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Chapter 1

Any Port in a Storm

Lightning flashed as rain came down in thick sheets. A cloaked figure walked at a slow pace. Their exhausted eyes searched the darkness. The night was black as pitch. The rain drowned everything into a relentless drumming. The only thing keeping the cloaked figure on the road were the brief flashes of lightning that illuminated the way.

Rowen stared ahead, trying to keep his tired wits about him. The rain poured over him, cold wetness sinking through the fabric and onto his skin. The insidious wet chill seeped into his bones, slowing him down on his journey to nowhere.

A frigid thought caused his spine to shiver.

If I don’t find an inn to dry off and warm my bones, this may be the beginning of the end for me.

Small dark memories swirled in his head. His body was strapped down as an angry man stood by his head with a dripping black needle. A repeated pain forced between his brow as the needle stabbed quickly and efficiently.

A man with a dark shadow covering his features, handed Rowen a small sack of silver coins and wished him luck on his journey. For Rowen, it was the last kind act in a moment of despair.

Rowen let out a sigh as lightning flashed again. Memories of wandering from city to city, town to town, filled his mind. The coins were not enough to live a lavish life. He never spent any of it extravagantly. He paid for room and board. Meals were small and sustaining. When the coins ran out, he sought out odd jobs and repaired worn-out books and covers. He managed to earn a few gold coins, which aided him on his travels.

Rowen smiled a little as another bolt of lightning cracked the sky. He wandered and saw much. The different peoples and places astounded him during his travels. His smile waned as he felt once again a lack of home. His hand absently reached up and touched the place between his brow, where the symbol remained in view for everyone to see.

The shine of traveling dimmed. A hole remained in his heart.

Light flashed before a tree on the road splintered in half. The light and thunder slammed into Rowen’s side. He stumbled off with flashes of light still in his vision. The world tilted and the man fell into a patch of deep, wet, mud.

Small flames on the broken tree hissed into pouring rain. Only tendrils of smokey ghosts remained of the burning bark.

Rowen stared up at the dark rainy sky, and he laughed.

The lone man laughed hard and long into the pouring sky.

When his laughter died down, he simply laid there, the rain streaking down his wet face and body.

“You will not best me,” Rowen said with steely eyes at the dark sky.

Rowen sat up and looked at the tree that was struck by lightning. It was cracked in half and smoldering. Broken branches littered the area as high above, lightning flashed among the clouds.

Rowen stood up and tried to brush off the mud on his clothes as best he could, which wasn’t much.

With one foot after the other, he set off on the dark road in the pouring rain.

Time weaved and bobbed. Rowen stared ahead, looking for any light of an inn or town.

Fortune graced his spirit as he quickly noticed some lights in the distance.

Rowen picked up his pace. There was a light spinning slowly in the dark. He guessed a lighthouse, which meant there could be a town nearby. The muddy road curved and he found himself walking toward the coast. Lightning flashed over troubled and turbulent waters.

Rowen knew he was close to the eastern coast, but he didn’t know he was this close. He was traveling for a few days, but there was a point where he had become lost at a crossroads, and low on supplies. But it no longer mattered, he found civilization and possibly a place to dry off, eat a good meal, and sleep in a warm bed. It would allow him enough time to plan where he would travel next.

A realization struck the muddy traveler. He only had two gold coins. Two gold coins could go a long way, maybe another month or two of traveling, but after that, he would need to find work again. It was a prospect that haunted him because it was difficult to find work as an exiled scribe.

Rowen’s boot slipped on the wet and muddy road. And with that, he crashed down a small, downward slope. He rolled down until he hit the bottom, his entire body caked in mud.

“Shit,” he said quietly as rain pounded his features.

Again, he sat up and then stood up. He stumbled through the dark and flashes of light. With an outstretched hand, he fumbled through the inky dark until he touched something hard.

Lightning flashed, illuminating the world for only a breath, but it was long enough for the young man to see what was before him.

A boarded up, two-story home stood before him. When his fingers slid away from the hard wood, he could sense the sturdiness of such a place.

When the light vanished, raining darkness consumed his vision once again.

“Any port,” Rowen whispered before he grabbed at a board nailed over a window.

Rowen pulled the board off with a tired grunt. He pulled off another one and tossed it aside. A whisper touched his mind, but he ignored it. He pulled off a third board and let it fall from his hands. His fingers ran along the base of the closed window. He dug his fingers in a little and the window parted from the base. Courage took hold and Rowen opened the window enough for him to hoist himself up and crawl inside.

Rowen’s hand slipped and he flipped into the boarded-up home. He crashed on his back and let out an annoyed grunt.

Darkness swamped his gaze, but this time, he didn’t have rain hitting his face. He lifted himself up and looked around. Lightning flashed outside. It allowed him to see a counter, and what looked like an old lantern.

Rowen stood up and made his way to the counter. He touched the lamp. His fingers ran along the glass and metal, trying to feel where he could lift the bulb and feel if the wick had oil on it. His fingers touched a strange carving on it and a flame appeared within the strange lantern.

Light glowed brighter as Rowen let out a relieved sigh. He lifted his head and looked around. His gaze caught shelves and dusty books. Each of the shelves were packed with tomes.

Rowen turned around, seeing full bookshelves all around him.

“A book shop, or town library?” he whispered as he looked around.

His hand took hold of the lantern and picked it up. He walked around with wide eyes, visually drinking in the many bookshelves. It was like a small maze as he made his way around. He then happened upon some seats and tables with white blankets on them. They appeared as still-ghosts among the bookshelves.

The wet chill sank deeper into him. Rowen continued to look around until he came to the center of the main floor. He lifted the lantern as water dripped off him and his muddy cloak, clothes, and boots.

A majestic fireplace stood cold. Ghostly furniture stood before it with low tables before them. Much to Rowen’s surprise, there were a few logs of wood in the fireplace. He stepped closer to see some more logs sitting in a metal holder beside the hearth. Cobwebs covered them, but they looked healthy enough to burn.

With trembling hands, Rowen fell to his knees before the fireplace, and put the lantern down beside him. He saw flint and steel in their built-in holder against the edge of the hearth. On the floor was a metal box of kindling. He opened it to find dry kindling, ready to be used. He placed some of the kindling at the base of the logs. He then took the flint and steel and struck them together, sparks flying. The logs were there for a time and noticeably dry. After a dozen clashes of flint and steel, the sparks rained down on the kindling and logs, and a flame took.

“Ha!” Rowen said with joy as the flames grew.

He quickly removed his cloak and pack. He set them down on the floor. He rubbed his hands together as he waited for the hearth to grow warmer. A whisper touched his ears, and he glanced around. The hearth light grew, casting long shadows among the dusty shelves.

“It’s just the ghosts of this place,” he said before he blew into his hands to make them warmer.

The hearth grew hotter and brighter. The chill was slowly chased away from Rowen’s bones. His shoulders relaxed, and exhaustion sank deeper into him. The young man stared at the flames for a time.

I am I’m terribly lost. Tomorrow morning, I will have to see if anyone in town can help me figure out where I am.

I will have to apologize for breaking into their closed book shop or library, but if no one is here, I doubt anyone will care.

Rowen pulled his pack closer. He fished around inside and found a small, wrapped bundle. He opened it, seeing the last of his rice and meat from his journey.

“I will have to re-supply as well,” he whispered as he pulled off a chunk of salted meat and placed it on his tongue.

Rowen chewed slowly as he watched the fire dance before him and warmed his bones.

“Re-supplied, where will I go? Maybe further south? I could work as an accountant at the shipyards? They are always looking for workers, if they will take me,” Rowen mumbled to himself.

The longer he looked at the fire, the darker the pit in his stomach became. Moments flashed along his mind. A magic called to him from many books. The stories and adventures had consumed him. There was something there, just beyond normal sight, something mystical on the wind, wanting to be caught. But with funds dwindling, hope was fading. Dreams were fading.

“I must earn my new life. That is all I can do,” Rowen said simply.

Eyelids grew heavy. Rowan swayed as exhaustion crawled into his senses.

The former scribe felt a presence. He tried to fight his darkening gaze. He was too tired to feel fear as someone stepped out from the darkness.

Rowen’s gaze grew blurry as a hand reached for him. He fell into abyssal dreams. The last thing he witnessed was a dark figure with horns on their head, pointing up in the firelight.


Chapter 2

Visitors

Dreams melted away as something hard poked Rowen in the arm. Rowen’s eyes fluttered open before they widened. He sat up and slammed his back against the back of the long couch. He stared silently at a man and faun stared back at him, the faun holding a staff in her hands and pointing one end a foot from Rowen’s chest.

Morning light filtered in through the boarded-up windows. A breeze came through from the open front door.

A man with a weathered top-hat, and even more weathered features, stared down at Rowen with tired eyes. His old jacket-coat was buttoned incorrectly. He stood in such a relaxed manner, it looked like he would grab a nearby chair, sit down, and have a cup of tea.

The faun was something else entirely. She had strong, curved horns coming out her head, telling Rowen that she was an older, mature faun. She had a stern appearance, and a goatish beard hanging from her strong chin. She wore robes that appeared to be at one time very elegant, but had fallen into faded worn fabric. Her hooved feet were angled into a fighting stance, and her eyes were hard as tough gems.

“One of our people spotted some smoke leaving the chimney. We decided to investigate and found you,” the man in the top hat said with a tired tone in his voice.

“My apologies,” Rowen began. “I was lost on the road for some time and was caught in the storm. I meant to find an inn in your town to spend the night, but it was hard to see.

“I kind of found this place. I’m truly sorry for breaking in. The storm didn’t let up and I was terribly exhausted.”

“I don’t believe you,” the faun said as she moved the end of the staff a little higher to a spot between his brow, pointing at a small rhombus shaped symbol inked on his skin.

Rowen looked away in shame.

“Ilara, please. Can’t you see he is no bandit. Look at his clothes. They may be muddy, but bandits don’t wear clothes like that,” the man with the top hat said with tired eyes.

Ilara sniffed at the air and her eyes narrowed.

“He could still be dangerous,” she hissed.

“I’m not, not really,” Rowen smiled. “I’m just a traveler.”

“He could be lying,” Ilara said with a devious smile.

“Ilara, enough games,” the tired man said.

The faun put down her staff and stood taller with her bearded chin up.

The man held his hand out to Rowen with a small smile.

“Mayor Calver Dunn, of Quillmere.”

Rowen lifted his hand and embraced the man’s forearm, both men giving it a hardy shake.

“Rowen Hallows,” he said as he stood up.

Rowen glanced around to see his muddy cloak now freshly cleaned and folded on the floor beside his pack.

“Happy to make your acquaintance, Lord Hallows,” he said as he let go. “Please meet Magistrate Ilara Briarthorn. As you can see, she keeps the peace in our little town.”

Rowen glanced at the beastly fawn and gave a quick nod.

Mayor Dunn crossed one arm across his chest, while tapping at his chin with a finger from his other hand.

“This is an odd situation. You didn’t break the law because no one owns this shop. I would have to say this was simply a moment of protecting one’s self from the elements.”

“I agree,” Rowen nodded as he glanced at the scary fawn.

Magistrate Briarthorn simply stared at him with unblinking eyes.

“Well, I think the only proper thing to do now is show you around our dying little town before we get you some food,” the mayor said with a tired smile.

“Calver,” the faun said.

The mayor lifted his hand to stop her.

“I will not hear it. Just because our town is dying, doesn’t mean we give up what made this town wonderful, our kindness. The flame of kindness never dims in difficult times.

“Lord Hallows, please gather your things. I believe proper introductions are in order,” the mayor finished.

Rowen gathered his cloak and pack. He glanced back at the couch. The blanket on it was not one of the sheets covering the furniture. It was a thick blanket, enough to keep him warm through the night.

He also didn’t know how he made it to the couch, considering he passed out on the floor before the fireplace.

Rowen put his cloak around his shoulders and clasped the buckle. He then took hold of his pack and held it.

“I see no weapons on you. You travel the roads so carelessly?” the magistrate faun said as she eyed him.

“I have a hidden dagger,” Rowen answered simply.

The faun raised one brow.

“Where?”

“If I told you, it wouldn’t be hidden,” Rowen smiled.

The faun’s brow wrinkled in annoyance, before it smoothed away in mild amusement.

The three of them left the old bookshop and stepped out onto the road. A chilly wind whipped at them, Rowen bundling his cloak to his neck. He looked up at the dark sky. Gray clouds spread from horizon to horizon. The air held a nip as his stomach growled for food.

“It looks like a break in the storms, but this will not last,” the mayor said as he looked up.

“Only a break?” Rowen asked with concerned eyes.

“This part of the coast in early Spring is often drenched in storms. They last for weeks until the weather warms up,” Magistrate Briarthorn said with staff in hand.

“It’s a two-day journey on foot to the nearest town,” the mayor added.

Rowen felt the walls closing in around him.

“Does your town have horses for sale?” he asked.

The mayor and magistrate chuckled in unison.

“No horses,” the mayor said as he stifled his chuckle. “You will see, our town is lacking in many things, but we manage. Come. Let’s see about a quick tour and some food.”

The mayor led the way, his hands behind his drooping shoulders.

Rowen glanced to his side. The magistrate looked at him with hard eyes.

“After you,” she said, like a threat.

Rowen started walking, the magistrate trailing behind him. It didn’t take long for him to reach the mayor’s side. They walked side by side as they made their way down the muddy main road.

Rowen glanced around at the very small town. It barely had a Main Street. There were a few boarded up shops. Only two of them were open, with a large man standing in front of what looked like a grocer shop, and a woman with fox ears and tail standing before another shop. The human man and kitsune woman were opposite each other on the muddy street. The kitsune’s ears were pointed at him as her gaze held a curious gleam. The man looked on as if it was just another day in their strange town.

“Our town has had a bit of a rough patch,” the mayor mentioned.

“A rough patch that has lasted several years,” the magistrate added from behind.

The mayor nodded with heavy eyes.

“I still believe we will come out of this, some day.”

“The Path of the Wandering Warrior,” Rowen said.

The faun looked at Rowen with a puzzled gaze.

The mayor turned his gaze to the young man as they walked.

Rowen smiled. “You mentioned ‘The flame of kindness never dims in difficult times.’ It’s from the book I mentioned. It’s a well-crafted tale with a deeper meaning to leading a better life.”

The mayor nodded with a smile. “Ilara, we have a reader. How nice to have another who enjoys the classics.”

“I read too,” the magistrate said with a sharp, flustered exhale.

“No one is saying you don’t, my dear Ilara. It’s just nice to have a guest who likes to read.”

The three of them walked past the large man and plain kitsune.

Mayor Dunn pointed ahead at the small building at the end of the street.

“That is my office. It’s always open to the people of Quillmere.”

The mayor then pointed a small, two-story home to the right. Rowen noted the sign hanging from a pole on the deck that read, “The Stormy Inn.”

“That is our local inn and tavern. I run it as well.”

Rowen looked at the tired mayor.

“Being a mayor doesn’t pay enough at times,” the man chuckled.

The trio reached a T-intersection and stopped right before the mayor’s place. The mayor turned around and looked up at Rowen.

“You can stay at my inn for free, if we can sit down and talk in private,” the mayor asked.

Magistrate Briarthorn eyed the tired mayor.

Rowen also eyed the mayor.

“There is a catch to deals such as this.”

The mayor nodded. “Yes, the deal is, we talk for a little bit and you get free room and board for a few nights.

“Of course, I will not stop you if you turn around and leave. As I said, it’s two days to the nearest town, and from the look of those clouds, it will be raining again soon.”

Rowen looked at the dark gray sky. He could feel the moisture in the air and the smell of rain filled his nose.

The traveler lowered his gaze to the mayor. He took in the details of the man’s eyes and demeanor. Scribes were taught to take in the details of those they interacted with. Small details always gave away true intentions. From what Rowen could see, the mayor was telling the absolute truth. He was tired, his soul worn down to such a degree, he didn’t need to hide behind any pretense. He spoke from his soul, but there was a great deal of observant intelligence. The mayor was a man who had nothing to hide.

“A talk won’t hurt anyone,” Rowen smiled.

The mayor nodded before his gaze switched to the faun.

“Magistrate, I will take it from here.”

The faun eyed the mayor before turning her gaze to their guest. Rowen saw the intent in her eyes. He knew, if he started any trouble, she would end it. Starting trouble was the last thing the young man wanted, but he understood the faun to the fullest.

Magistrate Briarthorn made a small bow to the mayor, before she turned and walked off at a leisurely pace.

“This way,” the mayor said as he turned.

A drop of water splashed against Rowen’s forehead. He touched his head, feeling the water against his finger. He looked up at angry clouds. With a shrug, he turned and followed the mayor into his weathered office building.

Inside, Rowen looked around at the well-kept office. There was no front desk. Only a large room with comfortable chairs, a thick desk, and a few cold chests in the back. Black curtains cinched to the sides of wide windows. A staircase in the back led up the second floor, Rowan assumed that was where the mayor slept.

“Have a seat,” the mayor pointed an open hand at two chairs and a small, knee-high table.

Rowen moved to the seating area and sat down. He looked around the large chamber, seeing and feeling the history of the place.

The mayor opened a few chests and grabbed at items. When his arms and hands were full, he made his way to Rowen and placed many items on the table.

Rowen’s gaze widened a hair at a bowl of fresh fruit, another bowl with cut bread, and the last bowl with one side filled with cut cheese and the other side with strips of bacon.

The mayor put down a pair of glasses, followed by a bottle of water, and a bottle of dark spirits.

“Preference?” the mayor smiled.

“Water first, spirits second,” the young man smiled as he piled some cheese and bacon in one hand before taking hold of a succulent red apple.

The mayor poured water into the glass of his guest. He then grabbed the second bottle and poured dark spirits into his glass.

“It helps the bones in this wet weather,” the mayor smiled as he sat back, drink in hand.

Rowen wolfed down his food a little. The rice and meat he had last night was a bit stale. Fresh meat, cheese, and fruit were like divine offerings. After a few gulps of food and some water, he calmed himself down by eating a little slower.

The mayor watched him with a smile.

“Our town doesn’t have much, but food is one thing we have plenty of,” the mayor said before sipping his drink. “Eat your fill, and more.”

Rowen nodded as he stuffed two big cubes of cheese in his mouth.

“So, Rowen, where are you going?”

Rowen stopped chewing and simply swallowed. He raised his gaze to the mayor’s eyes, the mayor watching him like a cat watches a mouse.

“I don’t mean to dig deep into your life. It’s rare we get visitors. The only thing we get is a shipment of food and supplies from the city of Kester every few weeks.”

Rowen nodded. “I understand. The town doesn’t seem like it will be a town much longer.”

The mayor nodded.

“A future ghost town, if you will.”

Rowen looked down. “I didn’t mean.”

“I know you didn’t. No need to concern yourself. We know what is happening here in Quillmere. We’ve known about it for a very long time.

“I’m ninth generation. Born and raised here. I’ve seen the city and cared nothing for it. But I have seen the people of this town leave, one by one,” the mayor said before he sipped his drink.

“I’m sorry for such a loss,” Rowen said respectively.

“Me too,” the mayor said with a gleam in his eye. “The bookshop you broke into was the heart of this town. It brought people from all over to see it, and take some of its magic with them when they purchased a book.”

“What happened to it?” Rowen asked politely.

The mayor took a long swig of his drink as he looked at Rowen. He placed his glass on the table and poured himself another.

“We don’t know. The former owner vanished a decade ago. We assumed she didn’t have the heart to run it anymore, despite its success. She left it as is, key on the counter. And with it, everything that made this town a town.

“Now, before you ask, yes, when we had more families here, and others tried to take it over. Most of them didn’t last week. They often talked about the books moving on their own, hallways appearing and disappearing, and something scratching at doors during the night.

“When no one else would take over, we boarded it up.”

The mayor eyed the young man.

“No one entered the bookshop until you arrived.”

Rowen looked at the mayor with a gleam of disbelief in his eyes.

“Mayor, you can’t be serious?”

The mayor gave Rowen a single nod. “You made it through one night without running out and screaming.”

“I was exhausted. I doubt I would have run if a ghost was eating my foot.”

The mayor barked out a laugh.

“You do have a wit about you,” he grinned.

Rowen tried to not smile, but the mayor’s grin was infectious. Since they first met, he didn’t seem as tired, or tired at all.

“The point, Mayor, I am a stranger to your…lovely town. I was lost in a storm and ended up here. I didn’t want to break into the bookshop, but I had little choice, and for that, I am sorry, but,” Rowen trailed off.

“Where are you headed?” the mayor asked bluntly.

“I,” Rowen said and didn’t follow through.

Where am I going?

“Lord Hallows, as mayor, I am prepared to sell you the bookshop for one gold coin. Now, I don’t expect you to answer me right away. Take your time as you enjoy our small town. Stay at the Stormy Inn, free of charge of course.”

Rowen was silent as the pitter patter of drops touched the large window to the side of him.

The young man looked over as rain came down harder after each passing second.

Where am I going?

“Lord Hallows, a drink?” the mayor asked with the bottle of spirits in his hand.

Rowen looked at the tired mayor and nodded with lost eyes.

“Yes, please,” he said as harder rain drummed-on beyond the glass window.


Chapter 3

One Gold Coin

Rowen stared out the second-floor window of his room. The longer he looked, the harder it seemed to rain. Pools of water and mud filled the center of town. The faun magistrate walked in the rain without a hint of discomfort. She also looked like she was on the hunt for someone, or something.

“Trapped,” Rowen whispered as he stared at the pools of muddy water growing bigger in the street.

He turned around and eyed his room. It was quaint, with a single person bed, a chair, and a shelf against the wall with a dozen worn and weathered books. The room was clean enough, but he could tell it hadn’t had an occupant in a long time.

“He must be mad if he thinks I will stay in this dying town to run a haunted bookshop,” Rowen whispered to himself.

The young man soon paced in the small room. He walked back and forth while pressing his thumb nail to his teeth. It was a bad habit, one he knew his entire life, yet he could never stop it. He paced and thought, moving the thumb nail against his front teeth.

“Why? Why me? Is he desperate? Is the mayor trying to keep this town alive by trapping anyone who wanders into it? Should I fear for my life?” he whispered.

Rowen looked away as he paced. He never felt malice or trickery in the mayor’s eyes or demeanor. He has been an exemplary and generous host, but this offer was maddening to the former scribe.

“One gold coin, and my entire life will change. This swamp of a town will trap me in running their haunted bookshop. If the ghosts don’t get me, this town will. The faun will strangle me in my sleep. A puddle outside will get so deep, I may drown in it.”

Rowen chucked as his own imaginary deaths, yet, something still nagged him in the back of his mind.

Where am I going?

“I don’t know,” Rowen whispered truthfully to himself.

He made his way to the window and looked out at the crumbling and wet town.

“They call the town Quillmere, and the name of the bookshop is The Crowned Quill. Lack of imagination with that. I wonder if the main street in town is called Quill Road?”

Rowen chuckled again at his own joke, but the needle in the back of his mind sank deeper.

Rowen made his way to his bed, sat down, and fell back with his arms out. The bed was dry and comfortable, unlike the weather and mood outside. He started at the ceiling, his thoughts tumbling through his mind.

Stories seeped into those tumbling thoughts. Stories of men or women, coming to a place and making it their home. How they defended the places and peoples against monsters and demons. How they made their little town more, with cooperation, trust, and dreams. How the end of the stories would be smiles and praises. A community that became a family.

A moment flashed across Rowen’s thoughts. A moment where he took a chance and was rewarded with a career.

“A career that now lies in tatters,” Rowen whispered.

Rowen stared at nothing as his thoughts turned into a jumble.

“Usually, in a story, the hero receives some kind of sign to point the way,” Rowen whispered.

The sound of thunder rumbled in the distance.

“Was that the sign?” he smiled.

Rowen sat up on the bed and looked out the window.

“I could make it my own? I cannot serve in the libraries of the empire, but I can serve here? Serve my own bookshop.

“The mayor said that it was the beating heart of this town. How many would come to marvel at the magic of it and the books within? How such a thing could happen is not beyond me. My love of knowledge and stories made me do things I shouldn’t, but maybe others would trek this way for a taste of magical stories?”

Have I made the decision? After a night and part of a day, do I do the unthinkable and remain here in this dying place?

A small memory crept into Rowen’s questioning thoughts. Last night, when he was passing out, a figure emerged from the shadows. They reached for him before darkness swamped his gaze. There was no mark on himself when he woke up. There was even a blanket on him that wasn’t there before. His cloak was free of mud and folded neatly, placed on the floor beside the sofa.

I must be mad to even consider the mayor’s proposal, but where else am I to go? I could pay for the bookshop. Since I own it, I could make my way to Kester and see if I can sell it? But no one will buy a bookshop in a town in the middle of nowhere, except me?

It would be…mine.

Rowen stood up from the bed and reached for his cloak. He lifted it off a peg of the cloak stand. He whipped it around his shoulders and put the hood over his head. He made his way downstairs, through the tavern main floor and out on the porch.

Rain came down in sheets as Rowen made his way down the porch steps and stepped onto the muddy street. An excitement flowed through his veins as he smiled at imaginary prospects. A small sense of wonder propelled him as his boots splashed in muddy pools.

He walked the short distance to the mayor’s office. He tapped his boots hard on the porch deck to get rid of some of the mud. His hand reached into his belt pouch and took hold of something. He opened the door and stepped inside.

The mayor was sipping on yet another glass filled with spirits. He looked over at the young man he approached with a fierceness in his gaze.

Rowen pulled a gold coin from his belt pouch and put it on the table before the mayor.

“I accept your offer with one condition, you, and the people of this town, help bring life back to this town again. I don’t mind hard work, but working alone will get us nowhere. I will not be saddled with something nobody wants. I want it in writing when I sign the deed,” Rowen said with excited conviction.

The mayor stared at the young man for a second, full glass in hand.

“I will prepare the parchments, and have my quill and inkwell ready,” the mayor said as he put his glass down and smiled.


Chapter 4

Under New Ownership

The door opened inward. A figure stood in the doorframe, a key in their hand and rain pouring down behind them.

Rowen mentally remarked that it had only been a day he spent in town, before he signed a deed and contract for a boarded-up bookshop next to a dying town.

The beginning of my new destiny.

Rowen stepped in and closed the door behind him. He glanced around, seeing the counter to his right. Even with the dark gloomy light outside, enough of it allowed him to see farther. He took a few more steps in, seeing the main seating area of the shop. It was oval-shaped, with a fireplace in the middle. The wide stone chimney stabbed up through the large room and into the ceiling. Sheet-covered furniture dotted the large room like frozen ghosts.

Rowen glanced at the couch he slept on the other night, and it was covered with a sheet again, like he was never there.

“So, this place is haunted,” Rowen said with a smirk.

The new owner of the shop didn’t scare easily. Despite the possibility of ghosts and a haunting, it didn’t faze him. Rowen had much experience when he was on his own, and he read more about everything there was to know about the world of Veltherra. Ghosts, spirits, and dark beings, were a small sampling of what was out there in the world. Adventurers recorded their tales of monsters and the undead in grand detail. Rowen had his own experiences in graveyards and small dungeons. Knowledge was king, and he soothed away any deep fears down to cold logic. Their world was filled with mystical and horrid beings. Ghosts were merely echoes of a life. They hated the living, but could do nothing about it except slam doors and moan in the dark.

It didn’t mean Rowen didn’t know the dangers of the undead, but it tempered his concerns with vast knowledge on how to deal with them.

“Listen up, spirits. I will be seeing the town blacksmith tomorrow and buy all the iron bells I can. They will be hung over every window. If you don’t want me to do it and make your un-lives unpleasant, let’s try to work together, please,” Rowen said, knowing iron bells helped kept out spirits and ghosts of homes.

The house was still except for a small creak from the door behind him.

“Alright,” Rowen said with a gleeful smile.

The shift from traveling to having a home and purpose was dizzying at best. Rowen would have spun around in circles and collapsed onto the floor if he truly thought about it. But the feeling he had was not of mad laughter, but of some unseen purpose. He bought a home and business. Sure, the place was many miles away from civilization and the townspeople were a little strange, but it was his, all his.

“First thing’s first, inspection,” Rowen smiled with a gleam in his eyes.

The new bookshop owner quickly surveyed his new home. There was a small corridor beside the stairs and the edge of the counter. There was the window he came in during the storm, and a doorway that led most likely to the basement. Rowen instead moved to the stairs and climbed them to the second floor. He swept through the corridor to both ends, large bedrooms and chambers making up the second floor. When he reached a chamber at one end, he moved slowly to a wide window with a breathtaking view.

The chamber was empty and the window bare. Gray sky spread out to the horizon as rain poured down. Rowen saw the town below him a little, and past that, the lighthouse, and the Sapphire Sea. Waves crested in the distance as the light of the lighthouse glowed and warned ships.

“This will be a favorite room,” Rowen said as he stared out at the vastness of the view.

The shop owner had to tear his gaze away as he returned to inspecting his new home. He investigated each bedroom until he found one with the biggest bed. He claimed it as his before moving on. When he was finished with the second floor, he made his way down to the main floor.

Rowen searched the main floor with keen eyes. Books lined the walls and shelves of the main chamber. On the eastern side of the main floor, there were some small chambers and a rather large kitchen. The kitchen itself was tiled black, white, and green. It had a table, an island, a furnace stove, and a standing cold chest. He thought it looked more like a closet. When he opened it, it was bare, but cold air touched his features. The arcane runes still worked and he closed it.

“Cold Closet,” Rowen named it as he continued with his inspection.

Rowen checked the empty pantry and the several water closets on this floor. The first thing that caused his eyebrow to raise was when he noticed some toilets were larger than others.

“I suppose ogres and giants read too,” Rowen shrugged and continued his inspection.

It didn’t take the shop owner long to make it back to the main chamber. He looked at the full shelves and ran his fingers along a row of spines. The place needed a dusting, but it looked like it was ready for business. Rowen noted he had to work on taking the boards off the windows, and the outside needed a fresh coat of paint. The mayor informed him he could buy some paint from the grocer. If he didn’t have it, they could order it but it would take a few weeks before it arrived.

Rowen looked at the main room with a dash of wonder in his eyes.

“I will need to use my last gold coin to fix you up and maybe get some groceries, but I feel the potential. I simply must take it one day at a time,” Rowen said to his new home.

I don’t know how this is going to work, but I must have a little faith in myself, otherwise, nothing is worth doing.

Rowen moved to the counter. He went around and saw a broom and old feather duster under it. He took hold of both and came around the corner of the counter with an intention in his gaze.

“Let’s go,” he whispered with determination.

***

Rain poured from the sky as Rowen approached the grocer’s shop. Three days since he first arrived, had turned into a simple blur. The days were spent dusting and exploring every inch of his new home. The nights were a different matter entirely.

Small moments played in the back of Rowen’s mind. He woke numerous times during the last few nights to a faint scratching, or the sound of something shifting downstairs. He got up numerous times to check, thinking some rats had made a home in the large house. It was not unheard in the academy, or the libraries, for vermin to make a home within such places. But each time he made it downstairs; the small sounds stopped.

Rowen would scratch his head or rub his eyes before shrugging and going back to bed. But the sounds unnerved him a little. There was also the feeling like he was being watched. Yet, even that didn’t bother him. Rowen had grown used to being watched because that’s all they did in the academy and the libraries to all scribes.

Mentally brushing the strange happenings away, he stepped inside Dalwick’s Grocer.

A bell chimed as the door gently tapped it. Rowen stepped in and saw the orderly shelves packed with food and simple items for everyday use. There was a counter to the left, and a robust man with a happy smile behind it.

“Welcome Rowen,” Burmend “Burr” Dalwick greeted the young man.

“Greetings Burr,” Rowen smiled

Upon their first meeting, the two men insisted on being on a first-name basis. Burr had no taste for formal titles. He remarked that they were a mask against the trueness of a name.

“What can I do for you today?” Burr asked with a happy smile.

“I know the rains will be with us for a while, but once they part, I will need a lot of paint for the outside of the shop. I thought I would order it now so I would be ready to paint later.”

Burr nodded and leaned his crossed arms on the counter, his brow deep in thought.

“I can order some paints for you. What color were you thinking?”

Rowen kept his smile. “Yellow would be nice. Give it a pleasant glow in the sunlight.”

Burr nodded. “I can order that for you. To do the whole house, will cost about two gold coins.”

Rowen’s smile dimmed.

“Sorry. It may have to wait until later. I only have ten silvers to my name, after my first purchases.”

Burr waved his hand at Rowen as if to dispel his words.

“I won’t hear of it. Store credit is fine. That’s how I operate here in Quillmere. I’ll place the order. It may take a week or two, but you’ll have it.”

Rowen looked upon the portly man with receding hairline. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you my friend. To know you have taken on stewardship of The Crowned Quill has lifted my spirits. That place has always been magical to me. I knew it as a child and a young man. When it closed, I was devastated. For the last ten years, I hoped someone would come along and care for her once again, and here you are.”

Burr’s eyes gleamed with genuine joy.

“How about, instead of just store credit, find me a story I can enjoy as I mind my shop? I love adventures. That will be payment enough.”

An excitement came roaring back to Rowen’s spirit. To meet another who enjoyed stories and books was always a thrill. There were scribes and normal people, who found reading an unpleasant chore. But those who loved to read shined with a magic Rowen could never describe in a way anyone could understand.

“I will do that first thing when I get home,” Rowen said with a warm smile.

“Also, I have some fresh fruit you must take off my hands,” Burr said with a happy grin.

***

Rowen stepped out of the rain and into his new home with a paper bag of fruit, cheese, bread, and a bottle of red wine. He placed the bag on the book counter before taking off his cloak. He hung the dripping wet cloak on one of the pegs against the opposite wall of the counter. There were two dozen pegs in the wall. They were random, from high to low. Rowen assumed it was for visitors who stayed for a while.

The shop and home were still. The light outside grew darker from the rains and late afternoon sun.

Rowen scooped up the groceries and walked down a short hallway to the kitchen. He placed the bag on the counter and pulled the bottle of wine out. He smiled as he set it on the island.

“Maybe a glass or two for the evening,” he said with an interested gaze.

When he turned away to find a bottle opener, a small bang sounded off in the other chamber.

Rowen’s hand reached behind and touched the dagger pommel sheathed in his belt. The blade was sideways for easy use. At a glance, it looked like an ornament woven into the leather belt. It was the first item the young man had crafted, to aid him on his travels. But that was only part of what made the belt and dagger so special.

Rowen bent his knees as he moved silently to the corridor edge. Something fluttered and his eyes narrowed. The whole house was getting darker. Shadows grew longer as Rowen moved into the corridor and stepped silently along the wood floor.

Maybe the rats are getting bolder?

Rowen moved to the opposite edge of the corridor and peeked around the corner. He stared at the darkening main library. The fireplace was cold and dark. The books were still in their places on the shelves, but to Rowen, something was amiss.

Rowen glanced down to see an open book, face down on the floor.

The man let out a small exhale as he stepped into the library. Everything was in order and devoid of anyone or anything as far as he could see.

Rowen let go of his dagger pommel and knelt to the floor. He scooped up the book and looked it over.

The book wasn’t far from the shelf it fell from. For the life of him, Rowen wasn’t sure if he didn’t put the book back fully. He was checking out many books in the main library, it all became a muddled memory.

Rowen turned the book around in his hands, when he spotted the loose binding at the top. Fingers inspected it, the glue brittle to his touch.

“Poor thing. You need your cover re-glued. We don’t want it to fall off, do we?”

Rowen moved through the darkening shop. When he was about to approach the front counter in search of book repair supplies, something caught his eye down the corridor by the stairs.

With a quirked brow, he made his way down the same corridor with the window he opened that first night to get away from the storm. There was only a doorway to the cellar downstairs, but much to Rowen’s surprise, there was another door slightly opposite of it. The door to this previously undiscovered chamber was slightly ajar, a small glow within.

Rowen stepped to the door and pushed the door in. He gazed upon a small book-repair chamber. It had a desk, tools in their places, empty shelves to the side, and a comfortable wood chair.

“I don’t know how I could have missed this,” he smiled as he stepped in and looked at everything.

Memories clouded his mind on spending many hours in places like this, repairing book after book. It was a patient, calm duty that he enjoyed immensely. It brought a sense of serene focus, knowing he was doing his part to repair books that had an unfortunate mishap, or wear and tear.

Without ceremony, Rowen sat in the chair with the book he wished to rescue. He gently pulled the hardcover from the bound pages. He instinctively took hold of a small glue-knife and began skillfully cutting away the brittle glue. It all came off easily until he reached the bound pages. He then reached for an opaque jar of glue. When he opened it, much to his surprise, the glue was fresh.

Rowen didn’t think as he picked up a small brush and dipped it in the glue. He slathered it gently onto the spine of the bound pages. When there was enough, he placed the cover flat on the table. He pressed the glue spine to the hardcover spine. He then closed the book, and turned it around, spine up. There were a pair of heavy blocks. Rowen moved each of them to each side of the book, and pressed them together.

Rowen sat back and looked at the book between the blocks.

“I’ll let you set for the night, and by tomorrow you should be right as rain,” the former scribe smiled at another book healed by his skillful hands.

Rowen stood up with a good feeling across his spirit. He left the small room and made his way to the main library. There, he stoked a fire to life in the fireplace. He then brought out a wood plate with cheese, bread, grapes, and bits of dried meat. He placed it down on the small table before the plush couch. He then retrieved the bottle of wine and a glass.

The magical lantern glowed on a nearby table behind the couch Rowen was laying on. He had a book in his hand as the lantern and firelight allowed him to read comfortably. His hand reached lazily for pieces of cheese or meat. When he chewed, he reached with one hand for his wine glass. He took a sip as he enjoyed a story of a man inheriting his uncle’s unusual milk farm.

The words began to move across the page. Wine and reading pulled at Rowen’s eyelids. The firelight eased his spirit as written words began to drip from the book in his hands.

The library around Rowen began to darken. Eyes slowly closed before he fell into slumber’s warm embrace.

There he dwelled. Dreams spilled across his mind, taking him to faraway places. A deep forest with large trees appeared and swirled away. Dreams took him to a garden with couches, books, and a smiling tree. He then fell into a place of dark archives with books made of glass. Benches filled the area as small ponds reflected moments of his own life.

While Rowen dreamed, he felt there was another there, close to him. It wasn’t so much as someone looking at him, but with him. When he sighed, they sighed. The moment was so unusual in the dream, he turned to see a pair of beautiful eyes and horns, hovering in the dark. A mouth opened and fire exploded out, filling his spirit with light.

Rowen’s eyes parted a little. In that instant, he noticed something moving across the bookshelf.

Embers from the hearth glowed. The lantern glowed dim as well. Both gave just enough light for Rowen to see the intruder in his home.

The humanoid thing in his new home moved long, strange fingers across book spines. The fingertips were thin and pointed. They scraped across the spines, creating small scratching sounds as they moved.

Rowen’s pulse quickened as he noticed the thing in his home was barely humanoid. When it turned its long, odd head, it scowled as hollow black eyes searched.

Rowen’s moved his arm behind him, finger’s touching the pommel of his dagger.

The humanoid thing’s head whipped around and hissed. It turned its burnt paper-body to the couch as inky words moved across its parchment skin.

The thing’s hiss turned into a moaning roar as it moved like lightning across the room with bleeding black hollow eyes and an open paper maw.


Chapter 5

Paper Claws

Rowen quickly turned and was on fours on the couch. When the paper thing was nearly on him, he leapt over the armrest. He dove into a roll, but missed the landing at an awkward angle, slamming his shoulder into the hardwood floor.

Pain lightning through his shoulder as he finished the roll and was back to his feet. In a blink, he pulled his dagger from the sheath along his lower back and brandished it. Small runes glowed along the dagger as Rowen remained nimble on his feet.

Time slowed as the thing before the couch turned its paper cloaked head. Rowen could get a better look at it, seeing a thing he had never seen or read about in his entire existence.

The thing in the library was made of paper with burnt edges. Its body was a cloak of parchment, as inky texts moved along it like the lines of a shifting robe. Its hands were like coiled paper, made to look like a hand. Ink dripped like tears from black voids for eyes. Its whole body shifted and moved like it was underwater. It floated above the floor; its burnt hem rippling to some unseen current.

Rowen gripped his dagger. A small memory washed against the back of his mind, taking an odd job for an older, feebler gentleman. The man’s fingers didn’t work properly. He asked Rowen to aid him for a few days while he worked on a project. Rowen accepted the job gladly, knowing he needed the coin and a roof over his head for a few days.

Rowen helped around the older man’s tower. He didn’t find it odd that the man didn’t give his name. He assumed he either forgot a formal introduction, or didn’t bother because it would only be a few days’ worth of work. Rowen was no stranger to temporary work, so he gladly accepted.

After a day of helping clean and aid the older man with moving some heavy crates, Rowen noticed the man’s simple library had a few frayed books. Rowen then told his employer that he could fix the books for no extra charge, the man accepted with a nod and a smile.

Rowen’s fingers and skill went to work. He mended the stitching and re-glued the covers. The work took him a day for a few books, much to the older man’s delight. He told Rowen the books he repaired were his favorites, and he was afraid to read them again in case they fell apart. Now that they were whole once more, he could enjoy his favorite stories again at his leisure. He thanked Rowen, and the young exiled scribe simply smiled; glad he could help in his own way.

When the end of his job came, and before he left, the old man handed over a few silver coins, and a sheathed dagger. When Rowen politely protested, the older man held up a shaky hand. He then told him he no longer had any use for it since his hands were growing feeble. He thanked Rowen for all the work he had done, and how he fixed his beloved books. From their small talks, he knew the perils of traveling the roads unarmed, so he gave him his dagger. His enchanted dagger.  

Rowen’s mind grew sharper in his current situation. He side-stepped one foot at a time as the paper wraith stared at him with black voids for eyes. There was a moment of sizing each other up, the wraith’s paper fingers flexing.

Rowen kept his legs and shoulders loose. He didn’t dare blink as the paper wraith seethed.

Time fell to a crawl before the paper wraith screeched and flew over the couch. The dagger in Rowen’s hand glowed with a faint, blue aura. Two enchantments blazed to life, one of swift alacrity, and the other of deadly sharpness. Rowen’s body darted to the side and leapt at the wraith with a lunge, his form moving in a blur. The wraith sliced at the air where Rowen’s image faded away, before a dagger stabbed into its side and sliced sideways.

Burnt paper fell away and turned to ash. The wraith moved in an equal blur, but the ex-scribe already slashed upwards, slicing off its paper arm. Ink dripped from the stump as the wraith made a harsh screech. Its arm hit the floor and turned into ashy dust.

The paper wraith turned and bolted away. Rowen gave chase, his speed nearly overcoming the paper wraith’s escape. Black smoke poured from the escaping wraith, blinding the young man.

The darkness blinded him for only a moment. When Rowen emerged into the corridor he first entered on that rainy night, the last of the wraith was paper-thin as it slipped through the tiny thin opening between the window and the inner window ledge.

Rowen moved to the window, grabbed hold of the top of it, and pushed down until it sealed shut.

Huffing loudly, he turned around and sat down on the floor, just under the window. His elbow was laying on his knee, his dagger before him. He slowly regained his breath as he stared at the floor. His senses were sharp, listening for anything else that might be trying to get into his new home.

Time bled away, and so did the presence of danger. Rowen let out a small, cleansing exhale.

The world of Veltherra was filled with all manner of beasts and monsters. Some were abundant, and some were rare. He had read about many of them for several years, making himself familiar with what may be, or could be, but never in all his readings or travels did he know any details of the thing that entered his new home.

“Some kind of wraith made of paper?” Rowen asked no one.

When the feeling of danger had vanished, the new shop owner stood up. He ruminated on the thing that entered his home and what other secrets this strange place may be hiding. 

Rowen entered the main library chamber. He looked around to see if he could find anything else hiding away. When he found nothing, he spent a while ensuring every window was shut tight and locked. With his home secured, he made his way upstairs and to his bedroom. He entered the chamber cautiously. There was no sign of any strange intruders, but he checked anyway. With the closet and under the bed checked, he changed into his sleeping clothes. When he was finished, he lifted his pillow and placed the sheathed dagger underneath.

Rowen laid down on the bed, his mind reliving the moment. The thing appeared to be searching for something, but what? A special book? Some treasure long hidden within this place? A secret room? It could have been anything. 

Rowen fell into a troubled sleep. Uneasy dreams crawled along his slumber, unsure what the future may bring.

On the first floor, at the bottom of the stairs, a dark figure stood. It looked up with golden eyes as it stood silently in the deep shadows.


Chapter 6

The Riddle

Rowen walked the muddy street with a burning intent.

The only one to see him was Burr, the plump man in the middle of sweeping his wood porch. He watched as the new resident made a beeline for the mayor’s office. He mentally remarked to himself that the muddy street did not slow down Rowen as he walked with purpose.

Rowen reached the wood steps of the office, climbed them easily and marched for the front door. He pulled the door open hard as he stepped in with an annoyed gaze, seeing the mayor leaning back in his chair and staring out the window in sublime content.

“Something strange invaded my new store. As the man who sold me the house, I need an answer to why it was there in the first place?”

The mayor’s-tired expression remained still, continuing to look out the window at the dark, cloudy sky.

“That shop was always peculiar, but I don’t have any answers that may satisfy you,” he stated simply.

Rowen stepped closer with an aura of annoyance.

“I don’t believe that for a moment. You sold it to me, so you must know what lurks in, or around, my shop?”

The mayor turned and looked up at the young man with a solemn gaze.

“I can tell you what I know, but again, it will not give you a satisfying answer.”

“At this point, any answer will do considering I was attacked in my own home by some paper wraith,” Rowen said with a flustered edge.

The mayor nodded.

“I thought you would have met…her, by now.”

“Her? Who’s Her?”

The mayor shook his head. “It’s too difficult to explain when even I don’t know everything that goes on within that house.”

“You sold me some sort of haunted house that is stranger than a normal haunted house?” Rowen asked.

“No, not haunted. There are…people there. People we knew, before they vanished when the previous owner vanished. I wish I could say more, but my memory is hazy of them, the others that dwelled in that house.”

Rowen looked upon the mayor with a shade of disbelief.

“Mayor, why did you sell me that bookshop?”

The mayor blinked. “Because, you needed a home, a purpose…and we hoped you were a prime candidate to bring all who dwelled there…back to our dying town.”

Rowen’s eyes narrowed at first, before they filled with understanding sorrow.

The mayor, and maybe everyone here, were desperate for some life to return to their town. I never said I was some chosen one to revitalize their town. And for a brief moment, I felt like maybe, just maybe, this place would be my new home.

I may not have a place to go, but I don’t have to stay here.

Rowen stood up to his full height.

“Mayor, I am going back to the bookshop and gathering what little I have there. I will place the key on the counter and head to Kester for my new life. Thank you for selling me the place, but I don’t believe I am the right fit for this town.”

A gleam filled the mayor’s eyes.

“Lord Hallows, if you leave, this town, my home, will not survive.”

“I’m sorry, Mayor. I can’t be the one who saves your home. Open the bookshop and it will bring life back to your town.”

The mayor shook his head. “They will not choose me. They may choose you,” he answered cryptically.

Rowen had enough with the puzzles and obscure statements. He turned around and marched out of the mayor’s front door.

Rowen stepped onto the muddy street, ready to travel back to the bookshop before he set out to an unknown future, when he quickly spotted Burr the Grocer, standing in the middle of the muddy street, a sadness in his eyes.

Rowen marched until he reached the portly man. Burr held out his arms to the side, stopping Rowen in his muddy tracks.

“I’ve seen that look before. I’ve seen it when so many others left our town after the magic of this place began to decay. Rowen, please, don’t leave us too.”

“Burr, out of my way,” Rowen growled.

“Not before you hear what I have to say,” the grocer demanded. “I grew up here when the magic glowed. Strange beings visited our town with nothing but kindness and happy smiles. I barely remember them, but I still remember them. They were tied to your bookshop. They gave life to the whole town and beyond.

“When Lily vanished, we all felt it, the slow decay of the magic that inhabited these lands and our lives. The mystical people who visited us, had grand times with us, also vanished with her. Most of the people who lived here left a little at a time. All we have left are the few people who could never leave.”

Rowen looked upon the grocer who had tears streaking his cheeks.

“Lord Hallows, I have a much larger grocer shop in Kester. I don’t have to be here. I have enough gold to retire, but I love my work. I love helping people. It’s why I’m still here. The people of this town don’t have any coin to their name. If I left, they would starve, and finally leave our home.

“Quillmere is our home. Everyone here has a line of credit that they never have to pay. I tell them I put it on credit, but I have no idea how much anyone owes me, and I don’t care to get paid. The people here are good people. They never take more than they need. We share and barter, as how it should be.

“We know there are always strange happenings in our town and the surrounding lands. It adds to the magic. Give it a chance, not for us, but for your own soul.”

Rowen was silent for a moment. Burr put his arms down. The grocer stared with serious eyes as tears streaked his face.

Rowen looked away.

“I’m sorry. This place is not my destiny,” he said and stepped around the portly man.

Burr stared at nothing as Rowen made his way along the muddy road.

Rowen stared at the wet ground as he walked out of town and made his way up the short hill. An emotional storm lashed at his spirit as he stepped closer to the bookshop in the small distance.

I cannot be their savior. Either they open the bookshop and run it, or they let the town die. I have only been here a few days. I know desperation can make people do strange things, but I cannot be part of this. I need something more than a dangerous bookshop with paper monsters sneaking in.

The sky grew darker, thunder rumbling in the distance. A raindrop splashed against Rowen’s cheek as he climbed the steps to the side of the house. He inserted the key into the kitchen side door.

Rain started to come down as he swung the door open and entered. The moment the door closed, he leaned his back against it, enjoying the warmth filling the shop.

A moment ticked away before Rowen stood at surprised attention.

“I didn’t light the hearth,” he whispered.

“No. I did,” said a woman’s voice.

Rowen turned his head to see a woman standing in the doorway of the kitchen. But she wasn’t a woman, not completely. She had strange horns stabbing up from her raven black hair. Her ears were pointed, but not like elf ears. They stabbed out a little, almost like fae ears. She was dressed in a green dress with a green and white top. She had several belts around her hour-glass waist. Her dress had a slit along one leg, and Rowen caught the glimpse of golden scales running down her leg.

Rowen took in the dragon woman’s appearance in an instant, before he launched backwards to the kitchen table. He grabbed a chair and lifted it up, pointing all four legs at her.

The dragon woman gave Rowen a stare, unmoved by his sudden defense.

“What are you doing here?” Rowen asked with wide eyes.

The dragon woman showed no emotion other than mild contempt.

“I will give you one riddle. You are to only answer it,” she said plainly.

“A riddle from a dragon?” Rowen asked as he continued to hold up the chair.

The dragon woman’s eyes narrowed.

“Answer the riddle.”

Rowen looked upon the dragon woman with crazed eyes.

“I’m not answering anything. I don’t know who you are, but you can have this place. I’m leaving. Just back up and no one needs to get hurt,” Rowen said as he had a firm grip on the chair.

“What burns but does not consume, warms but does not wound, and dies only when neglected?”

Rowen’s eyes narrowed. He cared not for any riddle. He only wanted out of this strange place.

The dragon woman looked at Rowen with stern, unblinking, watchful eyes.

Rowen parted his lips, ready to tell her to get out of his way, when the riddle sank into his very soul. The words licked at his curious mind. He was entranced as he spoke from the knowledge in the back of his mind.

“Kindness,” he said with surprised eyes.

The dragon woman’s eyes widened a hair. The sternness weakened across her features.

“Only kindness can light the way out of the darkness of the soul without consuming anything in return. Kindness can warm a soul and not burn it. Kindness can die when you don’t tend to what it is, a notion of being good to each other through our darkest times,” Rowen explained.

The horned woman closed her eyes and bowed her head forward.

“You have nothing to fear from me. Please lower the chair,” the dragon woman said with a soft tone.

Rowen stared at her, unsure what to believe. But as the riddle coiled around his mind, he suddenly felt embarrassed. He lowered the chair and slid it back into place along the side of the table. He stood with a dreamy, embarrassed gaze, unsure what to say.

A silence filled the kitchen for a long moment.

“How did you know the answer?” the horned woman asked.

“I…I read it,” he said hesitantly. “It wasn’t plain on the page of a particular book. I’ve read many books and it’s…kind of a running theme across most of them with some sort of heroism involved.”

The dragon woman stood up a little straighter.

“I believe we should sit down and have some tea.”

Rowen backed up a few steps as the horned woman swept her way in and moved to a shoulder high cabinet by the sink. He opened it and found a small tin with tea bags in it.

“Black tea, my favorite,” she said as she pulled a teapot from another cabinet.

“Um, that’s my tea,” Rowen said as he watched in disbelief.

The horned woman moved with practiced skill. She turned a blue crystal knob to a faucet over the sink and filled the metal teapot. She placed it on the wood stove first, before grabbing a few cut logs on the side of the stove, and placed them into it. She then placed a little kindling with the logs. She took in a small inhale and blasted out a thin stream of fire.

Rowen took another step back as the kindling and logs took the flame and burned brighter. She closed the metal door to the oven, stood up, turned around, and looked upon Rowen with guarded eyes.

“My name is Seraphina,” the horned dragon woman said confidently.

Rowen looked away as he was on the other side of the table now.

“Rowen Hallows,” he said plainly.

“When the tea is ready, we should sit down and talk,” Seraphina said before she walked over to another cabinet.

Rowen watched as she pulled out a pair of teacups and saucers. She gently set them down on the countertop, her back to the man on the other side of the table.

“I know this is odd. It’s odd for me too,” she said as she turned her head, but didn’t look over her shoulder.

“Odd is a word I wouldn’t use to describe this moment,” Rowen said in a half-hearted, joking manner.  

“Nor I,” Seraphina said as she looked at the cabinet door with discomfort in her eyes.

Rowen stared at the dragon. His mind spun with possibilities, unsure what this all meant. He could feel some sort of regret coming off Seraphina in small waves, like she was doing something she didn’t want to do.

The whistle from the teapot woke him up. He grabbed a small hanging towel on a peg. He wrapped it around the teapot handle as Seraphina turned and watched him.

“A towel?” she asked with curious eyes.

Rowen lifted the steamy teapot and moved toward the dragon woman and the counter. She moved to the side as her hands moved to the tea tin. She opened it and pulled out two teabags as Rowen delicately poured boiling water into each cup, steam rising.

“You burn yourself a few times, you become extra careful,” he said as he put the teapot on the counter beside him.

Seraphina put a teabag into each cup of boiling water.

“I sometimes forget how delicate humans are,” the dragon woman said plainly.

Rowen smirked as he wrapped the small string of each tea bag around the handles of each teacup.

“We have our strengths,” he smiled as he finished wrapping both strings to handles of each teacup and admired his work. “It helps to keep the tea bags from floating around the cup.

“Once the tea is in the water for a time, you pull them out and lay them on the saucer,” Seraphina stated.

Rowen lifted a saucer with her teacup. “I like the taste of a long-submerged tea bag,” he said.

Seraphina looked down at the saucer and teacup for a moment. Hands lifted with golden scales on the back of them. She took hold and the man before her let go.

Rowen picked up his cup, a sudden lightness filling his spirit.

“I never met a dragon before. This should be interesting. Should we sit in the library to discuss whatever needs to be said?”

Seraphina eyed the man before her, his mood changing like the wind.

“Yes. The library should be adequate.”

The pair made their way, one after the other. Seraphina led the way into the oval-shaped library. There was a table, with two plush chairs sitting across each other under the table. They walked over and pulled out a seat while placing down their teacups and saucers. A blink later, they sat down, looking at each other with ghostly steam rising from their teacups.

Rowen leaned forward a little, his elbows on the table and fingers laced before his chin.

“You placed the blanket on me and cleaned my cloak that first night,” he stated.

Seraphina gave a single nod.

“You broke in during a storm. You didn’t attempt to look around and find anything to loot. You fell into my hands, shivering.”

The dragon woman looked away.

“It would never be right to leave a lost soul like that. I lifted you onto the sofa, and gave you a warm blanket for the night.”

Seraphina then turned her gaze back to Rowen.

“I cleaned your cloak because I didn’t want any more mud everywhere,” she said sternly.

Rowen eyed the dragon woman. He couldn’t deny her beauty. She was nearly divine to his gaze, but there was plainly something else going on, and to him, she appeared to be holding back.

“Thank you,” he said with a small smile. “Thank you for the hospitality and kindness. That is something I will never forget.”

Seraphina eyed the peculiar man across from her. 

“Why a riddle?” Rowen asked.

The dragon woman’s lips quivered, but did not open.

“Every book I have ever read that had a riddle between a person and a divine being always led to more answers or information. And I do have to say, I have many questions.

“Considering you didn’t burn me to a crisp, or ripped me limb from limb, means there is always something more to the story.”

Seraphina’s eyes gleamed a little.

“You are a reader,” she said in astonishment.

Rowen blinked. “Isn’t everyone?”

Seraphina blinked as she seemed to regain her composure.

“There is too much for me to simply lay it all out for you for you to understand at first. I will start small.”

“Please,” Rowen smiled.

Seraphina took in a small inhale and let the words flow from her lips.

“This shop, this place, rests on a line between worlds, creating its own realm. This realm, known as the Inkwell Vale, is a place of refined magic and stories. It is a kingdom, much like any other. There are royal titles for all who dwell in this realm, but like any realm, there are rules.”

Rowen listened intently, all his focus on the beautiful dragon woman before him.

Seraphina continued, “These rules must be followed, or chaos will burn away everything we created, shepherded, and nurtured.”

She looked Rowen in the eyes, “As with all kingdoms, each one must have a queen, or a king.”

Rowen’s face was a blank mask, but his eyes blinked in disbelief.

The dragon woman’s eyes weakened at a recent memory. “You passed the first test, the one of gentle knowing. The King’s Codex fell for you, and you picked it up. You repaired it, not because you were told to, but because it was the right thing to do.”

Rowen sat back and scratched the back of his head.

“I…I’ve worked with books most of my life. It wasn’t some divine direction. I…just had to repair it. I would have done that for any book.”

Seraphina nodded. “That is the way of kings. True kings or queens know they must take care of their people. And for us, our people are stories.”

Rowen wanted to laugh, but the feeling quickly slipped away.

I want to say this is madness, but I can’t. She is speaking things I wish to deny, but something about it rings true in my soul. How can this be?

Seraphina lifted her cup to her lips, and sipped it. Her gaze never wavered from the man sitting across from her.

“The paper wraith from last night?” Rowen asked.

“An Ashborn Wraith. They are created when someone burns a book. The stories feel the burning and it drives them to madness. They rise from the ashes as beings of chaos. They wallow in their misery and try to spread it by stealing favored books, or burning down places in supernatural frustration.”

Rowen nodded once. “I saw it, looking at the titles. It was searching for this King’s Codex?”

Seraphina nodded.

“It sensed a favored book was nearby. It couldn’t burn this place down, but it looked to steal such a divine tome.”

Rowen blinked. “I repaired the cover and left it in the book repair chamber so the glue would dry. If I didn’t,” he began.

“It may have found it and snatched it away,” Seraphina finished.

Rowen looked around as his thoughts spun into a storm.

He then looked at the dragon woman again. “Are you the caretaker of this place?”

Seraphina shrugged. “Not a caretaker so much. More like a guardian who has seen a lot and wants to make sure everything is in order.”

The young man eyed her, uncertainty filling his gaze.

Seraphina let out a flustered sigh and rolled her eyes.

“Maybe it’s better to show you,” the dragon woman said with a slight smirk before she sipped her tea.

Rowen turned his head to the other side of the library, the other side of the oval chamber. His gaze widened as bookshelves separated. The entire chamber began to shift and become impossibly bigger than it could fit on the first floor. Stairs bloomed to the right and left of him as bookshelves stretched out further. A half floor of books mystically appeared. An arm rail stabbed up to waist high, each black metal bar stretching out into scenes from various books, books Rowen knew intimately.

Rowen stood up as arcane doors morphed into existence between tall bookshelves. He made his way around the hearth in the middle of the new, wider library chamber. With wide eyes, he drank in the forming doors between bookshelves, counting seven closed doorways.

The doors were different in every sense. They each had their own unique design. One door looked like thick oak with charred edges. Another had vines across it. And another looked like it was made of polished stone. Even at a distance, he could see his reflection in it. Another door was larger and taller than the others, iron made with gold edges. Another had threads moving across it in a writhing manner. The sixth one was a stone door with cracks along the edges. The last door appeared to have stars twinkling across it under a crystal archway.

Rowen stood dumbfounded before the seven doors and their strange arches. He had read many fantasy stories, but this was beyond anything he had read before. He couldn’t even understand how the doors and second floor above them fit in the shop.

“Ready to talk more?” the dragon woman said before she sipped her tea again.

Rowen nodded.

“Yes. Yes, there is much to talk about,” Rowen said as he stared with magnificent wonder.


Chapter 7

Doorways to the Unknown

Rowen moved to the first door. A woodland scent filled his nose as he lifted a hand and touched the surface. Cracked embers glowed along the edges, and Rowen could have sworn he felt a small pulse against his touch. A warmth poured off the door, warming his hand like there was a hearth just on the other side.

Seraphina stood up and walked over. She didn’t get too close to Rowen, standing a few feet behind him. She watched as his palm pressed against the strange door.

“That one is my door. My seal,” the dragon woman said with a small smile.

Rowen pulled his hand away and stepped back a little.

“Can you open it?” he asked.

Seraphina nodded. “Yes, I can.”

Rowen turned and faced the woman with small dragon features. “But you won’t.”

“It’s more like, I can’t for you. Not in a way you could enter. You must unseal it. Only one may possess the crown of the Ink Vale, but they must earn it.”

Rowen gave a mischievous smile.

“How does one earn it?”

Seraphina couldn’t hide her smile as she looked away.

“I cannot simply tell you. That would be preposterous.”

Rowen eyed her as he crossed his arms. He lifted a hand and pressed his thumb nail under his top front teeth. He then turned and looked at the mystical library, wonder and possibilities wrapping around his soul.

“It’s more than a puzzle. It’s a proper test. To become a king, or queen, a test of character, knowledge, and leadership would be required. Each tests the convictions of the person who would wear the crown.”

Rowen turned his head sideways, one eye connecting with Seraphina’s gaze.

“It would also root out those too eager or selfish. If it didn’t, it would be like a modern-day kingdom.”

Seraphina barked out a laugh and quickly tried to regain her composure. She stood with elegant grace as her eyes betrayed her amusement.

Rowen looked down. “I was ready to leave this day. Leave this town and never look back. I thought ashborn wraiths lurked behind every corner.”

Seraphina’s eyes narrowed a little, her smile fading.

Rowen continued, “I am being honest with my intentions. I could have easily kept it a secret.”

The dragon woman closed her eyes and shook her head. “No, you could not. I was watching you the whole time you were here. There was a long moment where I thought you would have left, like many before.”

A warm gleam flashed across her almost human golden eyes.

“But when you took care of the King’s Codex, there was a spark. The way you tended to it, cared for it, it showed a glimmer of truth.”

Rowen nodded and stepped away with his hands behind his back.

“What is the importance of this Inkwell Vale? Does it have a purpose?”

“It serves as a bastion of knowledge, and a place for souls. Like the many hidden lands that populate the in-between realms, it brings back a literary presence to the world.”

Seraphina’s eyes took on a touch of sorrow as she looked down.

“I still can read the world events on the winds. There have been many book burnings.”

A silence filled the massive chamber.

Rowen looked to the side, knowing what she meant because he too kept up on current events. Movements of anti-science and anti-knowledge. People in power trying to maintain their power by keeping the populace ignorant.

Some of the outer kingdoms of the empire have had such burnings. Within the empire, there has been some support for it. Cloaked people holding small book burnings in solidarity. The empire had been crumbing for some time. It appeared to Rowen, there were many more who wanted it to crumble much sooner than predicted.

Seraphina stood her ground, her eyes wet.

“The Vale has been dark for a long time now. I fear the longer it remains dark, the more abundant these crimes will become. The Vale will not fix the world’s problem, but it will help steer it in the right direction.”

Rowen’s heart sank in his chest. He stood twelve feet from the dragon woman, his back to her.

“Seraphina, I don’t know if I can be the person who helps correct a great wrong. I’m not one to meddle. All I sought was a quiet life with much to read. Everything you have told me is fascinating, and I would love to know more, but I am no king.”

Seraphina smiled.

“All good kings say that,” she said and wiped away a tear from her cheek.

A pulse touched Rowen’s heart and he felt a little lighter. Her words had a kind strength, but they were just words to him.

“The only reason why I bought this place was because I thought this could be my home. I’ve never really had a home. For my entire life, I have moved from place to place. To run a bookshop would be a divine plan, but to rule is something else entirely.”

“You’re not king yet,” Seraphina chided him.

Rowen lifted a brow, and then let out a mood breaking laugh. Seraphina laughed a little as Rowen wiped a tear from his eye.

The youthful man turned and eyed the beautiful dragon woman.

“I suppose you’re right,” he chuckled.

There was a silence between them as rain came down beyond the windows.

“It’s really a lovely place to live,” Seraphina smiled.

“It seems like it,” Rowen said, returning her smile.

A heat ran up necks as the pair had a moment. They looked away as they both felt it at the same time.

“Do the other guardians come out after each door is unsealed?” Rowen asked, trying to change the subject.

“No. They come out whenever they want,” she said plainly.

Rowen’s eyes widened a little.

“You mean there will be seven guardians living here, at the same time?”

Seraphina shook her head as she tried to stifle her laughter and smile.

“No. Many of them like their realms. While others like to venture out from time to time.”

“Like you?” Rowen said.

Seraphina’s shoulders lowered an inch as she looked away.

“I’m the caretaker, in a way. A title I did not want, but seemed to fit.”

Rowen smiled.

A mood curled around the pair, their gazes never leaving the other. Something unspoken was being said. It slipped into their spirits as silence filled the air.

“If we are both going to give this king thing a try, there is a lot I will have to learn,” Rowen said honestly.

Seraphina nodded. “It won’t be easy, for either of us.”

Rowen eyed the beautiful dragon woman. A war between sensibilities, honor, and trauma filled her eyes. But despite the darkness in her gaze, somehow, he could detect a glimmer of hope.

I must be mad to go through with this.  

“I will stay. How could I deny the company of a beautiful woman, like yourself,” Rowen said with such confidence, his charm sizzling through the air.

Seraphina was stunned as pink filled her cheeks.

Rowen could not fight the natural inclination to be so bold. He had read many books about fictional roguish men, and the power of those stories blended into him in this small moment.

Rowen could also not deny a spark. There was something there as the fog of the unknown began to lift. This place was magical in a way he understood. The thought tantalized his spirit as he wondered what other experiences hid under this roof of theirs.

Seraphina regained her wits before she looked away. She took a few steps closer to the table with their teas. She placed her hand on the table, and let out a cleansing exhale.

“What happens now?” Rowen asked with a gleam in his eyes.

“It depends. The path to becoming a king is a personal journey. But before we continue, you should know what happened to the last person who was here, readying herself to become queen.”

Rowen watched as Seraphina turned around and leaned her butt against the edge of the table. Her hands were down at her sides; fingers curled under the table edge. Her golden eyes held a sad gleam as her lips parted.

“Lily Silver was the previous owner of the bookshop. She opened four of the seven seals. She was on her way to be queen.”

Seraphina’s eyes took on a deep shadow as she continued, “She was murdered, right in this very room.

“Our hearts mourned for her. We buried her body behind the house, and cleaned up the spot she laid. We vanished into our small realms as the bookshop began to fade into a cold, dark shell of its former glory.

“Without a potential king or queen, all of us begin to fade from the minds of people who used to know us. Now, we are nothing more than a faraway dream to the people in town. Those who once visited this place forget it ever happened. We have become a ghost of a memory to some, or forgotten completely by others.

“Lord Hallows, if you stay, there may be a chance others may come here to take away what is earned, or silence us before we have a chance to truly live. There are politics between realms that have been waging for more years than the universe has been alive.

“Stay with us and your life may be in peril. I must warn you of these things because it would never sit well with me if I remained silent about what may come.”

Rowen rubbed his jaw as he looked down.

“I certainly have a lot to think about.”

“Yes, you do,” Seraphina said with a watchful gaze.

“In the meantime, we should drink our tea. I love tea with good company,” Rowen smiled as he made his way over to the table.

Rowen stepped past Seraphina and sat in his chair. The dragon woman didn’t look at him as she smiled. When she turned around, her face was plain. She sat down in the seat across from the man sipping his tea.

The pair sat in silence.

Rowen’s mind was a storm of thoughts and considerations.

I can feel the threads of this town, its people, and now the weight of being chosen for some crown that I may not even want. I could leave and never look back, but what story ever written was about a coward in the face of so much potential?

Rowen glanced past the rim of his teacup, visually drinking in the strikingly beautiful woman across from him.

None.

Rowen continued to sip his tea as the sound of rain played on beyond the windows of his new home.


Chapter 8

The King’s Codex

Rowen stepped into the book repair chamber. He spied the book he mended, between two small, worn blocks on the desk. He stepped closer to the desk, pulled the chair out, and sat down.

The weight on his soul grew a little heavier as he looked at the tome. Imagined moments played out like mini-plays across his mind. His brow was soft, but his gaze never wavered from the book.

Rowen reached for the light blue book. He took hold and slipped it from between the blocks. He turned it so he could see the cover. A triangular golden emblem shined in the lantern light, but nothing more was present. There was no title or author. It was blank, save for the emblem.

The bookshop owner checked his work. He inspected the edges, and hefted it with an open cover. The cover didn’t part from the pages, the glue holding strong. When he was finished with his inspection, Rowen placed it on the desk, cover up.

Nimble fingers touched the hardcover and slowly opened it. Rowen was unsure of what to expect. He dreamed of ancient texts, or a dead language from long ago. Instead, his brow quirked at an empty page.

Rowen leafed through several pages, all of them blank.

“I suppose I really do have to write my story if I am to be this king,” Rowen smiled.

When he leafed it back to the first page, drops of ink expanded across it. Rowen watched with unblinking eyes as words began to form across the first page.

King’s Codex: Foundation

Whispering Page: Can hear faint whispers from books when alone. 

Shelving Sense: Always knows where a book should be, even in chaos.

Dustless Touch: Books touched are instantly cleaned and restored. 

Warm Words: Reading aloud in the store creates a gentle calming aura, easing anxiety and encouraging customers to linger.

Kindle Light: Able to summon one, to several candles to allow one to read at any time.

Rowen eyed the entries with an amused gaze.

These abilities seem tied to this shop, I think. It would certainly make my life a little easier tending to it. I wish I knew the dusting one sooner. It would have helped with my previous dusting.

The words took up most of the page. When Rowen caught hints of other words on the back of the current page, he turned the first one and looked at the next page.

The Quillwright Abilities

Paper is passive. Until a King gives it voice.

Whisperfold

“A page may speak, even if torn.”

Type: Utility / Detection

Effect: animates up to five nearby pages to scout, eavesdrop, or carry simple messages within one mile.

Combat Use: Pages cling to enemies’ faces, briefly blinding or disorienting them.

Visual: They shimmer with faint script, whispering in Rowen’s voice.

Rowen’s eyes read, and re-read the passage. He then flipped the pages to see the rest of the codex still blank. He then sat back and stared at nothing.

“Such strange and wondrous powers and abilities. How could one not want to be a king of books and paper? Had I known earlier, I wouldn’t carry the regret of wishing to leave earlier,” he said to himself.

“We all have regrets,” came a small voice to the side.

Rowen leapt up to his feet and vaulted back, his back hitting the wall. The voice startled him, thinking another ashborn wraith had come to finish him off. Instead, he saw a ghostly woman before him, with a tilted forward brow, but sad eyes looking up at him.

Rowen calmed himself as he stared at the ghostly woman. He visually drank in her long, inky black hair, pale skin, black scripts entwined along her arms, and nearly silver glowing eyes. She was dressed in a long, black dress, but her form was ethereal and slightly transparent, Rowen seeing the waist high shelf behind her.

“Seraphina said you would be in here. My name is Moria. Pleased to meet you,” she said with a small voice.

Rowen stood tall, his pulse slowing to a calm crawl.

“Pleased to meet you, Moria. I’m Rowen Hallows, at your service,” he said with a slight bow.

A faint smile appeared across Moria’s ghostly features.

When Rowen stood up, he eyed her for a moment.

“I hope I’m not rude for asking, but are you the second seal guardian?”

Moria shook her head slowly, her gaze never leaving him.

“I’m the third,” she said.

Rowen nodded.

“Nonetheless, I am happy to meet you. I assume the others may come around to meet me?”

Moria shrugged.

“It’s hard to say what they will do. Most tend to their smaller realms. I like to spend my time here. It gets me out of my realm from time to time.”

“You spend a lot of time there?” Rowen asked.

Moria nodded.

“It’s my safe space. I can linger without scaring anyone, or making them feel at unease,” she said softly.

“Pardon me for my earlier response. I thought maybe the ashborn wraith came back.”

Moria nodded.

“They are terrible story-spirits. I understand their rage, but not their chaos. Everything has its place, much like a library, or a simple bookshelf.”

“Very wise, and I couldn’t agree more,” Rowen said as he eyed her.

Moria looked away.

“I will take my leave. It was good to meet you,” the ghostly Moria said with a soft voice as she vanished before Rowen’s eyes.

“It was good to meet you too,” he said to the empty chamber.

Rowen looked down, deep in thought. His world was turning, changing in such a way he knew he must endure. He also knew that those within this shop, or realm, will take their time to get to know him. Beginnings were always difficult, from putting ink to page, and to making friends. It was something that would come naturally, and with time.

A sudden lightness filled Rowen’s spirit. The joy of challenging new experiences soaked into his soul. He knew this feeling well, the happiness tied to reading a new story, a new adventure. The gloom of being exiled began to part a little at a time. Soon, everything would change.

For a moment, Rowen allowed that joy to curl around his heart and remain. The gray, outside world would always remain, but in his heart, it dwelled in the golden light of possibilities for a time.

“It’s time to change, for all of us,” Rowen smiled.

He swiped the King’s Codex from the table and held it in his hand. He walked toward the door with a new conviction taking root.

“Let’s bring this place back to life,” he said as he opened the door and stepped into the shop with a dream unfolding across his spirit.


Chapter 9

Yellow Glow

The rains abated as clear skies and sunlight filled the sky. Rowen rushed out of the front door with two paint cans, and a roller brush. He moved to the side of the house, and put the cans down on the grass.

Rowen looked at the wall for a moment. Memories poured across his mind. Burr told him the paint had come in. How he and the large grocer carried everything back to the shop. Rowen was so happy to get his paint, he moved to a bookshelf and pulled out a thick book. He then turned to Burr and bowed to the man; the book presented in Rowen’s hands.

Burr accepted the book by gently taking it from Rowen’s hands. The two men thanked each other, before the pudgy grocer left the shop with a smile across his face.

After the exchange, rain poured from the skies again, keeping Rowen inside and unable to paint his new home. That was when Seraphina presented him with the coastal almanac. She informed him it was surprisingly accurate with the rains this time of year.

Rowen thanked her as he looked it over. He noted that there would be a break in the rains in just a few days, and he planned for it. The time between reading the almanac and when the rains stopped had turned into Rowen using his new abilities.

The book shop owner smiled to himself as he pried open one paint can, and then moved to another. Memories unfolded to when he inspected the home, and caught a patch of dust on the shelf, all he had to do was touch it, and the dust vanished like it was never there. The books looked cleaner and almost brand-new again.

When Rowen sat down to read, he summoned some candlelight. A small, transparent candle would appear over his shoulder, illuminating the pages of his book. He greatly appreciated the new light, which made reading even easier on his eyes.

Before he could explore any more of his abilities, the time had arrived where there was a break in the rains for a week. Long enough to paint his new shop and home.

Rowen poured paint into a pan, and then rolled the roller in it, soaking it with yellow paint. He lifted the dripping paint-roller, and the moment he pressed it to the house, the front door opened. Rowen moved the roller up and down, painting the faded white of the shop and giving it a yellow glow.

Rowen turned to the side to see the horned Seraphina approach him. She was wearing overalls and a white shirt underneath. She had another roller in her hand as she approached.

Rowen didn’t have to say anything as the dragon-woman pressed her roller into the pan, moved it back and forth, and then lifted it to her section of the wall. She moved the roller up and down, painting more yellow onto the faded white panels.

The shop owner smiled to himself as they both painted away.

A warmth had surrounded Rowen’s heart. The last few days since Seraphina told him about this place, and his role, sank deeper into his soul. He thought about it in his quiet moments, wondering if this was his true purpose, or something that had arrived by happenstance? But with each passing day and night, it sank even deeper into his entire being.

“Tea, later?” Seraphina said as she painted with even, perfect strokes.

“Of course,” Rowen said plainly, but in his heart, he was delighted.

With each rainy afternoon, the pair sat down and had tea together. Despite so much he needed to learn about this place, the pair sat silently, enjoying their cups of tea. Rowen had noticed that Seraphina often looked down, as if deep and thought. Yet, there were times she glanced at him, and then looked away. He couldn’t deny the pull of their souls. He could taste the attraction, but said nothing. Instead, he simply would make their tea first, black, just how she liked it. This often surprised the dragon-woman, but would gladly take her cup and saucer. Rowen noted that yesterday evening, she wasn’t shocked as he served her tea. A small comfort had touched the pair, and they glanced at each other with warm gazes.

“We should talk a little more,” Seraphina remarked.

“Something to do with this destiny for all of us?” Rowen chuckled.

The dragon woman shook her horned head as she continued to paint.

“Something less crucial, and more practical.”

“Sounds mysterious,” Rowen remarked.

“I wish it were a little more mysterious and less modest,” Seraphina shrugged.

Rowen didn’t press. He wanted to get this painting work done before the rains returned. He was grateful for the dragon’s aid in this endeavor. It would quickly knock down the timeframe.

Time spun on as the sun moved lower in the sky. Rowen wiped his brow as he looked at their work. Seraphina stood beside him, also looking at their work. One whole side of the shop was painted a bright sunflower yellow. Rowen guessed that if they both worked at it for the next few days, the whole outside would be painted and dry before the rains returned.

The day almost over, the pair picked up paint cans and roller brushes, before they headed in. Everything was stored in a hallway closet. Once the closet door closed, Seraphina turned to Rowen, small patches of yellow paint on her arms, clothes, and a drop on her cheek.

“One of the other guardians wants to meet you,” she said quickly.

“I’ve met Moria, but haven’t seen her much. Who is this third guardian of this place and the realms?”

Seraphina let out a long exhale, her shoulder’s drooping.

“Her name is Calla. She’s a dryad, the guardian of the second seal. But this is less about her, but what she likes to do,” she said with a hesitation to her tone.

“You act like I will be horrified or disgusted,” Rowen said with understanding eyes.

“Quite the opposite,” Seraphina said with a low tone before she stood a little straighter. “She likes to walk around in the nude.”

Rowen parted his lips, but when nothing came out, he closed them.

Seraphina continued as she looked to the side, “She’s very…free. She will wear clothes at times, but after closing time, she tends to walk around naked. Myself and the others have tried to tell her to put something on, but she ignores us. If she comes to you,” she didn’t finish.

“You think I will become some slathering idiot at seeing a nude woman or dryad?” Rowen smiled.

“Will you?” she asked directly.

Rowen let out another chuckle.

“No,” he stated plainly.

A small relief filled Seraphina’s features.

“It’s good to hear,” she said as she walked past him.

Rowen followed, ready to go upstairs and take a hot bath so he could scrub off the yellow paint on his skin. When he reached the main chamber, he spotted a woman sitting on the couch with long green hair. He could only see the back of her head, the rest of her just out of view with the back of the couch towards him.

Not wanting to disturb her, he tried to rush to the stairs so he could clean himself up for a proper introduction. That was when a voice touched his ears and he stopped in his tracks.

Rowen turned to the woman curling up and then standing. Her skin had a dark brown tan. She stepped around the couch with a wide, welcoming smile. Rowen couldn’t deny her naked beauty as he had become entranced by it.

The dryad slowly approached. She had a slim figure, tanned dark skin with strange patterns like tree bark. Her eyes were oval and dark. Her hair was long and leafy green. Her dark breasts treated gravity like it was a guideline, dark erect nipples stabbing out. Her movements were sensual as she approached. Green mossy hair formed a small triangle around her womanhood. When she stood before Rowen, she bowed with deep respect.

“It is good to finally meet the man everyone has been talking about. My name is Calla, The Verdant Muse,” she said as she stood up once again.

“Rowen Hallows,” he said with a bow of his head.

Seraphina stood a few feet from the pair, watching them with keen eyes.

Rowen used all his power to keep his gaze connected with Calla’s gaze. Her smile glowed, as if she knew exactly what he was doing.

“Do not care for the beauty of the naked form?” she said with an airy tone.

“Quite the opposite. The natural beauty of the nude form is enchanting to behold. Since this is our first meeting, I did not wish to be rude by glancing at your bodily beauty,” Rowen said as he maintained eye contact.

Calla nodded with an endearing glow in her eyes.

An unseen energy rippled through the air. Rowen felt it, one of his eyebrows raised. Before him, a greenish energy wrapped around the naked nymph. When it settled, it turned into a forest green silken robe. It adhered to Calla’s form perfectly, but did not leave much to the imagination.

Rowen’s smile turned into a sly grin. “A test?”

Calla let out a haughty, genuine laugh.

“When one is to become a king, or queen, a test of character is always prudent. The Inkwell Vale would not tolerate a charlatan or a brute. I can sense you are well-read, and you have a kindness about you, but not in a weak way.”

“I do have a weakness for the womanly form, nude or clothed,” Rowen said with a deadpan smirk.

Calla’s eyes widened a hair before she let out a kinder, more natural laugh. She then looked over to Seraphina.

“I do like this one,” she said with a warm tone.

The dragon woman nodded once, a happy shine in her eyes.

Calla turned her gaze back to Rowen. She stepped a little closer, closing the distance and their bodies nearly touching. Rowen caught the nymph’s gaze centering on the tattoo on his forehead, between his eyebrows.

“May I?” she asked.

Rowen simply nodded.

Calla lifted a tanned hand and ran a finger along the diamond shaped tattoo.

“A chosen marking?” she asked.

Before he could say anything, Seraphina spoke first.

“A symbol, indicating he is an exiled scribe,” the dragon woman said with an informative tone.

For the first time since the guardians appeared to him, a sense of guilt and remorse pulled at his heart. The sudden happy glow from the last few days melted away into a cold void.

Calla’s eyes took on an edge of sorrow as she let her hand hang at her side once again.

“Forgive me. I was only curious,” the nymph said.

Rowen nodded. “It’s okay. You didn’t know.”

Calla didn’t know what the symbol meant, but Seraphina knew the entire time.

The nymph saw the sudden gloom in Rowen’s eyes as he looked to the side. She took his hand into hers, and gave it a warm squeeze. Rowen turned his gaze back to her, seeing a warmth in her gaze.

“Our past does not define us. To be the ruler of the Ink Vale, one must have the characteristics of a good king or queen. The codex tested and chose you. There must be a spark that it sees within you.”

Rowen nodded as he tried to keep a cheery smile.

“Thank you for trying to cheer me up. I know I can’t run away from my past, and this symbol between my brow will always be a reminder. My only hope is that it will not deter others from visiting this magical bookshop,” Rowen said honestly.

“It won’t,” Seraphina said as she stepped closer and stood beside them.

Rowen turned his gaze to the beautiful dragon woman. She looked at him, not with disappointed eyes, but a glimmer of what may come.

Rowen slipped his hand from Calla’s grasp.

“I need to wash off this paint. If you will excuse me,” he said as he turned and made for the stairs.

Seraphina and Calla stood beside each other, listening to Rowen as he made his way upstairs and into his room. When they heard his door closed, they looked at each other.

“Seraphina,” Calla said with sad eyes.

The dragon woman shook her head.

“You didn’t know. I think he was bothered that I knew,” she said with sad, yet understanding eyes.

Calla eyed the dragon woman, a sudden understanding taking root.

“Seraphina, so soon?”

The dragon woman let out a long sigh.

“There’s a spark I haven’t felt in over a thousand years. I cannot believe it myself, but it’s there. You haven’t seen him, how he treats books. You haven’t seen, or felt his kind strength,” Seraphina barely believing she is even saying the words.

Calla stepped closer and embraced her friend. The two lingered in a simple hug, the implications stabbing deeper into their immortal souls.

“You have nothing to fear about these feelings. You’re our guiding light in this world. We will always take your lead,” Calla said with a reassuring tone.

Seraphina gave a small nod.

Calla pulled back and looked Seraphina in the eyes.

“If you need me to instruct him on our ways, I would be willing to fall on his sword first,” the nymph said with an amused grin.

Seraphina let out a laugh as her heart glowed at the possibilities of the new ruler of the Ink Vale.

***

The bathwater was hot and steamy. Rowen relaxed in the large porcelain tub, just finishing scrubbing every drop of paint off his body. Muscle soreness ebbed. Serenity cooled his mind as he closed his eyes.

A darkness and warmth wrapped around his body, but something needled him at the back of his mind.

The darkness of his mind parted to moments of time. Moments of joy were stabbed with an inky needle. His gaze trapped on a book being thrown in the fire, destroying a piece of his soul. A look of sad regret etched into his face as he knelt and watched the book burn, powerless to stop it.

Rowen opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. A lantern glowed from the side of the tub, filling the washroom with strange shadows.

An anger bubbled in Rowen’s soul, but he blinked in disbelief. It wasn’t his own anger. It felt like it belonged to another.

Rowen was up and out of the tub. He rushed to his clothes and began to dress. When he buckled his belt, one hand moved behind and touched the hilt of his hidden dagger.

With everything in order, he rushed out of his private washroom, through his room, and made his way to the stairs. He practically slid down the stairs until he reached the bottom. When he emerged into the main library, he glanced around.

Seraphina and Calla emerged from the kitchen, teacups in hands. They looked at him with puzzled gazes.

“Rowen?” Seraphina asked before her eyes widened.

Rowen glanced at a table, the King’s Codex lying on it. He had meant to look it over to understand his new abilities a little more. But when a thundering slam touched his ears, he turned and looked at the stairs and hallway in the main corridor.

“Is it?” Calla asked.

“No. He shouldn’t be awake, not now!” Seraphina said with alarm.

“Who?” Rowen asked with his hand behind him, touching the pommel of his enchanted dagger.

“Sir Bracthorn,” Seraphina said as a loud crash filled the entire shop.

“Where? Where is the pretender!” a loud, deep voice boomed as wood splintered from the hallway beside the stairs.


Chapter 10

The Wraith Knight

Rowen narrowed his eyes as a hulking shadow appeared from the hallway. Something big and lumbering was getting closer with a seething breath.

Seraphina shot past Rowen in the blink of an eye. Instantly, Calla was now beside him, a worried look in her eyes.

“What is happening?” Rowen whispered.

“Sir Bracthorn was an honored knight for the Inkwell Vale. But since the Vale had gone so long without a ruler, his story became corrupted. The previous queen-to-be helped him to fight his corruption. He regained part of himself, but when she died, he went down into the basement and never came back up, until now,” Calla explained quickly.

Seraphina stood at the edge of the library as a large, burly form appeared.

Rowen was struck by the knight’s size. Seraphina stood at about seven feet tall, but this Sir Bracthorn stood over eight feet tall, nearly nine. He was a beast of a man, covered in black armor. His helmet was black at pitch, a white ponytail stabbing out the back of it. A T-shaped opening filled the front of the helmet. It was wide enough for Rowen to see the dark, black eyes with red pinpoints.

In the knight’s hand was a rune-covered sword, the hilt in the shape of an open book.

“Sir Bracthorn, stop!” Seraphina said as she looked up at him with no fear in her eyes.

The wraith knight looked down on her with stern eyes.

“Out of my way, Seraphina. I woke up to perform my duty. I must put an end to this pretender,” the knight said darkly.

“He is no pretender. The King’s Codex chose him. He has potential to become the next ruler of the vale. Your former corruption is guiding you now. It will return if you strike at the very person you are meant to protect!” Seraphina said as she stood with firm eyes.

Sir Bracthorn’s gaze shifted and stared at Rowen.

“Lies,” the knight said as he lifted a large armored arm and swung it at the dragon woman.

Rowen’s heart leapt into his chest as he drew his dagger. But what came next was at all not what he expected.

Seraphina lifted one open hand and caught the knight’s arm, halting it completely. Her arm vibrated against the knight’s strength, but she stood her ground.

“Sir Bracthorn, need I remind you who is the guide and stewardess of the kingdom,” she said, a small strain in her voice.

The wraith knight turned his gaze to the smaller dragon woman before him, and he chuckled.

“I’ve waited a long time to test my strength and skill against you, Ember Librarian, but even with your power, you cannot stop the true ruler of the Vale,” he said with a small chuckle.

“Sir Bracthorn, she’s dead and gone. The Codex chose another,” she said firmly.

“Lies,” the knight said as he lifted his boot and slammed it against her stomach.

Rowen was moving the moment he saw Seraphina’s body bend as she was launched backwards. Her body slammed into a shelf, cracking it as books fell onto her. He turned to the armored black knight as he lifted his blade, ready to cleave Rowen in half.

Rowen’s body turned and leapt aside as the blade came down hard enough to slice into and crack the floor.

One hit and I’m a goner. He’s well protected and strong, but if books taught me anything, all knights, and their armors, have weak points. I must keep moving.

The enchantment from the dagger caused Rowen to move in quick blinks. He blurred as the large knight swung his blade. Each swing sliced across many book binds, severing them open. A shelf was sent careening back as the knight stepped in and swung his blade like a contained typhon.

“Stop moving, Pretender, so I can end your miserable life,” Sir Bracthorn growled as his movements were too slow to stop the blurring man.

Rowen moved in quick flashes. His blade gleamed at his side as he aimed for weak points of the armor. A few times, the dagger missed, striking the rune metal and sparks flying. He tried to stay out of the knight’s blade as it slashed through bookshelves.

“Jumping flea,” the knight cursed as he swung around in a complete circle.

Rowen ducked down as the blade swung over his head. When he tried to dart away, a boot slammed into his chest. He was sent flying backwards until he hit a standing shelf, sending it toppling over.

The knight lifted his blade overhead and brought it down on the shelf a slim moment later, cleaving the shelve in two. But with a quick glance, the perceived pretender was nowhere to be seen.

The knight turned around, seeing Seraphina shaking her head and Calla drinking her tea.

“Where is he?” he directed it at Calla.

Calla took another sip of her tea.

“You know I don’t play your games, Sir Bracthorn. You’re the knight. Find him yourself,” Calla said with a cutting grin.

“You will pay for stopping my just,” the knight didn’t finish as he turned his head to some movement.

In a blur, Rowen leapt onto the knight’s wide back. His gaze was locked on the knight’s barely covered neck. Dagger aimed; he jammed it into Sir Bracthorn’s neck to the hilt. Blood dripped from the corner of Rowen’s mouth, hoping that this was the killing blow. When a haunting laugh touched his ears, fear grasped his spirit.

“Clever move, Pretender. If I were an ordinary knight, this blow would have surely killed me, but since I am a knight of the Vale, my story continues,” Sir Bracthorn said as he clamped his free hand on Rowen’s thigh and pulled.

The dagger slipped from the knight’s neck as Rowen was thrown. He barely had a moment to think, when his body crashed into a hard shelf. Pain shouted from spine as he slid down to the floor, huffing for air.

“Rowen, stay down,” Seraphina ordered as she stood on shaky feet and rubbed the side of her head.

“Do not waste your time trying to protect this pretender,” Sir Bracthorn said as he stepped through the half-destroyed library, and approached the fallen Rowen.

Rowen looked at the knight with concern, the dagger no longer in his hand.

“No one stands in the way of honor and justice,” the knight said as he lifted his sword over his head.

That’s it! His honor!

Time slowed down as Rowen looked past the burly knight, his gaze falling on the codex. Power glowed along his senses and the connection with the library around him. With a thought, the codex opened, and several pages tore away from the book and flew up into the air.

With his Whisperfold ability, Rowen called several pages to his command. The knight was bringing his sword down as a page from a nearby book, tore away and jumped for the knight’s face. Rowen rolled away as the blade came down, missing him by inches.

“Off me!” the knight growled as the page clung and blinded him.

Seraphina and Calla watched in stunned amazement as a few more pages jumped up and clung to the knight’s face, their curled edges throwing tiny punches. They didn’t hurt the knight, but only threw more confusion at the situation.

Rowen moved out of range of the knight’s swinging sword. He then looked down to see a page holding his dagger and rushing to his side.

“Thank you,” Rowen whispered as he re-claimed his dagger.

Sir Bracthorn lifted his armored gauntlet hand and grabbed a fighting page. He ripped it off to shreds and threw the pieces aside.

A fire burned at Rowen, seeing the desecration of such a page. His gaze locked on the knight’s sword arm, specifically his wrist. In a blur of motion, Rowen crossed the small distance as the knight was in the middle of swinging away. The tip of his dagger slipped between a plate on the armored wrist. He slammed his palm on the pommel of his dagger, driving the tip deep and into supernatural flesh.

Sir Bracthorn’s eyes glowed red as he shouted in anguish. Rowen’s dagger cut through tendons, bone, and muscle. His armored hand opened, and his sword spun away. The tip of the knight’s blade penetrated a wall, and stayed there.

Rowen pulled his dagger and leapt back, standing at the ready.

The knight let out a soulful wail as he slammed his spiked knees down onto the floor. He looked at his hand, no blood dripping from the wound. He looked up at his sword in the wall, and then turned his sad gaze to Rowen.

“You…disarmed me,” the wraith knight said in disbelief.

Rowen nodded. “Honor is the true way of a knight, and to be disarmed by an opponent is a just and honorable defeat,” he heaved as he still had the iron-taste of blood in his mouth.

Four pages of paper moved to Rowen’s side, the top ends curling into small, rudimentary fists.

Seraphina and Calla watched in near disbelief.

Sir Bracthorn stared at Rowen for a long moment, before he nodded in defeat.

Without another word, the wraith knight stood up. He moved to the wall with his sword stabbing out of it. He grabbed it and pulled it free. He sheathed it as his belt, turned, and walked toward the hallway.

Rowen’s legs shook, before he fell to his knees. The sheets of paper shifted from small, almost comical battle stances, and moved to his side.

“Thank you,” Rowen said with gratitude.

Seraphina crossed the room to Rowen. She knelt beside him, worry filling her golden eyes.

“I’ll be okay,” Rowen said. “The way I feel reminds me of my training, many years ago.”

Rowen winced, unwilling to dwell on his time as a scribe. Seraphina reached over and helped him to his feet. She hovered close as Rowen tried to stand on his own two feet.

Calla followed the wraith knight. Sir Bracthorn made his way down the hallway. He reached the shattered door to the basement. He lumbered down without giving the nymph a sideways glance.

Rowen lifted his gaze to Seraphina’s worried eyes. A war played on in her gaze, as if she wasn’t sure what to do to comfort him in Rowen’s moment of pain.

“How did you know?” she asked with a soft voice.

Rowen let out a painful chuckle.

“The strength of a knight is their honor. Without it, they are no longer knights. To disarm him was the true test. He wouldn’t die from actual wounds, I saw that when I stabbed him in the neck. After that, I knew there was something else at play. His honor was the key the entire time,” Rowen explained with a strained voice.

“I should sit down,” he muttered.

Seraphina helped him to an undamaged couch. She sat with him, her gaze and presence never leaving him.

“You…are the caretaker kind,” Rowen joked.

Pink touched Seraphina’s pale cheeks. She looked away, the swirl in her heart speaking truths she couldn’t deal with at the moment.

Rowen put his hand on her thigh.

“Hey, we’re alright,” he said with a closed-lip smile.

Seraphina looked down on his hand on her covered thigh.

“Forgive me,” Rowen said as he picked up his hand.

The dragon woman’s eyes trembled as her hand touched his, and pushed it back down on her thigh.

“No, I don’t mind your comforting touch,” she said softly.

“He’s gone back into his private dungeon,” Calla said as she came back into the main library.

The nymph’s gaze looked upon the pair, Rowen’s hand on Seraphina’s thigh.

“I think I’m going to take a nap,” the nymph smiled.

The shelves along the wall moved aside. Mystical doors appeared between the shelves. Calla walked toward the overgrown wood door. She stepped through without opening it, her form vanishing from view.

The shelves moved back as the sealed doors disappeared all at once.

The man and dragon woman stayed on the couch, sitting next to each other.

“You were very brave,” Seraphina looked to the side.

“So were you,” Rowen managed. “I enjoyed seeing how strong you are.”

Seraphina closed her eyes and let out a long exhale.

“It has been so long since I’ve fought anyone, I feel I may be a little rusty. I couldn’t use my fire. It’s magical and could do more harm than good, making it harder for the shop to heal.”

Rowen lifted an eyebrow. “Heal?”

She nodded and pointed at the wall the knight’s sword was impaled in.

Rowen looked over. He stared in amazement as the small oval hole was closing. The cracks along the wall were fading away. Much to his amazement, the ripped books around them began to heal. The shelves slowly stood back up, books sliding up them and taking their place once again.

Rowen looked at the torn sheets of paper who aided him in battle. The pieces flowed back together and the paper became whole. The other sheets of paper joined their former fallen member, and jumped for joy.

The book shop owner laughed in amusement, seeing the pages he animated act like they were truly alive.

The five pages waved at Rowen and Seraphina. Then they leapt up and returned to their proper books and the Codex. They reformed into their places, books closing shut.

Rowen could not believe what was happening around him, but he still smiled in enjoyment. Their home was truly magical in so many ways. He wanted to explore all of it until the end of time.

When he winced in pain, he knew it would all have to wait.

Seraphina saw, and felt the sharp pain within Rowen.

“Let’s get you upstairs,” the dragon said as she helped him up.

Rowen winced again, bruises along his body forming. His back and ribs felt like he was beaten with batons. He walked a little hunched over, the beautiful dragon woman guiding him to the stairs.

After a slow climb, and walking along the corridor to a room at the end, Rowen laid down on his bed. He let out a small exhale of relief as he relaxed on his bed. Seraphina sat down on the edge of the bed, beside him.

Rowen looked up at her worried eyes.

“I’ll be fine,” he answered, trying to sound upbeat.

She looked down on him, a dark glow in her eyes.

“For now, yes. But there will be more challenges. To be king, goes beyond kindness. There will be others who test you. The Codex chose you, but you must make your way along a dangerous path.”

“You should have told me, the first night I passed out before the fireplace,” Rowen joked, his eyelids heavy.

Seraphina looked down on him with amused eyes.

“If I showed myself when you arrived, you would have screamed and ran for your life.”

“Probably,” Rowen said with a sleepy smile.

Seraphina’s heart thudded in her chest as she looked down on him.

“You don’t…have to stay,” Rowen said as slumber whispered across his soul.

“I choose to,” the dragon woman said with affectionate eyes.

Exhaustion sank deeper into Rowen. His eyes closed, the last image he saw was Seraphina looking down on him with affection as he drifted off to faraway dreamlands.

Seraphina continued to look down on Rowen. She used some of her sleeve to wipe away the blood at the corner of his mouth.

“No need to fret. This home heals all who are meant to dwell here. Sleep well, my protector,” she whispered as she looked down on a sleeping Rowen with a warming gaze.


Chapter 11

A Moment of Weakness

Dreams curled with paper monsters, dark knights, and beautiful dragons. It all became an amalgamation of moments, one moving to the next. When a glow touched the dreamscape, Rowen ascended toward it.

His eyes slowly opened to a gloomy morning light. Rowen stared at the cloudy sky beyond the window of his bedchamber. He then sat up and touched his side in alarm. To his astonishment, he felt no pain. He did feel a tight wrap around his ribs.

The new shop owner took hold of the wrappings and unfurled them. When it was all taken off, he lifted his shirt to see no bruises. He let his shirt drop and he touched his face. There was no swelling. There was no ache. He felt completely fine.

A small smile stabbed into his cheeks. He quickly changed out of the clothes he fell asleep in, and changed into new clothes. He then rushed out of his bedchamber and made his way downstairs.

The first floor was silent as a grave. The walls and shelves looked like they were never touched by a rampaging wraith knight.

Worry touched his spirit as he rushed to the front door. When he reached for the knob, he heard some murmuring outside. He took hold of the knob, turned it, and stepped out into the gloomy day.

Rowen quickly spotted Seraphina and Moria, painting the front of the house. He quickly crossed the porch, made his way down the stairs, and turned around. His gaze drank in that most of the front was painted yellow, with a white trim along the outside edges of the windows.

Seraphina turned with a bright smile, and yellow paint smudged along her arms and face.

Moria was floating up with a roller, painting the second floor. She moved her whole body instead of her arm, floating like some ghastly spirit of a haunted house.

Rowen smiled at the thought.

“It’s good to see you up and about,” Seraphina said with an unusually warm smile.

Rowen approached the dragon woman.

“How?” he asked with a curious tone. “How did I heal so fast?”

Seraphina kept her bright gaze on the handsome man.

“Our kingdom, our home, heals all who belong here. The codex chose you, therefore you are of our kingdom. But you still needed to rest. You were in bed for a whole night, and a day. I wrapped your ribs, just to be sure,” she said, trying to act normal as her heart thudded with power in her chest.

“You took a peek,” Rowen said with a smoldering charm.

“Stop,” Seraphina said in a low tone, her head tilted to one side and a smile across her lips.

The two kept their gaze before Rowen looked up at the house.

“Almost finished the front already?” he looked on with wonder.

“Actually, this is the third side that is nearly finished. Moria and I worked on the other side yesterday. He worked so quickly, we nearly finished the front before calling it quits. We started early today to finish the front. Then we could work on the back and finish it all today.”

The dragon woman looked at the dark sky.

“We felt like we were running out of time,” she said with a concerned edge.

“Thank you,” Rowen said warmly.

Seraphina eyed him with a flirty gleam.

Rowen looked up to see Moria gone, and her roller still rolling paint on the upper floor.

“Moria?” Rowen asked loudly.

Seraphina stood beside Rowen and shook her head.

“She does that when she feels ignored, or talked down to. It has been a very long problem. We’ve all tried to encourage her, but she still does this,” the dragon woman pointed with tired eyes.

Rowen smiled.

“Moria, I see you painting. I’m very thankful for your help with this project. Truly, from the bottom of my heart,” he shouted.

A transparent form appeared, holding the brush. Details became visible as the ghostly woman turned her pale features and looked down with a small smile.

“There you are,” Rowen said with a nod.

Rowen turned down his gaze to two pans and another roller. He stepped to it, scooped up a roller with yellow paint dripping off it.

He looked at the front of the house with a growing sense of purpose.

“Let’s get this done,” he whispered before he moved to a section and started painting.

The cloudy day moved quickly as the three painted the two-storey home and shop. By late afternoon, the front and back of the house was painted yellow, with white around the windows.

Rowen, Seraphina, and Moria stepped back and marveled at the finished work.

“This is the first step to a greater future,” he smiled.

Seraphina turned and looked at the man with a gleam in her eyes. A burning she had never known before circled her heart. A sudden urge growled along her spirit, getting hungrier by the moment.

“I think this deserves a small celebration. Maybe some wine, a warm hearth, and some food to celebrate,” Rowen said as he turned and looked at Seraphina.

“Yes, that would be lovely,” the dragon woman said with a soft tone.

Rowen nodded once and smiled. He then looked down at himself, covered in swatches of paint.

“A hot bath first,” he mentioned.

“A hot bath for two,” Seraphina whispered as she looked at him with mesmerized serpent eyes.

Moria’s gaze shifted to the dragon woman.

“Seraphina?” Rowen asked, not sure what he heard.

Seraphina’s eyes widened.

“A hot bath. Me too,” she said with a flustered pink filling her features.

The dragon woman stormed up the porch and made her way inside in a blink of time. The door slammed shut once she was inside.

Rowen and Moria stared at the front door.

“Are you going to be our king?” Moria asked like it was the most normal question in the world to ask.

Rowen was silent. Instead of verbally answering, he simply nodded.

Moria nodded as well.

“Enjoy the wine. I’ll be with my books,” the ghostly woman in the black dress said before she faded away.

Rowen continued to stare at the front door. His heart ached, but in a different way.

Pushing everything mentally away, he made his way up onto the porch and entered their home.

***

Seraphina came down the stairs. She moved through the hallway and made her way to the kitchen. When she reached the kitchen, she stood in silent surprise.

Rowen was finishing with putting slices of cheese on a full board of various fruit, meat, and breads. Two bottles of wine and a pair of wine glasses were also on the counter.

An urge to ask “Why?” filled the dragon woman. As caretaker, it was rare to be treated like this. Her gaze drank in Rowen as he smiled at her presence.

“I was going to surprise you,” he said.

Seraphina nodded.

“I’m surprised,” she said in a low tone.

“Since you’re here, care to help me bring this into the library?” he said as he picked up the charcuterie board.

Seraphina nodded with pink cheeks. She walked over and grasped the wine bottles and glasses.

The pair made it into the main library. They placed everything on the table before the couch facing the lit hearth in the small distance. Warmth poured from the hearth as the pair sat down, on opposite sides of the couch.

“Wine?” Rowen asked.

Seraphina nodded as she shifted uncomfortably on the couch.

Rowen pulled the cork from one bottle and poured a velvet red wine into each glass.

Once poured, he lifted one glass to the dragon woman.

Rowen watched as Seraphina took the glass. He noted how uncomfortable she seemed. He fought the urge to ask what’s wrong, but he could not deny the moment she looked away, a fire in her eyes.

“What’s your favorite book? I could read it to you while we enjoy the evening,” Rowen offered.

Seraphina’s lips twitched. The mood had shifted from soothing comfort to an erratic vibration.

“Seraphina?” Rowen asked.

The dragon woman stood up and looked at Rowen with furious eyes.

“I will not fall for a moment of weakness,” she said harshly.

Rowen’s face became a calm, blank mask as she continued.

Seraphina put the glass down on the table and kept her hard gaze on Rowen.

“We barely know each other. These moments are a mask covering deeper lies,” she said cryptically.

“What lies are we masking?” Rowen asked before he sipped his wine.

“This,” she said with her hands out before her. “How can you be so calm at what is happening? How can you be so charming, when there is a history inked on your very forehead? You have said nothing about your past. All you have told me was you were about to leave, but decided against it because of this place. Was it because of the prospect of being king? Or was it a chance to seduce us for your own satisfaction?”

“A little bit of everything, except the part of my own satisfaction. I thought we were going to satisfy each other,” Rowen said truthfully, with a deadpan manner.

Seraphina’s eyes widened in shock at his honesty.

“If I may,” Rowen said before he took another sip of his wine. “No one has asked. I find life is easier without bringing up dark moments from my past if I don’t have to. It doesn’t mean I won’t tell anyone if they ask. I can be a private person.”

Rowen kept his stance relaxed as he looked upon the furious, yet beautiful dragon woman.

“Since it seems important, I was a young thief with little to lose. I don’t know who my parents were. Yes, I know, a story of an orphan is standard fare for most stories, but that doesn’t mean mine is any less important.

“One evening, working the edge of the Dining District of my home city, I was pickpocketing the usual visitors who were too focused on the towering buildings. Little did I know, when I reached into one pocket of a master scribe. It was a mistake that changed my life.

“As everyone knows, royal scribes are the masters of words, books, and stories, they are also trained to be lethal combatants. Our history is littered with stories of cities sacked, and libraries burned. Knowledge is prized by many. Three hundred years ago, Emperor Fargus had his generals and commanders teach the royal scribes to fight like demons. Over time, the fighting styles of royal scribes grew into its own, refined way of fighting, making them masters of words and combat.

“The scribe I attempted to steal from, grabbed my wrist like a vice. He looked at me, as I was trying to pull away for my life, and going nowhere. He questioned me. When I didn’t answer, he squeezed my wrist hard enough to nearly break it.

“I was a child, and gave in after a few squeezes. I told him what little I knew of my life. He then turned my hands over, and knew I had a delicate strength in them. If I could pickpocket, I could hold a quill.

“He took me to a place to get some food. I ate like a pig because food was difficult to come by at times. Once I was finished, he told me I was going to go to the academy.”

Rowen looked away.

“I was scared, but my master told me they would teach me how to read, write, and fight.”

The former scribe sipped his drink before holding his glass before his chest.

“Long story short, I excelled at my studies and fighting ability. I was one of the hundred that graduated from five hundred. I was put to work at the largest library in the capital city of the empire. I was able to work for my master. We grew closer as we liked the same stories.”

The anger in Seraphina’s eyes dimmed. She listened as Rowen’s gaze shifted down and began to darken.

“As a scribe, you have a duty to the empire to be a keeper and guard of knowledge. I spent most of my time reading and translating. I had an affinity for a few of the older languages, so I worked to translate them for modern audiences. It was a joy I enjoyed every day. I read so many stories from different times. It all enriched my soul.

“But there is a law among scribes that cannot be broken. We are the keepers of knowledge. We cannot write for ourselves; we only write for the empire.”

Rowen’s eyes gleamed wet.

“My crime was writing a journal of the adventures I wanted to experience in my lifetime. I hid it under my bedding. I wrote it by candlelight nearly every night. It was a book filled with my dreams and little stories. It was precious to me. I had read so many stories of daring heroes and incredible adventures, I wanted my own, either in my life, or written on paper.”

Rowen let out a small gruff laugh.

“I also had a penchant for sneaking into the forbidden library sections to read books about eldritch legends. That was how I was caught. I was accused of stealing books from that section, which was untrue. The guards and my master marched me back to my small chamber. They tore the place apart and found my journal.”

Rowen hoisted his glass and downed the rest of his wine. He put the wineglass down on the table and faced Seraphina’s serious eyes.

“They threw my journal into the fire and made me watch. My master could do nothing as I was brought before a tribunal. They ruled I had broken the most sacred law of being a royal scribe. I was sentenced to exile.

“I was then marched into a chamber. Forced onto a table, my limbs strapped and tied down to it. Large men stood around me as one used a needle dripping with blank ink. They tattooed this rhombus, diamond shape between my eyebrows. It is meant to tell the world,” Rowen was cut off.

“You’re an exiled scribe,” Seraphina finished as she looked at him with soulful eyes.

Rowen nodded.

“My master gave me some coin for my journey. He knew what my new life would be. I would be scorned by some, pitied by others. I would never be able to hold a proper job or trade with this symbol on my head. The ink is enchanted, so there is no way to cover or disguise it.

“It’s something I simply have to live with, for the rest of my life,” Rowen said with an understanding tone.

Seraphina looked away, her heart aching.

Rowen stepped a little closer and picked up one of her hands with his. He massaged her fingers as he looked at her with a bright gaze.

“But then, I happened upon a dying town with a haunted bookshop and a strangely beautiful dragon,” he smiled.

Seraphina’s quick giggle cut the tension. She composed herself as she looked at Rowen with warm eyes.

“I’m not here because I want to be king. I’m here because I want to see where this story goes. My life has led me here for a purpose I don’t understand. And there is a beautiful woman I wish to know.”

Heat touched Seraphina’s face. Something pushed at her throat and her eyes bulged. She pulled away and coughed up a spurt of fire. It flashed before her, not more than a foot or two away. She coughed again, another blast flashing out.

“Seraphina?” Rowen said with a cautious tone.

The dragon woman grabbed her wineglass and lifted it to her lips. She guzzled the contents as the small bulge of her throat returned to normal.

She pulled away the empty glass and smoke escaped her parted lips.

“I…apologize. When I calm down…after being angry…I tend to…this is embarrassing…belch fire,” she said as she tried to regain her breath.

“It’s not embarrassing,” Rowen smiled.

Seraphina stood up and before the ex-scribe. She could see the gleam of magic in his eyes. She then looked away.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I should have trusted the codex, and you. It would have never chosen someone who meant ill will or greedy intentions.”

Rowen quirked an eyebrow. “That’s not fair. I’m sure once you've gotten to know me on your own, you would have come to the same conclusion.”

“The tribunal is still out on that,” Seraphina smirked.

The pair laughed hard, the tension bleeding away to nothing.

When their laughter died down, Rowen looked at Seraphina as she brushed a lock of her own hair over her ear. A pink had remained in her face, as her heart thudded in her chest.

Rowen was not immune to what was happening between them. There was an attraction neither of them could deny.

“There is something you should know,” Seraphina stated.

“I’m ready,” Rowen smiled.

“There will be many tests from all the guardians. They will want to know you before they accept you as king.”

The dragon woman closed her eyes as she continued, “To be the King of the Inkwell Vale, you not only rule, but we will become your consorts.”

Rowen’s eyes widened a hair.

“Say that again?” he laughed.

“You heard what I said,” Seraphina growled with a throbbing brow and closed eyes.

Rowen scratched the back of his head.

“Well, this certainly is a very adult story and journey we are experiencing,” he said with a grin.

“Does this trouble you?” Serphina said as she opened one eye and looked at him.

Rowen eyed the dragon woman. He looked at her horns, serpent irises, pointed ears, beautiful features, and figure. He could not deny her celestial beauty and fiery spirit.

“Not in the least,” he said with a confident tone.

The dragon woman turned to the handsome man. She blinked slowly, an aura of warmth along her features.

“Now, where were we?” she asked.

Rowen was about to answer when Seraphina’s eyes widened. She grabbed Rowen by the arm and pulled him with her. Rowen stumbled before he found his footing.

When Rowen turned around, he quickly noticed Seraphina pointing a clawed fingertip at something within the library. He followed her pointed finger to a thing the size of a toddler.

It was made of paper and extremely thin. It had paper wings, long ears, and a mean disposition. It glared at them from across the room as it climbed over books like a spider. Its paper wings flexed as a wide mouth opened with paper teeth.

The paper thing hissed before it launched into the air, flying at them with long fingers turning into sharp points.   


Chapter 12

The Spark

Seraphina’s hand whipped out and smacked the paper fairy away just before it reached them. Its body curled back as it struck a bookshelf and fell to the floor. It landed on all fours, lifting its head up with furious eyes and a hissing growl.

Rowen called upon his Whisper Fold ability. A book from the shelf slipped out and fell. It landed beside the demonic paper fairy as it slowly stood up. Several sheets of paper ripped from the book and launched at the intruder. Since they were roughly the same side, the pieces of paper grabbed the paper fairy, and held it.

Seraphina looked down on the paper fairy with dark eyes.

“It’s a Storyling. They are pests to places like this. Much like the ashborn wraiths, these pests come back to rip books apart, jealous of other stories,” the dragon woman said with an even tone.

Rowen barely listened to Seraphina’s words, a fog filling his mind. He stepped toward the struggling storyling. It snarled and growled as the pages held it fast. He knelt to the demonic paper fairy, barely the size of his forearm.

“You’re hurting…so much,” Rowen said with a dreamy gaze.

Seraphina watched with intense serpent eyes. She never blinked, taking in the moment as her heart pulsed with memories and dread.

Rowen stood up. An ability glowed along his spirit. One of the foundation abilities filled his mind and body. The Shelving Sense guided his raising hand. He moved to a shelf, took hold of the thin book, and pulled it out.

The pages of the book flipped of their own accord. He absorbed the simple story until he reached the last few pages. They were empty.

Rowen looked at the storyling as it looked at him with pleading paper eyes.

“Your story isn’t finished,” Rowen said with a faraway voice.

The storyling stopped struggling, and fell to its thin knees. Its paper cheeks grew wet, absorbing mystical tears.

“We can’t have that, can we?” Rowen smiled.

The pages under his command let go of the storyling. It moved on hands and knees, toward Rowen with pleading eyes.

Seraphina’s heart thudded in her chest, watching with unblinking eyes, ready to witness the moment.

Rowen smiled at the storyling. He then turned and walked to the front counter. He reached over the edge and pulled out a quill and inkwell. He then turned and headed back into the library.

Seraphina’s heart thudded harder in her chest as she watched Rowen scoop the storyling with one hand. He walked over with it to the couch with the table before it. In his other hand, he balanced the quill and inkwell on the book. He sat down and the storyling hopped up and sat on his shoulder.

“How about a happy ending?” Rowen asked the storyling.

The little paper fairy nodded once, its wide mouth shifting into a smile.

Rowen returned the smile as he looked down at the blank pages. He then pulled the crystal topper from the inkwell, and dipped the quill point into it.

A tear streaked down Seraphina’s cheek as she watched. Her soul burned brighter as Rowen’s quill began to move. Ink began to form into words. The quill moved with purpose and alacrity. Rowen kept his dreamy eyes and smile, the quill moving as words took shape on blank pages.

Time lost all meaning as everything in the moment became still, except for Rowen’s quill.

When Rowen wrote “The End” on the bottom of the page, he quickly blew on the ink to dry. He then lifted it up enough for him and the storyling could see what he wrote.

“A happy ending,” he said with a warm tone. “I hope you like it?”

The storyling read the ending page of their fairytale story. Its smile grew bigger at the happy words and beautiful sentences.

The storyling turned and hugged Rowen’s neck, snuggling its head to the side of his head. Rowen simply enjoyed the moment of affection.

The storyling pulled away and leapt onto the open book. It looked up at Rowen as it sank into the page, the words bleeding into it. Their paper body unfolded until it became one with the book, and then it was gone.

Rowen put the open book down on the table. He stared at it, his heart calm and serene.

The pages he animated gave each other high-fives and jumped around. A moment later, they unfolded and returned to the book they came from.

“This was a test,” Rowen said without looking up.

“In a way, but it was never planned,” Seraphina said as her pulse quickened and her heart pounded in her chest.

Rowen lifted his gaze and looked at her with faraway eyes. He then stood up and stepped to her, gazing into her golden eyes.

Seraphina stood her ground, even as her knees weakened.

“Everything is a test…a test of my character?” Rowen stated the question.

Seraphina nodded with sad eyes.

“A future king will always be tested, before, and after wearing the crown.”

Rowen gave a single nod, before his gaze focused on the beautiful dragon woman before him.

“Are your affections also a test?” he asked with a curious, yet strong tone.

Serphina let out a weak exhale as her entire spirit weakened to Rowen’s gaze.

She looked away, pink glowing along her features.

“No,” she said with a breathy exhale.

Rowen lifted his hand and touched her cheek. Seraphina let out a long exhale, before Rowen’s fingers gently and slowly, turned her face and eyes back to his gaze. His touch lingered against her cheek. A heat filled her serpent eyes as she tried to not tremble.

“I have many questions, but they can wait,” Rowen said before he leaned his head closer and pressed his lips to hers.

Seraphina whimpered in her throat as lips gently locked and tongues slipped into mouths.

Rowen grabbed at Seraphina’s small waist, holding her close.

Seraphina’s arms curled under Rowen’s arms, holding him just as close.

The couple dwelled in the kiss, lovingly exploring with heated urges. Clothed bodies touched. Hands soon grabbed harder at bodies, their intimate kiss deepening their bonds. Hips moved of their own accord, pushing at each other. The heated urges within grew into a raging storm. Thunder and lightning clashed within their souls as they screamed to be let free.

Rowen was first to pull away, huffing for air as he caught his breath. Their heads pressed as bodies touched and hands explored.

“There is still so much I don’t understand,” he said with a heavy breath.

“It will get weirder,” Seraphina said with equally heavy and heated breath.

The pair grabbed at each other, ready to tear clothes off bodies.

“Upstairs, now!” Rowen commanded.

The couple broke, but still held hands. Rowen led the way, Seraphina quickly following. He glanced back at her when they reached the bottom of the stairs. He smiled and she let out a playful giggle.

The couple rushed up the stairs to the second floor and into Rowen’s bedroom.

Once inside, the door slammed shut. Small laughter filled the bedchamber as they grabbed at each other’s clothes. In a blur, pieces of clothing went flying in all directions.

When two naked bodies stood, time stopped as they visually drank each other in.

Seraphina stared at Rowen’s slender, fit form. Wide shoulders and a strong neck caused her temperature to rise. Strong muscles were well defined. When her gaze lowered, she licked her lips at the size and girth of his manhood. Wetness bloomed as wild fantasies played on in her mind.

Rowen eyed the beautiful Seraphina. Patches of gold and black scales ran along parts of her body. Scales ran down the sides of her arms and back of her hands. Scales also ran down her sides.

Her hourglass form filled his gaze, as did her large creamy breasts and pale brown nipples. He noted they stood erect as she heaved. Her breasts, even with their size, seemed to defy gravity.

When his gaze fell to her waist, each side spread out to firm, plump hips. Her scaled thighs were strong and tender at the same time. The inner sides of her thighs were soft and succulent. Her womanhood a pink slit with light black hair forming a triangle. Her feet were small, pretty, and delicate.

Seraphina’s hungry gaze weakened at a sudden concern.

“I can change my shape, to be more human?” she asked.

Rowen looked at her with an evil smile.

“Don’t you dare,” he said with confidence as he stepped to her, his cock winning gravity’s pull.

Seraphina’s body weakened as he touched her. His hand was on her hip as he kissed her neck. She let out a small moan, his touch like the sparks before a wildfire.

Rowen couldn’t resist her curves. His hands moved along her scaly hip. He slipped his hand behind and grabbed her plump rear butt-cheek. He pulled her close as he moved his kiss to her lips again.

Tongues slipped over each other as Rowen’s thick member throbbed between their bodies. Seraphina lifted her hands and wrapped fingers around it. She gently stroked as they kissed.

The mood grew deeper as bodies and souls cried out for more.

When the couple parted their lips, they looked into each other’s eyes. Seraphina continued to stroke Rowen’s member, a heated glow in her soft gaze.

“I need to taste you,” Seraphina said with a whisper, before she lowered her body.

Rowen was frozen with desire. He watched as Seraphina lowered to her knees. She stroked his cock, the tip close to her lips. She looked up with soulful eyes, before her lips kissed the tip, and then closed around it.

A moan filled her throat as his groan touched the air.

The bedchamber glowed with a dim light, the dragon woman’s horned head bobbed slowly along Rowen’s manhood. Lips sensually moved along the shaft. Her tongue slathered at the tip, before sliding under and pressing it to the roof of her mouth. Her head moved with steady attention.

Moans deepened in Seraphina’s throat, the taste of Rowen’s cock whipping her urges into a frenzy.

Rowen watched, visually drinking in her beauty as she attended to his hard and throbbing member.

Seraphina couldn’t stop the muffled moans in her throat. Urges clawed at her so much, wetness dripped from her slit. She continued to move her lips along his veiny shaft as her own finger moved to her throbbing pearl.

The dragon woman let out deeper moans in her throat, pleasure’s tide rising, and ready to sweep her away.

Rowen could hardly hold back his desire to spurt his love into her throat, but a sudden thirst struck him. He gently reached under and grabbed her chin. Seraphina slowed down as she looked up at him with hungry eyes.

“Get on the bed,” Rowen commanded.

The dragon woman dragged lips across his cock and slipped off the tip. She rose to his touch. They both walked to the side of the bed and Rowen guided her in with his hand on the small of her back.

Seraphina wasn’t sure what to expect, until Rowen gently pushed her onto the bed and she fell on her back. She barely looked up as she felt him between her tights. She saw his wicked smile as he hovered over her slit. His tongue slid out and licked at her opening.

Seraphina let out a long moan as her head fell back onto the comfortable bed. She tried to control her breathing as Rowen’s strong arms circled around her scaly thighs and clamped his hold on them. His tongue licked a few more times, before his lips closed over her mound, slathering her clit. Each slather sent ripples of pleasure along her nerves as they began to tighten. Moans slipped from parted lips as her eyes closed. Hips moved to the tempo and rhythm of his tongue. When Rowen began sucking on her as he slathered at her, Seraphina’s willpower cracked before it was destroyed by a tsunami of ecstasy.

Seraphina cried out as explosions flooded her senses. The tension released as wet, hot shockwaves rippled through her. Thighs clamped on Rowen’s head, keeping him to task as her body writhed. The scent of sex and bodies rose up into an intimate perfume. The symphony of pleasure played on as she trembled with each orgasm.

Rowen licked at the rubenesque dragon woman. He basked in the taste of her honey. The connection grew deeper. He buried his head between her thighs before they clamped shut on him. It did not deter him from slacking his agonizing thirst. He drank, licked, and sucked on her all at once. His cock nearly vibrated as he heard her moans and tasted the change of her honey with each orgasm. Wetness flooded his mouth. When she collapsed, breathing in every drop of air, Rowen lifted his wet face from between her thighs.

Rowen looked over his handiwork. Seraphina was on her back, her head turned away and eyes closed. She looked like she was in a dream state and breathing hard. He crawled over her until his head reached her chest. He looked down on her inviting, warm breasts. He closed his lips on a pert nipple and sucked.

Seraphina writhed as sensitive nipples sent electrical shocks through her. She tried to open her eyes, but the sensual licking and sucking at her nipple only awakened her hunger again. She writhed like a serpent, helpless to the small act of sucking her nipple.

When Seraphina felt Rowen’s strong hands touching her breasts, she let out a small moan. She felt his strength and his desires. It had been so long since she felt such strong, primal urges. They sang to her, continuing to keep her wet as a waterfall.

When her hand reached between them and took hold of Rowen’s member, she opened her eyes and looked at him.

Rowen lifted his gaze and lips from her nipple. There was a moment of loving attention, their souls seeing each other, before the tip of his cock touched her wet slit, and he gently pushed in.

Seraphina’s lips parted a little more as a moan drifted into the air. Her inner world spread to his thick push. Pleasure swirled along her entire body. The deeper he went, the more she lost control. Hips moved a little, adjusting to his size.

Rowen was over her, his gaze frozen on her beauty.

“Beautiful,” he whispered.

Seraphina let out a small gasp, the words caught in her throat. Her mind began to break down into primal urges. She let out a needful hiss, her body paralyzed by his throbbing cock.

Rowen’s body betrayed him as his hips began to move. The tempo began to grow, as his hips pushed deep. He reached down to one of Seraphina’s legs and moved it. He held it to the side as his hips thrusted deeper. Moans filled the air.

Seraphina’s eyes rolled in her head as she felt Rowen’s strong hand holding her leg as he pushed into her. Slow power sent ripples of bliss through her body. The sensations overpowered her, and she wanted more.

Rowen could not hold back his urges. They unleashed themselves through his body, as he enjoyed seeing the beautiful dragon woman bounce to each deep thrust. When Seraphina squeezed him, it only emboldened his desires.

“Seraphina,” Rowen said with urgency.

Serpent eyes rolled back into place before they turned into holden human eyes.

The couple stared into each other’s eyes, their souls. They spoke without saying a word. Pleasure rippled through them, the point of no return rapidly approaching.

Rowen grunted.

Seraphina felt her lover thickened across her soul. She let out a loving moan as magical explosions blinded her.

Rowen let out another grunt as he could no longer hold back. His cock thickened until pleasure’s touch flashed. Thick spurts flooded her tight world. When she squeezed him, his hips moved as she milked him. More spurted, seed and honey dripping from their connection.

Rowen let out a grunt from the bottom of his soul as he drained his powerful affection into his lover’s sacred valley.

When Rowen pulled his wet cock from her leaking slit, one more spurt landed on her stomach.

Seraphina’s hand moved slowly to her stomach. She rubbed his sticky seed across her skin. She moaned with closed eyes, her body radiating a loving heat. She basked in dreamy clouds, a happy grin forming.

Rowen’s grin matched hers. He watched the dragon woman coo as she rubbed his seed on her belly.

“Fear not. Guardians cannot create life until the kingdom is whole, and both souls are willing,” Seraphina whispered.

“There was no fear in my desires,” Rowen said as he huffed a little.

Rowen lowered himself to her body and bosom.

Seraphina moved her hand to his head, keeping it between her breasts. Her fingers moved through his hair, enjoying the feel between her fingers.

Rowen’s gaze was obstructed by creamy flesh. His heart thudded in his chest. A sense of home wrapped around his soul.

Seraphina lovingly held him to her. She opened her eyes and looked at Rowen’s head. Her heart pumped harder as urges began to call for more.

“Tomorrow, I must show you something,” Seraphina said with a dreamy tone.

Rowen lifted his head and looked at her.

“But tonight is still ours,” he stated and gave her a wicked smirk.

“Yes, it is,” she said with a seductive tone.

Rowen moved up until he was over her once again. He lowered his lips to hers, their lips touching. Tongues slid into mouths as bodies writhed again.

I have found my home. Our home.

The couple fell to pleasure’s touch once again. While a ghost’s head appeared from the door to the bedchamber. Dark eyes watched as a small smile appeared across black lips.

Moria moved her head back, vanishing from the room as moans sang on into the night.


Chapter 13

The Hearth Alcove

A gray gloom filled the world beyond the window. The sound of rain began to fall beyond the closed window as a couple laid in each other’s arms, a gleam of warm happiness in their eyes.

Sleep was merely a suggestion between the pair. Exhaustion caused either, or both, to pass out. During the night, one of them would wake up, hungering for more. Small laughter filled the bedchamber before moans resumed. It was a loving play between them, caught in ecstasy’s grip. With early morning approaching, the pair simply held their naked bodies close, a tingling filling their senses.

Rowen’s spirit glowed within his tired body. In his entire life, he had never known such a connection before. But as much as the glow washed away the past and future from the moment, a gray cloud filled his mind.

Seraphina wanted to giggle at her happiness. When she saw the gleam in Rowen’s gaze turn cloudy, a sudden understanding took root in her spirit.

“You have so many questions. I can see it in your eyes,” the dragon woman said with a delicate whisper.

“Too many,” Rowen said as he squeezed her hip with his hand. “I’m not sure where to start, or if those questions will ruin the moment.”

“You find my sensibilities delicate as a flower?” Seraphina giggled.

“After last night, no,” Rowen smirked.

The dragon woman let out a soft sigh. She partially sat up and looked down at Rowen with a sly gaze.

Rowen was caught in the gravity of her naked breasts. He instantly wanted to mash his face between them.

“I know what you’re thinking, and I wouldn’t stop you,” she said with a sultry edge.

The shop owner, and possible king of some strange land, let out a sigh before he sat up. He turned his body away from her, swinging his legs over the side and planting them down on the warm floor.

Rowen blinked. Since he arrived, the floor was always cold in the morning.

Seraphina moved closer, sat behind him, and leaned her front against his back. She rested the side of her horned head against the back of his head. Her hands encircled his waist as she hugged him close to her.

Serpent eyes looked away, a sense of duty filling her thoughts.

“Ask your questions,” she said in a low tone.

Rowen put his hand over her hand.

“The knight in the basement?”

There was a moment of silence before Seraphina answered.

“Sir Bracthorn is a knight of the kingdom. The last knight. His honor would never allow an end to his story. He remained in his crypt, ready to defend the Inkwell Vale Kingdom.

“He hadn’t awakened in many decades. He did awaken for the previous Queen in training, Lily Silver.”

Seraphina closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth coming off Rowen’s body.

“Sir Bracthorn truly believed she was the one to rule. After such a long time of false hopes, Lady Silver was the closest to achieving her role as the true Queen of the Ink Vale. Sadly, her death put an end to it. Sir Bracthorn’s hope was shattered, and he went back into his crypt a broken knight.”

Rowen nodded a little, his eyes grave.

“When did a king or queen rule the Inkwell Vale?” he asked.

Seraphina looked on with dark eyes.

“It has been over three hundred years since we last had a ruler. This has been the longest time since someone sat on the throne.

“We’ve had candidates every few years to a few decades. All of them met their end in some way.”

Rowen’s gaze half-closed.

“If the Inkwell Vale exists, then is it safe to assume there are other kingdoms as well?”

Seraphina gave a small nod.

“The Inkwell Vale is a powerful kingdom of stories. It is the root of all stories. It brings life to the written and spoken word. This place is a gateway between that realm and this one. Every world across every realm has a place like this. Without stories, a piece of the realm withers to nothing.

“But like any kingdom, there are others to maintain the balance of a realm.”

Seraphina snuggled against her lover, trying to comfort him as she continued to speak, “There are many hidden domains across a realm. Some of them are simple, while others are powerful. They all wish to be the dominant kingdom of the realm.

“As long as the Inkwell Vale has no ruler, the more powerful the other domains become. It also means stories will continue to die.”

The last sentence struck Rowen’s heart. Time as a scribe for the empire allowed him to know a great many things happening among its borders. For years there have been sects, trying to destroy the knowledge of the old world and rewrite what the new world shall be. Book burnings had grown in the last decade. They happened in towns and cities. The old ways were being burned away, and the empire did little to stop them.

A sudden image of his book being burned touched his mind and he immediately buried it.

Seraphina put her chin on Rowen’s shoulder.

“I don’t want to hope, but now I do,” she whispered.

Rowen let out a long exhale.

“I’m not king yet,” he said darkly.

“You are a candidate. You have the potential. Kings are made, not born. The codex chose you. We must honor it.”

Rowen stared at nothing, more questions blooming across his mind. The weight of it began to push down on the shoulders of his spirit, but he knew it was too late to quit, not that he wanted to.

“And if I die?” Rowen smirked.

Seraphina was silent. She hugged him close, new feelings blurring everything beyond this simple, intimate touch.

“Let’s get dressed. I have something to show you,” she said as she pulled away from her lover.

Rowen stood up and turned to the dragon woman. He was stunned by her beauty again as she picked up her clothes. He wanted nothing more than to grab her and fall onto the bed together again, but he needed to know more about this strange place.

The couple dressed in quick fashion. Once fully dressed, Seraphina took Rowen’s hand and led the way.

The rain continued to come down outside. The thick sounds of the downpour became a white noise, soothing Rowen’s soul. They made their way down the stairs and onto the main floor.

Rowen glanced around, unsure what to expect. He followed Seraphina’s guiding hand until they reached the main library. There, she let go and stood with dreamy eyes.

Rowen stepped into the main library; his gaze filled with unexpected wonder. The seven gates stood between shelves of books, but it wasn’t their appearance that caused his soul to wonder, but that a new alcove appeared within the library, and one of the sealed gates was now open.

Rowen stepped into the library a little further. His gaze fell to the alcove. A new tree-like pillar appeared within the large chamber. Under it, an alcove was carved out. An ornamental lantern hung from a sturdy chain connected to the top of the alcove. Under it, a wood seat for two stood. It blended partially into the wood pillar. The floor of the new pillar and wood seating was made of short grass. A forest scent filled Rowen’s nose. A relaxed, warm feeling filled his muscles and bones. There was no fire in the hearth, but they didn’t need it, the alcove warming the entire library.

Rowen shifted his gaze to the gate on the farthest right. It stood open, grass on the floor of it as it led on to somewhere else.

“How?” Rowen asked as he stepped to the alcove and ran his hands along the polished wood seating.

Seraphina watched him with warm eyes.

“You showed me an honest piece of your soul. It was enough to convince me. You passed every test I had given you. And now, my gate is open to you, and the kingdom,” Seraphina said with a smile.

Rowen looked at her. He could see the loving warmth in her gaze, and along her soul.

Seraphina continued, “With my gate open, this alcove shall remain. It not only warms the shop and library, but mentally suggests to those who sit in the alcove the perfect cozy book to them.

“The gate itself will take you to the smallest wing in the shop. Since I dwell in the Inkwell Vale and here, my wing will allow a few in to explore.”

“You mean, others and myself can walk into your wing?” Rowen asked.

Seraphina nodded. “Yes. They won’t remember much once they leave the shop, but once inside the wing, they may gain back their stamina, rest in comfort, and maybe find a book special for them. Shall we have a look?”

“Yes, please,” Rowen smiled.

The pair made their way to the open gate. Rowen looked around as they both entered. The corridor was made of wood and the floor was made of grass. Warmth bled from the rounded corridor as they walked. When they reached the end, it opened into something much larger, Rowen’s gaze drinking in the majestic view.

High, thick trees filled the area, making a grove. Wood shelves blended into the trees; each one filled with books. Wood seating took up the grassy grove. Lanterns hung from branches, glowing with warm radiance. A small fire burned in the middle, but no smoke rose up from it. Rowen quickly saw that the night sky past the trees was filled with stars.

Seraphina walked past him and looked at her home with loving eyes.

“Welcome to my home,” she said with a light whisper.

Rowen turned from the stars and looked at Seraphina’s serpent eyes. There was a warmth that sank into his soul. A clam that settled the emotional tides of the spirit. He saw her in the lantern light, vibrating against his flame-soaked soul.

He couldn’t resist her allure as he touched her side, just above her hip.

Seraphina’s eyes trembled. Just as she was about to look away, Rowen’s hand moved in a silent blur, gently touching her chin with the backs of his fingers. With quiet strength, he kept their gazes as one, a gleam of understanding filling Rowen’s eyes.

“I’m not going to run,” he said, trying to soothe her trembling hope.

“They all say that,” she said with a sad whisper.

“Don’t think about them. Think about us, now, in this place. I’m beginning to understand some of this, but I know there is much more to learn.

“I will enjoy our time together. I already do,” he said with a sly, wicked smirk.

A giggle bubbled up Seraphina’s throat as her eyes closed in happiness.

“You are so cruel to give me hope,” she said playfully.

“I should say the same about you. I thought beauty like yours only dwelled in stories and paintings. Should I fall to my knees to your artistic beauty? Should I bleed poems at the very thought of you?”

“It’s a start,” Seraphina said before she moved her face a little closer, a fire in her eyes.

Their breaths mingled, as did their intentions. Lips hovered inches apart. A dream flowed between them, caught in a delicate moment.

“I feel…exposed to you,” Seraphina whispered in a sultry tone.

“I feel emboldened,” Rowen said with a husky tone.

“Back to our bed…or the grass below us?” Seraphina said like a snake caught in a charmer's song.

“The grass below us,” Rowen said before his lips touched hers.

The couple grabbed each other in hazy delight. Hands pulled at each other’s clothes. Pieces went flying everywhere until nude bodies touched. The dragon woman took Rowen’s hand as she pulled him with her. The pair were soon beside each other, kissing and holding each other, afraid if they let go, they would lose each other to the great abyss.

The couple laid down, side by side. The magical grass softened to their touch, like feathers across their skin. They were on their sides, nature singing her primal song. Hands moved across flesh with playful desire.

Seraphina was lost to the moment, her eyes gleaming for more.

Rowen held her close, his desires filling his manhood with blood. He couldn’t deny her beauty and heat. It called to him like an ancient song.

Above the couple, lanterns dimmed as a comforting breeze touched them. Their whispers turned to moans. Their souls became one under the dim glow of branches, trees, and the magical stars above them.


Chapter 14

Rain and Readers

Rowen made his way down the stairs and onto the main floor. He glanced at a small window at the front of the shop, rain coming down beyond the glass, soaking the world once again.

The shop owner turned to the mystical library before him. He passed under the wide arch, his gaze moving from shelf to shelf. Questions stabbed into his thoughts. There was too much information about this secret kingdom and hidden world. The bookshop was the key in many ways. It held a treasure trove of knowledge.

A moment painted Rowen’s mind. It was of Seraphina, quietly sleeping on his bed. They had spent most of the night in her wing, and on his bed. The soreness had remained, small pain stabbing at his muscles, but it wasn’t enough to slow down his drive for answers.

The morning was young, the sun only rising behind the gray clouds an hour earlier. Rowen stepped in a little deeper into the library. His gaze fell to the King’s Codex on a table, right where he left it. Such an important tome, laying on the table like just another book. He knew it held secrets, but those secrets had to be unlocked, one at a time.

Rowen wouldn’t get the answers he sought. It only spoke of now. He needed to search the past.

A power hummed behind his eyes. His Shelving Sense ability allowed him to know where every book should be shelved in the library, but it also gave him glimpses to titles and small information of each book in the process. Even now, his gaze could detect that not every book was just a story or laden with information. He could see the magical books in their places among the shelves. They vibrated with a different aura.

“Let’s go hunting,” Rowen said to himself as he walked toward a shelf.

The shop owner and potential king pressed his fingers to book spines. He felt their knowledge drip into his fingers. With a note of inspiration, he walked briskly, his fingers touching spines quickly.

A sudden joy filled the shop owner as titles and knowledge filled his mind. He rushed through the library, his gaze seeing books, but he also knew them as well. He made passes from shelf to shelf, high and low. The mystical words grew into a blur as he searched and searched. A deeper sense of the library filled him, instant knowledge of where everything was and where it should be.

When Rowen was on the higher end of the library, he suddenly stopped, all four of his fingers on a single, thick tome. With gentle grace, he pulled the book and opened its pages.

Sentences filled his mind. The outside world took on a vague hue as information spilled into his mind’s eye like a waterfall. It began to make sense as the pages moved of their own accord.

The history of the Inkwell Vale bloomed into his mind. He watched as the words took form and he began to understand the history and fate of such a kingdom.

The Inkwell Vale was a metaphysical root to which all meaningful stories are born. A place that helped inspiration and passion form into the written word. It existed when the realms began to form. A place of dreams and words. A place meant to aid civilization as it rose from its primeval beginnings. It was the spark to language, alphabets, words, poems, stories, and more, bringing souls further along with their growth.

Every realm has an Inkwell Vale, with different rulers, but this vale belonged to Veltherra. It is a root to which all civilizations belonged.

Rowen’s heart beat harder in his chest. History clawed at him, of kings and queens slain by those who were like the Vale, but not like them. There are seven great domains of the Hidden Realms. Each one following their sworn duty to aid civilizations, or destroy them. The cosmic principles have warred since the beginning of time. Each one a path to the dark, light, or beyond.

As the pages flipped, Rowen read of strange battles, betrayals, wars where the cosmic principles influenced everything, but he couldn’t find their names. The mystery deepened with each page turn. When he reached the end, the book closed and he woke up.

Rowen looked around. He listened to the rain, but he knew time had passed. It felt like an hour, but as he looked at the book in his hands, he knew he couldn’t have read it in an hour.

“You are full of mysteries, aren’t you?” Rowen whispered as his senses tingled.

With deft skill, he slid the book back onto its place on the shelf. When he let go, a quiet understanding filled him.

The ashborn wraith was sent by someone. Maybe one of the other hidden kingdoms, whoever they may be? Even so, my rise to be king may be fraught with more danger than I perceived at first.

This place is filled with wondrous magic, but it also needs to be protected. The book chose me for my moment of kindness, but I also must be strong and intelligent enough to truly shield it from hidden foes.

A sudden exhale fell from Rowen’s parted lips.

Yet, I still feel lost to all of it. There is much to learn and decipher. It will take time to understand all of it. And for that, I must earn the trust of the guardians of this place. I must be the beacon of hope they wish for. I cannot run from my past any longer. I must face it, no matter how much it may pain me.

At that moment, a bell rang from the front door opening.

Rowen looked over the railing of the upper part of the library. He looked past the stone hearth chimney, and his eyes widened a hair. People started stepping in, dripping from the rain and their eyes taking in the magical glory of the place.

“Lord Hallows!” the mayor bellowed with a smile.

Rowen took hold of the railing and hopped over. He landed on the main floor, walked through the library, and approached the foyer of the shop, his eyes not believing what he was seeing.

The mayor kept his enthusiastic smile, his wrinkles pulled back a little more into smoother flesh. His eyes held a shine; unlike the dark pits they were when they met. He moved, and looked like he was younger by only a few years. He was still very much an elder, but held a spryness Rowen didn’t notice when he first arrived.

Before Rowen could ask how such a thing could happen, more people spilled in, shaking off the rain and hanging their coats. Burr finished putting his coat on a peg, the book Rowen gave him in hand. The older man gave him a warm smile, a happy shine across his eyes.

A woman with fox ears and a fluffy tail stepped in. She gave Rowen a bright smile as she finished hanging up her coat.

The magistrate stood tall, water slipping down her features. She held her staff, and did not take off her coat. She looked at Rowen with a less hard stare. Water dripped from her goatish beard and horns as she turned her gaze to the bookshop.

A green-skinned orc stepped in. He looked around and smiled like he was home again.

A family of four stepped in. One was an older woman, from what Rowen could see. The way she held the teenage son by the shoulder, and the backs of the clothes of young twins, told him that she was the mother of all three of them.

“Don’t run off yet. Not until after introductions,” the mother scolded her children.

The teenager rolled his eyes. The boy and girl twins vibrated with an urge to run, and leave a trail of chaos behind them. Rowen mentally remarked how the twins looked like mirror images of themselves, except the boy had short hair and the girl had long hair. They couldn’t be older than seven.

Mayor Dunn spoke up first. “The rain wasn’t going to hold back the excitement of the town now that the Crowned Quill was open once again,” he grinned.

“No, it shouldn’t at all,” Rowen smiled as he could feel their excitement.

“Introductions first before we enter?” the mayor asked.

“Of course. The shop is open,” Rowen said with a small bow from the waist.

The mayor cleared his throat before he pointed an open hand at the guests.

“Well, you know Burr and the Magistrate. Let me introduce you to the others,” he said as he pointed his open hand to the green-skinned orc.

“This here is Tolliver Craeg, the town’s blacksmith. Everyone calls him Toll. He keeps the town alive with his masterful work. He also dabbles a little in glasswork and more. A trades-orc, if you will.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Tolliver,” Rowen smiled.

The orc bowed a little.

“A pleasure to meet the man everyone in town is talking about. Also, please call me Toll. It’s much easier to remember.”

“I will, Toll,” Rowen smiled.

The mayor turned his open hand to the kitsune woman. Her tail was curled around her a little, but her eyes were bright and her ears pointed up.

“Meet our town tailor and seamstress, Lasska Winthread.”

Lasska curtsied in her long, beautiful blue dress.

“Please to meet you, Lord Hallows,” the kitsune said with a soft voice.

“Pleased to meet you, Lasska. But please, call me Rowen. This lord stuff is too stuffy, and only the mayor may call me Lord Hallows,” Rowen joked.

An amused laughter filled the foyer.

The mayor chuckled before he pointed his open hand to the family of four.

“Please meet Marta Thistlewick, her eldest son, Clem, and her twins, Tam and Jor.”

Rowen bowed to the family.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you all.”

Before Marta could say anything, the twins broke free and ran up to Rowen. They crowded close and looked up at him with starry eyes.

“Are you going to save our town,” Jor asked.

“Is the magic going to return like mama says?” Tam said quickly.

“Why do you have a diamond shape between your eyebrows?” Jor followed up.

“Jor and Tam!” their mother scolded.

The twins ignored her as they continued to stare at Rowen.

“The other twins are gonna want to meet you,” Tam and Jor said at the same time.

Rowen lifted an eyebrow as Marta wrangled her children.

“Please excuse them, Rowen. They get very excitable,” Marta said with a controlled voice, but her eyes were furious with her twins.

“No need. I like their spirit,” Rowen smiled.

The mayor nodded. “Now that you have met most of the town, we were curious if we could explore your splendid shop?”

Rowen’s eyes widened as he began speaking words not from his own mind.

“The Crowned Quill is open to all! Books can be bought, or loaned. If you wish to take a book home on loan, please fill out the ledger on the desk with your name, and the book you wish to take out. You may take out a book for two weeks. After which, it must be returned.

“The bookshop experience can now begin. Please, enjoy your adventures!”

The sudden moment faded away from Rowen’s mind and voice. He rubbed his throat as the town rushed into the bookshop with wide eyes. Only the mayor stayed behind, smiling with joy as he watched his townspeople take to the books within the library.

Rain continued to fall outside as the mayor and Rowen stood side by side by the shop counter.

“It already feels like home again,” the mayor said with a low tone.

Rowen nodded as his mind filled with questions. Why did the mayor look a little younger? Was he tied to this shop in some way? Are all the townspeople tied to this shop?

A creak on the stairs caused both men to look at the stairs. A barefoot woman in a long green dress, and horns on her head, came down the steps to the main floor. Seraphina smiled as she approached the two men, her gaze filled with delighted warmth.

“Sera…Seraphina,” the mayor said with shock filling his eyes. “Is it really you?” he asked with a quiver in his tone.

“Yes, Mayor, it is me. It’s good to see you again,” she said as she gave him a warm embrace.

Rowen watched with interested eyes as the two hugged for a time before they both pulled back. Tears streaked the mayor’s cheeks as he tried to wipe them away.

“I…thought I would never see you again. Are the others here as well?” the mayor asked.

Seraphina gave a single nod. “Yes, Mayor, some of them are here,” she said before she turned her gaze to Rowen. “I’m sure more will arrive with time.”

Rowen smiled, the implication bleeding deeper into his soul.

“Let me show you around. It has been a long time since you’ve perused the library for something to read. All your favorites are still here,” she said as she glanced at Rowen with a playful gleam.

“Yes, that would be nice,” the mayor said with befuddled eyes as the dragon woman curled her arm around his.

Rowen watched as she led the mayor into the library, pointing out the changes and sections. He stood, wondering what other magic filled this place.

Burr moved to Rowen’s side, a happy smile across his face and book in hand.

“Thank you for the adventure. I came back to return it and pick out another,” the grocer said.

Rowen shook his head. “It was a gift and payment for everything you have done for me.”

Burr shook his head and pressed the book into Rowen’s hands. Rowen took it with sad eyes.

Burr put his strong hand on Rowen’s shoulder and gave it a small squeeze.

“You don’t understand, my friend. The story was the payment, not the book. Why would I keep this adventurous to myself when others can read it. The story paid for everything, and I am pleased with your recommendation. Please, continue to pay me in stories. That will be our agreement.”

Before Rowen could protest, Burr took his hand away and bowed. When he stood up, he grinned.

“Now, I go hunt for another story to enjoy. When you come back to my shop for anything, bring a story for me to enjoy,” he said as he turned and walked further into the shop with everyone else.

Rowen scratched his head. A sense of wonder filled him, a community built on stories, knowledge, and adventures. This was beyond his wildest dreams, and it caused his heart to lift in his chest. A sudden happiness overcame him, like he was living a real dream.

A hazy dizziness filled Rowen’s head. A sudden need for air filled him as he turned around and walked outside.

The pitter patter of rain on the wood porch roof filled Rowen’s ears. He took a deep breath, air filling his lungs. He let out a long exhale, the dizziness beginning to subside.

“That’s better,” he whispered as he looked at the thick streams of water falling off the porch roof.

When he turned to go back in, he quickly noticed a faint figure sitting on one of the porch benches. He blinked and focused, seeing the ghostly figure sitting with a serene mask across her features.

Rowen walked closer. He sat down beside Moria as they both looked at the rain.

“The rain is beautiful,” Rowen remarked.

Moria gave a small, single nod.

A silence filled the pair, as the white noise of falling rain filled the air.

Rowen relaxed. While he wanted to know the guardians who resided here, he also liked the simple pleasures of a silent moment of peace. Memories of the palace libraries filled him with quiet dreams. How he loved to sit and stare at a book, not reading it but enjoying the subtle calm sanctuary of such places.

“Seraphina is my friend,” Moria whispered.

Rowen turned his head and looked at the ghostly woman in a black dress.

“We are all unfinished stories,” she whispered.

Rowen was silent, unsure what to say.

Moria’s gaze lowered to the floor, shadows covering her eyes.

“We all have secrets,” Moria said just before she faded away, gone from view.

Rowen stared at the blank spot where Moria was. He didn’t blink, her words filling his thoughts. He knew there was more to learn, but what secrets were she alluding to?

The front door opened and Seraphina stepped out. Her bright gaze shined as she spotted Rowen sitting outside.

“Oh, there you are. Come inside with me. Everyone inside is having a wonderful time and you shouldn’t miss it, Bookshop Owner,” the title coming out with gleeful exaggeration.

Rowen stood up and Seraphina moved to him, curling her arm around his. She gave him a playful smile as they made their way, arm in arm, back into the shop as rain poured across the single house by the muddy road.


Chapter 15

Secrets

Time flowed. The rains that plagued the town of Quillmere and the region grew less common. Flowers and sunlight glowed across fields. The Crowned Quill stood a bright yellow against the brilliant light, a beacon before the town.

Rowen’s days brought him strange moods and mysterious cravings. He searched the library for books that could answer his questions about the Inkwell Vale, the seals, and what to expect should he become king. His search turned into a quagmire as each book he found on the subject gave him a tiny piece to a much larger puzzle.

During the month of growing sunlight and spring flowers, the future king tended to the bookstore and his growing relationship with Seraphina. The dragon guardian wasn’t forthcoming with too much information. Instead, her gaze often lingered on Rowen. He would catch her gazes and feel the intention behind them, not that he minded. The feeling was mutual as they slept in the same bed nearly every night.

Life at the bookshop wasn’t always research and sleepless nights of affection. During the month, a rare traveler or two would arrive at Quillmere and the Crowned Quill. Word had reached Kester and beyond, of the strange bookshop. A few newcomers would stay in town, but make a day of it at the bookshop, buying several or many books at a time. A joy filled their eyes as they told Rowen and Seraphina that they would tell others of this magical place. Rowen and Seraphina smiled as they said goodbye to happy customers, their bags and packs carrying sacred books.

Rowen noticed the subtle change of the town on his visits. It seemed to take on a glow as the townsfolk shined with undefined happiness. Business grew from the hotel, grocer, and even seamstress. There were whispers from travelers, enjoying the calm peace of the seaside town, and expressing thoughts to live and work there.

Rowen could not deny the magic happening to the mayor. Mayor Dunn’s age began to reverse. He grew younger with every new day. Currently, he looked like a man of fifty winter’s old, maybe late forties. He carried himself with an extra step in his stride. He captured the attention of all travelers, like a ringmaster of a carnival circus. Rowen never asked why the mayor’s youth was returning, not because he wasn’t curious, but because he didn’t want to spoil the magic of what was happening, yet.

Life in the shop took on shades of normalcy, if having a dragon, dryad, and ghost, tending to the entire place.

Rowen was in the kitchen, looking out the window at the field of flowers spreading out before this side of the house. Two cups with teabags sat on the counter beside him. A kettle stood on the hot wood stove, steam blowing out the spout, getting close to a whistle.

Rowen could not pry his gaze away. Being a potential king to a hidden realm was not as crazy and disastrous as he once thought. Life cooled into a purpose; one he slowly began to understand.

The kettle began to whine. Rowen let out a dreamy exhale and stepped over with a small towel in hand. He wrapped the handle and picked it up. He brought it over to the tea cups and poured hot water into each one. When he put the kettle on the counter, a presence entered the kitchen.

Seraphina eyed Rowen’s rear before switching her eyes to the cups of fresh tea. She licked her lips for both and stepped closer.

Rowen turned around. Seraphina sauntered to the counter and reached for a cup. The future king grabbed her wrist and pulled her to him. Seraphina’s eyes widened a hair as Rowen’s hands were on her hips. He held her close, eyeing her like she was his next meal.

Seraphina put her hands on Rowen’s strong shoulders, a gleam in her eyes.

“A teaser for tonight? What play will it be this time?” Seraphina said with a seductive edge.

“No play. Just wanted to touch you and have you close,” Rowen smiled.

Seraphina smiled. “You want something.”

“I want you,” he said as his gaze lingered on her.

“And something else,” she said with a sharp grin.

“In a way,” Rowen said as he relaxed, enjoying the feel of her against his hands. “I have been finding bits and pieces of what it means to be the King of Inkwell Vale. I was hoping you could aid me with some more history of the shop and the Vale.”

Seraphina’s happy smile faded away. She looked down as she touched her horned forehead to his.

“This time together has become a dream again. Must we go back?” she whispered.

“Seraphina, I don’t wish to be rude. I only want to ask, what truly happened here? Why has it been so hard to gain a ruler for the Inkwell Vale? I have caught glimpses of the possible effects on this world if the throne remains empty. I think they have already started to happen, from the news some travelers bring, and from what I witnessed during my time as a scribe.

“I have told you everything about my past. You have told me so much. Why must we stop here?”

Seraphina pulled her head back. She looked at Rowen with sorrow in her eyes. The connection between them dimmed as she parted her lips and closed them.

The dragon woman pulled away from Rowen. She picked up her cup of tea. She turned and made to move away, but hesitated.

“There is so much I wish to tell you, but I cannot. Not until you further prove yourself to the kingdom,” she said with a low tone.

Rowen reached for her. He hesitated as a ghostly woman with black hair and pale skin emerged through the wall.

Moria floated in to see Rowen and Seraphina in the middle of a conversation, but she felt the tense energy between them and in the air.

“Forgive me,” Moria said with a low tone and vanished.

Rowen and Seraphina stared at the spot where Moria just was, the moment between them broken.

Seraphina moved to the archway, but stopped and looked over her shoulder at her lover.

“Check the books in my wing,” she said before she turned her head back forward and walked out of the kitchen.

Rowen let out a small sigh. He took hold of his cup of tea and held it before him. He then took a sip, his mind storming on with questions.

“I’m at sea with no eyeglass, no compass, and only the gleam of a star to guide me,” he whispered as his mind swirled with doubts.

***

The glow of lantern light filled the silent woods of the magical wing.

Rowen sat in a comfortable chair, book in hand, and a glowing lantern above him, hanging from a branch.

Hours slipped by as he searched and read books. Each time he opened a book, time slowed down as the pages turned one after the other. He absorbed the stories and knowledge like drinking a fine wine.

Rowen closed the book he was reading and leaned his head back. His mind felt like it was full and leaking at the same time. He knew Seraphina’s suggestion would reveal more, and revealed more it had. Many kings and queens ruled the Inkwell Vale, each one with their own history, and tragedies. Each of their reigns lasted centuries or days. What some of the books did reveal was a time of war between hidden kingdoms, one that has never truly stopped.

Rowen closed his eyes. The information churned in his mind’s eye. He could see secrets, great powers, and tragic falls, but each book or story’s central focus was on the people and beings that rose to the challenge of becoming royalty.

No one will give me the answers I seek. Not in a way in which my path will be a little clearer.

Rowen opened his eyes a little. He saw the lantern light as a dark memory crawled into his mind. A stark moment of his journal, his book, thrown in the fire. A hand on his head, making him watch as his creation, his love, was destroyed before his eyes.

The would-be future king lifted his head and stared at nothing. A sliver of pain crawled into his heart. Memories rushed his mind, the quiet moments secretly writing his thoughts and adventures by candlelight. How he changed parts of stories he read and made it his own. The joy in his heart as he felt like the many authors he read before, coalescing into his own grand journey.

The moment he lost all of it when it was thrown in the fire, like a sack of kittens tossed over the side of a bridge.

Rowen stood up and moved to a shelf embedded in a tree trunk. He put the book back in its place. He pushed away the memory and made for the wing corridor.

Moria’s words about secrets touched his cloudy thoughts. What she said was true, for reading the books in the Hearth Wing, Rowen discovered that each of the guardians has a book, detailing their story. An unending tome of their adventures and small moments.

The books were called the Heartbound Tomes.

The name spun in Rowen’s thoughts. He dwelled on it as curiosity bit deep.

Why would they hide such an important detail? Is it too personal to reveal to an outsider?

Rowen glanced to the side. He knew in his heart; his journal was personal and special. He revealed it to no one. When it was discovered, a piece of himself was ripped out into the light.

“They would never reveal such a thing on purpose. Sadly, I understand how they feel about it,” Rowen muttered to himself.

Head swimming, the bookshop owner walked into the library. He looked at the windows to the front of the shop, the sunlight a dull orange. A small smile appeared as he made for the front door. When he opened it, he looked at the bench seat to the side on the porch.

A ghostly woman in a black dress sat silently, staring at nothing.

Rowen eyed her for a moment. The ghostly guardian often sat at this very bench at dusk. She said nothing, a spectral visage of a ghost. Sometimes, Rowen sat with her. On several occasions, he sat for ten or twenty minutes at a time. The silence was peaceful, but almost every time, Rowen felt like he was intruding. He didn’t want to bother her during her private time. She never said anything about it, her black lips sealed. To Rowen, the silence seemed to speak volumes.

Rowen walked over to the bench, and sat down on it. Two feet of space separated them. He leaned back and stared at the sky. Pink and orange colors painted the heavens as fluffy clouds drifted on an invisible breeze.

Time ticked away. The light dimmed a little at a time. The day’s research melted to the background, and soon drained away. The silence and the dying light spoke to his soul. He remained in that place between thought and feelings. Darkness tried to crawl into his mind, but he pushed it away.

A moment of serenity touched him as the day turned to evening, and then soon turned to night.

Stars twinkled across night’s cloak. The world was quiet. The rush of the day fell into a trance-like walk.

Moria turned her pale face to Rowen. She looked upon his handsome features with dark and dreamy eyes.

Rowen felt Moria’s gaze on him. He turned to her with a serene gaze.

“Do you remember why you stopped writing?” the ghost asked.

Rowen looked down. He parted his lips to speak, but no words came out. The memories of his book being burned before his eyes were too much to bear. Writing for others was what he was meant to do. Writing for himself, there was pain he could not describe.

Moria stared with half-closed, unblinking eyes.

“If you wish to open the Echoing Wing, you will have to write a memory for me. A memory of a moment in your life,” Moria said before she vanished from view.

Rowen looked at the spot the ghost was. He then turned and looked down, his fingertips touching before him.

The silence was deafening. Rowen allowed himself to bask in it a little longer as he contemplated Moria’s request and admired the stars over the dark horizon.


Chapter 16

The Book of Quarrel

Rowen looked down at a blank piece of paper, quill in hand, the tip covered in a dab of ink. Morning sunlight filled the curtained window as the future king of the Inkwell Vale stared at the blank page like he was facing down a ferocious storm. What came easily to him once before, was now marked by fire and brimstone.

The young man sat back and let out a flustered exhale. The shard of pain in his soul had returned. A kaleidoscope of stories filled his mind, the authors, and characters so sure of themselves that it neared disbelief. They chronicled grand stories of heroism, clever tricks, and fierce battles. The stories were punctuated with small moments that spoke to the character’s souls, making you cheer or revile them. Rowen was at an impasse, realizing with his exile that he had not written since he left the royal guild. He wrote notes, names, and exchanges, but not a single sentence to a single story for himself.

A memory surfaced of writing the end for the storyling. How it smiled before it sank into its own book. It was so natural when he didn’t think about it. The purpose he felt to help the poor thing, unable to be happy without its own ending. That was the spark he chased in the crushing void of his mental fatigue.

Rowen let out a dark, gruff chuckle. The lunacy of the moment sank deeper into thoughts. To be a king of some hidden world, and he couldn’t bring himself to write one dismal sentence.

Rowen turned his head to the bed. He looked at it, a sudden shadow covering his heart. Seraphina had not come to bed with him last night. Their discussion left a stain on their growing affection and relationship. A rift had formed between them, and Rowen wanted to comfort the dragon who comforted all.

The last month had been a fairytale. The moments they shared were hazy and full of warmth. Rowen had thought, “Being a potential king has some benefits.” He chuckled to himself at the thought, but soon after, he embraced this life because his heart glowed hot for the beautiful dragon. The dream continued, until yesterday. His path was obscured by secrets, and he wasn’t sure why. If it was so important to fill the throne with royalty, why take so long to achieve it? He understood the need to test for a sense of cleverness, character, and honor, but he wondered if this dream was a ruse to trap souls in some misguided hope of redemption?

Rowen shook his head.

“You’re overthinking and being ridiculous. I have seen the magic of this place. I feel its power in my veins. This place is no trap for wandering souls or surely, or my soul would have been taken by now?”

The man lifted an eyebrow to a dreamy play of he and Seraphina locked in intimate moments.

“Well, in a way, it already happened,” he chuckled before his heart yearned for her touch once more.

Rowen’s eyes softened.

“I should speak with her. Work out this rift between us. Come to some understanding about my role and what to expect. How we can be together, no matter what happens to the world around us.”

Rowen looked away. Time has a way of playing tricks with the mind, but his heart was sound. He didn’t know until he met the dragon woman, that she was very much his type.

When his heart pulsed hard at the thought of Moria and Calla, new feelings glowed under his skin.

“I barely know them, yet there is something there I cannot define. A seed that wishes to bloom into something more. Or I’m a lech, who desires women who are beyond my expectations.”

The would-be king shook his head.

“I am truly a folly of a man. Make peace with Seraphina, and write the damn story after things are whole again,” Rowen said with conviction.

Rowen cleaned the quill with a small rag. He laid it down on the desk and put the stopper back on the inkwell. He then stood up and made for the door, his thoughts still on the blank page he left behind.

***

Seraphina stared at nothing. The kettle began to whistle. She picked it up and poured boiling water into her cup with a teabag within.

The dragon went about her morning ritual as her delicate senses noted Rowen’s beating heart still in his bedroom.  She put down the kettle as steam rose from her cup.

Hands on the counter, an inner storm clashed against her heart. She looked down at the steamy water in her cup turning cloudy and dark. A thudding echoed along her soul, and a fury lashed at her memories.

A presence pushed at her senses, and the dragon woman looked out the window with a steady gaze.

Moria stood in the kitchen, a table between her and Seraphina’s back. She held a book behind her with both hands.

“I know why you’re here,” Seraphina said with a hard edge.

“Why am I here?” Moria asked with sad eyes.

The dragon woman turned around, her gaze hot enough to melt iron. A tension filled the kitchen as the two women faced each other at a distance.

“You think I am taking too long to aid him on his path,” Seraphina said plainly.

“And what else?” Moria asked with a soft voice.

Seraphina lifted her fist with her finger pointing up.

“Don’t play these games with me, Moria. We all have our ways. Don’t rush me,” Seraphina said with a red glow in her eyes.

Moria simply looked at Seraphina with plain eyes.

“We all feel the Codex’s decision. It is our duty to ensure he has every advantage for his path to the throne,” the ghostly woman said with a neutral voice.

Seraphina lowered her hand down to her side, but the fire remained in her gaze.

Moria continued, “And we both know, this isn’t truly about him.”

Seraphina’s eyes widened.

“You don’t mean me? We all saw the aftermath of what happened to the queen. We know the dangers of this existence. You can understand my hesitation. The others would agree with me.”

“The others don’t show themselves beyond their wings anymore. Here, it is only you and I. We all feel the same pain and loss. It will always be there, gnawing at us. But we cannot continue this way.”

Seraphina’s fiery eyes turned into glowing embers as her body relaxed.

“Then you should teach him,” she said firmly.

“I will,” Moria said softly with no emotion.

Seraphina’s eyes glowed hot with fury.

“But you won’t let me,” Moria said as she revealed the thick book with golden edges, and held it before her.

Seraphina looked down at the book and back at the ghostly woman in black.

“He must witness our strengths, and his own, if he is to truly understand his purpose,” Moria said calmly.

The dragon woman shook her head.

“We can’t. He needs more time,” she said quickly.

Moria’s gaze deepened with sadness.

“Seraphina, you haven’t been yourself in a very long time. You are our den mother. You were always the one we went to speak our thoughts to. This tragedy we share has consumed you. It has taken hold of your senses.”

Moria looked away.

“You always suffered in silence for us. I never troubled you because I knew you would come back from dark times, but this time, you didn’t come back, not all of you.

“I am here for you in a way we both know you understand. We can weather this trial of loss, but the longer you hold back, the harder it will be to reach the place of acceptance.”

Seraphina’s lip trembled.

“Moria, please don’t do this.”

A wet gleam filled the ghostly woman’s sad eyes.

“I must, for all of us,” she said before she turned.

Seraphina watched as the ghostly woman floated under the kitchen arch and into the library. Her hands trembled as pain coiled around her heart. She looked past the kitchen arch and a furious fire enveloped her spirit.

The dragon woman walked through the kitchen to the arch. She made her way down a short corridor and reached the library.

Moria had set the book she was carrying down on the middle table, next to the King’s Codex. At the same time, Rowen came down the stairs and walked into the library.

Rowen’s initial gaze at Seraphina was filled with warmth. When he saw Moria on the other side of the small table, and felt the tension in the air, he slowed his approach.

“Seraphina, Moria, is everything okay?” he asked.

Seraphina stood a little straighter, her chin up and eyes filled with sadness.

Moria looked at Rowen with emotionless eyes.

“Rowen, I have initiated a duel with Seraphina. A witness is required and I chose you,” Moria said plainly.

Rowen lifted an eyebrow.

“A duel? On what grounds?”

“On the grounds of personal disagreement,” Moria said without hesitation. “I accuse Seraphina of purposely slowing down your ascension to the Inkwell Vale Throne. She has lost our confidence and requires a lesson in personal strength.”

Rowen shifted his gaze to Seraphina.

The dragon woman looked at him with sorrow-filled eyes. She then turned her attention to Moria and a fire returned to her heart, burning away any potential tears.

“I accept,” Seraphina said with a small voice.

Rowen’s gaze moved between the two women.

“It can’t be this serious? Is there another way?”

“No,” Moria said softly before she put her hand on the thick book on the table. “There must always be a witness for a duel. I choose you, Rowen Hallows, as witness and protecter.”

Rowen looked at the ghostly woman, her pale hand on a thick book with golden edges.

“I’m not sure I understand what is happening. Will there be swords for this duel? What are the rules and conditions?” 

Moria spoke with calm power and understanding, “My hand touches the Book of Quarrel. Once the duel is accepted, we will be transported to within its pages and to a place where no real damage can be inflicted, but a battle of willpower will take place.

“Each duel can be physical, mental, or spiritual. I choose physical, to the extent of our natural abilities. Seraphina, do you accept?”

Seraphina looked at Rowen with heartfelt eyes.

“Please, do not fear or judge me,” she said.

Rowen looked at her mournful gaze, feeling the tension grow with every passing second.

“I will not fear you, nor judge you,” he said to Seraphina before he looked at Moria, “Either of you.”

Moria gave a single nod.

“Rowen Hallows, as witness and protector, you will be there to mediate the conflict. If either side cannot control themselves, you must intervene. Even though you haven’t opened the other seals, in this place, you will have access to some of them. They rely on your inner strength. Doubt will lessen your power, conviction and confidence will make your abilities stronger. Do you understand?”

Rowen felt like he walked into a storm unlike any storm he had ever known. He could feel the power coming off the two women in waves.

“I understand,” Rowen acknowledged.

Moria lifted her hand off the book and the cover swung open. The air tingled as Rowen watched pages flip open. Pages upon pages filled with texts continued to flip past one another until they reached a blank page. Words printed into view under a title as the air rippled.

A pull along Rowen’s soul caused his eyes to widen. Time slowed as he, Moria, and Seraphina, were pulled toward the open book. Rowen reached out his hand to the table as he was pulled toward it. He scooped up the King’s Codex just before he flashed into pages and was gone from their current reality.

An instant later, Rowen appeared in a grassy field, surrounded by old trees. The sky was a stormy gray. He turned around to see Seraphina and Moria facing one another, standing a hundred feet from each other on the grassy field.

“Seraphina, I will not hold back,” Moria whispered, but could still be heard by all.

The dragon woman stood, her head tilted forward and shadows covering her eyes.

Rowen stood, watching the pair at a distance.

There must be more between them than I have witnessed. To act like this speaks to their histories together.

Rowen looked at Seraphina. He could tell she was purposely not looking back at him. Power rippled off her form like a contained storm.

In that moment, Rowen could feel power moving deeper into his spirit. He could feel those abilities, once locked away, beginning to open to him. He clutched the King’s Codex at his side as he looked upon the two women readying to duel.

Moria lifted her head, but kept her gaze on Seraphina in the distance.

Rowen felt Moria’s mind touch his as her voice filled his head.

“In these stories, anything can happen. Stay alert and see beyond your gaze. The first one to relent has lost the duel,” Moria whispered.

Rowen stared with unblinking eyes as power washed over his senses.

The sky began to darken. A light rain fell as the two women kept their gazes locked on one another.

Serphina sensed it before she felt it. She lifted her foot just as a gray, decayed hand reached up for her ankle. With swift power, she slammed her bare foot onto the decayed hand and smashed it to pieces.

Before the decayed bits landed on the grassy ground, dozens of dead hands and arms shattered the ground around and underneath the dragon woman. Seraphina let out a hiss as she made an impossible leap into the air. Dead people clung to her ankles and dress, launched from the ground with her. They moaned with hollow eyes, slowly climbing up her legs and dress.

Seraphina smirked as her kicks flashed with supernatural speed and strength. Decayed bodies were shattered in an instant. Thick pieces of the dead began to fall as Seraphina destroyed them with a few blurry kicks.

Seraphina floated in the sky as she looked down on Moria on the ground. A snarl opened into parted lips. A ball of fiery light appeared before those lips. In a blink, a thick stream of focused fire blasted down from the sky so hard, it sent the flying dead pieces in all directions. The stream struck Moria and the area exploded into a massive fireball.

At a distance, Rowen felt the awesome power of Seraphina’s fire breath. The heat struck him and he took a step back. He lifted a hand at the bright light, watching the explosion envelope Moria’s form and disintegrate it.

Seraphina watched with careful eyes.

Rowen thought, surely this was the end of the duel.

When the explosion cleared, a crater remained where Moria once stood.

The shadows along the trees began to waver. In an instant, shadows lanced up like long tentacles.

Seraphina moved with inhuman speed and alacrity. She dodged and spun away as sharp-pointed shadows missed her by inches. The dragon woman opened her mouth and blasted out a thick stream of fire. The flames struck some of the shadows, melting them away or blasting them to dust, but not all of them. Shadows continued to stab up and bend. They shot forth again at the dragon woman, still anchored to trees.

Seraphina’s body moved in a spinning blur. Rowen could hardly believe his eyes, seeing the dragon woman move with inhuman speed and seeing every action like blinking images.

Seraphina parted her lips into a snarl as she spun and stopped instantly. Black points aimed for her as she took a deep breath and blasted out a thick stream of white fire. The fire breath not only disintegrated the pointed tentacles coming for her, but the brightness shattered every moving shadow to nothing.

The dragon woman hovered in the air, her serpent eyes burning with an ember glow as she searched for her opponent.

“You have been lax with your duties. Your fear is aiding all the Vale’s enemies,” Moria stated without emotion as the words filled the air.

Seraphina glanced to the side, seeing Rowen as he watched from the sidelines. She then looked away in sad regret.

“We must be careful this time. Ensure he is the one,” Seraphina’s words dripped with sorrow.

Rowen stared at her as she hovered in the sky. His heart thundered in his chest. His hand clenched, not with emotion, but growing conviction.

On the field, and around the smoking crater, identical versions of Moria appeared by the dozens. They all looked up at the hovering Seraphina with dead gray eyes.

“You cannot be our leader if you cannot control your feelings,” the pale woman in black whispered into a chorus of echoing voices.

A wet gleam filled Seraphina’s eyes before a tear streaked her cheek.

“You weren’t the first one to see her, lying on the ground like a broken doll. How her eyes stared at nothing. She was our hope, and she perished in pursuit of the crown,” Seraphina said as she turned her gaze to Rowen. “I cannot go through that again.”

“You won’t,” Rowen said.

Seraphina blinked with wet, surprised eyes. She continued to hover, lost in a warm, confident smile.

“I’m no whelp that needs his hand held,” Rowen said as he started walking into the field. “I admit, some of this is very new to me, but I want the crown.”

Every mirror image of Moria turned to face Rowen, each of them looking at him with dead gray eyes.

“For power?” they said with a melodic chorus.

Rowen shook his head a little.

“To do some good in this world. To keep the lifeblood of stories alive. Even in this short time, I have seen and read so much. I want to keep going.”

Rowen looked up at Seraphina, “I want to bring back hope, not just back to town or the bookshop, but to all of us, including myself.”

“Not good enough,” Moria said with a blank expression.

Rowen watched as all the versions of Moria slipped back to one in a blink. The pale woman in the black dress began to grow larger. Madness filled her eyes as her skin began to decay. She grew thirty-feet-tall, her gaze now reaching Seraphina’s gaze.

“Moria?” Seraphina said, stunned.

“Hope won’t save us,” she said before her decayed hand whipped through the air and slammed into Seraphina’s body. The dragon woman was launched back fifty feet before she struck the ground hard enough to send patches of grasses and dirt flying into the air.

Rowen reacted before he could think. Pages flew out of the Codex and reformed into odd paper links. They connected with each other and flew up, wrapping Moria’s arms to her sides. The giant zombie Moria stumbled back a step as the paper chains tightened at her sides.

Rowen felt the power coursing through him. He could feel the word Scrivenbind, glow in the back of his mind. It was one of his unearned abilities, dormant in the real world, now awake in this imaginary one.

Moria turned her pale gray gaze down on Rowen.   

“You cannot write a sentence, and yet, you would be king?”

Rowen’s soul rippled at the verbal barb, but he didn’t let it show. Another ability glowed across his mind, Tearscript. Several sheets of paper broke away from the codex and formed into a longsword in his hand.

“I can be more than the written word. I can be a story in motion,” Rowen said with his blade at his side. “Moria, end this. Let us change our story into one of hope and action.”

The giant Moria stared at Rowen before her lips curled into a sinister smile. A haunting laughter spilled from her parted black lips, her gaze never wavering.

Rowen stared with conviction, ready to end this, when pain struck his right hand like a snakebite. His fingers involuntarily let go, his paper sword falling to the ground and coming apart into sheets of paper.

Seraphina stood up from the small crater, clumps of dirt and grass falling off her horns and body. She looked up at the giant Moria, bound by paper chains. Her eyes widened as burning sheets of paper appeared and fell from the gray sky.

An otherworldly voice filled the heavens and echoing off the burning sheets of paper.

“Seraphina killed the queen!”

“Moria wants the Ink King for herself.”

“The pair plot the death of the new king to remain in power.”

“The guardians don’t want a new king.”

“The guardians lie.”

“The Ink King is too spineless to rule.”

On and on the voices sang and hissed. It turned into a thunderous storm of chants. The sky rained with burning pages filled with bleeding texts of ink.

Rowen seethed as the pain was deafening. He fell to his knees with gritted teeth. He could hardly think as the voices drowned out his own thoughts.

“The Vale and its king will die, like all the rest,” Moria said with a sinister grin.

Rowen stared as the voices drowned out the world. When a hand stabbed up from the ground in the distance, he shifted his gaze to it.

Moria climbed out of the ground like one of the dead. Her eyes were wide with shock as she mouthed the words, “That’s not me.”

The voices in Rowen’s head went silent as a flame of courage burned bright along his soul.

The paper on the ground by his hand reformed into a sword. Rowen used his power to tighten the binds around the giant Moria as his legs pushed off the ground with a thunderous clap. In mid-flight, the paper sword sharpened into a fine point as the giant Moria laughed. When the sword penetrated her body to hilt, the haunting laughter stopped, and an alien howl filled the air.

Gravity took hold and pulled Rowen down. The sword slashed downward, black inky blood spilling.

The giant Moria howled in pain before her arms bulged and shattered her binds. She then pulled back her leg, ready to kick Rowen into the air. But before she could kick, Rowen launched at her knee and sliced hard across.

The leg separated cleanly. The giant Moria began to fall with wide eyes. A glow to the right turned her pale eyes as the dragon woman with parted lips and hard eyes.

A thick stream of white fire blasted out from before her lips. The dragon’s breath struck the giant Moria in the chest, changing the direction of her fall as it penetrated her.

Rowen and the real Moria leapt up at the same time. The real Moria took hold of a shadow and shaped it into a scythe. Rowen aimed his paper sword at the giant’s neck. The pair sliced across the pale giant’s neck in different directions, but reaching the same desired effect.

The giant Moria’s head separated from the neck as a hole had burned through the trunk of the body. When the parts of the body fit the grassy ground, it shattered into sheets of burning paper.

Rowen and Moria landed on the grass opposite of each other. Bodies turned and gazes met.

“When I vanished, something took hold of me,” Moria said.

Rowen turned his gaze to Seraphina as she approached. His hand throbbed as if it was held in a pit of flames. The throbbing eased, but not the memory of it.

Seraphina stood before the burning pages. She parted her lips and blasted out a stream of fire. She sprayed the area with her flames until each of the burning parchments had turned to ash.

The three of them stood before the haphazard circle of smoky ashes. Their gazes lifted and they looked at one another.

“Something snuck into our duel, our story,” Seraphina said as she was caked with dirt.

“It manipulated all of us,” Rowen said before he looked at the two women in turn. “I don’t believe the lies. It was trying to confuse and divide us.”

Moria’s demeanor eased into her normal blank expression.

“Whatever it may have been, I no longer feel its presence. Despite that, the duel must continue,” she said with a cold tone.

Rowen shifted his eyes to her, “Continue? We must understand what just happened. We must regroup and examine the details.”

Moria gave a single nod.

“We will, but what brought us here hasn’t changed,” she said and looked at the dragon woman before the ashes. “We must decide. Will we take our time with the candidate’s ascension? Or do we move forward with rapid training and knowledge?”

Seraphina looked at Moria with a faraway gaze.

“I know what needs to be done and we will do it my way,” Seraphina seethed with protective conviction.

Moria stared at her as a black aura appeared and writhed around the pale, ghostly woman.

“Then the duel continues,” Moria said as her eyes glowed white.

Shadows covered Rowen’s eyes as he heard and felt the power of the two women. Waves of fire and shadow crashed into his spirit as his own power throbbed through his form.

I cannot let this continue.

Rowen stepped onto the ashes. He stood between the women; each shoulder pointed at one as he looked forward.

Seraphina and Moira moved their gazes to the man between them.

“I must rewrite this duel, this story,” Rowen said as power throbbed into his hand and poured into his finger.

The dragon and ghostly woman watched as Rowen lifted his hand and pointed a finger. Black ink stained his finger as he moved it. A glowing trail formed into words, and then into a sentence. A piece of paper flew out of the codex in his other hand and floated before him. The sentence glowed in the air as black ink of the very same sentence scribbled across the blank page.

The Queen of Flame and the Warden of Memory dueled not to destroy, but to remind each other of the spark they still shared.

Rowen felt it as he was writing it. The books and words came naturally as he wrote it across the air and page. A weight had lifted off his shoulders like he had been carrying it all his life. A small joy took root, an urge, a need to keep writing, but he stopped himself and cherished it. He committed the moment to memory, knowing he could truly write again for himself.

Seraphina stared at Rowen with gleaming wet eyes. Her shoulders lowered as her powerful heart beat steady and true. She sank down to her knees to the edge of the ashes, staring at the words.

Moria’s hand trembled for a brief instant. She lowered her gaze, not in sadness, but respect.

“What I wrote, was not to tell you what to do, but to show you a path we can follow. I think you’re both right, in your ways, but if I am to be the new king, I must lead or our fates may suffer for it,” Rowen said with an even tone.

The area was silent. No wind blew or rain fell. It had become a frozen moment of understanding for all present.

“He understands,” Serphina said with a small voice.

“The story is only as strong as the author,” Moria whispered.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Rowen grinned. “It was only one sentence. I should write more.”

Seraphina let out a tired laugh.

Moria gave Rowen a faint smile.

“Yes, you should,” Moria and Seraphina said at the same time.

Rowen kept his smile.

“So, who wins the duel?” he asked.

“It would appear to be a tie,” Moria said, her smile gone.

“I agree,” Rowen said.

Seraphina nodded with a small smile.

Rowen stepped to the dragon woman on her knees. He lifted his hand to her. Her smile grew a little more as she put her hand in his. Rowen helped her to her feet.

The wind picked up as the world around them turned to paper and words. A blink later, the trio appeared in the library. Rowen glanced at the women beside him, and then himself. They were clean and unmarked, just like before they entered the strange book.

The Book of Quarrel was open, words appearing on the page as if written by an invisible hand. Rowen could see everything they had experienced and was recorded, down to the slightest detail.

When it was finished, the thick book slammed closed.

“Can we review what was written?” Rowen asked as he looked at the closed book.

“We can,” Moria said before she looked at him.

“We all should re-read the book and come together with our thoughts. Something snuck into the story and we should discover what it was,” Rowen said.

Seraphina and Moria nodded.

Rowen looked at the beautiful women. A small look of uncomfortable understanding filled their gazes, and he knew what to do.

“But first, let’s tend to us. I’ll get some water in the kettle for some tea.”

The pair appeared to snap out of their daze and looked at Rowen with small smiles.

“I can get us something to snack,” Seraphina said with a happy tone.

“I can get us something light to read,” Moria said shyly. “Reading something light always helps me to relax.”

Rowen nodded before he turned to Seraphina. He put his arm out a little. Seraphina gave him an affectionate look before she curled her arm around his.

The pair made for the kitchen, Rowen knowing they needed to be whole before they investigated what could have slithered into their story.


Chapter 17

Embrace the Dark

The quill moved in Rowen’s hand, small ink streaks turning into letters, and soon words. Several pages with writing on them laid about on the floor around the desk. Unfinished or unwanted moments were written on the pages and discarded as the author worked on the right idea, the right story.

The joy of writing swirled around his heart. The task of writing was difficult and exhilarating. It was during this time that the potential ink king could not just be a reader, but a writer as well. He knew the moment he wrote the ending to the duel, the power of the written words could move hearts and mountains. 

Rowen sat back and looked at the writing on the single page. The story glowed in his mind as he worked out the details a little further. But as he stared at the page, a mystery continued to dwell in the back of his mind. Moments played out as the giant version of Moria had turned on all of them. The fury in their eyes centered on him as burning lies fell from the sky. He couldn’t deny the simple truth, someone had a dark grudge against him and what he wished to accomplish.

Rowen kept his gaze on the page for a long moment, thinking about any enemies he made, or people he crossed. Thoughts of his old master came to mind, but the man gave him some coin and set him off with tears in his eyes. There were no enemies in the guild. If there was any conflict between apprentices, it was quickly squashed. The guild functioned as one, no matter what took place outside, or within the academy’s walls.

I never made any enemies during my travels. Instead, I think I may have made many friends in each of the places I visited. So, what could it all mean? I read about the other hidden kingdoms. The ashborn wraith could be working for someone, or under their control? There have been many assassinations with the previous rulers of the Inkwell Vale, maybe I am simply next on their list? They will try everything to murder me, and anyone else who dares wear the crown?

I made my decision to see this through to the end, but will it mean my end as well?

Rowen let out a long exhale. There were no answers, only more questions.

Thoughts swirled into an image. Rowen relaxed as he pictured Seraphina and Moria. They had been around more. Seraphina had been nicer to him since the duel. There was a gleam in her eyes as she looked at him. They hadn't slept together again, but she seemed different to him, in a way.

As for Moria, the beautiful ghost in black was around more. She was visible to him most of the time, and only disappeared when Seraphin and Calla appeared. A shyness remained, but her gaze spoke more when she was around. They talked about certain books. They often became engrossed in the subject. She smiled more as she lingered with him at times.

Rowen’s affections for the pair were growing with each passing day and night. They were not the kind of women he was used to. He had dated some, or was intimate with others, but this was different. The time he spent reading about beautiful monsters had wormed into his soul. What was once thought a simple fantasy, had grown into a reality. A reality he now cherished.

Rowen leaned forward, quill in hand. He dipped it in an inkwell before he proceeded to finish writing his short story.

With the final sentences on the page, he stood up and looked it over with hands gripping each side of the desk. His gaze moved from left to right. He visually drank in every word. When he was finished, and the ink was dry, he picked it up and rolled it for better transport.

The bookshop owner left his room and made his way downstairs. When he reached the bottom and entered the library, he slowed his step as he saw Seraphina, Moria, and Calla talking.

The three women stopped their discussion and turned to Rowen as he stood under the archway. Seraphina smiled. Moria gave him a small smile. Calla turned her whole upper body and put her arms on the top back of the couch. She rested her chin on her arms as a smarmy smile appeared.

“Was I interrupting something?” Rowen asked with a sly smile.

The trio continued to look at him, but it was Calla who took in a sultry inhale and let it out slowly.

“I heard about what you did during the duel,” the dryad said with a wicked edge to her tone. “Care to rewrite another story?” she said with a slow blink.

Rowen lifted an eyebrow.

“Calla!” Moria whispered.

“Calla, none of that,” Seraphina said like a den mother.

“Why not?” the dryad said as she looked Rowen up and down. “He has potential and he has opened one wing of the shop. Considering what he did during the duel, if he wanted to, he could write whatever he wanted.”

The dryad lifted her body as her knees pressed onto the couch. Rowen quickly noticed she was wearing a sheer, white robe. From the waist up, she wasn’t hiding anything. As much as Rowen wanted to admire her pert attention, he kept eye contact.

Calla continued, “You’ve spent time with Seraphina and Moria. I don’t see why we shouldn’t either. I am the guardian of the second wing. Surely you should discover what it means to open my gate and explore?”

“What would I find, a beautiful jungle?” Rowen said with attentive eyes and a small smirk.

Calla let out an amused giggle.

“With your strong hands, I’m sure you would make your way, pushing the vines away and pressing on into the unknown. I could help you. I would be so close as we explore my inner realm,” the last part coming out in a sultry whisper.

“Alright,” Seraphina stood up and walked around the couch.

The dragon woman made her way to Rowen’s side and stood beside him, facing the dryad.

“Calla, Moria, and I have spoken at length about this. We must all do our part to teach and train our potential king.”

“He’s a king to me,” Calla said before she licked her lips.

Seraphina’s eyes narrowed.

The dryad let out a haughty laugh. She then grinned at the annoyed Seraphina.

“Don’t be cross with me. You know I’m a free spirit. I understand the assignment, but that doesn’t mean he’s all yours. He is the new king to all of us. He will lead us, but he will also love all of us, in many ways,” Calla’s voice dripped like warm honey.

Seraphina’s gaze relaxed and a dishonest smile appeared.

“Yes, that is true, but we are not some simple concubine harem. We are his inner counsel. We will be the kingdom’s eyes and ears. Rowen will rely on us to aid him with the kingdom.”

Seraphina gave the dryad a knowing look.

“Relationships may form between all of us, but we must stay the course. I expect all guardians to behave themselves and act with a sense of maturity. Do we understand each other?”

Calla let out a small sigh as she kept her gaze on Rowen.

“I can’t make any promises. If he stoked that tender fire between you and Moria, there is something more to him I want to understand, and maybe feel,” Calla winked at Rowen.

“Careful what you wish for. You might feel more than you bargained,” Rowen said with a serious, deadpan tone.

Flowers bloomed through Calla’s thick green hair as her eyes widened a hair. A giggling laugh spilled from her throat. She gave Rowen a sly up and down look.

Rowen and Seraphina watched as the dryad stood up. She turned and walked away, making sure to sway her hips and butt as she did it. She walked to the bookshelves. The shelves slid away to reveal a wood door with vines and leaves around it. Calla glanced back at Rowen. Her gaze said her intentions. She stepped into the closed door and vanished.

The wood gate with vines disappeared as the bookshelves slid back into place.

Seraphina turned to Rowen with her head tilted forward.

“I must apologize for Calla. She can be a handful. She doesn’t like rules, and tends to break many of them,” Seraphina stopped the moment Rowen’s hand cupped her chin and lifted it, and her gaze, to his amused eyes.

“Seraphina,” he said with affection in his gaze.

The dragon woman’s soul melted at his confident eyes.

“I thought,” she began.

“It’s okay. I’m sure there is a lot more going on then I know. We will handle it, together,” he said with a reassured tone.

“H…How do you do this to me? I don’t understand. Right now, your touch is causing goosebumps along my arms.”

Rowen put his hand down, but kept his smile.

“Show me.”

Seraphina lifted her arm and he took it. His strong fingers moved along her arm. When he glanced at her skin, tiny bumps covered her flesh. He then turned her around and pulled her to him.

Seraphina let out a loving gasp as Rowen’s arms surrounded her, his hands massaging her arms. She leaned her back to his chest and body. Body heat warmed them both as goosebumps slowly vanished.

“Thank you,” Seraphina whispered.

Rowen was silent.

“I could stay like this,” she whispered.

“Why can’t we?” Rowen whispered into her ear.

Seraphina bit her lip. She then gently pulled away and turned to face him.

“What kind of king will you be?”

“A just and kind one,” Rowen said with a conviction to his tone.

Seraphina looked away with a heat glowing across her cheeks and nose.

“No, I mean, when you’re not before the people. When your day has…finished?” she said with a heated shyness.

Rowen eyed her as he understood what she meant. He stepped closer and touched her waist with both hands. Seraphina looked at him with cool eyes and pink cheeks.

“Anything we want,” he said with a warm tone.

Seraphina looked at Rowen for a long moment.

“I’m happy we understand each other,” she said before she moved her face closer to his, and pressed her lips to his.

The couple held each other close as tongues explored.

When they pulled apart, but kept their hands on each other, they stared into each other’s eyes.

“You should know,” Seraphina said softly as her eyes took on a mischievous gleam, “I’m an ancient being. There is no jealousy in my heart. Nor would I shy away from my king’s…propositions.”

Rowen’s gaze took on a mischievous gleam of their own.

Seraphina put her hand on his chest, over his heart.

“But there may be another who needs your attention,” and looked to the side.

Rowen followed her gaze to the library, thinking he would see Moria, but instead, he saw nothing.

The library was empty, devoid of patrons and spirits alike.

Seraphina smiled.

“She’s shy in many ways,” the dragon woman said, keeping her small smile.

Rowen was silent. The library was empty, save for himself and Seraphina, but he wondered if she was still watching.

“I will leave you to it,” Seraphina said as she slipped away from him.

Rowen stared at the bookcases for a long moment. When he felt Seraphina’s presence leave the large chamber, he stepped around the couch, past the hearth in the middle, and approached the wall where the gates appeared.

Rowen still held the rolled-up parchment in his left hand. A thought struck him, and he decided to test it. He had opened the Hearth Alcove. But he wondered, could he do more?

With a firm thought, he summoned the seven gates.

The shelves parted instantly to his command. They spread apart as the seven gates appeared across the back wall, under the half floor above it. Each gate glowed, shined, or hummed. All seven were different, each one befitting of their guardian, their wing, and to the kingdom. Rowen knew all seven gates needed to be open before he could enter the Inkwell Vale. As he noted, there would be a celestial castle, and a throne made of stories. The descriptions varied in each book, but they all agreed there would be a seat to rule, and bring back the Vale’s people.

Rowen stepped over to the third gate door. It was a polished black door with no handle. The surface filled with a vibration that echoed across his soul. The longer he stared, the more a mirror image of himself appeared. But if he shifted on his foot, or moved a little, the image remained still as a statue.

Rowen’s mind glowed with Moria’s image. He dwelled on her quiet strength. She vanished when others appeared. If she wasn’t part of the conversation, she would often disappear. But he remembered her before, and after the duel. Her stoic passion to help her friend decide if he was worth it.

I can’t say I’m worthy. I must be worthy. I’m no king yet, and must earn my place. That means, I must solve any puzzle without the aid of another. If I want to know the true Moria, I must show her I have my own strengths.

Words began to form across the door.

Only those who face the echo in the mirror may pass. 

Rowen stared at the words, letting them sink into his mind.

History is only an echo of time. Perhaps, I must face my own history, my echo?

Rowen’s thoughts began to search his memories. He peeked at moments in his life, but two rose to the surface.

The outside world faded away, and a new one appeared. Rowen stared as he stood in a restaurant. Red cloth draped over tables. Plush booths took up one wall. A window stared out to the people moving about their lives. Horses pulled coaches and buggies. A sudden feeling pulled at him as he knew where he was.

Rowen turned to see an older man, his hand on an older boy’s shoulder. He had a firm grip as the boy looked away with dispassionate eyes. There were two men in red, gold, and black robes. They stood guard as the older man and boy moved to the table. They sat down from across each other.

“Are you hungry?” the older man said with firm eyes.

The older boy was silent as he looked away.

The older man in the red robe looked up at an approaching server.

“Please, anything with meat, chicken, fruit and vegetables.”

The server bowed, turned, and walked back the way they came.

The older man turned to the silent boy again.

Rowen watched, and felt the boy turn to the older man with wide eyes.

“Haven’t had real meat in a long time, have you?” the older man said with a small smile. “No need to worry. Eat your fill.”

Rowen’s stomach growled as he watched the scene play out.

The older man with a now kind expression, leaned forward a little. His hood was back, and white and gray hair covered his head. His features were fleshy, a word he used in his mind every time he thought of him.

“You are very skilled, or I am turning into an old man. I’ve never had anyone that far in my robe pocket. I knew it was a youthful arm and hand, otherwise I would have sliced it off,” the man grinned with serious eyes.

The older boy looked away.

“Disappointed you couldn’t rob me?” the older man chuckled.

The boy kept his gaze to the side, silent as a grave.

The older man sat back with interested eyes. “Well, it doesn’t matter. What matters now is food, and maybe a discussion.”

The boy looked at the man with a hard gaze.

“Why am I still alive? I would be hanged by now, or my head chopped off,” he said with an angry tone.

The older man smiled before he spoke.

“You’re correct. If it had been anyone else, their body would be hanging headless in the square. To steal from a royal scribe is a death sentence. If a guard saw us, yes, you would be dead. But you’re not dead, and I have a proposition that may aid us both.”

“More lies from the empire,” the boy huffed.

The older man nodded.

“Yes, the empire can be cruel, but not all of us are. Even in a dark river, gems will still shine in the light.”

“What?” the boy said harshly.

The older man chuckled again.

“A platitude, nothing more.”

The server returned with two large plates. He set them both down on the table.

Rowen watched as the boy’s eyes widened in his head. He looked at the small feast like it was divinity itself. Sliced meat, cheese, fruit, a cooked chicken leg, and breads, filled both plates

“Well, don’t let it get cold,” the old man urged.

The boy reached up with his hands, bypassing the utensils on the table. He grabbed slices of meat and quickly put it into his mouth. He wolfed his food down, barely chewing before he swallowed chunks at a time.

The old man watched with serious eyes.

“Doesn’t even know what a utensil is,” the older man and grown Rowen said at the same time.

Rowen quickly noticed they didn’t hear him as his memory continued to play out.

The older man spoke as an ale was set down on the table, “Listen while you eat. Don’t rush, there is plenty of food and time. Just hear my words.

“I have been looking for an apprentice for some time. Every one given to me from my so-called superiors, lacked the passion I required. They never lasted long, sent to other places to aid the Archivum Imperialis Scribe Guild.

“But you, my boy, have a daring heart and a skillful hand. It can be put to better use than taking what is not yours. The guild academy will teach you to read and write. They will also teach you how to serve the empire.”

The boy stopped eating and looked at the older man with confused eyes.

“I thought this was my last meal. You want me to become a scribe?” he asked in disbelief.

The older man gave him a serious nod.

“There will always be those in power and the powerless. I sense potential in you. If you agree to my offer, you’ll never go hungry again. You will learn such magic from the written word. You will be taught how to fight in such a way, you could take on four armed men with just your fists and feet.”

“What about armed women?” the boy asked seriously.

The older man let out such a belly laugh, it filled the restaurant. When his laughing turned into chuckles, he looked at the boy with a reminiscing gaze.

“When you’re a little older, I may give you some tips and tricks for the fairer sex, but beyond that,” he shrugged.   

The boy shrugged as well, and continued eating.

The older man’s smile faded a little into a serious line. He stared at the boy as he chomped and swallowed food.

“If you don’t take my offer, I will let you go. But know this, if you pick the wrong pocket again, you will swing from the gallows. I can see your future with me. If you leave, I see nothing but pain and darkness.”

“Are you a seer?” the boy asked.

“In a way, yes,” the older man said with a small smile.

The boy stopped chewing. He gave the older man a long, hard look.

“You say I will be taught to read and write. Will I be able to read whole books? Like the ones I see on people’s shelves of,” he trailed off.

The older man nodded.

“Yes, just like the books on people's shelves of homes you have robbed. But do not be concerned. I have no further thought to your past, only your future. What do you say?”

The boy looked to the side like he was deep in thought. Then he smiled and nodded.

“Okay,” the boy said.

“Excellent,” he said as he held his hand to the boy over the table and meal. “Jonvek Pell.”

The boy looked at the jolly man’s arm. He then grasped it as they gripped forearms.

“Rowen, but my friends call me Ro.”

Jonvek gave a firm shake before he let go. He eyed the older boy as he returned to devouring his meal.

“No family name?”

The boy shrugged.

“The orphanage gave me a last name. Hallows, I think.”

Jonvek nodded.

“It will have to do. We will have to come up with an agreed upon history. The guild would never accept a boy off the streets. But we can talk about it later. Eat, eat, there will be plenty of food my new apprentice.”

Young Rowen returned to eating as his older self watched him with happy eyes.

“The first day of my new life,” Rowen whispered before everything changed before his gaze.

Color drained away to a dull gray. A heaviness filled his heart. The scene changed to standing before the steps of the guild hall. Rowen watched with sorrow in his eyes as the stairs were filled with angry looking scribes. His older self was standing at the bottom of the stairs, as his master stood on a step higher than him. He looked down at Rowen with tears in his eyes, and his hands on Rowen’s shoulders.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you from this,” the older man sobbed.

Rowen wrapped a hand around his master’s arm.

“You didn’t have too,” Rowen smiled. “I broke a sacred tenant. This is my punishment and I must accept it.”

Jonvek looked into Rowen’s eyes with heartfelt sadness.

“How can you be so accepting of this orchestrated and nefarious plan against you? Against us?”

Rowen smiled.

“Because if I’m not, you know they will come for you too,” Rowen said with an understanding tone. “You pulled me from a fate worse than death, and showed me such incredible stories, stories I would have never read before our chance meeting.

“I owe you my life, Jonvek. You were more than a master and teacher; you were the father I never had.”

Jonvek’s body began to tremble as a conviction stewed in his eyes.

From a small distance, Rowen watched his slightly younger self and his master. His heart ached in his chest as the emotions came back like they were yesterday.

“I will go with you. How can I remain when evil lurks in the shadows of our once proud and illustrious guild?” the older man said with a fire in his voice.

Rowen’s eyes took on a deeper understanding.

“Jonvek, we both know you’re too old to travel far. No need to exile the both of us. I can take all the shame and arrows, but you need to remain, to train others in the proper ways to be a scribe.”

Rowen looked down.

“I’m sorry my hubris and curiosity brought us to this point, but you shouldn’t bear this with me. Let me go. I will survive, like I have always had in the past. The mark on my forehead may mean disgraced, but to me, it means a new freedom. A freedom of social burdens. I will travel, explore, and maybe write again.”

Jonvek pulled his hands back from Rowen’s shoulders. His hand slipped into his robe pocket and pulled out a small leather purse.

“Jonvek,” Rowen said, knowing what he was going to do.

“Take it,” the older man said as he grabbed Rowen’s hand, turned it up, and placed the leather purse of coins onto his hand.

“I have no use for any coin. Take it. You may need it on your travels. A parting gift for my special lad.”

Rowen could barely hold back his emotions.

Jonvek curled his shaky hand around Rowen’s head and took hold of the back of it. He pulled Rowen closer, and their foreheads touched.

The two men closed their eyes as tears streaked their cheeks.

“May the celestial dancers light and protect your way in this world,” Jonvek said with a trembling voice.

“May the Mother’s Lantern keep you warm and dry,” Rowen whispered.

The two men embraced each other.

Rowen watched from a distance, a gleam in his eyes. It wasn’t long ago, but he kept it buried in the back of his mind as he traveled, worked, and survived. He watched as his slightly younger self pulled away, turned and walked away. He watched as Jonvek stared at him leave, heartbreak filling his eyes.

“This is my story. It will always be my story,” Rowen said with a sense of knowing and respect.

The scene bled away, leaving only darkness. The abyss parted, a path of silvery light led the way along a dark corridor.

Rowen stepped forward, walking with a magical wonder in his eyes. He held the scroll in his left hand as he made his way deeper along the strange corridor. It didn’t take long before he entered a large area, bathed in moonlight.

Archaic and dark furniture filled the area. Bookshelves of cloudy, silvery light glowed, each shelf filled with tomes. The titles of each book glowed with a silver light. To the right were various still ponds of inky water.

Rowen stepped in a little further and looked past some shelves to the low hanging full moon in the distance. Black trees with spiral branches dotted the horizon. A field of dark grass stretched on. Strange beings looked in his direction, some humanoid, others not. They scattered after a moment, not accustomed to the new visitor.

A sense of calm healing befell the visitor. Rowen relaxed as he looked around.

A ghostly figure peeked from behind a bookshelf; her pale fingers curled against the edge of the shelf.

Rowen looked at her with serene eyes.

There was a silence, before Moria hovered out from behind the shelf.

“You didn’t hesitate to embrace the shadows of your life,” the ghostly woman said as her transparent self became more solid and real.

Rowen watched as her simple shoes touched the floor, and she began to walk toward him.

Moria’s steps echoed off the moonlit realm. She stopped two feet from Rowen, tilted her head up, and looked into his eyes.

“It happened. I would be a fool to not accept what has already happened,” Rowen said with warm eyes.

Moria gave him a single nod.

“It’s refreshing to hear it. So many would hide from, or obfuscate their pasts. To accept one’s own past, is to accept a great future. The weight of past actions can hold others back from their true potential.

“You embraced them, learned from them, therefore, you opened the seal without any guidance other than a sentence carved on the seal.”

Rowen lifted his hand with the parchment to his chest.

“I wouldn’t have known the way if I didn’t write about a memory from my past. I thank you for your suggestion.”

Moria stared into Rowen’s gaze, lost in his eyes.

“Will you read it to me?” Moria asked like she was in a trance.

Rowen nodded.

“Of course,” he smiled.

Moria kept staring into his eyes as all the furniture in the middle vanished in an instant. The floor was clear for a moment, before a large, comfortable bed appeared in the middle, surrounded by the bookshelves. A wood headboard with arcane symbols carved into it, appeared at one end of the bed. Fluffy pillows appeared at the same end.

Moria took hold of Rowen’s hand and gently pulled him with her toward the bed, much to Rowen’s knowing smile.


Chapter 18

A Kiss in the Shadows

The pair climbed onto the bed, still clothed. When they reached the middle, Moria sat down and looked at him with neutral eyes.

Rowen was on his knees before her, his gaze falling to her form. He noticed the black dress was a little more form fitting. It had hidden her curves before, but not now on the bed.

Moria eyed his neck and strong collarbones. She watched with blank eyes as his gaze fell to her body. Her cold, undead heart began to beat once more.

“Before you read to me, know this, when it is only us, my hidden selves tend to appear. Please, do not be alarmed,” Moria explained.

“When I read, my hidden self comes out, crawling over ideas and taking them to different places. If we can be our true selves with each other, there will be nothing to hide.”

The pale Moria nodded once.

“Read your memory to me,” Moria whispered.

Rowen found Moria’s voice hypnotic. He lifted the rolled-up parchment and unfurled it. A light glowed from behind his head, illuminating the words.

“The first person I robbed was already dead,” Rowen began.

Moria’s hand drifted down her thigh to the hem of her dress.

“They stared at nothing, the soul already departed,” Rowen continued.

Moria slowly pulled the hem of her dress up, an inch at a time.

“My hunger consumed me. It had been days since I had a meal. My needs blinded me as I searched their pockets for any kind of coin. I didn’t turn my eyes to the dead man’s eyes, but I did glance at the knife wound to the gut, blood staining his clothes and a dried crimson puddle on the alley floor.”

Moria revealed her pale legs. She sat up with her legs spread. Fingers moved along her inner, tender thigh.

Rowen glanced past the page to Moria. He stared for a moment, lost in her lurid and intimate display. A flaming tuft of black hair was above her pale womanhood. Pink lips budded as her fingers touched her sacred slit.

“Keep going,” she said with a sultry whisper.

Rowen kept going as he glanced at her, “I searched and searched, feared the dead body would rise and bite me. My mind was an ocean of superstition and the supernatural, but I knew I must eat or I will die.

“When I found a gold trinket, a holy symbol of the Lantern Mother, I knew he would no longer have need of it. I took it from him, my heart beating hard in my chest. I thought the gods would strike me down that instant! But their rage never came.”

Moria let out a soft moan as wetness gleamed between her parted thighs. She rubbed her engorged clit with her dress pulled up to her stomach. Hips moved a little as her half-closed eyes stared at Rowen on his knees, parchment in hands.

“I walked forever. After a time, I found a lost, drunk stranger. I sold the trinket to him, to help him light his way. He gave me a silver coin before he took the trinket and wandered off.

“That night, I ate like a king. I also made a promise to myself that I would never go hungry again,” Rowen finished and then lowered the parchment.

Rowen looked down on Moria as she revealed her true self to him.

“I hunger, my king,” she said with an edge of suffering.

The parchment slipped from Rowen’s fingers, sliding off the bed and onto the floor. Moonlight glowed over them as he grabbed at his clothes and began to undress.

Moria continued to massage her clit, watching as pieces of clothing were thrown aside. She slowed her intimate swirls as Rowen was facing her on his knees, his manhood rising.

Rowen looked at her with warm eyes.

“You’ll never be cold again.”

Moria’s eyes glowed like the pale moonlight before everything went dark.

Rowen lost his sense of balance as not only did Moria vanish before his eyes, but everything else did in a sudden darkness. He could still feel the bed below him. He was about to summon a candle to him, when hands touched his arms and pulled.

Rowen fell onto the soft bed, like he fell onto a cloud. A naked body touched him as hands explored his body. The lack of sight didn’t diminish the growing warmth on the bed. When a hand curled around his cock, and slowly stroked him, he fell into a sensual trance.

“My hungers are deafening. I’ve wanted this for some time,” Moria’s voice a small whisper in the dark.

Rowen was about to speak when the tempo of her stroking grew. He could feel her body close to him, her more than ample breasts touching his side. When he reached up and touched one of them, Moria let out another small moan. He cupped her breast as his thumb massaged her nipple. Moria’s unseen form writhed against him. Then suddenly Rowen felt her pull away.

“Moria?” Rowen asked.

The darkness was silent.

“I’m so hungry,” she whispered.

Lips closed around Rowen’s standing cock. He let out a small gasp, before the hidden lips began to move up and down.

Hands touched his legs and parted them. Rowen could feel Moria move between his parted legs. Her hands touched his thighs as her lips moved up and down his throbbing member.

Unable to grab her or hold her, Rowen relaxed to her sensual sucking. A trance fell over him as he focused on her lurid attention. Time bled away as pleasure grew. The sounds and sensations of her lips dragging up and sliding down brought him closer and closer to the brink.

Rowen could hardly think as her masterful kiss pushed him to the edge of a high cliff.

When her tongue undulated against his shaft, the former scribe leapt off the cliff and fell into bliss’s embrace.

His cock thickened between her lips. Moria didn’t break her tempo. The pair felt each other’s souls in the darkness, before thick ropes of seed spurted into her waiting throat.

Rowen grunted as Moria sucked hard on him, milking him of every drop.

Moria’s heart thudded like a drum, new life filling her veins, muscles, and bones.

An orgasm shattered Rowen’s self for moments, his seed, his life, filling Moria’s throat. When her lips slipped off him, every muscle relaxed. His cock bounced, unable to weaken to such a moment. That’s when delicate fingers took hold as he felt her impale herself on him.

Warmth enveloped his member as she sank down. When she reached the hilt, she writhed on him before he laid down on her lover.

Rowen’s arms embraced her as she rode his still hard cock. Small murmurs and moans dripped from Moria’s parted lips in the dark. She controlled the rhythm and tempo, but Rowen couldn’t control his hips, thrusting as she slammed down to the hilt.

“The words?” Rowen asked, implying what he had written and said to her.

“You,” she huffed as she could barely control herself.

Rowen’s hand moved down Moria’s body. When he reached her ample ass, he grabbed a cheek as their bodies betrayed themselves. When she began to bounce on him, he helped guide her tempo.

The darkness was filled with the sounds of hips slamming down and moans. Gasps intermingled with the heated moment; the pair lost to needful urges.

At one moment, Moria leaned forward and their lips found each other in the abyssal darkness. Tongues played as small bounces continued. When she pulled back, both of Rowen’s hands were on her hips, the couple helping each other to keep the tempo.

Moria’s moans deepened.

Rowen’s soul reached out.

Their souls touched in the dark, and soon spiraled together. The tension grew as their lusts and bodies sang. Rowen pushed up and spun Moria down onto her back. He was still in her, his thrusts strong and deep. The tempo quickened. Rowen’s throbbing member thickened. Moria’s inner world squeezed him tight. The couple didn’t see the darkness; strange ethereal colors painted their minds and bodies.

“Ro…wen,” was all Moria could manage before stars went supernova across her body and soul.

Moria shuddered and trembled, the beautiful shockwaves of ecstasy sending her over the edge.

“Moria,” was all Rowen could say.

Thick spurts flooded her tight, inner world. Bliss rammed Rowen’s senses as his hips continued to thrust. The spiraling bliss coiled around him, but a whisper crossed his mind. As if not by his command, he pulled his cock from her, stroked it once, and a thick spurt of come landed on her. He couldn’t see it, but he knew it happened. They both knew it.

A glow appeared in the abyssal darkness. It pushed back the shadows and glowed above them.

Rowen was on his knees between Moria’s spread legs. Moria’s head was turned to the side. Her eyes were closed as she gently huffed for air.

Rowen looked at her beautiful body. It was divine and celestial, womanly and incredible. The black dress she wore hid much of her form, but as Rowen eyed her pale skin, large breasts, thick thighs, and splayed-out hair, he mentally took a picture of her to remember always. Her beauty was enough to thicken his cock once again, but Rowen’s gaze fell on her stomach.

A faint, oval white scar punctuated her divine beauty. He glanced at Moria, who was looking at him with a blank gaze. He then looked down and pressed his fingers to it, feeling the barely noticeable raised pale skin.

“It’s where the cultists stabbed me with their dagger,” Moria said plainly.

Rowen moved to the side of Moria on her back. He laid down beside her, his fingers finding her scar once again.

“Is this why you wanted it pitch black during our love making?” Rowen asked.

Moria put her hand over his hand on her stomach. She closed her eyes and let out a long exhale.

“I thought it would be…a distraction,” she admitted.

Rowen parted his lips to speak, but Moria continued.

“I know it’s not a distraction to you. I only wanted us to connect, without discussing it yet. You were wonderful. I can’t remember when I last enjoyed such a physical connection before.”

Moria opened her eyes and looked at Rowen’s understanding gaze.

“Would it be rude to say, the scar is very sexy?” Rowen asked.

Moria let out a small laugh. She turned and snuggled to him. She drank in his scent as he held her close. She felt his heartbeat through his skin. A peace filled her in a way she wasn’t sure would ever be possible.

Rowen held her. He looked down at her hair as she snuggled to his neck. An odd sensation took root, one he wasn’t sure he would ever stop.

“Would it be rude to say, your rhombus tattoo is very sexy?” Moria asked with a small voice.

“I knew it wasn’t my looks. This damn tattoo pulls all the women to me,” Rowen said sarcastically.

Moria let out a deeper laugh, a lightness to her tone and spirit. She then sat up and looked at her lover with sultry eyes.

“I think you will make a fine king,” she said.

Rowen looked down at her large breasts and pink nipples. “That remains to be seen.”

“You can enjoy them,” Moria teased.

Rowen didn’t hesitate as he pushed his face between them and licked at her skin.

Moria grabbed the back of his head and kept them there.

“Remain to task, my lover,” she laughed.

Rowen pushed his whole body against her. Moria was on her back as Rowen was over her, licking at her warm, soft flesh.

After a moment, he lifted his head and looked at her.

“What happened to you, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Moria’s smile vanished, but her eyes held the gleam of moonlight.

“I lived a long time ago. I was on my way back home with a few items from town. It was the middle of the day, so I didn’t worry too much. But as I walked, I was suddenly surrounded by men and women in black robes. Their faces were covered as they grabbed me and put a hood over my head.

“When they took the hood off, I was tied to a stone slab. It was nighttime, and they all chanted to some eldritch god. The master priest held up a dagger as they committed my soul to the void of their god.”

Moria’s eyes took on a faraway gleam. “I remember the dagger going in. I felt it as it stabbed into me. I remember getting colder and weaker. Then I was gone as they continued to chant.”

Rowen laid back on his side and the couple remained close. He listened as she continued.

“I woke up in the woods. I didn’t know what happened. I was in the clothes I died in. There was no one to tell me what happened to me.

“I then began floating until I found a familiar road, and followed it. I reached the town I had just left before. I didn’t know how much time had passed, nor did I care. I started investigating different homes and businesses. It took a few days and nights before I discovered one of the cultists preparing his garb.

“I followed him to their meeting. I found out that most of the business owners in town were part of a cult. I was their first sacrifice, and they felt exhilarated from taking my life. They would do it again to appease their god.

“My family looked for me, but people didn’t know anything, or speak on it. I knew I had to do something to stop them, or my family could be next.

“I began haunting their dwellings and places of business. It didn’t take long for people to see and feel my presence. Those who could leave town, left. The cultists remained, losing their simple power. But the more I haunted them, the more afraid they became.

“One by one, they took their own lives. They saw my visage, and were horrified at what they had done. When it was all over, the town was empty, cursed. My family had fled. The cultists took their own lives in the end.”

Rowen absorbed every word. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

“Don’t be,” Moria said with a simple smile.

“How did you become a guardian of the Vale?”

Moria was silent for a moment. “Would you like to see something very special to me?”

“Of course,” Rowen said.

Moria moved to the edge of the bed and slipped off. She was on her bare feet as she walked over to a moonlight shelf. She reached for a book, pulled it out, turned, and walked back to the bed. She climbed in until she was by Rowen’s side.

Rowen saw the black book had metal bands, like hinges to a door. The hardcover was dark leather, and stitched with knots along it. Moria opened it, but didn’t show it to Rowen just yet.

“Have you learned what a Heartbound book is?”

Rowen sat up a little with knowing eyes.

“Yes, a little, but there wasn’t much more information on them.”

Moria nodded as she held the book partially open before her.

“These tomes chronicle our stories. Everything we do is written on these very pages. The books themselves never get bigger, but new pages continue to flow after each written passage. They are deeply personal as they are rarely revealed to others.

“Would you like to read a few pages of mine?” Moria said with curious eyes.

“I would be honored.”

Moria leaned closer as she turned the book to her lover.

Rowen saw arcane texts before reality came to a halt.

Moria’s transparent form was sitting on a boulder in the sunlight. The ghost stared at nothing as a breeze rushed through trees, causing many leaves to wave.

A woman walked into view, tilted her head up a little, and stared at the ghost on the boulder. She smiled.

Rowen was entranced by the woman with long, silvery gray hair. She was older, and her smile instantly quelled all doubt and fear in his soul.

“I see you,” the older woman smiled.

Moria turned her head and looked down at the woman with silver hair.

“It doesn’t matter,” Moria said with an indifferent tone.

The woman cocked her head to the side a little.

“How so? Your story isn’t finished, and it won’t be finished for a long time.”

Moria kept her blank gaze on the woman.

“No one wants a story of a ghost.”

The older woman kept her joyful smile.

“You would be surprised, Moria.”

Moria’s eyes widened.

“Don’t ask how I know, just that I know. I have a proposition for you. I watched you through the books you read. I saw your heart when you read every word.

“I also know the sorrow you feel, not because you are a ghost, but because you cannot read your favorite books. I believe I can change that.”

Moria eyed the strange woman. She then stood up and floated down to the forest floor. She stood before the silver-haired woman, with a focused gaze.

“All propositions require something in exchange.”

The woman nodded.

“I won’t deceive you. One of my guardians is leaving for his own adventures. I have a space for a new one, if you will take it? I know you have a great strength of spirit. That spirit will aid you as a guardian.

“If you accept, you will be able to decide when you become transparent and physical. Your ghostly powers will grow. You will have to defend a kingdom, but it will also allow you to read any and many books, for as long as you like. How does that sound?”

“No tricks?” Moria asked.

“No tricks,” the woman said, keeping her smile.

Moria stared until her eyes trembled. A tear streaked her cheek.

The woman moved to Moria’s side, and somehow, put her arm around the ghost’s shoulders.

“My name is Grace. Let me show you what it entails, and you can decide then. Now rush. The kingdom can wait.”

Grace and Moria stepped into the trees and vanished from sight.

Rowen blinked and found himself in bed, beside Moria. She closed the book and stared at nothing.

“You can guess the rest,” she said softly.

“That was amazing. I wish I could experience more of it,” Rowen said.

Moria looked at him with a small smile.

“You will, with time. But remember, each Heartbound book is tied to each of us. It contains our ongoing stories. They can take a lot of damage, and heal, but if they are destroyed, so is our connection to the Vale. I tell you this because I trust you, and your heart,” Moria said with love in her eyes.

Rowen put his hand over his heart. “On my honor, I will protect you, your Heartbound book, and never reveal the secrets behind them to another. I swear it.”

“I know,” Moria said before she tossed her book in the air.

Rowen watched as it flew across the chamber and slid into the place it was before.

“Now, my future king, I want more of you,” she said as she grabbed him and pulled him to her.

Rowen was on her once again. Moans soon sang their intimate symphony in the silvery moonlight.

***

Rowen walked to the gate of Moria’s wing. He was fully dressed, and the King’s Codex in his hand.

A memory played on in his mind, moments of close intimacy and ecstasy. They had continued their lovemaking for hours, their feelings growing deeper with each time. The final part of his memory was of Moria fast asleep on the bed, covered in moonlight.

When he reached the gate, it opened automatically to him. The moment he stepped through, he felt words being written across his soul.

Rowen emerged into the main library. He lifted the King’s Codex up and opened it. He watched as words wrote across the page, a new gift of power etched onto his soul.

Scrivenbind

“Ink is stronger than rope if the story holds.”

Type: Binding / Crowd Control

Effect: Sheets of paper spiral around a target and solidify like writhing ribbons of parchment, binding limbs, or weapons.

Scaling: Strength increases with emotional conviction — stronger if protecting someone.

Bonus: Can bind lies — temporarily silencing someone speaking falsehoods.

Rowen smiled as he read about his new ability.

When he was finished, he closed the codex and walked through the library and shop, his spirit lifted even if his body was extremely tired.

Rowen made for the stairs as he enjoyed the silence of the shop, his home, and his soul.


Chapter 19

A Return to Wonderment

Rowen yawned as he walked through the empty shop and library.

Morning light shone through some windows. A peaceful serenity touched the shop owner as he made for the kitchen. As soon as he stepped in, he halted his advance.

Seraphina was just turning around with a mug of steamy tea in each hand. She saw that it was Rowen, and her smile grew.

“Just in time,” she purred as she stepped to him.

Rowen blinked as a tea mug was placed in his hand.

Seraphina was close, looking at Rowen’s befuddled gaze with dreamy wonderment.

“I thought you might need some tea this morning,” she said with a knowing whisper.

“Oh?” Rowen smiled, entranced by her beauty.

“We can sit down and talk about…things?” the dragon woman said innocently.

Rowen lifted his chin as his gaze took a knowing gleam.

“You just want details about what happened between me and Moria,” he said flatly.

“Yes,” she admitted. “And why wouldn’t I? This is our home, and I am a den mother, of sorts. I should be kept informed, as your right hand.”

“You’re my right hand?” Rowen asked as he lifted an eyebrow.

“All kings and future kings require a right hand,” she said with a wicked gleam in her serpent eyes.

Rowen smiled. He turned and lifted his cup to the couch in the library.

“After you,” he said with gentlemanly flair.

Seraphina smiled with her head and gaze down, her smile blooming brighter.

The pair made their way to the couch and sat down at each end. They turned to each other, one leg on the couch and a mug of tea in hand.

Seraphina's eyes dripped with hungry desire as she sipped her hot tea.

“Secrets bring rewards,” she mentioned.

“Oh? What kind of rewards?” he smiled.

“The more you tell me things, the more likely I will do lurid things to you,” she said with a knowing gleam in her eyes.

“I thought you weren’t the jealous type?” Rowen played along.

“I’m not. I just like to know,” she said, and ended it with a razor-sharp grin.

“And if I don’t tell you?”

“You will be punished,” she said before taking another sip of her tea.

Rowen looked at her with curious eyes and a small smile. He was beginning to like the game, but like all games, the rules can change, from time to time.

Rowen put his cup down on the small tea table. He scooted closer on the couch to Seraphina’s side. She watched him with interested eyes. When Rowen was there, he gently took her mug from her hand and placed it on the table. He looked at her with a smoldering gaze.

Seraphina leaned back a little as Rowen stared at her.

“Let’s start again,” Rowen said with smoldering authority. “When it comes to me and you, there will always be an exchange of information.

“If, for some reason, you keep a secret from me, and I really hope you do, I will punish you in many, different, ways.”

“You…will?” Seraphina said as her heart pounded in her chest.

Rowen nodded before he moved his face closer to hers. “There will be no escape from me. My punishments will be deep, and thorough. My hands will know every inch of your body. I will ensure when you hear my name spoken, you won’t be able to control how wet you become. When I touch you, you will shiver in delight. When you moan, you will make every siren within earshot jealous,” he said with a husky whisper, the back of his fingers against her cheek.

Serphina was silent before she let out a long exhale. Taking in his musk and wicked tone caused her heart to race.

“I will rebel,” Seraphina said with a shaky tone.

Rowen looked her in the eye, a madness growing.

“I hope you do,” he said with such flair, it stabbed through the dragon’s heart.

Seraphina let out a sultry exhale, barely able to control herself.

Rowen eyed the beautiful dragon woman, mentally thanking some of the romance books he read to help him in this moment of desire.

Seraphina’s eyes rolled into her head for just a moment. Her scaled hand grabbed Rowen’s collar. She pulled him closer, their lips an inch apart, when the bell to the front door chimed.

The pair split apart and slammed their butts down on the couch. They scooped up their mugs and turned their heads to the front of the shop. The couple’s eyes widened before they stood up instantly.

Many people the couple didn’t know walked into the shop, their eyes filled with awe and amazement. Some of them looked at the dragon woman and smiled brightly. Others gasped in joy as magic tickled their souls.

“I think we have visitors,” Rowen said in estranged delight. “More than we ever had before.”

Rowen’s legs began moving before he could think to move them. Seraphina was close behind as her lover approached the small crowd.

“Welcome to the Crowned Quill!” he said with subdued flair.

“Thank you for reopening it. The rumors were true,” said an older gentleman

“I heard so much about this place, but I didn’t know it was all true,” a younger woman said as she looked around.

“This place is a legend,” said a man as he walked past Rowen and Seraphina, and into the main library.

Soon, many more people walked past as if entranced. Rowen turned with the crowd, studying them as they moved to books. A glow would appear the moment they touched a book and then the glow vanished. They opened books and seemed to be mesmerized by them.

“Seraphina?” Rowen said.

The dragon woman moved close to Rowen’s side, her shoulder touching his.

“It’s happening. They feel the power of this place. The stories are coming to life again.”

“But why?” he said as he scratched the back of his head.

Seraphina turned her gaze to him with happy eyes.

“The king has come home. Your presence here aids the magic of his place. It’s waking memories from those who knew of this place, or dreamed of it.”

Rowen watched as people moved to shelves, taking other books. Much to his surprise, once a book was taken, a new, different one slid into place.

“Once it is known in a reader’s heart they will buy a book, the realm supplies a new story. There are so many stories, the well will never run dry,” Seraphina whispered in his ear.

“This place, the Crowned Quill, cannot be the only place that connects with the Vale, is it?”

Seraphina’s eyes gleamed in delight as people searched for the stories they could never live without.

“No, it’s not. Once the throne has its ruler, the other places will awaken. The sleeping guardians will wake up and tend to them, and the people who visit them. But here is the place of kings and queens.”

“Afternoon!” came a voice from behind.

Rowen and Seraphina turned around to see two men. One was an older, experienced traveler, with lines running down his face with creases of adventures. He wiped some sweat off his brow and has a simple smile.

The other man was clean-cut. He wore a jacket that looked eerily similar to the mayor’s jacket, but this one was clean, pressed, and whole. He held a jovial smile, bright eyes, and perfectly combed hair to the side.

“Rowen, Seraphina, the place looks fantastic,” he said with a white grin.

It took Rowen a tiny moment to realize who he was speaking to.

“Mayor Dunn!” Rowen said the moment he understood who was standing before him.

“The one and only!” the mayor laughed.

Rowen was frozen, his gaze only on the elected official before him. The mayor was his age, young, strong, and to some degree, dazzling. It was enough to cause his mind to spin in his head.

“Lord Hallows, my friend here,” the mayor slapped his hand down on the shoulder of the man beside him, “Albert Hill, is a dear friend. I sent him a letter about the book shop and he wrote me back, telling me he couldn’t believe it was open again.

“You see, Albert and I had a long-standing agreement. He has an inn and tavern on the road between Kester and Quillmere. When the bookshop closed, he had to shutter his business. It’s a long trek from there to here, but we promised, if the shop opened again, we would continue with our agreement.”

Albert spoke up, “Yes, the mayor and I have our own inns. Since it’s a two-day journey to get here, and long travels make people grumpy, I re-opened the Crossroads Tavern & Inn.

“People in Kester began asking me about the rumors of the legendary Crowned Quill. It was a sign to restart what we began so long ago.”

The mayor cut back in, “Albert would handle the travel and lodging arrangements to get here. I would handle all the people staying a night or two here before they went back, hopefully with many books in their arms or packs,” the mayor winked.

Rowen couldn’t fight the growing excitement. The magical bookshop would help everyone, not just from the hidden realm, but this realm as well, and maybe more.

“This is incredible news,” Rowen smiled.

“Yes, it is,” the mayor said with an edge of excitement. “Albert and I will leave you to it. If anyone asks, just send them to The Stormy Inn. Until later, have a grand time,” the mayor said as he put his arm around his business partner’s shoulders.

Rowen watched the pair turn and leave. When he turned to Seraphina, he took a step back in surprise.

The dragon woman was now wearing spectacles. The sudden appearance of them caught him off-guard.

Seraphina lifted a thin eyebrow as she caught Rowen’s surprise.

“Oh, you haven’t seen them before. These are my spectacles. To visitors I don’t know, I appear as a human. The magic of this place wears off a little when people leave. Sometimes, they will remember me in my humanoid dragon form. These,” she tapped the side of her black spectacles, “ensures their memories of me will be completely human.

“Do you like them?”

Rowen stared at her, a new sensation filling him he didn’t understand, but liked very much. She still saw her horns and scales, but the spectacles added something that caused his heart to quicken.

“Yes, yes I do like them,” he said with a sly smile.

Seraphina eyed Rowen’s strange smile. A blink later she understood why he was looking at her like he was.

“I can summon them at will, anytime you want to see me wearing them,” she said with a heated tone.

“Good to know,” Rowen said as this funny feeling began to distract him.

“Should we tend to the visitors?” said the bespectacled dragon woman with a curious gaze.

Rowen snapped out of it and nodded.

“Yes, we should,” he said.

The pair turned and walked into the library. They aided those looking for their stories with pleasant and happy smiles.

***

Rowen threw himself onto the couch and let out an exhausted sigh.

The last of the visitors left only a moment before. As Rowen laid at a corner on the couch, he put his head back, his mind swimming with moments of the day. Many of the visitors sat and read books. Others collected several to a dozen books, happily paying a hefty sum of gold coins for such literary treasures. Those that paid at the front counter mentioned that there were stories out of print at the shops and libraries within Kester and beyond. The moment they knew the Crowned Quill opened again, they knew they could find those stories once more and paid handsomely for them.

For a moment, he dwelled on the state of the empire and the realm. As a scribe, he was privy to the actions of the emperor. The emperor’s need to control information and stories only grew with each passing year. Rowen’s bookshop was a sanctuary from the closing grip of the empire.

Seraphina sat down on the other end of the couch. A glee filled her eyes as she stared at nothing.

Rowen turned his gaze to the dragon woman, and instantly saw something was different about her.

“Where are the glasses?” he smiled.

She blinked before she turned her gaze to him. Her lips spread into a wicked smile.

“Oh? You like them that much, huh?”

Rowen gave a single nod.

Seraphina looked away with her wicked smile.

“Maybe they will appear from time to time, depending on my mood,” the dragon woman said with a whimsical flair.

Rowen was about to tell her to keep the glasses on and nothing else, when a shadowy figure emerged from behind the hearth.

Rowen and Seraphina turned to see the ghostly form of Moria. She was staring at Rowen with needful eyes.

Rowen sat up a little and looked at her.

“There were too many people here,” she said in a low tone.

“I know,” Rowen whispered.

The ghost floated above the floor toward him. Seraphina eyed her with an understanding gaze.

Moria floated to Rowen. As she hovered before him, she sank down to the floor, her body becoming solid. Rowen opened his arms as she fell to her knees before him and hugged around his waist.

Rowen put his hands on her, soothing her with gentle caresses.

Seraphina watched with warm eyes.

“She has always had a difficult time with too many people,” the dragon woman mentioned.

“How many people?” he asked.

“Anything more than four,” she said as she relaxed, watching the pair.

“My wing is very lonely,” Moria whispered.

Rowen’s heart thudded for her. His love was growing for both. He never knew it could be like this, the thoughts of becoming a king glowed in his mind.

“I’m…I’m beginning to see it more,” Seraphina said warmly.

“Me too,” Rowen said as Moria hugged him tightly around the waist, her head on his lap.

The large chamber seemed to become smaller. The warm air was comfortable for the trio. An unseen, magical bond glowed in a way they all understood.

“How often does everyone,” Rowen let the question hang in the air.

Seraphina gave him a sly glance.

“Even a future king is a king. And again, there is no jealousy between any of us with what we do. It only depends on what we desire.”

Rowen understood her meaning. Opening two wings of the shop was only the beginning. He already swore his oath to the path of earning the Crown of the Inkwell Vale. When he looked at the women with him on the couch, he swore everything to them as well.

The future king looked down at Moria snuggled to him.

“Let’s go upstairs,” he said, more like a command than a question.

Moria slid from his lap and stood up. Seraphina stood up with hungry eyes. Rowen led the way and the two women followed, a lustful desire dripping from their growing bonds.


Chapter 20

The Loving Touch of Fate

The bedchamber door opened to dim lantern light. Seraphina walked in first. When she turned, she smiled as Rowen and Moria held each other’s hand as they entered.

Once inside, the mood grew deeper. Rowen cupped Moria’s chin, lifting her lips to his. Tongues slipped into mouths as lips locked. A muffled moan filled Moria’s throat as her dead heart began to beat again.

Rowen could not deny her sensual kiss, and warm touch. She seemed to become more alive the longer they held each other and kissed each other. It grew into a storm of desire, the pair grabbing at each other’s clothes. Undressing was messy and awkward, but their lips found each other. When naked bodies touched, Rowen could not control his throbbing member as it rose to attention.

Moria let out a desperate moan as she pushed Rowen to the edge of the bed.

Rowen sat down as Moria fell to her knees. The ache consumed her as she wrapped her lips around the throbbing head of her future king. Rowen let out a small exhale, trying to control himself as Moria’s lips gently sucked and kissed the tip of his manhood.

Rowen lifted his gaze to Seraphina standing before them. She looked at Moria’s eagerness and Rowen’s desires. The dragon woman lifted her hands, golden scales gleaming in the dim light. Fingers took hold of her dress, unbuckling each belt around her hourglass waist. When the last one was unbuckled, she took hold of the fabric of each shoulder and gently pulled.

Rowen watched with keen eyes as lips ran up and down his shaft. He gazed upon Seraphina as the dress slid down her shoulders. Her cleavage deepened as her pale breasts glowed pale in the dim light. The only thing keeping the dress from sliding off her body was how she held it to her bosom.

“It’s difficult for me to love through so much loss, but seeing your strength, your cleverness, your convictions, I must admit I feel a deepening bond between us. I needed sex from you when you arrived because I had grown numb to everything.”

Seraphina lowered her gaze to Moria’s head bobbing slowly, moans filling her throat. The dragon woman’s smile grew.

“Our Moira loves to drink life, but only from those she has feelings for. She has not shown this side of herself in a long time. It speaks to her character because she has difficulty with relationships.”

Rowen gazed upon the beautiful dragon woman, his manhood thickening in Moria’s mouth.

“I can see you becoming the bridge and bond to all of us. But there is one thing you must always remember, no matter what happens,” the dragon woman said with a gleam in her serpent eyes.

“What’s that?” Rowen could barely say as the tempo of Moria’s sucking grew, her tongue trying to coax his seed into her throat.

Seraphina let go of her dress and allowed it to flow down her voluptuous body. The dress puddled to the floor, her nude form filling his gaze.

“I am the matron and den mother of the crown. The guardians answer to me, and I only answer to you,” Seraphina said with a seductive whisper.

Rowen watched as she stepped closer and sat down beside him. Her hand touched his chest as her lips hovered close to his ear.

“It is my duty to make sure the king is happy, and always gets what he wants,” she said with a sultry whisper.

Rowen’s willpower weakened to Seraphina’s declaration. Moria’s tempo grew as she tasted his seed. The heat between the three of them grew to a fevered pitch before Rowen’s willpower shattered.

Thick spurts of seed splashed against the back of Moria’s throat. Her lips and tight mouth slowly milked more ropes of seed as she quickly drank it down.

Seraphina looked at Rowen with seductive eyes as heat and redness filled his chest. She stayed close as Rowen grunted, pushing his soul through his member.

“Isn’t that nice, my healthy king,” Seraphina whispered as she kept her hand against his chest, feeling the surge of heat. “There there, enjoy this feeling. Let time slow down as you relax and experience your bliss. Let Moria drink your noble seed.”

Rowen couldn’t believe how much he came, the dreamy bliss making him drunk from ecstasy.

Moria slipped her lips off his cock. She stood up as Seraphina took a firmer hold. All three moved further onto the bed. Rowen laid down on his back as Seraphina moved closer, her naked body against his, and one of her legs curled around his.

Rowen blinked as he remained half-hard. The sensual energy in the air was intoxicating. The touch from both women was exhilarating. His own hunger called out for more. But the man between both women was drawn to Seraphina’s seductive voice. He could sense she was growing more and more comfortable around him with each passing day. Their fates were further entwined as the magic of his place sank down into his very bones.

Bodies writhed close as the heat between the trio turned into a fever. Moria’s eyes rolled into her head, the living heat of Rowen and Seraphina drowning out all reason. With the taste of her lover still on her tongue, she moved against Rowen’s side as her fingers slid between her thighs.

Rowen turned his head to Seraphina. Her hand was between her golden-scale thighs. The faint sounds of wetness touched his ears and he turned to her. The dragon woman moaned as his fingers slid over hers. He gently took hold of her hand and fingers, controlling the tempo and rhythm of her own touch.

Seraphina let out a deeper moan as her eyes closed.

Rowen moved his lips close to her ear with a sinister smile.

“It feels nice to lose control. To have someone guiding your very existence. The things I want to do you would fill several volumes or more, but the main plot would remain the same. I would make you mine.

“You are den mother to the guardians and the kingdom, but I would make you my secret queen. I will train you to obey. I will control your pleasure. I will make sure you endure countless orgasms in my name,” Rowen said with an evil whisper.

Seraphina gasped as his control and tempo was driving her to the edge of madness. Her hips writhed, trying to take some of that control back, but his strong hand kept her to task. Power glowed against her senses. As a guardian, she could never use her power to hurt the king, or even a future king. The more he controlled the tempo, the more she understood that he understood. Their roles were set in stone, and the tingling and wetness grew.

Rowen watched as Seraphina fell deeper and deeper to his controlling touch. He felt Moria behind him, one of her hands on his shoulder, while her other hand furiously massaged her clit. Her hand squeezed every time she had a blissful shockwave. They quickened with her whimpers and moans.

Rowen returned his attention to the writhing dragon woman. Her body quivered as he upped the tempo a little at a time. Her large chest heaved with erect nipples. Her skin was fiery hot as some of her scales began to glow and dimmed.

“I know you hate being in control all the time. That’s why I’m here to take that control from you. You orgasm when I command it.”

“Yes,” Seraphina hissed as she was rapidly losing her control.

“My good girl,” Rowen whispered as he moved her finger aside and massaged her clit with his own.

Seraphina parted her lips and let out a deeper moan. Rowen could feel the tension in her body as she tried to fight off the coming orgasm.

“Think of me when you come. Think of only me,” Rowen whispered.

Seraphina arched her back as the dam began to crack. Waves crashed into her dam on one side, each one getting stronger.

Rowen smiled as his thick cock throbbed on her thigh. He watched with devilish eyes as he saw her struggling to his touch.

“Please,” Seraphina whimpered as the dam continued to crack.

Rowen watched her for several seconds, enjoying her blissful agony.

“You may,” he whispered as he pressed on her clit and rubbed it with deep power.

Seraphina squeezed her eyes as her body shuddered hard. Her hips bucked as the damn shattered to nothing. A tidal wave slammed into her soul and sent her tumbling in a raging ocean of pure bliss. Shockwaves caused her to let out animalistic whimpers as she lost all sense of time and space.

Rowen felt Moria’s hand on his shoulder tighten as she let out a long, haunting moan. He could feel her behind him, rubbing her clit as her nerves were blasted to glass.

Rowen watched with a warm and keen gaze. Seraphina let out dreamy whimpers as pleasure soaked her entire body. Her hand reached up and stroked Rowen’s cock as she couldn’t regain her wits.

Rowen couldn’t deny himself any longer. He was up and took hold of her leg. He parted it and looked down at wetness dripping from her slit. He bent his face down between her tender thighs and gave her a long, deep lick. When he reached her clit, he slathered at it, causing her to moan more. He then lifted his whole body and moved closer, stroking his cock to her beauty.

Seraphina tried to blink away the tendrils of bliss so she could be attentive to her lover, when something thick and bulbous pushed at her sacred opening. She parted her thighs a little more as her lover was over her, his mouth gently clamping down on one of her sensitive nipples. Bliss licked at her nerves, causing her to gasp in delight. She opened her eyes to see her lover licking and sucking on her nipple. When his hips moved with slow power, she let out a long moan as her inner world was parted to Rowen’s slow invasion. Her nerves began to tighten as his unyielding manhood pushed her to her limit.

“My hung and handsome king,” Seraphina moaned as she was lost once again to pleasure’s embrace.

Moria moved closer, her hand between her thighs. She was against the lovers, massaging her abused clit as she watched Rowen’s hips moving slowly. A heat once again took her as she closed her lips on Seraphina’s other nipple and gently sucked on her as she rubbed her own clit.

Seraphina wrapped one arm around Moria, keeping her close. Her other hand touched Rowen’s lower back, keeping him to her as his slow thrusts caused her toes to curl.

“Yes…yes, make me yours,” Seraphina moaned as pleasure’s song grew.

Rowen could barely control himself. The tempo of his thrusts grew. He felt Seraphina's tight, vice-like grip on him. He slathered his tongue against her nipple, enjoying her taste. The scents of their close bodies filled his nose.

The sounds of bodies soon became a song to their ears. Rowen’s hips betrayed him as a pressure began to build. The tempo increased, as did Seraphina’s moans.

Bodies tensed. Rowen lifted his head from her wet nipple. Eyes locked in the throes of ecstasy. Spirits connected as thrusts thundered.

Time stopped as the couple gazed into each other’s souls. Something wormed deeper into their hearts, their bond anchoring further between them.

“I can see hope again,” Seraphina whispered.

“So can I,” Rowen whispered before a pressure within him reached its apex.

Rowen and Seraphina felt Rowen’s throbbing cock thickened. Eyes rolled into heads as Rowen’s hips thrusted deep.

Thick seed flooded Seraphina’s tight inner world as magical explosions rippled along tight nerves.

The couple lost themselves to blinding orgasms. A feverish heat exploded from their bodies as sweat glistened along their skins. Moans and grunts filled the air as bodies moved on automatic. Rowen felt Seraphina milk his member as he tried to push every drop of his soul into her. Honey and seed soon leaked from their connection.

The white in his vision parted, and all Rowen saw was her.

The white drained away from her vision, and all Seraphina saw was him.

Time sped up as a pale hand grabbed Rowen’s shoulder. With a very strong pull, Rowen was flipped off Seraphina and landed on his back on the bed. Moria slid down his body and took hold of Rowen’s wet cock. Without ceremony, she closed her lips on it and began to suck seed and honey off it.

Seraphina turned onto her side and snuggled close to Rowen as he grimaced. She smiled as she turned her attention to Moria, her head bobbing up and down slowly on Rowen’s cock.

Rowen grimaced again, his manhood still sensitive. Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to stop the eager ghost as she sucked on him, keeping him half hard.

“I never expected us to be in this kind of relationship,” Rowen mentioned as the sensitivity bled away and he began to harden between Moria’s lips.

“You never expected the realm of stories to have erotic adventures?” the dragon woman said with a small, amused laugh.

Rowen chuckled. Memories of reading lusty and erotic tales filled the back of his mind.

“I suppose the realms are much bigger than I first thought.”

Seraphina snuggled closer.

“Much bigger,” she said with a sultry tone.

Rowen curled his arm around her as they both continued to watch Moira.

After a long moment of sucking, Moria slipped her lips off Rowen’s cock. She moved up and took hold it. She pressed the purple head to her entrance before she slowly impaled herself on him.

Rowen felt her slide down every inch until she reached the hilt. From there, she let out small moans before she began bouncing on him, her hands on his chest.

Rowen and Seraphina watched the lust in her dark eyes. She moaned as her hips moved to draw more of his living seed into her tight world.

“I look forward to all of our adventures,” Serphina whispered.

Rowen was mesmerized by Moria. They were unchained, needing more and more. Their relationships were beginning to blossom further, but so did his understanding that if he became king, fantasies would unfold into greater heights of pleasure.

Moans filled the air. Rowen pulled Seraphina closer to him. She sat up a little as her large breast nearly eclipsed the side of his face. He latched onto her nipple and gently sucked as Moria squeezed his cock.

Seraphina took in a small, quick gasp, before her eyes half closed in blissful sensations. She leaned her chest a little closer as Rowen sucked on her.

The trio enjoyed the tangling of emotions and bodies as the night wore on.

Outside of the two-storey shop and home, in the dead of night, a shadowy figure approached the front porch. They moved silently until they reached the steps leading up. A folded parchment appeared in a dark hand.

The figure moved like a ghost onto the porch. They reached the front door and lowered their shadowy hand. They slipped the folded parchment under the door.

The figure turned and quickly darted from the porch, down the steps and toward the pitch-black woods. They vanished into the inky shadows as stars glimmered high in the nighttime sky.


Chapter 21

Memory of Thorns

Eyelids peeled back to brilliant light filling the bedchamber.

Seraphina let out a long “mmmmmm,” as she stretched her arms and legs. She twisted her body to the side as her hand came down, expecting another to be right next to her. When her hand touched the empty space beside her, she lifted her horned head and looked around.

The bed was empty in the brilliant morning light.

The dragon woman sniffed at the air, her senses highly attuned to near a demi-god’s level. She caught the faint whisper of black tea, and she smiled.

Seraphina was out of bed and up on her scaly feet. She grabbed her clothes from the floor and began to get dressed. Her nose soon caught the scent of cooking eggs and meat. She finished getting dressed and rushed out of the bedchamber like a blast of wind.

The dragon woman darted through the hallway, down the stairs, and stopped short of the kitchen. She composed herself and little before she lifted her chin a little and stepped through the archway into the kitchen.

Seraphina watched with delighted eyes as Rowen was cooking away on the iron stove. He moved the pan with practiced skill, lifting scrambled eggs with a spatula and laying them on plates on the nearby counter. He then lifted some pieces of ham up from another pan with the same spatula, flipped them over his shoulder, each one landing on a different plate like some marvelous professional. Beside the plates were two cups of steamy black tea waiting.

Rowen turned with a smoldering smile and alert eyes.

“I was going to surprise you with a break fast in bed,” he said with an infectious morning charm.

“Thank you,” Seraphina said as she stepped in with silky steps to the kitchen table.

Rowen watched her sit as he took hold of the pair of teas. He placed one before her, and one closer to himself. He then spun around, picking up both plates of food and setting them down next to the teas. He sat down with a cocky grin and warm eyes.

Seraphina took hold of her cup, and lifted it to her lips, not drinking yet. She looked at the man across from her with a serpent smile.

“I wanted something else this morning, but this is wonderful too,” the dragon woman winked before she sipped her tea.

Rowen was silent as he watched her scoop up some eggs onto a fork and placed the food in her mouth.

“Mmmmm,” she said after she finished chewing. “I love the spices used. It’s delicious.”

Rowen shrugged, “When you’re on cooking duty for over a hundred scribes at a time, you better cook something they like or they will write very eloquently mean reviews,” he winked.

The dragon woman barked out a laugh. She quickly composed herself by covering her mouth with her hand. Alien sensations filled her heart. They were welcomed, but she hadn’t felt them in a long time, and she began to feel a little uncomfortable.

Rowen saw her gaze and body language. He slid his hand across the table to her, palm up.

“I feel the same,” he whispered.

Seraphina looked down at his hand. She placed her hand on it and gave it a squeeze.

The pair looked at each other as they held hands.

“How could you feel it already?” she asked.

“It’s the same feeling I get when I read the first paragraph of a book, and knowing it will be a book I fall deeply in love with,” he said with steady eye contact and a small smile.

The dragon woman blinked with shock in her eyes.

“I’m truly starting to believe in this new role, in this new world. It’s something I can’t put into words yet, but it’s becoming very real, a true fantasy in a normal life, if that makes sense?”

Seraphina nodded.

“It makes sense,” she said with a shy smile.

The couple squeezed each other’s hand before letting go. They went back to eating with the occasional loving glance at each other.

As brilliant morning light glowed beyond the kitchen windows, Seraphina lifted her gaze and looked at Rowen with a questioning stare.

“Have you seen Moria?” she asked.

“She was gone before I woke up.”

Seraphina nodded.

“She’s most likely in her wing, trying to recover. Drinking life is like drinking fine wine. She will be a little drunk for a time before she appears again,” Seraphina mentioned.

Rowen nodded.

“Her wing is magical. Her Heartbound book was incredible. I read a little of it,” Rowen mentioned.

Seraphina stopped eating. Her eyes moved around as her body was still. She then put her fork down before both hands laid on the table, like sphinx from ancient lore.

“She showed you her Heartbound book?”

Rowen nodded as he looked at her. “Yes.”

Seraphina turned her head slightly, looking around.

Rowen sipped his tea as he looked at Seraphina. He noticed her demeanor completely changed in an instant, yet he couldn’t discern if she felt surprised by what he said, or a little disheartened by it.

“Seraphina, was I not to say anything on the subject?” he asked.

She looked at him with concerned eyes. She quickly changed her demeanor to be a little more relaxed.

“No, no you didn’t. I just didn’t expect one of the guardians to show you their Heartbound book so soon. It took me by surprise.”

Rowen could see the unease in her body language. He wanted to prob a little more because he was interested, but since she seemed uncomfortable, he changed the subject.

“The other guardians. Will they appear the longer I’m here?” he asked.

Seraphina snapped out of her mental fog and looked at Rowen with a knowing gleam in her eyes.

She nodded. “Yes, they will appear as wings to the shop are opened and you get stronger. Only the first three are visible now. But once the first three are open, the next three will appear.”

Rowen nodded. “What about the seventh?”

Seraphina smiled, as if a memory from long ago came back for a visit.

“The seventh wing is special, in more ways than one. I am the second oldest compared to her. She was first, blessed by the first king of the Vale. She sleeps until the first six wings are open, so she may examine and test the potential king or queen. Should they pass, she will guide them to the throne and summon all to the coronation.”

Rowen absorbed everything she said with attentive eyes.

“What’s her name?”

Seraphina smiled.

“Astrela,” Seraphina said with great affection.

From the kitchen archway, Calla stepped in wearing a sheer cloak and a piece of folded paper in her hand.

Rowen couldn’t stop himself as he admired her body through the sheer fabric. Seraphina turned and her brow wrinkled with annoyance.

“Calla, you’re supposed to wear something when the bookshop is open to the public,” the dragon woman said with smoke furling from her nostrils.

Calla walked around the table with a happy smile aimed at Rowen.

“The store isn’t open yet and I am wearing something. Leave me be, dragon,” the dryad smiled as she lifted the folded paper to Rowen. “It’s addressed to you. I didn’t read it,” she mentioned.

“Thank you,” Rowen said as he took the note into his hands.

The two guardians watched with interested eyes as Rowen examined the strange folded paper in his hands.

Rowen looked at the folded note with curious eyes. The corner tip of one end was singed like it escaped a fire. The top part had his name written in a familiar handwriting. When he opened it, he stared at the words.

This story was never meant to be read.         

Rowen stared at the sentence, a heat crawling into his veins. Before his eyes, the paper burned with rising flames, curling, and blackening the page as it reached the lone sentence.

The last piece whisked away from his hands and turned into falling ashes, the words burned onto his mind. 

Rowen leapt backwards from his seat, knocking down the chair. He looked at his hands, fingertips black with soot.

“What did it say?” Seraphina said as she stood up with a surprised gaze.

“This story was never meant to be read,” he said with a faraway voice.

Rowen’s eyes narrowed as he understood what just happened.

“The intruder in the Book of Quarrel. It must be them. They are still trying to force their hate and propaganda on me, on us,” Rowen said with furious eyes.

Don’t let fear turn into anger. Calm yourself or the enemy wins.

The voice was calm, almost mystical in nature. Rowen felt the words in his mind, but they weren’t his. He took a deep breath and let out a long exhale.

“Rowen?” Seraphina said with deep concern.

“Are you alright?” Calla asked with her own concerns.

Rowen nodded as he looked at them.

“Yes, I’m alright, but this letter was sent as a sign to something bigger. A plot is moving forward against this place, against me. I must come up with a plan and defense against this unknown foe,” Rowen said with conviction.

“We must,” Seraphina corrected. “If there is a plot against the future king, we must be ready to defend against, and defeat this foe.”

Calla put her tanned brown hand on Rowen’s hand. He looked up at her, seeing her beauty in the morning light.

“The future king will need to be strong enough to defeat this unknown enemy. I will not allow what happened to the previous future queen to happen to you. Come with me,” she said with a sultry charm before she pulled her hand away.

Calla walked with a sway of her hips as she reached the arch between the kitchen and the library.

“You may watch, Seraphina,” Calla said with a giggle as she continued.

Rowen and Seraphina followed the hypnotic and graceful dryad. When they entered the library, shelves moved aside as the seven doors of the hidden kingdom appeared. She made her way to the second door, made of wood, covered with vines and small blooming flowers.

The dryad reached the door. The vines parted as the door opened to her presence. The trio entered, Calla leading the way.

Rowen looked at the vines around them, making a tall and wide circular corridor. Small flowers dotted the vines. Under his feet, the floor was made of entwined roots.

When all three of them emerged from the corridor, brilliant light filled Rowen’s eyes. It took a moment to adjust to such a wondrous and beautiful glare. When his eyes adjusted, he marveled at an immense tree before them.

The tree was thick and ancient. Primeval vines wrapped around its wide trunk. Thick branches held up odd leaves as they soaked in the light. The scent of jungles and forests filled Rowen’s nose as he drank it all in.

Rowen managed to pry his gaze away from the majestic tree to shelves filled with many books. A kaleidoscope of colorful flowers bloomed along each vine along the shelves. Books in pristine condition filled each of those shelves, their knowledge already whispering to the future king of the Vale.

Calla had her back to Rowen and Seraphina, her eyes taking on a faraway gleam.

“I had planned to seduce our future king to see if he had the stamina for us and his rule, but from what I heard last night, he may be the one to wear the crown,” the dryad giggled.

Rowen shook his head.

Seraphina looked away with a heated pink across her cheeks.

Calla looked over her shoulder with an impish oval eye.

“But we don’t always get what we want.”

The dryad in the sheer cloak turned around with serious eyes.

“To become a king, one must solve puzzles while under great duress. They must be able to solve every part of any riddle, to ensure they have not only a strong mind, but a strong spirit.

“Rowen, please place your hand on the trunk of the First Tree.”

Rowen looked at the First Tree. The trunk was covered in thorny spikes, with many vines encircling it. It seemed to breathe like a living thing as leaves waved at him. An aura of ancients pulsed against his senses.

If I want this, I must prove it, not only to them, but myself.

Rowen stepped up to the massively wide tree. He lifted his hand as he saw the many brown thorns stabbing out from the trunk. The notion of pain wrapped around his mind. To touch anywhere on the trunk meant a deep penetration of his palm and fingers.

Calla and Seraphina watched silently.

Don’t think. Act first and then quell the pain. It is the only way to victory.

Without a second thought, Rowen slammed his open palm onto the tree.

The pain was sharp, followed by exploding agony along his hand, wrist, and into his forearm. The future king grunted hard as he gritted his teeth. He stared at the spikes stabbing out of the back of his hand. Delicate bones and muscles were broken or ripped. Blood poured down the trunk and reached a thick root. The painful throbbing grew. It took everything he had to hold back and shout out for the riddle.

Calla watched him with blank eyes.

“I do not speak, yet I remember. I am not flesh, yet I breathe. Tread too fast and I will wither. Tend to me slowly, I shall weave. I bind the past; I reach the sun. Tell me now: what have I become?” the dryad said with authority.

Pain crawled along Rowen’s mind and body. He knew it wasn’t just from the thorns. Something was injected into his blood, filling his whole body with unabating torment. Thoughts grew jagged as the answer tried to reach his voice. The riddle was a simple one, yet he couldn’t say the words through thunderous agony. Needling pain stabbed into every muscle. No place was safe for even his eyes felt thin needles of pain sinking in with each passing moment.

“A…TREE!” Rowen yelled with every drop of strength in his voice.

Spiked vines instantly circled his arm and crawled along his shoulder. They squeezed, driving their spikes into his arm.

“You must answer every part of the riddle,” Calla said with a neutral tone.

The pain was blinding as Rowen tried to pull away. The desire for becoming king, or anything else, slipped away as fight or flight was activated. But no matter how hard he pulled; he couldn’t break the iron-grip of the vines.

A memory splashed across his pain-addled mind. The torture lessened as Rowen felt like he was going to pass out.

The memory opened to him sitting at a slanted table. Two books were before him. One was a story written in an unfamiliar language to him. The other book was a translation tome. Between them was a small stack of papers, one of them written with inky words, a quill in his hand, and an inkwell on the small lip of the slanted desk.

Rowen growled as he made a slanted mark. An hour of work ruined, he tossed the quill at the wall with primal frustration.

Jonvek perked up from his nearby desk. The older man stood up and made his way over to Rowen with fatherly eyes.

“Did the quill insult you?” Jonvek asked sternly.

Rowen looked down in heated anger, but he remained silent.

“We don’t tolerate the baser emotions like anger here. We are scribes. We are above such nonsense. Logic and knowledge are who we are,” Jonvek said as he stood with his hands behind his back.

Rowen looked away.

“The translations take much too long to perform. One mistake ruins the entire page,” Rowen said with a hard voice.

Jonvek nodded once.

“Difficulty is the path of training. If it wasn’t difficult, everyone would do it.”

Rowen looked down.

“Why are we translating these old stories? No one wants to read them.”

Jonvek lifted an eyebrow in amusement.

“What’s the story about?” the master scribe asked.

Rowen let out a flustered exhale.

“It’s about some old woman plodding on about the many mistakes in her life. It’s easy to bemoan one’s past mistakes. Why doesn’t she ever look to the future? The book is half translated and I think she will die and be placed in some cold grave, just like everyone else in her life.”

“The story bores you?”

Rowen looked away.

Jonvek eyed him as a small smile appeared.

“Not every story will be grand adventures. Some will plod, and even bore you, but it’s not about any of that. It’s about the story. As a reader, we must endure some things to reach the parts that speak to us. We must put aside the pain of the moment, to reach the precious golden moments of the journey.”

Rowen was silent.

“Pick up the quill, and continue,” Jonvek ordered.

Rowen moved off his stool and walked over to his quill. He picked it up and returned to his desk. Jonvek was gone as Rowen returned to the story. He picked up his quill and continued with the translation.

Rowen’s eyes grew more interested with each passing hour and day of the translation. The former boredom turned into fascination. The story continued with deeper meaning. After a few weeks, he reached the end, reading and writing the last of it to completion.

At that moment, Rowen understood. The main character moaned about her life like it was all riddles with mistakes. When she reached the end, she realized, it wasn’t mistakes, but marks of a life well lived. The old woman died with a smile on her face, knowing she had reached the end of her story, and looked forward to the next one.

Rowen woke up to reality. The vines tightened as pain screamed. Rowen let out a long exhale. He altered his thoughts and feelings into a path of logic and knowledge. He marveled at the ancient tree, curious of its story. He admired the power it had over him. A madness took hold as he parted his lips in the eye of a hurricane of torture.

“Roots are memories from a time past. Aspirations are the branches and leaves reaching out to the sun. Patience is tending to ourselves and what we need, such as water for our bodies, light for our souls. Growth is our experience, carrying everything terrible and beautiful with us,” Rowen said softly with a faraway gaze.

The pain ceased immediately. The thorny vines uncoiled from his arm and shoulder. Thorns sank into the trunk. The bleeding from his hand stopped. The crimson red vanished from sight, as did the meaty holes from his hand.

Rowen pulled back his hand and looked at it. There was no mark, nor scar. It was whole, just like before he touched the ancient tree.

Calla stepped before him. She cupped both sides of his jawline and pressed her dark lips to his. Rowen’s eyes widened as something was written across his soul. When Calla pulled back, she gave him a mischievous look into his eyes.

“Seraphina and Moria may have you for now, but you won’t escape me for long. In the meantime, you have not only solved the riddle, but you survived it as well. The Verdant Wing is now open to you, and you gain a new ability, written into your codex.”

Rowen’s eyes widened a little.

“Survived it? You mean I could have died during the test?”

Calla giggled with loving eyes.

“I love a man who makes me laugh,” she grinned.

“You still didn’t answer the question,” Rowen smiled.

Calla giggled some more.

“Stop. You’re going to make my stomach hurt from laughing so much,” she said as she tried to control herself.

Rowen found the dryad’s laughter infectious. A sudden weight filled his hand. He looked down to see the King’s Codex within it.

He lifted the book up and opened it. On a new page, writing spilled across inky lines.

Pageguard

“Not all shields are made of steel.”

Type: Defense / Reactive

Effect: A spinning sigil of enchanted paper surrounds Rowen or an ally, intercepting physical or magical attacks.

Twist: The shield changes depending on the book type drawn from —

Epic Tome: Absorbs blows like armor

Romance: Reflects charm or emotional manipulation

Fable: Bounces spells in unexpected directions

A power filled Rowen’s entire form. He felt stronger, quicker, sharper of mind. It all quelled into a pulsating beat from his heart.

At the same time, something unlocked from within.

The letter that turned to flaming ashes filled his thoughts.

Something is coming. The letter was only the tip of the spear. We must prepare for what is to come.

Rowen looked at Calla and Seraphina. The two women looked at him with proud eyes.

“The letter we received was a warning. We need to gather and prepare. There is an enemy, or enemies, out there that do not want a king to return to the throne. With only three wings open, we are still at our most vulnerable. We must put a plan together for what may be coming for us, for me.”

Seraphina’s oval serpent eyes glowed with hope once more.

“Yes, our future king,” she said with courage wrapping around her heart.

Calla nodded in agreement.

Rowen led the way out of the Verdant Wing, his mind filling with possibilities to protect his new home, and growing family.

***

Night’s cloak fell across the world. Darkness filled the skies and lands. Stars glimmered from the darkness, but across a small forest, shadows moved.

One shadow led the way, slipping between trees and low branches. It left behind cinder sparks and ashes in its wake. Crazed inky black eyes trembled and moved in odd ways, as their cloak billowed behind them.

A horde of shadows followed the lone large one. They stared ahead, moving like black ghosts in the night.

The leader slowed down as it saw a yellow house through the woods. The horde of shadows following also slowed.

The large shadow floated through the primeval dark. When it floated from the edge of the woods, it stared at the yellow house with lanterns glowing around it. The lanterns were hanging from metal hooks, lighting whole area in warm brilliance.

The shadow floated closer, its inky black eyes turning into fiery pinpoints of light. Their eyes glowed with red, orange, and yellow swirling colors.

The front door opened, and a man walked out.

The ashborn wraith looked at the man with a growing rage behind its demonic eyes.

“The author of the letter, I presume,” Rowen said.

“You…shall pay…for your crimes,” the ashborn wraith hissed.

Dozens upon dozens of wraiths floated out from the edge of the forest.

Rowen didn’t blink.

“We should discuss those crimes in a civil and polite manner,” Rowen said.

The wraith stared at him for a moment, before they heard several dark hisses from one side.

A camouflaged figure stepped away from a tree. Seraphina’s natural colors returned as she stood to one side. She blasted out smoke from her nostrils as a small glow of flames filled her throat.

From another side of the clearing, a dryad appeared. Roots stabbed up from the ground as three large trees stepped into view from behind her. They had a humanoid shape, hulking and brutish.

The leader wraith moved its strange eyes to one side, and then to the other.

Rowen kept his aloof gaze.

“Now, what should we discuss?” he said as he remained on the porch, the wraith tens of feet from him with smoldering supernatural eyes.


Chapter 22

Hate Manifested

Rowen stared at the floating ashborn wraith, his ashborn wraith.

A sense of knowing lashed at his thoughts. The pieces of the puzzle were already there, but he was so enamored by the shop and its guardians, that he never put them together until he received the burning note.

Now, on a cool spring night, he stood on the porch of his new home, staring at his wraith of guilt and shame, and the small army it brought with it.

The ashborn wraith stared at Rowen with a burning gaze. Words and sentences moved along its shifting, parchment body and cloak. The edges of the shifting pages were burnt or burning, with fiery sparks. Flecks of ashes fell from the floating creation, disintegrating on the grass or small breeze.

The wraith’s mouth was nothing more than an inky outline of a mouth on yellow parchment paper.

“Nothing will stop us…from ending the Vale dynasty…once and for all,” the wraith said with a decayed hiss.

Rowen took a step closer to the edge of the porch, the stairs before him. He eyed the wraith, seeing his own words moving along burning edges. Words he wrote in his small moments where no one was looking. Those times where he was free to go on any adventures he chose.

“We should discuss what is about to happen here,” Rowen said with an even tone.

The wraith let out a rasped chuckle.

“There is…no discussion needed. We have come…to end the suffering…of all ashborn wraiths. No Inkwell Vale…no inspiration for…stories. No more…books. No more…thrown…into flames.”

Rowen kept his face a blank mask as simple realization washed over him.

They don’t understand what exactly happened to them, only that they hate it. The logic is there, but it doesn’t take many things into account. They think if they destroy the source, they prevent other stories from burning if they never existed. It’s a hammer on nail approach, since many books don’t get thrown into fires.

Rowen’s heart sagged with regret as he saw his own words moving across the wraith’s cloak-like pages.

The wraith is still my book, my stories. I would never wish to harm it. It would be like harming my own child. I couldn’t stop them from throwing my book, my dreams, into the flames. They made me watch. I shed no tears for their satisfaction, but inside, I raged at their cruelty.

I thought about that moment many times during my travels. How I could have done more. I could have taken the beatings, but they still would have overpowered me and thrown my precious creation into the flames. I failed my story, but I will repair what little I can. I must, not for the hidden kingdom, but for myself.

A wraith parted from the large group. It floated closer to Seraphina.

The dragon woman watched as a glow filled her throat. She stared with unblinking eyes, ready to torch every wraith in the area.

“You…failed us,” the ashborn wraith hissed with a woman’s tone.

Seraphina kept her serious gaze.

The wraith floated and stared with a burning gaze. From the inside of the paper cloak, strands of yellow, thin paper fell out, giving the wraith the appearance of blonde hair.”

“She…I…loved you,” the wraith said with a sickening giggle.

Seraphina’s eyes widened as she stared at the wraith. Her heart quickened at the simple visage of the former queen at a paper wraith.

“Lily?” the dragon woman whispered.

The wraith made an evil smile.

“She adored you…as her guardian. You…failed her. You let…them kill her. You let them…find her book. They…burned it. But her story…lives…to destroy everything.”

A wet shine appeared along Seraphina’s serpent eyes. Her hands lowered a little. The guilt stabbed at her resolve, seeing the former queen’s book turned into a wraith.

Calla stood as a wraith floated toward her.

“Your love…tamed his…my heart,” the ashborn wraith hissed.

Calla nodded with firm eyes.

“I loved him, but you cannot use my guilt against me. Life and death are the natural cycle of all things. You are a hollow memory because my memory of him always remains within my heart.

“Go back to whatever fire birthed you, or be ripped to dust and ash by my very own hands,” the dryad said with no compromise in her eyes.

Rowen heard everything. If he didn’t act, they would all suffer the consequences.

The moment Rowen parted his lips, a thunderous step behind him caused his eyes to widen. He glanced back to see a very large knight in black armor, step past him and down the steps to the ground. 

Sir Bracthorn held his rune-covered sword up, the blade between his black eyes. His seven-foot-tall, T-shaped frame nearly blocked out Rowen and part of the porch. He stared with hard eyes at the small army of wraiths before him.

“Any and all who wish to invade the Inkwell Vale kingdom, or dare to slay the future king, must get past me,” he said with such a menacing tone, several wraiths floated back a foot to two.

“Sir Bracthorn?” Rowen said.

“Honor demands I protect the kingdom and the future king who defeated me in battle. With your command, I will slay your enemies and bring you their severed heads,” the large knight said without turning his head.

Rowen stepped down the small set of stairs and slipped past the knight. He turned partially to Sir Bracthorn with a small smile.

“Thank you, Sir Bracthorn, but I don’t wish for this to get messy,” Rowen said before he turned to the ashborn wraith leader. “I have another way we can handle this dispute without any bloodshed…or pages destroyed.”

“There is…no…other way,” the wraith hissed.

Rowen turned to the wraith not more than ten feet away from him.

“But there is. We can come to an agreement through the Book of Quarrel.”

From the open front door, Moria floated out with the large book in her hands. She held it from the bottom; the front of the book displayed to all. She floated above Sir Bracthorn and held the book over her head for all to see.

“This is…deception,” the wraith hissed. “I know your…thoughts. You will…try to defeat me…us…through trickery.”

Sorrow painted Rowen’s eyes. “Nothing could be farther from the truth. All of you here clearly have a grievance with the powers that be. I can understand what it means to be silenced, unable to defend your mind, heart, and thoughts. Using violence as the only means to make yourself be heard.

“What I propose is an honorable agreement. Within the pages of the Book of Quarrel, we can safely duel, and reach the truth and heart of the matter. If I win, you may leave this place in peace. You can stay if you wish, and I promise to find a way to end your suffering.”

Rowen kept his gaze on the wraith, his creation. Suddenly, he felt a weight in his hand. He glanced down at the King’s Codex. He then lifted it up before the wraiths with one hand.

“If I lose, I will hand over the King’s Codex to you.”

The ashborn wraith stared for a few long seconds.

“And…you will not…interfere…with the destruction of the shop…and gateway to the Inkwell Vale?”

Rowen’s heart thudded with a sliver of fear.

“Agreed,” he said with heartfelt sadness.

The crowd of wraiths shook their cloaked heads.

Seraphina looked at Rowen with wet eyes. Sir Bracthron stood stoically. Calla stared with indifferent eyes. 

“We…accept,” the wraith hissed.

Moria stood between them with the thick book. Everyone crowded around her.

Sir Bracthorn put his armored hand on Rowen’s shoulder.

“I will be your champion, your grace,” he said with a stern tone.

“Thank you, Sir Bracthorn, but if I am to be the future king of the Vale, I must do this myself.”

Rowen turned back to the wraiths. “Who will be your champion?”

The leader of the wraiths and the one who was Rowen’s former book, floated before all the ashborn wraiths.

“I…will be…their champion.”

Rowen and the wraith were opposite each other, with Moria in the middle.

“This duel is a test of inner strength and mental prowess. The first to yield means their opponent is the victor.

“Within the pages of the Book of Quarrel you will become stronger and quicker than your normal selves. You may gain powers you don’t have now. Fight with dignity and respect. Do we understand?” Moria said with cold eyes.

“I do,” Rowen said first.

“I…do,” said the wraith.

“Then let the duel begin,” the ghost said before she opened the book.

Rowen and the wraith were instantly sucked in.

There was a flash of light before everything settled into a land of fire and ash. Rowen looked up to a black sky of smoke and ashes. When he lowered his gaze, he saw nothing but scorched land and random flames in the short distance.

When Rowen turned to the wraith, he took a step back in slight surprise. The cloaked wraith was now humanoid. Its skin was still parchment with inky sentences moving along its body, but its features were more defined. It took Rowen only a tiny moment to realize the wraith was a paper version of himself.

“I thought it…fitting…to see your defeat…as yourself,” the wraith hissed.

Outside of the book, Moria placed the book on the ground. She left the pages open as words began to write across what was happening. Soon, those words and sentences rose up into the air. Everyone watched as the sentences formed a living, moving scene, Rowen and the wraith standing across each other with a burning landscape around them.

Seraphina watched with hope in her heart.

Inside the Book or Quarrel, Rowen felt the King’s Codex in his left hand. He slipped the book behind him and pointed a single finger. The tip of his finger turned an inky black.

With a slight movement, he began to write.

And so, the would-be king faced the fire-born shadow of his guilt, not in hatred… but in…

The wraith’s humanoid fingers stretched and elongated. The wraith let out a hiss as it launched at Rowen.

The would-be king leapt back into the air as paper claws slashed down at the spot he was before. Rowen watched as dirt and ash bloomed upwards and blasted away in a shockwave as the wraith leapt up after him. With a simple mental command, pages from the King’s Codex ripped away and swirled to his right hand. The pages formed into a paper sword as long claws sliced at him once again.

Rowen’s paper sword parried the incoming claws with the flat side of his paper sword. With a quick turn, he slashed upwards, severing long clawed fingers from the wraith’s paper hand.

The pair landed on their feet, thirty-feet apart.

“You…let them…burn me! Kill…me!” the wraith roared.

Rowen looked away, paper sword pointed down and codex in his other hand.

“I couldn’t save you. I thought of every way I could have, and those thoughts all ended the same, you being thrown into the fire.

“I’m sorry this happened to you, to us,” Rowen apologized.

The wraith stared at him with burning red eyes.

“Not…good enough,” it said and darted at Rowen.

The future king watched as time slowed. The wraith’s hand reformed as a curved sword slid out of its coiled paper wrist. When the sword was fully extended, it slashed down at Rowen. He lifted his own paper sword and parried it. He stared at the wraith with a cool gaze as the wraith’s eyes blazed with furious light.

“You…made me,” the wraith moved in quick blinks, his sword coming down in hard slices. “You…failed me.”

Rowen parried each blow, trying to keep his wits together as the wraith’s words cut at his heart.

“I know. What happened never left me. I still carry it like a wound that will never heal.”

The wraith let out a haunting growl as it moved in quick, deadly blurs. Paper swords clashed hard enough for sparks to flash.

Rowen used his Pageguard ability. Sheets of paper slipped from the codex, quickly forming a whirlwind of protective pages. The wraith sliced at Rowen, its blade clashing against a page and suddenly stopping the blow.

Rowen put the codex behind him as he pointed one inky black finger again. He quickly wrote one word.

Authorship.

The wraith leapt back and landed so hard, he slid back a foot in the ash and dirt. It looked up at Rowen with wild, burning eyes. It then looked down at itself, new words appearing across its parchment body.

“What…have you…done?” the wraith hissed.

Rowen hovered five feet off the ground. Papers swirled around him like a whirlwind shield. He pointed his paper sword down at his side as he looked at the wraith with kind eyes.

“I’m trying to do something I should have done a long time ago,” Rowen said as words appeared on his skin, spinning into sentences.

The wraith’s sword slid back into its wrist. With a low, hissing growl, its parchment body began to grow. It bulked and unfolded into a hulking paper monster. Jagged paper teeth filled a large maw. Its body was larger than Rowen, with wide shoulders and thick, hanging arms. Its hands were like mallets, with thick fingers and knuckles.

“It was you who sent an ashborn wraith to find the codex. When you couldn’t get it, you entered the other duel and changed the rules,” Rowen said with a knowing gaze.

“You were…the key,” the monstrous wraith bellowed and launched at Rowen.

Rowen floated back as the wraith’s punches set his paper shields on fire. He began to lose each page, one by one. When the last protective page burned away into flames, Rowen’s sword sliced across the wraith’s side as his upper body moved just enough to dodge the incoming paper fist.

Rowen spun away as another fist missed him and smashed into the floor.

The future king floated back, paper sword aimed down at his side.

The hulking wraith turned its red eyes to the floating Rowen, internal rage and fury blinding it. It roared as it charged.

Rowen stood his ground. His eyes narrowed as the hulking wraith lifted a fist, ready to smash him to flying pieces.

Before the fist could connect, Rowen dropped his body to the ground. The thick fist flew past overhead as Rowen braced himself with his sword out to his side. Rowen’s body shot forward into a powerful blur.

When Rowen stopped twenty feet away with his sword out, he kept his stance as the wraith’s leg separated.

The hulking wraith crashed onto the ground and tumbled. It rolled to a stop and turned its large face at Rowen.

Rowen turned around and pointed his paper sword down and to the side.

Paper slid out of the paper stump, slowly reforming into a new leg.

“Chop me…into pieces…you will not…stop me,” the wraith said with a disjointed hissed.

“No,” Rowen said as he lifted his left hand with the codex, a black fingertip pointed up. “But it will give me enough time to end this.”

Rowen writes words in the air before himself

Forgiveness. Growth. Acceptance.

The wraith’s burning eyes widened. It looked down at its twisted, hulking body. The words joining the others on its paper flesh. Those three words glowed warmly within the wraith. A sense of security filled its black heart. A sensation filled the wraith, a memory of fascination, and first written words of a dream.

“Why…are you…doing this…to me?” the wraith howled as the inner glow began to snuff out the flames of guilt, fear, and rage.

Rowen kept his gaze steady on the suffering wraith.

“I’m not doing this to you. I’m doing this for us,” Rowen said with deeper understanding. “I should have forgiven myself a long time ago, but grief is different for everyone. I mourned my mistakes. I dwelled in dark places, remembering how by breaking one guild scribe rule, cast me out of the place I wanted to spend the rest of my life.

“I created you, not to pour my anger and hate into, but to write my own dreams and ideas. To chronicle my imaginary adventures, and a place to store other ideas I may write.”

Rowen’s eyes took on a happy gleam.

“If I had known you would be in so much pain, I would have burned my very hands to pull you from the fire.”

Black, inky lines streamed down from fiery eyes. The wraith’s paper flesh folded upon itself. It shrank down until it became a very thin, emaciated version of Rowen. The fiery eyes turned into solid black eyes. It wiped ink from its face, staining its forearm.

Rowen floated to the ground. Grass began to grow with each step toward the sickly wraith. When he was before it, he knelt to one knee and looked at the wraith in its black eyes.

“I’m your author. I created you with all my dreams, hopes, and adventures. My love for you is greater than any words can describe. I understand your pain, and I want to help heal you, if you will let me?”

The wraith looked at its author’s hand.

For a long moment, there was only silence between them.

To everyone watching from outside the Book of Quarrel, no one made a sound. They watched the story unfold with bated breath.

Tears slipped Seraphina’s cheeks, her gaze unwavering.

Sir Bracthorn smiled.

Calla’s eyes glowed with green light, her heart swelling in her chest.

The ashborn wraiths stared with unblinking eyes.

Moria looked on with joy in her eyes and a smile across her face.

Within the Book of Quarrel, the land turned a vibrant green. The fires turned into healthy trees. The sky was clear as an azure blue filled the heavens.

The wraith lifted a skeletal hand and touched Rowen’s hand.

“Yes,” it said with a small voice.

Outside of the book, Seraphina, Calla, Moria, and Sir Bracthorn, cheered into the night sky.

The wraiths looked at each with confusion. Some of them slipped away. Others seemed to shrink with befuddled gazes.

Inside the book, Rowen sat down and pulled the shrinking, skeletal wraith onto his lap. He looked down with warm eyes as the wraith looked at him with wonder in its black eyes.

“Stories don’t die. They always live with us,” Rowen smiled.

The wraith's dull black eyes turned a sky blue. Its body grew smaller, and thinner with each passing moment.

“I’m going to save you,” Rowen smiled. “Since you came back, our story remains within us. We can ensure you live a long, healthy life as a story.”

Rowen remembered how the Book of Quarrel records everything that happens within its pages, down to the finest detail. He took that knowledge and used it in a different way. He lifted his right hand and pointed two fingers. Black inky color appeared along his fingertips. He then began to write in the air, words forming with each stroke of his fingers.

I forgive myself.

The wraith stared in wonder at the words in the air, the guilt and pain bleeding away from its paper heart.

Rowen continued to write with wet eyes.

Let this story end. Let it rest. I seal your story in the pages of The Book of Quarrel, so it may live again for others to read.

The wraith smiled as it looked at the words.

“Thank…you,” it said before it vanished from Rowen’s lap.

The pages of the book bloomed with new texts. Pages flipped in a blur, Rowen’s journal of stories, hopes, and dreams, written out with every sentence it had before it was burned to ash.

Rowen felt it as it happened around him. A sense of relief and forgiveness glowed along his soul.

The peace was broken as he felt himself being pulled up. In a blink, he appeared outside of the book and beside Seraphina.

The dragon woman threw her arms around him into a hard embrace. She sobbed against his shoulder; her heart filled with love.

Rowen held Seraphina tight to him. He let out a small laugh, his whole world feeling better against his senses and spirit.

When they let go of each other, they looked each other in the eyes.

“I…don’t know what to say,” Seraphina sniffed as she wiped away tears.

“We’ve said enough. We know what this story has become, and I’m here for it” Rowen said with a warm smile.

The pair turned to see the wraiths slipping away in the night. One wraith looked back with sad eyes, before it vanished into the dark night with the others.

Moria and Calla moved to Rowen and embraced him.

Sir Bracthorn nodded. “Yes, you are a future king,” he whispered to himself.

The sounds of cheers and laughter filled the night air as stars shone across the midnight sky.


Chapter 23

The Future Kingdom

People filled the library. A bespectacled Seraphina tried to help some of them find certain books, while Rowen helped others.

The future king pulled out a book and handed it to a woman's waiting hands. Her wide eyes were filled with excitement as she held the book to her chest like a precious loved one. After a few thanks, the woman rushed to the counter to pay for it.

Moria was behind the front counter with a somber look. She handled the transactions with ease, even if her expression said otherwise.

For a moment, Rowen looked around at the full library. Many people from Kester, and beyond, made the trip here to find and read books. Some were looking for new adventures. Others looked for obscure stories that changed their whole view of life. What Rowen found out soon enough, all stories dwelled in this place. Part of the adventure was finding a story for new, and old readers.

When Rowen turned his gaze to Seraphina on the other side of the library, he was caught in her beauty. The spectacles she wore only seemed to enhance her already beautiful features. When she waved goodbye to someone she was helping, she turned her gaze back to Rowen.

The couple stared at each from across the library. Their hearts swelled as their relationship began to grow with each passing day.

Rowen’s mind fell to happy memories. After he forgave himself and his wraith, he looked at the pages of the Book of Quarrel, seeing his book fully written out, word for word. It lifted his spirits as he began transcribing them from the thick book into a book of its own. He knew it would be a long process, but he was good at it and he welcomed his story back into his possession.

When Rowen wasn’t tending his shop, library, or his own writings, he spent his time with Seraphina and Moria. The pair stayed close when the shop was closed. Each one teased him into their arms, sometimes all three of them together on one bed. It was a dream he never imagined, but now, it was a story without an end.

Rowen knew, to become the king of the Inkwell Vale throne, there would be greater challenges before he ascended to it.

Without ceremony, Sir Bracthorn returned to the cellar.

The people in town visited often, ready for new adventures.

Rowen didn’t know what he could do for all the ashborn wraiths left in the world, but Seraphina did warn him that there were more than wraiths to contend with. The other hidden kingdoms would make themselves known, and they weren’t the only monsters in the dark. Ancient, intelligent, and powerful, she said they will want to meet the future king and test him in their own ways. They had their own armies, and great kingdoms hidden between realms. If he could not prove his mettle and worth, they will become dangerous to not only the Vale, but to him as well.

The future king pushed away all the thoughts trying to drown out this moment of his life. He looked around once again, his spirit lifted.

With three wings opened, Rowen knew he only had four left before the Vale would open to him and proclaim him king. After that, it would only be a matter of ruling the hidden kingdom of stories, something Rowen would have to figure out later. For now, he bathed in the moments of joy and adventures.

“Lord Hallows,” came a voice from the side.

Rowen turned and smiled at the Mayor of Quillmere.

Mayor Calver Dunn looked at Rowen with bright eyes. The young man, nearly equal to Rowen’s age, looked fit in his clothing. He had a walking cane, but didn’t need to use it as he stood on his own.

The two men embraced each other for a moment before pulling back.

“I knew you were meant for this magical place and our town,” the mayor grinned from ear to ear.

“I did have a moment of apprehension,” Rowen said as he scratched the back of his head.

“We all have those moments when things become their hardest. But like any good soul, you persevered. You took it on, with maybe a little help from the beautiful dragon who has taken a liking to you.”

Rowen glanced to the side, seeing Seraphina looking back at him with a wicked gleam in her golden eyes.

He turned his gaze back to the young mayor with closed eyes and a joyful smile.

“Yeah, you could say that.”

“I just wanted to stop by and check on you and everything else. With the bookshop open, life is returning to the town. We may be seeing more visitors of all kinds here. For all of that, I thank you good sir, from the bottom of my heart,” the mayor said as he bowed.

When the mayor stood up again, he gave Rowen a hearty embrace. He then turned on his heels, tapped them together, and set off through the shop and for the front doors.

Rowen watched with wondrous eyes.

Seraphina stepped to Rowen’s side, curling her arm into his as they watched the mayor go.

“Seraphina, may I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

Rowen wrinkled his brow at the thought of his question.

“Why is the mayor younger now than when I met him?” he asked.

The dragon woman let out a small laugh. She squeezed his arm and kissed his cheek. Giggles spilled from her lips as she tried to contain herself.

“Calla is right, you’re hilarious,” she laughed.

Rowen blinked.

“I don’t know how my question is,” he stopped short as Seraphina let go and walked toward the front desk, through the small crowd, her giggles filled the air.

Rowen simply stared as Seraphina reached the front desk with Moria. She leaned over the counter and whispered into Moria’s ear. The ghost in the black dress covered her own mouth as she began to giggle with Seraphina.

Rowen blinked again, unsure what was happening.

“My question isn’t remotely funny? What is happening here?” he whispered as the people around him looked upon open books, following their dreams and reading grand adventures.

~The End~
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