surprised expressions?” Shunlei let out a low chuckle. “Nonsense.”

	That had not been the reason why they’d not sent word. In truth, no courier would have been able to beat their speed. Elders flew faster than most young dragons could, and neither Shunlei nor Rone had wanted to send a fledgling out with winter storms threatening on a regular basis. It had been an entirely practical decision. Not that Shunlei was above milking the situation for all it was worth, apparently. 

	Shaking her head, she went back to the rest of the reports. He’d chosen to focus on the most troublesome possibilities, the seals closest to breaking. Just that was quite the list. Odom, the fallen deity who activated volcanoes in Horvath, was awake enough now that one of the volcanoes was active and puffing out smoke and ash on a regular basis. If they didn’t get him sealed soon, they’d have three active volcanoes. 

	Lost Souls Bridge was now in plain sight, tempting the unwary traveler—mostly traveling families, since the locals and professional tradesmen knew better. Anyone who had disappeared in there had not come back out. Mei Li didn’t even want to think about staging a rescue. She knew how to, of course, but the logistics of getting people safely in and out was just…ugh. It gave her a migraine. 

	Oh, and look, Ghost General’s Sword was rattling in its scabbard, deep within the depths of the Summer Wind Temple, calling for people to pick it up and wield it. Because wholesale slaughter was always a fun thing to do. (Look, a magical sword was in every sense overkill. Possessed magical swords were just ridiculous.) Mei Li smacked her forehead with a palm, the mild pain welcome. If it hadn’t meant releasing the demonic energy trapped in that sword, one of her predecessors would have likely melted that thing down by now. 

	And these were just the major problems! The “minor” ones—and Mei Li used that term very sarcastically because, in her world, there was no such thing—such as Acala’s Flute, that liked to put whole villages to sleep, weren’t even reported on a regular basis. Mei Li had to wonder if Shunlei even knew about them. After all, it was the duty of the Tomes Masters to keep track of it all, not anyone else. 

	Mei Li carefully turned on her back, setting the reports aside, and tried to think of the logistics on how to handle all this. Did she have the time to hit the minor ones on the way in between the major problems? Surely so. The minor ones were, by their nature, easier to deal with. Easier to reseal, to settle. It would be the work of a few hours, perhaps an afternoon. At the worst, a full day. Sometimes, though, those few hours or day made all the difference. She might have to make judgement calls on this on the fly. 

	One thing was for sure. There would be no chance for rest the next several years, and if she were to study anything, it would probably be en route to another problem. Aish.

	Mei Li considered who to call for help. She definitely could not tackle all this alone and didn’t even want to try. She’d made friends with some of the mages over the years as she’d followed Abe around the world, both learning the trade and solving problems. She’d need to reach out, find who was already on top of matters, and who she could recruit. Someone who could send messages for her would be ideal, as Mei Li’s magic was abysmal in that regard. She barely had enough power to be a qualified mage and certainly fell far short of the average mage’s ability. Any lower, and she’d be considered a shaman—with only the power to invoke talismans and call upon spirits—and nothing more.  

	Hence being stuck in a backwater village for two years. She grumbled in renewed vexation.

	It would be nice, too, to see some of her friends. Mei Li still felt overwhelmed by the task facing her, even with Shunlei and Rone’s dedicated support. It would be lovely to have a familiar face at her side as she sloughed through it all. When they set down for the night to rest, she’d try to find someone to send some messages out for her. 

	“Mei Li,” Shunlei called over the wind. “We’re setting down!”

	“Alright!” she called back, appreciating the warning. Mei Li quickly double-checked that the top flap was strapped firmly on—just in case—then put the reports into the bag, not wanting them to knock about as they landed. She was surprised so much time had passed, but grateful for it as well. Her legs were cramping in this position. 

	Shunlei landed carefully, touching down as lightly as possible, wings spread out and hovering for a moment before he settled fully onto the icy paved road. “Mei Li, it’s safe to unload.”

	“Thank deities for that.” She unhooked the top and slid out, not entirely gracefully. 

	Shunlei turned his head to watch her, concern on his face. Mei Li didn’t need a mirror to know she looked a bit mussed, her hair not in the tidy half-bun it’d been in this morning, her belt slightly askew and skirt twisted. She straightened herself out with a huff, then snagged her cloak out and whirled it on, shivering. “Oh my. That’s Tri-River City? It’s grown quite a bit since I saw it last.” 

	“Yes, this area has experienced considerable growth.” 

	“Which means they have decent inns to stay in and yummy food to eat,” Rone put in as she joined them. She was in human form now, hair looking windblown around the edges, but respectable in her dark grey dress. “Shunlei, are you going to stay in that form until we’re at the inn?”

	“The carrier will be too awkward to carry otherwise,” he explained. 

	“I wish I’d thought of that before I got stuck carrying both our bags,” Rone groaned theatrically. 

	With a knowing look at her, Shunlei sank down to not quite on his belly. “Throw them into the carrier.”

	“You’re such a gentleman,” his friend teased as she hefted both bags inside. 

	“One of those is mine, after all.” He clearly didn’t mind. 

	Mei Li was still getting her full measure of this man. He had such a grand reputation that one would think he would only be interested in doing the heroic, epic things—not something as mundane as being a luggage mule. But she’d not once seen him avoid a task, no matter how unpleasant or simple, doing it all with a pleasant attitude. His attitude proclaimed Shunlei didn’t find any work beneath him. 

	Mei Li already harbored a bit of preconception over what he was like—there were many legends and stories she’d read of him—but facing him in reality, she found herself respecting him. He was not high-handed. Mei Li preferred this version of reality over the fanciful hero stories’ portrayal. 

	They walked as quickly as they dared into the city. The traffic was not sparse, and sometimes one party or another had to pause to allow people to pass. Mei Li noted that most humans who passed them made startled jerks and double-takes. Shunlei didn’t even bat an eye, so he was apparently used to such reactions. Black dragons were rare, after all. He paid it no attention, keeping his eyes straight ahead as he moved into the city proper. 

	Tri-River City didn’t have any exterior walls or fortifications. Without those walls, it spread willy-nilly in every direction. The streets were wide, meant for traveling caravans and wagons to pass through. Even in his large dragon form, Shunlei had no trouble navigating his way in, his head at roof height. Mei Li stayed just ahead of him and under his neck to avoid being separated from him, as the traffic through here was no joke. It helped that with his size, Shunlei acted as a trail blazer. 

	Rone led them confidently to their chosen accommodations. The inn in question had a new sign out, recently painted in bright red lettering with an illustrative crane in the corner: Crane’s Nest Inn. The inn seemed a popular one, three stories tall and neatly kept. In deference to the weather, all the sliding doors and windows were latched shut, but warm light and the sounds of conversation drifted out regardless. 

	A small courtyard opened in front of the building, a place for guests to unload without stopping up traffic on the street. It was already occupied with a family, the mother wrestling with an unhappy toddler, the father struggling to assist both wife and child down from the carriage. The strain on both parents’ face was quite clear. It had already been a tiring trip, apparently. Even the mules pulling the cart drooped where they stood. 

	Shunlei stopped half into the courtyard. There was no room for him to fully enter without crowding everyone. The father noticed him first and froze, dismay written all over his face. 

	“I’m so sorry, Master,” the man said with a quick deferential bow. “I’ll move the carriage quickly.” 

	“Do not fuss,” Shunlei corrected him gently, responding in kind, using the universal trader’s language. “Your child is tired and cold, your wife as well. Take them inside. I can wait.” 

	The man was startled at this patience, which made Mei Li wonder what strange rumors he’d heard of dragons. She’d found dragons to be welcoming and kind, for the most part. But then, considering who she was…were there dragons who were not kind to humanity? Or was it just that the man expected to be treated differently by a dragon who was so clearly an elder and above him in station? 

	The toddler turned in his mother’s arms, drawn to the deep voice, and his dark eyes went wide with wonder. He threw out both hands, squirming, clearly wanting to touch. 

	Shunlei gave a low thrum of amusement and humored the child by stretching out his neck enough to push his nose into the child’s hands. The boy pushed his hands eagerly against the scales of Shunlei’s nose, tracing them and giggling in delight. 

	“Who knew. Dragons cure a child’s screaming.” Mei Li’s hand found his elbow and she smiled behind a raised hand. “Shunlei, let me take off the luggage. That way you can take human form, and no one needs to rush.”

	Shunlei immediately agreed with a “Please.” 

	Mei Li tackled the straps, grunting in frustration as the cold leather proved difficult to manipulate. Still, she was stubborn as she worked on them, and the first one made way. 

	“I’ll get us a room,” Rone announced before ascending the three stairs and crossing the porch inside. 

	The mother gave Shunlei a bow, more than overwhelmed at his presence, and took her child with her inside, following in Rone’s footsteps. Her son was not happy about this and resumed his crying as he was hauled away. 

	Mei Li made quick work of the other straps and soon had the luggage off. Shunlei shook himself once, a low sigh of relief easing from his throat. He switched forms into that of a human male smoothly, the transition only taking a few seconds. The pearl drop on his head activated as he did so, his robes and clothing resuming their place. 

	He turned to take up the luggage once more but Mei Li lifted a hand, staying him. He looked so windblown, rather as if he’d faced down a typhoon, that her fingers twitched with the urge to straighten him out. Mei Li just wasn’t sure how he’d take such a hands-on approach. She was rather surprised with herself for the impulse, really. It felt borderline in her mind, something that might be inappropriate? Mei Li just couldn’t seem to resist the urge. 

	Of course his hair would be blowing about—it imitated his dragon form. Maybe braids would be a better option in the future, but as for now….

	Shunlei faced her with a welcoming lift of the eyebrows. “Is there something?”

	“Um, you’ve got…you look like you went three rounds with a windmill and lost,” she explained with a gesture towards his hair. 

	“Will you be my comb, then?” 

	“Oh. Sure.” She lifted her hands more confidently at his invitation, fingers deft as she picked up the individual locks and tiny braids, rearranging them. “No, this is a hopeless tangle. I’d need a proper comb and more than a few minutes to fix it. How about a loose braid for now?”

	“I’ve no objections.” 

	Her hands divided his hair into three sections and worked them into a workman’s plait without any fuss. Mei Li tried to be gentle, as she wasn’t sure how sensitive his head was. And his hair was very, very tangled. It was waist-length, and it made her wonder if that was by choice. It was a wonder his hair wasn’t a constant knot from being regularly whipped about in the wind. His hair texture was coarse, crinkling audibly in her hands as she manipulated the locks. It made her want to do an oil treatment on it. This man clearly did not take care of his hair properly. 

	She took a pin from her own hair without thought, twisting his braid up and into a low bun, using the stick to secure it. Humans put great store on hairpins, with emotional significance attached. These were usually the gifts of family and lovers. Mei Li didn’t actually mean it that way, and he fortunately didn’t take it that way. She was just letting him borrow the hairpin. He did seem pleased that she’d do this for him, which in turn made Mei Li wonder: had she not adequately expressed how much she appreciated his help? 

	Mei Li was so focused on him she missed the cart’s exit entirely and would have missed Rone’s return to them if she hadn’t made a loud clatter as she descended the steps. 

	“You two could have done that inside,” she commented. “I’ve got us two rooms. They’re almost full up. Mei Li, you don’t mind sharing, do you?”

	“No, that’s fine,” she answered as her hands dropped. “There, Shunlei. You look well enough for company. Rone, does dinner come with the rooms, or do we need to find a restaurant?”

	Shunlei allowed the two of them to make arrangements as they saw fit. Mei Li hoped the rest of the trip would go as smoothly as its beginning. She was pessimistic enough to not expect their luck to hold, however. Her luck was never that good. 
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	“Master Shunlei?”

	Shunlei paused in place, turning to see who had hailed them in the dining room. He’d been in the act of pulling out a chair for Mei Li, and he kept her within the cradle of his arm as a precaution as he looked behind him.

	Mei Li looked about as well, curious who this man was. She didn’t know him, but he clearly knew Shunlei, and that made him an ally, right? 

	Seeing who it was, Shunlei relaxed his guard and smiled at the newcomer. “Dolan. I didn’t expect our paths to cross here.”

	“Me neither, but I’m relieved.” Dolan stepped lightly between the other tables, making his way to them. The mage looked travel-worn, his knee-high boots scuffed with ice and mud, the thick fur belted around his waist still carrying bits of frost. He hadn’t been inside for long. “What pretty company you have.”

	Graciously, Shunlei handled the introductions. “Mage Dolan is a friend I’ve had the pleasure of working with before, many times. I consider him an expert in barrier magic. Dolan, this is Rone the Purple, an elder with the dragons. She has kindly offered her aid as we set the world back to rights.” 

	Rone and Dolan exchanged bows even as they took measure of each other. Dolan, at first glance, didn’t inspire confidence. Mei Li had to judge by appearance, but the way he dressed said this man hailed from the wildlands of Bader, as he bore the multiple braids, furs, and nomadic habits of his homeland. Under that mountain man appearance lay a healthy store of magical power, though. Mei Li could feel it clearly. A sharp mind must lay underneath that rough exterior.  

	“And this,” Shunlei said smugly, “is Mei Li of Tomes.”

	Dolan almost lost his footing, his green eyes flaring so wide they nearly left his head altogether. “You found her!”

	“I found myself,” Mei Li corrected tartly, her grin softening it. “I found a dragon four days ago and had him take me to Dragon’s Peak.”

	“Bless you, Lady Mei Li.” Dolan took up both of her hands in his and kissed the back, a blessing of well-wishing from his own country automatically falling from his lips. “Blessings upon your head. We’ve been desperate to find you and your master. You’ve no word of Abe of Tomes?”

	Sadness fell like a curtain and she shook her head. 

	“We’ll find him yet,” Dolan reassured her, his cheer somewhat forced. “You’re back, after all, and many said that was a lost cause.”

	“This is true,” Shunlei allowed. “Sit, Dolan, join us. You’ve just arrived?”

	“I have. I wanted a room here, but there’s none to be had. I almost left but heard of a black dragon arriving earlier. I thought it might be you, so I checked. Good thing I did.” 

	“Share a room with me tonight,” Shunlei invited without a second thought. “There’s not many good inns with rooms available, not this close to Snow Festival.”

	Dolan ducked his head, his teeth white in his tan skin. “You’re kind to offer, Master Shunlei. I accept, thank you.” 

	“What are you doing here?” Rone inquired as they settled around the table. A teapot and cups already sat in the center, and she and Mei Li set about pouring everyone a cup while they waited for someone to take their order. 

	“We’ve been trying to settle the minor troubles if we can,” Dolan answered and then back-tracked as he explained to Mei Li, “By ‘we’ I mean a loose confederate of mages and the Warrior-Prince of Horvath. He funds us and helps us personally, sometimes. The man loves a good fight. There’s about a dozen of us altogether.”

	Mei Li sat up eagerly. This was news Shunlei had hinted at, but not elaborated on. She was beyond delighted to hear it. “You’ve found a way to renew the minor seals, then?”

	“No, no, don’t let me give you the wrong impression. With such ancient magic, we wouldn’t know where to begin. They did things so differently back then, it hurts my head just looking at an old seal. But we put up barriers around them, to keep the influence down in the regions. And with one of them—the water ghouls in Crimson Lake—we were able to subdue them entirely. That was a fight, let me tell you.”

	She put a hand to her heart and breathed deeply. “Your words are a balm to my heart. I’ve been quite anxious about things spiraling out of control.”

	“They’re not—at least not yet—but we’ve managed it as best we can. I’ll give you a full list of what I’ve personally been involved with after dinner, as well as what plans I know of.”

	She nodded without hesitation. “Please.” 

	“I’m actually on my way to deal with Acala’s Flute,” Dolan informed the table generally. “Some idiot not only broke the seal, but sold it to a young lady with more greed than sense. It’s on its way to Tanguay, according to my last informant.”

	Shunlei’s attention sharpened, ears perking. “Where in Tanguay?”

	“Tanguay Harbor, I believe. It’s going up for auction as a powerful magical artifact. Because of course they lost the provenance and can’t tell you what it actually is, but the magic pouring off that thing is unmistakable.” 

	“I just hope no one plays it,” Mei Li fretted. “In a city of that size, it can put thousands to sleep. And depending on what they’re doing, that’s potentially quite dangerous.”

	“Indeed so.” Rone grimaced into her teacup. “What if they’re cooking? In a bath? Operating a kiln? All of that’s potentially life-threatening.”

	Dolan licked his lips, expression hopeful. “Where are you heading?”

	“Tanguay,” Mei Li answered. “The Sea Walls need to be dealt with. Mage Dolan, how close are you on this trail?”

	“About three days behind,” he lamented. “It’s why I’m so glad to see all of you. You can beat me there, stop it. Lady Mei Li, do you know how to seal the flute?” 

	“I do, fortunately. I do not have the confidence I have enough magic to do it alone. Acala’s Flute was first sealed by two mages, and I don’t have quite enough magic in me to qualify as a mage. I’d like your assistance, Mage Dolan, and perhaps one of your confederates? I can tell you precisely what to do.”

	“That is, after all, your job.” Dolan didn’t quite wink at her, but his expression was a near thing. “Of course, I’ll render all aid. I’m very glad for your instructions.” 

	Mei Li only saw one sensible course of action to be had, but she didn’t want to pressure Shunlei into it. It would mean him carrying double the load, after all, and for another day’s flight. She didn’t mind sharing the tight constraints of the carrier, but it didn’t seem fair to him to make him even more of a mule than he already was. She turned to ask only to find him already looking at her, eyebrows lifted in question. She didn’t know him well enough to read him, so wasn’t quite sure what he was asking or if her own question had come across. 

	Leaning into his side, she murmured, “I don’t mind sharing the carrier. If you’re willing?”

	“I am.” Shunlei gave her an approving nod before turning back to Dolan. “Fly with us. I have a carrier that can take two at a squeeze.” 

	“You’re flying passengers?” Dolan blurted out incredulously. 

	Shunlei gave him a flat, unamused look. “I’m aware of my reputation but really, it’s ridiculous. I’m just old. Not all-powerful. Or even all-knowing. I do not consider any task beneath me, Mage.” 

	Dolan lifted both hands in apology. “I’d be very grateful for the lift. I’ll make arrangements to have my horse shipped home. You’ve no idea how happy I am to meet up with all of you. And of course, Lady Mei Li, I’ll help you with the Sea Walls too.”

	“I was about to ask.” Mei Li’s dimples peeked out as she gave him a seated half-bow. “We’re lucky to have crossed paths. As a warning, I’ll need at least eight mages to help with this—four to hold down each corner of the two walls. I have no way of sending word out to anyone.” 

	“That I can help you with. I’ll send out messages tonight. I’ve got air sprites as carriers; I can get the word out quickly.” Dolan sat back with a sigh of perfect relief. “With you found again, the world isn’t spiraling towards disaster anymore. I can finally sleep well tonight.” 

	Mei Li wouldn’t go that far. They still had the potential for eighty disasters, unless Abe of Tomes miraculously appeared in the next year or so. Or somehow, someone else had a copy of the eighty missing records.

	Mei Li didn’t have high hopes of either happening. In fact, she harbored a deep suspicion that neither would. It was a depressing thought because this wasn’t something she could ignore. It demanded resolution. But what could she possibly do? 

	The conversation was interrupted as a waitress came and took their order. Shunlei was generous with the portions. Dragons didn’t have a delicate appetite and Dolan looked like a man who could clear a table without help. Shunlei was entirely prudent to order quantity. 

	As they passed plates around, Dolan innocently inquired, “Where will you settle after the most immediate problems are dealt with? I know the rulers of both Horvath and Laborde were making noises about keeping you—”

	“She stays with me.” Shunlei stared at the man coolly, daring the mage to argue the point. 

	Dolan’s jaw dropped and he regarded the two of them, eyes bouncing back and forth. “Ah…really?”

	Mei Li dimpled again, shooting Shunlei an evilly amused smile. She found Shunlei’s exasperation funny, although she didn’t understand why he reacted so strongly. Why did he look like he was already out of patience with this turn of the conversation? Come to think of it, she wasn’t sure how much groundwork he had laid on her behalf. He’d not said if he’d voiced his plans to anyone else to keep her with him once she was found. Rone had been surprised by it, so likely he hadn’t. Just envisioning all the future arguments they’d have on this point threatened a headache.

	“He’s quite firm on this point. I argued it at first as well, but really, can you think of a safer place for me to be? He’s taken me under his wing. I’m quite content to stay there.” 

	The mage made a choking sound, as if surprise had rendered him unable to breathe properly for a moment. If someone had come over and poked him in the shoulder, Dolan would have fallen straight to the floor. 

	Shunlei really didn’t appreciate this reaction. One glance at his expression told the story on that. He looked stone-faced in the extreme, a visible tic at the corner of his mouth. This stirred Mei Li’s curiosity, as the past three days he had been patience itself. What was it about Dolan’s reaction that had set him off so? 

	“Well, I can hardly argue.” Dolan pulled himself together enough to give them both a shrug. “And she’ll certainly be well protected with you. Lady Mei Li, would you be willing to explain to me how to handle Acala’s Flute tomorrow on the flight?”

	“Of course! You’ll be helping me with it, after all. I’ll tell you how to renew the Sea Walls, too. I’m worried about the people lost on Lost Souls Bridge, though. That needs to be handled soon. We’ll need a full party to pull it off.”

	“Ah, that’s true. Tell me how many mages you need. I can send messages out and start summoning the right help.” 

	They fell to discussing the logistics. Shunlei listened with keen interest, though Rone asked far more questions than he. Mei Li wasn’t sure if that was because Shunlei already knew the basics (past experience?), or if he was unwilling to interrupt them to satisfy his curiosity. 

	They perhaps lingered at the table longer than was necessary, and it was somewhat late by the time they retired. Mei Li stretched her arms over her head as she reached the room, getting the blood flowing after sitting so long. She was tired but mentally restless. Hopefully she’d be able to sleep tonight. 

	The room was wide enough for two low-sitting beds, a trunk for belongings, and a single chair near the closed window. It was not luxurious, but clean and without vermin. For a quick trip such as this, Mei Li did not need more. Rone apparently wasn’t the type to care and she thumped her bag down near the door before stretching. Her vertebrae audibly cracked with the movement.

	“Switching forms back and forth can really do a number on the spine,” Rone grumbled, then stretched again with her head hanging. “Ahhhh, that’s better.” 

	“I’m quite glad we crossed paths with Dolan,” Mei Li said as she took the pins out of her hair, shaking it loose. The release of tension made her scalp tingle pleasantly and she shook it loose again just because. “He’s incredibly helpful.”

	“I’m glad as well. Being able to summon help now will speed things along. Although I do wonder at your timing of this, Mei Li. Why not go to Lost Souls Bridge first, if you’re so worried about the people trapped there?”

	Mei Li grimaced and sat on the edge of the bed with an unhappy thump. “I hate to say this, but it’s a matter of numbers. If the Sea Walls of Tanguay fail, it’ll wipe out half the city. It’s an artificial harbor to begin with. The land around it isn’t actually built for that much water. It’ll be devastating.”

	Rone paused in removing her boots and gave her a sharp look. “I thought Tanguay had a natural cavity for a harbor and the Sea Walls only emphasized it.” 

	“Not so much. It’s a common belief, as I’ve heard the same. In truth, the Walls were created to give Tanguay an economic boost and a way to become a trade city.” 

	Rone’s deeply purple eyebrows arched in astonishment. “So they created magical Walls to give them that? Weren’t they afraid of what would happen if the Walls failed?”

	“You’d think. But apparently not, as we have to renew the things every two hundred years or so.” Pitching her voice higher, Mei Li mocked sarcastically, “But magic solves all the problems, didn’t you know?”

	Rone snorted, not entirely humorlessly. “I sense a sour attitude in that statement.” 

	“If humanity had any idea how many times magic created problems, they’d stop relying on it so heavily. I’ll say that much. Having read many, many records of history, I am in no doubt that magic destroyed as much as it protected.” 

	“Having lived through more of the world’s history than you, I quite agree.” Rone unpacked a brush and started at the end of her hair, working through the tangles. 

	Feeling like the woman was open to discussion, Mei Li tried her luck. “I was surprised to see Shunlei so impatient tonight. I thought he was patience itself.”

	“For the most part, you’re right.” Rone shot her a look from the corner of her eye, weighing. “It’s true, he was acting oddly tonight….”

	Mei Li bit her lip. So Rone thought so too? “I imagine he’s under a great deal of stress, though. Perhaps I shouldn’t be so quick to jump to conclusions.” 

	“He’s used to things going wrong, and he’s always been patient on sorting through troubles. Comes with age, I think. He was more hot-headed when he was younger. He’s learned to wait things out now. But he’s been very touchy on the issue of you and your master. It’s almost like he’s taken it as a personal affront.” 

	Yes, that was the sense Mei Li had gotten as well. And it still didn’t make any sense to her. Shunlei hadn’t spoken anymore with her on that topic since the second day she’d met him. “I think he has a right to, don’t you? He’s worked for thousands of years to make the world a peaceful place, and then me and my master disappear overnight and threaten to send the world spinning back into chaos. For that matter, I’m impatient on how things are going. I feel like I need to be stomping out fires all at once.” 

	“Pace yourself,” Rone advised. “Nothing good comes from rushing.” 

	“It’s very easy in theory, much harder in practice.” Mei Li sighed and felt the weight of the world on her shoulders once again. She could never seem to put it down for any real length of time. 

	“And don’t stress, young Tomes. You’ll have the full support of the dragons, and whatever mages Horvath is paying for. You’re not doing this alone.” 

	Mei Li managed a smile. True, she wasn’t alone. This wasn’t solely her responsibility. Maybe if she repeated that enough, she’d believe it. 
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	It was tight quarters inside the traveling compartment, but Mei Li honestly didn’t mind. Having magical help on hand was worth the inconvenience, especially considering Dolan was far, far more up-to-date on matters than she was. They were barely in the air and settled before Mei Li started pestering him with queries. “I’ve been updated about Odom, the demon couple in Horvath, Lost Souls Bridge, and Ghost General’s Sword, but what about Kovel Below?”

	Dolan lay on his side, facing her, and she had full view of the way his expression twisted into a grimace. “It’s…not good. It’s bleeding into Kovel Above.” 

	She didn’t curse, although she thought a few words strongly enough they nearly escaped her mouth. 

	“I’m of the firm belief Below cities should stay below,” Dolan added. “Especially after seeing extinct breeds of monsters and demons trying to pop back into existence. Although Prince Cavanaugh is having a grand time hunting them all down again.”

	Mei Li had only ever heard of the Warrior-Prince of Horvath, and not in the most flattering of terms. Abe was of the opinion the man had only wool for brains and if he wasn’t wielding a sword, he was useless. But then, Abe preferred intellectual company. 

	“What’s he like, really? I’ve never met him.”

	“If it doesn’t involve hunting or drinking, he’s generally not interested. That said, he’s smart. And generous, almost to a fault. He likes his country stable and he’ll support the necessary people to make that happen. And he’s not afraid to get his hands dirty. I think you’ll like him.”

	That was the most glowing recommendation she’d ever heard for the man. But Mei Li also suspected Dolan was similar in temperament, which made him warm to the prince. “I look forward to it, then. But is that where he is now? Kovel?”

	“Yes, last I heard, which was about two days ago. He volunteered to go in, despite it not being his country, and Liasa of Kovel thankfully agreed. Not really her scene, going about in the dead of night killing things.” 

	Mei Li snorted. That was an understatement. When it came to law and wielding her political power, no one was more astute than the aged ruler. But Liasa wasn’t one to join the fight herself. Anything that might get a smudge of dirt on her pristine white robes wasn’t to be borne. 

	“Things aren’t good, but we’re managing,” Dolan assured her. “I sent out word last night that you’re found and heading to Tanguay, and I received more than a few jubilant responses. You might get hugged by random strangers.” 

	Mei Li laughed outright and could feel her cheeks heat. “Well, I won’t mind that. I was in a very…cold place for the past two years. I’m relieved to be back in proper civilization.”

	There was a studied manner in how Dolan watched her. “Forgive me for saying so, but you took Master Shunlei’s high-handedness in stride. He really has no call to commandeer you the way he has. I know he’s highly respected, and we wouldn’t have this order in the world without him, but—”

	Holding a staying hand, Mei Li tried to put into words what she felt instinctively. “It’s not that. Truly. He might have given you that impression last night, but I think he’s already feeling defensive about this. He was worried sick about what might happen if neither I nor Master was found. He understands better than we do the repercussions—he’s lived through it, after all. Shunlei asked me in all sincerity to stay with him, to allow him to be my protector, and I couldn’t think of a single reason to refuse. All I feel from him is sincerity and affection. There’s nothing to be dissatisfied about.” 

	“So you really, truly don’t mind?”

	“No. Part of it is self-preservation, I do admit. Under his protection, I won’t be lost again. He won’t allow such a thing to happen. But he’s such a lovely person, too. I look forward to really knowing him.” And maybe, once they knew each other better, Shunlei would finally get around to explaining why he was so protective of her. 

	That eased Dolan’s concerns. He visibly relaxed in the somewhat dim interior. “Thank you for explaining.”

	“Were you going to go to battle for me if I said anything different?” Mei Li teased lightly. 

	“It would be my honor to do so,” he answered mock-seriously. Then he shuddered from head to toe. “Although I’m just as glad to skip that experience. He’d flatten me in one blow.” 

	She charitably refrained from agreeing. Out loud. 

	“Mei Li,” Shunlei called in Long-go, the words somewhat muted as he tried to lower the volume and spare her eardrums. “We might have trouble ahead. I smell dark magic.” 

	Mei Li popped the top of the carrier and craned her neck around to look ahead. The wind immediately took advantage and filled the carrier with an icy blast, sending a hard shiver dancing over her skin. She strove to ignore it, looking down below, straining to see what he’d sensed. Mei Li didn’t doubt his nose—dark magic had a strong ozone, a somewhat acrid scent that didn’t resemble anything else in the world. It was impossible to mistake, especially for a dragon’s nose. 

	Nothing along the ground seemed out of the ordinary, but it was also hard to tell at this distance. The people were nothing more than ants, houses larger dots. They were flying more or less along the highway heading east, and quickly coming up on one of the smaller towns that cropped up along this route. But nothing seemed wrong inside of its area, either. “Where?”

	“Can’t quite tell,” Shunlei answered, sounding both puzzled and troubled, his head turning delicately from side to side as he scented the air. “But it’s coming on stronger.” 

	“Towards the town,” Rone directed, flapping hard to pull ahead and take lead. “I’ve caught the scent.” 

	“Following,” Shunlei responded. He maneuvered to the right of her wing and at her tail, staying close. 

	Mei Li, knowing they’d land soon, popped her head back in and closed the flap securely. As she tied it off, she demanded of Dolan, “That’s Barnhouse down there, isn’t it?”

	“I think so, yes.” Dolan looked just as baffled. “I don’t know of anything that should be in this area. Do you?”

	“Not a thing.” Which irked her. It must be something serious, however, to create a strong enough scent to be caught even this high up in the air. What else was broken out of its seals and moved to where it shouldn’t be? “But we best deal with it. I have basic materials to use magic with, but no talismans made up. They’re all in my bag somewhere. You?”

	“I’ve got an assortment of talismans for barriers and wardings, but that’s about it. Most of my magic is Evocation.” Dolan wriggled and contorted, trying to reach the pack at his feet, and nearly banged their skulls together in the process. “Tsu, sorry, I can’t reach. I’ll give them to you when we land.” 

	“It’s fine. We’ll be on the ground in a few minutes anyway. I just wish I knew what it was.” 

	“If some fool has undone a seal, I’ll tear their heads off,” Dolan promised darkly. “We’ve got quite enough trouble as it is without people adding to it.” 

	“I’ll help,” she promised just as darkly. 

	From below, there was a rush of magical outburst, so strong even Mei Li’s human nose could pick it up. She gagged on the scent, so unexpected and sour it was, her eyes watering. “What was that?!”

	Rone lamented, “Oh no. Is that a baby?”

	Mei Li’s heart froze. She demanded sharply, “Baby?” 

	“Dragon egg,” Shunlei answered. Rage pitched and rolled in his tones. Mother storms sounded like that right before they sent people into a watery grave. “We smell it. Egg is cracked.” 

	Mei Li met Dolan’s gaze and she saw her own horror reflected in his eyes. A dragon egg shouldn’t be anywhere this far east. All the nests were at Dragon’s Peak. If an egg was here, it was stolen, and likely on its way to a black market. 

	Dolan voiced what she herself thought. “You don’t suppose they stole a dragon egg and then were stupid enough to put it next to an unsealed magical artifact?”

	It was like putting oil and fire next to each other, and that was probably exactly what those idiots had done. The uninitiated to magic wouldn’t know better. But magical artifacts were imbued with magic at their very core and were constantly seeking a living host. An unborn child, of any race, would be a siren’s song to such artifacts. They were in a constant state of living growth, after all. 

	“I don’t think I like today. Can I go to bed and try again tomorrow?”

	Dolan snorted in black humor. “As tempting as that sounds, no. We’ve got a baby dragon to rescue.” 

	“Setting down,” Shunlei warned. 

	They braced, and not fifteen seconds later she felt the jarring impact as Shunlei settled. He’d not been as gentle this landing as others previous, but then this situation called for speed. 

	She wasted no time in undoing the latch and contorting out of it. Her landing was less than graceful, and her knees touched the snow-covered ground before she managed to right herself. Turning, she offered Dolan a hand, which he took, and made it out more smoothly than she had. 

	“Shunlei, should I take off the pack?” she asked, hand resting on one of the straps. 

	“Unbuckle the legs and stomach,” he requested. “I can shrug out of the neck loop. Rone, can you smell where it is?”

	Rone stood on her back legs, lifting up like a cat with her nostrils flaring as she scented the air. “Somewhere ahead. Close.”

	Mei Li worked at the buckles frantically, got them loose, then stepped back to give Shunlei room to shrug it off. Rone wasted no time in unstrapping her own luggage and throwing it on the pile. Dolan fished out the talismans, thrusting them at her, and she used one promptly to put a barrier around their belongings. They didn’t have time to hold them and hunt down the problem. This seemed the best solution. The rest, she tucked into her belt for easy access.

	They hurried into Barnhouse, eyes peeled for trouble. Of course, the pedestrians on the half-frozen streets were startled to see two elder dragons barreling through, and they quickly ducked to the sides to give them room to pass. Some of them jumped into doorways, others onto porches, a few hopping onto low stone walls to make way. Mei Li flat out ran to keep ahead of them. The dragons moved so much faster on their four legs than she could on her two. Ice on the cobbled roads made the situation slick and she slid as much as she ran, cursing the lack of salt on the roads as she did so.

	“Right,” Rone directed sharply. 

	The street divided into a Y, a building’s courtyard wall creating the split. Mei Li took the right branch, her shoes sliding on the icy patches. She kept her feet, huffing, the breath icy and painful in her lungs. She’d not run like this in years, and she felt the lack of stamina as her legs protested. Stupid, stupid villagers who had kept her so caged in. 

	The businesses and shops changed in nature from trades to livestock. The pens were more prevalent here, as was the scent of dung, urine, and fur. Still, she could barely detect it all under the scent of dark magic ozone that burned the hair in her nostrils. Tears streamed down her cheeks now unchecked, freezing as they hit her chin. The stench was overpowering. It reeked of desperation and black magic. 

	“There!” Shunlei’s nose pointed to a particular pen that had little in it but a few pack mules, all with blankets on them, and a crudely-built shed attached to the side of it. 

	Dolan didn’t bother with pleasantries. He lifted a boot up and kicked the door in before promptly ducking to the side. Just as well he did, as someone lunged forward, a dagger in hand. Dolan neatly kicked it out of the man’s grasp, grabbed him by the nape of the neck, and threw him into the muddy, icy yard. 

	Two confederates were quick on the man’s heels, cries of outrage on their lips that faltered when they saw who’d come calling. All three men comically froze as they stared up and up at Shunlei. The black dragon glared down at them, steam pouring from his nostrils in open threat. 

	“You dare,” he snarled, the words rumbling like a mountain before an avalanche. 

	All three went prostrate immediately, crying for mercy. Mei Li ignored them, diving into the little shed and searching frantically for the source of the problem. 

	They hadn’t been in here long, that was clear. Most of their wares were still packed, stacked along the walls. A half-eaten meal of chicken and ale lay on the single table in the room. Mei Li found what she needed in the far corner, sitting in a crate of straw. The egg sat there with not even a blanket around it, barely the size of a watermelon. It was dingy, dust marks and fingerprints marring what should be a white, marbled texture. Tucked in next to it were two other objects wrapped in crude black cloth. Magic poured off one of them. 

	“Dolan!”

	The mage was right on her heels, peering over her shoulder. “See it,” he assured her with a grunt. “Can you extract the baby?”

	“Yes. You’ll deal with—whatever that is?”

	“If I need help, I’ll call you back in. I think we can still contain it.” 

	That was her assessment as well, but Mei Li didn’t have much in the way of practical experience. Most of her knowledge was from books. She carefully scooped the egg up and cradled it against her stomach before stepping back as far as the room would allow. As she moved, she felt something liquid draining out against her hand and swore. “I feel the crack.”

	Dolan paused in reaching for the objects and looked sharply over his shoulder. “How bad?”

	Running her fingers exploratorily along the bottom, she prodded at it. Her stomach twisted into a knot and sank. “It runs almost the length of the egg, and large enough to stick fingers inside.” 

	“Rot their hides.” Dolan ran a hand through his brown hair. 

	Mei Li popped her head back out the door, still cradling the egg, and asked the two dragons waiting, “What can we do?”

	“We need a warm space to let the baby hatch,” Rone answered, stretching her neck out enough that she could get a good look. “She’s very close as it is. I’ll find us an inn. Here, let me change, then give her to me.” 

	Rone would know far better than she on what to do. Mei Li waited until Rone assumed human form, and then gratefully handed the egg over. Embryotic liquid covered Mei Li’s hands and skirts now but she didn’t let it bother her. She still had the other problem to deal with. 

	As she turned to go back inside, Mei Li passed a glance over the three prostrate men. Shunlei still glared down at them like he was tempted to smite them then and there. Technically, he would be within his rights to do so. Human law allowed dragons to punish anyone stupid enough to steal dragon children. It spoke of Shunlei’s restraint that he would choose to speak with human authorities first. 

	“Mei Li?” 

	That didn’t sound good. She quickly ducked back inside. Dolan stood in the center of the room with a carved quartz dagger displayed in both hands. It was beautifully done, the craftsmanship sharp and exquisite. It also reeked of dark magic so much it churned her stomach. 

	Dolan stared at it with a perfectly blank expression. “What is this?”


	Mei Li racked her brain but couldn’t think of a single record that spoke of a quartz dagger. “Nothing comes to mind,” she answered slowly, a budding thought occurring. “But isn’t there a range of mining in the Summer Wind Mountains? Quartz comes from there.” 

	“They make talismans and such from it,” Dolan answered, also looking down at it with new eyes. “The temple up there carves and sells them. It’s one of their services to protect people from ghosts and the like. You think this was meant to be an exorcism dagger?”

	“Perhaps? If so, the craftsmanship wasn’t completed. The dagger shape is right, but the necessary seals and wardings aren’t carved into the blade.” 

	“So it just sucked in whatever energy it was exposed to. Lovely.” Dolan audibly ground his teeth together. “I hate people some days. I’ll bet you anything these idiots snuck in and grabbed an unfinished product. Explains why there’s two of them. The other one’s thankfully clean, though; I did check.” 

	At least there was that. “How do you want to proceed?”

	“Can’t do a proper cleansing, not here. I need fire for that. Seal it until I can get to the inn, then borrow a brazier and their back yard?”

	“It’s as sound a plan as any. Alright, let me seal it. I’ve got the talismans, after all.” 

	Mei Li pulled the correct one out and smacked it against the dagger’s hilt, her other hand lifted in a two-finger manner. Calling on her magic, she felt the burst of warmth deep in her chest and zing down her arm as she directed its flow. With a sharp gesture, she touched the talisman with her magic, strengthening the magic already in the talisman. It snapped into place with an audible hum, wrapping around the dagger in a light glow. The waves of black magic flowing out of the dagger immediately ceased and the stench died down to something her nose could ignore. 

	If her nose were still operational. It had stopped working some minutes ago in self-preservation. 

	Dolan slapped his own magic onto it, calling upon fire, to lay another coating onto the seal. “Just in case. I don’t want it affecting the people around us.” 

	Nodding in understanding, she led the way back out and stared at the three thieves in disgust. Really, there should be a cap on stupidity. Stealing from temples and dragons? Were they suicidal? 

	“Where did the egg come from?” Shunlei’s voice rumbled with menace. 

	One of the men might have wet himself. The other pressed his nose further into the icy ground. Only the man in the middle dared to answer, and he was shaking like a leaf in the wind. “W-we saw it o-on the temple gr-grounds. W-we don’t know where it came from before that.” 

	Mei Li looked to Shunlei for an answer but he seemed perplexed as well. If a dragon child was missing, he’d surely have heard about it. Dragons rarely gave birth—only once or twice in their lifetime. Children were infinitely precious and closely safeguarded. To have one just missing was unfathomable. Had a young couple gotten into some sort of trouble and stopped at the temple for aid? It was the only plausible explanation she could think of for a dragon’s egg to be that far south. Summer Wind Temple was on the far end of the continent, the opposite side of Dragon’s Peak. 

	It was a question for later. 

	Dolan announced, “I’ll call for the guard and escort them back here. I’ll find some place to deal with this, if I can’t immediately figure out where Rone went,” Dolan added, already moving out of the pen. “I’ll send word if I need you, Mei Li.”

	“I’ll handle things here,” she promised, also moving out of the pen. She needed the materials out of her bag to make talismans to deal with this mess. The logistics of dealing with this new problem ran through her head as she walked, and she mentally groaned. 

	A lost baby dragon was exactly an issue they didn’t need. 
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	It took a good hour to sort things out and make it to the inn. Dolan went for the city guard to handle their thieves. The three imbeciles were easy enough to turn over, but someone who was magically knowledgeable had to sort through their inventory just in case they’d stolen other things they shouldn’t have—which, in fact, they had: three exorcism seals, two other quartz daggers, and a sealed malevolent spirit with a leaking container. Which explained where the dark magic had come from. 

	Mei Li sealed the lot of it, then packed it up so it could be moved safely. Anything that had the Temple’s seal she arranged to have shipped back to them. The malevolent spirit she sent to the local temple with strict instructions on how to completely exorcise it. 

	Rone sent word to the city guards’ building where she was to be found. Tired, dirty, and covered in things she didn’t want to think about, Mei Li was grateful to finally go to the inn. Shunlei diverted from her side long enough to collect their luggage, then they both walked to Flower Inn. 

	“Well. Today did not go as planned.” Shunlei’s tone was a study in deadpanned understatement. 

	Mei Li rolled her eyes and sighed a year of sighs. “I don’t think a kidnapped baby dragon in need of a rescue was anywhere on our schedule, no. But we can’t drag the poor thing out in the cold the same day it’s hatched. Although I do worry about the Sea Walls. They’re in bad shape already.”

	“A day either way won’t make much difference,” he reassured her. “And I want to secure supplies and check the hatchling over at the very least before we try to move on. I hope Dolan had the sense to try sending word to Summer Wind Temple, see if they do indeed know who the parents are.”

	Mei Li shot him a look from the corner of her eye. He didn’t openly fidget, but his mouth was compressed in an unhappy line. He looked perturbed, the wheels spinning in his mind. “It disturbs you, that you didn’t hear about a child lost.”

	“I know Dragon’s Peak is somewhat removed from the world, but….” He trailed off with a dissatisfied grunt. “I thought my intelligence relayed information better than this. A child especially should have been of the highest priority news.” 

	“Weather delaying it?” Mei Li offered. “We’ve had some wicked bad storms recently.”

	“It might well be that. I’ll look into it. You were alright sharing space with Dolan?”

	“We managed fine. It was kind of nice, actually, he helped keep the space warmer.” Mei Li decided to keep the bit about her and Dolan’s skulls almost meeting on several occasions to herself. 

	Shunlei looked both relieved and disgruntled. It was an interesting reaction she couldn’t quite decipher. She honestly had no idea what he was disgruntled about—she’d been the one cramped in with a relative stranger. Not to say Dolan hadn’t been a perfect gentleman and a good travel companion. He’d been quite easy-going, really. It had just been a little awkward squished in with him. 

	Shaking off the thought, she stepped onto the porch of a quaint inn that stood barely two stories. Shunlei paused at the porch and changed forms, shifting the carriers and bags off of himself in the process. Mei Li helped him, shivering, and cursing the straps because they were trying to freeze up again. With that sorted, she grabbed three bags and hauled them inside, wanting very much to be out of the cold and into a bath as quickly as possible. 

	They barely got a foot inside the main door when the master, a stout man with a greying beard, met them with a wide smile. “Master Dragon, Miss Mage, I’ve been told to look out for you. I’m Ji Lin. It’s a joyous thing, seeing a dragon born under my roof. She’s quite lovely.” 

	“She’s well, then? Out?” Mei Li asked anxiously. 

	“Oh yes, and has a good pair of lungs on her. Here, come, come, I’ll escort you. I gave you rooms on the ground floor, near the kitchens and bathing rooms. Warmer down there, better for the little one.” He chattered as he moved, taking one of the bags from Shunlei to help offset the burden, then turned, still speaking over his shoulder. “The missus found an old swaddling blanket in storage, something our own daughter used, and the hatchling seems to like that fine. She settled right down with it—that and some warmed goat’s milk. Sweet thing she is, never seen eyes so green. Like staring at a primeval forest.” 

	Mei Li cast a quick glance around her as she listened to him, getting her bearings. The front of the inn offered a dining space with a front counter off to the side to receive guests. Few were here, but then, most didn’t travel during the winter months. The space was clean and well-kept and that was the important part. Ji Lin seemed anxious to be a good host to three dragons, so they wouldn’t lack for service. 

	The back of the inn was noisy with the kitchens in full swing, and steamy because of the baths. The two rooms down here were likely meant for servants or for when the inn was chock full. Still, the room he led them into was large enough for two to comfortably sleep, and it was as clean as the rest of the place. Rone sat on the edge of one of the beds, her back against the dark wood headboard, cradling a small bundle in her arms. 

	Shunlei set the bags down and scooted past so he could lean over and get his own look at the newborn. “She’s healthy?”

	“Smaller than she should be,” Rone replied with a grimace. “And a little weak. But perfectly formed and healthy enough, considering. I think with proper nourishment and time she’ll be fine.”

	Mei Li leaned around Shunlei’s shoulder to get her own look. The hatchling was a creamy white, the normal color for newborns. She wouldn’t change in color until she was five years old, and then she’d become a bright shade of yellow. She had a narrow snout, fine bone structure flaring over her eyes, and two delicate ridges on her forehead that might be horns—eventually. She was, in fact, utterly adorable, and Mei Li just wanted to poke her. 

	The baby dragon blinked up at them curiously, revealing those green eyes the innkeeper had mentioned. Peridot couldn’t rival them. She’d be quite lovely when she grew up. 

	Rone interrupted their study by asking plaintively, “Will you take her? I want to clean up and change.” 

	Shunlei promptly held out his hands and Rone carefully transferred the hatchling into his arms. She stirred, her small snout poking out of the blanket and prodding at this new person. The hatchling’s creamy skin was in stark contrast to the dark ebony of Shunlei’s, a juxtaposition of colors, much like the expression on Shunlei’s face. He seemed both happy to have the child safely in hand and equally livid that she’d needed rescuing in the first place. Shunlei thrummed, low and soothing, and the hatchling immediately settled again with a content sigh and smack of the lips. Mei Li couldn’t understand the thrums—she could barely hear the tones of them—but she’d swear that one was a lullaby. Or the dragon equivalent.

	The Master of All Dragons looked strangely comfortable with a hatchling in his arms. How many had he held over the years? It made Mei Li wonder. She’d read once in an account that in the early days, when Shunlei was still red, he would take in any orphaned dragon and raise it. It was more common then, to find orphaned dragons, and she understood that a good number of the dragons living today were ones he’d taken in. 

	Sensing her stare, Shunlei looked up with a faint smile. “I can watch her if you and Rone want to take a bath first. I’ll confer with Dolan once he’s back from the city guard, see if we can figure out where her parents are. Either Summer Wind Temple or Dragon’s Peak should know. Hopefully we’ll have an answer before you’re out.” 

	She looked down at herself—her grimy and sticky self—and grimaced. “Probably best I don’t touch her until I’m clean. Alright, let’s take the babysitting in shifts, then. Master Ji Lin, perhaps an early lunch for us?”

	“Of course, of course,” the innkeeper assured her, backing out of the room to give them space. “I’ll have it started.”

	“Thank you.” 

	Mei Li went about pulling dirty clothes out of her bags—leaving her only one clean outfit left in the bag. She’d have to ask someone to do laundry for her after lunch. They were obviously stranded here for the rest of the day until they could come up with proper arrangements to fly with the baby. 

	For now, warm water and soap were singing to her from across the hallway. She and Rone wasted no time in entering the room, then sighing in bliss to have hot steam waft across their skin. Hot baths in the dead of winter truly were lovely. And this room was set up with two large wooden tubs that connected in an L-shape, yuzu bobbing gently along the top of the water. 

	Mei Li stripped without compunction, put her clean clothes on top of the low shelf near the door, and went to the side where a bucket, soaps, and wash water waited. She got the filth off her first, then wrapped her hair up in a pin and tucked it in a high bun. Only then did she climb into the large tub and sink into it with a sigh of pure bliss. “Perfection.” 

	Rone mirrored her action perfectly, taking up the other side and also sighed in happiness. “I found a good inn.”

	“That you did.” Mei Li propped her small hand-towel behind her head as a makeshift pillow and leaned against the side of the tub, utterly relaxing. After the stress of the morning, she deserved to lay here and do nothing for an hour. 

	For several minutes there was silence, then Rone stirred slightly, the water rippling around her. “Why did Shunlei say he’d contact Summer Wind Temple as well as Dragon’s Peak?”

	“Hmm? Oh, right, you’d left with the hatchling before that point. The thieves said they’d found the egg at the temple and stole it along with the quartz daggers.”

	Mei Li didn’t open her eyes but she could hear the other woman’s confusion. “Summer Wind Temple? Why would an egg be there?”

	“My guess? A young couple got into trouble of some sort and went there for safe haven. Only thing that makes sense to me.” 

	“I would think the Temple Monks would do a better job at guarding an egg.”

	“Well, I would too, and yet here we sit.”

	“Truly. Then again, you’d know personally how wrong things can go.” 

	Mei Li snorted darkly. “Yes, quite. In this case, it’ll be a happy-ever-after since we found the baby in time. I can’t believe those idiots didn’t at least wrap her in a fur, and they packed two quartz daggers next to her in the same crate, to boot. No wonder the shell cracked.”

	“We’re lucky the energy of that dagger didn’t disrupt her. I’ve seen humans develop malformities due to dark magic.”

	“Now that’s a pleasant thought.” One she didn’t want to dwell on, either. “Rone, how are we going to transport her? We can’t leave her here.”

	“No, of course not, only we know how to care for her. And Shunlei won’t hand her over to anyone short of her parents, I know that for a fact. She’s so little…do you think we can strap her to your chest, or Dolan’s, and have her ride with you?”

	Mei Li opened her eyes and turned her head just enough to look at Rone. “I don’t know. It’s pretty tight in there as it is. We can try it?”

	“I just don’t want to put her in a separate carrier by herself. She’ll get chilled easily without another’s body heat. And it’s a long trip for a newborn to make.” 

	That was a good point. Mei Li supposed no matter the species, babies were babies. “Won’t we need to bring bottles along with us for her, too?”

	“And nappies, we’ll need those for traveling, and an extra blanket in case she soils that one, and—” Rone groaned, a sigh mixed in. “Hatchlings require a great deal. I suppose after lunch, I should go buy a few things to tide us over.” 

	“Probably best. I want my clothes sent to laundry, as I’m down to one dress, but I’ll accompany you after that.”

	“That’s a good idea. Might as well clean things while we have the chance.” Rone’s expression turned enigmatic and she spoke slowly, each word building a path forward. “Speaking of cleaning things….”

	Mei Li eyed her warily in return. She might not like what the other said next. “Yeees?”

	“Do you know anything about a dragon’s wings?”

	That was not the question she’d expected. “They’re made of pretty feathers and allow you to fly. That is the extent of my knowledge.” 

	Rone didn’t look surprised by that answer. “Alright. I normally wouldn’t tell a human this, but most humans don’t have the—the intimate connections with a dragon that you do. So you need to know this. A dragon’s wings are not like a bird’s. Well, most birds. Birds normally have oil glands. Dragons have powder-down. It’s a kind of down feather, tucked in underneath the top feathers. When you touch it, it disintegrates into powder and cleans off grime. The problem is, without proper preening, the down can build up and cause problems. Ignored long enough, the feathers can become tangled and clumped, matting together.” 

	That description made Mei Li wince. Trying to fly with matted wings sounded distinctly unpleasant. “And this isn’t something a dragon can do for themselves? Preen, I mean?”

	“Yes and no. We can reach certain areas, of course, easily. But the very back, near the spine, is hard to reach. You have to lift the primaries, secondaries, tertiaries, coverts, and alulas out of the way in order to reach the down. Do it wrong, you either break feathers or pull them out of alignment. Which, as you can imagine, isn’t pleasant.” 

	“Sounds painful, actually. So I take it dragons help each other preen?”

	“We do, but it’s not a casual matter. It would be like asking someone to…” Rone broke off, frowning. “I’m not sure of the human equivalent. Shaving someone else’s beard? Combing someone’s hair? Something akin to that. This person must at least be a close friend, usually a family member.” 

	The word ‘family’ struck a chord in her and Mei Li sat up a little more, her lax attitude falling away completely. She suddenly had an idea of why exactly Rone brought this up. “Shunlei doesn’t allow people to preen his wings, does he?”

	“For only knowing him a handful of days, you certainly understand him well.” Rone nodded in sour confirmation. “He does not, not until it’s absolutely necessary. And by necessary, I mean to the point of matting. Wings should be preened at least once a month. He goes sometimes a full year. I’ve done it for him many times but he doesn’t enjoy it. He bears with me and it’s sad to watch. Preening is very comforting and enjoyable.”

	It didn’t take women’s intuition to guess the reason. “His wife used to do this for him, didn’t she?”

	Rone looked away from her, to the far corner, her eyes fixated on the past. “I’ve never seen a love that strong, that it would last centuries without faltering. At the same time, I wish I’d been born early enough to meet her, and strangle her for doing this to him. A human mating with a dragon means the dragon is left alone. Alone to deal with the fallout of her absence. It’s not fair.” 

	Love rarely was. Still, Mei Li understood Rone’s frustration and sadness. Mei Li shook her head and tried to get them back on the original topic. “You think he’ll let me routinely preen him, then?”

	“He allows you liberties no others have been permitted. I think if you offer, he’ll promptly accept. And I’m bringing this up for a reason, Mei Li. He keeps scratching his back against things. Walls. Chairs. People. When he’s doing that, he’s in a bad state, and itching. Not that he’ll admit it openly, the stubborn idiot. Just looking at his wings makes me wince.” 

	“I’m almost afraid to ask. The last time you helped him was…a year ago?”

	The look on Rone’s face said it all.

	“Right. How about you teach me how to do this? We’re stuck here for the rest of the day, anyway. We’ll nip out to buy things for the hatchling and then come back and I’ll sweet talk him into it.” Mei Li absolutely didn’t want Shunlei flying her about the world with matted, itchy wings. Just no. 

	“We’ll need a dowel for you.” Rone gestured toward the general area of the market in illustration. “Without a beak, you’ll need it to lift the feathers up so you can get to the down. We’ll find something while we’re out that will work.”

	“Do I need anything else?”

	“No. Just the dowel, your fingers, and a willing dragon. The last one might be the hardest.” 

	Mei Li laughed softly, more a puff of air. “Men can be so stubborn. No matter their species.”

	“Understatement.” Rone splashed some water up on her shoulders and reluctantly pulled herself up to sit on the rim. “We shouldn’t linger. There’s too much to do and winter days are short.”

	Unfortunately true. Mei Li promised herself she’d come back tonight, after dinner, and soak properly. For now, she was burning daylight, and she might not have enough of it. 

	How long did it take to preen a dragon’s wings, anyway? 
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	“Preen my wings?” Shunlei stared at Mei Li with a sort of stunned expression, a myriad of emotions warring over his face. Part of it was nostalgia, part surprise, his eyes wide with it, lips parted with words unvoiced. 

	Mei Li faltered, catching her bottom lip between her teeth. Had she offered something she shouldn’t have? Rone had said Shunlei’s wife once did this for him. Was she raking over the grave? “I realize it’s something only friends or family would do. I don’t mean to put you in an awkward spot, it’s just that Rone thought I should know how to do it, and she’s offered to teach me. If you’d prefer Rone’s help, I understand. She’ll have to teach me what to do, after all. It’s just, we’re both worried about the state of your wings—”

	He shook his head, cutting her off. He cleared his throat, an odd smile curving up the corners of his mouth. “No. It’s fine if you want to.” 

	Mei Li’s unease abruptly fell away and she smiled at him. “Alright. I checked, and there’s a garden area behind the inn. I think it has enough space for you to stretch out in.” 

	Nodding mutely, he followed her lead, through the back door of the inn and into the ‘garden.’ It hardly looked such, barren as it was in winter, with even the water fountain in the far corner iced over. They’d need to hurry, in part because of the cold, in part because Dolan was watching the baby, and Mei Li didn’t have a lot of faith in his babysitting skills. Rone stood next to the back door, a smooth dowel in her hands made from a polished mahogany. It was thick at one end and as thin as a knitting needle on the other. Rone was unapologetically relieved to see both of them, and a borderline smirk played over her mouth. 

	Mei Li wished she wouldn’t smirk. It gave the wrong impression, that the two women were ganging up on Shunlei. She didn’t want Rone’s reaction to put his back up. 

	If Shunlei noticed his friend’s reaction, he chose to soundly ignore it. He just stepped clear and changed into his dragon form. Mei Li always wondered when she saw him in this form what he’d been like as a young dragon. Now, at full size, he was a very imposing figure—terrifying, if one didn’t know better. He was more elongated in the nose and body than most dragon’s she’d seen, sleekly muscled instead of bulky, but compact around the barrel. He’d not come through the centuries unmarked, as the tip of his tail was missing and a long, white scar stretched from chest to under one armpit. 

	Mei Li pulled her eyes away before she was caught staring. It was cold out here, cold enough and the icy bite of the air against her bare skin was unpleasant. Still, there was no other space large enough to offer. 

	A clatter behind them turned Mei Li’s head around. Ji Lin popped his head out and looked them over with a half-alarmed expression, as if the emotion was waiting in the wings, ready to pounce. “Masters, is there a problem? Can I aid you in any way?”

	“No, no problem,” Mei Li assured him with a gentle smile. “Shunlei’s wings just need preening, that’s all.” 

	Jin Li dropped his chin, his nod of understanding carrying an air of growing horror. “Out here? Oh no, it’s far too cold to spend long out here! Come back in. I’ll clear the dining room for you. No one’s in the tap room, we’ll open the sliding doors, give you both rooms to stretch out.” 

	“Thank you, Master Jin Li, but that’s too much trouble—”

	“No trouble, no trouble,” Jin Li denied with a flap of the hands. “We’re dead at this hour of the day anyway. Too late for lunch, far too early for dinner. I can shove tables to the side, give you all the floor space. You’ll have three full hours before I’ll need to put things back in place.”

	“Preening’s messy, though?” Mei Li said this because she honestly wasn’t sure, having never seen a dragon preen before. She would assume with the down/feathers/what-have-you that would be the case. 

	“We’ll put down sheets, too, make for easy cleanup,” Jin Li offered. “Please, Masters, come back in. I’d be a poor host if I left you out here.” 

	Shunlei gave the man a bob of the head. “Then I’ll accept your kind offer.” 

	Beaming, Jin Li darted back inside, calling for help to move the tables as he went. 

	It really was the matter of a few minutes work to set the tables and cushions aside. Mei Li was glad to see that Shunlei appeared far more comfortable stretching out this time. There was just enough room, if he angled his wings right. They laid down sheets all around his wings in preparation. Settling on his belly, Shunlei curled his tail around his feet and chest, then let one wing out until it touched the tips of the wall. Mei Li eyed the wing and hoped that would be sufficient to give her the reach she needed. She’d have to shift him when it came time to work on the other.  

	Rone touched his feathers lightly as she explained patiently to a willing Mei Li, “Primaries, secondaries, tertiaries, coverts, alula.” 

	Mei Li repeated this absently under her breath, touching the same feathers. 

	“Now, what you need to do is take the dowel and lift the feathers like so—” Rone slipped the dowel with practiced ease under the coverts and lifted them gently. She immediately hissed out a curse. “Shunlei! Wind and stars, I swear you don’t have the sense of a pregnant fruit fly!”

	Shunlei grimaced, casting her a dark look over his shoulder, but held his tongue. Mei Li knew practically nothing about this, but even she could see the terrible state of his feathers. The down feathers were matted and clumped together, a sickly grey color—not the ebony black the rest of his feathers were. Shunlei had definitely pushed off preening longer than was prudent. 

	“All those feathers need to go,” Rone stated with iron finality. “They’re going to crumble when you touch them. They’re supposed to. Have at it.”

	Mei Li still felt a little trepidation as she grasped the first clump of down, using light fingers to touch the area. With the first handful of feathers, the down promptly crumbled to dust. Rone instructed her on how to splay her fingers so she could straighten the secondaries underneath, and coat them with the powder. Mei Li did so, pleased at the praise Rone heaped on her head, and went at the second handful with more confidence than the first. She felt like she took to it like a duck to water and eventually took the dowel from Rone. 

	Shunlei’s tension drained from his body, leaving him in a puddle on the floor. He certainly looked hypnotized, falling into a dreamy, half-aware state and barely moving as Rone showed Mei Li how to get to the alula and the coverts. 

	Mei Li got the hang of it, even the alula, which Rone told her was the tricky part. She had Shunlei extend the wing straight back and adjust as she worked around each angle, and did it all with minimal help. She even put her hand on the leading edge and pushed the wing to fold without prompting when finished. 

	Shunlei made a soft sound at that, a musical thrum of pure happiness. 

	Mei Li became more and more confident, scratching at the powder down, straightening feathers. She was more than satisfied at her work. Even she could tell the wings looked better, healthier, compared to when she started. Even if she wasn’t sure of her work, the reaction she got from the dragon said volumes. Shunlei was practically drooling. 

	This whole situation made her wonder, though. Shunlei had known Rone for centuries and they were very close friends. Why was he reluctant to have her help, but eager and willing to have Mei Li’s? It didn’t make any sense whatsoever. Not that it didn’t make her feel all tingly and special, because it did. It was just confusing as well. 

	Finally, she finished, closing his second wing. “Better?”

	Shunlei thrummed at her before remembering she wouldn’t be able to decipher that. He woke up enough to form words. “Much,” he murmured sleepily. “Many thanks, Mei Li.”

	She smiled and rubbed the soft spot on his nose, right below the ridge, and he melted even further, nuzzling into her stomach, his warm breath gusting over her. With him like this, he didn’t seem at all all-powerful. She had the oddest urge to poke him. Or maybe cuddle him. “You’re welcome. How often do you need this?”

	“As often as you’d like,” Shunlei said dreamily. 

	Mei Li huffed at the non-answer. “Rone?”

	“Once a month at minimum,” she said sternly. “Weekly, because it feels nice.” 

	That last statement had been a dig at him, Mei Li knew it, but Shunlei didn’t rise to the provocation. Friends ribbing at each other was how she saw it. Mei Li found it interesting he didn’t argue, despite his obvious half-asleep state. For a man who wouldn’t let people near his wings more often than necessary, he was certainly amiable at this once-a-week plan. 

	“Don’t go to sleep,” Rone admonished, poking him sharply in the side. “We’ve spent a good two hours here, we need to clear up the mess.”

	Oh. Right. Yes, of course they did. Mei Li looked at the dust, the discarded feathers all over the floor, and the general mess, and was suddenly very glad they had put sheets down first.

	Shunlei shook himself from head to toe, dragging his mind back into a conscious state. He reverted to human form in order to help put the tables back in place, an act that scandalized their inn keeper, who considered such work beneath his guests. Ji Lin shooed them out of the dining room and, at loose ends, they retreated to the room. 

	Dolan sat cross-legged on the bed, a wind sprite in both hands. The ethereal creatures were wrapped around his fingers, their translucent wings beating in a slow movement. Their fine white hair whipped this way and that from wind of their own making. Each turned to track the newcomers’ movements and gave a respectful nod. Mei Li returned the gesture. They might look like children, and most wouldn’t take something the size of a man’s hand seriously, but she knew better than to judge anything by appearance. Besides, they were Dolan’s allies and likely here to give them answers. She owed them respect for that alone. 

	The hatchling, she saw in a glance, was still sound asleep and wedged between two pillows to keep her safely in the center of the bed. She didn’t even stir as Shunlei leaned over to check on her. 

	“She’s fine. I gave her another bottle while you three were preening,” Dolan informed him. “Sit, I’ve news.” 

	Not wishing to disrupt the hatchling, all three chose to sit on the edge of the opposite bed. 

	“The hatchling was indeed lost at Summer Wind Temple,” Dolan relayed. “My friend here carries a message from her parents.” 

	The sprite in his right hand spoke up with a voice so light her words could barely be discernable. “Greetings, Master Shunlei, esteemed ones. This child’s parents are Yu Yan and Bohai. They were caught in a summer storm two weeks ago and their wings were injured. The monks put them in a healing sleep to let them rest. The egg was in a hot spring to help regulate her. She went missing shortly after her placement. The monks are a thousand times apologetic for losing sight of her. Yu Yan and Bohai extend greetings and thanks for their daughter’s rescue and urgently request a location of where to meet to collect their child. I will carry such a message back to them.” 

	That was impressive. Most wind sprites only responded once a week to a magician’s call. Dolan must have negotiated well for her to be willing to continue. 

	“I think we should meet them at Tanguay,” Rone stated. “We’ll be there several days anyway, fixing the Walls. It should give them enough time to fly to us.” 

	“We can’t afford to stay still here and wait,” Mei Li agreed. “We can pass the baby along between the four of us and still get the work done, I think. It’s either that or we have someone come fetch her from us and have the parents meet her at Dragon’s Peak.” 

	A calculating look flashed over Shunlei’s face before he nodded. “Have Yu Yan and Bohai meet us in Tanguay. Assure the parents their child is well, but small and weak from being born prematurely. They’ll need to make preparations to safely take her home.” 

	The wind sprite nodded in understanding. 

	“You’re very kind to carry a message back for us,” Mei Li added. “Thank you both for carrying messages in this cold weather.” 

	The wind sprites moved to dance around her head in approval for her manners, giggling lightly as they did so. Then they were off, disappearing from the room as if they were mere figments of imagination. 

	“Well.” Rone clapped her hands together. “At least we know her parents are fine. Dolan, good work getting an answer so quickly.”

	“I think they moved faster than normal to get out of the cold,” Dolan answered wryly. “But thank you. Alright, do we have everything we need in order to leave in the morning?”

	“I’d like to test the confines of the traveling carrier.” Shunlei took in man, woman, and hatchling with a slight frown. “I’m not sure all three of you can fit for the day and half of flight we have left. If we need to make alternative arrangements, now is the time to decide.” 

	“Let’s test it out.” Dolan hopped off the bed and went to the room next door, presumably to fetch the carrier. 

	Mei Li fetched the hatchling, shifting her up to carefully slide both hands under her. The effort failed. She still woke up and fussed, not happy with the interruption to her slumber. “Shh, I know, it was mean of me to move you. And you dreaming so peacefully, too.” 

	The hatchling fussed louder, not happy to have left her cocoon and not shy about letting them know it. 

	Shunlei stepped in closer, putting a hand under the baby, the other on top of Mei Li’s. “Sing to her. Sing so she knows you.”

	“The thrumming sound you did with her? I have no idea how to do that.” Mei Li was intrigued, though, not dismissive. She’d love to learn how to do that. 

	“Repeat after me.” Shunlei thrummed two low tones, two high, the sound much like a musical melody. 

	Mei Li’s brows beetled together as she concentrated. Her visual memorization ability was much better than her oral. “Once more.”

	He repeated it, and this time she tentatively joined him. 

	The hatchling between them settled, her mouth slightly open as she breathed deeply. 

	Mei Li watched the hatchling with open curiosity. Wow, that had worked instantly. “Just what does that mean, anyway?”

	“Affection. Safety. There are undertones to it—only family or friends would sing those tones to you.” 

	“But I’m not duplicating all the vibrations you do.” Mei Li felt both dissatisfaction and worry about that. She didn’t want to accidentally say the wrong thing just because her human throat couldn’t duplicate all the right tones. 

	“You’re close enough that the message still gets across,” Rone assured her. “And really, even a professional singer can’t duplicate it much better. Human throats just aren’t designed that way. This isn’t used for just children; you’ll hear adults do it too.”

	So this was universal affection, not just baby talk? “Oh? I learn something new about dragon culture every day. Alright, let’s find a good way to strap her to my chest. I’ve got a thought on how to do it.” 

	Shunlei stepped back and allowed her room to work. Dolan came in with the carrier and propped it up against the side of the bed, to make it easier to climb in and out. He stepped close again to give Mei Li a hand in and out. The fit was tight with her and Dolan both inside, but it was apparently doable. Doable enough that neither thought it would be a problem. They would not be able to keep anything in there but bottles and a change of clothes, though, that was clear. Rone would have to carry all the baggage. 

	Excellent. They might make Tanguay within the next two days, providing nothing else went wrong. Mei Li sent up a silent prayer that nothing did. They really didn’t have time for more stops. 
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	Traveling with a hatchling strapped to her chest was a new experience. Mei Li wasn’t sure if it was heartwarming or tiring. A little of both. Dolan helped her out as much as he could, and they switched the little dragon between them as necessary. She handled the changes without fuss, thankfully, as long as they thrummed at her. Mei Li still wasn’t convinced she was doing it right, but the baby responded positively to it, so she kept doing it. 

	The rest of the flight to Tanguay fortunately went without any other troubles. They arrived mid-afternoon, and while Mei Li was dying for a peek at the walls from the air, she didn’t dare untie the flaps to do so. The hatchling didn’t need to be chilled and the air up here was brutal. It cut straight to the bone. 

	“Capitol Hill in sight,” Shunlei called to them. “We’ll be down in five minutes.”

	Excellent. She was very tired of being in this cramped space. “Alright!”

	They banked a few times, and she could feel the wind currents as they buffered Shunlei’s wings, the air turbulent. It was not a good sign. Likely a storm was coming. 

	They settled easily onto something hard and stony, the impression coming clearly as Shunlei’s claws scraped against stone. Mei Li waited only until his weight settled before she reached for the flap tie near her head. Dolan did the same on the opposite side. 

	“Let me get out first, then help you,” Dolan volunteered. 

	“Sure, thanks.” 

	With hatchling in hand, they maneuvered more carefully out of the carrier than normal, and Dolan had them both well in hand as her feet touched pavement. Mei Li got her bearings as she stood, thighs cramping from being half-curled under her for so many hours. Shunlei and Rone had both landed in one of the few clear spots in this crowded city-scape, in the gardens of Capitol Hill. It was nothing more than paved walkways and dormant trees at the moment, of course. The capitol building sprawled out ahead of them, three stories of white granite and columns. To Mei Li, it looked ostentatious and wasn’t to her tastes at all. Also rather bland, with nothing but white on white. She preferred the red buildings and sloped roofs of her native country. 

	The doors were abruptly thrown open and three figures hurried toward them. A woman led the three, her strides quick and light, the brilliantly red robes of her office flowing like moving fire around her feet. Her pale hair was piled up high on her head, impeccable despite the strong wind. Mei Li blinked and realized she recognized this woman—Judge Elora of Tanguay. She was one of twelve that ruled this city. Even after two years, she still held her seat? Interesting. That meant she was in her third term of office. She might be the longest running female judge in recent history. 

	“Shunlei! Rone!” Judge Elora called out in happy greeting. “You are indeed a welcome sight. We were afraid something had happened. Mage Dolan’s sprite only relayed the message that you were delayed.” 

	“That’s because something did happen,” Rone returned dryly. She flicked her left wing, settling it before tucking it into her body. As she did so, Mei Li noticed for the first time that the base of her feathers was much darker than the tips—a sign of her slowly becoming black herself? She was a smaller, more streamlined version of dragon, almost delicate-looking compared to Shunlei. It was easy to think of her as ‘younger,’ but Mei Li shouldn’t think of her as ‘young’ by any means. 

	“Is it sorted, whatever it is?”

	“Not quite, but soon enough.” 

	Coming to a stop in front of Mei Li, the judge beamed at her. “You must be Mei Li of Tomes. I believe we’ve crossed paths once.” 

	Mei Li managed a bow around the baby dragon still strapped to her chest. “I am, Honorable Judge, and you’re correct, we have. Thank you for the welcome.” 

	“We are very glad to see you. We feared you lost. Mage Dolan, you are welcome, as always. May we count on your expertise to help us with the Wall, now that a Tomes is here to instruct us?”

	“Of course, Honorable Judge. Mei Li has already requested my aid, and I’ve granted it. I’m relieved to help, really. We’ve spent far too many years running about like chickens with our heads cut off.” 

	Grimacing, Judge Elora muttered, “Unfortunately accurate. I will notify the two mages working on the Walls to stop their studies and prepare to aid you. And who does the hatchling belong to?”

	“That’s the situation,” Shunlei informed her, coming to stand next to Mei Li like a wind blocker. “We discovered the hatchling in the hands of thieves. Her parents have been informed and are on their way to collect her.”

	“I almost feel pity for the thieves. Well, I won’t leave us all standing here. Come in, come in. I’ll update you on the situation now and make arrangements for your stay here. Tomes, may I have the story of the hatchling?”

	Mei Li told her a succinct version of the story as they walked into the building. It was just as bland and white on the inside, with gold accent trims in the molding and tile to offset it all. The hallways were wider than necessary and sound echoed along the tile in an unnerving manner. Mei Li felt like she was tromping through a mausoleum. 

	Judge Elora led them into her office, a warmer space than the rest of the building. A cheery fire burned in the fireplace and thick, multi-colored rugs softened the tile of the floor. Mei Li didn’t wish to sit just yet, even though the chairs looked quite comfortable, and chose instead to hover near the fire. The hatchling agreed with her choice and cooed briefly before falling asleep again. Mei Li looked down at her sardonically. Being a baby was so rough. All those naps to get through. 

	Rone came to stand next to her and offered, “Let me give you a break.”

	“My back will thank you.” Mei Li gratefully handed her over, then stretched out her shoulders and neck, trying to get her muscles to unclench. She’d definitely have to seek out a hot bath tonight or else risk a severe crick in her back. 

	Everyone found seats or joined Mei Li near the fire. Judge Elora didn’t think anything odd of their behavior if they did choose to stand. She took the chair at the head of the coffee table and settled with one leg crossed over another. “Well. Tomes, any idea where your master is?”

	“Absolutely none,” Mei Li answered glumly. Internally, she winced at being addressed so. She was a Tomes APPRENTICE. She’d not passed the final test to be a master, and it made her squirm to be addressed as one. “He went out to make arrangements for our evacuation and I haven’t seen him since.”

	“I was afraid that would be the answer.” Judge Elora let out a low breath and the crow’s feet around her eyes deepened, aging her another ten years so that she looked seventy. She looked strained, but then, with the state of the world, was that any surprise? “Alright. Here’s the situation as it stands now. I’m sure everyone told you the problems that have arisen. Are you aware the Walls are on the verge of collapse?”

	“I am.”

	“Are you aware we’re steadily losing the unwary to Lost Souls Bridge?”

	Mei Li’s heart sank further. Hadn’t they already effectively blocked that stupid bridge off by now? “How many so far?”

	“We’re not sure of an exact count, but we’ve had sixty-three reported so far.” 

	That was far worse than she’d expected. Not wanting to know, but needing to, Mei Li forced the words out of her mouth. “Has anyone attempted a rescue?”

	“Unfortunately. They’re now part of the sixty-three.”

	Lovely. “Please tell me someone has put guards up near the bridge to keep people out?”

	“The Prince of Horvath did. He’ll be willing to help with the rescue party, too, when you’re ready to put one together.”

	At least there was that. Mei Li hated they’d lost so many already, but at least with guards up they wouldn’t lose even more. And look, she even had someone volunteering aid! She would take any silver lining offered. “I’m afraid I must add to the problem. Of the missing tomes, I have not read eighty.”

	Judge Elora’s face became tightly pinched from horror. “Eighty records? You’re quite certain?”

	Shunlei took this one. “Two of the tomes I rescued are a catalogue for the rest. I kept it on hand for Mei Li to reference. She’s quite certain which ones are missing.” 

	Judge Elora visibly deflated. “So the only record we have of those cases is residing in Abe of Tomes’ head?”

	“I’m afraid so.” 

	She didn’t have a heart attack on the spot, but the judge was clearly tempted by one. “That was not the news I’d hoped for. But of course our luck is running that poorly. Shunlei, how much do you remember? Surely you lived through or helped with some of that.”

	Shunlei shook his head before she could even finish. “Human magic doesn’t make much sense to us dragons. Yes, I was there for some of those events. So was Rone. But neither of us could tell you what they did to seal the problems away. We only understood the generalities, not the nuances.” 

	“It was often explained to us, but we don’t understand much about human magic, so the explanation went more or less over our heads,” Rone further elaborated. An unhappy twist to her mouth, she splayed her free hand in an open shrug. “We can’t tell you exactly what to do, not in any way that’s helpful.”

	“I’ve asked some of the experts to study the seals in danger of breaking next,” Dolan pitched in from where he sprawled across one of the chairs. “Maybe they can figure it out.” 

	Judge Elora looked only slightly mollified by this news. “I hope that will be the case. Very well, let’s focus on what we can immediately fix. Tomes, what do you need to repair my Wall?”

	“Eight mages and their dedicated help for about two days,” Mei Li answered promptly. “Dolan has already volunteered, and he’s been in contact with some colleagues, so I don’t think we need to call for anyone.” 

	Dolan nodded in affirmation. “Correct. They’re either here or will be here by tomorrow.” 

	“Excellent. Thank you both. I don’t wish to see my city destroyed. I’ll of course offer hospitality to anyone who comes and will pay them a stipend for their work.”

	That had been Mei Li’s next question, and she was grateful the judge was already on board. “Thank you. I had wondered how to pay people.”

	“I’ve been in communication with the other governments, and everyone has agreed to pay for the magical expertise in their own country. It seems the only way to fairly pay for things, really. Tomes, all your records are currently stored here. I’ve arranged for a house you can move into—”

	Shunlei’s hand slashed sharply downwards, negating this. “She stays with me.”

	Judge Elora’s eyes flew to him and sharpened, her expression weighing and shrewd. “Oh?”

	Hoping to head off a brewing argument, Mei Li stepped in. “Shunlei offered to take me under his wing. I accepted. Truthfully, Judge Elora, I feel safest at Dragon’s Peak. I won’t be caught in any political tug of war there, and no one’s foolhardy enough to take on an entire mountain of dragons. Shunlei has been incredibly thoughtful and supportive since the moment we met. I have no wish to stay anywhere else.” 

	Judge Elora’s pale blue eyes watched Mei Li’s every twitch, reading her in a disturbingly penetrative manner. Whatever conclusions she mentally came to, all the judge said in return was, “Is that right. I do agree Dragon’s Peak is the most politically neutral place to be. However, you are aware that we would be overjoyed to have you. That was the original plan, you understand, that you would stay in Tanguay.” 

	“I’m aware,” Mei Li returned levelly. “But if I stay here in Tanguay, it will open the argument that a Tomes has been brought to heel by Tanguay politics. Do you really want that to happen?”

	Elora’s hands clenched together in her lap. “And you think being adopted by Shunlei will side-step that potential hot bed of trouble?”

	“I think after five thousand years he well knows the fate of the world is his primary concern. Human politics don’t faze him. Would you care to argue that point with him?” Mei Li waved a hand to the man silently watching this argument play out, her manner saying, Be my guest.

	Shunlei and Judge Elora stared at each other for a moment. Then Judge Elora sighed, her hands relaxing as she did so. “No. I’m not that foolish. I don’t think any of the countries’ leaders will be. Very well, Tomes. You made your point admirably. You’ll have the records shipped to Dragon’s Peak, then?”

	“Yes. Well, I wish to oversee them when they’re moved. For now, I’ll take the volumes I will immediately need with me. Do you mind hosting them for a while longer?”

	“Not at all. It’s our privilege to help a Tomes in whatever way you need from us.” Something about the woman’s manner made it clear this would not be the end of the matter. Mei Li suspected that out of Shunlei’s hearing, she’d be brought this question again, and have to answer. For now, the judge was willing to let it lie. “A hotel near the harbor has generously offered to host everyone. I’ll lead you there.” 

	“I want to look at the Walls today, see for my own eyes their condition. I can teach anyone already here the right technique to renew them.” Mei Li didn’t expect any objections to that and didn’t get any. 

	The impromptu meeting broke up as Judge Elora led them to their hotel. They split up into two carriages to make the ride, she and Shunlei in one, everyone else in the other. Shunlei somehow ended up with the hatchling. She lay on his legs, staring up at the elder with a curious expression. Shunlei offered her a finger, and she took it with both claws, giving it serious attention. 

	“Be careful. Her claws caught me more than once,” Mei Li cautioned. “But then, I suppose you’re familiar with tiny, baby dragon claws.”

	“That I am,” Shunlei assured her, a smile playing around the corners of his mouth as he looked down at the baby. 

	With no one else in the carriage with them, it seemed a good moment to speak with him one-on-one. “You’re so comfortable with her. How many hatchlings have you held?”

	“Countless.” He turned his head to regard her, dark hair shifting over his shoulder as he moved, his manner relaxed and gentle. “In the early days, when dragons were mankind’s enemy, we often had orphaned children. I took them in as I found them. As sad as it was, it gave our race an advantage. I could teach them laws and control that way. With every successive generation, fewer dragons were inclined to decimate the countryside.”

	“Surely that wasn’t the only method you used.” Mei Li knew for a fact it wasn’t. But she liked this, that he was openly discussing the past with her. How many got the opportunity to pick this man’s brain? 

	“No, of course I tried every means I could think of. Some responded to reason. Some I defeated in duels and forced them to abide by my rules. Others…” A strange, enigmatic smile flitted over his face. “My wife tamed quite a few.” 

	Mei Li’s brain stuttered to a halt. She hadn’t expected that at all. “Your wife? Your human wife?”

	“I’ve only ever had one,” he responded, smile widening. “Yes, her. She spoke Long-go fluently from the day I met her. Any dragon who tried to give her trouble, she’d scold them in their own language and then offer to preen them. Or feed them. They were so disarmed by her attitude, they ended up doing her bidding without really realizing. I was initially alarmed, watching her do that. After the sixth or seventh dragon, I sat back and enjoyed the show. My wife was a force to be reckoned with.” 

	He spoke of her as if they’d only parted yesterday. Mei Li pressed—not just out of curiosity, either. She was getting valuable insight into the past right now and wanted to take advantage of the moment. “There’s very few records of her. Most of the dragons living now weren’t even born when you two were married. The records say she helped you with the dragons.”

	“She did. She helped us seal many of the problems the world faced then, too. She wasn’t a particularly strong mage, but she knew a great deal, and her knowledge was a formidable weapon. It was she who encouraged a mage traveling with us to record everything. He was the first Tomes. 

	“Thank you, for what you said to Elora.” Shunlei’s expression became disgruntled, and he focused once more on the hatchling. “I fear you’ll need to repeat that sentiment often. At least in the near future.”

	“I don’t mind repeating it. It makes sense, that each country wants to host Tomes. They’ve all got a vested interest in a Tomes’ well-being. I have a compromise in mind for that, actually. I think it prudent for each country to have a copy of the records.” 

	He regarded her once more, thoughtfully this time. “It would save you the hassle of constantly packing up the books and moving them from location to location.”

	“There’s that. And it erases the fear of all the copies possibly being destroyed at once. I really, really wish they’d made duplicates.”

	“I believe people were more focused on the magical troubles to settle and less on security. A poor excuse, now that we’ve lost some of those vital records.” 

	The reminder of that hit her with tension all over again. Worry coiled in her gut so hard she felt nauseous from it. “Shunlei, I really don’t know what to do about those missing records. I mean, we had the records for a reason. That knowledge was hard won. I don’t have to explain that to you. And I’m only an apprentice, I didn’t learn everything I needed to from Abe.”

	“Indeed. I know it very well. I fear we’ll lose people as we struggle to subdue old evils. Some evils might escape us until we’ve re-discovered how to seal them. The collateral damage for this one mistake will be very costly. But that’s not your fault, Mei Li. The responsibility for this blunder is not yours. You’re more of a victim of what happened than anyone, aside from Abe.” 

	She gave him a tight smile in thanks for that reassurance, but the words didn’t penetrate very far. The worry over the situation took precedence in her mind. Unfortunately, Mei Li could only think of two options. One, figure everything out the hard way. Two, use a verboten spell to go and re-create the records. She didn’t like the first one at all. It left the second, which wasn’t very viable and dangerous to boot. “We must find Abe.” 

	Shunlei met her eyes steadily, face blank and enigmatic once more. “Do not close your mind to other possibilities. There might be another path to give you the answers we need.” 

	And what was that supposed to mean? “Shunlei. Are you being deliberately cryptic?”

	“Oh look, we’re here.” He pointed out the window, side-stepping the question neatly. 

	One of these days, she was going to choke answers from that cryptic little throat. Now didn’t seem the right time, as they were indeed at the hotel. 

	Mei Li, after a full day in the air with nothing more than jerky to sustain her, was famished. She’d eat, go look at the Wall, and then find a moment to sit on Shunlei until she got the answers she needed. 

	He was holding something back. Mei Li’s instincts were certain of it. She’d drag answers out of him one way or another. 
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	Mei Li took one look at the Sea Walls of Tanguay and seriously felt like screaming. What should have been thick walls of sea green magic, impenetrable as stone, were now gossamer thin. The bottom edges almost looked leprous as well, with holes poked into it. It looked like she could walk right through without any resistance, the magic was that weak. How they held the water at bay and kept the harbor intact was anyone’s guess. Mei Li wasn’t in the mood to question the miracle, just celebrate it was still functioning. Despite all odds. 

	Something of this must have shown on her face, as Shunlei stepped in close to her side and murmured, “It’ll be fine. We’re in time.” 

	“Fortunately, yes.” Assuming they could start repair work tomorrow. She frankly didn’t trust it to last another week. 

	The wind ruffled her hair, throwing a few finer strands in her eyes, and she drew them back even as a shiver wracked her from head to toe. A storm was blowing in, and she could feel it down to her bones. That, too, worried her. An onslaught of rain and wind was the last thing they needed right now. The Wall couldn’t stand more battering, least of all by Mother Nature. 

	Looking about the docks, she found Dolan standing several yards away with another woman who wore similar furs and braids. A fellow countryman? She wore an aura of magic in a visible spectrum, so she was powerful, whoever she was. 

	Dolan turned, as if sensing Mei Li’s gaze, and waved to her happily. He said something to his companion and they both trotted up to Mei Li and Shunlei. Mei Li took in the woman more carefully as she approached. She wasn’t lovely, or plain, her features too strong to be either. Her jaw was wide, nose high, and her skin a dark tawny from many years in the sun, putting her age anywhere between thirty to fifty. Something about her generous mouth suggested she laughed a great deal, and when she gave a crooked smile to Mei Li, she smiled back without making a conscious decision to do so. 

	“Mei Li, this is Teoh,” Dolan introduced with a wave of the hand between the two women. “Teoh, this is Mei Li of Tomes and Shunlei, Master of All Dragons.” 

	“Master Shunlei and I are acquainted,” Teoh answered in a raspy, warm voice. She and Shunlei exchanged polite bows. “Mei Li of Tomes, I am relieved to see you well. When I received Dol’s message that you were found and headed for Tanguay, I came immediately. Tell me how to help you set the world to rights, and I will follow you until I cannot.” 

	Mei Li caught her hands, rough with calluses, and beamed at the woman. “You’ve no idea how happy I am to hear that offer. There’s much to do, unfortunately. I can start today by teaching you how to renew the Walls.”

	“My sister is here too. Let me fetch her before you start explaining. No sense in you repeating yourself more than you need to.” Teoh immediately turned and trotted off, calling for someone as she went. 

	As soon as she was out of earshot, Dolan confided, “You’ll not find better mages than Teoh and Leah. They’re magically strong and stubborn. They won’t release a spell until they’ve got the result they need. I grew up with them, so I know them better than most.” 


	Mei Li nodded understanding. “Are they the only ones here today?”

	“No, we’ve three more on the far side. One of them is from Tanguay, so he’s been waiting the longest. I’ll go collect them now. The last two I’m expecting are still coming in, but they’ll be here in the morning, I think. They’ll arrive by ship.” 

	Ship? With the condition of the harbor like this? Mei Li frowned at the Walls and hoped for the best. “Alright. We need a four over four on each Wall.” 

	Dolan nodded in understanding. In Wu Xing practice, magic for building or sealing was best done from all four directions. It was why talismans were often bought in sets of four, so people could attach them on all four walls of a house. Sometimes it took more than that—sometimes they had to cover both earth and sky directions too—but most of the time, a four over four was sufficient. 

	In this case, because the Walls had a foundation along the sea floor, Mei Li would need to provide the missing piece. She’d have to write out several talismans tonight, but it was fine. She had sufficient time, and the talismans wouldn’t take her long to make. 

	Dolan had everyone gathered in fifteen minutes and they went to an empty section of a dock, standing near the icy water, so Mei Li could point to the correct places and explain. 

	With the twin sisters, Teoh and Leah, there was also a whippet-thin man named Sotejo who looked more undertaker than mage in that unrelieved black. Next to him stood Budworth, a mountain of a man who looked dead on his feet. He was travel-worn in the extreme—tunic, cloak, and boots all mud-stained, and panda eyes in his dark mahogany skin. For his sake, she’d explain quickly so they could not only get out of the wind but rest also. The last was a half-elf so nondescript in appearance she had to remind herself he stood there or risk forgetting him entirely. Simeon was how Dolan introduced him, and he was from Tanguay itself. 

	“Thank you all for coming,” she said with a smile at the group. “I’ll explain what needs to be done. You decide how to divide up. The Walls are built on Wu Xing principle, specifically generating. Metal collects water.”

	Leah pointed to the Walls and spluttered, “Metal?”

	“The Walls are not as they should be,” Mei Li agreed with a grimace. “Water is all you see at the moment, but the Wall design gathers the trace elements of metal from the sea and uses them as both foundation and structure to form the Walls. In essence, what you will need to do is call the metal from the sea and re-structure it.”

	Proving he was thinking, despite his fatigue, Budworth protested in a surprisingly light tenor, “That shouldn’t be enough.”

	“It is not. I will write several talismans and use them to establish a foundation to build upon. Leave that part to me. Each section of the Wall requires a four over four in order to build with. This won’t be a quick, easy in and out. It will take two days of consistent, twelve-hour stretches. Who wants to take which section?”

	They fell to discussing the logistics and what time to start in the morning. There was no need to wait on the last two mages, really. They could start on one section of the Wall, as they didn’t need to be built at the same time. Mei Li was of the opinion that the sooner these things were rebuilt, the better. Everyone else shared her opinion and were eager to volunteer for the first round. 

	Nose dripping from the cold, bones shivering in her skin, Mei Li finally shooed them all to their respective hotels or homes. The rest of this could wait until morning, when they were ready to work. Standing out here as the sun steadily set only increased the risk of them all catching colds. 

	Shunlei called a rickshaw over and they clambered in, sharing a thick fur blanket over their legs as the driver took off at a quick jog. Mei Li might have sidled in closer than she should have, trying to steal Shunlei’s warmth. He allowed it with nothing more than a smile. “You’ll need to bundle up for the next two days.”

	“I’ll freeze otherwise,” Mei Li agreed. “I’ll arrange for hot tea to be brought out to us as we work. Otherwise we’ll be too frozen to work any magic.”

	“A good thought.” 

	Their hotel sat on the waterfront, only two streets over from the docks. It wasn’t a posh place by any means, but it was well cared for and clean, and that’s all Mei Li cared about. She went to Rone’s room first and found the woman curled up on the bed and reading. The hatchling was tucked in next to her thigh, also sleeping, although an empty bottle next to her suggested she’d been recently fed. 

	Rone looked up from her book with a hopeful lift of her brows. “How did it go?”

	“Six of the mages I need are already here, and I’ve instructed them on what needs to be done. We’re still waiting on two to arrive. Our plan is to start on the right Wall while we’re waiting on the others. They all seem quite powerful and experienced, so I think this will work fine. I’m just a little worried about the storm blowing in.”

	“Yes, that might delay you some.” Rone set her book aside, absently patting the hatchling’s stomach in a light touch. “Is there anything I can help with?”

	“I’m not sure. I need to draw up the right talismans tonight, something I can put on a flag. Paper won’t work, not while working in water. Shunlei promised to fly them over to the right spot once I had them done.”

	“If you want something to stick on the sea floor?” Rone waited for her nod of confirmation before continuing, lips pursed in a thoughtful manner. “Then either a weight, or a pole to help ground it. Although the pole will have to be thrown with considerable force. Wrapping a talisman around a brick would surely be easier.” 

	“I like that idea. The record we have of the Walls’ creation didn’t explain in detail how it was done, just that a talisman was used to outline the foundation of the wall along the sea floor.” Mei Li wanted to go back in time and find the Tomes who had written the record. She needed to personally wring his neck for being so miserly with his words. 

	Shunlei appeared behind her and stepped just inside the room. “Mei Li, go take a bath. You’re too chilled.” 

	A hot bath did sound good. She was still shivering a little, unpleasant tremors along her skin. “Sounds heavenly, but I need supplies. I need thirty-two bricks and some sturdy white cloth—something not treated to be waterproof. Untreated canvas would be perfect. And a few brushes and permanent black ink. Oh, and twine.”

	Shunlei listened carefully, head cocked. “Talismans for the sea floor? You won’t use flags?”

	“I don’t want to expend the magical energy necessary to plant a flag in,” she explained bluntly. 

	“The bricks would be easier. Alright, we’ll find time to gather them. I don’t wish to purchase anything without you at hand. Rone, do you need anything?”

	“More diapers.” 

	Snorting in amusement, Shunlei muttered rhetorically, “I should have expected that. Very well, I’ll be back shortly.” 

	As he left, Mei Li offered, “Want me to take her?”

	“She is a little sticky,” Rone admitted. 

	Mei Li fetched the hatchling, who awakened as she was moved, although she didn’t cry. She watched Mei Li curiously as she was carried back down the stairs and to the bathing chambers in the back. This one was built along different lines, with multiple tubs all connected like a child’s block set, squares and rectangles intersecting. Along the top dividers were soap, towels, and brushes. There was no place to wash off first before climbing into the tub, which felt odd to Mei Li, but she supposed that was why the tubs were individually sectioned off to begin with. 

	The water was hot to the touch, perhaps too hot for a baby’s delicate skin. She snagged a bucket of cool water from the stack along the wall and mixed in some hot water, tempering it. Then she put the hatchling in the bucket, which got a squeal of delight. The dragonling splashed her arms and wings, sending water and suds everywhere, and getting Mei Li laughing in turn. 

	“Like baths, do you? A girl after my own heart. Alright, you’re clean. I wonder if you’ll float like this?” Mei Li climbed into the tub and then gingerly set the bucket into the water. It floated fine, even with the hatchling still splashing around, bobbing her way between the walls. This was funny too, the little dragon giggling every time she hit a wall. “At least you’re good-natured. If you were one of those kids who was mad at everything, we’d be in trouble.” 

	The door opened behind her, she could hear it, although not see out because of the privacy screen. Two female voices chattered at each other as the women came in. 

	“—surprised to see the Master of All Dragons himself escort her in.”

	“Ha, I’m not. Not after she was lost for two years. He doesn’t suffer fools and he’s not about to repeat the mistake of her being lost again—oh, hey, she’s here. Hey, Lady Mei Li.” 

	Twisting in the bathtub, Mei Li rested her arms on the edge and greeted the twin mages as they came in. “Miss Teoh, Miss Leah, hello. Come to warm up?”

	“Thought we might as well. Been on the road for days now, after all. And who’s that little tyke?”


	“Ah,” Mei Li gestured toward the baby still splashing away, “we found and rescued her on the way here. Bit of a story.”

	“Tell us,” Leah invited. She wasn’t precisely an identical twin, although she looked much like her sister. Her hair was more sandy-blonde, perhaps, eyes blue instead of grey. 

	She related the story as the women washed up and settled in adjacent tubs. As the story wound down, Mei Li pressed for answers. “How did Dolan call you both in?”

	“Well, we’re nomadic by nature. We were wandering around, following the jobs, when his wind sprites caught up to us.” Teoh leaned over to give the hatchling a push with a finger, sending her spinning and giggling. “When we heard you were found, we stopped right in the middle of the job and celebrated.”

	“Then we finished it up as fast as we could and hurried here,” Leah added, twisting her hair up in a towel with efficient movements. “Dolan promised the pay would be good, for one thing, but for another we’re anxious to get some of these problems sorted before it becomes an absolute disaster. Ghost General’s Sword especially—that’s near our hometown. We really want it properly re-sealed before it impacts family.”

	“I do understand.” Mei Li felt a little better, knowing more of their background and motives. If these two were to work with her for the foreseeable future, she wanted to know more about them. “And I promise they’re a priority. What I hope to do is go from here, to Lost Souls Bridge and rescue the people lost there. Then go to Jingfei, since she’s close to the bridge.” 

	“Logistically, it makes the most sense,” Leah agreed slowly. “But do we have that kind of time? Isn’t Odom close to breaking through his seal?”

	“Not according to the record. We should have another two months before the seal weakens enough for him to break free. If we do a large loop, following the Crescent, I think we can manage to hit everything in more or less the right order. The only thing that worries me is that Kovel Below is bleeding up into Kovel Above. We might need to skip ahead to the city, deal with that, then backtrack to Summer Wind Temple.” 

	Teoh’s head snapped up. “Why? Is Ghost General’s Sword acting up?”

	Mei Li grimaced. So they hadn’t heard anything from home, then. “Ghost General’s Sword’s seal has weakened enough it’s prompting people to violence, trying to find someone to wield it. I’ve sent instructions to the monks of how to strengthen the seal, but its seal is different than most. I need to strip the seal completely and rebuild it from ground up. Patching it won’t have a lasting effect.” 

	The twins shared a speaking look. It was Leah who asked, “Free it first? But doesn’t that mean you have to subdue it again?” 

	“Fortunately,” Mei Li observed deadpan, “I have the Master of All Dragons with me. I don’t think a demonic sword can best him.” 

	“Mmm, that’s true.” Teoh exchanged another look with her sister before leaning in, staring hard at Mei Li. “Lady Mei Li. No offense, but you’re not a Master Tomes. You were an apprentice still when you were lost. How much do you actually know?”

	“I only read about half the records,” Mei Li answered. She did understand the question, logically, but it smarted. Mei Li was well aware of her own shortcomings in facing the oncoming danger. The question was a painful dig in a weak spot. It took effort for her to keep her voice steady as she responded. “I remember everything I read, so if it’s something I’ve previously studied, I know how to combat it. I’ll read as many additional records as I can while we’re traveling. I won’t pretend I know everything, but I promise you, I’ll catch up as quickly as I can.” 

	Leah broke out into a grin. “Good enough for me. I hate know-it-alls. After we get out, we’ll help you write those talismans, eh?”

	“And teach you how to properly dress for the winter,” Teoh tacked on. She stabbed a finger at Mei Li in admonishment. “You need more layers if we’re going to be racing about the countryside. You need some furs.” 

	Mei Li strangely felt like she’d just been accepted by these two. Shrugging, she agreed, “I’m open to suggestions. It really is cold out there. Will we have the time to shop for something?”

	“For this? You’d better find a moment, or you’ll freeze.” 
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	Shunlei tapped on her half-open door before poking his head inside. “Before everyone gets started on the talismans, do you want to do some shopping?”

	Considering everyone needed more winter clothes, her especially, Mei Li nodded instantly. She snatched her coat up as she moved. “Do you know where to go? I’ve only been in Tanguay once, I don’t really know the city.”

	“Yes, there’s a shopping district not far from here. I’ve a carriage waiting on us.” 

	She followed him down through the dining room, noting that people were still eating dinner or going for hot baths. A quick hour trip in and out would be fine, it seemed. 

	They loaded into the carriage, Mei Li shivering at the cool interior. No magical brazier in here, it seemed. But there was a lap blanket, and Shunlei was quick to sit next to her and slide underneath it. The narrow confines of the carriage forced their thighs together, but Mei Li didn’t mind that, either. It was warmer to sit close. 

	Mei Li was glad for the shopping but she was in an irritable mood now. Her conversation with Leah and Teoh in the baths had crossed different topics, and most of them had only increased her agitation as she learned of other things she’d have to deal with soon. She wasn’t sure if she was mad about the situation in general, if it was the stress of having to somehow come up with solutions to problems she hadn’t studied, or if she was angry with Shunlei for not properly handling this situation. She knew very well he’d been there, at the beginning of the Tomes. He was a sensible and cautious man, and he’d admitted he thought they should have always had two sets of the records, but he’d never put his foot down. Never did anything about it. 

	“You’re angry with me.”

	And of course all that showed on her face. Still looking straight ahead, she answered tautly, “I am. I think. I’m mad at the situation in general because it’s worrying me half to death, but I think I’m mad at you because you could have prevented it. If you’d told the previous Tomes to make duplicate records, they would have.” 

	“I did, in fact, tell them that,” he rebutted mildly. 

	She cranked her head around and gave him a scorching glare. “Shunlei the Black, don’t you give me that lip. Kings and councilors take your advice, and you’re telling me that generations of Tomes chose not to listen to you?”

	Something that might have been a smile played out over his mouth. “I’m not a dictator, Mei Li.” 

	Her glare intensified. Now he was just pussy-footing.

	“At first, there was every reason to not have a duplicate copy,” Shunlei said, tone sliding a bit towards reminiscence. “There was only a hundred or so problems, and everyone in the group remembered what to do, so why bother? And we were constantly on the move then, little different than nomads, so we really didn’t need or want the additional weight to lug about. Even by the third generation of Tomes, this remained the case. They were on the move nearly constantly and still didn’t have enough events to strain the human memory. I believe it was nearly the tenth generation of Tomes when they found some stability. By that point, they had a house in Overlook, a place to store the records. And, of course, by that point human magic was beginning to change. Evocation was becoming more and more the staple of magic.” 

	Mei Li’s ire died down a little. “And they were so busy re-training the mages who helped them with problems that the suggestion of writing a duplicate copy of the records fell far down on the priority list.”

	“Yes, quite so.” He lifted one of her hands under the blanket and chaffed it, trying to warm her skin, his eyes cast downwards towards their laps. “My wife predicted this very predicament. I’ve mixed feelings about her being right.”

	Mixed feelings about covered it. Mei Li had another question on the tip of her tongue, to ask about the wedding ring he still wore, but the carriage stopped at that moment. 

	“You’re here, sir, miss!”


	Shunlei brought them out, paying the driver, and gave her a hand down. They were quick to duck into the shop’s warmth. 

	It was a fine shop, warm with detailed woodwork and a merry fire going on in the corner. The shop owner sat behind the counter, working on tallying the receipts of the day, no doubt in preparation for closing up. She still gave them a smile of welcome, however, so she didn’t mind the late business. Mei Li didn’t see a wide assortment, so this shop wouldn’t have all she needed, but there was a viable selection of women’s clothing. She went through the winter cloaks hanging in neat rows with a frown. These were fine, although some were a bit short for her. 

	“Mei Li.” 

	Turning at the hail, she found Shunlei displaying a rich ermine coat with a suede red leather exterior. “It has pockets,” he explained, displaying one on either side. “And the ties allow you to close it down to the waist in front.” 

	“Oh. That would be handy.” She reached out, examined it herself, and found that he’d picked out the perfect winter cloak for her. “Excellent find. I’ll take that one. Did you see gloves to match?”

	“I did, and boots. Come try them, I’m not sure of the fit.” 

	She followed him to the other side of the square room, and saw an array of boots on display, most of them plain but some with embroidery of flowers trailing up the sides. Sitting down, she reached for one pair, only for his hands to beat her to them. Without a word, Shunlei knelt and pulled off her shoe, slipping her foot into the new one. Mei Li was so flabbergasted by this aid that she couldn’t manage a response. 

	When the Master of All Dragons said he was personally invested in you, he apparently had no limits on that feeling. 

	Checking the toe, he frowned, an expression more thoughtful than anything. “I think that’s fine, but how does it feel?”

	Mentally yanking her brain back into action, Mei Li managed, “Let me stand and walk a bit.”

	“Of course.” He moved aside and watched as she walked a short distance to and fro. 

	The shoe did fit as if it had been made for her. (Seriously, how good were his eyes?) “Yes, these are fine.” 

	“Excellent. Anything else catch your eye?”

	“No, not really. I wanted to pick up something for Rone as well, and a thicker wrap for the baby.” 

	“Ah. Then let us purchase these and change stores.” 

	They did so, Mei Li wearing her new cloak and gloves out, as it was far superior to what she had on. They found what they needed at the next store, and Mei Li made only one other stop—at a stationary store to buy a great quantity of black ink, a bolt of canvas, and two reels of twine. Satisfied she had enough materials, they retreated back to the inn. 

	Leah, Teoh, and Dolan were still gathered around one of the dining room tables and Leah turned as they entered. “Ah, there they are. Where have you two been?”

	“Shopping,” Mei Li answered, hefting the bundle in her hands in illustration. “We needed materials to make the talismans, and Shunlei thoughtfully bought me stouter winter gear.” 

	“Good,” Teo said, eyeing the bundles. “We did wonder what we were going to use, material wise, to make those talismans you described.” 

	“Wonder no more.” 

	Shunlei leaned into her side and murmured, “I’ll drop these off with Rone and come back and help you.” 

	Mei Li blinked up at him in surprise. “You plan to help?”

	“Of course. I can’t write the talismans, but I can cut the cloth and tie it to the bricks once you’re done.” 

	She really had to remember that while he didn’t understand human magic, he fully understood how to be helpful and supportive in the process of tackling magical problems. “The assembly of it, eh? Yes, that would be very helpful. Thank you.” 

	He flashed her a small, pleased smile, barely a line of white in the dark of his skin before he was up the stairs. 

	The mages at the table helped her haul things about, moving another table nearby so they could create a miniature assembly line. Through some trial and error, they found the right size to cut both cloth and rope. While she’d been gone, someone had carted in the two wheelbarrows of bricks, so those were standing by. 

	She set one cut cloth and rope off to the side to be their standard and then they distributed ink and brushes. She wrote the first talisman as an example, set it in the middle of the group, and watched with eagle eyes to see if they could copy it perfectly. Everyone thankfully could and she was able to sit and write one herself without worry. 

	Shunlei came down and stood behind her for a moment, taking them in. His hands reached out, gathering up her hair with gentle fingers. Mei Li was startled enough by this her hands stilled. What was he doing?

	“Your hair is trying to sneak into the ink.”

	“Ah. Can you tie it back for me?”

	Producing a ribbon from somewhere, he promptly did so. That ribbon made her wonder, had he borrowed something from Rone, anticipating this? 

	He didn’t explain, but picked up scissors, tackling the rope first. He handled the task with such simple efficiency it was clear he’d done this many times before. 

	“Remember that you can’t wrap the rope around the brick in front,” she instructed. 

	“Because anything covering the talisman design interferes with it. I have to poke holes in the cloth and weave it together on the back,” he finished for her aloud and winked at her. “I know.”

	Mei Li eyed him sideways. “You keep telling me you don’t really understand human magic, and then you say things like that.” 

	“I don’t understand human magic. But I understand the rules for how to not be an interference.” 

	“He’s got eons of experience helping Tomes, of course he’d know things like this,” Dolan pointed out. “And I’m grateful he’s handling the assembly. That will speed things up. How many of these things do we need again, Mei Li?”

	“Forty-eight,” she answered, craning her head around Leah and Teoh to see him. “But do fifty-five or so. I want extras on hand, just in case.” 

	Shunlei harrumphed as if in affront. “Excuse you, I can drop the talismans into the ocean precisely where you want them.” 

	Rolling her eyes, Mei Li sassed back, “Did I name you? I meant in case something goes wrong while we’re setting up. We’re a makeshift band of mages, oh Master of All Dragons. I don’t expect everything to go perfectly on the first try.” 

	He grinned back at her. For some reason, he adored it when she got sassy with him. Mei Li suspected it was because very few people in the world were comfortable enough with him to tease. “My apologies, oh Great Tomes.”

	Sniffing, she mock turned her nose up in the air. “That’s better.” 

	A soft laugh rumbled through him. 

	Leah looked at them askance, as if she couldn’t quite believe her eyes. For the first time, she addressed Shunlei directly. “Were you here when the Wall was built the first time?”

	“I was, in fact. I dropped the talismans into the water that time, too. It was very much an experiment at the time, but we had to do something. The water was steadily leaving the harbor as the land shifted and changed. Within fifty years, this harbor would have been unusable, and Tanguay would have died a slow death after that. Kelda—the Tomes of the time—had the brilliant solution of creating artificial harbor Walls. None of us were sure if it would work or not, but we were game to try.” 

	With this candid response, Leah lost some of her tension with him and pressed, “Has the design of the Wall changed at all over the years?”

	Shunlei’s hands paused in tying the first talisman around a brick, head canted as he thought. “Yes and no. The first time we renewed it, no. The second time, there was a bit of an adjustment, as the land had changed again. We had to extend the Wall over land to accommodate it.” 

	This opened a question and answer session that slid into an open sharing of stories and anecdotes. Mei Li listened more than spoke, learning more about the Walls of Tanguay from Shunlei than in any of the records she’d read for it. It connected him better to the other mages at the table as well, as they discovered that for all his reputation, he was just a man who wanted to keep the world safe. 

	And if that meant tying talismans and twine around bricks, then that’s what he would do. 
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	Shunlei dropped the brick-wrapped talismans where Mei Li designated, flying low to be as accurate as possible. It meant flying right through the Walls, aiding their destruction, but they were barely opaque as it was. His flight did nothing another three days of sea tides wouldn’t have. 

	The canvas talismans plopped into the ocean one at a time, and Mei Li watched him with eagle eyes as he flew. He was a magnificent figure against the cloudy sky, something straight out of a fairy tale. But she felt bad about sending him up there. Even from this distance, she could practically see him shivering. It truly was unbearable out here. Dragons were meant for heat and sunny rocks. They weren’t really built for this cold. Dragons were of the firm opinion that winters should be slept through. If not for the dire straits of the world, that’s probably what Shunlei and Rone would be doing—hibernating. 

	With the last brick resting on the ocean floor, he flapped hard and came around to land near Mei Li. She kept one eye on him even as she directed the waiting mages on what needed to be done and how. It meant some of them had to climb into a row boat and position at the corner of the Wall, linking the talismans Shunlei had just laid in order to build the foundation of the Wall first. They’d stay out there for several hours, taking a break every four hours to eat and rest before continuing. It sounded arduous, but not a single mage voiced a complaint. They were too relieved to finally have direction on how to repair the failing Walls. 

	Each Wall was actually a layer of spells: a spell to connect to the ocean and land, a spell to draw out the metal of the ocean water, another spell to form it into a cohesive form, and yet another spell to maintain all the others. When that last spell faltered and lost the ability to power the rest, that’s when the Walls started decaying. 

	It was more complicated in magical theory, but that was the best way for Mei Li to explain it in layman’s terms. 

	Shunlei found a clear enough spot on the docks to land and switched into human form. The docks, for once, were mostly clear. Everyone had unanimously done their best to clear the harbor to give the mages space to work in. Mei Li was grateful for the effort, especially since she’d needed to send Shunlei up. He had to have a clear area to land in, too. It made it easier on him, as well, with all the flying back and forth he’d need to do. 

	As he approached, the twin mages launched out into dinghies, rowing toward the end of the wall. Mei Li spoke with Dolan, her hands gesturing as she illustrated her point. “It should be fine to get one wall up. Nothing about the record suggested this had to be done in tandem. Do you think we can steal the time and track down Acala’s Flute?”

	“I certainly want to try. Let me go track it down, make sure my information’s still good.”

	“Thanks, Dolan.” Turning her head, Mei Li waved Shunlei in closer. “Shunlei, everyone seems to be clear on what to do here. I need to catch up with that auction and reseal Acala’s Flute.”

	“Are you leaving now?”

	“Not just yet. I want to watch them for a while and make sure everyone’s fine here before leaving.” 

	“That’s fine. Dolan, do you know where the auction is taking place?”

	“No, I’ve got people searching for it. I want to go check in with them. I’ll meet you back here in an hour? Hopefully with an answer.” This last bit was said to Mei Li more than Shunlei. 

	She nodded encouragement. “We’ll wait.”

	Dolan strode off, leaving the two of them standing at the edge of the dock. Mei Li tugged her new, thick, fur-lined cloak tighter to her. Even under its protection, she was cold, her skin unpleasantly chilled from the biting wind. Without the heating talismans in her cloak, she’d be a human icicle by now. Shunlei shifted so that he stood as a wind breaker for her. 

	Mei Li took a half step in closer to him. “Thank you. The wind is brutal today. Is a storm coming in?”

	“It smells like it.” He lifted his head and drew in a lungful. “I’d say later tonight. If we’re lucky, it will blow through overnight and not impede our progress on the Walls.”

	“I don’t feel all that lucky.”

	He snorted. “I never do. Acala’s Flute—how troublesome do you expect that to be?”

	“Troublesome,” Mei Li answered while making a sour face. “Part of the seal for it was the pedestal it sat on. By removing it, they’ve broken the seal. The instant someone plays it, or even if the wind hits it at the right angle, we’re in trouble. It will put everyone within a certain radius to sleep.” 

	“So this isn’t a case of you renewing a seal, but sealing it anew.”

	“Basically, yes.” She cast a glance up at him while mentally she calculated and schemed. “Acala’s Flute was originally sealed because it was the object of a deity. No one thought it wise to break it. That, and it had a great deal of imbued power. If I find it’s in a weakened state, enough to break it, I’m tempted to do so.” 

	He regarded her with mild surprise. “As I understand it, if you break the vessel a power resides in, you release the power and make it nigh impossible to subdue.”

	“That’s largely true. The flute’s the exception. It’s not that a great power fled into it and tried to use the vessel for its own ends. It’s that it was designed for a purpose, and then the power in it grew out of control.” 

	“Ah. An important distinction. In that case, destroying it sounds the safer option.”

	“If I can do so. I’ll examine it properly first. I’m not convinced even two mages will have the necessary power to subdue it, but…” Mei Li chewed on the inside of her cheek, thinking hard. She dearly wanted to destroy it, but her grasp on Evocation was shaky. She wasn’t confident she could combine methods with Dolan successfully. 

	For some reason, Shunlei felt prompted to tell her, “Dragons have no magic, you know this.”

	“I’m not actually convinced on that point.” Was he worried he featured into her plans? “But no, what I think is, I can tap into your dragon’s fire to power our spells. Fire melts metal.”

	“You plan to draw up talismans, then have me blow dragon’s fire to power the spell and destroy the flute. What if it backfires?”

	“Duck,” she told him seriously. 

	He snorted a laugh, the chuckle more felt than audible. “We can just re-seal it, you know.”

	“It was this habit of sealing things by our ancestors that led to so many problems today,” she pointed out. Crossing her arms over her chest, she glared up at him as if he were to be blamed for this. Which, in her mind, he rather was since he’d been there. “All of you were incapable of making a decision. ‘I don’t know if we can destroy this, let’s just seal it for now and come back later to make a decision.’ That’s what all of you thought. But did you ever come back and deal with it? Noooo. You just let it sit and fester. And now we’ve got multiple problems all to be juggled and people getting hurt because nothing was destroyed properly on the first round.” 

	“Some things really couldn’t be destroyed without risking a great many people,” Shunlei retorted mildly.

	“You’re seriously telling me a flute from the Deity of Birds was too much for you to handle?”

	A grin flirted around the corners of his mouth. “I didn’t handle the flute myself.”

	She threw up her hands. “It’s so impossible to have an argument with you.” 

	“You’re not the first to say so,” he agreed, wholly unbothered by this observation. 

	Giving him the stink eye, Mei Li pointedly turned her attention to the Wall. Most of the magic was still underwater at this stage, and really, only two types of magic were readily visible to the naked eye: seals and magically manipulated elements, such as fire. Most of the time, people could only see the effects of magic on the visible spectrum. With the mages building the foundation underwater, most wouldn’t be able to see much until the Wall went up above the water line. 

	Mei Li’s eyes were those of a mage, however, and she could clearly see it all just fine. The levels were building as they should, interacting with the talismans as the spells were designed to do. She gave a satisfied grunt and crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes, that’s working out just fine. They’ve got it. I suppose for now we’re just waiting on Dolan. Shunlei.”

	“Hmm?” He refocused on her. 

	“I’ve spoken to every mage who has volunteered here,” she said, her calculating face back on as she mentally went through the logistics. Again. “They’re all willing to help with the other troubles that need settling. But I’m not sure how to logistically get them from one place to another. I can’t cram eight people into the carrier you made me.”

	“For that matter, I can’t carry eight people. Do not worry. I made arrangements before we left Dragon’s Peak. We will have a flight of dragons meet us here in two days with carriers.” 

	She grinned at him. “Why am I not surprised. Then again, you’ve been doing this sort of things for eons.”

	“No, just a few thousand years,” he riposted in a bland tone that got her snorting with laughter. “I told you the dragons will aid you. I actually had quite a few takers. If we find that the wing I organized isn’t sufficient, there are others standing at the ready to aid us.”

	“I’m really surprised by that, truth be told. Dragons hate the cold.” 

	“We’re not fond of it,” Shunlei agreed with a grimace. “But we’d rather brave the cold than watch the world come unraveled by fire and death. Seeing it happen once was more than enough for us.” 

	Mei Li regarded him thoughtfully. She really wanted the chance to sit and properly pick this man’s brain. For all that she had read many accounts of the history of the world, some of those accounts were anemic. And that was being charitable. She was sure Shunlei’s account would have a great deal more to depth to it. 

	She opened her mouth to say something only to snap it shut when a wind sprite came to an abrupt stop in front of her, pirouetting in place. This one had six wings instead of the normal two, looking more like a humanoid dragonfly than usual. 

	“Tomes,” she said in a light, high voice that was difficult to discern. “Follow me, quickly. The flute is up for auction now.” 

	Swearing roundly, Mei Li lifted up her skirts and dashed off at a full sprint. The sprite of course kept handily in front of her and it left Shunlei following at her heels. They crossed through the docks, up to the sketchier side of Tanguay, where the streets were narrower and cluttered with refuse. The buildings needed repainting in this area, the structures showing obvious signs of neglect. The people, too, reflected the same environment, and they followed Mei Li and Shunlei’s progress as they ran. She felt their eyes, knew their speculations, and readied herself. If necessary, Mei Li suspected Shunlei would go dragon, catch Mei Li up against his chest and fly them both out of here. Better to evade than to indulge in an alley fight that might lead to injuries. These were such tight quarters, though, he might not be able to do so. 

	Mei Li couldn’t focus on the potential danger. She puffed for breath, her legs struggling to keep up with the sprite, determination coursing through her. She might end up with a stitch in her side but wasn’t going to give up her running just yet. 

	They crested a low hill, and she paused at the corner, gasping for breath, lungs heaving. Sweat dewed her forehead and Shunlei observed her in concern, but she waved him off. 

	The sprite, realizing she might need to give some encouragement, pointed to a doorway further ahead. “There. Just there.”

	Nodding, Mei Li kept gasping for breath and walked the rest of the distance, holding a hand to her side. Shunlei stayed a half-pace behind her, keeping a wary eye on the people they passed. Fortunately, most looked at his ebony skin, the pearl on his forehead, and seemed to realize what he was, even in humanoid form. They were leery of getting too close and kept their distance. Mei Li felt darkly amused by this. She almost wished someone was stupid enough to challenge them, just so she could enjoy the show.

	The door in question was not open, with a bouncer at the front who looked miserable in the cold. His nose clearly dripped as he snuffled. It looked, from the outside, as if he were just a regular guard for an aristocrat who had stopped by to acquire some tobacco. Except the shop wasn’t in the right section of town for that, and the place wasn’t really open for that sort of business. 

	The sprite, not really restricted by little things like walls, darted right through the door. The guard belatedly tried to catch her with his bare hands, swearing vilely after her. “Stop doing that, you! Get out of the—hey, what do you think you’re doing?”

	Mei Li barely glanced at him. She spoke a single word, the true name of fire, and the guard’s coat hem caught ablaze. With a yelp of panic, he darted for the nearest pile of dirty snow shoveled off to the side of the road and dove into it. Mei Li paid him no mind and shoved her way through the door. 

	It led to a narrow hallway. An open door to the right revealed a room full of cigars, tobacco, and the like all laid out on wooden counters that could stand some polishing. But no one was in there. A front, likely, and not the real business. Ahead of them in the hallway was another door, this one closed, although light and sound moved underneath it. Mei Li headed for it and again pushed through without any hesitation. 

	For an auction house, it wasn’t large. Perhaps fifty or so people sat in the chairs arranged in a half-circle, facing a slightly raised dais. The auctioneer stood behind a wooden podium, gesturing toward the table where the current item lay displayed on a bed of blue velvet. Propped up so that the mellow lights around the room could catch it, Acala’s Flute lay innocently enough. Mei Li took one look at the flute and felt like swearing. The seal was well and truly gone. There should have been a rectangular barrier locked around the flute, obscuring it so only the outline of the flute could be seen. She could clearly see the polished silver with its engravings and lightly inlaid jade set in the design of a bird mid-flight. 

	These fools likely thought it was just that—a rare and beautifully crafted flute. 

	Dolan had been hovering near the back wall until their entrance. He headed for Mei Li immediately, speaking in a low tone as soon as he was close enough. “I tried, they won’t let outsiders bid. They barely let me stay in the room. What do you want to do?”

	Mei Li cracked her neck in both directions, laced both hands together, and stretched, much like a thug getting ready for a beat down. This was good timing, really. She’d been frustrated for over two years. She’d wished for a chance to work out her frustrations. One look at the dragon at her side made it clear he had no intention of stopping her. Shunlei didn’t bother to contain his smile. 

	“If they won’t play nicely,” Mei Li answered, a feral smile on her lips, “then let’s not play nicely.” 
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	Mei Li had one fatal flaw in her personality: she had no patience for stupidity. 

	Not taking counsel when someone tells you you’ve done something unwise? Height of stupidity. 

	She didn’t have a lot of pity in her as she stalked down the center of the aisle. Even as she walked, she reached for a talisman with one hand, digging into the purse that hung off her belt. Shunlei she entrusted to watch her back. Dolan would help him, of course. All she had to do was focus on the flute and the idiot auctioneer standing next to it. 

	The auctioneer was going a mile a minute, but even his mouth faltered as she walked right onto the platform. The guards on either side immediately rushed to stop her, and she spoke the true name of fire, lighting their sword hilts aflame. The leather was dried and cracked in this winter weather and easy to light ablaze. The guards swore and jerked their swords out of their scabbards, throwing them hastily to the ground, disarming themselves. 

	Mei Li paid them no further attention and turned toward the crowd. Greedy lot, this was. Then again, collectors weren’t always known for their sense when acquiring new shinies. “I’m Mei Li of Tomes. The flute you see is Acala’s Flute, and the seal on it has been broken.”

	A hush went through the crowd, then chattering, people talking over each other excitedly. Turning her head an nth degree, she stared at the auctioneer from the corner of her eye. “You’re selling a dangerous object. Sir.”

	The auctioneer swallowed uneasily and couldn’t quite meet her eyes. “I have provenance—”

	“Fake provenance, otherwise you’d not let something like this anywhere near your city. I’m re-claiming this.” 

	Dolan came up as she spoke and slapped a quick-and-ready seal over the flute, his fingers flashing through the various signs in order to lock the seal into place. 

	The auctioneer started forward, desperation on his face. It was more than potential lost revenue if they took the flute. It was also a damaged reputation for selling objects marked on the Sealed Artifacts List. “You have no proof that—”

	Mei Li rounded on him because, really. She had no patience left for this idiot. She’d not started out with any, but that was beside the point. She was ready to light him on fire too. 

	Unfairly, Shunlei stepped just in front of her, staring the man down. The auctioneer had his mouth open to continue the argument, but something, some instinct, stayed him. His eyes went from the pearl on Shunlei’s forehead, to the man’s skin tone, down to his very shoes, and then up again. Realization dawned slowly and as it did, all color left the man’s face. Corpses had better color. 

	“She is Mei Li of Tomes,” Shunlei stated again, his voice like rolling thunder, reaching every corner of the room. “She needs prove nothing to you. If she requests something, it is given. If she claims the object is Acala’s Flute, you will heed her words and relinquish it.” 

	The words I’ll flatten this building if you don’t went largely unsaid. Regardless, the whole room heard them. 

	Dolan came up to her side, the flute now wrapped tightly in cloth and slender white rope, talismans tied against it. He presented it to her with a deferential duck of the head and she accepted it with one in return. With one last icy look at the auctioneer, she turned on her heel and strode back out of the room, confident the men were following her. 

	Reaching the outside air was a frank relief, even if it was colder. She stomped along the icy streets and as she walked, Mei Li fumed aloud, “I’m not even upset about the audacity of them telling me I couldn’t take it. It’s understandable to be upset with some strange woman who barges in. But the stupidity of the decision to ignore us. To keep the flute and sell it anyway! Why can’t stupidity have a stiff criminal code against it? They’d be in jail for a few decades and safely out of commission.” 

	“Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way.” Dolan cast a glance over her head and his tone went dry. “Good work as always, Master Shunlei. It amazes me how quickly people fold every time when confronting you.”

	“I’m easy to recognize. At least, once I turned black, I became so. Up until that point, I was not always believed. Or obeyed.” 

	That would be true, now that Mei Li thought about it. Until he turned Black, as so few dragons did, he could be mistaken for any other Red. Or Blue. Or Purple, not that there were many Purples. “What did you do when people argued? Or didn’t recognize you and gave you grief instead?”

	Shunlei tilted his head, regarding her with mouth curled up at the corners. “Not everything turns into a physical altercation, Mei Li.”

	“Ha!” she scoffed in disbelief. 

	“I am able to reason with people without threatening force,” he added, his light blue eyes laughing at her. 

	“Sure, sure,” she returned, still not believing it. The history books were clear on how Shunlei had gained his position. He, too, did not suffer fools. 

	Dolan pointed at the flute in her hands. “What do you want to do? I can take over supervising at the docks if you want to store that somewhere.”

	“Do that for now, but after the Walls are up, I want to explore the option of destroying this.” 

	Dolan looked just as surprised by this suggestion as Shunlei had earlier. “Destroy it?”

	People were really too satisfied in maintaining the status quo. Why didn’t more people think to question it? 

	“Yes, destroy it. Dolan, this thing doesn’t harness powerful magic, not like the other things we’ll battle. It was sealed because no one was comfortable destroying something belonging to a deity. A minor deity, at that. She’s clearly not interested in it—she’s ignored our handling of the matter altogether. Let’s destroy it, have one less dangerous object floating around in the world.” 

	Dolan eyed it thoughtfully, then skidded on a patch of black ice before coming back to her side. “It’s true, it’s not all that powerful. A link up of four would likely be enough to strip it. Alright, let me ask the others, see who’s willing to help out.” 

	“Good. I’ll find a safe somewhere to stash it for the time being. The seal you put on it, does that need reinforcing?” She’d not been paying close enough attention when it was laid, and with it now wrapped, she couldn’t see the seal clearly. 

	“It’ll hold for forty-eight hours, at least.”

	“We’ll surely have an answer for it by then. Alright, I won’t worry about it.” They paused at a corner and she looked about, getting her bearings, and decided it was easier to cut east from there. “Meet you back at the docks in an hour.”

	“Alright.” Dolan trotted off at an easy run. 

	His gait was easy and smooth, the mark of a natural runner. Mei Li envied his athletic prowess. She didn’t envy it enough to actually exercise, mind you. 

	Judge Elora had left strict instructions with her staff to be accommodating, and it was truly the work of only ten minutes to find a safe to put the flute into and then seal the safe so no one could accidentally remove it. 

	Once that was settled, Mei Li snagged a tome to study and went back down to the harbor, stopping only long enough to arrange for a steady supply of hot tea and snacks to be sent to the docks. The street vendor she contracted to do this was happy to accommodate them, promising to send his son to make the deliveries. Shunlei accompanied her, as always, sometimes flying overhead to make sure the Wall was developing correctly from every angle. Mei Li couldn’t do much else except supervise and make sure all else went well. That, and read the records for what needed to be tackled next. Well, what records they had. She retreated to the docks, found a stone block to sit on, and unrolled the first book. 

	Most of the Tome records from the old years, the ones dating longer than a thousand years, had been recorded on thin wooden slates bound together by twine. The twine became too brittle to hold its integrity and had to be routinely redone, but the wooden slats proved sturdier than the paper or parchment many preferred. The one drawback was that as the wood aged, it grew darker in tone. Sometimes so dark the black lettering written upon it couldn’t be discerned anymore. 

	Really, there was nothing in this world that could last thousands of years without some form of decay. The Tomes records were routinely updated by apprentices to make sure the copies were legible. The Masters checked them, and upon finding they were copied correctly, would destroy the original so it couldn’t fall into the wrong hands.

	Considering their current state, Mei Li wished they had stored the original records instead. At any rate, the one she had in hand was old enough that it was still on wood and readable, although the next might well choose to re-do this one. Just in case. 

	Being that it was only sixty-three slats, it took her barely any time to read it. Mei Li rolled it back up, tied the ribbon over it, and took a good look around at the progress of the Wall. Good, they were doing fine. 

	Shunlei came up to her and offered a wooden cup of tea. She took it gratefully, wrapping both hands around it and letting her skin leach the warmth of the brew. “Thank you.”

	“You are quite welcome. You’ve read that one thoroughly, I take it?”

	“Yes. It can go back into the safe. I should have fetched more than one, I suppose, but I didn’t want to be distracted too much. I am here to make sure the Wall is correctly done.”

	He nodded, sipping at his own tea. It was quite good tea, perfectly sweetened so it wasn’t too cloying. 

	“Mei Li. I’ve often wondered, but never found the right moment to ask. Does a Tomes Master really read and retain all the records?”

	“All,” she confirmed. 

	Shunlei gave her the same blank expression everyone else had when learning this. “That’s over three thousand records.”

	“3,468 to be precise.” That dumbfounded reaction never got old, but it was especially funny on Shunlei’s face. “Remember, most of these aren’t really book length. This one, for instance, is only about four pages.”

	“Still, the combined collection of all those records would make volumes. And you can retain every word?” Shunlei shook his head in amazement. “I knew each Tomes possessed a formidable intellect, but I’m only now realizing how much. Why memorize them on purpose, though?”

	“We don’t.” Interesting, the gaps in his knowledge. Mei Li had assumed that because he was there when the first Tomes was alive, he knew all about it. But he quite obviously didn’t. “A Tomes Apprentice is chosen for their recall. We must be able to memorize something perfectly after only reading it once. We retain it by default.”

	“I see. So it’s not by design. Or not wholly by design. Granted, in such situations like this, with records missing, that recall would be very beneficial.” 

	“We study all the records for two reasons: One, they have to be reviewed with every generation to make sure they’re still legible and aren’t damaged. Two, they’re the most accurate source we have of Wu Xing magic, as only the Tomes actively use that style of magic in modern times. They help guide us to possible solutions. The drawback, of course, is that it’s all rote memorization. I’m not really trained in magic, it’s not my specialty. I understand the basics of sealing, I know the master terms for some of the elements, but magic always came second. I won’t be able to look at the dangers, the ones that need re-sealing, and be able to even guess what to do. I don’t understand enough about magical intricacies for educated guesswork.” 

	“Nor do we require that of you. Mei Li, you cannot hold the answers to everything in your head. You have two tasks, and two tasks only: study the records as much as you can. Tell us everything you know. Leave the rest to us.” 

	It was sensible, what he was saying. So why did she feel as if she were failing them all somehow? Surely, if she was so smart, she’d be able to figure it all out. 

	Warm hands landed on her shoulders as Shunlei bent and caught her eye. There was a gentle expression on his face, but a firmness too. “Mei Li. The fate of the world is not yours to bear. That does not belong on any one set of shoulders. You have an obligation to only part of it. Do not attempt to take on more. There is no call for it, and frankly, you have too much on your plate already.” 

	“You’re not wrong.” Ruefully, she tacked on, “You just might have to repeat it a few more times.”

	Shunlei gave her a wink. “I will do so as necessary. You have no idea….”

	His voice trailed off and Mei Li cocked her head. “What?”

	He shook his head, eyes softer, almost sad. “I’m just really glad you came back.”

	What did that mean? Her first thought was that he meant coming back from being lost for two years. So why did it sound as if he meant something else entirely?  
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	Restoring the Walls of Tanguay was tedious. Mei Li preferred tedium, of course; any sane person would say the same. The opposite of tedium was trouble, and they had quite enough trouble on their hands without looking for more. 

	Shunlei escorted Mei Li down to the docks and back, but often did not linger there while she worked. He had his own arrangements to make, after all. Mei Li welcomed the new mages who had arrived—two brothers from the neighboring country of Laborde. They were finely turned out gentlemen, both rather tall with blonde hair swept back under their hats, leather gloves, and thick wool coats making them look more like traveling aristocrats than mages. 

	Dolan made the introductions and the stuffy impression Mei Li had died a quick death as the brothers leapt on Dolan and pounded his back, their faces wreathed in smiles. Scott and Preston Wismer radiated power, but it hadn’t turned them arrogant. They listened carefully to Mei Li’s instructions and asked intelligent questions. 

	The second day passed steadily, and Mei Li sat on the pier, shivering, watching the work unfold. She actually had perfect faith that the mages would do the work fine, she was just there to spell someone if needed. Or help correct a problem if something arose. She was also waiting on Shunlei, as she’d asked him to destroy the flute while she worked on the Wall. Frankly, he was the only one who had the nerve to do it.  

	Shunlei came to join her and she turned to watch his approach. “The flute?”

	“Destroyed,” he assured her. “You were correct, it took little more than a steady stream of dragon’s fire to melt it, and it peacefully became a lump of metal in a few minutes.”

	“Did anyone argue with you about it?” It was the other reason why Mei Li had requested it of him, as few chose to argue with Shunlei.

	“I believe some voiced concerns, yes.”

	Laughing, she rocked back on her pier seat. “You totally ignored them, didn’t you?”

	Shunlei cast her a wink, looking far too pleased with himself. 

	Mei Li knew she liked him for a reason.

	For a few minutes they companionably stood there and watched the Walls go up. He didn’t say much to her, just stood nearby, scanning the skies. Mei Li watched this behavior for several minutes before asking what was probably an obvious question. “I take it the hatchling’s parents are due in today?”

	“And our flight of dragons,” he answered absently. “I’m a little worried. They should have come in last night. I hope only a storm delayed them.”

	Mei Li had been so focused on rebuilding the Walls, time had become rather muddled. She hadn’t realized there was a concern. “You can fly out and look. I’m just sitting here watching, after all. It’s not like either one of us are doing anything constructive.” 

	Shunlei’s expression compressed, conflict and unease warring on his face. “I don’t wish to leave you.”

	That was an interesting response. Mei Li didn’t know how to immediately respond. Shunlei had made it clear from the first day that he put her safety as his priority. He’d certainly done an excellent job at protecting her, but he often did it in such a subtle way that she barely noticed him. He wasn’t smothering, just supportively there. 

	But his unease with leaving her now reminded Mei Li that he’d lived with the fear of both Tomes missing for two whole years. That just knowing where she was might be a boon to him, but he likely felt better if he could lay hands on her. The fear for her safety would ease in time, she had no doubt. 

	Today, though…. “I can go sit in the boat with someone if that will make you feel better.”

	Shunlei let out a gusty sigh that was suspiciously warm. “I’m being ridiculous. Thank you for not saying so.”

	“You’re welcome,” Mei Li returned cheekily. 

	He shot her a look, mouth kicked up one side. “Alright, I suppose I should alert Rone first, then I’ll fly along their expected route. I just don’t want to miss…” He trailed off, eyes narrowing as he looked west. “Wait. I see two dragons, both Greens.”

	“Yu Yan and Bohai?” Mei Li lifted a hand to shield her eyes from the blinding winter sun, struggling to see. Ah, yes, she saw the silhouettes of them now. 

	“I believe so. My flight is much larger and mixed. Excellent. At least they’ve made it.” Shunlei extended a hand to her. “Shall we go to the inn and greet them?” 

	Mei Li could use a hot cup of tea and a chance to warm up, so she readily took his hand and let him pull her to her feet. She was very relieved the parents were here. Not that the dragonling wasn’t darling. The hatchling behaved good-naturedly for them but was growing steadily uneasy without her parents. She knew the sound of her mother’s and father’s voices, knew these nice people around her weren’t them, and was growing increasingly restless at the separation. 

	Mei Li greeted the parents as they arrived, ushering both Greens to the back room where the hatchling lay under Rone’s watchful eyes. Yu Yan and Bohai were agitated and nervous right until they saw their daughter, then they were all thank-you’s and smiles. The hatchling let out a high-pitched squeal that pierced all their eardrums, thrashing her arms and wings, a smile stretched from ear to ear. 

	Shunlei encouraged them to take the room next door. Dolan would want to say goodbye to the hatchling before she left, and the parents needed the rest after flying here at breakneck speed for several days straight. He barely had them settled when his flight of dragons finally came in. 

	The leather carriers dwarfed them in their human forms, riding on their backs and over their shoulders as they tromped in, calling out greetings to him as they entered. The innkeeper quickly skittered across the room to sign them in, giving them keys to the rooms he had left, which were not many. Between the mages and the dragons, they filled the building.

	Mei Li sat nearby with tea in hand, watching them come in. Shunlei had said his flight was ‘assorted,’ and he’d not been exaggerating. There were two Blues, one Green, a Red, and another Red that seemed on the verge of turning Green. His human skin tone was more copper-green, an interesting tone. The one that surprised Mei Li the most was the White. She’d read once that albino dragons existed, but this was the first time she’d seen one. She had no idea how to judge his age, but he was huge even in human form, so he must be older? That was only her guess, though. 

	Most of the dragons wore thick fur coats, their hairstyles tightly braided to keep their hair contained. Some of them played to their ages and wore clothes that matched their skin. Others wore colors that coordinated with it. The White, interestingly enough, wore pure black. It made for a stark contrast. Mei Li’s eyes kept getting drawn to him. 

	Shunlei greeted them all with outspread hands, a smile on his face. “I was growing worried. You were later than I expected.” 

	A female Green—who was quite lovely, really, her eyes golden in her heart-shaped face—approached him first. She wore furs and leathers in concession to the cold, the furs wrapped up right up to her ears, the dark forest green of her hair in a tangled braid over her shoulder. “Master Shunlei. We’ve arrived in time?”

	“You have, Huan. They’re not quite done repairing the Wall yet.” 

	A male Red came to stand at her side, and he too was bundled up right to the ears. His entire outfit was dyed blue, a very eye-catching shade. It made for an odd sight against his deeply red skin. With his girth, it looked like a large blueberry was wandering about. “Ha! I knew we’d make it, despite that thrice-cursed storm. Tengfei set the pace. I about wore my wings out trying to keep up with him.” 

	“You’re just slow!” Tengfei teased from somewhere behind the others. The young Red-Green moved so he was more visible. He was also the shortest of them all, barely taller than Mei Li herself. 

	“We saw the Walls coming in,” a female Blue informed Shunlei, slipping around Tengfei to get a word in edgewise. She was the only one not wrapped in four layers of furs, her coat open and not a goosebump to be seen on her light blue skin. Her features were stark, cheekbones high, but she gave the general impression of being friendly. “We saw two crews of mages working on the Walls. Is one of them the Master of Tomes?”

	“No,” Shunlei denied and turned to Mei Li with a smile. “She’s here to meet all of you. Mei Li.” 

	She left her chair to obey that summons, smiling at all the dragons studying her with such keen interest. 

	“Mei Li, this is our flight. Allow me to introduce you.” Shunlei extended a hand to the Blue directly in front of him. “This is Ling Ling.” 

	What a pretty name. Her name literally meant ‘light’. “A pleasure to meet you, Ling Ling.” 

	“Same, Tomes. We’re relieved, really, that we can help you.” 

	Indicating the other woman, Shunlei introduced, “She is Huan.” 

	Mei Li and Huan exchanged nods. 

	“The silent one in the back that doesn’t like to talk is Gen,” Shunlei continued, a hint of teasing in his voice. The broadly built Blue shot Shunlei a look, but shrugged agreement to that and exchanged bows with Mei Li. “The Red is Chen—he’s one of our best at controlled fire.” 

	“Nice to meet you, Chen.” Mei Li made a mental note to use him for any delicate talisman work that required open-source flames. 

	“Likewise, Tomes,” Chen responded in a friendly manner, although he watched her as if judging her on some level. 

	“Tengfei is our sprinter,” Shunlei introduced. 

	“Hi, Tomes.” Tengfei waved at her. “I haven’t heard the story of how you were rescued, we’re all dying of curiosity, so maybe later you can tell us the full story, you know, after the work is done for the day. Ooh, ooh, and tell us everything we need to do, and introduce us to your mages, we have to figure out how to divvy people up. That sounded wrong, didn’t it? I didn’t mean to like eat them or something, I meant to carry them—”

	Gen slapped a hand over his mouth and shot Tengfei an exasperated look. 

	“He’s also a bit of a talker,” Shunlei added dryly, to which everyone snorted in dry amusement. 

	That was an understatement. Tengfei had spoken so quickly Mei Li wasn’t even sure she’d caught it all. Had he even breathed? “Nice to meet you, Tengfei. When we’re all back in tonight, I’ll introduce you.” 


	With the hand still over his mouth, Tengfei nodded. 

	“Last but never least is Bai.” 

	Bai the White? Mei Li couldn’t help her curiosity but greeted him as she had everyone else. “Bai, a pleasure. Thank you for coming.”

	Bai gave her a nod, visibly uneasy with the attention.

	“All of you, feel free to find your rooms, eat, and rest,” Shunlei invited. “We’ll be racing about the country soon enough. Rest while you can.” 

	Ling Ling was not on board with this plan. “I think I’ll pop down, introduce myself. Get a feel for everyone working down there.” 

	Chen glared at the top of her head. “Aren’t you freezing?”

	“Pfft, it’s colder than this where I was born. You’re just weak, Chen.” She snickered as she danced back out the door, much as if she were going on a picnic. 

	Tengfei took in a deep breath and announced, “I smell hot water and soap. I’m going for a good soak.” 

	“That sounds heavenly,” Huan agreed, already shouldering her pack again in preparation to move. 

	Everyone seemed to be of the same mindset as they moved toward their rooms. Shunlei let them go. They deserved the rest. In truth, Mei Li would have been in a bathtub of hot water too if she hadn’t had her mages to check on soon. She knew the dragons were happy to have a chance to warm up. They had all been born at the foot of a volcano, and their bodies likely had never adjusted to the cold winters. Mei Li went back to her tea, as she could at least drink it before it was cold and fortify herself before returning to the docks. She quaffed it down. Then, resigned to her fate, stepped back into the cold.

	Shivering instantly, she huffed out a white breath. They would have to do all of this in the dead of winter. Mei Li reclaimed her seat on the pier, checking over everything with her eyes, but the mages were still doing quite well. The Walls no longer looked transparent, either, gaining a blue-green opacity, which was excellent progress. Looking about, she spotted Shunlei and Bai approaching and waved. “Come to see our progress?”

	“Yes, so we have. The Walls have gained visible dimension,” Shunlei observed, relief in his tone.

	“We’re on the second stage,” Mei Li explained. “The first stage of the spellwork lays out the dimensions of what we’re building. Second stage gathers all the elements necessary to build with. That’s why it’s so visibly taking shape.” 

	Bai watched with keen interest for a long moment. “Incredible. I’ve never seen human magic work like this before.” 

	“This is ancient magic, in fact. Modern magic works on slightly different principles and with different designs.” Mei Li’s nose wrinkled in a distaste. “Why, I don’t know. The trend just changed as the years passed. But that’s why I have to teach people what to do. Modern magic can’t be applied to these problems, not without trashing the original design entirely and building it up from scratch. Often that would spell disaster.” 

	“Like here,” Bai responded in understanding. “You can’t release the Walls and start from the ground up without destroying the city.”

	“You now understand our dilemma.” 

	He nodded, still staring at the Walls. Then he turned to her and asked seriously, “Master Shunlei gave me a general idea of what dangers we’ll need to face, but do you mind if I ask questions, get a better feel for things?”

	“Not at all. Here, pull up a pier.” Mei Li settled into explaining. After a moment Shunlei left, likely to attend to all the other things that needed doing. She let him go without a word and enjoyed having some company with Bai while she supervised. 
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	That night they had a large dinner gathering so everyone could meet the newcomers. The mages mingled with the dragons, the dragons accidentally got the mages drunk—it was notoriously difficult to get dragons drunk for the most part—and poor Huan somehow got stuck with the duty of pouring the drunkards into their beds. It made for hungover, whimpering people the next morning, but Mei Li had no mercy on them. They were out and back to work after breakfast, downing any hangover cure thrust in their direction without question. There were many, many warming charms made and shared during those cold days. The dragons especially loved them. 

	By her third day in the city, the Walls of Tanguay were up and solid once more. They shone resplendent in the weak winter sunlight, shining like metal but with the thick opacity of concentrated sea water. She asked Shunlei what he thought of them. He would know from experience what the Walls should look like, and he assured her they looked perfect. 

	Mei Li agreed and declared the job done. She then gathered up several volumes from Judge Elora’s safe, sending everyone else to pack as well. Mei Li had never been one to let moss grow under her feet. Especially in times like now, she vibrated with the urgency to get things done. That had probably been the hardest part of being lost in that thrice-forsaken village, actually—the enforced inactivity. Just sitting in that hut, mending fishing nets, day in, day out. She’d nearly gone mad. If they hadn’t given her something to occupy her time, she might well have. 

	Judge Elora tried to delay her, just a day, to sit and discuss what to do. Mei Li shrugged her off—politely of course—but without heeding the request. They didn’t have time to delay. It had already taken a day to assemble everyone together, with all their supplies, and organize leaving Tanguay. There were people to rescue from Lost Souls Bridge, demon couples to re-seal, and a Below City to somehow deal with—to mention only a few. Shunlei agreed with her wholeheartedly and backed her, not that Mei Li needed it. 

	It was still strange to her that she was a power to be reckoned with. Mei Li had always been given deference as a Tomes Apprentice. She’d grown up understanding that one day she’d have the same authority as kings or queens. But actually having that power now, without any transition, sat ill on her shoulders. She could only hope she’d get used to it. Although part of her really didn’t want to. She’d much prefer to have her master back instead. 

	Early in the morning on their fourth day in Tanguay, Mei Li gave the marching orders and they all loaded up. This time, they had more or less enough room for each person to go per dragon. The twin mages chose to share a compartment, as did Dolan and Mei Li, so she had someone to confer with on the upcoming problem. Shunlei didn’t mind the additional weight—in fact, he was one of the few aside from Bai who could carry multiple passengers over long distances—so didn’t complain. Gen took their luggage to help equal out the distribution. 

	With this many dragons, they took off in twos, staggered so that they weren’t all flying on top of each other. She heard them call to each other, forming a V in the air so they could keep an eye on each other. Mei Li could feel the shivers wracking Shunlei as he lifted off, heading west. The air would only get colder as they approached the North Wind Mountain Range. She hoped that within an hour, exertion would warm him enough that he wouldn’t feel like an icicle. 

	Fortunately, it wouldn’t be too long of a flight. They were backtracking the way they’d come, passing over most of the same geography, just more south of Dragon’s Peak. Lost Souls Bridge crossed over Crimson Lake, which was nestled between the North Wind and South Wind Mountain Ranges. It wasn’t far enough south to be any warmer, unfortunately, but at least the next few tasks would take them further south. 

	Tonight they’d have to find an inn somewhere, finish the trip tomorrow. These logistics were easy enough to arrange and manage, but it didn’t answer Mei Li’s burning question: after more than ten days of wandering around in that magical no man’s land, was anyone still alive?
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	It was a cold camp. Not by design, but by default. They had perhaps an hour of light left before the sun disappeared behind the horizon and truthfully, whatever warmth the sun had during the day was long gone now. If there had been any place to stop, any village or hut on offer, they’d have taken it. But in this stretch of empty grassland of Laborde’s northern region, only frozen ground and tenacious shrubs could be seen. 

	To no one’s surprise, Shunlei took charge as they landed. He gave orders in a crisp, carrying voice that pointed people in the right directions. “I need four people on tent duty. Anyone comfortable setting those up, please go. Leah, Teoh, Dolan, Bai, I see your hands? Good, go. Two on firewood duty, we’ll need a great deal of it.”

	Tengfei shot his hand up. “Gen and I have it!”

	“Good. Get the fires started as soon as you’re able. Any water on hand is likely frozen. Dolan, can we count on you to draw drinking water in?”

	“Of course,” Dolan answered, one leg still in the carrier.

	“Whoever can cook, start dinner. Hot meals will help all of us at the moment.”

	They had a lot of mouths to feed. Mei Li almost went for the food supplies and cookware but changed her mind at the last second. Instead, she looked around for any mage not actively finding a camp chore. Three feet away stood their half-elf mage, Simeon. “Simeon?”

	The mage turned at her hail, brow raised in a silent query. 

	She crossed the short distance to him, explaining as she went, “I want to craft something to keep us all warm. The fires aren’t going to really help much with nothing to trap the heat. I can draw up heating charms for people to stuff in their clothes. Any Evocation spells you can use for that?”

	He shook his head. “Fire spirits have little to work with out here.”

	That was true, there wasn’t much fuel to be had. They’d landed in a very flat place, and while that was wonderful for taking off/landing purposes, it didn’t help them much now. There were scraggly, short trees to forage for firewood and even that wasn’t much. 

	“If you can create heating talismans, I can create a temporary reinforcement on the tents?” Simeon offered. “I’ve done this multiple times before. It will keep the cold air and wind from blowing through the tent walls.” 

	“Yes, that sounds helpful. Please do that as the tents rise. I’ll start in on the talismans.” Was there a way for her to create something that would act as a brazier inside the tents? Mei Li didn’t know of a design to do that, but she thought she could change a flame talisman to do the job. A steady flame instead of a flare would be perfect. 

	As Simeon went to help with the tents, she retreated to her bags and dug out the necessary supplies. The ink kept trying to freeze, and she had to start there, putting a spell on the bottle and brush so she could actually write something. It was frustrating, attempting to do any of this out here, and she kicked herself for not thinking of it earlier. She could have been drawing these up in Tanguay in preparation. 

	It was a sign she was stressed and tired if she wasn’t thinking in advance. 

	As she wrote talismans, people passed her, firewood or tents or cookware in their hands. To anyone who passed, she snagged them and stuffed a talisman into a pocket and randomly into their clothes. Things were quickly set up, dragons and humans alike wasting no time in seeking out comfort. 

	Scott came to sit next to her on the rock she’d claimed. There wasn’t much length to it, so she scooted over a few inches to give him room. 

	He leaned over to see better in the failing sunset light. “Heating talismans? I can help write some up.”

	“If you’ll do the individual ones, I can tackle the bigger ones for the tents,” she offered, glad for the help. “Just copy this one, it’s complete.” 

	“That I can do.” He balanced a paper on his thigh and went to work. 

	People’s voices overlapped as they conferred with each other, and Mei Li let the voices flow over her, not paying much attention to any of it. 

	Scott took the first talisman he wrote and immediately applied it to his own body before writing the next. 

	This was the first time she had a chance to really sit and talk with either of the Wismer brothers, and she decided to take advantage of it. “Scott, I’m glad you and your brother came to help.” 

	“Preston was the one Dolan actually contacted. I was visiting when the sprite arrived. I have to say, Tomes normally don’t do anything in the winter.” He shot her a wry look. “But we understand your timing.” 

	“Well of course we don’t do anything in the winter. Travel is perilous and miserable. If there’s something due to be re-sealed in the winter, we tackle it in the fall.” Mei Li looked about at the frozen ground and grimaced. “Needless to say, we’ll be scrambling like this for a while.”

	“Yes, we assumed so. But we knew going in that it wasn’t going to be pleasant. We decided to come for two reasons. One, the pay is fantastic.”

	Mei Li snorted at that. “Of course it is. It has hazard pay included.” 

	Scott grinned, expression wry. “Quite. But our second reason is that we know you’re still technically an apprentice. This would be a bit much for even a master to tackle, yet here you are, without all the records you need, and you’re still taking the challenge up. Preston and I respect that kind of grit. We want to support that. We want to help you keep the world from spiraling apart.” 

	That was a very frank statement and Mei Li appreciated it, but it still put a finger on a sore spot. Because she was an apprentice, they felt like she needed more support, eh? They weren’t wrong. She was the acting Master of Tomes, with only part of the knowledge she should have, and all of the responsibilities of the position. The disconnect grated. It was likely why she didn’t take the reminder of her still being an apprentice well. 

	She grimaced a smile at him. “Yes, well, I’ll take all support offered. We’ll need it. And all the luck on offer as well.” 

	“Indeed.” He popped up, going to the cooks working around the campfire in front of them, and offered them three talismans before retreating back to the rock with her. 

	“After these are done, let’s start working on the necessary talismans for Lost Souls Bridge,” she requested. “We’ll need quite a few to do that job. Might as well start the preparation tonight. I want to go in immediately if we can, as soon as we land in front of the bridge.” 

	Scott nodded. “Yes, let’s get those poor people out as fast as possible.” 

	Shunlei approached. He’d switched to human form at some point, bundled up to his ears in furs and a cloak, and still she could see the shivers wracking his body. His eyes were narrowed with concern. “Mei Li, you’re sitting too far from the fire. Come in closer.” 

	“I’m fine, I have a heating talisman on,” she responded, reaching for him. “Come here, you’re the one shivering. Scott, let me have that talisman when you’re done.” 

	“You can move closer to the fire, too,” Shunlei insisted. 

	“There’s no place to sit over there.” 

	Giving her an exasperated look, Shunlei turned his head and called, “Dolan! Raise the earth around the fire, give people a place to sit.” 

	“Sir, yes sir!” Dolan called back. 

	“All you have to do is ask,” Shunlei chided her, tone affectionate. “I know you’re independent, but it’s fine to ask them for things. It’s what they’re here for.” 

	Preston stopped in front of them, hands tucked under his armpits. “Now wait a minute, Master Shunlei, you make it sound like we’re her entourage.” 

	Arching an eyebrow at him, Shunlei drawled, “You are.”

	Preston sputtered indignantly. 

	“So, for that matter, am I,” Shunlei continued, tone still bland, although there was an undertone of challenge to it. “It is the Tomes who are the guardians of this world. Make no mistake of it, Mage.”

	Mei Li looked up at him with a sort of stupefied wonder. “Then what do you think you are to us, the Tomes?”

	“Your wings,” he answered simply. 

	Several things clicked for her all in that moment. Mei Li had never quite grasped why this man, this Master of All Dragons, treated her the way he did. She’d been welcomed as an equal from the moment she’d stepped foot outside of that carrier on Hui’s neck. Mei Li had never understood it, as kings bowed to this man. 

	But to him, the Tomes were his equal. No, they were superior to him. Shunlei respected their dedication to the world so much that he considered himself to be her support. 

	She should have realized it before. He had fought and sacrificed for five thousand years in order to bring peace to the world. Of course he would feel strongly towards the Tomes, as they did the exact same thing, in different ways from his own. 

	Unable to check the impulse, she stood, wrapping her free hand around his waist and hugging him tight for a moment. “You silly man. You’re more than just my wings. I consider everyone here to be a colleague. What could I possibly accomplish without all of you?”

	He hugged her back, and his thrum at her was deep and reverberating, speaking of affection. “I do not doubt you can accomplish whatever you set your mind to.”

	“Yes, but it doesn’t mean that I want to do it alone.” She pulled back a foot, letting her arm drop, but her smile stayed as she looked up at him. “And you don’t want me to either.”

	“No,” he agreed softly, eyes studying her face as if he was seeing it again for the first time. “That has always been true.” 

	Dolan cleared his throat awkwardly, as if he felt he was interrupting some moment. “Ah…I’ve got stone benches up for everyone if you want to move closer?”

	Shunlei startled, as if he were bringing himself back into the present. “Thank you, Dolan. Let me help you shift over, Mei Li.”

	“Yes, thank you.” She focused on the papers and inks and bottles and picked up two that were done to hand to him. “Put these inside the tents that are up first. Let’s get those heated so people can sleep tonight.”

	He took them with both hands. “After you’re done with these, I can help create the talismans you’ll need for tomorrow?”

	Since he’d proven he could cut straight and accurately, she had no qualms with this. “Yes, please. We have a lot of flags and ropes that need to be created. In fact, for this, I think everyone’s going to have to pitch in.” 
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	They arrived at the outskirts of Crimson Lake without fanfare. Mei Li looked about, getting her bearings, wrapping a fur-lined cloak around her as she did so. It was brutal out here, the lake air making it feel even colder. The poor dragons shivered visibly, even with the exertion of flying. 

	Lost Souls Bridge had a guard house set outside of it, the tall red torii pillars at the edge of the bridge serving as both warning and marker of where the bridge started. The guardhouse looked haunted and mostly abandoned except for the spark of a brazier from inside. A head poked out of the door as they dismounted from the carriers. It was hard to see under that bushy black beard, but there might have been a bright smile. 

	“Master Shunlei!” the guardsman greeted, waving a hand over his head before trotting over. “And magical experts, I assume? I’m Wightkin, Sherriff of Crimson Lake Township. I got your message earlier yesterday, chose to wait up here for you today. Tell me what you need, I have volunteers at the ready, just itching for orders.”

	Well, that was a very nice attitude to be greeted with. Mei Li felt like hugging the man. 

	“Well met, Sherriff,” Shunlei rumbled in his low, gravelly tone. “It is a relief to hear you’ve laid groundwork for us. It should make it all go more smoothly, or so I can hope. The lady standing with me is Mei Li of Tomes.” 

	Wightkin gave her a bow immediately, bouncing up with that irrepressible smile on his face. He looked forty but acted as if he were a teenager on sugar. “Tomes. It’s a relief to meet you.”

	“Well met, Sherriff,” she returned, not sure what else to say. “I have a specific plan for fetching people back out, but it’ll mean support on this side. Everyone inside there has been subsisting on whatever food they brought in with them, so I’m sure there’s more than a few on the brink of starvation. There’s no source of water or food on Lost Souls Bridge.” 

	Blanching, Wightkin gave a nervous glance at the bridge. The fog of the morning had not burned off, lingering over the still water of the lake. It wrapped the low stone bridge up in a shroud that was impenetrable after more than a few feet, looking ominous and eerie. In this case, appearance was not deceiving. 

	“Nothing at all? But they’re over a lake.”

	Having already corrected this preconception with the others, Mei Li strove to be patient as she shook her head. “No. Lost Souls Bridge is not connected to the land it sits on. It’s a dimension of its own. It was meant originally to guide those wandering spirits into the realm of the dead, but its purpose was corrupted some hundred years after its creation. It now takes everything—living or dead—and draws it into a no-man’s land. There’s nothing there but emptiness.” 

	“We can get them out,” Dolan assured the man, who looked quite worried now. “But they’ll be in a bad situation once we do. We need volunteers on hand with soup, rice, water, and places for them to rest. No one will be able to leave for a few weeks afterwards.”

	“Yes, of course, of course. Come with me into town, we’ll set it all up. Can you go in today?”

	Mei Li lifted her eyes to the sky, estimating, then turned to Shunlei. “We’ll have about eight hours of daylight. I think this can be done in four, assuming we don’t have to go too far in.”

	“Let’s make every attempt today,” he encouraged her. “If we need to pull out and try again tomorrow, we shall.”

	“How about we divide and conquer?” Ling Ling craned her neck around so she could see Mei Li around Shunlei. “Us dragons can’t help you much in there. We’ll go into town, set things up. You mages tackle the bridge.”

	“I would like two dragons to stay here, though. We might need your strength.” Mei Li didn’t need to ponder that very much before turning. She would need strength, and out of the dragons here, she knew who was the strongest. “Bai? Can you and Shunlei stay with us?” 

	He looked enormously pleased to be asked. Mei Li had the distinct impression that because he was albino, people weren’t quite sure how to respond to him, and it left him slightly outside of society as a result. It was stuff and nonsense, according to Shunlei. He’d handpicked this flight of dragons himself and obviously trusted Bai. Mei Li would do the same. 

	“Of course, Tomes.”

	“Mei Li,” she chided him and enjoyed the smile he gave her. “Thank you. Tengfei, come back to us when it’s all set up so we know.”

	The small Red gave her a serious nod. “Will do, Mei Li.”

	Mei Li rubbed her hands together briskly, mostly to warm them as much as she could. “Right. Let’s get to work.” 
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	Going into Lost Souls Bridge was not for the faint of heart. It took a certain amount of arrogance, magic, and insanity to think of even treading one toe onto the stone. Mei Li set the path to the bridge very carefully, making sure the flags were in a perfectly straight line leading up to the bridge. Each flag had a painted direction, source of earth, and a call of return on the black cloth. Corresponding flags would then be wrapped around each of their arms so they could navigate inside the bridge’s strange no-man’s land and still see the way out. It would make for an arduous game of Seek to collect all the people lost inside, but it was doable. 

	Or at least, according to the record she’d read, this had worked last time. 

	Halfway through checking the flags, Mei Li was struck with a question she should have asked and stopped short, swearing. 

	Shunlei, ever attuned to her, immediately turned. “What is it?”

	“I forgot to ask if we have a record of who’s lost in there,” she responded, still kicking herself. “I was so focused on the mechanics I didn’t think to ask.” 

	“Ah. That’s easy enough.” He turned his head to the sky and belted out the question in Long-go, “Huan, ask for a record of who’s missing!”

	Huan’s reply came a moment later. “Record coming to you!”

	“My thanks!” 

	“It’s really handy to have someone about with your lungpower,” Mei Li acknowledged, pleased. But as she stood there she noticed goosebumps all along his neck and hands. It was hard to tell with his dark skin tone, but Shunlei looked almost blue in the lips, too. He was in human form, wrapped in warm clothes, but it didn’t seem to help him much. Then again, he’d started out cold. Without body heat to warm the clothes, it wouldn’t help much. The air was cold enough that they could have had a thick carpet of snow, if the sky was so inclined. Although Mei Li found it a mercy there was no snow on the ground. Keeping the flags straight and upright was challenging enough. 

	Still, she worried for Shunlei. They would be out here hours yet and his heating charm had apparently worn off. They were only good for twelve hours or so. Digging into her pouch, she produced a chalk pencil and bent to scribble quickly on a talisman paper slip. 

	“Now what are you doing?” he questioned. 

	“Helping you. Here.” Straightening, she slipped the talisman inside of his clothes, right near the collarbone. “Heating charm.”

	A shiver wracked him as his body reacted to the unexpected warmth. “Bless you. That’s delightful. You made one for yourself?”

	“One?” Mei Li scoffed. “I have three.” 

	He chuckled in a low rumble. “Of course. May I have a second, then?”

	“Well. Since you asked so nicely.” Mei Li liked teasing him like this. He was fun to tease, which was somewhat unexpected. Shunlei was straight-faced most of the time so on first glance, no one would think he had much of a sense of humor. At least, not until the mood struck and he started messing with people. 

	Bai sidled up next to them, both arms wrapped around his chest and his hands rubbing ineffectually at his forearms. “Can I have some too? It’s cold enough to freeze a demon’s—” he looked at Mei Li and changed what he was going to say. “—horns.”

	“Horns, huh.” Mei Li waggled her eyebrows at him and watched him blush, a much more vivid color on his pale skin. “Sure, Bai, you can have two. Or three?”

	“Three sounds great.” 

	She had Shunlei turn so she could write on his back, a much easier endeavor than doing it against her thigh. Both men sighed in bliss as they stuck the talismans in random places in their clothes. Mei Li really should have thought of it earlier and realized the charms would have worn off by now. She’d just been distracted. 

	Bai nodded to the flags. “Are we set?”

	“I think so. I’m going to tie a rope around Simeon and have him test that the flags are working. If they are, we go in.” 

	Simeon lifted his head, his elongated ears going flat against his head. “Why me!”

	“Because your earth sense is stronger than ours,” Mei Li shot back impatiently. “If the flag doesn’t work right, you have the best chance of walking yourself back out. And not being dragged out like a disobedient puppy by Bai.” 

	Without a way to argue that, Simeon wrinkled his nose at her and subsided. Half-elf that he was, it was only natural his earth sense would be stronger than either human or dragon. 

	Tengfei came back to them in a quick sprint of flight, settling carefully outside the flags to avoid disturbing anything. He jogged to them, handing her a rolled parchment, which she took. “Sherriff says they have a rough head count of sixty-three. He’s verified that number as much as he can. We’ve got two inns set up to house people, hot soup and rice ready.”

	“Thank you very much, Tengfei. Return and tell them we’re about to go in. If you can arrange for carts to come fetch people? They won’t have the strength to hike to the town.”

	Giving her a serious nod, he bounded away again, taking quickly to the air. 

	Mei Li swept her eyes over the area once more. The flags were set, guiding their steps back out. The ropes she’d requested had arrived and were tied off at the Torii gates. Every person had a flag tied around their wrists, including Bai and Shunlei. Just in case. She gestured for people to come in closer and surveyed the crowd. They looked a little travel-weary but eager to get this over with too. Mei Li could respect that as she felt the same. 

	“Alright, people, listen carefully. I know we all have a good idea of what to do, but let me go over it again. I’m going to tie a rope around each of your waists. Bai and Shunlei are on standby out here, and if they feel three hard tugs on your line they’re going to drag you back out. Three hard tugs means you’re in trouble, you can’t see your way out. The ropes are magically infused, so they should stretch as much as you need them to. 

	“Try to gather as many people as possible before coming back. Coming and going is going to wear you out very quickly. According to the record, time and gravity don’t work the same on the bridge as out here. It’s going to feel like slogging through thick mud while walking in there.” 

	Budworth asked in his mountainous voice, “Is that why you said you don’t think people will have moved too much?”

	“Too hard to move far, and they’re weak by now. They won’t easily have the strength to go long distances. That is going to help us but also make this harder. Everyone have a bag of restoring potions on you? Yes? Make sure they down a full bottle before trying to lead them back out. Do not, I repeat, DO NOT take the rope off your own body and put it on someone else in order to get them out. If you’re struggling with someone, give the line four tugs. Either Bai or Shunlei will follow your rope in and help you pull people out.” 

	She got nods all around and hoped the simple instructions stuck in people’s heads. 

	“I’ve got wagons coming to help transport people back down. Don’t worry about their wagons or cargo—we’re saving people, not things. I’m sure you’ll have people argue that point with you. Ignore them. We can’t try to save everything. We must absolutely be off that bridge by sunset. Nightfall on the bridge is, by every record, horrendous. Remember, this thing attracts lost souls.” 

	Bai blanched. “Wait. You mean ghosts are on that thing?”

	“Ghosts. Demons. Ghouls. Fallen deities. You name it, it lives there. They’re most active and powerful at night, which is why we need to get in and out quickly.” 

	Sotejo asked the question they must have all been thinking. “But if it’s been eleven days since the first caravan got lost there…is anyone still alive?”

	“They won’t feed off of anyone trapped on the Bridge, oddly enough. The record warns that it’s the rescuers who will be in trouble. Because we have the flags that show the way out, we’ll attract the wrong attention from the lost souls in there. We’re actually in more danger than the average human. That said, I don’t know how many people are left alive in there. It depends on how much provisions they had going in, and how smart they were rationing it. All we can do is go in and see.” Mei Li wished she had a better answer to that, but unfortunately there was no way to communicate with anyone on that bridge once they stepped onto it. “Alright, any other questions?”

	“What if both Bai and Master Shunlei get called in to help?” Leah asked. 

	“I will call for someone to replace me on the ropes before going in,” Shunlei answered. 

	“There will always be backup out here,” Mei Li promised. “Alright, Simeon, in you go.” 

	Simeon went, with only minor grumbling, and stayed inside for a full minute before walking back out. He nodded encouragement to them all as he did so. “The flag worked perfectly. I can see the outside clearly. Once you’re in there, the atmosphere is very odd. It will feel like you’re being drawn in, kind of like a high tide washing you out to sea, but it’s alright. You can walk against it without too much trouble.”

	Mei Li hoped that would be his answer. “Alright. Everyone, take a rope and tie off. In you go!” 

	Teoh stopped and gave her a fishy-eyed glower. “You sound entirely too peppy.”

	She gave the woman her best smile, fake though it might be. “I’m trying to encourage you!”

	“Stop. It’s creepy.” Teoh pointed a finger at her, eyes narrowed. “And are you coming in?”

	“Of course.” 

	Shunlei’s head snapped around, a protest on his lips. “Mei Li! You need to coordinate things out here, don’t you?”

	“Naw, Sherriff Wightkin and Huan can handle things out here. They know what to do. And right now, time’s ticking. We need every hand in there.” 

	One glance at Shunlei’s face made it very clear he didn’t like this idea one little bit. Mei Li could admit the danger, but she wasn’t the type to send someone in and do a job she herself wasn’t willing to do. And they didn’t have enough hands as it was for such a short rescue mission. There wasn’t time to fight this out. 

	She expected an argument, but instead Shunlei let out a low breath, the white steaming around his head, and visibly reined in his temper. “Fine. I’ll go in with you.” 

	Mei Li’s head jerked back with surprise. “Now wait a minute. I just paired everyone up to go in—I barely have enough dragons out here to hold the lines. If you and I both go—”

	“Shunlei, you can’t expect poor Bai to hold all the lines out here,” Rone pitched in, adding her own voice to the argument. “That’s too much for one person to handle. And Mei Li’s right, she can handle going in there. She knows more of how to approach the dangers than we do, for that matter.” 

	Shunlei faced both of them off, jaw settling into a stubborn line, his arms crossed over his chest. “I will not let her go in there without me.” 
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	In the end, Shunlei won the argument. Shunlei had Rone hold his end of the line. Rone gave Mei Li an exasperated look as she did so, which Mei Li tried not to notice. She knew they weren’t happy she was entering danger, but part of a Tomes’ job was facing danger. That was unavoidable. It wasn’t like she was demanding the right to go in by herself, or ignoring the possible pitfalls. She had no issue with being guarded as she worked. She understood that at this point in time, she was the only one who could read the records. That demanded she be closely safeguarded. 

	But she was being guarded by dragons and mages on all sides. There was no possible way to make this situation any safer. 

	They tied the ropes about their waists and double-checked them with hard yanks. Satisfied at their strength, they trudged in. People splintered off as soon as they cleared the torii, going off in different directions. Because it was called a bridge, Mei Li had expected the general shape of one. What she got instead was an open expanse, like foggy moors that stretched out past the horizon. Never ending, with nothing in sight but rocky ground and grey. Worse, she could feel the strain on her feet as she walked, the pressure growing as she moved inwards. 

	It was not, needless to say, pleasant. 

	“It’s like wading through quicksand,” Shunlei muttered. 

	Mei Li huffed along at his side. She was not looking forward to waking up tomorrow. “I’ve never been in quicksand. Couldn’t tell you.”

	“I have. And it’s eerily similar.”

	Her dark eyes darted up to his face in surprise. “Really? I thought quicksand was deadly.”

	“Only if you don’t keep your head. You get caught in it, yes, but it only sucks you in about waist-deep. Exposure is actually what kills most because you can’t get out and are baked in the sand. If you keep your head and don’t flail around too much, you don’t sink as far. I got stuck in it as a young dragon. It was a human mage who taught me that and got me back out again.” Shunlei smiled, his expression bittersweet. 

	“I’ll have to remember that.” For all that he told her things, he never went into much detail. She decided to let it go. They didn’t really have the luxury of a chat right then. Mei Li looked around with eyes peeled. “Funny, how dim it looks in here. We’re midday outside, and yet it looks like it’s nearing sunset.” 

	“The record didn’t mention that?”

	“The Tomes who wrote it was not verbose. And that’s a kind way of stating matters. I got very succinct instructions on what to do and what dangers to look out for and that was about it.” 

	“I have wondered this before. Do you ever add your experience to the existing record?”

	“Hmm, yes and no. If it’s a good enough recording, we might add a note that says something like, ‘I did this in this year, the instructions are still good.’ Just so the next generation has verification of some nature. In this case, I’ll definitely re-write the record. It left much to be desired.” Mei Li eyed him sideways in question. “I’m surprised how many questions you have about this.”

	“You’re actually the first Tomes to tell me anything about the process,” Shunlei confessed. “The previous generations were quite secretive.” 

	“I think all the secretive habits led to problems, so I’m not following their footsteps.” She was, in fact, tempted to write a cypher so the fate of the world didn’t rest on just two people. “Oh, is that some of our lost people?”

	He drew in a breath, then snorted it back out, head shaking. “I can’t catch any scent here. There’s no air current, no movement.” Straining his eyes, he looked ahead. “I think so?”

	“I see two or three carts, some people sitting on them, maybe nine altogether?”

	“That’s what I see as well. Let’s try calling out to them.” Raising his voice, he belted out, “HELLO! I AM SHUNLEI THE BLACK!”

	The people sitting on the carts lifted their heads, turning, and she could barely hear it as they conferred with each other. Someone tried shouting back, and Mei Li had to strain to catch any of it. 

	Shunlei’s head cocked. “I think he said something like ‘help us, we’re lost.’” 

	“That’s what I heard too. Strange how muted sound is out here.” Mei Li put more effort into marching ahead, and she kept a welcoming smile on her face as she moved, waving her arms to get their attention. 

	It wasn’t until they’d closed most of the distance that she could truly hear them. Mei Li took another head count and found they were wrong. It was ten people. A child lay in her mother’s lap, pale and wan. 

	“We’re the rescuers!” Mei Li informed them, hands already digging into the pouch slung about her. This did not look good. These people already had one foot in the grave. “I’ve got restorative potions for all of you, drink those first. It’ll give you the strength to walk back out of here.” 

	An elderly man, likely the grandfather of the family, came forward first, bowing as he took the first bottle. There were tears in his eyes that made them bright in his drawn face. “Lady, you are a welcome sight. My grandchild, she’s not cried or stirred in three days.” 

	Mei Li immediately offloaded the rest of the bottles into waiting hands, moving toward the child as she did so. “Did you have any water or food on you when you came in? How long since she’s eaten?”

	Shunlei kept watch as Mei Li did what she could to stabilize the baby. As she worked, she heard him explain to the rest of the adults and children, “This is Mei Li of Tomes. She’s organized several mages to help bring everyone out. There’s food and beds waiting for you once we lead you out.”

	Mei Li carefully fed the baby several drops of the restorative potion, judging the amount necessary by body weight. The baby coughed, then stirred, her head shifting. The mother let out a sob of relief, smoothing her child’s head. Alright, the baby should be stable enough to move in a minute. Mei Li turned, looking for Shunlei. 

	A teenage girl dared to touch the rope at his waist. “You can lead us out by this?”

	“That’s one of the ways. The talisman I have wrapped around my wrist actually shows me. There’s no chance of being lost,” he assured her gently. “I’ll have all of you hold onto the rope, and each other, as we go.” 

	“The cart—” a middle-aged man lamented, already seeing the inevitable.

	“We can’t take the time necessary to draw everything out,” Shunlei warned. “We’ve too many here to rescue. Have you seen anyone else since you’ve come in?”

	“We saw another group about two days after we came in, but they went in further,” the grandfather answered, pointing in the general direction. “They were hunting for food. That was the only time.”

	The horror of the situation washed over Mei Li. To be stuck in this desolate place with no way out, no other human contact, just sitting here and waiting to either die or be rescued…a shudder overtook her. She truly wished she’d been able to get to them faster, that Tanguay hadn’t been such a priority. Her words to Rone before were entirely too true—she had too many fires to stomp out all at once. Even when she logically put them into order of priority, her heart didn’t always agree with the assessment. Like now. 

	“We’ll find them if we can. Let’s get all of you out first. You’re not actually far from the exit.” 

	A grandmother put both hands over her face and wept. “All this time? We were close all this time?”

	“It wouldn’t have made any difference if you’d known,” Mei Li assured her, straightening from where she’d been bent over the baby. “You wouldn’t have been able to see it. Still can’t. You just have to follow in our footsteps. Shunlei, the baby’s a little better because of the restorative potion, but she’s really fragile. I need a doctor called as soon as we hit the torii.” 

	Nodding in understanding, he organized the rest of the family to hold onto either his or Mei Li’s ropes. They all grabbed each other’s hands, too, hanging on with desperation. They absolutely were not taking chances of being separated or losing someone in this place. 

	They walked out steadily, more slowly than before. Even with the potions, these people were not in a healthy condition. Dolan had explained that the potions were more like a medicinal pick-me-up, not a cure. The pressure of walking back toward the torii was worse than coming onto the bridge. Simeon’s description of ‘walking into high tide’ now made more sense. It was easy enough when going with the tide, but against it? 

	Shunlei made up the rear of the group, acting as sweeper to make sure no one fell aside. It seemed to take longer to reach the outside. Whether that was a trick of her imagination or not, Mei Li wasn’t sure. The record truly left much to be desired. She could wring the Tomes’ neck, if he were still alive. 

	People openly wept as they finally reached the outside world, and Mei Li didn’t blame them. Townspeople greeted them with warm blankets, escorting them to wagons, and Shunlei immediately belted out a request over the crowd for a doctor. One scurried over instantly—someone had thought ahead to have a doctor on hand—and Shunlei pointed him in the baby’s direction. 

	Mei Li blessed his lung power and left him to it, catching Huan by the elbow instead. “Huan, you have the record of who’s in there?”

	“I do,” the Green answered, unrolling it so she could see it. “Some of this is a guess. It includes people reported missing who were set to travel through this area or to the other side of the lake. We’re assuming they’re here.”

	“If their name is crossed out, then they’ve been brought out, I assume?”

	“Correct. I’m trying to make sure we get everyone.”

	“Bless you,” Mei Li said fervently. She’d not thought to assign someone that task. She hadn’t realized they had a full list of names until this moment. Eyes skimming the list, she added it in a quick total. “So that’s sixteen altogether. I’m amazed Simeon got in and out with a group that fast.” 

	“He said they were very close to the gate, that they had the sense to stop where they were and not wander about.” 

	“I know, but our group wasn’t far from the gate and we didn’t see him.” Mei Li gave the Bridge a disgusted look. “I wish we had a way to permanently seal this thing off or destroy it. Alright, back in we go. Shunlei?”

	“Ready,” he assured her. 

	Back in they went. Mei Li was aware that Shunlei kept a close watch on her. Admittedly, she was not the most athletic of women, and this was physically taxing. Even Shunlei showed subtle signs of strain. Mei Li huffed and puffed but didn’t stop, didn’t falter, just doggedly kept walking. 

	Shunlei asked hopefully, “Is there no way to destroy the Bridge?”

	“I wish. There’re two problems with that. First, if you destroy the Bridge, you let loose everything on it. Which is fine for the lost souls, but what about everything else? There’s a lot of accumulated evil in here, and we don’t have the necessary army to subdue it all at one time.” 

	Shunlei winced at this mental picture of evil flying out over the world en masse. “What’s the second problem?”

	“It would take a massive amount of magical energy, which we frankly don’t have either. In fact, it would take almost an army of mages to seal it. The Bridge is huge and built by a deity. It’s not something us puny humans can do much about. It’s why the first Tomes who got handed this problem made the decision to seal both gates. It’s by far the sanest option in dealing with the problem.”

	Shunlei nodded thoughtfully.

	“I take it you weren’t anywhere near the Bridge when things happened?” Mei Li asked.

	“No, I wasn’t in this part of the world when the Bridge was twisted into this ugly thing. I only heard about what happened afterwards. I wish I could command that army for you.”

	“So do I.” She sighed, but smiled at him. “It’s alright. The help you did give me is amazing as it stands. I don’t think I properly thanked you for it.”

	He snorted at the idea. 


	“I can thank you, you know,” she retorted, properly reading that snort for what it was. 

	Dryly, he answered, “Of course you can.”

	Mei Li rolled her eyes. “You are so full of it sometimes. Switching topics—can I offer to preen Bai’s wings and he not take it wrong?”

	Shunlei’s head snapped around. For the second time since meeting, he looked utterly flabbergasted. “Why are you asking that?”


	“Don’t ask me how that connected in my head, it just did,” she said with a wave of her hand to discard the question. “But Bai’s…touchy, I think is the right word. He’s barely settled enough to talk to me, and that after several days of knowing me. I think he’s a little like you, where it’s hard for him to ask for help. And his wings don’t look good.” 

	Mei Li understood that preening wings was something that only happened with friends and family. Offering this might be really awkward for Bai, as there might be some other nuance she wasn’t aware of in dragon culture. She only knew what Rone had told her. It was why she wanted to check with Shunlei first, get his take on it. 

	He had the oddest look on his face and she couldn’t decipher it. Was he perplexed by her question? Agitated by it? He seemed both those things, but not, and she wasn’t sure how to read him.

	“You’ll have to be careful how you approach him,” Shunlei finally answered. “He oscillates between being touchy about accepting help from others, and desperately craving attention.”

	“I caught that much. It’s a shame. He’s the sweetest man. He’s ever so glad to be helpful and I just want to hug him sometimes. I haven’t dared ask how old he is; I felt like that would throw salt in an open wound.” 

	“Yes, thank you for forbearing, it would have. In fact, he’s just turned a hundred.” 

	Mei Li nodded, unsurprised. “I thought him an adult, but a new one. He’s not comfortable in his skin yet. Alright, here’s my plan: I thought tonight, when we’re done, I’d offer to preen anyone who needs it as a thank you for their help.”

	“Gen might take you up as well, then. He’s also shy about preening.” 

	“Oh? I haven’t had a chance to talk much with him—” She stopped dead, eyes narrowing as she strained to look off in the distance. “What is that? That black shroud moving about, do you see it?”

	Shunlei turned and followed her pointing finger. He swore in the next instant. “I do indeed. That’s a wraith.” 

	“Sun and stars, that’s not good.” Mei Li looked ahead and then swore again. “There’s more ahead.”

	“And this is why I didn’t want you coming in here alone. We haven’t been in here long enough for it to be night, have we?”

	“Time runs a little differently in here. I wouldn’t think so, but wraiths don’t always play by the rules.” Grimly, she dug into her waist pouch and produced several talismans. “Shunlei, I don’t think we can just merrily skirt these things and go ahead. We really don’t want them to be here on the way back with a group.”

	He nodded shortly. “I concur. I don’t think the talismans in your hands are sufficient to battle them back.”

	“You’re unfortunately right.” She quirked a brow at him. “What’s your plan?”

	“There’s not much in heaven or hell that can withstand dragon fire.” Shunlei undid the rope around his waist, already preparing to shift forms. 

	“By all means,” Mei Li invited, cackling. “Go dragon.” 

	 




[image: image1]

	Shunlei’s breath streamed scorching hot as he swung his head around, melting the wraiths that dared to get too close. They died with screams cut off, their ashes melding with the grey air around them. Mei Li kept carefully next to his side, under his wing, as protection from both wraiths and his dragon fire. If any bit of that touched her skin…just the thought sent a sympathetic shudder of pain through her body. 

	He paused in his attack, breathing deeply, looking about him again in another slow sweep. “It looks as if they’ve retreated for now.”

	“I’m surprised they even attacked in the first place. I expected them to stalk us at a distance.” Mei Li slid out from underneath his wing to take a look for herself but saw nothing but ashes and the interminable grey. 

	After another minute of scanning the area, Shunlei gave a grunt of satisfaction. “I believe it safe enough to continue.” 

	They did so, more cautiously this time. Mei Li kept a watchful eye on the sky, for all the good that did her. It didn’t look any different than when they’d started their rescue operation and that was hours ago. She was with the last group they could take out today and even this was pushing it. Her group was smaller this time, only four, but they’d been here the longest as well. They were very weak and for their sakes, Shunlei had put two on his back to carry—a young child and his grandmother. 

	They were far along the Bridge. They must be—the wraiths were thicker here. Like a murder of crows. Shunlei kept the group strictly next to him so he could scorch any wraiths coming. 

	Her muscles ached with fatigue, a tremble starting in her calves from slogging through this dense fog. It was like wading through an ocean tide for hours upon hours. Mei Li was glad Shunlei had insisted on coming in with her. She’d initially agreed because she was afraid her magic might not be up to the task of protecting groups of people in here. Turned out she was right. Now she was glad to have him not only for his protection, but his solid, staying presence. It was so unnerving in this land of grey that she felt better having a friend at her side. 

	Shunlei turned his head, giving her a pointed look, and she nodded back in agreement. It was getting dangerous. If night hadn’t fallen outside yet, it was getting close to sunset. She could tell from the number of wraiths they were collecting in their wake. After seeing what Shunlei had done to the first batch, none of them had dared to come in close, but still. They hovered. 

	The wraiths were a definite problem. Even if those chose not to attack, they might try to follow them outside, and Mei Li truly did not want them loose in the world. But how to keep them here? There was no possibility of losing them, that was for sure. Would she be forced to call for help, have a pitched battle in front of the gate to destroy them before they could escape? 

	Right now it seemed the only option. 

	The mother—who looked barely older than Mei Li—turned her head to speak to Mei Li directly. “What do we do if they attack?”

	“They’re not looking eager to do that right now.” Mei Li wanted to reassure her but didn’t want to lie, either. It was an interesting verbal fence to straddle. “Dragon fire is deadly to wraiths. It’s a purely elemental fire, you see, so it unmakes anything unliving.”

	The woman followed, looking only partially reassured. “So they won’t attack?”

	“They’ll be strongly hesitant to do so. Especially against an Elder dragon.” Mei Li gestured to Shunlei in all his elderliness. “I don’t think we’ll have a problem until we reach the gate. The wraiths sense the magic in me, they can tell I know the way out. They’ll try to follow, if they can. Shunlei, I think we should call for help when we get a little closer. If we have someone helping you burn the area clean, we should be able to make a quick escape.” 

	He bobbed his head in agreement. “It’s the only option I see. Your fire is formidable, but not hot enough to permanently deal with a wraith.” 

	“You’re sweet to coddle my ego, but I’m well aware I’m not at dragon-breath level.” 

	Shunlei chuckled low, the sound catchy and rough, like the purr of a predator cat. “I don’t wish to wait until we’re crowded up against the gate, however. The bottleneck won’t do us any favors. We should call—” He cut off abruptly, head lifting and turning toward the right. 

	Mei Li turned as well, not sure what had caught his attention. Then she heard it, the sibilant whisper that hissed and spoke from the grey shadow. It was an old language, a dead language, and Mei Li and Shunlei were the only ones who could understand it. 

	“—fresh blood,” it wheezed, the syllables warped on a tongue no longer in the right shape to form them. “Magic, so pretty, so clear. Sweet on the tongue, hot blood, flesh!” 

	Instinctively, Mei Li closed in, her hand brushing against Shunlei’s hind leg as she sought comfort. Terror beat through her chest, a rattle that promised death at the hands of the creature hiding just out of sight. It took two tries to get her mouth to form words. “Shunlei. Is that…?”

	“Yes, I believe so,” he answered grimly. “Mei Li, call for help.”

	She didn’t hesitate. The rope was always in her hand, and she gave it four hard tugs, paused for the count of ten beats, then tugged four more times. If they interpreted that as I need two dragons, stat, all the better. 

	The young husband spoke quietly, unease dripping from his tone. “What? What’s that strange whisper?”

	“Fallen deity,” Mei Li answered grimly. The touch she had on Shunlei grounded her. The warm scales reminded her this sea of grey wasn’t reality, that he had survived far worse. She took heart from the contact. “Stay very, very close to Shunlei. He’s the only reason why she hasn’t attacked already.” 

	“Few things, you’ll learn, are a threat to an elder dragon,” Shunlei explained factually. He wasn’t bragging in any sense, this was just how things were. “It’s not that we’re invincible, we’re just hardy. And it’s hard to trick us, as we’ve seen it all before. Dozens of times, if not hundreds. That fallen deity over there has lost not only her divinity but her sanity. She’s now madness and hunger and little else. She’ll eat human flesh—mage flesh especially—in a blink, thinking it will sustain her existence. It’ll only turn her more mad. But for now, she won’t come closer. She doesn’t know how to get you away from my protection, and that is a deterrent.” 

	For now. Those were the key words. If the deity felt desperate enough, she’d try for it. 

	“We never saw these things while we were waiting to be rescued,” the young mother said uneasily. “Why are we seeing them now?”

	“Sorry, that’s mostly our fault,” Mei Li answered absently. Her eyes were firmly fixed on their enemies. Was she mistaken, or were they surrounded? “They scented our magic. It’s what draws them to us. The earth magic talisman around my wrist especially caught their attention. It promises a way out of here.”

	“There’s no way to throw the talisman off?” the grandmother asked in a reedy voice. 

	“Like a bone to a pack of dogs? Distract them as we run for it?” Mei Li shook her head. “No. Because then they’ll have a way out as well. You want these things turned loose on the world?”

	Abashed, the grandmother subsided. “I didn’t realize they could use it.” 

	“Oh yes. Anyone can. That’s the beauty of the design. Also the flaw in it.” Mei Li checked their position and realized they were closer to the torii gates than she’d realized. Where was their help? 

	Shunlei swore and ordered sharply, “DOWN!”

	Mei Li didn’t question it. She immediately dropped to her knees, pulling the two with her down as well. Black wings shot over her head, covering her prone body with a sharp snap of displaced wind. A hot wave of fire streamed nearby—she could smell the heat of it, feel the warmth as it gusted in front of her. 

	A scream rose and fell, high and wailing, unearthly. It didn’t echo, the fog dampening the sound so that it cut itself off in a too-short manner that was conversely unnerving instead of reassuring. 

	“Stay down,” Shunlei commanded, rage rumbling like an angry purr. “I singed her, but she’s not down yet. She’s quick to retreat, that one.” 

	“What about Grandmother and Tei?” The young mother raised her head, crawling a little forward. “Tei—”

	Mei Li grabbed her by the wrist and yanked her back. “Shunlei has him. Don’t come out.” 

	“He’s alright!” the grandmother assured her. “We’re under the other wing!”

	Oh good, so they were under cover. The wings were technically the most vulnerable part of a dragon aside from the throat and eyes, but the multiple levels of feathers were fire retardant and dense enough to ward off most attacks. 

	That fallen deity was going to be a problem. Where was their help? Did Mei Li need to tug again? 

	Yes, she was being impatient—traveling in here wasn’t a quick process—but they were sort of in a situation too. 

	Shunlei’s side expanded as he sucked in another breath, and this time he shot two quick bursts of fire. 

	This wasn’t ideal. Shunlei could protect them, but it meant they were stranded here overnight if help didn’t come soon. They couldn’t risk anyone traveling to their aid. Whoever came would be swarmed and eaten in quick order. Shunlei, as formidable as he was, wouldn’t be able to guard them the entire night. Mei Li would have to try to set up a temporary barrier to help them last that long. And how effective would that be against a fallen deity? Wraiths, she knew the barrier would hold against. Ghosts too. But deities? 

	Had she doomed them all by insisting to try for one last group? Mei Li had been so determined to get them all out today, had she pushed when she should have waited? 

	Shunlei let out another blast of fire, growling in frustration. “She’s quick to dodge, curse her. She keeps circling me, trying to get in from a blind angle.” 

	That didn’t sound good at all. “Is there no sign of another dragon coming?”

	“Not that I—” he cut off in a huff. “They would send the one hardest to spot in here.” Raising his voice, Shunlei switched to Long-go and used the age-old military term with ease. “EYES ON YOU!”

	The repeat of it was more awkward sounding, as if the speaker had never used the term before. And he likely never had. “EYES ON YOU! WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?”

	“FALLEN DEITY!”

	Mei Li gave the two with her a sympathetic wince. “Sorry, Long-go’s loud. It’s the only way for us to communicate effectively in here, and even then it doesn’t carry far. That’s Bai, another dragon in our team.” 

	The couple looked relieved at this news, as they should be. The husband asked, “Will he be able to get us out?”

	“I think two dragons can manage it. Bai’s strong. It’s part of the reason why Shunlei requested his help.” 

	A billowing flame danced from somewhere nearby—she could feel and hear it—and then Shunlei’s fire barked out. It took more than the one sweep of flames, but no one could outrun two dragons aiming for her. An eerie scream wailed for a moment, cut short in a gurgle, and then terrible silence. 

	“Got her,” Bai announced with a satisfied thump of his tail against the ground. “Let’s move—and quickly. The sun is setting.” 

	“I think we knew that,” Mei Li stated as she crawled out from underneath the wing. “Too many things popping up. Bai, can you sweep the—oh. Wraiths disappeared.” 

	“They weren’t willing to be charcoal,” Bai informed her smugly. “Is this all of your group?”

	“Yup, that’s all of them.” Mei Li gave the couple a hand each and hauled them up. They were weak enough that they stumbled a bit, leaning against her shoulders to catch their balance. 

	Leaning into her, the young wife asked in a whisper, “His name is Bai? He’s stunning.” 

	Mei Li wished she’d said that louder. Bai could use the confidence boost. “He is, isn’t he? And the dearest man. Bai, can you carry these two? Let’s make tracks.”

	Bai nodded his head in agreement, settling onto his belly. “Here, hop on.”

	As Shunlei folded his wings back in, he offered to her, “Let me carry you as well. It will go faster.” 

	Mei Li was so tired that she knew she was dragging. It probably would be faster. “Are you sure? Three people’s a bit much.”

	“Two adults and a child is fine,” he corrected her. “And you’re not much bigger than the child.”

	For that, she smacked him on the leg. “Excuse you very much, you’re not that much taller than me. I am not short!”

	He snickered, seeming pleased he’d gotten a rise out of her. 

	It was the first time he’d teased her, which actually pleased her enormously. Mei Li loved people she could tease. With that gambit, he’d opened the door for it. Mei Li promised herself she’d get back at him—but later, when she had brain cells to work with. Right now she was too tired and done in. She planted a foot above his elbow, hauling herself up and on. Slinging a leg over his spine, she helped steady the other two. Shunlei got them settled before striding off. The gait of a dragon was somewhat similar to a lizard’s, more of a side-to-side motion than up-and-down. It was incredibly easy to keep her seat, as it was smooth that way. 

	Bai stayed a half step behind as they headed for the gate, going at a good clip—maybe as fast as a trotting horse. Mei Li knew it had to be difficult for them to keep that pace against the pressure of this fog but silently cheered them on. It would be best to get out of here sooner rather than later. They would definitely rest all day tomorrow before moving on to the next problem. She’d make sure of it. 

	After all, they still had to seal the thrice-cursed Bridge. 

	They burst through the torii with an audible sigh of relief from not only them, but the rest of their team waiting on them. Rone and Gen helped people down, ferrying the rescued family off to the last wagon for fortifying soup and blankets before their last leg into town. 

	Ling Ling came over with a mug of tea and offered it, which Mei Li took with a heartfelt groan of gratitude. “Bless you.”

	“Was it bad?” Ling Ling asked anxiously. “We felt all your tugs.” 

	“Fallen deity.” Mei Li gulped the hot tea. That was the one nice thing about being around dragons. Nothing ever got the chance to cool down. 

	Ling Ling winced, a moue of distaste crinkling up her pretty face. “I hate those things.”

	“She was hard to pin, too.” Shunlei came up and deftly stole Mei Li’s cup, drinking deeply from it. Mei Li would begrudge him the tea, but well, he did cart her out of there. “It took Bai’s help to destroy her.”

	“Bai’s a good spitfire,” the Blue agreed with a nod. 

	All this catch-up was fine, but it didn’t answer Mei Li’s burning question. “Is everyone out? Anyone still lost in there?”

	“You’re the last group,” Huan informed her, coming up with another cup of tea she offered Mei Li. “Drink that. We’ve discovered everyone coming out is severely dehydrated, and you made four trips.” 

	Mei Li felt like a desert lived in the back of her throat, so that was fair. She drank deeply before demanding, “But is everyone out?” 

	“We think so. According to the sheriff’s list, we have a full head count. We did have two fatalities—elders who couldn’t take the strain. But really, considering how long they were in there, and what was in there with them? It’s a miracle we only lost two.” 

	Mei Li agreed, although it troubled her they’d had casualties. “Alright. Then let’s pack up and retreat to an inn for the night. We’re all exhausted, we can seal this thing tomorrow.” 

	Everyone was in agreement and quick to load up. They took the flags up as well, not wanting to tempt fate, and redid the rope seal across the torii as a temporary measure to keep unwary travelers from using it. The seal in place, she half-skittered down the three stairs, her burning calves and thighs cramping at even this mild exertion. Shunlei offered her a hand and she took it, clinging to him for balance. Still, she took a moment to look back at the torii, a frown drawing her brows together. 

	“What is it?” he murmured. 

	“This worries me, frankly.” She didn’t look away from the torii as she answered him, her mind focusing on logistics and instructions and the problems that loomed ahead of them. “Lost Souls Bridge isn’t considered to be one of the harder tasks. We barely managed this and still had two casualties. If this strained us, what are we going to do with the other problems, the ones more dangerous and difficult to handle? What about the ones I have no instructions for? I naively thought we could handle it and things would be fine, but this taxed us, and that’s not an optimistic sign.” 

	“We can do this, Mei Li. Humanity has survived these evils before.” 

	She tried to take heart at his encouragement, but it didn’t make much of a dent in her pessimism. Yes, humanity had survived all of this before. They could do it again. 

	But at what cost? 
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	The townspeople opened up every house, every inn, giving all those trapped and their rescuers full hospitality. Mei Li made sure to thank every person she crossed paths with and made a mental note to have them reimbursed for costs. They were technically in Laborde’s borders, so she’d need to send a bill to Laborde’s regent. 

	One of the inns was large enough to house their entire party and some of the people rescued. It made for cramped conditions, but no one complained. The taproom that night was a bit chaotic, two fully transformed dragons sprawled out in the large area of the room, tables and chairs shoved up against the walls to make more space. 

	An impromptu preening session was in progress. The children—those who felt well enough—observed the proceedings with keen interest. Some of their parents, too, enjoying both the warmth of the fire and the general company. After eleven days of nothing but grey fog and their fellow travelers, they were likely starved for other human interaction. 

	Somehow, Mei Li convinced Bai to let her preen his wings. Something she’d said had worked (she still wasn’t quite sure what). He was currently stretched out on the floor, one wing extended, more or less plastered to the ground like a drunk on a high buzz. Mei Li expected him to start drooling at any second. Next to him, Chen was definitely drooling as Huan worked on his wings.

	One of the children, a girl around six or so, approached Bai and patted him lightly on the cheek. “Master Bai, Master Bai. Can I have your feather?”

	He blinked at her, slow to respond as he pulled his mind back into action. “My feather?”

	“Miss Mei Li, she’s pulled some feathers out,” the little girl explained seriously. “Can I have one?”

	Bai, honestly confused, asked, “Why would you want one?”

	“They’re pretty,” she answered forthrightly, as only a child can. “Like fairy feathers. Can I?”

	Was that a blush riding high on Bai’s cheeks? “Sure. I guess. Take as many as you like.” 

	Hearing this, some of the other children crowded closer, picking up discarded feathers and asking her to pull others. 

	“Don’t pluck him like a chicken,” Mei Li chided, but she had a smile on her face too. Bai looked both confused at this enthusiasm and unaccountably pleased at the same time. 

	Mei Li was focused on her preening, but not to the extent that she was blind to everything else going on around her. Shunlei sat in a nearby corner, nursing a tankard of something, seemingly at his ease. Even though he wasn’t actively looking at her, she felt his eyes dart to her every few minutes. It felt less like he was tracking her movements and more as if he studied her. Sometimes his body language said he anticipated something from her. 

	Something was not quite right in regards to him. Mei Li kept nursing the thought, poking at it like a sore tooth, but she couldn’t gather anything logically together. Not something so solid that she could point a finger at. It was just…impressions. 

	Questions. 

	Shunlei’s reactions to things sometimes baffled her. She’d mentioned several times her worry about the missing records but never once did he assuage her fears by saying ‘we’ll figure it out.’ Always it was: ‘Don’t close your mind to other possibilities.’ What was that supposed to even mean? 

	And his behavior towards her still didn’t quite sit right. Shunlei treated her exactly as an equal—no, as a friend. She was not without clout in this world, granted, but he didn’t react to her as if she were some dignitary. He treated her like Rone—a lifelong friend he knew. Never mind the fact they were technically family at this point, he’d still only known her for a short amount of time. But that’s not how he reacted to her. And he knew, often before she said anything, how she would react. Or what her preferences were. 

	Something was fishy here. Her instincts insisted on it. But try as she might, Mei Li couldn’t find a logical reason behind any of it. It frustrated her endlessly as she felt like she was on the verge of asking the right question, or perhaps being handed the right piece to the puzzle.  

	Rone joined Shunlei, speaking to him in a low tone, and they conversed for a while in whispers. Shunlei had that enigmatic smile he wore when he was pulling someone’s leg and enjoying it. 

	In a spurt of agitation, Rone’s voice grew louder for a moment. “You’ve met her before.”

	Mei Li blinked, carefully keeping her eyes on the feathers under her hands even as she strained her ears. Where they talking about her? She risked a quick glance and found Shunlei’s eyes rested on her even as he answered. 

	“Yes. I’ve met her before. She doesn’t remember it now, but I think she will soon.” 

	“The woman who has perfect recall doesn’t remember meeting you. Shunlei. What are you not telling me?”

	“A lot,” he informed her cheerfully. 

	“You are so impossible,” she spat out in frustration. “I don’t know why anyone likes you. Can’t you just tell me honestly what is going on?”

	Mei Li lost Shunlei’s response as he dropped his tone to a whisper again. She felt like stamping her foot in frustration. How could she possibly NOT REMEMBER meeting Shunlei? That wasn’t realistic. Her mind retained everything, whether she wanted it to or not. Forgetting she had met an elder dragon was inconceivable. 

	“—ot knowing is killing me.”

	“Only cats die of curiosity, you’ll be fine,” Shunlei threw out, then ducked when Rone took a swing at his head. “Temper, temper.” 

	“I really don’t know why I’m friends with you.”

	Mei Li would certainly get to the bottom of this—she wanted answers. She’d finish preening Bai, first, though. This was the only opportunity to get him sorted out before they dashed about the continent. 

	She could wring answers from Shunlei after that. 

	Dolan joined the duo, sitting at Shunlei’s other side. Unlike the others, tension showed in his body language, a frown tugging at the corners of his mouth. He was also not interested in conversing in a whisper, as Mei Li could hear him clearly. “Master Shunlei. Did Mei Li say anything to you after we all pulled out?”

	“Yes. She said she was dismayed at how things had gone today.” 

	“But we rescued everyone still living,” Rone protested. “And no one was injured!”

	“We barely rescued everyone and we barely came out without injuries,” Dolan corrected her. “We relied heavily on our dragon allies in order to make it in and out. We won’t be able to do that with the next two problems, as it will take a great deal of magical ability—which none of you have. Worse, this isn’t considered a serious problem. It’s more of a headache, a mid-level problem. It doesn’t register on the same scale as what we’ll face in Horvath.” 

	Mei Li sighed. That was exactly the problem. The mages understood it better than the dragons since they had a better concept of just what would be required to deal with the next set of problems. 

	Rone opened her mouth on a protest that died unspoken. “Then…if this wasn’t on the same level as the rest of the problems we’ll face, why did we tackle this first?”

	“It was mostly logistics,” Dolan answered, grimacing. “It was on our way, and we felt like if we left people in there much longer, we’d only be pulling corpses out. Mei Li and I both knew it would take a day to get people out, and a day was what we could afford. Well, it’ll be more like two days—we still have to properly seal both sides of the bridge—but you take my meaning.”

	Shunlei tacked on, “That, and you wanted to practice with this group working together before you faced anything serious.” 

	“Yes, and that.” Dolan wiped a hand over his face. “I admit, we worked well together. The cooperation was good. I wouldn’t mind another run at a problem before we tackled the demon couple—I can honestly say we’ll need it—but on the other hand, I’m not sure how much practicing will help us.”

	Rone shifted in her chair to face him more directly. “Can you request help from other mages?”


	“I sent out messages again tonight, asking some acquaintances and friends for help, but that’s a catch-22 situation. Yes, more magical expertise will help, but we’ll once again be integrating people into a team we’re not accustomed to working with. It makes for an unpredictable setup, which isn’t ideal when dealing with something like Jingfei’s seal.” 

	“Is it the demoness we’ll deal with first?”


	“She’s the closest one to us. And the only one Mei Li had instructions for re-sealing. Jingfei’s husband, Zaffi, his record was lost to the sea. We’ll be more or less doing educated guesswork with him. Which, I have to say, I’m not excited about.” 

	Rone looked disheartened by this news, shoulders slumping. “I thought we did alright today.” 

	“We did,” Dolan assured her grimly. “We barely did alright today. That’s the problem.”

	Huan had overhead part of the conversation as well and she drifted in closer, standing with her back to the crackling fireplace. It turned the edges of her green braid into flicks of gold so she seemed gilded along the edges. “But we can fight a demon, subdue it long enough for you to re-seal it, can’t we?” 

	Shaking his head, Shunlei corrected her, “Both Jingfei and Zaffi are demons born of the great volcano. They are born of fire and volcanic rock. Dragon fire would actually fuel them, strengthen them.” 

	Huan grimaced, dismay etched into her face. “That sounds less than ideal. Master Shunlei, have you faced these two?”

	“Yes, when they were originally sealed.”

	Mei Li’s head came up sharply and she paused in her preening. She hadn’t heard he was there for the original sealings. She only assumed he had been. Then again, the records for Jingfei and Zaffi were written well after the fact, as the first Tomes hadn’t sat down to write anything until well afterwards. She really, really had to find a chance to pick his brain.

	Shunlei kept speaking, “We learned the hard way I couldn’t use fire against them. Tooth and claw barely made much of a dent, too. I was fortunate the group of mages I worked with at the time were clever and resourceful, otherwise we’d be short a country right now.”

	Dolan grew excited for a split second, his voice rising in enthusiasm. “But if you’ve fought them before then you know—”

	Shunlei gave him a sympathetic shake of the head, no.

	“—you don’t know.” Dolan deflated, growling out a choice curse. “Let me guess. You weren’t really paying attention.” 

	“I was busy fighting, distracting both Jingfei and Zaffi so the mages could work. I didn’t bother to learn or retain what they’d done. The first Tomes was with us, and he’d recorded it. I just remember fire didn’t work with either demon.” 

	“Mei Li knows all of this, doesn’t she?” Rone demanded. 

	“Yes. It’s why she’s concerned.” Shunlei’s eyes met hers for a moment. 

	Mei Li grimaced at him and went back to preening before Bai lost patience and fidgeted.

	Huan plopped down on the floor in front of them—some of the only clear floorspace left at this point. “Alright, describe exactly what we’re walking into.” 

	Dolan obliged, describing what re-sealing a demoness entailed. Gen, Tengfei, and Ling Ling all drifted into the conversation. Chen was asleep in a puddle of his own drool after being preened, Bai close to joining him. No one seemed inclined to wake them up. It was likely they’d spend the night right here. 

	Mei Li drifted up to listen in for a while, but she didn’t say much. After a moment, she shook her head and left again, braving the outdoors. She didn’t take more than a coat, as she didn’t expect to be outside long. It was just that the heat of the taproom had gotten to her. She wanted to cool off a bit and clear her head. 

	She stood just off the front porch, looking up at the skies. It was clear tonight, not a cloud to be seen, the stars brilliant in their inky black setting. If it wasn’t so brutally cold, it would be the perfect night for stargazing. As it was, Mei Li’s skeleton rattled inside her skin. 

	Coming up behind her, Shunlei wrapped the cloak around them both, bringing her against his chest in a friendly embrace. Mei Li startled, but she didn’t mind the loose hug. She sometimes felt she’d been as starved for affection as she had been for intellectual conversation back at that remote village. She leaned into him and helped to hold the edges of the cloak shut in front of her. He was far warmer, and if they stood like this, she could relax outside for a while longer. They stood there for a long minute, staring at the sky. It felt nice, really, this companionable silence. 

	“You won’t explain it to Rone,” Mei Li finally said, the words soft and low. “But will you explain it to me?”

	“Explain what?”

	“How you know me without my remembering you.”

	“If I do, I risk…other things you should not know quite yet. I have faith you’ll figure it out very soon.” 

	She tilted her head up and gave him a wicked smile. “The anticipation is proving too much for my fragile willpower.” 

	Shunlei huffed a soft laugh. “I will give you a hint, however, in regards to the missing records.”

	“Hints are acceptable,” Mei Li allowed graciously. In fact, she was dying to shake the answers from his cryptic little throat. But she didn’t. Even Mei Li wasn’t quite sure why. So much was riding on the answer and she desperately wanted to know, and yet…and yet. Something about his expression stayed her. He wouldn’t be cavalier about the fate of the world. Mei Li knew that down to her bones. If he was giving her the time to think about it and come up with her own answer, then she must have that time. 

	His light blue eyes danced with unvoiced laughter. “There is a way to retrieve them. But you must think along unconventional lines.” 

	“Unconventional lines, is it?” Alright, this was more serious now. He wasn’t teasing. In fact, he was earnestly giving her a hint he wanted her to follow through on. It was there in his tone, in the intense light in those ice blue eyes. It drove her instincts in turn, as she also very much wanted the answer. “You’ve said something like this before, to not close my mind to other possibilities. Are these unconventional lines something others might think too risky?”

	His head canted, a hint of mischief in his expression. “Some might, yes.”

	“But you’ll back me if I choose a risky route?”

	“Assuming you choose the right one.” 

	“Ah. There’s always a catch. How sure are you your idea is going to work?”

	“Quite, quite sure.”

	“Then I’d better figure it out, hadn’t I?”
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	Mei Li laid awake that night, staring blindly at the ceiling. For all Shunlei had dropped hints, it hadn’t actually helped her much. She reviewed the clues one more time. 

	Fact one: The solution to the missing records was unconventional. 

	Fact two: Shunlei knew how to solve the problem, and it was a little risky. 

	Fact three: Shunlei had met her before. 

	That last one did and didn’t answer questions for her. Mei Li had figured something strange was going on because, frankly, the man knew too much about her. A person might be able to research someone else and find out a great deal, but no one outside that tiny, gods-forsaken village would have known her adult sizes. So how had he? And it was other things. Her favorite foods, which lotion fragrance she preferred, that she liked two towels to dry off with. It would take living with her to know some of this. So how did he know it all?

	The only logical conclusion was: He’d lived with her at some point.

	While that was all rational sounding, it still begged the question of when. Mei Li wasn’t a person who suffered from a poor memory. Far from it. She could recall most of her life perfectly (barring infancy). And it wasn’t like the shipwreck had given her amnesia, she remembered the events leading up to it and following it with perfect clarity. 

	This was all very, very strange. The only thing that could possibly explain it was…the absurd.

	Mei Li turned onto her side, still staring at a blank wall without seeing it. When she was about ten years old, she’d snuck away from Abe at one point. He’d been careful doling out books to her, trying to pick not only age-appropriate records but ones with the right timeline for the time-sensitive situations. The time travel Tome was under lock and key since it was not part of any problem and really, most people shouldn’t know about it. Mei Li, an inquisitive child who burned through books, had handily snuck in behind his back one night when he’d forgotten to lock the cabinet and snuck that one out. It had made for fascinating reading. 

	The spell for time travel was actually quite simple. In the history of the world, three people had employed it, all of them mages. Each time, they’d gone into a key part of the past to help rectify something that had gone wrong, something that had severely impacted their timeline, and then returned. The record from all three had been quite blunt that they had no control over when they returned. When fate—or whatever it was that controlled time travel—decided they were done, then they were abruptly brought back forward to their own time. 

	One of them had come back not quite whole again. He’d been severely injured in the past and never completely recovered in the future. His account had served as a warning to anyone else who thought to try this. 

	Mei Li certainly took the warning to heart, but at the same time, she had a certain guarantee no other person had: a dragon who had likely protected her in the past. She flopped onto her back again, frustrated. The only course of action she could see was time travel. She literally knew of nothing else that would explain all of this. But was she leaping to conclusions she shouldn’t? Was she misreading Shunlei’s hints? He’d warned her that if she went on the wrong path, he’d pull her back. Which was nice and all, but it didn’t reassure her right now that she’d come to the right conclusion. 

	“Mei Li,” Rone groaned from the other side of the room. “Will you settle?”

	With the full occupancy of the inn, the two women had volunteered to share rooms. Mei Li felt bad that her flopping about had woken Rone up. “Sorry.”

	“What’s got you so agitated?”

	Maybe Rone would be her sounding board for this. “Rone…I think I have a crazy idea of how to replace those missing records.” 

	Rone levered up onto one elbow and looked at her a little cross-eyed, not entirely awake. “Alright? Why do you sound torn about it?”

	“Because I am. I think I need to travel into the past.” 

	For two beats there was no reaction from Rone. Then she flailed completely upright, wide awake now. She dragged her purple hair out of her eyes to stare at Mei Li. “You what?! Is that even possible?”

	“Yes. There’s a spell for it. I know it. All Tomes do.” Mei Li gave up and sat upright as well. Her mind was too active to sleep. 

	“You can just casually pop into the past whenever you like?”

	“Well, yes and no. Controlling when you go and where you end up is apparently difficult. Each person who’s tried this—there’s only been three—expressed frustration that they didn’t actually hit the day they wanted. And you have no control of when the spell returns you to your present time, either.” 

	“That sounds more than a little risky. Why are you considering it so seriously?”


	“Two things. One, Shunlei’s hints. There’s no way I’ve met him and forgotten. My memory’s too good for that. And he knows me very, very well. It’s obvious I’ve spent a good chunk of time with him, but how is that possible if the adult me has been missing for two years?”

	Rone digested this for a long moment. “That’s…I mean, I wondered the same thing. I’ve asked him about it several times. He’s never given me a straight answer.” 

	“I know, me either, but it makes sense in this context. Why won’t he answer us? Because he risks tripping into a time paradox if he does.”

	A frown tugged at Rone’s face, but it was a thoughtful expression. “True, as much as he likes to tease people by not answering questions, he’s normally good about giving you the information you need. I found it strange he wouldn’t answer direct questions involving you.” 

	“Of course, this is an assumption on my part, but it’s the only thing that makes sense to me.” 

	“But if you’re right,” Rone said uneasily, “does that mean you’ll actually do it? Time travel? Isn’t that far too risky?”

	“It does involve a great deal of risk. I won’t casually dismiss that. But Rone, if I’m right, then I know Shunlei will help me in the past.” 

	“That’s true, he would. Will? Bah, I don’t know which is correct.” Rone crossed both arms over her chest, staring fixedly at the floor. Chewing on her bottom lip, she mulled this over for a while. “Mei Li.”

	“Yes.”

	“Is this really worth it? You’re that sure you won’t be able to succeed without the records? I mean, our predecessors figured out how to seal these things once already. I know—I helped some of them. I lived through part of this. The world will survive these evils. It’s already done it once.” 

	“Sure, the world will survive as a whole. But certain sections of it will be razed to the ground. You know that better than me. You’re right, our predecessors figured out how to seal these things away, but what was the cost, Rone?”

	The dragon slumped with a heavy sigh. “High. Too high. You’re right on that. But still, Mei Li, time travel? What if it goes wrong? What if you’re missing for years in the present?”

	“No, everyone who went back came back more or less at the same time they started. Usually only a few hours or days had passed.” 

	“Oh. So to us, it wouldn’t be any real time at all. But those people who went back, did they safely return?”


	“One of them was severely injured.” Mei Li spread her palms in a helpless gesture. “It’s not a risk-free venture. Still, the other two returned safe and sound.” 

	Rone rubbed a hand over her face, inhaling and exhaling noisily. “I trust that Shunlei wouldn’t be suggesting this if there was any possibility you were hurt. Are hurt. Gah, tenses.” 

	“I understand what you’re saying. And don’t get me wrong, Rone, I think this whole idea is a bit mad myself. But I don’t know how to resolve all the hints Shunlei’s dropped, or the problem resting in my hands, without time travel somehow getting involved. Can you think of any other solution?”

	“No, but…you caught me off-guard. Let me think about it. Truth tell, Mei Li, this whole idea sits very uneasily on my stomach. I’d really you rather not mess with the past. That seems like an opportunity to really mess up the future.” 

	“More than it already is?” Mei Li sighed. She was no closer to a solution now than she had been at the start of this conversation. “It’s fine, sleep on it. I certainly will.”

	Rone rolled back over and settled. For three seconds. “If we can’t think of anything brilliant in the next few days, I’ll help you torture answers out of Shunlei.” 

	Mei Li shared a feline grin with the other woman. “Deal.”
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	The next day was not as restful as Mei Li initially planned. Dolan had sent inquiries out in Horvath to find other mages willing to help them. In the process, he learned Jingfei was perilously close to breaking through her seal—so much so that the seal was blazing hot to the touch. They did not have time to stop and rest for a day. 

	Everyone was good-natured about quickly packing back up as the mages went to the east torii of Lost Souls Bridge and performed the necessary seal and glamour over that entrance. Then they loaded up onto their respective dragon allies, flew across Crimson Lake and into the center of the North Wind Mountains, landed, and sealed the other side. Mei Li still wanted to somehow permanently deal with that bridge, but she had other priorities to get through first. 

	They didn’t have enough daylight to reach Jingfei, so they chose to camp out for the night on the edge of Crimson Lake. With the gates to Lost Souls Bridge sealed, it was safe enough to do so. There was no town on this side—because the people of Horvath apparently had more sense than the ones in Laborde—so it meant for a rough camp. 

	They went about it as sensibly as they could, the mages pitching in and creating heating charms to stick on the inside of the tents, what few tents they had. They’d kept the amount of supplies down in deference to their dragon companions, who had to carry it all. It made for cramped quarters, to say the least. The dragons stayed in human form and wrapped up in multiple layers of fur to try and combat the cold. People piled up on top of each other so there was no spare space to be found in between bedrolls. No one felt at all inclined to complain about it. The extra body heat meant they were warmer and less in danger of freezing throughout the night. 

	Mei Li found herself somehow sandwiched between Rone and Shunlei, with no idea how that happened. Their blankets overlapped with each other’s, to share the heat, and while her toes were still cold, she wasn’t shivering anymore. The tension that rode through her slowly relaxed as she found some comfort. Mei Li breathed low and steady, shutting her mind down, seeking rest. 

	She was nearly asleep when she heard Rone whisper over her head, “Shunlei.”

	“Hmm?” he responded, sounding half-asleep himself. 

	“I think you know very well you’re driving Mei Li crazy with these hints you keep dropping.”

	“She informed me she’s determined to find the answer.”

	“She has quite enough mental challenges right now. You don’t need to be adding to them.” 

	“In a way, this is the most important one.”

	What was that supposed to mean? Mei Li almost considered opening her eyes and asking her own questions, but some impulse stayed her hand. She had a feeling Shunlei might let something slip with Rone. 

	Rone asked suspiciously, “Are you being vague for the entertainment value? Or is there some other reason for your silence?”


	“I’m under an obligation, you might say, to keep this matter secret. But Rone, you won’t need to be patient for much longer. I believe the time to reveal the full truth is coming very quickly.”

	“And you can’t say anything more than that right now.”

	“No. Not without risking…well, everything. I say as much as I dare. I’ve been patiently waiting for this very event far longer than you. Trust me, I won’t wait a single moment longer than necessary.” 

	Rone harrumphed and settled. “Fine. I won’t push you.” 

	There was a long moment of silence. 

	“How soon is soon?”

	“Rone,” Shunlei sighed, exasperated. 

	“There’s nothing wrong with me asking for a timeline!” Her hiss was barely away from a shout, and several people grumbled at her to quiet down. 

	“It’s truly a wonder how you reached the age of an elder without expiring from impatience in the process.”

	Rone, not abashed by the scolding, retorted with heat, “It’s truly a wonder how we’ve been friends for over two thousand years and I haven’t murdered you yet. Especially considering I know where you sleep.”

	Shunlei might have snorted a laugh, but it was so soft, it was hard to be certain. Mei Li felt it more than heard it. 

	“Fine, I’ll tell you this much: I believe sometime after we defeat Jingfei, possibly Zaffi as well, that’s when the time will be right for me to explain.” 

	“Oh. That is relatively soon.” 

	“You see? Even you can wait that long. Now, sleep.” 

	Mei Li regretted pretending to be asleep just then, as she would have dearly loved to ask questions at this juncture. Would it really be that soon? She’d felt like she had more time to settle on her theory. Or maybe she’d simply hoped for that, considering it would take all of her considerable intellect and focus to get through re-sealing Jingfei. 

	She had not been given much time to think about her conclusions from last night—not with all the work and planning that went into sealing up Lost Souls Bridge. Her subconscious mind had not thrown up any objections to her theory, at least. How much that said for the validity of it was anyone’s guess. Mei Li didn’t have much experience in handling magical theory. 

	But if Shunlei thought he’d be able to fully explain in a week or so—and Jingfei and Zaffi absolutely needed to be handled in the next two weeks—then that didn’t leave her much time to figure this out. Mei Li absolutely did not want him telling her before she even had a chance to throw a reasonable guess out there. She was far too competitive to be handed answers. 

	The one part of the conversation that confused her was Shunlei’s declaration that this was more important than the work Mei Li focused on now. How did he judge that? Were problems looming ahead that he had personal experience with, that surpassed the potential destructive power of even the demonic couple? Were the lost records the key to the safety of the world? 

	Or was she missing something? 
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	Mei Li stood at the base of Jingfei’s retable and felt every hair on her body stand on end. 

	The demoness was indeed awake within her seal, glaring at them with hatred so intense she felt it even hundreds of feet away. She was huge—tall and broad enough to make even the largest of dragons look like a pet pony. Five thousand years of being sealed had not been kind to her. Her skin resembled cracked magma, her body misshapen by the power that had warped her. If someone told Mei Li Jingfei was the result of a monkey mother and a volcano father, she would believe it. Her body was more of an ape’s shape now, her spine hunchbacked, the hair sprouting out of her head half-missing. She looked entirely odd to Mei Li’s eyes, utterly different from the illustration in the Tomes record. She had been beautiful then, in a nightmarish way. The dark energy within her had not taken well to being locked in, and she bore the brunt of those consequences. 

	The dirt crackled noisily as Shunlei came up to stand at Mei Li’s side, sitting low on his stomach to put them a little more at eye-level. She appreciated that, as this way she didn’t have to crane her neck up or shout at him. She surveyed the world with a sweep of the head, her mouth drawing back into a flat, pinched line. When the seal of Jingfei was properly powered and operational, the land around her looked like any other mountain shrine, grass, trees, insects singing in the background. Perhaps not a lush area—the mountain region they were in was too arid for that—but not this. This was a desert wasteland with nothing but the ashy remains of trees and dried out soil underneath. It smelled of decay and dust. Frankly, the area gave Mei Li hives. 

	“She’s awake.” Mei Li glared at Jingfei, as outraged by this as the demoness was. “The report could have mentioned she was awake.” She was going to eviscerate the report writer for the oversight.

	Shunlei grunted in sour agreement, a hot puff of breath escaping from his mouth with the sound. “If we don’t move very, very quickly, this won’t be a matter of re-sealing her.”

	“No, it’ll be a pitched battle before we even get the chance. Shunlei, I need the dragons on standby, in case it does come down to a fight.” 

	He nodded instantly. “I’ll arrange it. What else do you need?”

	“A miracle.” Mei Li turned and called, “Everyone, to me!”

	Mages and dragons alike gathered in a loose semi-circle, facing her. Half the dragons were in human form, the others remaining in the more defensive, tougher dragon forms. They focused attentively, their manners grave, and she met each of their eyes in turn. “The situation is not as we thought it was. In layman’s terms, we’re up a creek with no paddle.” 

	She got a few weak smiles from her attempt at humor. Mei Li sighed, the tension rising in her like a tidal wave. “The mages are already clear on what to do, so I’ll explain to you dragons so you have an idea of how to gauge things. Basically, we have to rebuild the seal from the ground up. We’ll be expanding her area a little, not taking the first seal down, but building up another one around it. We’ll need to stand in specific spots—a nine-point star—in order to do this.”

	Ling Ling was quick to do the math. “That means you’re taking part this time?”

	“Have to. We’re short a hand if I don’t.” And that worried Mei Li, as her magic wasn’t the strongest. But she was better than nothing. “The sealing will be built in layers from ground up. Mages, I know you’re not used to sustaining magic like this—Evocation’s easier on the user in many ways. But once I’ve written the sigil into the ground, you must pour a constant stream of magic into the sigil.”

	Dolan requested dryly, “And when we have a proper minute after this, you’ll teach us the basics of Wu Xing so we’ve got a better understanding of what you’re doing and why.” 

	Mei Li grimaced a smile at him. “Assuming we can find that time, I’d love to teach you the basics. This will take at least an hour. Keep the magic constantly in motion between the sigils and the person to your right. It will establish a flow of order. Please do not rely on any of your bound spirits while doing this—they’ll get sucked into the creation of the seal and we won’t be able to untangle them again.”

	More than a few winced at that mental image. 

	Mei Li didn’t know what else to tell them, so turned to the dragons. “If things go very wrong, and you have to enter the fray with her, understand that you have to leap clear before the top closes. We can’t take it down or scale it back in order to retrieve you. We’ll destroy the barrier if we try and will have to start over.” 

	More than a few people looked dismayed to hear this. 

	Shunlei cleared his throat before chipping in, “I know none of you are old enough to remember her first sealing, so I’ll explain. Jingfei is a formidable opponent. We lost two mages the first time we sealed her. We almost lost the full team. I hope this time it’ll be easier, less disastrous. Then, I was the only dragon helping them fight, but we had more mages, too. I’m not sure if this group will work in our favor or not.” 

	Huan asked with a worried look over his head, “Does what you said earlier still stand?”

	“Yes. Do not use fire against her. It will only power her further. Don’t unfurl your wings near her—her claws will tear them to shreds. Try to either use claw or tail to batter her about. It doesn’t do a great deal of damage, but it distracts her and throws her off-balance.” 

	Bai asked what they all wondered. “Will we fight?”

	“I hope not. Mei Li is doing everything in her power to make sure we do not have to. None of us want that seal to fail and have a repeat of the events of five thousand years ago. But just in case, spread out. Be a support behind each mage. Don’t interrupt them, but shield them if you have to. Buy them time to cast.” 

	They all nodded, agreeing, and the ones still in human form shifted back to dragon. Shunlei himself had not changed over to human form since landing. Mei Li was just as glad. A bad premonition curled sourly in her stomach. This would go very wrong, she was sure of it. Even someone who didn’t have a magical bone in their body would be able to see the cracks in the shield, feel the heat pouring out of it. It felt like standing near an out of control bonfire. 

	Jingfei eyed the mages moving around her, saw the preparations they made with their talisman flags, and she howled in rage. Her fists slammed against the magical barrier keeping her in place, and the cracks widened just a bit more, rending audibly. Everyone heard it and twisted sharply around to look. Seeing the effect, an ugly smile curled Jingfei’s wide mouth up and she slammed her fists again against the barrier. 

	Wind and stars, but if she kept doing that, they wouldn’t have a day or two to seal her. They’d have minutes. Mei Li shouted, “Get to places now!”

	Everyone scrambled, spreading out in a precise nine-point star. People coughed and shielded their eyes with their hands to avoid being blinded by the fine dust storm all the movement kicked up, but it was unavoidable. Once in place, the mages jammed the white talisman flags into the ground, calling out as they were ready. They were spread out wide, wide enough that dragons could dart in between them, and that made it difficult to keep the magical lines of energy flowing. That would add more difficulty onto the task, but the sealing had to be large enough to completely cover Jingfei, so they had little option about that.

	Mei Li drew out spiritual chi from her forehead in a sweep of two fingers, pasted it on the back of a talisman, and then directed the talisman sharply forward. It landed over the nearest seal with a wet-sounding smack. The next slam of Jingfei’s fists sizzled, the sound reminiscent of a hot pan hitting water. She jerked back with a howl of pain, lips curling up to reveal fangs. 

	“That won’t hold her,” Mei Li muttered under her breath. A water talisman, in this dry area, had very little to work. Just whatever moisture it could take from the air. Against this powerful of a being, it was akin to swatting a charging boar with a fly swatter. “But it’ll buy us a few minutes. Everyone ready?”

	A chorus of assents answered her. 

	“On my mark! Three, two, one, mark!”

	In unison, the mages spread their palms out to each other, power flowing. Mei Li had seen and/or participated in something like this many times while growing up, but it never failed to be awe-inspiring to watch. Magic moved in a visible spectrum, white and charged like lightning, hopping from one palm to the next and becoming more powerful with each connection. It was like watching ball lightning move, an entrancing image, almost hypnotizing in its own way. Mei Li didn’t let herself be distracted by it, instead keeping her magical energy steady and flowing, melding with the others’ power. 

	Without any warning, the temporary patch Mei Li had thrown at the seal failed utterly. Jingfei had her claws into the largest tear and was physically battling her way through the seal. It tore like frayed cloth, allowing the demoness to get her head and torso through. 

	Shunlei uttered the vilest curse Mei Li had ever heard before leaping past the line of mages, turning, and slamming his tail against the demoness trying to crawl out. Even from this distance, Mei Li felt the impact as volcanic flesh hit rock hard scales, heard her grunt and stagger back, but Mei Li couldn’t see much from this angle. Shunlei seemed to have the same trouble. He reared back, and struck blindly in that direction again, almost missing Jingfei. He got a glancing blow against her arm instead of a solid hit. 

	Over the shouted magical instructions, Rone belted out in Long-go, “She’s come to my side to try and tear free, move back!”

	Shunlei promptly did so, returning to Mei Li’s side in a single bound, careful to not accidentally hit either Leah or Teoh in the process, as the sisters flanked Mei Li. Even as he moved, Mei Li was aware of Ling Ling shifting to the other side, of Rone belting out a warning. 

	Re-sealing a demon wasn’t a quick and easy matter. It wasn’t like the smaller, less powerful objects that gained power and awareness over time. Those were easily subdued in a matter of minutes. Jingfei was in a different category from those entities. She was the product of a volcano deity gone mad, born from the heart of a volcano itself, and her power was not so easily tamed or leashed. She belted out a stream of fire through one of the cracks, and it was only Bai’s quick motion—throwing a wing in front of Dolan—that kept the mage from being burned to the quick. Even then, judging from the quick hop and yelp from Dolan, he’d gotten singed at least. 

	But he did not move. 

	None of the mages did. No matter what Jingfei did or tried, they didn’t move from their spot. Sweat already dotted Mei Li’s forehead and streamed down her temples, the heat from Jingfei overcoming the cold winter air. She kept her palms up and steady, the power growing double what it was, forming a thick ribbon instead of a string of yarn. Each piece of the seal would be formed from the base up, one layer at a time, until it covered Jingfei like a dome. Even at the dedicated rate they were working, it might take a full hour to build the seal. 

	Did they have that kind of time before Jingfei broke free? 

	Mei Li knew the answer without even asking. 

	Another line of the barrier came up, then another. It stood as high as Mei Li’s ankles now. The cost of that magic wore at her heavily. Mei Li was frank that she was not a mage, not really. She was a scholar with some magical training, which wasn’t at all the same. They truly needed another mage here. A full force of twelve mages was what sealings of this level called for. The mages Dolan had reached out to hadn’t been able to get to Jingfei in time, instead choosing to rendezvous at Zaffi. Which was all well and good for the future. 

	But that assumed they succeeded and survived here. 

	Jingfei lashed out in a flurry of fists and kicks, concentrating not on any one point, but the seal surrounding her as a whole. It collapsed in slow degrees, parts of it disintegrating into wisps of smoke, other parts hanging on by magical threads, worse than any beggar’s coat. Even as it crumpled around her, Shunlei threw himself back into the fray. A low war cry vibrated in his throat, a growl of warning and anger. 

	The demoness snarled as he approached her, bellowing fire at the nearest mage. Shunlei twisted mid-air, desperate to block that blue fire from hitting any of the mages. Mei Li’s heart leapt in her throat as she watched that acrobatic move. Fear for his safety and hers lodged a ball of spikes in her throat, making it impossible to swallow properly. Even a dragon felt the heat of Jingfei’s fire. It would burn a human to ash in a second. Still, there was awe, too. He fought like a deity, each move precisely calculated and efficient, and she could finally see the warrior king who tamed an entire race to his will.

	Jingfei cackled, head thrown back before lowering her golden eyes to stare at him. “Still protecting the weak, Shunlei the Red?”

	“The weak defeated you, as you might recall.” 

	Mei Li blinked. She talked? That wasn’t in the records anywhere. Although if she was willing to waste time talking, hopefully Shunlei indulged her. They could use every second. 

	“I shouldn’t call you Red anymore. You’re Black now. That tells me a great deal. It tells me I’ve slept a very long time.” Jingfei’s expression morphed and twisted as rage overtook her. “You’ll pay for keeping me separated from my husband.” 

	“We wouldn’t actually care if you two went off on a second honeymoon or whatever,” Chen threw in recklessly. The Red had his wings half unfurled, ready to protect the mages at his back. “It’s just your habit of setting everything on fire we have an issue with.”

	“It’s not like we don’t understand,” Huan added, maneuvering to stand in front of her mage with such nonchalance that Mei Li almost didn’t track the movement for what it was. “I mean, dragons. Fire. We like to do it as well.”

	Bai trash-talked as well, and his words were harder, not as mock-playful. “But there’s limits, y’know?” 

	Jingfei threw a sneer at them all. “You’ve been taught that because of him. Trust me, in the old days, dragons knew power. You’ve defanged them thoroughly, Shunlei.”

	“I’m not being hunted by humanity or sealed, either,” he riposted neatly, keeping an eagle eye on her. “I think I made the saner choice.” 

	“Of course you think that, with her here—she tamed you thoroughly, didn’t she?”

	She, who? Mei Li didn’t understand the reference. Did one of the dragons or female mages look like someone from the past? 

	Shunlei chuckled in a dark, humorless way. He clearly understood what Jingfei meant by that. “If you’ll recall, I was set on becoming humanity’s ally well before I teamed up with the mages. You can’t blame anyone but me for this decision. How about it, Jingfei? Prove you won’t be a walking disaster this time. That you’re capable of showing remorse. We’ll take you to your husband if you do.”

	For a split second, she looked tempted. Either tempted to fold, or tempted to play along with the offer. But it was only for that moment. Then her sneer was back, the words like flashes of fire as she spat out, “I’ll see him on my own terms!”

	The demon broke to the right, the remains of the barrier shattering under the force, heading toward the ‘weakest’ link, that of the smaller Tengfei and the delicate-looking Simeon. Anyone who knew Tengfei could have told her that was a poor life decision. He might have been the smallest dragon of the bunch, but there was nothing weak about him. Mei Li had known him for all of a day before seeing for herself he was formidable. Tengfei used his smaller size as a weapon. It enabled him to do acrobatics no one else could keep up with, and his attack speed was double anyone else’s. The small Red whipped about, smacking her face full on with his tail, sending her spinning before dropping. 

	“Hey, hey, hey,” Tengfei griped as he whipped back around, immediately pouncing. Jingfei rolled, barely avoiding his claws and weight, coming up and shaking her head to get oriented again. “What’s with that, huh? What’s wrong with you? ‘Let’s go for the little one, he looks weak’ is what you were thinking, wasn’t it? SUPER offensive, lady, I’m really mad. Smaller does not mean weaker, am I right, Ling Ling?”

	“Excuse you!” Ling Ling snarked back from across the circle. “I’m not as short as you are!”

	“You totally are, but that’s not the point. The point is, I’m offended right now. Everyone always picks on me first, like I’m the weak link, and you—” Jingfei charged him again, but she wasn’t trying to engage in a fight, she was trying to get past him. To get past the rising barrier building around them in an ever-growing circle. 

	Tengfei met her charge like a bull, slamming his forehead into the center of her chest and knocking her back to the center of the building seal. He had to shake himself a little before he spoke again. “You’re not getting past me. No one ever does, and I’ll be thrice-cursed if you’re the first!”

	Jingfei rolled to her side, growling. Mei Li watched her cautiously. The demoness was basically a miniature volcano, all hot temper, fire, and a rock core—with the temper to match. It made her impossible to truly defeat, hence why they’d sealed her in the first place. It also meant she was tenacious in a fight. Even with her back to the ground like this, Mei Li didn’t read her body language to mean defeat. 

	Leah’s eyes went wide, horror clashing over her face, and she screamed out a warning. Mei Li realized a second too late that Jingfei was pretending to be down, and she was attacking from her prone position. A bellow of blue-white flame shot up through the air, making an eerie, whistle-like sound. Gen hurled himself forward, wings thrown wide to block it. 

	Horror pitched through Mei Li, and she felt nauseous under the onslaught as she remembered that two mages had died horribly under that fire. She could do nothing but watch as the fire hit Gen, saw those blue scales rebuff most of it, but the feathers on his wings singe and blacken. The feathers were not as fire retardant as hard scale, and the dragon let out a roar of pain, back legs folding as his wing burned along one edge. 

	A splatter of the fire made it past his guard and splashed the mage behind him—Leah. She screamed as well, choking off in an airless gasp. 

	“LEAH?” her twin demanded, panicked. 

	“HOLD THE LINE!” Mei Li barked at them. Her heart hurt for those injured, but if they didn’t hold the line, they would have no way of subduing Jingfei. It would seal their deaths. 

	Jingfei wasn’t on her feet yet; she was rolling to her knees to get up. The demoness wasn’t quick, just sturdy, and it gave someone a narrow window to take advantage. Shunlei was the someone. He sprung forward, leaping a little into the air, and landed directly on Jingfei’s back and thighs. She grunted at the impact and tried to fight him off. It was like a turtle trying to unseat something—she had no leverage, and still she was close to bucking him off. 

	Shunlei gritted his teeth, digging his claws into her, riding her out. Face down like this, she couldn’t fight. He kept his head down and focused even as he called for help. “BAI!”

	Bai darted forward and landed on the lower half of her legs, sneaking one leg in between Shunlei’s hold onto her hips. Bai was one of the larger dragons, and between his weight and Shunlei’s, Jingfei didn’t have a prayer of moving. She snarled and bucked, but it felt like nothing more than twitches and the whine of a loser dog. 

	Mei Li could see the flex and strain of Shunlei’s muscles as he held the contorted position. But he held it firmly and craned his neck around to see how Leah fared. 

	Mei Li looked as well, that ball in her throat threatening to close off her airway entirely. The nomadic mage was putting all her weight on one leg, and her left hip was a mess of burned clothing and blackened skin. Tears streamed out of her eyes, her magic flow not nearly as strong or sturdy as before, but still. She held her position. 

	“I’m sorry, Leah, I’m so sorry,” Mei Li said, on the verge of tears herself. “Can you hold? We’re almost there, we’re basically halfway there already.”

	“I can hold.” Leah sucked in a breath, her breathing more like pants as she tried to work around her own pain. “I’m not resting until this whore is sealed away.” 

	“That’s my sis.” Teoh was crying, too, silent tears that wrenched at the heart. She stared steadfastly at her sister and no doubt would lunge for her the moment the seal was complete. 

	Mei Li’s eyes darted to Gen, who limped off to the side, his left wing stretched out. 

	“Gen?” Huan called in worry.

	“I’ve lost two rows of primaries, I think,” he hissed between clenched teeth. 

	Huan looked to Shunlei, practically vibrating with the urgency to move. 

	“We’ve got her,” Shunlei promised, speaking through gritted teeth. “Help them.” 

	Huan changed forms so fast the air snapped in a repercussive sound. She immediately fetched water and bandages and healing talismans. 

	“Leah first,” Gen told her, starting to shake now, his body reacting to the damage done. 

	With a grim nod, the Green went for the mage and carefully removed the damaged clothing out of the way, pulling it to either side to get to the raw muscle and bone exposed underneath. It was an ugly, ugly sight and a testament to Leah’s willpower she was able to work magic at all in that condition. 

	Stirring again, Jingfei spoke into the dirt (she had no choice with Shunlei’s claw clamped over her head). “You’ll get off me soon.” 

	Mei Li almost asked what she meant by that, then she saw the heat wave building. Jingfei was redirecting her volcanic energy to pour off of her body. It was warm now, nothing a dragon couldn’t handle, but Mei Li suspected this was just the opening act. The record was clear that Jingfei could slowly heat up until stone itself melted from her touch. Even dragon scales weren’t completely immune. 

	Mei Li swore mentally and barked out the order. “Everyone, speed up!”

	“We can’t go any faster than this without compromising the seal,” Dolan negated, although he stared at Jingfei in open worry as well. 

	“Go at the pace you need to.” Bai settled in even more firmly, if possible, determination in every muscle. “We’ve got her.” 

	Mei Li prayed that was true. Even if it was, she didn’t think they’d be able to hold her like that for long. 


	Bai let out a high-pitched yelp, followed by a whine. Mei Li’s eyes snapped back to him and realized that while she was distracted, Jingfei’s attack had doubled in strength. Maybe quadrupled. 

	“What?!” Scott demanded. The mage wasn’t able to see around Shunlei or Chen, who was guarding him and his brother. 

	“Heat’s getting a little much,” Shunlei explained, and it sounded like his molars gnashed together. 

	A dragon’s scales hardened with age, so Shunlei would be more fire-proof than the younger Bai, but Mei Li didn’t need to be a mind reader to know that even Shunlei felt the heat. They weren’t budging, but Jingfei’s attack was effective. The demoness knew it, too. She cackled and upped the temperature to something hot enough Mei Li felt it even at this distance. Her skin felt tight against her skull, like she had a sunburn from too much exposure. 

	Bai whined in the back of his throat, the sound one of pure pain. Mei Li wanted to speed the process along, to get both dragons clear of Jingfei, but didn’t dare. Dolan was right. Trying to hurry the process would only weaken the seal and put them in an even worse position. 

	“Hold on,” Preston begged them. “Look, the seal’s over our heads now. Just hold on. A little higher, and she won’t be able to get out.”

	The mage wasn’t wrong, but Mei Li knew the timing would be tricky on this. Jingfei was solid—she didn’t have much in the way of vertical jumping power—but she could still manage some height. They had to get the seal tall enough that she wouldn’t be able to scale it, but still wide enough the dragons could dive through the top. 

	She stared at each line as it circled, mentally begging the seal to go faster. Bai and Shunlei were both keening, their painful cries stabbing her in the heart, but they wouldn’t move. Mei Li desperately wanted them off of Jingfei and clear. Come on, come on, come on…. They were a good two feet over her head now—the barrier was nearly tall enough. It was just beginning to arch, to close in on the top. 

	“GO!” Dolan commanded. 

	Bai was moving before the vowel could completely escape Dolan’s mouth. He leapt free with a single, powerful up-thrust of wings. Shunlei was a second behind him, barely giving Bai the room to get out before following. Jingfei rolled when the weight left her back, and she sucked in a large breath. 

	Mei Li knew she’d attack, knew that breath was to spit fire at the retreating dragons, and yelled to distract her. “Zaffi!”

	Jingfei flopped to the side, eyes hard. “What about my husband?”

	Was Shunlei free? Thank heavens, he was. “Zaffi’s seal is next.”

	Jingfei growled, lumbering up to her feet and watched as the seal started to close. She looked resigned, outraged, but a sneer curled her mouth. “You won’t be able to. Not like this. You barely sealed me again. He’ll get me back out, you’ll see.” 

	The barrier closed, the seal complete, and Jingfei sank to her knees, head falling to her chest as she returned to her forced slumber. Mei Li watched her with limited satisfaction and whispered, “I’m afraid you’re right.” 
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	Mei Li seriously wanted to cry. Shunlei’s hands and feet were burned so badly they were cramped, the fingers and toes curled inwards, open third-degree burns on his skin. Shunlei had shifted into human form so they could carry him more easily, and doing that alone had nearly made him weep with the pain.  She’d never have imagined, in a hundred years, anything could burn a dragon. But apparently a creature born of a volcano had enough of nature’s wrath to manage it. 

	Simeon had already come through and applied healing talismans on each of his limbs, and the magic was working, but Mei Li wanted to alleviate the pain as much as she could while Shunlei healed. She’d harvested ice from the nearby lake and carefully wrapped them against each of his feet. The hands, at least, he could mostly manage himself, balancing the chunks of ice in his palms. 

	One of them slipped and she caught it before setting it carefully back against his palm. He hissed and Mei Li anxiously searched his face. “Sorry.”

	“No, it feels good, it’s just the pressure hurts at random moments,” he assured her, a grimace of pain etched into lines around his mouth and eyes. He hunched over his hands, the pain pulling him into a semi-fetal position. “Bai, how are you? Gen?”

	Bai was in the same state opposite of Shunlei, with a hovering Ling Ling attending to him. He tried for a smile but it morphed into a frown, the edges of his mouth dragging downwards. “I’ve been better. Simeon’s talismans are helping, though, I can feel my fingers again. Although I kind of wish I couldn’t at the moment.”

	That had initially terrified Mei Li, when both of them couldn’t feel their toes or fingers. Jingfei’s fire had seared their nerves and tendons so badly their limbs were warped, desiccated clumps of burned flesh. What equally terrified her was that she’d had no idea it was that bad until they’d crash landed immediately outside the barrier, rolling to their sides in pain, unable to put any pressure on their feet. It had taken Chen and Huan to carry them into the nearest town. 

	The townspeople at the foot of the mountain were so glad Jingfei was re-sealed, they’d done everything in their power to be helpful. The inn immediately opened its door to them, the two doctors the town boasted came in to help, and between their salves and Simeon’s magic, people were slowly on the mend. 

	Leah, from what Mei Li was told, would need more than a few weeks on a bed with constant attention in order to heal from this fully. If not attended to properly, her hip and thigh would forever be so scarred she would walk with a limp for the rest of her life. Teoh hovered nearby, anxious for her sister’s sake. 

	They’d kept the wounded to these two rooms so people could easily check on them and attend to any need they had. Mei Li looked over the wounded, her eyes seeing through the open door to Gen, who was still in dragon form with wing out, suffering through a painful preening session at Tengfei’s hands as they removed the damaged feathers. He kept making low thrumming sounds of pain. Every dragon in the vicinity thrummed back, sounds of affection and reassurance. Mei Li herself tried to do it, too, even though she didn’t have the right vocal chords for it. Gen appreciated it, though, as he lifted his eyes once to hers and gave an answering thrum. 

	It broke her heart that so many were injured. They’d recover—she knew they would—but the price of sealing just one demon was high. They’d not had enough help to begin with and now she had three dragons out of commission for at least several days, Leah and Teoh would need several weeks (she didn’t for one second believe Teoh would leave her sister’s side), and, and….

	And Zaffi was stronger than his wife. 

	The demon they didn’t have instructions for sealing was stronger than Jingfei. 

	Mei Li had always felt overwhelmed. From the beginning, she’d understood she was well in over her head. It was only because of the excellent gathering of allies she’d felt they had a chance to succeed. 

	They’d succeeded—she couldn’t claim otherwise—but this wasn’t like some children’s hero story. It wasn’t enough that they could defeat the big bad today and ride off into the sunset. They had to be able to get up the next morning and defeat the next evil threatening the world. Right now? They were in no shape to do that. 

	“Mei Li,” Shunlei called to her gently. “Breathe.” 

	She sucked in a deep, shuddery breath and let it out again. It sounded suspiciously like a sob, and she throttled back the urge to cry. Mei Li didn’t have time for tears. She looked up at him, met those clear blue eyes with hers, and drew strength from the resolve she saw in them. “Did you sit on Jingfei last time to subdue her?”

	“No. I was the only dragon in the party. I wasn’t able to get the drop on her like that. I harried her, instead, dodging in and out. The warrior of the party, Hawes, he helped me heckle her. We suffered injuries then, too. More extensive than this.”

	“Because you had to figure out how to seal her at the same time?”

	“No, a mage in the party more or less knew what to do with Jingfei. The team-up of mages was what suffered. The group had never worked together before, and the seal magic was slow to build.” 

	Interesting. None of that had been in the record. But then, Jingfei was one of the few records written well after the fact. The first Tomes didn’t join the party until after she and Zaffi were sealed. But this was the first she’d heard of someone in the original party who knew how to seal Jingfei. 

	“How did this mage know how to do it?” 

	“She was brilliant. Scholar more than mage, but she knew a great deal about the dangers of the world and how to combat them. She never told us how she knew, just that her master had taught her how.” Shunlei looked at her penetratingly, and it wasn’t so much the words he said, but the intent way he delivered them. He was telling her something—something vitally important. 

	Mei Li stared back at him, not sure what he was driving at. Surely he wasn’t suggesting—

	“Mei Li.” Dolan strode into the room then and paused, green eyes glancing uncertainly between them. “Sorry if I’m interrupting something, but this is important.” 

	Shunlei sighed deeply, looking resigned at the interruption. 

	Mei Li tore her attention from Shunlei and blinked, switching mental tracks. “What is it?”

	Taking the only spare chair in the room, Dolan dropped heavily into it. He passed a weary hand over his face before reporting, “I passed along the instructions for sealing Jingfei to the group of mages studying Zaffi. They report the seal won’t work. It doesn’t have enough power, to start with, and Zaffi’s more volcanic fire than stone. The Wu Xing principles are different with him.” 

	They’d used the overcoming principle of water extinguishing fire, with an earth base and an air suppressant to keep both elements contained to one space. Mei Li thought through the logistics of having to change that seal and couldn’t come up with anything viable. Frowning, she asked, “Did they have a suggestion?”

	“Something without earth, they said.”

	“But without earth to ground and connect it to the area, the seal will be free-floating,” Mei Li objected. 

	“Trust me, I know. And they said the same, that it wasn’t really a good idea, but they couldn’t find a way around it. The water element must be strong enough to suppress Zaffi’s fire and” –here Dolan slumped further into his chair— “we’re basically trying to subdue a walking, breathing volcano. You realize that, right?”


	“Trust me, I think that’s made itself clear.” Mei Li wanted to weep. Or maybe just take a twenty-year-long nap and sleep through this whole thing. A coma actually sounded quite delightful just then. 

	A commotion at the front of the inn caught her attention. Because of the injured, the innkeeper had cleared out his back rooms of guests and resituated everyone. It meant they had close proximity to the front door, and Mei Li could hear a booming voice greet people. 

	Dolan’s head snapped up, eyes widening. “That’s Prince Cavanaugh.”

	“No, his brother,” Shunlei corrected. “They sound eerily similar, I grant you.” 

	A powerful figure strode up to stand between the two rooms, the innkeeper hovering at the man’s shoulder. Prince Pari of Horvath looked like a barbarian king—of which he basically was one. The furs around his shoulders was more a mantle of authority than any crown. He wore a simple circlet around his forehead to hold his hair in place, and it was luscious and thick, the brown locks a waterfall that fell down to his waist. He looked between the rooms, frowning at the sight of injured people propped up on beds. 

	“Dragons, Mages, I’ve come to check on your welfare. I expected to host a dinner to celebrate your victory, but now I find you injured,” he boomed out. “This pains my heart. Tell me, is Jingfei sealed?”

	Mei Li stood and faced him, as she was technically the leader of this group. “She is, Your Highness. At great cost, as you can see. I am Mei Li of Tomes.” 

	He turned, extending a hand, which she took in a warrior’s clasp of the forearms. “Tomes, I am glad to see you. While I’m glad to hear the demoness is sealed, this is a sorry sight indeed. I wanted to celebrate with you. But instead, I think you need my aid. Tell me, how can I help you?”

	Mei Li blessed the man. He was certainly one to cut to the chase, and they needed that forthright, volunteer spirit right now desperately. “Our immediate party needs time to recover. The townspeople here have been gracious and generous with us. But we need time. Prince Pari, the mages at the other site—the ones with Zaffi. We need more help there, to temporarily put another seal on him to buy me time. We don’t know how to seal him yet.” 

	Prince Pari frowned down at her. “A Tomes doesn’t know how to defeat something?”

	“Zaffi’s record was one of the Tomes lost,” she explained. That information apparently hadn’t reached him yet. “I hadn’t read it before I was lost, for that matter.” 

	Understanding dawned and Pari winced. “Dire news indeed. Fine, let me greet each of your colleagues. Then we’ll sit and properly discuss this and what needs to be done. You have Horvath’s support, Tomes.” 

	She’d never come so close to hugging a relative stranger. “Thank you.” 
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	Prince Pari might look like he spent most of his time slaughtering bears and calling for ale, but he had a heart of gold. He went to each person, spoke to them, learned what they needed to recover. Leah and Gen especially worried him, and after much discussion between everyone, they decided to move the short distance to the capital city Voas. It was a day’s trip by wagon, and it would not be pleasant for Leah especially, but the healers in Voas were well known and capable. They had proper hospitals and recovery centers there, which was what the injured needed. 

	Mei Li fed Shunlei by hand, as his were still too sore to even contemplate using a utensil. Ling Ling and sometimes Huan did the same for Bai, which seemed to embarrass Bai. He wasn’t sure what to do with all this female attention, which amused Mei Li. 

	Once they reached the city, Prince Pari led them directly to a coastal street. Voas sat in a deep harbor on the coast of the Sea of Keys. The ocean breeze cut to the bone at this time of year, as of course any wind coming off water was naturally colder. It was crisp, though, the air clean to breathe in. Mei Li turned her head toward the ocean, enjoying it. She hadn’t realized how dusty and burnt the area near Jingfei had truly been until she’d escaped it. 

	They rode slowly and carefully up a rise, where a grand, two-story building sat overlooking the ocean. It was made of timbers and had a slate roof, glass doors, and windows gleaming in the sunlight. Not an ostentatious place, not in an aesthetic sense, but it looked like a very large traditional medicine shop. Mei Li approved. She never could be completely comfortable in ostentatious surroundings. 

	A woman stepped out, her stride and expression business-like, taking in the two wagons with a gathering frown. “Prince Pari, your note only said you had burn victims coming. I assumed humans. How did three dragons get so badly burned?”

	It was a good question. To Mei Li’s knowledge, nothing short of an active volcano—or the demons born from one—had the necessary firepower to burn a dragon. 

	The prince slung himself out of the saddle and gave her a deferential nod. “Doctor. These are the people who fought and sealed Jingfei two days ago.” 

	Her mouth firmed into a flat line. “Then I’m obviously not dealing with the effects of average fire. Very well, bring them in. Edan, Lothar! Open the big room, we have dragon patients!”

	People in light blue outfits seemed to pour out of every door, heading for the wagons. Those who could help, did, carefully lifting people down. Mei Li was focused on Shunlei, intent on following him inside, but Dolan snagged her elbow and pulled her aside. 

	“Mei Li, I think some of us need to go down and help with Zaffi,” Dolan informed her. His shoulders were back, chest out, determination brimming from every pore. “Sotejo, Scott, Preston, and Budworth agree with me. There’re not enough mages down there to begin with, and no one with any experience handling something like Jingfei. We might be able to put our heads together and figure this out—at least put up a temporary seal to buy you time.” 

	Mei Li chewed on her bottom lip as she tried to think rationally and not emotionally. She loathed to leave Shunlei right now. She was the only ‘family’ he had, and he seemed far more settled when she was within sight. The pain made it hard for him to think or react well, and he was more agreeable if she was the one rendering him aid. But Dolan had a good suggestion regarding Zaffi and it was true, they didn’t have a lot of time there. And it wasn’t like the mages would be any good here. They’d just be cooling their heels waiting. But she couldn’t in all good conscience leave Shunlei behind. 

	As if reading her mind, Dolan assured her, “I think you should stay here. I’m just informing you. You can’t do anything more there than I can, really, and Shunlei would not react well to you going anywhere near Zaffi without him.”

	She snorted. That was an understatement for the heavens, right there. “You’re sure about going, though? Perhaps Simeon can go as well? You’ll want at least one dragon, too, for protection if something goes wrong.” 

	Tengfei popped his head over Mei Li’s shoulder, half-furled wings blocking some of the wind as he volunteered, “I’ll go. Not much I can do here, anyway. Chen! Want to go down?”

	Chen immediately agreed, “Yes, I’ll go. Now?” 

	“Then we’ll go down,” Tengfei said with a bob of his head. “Dolan, I think we can fly you four, as long as you’re willing to be squeezed in for a few days. Zaffi is about a day or two’s flight from here, right?”

	“More or less, I would think.” Dolan gave him a grateful look. “Thank you, Tengfei. Let me ask Simeon, gather everyone together.” 

	“Sure, sure. We’ll help carry everyone in first, get them settled. Then we can go.” Tengfei’s self-issued marching orders delivered, he bounded off, more like an energetic puppy than dragon. 

	Mei Li stood for a moment, watched as her friends and companions gritted their teeth, forcing back cries of pain as they were carefully brought into the hospital. Her heart was heavy enough to sink to the bottom of the ocean floor. Mei Li hadn’t failed them. She knew she hadn’t. So why did this bitter taste linger at the back of her tongue? Why was her stomach constricting and writhing in her gut? 

	She absolutely had to have answers, and any future problem she tackled, she’d have the proper amount of mages on hand. 

	She wouldn’t repeat this mistake. 
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	Doctor Rabarbra, out of sympathy, chose to put the burn victims under a medically induced sleep for seven straight days. During that time, she performed minor operations to remove burned flesh, choosing to graft skin for Leah’s hip, all while using a concentrated dose of healing herbs mixed in with talismans. 

	Mei Li helped where she could, but most of the time she sat next to Shunlei’s bedside and listened to him steadily breathe as he slept. She listened. And plotted. 

	Dolan sent a message to her four days after leaving to say they’d put up another seal around Zaffi that was akin to what they had done for Jingfei. No one expected it to hold longer than a month. Still, it bought them a month, and right now time was definitely not on their side. Mei Li would take any extension she could get. 

	Reports came in through Prince Pari that his brother was still in Kovel and that Kovel Below was becoming more and more prevalent, that it endangered the whole city. They were considering total evacuation and had already evacuated certain areas. The displaced people were temporarily shifted to other areas of the city, making it overcrowded. If they had to evacuate completely, where would they go? It was a question no one yet had an answer to. 

	Zaffi, Kovel Below, Ghost General’s Sword, Odom—she had answers to only half of those problems. 

	Magic didn’t solve all problems. Anyone who thought otherwise lived in a fairytale. But still, Mei Li suspected that in this case, magic might well be the answer. Perhaps she was overthinking this. Perhaps she was grasping at straws. It was the only answer she could think of. The only prayer she had of making sure the world didn’t burn around her ears. 

	What else could she do but try? 

	On the seventh day, Doctor Rabarbra deemed Shunlei and Bai healed enough to take them off the sleeping draught, although she kept their hands bandaged around their fingers. The skin was not entirely healed yet. 

	Mei Li was so happy to see Shunlei sitting up and awake that she nearly danced around the room in joy. He accepted a tray from a nurse and carefully ate the soup first, balancing the ceramic spoon in his hand. When that settled well, he tackled the rice and baked fish next, humming in pleasure. 

	“What has occurred while I slept?” he asked her in between bites. 

	“Dolan led the mages near Zaffi to do a temporary seal,” she reported while ticking things off on her fingers. “It’s bought us a bit more time. Kovel Below has forced a partial evacuation of the city. Ghost General’s Sword is almost to the breaking point. We’re more or less at the same state as when you took your extended nap.” 

	Shunlei pulled a face and sighed. “I didn’t expect it to suddenly resolve itself.” 

	“I’ve time traveled into the past and met you.” 

	He stopped mid-motion, frozen, eyes shooting up to hers. Then he gave her an enigmatic smile. Well, it was a bit too borderline smug to be truly enigmatic. 

	That expression dissolved any unease she harbored about guessing wrong. “I’m right. This is how you knew me without me having any memory of our meeting. You knew me from the past—that’s why you took me under your wing so instantly.”

	“Yes.” He regarded her steadily, expression giving nothing else away. That enigmatic smile might as well have been a mask, for all that it showed. 

	Mei Li blew out a breath, thoughts racing. “I think I need to leave, and soon. You obviously recognized my adult self, so I was more or less this age when I first met you. And we need the missing tomes soon if we’re to have a prayer. When did I leave to meet you, can you tell me?”

	“I don’t actually know.” It was, perhaps, the first frank answer he’d ever given her. “You never told me you time traveled, the first time we met. It was something I reasoned out later.”

	“Oh.” Mei Li mulled on that for a moment. “Time paradox?”

	“Likely what you were avoiding, yes. I’ve slowly accumulated things to help you journey into the past. Where did my blue bag get off to?”

	Mei Li pointed to a trunk sitting under the window. “It’s in there.”

	“That contains most of what you need. I do agree with the assessment that you need to leave soon.” 

	It was nice to at least have that confirmation. “Alright. Prince Pari is coming by to see everyone in a few hours. I want to speak with him first, and then I’ll go.” 

	Shunlei startled, head jerking back. “Just like that?”

	“I’ve been thinking about this for days, actually. I see no other solution, and I’m more or less mentally braced for it. Strike while the iron is hot, right? Besides, no one else is in a fit state to really work right now anyway. I might as well put my time to use solving one of our major problems. Arguably, it’s THE major problem.” 

	His enigmatic smile dissolved into one of pure joy. It lightened him, wiped years away, so he looked more an eager boy than the world-weary man he was. In fact, he was so giddy that he vibrated in place, eager to rush her out the door. “I agree. Go today. In fact, go now.” 

	Mei Li eyed him with heavy suspicion. She’d never seen Shunlei giddy before…no, actually, she sort of had. The first night she’d stayed with him, he’d had this open delight. Curiosity warred with anticipation as she watched his reaction. “Just what happens between us in the past, anyway?”

	He rolled those big blue eyes at her. “Will you just go? You know I can’t answer that.”

	“I have to report to Prince Pari, first. I might be gone in this timeline several days and I don’t want people panicking. Or strangling your cryptic little throat for answers.” 

	“It’ll just invite an argument down on your head,” he predicted, going back to eating. He thrummed with simple happiness as he did, though, spoiling the warning. “You’ll regret it.” 

	The sad thing was, Mei Li didn’t doubt that was the case. 

	[image: image1]

	“You want to what?” Prince Pari demanded incredulously. 

	Mei Li sucked in a breath. For patience or air, she wasn’t sure. Likely both. How had her one-on-one meeting with the prince turned into an impromptu meeting with him, Rone, Shunlei, and Huan? She’d not thought this conversation would be easy, which was why she’d asked for this empty room away from the patient rooms, just in case it devolved into a shouting match. But still, it wasn’t like she had to get permission from any of these people. She didn’t answer to them. So why was she still stuck explaining it all? 

	“I know this will sound mad at first, but hear me out. I want to go back in time.” 

	The room went abruptly still, the occupants so stunned by her casual announcement that graveyards would seem lively in comparison. 

	Huan was the first to find her voice and she used it at full strength and volume. “You are mad! Do you know how dangerous that is?!”

	Mei Li gave her an arch look. “You think I, of all people, don’t understand the mechanics involved? The history of prior people who did this?”

	Huan did not look as abashed as she should, although that did temper part of her argument. “Why do you want to go?”


	“The records, of course. The missing records.” Mei Li didn’t call for rice wine, although she felt this conversation needed alcohol to go down smoother. If nothing else, she’d be able to get them all drunk enough they couldn’t argue with her about it. “Look, I know this sounds insane. But so does trying to figure out how to redo eighty different seals without losing large pockets of the populace in the attempt. We have records for a reason. If I can just go back to a certain point in time, before those records were lost, and gather them up, we’d not be in that position.” 

	Rone shook her head slowly, the motion gaining speed with each pass. “No. No, it’s too risky. You’re the only one who can read the records we do have now. What if something happens to you? Then we’ll be in an even worse position. We have no guarantee—”

	“She’ll go.”

	Shunlei’s confident announcement silenced the room. Mei Li eyed him suspiciously once more. There really was more he hadn’t told her. She felt it in her gut. 

	Meeting each of their eyes in turn, the elder dragon elaborated in his careful, concise way. “I am not arguing with you whether she will go or not. I am stating that she will go. In a sense, she has already gone.” 

	“I don’t follow,” Prince Pari admitted. “What do you mean, Master Shunlei?”

	“Mei Li and I met many years ago, before this time. She’s already time traveled, in a sense.” As if he hadn’t just announced something incredulous, he leaned further back into the cushions and sipped at his tea. 

	With a noise of disgust that had a significant element of smoke and steam in it, Rone sat back with a huff, her hands thrown into the air. “Shunlei, you could have said!”

	“Time paradox,” he denied neatly. Sobering, he looked to both Huan and Prince Pari. “Know that I would never take chances with her safety. Know that she must go.”

	Prince Pari, at least, didn’t seem inclined to argue. He sat back, a finger tapping idly on the table’s surface before giving a decisive nod. “If you say so, then it must be. I have no objections.” 

	“I have quite a few!” Huan looked around them with exasperation, much like a mother surrounded by grubby toddlers who wanted to go out again to play in the mud. “At the very least, let’s send guards with her—”

	Shunlei’s response was implacable, leaving no room for disagreement. “No. I will prepare what she needs.”

	“I am against this!” Huan burst out, color high in her green cheeks. 

	“So am I,” Rone admitted, and she still stared at Shunlei as if he’d finally handed her the missing piece of a puzzle. 

	He stood, elegant and poised, offering a hand to Mei Li. She took it but put no weight on it, anxious not to hurt his still-healing hands. “You may argue the point as you wish. I will discuss this with Mei Li privately.” 

	Mei Li left her hand tucked into his elbow as they exited the room. As soon as they were clear of the doorway, he picked up his pace so they were speed walking out. Leaning into his side, she guessed wryly, “We’re going to do this in the next hour so they can’t stop me. That’s your plan?”

	He responded with dark humor, “You’re good at anticipating me.”

	“I’ve finally figured out you do exactly what you want to do. You might let people think you’re going along with them, but you still do exactly as you wish. And for time to flow as it should, I must go. Not to mention those missing records. I don’t suppose you can tell me what year I should be aiming for? I was thinking somewhere around fifteen years ago. There’s a time there when Master left the house to go and collect me, and he was gone for about ten days. I can either read or steal most of the records during that time, make it safely back.” 

	Shunlei regarded her wryly for a moment before leading her into his room. 

	“I take it my plan won’t work.” Mei Li sighed. “Alright, what can you tell me?”

	“When entering a time portal, you have no control of where you will end up. I’m not sure what your records state on that point, but focusing on a particular day or using an incantation has little effect. You are sent to the time you must be in.”

	“Oh lovely. It didn’t actually tell me that part. The record said I will be brought back suddenly, that I’ll have no control over that whatsoever.” 

	“Also correct.” Sadness flashed over his face for a moment, a melancholy gloom that lingered before he forcibly shook it off. “I’ve anticipated this for some time and have made preparations. I have the right clothes, gold and silver nuggets to use for currency, and a few other essentials. When you arrive, keep to the road. You will stumble into the right people to aid you. Mei Li, this is very important. Do not use your identity from this time, make up something else. Do not let anyone know who you really are. You are a traveling scholar and mage, nothing else.” 

	“Time paradox?” she guessed. The record had the same instructions, but it was interesting he would tell her the same thing. “And? You can’t tell me when we meet, can you? I thought not.”

	Shunlei had his back to her as he rummaged through his bags, finally bringing one up from beneath all the others. It was lighter, probably only enough to tide her over for a day or two while traveling. As he presented it to her, he regained that energetic delight from before, this time tempered by caution. He kept biting his lip, staying words before they escaped, and he hesitated for a long moment before speaking. Each word was like a paving stone, laying out the path carefully with its utterance. “It won’t take long, that much I can assure you. Ask for me. I will help you. Be honest as much as you can about your goals, and I will work with you to achieve them.”

	Mei Li took the pack with both hands, her eyes searching his. He seemed honestly torn and hesitant, a rare state for him. “You’ve already told me too much, haven’t you?”

	“Possibly. I have faith you’ll be fine. My younger self makes sure of it, but you won’t meet me immediately.” 

	“Alright. I’ll be on my guard as I go. Should I change outfits?”

	“Yes.” He went to the chest and pulled out a set of women’s traveling clothes in a deep green with sturdy boots. The style was entirely different than what she had on now. Simpler, with less embroidery and lace, and sturdier. Laying them on the bed, he hesitated once more before instructing softly, “You can work the portal from here, can’t you?”

	“I can. It doesn’t take a specific location, just the right incantations and sunlight.” With the window to the side, she had plenty of sunlight to use. 

	“Then go once you’ve changed. Go immediately. I don’t want them stopping you.” 

	She saw sense in the order and nodded. “I will. I’ll likely return here, won’t I?”

	“If we’re fortunate. I’ll have the dragons be on the lookout, just in case.” He turned her, hands on her shoulders, then brought her in for a hug. A low thrum pressed against her skin as he hummed something to her, although she didn’t know what this one meant. She could feel his nerves as well as his anticipation and her own emotions matched those two exactly. Pulling back, he pressed a kiss against her forehead, chaste and lingering. His breath was warm against her skin as he whispered, “Be safe. Return to me.”

	This man had already lost too much. Even knowing she went back, it must be hard to send her off again, aware she’d be in danger. There was a chance that while she might safely enter the past, she had no guarantee she’d regain the present in the same state. Her throat closed tight, agitation curling in her gut with an uneasy tug. She hated to do this, to leap into uncertainty, but there was apparently no other choice available. “I promise.” 

	He left in a flurry, the door shutting firmly behind him. Mei Li didn’t allow time for doubts—she didn’t have any to spare—and quickly shucked off her clothes and dove into the new ones. They were, as usual, a perfect fit. One of these days, she’d figure out how he kept doing that. It wasn’t like she’d ever been measured for these outfits he kept producing. At least, not in the present…huh. Now that was a strange thought. Had he done so in the past? And just when in the past did they meet? 

	“I guess I’m about to see,” she muttered to herself. 

	She finished tying the belt in place, yanked on her boots, then reached for the thick piece of chalk in her magical pack. With broad strokes, she wrote out the talisman on the floor, leaving her precisely enough room to stand in and not an inch more. (The instructions of the spell had been quite clear on that.) It felt like it took a decade to draw it all out, but it was likely more along the lines of thirty minutes. She could hear Shunlei breathing and shifting outside the door, knowing he was guarding it so no one could interrupt her. 

	Sweat dotted her forehead she moved and worked so fast, but finally she sat back on her haunches and looked it over. Despite her sense of impending haste, Mei Li forced herself to look over every line carefully to avoid mistakes. This was the one time in her life she absolutely could not afford a mistake. 

	She saw none. 

	Hoping for the best, she shouldered her pack. Mei Li stepped into the circle of the sigil and, much like a cat, hunkered down into it so she was covered completely by the sigil’s footprint from head to toe. She breathed in deep, drawing her magical power to the fore, and channeled her magic directly into it. The sigil lit up with a brilliant kaleidoscope display of color and light, dazzling to the eyes. Not to mention alarming. 

	Something seized her, a strong force that tapped into her stomach, and yanked sharply. Mei Li had precisely enough time to gasp and flail madly before the light disappeared altogether. Stars and shadow wrapped around her, as if she’d stepped into a galaxy, only she had no time to gather her bearings as she sped through it. In a blink, she was through it, and a patch of ground rushed up to meet her. 

	Mei Li felt disoriented, much like a drunk who couldn’t find either equilibrium or balance, and she landed with a thud against hard-packed dirt, grass tickling her nose. Gasping, she flopped onto her side, struggling to catch her breath. She panted for a moment, eyes blind to her surroundings. Was this what a fish felt like, when thrown onto the bank? Winded, disoriented, and weak? She had more sympathy for their plight if that was the case. 

	The weakness quickly passed and she struggled up to her knees first, getting a good look around. Nothing looked familiar. Not that it said much, as Mei Li hadn’t really traveled much in her life. She’d been all over the modern world, but she knew the world’s geography and landscape had changed a great deal through the years. She could be anywhere in the world and not be able to recognize it. For that matter, how much of the land had changed over the years? So much so that she, a modern woman, wouldn’t deem it familiar?

	She looked to the road nearby, hard-packed red clay and wide, with wagon ruts in it. That was promising. Mei Li was a very firm fan of roads, seeing as they led places. The area was lovely, rolling green hills dotted with trees and what looked like farms in the distance. And the weather was fair, that was also good, barely a cloud in the blue sky. At least she wouldn’t have weather to contend with. 

	All good points, but it didn’t solve her immediate question: just when and where was she? 
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	Dusting herself off, she got to her feet and started walking east. She kept up a good pace, because without knowing her location, she had no idea of where she could rest for the night. It would behoove her to make tracks as quickly as possible. Still, Mei Li paced herself. She knew she didn’t have the stamina to run all day. Or even a quarter of it. 

	As she walked, her ears perked up. Was that…it sounded like the sounds of battle ahead. Not with clashing swords, per se, although something metal was striking hard. Mostly incantations, and yelling, and substantial thuds as heavy objects hit the ground. What was going on ahead? And did she want to get into the middle of it? 

	Frowning, Mei Li picked up her pace. Better to know what it was and avoid it than to blindly strike away from the road. She didn’t want to go cross-country if she didn’t have to. 

	As she rounded a bend, going down a slight hill, the scene came more sharply into definition. There was indeed a battle—right in the middle of the road, no less. Three mages, one warrior, and something that looked very fierce and straight out of a nightmare. 

	Mei Li shielded her eyes with a flat hand as she ran, the sun at the perfectly wrong angle to mess with her vision. When she finally got in close enough, she groaned in realization. Not that she’d ever seen this particular beast in person, but she’d read of it. It was the manifestation of the Red Lantern, a powerful, fiery beast that was part lion, part fire, and mostly rage. Red Lantern was supposed to light the path toward Heaven, but being denied that privilege, it went mad and instead sought to destroy the gates leading onto the path. It now wanted to destroy any road it saw. 

	But hadn’t that been sealed…oh dear. Oh no. Surely she wasn’t that far into the past?! No, calm down, Red Lantern did escape its seal once, about two thousand years ago. It was possible she was there instead of at the first sealing, which was over five thousand years ago.

	Mei Li had no chance to speculate or ask questions. The group was formidable, but they hadn’t figured out how to subdue Red Lantern yet, and it was growing fiercer with every attack. Someone kept throwing wind attacks against it, and that only fueled its ferocity. Groaning at the idiocy, Mei Li rushed forward, rummaging in her pack as she did so, praying Shunlei had put in talismans—bless that man, he had. Her hand closed over the thin strips of paper and yanked four out. 

	“Not wind!” she called as she ran up to the group. “Earth or water, but not wind!”

	One of the mages, a woman with singed brown hair, turned sharply to stare over her shoulder. “You know how to subdue this?!”

	“I do!”

	“Tell us how!”

	Mei Li came to a stop, sliding a bit on the slick grass, and panted out, “Follow my directions. I need a four over four—”

	“A what?” the burly soldier with the fur around his shoulders demanded impatiently. 

	“A mage in each directional corner!” Sand and stars, they didn’t know what a four over four meant? Just how modern of a term was that? 

	The mages tried to follow her direction, but of course Red Lantern could hear her shouting as well as they could, and the fiery beast moved to counteract them. He bellowed fire at them, and the mages were quick to cover the warrior with their own shields, protecting everyone from being set aflame. Mei Li quickly used one of the talismans in her hand to create a rough and ready protective shield, and the fire flared harmlessly around her, although it had been a near thing. 

	Her heart beat loudly in her ears as she panted for breath. Battling things with people she didn’t know wasn’t ideal, but there wasn’t much she could do about that. Withdrawing long enough to come up with a strategy wasn’t feasible in this situation. And it didn’t solve her problem of how to get a talisman above Red Lantern’s head. Unless she figured that out, they’d not be able to seal it, much less subdue. 

	One of the warriors turned his head, spotting something in the sky, and abruptly cursed. “Dragon incoming!”

	Mei Li’s heart lifted in relief. With a dragon’s aid, they might win this yet without losing someone in the process. 

	Everyone else cursed as well, looking alarmed, and they put up defensive barriers over their heads as if…no, surely not. Were they actually preparing defenses against a dragon? 

	Just how far back in history was she?! Dragons hadn’t been humanity’s enemy in thousands of years. Over four thousand years, in fact. 

	With their attention divided, Red Lantern almost caught one of the mages unawares, and he had to duck and roll to avoid becoming barbeque. Mei Li reached for the nearest mage and warrior, slapping them on the shoulder. “I’ll deal with the dragon. Use these talismans, get in the directional corners, link the talismans! It’ll create a box-shield around it.” 

	They nodded toward her sharply, taking the talismans, and immediately followed her directions. Or tried. Red Lantern made it difficult for anyone to hold their ground. 

	Mei Li quickly backed off, buying herself some distance. She needed to see if she could make the dragon an ally or if she’d have to fend it off. It was red, so a young dragon. That wasn’t entirely promising in and of itself. Still, there was something about this dragon that seemed oddly familiar. It took her a minute to place it, but the body shape and the curve of that wide wingspan reminded her of Shunlei. Was this perhaps an ancestor of his? 

	Tossing caution to the wind, she put both hands around her mouth and belted in Long-go, “Dragon! I require aid!”

	That great head turned sharply downwards, eyeing her, and he dropped with two hard flaps of the wing, coming in closer to her. As soon as he did so, Mei Li’s mouth went dry. She’d recognize that elegant, elongated bone structure, the high curve of his eyes, anywhere. It wasn’t that he looked like Shunlei. He was Shunlei. 

	Shunlei the Red. 

	Mei Li’s knees went weak and she almost dropped to the ground. Was she really five thousand years in the past?!

	A burst of flame from Red Lantern scattered in all directions, like a whip seeking a target, and Mei Li dropped heavily to the ground to avoid it. She swore viciously as she threw her shield back up and around, strengthening it. Red Lantern was getting stronger. She wouldn’t be able to protect herself at all in a minute, not at this rate. Her magic wasn’t up to the task. 

	Red Lantern bellowed fire again, the sound so hot it sounded like a damned soul screaming at her. The heat of it flashed over her skin, and she flinched at the feeling. Although it had fortunately mostly missed, it was still hot enough to be painful, forcing mages and soldiers alike to leap clear. Mei Li had no room to maneuver, trapped as she was still on the ground. She ducked her head down and threw her full magical strength into the barrier. 

	Something heavy landed over her, the wind rushing and throwing her hair around wildly, rustling her clothes. She smelled the warm scales, the sunlight still radiating from his skin, and peeked up to discover Shunlei had landed protectively over her, his wing thrown ahead to block the fire. A being of fire himself, the Red Lantern couldn’t harm him, and its attack bounced harmlessly off. 

	Something in her unwound, and she grinned up at the feathers in front of her. Shunlei the Black was right. If she asked Shunlei the Red for help, he’d grant it. 

	“Fair mage, you know how to defeat this?”

	“I do,” she answered in Long-go. “We need talismans on all four corners and one above to seal him in place. If I give you a talisman, can you carry it above him and hover in place?”

	“I can.” Shunlei turned his head toward her for just a moment. “After, we must talk.”

	“Trust me, I want to talk more than you do.” Mei Li scrambled to her feet and grabbed more talismans from her bag. She scraped hair out of her face with her free hand as she moved, using his wings for cover as she made quick preparations. “Here, take this one. On the count of three, I’m rolling free. You can lift into the air then.” Switching languages, she yelled at the rest of the humans, “Dragon is an ally! Don’t fire at him!”

	Shunlei hunkered down, readying himself to leap into the air. “Three, two, one, go!”

	Mei Li threw herself off to the side, giving him space. As soon as she was clear, she scrambled up and ran for the mages again, this time trying to stay low and keep situationally aware of Red Lantern. 

	The beast tried to run free now—not just attacking but charging different areas, testing the defense. The sight of a dragon had panicked it, as well it should. Its attacks would have no effect there. The humans blocked it with talismans, sword and spells, and finally they were able to get into the right positions. 

	Mei Li scrambled toward the northern direction, the only one left untaken by a mage, and lifted her talisman. She ran her eye over the rest of them as she got into place, found them ready and grimly watching Red Lantern like a hawk. “Link on three! One, two, three!”

	It wasn’t seamless—no magical linkup with relative strangers ever was—but there were at least three powerful mages in this group and it was enough to cover the gaps. The magic raced to each talisman like blue lightening, and once it hit all four directions, it shot upwards toward the talisman in Shunlei’s grasp. The spell cemented with that and solidified into thick chains that glowed with blue fire. 

	“Release!” Mei Li snapped out the order. 

	Everyone let go of the talismans. The paper, unable to withstand the power of the magic, burned up immediately to a crisp. But the spell on the talismans glowed and stayed in place, locking the seal. Red Lantern tried to rage, to fight free, but the seal used every bit of magic it had to subdue its prisoner. The glowing lion faded slowly, shrinking in on itself, and finally it lost the animal form. Under her watchful eye, it resumed the form of a paper lantern once more, its raging fire no more than an ember. 

	A ragged cheer went up and the mage nearest to her reached out a hand to clap her on the back, a bright smile on his face. “Mage! You’re a stranger to us, but welcome. I’m Hawes. Tell me your name and let me treat you to a feast tonight.”

	She smiled back at him, glad he had taken her orders so well. They’d have all been in trouble if anyone had tried to argue with her. “I’m Mei, from Demarest. I’m more scholar than mage, and sorry I couldn’t be of more help. My magic isn’t very strong.” 

	“Don’t apologize. You told us how to defeat it neatly,” the female mage of the group denied. She came in closer, absently pulling on her singed hair and clothes with a faint grimace. “And just in time, too. We were not winning. But how did you know the dragon was friendly?”

	“I recognized him.” Mei moved through the humans and to Shunlei, who had landed nearby and was watching them cautiously. “Shunlei the Red, well met. Thank you for your help.” 

	He lowered his head so that they were more on speaking level, sparing her from craning her neck upwards. “Well met, Lady Mei. I was surprised you called out to me, and in my own language. Most humans fear the dragons. They have good reason to. Not all of us are rational.” 

	“No, they are not.” Apparently. Mei Li silently bemoaned her luck. Of all the times, why did the time-traveling spell dump her here? Had everything she needed records for even been sealed yet? Somehow she doubted it. Shaking her head, she brought her attention back to the present conversation. “But I know of you. You’re trying to get the dragons to recognize laws, to behave and be humanity’s allies. I knew you’d help if I asked.” 

	His tail thumped happily, a wide grin on his face. Which, with the five-inch-long incisors, was a bit alarming to the uninitiated. “You’ve heard of me? Truly? The humans know of my goals?”

	“I do, at least. Others surely do, as word spreads quickly.” It was so very strange, speaking to this younger Shunlei. His expressions were more open, more inherently innocent. He had none of the caution or the mantel of confidence of his older self. He was, what, perhaps eighty at this point? So incredibly young. When had this wide-eyed innocence and puppy energy faded? 

	The warrior who looked part dwarf, with that powerful build, approached slowly. He stopped at her shoulder, looking up at Shunlei with a strange expression on his face. “Lady Mei, you know this dragon?”

	She belatedly realized she shouldn’t have been talking to Shunlei in Long-go. It didn’t tell anyone else much about him. “I do. Mostly by reputation. This is Shunlei the Red. He’s trying to bring the dragons under control, civilize them.” 

	The warrior’s bushy eyebrows shot into his hairline, getting lost in his bangs. “Is he, now. Then well met, Shunlei the Red. If you can pull that off, you’ve got all our thanks. I’m Melchior of Horvath. Thanks for the aid. We were struggling with this one.” 

	“I am glad to help,” Shunlei answered with transparent sincerity. 

	“Come with us into town,” Hawes invited. “You should celebrate this win with us.”

	More than a few looked at Hawes askance, clearly not on board with this plan. For whatever reason, no one voiced a rebuttal. Hawes was either well-respected, or they were playing this by ear, willing to play along and see how friendly the dragon supposedly was. 

	Shunlei’s tail didn’t thump again, but his entire body vibrated as if he wanted to roll around and jump for joy. Was this the first time a human had invited him to go anywhere but away? “I’d be glad to! Here, let me change forms. Less trouble that way.” 

	Mei Li expected him to do that but everyone else bit off a surprised oath when he smoothly transitioned from dragon to human form. His skin wasn’t the brilliant red of his dragon self—more a brassy shade, perhaps with a touch of amber. It was a sign he was only recently in Red stage. Mei Li mentally revised her estimate of his age down. He was likely closer to twenty, then. So incredibly young. 

	He straightened the basic white robes he wore, tucking his hands into his long sleeves, giving them a bright smile and polite bow. “It is an honor to fight with you.” 

	“D-d-dragons can….” The female mage spluttered to a stop and just gapped at him. 

	Mei Li gave her an odd look. “You didn’t know dragons can take human form?”

	“I’m surprised you knew.” Shunlei regarded her thoughtfully. “It’s not something my people do often. Most consider a human form as beneath them, inferior. For that matter, I’m surprised you know Long-go.” 

	And how did she cover that? “I was, ah, shipwrecked not long ago. A dragon aided me and took me in for a bit before taking me home. He was very chatty and kind.” 

	“Ah. That would explain it. I’m glad I’m not the only dragon helping humans. You’ve brightened my week considerably, Lady Mei.” 

	“I bet. Well, Hawes, where’s a good place to sit and celebrate?”

	“Not far from here is a decent sized town. Let’s retreat there.” Hawes regarded her and Shunlei thoughtfully and the wheels were quite obviously turning. “I think there’s a great deal to talk about, too.” 

	Mei Li couldn’t argue there. She’d only read histories regarding the original group that helped the first Tomes seal some of the major dangers—and this was them. Melchior of Horvath. Mage Hawes. Mage Kiyo. Mage Nord. This wasn’t the full group, not yet, but it was the initial core. It was heady and bewildering to meet them like this. Mei Li never once imagined she would and she was a tiny bit star-struck. These people were her predecessors, her professional ancestors, in a sense. She absolutely had to find a way to stick with them. 

	People gathered up dropped luggage and started walking. The town was at the bottom of the hill, within sight, obviously not far. 

	As they walked, the woman introduced herself. “I’m Kiyo of Floating Isles, by the way. It’s nice to meet you, Lady Mei. The silent one following us is Nord. What brings you here?”

	Mei Li turned and gave Nord a nod hello. He looked too thin, as if he regularly missed meals, a goatee obscuring his mouth. He inclined his head politely in return. Answering as honestly as possible, Mei responded, “I’m a traveling scholar. My goal is to help defeat anything that’s tearing up the countryside.” 

	“Oh! Then your goal is similar to ours. Does the prince of Horvath know of you? He’s offered to fund us as we work.”

	“Ah, no, I wasn’t introduced to him.” Right, the record had mentioned that the princes of Horvath were always the ones to bankroll these expeditions. Bless them for it, too. 

	Hawes turned his head to say over his shoulder, “I’ll send him a message tomorrow, telling him of you. If you’re interested in joining with us, that is. We’d dearly love to have another mage.” 

	At this point, they might be willing to take any helping hand. Only three mages and a warrior were not sufficient for the tasks they were tackling. Then again, she rather had made a good showing back there. Maybe that was sufficient to gain their tentative trust and interest. “I’d much rather fight with you. Groups work better for this kind of thing.”

	“Trust me, we know,” Hawes said on a rolling laugh. “Learned that the hard way! Master Shunlei, you said you’re trying to make friends with humanity. We saw how helpful having a dragon ally was today. Will you consider joining us too?”

	The smile on Shunlei’s face put the sun to shame. “I’d love to. Thank you for the invitation.”

	Nord looked a little alarmed at Hawes’ casual invite, shooting his friend a warning look, but Mei Li knew for a fact they’d be lost without Shunlei. She quickly spoke up in support of this. “Most of the sealing spells I know require a full box, like the one we just used on Red Lantern. Having Shunlei to fly them overhead is essential to that.” 

	“I’d dearly like the chance to build some goodwill with humanity,” Shunlei added earnestly. “Not all of us are interested in rampaging. And I’m subduing the ones who are as I come across them.” 

	Kiyo leaned forward to see around Mei Li to look at him. “Really? How?”

	“I challenge them to combat,” Shunlei answered forthrightly. “When they lose, they form a blood oath with me that they’ll no longer harm humans or human property. It’s a slow process, but I’m making progress.” 

	Hawes shot him an intrigued look. “How many duels have you won?”

	“Thirty-six at this point.”

	“And how many losses?” Melchior inquired dryly. 

	“As I said, thirty-six wins.”

	Melchior slapped a hand against his thigh and guffawed. “A dragon after my own heart! I support your endeavors, young red. I’ll tell the prince of Horvath about you, too. Only fair you get paid with the rest of us.” 

	“I appreciate it.” Shunlei looked over them, considering. “What other dangers do we need to tackle? Does anyone know?”

	“We basically go by rumors—” “Oh, there’s a list.” Kiyo and Mei Li answered at the same time. Then they paused and looked at each other. 

	“You know of such matters?” Kiyo asked her in sharp interest. 

	Mei Li cursed her careless mouth. The first Tomes didn’t have exact dates for everything that had happened before he joined the group. And if she only had four people teamed up, then it was early days yet. She kept her answer vague enough to not stir suspicions later. “I know of a few, although we’ll have to chase them down. I only know the approximate area for them.” 

	Nord spoke for the first time. “That’s still much better than what little information we have. Give us a list as we eat.” 

	“Certainly.” Mei Li made it her immediate goal to figure out exactly what day it was now without raising eyebrows. 

	She let the chatter flow over her for a moment, trying to buy a minute to think and piece everything she knew together. The initial sealing team was only five people strong. Red Lantern was just sealed for the first time, which happened approximately spring of 1236. The first Tomes didn’t join them until 1238. Which meant Jingfei and Zaffi weren’t even properly awake yet, and Odom was not due to fall as a deity until next year. Even Ghost General’s Sword might not happen until later this year. 

	It was all well and good to go into the past to copy the missing records, but if the records didn’t even exist yet, that was rather a problem. Mei Li looked around her, flabbergasted with fate. Five thousand years into the past. She was five thousand years into the past and stuck there for the foreseeable future—not to be punny. 

	Just how long would she stay here? Was she possibly not looking at days or even weeks in the past, but years? Mei Li felt faint with the thought. This was not at all what she’d envisioned when she’d first considered time travel. 

	“Lady Mei, is something wrong?” Shunlei asked her, a touch of worry coloring his tone. 

	She looked around to him and wondered, how in the world did she answer that? “I’m feeling a little overwhelmed, I think. The full scope of the task just sank in.”

	He gave her a small, supportive smile. “It’s alright. You’ll have help.”

	Remembering what his much older version said to her before she left, Mei Li couldn’t help but take heart from him. “You’ll help me.”

	“Of course.”

	Red or Black, he really hadn’t changed much at his core. It gave her courage, having this man so solidly on her side. “I’m banking on that, Shunlei the Red. You have no idea how much.” 
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	Dragon Ages

	 

	Cream – newborn

	Yellow – 5-10 years

	Orange – 10-20 years

	Red – 20-100 years

	Green – 100-300 years

	Blue – 300-1000 years

	Purple – 1000-3000 years

	Black – over 3000 years

	 

	 

	Name Pronunciations

	 

	Abe – AH-bay

	Acala – ah-CAW-la

	Bader – BAY-der

	Bai – bye

	Bohai – boh-hi

	Budworth – BUD-worth

	Cavanaugh – kaa-vuh-nuh

	Chen – chen

	Dolan – doh-lin


	Edan – AY-din

	Elora – EE-lore-ah

	Gen – g-en

	Hawes – haw-z

	Horvath – hor-vath

	Huan – h’wan

	Hui – h’wee

	Ji Lin – JEE lin

	Jingfei – JING-fay

	Kiyo – KEE-yo

	Kovel – co-vell

	Laborde – la-BOARD

	Leah – lee-ah

	Liasa – lee-ah-sa

	Ling Ling – LING ling

	Lothar – low-thar

	Mei Li – may LEE

	Melchior – mel-kee-or

	Nord - nord

	Odom – OH-duhm

	Pari – pa-ree

	Preston – PRESS-tuhn


	Rabarbra – rah-bar-bra

	Rone - rone

	Scott - scott

	Shunlei – Shoon-lay

	Simeon – si-mee-on

	Sotejo – so-TAY-jo

	Tanguay – TAN-gway

	Tengfei – TENG-fay

	Teoh – TEE-oh

	Voas – VO-as

	Wightkin – WHITE-kin

	Yu Yan – you yahn

	Zaffi – zah-fee
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	Dear Reader,

	 

	Your reviews are very important. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, and the more reviews we have, the more sales we see. The more sales there are, the longer I get to keep writing the books you love full time. The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate the book! 

	 

	Thank you for all your support! See you in the next world. 

	 

	~Honor
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	Honor Raconteur is a sucker for a good fantasy. Despite reading it for decades now, she’s never grown tired of the magical world. She likely never will. In between writing books, she trains and plays with her dogs, eats far too much chocolate, and attempts insane things like aerial dance. 

	 

	If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind the scenes about upcoming books, you can click here: NEWSLETTER or email directly to honorraconteur.news@raconteurhouse.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. If you’d like to interact with Honor more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites. Each platform offers something different and fun! 
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