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“Don’t you know, little one, those with the power of the dragons always stand in a circle of flames?”

–from The Ballad of the Dragonsayer













Part One:













The Captive
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Two Weeks Before



The light of the lantern flickered over the Dubbok cards and cast the faces of the players in shades of orange and gold.

Briand Varryda leaned on her elbow, watching as the young man opposite her laid down a card. She smiled to herself, just a flick of her lips, but the young man saw it.

“You have too many tells,” he said. “I know exactly what you’re going to do next. It’s ruining the game.”

“Stop showing off,” she said. “I know you’re clever, Jehn, no matter what the court thinks.”

He laughed instead of answering, a tactic of his that she’d noticed he was fond of employing. It made his listener feel clever and flattered to have a prince laughing warmly at their words, and they often forgot that he hadn’t responded to whatever they’d said.

Briand laid down a thief card and then frowned as Jehn examined her face before selecting his own.

“You’re not playing the game,” she scolded. “You’re playing me. Stop. Look at your cards.”

“Did you know,” he remarked while he did as she ordered, “that you are the only person who speaks to me this way besides my mother?”

“What, rudely?”

“Not really—my council is often quite rude in their own way, although they’ve improved on that front since Lord Albo’s death.” Jehn smiled wryly, but he saw the sorrow in his eyes. That death had cost him, even though Albo had been a traitor.

“It’s only been a few days,” Briand said. “Give it time.”

“Hmm,” he said, and played another card. “But no, not rudely. Freely, maybe. It brings to mind my sister—”

Briand eyed her hand and then drummed her fingers on the table.

“That isn’t a tell,” Jehn said. “You’re just trying to confuse me now.”

“Just seeing if you’re paying attention.” Briand selected a card and played it. “And I didn’t know you have a sister.”

“Had,” Jehn corrected. His eyelids flicked once, a wrinkle in an otherwise calm countenance.

“Oh.” She took a breath. “I’m sorry.”

He acknowledged her words with a tip of his head. “Truthfully, I barely knew her. I was young when she died, but most of my memories involve her scolding me in a way no one else dares to. You remind me of her.”

“Well,” Briand said. “I’d return the favor and say you remind me of my beloved cousin, Bran, except you don’t, since he’s not nearly so impressed with his own cleverness.”

Jehn laughed again. He had a good laugh, Briand thought. It was full and throaty, and it always sounded as if he was startled by his own ability to find things in life humorous. She didn’t doubt that he was using that laugh now to set her at ease.

Everything Jehn did, it seemed, was calculated.

“I like you, dragonsayer,” the prince said as he placed his final card on the table, “which is very well for you, because you aren’t the most cooperative of individuals.”

She looked him over. She liked him too, despite herself. She understood now why Kael would give his life for the prince. Something about Jehn inspired admiration, even loyalty, in her. His mind seemed more like a machine than a man at times, but he cared about his subjects. She knew it. He believed in his cause, and he was willing to do whatever it took to accomplish victory for his people. He was not the sort who sought to rule for the vanity of it. No, she had the impression at times that he’d rather forget the whole war and throne to play chess and read books in a lonely tower until he died of old age. But that was not the hand life had dealt him. Not the duty he had. He saw it that way, she believed. A duty. Just as Kael had his duty.

And that’s how Jehn saw her dragonsaying. As Briand’s duty.

But she was not a Monarchist, she had not sworn herself to the cause, and she would not let either Jehn or Kael forget it. People had a way of becoming absorbed into such things against their will. She had just won some measure of self-determination; she could not relinquish it again if she could help it. If that made her uncooperative, then so be it.

“I’m not going to be your pawn,” Briand said.

She wasn’t going to be anyone’s pawn.

Not anymore.



~~~
















CHAPTER ONE

SHE WAS GONE.

Only an empty courtyard remained where he’d left her, wrapped in her cloak with the moon shining on the top of her head. Kael stepped onto the cobblestones, foreboding gathering in his chest as he turned a circle.

Empty.

The gate stood ajar, and a whisper of something—a footstep—murmured just beyond the threshold. A shadow slid past.

Kael crossed the courtyard in three strides and yanked the gate open. A man with scraggly hair and wide eyes cringed away from him. A beggar, maybe, or a pickpocket, hoping to sneak into the courtyard and lift valuables from weary travelers. The sort of person who might go unnoticed in the dark. When he saw Kael’s face, he tried to run.

Kael yanked the man back by the arm and swung him around. “Did you see anyone leave this courtyard just now?” he said, his voice low and sharp.

The man shook his head, his eyes bulging and his mouth opening and closing like a fish. “N-no. No!”

He was lying.

Kael lifted him by the collar of his shirt and slammed the man against the wall. “Who did you see?”

The thief gulped. “A man in a gray cloak. W-with gloves on his hands. And a girl.”

A Seeker.

A Seeker had taken Briand.

Kael had almost drowned once as a boy. When he’d gone beneath the waves for what he thought was the final time, the water slid down his throat and filled his lungs with a burning pain, and the fear wrapped him in a fist.

He felt that way now.

“Where did they go? Where did he take her?” he managed, his voice surprising him by how calm it was as it left his mouth.

The man shook his head. Kael growled and slammed him against the wall again, and the man howled, “I don’t want no part of it!”

“Tell me!”

The thief pointed left, at the shadow-laced road. His crooked fingers trembled in the moonlight.

Kael met the thief’s eyes. He let go of the thief, who dropped to the ground and scuttled away into the darkness in the opposite direction he’d pointed with a whimper.

Kael didn’t hesitate as he yanked his sword from its sheath and pounded down the road on foot.

Light shone from a few of the houses. The moon painted a sheen of silver across the steep roofs and made puddles in the streets of packed earth.

The roads were empty. Nothing stirred in alleys except a cat, which darted away at Kael’s approach.

He didn’t see her. He didn’t see anyone.

“Briand!” he shouted. The sound echoed hoarsely.

She was gone.

He would find her. He must find her.

Kael was not thinking that he had lost the dragonsayer, the potential key to winning the war against Cahan. The linchpin of Jehn’s plans. He was not thinking of his prince, or Austrisia.

As he mounted his horse and steered it toward the gate, he thought only of the young woman with the witching eyes and the sharp tongue, and how he loved her.



~



The wagon rattled beneath Briand as she lay bound atop sacks of beets, covered in rags that smelled like fish.

He’d taken her knives. She had nothing.

Hours earlier, Auberon had moved her from the makeshift cellar where she’d been imprisoned to this wagon, accompanied by shadowy figures she couldn’t make out in the darkness. They’d be silent except for the occasional curse or grunt as they loaded her up along with the supplies and ridden out. She’d fought, kicking and biting until Auberon had calmly pressed a sharp-smelling cloth to her nose and mouth, and she’d sagged to her knees as the world before her eyes swam out of focus.

She’d woken with an aching bladder and no sense of how much time had passed or where she might be.

Desperation stung her eyes and scrambled in her chest like a caged animal. She twisted and fought to get at the rope holding her captive, but her wrists were behind her back, and she only succeeded in rubbing them raw.

Canvas covered the wagon in a triangular tent, and through the slit in the back, she saw glimpses of moonlight. Somewhere in that moonlight was Kael.

Thinking of him sent a dagger to her heart. She’d only just gotten him back, and now he was gone again. Wrenched away from her.

The wagon bounced and creaked, moving at a dizzying pace over roads and hills. Exhausted from fighting her bonds and still weak from whatever Auberon had used to subdue her earlier, Briand finally succumbed to sleep.



~



Kael rode his horse in another circle around the town. His horse was wet with sweat. His eyes strained as he searched the darkness for some clue he’d missed in his panic. Three wagons had left tonight, all moving different directions. He’d followed the first one too long before he realized it was not the Seeker’s—only some merchant in a gray cloak—and circled back. He’d followed the other two sets of tracks until they disappeared—one into a river, the other across a stretch of boulders. Had the Seeker planned this?

He had no idea where she was now, but he was certain he knew where she would be within days.

Tasglorn.

He needed to send word to Jehn, and he needed additional resources if he was going to get her back.

He needed his friends.

















CHAPTER TWO

MIST SWIRLED AROUND him as Kael rode hard and fast through the night. A cold wind swept from the north, whipping in the mane of the horse and numbing his hands and face. It seemed like a portent of doom.

A black river sprang up out of the mist suddenly, and Kael yanked the reins to pull the horse back. Pebbles showered down a steep bank into the water a dozen meters below, the sound echoing across the water that flowed silently below.

Ahead, across the river, lights glowed in the darkness. Campfires.

Voices rang low in the dark, languid and sleepy.

Kael touched his heels to the horse’s sides and rode east along the river, scanning the opposite side for a better look. Tents rose, ghostly, from the dark. Thousands of tents. Shapes above them drifted in the night, bumping against each other like mammoth beasts swaying in sleep.

Airships.

Cahan’s army was on the move.

Kael kicked his horse into a gallop and left the tents behind as he followed the river farther east. He splashed through the river when the light had faded into blackness, and then he was riding again, the horse’s strides eating up the ground as they fled as though a dragon were after them.



~



Briand woke when the slit in the canvas showed a sliver of dawn. The air against her face held a hint of damp, dewy chill. She smelled wood smoke. The wagon wasn’t moving, and the wooden bed was cold and hard. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was, and then the realization came rushing back like a gust of wind.

Auberon.

The kidnapping.

She took quick stock of herself—thick, rough ropes tied her hands behind her back. She lay on her back with a tarp covering her to her shoulders. She was still wearing the scarlet bodice and trousers she’d been kidnapped in, but her cloak was missing. Something hard and heavy that felt like a necklace encircled her throat. A manacle? She moved her head, and no chains clinked around her. What was it?

The ropes binding her bit into her skin, and burning pain radiated from her wrists as Briand worked herself into a sitting position, kicking aside the rags that covered her and blowing hair from her eyes. Carefully, she inched her way to the edge of the wagon and brushed open the canvas with her shoulder.

Through the slit, she could see a glimpse of green field and gray sky. It was not yet dawn.

Briand felt around clumsily with her bound hands until she found a nail sticking from the side of the wagon. Gritting her teeth, she dragged the ropes over it again and again, straining to hear the sounds outside the wagon as she worked.

No hint of footsteps. Briand moved her hands up and down faster against the nail, feeling the fibers of the rope begin to tear. The skin around her wrists burned and her shoulders ached, but she didn’t stop. Sweat dripped from her shoulders and trickled down her ribs. Fear whispered across her skin.

After what felt like a lifetime, the ropes loosened and fell to the floor of the wagon. Briand brought her hands up, rubbing the raw skin as she peered through the slit in the canvas again.

She saw no one moving outside.

She eased the flaps open. Cool morning air rushed over her, along with pale light, as she slithered down from the wagon and dropped into the wet grass below.

Where was Auberon?

The wagon stood in the middle of a field of knee-high grass. Dew soaked Briand’s trouser legs. The smell of earth and grass hit her as the breeze blew. Estria, she surmised.

A few tents clustered around the wagon. Horses grazed to the left, their ropes attached to stakes driven into the ground. No fires burned. A line of dark trees made a smudge in the distance.

Hands seized her roughly and pinned her against the side of the wagon. Briand kicked reflexively, and her attacker grunted and clapped his fingers around her neck and pressed down hard. She grabbed his wrists, gasping for air, and he loosened his fingers only enough to let her breathe.

A Seeker?

No, this man wore coarse black trousers and a long black coat that brushed the tops of his boots. A bandoleer of knives hung across his chest.

A henchman? A soldier?

“You wouldn’t be trying to leave, now would you, milady?”

He said milady as if it were a joke; he was the kind of man who’d never so much as looked a real lady in the face. The kind of man who’d only ever darkened the doors of taverns and whorehouses. He smiled the kind of smile that promised dark and ugly things to frightened little girls who did not keep quiet. It was meant to frighten her.

She was not a little girl or a lady. And she’d never been good at keeping quiet. Not a pawn.  The thought echoed in her mind.

The old Briand would have only snarled and hissed like a cornered cat, all while scrabbling for the nearest pointy object. Stabbing had its uses, but she would never be able to overpower this man in her current state even should she lay hands on something with which to try. She would only amuse him with her efforts.

What would Jehn do? Valora? Kael?

“Just having a look around,” she rasped. Her throat ached where he’d grabbed her.

The man’s fingers tightened around her throat again. “He won’t like that you tried to run.”

Black spots danced before her eyes. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to kill her. Rough, raging hands could too easily press too hard.

“He won’t like it if you kill me either,” she gasped out.

The pressure of the man’s hands lessened slightly, but did not withdraw.

Time for a different tactic.

Her heart pounded, and her mouth was dry as ash as Briand angled her gaze up at him, giving him the stare that always made her uncle take a step back. Her mother’s stare; her “witching eyes.” She’d made many a soldier scowl and step back with that look.

“Take me to the Seeker,” she said.

The man laughed.

“It was not a request,” Briand gasped. Her voice was raw, her throat bruised.

The man leaned closer. His breath smelled like whiskey and onions. “Don’t you know what Seekers do to people like you?”

“Let me worry about that.”

The man’s expression wrinkled, and then he barked a short, irritated laugh. “Fine. Let him chop your head off. I’d like to see it.”

He released her neck and dragged her forward by the elbow into the camp.

A few other men—and women—dressed in simple black coats and trousers glanced at Briand with curiosity as she and her escort marched past. Their clothing looked like a uniform. Henchmen of Auberon? Although they sat around fires, they all had a hint of discipline in their posture, a suggestion of camaraderie. Tall grass slapped at Briand’s knees. She stumbled once in the grip of the henchman, but he didn’t slow.

The largest tent sat apart from the others at the edge of the camp. Her captor paused outside and cleared his throat. “Sir,” he said into the tent, a note of deference in his tone.

“What is it?” a voice snapped from within.

Auberon. She’d know that smooth, infuriating voice anywhere, even if it sounded rough from frustration at the moment.

Auberon’s henchman rubbed the back of his neck. “The girl insists on speaking with you.”

“Enter,” Auberon said flatly, and the man thrust her inside ahead of him like a human shield.

The Seeker sat cross-legged on the ground of his tent, writing a letter at a small desk that held an inkwell and a sheaf of papers. His strange, silver-blond hair contrasted sharply with the black of his shirt. His gray cloak lay folded in on the bedroll beside him. A mechbird perched in the corner of the tent, its claws wrapped around the end of a knobbed stick protruding from the ground at a haphazard slant, as if slammed into the dirt in anger.

Auberon did not look up at their entrance. The sound of his pen scratching on the parchment filled the air. He was not wearing his gloves. His fingers, long and slender, the nails painted black, captured the attention of both Briand and the henchman.

“I caught her trying to escape,” the man said.

Auberon still didn’t look at either of them.

Not a pawn, she thought.

Auberon finished writing. He folded the paper, sealed it, and fed it to the mechbird.

Not a pawn.

She eyed the mechbird. Could she steal it, use it to send a message?

“Sir—” the man started.

“Get out,” Auberon interrupted without lifting his eyes from the mechbird. “I have no need of you now.”

The henchman released Briand and left the tent without another word.

A tendril of panic curled around her as Briand stood alone in the center of the tent. He was a Seeker—a monster!—and she had unleashed a dragon’s fury on him. The man might have some desire to see her suffer.

As she stared at the back of the man who had haunted her dreams for months now, she reached down deep for courage. She had commanded dragons. She was impervious to the power in the hands of this man. She was powerful, though she did not know how to control much of that power. This man was, on some level, afraid of her.

She clung to these facts as she lifted her chin and waited for him to acknowledge her.

Finally, after a punishing silence, Auberon turned around in his chair. His aristocratic features sharpened at the sight of her. “I see you divested yourself of your bonds.”

“They were too tight. I didn’t like that.”

The edge of his mouth curled up unexpectedly at her answer. A smile? Briand was startled.

“You were trying to escape,” he said.

“Would you expect anything else?”

“Not really,” the Seeker said, tipping his head to the side and studying her in a way that she didn’t like. As if he could see all her secrets. “A rat will always look for a hole when near a cat, won’t it? But it’s futile. Eventually, you’re going to realize it; it would save us all so much time and frustration if you came to that conclusion now.”

Briand didn’t reply.

“You need me,” he said. “You’re going to die otherwise.”

The headaches. The nosebleeds. There was a throb behind her eyes that hadn’t ceased since she controlled the ragloks in Tyyr.

He continued, nodding at her necklace, “That pitiful thing you call a talisman will only postpone the inevitable. You’re hemorrhaging from a wound of magic. If it isn’t healed, you will die. And even then, if you don’t learn to control your power, it will consume you.” He paused. “I know someone in Tasglorn who can heal you.”

He was very calm. She remembered him being flippant when she’d met him in Kyreia, back when she thought Kael was a traitor. He’d pranced and sighed and sipped wine from a massive flagon. Now he was focused and steady. Did he play with others’ perceptions of him just as Jehn did?

These games of personality made her want to stab something. She settled for the sharp jab of her accusing stare, which she fixed on him as if she wasn’t terrified.

“Your lackey tried to kill me.” She rubbed her neck where the man’s fingers had squeezed her throat, and her fingers touched the heavy thing that rested there. Metal, warm from her skin. “If you care so much about my survival, then you ought to care about that.”

She felt Auberon’s speculative gaze like the cool kiss of the flat side of a blade running across her jaw and cheeks. She shivered but didn’t look away.

“I will deal with him,” he said. He picked up his gloves and drew them on, flexing his fingers as the fabric settled over them before making a fist. So she was wrong—he still had a flair for the dramatic. But Briand couldn’t drag her eyes away from those hands. Long, slender fingers and narrow palms. How many minds had those hands probed? How many screams had they wrung from their victims?

“Also, what’s this around my neck?” she asked.

“Time to leave,” Auberon said, his lips thinning as he pressed them together. He gave a low command, and another of his henchmen appeared at the entrance to the tent. The henchmen took Briand’s arm roughly, but she resisted him.

“Wait,” she said.

If she had the opportunity to send a message to Kael, she needed to know where she was.

How to discover that without alerting Auberon to what she was doing?

Auberon looked at her with slitted eyes. “Do as you’re told,” he said. “You have no power to negotiate with me. Don’t try.”

“I—” She dropped her eyes and looked fearful. With her pounding heart, it wasn’t hard to summon the right expression. “I’m afraid to be in that wagon alone. Your underling threatened me.”

“He won’t touch you again,” Auberon promised.

“How— how much longer until we reach the Citadel?”

He sighed in exasperation. “We’ll be there in three days. Calm yourself.”

Three days. That gave her an idea of distance, anyway. If she were able to send a message, she’d know that much.

With that, Auberon turned away, and his subordinate marched her back to the wagon.


















CHAPTER THREE

KAEL’S MOUNT WAS foaming with sweat when he reached the Monarchist camp in the early dawn. Tents stretched across the horizon. Smoke drifted toward the sky. The scene was tranquil, sleepy. A few soldiers sat around fires with blankets slung across their shoulders. They rose as he rode into camp, his horse’s hooves kicking up mud from the furrowed ground. A few soldiers drew their swords reflexively.

“Kael of Estria,” he heard someone say.

“Traitor,” another murmured.

He slid from the saddle as someone rushed forward to take the reins. The crowd that had gathered parted to admit a newcomer—a woman dressed in a billowy white shirt and trousers, with her hair cropped short and a bandage covering one eye. She was pulling on her coat that marked her as an officer.

“Kael,” she said in a clipped tone, recognizing him. They’d served together once before on a mission that had resulted in a siege and a bit of trickery involving a grate and a sewage system. They’d made a good team and parted friends. Regret flashed through her eyes as she looked at him.

He wondered what she’d heard. The prince’s declaration of his innocence clearly had not spread this far north yet.

“General Irana,” he responded. “I need a mechbird at once. I must send a message to the prince.”

“I don’t—”

He pulled the pouch from around his neck that contained his exoneration and thrust it at her. The crowd watched as she opened it and broke the seal of the message inside. She scanned the words. When she’d finished, she raised her head. Some of the tightness around her eyes eased. Irana wasn’t the kind of person who smiled much, but her lips tipped upward for a heartbeat.

“Glad to hear that your name has been cleared,” she said, speaking loud enough for the others to hear.

A few of those crowded around them murmured.

“You’ve ridden hard,” she said. “You must be famished.”

“The mechbird first,” Kael said. “Then we talk.”

Irana nodded. She signaled to the men holding Kael’s horse, and he led it away as the crowd parted and they walked together down the muddy path through the tents.



~



The wagon lurched and rumbled over rocks as Briand tested her bonds. The henchman had tied them tighter this time, and he’d found the nail she’d used before to get free and removed it. The scrap of sky visible through the slit in the canvas was bright blue and cloudless, and the air inside the wagon was stifling hot. The glimpses of terrain she saw outside were sandy and barren. Sythra?

When they halted at midday, one of Auberon’s lackeys came to take her to relieve herself. A woman, as rough as the rest, her dark olive skin marked with scars. She wore a leather waistcoat and skirt, and cuffs that bristled with knives.

Briand eyed the cuffs and the knives as she climbed from the wagon. Her bound hands made it difficult, but the woman only watched, steely-eyed, and did not offer to remove them.

The wagons stood in a burning land bordered on both sides by natural stone walls. Prickled vegetation sprouted from the rock face and clustered around a tiny, brackish pool of water where the henchmen were watering the horses. Parched ground crunched beneath Briand’s feet as she walked to a stand of horse-sized rocks that offered privacy.

She recognized this place. The Bonelands. She’d ridden through it before, also bound and in a wagon. Only that time, she’d had Kael at her side. The Monarchists had taken this route to avoid being spotting by the Seekers searching for them.

Why did Auberon travel it?

Briand shuffled across the sand, taking her time to study the surroundings. The canyon walls glittered in the heat, but the air was so dry that the sweat evaporated off her face. She urinated behind the rocks, and her body seemed to shrivel at the loss of moisture. The woman stood watching her, and Briand pretended she didn’t care.

When she returned to the other side of the rocks, she saw Auberon pouring a bucket over his head at the edge of the spring. He was shirtless, his customary black silk draped over the branch of a prickly tree beside him. Rivulets of water streamed down his neck and back, plastering his pale hair against his olive skin in sharp contrast.

Any hopes that Briand had that he was a waifish, scholarly stick of a man beneath his Seeker robes were dashed at the sight of those muscled arms and chest. He’d be strong in a fight. But he had no scars—that suggested perhaps all that muscle was untested, at least.

A high-pitched cry rent the air, and Auberon flinched reflexively. A few of his henchmen put their hands on their weapons. The one guarding Briand dropped into a crouch with a knife drawn.

Just a raglok.

The winged, lizard-like scavenger wheeled overhead and then disappeared into the yawning blue. Auberon relaxed slightly. The female underling muttered under her breath as she sheathed her knife.

They were all on edge, Briand noted. Was it fear of the bandits that roamed the canyons? Was it fear of her?

Briand looked up at where the raglok had been and smiled. She didn’t try to reach for its mind, but she was reassured to know it was there if she needed it.

Auberon saw her looking. Briand masked her emotions and climbed back into the wagon.



~



“We’ve been holding the territory for weeks,” Irana reported as she sat down with a sigh and slung her jacket across her writing desk, a luxury in the camp. “They’ve made a no man’s land between here and the border of Tasna and Estria, and they patrol it nightly. They’re waiting. Whether it’s for us to starve or for more of their troops to arrive, I can only guess.”

“I saw an army on the move as I rode this way,” Kael told her. “It had airships.”

Irana muttered a curse under her breath. “There are more rumors of cannonry from Bestane. I know you stalled the last attempt, but they’re manufacturing a lighter cannon that can be carried in large numbers by small, maneuverable airships suitable for battle. They’re bringing them en masse on ships from the north. If they succeed,  we won’t be able to withstand them. They have rypters here, and the sentries patrol with them. Have you seen them?”

She glanced at Kael, only remembering after that his accusation of traitor had come after he’d spent time with Seekers.

A cascade of unspoken thoughts flitted across Irana’s face, but she refrained from vocalizing them. She continued, “Nasty, ugly things. They’re the stuff of nightmares, especially when they walk on two legs. We burn rosemary at the perimeters of the camp to keep them back—it might be an old wives’ tale that rosemary bothers them, but it keeps the troops’ morale up.”

She sat like a man—her legs sprawled, her shoulders back, arms slung wide. In contrast, tiny size and delicate facial features and long eyelashes seemed out of place, better suited to a ballroom than a battlefield. But Kael knew better than to underestimate Irana. She was utterly ruthless.

She pointed at a plate of food sitting beside the cot. “You can eat that. It’s for me, but you look like you could use it more.”

Kael picked up the plate. “Thank you.”

“This way you can eat and talk at the same time.”

“I see you haven’t lost your love of efficiency,” he said.

Irana snorted. “I’m the only reason anyone gets anything done in this camp.”

She watched him eat. She had a way of making a person feel hemmed in and backed to a wall just by looking at him. She used it in interrogations, and the habit of it spilled into her personal life and rendered her intimidating even to those she called her friends. It tended to limit friendships, which perhaps she didn’t mind. Kael liked her straightforward intensity—he was drawn to intense, volatile women, he realized, the truth like a click of a puzzle piece into place—while the fact that she couldn’t unsettle him had always rankled her.

“How fares the true prince?” Irana asked. “Still scheming up near-impossible missions for you, I see.” She laughed in the back of her throat, a sound almost like a cough. “Is that court still as bloated and useless as I remember?”

“Worse,” Kael said, locking eyes with her over the plate of food. He noticed she was eating what the soldiers ate rather than officer’s fare. Typical of Irana.

“News of your accusations traveled fast,” she murmured. “For what it’s worth, I never believed them.”

That may or may not have been true. Irana was a hard, harsh woman. She loved and lived with the intensity of one who has spent the last several years watching loved ones die, and she scorned traitors just as fiercely.

“It’s strange how many people never believed them once I was pardoned,” Kael said.

Irana smiled the kind of smile that struck fear in the hearts of the cowardly, a smile that bespoke of hard things and the humor one learns to appreciate in the face of them. Seeing it reminded Kael of how Briand scorched even nobles with a single glance of her guttersnipe gaze.

Thinking of Briand brought pain and a sharp jab of panic that he quickly tamped down. He would find her. It was not a question.

Kael ate with quiet efficiency, giving no indication of what he felt. Irana watched him as if she could glean information from the way he held his bread.

“And you have no idea where they’ve taken the dragonsayer?” Irana asked.

“No,” Kael said, and his voice was even and impartial when he spoke.

Irana raised her eyebrows, prompting him to tell her something.

He paused. “But I suspect the Citadel.”

“If she’s in the Citadel, she’s lost. The prince will never get her back.”

“I have hope that they’ve not yet reached Tasglorn.”

“And what do you need from me?” Irana asked.

He’d already sent the mechbird to inform Jehn of what had happened. Now, it was taking all of his self-control to stay seated. “I need all of my old company back. Nath, Tibus, Maera—”

“I cannot spare Maera,” Irana said.

“I need all of them,” Kael replied firmly, his gaze never wavering. “Maera included. Especially if we are traveling to Tasglorn, you know that.”

Irana leaned back in her chair. She tapped her fingertips against her knee. “Fine. But promise you’ll return her to me in one piece, Kael.”

“I have little control over Maera,” he said.

One corner of Irana’s mouth curled up.

“One piece,” she repeated.



~



Sweat dripped down Briand’s neck and gathered behind her knees as she crouched in the wagon, watching the world through the slit in the canvas.

The female underling had joined her inside. The woman sat on an overturned box, her boots propped up, whistling under her breath as she watched Briand from half-slitted eyes. Briand ignored the woman, keeping her attention fixed on what she could see of the sky.

She wondered if the news of what she’d done with the ragloks in Tyyr had spread yet. Rumors had a habit of making their way across even oceans as quickly as ships could sail.

She dared to hope the word hadn’t spread this far yet.

The canyon walls slipped past, and Briand remembered the trip with Kael. He’d been so aloof, so cold. He’d tried to convince her that he didn’t care.

He’d almost succeeded.

She thought about the kiss she’d given him before she’d fled, while the bandits attacked the convoy, and her skin burned.

Was he searching for her now? Was he regretting allowing himself to care?

Something thumped against the side of the wagon, and she straightened. A rock?

Another thump. The wagon stopped.

The henchman—henchwoman?—straightened.

“Sit back,” she ordered Briand as she put her boots on the floor.

Briand didn’t move. Outside, everything was silent. The wind hissed over the sand and whistled through the canyon.

The underling pushed past her and opened the flap.

Briand heard a low yell and a horse’s snort. The woman stumbled back and hit the floor, an arrow in her head and her limbs twitching.

Bandits.



















CHAPTER FOUR

BRIAND DOVE TO the floor of the wagon as another arrow sliced through the canvas, leaving a tear in its wake. She wriggled her way to the fallen henchman and yanked one of the knives from the woman’s wrist cuff. The woman didn’t protest or try to stop her, and Briand realized she was dead. Angling the blade, she sawed at her bonds, wincing as she nicked her wrist in the process. Blood dripped on the floor. She kept working.

Outside, the sounds of battle rang through the stillness of the canyon air—the sharp hiss of arrows, the clang of swords, the hoarse cries of men in pain.

Briand’s bonds fell to the ground as her hands sprang free. She flexed her fingers before sticking the knife in the empty sheath in her boot and bending over the fallen henchman for more weapons. She stuck another knife in her hair and two more in her belt. She paused, wanting to take the cuff, but decided against it.

Now armed, she crawled across the floor to the opening in the canvas and listened.

The bandits and Auberon’s henchmen were still fighting hard outside. Steel rang against steel. Near the wagon, a body hit the sand. Someone grunted in pain.

Overhead, a raglok circled, a slash of black shadow against a stretch of blinding blue.

Briand closed her eyes and reached upward with her mind for the raglok’s, willing him to fly low enough to cover her when she left the wagon. She braced herself for the stabbing pain that went hand in hand with using her powers now, the crack of hot agony that felt as if her skull were splintering.

Nothing happened.

She blinked and tried again, reaching for the slippery mind of the scavenger high above. Again, she braced for the pain.

Again, nothing happened.

Briand hissed a curse under her breath. Had the raglok flown too far away? She thrust aside the canvas, and the roar of the fight filled her ears as she stared at the sky.

There was the raglok, dipping lower and lower at the promise of blood.

Yet she couldn’t reach its mind with hers.

A hand grabbed hers and yanked her out of the wagon. Briand hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind from her lungs. She lay stunned, the sun in her eyes and the searing sand at her back. A shadow fell over her, blocking the sunlight.

A bandit.

He loomed above her, his mouth a jagged slash of broken teeth as he grinned ferociously at her. He held a cutlass in his hand, the end of it dark with blood.

All sound sucked from her ears as she gazed up at him. The shouting and clanging drowned in a ringing that engulfed her: panic.

Without hesitating, Briand pulled one of the pilfered knives from her belt and threw it. The blade sank into the bandit’s shoulder. The amusement in his eyes turned to fury as he howled in pain. She drew a second knife as he lunged at her.

A long, slender hand closed around the bandit’s wrist and whirled him around. Auberon closed his other hand over the bandit’s forehead. The man’s mouth twisted in a scream. He crumpled to the ground as if all his bones had turned to water.

All of Briand’s senses returned like a slap. The sounds of battle had quieted, replaced by the groans of the wounded. The henchmen had driven the bandits back. The few that remained were losing. A riderless horse plunged past, almost knocking Auberon over.

Briand started to scramble away, but Auberon recovered his balance and stamped down on her ankle, pinning her in place.

“Don’t wield a knife if you don’t know how to use it,” the Seeker said.

“I only wanted to wound him,” Briand replied sharply, angry at herself for failing to escape and angry at Auberon for existing. She was shaking all over. She’d come close to death enough times to know what the brush felt like. Goose bumps rippled down her arms and prickled at the base of her skull. Her ankle hurt beneath his boot, although he was pressing down only hard enough to keep her in place.

Her awareness expanded.

“Always strike to kill,” Auberon said as he reached down and pulled her to her feet. The touch of his ungloved hand against hers, his fingers still hot with magic, sent a stream of images into Briand’s head with a rush of dizzying cold, as if she’d been plunged beneath a waterfall.

A woman with black hair as smooth as silk and eyes as hard and sharp as diamonds. An echoing hall full of windows streaming pale light. A yard of marble tombs. 

She gasped at the rush of scenes that swept through her. Auberon’s eyes narrowed, and he pulled her closer to study her face. His mouth curled into a scowl even as the magic on his fingertips cooled, and the images stopped flowing into her with a snap. In their wake, the taste of magic reverberated like the touch of a ghost, icy and unwanted.

“What did you see?” he demanded in a low voice meant only for their ears.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Briand sneered.

She staggered as he released her abruptly. She took two steps back and whirled to run.

“There’s nowhere to go,” Auberon said smoothly, capturing her wrist again and pulling her back to face him. His expression was composed now; if he was still concerned, he’d hidden it well. “Lords, you’re a slippery one. I thought it was the traitor’s doing when you eluded our grasp in Kyreia, but you’re like the sea in a sieve.”

Around them, the henchmen had finished off what remained of the bandits. They stood panting in the sunlight, streaked with dirt and sweat and blood.

Auberon appeared unimpressed with the battle. He stood unscathed, his long pale hair hanging in his eyes as he took stock of the scene. After he’d examined the remains of his henchmen, he returned his attention to Briand.

“Are you hurt?” Auberon asked crisply.

Briand didn’t answer, which he seemed to find an answer in itself.

“Back in the wagon,” he said, and signaled for another henchman to take the place of her fallen guard. The guard searched her and removed the knives from her belt and boot before tying her hands again.

“Isn’t this a useless exercise at this point?” Briand asked of the ropes.

Auberon’s left eyebrow flicked up. He didn’t reply, but only looked pointedly at the wagon.

She sighed as the henchman hoisted her inside.



~



Kael heard Nath before he saw him.

“Imbecile! Nincompoop!”

Kael halted in the muddy path between the rows of tents, turning his head in search of the source of that familiar voice.

He found Nath huddled beside a fire in the early morning chill. Beside him, seated on a section of log, was a young man with a shock of black hair and a day’s growth of stubble on his chin. Nath held a book in his hands, which he was brandishing at the young man.

“You lethargic dimwit! A child of three could conjugate these Tyyrian verbs better—”

“Nath,” Kael said.

Nath ceased his tirade at the sound of his name. He turned sharply and saw Kael, and his scarred face broke into a smile. He shoved the book at the young man and hurriedly stood.

“Kael,” he said, leaving the fire to clasp hands with his friend. “You’re back. With your head still on your shoulders. And that bastard Garrick—?”

“Still serving his prince,” Kael said with a faint smile.

Nath looked behind him. Kael knew he looked for the dragonsayer.

“Where—?” Nath began, and then he waved a hand. “Hold on.” He turned back toward the fire. “Keep studying,” he told the young man. “You’re showing real promise.”

The young man stared at him, bewildered, and Kael wondered if he’d ever seen a smile on Nath’s face before. The effect could be quite unsettling to those who’d never beheld it.

“Now go away,” Nath said to the young man, who made a hasty exit.

“Tutoring again?” Kael asked with a lift of his eyebrows.

Nath slung his uniform jacket over his shoulder and motioned for Kael to follow. “It keeps me stocked with the luxuries. Tobacco, sugar. These fools will pay anything to learn a few foreign words to whisper to their sweethearts.”

He spoke breezily, but Kael knew Nath’s work training Monarchist spies was invaluable to the cause.

They took the broader stretch of road that ran through the camp. Men were rising from sleep, some drinking coffee around campfires, others shivering as they bathed from buckets. Nath traded insults cheerily with nearly everyone he encountered as they walked.

“Tibus will be thrilled to see you,” he said over his shoulder as they reached the sparring field, where the clatter of wooden practice swords filled the air.

Tibus was easy to spot, with his tall and bulky frame towering over the other men. He noticed Nath and Kael, and although he didn’t smile, something about the way he held his shoulders eased slightly, as if he’d been carrying an invisible pile of stones that had suddenly lifted. He knocked his sparring opponent back with one well-aimed whack, then strode across the field to meet them.

“Good to see you,” he rumbled, thumping Kael on the back.

“See? He returned. I told you he’d return,” Nath said to Tibus. “I told him you’d return,” he repeated as he turned to Kael, grinning triumphantly. “All in one piece too, the rascal. You had Tibus worried when you were hauled away in chains, but I knew you’d wriggle out of it like you always do.”

“He fretted that you were dead every night,” Tibus said with a quiet chuckle.

Nath glowered at the bigger soldier. “I merely... expressed a healthy sense of concern.” He put his hands on his hips, pretending to be indignant, but he was smiling too much for it to be convincing. “Well, where is the guttersnipe? Did she horrify everyone at court with her manners? Did she try to cut off anyone’s ears with a knife? I have to make sure she’s continued her studies of the Tyyrian language. If she passed up on the opportunity to learn while you two were in Tyyr, I’ll... I’ll...” His voice trailed off as he looked at Kael’s face, which had darkened.

Tibus shifted. “Sir?”

Nath’s smile dropped. “Kael? Where is she?”

The sound of practice behind them suddenly rang loud and wrong, and the waft of laughter from the tents behind them was jarring.

Kael glanced at the tents. “Where are your quarters? We need to talk.”

Nath turned the color of ash.

“Nath,” Kael said softly. “Take heart. She’s alive.”

Nath looked at him without seeing him. “Alive,” he repeated, as if tasting the word for the first time. “Alive, but...?”

“Your quarters,” Kael said.

“This way.” Tibus’s voice was a somber rumble in the sudden silence. He clapped a hand on Nath’s shoulder and pulled him along.

Once they were inside the small canvas tent the two shared, Kael filled the men in on the facts. He kept himself emotionless even though speaking the words felt like a knife to his chest.

“She’s been captured by Seekers.”

Nath turned so pale that he looked as though he might faint. His eyes looked like wet stones in his narrow face.

“Brace yourself, friend,” Kael said. He gently pushed Nath down onto one of the cots and sat on the one opposite him.

“What happened?” Tibus asked. “When?”

“Yesterday,” Kael said. He gave a brief, terse account of the capture and what he’d done thus far to find her, finishing with, “I leave tonight to find her. But I need a team.”

“We will come,” Tibus said with a firm nod. “When do you leave?”

“Nightfall,” Kael said. “We’ll need the cover of darkness to get through the Cahan-held territory at the border of Estria and Sythra.”

Tibus grunted. He looked at Nath, who hadn’t said anything. The man hadn’t appeared to hear anything since the revelation that Briand had been captured. “And you think we can cross it?”

Kael nodded. “We can.”

“How are you supposed to get past the rypters?” Nath said, coming out of his silence abruptly. “They can eviscerate a man with a single bite. I’ve seen it—”

“I have a way,” Kael said.

Nath breathed out heavily. He looked small, sitting on the cot with his shoulders bowed and his chin pressed almost to his collarbone.

“Nath,” Kael said quietly. Carefully. “You don’t have to come with us.”

Nath’s eyes burned like coals as he lifted his head and turned them on his captain. “I do. You know that.”

Although he shivered as he spoke, his voice didn’t waver.

“We can find her,” Tibus said gruffly.

“I’m coming,” Nath said.

His hands curled into fists at his sides. Two spots of color bloomed on his bloodless cheeks. He swallowed, his throat bobbing as he forced out the words. “I’m coming,” he repeated, softer now. As if promising himself as much as them. “I won’t leave her to their mercy.”

Kael looked at Tibus, who nodded infinitesimally. They didn’t argue with Nath. They gave him the respect of choosing.

“Then trust me,” Kael said. “We’ll get through. I have a plan.”

Nath said something under his breath, but he nodded. His fingers twitched with agitation against the sheet that covered the cot. His chest rose and fell.

Tibus asked, “You believe they’re taking her to the capital, sir?”

“Of course they’re taking her to the capital,” Nath snapped. “Straight to the Citadel, and their torture chambers—”

“Nath,” Kael said. “I need you to keep your wits about you.”

“Keep my wits?” Nath snarled. “Are you made of stone? I thought you had some shred of concern for the girl, but maybe I was wrong.”

Kael didn’t flinch. He didn’t speak. He gave no indication that the words had any impact on him at all.

Nath panted, eyes wide as if he’d shocked himself with his outburst, but he didn’t drop his gaze. He stubbornly lifted his chin as if he expected Kael to strike him for his disrespect.

Kael summoned every ounce of patience and strength he possessed. He was so tired he wanted to drop to the floor. He was terrified and angry and somewhere in the back of his mind, a voice whispered over and over that Briand was already lost, that he was a fool to even look for her. But he would not ask anything of his subordinates that he couldn’t require of himself too. “Friend,” he said calmly. “Have hope.”

Nath stared at Kael bleakly. “How can we have hope? How can we even begin to try to rescue her?” One of his hands traced a circle on his upper arm, the movement reflexive.

“One can always hope, Nath,” Kael said. “We’ll find her. I promise. For now, focus on what needs to be done. It’s the only way we can help her.”

He realized he was reassuring himself as much as Nath. Beneath his resolve, the worry was a dull and constant ache. He pressed a hand to his eyes. “Gather what you’ll need—we’re doing the same disguise as the Simmeitta mission.”

Tibus nodded. He prodded Nath’s shoulder, and Nath stood woodenly. He crossed the tent to a trunk and began digging through it.

“Any other questions?” Kael asked.

“Yes,” a voice said from the doorway. “When was the last time you slept?”

“Maera,” Kael said, concealing his relief behind his even tone.

The Tasnian spy sauntered into the tent, acknowledging Tibus with a graceful tip of her chin. Her long, dark hair coiled in braids around her head, and like Irana, she wore a man’s uniform. She still managed to make the standard-issue trousers and baggy cotton shirt look feminine. “I spoke with Irana,” she said. “And I overheard you just now—the Simmeitta mission, eh?”

“It will give us the most flexibility,” Kael said. He stood and headed for the door to the tent. “We meet at nightfall at the entrance to the camp.”

With that, he ducked outside into the sunshine.




















CHAPTER FIVE

AFTER THE HENCHMEN had tended to their wounds and gathered the dead into a heap, they continued through the Bonelands. Briand sat in the rattling wagon, trying again and again to reach something—anything—with her dragonsaying powers.

She couldn’t. It was as if she’d gone deaf to the magic. As if a door had been closed and locked inside her brain. She felt muted. Closed out. Blocked.

Was it relief she ought to be feeling? Two years ago, she would have given anything for her gift of poison to be taken away.

Instead, Briand fought to contain her panic. Too much depended on her dragonsaying. She could no longer simply walk away and forget it all. Not anymore. If she lost her power, everyone she cared about would be in mortal danger.

She tried again to reach for the raglok.

Nothing.

Why wasn’t it working?

The sun began to sink toward the horizon, throwing a slant of sunlight across the interior of the wagon that turned orange, and then violet as the evening deepened into twilight. The air grew chilled, and Briand began to shiver. Her hands and legs grew numb as she remained crouched in the position she’d been in since entering the wagon. Her mind ached, but she didn’t stop trying.

She was still straining to touch the mind of any nearby creature when the wagon rumbled to a stop. The canvas flaps parted, and a henchman stuck his head inside.

“Out,” the henchman said, his hand closing around her arm. He wrenched her from the wagon and onto the sandy ground. Briand’s knees scraped against the gravelly floor of the canyon. She fell onto her shoulder, unable to break her fall with her hands bound behind her back.

Fires flickered in a perimeter around the wagons and horses. The henchmen ate and murmured to each other around them, their bodies lit with orange light from the flames that made them look ghoulish. Briand struggled up as a dark shape took form from the middle of the camp.

Auberon.

He gave the henchman a withering stare. “Why is she still bound?”

“My apologies, sir.” The henchman hastily cut the ropes and then melted into the darkness before Auberon unleashed any other fury on him.

Briand rubbed her wrists as she gazed up at the Seeker. “Am I supposed to thank you?”

He studied her. “Are you hungry?” he asked instead of responding to her words.

“What?” The abrupt change in subject matter startled her.

Her stomach gurgled before she could reply.

Auberon smirked at her. “Come,” he said.

Auberon’s fire burned at the center of the camp. A kettle perched among the coals, steam spiraling from its spout, and something that smelled like meat and potatoes cooked in a pot that stood on spindly legs over the flames. Auberon stirred it with a long-stemmed spoon, his expression thoughtful.

Briand looked at the soup. Her stomach growled again. She hadn’t eaten since the morning.

“You should feed me more,” she said, feeling bold.

“I apologize for the oversight,” Auberon said. “We were preoccupied with avoiding death by bandits most of the day.”

The fire crackled, throwing sparks into the darkness above them. Auberon reached for two bowls and ladled soup into them in a way that made her think he rarely served himself, let alone anyone else. It was the sort of thing she imagined he usually had a servant do for him. He was wearing his gloves, and the soft gray leather gleamed in the firelight as he handed her a bowl.

She took it, the metal hot against her fingertips. “No spoon?”

“We shall have to drink from the bowl like savages,” he said, his eyebrows lifting in amusement. “I should think you wouldn’t mind.”

In response, she lifted her bowl to her mouth and took a gulp. The soup was watery and bland, and so hot it scalded her tongue.

“You’re a terrible cook,” she said after she’d swallowed.

He laughed under his breath as she took another sip and made a face. “Consider it part of your torture.”

He was in a good mood, she thought, especially considering their recent ambush. She peered at him over the edge of the bowl. He’d obviously washed and groomed himself since the skirmish—his silvery hair was straight again, his black clothing free of dirt and holes. He seemed to shimmer in the firelight. She wondered how old he was. His pale hair made him seem ageless, but he must be young—no older than Kael, she estimated.

If he noticed her scrutiny, the Seeker gave no indication. He finished his soup and set the bowl aside before picking up a cup and pouring liquid into it from a canteen. He offered it to her.

She took it but didn’t drink. Would he try to drug her into submission? Force her to confess everything she knew?

He noticed she didn’t drink, and his mouth lifted in a half smile at her suspicion. As if her fears were amusing. They probably were to him.

“It’s perfectly safe,” he said.

“Hmm,” she said. “I’m sure you tell as much to all your dragonsayer captives.”

Auberon laughed, a low chuckle in the back of his throat that almost sounded like a cough.

She still hadn’t drunk from the cup. He eyed it, then poured himself a cup and sipped it with annoyance. “Look. Not poisoned.”

She took a drink from the cup now that she’d seen him drink first. Plain water. She sighed at it.

“Were you expecting wine?”

“Maybe. I recall you have a fondness for it.” Briand swirled the liquid in the cup. What was her next move? Seek to gain more information from him? Try to assure him that she wouldn’t run, so he would relax the guard around her? Make him believe fear paralyzed her?

It was probably too late for that last one—she’d been too loose with her insults. Not the sort of thing a terrified prisoner would do, and yet... Something about him compelled her to say things that made his face twitch in that mixture of annoyance and amusement. He was frightening, yes, in a way that tied her stomach in knots, but something about this was oddly familiar too. Was it the dreams they’d been sharing for months now that made her so at least in the presence of this monster? Was that why she felt oddly comfortable with him, sitting at this fire, despite the fact that he was her enemy and she his prisoner? Despite the fact that he’d reduced men and women far stronger than she to begging for their lives?

Somewhere in the night, a sand cat screamed. The sound startled her, and she almost spilled the drink. She scanned the camp, taking in the henchmen and their hardened faces lit by the flickering campfires.

Once, she thought, she’d feared fire nearly as much as she’d feared Seekers. When had she stopped being so afraid?

When she looked back at Auberon, he sat with his chin in his gloved hand, watching her carefully. As she met his eyes, his expression changed, as if he’d been deliberating something and had now decided.

She opened her mouth to speak. To say something, anything. To keep him from speculating, deciphering her silences and discovering the truth—

Then Auberon said the last thing she expected.

“I want a truce,” he said.





















CHAPTER SIX

BRIAND STIFFENED IN shock, any reply she might have otherwise fired at him evaporating in momentary silence. She wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly. He might as well have proposed marriage.

“A truce?” she repeated when she’d recovered her voice.

Auberon tipped his head to the side in assent. He waved a gloved hand. “As delightful as it is to scrabble and spar with you and watch my men foil your constant, irritating attempts at escape, I’m not going to get anywhere with what I need from you unless you cooperate. We’d be... co-conspirators, in a way.”

“You’re referring, I assume, to your plan to take over the Citadel.”

“A crude description of my goals, but yes.”

“And what might possibly induce me to help a monster like you?”

He leaned forward, suddenly earnest. “Because we’re the same, you and I.”

She’d been calm before, even comfortable. Now she was disgusted. She tossed down her empty soup bowl, and it clanged against a rock. “We have nothing in common.”

Auberon’s eyes flashed. “You know nothing of me. How can you dismiss what you do not understand?”

“I understand plenty. I’ve been your prisoner twice now. You’ve tried to kill my friends. You’ve tried to rip thoughts from my head.”

“And you’ve made dragons devour Seekers!”

“They deserved it,” she snarled.

“I was once young and timid, possessing a power I scarcely knew how to control. Everyone wanted to harness my abilities for their personal gain—my grandfather, my aunts and uncles, and eventually, the Citadel and the political forces of Tasglorn. I know what it is to be used, dragonsayer. I know the helplessness and the rage.”

His words surprised her, but she refused to show it. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He was manipulating her. She wasn’t going to fall for it.

“I’m not stupid, and I’m no longer anybody’s pawn,” she told him. “I won’t be yours either.” She felt that she was skating dangerously close to the truth to say as much, but she couldn’t keep silent. Not while this villain sat across from her and confidently asserted that they were the same. She wanted to be sick at the thought of it. “And I am nothing like you.”

“No?” he said softly. “Do you not enjoy sinking a knife into the flesh of a would-be attacker? The satisfaction of dragging down dragons to consume your enemies. Have you never felt that intoxication? Tell me, dragonsayer. I know you have. I’ve seen it in your eyes when we share the dreamspace. You thirst to see your enemies brought low. Not only defeated, but humiliated for what they did. You want injustice to be punished.”

“Never,” she lied. “And how dare you talk to me about injustice?”

“Ha,” he said. “You think your Monarchists are so righteous? Your traitor friend so pure and untainted by this war he fights? And I am so filthy, so evil?”

“They aren’t my Monarchists,” she snapped. “And yes, Seekers are evil. You want to tell me that the Seekers don’t torture, maim, and kill every day?”

“Of course every enemy must be made to be monstrous,” Auberon said. “Otherwise, how would you be able to kill him? Your people see mine through their own prejudices.”

“Torture,” she repeated. “Maim and kill.”

His nostrils flared. “Your friends have done all those things.”

Somewhere in the darkness, a wild animal screamed. The sound was chilling. She curled her arms around herself and stared at the fire instead of responding. Exhaustion settled around her bones. She’d faced death today, and her powers had failed her in the midst of it. The chorus of worries rose in her mind once more.

Silence wrapped around them for a moment. The sky above was crisp and full of stars. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine herself camping with Kael, Nath, and Tibus. She could imagine herself safe.

Instead, she shared a fire with a snake dressed in gloves and gray.

“I saved your life today,” Auberon remarked, breaking the silence at last. He sounded smug. As if his protection of her—who he needed for his master plan—somehow proved something. Absolved him of his crimes.

Briand moved closer to the fire, trying to warm herself, but the cold feeling was coming from inside her.

“I would have needed saving if I—” She stopped. “If you hadn’t kidnapped me,” she amended, avoiding saying anything about her loss of power.

Auberon’s eyebrows flicked up. “Ah,” he said. “Don’t pretend you haven’t noticed.”

Briand’s hands flew to the ring of metal around her neck as the realization clicked into place. “What is this?” she demanded. “Tell me.”

Auberon’s mouth quirked. “You are quick. I thought you might suspect it eventually. It’s a magic-dampening collar. You didn’t think I’d be foolish enough to try to kidnap a dragonsayer without one, did you?”

Suddenly, it was hard to breathe. The collar seemed to tighten around her neck, threatening to strangle her. Her vision darkened a moment, and panic crawled in her veins. A collar that silenced her powers. Rendered her useless.

This could change everything.

Did Jehn know the Seekers had this ability to mute her powers? Did Kael? She felt along the length of the collar, exploring frantically with her fingers for some clue, some answer. At the back, she could feel a slight indentation, perhaps a hole. A lock?

Where was the key?

Auberon continued, with some amusement, “I heard about what happened in Tyyr. You would have called every tainted creature between here and Tasglorn down on my head if I hadn’t muzzled you first.”

Briand sucked in a deep breath as she struggled to control the emotions that gathered at the edges of her mind like a thunderstorm. Relief that her power was not gone, followed by panic at the prospect of getting the collar off.

“How—?”

“It mutes your magical abilities,” he said. “It is used for Seekers who go rogue, but it appears to work well enough on you.”

“I could have saved your men from the bandits!”

Auberon scoffed. “I’d like to think we’ve earned a little honesty with each other, occupying each other’s dreams as we have,” he said. “You would have killed me without blinking.”

“Perhaps I’d rather keep you alive, seeing how I can peer into your mind.”

That struck a nerve. Auberon leaned forward as if he’d only just thought of something. “And with the collar...? Can you see...?”

Briand pressed her lips together tightly.

Auberon stared at her a moment, then stood and strode around the fire to her side. He peeled off his glove, reached down, and seized her wrist, his eyes gleaming with a strange emotion as he pulled her up to face him. He pressed one hand to her forehead gingerly, speculatively. Almost gently.

Although the fire was hot beneath her, the magic rushed into Briand like a shock of cold water, filling her veins with ice and sending goose bumps across her skin. An explosion of pain shot through her chest, and it took her a moment to realize that it was a memory.

She saw soaring columns, a ceiling painted with stars, a floor of green marble threaded with gold. To her left, a black-haired girl no more than six years old sobbed loudly, her face in her hands, and in front of Briand stood a man dressed in robes of crushed gray silk, his face twisted with rage, his bare hand extended as if he intended to suck the soul from her body. His fingernails were black as coal. His eyes were like cold stars, so pale silver they almost looked white.

Terror froze her in place. Her legs wouldn’t move. Warmth ran down her leg and soaked her clothing. She’d pissed herself in fear. 

 “You miserable coward,” the man said, his booming voice stained with scorn. He laughed, a low and bitter bark with no pleasure in it, and then he slapped her across the face. 

The sound echoed through the hall. Briand dropped to her hands and knees. 

Auberon’s fingers lifted from her face, and she snapped back into her own head with a gasp, dizzy. She half-fell against him, and he caught her with his gloved hand under her elbow. She reached down to feel her trousers, and the Seeker laughed bitterly.

“Never fear,” he said. “It was I who urinated myself that day. It was only the memory you felt.”

Briand wrenched away from him. She rocked on her feet, unsteady, glaring at him.

“Listen to me,” she hissed. “Do not try to take memories from me again. Do you understand?”

Auberon blinked. “Fine,” he said, and strode back around the fire to his log. He stretched himself across it and studied her. “As I thought, even with the collar, you can still receive memories. You simply cannot extend your powers.”

“And my head?” she asked, although she didn’t need to. She could see by his expression of bewildered thoughtfulness that he could not access it, even with the collar on.

She studied him across the fire. His eyes glittered in the light of the flames as he stared into the middle distance. His hand was still bare, the glove dangling from the fingers of his other, and those long, dark fingernails painted black made her think of what she’d seen.

“How old were you?” she asked abruptly.

“What?” Auberon stirred as if he’d forgotten her presence.

“In the memory,” she said. “How old were you when your father slapped you?”

“I was six years old,” he said after a pause.

Six. Briand blinked, the memory of the slap still stinging on her cheek.

Auberon saw that she felt sorry for his childhood self, and smirked, triumphant.

Any sympathy she’d held evaporated. “No doubt you deserved it,” she snarled, and stood. “I’m tired. I’m going back to the wagon to sleep.”

Auberon whistled into the darkness, and after a few heartbeats, one of his subordinates appeared with a length of rope in her hands.

Briand’s lip curled in disdain, but only to hide the clench of claustrophobia she felt at the sight of the rope. “This is how you declare a truce?”

“I shall send for silk ropes,” Auberon said pleasantly. He gestured to the woman, who stepped to Briand’s side. “I am not a fool.”

“I’m already wearing your collar,” she said as the woman bound her wrists.

“And it’s the only way I sleep at night,” he said with a wisp of amusement on his face.

She turned to head for the wagon, silently cursing him. When he spoke again, the words were quiet enough that she almost missed them.

“It wasn’t my father,” he said, speaking with his head down as if addressing the fire instead of her. “It was my uncle.”

A pang sank straight to Briand’s heart. She followed the woman away without another word.






















CHAPTER SEVEN

AT DUSK, NATH, Tibus, and Maera convened at the edge of the Monarchist camp.

Nath and Tibus walked to the perimeter together, their things slung over their shoulders in sacks, and Maera joined them a few minutes later, carrying a lady’s valise on one arm and looking as if she were about to take a coach straight to Tasglorn. She wore a leather corset over a striped silk shirt, and her long black skirt that gathered in a bustle at the back. Her lips were stained red, and dark black marked her eyelashes and made them look long and lush as feathers. She greeted them with a jerk of her chin that was somehow dainty and fierce all at once.

A smoky haze mingled with the mist, giving everything a ghostly veneer. Fires burned at intervals along the perimeter, the embers glowing dull red as the smoke billowed toward the sky in choking black clouds.

Ahead lay the expanse of land under the usurper prince’s control, the rising hills blackened by shadows. A fringe of scrubby trees poked toward the stars, wrapped in thick smoke. The edge of Estria, close to the border of Tasna. The land controlled by their enemies and patrolled by Seeker beasts.

They were insane to try to cross it, Nath thought.

And yet, they were going to do it for the love of that skinny, stubborn little guttersnipe.

The mere thought of her in the clutches of the Seekers made him dizzy with fear and rage. Tibus had been silent since the news, preparing for their trip in his methodical way. Kael hadn’t returned since delivering his intentions to rescue the girl. Nath had spent the afternoon alternately wanting to split skulls with his sword or lie on his cot with a blanket over his face. He’d settled for repacking his bag six times, fussing with the supplies until Tibus had taken the pack away and sat on it.

Somewhere too close for comfort, a keening howl split the night, and a shudder ran down Nath’s spine. A rypter, one of the Seeker’s beasts that patrolled with the enemy’s sentries—doglike, with thick jaws full of saber-like teeth and long legs that ended in talons. They were like wolves, but hairless as reptiles, and they sometimes walked on two legs instead of four. They were instinctive swimmers and climbers, and it was said around the campfires that they could eviscerate a man with one kick of their powerful back legs.

Among the three of them, only Nath had seen rypters before.

Maera listened to the howl with her head cocked. She said something in a low murmur to Tibus, and he grunted back, but Nath couldn’t hear their words over the heavy thudding of blood in his ears.

The fires that burned all night were rumored to confuse the rypter’s senses, and so they smoldered, night after night, making most of the soldiers feel safer even though they slept with one hand on their weapons at night.

He stood a little apart from the Tibus and Maera, clasping his arms across his chest as if he were cold even though a damp warm front had settled over the camp along with the mist. He stared at the blackness before them, old memories threatening to break through his hold on them and overwhelm him.

Somewhere in the distance, a soldier at a campfire coughed, and Nath flinched.

Hands with long fingers. Dark fingernails. Eyes that cut like glass, but he couldn’t focus on them. All he saw was the hands, gloveless, coming toward him. They were cold, so cold, and then the painthe painTHE PAIN was more than he could bear. He screamed, the sound like an animal tearing from his throat—

Tibus stepped to his side and dropped a giant hand on his shoulder. Nath realized he was panting. He stood shivering in the dark, panic scrambling in his chest.

Tibus didn’t move. Neither of them spoke. They waited for Kael, standing together, and Nath struggled to breathe normally. He blinked, ashamed.

Maera studied him out of the corner of her eye, but she also said nothing.

They understood.

Everyone had their demons. Nath’s were just a little stronger than most.

The creaking sound of old wood and the clop of horse’s hooves met their ears before they saw the shape that emerged from the mist—a wagon, the covered canvas top rounded and painted blue with gold swirls and a sun and stars emblazoned across it. The flaps were tied closed with red silk ribbons. Some cunning artist had painted the spokes of the wheels silver in a way that almost made them look as though they belonged to a prince. Almost.

A wizened old man with a hunched back and graying hair sat in the driver’s seat, spectacles perched on his nose and a pipe clenched between his teeth. A floppy hat covered most of his face. The top of the pipe glowed like a dying star in the darkness.

As they watched, the man reached over his head and pulled a wadded-up bundle of cloth from beneath his shirt and jacket. He straightened, revealing himself whole and healthy, then swung down from the driver’s seat.

Kael.

“Where did you find a wagon like that in the last few hours?” Maera asked, amused despite the grimness of the atmosphere.

Kael pulled the pipe from between his teeth, a flash of a smile touching his lips like lightning. He didn’t reply.

Typical, Nath thought. “And our papers?”

Kael tossed him a packet wrapped in rough brown cloth, and Nath unwrapped it to find a sheaf of traveling papers and permits for public performance.

The memories still whispered around the edges of his mind, but he pushed them back with effort.

Tibus took both their sacks and lumbered to the back of the wagon.

Maera followed Tibus. She untied the ribbons and reached out to open the canvas with one hand, her valise in the other, when someone parted it for her from the inside. A head topped with black curls thrust through the flaps and blinked at them. A boy, his cheeks almost cherubic, his chin dimpled. He wore a dirty gray shirt and trousers dyed red.

“You’re that unpleasant tutor who teaches the troops to speak Tyyrian, aren’t you?” the boy said as he looked at Nath. “You pronounce the southern dialect all wrong, you know. I heard you the other day and couldn’t believe how you were pronouncing n’guta.”

“Kael, who in the seven hells is this upstart?” Nath demanded as Tibus and Maera both turned to hide their smiles.

“His name is Crispin, and I think he’s going to be very useful on this mission,” Kael said calmly.

Crispin crossed his arms smugly.

“We don’t need to be looking after a child,” Nath said. He glared at the boy, who glared back.

“I’m not a child,” Crispin snapped, and his voice cracked on the last word. “I’m almost seventeen.” He was smooth-cheeked as a baby.

“We need an acrobat for the ruse,” Kael said. “Among other things.”

“Maera is very limber,” Nath said. “And Tibus is strong as an ox—we could have a strongman instead.”

“We need him,” Kael said, his voice broking no argument.

Nath shot the boy an angry look and thrust past him to climb into the back of the wagon.

The others joined him, the boy last of all. He hunched down at the back of the wagon and didn’t look at Nath, who glowered at him. The shaking had started again. The whispers in his head were muttering.

“If we see any rypters,” the boy said, “think about trees or grass. Think about the sky or the moon. Imagine what they look like, nothing else. Don’t worry about what will happen if we’re caught, or how you could try to fight back or escape if it senses you. Don’t remember loved ones. Rypters track through thoughts—they’re blind and almost completely unable to hear or smell. They have been bred to focus completely on human emotion.”

Nath wanted to snarl for the boy to shut his mouth. Some people fancied themselves experts on the Seekers and liked to talk of what they knew, and Nath couldn’t abide those arrogant fools. What did this fresh-faced baby think he knew about rypters?

It was easy to tell them to keep cool heads around the beasts if you’d never watched them tear someone else apart.

Instead, he bit down on his tongue and closed his eyes. Kael had chosen this whelp, lords help them all, and Nath was loyal to Kael. That was the only thing keeping this child from a tongue lashing.

“Why think of trees and grass?” Maera asked as the wagon lurched forward.

Why was she coddling this boy? Did she find it amusing?

“They’ll confuse you with animals.” The boy answered as if Maera were dim to ask such a question. Idiot.

Tibus spoke in a low rumble that Nath couldn’t quite make out over the sound of the wheels creaking, and then they all fell silent as the wheels shuddered over rocks in the dark. Outside, the wind whispered. Moonlight fluttered on the floor through a slit in the canvas.

Nath sat stiffly, his ears pricked for any distant sounds. Across from him, Maera sat with her head leaning back against the side of the wagon and her eyes closed. Tibus polished his boots by the light of the moon that shone faintly through the flaps of canvas. The swaying of the wagon was mesmerizing; everyone began to doze as fatigue overtook fear. Even Nath drooped, his chin drifting toward his collarbone.

A howl shattered the quiet.

Nath jerked up, his hand going to the knife at his belt reflexively as any trace of sleepiness vanished from his body. He sat straining for any more sounds, his heart pounding. Maera’s eyes opened, and her lips parted slightly. She didn’t move, but her stillness seemed loud as a shout. Tibus’s broad shoulders flexed as he leaned forward.

The boy, Crispin, pulled his knees up to his chin and shut his eyes. His lips moved as he formed a word silently.

Nath squinted at him, watching for any signs that he was about to try to bolt from the wagon or start screaming in fear. It’d been a mistake to bring him. He was a child. What had Kael been thinking?

Another howl echoed in the night, closer this time. If you listened, it was too hollow to be a wolf’s cry, almost musical in a wet, hideous way. The howl ended with a clacking sound.

It was the rypter’s jaws snapping shut.

The wagon slowed as it descended a hill into a ravine, and the canvas flaps fluttered in the wind, revealing the darkness behind them. Nath’s eyes shot to the world outside almost against his will—he didn’t want to see, but he couldn’t look away. His chest tightened, and he breathed quickly through his nose. Beside him, he saw Maera looking too.

The smoke from the rosemary fires clouded the air and clung low to the ground, wrapping around the trees and obscuring everything but the closest objects. Moonlight made the smoke glow.

The wagon slid on a few rocks, and everyone flinched and grabbed the edges of the wagon bed as it rocked and then righted itself. Kael gave a low command outside, and the horses stopped. The canvas flaps were still open, showing the woods behind them and the hill above.

Why had they stopped?

The canvas parted at the front of the wagon, and Kael slid inside and dropped soundlessly to the ground. He pressed a finger to his lips. His eyes were like flint as he crept to the back end of the wagon and drew back one of the flaps so they could see.

The boy, Crispin, was still moving his lips silently. He hadn’t opened his eyes, but they fluttered now. Everyone else sat holding their breath.

Then, in the milky clouds of smoke at the edge of the trees, a thin shadow flickered.

Nath’s heart stuttered.

The wagon stopped.

Silence rushed around them, broken only by the nervous stamp of the horses’ hooves and the rustle of the wind through the grass outside. Everyone sat frozen, their eyes fixed on that shadow.

A rypter.

It was just a black shape in the night and the smoke, impossible to see clearly. The rypter paused at the top of the hill and pointed its muzzle in the wagon’s direction. Dull scales glinted in the moonlight, the only thing visible in the billowing shadows.

Nath cursed the smoke. Useless, obscuring smoke.

As they watched, a black tongue flicked out and tasted the air, and the creature made a clacking sound of displeasure. The shape vanished into the smoke, and a whisper sound of a body moving through grass met their ears in the straining silence.

Nath shuddered, his arms twitching and his teeth chattering. Dimly, he saw Kael nod in his direction, and Maera reached out a hand and laid it on his knee as she leaned toward him.

Grass, she mouthed. Her face was a mask of composure, but her eyes showed white all the way around; she was frightened, too.

He grabbed her hand with his, grateful for human touch. He desperately traced the outline of the trees outside in his mind, imagining the smoke that clogged the hollows and the way the moonlight made it glow. Fear chased along his limbs and prickled up and down his spine as he doggedly thought of grass, grass, grass.

A scrape of scales against wood made them all twitch. A shadow loomed against the other side of the canvas wagon top; larger than life, an outline of a long head and neck and a whiplash of a tail.

The rypter was right outside.

The canvas rattled as it pressed its muzzle against the fabric.

Nath stuffed his knuckles into his mouth and bit down.

The boy, Crispin, still sat with his eyes closed and his lips forming soundless shapes. Was fear making him insane?

The canvas rippled as the rypter breathed out in a cough. It made a purring sound, almost like a question.

Grass, Nath thought, because at the moment he was desperate enough to try anything, even the boy’s idiotic assertions. Green, matted grass, churned up by mud, lit by moonlight...

Crispin’s lips were still moving. His face screwed in concentration, and his body swayed. The moonlight coming through the back of the wagon lit his profile, giving him an otherworldly appearance.

The rypter made another clacking sound. It shook its head with a snort that echoed in the stillness, and then its shadow turned, distorting and then vanishing.

Silence.

They waited as the minutes slipped by. Nothing moved outside.

The creature was gone.

Nath released his breath in a shuddering sob. Maera blinked. Tibus grinned sideways at them.

The boy opened his eyes and said, his voice thick with relief, “It worked.”

“What do you mean?” Nath snapped. His legs were floppy, his arms like limp noodles. He couldn’t summon the proper outrage into his voice; the words came out weakly.

Crispin shot a look at Kael. “Well, it was just a theory of mine that I could keep the rypter from sensing us by overwhelming its mind with training commands.”

“Training commands?” Nath demanded. Why was he the only one asking questions? Why were the rest of them looking at him blankly, as if he were the one being unreasonable? What was the whelp talking about?

“The rypters are trained using a series of verbal signals. They’re taught to give their attention completely to the trainer whenever he gives his commands. It was my theory that if they sensed those commands in my head, they’d focus on that and overlook our thoughts about trees and grass, dismissing us as wildlife and ignoring any extra thoughts and emotions of human fear.” Crispin smiled shakily, showing how nervous he had been.

Nath’s fingers curled into fists.

“Nath,” Kael said quietly.

Nath tried to breathe. He looked away from the boy.

Kael vanished through the flaps of the canvas, and his shadow flicked past outside as he prowled around the wagon. He didn’t return, and after a moment, the reins jingled faintly, and the wagon began to move again.























CHAPTER EIGHT

BRIAND LAY ON her back in the wagon, trying to sleep, half-listening to the mutter of the henchmen speaking outside and playing over the memories she’d glimpsed from Auberon in her mind. That house of green marble, that slap lingering hot across her cheek. The rush of shame and fear and fury like fire in her chest and throat.

She pushed away the emotions it made her feel, angry with herself and the prickle of understanding that knotted inside her in response.

He was a monster. He did not deserve sympathy.

And yet, the scene was matched by her childhood memories of her uncle, sitting in his hall like a king on a throne, looming over her as he told her, his mouth twitching, that her father had died. The cascade of hot tears down her cheeks, the strangling grief that threatened to choke her. The words had burst out of her almost of their own accord—“You killed him!” And Pieter had risen, his face flaming with rage, and slapped her across the face so hard she’d fallen to her knees.

Briand blinked in the darkness of the wagon, remembering.

She struggled into a sitting position when the wagon halted. She realized dimly that it was morning; had she slept at all?

An underling came to fetch her. Another woman, this one older than the last one, with threads of silver in her braided hair and a hook-shaped scar on her left cheek that pulled at the skin around her eye. She prodded Briand up and out of the wagon, and Briand swept her gaze over the scene outside dizzily. They were on the outskirts of a town. The sky was awash with dawn, the pinks and golds staining the clouds that hung low on the horizon. Massive, blunt stones the size of castles jutted from the plains, and dirt houses with flat, grassy roofs clustered around them. A few flags fluttered in the wind, and the air smelled like horses and mud. Goats and sheep milled at the entrance of the town, herded by children.

Auberon stood apart from his henchmen at the town gate, wrapped in his gray cloak and wearing his gloves. His hood was down, exposing his long pale hair and the sharp cut of his jaw. He looked every inch the cruel Seeker lord. It seemed impossible that he was the same person as the frightened child in the memory.

He turned at the sound of Briand approaching. One half of his mouth quirked up, almost as if he were happy to see her.  “You look confused,” he remarked.

“Yes,” she said. “Where are we? Why are we stopping?”

“Are you in such a hurry to be imprisoned in the capital?” he asked, lifting one eyebrow.

Fear pricked through her, but she didn’t show it. She spoke as though she hadn’t a care in the kingdom. “I thought you offered me a truce—and yes, I’m tired of being rattled around in a wagon like a barrel on a ship.”

Auberon snorted a laugh. “We’re at the edge of Estria, my dear dragonsayer, and we’re stopping here to dine.”

Briand glanced around her at the packed dirt and the bleating sheep. He was taking her into a village? It was too good to be true. “I would have thought such a village beneath you, unless you were burning it to the ground,” she commented, lest she look too pleased and arouse his suspicions.

“Ah,” Auberon said, holding up one gloved finger. “This village is special. It has a secret.”

“A secret?” He was roping her into whatever madness he was peddling, but she was curious to let him. He seemed almost cheery this morning, and she needed to stay in his good graces if she was going to get more information out of him about the collar around her neck.

“First, your disguise.” He motioned to the henchman, who cut Briand’s bonds and then draped a long gray cloak around her shoulders.

“What is this? Am I supposed to be a Seeker?” Briand asked, bringing her hands forward and rubbing circulation into her wrists. “Won’t I attract more attention this way?”

Auberon tipped his head to the side, and his half-smile was a chasm of bitterness. “Nobody really looks at Seekers. We are the nightmares they seek to forget. You’ll be invisible—but paradoxically, also the most watched person in the village, lest you try to escape. So don’t.”

She pressed her lips together, not knowing what to say to that.

“Shall we?” He pulled up her hood, and then settled his own over his hair before starting toward the village.

Briand followed him, two of Auberon’s henchman lackeys at her back. The rest of the entourage appeared to be staying behind with the wagons.

Where was Auberon going? Why had he stopped at this tiny, anonymous village?

Although the hour was early, most of the villagers appeared to be awake. They wore ragged, colorful clothing wound around their hair and bodies as if to ward off the sun and dust already filling the air along with the bleating of sheep and goats, most of them penned atop the flat, grassy roofs of the houses. A few lines of wash fluttered in the wind, reminding Briand of the flags that flew in Yeglorn, and her throat tightened with sudden grief at the memory of her dead friend, Sobin. Thinking of him and Cait and all of the others who had suffered and bled and lost pierced her like a knife, slicing away her uncertainties, driving home once more what she must do, how she must persevere despite her misgivings and fears. She was the dragonsayer. She was a powerless guttersnipe no longer. She wouldn’t act like one.

The path through the village wound around clusters of houses built of mud bricks, past dirt gardens and paddocks of livestock. In some of the doorways, blankets hung instead of doors. The silence that accompanied Auberon and Briand felt like a tangible thing moving through the town, and as they passed, some of the villagers thrust aside the hanging blankets and peered out before shrinking back and letting the fabric fall to hide them once more. Girls feeding chickens scattered, their eyes averted and their bodies turning away as if to shield themselves from even the air Auberon and Briand breathed. Children in oversized, homespun hats paused in a game of stones, the whites of their eyes brilliant against their dust-stained skin.

Briand felt diseased. Every villager who pressed back at the sight of them was another pang in her chest, building in a cacophony of discomfort.

Ahead of her, Auberon strode forward as though he didn’t even notice.

Of course, he did not. He was a monster. The attention of mere villagers must be so inconsequential to him as to be meaningless.

They rounded a curve and almost stumbled over a little boy, his brown hair falling into his eyes in thick curls, playing with a carved stick in the dirt. The boy stared at them, but he was little more than a baby, too young to know to be afraid. His eyes were bright as stars, and they burned into Briand as he stared at her, this tiny child with a wind-chapped mouth and grubby, bare brown toes, and a stick in his hands.

She half expected Auberon to kick the child aside, but the Seeker only stepped around the child without a word.

The path ended at one of the great stones rising from the plains. A tavern, cut into the rock, rose above them, a swinging sign painted with a blue goat creaking in the morning wind. Despite the early hour, laughter and chatter spilled from the doorway, which had a proper door of wood. It had been propped open with a brick, and Auberon nudged it wider with his foot before striding inside.

Immediately, all sound sucked from the room. The village men, mostly shepherds and goat herders by the look of them, turned their gazes toward the door and then swiftly away as if Auberon and Briand were as blindingly bright as the sun.

For one long moment, no one moved. A fly buzzed near Briand’s ear. Somewhere outside, a goat bleated.

“Innkeeper,” Auberon said into the silence, his voice a velvet purr.

The patrons flinched.

The innkeeper, a scrawny man with a thick black beard, scuttled toward them with his chin tucked against his collarbone and his gaze downcast.

“Some refreshment, your graces?” he muttered, gesturing at an empty table with shaking hands.

Auberon didn’t smile. He didn’t say anything. His face was a mask, his features frozen in cold and haughty displeasure.

The innkeeper blanched and backed toward the table, stumbling over his own feet. “Drinks!” he bellowed to a serving girl gaping at Briand and Auberon. She scurried toward the kitchen, her long braids swinging.

“Please, sit,” the innkeeper gasped. He produced a dirty cloth from his pocket and swabbed the table and chairs in an ineffectual attempt at making them presentable.

Auberon gave his efforts a withering look. “I would like a private room in which to dine.”

“A... a private room?” The innkeeper blinked at him. “We have only the common area—”

“You have private rooms for sleeping at this inn, surely?” Auberon said.

“Y-yes.”

“Well, put a table in one. We will eat there.”

“Yes, your grace. Yes. Of course. A table in a private sleeping room,” the man babbled. He turned to bellow an order and almost collided with the serving girl who had returned with the drinks—two foaming cups of what appeared to be hot milk.

Did Briand imagine it, or did the corner of Auberon’s mouth twitch upward in the barest hint of a smile?

“Move this table!” the innkeeper shouted, pointing at two of the nearest shepherds.

The shepherds looked sullen. One of them muttered something about being a free man and not a servant, but the innkeeper was having none of it.

“Move the table or get out,” he growled, his ears reddening, throwing an anxious look behind him at Auberon’s stony visage as he spoke.

The serving girl, still holding the drinks, drew back a few paces to watch. Two of the men dragged the table down the hall. The innkeeper unlocked the first door they came to and directed the men to put the table inside. He carried two chairs in himself, and the serving girl followed with the drinks, the foam spilling over the tops and dripping onto the floor. The innkeeper cursed at her, and she paled as she set them down.

Auberon glided around the table, his expression cool.

“Anything else, your graces? A candle? Fresh flowers?” the innkeeper asked. Sweat beaded the top of his balding head. He had somehow avoided looking at either of their faces. He kept his eyes focused on Auberon’s throat.

“I hope that was not sarcasm,” Auberon said coldly. He leaned forward, splaying his gloved hands on the table.

Everyone looked at those gloved hands, the leather gleaming like snake scales in the morning light that shone through the small window of the room. The innkeeper blanched. The serving girl inhaled sharply. It was as if Auberon had placed a sword down.

The men who had moved the table melted from the room without a word, leaving the innkeeper to face Auberon alone.

The innkeeper swallowed hard. His fingers trembled as he brushed them down the front of his shirt. He looked small standing in front of the Seeker. “No, your grace,” he gasped. “It was not—”

“I would like whatever your cook is serving,” Auberon interrupted. “We’ll take two of everything.” He straightened, reached into his cloak, and withdrew a silk bag. The coins clattered as he dropped them onto the table.

The innkeeper hesitated, then darted forward and snatched them up. He barked at the serving girl to move her feet, and then he hurried from the room behind her, leaving Auberon and Briand alone.

“Sit,” Auberon ordered, sweeping a hand at the chair closest to her. He pulled back his own and lowered himself into it as if he were returning home from a hard days’ work. He steepled his hands together in front of him on the table—she noticed that he used his hands often in the presence of others to effect, alternately brandishing them like weapons or showing them off like expensive jewelry.

She sat.

Auberon smiled with a lazy curl of his lips. “You are angry.”

“Yes, I am angry. You terrorize those beneath you for your own amusement. You torment the helpless. And yet you dare to suggest we are the same.”

“Ah,” Auberon said lightly, tapping the tips of his fingers on the table. “All is not as you think, dragonsayer.”

“No? Enlightenment me. I dare you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Did you never wish to terrorize your uncle?”

She had, of course, thousands of times. She frowned. “That isn’t remotely the same.”

He leaned back in his chair, dropping his hands to his lap and crossing one leg over the other. “Perhaps not. But I know this innkeeper. He does not deserve your righteous anger. In fact, if you lived with him, I imagine you would have driven a knife through him already yourself. You are fond of knives, yes?”

She glared back. “Do not tell me what I would do. You don’t know me.”

“It is as you say,” he murmured. “I do not know you.”

But he looked smug, as if he occupied the moral high ground and they both knew it.

She burned with annoyance. To distract herself, she picked up the mug the serving girl had left and sniffed the contents before taking a cautious sip. Goat’s milk stiffened with something strong. She coughed at the sour, unexpected taste.

Auberon laughed at her reaction. “The breakfast of Estrian goat herders,” he said. “Goat’s milk and whiskey. Nasty stuff.”

The serving girl reappeared, carrying a wooden platter. She dropped it with a clatter on the table, her hands shaking, and hurriedly distributed the dishes. Steaming bowls of what appeared to be porridge. Plates of eggs. Meat pies. Pastries?

“Thank you,” Briand said without thinking.

The serving girl forgot herself and looked straight at Briand before flinching and turning away. Something gleamed in the folds of her dress, something attached to a leather strap around her neck. A bead, carved with a symbol Briand could barely make out.

She stilled as she realized what it was, and then her pulse began to pound.

The Monarchist symbol.

After the serving girl had finished passing out the food, she laid down tarnished flatware, including two gleaming and adequately sharpened knives, then clasped the tray to her chest and fled.

Auberon reached across the table and picked up the knife from beside Briand’s plate. With an arch of his eyebrow, he placed it beside his own.

“No need to give you any weapons,” he said. As if in afterthought, he confiscated her fork too, leaving her with only a blunted spoon.

Briand stared at the food, hoping to disguise the flush that rose on her face from excitement at seeing that carved bead so much like the one Kael had worn when he’d been the steward at her uncle’s estate. A Monarchist, here in this desolate village. She must leave a message somehow.

But how?

Auberon appeared to interpret her silence as bewilderment.

“Not what you were expecting?” he asked as he picked up his own fork and knife. “What, did you think I was going to have them feed us the serving girl?”

He was in far too good a humor. Briand was anxious, irritated, and yes, baffled. What was going on? Why had they stopped for breakfast at what must be the tiniest and dirtiest collection of huts between Estria and Tasglorn?

She looked from the food to Auberon, waiting for him to explain, not wanting to ask. He appeared to be enjoying her confusion. He liked productions, she thought. Machinations. Building the tension, milking the moment. He must adore the Usurper Prince—from what she’d heard, the man loved a good spectacle.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re dramatic?” she growled finally, when she could hold out on her questions no longer, and when it had become clear that Auberon was going to hold out on explanations indefinitely without a request from her.

“The damned clerics tell me every day,” he drawled. “What is life without flair, I ask you?”

“What is this?”

He smiled and gestured at the food. “Eat first. You must be famished.”

She was. She hated to give him the satisfaction, but one didn’t spend years living in a thief queen’s den without an appreciation for making the most of fine food, regardless of one’s dining partner. She wasn’t going to refuse such a meal. But she hated the fact that he was watching her with mild interest. As if her reaction mattered to him.

Briand tasted one of the meat pies, anticipating more unpleasant surprises like the milk despite the delicious smell.

The taste that exploded in her mouth made her gasp. The crust was flaky and buttery, the meat inside perfectly savory, moist, and sprinkled with a mixture of spices and honey.

“I have an arrangement with the chef here,” Auberon said. “As you can see, he is very good.”

“The innkeeper?” she asked, her mouth full of glorious meat pie.

“No, the chef.”

“What kind of innkeeper employs a chef in a place like this?” She licked her fingertips and reached for another. She was helpless to stop herself. Water was wet, snow was cold, and she had to eat another one of these meat pies.

Auberon chuckled at her reaction. “Kings have paid handsomely for the meal we’re eating. Enjoy it.”

“I don’t understand. Why is a chef with talents like these living in a place like this?” Briand asked around bites of meat pie. She finished the second one and reached for a third. It was an addiction.

The Seeker smiled. “The chef of this miserable inn used to work for the palace. He was the finest in Tasglorn until he fled for committing a crime. Now he serves his fantastic creations to goat herders. That ought to be a crime.” Auberon took a bite of eggs and then tried a pastry. His eyelids fluttered in exaggerated pleasure as he took a bite. “Ah, just as I remember.”

“And how did you know he was here?”

“Well,” Auberon said. “I was the one who arranged for his escape. He owes me an innumerable debt, hence the meal.” He gestured at the food with his knife. “Try the eggs,” he suggested.

Briand did. They were like fluffy pillows of savory deliciousness, salted and seasoned to perfection.

“What was his crime?”

“Hmm,” Auberon said. “I don’t know that I should share such privileged information with a prisoner.”

“You want to tell me. Why else are you talking about it? Why else did you bring me along?”

“I brought you along because I have to keep you alive between here and Tasglorn, and apparently my cooking might be the end of you.”

Briand studied him. He lounged in his chair, relaxed and almost smiling as he nibbled at a pastry and watched her eat. He appeared pleased that she was enjoying herself. She, his prisoner.

Was this part of his plan to convince her to a truce? Tempt and tantalize her with delicious foods? Woo her starving guttersnipe heart with the finest Tasglorn had to offer?

She tried a pastry next, sweet and gooey, and then she looked back at the meat pies.

The door opened, and Briand’s heart skipped a beat. Was it the Monarchist girl returning? But alas, no. A skinny man with a prominent Adam’s apple and curly black hair stepped into the room. A smear of flour dusted his chin. He looked like a colt, all elbows and long limbs, although he had to be at least twenty years old. He had a very large nose, but it looked good on his face.

“Auberon,” he said, his gaze sliding over them both. His eyes landed on their plates, and he looked relieved to see that most of the food was gone.

“Greff,” the Seeker acknowledged. He didn’t stand or give any other greeting.

The chef stood awkwardly just inside the room, watching him. “Who’s she?” he asked after a moment, nodding in Briand’s direction. “You’ve never brought another of your kind here.”

Auberon frowned at him and didn’t respond.

Greff gulped, realizing his mistake in peppering the Seeker with questions. “My apologies,” he said. “I only meant—”

“Ask what you want to ask and then get out.” Auberon took another bite of food while staring the other man down with a withering glare.

The chef fiddled with his apron. “Is she well?”

“She is quite healthy.”

“Is she... happy?”

Auberon made a noise of derision. “Are any of us happy?”

The chef drew a circle on the ground with the toe of his boot. “Has she married?”

Auberon sighed dramatically. “I hope you aren’t still holding out misguided hope for that.”

“Please, just answer the question,” Greff said. His large eyes filled with a naked pain as he waited.

The silence grew sticky. Briand wondered if the Seeker would make the chef pay for that impudence.

Greff appeared to be wondering the same. He fidgeted with his apron while Auberon stared him down.

“She has not married,” Auberon said finally.

Greff let out his breath with an explosive sigh. “Do you want some honey cakes? I can whip some up if you’d like.”

Auberon looked at Briand. “Does that interest you?”

She found herself nodding, and Auberon turned back to the relieved chef and waved one gloved hand imperiously. “Fine.”

When Greff had gone, Auberon resumed eating.

“You are an awful person,” Briand said before she thought better of it.

Auberon raised an eyebrow. He didn’t even bother to look offended. “Because I made him twist in the wind for a moment? I wanted to see if he cared about my answer.”

“He obviously did. You just like tormenting him.”

“You know absolutely nothing about it, dragon girl,” Auberon said. “Don’t lecture me. You are my prisoner, not my conscience.”

Briand stuck a meat pie in her mouth before she could say anything else that she might regret. She was losing her mind to try to challenge this Seeker. But at the same time, she wasn’t afraid. She ought to be afraid. What was the matter with her?

Auberon watched her eat it, a curious expression twisting his features. He seemed flummoxed. Almost startled.

Briand reached for another meat pie. There were only two left.

Auberon looked at them too.

“Let me have the pies,” she said, “or I’ll stab you.”

“I am willing to accept bribery,” he said. “And you have no knife.”

“Who said I was going to use a knife?” she shot back.

He laughed.

Lords, were they joking with each other?

He smirked at Briand and opened his mouth to reply when the door burst open, and a man rushed inside, a sword in his hand.
























CHAPTER NINE

THE ATTACKER CHARGED forward, lifting the sword over his head to swing.

Briand reacted before she could think. She snatched the knife from the place beside Auberon and hurled it at the man, pinning his sleeve to the wall. The man staggered, and Auberon was on his feet in a sweep of robes. He yanked off a glove and seized the man by the jaw, and the man cried out sharply before sagging into a crumpled heap, twitching as his eyes rolled back in his head.

It was all over almost as soon as it had begun. Their attacker lay unconscious. His chest rose and fell; he was alive. A dark, tangled beard hid most of his face, except for where a seam of pink scar cut through the hair across his chin and split his lower lip. His clothing was rough gray homespun, his boots muddy.

Briand started to tremble. Was he a Monarchist? Her heart leaped into her throat at the thought.

“Innkeeper!” Auberon bellowed.

The innkeeper appeared in the doorway with the serving girl on his heels, his ears reddened and his hands knotted in his apron. His mouth fell open at the sight of the man on the floor, and a flood of emotions chased across his piggish face—disbelief, and then fear. Behind him, the serving girl turned the color of ash. The two henchmen Auberon had left in the main room appeared behind him.

“Who is this man?” Auberon asked the innkeeper, his voice a slice in the sudden silence. He was holding the sword across his knee where he was still crouching beside the fallen man.

All the air sucked from the room.

“I-I don’t know,” the innkeeper stammered.

Behind him, the henchmen put their hands on their weapons.

Briand noticed how the serving girl’s eyes tightened around the corners. She wiped her hands on her skirt and looked at the floor, and her lips trembled.

Did she have something to do with the attack?

“Bring me a coil of rope,” Auberon ordered, pointing at the innkeeper. He then turned to the henchmen. “Close the doors of the inn. Don’t let anyone leave. I want to examine every person here.”

The henchmen melted away to do as commanded, pulling weapons from their belts as they moved.

The innkeeper stammered something unintelligible about how they couldn’t do that. Auberon whirled on him.

“Do you dare to tell me what to do?”

The innkeeper slid back a step.

“The rope! Get it now!” Auberon snarled. The word cracked like a whip.

The innkeeper vanished through the doorway.

Briand realized she was standing, her heart still pounding and her blood pumping. Her legs shook. She braced herself against the table, watching intently, hovering on the edge of interference. She had done this. She had incapacitated that man.

Auberon’s body curved forward, his posture promising punishment as he bent over the fallen man. He checked the attacker’s eyes, pulling up the lids to reveal the unseeing whites, and turned his head to look at his ears. While he was preoccupied, Briand reached out and closed her fingers over the fork beside her plate.

Auberon reached up and freed the knife from the wall, then looked at her over his shoulder as he tucked it into his belt. “Quick thinking with the knife.”

“I did it to save myself, you ass,” she shot back. “He thought I was a Seeker too.”

Auberon only smiled tersely at her, as if to say he was tucking away the subject for later so he could torture her with it. He turned back to the man crumpled on the floor and resumed his physical examination.

“What are you going to do to him?” Briand asked as she slipped the fork into the waistband of her robe. The words leaped from her mouth and rang in the still air between her and the Seeker.

Auberon didn’t answer her. He didn’t turn. He half-rose but remained crouched over their would-be attacker, his shoulders taut with anger, his every movement a symphony of elegant rage now that he was no longer in danger. He was in control again, and she recognized how he took it on and put it off like a cloak. He could be drawling flippancy once second and cool, steely rage the next.

“Auberon,” Briand said. She tried sharpening her voice as he had with the innkeeper. It grabbed the Seeker’s attention. He scowled at her.

“I’m going to read his mind, dragon girl, and decide what to do with him based on what I see.”

She’d thrown the knife that had disarmed the man. Had she signed his death warrant? If she hadn’t intervened, would he have managed to strike Auberon down?

Guilt burned like a rusty blade.

“Stop simmering with judgment,” Auberon said without looking at her. “I’m giving him a trial, if you will, which is more than he afforded me.”

She didn’t respond to that.

Auberon moved his fingers to the man’s head, and then he made a sound of irritation.

“What?” Briand demanded. Fear spiked through her along with her questions. Was this man a Monarchist? A friend of Kael’s? Had she just condemned him to death with her actions?

“He’ll have to be awake,” Auberon said. “Some minds are like that, while some can be rummaged around in during sleep.” 

He dropped the sword on the table with a clatter and an expression of disgust. “Fool,” he said. “Thinking he could simply charge at us and cut us down.”

The innkeeper returned with the rope as the man was regaining consciousness. Auberon hauled him up into a chair and bound him in place. The man groaned, his eyes fluttering open. He squinted at Auberon and then Briand, and his mouth tightened as he realized he’d failed to strike either of them.

Auberon picked up his discarded glove and made a show of laying it on the table. The man watched, paling. He licked his lower lip where the scar split it and shuddered as if remembering something.

Auberon curled his fingers. His black fingernails glinted like talons.

In the other room, Briand heard the echo of someone shouting, and the thud of wood hitting the ground as if a table had been overturned.

The innkeeper made a whimpering sound in the back of his throat.

Auberon stood before the bound man and flexed his fingers before pressing his palm against the man’s face.

The man cried out, and his whole body went rigid as if he were fighting back inside his mind.

Briand’s skin crawled, but she forced herself to watch the interrogation.

This was her doing.

Auberon’s other hand flexed, and he breathed out once and released the man.

“Not a goat herder,” Auberon said, withdrawing his hand. “You’re a long way from home, traveler.”

The man glared at him, his lips pressed together and his body stiff as if expecting a beating.

“I wasn’t the one that killed them,” Auberon said to him.

“You’re all the same,” the man rasped. His voice was hoarse like he hadn’t spoken in years. “You deserve to burn, all of you. But your time is coming!”

Auberon sighed. “Come,” he said to Briand, moving past the bound man’s chair for the innkeeper.

The innkeeper’s eyes widened. He shrank against the doorframe, his whole body quivering.

The mind reading went quickly. Auberon made a face as he placed his hand on the sweating forehead. He withdrew his fingers and then swept past the man for the hall before pausing as if remembering Briand. He came back and took her by the arm.

“You’re coming with me,” he said for her ears alone. “Lest you take advantage of this time to flee.”

“Auberon,” she said. It was getting easier, the taste of his name on her tongue. Almost as if she’d spoken to him by name for years.

The Seeker paused and flicked a glance at her.

“Did... Did he work alone?”

She couldn’t ask her real question—was he a Monarchist? And had he been working with the serving girl, the one Briand had been counting on to send a message to Kael? But surely Auberon knew the source of her wondering, at least about the Monarchist.

It seemed easy for Auberon to guess her thoughts. His mouth quirked in a bitter smile. “He was not here to rescue you, dragon girl,” he murmured, still speaking so softly that only she could hear. “He only happened upon us while journeying for the Wild Province. His family was slaughtered by Seekers months ago; he saw an opportunity for revenge.”

She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed. At least she did not have the blood of one of Kael’s compatriots on her hands, and the serving girl was safe for now, but still, this man was a prisoner because of her defense of a Seeker.

“Are you going to kill him?” she asked.

“I haven’t decided,” Auberon said. He picked up his gloves in his free hand as he crossed the room to the door, pulling her after him. Since he wasn’t wearing his glove, he kept fabric between her skin and his, so no unbidden memories rushed into her mind. Magic still glowed in his fingertips, though, and she could feel the sharp coldness of him through the fabric even despite the cloth barrier.

In the main room, the henchmen held the doors closed while a silent crowd sat at the tables, their faces sullen and cowed.

When Auberon entered, the shepherds and goat herders visibly shrank away from him, dropping their eyes. The mood shifted from barely contained anger to sheer terror. The henchmen stood at attention. Auberon swept across the room, pulling Briand. He dropped her arm and faced the dirty faces.

“I was just attacked by an utterly foolish fellow,” he said. His voice slid over the listeners like cold steel, and they flinched. “If any of you know anything about this, confess now. I will be lenient. If I have to draw it from your mind, I will not be so forgiving.”

No one moved.

Auberon tapped his gloves against his hand. He paced between the tables, staring into the faces that pointed resolutely downward.

At the end of the room, Briand saw the serving girl, pale and stiff with fear. She stood beside the innkeeper, who stood clutching at his head as if Auberon had planted some nightmare inside his brain.

A sick feeling nestled in the pit of Briand’s stomach. She had to keep Auberon from reading the girl’s mind. She didn’t know why, but to make things worse, she felt as if she shared some common bond with this girl. Something about the thin limbs, the startled eyes, the face hungry for an acceptance that wasn’t coming tugged at her. This girl had guttersnipe written all over her.

Auberon reached out and trailed a finger down the cheek of the nearest goat herder, a skinny man barely more than a boy. “What about you?” he purred.

“I don’t know nothing, sir,” the almost-a-man boy whispered. “I milked my goats, and then I came here for a drink and a laugh before the sun rose. I don’t know nothing about an attack.”

“Auberon,” she said.

The Seeker turned and looked at her. His eyes glowed like stars.

Briand’s stomach turned over. She stepped close to him, close enough that her words were for his ears only. “Let them be. You said the man acted alone. Don’t antagonize them like a cat with a mouse.”

Her pulse drummed in her throat. He was so close she could smell the warm scent of him, an expensive perfume like sandalwood clung to his skin.

Auberon lifted both eyebrows and leaned even closer, so his lips almost brushed her earlobe. “And why should I do as you ask?”

The question hung between them, quivering.

Briand took a deep breath, steadying herself.

“I’ll accept that truce,” she whispered. “If you leave them alone. A gesture of goodwill from you.”

Auberon’s nostrils flared as he considered her expression. He looked thoughtful, and then he turned back to the room. “Bring me the prisoner,” he ordered one of his henchmen.

He was about to make some show of strength, she hoped, a dramatic gesture to instill the proper fear in the rest of them, and then leave.

A clatter came from the room where the would-be attacker was still bound to a chair. Auberon crossed swiftly to the hall.

He returned, his face writ with fury. “He’s escaped,” he hissed at the remaining henchman who guarded the entrance. “Open the door.”

“What about them?” one of his lackeys asked, gesturing at the frightened goat herders.

“Leave them,” Auberon said, his lip curling in disgust. “They are useless to me.”

With that, he seized Briand’s arm and pulled her after him from the inn.

She had to hide her smile of triumph, for when the serving girl returned to clear away their plates from the room where they’d dined, she’d find a message scratched with the fork into the wood beneath Briand’s plate.

Send word to Kael of Estria that B is alive and bound for Tasglorn. 

























CHAPTER TEN

DAWN STAINED THE horizon, gilding the branches of the trees and the tips of the grass visible through the back of the wagon with shimmering light by the time Kael’s company reached the edge of the forest. The smoke from the Monarchist’s rosemary fires had dissipated, and the air was cold and crisp.

Nath was still reeling from the night’s journey. He sat in the wagon bed with his hands clasped together in front of him and his legs crossed, listening to the squeak of the wheels rumbling over the rough ground and thinking of the dragonsayer, the prisoner of the Seekers. Memories whispered in his mind, threatening to overwhelm him again.

On the other side of the wagon, Kael lay with a cloth draped over his eyes, his chest rising and falling with quiet breaths. An hour earlier, Maera had climbed through the canvas flaps and into the front seat and demanded that he rest in a voice that allowed no argument, even from Kael, and their leader didn’t seem to have the strength to give her any pushback. Now he lay completely still, making no sound even as he slept. Nath studied him, wondering as he always did what Kael thought about the dragonsayer’s plight. Back at the camp, Maera had claimed when Kael was out of earshot that he was upset, and Maera seemed to observe things Nath never could when it came to Kael, but still... if Nath didn’t know better and weren’t unflinchingly loyal, he’d say Kael was without feeling. The young man never did anything to signal what he thought, and the last time they’d seen the dragonsayer and Kael together, she’d been on the brink of sinking a knife into him. They seemed to walk an eternal tightrope of anger and challenge, those two. It almost made him think...

No. Not that.

“We’ve made it,” the boy Crispin said with relief as the wagon stopped. “I knew we would, though. I wasn’t afraid at all.”

Nath was about to tell him to be quiet when the soft rasp of a sword being drawn met his ears.

Kael’s hand reached up and pulled the cloth from his eyes. He sat up silently, finding Nath’s eyes. Tibus was awake with one touch, and the three of them put their hands on their weapons, ready to fight if it came to that.

Outside, a crisp male voice asked Maera her business coming through the wood. “Don’t you know this way is forbidden?”

Another voice, also male, chimed in, “Show us your papers before we have your head as a spy, woman.”

“Good morning, sir,” she said cheerily, as if she hadn’t just been threatened. “You both look quite in need of entertainment. We’re a traveling troupe. Juggling, fire eating—the fire eating is my favorite—sword swallowing—I suspect you gentlemen might enjoy the sword swallowing—dancing, fortune-telling... We even have an act where my head is severed from my body and reattached; you might find it interesting given that you have expressed interest in my head.”

“Don’t mock me, you impudent whore,” the second voice—the one who’d threatened her—growled.

“Did you come through that forest yonder?” the first voice asked more congenially this time. “We rarely see anyone come that way. The woods are dangerous for women like yourself.”

Fool, Nath thought. If only he knew to whom he spoke. Maera had most likely killed more men than this soldier had run from in battle.

“Yes,” Maera said. She was using her innocent tone, the one she liked to adopt when she was speaking with politicians. It had a lilting quality that turned men’s minds to mush. “We lost our way. I’m terribly sorry if we did something we shouldn’t have.”

“I’m just glad you’re unharmed,” the first voice continued. He seemed to be softening to Maera’s charms. “Excuse my companion—he’s an ogre when he hasn’t eaten breakfast.”

“Just following our explicit orders,” the second voice grumbled.

“Do you think your officers might enjoy a performance?” Maera asked.

Nath met Kael’s eyes across the wagon. What was she doing?

Kael gave a silent nod. All was well. Trust Maera.

“N-no,” the first voice said hastily. “They would not.”

Ah, Nath understood. Their presence showed that these men had not done their job as guards, but they were themselves convinced that there was no threat.

“Be on your way,” the grumpy one ordered. “Go on now.”

“Thank you, gentlemen. If you ever want to see a superb sword swallowing show, look us up,” Maera said. The wagon began to roll again, and Nath exhaled softly in relief. Kael and Tibus released their grip on their weapons.

The wagon rumbled on toward Tasglorn.



~



Auberon pulled Briand through the village, moving at a brisk pace. He had nearly reached the gate before he slowed and dropped her arm.

A wailing met their ears.

Standing in the path ahead of them was the little boy with eyes like stars, the one too young to be afraid of Auberon. His face contorted as he wept. Fat teardrops fell from his cheeks to the dirt at his feet. A few children clustered around him, trying to soothe him, but he only wailed louder at their attempts to help.

Briand expected Auberon to shove the children aside, but instead, he stopped and bent down to touch the child’s head. Then the Seeker looked around him until he spotted a blue marble wedged beneath a rock, out of the child’s reach. He plucked the marble from its hiding place and gave it back to the child, who stopped crying and smiled at him.

Briand was astonished.

Auberon took her arm again before striding past the children without a word.

“You’re surprised?” he commented when they were out of earshot.

“Well, I—”

“Regardless of your friends’ belief, I am not a complete monster.”

She didn’t have anything to say to that.

The henchmen waiting at the gate rejoined them, and they walked together toward the waiting caravan.

“Wait!” a voice cried out.

Greff stumbled down the path behind them, his apron flapping as he ran. “Auberon, wait! You can’t— I can’t—”

Auberon waited, stone-faced, as Greff reached him, panting. The chef bent over and put his hands on his knees to catch his breath.

When he straightened, he said, “You can’t leave me here. Not after that show of force. I need somewhere else to hide. Word will spread. I will be discovered—”

“And why do I care?” Auberon asked. He pulled on his gloves one at a time, flexing his fingers to get the tips just right.

Greff was not deterred by this coldness. “She would care.”

At first, Briand thought he meant her. Then she realized he was referring to whatever woman he had inquired about at the inn.

Auberon paused as though this was true. As though he cared what this woman thought. “Fine. Get your things. I’ll drop you off at the next miserable town we find.”

“The one after that,” Greff insisted. “Word will travel.”

Auberon made a noise of dismissal and waved his hand. Greff stepped back, his hands crumpling in his apron, and then he spun and ran back the way he’d come.

“Shall we?” Auberon said to Briand, as if she were a lady on his arm returning from a ball.

She sighed. “Does a truce mean we have to feign politeness to one another? Because I refuse to do that.”

“Why, dragon girl, I’d be heartbroken if you altered your acerbic temperament only to please me,” Auberon drawled.

She brushed past him for the wagons, past the henchman who waited with ropes to tie her. “It does, however, mean no more bonds. And no more collar.” She tapped the metal that encircled her neck.

Auberon laughed. “No bonds, then. The collar remains. I am not insane, girl.”

“And I have a name.”

He tipped his head to the side. “I rather prefer dragon girl.”

Briand climbed into her wagon without replying.
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Several Weeks Earlier



I’m not going to be your pawn, she’d said.

Briand braced herself for what the exiled prince might say to that, but he only smiled.

“So you keep telling me.” He gestured at her cards. “Might as well hurry it along. You’re going to win this round anyway.”

Briand laid down the cards. She didn’t need to study her hand. She’d won, as Jehn had predicted.

“Do you have magical ability?” she asked as she laid down the winning card with less triumph than she normally felt. “You seem to know everything.” She thought of Kael, who could make candles burn brighter and his sword swing a little faster due to a touch of magic in his blood. A light, mild magic, the kind that warmed cold soup. Not her kind—the kind that closed fingers around the minds of dragons. Not the Seeker kind—the kind that made men try to tear the flesh from their bones.

“Not that I know of,” Jehn said. He leaned back in his chair and watched her reshuffle the cards, one fist balled beneath his chin. “People simply don’t pay enough attention.” His smile was like a curl of flame in the wind, flickering.

Briand cut the deck. The cards felt like old friends beneath her fingertips. Handling them made her tongue looser and her courage stronger. She’d faced many an angry soldier or red-faced merchant across a pile of cards. She could face a prince, especially a dethroned and exiled one. She wasn’t afraid of him.

“I’m sure a skilled spy network doesn’t hurt either.”

“It helps,” Jehn agreed amicably. His eyebrows arched, punctuating his words.

Her jabs delighted him instead of rankling him. Briand was used to Kael’s unflappable serenity in the face of her asides, Nath’s mock outrage, and Tibus’s benevolent longsuffering, but this gleefulness was something new.

She rather liked it.

He held up the deck in a silent invitation to play another round.

The night was late, but the warm darkness was like velvet, the wind off the sea inviting, and they had nowhere else to be. Kael was off on business for Jehn in the city, and Cait was meeting the young man she’d danced with at the ball in the gardens.

And she had many things she still wanted to glean from him and about him. He was a young man with her future in his palms. She’d told him she would help fight his war, and she wanted to know who he was.

So she stayed, leaning on one elbow as Jehn poured her another drink and dealt the cards.

“Who would you be if you were not a prince?” she asked.

Jehn steepled his fingers together and stared at nothing for a moment. “What would I be, if not a prince?” he repeated. The silence gathered as he thought. “A queen’s fool,” he said with a ghost of a smile, as if thinking of a private joke.

“A jester?” It wasn’t what Briand had been expecting.

“Ah, but the fool is the cleverest man at court,” Jehn said. “And the freest. He can say anything he likes.”

“Why don’t you have a fool?” Briand asked as she fanned out her cards to examine them.

“I have a whole council of them.” Jehn sighed. He picked up his hand and glanced at it.

Briand thumbed her cards. She lifted an eyebrow.

“The queen of Nyr has an excellent fool,” Jehn said after a moment. “I envy her that. I met him when she visited Tyyr.”

“He must have been very amusing to make such an impression.”

“Hmm,” Jehn said. “Witty enough. He was a man of secrets. Loyal to the bone.”

“Kael is loyal to you,” Briand said softly. “And Valora...”

“But he’s no fool. Neither is Valora.”

“Now you are playing with words.”

Jehn smiled. He leaned back in his chair and looked at her over his cards. “And what would you be, Briand Varryda, if you were not the dragonsayer?”

She smirked. “I would be what I am already. The guttersnipe daughter of a dead lord, riding horses and beating soldiers at Dubbok. I’d only have fewer powerful and dangerous men seeking to capture me at every opportunity.”

“You aspire to nothing else?” He asked it curiously and without malice.

“I aspire to freedom,” Briand said. “I do not wish to be a lady surrounded by jewels and restricted by corsets and customs.”

“So you’re saying if Cahan himself offered you a fortune and a title,” Jehn asked, “you wouldn’t take it?”

Briand hesitated, her hand poised to lay down a card. She sensed the turn in the conversation.

Jehn’s words were no longer playful banter.

“Of course,” she said lightly, “if he is simply handing out fortunes with no strings attached. Why wouldn’t I? Or do you mean to ask me if I can be bribed?”

Jehn ran a finger across the top of his cards. “Every man in my court would fall over himself to assure me he would never accept Cahan’s money if asked such a question.”

“Well,” Briand said, “I am not trying to convince you of my loyalty.”

“Perhaps you ought to be,” Jehn murmured.

The muscles in Briand’s back tightened. “What do you mean by that?”

“Only that we are all human. Even me. We all want to eliminate threats.”

“Do you consider me a threat?”

She felt herself treading on dangerous ground. Luckily, she was called Catfoot. She had walked many proverbial tightropes before.

“Do you trust me?” Jehn asked instead of answering, all humor stripped from his quiet voice.

Briand studied the prince’s face. He had an honest quality to him that compelled trust, but she knew some of that was purposeful, even now in this relaxed and private setting. She had the distinct impression at times that even Jehn forgot where his manipulation of all things ended and he began.

“I think you are very clever,” she said.

“That isn’t an answer.”

“Isn’t it?”

He only waited.

“Should I, then?” She narrowed her eyes and set her cards aside. “If I am not a Monarchist, and it is not my ambition to be one, would it not be more sensible for me to be untrusting of you? Isn’t your desire for me to serve your cause?”

“I think,” Jehn said, “that you and I can find a compromise. You want the war to end as much as I.”

“Yes. And in that, we are allies,” Briand said. “But only to keep my friends safe.” But even as she spoke the words, she realized she was becoming friends with this enigmatic prince too. And that frightened her—what might such loyalty to the leader of the Monarchists end up costing her?

“In that, we share a goal,” Jehn said. “I do not seek to cost my friends their lives, not if I can help it.”

Friends. She raised her eyes to his, and he held her gaze.

Did the exiled prince see her as his friend?

The card game lay between them, forgotten.

“Why do you ask if I trust you?” Briand said.

“Because,” Jehn murmured, “I have a proposition to make to you.”



~~~




























CHAPTER ELEVEN

AT LATE AFTERNOON, the wagons halted again. The lack of movement caused Briand to wake from the doze she’d been in since their departure from the goat village. She was startled to discover she’d slept most of the day. Her henchman guard grunted at the exit, indicating she could leave to relieve herself.

She slid from the wagon and almost collided with Greff.

“Oh!” he said, stepping back, his cheeks flushing red. “Excuse me.”

He looked her up and down. Briand could see that he wasn’t sure what to make of her now that she’d shed the gray Seeker robes, something the real ones never seemed to do except in sleep.

“Are you and Auberon...?” Greff trailed off delicately and raised his eyebrows.

Briand recoiled in horror. “Absolutely not.”

“Ah.” He hesitated, clearly wanting to ask the nature of their acquaintance. “And yet you’re traveling together. Auberon never travels with other Seekers if he can help it.”

What did she tell him? Did she tell him he was a prisoner and ask for his help? Did she lie? Was this a test devised by Auberon?

Obviously, she couldn’t trust this man.

“I’m not a Seeker,” she said carefully. “Just a... a friend.”

Greff laughed at that. “Auberon has no friends.”

How to reply to that?

“We have a common interest, then. Are you always this nosey?” Briand demanded.

“Almost always,” Greff said, smiling. Dimples deep enough to stick a finger in appeared in both cheeks.

She stepped around him for the trees. Her bladder was protesting. She didn’t have the patience for mind games.

The female henchman followed her, and Greff made a noise of understanding.

“You’re a prisoner, then,” he said. He looked at the collar around her neck. “Or... a slave?”

“I am not a slave,” Briand snapped.

“Then you are a prisoner.” Greff looked pleased with his deduction.

“If you are so curious, ask Auberon,” Briand said. She left him behind as she stepped into the cover of the trees, simmering with irritation at her lack of deftness in responding to his questions. She’d been sloppy.

Perhaps, she mused, part of her wanted him to get the gist of her circumstance out of her. She was tired, and lonely, and a little bit weary of being so blasted careful. Part of her wanted someone who understood her situation—someone besides a Seeker with a penchant for perplexing and contradictory behavior.

When she reemerged a few minutes later, Greff was gone, and Auberon waited for her beside the wagon, his silver robes fluttering in the wind. His expression was thoughtful as she approached.

Had he realized what she’d done by deflecting his attention from the serving girl?

But he only said, “The attacker was not a Monarchist. Only someone with a grudge against the Seekers.”

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked.

“I merely thought you’d want to know.”

With that, he turned and strode away.



~



Kael and his company reached a town by midday. The villagers crowded around the colorful wagon, calling for a show, and Maera obliged their interest by performing a few card tricks from the driver’s seat, which the crowd found only mildly amusing. She convinced Crispin to juggle knives, which they enjoyed more, laughing when he dropped one and almost hit his foot. He returned to the back of the wagon with a scowl on his face.

“They only want to laugh at us,” he groused.

“Folks out here have a hard life,” Tibus said. “They’ll take pleasure wherever they can find it, even if that pleasure is in your misfortune.”

Outside the wagon, the crowd cheered and clapped. Maera stuck her head inside the canvas flaps and flashed a quick smile. “I think I won them over,” she said. “Let’s get something to eat.”

“Any guesses as to what she did?” Nath asked no one in particular.

They ate in the town’s only tavern. Farmers and merchants mingled at the tables, shouting to each other at deafening levels. Serving girls wove between the tables, bringing platters of food. Kael had assumed his disguise of old man again, and he wore his spectacles and a floppy-brimmed hat that concealed most of his face. He disappeared into the crowd as soon as they stepped foot in the tavern, leaving the others to find a sticky-topped table and flag down a server for some food.

“The innkeeper says your crew eats for free,” the serving girl reported, winking at Maera. “What’ll you have, loves?”

Nath scanned the room while the others ordered. A few of the patrons looked at them curiously, but most were absorbed in their conversations. At the bar, a merchant was recounting a tale to an enraptured circle of listeners.

“I swear it’s true,” the man said. “My cousin was there, and he saw the whole thing.”

“Ragloks?” another interjected, his tone skeptical. “How could anyone be threatened by a raglok?”

“It was a whole swarm of them. Hundreds! They formed the shape of a dragon and attacked the assassin. I tell you, it was a dragonsayer’s doing.”

“A dragonsayer in Tyyr?” a woman with a red headscarf asked, hands on her hips. “That seems unlikely. The legends always say the dragonsayers were Austrisian-born.”

“Perhaps he’s on the run from the Seekers,” the man said. “They’d want him dead if he can do what they say he can.”

“That can’t be true,” Crispin whispered, his expression skeptical. “Old men just like to make up stories.”

Nath put his elbows on the table. “Tell me again what old men like to do, whelp.”

Crispin glared at him. “Fine, then. Did he really do those things?”

Nath looked down his nose at the boy. “The dragonsayer,” he said imperiously, “is a she.”

“A girl?” Crispin’s eyes widened, and then he made a scoffing noise. “Impossible.”

“A woman,” Maera corrected. She crooked her finger at one of the servers and snagged a flagon of frothy beer from the girl’s tray. “Be wary of her skills with a knife.”

Crispin searched their faces as if he thought they were joking with him. “And the story about Tyyr? Is that true too?”

Nath didn’t want to admit that he didn’t know, so he asked instead, “How’d you learn how to confound the rypters?”

Crispin swallowed and looked away as a serving girl brought the rest of the drinks. He fidgeted with the spoon on the table in front of him, waiting until she’d gone to answer. “My father,” he said finally.

“What about your father?” Nath pressed.

Crispin grimaced. He ran a finger around the rim of his glass. “He, uh, trains the rypters.”

Nath recoiled. “Your father is a Seeker?”

Tibus set down his drink so hard the foam splashed onto the table. Even Maera lifted her eyebrows, although her face did not betray her thoughts.

Crispin’s ears turned pink. He hunched forward, half-hiding his face with his cup. “Not so loud! And no,” he said. “He isn’t a Seeker. He only trains their rypters.”

“It’s the same thing,” Nath spat, his voice rising. “He contributes to their abuse!”

“Nath,” Tibus warned in a low rumble, jerking his head to indicate the people around them. The room was a cacophony of voices, too loud for theirs to be heard, but Nath lowered his anyway.

“And why are you here, exactly, and not in chains?”

“I’m not working for them!” Crispin snapped, and then turned sober. “I left when... when my father put my sister in the cage with them for hiding a Monarchist spy.”

Nath pressed a hand to his mouth as bile rose in his throat. He stared at the dark-haired boy, whose chagrin had switched to defiance.

“What more do you want from me?” Crispin said. “I left. I brought everything I know with me.”

Nath shoved his drink aside and leaned across the table. “I want you and your ilk gone. I don’t want to look at you. I don’t want to know you exist.”

“Why do you hate me?” Crispin cried out.

“Do you know what people like your father did to me?”

“Nath,” Kael said from behind him.

Nath sat back down, breathing hard. His gaze flicked to Crispin again and then away. Crispin sat with two burning spots on his cheeks, gripping the edge of the table as if to hold himself in place.

“What is it, sir?” Tibus asked, taking note of Kael’s posture. Their leader’s face was as stoic as always, but his eyes gleamed as he sat at the head of the table.

“I’ve received a message from one of our spies in a border village. It’s half a day’s ride from here—she sent a bird. Briand was there, in the company of a Seeker. She was in disguise, but it was her.”

“How did our spy know?” Maera asked. “How can we be sure?”

Kael laid down a scrap of paper, the edges curling.

“Because she scratched this into the table,” he said.

They all leaned forward the peer at the paper, and the words stayed printed into Nath’s mind even after Kael burned the paper with the candle in the middle of the table.

Send word to Kael of Estria that B is alive and bound for Tasglorn. 

She was alive.

He stood, almost turning over his chair. “Do we leave at once?”

“Eat first,” Kael said. “I’ve hired a boat.”

“A boat?” Tibus asked.

Nath knew this one. He’d spent years trying to drum Austrisian geography into Bran Varryda’s thick head, and he had every creek and river between the two seas memorized. “If they’re headed west for Tasglorn, they should cross the Jessu before long. There’s an estuary that runs to meet it not far from here.”

Kael nodded in confirmation. “We’ll reach the river before they do.”

Nath seized his flagon and gulped a mouthful.

They were going to find her.





























CHAPTER TWELVE

AUBERON’S CONVOY ATE better with Greff in tow. Even though the chef had little to work with, he produced a veritable feast for lunch. Briand cleaned her plate and ladled up seconds while Auberon watched her pensively from across the fire. The henchmen, per usual, sat at their own fires. They seemed reluctant to spend more than a passing moment in Auberon’s presence. Greff didn’t seem to want to linger around the Seeker either, although he was less afraid than Briand might have expected.

“Who was he asking about earlier?” she asked.

Auberon stirred as if waking from deep thoughts. He frowned at her. “What?”

“Earlier. He asked if someone had married.”

“Ah, that.” Auberon sighed extravagantly. “My sister.”

It was so odd to think of a Seeker having a sister. It was the shock of realizing that even they were human, she supposed.

“The girl from the memory?” she asked.

A line formed between Auberon’s brows. He stared at her face for a long moment, and at first, Briand didn’t think he was going to reply. Finally, he said, “It’s discomforting to have one’s memories in another’s head.”

“You deserve it,” she said. “You’ve been stealing people’s thoughts for years.”

Half his mouth lifted in a rueful smile. “Truth,” he agreed.

She was surprised he’d concede such a point.

“Aren’t you supposed to argue with me, insist on your own superiority and give me all the reasons why you’re justified in assaulting others’ minds?”

Auberon shook his head. “The Seekers have become corrupted. I will not deny it. Their methods are cruel, even to their own. Especially to their own,” he muttered.

She wanted to ask what he meant by that, but something held her back. A sense that she was not ready to hear what Auberon might tell her.

Not yet.



~



The convoy reached the river port of Urrisglor just as the sun was beginning to sink below the tree line. The town, not quite properly a city, clung across the banks of the river on both sides, with rickety, disjointed wooden docks protruding into the water like arthritic fingers. Boats clogged the water, their prows glowing with lanterns in the gathering dark.

The river Jessu twisted through the forest at the edge of Tasna like a massive brown snake, the waters rippling and churning with unseen dangers. Looking at it, Briand remembered the last time she’d seen the river. She’d been escaping from Auberon with Kael.

Thinking of Kael made her chest clench painfully. Where was he now? Had he gotten her hastily carved message? She imagined him reading it, his face betraying nothing except for how his eyes glinted with a flash of something almost imperceptible, something nearly anyone watching him would miss. Even the twitch of the corner of his mouth spoke volumes to her now that she’d become intimately acquainted with it. When he’d speak to tell others of what the message said, his voice would be completely calm. She could imagine it. But he would not be calm inside. She’d learned enough of the man to know that much. Despite his smooth exterior, he harbored a deep passion, harnessed by discipline.

Auberon’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Shall we?”

She glanced up at him. He was watching her instead of the river. She wondered how deeply it bothered him that he could not read her thoughts, and the idea that she was a source of constant irritation to him made her smile.

Auberon lifted both eyebrows in response. “Pleased about something, dragon girl?”

“Don’t you wish you knew,” she shot back. It felt good to taunt him.

He sighed. “You’ve been in a remarkably better mood since we acquired Greff. It’s annoying.”

“I was just thinking how the last time I saw this river, I was escaping from you.”

“Hmm. But now we have a truce, do we not?” he said.

“We do,” she agreed.

Still, he put his gloved hand on her arm and didn’t let go as he steered her toward the center of town.

Just like in the goat herder village, everyone in Urrisglor gave Auberon a wide berth. Mothers grabbed their children; men cast down their eyes. Faces whitened and bodies recoiled. Auberon, now under the watch of too many eyes, thrust Briand at one of the henchmen as soon as they stepped into a side alley.

“Watch her,” he ordered, and then he vanished into the street once more.

Shadows moved across the cobblestones at her feet. Briand looked up and saw an airship swaying in the wind above the town, pitching and rolling gently like ships sailing on a sea of wind as they approached. Their balloons were orange, and lanterns hung from the sides like captured stars. Another memory—this time of her first journey from home, in the company of Kael and his men, similarly a prisoner.

“Am I never not in bonds?” she muttered.

“Quiet,” the henchman said, giving her arm a shake.

The airship approached, throwing down ropes that shivered as men caught and tethered them to the wooden landing platform that stood high above the rooftops. Planks clattered down, and people streamed off the airship in the gathering dark.

Briand saw Auberon returning, his silver cloak like a beacon in the shadowy streets. At the sight of him, the henchman reached out and seized her arm again. She opened her mouth to tell the henchman to let go of her.

Before she could speak, a commotion rang out in the street beyond the alley where Briand stood with the henchman. Shouting met her ears, then the slick sing of steel exiting a sheath. Her guard dropped her arm and walked a few paces, his hand on his sword.

An explosion shook the house next to her, followed by a spray of glass. The henchman ran into the street, leaving Briand alone.

A hand closed over her wrist, and she turned to fight.

Kael.






























CHAPTER THIRTEEN

KAEL!

She gasped at the sight of him, a thousand questions and exclamations leaping onto her tongue, but he put a finger to his lips and pulled her down the back of the alley without speaking. They darted together around the corner and past an archway of stones to a wall that ran along a steep bank with the river Jessu flowing below, and then she grabbed his coat and pulled him against the wall. She met his eyes, and his sparked with an intensity that sent a dart of heat through her. She pushed him against the wall and kissed him without a word.

His hands came up to cup the back of her neck, and he kissed her back, his lips searching as they pressed against hers in a silent conversation full of all the things they didn’t know how to say. Her fingers tightened on his coat, and his curled in her hair. For one aching moment, it was only them, the air between them crackling with heat and everything else faded away, and then Kael gently pushed her back. Awareness of the world around her faded back in, and with it, a sudden spike of fear.

Where was the henchman?

“How did you find me?” she whispered. “I thought you were in Estria. Did Jehn—?”

“We have to go,” Kael said, his voice rough as if coming out of a deep sleep. “I’ll tell you everything when we’re safe.”

Another explosion made the ground shiver. Briand crouched to the ground, and Kael dropped to one knee beside her.

“What is it?” she cried above the noise.

“Gunpowder,” he said with a flash of a grin. “Nath and Tibus are setting it off.”

A burst of joy ran through her. She hadn’t seen them since Garrick hauled her and Kael away in bonds. She missed them desperately.

Footsteps rang out in the alley. Briand turned her head and saw a flutter of silver fabric.

Auberon.

He’d kill Kael if he reached them. He wanted her alive, but he wouldn’t hesitate to eviscerate someone he saw as nothing but a Seeker traitor.

She whirled around to face Kael again.

“Trust me,” she whispered, breathless.

He opened his mouth to answer, and she pressed another kiss to his lips, then planted her hands against his chest and pushed him over the bank into the river.

Auberon rushed toward her, and his henchmen appeared from the shadows from all directions, swarming around her and restraining her arms. Briand pushed them back, moving away from the water and toward the alley. She didn’t want them to see Kael when he surfaced from the water. She was certain Auberon hadn’t seen his face. It had been too dark, and they’d been standing in shadow. He didn’t know it had been Kael with her. She had to keep it that way lest Auberon order his men to search the banks of the river.

She had to keep Kael safe.

The henchmen closed around her again, blocking her path.

“Bring her!” Auberon shouted, and then Briand was hustled along between two henchmen as they ran. She didn’t have time to protest or struggle as they dragged her under the stone arch and through a maze of back alleyways and narrow passages. The sky had turned a deep, bleeding crimson, and torches sputtered above the doorways they passed.

Above her, the tethered airship swayed, the ropes creaking.

They reached a wooden set of stairs. Briand realized as they began to ascend that they were boarding the airship. She twisted in the arms of the henchmen, trying to catch a glimpse of the shadows behind her, trying to see if Kael had followed her. Aching for one last glance.

But there was nothing to see except Auberon striding behind them, the hood of his cloak half-covering his face, making him look cold and inhuman in the dusk. He had removed his gloves the way a man might unsheathe a sword, and he turned his head from side to side, scanning for enemies.

They reached the deck. Briand stumbled, and the henchmen let her fall. Auberon strode past her to the astonished captain and ordered that they leave at once for Tasglorn.

The captain protested that they were not ready to sail, his voice quaking.

“Now,” Auberon said, reaching out a hand.

The man flinched away, but it was gold Auberon held out. After a moment, he dropped it to the deck. The sound of the coins hitting the planks rattled in the silence, and then the captain turned and shouted for the crew to ready the ship.

The last thing Briand saw of Urrisglor was the lights glowing like little fires below and the Jessu gleaming in the moonlight as the airship vanished into the cold and misty darkness of the sky.































CHAPTER FOURTEEN

AUBERON TURNED TO Briand as the town slipped away beneath them. His eyes were cold and hard, his mouth a grim line.

“I thought we had a truce.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” she shot back.

“Bind her,” he snapped to his underlings. He stalked past her for the other end of the airship, his cloaked fluttering in the wind that filled the sails and caused the ship to creak and sway.

A cold current of air swept over Briand’s face, whipping tendrils of hair into her eyes. One of the henchmen found a length of rope and tied her hands. The bonds were too tight, and it squeezed and pinched her skin, but she didn’t even try to protest. Her heart ached as she remembered the feel and taste of Kael. He had been there and then gone. It was crueler than anything she could have imagined.

She didn’t know when she was going to see him again.

But at least he was safe. He could have been killed.

I’ll tell you everything when we’re safe,  he’d said.

She had so many questions.



~



Nath stumbled through the storeroom of the tavern, his ears still ringing from the explosions. They’d set up barrels in the alley after spotting the formidable guard around Briand and her Seeker captor. He was shaking, his whole body in shock from the detonations and the sight of that distinctive silver-gray cloak, ghostly among the other villagers.

Tibus appeared from the darkness, his hands stained with gray powder. Maera was at his side. They’d left the boy with the wagon a mile from town, since there was no hiding it and they would have to be quick in their escape once they got the dragonsayer.

By now, Kael would have reached her and made his rescue. They’d be on their way to the rendezvous point by now. A feeling like falling filled his stomach, and it might have been anticipation, or joy, or nerves.

They moved together in the darkness without speaking, the sureness of their steps perfected from years of silent teamwork. They slipped through side alleys, past running villagers and a crowd gathered before one of the pubs. Overhead, an airship slid away in the night, its lanterns glowing like captured stars as it rose into the night.

They left the town behind, climbing into the hills toward the rendezvous place. Trees slapped at Nath’s eyes and scratched at his arms like claws, but he barely felt it.

He couldn’t wait to see her face. She’d probably call them all fools and say she was about to escape on her own. And he was dying to see what she made of the boy. The arrogant little whelp had no idea what was in store for him. He’d probably have a thrown knife quivering in the ground beside him within an hour of their meeting.

The faint pop of a branch snapping met his ears, and then Maera was putting up a hand to halt them, a finger at her lips. They drew their weapons, and Nath took another step. He saw a shadow moving through the night, the glisten of moonlight on a pair of slender shoulders—

Tibus grabbed the figure with a growl, and a familiar voice shouted, “Don’t stab me, you fools!”

Crispin.

Tibus released the boy with a grunt. “You were supposed to stay with the wagon.”

“It’s been hours. I came to see if you were on your way.”

“You were supposed to stay with the wagon,” Tibus repeated.

“I’m not an imbecile,” the boy whined. “Why am I left behind like an old woman?”

“Even an old woman,” Nath said, “would have more sense than you. We could have killed you. Stumbling about in the night like an idiot—”

“Let’s get back to the wagon before we discuss it,” Maera interrupted, her voice as smooth as chilled butter.

Crispin grumbled as they turned back to the path.

They moved quietly once more through the trees, except for the boy, who had the grace of a wounded bull. Nath ground his teeth together at every crunch and rustle of underbrush. This boy could get them all killed.

A flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye snagged his attention, and he signaled to the others before breaking off alone and crouching low at the base of a nearby oak. He drew his weapon, stood—

Then he was pinned against a tree with an arm pressed against his throat and the point of a knife digging into his cheek before a voice murmured, “Nath,” and the pressure of the arm eased.

Kael.

He was barely visible in the faint moonlight, his hair plastered to his forehead and neck, his clothing glistening with moisture. He sheathed his knife with a snap and gestured abruptly for Nath to follow him.

Nath looked for Briand. He didn’t see her. He hesitated, a knot forming in his stomach.

“Where is the dragonsayer?” Maera asked when they emerged from the trees to join the others. “Why are you all wet?”

Yes, Nath wanted to shout. Where is she? But he stood at Kael’s shoulder, waiting for his captain to speak.

“She is on an airship for Tasglorn,” Kael responded. His words were clipped. “And I am wet because I fell in a river.”

“A river,” Crispin said. Everyone ignored him.

An airship. The shock went through Nath like a slap. He stumbled over a root and almost tripped headlong into a bush.

“Let’s get back to the wagon.” Kael wasn’t waiting for any of them. Nath caught himself on a sapling and scrambled to rejoin the others.

“What happened? Did you see her?” Tibus’s voice was a quiet rumble, but he sounded worried.

“I saw her.” Kael was walking so fast they hustle to catch up. “I spoke to her. And then, she pushed me into the river.”

He paused to scan the forest, and the moonlight caught his profile. His mouth pressed in a hard line, and his eyes burned like embers.

“She pushed you? Why would she do that?” Crispin’s voice was like the whining of a gnat.

Maera shook her head at him, and he fell silent.

They were all quiet.

“What’s our next move?” Maera asked.

“We go to Tasglorn,” Kael said. “We’ll find her there.”

Tasglorn. 

Tasglorn meant the Citadel.

A shudder rippled down Nath’s back. He followed the others grimly.



~



Auberon stood apart from the rest of his henchmen, tasting the crisp scent of the wind and watching the thin line of dawn on the horizon as it bled pink, then gold with the approaching day. The dragonsayer stayed against the prow of the ship, the freezing wind teasing the ends of her hair and making them dance as she resolutely stared at the horizon as if it held some promise of deliverance for her.

Without speaking, Auberon crossed the deck and stood behind her. He waited for her to acknowledge him with scorn, with disgust, with anything, but she did not. She had a cut on her forehead, from what, he did not know. A single trickle of blood had dried at the edge of her eyebrow. Something about it mesmerized him. He studied her damaged skin in the glowing light of the dawn and then at her face, drawn and marked with wistful sorrow. Something in her seemed to reach down into the most secret, protected part of him—the part that still hurt like a six-year-old child crying from a slap—and made him feel seen. There was something primal and fierce in her, like a fox with a broken leg willing to fight for its life, and he’d observed that in her the last time she’d been his prisoner, when he’d faced her in the dungeon of that gods-forsaken fortress before she and the traitor Kael escaped. Despite all his posturing and all of his power, that fierce survivalist struggle called to him with a clarity that struck him straight to the bone.

But now, there was something else, something more. A knowledge glowed from within her, Auberon mused, and he couldn’t put his finger on what it was or how she had changed. But there was something stronger about her, something solid. It clothed the fierceness she naturally possessed. Refined it.

They watched the sun rise wordlessly, and Auberon’s thoughts chased through his head like ragloks wheeling in a desert sky.

Finally, when it was clear she was not interested in speaking first, he broke the silence.

“I’d like to discuss what happened,” he said.

“I don’t particularly feel like speaking with you,” she replied, “but I will if you untie me. I haven’t been able to feel my fingers for several hours.”

Startled, he looked down at her hands. He made a sound in the back of his throat as he saw their condition in the pale sunlight. Her fingers were purple and cold. He hissed in a breath as he drew his dagger and cut the ropes with a snap. They fell to the deck of the airship, and he kicked them away like a snake while she brought her hands around and examined where the ropes had bit into her skin. Dried blood made rings around her wrists, and she winced in pain as she turned her wrists to get the blood flowing again.

That gesture of pain made Auberon want to shatter something against a wall. It took all his self-control to stay standing where he was and not whirl around and find his satisfaction in breaking someone’s sanity.

His voice, when he managed to speak, came out in a poisonous purr that promised violence. The kind of voice that made generals and princes tremble. “Which one of them did this to you?”

The dragonsayer’s eyes flashed with scorn instead of fear at his question. She lifted her chin and met his eyes, the wind whipping her hair across her own and making her blink.

That was not what he’d expected. He almost took a step back in surprise.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I couldn’t exactly see their faces—it was dark, and they were behind me. But it was your men, acting on your orders, was it not? Don’t try to deflect the blame.”

Her words sank like arrows. Why did they wound him so? Why was he so raw, so exposed? He tried to deflect it with a shield of anger at being spoken to like that, but found he couldn’t. He wanted her to hurt him. He deserved it.

The dragonsayer made a furious gesture and winced again, cradling her arms against her body.

Without thinking, he reached for her arm to examine her wounds, and she shrank back against the side of the airship. Not from fear—from revulsion.

His gloved hand hovered in the air, not a threat for once, but a thing scorned. She looked at that hand with derision.

He’d never felt like such a monster before.

A deep sense of something—sorrow? regret?—chased across his soul in the blink of an eye, leaving emptiness in its wake.

“Let me see,” he commanded, speaking harshly to cover how much her shrinking away like that made him feel like a leper. Like a disgusting, unwanted thing that no decent person would want to look at, let alone touch. It made him glad of his gloves and robes because of how they hid him from her eyes.

“Am I your prisoner, or not?” she demanded. “Decide. Do not abuse me, ignore me, and then attempt to endear me to you by treating me with weak kindness. I won’t accept it. I won’t forget what you are, Seeker.”

He sucked in a breath. That word from her mouth sliced straight through him.

He rocked on his heels, tempted to stalk away.

“I... apologize.” He did not often speak those words, and the fact that she’d wrung them from him puzzled him.

He wanted her friendship. Yes, he did. Admitting it was like cracking open a door, and the light of understanding rushed into his mind, making him feel relieved. He wanted this wretched dragon girl’s friendship. Her good opinion mattered to him.

It was ridiculous. It was preposterous.

Yet the impulse, having taken root, stubbornly clung in his mind.

The dragonsayer made a scoffing noise and turned her head away.



~



What was she doing? Briand hardly knew. She felt reckless, wild, numbed from the wrenching loss of Kael. What had happened to the girl who worked so hard to stay out of the reach of trouble’s sharp claws? She was scorning the apology—apology!—of a Seeker. Lords, she was not throwing caution to the wind, she was lighting it on fire.

He was still standing there, waiting for her to say something.

She pressed her tongue against the back of her teeth. Every second she waited felt like a victory scored for Kael, for Nath, for everyone who’d ever feared these bitter and loathsome creatures.

And yet as delightful as it might be to make him twist in the wind, she could not be utterly foolish. She needed to stay in his good graces if she wanted to survive. This foolhardy flirtation with disaster was spawned by the pain of shoving Kael away, no doubt, and she could not let it cause her to dig her own grave.

I apologize,  he’d said. As if the words had been wrung from him at knifepoint, yes, but it was still there, hanging in the air between them.

“Where is Greff?” she asked.

Auberon looked surprised that she’d even noticed the chef was missing. “We left him in the town. He only needed a new safe place to ply his trade.”

She supposed it was a silly thing to even think about, being a prisoner of a Seeker and all, but she still felt deeply sad and utterly alone with the chef gone. He had reminded her of her friends, with his bumbling nature and quick smile. Now, she was truly by herself with no company but this unfeeling monster.

She was being maudlin. She knew that. The expression on Kael’s face as she shoved him backward into the river flashed into her head once more, and she swallowed hard.

She didn’t want to be alone.

He stood beside her, his face organized into an impassive expression, but next to Kael’s stoicism, Auberon’s attempt was laughable. He was irritated, furious, afraid, and desperate all at once. She could see that much.

Irritated, she understood. Fury, yes, and even his fear. But desperation? That puzzled her.

“Show me,” she said.

Auberon turned his gaze on her. “What?”

“If you want to apologize, show me why I ought to accept.”

“I...”

“You can give me your memories. You demonstrated that earlier. Do it again.”

He exhaled slowly, as if thinking through what she had asked. She thought he was going to refuse when he lifted one hand with a flourish and peeled off the glove. He reached out to her temple tentatively, almost shyly.

She closed her eyes.

The magic rushed in as cold as a north wind, and with it the memories.

An old man stood over her, his face contorted in annoyance. A paper dangled from his gloved hand, and he thrust it forward as his eyebrows drew together. 

 “What is this report of mischief at school I hear?” 

She heard a child’s voice stammer a reply. The old man didn’t appear to listen. He grabbed her with one hand and pulled off the glove on his other hand with his teeth. The hand slapped down on her wrist, and pain jolted up her arm. She screamed—

And then she was in another memory. The air was cold; snow drifted outside the nearby window. She was crouched on a curving stone staircase, listening to voices speak about her. 

 “Useless...” one was saying. “He ought to be turned out.” 

The second voice murmured too quietly to hear, but the tone was clear. They didn’t disagree. 

 “Maybe I shall send him south. He won’t have any powers. I can assure you of that. He’s as useless as his father.” 

The pain that clenched in her chest at the word father made her gasp. 

Then, she was standing in a hall, his hands dangling at his sides as he listened to a man and a woman arguing in the next room. Light came through the windows, which were narrow and slitted. 

 “He is too talented to be wasted,” the man said. 

 “The trials—”

 “He will endure them as everyone else in this family did before him!” 

 “Not everyone else,” the woman said. 

 “That is a shame we do not speak of, Miri.” 

The memories flowed faster now, blurring. She couldn’t keep up. Sorrow and emptiness unfurled in her mind as she gasped at the raw, sharp pain of a wrenching loss. A death? The memory spun away before she could fully grasp it.

Briand opened her eyes and looked at Auberon. Had he meant to show her all of those things? Was it controllable, that blast of memories that rushed from him like water bursting from a dam?

Auberon was waiting for her to speak. The place between his eyebrows creased as he kept his eyes on the horizon.

“Who is the old man?” she asked. “The cruel one who hurt you?”

He flinched and turned his head. She didn’t think he would answer her. “My grandfather,” he said finally.

Briand stared out at the horizon that Auberon seemed to find so fascinating. The wind whipped across her cheeks, stinging them and sending a chill through her. A thousand emotions throbbed in her chest, half of them the remains of the onslaught of memories she’d just received, all of them confusing. None of them clear.

Something inside her tugged.

“Fine,” she said. The word fell from her lips like a stone.

Auberon blinked at her. “What?”

“Your apology. I accept it.”

He was still, as if she were a deer and he feared she might leap away if he moved too fast. “Might I ask why?”

Briand leaned against the railing. The ground below slipped by, so far away, making her feel unstable and impossible. Reckless.

“I grew up in Kyreia,” she said. “My Uncle Pieter raised me, if you could say that. He treated his dogs better. I was beaten, threatened, and imprisoned in his dungeon more times than I can count.”

“What happened?” Auberon asked. “How did you escape him?”

“Well, I gained my power.”

He was silent a beat.

“We are more alike than you know.”
































CHAPTER FIFTEEN

TASGLORN GLITTERED BENEATH them, the bronzed roofs of the city flashing like jewels scattered across a bank of sand. A river, deep blue and so wide three ships could comfortably sail abreast, split the capital in two as it flowed toward the western sea. Briand saw three islands rising from the river, connected to the banks by soaring, arched bridges lined with what looked like castles.

Auberon braced his arms on the rail of the airship and leaned over. The wind caught his long, pale hair and threw it into his face. The strands slit across his mouth and eyes like a veil, and he lifted one gloved hand to shove them aside.

“The closest island is where the Citadel sits,” he explained, pointing it out.

The Citadel.

Briand stared at the finger of dark gray stone that stretched so high it seemed to pierce the clouds above it. It was surrounded by dozens of smaller spires, intricate and needlelike. Waves lashed against the rocky walls that edged the island. From a distance, it looked like some giant’s sword that had been dropped into the river. Sharp, glittering, foreboding.

This was where Kael had been during that year pretending he was a traitor? She tried to imagine it and found she couldn’t bear the mental image. She didn’t want to think of him pretending to betray his prince to these cold-blooded bastards. Had they thrown him in a cell first, tortured him until he pretended to turn his coat? An image of him alone and in pain filled her mind, and she banished it quickly. All she wanted to think of in regards to Kael was a wild Estrian sky and Nath and Tibus beside him.

“What do you think?” Auberon asked, surprising her out of her reverie.

She looked again. Inhabitants aside, the Citadel was sharply beautiful, but she refused to admit she found it so. Not to him.

“It looks cold. Like the perfect place for someone like you to live,” she said instead.

Auberon laughed. “Only students and teachers live in the Citadel.”

“Where do you live, then?”

“At my family’s estate.” He said it haughtily, as though she were stupid even to ask. Perhaps she’d offended him with the comment about the Citadel.

The island adjoining it—the middle and largest island—held what had to be a palace, with domed roofs of crystal and stone. Gardens of green curled around the royal dwelling in fantastic and swirling shapes.

“The royal palace,” Auberon said.

“It’s beautiful.” She’d admit that, at least. Somehow, she’d expected Cahan to live in a stone tower more like the Citadel. The palace looked like something from a storybook, all arches and glass.

Auberon frowned. “From this distance, I suppose it is. See the green? Those are the famed poison gardens. When Cahan loses favor with one of his nobles, he sends them for a stroll in them.”

Briand remembered Abul Kul speaking of those gardens with sadistic delight. A shiver slid down her spine. “I take it back.”

“And the last island?” she asked. It was flat except for a cluster of low gray buildings that ringed the edges. The land in the middle was barren, a sandy scar on the land as if something else had once stood there and been ripped away.

“Carron, the prison for political insurgents and traitors. It was where they kept your prince until he escaped. He’s the only person ever to do so.”

“He isn’t my prince,” she said reflexively even as her curiosity flared at that tantalizing hint of a story. She’d never heard it before.

The airship descended rapidly as they moved across the city. At Auberon’s direction, the captain passed over the airship platforms in the center of the city and took them to the very edge of Tasglorn. They finally tethered on the outskirts of what Auberon explained was the theater district.

Auberon paid the captain more gold, which the man accepted, his hands trembling as if he wanted nothing more than the Seeker off his airship as soon as possible.

After disembarking into a crooked alleyway with houses crowding close on either side, Auberon brought Briand to a building tacked onto what appeared to be a theater house. He knocked on the green door, three sharp raps and one light one, a code of some kind.

Silence.

Auberon rapped again, louder this time.

“Keep yer cap on! I’m coming!” a creaky voice hollered irritably.

Auberon sighed, tipping his head back in exaggerated annoyance that seemed amusing coming from a fearsome Seeker. He kept one gloved hand on Briand’s wrist while someone from deep inside the house shuffled to open the door. The henchmen stood behind them in the street, looking out of place amid the costumes drying on laundry lines above their heads.

The door creaked wide with a groan of rusted hinges, and a woman with silver hair in a crown of braids peered out at them, her wrinkled face scrunching up at the sight of Auberon and Briand standing together. She leaned against the doorframe, one eyebrow the size of a silver caterpillar lifting almost to her hairline.

“Are you in trouble?” she asked Auberon, nodding at his hand on Briand’s arm. “I thought you swore you’d never be a father after that childhood you had. Ah, well, such things happen to the best of us, I suppose—”

“It isn’t like that,” Auberon said stiffly. “I’m just making sure she doesn’t run away.”

At that, her other eyebrow lifted. “Perhaps you should try soliciting the company of women who want to be in yours,” the old woman suggested.

“She’s my prisoner.”

The old woman shrugged as if it didn’t matter to her either way, then looked past him at the henchmen. “Are those thugs yours too? They look like they’re about to slit my throat.”

Auberon made an impatient noise in his throat. “May we come in, Baba?”

Baba.  Briand blinked in surprise. This old woman was his grandmother?

The old woman snorted. “All of you?”

“All of us.”

She stepped aside to let him pass.

The house was small and filled from floor to ceiling with stacks of books. They picked their way around the piles to a cramped sitting room with two chairs before a fireplace. The dying remnants of a fire flickered in the grate, and the old woman hustled over to it and began to stir the embers with a poker.

Briand gazed around, fascinated and befuddled. One never imagined that Seekers had grandmothers. They seemed like they were born from mist, like ghouls. And if they were to have grandmothers, she would have guessed those grandmothers were harsh, witchy women clothed in black and silver with hands like claws and necks glittering with jewels. Not... this.

“Do you want tea?” she asked over her shoulder. She paused to count the henchmen standing awkwardly among the books. “I don’t think I have enough cups for all of your ruffians, but I could give one to your lady friend.”

“I’m not his lady friend,” Briand said at the same time that Auberon said, “She doesn’t need tea, Baba.”

The woman gave him a pointed look that suggested she felt everyone needed tea for all situations and how dare he suggest otherwise, or perhaps it just meant silence, fool.  She turned back to Briand.

“Tea?” she asked with one hand on her hip.

“I’d like that,” Briand answered.

“Call me Baba,” said. “Everyone does.”

“So you aren’t his grandmother?” The world suddenly felt less absurd again.

Baba threw back her head and laughed. “Me, grandmother of him? My blood could never produce such a cold creature as him.”

“Cold creature? You flatter me,” Auberon said with a thin smile.

Baba rolled her eyes. “I was his nursemaid,” she said. “So there’s that connection, if you were wondering, and you look like you were.” She peered at Briand’s face. “Hmm. Judging by her eyebrows, it seems like you like me better now—ha! We’re almost family, I suppose, and I’ll claim him if no one else will. But I’m not part of the nobility; no, I don’t have the stomach for it.”

Briand glanced at Auberon, who had lowered himself into one of the chairs. He sat broodily, his elbow on his knee and his chin planted in one hand. He was part of the nobility?

She supposed it made sense. He had the haughtiness right, anyway, and he’d mentioned a family estate earlier.

Briand realized she knew very little about the Seekers. Were they all nobles?

Baba stomped about the room, heating a kettle in the fire and making tea. She snapped her fingers at one of the henchmen, who had picked up a book. “Your hands are dirty!” she said.

After a glance at Auberon, who nodded, the henchman set the book back down on the pile.

“Why are you here, Ari?” Baba asked finally, after she’d served tea to Briand and herself. She insisted Briand sit in the other chair and then ousted Auberon from the one he was sitting in before taking it for herself.

“Ari?”

“A nickname,” Auberon muttered. He stood in front of the fire, hands clasped behind him.

“It’s what everyone called him as a child,” Baba said.

“It’s what you and Jade called me.”

“Everyone who loved him,” Baba clarified. She slurped her tea. “If this young woman is not pregnant, then what do you need from me?”

“Disguises, and a means to get to my estate,” Auberon said. “I don’t want it known in the city that I was gone, or that I returned with this girl.”

Baba chose to leave that second statement alone, although she made a face that led to another sigh from Auberon. “I can get you a wagon,” she said. “And costumes from the theater next door. Would you rather be a baker or a sellsword?”

“Something that won’t attract attention,” he said.

“Bakers, then.” Baba set down her teacup with a clatter and lurched to her feet. “What about your men?”

“They’ll come later on their own,” he said. “That won’t cause much notice.”

Baba disappeared, and returned some time later with a bundle of fabric in her arms. She tossed it on one of the chairs and held up a dress to Briand to gauge the size.

“Mm, a little big, but it will fit.”

When they’d finished dressing, Baba burst out laughing.

“You both look ridiculous,” she said.

They were both clothed in bulky, oversized brown tunics covered with aprons. Briand had a white scarf loosely looped around her shoulders and thrown over her hair. Auberon had a floppy cloth hat that drooped over his eyes.

Baba clutched her stomach as she chuckled and wiped at tears. Auberon endured her jocularity with annoyance, but even Briand could tell he was mostly pretending.

“Our faces?” Auberon said when she’d finished laughing.

“Ah,” she said, “I have an idea for that. A final touch. Come on.”

She led them through the masses of books to a cramped kitchen. After rummaging in a pantry, she produced a bag of flour and dusted them both with it. Even Auberon’s eyelashes were white.

“Perfect,” she declared, dusting her hands. “Your own mothers wouldn’t know you. Oh, take off your gloves, Ari. They give you away.”

Auberon muttered something at that. He crossed to the hall to peer in a cracked mirror hanging on the wall as he stripped the gloves from his hands and put them in his pocket. His fingers, long and dexterous, looked naked in the light of day.

“Are you really his prisoner?” Baba asked curiously once Auberon had stepped away out of earshot. Her bristly eyebrows lifted. “You don’t seem afraid of him.”

“It’s complicated,” Briand said. “We have a mutual arrangement.”

“Huh,” Baba said, crossing her arms. “When I was young, we had another term for that.”

“He’s going to help me learn about magic,” Briand said, only because she was growing tired of the insinuations. She flushed with annoyance, which made it look as though she were embarrassed, an unhelpful appearance.

Baba nodded sagely, as if they were speaking in code.

Briand changed the subject. Might as well find out as much information as she could. Information was always useful. Maera had taught her that once. “Were you really his nursemaid?”

“For a decade,” Baba said. “He was the sweetest child. Cried when ants and worms died. Wanted to feed every bird. That sort of thing. Precious but annoying; interferes with proper gardening. Can you believe it?”

Briand assumed she meant Auberon’s reported sweetness, and no, she could not. She studied the woman, baffled. This lumpy, gruff old lady hardly fit what she would have imagined a Seeker noble’s nursemaid to be.

“Oh, I see your doubt, missy. I was a fine, fancy lady then. Being old gives you license to be weird. Never forget that. No reason to fear getting old and saggy. It’s freedom.” She grunted as if to drive the point home, wagging a finger in Briand’s face. “He’s not a bad sort now,” Baba continued, turning to watch Auberon swipe at the flour on his eyelashes as he studied his face in the mirror. “Don’t let the gloves and cloak fool you.”

“He’s tortured men in front of me,” Briand said sharply. “I don’t think it’s the gloves clouding my mind.”

“Well, I never said he was an angel, girlie. He’s a Seeker, but he isn’t like the rest of those gray cloaks.”

“What do you mean?”

“He never wanted to be one, for one thing. It was all his grandfather’s fault. He forced the boy into it due to his powers. Auberon is very powerful, you know. One of the strongest. They’ll all know it one day.” She paused, shifting subjects at a dizzying pace. “I know you said you had an arrangement, but if you ever do need help, child, my door is always open.”

Briand nodded, not sure if she could trust a woman who so openly claimed a Seeker to be “not a bad sort.”

Auberon returned. “We look absolutely ridiculous, Baba. What are we going to tell people—that we fell into the sacks of flour?”

“You said you wanted your faces disguised. I disguised your faces?” She waved a hand. “And yes, the flour story is a good one. You are clumsy bakers. Be sure to drop something while you’re out.” She tapped Briand on the shoulder. “Remember what I said.”

“What did you say?” Auberon demanded.

“It was for her ears,” Baba replied. “Now go. I take my daily bath at this hour, and I can’t do that with your ruffians all over my house.”

When they stepped outside, a wagon waited for them, drawn by a mule. Auberon hauled Briand onto the driver’s bench and climbed up beside her.

“What did she tell you?” he asked as he snapped the reins.

“That you were not an angel.”

“True,” he said.

“She also said you were the sweetest child.”

Half of Auberon’s mouth lifted ruefully. “I think Baba is going senile. I was a sniveling thing as a child.”

“She said you cried when ants died.”

“See?” he said with a laugh. “Sniveling.”

“She said you didn’t want to be a Seeker,” Briand added, watching his reaction.

Auberon’s face darkened. “Baba likes to tell stories.”

He didn’t say anything else after that.

The wagon rattled through the city streets, and Briand gazed about with naked curiosity at the Austrisian capital. It was early morning, and menial workers and servants filled the streets, carrying parcels and barrels and driving work wagons hitched to mules. The buildings and streets were constructed from pale stone threaded with ribbons of gray, and the rooftops shimmered bronze, most of them domed. And everywhere, twisting over walls, splitting the cobblestones of the streets, and thrusting up between steps were great twisting, brown roots. A few bare, knobby branches stretched over the streets from walled gardens, and here and there between the buildings, lines of the same naked, dead-looking trees formed tiny forests.

“What are those?” Briand asked.

“Ember trees,” Auberon said without looking. He spat the name as if the word tasted foul on his tongue. “They are a veritable plague on this city.”

“Why? They’re only trees.”

“Only trees? Ha. Spoken like someone who has never seen an ember tree.”

“Are they dead?” She turned her head to see where a giant ember tree rose from the roof of a house, which had either been repaired around it or constructed that way in the first place.

“They look that way, don’t they?” Auberon said. “They’re near indestructible. Haven’t shown any signs of green life in a thousand years, but they hang on to the earth with a stubbornness nothing else can match. It takes extreme temperatures to burn them, and they only spread after the flames. People sometimes try to dig them out, but the roots go down so deep it’s near impossible. We have a dozen on my family estate alone, and the roots of one ruined our conservatory a century ago and have only gotten worse since I can remember. No one can get rid of it.” He sighed. “The Citadel is infested with them, and are forever hacking the horrible things back.”

Briand rather liked these trees, she decided. They were scrappy, tenacious. Exactly what she had always had to be to survive.

Auberon turned the wagon onto a main thoroughfare. The streets were wider here, the buildings taller and grander. Arches and columns lined the road. A glittering coach nearly sideswiped them, the striped horses snorting as the driver whipped them on.

Auberon hissed something under his breath. He urged the mule faster.

Airships, most of them stately and vast, sailed overhead, casting bulbous shadows across the city. On a corner, Briand caught sight of three men and a woman locked in stocks atop a wooden platform. They were all missing their right hands, the stumps wrapped in bloody cloth. The men’s heads drooped, but the woman caught her gaze as the wagon passed, her eyes black and defiant as she stared at Briand.

“Monarchists?” Briand asked Auberon.

“Thieves, most likely,” he answered. “If they were Monarchists, they’d be dead.”

A bridge loomed ahead, and beyond it, the pinnacle of the Citadel tower scraped the clouds. Briand’s stomach twisted into a hard knot. She wished desperately for a knife that she could turn over in her hands. The smooth feel of the handle beneath her fingers and the flat press of cold steel always steadied her nerves. Alas, she was knifeless, but at least she was not bound.

The wagon reached the bridge, and the rough rattling of the wheels ceased as Auberon drove onto the smooth marble. The buildings here were stately, with rows of arches stretching upward like tiers on a cake. Even here, suspended above the water, the ember trees grew, their roots curling around the edges of the bridge like the tendrils of an octopus, their long, leafless branches stretching into the sky. The stones were darker, reddish and threaded with coppery tints.

At the other end of the bridge lurked the Citadel. A pang of fear struck Briand like a fist in the stomach. Was he taking her there? Was this all a ruse to drag her before the Seekers so they could torture and dissect her to discover the inner workings of her power?

Auberon pulled the wagon to the left halfway across the bridge. A broad stone path stretched toward the water, running alongside the grandest building they’d seen yet. Columns threaded with seams of bronze and gold supported an archway dripping with vines. Birds rustled in the greenery, trilling and fluttering at their approach, their bodies black with purple-tipped wings.

The clop of the mule’s hooves echoed loudly, and in the distance, Briand heard a low, animalistic clicking sound.

Guards dressed in bronzed armor turned their heads at the wagon’s approach. Auberon gave a signal with his hand, and they stepped back in unison.

Briand twisted in the seat to look around her as they turned into a coach house and a servant came forward to take the wagon. More columns lined the house. A room enclosed entirely in glass protruded from one of the higher stories, the insides dark with greenery. Overhead, smaller airships drifted past, probably the private ships of wealthy nobles.

Auberon leaped from the wagon, seized one of the large white sacks in the back labeled flour, and then grabbed Briand’s wrist with his other hand. His ungloved fingers touched her skin, and the tiniest sliver of a memory slipped into her head—a garden, the trees woven with thick white fog, the path lined with white sculptures that spouted water from their mouths into a stream, and a bright-eyed, black-haired girl laughing at Briand-as-Auberon as she tried to stand on her head with her feet braced against one of the statues. The black-haired girl’s lips and chin were smeared with something goopy and dark. Chocolate? She held a lump of it in her hand in the shape of a bird, and she took a bite in the memory, the treat melting on her tongue as she continued to laugh. 

The statue rocked, and the girl’s eyes widened. She shouted a warning, but she was too late. It toppled to the ground with a crack like a bone breaking, and the head rolled toward the stream. 

 “Grandfather will be angry,” the girl whispered, and dread pooled in Briand’s stomach. 

Auberon shifted his hand so that he only gripped her sleeve, and the memory faded. Her heart thudded as they approached the house. Her skin prickled with anticipation. The taste of the memory remained in her mind, making her heart pound.

They entered the house through the kitchens. Heat and noise rushed at her as they passed red-faced cooks and harried assistants peeling fruit and slapping dough onto cooking stones. No one gave them a glance, and then they were passing through another set of doors into a servants’ hallway, then up a spiraling metal staircase to a higher floor.

The floor was green marble, polished until it gleamed. A vaulted ceiling rose high over their heads, and sunlight striped the wall, pouring through slits in the stone. Long, low silk couches ran parallel to the walls down both sides of the hall. One of the window slits had the roots of an ember tree growing through it—the invasion must have been an ancient one, for some builder had closed over the desiccated remains of the trunk with a glass window, and the roots bit deep into the stone of the wall, with cracks radiating outward.

A dark shape moved in the hall, and Briand’s footsteps slowed as she caught sight of an animal with a long, slender body like a hairless cat, a lizard-like head, and long, clawed feet. It walked on all fours like a dog, and it was the size of one. The servant had it on a leash, and the animal whipped its head toward her. Its eyes were pale and sightless. She bit back a gasp as the feel of a cold, piercing mind cut through hers like a knife seeking bone. She could feel it even with the collar on.

“What is that?”

“A rypter,” Auberon murmured, his hand tightening on her wrist. “Don’t worry, I keep mine leashed, and they are impeccably trained.”

The animal made a coughing sound, followed by an eerie clicking call that made the hairs on the back of Briand’s neck stand up. She took a step back, bumping into Auberon’s chest.

The servant and the leashed nightmare vanished down a hall, and Briand exhaled. She put space between her and Auberon again.

Footsteps clipped from some unseen room, and then a figure appeared at the end of the hall, a woman with a curtain of black hair down her back, wearing a dress of deep purple. She paused, taking in the sight of them both, and then Auberon rubbed the flour from his face.

“Jade,” he said.

































CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE YOUNG WOMAN called Jade strode forward. She was slender but not shapely, graceful, but not particularly feminine, and utterly beautiful in an unexpected, confounding way. She had a sharp chin and eyes outlined in black paint, making them seem even more vivid. Her irises glowed golden brown, and her lips were painted gold. She wore gloves too, Briand noted, cut with a filigree pattern that showed little flashes and hints of the young woman’s olive skin. The ends of the gloves left her fingertips bare, and her nails a deep black just like Auberon’s. Seeker’s hands.

She was the girl in the memory, Briand realized.

“Ari,” the young woman said with a note in her voice that might have been disappointment, and then, with annoyance, “What in the seven hells are you covered in?”

“It’s flour,” he said, blowing a puff from the back of his hand.

“You’re getting it all over the floor.”

Auberon handed the sack he held to Briand, who discovered it was far lighter than she’d estimated. It rustled in a way that made her think it was filled with straw. He stepped forward to Jade and pulled back her sleeve, revealing a scabbed-over symbol burned into her wrist. They exchanged glances, and a muscle in Auberon’s jaw twitched. Jade withdrew her hand and recovered her arm.

“It is not so bad,” she said quietly.

“The audacity,” he snarled. “I cannot believe they did this—”

“Later,” Jade said. “We’ll talk about it later.”

She flicked her gaze over Briand. “Is this her?” Jade asked, glancing over her shoulder as if worried someone might be listening.

Auberon swept his arm out in an exaggerated gesture. “I give you the famed dragonsayer herself. Dragon girl—my sister, Jade. Watch yourself,” he added to Briand. “She might eviscerate you when you aren’t paying attention. Although,” he noted thoughtfully, “on second thought I’m not sure who to warn about whom. She’s a fierce one,” he said to Jade. “Good with a knife, stabby when angry. Not to be underestimated.”

“You’re shorter than I imagined,” Jade observed.

“You look better without chocolate all over your face,” Briand responded.

Jade paused, her eyes widening in a flash that she quickly schooled into indifference. “Ari, what is she talking about?”

“She has abilities,” he said as he peeled off the apron and tucked it under his arm. “I told you this.”

“You did not elaborate. What have you told her?”

“I haven’t told her anything.”

Jade frowned. “Well, you certainly have my interest.”

“She needs healing, Jade,” Auberon said. “She’s been wounded by magic.”

“Not here,” Jade said, holding up a hand. “Come on; I fear even the walls have ears these days.” She turned, motioning for them to follow.

Jade led them up another curving flight of stairs to a hall narrower than the last. More slitted windows let in streaks of dappled sunlight. The air smelled like dust and old perfumed carpets. She stopped before a wooden door and produced a key from a ring at her belt.

The room inside was lined with shelves of books and parchments.

Auberon strode to the table in the center of the room. He cleared it of parchment with a sweep of his arm and then began pulling books from one of the shelves and stacking them in a heap.

“I was using those,” Jade said. When that was ignored, she commented disapprovingly, “You’re getting flour everywhere, Ari.”

Auberon yanked a tome from the shelf and began flipping through it. “I saw Greff,” he said without looking up.

Jade tipped her head as if she hardly cared. “Oh?” But the tightening of the skin around her eyes, the careful bob of her throat as she swallowed, the flush of color at the tips of her ears—all of these signs betrayed her. “And how was he?”

“Still an excellent cook,” Auberon said. He turned another page.

Jade looked down at her hands. “Did you speak to him?”

“At length.” Auberon tore the page from the book and set it aside. Jade winced.

“Well...?”

“He hopes you are well.” Auberon thumbed through a few more pages and tore out another.

“And him? Did he seem... well?”

Auberon made a gesture that suggested he found the question nonsensical. He closed the book and set it aside. “He seemed as neurotic as he always is. He still has all his fingers and both ears if that is the nature of your question. No one has killed him yet.”

Jade frowned as if she wanted to ask something else but did not want to hear Auberon’s commentary on the question. “You are a wretched elder brother.”

Auberon looked indignant. “I went to see the cook, did I not?”

“And you tell me nothing!”

“I told you he is well.”

“Is he...” Jade paused. “Married?”

“How should I know?” Auberon picked up another book and opened it.

“People mention these things when they have conversations—”

“If you two have finished,” Briand interjected, “I’m tired of wasting time.” She’d been simply standing there the entire time they were arguing, and her feet were beginning to hurt. Not to mention how exhausted she was.

Jade turned her head, her earrings swinging. “Outspoken little thing, aren’t you?”

“You have no idea,” Auberon muttered. “She has quite the tongue.”

“I have a lot of talents,” Briand said evenly, leveling a glare at them both. “Some are quite threatening to Seekers. Call me ‘little thing’ again, and you’ll find out what I can do.”

“You’ve got a collar around your neck—whatever it is you can do, you’re hobbled,” Jade said dismissively.

Briand gave her the witching eyes stare. Jade left eyelid twitched, as if she were exercising control not to flinch.

“Not all of my talents are magical, Seeker,” Briand said. Oh, how she longed for a knife.

“Dragon girl,” Auberon said warningly.

“Don’t call me to heel like a dog,” Briand snapped at him.

Jade’s mouth curled in a reluctant smile. “I think I like you. You’re a little needlessly defiant, but still, I like you. Not many people will speak that way to Ari, unfortunately.” She paused. “So, what is it that she does? Besides command dragons that hardly exist anymore? Why is everyone so interested in her archaic abilities?”

“I don’t know why the Citadel wants her,” Auberon said. “But as for me—well, it appears she has a curious additional power. Her mind cannot be read by Seekers.”

Jade went still at the words.

“Oh,” she said. And then, “Oh. Oh.”

“Exactly.” Auberon pulled down another book, skimming through the pages before tossing it aside. He grabbed another. “Not only that, but she pulls thoughts and memories from the Seeker if she touches them while they are Seeking. They flow like water through a sieve. You wouldn’t even know you’d given them to her.” He looked at Briand for confirmation that this was correct; Briand nodded.

Jade pressed a gloved hand to her mouth. “Lords,” she murmured. “How is it possible? That is an ability we could use. But... are you sure?”

“I’m certain. Why else do you think I went to all the trouble and risk of kidnapping her? Now, whether it is true of dragonsayers in general or a more idiosyncratic talent of hers, I have yet to determine.” Auberon was still sifting through his collection of books. “Ah,” he said, locating one. “Here, look at this.”

His sister crossed to his side and peered at the text of the book in his hand. Her lips moved as she read whatever he pointed to silently. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear thoughtfully, her lips pursed as she stared into space.

“You think that’s the key to it, then?” she asked. “That’s how you’ll know?”

“It would be a start, anyway,” Auberon answered.

“The key to what?” Briand’s question seemed to take them both by surprise. It was as if they’d forgotten her. Both of their heads turned toward her, their faces wearing twin expressions of annoyance at her interruption.

“What are we going to do with her when we aren’t studying her?” Jade asked Auberon. “Do we need to lock her up?”

“No,” Briand said. Her heart was thudding, but it seemed like the kind of thing a player would say. “No, he isn’t.”

“We have an arrangement,” Auberon said.

Jade sniffed. “You trust this dragonsayer?”

“No, but she needs us if she wants to continue to live, and I trust her survival instincts. They seem strong. She’s not an idealist, this one.” Auberon looked back at the book, but Jade continued to study Briand.

“Something about you seems familiar,” she murmured. “I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

“If you’re going to expect my help, you might start by not treating me like a piece of furniture,” Briand said. “What’s in the book?”

Auberon lifted an eyebrow but didn’t stop reading. “Something you won’t understand.”

“Then explain it.”

He sighed. “Seekers’ magic is born of blood and awakened by a trial. We inherit our gifts, but we must activate them. I don’t know how dragonsayers’ magic comes on...” He paused, waiting for her to give him some information about how she’d received her powers, but Briand wasn’t planning to reveal that. “But I assume it is also passed on through blood and activated through some difficult means, just as ours is.”

“What kind of trial?” Briand asked.

Auberon shook his head. “I tell you when you tell me, dragon girl.”

“Fine. Keep explaining.”

He turned a page in the book. “You know the legend of the Original Two?”

Briand shook her head.

“Really?” Jade was surprised. “Did they not teach you anything?”

“They?” Briand repeated.

“Your initiator,” Jade said, as if it were obvious what that was.

Briand didn’t like feeling stupid, and she asked a little angrily, “What is an initiator?”

“What is...?” Jade blinked, then sighed. “Whoever activated your powers. Whoever turned you into what you are.” She gestured. “Your mentor. Your maker.”

Briand shook her head. Did that make Kael her initiator? Or perhaps Drune? Neither of them had much knowledge of dragonsayers. Drune knew more about it than Kael, but even he had been largely ignorant.

“The people responsible for my abilities knew little about anything but the process of activating them, and even that they saw as a gamble,” she said.

Jade’s eyebrows pinched together, and she cleared her throat. “Well, then. I haven’t told this story since I was a child. The Original Two were twin sisters, Agashi and Seleone, who lived thousands of years ago when the land was fresh and magic slept in the blood of many men and women, a time when dragons roamed the skies and creatures of myth existed among us. According to the legend, Agashi and Seleone were both born with great magic in their blood, though it was untapped and untested. When the girls were seventeen years old, the land faced a terrible threat, an invasion of monsters that sought to consume everything. The armies of man fled before the monsters, and all seemed lost until Agashi and Seleone managed to activate their dormant powers, each by completing a terrible trial. Agashi received the ability to commune with and control dragons, while Seleone could see into and inflict pain in the mind of man. They used their abilities to save the land, and they became venerated teachers and rulers in the era after. The sisters eventually married and passed their blood—and powers—on to their progeny. It is said that all Seekers and dragonsayers are descended from them.”

“The Seekers and the dragonsayers are descended from sisters?” Briand was shocked. She’d always assumed that the dragonsayers were courageous and good. The Seekers, on the other hand, embodied cruelty and evil.

“It’s just a legend,” Jade said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “It isn’t true. But perhaps... perhaps an element of it is.”

“And what is that?”

Jade lifted the book out of Auberon’s hand and tapped one black-nailed finger against the page. “Agashi and Seleone were supposedly opposites. Agashi was dark, with dark hair and skin and eyes, and Seleone was pale like a Barbarian. Agashi was brash and bold. Seleone was shy and calculating. Here in this book it says: They were said to be able to push and pull the thoughts from each other’s heads. ”

“Just like what I can do to Auberon.”

“Yes,” Jade mused. “I suppose the first order of business is to see if you can also do it to me. Is this a universal ability, or do the two of you share some unfortunate bond?”

Did she know about the dreams?

Briand looked at Auberon, who met her eyes and shut the book with a snap. “Speaking of bonds... I ought to warn you, the transfer of thoughts between us seems to have created some kind of dream connection.”

“Dream entanglement,” Jade said with a note of realization in her voice. “So that’s why you asked about the Seeker and the farm girl those months ago. I thought you were half mad to be caring about such a nonsensical thing at the time.”

“I asked nothing about the farm girl,” Auberon shot back. “That was information you volunteered.” He held up one of the pages he’d ripped from the first book. “Here is the story.”

“Yes,” Jade mused, taking the page and scanning it. “Apparently, they formed an unlikely friendship, and the Seeker later purchased a farm and began raising cows.” She laughed. “You aren’t going to develop some sickening affinity for our captive dragonsayer here, are you? Run off with her?”

Auberon made a noise of dismissal. “Of course not.”

“I’d sooner stab him,” Briand added.

“So,” Auberon said to Jade. “Do you wish to risk dream entanglement and see for yourself?”

“What is this dream entanglement like?” Jade asked. She studied Briand speculatively. “Is it uncomfortable?”

“Vexing,” Briand answered. “He’s not much company, and he fancies himself to be cleverer than he is. It’s tedious, really. A lot of sitting around.”

“Well, in the beginning, there were death threats,” Auberon protested.

Jade laughed as though the chuckle had been startled out of her. “That’s true when you are awake too, Ari.” She looked at Briand curiously. “What do you see in these dreams? Are they... personal?”

“We occupy the space where she stole memories from me,” Auberon said. “A dungeon in the northern province.”

“That’s odd.” Jade tipped her head to the side and smiled. “Let’s pick a more interesting location than that, shall we?”

Briand held up her hands. “I’m not so sure I want two Seekers in my dreams. My sleep is already disturbed enough as it is.”

“I’m no more enthused about the prospect than you are,” Jade said, “but if you want my help...” She let her voice trail off.

“Well then,” Briand said with a sigh. “Shall we?”


































CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“IT WILL TAKE us four days to reach Tasglorn at this rate,” Nath grumbled as the wagon rumbled west through the forest thick with moss. Sunlight lanced through a canopy of leaves far overhead, and the trees around them stood like giants, their feather-like leaves muffling the sounds the company made. He was driving, and the horse kept fighting the reins and trying to stop and graze. His left shoulder throbbed from the effort of steering the beast back onto the trail.

Beside him, Maera read from a palm-sized book. She turned a page without looking up. “Four? You estimate our travel to be very fast indeed if you think we’ll reach the capital that quickly.”

“What is your estimate?” Nath demanded.

The spy lifted her head and pursed her lips as she thought. “Six days,” she said. “If we don’t break a wheel.”

Her confidence annoyed him. To be fair, it was easy to be annoyed these days, for he was eager for something to direct his helpless anger somewhere. “You want to wager on that, city girl? I’ve been riding across this country since before you could walk.”

Maera’s left cheek dimpled when she smiled.

Tibus, riding alongside them, said, “Don’t waste your money, Nath.”

“Take the wager,” he insisted, ignoring the words of the soldier.

She sighed. “Fine. What shall you bet?”

“Two gold dubois to the winner,” he said.

“You’re on,” Maera said, and resumed reading.

Kael rode ahead of the wagon on a horse the color of jet. He sat straight in the saddle despite almost two days without sleep. The shadow of a beard darkened his jaw, and he did not speak much except to give directions.

“He’s frightened for her,” Maera observed, as if she saw the questions in Nath’s mind. She turned another page of her book.

“We’re all frightened for her,” Nath said.

“Hmm,” Maera said. “He loves her.”

“We all love her.”

Maera gave him a significant look, and Nath scoffed. “Are you mad?”

“Merely observant,” Maera replied. “You want to wager on this too?”

“I do not.” He was affronted. And bewildered. He took another look at their leader, who gave no indication that he felt anything other than calm concentration. “The man’s an icicle, Maera. You are mad. The dragonsayer? The girl’s half dervish. Kael is... Kael is...”

He paused, at a loss for words as he studied Maera. He’d always thought perhaps there was something between the spy and his leader, he wanted to say, but he didn’t say it. Maera was a woman with many rumors about her love life, most of which were probably started by herself and most of which were probably not true.

“The human heart can surprise us,” Maera said with the air of a sage. “Not that it should be surprising to anyone that he would come to care for her. She has spirit and fire. He needs those things. He is, as you say, an icicle. Someone like Briand could thaw him. Draw him out from himself. Challenge him to be better.”

“Kael doesn’t need to be better,” Nath said loyally. “He’s perfectly fine.”

Maera hummed under her breath, still smiling obnoxiously.

She was mad. Nath shook his head, muttering to himself. Kael, in love with the dragonsayer. “And does the guttersnipe know this crazy theory of yours? What do you think she’d say to it?”

Maera gave a low laugh. “What do you think?”

“I think she’d threaten to cut you with her dagger until you recanted and apologized for making up nonsense,” Nath said. The horse tried to drag the wagon off the path and into a patch of tall grass, and he yanked the reins to the right to keep the animal straight. The horse managed to snag one mouthful, and snorted as if triumphant. Maera laughed.

“There are rumors about you and the general,” he commented, just to see what she’d say.

“I believe we were discussing Kael’s personal life, not mine,” Maera responded with another enigmatic smile. She returned to her reading, and Nath continuing driving the wagon, a million thoughts bickering in his head.



~



Jade led Auberon and Briand to the glass room Briand had seen when they’d approached the house. The glass walls were tinted a dusky green, and the pink and brown floor tiles spiraled in a pattern of curling roses. A delicate wooden writing desk stood in one corner, and from the ceiling hung dozens of pots, suspended by golden chains and overflowing with trailing vines. The air was hot and fragrant.

“Here,” Jade said. “If I have to dream something again and again, I’d rather not be in that dreary library.”

Auberon strode inside and went to a wardrobe that stood against one wall. He opened it and withdrew a silvery gray cloak—Briand supposed they must have dozens of the things. He pulled the flour-covered baker’s tunic over his head, revealing a bare chest with taut muscles and toned arms. She averted her eyes as he pulled the cloak on and combed some of the flour out of his hair with his fingers.

“Here,” Jade said, tossing him a cloth. “Wipe off your face. I can’t take anything you say seriously with you looking like... like that.” She stripped off her gloves and tucked them into the belt of her dress, then gazed speculatively at Briand. “She isn’t going to make a dragon appear and burn the house down when we take that collar off, is she?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Briand said.

Auberon grimaced. “It certainly felt like that the last time.”

Jade’s eyebrow shot to her hair. “The last time? Brother—did you see a dragon?”

Auberon rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s a rather long story.”

“Not very long,” Briand said. “I almost burned him to death with a dragon. He thought he’d captured us, but he was wrong. The expression on his face when the dragon breathed its fire on them... It is one of my fondest memories.”

Jade’s eyes widened, and Auberon ground his teeth together. “She exaggerates. It will be fine.” He gave Briand a look that promised death. She smiled at him even as she chastised herself inwardly for letting her enjoyment of goading him get in the way of her plan to gain information—and healing. She was too reckless.

“I won’t call any dragons,” she promised.

Jade exhaled. “Somehow I don’t feel deeply reassured, but I suppose we don’t have the luxury of much choice, do we? You want me to heal her, you said?”

“Please,” Auberon replied. He stripped off his gloves.

A knot of nervousness tightened in Briand’s stomach. She reached up to touch the collar, and the metal was smooth and warm beneath her fingertips. “How do you unlock it?”

“Ah, not for you to know, dragon girl,” Auberon said. He approached her and reached out, his hands settling against the metal around her neck. The warmth of the metal increased, and Briand hissed in pain as the collar scalded her skin.

It came apart in two pieces. Auberon tossed it aside and put both hands on her shoulders.

“What do you feel?” he asked, holding her gaze with his own.

Her vision darkened, and her legs grew limp. Auberon caught her as she staggered, but Briand quickly regained her footing and stepped away from him. Her head had begun to ache, and darts of pain prickled down her spine and arms.

“It hurts,” she said.

“Hurts?” Jade asked.

“She’s had no training,” Auberon said. “She’s been killing herself with the magic, wielding it in ways that overtax her body. She’s been having headaches, nosebleeds, fainting spells.”

Jade nodded, arms folded. “Ah. Like a goad.”

“A goad?” Briand was getting tired of always having to ask for clarification.

“Among the Seekers, some push their bodies beyond what they are capable of in search of greater power. They’re called goads. Goading can lead to permanent damage or death,” Jade explained. She looked at Auberon. “How bad is it?”

“Reversible, I think. You’ll have to see for yourself. She has a talisman now, at least.”

“She didn’t have a talisman?” Jade looked aghast.

“Are we going to attempt this or not?” Briand demanded. Her head throbbed, and the necklace that was her talisman felt hot against her skin where it lay hidden beneath the baker’s disguise. She was dizzy. She hadn’t felt this poorly when she’d been kidnapped. Why did she feel so now?

She reached out with her mind, a tentative tap into the expanse, and a flare of power blistered across her mind. She gasped, grabbing her head.

The two Seekers looked at her with concern and alarm.

“What?” Auberon was at her side, tipping her chin up to look at her eyes as if he expected them to be rolling back in her head. He relaxed when she glared back at him instead. “What did you do?”

“Is she trying to call dragons?” Jade said, alarmed.

“No dragons,” Briand gritted out. “But... something... something here is hurting me. Some immense power. It’s practically shouting at me. Is it the Citadel?”

Auberon’s brows knit together. “I haven’t the faintest idea what kind of effect the Citadel might have on you. Perhaps?”

“Can you feel it?” She scanned their faces.

Jade and Auberon shook their heads.

She curled her fingers around her ears as if that could block the pulse of power that was jolting through her like jagged glass.

“Dragon girl,” Auberon said. When she didn’t respond, he said,  “Briand.” 

She looked at him.

“Breathe,” he whispered. “Fill your lungs and then let it out slowly. Feel the air leaving your body. Focus on that.”

She did as he said, inhaling sharply as another jab of pain shot through her mind.

“Breathe,” Auberon repeated.

The pain lessened slightly, and she sucked in another lungful and let it hiss out over her teeth. She felt dizzy.

“That’s good.”

Briand kept breathing, in and out. The Seeker nodded at his sister.

Jade stepped to Briand’s side as if approaching a wild animal. She reached out one black-nailed hand and pressed it against Briand’s forehead. Her fingers were cool, and their touch sent a tingle of icy power down the side of Briand’s face and across her cheek.

Jade gasped, and Briand closed her eyes as a flood of memories shot into her head. The garden she’d seen in Auberon’s head earlier, this time in winter, with ice on the trees. She saw Auberon as a little boy, weeping. On its heels came a memory of a woman, her lips painted golden and her eyes soft, sad shadows. Then another memory of a classroom in a room with a ceiling that stretched high above the students’ heads, and their voices echoed. A teacher with a long switch in his hand barked, “Jade! Come here!” Fear shot through her, and then another memory rushed over it, and she saw a man standing outlined against a window, his back to her. He turned, and he couldn’t breathe. It was Drune. 

Jade withdrew her hand, and Briand stumbled back and caught herself against the writing table. Her heart thudded. Her mind felt heavy and bloated with the influx of foreign memories, and nausea crawled in her throat. But she couldn’t see anything but Drune’s face in that memory.

“Impossible,” Jade was saying to Auberon. “I couldn’t heal her. I’m sorry. I couldn’t even get inside. Her mind is impenetrable.”

“I feared that might happen,” Auberon muttered.

Briand only half listened. She was shaking as though she’d glimpsed a ghost.

How did these people know Drune?

“In your memories,” Briand said. “I-I saw someone I know. A man called Drune. How do you know him?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jade said to her before turning back to Auberon. “Are you sure she’s telling the truth about seeing things?”

Briand grabbed Jade’s wrists, and another onslaught of memories poured into Briand’s head like a blast of cold water, drenching her. Drowning her. Greff, his eyes red with tears as he begged her to listen. Auberon, cold and unfeeling, standing without speaking as she raged and threw a glass against the wall. It shattered, and a splatter of wine hit his cheek and dripped down like blood. He reached up to flick the droplet away with one gloved hand, and then he said her name. “Jade.” She calmed at his voice, and then the sobs started. 

 “I can’t,” she said. “I can’t lose the only person who loves me.” 

Auberon turned and disappeared from the room without responding, and she gathered up her rage and hurt like the slippery folds of a gown and stuffed them deep into her chest. 

The world rushed back into focus as Jade shoved her away. Briand caught herself against the wall.

“Never touch me like that again,” Jade snarled.

“I saw Greff,” Briand said. “Begging you for something. He was crying. And then, I saw you throw a glass at Auberon’s head. Wine got on his cheek.”

Jane’s eyes widened.

“I wasn’t aiming for him,” the Seeker woman whispered as if reliving the incident in her mind. “I was angry, that was all. I was incensed at him for...” She didn’t finish that thought as she stared at Briand in shock. “So it’s true,” she said. “Astonishing. Does anyone else know?”

“Only you,” Auberon said.

Jade paced. She raised her fingertips to her head as if she could feel where her memories had leaked out. She exhaled heavily.

“Now what?”

“Now,” Auberon said, “we figure out how to duplicate her power.”

“No,” Briand said sharply. “We figure out how to keep me from dying.”

Auberon turned his gaze to her and flexed his fingers. “We do things the way I say, dragon girl.”

She bristled inside, but she fought to contain her anger. Jehn. What would Jehn do? Jehn would play dumb. That was not useful. Kael—now Kael would purr out a challenge, mild and still somehow spitting steal. Or Maera. Maera’s eyes would flash like fire, but her voice would be cold and even.

She swallowed and summoned her best impression of her friends’ calm demeanors. “Is that a threat, Auberon?”

Her use of his name made him flinch as if she’d slapped him. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jade straighten with interest.

Briand continued in the silence, “You will get no cooperation from me if you don’t first fix whatever is making my head feel like it has a boiling cauldron inside it.”

Auberon recovered himself and drew up straight. His nostrils flared in anger as he strode across the room until he was nose to nose with her. “You do not make the plans.”

“I am not your puppet,” she said. Her temper flared again, and she fought to keep it contained. She pictured in her head again what Kael would do. How he’d been with her uncle, or his father, or Garrick. How he would stand straight but not stiff, how his face would stay utterly neutral—but somehow, a quiet threat would be written in his eyes.

“I told you before. I am not your pawn.” She spoke quietly, but with as much power as she could put into her words.

Auberon’s fingers clenched and unclenched. He whirled and stormed from the room, slamming the door behind him.

“Well,” Jade remarked in the ringing silence that followed. “You must be hungry. Would you like something to eat?”



































CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

BRIAND DIDN’T RESIST when Jade put the collar back on her. The rush of relief at the cessation of the pain brought tears to her eyes even though she pretended she didn’t feel much difference. Jade then led Briand to a room with slits for windows and a massive bed with clawed metal feet and told her to change her clothing and wash her face because, as Jade put it, “The servants are going to have questions if we have a baker wandering around in the guest suite.”

Briand stood in the middle of the room, feeling small and tired. Jade watched her from the doorway.

“He has a terrible temper,” she said. “But so did his grandfather. He comes by it honestly, I suppose.”

“Do you have a terrible temper too?” Briand eyed her, wondering if every person in this house would explode at the slightest provocation.

Jade made a sound in her throat that might have been a laugh. “I am not related to the man by blood. Ari and I have the same mother, different fathers.”

Interesting. But not relevant to the situation. She needed to stay focused.

“When are you going to teach me the things I need to know to keep from dying?” Briand asked.

Jade glanced at the clock. “I’ll have dinner sent up, and we can try some things tonight. I don’t know how long Auberon will sulk, but we can do what we like in the meantime.”

Exhaustion lay like bricks on Briand’s shoulders. Her eyes felt full of grit, her feet throbbed. But she nodded. She had to learn whatever she could. She had no time to be tired.

Jade left, locking the door behind her.

She sent some clothing via a servant an hour later, and Briand bathed out of a brass basin and dressed in the gown Jade had provided—a Tasnian gown with four tiers of skirts with heavy beadwork embellishing the hem of each tier. She felt as though she were dressed in armor. Heavy, impractical armor that made it difficult to move. After she’d dressed, she scoured the room for something that might serve as a knife.

Auberon was being a temperamental ass, and she was in a Seeker’s house and feeling like a mouse in the den of a snake. The Citadel was a stone’s throw away from her window.

She needed to be prepared.

The bureau beside the bed had a broken drawer, and Briand snapped off the wooden back and sharpened the wood into a point against the clawed foot of the bed. She brushed the shavings into the shadows and slid the improvised weapon into her bodice.

Now, if only she had some trousers.

The memories she’d pulled from Jade’s mind kept blooming fresh in hers—the raw pain of loss laid heavy on her mind, mingling with her emotions about Kael and making her feel muddled and depressed. And the memory of Drune gnawed at her. How did Jade know him?

A soft knock at the door announced Jade’s return. She unlocked it and slipped inside, a silver tray balanced in her hand. She wore a gown of deep purple hung with pearls, also tiered, with short capped sleeves and gloves that went to her elbows. She glittered in the dim light as she moved across the room to set the tray down.

“How do you like the gown?” she asked when she turned around. “It looks nice enough on you.”

Briand pursed her lips, wondering how to ask for trousers in a way that would not get her refused. “Do all Seekers dress so... opulently?” She edged close to the food tray and wondered if she ought to wait for Jade to eat or simply take what she’d like. She was famished.

“Opulently?” Jade smiled at that. “You mean your dress? It’s a simple dinner gown. It only has four tiers, and some light beadwork.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “I once attended a dinner in which a woman wore a dress with eleven—yes, eleven—tiers, each one of them loaded with silk flowers and vines. She had a stuffed fox sewn on her shoulder. I don’t know how she could move about, and it was only a simple dinner! The balls get ridiculous.”

Balls, dinners. This wasn’t how she had pictured the Seekers when she’d thought of them. “You’re different than I imagined,” she commented, and risked reaching for a piece of what looked like sausage, although it was shaped like a star.

Jade laughed. “Did you think us all cackling in a dungeon somewhere while we chanted over a pool of blood?”

“Something to that effect, yes.” It was indeed a sausage. She selected another, since Jade made no objection.

“Those are usually eaten with forks,” Jade observed.

Briand found the utensil and fell to eating.

Jade watched her eat, bemused. “Some in the order are rather austere, I’ll grant you, with their stone towers and vows of silence, but many of us see ourselves as Tasnians first. We want normal lives. We don’t particularly like being feared and hated.” She sighed. “Some of us, at least.”

“And Auberon?”

Jade smiled wistfully. “Ari—if you tell him I told you so, I’ll deny it—Ari wanted to be a painter as a boy. He loved to mix mud in the garden to make tints, and he cut hair off the cat to make brushes when his grandfather denied him them.”

“And then?” Briand asked. She had seen bits and pieces of it when he’d allowed her access to his memories, but there was still so much she didn’t understand.

“And then.” Jade sighed and picked at the food on the tray Briand had left. “And then he was found to have great power. It surprised everyone, including him. He was immediately apprenticed to a powerful Seeker to be molded into the grandson his grandfather always wanted. Of course, with my brother, things rarely go quite the way anyone intends. He resists molding.” She said this with an affectionate smile. “I suppose that is what saved him. His rebellious streak, his ‘laziness’ as his grandfather said. His powers ensured him a place high in the order, but he was not at the top. No, he didn’t decide he wanted to be there until later, when his grandfather died and he realized what he could actually be and do if he tried.”

Briand wanted to know more, but Jade brushed off her hands and said brightly, “Shall we see what we can accomplish?”

Without waiting for an answer, Jade stripped off her gloves and approached Briand, who took a rapid step back.

“I’m just going to take off that collar,” Jade said. “You can’t very well practice with it on.”

She put her hands on the collar. It grew warm for a moment before coming apart in two pieces as it had before. Immediately, the throbbing began in Briand’s head as it had before. Why did the Citadel produce such agonizing power in her head? It was not due to a living thing, like a dragon. There were no thoughts to harass, no perspective to fall into. Simply a raw surge of beating, crackling power.

She breathed deep as Auberon had instructed earlier while Jade set the pieces of the collar on the bed and then paced a circle around Briand.

“First lesson,” Jade said. “And I truly mean the very first. I am going to assume you’ve had no instruction, so I’m starting at a child’s level.” She paused. “Close your eyes.”

Briand closed her eyes. The back of her neck prickled in anticipating of a knife in the back, but Jade only said, “Now, reach out with your mind. If you were one of us, we’d have to do this with your fingers against my forehead. As you are not one of us... what exactly can you do?”

Briand cast a net with her mind for some flicker of awareness to connect with. Little shivers of thoughts darted through her consciousness like fish fleeing a hand plunging into a lake. One was closer and stronger than the rest. A slippery, dark stream of thoughts that she could best describe as wet. Touching this mind with hers sent a slice of pain through her skull like the blow of an axe. She hissed through her teeth as her legs buckled.

Breathe.

BREATHE.

“I found something,” she said. “It seems... wet. Monstrous, but in a smallish way.”

“Probably a watergrog,” Jade said. “They live in the river. Eel-like, lots of teeth.”

Briand got a good grip on the mind of the thing, which was no small feat.

“What’s next?” she asked through gritted teeth.

Jade touched her shoulder, and she jumped.

“Breathe,” Jade advised. “You’re in pain because you injured yourself. You’ve been forcing the magic. You could do irreparable damage if you do not learn the correct way.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“In your mind’s eye, draw a circle,” Jade said. “Right now, if your abilities are anything like a Seeker’s, the power is radiating through your mind without focus, like an uncontained forest fire. It shoots through your whole body, spreading and building on itself and consuming you. You’re channeling immense power; you have to create a safe place to keep it or you’ll destroy yourself. So, draw a circle.”

Draw a circle? This didn’t make sense. Briand felt her irritation rising along with her pain, but she tried to do as Jade instructed. She thought of a circle, scratched on paper with a piece of charcoal.

Her head was still throbbing. She groaned, raising both hands to her forehead.

Jade studied her. “You aren’t doing it correctly, I can tell. Feel it in your head like a... like a scarf. Like a blanket. Draw it around you. Feel it flutter. Imagine it as real as you can. See the texture. Listen to the sound of it flapping in the wind.”

Scarf. Blanket. She imagined it, a swirling silk scarf trailing around her in a lazy loop.

“Now, turn the scarf to steel. Make it into a wall. Focus as you do it. Bring the magic here.”

Briand imagined the scarf crystalizing, growing rigid and strong, the edges sliding down like dripping molten metal to puddle on the floor in her mind, leaving a hollow center. She imagined the howling pain going into the circle, and something in her head tugged hard. A shock ran along her limbs, making the air on her arms rise as the magic sucked into the place she’d drawn for it and coiled there, a contained storm churning and circling inside its cage.

She opened her eyes in astonishment. The pain had lessened dramatically. She exhaled, her muscles loosening.

Jade was smiling. “I can see you succeeded. Very good.”

They continued to practice for several hours until Briand was exhausted. Jade called a pause for lunch, and they went together in search of food. Jade almost forgot to reattach the collar, but she remembered, and did so almost apologetically.

“We can’t completely trust you yet,” she said, biting her lip as she brought the pieces together.

Briand wondered if she could overpower this girl using her makeshift knife.

But it wasn’t time for that yet.

They ate baked fruit drizzled with honey, and a vegetable pie baked in a flaky crust. Delicious, but not as good as the food Greff had made. Jade seemed in good spirits, and even laughed once. Briand decided to try asking again about Drune.

“I saw a man I knew in your memories,” she said around a mouthful of crust. “Dark brown hair, short beard, piercing eyes.”

“You’ve just described half of Tasglorn,” Jade said. “What else did you see?”

“Not much. He was standing in front of a window.”

“Well,” Jade said wryly, “that rules out all the men I’ve ever only conversed with outside and in windowless rooms. It’s a pity I can’t take memories from your mind. Then I could tell you.”

As she had been eating, the headache had returned as her control dissipated, so when they’d finished, Briand practiced again at building a place in her mind for the magic to go. After another few hours, she could think of nothing but lying down and shutting her eyes.

“The art of magic takes as much energy as any physical activity,” Jade explained, keeping pace with Briand as she stumbled toward the bed. “Sleep now. We can try again tomorrow.”

There had been no sign of Auberon, and though Jade said nothing, it was obvious that she was angry about his absence.

Briand had much to ponder, but after Jade put the collar back around her neck, she only managed to pull back the blankets and sink into bed before she was fading into sleep.

As she slept, she dreamed that she was a watergrog, swimming deep in the dark, cold waters of the river. Thick tangles of roots and river reeds brushed her long, scaly body as she swam. Pale rocks appeared in the gloom of the murky water—an island? She swam the length of it, looking for fish to eat. At the base of the rocks, the sand was littered with broken statues covered in algae and silt. At one point, she found a cave and darted inside, and the cave had a spiraling length of stone stairs leading up out of the water, but no fish.

She kept swimming, looking for fish, seeing flashes out of the corner of her eyes that turned out to be only flickers of sunlight. She finally spotted a fish and chased after it only to become caught in a tangle of seaweed.

Briand woke with the morning sun in her eyes and the blankets wrapped around her legs. Her head felt as if it had been stuffed with cotton and her whole body ached. She rolled out of bed with a groan and went to the slitted window to peer at the outside world. The dream hung in the back of her mind, reminding her of the things she still needed to accomplish.

A pounding at the door stirred her from her contemplation. Auberon?

She steeled herself for confrontation.




































CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE KNOCKING TURNED out to be only a servant delivering breakfast. After she ate, Jade arrived, and they spent the morning practicing what she’d learned the day before. After several hours, Briand was again exhausted, and her head throbbed, but the headaches were not so jarring when she reached out and felt the brush of a watergrog’s mind at the edge of her awareness.

Jade put the collar back on when they’d finished. “I’ll get some books for you to read,” she said. “They might give you more insight. In the meantime, you ought to nap. You look exhausted.”

Jade wasn’t wearing her gloves, and the edge of her sleeve slipped up as she withdrew her arm, revealing the odd-shaped scar on her wrist that had given Auberon such consternation the day they’d arrived.

“What is that?” Briand asked.

She expected the young woman to refuse to explain, but after a pause, Jade replied, “A punishment.”

Briand waited for her to say more. Jade cast her gaze down and swallowed, her throat bobbing. “A member of our family did a great wrong among the Seekers. He fled afterward and has not been found. As he is not here to be punished, they punished me instead. They branded me, a mark of disloyalty and treachery, before a hall of witnesses, after wringing the memories from my head forcibly to prove I was not treacherous myself. It was all just part of the punishment, naturally. They made it all as painful and humiliating as possible.” Her cheeks colored at the memory. She suddenly seemed fragile, delicate.

“I’m sorry,” Briand said, and found that she was.

“I sent word to Ari, as he was away at the time. Traveling with a Cleric in the wildlands, hoping to gain some political clout for his service. Looking for you,” she mused.

Briand wondered what Jade knew of that endeavor.

“Anyway, the ordeal enraged Ari enough that he began to look deeper into some of the questionable things we’ve always heard about the sitting council and their methods. They are deeply corrupt.” She sighed. “And now, our family is under suspicion. If they discovered what Ari knows, they would kill him.”

“Could you two just disappear? Go to one of the southern countries? Sell this house and start a new life with the profits?”

Jade picked up her gloves and turned them over in her hands. “Seekers are not beloved in most places. There are some who have left the order, but I cannot fathom that we ever would. No, we both would rather stay and see things change. See punishments meted out and justice served.”

After that, she fell silent as if she’d said too much, and then she opened the door and bade Briand to get more rest.

Before she closed the door behind her, Briand heard Auberon’s voice at the landing.

He’d finally returned.



~



A servant girl delivered a meal to her room later, and Briand was relieved that she wouldn’t have to sit through a tortured meal with Auberon still seething at her.

The sunlight coming through the slit in the wall turned orange, and then purple with twilight. Finally, a knock sounded at the door.

When she opened it, Auberon stood on the other side, sans his silver cloak, wearing only a shirt and trousers of rich black fabric with a subtle gold sheen in the weave. Gloves covered his hands as always, these ones thinner than his usual leather and made from a golden silk with the same faint sheen as his shirt. His face was free of flour, his hair washed. In his hand, he carried a candelabrum to light the dark corridor.

They looked at each other, and Briand waited for him to speak.

“I’m not used to having allies,” he said finally. “I apologize again for my anger. This is new territory for me.”

“No allies? What about your Seeker friends?”

Auberon laughed, a low and bitter sound. “Seekers do not have friends.”

She blinked. Someone even more pathetic than she had been as Pieter’s rejected, guttersnipe niece. She felt... pity.

“Come,” he said finally. “I have something for you.”

Something in the tone of his voice made her pause to search his face.

“A gift,” he said. “A gesture of goodwill.”

Mystified and apprehensive, Briand followed the Seeker into the hall. Jade was nowhere to be seen.

“What is this?” she demanded, catching up to his long strides.

He didn’t look at her. His face, lit by the glow of the candles, held a strange excitement.

A flutter of nerves darted through Briand’s stomach. “What is this?” she asked, quieter now.

Auberon put a finger to his lips.

He led her down a curving staircase of stone and stopped at a wooden door inlaid with brass filigree. With a flourish, he opened it.

Briand hesitated, and then stepped into the room. A fire glowed at the back, giving a soft orange glow to the paneled walls and bookcases. The light flickered over a floor of polished stone. Two chairs of striped red wood sat like thrones before the hearth. A second door, narrow and crossed with bands of metal, was set deep in the far wall. Two slitted windows revealed a starless night sky. A silver robe hung from a hook by the door, and Auberon pulled it on over his black garments and pulled up the hood.

Briand watched, perplexed and a little afraid.

Auberon was twitching with excitement. He crossed the room and motioned for her to sit. He picked up a bell on the mantle over the fire and rang it. Anticipation lit his eyes as he took the second seat as if he were about to watch a play.

The sound echoed, and footsteps scraped at the second door. The hinges creaked as the door opened with a groan, and a guard entered, holding a bent figure in a hooded green cloak by the elbow. He flung his prisoner down and stepped back.

Auberon leaned forward and crooked his finger. The guard pulled back the figure’s hood, revealing dark hair, a beard. A man.

Shock broke over Briand like cold water as she recognized her uncle, Pieter Varryda.





































CHAPTER TWENTY

PIETER VARRYDA LOOKED at Auberon, his eyes wide with terror.

“Please,” he begged, bringing his hands up in supplication. “Please let me go. I’ll pay whatever you want. I’ll tell you anything. Please—”

“Do you know who I am?” Auberon purred. He was wearing his role of Seeker again, and Briand was startled at the difference. He was cold, impartial, sneering.

“Yes,” Pieter breathed. “Please, I have done nothing.”

Auberon laughed, and it was a terrifying sound, a practiced tone meant to elicit panic from the ones who heard it. That laugh promised pain and horror unimaginable. “Nothing? Nothing, he says. What do you think, Briand?”

At her name, Pieter turned and caught sight of her.

She was frozen. She had not laid eyes on her uncle since she’d been banished to certain death in the wild lands, and now here he was, like a ghost from a dream, sniveling on his hands and knees before her. Her thoughts tangled and knotted, her words dried up.

“I think,” Auberon said, “that you’re a cruel, cowardly man. I think you deserve to suffer for what you’ve done.”

He reached out one gloveless hand. Pieter screeched.

Briand wanted to say something, but she couldn’t move. Her tongue felt like lead, her arms and legs ice.

Auberon’s hand closed over Pieter’s wrist. Her uncle threw his head back and cried out in anguish.

“You sniveling insect,” Auberon snarled. “You would torment a helpless child because of your selfishness and greed?”

“I’m sorry,” Pieter sobbed. “Whatever I’ve done, I’m sorry.”

“Whatever you’ve done?  Do you still not see your misdeeds?”

Auberon’s hands tightened on his wrist, and Pieter shrieked. “Please! I’m sorry, please!”

She stood, blood rushing to her head. “Stop.”

Auberon looked at her, breathing hard, eyebrows lifted in surprise. Her uncle was still crying and thrashing.

Briand stood with her fists clenched, facing him, a flush of fury rushing across her cheeks. “Stop!”

“But why?” Auberon demanded.

“Stop being the monster they made you into!”

At those words, Auberon let go.

Her uncle curled into a ball on the floor, weeping openly.

“You’re angry at me,” Auberon observed. “Isn’t this what you want?”

She was angry. He was right. She was furious and she didn’t know why. She hated her uncle. He was a wretched man. He’d treated her cruelly when she was in his care. He’d stolen her inheritance from her. He had almost sent her to her death. But she was furious as she watched this scene before her. Furious at Auberon. This was not who she wanted to see, after witnessing his memories of his own torment and alienation at the hands of his grandfather. This bitter angel of destruction, rendering punishment upon a howling, weak, ruined man. For her uncle was ruined. The estate was burned. He was here in Tasglorn, but he was surely bereft.

“I...” she began. Her thoughts curled, muddled. She stared down at her uncle, huddled on the carpet before them making retching noises. “No doubt he deserves it, but... but I don’t want you to be a monster.”

Auberon stared at her.

The silence thickened. Pieter’s sobs quieted.

“Get out,” he said.

Briand rose, but he stopped her with an outstretched hand.

“Not you. Him.”

Pieter stumbled to his feet. He looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time, and his gaze lit on Briand for the first time. He gasped.

“You,” he said with alarm and confusion. “What...? How...? But you were banished. You are supposed to be d—er, in the wild lands...” He turned his head from her to Auberon, as if trying to determine if she were another prisoner or if she were a Seeker. He couldn’t seem to parse the connection no matter how hard he tried.

“Clearly I am not dead.” Briand clenched both hands into fists, wishing that he was still sobbing instead of looking at her like she was a piece of dung that someone had wiped on the carpet.

“I don’t understand,” Pieter said.

“That’s common with fools,” Auberon muttered.

“After you left, the steward vanished too, and Bran. Bran did this,” he spoke as if to himself.

“Do you even know where Bran is?” she demanded.

Pieter considered his answer. “My son is dead,” he said finally.

The words hit her like a slap to the face. Bran, who had sacrificed so much, disowned by his own father.

She dared not say anything about Bran’s situation or whereabouts with a Seeker in the room. She bit her tongue as a flush of anger heated the back of her neck.

Pieter scrutinized her, taking in the collar, her dress. After gaping for another moment in astonishment, he arranged his features in an oily grin, the kind he used to bestow upon visiting noblewomen. As if he understood her circumstance and found it exploitable.

“Niece,” he said. “I was always good to you. Please... save me.”

She drew back with a noise of derision. “Liar. You were horrible to me.”

“Horrible? Niece. You misremember. You have forgotten all of the things I did for you.”

“I have forgotten nothing,” she said flatly. “You let your guards and servants abuse me. You denied me my rightful inheritance. You turned me out of my own home.”

His tone turned wheedling. “I gave you shelter when no one else would. I gave you chance after chance. You were a wild thing then. Young, impulsive. I see time has tempered you.” His smile tugged into a leer. “You look more like your mother than ever.”

Briand leaned close so that they were nose to nose. She glared at him with her witching eyes, the ones he hated and feared. “The same mother you called a whore?”

He dropped the act and stared up at her with fear and hatred mingled in his eyes. “I should have banished you to the wild lands earlier.”

“And you want me to have mercy on this man?” Auberon said to Briand. He lifted a finger to signal to his guard. “Get him out of my sight.”

“Wait,” Briand said.

The guard paused. Auberon watched her. “A change of mind?”

“I want you to do one thing for me first,” she said.

“And what is that?” the Seeker purred.

She faced Pieter again. She wanted to see his expression when she said the words.

“I’ve always wondered about my father’s death. It was... suspicious. Can you find the truth for me?”

Pieter went white.

A smile carved itself in Auberon’s face. He reached out his long fingers again.

“No!” Pieter cried. “Niece—I always cared for you—”

Auberon’s hand closed over the nobleman’s forehead, and he jerked as if he had been burned. He fell silent, his arms twitching, his whole body shivering. He was rigid beneath Auberon’s touch.

Auberon closed his eyes and made a soft sound of effort. His shoulders tightened, and he exhaled and withdrew his hand. Pieter lurched back, grabbing his head as he gave a grunt of pain. His eyes were unfocused. He tried to take a step toward Briand, but the guard stepped in front of him and laid a muscled arm down like a gate.

Auberon turned toward the fire. Briand stared at his back as the flames crackled, and Pieter’s breathing rasped behind her. Somewhere in the house, a door slammed.

“Well?” Her voice seemed a shout in the silence.

“It was poison,” Auberon said. “Slipped into your father’s drink.”

“Lies!” shouted Pieter. Spittle from his mouth landed on the guard’s cheek. The guard wiped it away without expression. “He’s telling lies!”

“He was in love with your mother, and he wanted the estate. So, he killed your father. Lamon, was that his name?”

“Yes,” Briand whispered.

“He killed your father, Briand.”

She turned back to Pieter, and he shrank back from the heat of her anger. She strode across the room and stood nose and nose with the shaking man she’d once called uncle. The man she’d once stood before and begged for her life.

“What is the punishment for murder?” She found her voice came out even. As if she were merely a bystander inquiring out of curiosity.

“Death by the method the murderer used,” Auberon replied.

“And he could be tried? Your word is evidence enough?”

“He’s lying,” Pieter tried again.

Auberon inclined his head in assent to Briand’s question. “It is enough to execute him.”

“Goodbye, Pieter Varryda,” she said.

The guard put his hands on Pieter’s shoulders.

“No,” her uncle cried. “No! Briand!”

The guard dragged him from the room, and Briand sank into the chair once more, shaken to her bones by what had just transpired. Sweat trickled down her back, and nausea prickled at the back of her throat.

Poison.

Her beloved father.

She closed her eyes. Her hands were shaking, so she knit her fingers together to keep them still. She was Briand Varryda, dragonsayer. A player in the game. She breathed deeply, filling her lungs with the cold air of the study. She could feel Auberon’s eyes on her even though hers were still closed.

“Where did you find him?” she asked. “I never told you my full name.”

“It was easy enough. He lives in Tasglorn now, on the west side of the city,” Auberon said. “You called him Pieter, and I knew you were from Kyreia, and that he was a nobleman. There are only four nobles from Kyreia named Pieter, and only one of them had a niece.” He said scornfully, “I think he wet himself when my men came for him. The coward.”

“Why?” she asked, opening her eyes again.

Auberon shook his head as if she asked nonsensical questions. “Why? Because he deserves it. He’s a wretched little man. He caused you great misery.”

“Why?” she repeated. It was almost a whisper.

Auberon’s gaze dropped. “I thought you would like it. It was, as I said, a gift.”

A gift.

Briand held his gaze, and something in his unsettled her. He looked at her as though he saw something unexpected, something he desperately wanted to decipher. She fumbled with her dress, wishing she had a knife to turn through her fingers.

She exhaled. “I’m returning to my room.”

Auberon accompanied her in silence, and when she was alone once more, Briand sat on the floor with her back against the wall and stared wordlessly at the ceiling until she fell asleep from sheer exhaustion.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THE NEXT DAY, Briand continued her practice of containing and managing her fractured power. This time, Auberon handled the instruction. They met in the room where Pieter had begged for mercy the night before, and the aura of that strange scene still clung to the walls and lingered in the air. At first, she didn’t want to look at the Seeker when he entered. The events of the night before still hung raw in her mind, leaving her feeling stripped and naked. She fussed with a parchment that she couldn’t seem to figure out how to read while. She wanted to ask about her uncle. She wanted to go back to her room.

The house steward knocked at the door. “I have looked over the week’s accounts, sir,” he said to Auberon.

Auberon gestured for the man to come forward, and he knelt at the Seeker’s feet. Auberon pressed a gloveless hand to the steward’s forehead. After a moment, he withdrew it and nodded.

“Thank you.”

The steward left.

“Briand,” Auberon said softly.

She looked up and caught his eyes, shocked at his use of her name. The vulnerability that glittered in his gaze shook her.

“What happened to my uncle?” she finally asked.

“I have reported his crime. He will be tried and executed.”

Her throat tightened as a dozen conflicting emotions rushed through her. Satisfaction, sorrow, guilt, rage, and strangely, fear. She didn’t know what she was afraid of as she looked at this Seeker before her and saw that he was pleased with what he’d done, unmasking a murderer and avenging her father.

But she knew it frightened her, whatever it was.

“Shall we begin?” he asked after another long and awkward pause. “First, I want you to show me what you’ve learned. The art of Seeking is a complex and difficult one.”

“It wasn’t so difficult,” Briand said. “Easier than calling up a dragon to breathe fire on you.”

Auberon’s mouth thinned, but she could tell he wasn’t as annoyed as he pretended. “I want a demonstration of what you believe you’ve learned.”

He took the collar off, his fingers cool where they brushed her neck. He was not wearing his gloves, she noticed.

As the pieces of metal separated, she felt the build of pain up in her head begin, like a howling wind looking for an escape. She breathed deep, rolling her neck to loosen the muscles, and pictured a scarf in her mind. She turned it to steel, but the image in her mind collapsed instead of forming a cage.

Auberon watched her intently, his expression one of frustration.

“If you were a Seeker and not the infuriating brand of thing that you are, I could see what you’re trying to do and tell you how you are doing it wrong.”

“If I were a Seeker, we wouldn’t be doing this,” she snapped. “Quiet—let me try again. I can’t think with you complaining in my ear.”

He crossed his arms and lifted a brow. “Do it again, then.”

But again, she failed. She growled in frustration and turned to Auberon, who was looking smug. “More difficult than you thought?”

“Be glad I don’t have a knife,” she shot back.

He chuckled and placed his fingertips on the table beside him. “Imagine your powers are like water. As one who has had their abilities activated, you have access to a veritable flood of magic. You are familiar with what happens when you are too long drenched in it without control. So, naturally, the first task to master is that of learning to control the flow. Having somewhere to put the extra magic so that you are not being torn apart inside by it.”

Briand pressed a hand to her head. “Is that what happens?”

“If not properly contained, the magic can tear apart the very cells of a user’s body,” he replied. “Young Seekers who grow too arrogant and ambitious are often found with blood coming from their eyes, nose, and mouth. Dead, of course.”

“I wonder that you never did,” she said. “Seeing as how you fit that entire description.”

“Is it arrogance if it’s true?” Auberon said.

“The lesson?” Briand demanded. Her patience with him was thinning.

“Jade attempted to teach you how to contain the flow. Building a reservoir is one way, though some prefer to think of their control as a dam.”

Briand tried that. She visualized a wall of stones, too high for the magic to flow over. Again, the headache lessened but did not vanish completely.

Auberon studied her expression. “Well?”

“I think it worked,” she said.

“Hmm,” he said, skeptical. “Next lesson. The talisman. If you are anything like a Seeker—and I rather suspect the two disciplines work similarly—you need multiple protocols in place to prevent your body systems from being overwhelmed and eventually damaged by the tremendous power you are wielding through them. The cage Jade taught you to make is one. A talisman is another basic component to help deflect and direct the power so it does not consume you. When you are controlling your magic, you let it out of its cage, its dam, so you need somewhere for the excess to go. The talisman is what you do with that. If you channel too much, you can break it.”

Briand put a hand up to the necklace at her throat. She thought of Sobin, who had left it to her before his death.

Auberon’s lip tugged down in a way that meant he was once again ruing the fact that he had no access to her mind.

She was learning to read him.

That fact unsettled her.

“Where’s your talisman?” Briand asked, looking him over any sign of one. He wore two rings, a slender gold band on his thumb and larger, gaudy red stone on his middle finger of the same hand.

Auberon’s lips flexed in a smirk. “I do not use one. They are a crutch for beginners.”

“And you are the finest Seeker in the land, of course.”

He arched a brow at her. “You should mind that tongue, dragon girl. One of these days you are going to use it against the wrong person, and they will cut it off.”

“My tongue has gotten me out of at least as much trouble as it’s gotten me into,” Briand fired back. “You ought to have a little respect for my tongue. It takes risks. One day it might have to talk the Monarchists out of killing you.”

He paused, giving her a startled look. Briand was as surprised as he was at the words she’d spoken. Where did they come from? Why was she even thinking of defending him in some future scenario? That was madness.

That would mean, on some level, that she saw him as an ally. Perhaps even a friend.

Absolutely not.

Madness.

Auberon cleared his throat. “The third component that all Seeker neophytes learn in order to control their power is how to focus it. Once it is contained when not needed to be in use, and deflected when in use—well, the remaining skill is to use it. Since we are using the metaphor of water, imagine turning the magic into ice. Freezing it so that you can manipulate it with precision.”

“Seems simple enough to master,” Briand said, but only to annoy him.

She succeeded. He flicked a glance at her and then stalked to the table. “Men and women have spent their lifetimes attempting to do so. I shall not be instructing you in that, however.”

“Afraid I’ll call another dragon down on you?”

He gave her a vicious grin in response. Another flip of foreboding darted in Briand’s stomach.

“What about the headaches, the dizziness, the nosebleeds? The damage that has been done?”

“Repairable with time and with mental discipline. You have learned bad habits with your abilities, and you will have to unlearn them,” Auberon said. “Containing the magic will, with time, allow your body to heal. I do not think you have done irreparable damage.”

The door opened abruptly, and Auberon turned, saying, “Jade, can you not leave me unbothered for one—”

He fell silent when he caught sight of who had entered.

The man was tall and gaunt. His skin stretched across his face like cheesecloth across a skull. His Seeker robe was such fine silver that it looked like white mist floating around his body. His gaze, yellowed and watery, latched onto Briand and sent a shudder through her, and he smiled crookedly, as if he sensed her discomfort and found it nourishing.

“Auberon,” he said. “I heard you had returned to the city.”

Auberon had gone still. The smile was gone, replaced with a cold formality undercut with a vague promise of danger. He steepled his fingers together as he faced the other man.

“Vizent,” he said in response. “How kind of you to call. I have been meaning to speak with you since I saw my sister.”

He said it with a growl, practically snarling on the word sister. The formality of their words was belied by the malice in their voices.

Vizent took a step into the room. “All loyal members of the order must make sacrifices at times in the interest of justice.”

Auberon inclined his head as if confused. “All? Or merely the weaker, disposable ones whose families have angered the highest ranking in the Citadel for one reason or another?”

“Careful, boy,” Vizent said. “You dance close to the edge of impropriety. Such crass accusations could land you before a review. Greater men than you have been punished for less.”

“Oh? You’d grant me the dignity of a reason? Jade didn’t have even that.”

“There were reasons,” Vizent replied. “Your father, for instance.”

Auberon’s eyes flashed with anger. “The man who sired me has nothing to do with this family. He is no relation to her.”

“But she has a relation to you,” Vizent said.

“And there it is,” Auberon snarled, dropping all pretense of politeness. “The truth. This is about an attempt to punish me. To intimidate me.”

Vizent paused before answering and peeled off one glove, revealing a skeletal hand with paper-thin skin and nails as black as pitch. He flexed his fingers as if he had merely removed the glove for comfort, but it was clearly a threat.

Auberon went still. He turned his head toward Briand, not looking at her but getting her attention all the same, and a hand of fear closed around her throat. She was not wearing the collar, so she was not betrayed as an enemy, but if this Seeker forced himself into Auberon’s mind, he would know exactly who—and what—she was.

She took a subtle step back, studying the exits. Two slitted windows too narrow to squeeze through, and the door the Seeker entered through.

Vizent ignored her, focusing on Auberon. The two men circled each other like lions, their hands at their sides, but their whole bodies tensed and ready to be used as weapons. The older man, despite his decrepit appearance, moved with sinuous speed. His eyes took on a glow.

Auberon was taut, his hands flexed and ready, muscles coiled like a snake primed to strike.

The makeshift knife Briand had fashioned for herself was still tucked into the bodice of her dress. She itched to reach for it, but she kept her hands at her sides.

Auberon plucked both gloves from his hands and laid them on the table. He waited, staring Vizent down.

“This is not finished,” Vizent said, before turning on his heel and leaving the room.

Auberon stared at the door as it closed behind him, his shoulders rising and falling with each breath he took.

“We’re running out of time,” he said without turning around. “We’re going to have to accelerate our plans.”

“What does that mean?” Briand said, fighting to keep her voice even as a creeping sense of panic prowled around the edge of her mind.

“It means it’s time for you to uphold your end of the bargain.”

She swallowed. Her end of the bargain. “And the rest of the lessons? You haven’t finished showing me what I need to know.”

“No more lessons for now,” he said, his expression hardening. He picked up the glove and pulled it onto his hand, adjusting the fit on each finger individually instead of looking at her.

“Auberon,” she said. “Wait.”

He only shook his head before he strode from the room.







































CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

“HERE IS THE situation,” Jade told Briand the next morning as they ate breakfast in a long hall with two dozen slitted windows letting in the bright morning light. “For us to learn how we might possibly duplicate your power, we need to have your blood examined.”

“My blood,” Briand repeated, keeping her face neutral.

Auberon’s gaze burned into her from where he sat.

“It’s a gamble,” Jade acknowledged, “but the Seekers have a device that analyzes their blood and gives information as to what they are best suited for within the hierarchy. Do you know the hierarchy?”

“Clerics, Hunters, Healers, and Sighted?” Briand remembered the lesson Kael had given her in the forest as they’d hidden from Hunters. It felt like an age ago.

“Yes,” Jade said, surprised. “That is correct.” She paused to take a bite of her eggs, her eyes straying to the window.

She was stalling.

“And where is this device?” Briand asked.

Auberon was the one to answer. “The Citadel.”

Briand let the silence stretch a moment. “And how,” she said, “do you propose to make that happen?”

“It should be easy enough to get you inside,” Jade said. “There are plenty of neophytes coming and going. Not every face is recognizable on sight. You could be a cousin of ours, visiting from the north.”

“You won’t be able to do that with my collar on,” Briand said. Her heart thudded as she said the words. Every muscle in her body felt taut.

Auberon laid down his fork. “No,” he agreed. “We won’t.”

They were all silent a moment, the same question reflected on each of their faces.

Did they trust her enough to take it off and walk straight into the heart of the Seeker stronghold?

“So this is why you have withheld the rest of the lessons,” Briand said.

“Merely a precaution,” Auberon said. “I need to know I can trust you when we go to the Citadel.”

“So you continue to assure my dependence on you.”

He ate another bite of breakfast without responding, but his gaze searched her face as if hoping to see something in her eyes. She didn’t know what.

They all fell silent a moment. It was odd—even Jade seemed glum. Perhaps Briand wasn’t the only one for whom the lines were becoming blurred.

“When?” Briand asked.

“Tomorrow,” Auberon said crisply.

“Then,” Briand said, her heart drumming, “You’d better tell me everything I need to know to make this work.”



~



After the old Seeker’s surprise appearance, Briand stayed in the farther recesses of the house, where she was unlikely to be seen by any visitors. She prowled Auberon’s library, although the most useful texts were all missing. She found several tomes on the history of the Seekers, but they were filled with words she couldn’t sound out. She cursed her sparse education and vowed to continue her reading lessons should she ever see Nath again.

Thinking of her friends filled her with a fierce longing that made her restless. She paced like a caged animal, going from window to window in an attempt to glimpse more of the city and the Citadel. The views from the house were mostly of the gardens that surrounded it, or the river. But one window afforded a perfect view of the towering structure that housed the Seeker device that they must gain access to.

She studied it, unease filling her chest like the sensation of drowning.

Footsteps alerted her to someone’s approach. She knew it was him somehow, and she didn’t turn to look.

Auberon stopped beside her, though the window was too narrow to look out. He leaned a shoulder against the wall. His gloved hands hung at his sides. Seekers rarely crossed their arms, she thought. They liked to have their hands always at ready.

“Nervous?” he asked.

“Are you?”

“At the prospect of walking a powerful enemy of my kind—her power unbridled—straight into the heart of the Seeker Citadel? Not in the least.” One corner of his mouth tugged up.

She returned her gaze to that dark finger of stone. “What did they do to her?” she asked quietly.

Auberon was quiet.

“They branded her,” he said after a moment’s pause. “They dragged her before a sham council, ripped off her gloves, and pressed a flaming brand to her skin marking her as a Scorned One.” He paused, lost in thought. “I’ve seen it done before to those who used their Seeker abilities for personal profit against other Seekers.”

“A Scorned One?”

“A Seeker who is no longer fit for service. She will never be accepted into a role again, not with that brand. And were she to leave the Seeker life entirely, she would be an outcast among anyone else in this land. So if she were not my sister and provided for by our family’s wealth, it would be, in effect, a sentence of poverty and shunning.” He sighed. “Since she was a little girl, Jade has desired to be a Healer. She had just completed her training. She was weeks away from her formal review and then she would have received her post. But now... Now she is a casualty to the politics of vindictiveness and greed.”

“I don’t understand,” Briand said. “Why did they brand her?”

“They did it to strike at me.” He stared darkly at the floor. “I’ve sought power, and gained friends in high places. Vizent, who you saw yesterday, is no friend of mine, and he and his ilk have been threatened by my gaining power. They are showing me that they can strike where it hurts. I am powerful, but Jade is a neophyte, and she is young and untested. The perfect prey for their twisted revenge.”

They both fell silent. The air between them was like a chasm suddenly, and Briand felt as if she stood on the edge of the cliff, the yawning distance below. Her heart drummed. She moistened her lower lip with her tongue. His words planted themselves in her mind, leaving her with questions. She found herself speaking before she fully thought through what she was about to say. The words leaped from her mouth.

“Is that all I am, then? An enemy?”

She stilled after asking the question, aghast and confused at her impulse to know.

Could she possibly see this Seeker as... as a friend?

Auberon raised his eyes. They were like dark pools. She could drown in those eyes, in that secret and unspoken pain.

“No,” he said. “My kind, yes. Not to me. You are a dragonsayer and I am a Seeker, but we are cut from the same cloth, dragon girl. We both know what it is to be rejected by those who ought to protect us, to be scorned by those who ought to love us. We both know what it is to be used—and abused—for what we are.”

Briand remembered the hungry nights, crying herself to sleep. The days when she dodged blows from the guards and endured the scorn and taunts of the kitchen maids. Tears stung at the corners of her eyes.

“Tell me,” he said.

She felt stripped naked. She swallowed. “I have felt so small for so long.”

He laughed, a forced exhalation of disbelief. “Trust me, dragon girl, you are the most feared thing in the Citadel. You are—”

“A great weapon. One that is breaking from the inside out.”

He reached out a hand, and she instinctively drew back. His hand hovered between them for a heartbeat, open, and he stared at it as if seeing it for the first time.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to alarm you. This hand is a wretched thing, isn’t it? Inflicting torture and torment at the command of the Citadel. Is it unable to give comfort?”

An unexpected anger took hold in Briand. Anger at the Citadel. Anger at the system that pitted people against each other from birth.

“You are more than your hand,” she said. “Just as I am more than my dragonsaying. We are more than simply tools in their arsenals, Auberon.”

He turned his hand over, then slid off the glove and looked at his smooth, bare flesh. His fingers were long and slender, a nobleman’s hands. The black fingernails glinted in the sunlight, and she was bold enough to ask a question that had been plaguing her.

“Why the black fingernails?” Briand asked.

Auberon flexed his hand. “The magic does it. The longer we use it, the darker they become.” His voice lowered. “Like talons on a dragon, I used to think when I was a boy. My grandfather’s hands frightened me.”

Without thinking, she reached out and touched his hand. Auberon stilled in surprise, and then he turned his wrist and caught her fingers with his. A cool rush poured through her, not the icy barrage she was used to, but a controlled memory.

She was small, frightened, standing in a round room with a floor of marble and sunlight pouring through windows set high above her. A man loomed before her, dressed in the gray of a teacher. He had a gray beard and eyes like stones. He bent down and pressed his hand to her face. Pain shot through her skull, and she screamed. 

The man slapped her. “Stop screaming, boy. You disgrace your family.” He lowered the hand again, and again the pain shot through her. It was unbearable. She writhed, trying to escape, sobbing. Nightmares cascaded through her, scenes of spiders and snakes, dark caves and glowing red eyes. Then she saw a woman, outlined in sunlight before she closed a door. A little girl—Jade?—lying lifeless on the ground with a pool of red around her body. 

The horrors went on and on until she was too exhausted to scream any longer. Drenched in sweat and shaking, she sank to her knees and hugged her legs to her chest. 

The man made a noise of disgust. “You are nothing,” he said, turning. The hem of his robe slapped her in the eyes, and she blinked to disguise her tears. 

The memory faded as Auberon lifted his fingers.

Briand stood still, the effects of the memory lingering. She was shaken by what she’d seen.

“That,” Auberon said softly, “is how the Seekers spark the powers of their young.”

“Torture?” Briand said, aghast.

Auberon nodded.

“How old were you?”

“I was seven years old,” he said softly. “Worse than the poisonous creatures and unknown dark was the idea that my mother might leave me, or that my sister might die. The initiator knew that, and he exploited it with relish. I didn’t sleep well for weeks after.”

“What happened after?” she asked. “He said you were nothing.”

Auberon let out a breath. “After he had completed the initiation, they waited three days and then another teacher did the assessment. When he touched me, my power almost threw him across the room. It was... unexpected by all. Immediately, I changed in my grandfather’s eyes. Now I was useful. Now I was no longer a shame to the family name. My grandfather finally had a use for me. It was not what I expected. Now, instead of being ignored, I was subjected to his scrutiny.”

“I can only imagine what my uncle would have done had he known my abilities,” Briand said. Most likely he would have sold her straight to the highest bidder—the Seekers.

Auberon seemed to sense the direction of her thoughts. He put his hand over hers again, and again she saw a memory.

She stood in a room with a vaulted ceiling and slitted windows that poured sunlight. In her hands she held a pair of gray gloves. A rush of bittersweet relief swept over her as she pulled them on. 

She was finally able to protect herself. 

By becoming one of the monsters. 

Auberon withdrew his hand, and Briand sat, shaken, understanding completely.

And wishing that she didn’t.



~



The wagon groaned as it struggled up the hillside. Nath ground his teeth together as he pushed from behind, Tibus and Kael beside him, their shoulders pressed against the back of the wagon. Maera was driving, and that sniveling Seeker-child was sitting beside her instead of helping.

Finally, the wagon lurched forward without their help as they reached the top of the hill. Nath wiped sweat from his face with the edge of his shirt as they fanned out to catch their breaths.

“Look,” Maera said, pointing to the horizon.

Nath looked.

A cluster of white and bronze shimmered at the place where the plains below met the sky.

Tasglorn.

“You owe me,” Maera said, her voice laced with satisfaction. “We’ll be there tomorrow. Six days, just as I said.”

Dread began to gnaw at Nath’s insides. He didn’t even care that he’d lost. He handed over the dubois without a word, his eyes fixed on that distant city. He could almost imagine that he could see the spire of darkness rising toward the sky. The Citadel.








































CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

THE NEXT MORNING, at first light, a carriage left Auberon’s family estate for the Citadel. Inside sat the esteemed Seeker, Lord Auberon, dressed in his rich velvet Seeker robes, the ones reserved for special occasions and visits to the Citadel, and on the seat across from him sat two women, similarly attired in robes of silvery crushed velvet. Both women wore their hoods up over their heads and half concealing their faces. Both women wore gloves that came to their elbows, even the tips of their fingers covered as was polite for Seekers to do when going out.

Briand shivered beneath her cloak, even though the fabric was rich and warm. Her neck felt exposed where the collar had been, and curiously naked. She felt whispers of thoughts brushing her mind as they proceeded toward the Citadel. Wet, dark thoughts curling and slipping beneath the river, and some high above in the air, and underneath them all that throbbing current of painful something that must be the Citadel. She drew a circle in her head and made it strong as steel, and stuffed as much of the power in the circle as she could, but still, the voices scraped at her like fingernails over the raw and unhealed wound that was her damaged mind.

As they passed a street, one mind in particular touched hers and made her sit up in surprise. Across the carriage, Auberon’s eyes found hers, and she leaned back and pretended that nothing was amiss, though her heart was pounding.

Fog from the river, thick and white, obscured the world in an eerie shroud. The sound of the horses’ hooves echoed weirdly in the mist, and lampposts and buildings emerged and then vanished again as the carriage passed.

Two statues of winged serpents coiling around stone gateposts rose from the fog like sentinels of doom.

The entrance to the Citadel.

They disembarked inside the gate, in a grand circle of cobbled stone ringed by stone walls. Guards made ghostly figures on the walls above them, their gray robes belted so that they had freedom of movement, and in addition to their ungloved hands they carried spears with wicked, pronged tips. They stared at the visitors coldly.

Briand started forward, but Auberon hooked her elbow with his hand and swung her around to face him. His face was set with an odd expression, a mixture of confidence and uncertainty, determination and fear. His gloved hand touched her chin.

“We work together, dragon girl,” he said in a voice too low for anyone else to hear. He raised his eyebrows as if it were a question.

“Together,” she agreed. His other hand was still on her elbow, and his fingers were hot instead of cool through the fabric. Her heart stuttered beneath that fierce gaze.

He brought his other hand up to her face, brushing her hair back. She was still. She didn’t know what to do, what to say. They searched each other’s faces as if looking for an answer neither of them knew.

Then Jade said, “Auberon,” and they both turned.

It was time.

The gatekeeper, a Seeker with only one eye, the other a puckered pink seam where the skin had been sewn together, took shape like a phantom from the fog, his robes billowing around him as he approached. He recognized Auberon and greeted him with a grave nod of the head. “Fair dawn,” he greeted them, running his eye over the two silent women who accompanied Auberon. “And who are you bringing with you into the Citadel, Lord Auberon?”

“My sister and a cousin,” Auberon replied. “My cousin has not been in Tasglorn in years, and she wants to see the statue gardens.”

Beneath her robe, Briand trembled. They had rehearsed this a dozen times, trying to account for each way the interaction could go. The gatekeeper could ask to read the minds of unknowns at his discretion, and if he did, all would be lost. If he remembered that Auberon had no female cousins, or if he grew suspicious at their nervousness, all would be lost.

But the gatekeeper only pressed his hands together in greeting to them. “May you enjoy your visit, my lord.”

The cloaked figures’ faces never changed expression as they swept toward the arching bridge that led to the Citadel proper.

The bridge curved over the river, rising out of the mist and into the bright sunlight of morning. It was built of gray stone like the tower, and statues—depicting famous and long-dead Seekers throughout the ages, Jade explained—lined the sides. Their cold, unseeing eyes seemed to stare down at the three as they crossed. Below, the river was hidden by fog, giving the feeling of walking above the clouds.

Around them flowed students, tutors, and other Seekers in their flowing robes of various shades and materials of gray.

“Students,” Jade said in a low voice as they walked, “wear the darkest gray, almost black, and their robes are always simple cotton. Graduates wear the lighter grays, and are allowed more freedom of fabric, and those with appointed positions wear silver hues. Those who are on the council and other higher seats wear the palest robes, made of saasa silk.”

The students walking on the bridge parted deferentially for Auberon and those with him. They cast down their eyes and pressed their palms together as he passed. Auberon gave them no notice.

At the end of the bridge stood a massive statue, her stone robes swirling and her arms outstretched to the sky.

“Seleone,” Jade whispered to Briand.

Briand gazed up at the looming figure. The mother of all Seekers looked contemplative rather than cruel in this depiction of her.

Then they were sweeping past the statue and into the Citadel. The doors swept open as if by magic, and the walls closed over the dragonsayer’s head like water as she drowned.

And she was inside the lair of her enemies.



~



Nath’s foreboding multiplied as Tasglorn grew closer. He had not been back to the capital since he’d fled with Kael’s help many years ago, and now the city loomed before him like something from his nightmares. His throat tightened as the familiar rooftops and spires appeared out of the mist from the river that cloaked the city.

The whole company was grimly silent at the approach. Crispin squirmed on the bench, his reluctance showing on his face as the city loomed. Tibus cleaned his sword again and again from where he sat in the back of the wagon. Only Kael and Maera seemed calm, but Nath knew their leader well enough to spot the tension in his hands as he guided the wagon through the gate into the merchant district.

The familiar dead trees that infested the city greeted them as they rolled through the near-deserted streets. Here, most of them had been cut back, but stubborn growth from the roots had made the road ripple and buckle in places. The wagon rattled over the bumps, and Tibus grunted something under his breath as his hand slipped on his sword.

They turned onto a side street and stopped beside the back of a bakery. The smell of fresh baking bread filled the air and made Nath queasy. Even the thought of food made him feel ill right now.

They climbed from the wagon as Kael rapped on the back door. It opened with a squeal of rusty hinges, and a robust, dark-haired woman, her face red from the heat of the ovens and her eyes shiny as two black river rocks, stuck her head out.

Kael spoke the words of the Monarchist code to her, his voice a low and unintelligible murmur. The woman nodded and jerked her head at the room behind her.

“Inside,” she said.

They obeyed except for Tibus, who stayed with the wagon.

Once inside, the woman led them through the kitchen and into a pantry, the shelves stocked with bags of flour and barrels of grain. She knelt and pulled a woven rug aside to reveal a trap door in the floor. She opened it. A ladder was visible, descending into darkness with a flickering glow at the bottom.

It looked like the mouth to an underworld.

“You’ll find what you need below,” she said.

“Thank you,” Kael said.

She nodded. “For the true prince.”

Nath was the last down the ladder. As he waited for the others to descend, he could hear the chatter of voices in the store as customers came and went. Then, Kael tapped his foot, and he crouched down and followed the rest of them down the ladder. The woman closed the trap door behind him, plunging him into darkness, and he heard the scrape of the rug being moved back over the door as he descended.

A lantern glowed on the ground of packed earth beside the bottom of the ladder. As Nath’s boots touched earth, he released the ladder and looked around.

He stood in a tunnel lined with torches. The air smelled like mud and dust. Shelves lined the walls beside the ladder, and Kael and Maera combed through the crates while Crispin stood by uselessly.

“Here,” Kael said, tossing Nath a silver robe.

Nath caught it reflexively. He stared down at the fabric, his stomach clenching at the sight of the thing. A Seeker robe.

“You be the master,” Kael said. “I’ll play the servant.”

A look passed between them, and Nath gave Kael a nod. He gathered the air in his lungs and put the robe on.

For her. He could do this for her.



~



Briand kept her features arranged in a neutral expression as she followed Auberon and Jade into the Citadel’s interior, but she wanted to stop and gape in astonishment at what she saw.

The tower was open to its pinnacle, with staircases spiraling around and around, higher and higher, as if up a mountainside. Electric lights glowed at intervals along the climb, and the effect was like a thousand stars in a vortex above her head. Pulleys rose in the center, carrying piles of books and other boxes, and at the top, she saw a glimmer of sunlight streaming through a pattern of stained glass.

“Stop staring; it’s conspicuous,” Auberon murmured at her shoulder, and she refocused her gaze on his back as he strode toward the bottom of the staircase leading upward.

Jade walked at her side, utterly silent, and when Briand looked at her, the Seeker woman’s expression was strained, her lips pale and pressed tightly together. She kept her robe tucked around her body as if to shield herself from any curious glances.

Voices rang out from the curved, pointed doorways they passed, and Briand caught glimpses of libraries, classrooms, and dining halls as they passed on their journey upward. In one room, students wrestled on a floor of gleaming marble, their hands grasping for each other’s faces, each one twisted to keep his head out of the other’s palm.

Briand’s legs were burning by the time they paused in a small alcove to rest. “Seekers must have excellent physical health,” she panted.

“Most take the lift,” Auberon said, leaning one shoulder against the wall.

“There’s a lift?”

A smile touched his lips at her indignant tone. “I fear if we take the lift, we are more likely to encounter Vizent and those of his ilk, as there is no chance that bag of bones can still walk these stairs.” His gaze flicked to Jade, who stood pressed to the stone as if she wanted it to absorb her. “Are you all right?”

“It’s the first time I’ve been back since... since the branding,” she said.

Auberon’s eyes turned to flint. “They will pay, sister. I promise you.”

She gave a nod.

“Come,” Auberon commanded. “Let’s continue.”

With every step, a war waged in Briand’s heart. She stared at Auberon’s back, his shoulders straight and bold beneath the velvet silver of his cloak. She did not see a loathsome Seeker. Not anymore.

She saw a man.

A soul.

Someone who had been as lost and abandoned as she had been.

And now...

Now her feelings were conflicted.

Was he an enemy, this Seeker who had shared her dreams for months now, whose past she had taken into her mind and absorbed like a stream of icy water, whose lessons she had learned to save her own life? Was he an ally?

And what was she to him?

The threads were growing tangled, and she felt them tightening about her neck.

They reached another landing, and this time, even Auberon was breathing hard. He indicated a narrow door set off to the side of the landing. “This way. This will take us to the device.”

Briand followed Jade into a narrow room with an arching ceiling lit by the same slitted windows as Auberon’s family’s estate. They were set with stained glass, and the sunlight pouring through had a lurid, reddish glow where it pooled on the marble floor. At the end of the room, a set of stairs led to another door.

The Citadel was a maze, Briand thought.

“Hurry,” Auberon urged them.

They were almost across the room when a voice called out behind them, “Auberon!”

They turned.

Vizent stood in the doorway.









































CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THE ELDER SEEKER strode toward them, his expression cool. “Ah, Auberon. How good to see you here. I’ve been meaning to speak with you since our, ah, encounter the other day.”

Auberon stood his ground, his hands held slightly out from his body, ready to fight.

Jade shrank back behind him.

They weren’t even pretending cordiality anymore.

Vizent stopped a few feet from Auberon and began to strip off his gloves. “The council will be disappointed,” he said. “When they discover that you’ve been skulking about here instead of coming to see them as they wish. I believe they made their willingness to show you their feelings on the matter abundantly clear.” His gaze strayed to Jade’s wrist, covered by her long gloves.

“They have,” Auberon said. “I hope I also made myself equally clear by my absence.”

Vizent’s eyes flashed. He swept his gaze over Briand. “And who is this? Another sister?”

“A cousin,” Briand said, trying to speak evenly as she stared the Seeker down. Loathing crept into her throat and threatened to spill out in her words.

“A cousin, eh?” Vizent brought his right hand up and began to fiddle with the glove. “Who was your initiator?”

“Ah,” Briand said, casting about for something to say. “She, ah, is retired.”

“But of course,” he said with a syrupy smile. He began to turn away, then whirled back around and wrenched his glove off. Jade screamed in alarm. Auberon jumped forward, his hands outstretched.

The Seeker’s bare hand closed over Briand’s skull.

She felt the threads of power tightening around her skull. She clenched her fists and gathered her rage. This Seeker would not pour his vicious memories into her. He would not discover what she was, what she could do, and sabotage their plans. He would not, he would not, he would NOT.

Determination gathered in her like a storm. Power crackled down her spine like flickers of lightning.

The Seeker’s power flowed into her, reaching like roots for her mind, her thoughts, her secrets. Reaching for that smooth magic shell that would betray her as something else, something dangerous.

She clenched her fists and shut her eyes. Everything in her gathered in a silent, furious shout.

NO!

The world exploded.

Vizent flew backward as all the glass in the windows shattered, raining shards of glass down on them. He skidded across the marble floor like a rag doll and slammed into the far wall.

Auberon ran to him, his feet crunching on the glass littering the floor, his robe fluttering. Jade grabbed Briand by both shoulders. Her eyes were wide, her lips parted in shock.

 “What was that?” 

Briand’s whole body buzzed. Her head didn’t hurt like it did when she tried to touch the minds of dragons. She felt electrified, strong. “I don’t know.”

Auberon crouched beside Vizent, who hadn’t moved. “He’s unconscious.” He raised his head and looked at Briand, his expression one of amazement. “What did you do?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t want him to discover us. When I felt him trying to use his power on me, I-I suppose I turned it back on him.”

Jade and Auberon exchanged a shocked glance. Jade’s hand loosened on Briand’s arm.

Auberon put his ungloved hand against Vizent’s forehead, then stood and returned to them. “He doesn’t remember anything. Only that he fell unconscious. He didn’t read anything about your mind.” He pulled his glove back on briskly. “Let’s go. We don’t have much time now.”

Briand twisted her head to look back at the fallen Seeker as they hurried toward the opposite stairs. He was still unmoving when they darted through the other door.

Another flight of steps, these narrower than before. Briand caught a dizzying glimpse outside of the Citadel, with the river glinting far below, and then they were in another, small room, round and windowless with orbs glowing on the wall.

One more door, this one covered in embossed metal. Auberon produced a key from within his robes and unlocked it. The click of the key sent a pang through Briand.

What would they discover?

The door groaned open, revealing darkness. They stepped inside, and Auberon pressed his hand to the wall.

Seams of glowing light sprouted from beneath his palm, rushing up the wall and arching across the ceiling. The glow bathed the room in dim light that illuminated shelves filled with books, a table, and upon the table, a strange, golden device that stood on five legs and held a platter.

Auberon went to the shelf and selected a box. He returned to the table and opened it to reveal a row of gleaming knives and hooks, all of them the color of gold. “These knives,” he said, “are ancient Seeker artifacts. They hold untold power.”

Briand drew back as he selected a knife.

He lifted an eyebrow. “I’m not going to sacrifice you, dragon girl. I only need your hand.”

“I’ll do it,” she said. “Where do you want the blood? On that platter?”

He nodded, and she waited, palm out.

Did he trust her enough to give her the knife?

Her hand lay between them, a question. His gaze never wavered as he lowered the hilt to her skin. She curled her fingers around it, relief clicking inside her.

Briand held her hand over the platter. She pressed the tip of the knife against her smallest finger, and a drop of blood beaded on the tip.

“How much?” she asked, breathless. She squeezed her hand into a fist.

Three drops fell.

“That should be sufficient,” Auberon said crisply. He looked at Jade, who stood on the other side of the device. She touched a dial, and a swirl of light encompassed the platter. Briand’s blood hissed and splattered.

Auberon looked sternly at Briand, and she returned the knife to the box from which he’d taken it. Her hand lingered a beat before she withdrew it. Auberon took the box and locked it before setting it back on the shelf he’d taken it from.

They focused on the device. Light flashed, blinding Briand momentarily. She blinked as spots danced across her vision. Jade was leaning forward, and she made a low exclamation.

“Blue,” she said. “The same blood as a Sighted.”

Auberon murmured something under his breath.

“What does that mean?” Briand asked.

“The Seekers are divided by blood,” Jade said. “Four different roles for different types of blood. This device reveals your role based on the blood. Each role has a color. Auberon’s is blue, as is yours.”

“Meaning perhaps whatever it is that allows you to seal your mind from the Seekers can be obtained by me,” Auberon said. “So tell me, dragonsayer. How did you gain your powers?”

Just then, they heard shouting in the distance.

“They must have found Vizent,” Auberon said.










































CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“QUICK,” JADE EXCLAIMED, motioning for the door. “This way. Hurry. They don’t know it was us, but we can’t be here when they come looking.”

They left the inner room and went out into the round room. The clatter of boots on the stairs sent a spike of panic through Briand.

“The hall,” Jade said, gesturing to a side corridor. “Come on.”

They turned the corner as others came bursting through the door into the round room. Briand heard angry exclamations at the empty room. Auberon pressed against one of the columns in the hall and held a finger to his lips. Briand and Jade did the same.

Two guards entered the corridor, striding side by side past the hiding three with their weapons in hand. Briand held her breath until they’d passed. She met Auberon’s eyes across the corridor. He motioned for her to step out, and she did.

“There they are!” someone shouted.

She turned and ran.



~



Kael and Maera walked ahead in the tunnel, with Nath behind them and Crispin trailing behind, muttering under his breath all the while.

“Quiet,” Nath snapped at him. “Keep up.”

“Why do you hate me?” Crispin shot back. “I’m helping you. And you need it. You’d all be dead without me.”

“You’re an obnoxious cur,” Nath said.

“It’s more than that,” Crispin pressed. “You’ve been treating me as if I have the plague since I said my father trains rypters.”

Nath flinched at the word, and the cursed himself for doing it. He walked faster.

Crispin trotted alongside him, trying to keep up. “You know Seekers, don’t you?”

“It’s none of your concern.”

“Listen,” Crispin snarled. “I hate them too. I’m a Monarchist now. We’re on the same side, Nath.”

Nath strode ahead to join Maera and Kael, leaving Crispin behind.



~



Briand stumbled down a set of spiraling steps, not knowing where she was headed, not caring as long as it was in the direction of down. She tripped once, pitching headlong, but caught herself against the wall, cutting her hand in the process. Blood seeped into the fabric of her glove as she pushed herself back to her feet.

Shouts echoed behind her. She wasn’t sure where Auberon and Jade were. Had they been captured? Were they fighting?

She couldn’t think about that now. She had to escape. This was her chance, the one she’d been waiting for.

She kept running.

The staircases and doorways became a blur. She reached a landing and slowed to a brisk walk, her robes fluttering. She edged past a group of students rushing up the steps, and they hastily pressed their hands together at the sight of her. She tugged the edge of her hood over her nose and mouth, avoiding their gazes as she kept going. She could see the ground floor now, calling to her like a beacon. She pressed toward it, her heart slamming in her chest.

Almost there.

Her neck was cold without the collar. Whispers from the river below dragged at her mind, but she ignored them. Her mind throbbed with barely leashed pain, and the howl of panic lashed at her from all sides. She breathed in and out. She had faced bandits and dragons. She could walk from the Seeker stronghold without detection.

She exhaled her fears. In her mind, she pictured ice forming on her veins, spreading upward to encompass her beleaguered mind, freezing her terror in a crystalized wave that could no longer torment her. She imagined stillness, a lake at dawn, silent and calm.

Calm.

Briand’s feet touched the marble floor of the echoing hall at the bottom of the Citadel.

Calm.

She passed three ancient Seekers, their hands so close they could brush hers if they tried.

Calm...

She was almost free.

A Seeker in robes the color of bone stood at the entrance to the Citadel, his gaze unfocused as if hearing something far in the distance. As she approached, his eyes snapped to hers. His glimmered as if lit from within, a band of gold fire blazing from his irises. She felt touched with ice.

Wind swept through the open door behind him, catching his robes and tossing them up around his ankles like a splash of pale water. He stretched out a hand as if trying to catch an unseen snowflake.

She kept walking, her spine straight and her legs shaking. Did he sense her somehow? Did he know?

The Seeker let her pass without incident, and then she was in the blinding light of day. The Citadel stood over her, and at its feet, Seleone stood guard at the bridge, blank-faced and cold.

Briand pulled her robes tighter around her as she reached the bridge. The mist had burned away, and the river sparkled far below. Giant black birds swooped and dove below, rising from the waves with fish in their beaks. In the water, deep beneath, the mind of a dark creature slithered past.

Ahead, across the bridge, someone else beckoned to her. She clung to it like a thread as she began to cross.

Figures appeared at the end of the bridge, blocking her way. She heard footsteps behind her.

“Halt,” a voice called. “There has been a disturbance. No one leaves.”

She stopped, heart pounding. Her gloved hands formed fists.

If they tried to read her mind, all would be lost.

In the sleeve of her glove she felt the knife she’d stolen from the box before Auberon’s very eyes, one of the golden ones made of the ancient metal. She reached over with her other hand and pressed it down so the tip slit one finger of her glove. She closed her palm around the hilt, her skin humming where she touched it.

Great power, Auberon had said.

The one who’d spoken strode toward her, and Briand turned. He was a young Seeker, his dark hair whipping in the wind and half covering his reedy face. He was stripping off one glove.

“My apologies,” he said when he reached her. “I’m afraid everyone must be searched.”

Briand jerked her chin in a nod. “Of course,” she answered. Her voice came out even and calm. Kael would be proud.

She felt the presence of the guards behind her, still far enough that they were mainly shadows.

The Seeker reached for her forehead.

The ice in her mind was melting, the power buzzing as the Seeker’s palm met her skin. A clang shot through her whole body as if she were a bell. The cold tendrils of his magic wrapped around her mind, and inside herself she was slipping, falling into thunderclouds—

Lightning. 

The Seeker fell back as if he’d been thrown, and Briand was running for the end of the bridge.

The guards advanced, spears and bare palms extended. They fanned out to intercept her. The first she reached stabbed at her with the spear, and she dodged underneath, bringing up her gloved hand to slash at him with the knife poking through like a single talon. He leaped back, and a second spear grazed her arm, leaving a burn of pain as it sliced through fabric and skin. A third guard grabbed her, and she blasted him back into a fourth, leaving an open path to dart through.

As she ran, one of the guards staggered up and raised his spear. She dodged, but not fast enough—the spear caught her in the side and ripped downward.

She wrenched free and ran, bleeding freely.

Briand reached the gates and slipped through like a rat through a hole, fleeing into the city.











































CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

UNNA DRAGGED THE broom across the dusty courtyard, the rasp of the fibers against the stone drowning out the sounds of the capital city’s morning rush. She nudged a chicken out of the way with her foot as she poked the broom beneath the arching roots of an ember tree stump that everyone in the household used—her mother as a table to set the washing tub on, her brother as a stool to see the city from, her father as a chair to sit upon as he told his stories, and her little sister Mionet as a pretend isle when she played dragonsayers. Unna liked to use it for acting out stories with her figurines of clay, although now she was almost too old for such games.

A purring call came from inside the kitchen, followed by a puff of smoke.

“Vox,” Unna scolded, poking at the shadows with the broom. “Out of there. You know you aren’t allowed in the kitchen.”

The purring turned to an indignant snort, followed by the clack of talons on stone as Vox retreated farther inside the kitchen.

“Vox...” She leaned the broom against the wall and ducked into the shadows. “Vox!”

A scraping sound came from the gate to the courtyard, snagging Unna’s attention away from her devious pet. She paused, uncertain. None of the deliveries ever came at this time of day. They weren’t expecting anyone.

The sound came again, almost a knock, as if someone were dragging their hand down the wood of the gate. Unna picked up her broom and crossed the yard. She peeked through the slats of the gate and saw nothing.

Something thudded on the ground behind her. She turned around and gasped. A gray cloak, gloved hands, a hooded face—

A Seeker!

Unna held out her broomstick like a sword, her cry coming out like a squeak. “Don’t come any closer!”

The Seeker wavered, then fell to its knees. A gloved hand, stained red, reached up to pull back the hood, revealing a young woman’s face. Her green eyes were dull with pain.

“Please,” she whispered. “I’m not a Seeker.”

“Ma!” Unna managed to screech.

“Please help me,” the stranger pleaded.

The click of talons betrayed Vox as he streaked into the yard to examine the visitor. The young woman looked at him slowly.

“I was right,” she murmured, a smile touching her lips. “It’s a dracule.”

Then she fell forward into the dirt.



~



Nath and the others followed the tunnel for what felt like ages until they reached a hub where five tunnels connected to each other. Nath stalked along, disguising his fear as anger, and Crispin followed, sulking.

Kael halted at the intersection. Above their heads, something rumbled, making dust rain down on their heads.

Nath looked up and got an eyeful of dirt.

“Wagons,” Maera said. “We’re below the side thoroughfare where they transport the goods for the kitchens and gardens.”

“Then the Citadel is that way,” Kael murmured, gesturing toward the farthest tunnel. His face was like stone in the light of the lanterns, his mouth flat. But Nath didn’t miss the way his hand trembled as he touched the hilt of his sword.

They were close. How was their girl? Was she locked in a dungeon? Had she been tortured?

He didn’t want to imagine it.

At the word Citadel, Crispin let out a shuddering breath. Nath glanced at the boy and then away. He didn’t want to think about why Kael thought the boy would be necessary.

Wires strung across the ceiling of the tunnels, connecting to dark orbs with stained and sooty glass. Nath studied them curiously as they passed beneath yet another such sphere, heading deeper into the tunnels.

What were those?



~



When Briand woke, she was covered in a thick woolen blanket and tucked into a bed beneath a wooden staircase. Light came through a shuttered window set high in the wall, and hanging from the ceiling were clusters of drying roots and herbs. The air smelled like earth and secrets.

She pushed the blanket aside and groaned in pain at the effort. The place where the Seeker had stabbed her throbbed.

She put a hand to her side and discovered that the gray cloak was missing, along with the gloves and the stolen knife.

Briand closed her eyes, summoned the strength to move, and crawled from the bed with her teeth clenched together. She wanted to scream from the pain, but she forced herself to keep moving.

A mind nudged hers like a tentative tap.

Stranger. 

The dracule.

It was close, but not in the same room. Was it drawn to her, as she was to it?

She reached out with thoughts that had always reassured Sieya without overly exciting her: warm milk, flickering fire, raw meat. The dracule’s mind skittered away in response, only to return with even stronger curiosity pinging at the edge of her thoughts.

Stranger hurt? 

Where had it come from? She’d thought Sieya was the only one, but that thought pattern had been unmistakable. She’d sensed it during the carriage ride to the Citadel once the collar had been removed, and after her escape, she’d followed the creature’s mind signature like a beacon.

She’d made a gamble in coming here—a gamble that where there was a dracule, there might be friends. Someone to help her.

Time to find out if her instincts were right.

Briand had managed to get to her feet when she heard the stamp of boots and the turn of a lock. The door opened, and a man stood in the doorway, silhouetted.

The figure was familiar. Her heart stuttered and throbbed with hope.

Kael?

The figure stepped into the dim interior, and disappointment crashed inside her. Not Kael, although they bore a vague similarity to one another. This man was shorter, darker, and his hair was graying.

“You’re awake,” he said. “How do you feel?”

“Terrible,” she admitted. Her voice was husky. She cleared her throat. “Who are you?”

“I could ask you the same question." He paused. "You aren’t wounded badly. Just a scratch, really, although I know you feel sore.” He hovered just inside the doorway, as if afraid of her. He reached into a pouch at his waist and pulled out the knife she’d stolen. “You were carrying this. Do you know what it is?”

Stranger, the dracule whimpered accusingly in the back of her mind, as if irritated with her for its own fascination. Outside. Stranger from outside. 

It was difficult, juggling these two conversations while her body wracked with pain.

“It’s an ancient Seeker weapon,” she said. “The metal...” She inhaled at a fresh stab of agony. “The metal of it is valuable.”

Outside.  The dracule tapped at her mind.

“Yes,” the man agreed. His eyes narrowed as if he were trying to decide how much to say.

They were performing a delicate dance, each of them trying to decipher the other’s knowledge, each of them uncertain what to reveal and what to conceal.

Want outside, the dracule wheedled.

Briand dangled a thought of Estria before the dracule, with wide blue skies and fragrant, sun-warmed grass, just to see what it would think.

He was about to say more when a black shape the size of a dog burst past him and flung itself at Briand.

“Vox!” the man bellowed.

The dracule skidded to a stop in front of her. It was almost as big as Sieya, black as onyx with a brush of gold across its ridged back. Violet eyes stared into hers. She couldn’t tell if it was male or female. What had Drune said was the way to tell? Something about a crest?

The dracule blinked. It was sniffing about her mind like a dog at a visitor’s shoes. It shivered with joy. Outside? 

The man stood frozen, watching them. His expression was almost frightened. Did he expect her to try to hurt the dracule, or the other way around?

Briand put out a hand, and the dracule studied her palm. It thought of an itchy place under its left foreleg, and Briand reached to scratch it.

The man muttered an exclamation. “Dragonsayer.”

Briand turned her head sharply, a pang of fear spearing her. She dared not reveal her secret. She didn’t know who this man was. He could go to the Seekers. He could—

The man stood clutching the knife to his chest, his eyes shining with ...hope?

Vox, meanwhile, wove between her feet and then settled down on top of them, as if to give confirmation.

Briand was formulating the words to deny it when he spoke again.

“We’ve been waiting for you.”












































CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THE MAN’S NAME WAS Noe, and he and his wife had lived quietly in the midst of Tasglorn with their three children in the same ancient manor that his father occupied before him, and his father’s father before that, and so on for generations. After giving her a drink of a healing draught that he claimed would help her pain and knit her torn flesh together in record time, Noe ushered Briand out of the pantry where she’d been sleeping and into a great hall, dusty and cavernous in the light of the sun’s rays that gleamed through a single round window set high in the wall. A double staircase coiled up and up, disappearing into a gloomy second floor. The tile beneath their feet was broken in places, and it crunched as they walked.

“I apologize for the state of the house. We don’t keep any servants,” Noe said. “It’s too hard to maintain the secrecy of what we do.”

“And what is that, exactly?” Briand asked as he led her through an archway into a grand and decrepit great hall. She was breathing heavily from the walk due to the aching wounds in her body.

Sunlight lanced the air in broad golden stripes. A sloping floor descended to a shallow pool at the bottom of the room, with great windows showing a view of a tangled, wild garden. Children played among the greenery, two girls and a boy. They paused to look at Briand curiously before they vanished among the trees.

“We are the guardians,” Noe said. “We served the dragonsayers a millennia ago. We still keep their ancient texts and we remember their ways and their secrets. There are only three families left now—Seekers found and eradicated the rest. We’ve been in hiding since the destruction of the order.”

“Do you have magic?”

“No. We aren’t of the blessed blood, as they used to call it. But we were vital all the same.” He pointed up at the ceiling, and Briand saw the outlines of what must have once been beautiful paintings, now stained and scarred by time. Dragons, men and women dressed in golden armor.

“What is this place?” she said. Her voice echoed.

“This house once belonged to a prominent dragonsayer. Many of the houses were burned a long time ago, but not all. The Seekers were careless. They believed in their victory. They left some places untouched. We’ve been here ever since.”

“So many windows,” Briand noted. “The Seeker houses have only slits in the walls.”

Noe smirked. “When they built them, they feared dragons poking their heads inside. The more paranoid among them didn’t even have windows, only tricks with mirrors to bring sunlight inside. Like the snakes they are, Seekers like deep, dark burrows. Dragonsayers always loved the sky, the air, the light.”

He ushered her into another room, this one with a great bathing pool in the middle. Statues of dragons rimmed the cracked edges, and a few curled-up leaves lay in the dry bottom.

“My grandfather told me stories of the parties they used to throw,” Noe said. “Stories his grandfather told him. Every one of these rooms would have been lit with torches and teaming with laughter and music.” He spoke wistfully, his face lighting up. “One day, we’ll have it again. I know we will. I’ve always believed... and now you’re here.”

Briand didn’t know what to say. Did they think her a savior? She bit her lip, questions crowding on her tongue.

She followed Noe down a staircase that led to a suite of rooms beneath the courtyard, rooms lit only by fire and a single ray of sunshine pouring from the ceiling where one of the bricks from the yard had been removed.

In the middle of the floor of the largest room, beneath that stream of sunshine, grew a small, twisting tree blooming with red flowers. The petals shimmered faintly, as if lit from within, and the roots bumped across the floor like sea serpents rising and submerging in the still waters of a lagoon, and some clung to the walls and even crept across the ceiling in an effort to reach the light of day.

“An ember tree,” the man explained, pride glowing in his words. “An ancient living one. My family has guarded and tended it for centuries. We trim it to keep it small, thought the roots have a mind of their own.”

He led her past the tree to a room beyond, this one dark except for a small lantern that he lit and hung on the wall. Shelves and shelves lined with books and parchments met Briand’s eyes. Noe gestured at them.

“Behold,” he said. “The sole remnants of the great library of Agashi.”

“Agashi,” Briand repeated slowly. “The first dragonsayer?”

Noe nodded eagerly. “When the isle of the dragonsayers was destroyed, my family alone escaped with everything they could carry. They hid the texts here, beneath the very noses of the Seekers, waiting for the day that someone would come back for them.”

“The isle of the dragonsayers?” Briand said.

Noe’s expression changed to one of understanding. “What do you know about the history?” he asked.

“Next to nothing.”

“Then,” he said, pulling out the knife she’d stolen from the Seekers and handing it back to her, “let us enlighten you.”



~



They ate a noonday meal in the open air of the neglected garden, the sunlight warming the back of Briand’s head and shoulders as she nibbled on flatbread with Noe’s wife and three children gaping at her whenever they thought she wasn’t looking. Vox remained curled at her feet, making occasional querulous purrs in an effort to procure scraps. The walls of the house shielded them from any other views of the city, apart from an occasional airship passing overhead, and Briand could almost close her eyes and imagine she was in some distant land instead of Austrisia.

After they’d eaten, she and Noe returned to the underground suite where they could speak freely.

“What of the war?” she asked him. “Do you support the prince?”

“We aren’t Monarchists,” Noe said. “But we support their efforts. Ours is an older association. We are the descendants of the servants of the dragonsayers who served on the isle.”

“What isle?” Briand asked.

“The isle!” the little girl who’d found her, Unna, chimed in. “Where the dragonsayers trained their students. It’s a prison now.”

The third island. Surprise prickled through Briand. She remembered the view of it from high above the city, and how out of place that barren patch had looked alongside the other two islands.

Now it made sense.

“Tell me everything,” she begged.

Noe laughed. “That’s quite a request.”

“Start with the isle.”

“Centuries ago, the Seekers and dragonsayers lived in harmony, the Seekers in the Citadel and the dragonsayers in the Quoin and the palace between them,” Noe explained. “Until a group of Seekers took power and plotted to destroy the dragonsayers for the threat they posed. They set fire to the Quoin, a great, magical fire the razed everything to the ground.”

“One would think a dragonsayer keep would be built to withstand fire,” Briand murmured.

Noe tipped his head to the side. “Nothing is utterly fireproof,” he said. “The stories say the stones melted and ran down into the river. The isle was covered in ember trees, which seed in fire, and the wind carried their pods all over the city to sprout. The Seekers tried to dig them out many times over the years, but they’d already taken root and spread into every crook and cranny in Tasglorn.”

“But the ember trees outside don’t look alive like yours,” Briand said.

“No, they are in hibernation,” Noe said. “For centuries now. Waiting for the arrival of dragons.”

Briand stretched out her fingers, and Vox came forward to sniff them. “And the dracule?”

“Dracules were the personal companions of the dragonsayers for centuries,” Noe explained. “They helped to train young dragonsayers and fought alongside seasoned ones.”

“Fought?” Briand repeated, amazed. “How big do they grow?”

“Vox is still a young dracule,” Noe said, “and we feed him in such a way as to keep him small, because otherwise, we could not hope to keep him hidden. But a healthy, normal dracule will grow to the size of a wolf or larger.”

At Briand’s feet, Vox made a purring noise at the sound of his name.

“My ancestors saved two dracules and managed to preserve the bloodline. They are quite long-lived—this one is the great-grandson of the original pair that they saved. We lost the other last winter, so I fear he will be the last.”

“No,” Briand said, glad to have some good news to impart. “I have a dracule too. A female.”

Noe’s eyes glinted with astonishment. “How...?” He shook his head. “No, not now. There is no time. We must figure out what we need to do now. We can talk about all of this later when we have the luxury of time. You are on the run from Seekers.”

“Yes. I need to get in touch with the Monarchists,” Briand said. “They can help me from there.”

“I’ll arrange it,” Noe said. “Although we are not Monarchists per se, we have had some contact.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“That knife you took from the Citadel,” he said. “The metal was used often by the dragonsayers. They made rings from it that helped focus and harness their power.”

“So I’ve been told,” Briand said. Since she’d had the knife returned to her and stayed snug against her skin in her boot, the awful pounding headache had dropped to a murmur. She reached out tentatively and felt like magic in her curl like smoke around an outstretched hand.

Noe left her to rest again, and she lay down on the bed they’d made for her and closed her eyes. Her heart beat fast against her ribs. Kael. When she saw him again, would he be angry?

Of course he would. A half smile crept across her face. He would be angry for the push in the river, but he’d be proud of what she’d accomplished.

She got a knot of anticipation in her stomach at the thought of seeing him again. That last glimpse had been cruelly brief. She needed the feel and smell of him.



~



The lights strung through the tunnel flickered, signaling something. Nath jerked his head up to stare at them.

Kael studied the lights.

“This way,” he said. “I know where she is.



~



Another thought rose in Briand’s mind as she lay on the bed with her eyes closed.

Auberon. Jade.

The dart of guilt startled her for even thinking of them.

They were enemies.

But had they been captured after she’d fled? Had they escaped?

That didn’t matter. She’d gotten what she’d needed.

Vox’s thoughts poked against hers.

Strangers. 

She sent him a soothing thought.

Strangers! Bad strangers! 

The sound of splintering wood echoed through the courtyard.













































CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

BRIAND LEAPED TO her feet as the sound of boots thudded across the courtyard. She drew the knife she’d stolen from the Citadel and felt a jolt of power run up her arm like a shock.

She crept to the door and peered through the crack. Figures dressed in black armor streamed through the courtyard. One stood at the door to the great hall, pounding on it with his fist. 

Auberon’s henchmen.

No.

No, no, no!

How had he found her?

One of the henchmen kicked the door down, and they streamed inside, weapons drawn.

Noe strode forward from another doorway. “What is the meaning of th—?”

One of the henchmen ran him through with a sword. Noe fell to his knees, his hands clutching his stomach.

Bad strangers!  Vox screamed in her head. His thoughts howled with images of fire and explosions.

“Papa!” Unna screamed from the top of the spiraling staircase. Her voice echoed.

The henchmen looked up at her shout. One lifted a crossbow and took aim.

Briand kicked open the pantry door and rushed out. Vox streaked after her, his thoughts a maelstrom of fury and sorrow.

She didn’t have a plan. She had a knife, and a dracule, and no plan. She ought to be running away. She ought to be heading straight for the streets.

She charged the closest soldier and hurled a jar of pickles at his face.

“Run!” she shouted to Unna. The little girl disappeared.

The jar hit the soldier in the jaw. He fell into the man behind him as the jar exploded against the wall. The others rushed at her as she drew the pitifully small bronzed knife.

They closed around her in a circle, weapons drawn. Briand bared her teeth at them. She felt raw, primal, animalistic. She would fight them tooth and claw.

A dark cloaked shaped appeared in the doorway, outlined in the gold of the setting sun.

Auberon.

The henchmen held the circle, keeping her from bolting. Briand didn’t lower her knife. She stared him down from across the broken tile floor and over Noe’s lifeless body.

Auberon looked tired instead of triumphant. He wasn’t wearing gloves, and his fingers twitched restlessly against his sides. He signaled to the guards, who seized her arms.

“How did you find me?” Briand demanded.

A smile flicked over his lips. “I knew better than to trust you, dragon girl. I hid a tracker in your hair when we were in the carriage. I pinned it to your braid.

The moment when he’d brushed his hand against her hair! She wanted to stab him. He’d pretended empathy, even affection. And all the while he was only a lying snake. And she a stupid fool who thought they had something—a similar history, a past they both understood. No. He was a Seeker, and she a guttersnipe who still hadn’t learned not to be naive. How it had cost her.

“And to think I felt sorry for leaving you,” she spat.

“Come now,” he said. “Don’t pretend. This was your plan all along. Use me, leave me.”

“You kidnapped me. I owed you nothing. Don’t act as though I’ve stabbed you in the back. You can’t have expected anything else.”

“I thought we had an understanding.”

“Then you were a fool,” she said.

His eyes glimmered with something that might have been pain. “Yes. A fool.”

He took a step toward her. His mouth twitched. His eyes glittered. “Come back. There is so much more you still have to learn.”

“You,” she seethed. “You monster. You just murdered a man. I’ll never come back with you.”

He did not perfectly manage to hide his flinch at her words. His face was naked, as if she’d stripped something away with her fury. He shook his head, regretful.

“Then you’ll come in chains.”

He raised a hand to signal to his men again, and that was when a voice snarled from above:

“Let her go, you filthy Seeker.”

Above them, on the stairs, stood Nath with an arrow nocked and pointed straight at Auberon’s heart.














































CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

NATH STOOD PLANTED on the stairs, an arrow aimed at the Seeker below. He shouted in a booming voice, hoping no one could see the way the bow quivered in his trembling hands.

“Let her go, scum.”

Auberon stepped closer, seemingly unafraid. “You,” he murmured, one eyebrow creeping upward. “I remember you. You were a servant of Vizent, were you not? You ran away. It was a great scandal. I can’t say that I blame you. I loathe the man. Rumor was that he used to hog tie you and dangle you above his rypters’ kennel—”

Nath’s whole face contorted at the mention of rypters. He wavered, every muscle in his body screaming for him to run. He remembered this Seeker. Vaguely. Auberon, son of... whose son was he? He remembered, and the remembering only filled him with a sick sensation that was like falling.

Sweat streaked down his face and dripped onto his collar. His arms ached with the strain of being locked in position. His legs were numb. 

“Let her go,” he repeated, putting every ounce of resolve he possessed into those three words.

Auberon blinked once.

“No.”

Nath let the arrow fly.

Three things happened simultaneously: Briand shouted “Nath!” in a frantic voice. Auberon raised one hand as if he thought he might stop the arrow with his force of will. And a streak of wolf-sized silvery-white leaped from the doorway with a chilling cry.

The rypter leaped like a doe through the air, snatching the arrow with its jaws before it hit Auberon. Wind fanned the Seeker’s hair back. He never broke his stare.

Nath stumbled back on the stair, falling against the wall. His bow clattered to the ground.

The rypter landed on its powerful haunches and whirled around, clicking in its throat in anger. It snapped the arrow in its powerful jaws and tossed the remnants aside.

In the doorway stood a stunning Seeker woman with haunting eyes and long black hair. Beside her stood another rypter, this one bigger than the last.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said.

Auberon stared up at him, and Nath’s mouth dried up with terror. He fumbled at his waist for his sword as the rypter turned its blind face toward him.

Everything in him screamed for him to run.

“Bring the dragonsayer,” the Seeker ordered to the men in black surrounding Briand, and they pushed her forward.

Nath could see it all well from his vantage point. The two rypters, one in the middle of the hall and one at the door. The two Seekers, similarly positioned. He counted sixteen henchmen, armed and armored. They pushed Briand forward, marching behind her toward the exit.

“Now!” he shouted.

The floor opened up beneath the henchmen.



~



The world exploded in confusion as the tiles swung away and Auberon’s men dropped into a chasm of darkness, screaming as they fell. Briand fell forward, catching herself with one hand, the knife clenched in the other. Her head was ringing as she scrambled up, and the two henchmen escorting her grabbed at her as Auberon screamed something, but all sound was a scrambled roar in her head as she scrambled out of their reach. She had nowhere to run except back toward the henchmen and Auberon—there was a gaping hole blocking the stairs, and a wall and the shadowed door of the pantry on the other side. A dead end.

How was she going to get to Nath?

Someone leaped from the balcony above and landed in a crouch behind them.

Kael!

The henchmen whirled to meet him, swords flashing. Kael brought up his weapon to parry their blows, warding them both off at once, but they came at him again, forcing him back. The rypter snarled and crouched to spring at him, and Briand sent out a single call with her mind for Vox as she slashed at the closest soldier with her knife. She dared not throw it. She couldn’t lose it.

The dracule streaked from his hiding place in the pantry and caught the rypter’s back leg with his teeth as the creature was about to leap. They rolled on the floor, snapping at each other, and Vox yelped as the rypter’s jaws closed over his back. He thrashed and spat sparks as he scrambled against the floor, struggling to gain purchase on the tiles.

Maera appeared from the courtyard, swinging a knife at Jade. Jade ducked away, and the two circled each other.

An arrow hissed overhead and caught Auberon’s cloak, pinning him to the wall. He wrenched free and started forward. The other rypter lunged past him for the stairs, heading straight for Nath.

“Get the girl,” he shouted to his men.

The henchman turned on Briand, knocking her back with a blow to the face with his fist. She fell against Kael, who caught her with one hand. They stood shoulder to shoulder, facing the enemy.

“Are you going to push me into another river?” Kael asked under his breath.

“Shut up, you idiot,” she shot back. She had never been happier to see him. If they weren’t fighting for their lives, she would shove him against the wall at his back and kiss him senseless. “Where’s Tibus?”

The henchmen struck before he could answer. Kael parried. Briand snatched up a dropped sword from one of the henchmen who’d fallen through the floor. She caught a glimpse below—some lay unmoving on the ground far below in what appeared to be a tunnel. Others had struggled back to their feet and were climbing upward.

Briand struck at the henchman who reached for her, deflecting his blow. He was trying to knock the sword from her hand. They wanted her alive. She could use that.

She drove the sword at his chest. When he went to block her, she kicked his knee, knocking him off-balance. He fell into the tunnel below as Auberon reached the other side of the chasm in the floor. Vox and the rypter were still struggling, and above Briand’s frantic gaze saw Nath in combat with the other rypter. He was fighting shoulder to shoulder with a dark-haired boy she’d never seen before, both of them working together to drive the creature back.

Kael was a thing of beauty as he fought Auberon’s soldiers. At the doorway, Jade caught Maera by the wrist. Maera cried out and fell to her knees, her head sagging.

Kael knocked the henchman back, but then Auberon was there, filling the space he’d left. The rypter threw Vox off and streaked forward to Auberon’s side, its reptilian face gaping in a toothy snarl.

Kael and Briand fell back together, their shoulders touching stone. They were against a wall.

Her body began to throb from her earlier wounds, despite the herbs Noe had given her.

“Surrender to him,” Briand said in a voice only Kael could hear.

Kael caught her gaze, a flash of astonishment crossing his face.

“Trust me,” she breathed.

Did he?

“Traitor,” Auberon said, speaking as if he savored the word on his tongue. “We meet again.”

Kael was sweating. A cut above his eyebrows dripped blood into his eyes. He faced Auberon without speaking, his sword still at ready.

“Please, Kael,” Briand said.

Her words seemed to incense Auberon. His lip curled.

“So brave to the last.” He signaled to Jade, who came forward with a weapon in her hand.

“Give us the sword,” he said.

Kael looked at Briand. His face was unreadable as he turned his wrist, pointing the weapon down in surrender. Jade wrenched it from him and threw it behind her. The steel clattered on the tile.

“You,” Auberon said to Kael. “You will pay for all of your wretched crimes.”

He reached out with his ungloved hand and pressed his palm against Kael’s forehead. Kael screamed in pain as the power lanced through him.

Briand grabbed Auberon’s wrist. The cold tendrils of power shot up her arm, and she pushed them back, up, OUT like a wave of ice.

The whole room shook.














































PART THREE:














































THE CONSPIRATOR
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Several Weeks Earlier



I have a proposition to make you. 

The ends of Jehn’s hair and the edges of his cheekbones glowed golden in the firelight as he leaned forward. Briand said nothing as she watched his expression. She waited to hear his next words, her whole body tensing.

“Your headaches, the nosebleeds, the blinding pain. These things have not ceased even when you use the touchstone?” he asked.

“Alas, they have not.” She reached up to touch the necklace strung around her throat, a gift from Sobin before he’d died. “This has only allowed me to use my magic without fainting from the pain. And I don’t even understand how it works, really—only that I put the magic through it, if that makes sense, and it somehow diverts some of the heat of it from exploding through my brain.” She shook her head, knowing that made little sense.

“Your dreams with the Seeker, Auberon—what have you last learned?” Jehn asked. “Anything new?”

She thought back to her most recent dream, in which Auberon had seemed even closer than before even though he stayed against his wall. The bars of the cell had seemed to press in on her, the walls growing ever tighter. Auberon’s eyes had been like those of a lion watching its prey. Bright, focused.

“He continues to taunt me,” she said. “He claims I will die without his help.”

“And he still seeks you.”

“Yes.”

Jehn clasped his hands together. “I think I have a solution, if you’ll hear it.”

“Yes?” One of her cards fluttered to the floor as she leaned on her elbows. Briand ignored it. She was fixated on the face of this baffling, mysterious prince.

“I want you to return to Austrisia. Let it slip in a dream with the Seeker where you are. He will come to find you personally. He’s done it before, has he not? And when he does—”

A grin was already forming on Briand’s lips. Of course. She tapped her fingers against her knife, already imagining the look on Auberon’s too-handsome face when he realized he’d duped her. “And then a force of waiting Monarchist soldiers will ambush him.”

“No.”

“No?”

“You’ll be alone.”

“Alone?” Did he want her to call down dragons on the Seeker? That would push her to the limits of her powers, maybe kill her—

“And then you’ll allow him to kidnap you,” Jehn said.

“What?” Briand was on her feet in shock before she even realized she’d moved. The knife was in her hand, and she’d begun to tremble. Sweat broke out on her upper lip. “Let him—what?”

Jehn raised a finger. “I see you’re alarmed. Understandable.”

“Alarmed! Ha! Unlike Kael, I will not march into a sword at your command,” Briand snapped. “Of course I’m alarmed. You want me to hand myself over to the enemy? The ones who have been scouring the countryside for me? The ones who torture and maim their enemies before they kill them?”

“Allow me to explain my reasoning,” Jehn said mildly.

She crossed her arms. “By all means. Explain yourself.”

Jehn sighed. “You have been injured by the overuse of your powers. You are untrained, your power unknown. The only place I know of that contains the knowledge for healing you—and for controlling your abilities—is in Tasglorn. Such knowledge has been guarded by those who worked for the dragonsayers for thousands of years, and there is a rumor that some still remain.”

“So I go to Tasglorn and find the information.”

“Well, there’s more. The dragonsayers used to use a peculiar metal for their talismans, according to the texts I’ve been reading in the Tyyrian library. It was so rare that all that remains of it are a collection of ancient Seeker blades, kept under lock and key in the Citadel.”

“Can’t someone simply sneak into the Citadel and steal these knives?”

“The Citadel is one of the most highly defended places in Austrisia. Gaining entrance would be extremely dangerous to attempt with a spy, and well-nigh impossible without the cooperation of a Seeker. But if Auberon thinks you’re working for him... it’s by far the safest plan.”

“Safest! He will somehow discover my deception and kill me!”

Here Jehn laughed. “Let me tell you a secret about Seekers. They are lazy when it comes to observation. They are used to plucking thoughts and motives straight from men’s minds. Although he cannot read yours, he will not be as skilled as some in detecting liars. Seekers’ powers make them arrogant and prone to overconfidence. If he thinks you his prisoner, he will not question it. Besides, Auberon has spent enough time with you to know you are a particularly forthright person. Such a deception would not be what he would expect from you. He’d sooner look for a knife at his throat.”

“I’d much rather take that tack,” Briand muttered.

“And Auberon knows this, I am sure. You are predictable in that way.”

She glared at him. She didn’t like being called predictable. It didn’t bode well for her chances of survival.

He was also unfortunately correct.

“I’m a woman of action,” she said. “Not a weaver of webs and lies like you.”

It was meant to be a barb, but Jehn smiled.

“No,” he said. “Which is why I have devised this scheme, and not you. You would try to knife your way to the library, and Kael would probably follow. I’m not going to lose two of my finest in a poor attempt at a heist.”

“We fooled Aron Kul successfully,” she said.

“Kael and I devised that scheme,” Jehn retorted.

Briand frowned. He’d bested her there.

Jehn softened, probably sensing her defeat. “He does not want the other Seekers to know of your presence, correct?”

She nodded reluctantly.

“And you are of great personal importance to him?”

“He seeks a revolution. He wants to decipher how to use my powers to overthrow the Citadel. I’d be helping an enemy if I surrendered myself to him!”

“Helping an enemy destroy another, greater enemy can be an intelligent move,” Jehn observed.

She sighed. “And Kael? What am I supposed to tell Kael? Is he going to be happy about this?”

“Kael is rarely happy about my schemes,” Jehn said. “It is one of his most enduring qualities.”

“And yet he would follow you to the grave,” Briand said, a note of accusation in her voice.

Jehn studied her. “Kael’s unflinching loyalty to me is a discussion for another day. On this matter, let me inform Kael. Focus on what you need to do to succeed.”

It sounded a little too much like an order for her comfort. She bristled, her spine straightening and her chin coming up sharply, and Jehn laughed quietly. He inclined his head in her direction like he was addressing a princess. “Do you agree, dragonsayer?”

She huffed. “Don’t try to mollify me like your council does to you. Give me a night to think about it.”

Jehn’s eyes sparked, a rare flash of irritation in an otherwise smooth countenance. “I’d counted on you agreeing to this. I very much don’t want to lose my dragonsayer.”

“And I very much don’t want to die,” she shot back. “You’re just going to have to wait, prince, the way everyone else does.”

And make him wait she did, considering his words all through the night as she lay restless in her bed, afraid to sleep because to sleep might mean to dream of a Seeker. She pondered them during breakfast in the great hall while Cait filled the silence with words, and later, she even found herself thinking about it as she twined her arms around Kael’s neck in the shadow of a giant fern, at the edge of the southern garden. She put her lips to his, and she forgot her conundrum for a short, blissful while. But when the night came again, she received a message from the prince inviting her to play cards with him again by lantern light, and Briand thought about her move again as she walked the distance between her chambers and his.

She was not a schemer, not like Jehn. She preferred a knife beneath a man’s nose to one in his back. But she knew how to win at Dubbok by cleverness and trickery. She liked to think she’d have the talent for playing people if she had the stomach to do it as Jehn did.

But she liked brash forthrightness much better. It didn’t claw its way into her head and keep her up at night wondering if she was even herself anymore.

She wondered who she was becoming as she sat across from Jehn, dealing cards as she held his gaze. She didn’t need to look down; she’d done this more times than she could begin to count.

Jehn didn’t look at his hand. He was waiting for her to speak.

“If you think it’s the only way—” Briand began.

“I do,” he said. “We need you, dragonsayer. We need your power. We need you alive. As the prince, I ask you. As your friend, I hope, I beg you.”

Briand sifted the cards in her hands. “I don’t like it,” she said. It was her final protest. “But I fancy being alive. I’m trusting you, Jehn. Don’t let me down.”

He spent the rest of the night giving her instructions on locations in the capital city, and insights into the Seekers. She listened well, knowing her life might depend on her ability to remember.

And when she returned to her room, she fell asleep and into the dream she shared with the Seeker. And she pretended to let a detail slip, and thus set her trap.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

JADE AND AUBERON flew backward at the shockwave of magic. The rypter below skidded across the tiles as if flung by a giant hand, its powerful legs grasping at tiles as it slid into the opposite wall. Glass shattered in the window high above, raining down like sleet over the Seekers’ unconscious bodies.

The shock of it gave Nath the moment he needed. He thrust his sword into the body of the rypter he was fighting, and the thing jerked back with a howl of pain and collapsed at the top of the staircase.

He put his boot against the back of the beast and shoved it down. The rypter rolled to the bottom and lay limp.

Nath wanted to collapse. He was shaking. He threw his hand up against the wall to support his weight. Beside him, Crispin panted, “I told you I was good in a fight.”

At that moment, Nath didn’t want to strangle the boy. He was too relieved and stunned and shaken to care.

Below, Kael and the dragonsayer were on their hands and knees, knocked down by the blast that had come from... the dragonsayer? Nath didn’t understand what she’d done. Whatever it was, it had been incredible.

He dragged in a stabilizing breath and staggered down the stairs. Kael stood slowly, and the dragonsayer after him, both of them moving as if in a daze. A creature romped toward them, and Nath lifted his sword in alarm at the sight of the talons and lizard-like features, but it wasn’t another rypter. He squinted, astonished. A dracule?

“I thought those things were all dead now,” he said as Briand reached out a hand to the creature, which licked her fingers.

“Later,” Briand said, turning a circle to look at the fallen figures around them, the remnants of the battle. Her gaze lingered on the Seekers at the far wall, lying still with broken glass covering their cloaks like snow. “I’ll explain it later.” She blinked, dazed. “The family—there’s a boy and two girls—”

“We got them safely out in the tunnels,” Maera said from the doorway to the courtyard. She was holding her left arm, blood flowing from between her fingers. “Don’t worry.”

“We have to go.” Now it was Kael who spoke. He looked at the dragonsayer, and her eyes snapped to his, and the air seemed to burn between them. Kael reached out to touch the dragonsayer’s face, just a brush of his fingers, and they leaned toward each other as if their bodies were in silent communication. The dragonsayer seemed to want to say something, but she bit her lip instead.

Nath’s gaze slid to Maera, who flicked her eyebrows up at him.

“There are books—a library—” Briand continued.

“Where?” Maera asked.

“Below,” Briand said, at the same time that one of the Seekers stirred and groaned.

Some of the henchmen were stirring, reaching for their weapons. On the stairs, Crispin took an uncertain step back. “I think we’ve got a problem,” he called.

Kael’s expression tightened. “We need to get out of here. But first...” He lifted his sword and strode toward the fallen Seekers. He reached down and rolled Auberon over onto his back. “He knows who and what you are.”

With that, Kael rested his sword against the Seeker’s throat.

“No!” the dragonsayer shouted.



~



The word ripped itself from her lips before she could process what she was saying. Her cry ripped like a thunderbolt through the room. Kael stiffened in shock, his head whipping around to stare at her.

Pure betrayal shone from his eyes. The look he gave her punched her in the gut.

Below the blade of the sword, Auberon stirred weakly. His eyes fluttered open, and he stared up at Kael with a malicious smirk, as if that shout from Briand was a declaration of loyalty to him instead of them.

It wasn’t.

Was it?

Her doubt stabbed her through the heart.

“We need him,” she said. The words tripped over themselves as she spoke. She was desperate to stay his hand, and she didn’t even know why. “He has information I need. Don’t. Jehn wanted me to get it from him.”

Auberon turned his head toward her. “So. The truth comes out. You played me all along, didn’t you?”

Kael was dangerously still. “Jehn sent you?” he asked, as if sorting out a painful truth.

Briand answered them both. “I needed to know how to stop the headaches and the pain. Jehn told me about a metal kept in the Citadel that would work as a talisman better than anything else I might find... and there was always the possibility of a Healer being able to help. We couldn’t think of a way to steal the knife except with the help of a Seeker. So, I let Auberon kidnap me and bring me to it himself. The Healer idea didn’t work, though. But I have the knife.”

Auberon’s expression was torn between admiration and rage. “I underestimated you, dragon girl.”

“Quiet,” Kael said, pressing the sword into his skin.

Auberon resumed smirking. As if he’d won.

“Jehn doesn’t want him dead,” Briand said. “Not yet.”

“Clearly I’m using—” Auberon started.

Kael clocked him on the head with the hilt of the sword, knocking the Seeker unconscious. Auberon sagged back on the tile. Kael stood and turned to the others.

“Let’s go,” he said grimly.

He didn’t look at Briand.


















































CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

THEY TRAVELED FAST and silent through the underground Monarchist tunnels with Vox loping alongside them, casting dragon-like shadows in the light of the torches. The dracule’s mind reverberated with excitement to be going somewhere new. Nath gave Briand a whispered explanation of what they were, and then she spent the rest of the journey staring at Kael’s back and wondering how she was going to repair whatever she shattered back in that hall when she’d asked him to stay his hand against his enemy, against one of the ones he’d spent a year in servitude to, against a member of the order that had tortured Nath.

And Nath—what did Nath think?

The old tutor had not left her side since they’d reached the tunnels. She couldn’t tell what he thought about any of this.

Maera had vanished, but she reappeared before they left the tunnels, still clutching her shoulder, a bundle of cloak under one arm. She shrugged off any concerns about her injury. “It’s just a scratch,” she said. “The Seeker wench had more fire in her than I expected from such a cold one.”

Briand kept reminding herself that Auberon and Jade were the enemy.

But she was having a hard time believing it.

They reached a ladder, and then they were moving through the back room of a bakery, and then Tibus was hugging her too tight and saying that he knew they’d find her safe and sound and how he’d told Nath a thousand times not to worry. And she was glad for the hug, because all she wanted to do was curl up and hide away from any prying gazes.

She’d followed Jehn’s plan. She’d completed her mission. Hang that, she’d rescued herself.

But at what cost?

She sat in the back of the wagon with Vox curled beside her, both of them wrapped in a blanket, while Tibus stitched up Maera’s arm and Nath and Kael discussed in low tones whether or not it was safer to leave the city now or wait until nightfall.

“Auberon will have already marshaled forces,” Nath argued. “We need to leave at once before they can find us.”

“But he only has so much manpower,” Kael replied.

Every few moments, his gaze returned to her as if compelled toward her by some invisible force, as if against his will. His eyes were dark and smoldering, and the feel of them scorched her. There was a tightness to his mouth that she could not decipher, a tension in him that tugged at her and filled her with equal parts desperation and frustration. She wanted to jump from the wagon and demand that they speak, but she held herself back.

Vox laid his chin on Briand’s knee and snorted a puff of smoke in her face.

Hungry. 

She shushed him with some soothing thoughts of a sleepy bed of glowing coals. That always mesmerized Sieya, anyway. Vox resisted soothing, however. He prodded her leg with one clawed foot.

Very hungry. 

The dark-haired boy whom she didn’t know was watching her. She remembered Maera calling him Crispin in the tunnels. “I thought a dragonsayer would look more impressive.”

A moment later, Vox was at his throat, pinning him to the side of the wagon. Crispin squeaked out a cry for help before Briand flicked her fingers and the dracule dropped down on all fours and padded back to Briand’s side. Crispin scrambled up and straightened his shirt, his face pale.

“It’s all about who you know,” Briand said coolly.

Tibus coughed in a way that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. Briand saw him fish into the pouch at his belt and hand Maera a coin with a grudging grunt.

“Never make a wager with Maera,” he told the dragonsayer ruefully. “She’s always right.”

He’d finished sewing Maera’s arm, and the spy proceeded to fuss with her torn sleeve until it looked intentional. Then, she nudged the bundle at her feet toward Briand.

“For you,” she said with a quirk of her eyebrows.

Briand undid the cloak bundle and inhaled in surprise at the sight of the books Noe had shown her.

“The right ones, yes?” Maera asked, with the confidence of someone who is rarely wrong. “I swiped them before those Seekers had time to burn the house down, or worse, get their hands on the books themselves.”

“You’re incredible,” Briand said. She ran a finger down the leather spine of one of the books, wondering what answers she might find inside.

The wagon lurched as Nath climbed inside. He looked at Tibus. “Did I miss it?” Tibus nodded slightly, and Nath’s face fell.

“Knife?” he asked.

“Dracule.” Tibus crossed his arms and leaned back against the side of the wagon with a satisfied grunt.

Crispin grumbled something under his breath but didn’t look in Briand’s direction again.

“What’s the plan?” Maera asked.

“Leave the city now,” Nath said. “Head east. Kael’s gone to send an encrypted mechbird to the true prince.” He gestured at Vox, who watched Nath’s fingers eagerly, as if expecting a treat to materialize from them. “Where did you find a second dracule?”

“Dracules died out a long time ago,” Crispin interjected, his tone imperious. “It can’t be a dracule. That’s impossible.”

“Who are you, little boy?” Briand demanded, giving him her witching-eyes glare. “And are you interested in keeping your tongue?”

Crispin shut his mouth again.

Nath beamed at her.

Footsteps sounded outside, and they all tensed, but it was Kael, transformed to look like an old man with a hunched back. He swung into the driver’s seat, and the wagon creaked forward, rattling over the cobblestones.

They were silent as they traveled through the city. Briand stared at the shadows of the ember trees that slid across the canvas sides of the wagon, her whole mind still a fog of shock at everything that had happened. A flash of memory hurtled through her—Noe, kind Noe, falling dead to the floor as his blood spilled around him in spurts of red. She pressed a hand to her stomach, feeling like she was going to vomit.

“Are you hungry?” Nath asked, reaching for a sack of food.

She shook her head at the offered hard biscuits. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be hungry again.”

He clapped a comforting hand on her shoulder. His eyes softened. “I know what you mean.”

She thought of Auberon and had a pang of fear. Or anger. Or both.

The anger, curiously, was aimed at herself as much as at him. At her, because she was stupidly feeling bad for him.

The enemy. The person who captured her.

Vox pressed close to her, sensing her turmoil. He made a thrumming noise in his throat and flicked out his tongue. His bright eyes welled with an almost human sorrow.

Sad, he thought to her.

His master had just died.

I’m so sorry, friend,  she thought, running a hand down the smooth scales of the dracule’s neck.  I would have saved him if I could have. You fought well. He would’ve been proud. 

She wasn’t sure how much of that Vox understood, but she hoped it was enough to comfort him. She scratched under his chin and along his chest, and he purred and laid his head on her leg. She sent him thoughts about warm, crackling fires and wide open skies.

Vox’s eyes drooped, then closed. He began to snore quietly, a wheezing sound that made the others smile.

Briand looked at them all again. Maera, with her wounded shoulder, sitting at the end of the wagon and watching the world slip by. She was perfectly composed despite her injury, as if she’d just come from tea and lunch. Maera turned her head and caught Briand studying her, and she winked.

“It’s good to see you,” she said. “Some of us have been worried.”

“Some?” Tibus rumbled. “Was anyone not worried about the fate of our girl?”

Maera’s smile deepened. “Well, I stand corrected. Some were frantically worried.” She arched her brows in Nath’s direction, then at the front of the wagon.

Kael.

Maera meant to be playful, Briand knew, and perhaps to impart a little necessarily information, but a pang of guilt twisted in the dragonsayer’s gut all the same.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry that none of you knew about my mission. It was not my intention to deceive you.”

She deliberately avoided saying anything about Jehn.

“Many a man or woman goes on missions thinking his comrades might be dying or dead, only to discover they had a counter-mission of their own all along,” Tibus said. He gave her a reassuring nod. “It’s happened to all of us.” He looked at Crispin. “Almost all of us.”

They rattled through streets crowded with late afternoon laborers and shoppers. Ember trees cast clawed shadows across the canvas of the wagon. Briand dislodged herself from Vox and crawled to the back of the wagon beside Maera. Together they watched the throng of people that passed, Briand with her chin on her knees.

Was Auberon searching for her at this very moment? Had he returned to his estate in defeat, or had he ordered his henchmen into the streets?

He would not let her go without a fight, she was sure of it.

A hood of gray caught her eye, and her heart pounded, but the figure turned, and it was just a lady dressed in a silver coat. Then, Briand was seeking gray cloaks and hoods everywhere—on the head of what turned out to be a baker, his black hat dusted with white powder that might have been sugar to make gray. A steel-colored flutter at the steps of a library made her pulse jump, but it was only a banner snapping in the wind.

Maera laid a hand on Briand’s wrist. “We’ll get away,” she said calmly.

The wagon turned onto the main street of the theater district. The gate was near.

Freedom, so close she could taste it.

Across the wagon, Vox’s eyes snapped open. He raised his head with a low whine in his throat that turned into a snarling hiss. He didn’t have a word for what he sensed, so he projected the image into Briand’s mind.

An ugly, reptilian beast with four powerful legs, a blunted snout, skulking upright, its blind eyes turned in their direction.

“Rypters,” Briand breathed.

Everyone in the wagon froze. Nath turned the color of ash.

“Listen,” Crispin whispered fiercely. “Rypters read minds and emotions, so right now we are all mice in the back of this wagon. Think of what you see as a mouse in this wagon if it had no people in it. Think of the planks in the wagon bed! Think of the sacks of food. Think of the barrels. For heaven’s sake, don’t think of that dragon thing.”

Briand didn’t have time to ask. She filled her mind with a picture of the wagon bed, tracing each splinter and crack in the old wood again and again as if with a worried finger. Across from her, Crispin’s mouth moved as he muttered something silently.

Nath’s eyes were closed, his hands clenched tight in his lap.

The wagon slowed, and outside, they heard a gruff voice order a halt. Vox made an anxious sound deep in his throat.

Briand wanted to think at him to be quiet, but she didn’t dare. She put out one hand and touched the dracule’s clawed foot to calm him.

Could the rypter sense the dracule? Or was some dynamic like that between Seekers and dragonsayers at play?

They sat sweating in the wagon while Kael’s calm voice, creaky and disguised to sound like an old man’s, answered the questions being thrown at him. A shadow loomed outside the canvas, and a guttural cough came near the wheels, and then the creature moved on, and they heard someone say, “There is nothing here.”

Everyone exhaled. Crispin held up one finger as if to warn them not to abandon their mice thoughts yet.

When the wagon had rolled through the gate, leaving Tasglorn behind, they broke out in shaky laughter. Tibus slapped Crispin on the back so hard the boy had a coughing fit.

“It’s a good thing we had you along,” Maera observed.

The boy beamed with pride.

Briand glanced through the slit in the back of the wagon and saw two of Auberon’s henchmen, their backs turned away, one holding a rypter on a leash. And there beside them—it was an arrow straight to her heart—was Auberon.

He was looking at the wagon, but he didn’t see her. He turned away and stalked deeper into the city, and the wagon rumbled on.



















































CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

TASGLORN FADED INTO a pale streak as Kael’s company crossed the sloping hills, heading east again, toward Estria. Eventually, all they could see was green, and the city was far behind them. Stars shimmered overhead when the wagon finally stopped, and Briand and the others crawled out to stand in the evening damp. The dracule leaped from the wagon bed and charged into the trees, chasing down a dinner of rabbits. Briand felt his mind in hers like a clasped hand. She didn’t worry about losing him. He would come back.

Nath busied himself with unpacking the provisions while Maera organized the campsite and Tibus and Crispin gathered firewood. Kael untethered the horse and led the animal into the brush to graze.

In the darkness, Briand approached him. He’d removed his disguise, and he was her Kael again, with a shadow of a beard on his chin and a promise of a thousand unspoken thoughts written in the set of his shoulders as he paused his tying the horse’s lead rope to a tree. She joined him wordlessly, running her hand down the horse’s flank. It nickered quietly in the dark.

Kael didn’t say anything as he finished the knot. His silence was an exquisite tension. She detected sorrow in him, and anger. Anger at her? Her blood beat against her wrists, her neck. She opened her mouth to speak, to say that she’d missed him, that she’d taken risks, yes, but that she’d succeeded and that she was proud of herself whether he was or not. She couldn’t tell if she was angry with him too—she was burning inside, but whether it was desire or impatience or rage or some other emotion, she didn’t know. She couldn’t sort it. She wrapped her fingers around her knife, just a touch to ground herself, and at the contact of her skin with the metal her mind’s churning calmed slightly.

Kael stood, head bowed, one hand on the horse’s nose.

Briand waited another beat, then made a little growl of good riddance and turned to rejoin the others.

Kael’s hand found hers. He swung her around, and her mouth crashed into his. Briand wrapped her arm around his neck, pulling him down to her as they fell back against the nearest tree. The wind curled around them and in the distance, a fire flickered, but she could only hear the pounding of her heart in her ears, she could only see and taste Kael. This... this was like coming home after the longest, hardest climb of her life. It was safety and uncertainty and fullness and hunger. She lost her hands in his hair. He put his on the small of her back and tugged her closer.



~



Nath tossed the dried meat into the pot over the fire and added the greens and mushrooms he’d foraged in the forest. Tibus cleaned his sword a little ways away from the rest, and Maera perched on a fallen log, redressing her wounded arm with the ease of someone who’s clearly done such things one-handed before.

Kael and the dragonsayer were both nowhere to be seen. Maera saw him do a sweep of the perimeter for any sign of them, and her eyebrows quirked up at him in insinuation.

She was daft, Nath thought. Wasn’t she? Surely... surely not...

He sat in silence, contemplating it.

Crispin sat across from him, looking thoughtful instead of smug for once in the light of the flames. For the first time since they’d met, Nath found himself feeling neutral about the boy rather than enraged at his existence.

“I did an excellent job of saving us,” Crispin said thoughtfully.

Nath’s neutral feelings evaporated like drops of water in a hot skillet.

“Lad,” Tibus rumbled from his place a few feet away. “Let others congratulate your successes for once.”

“I’m just remarking on it,” the boy said. His voice rose in a whine. “Nobody else said anything! Without me, we would have been lost.”

“Without all of us, the others would have been lost,” Nath growled.

“I’ve heard Maera talk about how good she is at sword swallowing,” Crispin protested. “Why is it different?”

Maera smiled but said nothing.

“There is a difference between confident knowledge of one’s abilities and egotistical self-aggrandizing,” Nath snapped.

Crispin leveled a glare at him. “I fought well beside you today. You didn’t say anything about it. I thought it would...” He stopped, blushing. “I thought you might at least hate me slightly less afterward.”

“I don’t hate you,” Nath muttered. “I...”

“See? You can’t think of even one nice thing to say. You think I’m worthless.” Crispin crossed his arms and sat back as if he’d proved his point. But his triumph faded almost as soon as he’d said the words, and his shoulders slumped as he folded into himself and gazed at the dirt. “Everyone thinks I’m worthless. My father used to hold me over the rypter cages when I was disobedient. He said my only use was training bait.”

Nath harrumphed and threw more wood on the fire, hiding how much the mention of rypter cages unsettled him. A crash came from the bushes, and the dracule emerged, holding a limp rabbit in its jaws. It ate at the edge of the clearing and then climbed into the wagon.

The silence crackled; Crispin’s eyes reddened as if he were holding back tears, and strangely, Nath felt like an ass. He bit his tongue to keep from firing off another insult as he looked toward the trees, wondering where in the seven levels of the underworld their fearless leader had gone off to?-
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Briand cupped Kael’s face with both her hands and pressed her forehead to his. She could feel the tension and pain in him even in the midst of the fire and hunger and everything else.

“Tell me?” she breathed, hoping with everything inside her that he would. He was a deep well, this man, and sometimes she didn’t know if she could hold her breath long enough to swim to the bottom. Not without his help.

“You caused yourself to be captured on purpose,” he said slowly, each word wrung from him as if by great effort.

She dropped her hands to his arms and stepped back to study his expression. “Yes. Jehn and I arranged it before we left Tyyr. But you knew...” She paused as the full weight of it crashed into her. “You didn’t know.”

“No.” He turned his head. He was holding in a deep chasm of hurt. She could feel it in the shudder that ran through him as he spoke the word.

He hadn’t known. He’d searched for her, come to rescue her in desperation, and she’d shoved him in a river without explanation and vanished to Tasglorn.

“Jehn said he’d tell you...” she whispered. Inside her, in the deepest reaches of herself, a knot of emotions tremored and shivered, fragile as glass. “You’re angry with me.”

Kael touched her jaw, her hair. “No, Catfoot, no. I have never been more proud of you. You are more clever and resourceful than anyone could have imagined. You did what the true prince asked of you. You faithfully executed your orders.” His expression darkened. “Even if you did ask me to spare the Seeker.”

“Then, what?” She didn’t understand.

“I’m afraid this was a test. A test I failed.”

“A test?” She didn’t understand. “From Jehn?”

The knot inside her grew fractured. She felt cold, isolated. Lost on a high peak and surrounded by fog. She stared at his face as a sensation like falling swallowed her.

“He didn’t tell you,” Briand murmured. “He didn’t tell you.” She dropped her hands, and they dangled at her sides.

Silence carved a space between them.

“We should return to the others,” Kael said quietly. He brushed another kiss to her forehead, and she shivered. He put both hands on her shoulders and gently moved her aside, but she caught him by the arm and pulled him around again for one more soul-searching kiss. No, she tried to tell him wordlessly. You haven’t failed. Because she could feel that in his bones he believed he had.

When they returned to the circle of light cast by the fire, a new person sat on the log beside Maera. A man in a dark brown cloak, the hood half-hiding his face. Briand stopped short, her hand going to the bronzed Seeker knife, and it sang to her in response with a cool spark of magic in her fingertips that scrambled up her arm to nest in her head. Kael, however, straightened as if he’d been called to attention.

The others looked at them and then the hooded figure.

“Greetings,” Kael said carefully. His voice was neutral, almost cold. Almost.

“Your companions told me you are happy to share your fire with a wandering stranger,” the hooded man said. His words sounded like rocks dragged across rocks, the way a man’s might if he were disguising his voice. “I have traveled far, and my bones are cold.”

“Even snakes need warmth,” Kael responded.

The man’s mouth quirked in a brief smile.

“Lad,” Tibus said to Crispin, rising. “Come. Let’s gather more firewood.”

The boy followed him into the woods, grumbling, and Maera and Nath melted toward the wagon.

Kael and Briand were alone with the stranger. He drew back his hood, and his face gleamed in the flickering light of the fire.

Jehn.




















































CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

BRIAND RAISED BOTH brows in astonishment at the sight of the prince. He nodded at her in greeting.

“Dragonsayer,” the prince said, using his real voice now. “Surprised, are you? Didn’t you know, even I occasionally slip away from my court and move in secret among the people?”

“A risk I don’t agree with,” Kael murmured.

Jehn spread his hands. “A king cannot stay cloistered from his people and still serve them effectively. A prince cannot hope to either.”

“And a revolution cannot survive without its leader,” Kael answered. His face was drawn, tense, and his body taut.

Jehn waved a hand in a way that suggested it was an old argument. “Nonetheless, I am here.”

Briand wondered if the others knew it was Jehn who’d come. Maera, surely. Tibus, perhaps not? Did he think it only a secret contact for Kael? Some Monarchist spy? Crispin certainly did not know. Nath... who could say?

But these thoughts vanished like smoke, swept away by a wind of confusion swirling in her head.

“You didn’t tell Kael about my mission.”

Jehn focused on her again. “No,” he agreed. “I did not.”

She’d expected him to deflect, or lie. She was momentarily speechless. “You... you said you would inform him.”

“And I am here to do so.” Jehn looked at Kael. “I instructed the dragonsayer to do this. It was my idea, although she put her own spin on things, I imagine. She needed access to a unique piece of metal and she needed coping skills for her magic use. Things the Seeker could offer her. Things she couldn’t get any other way, not that I could see.”

Kael nodded. His jaw flexed, and his hands were curled up tight at his sides as he faced his prince.

The knot in Briand’s chest crackled. Anger licked at her bones. He had allowed Kael to suffer, to wonder and worry and fight. It wasn’t fair. She didn’t understand. He was Jehn’s friend, not just his loyal servant. What kind of friend tormented another friend in such a way?

“Kael,” Jehn said quietly. “Do you trust me?”

“With my life,” Kael responded instantly.

“I’ve come to deliver you good news,” Jehn said. He clasped both hands together and leaned toward the fire. The orange light shone along the ridges of his cheekbones and cast shadows from his nose and eyelashes. His eyes glittered. “Let me be the first to congratulate you.”

“Sir?” Kael said.

“You are to be married.”

Briand felt cold, as if she’d been caught in a sudden wind. As if she were falling and falling in slowed down time with gusts blowing around her. She stared at them both, Jehn strangely earnest as he sat by the fire, Kael stiffening.

“It is a political match, yes, but I think the two of you will have much to respect about each other. The lady to be your wife is Valora,” he added, as if it were an afterthought. “She has lands and a title, but little notoriety. You have no lands yet, nor a title since you were disowned, but when I am king, I mean to see you elevated to a rank befitting your service. Valora has served me well, and she needs a good alliance through marriage. And I would like to see you with the rank of noble before this war is over and I am crowned and have the ability to bestow it upon you.”

Kael’s face was like chipped stone, cold and unmoving. He did not look at Briand, but she felt the focus of his attention like the heat of the fire. Her heart pounded. Her skin prickled.

She waited for him to say something. Say... anything.

Kael dropped down to one knee and struck an arm across his chest in salute. He lowered his head. “It will be as you command, Sir.”

The fragile place inside Briand shattered.





















































CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

THE OTHERS RETURNED, and Jehn lifted his hood again and fell silent. Tibus dropped wood on the fire, and sparks hissed as they shot up toward the sky.

Briand sank onto one of the fallen logs that ringed the campsite. Her gaze dragged to Kael, who was speaking with Nath. His expression was perfectly composed. How could he be so cold, so unfeeling? He hadn’t even argued with Jehn. He’d done nothing but kneel.

Her eyes burned and her throat squeezed. She grabbed the Seeker knife at her waist, and the reassurance of the handle in her fingers mingling with the sing of magic that prickled her arm.

Crispin dumped an armful of sticks on the fire, covering the flames as smoke seeped upward around the wood.

“You’re smothering it,” Nath growled, turning away from Kael. “You’re using wet wood.”

“It isn’t wet,” Crispin insisted.

As they bickered, Kael’s eyes flicked to Briand.

His gaze felt like a blow to her chest.

She stared back, letting all her hurt and anger show straight on her face. He might be impervious, but she was not, and she was too exhausted to try to mimic him.

A muscle in his jaw twitched as if he were holding in a deluge of feeling, the only sign of consternation he gave. Then Maera called his name, and he turned to converse with her.

“Green wood doesn’t burn well,” Nath was saying to Crispin. “Even a child knows that!”

“I picked up the same wood as Tibus!”

Nath grabbed a log from Crispin’s pile and brandished it at him. “This feels green!”

“That’s not a thing you can feel!” Crispin shouted back, seizing the other end of the log.

Briand’s knife hit the log with a sharp thwack right between their hands. Crispin released the wood with an exclamation. Nath turned his head to stare at her.

She stalked over to them and yanked the knife from the wood, revealing a pale, fleshy stripe in the mark the blade left behind. “Green,” she said, and pushed past them for the darkness of the wilderness.

She heard quiet footsteps following her as she pushed aside branches, and she knew in her bones that it was Kael. She kept walking, away from the sound of the fire and the others around it, into the darkness that cradled her and shielded her. Pressure was building in her chest, threatening to burst out. She turned the knife over and over in her hand, seeking relief.

But there was none.

Finally, when she reached a clearing ringed by oak trees, she whirled.

“Why?” She hurled the word at him like a stone.

He stepped into the moonlight, and she was struck by the naked pain on his face. He swallowed, his chest rising and falling as he let out a breath. “I swore an oath, Briand.”

The way he said her name made her want to weep. She crossed the clearing, stopping inches from him. Her hands hung at her sides, aching to touch him. She was angry. And yet she was hopeful.

“Tell the prince.”

He just looked at her, his eyes like embers.

“Tell Jehn that you don’t want to marry her. That you care about me.”

A shudder ran through him, as if he fought a battle within himself. His lashes lowered.

She searched his face, fear opening up a pit beneath her anger, threatening to swallow her. “Do you care about me?”

He reached out and pulled her to him. He kissed her like he was a drowning man and she was air. He made a soft sound in his throat. When he pulled back, breathing hard, he said, “I love you.”

Those words were laced with pain, like a confession wrung from him through torture.

“Please,” she whispered. Tears fell from her eyes and dripped off her chin.

He reached out and brushed one of the tears away. His own eyes glistened. “I... I cannot. I promised him my life.”

“Kael—”

“I will do as he says.”

Briand left him standing there, shoulders bowed.

The others looked up as she strode back into the campsite. She headed straight for Jehn, who was still draped in his cloak. She drew her knife with a rasp of metal, and the others looked up. Nath saw the look in her eyes and jumped to his feet. “Dragonsayer—”

Tibus grabbed her arm, and she twisted from his grasp. She leaped over the glowing coals and landed in front of the prince, who gazed at her bemusedly.

She pointed the knife at him, and her hand trembled. “You!”

Jehn didn’t say anything. He faced her, one hand raised to signal to the others to let her alone. Briand ignored them, focusing on the prince.

“You double-crossing, lying snake!”

He pressed a finger to the flat edge of her knife and pushed down, forcing the blade away from his cheek. “I did not lie.”

“You led me to believe... to believe...” She was exhausted. She was furious. “You led me to believe that Kael and I would be working as a team. Instead, you tortured him. You use people like cards in a Dubbok game. You have no regard for the lives or feelings of your friends!”

“On the contrary,” Jehn murmured. “I very much care about both. But I don’t think I can convince you of that now, can I?”

“No,” she ground out. “Experience has proved otherwise. Only a fool would believe it was so now.” She dropped her arm that held the knife to her side.

“Don’t make him marry her,” she whispered. “Please don’t.”

Jehn’s face turned cold. “It is the best thing for all involved. I am confident of that.”

She took a faltering step back. She was numb inside. Nath came forward and caught her arm, pulling her away from the prince. Crispin asked in confusion if the stranger had done something to upset the dragonsayer, and Tibus shushed him.

Everyone somberly looked at the ground as Kael approached the fire. He began to ladle soup into the bowls, and everyone took the dish offered them and ate without a word.






















































CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

DARKNESS COVERED THE campsite. Kael’s company lay asleep, wrapped in their bedrolls around the fire. Tibus snored loudly on his back. Nath wheezed. Kael was a silent form outlined by the glow of the embers. Crispin wriggled and murmured in dreams.

Briand was awake.

She stared at the stars above her head, her eyes wide and dry.

She would not be a pawn. She had played by Jehn’s rules and completed her mission, and now he was repaying her and Kael by forcing them apart.

Anger burned hot in her chest. If he wanted a dragonsayer on his side, then he needed to reconsider his tactics. He’d paid half a million dubois to the queen of Nyr to secure her loyalty. Briand received only a flat refusal to listen to reason.

He was treating her like a guttersnipe. Like a pawn.

She wasn’t going to accept it.

If he wasn’t going to give her the respect she deserved, then she would go out and take it for herself.

Briand threw aside her blanket and rose silently. The fire burned low, the coals flickering. She took her bed roll and a few of the foodstuffs and packed them in a bag along with a change of clothes from the costumes in the wagon—a long red cloak and a simple shirt and pair of men’s trousers that looked small enough to fit her. The dracule woke from where he’d been sleeping on a pile of supplies and touched his nose to her hand. He was confused but eager to follow her out into the moonlight.

She nearly collided with Maera when she was leaving the wagon.

“What are you doing?” the spy asked.

“Leaving.”

Maera’s face was illuminated enough by moonlight for Briand to make out the other woman’s expression. Acceptance. Even empathy.

What did Maera know? What did she see when she observed Kael? Briand wasn’t sure, but she saw she had an ally in Maera.

“Write to me,” she whispered. “Tell me... tell me how he is.”

“Wait,” Maera said. She disappeared into the wagon and emerged with a roll of paper. She scribbled down a set of instructions. “I’ll write you. Here is the code. I’ll tell you how he is, dragonsayer.”

Briand reached out and gripped the other woman’s hand wordlessly.

“Keep safe, dragonsayer,” Maera said. “I have a feeling I’ll be hearing about you again.”

“My story is far from over,” Briand promised. “You can count on it.”

She slipped past Maera, heading for the forest with Vox at her heels.



~



Kael lay still on his bed roll, watching the dragonsayer and the dracule steal away in the darkness. Beside him, Nath’s breathing betrayed him as awake too.

“She’s leaving,” Nath whispered, his tone worried.

They’d traveled and fought alongside each other too many times not to know when the other was sleeping.

“I cannot stop her,” Kael said heavily.

“Can’t you? Go after her! Drag her back. We’ll tie her to the wagon if we have to...” Nath trailed off as he saw the set of his leader’s shoulders. “You will not stop her,” he said, as if finally understanding.

Kael stared at the place where Briand had vanished. His world shrank to that point where she had been standing a moment ago, a point that was now only empty darkness. He breathed in and out, and felt surprised that he still could.

“She can’t go alone,” Nath whispered. “She’s got Seekers after her.”

“She’s more capable than any of us ever realized,” Kael said. He was still looking at the forest as if she might reappear again.

“She shouldn’t be alone.”

Nath was right. He couldn’t give her what she wanted, but he could give her this. “Go with her, Nath.”

“Sir?”

His voice was ragged when he spoke again. “Go with her. So she won’t be alone. You can be a contact for the Monarchists. I’ll arrange it. Just go.”

Nath didn’t have to be told twice.

As his old friend rose to grab his things and follow the dragonsayer, Kael felt his inner world—the one he’d spent years meticulously constructing to keep him to keep him alive and safe and without weakness that would leave him vulnerable—crumbling like a broken wall, falling in on him. He dragged in a breath and did what he always did—he let the horrors and rejections and pain and fear pass through him like water, himself a sieve and everything else flowing through, but it wasn’t working. He was drowning in the water. Adrift.

Alone.



~



Briand heard footsteps, and they were not Kael’s. She cursed her foolish heart for holding out hope even now. She turned, Vox at her right hand, and saw Nath jogging to reach her. The sun had begun to rise, and bits of gold touched her friend’s hair and turned it to fire.

“Nath,” she said. “What...?”

“You won’t go alone, dragonsayer,” he said firmly. “Not this time. You’ve been left behind and on your own too many times for any one person to bear. No longer.”

She wanted to throw her arms around him and weep. “Won’t you be considered a deserter?”

He swallowed. “He said I was to be a Monarchist contact. He isn’t going to stop you, but he isn’t going to lose track of you either. So I’m not deserting, my girl, never fear.”

He. Kael? She refused to ask. The thought of him filled her with pain so intense she almost lost her breath.

Instead, she said gruffly, to cover her emotion, “I’m headed north.”

“And the plan when you get there?” Nath asked, falling into step beside her.

Briand smiled grimly. “I’m going to make myself into a dragonsayer they can’t ignore. I’m going to end this war, Nath, and I’m going to do it myself. No princes, no kings. Me.”

“Wait!” a voice called out to them.

Crispin fought his way through the brush. He winced as Briand looked at him, but he held his ground.

“I’m coming too,” he insisted.

Nath opened his mouth and then closed it.

“Why?” Briand asked coolly. “Why do you want to?”

Crispin scuffed his feet. “I want to go with Nath.”

“Whatever for?” Nath growled, his eyes opening wide with shock.

“You’re the only person who understands about life with the rypters,” Crispin said. “The only one who even remotely understands what I went through growing up. Everyone else just finds me annoying.”

“I find you annoying!” Nath exclaimed.

“I haven’t enlisted in the Monarchist army yet,” Crispin persisted. “I don’t have to go back.”

Nath and Briand looked at each other. Nath sighed.

“Why should I let you come?” Briand asked.

“You could use my help,” Crispin said. “I know more about Seekers than a lot of people. I know about the one who captured you. And I could teach you both how to avoid rypters.”

She pursed her lips. She cocked an eyebrow at Nath, who made an exasperated sound. “I don’t care,” he said.

“Fine. Follow—but if you prove too obnoxious, I’ll knife you myself.”

Crispin gulped and nodded.

Together, they headed for the horizon.
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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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