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PRELUDE


Open it.

Open it.

Her fingers went to the clasp. It was warm to the touch. Like it was actually her body. How could she resist such a thing?

Well, she couldn’t.

Giving way to the temptation, Lisbeth flicked open the clasp and pulled up the lid. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but it certainly wasn’t…

An egg!?

It wasn’t a chicken egg, or any other type of animal egg that Lisbeth recognized. It was far bigger, filling up the entirety of the small chest. There were strange ridges in the shell, and it was an iridescent design that reminded her of a tar-juice spill when light reflected off it.

She knew she should leave it alone. It wasn’t hers. She should just close the box and go back to her room. But she couldn’t. She had to touch it.

Using both hands, she gripped the egg and pulled it out of the box, studying it intently. It was like finding another part of herself that she never knew she had been missing, a part of her soul that had somehow gotten separated and sent somewhere else.

What did she do? Just take it to her room? No matter how she felt, the egg wasn’t hers. She didn’t even know what it was! What if it was something dangerous? Like an awful creature from the Void?

She needed to set it back, but she couldn’t. So, she just stared at it, the world shrinking down further and further until there was nothing but her and the egg.

And then it cracked.
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IT BECKONS, IT CALLS. A SIREN’S SONG


It felt like Lisbeth’s soul jolted right out of her body. For a moment, time didn’t just slow around her but stopped completely, like it had been locked the moment the egg first cracked.

Some part of her mind, a very quiet and far away part, screamed that she needed to put the egg down and run away. To flee from sight and pretend she’d never been there. However, she knew she could no more do that than she could permanently stop breathing. Every fiber of Lisbeth’s being was locked into the egg within her hands.

It was insane, but she felt as if she was holding her own heart in her hands. Warm and beating between her fingers. Something so precious, so monumental.

It cracked again. Then again. Little lightning-like things that spread and spread, until a warm, sticky liquid oozed down between Lisbeth’s fingers. It was gross, if she was being quite honest, but it hardly registered over the rushing in her own ears. All of her mind and body was focused on the chunk that was moving off the top of the shattering egg, as if it was her entire future about to emerge.

All the caves, the entire dome, perhaps even the entire Void narrowed down to just a couple of scant inches, drawing Lisbeth into an inescapable hold. But she didn’t want to escape. No, she didn’t know the last time she’d experienced such excitement. Such anticipation. Her heart was thundering in her chest, her blood was rushing in her veins, and she was pretty sure that her palms were sweating underneath the eggy goop that was pouring between her fingers.

Then, when it seemed like it was working itself up into a frenzied crescendo, the entire thing fell apart, and there was something sitting in Lisbeth’s hands. Something living.

“Hey there,” Lisbeth whispered, voice barely audible. She hadn’t expected her words to be so tremulous, but some part of her soul was insisting that something completely life-altering was right there in front of her, wrapping everything around the little thing. “Who are you?”

The tiny critter shook its head, and Lisbeth’s already shallow breath froze right in her chest. She had expected some sort of strange creature from the Void, or perhaps an ancient animal from the before-times that had been somehow resurrected after thousands of years, but it wasn’t either of those things.

No, what was resting in her sticky palm was none other than a dragon.

…or, at least, Lisbeth was pretty sure it was a dragon. The great beasts that the barbarians had used to destroy old Kyer. Unstoppable, violent forces of nature that had broken through walls and defenses that even the grand creatures of the Void couldn’t defeat after generations.

And she was holding one!

“Are you real!?”

Although she was full of wonder, Lisbeth was doing her best to keep her voice low. She didn’t want to wake the stranger that was healing up. Although she didn’t know the woman, she got a pretty strong impression that the foreigner wouldn’t be too keen on her precious egg being in someone else’s hands.

“This can’t be real…” Lisbeth continued, leaning in to look more closely at the tiny critter. It was still very sticky and covered in yellowish-white and red goop, but there was a shimmer to the scales lining its sides that sometimes looked blue, purple, or green depending on how the light hit it. There were also little nubs all along its back that Lisbeth assumed would one day be spines, but they too shifted between red, pink, orange, and yellow, making a sort of kaleidoscope of color that reminded Lisbeth of the stained glass used in the buildings of the particularly wealthy or the grand palace in the very depths of Kyerchov.

The little reptile turned its head to the side and one of its brilliant, blazing green eyes met Lisbeth’s gaze. Instantly, a connection blazed within her chest. Foreign. Unlike anything she’d felt before. It was like someone had wrapped a rope around her and attached it straight to the strange little creature. Was that part of the magic of dragons? Was that why the barbarians were able to forge such intense bonds with them? And if that was the case, Lisbeth couldn’t help but wonder if that was happening to her as well. If she was experiencing the same phenomenon that had been locked away from her people.

Then, the little thing shrieked.

“Gavi no!” Lisbeth yelped, a phrase that Katyana would most certainly not approve of. Lisbeth tried not to use such language in front of the little ones, but there weren’t any little ones around to worry about. She tried to gently wrap her fingers around the tiny dragon, like gripping an unruly puppy, but it was so wet from the contents of its egg that it shot right out from between her fingers and crashed into one of the few shelves on the wall. A couple of old tomes and knick-knacks clattered to the floor.

Uh-oh.

Naturally, it caused a great racket. Lisbeth tried to lunge for the creature before it could make any more noise. At any moment, the stranger could wake up. Lisbeth would possibly be in more trouble than she’d ever faced before, and she’d certainly gotten into some snafus in her time.

“Come here!” she hissed, grabbing at it. The slippery little thing jumped on top of her hand and ran up her arm, launching off her shoulders onto the curtains. “No! Not those! They’re heirlooms!”

The creature didn’t care about that, however, because it started climbing higher along the fabric, leaving little pinprick tears that weren’t immediately evident but could always get worse.

“Come on, get down! Get down!”

Suddenly, Lisbeth found herself trying to jump after a creature that very much did not want to be caught while she was also trying to be stealthy. It wasn’t exactly the quietest affair, and by not quiet, Lisbeth was shocked that the entire house hadn’t come running in concern. There were crashes, and the little thing was shrieking its head off and hissing like the angriest cat. All the wonderful feelings that had been surging through her were gone, replaced by a blind panic.

“Why are you so slippery!?”

Jumping, diving, and even climbing on what little furniture was in the room didn’t help. Every time Lisbeth managed to get a hand on the multicolored thing, it would wiggle right out.

And it bit too. And scratched. And otherwise made the most accursed sounds Lisbeth had ever heard. Thankfully, whatever was in the medicine Mad Magdelyn had given the stranger was most definitely powerful, since she was still fast asleep.

Finally, Lisbeth grabbed for the sewing basket in the corner of the room, dumping its contents onto the ground. In a feat of athleticism she didn’t know she had in her, the young girl finally managed to corner the little beastie and dive forward once more.

Against all odds, Lisbeth managed to get the basket over it and flip it, slamming the cover shut before it could get out. She didn’t recall any legends about dragons being slipperier than a cave rat covered in butter, or being so incredibly tiny. If she could actually get a hand on the thing, it could fit comfortably in her palm and barely weigh it down.

What to do… What to do!?

Lisbeth looked around at the wrecked room, knowing she absolutely had to fix it before the matriarch of the boardinghouse returned, but she was also completely out of her depth. It was quite possible she was holding an actual, completely real dragon in a sewing basket.

And even if it wasn’t a dragon, it was still something that Lisbeth absolutely shouldn’t have any sort of interaction with. It wasn’t hers, and it clearly wasn’t native to the caves.

At the same time, the egg had called to her. It had hatched for her. That had to mean something, right?

Right?

Lisbeth didn’t know. She didn’t think she was a very rash person, but she was suddenly very much feeling that way. It was like the entire world had cracked open, and Lisbeth was faced with a whole host of variables that had never existed before.

Panic bubbling over, Lisbeth hurried to her room and put the basket on her bed while her heart thundered impressively hard in her chest. Setting it on her bed, she threw all of her blankets over it before rushing back to Katyana’s room, trying to fix everything that was out of place as quickly as she could.

The entire time she was rushing around, she was sure that someone would come in and bust the entire situation wide open. What would Lisbeth even do if that happened? Say a stray wind had somehow burst through the window and managed to knock nearly everything off the shelf, the walls, and make all the other mess?

Thankfully, Lisbeth’s luck worked out, for once, and no one dropped in. The closest thing she had to a scare was when the unconscious woman’s breath hitched slightly, but it just ended up being a half-hearted snore. Hopefully, that was a sign that she was continuing to heal, as the woman had been largely soundless at first. It had been hard to tell if she was a corpse or only corpse-like.

With the room more or less back in order, minus the tiny scratches in the curtain, Lisbeth hurried out. Her mind was spinning so fast that it felt like it was zooming in a circle around her body in a frenzy.

She was possibly dealing with a tiny dragon. Despite all the larger ramifications, what was she supposed to do?

Well, it had just been born, right? It was probably hungry. Hungry babies should be fed, even if it had led her on a wild chase throughout Katyana’s room that left her sweaty and breathless.

Okay, she could do that. She could feed the baby mystery creature that was possibly, and quite probably, an ancient dragon of yore that just so happened to be exceptionally small.

…what did dragons eat?

Besides innocent civilians running for their lives from barbarian attack. Lisbeth didn’t know if human flesh was a requirement of their diet, but she was certainly eager to avoid that.

Heading to the small kitchen, she looked to see if any food was left out. She was surprised to see that there was some stew left over from Solomiya’s earlier cooking sitting over the wood stove. Picking out some of the rooted vegetables, Lisbeth lifted the trapdoor that led down into the larder. She grabbed a couple eggs, some fruit, and one of the cave eels that Artem had likely caught a day or so before. They were meant to be cured, but with everything going on, it was clear that no one had had the time.

Also… Lisbeth wasn’t even certain they had enough salt. They had enough gold now, but things had been awfully tight after Lisbeth had been robbed.

It was strange to think that if that hadn’t happened, however, she never would have gone out when she did, never would have been able to save the strange woman, and ergo never would have somehow hatched a dragon.

Well, a probable dragon. Lisbeth wasn’t exactly an expert on enemy monsters. Even if it wasn’t a dragon, though, it was certainly something a bit…freaky, for lack of a better word. Not for the first time, Lisbeth wished that she had access to a library like Villy. If she did, maybe she’d have a better expanse of words and sound just as smart as all the nobles did.

But she didn’t have that. What she had was a creature who was about the size of a particularly starved lapdog that only the nobles of Kyerchov had, with the attitude of a child who was resisting being put down for a nap at all costs, and who had the acrobatic abilities of a hyperactive cat. She also didn’t know exactly what that meant for her, but she had all the food she could spare in her arms and was going to go see if that would help.

Hurrying back to her room, surprised that she’d somehow continued to be uninterrupted, Lisbeth closed her door firmly behind her and put her small stool in front of it. It wouldn’t block anyone from coming in, but hopefully, it would at least slow them down.

With that, she approached the thin pile of blankets on her bed, not missing how it shifted ever-so-slightly. She hoped the little thing hadn’t chewed out of its containment, because Lisbeth had no idea what she would do if it took a flying leap at her face. She’d already felt firsthand how sharp its claws were, and she wasn’t really looking for a repeat experience on her cheek. Or around her mouth. And certainly not her eye. She had enough problems without having to worry about possible blinding.

“Hey there, little friend. Are you gonna take it easy? I’d really like it if you did…”

The tiny reptile didn’t answer, and it was a bit unnerving that it had been so loud and shrieky before but now was completely silent. Not even any whines or sounds of sniffing. She… She hadn’t killed it, had she?

Lisbeth quickly set the food down and sat next to the basket, placing it between her crossed legs. Choosing a small shred of meat, perhaps chicken or cave rat, she cracked the lid just enough to slide it in.

Once again, the world went quiet as a narrow sliver of brilliant green eyes peeked out through the crack, meeting Lisbeth’s gaze. Its pupils were slits, like a cat’s, but they’d expanded so wide that they almost looked like full circles. Was it because the basket was dark? Was it because the thing was scared? Happy? Excited to see Lisbeth?

Its nostrils wiggled and then its jaws snapped forward almost too quickly to see, grabbing the piece of meat and pulling it into the basket.

Lisbeth knew that her first instinct should have been to slam the lid shut, but she was far too fascinated. Pushing it all the way off, she leaned over and looked in.

The creature ate like something between a reptile and the fancy birds she’d occasionally spotted in the nobles’ districts. Though Lisbeth couldn’t spot any teeth, the little critter managed to eat just fine, chomping and mashing the food against the edges of its mouth before tilting its entire head back and swallowing with several dramatic jerks.

“You liked that?” Lisbeth asked, feeling strangely fond. It wasn’t like she’d never seen cute things before. She’d interacted with kittens, puppies, baby livestock animals, even some of the bats that lived at the higher levels had an adorableness to them. But there was something different about the multicolored creature in her lap. Something…special.

Considerably calmer, the little thing stood on its hind legs, its head peeking out of the basket. Unlike how brightly colored the rest of it was, its tongue was pitch black as it came out to lick at where its lips would have been if it wasn’t a reptile, and then it licked one of its eyes.

Creepy.

“Here, why don’t you try this?”

Picking up a piece of tuber from the stew, Lisbeth offered that. She was fully braced for the thing to chomp her fingers along with the piece of food, but it was much gentler this time, slowly stretching its long, narrow neck forward and carefully extricating the scrap.

“There you go. How’s that?”

The moment the piece of food was clear of her fingers, however, the creature did snap its head back and proceeded to gobble it down just as voraciously as the meat.

It was messy too, little crumbs raining down into the basket. If things were going to continue, Lisbeth was going to need to teach it some table manners. Or something along those lines.

“Okay, let’s try the next one, shall we?”

One by one, Lisbeth fed the creature pieces of food. It certainly liked the meat and fruit more than the vegetables, but it seemed willing to swallow down any of them. Lisbeth hoped that she wasn’t feeding the little beastie anything that would make it sick, but she was doing her best.

She supposed she could go to Villy. If she asked, he would likely give her whatever meats or rich cuts she needed. Maybe even some of the fancy, fatty fish that were farmed in the lower-level fisheries! But after her last conversation with her father, she didn’t want to risk being caught in Lower Kyerchov for as long as possible. Besides, she still needed to keep an eye out for Victor and his crew.

So, she stuck to what she had, but when she got to the final piece of the meal, she wasn’t quite certain. While the eel had been split and gutted, it was still a whole cave eel. Should she cut it up? Cook it? She didn’t want the maybe-baby-dragon to choke.

Before she could decide one way or another, the creature slowly clambered out of the basket, more cautious than it had been since it hatched. Now that Lisbeth thought about it, the poor thing had certainly had a wild time. It had emerged into the world deep underground, which was just about the opposite place a flying creature would likely want to be. After that, the little one had been chased around a room for about twenty minutes, shoved into a tiny container, and had a bunch of fabric piled on top of it until its captor returned with the first meal of its life.

“It’s good to see you’ve calmed down.” Lisbeth continued to talk, despite the fact that the monster couldn’t comprehend her or respond. “Why don’t you⁠—”

She didn’t even get the phrase out before her new friend launched itself at the eel in her hand, snatching it right into the basket. Lisbeth watched, eyes wide, as it manipulated the eel’s head into its mouth, then gobbled it down while hardly chewing, like the ancient snakes Lisbeth had seen in one of the museums toward Lower Kyerchov.

Fascinating.

Also, a little horrifying. It was suddenly a lot easier to imagine the tiny thing as a huge, monstrous beast that could lay fire to entire chunks of Kyer and swallow citizens whole.

Lisbeth shuddered, unable to help herself. She didn’t think about the creatures that went bump in the Void very often, usually far more concerned with the smaller and midsized ones that tended to prefer the ruins of Kyer, and she thought of barbarian mounts even less, but she could see them becoming much more prominent in her nightmares. An unfortunate side effect of direct contact with one of the things, she was sure.

But then the creature finished swallowing and those same burning eyes turned to Lisbeth. She realized that she probably should be at least somewhat concerned for her safety, but she wasn’t. She didn’t see a hint of malice when she looked into those reptilian orbs. Maybe a bit too much insanity and far too little actual thought, but nothing even remotely malevolent.

“Feel better now that you’ve gotten a little something into your belly?” she continued to ask as if it spoke the common tongue of Kyerchov. Which would be even more preposterous than its presence at all.

Despite everything, the critter chirped in response and hopped up to perch on the edge of the basket. Lisbeth remained very still, hoping that it wouldn’t go wild and tear up her room like it had torn up Katyana’s. She didn’t think she’d be lucky enough to not attract attention twice in a row. That would definitely be pushing it.

That intensely emerald stare bored right into Lisbeth for an impossibly long time until, with no warning, the little one leaped onto her chest.

Lisbeth braced herself, ready for the sting of its teeth or claws, but that wasn’t what she felt at all. No, instead, there was a cool rasp of both smooth and rigid surfaces across her shirt as the beastie rubbed its head along the fabric.

“Oh… Hey there,” Lisbeth said, bringing her arms up to gently cradle the little reptile. And despite all the odds, it snuggled into the crook of them, head laid right over her heart. Lisbeth was once again locked into the moment, enraptured as she watched the creature open its mouth and stick out its black tongue with a yawn. “You got a full belly and now you just want to sleep it off? You really are a baby.”

It let out a chirp as if it understood and then it blinked, which she wasn’t expecting either. Of course, it didn’t blink like any other animal she’d ever seen. Instead, its eyelids were a cloudy white and slid out from the corner of its eyes to close sideways.

…dragons definitely were creepy.

But there was something pretty cute about this little one, something small and vulnerable. It tugged on Lisbeth’s heartstring in a way that made her want to snuggle it, and Lisbeth wasn’t exactly the most snuggly type.

“Well, I suppose you need a name, don’t you? Can’t just keep calling you a beastie.”

It didn’t answer. Instead, its body flattening out further like it really was a cat relaxing in her arms. Pulling herself up farther onto the bed, Lisbeth stretched her legs out and laid back carefully. Sure enough, the dragon came with her, seemingly determined to stay close to her warmth. It was flattering, to say the least. And soothing, in a way. While it didn’t quite purr, a low rumble just barely issued from the tiny thing.

“Well… You’re an agile one, and you’ve got some energy to you. Why not, hmmm…” Lisbeth looked down at the flighty thing again. “What about Flighty?”

The creature cracked its eye open, but only for a moment before it closed in that strange sideways blink.

“Okay, so not Flighty. What about Speedy?”

Also a no it seemed, as that one didn’t even warrant a blink. Lisbeth knew that she wasn’t the most creative person, but she hadn’t realized how bad she was at naming things. It wasn’t like she’d ever had a pet before. She assumed most people had a chance to at least practice.

“Maybe, uh, maybe Flit, then?”

At that, the creature’s head perked up, both of its blazing green eyes regarding Lisbeth. Maybe it was all in the young girl’s head, but it almost felt like the tiny baby had some warmth in its eyes.

“Alright, so Flit it is. I’m glad we could agree.”

At that, something incredible happened. Something entirely normal, banal, and yet completely extraordinary. Flit—the tiny, multicolored thing—sat up a little and its jaw split open wider, wider, and wider until Lisbeth realized that Flit was giving the biggest yawn she’d ever seen such a small mouth make.

Adorable.

“Aw, that’s alright, sweet thing. You just go to sleep, Flit, okay? We’ll deal with everything tomorrow.”

It really seemed like Flit understood her, because its head bobbed up and down a couple times before the cutie finally settled. Lisbeth wondered if she shouldn’t use “it” to describe Flit, but not only did she not know if it was a boy or a girl, she also didn’t even know if dragons were boys or girls at all. They were like giant lizards, right? There were…girl lizards, weren’t there?

If Lisbeth was able to actually get schooling, like Villy was now, she was sure she’d know. She didn’t know, however, so Flit was the name, and that would work for a boy or a girl dragon. And did it even matter? The little one seemed happy and that was the most important thing.

Despite that she should be frayed at the edges and overwhelmed, still in shock over the revelation that the stranger happened to have a dragon egg in her things, Lisbeth found herself relaxing bit by bit. So, after a long moment of just watching Flit breathe, she slipped into slumber as well.
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THE COVER-UP


Lisbeth couldn’t say how long she slept, only that she was startled awake by a knock on her door. Blearily, she opened her eyes and tried to sound coherent when she called out, “Uh, yeah?”

“Are you alright in there? Saesha said he thought he heard you fall while he was napping.”

“No, I’m fine. Was just sleeping a bit myself. Maybe it was a bad dream?”

“Eh, you know how it is in Upper Kyerchov. Always something breaking for bumping.”

Lisbeth let out a nervous chuckle, then grimaced at her own sound. That wasn’t convincing at all. She needed to find her cool real fast if she didn’t want everyone in the house to be onto her.

While she trusted all of her strange, extended family, Lisbeth didn’t really want to deal with the complications of any of them finding out about the mess she’d inadvertently gotten herself into. It was bad enough that she’d brought the first-ever foreigner into Kyerchov, but she’d also brought an enemy creature. One of the very beasts responsible for the destruction of Kyer and forcing her people underground.

But Flit didn’t seem like some great and terrible monster. No, the sweet thing mostly just seemed like a particularly excitable kitten. And the strange lady hadn’t appeared like some great and terrible barbarian with a bloodlust only paralleled by the giant beasts they rode. Something wasn’t adding up, but Lisbeth didn’t know exactly what.

Maybe… Maybe the woman belonged to a different group? Someone who wasn’t from Kyer but also wasn’t a barbarian. Lisbeth hadn’t really heard of any groups that fit that bill and resembled anything remotely similar to the woman’s description, though, so she was clearly missing a part of the puzzle.

But which part?

Lisbeth didn’t know, and it wasn’t like staying in bed was going to figure any of it out for her. Especially since she could feel Flit starting to rouse on her chest. Was her new friend going to be hungry again? Lisbeth didn’t know the most about babies, but she figured it would be. They needed to eat quite often from what she’d observed.

It wasn’t like she could feed the critter in front of the little ones, though. As far as she was concerned, she wanted to keep the reptile a secret as long as possible. After all, how was she supposed to explain the whole situation?

Maybe once things settled with that and Lisbeth knew that the watchmen weren’t going to storm Katyana’s boarding home, she could think about revealing Flit to the others. Granted, that was assuming she still had the beastie. If she did a bad job, the little thing could just up and die, which definitely made Lisbeth sick to her stomach. Or maybe Flit would double, then triple in size until it was a ravenous, bloodthirsty creature that went on a rampage, eating every citizen. Or maybe the foreigner would wake up and have an absolute conniption, drawing attention and revealing that not only was Lisbeth out in forbidden parts of the ruins of Kyer, but she was hauling contraband and harboring a possible barbarian, the ultimate enemy of her people.

Ugh.

She would deal with all of that later, as it didn’t make any sense to worry herself sick when she had no idea what would or could happen. She would focus on what she could actually affect, and for the moment, that was getting Flit food.

Knowing she still had some spare coin, Lisbeth decided to do something she hadn’t in over a year, maybe even two.

She was going to go buy a meal at a street vendor.

The idea made her mouth water. Street vendors were considered paupers’ food, selling things like roast cave rat, eel, different roasted bugs, or soups with the types of tubers and veggies that those in Upper Kyerchov could actually grow. It likely sounded unappetizing to any noble, but nobles were soft and spoiled. They didn’t understand what it was like to find nourishment in any way possible, especially nourishment that wasn’t derived from the dozens of fungi and mushroom-like things that formed a majority of the ecosystems within the caves.

Plan in hand, Lisbeth waited for Flit to fully awake. The little one’s strange, sideways eyelids were only partially cracked open, and its slow, steady breathing was beginning to pick up.

Granted, it was while Flit was waking that Lisbeth realized she wasn’t quite sure what to do with the critter while she left to buy food. Should she smuggle it out with her so she could feel Flit subtly inside of her bag, or maybe within her shirt? That didn’t seem like the best idea given how much energy and how excited the thing was. Although Flit was cute, she didn’t think her new friend would be contented to be still and quiet while Lisbeth did what she needed to do.

So, did she just leave Flit behind? Maybe use the basket again? She wasn’t sure how long that would work though, even swaddled in blankets, and what would happen if the beastie broke free and started making a racket while she was gone?

Ugh. She’d only known the creature for a few hours, and the tiny one was already bringing so many complications to her already complex life. Did she really think she could keep on going when she was struggling with something as simple as getting it a meal?

…double ugh.

“You’re not making this easy,” Lisbeth murmured, slipping an arm beneath the dragon’s belly and sitting up. She expected Flit to let out a noise of protest, but instead, the cutie just snuggled closer, eyes shutting firmly as if fighting off wakefulness.

“I know how you feel with that, buddy,” Lisbeth soothed, gently wrapping one of her hands over Flit’s back to secure the little reptile. She began to pull the cuddly little goober away from her chest, but Flit seemed determined to get as many snuggles as possible and dug claws through the fabric of Lisbeth’s top. “Hey, come on now. I’ve got stuff to do that’s gonna make you feel better. I promise.”

Lisbeth didn’t know why she was trying to bargain with a baby—a non-human baby, at that—but it seemed like it was just instinct. There was something natural about conversing with the baby, even if Lisbeth wasn’t usually one for such conversation.

Naturally, Flit didn’t listen or loosen its claws. Rolling her eyes, Lisbeth reached for one of its paws. Maybe it would react like a kitten if she was lucky?

It turned out that luck was indeed on her side, because the creature’s little toes released in a widespread move when she gently pressed against the underside with her thumb. Pulling it a little farther, she worked the same magic on the other paw until she was fully freed.

The beastie did let out a particularly needy whine, and Lisbeth carefully leaned over to the abandoned basket. As gently as she could, she lowered the probable-dragon into the dark space, then closed the lid, carefully swaddling blankets around and over it, while also making sure that there was enough air. It would be utterly horrific if she didn’t, and she didn’t even want to think about the possibility of that happening.

Thankfully, Lisbeth’s lucky streak continued. Flit didn’t so much as stir within the basket. She’d half-expected her new friend to freak out almost immediately and try to escape. Maybe it liked the small, cramped space? Perhaps it was a less goopy, slightly roomier version of its egg.

Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps, maybe, and possibly. Lisbeth wished there was someone she could ask for some sort of clarification, but it wasn’t like there was common knowledge on how to properly raise a dragon.

No, she was on her own, which was just about as daunting as everything else going on.

Lisbeth heaved a sigh as she rubbed her temples, already feeling overwhelmed. Would it be so bad to have a life of ease, at least for a little while?

Well, maybe she’d find out some day. But that day wasn’t any time soon, so she carefully got to her feet and headed down the hall.

“Hey, Lisbeth!” Artem said, placing a couple of wonky-looking eggs on the counter. The birds needed some more calcium in their diets, but there was a shortage of any sort of livestock feed in Kyerchov. There were rumors that it would be replenished with the next great ranch slaughtering week, so that the bones could be ground up and added to different types of feed, but that was at least a full month away.

Perhaps Lisbeth could find some bones in Kyer? It wasn’t something she normally looked for, but it would certainly help. Another thing to do, but at least was comparatively easy.

“Where ya off to?”

“Heading to the merchant. Seeing if maybe they have some extra feed tucked away somewhere.”

A half-truth. Lisbeth hated lying to her friends and family, but sometimes, it was a necessary evil.

“Ah! That’s a good’un fer sure. It’s nice to finally have a bit of spare gold around here.”

“It is,” Lisbeth agreed, already heading for the door. She’d normally linger a bit, but, well, her situation wasn’t exactly normal lately. She figured the faster she could head out and get back, the faster she could get Flit food and avoid any possible meltdowns or damage throughout Lisbeth’s room.

Fingers crossed, of course, and maybe her toes too. While her luck had been holding out all morning, it was best not to count on such a thing. Especially considering all she had stacked against her.

Lisbeth pushed all of that out of her mind. If she started to think about it, she would get overwhelmed, and she had far too much to do.

“I’ll be back soon,” she called over her shoulder. “Don’t—” But she never finished her sentence, and that was mostly because as soon as she opened the door, she was confronted by a familiar, hunched old lady.

“Miss Magdelyn, what are you doing here?” Lisbeth blurted, all etiquette and subtlety forgotten as she was confronted with the eccentric apothecary.

“What do you mean, what am I doing here, lass? I’ve come to check on my patient, of course.”

“Oh uh, is that necessary, Miss Magdelyn?”

“Please, call me Mads. Everyone else does, just usually behind my back, eh?”

“I, um, I wouldn’t know, Miss— Mads.”

“Hmm, I’m sure you don’t.” The older woman fixed Lisbeth with a far-too-knowing look and pushed right past her into the house. “Funny, out of the two of us, which one has over forty years of aiding the ill?”

“You, Mads.”

“Ah good, so I haven’t imagined my entire history then. For a moment, I was worried that I had, considering that a child is questioning me.” She said it with enough humor that it didn’t feel like an insult, just a playful sort of castigation. “Come now! To my patient!”

Lisbeth nodded and ended up following the woman. Perhaps it was the sort of frankness that older people had from having far too many years of minding themselves under their belts, or maybe it was just how Mads was, but she strode through the boardinghouse like she owned the place. Although Lisbeth certainly couldn’t imagine Katyana trying to stop the older woman in any way, especially with how much the apothecary had helped lately. Without her, Polina would likely be nowhere near on the mend, which was a scary thought.

Yet another one to avoid. Honestly, if Lisbeth could go the rest of her life without losing another orphan to a curable illness, that would be great. But considering the way things were in Upper Kyerchov, that was less than likely. Things were not easy in the slums, and it only seemed to be getting worse.

“Hmmm, looks like there was a bit of a kerfuffle in here,” Mads said, drawing Lisbeth back to reality and out of the more pessimistic dredges of her mind.

“Maybe Katyana felt like redecorating with her guest’s presence.”

Another far-too-knowing look. Or maybe Lisbeth was reading too much into it, her guilty conscience giving her all sorts of false signals that crowded around her every thought, eager to instill doubt within her.

“Hmm, maybe.”

That was all the apothecary said before leaving Lisbeth in the doorway, going to Lady’s side. The relatively muscular woman didn’t move, still oblivious to the world around her, but there was something that seemed so much more alive about her than even just the day before.

Mads was cautious but efficient as she moved, checking things that Lisbeth didn’t quite understand, such as lifting the woman’s hand then dropping it, and bending her feet a bit and watching how they moved once she let go.

But there were some things that Lisbeth did understand, like when she pulled a piece of glass from her bag and held it over the woman’s mouth, waiting. Less than a beat later, it fogged considerably with Lady’s warm breath.

“Hmmm.”

“Is something wrong?”

Lisbeth knew it would probably be better if she didn’t ask questions or draw attention to herself, that she should disappear to her room and make sure that Flit stayed quiet in the extra gap of time before the next meal, but she was far too curious.

She really should have known better. Everyone knew what happened to the cat when he got a little too inquisitive, but when her mind was full of questions, it was so hard not to pursue the answers.

“Just observing things that weren’t as evident when our patient was so close to death.”

Our patient?

That was certainly an interesting way to phrase it, but Lisbeth didn’t press on that front. “Such as?”

“Well, I believe this woman has an old throat injury. It’s impossible to say for certain now, but the way her breath rasps out of her mouth while her lungs give good sound and her breath fogs makes me think there’s nothing wrong with her actual airway.”

“And that is a good thing?”

“I suppose it is, depending on the cause. Considering the trauma to her body, she likely didn’t enjoy what happened to her.”

No, most likely not. While the woman was no longer a series of massive bruises, wear and tear were still quite evident across her frame. Wherever she’d come from, the woman had been through the wringer.

She had to be some sort of warrior, that was the only thing that made sense. With her scars and everything else, it appeared not only that she could fight, but she did so often.

The mystery started to build in Lisbeth’s head, pushing out some of the thoughts and worries about Flit while the dragon remained quiet and out of sight. That was probably going to get her in trouble, but how was she supposed to resist all the questions that came from Lady’s very existence?

“Do you think she’s…” Lisbeth trailed off, not quite sure how to phrase the question.

“Think she’s dangerous?”

Ah, well, there it was. Apparently, Mads had no issues speaking Lisbeth’s deepest worries. Because if she’d accidentally brought someone who would harm the people of Kyerchov into their home… Ugh, the consequences would be far reaching. Not to mention the immense guilt she would feel. Lisbeth didn’t like hurting people in any way, shape, or form, and the idea that her risking so much to save a stranger could end in disaster, with those she loved the most getting hurt… Well, it wasn’t a very kind feeling.

“Yeah. Is she?”

“Again, hard to say. The woman’s injuries don’t speak of an easy life. Her hands and knuckles tell me she gave almost as good as she got as well.”

“Her hands?” Lisbeth asked, taking another step closer, reeled in by the idea of knowing more through something so simple. A glance at the hand or a listen to breath. Mads really was either insane and talking out of her own rear end, or she had an insight that more people needed to be respectful of.

Considering Polina’s rapid recovery and the fact that Lady was still alive, Lisbeth’s money was on the latter.

“Here,” the woman said matter-of-factly, lifting Lady’s hand yet again. “See her knuckles? There’s some hairline scarring there. Nothing serious, but abrasions for sure. And see the way they’re wider than the rest of her finger? Usually means she’s thrown her fair share of punches.”

“I see.”

Apparently, she wasn’t done with her explanation, because Mads turned Lady’s hand over. “Now take a look at her palm. See these different areas where callous has built up? Suggests a lot of work with a bladed weapon.”

“Like a sword?”

“Hmm, I’m no expert—” Lisbeth would definitely say otherwise. “—but no. I think a smaller weapon, more akin to a dagger. Or perhaps I’m full of it and these are just from a whole lot of sweeping.”

“Sweeping?”

“I’m just joking, my dear. Some of her callouses also suggest either lots of time spent with a walking staff or polearm.”

“Oh…” Lisbeth managed to let out a little laugh, although she still didn’t quite get the joke. Was it because cleaning was often considered a feminine job in Kyerchov? She supposed that was the closest thing that made sense. “I see.”

“Do you, my dear?”

Lisbeth was lying about enough, so she figured it would be better to just be honest. “I suppose not.”

“Ah, that’s alright. Some jokes win, and some flop.” The woman finished what she was doing before giving a resolute nod. “Of course, it is impossible to say for certain, but if I were to hazard a guess, I believe your guest here will be waking up in a day or so.”

Lisbeth’s heart seized at that. With everything going on, she had hoped for a bit more time. Perhaps it was selfish to hope for the woman to be unconscious for longer, but it would allow the young girl to figure out what to do with Flit and all the complications that came with the creature. She thought she would have a week at minimum, or perhaps even a fortnight, but no. Not that she was sure what she could even figure out in that amount of time, but still, it was far less daunting than the idea of only a couple of days.

What was she supposed to do? It wasn’t like she could just return the egg. Flit was hatched, after all. She guessed she could just tell the woman that the thing had hatched while cleaning the room, but that was still its own mess in and of itself.

Complications on top of complications. What Lisbeth wouldn’t give for a bit of simplicity. She’d never thought her previous life was all that sedate, but compared to everything that had happened since she’d been jumped by Victor and his crew, it used to be downright peaceful. It would be nice to go back to that.

Then again, going back to that would mean that Polina would still be sick, the kids would have no extra books, and the boardinghouse would still be so very behind on everything. Sure, Lisbeth had had to play her hand to her father a bit more than she wanted, but it was worth it. Again, she’d do pretty much anything to make sure she didn’t lose a single one of her found family. Never again.

“You think so?” Lisbeth tried to say normally, but it came out far more anxious than she’d intended.

“I’m fairly certain. You and Katyana just need to be prepared for her to be both groggy and confused at the same time. She might not understand where she is, but she’ll know that she’s somewhere she shouldn’t be.”

Lisbeth swallowed. Lady, despite her worn appearance, still looked plenty strong. Lisbeth didn’t really want to find out how strong by having to physically restrain a panicked woman. Panic did strange things to people, giving them abilities they normally didn’t have and sometimes clarity that was beyond human. Lisbeth knew that she’d pulled off a few insane things in moments of extreme danger. Usually involving absurd jumps from one building to another.

“What do we do?”

“You’ll have to play that by ear, but don’t you worry, I’m not leaving you entirely on your own.” Once more, Mads’ hand went inside her bag, and she handed Lisbeth a tiny cloth pouch. “This is some anxiety powder that you can mix into her tea to help her through the first few hard days.”

“You want us to drug her?”

“My dear, all medicine is drugs, so yes. This won’t harm her. It will just help steady her heart and make it so her blood won’t rush as much. Which could be detrimental to how much she’s healed anyway.”

“Right. S-sorry.”

“Nothing to apologize for. An inquisitive mind is a good thing. Besides, its growing more and more rare to find people who care for others in Kyerchov. It used to not be this way, ya know. When I was a girl, we had a community. A shaky community, but a community, nonetheless. But the more dire that things became, the less wealth there was to go around, the more our community crumbled until now, there’s nothing left. Just far too many desperate people fighting tooth and nail to survive without caring about who they wound.”

Her words touched something deep within Lisbeth, and she found herself nodding. She’d heard babbling tales from the older citizens, like Miss Mykhaila and Mr. Oleksander, about different group of friends and allies who worked together to make sure that everyone was fed and doing alright, but she’d always assumed they were hazy daydreams, more nostalgia than reality.

Could Kyerchov ever return to that? Especially Upper Kyerchov? It didn’t seem so to her. Not unless there were serious changes. But the only people who really had the power to change anything were the rich nobles and royals who lived in Lower Kyerchov. And considering that the entire setup benefited them more than anyone else, why would they ever do anything to change that?

Well, Lisbeth supposed rebellion was always an option. She’d heard about such things in ancient civilizations before the End of Times that had largely wiped out the world, save for the citizens of Kyer and the wicked barbarians that seemed to have crawled from the very crust of the earth.

About eighty percent of all food sources outside of fungi were in Lower Kyerchov, however. If the poor rebelled, the nobility could cut off a majority of supplies and starve out anyone who dared shake up the status quo.

…impossible.

It was all so impossible.

Lisbeth didn’t want to be wealthy or powerful. She just wanted to live. She didn’t think that was such an egregious thing to ask, but it seemed that Kyerchov was disagreeing with her more and more by the day.

There had to be a tipping point eventually, right? There was only so far it could go until it broke. And while Lower Kyerchov didn’t need much labor from Upper Kyerchov, preferring to call upon the less impoverished citizens of the middle of their ecosystem, it wasn’t like they didn’t need any of the poorest citizens. Without them, who would repair the always-degrading lift systems? Or the chutes that carried mined materials away from the expansion zones to make that much more room for new manors? Or even the miners themselves? While watchmen were almost entirely from the lower parts of the caves, nearly every miner and general repair grunt was from Upper Kyerchov.

Because they were expendable.

“You alright there, lass? You look like you smelled something foul.”

Not for the first time, Lisbeth yanked herself from her thoughts and reminded herself there was a real world to pay attention to. “Uh, just thinking, ma’am.”

“It’s Mads. And hmm, can’t help but wonder what you’re ruminatin’ on to make a face like that.”

“Just the state of things.”

“Ah. Well, that makes sense, then.” The woman did a bit more shuffling and walking around before giving yet another resolute nod. “I think I’ve done my work here. Send word my way when she does stir. I’d like to give her a once-over when she’s actually conscious. There’s only so much I can do while she’s sedated and still so early in her recovery.”

“Understood. Can I walk you out?”

Lisbeth tried not to sound too eager. Considering that the woman didn’t give her a far-too-knowing look, she figured she finally landed it. Or maybe Mads had just accepted that Lisbeth was a little strange.

Either way, she was happy that she’d managed to get through the encounter with the older woman without being found out just yet. Lisbeth had no idea how Flit had remained quiet and calm the entire time, but she was more than grateful for it.

“Sure you’re alright?” Mads asked as Lisbeth gently ushered her to just outside the door. “You seem even more in your head than you usually do.”

The young girl wasn’t really aware that Mads knew enough about her to know her “usual” self, but she didn’t argue. “There’s just…uh, a lot going on right now.” She figured it was better to go with a sort of half-truth than try to completely lie. While Mads was supposed to be a bit strange, she was by no means naïve or stupid.

“There certainly is, isn’t there. But you realize, whatever’s going on, that you don’t have to tackle it alone, yeah? I know that it’s the nature of things around here, to play your cards close to your chest, but you’re still a child, aye?”

Lisbeth drew herself up to her not-very-great height, but Mads kept on talking.

“I know you’re fifteen years, and that’s getting rarer and rarer to get to for younglings lately, but aye, you’re still a kid. You don’t have to carry the whole world on your shoulders. You’ve got the other little ones. You’ve got Katyana. You’ve got that one formerly crippled friend of yours whose luck turned around.”

Lisbeth hadn’t expected Mads to know about that. Then again, the fall of the former Lady Maelfic had been quite the hot topic for several long months. Perhaps she should have been less surprised that Mads knew and more surprised that it hadn’t come up earlier.

“I am lucky to have such a good support net,” Lisbeth said, nodding. “I’ll try to remember that.”

That was easier said than done, though. Her choices lately had already brought enough trouble to the boardinghouse, and Lisbeth wasn’t exactly eager to bring more. And having a dragon in her custody along with a foreigner was guaranteed to do exactly that.

“Good.” The older woman reached up and patted Lisbeth’s cheek. It was a strangely intimate touch, like one an older auntie would give her niece, or perhaps even a mother to her daughter. Lisbeth flinched away without thinking, but a not-small part of her had wanted to lean into the touch. “You are a smart girl, Lisbeth. You may be a slight thing, not quite like your mother, but you have her strength.”

Lisbeth’s spine snapped straight at that, and she could almost feel the way her neck creaked as her head snapped in the woman’s direction. “You knew my mother?”

Mads hesitated, and something in Lisbeth told her that was far more important than it would be with anyone else. “I knew of her.”

A dozen and one questions rattled through Lisbeth’s head, trying to fight their way to her mouth, but the older woman just raised her hands and began to step away.

“I’m afraid I have some other patients to tend to. We’ll talk another day. Be safe now, little one!”

With that, she hurried off. Well, as much as a woman of her age and stature could hurry, leaving Lisbeth standing in the doorway wondering what had just happened. In the space of a breath, she’d gone from desperately wanting the woman to leave as quickly as possible to wanting her to stick around. She just had so many questions, and no one seemed to want to answer them.

It was frustrating, considering her father likely knew everything she wanted to know. She’d already long figured that he’d likely wanted her mother killed, but as far as she knew, he’d never succeeded. But her mother had disappeared, and no one seemed to know how or why, if they even remembered her mother at all. It was as if the woman who had birthed Lisbeth had simply stopped existing.

Even if her father had managed to find her mother and kill her without anyone else knowing, it didn’t explain how Lisbeth was alive. Somehow, someway, her mother had found a way to protect her daughter long enough for it to cause far too many rumors if she were to suddenly be murdered. Lisbeth knew Katyana had something on her father, something that kept him from trying to have Lisbeth poisoned or shot with some sort of crossbow bolt from impossibly far way, but she didn’t know what.

So many questions but not an answer in sight. If it were any other circumstance, Lisbeth probably would have chased after the woman. But as it was, she had a dragon to tend to.

…what a sentence to have to think.
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“You in here?” Lisbeth whispered as she stepped into her room. This made about zero sense, since the hatchling didn’t understand her language nor could it respond in kind, but it was almost instinct to say something.

She couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like the tiniest little warble came from under her thin, patchwork blanket. Hurrying over to it, Lisbeth was surprised to see that the container was still confined within. She really had half-expected her new friend to chew through the old wicker and trash her room, but no, Flit seemed quite content with the small, dark space.

“Do dragons nest?” she asked as if the little beastie would answer with a full explanation of its species’ care. Then again, if bloodthirsty, violent barbarians who had little thought outside of death and slaughter could take care of them, perhaps they weren’t the most demanding of livestock?

Flit chirped again, then quick as a flash, launched out of the basket. Lisbeth reared back, certain the tiny dragon was going to try to claw or bite, but instead, Flit landed lightly on her arm and clambered up.

The baby dragon’s movements were clumsy for as much as they were quick, its tiny feet clinging to the thin fabric of her shirt. Lisbeth was definitely going to need to get more familiar with a needle, thread, and the disappearing ladder stitch that Solomaya swore by if she wanted any of her wardrobe to remain intact.

“Whatcha doin’?” Lisbeth asked, trying not to giggle. If anyone passing by heard her laughing to herself, they were sure to know something was up. Lisbeth didn’t think that she was a particularly dour person, but she definitely wasn’t the type to just bubble up with random mirth while sitting by her lonesome.

Flit chirped again in response before finally climbing onto her shoulder. Lisbeth craned her neck as much as she could, trying to stay eye to eye with the little critter, only for Flit to fully stretch out its wings for the first time.

Oh. Oh, goodness.

Lisbeth had seen several different depictions of dragons, mostly in graffiti across the upper cave walls but also in the few historical accounts she’d managed to get her hands on. And, as far as she knew, those images only had two great wings, one on either side of the massive, vicious creatures. But Flit? Flit had four wings. The main arch had the same multicolored pattern as the rest of his top half, with long tines stretching through a shimmery, gossamer-like flesh that looked more dream-like than real. The expanse of skin looked like it should be leathery, akin to the bats that lived in less populated parts of Kyerchov, but instead, it was made of the finest silk. Woven so delicately, it was nearly translucent and reflected light in little, kaleidoscopic waves.

“You really are a pretty thing, aren’t you?” Lisbeth asked, taking the sight in as best she could at this angle. She wished she could take the creature in both of her hands for a thorough examination, but she wasn’t willing to disturb the sweet one’s delicate stance on her shoulder.

And then, as if the beastie understood her yet again, Flit suddenly lunged forward, the top of its skull crashing with Lisbeth’s cheek.

But it wasn’t an attack, not at all. Instead, the dragon began to rub either side of its face all over Lisbeth’s, almost exactly like a cat. Was there a relationship between the two species far, far in the past, so far that it had been forgotten by everyone?

Lisbeth tried to imagine a giant cat allowing itself to be saddled and ordered around, but that was far too unbelievable. Even less believable than her finding a foreigner and being able to save her from a creature only to be inexplicably called to a possible dragon egg in her possession.

Trainable cats or not, Flit was absolutely being affectionate, chirping ever-so-softly while rubbing its soft cheeks against Lisbeth’s. She figured as the sweet thing got older, and its scales hardened, that the action would be far more abrasive, so she might as well enjoy it while the creature was young.

…and she should probably cut off any thoughts about what could happen when the dragon did get older. It wasn’t like Flit was actually hers. She was just…babysitting, in a way. Looking after Lady’s possession until she was conscious enough to explain herself.

Except Flit didn’t feel like a possession, and it seemed wrong to think of the tiny dragon that way. It was a living, breathing thing that was very clearly capable of emotion.

…then again, so were the chickens that Artem adored.

Ugh. She was in a mess. Lisbeth desperately needed someone to spring her thoughts off of so she could straighten them out, but she didn’t want anyone in the boardinghouse to be drawn into the mire she’d found herself in.

So, what to do?

Well, there was one person she could trust and also knew would be protected from any fallout if Lisbeth was somehow discovered. Someone who would enthusiastically throw themselves into the situation without ever blaming Lisbeth for it all.

Villy.

“Flit, how would you feel about a little field trip?”
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Please behave, please behave, please behave… Lisbeth chanted to herself as she hurried along, head down while she moved toward the lower levels of Kyerchov. The absolute last thing she wanted was to run into Victor or any other thieves. One group would want revenge, and the other wouldn’t believe she could possibly be traveling to the lower levels of Kyerchov without any sort of goods on her—especially considering the bag she had hanging by her side.

But she had no choice. She needed to carry Flit in something, and just hauling the basket around was far too conspicuous. Especially if the little thing got…squirmy.

Lisbeth was still using the basket, of course. It was in her backpack with a scarf over it, again not tightly enough to cut off any air. She’d also thought ahead and given Flit another small piece of fruit that she hoped wouldn’t be missed and a couple of fish tails and guts left over from Saesha cleaning them earlier. Solomiya could get through the process herself, but having only one arm, it was often easier for one of the younger kids who were safe with knives to do it instead.

There was only so long tasty snacks could last, however, and Lisbeth knew she was on borrowed time. She hadn’t been with Flit for long, but the critter seemed fairly social. Who knew how long she had before the reptile got insistent about having some skin-to-scale contact again?

If Lisbeth was honest with herself, she’d have to admit that she liked how cuddly Flit was. It was cute—endearing, even—but that didn’t mean she wanted Flit to bust out and get some snuggles while walking down the street.

Whew. If she thought the rumors after Villy’s stepmother had fallen from grace were both bad and long-lasting, the hubbub that would be stirred up from people finding out she had either a dragon or something akin to a dragon would be…well, outright insane, she was sure.

So, she just kept up her internal chanting while she got onto one of the gap-ferries that went down to Lower Kyerchov. It wasn’t really the one that would drop her off close to Villy’s manor. This one would leave her right by the farthermost corner of the noble area. That was on purpose, however. Lisbeth was pretty sure her father had eyes everywhere and would notice if she was violating her agreement with him so soon. Neither were idiots. They both knew she would make her way back to his territory eventually, but she hadn’t planned on it being this soon. It turned out that having a surprise dragon in her custody had thrown her plans right out the window. Who could’ve figured?

Part of her couldn’t help but wonder why she was going to such lengths. She could just take care of Flit in secret, keep her new friend fed, then give the tiny dragon to the woman once she was up and escort her right back out into the ruins of Kyer. Lady had made it that far on her own, so she could go right along the rest of her journey as well.

At the same time, Lisbeth knew that she would never do that. Lady had clearly fought some incredible odds and had barely survived her journey to Lisbeth’s lap. Pushing her out into the Void while she was only just recovering would be a death sentence. And while Lisbeth liked to think that she was practical, she wasn’t cruel.

Maybe she was being a bit deluded by her own ego, but it also seemed like Flit was attached to Lisbeth specifically. Maybe it imprinted on a person like some of the birds raised in Kyerchov did. It came from an egg, after all. Or maybe Flit’s similarities with cats continued and the sweet thing had just picked her as its favorite person. All she knew was that it felt…wrong to think about giving Flit up. Like she was betraying the tiny baby. Which was ridiculous, all things considered, but perhaps no more ridiculous than her finding Lady and then discovering that the woman had a dragon egg in her possession.

Those thoughts circled around Lisbeth’s head in a flurry, winding around each other and escalating every time she thought she saw a shadow rushing by from the corner of her eye. She did her best to hurry and stick to the shadows until she ended up at one of the servant entrances of Villy’s manor.

Heaving a sigh of relief as she knocked on the door, Lisbeth couldn’t believe how much her luck had turned around lately. She was sure that Flit would cause some more hijinks and her morning would end up with her running across different levels of Kyerchov, watchmen gunning for her because she’d smuggled a dangerous animal into the city, and Victor’s little gang in hot pursuit for revenge.

But no, she was being ushered inside and told to wait in the same opulent, oversized dining area she’d been dropped off in before. Why did they never take her toward Villy’s quarters? That seemed like it would make much more sense, considering that Lord Maelfic still didn’t enjoy seeing his son that often even if he was the heir apparent and no longer “sickly.”

Maybe it was a propriety thing? Lisbeth knew that nobles were weirdly obsessed with both coming of age and purity, which made no sense to her. Half the time, Lisbeth forgot she was a girl. What did male or female matter on an empty belly? Maybe she would want beautiful dresses and blush at romance if her head wasn’t stuffed to the brim with how she was going to survive and make sure none of the little ones passed either.

“Lissy!”

A familiar, joyous cry had Lisbeth lifting her eyes from the floor tiles she’d been staring at while her mind wandered, and once more she was flooded with relief to see her closest friend. Good ole Villy. If anyone would be able to accept that she’d both let in a foreigner and hatched a dragon, it was him. He also knew the importance of secrecy just as much as Lisbeth did. They’d both been cut by both sides of that sword.

“Villy!” Lisbeth said, rushing forward and practically throwing herself into his open arms for a much needed hug. It was quickly becoming a tradition between them, but it wasn’t a bad one to have. Despite everything going on in her life, she did miss him. And it was nice that she didn’t always have to take care of him, or worry that one day she would crawl into his little shack to find his body there, cold and bloated.

Yeah, that was most definitely an ease on her mind.

“What brings you here? Normally, I never get visits so soon!” He frowned as he took in the quite faded marks on Lisbeth’s face. It had been so long that she’d forgotten they were there. They hardly even hurt anymore, thanks to Mad Magdelyn’s brews and treatment. “Were you beat up again? What happened?”

“It’s a story for another day,” Lisbeth said hurriedly, feeling something rattle at the small of her back. Was Flit out of food? That would definitely be her guess. “There’s something important⁠—”

“What could possibly be more important than your health! I’m worried about you, Lissy. You weren’t exactly in good shape the last time you were here, and now it looks like you didn’t even get a chance to fully heal before someone went at you again.” His tone lowered, and Lisbeth was reminded that her friend was indeed turning into a powerful young man. He wasn’t her sickly, dying friend who relied on her to live anymore. “They’re getting meaner, aren’t they? They don’t see you as a kid anymore, so they’re not gonna hold back like they did before.”

Lisbeth swallowed, wanting to tell him it wasn’t like that, but they both knew that was a lie. When she was younger, she could often just drop whatever she had, and they’d let her run. Or even throw something valuable in the opposite direction and book it. But lately? They always seemed to think that she had more on her, that she was hiding something in the hopes that her trip wouldn’t be for nothing.

Probably because she was always hiding something in the hopes that her trip wouldn’t be for nothing.

Or they wanted her equipment. Or they just wanted to delight in the violence that came with beating a not-quite-a-child, not-quite-an-adult into submission.

“Look, can we talk someplace more…private?”

Villy didn’t reply for a moment, although his eyebrows went right to his hairline. Lisbeth knew that wasn’t exactly something she would normally ask, but surely it wasn’t that surprising.

When he did speak, he gave an easy smile. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever shown you the library. Why don’t you come with me?”

Lisbeth nodded before realizing there was something else that might help. “Do you think we could stop by the kitchen and get some food?”

“Ah, there’s my friend. For a moment, I wondered if you’d been replaced by some sort of identical monster. I’ll have a servant run a spread to us.”

“Oh, uh, I…” Lisbeth didn’t exactly want a random servant popping in the middle of explaining Flit, but having food on hand was the only way she’d really found to distract the dragon. Well, that and cuddling. But even as fond as the critter seemed of her, she didn’t think it would want to calm down and snuggle with so much exciting stimulus around. “Could you ask them to knock?”

Villy paused again, his expression still as cheery as usual, but she could tell by the slant of his mouth that he knew something was up. Thankfully, they’d been friends long enough that he seemed to understand whatever she needed to say, it wasn’t something that she wanted company for. It seemed that living in the lap of luxury hadn’t stripped him of his survival instincts. That was certainly a boon at the moment.

“Of course. Here, let me call one to give the order.”

He reached over to a thick, golden cord hanging beside the door he’d entered through and gave it two sharp tugs. In less than a minute, a servant arrived, and Villy calmly relayed exactly what Lisbeth had requested.

If the servant thought anything of his relatively unusual request, or even Lisbeth’s presence, she didn’t say so. She just ducked her head and said that it would be ready shortly. It was puzzling, really. The nobles had so many servants to do everything in life for them, from cooking to plating their food for them, so why did they always get so little done? If Lisbeth didn’t have to think so much about where her food was coming from or if someone was following her to possibly beat her within an inch of her life, she could get so much accomplished. Maybe actually build a garden that could grow enough food to actually feed them instead of just help the boardinghouse skimp by.

Maybe they had responsibilities that Lisbeth just didn’t know about. She couldn’t imagine what they were, but they surely had to do something besides laze about all day and have lavish parties.

“This way,” Villy said, gesturing for Lisbeth to follow. There had been a time, not all that long ago, when her friend couldn’t really walk at all. But now, Lisbeth had to quicken her pace just to keep up.

Fortunately, the library proved not to be all that far from the dining room Lisbeth had been ushered into. That was certainly a good thing because the rattling at her back was growing more insistent as Flit’s patience with the basket and no snacks was clearly running out rapidly. It was bad enough that Villy paused at one point, his head craning this way and then that. “Did you hear something?”

Lisbeth swallowed hard. She felt like she’d been doing that a lot more lately. “Probably just vermin,” she muttered, feeling bad for lying to Villy, but he’d understand why she couldn’t exactly just tell him right out in the open.

“Ah, probably. I remember when you and I used to wish for such things. We’d set traps and hope to catch us a tasty dinner.”

Lisbeth nodded, refraining from saying that she still used those traps in the hopes of catching something with protein. That was something that made Upper Kyerchov different from the slums of the previous world, at least as far as Lisbeth had read. While most slums had issues with rats, mice, and whatever other pests, there were almost none in Upper Kyerchov as all of them had been eaten. The only reason bats still existed was because they were often too high up for most of the citizens to get to.

No, the only pests left in Upper Kyerchov were lice, mites, and other parasites. Not exactly friends to the poor.

“I remember,” she said after she realized that Villy was waiting for some sort of response. With that, they were walking off again, headed toward the library, which turned out to be only a few paces further.

“Wait until you see this,” Villy said, beaming with pride.

He pushed the door open and held it for Lisbeth, ushering her inside like she was some sort of lady and he was a grand gentleman. He may have become heir apparent and a part of respectable society, but she knew he would always be her silly Villy. They could take the boy out of the slums, but they would never take the lessons of poverty out of the boy.

…er, man? He was seventeen, after all.

No, “man” felt wrong. Sure, Villy was older than her, but they’d always been equals in a way. And if Lisbeth was most certainly not an adult yet, then neither was Villy.

He closed the door behind them, but Lisbeth was hardly paying attention. Despite the dragon in her pack, she was momentarily distracted by the sheer number of books in front of her.

It wasn’t like she’d never seen a collection before. After all, her father’s study that she’d been made to wait in had an entire wall covered in bookshelves. That was nothing compared to this, however. Every single wall was lined with shelves, and not just the standard kind. She saw racks with ancient tomes lovingly held with their golden hooks. She saw rolled pieces of fabric, and even some painted pieces of stone in glass. Villy wasn’t kidding that it was a library-library, complete with things that only ancient people read.

The only thing missing was the sort of readable light that used to once be a thing before the Great Cataclysm. That was what Lisbeth had heard, at least. The ancient people who’d ended the world had magic the likes of which the people of Kyer had never seen. Occasionally, Lisbeth liked to daydream of such things, but she didn’t really get it.

“This is amazing,” Lisbeth breathed, stepping further in. “You have access to this all the time?”

“Well, most of the time,” Villy said, grinning wryly before growing a bit more serious. Walking to one of the tables in the middle, he sat on the surface and gave Lisbeth a look. “And you can look at whatever you want, even borrow a few, but only after you tell me what’s on your mind and why you needed so much secrecy to have a chat.”

“Right…” Lisbeth was pretty sure that it was only a dragon that could have possibly pulled her away from the sheer amount of knowledge surrounding her. Now that she was older, Lisbeth finally understood how much power was in knowledge and why the nobles liked to hoard it for themselves. They didn’t want the people of the slums to learn new ways to grow food, filter water, fix or make things. And they especially didn’t want the poor to learn about any ways to fight those who had so much power and far too many resources.

“Lissy, you okay? Man, if I would have known a bunch of books would put you into shock, I would have chosen a different room.”

At that point, Flit chose to let out a shriek and truly rattled the bag at Lisbeth’s back, where it had shifted from her side. This time, there was no denying that something had happened. Villy was suddenly sitting up very straight.

“Uh, Lissy? Do you have a living creature in your bag?”

“Yes…” she said slowly, trying to find the perfect words, but what words could possibly couch the fact she had a dragon in her possession?

“Okay, I know you just wouldn’t bring any random thing into my home, so what’s going on?”

“Look, before I pull it out, I need you to promise that you won’t freak out.”

There went his eyebrows again. “Wow, what a way to broach the conversation. Alright then, I promise.”

“Alright. Well, here goes nothing.” Lisbeth set her bag down and unbuckled both of the flaps. Nearly the moment the second fastener was freed, a multicolored shape launched itself out from under the flap and skittered across the room.

“Gods!” Villy cried, jumping on top of the table, his face drawn. “What is that!?”

“Hold on,” Lisbeth answered. She ran after Flit, but it was like right after the beastie had hatched all over again. The little creature jumped up on a shelf, clambering higher and higher. “Flit! Come on, get down here! You’re gonna love Villy!”

“Flit? You named the thing!? What even is it?”

Lisbeth’s temper began to flare. She was trying to catch a tiny creature who was a cross between a cat and a pig that had been slathered in butter, and Villy’s shouting at her wasn’t helping. He could always get off the table and help.

“Use your eyes, Villy! What do you think it is!?”

“Is it a…”

Lisbeth darted to grab a chair, meaning to use that to get high enough, but Flit seemed to notice what she was doing and jumped to a different shelf, forcing Lisbeth to jump down and move the chair as soon as she had set it down.

“A…”

Finally, Lisbeth was able to get a running jump and got a single hand around Flit, but the creature let out a happy sort of squawk before racing down her arm, across her shoulder, then gripping her curls to launch himself off the top of her head.

“A…”

Flit landed on one of the wall sconces with a glow-lamp set neatly in the gilded gold. The little one chittered. Was the thing laughing? That was what it seemed like to Lisbeth. And while it was all good and dandy that Flit was having a grand old time playing, it really wasn’t the right circumstance.

“It’s a mudaki’n dragon, Villy!” Lisbeth finally snapped before dashing over to the sconce. But as soon as she reached it, Flit literally climbed the wall to get away from her. How was she ever supposed to catch the beastie in such a huge room? It wasn’t like Katyana’s space, where Flit had only had so much room to flee to. In the library, well, there were millions of nooks and crannies the critter could sneak into without her being able to reach it.

Lisbeth was planning her next attack, figuring out if there was a way to cut the dragon off, when a knock sounded at the door.

Right, the food!

Lisbeth looked desperately back to Villy, who still appeared just as shocked as when Flit had first popped out. “You wanna get that?”

That knocked Villy out of whatever stupor he was in, and the young man finally clambered down from the table he’d vaulted onto. It was an impressive jump, to be sure, but Lisbeth wasn’t exactly in the mood to congratulate him on his athleticism.

“Right. Let me handle it.” He straightened and went to the door, cracking it just wide enough to slip out and smartly close it behind him. Whew. That was a relief. At least Lisbeth’s duty had shifted from trying to get Flit down to just making sure that Flit stayed far away from the door.

That turned out to be not that hard to do. All Lisbeth had to do was act like she was making a relatively earnest attempt at catching Flit, and the speedy reptile would hurriedly skitter deeper and deeper into the library.

“I see now why you might have wanted some comfort food,” Villy’s voice called from somewhere behind her. “That thing takes a whole lot of energy to wrangle.”

“It’s not for me,” Lisbeth groused, feeling crankier by the moment. “The food is for him. Or her? I’m not exactly sure. And Flit isn’t a thing. He’s a dragon. Or…she’s a dragon. At least I’m pretty sure it’s a dragon.”

“You say it’s not a thing and yet you called it an ‘it’ too.”

“Technically, I call it Flit,” Lisbeth countered, feeling herself calm as she approached the table where Villy had set down the platter of food. Just like last time, it was overladen with all sorts of foods that Lisbeth would never have a single hope of tasting in her life. As tempting as it was to dive in, she wasn’t the newly hatched baby that definitely needed to be coaxed out of its own personal game of tag and also get some proper nutrients. Sure, Lisbeth had tried her best with what she had, but she could never hope to have the same access to food that Villy now did.

“Oh, well, that changes everything. How do you even know it’s a dragon? It’s awfully small, isn’t it? Not exactly a beast of the apocalypse.”

“I’m sure the critter will grow.”

“Enough for a grown man, seven feet tall and strong enough to crush our skulls with his bare hands, to ride?”

“I, uh…” To be perfectly honest, that didn’t seem likely, but Lisbeth was feeling a bit stubborn. She and Villy normally got on so well, but his reaction had definitely irritated her. It was likely all the stress from everything going on, but it still rankled her nerves. “I really don’t know, but have you really looked at Flit? What else could he be?”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it’s been pretty hard to get a good eye on the thing when he’s running around like a cave rat with his tail halfway down a snake’s gullet.”

That was certainly a visual. And not an inaccurate one at that.

“Here, let me see if I can get Flit to calm down.”

Grabbing a couple of pieces of cheese, Lisbeth slowly headed in the direction she’d last seen Flit in, hoping he would smell the food before skittering away even further into the depths of the books.

“Hey, Flit! Flitty-flitster! I’ve got some food for you!”

Holding it above her head, Lisbeth tried to keep her eyes peeled for any sort of movement. For a moment, it seemed like it wasn’t going to work, but then, further down the row of shelves, a little, iridescent head popped out from between a couple of thick, heavy tomes at least as tall as Lisbeth’s forearms.

For a moment, the young woman was distracted, wondering what could possibly be contained in such massive volumes, but that quickly ended when Flit’s nostrils wiggled and then its four sets of wings flared.

Was… Was the little baby going to fly?

Although Lisbeth knew next to nothing about dragons, she was pretty sure it probably took them a while before they were actually able to take flight. The amount of power it took to get such massive creatures off the ground along with a rider had to take much more developed musculature than a baby could ever hope to have. Even a magical baby that was half mythical creature, half instrument of war.

Flit, however, didn’t care about what Lisbeth thought and jumped right off the top shelf.

…only to fall straight to the ground.

“Flit!” Lisbeth cried, a surprising amount of alarm spiking through her as she dove for the hatchling. Somehow, she managed to cross the distance between them with one strong lunge, her heart in her throat the entire time.

Apparently, Flit was completely unconcerned with the tumble, landing in her palms without so much as a squawk. The critter also didn’t say “thank you” or let out a sound of gratitude either, rolling right out of her hands to snatch up a piece of cheese in its greedy mouth.

“You’re welcome,” Lisbeth said, gripping Flit’s back and hauling the little one up into her arms. Flit didn’t so much as struggle, evidently occupied with the cheese. “Anyway, this is Flit. Flit, this is my best friend, Villy.”

“Ooh, best friend? So, you haven’t found a replacement for me yet?”

Lisbeth leveled him with a look. “I’ve just shown you the first dragon to ever be in Kyerchov, and that’s what you’re going to focus on?”

“You can’t blame me for having priorities,” he said, grabbing a piece of salted meat and waltzing over. Flit paused for a moment, long neck sticking straight up as those beautiful, blazing green eyes locked onto Villy.

“Ay, you want this? You want another tasty morsel?” Villy moved it to the right, then the left, and Flit’s head followed along like the pendulum on a clock. “Swallow what you have first.”

It really did seem like Flit could understand, because the tiny dragon gave a few more enthusiastic chews before hurriedly swallowing the mashed cheese. Just as fast as every other time, its head whipped forward, and its mouth clamped around Villy’s fingers.

“Come on, now. That’s not very polite,” her friend said in a tone Lisbeth wasn’t used to hearing from him. It sounded almost…authoritative, which wasn’t Villy at all. He’d ranged through a lot of things, from apathetic to philosophical and even nihilistic, but never like someone in charge. It definitely made Lisbeth’s stomach swoop in a very strange way. “What’s a matter, don’t have manners yet?”

Flit tried valiantly to swallow Villy’s fingers, but they were far too wide for its little mouth. Once the dragon realized that it couldn’t wrench the meat out of Villy’s grip either, the creature finally let go and gave the young man a pouty sort of look.

Huh, Lisbeth didn’t know that dragons could actually look pouty, but Flit was most definitely communicating exactly that.

“Now, if you wanna eat delicious things, you gotta be good, alright? Open your mouth.”

Flit tilted his head, but before Lisbeth could tell Villy there was no way the tiny baby would or could understand that, her friend responded by opening his own mouth and miming how to put the meat morsel into it.

That worked perfectly because Flit sat back, plopping its rear right in the crook of Lisbeth’s arms and opening its mouth. Somehow, the little creature really reminded her of a dog performing a trick for a tasty treat, especially when its tiny lower jaw fell open expectantly.

“There we go. That’s a good little monster of mass devastation,” Villy cooed before finally placing the meat right in front of Flit’s mouth, barely touching the scaled flesh. “Eat up.”

Flit didn’t need to be told twice. The reptile’s maw quickly clamped down on the protein and yanked it back into its mouth, doing that weird mash/chewing thing.

“There you go. See? Having manners will get you all sorts of places in life.”

“I can’t believe you were able to communicate with a dragon like that,” Lisbeth breathed, all the last parts of her irritation fading at the ease with which Villy interacted with Flit. She supposed he’d never been the best at handling surprises. Usually because the unexpected in life was almost always bad news.

“Ah, it’s not different than any other baby animal. They all wanna eat and cuddle with their mommies.”

“Huh.”

Villy shrugged and reached over. “Come on, little friend, why don’t we try some other things?”

Lisbeth almost resisted when her friend started to lift Flit out of her arms, but she realized just how silly that was, so she quickly cut herself off and handed the dragon over.

Flit gave out the tiniest hiccup of a brrrr? at the exchange, its little arms reaching for Lisbeth, but that lasted about as long as it took for Villy to pick up a piece of fruit with red syrup over it that Lisbeth didn’t recognize.

Flit apparently didn’t need to know what it was to try gobbling it up because the dragon immediately swallowed the meat. Suddenly, quite exhausted, Lisbeth went to the closest chair and sat down, heaving a long sigh.

“So, is this the part where you tell me how in the name of the Void you managed to end up with a dragon hatchling?” Villy asked. “I could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure this isn’t the kind of thing you find laying around the ruins of Kyer.”

“You’re not wrong on that,” Lisbeth murmured, still trying to order her thoughts. She’d been so distracted by trying to wrangle Flit that she hadn’t put much thought into how to tell the story of how she’d ever come into contact with her new little friend.

In the end, she figured the truth was better than anything else. If she couldn’t trust Villy, who could she trust?

“So, what happened?”

“I was up in Kyer scrapping when I came across this woman…”

“A woman? You helped save another scrapper? That’s gotta earn you some new allies.” Villy seemed so pleased at the idea that Lisbeth hated to burst his bubble, but she had to. She could just leave it there, let Villy alone with his happy assumptions, but she didn’t want to deceive him. Far too much of her life was wedged between silence and deception, forcing her to live in the margins that she never should have been pushed into.

“Not quite.”

“What, did it earn you enemies, then? How did that work out?”

“Well, it hasn’t earned me any enemies yet. But it’s going to.”

“Why? How could saving someone possibly make you any enemies?”

“You see… This, uh, this injured woman that I came across… She was, ah, she was being attacked by this creature, and I managed to distract it long enough for us to get away, but it made such a racket that it was clear there were going to be other beasts coming soon enough. And she was in a bad way, Villy. Bad enough that I don’t think she would have survived even a couple of hours longer even if she’d managed to find a way to hide from the Void monsters.”

Villy let out a low whistle and looked like he was going to say something, but Flit let out a demanding squawk.

“Hey now, it’s not polite to interrupt. You wait your turn.”

“I’m surprised Flit’s not just jumping straight on the platter and cutting out the middleman.”

“Don’t give him any ideas,” Villy chided before grabbing some sort of roast tuber and offering it to the very hungry hatchling.

“If it is a him,” Lisbeth commented, doubting that assumption again.

“Yeah, but I don’t like calling him an it just because we aren’t sure. Although I’m not sure exactly how we’re supposed to go about figuring that out at all.” Villy’s emerald eyes landed on Lisbeth and once again were far too keen. “But we’re not straying from the topic of this mystery woman you saved. Why do you think it’s going to get you more enemies than all of us orphans have?”

It was interesting that he would still call himself an orphan. He certainly wasn’t in the same position the rest of them were, but it was nice to know he still considered himself one of their ilk. But considering everything that had happened, Lisbeth wouldn’t really expect him to ever feel truly close to his father.

“Probably because, well, I would say that…” Finally, Lisbeth heaved yet another heavy sigh. “She’s not from Kyerchov.”

Now that got Villy to freeze in spot, a grape still betwixt his fingers. Flit was especially incensed by that, trying to grip the smooth fruit and yank it out but not succeeding. “What do you mean, she’s not from Kyerchov?”

“Exactly what I said. She’s not from the caves.”

“Then where, pray tell, could she possibly be from?”

“I dunno,” Lisbeth said, feeling her defensiveness rise as she waved one of her hands in a vague gesture. “Somewhere not here.”

“Lisbeth Myskowski, are you meaning to tell me you brought a barbarian into Kyerchov? Our people’s last vestige of safety after our city was completely destroyed by their kind!?”

“Shhh!” Lisbeth urged, pressing a finger to her lips. “Not so loud!”

“Not so loud!? Lisbeth, I know we’ve done some insane things to survive, but bring our literal mortal enemies into our own home?! That’s crazy! That’s… That’s an entirely different world!”

“You don’t think I know that!?” Lisbeth hissed. Flit, realizing that the mood had definitely shifted, forgot about the grape and began to anxiously look between the two of them. Lisbeth hated that they were stressing the poor thing out, but Villy needed to be quiet! “Look, she was dying and beaten within an inch of her life. Wherever she came from, they weren’t any nicer to her than they would have been to any of us. And she doesn’t look how I’ve heard they look like!”

“Oh yes, so by all means, just let her in. Reveal the secret of our people. The very secret, by the way, that’s been the only thing keeping us safe in the hundreds of years since we moved below here. If the barbarians find out that we exist, that they didn’t actually wipe us out and steal all of our valuable resources centuries ago, they’ll be back with a vengeance!”

Lisbeth had never seen Villy so serious, and it made her stomach churn in a way she didn’t like. She was used to being able to do almost no wrong in his eyes. Maybe she had made a mistake in coming to him.

“Villy, if I hadn’t helped her, she would have been eaten.”

“Maybe she⁠—”

“Think about what you’re saying,” Lisbeth interrupted, just as firmly. “I came across a wounded woman who had restraint marks on her. Her wrists and ankles and throat are still abraded from whoever was holding her. She needed help, so I helped her.”

“I…” Villy let out a long breath, his frenetic mood fading quickly. “I’m sorry. I would never expect you to just leave someone in need like that. It’s never been your style. It’s just I… Whew, it’s a lot to think about. I’m guessing she’s where this little guy came from?”

“Yeah, that’s where. I was in the room where she was being taken care of when I was sort of…called to her bag where she was hiding the egg.”

“Called to her bag?”

Lisbeth nodded. “I don’t know how else to say it. It was like it was pulling me toward it, sort of inescapable. The next thing I knew, I was holding a baby dragon in my hands.”

“Are we’re sure he’s a dragon?”

“About as sure as I can be. You know of any other scaled, winged creatures that tend to hang around with barbarians?”

“Fair enough, but still, there’s a chance he could be…something else, right?”

“I suppose a small chance, but not a very prevalent one.”

It was at that moment that Villy seemed to remember he was holding a very insistent maybe-dragon in his arms and went back to feeding it. More pieces of meat went to the hungry little hatchling while Lisbeth and Villy sat in silence.

She was beginning to feel like she really had messed up in confiding in Villy. She’d thought that he was still one of them—an orphan, an outcast, a rejected and unwanted part of Kyerchov society—but what if he was farther gone than she ever expected and would turn her into the watchmen? After all, she had broken one of the most important tenants of their city’s laws.

No, Villy would never purposefully hurt her like that, no matter how much they disagreed. She needed to calm down.

“Lisbeth,” her friend murmured, telling her that he was still quite serious. “You realize we can’t let anyone know about this, right?”

“I am acutely aware of that.” The consequences if word got out would be swift and dramatic.

“I assume your boardinghouse knows at least about the woman?”

“Not the whole house, but I think most of the kids, Katyana of course, and, uh…”

“And who, Lissy?”

Well, at least he was back to using his pet name for her. Lisbeth never thought she’d miss that. “Um…” Why was she hesitating? As if that would somehow change either the answer or Villy’s response. “Mad Magdelyn.”

“Mads!? That old crone knows?” Villy shook his head before a wry sort of expression crossed his features. “Maybe there’s an upside to that. If she lets the word slip, people might dismiss it as just the ramblings of a crazy old coot.”

“She’s not crazy or a coot!” Lisbeth said, perhaps a bit sharper than she meant to. “She’s just…eco…ecchi…” She trailed off, her mind going blank. Goodness, she could use some more sleep with all the stress rapidly piling onto her.

“Eccentric?”

“Yes! Eccentric.” Lisbeth normally knew that word, but she was growing increasingly flustered by the entire conversation. Villy was within his rights to be upset. Lisbeth had made multiple rash decisions one right after the other that affected the whole of Kyerchov and definitely everyone in her life, but what choice did she have? She couldn’t just leave a fellow human to be devoured by the vicious beasts of the Void. How was she to know that the woman she’d saved just so happened to also have a dragon egg in her custody?

Well, supposed dragon egg, but the more time Lisbeth spent with Flit, the surer she was that the little thing was none other than one of the fire-breathing beasts that had slaughtered her people so long ago.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have used that language for her. I guess I always assumed that she’d gotten elder sickness. You know, like Miss Mykhaila.”

Lisbeth let out a sigh and nodded along with her friend. In Kyerchov, that wasn’t exactly an erroneous thing to assume. Unfortunately, the disease that ate away at older people’s minds was quite prevalent in Kyerchov, affecting both the poor and rich alike. The difference, however, was that the poor didn’t often live long enough to experience it.

The few that did live long enough did not have an easy time of it. Miss Mykhaila was a rare case where she didn’t become violent or wander off into danger. She often just got mixed up on what time she was in or who was in front of her, conflating people’s identities with those long gone from her past.

No one knew if it was a complication from being underground or a result of all the chemicals released into the air and earth after Kyer was burned. Lisbeth certainly wasn’t educated enough to know either, but all of them sounded plausible enough to her.

“I think she uses those kind of thoughts to her advantage,” Lisbeth said finally. “So people with ill intent leave her alone.”

“We all have our own survival tactics,” Villy said, continuing to feed Flit. Although Lisbeth was quite invested in their conversation, she was also keeping an eye on how much the baby dragon was eating. Was that how much she needed to feed the creature all of the time, or was this a special occasion because there was so much food? Did she need to worry about Flit gorging to the point of sickness? If she did, how would she ever know?

“You okay?”

Lisbeth shook her head, pulling herself from her mental spiral. “Yeah, why?”

“You’ve got that face on that you wear whenever you’re stuck in your mind.”

“I suppose I’ve got a lot to think about.”

“You’re always thinking. That’s your survival tactic, and one you’ve been pretty good at.”

“Eh, I dunno about that, Villy.”

“Yeah, you do, Lissy. Why pretend? You’re one of the most cerebral people I know.”

Lisbeth didn’t really know what that word meant, but she wasn’t exactly in the mood to ask either. So instead, she used context clues and figured that Villy was just reiterating his point by saying she was in her own head a lot.

She supposed that was true. She didn’t consider herself particularly smart or keen, but she could spend a whole day in her own thoughts, turning things this way and that, imagining a dozen and one different scenarios that could change with a single decision. So maybe her friend wasn’t entirely off base.

“So, what’s the plan, then?” Villy asked after she didn’t say anything for an extended moment. “You just gonna try to hide this dragon and hope this random woman you saved isn’t going to make a ruckus when she wakes?”

“I’m not sure, to be honest. I can’t imagine I’ll be able to hide Flit for long. The dragon doesn’t exactly understand the need for quiet. Or subtlety.”

“Whaaaaat, this little guy? No, I never would have imagined.” Villy chuckled as he fed another berry to Flit. The hatchling was finally slowing down, and Lisbeth hoped that meant it was getting full. Still, it had eaten so much. How was she supposed to be able to afford that consistently? And it was only going to get worse as it grew.

Speaking of which, what would she do as it grew? Dragons were supposed to be huge beasts, many bigger than entire houses. That wasn’t exactly something she could put into a basket and hide under her threadbare blankets.

Before Lisbeth could respond, Villy continued. “Well, I realize that there’s a lot riding on whether or not this really is a dragon and if he’s going to be a bloodthirsty beast. I’m guessing you’re not willing to, uh, dispatch him while he’s small, right?”

Lisbeth gave Villy a horrified look, drawing herself up with shock. Her jaw fell open, a diatribe ready on her lips, but her friend held up his free hand in placation.

“Hey, I wasn’t being serious. It just helps my mind to state everything out loud. We’re not willing to kill him, and we want him to be a secret, but we’re not sure what he’s gonna be like once he hits maturity.”

“If Flit hits maturity,” Lisbeth murmured, her stomach twisting. “Neither of us have ever raised a dragon before. What if we do something wrong?”

Villy froze again, and this time, Flit just sort of idly mouthed at the morsel trapped between the young man’s fingers rather than whining petulantly about it. Yes, the little reptile was most definitely getting full.

“I… I suppose I didn’t think of that. Sard it, what if I’ve poisoned him already!?” Villy looked down at his hand in horror, yanking it away, and Flit let out a confused sort of braaaaak? that was far too cute for the subject matter.

“Hey, hey, Villy, I think it’s okay. You’re just feeding better versions of what I gave it last night, so I think it’ll be fine.”

“He’ll be fine.”

“Or she’ll be fine,” Lisbeth lamented, knowing she had no real clue.

“And how are we going to know? Wait until it hits the start of its majority and seen if it has monthlies?”

“I don’t think reptiles experience puberty like that.”

Villy rolled his eyes. “I was being droll, Lissy.”

“I know. I just think it’s funny whenever I act blind to them.”

“You’re a bit of a brat, you know that?”

Lisbeth batted her eyes, feeling much more comfortable now that they were falling into their usual rhythm. Flit was a disruption in more ways than one, that was for certain. “I’ve certainly never heard that description applied to me ever before.”

Villy huffed a laugh and finally returned to feeding Flit. Instead of greedily horking it down, the hatchling gave Villy’s fingers an affection lick before starting to slump, eyes closing in that strange, sideways motion.

“Oh, well, that’s interesting,” Villy breathed, ducking his head down to watch the movement more closely.

“Isn’t it? I’ve never heard of them doing that.”

“I mean, have any of us heard anything about dragons beyond them using their fire breath to decimate, destroy, and otherwise turn everything to ash?”

“I suppose not.” Lisbeth went back to her contemplation, watching the admittedly very cute process of Flit slowly beginning to pass out. It seemed that some things were universal amongst all creatures, including getting the sleeps after a delightfully large meal. “I figure the woman’s got to know something about the situation, so I’m hoping she’ll be amenable to help.”

“Yeah, I’m sure she will. As long as she, ya know, is fine with you claiming ownership of a creature it sounds like she risked her life to smuggle away from wherever she was.”

“You think that’s why she was beat up?”

“I mean, I have no way of knowing. It could be for a million reasons, I’m sure, but it does seem plausible.”

Lisbeth nodded again, digesting what her friend said. If Lady had indeed risked her life to get the egg away from whoever had hurt her, well, that didn’t bode well for how she’d react to one being missing.

“Then again…” Villy started before trailing off.

“Then what?”

“She was in a pretty bad way when you saved her, right? If you were to, say, take whatever you found that egg in and get rid of it, would it be so impossible for her to believe that it was left behind?”

Oh… Now, that was an idea. “I suppose that could work. She wasn’t really all that lucid when I was helping her. I had to drag her a good bit of the way.” But there was one matter that couldn’t quite be solved by stealing the woman’s bag and burning it before anyone was the wiser. “I don’t think I’d be able to hide Flit from her for very long. Most of my house doesn’t realize that a dragon could ever be in Kyerchov, so really, it’s the last thing they would ever expect. But if she thinks she’s lost the dragon egg she risked her life to smuggle here, she’s gonna be much more keen on picking up signs of said dragon.”

By the gods, what if Lady could even smell the hatchling? Or hear some sort of subharmonic noise that Lisbeth couldn’t pick up on because she wasn’t trained right? The thought made her sick to her stomach at being found out so soon.

“That’s a really good point.” The two contemplated in silence. When Villy spoke again, his voice sounded artificially cautious, as if he knew what he wanted to say but wasn’t trying to appear as if he did. Lisbeth recognized it from whenever he was trying to convince her of his point of view. She tilted her head, wondering what harebrained scheme he could have possibly concocted. “Unless…”

“Out with it, Villy.”

“Well, unless you were to live here.”

Lisbeth gritted her teeth, an automatic reaction that she couldn’t quite help. She didn’t mean to grimace at the idea, but she should have known her very persistent friend would come up with a way to re-propose the same idea she’d turned down several times. That was one of his survival tactics, she supposed. The willpower to keep pressing for something even when it seemed completely unlikely.

“Villy…”

“Come on now, think about it. This little guy obviously eats a lot. A whole lot. How are you gonna be able to handle that without raising suspicion? If the others see you hauling a lot of food to your room and never gaining weight, they’re going to get suspicious.”

True.

“And not for nothing, but Flit here doesn’t seem to understand the concept of being quiet or low-key. You really think he won’t make a whole bunch of racket that will attract attention?”

Also true.

“But here, he could eat whatever is necessary to keep healthy and growing, and we can house him in the stables, or even in one of the spare rooms upstairs. I can tell the servants they’re not allowed within your quarters, and while you’re eventually gonna need to let Flit out, it’ll buy you much more time. And you’ll be well fed too. You’ll be safe. You’ll be able to recover like you haven’t in years, really get your strength up, which will help you that much more when you go scrap picking. Besides, if you were here, I could probably get you a stipend as a house servant. Wouldn’t that be helpful to the house?”

Every single point made perfect sense and would absolutely help. She would miss seeing the kids all the time, and she knew Katyana would certainly notice Lisbeth’s absence, especially when it came to the more physically demanding chores, but ultimately having the recovery window and extra wages would be a huge boon to her whole family.

But something in Lisbeth told her no.

She didn’t understand it, and she didn’t think she could explain it, but everything in her told her that the offer was a beautiful rose. Resplendent and wonderful to the eye but with vicious thorns along the sides. If she reached out and gripped it, it would bite into her, making her bleed in a way that would be difficult to stop.

Lisbeth wanted to tell herself that it was her paranoia, because frankly, it probably was. She wasn’t good at being dependent on anybody, and Villy’s offer required being dependent on him. That was perhaps a bit hypocritical considering he had definitely been dependent on her to survive for several years and had trusted her fully, but Lisbeth couldn’t quite help how she was. Even if the whole boardinghouse disappeared the next day, she would get by alright. She’d be heartbroken, sure, but she’d be able to provide for herself without too much of a hiccup.

“Not…” Lisbeth took a breath. “Not now, Villy.”

“Can you at least tell me why? I know you like your space and your solitude, but considering the situation you’re in, I don’t really understand how you can say no.”

Because I’m afraid of what will happen if I say yes.

“I just, uh… I need to think about it.”

Villy reached over with his free hand, patting her. “It’s okay. Sometimes I forget how loyal you can be to those who depend on you, even to your own detriment. The little ones would all sorely miss you, I’m sure.”

There it was, an out that she could take that would avoid the complicated nature of her feelings and suspicions. “Yes, they really would. And with Polina still recovering and Solomiya just starting to come into womanhood, I don’t really want them alone like that.”

“They have Katyana, but fair enough. I know you help her a lot whenever her back begins to go.”

“I do.” One of the frustrations of life. Being lucky enough to get older was definitely an accomplishment in Upper Kyerchov, but it came with all sorts of aches and pains that seemed to pop up at random. Not only had Katyana lost an eye, she also occasionally suffered from an old fighting injury where the muscles in her back would all tighten at once and send pangs of agony all the way down to her feet until she walked with a limp. The days when it was the worst, she couldn’t even lay down for relief and usually had to resort to propping herself up with pillows in the corner of the room to get just a couple hours of sleep.

Lisbeth always felt terrible for the twenty-something woman in those moments, and a part of Lisbeth knew that if she herself was lucky enough to get into her thirties that she was likely to have plenty of her own pain considering all the latent injuries she had. But lately, it seemed like the chances of that happening at all were slim. She’d made it halfway there, sure, but things all seemed to be escalating and far faster than Lisbeth had ever expected.

“But you know you can come to me if it ever gets to be too much, right? You’re a good person, Lisbeth, and you’re so good at taking care of other people, but in the end, don’t martyr yourself for them, alright?”

“Pfft, I don’t think I have the qualifications for martyrdom, but I promise, I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Thank you. That’s all I can ask.”

As if to punctuate the conversation, Flit finally sank into a scaled puddle in Villy’s hands, completely zonked out. At least if everything in Lisbeth’s life had to be a strange whirlwind of impossible things, she knew she could rely on these little moments of peace to catch her breath.

“He’s a cute little thing, isn’t he?” Villy murmured, gently petting the soft crest at the top of Flit’s head.

“Makes me wonder how it could ever grow up into a monster.”

“Who knows, maybe with you as his momma, he won’t.”

Wasn’t that a thought?

“Maybe.”

The conversation faded at that, the two of them locked in their own minds. Or maybe it was just that neither of them wanted to disturb the hatchling, so serenely sleeping. Or maybe it was a whole combination of things because nothing could ever be simple in Upper Kyerchov. Even something as simple as getting water to drink was a process.

She couldn’t say exactly how long Flit slept, but eventually, it got to the point where Lisbeth knew that her absence was going to be suspicious if she came home emptyhanded.

Of course Villy caught her eyes darting around and cleared his throat. “Should I have one of the servants pack this and some other food up for you to take back to your family?”

“Would you?” Lisbeth breathed in relief.

“Of course. And I’ll make sure to have a smaller pouch set aside for you to smuggle into your room, so no one wonders why you’re taking so much of the share.”

“You’re the best.” Lisbeth stood and gave her friend a sort of awkward side-hug from where he was sitting. Funny, not too long ago, he would have been too small and frail to ever do such a thing while he was seated and she was standing, but he was really growing into a tall, stately man.

Lisbeth wasn’t sure she liked that. Too many things were changing too fast. Was she worried that Villy would become like all the other nobles, or was she just upset that he wasn’t the one who needed her anymore and it was intensely the other way around now?

She hoped it wasn’t the latter, but she couldn’t say for certain, and that bothered her more than she would like to admit. Maybe that was the reason she was so reticent to join him in his home. It would be a full reversal of their previous position, and Lisbeth just wasn’t sure she could handle that.

Wasn’t sure her pride could handle that.

Was it stupid to possibly endanger herself and others over that? Probably. But for the moment, she just felt like if she moved too rashly or made the wrong decision that it would throw everything to chaos, and she’d be pulled down into an endless spiral of mounting consequences.

“Here, you take your little guy. I’ll get all of that handled. And I’m assuming you’d prefer relatively…incognito bags?”

Lisbeth nodded again, giving him a wry grin. “Yeah. Afraid I’ve made a bit of a target of myself in more ways than one.”

“In true Lissy fashion. I wouldn’t expect anything less. And you promise that if things get too dire that you won’t wait until the last possible moment before coming to me?”

“I promise,” Lisbeth answered resolutely.

She just wished that she actually meant it.
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Lisbeth let out a deep, heaving breath as she reached the door of the boardinghouse, opening it to find all of the children huddled around Katyana, who was on one of her pillow piles in the corner and reading the book that Lisbeth had already started with them. The young woman felt a pang of guilt that she’d been gone for essentially the whole day, but she had a feeling that no one would be upset once she showed them what she’d brought.

“Lisbeth!” Artem said, launching to his feet. “You have so many bags!”

“I do,” she answered, catching him in a hug. “Here, let me put my boots and things in my room and I’ll show you the bounty. I hope you’re all hungry because we’re going to be feasting tonight!”

Katyana closed the book and gave a wan sort of grin as she tried to sit up but mostly just stayed sunk into her cushions. Perhaps there was a storm going on in the Void overhead? Certain weather phenomena seemed to have real, physical effects on old injuries for a lot of the middle-aged folks and elders in the caves. “This is Upper Kyerchov. Of course we’re all hungry.”

“Hah! Truth has been spoken. I’ll be right back.”

Lisbeth hurried to her room, taking off her side-bag and pulling Flit’s basket from it. Thankfully, her new friend was still out like an unlit lantern, breathing ever-so-softly. Lisbeth placed the tiny critter on her bed and piled all the fabric she had on top of the basket like usual before peeling her worn shoes off and hurrying back out.

“Behold!” she said, placing the backpack she’d been given on the kitchen table. “A bounty!”

With those straps cleared, she was able to reach under her shirt and undo the ties holding a long, flat pack that had been tied to her stomach, then the one that was nestled against her back. It had made her look more overfed than she’d ever been in her life, but thankfully, most wouldn’t notice at a quick glance. While it was true that the hidden satchels couldn’t hold all that much, they were still better than nothing at all and safer than an overflowing bag.

“Useful,” Katyana remarked, holding her arms out. Lisbeth knew that was her cue to help the woman up, and she did, trying not to wince as the woman let out a pained sound. “I might have to steal those on a few of my supply runs.”

Lisbeth nodded, taking a step back once their house-mother was on her feet. “You’re more than welcome to them. You too, Solomiya. The rest of you are going to have to wait until you’re tall enough, though. They’re a bit long for you.”

“Tall like I’m gonna be?” Polina asked, the slight dusting of pink to her cheeks making Lisbeth so happy. Her dark circles were gone too. It wouldn’t be long before she was running around and being a little menace like she was supposed to be.

“Exactly that. But I’m not done yet.”

With that, Lisbeth bent over and reached up the bottom cuff of her pants where the worn fabric pooled slightly over where her boots had been. She pulled out a small pouch, then one from her other leg. “Look at that, I’m becoming a real smuggler.”

“Were these Vilcyek’s idea?” Katyana asked, hobbling closer as her leg stretched out and she could reach her full height.

“Yeah. I didn’t tell him about Victor attacking me, but he seemed to figure out something was up.”

“Good to know that his noble life hasn’t made him soft or stupid,” Katyana said with a nod, picking up one of packs and examining it. “I had worried.”

“Me too,” Lisbeth agreed before undoing the fastenings of the main bag and dumping out all the food onto the table. It was the bigger stuff—whole fruits, large vegetables, and even some of the rare and valuable squashes that were prevalent in the gardens of Lower Kyerchov. They required so much space and light that they weren’t feasible on the upper levels, and Lisbeth’s mouth was already watering at all the delicious things they could make from them. Soup. Stew. Roasted squash. Smashed and mixed with grain to be fried into patties that could be taken on a long trip in the ruins of Kyer. Diced and grilled with cave rat. She was sure that Solomiya could come up with even more, budding cook that she was.

“Wow, look at all ‘dis! I don’t even know what a lotta it is!” Saesha said, pulling one of the smaller chairs up to the table so he could stand on it and get a better view of everything.

“And I’m just getting started.” With that, she took the thin pack that had been tied to her front and opened that, pulling out fairly sizable sheets of different cheeses that had been cut to specifically fit into the narrow bag. There were soft ones bound in a waxy sort of cheesecloth and tied with plain twine, and there were harder ones in different colors. Most importantly, all were fairly rich and full of calories, which everyone in the boardinghouse needed.

“All this is ours?” Solomiya breathed, eyes wide. Lisbeth couldn’t really blame her. Although she’d come home with impressive spreads from Villy’s more than once, this one was definitely the best—especially since she hadn’t told anyone where she was going so none of them had been expecting her to come home bearing gifts.

“All of it,” Lisbeth said, holding her hand out for the other pack. Katyana handed it over, allowing Lisbeth the honors, and she opened it to reveal meats that had been cut just like the cheese. It looked a bit unnatural—pieces of beef, chicken, mushroom, boar, and a plethora of dried meats—but also delicious. No one’s hair was going to be falling out soon, at least not from protein deficiency.

“Wow, we need more rich friends.” That was Artem, naturally. Blunt to a fault.

“I think we’re fine with quality over quantity,” Lisbeth said before turning to the two pouches. One of them was packed tightly with little bundles of dried herbs that also made Lisbeth’s mouth water, the smell filling her nose the moment she opened it. Those she set down more carefully, not wanting them to disintegrate on the counter and go to waste.

The other pouch had bits of baked goods, also carefully wrapped. A couple small squares of cake, pie, biscuits, crackers, and fried fungi chips. All in all, it was enough food to fully supplement their food for the rest of the month without spending a single gold coin.

“Let’s get all the necessary stuff into the larder,” Lisbeth said, ever-so-grateful that Flit was still asleep in her room. Or if her friend wasn’t asleep, the hatchling was certainly behaving. “Solomiya, will you go through and pick out whatever needs to be used first? If we’re still hungry, we can have that tonight, and if not, we can have it tomorrow.”

“I’ll get right on that,” the second eldest said with a wide, easy grin.

Goodness, as much as the current circumstances were far from ideal, it was so good to see the little ones so happy. The dark hollows under their eyes were faded, and no one’s stomachs would be growling, left empty on nothing but broth and sleep for dinner. Lisbeth knew that their time of bounty couldn’t last forever, but she would do whatever she needed to in order to keep it going as long as possible.

Well…whatever she needed to except live in Villy’s family manor.

Huh.

That was definitely something she needed to examine, but not at the moment. At the moment, she was completely exhausted and just wanted to sleep.

“You lot enjoy this. I ate at Villy’s naturally, so I’m going to catch up on rest. Make sure the elders get their fair share as well in the morning.”

“You’ve been sleeping an awful lot lately. Are you feeling alright?”

Lisbeth gave a bit of a shrug, hating to have to keep lying and also hating that she was becoming comfortable doing it. Sometimes, she didn’t like the kind of person Kyerchov had turned her into, but was that really the caves’ fault or hers?

“Good night!” the little ones chorused. Naturally, there were hugs all around and then Lisbeth finally got to her room.

She went about unearthing Flit carefully as usual, relieved to see that the dragon was still sleeping. She knew that she should leave well enough alone, but for some reason, she was a bit…lonely?

That didn’t quite make sense. If she was lonely, why would she have left a very full room of people that she loved and gone to be alone in her room? No, it had to be something else. Whatever the reason, Lisbeth knew that she just wanted to curl up with the hatchling like she had the previous night, just drift off together into a short but blissful trip into nothingness.

“Hey there, little one,” she cooed, reaching under the baby reptile’s slumbering form in the basket and pulling it out. Thankfully, Flit just gave a chirp followed by an adorable brrrp? sound that made Lisbeth want to pinch its cheeks—if there was any fat to grip there. Flit didn’t struggle or even move much as she pulled the tiny beastie to her chest and laid back, making sure to pull the covers over them both. “Let’s get some rest, shall we?”

Flit curled into her chest at that, seeming to find the perfect spot, and went completely slack again. Just like that, the two of them drifted off. Lisbeth couldn’t help but wonder how she had gotten so attached to such a menace of a creature so quickly.
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NO TIME LIKE THE PRESENT


“Lisbeth!”

A feral scream from an unknown voice followed immediately by her name being bellowed by a much more familiar one had Lisbeth bolting out of bed so fast that her head spun. Unfortunately, she, and many others who grew up in the slums, had long since been trained for their body to respond to danger before their minds could even comprehend.

Lisbeth started toward the door before realizing there was something hanging from her shirt, and after tripping, she realized that Flit was still sleepily clinging to her, looking up at her face with quite the accusatory expression.

“Sorry!” Lisbeth bleated, picking Flit up and gently placing the small dragon in the basket. “Just go back to sleep, okay? I’ll be right back.”

“Lisbeth Myskowski!”

Yikes, her full name. Katyana only used that in the direst of situations because she didn’t like anything that reminded her of Lisbeth’s father, and that was most definitely Katyana calling for her.

Then who was the source of the other screaming? It didn’t sound like Miss Mykhaila in one of her night terrors. But if not, then who⁠—

Oh no.

Oh no!

It had to be Lady.

That spurred Lisbeth on even faster, and she practically flung herself from her room, only belatedly remembering to close the door behind her. Naturally, with so much noise going on, she could see all the little heads poking out of the girls’ room and a matching set from the boys’ room.

“Ey, stay in there. It’s not safe,” Lisbeth ordered, trying to sound firm but not scary. The little ones all had good heads on their shoulders, a necessity to survive really, but she knew even the bravest and stoutest of kids could panic when things went bump in the middle of the night.

Solomiya nodded and maybe the others responded too, but Lisbeth had already spun on her heel and started sprinting to the end of the hall.

Bursting through the door, she saw that sure enough, Lady was indeed awake. Her eyes were wide and one of her arms was flailing as Katyana knelt over her, trying to keep her in place.

“I’m trying to help you!” Katyana said firmly, reminding Lisbeth of the tone she used occasionally when a kid or boarder was having a breakdown and needed to be reeled back to reality. For all her hard edges, Katyana really was a kind person. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

It was clear that the steadying words were falling on deaf ears. Lady’s lips were pulled back from her teeth, and she was trying to bite into Katyana anywhere she could. Her eyes weren’t only wide, but they were bloodshot with her pupils narrowed down to little pinpricks. It looked like Mads was quite right about Lady being confused and combative when she woke up.

“Hey, it’s me!” Lisbeth said, trying to mimic Katyana’s tone as she rushed over and gripped Lady’s flailing arm. The young woman didn’t miss the deep grooves in Katyana’s arm that were dribbling blood down her limb. Yeowch. Lady had definitely gotten some good hits in. “Remember me? I got you away from the monster?”

It seemed like Lady didn’t see her for a solid moment, but then it was like something clicked within her. Her eyes flicked over to Lisbeth. There was a flash of recognition, and her struggles abruptly ceased.

“She knows you?” Katyana asked, sounding somewhere between relieved and baffled.

“Well, it was a long trek here. I guess she was able to remember that I was the one who helped her.” Lisbeth pointed to the vial and pouch she had left on the shelf across the room, feeling a bit guilty. “Mads left those for her when she last dropped by. They’re for a tea.”

“I see. When were you planning on telling me this?”

Chagrin grew in Lisbeth’s gut, but she pushed it down. “It slipped my mind. I apologize.”

Katyana just patted the top of her head. “I am just teasing. We’ve all had a lot on our minds lately. These are unprecedented times, you know.” Lisbeth nodded, acutely aware of how Lady was studying their interaction. Together, Lisbeth and Katyana took a step back. While the woman didn’t look at all pleased, she did seem ready to stop fighting.

“Alright,” Katyana said after a pause. “You keep her calm. I’m going to go brew her the tea Mads left.”

Lisbeth nodded, sitting at the side of Lady’s bed. It was strange, perhaps, to stare at each other in silence, but it did seem like her presence was helping Lady, and she was happy for that.

“Hey, I know that you don’t really understand me, but that’s okay. You’re someplace safe. We’ve been taking care of you, you know?” Lisbeth lifted her arm and pointed to it then at the woman. Lady looked down and seemed to realize that she was in fresh, clean bandages.

At that, her face relaxed, but there was still so much fear in her eyes. Lisbeth wished she knew the woman’s language so she could comfort her appropriately, but the best she could do was talk in a soothing tone and make obvious gestures that she thought would get the point across.

“I know this has to be very scary for you, but I promise that we’ll keep you safe for as long as we can. We haven’t told anyone about you, and I certainly don’t plan to. We mostly just want you to get better so you can go about your way. You’re not a prisoner.”

The woman didn’t say anything, and she only jolted slightly when Katyana returned with a steaming mug. For a split-second, Lisbeth was worried that Lady would chuck it in their faces once they handed it to her, but she took an experimental sniff instead.

“It’s medicine,” Lisbeth said, despite knowing that the woman couldn’t understand her. “It’ll make you feel better. I promise.” It seemed to be rapidly becoming a habit of hers, trying to have dialogue with people or things that had no way of responding. Maybe it came from too many years spent talking to herself in her own head.

Lady finally took a sip of it, and after a few minutes, she took a long gulp until the entire cup was empty. Almost immediately, her eyelids began to droop, and she laid back down.

Katyana and Lisbeth exchanged looks, knowing their life had certainly just gotten much more hectic. She supposed it could have gone worse, of course. At least Lady did seem to remember Lisbeth and that she was an ally, not an enemy. Just how far that understanding went remained to be seen.

Lisbeth supposed she’d have to wait to see how it would be when the woman woke up again.

First thing first, she had a bag to get rid of.

“Katyana, why don’t you clean that wound of yours, and I’ll pick up in here a bit.”

The mother of the boardinghouse looked down as if she’d completely forgotten about the deep nail marks in her arm, blinking at them. It was a reminder that Katyana had once been a relatively feared member of Upper Kyerchov who protected the entire quarter that the boardinghouse was nestled in. While she didn’t roam the street with her group like she used to, her reputation was enough that most left the boardinghouse alone. Those that didn’t were usually only brave enough for quick raids in the dead of night to steal things. It was a sad state of affairs that just being robbed of all they had was considered a respectful sort of restraint, but considering how easy it was to never wake up after bleeding out in a puddle of one’s own blood… Well, it put things into perspective, that was for sure.

“Yes, I’ll do that. Hopefully, she doesn’t…have anything.”

Katyana said it relatively plainly, but Lisbeth heard the disdain and suspicion just under the surface. Even though none who were alive had ever seen a barbarian, nor had their parents or even their parents before them, the hatred of their kind was woven through every bit of their culture. Whenever anyone longed for what had once been the utopia of the dome above, they cursed the barbarians and their fearsome beasts. Whenever anyone wanted to scare an unruly child, they invoked the image of the bloodthirsty riders and their even more ravenous mounts. When their stomachs were empty and there were shortages of supplies because there was only so much that could be done while living underground, it was the barbarians who were once again blamed.

The hatred ran deep, that was for certain, and Lisbeth feared what it meant for her and her family. Would it really have been better for her to leave Lady laying there for the monster to munch up?

No, she couldn’t believe that. She couldn’t.

She pushed it out of her head yet again and hurried to grab the bag that she’d left right where she’d dropped it when Flit had hatched. That really was a glaring oversight, considering she’d thought that she cleaned the room rather thoroughly and returned it to roughly the same situation it had been in before her world had been inverted by a particularly energetic reptile. Granted, that day had been rather stressful, so perhaps it wasn’t all that surprising that she’d made a mistake or two.

Well, there wasn’t room for any more mistakes, so Lisbeth tucked the bag under her arm and hurried to her room. This time, she wasn’t quite lucky enough for Flit to have stayed asleep the entire time, but the little one wasn’t causing havoc either. Instead, Flit’s head was popped out of the basket with its wee little paws holding onto the outside of the wicker. The beastie was far cuter than it had any right to be, and if Lisbeth had a lick of artistic talent, she would have wanted to paint it.

For now, locking the image into her mind would have to suffice. She did just that before heading to her bed, placing Flit and the basket to the side and then lifting the bedroll to place the bag with all the rest of her hidden treasures.

It would probably be better if she burned it, but she knew from experience that it would have a fairly potent smell. If she did immolate it, it would have to be somewhere far away from the boardinghouse. But once it was covered, Lisbeth set her bedroll back into place and sat on it, pulling the basket into her lap.

Flit cooed, making that cute little cross between a warble and a trill that made Lisbeth feel so incredibly fond. Would it be possible for the baby dragon to just stay so small forever? Lisbeth didn’t need a giant beast of war who could breathe fire, but she wouldn’t mind a tiny friend who looked at her like she was the whole world.

“Hey there, friend,” she murmured, laying back on her bedroll yet again. All the adrenaline of her sudden wakeup had her far more exhausted than she would normally be, so sleep didn’t seem like that bad of an idea. “Think you could tolerate a bit more snoozing?”

It was official that dragon babies—even particularly chaotic ones—were much easier than human babies, because Flit rubbed a cheek against Lisbeth’s chin before settling back against her chest. And just like that, they dozed off together.

Lisbeth just hoped that she could make the peace last as long as possible.
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The next few days went far smoother than Lisbeth had ever expected they could. As it turned out, although Lady was waking up a couple of times a day, she still spent most of her time soundly asleep with medicine coursing through her veins. She didn’t speak often, only occasionally uttering a word, but those utterances mostly sounded like gibberish.

Very rough, raspy gibberish. As it turned out, Mads was right about her having a throat injury. Either that or she had the strangest voice Lisbeth had ever heard on a woman, which she supposed was also probable. There was a breathiness every time she tried to speak that sounded like she wasn’t quite getting enough air. What a story she had to have. Would Lisbeth ever be able to know it? That didn’t seem likely with the language barrier.

Other than those occasional furtive attempts at communication, there wasn’t much drama. Not nearly as much as Lisbeth expected, at least. There were a few frustrating rounds of the gesture-and-guess game until they figured out that the injured woman wanted to sit up once in a while.

Which, of course, made sense. She’d been prone for days, and that had to wear on her body, especially since the mattress wasn’t even remotely good quality, filled with a mix of straw and old feathers. What Lisbeth wouldn’t give to be able to lay on one of those luxurious, comfy beds that she’d glanced at once or twice in her lifetime but never even gotten close to.

Granted, she was coming to the age where some unscrupulous nobles would possibly pay her or try to bully her into laying in their sleeping quarters, but that was yet another thing she didn’t want to think about. She hoped that her slight frame and childish appearance helped delay that threat for as long as possible, but she knew she would have to keep an eye out for Solomiya, who was already beginning to fill out in a way Lisbeth was pretty sure that she herself never would.

Ugh, complications. Always complications.

At least there weren’t any of those outbursts when Mads visited on the fourth day. Lady was completely silent while the healing woman puttered around, checking this and that. The foreigner followed directions as best she could once she understood them. The only noise she made was when Mads requested it, and even that took a bit of goading.

“It seems your patient is doing exceptionally well,” the apothecary said when she was finished, handing another couple of bundles to Katyana. “Only give this to her now when it’s time to sleep at the end of the day, or if she has a particularly bad episode. Most of her internal bleeding has either stopped or eased, and her fever has completely broken. You, young one, certainly have a future in the healing world if you ever wanted.”

“Me?” Lisbeth asked, having half-forgotten that she was visible where she stood in the corner of the room. She realized it would probably be better for her to never come into the room and slowly fade from Lady’s memory, but her curiosity just wouldn’t let her. She wanted to know so much about the woman. Where she came from. Who hurt her. How she’d survived in the Void on her own. Had she even been on her own or was she the last survivor of her party?

“You know anyone else who dragged this lass from certain death and tended to her this entire time? My dear Katyana couldn’t have done it on her own.”

“No, I most certainly couldn’t have,” Katyana agreed. “Especially not with my back flaring again these past few days.”

“There’s a vortex storm overhead,” Mads said with a sage nod. “Can feel it in my hands.”

Well, that confirmed Lisbeth’s suspicions. She was only fifteen and was acutely aware of how much she didn’t know, but she was pretty surprised by the strange factoids that she did know.

Katyana continued to discuss the weather of the Void above Kyerchov, but Lisbeth’s gaze turned to Lady, who she realized was staring at her rather intensely. Was there something on her face?

It didn’t seem so. Maybe Lady had just as many questions about Lisbeth as the young woman had about her. She could definitely see that being a thing. As far as Lady knew, Lisbeth had appeared out of nowhere and dragged her underground to who-knew-where. That had to have at least a couple of queries rising in the woman’s mind. It certainly would have for Lisbeth if the shoe were on the opposite foot.

But the entire interaction with Mads definitely wore Lady out, and soon she was sleeping again, allowing Lisbeth to slip away to play with Flit for a little. She was beginning to learn all of her new friend’s rhythms too. The tiny baby did snooze often, about half the day usually, but when awake, it wanted to do things. Well, do things and eat. Lisbeth found quiet ways to entertain it, but she did find herself frantically singing more often than she ever had in a desperate ploy not to have anyone hear the trouble the beastie was getting into.

The poor little hatchling likely needed outside time, needed to climb more complicated things than the scant furniture in Lisbeth’s room, but that would have to wait until she could get topside.

That would have to be soon. Although she still had some of her gold, it wasn’t wise to rely on that. If any watchful eyes noticed that she was going too long without a looting run, they would likely surmise that she was hiding wealth at her home and come a-knockin.’ That was just about the last thing she wanted, considering that she was hiding a fugitive and murderous, mythical beast that didn’t even belong to her. That wasn’t something she would be able to weasel her way out of with a convincing excuse to Villy or a manipulative deal with her father.

And so the days went until, before Lisbeth knew it, it had been a week since her visit to Villy. Then a week and a half. There was only so long she could enjoy the blissful rhythm of lingering around the boardinghouse every day, though, taking care of chores and the people within. As generous as Villy was, the hidden rations he’d given her for Flit’s meals were nearly gone, even with her supplementing it with what she could sneak from the larder without raising suspicions. And the tiny dragon’s appetite seemed to be ever growing, unlike the rest of it.

Maybe Lisbeth’s expectations weren’t reasonable given her mental image of all that a dragon was or could be, but she assumed the thing would grow rapidly, outpacing her whole four feet and some-odd inches within a month, too big to even fit in the boardinghouse in double that time. Judging by how Flit was almost the exact same size as when it had hatched, that didn’t seem to be the case.

Maybe Flit wasn’t a dragon at all. Maybe the baby was just the most beautiful Void creature she’d ever seen. But no matter how much she tried to keep her mind open to that possibility, some part of her refused to believe that the cute critter could be anything else. She supposed it would be much easier on her if it did turn out to be something other than the same type of creature responsible for the destruction of Kyer, but even if that would be easier, she couldn’t bring herself to hope for it.

It was nearing the two-week mark when Lisbeth realized she needed to sneak out to buy more food for Flit as well as visit her goldmine of a scrapping area to build up some coin. She wished she could just fill up every bag she had and be set for another extended period, but it would be far safer to bring goods back in small batches that were worth silvers and let them build up under her bedroll. If Lisbeth became known for always having gold on her, she would become even more of a target.

At least she had Mads and Katyana to sort of launder her bigger coins through. Spreading the shiny coins out was the best way to go, especially through two people she knew she could trust more than anyone else. It also helped that no one generally messed with either of them, although Lisbeth didn’t want to push it with Victor. It was clear that he had a lot of vehemence, specifically toward Katyana, and considering that the woman likely had far more injuries than she let on, she probably wouldn’t put up nearly the same fight she once had.

With all of that on her mind, it was only natural that Lisbeth started plotting the best way to go about another trip topside, where hopefully she wouldn’t run into anyone else who would completely change her life. Lisbeth wasn’t sure how much she could handle. At this point, even a giant, hulking Void monster would be welcome if it meant no more sudden, impossible shocks.

Well, maybe not too giant.

So, early in the morning the day before she intended to go topside, Lisbeth snuck out as best she could. She was grateful that she didn’t live in a house where she was beholden to anyone, so she could largely come and go as she pleased, but with so many little ones, it was difficult to extricate herself without having a bunch of questions lobbed her way. She could just dismiss them, as she knew older people tended to do, but she would never want to treat any of them that way. Lisbeth remembered what it was like to be summarily ignored just because she was young and how much it sucked, so why would she want to do that to anyone else?

She managed to get by without any hiccups, however, and spent far more than she ever imagined she could on food, shoved it into the thin packs beneath her shirt and vest, then hurried home. Relieved that she’d gotten away with it, she fed Flit, went about spending time with Lady while wondering if she suspected what was going on, and then did her chores before hurrying back to her room. She’d long since learned that leaving little piles of food in hidden places around her room could keep Flit occupied for several hours, after which the little one would usually nap on and off until Lisbeth could find a couple of hours to sneak into her room for a play session.

Lisbeth had also learned that a great way to enrich her probable-dragon was a sort of tug-of-war with some old rags that she’d been intending to try to sew into a doll. It kept the critter’s mouth occupied and also allowed her to direct its attention wherever she needed it. It was a win-win in her book. Maybe it was arrogant, but Lisbeth felt like she was getting the hang of the whole dragon-rearing thing. Sure, it had only been two weeks, but Flit seemed healthy and in good spirits.

So, after playing and thoroughly tiring the little reptile out, Lisbeth felt comfortable stepping out into the sitting area by the kitchen and reading to the kids who were there. It wasn’t a full house, with Solomiya out doing something and Artem likely with the chickens or in the meager garden, but Saesha, Polina, and Mr. Oleksander were there, and that was plenty. Although the elderly man didn’t have the same mind-sickness that Miss Mykhaila did, he still seemed to enjoy the interaction.

If Lisbeth was lucky enough to get to the age where she’d have gray in her hair and no teeth in her mouth, she could see how she would enjoy the simple joys of children enraptured by a book with pretty art and pleasant company. It did make her feel happy that she could provide the nice, older man with some comfort in his twilight years, especially since he was unable to walk.

After that, it was back to her room for more playing with Flit and then coaxing the small dragon to relieve itself on an older, flat rag, which she then took out the compost pile in the back next to the chicken coop. It was a tricky thing to do without being noticed, and she wasn’t entirely sure that possible-dragon poop was good for compost, but she figured chances were that it couldn’t hurt, and extra decomposable matter meant extra decomposable matter, so she did it anyway. Then, it was cuddling with Flit until they both fell asleep.

Lisbeth remembered someone telling her that in the past, the people of Kyer had noisemakers powered by the artificial light that rose and set every single day to wake them up. She wished she had something so convenient, but she just had to hope she could will herself to wake up before the rest of the house was up and about. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d slipped out in the wee hours to go topside, so that wouldn’t be too suspicious, but mostly, she just wanted to make sure that if she had to leave Flit alone, it would be at the most inconspicuous time possible.

“Brrkkkkii?”

Naturally, Flit had to let out the cutest sound as Lisbeth tried to extricate herself from under the small reptile and gently set it to the side.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay, little one. I’ll be right back, I promise.”

Going to the small chest she kept beside her bed, Lisbeth pulled out the rations that she’d stowed away and began hiding a pretty generous amount of food. Flit watched her with one eye lazily half-open, but she wasn’t worried about it being spoiled about the locations of the food. Flit seemed to forget most of them after an hour or so, and Lisbeth did her best to make the little stashes difficult to get to or unearth to improve the dragon’s enrichment.

“These are all for you, my little friend. You can eat however much you want. You just have to be quiet, okay? And I’ll return as soon as I can for all the playtime and cuddles, alright?”

Of course, Flit couldn’t reply in words, but Lisbeth did hear a coo that sounded agreeable, and that would have to be enough.

Then, Lisbeth found herself doing something she never would have envisioned herself doing. Without so much as a thought, she crossed to the dozing hatchling and bent down, tenderly kissing the top of her little friend’s head.

Huh. That was weird.

Lisbeth didn’t really have the time to think it over, so she just tucked that away with the ever-growing tower of thoughts to deal with later and headed out the door.

Only for Flit to finally stand and stretch, letting out another far-too-adorable sound.

“Whoa, hold up there. You go right back to sleep.”

Flit didn’t listen, naturally. Sometimes, it seemed like the little creature knew exactly what Lisbeth was saying, and at other times, it seemed like the dragon didn’t even have functional ears. Very much like some of the feral cats Lisbeth knew. Instead of sleeping, the beastie trundled off the bed and did just about the cutest little waddle over to the door.

“No, no, no,” Lisbeth chided, picking Flit up and placing the cute critter back in the basket. Wait… Was Flit actually getting a little bigger? It seemed like there wasn’t quite as much room as before. Or perhaps it was just Lisbeth’s imagination. “You stay here, okay? I’ve gotta do some things, and you need to stay here.”

Flit’s head popped up and tilted like the sweet baby was trying to figure Lisbeth out. Goodness, she really wished she could just commission an artist to depict every single cute thing Flit did. Maybe being a noble wouldn’t be so bad if it meant she could just have a permanent, live-in painter to create masterpieces of her little friend.

Perhaps a little predictably, as Lisbeth stepped away again, Flit again clambered out of the basket and down the bed. She grabbed the critter as soon as it touched the ground and set the baby right back in the basket.

“You. Stay.”

The adventurous beastie did not stay.

Yeah, Flit was cute, but that little reptile could also grate on Lisbeth’s nerves like nothing else. Heaving an aggravated sigh and entirely too aware of how much precious time she was wasting, Lisbeth went back to her hidden food bag and extricated a thick chunk of bone that looked like it came from a cow. Mmmm. Lisbeth couldn’t remember the last time she’d been able to eat beef outside of what Villy had given her. That was a delicacy that only the rich usually had access to.

The bone did the trick. Once Lisbeth tossed it into the basket, Flit happily launched into the container and let Lisbeth loosely close the lid and pile fabric over it. It wouldn’t keep Flit for the entire time she was gone, she knew that much, but it would probably slow the tiny dragon down before it ventured out to scavenge the other food bits that Lisbeth had hidden.

Finally, she was able to duck out of her room and firmly close the door behind her. The hallway to the kitchen was dark as Lisbeth padded through the house, the few lanterns they had completely off. Normally, she would light them as she went out, but she wanted the house to remain as still and dark for as long as possible.

Even with all the food she had set out, Lisbeth’s guts twisted with worry. She’d never left Flit alone for so long and while she’d be so far away. She just had to hope that her friend was safe in her absence. Because after so long of being in the relative safety of the caves, it was time for Lisbeth to return to Kyer.

Hopefully, she’d come back in one piece.
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Lisbeth tapped her scanner a couple of times. For being the newer model discovered during her first successful haul from her new goldmine of a scrapper spot, the thing sure was glitchy. Its power supply was supposed to be much better than the one she’d jury-rigged to her previous model, but she found it was intermittent at the worst of times.

After what seemed like an entire age of civilization, the thing gave a gentle beep that she had the all-clear, and Lisbeth once again made her way down the fallen corridor that led out to the area of the ruins that had really led to a change in her fortunes—although she still wasn’t quite sure if it had been for the better.

She liked to hope that it would be, and she hadn’t doomed everyone she cared about to some grisly fate, but there was really no way to know. She just had to keep plodding along until she found out which way the cookie was going to crumble.

So, she made her way to the same shed she’d raided twice before. Considering that she wasn’t going to completely load up, she was pretty sure that she could get five or more trips before that particular source ran dry. Maybe the next run she made, she would go farther out to scout other opportunities so she wasn’t high and dry when the shed was eventually empty. For the moment, however, she was mostly concerned with getting just enough to get silvers for Mads’ services and food for Flit.

Here goes nothing, Lisbeth thought as she shimmied her way through the entrance she’d made what seemed like an entire lifetime ago. She was incredibly grateful that her scanner, while being finnicky, had given her a correct reading, because there was no beastie waiting for her.

But as Lisbeth began to pick over what she wanted to bring up with her, she had a bit of an idea. Instead of always having to come to the same shed, making herself a target for anyone who might be watching, what if she took as much as she could carry and buried/hid caches in different parts of the ruins on the way to her hidden port?

Now that was an idea.

Suddenly much more enthused, Lisbeth hurriedly began to grab many more things. Couplers. Batteries. Things like screws and what looked like circuit boards. Lisbeth didn’t really understand what the purpose of the green things were in the ancient ruins of Kyer, but she knew that they could be disassembled into valuable metals that nobles loved for decoration and fine jewelry, as well as certain things that powered tools like her scanner.

It was as she was grabbing some thick, wire hooks that she knew would be fairly valuable for the scrap alone that Lisbeth heard some skittering. She froze, her heart squeezing in her chest, and turned back to the entrance she’d made to sneak into the treasure trove, sure that some sort of awful beast would be waiting there for her.

“By the gods,” Lisbeth breathed when she saw what was indeed waiting in that small gap.

“Brrrk?”

“Flit?!” she half-cried, half-whispered, rushing over. The little thing jumped into her arms like nothing was amiss, nuzzling her chin and neck with much gusto. “You’re not supposed to be here! How did you even get here!?”

Naturally, Flit didn’t exactly have a coherent answer for her. No, instead the little beastie slithered out of her arms and began to excitedly scamper all over her like she was some sort of playground. It kind of tickled, and in any other situation, Lisbeth might have laughed, but she was too worried about that sound attracting other creatures.

“Were you following me this whole time?” Lisbeth murmured, scratching under Flit’s chin when the troublemaker finally did stop. She couldn’t really see how though, because she was sure she would have noticed his speckled, multicolored hide whenever the light from her equipment hit it. Or maybe Flit had camouflage skills that she didn’t know about. It wasn’t like the dragon had to use it in her room, after all.

“Well, since you’re here already, I suppose it is what it is. At least keep close while I finish this up.”

With that, she plucked Flit off from where it was clinging to her belt and set her friend on one of the sturdier-looking shelves that she’d already begun clearing out. For what it was worth, the hatchling seemed absolutely delighted, beginning to climb around on various pieces of junk.

Perhaps Lisbeth should chide Flit so it wouldn’t damage any of the possible merchandise that she could pilfer, but honestly, it was just nice to see the hatchling be so happy while she worked. Although she was nervous about having what was essentially a hyperactive baby with her, she did appreciate having an extra set of eyes to watch her back. She was sure if Flit saw any sort of creature that it would alert her.

Then again, she didn’t know if the curious reptile was a complete moron and would run toward danger, but she hoped that it had at least some survival instincts. She was pretty sure she remembered being told once that animals that hatched from eggs were more cognitively advanced than those born from a womb, but it wasn’t like she had the education to prove or refute that.

“You keep a lookout for me, okay, Flit?” Lisbeth said, continuing her trend of talking to the hatchling like it could understand every word she said. For what it was worth, the sweet thing did chirp back as if comprehending. She sighed for a moment as she looked at the tiny reptile, wondering if she was getting overly sentimental.

“Almost done, little one,” Lisbeth said after a while. She was spending a bit longer than she normally would in one spot, but her idea of burying different caches closer to home had her enthused in a way she hadn’t been in quite a while. “Alright, we’re ready. Come on, but you need to be quiet, okay? Real sneaky like.”

Flit moved his mouth like it was chirping back, but no sounds came out.

“That’s my hatchling.”

With that, Lisbeth held out her arm and Flit leaped onto it, skittering up her limb until the little baby was sitting on her shoulder. Oh, she could most certainly get used to that. It felt right to have Flit there, like there was a blank spot that had always meant to be filled.

Was it silly to feel that way for a tiny creature on her shoulder? Probably. But Lisbeth had far too much weighing down her mind to worry if that thought was normal or not.

Stepping up on one of the shelves, Lisbeth used it to get high enough to wiggle through her little hidden entrance, and then she placed a scrap of metal over it. It felt strange to step out into the Void with someone. Despite the fact that almost all scrappers tried to have a partner with them, Lisbeth had been doing runs alone after her first month of being shown the general ropes.

It was nice. She knew that much, as strange as it was. Flit couldn’t speak her language and wasn’t really sentient like she was, but his presence was still reassuring.

Recalibrating her dark-vision goggles after they’d become far too adjusted to being inside, Lisbeth trekked the now-familiar path back to her hidden port. She knew that her return trip was going to take much longer, considering the tasks she had lined up for herself.

She started with burying a few things next to the tunnel that she used to drop down onto the newer level she’d discovered. Flit stayed close by, proving its namesake by flitting from surface to surface, head swiveling this way and that like it was looking for something.

“You watchin’ my back?” Lisbeth teased as she stood, careful to keep her voice a whisper. Flit did that same silent movement again, which she guessed was the dragon’s version of a whisper.

Which, of course, was too cute for words. Lisbeth had never been so compelled to pinch the cheeks of a creature that didn’t really have pinchable cheeks. Who knew, maybe as Flit got older, the beastie would develop some and she’d be able to fulfil that very particular instinct.

…wait, she wasn’t supposed to be thinking about the hatchling getting older. Doing that would just make her more attached than she already was, which was far too much for a creature she wasn’t sure would grow into a monster or not.

“Come on now, onto the next one.”

And so it went. Lisbeth ended up making four different caches. None of them were huge—she didn’t trust herself to be safe enough to dig a pit that large—but they were enough that she could pop up on a day when she had little time or not that much energy and still go home with a very successful catch.

If she weren’t in the ruins of Kyer, Lisbeth probably would have whistled. She was pleased as punch and then some. She still was mystified how her baby dragon was able to find her without her detecting it even once, but maybe a little mystery was alright.

“Once we’re down the rock wall, you have to be incognito,” Lisbeth ordered as she slid into the narrow gap of the broken port, although it was much less narrow than it had been before she’d helped Lady through it. Hopefully, that wouldn’t allow anybody else to spot it, but almost every scrapper she knew only ever used the approved exits up into Kyer, so she was fairly certain it would be alright. “You understand this, yes?”

Flit tilted his head, which gave Lisbeth the impression that, no, her friend really didn’t, but she was just going to have to roll with it. It wasn’t like she was willing to leave Flit up in Kyer. Talk about going through a lot of pain for nothing.

Feeling like everything was perhaps a bit too good to be true, Lisbeth started down the crumbling path and crawled under the collapsed pillar that led to the rocky wall that would get her back down to the actual path to Upper Kyer. Once her feet touched down, however, she opened the flap of her side-bag.

“Come on, get in.”

Flit looked at her again from where it sat on her shoulder—the dragon’s image slightly distorted in her peripheral vision—and let out a tiny squawk that was so quiet it sounded like a hiss.

“Uh-uh, no backtalk. You snuck out when you knew you weren’t supposed to, so now you get to ride in the bag until you’re safe.”

Now that Lisbeth thought about it, she could probably fashion a basket-like bag for Flit to ride around in. It would be risky, of course, but that way, she wouldn’t have to worry about leaving her hatchling alone. Certainly something better to think about than the pile of thoughts she was mentally burying as deep in the back of her mind as she could.

With great reluctance, Flit got into the bag, huffing but finally settling inside. Lisbeth tried not to laugh, and mostly managed to get her reaction down to a sharp snort. The creature was growing funnier by the moment. Even though the beastie’s body wasn’t growing much, its personality was.

Feeling much cheerier about the future, Lisbeth marched home, head down and feet going as fast as she could without drawing too much attention. Once more, she half-expected a watchman to jump out of the shadows and demand to know if she was carrying contraband or for Victor to emerge from the ground like some sort of specter.

Fortunately, she made it home in one piece. Actually, Lisbeth didn’t experience a lick of trouble, which was almost as surprising as having a dragon hatch in the middle of the boardinghouse.

When she was still several yards away from the front door, she heard an unholy commotion—a mix of shouting, shrieking, and crashes. The racket told Lisbeth that her moment of peace was definitely over.

Uh-oh…

Expecting the worse, Lisbeth raced forward, bursting through the front door and swiveling her head either way. The kitchen was empty and there were no signs of chaos in it, which threw her for a loop until another crash sounded down the hall.

Down in Katyana’s room, unless Lisbeth was mistaken.

Grimacing, Lisbeth hurried toward the sound to see that most of the little ones were doing the same door-peeking maneuver that they usually did when they were curious about something that wasn’t particularly their business. Meanwhile, Solomiya and Artem had tied their blankets around the handle to Katyana’s room and were holding on for dear life to keep it shut. It seemed that Lady was up and most definitely upset about something.

Lisbeth didn’t need three guesses to figure out what it was, and she swallowed hard.

“Here, I’ve got it,” she murmured, walking past the younglings. They’d been smart enough to loop the thin fabric through other door handles to give them a bit of extra leverage. For being in a pretty scary situation, the second and third eldest had clearly kept their heads. Lisbeth made a mental note to congratulate them later.

After she calmed Lady down, that was.

“Let go on the count of three.”

“Aye.”

“Okay!”

“One, two, three!”

The moment they slackened their grip, Lisbeth surged forward, kicking the door hard enough that it would force Lady back if she was right behind it. As soon as she was on the other side, Lisbeth slammed the door shut and locked it behind her. Obviously, Lady would be able to unlock it herself if she ended up incapacitating Lisbeth, but hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

Oh yeah, Lady was ticked alright, screaming something in her own language while gesticulating wildly. Lisbeth followed her movements, but they were so emphatic and angry that she wasn’t a hundred percent sure of what she was trying to communicate.

“Hey, hey, I’m here to help you. What’s going on?”

The woman paused for a moment, breathing hard, before stomping in a circle around the room. She was clearly looking for something. Ah, she’d realized her bag was missing. It was time to see how convincingly Lisbeth could lie to someone who didn’t speak her language.

“Are you looking for something?”

Lady whirled, narrowing her eyes as she pointed to Lisbeth’s side-bag. The very bag holding the dragon that had hatched from the egg Lady was looking for. Whoops. Lisbeth probably should have dropped it off in her room, but she’d been so shocked by the racket that she hadn’t even thought about it.

Lesson learned, but she didn’t really think she would get a chance to try again.

“Did you have a bag with you? You didn’t have one when I hauled you down here.”

It felt wrong outright lying to the injured woman, but it also didn’t appear like the woman understood. Instead, she just advanced on Lisbeth, her voice low and definitely threatening.

Lisbeth drew herself up to her full height, which admittedly wasn’t very much, and raised her hands in what she hoped translated to her as a sign of peace. Of non-aggression.

“Look, whatever you’re trying to find, I’ll help you. You should be resting, you know? You’ve been through a lot.”

Lisbeth didn’t quite know why she was trying to negotiate with the woman in a language she couldn’t possibly understand, but she had to hope that her tone was enough to convey the message.

Lady kept advancing until she was within arm’s reach. Lisbeth was quite aware that the woman was much taller than her, and even injured as she was, she had quite a bit of muscle. She hoped that Lady wouldn’t get violent with her, but really, she had no way of knowing.

Why had she put herself in this situation with an unknown entity? Lady was a barbarian, after all. Who was to say if she would just stab Lisbeth right then and there?

Well, her not having a knife or access to one was probably the biggest evidence against that actually happening, but Lisbeth’s mind was doing that thing where it bounced off in a million different directions.

The woman’s voice was rising, and Lisbeth saw a glint in her eyes that spoke to the fact that Lady wasn’t someone she should mess with. She was being foolish, trying to lie to the woman. Maybe she should just⁠—

Before Lisbeth could make a decision one way or the other, her bag jolted from her side. The woman was gripping the strap, trying to yank it away. Did she know Flit was in there? Or was she just trying to communicate that her own was missing?

Lisbeth didn’t know and couldn’t exactly ask, because the next thing either of them knew, Flit tore out of the top of the bag and launched right at Lady’s face, biting the woman’s nose.

“Ow! Sard it!” Lady cried, stumbling back, and Lisbeth knew exactly what that meant, different language or not. It looked like the cat was undeniably out of the bag, as it were, and her mind raced to figure out how she was going to deal with the fallout.

“Flit, let go! She’s not really trying to hurt me!” Lisbeth didn’t actually know that, but it seemed like the right thing to say. Flit wouldn’t release the woman’s face, however, until Lisbeth gripped the beastie’s side and pulled it off.

Lady fell backward onto the mattress, chest heaving and thin rivulets of blood running down her face. Her eyes were wide as she looked from Lisbeth to Flit, to Lisbeth and then Flit again. The young woman felt frozen in the suspense, seeing a myriad of emotions play across Lady’s injured face.

Finally, just when it felt like the very ground was going to crack in two, the woman outright flopped on her back and began talking in that strange language of hers.

Lisbeth had no idea what Lady was saying, but she didn’t sound angry. She sounded…bemused, perhaps a bit chagrined, and definitely a little irritated. It was certainly a change from her freakout over her missing egg bag, which probably boded well. Especially if she’d been so incensed because she’d thought that someone had harmed the egg that she’d clearly put a lot of effort into smuggling out of wherever she came from.

“I’m sorry,” Lisbeth murmured, holding Flit. The little one was anxiously rubbing its cheeks all over Lisbeth’s face while chittering anxiously. If she’d ever had any doubt that her little hatchling cared for her specifically, they’d all pretty much been banished in one quick face-attack. “I never meant for all of this to happen. It just… It was calling to me.”

She knew Lady didn’t understand her words, but she hoped that the older woman could hear the apology anyway. She wasn’t quite sure what she expected, but it wasn’t for the woman to suddenly sit up and affix Lisbeth with an intense sort of unreadable look.

“Egg. Break. On. You?”

Lisbeth stared openly, her jaw practically on the floor. She had to be mistaken, she had to, but she was pretty sure that Lady had just used Kyerchov’s native language.

“What was that?” Lisbeth whispered, hardly daring to believe that had actually happened. Had she fallen and hit her head, causing her to hallucinate? Had the entire day been a dream and she was still asleep in her bed? It would certainly explain how pleasant things had been and her bout of good luck…

“Egg. Break. On you?”

Nope, those were those same words, but spoken much more emphatically. While it might have been a simple sentence, Lisbeth knew the deeper meaning of what she was asking.

What Lady really wanted to know was if the egg had hatched for her, and what Lisbeth guessed that meant was, did the egg call to her? Did it beckon her like an irresistible call of something unknown and wonderful?

“Yes,” Lisbeth answered as steadily as she could. As if to emphasize her point, Flit clambered up her shirt and slithered down her collar, sitting halfway inside of it and halfway on her shoulder. “The egg broke on me.”

Lady’s eyes flicked from the dragon to Lisbeth again before her face softened into a fond expression that Lisbeth had never expected. The smile on her face was quite pretty, and Lisbeth felt relief flood every cell of her body.

Didn’t it figure that after two weeks of worry, it turned out that Lady just…understood. It really did seem too good to be true, but it seemed that she understood something about dragons if she knew that the egg could call to Lisbeth without the young woman ever mentioning it.

“You,” the woman said after a long pause.

“Me,” Lisbeth said right back before realizing what Lady was asking. “Oh, I’m called Lisbeth.”

Lady just shook her head, pointing to her mouth then Lisbeth’s. “You. Speak. Me.”

Her words were slow and her accent quite odd, sliding this way and that around words in strangely percussive ways, but Lisbeth could still understand her. Which was insane in a way. The woman had spent most of her time unconscious or under the influence of Mads’ tonics, yet she seemed to have learned several native words without a lick of help. Lisbeth didn’t know if she could do the same if it was asked of her.

“You want me to teach you my language?” Lisbeth asked. Lady frowned, as if trying to piece together the words, and Lisbeth realized she needed to stop talking like normal. At least for the moment. “Me show you words.”

That seemed to work, and Lady nodded. “You show words. I show you…” She faltered but pointed to Flit, who snapped at her finger. The woman didn’t seem to mind, however, and gently flicked the tip of the tiny dragon’s nose.

“You’ll show me how to take care of a dragon?”

Lady shrugged, telling Lisbeth that sentence was perhaps a bit too complicated, but that was alright. They would get there.

“Deal,” Lisbeth said, offering her hand. Lady regarded it for an achingly long moment before taking in it her own grip.

“Deal.”
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LESSONS LEARNED, LESSONS IMPARTED


Teaching Lady turned out to be an easier process than Lisbeth thought—for the first two days, at least. It was mostly spent pointing to different things and saying the words, then having Lady repeat the words, then waiting a bit and pointing to it again to see if she could remember what the thing was called.

It was pretty clear that the woman was very keen, considering she’d already picked up on a way to make very rudimentary sentences all on her own, and after the second day of spending several hours with her until her eyes began to droop from fatigue, Lisbeth realized she was only beginning to scratch the surface of just how smart Lady was.

It was intimidating, in a way. Who was Lisbeth but a young girl with a knack for surviving in situations that were stacked against her? That and her stubborn streak about a mile wide was really all she had going for her. But Lady seemed to pick up not only on every bit of vocabulary Lisbeth gave her, but all sorts of other things. Like details of the room around her, the voices of the little ones outside, the fact that there were no windows in Katyana’s room. It was far too much of a risk of having someone sneak in during the dead of night to allow for anything like that.

Strangely enough, Lady didn’t ask many questions about Flit. During the first day, they mostly ignored each other after her fond smile, but somehow, Lady managed to have the little one eating out of the palm of her hand on the second day.

“It likes you,” Lisbeth remarked as Flit happily gobbled down some nuts she was offering.

“It?”

Lisbeth pointed to Flit. “It. Like. You.”

Instead of looking pleased at the comment, Lady frowned. “Girl.”

“Pardon?”

“Girl, not it. It thing. Girl like you. Like me.”

Oh, now wasn’t that interesting? “Are you saying that because you feel like she’s a girl, or you know that it’s a girl?”

The woman stared for what felt like forever, her brow furrowed, but Lisbeth figured out after a beat that Lady was just puzzling together the more complicated sentence.

“Girl,” she repeated before turning Flit around and lifting its tail. The hatchling let out a disgruntled sound, but the woman ignored it as she pointed to the roundish sort of scales at the base of the limb where it transitioned into underbelly. “Girl.” She turned Flit back toward Lisbeth and pointed to the soft little nubs on either side of the eyes that were clustered in two trios. “Girl.”

“Oh,” Lisbeth breathed, realizing that Lady was telling her physiological evidence that sweet little Flit was a female. “The more you know.” Quietly, she added to Flit, “Sorry I was clueless there for a bit.”

Lady gave a resolute nod, smiling fondly again, before resuming feeding Flit. In reality, knowing that Flit was a girl didn’t really change anything, but at the same time, it definitely did. Flit was no longer an unknown, unclear entity removed from Lisbeth’s understanding and only given assumptions. Now, Lisbeth knew for certain that Flit was a girl. Wouldn’t Villy be surprised!

Such a little thing to learn yet it seemed like so much. Another piece of the puzzle that had become Lisbeth’s life.

And she couldn’t wait to learn more.
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“You need tell them.”

Lisbeth blinked, so caught up in playing with Flit that she’d forgotten for a moment where she was. That just so happened to be in Katyana’s room, as per usual, teaching Lady more of the Kyerchov dialect.

It had been three more days since the woman’s tantrum, and Lisbeth had explained away the incident as a sort of night terror. The little ones all believed her, and thankfully, Katyana hadn’t been there to know that what had happened was nothing like any sort of sleeping episode. Lisbeth did feel a little bad about using the little ones’ naivete against them, but it was for the best on this.

“Tell who, what?”

It turned out Lisbeth’s penchant to just talk to people and things like they would understand her was actually pretty useful, because Lady seemed to be picking up more and more whole phrases by the day. It had been less than a full week and she could already talk as efficiently as a toddler, which was saying something since it usually took a toddler about two years to get to that level of articulation.

Granted, it probably helped that she was a grown woman. Sometimes when Lisbeth watched her out of the corner of her eye, it was like watching one of the old, apex predators she’d read about when she was younger. Lady seemed to always be prowling in the room. Always observing. Always watching. That was probably a strange thing to think about a woman who had been nothing but nice since she had regained consciousness and had handled finding out that Lisbeth had essentially stolen her precious egg fairly well, but there was just something barely contained about the woman. Like she was too powerful to be cooped up in a single room, destined for so much that wherever she was from had to be sorely missing her.

Or maybe Lisbeth was too caught up in her own imagination, applying things to a woman who couldn’t communicate much to refute any of Lisbeth’s wild fantasies.

That second option was much less fun, though.

“Tell. Them. Flit.”

Flit’s name was one of the first things Lady had learned after teaching Lisbeth that the hatchling was indeed female, and now she used the name all the time. It sounded cute in her accent, faster and more clipped than it was when Lisbeth said it, but it also reminded Lisbeth that there was no hiding that Lady was a foreigner whenever she opened her mouth. How long could she hide in the boardinghouse without ever going out? Could she last all the way up until she left undetected? Lisbeth supposed that depended on how long Lady was staying. Her being so determined to learn a whole language was a pretty strong indicator that she thought she was going to be there a while, and Mads had offhandedly mentioned something about bone bruises, so maybe Lisbeth didn’t have to prepare for Lady rushing right out the door.

That also meant, however, that Lisbeth needed to prepare for Lady to not rush right out the door, which came with its own host of issues.

“Eh, I figured that I would ride it out as long as I could. Worked well enough with you.” Lisbeth meant it as a bit of a joke, albeit one Lady couldn’t understand, but she just shook her head with a grave expression.

“Tell. Tonight.”

“Awfully insistent, aren’t you?”

“Tell. They are smart. They will know.”

Lady did have a point there. With all honesty, it was likely that the only reason the whole house hadn’t figured out about Flit was the sheer implausibility of it all. Who would have ever thought a dragon could live in Kyerchov? It just wasn’t in the realm of possibility.

Except her little girl, her Flit, was very much a possibility. One that filled her with a strange but welcome sort of warmth every time she looked at the hatchling. Maybe Lisbeth had been lucky all along and had just never realized it.

“But why now?” She wasn’t sure how much of her queries Lady was getting, but she knew the woman understood that last sentence by the way she straightened and her tone dropped yet again.

She already had a fairly low voice for a woman, so that and the rasp of it really punctuated her words, as new and uncertain as they might have been within her mouth. Lisbeth wondered if this was how noble students felt when a teacher was admonishing them.

“Sooner. Before they… They…”

“Figure it out on their own,” Lisbeth finished for her, guessing what she meant. Yeah, that would be quite a commotion when eventually someone glimpsed either Flit or Lisbeth doing something far too suspicious and went to looking. And there was always the vague worry of what would happen if Flit ever actually started to grow. Surely, she couldn’t stay this wee little thing forever?

Lisbeth wished she could ask Lady more about dragons, or really anything about her life, but she also recognized they had a long way to go on their language studies before she got there. Thankfully, the trials of living in Upper Kyerchov had long since taught Lisbeth that particular virtue, and she was hopeful they would get there before Lady did eventually return to her home, wherever that was.

“You’re right,” Lisbeth said with a breath. “Maybe after dinner tonight. I need to go out and trade some of the scrap I got, so I can cushion everything with some good news.”

The woman nodded, no doubt not understanding more than half of that but catching that it was a positive response anyway. Really, communication was an amazing phenomenon when Lisbeth took a step back to think about it.

“Good,” she said before picking up one of Katyana’s few books and handing it over. “Now teach.”
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ALL IN THE FAMILY


“I’d like to show you all something.”

Like usual with Lisbeth, she just blurted out what she was thinking as everyone was finishing up dinner. It was mashed root vegetables with some sort of tender meat on top drenched with a generous serving of rich mushroom gravy. It was delicious in the rib-sticking sort of way, and Lisbeth hoped that the post-meal sleepiness would stop anyone in her little cluster from getting either too excited or too upset.

She was fairly certain that the children would only be thrilled about the revelation—thrilled, a bit shocked, and full of questions. It was mostly Katyana she was worried about. What if the matriarch took great offense to Lisbeth essentially lying to her? Much of their relationship was based on trust and by hiding Flit for so long, she really was proving that she was quite untrustworthy.

Yes, Lady was definitely correct that it was better to tell them sooner than later. Better to be straightforward rather than to be caught in a lie. Besides, she did hope that they would understand.

“Perhaps the reason why you’ve been hiding in your room, talking to yourself?”

Oops, not nearly as incognito as she had thought.

“Yes, actually. But first, I would like to officially introduce the rest of you to our guest. Katyana, you already know her, but I figured it would be prudent to bring everyone up to speed.”

“Is this the scary lady who had the bad dream?”

“Yes, it is, but I promise that she’s much less scary now.”

“If you say so,” Solomiya muttered, but her hesitance to believe was understandable considering she and Artem had been the ones who had to hold the door during Lady’s freakout.

“You’ll like her, I promise. I’ll go get her now and then show you all something.”

Katyana’s eyebrow raised, and Lisbeth wondered if she had any iota of an idea of what Lisbeth was truly hiding. Probably not, which meant it was at least going to be very entertaining to see the expression on her face once Flit came out. Or at least entertaining for a couple of moments before the anger cut in. Yeah, Lisbeth wasn’t looking forward to that part.

She was just going to have to deal with it, though, because now was the time. Standing, Lisbeth went down the hall and opened the door to Katyana’s room. Lady was sleeping, which wasn’t unusual, and for a moment, Lisbeth wondered if she shouldn’t wake the woman up. But they’d agreed that it would soften the blow to introduce Lady first before an actual dragon, so it was time to have the injured woman rise and shine. Lisbeth would make it up to her later by getting her some sort of treat.

What the woman would even consider a treat, Lisbeth didn’t even know, but she’d find out.

“Hey, Lady. You ready?” Lisbeth carefully reached out and ever-so-gently shook the woman’s shoulder. Lady, however, let out a shout and sat bolt upright, fist lashing out in a punch. Lisbeth managed to dodge, thankfully, although she couldn’t help but be impressed at how ready the woman was to throw down, even just out of consciousness. “Hey, hey, hey, it’s me. It’s Lisbeth.”

The woman blinked hazily before her mind seemed to fully rouse, and she looked blearily at Lisbeth before recognition crossed her features.

“Lisbeth,” she murmured, voice still raspy but sounding a bit better. “Time?”

“Time,” Lisbeth agreed, offering her hand slowly. Although she was much taller than the younger woman, Lady let Lisbeth haul her up to her feet.

She was still wearing Katyana’s clothes. The dress was far too short on her, showing the lower half of her calves like a mother who had mixed up her own clothes with her daughter’s, but she didn’t look entirely unbelonging in her outfit. If they could just do something about her voice, she wouldn’t do a half bad job of blending in with the residents of Kyer.

She would need to lose the sun-blushed color to her skin, though. Even Lisbeth, whose skin was dark like the earth and walls of the cave themselves, had a sort of ghostly pallor to her that robbed the umber of her skin of its warmth. Such was the consequence of living a life with no form of sunlight, not even artificial, like Kyer had. Sure, they did alright with all the bioluminescent things that existed underground, but it just wasn’t the same.

“Hello, everyone,” Lisbeth said as she and Lady walked down the hall. “Here’s the guest I was talking about. She’s still recovering and can’t talk all that well, but she’d like to begin wandering the house a little, so I don’t want any of you to be afraid of her.”

“Why can’t she go to her own home?” Saesha asked, not maliciously, of course, but with a voice full of curiosity. “Does she not have one?”

“We’re not sure,” Lisbeth answered honestly. She was done lying to her family. “You see, we’re not quite sure where Lady comes from, so it’s very important that none of us tell anyone about her until we figure that out, alright?”

“Lady?” Katyana asked dubiously. “That’s the best name you could come up with for her?”

“I’ve had a lot on my mind.” Lisbeth turned toward Lady and gave her what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “Lady, this is Katyana, who you’ve already met, Solomiya, Artem, Polina, and Saesha.”

Each of the kids waved at their introduction, and Lisbeth was swamped with so much fondness for them. Not a single Victor in her crowd, she was sure. They were good younglings, and she would do her best to make sure they got to adulthood without any more great traumas.

“Nice. Meeting. You,” Lady said in that halting way of hers before giving a forward tilt of her head. Was that a formal greeting where she was from? Lisbeth had no idea, but she tucked the question away to ask at a better time.

“Now, what’s this grand secret?” Of course, Katyana wasn’t distracted by the presence of a strange woman like the kids were. It probably helped that she’d been helping deal with Lady for about a month.

“Ummm, one moment on that.”

Although it had been the plan for the whole day, Lisbeth felt nerves overwhelm her. There was always going to be a before-dragon and after-dragon, and she was counting on everyone acting responsibly. Thankfully, she had great odds, considering who her inner circle was comprised of.

“I’ll be right back.”

Lisbeth hurried to her room, where Flit was once more sleeping in her little basket, zonked out after eating her fill of the cheeses and fruits that Lisbeth still had from the last time she went shopping. Lisbeth was doing that more than ever lately, which was an interesting sort of change from only being able to once every few months.

“Hey, little one,” Lisbeth cooed, lifting the basket and holding it to her chest. “How ya doing?”

Flit opened her eyes in that sideways way and let out a little brrp? Goodness. Why did none of the legends mention how completely adorable the critters could be? She was like a kitten but smarter, more bombastic, and needing a whole lot more food.

“You ready to go meet the rest of the family? I know that they’re going to just love you.”

Brrryk-k-k-k!

Flit lifted her head and shook it from either side, as if trying to rouse herself further, and Lisbeth couldn’t help but be smitten by the little beastie.

“Yeah, you’re ready. Let’s go then, alright? Let me just put your lid on.” Flit ducked, allowing her to do just that, but not before reaching out a cheeky paw and batting at the basket’s fastener.

“Ay, ay, behave now. And remember, no nipping.”

If Flit had an opinion on that limitation, she didn’t say. Or at least not in a way Lisbeth could hear. So, without anything else to delay her, it was time to end the secrets.

At least within the boardinghouse.

“Your big secret is a basket?” Artem asked, as snarky as ever. Perhaps even snarkier. He was growing into his humor, that was for certain.

“You guessed it in one,” Lisbeth shot right back. “Behold my basket. It is truly the best basket to ever basket, and it does basket so well.”

“You’re stalling,” Katyana remarked, half-bored, half-pointed. Lisbeth felt the panic that came along with the vague sense of disappointing the closest thing she had to a mother figure. “Get on with it.”

“Right. Okay. First things first, everyone, I need you not to crowd and not scream. Just sit calmly and react like a group of good little hellions, understood?”

There was a chorus of positive answers, and Lisbeth realized that was it. She was out of reasons to delay any longer. It was time to reveal the secret she’d worked so hard to guard.

Part of her was still so reluctant to the idea of giving up the ghost. It felt like a waste of energy to just drop her dragon in the middle of her found family after duping them for several weeks. But also, everything would be so much worse if she kept on at it, doing crazier and crazier things until she was found out.

Like everything else in her life, it was complicated. Everything was a series of pros and cons, with her constantly having to evaluate, calculate, and otherwise compare thoughts and feelings until she was sure of whatever she was doing.

It made Lisbeth almost crave being in a fight. At least with those, there was no time for doubting decisions, for doing an intense mental comparison that left her exhausted and frustrated. Just sweat, and panic, and harsh breathing along with the desperate urge to live.

But it wasn’t like she was going to just start fisticuffs with the group of kids, and she was pretty sure she’d lose a fight with Lady, even in her injured state. And Katyana? Out of the question. The woman would body-slam her without so much as batting her one eye.

“You okay, Lissy?” Polina asked, leaning forward and looking up at her in that oh-so-adorable way of hers. She really was just a sweetheart.

“I’m fine, bishka, just a little nervous. Everyone, I want you to meet Flit.”

With that, Lisbeth lifted the lid and let her hand sink in, scratching under Flit’s chin. She was a bit surprised that her dragon had managed to sleep through being picked up and the conversation. She figured that the little hatchling would have sensed the moment she was out of the room and started to happily freak out. It seemed that the times that Lisbeth had snuck her out during shopping and scrapping had paid off.

“Come on, Flit. Wakey, wakey.”

A tiny sort of mewl came from Flit as she cracked one of her brilliantly green eyes open, glancing up at Lisbeth. For a moment, the young woman caught her reflection in that shining gaze and was enraptured by it. It was like staring into the deepest pool of water she’d ever seen, her image warped but not in a way that felt uncomfortable or wrong. Just a way that seemed depthless. Ephemeral.

Was that how Flit saw her? The thought made her breath hitch, and she felt the strange, unpredicted bond between them thicken and grow.

Gods, she adored the little dragon, didn’t she? If she never grew, if she always acted like a very excitable baby, it didn’t matter. Flit was hers, and she was Flit’s.

Was this how barbarians felt toward their mounts? If so, it made sense why they fought so fiercely together. Two halves of the same whole, working together for a shared goal. Protecting each other, loving each other, growing together.

A gentle hand at her elbow drew Lisbeth from the pull that she’d fallen into once again, and she blinked hazily to see that Lady was right beside her with a knowing expression. Did… Did she have a dragon of her own? If she did, where was it? Lisbeth’s heart lurched at the thought of the strong, lost woman being separated from her own other half. If she was, that had to be a wound that stung deeply every single day. No wonder there was always a bit of melancholy to Lady.

Wait, right. She was supposed to be introducing Flit to her family.

“What is it?” Saesha asked, standing on tiptoe.

“One moment. She’s just a sleepy girl.”

“She?” Solomiya said, standing too. That was the signal apparently for all of them to get up and start to crowd forward.

“Hey now, let’s get back on our rears. Remember what I said about crowding?”

There was a reluctance as the children backed up and lowered themselves to the ground, but they all managed. By the time they were settled, Flit yawned and definitely seemed more with it. That was good, because as much as Lisbeth was nervous about introducing her, she also kind of didn’t want it to be anticlimactic. She’d built it up in her head enough that it being an entire snooze-fest would be pretty embarrassing.

“Okay, now let’s keep our voices down, but like I said, this is my very good friend Flit.”

Lisbeth flattened her hand, and Flit gripped it, pulling herself up slowly until her head was finally above the basket’s edge.

The gasp that came from the kids was understandable, and it certainly waylaid Lisbeth’s worry about the entire scene being boring.

“What is that?” Solomiya asked, all of the kids leaning closer as one in a way that was also pretty adorable. Was everything around Lisbeth getting cuter, or was she just more open to noticing such things?

“This is Flit, like I said. Come on, girl, why don’t you show them your pretty wings?”

“She has wings!?” That was Artem, who looked like he wanted to levitate right from where he was sitting and hang over Lisbeth to get the closest possible look.

“Oh, does she!” Lisbeth said, feeling herself growing excited right along with the kids. When she’d shown Flit to Villy, she’d been half-terrified, and she hadn’t exactly meant to show Flit to Lady, so it wasn’t like she’d been able to present that either. This was her moment to show off her little friend like she’d wanted to all along.

“Come on, Flit. Give ‘em a little demonstration.”

Flit sat up straight, tilting her head in the way that let Lisbeth know she was trying to engage but didn’t really understand. Funny how Lisbeth didn’t need a single word from the little beastie to understand her just fine.

“Wings,” Lisbeth urged gently, running her finger down Flit’s spine. The small nubs along it were beginning to ever-so-slightly harden, and she was pretty sure that spines would eventually grow from every single one of those bumps.

Just a single word but it definitely appeared as if that was enough for Flit to understand, because she let out a sweet little squawk and flared both sets of her wings, the four of them shimmering in the lantern light.

The kids’ reaction was nearly instantaneous. Gasps of awe, a couple of shouts, and definitely more than one pair of hands clapping together. It was a wonderful chorus of uninhibited childish glee, but then Lisbeth remembered there was one person whose reaction mattered far more than anyone else’s.

Katyana.

Lisbeth’s gaze slowly dragged over to the woman, reluctant to the very end, but she needed to face the music, whatever it was, and go from there.

Thankfully, the woman didn’t look infuriated, so that was a good thing. She didn’t exactly look pleased, either. Her broad features were pinched together, and her single dark eye was full of far too many thoughts. Whenever Katyana got particularly contemplative, Lisbeth knew that it was something serious.

“You brought this creature here, stranger?” she asked, her gaze completely bypassing Lisbeth and going straight to Lady. Naturally, the foreign woman didn’t respond right away, but before Lisbeth had to explain it to her, she nodded.

“Yes. Was mine.”

And then Katyana’s dark eye was on Lisbeth, sparking with an intensity that made the young girl nervous. “So you just helped yourself to our guest’s things?”

“Oh, uh, no, not exactly!” Lisbeth blurted, although it kind of had been like that. “The egg, um, it called to me. I never would have otherwise.”

“Called to you?” Lisbeth could tell the older woman’s tone was skeptical, and panic began to lance through her. She’d been so concerned about coming across as a liar to the woman that she hadn’t even thought of how it would look like she’d essentially robbed an invalid.

“Dragon song,” Lady offered, surprising Lisbeth, who was desperately trying not to spiral into the nerves building in her and sound even more suspicious. “When a dragon meant for a…” She paused, clearly trying to find the right words. “Meant for a girl, cannot…no?”

It was clunky, but Lisbeth got what she meant and was grateful for the backup. It made her insane story sound much more believable when her victim confirmed everything she said. “It was this pull, Katyana. I couldn’t have resisted it if I’d wanted to. I didn’t even know what I was looking at until little Flit was hatching in my hands.”

“I see.” Katyana took a slow, deep breath before continuing. Lisbeth could tell that the kids wanted to exclaim more and interact with the hatchling, but they were watching the interaction between Lisbeth and Katyana with bated breath, knowing they shouldn’t interfere or interrupt. “And I take it from our guest’s words that this is, uh…”

“Flit is a dragon,” Lisbeth confirmed, trying to put steel into her voice. She wasn’t sure how much she succeeded, but if she was going to kicked out, she wanted to do it with her head held high.

“Kind of small for a dragon, isn’t it?” Solomiya said uncertainly. Lisbeth couldn’t help but give the other girl a slight grin. She knew that the second eldest, ever the thinker, was trying to run interference for her, to make Lisbeth’s transgressions sound not so bad. While the effort was sincerely appreciated, the truth was that Lisbeth had put the entire house at risk over a simple creature.

If the watchmen found out that Lisbeth was hiding an actual dragon, the whole building would be swarmed before she could blink. Then, it wouldn’t matter whatever Katyana had on her father, or how hard Villy would fight for her, there’d be no saving her from the consequences.

And that was probably the best-case scenario. If someone like Victor or other unscrupulous characters found out, they would likely try to murder everyone in the house and burn down the remains for the chance to own a creature that was never meant to be underground. Ever.

And the questions. Even if Lisbeth could say that she’d found the egg above ground and didn’t know what it was, they’d ask where she found it and how long she’d had it. They probably wouldn’t care about asking nicely, either.

For a moment, the sheer consequence of it all, all the negative possibilities, began to mount like too many hands clawing at her throat. She hated it, she hated it so much, and it also worried her that even with all of her fears building inside her, she’d still make the same decisions again.

She’d still save Lady.

She’d still get attached to Flit.

It had only been a month, but her little dragon had carved a way into her heart that she didn’t even know was possible. The thought of anyone else raising her, cuddling her at night, seemed so wrong.

“Dragons many size,” Lady offered, her tone neutral. Lisbeth was sure Katyana appreciated that, as the woman had often vocalized how much she hated someone trying to sell her on something. She just wanted all the facts up front, and then she would make her own decisions.

“Good to know.” Another long, painful pause. “So what’s the plan, Lisbeth? I can see how you were able to keep your pet a secret up until now, but there’s only so long that can last. And that begs the question… The thing is undoubtedly cute now, but what about when it’s older? Will it turn into a bloodthirsty predator that needs more food than any of us could ever provide?”

Katyana was echoing everything that Lisbeth had worried about since the whole thing started, and she didn’t blame the woman at all. They were legitimate questions and ones that were quite literally life-changing.

“Dragon follow ride orders,” Lady said, plodding along much more quickly in her sentence structure. In any other instance, Lisbeth would have been quite proud, but at the moment, her guts were doing that twisting thing she hated so much. She really hated disappointing Katyana, and she definitely felt like she’d taken advantage of the woman’s kindness—something she never wanted to do. “Dragon no kill unless ride say kill. Dragon a…a…tool. A gift. Friend.”

“Huh.” Once more, that was all Katyana said for what felt like a few years and then some. Lisbeth had never particularly minded the woman’s tendency to think very hard before she spoke, but now she found herself wishing the boardinghouse mother would just be out with it. “So it’s not going to grow into a human-murdering beast with a taste for our flesh?”

“Not unless I train it that way,” Lisbeth said, aiming for levity and wincing ever-so-slightly when she could tell that she missed. “Which I never would do. Of course. I, uh⁠—”

Katyana just waved her hand. “This is never a situation any of us ever thought was possible to be in. While I wish you would have told me from the start, I understand why you made the choices you did.” She sighed and stood, her posture making her look much older than her thirty-ish years. “You can keep it for now, but that isn’t a blanket agreement for it to stay forever.”

“Uh, her, actually. If you don’t mind.”

Katyana raised her one eyebrow but continued, “Her, then. My approval will be subject to what happens as she gets bigger. Who knows, maybe having a tiny friend that breathes fire could be quite the boon.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Lisbeth agreed, heart hammering in her chest. It wasn’t like Katyana had ever raised her hand against any of the children, but Lisbeth still couldn’t help but feel anxious about everything. Had she ruined one of her most important relationships for a dragon?

Katyana let out another long sigh, and every beat of it weighed heavier on Lisbeth. She knew this was a lot for Katyana to bear, especially with all of her responsibilities.

Finally, Katyana gave everyone a small smile. “Alright, I’m done being a wet blanket for the moment. I know the rest of you are dying to play with it. I’m going to lay down on my cot and have a few hours to myself. As for you, our guest, you can return to sleep whenever you feel the need. Good night, all.”

“Good night,” the little ones chorused.

And that was that. Katyana exited to her room, and the kids all hopped to their feet, arms outstretched. Lady didn’t quite join in the hype, but she did move to the chair that Katyana had abandoned to watch it all.

With everything settled, the scene devolved into laughter, squeals, and lots of questions. Flit did eventually clamber off Lisbeth’s arm and let the kids hold her, one by one. By the third one, Lisbeth was beginning to figure out that her dragon was more than a little bit of a charmer, snuggling up to the kids and being oh-so-gentle as she interacted. Way gentler than the first meeting Lisbeth had with Flit where she’d ended up covered in scratches and tiny bites.

But no, the dragon didn’t even so much as nip any of them. She just rubbed her cheeks against their faces, sniffed between their fingers, scurried along their arms, and occasionally licked at them. She was the perfect picture of charm and innocence, even batting her eyes in her sideways motion.

It was clear the kids were smitten, and Lisbeth couldn’t be happier about it, but she also needed to make sure they understood the seriousness of the situation. She was pretty sure that Katyana got it across, but it never hurt to be thorough.

“Everyone gets that you can’t tell a single soul about this, right? No mention of a new pet, no lizard talk, nothing. Not a single breath of a clue to anyone.”

“We understand,” Solomiya said, giggling as Flit climbed on top of her head and began preening through her freshly shorn hair. “Besides, who would believe a bunch of kids talking about a dragon?”

She had a point there.

“Thank you, all of you, and thank you for understanding. I know I shouldn’t have kept her a secret as long as I did, but I just wasn’t sure what she would turn out like, what she would do, or even what Lady would say.”

“It’s okay,” Artem said, reaching over and patting Lisbeth’s hand. It was quite sweet. He was so young, not even twelve yet, but he was still so thoughtful. Really, all of the kids were. “Kyerchov can be mean and hard. We all try.”

“Thank you for understanding.”

“Of course. You’re the best older sister we could ask for.”

Older sister?

Lisbeth felt her cheeks flush, but she couldn’t help it. Sure, she’d always thought of the little ones as her family, had mourned and cried over those they’d lost to awful illnesses, watched over them like they were her own, but she’d never asked that they feel the same. So confirmation that they did, offered of their own volition… Well, it was really nice. Nicer than she had words for.

“You’re not half bad yourself,” Lisbeth managed to say without her voice cracking. But she needed a moment to recover from the strangely potent rise of emotion within her, so she sat and watched the children play. If life could be like this for a while, well, Lisbeth could get used to that.
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LOOK WHO’S COMING TO DINNER


Darkness stretched out in every direction around Lisbeth, all-encompassing and thick, like it was invading her lungs as she breathed.

For a moment, she was alone, completely stranded within the nothingness. No way to tell up or down, just a complete absence of everything.

But then, in the distance, a sparkling pinprick of light moved toward her. Barely the size of a grain at first, it grew and grew until Lisbeth recognized a vaguely dragonoid shape. Then, a glimmer of red on its right and a splotch of tawny fur on its left, until Lisbeth realized they were flying in formation.

She couldn’t move away from the three shapes, but she couldn’t move toward them either. She could only watch as they came closer and closer, cutting through the eternal darkness with lanterns hanging from their armor.

Dragons. She was watching a trio of dragons flying toward her with fully armored riders upon their backs. It was like nothing she’d ever seen before, with each of the shapes looking very different from the others.

One was truly massive, with alabaster scales making it reflect the light hanging from its rig, almost like the artificial sun that she’d read Kyer used to have. Another had antlers and hooves like some sort of beastly deer that had been turned into a carnivore. The third was rotund to an impressive level, with wings three times as long as its body and covered in corded muscle.

And yet, as different as they all were, Lisbeth knew they were dragons.

Why was she seeing them? When she looked at them, she didn’t feel the same call that she felt with Flit. She did feel something, though, even if she didn’t know quite what.

The trio grew closer until Lisbeth swore they could just open their mouths and swallow her whole. Instead, they just moved right through her, and Lisbeth fell into the endless dark.

She screamed, reaching for something to grab onto, but almost as soon as she was falling into the nothingness, she landed. She was in a room, but she couldn’t see a single detail of it, like someone had taken a scrub brush to everything that should have been in her peripheral vision and made it too hazy to make out.

Once more, she wasn’t alone. There was a woman sitting cross-legged in front of her, hair done up in intricate braids and wearing fine clothes. Clothing that would be far too cold for the damp of the caves. Lisbeth opened her mouth, intent on asking who the woman was, but she stopped when she finally got a good look at her face.

She had no eyes.

Lisbeth gasped sharply, surprised by the mass of scars where her gaze should be. It wasn’t like Katyana’s missing eye, which had a single scar covering her permanently closed eyelid. No, it looked like someone had taken a jagged branding iron to the woman’s face, leaving the area a mass of different raised and sunken bits.

Lisbeth wasn’t sure what she expected next, but it certainly wasn’t for the woman’s head to snap in her direction and a voice to float right into Lisbeth’s head.

“Who are you?”
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Lisbeth jolted awake, breathing hard. She didn’t know what kind of dream she’d just had, but she did know she wasn’t very keen on it. Her stomach was twisting, and her heart was beating far too hard for someone who wasn’t having a nightmare, like she’d just experienced something far more important than she could ever imagine.

Anxious for comfort, she patted around, looking for Flit, but after several moments of not being able to feel the little dragon, Lisbeth sat bolt upright.

“Flit?” she asked, rubbing her eyes. Had the hatchling just curled up above her head? That wasn’t her usual spot, but maybe Lisbeth had been tossing and turning in her sleep.

After a solid look around her bed, she realized that the dragon was nowhere to be seen. What kind of luck would it be for the creature to have run away right after she went through the trouble of introducing her to her family?

“Flit?” she called again. Her answer came in the form of Polina ducking her head through the door, which Lisbeth now realized had been slightly ajar.

“She’s out here with us!”

“Oh…” Lisbeth’s mind took a moment to catch up with that fact, and then she felt both a sort of benign amusement along with irritation. She was used to Flit always being by her side, so the idea of the hatchling going off to play with the others while she was unconscious and shorting her on cuddle time made her a bit… Was it jealous?

No… Lisbeth couldn’t be jealous of her dragon. Or was it jealous of the other little ones? Maybe she didn’t need to figure out which because she definitely wasn’t jealous.

“Is she behaving herself?”

“Come and see for yourself,” Polina said before disappearing out of the doorframe.

Well, an invitation was an invitation, so Lisbeth slid out of bed and padded into the hall. Sure enough, all of the kids were gathered in the sitting area beside the kitchen with Flit at the center, chasing a ribbon Solomiya was dragging around.

“Where did y’all get that?” Lisbeth said, not recognizing the long length of shiny fabric. She didn’t recall any of the kids having anything like that before. Maybe it would have been one of Solomiya’s hair ribbons if she hadn’t shaved off her long tresses to sell to nobility.

“I brought it, actually.”

Lisbeth nearly jolted out of her skin, whirling to see none other than Villy standing in the corner of the kitchen. He was wearing one of the ragged aprons they had while he cooked something over the wood stove. Since when did Villy cook?

That was possibly the only thing that could have distracted her from the absolutely beguiling scene of Flit chasing a ribbon like a kitten, and she crossed over to his side.

“What are you even doing?”

“Honestly, waiting for you to wake up. Figured with everything going on in your life, I should let you get as much sleep as you could, but now that you’re here…”

“None of that sentence explained what you’re doing here.”

“Patience, my dear friend. Goodness, so urgent first thing in the morning.”

Lisbeth would normally retort that it probably wasn’t really morning anymore, if all of the little ones were up at once and he was in the slums.

“And you’re dodgy. How did you even get here? I didn’t think your father would ever allow his heir to be seen in the slums.” Not only would it reflect poorly on him, but it also was dangerous. Villy was a target, even dressed in relatively plain clothes as he was. All it took was for one person to recognize him and word would get out. It wasn’t entirely unheard of for young noble children to become hostages. It was a tricky situation though, as often the criminals had to deal with being wanted by the watchmen for the rest of their lives. In a cave system society, well, there was only so long they could dodge the consequences of their actions.

“I snuck out,” Villy said, grinning from ear to ear and clearly quite proud of himself. “Wasn’t that hard. Distracted the servants by setting a bit of a fire in a study⁠—”

“You what!?”

Fire was no joke within the caves. Not only could it spread incredibly easily, considering how many structures were built out of old materials, but too much smoke and too much heat could affect all of the breathable air within an entire district, leaving hundreds or even thousands of people either suffocating or with lung sickness. Lisbeth couldn’t help but stare at her friend in horror, but he seemed completely nonplussed.

“Relax, Lissy. Relaaaaax. I put it out as soon as I set it. I just made sure it was real smokey and then slipped out once everyone was going crazy about it. And I brought presents!”

“Presents he wouldn’t let us open until you were awake,” Saesha pointed out, grabbing Lisbeth’s hand as he did. “Are you ready to see them? We’ve been soooo patient! I promise.”

Villy nodded gravely. “Indeed they were. It was honestly impressive. I just had to tell them once that no one gets so much as a peek without you, and that was that.”

“Yeah, they’re good kids,” Lisbeth said, her mood sort of going in a million different directions at once. She was still a little miffed that Flit had abandoned her, but she was amused and her heart was full of warmth at seeing her dragon charge playing with the kids. At the same time, she was shocked at Villy’s presence, horrified by his story, and intrigued by the idea of whatever gifts he had brought.

Surely it couldn’t be too many considering he’d had to haul them all the way from the noble district to Upper Kyerchov. If it had been a giant sack, someone would have jumped him. Unless he was the luckiest citizen in all of the caves.

The sound of a door opening down the hall called Lisbeth’s attention, however, and she craned her neck to see Lady coming their way. She was looking better and better each day, but there was still a weariness to all of her steps.

“Ah, Lady! Come meet my great friend, Villy.”

“Ooooh, great friend,” Villy echoed, stirring the stew that he was cooking again before putting the lid on. “But not your best friend?”

Lisbeth rolled her eyes. “Do you really need that much assurance?”

“Always,” he shot back. “But it’s fine, I know I’m your only friend. Or at least the only one your age.”

He wasn’t wrong. That probably said something about Lisbeth, but whatever. She was surrounded by people she loved, and that was what mattered. Not if they were kids or Katyana’s age or even Mr. Oleksander and Miss Mykhaila’s age.

“Anyways, Lady, as I was saying, this is Villy. Villy, this is our guest. I call her Lady.”

“Real creative on that name, by the way,” he said before stepping forward and offering his hand. Lady hesitated to take it, like she had with Lisbeth, but then did so.

Maybe Lisbeth was a little too far into her own head, but she swore she saw a shock of interest in the woman’s eyes as she looked Villy over, which was ridiculous because she looked older than Katyana and was far too old for Lisbeth’s friend. Perhaps it was just curiosity about how the young girl had made friends with someone who was clearly wealthy, but still, that same unpleasant nervousness brewed in Lisbeth’s stomach.

It wasn’t jealousy. No, just like she wasn’t jealous about Flit. Because that would be silly and a waste of energy. And while Lisbeth was many things, silly was not one of them.

“Nice to meet you,” Villy said, giving a much deeper bow than was necessary. Lady said something in her own language before smiling. Lisbeth couldn’t tell by her tone if it was positive or negative, but she did sound awfully amused. “Ahhh, this is the foreigner you told me about. I suppose I should have known.”

“Who else would it be?”

“Lissy, you live in a boardinghouse. As far as I knew, she was an actual guest.”

Oh. He had a bit of a point there. “Boardinghouse guests are only on the top floor,” Lisbeth said matter-of-factly.

“Yeah, on the top floor,” Artem echoed, puffing his chest out like he was trying to make himself look bigger. Maybe Lisbeth wasn’t the only one struggling from a bit of jealousy. “You’d remember that if you stopped by more often.”

Oof, not jealousy. But definitely some tacit disapproval.

“Message heard, little one,” Villy laughed. “But here, see what I brought you before you bite my head off any further.”

The kids didn’t need any other encouragement, and soon everyone was sitting either on the floor or in the couple of chairs in the sitting area, Lady taking the cushiest one. Lisbeth belatedly wondered where Katyana was but figured she was either upstairs tending to any guests they might have or about her own business. Hopefully, she wouldn’t feel neglected that the rest of the house had opened presents without her.

“Alright,” Villy said with a grunt. “Let me just lug this over.” With that, he reached under the table for a large bag that Lisbeth hadn’t noticed before. He had to have had help hauling that down, which meant he’d drawn attention to their house, which was the last thing they needed at the moment.

Reprimand hung on the edge of Lisbeth’s tongue, but she ended up not saying anything. Maybe that was because Villy pulled out an entire smoked boar’s leg from the bag, and maybe it wasn’t.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Solomiya breathed, and Lisbeth could already hear the young girl’s mouth watering.

“Oh, this is just the beginning,” Villy said, grinning from ear to ear.

He wasn’t exaggerating. Lisbeth didn’t know how he managed to pack so much into a single giant bag, but he had a gift for everyone, a couple of books, and so much food. All the coins that Lisbeth had gotten from her last scrapping could stay safely under her bedroll for a rainy day, that was for certain. Or the next time Flit had a growth spurt and her appetite increased.

Most of it was dried—herbs, meats, fruits, and certain vegetables—but there were also more of the cheeses that Lisbeth loved as well as some actual candies. Goodness, Lisbeth couldn’t remember the last time she’d even thought to buy candy. Sugar was one of the many specific crops only grown on the lands of nobles in Lower Kyerchov and barely ever made it to the upper levels, so Lisbeth just didn’t really think of it as an option very often.

A dragon, a barbarian, and now candy? Maybe life wasn’t anything like she’d thought it was. Maybe there was a whole plethora of possibilities that had just been outside of her view.

Or maybe her stomach was pleasantly full yet again, an occurrence that was becoming much more common than at any other time in her entire life. She knew that she shouldn’t get used to it, and yet, it was hard not to.

“So, what do you think?” Villy asked Artem, who was still gnawing on the bone from the dried beef hock he’d been working on for over an hour.

“Not bad. But visit more than once a year and then we’ll talk.”

Lisbeth broke out into laughter right along with Villy. Artem looked plenty pleased at their reaction and continued working on every little morsel of meat along the bone. He was definitely growing into quite the character.

The big surprise, however, came when Lady picked up one of the children’s books, looking at the leather binding with interest. Lisbeth wasn’t sure what she intended to do with that, considering her vocabulary was still remedial and her ability to read even less developed, but she didn’t interrupt. Lady didn’t seem like the type to do something for no reason, so Lisbeth resolved to watch.

“You,” the woman said, looking to Saesha with a soft expression. “Help me?”

“Huh?” The seven-year-old tilted his head, looking confused.

Lisbeth cleared her throat and leaned in a bit. “I think she’s asking if you’ll help her read the book.”

“You want me to read to you?”

Lisbeth swore if there were ever clouds in Kyerchov, they would have parted at the way the young boy beamed. Lisbeth had never thought about asking any of the younglings to read to her, usually because they were the ones begging her for a story.

“Yes. Help… Please?”

“Sure! I can do that!”

Lady patted her lap, and Saesha clambered up. Lisbeth tried not to stare openly, and instead watched in her peripheral vision as Lady held the book while Saesha turned the pages. He read slowly, his little finger following the words that were inked so largely, and Lady occasionally repeating after him.

Saesha looked pleased as punch, and Lisbeth made a note to herself to try something like that with the rest of the youngsters later if they wanted it. For the moment, though, Flit was clambering into her lap, already yawning and ready for a nap.

“Huh, I really missed this, you know,” Villy said as everyone was busy with whatever they were doing. “When I was sick, I couldn’t really make it here that often.”

“No, you couldn’t,” Lisbeth agreed. “I remember when just getting you out of bed would require a couple of days of recovery.”

Villy huffed at that. “Yeah, it’s amazing what proper medical treatment and food can do for a person.” His easygoing smile faded a bit, and Lisbeth braced herself for him to ask her to move in with him again, but he went in an entirely different direction. “I… I can’t help but wonder how many other sick kids are in the same boat. How having just a little money and medicine would literally save their lives.”

Lisbeth knew she shouldn’t say what she wanted to say, and yet the words were coming out of her mouth anyway. “You remember Feyodar, right?”

“Feydo…fey… Right! Feyodar!” Villy’s grin was so broad and bright, she wondered if she should feel bad for how she was going to ruin that smile, but she didn’t. No, if anything, she felt angry. Villy couldn’t help what happened with his father, but at the same time, it was hard not to resent how he’d just been whisked right out of the poverty he had been a part of and never really looked back. “He was a right lad, always a funny one. Where did he end up going? Did his mother finally come ‘round?”

“No. He died, Villy. Caught this fever that we couldn’t keep down no matter how much we tried. We spent all the spare gold we had on medicine, and that was when Solomiya first shaved her head to sell her hair, but it wasn’t enough. He died exhausted and in pain.”

“Gods, Lisbeth I… I didn’t know.”

“And you remember Eva, right?”

“Lisbeth, why are you doing this?”

“She died of some sort of infection. We don’t know if it was from a tooth or a cut she got, but her body just couldn’t fight it. Again, we tried everything, and Katyana called in some favors with Mads, but we ran through all the supplies that she could spare.”

Villy shifted uncomfortably, the pleasant atmosphere of the moment shattered between them. It was probably rude of her to do what she was doing, but she didn’t feel bad about it. Not at all. Feyodar and Eva deserved to be remembered. Every single child in Kyerchov who died because of greed or idiocy deserved so much.

They deserved to live.

“Why are you telling me all of this, Lissy?”

“Because you need to know. There are so many sick kids who will never get the opportunity you got, and a lot of them will die because of it. It’s something you need to remember, because if you allow yourself to forget it, you become just like the same nobles we’ve always hated.”

Lisbeth delivered every single one of her words deliberately, but it was because she believed them. Right down to her soul. She was very glad Villy was still largely the same boy that she’d always known, but she was also keenly aware of how quickly that could change. Money and ease did strange things to people.

“I…”

“I know you’re still a kid now, just like me, but soon, you’re gonna be a man. Then, you’re gonna be the Lord Maelfic. If you wanted, you could make some real change.”

She had been worried that Villy would get defensive, because she had essentially turned a fun trip to her home into a serious conversation about the inequality in Kyerchov.

Lisbeth knew that some would consider her banging on and on about it to be quite self-righteous, but she just didn’t understand why it couldn’t be better. There was no reason for some to have so much while others had so little. Wouldn’t the entire city be better if everyone had enough to eat? It wasn’t like the nobles wouldn’t have enough food. They would still have plenty. Just slightly less plenty. Hardly even enough to notice.

“I know that you’re right. I am the heir apparent for my entire family name, but sometimes, it still feels so surreal that I just don’t know what to do. I don’t belong to the slums anymore, but I don’t really belong to the noble circles either. I feel caught between what I was and what I’m supposed to be, and other than helping you, I don’t really know what to do.”

“You can do what you’re doing for me, but with others. Give out food. Medicine. Maybe have a couple of your servants patrol for possible people you could help since I know you can’t exactly walk the streets around here on your own offering people money.”

Villy let out a pondering sound, his arm coming up to rest across Lisbeth’s shoulders. “That’s not a half-bad idea. I’ll need to move a bit slowly, to make sure my father doesn’t get wind of anything, but I suppose something is better than nothing, right?”

“Your something would mean a whole lot to a penniless, sick orphan. Remember before I started scrapping, how someone giving me a single copper could make a difference in whether we were so hungry we felt sick or just regular hungry?”

“…yeah, I remember.”

The conversation definitely faded at that, but Lisbeth felt bolstered. Her family was finally relatively set financially, at least for Upper Kyerchov standards. They had connections to Mads the apothecary and Villy’s family fortune that they hadn’t had before, Lady was recovering, and everyone had accepted Flit. Helping others in the slums would be the perfect topping to it all. While Lisbeth was certainly enjoying the change in her fortune, knowing that others were benefiting as well made it much better.

It couldn’t all be doom and gloom forever, though, especially with Flit being the goofy little thing that she was. Eventually, she woke up from her mini-nap and crawled from Lisbeth’s lap. She climbed up Villy’s shirt and tried to burrow into his thick, sandy brown hair. That broke the tension, and the two laughed, allowing the mood to shift back into the positive until Villy left.

Lisbeth walked with him, of course, taking him all the way to the lifts where she found two guards from his family waiting for him. Ah, that explained how he’d gotten as far as he did without being bothered.

“See you around?” Villy asked, giving her lingering sort of hug. Despite his smile, she could tell that her words still weighed heavily on him.

“See you around,” Lisbeth confirmed, feeling much better about the future. Things really were looking up lately.

She would just have to be especially careful that she didn’t end up ruining that.
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TRIP AT THE FINISH LINE


Easy was dangerous. That was something Katyana had taught Lisbeth since she was a wee little thing, and she had committed it to her memory, but as the days passed, she began to forget.

Life was blending into a pleasant stream of normal happenings. There were no crises, no sudden illnesses, no attacks, and no robberies. Nothing went awry, and there weren’t any animal deaths or sudden failures of the meager crops they were able to grow around the boardinghouse.

In fact, Lisbeth was able to buy the supplies to build more of a fungi-light setup to support an entire new garden bed. She bought it piecemeal, just in case she was being watched, and set it up a little each day. It would take a month or more to get any actual food from it, but just having it was a huge boon.

With everything going so positively, it was easy to forget to be careful. To smile too much and not be quite as aware as she should be. It was going to get her in trouble, so every time she remembered, she’d try to put herself back into her survival mindset, but it was harder to get back into now than it had been before.

“Hey, it’s almost basket time,” Lisbeth reminded Flit as she crawled all over the port leading back into Kyerchov, excited about their successful haul. Lisbeth hadn’t used any of the caches she’d hidden since she was energized and her scanner said there weren’t any other life signs around, so she went back to the shed and got a bit more. Nothing too big, since technically her family didn’t need any money, and wasn’t that a wild situation to be in?

It was still always best to prepare for a rainy day, though, and Lisbeth was feeling particularly ambitious. She wanted to expand the chicken coop, stock up on some feed alternatives, and maybe even build another garden bed if she could. That way, even if their luck suddenly changed, they’d have a system built in to carry them through to better times.

It really was amazing how just a little extra was changing their entire lives. The gold Lisbeth had been given by her father, by Villy, by her scrapping, was a pittance compared to what the nobles spent—it wouldn’t even cover one of their fancy parties—and yet it had changed her life just as much as having Flit did.

“Hey, you know the rules. You get to roam out in the ruins, but once we’re down the wall, you have to hide.”

Flip chirped at her, which sounded an awful lot like backtalk. After another week together, her little friend had definitely come even more into her personality, which was about ninety percent sass, one hundred percent hungry, and forty percent sweetheart. Lisbeth knew that math didn’t check out, but it was still true. The hatchling was chock full of personality.

As far as she could tell from Lady, that wasn’t entirely unusual for most hatchlings. When they felt safe, they pushed boundaries and explored, sometimes even acting a bit bratty as they figured out the world.

Lisbeth couldn’t really blame them, and honestly, human babies would probably be a lot more entertaining if they could do more than stare, cry, and mess themselves. Not that she would know. She couldn’t remember the last person in Upper Kyerchov who had a baby on purpose. That was for the folks in middle and Lower Kyerchov.

“I know it’s not ideal, but we gotta make the most of your ability to hide in a bag while you’re able.”

Although communication with Lady was still a little shaky, Lisbeth had learned that it wasn’t likely for Flit to stay so small forever. She definitely wasn’t going to be a hulking dragon, like the ones from Lisbeth’s dreams, but she would eventually be ridable.

That idea was absolutely insane to Lisbeth. Her tiny Flit, who could still sit comfortably in the palm of her hand, growing big enough for her to fly around on. Not that she would ever get the chance. Even if she was able to hide her buddy up until she was grown, it wasn’t like they could fly around the caves. If the stalactites didn’t get them, someone with a crossbow would.

That was a worry for future Lisbeth. At the moment, she just needed to get to Lyric and get a couple of silver pieces to hide under the bedroll until she could go out and get the supplies she needed to make the improvements to the boardinghouse.

Maybe, just maybe, if she got really ahead, she’d go to Middle Kyerchov and buy paint to freshen up the outside of the building. She would need to talk to Katyana first, of course. The woman had a reputation that kept them safe, for the most part, but there was a fine line between being considered too much trouble for the amount of fight and making themselves a spectacle worthy of risking death to rob.

Whistling to herself, Lisbeth made it down the rock wall and let out the particular whistle she’d trained Flit to know meant it was basket time. Although the little dragon was still chittering in objection, she listened, clambering down from Lisbeth’s shoulder and curling up in the basket that had most definitely become hers and only hers.

It would be a sad day when she eventually outgrew it, but considering that the hatchling had barely gained an inch in the month since she’d emerged from her egg, that was a long time off.

Lisbeth made it all that way to Lyric’s without any issue, trading the bits she had for five silver pieces and two coppers. It was probably risky of her that she’d gone all the way to the trader’s shop with Flit still in her bag, but the tiny dragon seemed to understand that when she was within her basket and outside of the room, she needed to be deathly silent.

“You’ve been so good today,” Lisbeth murmured as she strolled along, turning over the glow solenoid—or whatever Lyric had called it—in her hands. “When we get home, I’m going to give you the biggest treat.”

Maybe Flit replied, her sound muffled by the bag, but Lisbeth didn’t quite catch it. Mostly because she heard a footstep that was a bit too high to be on the street with her and suddenly, all her senses were on the highest alert.

She didn’t pause, because pausing would be a dead giveaway that she was wise to someone being on her tail, but Lisbeth did duck her head and concentrate, trying to focus on everything around her.

Suddenly, she was aware of far too many sets of steps around her. Some just barely on the edge of her hearing, some above her, some perhaps a single street over. She was being followed, she was certain of it.

Blast, she’d gotten so careless! She knew she needed to be careful, and yet she was walking around the edge between middle and Upper Kyerchov with her goods out in the open and just chitchatting like everything was hunky-dory. Had she suddenly turned into an idiot? It felt like it.

What to do? What to do? Lisbeth’s mind began to mentally map out everything she knew about the area. She wasn’t the most familiar with it, but like many parts of Kyerchov, she had a general idea of which way would lead her home.

All she had to do was get close enough to the boardinghouse and she was likely to be left alone. Sure, it would be leading whoever was following her to the place where she laid her head at night, but she just had to hope that Katyana’s reputation proceeded her.

The footsteps began to speed up, and Lisbeth knew they were trying to pincer her in. She had to decide what to do, and fast, before she ended up surrounded.

“Hold on, Flit,” Lisbeth murmured, feeling like her heart was in her throat. “And stay quiet.”

With one last journey through her mental map, Lisbeth took a deep, steadying breath and darted to the side, ducking into the narrow gap between two buildings.

The result was almost immediate. She heard a couple of shouts, and the footsteps surged toward her. Whoever was following her knew that she was onto them.

That meant the chase was on.

Lisbeth wasn’t stupid enough to erupt onto the side street that the gap between the buildings opened onto. After all, she was already pretty sure she’d heard a set of footsteps there. There was almost certainly an aggressor waiting for her, no doubt gloating at the idea she was about to fall right into their lap.

No, Lisbeth knew better, so she used the mushroom box just below the window to her right to boost herself up onto the lattice of one of the buildings and climb onto the flat roof.

It was a lower level of a much taller building, and Lisbeth wasn’t surprised to pull herself onto a small garden. Folks in Middle Kyerchov often had setups that weren’t possible in the slums. Partially because they had access to better equipment, partially because their buildings could stand the weight of larger garden beds, but mostly because they had the extra space.

Although Lisbeth’s gaze landed longingly on a gourd sitting on a vine just a few feet away from her, she hurried along, racing across the garden and leaping onto the side of the next building.

She couldn’t be certain, but she was pretty sure that she heard more shouts and footsteps below. Had they already spotted her? Or were they looking for where she had gone to? Lisbeth certainly hoped it was the latter, but she wasn’t going to stick around to find out either way. She needed to put as much distance between herself and her pursuers as possible.

This time, there was no lattice to climb up, however, which would have been far more convenient. Instead, Lisbeth crashed into and caught onto one of the thick, copper pipes that moved water from the reservoir to certain wells within Middle Kyerchov. The upper levels had no such thing, of course. The excuse was that the slums were far too high and took way too much material to get the water up, but everyone knew the real reason was that the royals and everyone else in power thought it would be a waste of money to make life in the slums easier.

Lisbeth was also pretty sure that whoever ran the service that carted water from the middle of the caves to the upper had probably paid some people off. It made sense. Pipes would put those carts and their owners out of business.

Ugh, why did everything have to always come back to money? Even running for her life, the need for more always permeated everything.

Clambering up the surprisingly warm pipe, Lisbeth pulled herself up onto another roof and allowed herself only a few beats to catch her breath. She wasn’t anywhere near the lift that went from close by Villy’s manor to the upper districts, but she was near the cable basket that could take her from the edge of Middle Kyerchov to the eastern chunk of her levels of the cave. It would still be quite a distance from the boardinghouse, but at least it would get her into much more familiar territory. While Lisbeth was fairly good at improvisational escape, as she liked to call it, she would gain much more ground on streets where she knew every nook and cranny.

With a new destination in mind, Lisbeth raced across the roof, skidding to a halt when she realized that she’d reached the end of a block.

Drat.

There wasn’t the largest gap she’d ever jumped in front of her, but it was pretty sizable. If she fell… Well, whoever was following her wasn’t likely to give her time to get away and find a healer. Or reset her bones.

A disgruntled squawk came from her bag, and Lisbeth hurriedly let out what she hoped was a soothing sound. “I know, I know, but I promise that we’ll be home soon. This wasn’t supposed to work out this way.”

There was only one option, however. Lisbeth couldn’t let whoever was following her possibly catch sight of Flit. By the ancestors, if they were after her now, it would be so much worse if they thought she had something as valuable as a rare animal species on her, let alone a dragon.

“Here goes nothing,” Lisbeth muttered, taking several steps back before running for the edge. She knew she couldn’t hesitate, couldn’t hold herself back. She just had to fling herself with everything she had to make the gap.

For a moment, she floated through the air, detached from everything. It was as exhilarating as it was terrifying, her body completely released from all the forces that usually weighed her down.

Was this what it was like to fly? Perhaps she’d find out one day, if she and Flit both lived long enough to actually take to the skies together…and actually have skies to take to. Unfortunately, that would involve venturing out into the Void, which was a monumental task all on its own.

It would have been nice to stay in that moment, Lisbeth thought. Where there were no worries about where she was going to run or how she was going to get away. Just the experience of the moment.

But that could only last for so long before the opposite roof came hurtling toward her. Lisbeth braced herself, readying to tuck into a ball, but as she rushed nearer, she realized that she was a bit too short to land how she wanted.

Oh, this was going to hurt.

Lisbeth took another deep breath, knowing that it was about to be knocked out of her, and stretched her arms over her head while also trying to go limp. It would make catching onto the edge more difficult, but it would stop her impact from possibly causing further damage. The last thing she wanted was to slam into the wall and possibly break a rib. It would be pretty hard to haul herself up to safety if she did that.

All of that happened within a blink. One moment, she was sailing toward her destination, and the next, she was slamming full force into the side of the building. As she expected, it drove the breath out of her body, but she let all of it go in one big rush. Hands scrambling, she just barely managed to grasp onto the ledge, clamping down with all she had.

The move jolted her shoulder, hard, and forced a scream out of her mouth that no doubt alerted anyone close to where she was. But Lisbeth managed to keep her hold despite the pain and swung herself to the side so her other hand could grab onto the ledge too.

Not for the first time, Lisbeth was grateful for her small stature. She was sure that if she was strong, solid, and muscled like Katyana that she would be too heavy for both her jump and to haul herself up to the lip of the roof. But, as it was, her tiny frame came in handy.

Pulling her legs up so that she could place her feet against the wall, Lisbeth walked herself up higher, higher, then a bit higher until she could push herself up in a sort of half-jump that allowed her to get her entire arm onto the roof, the edge of it pressing into her armpits. She lost a few moments of scrambling but eventually managed to get her upper body on, then her waist, and finally, she dragged herself the rest of the way.

“I’m getting too old for this,” she murmured to herself. She may have only been the ripe old age of fifteen cycles within the cave, but she was pretty sure that she had enough injuries for her body to be almost Katyana’s age.

One moment to catch her breath was all she allowed before she forced herself to her feet again. Once she was steady, she noticed that Flit’s head was sticking out of both basket and bag, worry evident on her scaled features.

“Hey, it’s okay. You gotta get back in there, though. It’s not safe.”

Another squawk of protest, but it was muffled as Lisbeth hastily pushed the hatchling down and refastened her bag. They would be home soon. Flit would be safe, and Lisbeth would never make such a stupid mistake again.

She just needed to get to the transport between levels, and she would pretty much be in the clear.

Glancing around to make sure none of her pursuers were directly below her, Lisbeth made her way down the building, going from window ledge to window ledge, until she found a balcony she could leap down to, then a ladder going down to the street. Once she was on the ground, it was easier to dart this way and that, always trying to stay out of anyone’s direct line of sight.

For a moment, it really seemed like she was going to make it. She could see the cable-car approaching between houses and a way to it that was clear. Either she had lost her tail completely or they were too far behind to catch up with her.

She’d gotten lucky. The whole situation could have turned out a lot worse than a potentially dislocated shoulder and a bruised side. Life had gotten her off easy with its lesson, and she wasn’t going to take it for granted.

Lisbeth internally let out a little prayer of thankfulness as she rushed out from between some houses and right toward the car’s landing area. She half-expected a crew to be there waiting for her, but no, there was just the thick, gray smoke that always came from the transport and two other people waiting—a little old gentleman and a young woman who looked maybe a year or two older than Lisbeth. Perhaps someone from Upper Kyerchov who had managed to get an apprenticeship in the middle or lower district?

Heaving a sigh of relief, Lisbeth allowed herself to slow to a stop just a few feet away from where the cable-car would stop, chest heaving. She couldn’t believe she’d made it.

“Don’t worry, Flit,” Lisbeth whispered, trying to calm herself and not look suspicious. “We’re almost home.”

The cable-car finally arrived, and the doors began to slide open. Lisbeth stepped forward, ready to be done with the day, but she stopped short when she realized several passengers were getting off. It was only polite to let them through first, so she took a step back to make way for them.

Only to recognize one passenger mid-step.

Victor.

And he wasn’t alone. She recognized the people directly on either side of him but not the other two. They were all armed, a couple with metal tools, a couple with bludgeons of wood, and Victor himself with what looked like an actual dagger.

Lisbeth was in trouble.

She’d nearly been beaten to death the last time they’d caught her out, and if it hadn’t been for the intervention of Watchman Davis, Lisbeth probably wouldn’t still be amongst the land of the living. If they had lethal weaponry now… Well, it didn’t bode well for her.

“Victor,” Lisbeth said, holding her hands up. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Been looking for ya, orphan,” he said, sauntering forward. The other two citizens knew better than to stick around and sped off, leaving Lisbeth completely alone. She understood why they’d split, yet she couldn’t help but wish that they’d had the compunction to help be the hero for the day.

Lisbeth was probably going to die, and it was all her fault. She’d been careless and let her guard down, all because she’d gotten too carried away with the soft life.

Unfortunate.

But Lisbeth wasn’t going to go down without swinging. Or in this case, running as far away as she could as quickly as she could. Spinning on her heel, she lunged forward to take off, only to pull up short as four more roughly dressed people with weapons emerged from the same line of houses that Lisbeth had burst out of.

That did not bode well.

“Listen,” Lisbeth said, pulling her coin purse off of her belt. There was hardly anything in it, and she’d trade it several times over to be safe. “There’s no need for this to be ugly. We got off on the wrong foot, but that doesn’t mean it has to stay that way. Here!” She tossed the coin bag at the gang member closest to her, and his arm automatically shot out to catch it. That was exactly what Lisbeth hoped for and she rushed him, ramming her shoulder right into his side where it should hurt his ribs quite a bit, then using his shoulder to vault herself up to catch the bottom of a street banner.

“Are you kidding me!?” Victor shouted behind her. Perhaps it should have brought Lisbeth some satisfaction, but she was too panicked out of her mind. She needed to get away. She needed to get to safety. Flit was counting on her.

Lisbeth clambered up the banner and then used its chain to swing to the closest window. She fully intended to stop on the ledge and pull herself back to the rooftops where she could get the lay of the land, but her momentum was all wrong. She realized that she was going to be landing against the window rather than in front of it.

Sard it!

She hit the glass full force and crashed through in a shower of glistening shards. The flecks bit at her hands and face, and were none to pleasant to land on, but Lisbeth forced herself to keep rolling.

“What the⁠—”

“Who are you!? We don’t have any money!”

Lisbeth shook her head and pushed herself shakily to her feet to see that she was in a very small study. It had nothing on her father’s specialized room, but there were two bookshelves and a sturdy desk, as well as a pair of young women.

“Not here to rob you,” Lisbeth said, and both of the alarmed girls did look relieved. No doubt they saw just how tiny Lisbeth was and weren’t exactly intimidated by all four-feet-something-inches of her. “Need to run. Where’s the quickest way to the roof?”

They pointed, and Lisbeth gave them the closest approximation of a bow that she could handle. “Apologies for the window.”

With that, she was off, racing out the door and up the small staircase to what looked like an attic door. Precious seconds passed as Lisbeth had to pull on the ring-shaped handle and yank the opening down, then the ladder attached to it.

At least once she was safely inside the attic, she could pull the ladder up and close the entryway. There was a chance, an ever-so-slight chance, that she would lose her pursuers by going through the attic, so she was going to do her best to make sure that happened.

Once she was sure it was closed and locked with one of the rusted latches she’d spotted in the dim light, she raced for the small window that she could see the light of the street lanterns streaming through.

Praying that the window wouldn’t be as rusted as the latches were, Lisbeth tried to throw it open. It did give an unearthly sort of shriek, but it begrudgingly opened, allowing Lisbeth to clamber out on the building’s side paneling and scramble onto the roof.

“There she is!”

Lisbeth glanced down to see only two of the gang members standing outside of the building she was on top of. That either meant the rest had scattered, or what was more likely, they were already inside of the house.

Lisbeth’s money was on the latter, except her money was in the hands of one of the gang members. She’d hoped that would get them to lose their interest, but no, it seemed Victor’s vitriol toward her was personal.

Great. Just great.

Looking around, Lisbeth picked the direction that she was pretty sure would lead her to the main lift to Upper Kyerchov. It would be busy, which would definitely help her, but it was far. Much farther than she was comfortable trying to run with so many after her, but what choice did she have? It was either flee or fight directly, and fighting directly was a sure recipe for death.

It wouldn’t just be her death, either. It was potentially Flit’s as well, and potentially the lives of everyone else in the boardinghouse, depending on if Victor and his friends thought there were more riches or dragons hidden there. He’d already made it quite clear that he held no love for Katyana, so it probably wouldn’t take much to convince him to enact violence on the entire household.

All of it, everything that Lisbeth had built since her fateful discovery of the shack stuffed full of riches, could come crumbling down because she’d gotten sloppy.

Cursing herself internally, Lisbeth did another running jump to the next roof. This one she managed to land without any drama, successfully tucking herself into a roll—albeit an awkward one to avoid crushing the bag and basket with Flit in it—before popping to her feet and starting the launch to the next flat surface.

She’d made it all the way to the end of the block when she heard something that sounded like wood splintering. Glancing behind her, she saw several more thugs pour onto the first roof she’d first climbed onto, albeit from an actual entrance instead of the window. They must have broken their way into the attic only to find that she wasn’t there. Either that or they’d managed to hear their other members yelling from the street and had course-corrected.

Either way, Lisbeth was encouraged by the distance and made her way back down to the ground once again. This time, she kept her eyes peeled for anything that could be interpreted as an attack, rolling under a passing cart and grabbing its axle. Most would be far too close to the ground for people to hitch a ride in such a way, but Lisbeth had learned from experience that if she drew herself up as close to the body as she could, she would be able to ride out of sight and without scraping against the ground.

Heart still thundering in her chest, Lisbeth rode the thing in what she was pretty sure was the correct direction, taking her much further toward the lift. Once again, she found herself hoping that she’d lost her trail, although anyone with half a brain would know where she was headed.

What other choice did she have? She needed to get to Upper Kyerchov, and there were really only two ways that wouldn’t make her a sitting duck to any attackers—the cable-car and the lift. The four or so stairways carved into the rocks were much too far out of the way and would be incredibly easy to pincer her on.

…then again, what if she didn’t do the obvious?

Victor had been a street urchin longer than Lisbeth. He had to know that she was heading for the lift…so what if she didn’t head there at all? What if she somehow managed to circle back and take the original cable-car they’d come off of to surprise her?

Surely, they wouldn’t expect that. To do so, she’d have to sneak past them, and that would be crazy. But they didn’t understand what Lisbeth was capable of or what she was willing to do to make sure her dragon and her family were safe.

The only issue was that she was very much not going the correct direction.

That wasn’t the end of the world, not by a long shot. Instead, Lisbeth continued to hold onto the cart, even though her arms and legs ached, until it arrived at its destination. Several pairs of feet surrounded the small transport, lifting boxes off it until it was completely empty. Lisbeth took the moments between their presence to attach her belt to the center support of the cart and hook the heels of her shoes in as well, giving her muscles a break, then she prepared for the ride all the way back to where the cart had come from.

The whole trip was actually relatively fast, considering that Middle Kyerchov had much more traffic than Upper Kyerchov did. In less than an hour, Lisbeth was being trundled past the same block the cable-car was at.

Body aching, she hurriedly unbuckled her belt and unhooked her heels, letting herself fall to the ground. Not for the first time that day, her breath was knocked out of her, but she ignored the uncomfortable sensation to roll out from under the cart, making sure she didn’t get caught in the wheels. That would certainly be an anticlimactic end to her escape.

Once she was out of danger of being crushed, Lisbeth popped back to her feet and darted into the closest cluster of reiszhi bushes—a pretty, antler-like fungi known for their medicinal uses as well as the pretty, violet flowers that grew along their umber antlers. Once she was sure she was relatively obscured from sight, she scanned the area to make sure that it was safe.

At first glance, she couldn’t see anyone from the gang, or even random strangers carrying weapons. That boded well, but she couldn’t assume that she would see them right off the bat. She needed to be quick but careful.

That was fine. She was paying the price for being careless, after all. She wasn’t going to complain about putting in a little extra effort, as long as she actually got to escape.

A concerned, borderline angry sound issued from her bag, and Lisbeth risked opening the flap to see that Flit had chewed through the lid of her basket and was glaring at Lisbeth quite heatedly.

“Hey, I’m sorry, little one. This day hasn’t exactly gone how I’ve planned either. But it’s gonna be okay. I promise to get you home safe, and you can complain to Solomiya all you want about how I messed up, okay?”

Lisbeth couldn’t quite help the bitterness into her tone. She really was quite upset with herself and how she’d gotten into so much trouble by being an idiot, but she was so busy surviving that she didn’t really have the time or energy to deal with it. She was sure that if she was lucky enough to end up safe and sound within her room, she would beat herself up over it for hours, but for the moment, she had to concentrate.

She was glad she’d taken the moment to collect herself and make sure the coast was clear, because she heard somewhat familiar voices coming toward her.

Looked like it was right back up to the roofs.

Maybe it was silly for Lisbeth to rely on running across the tops of structures and her ability to climb quickly, but it was a skill that had gotten her out of plenty of messes. Most people didn’t tend to look up, and those who did usually didn’t have the same knowledge of buildings’ layouts or how to properly utilize the differences in their setups.

So up she went, clambering up the water pipe and following the voices, albeit from twenty or so feet up. She made sure to keep her body low to the tiled roofs, ducking behind cover whenever she could, until finally the two turned away from her route back to the cable-car.

Lisbeth waited a solid handful of minutes before budging from her hiding spot, creeping out and once more looking this way and that. Only when she was completely certain that there was no one else waiting for her did she stand to make her exit down to the ground.

Only for her leg to be knocked out from under her.

Lisbeth screamed, and her body pitched forward. Mind spinning, her hands scrambled for some sort of hold, barely catching onto the lip of the roof as the rest of her went over the side.

“Gods!” Lisbeth shouted without even thinking, feeling like her entire leg was on fire. Looking down, she realized that there was a crossbow bolt sticking right out of her calf. “That… That can’t be real!”

But it was, and the sweat from her efforts along with the spinning of her head made her grip slip just enough that she knew that she wasn’t going to be able to hold on for much longer. As hard as she had tried, as sure as she had been that the coast was clear, she’d made another egregious error.

This one was definitely going to get her killed.

Another crossbow bolt went sailing past her, and this time, Lisbeth was able to see where it came from. On the balcony of a building just across from the one she’d burst into stood Victor, already loading another bolt into his weapon.

Where he’d gotten one, Lisbeth had no idea. Crossbows were expensive and often only a weapon for either watchmen or nobles who had access to the luxurious hunting caves that no orphan had ever seen.

Lisbeth had a choice. She could fall and try to diminish the damage of it as best she could, she could try to haul herself up, or she could just hang there and hope Victor kept missing. After all, it wasn’t like he was trained for the weapon. Not really…

The third one wasn’t really an option. Even if he missed every shot, he’d eventually call reinforcements, and Lisbeth was pretty sure she couldn’t hold on for that long anyways. She’d reached her limit, or close to it, even with the adrenaline from being injured as she was.

She’d messed up, and in a way that she wasn’t sure she could recover from. But if she fell to the ground on her terms, maybe she would have just enough time to hide her bag. Maybe Flit could get away and find her way home to Lady, who would no doubt take much better care of her than Lisbeth could.

Seconds dragged by as if they were their own years, and as they passed, falling seemed more and more like her only choice. It was going to hurt, and it was going to hurt badly, but it would give her the best chance to be proactive about her fate.

Lisbeth drew in a long draft of air, trying to relax her body once more, and then she let go.
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FALLING FURTHER


There was a stark difference between hurtling between two buildings, suspended in air as she traveled, and the gut-churning drop off the side of the building knowing impact was right below her. Lisbeth did her best to relax into it, only using her muscles at the last moment to pitch herself forward into a roll that would hopefully kill most of her momentum.

It…kind of worked.

She managed not to hit that hard, a sharp crack of pain across the balls of her feet as she was already throwing herself into her tuck, but the force of everything had her going into the forward roll much faster than she normally would and with much more force. As a result, she came out of it fast and hard, slamming her injured calf into the ground.

“Sard it!” Lisbeth cried out, wanting to clutch her leg and roll around until it stopped feeling like it was both on fire and going to explode. All of her instincts were begging her to rip out the foreign body sticking through the muscle, but she knew better. That bolt was hurting her, yes, but it was also what was keeping her blood inside, and she desperately needed every ounce of it.

Lisbeth tried to stumble to her feet, but her body just wasn’t cooperating. It was like her mind and body were completely disconnected, listening to two different orders that were completely opposed to each other.

Flit!

Had she gotten hurt in the fall? Lisbeth had tried her best to throw herself into her tumble correctly, but what if her dragon had gotten partially under her or been squished to her side?

Suddenly filled with a cold, sickly sort of fear, Lisbeth’s hand went to her bag, terrified of the absolute worst possibility. Relief flooded her a moment later when she felt movement against her palm and heard a concerned chirp.

Lisbeth wished that she could just open the flap and comfort her scaled friend—apologize for the very rough ride and tell her that everything would be alright—but Lisbeth didn’t know that everything would be alright. At the moment, things were very much looking like the opposite.

“Be good just a little longer,” she whispered, gripping onto the closest lamp post and hauling herself up. “I’m gonna get you to safety no matter what.”

A bold promise, especially when another crossbow bolt plinked off the very post she was holding onto. Lisbeth jerked back from it. Naturally, with her injury, she was unsteady on her feet and ended up stumbling right onto her behind again.

So much for getting up on her feet.

At least Lisbeth was able to keep her wits up enough to roll out of direct line of sight in the street, tucking herself up against some supply crates just outside of the alley between two buildings. She pressed herself to the wall as best she could, using the storage boxes to haul herself up to her feet again.

It was difficult to stay still, to center her breathing as much as she could, but Lisbeth closed her eyes and just listened, knowing that either Victor or one of his friends would soon be approaching. For all the smarts they had about traveling and attacking in numbers, Lisbeth had observed that they didn’t seem to know what it was like to fight against opponents who were all bigger and stronger than themselves.

That would always be the biggest flaw of bullies like Victor. They counted on having all the strength and being able to overwhelm their opponents. Lisbeth was used to being smaller. Weaker. To having to find every advantage possible and milking it for all it was worth. She would fight tooth and nail when backed into a corner, and she was very much backed into a corner.

She heard the footsteps a beat later. Two sets, but both a bit too heavy to be Victor, she was pretty sure. But heavy was good, because it meant they were likely the bigger, stronger males in the group. Although it was a low blow, quite literally, Lisbeth knew how to bring down men when she had surprise on her side.

Waiting until the last possible second, Lisbeth threw herself into yet another roll forward once she heard the footsteps hit the right spot. She knew her shoulders and neck were going to radiate pain for the next few days, possibly debilitatingly so, but at least the pain would mean that she was alive.

She came to a stop on her knees right in front of the young men, who were clearly just as surprised to see her as she was that her move had actually worked, but Lisbeth didn’t let that shock go to waste. Curling her fists, she slammed them up and forward as hard as she could right into both man’s crotches.

The curses they let out were entirely reasonable. It was a dirty move, but there was no such thing as fighting clean when in a battle for one’s life.

One of her attackers went down to his knees, dropping the plank of wood he’d been carrying, and the other outright fell, groaning and rolling while he cupped himself. Grabbing the wood plank, Lisbeth used two hands to slam it across the head of the kneeling one then right over the middle of the second one.

“Leave! Me! Alone!” she cried raggedly. The first one collapsed to the ground fully, laying still, but the second one was still moving, still capable of getting up.

That wouldn’t do.

Not for the first time even in that day, Lisbeth felt a strange coldness come over her. An icy sort of force that had teeth. It bit into every part of her, right down to her soul, and for a moment, she was disconnected from her own humanity. She wasn’t a girl just trying to get away, she was angry and hurt and so sick of having to be scared.

It all bubbled within her, sharp and freezing, as she hit the second attacker across the midsection again. Then again. Then cracked him across the face. She was getting lost in the violence of it, her blood singing for more.

For revenge.

An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth may make the world go blind and mute, but for a brief moment, Lisbeth let herself tumble into the dark that always felt like it was waiting just behind her civility.

Perhaps the scariest thing was that it felt so good. All the uncertainty that usually bubbled inside her, all that energy that went into deciding what was the most advantageous, the part that was always looking out for any threat and imagining a dozen different escape plans, was suddenly channeled into something that felt so much better. Something vitriolic and vicious in a way Lisbeth never knew she could be.

It should have terrified her, but it didn’t. She was drowning in her own bloodlust, and it wasn’t a feeling she was used to. It was wrong, she knew that much as she slammed the wood into the young man again, but she didn’t stop.

No, she didn’t stop until someone grabbed her from behind in a crushing hold, lifting her off her feet. Lisbeth let out a scream she didn’t know she was capable of, kicking with her good leg.

“Would you stop, you little street rat!” the person cried, and Lisbeth vaguely recognized it as one of the solid women in the group. She’d been armed with a metal pipe earlier, but her hold told Lisbeth that she didn’t have it now, which was a boon to Lisbeth.

“No!” Lisbeth screamed, feeling feral in a way she hadn’t in a long while, if ever. She was unhinged, and so incredibly tired.

Snapping her head back, Lisbeth heard a satisfying crunch and then a stream of curses. She was dropped, but her leg gave out from under her, having her listing to the side. Rather than fight it, Lisbeth went with it, ending up on her back yet again.

A sharp yelp came from her bag, and Lisbeth’s anger surged that much more. She was going to a place within that she had never been before, and that rocketed her to an entirely different level. Lifting her good leg, she slammed it right into the woman’s crotch as hard as she could. It wouldn’t hurt her as much as it would a man, but she knew from experience that it still was incredibly uncomfortable.

“You little urchin!” The woman cursed, stumbling back. Lisbeth just responded by grabbing her dropped plank of wood and slamming it into the woman’s knuckles where she was trying to protect herself. Then into her head.

The woman fell back much like Lisbeth had, trying to push herself further away. The young orphan followed her, body functioning without her direct input. She didn’t really know what she was doing until she was leaning over her panicked attacker.

“Doesn’t feel very good, does it?” Lisbeth heard herself hiss, voice thick with anger and malice. “You’re beaten right now, right? You want nothing more than to get away and lick your wounds, to live another day, right?”

Lisbeth slammed the wood into the woman’s shin—not a grievous injury, but one that hurt—and naturally, the gang member shrieked and continued to try to crawl backwards. Lisbeth wished she could say that she didn’t find great satisfaction in her opponent’s pain, but she did. It felt good that the shoe was on the other foot.

“Now tell me, if you were in my position, and I was the one on the ground, would you give me any mercy?”

The woman—although really, she was a girl barely a couple of years older than Lisbeth—shook her head. Her eyes were shining brightly with unshed tears and for a moment, it seemed very much that she thought she was going to die.

But that shred of acknowledgement, that honesty about if Lisbeth was the one on the ground, brought her back from the awful place she’d let herself sink to.

“Then remember that,” Lisbeth said, straightening and taking a step away. “We keep acting like this and eventually, all of us will be dead.”

Lisbeth fully intended to walk away, but suddenly, the woman grabbed her belt and yanked Lisbeth right off her feet. She was about to spit a litany of insults when a crossbow bolt sailed right over her prone body, burying itself in the bush just beyond where she and the woman were laying.

Oh…

“Thank you,” Lisbeth breathed before heaving herself to her feet yet again. “I won’t forget that.”

Perhaps it was a sign that there was hope, or perhaps it was just a fluke of kindness from another girl who had clearly been caught up in a situation bigger than herself. All Lisbeth knew was that she was covered in sweat, delirious from her rage and her pain, and she still had a madman with a crossbow intent on killing her.

Looking down the street, she saw that Victor had climbed down from the balcony and was rapidly approaching, crossbow already loaded again. He was getting quicker at that, which was great for him but not so much for Lisbeth. His quiver hung by his side, and Lisbeth was relieved that he only had three arrows left. She just had to survive four more shots. Four shots and then the greatest threat to her would be dealt with.

One thing at a time. That was how she was going to survive. Although she had been so sure that she was going to die before, now she wasn’t. Now it felt like there was a chance she could walk—er, limp—away as long as she played her cards right.

It could also go just as easily in the other direction if she didn’t play them right, however. Her life was on a tightrope that she wasn’t sure she could navigate, but she was going to give it her all.

Lisbeth waited until Victor raised the crossbow, still marching forward. Her entire body was screaming at her to run, run, run! But that was certain death. She couldn’t outpace a crossbow normally and certainly wouldn’t be able to with the bolt sticking through her calf.

So she waited, staring down Victor in those cruel eyes of his. She waited until his finger was squeezing the trigger.

The moment she saw that muscle in his hand tense, she dove to the side, not quite managing to tuck herself in a neat forward roll but still managing to end up in the gap between buildings.

Three left.

This time, however, she didn’t hide behind the boxes. No, while she was out of sight, she leaped on top of them, nearly stumbling but catching herself in time. Once she was on the highest crate, she braced herself for more pain.

That was the funny thing about agony, though. One could only experience so much before it stopped being more and instead just began to fade into the mind’s background. A constant that couldn’t be ignored but that she also could do nothing about. Lisbeth hoped she was close to reaching that point, because what she was about to do would hurt.

Bracing her hands against either side of the wall, she put as much force as she could into both, pressing against the cool stone and brick. Then, once she was sure she was secure, she jumped up in a split, bracing her feet similarly to her hands.

Oh, her calf screamed at that. For a moment, she was sure she was going to collapse to the side, but she forced herself to breathe in through her nose and out through her mouth, focusing on the strength rather than the searing sensation tearing through her.

She could do it. She could do it. She could do it. For Flit. For Katyana. For Solomiya, Artem, Saesha, and Polina. For Villy. Even for Lady.

For Lisbeth.

With another deep, edifying breath, Lisbeth pushed off either wall with all four of her limbs, jumping up in a spider crawl so she was a half-foot or so higher. Another jump. Two more and finally, she was high enough so that she was out of view unless Victor looked straight up. And if there was one thing Lisbeth had learned in her many years of running for her life, it was that people very rarely looked up.

She had no idea where the bolt he’d fired previously had gone, but she could hear him load another as his footsteps approached. For the tiniest of moments, she couldn’t help but wonder where the injured girl who had saved her life had gone. Was she still laying in the street? Or had she crawled away, terrified of what Victor would do to her for helping Lisbeth?

Hopefully, she got away, but Lisbeth had to concentrate and shoved that out of her mind along with everything else. She had to focus on surviving, then she could worry about whether the stranger who had saved her life had lived or not.

Victor jumped around the corner, and Lisbeth heard the distinctive sound of the crossbow releasing again.

Two left.

Blind firing normally wouldn’t be a bad idea, but considering how low on bolts he was, it would be much better to be sure of every shot he took. Although Lisbeth supposed it was much better for her that he clearly had let his anger take over and wasn’t thinking about things like strategy or making every shot count. There was a pretty good chance that he didn’t even know that he was on his penultimate bolt.

Unfortunately, he had the good sense to pause before entering the narrow alley, loading another arrow and pulling back the mechanism into the correct position so he could turn the crank that would tighten the firing spring that really packed the punch in a shot.

Once he had it ready, he stepped forward. Lisbeth figured from his body language that he was trying to angle himself around the crates. If she had to guess, he thought she was hiding there, crouched down low or collapsed on the ground, her leg useless below her from the arrow he’d fired into her.

Perfect.

Lisbeth’s entire body was vibrating with the effort of keeping her body up, and she could feel sweat pouring down her body in rivers. She didn’t know how none of it was dripping down, making audible splashes, but she sure was grateful that Victor seemed completely oblivious. He just needed to be a bit closer, a…bit…

…closer.

There! Finally, he stepped almost under her. Lisbeth let herself go, but her release wasn’t perfect. Her boots and palms scraped at the brick and stone for just a moment, but it was enough to draw Victor’s attention, and his head jerked up. With all stealth gone, Lisbeth snarled at him, baring on her teeth in a brazen dare for him to fire.

He did try to, she could tell, but he couldn’t bring the heavy weapon up in time to fire properly. Sure, his finger was on the trigger, but Lisbeth’s foot crashed into it right as it released, sending the bolt somewhere down the alley.

One left.

She hooked her other leg over Victor’s shoulder, looping it so that her thigh was against the back of his head and her small, uninjured calf under his neck.

“Is this what you wanted?” Lisbeth heard herself shriek, locking her foot behind her knee and squeezing for all she was worth. She didn’t have the best angle, but she didn’t care. She was determined to choke the vicious young man out by either obstructing his breathing or stopping the blood from getting to his head, whichever came first.

He sputtered, pinwheeling backward. His crossbow clattered to the ground. Good. He didn’t need that as far as Lisbeth was concerned. She put her everything into squeezing, not caring when he slammed her bruised side into a wall, not caring how his hands tried to tear at her. Her own hands went to his hair, gripping with all her strength while also pulling. It wouldn’t cause him any permanent damage, but she wanted it to hurt.

She could feel him begin to weaken below her, his blows losing their force. It would only be a matter of moments before he⁠—

“Ahhhhh!”

A sound Lisbeth didn’t even know she could make ripped its way out of her body when Victor reached up to grab the bolt sticking out of her leg and yanked. Pain unlike anything she’d ever experienced jolted through every part of her, locking her up like a statue.

Everything was a blur of colors and awful sensation for a moment, and by the time Lisbeth’s mind was clear enough to understand what was happening, she was being thrown to the ground. She landed hard, but the impact didn’t even register over the malevolent lightning radiating from her calf. Victor hadn’t quite yanked it completely free, but his pull had been forceful enough that the bottom of its head was partly into the meat of her muscle, lodged far deeper than any other wound Lisbeth had ever had.

Her head spun, clamoring disjointed alarms that she couldn’t quite discern. It was like every part of her mind was lit up at once, but it was all just noise. Unintelligible noise.

“You little chit!” Victor snapped, and that managed to draw Lisbeth a bit out of her haze. Right. She was in a fight. A fight she had been winning and sorely needed to finish.

Lisbeth didn’t know how, but she managed to shove herself onto her feet. She swayed heavily but didn’t stumble, instead reaching for the crossbow.

But Victor, even though he was coughing and hacking, clearly wasn’t as close to done as Lisbeth thought. He managed to get to the weapon first and throw himself back.

Lisbeth lunged after him, trying to rip it away as he frantically inserted his last bolt. If either of them had been thinking straight, perhaps they would remember that such weapons were terrible for close-quarters combat, but Lisbeth wasn’t sure if she was thinking at all. It was like her mind had been turned off from too much stimulus, and her body was just moving on instinct.

And she was pretty sure that her instinct wanted her to kill Victor.

That was an entirely new sensation to her.

Sure, Lisbeth had wanted revenge before. Wanted to be bigger and stronger so she could hurt her bullies like they hurt her, could fight off thieves like Victor with all the malice they deserved, but she’d never wanted to end someone’s life. There was a scary sort of finality to that. The end of a life.

But in the moment? Lisbeth craved that.

She gripped the crossbow, just for Victor to kick her square in her middle, driving her back. Lisbeth crashed into the wall and snarled yet again, wondering if she’d ticked over from human to animal, fueled only by the need to survive. As much as she’d never wanted to kill before, she was also pretty sure she’d never been so close to death. Even the last time, when she’d been beaten thoroughly and left under a collapsed wall, wasn’t quite as intense as the sum of all of her wounds from the past hour.

Or had it been longer? It was so hard for her to say. The entire day felt washed in a bleary sort of otherness that belonged to another girl, a different soul who didn’t know or understand the very particular rage and fear mixing in Lisbeth’s blood.

If only she had teeth and claws like an actual beast, so she could finally tear apart everyone who dared to hurt her and the people she loved. If only she wasn’t so small.

Lisbeth pushed off the wall, fully intent on attacking again, when the crossbow went off like a thunderclap in the alley. In reality, it was no louder than usual, but greatly amplified by her mind.

And then there were none.

She waited for the pain, waited for the sharp punch of agony to rip through her, but there was nothing. Victor had…missed?

The cackle that came out of her was just as surprising as her former scream, and Lisbeth dove forward once again, only to be yanked backward. Confused, she looked down to see that the bolt hadn’t quite missed. There was a hairline cut in her side, barely there, but most importantly, the arrow had pierced through the front and back of both of her shirts, burying itself in the mortar between the bricks of the wall behind her.

“No!” Lisbeth cried, grabbing the fabric and trying to rip it. It shouldn’t have been hard to yank it off the end of the bolt, but before she could, Victor was up against her, his arm across her throat and bearing down with all his weight.

“I’m going to enjoy this,” he hissed, his own face pulled into a grotesque expression exaggerated that much more by the blood streaking down his strong features. “And then I’m going to nail your dead body in front of your precious Katyana’s hovel so she can see what happens to the precious little ones she likes to use so much.”

Lisbeth wanted to spit back that Katyana wasn’t using anyone—that she provided shelter that most orphans in Kyerchov wished for and had only kicked Victor out because he was beating up his fellow unfortunate urchins—but she couldn’t say any of that. She could only try to scrabble at his forearm, try to get herself the tiniest scrap of air.

But he was relentless. Lisbeth had rolled the dice and lost. So much fight for all of it to come down to him being bigger than her.

How disappointing.

“Go ahead an⁠—”

Lisbeth was sure something vile was going to come out of Victor’s mouth, but he never quite got the chance. One moment, he was choking her with murder in his eyes, and the next, he was screaming and pinwheeling backward again.

Lisbeth collapsed to the ground, chest heaving, as she tried to figure out what had happened. It took her a couple of beats, but she finally realized that Victor wasn’t just twisting and turning while swatting at the air. He was actively trying to fight off the shrieking, biting, absolutely livid dragon attacking his face.

“What is this! Get it away! Stop!”

Lisbeth stared dully for a moment, her mind moving in slow motion as she watched Flit fight for her like an animal eight times her size. She slashed at Victor’s eyes whenever she could and ruthlessly clamped onto his fingers whenever his hand got too close. She landed in his hair, ripping and digging into his scalp, then she bit at his ears.

Nothing that would kill him, nothing that would even truly harm him, but Lisbeth knew from experience just how sharp Flit’s teeth and nails were. Those tiny little wounds were going to hurt, and maybe even scar.

Good. He deserved to lose an eye and to be as ugly on the outside as he was on the inside. Just a wicked, corrupt, vile beast who preyed on those weaker than him.

Coughs bullied their way out of Lisbeth’s chest as she fought to get to her feet one final time. She was pretty sure that she was more exhausted than she’d ever been in her entire life, and her mind was only working at a base level.

Yet, as confused as she was, as in pain as she was, she knew that she was impressed with Flit. Although the hatchling couldn’t breathe any fire, she was still formidably driving Victor back further and further until he was huddled against the wall, desperately trying to defend himself.

So tiny and yet so fierce. If Flit was so capable in a fight now, what would she be like as an adult?

That thought lit a comforting flame within Lisbeth, and she found herself standing up straighter than she ever thought she would. Carefully, she took one step, then another, then another, until she was able to limp to the end of the alley. Once more, she looked out to check if the coast was clear.

There was a slightly bloody path from where the girl who’d helped Lisbeth had been laying to further down the street, meaning she had gotten away. That was good, it was, but now it was Lisbeth’s turn.

“Come on, Flit,” Lisbeth said. Strangely enough, the rasp in her voice reminded her so much of Lady back at home. Had she been held down by her throat in the same way? No, it had to have been much worse, considering that her injury was still great enough for Mads to see it. Lisbeth would be right as rain, throat-wise, in a couple of days at most. “You’ve done enough.”

Flit hesitated for a moment before getting one last good scratch down Victor’s arms and screaming right into his ear, her fury absolutely unchecked, before returning to Lisbeth.

The little dragon’s tone immediately shifted. Her chitters grew gentle but rapid as she crawled all over Lisbeth, sniffing at dozens of different points.

“I’m alright,” Lisbeth wheezed, very much not fine. “But please, no walking on me right now. It’s too much. Just get back in the basket and I promise we’ll go home.”

The poor little hatching let out a worried coo and somehow, Lisbeth gathered the energy to kiss the top of her resplendent, multicolored head. “You did amazing. Now let me take us to safety.”

There was a pause as Flit looked up at her with those beautiful, blazingly green eyes, her pupils so wide they were almost circles instead of their normal slits. After a beat, her tongue delicately flicked out to wash a single stripe of Lisbeth’s cheek before she hurried into the basket.

“Thank you,” Lisbeth breathed, for more than one thing, before closing the basket and the flap of her bag. Lifting her head high, she began to limp away.

“This isn’t over!” a voice called from behind her. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Victor trying to get to his feet not too differently from how she’d struggled just moments before. He looked worse for wear, his face covered in blood and small cuts, his head missing small chunks of hair. She was pretty sure there were also bruises forming under all that mess, but it was too hard to tell, and she wasn’t about to turn back and inspect him further. “I have people waiting for you at the car! I have people at the lift! You’re mine, street rat!”

Yeah, Lisbeth figured as much. “They’ll have to find me first.” With the last of her energy, she broke out in a loping, mismatched sort of spring toward the jagged edge of the district she was in. Victor still called out to her, but he couldn’t catch up before Lisbeth vaulted the protective fence and went hurtling right down into the deep crevasse the cable-car was supposed to cross.

Closing her eyes, Lisbeth let herself fall.
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THE DEPTHS


The world faded in and out in waves, everything fading to a dull gray, then out entirely, before slowly trickling back in. Groaning, Lisbeth tried to look around but found she couldn’t move.

Where… Where was she?

Lisbeth didn’t know, but she couldn’t really feel anything either, and that was a blessed relief. Although her mind was little more than mush, she was fairly sure that she was horribly injured. Injured enough that she needed to get help.

But in order to get help, she needed to move. Lisbeth tried to push herself up, only for the world to slide away again, leaving her blissfully floating in nothing.
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When Lisbeth next opened her eyes, it felt like her mouth was full of grit. Her gums were beginning to bleed from just how dry they were. Or maybe it was blood from her cracked lips, or any other number of wounds she had.

This time, although it took great effort, Lisbeth managed to roll onto her side and see where she was. As she looked around, memories came back to her, and she realized exactly where she was.

Right, she’d taken a flying leap over the edge of the safety barrier to go careening down into the deep, jagged rift that separated the middle of Kyerchov from Upper Kyerchov. To anyone else, it would have looked like she’d chosen to end everything on her terms, but Lisbeth knew enough about the backroads and little weasel ways in every part of the city to know that there was an abandoned maintenance tunnel with a small rock outcropping a few yards left of the cable-car.

Clearly, she’d landed much harder than she meant to, and that had knocked her out. Or maybe it was the culmination of all the awful things she’d just experienced. Her body was giving out, that was for sure.

Once more, her mind told her that she needed to get help.

And once more, she tried to get up to do just that.

She managed to sit up and push herself a bit deeper into the maintenance tunnel, one that had long since been abandoned after the last update of the water pipes in Middle Kyerchov. Normally, such spaces would have been a haven for the underbelly of the caves, but for whatever reason, this particular tunnel had remained undiscovered.

That was both a blessing and a curse. No one was going to stumble across Lisbeth that she didn’t want to, but also no one was going to stumble across her that she did want to. As far as she knew, she was the only person who’d traversed it in at least the past five years.

At least she wasn’t completely alone. If she died, having bled out from the arrow still in her leg, at least she had her dragon friend.

Flit!

Lisbeth jolted at that, finally able to move from the sudden burst of adrenaline, and her hand went to her bag. Flit wasn’t at her side, though, and her heart lurched. Had she gone through so much just to have them come lift her valiant little warrior from her body?

“Flit! Flit!?”

Head whipping back and forth, she spotted her bag. Entire body aching, burning, and freezing all at once, she reached over to grab the strap and drag it closer. While the basket was inside, the lid had been completely ripped off.

Oh no.

Oh no, no, no, no, NO!

Where was Flit!?

Lisbeth felt her breathing start to hitch, and the edges of her vision began to fade. Maybe… Maybe they hadn’t found Flit. Maybe the little hatchling had had the good sense to abandon her while Lisbeth was unconscious and go somewhere safe.

Gods, Lisbeth hoped so, she really did. Wherever she was, it had to be better than the mess her not-so-future rider had gotten into, even if she’d slipped off into the Void. She knew how to get there, after all, and dragons were much more equipped to handle the eternal, endless darkness of the lands outside of Kyerchov than any human would be.

It was with that last hope that Lisbeth let her eyes shut, and she drifted off. One day, when a fellow urchin stumbled across her body, she hoped they made a brilliant story for her.
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“You.”

Lisbeth’s ears were ringing. For a moment, that was all she knew, but then the voice spoke again, beckoning her closer to the awful, burning pain waiting for her.

“Awake.”

It was low, and raspy, but not unwelcome. Eyelids fluttering, Lisbeth managed to pry them open to see just about one of the last people she ever expected to.

“Lady?” she asked. Or at least she tried to. What came out was a wheeze followed by a pained rest, her tongue practically pasted to the roof of her mouth.

“Here,” Lady said, her expression quite concerned as she held a canteen up to Lisbeth’s lips. “Slow.”

Lisbeth tried to drink slowly, with mixed success. It was hard to pace herself when the cool liquid tasted like the best thing she’d ever experienced in her life. It was hard not to chase it with her mouth when the woman pulled it away, concern in her eyes.

“H-h-how…” Lisbeth meant to ask how on earth the woman had found her, but the question just wouldn’t come out. At least she seemed dressed for stealth, with one of Katyana’s worn, knitted hats on and a thick robe. Where she’d gotten the robe, Lisbeth didn’t know, because it didn’t look like it belonged to anyone in the boardinghouse.

Her answer came when something chittered beside Lady and Flit burst from the bag at her side, wings fluttering as she landed in Lisbeth’s lap and rushed up her chest. Suddenly, the young woman was flooded with tiny kisses and licks, anxious sounds coming from the hatchling.

“Your friend call me,” Lady said, kneeling beside Lisbeth. “I brought…medi… middle… madder…”

“Medicine,” Lisbeth supplied, her throat finally starting to work again.

“Yes. Medicine,” Lady repeated with intent before digging into her bag. “I know some. Not all. But epoch.”

Epoch? Maybe she just meant enough. That would make sense. For someone who had only had about a month of lessons, Lady really had an excellent command of the language of Kyerchov.

“Okay.”

Lisbeth couldn’t believe it. Not only had Flit defeated a human many times her size to protect Lisbeth, but she’d also navigated all the way back to the boardinghouse on her own and gotten help? Lisbeth was already so incredibly fond of her little dragon, but her feeling amplified tenfold in her chest. She owed the hatchling her life, there was no doubt about it. No wonder barbarians and their beasts had such connections. How many times did they rip each other out of the jaws of death in their war-torn existence?

Lisbeth didn’t know, but she was acutely aware that she would die for the little multicolored lizard slathering her with love and concern.

The woman’s motions began to blend into each other, and the only thing Lisbeth was concerned about was drinking whatever the woman gave her and trying not to faint when she began to bandage Lisbeth’s wounds. When her tanned hands reached the bolt still half stuck into Lisbeth’s leg, that certainly helped jolt the girl.

“Please tell me you’re not going to try to take that out here.”

The woman didn’t answer directly, but she did shake her head. “Too dirty. Too stuck. Just want to stab—” She what now!? “—ilfy? No. Stabilitar? No.”

“Stabilize?”

Another resolute nod. “Stabilize.”

Lisbeth thought that stabilizing couldn’t be so bad and gave a nod in return, readying herself for it.

Lisbeth was wrong.

It hurt almost as much as the initial injury, which didn’t seem possible, but it was most certainly a thing. Lisbeth’s mouth dropped open to scream, but Lady’s hand shot out too fast to see, sealing over it.

“Quiet,” she said simply, like Lisbeth had a choice. She didn’t at all. Lisbeth’s body was taking over on its own again, trying to force as much volume out of her mouth as possible, as if that would mitigate the excruciating pain radiating through every part of her body.

But it didn’t. It only used up the last of her energy and plunged her into the depth of her unconsciousness. Away from the pain. Away from the fear. Away from it all.

At least this time, she wasn’t alone.
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?


Lisbeth roused slowly, and this time, she wasn’t immediately inundated with overwhelming pain. No, if anything, she was floating gently toward consciousness, although there was a strange heaviness to her body that she didn’t understand.

“You are back.”

That was Lady’s voice, Lisbeth knew that much, but she couldn’t quite bring her eyes to open yet. Her mind was trudging toward the present, arranging everything that had happened in neat little lines.

Right, she’d gotten sloppy and had allowed herself to be surrounded by Victor and his expanded crew. She’d nearly died three times over before finally getting away when she flung herself into the deep, deep crevasse that separated Middle and Upper Kyerchov.

She should have died there, and maybe she would have, but Flit, her precious Flit, had gotten help. What had happened after that? Lisbeth didn’t know, but surely she would remember if it was a bad thing, right?

“Can you drink?”

Lisbeth was about to groan a negative response, but actually, something wet to soothe her throat sounded perfect. Eyes fluttering open, she realized that she was safely in her room, the woman sitting beside her.

“The little ones?” Lisbeth managed to croak. She didn’t want them to see her in such bad shape. She knew she couldn’t hide the extent of her injuries from them, but even just having overnight to recuperate a little would be a huge boon.

“Out. Littlest asleep.”

“And Katyana?”

“Out. Less question. Drink.”

She held up a tea that Lisbeth recognized. Funny how the tables had turned so quickly. Lisbeth had been the one tending to Lady for a while now, making sure she got her medicines and herbs when she needed, but now the foreign woman was returning the favor. She didn’t have to. In fact, she could have just taken Flit and tried to escape Kyerchov to go back into the Void. But no, she’d stuck around.

She’d saved Lisbeth.

Of all the people who had no reason to do that, Lady especially didn’t. She’d risked her life for someone who’d essentially stolen something completely invaluable to her, even if it was unintentional. That didn’t seem at all like a barbarian to Lisbeth.

If she wasn’t a barbarian, though, what was she? She’d had a dragon egg on her, and everyone knew that the only people with access to dragons were the barbarians and the barbarians alone.

“Think too much,” Lady reprimanded as she helped Lisbeth sit up just enough to drink the tea. Goodness, it tasted awful—sour, bitter, and biting all at once—but the moment it hit her throat, it was incredibly soothing. She felt the growing panic within her begin to ebb.

So, this was how Lady had gotten such deep sleep for so many days on end despite the children running around. If Lisbeth didn’t always have so much to do, she wouldn’t mind being dosed with it more often.

“Flit?” she asked, but almost as soon as she uttered the name, her door cracked open and the little dragon waddled in, hauling a dried fish courtesy of Villy’s last present drop in her mouth.

“Hungry,” Lady said, grinning wryly.

Lisbeth chuckled, albeit weakly, and settled back into her bed. For a moment, she had peace, but then her thoughts began to trickle back to their usual beats like a slow poison.

She was alive. After everything that had happened, after her mistakes and the fact that she was completely outnumbered and out-strengthed, she was alive. It seemed impossible, when she thought about it, but so was owning a dragon, and she most definitely wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for Flit.

“Thank you,” Lisbeth said finally, her voice cracking. Lady tilted her head, as if confused by Lisbeth’s burst of gratitude, but the young girl was feeling very overwhelmed by everything going through her. “You risked your life to save me when it makes no sense to! I’m sorry I stole Flit from you. I really didn’t mean to, I promise. It just happened. But I love her, I really think I love her, and even if you asked now, I couldn’t give her back.”

Lisbeth knew she was beginning to spiral into building emotions, but she couldn’t stop. Maybe it was the exhaustion, maybe it was the tea, but her mouth was moving, her eyes were watering, and her heart was thundering. This time, it wasn’t from fear. It was from happiness. From thankfulness. From everything.

“But despite all that, you saved me. And I know you can’t understand me right now and I also know that we’re just strangers, but please believe that I will never forget this. We may not even know each other’s names, but I know I owe you my life, and I will do anything to pay you back.”

The woman’s head tilted the other way for an achingly long moment, her blue gaze appraising before she finally spoke. “You call you Lisbeth,” she said firmly before she pressed her hand to her own chest. “You call me Vanka.”
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See what happens next in Danger in the Dark. Order it today on Amazon.

amazon.com/dp/B0CY9F4VQ9


THANK YOU

Thank you so much for reading Little Dragon. I hope you enjoyed reading the stories as much as I did writing them.

Now that the egg has hatched and there’s a little dragon running around, life is getting hectic for Lisbeth. And now that she knows the name of the woman who brought the egg, it’s about time she learned what’s really going on. It’s going to be dangerous, but that’s something Lisbeth is used to. See what happens next in Danger in the Dark..

Get Danger in the Dark here:

amazon.com/dp/B0CY9F4VQ9

Before you go, I wanted to let you know how you can get a free book! It’s an exclusive novella that you can’t buy anywhere, and we want to give it to you for free. All the details are on the next page.


Fantasy Reads Newsletter

Sign up and download your Free Book here:

fairfieldpublishing.com/fantasyreads
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We absolutely love sharing stories with our readers and we created our Fantasy Reads Newsletter with that purpose in mind. If you want to know when new stories are published and when we have special offers, this is the place to be. And as I mentioned before, we have an exclusive novella for you when you join. It features one of the characters from the Brindle Dragon and Rise of the Black Dragon series.

And we have several more exclusive stories planned that you won’t be able to get anywhere else!

Sign up and download your Free Book here:

fairfieldpublishing.com/fantasyreads
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