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A queen needs assassins.

A queen needs spies.

She needs the gaze of a thousand loyal eyes.

For she rules o’er a court of poisonous lies.

 

—A popular Nyrian tavern song




Part One:

 


Thieves and Liars





PROLOGUE

 

One Week Earlier

 

THE THIEVES OF Gillspin feasted in the great hall of their quarters beneath the streets of the city. Some sang drunkenly, sloshing their pints to punctuate their words. Others hunched over their plates, eating with the speed of those accustomed to missing meals. A few of the thieves eyed the room warily, while others laughed and called insults to their fellows. The cacophony of sound filled the air along with the smell of roasting meat and stink of damp straw and stone, wafting into a corridor to the side of the hall where two individuals stood locked in silence, unnoticed by the thieves inside.

Briand Varryda, dragonsayer, guttersnipe, and now a thief-queen, stood with a knife in her hand, staring at the Seeker-Monarchist called Marl as the words he’d just spoken rang in her ears.

One thing I saw clearly. If Jehn is to defeat Cahan and the Seekers and ascend the throne of Austrisia, Kael of Estria will die. And he will die at your hand. 

“What did you say?” she hissed at him.

Marl gazed back at her without blinking. “In the future I have foreseen, one thing is clear. For Prince Jehn to take the throne, Kael of Estria will die upon your knife.”

“Does Jehn know of this?” Briand asked, her voice low as she glanced toward the doorway, where sound spilled forth. The thieves were singing an old drinking song now. The stomping and clapping made it impossible for anyone but Marl to hear her, should another thief be trying to listen.

Her heart pounded as she waited for his response.

“No,” Marl said. The word fell like a stone. “Not yet.”

Relief was sweet, but still, Briand’s lips curled in a furious snarl. She was trembling, but she held herself still, poised to strike. “Does he even know who you are?”

“We have never spoken,” the Seeker said. “But I am loyal to his cause because he is the true prince, not that imposter who sits on the throne.”

“Who are you, really?” Briand demanded. “You say you are a loyal Monarchist, but you are dressed as a Seeker. You claim you see the future, but you have not shared these visions with the prince. You commission your own assassination plots; you speak in riddles.” Her eyes narrowed. “I think you’re something else.”

The man laughed the kind of arrogant laugh made by one who thinks that the person he’s speaking to is beneath him, and he cannot comprehend having to stoop to explain himself.

“What does that tattoo on your wrist mean? Is that a symbol of what you are?” Briand asked.

Marl looked at her coldly. “You ask too many questions.”

She didn’t falter under that frosty stare. She was a thief-queen now. She was a dragonsayer with the ability to turn a Seeker’s powers back upon them and blast them into unconsciousness.

She did not fear this man, no matter how much he scowled at her.

“Why did you kill the Hermit?” she asked then.

The Seeker’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “He needed to die. It was part of the path of the future. The path to victory.”

“So… you murdered him?”

“It was necessary,” the Seeker said coldly.

Rage filled her. She remembered the kind words of the Hermit, his flavorless stew, and the jokes he told in the morning over breakfast when he was trying to coax a grumpy smile from her. He had been kind to her.

He had not deserved to die.

“You’re a butcher,” she said, barely able to contain her anger. “And what about me? Do you plan to carve a hole in my back too in order to put the prince on the throne?”

Again, her eyes moved to the entrance to the hall of thieves. Where was Nath? She might need to fight this man.

“You are not so clear to me most times,” the Seeker admitted. “It is as if you are obscured with a mist.”

“But you definitely, certainly, most assuredly see me stabbing Kael of Estria to death, leading to the inexplicable crowning of Jehn?” she said. “You’re certain you did not make a mistake?”

His brows drew together with displeasure. He was probably not used to having his important visions mocked so soundly. “Yes, I do. The vision was clear. I made no mistake.”

Her thoughts whirled. She should imprison him. Interrogate him for more information. But he couldn’t see it coming. She’d have to get him to let his guard down, to think she was impetuous and enraged without a plan.

And where, oh where, was Nath when she needed him?

“Get out,” she said. “Get out before I knife you myself.”

Marl smirked. “There’s the guttersnipe I remember. Impetuous, furious, ready to bite. I shouldn’t have worried—you’ll do my work for me without intervention, I think. All Kael of Estria will have to do is look at you wrong, and you’ll put steel between his ribs.”

“I don’t have to listen to you insult me in my own quarters,” she snarled. “Out.”

“You granted me sanctuary,” he replied with snotty irritation. “Are you reneging on your word, thief-queen?”

“I am throwing out a murderer,” she shot back, spinning her knife in her hand as her mind raced through solutions. The easiest way to get him down would be to turn his powers against him. Knives were messy and wouldn’t lead to simple unconsciousness.

Her eyes dropped to his hands. He was not wearing gloves.

She needed him to try to manipulate her mind if she had any hope of knocking him unconscious.

“What have you seen about me?” Briand demanded, angling to pick a fight. “Tell me!”

“I cannot see your future,” Marl said, holding up a hand. “But I see truths about your friends.”

“Truths,” she repeated coldly. It was easy to throw a growl into the word, because she was furious. She glared at him, radiating with anger inside. She twitched her knife and made sure he saw her do it.

Marl frowned at her gesture.

“The one who betrayed you is alive,” he said, his eyes going remote again as if he were searching through something only he could see, sifting and seeking. “Alive, and in a… a cage. A cold cage. And the ones you seek are closer than you think.”

The one who betrayed her? Who did he mean? Jehn? Kael? She had a momentary burst of panic at the thought of Kael in a cage. Had he been kidnapped again?

“A lot of people have betrayed me,” she replied, keeping her voice calm and her inner turmoil hidden behind a mask of confidence that the queen of Nyr would envy. “Care to be a little more specific? And what’s this about a cage?”

“That is all I saw,” he said.

The ones you seek.  Her heart beat fast. Did he mean the guardians?

“What else?” she asked, but Marl only shook his head.

He was being very uncooperative. The desire to stab him came back strong.

“Any other cryptic messages you feel like bestowing before I knife you?” Briand said.

“You are making a mistake,” the Seeker-Monarchist said. He took a step backward. “We could have a mutually beneficial arrangement, you and me. Just as I had with Rags.”

“Where I spy for you and you toss a few coins in my bucket? I’m not interested.”

“It was hardly a few coins,” Marl said with a snort. “How do you suppose she afforded all of the fine wines and spirits she kept?” His eyes flicked over her once more, and he paused. His brow wrinkled. “How did you kill Rags?”

One half of Briand’s mouth hitched upward in a ghost of a smile. “What, haven’t you already seen the answer in a vision?”

“It doesn’t work that way,” the Seeker-Monarchist said with annoyance. “I see only remote things when I look forward, and then only in fragments.” His eyes fell on her forehead as if tempted to pluck the memory from her.

Do it, Briand silently urged him. Touch me and see what happens. Her nerves stretched tight in anticipation.

Instead, Marl turned away.

She was going to lose him. Time to abandon trickery. She lunged, the knife slashing through the air and piercing his cloak. He whirled on her, throwing her back against the wall with a well-timed cut of his arm against her collarbone.

Briand’s spine slammed into the stones, the blow punching the breath from her lungs. Bands of white light sparked across her vision. Her ears rang as she crumpled to the ground, gasping for air.

By the time she’d grabbed her knife and hauled herself up again, the man with the lion tattoo on his wrist had disappeared, leaving her with a throbbing head and a thousand worrisome questions.

She would never kill Kael to make Jehn king, that was certain. But was Kael deluded enough to throw himself on a blade she might happen to be holding?

 

~

 

Auberon slept fitfully these days. He pushed himself hard, fighting the inevitable succumbing to his need for rest, wresting as much as he could from his body and mind for as long as possible before he was forced into unconsciousness by sheer exhaustion. Most times, sleep crept up on him like a determined and skilled assassin, taking him unaware.

It was this way now. One moment, he was sitting at his writing desk, scribbling letters to those whom he needed to sway to his side, and the next moment he had his back to a wall of rough stone. The smell of dungeon rot hung in his nostrils, and the rasp of old straw shifted beneath his hands and thighs. Faintly, he heard the gurgle of the lake outside the walls.

He was in the shared dream again.

Auberon lurched to his feet, his heart slamming in his chest.

Did this mean she was alive?

He had not met her in dreams in weeks. He had not seen a single glimpse of her, not since that day that he’d frantically tried to revive her drowned body.

Every time he woke, he was slugged with the sick feeling of loss. No dreams, no dragonsayer.

She couldn’t dream if she were dead.

His gaze fell on the opposite side of the cell.

The dragonsayer sat across from him, back to the wall, one leg curled up against her chest, the other stretched out straight. She wore a bodice and shirt of dark crimson, and close-fitting black trousers. She had a knife in her hand.

He trembled with relief. He put out a hand to steady himself.

She was alive.

Stupid, foolish moisture sprang into his eyes, and he blinked it back. He was such a fool. But he was so relieved. So very relieved. The feeling flooded him, making him giddy. He wanted to laugh.

She was watching him silently. She had a restless quality to her tonight, even more so than usual. It crackled in the air like a fire.

Did she remember what he’d done when he’d feared her dead? How he’d rushed to her side and breathed air into her mouth while he begged her to live?

Auberon crossed his arms and swallowed the questions that crowded on his tongue. His face was a mask as he arranged his features into a smirk that gave nothing away regarding his foolish sense of relief and joy—joy? Was that the word for the golden liquid flooding his veins?—at the sight of her alive.

“Sleeping in your clothes, dragon girl?” he said as he gave her another once-over.

“So are you, it looks like.” She spun the knife over the back of her hand. It was a pretty trick, one she’d probably practiced for months. “Is high society in Tasglorn so busy that you do not have time to change before falling into bed? Or are you on the road again?”

“Fishing for information, are we?” He leaned one shoulder against the wall, smirking to conceal his delight. Lords, he was an utter fool to be so happy to see her. But he was ecstatic. The rocks he’d been carrying around in his chest had disintegrated, leaving him with a weightless feeling.

“Don’t pretend you aren’t doing the same,” the dragonsayer responded sharply. But her tone had no bite to it, and she shifted toward him with an eagerness that he noted silently.

She was not unhappy to see him either, he surmised.

That observation pleased him more than it should. He scolded himself. The dragon girl certainly wasn’t delighted in the mere prospect of his company. They were not, as they had so vehemently established some time ago, friends.

Words she’d said to him once echoed through his mind: We’re the only two things quite like each other in the world, I think. You’re the only one who understands what it’s like for me.

He pushed away the feelings that stirred in him.

They were enemies. No matter how idiotic he might feel at times.

When he spoke, he spoke in the voice of an enemy. Cynical. Wary. Betraying none of his weakness for her. “You want something,” he guessed.

The dragonsayer’s lips twitched. Her eyebrows drew together the way they did when she was debating whether or not to obscure the truth.

He was right.

That was when Auberon realized, with a spark of shock, that the bars that separated them were gone. The moonlight poured through the window, almost as bright as sunlight, pooling on the uneven stone floor between them.

The dragonsayer noticed it at the same moment as he did. She went still, her knife freezing in her hand, her limbs bracing and muscles twitching in readiness, as if he would charge at any moment to strangle her. Her face, as she turned it to him, was a kaleidoscope of startled, wary, frightened expressions. The moonlight illuminated her features starkly. She rose smoothly into a half-crouch, as though she thought he would charge her.

The fear that passed over her eyes in a flash sent a knife of regret through him. He deserved that. He was a monster in a silver cloak, a demon in gloves. Of course she feared what he might do. He was a despicable creature.

The pain was like poison in his veins.

They stared at each other, each waiting for the other to make the first move. Auberon saw her throat bob as she swallowed.

“Stay away,” she breathed.

Auberon held up a gloved hand as if to say, of course.

She relaxed slightly but kept her knife ready. “How… how can the bars be gone?”

Vaguely, he remembered the bars vanishing when he’d tried to reach her the last time he’d seen her here in the dream, when she’d been unconscious and not breathing. Had he disintegrated the bars between them by sheer force of will?

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Auberon said. His heart was beating fast again. Had he permanently manipulated the dream environment? What did this mean? Could he do it again? Could he destroy the walls of the cell?

And if they could, what waited on the other side?

The dragonsayer crept forward to stare at the floor where the shafts of iron had once stood, and he looked at the ground she was examining. The stones were smooth now. No sign of the sockets that had once contained the bars. Tendrils of her dark hair fell in her eyes as she ran her fingers over the place they had been. Her chest rose and fell.

“What’s next?” she asked. “The walls?”

So, her thoughts and questions were the same as his. He felt a sense of closeness to her in this confusion, although he pretended he did not.

He pressed a hand to the stones. They felt solid.

If this dungeon disappeared, would they cease to dream of each other?

“Let’s make some ground rules,” she said. “You stay against your wall. I’ll stay against mine. No crossing the middle, or we’ll find out if we can kill each other in this dream.”

“I’m not going to try anything,” he assured her.

“As if I’d believe a Seeker,” she snarled. “Though you all seem to think I will do whatever comes out of your mouths as of late.”

The fury in her voice gave him pause. Her words hinted at something else. Someone else.

This was about more than them. “What is it?” Auberon asked. “You want to ask me something. The need for it is written all over your face.”

Her forehead wrinkled. She let out a breath and glanced down at the knife in her hand. She leaned back against the wall, spinning it in her fingers again.

Auberon’s pulse stuttered. He waited for her to ask if he’d saved her life. Did she remember?

“What do you know about seeing the future?” she asked.

“What?”

This was not what he’d been expecting.

“The future,” Briand repeated. “Seekers who can see visions. What do you know about it? Is it real?”

“That is your question?” he asked angrily. Angry at himself for his foolishness. She only wanted to know information that would aid her precious Monarchist cause. “Why do you want to know?”

“There’s a Seeker who claims he can.”

“What Seeker?” Auberon said sharply.

She pressed her lips together. “Marl.”

“Who?” The name sounded vaguely familiar but did not immediately call anyone to mind.

“The one with the lion tattooed on his wrist. The one you’ve interrogated me about, the one who… who hired me to kill Kael.”

Auberon blinked at her even as a place within him felt cold and tight. Those of the lions were rogue Seekers who believed chaotic, foolish things. He had once sought their help in his plans to infiltrate the highest order of the Citadel, but no longer. They could not help him now, and he had decided they were all madmen.

“And what exactly does this Seeker-traitor claim to have seen? Why does it have you so obviously distressed?”

Briand’s face closed up like a locked door at the question.

Auberon waited.

Silence ticked between them.

“Dragon girl?” Auberon purred.

She exhaled. “He sees me killing someone very dear to me with a knife. Well, he sees them dying at my hand. Dying because of the knife I’m holding. I’m not sure if the distinction is supposed to matter.” She bit her lip. “I refuse to believe I’d ever do it. I’d die first.”

“And who is this doomed person?” Auberon asked, squelching the jealousy he felt at such devotion.

She pinned him with a stare. “You can hardly expect me to tell you. You are the enemy.”

“Hmm,” Auberon said, tipping his head back to rest against the cold stones of the wall behind him. “Perhaps you already did. I’d wager my life that it’s that commander of yours, the Monarchist Kael.” His mouth twisted as he said the traitor’s name.

Her expression smoothed, giving nothing away, but he knew he was right.

“You mentioned in the prison below Aron Kul’s estate that that this rogue Seeker hired you to kill Kael, which you did not do. And now he tells you he’s seen a vision of you killing someone dear to you—” Auberon’s voice dripped disapproval. “—and it seems rather obvious. But Kael seems like a man with a, ah, keen survival sense. Why do you think he will so easily succumb to your blade?”

“I’m an excellent markswoman with my blades,” Briand said with a sharp look at him. Her expression fell. “But that’s not it.”

“Is there some sort of reason?” Auberon prodded.

“I don’t want to discuss that. I only wanted to ask about the visions.”

“Well,” Auberon said, “to answer that question, I can’t really say. I put no stock in them. But some do.”

She opened her mouth to say something else, but then the dream went dark, and Auberon woke.

He lay still for a long time before rising, thinking.






CHAPTER ONE

 

Off the coast of the southern continent, near Mammet

 

THE PIRATE WOKE in darkness.

He lay still, trying to place the reason for his waking. It was after midnight. The remains of the evening’s revelry lay scattered around the room: his boots, discarded by the door. His clothing, crumpled beside the bed. A few empty bottles, lying on their sides. The moon shone through the open window and pooled on the dirty blanket that covered him.

Open window?

He lunged for the knife he kept beneath his pillow, but a blade was already pressed against the delicate skin beneath his left earlobe, and he froze. A low voice purred, “Don’t move.”

He could barely make out the shape of the man in the moonlight. Dark clothes, dark hair. Face in shadow. Movements like a panther, liquid and smooth. The man’s accent was Austrisian, but only faintly.

The pirate trembled.

“What’s this about?” he demanded.

“You have something that belongs to me,” the man with the knife said. “I have come to get it back. I promised you I would.”

The pirate racked his brains for who this could be, and what it was he could be looking for. In truth, he had many things that belonged to other people. Gold, jewelry, books. A wedding dress. But he’d never had anyone come to claim their goods before. Who was this dark stranger?

He concluded that he had no idea what the man was after specifically.

“I’m a pirate,” he rasped finally when his mind came up empty. “You’ll have to jog my memory.”

The shadowy stranger chuckled lightly. “Come now,” he said. “Have you forgotten us already? We blew a hole in the wall of your fortress only two weeks ago.”

Prince Jehn and his right hand, Kael, the man who’d been called traitor by some! The pirate hissed a curse. He tried to rise, but the point of the knife pressed into his skin.

“Don’t get up,” the man said in a pleasant voice. “Just tell me. Where is the medallion?”

The pirate hesitated. “In the chest,” he muttered, nodding at one corner of the dark room.

He wasn’t about to tell his attacker that he was wearing the medallion around his neck.

The pressure of the blade lessened some, and that was when the pirate grabbed his own knife and slashed at the other man. The steel collided as the pirate leaped from the bed, and he shouted hoarsely for help, but his cry was cut off as the man pinned him against the wall with an arm against his throat.

The pirate grabbed the man’s wrists, but his arms were too strong to pry away.

“Is it really in the chest?” the man asked. His face was close enough that the pirate could see a faint outline of his features. He looked both angry and amused.

“I had it melted down and made into a tooth,” the pirate snarled.

Kael looked down at the pirate’s fingers, still curled around his forearm, and then the man’s throat. He smiled as his eyes fell on the medallion.

“Ah,” he said, and put the knife to the pirate’s neck.

The pirate’s eyes widened as the blade bit into his skin. Blood seeped around it, spilling down the pirate’s collarbone.

“Mercy,” he whimpered.

“Mercy?” the man called Kael mused. “That’s more than you showed my prince.”

“T’wasn’t me that cut his finger off!”

Kael’s blade twisted, cutting the string that held the medallion instead of the pirate’s throat.

A sigh escaped the pirate’s lips.

Kael tucked the medallion in his pocket and twirled the knife in his hand.

“I can’t have you sounding the alarm,” he said thoughtfully, and looked down at the handle of his weapon.

Then he swung it at the pirate’s head, and everything went black.

 

~

 

Jehn stood at the mouth of the Nyrian queen’s gardens with his eyes on the sky. It looked as though it might rain. He hoped it would.

He’d always felt safer in the rain for some reason.

His hand throbbed as if someone had driven a knife through it. He reached into the inner pocket of his coat with his non-injured hand, his fingers going still at the last second before he touched the glass vial nestled safely inside.

He’d promised Kael only days ago that he was no longer in possession of them. That had been a lie, naturally, and they both knew it.

He just couldn’t seem to shake this pain.

Jehn withdrew his hand with a muttered word of exclamation and descended the steps into the garden instead. Overhead, thunder grumbled. The foliage was the bright green color it always turned right before a storm, and the air was charged with energy that made Jehn’s blood buzz and his head feel like a thousand voices were whispering ideas to him. He ran his gaze along the path, noting the changes the gardeners had made that morning. Nyrian gardening was all about focal points and vantage points. Every garden was a puzzle, a mystery to be discovered. He adored it. He’d once told the dragonsayer that if he weren’t a prince, he would want to live in a tower and read until the end of his life. He now knew that wasn’t true. He wanted to be a gardener. A Nyrian gardener.

Jehn paused to brush aside a few low-hanging branches from one of the firethorn trees beside the path. He studied the view of the lily-studded pond beyond, then shook his head and continued his walk.

This, at least, took his mind off the pain in his hand, which despite doctors’ assurances otherwise, had lingered even as the wound where his finger had been healed into a bony nub. The pain throbbed worst at night, when he was tired, radiating up his hand and into his wrist as if tendrils of fire had sprouted inside his bones and were consuming him from the inside out. Nothing extinguished it except for a tantalizing mixture of medicines that the Nyrian doctor had given him. A concoction that he knew was dangerous.

The queen’s garden was always empty except for a stray gardener on occasion, and almost always so during the morning hours. Most of the Nyrians preferred the central gardens, with their vast hedge mazes and viewing towers, which allowed the viewer to easily decipher the puzzle the arrangement of trees and shrubs presented.

But he did not like the central gardens nearly as much as this one. The central gardens might be intricate and clever, but they were gaudy. Obvious. The queen’s garden, on the other hand, was intimate. It took careful study to conclude what the gardener who’d chosen its configurations intended to say with the design.

He had, Jehn thought, determined at last the proper vantage point from which to see the secret image. There was a small grove of trees at one end of the pond, and he headed there now, climbing a curving path of stone steps littered with fallen blossoms. The air was heavy with the scent of flowers and coming rain, and it felt thick and warm as a damp blanket.

So intent was Jehn on his walk that he nearly collided with the queen as he rounded a corner.

“Excuse me,” Jehn said. “I thought I would be undisturbed here.”

The queen’s eyebrows flicked at the sight of him. It was her only indication that she might be surprised to see him here in her garden. She was not alone. A Nyrian was with her—Jehn recognized the man as one of her spies, although the man pretended to be a casual love interest of hers in public. He doubted they had any real relationship between them. The queen seemed to use a perception of promiscuity to mask all sorts of activities.

Jehn had caught the queen’s elbow to avoid either of them falling into the lake from the narrow path, and the Nyrian spy put a hand on the knife at his hip. Jehn lifted his fingers from the queen, and the spy relaxed.

He was not to touch, he surmised. She was not his, anyway. Theirs was a political alliance. He was a step on her planned path to power. Nothing more.

Jehn bowed low. The queen bowed back, but not as low. She dismissed her spy with a flick of her fingers, and the man vanished as silently as if he had evaporated in the morning sun.

They were alone now. The cool of the garden enveloped them both.

The queen was wearing only a silken sleep robe, tied with a sash the color of sunset, her hair falling in black waves around her face. She looked vulnerable and soft without her mask of face paints, impossibly young except for her eyes. Once, when Jehn was young, a tutor read to him from a poetry book in the evenings when Jehn was too frightened to fall asleep on his own. One of the lines from one of the poems always leaped into his mind when he saw the queen’s eyes.

Centuries hide within the minutes of the lives of those who suffer much,  the line claimed.

The queen’s eyes held an age within them.

Her gaze pierced him like a blade.

“You are in my garden,” she said.

“Aren’t Nyrian husbands usually allowed in their wives’ gardens?” Jehn asked.

A corner of her mouth lifted.

“If their wife allows it,” she said, turning her head toward the water. “Nyrian husbands usually wait for the wife to extend an invitation.”

“That,” he said, “is different than the Austrisian way, usually. At least, that is my understanding.”

“Are all Austrisians brutes?” she asked coldly.

“Not at all,” he said. “I believe all of the gardens are considered mutually owned. The invitation is somewhat implicit?”

The queen frowned. “I see.” She gazed at the lake. “This is not the Nyrian way. This garden is mine alone. Please do not trespass here without my express invitation.”

“I apologize,” Jehn said, and he felt a stab of sorrow to lose his favorite place to be alone in Nyr. He began to withdraw, but she held up a hand. “No need to leave this moment. You are already here. My sanctuary is already disrupted today, and I have things I wish to discuss with you. But in the future, please grant me this one place where I may know I will be undisturbed.”

Jehn paused. He gazed at the lake and realized with a small ping of pleasure that he had indeed chosen the correct vantage point. From this place, the garden formed an image of a queen—the lake was her dress, studded with lilies and flashing with glints of sunlight like jewels on fabric as the wind stirred the top of the water. The willows, palms, and conifers clustered at the edge of the garden flowed together to form her hair, and an assortment of shrubs trimmed and shaped into what looked up close like a cluster of manicured cones, spheres, and cylinders came together at this distance to form a face that was, to his surprise, a stunning likeness of the queen. A small bridge, painted red, formed a mouth, and he realized that the sweeping, bow-like curve of the rail mimicked the upper lip of the queen exactly. Two stone sculptures formed her eyes, and they were positioned just right to catch the light with a faint shimmer that gave them a spark of life, as if the garden-woman were really alive.

As a whole, the botanical puzzle was cunning, and artful, and utterly satisfying to gaze upon. He was staggered by the intricacy of the artistry, the attention to detail. It was truly a garden fit for a queen.

“There are plenty of other gardens,” she said. “I’m sure you’ll find one you like.”

“Well, this one has puzzled me in a way I’ve found more enjoyable than the others,” he began, and then stopped when she smirked. “Forgive me, but I must ask,” he said. “Are we still speaking in double entendres? I would like it to be clear that I am not trying to talk about your… womanhood. Just the garden.”

The queen’s smirk stretched wider. “Just the garden,” she agreed. “And have you seen what you came here to see?”

She looked at his face now, not the lake.

“It is a portrait of you,” he said, nodding at the lake.

“Very good,” she replied, and then added, “For an Austrisian, anyway.”

He snorted. Her casual dismissal of his discovery pricked at him, as he imagined she had intended it to. “And how long would it take a Nyrian?”

“I can’t say, with this garden,” she said. “Few ever come here, so I have little data from which to make such an estimation.”

“I admit it took me days to find the correct vantage point,” Jehn said. “It is a clever and cunning design. Your designer should be proud.”

“I designed it myself,” she said after a pause. As if she hadn’t intended to tell him at first, but then she had changed her mind.

He was surprised and impressed, but he said nothing.

Silence swept over them for a moment. Jehn caught a whiff of a scent on the wind that he did not recognize, though it was familiar. He realized after a moment that it was the queen’s perfume.

“And you have not seen all of the secrets of this garden,” the queen added. Judging by the tone of her voice, she expected he never would.

Jehn looked back at the lake. The wind stirred the willows, making them flow just like tendrils of the queen in the flesh’s hair was doing as the breeze swirled around them, bringing droplets of rain with it. He could not see any additional patterns, not from this spot.

He wanted to know the additional secrets.

It surprised him how much he wanted to know. As if the answer might reveal his destiny in this misty, strange, beautiful place.

He would have asked more questions, probed for insights that he might try to untangle later when his hand was hurting him and he was unable to sleep from the pain, but then the queen said briskly, “We have things to discuss.” She began to walk, and he matched her pace as they strolled through the garden, leaving the perfect vantage point behind as they rounded the lake in their approach toward the palace. Anyone watching might think they were the perfect picture of a couple preparing for their upcoming nuptials.

The queen spoke first. “There is a feast planned already that has been in preparation for a year’s time—it is a celebration day for my people, a festival of our last victory against Bestane a century ago, and the marriage ceremony will pair nicely with the rest of the festivities. After that,” she said, turning her head to look at him, “you will be a good consort. You’ll stay in your chambers except when you want to stroll the public gardens, perhaps, or when I summon you to the throne room for effect. I will continue to run my country. You are here under my gracious provision, Prince of Austrisia, but make no mistake. You are my consort, not my king. Conduct yourself accordingly.”

Jehn said nothing. He walked with his arms crossed behind him, his face knit with a thoughtful expression. A listening expression.

They reached the steps that led upward to a portico lined with vines, and the queen stopped. She turned to face Jehn.

“Are you going to say your piece?”

“My piece?” Jehn repeated innocently.

The queen sighed. “My husband-to-be, I am not an idiot. You did not accidentally run into me in the garden this morning. In fact, I don’t think you’ve accidentally done anything in your life, Jehn of Austrisia. You encroached upon my personal garden in the hopes of catching me alone and making a request that you do not want my advisors to hear. So, make it. Because it’s about to rain, and this garden is more private than the walls of my palace, so I would like to talk here rather than inside.”

Jehn was impressed. He did not deny what she’d surmised, for she was right. He had walked the garden this morning with the intent to run into her. He did have a request.

She was cleverer than he had imagined.

“One of the eastern cities of my country is under siege right now,” he said. “An army encircles the city, starving it, beating at the doors. Soon they will break inside.”

“Isglorn, yes,” the queen said. “My spies have told me of it.”

“Then you must know that many men and women who are loyal to me are dying,” Jehn said. “Those who can have fled, but they need somewhere to go. Cahan has decided to make an example of them. They will not be safe in Austrisia.”

“Your nobles, of course, are welcome at my court—” the queen began.

“Not nobility,” Jehn said softly. “Surely you know that too.”

The queen paused. “You are seeking to relocate commoners?”

She seemed surprised.

Jehn gazed at her steadily without speaking.

“Nyr,” the queen said sharply, “cannot accept Austrisian refugees. My ministers would never allow it. The political situation in Austrisia—”

“You are queen,” Jehn said. “Make them allow it.”

She laughed. It was a derisive sound. “Do not speak to me as if your situation is any different. Your ministers keep you on a short leash, I hear.”

Jehn’s lips tightened. Rain began to fall, pattering on the ground between them, droplets landing in the queen’s hair and on her lashes. She looked fragile in the misty light of morning. Pale. Like painted glass.

She didn’t move. Neither did he.

“My people are dying,” Jehn said. “Those who have already escaped must have somewhere to go. They are boarding the last of my ships as we speak—”

“I am sorry.” The queen turned toward the palace. “I cannot help you.”

“They will be here within the week,” Jehn said.

“Then they will be turned away,” the queen said sharply. “I have told you already. I cannot accept Austrisian refugees. My ministers will not allow it. My people will not allow it. Your position here is already tenuous. The people already murmur with displeasure at the foreign presence in our court. My position here is uncertain. A move like this could cause favor to turn against me.”

Jehn’s hand shot out and closed over her wrist. She stilled. She did not look down.

“You could save them,” he said. “Don’t be heartless.”

The queen’s eyes cinched, eyelashes like dark scythes casting shadows across her cheekbones. “You do not have permission to touch the royal wrist,” she said sharply.

Jehn released her immediately. “My apologies,” he said smoothly.

The queen’s brows straightened.

“They carry gold,” he continued quietly. “The rest of the royal coffers that were smuggled away from Tasglorn before Cahan took power. I offer it to you as a gift, in exchange for a place for them.”

Her eyes glittered. The rain continued to fall on her hair and dress.

“No,” she said.

Jehn’s jaw tightened.

“When they arrive at your shores,” he said, “you won’t dare turn them back. You wouldn’t dare turn away my people. Not if you want to perpetuate the façade that we are in love. That we are so in love that you threw all caution to the wind in marrying me. Your people won’t like it, but you’ll have to allow the Austrisians to stay.”

The queen did not speak. Rain ran down her face like tears, but her eyes were as black as coal. She took a step back, not breaking her gaze away from his. “You think you can control me,” she said with venom in her voice. “You think you can twist me to work your purposes. You cannot.”

“It is already done,” Jehn replied evenly.

The queen drew back, watching him as if waiting for him to admit that he was lying, but he did not. Her face knit with anger, she turned and climbed the steps, rain soaking her dress and running in rivulets down her hair. Water dripped from her feet, which he realized were bare, making her look more like a country girl tending to chickens than a queen of the island nation.

And then she was gone, and Jehn was alone, left with his victory, feeling oddly shaken in the wake of her fury.

He might have thought he’d feel exhilarated in the face of his first win in the battle of wills with the queen, but his satisfaction was tainted. He felt weary, irritated, and heavy. His hand throbbed again, and the water that seeped into his clothes left him cold. The look in the queen’s eyes—that fury, mingled with a glimmer of betrayal—left an itch in him that he didn’t like.

He had never been so bothered to best someone before.

He steered his mind toward the fact that he’d secured a place for the Austrisian refugees. He was allowing himself to be sidetracked and confused. Perhaps the pain in his hand was making this difficult. He had won. He would be happy in that. It was not his choice that his marriage be a battlefield. It was hers.

But he would win the war.

The rain began to abate after a brief shower, leaving a mist behind that clung to the trees and the tall grasses, washing the world in gray. Jehn stayed still, listening to the sound of the garden as it began to wake again after the rain. Birds trilled. Tiny rivers, created from the downpour, rushed toward the pond beneath bridges built for such times. Jehn turned to leave the garden that he loved, a garden he’d known would not be availed to him again after this confrontation with the queen. Now, he must find another place to think, to walk alone and meditate upon what must be done.

He allowed himself one last glance of the lake. It no longer looked like a woman; he stood at the wrong vantage point. But a cluster of trees gave him pause.

What had the queen said just minutes ago?

You have not seen all the secrets of this garden. 

She said it like one who does not anticipate such secrets ever being seen. She said it not to entice him. She said it to put him in his place.

Jehn intended to show her differently.

He was no mere consort to be shoved aside. He might be a step on her climb to power, but she could be refashioned as a rung in his ladder to victory as well. He would not be passive.

He left the garden behind, passing through gates guarded by soldiers who looked at him and lowered their spears as they recognized him as the royal betrothed of the queen. He could only imagine any other person, emerging from this garden, would be swiftly intercepted and interrogated. Royal though he was, he received glares of disapproval from even the lowliest of her personal soldiers.

Then again, the general opinion of Nyr at the prospect of their queen marrying a foreigner was displeasure. He was a foolhardy choice, the exiled prince of a nation torn by civil war.

Jehn stepped into a second garden, one of the general palace grounds, this one crisscrossed with green canals bordered by drooping trees with purple foliage. Pathways wound through the garden, connected between the canals by arching footbridges painted white and gold. Ahead, Jehn spotted a few Nyrian nobles strolling across one such bridge. The women were giggling at whatever the man was saying. Their sun parasols hid their faces, and they did not see him. He withdrew into a shaded alcove of vines to wait for them to pass.

He’d rather not make stilted small talk with them, or even merely awkward bows and silent smiles, depending on their grasp of Austrish. He was still carrying on the charade that he did not speak Nyrese, and thus the nobles would have to speak to him in his language if they wanted to communicate.

The leaves rustled after the nobles had disappeared into the palace. Jehn didn’t look as he spoke.

“How was your journey?”

Kael stepped from the foliage and flicked a leaf from his coat. “Satisfying.”

Jehn smiled a little.

Kael pulled the medallion from his pocket and held it out. “As I promised.”

Jehn reached out to take it. His hands stopped just before he touched the metal. “I’ve always hated this medallion. It feels so… heavy.”

He didn’t mean the weight.

His loyal captain of the guard did not lower his hand. Jehn sighed and closed his fingers around the medallion.

One more thing to put around his neck.

“Have you finished preparing for your journey to Austrisia?” he asked.

Kael’s eyes flickered. “I leave within the day, once the Monarchist soldiers I’ve arranged to serve as your guards arrive.”

Jehn’s wane smile vanished. “I am not in need of minders, Kael. You were just gone to steal my medallion back, and I was fine without you.”

“I’ll be gone for weeks this time,” Kael responded. “I need someone here whom I trust to ensure your safety in my absence. This isn’t a summer palace in Tyyr, Jehn. This is the cutthroat Nyrian court.”

“I know exactly what it is,” Jehn snapped. “I’m not a nursling child.”

“You are still in need of protection,” Kael argued. “You are vulnerable due to your recent injury.”

Jehn looked down at his hand, still bandaged. “The queen’s guards—”

“The queen has her own agenda,” Kael said. “Do you trust her?”

It was a fair point, but Jehn wasn’t willing to concede it. “The queen wants me alive. She will not allow me to be killed.”

“Frankly,” Kael said with a twitch of the muscle in his jaw, “it isn’t an assassination I’m currently concerned about.”

Jehn was silent a beat. Birds called overhead. Wind rustled the trees.

Kael was referring to, of course, the drug from the Nyrian doctor that Jehn preferred to use to the prescription of his Austrisian physician.

“I haven’t—” Jehn began.

Kael lifted an eyebrow.

“Much,” Jehn amended.

“It is in the queen’s interest to have you docile and incapacitated. If she could make you into her puppet, she could run the Monarchist revolution, and afterward, Austrisia.”

“You’d never allow that, even if I were overtaken of my senses,” Jehn said irritably.

“I am not immune to a random accident, a slip of poison, a quick knife in the dark,” Kael said quietly.

Jehn’s eyebrows drew together. “I’d kill her myself if it happened.”

“Just keep your wits about you, please,” Kael said. “And do as your guards say.”

Jehn laughed, a low and startled sound. “Don’t scold me like a child. My wits are always about me.”

“I worry,” Kael said.

“I know.”

Another silence. Jehn thought briefly that perhaps the captain of his guard shouldn’t chastise like a grandmother speaking to a naughty child. He immediately dismissed that thought. Just weeks ago, Kael had refused to stop calling him your grace and had acted more like a whipped but obedient hound than his oldest friend.

He far preferred the near insubordination, even if Kael was wrong about his ability to handle the Nyrian medicine.

“Have you contacted her?” Jehn asked. He didn’t have to clarify who he meant. They both knew he was speaking of the dragonsayer.

A vein pulsed in Kael’s throat. He took his time responding. “No,” he said finally. “I thought it best—I should say, I would rather—well, I want to deliver the news in person. Frankly, I think she would only accept a letter from me to set it on fire at this point.”

Jehn studied the captain of his guard, curious. Romantic love seemed to inspire a great deal of rapture and a great deal of pain, and frankly, he could not understand it. And he was glad for that. He was a crown, a means to secure Austrisia and the freedom of his people. Love complicated things. It crept into the hearts and minds of the best men and women he had and made them conflicted and hurt. He was glad he did not know its bite.

“Don’t look at me as though I’m a stuttering fool,” Kael said with a low laugh. “I still have my wits about me, Jehn. Never fear.”

They were silent for a moment.

“Best not to delay too long,” Jehn offered, lacking any other words of wisdom to bestow upon his friend.

Kael nodded and slipped away, and the prince was alone in the garden.

Always alone.





CHAPTER TWO

 

A LONE HORSE galloped across the Estrian plains under a thundering morning sky, with a cloaked figure on its back. The horse, a striped Tyyrian stallion, had long, powerful legs that ate up the ground. Its mane and tail streamed in the wind that swirled across the land, bringing the scent of lightning and rain, drawing the curious gaze of the goat and cattle herders on the plain who were busy moving their stock toward shelter due to the coming storm.

The rider did not falter when a bolt of lightning sizzled from the sky and struck the ground. The horse snorted but kept plunging down the hill, heading for the distant mountains that marked the boundary between eastern Kyreia and western Estria. The mountains formed a crooked wall, foreboding and dusted with white snow even now in the summer months.

Those who watched the cloaked figure ride past speculated about who it might be. The horse was a fine one, so whoever rode it must be rich, or favored by someone who was. But the rider was alone. He or she must be an experienced traveler, to be riding with such confidence into the wilds of Kyreia. There was nothing that direction but rock dragons, gold miners, and wolves. Well, there had been whispers on the wind of Seekers moving through the north, searching for something. Someone, perhaps. Meanwhile, half of Cahan’s army was sweeping across the farmlands, devouring everything in sight as it crawled toward a confrontation with the Monarchist army in Estria. The other half was wrapped around the city of Isglorn like a fist. Whispers of the siege echoed all along the eastern half of Austrisia, repeated under bated breath in taverns and over wells at the center of the villages. Isglorn had grown too bold in their support of Prince Jehn, the whispers claimed. Cahan wanted to make an example to the rest of them.

As the hoofbeats of the rider faded into the distance, the whispers of the herders turned to other things.

There was a bandit in the north. A champion of the people, dressed in red and wielding knives and fire, calling herself the Scarlet Blade.

The whispers passed from mouth to ear. Her exploits—saving yak herders from bandits, rescuing girls from slavers—had already been told across the northern and eastern providences. Even in the Wild Province had they begun to talk of her. Rumors claimed that she would bring gold to the poor, and food to the hungry. Some even said she would end the violence that plagued the people thanks to the Seekers and the armies that roamed freely and took whatever they wanted from the people.

Some said the Scarlet Blade was kidnapped by slavers as a child, and now she was enacting her revenge upon them. Others claimed she was a prophesied daughter of a goddess, come to help the downtrodden. Others said she served the true prince.

Nobody, however, knew her identity.

 

~

 

Briand Varryda heard the footsteps of her attacker before she saw him. She dropped into a crouch, knives instantly in her hand, and so when he sprang at her, she was ready, feinting left before striking right, flipping the would-be assassin onto his back by grabbing his wrist and sweeping his feet out from under him simultaneously.

The attacker hit the ground with an oof of pain as the air slugged from his lungs, but he was back on his feet with a twist of his body and a grunt at the effort. He was a wiry one, and his expression was determined.

Briand took a step back as the thief took a swipe at her with his knife.

This was the third challenger this week.

She was growing tired of it.

She’d been training with Nath and Crag day and night to prepare for these attacks, so she was ready. She hit the ground in a roll, ducking past his weapons before springing back to her feet. She disabled the thief with an elbow to the face and a kick to the groin. He went down with a groan. He’d been expecting someone soft and inexperienced, no doubt.

Briand picked up his knife and stuck it in her belt, then put her fingers to her lips and whistled.

Crag and Weasel came running. They hauled up the thief.

“Maggot,” Weasel said sourly, taking a look at the attacker’s face.

“What?” Briand asked. She brushed a tendril of hair from her eyes and folded her arms to disguise how shaky she felt now that the danger was past.

“His name.” Weasel jerked his chin at the thief. “Goes by Maggot.”

“What shall we do with him?” Crag asked Briand in a quiet rumble.

Briand studied the man called Maggot, who was moaning in pain. Blood poured from his nose in a waterfall of red, staining the front of his dirty shirt. He looked barely more than a boy. “Dungeon,” she said. “Until I can decide.” She paused, then addressed the thief directly. “Can you read?”

He blinked at her. “What?” He had a thick Kyreian accent.

“Can you read? Austrish, Tyyrian, Dzani, anything?”

“No,” he said, suspicious. “I can’t read.”

“Hmm,” she said with a hint of a smile. “I have a punishment in mind for you.”

 

~

 

Briand found Nath in the dining hall, surrounded by a gaggle of beggar children and midway through a lecture about ancient history. The topic had sounded dry as a Syrian creek bed to Briand when Nath suggested it, but the children were lapping it up, eyes wide and mouths hanging open.

“Then Lord Yarrow thrust the sword through his opponent’s stomach,” Nath was saying, slashing his arm to demonstrate. “He spilled the other king’s guts on the ground in a fountain of blood, and the king died in a fit of agony.”

Ah. That was why they were so attentive. Nothing like a little gore to keep the children delighted. Briand noticed that the youngest of the children, Pip, stayed closest to Nath’s side. He’d adopted Nath as a father-figure, and Nath, though he grumbled about it, watched out for the child as fiercely as he complained at the lack of proper food and sunlight in the thief quarters.

Nath’s voice rose in excitement as he reached the climax of the story. “Lord Yarrow wrenched his sword free and held it aloft in the sunlight.” The tutor lifted his arm, enacting the pose, and the children oohed. “The king’s army fell to their knees at the sight, because, having killed the other man, now Lord Yarrow was their king.”

“Like Guttersnipe,” one of the beggar children piped up helpfully, pointing in Briand’s direction.

“Er, yes,” Nath said, taking notice of her and adopting a more somber expression as he dropped his arm. “Exactly. Anyway, that was how Estria became part of the kingdom.” He glanced up at Briand, who leaned in the doorway with her arms crossed. “All right, children. Go on. Learn your letters by tomorrow, or I’ll have you all strung up by your ankles.”

The children didn’t look remotely worried by the threat.

“Are you going to tell us about the Battle of Tasglorn tomorrow?” a little girl with tangled locks and eyes the color of mud puddles asked hopefully.

Nath cleared his throat with a look in Briand’s direction. “Ah, perhaps.”

“You promised!” another child said indignantly.

“Yes, well. Work on those letters, and we’ll see.”

They scampered away, and Nath approached Briand.

“Isn’t the Battle of Tasglorn a bloodbath? Heads on spikes, that sort of thing?” she asked when he reached her.

Nath scratched the back of his neck. “Ah, well, I was planning on telling them about a little-known part of the battle, where, ah, a small troop of men did nothing but watch the walls of the city. They lived to fight another day. Sanitary stuff, really.” His mouth pulled down in a frown. “Don’t look so disapproving.”

Briand laughed. “I haven’t the faintest idea how to raise children, and these children have seen a great deal of bloodshed already. They seem to like the stories, anyway. Gory stories sound like an excellent way to hold their attention.”

Nath muttered something under his breath about Cait and the scoldings he’d already received. Then he took a closer look at Briand, and he straightened with concern. “What happened?”

Nath was always so perceptive. No wonder Kael had found him an invaluable part of the party whenever they had a mission. Thinking of Kael sent a dagger of pain through her heart, and she jerked her thoughts away from such ruminations the way she’d yank a lazing horse away from a field of tall grass and back onto the road. She would think nothing of Kael. Absolutely nothing. She would not think of his dark gaze and hard-won smiles, or his quiet certainties and his blasted honor, or his dry humor and solemn dutifulness, or the way he managed to make a group of scrappy misfits into a family loyal to the death…

A family who had been torn apart, thanks to Prince Jehn’s decree. A lump of anger filled Briand’s throat, threatening to choke her.

She swallowed hard and took back the reins of her runaway thoughts. She was a thief-queen now. She could not let her imagination gallop around like a mere guttersnipe might.

Nath, arms crossed, was still waiting for an answer.

“I had another hopeful try to challenge me,” she said.

Nath shook his head. “Again? These thieves are not, as a group, trained fighters. When are they going to realize they’re no match for you?”

“I think Rags purposefully kept them weak and untrained,” she said. “To keep herself from being challenged. She was old and frail. No doubt she was fearful of being ousted.”

“She was a Seeker,” Nath muttered. “She had powers. I’m sure she used them to her advantage.”

For a moment, Briand felt a sting of envy at the ability to reach into someone’s head and see if they intended to be disloyal. If she could sort through the thieves this way, see which ones still harbored the hope of killing her and taking the mantle of thief-queen or thief-king for themselves…

“What did he try?” Nath asked. “Anything original?”

“Knife in the dark passage between my chambers and the main thoroughfare,” she replied.

Nath rolled his eyes. “And where is your would-be assassin now?”

“I send him to the dungeons. I thought maybe you could teach him to read.”

Nath pointed a finger at her. “Stop using me as punishment! Reading is a useful and necessary skill.” He paused. “Make Crispin do it. I’m busy with the beggar younglings. Their knowledge of our kingdom’s history is abysmal.”

“And here I thought you didn’t like children,” Briand said.

“I don’t,” Nath said. “I loathe them. But at least these ones are quiet, and they listen to every word I say.” He gave her a look. “Unlike some I could mention.”

“I listen to your advice, Nath,” she said indignantly. “In fact, I am here to ask it.”

He sat on one of the benches and folded his hands. “Oh?”

“I think we should train the thieves to fight.”

“Are you mad? When they keep attacking you?”

“We need the ability to defend ourselves,” she said. “We need security. I don’t want a weak and scattered group. I want a force to be reckoned with.”

Nath frowned. “So, you want to give them swords and teach them to use them on you?”

“I want to build a family. If we can inspire the thieves to loyalty—”

“They’re thieves!”

Briand sighed. “They’re just people. Battered, frightened people who’ve never had anybody to care about them or show them they have the slightest worth. They’re scattered and disorganized now, yes, but perhaps, if they had something they believed in, they would rally.”

Nath smiled faintly. “And I used to think you cynical.”

“I am cynical,” Briand said, a hint of a reluctant grin stretching her lips. She kicked a puff of dirt from the floor at him and turned away. “Sparring lessons after dinner?”

She’d been pushing herself hard to get better at hand-to-hand combat, swordplay, and other means of defending herself. Thieves were trying to kill her, the bars had disappeared in the dream dungeon, and the Seekers were an ever-present threat. She needed to be able to fight in close quarters with a much larger opponent if need be.

“After dinner,” he agreed. “Have you seen Cait? She was looking for you earlier.”

Briand left him to find Cait. She was glad to see Nath in such good spirits. She hadn’t told him about what the Seeker said several days ago about Kael’s death being necessary to win the war.

She hadn’t told anyone.

 

~

 

The dragonsayer found Cait in one of the large, empty rooms that had once been used as water reservoirs. Now, lichen spotted the cracked stone, and muddy stains marred the floor. A few beggars and thieves sat around Cait while the young noblewoman examined their clothing. A pile of red fabric lay at her feet. She’d previously declared to Briand that a thief-queen needed clothing to fit the part, and she’d taken it upon herself to make the Scarlet Blade, dragonsayer, and thief-queen of Gillspin a wardrobe suited to those titles. She’d enlisted the help of all of the thieves skilled with needles.

“Briand!” she exclaimed at the sight of her friend. “These people are brilliant. Look at what they’ve done with the fabrics available to them. This patchwork is so cunning, so innovative.” She held up a cloak, sewn from a dozen different patterns and colors of red. The effect was, Briand thought, rather suited to a thief-queen. Some of the reds must have been taken from stolen goods previously belonging to nobility, for the fabrics flashed and shimmered like saasa silk. She liked it.

“You know what they say about necessity and invention,” Briand replied.

A few of the thieves gave her cautious nods of acknowledgment when she looked at them. Most did not know what to think of her yet, but she had some supporters, at least.

Cait stood and brushed grit from her skirt. “I’m making you a bodice with hidden pockets for more weapons. You can keep rope on you in case you need to strangle someone.”

Briand raised her eyebrows but didn’t comment.

“If we could get more fabric,” Cait said, not noticing Briand’s expression or choosing to ignore it, “we could make things to sell after we’ve finished outfitting you and everyone else in this place. It’d be a way to make some honest money.”

“Well, as honest as however we obtained the fabrics,” Briand said.

Cait frowned at that, momentarily stumped, but then she waved a hand. “These merchants are all crooks,” she said. She studied Briand’s face. “What happened?”

“Are you and Nath both turning into soothsayers?” Briand demanded. “How is it that you can look at me and know I’ve been in a fight? Am I so blatantly transparent?”

“You have a scrape on your forehead, and dirt on your cheek,” Cait said with amusement.

“Another assassination attempt,” Briand said, feeling on her face for the scrape. “By a man called Maggot.”

Cait sighed. “Weasel, Rags, Maggot… if you could choose your own name, wouldn’t you pick something a little nicer?” She looked at Briand and seemed to remember that her friend’s chosen moniker was Guttersnipe, for her face reddened.

“It’s a point of pride, in a way, to own your own rejection and lowliness, make the insult a chosen name,” Briand mused. “Speaking of which, have you chosen your thief name?”

“I was thinking of going by Sunshine,” Cait said. “Or perhaps Rainbow.”

“An interesting choice,” Briand said, keeping her face straight.

“Don’t you laugh at me, Briand!” Cait said, wagging a finger at her friend. “This place needs a little sunshine. We can’t all be named things like Dirt and Pond Scum.” But she was laughing too, her eyes crinkling.

Cait seemed happier, Briand decided. She had a vibrancy to her that she’d lost after Sobin died. She joked often, despite the rather grimy and dreary circumstances they found themselves in. “I don’t know, Pond Scum has a certain ring to it.”

Cait sighed and shook her head dramatically.

“Well, Sunshine,” Briand said. “We’re having sparring practice after dinner. Don’t be late.”

They all had to stay sharp if they wanted to survive this dangerous place. It was full of stabby people.

 

~

 

Before dinner, Briand held court in the same tradition as Rags, where all the thieves and beggars came with their earnings for the day to put their tax to the queen in a big bucket at the foot of her throne. They lined the walls, each waiting his or her turn. Among them were a few travelers from other places, people who wanted to lay low and avoid the inns. One of the thieves looked like Kael until he straightened and met her eyes, and she swallowed as her heart stuttered.

She was not going to spend the rest of her life pining.

She was not.

Still, her pulse was jumping at the thought of the man she loved. The man she’d lost.

Briand moved one hand restlessly and bit back a curse as the rough wood of the throne bit at her arm. She picked a splinter from her wrist, vowing to replace the thing as soon as possible with some other building material.

One by one, the thieves approached her throne of barrels and crates and paid their dues, money that they would use to buy food and fuel for everyone’s survival. As the coins plinked into the bucket, Briand’s eyes roved across the line of waiting supplicants.

A figure in a dark cloak stood at the back, hood drawn over a bowed head, gloves pulled over folded hands. They were hunter’s gloves, made of soft brown leather, not the sleek, slick ones favored by the Seekers. Still, the sight of gloves made her stomach clench and her muscles tighten.

She eyed the figure, watchful and wary. As the line moved forward, she kept her eyes on that hooded head.

The coins rattled in the bucket at her feet. The thieves shuffled forward and muttered their allegiance.

Soon, the figure stepped before her. The torches flickered in their brackets. The sky above had turned dusty with stars.

The figure did not lift his or her hood, which was not unusual, but Briand’s skin prickled with awareness. Marl?

She reached down and put her hand on the knife at her belt.

“Yes?” she said, her voice coming out imperious and cold.

“I hear you offer shelter for travelers,” a gruff male voice said.

“If the pay is good,” she said.

The figure stretched out a hand and released three gold dubois into the bucket. He lifted his head, and part of the hood fell to the side, revealing a sliver of a face.

A face she’d know anywhere.

Kael.





CHAPTER THREE

 

THE WORLD AROUND Briand went momentarily silent as if all sound had been sucked away, leaving only the thud of her heart as she stared, frozen, at the dark cloaked, dark gloved man standing before her. A hint of muscular forearm was visible where he’d parted the cloak, and a glimpse of his jaw and eyes before the shadows and the cloak rendered the rest hidden, but... It was him.

Kael’s gaze collided with hers, sending a lightning bolt up her spine, and she felt as though she were falling off a cliff.

A vein throbbed in his throat as he waited for her reply.

Briand had imagined this moment a hundred times, mostly when she couldn’t fall asleep at night. Most of the times involved her leaping from the throne and pressing her blade to his neck and demanding to know why he’d broken her heart.

The others had involved some form of kissing.

Now, tangled in that stare of his, she was frozen.

One edge of his mouth lifted in the hint of an infuriating smile, and Briand’s whole body went ablaze with anger. How dare that bastard smile at her? And how dare her stomach twist into a delicious knot at the sight of it?

She burned with fury. And longing.

Mostly fury.

 

~

 

Kael gazed up at the dragonsayer, waiting for her reply to his request, his muscles strung tight. He was of a mind to stride up the steps of her throne and sweep her into his arms.

If he dared do so, she’d put a knife in his ribs, judging by her expression.

He wouldn’t fault her for it.

Lords, she was fierce. She took his breath away, sitting like an empress above this ragged court, blazing with fury. A flush stained her cheeks, and her eyes glowed. A vein pulsed in her throat, giving a hint at her pulse despite her icy stillness. He watched the way her fingers twitched at her knife, but she held herself steady. Regal.

She was resplendent.

Kael had the fleeting thought that if she and the queen of Nyr ever met, they might be great friends. They were both utterly ruthless, fearless women. But the queen of Nyr was as cool and remote as the moon, similar to Valora. Briand had the restless energy of a barely-contained wildfire.

She skewered him with her eyes. He was paralyzed beneath her gaze.

Had she any idea what a fool she made him into when she looked at him like that?

 

~

 

Briand brought her rebellious emotions under control. She lifted her chin, doing her best impression of Maera when the spy was playing a haughty noblewoman. Her voice, when she spoke, was steady.

“That is sufficient. Welcome.”

Kael’s mouth twitched again. He gave her a nod, his hood falling back over his eyes, and stepped toward the archway that led to the dining hall. His cloak was a sweep of shadow behind him as he vanished into the darkness.

She stared after him from her throne, eyes narrowed, heart still pounding.

What was he doing here?

 

~

 

Though he was exhausted from the journey, Kael lingered in the shadows, watching the proceedings from a shaded alcove as the thieves stepped before the splintered throne one by one. The dragonsayer barely had to speak a word to them—her witching gaze had them quaking before her.

She was stunning in her guttersnipe court. She wore her knives and rags as beautifully and fittingly as another queen might wear gold and pearls. He still saw a glimpse of the girl who’d climbed the ramparts of her uncle’s castle and gambled with the guards. Back when he was a younger and more rigidly uptight ass of a person. He’d scolded her for gambling in those days, but it looked as though she had gambled herself into a crown.

One of the men, at his turn, tried to withhold his full payment, foolishly gambling on the hope that she didn’t know what he owed her, and Briand leaned forward, her shoulders tight and her mouth a sword of derision.

“I know the winnings paid out at the Red Ruby,” she said. “You’ve given me half of what you owe.”

“I won by playing the orphan,” the thief protested. “It isn’t as lucrative.”

“You’re trying to win now by playing the thief,” she said lightly. “Pay what you owe your fellow thieves. Pay so we can eat and be safe.”

“I did,” the man insisted.

She lifted a single brow. She’d learned that from Jehn, Kael mused, although he knew she’d deny it a thousand times.

“The orphan strips the pot,” the thief said, his tone belligerent. “Makes the winnings lean. Any fool knows that.” He smirked as if he’d won an argument with her.

“Any fool,” Briand countered sharply, “knows better than to count his winnings outside the front door of the inn, where beggars and cheats and spies might be watching. Or brag to his fellows that the Guttersnipe won’t get her full cut. Or try to tell the queen of Dubbok how to play the game. And the Red Ruby doesn’t use the orphan card. You’re already lying to me, don’t insult my intelligence too. It makes me much more annoyed.”

The others watching laughed uproariously at the thief’s dressing down; she had them in the palm of her hand.

Kael swallowed a chuckle.

The thief reddened. “Rags and me—well, you might say we had an understanding, girl.”

“Rags is dead,” she said sharply. “Don’t call me girl. You may address me as Guttersnipe. And all I understand right now is that you aren’t clever enough to cheat me.”

The crowd tittered. The thief scowled. “You have a sharp tongue, Guttersnipe.”

“And an even sharper blade,” she replied.

“Do you really think you have what it takes to be a thief-queen?” the thief said.

The crowd murmured, some of them jeering at him, others whispering.

“What is your name?” Briand asked as she leaned forward.

“Talon,” the thief said with a jut of his chin.

“Talon,” she repeated. “You are not granted entry tonight.”

He looked incredulous. “What?”

Briand’s eyebrows pinched. Her smile sharpened. “Get out.”

Talon gazed around him at the other thieves and beggars as if seeking support. He found none. “You can’t—”

“I can,” Briand gritted.

When the thief tried to draw his knife, hers caught his sleeve and pinned it to the wall. She stood rigidly, risen from her seat on the throne, hand still extended from throwing it. Kael hadn’t even seen her summon the blade to her hand. She must have a knife in a wrist holster.

“Get out,” she repeated, straightening slowly as the thief wrenched free and retreated amid boos and jeers.

If Kael hadn’t already been in love, he would be now.

 

~

 

When the last thief had paid tribute and the bucket taken away for counting, Briand stepped from the throne and into the shadowy hallway. She was exhausted, but she dared not relax.

She had not for a moment stopped thinking about Kael since he’d appeared among the supplicants asking for shelter.

She wanted answers.

The whisper of air in the darkness alerted her. Briand stepped to the side of the corridor and pressed her back to the wall as she drew her knife in a single, fluid motion, preparing to fight.

She’d been practicing thanks to all the attempts on her life as of late. She was exceptionally good at engaging with enemies in the dark.

The shadow detached from the wall and took shape. A cloak. Shoulders. Light from the torches flickered over features that made her heart stutter.

She didn’t sheath her knife.

“Why are you here, Kael?” Briand asked, barely trusting her voice. “A mission for the prince? Or perhaps you’ve come to kidnap me and force me to become the dragonsayer on Jehn’s leash again?”

Something in his eyes glittered. “No.”

“No?” She took a step closer to him against her better judgment. She could smell his on-the-road scent, like wood smoke, horses, and pine. She had a thousand angry things to say. A thousand broken things. A thousand beautiful, heated, passionate words. She wanted to lose her fingers in his hair and trace the scar on his face with her lips. She wanted to hold her knife to his neck and demand to know why—why?—he could so easily walk away from her, while she could not seem to shake him.

“I came to give you a message,” Kael said, and stopped. Hesitated.

A message. She felt her gaze sharpen. She had no interest in hearing from Jehn the Betrayer of Friends. No doubt they needed someone to call up dragons. Someone to do their bidding like a good little pawn.

She was not only a player now, she was, laughably and ridiculously, a queen. A queen of thieves and beggars, but a queen nonetheless. Her court might be in rags, but it was her court all the same.

As such, she would not tolerate such indignity. Briand’s mouth curled, and angry words rose to her lips. She would take great pleasure in telling him her thoughts. In refusing to play the meek dragonsayer this time. She would not bend to the decrees of that pompous prince, not as long as he still held Kael’s heart in chains—

“Guttersnipe!” someone called, shattering the silence between them and splintering Briand’s ruminations. “Dinner is served in the dining hall. They’re waiting for you!” Light filled the corridor as Weasel stuck his head inside, holding a lantern aloft.

“Guttersnipe, eh?” Kael said with a look at her that communicated a conversation of unspoken understanding: her love for Nath in the choosing of her name, her owning of her identity with the group even as she fell in with thieves, her vulnerable admission of missing them. Briand felt naked beneath that knowing look.

Weasel squinted at Kael with suspicion.

“Are you all right, Guttersnipe?” the thief asked, putting a warning hand on his knife.

“I’m fine,” she said, not taking her eyes from Kael’s. “I’ll be there in a moment.”

Kael turned his whole body to look in Weasel’s direction, his muscular frame filling the space and posing a quiet threat with Kael’s at-ease, yet poised stance that could drop into combat at any time. Weasel thief gulped, but he didn’t back down. He was scrawnier and shorter than Kael, but he looked willing to try to fight him anyway.

He was turning out to be a good ally, Briand thought.

“Go on,” she said, and Weasel reluctantly retreated after one last curious glance at them.

The scathing words on her tongue would have to wait. She intended to savor her angry denouncement of Jehn and her refusal to engage with whatever mission he had sent Kael to command her to embark upon. She would wait until after she’d eaten, when there was a proper amount of time.

“I should go,” she said, stepping toward the warm light of the torches in the hall. “It is customary now for me to open the feast.”

The warm light of the torches fell over his face, and her heart pounded just looking at him. He looked well. Very well. He had a fresh scar from his time with the pirates that appeared to be mending, and his hair was shorter, as if trimmed for military duty. Stubble covered his jaw. He looked hard, rugged, restless, and every inch a captain of the guard, as Maera had informed Briand via mechbird.

“Feast?” One of Kael’s eyebrows hitched up in question.

“We have a lot of feasts,” Briand said. “It’s good for morale. Perhaps your prince should take note.”

“I will be sure to tell him,” Kael said, and half of his mouth flexed in a smile.

She was having a hard time focusing on anything but his mouth. She forced herself to look him in the eye instead.

“I must go,” she said, and started to brush past him.

“Wait,” he said, laying a hand lightly on her arm. “Briand.”

Her name on his tongue was like fire on her heart. His fingers were brands. She waited, pulse drumming. The darkness smoldered between them.

Kael’s eyes held hers, firm, determined. She saw a sliver of something else in that gaze.

Desire.

She felt lit on fire, and then she was angry. Angry that he would come here after the answers he’d given her. Come here and torment her. She closed her fingers around her knife.

He’d already made his choice.

“Guttersnipe!” someone shouted.

Briand threw her knife in the direction of the voice without looking. She heard the blade hit the wall with a thump, and the person who’d called her name made a low and startled exclamation. “What in the seven levels of hell, Guttersnipe—”

It was Nath.

He abruptly ceased his diatribe of indignity at the sight of Kael.

“Sir,” Nath said, his voice flooding with delight. “You’re here.”

Kael strode across the room to clasp Nath’s arms in greeting, leaving Briand seething with rage behind them. She quickly schooled her expression into something more neutral as the two friends embraced.

“We have much to discuss, old friend,” Kael said to Nath.

“Yes,” Nath said, clapping Kael on the back. “How are Tibus and Maera? Languishing from boredom in that stinking encampment, I’ll bet. I pity them. Not everyone has the privilege of serving a thief-queen.” He flashed a crooked grin over his shoulder at Briand, who had finally managed to get her furious expression stuffed away behind a cool, if somewhat stiff, smile.

“Tibus and Maera send their love,” Kael said. “And you. You look like a proper gutter dweller yourself,” Kael said with a low laugh, taking in Nath’s grizzled beard and ragged trousers. “What has she done to you, Nath?”

Nath beamed. “Our girl is a queen now. Queen of thieves and rats and leaking sewers, mind you, but it is a role she is uniquely suited for.” He turned to look at the knife embedded in the wall, and his eyebrows drew together sharply as his smile dropped into a scowl. “And, as you can see, she’s still slinging knives everywhere. You could have lopped my earlobe off, Guttersnipe.”

“I knew where I was aiming,” she replied coolly. She was annoyed and jealous of Nath’s open and easy affection for Kael, and Kael’s for him, when she was reduced to heavy silences and words that cut deep. Her chest throbbed with pain at the loss of her place at the proverbial table.

“Hasn’t she grown?” Nath said like a proud father.

Briand felt small, and hot, and furious, and sad. She felt as if her skin wasn’t going to contain all of her feelings. But she was thief-queen now, and dragonsayer, and a player in the game of kings and nobles. She lifted her chin. “I am the same size I was the last time I saw him. Or do you mean that our cook is fattening me up?”

Nath guffawed. He was in an excellent mood. “Our cook ought to be laying bricks beside the river. His food has the taste and consistency of mortar anyway.”

Kael studied Briand as if he hadn’t just been scouring her face with his gaze. As if he hadn’t just delivered a shock of news without explanation. His lips tipped in that bemused smile again. What was he thinking when he smiled at her like that?

Oh, how dare he come and smirk at her? In her own thief quarters?

She ought to throw him out. Rescind his sanctuary. Scrape the scent and taste of him from her memories.

She reached for the second knife at her belt, fingers curling around the hilt.

Kael’s sharp eyes noticed her movement. Still, he smiled.

She wanted to pin the collar of his shirt against the wall.

“Come,” Nath said to Kael, foiling her plans. “Let’s eat. Everyone is waiting for the dragonsay—er, I mean Guttersnipe—to make her formal toast. It’s a new tradition we’ve started.”

Not waiting for them, Briand spun on her heel and headed for the dining hall.

She could feel Kael’s gaze burning a hole in her back the whole length of the corridor.





CHAPTER FOUR

 

THE THIEVES’ DINING hall hummed with voices. The clatter of knives and forks against wooden tables filled the air, mingling with the scent of roasted meat.

In the center of the longest table stood a roasted pig, won from a Dubbok game by one of the players under Briand. She hadn’t asked how a roasted pig came to be gambled away. She’d merely pointed the young lady in the direction of the kitchens. The current cook, who Briand frankly wasn’t sure truly deserved the title, had poured some sort of savory sauce atop the meat and surrounded it with roasted apples.

The thieves spotted her at the door and began to drum on the tables as they chanted, “Guttersnipe, Guttersnipe!” Amid their shouts, she jumped onto the nearest chair and drew her knife. She wiped it with a clean cloth someone handed her, and then she took aim at the roasted pig.

She felt rather than heard Nath and Kael step into the room behind her. Kael’s presence was like fire at her back.

She let the knife fly.

The blade flew across the room and embedded in the middle of the pig. Her second knife was right behind it, landing a little to the left. A neat cut.

The closest thief to the pig, Crag, grabbed the blades and hoisted up the slice with a cheer. He laid it on a plate and began to carve up the pig.

Nath and Kael reached Briand as she was climbing down from the chair.

“That was quite a spectacle,” Kael said.

“Well, we like to remind the thieves where some of her talents lie,” Nath said in a low voice. “As some of them have been trying to kill her in a bid to take the crown.”

Kael’s eyebrows drew together in an indiscernible expression at that. “And are these fools still alive?”

“It’s a complicated situation,” Briand said.

Kael gazed at her with a glimmer of astonishment in his eyes. She wondered what he could be thinking.

“Look,” Nath said to Kael. “There’s Cait and Crispin. They’ll want to speak with you, I’m sure.”

Thieves swarmed around Briand before she could speak to Kael. He and Nath crossed to the other side of the room as the crowd trapped her.

“Guttersnipe,” a thief with an eyepatch said. “I have questions about Dubbok. When one is playing the orphan card—”

“Guttersnipe,” another cried above the first. He had a scar across his left cheek that was shaped like a hook “Nobbins stole my blanket roll while I was sleeping! Make him give it back!”

“Do you see a throne of crates and barrels?” she demanded. “I am here to dine, not be besieged by your questions. Come see me in the morning during the allotted time, for lords’ sake.”

“But my blanket,” the thief with the scar on his face protested. “What will I sleep on tonight?”

Briand pushed her way through the crowd toward the table where the food lay as the thief followed her. “Did you not tell me last week that you spent the last several years sleeping in gutters?”

“Yes,” the thief said. He was called River, she remembered.

“Well, can’t you find a nice nest of straw to sleep in? Wouldn’t that be nicer than gutters? Or are you incapable of that?”

“Yes,” River said sulkily. “I’ve lost my talent for it.”

Briand surveyed the food. Half of the roasted pig was gone. The rest of the spread consisted mainly of the current cook’s specialties—various stewed bowls of meat and mush.

She frowned at the fare.

“We need a new cook,” she muttered. “How did the current one get the job, again?”

River scratched the back of his head. “I believe he put on an apron and declared it his job. Said he was in the net-mending business before Cahan’s soldiers took his land, and he didn’t have it in him to beg or steal for his stays. Rags let him stay because he knew how to make her favorite dish, potter’s stew. These are all his mum’s recipes, I think.”

Briand dipped a wooden serving spoon in a platter of mush and watched the goopy brown gruel fall back into the dish. “I see.”

She served herself a plate while River stayed at her shoulder, chattering on about his stolen blanket.

“I shall give you a blanket to shut you up,” Briand said finally.

“My grandmum made it,” he said mournfully with a shake of his head. “It’s special to me. I need it back, Guttersnipe.”

“Fine,” she said. “You and Nobbins see me after dinner. Bring the blanket.”

She took her seat beside Nath. Kael didn’t look at her as she approached, but she felt the heat of his attention. Her stomach tied itself into a knot.

Cait was busy asking Kael questions about Nyr and the court’s adaptation to their new surroundings.

“Are my parents well?” she asked anxiously. “We send letters, but my mother has such a difficult time with the encryption process. Her reports come out a little comical. I can’t quite understand her meanings sometimes. The other day she sent me a mechbird that said my father ate flowers for breakfast and played a game with dolphins after lunch.”

Kael smiled. “Your parents are doing well, flower-eating notwithstanding. I think your mother meant to say that the Nyrian word for breakfast is the meal of flowers, because it is generally eaten in the gardens. I’m afraid I don’t know what he meant about dolphins, though.”

“I wish we could eat in a garden,” Crispin muttered with a glance at the stained walls of stone around them.

“You’d just wipe yourself with feverbeet leaves again,” Nath said, and guffawed.

Crispin threw a roll at his head.

Tears shimmered in Cait’s eyes before she blinked them away. “Do they miss me?”

“They miss you,” he said softly. “But they are proud of you. Your mother told me you are doing important things for Austrisia. I agree with her,” he added.

“Well, I do what I can to help.” Cait cleared her throat, flushing pink. “Have you heard the story of the feverbeet leaves, by the way?”

Kael’s mouth tugged sideways. “I have not.”

“You’re in for a treat,” Nath said. “See, the lad here—”

“I get to tell it,” Crispin interjected. “It happened to me.” He straightened in his chair. “I was down by the creek—”

“You tell it all wrong,” Cait protested. “You give away the punchline immediately.”

Crispin argued back that it was his story and he told it just fine, but Briand stopped listening. She was looking at Kael, who was watching the others with the smallest hint of a smile still on his lips. His arms were relaxed, the place between his eyebrows at ease. He exuded an energy that she could feel across the table. It tapped into her blood, drawing her like a bee to honey.

He was happy.

A trickle of something that tasted like poison flowed through her veins. She felt dizzy, sick. Her throat was dry. Under the table, she spun the knife over her fingers in an agitated way.

He was happy with Valora.

He had moved on and forgotten her, forgotten whatever pain he might have felt. If he’d felt any at all.

And she was still in fragments. Her insides were still scars, her heart stitched together with rage and pure determination that she would press on and protect those she loved even though all she wanted to do was dig a hole in the ground and curl up inside it.

As if he sensed her thoughts, Kael lifted his head and caught her gaze. A dart of pain and longing pierced her. She was the first to look away, cursing herself for her weakness.

“And then,” Nath declared with a guffaw loud enough to break back into her thoughts. “We realized at the same time, in pure horror, just exactly what our lad here had used the feverbeet leaves to wipe.”

Kael’s mouth twitched with thinly veiled amusement. “I hope you’ve since recovered, Crispin.”

“Quite recovered,” Crispin said.

Thieves had begun to stream from the room, having eaten their fill. Nath cleared his throat.

“If everyone is finished,” he said, “we have a bit of sparring to do. Kael, join us. Show these young ones a thing or two.”

“Gladly,” Kael said, his voice a soft purr that ignited something in her bones.

Briand didn’t want to look at him. She did anyway. She couldn’t help it. Her eyes were dragged against their will to him.

His eyes met hers. His were full of secrets and sorrow and… hope?

A voice spoke at her elbow. “The blanket, Guttersnipe.”

River. He stood behind her, with Nobbins in tow, scowling fiercely.

Briand sighed in exasperation. One might have thought being a thief-queen was a life of knives and gold and fiendish, clever glory, but it was sometimes it was more akin to the job of a nursemaid. “Where is the blanket in question?”

“I gave it away,” Nobbins said sullenly. “Someone on the streets saw the pattern and took a liking to it.”

“Is this blanket made of gold?” she demanded. “Get it back or pay River double what it’s worth. In the meantime, River, go see Cait and have her get you another blanket.”

She shook her head as the others at the table smothered their smiles.

“Sparring?” Nath wisely reminded her.

Briand needed to work out a great deal of frustration. She stood and led the way to the room they used for practice, a storage room tucked out of the way of the main living areas, at the back of the tunnels where no one would come looking for them. Here, they could let down their guard a bit as they practiced the skills that would keep them alive in this uncertain and wild place.

The storage room was shaped like a cauldron, with broad, sloping walls that ended in a narrow grate high above. Exposed beams crisscrossed overhead, and rats scurried across them, squeaking, as they entered the room with lanterns and lit the torches in the walls. A trio of stuffed dummies stood against the far wall, along with a row of targets.

Nath tossed Briand and Cait wooden practice swords. He looked at Kael with one eyebrow raised. “Sir?”

Kael nodded. He caught the sword the tutor threw to him with one hand and made a few experimental slashes to test the feel of the weapon.

“Are you learning swordplay now, Cait?” he asked.

She nodded eagerly. “Everything, really. We practice daily. Nath says I have quite the aptitude for it.”

“He does?” Kael lifted an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound like Nath.”

Cait dimpled. “Well, to quote him directly, he says I’m a disgrace to all of mankind and that an old woman with no legs could defeat me one-handed. But I know what he really means.”

Across the room, Nath made a scoffing sound. “If you practiced as much as you chattered on, I might raise that estimate to an old woman with all her limbs.”

Crispin took his time selecting a practice sword.

Briand took a few practice swings with her sword. Releasing the energy felt good. Her emotions ran hot inside, bottled up until she felt ready to burst.

Kael crossed the room to her side. He pinned her with his gaze, and her stomach dropped. “I learned a few new moves from the Nyrian guard,” he said quietly.

“Show me,” she said.

A smile slid like quicksilver across his face and was gone. Briand blinked, startled and warmed by it like unexpected sunshine.

She’d crawl through a river of snakes to see that smile.

He leaned his wooden sword against the wall and reached inside his cloak. He withdrew two wickedly curved knives, each one double-bladed from the hilt, making them look like half-moons in his hands. “Not swords,” he said. “Knives.”

Briand wanted to kiss him. The desire for it rose like a swell of fire in her, burning in her belly, making her dizzy.

He handed her one of the knivess, and their hands brushed. A shock like lightning darted up her arm.

She busied herself with examining the knife, swishing it and getting the feel of the weight of it in her hand instead of looking at him. The blades curved like rams’ horns, and the edges were jagged with angular cuts all the way to the hilt. She turned it this way and that, examining it in the glow of the torches.

It was a beautiful weapon.

Kael removed his cloak and rolled back the sleeves of his shirt to his elbows, exposing forearms of corded muscle. A few fresh scars were healing on his right arm. He paced in a circle around her. His face was calm, but his eyes sparkled.

Briand took a swing at him, and the air hissed as her blade cut toward him. Kael moved fluidly to the left and brought his weapon down to connect with hers. The knives clattered together, and everyone else in the room looked, as the sound was different from the dull clack of wooden swords.

“What do you think?” Kael asked across the blades.

“I like them,” she said, and spun away.

Kael dropped into a crouch. She struck again, and he moved beneath her arm in a blur and caught her off guard, dropping her to the floor with a swift move applied to her arm and leg simultaneously. He was over her in the blink of an eye, but she wasn’t finished yet. She caught his ankle with hers, hooking him. He stepped back, but she was on her feet again before he could have the blade at her throat.

His face was unreadable. She couldn’t tell if her response had pleased him or if she’d done poorly.

Either way, he hadn’t bested her yet.

“They don’t call me Catfoot for nothing,” she said.

That earned a flicker of something from him. A twitch of his mouth, a curve of his eyebrows.

She was locked in, fully engaged, her attention focused completely on him. If she hadn’t been, she would have missed the subtle twitch of the muscles in his arms before he moved. When he lunged, she was ready. She whirled away, ducking beneath his attack. He favored one side, and Briand remembered the assassination attempt. Was he still recovering? She used that to her advantage, striking where he was weakest.

She wasn’t going to make this easy on him.

She forced him back as their knives tangled again, but this time, the curved blades locked together, and Kael dragged her forward so they were face-to-face, noses inches from each other. She was breathing hard; he was sweating.

They were both flushed.

Kael’s gaze pressed into hers like a weight, turning her stomach into a cage full of fluttering birds. She was angry. She was alive—so alive. She wanted to stab him. She wanted to kiss him.

His gaze dropped to her lips.

The impulse to stab won out. Briand tugged at the knives, but they held fast as if they’d been soldered together. The tiny niches in the blades had fitted together in such a way that they couldn’t be withdrawn. It was clever, and deadly for the weaker opponent, the one who couldn’t get his or her knife free when the knife became a chain.

“The knives,” she said softly. “They always lock up like this?”

“There’s a trick to it,” he said, and there was that curl of a smile on the edge of his mouth. Then he yanked his blade forward, pulling it from her hands and drawing the knives apart in a practiced move that looked like utter sorcery to her eyes. He stepped forward and placed the blades at her throat.

She swallowed lightly. “I concede,” she breathed.

He lowered the knives but didn’t step back for another second, a second in which the world spun and the sound around them faded. Kael’s gaze turned honest, pained, and her heart beat fast.

Then he took a step back and slid the blades into the sheaths at his belt.

“How did you do that?” she asked, glad her voice came out normally.

“I’ve practiced the move hundreds of times now,” he said. “It is called quissec. The breaking. The knives have many holds and many subsequent dismounts. The tangle of the weapons is half of the fighting style.”

She was intrigued. “And this is a Nyrian method of fighting? What is it called?”

“Saress,” he said.

“Saress,” she repeated, loving the way the word curled off her tongue like a serpent. It seemed very Nyrian.

“It is a spectator sport, mostly,” Kael continued. “Fought in the outer islands more than the capital, although the members of the queen’s personal guard are well-versed in it. They were the ones who taught me.”

Thinking of his life there made her feel as though she were adrift alone in the middle of a vast sea. They were worlds apart, and yet she still yearned for him.

Across the room, Nath and Crispin sparred while Nath shouted commands at the lad. “Hold your head higher? Don’t drop your arm that way! Are you fighting with a sword or a fishing pole?” Crispin, flushed with fury, swung so hard that his sword split in half as it connected with Nath’s.

Nath dropped his blade with a shout and grabbed his hand as if it had been burned. “Lad,” he growled out. “You’re not fighting dragons—”

Crispin held the remaining half of his shattered practice sword to Nath’s neck. “Yield,” he demanded hotly.

Nath’s expression turned ugly. A vein popped out on his forehead. “You broke your sword,” he said icily.

“I disarmed you in the process,” Crispin spat back, chest heaving. “Yield, I say.”

Nath’s eyes glowed with annoyance. He dropped to the sand and scrambled for the sword, grabbing at it. Crispin rushed after him, kicking the weapon just beyond Nath’s reach. Nath hissed a curse and rolled away as Crispin brought the sword down on the ground with a thwack.

“Yield!” Crispin shouted. “It’s the rules!”

“I’m not dead yet,” Nath snarled. He lurched to his knees next to one of the dummies, grabbed one of the stick arms, and whirled into a standing position in time to block Crispin’s next spin. Crispin stumbled, and Nath knocked the remaining piece of the sword from the lad’s hand and jabbed the stick into Crispin’s collarbone.

“You’re dead,” he declared.

“Only because you ignored my command to yield—”

“I see some things haven’t changed,” Kael said to Briand.

She tipped her head to the side thoughtfully. “Don’t be fooled. They adore each other.”

Kael smiled slyly. “I can tell.”

He was smiling a great deal. Briand looked away, burned by the thought that it was Valora who had inspired these smiles, this change.

She remembered her earlier impulse to pin him to the wall by his collar. As he turned his back to her, striding toward the wall of practice swords, she drew a knife from her belt and sent it flying through the air with a hiss.

The blade caught Kael’s cloak like a needle piercing fabric and drove it into the body of the tallest practice dummy. Kael stood still, gazing at the knife before he raised his eyes to Briand’s. She stood waiting for him to meet her eyes, her whole body electric and glowing.

Without breaking her gaze, Kael reached out and pulled the knife from the dummy. He began to stalk toward her.

She took a step back. A fizzle of something excited ignited in her stomach at that expression on his face. “What else have you learned in Nyr?” she called, moving backward still, leading him to the center of the room where the ground was sandy and soft.

He spun the knife in his hand. “Many things. You would like it there.”

Was that an invitation to come back and be the dragonsayer at Jehn’s beck and call? Anger burst forth in her, overtaking the desire smoldering in her middle. She stopped, and Kael closed the distance between them. When he was within reach, she snarled at him, showing her teeth. “You think a guttersnipe like me would like a glittering, backstabbing court full of flouncing, bejeweled liars?”

He chuckled. “I think you would befuddle them all.”

Briand’s hand shot out, closing over his wrist at the same time that she leaned forward and planted her foot behind his. She yanked, pulling him forward to his knees in a practiced move that she’d spent many hours perfecting as of late. “I’ve learned some things too,” she said into his ear.

Kael’s smile was like a brush of fingers down her spine. She shuddered. He broke away from her, rolling easily to his feet. A vein pulsed in his throat. His eyes were light and full of life and energy. They circled each other, hands open. He sheathed the knife he’d been holding. For now, their bodies were the weapons.

Briand struck again, knocking him to the ground with another move she’d learned. She pinned him, her face inches from his. His gaze scorched her.

“Impressive,” he murmured. “Very good.”

Briand felt a surge of triumph at having bested him—and surprised him.

Then Kael grabbed her wrists and in one move, yanked her against him. He rolled her onto her back, and now he was the one pinning her lightly to the sand.

“I also have studied Kri Gaal,” he murmured in her ear, his lips brushing the place just below her lobe, against her neck.

Briand could barely breathe.

Kael wore a satisfied smirk that suggested he knew.

She dimly became aware that the others were watching them. She flushed, angry again—she was a veritable thunderstorm of emotions tonight—and reached out impulsively to hook a nearby mind.

Kael hadn’t yet released her, and he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to do so. She squirmed experimentally, and he inhaled lightly. Interesting. She was lost in his gaze a moment, and then—

Kael was knocked off her by a shaggy creature the size of a small pony. He fell back on his backside and swiftly moved to a reflexive crouch, knife in hand. The beast, undaunted by the weapon, knocked him down into the sand again and planted a furry foot on his chest.

It was Briand’s turn to smirk now.

Kael’s mystified expression transformed into delight. “Sieya?” he guessed, peering closer at the furry mound pining him down.

The dracule snorted lightly, pleased at the sound of her name. She backed off enough for Kael to sit up. He stretched out a hand, and she politely sniffed his fingers and then sneezed, spraying sparks.

“Is she supposed to be a bear?” he asked with a laugh, surveying the shaggy costume the dracule wore.

“A dog,” Briand said ruefully. “We did use a bearskin to make it, though. We had to disguise her and Vox somehow to get them into the city, and then get them here. We do not want it known that we have two dracules in our thief quarters, as you can imagine. It might attract the wrong attention from the wrong people.”

He nodded.

Seekers.

Sieya pranced around Kael, sniffling him, her tail thrashing. She seemed to recognize him now. Her thoughts were full of memories, and Briand’s throat tightened as she caught a glimpse of Reela in the dracule’s mind.

“Whose idea was this?” Kael gestured at the shaggy suit that clad Sieya from nose to tail, making her look enough like a giant, long-haired dog that nobody on the street would look twice, or stare long enough to make out the slitted eyes or the occasional curls of smoke that came from her muzzle.

“Cait’s,” Briand said. “She sewed the disguises too.”

Cait, hearing her name, approached them.

“Brilliant, Cait,” Kael said. “Sobin would be proud.”

Cait’s eyes glittered with sudden tears. “Thank you. I can only hope he would be.”

The others ceased all pretenses of sparring and gathered around as Kael got to his feet. Sieya turned an excited circle, her thoughts full of treats. She touched her nose to Kael’s knee and then darted away, hoping to lead him to the kitchens to pilfer her a snack.

“Back to the room,” Briand said, and the dracule wilted. She gave Briand a mournful look that was heavy with both pleading and condemnation. She thought of mean, angry faces and sad, tiny dracules.

“I am not being mean,” Briand said. “Go.”

Kael chuckled quietly.

Briand loved hearing him laugh. It was like a drug. She stared resolutely at the dracule instead of his face.

“Are you staying long, sir?” Nath asked Kael quietly.

“No,” Kael said. “I must leave shortly. I’m on a mission—”

Briand didn’t want to wait to hear the rest. She stalked away for the corridor as anger swept through her once more. Foolishly, she had allowed herself a moment of …hope? Was that what that buoyant, happy feeling in her chest had been?

Now it had shattered, and she was left with punishing disappointment once more.

She followed Sieya back to the queen’s quarters and ensured that the dracule was settled before she left to pace the outer tunnels of the thief guild. She was too restless to sleep. She drew the knife she kept sheathed in her left boot and practiced hitting the corner of one of the doors repeatedly until the place where the knife struck was a deep crevice of a groove. Then, she sheathed it with a snap and headed for the roof.

She wanted to see stars. She wanted to breathe wind. The air was too close and hot in the tunnels tonight. It was smothering her.

The thief quarter had no formal entrance here, but there was a grate, and a few loose bricks that made for handholds when they were removed from the wall, and Briand scrambled up them as easily as she used to climb up the ramparts of her uncle’s castle. She removed the grate and slipped into an alley. She was at the edge of Gillspin, near the water. She could hear the lick of the waves on the shore to her right. To her left, buildings rose like shadowy mountains against the night. She picked one and scaled it, scrambling up a dead vine, using windowsills as footholds, until she reached the roof, flat and covered in moss and ferns that had seeded between the crumbling shingles long ago. She brushed off a spot where the moss was thickest and leaned back to look at the sky. The stars glittered above like diamonds spilled across a purple cloak.

She exhaled, letting the pain and anger and sadness spill through her. Seeing him was exquisite torture. Underneath the rage, she felt only hurt. She felt small. She felt lost.

Briand drew in a bracing breath. She was not alone. She was surrounded by friends. She had the thieves, and they needed her.

And yet her heart throbbed. She felt lost in a desert with no light and no path to follow to find her way out.

The softest sound caught her awareness. She rose, ready for another assassin, cursing herself for letting her guard down.

A shadow loomed in the starlight. She moved to attack, and his voice stopped her.

“Briand.”

Kael.

She hesitated, half of a mind to fight him anyway.

He closed the distance between them. The light from the stars glinted along his nose and cheekbones, illuminating his face. His expression was vulnerable, open.

“You scaled that wall like you’ve been doing it all your life,” he said, and smiled.

Briand didn’t answer.

“Catfoot,” he whispered.

As she stood staring at him, Kael reached out and brushed his fingers down her cheek.

Briand shivered. “Don’t,” she said.

“Don’t what?” His hand dropped. His voice was hushed, laced with pain.

“Don’t say what you’re going to say,” she whispered.

His eyes were like dark pools. “And what am I going to say?” he murmured, taking a step toward her.

She wanted to move away, but she was frozen.

“That you are loyal to your prince,” she said. She couldn’t take her eyes from his.

He took another step. He hesitated, then touched her hand. It was a question. She slid her fingers along his, the warmth of him like a burst of light across her consciousness. She wanted to yank him to her. She wanted to shake him. She wanted to pull her knife…

No, she wanted to stand here and cling to him.

“I am loyal to my prince,” Kael said softly.

Her eyes slid closed. She wanted to run, but oh, she wanted to stay even more. She could hear his breathing, soft and ragged, in the dark as he stepped closer. His mouth was near her ear. His breath brushed her cheek.

“I am not marrying Valora,” he said.

Briand’s eyes snapped open. She searched Kael’s face and saw the truth written across it. “No?” she managed.

“No,” he promised. One corner of his mouth lifted in a smile, but the rest of him was still, frightened, searching.

His hand lifted, and hesitated inches from her cheek.

She took it in hers and pressed a kiss to his palm. Her mind spun; her thoughts wheeled in circles. She was in a storm, and at the center was one thought.

He was not marrying Valora.

Kael made a soft sound as her lips touched his skin. He caught her by the waist and pulled her to him. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he melted into her, his mouth on her neck, her jaw, her earlobe. The brush of his lips against her made her catch fire. She sank her fingers into his hair, turning his face to hers, and he kissed her like a dying man seeking life.

The world vanished. It was only them. She sank down to the roof, and he followed her, breaking away only to breathe.

“I told Jehn—” he began.

“Later,” Briand rasped, and pulled his head down to kiss him again.





CHAPTER FIVE

 

BRIAND LAY WITH her head pillowed on Kael’s chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. She was bemused, wondering, heavy with thoughts. But she wasn’t thinking them. For now, she was merely taking in the moment. She was overwhelmed with contentment, and she focused on that.

There would be enough time later to think of everything else.

The stars still glittered above them, and the moon had risen high in the night sky. A soft, warm wind blew across their skin, and Kael brushed a tendril of hair from her cheek, tucking it behind her ear.

“When I leave here, I’ll collect Tibus and Maera and bring them back with me to Nyr,” he said, his voice a rumble against her ear. He sounded sleepy and content. She was not used to that coming from Kael the ever-vigilant.

She liked it.

“You said you had a mission?” she murmured, tracing her fingers up and down the arm he had tucked around her. “Is that what you’re doing? Fetching Tibus and Maera?”

Part of her longed to go with him. To travel on the road at his side, the wind in her hair and a horse beneath her, its long strides eating up the distances.

Kael shifted so that her head nestled in the hollow beneath his chin. “Yes. I’m gathering those I consider most trustworthy to Jehn, those I have experience working with. I’m forming a king’s guard for the prince. He has named me captain.” Kael hesitated. “We could use a dragonsayer.”

“I am not a Monarchist,” she reminded him reflexively.

He kissed the top of her head in response. “I could also use a grumpy tutor who is an unexpectedly skilled swordsman.”

Briand stilled. “Nath will have to make up his own mind,” she said finally. Inwardly, pain splintered through her.

Not Nath.

She muttered something under her breath about loyalties to princes and how they ruined everything. Kael pulled her tighter against his chest and buried his face in her hair. He ran his fingers up and down her arm, sending shivers across her nerves.

He was quiet for a long time, and she savored the feel of him. Then he shifted as if ready to deliver less than pleasant news.

“The city of Isglorn, long loyal to Jehn, is under siege,” he said quietly. “Cahan’s army has it surrounded. Several Monarchist-leaning nobles and their families are trapped inside, along with an entire city of citizens. Cahan seems determined to make an example of the city, since it was known to harbor sympathies for Jehn.”

She frowned against him. “What does that mean for you?”

“It means a mission, eventually. I may have to go back undercover as a traitor, as I’ll need Seeker access to get inside the city.”

“Won’t they be suspicious this time, considering that you’ve been cleared of traitorous activity by Jehn himself? If they think you’re a spy, they’ll kill you first and ask questions later.”

“There’s always a risk,” he said lightly. “But news travels slowly at times, and most Seekers are arrogantly dependent on their mind-reading, and I am trained to confuse their efforts. And I am a resourceful man.”

She bit her lip until she tasted blood. She didn’t like that idea at all. “Is there any other way?”

“Perhaps,” Kael said musingly. “It remains to be seen.”

He sounded peaceful. Sleepy.

They talked more as the moon moved across the sky, their voices growing quieter and slower, and finally, they both fell asleep.

In the morning, when Briand woke, Kael was gone. A piece of paper lay in her hand, curled into a scroll. She unfurled it and read the neat words written across it.

 

This is not goodbye, Catfoot. 

 

—K

 

Briand closed her hand tight around the words of his promise.

 

~

 

Nath noticed at breakfast that the dragonsayer seemed in better spirits than he’d seen her in months. She ate as if she had been without food for days, and the corners of her lips twitched in the barest hint of a smile at everything, even the lad’s ridiculous and failed attempts at humor.

Even Cait noticed. “You seem cheerful,” she commented to the dragonsayer in a low tone. “Is this because you bested Kael at sparring practice yesterday?”

The dragonsayer’s mouth curled in a suggestion of a smile. “That is exactly it, Cait.”

Kael was gone. He’d already left for lower Estria, and Nath missed his former leader already. Kael had offered him a position on the king’s guard, but when Nath had responded that his place was with the dragonsayer, Kael had nodded approvingly.

“Good man,” he’d said, clapping Nath on the shoulder.

After breakfast, Nath was catching up to the dragonsayer in one of the corridors when a thief dropped from the rafters onto her with a knife. She laughed—laughed!—at his weak attempt to attack her, and promptly disarmed him without so much as drawing a weapon. Pinning him to the floor, she sentenced him to language studies with Nath and geography studies with Crispin.

“Hold up,” Nath protested. “Crispin is hardly the right choice for geography, as the lad has barely been anywhere but Tasglorn, and also, you’re still using me as punishment?”

“Excuse me,” the thief said as Nath was tying his hands behind his back. “Can it be Fleurish? I already know Tyyrian. And you didn’t specify the language…”

Briand leveled a suspicious glare at the thief, who wilted a little underneath her stare. “Did you know I would be sentencing you to learn Tyyrian?”

“Well,” the thief muttered. “My friend Maggot gets to learn Tyyrian because he tried to kill you.”

Briand had him pinned against the wall with a knife to his throat before he could blink. “Do you mean to say,” she snarled, “that you attacked me so you’d get language lessons?”

The thief held very still. His throat bobbed as he swallowed. Without moving his head, he eyed the knife she held against his stubbly skin. “Er, no?” he tried, but the tips of his ears flushed red.

“You did!” She was furious. She wanted to shake him. “What is your name?”

“Needle,” the boy said. He gave her a crooked smile. “Because I’m quick and sharp.”

“Not so sure about either of those,” Nath muttered.

Needle gave the tutor a belligerent look. “Nobody’s at their best when they’re half-starved and always running for their life. I work hard at my begging too. That takes some wits, old man.”

“Old man?” Nath growled, muttering more under his breath. “I’ll teach you Fleurish, you sniveling child. I’m going to make you conjugate the tenses until you want to throw yourself off a balcony.”

Needle looked more intrigued than intimidated by this threat. “I hear the tenses are the hardest part, so that’s a good idea.”

Nath frowned to see his threat ignored so soundly, but Briand interrupted what he was going to say.

“Half starved? We feed you,” she said, her tone severe as she lowered her knife and slid it back into its sheath.

“If you can call that swill we eat food,” Needle said with a sniff.

“You have a very entitled perspective for a beggar,” Nath interjected.

“And why are you running for your life? Has someone among the thieves threatened you?” Briand asked, angry now. If the thieves were trying to rob and kill each other, there would be hell to pay. She expected basic safety for those beneath her roof—the assassination attempts notwithstanding.

“Ever since the new mayor took power, he’s been cracking down on any begging that isn’t under his management,” Needle explained. “His guards round up anyone they find and throw them in the lockup every day.”

Briand’s brows drew together sharply, and she and Nath exchanged a glance. “New mayor?” she inquired coolly.

Needle nodded. “It’s why there are so many Seekers in Gillspin now.”

“Get this thief to the dungeon to think about what he’s done,” Briand said to Nath. “And then, I want a conference in the queen’s quarters. Bring Cait, Crispin, and Lark.”

“Yes, Guttersnipe,” Nath said, and hustled the thief away, leaving Briand musing alone behind them.

 

~

 

“He’s called Tarcus Melwith,” Lark explained later about the new mayor Needle had mentioned. “He was given the post here when he was banished from Tasglorn, or at least that’s what we’ve heard on the streets. He’s trying to get in good with Cahan and his Seekers, so he lets the graycloaks terrorize everyone and he sends food and aid to the army."

“Do you think he’s going to be a problem?” Briand asked Nath.

Nath frowned. “He’s already a problem, if he’s inviting Seekers to town and terrorizing our people.”

“And he isn’t the only problem,” she replied with a sigh. “We need to educate the thieves,” she said to those gathered around. “Today I was attacked by a young boy who, it turns out, merely wants to learn to read Fleurish. He thought by trying to stab me, he might be sentenced to tutoring by Nath.”

Cait shook her head. “Maybe he’s a masochist.”

“Aren’t you just rewarding bad behavior?” Crispin protested. “If they think they can get something simply by trying an assassination, won’t that lead to more attempted murder?”

“I think people are desperate,” Briand countered. “We want our thieves to be loyal. I do not believe in inspiring loyalty through coercion and fear. It never worked for me, anyway.” She thought of Jehn, and her lip curled. “We’ll help our thieves. Feed them, protect them, and educate them. Show them kindness and build camaraderie.”

“If you say so,” Crispin muttered.

Briand pinned him with a look. “That’s what changed me into who I am.”

Crispin’s eyebrows raised. “You?”

“When I met Nath,” she said, the corners of her mouth twitching, “I was a scrappy, gambling, spitting, knife-fighting orphan who got into constant trouble and who was hated by everyone.”

“And not much has changed,” Nath joked, but his face quickly sobered after a look from Briand.

“Nath despised me,” Briand continued.

“I wouldn’t say despised,” he murmured.

“You once threw a book at my head!”

“You were being exceptionally difficult at the time, if I recall,” he shot back.

They smiled at each other with genuine warmth mingled with their pretended irritation.

Crispin stared. “I’m surprised Nath was so… so foolish as to throw a book at a dragonsayer.”

“I think you meant brave,” Nath shot back. “And she wasn’t…” He fell silent.

The means by which Briand had become a dragonsayer was still a secret to most, even their friends. That information, in the wrong hands, could prove dangerous. If the Seekers managed to make a dragonsayer, well. Best keep things unknown.

Lark offered her thoughts. “Most of us can’t read in our mother tongue, let alone anything else. But we’d like to learn. Ignorance keeps us stuck.”

Briand nodded thoughtfully. “Yes,” she said. “It keeps us all stuck.”

 

~

 

In the evening, Briand sat on the throne of barrels and splinters and declared that any thief who wished it could learn to read and write from her right-hand advisor, who was calling himself—she paused, for Nath had not yet declared a name among the thieves.

“Mosquito!” a voice shouted, and she saw Crispin with his knuckles stuffed in his mouth to stifle his giggles.

She looked at Nath, who scowled and shrugged a shoulder as if he couldn’t care less.

“Mosquito, then,” she said, with a flicker of a smile, and gestured at Nath.

Additionally, she announced to the gathered thieves, lessons in geography and language would also be available, primarily from… blast it, hadn’t Crispin take a name either?

“Feverbeet,” Nath called.

This time, Briand couldn’t contain her chuckle. Crispin turned a bright shade of red and muttered something in Nath’s direction.

As the thieves paid their tribute, Briand twirled a knife between her fingers and thought of Kael.

A young woman dressed in muted shades of blue, with a scarf woven around her hair and a thick woolen shawl wrapped around her shoulders, was next in line to approach the thief-queen throne. Briand had never seen her before.

The woman dropped to her knees. “Thief-queen,” she said. Her eyes were wide with fear as she eyed the knife in Briand’s hand, but her voice came out clear and determined. “I have come to ask a boon of you.”

“A boon?” Briand leaned forward, furrowing her brow in her best impression of Kael to hide her bafflement and nervousness. “But you are not one of my thieves.”

“No, your, ah, your grace,” the woman said. Her hand, as she reached up to brush at her scarf, trembled, but she held her ground with a determined lift of her chin. “My name is Cora.”

“And what do you want, Cora?” Briand asked, hoping it wasn’t something insane. She leaned back and resumed spinning the knife idly.

“I’ve come to ask that your thieves spare my father’s wagons when they take from the travelers’ goods this week.”

“Their usual cut? You must be mistaken,” Briand said. Did this girl not know that the mayor’s deputies took money from farmers and merchants coming to sell? That must be what she meant. The thieves and smugglers avoided tariffs and evaded taxes and sometimes robbed the corrupt deputies, but they didn’t steal from the common folk.

But even as the words left her lips, she saw several of the thieves at the back of the room frowning, their stances tight and angry as they glared at the young woman. Her attention sharpened as a frown carved across her lips. She took note of the men who looked angry. There were three of them, all tall with beards and scraggly mustaches.

Cora shook her head, her scarf swishing back and forth. “I am not mistaken, Your Grace. The thieves always take a percentage, then the mayor’s men take their percentage, and then the merchants take theirs. Everyone says it is for our protection. The thieves’ cut is for our protection against the slavers that plague the roadways, but my father wants to take his chances this time—he can’t see any other way—and he wants to know if you can lift the tax, just this once. My family is on the brink of starvation, and we cannot spare anything at all. If the thieves take their usual cut, he won’t have enough left over in profit to buy supplies to feed our family through the winter.”

Briand’s eyes narrowed. “What?” she ground out.

The young woman repeated, in a softer voice this time, “If the thieves take their usual cut, my father won’t have enough in profit left over to buy supplies.”

Briand stood, her hand tightening around the hilt of her knife.

“Who,” she demanded, “has been fleecing the farmers as they come to sell goods in Gillspin?”

The room fell silent. The thieves shuffled.

“Who?” Briand shouted. Her voice rang loud.

A few thieves met her eyes. Some looked belligerent, some nervous.

“It was Rags’s idea,” someone said in a surly tone.

“To steal from the poorest among us?” Briand snarled. “And was it Rags’s idea too to keep it a secret from subsequent rulers?”

“I think Rags reckoned she’d live forever,” another thief called, and everyone tittered nervously. Some of the thieves eyed the doors as if they hoped they could slink away from the brewing confrontation. Others put their hands on their knives and swords.

Briand met Nath’s eyes across the crowd. He nodded, and slowly drew his knife.

“Who is taking this ‘tax’ from the farmers and locals when they enter the city?” Briand demanded, still standing at the end of her throne with the knife in her hand.

The thieves grumbled. The men she was watching looked at each other, their expressions dark. They did not volunteer any information.

“Do you recognize the men?” Briand asked Cora.

The young woman swallowed and turned to scan the crowd. “There,” she said softly, pointing at one of the men Briand had noticed. The one with the scowl on his face and the hand on his knife. “That one.”





CHAPTER SIX

 

THE YOUNG WOMAN pointed at the thief. “I remember him because he had a scar on his forearm. It was him.”

“Well?” Briand called to the thief. “What say you, accused?”

“Is this a trial?” the man growled, glaring menacingly at Cora and then Briand.

“Not yet,” Briand said. “But a serious charge has been leveled at you, thief. I want to hear your answer. What is your name?”

“I’m called Piercer. And I didn’t do it,” he said with a glint of a gold tooth flashing as he spoke. “The lass is mistaken.”

Cora’s jaw tightened. “I am not mistaken.”

The mood in the room changed to something cool and dangerous. The men standing around Piercer shifted, laying their hands on the weapons strapped to their waists.

Briand reached out with her mind and found the dracules, both of them napping in the queen’s quarters. They woke at her call and began to scratch at the door anxiously. Through their ears, she could hear Nath’s footsteps. When he unlocked the door, Vox and Sieya streaked from the room toward her location.

She focused on the crowd before her. Crag and Crispin had taken up strategic points at the edges of the crowd, both prominently displaying their weapons as well. Weasel, who perched in a high-up crevice in the throne room, straightened and became visibly watchful.

Piercer and his friends surveyed the room and then looked at Briand. Mutiny glittered in their eyes.

Briand breathed in and out. She wanted nothing more than to throw her knife and have it sink into the ground between Piercer’s feet. But fine marksmanship would not prevent bloodshed. The room was packed with people she cared about and people whose lives she was responsible for now.

She breathed in and out, controlling her temper, leashing the impulse to lash out.

The dracules reached the room and bounded to the throne. Everyone moved to give them a wide berth, for even in their dog disguises, they were terrifyingly huge.

Briand felt better flanked by her dracules. She leveled her best witching stare at Piercer and tried to channel Lady Valora. She did her best impression of a severe, cool-voiced noblewoman who was smiling through her teeth even as she delivered a threat. “If she is mistaken, then you have nothing to worry about. I will have an inquiry made into the matter. In the meantime—” She turned to Cora. “—I can assure you, your father will pay no tax to my people. In fact, I will make sure he has an escort to protect him from the merchants’ greedy hands as well.”

Cora blinked. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

Briand wasn’t sure how she felt about being called ‘Your Grace,’ but she let it go for now. Respect wasn’t a bad thing for others to see her receiving, not while she was still struggling to be accepted by the thieves.

She signaled to Weasel, who dropped down from his crevice and approached with a swagger.

“Take a few thieves you trust and accompany this young woman home,” Briand instructed him. “Talk to her father, find out what his experiences have been. And escort him back to the city so that no one robs him.”

“Thieves, protecting us from being robbed,” Cora said with a smile, and then she looked nervous. She put a hand over her mouth.

Briand arched an eyebrow. “Indeed,” she said.

When the young woman had left, escorted by Weasel and a few of his friends, Briand surveyed the rest of the thieves. One of them started forward with her money ready to drop in the bucket, but Briand held up a hand to stop her.

“There are going to be some changes,” she said. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nath step into the closest side tunnel, his hand on his sword. He was ready should there be any trouble.

“No more stealing from honest folk. No more skimming off merchants’ goods. No more pickpocketing in the square.”

The crowd murmured.

“Rags didn’t—” someone protested.

“I am not Rags,” Briand said. “I am Guttersnipe. I killed Rags. We will do it my way. If you don’t like it, you can leave.”

She heard grumbles, but no one raised an open challenge. In the doorway, Nath relaxed slightly but did not take his hand off his weapon.

“How are we supposed to earn our keep, then?” another thief demanded.

Briand smiled, a sharp flash of teeth. “Slavers plague the countryside. Stop their activity, and you can help yourselves to whatever coin they carry as payment for your deeds. Bandits and highwaymen are a similar scourge. Take from any of Cahan’s soldiers freely. But not the farmers and the townsfolk. Leave them alone. We will be protectors of Gillspin, not parasites feeding on it.”

“Protectors?” someone scoffed.

“Protectors,” Briand repeated firmly.

 

~

 

“There’s going to be trouble,” Nath said later as they sat around a table in the queen’s quarters. “These are thieves, not philanthropists.”

“I think they are capable of change,” Briand said. “But we have to unify them. Give them a common purpose, something to feel passionate about. I’m not asking them to do charity work.” She paused. “Besides, eliminating slavers is fun. How many of our thieves do you suppose were preyed upon by slavers, anyway? Sold to professional beggars when they were children, that sort of thing?”

Nath grunted. It was a fair point.

“We could have a uniform of sorts,” Cait suggested. “Like an army? Everyone could wear scarlet. Just like you. The Scarlet Blades.”

“I like it,” Briand said slowly. “Can you obtain enough fabric and dye?”

“I am confident we can,” she said.

Nath shook his head, but he was smiling with half his mouth.

“And you,” Briand said to him. “Keep teaching the children. Some of them are nearly old enough that they’ll be able to go on missions soon. If we can teach them better things than begging…”

“What about me?” Crispin demanded. “I want to help. I’m just as good a tutor as Nath.”

“Ah yes. Feverbeet,” Briand said.

Crispin blushed but didn’t break her gaze.

“You,” she said, “will be tutoring our prisoners. And you’re going to teach everyone in the thief quarters about how to give rypters the slip.”

He grinned at her. “That I can do. I’ll have the whole lot of them impervious to rypters before you know it.”

 

~

 

That night, Briand woke to the damp stones of the prison in her dream.

It had been a while.

She raised her head and found Auberon watching her, a curl of a scowl on his handsome face.

“Dragon girl,” he acknowledged her.

The bars that had once separated them were still missing. Their absence unsettled Briand.

“The information I asked about the last time we spoke,” she said. “Did you learn anything?”

“No time for pleasantries, eh?” he said with a smirk.

She looked at him, waiting.

“I am not your personal servant,” Auberon said. “Nor am I your spy. And I’ve been a little… incapacitated. I can hardly stroll down to my father’s library at the moment.”

“Why?” she asked. “Where are you?”

His face darkened, and he didn’t reply.

The dream went dark.

 

~

 

The room faded as Briand woke to the lingering feel of lips on her brow, and the ghostly memory of a figure murmuring her name, and she opened her eyes in the darkness, reaching reflexively for her knife even as a thrill shot through her, because she instinctively knew who it was.

She rose and dressed quickly after splashing water across her face and torso and tucking knives into her boots. She crept into the hall and headed for the roof first. It drew her like a compass. She could feel him down to her bones, and she let that feeling steer her.

When she reached the roof, he was there, sitting with his arms braced on his knees and his face to the sky, which was pink with the promise of dawn. He didn’t look over at her as she pulled herself up, but one half of his mouth hiked upward in a ghost of a smile.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” he said as she settled beside him

“Lies,” Briand said. “You know I’m a very light sleeper.”

Her arm brushed his as she sat, and electricity leaped between them. Kael’s eyes were still on the horizon.

“I’ve come with gifts,” he said. “There’s something I think you’ll be happy to see. Would you like to see? We’ll have to go to the hall.”

“What gifts?”

“It’s a surprise,” he said.

“Hmm,” Briand replied. She too looked at the horizon. A few stars still glittered above them. “Perhaps in a little while.”

His hand found hers, and he drew her toward him as he turned to meet her. She tangled her other hand in his hair, and he wrapped his other arm around her waist.

Surprises could wait.





CHAPTER SEVEN

 

SOME TIME LATER, when daylight had broken across the rooftops of Gillspin, Briand and Kael climbed down from the roof and stole through the quiet corridors of the thief quarter. Most of the thieves did not rise before midmorning, having stayed up half the night before, and thus Kael and Briand nearly had the place to themselves as they headed for the hall. Briand stayed close to Kael, not touching him even though she wanted to, but still wrapped in the intoxication of having him with her again.

“We should spar again,” she was saying as they reached the hall. “I want to learn more about those blades you showed me last time—”

The words died on Briand’s tongue as she stepped through the doorway and saw who stood inside the hall, bathed in the rays of morning sun.

“Surprise,” Kael said quietly.

Bran.

Her cousin sat on a barrel at the back of the room, eyes shut as if sleeping, but he straightened and opened them when he heard footsteps. His watchful expression, vigilant no doubt because he was in a thieves’ den, evaporated at the sight of Briand.

“Bri!” he called across the room. His voice echoed.

Beloved Bran. The one person who had listened to all her secrets when they were children. Who didn’t laugh when she missed the target with her knife, who helped her sneak into the stables to ride his father’s prized stallion, who stole sweetmeats from the kitchen and sneaked them to her when she was hiding from the cook in the garden and hungry from no dinner.

Swallowing a sob, Briand launched herself at her cousin, stopping just short of him as she saw his crutches.

“Are you healed enough? Can I touch you?”

In response, he grabbed her in a hug. Tears prickled at her eyelids, and she clung to him like a lost child.

When she drew back, she saw that he was blinking back moisture too. They both laughed shakily.

“You don’t know how many times I’ve imagined seeing you again,” she said.

“I do,” he said with a laugh. “I’m sure I’ve matched them in my own imagination. I’ve thought of you every day since we last saw each other, Bri.”

Briand ran her hand across her eyes. She looked down at his trousers, and at the left leg, where the pants were pinned up at the knee.

“Are you in pain?” she asked.

“At this exact moment, no,” Bran answered with a smile. But she saw the bruised shadows beneath his eyes, the nervous twitch of his hands as he leaned back on the barrel.

“Oh, Bran.”

He brushed her hair over her shoulder. “Let’s talk about you. Thief-queen, eh? I never knew I would be related to royalty one day. Do you wear a crown of Dubbok cards?”

Briand snorted. “I ought to make you kneel and beg my queenly forgiveness for a comment like that.”

But they were both smiling.

He glanced over her shoulder and straightened slightly. Briand turned enough to see that Kael was still standing a short distance away, giving them privacy to talk.

“Sir,” Bran called. “Are you not proud of our guttersnipe?”

“Very proud,” Kael said gravely, his face impassive.

Briand gave him a piercing stare that promised stabbing with knives and, if one knew to look for it, perhaps some kisses too, and Kael raised one eyebrow at her. He was serious now, all commander and Monarchist with Bran looking on, but she didn’t miss the faint smolder in his eye when she bit the bottom of her lip. His mouth twitched as if he wanted to smile, and he turned away toward the door as if expecting someone else—and trying to avoid giving himself away.

“Bran isn’t the only surprise,” he said in a carefully controlled voice.

“Briand!” a booming voice rang out, and Tibus appeared in the doorway.

“We brought a few more friends,” Bran said with a laugh. “And, I should add, we’ve all been strictly warned not to call you—” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “—dragonsayer.”

Briand hugged Tibus, delighted to see him again after several months. “Does Nath know you’re here?” she asked him, and the old soldier shook his head.

“Haven’t seen him yet. I can only imagine he’s off somewhere scolding a pupil,” Tibus said with a grin.

Maera stepped into the hall behind Titus, a coat of dark green sweeping the floor, her dark red hair piled atop her head in a crown of curls and braids. She wore trousers and a vest like a man, but no one would mistake her for one even at a distance. She was, as always, stunning and perplexing in equal measures.

Her mouth curved in a smile at the sight of Briand.

“Hello, thief-queen,” she said with an approving dip of her head. “You’ve managed to accomplish quite a bit since we saw each other last. I must say, I’m impressed.”

“Tibus!” a voice hollered, and Nath burst into the room with children streaming behind him. He ran to his old friend and clapped him on the shoulder. “I had no idea you were— Look at you, you look terrible— Where have you been sleeping, in a mud puddle?”

“Glad to see you too, Nath,” Tibus said fondly.

“Maera,” Nath added, nodding at the Tasnian spy. “Good to see you again.”

Maera was like a cat, Briand thought. You didn’t approach her; she approached you.

“Hello, Nath,” Maera said with a smile. “You look as cantankerous as ever. Who are all these children? Have you turned into some sort of nursemaid?”

Nath looked around him in bewilderment. The children, who’d clustered together in a sleepy clump, blinked back at him like owls. “Oh, these children,” he said, as if he’d just discovered them. “Why, they are my pupils. I’m trying to stuff some sense into their heads,” he added, but his words lacked any venom that might make them convincing.

Tibus, Maera, and Bran all looked intrigued at the idea of Nath teaching children. And lightly horrified.

“Who is being punished in this scenario?” Bran asked with a laugh. “You or the children?”

“Oh, hush,” Nath snapped. “They know better than to misbehave, and I am a fine and gentle tutor.”

Maera put a hand over her mouth. Tibus guffawed.

“You were my tutor once, Nath,” Bran said. “Gentle has never been used in the same sentence as your name.”

“Well,” Maera mused, tapping a slender finger against her chin thoughtfully, “I imagine one could say that Nath has the skills to gently eviscerate his enemies, so as not to bloody the floor.”

“Aha!” Tibus said, laughing. “You stand corrected, Bran. And I’ve seen him do it, too. This one time in Dorreglorn, when we were fighting swamp pirates, Nath used a fork to cut out a pirate’s—”

“The children,” Briand said, “are listening.”

The children indeed were listening, wide-eyed and eager.

Tibus closed his lips with a snap. He looked unaccustomed to considering small ears. He cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. “Cake,” he told the children. “Nath used a fork to cut a pirate a slice of cake.”

“What does eviscerate mean?” one little girl with large, doe-like eyes asked in a lisping voice.

Tibus cringed, looking around at the other adults for a response.

Another little boy piped up. “It means to cut out someone’s guts!”

The children’s eyes got even wider, if that were possible. They stared at Nath with worshipful expressions.

“This is the most adorable, disturbing thing I’ve ever seen,” Maera murmured.

“Ah,” Nath said, “Guttersnipe, where is Lark? Doesn’t she normally see that the children have breakfast?”

“Well,” Briand said, enjoying the situation as much as everyone else and not in a huge hurry to end Nath’s discomfort, “usually both Lark and the children are asleep at this hour of the morning. Why are they awake?”

Nath grimaced and didn’t answer.

“He promised to show us how to eviscerate someone!” one of the children proclaimed with enthusiasm.

“What’s this?” Tibus said, raising both eyebrows. “Are you creating an army, Nath?”

“The children should know how to defend themselves against enemies,” Nath said gruffly.

“What’s this I hear about eviscerating?” Cait asked from the doorway.

Some of the children scampered to give her hugs. She patted their heads as she locked gazes with Nath, who drew himself up as if readying for a battle.

“We were discussing a history lesson yesterday,” he said, “and it came to my attention that they lack some of the important knowledge of self-defense that might be useful to them if they continue to live in this forsaken place. Can we talk about this another time?”

Cait shook her head disapprovingly. “Children,” she said, “go and find Lark. Tell her that you need her to wake the cook for breakfast.”

“But what about our lesson?” the little boy who’d known what eviscerating meant asked in a plaintive voice. “He promised!”

“Nath will have to teach you your lesson later. Now go,” Cait said.

They scampered away, and she pinned her gaze on Nath. “What are you teaching these angels?”

“These angels,” Nath replied dryly, “already know the best way to cure a hangover and where to stand so they can pick the pockets of the dead after they’re taken down from the gallows. They live in Gillspin. They aren’t blue bloods.”

Cait flushed as if that comment had been aimed at her. “I’m Cait,” she said to Bran, thrusting out a hand. “Daughter of Lord Barria, and now right-hand woman to the thief-queen of Gillspin.” She added the last bit with a laugh.

Bran took her hand and bowed over it with a flourish. “Bran Varryda, son of Lord Pieter Varryda, and common soldier in the Monarchist army.”

“Varryda?” Cait looked at Briand. “You are…?”

“He’s my cousin,” Briand offered.

“Oh! Yes, I remember her speaking of you. Quite often, actually.”

“I’m honored to be mentioned so much. And surprised. I don’t remember Briand being particularly chatty,” Bran said.

“She isn’t. She’s a brick wall to talk to, most times,” Cait said cheerfully. “But for her, it is often. She misses you.”

Briand cleared her throat. “Perhaps you two can continue discussing my personality later, when I don’t have to stand here listening to you.”

“Oh, so you don’t like it either,” Nath said sourly.

“Come now, friend,” Tibus chided. “You live with thieves now. Surely they give you a good ribbing.”

“On the contrary—the thieves and gutterlings show me respect,” Nath replied imperiously. “Even the beggars…”

Tibus grinned. “Perhaps it is just kind liking kind.”

“Say that to me with a sword in your hand!” Nath snarled at the soldier, but his eyes were laughing. He wasn’t angry.

Kael, who had been observing all of this with quiet amusement from where he sat on one of the barrels with his arms crossed, stood and strode into their midst.

“Would you like to discuss why we’re here?” he said to Briand and Nath. “Somewhere secluded?”

Briand met Kael’s eyes. Of course, he wasn’t here merely to see her, to bring old friends around for a hello. He had a mission. Something pinged painfully in her stomach. She nodded.

“This way.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

 

BRIAND LET CAIT and Nath lead the others toward the thief-queen’s quarters, and she hung back, waiting for her cousin as Bran grabbed his crutches. He was surprisingly fast on them, fast enough to cause Briand to have to catch up to him. They walked together through the shadowy corridors of the thief quarters, morning sunlight filtering down in stripes on their shoulders. Rats scrambled away at their approach. Ahead, Briand heard the familiar rumble of Tibus’s voice, answered by Nath’s higher alto, and something inside her unclenched, like fingers that had been holding tight to a ledge that could now let go.

“Have you heard?” Bran asked conversationally. “My father is dead.”

Briand inhaled sharply, remembering the night that Auberon had dragged her uncle before her and read his mind. The Seeker had discovered that her uncle had murdered her father, and he’d promised to see Pieter Varryda punished for it. A torrent of emotions ran through Briand’s chest, but all she said was, “I’m sorry, Bran.”

Her cousin turned his head away so she couldn’t see his expression. When he spoke, his voice sounded suspiciously wobbly. “It happened months ago. I don’t mean to sound monstrous, but he probably deserved what he got. He was horrible to you, and my mother, and lots of other people.”

“Still,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

When Bran looked at her again, he appeared relieved. As if he hadn’t known how she’d take the news, and he was glad to have delivered them so he could lay that burden to rest.

They walked silently for a while longer, and then Bran said, “I’m to be a member of the true prince’s inner circle at the Nyrian court. A spy, though most will see me only another foppish nobleman’s son, no doubt.”

Anger surged through her at the mention of Jehn. How dare he take her cousin and make him a spy too? That would mean her beloved Bran might have to take a sword for him. It was bad enough that Kael’s life was always on the line without adding Bran to the mix. She was grumpy at the mere thought.

“But you only have one leg,” she said.

Bran’s face darkened slightly at that.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean… It doesn’t matter.”

“You bet your life it doesn’t,” Bran said sharply.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated.

His face softened. “I’m getting a wooden one made,” he said. “Kael tells me the doctors in Nyr are excellent at building false legs, and he’ll have one fitted to me perfectly. I won’t be held back by it.”

“Are you sure political intrigue is the life for you?” she asked. “All that backstabbing? And, you know, the literal backstabbing?”

“I’m quite capable of holding my own against an assassin,” Bran said. “You haven’t seen me in years, Bri. I’m a skilled fighter now.”

“Most skilled swordsmen don’t use their tongues to say so,” she replied.

“You were always a braggart,” he replied.

“I said most.”

They walked a moment in silence, and then Bran said, “It will be an honor, serving the prince.”

When Briand didn’t reply, he added, “Perhaps you could come to court. Serve on the guard. You’re skilled with a knife, are you not? You’ve picked up some skills over the last few years, I can only imagine. And we’re both orphans now. We should stick together.”

“I’m a guttersnipe girl, Bran, not a soldier,” she managed to say around the tightness in her throat.

“You’re trustworthy and clever. Jehn doesn’t need brutish louts; he needs soldiers who are loyal to the bone.”

“I’m not a Monarchist, Bran,” she said. She walked faster.

“You’re not?” His crutches clicked on the stone floor as he tried to keep up with her swift stride. “Bri? But all those missions—and, Kael said you saved Jehn’s life from an assassin—”

“I acted on instinct, and as a person saving another person, not as a loyal subject.” She stopped at a flight of stone steps and turned back to face him. “Careful on the steps. Some are crumbling.” Her anger ebbed at the confusion on his face, and she sighed. “Bran. It is complicated, but I do not serve Prince Jehn.”

“You don’t even seem to like him,” Bran said.

“No, I don’t.” She started up the stairs, but not before she caught a glimpse of Bran’s horrified expression.

“Bri,” he said, breathless with effort as he took the stairs after her, planting his crutches and hopping up them one at a time. “What are you saying? Do you… do you support Cahan, then?”

“I said I didn’t like the man. I didn’t say I was a corrupt lord or an idiot. I agree with Jehn’s side of things, but I’m done being a pawn in powerful men’s hands. I’m a thief-queen now.”

“This isn’t your home—”

“And neither is Nyr,” she retorted. “You don’t get to tell me where I can find belonging, cousin.”

They reached the top of the steps. Bran was out of breath. He stared at her, panting.

“You’ve changed,” he said, his tone more curious now. “Kael told me you had, but I thought maybe he meant you were better at knife-throwing than before, but no, it’s your manner. Your convictions. You’ve grown up, Bri.”

“Don’t sound so surprised,” she said. “And I am better at knife-throwing than before.”

He grinned at her. “If you’d asked me five years ago what I thought you’d be doing now, I’d have answered that you’d be still playing guards at Dubbok and running from them after you beat them all.”

Briand scowled. “I would’ve been long gone by now. Not by choice.”

Bran’s face fell. “I would have saved you, Briand. If things had been different…” He stopped speaking, licked his lower lip nervously. “I always had a plan in place. I was going to write letters to a nobleman using my father’s name. Arrange a marriage, and have you transported to the nobleman’s house from whatever barren wasteland my father had banished you. You’d be a noblewoman now if it weren’t for that poisonous gift, that vial of venom.”

“Poisonous gift,” she mused. “If it weren’t for that vial, I would never have come to know all of the people I care about: Cait, Maera, Sobin, Reela. I never would have been given a second glance by Nath or Tibus, or seen them again.”

And Kael… Her breath caught in her throat at the thought of never loving him. Infuriating, loyal, steady, unflappable Kael, whose kisses burned like fire and whose rare smiles filled her with sunshine.

Bran didn’t seem to notice that she didn’t mention the leader of his company. “If my plan had succeeded, you might be riding a Tyyrian stallion across a green pasture toward a manor house right now, dressed in silks and wearing a gold necklace.”

“Only Cahan supporters still have their lands,” Briand said with a raised brow. “Is that what you tried to sell me to? The enemy?”

“Fine.” Bran laughed. “You could be standing in a garden in Nyr right now.”

Briand shook her head, amused at the image. “I probably would’ve knifed whatever poor soul you’d chosen for me by the end of the marriage ceremony and rode off with the horse to the southern province to play Dubbok with the southern nobles.” She snorted. “I’m sure your planned future husband was foppish and uppity, like most noblemen’s sons.”

“Are you calling me foppish and uppity?” Bran made a face of mock horror.

Briand laughed. “If the silken slipper fits.”

And like that, they were friends again.

 

~

 

In the thief-queen’s quarters, they gathered around in a circle, Maera and Bran sitting at the table in the corner, Cait perching on the bed, Tibus and Nath leaning against the wall with their arms crossed, making similar expressions of gruff concentration. Briand leaned against the bedpost, her cheek against the cool, smooth oak.

The dracules, excited and nervous at all of the intruders, romped from person to person, pressing their noses to knees and elbows and wheezing greetings to those they knew and warnings to those they didn’t. They looked like strange, clumsy dogs in their disguises—Sieya had chewed on the left leg of hers, giving her a flea-bitten appearance and a flopping fake foot. Her slitted eyes glowed as she glared at Tibus, Maera, and Bran in turn.

“Don’t you remember me?” Tibus said in a low rumble, stretching out his hand for the dracule to sniff.

Sieya inhaled the scent of his fingers politely, her nostrils flaring pink, and then drew back and huffed suspiciously. She allowed Tibus to scratch her chin, and then she retreated to stand behind Nath, thrumming in her throat.

Vox, on the other hand, galloped between the newcomers with nervous energy until Briand banished him to the end of the room, where he sat mournfully, his head on his front paws, eyes watching everyone’s movements as if they were smuggling treats in their pockets and he was on the brink of snagging one from an unsuspecting treat-haver.

Kael stood in the center of the circle, hands clasped behind his back. His gaze passed over Briand, and she felt warm, as if he’d pressed his lips to her cheek.

“I’ve received word from Prince Jehn,” Kael said.

Everyone was quiet, listening. Maera looked disinterested, studying her nails, but Briand knew the spy well enough to know that she was on edge waiting for Kael’s next words.

“As most of you have heard by now, Isglorn is under siege,” Kael said. “A dozen noble families loyal to Jehn rule the city. Thousands of subjects—both noble and common—are trapped inside. Cahan’s forces have barricaded the roads and halted all transportation of food. The people inside are running out of food. Several hundred of the city’s citizens managed to escape into the surrounding hills, and they have sent word via spies to Prince Jehn of the conditions in the city. They don’t know how much longer the others can last.”

“And our army?” Tibus asked.

“Fighting in the south.” Kael looked around the room, his gaze lingering on each of their faces in turn. “Unable to get to Isglorn for weeks, maybe longer.”

“So, what are we going to do, sir?” Tibus asked gruffly.

“You and Maera and Bran will continue to Nyr alone,” Kael said. “I will be going to Isglorn.”

Protest broke out. Kael held up a hand, and the room quieted.

“Go without you?” Maera said. “What are you planning?”

“There’s a Seeker camp near Isglorn. I plan to turn myself over to them and reveal under torture that Jehn’s army is approaching from the east.”

“False information,” Maera said with a lift of her eyebrows.

“Yes,” Kael agreed. “But the Seeker general will be confident in his abilities to read my mind. He won’t question it. I’ll see to it that he foresees an easy victory, such that he’d be a fool to ignore. Once the army moves to meet them, that should give our Monarchist subjects enough time to flee to the coast.”

Torture. Briand’s stomach felt like a stone. She curled her fingers around the hilt of the knife at her belt, but it didn’t make her feel better.

Across from her, Nath looked as angry as she felt.

“So, you’re the sacrificial lamb,” he said flatly.

Kael looked at him with a neutral expression. “I am no lamb, my friend. More than one Seeker will have a blade in his throat before my mission is through.”

“Was this the prince’s idea?” Briand asked. The words burst out of her before she could leash them.

The room fell silent at the question.

Kael’s shoulders stiffened. He met her eyes with his, and a muscle in his jaw twitched. “No,” he said after a pause. “It was mine.”

“Isn’t there another way?” Nath asks.

“This is the plan that the prince has devised,” Kael replied. His tone was calm, confident.

Briand turned and paced to the door.

Torture.

She knew what Kael was. He was a soldier. A loyal spy to the prince. And now a captain of the guard. His life was going to be in danger daily. She couldn’t stop it.

Could she?

She put her hand on the knob, her fingers shaking, her pulse thundering in her head. All she wanted at the moment was to throw her knives and hear the satisfying sound they made as they sank into a wooden target.

“What about the common people?” Cait asked.

They all looked at the young noblewoman perched on the edge of the bed. Her cheeks burned, and her eyes were bright as she spoke.

“My brother loved a commoner,” Cait said. “We escaped when our city fell. She did not. My brother died trying to make that right.”

A muscle twitched in Kael’s cheek. Briand knew he had loved Sobin like a cousin, and he still mourned the lad’s death too.

“All will be saved,” he said. “That is Jehn’s goal.”

Cait nodded somberly.

All, Briand thought darkly, but perhaps the captain of the guard.

She turned to go. Her throat was tight, her fingers knotted into fists.

 “Briand,” Kael said from across the room. He spoke calmly. Almost gently.

She paused. She didn’t look at him, at any of them.

“I bid you to stay,” he said. “There is more, and it concerns you and your people.”

Her people.

One of the problems of becoming a leader was that it rarely afforded one the luxury of running away to lick one’s wounds.

Briand exhaled. She could feel their gazes on her back, burning into her.

She turned back around and leaned her shoulders against the door.

Kael’s face was unreadable. “Prince Jehn humbly asks for an alliance with the thief-queen and her thieves when it comes to the war with Cahan.”

Cait opened her mouth as if to shout yes immediately, but Briand held up a hand to silence her. She could not fumble this. She had to establish herself as a presence to be reckoned with. She wasn’t a little girl to be coaxed into compliance, and she wasn’t a piece to be moved against her will.

This was a chance to demonstrate that.

“And what would he have us do?” she asked.

“We need wagons and people to transport the refugees who have already escaped to the coast,” Kael said. “Can your thieves procure such wagons and help shuttle the people?”

Briand studied him. “Perhaps. What is Prince Jehn going to pay us?”

Maera quirked her eyebrows as if impressed.

“Briand,” Cait said. “It’s Prince Jehn. And refugees.”

Nath said nothing, but his face was tense. He understood what she was doing, she was sure of it.

Briand lifted her chin. “I am thief-queen now, and my people are my first concern. How does this benefit my thieves?”

Kael appeared unfazed by her question. “Prince Jehn is offering payment for your services, of course,” he said. “Five hundred dubois.”

“Five hundred?” Briand repeated scornfully. “No. Five thousand.”

Both Tibus and Bran looked at her sharply. Maera did not raise her eyes from her fingernails, but the edge of her mouth tugged in a hint of a smile.

“He paid the queen of Nyr a king’s ransom for her alliance. He can dignify me with a little more than the money that spills from his pocket.”

“The queen of Nyr,” Kael said evenly, “is the ruler of a nation.”

“Oh?” Briand said. “And can she summon dragons with her mind? Has she infiltrated the Seekers’ Citadel and learned their secrets? Can she call down ragloks from the sky?”

“Two thousand,” Kael said, giving her an indecipherable look as he said the words. She couldn’t tell if he were displeased or proud.

Briand took her time responding. She wanted to hold a knife to Jehn’s throat and watch him turn pale and stutter for mercy. But the siege was killing people. Of course she would help them.

She’d have done it without Jehn’s asking.

But Jehn had to know that she was not at his beck and call anymore. That was the message she wanted to send.

Briand’s gaze lingered on Kael’s face, which was impassive, fearless, strong. Her pulse thudded in her ears.

She saw the calm in his eyes. Not angry with her. Not disappointed in her demand for money.

He was himself as she knew him to be. And she was herself as he knew her to be. And that felt right, even as they were standing at opposite sides of a negotiation. She could respect who he was, as angry as she was. And she was confident that he felt the same.

Briand knew one thing: she couldn’t control him. She couldn’t demand Kael be anything but what he was. And he was a loyal Monarchist willing to sacrifice everything for what he believed in.

She could only choose what she would do and who she would be.

And she would be a player in this game. A thief-queen. A protector of those she loved.

The words, when she spoke them, felt like heavy rocks that she had been carrying too long. She was glad to speak them, but she was nervous too.

“Cait,” she said. “Have Quill purchase some wagons immediately.”

 

~

 

Later, after the thieves had woken and breakfast had been served—and the cook’s miserable attempts at sausages filling the halls with smoke—Briand sat in one corner of the dining hall, perched on a stack of crates with her back to the wall. Bran sat near her feet, arguing with Cait about a famous philosophy book they’d both read. Something about man’s reason for existence in a world of opulence and abundance. It sounded to Briand like precisely the kind of thing noble-born children would grapple with, and just thinking about it made her feel a little salty, and so she refrained from joining the conversation. Bran and Cait scarcely noticed. Apparently, both of their tutors had made them memorize long passages, and they took turns trying to impress each other with how much they could quote from the most boring bits.

Across the room, Kael sat with Maera, Nath, and Tibus. His eyes found Briand’s, and she felt a dart of heat in her belly. His expression did not change except for one flick of his eyebrows, and a glance at the doorway.

She stood just as Crispin arrived.

“Hello,” Bran said affably, extending a hand. “I’m Bran Varryda.”

“Crispin,” the lad said, shaking it. “Are you any relation to—?”

“Cousin,” Bran said.

Crispin muttered something. “And do you also possess terrifying and invisible powers?”

“Only if you count my charming personality,” Bran replied with a wink at Cait, which made her snort.

“We’re quoting Sociscos,” she said brightly. “I have more of An Ode to Temperance memorized than Bran—”

“I have the entire first volume committed to memory,” Crispin said, and settled himself on one of the crates between them.

Briand climbed down from the crates as Crispin began to rattle off a passage from memory.

“Lad,” Bran said, holding up a hand. “We believe you.” He looked over Crispin’s head at Cait. “What was it the poet Vespers said? Your fountain of words has turned to a flood? ”

“Actually, you’re wrong. That wasn’t Vespers,” Crispin said. “It was Coatsman, and the exact quote is: Your fountain of words has turned into a flood. ”

Briand swallowed a smile at Bran’s expression, and Cait covered her mouth to hide her laughter.

“You get used to him,” the young noblewoman promised Bran.

Briand left them behind and strode toward the door without looking at Kael. She felt his attention, though.

She walked into the darkness of the hall and continued down the corridor as the hum of voices faded behind her. She turned a corner toward a supply room where they kept extra food. It was dark inside, barely more than a trickle of light coming in through cracks in the slats of wood that formed a boardwalk ceiling above.

Kael was a hard shape in the doorway. She waited with her shoulders against one of the barrels of salt as he stepped inside, no hesitation, as if he could see perfectly in the dark. He placed his hands on either side of her.

“Hello, Catfoot,” he said. His breath brushed her lips.

“Captain,” she responded with mock coolness. But genuine uncertainty fluttered in her chest. She had opposed him publicly. Had she angered him?

She couldn’t see his face, so she reached out to feel his mouth. It curved under her fingers in a smile before he kissed her thumb.

“You know,” Kael murmured against her hand. “I thought your riding look was my favorite, but—”

“Riding look?”

He laughed, the sound low and velvet-soft. “Perhaps not the best description, but the way you looked when we rode together in Estria. Your hair in the wind, your eyes bright, controlling your horse with the lightest touch of your hands… I thought I’d give myself away every time I looked at you. You were luminous. So much skill, so much passion and joy in every movement you made. But earlier this morning—”

She caught his face in her hands. “Wait. Hold that thought a moment. I had no idea you thought I was …luminous?”

“Magnificent. Dazzling. Breathtaking,” he said, punctuating each word with a kiss on her jaw. “Sometimes I could hardly think of anything else.”

Briand was half-distracted by the kisses, but she stayed focused on his words. She wanted to know more. She was hungry to understand what he saw when he looked at her, delighted but bewildered, almost shy. “What else did you like specifically? Besides the hair and the eyes?” She asked it softly, hesitantly.

“Mmm,” he said, nuzzling the corner of her jaw, just beneath her ear. “I hadn’t finished my thought. I thought that was my favorite look on you, but today, you challenged my assumption. I might like your queenly look even better.”

“Queenly?” She drew back a little, feeling unexpectedly foolish. “Are you mocking me?”

“I assure you,” Kael said, “I have never been more serious. You were resplendent when you demanded higher payment. Your words were fire and ash. Your eyes cut me to my knees. I wanted to sweep you into my arms right then and there.”

His words lit a glow inside her. Briand relaxed against him again, pressing her ear to his chest.

“I thought you might be angry,” she admitted. “Not that that’s ever stopped me.”

“I’ve never been so proud,” he whispered. “You were every bit as fearsome as any queen, my dear Guttersnipe.”

Briand felt so deeply vulnerable at his admiration that she felt tears spring to her eyes. She covered her bewilderment with a stab at humor. “Words of fire and ash?” she said lightly. “Eyes cut you to your knees? Are you the captain of the king’s guard, or a poet?”

“Only with you,” Kael said in her ear, and she turned her head and kissed him.

A shout sounded in the hall, and they pulled apart.

Briand emerged first from the storage room to see thieves running down the passage, swords and clubs in their hands.

“What’s happening?” she shouted, her knives already in hand.

“A Seeker!” someone called back. “Here in the Thief Quarters!”

The Seeker who wanted Kael dead—had he come back to finish the job himself? To try to force her?

Briand joined the ones running toward the round room with the throne with Kael close on her heels. Her breath came fast and her heart pounded in her ears. She was ready to fight—she’d just have to lure the Seeker close enough to turn his power back on him, and then, she’d blast him unconscious, and they could finish him.

Tibus, Maera, and Nath appeared from another corridor, joining her as she sprinted toward the threat.

“Where is Bran?” she shouted to Nath.

“He’s with the children—Cait and Crispin are helping him,” Nath panted back.

The light from the throne room spilled into the hall as she rounded the last corner, and the doorway came into view. Through the arch, she saw the figure in a gray cloak, hood up to obscure the face, standing in the center of the light, hands folded across the front of the robe.

Bare hands.

The Seeker was ready.

She skidded to a stop in a plume of dust, her knives at ready. The others fanned out behind her, encircling the edges of the room and surrounding the hooded Seeker.

“Surrender!” Briand shouted. “Or we will have no choice but to make you!”

The Seeker laughed. It was a low chuckle, but the sound reverberated through the room. “I am not here to make trouble. I merely want to talk to the thief-queen.”

“I am the thief-queen,” Briand said. “Take off your hood.”

The Seeker reached up and drew back the fabric. Light fell over his head, illuminating his face.

Auberon.





CHAPTER NINE

 

BRIAND STARED, SPEECHLESS, as Auberon locked eyes with her across the room. The sunlight glowed on his silver-blond hair. His mouth lifted in a faint smirk.

Behind her, Nath made a low sound of fury. “Permission to kill him, Guttersnipe?”

Briand held up her hand. “Wait.”

“Don’t be afraid,” Auberon said, his smirk sliding even wider as he took in the sight of their weapons. “I’m only here to talk, as I said.”

“Then talk,” Briand commanded.

Auberon’s smile turned brittle. “Privately.”

She looked at Kael and Nath, and they stepped closer to confer with her.

“We could put him in the dungeon,” Nath said. “It’s not so private since we have all of your attempted murderers in there, but it’s a place to hold him.”

“What about the thief-queen’s quarters?” Kael murmured. “The dracules can keep him in line, and no one will overhear our conversations.”

“Thief-queen quarters it is,” Briand said. She looked at Auberon and raised her voice. “Put on your gloves and allow us to tie your hands, and then I’ll agree to talk.”

“And what is to stop one of your underlings from sticking a knife in my back as soon as I am incapacitated?” Auberon asked.

“I give you my word that I’ll hear you out first,” she replied. “But you’d better hope that tongue of yours proves convincing.”

Auberon made a show of rolling his eyes at her threat. He produced a pair of gleaming leather gloves and pulled them on one finger at a time, teasing his audience with his slow and methodical movements. When he’d wiggled the last finger into place, he held out his wrists obediently.

Briand took the rope one of the thieves offered her and strode to meet the Seeker. She alone felt confident to approach him, given her abilities, and she didn’t want to risk one of her thieves or friends if Auberon was lying about wanting to talk.

When she got close, his smirk was practically a gloat.

“I found you,” he murmured as she set the ropes around his wrists and began to tie them. “This is quite a grubby hole you’ve chosen to hide in, dragon girl. Even a cell in my house would’ve been nicer.”

“I am called Guttersnipe here,” she said, tightening the ropes with a jerk. “And I like grubby holes. They don’t stink of Seekers.”

Auberon’s eyes locked on hers in a way that she found unsettling. As if he possessed a secret about her that she ought to know but didn’t. His cheeks dimpled when she struggled with one of the knots.

“Having trouble?” he purred.

“Hardly,” Briand snapped. “The rope is stiff.” She managed to pull it tight enough, but her cheeks burned.

“Now,” she said. “Come with me.”

“Anywhere, my queen of grubby hovels,” he said with a mocking nod.

She led him through the crowd of thieves, flanked by Kael and his company as they passed through corridors with sunlight slanting down in stripes of blinding brightness from the grates, then tunnels that were dark and damp.

When they reached the thief-queen quarters and stepped inside, the dracules rose in unison, snarls rumbling in their throats.

Auberon paused. “Your beasts don’t seem to like me,” he observed mildly. “Perhaps we shouldn’t share the same space.”

“Smart things, aren’t they?” Nath remarked darkly.

Briand sent strict mental commands to the dracules, who reluctantly lay down on the opposite side of the room. Neither of them took their eyes off Auberon, who grimaced whenever he looked at them.

Kael and his company gathered in the room along one wall. Briand locked the door.

“All right,” she said to Auberon, crossing her arms. “What is it?”

But Auberon was not in such a hurry to answer her question. He gazed around the room, his eyes lighting on the chairs, the bed, his gaze almost possessive.

“So, this is where you sleep,” he mused. He looked at her, his eyes dark. The unspoken hung thick in the air between them.

So, this is where you dream,  he meant. This is where you and I are reunited night by night. 

“How did you find me?” she asked.

Auberon raised his bound hands and tapped his nose. “I sniffed you out like a bloodhound.”

Briand was not going to play his games. “Was it a rypter that led you to me? How did you know I was here in Gillspin?”

Had the Vision Seeker called Marl told him? Had they spoken?

“Ah,” Auberon said. “I intercepted a spy for the queen of Nyr. He gave up the secrets I sought easily enough, though he tried to fight.”

Kael straightened at this revelation. “The queen of Nyr?”

“Yes, traitor,” Auberon hissed at him. “The Nyrian monarch is keeping tabs on the dragonsayer. But her spy was careless. Disappointing… I’d always heard the Nyrians were master spies.” He paused. “I have heard that your true prince will marry her within the month. Does she not trust him, that she keeps spies watching his allies?”

He meant to sow discord, Briand thought. She shook her head at Kael to show that she was not going to let herself be drawn in by Auberon’s net.

“Any queen worth her crown is going to seek information that might benefit her,” Briand said.

“And you?” Auberon asked with a quirk of his perfectly manicured eyebrows. “Are you interested in information that might benefit you?”

“What information?” Briand demanded. She was growing tired of his games. “Tell me why you’ve sought me out, if it is not to try to kill me or capture me.”

“Kill you? Capture you? No, dragon girl. I want your help.”

“Like you wanted my help before?” she said. “When you kidnapped me?”

“No—and might I remind you, that kidnapping was all part of your plan,” Auberon said with annoyance.

“My cleverness hardly negates your actions.”

“But no,” Auberon said. “This… this is different.” He actually looked pained as he spoke the words. His eyes turned haunted, and his throat bobbed with emotion as he swallowed. “My sister is in trouble.”

“Jade?” Briand remembered having one dream about the dark-haired Seeker woman. A dream in which Jade had accused her of destroying something, although she didn’t finish her sentence before Briand woke. “You said she was at the front lines, healing the wounded.”

“That,” Auberon admitted, “was an, ah, embellishment of the truth.”

“So, you lied,” Briand said flatly.

“One cannot storm into the Citadel and blast a Seeker leader into a wall without becoming wanted for questioning, dragon girl. Jade and I fled, and I am a fugitive.” He spread his hands. “See, I am putting myself at your mercy just being here, telling you this. That alone should convince you of my sincerity.”

“It does not,” Briand said. “If anything, I am more skeptical. I find it hard to believe you would ever make yourself so vulnerable to anyone.”

Auberon’s eyes locked onto hers. “Haven’t you ever cast yourself upon the mercies of your friends?”

“We are not friends,” she said coldly.

A flicker of something—loneliness? Sadness?—crossed his face, but then he blinked, and the vulnerability vanished into a smooth smile as if it had never existed. “Of course,” he agreed. “We are enemies—but sometimes, enemies can become allies when faced with a greater, mutual concern.”

“Where is Jade?” Briand said, growing impatient. “And why do you need my help?” She was worried about the Seeker woman, but she wouldn’t show Auberon that. She wouldn’t give him a single shred of weakness to exploit.

He could not be trusted.

“I need a dragonsayer,” Auberon replied.

“What for?” Nath demanded, breaking the silence of the others and stepping forward with his hand on his sword.

“Because I need to summon a dragon,” Auberon said.

A coil of something that was not quite fear and not quite curiosity curled in Briand’s chest. She stared at the Seeker.

Why did he want to call dragons?

Nath scoffed. “Why would you ever think that our dragonsayer would help a despicable creature like you?”

“Have you ever heard of Ikarad?” Auberon asked instead of answering that question.

It was as if a chilly wind blew through the room when he spoke the word.

“I haven’t,” Briand said warily, when no one else spoke. “What is it?”

“It’s a Seeker prison,” Nath spat. “A remote death trap that officially doesn’t even exist. If that’s where his sister is, she’s as good as dead if she isn’t already.”

“He’s right,” Kael said, and something in his voice sent goose bumps across Briand’s skin. “I think I know where you’re going with this, Auberon. It won’t work.”

A muscle in Auberon’s jaw twitched, but he didn’t acknowledge Nath or Kael. He didn’t take his eyes from Briand’s. “I know she is alive,” he said. “She’s managed to send me a message.”

“If your sister is alive and in Ikarad, she’s very soon going to be beyond helping,” Nath said. “So what can the dragonsayer possibly do about it?”

Briand glanced at Nath—his face was the color of ash. He looked terrified.

Auberon lifted his chin. “She and I are going to rescue Jade.”

Kael gave a curt nod, as if he’d expected Auberon to say as much. He rubbed a hand across his chin, his eyebrows drawing together, and Briand imagined he was mentally putting together the pieces of whatever plan Auberon had not yet revealed.

The others, however, were flabbergasted.

“Rescue her?” Tibus repeated with a growl.

“You aren’t going anywhere with Briand,” Nath said. He pulled out a knife as he spoke. “Not without us.”

“Fine,” Auberon said, as if he’d been expecting this. “I’ll need a few extra bodies to be sword fodder for the guards anyway.”

Nath made a furious sound. “That isn’t what I—nobody is going with you!”

Briand held up a hand to quiet him, and Nath heaved an angry sigh and was silent, seething.

“Your arrogance is astounding,” she said to Auberon. “That you would come here and make such a demand is unthinkable. What do you really want? Is this a trick?”

“It’s no trick,” Auberon said. “Read my mind, dragon girl. You’ll see that I am sincere.”

His gaze clung to Briand’s once more, and a shiver went through her.

He did seem sincere. Desperate, even, despite his sneering façade.

Maera said quietly, “If your sister was a fugitive of the order, and they’ve captured her, there is no rescuing her. She’ll be tortured beyond her capacity to withstand shortly, if she hasn’t been already. Nothing will remain of her mind but a shell if she lives at all. And you know this, so why…?”

Auberon’s eyes narrowed. “They don’t know it is her. Not yet.”

Kael, his chin still in his hand, slid his gaze to Briand. She felt his attention even as she kept her focus on the Seeker.

“Explain,” Briand commanded. “Why would the Seekers not have already read Jade’s mind and discovered her identity?”

“She was burned in a fire before she was captured. Her face was…” Auberon blinked a few times, “scarred. She is not recognizable, and as you know yourselves, shock can temporarily keep a mind from being read. In Ikarad, the prisoners are often thrown into vast holding cells to await processing. It can take months to scour the minds of all who are newly incarcerated. She may remain undiscovered for some time. But, as you can see, it is imperative that we go immediately.”

“Why do you think Briand would have any inclination to help you?” Kael asked from where he’d been standing quietly. “What do you know?” he mused. “You’re not a stupid man. You wouldn’t come here without leverage.”

Auberon’s lip curled at Kael’s piercing question. “When the guards of Ikarad do ravage my sister’s mind for information, they’ll know that Briand is the dragonsayer. They’ll know everything—they’ll know about you, traitor, and about your friends. They’ll know about the guardian family who was hiding in Tasglorn. Everything. Aren’t those things secrets you’d rather keep hidden a while longer?”

Briand studied him. He spoke as if he had personal knowledge of these things. “Have you ever been to Ikarad?”

Auberon twitched as if a dark memory passed through his mind. “Once,” he said. “Not as a prisoner, of course. It was a long time ago. But I still remember the things that are necessary to know. It is a strange, haunted place. Bound by curses and strange magic. But we could get inside.”

“I still see no reason why we would help you—” Nath began.

Auberon lifted his chin. “Allow me to sweeten the deal. I’m prepared to offer any information your Monarchist friends might need—codes, military movement, plans. I don’t care.”

“Codes,” Kael repeated. “The codes Cahan’s army uses to communicate commands?” He had a gleam in his eye that suggested he’d thought of something.

“I know them,” Auberon said. “I’ll give them to you.”

Briand looked at Kael. He nodded to her once.

“Let me look into your mind,” Briand said to the Seeker. “Let me see first that you are telling the truth.”

“But what if he tricks you?” Nath spat.

“He can’t see what I’m seeing, nor can he always control the flow of information. I could dip into his thoughts if he were trying to see mine. It isn’t quite like the way the Seekers do it, but it could work. We could know if he were lying, anyway.”

The company was silent. Kael and Briand looked at each other. Briand gestured to the dracules.

“Watch him,” she commanded them, and then she motioned for the others to withdraw with her to another part of the chamber, out of earshot.

“This is insanity,” Nath hissed. “I say we kill him and be done with it.”

“What about his sister?” Maera said. “If she is in Ikarad, since she knows about the dragonsayer—”

“That knowledge, in the wrong hands, could be deadly,” Kael agreed.

Tibus was quiet, his face drawn with concern.

“You can’t possibly be entertaining the idea of helping a Seeker,” Nath said, aghast.

“I am,” Kael said. “We could gain the codes the military uses and send those to draw the army away so the people inside could escape Isglorn.”

“Meaning you would no longer be tortured by Seekers?” Briand asked.

Kael nodded.

She felt dizzy. She looked at Auberon over her shoulder and then back to the others.

“I should contact Jehn via mechbird if this goes any further.” Kael said. He looked at Briand. “Thief-queen?”

Her mouth pressed into a firm line, and after a moment, she nodded.

She didn’t want to involve Jehn, but she knew Kael wouldn’t make a decision without speaking to his prince.

“Send the mechbird,” she said.

She would do anything to save Kael.

Even break into a Seeker prison with the enemy.

 

~

 

The mechbird came back that same evening, its gears hot from flying as fast as possible without stopping. Kael and Briand, waiting on the roof, intercepted the bird. The message it spat into Kael’s palm simply read, in the code language used between Kael and Jehn:

 

Do it.

 

And was signed by a single, scribbled J.

Kael studied the writing for longer than Briand supposed was necessary to absorb the meaning of the words, and then he sighed.

“See how shaky the text is? It is his hand, but it is sloppy. The prince,” he said to her, “is still using medicine to curb the pain of his hand, and I suspect, the pain of his mind as well.”

“The pain of his mind?” She lifted a brow, skeptical. She was still angry with Jehn. She had not forgiven him for what he’d done to Kael. To her. “Is it so difficult to be a prince, with legions loyal to you and willing to give their lives and their blood to your cause?” Her voice turned scornful.

“The prince lives a lonely and somewhat tortured existence,” Kael said. He brushed a kiss across the top of her head. “Much as I did before…”

“Before what?” Briand asked.

“Mmm,” Kael murmured. He wrapped his arms around her and buried his face in her hair. “Before a witching-eyed guttersnipe with a penchant for climbing towers and stealing horses came into my life and turned everything I thought I knew upside down.”

“You didn’t like me then,” Briand protested. “You despised me.”

“I was fascinated by you,” Kael said with a laugh. “I pretended exasperation and severity in turn to disguise how intriguing I found you, because if you’d discovered it, you would have twisted it to your advantage daily.”

Briand made a scoffing noise. “I wouldn’t’ve. Not daily. Weekly, perhaps.”

His chuckle was a warm rumble against her back as he pulled her into his arms. She leaned her head against his shoulder.

“What are we going to do?” she asked. “About Auberon?”

“We’ll assemble a team to break into Ikarad,” Kael said grimly.

It was Briand’s turn to sigh. “This is going to be dangerous, isn’t it? Will everyone be safe? Nath? Tibus?”

“Nath and Tibus are seasoned soldiers. And we’ll take every precaution.” Kael said, but he looked worried.

“Every precaution that he won’t murder us, or that we won’t murder him?” she asked. “I’m thinking specifically of Nath here.”

“I don’t think Nath is the only one eager to put a knife in a Seeker’s chest,” Kael said.

She twisted her neck to look at him, and Kael was grim-faced.

“You?”

He pressed his forehead to hers and sighed in response.

“I know you and Auberon… have a bit of a past,” she said.

Kael didn’t move. He breathed in and out, as if savoring the feel of having her there. “He has long wanted me dead,” he agreed. “And I confess the feeling has been mutual at times.”

“The information I could glean from his mind could save you torture,” she whispered.

Kael made a small noise in the back of his throat. “But in return, we follow him to the bowels of hell. Ikarad is deep in the north, across mountains, through snow and ice. It was forged by magic, but not just any magic. Legend says a Seeker who’d gone insane built it a thousand years ago. It’s a twisted place, with riddles and betrayal written into the very stones. It won’t be easy, Catfoot.”

“When has any mission with you ever been easy?” she said.

He laughed quietly. “Fair enough.”

It was different, being with him like this. She saw the man behind the mask. The doubts, the fears. She reached out and pressed her palm against Kael’s chest. Kael reached up and covered her hand with his. She felt his pulse in his palm, calm and firm.

She loved him.

She leaned close and planted a kiss on the corner of his mouth. “I have crossed deserts,” she said. “I have crossed oceans.” She pressed a kiss on the place just below his lower lip. “I think I can cross ice too.”

Then she had a thought, and paused, her mouth against his chin.

Kael drew back slightly, enough to look into her eyes. “What is it?” he asked.

“What about the thieves?” Briand said. “I don’t dare leave them alone.”

“I have an idea about that,” Kael said, and smiled.





CHAPTER TEN

 

MAERA’S EYES LIT up with entirely too much glee when she heard Kael’s plan.

“I will play the best thief-queen you’ve ever seen,” she promised, her bright red lips flashing in a smile. “No one in the thief quarters will ever realize you’re gone. And we might redecorate a bit. This is going to be fun.”

“How are you going to convince them that you’re me?” Briand asked, hands on her hips. “Take sick and hole up in the thief-queen chambers for several weeks? And what do you mean by redecorate?”

“Oh no, I would go mad locked away in that coffin you call quarters,” Maera said. “No, I think you will very soon suffer an injury with a tub of hot grease, perhaps… something that will require you to bandage your entire face, and your hands. You won’t be able to throw your knives with as much precision, perhaps. So, no one can expect you to be shearing meat off pigs at dinnertime from across the room, not for several weeks.” She winked. “It will be perfect, Briand. A vacation. I’ll sit on the throne and keep your thieves in line.”

She hadn’t, Briand noted with concern, answered the question about redecorating.

“Are you sure you can play a convincing—” Nath began doubtfully.

“Question my ability to play thief-queen again, and I’ll put a knife in your chest,” Maera snarled at him with one hand on the knife she wore at her hip.

It was, even Briand had to admit, a fairly convincing impression of her.

Nath stared, then guffawed. “Add a face bandage and I think you’d fool any one of us.”

Maera shrugged one shoulder. “I do what I can.”

“Maera will stay with Crispin to make sure things do not fall apart here,” Kael said. “Bran and Cait will go with the wagons and the thieves Briand trusts to accompany them to take the refugees hidden in the hills and transport them to the coast. Nath, Tibus, Briand, and I will accompany the Seeker north to Ikarad.”

“I am not to go to Ikarad, then?” Bran asked. His tone was respectful, not challenging Kael’s decision, but the disappointment shone in his eyes. He didn’t look at his missing leg, but his right hand twitched toward his knee as if he could cover it up.

Kael’s look was kind.

“Help Cait collect the refugees,” Kael said. “You will be a great asset.”

Bran jerked his chin in assent. He swallowed, his throat bobbing.

Cait gave him a quick smile. “I’m glad you’ll be coming with me.”

“I’m bringing the dracules,” Briand said.

Kael nodded at her. “Good idea.”

Auberon watched their discussion from across the room. Briand could tell by listening through the minds of the dracules that he could not hear what they were saying at that distance. He sat on a chair, positioned awkwardly due to his bound hands, his expression remote and haughty until he realized she was looking at him, and then he gazed at her with the piercing look of a wolf peering at civilization from the edge of a forest, she thought. Something in her chest twinged as she remembered the moments of friendship they’d shared, and the words they’d exchanged afterward when they had both disavowed friendship of any kind.

She couldn’t afford to let her thinking become clouded. He was dangerous, and he’d made his position and feelings about her clear enough in recent times. They were not friends. Nothing remained of the closeness they’d shared, the empathy that had grown between them when she was in Tasglorn as his prisoner. She would treat him with caution.

 

~

 

Auberon’s nose itched, but he was not about to lose all dignity in an attempt to scratch it with a foolish-looking contortion of his bound limbs, no matter how vexing the sensation was. And so, he sat making his best scowl, because it distracted him in a pleasant way whenever one of the Monarchists looked his direction and blanched with fear. The scrawny, ugly one with the scars on his face kept sliding his eyes toward Auberon and then away, his hands reaching reflexively for the sword he wore at his waist as if he wanted nothing more than to run Auberon through and leave him to bleed out on the floor. The pretty female Tasnian with the red lips and the dark eyes kept rubbing her shoulder where Auberon’s sister had injured her during their last encounter. Even the old soldier with the close-cut hair, who was burly as a bear and who looked strong enough to crush rocks in his hands, grimaced whenever Auberon’s gaze fell upon him.

They ought to fear him. He could cripple any one of them with a touch, except for her…

She could destroy him.

In more ways than one.

Auberon’s chest tightened whenever he met the dragonsayer’s eyes. Could she see how he was torn apart just looking at her? Were his feelings apparent? His pulse thudded at the thought. He had offered his mind to verify his sincerity, to give them an inducement to help him rescue Jade, but what if the dragon girl saw the truth?

What if she saw that he was wholly and irrevocably in love with her?

She would know that she could make him do anything. Anything at all.

She was his weakness.

And that was dangerous indeed.

They approached, looking grim, and Auberon sneered at them all. They would not see his pain. They would not see his fear. He slouched in his chair as if he weren’t bound and uncomfortable, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, as if he weren’t terrified for his sister and bleeding inside at the sight of the dragonsayer, beautiful and flushed with life, her expression cold and scornful as she faced him.

“We will help you rescue Jade from Ikarad,” the dragonsayer said. “But we have conditions.”

Relief flowed through Auberon, thick and overwhelming, but he didn’t show it. He kept the sneer plastered across his face. He had always been excellent at sneering, and he exaggerated it now. He lifted his chin. “Well?”

“You will let me see into your mind first, to verify your claims. You will travel in chains, with leather gloves that we devise worn on your hands at all times to prevent you from killing one of us,” the dragonsayer said. Her voice was cool and commanding. Queen-like. She had never looked more powerful. It made him feel on fire. 

“At all times?” Auberon said, lifting an eyebrow.

The dragonsayer refused to be derailed by his insinuations. “All times. You will even sleep bound, with a guard. You will submit to these things willingly if you want our help.”

“Your help,” he clarified with a thin smile. “I don’t want the others. They are insisting upon coming.”

“I need them,” she said, meeting his eyes fiercely. “And you do too. We can’t do it alone.”

He wished she wasn’t right. He wished it could be as he imagined it—her and him alone, crossing the ice to Ikarad together. She would be safe with him. He would never hurt her. In his mind’s eye, he saw it. The sun shining on the ice, which stretched around them like a gleaming floor of silver. The cold, aching sound of the frozen water shifting and creaking below and all around. Her cloak, dancing in the wind. Her eyes, squinting against the brilliance as she looked at him. Her smile, sharp as a dagger.

He drew back as the dragonsayer stepped forward and reached out a hand. His heart began to beat fast.

“Show us the information you promised,” the dragonsayer said. “We want military codes. Specifically, the codes that will summon an army to another location immediately. And,” she added, “I want to know everything you know about the location of the other guardians.”

“I cannot give this information to you now,” the Seeker replied coolly, speaking as if she were insane. “Then what reason would you have to come to Ikarad? No, you will get your information when we’ve rescued my sister.”

Briand looked back at the traitor. As if she needed any input from him, Auberon thought bitterly.

The air felt electric. He waited, pulse still pounding.

“Give me something now,” she said as she turned back. “Show me your memory of Jade’s capture.”

“Fine,” he said. He would show her the truth, so she would believe that, at least.

The dragonsayer’s fingers were cool against his forehead. He reached out with his power through her skin, trying to draw thoughts from her head, forging the bond that would allow her to see his. Cold fire burned between them.

The dragonsayer closed her eyes. Her lips parted slightly.

Auberon fought to keep his mind on the matter at hand.

Her eyes flew open, and she nodded. She looked back at the others.

“I saw what he told us,” she said. “It was as he said—the Seekers took his sister. He was in Estria when he heard the news, hiding in a house by the river. He received word from her a week later. She managed to repair and send a mechbird to him.”

“Jade is very clever,” Auberon said. “I am in awe of her talent.”

The dragonsayer turned back to him. Those eyes… They raked over his face as if she knew he was holding things back. As if she’d sensed them as she drew thoughts from his mind. She frowned.

Auberon gave her his most scornful smile, even as he imagined again what it would be if they were rescuing Jade alone. She would call dragons, and he would help her. She would trust him…

“I have one more condition,” the dragonsayer said, interrupting his reverie.

“And what is that?” Auberon drawled.

The dragonsayer’s mouth twitched in an almost-smile. “We need a new cook.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

GREFF, AS LUCK would have it, was only two days’ journey away. Briand sent word to him with Auberon’s direction the same day that she bade farewell to Bran and Cait, who were leaving with the wagons and a few of the most loyal thieves to transport the refugees of Isglorn to the coast of Estria. Briand hugged Bran and Cait in turn, feeling fiercely proud of and worried for them both.

“Come back safe, both of you,” she said gravely.

She stood and watched them leave, the wagons rumbling over the rough Gillspin roads.

 

~

 

Greff arrived the day before the company was planning to leave, and Briand was relieved not to have missed him. She wanted at least one decent meal before heading north into the frozen unknown. Two thieves who were posted on look-out duty ushered him into the throne room, where Briand sat on her throne of barrels and crates, one elbow propped on her knee, spinning a knife absent-mindedly between her fingers. She spent a mind-numbing three hours every day dealing with requests and problems, and she hated every moment. But the sight of the cook put her into a cheerful mood. Finally, they would eat like a proper court.

The cook’s eyes darted around nervously as if he wasn’t entirely sure how he’d found himself in this dark, grim underground. One of the thieves motioned for him to approach the throne, and he did so reluctantly, turning his hat over and over in his hands. The thieves eyed him out of the corners of their eyes, expressions amused.

“My… friend… told me I could find work here?” Greff said, licking his lips. He had two sacks, and as he set them at his feet, one clanged as if filled with metal. The thieves looked interested at that. “As a chef,” he added hastily.

“Greff,” Briand said, throwing the knife at a target she’d erected on the wall next to her throne without looking. It hit dead center. “Welcome.”

Greff peered at her, and his eyes widened with shock. “It’s you,” he sputtered. “How did you…?” He looked around, taking in the thieves lounging against the wall and in the archways. He paused. “I didn’t realize last time… Ah, but I suppose that makes sense, since you were being escorted personally by—”

“You will be safe here, and well compensated,” Briand said quickly, cutting him off before he could name Auberon. She didn’t want her thieves to know about the Seeker’s connection to her. “I am called Guttersnipe, the thief-queen.”

“Guttersnipe,” he repeated. He still looked as though he were in shock.

One of the thieves poked his finger into the top of the bag that clinked. He looked disappointed to find pans instead of gold. Greff turned, hearing him, and the thief gave the chef a terrifying smile.

“You need a name if you’re going to work here,” the thief said. “We all have one. Choose.”

“A name?” Greff gathered up the bag and tied a knot in the top. “I’m called Greff…”

“Not that name,” the thief said, and spat.

Greff pressed a hand to his throat, looking a little alarmed. He turned to Briand as if searching for guidance.

“A thief name,” Briand said. She pointed a few thieves out. “That’s Weasel, over there we have Crag. This is Pebble.”

“I, uh, call me Spoon,” Greff said. “Is Spoon taken?”

“No one is named Spoon,” Briand replied gravely, swallowing a smile. “A fitting name. Welcome, Spoon. And if anyone takes your things, tell me personally.” She frowned at the nosy thief, who scratched the back of his neck and had the good sense to look properly shamed.

“Certainly,” Greff said, looking uncertain.

“Come,” she said, standing. She was too bored to keep sitting on this throne. “Let me show you where you’ll be working.”

Any excuse to stretch her legs.

When she showed him the kitchen, Greff’s consternation turned to delight. “I thought you might have me cooking over an open fire,” he said as he opened his sack and began to stack pots and pans onto the empty shelves. “Which, make no mistake, I can do—I can make a darn fine omelet with nothing but a hot rock and a pair of wild hen’s eggs. But this is good. There isn’t much here, but so much room! And I can add—” He hesitated and turned to Briand hopefully. “Do I have funds to add things?”

“You shall have funds,” she said in a serious tone.

Greff rubbed his hands together gleefully. “I promise you—we will all feast like kings.”

It was the best thing Briand had heard in weeks.

 

~

 

Tantalizing smells wafted through the corridors of the thief quarters as Briand and her friends huddled in the queen’s chambers, hashing out plans and arguing over details. Auberon sat in the corner again. They’d allowed him to bathe and relieve himself, and Cait had provided nondescript black clothing for him to wear instead of his Seeker finery—a tunic, trousers, and a thick woolen shirt. A cloak of fur sat folded on the ground by his feet, and he wore dirty leather boots that Briand had paid one of the thieves a few coins for.

He no longer looked like a Seeker, but he didn’t look like a commoner either. The haughty look on his face and the pristine condition of his skin and hair gave him away.

“The plan,” Kael said, “is to travel under the guise of traders until we reach the Wild Lands. Briand, can you procure horses for us?”

She smiled. “I think I know of a place.”

Crispin’s brow wrinkled. “Is anyone going to believe the Seeker is a trader?” he asked with a laugh. “Look at him.”

The others studied Auberon thoughtfully. The Seeker scowled back at them as if he were plotting their deaths in his mind.

“He looks like a stuck-up noble who decided to run away from home and didn’t have the slightest idea what he was getting himself into,” Tibus said with a snort.

“Perhaps if we rub mud in his hair?” Maera suggested. “Dirty him up a bit, hide that noble breeding and aristocratic cheekbones with some slop.”

“No one,” Auberon said crisply, “is putting mud in my hair. Or—” He gave a delicate shudder. “—slop. Whatever that might be.”

“I’m still against traveling with this snake in our midst at all,” Nath muttered. “We might as well stick a knife in our backs and be done with it.”

“Don’t worry,” Briand said, locking eyes with Auberon. “He’ll be properly muzzled.”

“Show us what you’ve devised, Maera,” Kael said.

“He’ll wear these,” she said, setting down a pair of thick leather gloves that she’d made additions to earlier. The edges of the gloves had been fitted with narrow chains, three on each arm, that would run up Auberon’s arms to a metal collar around the Seeker’s neck and attach there so he couldn’t use his teeth to peel the gloves off and get his skin free to attack them. “I once saw them used by a Seeker for more… salacious… reasons while I was on a mission in Tasglorn.”

“He’ll be in these gloves the entire mission,” Kael said. “No mind reading. No Seeker powers.”

“You think it’ll be enough to contain him?” Tibus asked. “He’s a clever one.”

“Not any cleverer than us,” Briand said.

Auberon’s eyebrows drew together in irritation.

“He will never be left unguarded,” Kael said. “One of us will watch him at all times. And if he does manage to get loose, well, we have Briand.”

Auberon scowled at them all. “I’m not going to try to kill you. I won’t jeopardize the life of my sister, you fools. Trust me on that.”

“We’d be fools to trust you,” Nath shot back.

“On that subject, we’ll need a map of the prison now so we can study it,” Kael said, his voice low and filled with steel. “I won’t send my people into this blind on nothing but your promises of loyalty, Auberon. Tell us what you know.”

Auberon’s lips thinned. “I can’t very well draw with my hands bound,” he said, his tone surly.

Nath laughed under his breath. “But it’ll be fun to watch you try.”

Tibus similarly looked delighted at this prospect.

Auberon scowled. His shoulders tightened, and his jaw flexed as he tipped his head back to stare at them. “Careful,” he said softly. “No need to antagonize me. One day, you might need me to save your life.”

“I’ll draw it,” Briand said, her voice cutting through the brewing tension in the room. She pushed herself in front of Nath and Tibus, giving them a glance that meant stand down, boys, and turned back to the Seeker. “You can tell me what to draw.”

Everyone looked at Kael, whose eyes were in shadow. He nodded once. “Do it,” he agreed.

Auberon’s throat bobbed as he swallowed, his expression wary. What was he hiding? Betrayal? Or something else?

Nath found a sheet of parchment in the heavy oak desk and spread it on the ground before the Seeker. He handed Briand a pen, and she shook it to get the ink flowing before raising her eyes to Auberon’s.

The Seeker breathed in and out, as if rallying himself for something arduous. As if he were afraid.

“Just do it,” he snarled when she hesitated.

Briand pressed her fingers to his forehead with one hand and picked up the pen with the other. His skin was cool to the touch, and a spark passed between them with the shiver of magic flowing cold through her hand. The thoughts were indistinct, chaotic. She drew back.

“It’s hard to see,” she said.

“Yes, this would be easier if I had the use of my hands,” Auberon said.

“Not happening,” Nath snapped. “Continue this way, or not at all.”

Briand again put her hand against Auberon’s head, this time pressing her fingers to the curve of his jaw, near his ear. His eyes caught hers, and his were dark and deep with things she couldn’t decipher. He trembled under her touch.

The thought Auberon wanted her to see pushed to the forefront, other feelings and memories crowding around it like clamoring voices in the middle of a courtyard, all shouting for her to listen. She hung on to his visualization of the prison, and she began to sketch. The others watched as a map began to take shape. A long, rectangular shape surrounded by rings.

“What are these?” Maera asked, tapping one of the rings with her index finger.

“Walls,” Auberon said.

Briand kept drawing as a nightmare bloomed beneath her pen. A maze of corridors, half of them scribbled over with DOESN’T KNOW or CAN’T REMEMBER WAY OUT. Vast, empty spaces that Auberon remembered as black pits full of groans she shaded dark. Spirals of stairs leading to torture towers hanging with rusted tools and battered bodies. Walls—so many walls, some of them carved with curses, some whispering with ghosts—surrounded by moats, surrounded by tunnels and caves, all surrounded by ice.

A memory broke into her mind, a memory in which she saw herself, standing at the prow of a ship, hair glowing in the break of dawn, eyes promising dismemberment from across the ship. It was, she remembered, right after she’d kissed Kael and pushed him into the Jessu River so Auberon and his men would not discover the Monarchist leader. She saw the memory in Auberon’s mind, and as it washed over her, she felt loneliness, regret, anger… and admiration.

Attraction.





CHAPTER TWELVE

 

BRIAND JERKED HER eyes to Auberon’s in shock at what she’d seen in his memories. He stared back, his cheeks going ashen. He wanted to ask her what she’d seen. She knew he must be aching to demand that she tell him.

But he didn’t.

The memory slipped away like silk in a brisk wind, and she found her way back to his thoughts of the prison map of horrors and drew grimly.

When she’d finished, they all stared at the map in silence.

“So,” Nath said grimly. “You want us to go into this death trap willingly? Are you mad?”

“Your group successfully pulled a heist on Aron Kul, did you not?” Auberon said coolly.

Nath snorted. “Of course we did.”

“You even managed to best me,” Auberon added with a twitch of his eyebrows.

Tibus grinned. “That we did, Seeker. That we did.”

Auberon continued, “The plan is sound, and we’ll have the dragonsayer. This will be successful. Everyone will get what they want.”

Nath muttered something unintelligible. The others looked at each other warily. Kael, his expression unreadable, merely nodded.

“We shall see,” he said.

Briand sat back, gazing at Auberon as if she might read some of what he really thought from the expressions on his face. The memory she’d accidentally uncovered in his mind remained in hers. The emotions he’d felt… She was startled. Unsettled. Surprised.

Auberon felt her gaze and turned his head. His expression was flat, his eyes like silver coins.

She saw nothing in them that would lead her to believe he felt the things she’d seen in the memory.

It was an old memory. He’d felt that way in that moment.

Surely those feelings were long gone now.

She realized she was staring and turned away, busying herself by checking the knives at her wrists and ankles.

“You will give us the information we require before we enter the prison,” Kael was saying to Auberon.

“Half before,” Auberon said. “Half after we leave.”

Kael gazed at him for a long time, as if searching for any signs of betrayal. “Agreed,” he said curtly.

A bell rang somewhere in the bowels of the thief quarters. Nath put a hand on his sword. Tibus and Kael tensed.

“What is that?” Maera asked.

Briand smiled. “I believe it means dinner is served.”

 

~

 

Greff had prepared a feast for a king. Roasted pheasant sat on a platter, surrounded by buttered vegetables and bathed in gravy. Pies spread across the tables—meat pies, fruit pies, custards. Honey-glazed fruit was piled high on plates at the ends of the tables, making columns of glistening color.

The thieves had gathered, eyes round.

Greff stood off to the side of the spread, his face and hair dusted with flour, looking apologetic.

“I did the best I could,” he said. “If I had more resources… and an assistant, perhaps… I fear I have failed you. I am so sorry.”

Briand surveyed the food, hands on her hips. Her mouth watered, and she wanted to laugh with joy, but she kept her expression composed and her voice calm as she said, “I believe you are a magician.”

Greff’s crestfallen expression lifted slightly. “You are not unhappy with my results?”

“I am not unhappy,” she assured him. “Quite the opposite. Is that… roasted pheasant?”

Greff shook his head. “Er, I think it’s peacock. One of the lads brought it to me already plucked. I didn’t ask how he acquired it—should I have asked?”

“Probably not,” Briand said. “At least, I don’t think you would have liked the answer.”

Greff sighed. “And don’t ask me what’s in the meat pies. They’re better if you don’t know. But they’ll be savory, I can tell you that much.”

“Before this, we were eating twenty different varieties of gruel,” Briand replied.

The thieves fell upon the food as if they were starving men set free after weeks of staring at a banquet they couldn’t touch. Briand watched them stuff their faces, laughing and gasping in turn at the culinary delights Greff had produced. The meat pies, she noticed, were especially a hit. By the end of the meal, two of the thieves had hoisted Greff upon their shoulders and carrying him around the hall like a king.

Maera was already practicing her impersonation of Briand by sitting, eating, and gesturing the same time as Briand in everything. If Briand picked up her fork, Maera did the same, except with the grace of a lumberjack. If Briand sighed a little with appreciation at the flaky crust of one of the meat pies, Maera made an exaggerated heave of breath. It was maddening. Briand snapped at her three times to stop, which only earned her an imitation of her temper from the spy.

“You’re curling your lip too high when you snarl,” Kael said to Maera. “Make it subtler. Just a twitch of the mouth, really.”

“Oh, that’s going to be hidden by the bandages,” Maera said. “It’s more about the voice and the body language, I think.”

“Bandages?” Briand repeated.

“Yes, remember? You’re going to have an unfortunate accident in the kitchen—some nasty mishap with hot grease, I think—that will require your face to be covered up in white cloth and a healing salve for several weeks. Greff and I have already spoken about it.” Maera took a bite of her meat pie and groaned loudly in appreciation.

“I don’t sound like that,” Briand protested.

Nath and Tibus both tipped their heads to the side and made faces to indicate that perhaps she did sound like that, just a little.

Briand sighed. When Maera copied it, and then pulled out a knife to fiddle with it at the same moment Briand did, the dragonsayer shoved back her chair and stood.

“I’m going to go check on our prisoner while I still have a shred of dignity left,” she said. Under the table, she stepped on Kael’s toe. His dark gaze captured hers, and one corner of his mouth lifted.

As she left, Maera was practicing knife flips.

Briand didn’t wait long in the supply closet before she heard the soft pad of feet and felt Kael’s warm, solid presence. He wrapped her in his arms.

She sighed.

“Are you worried about Cait and Bran?” he asked, his mouth against her hair.

“A little. But I know they are both strong,” she said.

He smelled like leather and sawdust. She teased a button on his shirt, and his hand caught hers.

“Briand,” he said quietly.

“Hmm?” She kissed the place under his earlobe.

“Sometimes I worry,” Kael said. She felt his jaw tighten as he spoke the words.

“About what?” she asked.

“That I am selfish to want to be with you. That it isn’t fair to ask you to wait for stolen visits and secret trysts with the captain of the true prince’s guard. Not when you could have a thief-king.”

“Trysts?” she said with interest. “Tell me more about these trysts you had in mind.”

“Briand,” he said, “I am being serious.”

“So am I,” she replied. “I have no interest in a thief-king.”

“Our relationship is going to have to be secret. The true prince’s captain of the guard, and a thief-queen? People might try to come after you to get to me. People will talk at court. If it became a threat—”

He turned his head, his eyes dark and smoldering in the faint light coming from the crack in the door, and she caught his face with one hand and kissed him. He kissed her back, and she could feel the longing and the hesitation.

“I’m a guttersnipe, an orphan, and a secret weapon,” she said. “My whole life has been stolen and secret. This is no different. And truthfully, it’s already better than I ever dreamed.”

“It won’t always be easy,” he said, his lips a fraction from hers. “I daresay it rarely will be.”

“When has anything been easy?” she murmured.

“This,” he said with another sigh. “This is easy.”

And he kissed her again.

 

~

 

When night had fallen, the company assembled once more in the thief-queen’s chambers—Briand, Kael, Nath, Crispin, Tibus, Maera, and Auberon. The dracules darted from person to person, sniffing their fingers in hopes of a treat. Briand pretended not to notice when Tibus slipped them two meat pies he’d hidden in his pocket. Vox gulped his down immediately, his tail thumping with pleasure, and Sieya seized hers and retreated beneath the bed to eat it. Vox darted over to her, hoping to steal a bite, and she hissed at him. He streamed to the other side of the room and began grooming his scales indignantly with his sharp teeth.

She and Kael had spent much of the day in tense conversation with Auberon, and the plan had been made. Now, they would present it to the others.

“Here is the plan,” Kael said. He spread a map of Austrisia on the bed and placed beside it the map of Ikarad that Briand had drawn, and they all leaned over the mattress to see.

Briand looked at Kael instead. Lantern light washed his face in tones of gold, throwing his eyes and mouth into shadow and making him look fearsome and grim.

“Those departing on the mission will leave at dawn,” Kael said, “while most of the thieves and the city of Gillspin sleeps. We’ll take horses north, past the mountain barrier and into the Wild Lands proper. We’ll cross the mountains and ride until we reach the Sea of Ice. Here, beneath the ice, sleep the dragons. Briand will call one, and then we will cross the ice to Ikarad.”

He looked at Auberon, who was standing slightly outside their circle, glowering at them all. This was the Seeker’s cue.

“Ikarad lies between two islands in the middle of the Sea of Ice,” Auberon said, taking a step forward to join the circle. Nath and Crispin shifted over a step, their expression tight at having a Seeker share their planning. Auberon ignored them. His attention was on the map. He planted one leather-encased finger on the place where Ikarad was located. His chains jingled as he moved. “The location is secret, and so remote as to make it nearly impenetrable. Forged a millennium ago by curses and ancient, twisted magic, it was hewn from the ice by a mad mage from an order called the Valkar. The lowest layers are carved from stone and guarded by spells and curses, and the ice structure is formed on top of them. Enchanted ice. Stronger than stone. The only thing I know of that will melt it is dragon’s fire.”

He paused, studying their expressions. “My sister should be on one of the lower levels, where they keep the general prisoners.” He tapped a portion of the Ikarad map to indicate the location he meant. “We’ll enter the prison is disguise as Seekers escorting a prisoner. Once inside, I will read the mind of one of the guards to find where my sister is imprisoned, and then we will rescue her and make our way to the corner of the prison where the wall nearly touches the ice. There is a cave there. The dragonsayer will use a dragon from the water beneath the ice to make a hole in the wall so we can escape. It should be quick and simple.”

“Why not leave the same way we came?” Tibus asked, folding his arms.

Auberon made a sound of annoyance, as if the question were stupid. “Ikarad is hard to enter, but it is almost impossible to leave. All who exit Ikarad have their minds read, for the prisoners there are desperate and resourceful, and once, a prisoner was able to use mind-control hypnosis on an interrogating Seeker and impressed upon him a message to pass along to a waiting party in Tasglorn. Mind readings are considered great violations, and so they are not done upon entering, because only high-ranking Seekers and interrogators come to the prison and they are deemed trustworth, but all who leave must submit to them in case a clever prisoner has managed to manipulate a visitor again. It is a strictly enforced rule. We’d never be able to escape detection if we tried to leave the way we entered.”

He stabbed a glare at all of them, daring them to interrupt again. Nobody did.

“Wouldn’t it be safer to enter the prison through the hole we make with dragon fire?” Briand asked. “Less possibility of discovery?”

Auberon shook his head. “I thought of that, naturally, but we’ll need to gain access to the guards in order to find Jade… and then, there is the matter of the rypters. They roam the prison, and if they sense our minds as we sneak instead, they’ll alert the warden. I believe my way is safer.”

Briand nodded. She glanced at Crispin, who was silent. He didn’t seem to want to volunteer the fact that he knew how to circumvent the minds of the rypters. Kael and the others didn’t say anything either.

No reason to share that information with the Seeker if they didn’t have to. They’d do things his way.

Auberon said, “I’ll need gray cloaks for all of us to serve as our disguises. Bandages and salves for my sister too, since we will not know her condition until we see her.”

“Can’t she heal herself?” Briand asked. “She’s a Healer.”

“Her power will be blocked with a collar or some other device to keep her hobbled,” Auberon said. “If I can remove it, she should be able to do a little, but she will be weak. Using too much magic at a time like that could kill her.”

Kael took charge again. “We’ll leave the horses at the edge since we won’t be able to ride across the ice, and when we return—”

“But you can,” Crispin interjected. “The snow builds up in places and makes it possible to ride. The last time, we rode right across without stopping…” He trailed off.

Everyone stared at him. Kael’s expression was like jagged glass. Nath was scowling. Even Auberon appeared surprised.

“You have been to Ikarad?” Kael said, his tone low and stern.

“I—er—once,” Crispin stammered. “But only the one time! With my father. He went to train some of the rypter pups there. It was a long time ago.”

“When were you planning on sharing this information?” Nath demanded. “Seeing how utterly pertinent it is?”

Crispin looked from face to face. “Well,” he said. “I didn’t think it would matter— I mean, you will have the Seeker—”

“Who is a sworn enemy!” Nath exploded. “Did it not ever enter into your thick head that it would be vital for us to have someone we trust who knows the terrain on our mission into a secret enemy stronghold?”

The tips of Crispin’s ears turned pink. “You trust me?”

Nath snorted in anger, his nostrils flaring. “Lords, lad. Just when I begin to think you’re clever—”

“I don’t want to go back,” Crispin said, and lowered his head. “That’s why. That’s the reason. I was afraid. I knew it would be good for the mission, but I thought I could pretend ignorance and not have to return to that awful place. I’m sorry, Kael,” he mumbled. “Nath. All of you. I’m sorry.”

“We need you to come with us,” Kael said firmly. “I’m sorry.”

“Yes,” Crispin said miserably. “I know.”

“How long ago did you go, lad?” Tibus asked in a reassuring but gruff tone.

Crispin rubbed the back of his neck. “I was nine years old.” He hesitated. “I had nightmares afterward for years.”

Maera put a comforting hand on Crispin’s shoulder. He blinked at her, surprised.

“What can you tell us about the place now?” Kael asked. “What do you remember?”

“Well,” Crispin said. “It is ice, as the Seeker said. The rypters are not normal rypters. They are massive, giant ones, bred for the prison.”

“Wonderful,” Nath muttered. “We’re all going to die. All of us. Dead.”

“They’re highly trained,” Crispin continued.

“Extremely dead,” Nath said under his breath.

Crispin sighed. “And they patrol the halls looking for any escapees.”

“Dead,” Nath said again.

Kael looked at Auberon. His eyes glittered. “What say you, Seeker?”

The Seeker sighed. He rattled his chains as he attempted to cross his arms. “The boy is right. The rypters are bred especially for Ikarad. They are giants compared to the kind in my kennel.”

Nath muttered something unintelligible, but it sounded like “my nightmare” to Briand.

She reached out and gripped his wrist. He gave her a startled grimace of a smile, but he appeared to calm a little.

“We’ll have Vox and Sieya,” she said.

The dracules, hearing themselves mentioned, pricked up their ears where they were lying in the corner after having given up on being fed any more treats.

“Tell us, Seeker,” Tibus said. “Are you trying to lead us into a trap? Do you have designs to get us all killed?”

“I am not leading you into a trap,” Auberon replied with withering scorn. “My only ambition is to free my sister. If I wanted your miserable selves dead, I would choose a less elaborate method to do so. I am very lazy, and I have better things to do with my time than leading Monarchists all over the Wild Lands for nefarious and underhanded purposes.”

They all looked at each other in silence.

“Any other questions?” Kael asked.

There were none.

Kael picked up the map and rolled it in his hand. “Make your preparations,” he said to them as he tucked the map away. “We leave at dawn.”




PART TWO:

 


SEEKERS AND MONARCHISTS





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

SUNRISE WAS JUST beginning to stain the rooftops of Gillspin gold when Kael and his company stole through the city on horseback, disguised as trappers in fur cloaks and brown and gray homespun. They led a packhorse that carried extra food and two indignant dracules disguised as large and hideous sheepdogs. Neither the dracules nor the packhorse liked the arrangement.

Briand had managed to find good horses from a merchant who owed the thief guild money, according to Quill. They were Estrian mares, except for a stallion of white, which had a bit of Tyyrian in him. Briand had chosen the stallion as her mount, and when Auberon saw it, he’d remarked, “Do you think you can handle that horse?”

Briand had pinned him with her sharpest glare before pulling herself into the saddle and riding forward without a word.

Nath had snorted. “You’re lucky she didn’t knife you for that,” he said to Auberon.

As they left, Briand heard a howl of pain through the grates that was Maera pretending to be burned on the face in the kitchens.

So it began.

The air was crisp and soft, but the stench of the tanneries marred any beauty that otherwise might have come from the morning breeze. Auberon made a sound of disgust in his throat, and Nath muttered something about “the noses of pompous fops” in response, even though the tutor didn’t like the smell of Gillspin either. Otherwise, the party was silent as they departed from the city and into the countryside.

The sun rose, and with it, Briand’s spirits. She was on horseback, with Kael beside her and Nath and Tibus ahead of her.

Danger might lie ahead, but at this moment, she had things to enjoy. She was a thief-queen—she would steal what joy she could from this tumultuous life.

Once they were sufficiently far from Gillspin, Briand freed the dracules from their precarious and unwilling perches atop the back of the packhorse, who seemed to find the change as welcome as Vox and Sieya. She undid the straps of the dracules’ cumbersome costumes, and Vox shook himself all over and then ran a circle around the horses, trilling with excitement to find himself between grass and sky again. Sieya watched the other dracule somberly, and then she twisted to sniff her scales as if checking to be sure the itchy disguise was truly gone. A butterfly fluttered past, snagging her attention, and the dracule quivered, crouched, and then sprang at the insect with a growl and a snort of sparks. The butterfly disappeared down Sieya’s throat with one gulp, and Vox dashed over to nose at her, his thoughts filled with curiosity and interest at what she’d eaten.

Briand called them to her side in her mind as she mounted her horse again, and the dracules came reluctantly, slinking toward the horses with their tails down and their expressions mournful. They wanted to romp and play. Briand’s thoughts were stern, and they both huffed but did as she told them. She caught Kael’s gaze, and he was smiling in the depths of his eyes even though his expression was as unreadable and reserved as always.

When had she become so good at reading the subtle language of him? He was a symphony of emotion if she only knew how to look. His fingers, his eyebrows, the twitch of his arms—he spoke volumes with each gesture, but it was as if he spoke only to her. There was something delicious about the fact that he was so inscrutable to most, but not to her.

She knew him.

And that knowing—the time it had taken, the vulnerability it had cost her—made her feel oddly and beautifully strong. Not safe, exactly, but something better. Something infused with promise and excitement and rest at the same time. As if she had been clinging to a cliff for far too long, and now, she had discovered a ladder leading upward.

They rode on. The dracules dashed right and left, luxuriating in the feeling of sunshine and fresh air, their minds buzzing with thoughts of the smell of the grass and the squish of the ground and the startling, joyous appearance of insects that they promptly ate. In the distance lay mountains, their peaks dusted white and their slopes a deep, dark green. Nath lectured everyone on the geography and history of the region, which was mostly ancient wars from the time of dragonsayers, and Crispin corrected him so much that Nath threatened to cut the lad’s ears off, and then, Auberon declared that he was going to cut his own ears off if they didn’t all shut up.

And Briand was happy.

Storm clouds gathered in the distance, threatening rain at the brink of the mountain range. The wind whipped Kael’s hair across his eyes as he drew his horse to a halt and called to the rest of them, “We’ll need to find shelter before the storm hits. There’s a small village at the base of these mountains where I can send word to the prince.”

“A village,” Crispin said, as if discussing paradise.

“Hot food, spiced ale, and a mattress sounds like a king’s fare right now,” Nath agreed, and sighed. “This horse has the gait of a mule. My bones need rest.”

“You’re growing soft, old friend,” Tibus said, and laughed. “Serving as the thief-queen’s advisor has ruined you.”

“Let me sit in the tavern for a few hours in front of a hot fire, and then I’ll fight you over those words,” Nath replied with a twisted grin. “But first, my spiced ale—”

“We’re too close to civilization,” Auberon interrupted coldly. “I might be recognized.”

They looked at him in silence, and he stared back, stubbornly irritated, his haughty face arranged in a scowl as if they had suggested he bathe in mud. Nath sighed loudly, and Crispin groaned.

“Does this mean what I think it means?” Crispin asked with a scowl.

“One of us could stay,” Briand ventured.

Nobody looked happy at that prospect.

“The rest of you ride ahead,” Kael commanded after a moment’s thought. “I’ll go alone to the village and send the message, and I’ll reconvene with the rest of you in the ruins of Arcane.” He looked at Nath and Tibus, who nodded.

“Protect the dragonsayer,” Kael added.

“The dragonsayer will protect herself,” Briand responded, but her words were more playful than indignant. “We’ll protect Crispin, though. I promise.”

Crispin started to protest, and then he reconsidered. “Yes,” he said, jerking his chin in a nod as he stole a glance at Auberon’s stony face. “Protect me.”

One corner of Kael’s mouth ticked up in a smile. With that, he wheeled his horse around and galloped hard to the west, his cloak rippling behind him in the wind. The horse leaped over a rock outcropping and disappeared, its hoofbeats fading.

“Come on,” Nath said, his tone irritable.

They rode in silence now, the storm growing ahead of them, the energy in the air electric. Droplets began to fall intermittently. Crispin covered his head with his cloak.

“Look,” Tibus grunted, pointing. “The ruins.”

At the place where the ground sloped upward into mountains, a ruined cluster of pillars rose from the grassland like a circle of petrified tree trunks.

“What is it?” Briand asked, taking in the sight with relief.

“The ruins of Arkane,” Nath said. “A great city, once, before Austrisia had even been formed. Renowned throughout the ancient world as a place of learning and knowledge. It had a vast and famous library—”

“It was a Seeker city,” Auberon said, sounding smug.

“Nobody wants you to talk,” Nath snapped. “It’s your fault we aren’t sitting in a nice, dry tavern right now.”

“Weren’t you a Seeker slave once?” Auberon shot back with a cruel smirk. “I’m surprised you didn’t lose your tongue, considering how you brandish it about.”

Nath paled. He jerked a knife from his belt and spurred his horse in front of Auberon. “Say that again, Seeker,” he hissed. “Say it again, and I’ll cut out yours.”

“Nath,” Tibus said, shifting in the saddle. “We need him.”

The soldier sounded almost reluctant to say it.

“We don’t need his tongue!” Nath argued.

“We probably do,” Crispin said thoughtfully. But he too looked angry at Auberon’s words. His cheeks were flushed, his eyes sparking.

“The blood loss might cause some issues,” Briand mused. “But we could cauterize the wound…”

Auberon glared at them all, looking genuinely frightened. “The moment your commander isn’t here to bring you to heel, you Monarchists turn into a rabble!” He looked at Briand as if for solidarity, but she glared back. She was furious with him for such a low, cutting remark.

“Ah, so now he’s a commander?” Nath demanded. “Not a traitor? Not when your tongue is at stake?”

But the sight of Auberon’s fear seemed to placate Nath, and he sheathed his knife with a snap. “Keep quiet,” he grumbled in Auberon’s direction. “You haven’t seen a proper rabble yet from us, and you don’t want to.”

As they approached the ruins, the remnants of the city seemed to grow from the earth around them. Most of the former city was sheltered by the hills, making it appear inconsequential from a distance, but up close, Briand realized the ruins were massive. Sun-bleached steps of stone ascended to nowhere, and grassy pyramids were all that remained of what must have been palaces an age ago. Ahead, a forest of pillars rose from beyond the hill. Vines covered the crumbling rock spires, and a broken stone floor set with images of men and dragons formed from triangular shapes.

“This must have been a temple,” Nath mused. “Look, see the images in the three-sided unit style? They’re called trilazyti. The language of an ancient lore. They tell stories of curses and oaths. Seekers used them once, and other ancients too.” He shot a warning look as if daring Auberon to interject, and the Seeker only turned his face away sourly.

The dracules darted among the vines, sniffing and frolicking after dragonflies. In the distance, thunder rumbled. A tongue of lightning flicked at the earth. Some of the vines stretched across the path, and Tibus drew his sword and began to hack at them, making a path for the others to ride through. A gloom of deep shadow enveloped the group.

“Legend says this place was destroyed by magic,” Nath continued. “Some traders tell stories of ghosts in this region. Faceless white creatures that glow in the night—”

“Ghouls, technically,” Crispin said.

“Don’t try to nitpick me, lad,” Nath pushed a vine out of his face but didn’t hold it for Crispin. The vine snapped the boy on the head. Crispin yelped indignantly, and Nath’s mouth curved in a smile.

Briand shook her head at him. “You’re too mean to him.”

“He is asking for all of it,” Nath insisted. “All of it!”

“There’s a difference between ghost and ghoul—” Crispin began again.

“If I might interject,” Auberon said in a thin voice, as if he were bored just stating the words, “We’re riding into a trap.”

The others reined in their horses and turned to look at him.

“Say that again, prisoner?” Tibus growled, drawing his sword.

“It’s a trap.” Auberon nodded ahead of them. His horse shied nervously as another crack of lightning struck in the distance.

“Why do you say that?” Briand asked.

“Well, for one thing, the trilazyti said, ‘You’re riding into a trap,’” Auberon said innocently.

Nath rolled his eyes, and Tibus make a scoffing sound.

“Is that all?” Nath said. “Stop pretending that you—”

“And do you see that tripwire there?” Auberon’s chains jingled as he pointed one gloved finger in the direction they were riding.

A slender, almost imperceptible silver line glimmered in the dim, storm-darkened light.

“Is it Seekers?” Crispin asked, the color draining from his face.

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Auberon replied coolly. “I just saw the tripwire and thought I should say something before you idiots blundered into it and got us all killed. Maybe it is those ghouls you spoke of, boy.”

Crispin flinched at being directly addressed by Auberon. He ducked his head.

“How do you know how to read the trilazyti?” Nath demanded. “Not even I know how to read the trilazyti!”

“Never mind that now. Who or what do you think it is?” Auberon said.

“Bandits, most likely,” Tibus said, his tone calm. He exchanged a look with Nath. “We could do the Masiret Maneuver.”

Briand dismounted in a single, fluid motion.

“Where are you going?” Auberon said, turning in his saddle to gaze down at her. His eyes scorched into hers with unspoken emotion.

“I want to check it out,” she replied. “We need a scout for the Masiret Maneuver.”

“How does she know the Masiret Maneuver?” Tibus asked Nath in a low voice.

“Sometimes when she had trouble falling asleep over the last few months, I’d tell her stories of our glorious exploits,” Nath said, somewhat sheepishly.

“Bedtime stories? Our bloody battles put you to sleep, dragonsayer?” Tibus said.

“They’re soothing!” Briand protested. “I like the camaraderie, and I find the fact that you succeed comforting.”

Tibus grunted a laugh, rubbing his grizzled chin.

“The story of our Masiret heist is one of her favorites,” Nath said, and waved a hand. “Anyway, she’s right. We need a scout.”

“Is any of this discussion really necessary right now?” Auberon hissed. “You can chatter about how much you like each other and then hold hands and braid your hair later. Because right now, I’m worried we’re going to be set upon by bandits.”

“Or ghouls,” Crispin added.

“Whose side are you on, lad?” Nath demanded.

“Furthermore, why is the dragonsayer the one to go?” Auberon said with a scowl. “You’re the only other person who is absolutely necessary to this mission, dragon girl. You should not be sneaking off alone!”

“I cannot believe I’m saying this,” Nath muttered, “but he has a point, dragonsayer. I should go.”

“No,” Briand said. “For one, I am by far the quietest on my feet. They don’t call me Catfoot for nothing. Two, I can hit a man in poor lighting from twenty yards away with my knife. Can you do that?”

Nath sighed. “I cannot.”

She gave Auberon a pointed stare.

Auberon pressed his lips together in an expression of scorn. “I’m a prisoner. It’s utterly irrelevant what I can do, because I’m gloved and chained.”

“Three,” Briand said, “I have the dracules.”

She looked at Tibus, who said, “You’ll get no objection from me, dragonsayer.” Beside him, Crispin nodded.

“Then it’s settled,” Briand said, putting the reins of her horse into Nath’s hand before she turned toward the verdant greenery that grew between the stone pillars like a small jungle.

“Dragonsayer,” Nath said, a strained warning note in his voice. “The commander of this mission ordered us to protect you. I follow orders.”

“Good, because your thief-queen is ordering you to do this.” Briand drew her knife. “Protect each other. Even the Seeker.”

With that, she called the dracules with her mind and plunged into the forest of vines that grew up and around the pillars.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

KNIFE DRAWN, BRIAND crept through the tangle of vines that formed a web all around her. The light was murky and green, distorted and discolored by the storm and the leaves that surrounded her. She could hear the murmur of Nath and Tibus talking behind her and to her right, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying. But the words didn’t matter anyway, just the tone. Theirs rose as their conversation volleyed back and forth, their voices rising to a heated pitch. They’d moved forward, but only a little bit. She couldn’t see them, but she knew it would look to an observer as if they were about to come to blows.

She crept along, her feet moving as lightly as the wind. She paused, sending the dracules ahead to scout for her. Sieya darted forward eagerly, but Vox hung back, reluctant and grumpy. His thoughts were full of charred wood and blood, and he whimpered as he nosed in the dirt at Briand’s feet.

Sieya saw nothing but more vines from where she’d gone.

Thunder crackled in the distance, and the leaves of the vines fluttered and swirled in the stiff breeze. The air smelled like lightning, and the vegetation was a sharp, vivid green color.

Calling Vox to come with her mind, Briand rounded a column and dropped to a crouch at what she saw.

Ahead, hidden behind another column, was a glowing white figure.

A ghoul!

As Briand watched, the figure drew a knife from its belt.

Not a ghoul, then. A bandit.

The figure moved, and she saw a second figure behind the first, also dressed in glowing white.

They must be waiting for the rest of the company to fall into their trap.

She checked in on Sieya, who had paused, quivering, to listen to a sound. The dracule caught a scent on the breeze, and she perked at attention, thinking of rabbits.

Vox had hidden in the bushes again, and through his mind, Briand saw that he’d become preoccupied with a butterfly-shaped flower.

She would scold him later. There wasn’t time to worry about disobedient dracules now.

Briand crept forward slowly until she reached the bandits. They were talking in low whispers. She pressed her blade to the neck of the one closest to her and said, “Don’t move.”

The one with her knife against its head went still, and the other scrambled up. Cloth covered the bandit’s face, so Briand couldn’t see who she was dealing with.

“Hands in the air,” Briand commanded. “Get them up where I can see them.” To the others, she called, “It’s all right now. I’ve got—”

A blow from the back caught her in the head, knocking her to the ground. Briand rolled away before a heavy wooden stick came down with a snap right where she had been a moment before. Her vision danced, bands of white streaking across it, and something wet splashed across her cheek. Blood? She was stunned. Numb. A heavy pain throbbed across her temple, but she was hardly aware of it as she stared upward.

A third bandit, face swathed in white cloth, stood above her, wielding a hand-hewn staff as thick as her arm and as long as she was tall.

The other two bandits scrambled up and melted into the greenery.

Briand leaped back to her feet and slammed her elbow into her attacker’s face before the figure had time to move again, the speed of the move perfect due to the hundreds of times she’d practiced it with Nath lately.

She’d have to thank him later.

The bandit she’d struck stumbled back, clearly not expecting that from her, and she called for Sieya and Vox in her mind as she struck at the bandit’s groin. She didn’t know if her attacker was male or female, but it seemed like a good bet. Her head was starting to throb in earnest now. Her vision was still blurry, and she staggered on her feet.

The bandit dodged the blow and swung at her again. Briand ducked and then slashed her knife at the bandit, catching the edge of a sleeve instead of the chest she’d been aiming for. She shook her head, trying to shake loose the dizziness threatening to incapacitate her, as blood bloomed across the white fabric of the bandit’s sleeve.

Her attacker drew back with a muffled, guttural cry, and then renewed the attack against her. The wooden staff caught her in the chest and threw her to the ground.

Briand lay stunned, her vision spinning in a tight circle. The bandit appeared above her, and she couldn’t move.

The bandit raised the staff, and Briand gathered the strength to roll away one more time, but before she could move, chains locked around the throat of the bandit, wrenching her attacker backward.

Auberon.

The bandit swung the staff awkwardly and caught the Seeker in the side of the face before wriggling free from the chains. Auberon recovered quickly and struck again with his bonds, as if they were a weapon he wielded instead of a means of captivity.

The bandit knocked Auberon back with the staff again, and then disappeared into the greenery.

Briand sat up slowly as Nath, Tibus, and Crispin pushed through the vines, horses in tow.

“He’s gone,” Briand said.

“He wouldn’t be if I wasn’t in these chains!” Auberon snarled. “I’m an excellent fighter.”

Tibus, sword in hand, charged after the bandit after Briand pointed the way the figure in white had gone.

“We lost the others,” Crispin said in the silence.

Auberon shook his chains with an indignant expression. “If you’d had another pair of hands…”

“Dragonsayer!” Nath exclaimed after looking at her. “Are you all right? Don’t try to run,” he said to Auberon as the Seeker climbed to his feet. “We aren’t taking those chains off, either.”

Auberon splayed his fingers as if to say he wouldn’t. He winced as he felt the place where the bandit had walloped him with the staff. “For the last time, I am as committed to this mission as you are. It’s my sister.”

Briand waved away Nath, who was hovering over her like a concerned mother hen. “I’m fi—Oh, lords, that hurts.” She touched a hand to her head and pulled it away. Her fingers came away red. “But it’s just a scratch,” she added. “The bandit only nicked me with a wooden staff.”

“Just a scratch? Look at you!” Nath yanked off his cravat and pressed it against her temple. Briand winced at the pressure. Now that the excitement of the fight had faded, the pain filled her awareness.

Tibus reemerged from the forest empty-handed. “Whoever it was, they’ve gone,” he said. “There’s no one here now. Just the tripwire and a pit beyond it covered in brush.” His face scrunched with concern as he peered at Briand. “Dragonsayer?”

“Head wounds always bleed a lot,” Crispin said. “Probably looks worse than it is.”

“Of course, we all know that,” Nath snapped. “You’re talking to a couple of seasoned soldiers and a torture-happy Seeker.” But his chest rose and fell as if he’d been worried. “And where were the dracules?”

As if hearing their names, Sieya and Vox darted from the brush. Sieya rushed to Briand’s side and sniffed her all over, especially the wound, her thoughts equal parts apologetic and concerned.

Vox hung his head a few steps out of reach, his eyes large and mournful.

He knew he’d been bad. His nose drooped to his paws, and he made a soft whimpering sound in his throat as Briand sent a questioning thought at him.

“They became…” Briand searched the thoughts of the dracules. “Distracted? It was as if our link weakened. I don’t know what happened.”

“Has that ever happened before?” Tibus asked.

“Did you just say that you had a link to the dragon creatures?” Auberon asked. “A mental link?”

“No,” Briand said to Tibus. To Auberon, she gave only a cutting glance.

“I just saved your life,” he reminded her as she pushed through the vines toward the horses. “I saved all your lives by pointing out the trap.”

“You saved your own most of all,” Tibus grunted.

Auberon fell into a stony silence as they mounted and rode on.

 

~

 

They waited at the edge of the ruin for Kael, everyone on high alert, and when he appeared suddenly in the tall grass, every hand except Auberon’s held a knife at ready before they saw that it was him.

“What happened?” Kael asked, his attention sharpening at the sight of so much steel. His gaze lit on Nath and Tibus, and then Briand, and his eyebrows arched in question.

When he’d heard the account of the trilazyti, the bandits, and the trap, Kael swept the ruins behind them with a grim stare. “We’ll keep riding, then,” he said. “We’ll make camp on the mountain when we’re far enough away that I’m satisfied we weren’t followed.” He shot a look at Auberon. “Where did you learn to read trilazyti?”

The Seeker lifted his chin haughtily. “My father was a scholar. He had a taste for old, long-dead things. I’m surprised you’ve even heard of it, traitor.”

“You’d be surprised by a lot of things,” Kael said, and swung into the saddle.

The rain had begun to pour down in earnest, and it was a miserable slog up the slope. The horses rode in a single file line, nose to tail, and their riders huddled atop their saddles with cloaks over their heads. Lightning split the sky, making the horses snort and shy, and the thunder was so loud it sounded as if the mountain were cleaving in two.

Finally, Kael signaled for them to stop.

They found a cave, empty of bears or wild cats, large enough to fit them all and a small fire. A few sticks lay inside, dry enough to coax a bit of flame, and Kael used his subtle magic to make them burn brighter and hotter than one would expect from such a small bundle of sticks.

Auberon did not appear to notice. He sat against the wall of the cave, water dripping from his hair and cloak onto the ground, staring at the chain connecting his wrists, his gaze remote.

Nath passed around food, and they huddled close to the warmth. All except Auberon.

Briand cleared her throat. She looked at the Seeker. He didn’t look up.

“Perhaps now would be a good time to go over the plan again,” Nath suggested.

“Yes,” Kael agreed. He turned toward the figure slouched against the wall, radiating displeasure. “Auberon.”

The Seeker’s head rose an inch. His eyes found Kael’s. His mouth curled. “You called?”

“What else can you tell us about Ikarad?” Kael asked.

Auberon opened his mouth, his expression suggesting he was about to tell Kael to jump off the side of the mountain, but then he looked at Briand, and he appeared to reconsider.

“Ikarad,” Auberon said, tipping his head back to lean it against the stone wall of the cave, “is an ancient maze of ice tunnels and corridors. The foundations are more ancient still. They were forged upon curses and spells.”

“What kind of curses and spells?” Briand asked, leaning forward.

“Spells to rearrange the walls, or spells to lower bridges and light torches,” Auberon replied. His lips curled as if thinking of something delightful. “To open walls, to reveal pathways. But the magic that built the foundation is tricky. It cannot be trusted.”

Thunder rumbled in the distance as if to underscore his words.

“Typical Seeker magic,” Nath muttered.

The air in the cave seemed to thicken with apprehension, and then Kael produced a worn pack of Dubbok cards and laid them on the sand. “Perhaps a change of topic might be in order,” he suggested.

A smile stretched across Briand’s face as she looked at them. “What’s this?”

“I picked them up in the last trader’s town,” he replied. “I thought Nath might enjoy being beaten.”

“By you?” Nath demanded. “Did you pick up a blow to the head while you were at it? Because you’re daft as a half-dead hound if you think that’ll happen.”

Tibus snatched up the cards with a chortle. “What’ll it be, fellows? River, plains, or traditional?”

“Don’t you dare say plains,” Nath said, stabbing a finger in Kael’s face. Kael laughed.

“I’ll play you and beat you in any version you choose,” he said. “I’ve spent a great deal of time with our prince lately, and he plays every version of Dubbok known to man.”

“I’ll see you eat those words,” Nath responded, a smile hovering at the corners of his mouth.

Auberon watched from his place against the wall, his mouth fixed in a disinterested sneer as Tibus shuffled the cards and began to deal.

“Dragonsayer?” Nath asked, extending a hand of cards to Briand with a flourish.

Before she could take them, the dracules both lifted their heads from where they were lying on the floor of the cave. Kael held up a finger; they all listened.

Something was moving through the forest outside. Over the drumming of raindrops, Briand heard the snap of a stick beneath a foot.

Kael kicked sand over the fire, extinguishing it, as Nath and Tibus reached for their weapons. Briand drew her knife as she dipped into the dracules’ minds. Sieya and Vox pricked their ears and listened, noses pointed toward the opening of the cave. Kael disappeared into the veil of rain after a whispered discussion with Nath and Tibus, who grimly guarded the entrance to the cave.

Auberon’s gaze cut to Briand. He looked frustrated.

“And if you are all murdered,” he whispered fiercely, “I suppose I shall starve to death?”

He was ignored.

Kael returned later, his cloak streaming water, and reported that he’d found nothing. But they spent the rest of the night silent and on edge, and Briand lay listening for the sound of footsteps until she fell asleep.

She thought of Bran and Cait, off the help the refugees. They must have taken them to the coast by now. She thought of Maera and the rest of the thieves. How did they fare? Did everyone believe it was her beneath the bandages?

These thoughts occupied her mind until she finally succumbed to slumber.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Nyr

 

THE QUEEN OF Nyr summoned Jehn into her presence one morning not long before their wedding date, and he came at her beckoning like the dutiful consort-to-be that he was, dressed in a robe of sky blue with gold filigree shimmering and swirling across the silk panels of the Nyrian garment like the waves of the sea. It was a luxurious, princely robe, the kind worn by young men who preferred to lie by the ocean and drink wine. The Nyrian ministers eyed Jehn with amusement when they saw him wearing it, with the medallion Kael had rescued dangling against his chest, visible where the robe hung open. No doubt they thought he had no idea what he was saying with the garment, or worse, that the queen of Nyr had chosen to dress him in it without his understanding of why.

They thought him a fool. A plaything.

But Jehn had chosen the garment, and he knew exactly what it meant to the Nyrians.

He met the queen’s eyes across the room, and she quirked up one eyebrow as she took in his meaning. She, by contrast, was dressed in grave, somber splendor, wearing an ornate, high-collared dress of black silk with a bodice of gold-covered leather that covered her upper half like a breastplate. Golden bracers covered her forearms. She looked ready for battle. Her face was painted with pale gold—her cheekbones shimmered as if dusted by the sun, her lips were like bronze. Her eyes, heavy with tints, pinned him in place like a knife to the throat.

“I never said you had to dress like a playboy,” she murmured under her breath when he came to stand alongside her by the windows of the room. They were in one of the palace towers, a large, sun-soaked room open to the wind that overlooked the palace grounds. The queen, Jehn was told, often took her meetings with her ministers here. The previous ruler had used another room, one closer to his chambers, but some said the queen liked to make the ministers climb the stairs to wear down their wills.

Jehn had another thought about why she chose the location.

“Does it embarrass you?” he asked, matching her voice for tone and quietness. The others could not hear their private conversation. They appeared to be exchanging pleasantries, as an engaged couple might. “After all, you pretend the reason we chose to marry is because you are so madly in love with me. Does it bother you to be in love with a foppish idiot?”

“No,” she said. “And supposedly, we are madly in love with each other, my husband-to-be, so bear that in mind. And if you look like a fool, it does not bother me. It might even help my case. My ministers fear most that I might not be able to control you, after all. If they think you will be placated by a little wine, a little play, they might relax. And, of course, no one will take you seriously. Is that what you want?”

“I love it when we talk honestly like this,” he said, the warmth of his words tinged with sarcasm, and the queen turned startled eyes on him.

“Passion,” she said with a hint of a smile. “From the one who is usually so reserved, so remote. Have I awakened something in you?”

Jehn smiled tightly. “Victory has an enervating effect, does it not?”

The queen’s eyes flashed. Jehn said no more, as it was probably not wise to goad her.

The ministers approached to speak to her, and Jehn took the opportunity to walk to the windows that lined all side of the tower room. He gazed at the view before him—first up at the rest of the palace, rounded domes and cylindrical towers gleaming in the sun, a cluster of them stretching almost to the sky from the center of the palace, like a hand reaching for the heavens. The queen’s grandfather had built those towers, according to the history he’d recently read, and her father was murdered in one of them.

Then, Jehn looked down at the lush green that blanketed the grounds around the palace. Pockets of blue and deep turquoise signaled the presence of fountains and ponds amid the gardens.

He found the queen’s garden, and a coil of satisfaction tightened in his gut. He felt curiously alive at being right, though it was not a surprise to him that he was. He found that he’d wanted to be right, but not for the sake of being right for once. But because he was intrigued by the meaning of what he had predicted and anticipated.

He smelled the subtle, sweet scent that always seemed to cling to the queen, and then she was beside him again, the ministers speaking among themselves now.

“What is that scent?” he asked. “That perfume you use? It is familiar to me.”

“What scent?” she said, bracing her arms on the stone rail of the balcony. Her hair, arranged in a series of gleaming black coils that draped over her shoulders, shimmered in the sun.

“It smells like flowers,” he said.

“It is the scent of my favorite flower,” she said. “The black lioness. A beautiful lily with purple, black spotted petals. But the nectar is poison.”

“A surprising choice for one’s favorite flower,” Jehn said neutrally. But perhaps it was not so surprising, for this queen.

He did not say this, however.

The queen seemed to choose to take his statement as a compliment. She inclined her head slightly toward the view. “What do you think of my palace from up here?” she asked.

“The tower is tall,” Jehn said. “The view is beautiful. But I prefer the other tower—the one that only the servants use now. It affords a nice vantage point, does it not?”

Her face jerked around, and she stared at him a moment.

Jehn held her gaze as he gave her the barest of nods.

He had found it. The second riddle to the queen’s garden. He had climbed the steps of the other tower just that morning and found a new vantage point from which to view the garden at a higher point. And he’d seen that the portrait of the queen had transformed into something else. A second image.

A serpent, coiled and ready to strike.

The cleverness in such a design took his breath away. And to know that she had designed it…

Her lips curved ever so slightly in a ghost of a smile that vanished when he blinked. Then her eyes narrowed.

“You surprise me sometimes, Jehn of Austrisia,” she said.

It was, he knew, a compliment.

Words hovered on his tongue. He wanted to ask how she had chosen and implemented such a design. Who had seen it? He was impressed with her, and he wanted to know more.

He was intrigued.

Perhaps, he thought, this marriage could be more pleasant than he had hoped.

The minister of commerce approached them, bowing low as he interrupted their conversation. “Your Matchless Magnificence,” he said to the queen with a bow.

The queen clasped her hands in front of her. Her mouth formed an imposing frown. “Yes? What is it?”

“We received word only moments ago that your navy has intercepted a small fleet of ships in Nyrian waters,” the minister of commerce reported. He was a small man with a mustache like a smudge of ink on the place below his nose.

Jehn lifted his head at the man’s words.

The Austrisian refugees had arrived.

“And?” the queen asked.

The minister licked his lips. He bowed his head. “When our men boarded the ships, they discovered that they were filled with pirates masquerading as refugees from Austrisia. They must have been planning to sail into the harbor and plunder what they could. It was a bold plan, but we discovered them when one of the pirates accidentally revealed the bodies of their slain captives.” The minister paused, his expression pained. “They even had pirate children with them to complete the deception.”

Jehn stared at the minister of commerce as the words sank into his mind like stones into a dark pond. The word pirates had sent a cascade of images through his head—memories of the sight of dark sails on the horizon, the acrid scent of burning tar, the shrill cry of wounded as the battle raged. It was as if he had been transported back to the deck of the ship he’d stood upon the day they were captured. He felt sick, shaky. He looked at the queen of Nyr, who was as composed as if the minister had just reported to her that they were serving roasted duck for dinner. Her eyebrows drew together as she spoke.

“Where are these pirates and their ships now?” she said.

Jehn put out a hand to steady himself against a column.

Pirates.

The refugees were killed by pirates.

Bile rose in Jehn’s throat. Sweat beaded his upper lip.

“They are being guarded in the harbor by Your Majesty’s warships. No other ships have been allowed to get close,” the minister reported. “I can assure you, none of the pirates have escaped.”

The queen looked at Jehn out of the corner of her eye. “Have the ships emptied and the stowaways placed in the innermost dungeon.”

The minister of commerce opened his mouth to speak, but she held up a finger. “Please inform the Austrisian dignitaries of these most unfortunate events, but keep your conversations discreet. I do not want to cause a panic among my people.”

The minister looked irritated at being told what to do like a servant, but the queen gave him a look that radiated fire, and he seemed to think better of saying anything at all. He bowed and stalked away while the other ministers looked on with mild amusement.

“My condolences,” the queen of Nyr said to Jehn, who could only gape at her. His hand had begun to ache, the pain crawling up his arm to his shoulder and head. He managed a bow.

“Excuse me,” he heard himself saying dimly, as if he were speaking on the other side of a thick curtain. “I must go.”

He managed to reach the bottom of the stairs before he vomited into the bushes that lined the portico.

 

~

 

Later, when Jehn could think rationally again, he grew cold with a different sort of dread. It was evening; the sky streaked with shades of indigo and violet that faded upward into a blanket of stars. The moon hung like an overripe fruit, casting silver light across the path he took through the queen’s garden, because that was the fastest way to reach the queen.

He burned with anger.

Anger and an uncomfortable emotion that sat beneath his ribs like a lodged stone.

It was easy to see his way in the brilliant moonlight.

The queen sat on the edge of a stone bridge, her bare feet dangling in the water. She did not look up at his approach. Guards in gleaming armor stepped forward from the shadows to intercept him, crossing spears in front of him. One reached out to plant a hand on Jehn’s chest.

They didn’t care who he was. He had all the power and command of a courtesan here.

“You liar!” he shouted.

The queen still didn’t look up. She didn’t react at all. The water made a soft lapping sound around her ankles. Her hair stirred in the wind, blowing across her mouth. She reached up with one hand and brushed the tendril away.

“Where are they?” Jehn snarled.

“In the dungeon,” the queen said. “As you heard me order earlier.”

So, his realization had been correct. Something inside Jehn broke. But he didn’t turn away, even when the guard who’d planted a hand against his chest gave him a shove.

He had to be sure.

“There are no pirates,” he said in a strangled voice. “Are there?”

The Nyrian queen didn’t reply.

“Are there?” Jehn shouted.

The queen sighed. It was a quiet sound, like a whisper of silk.

“Of course not,” she said. When she raised her head, her eyes glimmered. “But no one will ever know that. There will be no refugees in Nyr, as I told you before. You forced me to do this, Jehn. You gave me no choice.”

“And what now?” Jehn demanded. “What happens to them?”

“Pirates hang,” the queen said simply. “Or sometimes, they are banished to the salt mines, or left to rot in prison.”

“Even the children?” Jehn whispered.

One of the queen’s eyelashes flickered as if her eye had twitched involuntarily.

“Don’t try to manipulate me, husband-to-be,” she said. Her voice was like a blade. “It won’t end well for you, ever.”

Jehn had no words to reply. A shiver went through him. She was a true opponent, and he had discovered this fact at significant cost.

He had been too confident in his abilities to manipulate her, too confident in her weakness. And now, others would pay the price for his arrogance.

His hand ached with the pain of his wound as he stared hard at the queen.

“You monster,” he said.

The queen’s jaw twitched. “I’ll see you at the wedding,” she said, and then signaled to the guards.

They dragged Jehn away.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

BRIAND AND COMPANY continued north, ascending the mountain in the cool damp of day. The thick tree line soon gave way to scrubby, stunted trees that straggled from the rocky soil toward the cold sunlight. Cliffs loomed all around them, and the views below—drops of thousands of feet that ended in dark shadow—took Briand’s breath away. Birds swirled in the sky above, too far away for their size to be discernable. The air was thin and crisp, and in the distance, the mountaintops looked like spears.

“That,” Nath said, pointing at a forked mountaintop that looked like it had been split in half by a giant’s axe, “is called Begliast’s Tung, which in the old speak means tongue.”

“Who was Begliast?” Briand asked.

“According to the ancient myths preserved by the historian Pilias, Begliast was a great, monstrous dragon that terrorized the country until a dragonsayer defeated him,” Nath said.

“It wasn’t Pilias,” Crispin said. “It was Rosasar.”

Nath swung round in the saddle. “Do you ever grow tired of being a complete idiot? It was not Rosasar. Rosasar hadn’t been born yet when Pilias compiled the myths.”

Crispin was unmoved. “I am certain it was Rosasar.”

“Well, you are certainly wrong—seven hells!” Nath’s shout cut short as Auberon launched himself at the tutor, knocking him from his horse. They rolled on the path as a bird the size of a bull swooped over the saddle of Nath’s horse and took to the sky again. Tibus yanked his crossbow from his back and took aim as the bird wheeled and headed back toward them. The horses snorted and plunged, and Auberon pushed Nath back down as he tried to get up.

“Don’t move,” the Seeker said crisply. “You’re so scrawny, it’s sure to think you a squirrel and go for you again.”

Nath stared at Auberon, dazed, his mouth hanging open.

“Briand!” Kael shouted as he turned his horse around with one hand and drew his sword with the other, but she was ahead of him—she was already in the minds of the dracules, sending them toward the bird like two spears seeking a bull’s-eye on a target. As the bird flew low, wings spread wide and talons extended to attack again, Vox leaped from the bushes onto the bird’s back, bringing it down in a tumble of feathers and claws. Sieya leaped from the rocks to join the fray, and they killed the bird quickly.

“Lords,” Crispin whispered from where he had retreated with Nath’s horse in tow. “What is it?”

“That’s the biggest bird I’ve ever seen in my life,” Tibus declared. “I think it mistook Nath for a jackrabbit.”

“Or a jackass,” Crispin called.

Auberon sat back, allowing Nath to stand. Blood trickled from the Seeker’s cheek where the bird’s talon had sliced him.

Nath gazed at the Seeker in shock before climbing slowly to his feet, brushing dust from his shirt and trousers. He rubbed the back of his head where he’d hit it on the ground and then mounted his horse. He wore a puzzled, uncomfortable expression, and when Crispin asserted that the historian most certainly was Rosasar, he only said, “Bah” and waved a hand.

Briand understood. It was downright unsettling to have one’s life saved by an enemy.

They examined the carcass of the bird after she’d called the dracules away. Kael and Tibus tied the bird to one of the pack horses.

 

~

 

Everyone was quiet as they made camp hours later. Kael set to work plucking the bird, his fingers quick and deft. Tibus joined him after building a fire, and they worked together with the efficiency of men who have spent years in silent companionship beside too many campfires to count. Crispin and Nath went to gather firewood, and Briand unpacked the cooking utensils and fetched water from a nearby stream to boil.

Auberon sat near the fire, his face a mask of haughty indifference, but his eyes followed her movements. The cut on his cheek had dried, but the flesh was puckered and stiff, a canyon of a cut. It would form a nasty scar if left untended.

She retrieved Kael’s pack and dug through it for the needle and thread she knew he kept inside. When she produced them, Auberon frowned.

“No,” he said, shaking his head as she sat down on the log beside him.

“Do you want a scar the size of my finger on that refined Seeker face?” she demanded.

Auberon’s throat convulsed as he swallowed. “No,” he said.

“Then hold still.” She threaded the needle and pulled the thread taut.

Auberon exhaled. “Are you sure you’re the right person to do this?”

Briand looked over her shoulder at the others. “Perhaps not, but I’m the only one who doesn’t hate you. You’re better off with me doing it.” She lifted an eyebrow. “You aren’t the first person I’ve stitched up either.”

Auberon muttered something under his breath, but he held still and presented his cheek. Briand poured a splash of ale onto a cloth and dabbed at the cut first. Auberon hissed but didn’t move, not even to flinch.

She could feel Kael’s eyes on her. On them.

Her fingers brushed Auberon’s cheek as she felt for the place where she would begin sewing. Auberon stilled but did not pull away. His eyes found her and held them. His expression was a war of trust and suspicion.

Briand felt hot and restless beneath that stare. She wanted to turn away, but she didn’t.

She refused to cower from him.

“Ready?” she asked, holding the needle point at his cheek.

“Yes,” he said sourly, a muscle twitching in his jaw as she lifted the needle. His eyes tracked it and then returned to hers.

In the war between suspicion and trust, she saw trust win out.

Something in Briand’s chest tightened. Immediately, she felt anger.

Why did he continue to have the power to make her feel sorrow? To make her feel regret? He was a Seeker, and he’d told her himself that they had no friendship. That they were nothing.

And yet he was looking at her as if she’d stabbed a puppy in front of him.

She sank the needle into the edges of his torn flesh with a little too much force. Auberon blinked rapidly and hissed between his teeth, but he did not move as she sewed the gash back together.

Briand worked quickly, tugging the torn flesh together with the thread. When she’d finished, she cut the thread with her knife and sat back to study her handiwork.

“Well?” Auberon asked, his mouth curling into a sardonic smile. “Does it make me look more fearsome?”

“It makes you look like you got into a fight with a mad tailor,” she said, and rose, tucking her knife into the sheath on her wrist.

Auberon lifted his gloved hands and gingerly felt the stitches. His chains clinked.

He didn’t thank her. She didn’t wait for him to.

As she moved to the other side of the fire, she saw Kael watching her curiously. She pretended not to notice.

The bird, once skinned, was put over the fire to roast. The smell drew everyone to the fire again. Briand practiced flipping her knife and catching it without looking. Kael mended a worn stirrup. Tibus sharpened his sword. Crispin talked, but no one was listening. Nath stared at Auberon as if he could discover the answer to a great secret in the planes of the Seeker’s face.

When the meat was cooked, they passed it around.

Nath cleared his throat uncomfortably as he looked at Auberon, who was eating awkwardly with his chained hands making things difficult.

“You saved my life,” he said.

Auberon snorted. “We need you for the mission. I can only imagine what weeping and gnashing of teeth there’d be from this lot if you died, and I need everyone to be clear-headed and focused.”

“Right,” Nath said.

But he still gave the extra piece of meat to the Seeker.

And Auberon still accepted it.

 

~

 

Another day of riding. Another interminable lecture from Nath about the region they traversed. When the company made camp at nightfall, they drank ale from Nath’s pack and finished the rest of the meat. After they’d eaten, Nath pulled a pack of Dubbok cards from his pocket and dropped them on the tree stump. “Put your money where your mouth is,” he said to Kael.

Crispin grabbed the cards and began to shuffle them. “Challenge accepted.”

“Nobody challenged you,” Nath said, waving a hand as if flicking away a fly.

Crispin was undeterred.

Kael sat, his mouth halfway to a bemused smile, his eyes cool and steady. “Are you ready to eat your words, old friend?”

“I’m ready to watch you be trounced in front of these witnesses,” Nath said.

Briand watched them in amusement from where she sat on one of the rock formations, feet dangling.

“You don’t get to play,” Nath said, stabbing a finger in her direction. “You literally killed someone the last time you played Dubbok. You’ve proved everything you have to prove, dragonsayer.”

“You just don’t want me to beat you in front of Crispin,” she said archly.

Nath snorted instead of answering. His eyes cut to Auberon, sitting by the fire alone, and he called out, “Hey, Scarface, do you play?”

Auberon turned to look at him, startled, and so did Crispin.

So did all of them.

The campsite was silent.

“A little,” Auberon said stiffly after a pause.

Nath pointed at the tree stump, and Auberon hesitated, then stood to his feet with the gravity of a man going to his own funeral. He strode to the stump, his chains rattling, and sat down on one of the fallen trunks lying around it. Crispin inched away, but Nath only slammed a hand down in front of the Seeker brusquely before continuing to deal. Auberon picked up the cards and examined them with a somber expression. Across the stump, Tibus was making a similarly unhappy face.

Crispin, who had the emotional subtlety of a sheepdog, was grinning like a fool.

“It isn’t any fun if you tell everyone exactly what you’ve got in your hand, Crispin,” Nath said with exasperation.

Crispin pinched his lips together in an effort to contain his glee.

“You look like a fish,” Nath said. He laid down a card with a flourish, and the game began.

Auberon, it turned out, was terrible at Dubbok.

“You’re the worst Dubbok player I’ve ever seen,” Briand observed as Auberon tried to play a queen card with his soldier, losing the game for himself and handing the victory to Kael, who scooped up the stones with an arch of his brow in Nath’s direction.

“You can’t count that round,” Nath protested angrily. “Scarface practically handed you the game!”

Auberon looked a bewildered at his loss. He stared at the cards and then at the others’ faces as if coming to a sudden, unpleasant realization about himself.

“I take it back,” Nath said, petulant now. “I don’t care if you saved my life a thousand times, you’re out of the game.”

“I think he adds something special to the table,” Kael said with a tug of his lips. “A refreshing randomness.”

“Losing like that is its own kind of talent,” Tibus rumbled in amusement.

Auberon smiled thinly. He appeared unbothered by their insults. “You forget, I can read minds. Usually, this game is a little less challenging to someone like me.”

“So, you cheat?” Briand said.

Auberon scowled indignantly. “I use my natural proclivities, the same as any person who knows how to read a tell or observe body language properly.”

“I recall Kael using a similar argument regarding his magic-tuned reflexes,” Nath muttered, looking disconcerted at the thought that Auberon might have anything in common with Kael.

“So, you cheat,” Briand repeated. She was smiling now. The ale had warmed her blood. She felt happy, here under the stars with Kael and Nath and Tibus just like old times, and she was relaxed and loose, her words coming out more teasingly than she’d planned.

Auberon surprised them all by laughing. “And it is glorious. Usually, I am the best at the table. But it is very boring.”

“When you never have to try, sure…” Nath muttered. But a reluctant smile tugged at his lips too, and Briand knew that the stars and the firelight and the present company had softened even Nath’s crabby heart. There was something magical and right about the night. Auberon didn’t feel like an enemy anymore. He was just another cranky, aloof individual in their ragtag party. The war didn’t exist, the loyalties and bad blood didn’t exist. It was just them and the wilderness, and the insults they cheerfully traded as the cards were dealt again and another round of ale passed from hand to hand. Kael won again, Nath hissed something about dumb luck, and then Crispin managed to win a round, and Nath was nearly apoplectic. Then he triumphed, and won three times in a row after that, and was very smug about it.

Crispin kept stealing glances at Auberon, who was sitting at the Dubbok table with the indignant gravitas of a hog-tied lion.

“What is it, boy?” Auberon finally asked with a faint sneer.

Tibus straightened where he sat beside Crispin, and even Nath looked up and frowned.

“H-have you ever seen something you didn’t want to see?” Crispin asked, emboldened by Tibus and Nath’s attention.

Auberon’s eyes flickered, and his nostrils flared. “Yes. Lords, yes. All the time.” He snickered. “It’s horrifying.”

“Really?” Crispin asked.

“One time,” Auberon said, and paused.

Crispin leaned forward with interest. Tibus lifted his eyebrows. Even Nath, though he pretended to be studying his cards, was listening.

Auberon had the sleek satisfaction of a cat now that he had captured their attention. “One time, I looked into a man’s mind, and he was in love with his sister—”

The whole table erupted in groans.

“Or the woman,” Auberon continued with relish, spurred on by the reaction he’d gotten, “who compulsively drank her own urine.”

“What?” Tibus demanded.

“Oh yes,” Auberon assured him. “The whole time, she was trying not to think of it so I wouldn’t see. Of course, that only made it more obvious to me.”

Kael cut a glance at Briand as he quietly dealt the cards again. Crispin snatched up his without looking at them.

“And then there was the time,” Auberon said, “I discovered while searching through a man’s head for Monarchist sympathies—”

He stopped.

Silence fell. The smiles dropped from everyone’s faces as the atmosphere grew frosty. Crispin dropped his gaze to his cards, and Tibus leaned back and muttered something under his breath. Nath snapped at Kael to begin the game.

Just like that, they remembered he was their enemy once more.

How had they forgotten?

They finished the game and retreated to their bedrolls in silence.

 

~

 

In the morning, the wind changed, blowing from the north, and it had a bite to it that suggested snow. They mounted up and rode up the slope of the mountain, heading higher and higher, until they were above the clouds, with the trees thinning and snow dusting the crooked path before them. They reached the top, and the sight of the world from the pinnacle of the mountain made Briand feel small and vast at the same time. A kind of pleasurable loneliness coiled in her belly, and she felt lost, but not sad. Vulnerable, but not weak.

Beside her, Kael exhaled quietly. “Something about the Wild Lands always makes me feel as though I lived a thousand years,” he said. “I feel the ghosts of the men and women who walked these trails for centuries. And this beauty—it is harsh, and challenging. You must work hard to gaze upon it. After Estria, I think perhaps these are my favorite lands.”

“You like the wild things,” Briand said, and looked at him with a hint of a smile on her mouth.

“I do,” he agreed, looking at that smile. Or rather, at her mouth. His eyes were dark and soft, and the wind ruffled his hair and blew the edge of his collar against his jaw. Briand wanted to reach up and sink her fingers into his hair and fold herself against him to listen to his heart and smell the scent of him.

But the rest of the company was behind them, and so she settled for sharing the same space as him in warm silence as she turned back to the scene of the mountain range stretching before them, the mountains like dark green behemoths rising to graze among the clouds.

After breakfast, the company mounted their horses and began the descent into the valley beyond.

“There,” Kael said, pointing. “That pass between the mountains. That is our aim.”

It would not be long now.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

A SEA, ENCASED in ice, glittered before them in frosted splendor. Massive shards of ice thrust upward at the sea’s edge, like waves that had frozen into giant crystals at the moment they’d crashed against the rocky shore. Drifts of snow lay in swirls and streaks, strange and undulating shapes drawn by the unrelenting wind that tugged at the landscape. Everything was blindingly bright, mournfully empty, and unrelentingly cold. It was a barren, terrible beauty.

Briand stood at the shore, the wind snatching at the cape around her shoulders and making it dance. The sky overhead was a wild, brilliant blue so lonely and cold that it made her bones ache to look at it. The ice kissed the horizon in a silver line as sharp as a blade’s edge.

Auberon pointed at the line. “Beyond there lies Ikarad.” He looked at Briand. “Call your beast, dragon girl.”

She stared back at him a moment. She was afraid. She looked at Kael, who stood a few paces away with his hands clasped behind his back and his brows drawn together as he watched her. He was calm, assured, his stance planted against the wind and his eyes like brands that seared all the way to her soul.

She loved him.

That love gave her strength.

She closed her eyes and reached deep with her mind.

It was cold below the ice, and the water was murky and blue-green, lit with what filmy sunlight shone through the frozen crust. The dragons slept deep, deep below in hibernation, their minds drifting in the dark corridors of dreams. 

One mind caught with hers, hers like a fishhook snagging on something much bigger and stronger than a carp. She felt numbness first, as if she were falling from a great height—as if she had struck the ground and everything in her body had broken—

The dragon’s eyes opened with a snap. 

Pain shot through Briand, pain so pure and hot that she couldn’t hold back the scream that wrenched from her mouth. Kael was at her side in a single stride, and Auberon and Nath too, and she was on her knees beside the ice, one hand pressed to the cold barrier between her and the dragon below as she screamed. The dracules rushed to her shoulder, making querulous noises in their throats.

She felt hands lifting her. Kael. He pressed her against his chest, one arm holding her up, the other cradling her face. “Briand!”

The dragon was like pure, cold fire. She was caught in the fire. It was burning her. It was consuming her. She was like a coal at the bottom of a heap of logs, only the logs were ice. She was ice. She was burning, but she was cold, and she was

Splintering

Apart

In

A G O N Y. 

Dimly, she heard Kael and Auberon arguing above her.

“Do something,” Kael demanded.

Auberon was hissing something back, holding up his gloved hands, and Nath ground out, “So help me, Seeker, if you can save her and you do nothing, I’ll carve out your insides and feed them to you!”

The dragon writhed beneath the ice. It was far, far below her, a canyon’s depth below. It rose, swimming in a tight circle, shaking itself to be free of her. 

Briand’s talisman was a circle of heat against her skin, diverting some of the pain, but not enough.

Auberon was beside her. “Dragon girl,” he said urgently, and then, “Briand!”

She forced herself to look up at him, and he pressed his forehead against hers. His power flickered against her mind weakly, fragments of memories flashing like ghosts before her eyes, and she struggled to see what he was trying to say to her. Circles, an endless loop of circles to pass the magic through, to keep it from burning her from the inside out, but she couldn’t seem to find her way out of the prison of the pain.

“I need my hands,” Auberon spat at the others.

She felt the press of Sieya and Vox’s snouts against her dangling feet, and something from their touch sent a stabilizing current through her, enough to allow her to escape from the dragon and rise back to her own mind.

She gasped as if coming up for air, and Kael murmured frantically into her hair, “Lords help me,” and cradled her tighter against him in relief.

She gasped again. She was drowning in the dragon’s head. Struggling upward to her body, falling back…

“Briand,” Kael said. “Briand.”

She focused on his face as she snapped back into her own mind. She gave him a shaky, pain-filled smile.

“I’m here,” she managed, the words a whisper.

Tibus gave a shout. “Look,” he called, pointing.

The dragon swam in circles beneath the ice. Briand turned her head weakly; she could make out the ripple of its dark shape through the clouded surface, large as a ship. The creature dipped low, nearly disappearing, and then rose to the surface again in a rush of scales and claws that wheeled away from them and then back again.

Kael exhaled angrily. He looked over her head at Auberon with a scorching expression. His jaw was flexed tight as a bowstring. “Are you trying to kill her?” he ground out.

Briand tried to struggle into a sitting position, and Kael helped her up. Nath lingered close, hovering anxiously, and Tibus and Crispin stood nearby with their arms dangling helplessly.

Auberon stood apart from the others, his eyes haggard, his chest rising and falling with rapid breaths. “No,” he said simply. “I am not. Quite the opposite.”

The dragon’s scales made a scraping sound against the ice as it bumped against the frozen ceiling holding in the sea. The tail dragged behind it, the tip rasping against the underside of the ice as the dragon dove deep again, another summersault in the blue water as it tested the tether of Briand’s mind. Crispin jumped back in terror, and Nath and Tibus put their hands on the swords at their belts.

Briand felt as if she were holding onto the dragon with her fingernails. She struggled to get a better grip as pain shot through her, making her toes curl and her fingers clench. She ground her teeth together as tears streamed from her eyes.

Kael’s hands were gentle as he cradled her. She buried her face in his chest and reached again, straining to hold the dragon’s mind.

Pain. Shooting bands of it, crackling like lightning.

“Dragonsayer,” Nath cried.

She didn’t answer.

To Kael, he shouted, “It’s killing her! Hang the Seeker’s sister, hang it all—abort the mission!”

But Briand held up a hand. She had the dragon. Her grip on its mind solidified, and she clung to it.

It wasn’t getting away.

“I have it,” she gasped. “I’ve got its mind in a vise. Let’s go.” She gestured wildly at the ice.

“Are you insane?” Nath demanded. “We can’t cross now. Look at you!” He gestured at her.

A look at Kael confirmed that he felt the same way. He put his hand against her cheek, his fingers brushing the back of her neck and burying themselves in her hair as he lifted his eyebrows. His gaze was dark, filled with a terror that struck Briand to her core.

“Let’s go,” she said again. “I can do this.”

“Are you sure, Catfoot?” Kael asked. His gaze bored into her, fraught with concern.

“Yes,” she began. But then she was half in the mind of the dragon, half in her own. The ground dipped, and her eyes rolled back in her head as—

She plunged into the murky blue water. The ice scraped her scales. She could hear the muffled sound of voices, and she was intrigued more than angry. 

When she came back, she was shaking, her teeth chattering, her hands clenched into fists so tight that her skin had turned white at the knuckles. She gasped for air, but the feeling of icy water all around her, even in her lungs, did not abate. The pain of holding the dragon at the surface crackled through her whole body, radiating from her mind down her spine and into her limbs, and she felt as if someone had stabbed her through the back of the skull with a spear.

She tried to speak and groaned instead.

The muscles in Kael’s neck and shoulders were so taut that he looked like he was about to snap. “We don’t have to do this,” he said in a low voice as he gripped both her arms.

“The mission,” she began.

“Hang the mission!” Nath declared.

“Catfoot, I won’t do this if it will kill you. We’ll find another way.”

“They’ll torture you if you go to Isglorn like you originally planned,” she gritted.

“You’re being tortured now,” he said. His hand was behind her head, his fingers threaded in her hair. His expression flickered, and she saw a flash of tenderness and anxiety and fierce determination.

The others were watching, but she didn’t care. Kael didn’t appear to either.

“I’m a dragonsayer,” she said. “And a guttersnipe, and a thief-queen. I’m strong, Kael.”

“You are,” he agreed. But his jaw was clenched as hard as steel, and his fingers trembled against the skin on the back of her neck.

It was tearing him apart to see her like this.

She brushed her fingers against his cheek. His eyes fluttered closed for a second.

“Trust me,” she breathed. “Trust my strength. Trust me to do this.”

He opened his eyes again. He locked gazes with her, and he nodded.

She pushed herself up with effort. The others were watching with concern and fear knit across their brows.

“I can do this,” she said, louder this time.

“Of course you can,” Nath said fiercely, clenching his hands into fists as though he’d fight anyone who thought otherwise. Tears shimmered in his eyes—or was that just them watering in the chill of the wind? “You’re the scrappiest, hardiest guttersnipe I’ve ever known. You’ve commanded dragons, called a horde of ragloks, blasted Seekers into unconsciousness with their own powers, and dragged sea monsters to attack pirates. You’re the Scarlet Blade. You’re the blasted thief-queen of Gillspin. You are far too stubborn to die out here. I should know—you’ve been tormenting me with your hardheaded ways for years now.”

Tibus grunted in agreement. “I’ve watched you scale a twenty-meter tower barefoot with a knife between your teeth when you were only a child, dragonsayer. You have always had bravery in your veins.”

“You would have called it foolishness once,” Briand said, her voice catching as the pain rippled anew through her head.

“And I would have been wrong,” Tibus said firmly. Grimly. “We were the fools, for not seeing your merits when they were before us.”

“You’re the most terrifying person I’ve ever met, other than the Seekers,” Crispin added, not to be left out. “If anyone can wrestle a dragon across that lake of ice, it’s probably you.”

Nath smacked him on the head. “Probably?”

“Most definitely,” Crispin amended.

“My dull-witted captors are right, for once,” Auberon said quietly to her left. “You can do this, dragon girl. Make a ring. Thread it with your power. Weave a rope. And then, wrap the rope around the dragon’s mind.”

Briand turned a surprised gaze upon him, and he offered her the barest hint of a strained smile. Something laced that smile. Something painful and angry. She didn’t understand it, and she didn’t have the strength at the moment to try to tease out the meaning. She was exhausted and in a haze of pain.

Was he angry that she was still so weak? That she was still failing in her duty as dragonsayer?

Well if he was, he could jump through the ice and wrangle that dragon himself. She was finished with worrying about what others thought of her dragonsaying talents.

Briand breathed in and out like a woman in labor as the pain crawled into her veins like tentacles of thorny fire. She gazed at the sea of ice, contemplating the journey before her, and then she turned back to Kael.

“I’m going,” she said. “Help me stand.”

His eyes were stormy with emotion, both worry and pride warring within their depths.

Kael didn’t release her completely as he helped her to her feet. He kept his hand under her elbow, holding her steady. She was grateful for it.

“This is the strongest dragon I’ve ever touched minds with,” she said, panting, and then she cried out again. Her back arched as the dragon tried to swim below again. Her mind felt as though it were stretching to the bursting. Like her skull was about to explode.

“Briand!” Kael said sharply.

Her laugh was short and breathless. “It’s getting bored. It wants to leave.”

Auberon approached her from the other side, his chains clinking as he reached for her other arm. He met Kael’s eyes over the top of her head, and the two men studied each other a moment.

“I can help her,” Auberon said fiercely. “Let me help her, traitor.”

The old insult fell from his lips, and for a moment, Briand’s memory leaped back in time to when Kael had been a spy working undercover among the Seekers, and Auberon merely a spoiled Seeker lord who hated him.

How long ago that seemed now.

“You just tried that and failed, Seeker,” Nath said severely.

Auberon ignored him. He kept his face turned toward Kael. “But I need you to take off my gloves. I need my hands if I’m going to use my power effectively.”

The others stiffened. Nath’s hand dropped to his knife. Crispin’s mouth opened in horror. Tibus growled.

Kael only looked at Briand with a wordless question.

Briand reached for his hand. She gripped it hard as she slid her gaze to Auberon’s.

The wind whipped his pale hair across Auberon’s face, and he blinked.

“Do you trust him?” Kael asked her.

A trace of a scowl flickered across Auberon’s expression at Kael’s words, but he focused on Briand again, and when he did, he wore no scorn on his face, no twisting smirk, no traces of mockery.

“I think he wants his sister freed,” she said finally. “And I think that he won’t do anything to destroy your chances of saving her.”

“Then do it.” Kael’s voice was clipped. He looked at Nath and Tibus pointedly while he remained at her side, holding her arm.

“Sir,” Nath began in protest. “You can’t possibly—”

“I can,” Kael said.

Nath fell silent.

Tibus came forward, pulling the key from its place on his belt. He turned it over in his hand, reluctant, but he did as Kael had commanded.

Nath yanked his sword from its sheath. “Turn on us, Seeker, and I’ll cut that hand off,” he threatened.

Auberon stood still as the soldier unlocked the chains that kept the leather gloves in place.

The company held their breath. Nath shifted, his grip on his sword tightening.

Auberon sighed in relief as he peeled the right one off. He stood still, head back and chin lifted, as Tibus locked him back in the chains again.

The Seeker flexed his freed hand, which seemed luminously pale in the sunlight. His black fingernails glinted like onyx as he turned and reached for Briand.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

BRIAND WAS IN too much pain to even flinch as the Seeker placed his naked palm against her temple. She closed her eyes, expecting more pain to join the symphony of agony swirling in her head.

Instead, a cool rush of power swept over her. He was trying to read her mind…? No, he was giving her his power. He was pushing it toward her, offering it up. She pulled it in and felt the familiar rush of memories pour into her, but with them, she realized she was gaining a boost of magic. She saw circles—he was prompting her to thread the magic through a loop in her mind, as he’d taught her before. She tried—she made the circle, but it kept collapsing in on itself. She was too tired. The dragon’s mind was too strong.

Still, the agonizing pain in her head lessened enough to allow her to breathe normally as her muscles unclenched.

Kael tensed at the change in her. “What is he doing?” he asked her quietly.

“Giving me a measure of his power,” she said into Kael’s shirt. “It’s not that different from when I turn a Seeker’s power back on them to knock them unconscious.”

“That is the idea, anyway,” Auberon agreed. He was pale, as if the exchange were a strain to him. But he didn’t withdraw his hand. The flow of power didn’t stop.

Briand felt woozy, and perhaps it was just the sudden cessation of pain, but sandwiched between Kael and Auberon, she felt deeply, profoundly safe. They hated each other, yes, and they were sworn enemies, but in this moment, they were both utterly focused on taking away the agony in her head, and each of them was touching her with gentleness.

But she didn’t have time to ponder it. She arched her back as the dragon turned another loop beneath the ice, yanking on the connection between her and it. Her whole body became cold and numb, and she turned her head as the pain flashed bright. Auberon’s power flowed stronger, coating the cracks in her beleaguered mind, building a cushion against the brutal effect of the dragon. Kael’s arms tightened around her.

“Briand,” he said urgently. To Auberon, he snarled, “What are you doing to her, Seeker?”

“It’s the dragon,” Briand managed.

She opened her eyes again and craned her neck to find Kael’s gaze, trying to infuse hers with strength and reassurance. He was worried and frightened—she could feel it in the way he was holding her. But he trusted her as much as he didn’t trust Auberon. She knew that much.

“I can do this,” she said.

He gave her the stern look she knew so well—the one she’d been on the receiving end of since the days at her uncle’s estate, when she’d been climbing ramparts and stealing horses for rides in the moonlight. The look he gave when he was exasperated with her, but, she suspected, a little compelled by her tenacity. “And the Seeker’s magic?” he asked.

“It helps,” she whispered.

Kael exhaled and looked toward the horizon. His brow wrinkled, and a muscle in his jaw twitched. “Then let’s go. But quickly as we can. Let’s not make this torture of you last any longer than necessary.”

Beneath the ice, the dragon made another turn. It was a dark rush of shadow, a watery flight of wings and scales that made the horses snort and stamp their feet.

Kael gave the order, and the others mounted while the dracules tread nervous circles around the horses. Briand gave them instructions to follow, and they sent her thoughts of nervousness. She tried to soothe them with thoughts of warm fires, but more pain flashed through her body, and she ground her teeth together to keep from crying out.

Kael lifted Briand enough that she could pull herself into the saddle, and then he speared Auberon with a look that held the Seeker by the throat.

“Ride with her,” Kael commanded coolly.

“What?” The Seeker blinked at him, shock crossing his face.

“You heard me. Ride with her. Work your magic and keep her from total agony,” Kael said. “But if you hurt her in any way, or if you try to use her as a hostage or to give you a chance to run away, you’ll be dead before you hit the ice. I swear it.”

“Seconded,” Nath said.

Tibus grunted something that might have been, “Agreed.”

“Well,” Crispin added. “I’m probably going to watch from a safe distance. But I am certain you’ll be dead before anyone needs my help.”

“I get it,” Auberon said. “I’ll be dead.” The Seeker wasn’t sneering as he gazed at the Monarchist commander. “I won’t hurt her,” he added.

Kael nodded once.

Auberon mounted the horse behind Briand and put his hand into hers, his fingers entwining with hers. He wrapped his other arm around her waist.

Nath gazed at them both with faint horror, as if Auberon had a knife to Briand’s throat.

She leaned back against the Seeker and felt the erratic thump of his heart as his power began to flow through her again.

He was nervous. Why was he nervous? Did he think Kael was going to make good on his threat and kill him? Did Auberon have some sinister plan waiting to be unleashed when they were on the ice?

She had a stab of fear at the thought, but it abated. She trusted him. Why, she couldn’t say. She shouldn’t trust him.

But she did.

But what if she were wrong?

Then, the rush of memories that came with Auberon’s power swept through Briand’s head like a waterfall of sights and sounds that drenched her in a dozen emotions, whirling her away from her thoughts and into a memory that overtook her completely. The frozen sea and Kael and his company, the blinding blue sky and the horses, all faded as she fell into the skin of Auberon’s memory.

She was swept into a vision of a darkened room, the walls made of stone with slitted, stained glass windows, the floor polished marble, the furniture dark wood and velvet coverings. A Seeker house. Was this in Tasglorn? She saw Kael, standing dressed in all grays and blacks at the far end of the room, his face in profile, his jaw bruised. He looked somber, but Briand knew that gleam in his eye. It was quiet determination. 

This must have been during the time Kael was working as a spy with the Seekers, when he’d pretended to turn traitor against the Monarchists. Her heart swelled with love for him. He’d followed his orders with no idea what the outcome might be. No idea if he would survive at all. 

Auberon’s voice filled the space between them. “So, traitor. I see they did not take my suggestion to cut your throat immediately.” 

 “You heard the cleric,” Kael said softly, referencing some earlier conversation, no doubt. “We are to depart for Kyreia tomorrow. I need the documents.” 

 “I do not trust you.” And with those words, she—Auberon—felt a wave of suspicion. Suspicion, and… envy. 

He knew of Kael of Estria. The former right-hand man to Prince Jehn. The whispered exploits of this one had traveled through the halls of the Citadel and into even the drawing rooms of Tasglorn’s finest lords and ladies. He was regarded as a sort of dashing outlaw. An intriguing legend. And here he stood, alive, not in chains. Dressed like a nobleman. Lord Axtrum and the rest of the Citadel’s inner circle had swallowed every lie this conniving snake had fed them. 

The Citadel had become lazy, complacent. They must have missed something in their interrogations. 

On the heels of the envy came rage that wrapped around his spine and crackled along his veins. Rage that this man had thrown away what the rumors whispered that he had—a deep and abiding bond with his prince, the one he had previously served as loyally as a dog. Envy that anyone would have such a bond. If this traitor had truly thrown away such a thing for mere money and power, then he deserved the torture he’d gotten at the hands of the Seekers the previous day. Torture he had apparently withstood to their satisfaction, judging by his lack of bonds. 

It was a lie. 

It must be a lie. 

He locked eyes with the traitor, and his lip curled in disdain. 

 “Read my mind for yourself. You’ll see that I am telling the truth,” Kael said evenly. 

Auberon did not want to read his mind. He did not want to look inside and see the things that had been lost by this coward’s treachery. Things he had never dared dream of having. Friendship. Trust. Loyalty. 

He’d thrown those things away like they were garbage. 

And yet, this traitor dog stood with his shoulders back and his head up. His eyes were clear. 

Evil of evils. Such a loathsome creature should skulk and cower, not stand so tall. 

Auberon drew back as if in disgust. But what he felt was fear. Heavy, suffocating, hole-in-his-stomach fear. 

 “Are you trying to trip me up with illegal activity?” he demanded. “You are under the protection of the Citadel. You have sworn your service to the Grayrobe Rodis of Gorn. Reading your mind without an official ruling would be against Seeker laws.” 

 “Even if I invite you to do it?” Kael asked softly, taking a step forward. He was like a panther, sleek and dark. Ready to fight. His smile was sharp. Angry. As if he was daring Auberon to try. 

Auberon clenched his gloved hands into fists. The traitor was bluffing, he was sure of it. “You are trying to trap me. Trying to catch me in disloyalty to the Citadel. I won’t fall for it. You’re a threat. I know it.” 

Kael’s eyebrows lifted ever so slightly in a sardonic expression. Cocky, confident. “I’ve sworn my loyalty to the Citadel. Are you saying you question their judgment? Perhaps you are the threat.” 

Auberon lifted his hand to strike the traitor across the face. Just then, the door opened, and two Seekers, their dark hair threaded with gray and their cloaks a pale, luxurious silver, stepped inside the room. 

Auberon froze at their entrance. Judging by the fear that skittered through him in the memory, Briand guessed these men were high Seeker officials. 

 “Auberon,” one of the officials said in a gravelly voice, lifting a gloved hand to beckon to him. “You’re here. Good. Come with us, both of you.” 

Auberon grabbed Kael’s wrist and leaned close enough to whisper, “I know what you are, traitor.” 

The memory gave way to the lake of ice, and Briand found herself in her body once more as she pulled away from Auberon, the wind pummeling her cheeks and lips and whipping through her hair, and the pain of the dragon’s mind wrenching at hers from where it swam circles below the ice. She blinked, dizzy with the sudden shift in consciousness. She looked at Kael, who stood before her, concern in his eyes.

“Briand,” he said, as if he had already said her name once. As if he were reining in panic behind that controlled expression. “What is it?”

“I’m all right,” she said. The words tasted strange on her tongue. The memory hung in her mind, jarring and evocative.

Behind her, Auberon was tense as a bowstring. He had dropped his hand to his leg, and the pain of the dragon raged in Briand’s body once more. She almost reached for his hand again—she needed the relief—but she hesitated. She was torn.

He knew she’d seen something. She could feel the wondering in him. The fear.

She felt a flutter of new understanding ripple through her, as if a curtain had fluttered away from his deepest self, and she’d caught a glimpse.

But the knowing scared her. She wasn’t sure she wanted to keep understanding. Because understanding led to sympathy. Empathy.

If she empathized with him, she couldn’t hate him anymore.

She needed to hate him.

Kael mounted his horse and steered the animal alongside hers. “Ready?” he asked softly.

“Ready,” she replied, sounding more confident than she felt.

His jaw was tight with concern, but when he spoke to the others, Kael’s voice came out calm and controlled.

“Let’s ride,” he said.

The horses started across the expanse of silver and white, led by Tibus and Crispin. Kael rode beside Briand and Auberon, leading Auberon’s horse, and Nath came last, muttering about wanting to keep the Seeker in his sights, the packhorse tethered to his mount.

A crust of snow covered the top of the sea in places, allowing them to ride safely and without slipping.

Beneath the ice, like a great long shadow, the dragon slowly followed them.

 

~

 

As the company advanced across the frozen sea, the wind blew fierce and cold, flinging tiny shards of ice against every inch of exposed skin. Briand buried her face in the mane of her horse and squeezed her eyes shut against the chill and the wind and the ice and the pain. The PAIN. It howled through her again as she pulled at the dragon and felt the dragon pull back. Her limbs felt as if they were wrenching apart. A whimper escaped her mouth before she could clamp down her lips fast enough.

Kael’s head swiveled toward hers. His brow creased. “Auberon,” he said sharply. “Your power?”

Auberon’s hand squeezed hers once, as if asking if she were still awake. She lifted her head in response. “I need more magic,” she rasped.

With the rush of power came another cascade of memories. Briand tried to climb above them, to stay conscious and with the others, but she fell headlong into the cold deluge that overwhelmed her and pulled her under.

She saw a dark sky riddled with stars. The air was crisp and smelled like perfume and cut flowers. She heard the tinkling laughter of those who are desperately trying to appear witty and interesting to everyone around them as she—looking through Auberon’s eyes again—stepped through a doorway and into a garden. She felt Auberon’s boredom and annoyance at the pretenses of the nobles. Men and women in glittering cloaks and gowns stood in clusters throughout a garden with soaring trees and meticulously maintained shrubs and vines. A glass fountain as tall as three men spewed water that was lit with glowing stones that lay scattered in the basin below, and torches lined the footpaths, bathing the grass in flickering shadows. Servers rushed between the guests with silver platters of food and drink that looked delectable, and it seemed every hand held a goblet. 

But they were all anxious. It showed in their eyes, which were wide and ringed with white like deer caught by a hunter in the woods. As Auberon passed them, the noblemen and women gulped their drinks or lowered their voices. He cut a swath of silence through the grounds as he moved. 

He didn’t care about their vacuous, petty lives or their stupid words. He didn’t want to be privy to their conversations or their laughter. He swept past them, his expression imperious and uncaring. He took a goblet from a server and slurped at the wine. He was a Seeker. He could do anything he wanted. 

Nearly anything. 

Massive stone walls rose at the edge of the garden, and he halted before them, staring at the vines that crawled over the sides. 

 “I’m thinking of climbing out of here too,” a voice said at his elbow. 

Jade. 

Auberon turned to lift an eyebrow at his sister. “Those vines are poisonous. Prince Cahan had them planted in the hopes that assassins would attempt to use them to climb into his royal gardens.” 

Jade lifted one shoulder in a shrug. She wore a dark green dress beneath her silver cloak, the fabric a sumptuous velvet threaded with pale white threads that glimmered in the near-darkness. Her shoulders were bare, and a web of jewels glowed around her neck. “What’s a little poison compared to this miserable evening?” 

Despite her playful words, she had dark shadows under her eyes. He looked her over with concern, and she half-turned away. “Please don’t,” she muttered. 

He said it anyway. “Are you all right? You look—”

She held up a hand to stop him. “We’ve had a very good thing going the last few months, brother,” she said. “Not quite a friendship, but we’ve gotten along well, I daresay. Don’t remind me of the reason why I’m hurting by bringing it up as you pretend to care. I’ve been working very hard to put it out of my mind this evening.” To punctuate her words, she took a long drink from her cup, her throat bobbing as she swallowed. 

She was still unhappy about the chef. 

 “I saved his miserable life, didn’t I?” Auberon said. 

Jade lowered the cup with a jerk, making the liquid inside slosh. “Did you listen to what I just said?” 

He sighed. “Jade…”

 “Don’t ‘Jade’ me, Ari. I’m entitled to miss him. We aren’t all like you. Made of ice. Some of us have hearts in our chests.” 

Her words hit him like a slap. He wanted to wince, but instead, he laughed in her face. “And are you better to show for it? No.” 

 “Lords,” she said, with the same laugh-sigh their mother had always used when she was feeling exasperated at him. “I only came to this miserable party because I wanted to see that new fellow—what is his name?—who’s working for Rodis now. Most of your ilk are intolerable, but this one was different. He had something about him that I liked. A kind of …I don’t know, a stillness to him. Like when he looked at me, I felt seen.” She laughed again, nervously now, as if she had divulged a secret. 

 “Most of my ilk? You’re studying to be a Seeker too, sister,” Auberon said, annoyed. 

Her face pinched. “But I won’t be like you. I’m going to be a Healer. Not someone who tears others’ heads apart.” 

 “Careful what you claim you’ll never do, sister. You may find yourself a liar one day.” 

 “It’s your father’s fault,” she said suddenly. “Before he left, you were my Ari. Not this miserable, moody monster—”

 “Don’t talk about him,” Auberon snapped. 

 “Oh, so you can talk about Greff if you like, but I don’t dare mention D—”

 “Stop,” he roared. 

A few heads turned their way. The chatter quieted. 

Auberon was breathing hard. Jade’s eyes were wide with alarm. 

 “Don’t even say his name,” Auberon hissed. 

With that, he spun on his heel and stalked back toward the nobles, who parted before him. He could feel Jade’s stare stabbing into his back as he walked. 

She was the only person he loved in this miserable world, and for the last few months, she’d been icy to him. He hadn’t been able to fix it—everything he’d tried had crumbled like the thoughts of a madman beneath a Seeker’s palm. 

The futility of it all simmered along his skin. This party. This mansion. Loyalty to this and that. Admiration. Power. Did any of it matter? Did anyone care? The faces of the nobles looked like masks to him—vacant, the expressions frozen as he passed. 

He wanted to shove them all aside. He wanted to overturn the platters in the servers’ hands. He wanted to break something. 

The glitter and the chatter and the false, stilted laughter closed around his throat like a chain of gold, threatening to choke the life out of him. 

 “Ari,” Jade said behind him, her voice splintering. 

Auberon turned. She stood uncertainly an arm’s length away, her face set with anger but her eyes pooling with regret. 

People were watching them. Auberon wanted to yell for everyone to go away, but it was not just useless nobles. A few men and women in gray and silver cloaks, their hands politely gloved, had drawn near to watch the unfolding drama. 

 “I don’t want to fight,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, Ari. You’re the only one I have now.” 

 “You’re making a scene,” he said. “Stop.” 

She swallowed hard. Was that a trick of the light, or did a tear glimmer in her eye? 

 “Stiffen up, sister,” he said in a voice only she could hear. “Remember what our mother always said. They only know what you show them. And we show strength.” 

Jade jerked her chin in a nod. As he watched, she straightened and arranged a smile on her lips. She was an astounding actress when she wanted to be. Just like his mother. Just like him. 

Nobody ever saw how broken they really were. 

The crowd dispersed, bored now that the fun was over. Across the lawn, a woman squealed in rage at a man who was kissing another woman’s fingers. Attention slid toward another promising scandal. 

As the partygoers moved on, Auberon was half of a mind to reach out his hand in reconciliation when Jade’s expression changed. She stared over his shoulder, her mouth turning. 

 “There’s the man I spoke of,” Jade said. “Do you know him?” 

Auberon turned to see what she was looking at, and at the edge of the crowd, he spotted a familiar figure stealing away. His heart grew hard. 

The traitor. 

Of course his sister would admire that wretched snake. 

 “I wonder where he’s going,” Jade said. 

Kael of Estria stole along the edge of the garden wall, half in shadow, a cloak curling around his ankles as he stepped between a pair of columns, scanned the party, and then moved on. No one glanced his way as he strode deeper into the maze of gardens that surrounded the palace. 

Auberon’s lips thinned. 

Kael of Estria deserved to be hanged from the wall, and Auberon would like nothing more than to be the one to make it happen. Was this a gift from fate? 

No one else seemed to notice the traitor strolling away. 

Auberon tossed his drink into the glass fountain with a growl and started after him. 

He followed as Kael crept along the wall, moving between trees across the lawn. The gardens extended for hundreds of acres beyond this point, branching into orchards, water gardens, and the infamous poison gardens that Prince Cahan had ordered built the previous year. 

Where was the traitor going? 

Long, purple shadows enveloped them both. The gardens here were massive, with towering shrubbery trimmed into formidable and imposing shapes—griffins, lions, and dragons loomed over Auberon as he tailed the traitor. Lanterns that burned in blue, green, and white cast pale circles over the path. A moon gate, round and covered in vines, signaled the entrance to another quadrant of the royal gardens. 

The traitor stepped through the gate and disappeared into the darkness beyond. 

Auberon paused, his thoughts muddled, his pulse pounding with rage. 

Where had that traitor dog gone? 

 “Why are you following me, Seeker?” Kael said from behind him. 

Auberon whirled. Kael stood, arms crossed, watching him placidly from against the wall of the palace. 

 “Why are you sneaking away?” Auberon countered. 

 “I am not sneaking anywhere,” Kael said evenly. “I’m meeting someone.” 

 “You expect me to believe this is a tryst, and not a spy mission?” Auberon snorted. Anger was still rioting in his blood after his spat with Jade, along with the wine he’d consumed. He yanked off a glove and reached for Kael’s head. 

He would force the truth out of the traitor, then. Consequences and laws be damned. They’d thank him for what he’d uncovered—

Kael seized Auberon’s wrist and pulled the Seeker off-balance as he stepped to the side. Auberon whirled, grabbing the traitor by the neck with his gloved hand, but before he could slap his palm against the other man’s forehead, Kael kneed him in the groin. 

Auberon grunted in pain, twisting his ungloved hand free. He grabbed again for the traitor as he doubled over, but he missed. He hit the grass on hands and knees. 

 “Auberon,” a gravelly voice said through the blood ringing in his ears. “What are you doing?” 

Rodis. 

Auberon raised his head slowly to see the older Seeker glowering at him. 

 “I thought…” Auberon began. 

 “Are you drunk?” Rodis demanded. “What is the meaning of this, young Auberon?” 

 “I—” Auberon began, but the elder Seeker wasn’t finished. 

 “You’re taking after your father more and more,” he said, his expression harsh with displeasure. 

The words cut Auberon to the core. 

 “I am nothing like my father,” he said coldly, pulling himself straight. “I can prove it, sir.” 

 “Can you?” Rodis asked. “Can you show yourself capable of discipline, and loyalty, and resolve?” 

 “I can, sir,” Auberon said, hating the traitor with every fiber of his being as he debased himself to Rodis like a sniveling boy. 

 “You have displeased me,” Rodis said. “But there is a way you might prove yourself. I am sending a team to the north in search of a dragonsayer.” 

 “I could lead such a team,” Auberon said. 

 “Excellent.” Rodis turned away. “Don’t disappoint me, Auberon. Don’t be like your father.” 

He paused. “Kael of Estria will also be joining this team.” 

Auberon almost choked at the words. He shot a look of pure venom at the traitor, who stared back without expression. 

He couldn’t believe this. 

He despised Kael of Estria. 

Then and there, Auberon swore to himself to kill the traitor if he got the chance. 





CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

BRIAND FELL BACK into her own consciousness, Auberon’s memory fading as she became aware of the prickle of ice hitting her cheeks and the tearing pain of the dragon’s mind against hers once more. Auberon had pulled away from her, his body stiff. Briand wondered if he was worried about what she’d seen inside his head.

She realized then that the others were drawing their horses to the side.

“Why are we stopping?” she called against the wind. “We just left the shore.”

The others gave her quizzical looks. Kael’s brows drew together.

“How long have we been riding?” she rasped.

“An hour,” Kael said. He dismounted and reached up to help her down. She fell from the horse into his waiting arms. Her legs trembled and her arms ached from being locked rigidly against the pain. She wanted to cling to him and never let go.

As he lowered her to the snow-crusted ice, Kael pressed his nose and lips against her hair once, although to anyone watching it would have seemed like a mere brushing of his face against her hair as he assisted her. Warmth flooded her.

The dracules streaked to her side and thrust their muzzles into her hands, making whining noises of concern. Briand let them twine around her as she sat down hard on the snow crust.

Auberon dismounted stiffly behind her. He remained standing. She noticed he was wearing chains, even though he was gloveless on the one hand.

Nath passed around a saddlebag of food, followed by a canteen of coffee that had been hot many hours ago. Crispin knelt on the ice and stared at the dragon that was circling below them still. The dragon rose up and thudded its horn against the place where Crispin crouched, and the boy fell onto his backside with a low, startled cry.

Auberon laughed, but his chuckle lacked any real malice. “Don’t break your neck, boy.”

“Leave the lad alone,” Nath snapped. “He’s a brave one, despite his flaws.”

Crispin straightened at the praise and cast a scowl at the Seeker. “They call me Feverbeet,” he said to Auberon. “Because that’s the kind of damage I inflict on my enemies. The pain of the Feverbeet plant.”

“That’s not why,” Nath muttered.

The dragon turned another circle under their feet. Its mind felt like a great, groaning ship that was attached to Briand’s by a rope and a hook buried deep in her skull. Every tug was agony.

She knelt on the ice, pressing both hands against it. She was so tired. So filled with pain.

When the dragon tugged again, instead of yanking back, she leaned in with her mind. She reached out.

Please, she thought, the emotion of it filling her to the brim, pressing against her throat and expanding in her chest. Please, please, PLEASE. I am so tired of fighting you. I hurt all over. I want to stop. But I can’t stop. I need your help.

It was a wordless cry in her mind, but the essence of her supplication filled her thoughts and surged forward into the dragon’s mind from hers—the feeling of aching bones and relentless rain and the kind of cold wind that rattles the shutters in the wintertime. The sense of falling and falling, with broken wings that won’t hold you up…

She opened her eyes in shock as she realized the pain had stopped.

The dragon’s mind wasn’t pulling on hers anymore.

It was… cradling hers. Like cupped hands of ice, the dragon’s thoughts surrounded her. The sudden cessation in pressure and pain made her tremble with giddy relief. She leaned closer to the ice, pressing her forehead against the frozen white as she sent out thoughts to the dragon below. She was trying to think of what might possibly soothe or cajole a dragon—fire and treats did the trick when it came to dracules, but were dracules like dragons in their tastes?—and she was emotional from the complete lack of pain in her body. She had to convince the dragon not to fight her. She needed to save Kael from torture at the hands of Seekers. She loved him. She loved all of them. She even wanted to see Auberon live, because as infuriating and dangerous as the Seeker could be, she didn’t want him dead. Most of the time anyway. She wanted to rescue Jade. And she wanted everyone to survive this crazy mission.

These were the things she needed to communicate to the beast below the ice.

[You want many things], a voice like cold fire whispered in her mind.

Briand stilled. She sat up, her forehead still dusted with snow, and looked around. The others were not paying much attention—Kael was checking the horses’ hooves, and Tibus was eating. Auberon crouched far away from everyone, eating alone, but his body was turned so that he could observe them. Crispin and Nath were arguing about something utterly unimportant.

None of them had spoken.

The voice was not speaking straight words, either. It was more like a combination of the concepts and feelings that somehow crystallized into the words that might have been spoken, if they’d been spoken aloud. As if Briand’s mind was working in tandem with the voice to interpret what it was saying into a language she understood.

She looked down at the ice.

The dragon had stopped circling. It hung in the water just below her, its massive head facing her, one brilliant yellow eye and a length of scales and a curve of a nostril visible through the cloudy surface.

[Is this why you brought me here?] the dragon asked. It seemed curious, not angry. [Is that why you seized control of my mind? For the tribe-love-bond of these ones you think of?]

I need your help, Briand thought back.

[You are a dragonsayer,] the dragon observed with interest. [A life-bringer, too. There has not been a dragonsayer for a long time. You have much potential for power, life-bringer.]

There hasn’t,  Briand agreed.

She wanted to ask what a life-bringer was, exactly, but she was wary of looking too inexperienced. Would the dragon fight her again if it thought she was a novice?

The dragon must have overheard this, even though Briand wasn’t thinking directly at it. Its voice was laced with amusement—well, what she supposed was dragon-style amusement, for the images that burned briefly through her awareness were ones of dragons burning forests in error, or accidentally ripping off limbs—as the dragon said, [You are a life-bringer. Because you are not a non-life-bringer.]

Well, that made perfect sense.

The dragon, still sensing her lack of comprehension, tried again. [You are like me. A bringer of life. You are not a weaker one. You have the power of a goddess. You are one of the revered half. You have a life-portal. You could… you could create.] The images that formed these words were ones of strength, spreading wings, massive claws and limbs, and eggs. Dragon’s eggs.

Create,  Briand repeated silently. Did the dragon mean that she could bring to life petrified eggs? That she could call sleeping dragons awake? Was this a special breed of dragonsayer?

Now the dragon was exasperated. [I have created eggs myself, as that is what my kind does. But if you did, you would create other, smaller dragonsayers that emerge live from your body, if my memory is correct—]

Now the thoughts were of tiny dragons, frolicking in a cave, spurting fire into the air before bounding toward a mother to nurse at her belly.

Oh!  Briand thought. You mean I’m… female? 

[Fe-male?] the dragon responded. [Is this what you call the creators?]

Well, not all women have children, but yes. 

[Women?]

Females. Let’s stick with that term. 

[Could you give birth?]

I suppose so,  Briand thought to the dragon.

[Then you are a life-bringer like me,] the dragon said, sounding pleased, as if this was some secret they shared. [Fe-male,] it mused. [The non-life-bringers are called males by your kind, yes?]

Yes,  Briand replied.

This was the oddest conversation she’d ever had. With a dragon, no less.

[Would you rather I called you life-bringer or fe-male, dragonsayer? Which is your preferred address?]

You can call me Briand. 

[Is Beruud your title?] the dragon inquired.

Briand. It’s my name. 

The dragon sent a spurt of air through its nostrils, the bubbles filling the water near the ice with a churn of white. It seemed flustered, or amused. Or both. [You give me your name so easily, life-bringer? Are all humans so readily intimate?]

An alarming image of two dragons nuzzling necks flashed across Briand’s mind.

It isn’t like that. Names are just what we call each other.  She flushed and laughed at the same time.

Kael turned his head toward her. His gaze was shrewd, discerning. “Are you all right, Catfoot?”

Briand turned her head toward him, but the dragon’s voice filled her mind. It was hard to think of anything else with the dragon speaking.

[I see. Dragons exchange names with mates and children only. They are secret, private things, like the softest part of the underbelly, meant to be shared only with ones most intimate partners,] the dragon said.

Briand had forgotten why she was looking at Kael. The dragon’s words had obliterated her train of thought. She stared at him for a second, dizzy, and he strode toward her with concern on his face.

“Auberon,” he snapped, and the Seeker rose and came toward her as well.

“Are you in pain?” Kael asked as he dropped beside her.

Auberon reached out his hand.

“No, wait,” she said. “I’m not in pain.” She stopped, wondering. “I’m not in pain,” she repeated more slowly.

“You’re not?” Auberon said. His brow wrinkled.

“I’m talking to it.” She gestured at the ice.

They looked down. The dragon gazed back at them, fearsome and dark below the surface.

“I didn’t know they could… talk,” Auberon said.

“And you have no pain at all?” Kael put his hands on either side of her face, studying her.

Briand gently untangled herself and stepped back. “No pain. But I’m in the middle of this conversation, so, perhaps a little privacy?”

“What kind of a conversation?” Auberon said. He looked back at the dragon.

“Names. Having babies. That kind of thing,” Briand said with a wave of her hand. “Now go.”

Auberon opened his mouth to ask more, but Kael grabbed the Seeker’s arm and pulled him back toward the others, leaving her alone.

She knelt on the ice again, lowering her face so she could see the dragon clearly.

[Are those your mates?] the dragon asked after they’d gone.

They are my friends,  Briand replied.

[You are not pair-bonded to both of them?]

Both? No,  she said, startled. A blush spread across her neck. She was glad she alone could hear the dragon’s words.

[Hmmm.] The dragon seemed to think this odd. [Your mind is full of love—]

And what do you mean, both of them?  Briand demanded.

[Dragons take many mates. I myself have five mates. So did dragonsayers in the old times, I remember. Do fe-males of your kind not fall in love much anymore?]

Most people around here only have one mate,  Briand said.

[Only one? How strange. Do the mates get lonely? Do they resent that you only have one of them? That seems unfair.]

Unfair? Most would say the opposite. It would be unfair to make two mates compete for affection, deal with jealousy. 

The dragon seemed confused. [Does your kind also have only one child now?]

No, not always. And some people have more than one spouse, I guess, Briand admitted, thinking about it. Mostly kings. Maybe they have many spouses in Mammot. I can’t recall. But it is not common. It depends on the laws of the land, and the customs. 

She glanced over her shoulder. Nath and Tibus were also watching her now. She turned back to the dragon, who she sensed had more questions. Enough odd small talk.

I need your fire. 

[For what do you need my fire, little life-bringer?] asked the dragon curiously.

I need to destroy a wall sealed with magic, Briand said. So we can rescue the sister of one of my company. 

[Your… com-pan-y? I do not know this term. They are not your mates, though? You have no children with them?]

No, not my mates. A company is a… a military group. Fighters. Which describes us, mostly, although I’m not a follower of their prince, and we have an enemy with us who is sort of helping us.  Briand realized how strange it must sound.

[Your tribe,] the dragon declared, unruffled by it.

Briand liked that. Her tribe. They were her tribe, weren’t they? Minus a few that also belonged in the tribe, like Cait, Bran, and Maera. She nodded.

My tribe, then. 

[So,] the dragon said. [You want me to destroy a wall to help one of your tribe escape?]

Yes. Well, perhaps just make a hole. A small hole. Large enough for someone like me to fit inside, but not so large that it draws undue attention,  she added after a moment.

[I think that can be arranged,] the dragon said. And, after a pause, [You ought to have asked first instead of yanking me up here.]

I’m sorry,  Briand said in her head. I had no idea you might even want to come. 

[Well. Next time, ask first, life-bringer.] A brief flare of head-splitting pain shot through her skull to punctuate the admonishment.

Understood,  Briand thought, her spine stiffening against the pain. So, you’ll do it? 

[Where is this wall?]

It’s across the frozen sea. There is a prison called Ikarad—

[Ikarad!] A wave of pain seared through Briand’s whole body as the dragon exclaimed in anger.

I’m guessing you know the place. 

[Yes.] Anger flickered in the dragon’s words as they filled her mind. Anger and sorrow. [I remember when it was built. It was a long, long time ago, life-bringer. The creatures that came, the males with the silver cloaks, they did not treat us kindly. They had magic that they used to pull dragons from the sky and kill them. One of them tried to pull thoughts from one of ours after they’d dragged him down, and instead, he saw the thoughts they had. He saw memories of blood and fire. They had killed the dragonsayers.]

That was a long time ago, yes,  she replied.

[I will cross the frozen sea with you, and I will make a hole small enough for someone your size to fit through, but not so large that it draws attention, life-bringer. On the condition that you do something for me,] the dragon said.

Briand felt a pang of concern hit her stomach. What could a dragon possibly want her to do?

She wasn’t so sure about making deals with dragons. She didn’t know if it was a bad idea.

But it seemed like a bad idea.

[Inside this fortress are the bodies of the dragons who fought the ones in the silver cloaks long ago. They are kept as trophies. One of my mates is among them. Bring me the head of my mate so that I may bury it. It is the one with the break in the jawbone.]

How big are these heads?  Briand asked with a frown. She gazed down at the dragon beneath the ice. Its head was at least as big as she was, maybe more. And she didn’t know if this dragon was a normal-sized dragon, or a small dragon, or…

Flames of pain lanced her mind. [My mate was male. Therefore small. You and your tribe will be able to transport his skull, life-bringer,] the dragon said. It seemed confident.

If I can’t—

[We dragons don’t take kindly to broken oaths,] the dragon warned. [We like to roast alive those who fail us.]

Briand was pretty sure she could hold the dragon off in a worst-case scenario, though the effort of it might send incapacitating pain through her. She breathed out slowly. Find the head of a dragon. Inside a secret Seeker prison. And somehow bring it to this dragon outside the prison.

It must be doable, right?

All right,  she said. I’ll get your mate’s head for you. 

[Let us begin without delay,] the dragon said, and turned to swim across the ice.

Wait,  she called with her mind.

The dragon’s impatience was scorching.

Briand stood, brushing snow from her knees. She felt dizzy, almost drunk. She crossed to where the others sat.

“Mount up,” she said. “We’ve got to go now.”





CHAPTER TWENTY

 

THE OTHERS GAZED at Briand with puzzlement written across their faces at her words. “Leave now?” Crispin said uncertainly. “Kael said—”

“New plan,” Briand interrupted. “The dragon wants to go now. It’s very impatient.”

“The dragon,” Nath repeated. “The one you captured with your mind-powers. Is it hurting you? Pulling too hard?”

“No, no,” she said. She grabbed the saddlebags and thrust them at Crispin. She called the dracules, who were frolicking along the ice, to her side. “We have a deal now. But it wants to go immediately.”

“A deal,” Tibus repeated.

“A deal!?” Nath exclaimed.

Kael appeared with a small string of fish over his shoulder. “What is it?” he asked after a look at Nath’s thunderstruck expression.

“She made a deal with the dragon,” Nath said, gesturing at Briand. “With the dragon, Kael! A deal!”

Kael set the fish down in the snow. His brow knit, but she couldn’t tell if it was displeasure or not that crossed his face. “Briand?” he said, addressing her directly.

“It, ah, wants us to find the head of its dead mate,” she explained. “It says the Seekers have it on display or something of that sort.”

They were all staring at her as if she’d announced that a fairy godmother had granted her three wishes. They were making her feel five years old. As if she’d been naughty and played in the mud.

Briand didn’t like it. She frowned at them. “Stop chastising me.”

“You can’t just be making deals with dragons!” Nath cried.

One corner of Kael’s mouth lifted. He turned away for a moment to busy himself with the fish.

Auberon, who’d been dozing against some of the packs, sat up and brushed the silvery-blond hair from his eyes with a rattle of his chains. “What’s this?”

“I made a deal with the dragon,” Briand said.

Auberon looked alarmed. “Alone? You didn’t consult any of us first?”

“She’s quite capable of making deals,” Nath snapped at Auberon. “Stay out of it.” To Briand, he said, hands on his hips, “Alone, without consulting us?”

“That’s what I just said,” Auberon sputtered. “You agree with me.”

“I’ll never agree with a Seeker,” Nath shot back without turning around.

The others looked at Kael for confirmation of their outrage.

Briand lifted her chin and waited.

“Normally we consult on such matters,” Kael said from where he was tying up the fish in a bundle. His cloak whipped behind him in the wind, and he looked distractingly handsome. His eyes met Briand’s, and the look that he gave her was one of pride, not censure. She made an effort to look irritated, however, for effect. Because the others were watching.

“I am the dragonsayer,” Briand said firmly. “And might I remind you, I am also a thief-queen. Nath, you are my advisor, not my father. Certainly not a prince that I take orders from. That goes for all of you. You wanted me here to talk to the dragons. I talked to a dragon. I’m not your servant, and I’m not a child. Stop behaving as if I am.”

“But we are a team,” Tibus reminded her.

“We wanted you to call the dragons,” Nath muttered. “Not have conversations with them that end in suspicious deals!”

[Is your tribe coming?] the dragon asked in the back of her mind. [I am growing weary of listening to their strange chatter.]

Be patient,  Briand responded.

The dragon made some sort of snort or chortle that translated as pure pain in Briand’s mind. Her eyes watered. She forced herself to remain standing straight, but she couldn’t keep the wince from her face.

Kael was at her side in two strides at the sight of that pain. “Enough bickering,” he said to the others. “I trust our dragonsayer’s judgment.”

Our dragonsayer. It was a small thing, just a variation in his words, but she glowed with pleasure to hear it.

She was their dragonsayer. Not anyone else’s. Not Prince Jehn’s. Not the Seekers’. Not even the guardians.

They were, as the dragon had put it, her tribe.

A word had never felt so right to her before. It glowed in her chest like a jewel in the center of a crown. This cantankerous, bickering, fiercely loyal, cutthroat group was her tribe. Granted, they were missing a few people, but here before her was the core.

She wanted to hug them all. Even Nath, who was infuriating her at the moment. And yes, even Auberon, who was looking at her as if he half wanted to shake her and half wanted to hug her. Perhaps, in his own way, he deserved a seat at the table.

“And the plan, Guttersnipe?” Nath said. “How does this change things?” Kael’s pronouncement had calmed him a little, but he looked high-strung still, his face squinting with worry, his expression indicating that he was running scenarios through his head. Probably dire ones.

“We find Jade. And we make a small detour at some point to find the head of this dragon’s mate. It’s a display—”

“When I visited as a boy, they had dragon skulls in the great hall,” Crispin spoke up. “I remember.”

“But what if something goes wrong, and we can’t obtain it?” Tibus asked.

She looked at him and tapped her head. She didn’t want to risk the dragon reading her thoughts as she answered.

He nodded slowly, understanding.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll be safe. I’ll take care of it.”

“We always worry,” Tibus replied with great seriousness. “Kael is right—you are our dragonsayer. We wouldn’t want to lose you.”

The dragon yanked at her mind again. She grabbed the reins of her horse and swung herself into the saddle. “The dragon is growing impatient. Let’s ride.”

 

~

 

Briand and the group galloped across the ice and snow, the dragon sweeping ahead of them like a sinuous shadow beneath the ice. The wind tore at Briand’s face and hair and made her teeth and bones ache from the cold. The dragon was quiet now, and her head was her own.

Kael rode beside her on the right, and Auberon to the left.

Briand wished suddenly that she could dip into Kael’s head as easily as she did the dragon’s. That she could carry on silent and private conversations with him. She would like to be a Kaelsayer.

As if he knew she was thinking of him, Kael turned his head and caught her eye. Something in his expression made the pit of her stomach catch fire. It was like a delicious, unspoken promise, that expression. She stared back, unwilling to break his gaze, daring him to tell her more.

Kael looked back at the expanse of ice before them. His horse stepped closer to hers, though he had only given a faint squeeze of his knees. Their legs bumped together, and Kael reached out and brushed a hand across the top of her leg. He didn’t look at her as he did it. His expression was perfectly composed.

Briand’s stomach twisted into a coil of anticipation. She too turned her face toward the horizon and the dragon that led them forward, but not before she caught Kael’s hand and brushed her fingers across his palm once. The rush of hot sparks that had followed made her insides catch fire.

And she didn’t miss the twist that briefly touched his lips before he spurred his horse forward, leaving her musing.

When she raised her head, she saw Auberon watching her, as if he’d seen the secret touch that had passed between them. His expression was angry, but as soon as she glanced at him, his face transformed into one of disinterest, and he looked away.

Clouds began to obscure the sun. Darkness fell across the sea, a grim kind of twilight that preceded a storm. Briand drew her cloak tighter around her shoulders and lifted her hood. She watched as the others did the same.

Fat white flakes began to drift down from the sky. They fell gently, dusting the backs of the horses and catching on the eyelashes and beards of the company. The flakes looked like feathers. They collected on the ice in drifts and mounds. The dracules ran between the horses, snapping at the snow, halting in confusion when the fluffy stuff melted on their tongues. Sieya snorted a flake into her left nostril and then stood shaking her head and making purring sounds of annoyance.

The snow began to fall faster. It was falling sideways now, in a steady stream, pelting them, making it difficult to see. The horses slowed to a walk as visibility dropped. Briand reached out with her mind to find the dragon, because she could no longer see the dark shape beneath the ice.

[We are close,] the dragon said.

“We’re close,” Auberon called to them at the same time. “It’s just beyond these rocks.”

A row of dark shards thrust upward through the ice, the tops of mountains covered by water. As they rounded the rock, the snowfall lessened slightly, and Briand could make out a gray, looming wall in the distance, one end disappearing into a white fog in a way that made it appear endlessly long. The wall shimmered faintly, and she remembered that it was made of magic-spelled ice.

Ikarad.

[What now, life-bringer?] the dragon asked in Briand’s head with a painful rumble.

Now, Briand thought to the dragon, we get into costume. Wait here. I’ll call you to melt the wall when we are ready to leave. 

[It is a fe-wall,] the dragon commented.

Fe-wall? 

[A very strong wall.]

Briand peered down at the shadow beneath the ice. What are you talking about? 

[Is the suffix fe not a human way of saying a thing that is strong? Is that not why you have males and fe-males?]

Briand tried valiantly to hold in a laugh as she looked at Kael, who signaled to them to halt. “Here is where we’ll leave the horses,” he said, nodding at the rocks.

They dismounted and led the horses to the side of the rocks, where they discovered an outcropping to shelter the animals from the worst of the wind and snow. Nath pulled the silver cloaks from their packs, and they changed into their disguises.

The mood turned grim. Briand’s stomach was a riot of nerves. She felt sick. A thousand things could go wrong on the other side of those ice-clad walls.

The dracules nosed at the rock curiously. Briand gave them stern instructions to stay, and they curled up beneath the outcropping by the horses and tucked their faces beneath their tails. She noticed that they huddled together for warmth.

When had the dracules begun to get along?

Everyone now wore silver cloaks except for Auberon, who was unable to get his on with the chains he wore. Kael took the Seeker’s other glove and the silver cloak from Tibus’s saddlebag and approached the Seeker, the key in his other hand.

“Now, Auberon,” he said, stopping before their prisoner. “We see where loyalties lie.”

A muscle in Auberon’s jaw twitched. “I will not betray you, traitor.”

Kael looked at him for a long moment.

A vision of the memory of them fighting—the one she’d drawn from Auberon’s mind—passed through Briand’s head. She blinked it away. Nerves made her stomach feel nauseated, her head dizzy. She stamped her feet to dispel the energy that danced along her veins.

Kael looked at the key in his hand. “First, the codes you promised.”

“Half the codes,” Auberon countered with an arch of his brow.

Kael pulled a leather bundle from one of the pouches on his belt. He tossed the cloak and glove to Tibus, then unrolled the bundle to reveal a tiny writing case, complete with inkwell, quill, and scrolls of paper.

“Write,” he commanded.

They all watched in silence as Auberon knelt on the snow, his chains clinking as he uncorked the inkwell, dipped the quill in the ink, and scribbled on a length of paper that he balanced on his leg. Kael stood over him, arms crossed.

When he’d finished, Auberon held the paper aloft with a flourish.

“Now,” the Seeker breathed. “My chains?”

Kael took the paper and read it. When he was satisfied that Auberon had done what he’d promised, Kael tucked the paper in the pouch, along with the rest of the writing case.

Beside her, Crispin was muttering under his breath.

“What’s that, lad?” Nath asked.

“The walls,” Crispin said. He chafed his hands together and then tucked them beneath his armpits. “They’re sixty feet tall and ten feet thick.”

“Don’t worry,” Kael said, arching an eyebrow as he unlocked Auberon’s chains. “We have a dragon.”

The manacles opened, and Auberon’s hands were free. His ungloved hand shot forward, and Kael’s arm snapped up faster than Briand could track to intercept him. Nath and Tibus drew their swords, Briand yanked out her knife as Kael seized the Seeker’s wrist.

The Seeker and Monarchist were face-to-face, Auberon sneering at Kael.

“Auberon,” Kael growled.

“You dropped this,” Auberon said smoothly. He opened his palm to reveal the key.

Kael’s expression didn’t change. He plucked the key from Auberon’s hand and motioned to Tibus, who tossed the Seeker his glove and cloak.

Nath and Tibus scowled and slowly lowered their swords as Auberon pulled the glove and cloak on and then held his hands out with a sigh to be chained once more.

Briand’s muscles felt strung too tight. She sheathed her knife and rubbed at her forehead as Kael locked Auberon back in the chains now that he was once again fully gloved. She was still weak from the pain of restraining the dragon earlier. The memory of the blistering headache lingered.

“Are you all right, dragon girl?” Auberon asked. He stood still, legs planted firmly, a faint smile on his face.

He seemed entirely too cocky now, considering they were nearly at the gates of Ikarad.

It unsettled her.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Let’s just get this over with, shall we?”

“I second that,” Nath muttered.

Below them, the dragon swam a slow circle.

Kael settled the gray cloak—of a slightly darker shade than the rest of theirs—around Auberon’s shoulders and stepped back. He studied Auberon, his hands flexing.

The moment stretched.

“Just do it,” Auberon snapped finally. “I can’t be recognized. Or are you too weak to—”

Kael punched the Seeker so hard that Auberon fell onto the ice.

Nath chortled with glee. “Ah, that was satisfying, wasn’t it? Shall we hit him again?”

Auberon raised his head. Blood ran from his nose to his mouth. He turned his head and smeared it across his cheek with his shoulder, making his features hard to distinguish.

“I think it’s enough,” Kael said, and looked beyond the rocks. The air had darkened, and the snow had a soft glow now.

It was time.




PART THREE:

 


PRINCES AND QUEENS





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

THE SEEKER GUARDS were bored.

This was nearly always true. There was not much to do in the dread prison of Ikarad except drink ale, shoot rats with crossbows, and torment the unlucky prisoners below. Sometimes, they got a bit of excitement when a snow walker lumbered from the darkness and tried to scale the walls, or a pack of ice howlers roamed around the prison doors, drawn to the scent of fresh meat, but typically, the days were long and unrelenting in their dullness.

They were half dozing at their posts when the call went up from the top of the wall. The signal was clear.

A group of men was approaching in the storm.

On foot.

The guards straightened with interest and reached for their weapons. Could it be a troop of trappers, lost in the wilderness? Wilders? They might have fun with that.

But when they opened the doors, the guards were taken aback at what they saw.

Silver cloaks swirled in the wind.

Pale silver, nearly white. The color of high-ranking Seeker officials.

It was a perplexing sight, these Seekers standing on the doorstep of Ikarad. A few of the guards felt unsettled, a trickle of doubt seeping through their minds.

“What’s this?” the warden demanded, rushing to the door as he buckled his belt and straightened his cloak. He had been in his quarters when the shout had gone up, and now he was red-faced from the run up the stairs. He exchanged a wary glance with one of the guards.

They were not expecting anyone.

The Seekers stepped apart to reveal another man in chains, his facial features smeared in blood. The prison glared at the warden. His eyes were white against the crimson frozen on his face.

“We were transporting this prisoner, when he tried to escape,” the tallest of the men reported gruffly. “We had to leave our wagon behind, as the wheel became damaged during the escape attempt. Our guards are attempting to mend it now.”

“I received no notice of your impending arrival,” the warden began, eyes narrowing in a squint.

One of the Seekers, a lean one with eyes like live coals, thrust a parchment under the warden’s nose. It was stamped with the seal of the Citadel. “Consider this your notice,” he said. His voice sliced like a blade. “We apprehended this prisoner in Gillspin. We came here straight away.”

The warden took the parchment. His eyes fell over the lettering, saw the name written across the top. This letter had been issued by the innermost circle of the Citadel. The ones who could lift his banishment to this forsaken wasteland.

His smile stretched across his teeth as he stepped aside, sweeping a hand to usher the Seekers inside.

“Please,” he intoned, “come inside out of the storm. We will have refreshments and rooms prepared for you at once.” He snapped his fingers at one of the guards, who strode away to inform the prisoners who had earned the right to sweep floors and prepare meals.

“Who is the prisoner?” he asked, watching as the Seekers shook the snow from their cloaks and stamped it from the bottoms of their boots.

The Seeker who’d handed him the parchment frowned. “That is information that only a chosen few need to know, warden.”

The warden sputtered. “I am the warden of this prison—”

“And the Citadel has been discussing your service here,” the Seeker replied.

The warden quieted. He studied the man before him, and then looked at the prisoner.

“Why does he not wear a collar?”

“It was broken in his escape attempt,” the Seeker replied. “We made this makeshift replacement. We will, of course, require a new collar as soon as possible.”

“Of course,” the warden said. “We use a similar device on some of the prisoners here,” he added, “But I’ve never seen it on a prisoner coming in.” He paused, looking them over. “I shall need to record your names and stations—”

“We will see the prisoner put away first,” the lean Seeker said firmly. He spoke like one accustomed to giving orders.

The warden bristled inwardly at being told what to do, but he dared not anger these men. They were important, surely, if they were carrying such papers. He looked closely at the prisoner, but the dried blood on the man’s face made it difficult to get a satisfactory look.

“Of course,” the warden said with another thin smile. “This way. Have you been to Ikarad before?”

“No,” the lean Seeker said.

The rest looked on sourly, as if the questions were inane. As if the warden were a fool.

The warden decided to take them the long way. Show them what he oversaw here in the prison. Impress them. Wipe those smugly superior expressions off their faces.

He led the Seekers and their prisoner through the soaring doors made of ancient, rune-inscribed stone that led to the hall of staircases. Light filtered through the ceiling above, a ceiling crafted from magic into a vaulted V with shapes and runes emblazoned into the roof and down the walls. The light illuminated the great hall crafted long ago by powerful magic. Relics adorned the walls—the bones of mammoths, and dire wolves, and the skull of a dragon, its jaws stretched wide.

“This hall,” he said, “was forged by ancient Seeker magic a thousand years ago.”

He looked over his shoulder to see their faces, expecting awe, but instead, the group of Seekers was gazing at him with furrowed brows.

The warden blinked. Were they not impressed? Had the fellows of his order grown so jaded? Surely, they were only disguising their amazement.

“I have heard of this hall,” one of the Seekers said to him coldly. A woman, he realized with a start. How had he not noticed her before among the rest of these men? She was shorter, her face softer. He looked at her more closely, wondering who she was and why she looked oddly familiar to him, when she continued, “But it was described to me differently than this.”

“Differently,” the warden repeated, his mind still scouring his memories for where he’d glimpsed her face.

“Where are the rest of the dragon skulls?” she asked.

“We moved them to the third level storage chambers,” he said after a pause. “There was an… an incident. They were damaged.”

He saw no need to go into more detail.

The Seekers, however, looked interested at that.

“An incident?” the tallest one said.

The warden had trouble hiding his scowl. He was not a bloody tour guide. “An ice howler managed to get inside. It ran everywhere, breaking things, scrambling up the walls. Look, you can still see the claw marks. Got loose in my chambers somehow, and the blasted thing tore up several of my fine cloaks. Absolute madness. Anyway, it damaged the dragon bones when it—”

The warden stopped. Was it his imagination, or was the prisoner smirking? 

The warden’s lip curled. He strode forward and struck the prisoner hard across the cheek.

The prisoner’s head snapped back, and he grunted in pain as he stumbled.

It felt good to release some of his disappointment on that insolent cur. The warden smiled, until he realized the Seekers looked displeased. They focused their attention on him in a way that felt threatening, somehow.

“Do you always make a habit of striking prisoners in the midst of their armed escort?” the woman asked. “Or do you have a particular dislike for this one?”

The warden massaged his hand, which felt as if he had just tried to punch one of the ice walls. The warden was not a man who often swung his fists. He had guards to do that for him. “He was— He was smirking at me,” he said. He felt a little breathless with their gazes all fixed upon him. They were intimidating him, and they knew it, and that those facts rankled him. Not knowing how high ranking they were within the Citadel was giving him a headache, too. Here he was on his best behavior, because one could never be too sure, and it was his life’s mission to escape this frozen wasteland, not be sentenced to another decade overseeing Ikarad.

“He’s a prisoner,” the warden added with a scoffing sound. “He’s headed for the vaults. A month there, and he won’t remember his own name. What’s one strike on the cheek?”

“We prefer our prisoners in good condition before we interrogate them,” the woman said.

The warden returned his attention to her. What was it about her that teased the back of his memory so?

“My men will interrogate him thoroughly,” he assured her. “They are expert torturers, never fear.”

Her left eyelid twitched as she stared back at him, and her gaze was flat and cold. Did she find him repugnant? Irritation swelled in the warden’s chest. He was doing his duty, serving in this awful place with the leaking ceilings and the lack of proper plumbing and the screams of the prisoners echoing through the grates at all hours of the night. How dare she look at him as if he were a monster? As if he wanted this. Relished it.

No, this was his punishment too.

“We are going to interrogate him first,” the lean Seeker said in a voice that allowed no disagreement. The kind of voice that made lesser men shake in the knees.

The warden locked his knees so they wouldn’t shake as he peeled off a glove and reached for the prisoner’s head. Who was this man, to be treated with such concern? Was he a turncoat? A spy? A defector?

The tallest Seeker closed a gloved hand around the warden’s wrist. His grip was like a vise.

“We are going to interrogate him first,” he said, giving the warden a little shove backward as he spoke. “Before your butchers get their hands on him. We want his mind pristine for our purposes.”

The warden contained his fury at such treatment in his own prison. Reminding himself once again that these were important individuals—individuals who, if pleased with him, could put in a good word at the Citadel—he put his glove back on and ran both hands down the front of his robes.

“If you will all follow me,” he said in a clipped voice, turning on his heel to lead them to the second level chambers.

The staircase, the steps of ice, wound down in a tight corkscrew. The Seekers were silent as their boots stamped down the steps behind the warden. He secretly wished that they would slip, but the enchanted ice had the texture and grip of stone.

They reached the second level of the prison. Here, there were guest quarters for when prisoners arrived with an official overseeing the transfer.

He’d never had so many, especially not for one prisoner.

It was curious, to say the least.

He ushered the Seeker group into a room chiseled from the ice and clasped his hands together as he performed a little awkward bow and then immediately regretted it. He saw the amusement in the eyes of the prisoner.

When these Seekers were done with that man, the warden intended to see that he never smiled again.

“Is there anything else you require at present?” the warden asked carefully. “Besides the collar?”

“No,” the tallest Seeker said. “And we’ll send for the collar tomorrow. Don’t disturb us before then. This interrogation might take all night.”

Then, they shut the door in his face.

 

~

 

Briand’s hands trembled as she pulled off the Seeker cloak and dropped it to the ground of bluish-white ice that formed the smooth floor beneath their boots. Even the furniture in the room was made of ice.

“The warden kept looking at me,” she said.

“Well, you talked a good deal,” Nath grumbled. “I thought we were supposed to stay quiet except for Kael and Tibus.”

Briand ignored him. She looked at the Seeker. “Auberon—is there any way he could know me?”

“I doubt it,” Auberon said. He lifted his chained hands to touch his nose gingerly, and he winced.

Kael spoke, gathering their attention. “We’ve finished the first part of the plan. Now, we need a guard.” His gaze cut to Auberon. “First, we need to convince them that we’re really interrogating you.”

“Do you think you can play the part, Seeker, or should we help you?” Nath asked, pulling out a knife.

“I have some experience to draw upon,” Auberon said stiffly, looking at the knife.

“Then get on with it,” Tibus grunted. “Every moment I spend in this place makes me want to put a knife through my chest.”

“Pick your worst interrogation,” Nath said. “Make this count, Seeker.”

Auberon sighed through his nose. He flexed his shoulders and inhaled deeply, and then he closed his eyes as if reaching into himself for a visual. The others watched with varying levels of curiosity, amusement, and derision.

And then, he screamed.

It was the hopeless kind of scream that people make when they know they are going to have everything dragged from them, as painfully as possible, and there is nothing they can do to stop it. The kind of scream a man makes when he wishes to die, wishes he could find a way to kill himself.

Chills ran across Briand’s skin. She felt sick to her stomach.

She knew that Auberon must be drawing on memories of such screams to sound so utterly convincing. People he’d tortured.

The thought of any human being feeling this much agony, this much hopelessness, filled her with rage and horror. She wanted to seize by the hand whoever the poor soul was and yank them to safety before putting a knife in their tormentor. She leveled a glare at Auberon as she fingered the hilt of her knife.

The screams went on and on. Crispin put his cloak over his head, and Nath leaned against the wall, looking white as if remembering some pain of his own. Even Tibus seemed unsettled.

Finally, Kael held up a hand, and Auberon stopped. He was sweating, and his breaths came in gasps.

“That was very convincing,” Kael said. “Well done.”

Auberon lifted his head and looked at their leader. His eyes glittered. He didn’t reply.

“Now,” he said to Kael. “It’s your turn.”

Kael nodded. He came forward and unlocked the chains on Auberon, who stripped off the gloves with relish and flexed his hands and wrists as a groan of pleasure slid from his throat.

Kael took a step back, turned his head, and waited.

Auberon smiled, a slow and delighted turn of his lips. He formed a fist with his long, delicate Seeker fingers.

Briand remembered the fight she’d seen in the Seeker’s memories. The one he’d lost.

Auberon swung hard. His fist cracked against Kael’s cheekbone. Kael let out a shout, and then Tibus did too. Nath ran to the door to call for a guard.

“You two,” Briand heard him calling. “We need help in here at once!”

The stamp of the guards’ boots sounded in the doorway, and then they rushed into the room and were greeted by the sight of Auberon, face bloodied and mouth snarling, whirling to do battle as Kael fell to the floor with a hand clapped to his eye. While they were taking this in, Nath and Tibus knocked them over the heads with the hilts of their swords.

The guards crumpled, unconscious. Auberon hurried to the side of the closest one and placed a palm against the man’s temple. He closed his eyes for a moment as he looked inside the guard’s mind.

“The main prison room is two levels below,” he said after a pause. “That’s where they will be keeping Jade.”

“And the storage room?” Briand asked. “See where it is.”

Auberon shot her a look. “You are planning to keep your promise to that dragon?”

“Best not to disappoint a dragon,” she replied, and he tipped his head in acknowledgment of that point.

“The third level storage chambers,” he said as he pressed his hand to the guard’s head again. “Yes, I see them. They’ll be tricky to get to after we’ve rescued Jade.”

She looked at him, and he at her, and she saw his expression soften a tick.

“But we can get to it,” he said after a moment.

“Hurry,” Tibus said. He had already stripped down the other guard and was now squeezing into the man’s clothing. “Get him undressed. Who is going to wear his armor?”

In the end, Nath was too thin and Crispin too short, and Briand laughably too small, so Kael wore the armor.

“This leaves the Seeker as our leader if we run into trouble,” Nath protested, but Kael looked past him, toward the door.

“Listen,” he said.

Footsteps.

They all stilled, waiting to see if those footsteps would stop. Briand held her breath. She met Kael’s eyes, and the look he gave her was as stolen as a kiss.

The footsteps continued.

“Let’s go,” Kael said, and the rest of them pulled on their silver Seeker cloaks once more and made a cluster around Auberon, who was now only pretending to be locked in chains.

Kael, who had memorized the map Auberon had provided them back in Gillspin, led the way as they slipped into the corridor, leaving the guards hidden in a small supply room, tied and gagged and covered in Tibus and Kael’s Seeker cloaks.

They had to hurry. That confinement wouldn’t last long. They needed to find Jade and be gone before the guards were discovered.

“This way,” Auberon said, pointing toward a doorway.

“If my memory serves me correctly,” Kael said coolly, “that leads to a garbage pit.”

Auberon gave him a thin smile. “Ah, you’re right. I’m mistaken.”

Kael gave him a long look before striding ahead, leading them to another staircase that spiraled downward into darkness. Before he entered the stairwell, he snagged a torch that flickered with blue, cold fire and held it aloft as they descended. Crispin was utterly silent, and his face, when the torchlight hit it, looked gaunt with fear. Briand stepped closer to the lad.

“I’ll knife anyone who tries to harm you, Feverbeet,” she promised in a whisper.

That earned her a smile from Crispin and a chuckle from Nath behind them.

In the distance, a door slammed. The sound made them all jump. Nath muttered something under his breath, and Tibus laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

“Steady, man,” the soldier said. “You’re all right.”

“Of course I am,” Nath snapped, but he didn’t shrug Tibus’s hand off immediately. “I don’t trust that Seeker, though.”

Auberon overhead him and stopped abruptly on the steps. He loomed over Nath, his face tight with fury. “I made a mistake,” he hissed. “There’s no treachery in that.”

Nath drew back with a scowl, his hand dropping to his knife. “We shall see. And if you are leading us into a trap, I’ll cut off your—”

“Nath,” Kael said calmly from below them.

“Yes,” Auberon mocked as Nath turned away. “Go like a dog called to heel. Like a slave. ”

Nath started to whirl back around, his hand on his knife, but Kael’s hand was there first, stopping him.

“The mission,” he said quietly, his eyes locking with Nath’s. A look of trust passed between them. Nath breathed in and out, and his face cleared. He nodded.

“He is jealous of what he cannot possibly understand,” Tibus murmured.

The look that crossed Auberon’s face for a split second was pure torment. Then he tucked it away behind a smooth, careless smile. “You’re right—I could not possibly understand the foolish devotion you hold to this traitor, or his failed prince, or any of these idiots. I am, after all, a monster.”

Nath growled something unintelligible but didn’t further engage.

The tension stretched.

“Let’s go,” Kael said, his jaw flexing.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

FOR WHAT FELT like an age, the only sound that met Briand’s ears was the quiet clamor of their feet on the steps. The staircase went down and down.

“Are we descending into the seventh level of hell itself?” Nath hissed. “How long does this go on?”

Auberon held up a hand.

They stopped, and they listened.

In the far distance was the sound of weeping.

“Not much longer,” Auberon muttered.

Light flickered faintly below. They had reached the third level.

The smell was like rotting meat. Briand covered her nose and mouth with the edge of her cloak, and she noticed the others doing the same, except for Kael and Tibus, who had to use their sleeves. They stepped into a long corridor. A frosted window of ice thin enough to see through stretched along the right side of the hall. Inside, they saw a vast, black space, like a cave, the interior mostly in darkness except for the light of fires at intervals.

“What is it?” Tibus asked.

Briand stepped to the ice-window and put her hands to the surface—she could see gaunt shapes moving like ghosts in the distance, swathed in shadows as they picked their way among the caves and rocks.

“There are people inside,” she said, drawing back.

“It’s a prison cell,” Crispin said. He rubbed a hand across his brow, his throat bobbing as he swallowed hard. “I remember it from when I visited with my father. The main one where they keep all the inconsequential prisoners, the ones that don’t require individual torture or solitary confinement. It’s called the Tomb by the guards. They… they joked about putting me inside. The guards did.”

“Bastards,” Nath said under his breath.

“What’s the smell?” Tibus asked.

“The guards only come to clean out the dead every so often,” Auberon replied. He didn’t sound shocked or angry. He sounded defeated.

The vast prison area was night-like. They stood at the wall of glass, staring inside.

“It’s so dark,” Briand said. “Is it always so dark?”

“Always,” Auberon whispered. “A prison of nightmares.” He turned to Kael. “The key?”

Kael reached for a keyring that was hanging around his neck, part of the guard’s costume. He handed it to the Seeker.

Auberon turned without a word and began inserting keys into the lock that Briand now noticed was formed in the wall. The door blended seamlessly with the rest of the corridor, and all of it made of sculpted ice that had hardened like stone beneath whatever enchantment had spelled it into place.

The lock clicked, and the door drifted open on silent, frozen hinges. Auberon stepped one foot inside. “I need the dragonsayer to come with me,” he said, not looking at them.

“No, you don’t,” Nath said immediately.

Briand’s eyes shot to Auberon’s, seeking his reason, but his face was turned toward the dark.

“And why is that?” Kael inquired, his voice a dark and velvet-smooth knife in the still air of the corridor.

“I need someone to help me with her,” Auberon said. “Based on what I saw in the guard’s head… she’s weak. And it’s dangerous inside.”

They looked at each other. “I’ll go,” Kael said.

“Someone I trust,” Auberon snapped.

“I’ll do it,” Briand said. “There isn’t time to argue.”

“If she goes,” Nath said, “then so do I.”

She nodded at Nath, and he nodded back. His expression was pure terror, but she saw the determination burning in his eyes.

Kael opened his mouth to protest. Briand laid a hand on his chest. His eyes dropped to it, and then slid back up to her face.

“They can’t hurt me,” she said. “Seeker powers blast right off me. I’ll be the safest person inside.”

His dark eyes were unreadable. He tipped his head in acquiescence. She turned to go, Nath beside her, and Kael’s hand shot out and grabbed Nath’s wrist.

“See that she returns without a scratch,” he said gruffly.

“I will, sir,” Nath replied solemnly.

Auberon stood at the door, his hands clenched. “My sister,” he reminded them, and Briand and Nath joined him. Auberon reached up and plucked another of the torches from its sconce, and with it clutched in his hand, stepped into the darkness.

Briand and Nath followed.

Together, they crossed into the Tomb of Ikarad.

 

~

 

Nath’s heart pounded, his mouth was dry, and his legs felt like wet reeds quivering in the wind, but somehow, he managed to force himself inside the darkness of the Seeker prison. He kept his eyes on the dragonsayer.

He was here to keep her safe, and keep her safe he would. He had promised Kael.

As if she sensed his terror, she reached back and grabbed his arm, anchoring him as the darkness closed around them like a fist. Prisoners moved around them in the dark, and Nath drew in a shuddering breath as he flexed his fingers on the hilt of his sword. He was in a nightmare.

He would not let their dragonsayer be injured by any of these… these… lords, what had these people become? The ones sliding away from them as they crossed the rocky and uneven floor looked like wraiths wrapped in cobwebs, not people.

A figure stumbled forward in the darkness, drawn to the light of their torch like a moth to a flame. He was skeletal, his clothing in tatters, his gray cloak gauzy and fluttering as if someone had taken an axe to it. The man’s cheekbones jutted from his face, and his eyes were sunken into his skull. He reached out a hand, and they saw that he wore iron gloves on his hands. The skin around his wrists was ragged and streaked with blood, as if he’d tried and failed many times to get the gloves off.

“Please,” the man groaned.

“I’m looking for a woman,” Auberon said urgently. “About this tall, scarred face, named Jade.” He held up a hand to his shoulder to indicate Jade’s height.

The man shook his head. He appeared confused by Auberon’s words. Auberon seized the man by the arms.

“Did you hear me? I’m looking for—”

The man made a grab for Auberon’s sword. The Seeker shoved the prisoner to the ground, and then they were running away, the man shouting something after them in a rasping voice.

The light of the torch bounced off the jagged stone walls. Gone were the smooth, magic-crafted columns and doorways. In this Tomb-cell, everything resembled the natural configurations of a cave deep beneath the earth. Pillars of twisting rock hung like teeth from a low ceiling as they ducked into a tunnel. A few figures lay huddled against a sloping wall. Auberon drew close to them, shining the light in their faces. “Jade?” he called.

The figures turned away from him, burrowing deeper into their cloaks.

“Not here,” Auberon muttered. He moved on, heading deeper into the tunnel.

“How big is this place?” Briand whispered.

Nath looked at the rock hanging over their heads. Someone had scribbled phrases of despair and desperation upon it, using what appeared to be blood to write the words. Poems, curses, even a few grim jokes adorned the rough stone.

Auberon was already far ahead, the blue light of his torch flickering like light underwater, and Nath hurried to keep close.

Deeper in, the tunnel split in two. Auberon deliberated a moment before choosing the right. It diverged into a series of small holes that appeared to be personal caves. They poked their heads in several, earning snarls and moans in response from the inhabitants inside.

“She has to be here somewhere,” Auberon growled.

“Should we check the pile of bodies?” Nath asked.

Hands shoved him against the wall, knocking the breath from his lungs. Nath wheezed, glaring into Auberon’s furious face.

“She’s not in the pile of bodies,” Auberon hissed.

“Try that again, Seeker, and I’ll cut your arm off,” Nath promised angrily.

They stared at each other for a moment, both seething, until the dragonsayer grabbed the Seeker’s arm. “This way,” she said, her expression a warning to both of them. “I see something.”

Firelight flickered in the tunnel up ahead. Shadows stretched down the tunnel. Something was moving.

Auberon pushed past Nath to head toward the light and movement, calling Jade’s name. Briand caught Nath’s wrist.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he said, although he was trembling. Despite his feelings about Seekers, he felt pity when he looked at the bundled bodies huddling away from their torch.

They hurried after Auberon, down a shallow flight of steps into a larger, deeper portion of the tunnel that widened into a cave. Fires burned at each corner, bathing them in blue light. Prisoners swathed in tatters of gray cloth turned slowly at their entrance, moving like invalids.

“Jade?” Auberon called. His voice echoed weirdly. He turned a circle, his cloak fluttering.

The fires flickered. They gave off no smoke, but they emitted a nasty, choking smell, like scalded mushrooms.

The bundled prisoners lurched up. There were more of them than Nath had initially realized. He bumped into the dragonsayer as he took a step back. She grabbed his free hand.

The figures hissed and moaned. They reached out grasping hands as they came forward. Some of them had managed to crack the metal gloves they wore, and fingers or palms showed through.

Nath lifted his sword. “Get back,” he warned the approaching prisoners. His voice shook, and he swallowed and tried again. “Away,” he snarled.

But they kept coming.

“Auberon,” the dragonsayer called out, but Auberon had vanished.

The prisoners surrounded them, hands reaching and grasping, mouths opening to reveal broken teeth and throats like pits of black. Their eyes and noses were covered in shadows and cloth, and they looked like an army of ghosts. One, half of its hand bare, reached for Nath’s face. He jerked back, swinging his sword. The blade collided with the metal on the Seeker prisoner’s hand. The prisoner fell to his knees. But there were more behind him. Nath struck again, knocking another back.

“Dragonsayer!” he shouted, a note of panic in his voice.

“Hold on,” she ground out.

Another Seeker prisoner latched onto the dragonsayer with a bare hand. She closed her hand over the skin of the prisoner and shut her eyes. The prisoner flew back with a screech. She reached for another, catapulting the Seeker into the wall.

Auberon appeared in the far entrance to the cave. He spotted them battling the prisoners and rushed at them with the torch outstretched to fend off the horde. Together, the three of them pushed the prisoners back, and then they sped toward the mouth of the tunnel.

“I turn around, and they’re on you both like rats,” Auberon panted. “Stay close.”

“You’re the one who ran off,” Nath gasped. His pulse was pounding in his ears so loudly that it was difficult to hear.

The tunnel curved. Ahead, he heard a thundering sound. A roaring. They turned the corner and skidded to a stop. A thundering waterfall poured down from the darkness overhead, spitting mist into their faces.

“Look!” the dragonsayer said, pointing.

The waterfall ended in a great, rippling lake the color of ink. Steps coiled down to a spit of rock that reached across the lake. There, next to the water, ringed in the light of a half-burned torch, was a Seeker figure, kneeling beside a heaving shape.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

“JADE?” AUBERON CALLED. His voice, hopeful and fearful at the same time, was barely audible above the sound of the falling water.

“Ari?” The figure stiffened, then whirled. “Ari?”

“Jade!” Auberon shouted, louder this time. He thrust the torch into Nath’s hands and rushed toward the steps that led downward, his cloak swirling behind him in the dark.

Part of Nath wanted to grab the dragonsayer and run back to the others. A very, very large part. But he found himself instead descending the steps with the dragonsayer at his side, moving toward Auberon, who had fallen beside his sister at the water’s edge. As Nath drew close, and the light of the torch illuminated them more clearly, he saw that the Seeker’s sister was bald. Her face was a mass of scarred skin.

And she was covered in blood.

She didn’t even notice them. She had her arms around her brother. Nath looked around; they were standing in near darkness, except for the sputtering blue torches. The roar of the water was so loud it drowned out most other sounds.

It was a bad place to linger. They could easily be ambushed by more ghostly prisoners.

He kept his hand on his sword, and the dragonsayer, he noted with pride, had a knife in each hand. They were thinking the same thing.

“Jade,” Auberon gasped. “Are you—where are you bleeding? What happened?” He ran his hands over her shoulders, her arms, looking for the injury.

“It’s not my blood,” she said breathlessly. She gestured behind her at the shape that lay on the ground, pale white and gleaming in the misty darkness. “It’s Snowball’s.”

“Snowball?” Nath repeated. He stepped closer to see what she was talking about, what sort of dog or other animal she might have in here that she was taking care of, but Jade blocked his way with a bundle of rags.

“Hold this,” she commanded, thrusting it into his arms.

Nath tucked the bundle in the crook of his nondominant arm so he wouldn’t have to put down his sword. He stared down at it. What was this?

A soft, weak mewing sound came from the bundle.

“That’s the only one that made it through the birth,” Jade said. “Snowball was too weak. They don’t give us much food, and we have to fight for what we are given. There wasn’t enough…” She breathed out heavily, her eyes growing unfocused.

“Jade?” Auberon said, shaking her.

She was unresponsive. She swayed, and he wrapped his arms around her. “Jade,” he said. “Jade!”

“What’s wrong with her?” Nath asked in alarm.

“They’ve messed with her mind, no doubt,” Auberon growled. “Who knows what they’ve done to her—Jade!”

His sister blinked and moved again, turning her face toward him. “Ari,” she said, bringing up a hand to touch his face. “You’re here.” She frowned. “I already knew that, didn’t I? What were you asking me?”

“Who is Snowball?” Auberon asked. He sounded breathless with relief.

“Snowball is—was—my pet,” Jade said. Her voice filled with tears. “My only friend in this place. She saved my life in here. And now she’s gone.”

The Seeker woman looked at them as if coming out of a fog. She blinked again. “Briand? What…? I thought I was hallucinating you. You’re really here?” She glanced at Nath. “Who is he? He looks familiar.”

“We’ve come to rescue you,” Auberon said.

Jade passed a hand across her eyes. “Are you insane, brother? There’s no way out of Ikarad.”

Auberon smiled a little.

“There is if you have a dragon,” he whispered.

Jade’s eyes widened. She burrowed against Auberon, who wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

The bundle in Nath’s arm wiggled again, and a tiny white paw reached out and grazed his forearm. It was warm, and he felt curiously protective of the tiny thing, whatever it was. He tucked the paw back in the rags.

“You got my message,” Jade was saying. “I can’t believe that worked.”

“Believe it, sister,” Auberon said. He pressed his forehead to hers. “I’m sorry.”

Shadows danced on the far wall, and a faint howling sound filled the air. Nath lifted his sword and shifted his arm so he was holding the bundled baby critter more securely. “We’ve got company,” he warned.

Jade looked upward, and Nath saw the scars lining her throat. She shrank back at the sight of the shadows.

“Quickly,” she said, pulling on Auberon’s elbow. “This way. Those sound like Skullsplitters, and we don’t want to meet them.”

Nath’s eyes snapped back to the shadows. They’d vanished, and the howls had quieted. Was there some kind of animal running loose in this prison? Was this what she’d created a pet out of?

“Skullsplitters?” Auberon asked. He followed her as she stepped over a still, bloodied body of her pet—it was big, Nath thought, bigger than a normal-sized dog—and across a few stones that protruded from the flowing water. She leaped across them with practiced ease and then scrambled up the bank on the other side. The dragonsayer and Nath followed, both watching the place where they’d seen the shadows appear.

“To survive inside the Tomb, most prisoners join one of the gangs,” Jade explained. “The Skullsplitters, the Bonecarvers, the Fangbreakers.”

“I thought it was an animal,” Nath said in relief as he followed her across the water and up the bank.”

“Most of the prisoners are animals, now,” Jade said quietly. “Their minds have been broken completely by the interrogations and tortures they have endured. They no longer know who they are. They no longer know anything but this place, and their bloodlust.”

She paused at the top of the bank. Tunnels leading to more caves branched away in the darkness beside the waterfall.

“What’s the fastest way back to the door in?” the dragonsayer asked.

Jade bit her lip. “Fastest is that way,” she said, pointing to the middle tunnel. “But it isn’t the safest. It leads right through Bonecarver territory.”

“Well, then,” the dragonsayer said. “What is the safest way back to the exit?”

Jade led them into the tunnel closest to the waterfall. The rocky ground here was slippery and wet. Nath’s boots slipped, and he steadied himself against the wall with the hand that held his sword. The sound clattered loudly. Jade winced, grabbing ahold of Auberon again. The Seeker took off his cloak and wrapped it around his sister’s shoulders.

“You’re doing well,” he told her. “Keep walking. I’m here.”

It was the gentlest Nath had ever seen the Seeker act.

But Jade was shaking her head. “I can’t,” she whispered as she slid down to a crouching position against the wall. “I can’t do it, Ari. Not that way…” Her eyes unfocused again, and she leaned back against the wall.

The Seeker dropped to the ground beside her. His pale hair glowed in the torchlight, and his face, when he turned it toward the dragonsayer, was gaunt with concern.

“Dragon girl,” he said urgently. “Look into her mind. Please.”

“I—” the dragonsayer began.

“Please,” Auberon said. His forehead wrinkled, and his eyebrows drew together as the word scraped off his tongue. “Please, dragon girl. We have to get out of here. I don’t know what she’s trying to say.”

The dragonsayer looked at Nath, who stood dumbly with his sword in one hand and the wiggling, whimpering bundle of unidentified newborn pet tucked under his other arm. “Nath?”

He frowned at her. He did not like this plan. He didn’t like any plan that the Seeker devised. “Quickly,” he said.

Auberon and the dragonsayer turned back to the Seeker’s sister, who was still huddled against the wall.

“I can’t,” Jade murmured. She began to rock back and forth. “The shadows are deadly.”

“This will help,” the dragonsayer said. She looked at the Seeker woman. “Jade…? I’m going to look inside your mind. But you have to use your power. Try to read my mind.”

Jade made a soft noise of assent, as if coming back to herself. She reached out her hands, and the metal gloves on them clinked as she brushed them together. “What about these?”

Auberon bent over them with a sound of frustration. “What happens when you use your powers?”

“Nothing,” his sister said. “As I cannot touch flesh with them.”

“I have an idea,” Auberon said. He put his ungloved hands over the metal ones that chained his sister, and then instructed the dragonsayer to touch his hands with hers.

“Perhaps,” he said, “I can channel her power through mine.”

They huddled close to each other, and Nath paced, scanning the entrances for any signs of vicious killer gangs with names like Deatheaters with one eye, watching for the Seeker to try something suspicious with the other.

“It’s working,” the dragonsayer said after a moment. “I got a glimmer of something.” She fell quiet, focusing, her eyes open and unseeing. The Seeker leaned over her, and together, they were silent.

Somewhere in the distance, a shout echoed. Jade whimpered again, and the thing in Nath’s arms nosed at his arm as if looking for reassurance. He patted it and felt a tiny nose sniff his fingertips. A faint purr came, followed by a sneeze.

Something warm and gentle uncurled inside Nath. Once, when he was a young boy, he’d found a puppy in the gutter. A tiny thing, the runt of its litter, white all over except for a black patch on one eye. He’d named it Pirate and fed it scraps and milk from a rag. He’d loved the puppy, and Pirate had learned to fetch a stick and bring it back, and to sit on command. Then his father had found the puppy and killed it, because, as he’d roared at Nath afterward, they didn’t need another mouth to feed.

Nath drew the bundle closer to his side and vowed to keep this little thing safe.

As if sensing his thoughts, the bundle wiggled, and the creature inside let out a louder purr.

The dragonsayer pulled her hand back from the Seeker’s and exhaled.

“What did you see?” Auberon demanded.

“Other prisoners did something. Splintered her mind. It wasn’t even the Seeker guards—they threw her in here without interrogation,” the dragonsayer said.

“Her power felt weak,” Auberon agreed. “Almost as if—”

“Let’s talk about it later,” Nath interrupted. “Did you see how to get out of here?”

The dragonsayer pointed at the tunnel. “We can go this way, but we need to be ready. We might be attacked.”

“Wonderful,” Nath muttered. He lifted his sword and gestured for Auberon to lead the way.

They once again began to move through the darkness of the tunnel. Nath scanned the shadows, his pulse thudding, sweat trickling down his back despite the chill of the air. The Seeker had his arm around his sister, who stumbled as she walked. The dragonsayer moved to take the lead, which Nath didn’t like, but he didn’t say anything.

She was, after all, a queen now.

A howl came from the left, catching them off guard, and then figures wrapped in tattered cloaks were leaping from holes in the walls, hands outstretched, bare fingers gleaming through holes in the metal gloves the prisoners wore.

“Skullsplitters!” Jade cried out. “They must have tracked us.”

One jumped on Auberon and knocked him and Jade to the ground. He found back, clamping a hand on the prisoner’s head. The prisoner screamed and thrashed. Two more closed in on the dragonsayer, and she smiled before she sent them flying.

Nath forced one of the prisoners back with a swipe of his sword. Another rushed at him, and he hit the prisoner over the head. The man fell like a stone.

“Now who’s the skullsplitter?” Nath snapped at him with a sneer.

Another wave of the prisoners was wiggling through the holes in the tunnel wall.

“Go!” Nath shouted, and they ran, leaving the prisoners behind.

They ran and ran. Darkness and shadow, blue flickering light and moans of misery swirled around Nath as he followed the others through a maze of tunnels and open spaces. They stumbled and fell and leaped up again.

In the distance, Nath saw a glow of light. The door. The door to freedom. They ran toward it, and the door opened to let them out.

He staggered, and Tibus caught him with one hand on his shoulder. Kael wrapped an arm around the dragonsayer. Auberon and his sister came through last of all, and they slid to the ground, breathing hard, as the door closed behind them.

“You were gone a long time. Kael was about to come in after you, disguise or not,” Crispin announced, and then he burst out, “She’s bleeding!”

“It’s not my blood,” Jade managed. She was breathing in great gasps. She pushed herself up and looked around her. She took in the sight of Kael, Crispin, and Tibus.

“Have we been rescued by… Monarchists?” she demanded, turning to Auberon.

But the Seeker didn’t answer her. He was staring at Kael and the dragonsayer, his eyes scorching and his mouth pressed in a thin, taut line as Kael brushed his fingers down the dragonsayer’s cheek. It was a tiny gesture, but it said volumes.

Nath wanted to laugh. He’d just come through a nightmare of darkness and death, and they were still in danger—there was much to be done if this mission was to be successful, but right now everything seemed right in the world. The dragonsayer and their fearless, bold, inscrutable leader didn’t hate each other anymore. In fact, he supposed their feelings were quite the opposite.

Nath exchanged a look with Tibus, who grinned uncertainly in a way that made Nath think the soldier hadn’t known either—although he may have suspected.

“What now?” Auberon snapped.

“How fares the dragon, Catfoot?” Kael asked.

“The dragon is in position,” the dragonsayer reported, closing her eyes briefly. “And the hole in the wall is almost finished. But we must get the dragon skull I promised.”

“Quickly,” Kael said.

 

~

 

The warden sat at the desk in his chambers, trying to write in his daily log, but instead of seeing the words he’d scrawled on the book before him, he saw the face of that female Seeker again.

Something about her stuck in his mind. Something about her was familiar. Too familiar. He’d seen her before, and it was important that he remember who she was.

He couldn’t recall why for the life of him, though.

The warden dipped his pen in the inkwell again and continued recording the events of the day. Blizzard threatening overhead. Gruel for breakfast, as they were running low on eggs. The guards were playing that obnoxious card game again, the one that he was truly terrible at, and they kept trying to entice him to join in. He suspected they knew how bad he was and wanted to fleece him for his finest cloak. But he was not going to give it up. He’d gotten this cloak as a present from his mother when he’d graduated from the Citadel—she’d presented it to him on the bridge after the ceremony—

The warden’s hand stilled.

The bridge.

The bridge to the Citadel.

That was where he’d seen the female Seeker. On the bridge of the Citadel… running from the soldiers.

He stood abruptly, his chair falling over as he shouted for the guards.

She wasn’t a high-ranking Seeker.

She was a fugitive.

 

~

 

The group reached the storage area the warden had described at last, and one of the keys on Kael’s stolen guard’s armor fit the padlock on the door. Briand went first as the group slipped inside another vast space, the air above them filled with darkness, the room black. Only the echoing sound of their footsteps betrayed the size of the room until Kael touched his sputtering blue torch to an unlit stalk on the wall, igniting it. Light filled the corner of the room in which they stood, illuminating stacks and stacks of barrels, and beyond them, empty space.

Briand gazed around her. Where were the bones the warden had said they stashed here?

“I don’t see any dragon bones,” Crispin said. His voice echoed in the stillness.

“Dragon bones?” Jade asked.

“They made a deal with a dragon,” Auberon told her quietly.

“That seems… unwise?” she muttered.

“I know what I’m doing,” Briand said.

The bundle Jade had given Nath to hold, Briand noticed, was still tucked in the crook of his arm. It wiggled and squeaked loudly, and Crispin jumped back.

“What is that?” he demanded, alarmed. “Did you find that in the Tomb?”

Jade came forward and took the squirming pile of rags from Nath’s arm. “It’s a baby rypter,” she said, cradling the bundle in her hands.

All the color drained from Nath’s face. He drew back in horror. “A rypter?”

“The only one that survived,” she said. “The guards throw the old rypters that can’t work anymore into the Tomb. The prisoners kill them for food when they get too weak. Snowball was pregnant, but she nearly starved. Her other pups didn’t make it through the birth.” She pressed the bundle to her cheek.

Nath cast his gaze about the room as if trying to find something—anything—to say. His hand reflexively reached for his sword.

“Don’t you dare,” Jade snapped, clasping the bundle with the baby rypter inside close to her chest. “I know you Monarchists hate the rypters without cause, but Snowball’s baby hasn’t done anything to you.”

“Without cause?” Nath thundered incredulously. “Oh, I have cause!”

“What are you going to do with it?” Crispin demanded, looking as worried as Nath.

“I’m going to keep it,” she replied, a flush rising in her cheeks. “Its mother saved my life.”

“You’re not bringing that thing with us!” Nath shouted.

“Quiet, all of you!” Briand said, her voice low but cutting, and something about her tone silenced them.

“Listen,” she said, holding up a finger, her head tilted to the side.

Faintly, a bell was clanging.

An alarm.

“That can’t be good,” Crispin muttered. “What is it?”

Auberon raised his head. His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “They know we’re here.”

Jade looked at her brother anxiously, and he laid a hand on her arm as if to comfort her.

“They’ve found the guards, perhaps,” Kael said. He looked at Briand. “We’re out of time, Catfoot.”

“I—” she began.

Then the door burst open, and Seeker guards filled the opening.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

BRIAND FLUNG HERSELF at the guards before anyone else had a chance to move or speak. They closed around her, the closest one reaching his bare hand for her head. He flew back and hit the wall hard, landing in an unconscious heap. The second guard didn’t pause as he tried to do the same, and he met the same abrupt and stinging fate.

The third guard hesitated.

That was when Tibus ran him through with his sword.

Auberon swept to the crumpled guard’s side and placed an ungloved hand to the man’s head. “They’ve remembered our girl here,” he reported, flicking his gaze to Briand first before looking at the others. “The warden saw her in the Citadel.”

“We have to go now,” Kael said, sheathing his sword.

Briand met his gaze. Love and trust shone strong in his eyes. He was not commanding her. She was his equal. A thief-queen. More than a tool, more than a weapon.

He was giving her the choice to keep looking for what she’d promised the dragon.

The lives of her friends came first. She’d sort out the dragon business later. If they made it out.

The alarm was still sounding, the clanging echoing through the prison, making a mournful, ominous sound.

“Sir?” Nath asked.

“Let’s go,” Briand said.

They started for the door when Auberon shouted, “Stop!”

They halted.

The Seeker stretched out a hand. “There’s a faster way. Not the way we came. They’re looking for us now—they’ll find us if we go that way.”

“That isn’t the plan,” Kael said with a low growl.

“The plan,” Auberon said sharply, “was to make our escape before our deception was realized. The plan has already been rendered worthless.”

Kael looked at Auberon with narrowed eyes. “And what way are you proposing we go?”

Auberon pointed right.

Kael’s frown deepened. He crossed his arms. “To get to our exit point, we have to cross through one of those portions of the map that you didn’t remember.”

“I can find the way,” Auberon promised. He looked at Briand as if seeking solidarity from her, but she was silent.

Could they trust him?

She wasn’t sure.

“As delightful as this conversation is, we’ve got company,” Nath interjected.

Five more Seeker guards appeared, carrying spears and axes.

“I don’t think it’s going to be as easy as knocking them unconscious,” Briand said to Kael. She drew her blades as he lifted his sword, and with Nath and Tibus at their sides, they fanned out to face the approaching opponents.

“Crispin,” Kael said. “Stay back. Keep watch over our Seekers.”

“Your Seekers?” Jade said, raising one eyebrow angrily.

“Any Seeker who isn’t ours, I’m killing,” Nath shot back, and she fell silent.

“But you’re outnumbered,” Crispin protested weakly, swallowing hard at the sight of the guards’ wicked blades.

“I could help,” Auberon called. “If I had a weapon!”

“Nobody is that stupid,” Nath shouted back.

“Surrender,” one of the guards said to them, “and we’ll kill you quickly.”

“Liar,” Nath spat. “If we surrender, you’ll torture us until we scratch off our own skin.” He raised his sword, the point gleaming in the dim light. “Come and try to take me. It’s been a while since I wet my blade with magic blood.”

“Does the rat-faced man speak for all of you?” the guard asked.

“He does,” Briand said. “And I’m going to make you regret calling him that.”

The guard sneered at her. “What do you think you can do, bitch? You’re nothing but a—”

A knife flew through the air and hit the guard in the shoulder. He staggered back with a howl of surprise and displeasure.

Briand and the others whirled to look at Crispin.

“Crispin!” Nath bellowed. “We told you to stay back.”

The lad shrugged sheepishly. “He called our Guttersnipe a bitch.”

The guard shrugged off his cloak, revealing armor underneath. He yanked the knife from where it was buried harmlessly in his breastplate.

“Kill them,” he ordered.

The other guards lowered their weapons and started forward. Kael swung his sword, the blade colliding with the weapon of the first Seeker to reach him. Nath rushed to meet the Seekers with a cry of rage, and Tibus waded in, chopping right and left. Briand landed a blade in the seam between the armor of the Seeker fighting Kael, giving the Monarchist commander time to land a blow that knocked the Seeker to his knees.

They were still outnumbered. Kael turned to counter the attack of another guard, and the swing from the Seeker knocked him against the wall. The guard raised his battle axe, and Briand’s knife caught him in the throat. She leaped forward, yanking the blade from his body as she turned on another guard.

The Seeker guard raised his spear, but then chains tangled around the shaft, and Auberon threw the guard to the floor. Nath finished him, and they shared a look across the enemy’s crumpled form.

“Couldn’t stay away, huh?” Nath grunted.

“I need you imbeciles if I want to get my sister out alive,” Auberon countered.

The three other guards drew back down the hall, calling for reinforcements; the fight was over. Nath and Tibus were bleeding from cuts to their arms. Kael had a bruise swelling on the side of his jaw.

They stood panting for a moment.

“More of them are coming, sir,” Tibus said. “They’ll be back. We have to go now.”

“Which way will it be, traitor?” Auberon asked. “Your way, or mine?”

“I guess the decision is made, isn’t it?” Kael said, for the way they’d come was blocked by the approaching Seeker guards. He sheathed his sword with a snap.

“Follow me,” the Seeker said.

They heard the sound of guards approaching again, and so they ran.

 

~

 

Briand and the rest of the company fled through a maze of dark corridors, following Auberon blindly until he came to a stop in a great and dusty domed room, with four corridors branching away from it into icy shadows. The light from the blue-burning torch reflected across the frost on the walls and floor and made the whole scene shimmer like the wet teeth of a monster opening its mouth.

In the distance, Briand could hear shouts, the guards calling to each other as they searched, and the relentless thud of boots against stone.

“Why are you stopping?” Nath cried.

Auberon’s forehead wrinkled. He whirled in a circle, his head turning back and forth.

“He’s lost,” Tibus announced with a rumble of anger.

“Or he brought us here only to trap us. Maybe it was a ruse all along,” Nath hissed. He drew his sword with a squeal of steel.

The sounds of pursuit intensified. The guards were close.

Kael drew his sword and paced to the mouth of the tunnel they’d just exited. He cocked his head and listened. “We have perhaps a minute before they’re here.”

Nath lifted his sword. “Maybe if we leave them a peace offering, they’ll be distracted long enough for us to escape.”

“Don’t you dare, rat-face,” Jade said. She stepped in front of her brother, who was still scanning the halls as if looking for something.

“You’re sounding a lot like the enemy right now,” Nath shot back.

Auberon hissed a curse. “Let me think!”

Kael crossed the room to Briand’s side. “Can you feel the dragon from here, Catfoot?”

She reached out with her mind and faintly brushed the dragon’s. “Barely,” she said. “It’s faint.”

“Er,” Crispin interjected. “I think it’s that way. If we’re where I think we are.” He pointed to the tunnel that branched to the left.

Everyone looked at him.

“What do you know?” Jade demanded. “Who are you anyway, boy?”

Crispin colored at her words but crossed his arms. “I played here when my father and I visited. I remember this place… I think.”

“You think,” Nath repeated. But he looked hopeful. “Think harder, lad!”

“There should be a giant scratch on the wall if it’s the right tunnel,” Crispin said, closing his eyes.

In the distance, a howl filled the air.

Nath and Crispin both flinched. Kael lifted his head in alarm. Jade and Auberon stiffened.

“What was that?” Tibus growled.

Nath and Jade spoke at the same time.

“Rypters.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

EVERYONE STARED AT each other. Nath’s pulse began to pound in his ears as dizziness swept over him. He put out a hand to steady himself against the wall, and the stone was so cold that his fingertips burned.

“We need to move now,” Jade said in a panicked voice. “These are not normal rypters.”

“Normal is bad enough,” Nath said in a strangled tone. Memories were flashing through his mind—snapping mouths, long teeth, black, blind eyes—he was finding it hard to breathe—

The dragonsayer was beside him, her hand on his wrist. She didn’t say anything, but her presence was enough to anchor him again. He was with friends. He was not alone and bound in a cage. He was no longer a slave.

Still, he was shaking.

“Look,” Tibus said, pointing upward. “The symbols we saw in the ruin.”

Trilazyti.

Auberon hissed something under his breath. “It’s a spell,” he said. “Someone, strike me. We need blood spilled by a fight.”

The dragonsayer drew her knife and swiped at him, and a drop of blood fell onto the icy ground. It turned to glowing blue and swirled toward the nearest tunnel in a glowing river of light.

“Follow,” Auberon bellowed.

The next thing Nath knew, he was running alongside the dragonsayer and Tibus down a dark corridor. Shadows. Ice. Chilling cold. His heart banged against his ribs, and his breath rasped in and out of his lungs. He was gripping his sword so hard that his hand ached. They ran beneath a twisted crevice in the wall, and he dimly heard Crispin shout, “There’s the scratch!”

Tibus replied, “Lad, if that’s a scratch, then I’m an ant,” and then Nath heard another howl of the rypters that were hunting them, and again he was cast into the dark well of his memories, of pain and blood and panic. He clawed his way out, back to the present nightmare.

Here, he wasn’t alone. Here he had hope.

They weren’t dead yet.

At the end of the tunnel, Nath saw a door of green metal, embellished with images of mountains and stars, and more trilazyti.

The glowing ribbon of light extended through the doorway.

“Through there,” Auberon shouted. “This is the right way. We’re at the western corner of Ikarad now.”

“I knew I was right!” Crispin exclaimed.

“You are obnoxious,” Jade said to the lad, and then she staggered and fell to her knees. Auberon wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her up.

“Come on, sister. Stay with us,” he said as her head lolled forward. She blinked and gasped as if coming up for air.

Kael swung the doors open, and they gave with a groan, opening to another frozen space, this one with columns lining the walls.

Nath heard the sound of claws against stone. He turned, and time seemed to slow as he saw three giant rypters appear at the end of the corridor behind them like rabid ghosts.

“Help me bar the doors,” Kael shouted.

Crispin stood bewildered and frightened, unable to move, until Nath and the dragonsayer grabbed him and pulled him back into the room. Kael and Tibus yanked the doors shut and locked them.

Nath swung around to follow the light further, but it disappeared beneath a collapsed pile of rock and broken columns.

They were trapped.

There was no way out.

The unearthly howl of the giant rypters echoed, and the doors shuddered as the beasts slammed into the steel.

Kael and Tibus stepped back and drew their swords.

The chains went taut as the doors banged beneath the weight of the rypters, but they held.

“How do we get out?” Crispin shouted.

“I thought you were supposed to know,” Nath snapped. His memories were clawing at his mind like the rypters at the door. He breathed in and out, trying to stay in the present.

“I don’t have any idea! I only remembered the tunnel!”

Nath did another frantic sweep of the room. He was shaking so hard he almost dropped his sword. His heart slammed against his ribs, and memories of being dangled over rypters by his Seeker master threatened to overtake him once more, but he breathed deep and pushed through them.

Right now, his friends needed him, but it was taking all he had not to fall to the floor and cover his face with his hands.

The rypters’ assault on the doors intensified. The thunderous sound of the claws against metal clanged in the silence.

“Look,” the dragonsayer said. “More trilazyti.” She pointed at the walls, which were inscribed with the strange, triangular language.

Auberon swung around, his eyes blazing as he scanned the wall. His expression changed. He looked over his shoulder at them.

“What does it say?” Tibus called. “Is there a spell we can use to escape?”

“Ari? What do we do?” Jade grabbed her brother’s arm with her free hand. She was still holding the baby rypter, although it had wriggled halfway out of its rags and had its ugly head pointed at the door.

Auberon’s expression was odd. Satisfied, almost. His eyebrows flicked as he spoke.

“Yes,” he said. “But none of you are going to like it.”

Kael joined them, his sword still in his hand. His gaze swept across the symbols on the wall before he turned to Auberon.

“What does it say?” he asked the Seeker.

Auberon spoke with quiet triumph. “We can open this wall. There’s a tunnel beyond it. But…” He paused.

“But what?” Nath cried.

Auberon exhaled. “It requires a sacrifice.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

“A SACRIFICE,” NATH repeated.

“Specifically, the life of someone for his friends,” Auberon said.

They fell silent.

“That’s absurd,” Nath said. “You’re lying.”

“Are you volunteering?” Kael asked, raising an eyebrow.

Auberon fixed a cold stare on him. He made a sound like a cough. “You are not my friends.”

“Read us the spell,” Kael commanded.

Auberon turned back to the wall. “The life of one spilled for his friends will open this wall and reveal the tunnel—that’s a rough translation, anyway.” He paused. “Perhaps,” he said to the dragonsayer, his gaze flicking to Kael, “perhaps this is what the Seeker saw in his vision.”

The blood drained from the dragonsayer’s face, and her eyes sharpened into flinty shards. Her voice was cutting as she responded. “No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

A knot formed in Nath’s stomach. A Visionary. The Seekers rumored to see the future.

Nath had heard the rumors of the Seekers who saw the future during his time as a Seeker slave. A cold, hard knot formed in his stomach. Something about Auberon’s smile made him feel sick.

Kael’s shoulders tensed.

“What vision?” he asked, his voice low and hard. “Catfoot, what is he talking about?”

“You didn’t know?” Auberon said. He smiled, a cruel and curling smile that suggested he had envisioned this conversation already, and things were going as he had hoped. “She didn’t tell you about the Seeker who came to visit her before I did? The one with the vision of how the war will be won?”

Kael’s expression darkened. “What vision?”

A suffocating feeling swept over Nath.

The Seeker took a step toward the dragonsayer. His voice was a purr as he said, “Why don’t you tell him, and let him decide?”

“No,” the dragonsayer said. A note of panic entered her voice as she shook her head. “No.”

“Briand,” Kael said. “What is he talking about?”

“It’s nonsense,” the dragonsayer said. “Lies.”

“Tell me, Catfoot,” Kael bade her quietly.

Her face crumpled. Her shoulders bowed. The words she spoke next fell from her lips like stones. “Did you never wonder why I was hired to kill you by that Seeker?”

“He foresaw the future,” Auberon interjected. “For the war to be won by your true prince, you die… by the dragonsayer’s own knife.”

Nath felt as though his chest was imploding.

No, no, no!

Crispin pressed a hand to his mouth.

“Lies,” Tibus growled, but he sounded uncertain. He shot a stricken look at Kael, who was standing frozen and taut, his expression like stone.

“Is this what he said?” Kael asked, speaking directly to the dragonsayer. His voice was like a sword, hard and sharp. “Is this true, Briand?”

The dragonsayer didn’t say anything.

“The Seeker’s vision saw you die on the dragonsayer’s blade,” Auberon said, answering for her. “And the action led to the victory of your prince.”

Nath couldn’t seem to find air to breathe. The Seeker must be lying. He must be manipulating them somehow. It couldn’t be true. It was a nasty, dirty trick.

Kael’s face hardened into a mask of duty.

“Kael, no!” Nath burst out. “It must be a trap. Why else would the Seeker urge you to fulfill a vision that wins us the war? That defeats Cahan?”

“I don’t care one iota about Cahan,” Auberon replied. “My sister and I are fugitives, remember? The order threw us out. And I don’t want to be torn apart by those rypters, so if there’s a vision that leads to me—and your precious dragonsayer—surviving, I’m going to speak up.”

“Can’t the dragon breathe fire on the wall and break it down?” Crispin said.

“It doesn’t work like that,” the dragonsayer said quietly. “We’re too deep inside—we have to get to the meeting point as planned. The dragon can’t simply dismantle the entire structure. That would take eons, and we don’t even have more than a few minutes—”

The clanging sound of the rypters tearing at the doors stopped. In the sudden silence, the group stood staring at each other.

Then, a worse sound filled the air.

The rasp of claws against hard-packed, frozen earth.

The rypters were digging under the doors.

Kael stepped forward, stopping right in front of the dragonsayer. He reached down and drew one of her knives from her belt, pressing the hilt into her palm.

The blood drained from her face.

“No,” she said, her voice low and desperate. “Kael, no. This cannot be what he saw. This cannot be the answer. There’s got to be another way to escape.”

“This is the way,” Kael said.

“No,” Tibus said, the words a growl.

“Sir!” Nath shouted.

“Do it,” Kael commanded the dragonsayer. His face was calm. Impassive. He said something else to her in a voice too low for Nath to hear.

Then Kael grabbed her wrist and forced the knife into his abdomen.

A scream wrenched itself from Nath’s mouth. He stared in horror as Kael crumpled to his knees, and then fell to the ground with the dragonsayer’s knife beneath him.

The dragonsayer cried out, a deep sound of shock and anguish.

The rasping of the rypters’ claws changed. They were getting close. They were almost through.

“Tibus, Crispin, Briand!” Nath cried, dropping beside his commander and tearing off the armor he wore to see the shirt underneath, which was already dark with blood. “Help me lift him. We’ve got to get him up. We can save him. Kael, you foolish, loyal bastard—”

They had to get him out of there. If they could cauterize the wound, stitch him up, get him to a healer… There had to be something they could do.

The dragonsayer was on the other side of Kael, her face frozen and expressionless as she pressed her hand against the bloody wound as if to staunch it.

“No,” Kael gritted out. He locked eyes with Nath and then the dragonsayer, but his voice carried to the others. “This is the vision. I will fulfill my destiny.”

“First you agree to marry that woman, and now this,” Nath cried. “Kael, you thick-headed fool. We need you alive. She needs you alive.” He gestured wildly at the dragonsayer. Kael loved the dragonsayer, didn’t he? Nath was sure of it. How could he die and leave her, even for Jehn? And on a half-formed, ridiculous prophecy, by a Seeker, no less…

Kael grabbed Nath’s wrist. “Go now. Leave me.” He paused for breath. “That’s an order, soldier.” Blood bloomed across his shirt. His head sagged to the side as his body went still.

“Kael,” the dragonsayer said in a broken voice. Then, to Nath, she whispered, “He’s dead.”

Nath shook his head as a high-pitched sound rang in his ears. This couldn’t be happening. His hands and legs felt numb. His mind was working, his thoughts continuing to flow, but the rest of him felt frozen.

Dead.

Auberon pressed a hand against the wall. “All of you, follow me,” he commanded. A growling sound of stone against stone filled the air, and the wall slid backward, revealing a darkened tunnel.

“You bastard!” Nath hurled himself toward Auberon, sword drawn, his face contorted with anguish and fury. Auberon dodged the blow, falling back, and Nath leaped at the Seeker and pressed the sword to his throat.

“I’ll kill you,” Nath breathed.

Auberon grabbed Nath’s wrist, and Nath screamed as pain shot up his arm and visions of rypters tearing into his flesh filled his mind. Auberon cast him aside and rolled into a crouch.

Nath hit the wall hard and lay unmoving, stunned. He watched as the Seeker leaped to his feet, bare hands outstretched as Tibus closed in on him. Auberon seized the soldier by the shoulder, and Tibus’s legs buckled as he grunted, his eyes rolling back.

But then Briand was at Auberon’s side, her knife pressed to his neck, her hand on his arm.

“Try again,” she hissed. “Try and see what I do to you. Use your powers and I’ll throw you across the room—”

Auberon whirled on her, knocking her back with a blow of his elbow, but not before she sliced him along his neck. It was a flesh wound, missing any arteries, but blood seeped down his skin.

“Stop!” Jade thundered.

Auberon stood panting, red-faced and wary.

“Do you all want to die?” Jade demanded. “We haven’t escaped yet. We could still be detected. We need to get away now, not waste time squabbling.”

Nath pushed himself up on his elbows, his face haggard and his eyes as dark as river stones. “Run him through, Guttersnipe,” he rasped.

“We need him to get out,” Crispin said. “He’s the only one who can read the trilazyti.”

It was a vicious truth. They did need Auberon.

“I could leave the rest of you,” Auberon snarled. “I could leave all of you.”

“You can’t get out without me,” Briand said. “The dragon is waiting. It’ll eat you if I’m not there to hold it back, once it discovers we don’t have its mate’s head.”

“It isn’t my fault your fearless leader has too much heart and too little brains,” Auberon said. “I only told him what the vision said. I only told him the truth.”

“Say that again,” Nath shouted, brandishing his sword. Tears streamed from the tutor’s eyes as he spoke the words.

The doors began to groan behind them. The rypters were almost through.

“Nath,” Tibus said. “Briand. We have to go.”

Nath looked from Kael’s body to the tunnel.

The gates strained, the sound of the metal warping against metal a high-pitched scream. Tibus grabbed Nath and Briand and dragged them into the tunnel after Auberon, Jade, and Crispin. They stumbled along the darkness.

Eventually, Nath saw a glowing blue light. The river of magic from before, the one guiding their path. They’d found it again.

Nath could barely see through the haze of tears filling his eyes. He’d seen death dozens of times, hundreds of times. But this…

He wished he had died instead. He was furious with himself for not thinking of it. He should have been the one to fall on that knife.

Dimly, he saw the dragonsayer lean against the wall, her hands splayed across the rock, and then she called for them to stand back as the rock began to heat. Steam hissed around them like a swirl of smoke, and Nath shut his eyes. A moment later, Tibus grabbed him by the shoulder and propelled him forward. A hole, dripping and jagged, split the wall before them.

And together, they ran through the hole and into a cave. Steam blasted him in the face, and he caught a glimpse of a dragon, massive and looming, its scales dark blue and its eyes like flames. The dragonsayer stopped and seemed to be having a silent conversation with it, and then the dragon reared up and roared. Briand screamed, and Tibus swept her up in his arms as they ran. The dragon tried to follow, and then it flew backward as if yanked by an invisible force, and Nath saw the dragonsayer’s eyes roll back in her head. The dragon disappeared into a black stretch of water at the back of the cave, and they ran up, and up, and up into the gray light of dusk.

The air was bracingly cold. It was still snowing. Snowflakes struck him in the face, and he followed Tibus’s back blindly into the swirling white. Briand was saying something—she was directing them to the dracules and the horses—and then, they were at the rocks again.

They’d done it.

They’d broken out of Ikarad.

But there was no triumph in anyone’s face. They stared at each other numbly as they stood in the shelter of the rock, and then Briand said, “The rest of the information, Auberon.”

He turned his head to catch her gaze, and he seemed surprised she had remembered, and then he said, with a lift of his eyebrows, “The ones you seek are closer than you imagine. In fact, you already know their location.”

She blinked, exhausted and grief-stricken. “What do you mean?”

“Get me some paper,” Auberon said quietly. Almost gently. “You must be exhausted after controlling that dragon. I’ll write it down for you.”

When she turned to retrieve more paper from the saddlebag, Auberon pushed her so she slipped and fell on the ice, then he turned on his heel, and struck his bare palm against Crispin’s forehead. The lad dropped like a stone. Tibus barreled forward with a shout, but Auberon grabbed his arm, and he fell to his knees with a howl of pain. Nath yanked his sword from its sheath, but Jade was there before he could swing, hitting Nath with a chunk of rock on the back of the head. Pain shot through Nath’s skull and down his spine. Auberon swept forward, grabbed the sword from his hand, and flung it away into the snow before he’d recovered. He slapped his bare palm against Nath’s forehead, and Nath felt the tickle of cold power against his skin.

“Don’t move, or I’ll kill him,” Auberon hissed to the dragonsayer, who had gotten to her knees.

She stared at him, motionless, her eyes dark pits of fury in her face. Her expression was a silent accusation.

“How did you think this was going to go?” Auberon demanded. “You were never going to let me go. None of you were. You were going to run me through as soon as my sister was no longer a threat and you had your information. I’m merely getting to the betrayal part first.” Over his shoulder, he called to Jade, “Get our horses.”

“Ari—” she began, her gaze shifting uncertainly to the dragonsayer.

“Just do it!” he shouted, and his sister obeyed without another word.

The wind whipped the Seeker’s long, silvery hair. “Don’t look so wounded,” he said to the dragonsayer. “You never cared one iota for me. You want me dead as much as the rest.”

“I do now,” she said coldly.

Her eyes shifted to behind Auberon, and then Nath heard the most beautiful sound in the entire universe.

“Get your hands up,” Kael said.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

KAEL STOOD WITH a knife to Auberon’s throat. The Seeker whirled to fight him, and Kael struck him across the face hard enough to knock him into the snow.

Briand leaped across the stretch of ice and threw herself between them as Auberon tried to lunge for Kael, and the wave of power that came from her at the contact between the Seeker and her skin sent him flying back against the stone that sheltered them from the worst of the storm. She stumbled, boots slipping on the frozen ground, and Kael wrapped an arm around her waist to steady her briefly. She drew both knives with a hiss of steel and stood against him, facing the Seeker.

“Kael,” Nath gasped in shock from beside them as he fumbled for a weapon. “How—what—?”

Auberon pushed himself up, dazed and fading in and out of consciousness. Tibus lurched to his feet as Jade hurried a few paces away, still holding the reins of the horse.

“How?” Auberon spat. “How are you not dead, traitor?”

“You aren’t the only one who can read trilazyti,” Kael said, locking gazes with the Seeker. “I have been learning a lot of things while in Nyr, including ancient languages. I knew as soon as you tried to pretend the spell required a death that you were going to betray us. I thought it might be most wise to make you think you had what you wanted. Seems I was right to think so.”

“There was no spell?” Nath gasped.

“There was a spell,” Kael said evenly. “But it only required someone to shock a listener with a secret. I thought the rest of you might find Briand’s knowledge of a vision of my death shocking enough to work. Apparently, Auberon did too.”

“You knew about that?” Tibus said. “That was all an act?”

“Of course he knew,” Briand said. “I told him the first night I saw him.”

She remembered it well—the somberness and focus on his face as she’d told him. No more secrets, she’d sworn. If they wanted to have a shot at this, they had to be honest with each other. They had to start from a place of trust.

And so, she’d told him, holding her breath at what he was going to say. Terrified, but determined to seek a solution with him instead of without him.

And then, to her astonishment, he’d laughed.

“Does this mean you don’t believe it?” Briand had asked him in a small voice.

“Any madman can have a vision,” he’d said.

“You aren’t going to try to convince me to stab you?” she had asked, faint with relief.

“No, but I do intend to teach you Saress, which might amount to the same thing,” he said, and leaned forward to kiss her.

Now, in the swirling storm in the far north, she felt warm with him at her back.

“Did you know?” Nath asked Briand.

“He asked me to trust him before he pretended to stab himself with my knife,” she answered. “So I did.”

She didn’t tell him it had been one of the hardest moments of her life. The raw pain and grief she’d felt had been real, the scream that ripped from her throat as he fell had been real. She was nearly certain Kael was not dead, but still—the idea of it alone turned her stomach to stone.

Crispin blinked and sat up. He did a double take at the sight of Kael. “Have I died?” he mumbled, putting a hand to his head.

“No, lad, Kael is alive!” Nath said. “And the Seeker—”

He stopped.

Briand’s chest lurched.

The Seeker was gone.

The sound of hoofbeats came faintly through the storm. Jade and Auberon had fled the moment they took their eyes away.

Tibus leaped onto another of the horses, disappearing into the swirling storm of snow after the Seekers.

Kael helped Crispin up.

“Do the Seekers in Ikarad know we’ve escaped outside?” Crispin asked.

Kael clapped the lad on the shoulder. “I stole into the secret tunnel after you and closed it behind me, but eventually they will discover that we’ve escaped completely, and come looking for us outside. We should leave this place now.”

A few moments later, Tibus returned. “It’s impossible to track them in this storm!” he shouted. “I don’t have any idea which direction they went!”

A movement in the snow caught Briand’s eye as she turned for the horses.

The bundle of rags Jade had carried from the prison.

The baby rypter.

Jade must have dropped it as they rode away.

“Look,” Crispin said, recoiling. “The rypter.”

Nath drew his sword and strode toward the bundle. The rypter stuck its nose into the snow-filled hair, its blind face turning toward him as if it sensed his thoughts. It whimpered hopefully.

Nath lowered his arm. He sheathed his sword and scooped up the bundle. The baby rypter licked his hand as he turned back to them.

Crispin stared at him.

“We shouldn’t leave a body here for the Seekers to find,” Nath said. “That’s all.”

Briand didn’t believe him for a second, and she didn’t think anyone else did, either. But no one said anything.

“Let’s go,” Nath said gruffly. He paused, his gaze snapping to Kael’s. “That bastard never gave us the other half of the codes.”

“No,” Kael agreed. “But I have an idea for how we can make do. Isglorn is not lost, my friends.”

“Auberon never told us how to find the guardians either,” Crispin said as they mounted the horses, his expression reflecting his horror. “He double-crossed us first.”

Briand remembered what Auberon had said.

In fact, you already know their location. 

“I think… I think I know where to look,” she said.

 

~

 

The ruins of Arkane were silent except for the thunderous sound of crickets singing in the tall night grasses as they approached. Briand dismounted silently at Kael’s signal, and the rest of the followed suit, leaving the horses tethered at the edge of the city ruins and creeping on foot through the crumbling columns covered in vines. Night blossoms of glowing white bloomed on the vines, petals shimmering with luminous light.

The dracules streaked through the ruins ahead of Briand, ferreting out crickets and sniffing at the wind. The baby rypter resting in the crook of Nath’s arm bravely lifted its face to the night air and gave a tiny squeak of curiosity.

“It can feel our anticipation,” Crispin said.

Nath grumbled something, but he didn’t put the rypter down. He hadn’t let it go since they’d left the snow-covered sea of ice, despite his constant talk of leaving it in the woods and riding away.

They found the tripwire from before, and Briand threw a stick against it. A net swooped from above like a giant bird, dropping harmlessly over the ground in front of them.

“Now,” Kael said quietly, “we wait.”

Footsteps echoed ahead after a short while, and a glowing figure flitted through the darkness.

“A ghoul,” Crispin whispered. “Just like the legends.”

“Looks like that glow comes from the flowers growing around here,” Nath said. “So… definitely not a ghoul.”

As they watched from behind a column, the glowing figure paused by the trap, crouching down in confusion.

Briand stepped forward, her hands empty but ready to draw her knives if she needed them.

The figure stiffened at the sound of her feet scuffing against stone. It rose as if to flee.

“Stop,” Briand called. “Wait.”

The dracules darted to Briand’s side, and the figure stilled at the sight of them. It reached up a hand to pull the fabric away from its face, revealing a girl’s still-chubby cheeks and a small mouth open in surprise.

“Are those what I think they are?” the girl asked, pointing at the dracules.

“What do you think they are?” Briand asked, putting a hand down to calm Vox as he thrust his muzzle against her leg.

“Dracules,” the girl breathed. “I’ve seen pictures in the books…” She raised her eyes to Briand’s. “Does that make you a… a…”

“I’m a dragonsayer,” Briand said. “And I need your help.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

THE GIRL IN the glowing robes led Briand, Kael, and Nath across the darkness of the ruins, while Crispin and Tibus waited with the horses, their swords drawn. The girl walked fast, ducking beneath strands of vines before pushing aside a row of red-striped bushes to reveal a narrow gully of hard-packed dirt that wove through the growth, imperceptible to the careless eye and set low enough in the earth that anyone walking along it could be concealed from view. Nath gave a low grunt of approval. Unless one was looking for it, the path was invisible.

This must have been where the “bandits” had vanished the last time they were in the ruins.

The girl slipped down the path, her feet noiseless on the ground, her robes glowing. Briand, Kael, and Nath followed silently, hands on their weapons in case it was a trap. The dracules romped cheerfully alongside, snapping at fireflies and sniffing for crickets in the tall grass.

Some of the grasses that arched above their head fluttered in a sudden breeze, and a fluted sound filled the air. Nath paused, his sword halfway out of its sheath, his eyes scanning the surroundings. Kael reached up and captured one of the stalks of grass with his fingers and studied it, then lowered it to show Briand.

The stalk was hollow.

Kael put it to his lips and blew, and a mournful, whispering sound filled the air.

The girl turned her head to look at them. “Songstalks,” she said. “We use them to signal to each other.”

“How long have you lived here?” Briand asked.

The girl tipped her head as if the question were a strange one. “As long as I’ve been alive.”

They walked on, their way lit by the starlight, their steps muffled by the music of the grass and the wind. Finally, the girl reached a crumbling tower of stone half-concealed by a grove of trees that had sprouted up around it. She stepped through an arched opening covered in moss and motioned for them to follow. Briand sent the dracules in first, letting them sniff the area for any hidden persons who might be waiting to ambush them. She and the others were still jumpy after Auberon’s betrayal, and they weren’t going to take any chances. The dracules could hear the murmur of voices and smell the scent of fire, but both things were far away, and they were disappointed not to discover any treats inside the tower, which was only a round, damp ruin.

When Briand was satisfied that the shadowy interior of the tower held no danger, they followed the girl inside.

She stamped on the ground, and her feet made a hollow sound against the earth, and then the ground split as someone flung open a trap door, letting out a burst of light. Briand caught a glimpse of a head of curly black hair and a pair of bright eyes. A boy, younger than Crispin. He didn’t see them, because his face was half-buried in a book.

“Luna,” he complained. “You’ve been gone forever. I’ve read sixteen pages ahead because I got tired of waiting—”

“I’m not alone,” the girl said. “Call Ma. A dragonsayer is here.”

The boy fell silent and then thrust his head up to look at them. His eyes widened, and they heard the scuffle of feet on wooden rungs as he descended rapidly below.

Another moment, and they heard another voice. A woman’s voice, threaded with fear. “Luna?”

“It’s all right, Ma,” she called back. “They’re friendly.”

“I’m coming up,” the woman said. “I’m armed, and you’re surrounded. Don’t try anything, strangers. I’m a very good shot.”

“They’re friendly,” Luna insisted again.

A woman ascended the ladder, holding a lantern in one hand and a crossbow in the crook of her other elbow. She peered at them, her face knit with fear, and then she saw the dracules at Briand’s feet.

“Oh,” she said, the sound a gasp of delight. “Dracules? I thought they were all dead.”

Her expression softened into one of trust as she knelt, set aside her lantern, and reached out a hand for Vox to sniff. The dracule stretched out his neck, cautious but interesting in smelling the woman’s fingers. He got a whiff and began sniffing the back of her hand and wrist. His thoughts, Briand saw, were filled with anticipation of treats. The woman’s skin smelled like meat and spices, the kind Vox had eaten with his other guardian family. His tail began to thump, and he darted out his tongue to lick her hand. “They wouldn’t be with you if you were Seekers,” the woman said, crooning to Vox. “Look at them. They’re beautiful.” She stretched out her other hand toward Sieya with the crossbow still balanced in the crook of her elbow. Sieya, however, displayed a bit more hesitation, refusing to creep close enough to touch her nose to the woman’s fingers. Meanwhile, Vox had practically curled up in the woman’s lap. “Where did you get them?” she asked.

“Sieya, the female, hatched from an ancient egg,” Briand said. “And Vox, the male dracule who is trying to butter you up for treats right now, was raised by the guardian family living in Tasglorn.”

The woman raised her eyes. Her hands stilled. “And how is Noe’s family?” Her eyes darted to Vox. Briand knew what she was thinking.

Why was the dracule not with the other guardians anymore?

Briand was quiet for too long before she answered. The woman’s face fell.

“Seekers?” she guessed, her mouth twisting bitterly.

Briand nodded.

The woman’s expression tightened. She looked at them all, and then back at the dracules. “Come inside,” she said.

They followed the woman down a ladder and into a space carved from the earth. Roots dangled from the ceiling, and beds lined the far wall. The air smelled like smoke and dirt. A small fire lit the space, flickering on the woman’s shoulders as she reached for a box on a shelf above the nearest bed. “I am Bethula,” she said, setting the box on the wooden table in the center of the room. She opened the lid, revealing a box embossed with a symbol of a dragon. “My children and I are some of the last of the guardians in existence. We have been in hiding here for many years. There have long been rumors of ghosts in these ruins, and so we always moved through the ruins dressed the part. Most locals steer clear of this place, but we have traps in place in case we are set upon by strangers.”

“Did you write the trilazyti message warning of the trap?” Nath asked, his brow furrowing.

The woman laughed. “We did. We made it look part of the ruin. We thought we wouldn’t want to ambush our guardian friends, should they come looking for us one day…” She trailed off, remembering the news Briand had just given her about the guardians in Tasglorn. “You… she said you…?” Bethula looked at Briand.

“I am a dragonsayer,” Briand told her. “And I’m looking for training.”

The woman looked toward the beds where her children were sitting, listening intently. “We are not equipped to host strangers,” she said. “We have little space, and we struggle to feed ourselves.”

“Any particular reason why you live here?” Kael asked.

“We didn’t know where else to hide,” the woman said, exhaling as if considering the answer to the question made her feel a sense of regret. “I knew from stories my grandfather used to tell that there were tunnels beneath the city. But we discovered that most of the entrances had collapsed long ago, and the tunnels were filled with stones. We were stuck in this tiny hovel.”

“Would you consider moving elsewhere, if you were promised protection?” Briand asked thoughtfully.

The woman lifted her chin. “I might. My children are lonely, and I don’t have enough books to satisfy their thirst for education. But who might protect us? It’d take a king’s guard to make me feel safe from the Seekers, I think.”

A faint smile touched Briand’s lips. “Would a thief-queen’s guard do?”





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

THE MORNING OF the wedding between Prince Jehn of Austrisia and the queen of Nyr dawned in golden, dew-soaked splendor after a night of rain. Jehn was awake to see the first strands of light as they touched the horizon, and he remained standing on the balcony as the sun rose. The bed behind him was rumpled, the blankets in knots from his tossing and turning. He pulled the vial from his pocket, stared at the contents for a long while, and then put it away again.

He needed a clear head for this day, no matter how much his hand might hurt.

Servants arrived to dress him, scurrying around him in silence. His black mood filled the room like a cloud, and he said nothing to anyone.

Lady Valora arrived to speak with him, but he sent her away. He did not want to talk strategies with his nobles.

Not today.

The sun rose, filling the room with bright light. Jehn drew the shades.

The marriage would take place at noon.

The servants helped him into his wedding finery—traditional Nyrian wedding garments, with a long robe of gold stripes that dragged six feet behind him on the ground, the sleeves long enough to cover his ruined hand. They draped ropes of gold and pearls around his neck, and the touch of the metal was cold like chains. Drums and trumpets played outside as a parade wound through the streets adjacent to the palace.

Cannons fired over the bay, the boom shaking the walls of the palace, and Jehn found himself on the other side of the room, pressed against the wall, his chest aching as he struggled to breathe, his mind filled with memories of the pirate attack. The cannons fired again, and he closed his eyes and fumbled for the vial of medicine in his pocket.

“Jehn,” a voice said.

He opened his eyes. His vision was blurry, but he knew who it was.

His captain of the guard. His best friend. His brother in all but blood.

Back from his mission.

Kael strode forward and grabbed him by both shoulders instead of bowing. His brow furrowed with concern.

“Jehn,” he said again, urgently this time. “What is it?”

“The cannons,” Jehn managed. His throat was dry as sand. His hand, holding the vial, trembled. “They… remind me. No. They transport me. I see it again. The sea. The ships.” He shuddered. “The knife.”

His hand throbbed fresh as the image flashed through his head—that dark, suffocating room packed with bodies. The leering smile of the pirate king. The agonizing pain.

Jehn’s chest constricted again. He gasped for air.

Kael’s expression cleared. “It is called battle sick, Your Grace,” he said gently. “Many soldiers experience it after the horrors of war. Certain sounds or places dredge up memories that feel so real that they incapacitate the former soldier.” Kael glanced at the bed. “Trouble sleeping, loss of appetite, pain in the chest…”

Jehn swallowed. “Perhaps that is it.”

They both looked at the vial in his hand.

A servant appeared in the doorway.

“Your Grace,” he said in heavily accented Austrisian. “It’s time.”

Jehn locked eyes with his friend. He uncorked the vial and took a swallow before replacing it in his pocket.

Kael didn’t say anything.

“The mission?” Jehn asked under his breath as they moved toward the door.

Kael nodded once. “Successful.”

Jehn sighed. He was pleased to hear this. Later, he would ask all the questions that needed to be asked, and see what he had sent Kael to find.

First, his marriage.

Kael stayed by the prince’s side as they moved through the palace corridors. The crowds outside roared in celebration of the holiday. Jehn didn’t think they cared anything about the queen’s marriage to him.

He felt only dread.

They reached the antechamber to the throne room, and there waited the queen, resplendent in gold. She looked like the sun, her dress and train blinding with flashes of light as she stood in the window. She turned at Jehn’s entrance, her face half-hidden by a long, embroidered gold veil set with diamonds. She made a gesture with her fingers, and the guards parted like waves, falling back to the edges of the room. Kael bowed to the queen and looked at Jehn, who nodded.

His friend stepped away, and Jehn and the queen stood alone.

Jehn didn’t trust his voice, so he didn’t speak. The medicine had begun to take hold, sinking into his veins like honey, softening the bite of the pain and loosening his anguish into mere bitterness. He looked at her with venom.

She was beautiful. Deadly.

“I have a wedding present for you,” the queen said. “As I believe that is customary.”

Jehn didn’t move or speak.

The queen stretched out a hand, offering him a scroll the size of her palm.

“In the farthest edges of Nyr’s waters, there is a cluster of small islands called the Coassas,” she said, speaking in a voice only he could hear. “It is beautiful there. Warm, but not too warm. Grasslands, and small mountains. It is the place in Nyr most like your homeland, I am told.”

Jehn gazed at her, puzzled.

He didn’t understand.

“There were never any executions,” the queen said. Her words were as soft as petals landing on water.

Jehn stared at her as he began to understand.

“You backed me into a corner, husband-to-be. What choice had I but to show strength? But your refugees are safe, just as you asked of me. They are on the Coassas islands now. No one knows but you and I and the members of my most trusted guard.”

She pressed the scroll into his hand. “Here is the signature of the captain telling me it has been done. I wanted you to see it, so you would know that it was true. You may visit the islands if you wish and see for yourself if you do not trust me, which I imagine you do not.”

Jehn lifted the scroll from her palm, his fingers brushing hers. A spark of electricity leaped between them at the contact.

He gazed at the scroll, then her face.

Something shimmered in the queen’s eyes. It might have been vulnerability. Then, her eyes hardened, and her gold-painted lips curled.

“Do not try to manipulate me like that again. It will not end well.”

Jehn felt dizzy. He stared at the queen as a hot flush spread across his skin and his chest filled with a strange, aching sensation.

This woman took his breath away.

He was in awe of her.

Then the doors opened, and the sun poured in from the throne room, and Jehn took the queen’s arm and walked with her to say their vows of marriage before the Nyrian and Austrisian courts.

The queen didn’t look at him again.

But he couldn’t stop staring.

 

~

 

Night had fallen, and the marriage feast was well underway, but there was one last ritual to partake of before they were fully wed. Jehn and the queen of Nyr climbed the steps of the highest tower in the palace, accompanied by only a pair of guards carrying torches and a priest in a long, dark robe. Stars glittered above, visible through the tower windows as they followed the staircase around and around in an ever-upward spiral. Fireworks exploded over the bay, sending sprays of screaming color through the darkness, illuminating the queen in floods of blue, then purple, then scarlet light. She had changed from the gold dress with the long train to a slimmer, simpler blue gown with a gold cloak as thin as mist. Webs of pearls draped her shoulders and arms and coiled around her slender neck. Her skin was warm and dark, and the pearls were bright against her body.

How had he never realized how beautiful she was before now?

He had noticed, perhaps, but now the realization struck him like a blow to the chest.

They reached the top of their climb. The tower at the pinnacle of the palace overlooked the entire city. Far below, the streets glowed with lanterns and torches, looking like threads of fire across a dark blanket. Every citizen in the city must be in the streets.

The priest took the torch from one of the soldiers and held it aloft. He spoke a blessing, then ignited a flame in the stone bowl in the center of the tower. Two metal sticks protruded from the bowl, already laid out by some unseen servant for the occasion.

They waited in silence until the priest withdrew the pokers from the fire, the ends glowing red-hot in the dimness of the tower.

The queen bared her arm first, and the hiss of the hot metal against her flesh made Jehn turn away as a memory threatened to swallow him, a memory of pain and darkness and pirates. Instead, he gazed down at the gardens of the palace, visible from this point like nowhere else in the palace. The gardens all gleamed with light, their pathways lit by lanterns just like the streets, the edges of the ponds and lakes glowing with floating candles.

His eyes were drawn to the queen’s garden again, that image of a snake, but what he saw made him freeze in wonder.

At this height, the snake had transformed into something else.

A flower.

“Your Grace,” the priest said, and Jehn turned. The priest had already rubbed healing salve on the burn mark on the queen’s arm, and now he held out the poker for Jehn.

Jehn crossed the tower floor to stand beside the priest. The queen watched impassively as the glowing metal lowered to Jehn’s skin. Jehn bit his lips to hold in a cry as the brand seared his flesh in the shape of the queen’s chosen symbol—a flower, just like the garden he’d caught a glimpse of below. The pain of it made him dizzy, and he wanted to close his eyes, but he kept them open. Kept them trained on the queen.

When the priest withdrew the brand, he dapped an ointment that smelled of mint on the burn and whispered a blessing over them. Jehn heard only snippets—many children, long lives, joy in each other’s love—and he wondered what the queen was thinking.

And then it was done.

The priest bowed and withdrew, leaving them alone. The queen gazed down at her branded flesh that signaled that she was a married woman now, the brand that matched his own. It was her mark, for she was the queen, and he merely her consort.

He wore her symbol burned into his flesh forever now.

But Jehn wasn’t sorry about it.

He spoke.

“What now?”

The queen was still examining the puckered, burned flesh from her branding. “Usually, the married couple descends the steps together and retire to their chamber. They do not return to the feasting until the morning. Of course, we will not be going anywhere together tonight, but we ought not to be seen at the feast either. I am going back to my chambers. I have a wicked headache.” She paused. “The feast will continue all week, of course, and I will expect to see you there and at my right hand. After that, I do not care what you do. Amuse yourself somehow—find a paramour, learn the language, whatever you want.”

“I think,” Jehn said softly, “that I shall use the extra time to win my war.”

“Isn’t that why you have generals?” she said.

“Come now,” Jehn said. “We are married. Surely we can admit the truth about ourselves.”

The queen’s eyebrows quirked.

“You play at being a figurehead, but you run this country and your ministers too. They don’t even realize it, do they?” Jehn said.

The queen tipped her head to the side. “You see much, Jehn of Austrisia. And what is the truth about you? That you are observant from behind the bars of your gilded cage?”

“My truth,” Jehn said, “is that I shall rule the continent one day. And it is I, not my generals, who shall bring it about.”

The queen smiled. It was a rare sight, that smile, and mesmerizing, but in a frightening way. Like a flash of light along the edge of an assassin’s knife. “Ambitious, you are,” she agreed. “But are you really so clever as you think? I’ve already bested you once.”

Jehn was silent.

She turned to go without waiting for an answer.

Jehn spoke just before she reached the door. “Did you fashion your garden to look like the flower that killed your father?”

The queen stopped. She turned her head so her face was in profile and looked at him out of the corner of her eye. Her throat, visible in the light of the fireworks, bobbed as she swallowed.

“What?” she said. The word was a quiet, stunned utterance.

“Your garden,” said Jehn. “The final image is a flower. It’s visible only from this vantage point. I saw it below, lit up by celebration, as bright as a brand. Specifically, I noted, the black lioness, based on the unusual shape of the stem and the petals. Your favorite flower, you said. A strange choice, I thought, given its sordid abilities.”

Now, it was the queen who was silent.

“I read about the black lioness in the palace libraries. It’s a rare flower, not commonly known for the poison that can be made from its nectar. A poison that, if ingested, causes bleeding from the nose and mouth. That flower killed your father, didn’t it? And yet, you wear its scent.”

The queen’s expression was pinched. Pained. She faced him silently.

Jehn studied her face. “At first, I thought perhaps you killed him,” he said. “But no—you did not kill him, did you? I do not think that you did.”

Still, she was silent.

“But,” Jehn said softly, taking a step toward her. “You are glad that he died. Your favorite flower, you said—is that fatal purple lily your favorite because it is the thing that killed him? I heard how he mistreated you. How he threatened you—”

The queen winced. It was almost imperceptible, but Jehn saw it. “Do you wear its perfume as a reminder to yourself of your own mortality, or perhaps, as a message to his killer, who remains close to you even now? Is it your way of saying that you know?”

The queen’s eyes sparked. She drew close to him, so close that he felt the brush of her lips on his ear as she whispered. A shudder worked through him.

“Keep your clever deductions to yourself, husband, and you might survive. Stir up old blood, and you might find yourself killed. Make no mistake, Jehn of Austrisia. The Nyrian court is a deadly place.”

With that, she withdrew in radiant fury to the staircase, leaving Jehn alone.

He felt cold with her gone. Lonely. He was surprised at this emotion. It was new to him.

He wanted to find her. Talk to her. Make her snarl at him, smile at him. Anything.

Jehn was suddenly and uncomfortably aware that he might just be falling in love with his wife.





CHAPTER THIRTY

 

THE QUEEN OF Nyr did not slow her pace until she’d reached her garden, flanked by her ever-silent soldiers who shadowed her without a sound.

In the garden, with the paths lit by moonlight and the air smelling like honeysuckles, the sounds of the citywide celebration were muffled, muted into a background murmur masked by the sound of crickets trilling in the rushes. There were no fountains in her garden—she needed to be able to hear an assassin’s approach—but it was quiet enough for her to let the pressures and stresses of the day slip away as she loosened the golden cloak and let it flutter to the ground.

She left the cloak lying there, discarded and rumpled.

She was not a careless woman in her affairs. She couldn’t afford to be.

Here, in this garden, she could be a little careless.

She took down her hair and shook it out, massaging her temples to chase away the headache threatening at the edges of her vision. She kicked off her shoes next. She had never liked shoes as a girl, and she never learned to like them after she’d grown up. She’d spent her childhood playing on the beaches of her mother’s island home, swimming in the sea and climbing trees. She never wore a shoe until she was past five. Her feet still loathed confinement.

The queen padded to the edge of the pond and dipped her toes in the cool water. Overhead, fireworks exploded in the night sky, bathing her in alternating blues and violets.

Footsteps alerted her to an intruder. Her guards straightened but did not approach the figure. The queen turned her head slightly, enough to see that it was Manus, one of the members of her guard. He was thin and lithe, but still muscular, with long hair as black as ink and a short, well-groomed mustache as thin and shiny as the end of a whip. He wore all shades of black and gray, and he blended perfectly with the shadows when he was still.

“My queen,” Manus said, bowing low. “First, let me offer my congratulations to you on your wedding day.”

“Thank you,” the queen said without looking up. “And what news do you have for me? Is it as we hoped?”

“The mission was successful,” Manus said. “I’ve just received word from my spy. The Seeker did indeed find the dragonsayer as we hoped when we leaked the information to him of her location, and Prince Jehn’s captain of the guard and his crew liberated the sister from Ikarad with the Seeker’s help.”

“And where are the Seeker and his sister now?” the queen asked.

“Our spy doesn’t know,” Manus said. “There was an altercation after the prison break, and the two groups split—Kael of Estria with his men and the dragonsayer, and the Seeker and his sister.”

“Find the sister,” the queen said. Fireworks exploded again, bathing the pond and Manus’s reflection in it in red and orange. “Bring her here.”

Manus bowed again. “Of course.” He paused, his expression blank but his eyes dark with unspoken words.

“No,” the queen said. “Not tonight.”

Manus left without another word.

The queen continued to sit in silence as all of Nyr celebrated her marriage to a man who she was not certain she could trust. A man who regarded her as an enemy.

A man she had been in love with for years.

He’d done what no other suitor or lover had ever done before. He’d followed the trail of her cleverness to its end. Her garden, her private joke…

She was overcome with feeling at the thought of the clever prince of Austrisia, his brow knit and his expression remote as he pondered the puzzle she’d designed, a puzzle she’d never shown to another person before.

She felt seen—known—in a way she had never been before.

It was exhilarating.

But he could never know how she felt. He could never know that she had longed, even as they spoke their vows before the assembly in the throne room, to crush her lips to his with a passionate kiss.

It was her greatest weakness, this foolish affection she harbored for him.

She dared not expose herself by revealing it.

And so, the queen of Nyr spent her wedding night alone, thinking of her bridegroom, who was bridegroom in name only.

That was all he would ever be.

No matter what she wanted, she dared not trust him. What was more vulnerable and exposed than being in love with someone? Like a snake that had rolled over to expose its soft, delicate underbelly to a predator.

She would never be so foolish as to be vulnerable to him.

And it was breaking her heart.

 

~

 

When Jehn reached his quarters, the new captain of his guard was waiting there for him, hands clasped behind his back, standing in the shadows near the window that showed the sky. The fireworks lit his profile in scarlet and then gold. He looked tired.

“Tell me more about the mission,” Jehn said.

“It was successful,” Kael murmured.

Jehn sank down on the edge of the bed and reached for the medicine tucked in his pocket. His arm throbbed where the brand had seared his flesh, and his hand answered it in a symphony of pain. His mind was a swirl of dark memories of smoke and cannon fire, thanks to the thunderous sound of fireworks outside. Every boom dredged up the taste of sweat and blood on his lips, the panic in his chest.

It was going to be a long night.

No servants had come to light the lamps. They must think he was with the queen. The room was filled with shadows.

He swallowed from the vial and sighed at the relief he knew was coming soon.

Kael’s expression was unreadable as the spray of fireworks across the night sky bathed him in violet and blue.

“And the dragonsayer?” Jehn asked.

A flash of something that looked like deep joy mixed with longing glinted in Kael’s eyes before he blinked it away and resumed his expression of watchful sobriety that he always wore. Jehn found himself envious of that look. That contentment. What must it be like to love and be loved in return, as Kael and the dragonsayer?

“She is well,” Kael said then. “Being a queen of thieves suits her perfectly. She has risen to the occasion most admirably.”

Jehn swallowed a laugh. “I can imagine it.”

And he could—that spitfire guttersnipe had always been destined for greatness. He remembered the games of Dubbok they’d played. Her furious, passionate temper that she worked to curb. Her occasional brilliance when it came to negotiating and manipulating.

In the game of kingmaking, Briand Varryda was becoming a true contender. He was proud of her.

Kael smiled once at some remembered thing, the corners of his mouth lifting briefly. “She’s still furious at you, Jehn.”

“Noted,” the prince said.

“She discovered a new ability,” Kael continued. “She can reason with the dragons. She was able to wield one with greatly diminished pain.”

The pain medication was beginning to take effect. Jehn leaned back against the pillows and shut his eyes. He rubbed a hand across his head. His blood began to feel slow and thick, like honey in his veins.

 “We found the guardians,” Kael reported. “They have agreed to journey to Gillspin under the dragonsayer’s protection as thief-queen.”

“And the Seeker, Auberon?” Jehn asked. “What of him and his sister, Jade?”

“He and his sister fled,” Kael said. “He tried to double-cross us in the end, as I suspected.”

“Oh?” Jehn asked, and Kael recounted the events of the prison break. Jehn listened, amused at points and impressed at others.

“Clever, to trick him as you did,” he said, opening his eyes when Kael had finished and propping himself up on his elbows. He felt woozy now. Sleepy. His tongue felt unloosened, his whole body relaxed. Perhaps he had taken too much. But at least his hand was not hurting. “I am impressed, my friend.”

Kael gave a slight bow. “I learned from the best.” He paused. “But I did not get all the information he promised.”

“The information was only ever a secondary goal,” Jehn mused. “He will think he has cheated you, and not suspect the truth.”

“I agree,” Kael said. “He will think himself the victor.”

“You have it with you now?” Jehn asked.

Kael reached into his breast pocket and produced a slender vial. It glinted in the light of the fireworks as he held it out. “I was able to procure it without any notice from anyone. We already had a reason to go to the storage room in the prison. It was there, as you suspected, stored among the other artifacts.”

Jehn looked at the vial in Kael’s hand. He felt no triumph at being right about what he’d hoped Kael would find. He was too tired, too bombarded with the sound of the fireworks still.

But he knew the importance of what they were looking at.

A second vial of poison.

The kind of poison that could make another dragonsayer.

 

 

 


Look for book #7 in the Kingmakers’ War, A Reign of Thieves, in Fall/Winter 2018!

 

 


A Note to My Lovely Readers:

 

 



Thank you so much for joining me in the story of Briand, Kael, and the rest of their friends. I hope you enjoyed reading this story half as much as I enjoyed writing it. Scrappy, defiant Briand, enigmatic Kael, cranky Nath, and longsuffering Tibus (and all the others) hold a special place in my heart, even among all of my book characters. This was one of my earliest stories that I set out to write, way back when I was still a teenager. I love that it lives on the published page for people like you to discover and enjoy.

If you loved this book and think other readers might enjoy it too, consider taking a moment and leaving a review on Amazon! I would deeply appreciate it. As a reader, reviews are the first thing I look at when deciding whether or not I'll like a new book, and the same is true for many others. Reviews help readers find books. Your words are especially powerful in reviews of later books in the series, since less people write reviews for those. So be a booksayer and write a review! Your words have more power than you know.



 

Sincerely,

 

 

Kate
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~ONE~

THE SOLDIERS HAD their guns pointed straight at me.

The sky was cloudless and blue as azure above us, the air dry and hot with late summer heat. I was bruised from falling off Gryphon, my horse, and my temper was as short as the hair of a newly articled servant.

I’d escaped from the house on horseback after another argument with the housekeeper about my inability to keep shoes on while walking the grounds. Riding Gryphon hard across the gold-brown flatlands outside the fields of the plantation made my head clear, so I’d given him slack in the rein¬s, and that brat took the bit in his teeth and ran wild for the Jessu River, which cut like a jewel-green snake through the hills between our land and the port city at the edge of the sea. He’d been startled by a hawk in the foothills and thrown me, and then my companion, Trilly, had shown up with the air of a martyr and the scolding of a sergeant to usher me home on foot.

We’d been arguing about the propriety of my actions when the soldiers appeared, guns slung across their arms, on patrol against smugglers that sometimes roamed the river at night. I’d known immediately by the expression that crossed the big one’s face that we were in trouble.

Now, he was toying with us like a cat plays with an injured sparrow.

They were young soldiers—new ones I’d never seen before—the buttons on the gold-embroidered uniforms still sparkled clean and bright in the sunlight, the fringe on their belt-ends still hung straight and soft and clean, unstained by the dust of the canyons that edged the river. Their faces were sunburned, their eyebrows drawn together like locked gates as they looked at me. One was tall, with bright blond hair that marked him as barbarian-blooded somewhere in his past. A foreigner. He jerked his chin at me.

“What’s your business on this road?”

He spoke with the lazy drawl of a man who knows he will be having some fun and who wants to take his time so he can savor it.

The second soldier, who was smaller, swarthier, and darker-haired, an Austrisian, looked away at the twisted trees lining the water of the Jessu instead of the boardwalk we stood on. One of his eyebrows lifted a little, as if he wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the courage to speak in front of the blond.

“I was riding my horse, and I fell off when a bird flew up from behind a rock and startled him. He reared, dumping me. We were walking home, where he has surely already gone.” My words came out stiff and hoarse instead of cold and strong like I wanted.

The yellow-haired soldier frowned. “Let me see your papers.”

This was, of course, an outrage. I wasn’t carrying papers because I didn’t have any, because I wasn’t a bonded servant or a silvra freewoman, or a tyrra like these men assumed. My hair might be curly with a hint of red-brown and my skin milky with a touch of bronze in the summer like a tyyra, the river people who lived in our land as immigrants and strangers, but I was the daughter of a plantation owner, an Austrisian, and I had every right in the world to be walking on this road with my companion.

“Didn’t you hear me? I want to see your papers.”

“I don’t have them, you idiot. I don’t need them.”

“Oh?” His mouth turned down, but his eyes sparkled. The malice in them made me furious instead of afraid.

“My name is Verity Ely—”

“Shut up. I only want to see the notification that you have the right to escort this seevver along this route. I don’t want a sob story.”

I quit feeling frightened when the word seevver left his lips like a breath of smoke.

“You pig,” I snapped, drawing in a quick, sharp breath. “We don’t need papers. Get your guns out of our faces before I have my father arrest you. I—”

“I said shut up!” He stepped forward fast, grabbing my shoulder hard. Trilly screamed, and the other soldier started to raise his gun at Trilly.

The soldier’s hands dug into my arm. His eyes blazed as they stared into mine, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw his weapon in his hand, and the way his fingers tightened reflexively over the trigger. His breath was hot against my chin.

“I’ll teach you to insult me, you little minx. Your father, you say? He’s probably dead in a ditch somewhere, shot for insolence against a patrol. You need to be taught a lesson.”

I heard the sharp rap of a horse’s hooves on the boardwalk, and my mind screamed out for salvation from this new person, but the soldier ignored the sound of hoofbeats, drunk with his station and the power that came with his firearm. He knew as well as I that no farmer would mess with him, not with a gun in his hand, not with the uniform he wore on his back, not with the fury written all over his face.

My heartbeat pulsed in my throat. My shoulder ached beneath his hands. I saw the way his jaw tightened as though he was holding his temper in check, but just barely.

“For the last time, girl,” he growled. “Your papers.”

The hoofbeats halted behind us, and a cool voice cut in. “I knew that the regiment had taken to importing barbarians to do its dirty work, but I was unaware that it had begun recruiting the brain-injured.”

I knew that voice. My heart sank.

The soldier swung around with a swagger of confidence, lifting his gun. As he caught a glimpse of the man who’d dared to interrupt his interrogation, his hand slipped on my arm, and I yanked away.

“Sir,” the soldier muttered, his tone grudgingly deferential.

The nobleman on the horse tapped one gloved hand against his thigh as his lips pursed in a scowl. He darted a look at me that embodied pure scorn before returning his attention to the two soldiers before him.

“I am of course assuming that you were unaware that you were accosting the beloved and only daughter of General Elysius?”
Their faces turned ashen as they realized their horrible, horrible mistake, and I smiled tightly at the way they darted furtive glances at me, their mouths snapping open and then closed, as if they were holding in curses. The dark-haired one stepped away from Trilly hastily.

“Give me your regiment numbers,” the young nobleman snapped, looking disgusted at having to continue even conversing with them. “I’ll report you myself. If you are lucky, you’ll get by with only a caning instead of a full dismissal.”

He remained astride his horse and watched as they wrote down their regiment numbers and gave them to him. My eyes lingered on the pistol strapped to his leg, the fine lambskin boots that came almost to his knees, the crisp white gloves that covered his hands. Lords, I had such terrible luck. Of all the people to have rescued us, it had to be him.

After the soldiers scrambled away, not daring to look back, he turned to us, his mouth folding back into its characteristic smirk. “Ladies.”

I wiped the beads of sweat from my upper lip, avoiding his gaze. I was thankful, naturally. But...

Trilly, on the other hand, gasped out a sigh and snatched up the fallen bonnets and basket, trying without success to smooth out the wrinkles from the bonnets. “Lord Roth, I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t shown up.”

I swallowed the snarl that came to my lips, because, after all, he had just saved us. Gratefulness was in order.

His lordship dismounted smoothly, and his eyes found mine. There was a lazy sort of appraisal in them, as always, as though he’d measured my talents and faults and found me wanting in every way. I busied myself with brushing a bit of mud from the full bodice of my gown.

“Thank you,” Trilly said to Roth.

“Oh, it was nothing. I’m sure Verity would have been able to find something to say to keep that lackey at bay.” He folded his arms, as if waiting for my smart reply.

“That’s Miss Elysius,” I snapped, feeling stupid for being unable to think of anything wittier to say to him. “Anyway, we really must be going. We’ve lingered here long enough, and Mimi is probably frantic about us. Goodbye.”

Roth tsked cheerfully under his breath. Now that the soldiers were gone and the danger was over, he was sarcasm as usual.

“Is that any way to thank me?”

I grabbed Trilly’s arm and pulled her down the pathway for my father’s plantation, my silk shoes barely whispering against the planks of the boardwalk that carried us safely over the waters of the Jessu.

“I could send a baou, so you wouldn’t have to dirty your shoes,” Roth suggested.

I knew he was upset with me for getting myself into trouble with the soldiers like an idiot, no doubt, and I knew he was probably also upset that I was being nasty to him about rescuing us.

Perhaps I should care, but it was Roth.

I left him standing beside his horse on the boardwalk without a reply, and his chuckle rang in my ears, infuriating me.
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