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My lady—
Remind me of your name
My memory is sand upon a dune
And the years are the wind.
My recollecting is a crumbling cake,
And my forgetting is a knife of oblivion.
—Excerpt from The Love Poems of Sulif Sathar, Bhanian poet




A KNIFE OF OBLIVION







PART ONE:
~
LOST




CHAPTER ONE

SMOKE ROSE ABOVE the capital city of Nyr like a billowing mourning shroud, forming a dark cloud over the rooftops of white and gold. The fires from the Eisean attack had all been extinguished, but charred remains marred the visage of the capital with black, sooty scars. The air smelled like fire and death.
It was an odd time for a wedding, some said, but others countered that marriages should not wait for times of sorrow to cease. For, in times like these, they might never end, and people still managed to fall in love anyway. And what were weddings anyway, but declarations of hope for the future?
The bride wore a gown of silver that trailed three meters behind her, brushing across the lawn and rippling across the steps as she ascended into one of the palace’s great halls. Light streamed down from windows in the roof of the chamber, and waterfalls poured in from artful slits in the stone walls and converged in a pond at the center of the room. There, the groom waited, dressed in dark green and gold, looking as regal and dangerous as a leopard.
The audience rose at the sight of the bride, a hush falling across the room. She had lined her eyes with kohl like a Nyrian, though she was Austrisian. She wore the jewels of her family across her brow and neck, and the ring and bracelets of her betrothed’s family on her hands and wrists. Around her waist, she wore a belt of rubies, a gift from the queen of Nyr for the bride.
The father of the bride was not living and could not be there, nor her mother, but the father of the groom stepped forward to greet her as she reached the middle of the room and the groom. He smiled at her, a tight, calculating smile that seemed out of place for a wedding.
“Lord Halescorn,” the bride said with a lift of her chin.
She was not cowed by her future father-in-law.
Not in the least.
The crowd watched as Lord Halescorn stepped back, his expression tightening before he smoothed it over with a smile. He offered the bride his hand, and she took it, allowing him to lead her the final steps to the groom.
He whispered something in her ear before she reached her future husband, but no one in attendance knew what he said. No one except for the bride, of course.
The ceremony was short, and according to Austrish custom. A sip of wine was consumed by both bride and groom, and then a bite of bread, to symbolize both joy and sustenance in their future life together. The couple’s hands were bound together by ribbons of gold for wealth, white for health, red for passion, and green for fertility. The couple stared at each other over their bound-together hands, the bride calm, the bridegroom appearing to be at once happy and nervous.
It was the groom’s happiness that made the audience murmur.
At the conclusion of the ceremony, the couple spoke their words of intent to each other, and then the priest slit the ribbons binding them. Everyone rose and craned their necks to see which strip of fabric might fall to the ground first, for tradition held that the first ribbon to fall would be the element most likely to come true in the lives of the couple.
It was difficult to tell, really, as some of the ribbons tangled up and fell at the same time. But one of the guests closest to the couple darted forward and seized the red ribbon, holding it aloft with an air of triumph, for it was considered good luck to be the first to retrieve the winning ribbon.
Whether the bride or the groom looked more uncertain at this, the red ribbon, it was difficult to determine.
The bride and groom prepared to leave the assembly, planning to join the rest of the guests at a carefully prepared feast in one of the gardens that overlooked the rest of the city and the harbor below. The guest who’d procured the red ribbon for them handed it over with a flourish. “May you always have great passion toward your marriage,” he said primly.
“Er, thank you,” Lady Valora said, accepting the ribbon from Crispin. She looked at Jacob Halescorn, her new husband, and he cleared his throat and offered to carry the ribbon himself.
“Did you know,” Crispin continued, not moving from where he’d planted himself in front of the happy couple, “the ribbons used to be silver, blue, green, and pink? They’ve almost completely changed color. Silver is for wealth, obviously, and green for fertility, and blue I guess was for health.”
“Blue?” Valora asked, humoring him. Beside her, Jacob looked impatient.
“It was the physician’s color,” Crispin told them. He was using his lecturing voice, the one that signaled he was about to launch into a speech that would undoubtedly lead to an argument about the difference between rabbits and hares, or some other such detail. “In the shops, on the signs. They used blue. At least in the southern regions, because that is where the shellfish used to make the dye was most abundant—”
“Ah,” Valora said with the air of a woman making a move to stop inevitable bloodshed. Most likely Crispin’s. “But pink instead of red for passion, you say? Why pink?”
“That I, ah, don’t know,” Crispin said with extreme reluctance. “The books did not specify the original meaning of the first color, except to reference passion, and I’m afraid I don’t know what that could—”
A large man stepped to the place beside the lad and clapped a hand on his shoulders. Tibus, the soldier. He grinned at Valora as if to say that he would help her in her efforts to stave off a Crispin lecture, and then he said, “Perhaps it was pink to represent the parts involved.”
Crispin’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “Parts involved? In… passion? Do you mean… hearts?”
“Lower than that,” Tibus said.
Crispin’s face was the picture of puzzlement.
Lady Valora looked at the dispersing crowd beyond. Her mouth twitched. “I’m afraid we should see to our guests, Crispin. Thank you for the honor of bestowing our ribbon blessing.”
Crispin was still pondering Tibus’s words. “Parts,” he muttered.
Tibus leaned over with another hint. “The kind of thing you might get feverbeet on.”
“Oh!” he cried, and blushed furiously. “Parts!”
“We really must be going,” Lady Valora said.
She took Jacob by the hand and pulled him away from Crispin and Tibus, who was now grinning anxiously at Crispin’s expression with the humor of a man who has been needing a laugh for a week and finally has the occasion to take one. A kind of desperate amusement.
They all needed a laugh.
For their beloved dragonsayer was dead.
~
Leaning with one shoulder against a marble column as if he needed the extra support to remain upright, Prince Jehn stood on the steps that descended to the lawn, surveying the court in exile that whispered and danced on the emerald-green lawn below, dressed in wedding finery but wearing somber expressions on their faces as they greeted one another. Beside Jehn stood his captain of the guard, Kael of Estria, dressed in a black shirt and wearing a dark gray coat that swirled around the man’s ankles with each gust of wind from the harbor. He stood with his chin straight and his hands clasped behind his back, but there were purplish bruises beneath the captain’s eyes, and a dark shadow of stubble on his jaw, which was clenched tight.
He looked as if he hadn’t slept in a fortnight.
Prince and captain gazed down at the wedding festivities silently. The music wafting on the breeze sounded misplaced, and as a peel of laughter rang out from a child, everyone looked up, startled. It was an odd air for a wedding—almost a funeral feeling instead. The attack from Eisea had been a week ago, and the nation of Nyr still churned with wariness, shock, and fury. Talk of war was on everyone’s lips. Half the city lay in ruin. Every day, the palace sent wagons laden with food and drink to feed those whose homes had been destroyed. Soldiers were helping the citizens rebuild their homes. Even some of the Austrisians had ventured forth from their isolation to assist in the efforts.
The smoke that had hung over the city for days blocked some of the sunlight and cast an air of foreboding over everything. Still, the garden was festooned with colored lanterns from Nyr, along with the traditional Austrisian practice of hanging gifts for the newlywed couple from the trees in gold-colored, trumpet-shaped packages that were tied with ribbons of white and silver.
Destruction might be all around, but the world continued to turn.
Jehn looked at Kael out of the corner of his eye. During the wedding ceremony, he’d heard some of the court murmuring behind their fans that the captain of the guard was grieved to see his former betrothed, Lady Valora, wed to his not-so-beloved brother instead. They whispered that Kael of Estria must have truly loved her, to look so desperate and broken now at her wedding. Jehn had even heard one gossipy lord claiming that the captain of the guard had called his brother out to duel the night before, and the prince had ordered them to stand down before they killed each other.
None of them knew the truth, of course. And if they had, Jehn thought sourly, they would have found it unbelievable, for the Austrisian court had a disappointingly small imagination. The captain of the guard had been in love with the tempestuous and wild former dragonsayer of the prince, Briand Varryda, and his heart had been severed in half at her death.
And Jehn was concerned for him.
“How do you fare, my friend?” Jehn asked his captain of the guard quietly, speaking in a tone no one but his captain could hear.
“I am well, sir,” Kael answered, but his gaze was trained on the gray line where the sea met the sky as if watching for something to appear, and he seemed only to be half listening to the prince’s words. He had a kind of grim resignation to him that frightened the prince. It was the kind of thing he’d seen on men’s faces before they went into battle not intending to come out alive.
“Are you sleeping?” Jehn persisted. “I’ve heard reports that you train in the middle of the night with the shadow guard. I believe some of the courtiers heard it last night too—there are rumors—”
“You of all people should know better than to listen to rumors,” Kael said.
Jehn was undeterred by this rebuke. He gave his captain an expectant look, refusing to turn his gaze away until Kael answered him.
“I sleep enough,” Kael said flatly after a short, irritated pause. “I train at night to keep my senses strong, for we train in near-darkness and use our ears to find our enemy. The courtiers always talk. They like to make up stories about me as much as they like to invent fictions about you. Might as well give them something to talk about, so they don’t invent dangerous fictions about you and the queen of Nyr that might lead to unsavory political ramifications.”
“Kael…” Jehn looked at his captain of the guard, sorting through his words. No, not his captain. At that moment, he saw only his oldest friend. Even the mention of the queen of Nyr was not enough to distract him from his line of questioning, and he knew that was why Kael had chosen to say it. “Kael, my dear friend, I am concerned—”
But the captain of the guard did not appear to be interested in hearing the rest of what his prince had to say. He bowed low, a perfectly executed bow of an appropriate length and depth that somehow still conveyed an air of curtness with it. “Excuse me, sir. I have a prior engagement to keep with the queen’s shadow guard.”
With that parting jab, Kael turned and strode away from the wedding, his dark cloak swirling behind him.
Sir.
As always, the word felt somewhat like a slap to Jehn. Extreme dutifulness was Kael’s way of putting distance between them. Usually, Kael used it to signal his silent displeasure at Jehn’s schemes even as he honored them. This time, it felt like a self-sabotaging effort designed to ignite Jehn’s anger, and thus distract him from probing further into Kael’s mental state.
Jehn hissed a curse under his breath. He knew what it looked like when a man was near his breaking point, and Kael had nearly found his. And yet Jehn was unable to monitor him closely, for Kael was everywhere these days, plugging a thousand holes in the sinking ship that was their court in exile, managing armies of spies and overseeing scores of secret operations and arrangements.
Meanwhile, Jehn was entrenched in his own battles, personal and otherwise. He scarcely had time to eat and sleep some days since the attack from Estria, so busy was he with meetings and plans and strategizing and rebuilding what was torn apart. More than just the walls and streets of the capital had fallen to the fire of the Estrian army—the Nyrians’ disdain for the Austrisians had somehow been obliterated too. No longer were they uneasily sharing space. A strange, fierce unity gripped the two peoples. They had both been targeted with the same swipe of intolerable treachery. The Nyrians had been shelled by cannon fire, and the Austrisians had been framed to stumble into war with Bestane. They had both been victimized. They had a common enemy, and it had energized them into some measure of cooperation that had previously seemed impossible to hope for.
But now, there were years of work to be done, and little time to accomplish it. And everyone had to keep breathing and eating and sleeping at the same time.
The prince stalked down the steps for the party below, wanting to be anywhere else at that moment. His hand hurt—the bloody thing always hurt now, it seemed, but it was worst when he was agitated or unhappy—and he had the beginning of a headache creeping up his temples. He reached up to rub at his forehead with his fingers when something wriggly and ropelike fell onto his left shoulder from the tree above.
“Seven hells,” he cried, knocking the snake from his arm and drawing back in alarm. The creature coiled and hissed at him, and he looked up wildly lest there be any others waiting in the wings.
Was it an assassination attempt?
Guards were at his side immediately, and one lifted his sword to sever the head of the unfortunate serpent from its body when Crispin shoved his way between them and threw out a hand to stop the reptile’s execution.
“I apologize, Prince Jehn,” he said, picking up the snake before it could strike.
“Is this… is this your snake, lad?” Jehn asked.
Crispin blushed bright red to the tips of his ears. “N-not exactly. Er. You see, now that I am a dragonsayer, I seem to, ah, attract them. I apologize for one falling on your head.” He paused. “Also, given that snakes are considered sacred in Nyr, your guards shouldn’t kill them.”
With that, he vanished into the crowd, still carrying the snake.
Jehn gazed after the lad. He was a strange one. Often right about his facts, but in a smirking way that made one wish he would be wrong. Although it was true, the serpent was the queen’s symbol, and thus, snakes were not to be meddled with. Crispin had spoken correctly.
And Jehn was annoyed at it.
This was his new dragonsayer. This blushing, chattering know-it-all lad who apparently drew serpents to him like a witch, and who, Kael had told him, once wiped his own buttocks with feverbeet leaves and nearly killed himself from the resulting fever.
Yes, this was his dragonsayer.
Jehn scowled.
Had the first dragonsayer attracted reptiles as well? He didn’t remember them swarming after her at odd moments, or raining down on the heads of his guards. Perhaps she’d learned to control it.
He could only hope Crispin might do the same.
Somewhere in the crowd ahead, he heard a startled, barely suppressed scream. Someone must have noticed Crispin’s companion.
Ah, the dragonsayer.
Jehn missed her terribly. They had not ended friends, not really, but there had always been a kind of understanding between them, even when she hated him. She had always been willing to see him as a man, not the crown he wore or the country he represented, and he had always valued that. He wished he could see her again, and tell her how much he’d admired what she’d done with Gillspin, the way she’d weaseled her way into being queen, how she’d spread legends of herself far across the countryside. She would have been a player in the game of kings and queens, formidable and enviable in her power and cleverness.
He still couldn’t quite wrap his head around the fact that she was gone.




CHAPTER TWO

IN THE SAND-COVERED arena of the secret courtyard where the queen’s shadow guard trained day and night to keep their skills honed, Kael of Estria stripped off his fine silk shirt and picked up his blunted practice sword. He ran through his exercises again and again until the sweat dripped between his eyes and his muscles burned with fatigue, but still, he didn’t stop, because the memory of Briand vanishing beneath the waves still burned bright in his mind, tormenting him. He could not seem to banish it today. So, he would train until he was too exhausted to string two thoughts together.
Only then would he be able to rest.
“How was the wedding?”
Alisi, one of the shadow guard, had been watching him train for some time before she spoke. She jumped off the wall where she’d been sitting and padded barefoot across the training yard to stand by Kael.
Kael lowered his sword and wiped his brow with his wrist. “It was a wedding,” he said.
Alisi tipped her head as she studied him. “I’ve heard the rumors on the court’s lips. They’re saying you mourn because your former betrothed has married your brother. Was your love for the dragonsayer not known by the court?”
Kael looked at her sharply, but without surprise. The shadow guard were no fools, and they saw what others did not.
“I saw how you looked for her after she was taken by the dragon,” Alisi continued softly. “You were like a man without hope. You are loyal to your prince, but this was more than concern for his political prospects, Kael.”
“Yes,” Kael said. “I loved her. No, it was not known, but that all hardly matters now.”
“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “It is painful indeed to lose the one you love, and it is a special kind of hell to mourn a death in secret.” Her gaze clouded as if she were thinking of a private loss of her own, though she offered no explanation.
Kael lifted his sword again, and the shadow guard left him alone to work out his sorrows in exercise.
He had almost dropped from exhaustion when a shadow fell across his feet. Kael lifted his head, blinking as the sweat ran into his eyes.
A familiar figure stood before him. A beloved old friend who had been missing for far too long.
“Nath,” Kael said, and took a step toward the other man. He wanted to grab the man into a hug, but instead, he found himself asking, in a wrenching tone, “Why?”
The skinny tutor, who seemed to have grown even skinnier in his absence, stared at Kael. His chin quivered, and his eyes moistened, and then, he began to weep. Sobs wrenched themselves from his throat and echoed through the yard.
“I wasn’t with her,” Nath cried out. “It’s my fault, Kael. I abandoned her, and now she’s dead.”
All of the anger went out of Kael in a gust as Nath wept in front of him. He felt hollow, brittle, and infinitely tired.
The smaller man seemed to fold in on himself. When Kael didn’t say anything else, Nath grabbed his hand and tried to form it into a fist.
“Hit me!” he shouted. “Hit me in the face. Break my nose. I deserve it, Kael. I deserve it.”
“Nath,” Kael said softly. “Nath, stop.”
Nath’s weeping quieted. He dropped Kael’s hand and turned away.
Kael put his arms around his friend.
~
In Gillspin, Cait of Isglorn, former lady of the court in exile, now the companion of the thief-queen of Gillspin, stood at the entrance of the dining hall where the thieves feasted and wondered for the hundredth time that day what she was going to do.
She held in her right hand the letter Kael had sent her about the dragonsayer’s death, the words in it terse and smudged, and in her left, she held the message from Crispin asking for Bethulah to send him books about dragonsaying.
The letter from Kael had come days ago, but she still carried it everywhere with her like a talisman, folded up and tucked inside the bodice of her dress, the paper crinkling against her skin when she moved. She ought to burn it, as she did with all other letters she received from Monarchist friends, but she couldn’t bring herself to do so yet. She still needed to look at the words every so often to convince herself they were real, even though every time she did, her eyes blurred with tears.
The missive from Crispin had come only yesterday.
Cait rested her forehead against the frame of the door and listened to the voices of the thieves in the room beyond.
No one knew but she.
They all thought Briand would return any day now.
But she was dead. Killed by the very thing that she alone had been able to control.
How could this have happened?
A lump rose in Cait’s throat. Meanwhile, Nath was who knew where doing lords knew what, and Crispin was writing her self-important letters about getting dragonsaying books from Bethulah.
There was no one to tell her what she ought to do.
What was one expected to do in such a situation? She supposed she could pack her things and try to steal into Nyr aboard a blockade runner, as Briand and Crispin had done, but what would she do with the dozens of orphan children they’d acquired in the months they’d been in Gillspin? And Sieya and Agashi, the sole surviving dracule baby? Bethula and her children? And all the rest of the loyal thieves?
Cait had never been the stubbornest person; in any group of people, she was likely to be among the more passive end of the bunch, but on this point, she felt determined.
She did not want to leave. She couldn’t. Not when they were making so much headway here. Not when so many people had made this place their home. Not when, for lords’ sake, she’d started to daydream about how they could turn this stinking city into something beautiful. Because Cait had laid awake a hundred nights and fantasized about what they might do, how they might wrest purpose and passion from this grim and broken land, and she wanted to see the dreams for Gillspin that she’d stitched together from hope and love come true. She’d been sewing her heart into this place for months, and she wasn’t finished.
No, she couldn’t fathom leaving.
But, alas, she didn’t know how in the world she was going to stay, either.
Cait read Kael’s short, grim letter once more. It was awful, all of it. The dragon. The drowning. Each word felt like a nail being driven into her already-aching heart.
And now, with her dear friend gone, there was the continuing on.
She supposed she was in the line of succession since she had been a member of Briand’s inner circle for the Scarlet Blade, privy to missions and strategies that the others didn’t know. She looked into the great hall where the thieves feasted on Greff’s delectable fare and thought about how the thieves would want a real thief-queen. Not a timid, homeless noblewoman on the run from Cahan.
Cait was not an accomplished fighter, nor was she clever with cards or political machinations. She knew horses, and sewing and gardening, and she’d gotten rather good at stitching up wounds as of late… but that wasn’t enough to make her a viable leader for the thieves. And if the thieves thought Briand was dead, they might fight over a successor. They’d once tried to kill Briand and steal the splintered throne. Eventually, the thieves had come to support the dragonsayer as thief-queen, but if they knew Briand had died, what then? What sort of vortex of scheming and back-stabbing might the news unleash upon them?
Cait swiped a tendril of hair from her face with trembling fingers as dismay crept through her. She was a noblewoman. She designed clothing. She wasn’t equipped to lead these men and women, but she was known by all, and trusted. That had to count for something.
She’d keep the news secret for a while longer while she tried to think of what to do, or Nath returned, or some other solution fell into her lap.
Cait gathered her churning thoughts and entered the hall. All around her, she saw merriment and hope.
Still, she was afraid.
What in the seven levels of hell was she going to do now?




CHAPTER THREE

KAEL ATTACKED THE sparring dummy, striking so hard that a puff of straw shot into the air. It felt good to thrust his sword with all his strength. Cleansing. He didn’t think about anything but the sure stroke of his weapon. He didn’t feel anything but the sweat dripping down his face and beading across his back. He was shirtless, and the brisk wind of the Nyrian autumn felt good against his skin. He was sword and skin and heat and breath and nothing else. He made the move again and again, pushing toward perfection until his muscles burned, and then he picked up the bow and moved on to shooting. He had been working with stationary objects, but he had grown too good with those, and now he was shooting Nyrian coins—the ones with the square holes in the center—out of the sky.
He ate. He slept. He performed his duties as captain of the guard. And in his free time, he did this. He drilled relentlessly, or sparred with Nath and Tibus, because it kept his body and mind occupied enough for him to continue to breathe.
The wedding had gutted him. Watching his brother and his former fiancé exchange vows had sunk like a knife into his chest.
He had never told Briand, but he’d used to imagine what their wedding would have been like. When he was on missions for the prince and anxiety came over him, he’d imagine every detail. The expression she’d have on her face as they spoke the vows, what color of ribbon would fall first at the end of the ceremony. What songs they would dance to afterward, and how the sun would turn the ends of her hair to fire, and how she’d complain about the dancing. What the wedding feast would taste like. Thinking of it had always kept him calm, even in the most miserable of circumstances.
Kael had never planned to marry before he met the curly-haired, witch-eyed guttersnipe from Kyreia. But from the moment he knew he loved her, he couldn’t stop imagining pledging himself to her for the rest of his life.
And now, he never would. Worse yet, she’d died without knowing the extent of his devotion to her. Their last true conversation had been a fight.
The weight of that knowledge was a nightmare he would never wake from.
“Soon, you’ll be able to do that blindfolded,” someone remarked, and Kael turned and saw Tibus. The hulking soldier stripped off his shirt and picked up a practice sword to join him at his calisthenics.
Tibus didn’t say much, but his eyes had an oldness that they hadn’t before, and his shoulders seemed to carry an invisible load.
Behind him came Nath, and the smaller man picked up a practice sword and tossed one to Kael without a word.
Kael laid down his bow and joined his friend in the center of the yard. This was their unspoken agreement. Every day, they fought wordlessly, driving the grief from their minds as they battered their bodies with the wooden swords. Nath struck hard, leaving bruised and sometimes bloodied flesh, and that was exactly what Kael wanted to keep his mind focused.
When they’d finished a round, panting, Tibus called for Nath to come and spar with him, and Kael gathered the scattered coins and readied them to shoot again. He was going to drill himself until he was too exhausted to do anything but stagger to his bed and sleep.
That was when the servant appeared with a message from the queen.
Kael read it, and stood still, staring at the paper in his hand in astonishment.
“Sir?” the servant asked.
“I’ll be there immediately,” Kael said, and called to Tibus and Nath as he strode for the gate without so much as grabbing his shirt.
“What is it?” Nath demanded, but Kael didn’t answer.
The queen was waiting in her garden for him. She looked as if she might have been sleeping before she’d been informed of the recent development—her hair had a hastily brushed look, and her eyes were tired. She gave Kael a nod and turned on her heel.
He followed without a word as she led him through a narrow gap in a flowering hedge that was invisible unless one knew exactly where to look. Ferns brushed at his arms and legs, and the sound of falling water filled the air. Tibus and Nath followed, wearing in turn a mystified expression and an irritated one.
They exited the leafy tunnel, and Kael stopped beside the queen. She turned to him, one brow raised.
“This is what turned up at the docks this morning,” she said.
There before them, his wrists and legs in chains but his expression defiant, stood Auberon.




CHAPTER FOUR

AT THE SIGHT of Kael, Auberon’s chin lifted, and his lips curved in a sneer, as if he were the captor and the rest of them his prisoners instead of the other way around.
Nevertheless, Kael wasn’t fooled. Fear lay in the Seeker’s eyes, and the sight of that fear gave Kael satisfaction like nothing had in weeks.
He put his hand on the sword at his hip. Behind him, he heard Nath draw a dagger with a slick sing of metal. No doubt the soldier had similar feelings. To be confronted with the sight of his enemy, in chains and ready for justice, was like food for a starving man’s stomach.
Trying Auberon for his crimes wouldn’t bring Briand back to life, but it would bring a sense of retribution that might provide some solace during the dark hours to come.
That was what Kael told himself as he gazed upon the Seeker.
Kael crossed his arms. “This seems familiar, Seeker. Last time you had a mission for us, and if I recall correctly, you tried to kill me at the end of it.”
Auberon smirked.
“Has he given any explanation for his arrival?” Kael asked the queen in a low tone.
“Not yet,” the queen of Nyr said. “He arrived and asked for you, and then he refused to say anything else. Do you think he’s here to try to assassinate you?” She said the last bit with a note of amusement. The queen of Nyr had a dark sense of humor.
“I wouldn’t be surprised if he were,” Kael said, “except that Auberon isn’t stupid, whatever he is.”
Arrogant, yes, impulsive, maybe. But stupid? No.
And it was utter insanity to have come here.
What was the Seeker trying to do?
Auberon was thinner than he’d been the last time they’d seen each other, and he was dressed in plain brown robes, with a threadbare cloak. His white-blond hair was tangled and dirty.
Kael looked over his shoulder at Tibus and Nath, who both had the air of dogs that were eager to put an end to a rabbit that had wandered into their pen. They shrugged at him. Who knew what madness had propelled this Seeker here?
The queen continued, “We haven’t yet forced him to talk, but I can have one of my men put him in a mood for conversation if you’d like.” She lifted her finger, and one of her soldiers came forward and put a blade to Auberon’s throat.
The Seeker didn’t stir. He held Kael’s gaze as he practically spat the next words. “I want to talk to the captain of the guard. Alone.”
“No, start with the ears,” the queen said, ignoring Auberon’s demands, and her soldier grabbed Auberon’s head and forced it to the side as he laid the knife beneath the Seeker’s left lobe and his thumb against the Seeker’s cheek, as if he were about to make a carving in his flesh.
Auberon only bared his teeth. “Alone,” he said again.
The soldier pressed the knife into the soft flesh of Auberon’s ear. Auberon stiffened, his shoulders going rigid and the tendons in his neck standing out, but he still held his tongue. Blood slid down his jaw, which was clenched so tight that the muscles bulged.
Briand had cared about him, Kael thought, and he felt weary. Angry. Sorrowful. His sense of satisfaction thinned.
“Is this the only way?” Kael asked before the soldier had cut too far into the ear.
The queen signaled to the soldier, who paused.
Auberon exhaled through his nose, nostrils flaring. He gave Kael a black look.
“Not the only way,” the queen of Nyr murmured. “He had a sister with him—”
At her command, more soldiers dragged out the aforementioned sister, Jade, the one they’d gone to Ikarad to rescue. She looked worse than Auberon—her hair was growing back, but she was still nearly bald, and her body was as thin as a bundle of sticks, her face sallow and her eyes sunken. She trembled in the grip of the guards, her eyes darting from face to face in a panic.
“Leave her out of it,” Auberon growled, but he sounded uncertain now. He tried to turn his head, but the soldier restraining him held him fast.
Jade’s attention focused on the queen of Nyr, and her lips parted as if in surprise. As if she’d just bumped into an old friend at a party. Her expression grew remote, as if she were looking deep inside herself. “Flowers and gardens aren’t the only things you love,” she said in a low, strange voice. The queen stiffened. And then, “You will have a baby—”
“Do you think your sister needs all of her fingers?” the queen of Nyr asked Auberon.
Kael did not wince, but he wanted to. His mind returned to a smoke-filled, cavernous room filled with jeering pirates pressed too close, and the pale, agonized face of his prince as he was held down against dirty stones while a knife rose above him.
“No,” he said, but the queen didn’t hear him, or didn’t care.
“Start with the thumb,” she said.
“Wait,” Auberon burst out, his sneer dropping as he abandoned his dignity. “Let me speak. Please, for lords sake, let me speak.”
“Let him,” Kael commanded.
The queen looked at him sharply. “Careful, captain. You do not give orders to me.”
Behind him, Tibus shifted. Kael knew that the men and women of his guard would go to their deaths for him.
But that was not going to happen today.
“My apologies, Your Grace,” he said to the queen. “Forgive me. Spare the sister. Your husband—”
At the mention of Jehn, the queen went a little white around the lips. She jerked her chin in a nod. She understood.
The fingers.
“Speak, then,” she said to Auberon.
Auberon drew a deep breath. The cut on his ear was still bleeding, but the flow had slowed. He wiped at it with one hand.
“She’s alive,” he said.
Kael stilled. Behind him, he heard Nath gasp. His next word came out harsh, almost strangled. “What?”
“The dragonsayer is alive,” Auberon said. He leaned forward as he spoke, and the guard shoved him back.
“You came here to taunt me,” Kael said hoarsely, his hand going to his sword.
“I had a dream,” Auberon growled in response. “The ones we share. You know what I speak of, don’t you? You know of the dreams. The link we share. You know she couldn’t be in the dream with me if she were dead.”
A roaring filled Kael’s ears. “When did you have this dream?”
“Weeks ago. She was wet and battered like she’d fallen in the sea—”
“Did she speak to you?”
“She didn’t know who I was,” Auberon said.
Kael looked at Tibus and Nath. Tibus was frowning, as if concerned Kael might believe this bald-faced lie. Nath looked stricken.
“And why are you here?” Kael asked then, turning back to Auberon. “You tried to kill me before. You aren’t here to deliver a friendly message. What do you want, Auberon?”
The Seeker straightened. His chains jingled as he moved.
“I want to rescue her.”
Tibus laughed in plain disbelief. “You, rescue our girl? Whatever for? So you can take her back to Tasglorn as a captive again?”
“We’d kill him first,” Nath promised.
“No,” Auberon said. He hesitated, his throat bobbing as he swallowed. He lifted his chin again. “She’s my friend.”
“You haven’t the faintest idea what friendship means, you traitorous creature,” Nath snapped, and started forward, but Kael held him back.
There was a chance that Briand was alive. He wasn’t going to waste it with squabbling.
“If she’s alive, we have to find her.”
“How can we believe him?” Nath demanded, gesturing at Auberon in disgust. “He breathes lies. You haven’t forgotten what he did the last time he swore loyalty to us?”
“To be fair,” Auberon interjected, “I didn’t swear loyalty to you.”
“Quiet, traitor,” Tibus rumbled.
“Wait,” Kael said. “I have an idea.”
~
Crispin gazed with abject horror at the Seeker. “You want me to do WHAT?”
“Let him try to read your mind,” Kael said again. “As a dragonsayer, your mind is impervious to Seeker power, and the opposite will happen. You will draw his thoughts into your own mind. A kind of reverse reading.”
They were standing in the practice yard, fanned out around Auberon, who stood in the center of the gathering. Crispin was still in a state of shock at the sight of the Seeker. And now they wanted him to do the unthinkable.
“Go on, lad,” Tibus said in his deep rumble.
Crispin was a dragonsayer now. He had strong powers. And yet he was more afraid than ever, and the fact, which he was keeping a secret, made him angry. He should be making them all cower, most of all this loathsome Seeker! He took a step toward Auberon, who stood regally in his chains, as if a prince among paupers. The Seeker’s mouth quirked in a little smile as if he could read Crispin’s unspoken terrors.
Crispin stopped. That smile had unnerved him. He tried to keep the tremor out of his voice as he asked, “What’s stopping him from trying to fill my head with torture?”
“The fact that he’ll only turn it on himself instead!” Nath snapped. “It’s simple enough, lad!”
“You know,” Crispin said to Nath, “I’d almost made up my mind that I missed you, but I’d forgotten how irritating you are. If you aren’t nicer to me…” He looked at Vox, trying to summon the dracule with his mind. How had Briand done it so easily? He’d watched her a thousand times. Those dracules obeyed her as if she were their mother. He thought hard at the creature, willing it to jump up and snarl at Nath in a demonstration of his dragonsayer power.
Vox yawned and rolled onto his back.
Crispin reddened. “Well. Anyway. I can control dragons now. Dragons! You should all be a lot more afraid of me.”
“We aren’t afraid of you at all,” Nath said. “Now, let the Seeker try to read your mind.”
Crispin squeezed his hands into fists. He bit his tongue to keep from saying anything else that might only make them laugh. He was a dragonsayer now. Not Feverbeet the idiot lad. They all needed to remember that. He knew more than them, and now, he was more powerful than them too. They should be treating him like a prince.
“Crispin,” Kael said, in a kinder tone, one that had a note of controlled hunger. “If we can determine if he’s telling the truth about his dream—”
“All right,” Crispin said. Though Kael’s features were arranged in a neutral expression, something about the captain of the guard’s eyes reminded Crispin of a panther on the prowl. Gleaming, watchful, ready to strike.
Swallowed the lump in his throat, Crispin stepped forward again, approaching the Seeker as if he were being forced to march to his death. The lad circled him, quaking, before finally coming to a stop in front of Auberon. He looked at the Seeker’s hands, which were long-fingered, with dark, sharp fingernails. No gloves.
Auberon raised his hands with a clink of his chains.
Crispin flinched but held himself in place. He closed his eyes as the Seeker placed a palm against his forehead. He wanted to vomit. He was trembling so hard that he thought he might collapse.
Cold rushed over his head, swirling around his mind. There was a tug, almost painful, and then a rush of images filled his head, most of them flashing too fast for him to discern. He saw a journey on a ship in a gray sea, lights bleeding golden in the gray mist, and the face of the sister, her eyes closed tightly and her mouth moving as if she were talking to herself. And then, he saw a room with damp stone walls and dirty straw on the floor, with moonlight coming through a window set high in the wall. On the floor, huddled against the stones behind her, was the dragonsayer. Her hair dripped with water and her clothing stuck to her body. Her face was drawn with fear and confusion, and he heard himself—Auberon—speak. Dragon girl, he called her, and she didn’t answer. She didn’t look as if she understood where she was, or what was happening. Crispin felt Auberon’s fear and concern as he heard the man’s questions echo in the space between them. “Have you been hurt? Are you captured?”
Then came the proof, when the dragonsayer asked, blinking, “Who are you?”
Crispin stepped back, wrenching himself away from the Seeker’s hand. He was dizzy and breathless, as if he’d been caught underwater in a riptide and managed to wrestle himself away and swim to shore. He stood trying to fill his lungs with air, prickles of magic still sparking in his mind, until the others could stand it no longer.
“What did you see?” Nath demanded.
“Crispin,” Kael said. There was a note of urgency in the captain of the guard’s voice.
“I saw her,” Crispin reported. “She was in that place he described—that dream of the prison cell—and she was wet and frightened. She didn’t know who he was.”
Kael’s whole face changed, and then the features rearranged themselves back into an expression of cool detachment, but the captain stood straighter, and when he spoke, his voice was strong. Almost joyful. “So, she is alive. The Seeker is telling the truth.”
Nath was staring at some invisible distance. He looked redeemed. “She’s alive,” he repeated in wonder. Then, with an ecstatic chortle that sounded almost like a sob, “She’s alive! Tibus, you softhearted old fool, our girl is alive!”
Tibus was unabashedly teary-eyed.
Across the yard, Vox pricked up his ears with a whine in his throat. Crispin wondered if the beast had understood.
“What do we do now, sir?” Tibus asked Kael.
“We find her,” Kael said. “And we bring her home.”




CHAPTER FIVE

KAEL, NATH, AND Tibus proceeded to thoroughly interrogate Crispin as to what he’d seen in the Seeker’s mind.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t much.
“It was the dream as he described it. She was drenched to the skin and frightened,” he repeated again and again.
“How do we know it isn’t the first time they met in the jail cell?” Nath wanted to know. “Or any other time he’s had the dream, for that matter?”
“She was wearing what she wore when she, ah, died,” Crispin said.
That was fairly convincing, and it silenced even Nath’s suspicious nature for a moment.
Kael turned to Auberon. “What else do you know? What else have you seen?”
“Only that dream,” Auberon said. “And I couldn’t tell much from it.”
“Then have another dream!” Nath burst out. “Find out more!”
“It doesn’t work that way,” Auberon said disdainfully. “I can’t simply conjure her like a jinni whenever I want. I have to wait for the dream, the connection, to happen on its own. Believe me, I’ve done everything to try to cause it to occur in the past.”
“You should be sleeping right now, then,” Nath insisted. “Go lie down and close your eyes.”
“Wait,” Auberon said, holding up his hand. “First, I have conditions.”
“Conditions?” Tibus repeated. His brow furrowed.
Auberon gave them a lofty frown. “I came here to give you this information. I acted in good faith. But I don’t know that I can trust any of you.”
“You don’t know if you can trust us?” Nath looked as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or howl in frustration. “You’re the traitor, Seeker. You betrayed us! And we’re never going to forget it.”
“I did what I had to do to survive.” Auberon rattled his chains. “But I won’t be a prisoner here. If you want my help, you’ll have to treat me as a guest.”
Nath laughed harshly. “You’re a simpleton if you think we’d let you free.”
Tibus grunted. “If anyone on the Austrisian court knew you were here, they’d demand your immediate execution.”
“They’re right,” Kael said to him. “The queen of Nyr would never allow it, Auberon. You know this.”
“I didn’t have to come to you with this information,” Auberon hissed. “I could have let you all think she was dead and gone. It wouldn’t have made a bit of difference to me. But I did tell you. I should think that would count for something.”
“If anything, that only makes us more suspicious!” Nath cried. “Why else would you come and volunteer such information unless you have some secret scheme. Do you think we’re idiots?”
“He did it because he loves her,” Crispin said.
Everyone turned to look at the lad, who blushed bright red. He didn’t know why he’d blurted the words out, but he had been mulling over the things he’d seen since he’d reported them to the others, and it had all suddenly made a great deal of sense when examined with that knowledge. The Seeker loved the dragonsayer.
It was almost tragic, Crispin thought. Like something from a play.
Auberon stiffened at Crispin’s words. He didn’t say anything immediately, but eyed the others as if curious as to their reactions. As if this reveal of his feelings to the world were a thing he’d imagined more than once, and now he was interested to see how they reacted.
Nath blinked several times. “What was that, lad? Are you mad?”
If Crispin had been self-conscious about his announcement, the feeling was quickly replaced by righteous indignation. He was the dragonsayer, not them. He was the one with the ability to look into the Seeker’s mind, not them. How dare they doubt him? They wouldn’t have doubted Briand.
“I felt it,” he insisted. “In my, well, I guess it was his head. When I was seeing what he’d seen, I could feel his emotions and hear his thoughts too, just like they were mine. And he was happy to see her alive. He wanted to cry at the sight of her. He loves her.”
Auberon made a scoffing noise. “The longer we spend arguing about this nonsense, the longer she is missing.”
He was right.
They were all quiet. Kael and Nath exchanged a private glance.
“Why don’t you tell us your terms,” Kael suggested, “and we’ll discuss it.”
“The first,” Auberon said, “concerns my sister, Jade. She must be kept safe. She isn’t well, as you can see.” He nodded to Jade, who sat against the far wall, her eyes closed and her mouth moving as she murmured something silently to herself, ignoring them all. “Her time in Ikarad ruined her mind and gave her… never mind that. But I can’t take her with me on a rescue mission, and I can’t leave her by herself either.”
“Rescue mission?” Nath laughed unkindly. “What sort of delusions are you laboring under if you think, under any circumstances, we’re going to allow you—”
“That’s my second condition,” Auberon interrupted. “I am coming with you to save her.”
“You forget, perhaps, that we’ve already done that song and dance,” Kael said. He raised one eyebrow. “It ended with you stabbing me.”
“I haven’t forgotten,” Auberon said with a sneer. “And I’m still sorry that attempt failed. But that doesn’t mean you have any other options now.”
“We could kill him now,” Tibus suggested, laying a hand on his sword. “I haven’t had reason to smile in weeks, but I’ll wager that would do the trick.”
“He’s being honest,” Kael replied, studying Auberon thoughtfully. “That’s something, don’t you think?”
“Is it?” Nath growled.
“Sir,” Tibus murmured, “with all due respect, I don’t think the snake knows where the lies end and the truth begins.”
Auberon pinned the soldier with an even stare. “Neither of you knows where your head ends and your arse begins.”
“Any other conditions?” Kael asked calmly before Nath could become sidetracked into lobbing insults in indignation. He laid a hand on Nath’s shoulder, and the tutor fell into a seething silence.
“That we won’t be prisoners here, as I said before,” Auberon said. “I took a great risk in bringing you this information. Without me, you wouldn’t even know she was alive.”
It was true, and they couldn’t argue with it. There was an uncomfortable silence. Kael and Nath again exchanged a look, communicating with each other in their unspoken way born of many years in life or death situations together that required wordless understanding at an instant.
“You’ll need me,” Auberon insisted. “I’m the only link to her. The rest of you haven’t the faintest idea where in the world she is right now. She could be anywhere.”
“You haven’t the faintest idea where she is either,” Nath said.
“On the contrary—I’d bet my life that she was on a ship when I saw her,” Auberon shot back. “She was tied up, and the knots were sailor’s work. She was still wet. They’d probably just hauled her from the water. But she could be in Tyyr right now. Bestane. Eisea. Even as far as Bhan or Mammot.”
“She could be back in Austrisia,” Tibus suggested, sounding hopeful.
“Not many Austrisian ships sailing near Nyrian waters these days, are there?” Auberon countered darkly.
“Sir,” Tibus said to Kael. “Do you think an Eisean ship could have snatched her up for interrogation?”
Kael’s mouth tightened at the thought. Eiseans were known for their vicious torture of their enemies, and they’d just made an act of war toward Nyr.
“I don’t know when I’ll have another dream,” Auberon said. “But when I do, you’ll need to know whatever I glean from it if you want to find her.” His gaze was pleading now. “I can’t find her alone.”
“You’re bloody right you can’t!” Nath said, but even he was softening.
The Seeker was speaking sense.
They couldn’t deny it, as much as they might wish to.
It looked as if they’d have no other choice but to comply with Auberon’s stipulations.
“I’ll speak to the queen,” Kael said. “In the meantime, though, you’re going in a cell.”
With that, the queen’s shadow guard took Auberon and his sister away.




CHAPTER SIX

KAEL STOOD BEHIND Prince Jehn in one of the outdoor rooms of the queen of Nyr’s personal garden, his arms clasped behind his back and his face composed in his usual unreadable expression as the prince of Austrisian and his wife discussed the reconstruction of the capital city after the Eisean attack. The queen had dismissed all of her guards but one of her shadow guards, who stood on the opposite side of the garden in a similar pose as Kael.
Outwardly, Kael looked as he always did. Eyes forward, fixed on some invisible middle distance. Shoulders relaxed. Legs spaced in an easy stance for springing to the prince’s defense, should the necessity arise. Ready, but calm.
Inside, he was like a man on fire.
She was alive.
The love of his life was ALIVE.
He hadn’t realized he could feel such wondrous gratitude and delight. Finding out that she still lived somewhere in the world had been like drawing breath again for the first time in weeks. Suddenly, the world had color again, and sound and scent and taste. He had nearly staggered at the revelation when he’d first heard it, and even now, he kept feeling dizzy bursts of joy that threatened to overwhelm him completely. It was as if he’d been half-dead, and now he was revived. He felt like he could do anything—lift any weight, climb any barrier. He felt as strong as a giant.
But all was not well yet. She remained lost. Did she even remember who she was? Auberon didn’t seem to think so.
The thought of it tore at his heart. He could hardly bear to think of her alone and in pain, not understanding who she was. He wanted to leave this room at a dead run, leap onto a ship leaving the harbor, and sail straight for the coast of Bestane, or Tyyr, or Daseret. He would search through every house, every prison, every dungeon, every ditch between here and the end of the world for her.
He had no doubt that wherever she was, she was holding her own. He pitied the man or woman who tried to get between Briand and whatever it was that she desired.
But he hated the thought of her thinking she was abandoned. In that, she was vulnerable. Her heart was too easily convinced that she was unwanted, rejected, and forgotten. And Kael had vowed, from the moment he’d learned she was still alive, that he would spend the rest of his days convincing her otherwise. He never wanted her to think she was unwanted ever again.
And yet here he stood, impotent, forced to wait for the Seeker to have another dream that might contain a clue to where she was. It nearly drove him mad, the waiting. The only thing keeping Kael in his place was his years of honed and careful discipline over his impulses.
And right now, that discipline felt fragile as a fraying thread.
“How fares your court?” the queen asked Jehn, with a strange quirk of her lips as she looked at him. “What have they demanded you attempt to wrest from my coffers today?”
“An Austrisian feast to spare our poor tongues from your vile Nyrian spices,” the prince said, and she laughed at him, for the Austrisian court was known to be deeply intolerant of the Nyrian penchant for hot peppers and sauces.
Prince Jehn and his wife had been different around each other lately. Kael had barely registered the change at first, given to his grief as he had been, but he had noticed. They were not kind to each other, not exactly. They were taunting each other more, almost, but with less venom than they had before. Their words still held goads, and they still performed that strange, careful dance of mistrust, but there was a new undercurrent to everything they did now. A potent suggestion of something new, something fragile and tentative and utterly alien to them both. A hint of what almost seemed to be gentleness. The way a hand might handle a newborn child, if the holder was uncertain about harming it, and frightened of it, but still eager to cradle it all the same.
But despite this mutual eagerness, Jehn and the queen seemed more ill-at-ease in some ways. Their interactions reminded Kael of Lord Barria’s sand cats when a newcomer had entered the house, the way they slunk warily around, eyes bright and watchful.
Once or twice, Kael had seen the queen leaving the prince’s rooms early in the morning. He wondered if there was something more between them now, or if she were merely weaving some new web of deceit and confusion around the prince. And thus, Kael was wary too. He did not trust the queen of Nyr, not for a moment, and it was his duty to protect his prince, even from the things the prince might desire.
But this seemed to be merely the usual strange games they played with each other, only amplified now.
Jehn seemed torn between caution and a kind of delirious recklessness with the queen. Their looks lingered longer than usual, and their words were sharp enough to draw blood, every conversation a duel.
Then, the queen turned and addressed Kael. “Your prisoner,” she said. “How fares he?”
“Restlessly,” Kael reported.
“And his sister?” The queen lifted her eyebrow as she said the words. “I hear she is often distraught.”
“The sister was recently rescued from a Seeker prison. I do not believe she has recovered fully from that ordeal,” Kael said.
The queen tipped her head to the side. “Ikarad. You rescued her yourself, did you not?”
Kael was not surprised that the queen had knowledge of these things. She seemed to have spies everywhere. She must be testing him to see if he were already aware of her reach. “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said without reaction.
If she were looking for a reaction from him, she’d get none.
“The Seeker betrayed you,” she continued, as if she were perplexed by the things she was saying. “And you already have another dragonsayer. Why risk so much to get the first one back? Especially considering that she transferred her allegiance to me?”
Kael bristled in spite of himself. “Briand Varryda’s allegiance was to herself and those she loved,” he said. “Not a king or queen.”
The queen nodded as if she had confirmed a suspicion. “I see. And how long have you been in love with her?”




CHAPTER SEVEN



KAEL STIFFENED AT the queen’s question.
He did not immediately answer as he mentally chastised himself for being so transparent. The queen had a nearly unparalleled perception. She saw much and forgot little. He would do well to guard his tongue better in the future, and not show his hand so blatantly. No doubt she had suspected. Lords knew what she would do with the information.
The queen continued, “Is this not a conflict of interest when it comes to your duties to your prince?” She spoke with the mild, almost bored cadence of perfunctory conversation, but her eyes sparkled with an intensity that contradicted her tone.
“I am loyal to my prince,” he said firmly. “I serve him with my life.”
Jehn was watching the conversation silently, looking between them both.
Kael shifted, displeased with the direction the conversation had taken. The queen was observant and well-supplied with information. She was taking care to make this known to him and Jehn. Was this her way of goading Jehn, or Kael? Was she trying to put them on edge, or drive a wedge between them? Or something else entirely?
“Kael’s loyalty to me is not in question,” Jehn said after a short silence.
The queen picked up a piece of fruit from a tray near her hand. She studied it instead of taking a bite. “I intend to have the sister,” she said, still speaking as if they were discussing the weather. “I believe she has a talent that I will find useful. I want you to add this to your negotiations.”
Jehn stiffened slightly. Kael did not react visibly, but inwardly, he went still and wary.
“I serve the prince, Your Majesty,” he reminded her. “Not you.”
“Don’t forget your place, captain,” she responded.
“Nara,” Jehn said as if in warning, and the queen turned her head sharply toward him.
Kael wondered when the queen had given the prince a name to call her by. He had not heard Jehn use it before.
“He is not yours to command,” Jehn told her.
The queen gave him an icy smile. “Are we not husband and wife?”
She was playing a dangerous game. That smile was like a knife, threatening to draw blood.
Jehn’s eyes narrowed to slits. “He is not yours,” he repeated.
“I’ll bargain for her,” she said. “I want the sister. You can have your feast.”
“It will cost you much more than that,” Jehn murmured.
“The money you asked for,” the queen said. “The funds for your army in the south. I will give them to you.”
Jehn’s eyes gleamed. He shifted his gaze to Kael. “What say you? Will the Seeker agree to part with her?”
Jehn had wanted these funds from the queen for months, Kael knew.
Kael thought that Auberon would rather die than give up his sister. But he only said, “If we make the right bargain.”
He knew Auberon fiercely loved Jade. If he could be convinced that she would be safer here in Nyr…
Jehn nodded, and he and the queen changed the conversation to the reconstruction of the city, but tension remained in the room even after the topic had passed.
~
Jehn lay on the couch in his room later, alone now, watching the shadows lengthen across the wall and listening for the sound of footsteps that he knew would come.
She always came to him after a disagreement now. They were like magnets, drawn to each other even more fiercely in their fury.
When the whisper of silk slippers sounded on the rug, signaling that the queen of Nyr had made her way to him through one of the secret passages that led between their chambers, Jehn said, without raising his head from the couch cushions, “Don’t challenge my authority over one of my own men like that again.”
The queen paused in the near-darkness. She wore a simple black tunic and flowing trousers that blended like shadows with the dusk, but a gold chain at her neck glittered in the dim light, betraying her movements. Jehn tracked her with his eyes as she approached, and his heart beat foolishly at the sight of her.
“Don’t forget who is really in power here,” she responded coolly. “You may be the prince, but I am the queen. My soldiers keep your court safe. My ships patrol the waters. My dragonsayer defeated the Eiseans.”
She had a strange expression on her face. As if she were arguing with herself instead of him. As if she were reminding herself of the power dynamic between them lest she forget it.
“Your dragonsayer?” Jehn said, lifting both brows. “He is Austrisian.”
“The deal was made with me,” the queen said, taking a few steps toward him. She stopped, rocking on her heels, studying him in the near dark. Jehn could see a vein beating in her neck.
“Crispin serves my court,” he said icily.
The queen smirked as if such an idea were ludicrous, but her eyes were guarded. She was nervous, Jehn could tell.
Why was she nervous?
“He is not a sworn Monarchist,” she said. “He is a free agent, no matter what his nationality. He does not serve you, and he remains here under my protection. Thus, he is mine.”
Jehn half-rose from the couch, an angry reply on his tongue, but before he could speak it, the queen of Nyr took another step toward the couch. They were eye to eye, the air burning between them. Then, she seized a fistful of his shirt with both hands and yanked his mouth to hers.
Jehn twined one hand in the queen’s dark, silky hair and the other around her waist as he pulled her down to the couch beside him. They kissed each other savagely, and for the length of one intoxicating breath, Jehn forgot where he was entirely, and all he could think about was the sound the queen made in her throat when he lightly pulled on the hair at the nape of her neck.
She broke away first, breathing hard, and pushed him back on the pillows of the couch. Her eyes were bright and black as a bird’s. Jehn could feel her pulse drumming in her fingers.
“The dragonsayer—”
“Is that what you’re thinking about right now?” Jehn murmured, capturing her hands against his chest.
She moved her hands away to rest on either side of him as she brought her face close. Her necklace dangled against his chest, the metal warm from her skin. “The dragonsayer—”
Jehn dropped his head back against the cushions with a growl. “Is there a political compromise here?”
The queen laughed at him. “I will have the Seeker’s sister,” she said. “You may have the other one if you wish, but I will have the sister.”
“Fine,” Jehn replied, not interested in discussing the imprisoned Seeker and his sister at that exact moment, and he pushed himself up on his elbows to kiss her again. He slid his hand down her back to rest on her hip, and the queen leaned back down to meet him. He felt her sigh as if she were letting go of a terrible burden. She was teeth and softness and ice and fire. She was lovelier than he had dared to imagine.
He didn’t know what they were doing. After the attack on Nyr by the Eiseans, something had changed between him and the queen. He didn’t know what it meant. But for the first time in his life, he wasn’t overthinking it. He was acting on instinct. They were husband and wife, were they not?
“Nara,” he murmured.
“Stop,” the queen said suddenly, jerking back, almost as if she were frightened. She gazed down at him, wide-eyed, as if she’d forgotten that he knew her name.
Jehn stopped immediately. “What is it?” he asked. “Have I said something wrong?”
She had told him he could call her Nara, but now she seemed as if she regretted it.
The queen didn’t answer at first. She inhaled as if to clear her head and rose from the couch. She crossed to the other side of the room. Her fingers clenched, and she shook her head as she stared at the window.
“This doesn’t change anything,” she said sternly, whirling to face him. “We are still enemies. We are still married only for political reasons, Jehn.”
“Of course,” Jehn agreed. He was dizzy. He felt cold where the heat of her had been withdrawn abruptly. He sat up slowly and rearranged the cushions around him. “Nothing has changed.”
“I…” The queen put her arms around herself. “I’m not ready for you to say my name like that.”
“Like what?” Jehn asked, feeling flummoxed and a little drunk.
“Just… while you’re doing that.” She shook her head. “It’s too…” She cast about for a word. “It’s too intense,” she said finally, and her eyes flashed with vulnerability for a split second before she turned her head away as if to hide what she was thinking.
“All right. Of course.” Jehn paused, feeling rejected but burying the feeling. “Do you… do you want to stop?”
She threw him a look that was almost exasperated, as if he’d asked a supremely stupid question, and Jehn steeled himself for her to say that she would never touch him again.
“No,” she said, surprising him. “I don’t.”
Then she came back and kissed him again.




CHAPTER EIGHT

CAIT ALMOST DIDN’T see the mechbird that was waiting for her when she returned from a mission to distribute coats and shoes to the poor farmers in the countryside surrounding Gillspin. As soon as she spotted the bronzed mechanical creature with the furled paper clutched in its beak, her thoughts scattered.
Not more bad news. She didn’t think she could bear it.
Cait took the message with trembling hands and retreated to the queen’s quarters, where she could read its contents without having to hide her expression from anyone who might be watching. As soon as she got inside, she shut the door and leaned against it, taking a moment to fortify her emotions. She smoothed the paper out and scanned the words, and then she pressed her fingers to her mouth.
She was scarcely able to breathe at what she saw.
Kael’s message was short, as was like him.
She might be alive, if we can trust the word of a Seeker. Searching now. Rescue soon.
~K
That was all it said, but it was enough to spark joy inside her like a wildfire catching in dry grass. Cait leaned against the wall and sobbed with delight. Alive! Might was a relevant word, and it kept her from straight-up howling in ecstatic celebration, but the most important one—alive—was enough to make her feel buoyant.
Sieya padded to her side and poked the young noblewoman with a curious expression on her scaly dracule face.
“Good news, Sieya,” Cait told the dracule in a barely contained whisper. “Very good news. You shall have a treat tonight!”
Sieya perked up at the promise of a treat, and Cait couldn’t keep herself from laughing with giddy joy.
Another face popped up at the sound of Cait’s voice. The baby dracule. Agashi, Briand had named it. The tiny creature crawled from the depths of the nest of pillows and blankets that its mother had made for it and looked Cait in the face as if searching for the meaning of all the hubbub.
“Agashi,” Cait crooned, reaching out a finger. “Good news, girl!”
Agashi bit the end of Cait’s finger, hard.
Tears sprang into Cait’s eyes, but she told herself it was from the news and not the pain of the dracule’s teeth. She scolded the baby dracule, but she was too happy to put any real anger in the words. Then she rubbed her throbbing finger against her skirt and left for the kitchen.
“Greff,” she said, breezing inside. “What do we have to make a feast with tonight?”
Greff blinked at her. Beside him stood his newest assistant, a recruit to the thieves named Maple. Maple had an air about her as if she were not waiting for the world to scorn her, but rather going out and poking the world until it unleashed fury, just so she could have the superiority of saying “I told you so” as she licked her wounds.
“What do we have?” Maple asked, as if the question were something only a complete simpleton would put to them to answer.
Greff brushed at his forehead with his wrist, leaving a smear of flour across his skin. “Moldy corn. Rat meat. Fruit of dubious origin.”
“I want you to concoct a celebratory spread,” Cait declared, not letting this miserable account dampen her mood or her plans. “We have spirits to bolster.”
“And I want an oven that doesn’t have the temperament of a nobleman’s spoiled daughter,” Maple retorted with a snort. “We’re all going to have to make room for disappointment in our lives.”
“Hey now,” Cait said, moderately offended at the comment about noblemen’s daughters. “No need to be surly about bloodlines.”
Maple shrugged in halfhearted apology. “Sometimes the truth fits like a guilty man’s glove though, don’t it?”
Greff cleared his throat. “We shall try to whip up something worthy of your praise,” he promised.
Maple sighed as if Greff had promised to make gold out of straw and muttered under her breath as she grabbed a bag of apples and dumped them onto the table.
“Apples!” Cait cried, snatching one from the table. “It’s been too long since I’ve had one.” She lifted the fruit to her lips.
“I’d wait till they’re stewed,” Greff said. “I heard they were swiped from a wagon of pig feed.”
Cait’s hand froze an inch from her mouth. She hesitated, then laid the apple back on the table.
Dubious origins, indeed.
Maple looked like she might be thinking about laughing, but after a withering look from Cait, she rearranged her mouth in her trademark scowl. She picked up a knife and began peeling the apples while whistling tunelessly.
One of Nath’s beggar orphans stuck his head inside the kitchen. “Cait,” he cried. “There you is. Quill’s looking for you everywhere.”
“There you are,” Cait corrected automatically.
“Of course I’m here,” the orphan said with a roll of his eyes. “I wasn’t lost, you was.” And he gestured for Cait to follow him. “Hurry!”
All of the orphans had been especially wild since Nath’s departure. Cait had been teaching them some, but they alternately sniffled for Nath and begged for stories about beheadings and then refused to do their lessons with angry defiance. Cait was at her wit’s end with them. Lately, Quill had been sending them out for reconnaissance missions, which Cait objected to—children ought to be learning, not acting like little soldiers—but if they weren’t kept busy, the orphans were like puppies, always underfoot and getting into everything.
“Try to make something delicious,” Cait said to Greff before she followed the orphan boy from the room.
Quill waited in the throne room for her. He was perched on the splintered throne, peering down his spectacles as he scribbled something furiously on a scrap of parchment. He didn’t look up as Cait entered, but went on writing as if he were the thief king and she some underling that he had summoned.
Cait had no time for such nonsense. Briand might be alive, Kael had written, and that single word—might—was good enough to embolden Cait. She would continue the work of the Scarlet Blade until Briand came home. She would tear down oppression and banish darkness.
Starting with Quill’s insolence.
“What are you doing?” she demanded in a tone that rarely left her lips.
Quill lifted his gaze, startled.
Truth be told, they were both startled. Cait pretended she wasn’t.
“Get down from there,” she ordered. “The throne is for the thief-queen.”
Quill studied her face as if to determine if she were serious, and then he slowly stood and stepped away from the throne.
“You had something you wanted to say to me?” Cait asked imperiously.
“Yes,” Quill answered, his brows drawing together musingly. He looked Cait up and down as if seeing her afresh. “The mayor has doubled his efforts recently, no doubt emboldened by the lack of activity on our part. Since Guttersnipe has been gone—”
“Then we’ll strike back,” Cait said. “Redouble our efforts to meet his.”
When Quill hesitated, she said, “I don’t need to hold your hand on this, Quill. Get a team ready.”
He gaped at her. She felt oddly empowered.
Cait stared pointedly at Quill until he nodded and strode away to do as she’d asked.
Alone, she sank down beside the empty throne of barrels and stared at the open sky above. How could she have been so remiss?
She would do everything she could to make Briand proud, so when her friend returned, things would be better than before.
“Find her fast, Kael,” she whispered into the silence. “Hurry back, Guttersnipe.”




PART TWO:
~
SEARCHING




CHAPTER NINE

THE PLACE WHERE the queen of Nyr had ordered Auberon and his sister to be imprisoned in could hardly be considered a cell, Nath thought with irritation as he practiced swordplay in the yard to clear his head. The Seeker siblings had a suite of rooms, including a heated pool for bathing, and there was even a small garden with a fountain and a fruit tree. That murderer was reclining in the lap of luxury when he ought to be in a proper jail, with rats and dripping ceilings and dirty straw.
“All of our jails are well-kept,” the shadow guard Alisi said with an imperious sniff when he expressed such sentiments to her. “We don’t have anything like you described. We aren’t barbarians.”
“He shouldn’t be coddled and catered to,” Nath insisted. “He betrayed us. He tried to kill Kael!”
“The queen is not interested in your personal squabbles,” Alisi replied. “She cares about the strategic advantage of having a Seeker on hand.”
“It’s like putting a snake in your pocket,” Nath warned.
“Yours attracts literal snakes,” Alisi countered, nodding at Crispin, who was practicing archery on the other side of the yard. As she spoke, a long green serpent dropped from the trees onto the lad’s shoulders. He let out a shriek of surprise, his arrow going wide and landing at the feet of Tibus, who was entering the yard. The soldier lifted his shaggy brows, his only reaction to nearly being shot, and he crouched down and plucked the arrow from the ground with one massive fist.
“Try not to kill anyone, lad,” he said as he strode across the yard.
Crispin reddened. “There was a snake,” he said plaintively. “It startled me.”
“Your new dragonsayer is… quite different from the other one, isn’t he?” Alisi commented.
Nath sighed. “He is.”
“Is your prince confident that his new dragonsayer will be able to complete missions and command dragons?”
“The prince knows what he’s doing,” Nath said with loyal gruffness, unwilling to speculate on the plans of Prince Jehn with one of the queen’s shadow guards, especially if those plans were cast in a doubtful light.
Alisi got the hint and wisely dropped the subject.
As they watched, Crispin attempted to command Vox to fetch one of the arrows from the other side of the yard. The dracule flopped onto his back instead and wriggled in the sand with a yipping sound.
“Blasted creature,” Crispin shouted. “I know you can hear me. Get the arrow!”
Vox rolled onto his side and regarded Crispin with a sneeze that produced a spray of sparks and a few curls of smoke.
Crispin looked as if he were going to burst into flames from fury. He cast a few sidelong glances at the others—Tibus, who had gone to the other side of the yard and who was steadfastly ignoring the proceedings, Alisi and Nath, who watched openly, and the other shadow guard who were going through their stretching routines—and then he brightened as if he’d had an idea. He disappeared through the gate, and Vox watched him go with one ear raised. Then, the dracule laid his head on his paws with a mournful sound.
“He misses the dragonsayer,” Nath muttered, and resisted adding the real one to the end of his sentence.
How they got stuck with Feverbeet, of all people…
Nath knew they should be thankful that the poison had worked at all. That the lad wasn’t dead. But mostly, they were all either exasperated at best or furious at worst at the lad’s presumption.
But they couldn’t change it.
“Perhaps he’ll surprise you yet,” Alisi said with a half-smile.
Nath grunted. “Do you know how he got his nickname? He surprises us all the time with his capacity for insanity.”
Crispin returned to the yard. He crossed to the arrows and arranged them in a pile before returning to his original spot. “Vox,” he called, his voice stiff, “bring me an arrow.”
This time, the dracule bounded up, ears pricked, and looked at Crispin expectantly before trotting over to the arrows, nosing among them, and then grabbing one in his teeth. He romped across the yard and deposited the shaft in Crispin’s outstretched hand.
“Good boy,” Crispin said loudly, no doubt so everyone in the yard would take note. “That’s much better.”
Vox turned an anxious circle in front of Crispin, making a high-pitched whine in his throat.
Nath frowned. What was the lad doing?
“Go get another one,” Crispin ordered Vox, his tone confident now.
Again, the dracule was willing to dash across the sand to fetch one.
Nath was puzzled, but he had better things to spend his attention on. He shrugged and looked for Kael, who was noticeably late.
It was time for their daily sparring session.
Where was Kael?
~
     Auberon lay on his back, staring at the painted pattern on the ceiling in his and Jade’s suite of rooms that was serving as their prison while two servants rubbed his feet with scented oils. A third girl, not a servant, traced delicate circles on his bare chest with her fingertips and cooed seductive words in his ear.
Auberon wasn’t listening to her, though.
Jade slept in the other room, and Auberon had tried to do the same, but his worries and concerns were making it nearly impossible. So, he was making the most of his captivity by enjoying the things the queen of Nyr had to offer.
He sat up with a sigh of frustration and reached for the wine goblet on his left, and his hand clinked as it touched the stem of the cup. He wore flexible, jointed metal gloves that encased his hands and prevented him from using his powers. Orders of the queen of Nyr, officially. No doubt they were the traitor’s idea. They were an absolute nightmare. Not to mention, such precautions were completely unnecessary. Yes, he wanted to put thoughts of pain and torture into the minds of the Monarchist fools. They were obnoxious idiots, all of them, and they drove him alternately to fits of fury and loathing when they weren’t boring him nearly to tears. But he wasn’t going to harm them. Idiots. He had been the one to come to them, after all. He’d surrendered himself. He wouldn’t have done that if he were planning to maim or kill them. And as delightful as the idea of killing the Monarchist louts was, it was the exact opposite of what he needed. He needed them alive and healthy.
No, he’d surrendered himself for the dragon girl. His dragon girl. For he and Briand Varryda shared a bond unlike anyone else. They shared similar childhoods, similar soul wounds. They shared a dream space that had formed in some other dimension just for them. He was bound to save her—he had no choice.
Not that he could have chosen otherwise. Saving her was water, and he was on fire.
Naturally, those oafs didn’t understand this. They acted like it was impossible for him to have a shred of feeling. Like he was an animal. A monster.
Yes, he had reneged on his word before, for lords’ sake. He and the Monarchists were enemies, after all. And that was, ah, a bit problematic when it came to gaining their trust.
But, Auberon argued against himself in his mind, the situation was different now! He’d come to Kael and his compatriots without a hidden agenda, and he’d allowed them to look in his brain with that second-rate dragonsayer boy and see what he had seen. He’d let that little mite touch him. So, they couldn’t pretend they didn’t know his thoughts. And they shared a common goal this time. They weren’t bound together by cooperation bartered at knifepoint, war secrets dangled like carrots on a stick, or a situation of mutually assured destruction.
They just all wanted to see Briand safe.
That—Briand’s safe return—was what the Monarchist idiots needed to focus on. But instead, the fools were keeping him locked up, wasting their attention on having him sequestered and imprisoned instead of using all their resources to find her. It was beyond infuriating. He had no doubt she was holding her own, wherever she was, but she had to be frightened and alone.
At least the queen of Nyr had given him this chamber and these comforts.
Not that he cared, though. It was all an act, really. The wine. The girls. The lounging. He couldn’t have them realizing how worried he was about Briand. Not after that little cur of a dragonsayer boy had announced to everyone that he was in love with her.
As he was lifting the cup to his lips, the door to his chambers swung open and hit the wall with a slam. Auberon startled, jostling his wine. He hissed a curse as the liquid dripped onto his hand through holes in the jointed metal glove. That was going to be sticky later.
The Seeker looked up and saw with a flare of fury who had disturbed him.
Kael.
The traitor strode inside the suite and looked around with undisguised disgust. It was quite possibly the most emotion Auberon had ever seen on the Monarchist’s face. Perhaps the man of stone had emotions after all. What a revelation.
Kael pinned his gaze on Auberon, jaw flexing.
Auberon bristled. How dare that bastard look at him as though he were the problem? What had the Monarchist done to find Briand? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. He’d come all the way to bloody Nyr to tell them she was still alive, imprisoned somewhere no less, and all they’d done was lock him up and fuss about his presence.
And still, the Monarchist glared at Auberon as though it were the imprisoned Seeker’s fault that they had no idea where Briand was.
But Auberon wouldn’t let Kael see his impatience. Impatience was weakness, and Seekers were not weak. Instead, he adopted a languid expression that fit his face like a glove. It was an old strategy, one that served him well. Apathy in the face of another’s passion usually set people off. It unbalanced them, seeing their furor so ignored. And they only further unbalanced themselves when they tried to verbally flagellate him for his disinterest.
“Ah,” Auberon drawled, his mouth curling in his best poisonous smile, the kind that he used with all the useless nobles in Tasglorn who flocked around Cahan and the upper echelons of the Seeker ranks in hopes of gaining power, or fear of being accused traitors. That smile had always made them flinch and look away in fear. “The captain of Prince Jehn’s guard. What misdeed have I done to merit this honor?”
He spoke with derision when he said that last word, so Kael wouldn’t miss his utter disdain.
To Auberon’s secret annoyance, the Monarchist didn’t seem even to hear his mocking words, let alone be bothered by them, as if they were as inconsequential as flies to him. He looked sun-bronzed and hearty, as if he’d come to torment Auberon straight from a round of training in the sun.
Auberon felt all the weaker next to him, like a cave spider, so long had he been sequestered inside inns and taverns, and now being locked in this room… he was wasting away. A fresh wave of loathing swept through him, and to soothe himself, the Seeker imagined himself pressing a palm to the other man’s forehead, sending a lightning bolt of pain through him, bringing him to his knees.
That would be satisfying.
But Auberon wouldn’t do it, even if he did have his hands free. He was here to help his dragon girl. Damn them, but he wanted to anyway. And it didn’t make them right to lock him up, either.
“What are you doing?” Kael demanded, looking at the masseurs and the girl with her hands on Auberon’s chest. “I heard you had a whole troupe of servants catering to you in here.”
Auberon rearranged his face into a derisive expression as he leaned back on the couch and sipped his wine. “So what if I do? Is that illegal, a guest of the queen drinking wine and being attended to? I’ve spent a great deal of time in filthy inns in the last few months. I’m overdue to enjoy myself.” His gaze sparked, daring the captain of the guard to strike him for his insolence. He was hungering for a fight. Restless. He felt like bludgeoning someone and being bludgeoned in return. It would be cleansing to be hit, he thought, and it would feel good to have an excuse to bloody the Monarchist.
Regrettably, Kael did not take the bait.
“You are a prisoner,” he said. “Not a guest.”
“It’s more complex than that, traitor, and you know it.”
Kael didn’t so much as blink at Auberon’s old insulting name for him, and Auberon felt displeased. It was a weak blow anyway—being a traitor to the Seekers was a thing to be proud of here. And, Auberon realized with a pang of annoyance as soon as the word had left his lips, he was a traitor too. A fact he did not want to have pointed out to him, as he had no good rebuttal for it.
His reflections were trampled by Kael’s determined words as the captain of the Austrisian prince’s guard leaned over him with a glare of pure fury.
“You should be sleeping. You are our only link to Briand, as you are so fond of reminding us. So, make yourself useful—” Kael reached down and hauled Auberon up by the arm holding the wine goblet. “—by lying down and getting into a dream state.”
“She’s not likely to be asleep now,” Auberon retorted, his anger flaring. “It’s the middle of the day! Kael,” he added, the word tasting as bitter as poison on his tongue.
“Now,” Kael commanded in a tone that promised violence if disobeyed. He put his hand between Auberon’s shoulder blades and pushed, sending the Seeker stumbling toward the bedchamber. “If you need some help getting to sleep, I can assist you.” He drew his sword as if planning to knock Auberon over the head with the hilt. “I don’t think anyone would object, either.”
“Touch me, and I’ll give you the worst pain you’ve ever felt in your life,” the Seeker snarled, knocking the blade back with his metal-covered hand. He pointed at the door. “Now, get out. I am the queen of Nyr’s guest here in this room, even if I am a prisoner too. This is a Nyrian chamber, and not part of the Austrisian court. You have no jurisdiction here.”
Kael walked forward until his face was inches from Auberon’s. His gaze was like a heated blade. “Crispin said you loved her. I don’t think your selfish heart is capable of love. But if you do, then prove yourself and find her.”
“I have nothing to prove to you, Kael of Estria,” Auberon spat.
But he was lying, and they both knew it. He had everything to prove. Loyalty, honesty, usefulness. He had to win Briand’s forgiveness back. He had to show to her that he was sorry for the betrayal before.
Kael turned on his heel and left the room, leaving Auberon sitting alone with his pulse hammering in his ears and rage curling beneath his skin, rage that quickly faded to hollowness.
The truth was, he was trying to sleep, but his bloody mind wouldn’t calm long enough to let him. He lay awake at night, a thousand concerns drumming in his awareness, a thousand fears crawling beneath his skin. He’d called for the massage, the wine, all of it in hopes that he could calm his restless head.
It wasn’t working.
He needed exhaustion. Pure, unrelenting fatigue, the kind that made one’s blood and bones feel heavy as sacks of sand, the kind that would force his body to sleep no matter how many things besieged his mind.
Suddenly, Auberon had an idea. It was a rather loathsome idea, but he didn’t have many options.
Curses, what a vile prospect this was. But it just might work.
He rose swiftly, lest he lose his opportunity, and stalked across the floor with his robe trailing.
Kael was at the door giving sharp instructions to the guards when Auberon strode back into the main chamber. The Monarchist turned at the sound of footfalls, and Auberon just had time to catch the look of fury that blazed in the other man’s eyes before Auberon swung his metal-encased fist at the traitor’s jaw.
Kael moved with an infuriating swiftness, but the blow still grazed the side of his head. Blood sprang from the grooves left by the joints in the metal glove. Auberon felt a surge of satisfaction at the sight of it. He wanted to hit things. Feel the solid contact of his hands against someone else’s skin. It felt real.
The guards at the door rushed to seize him, and he didn’t resist. They yanked his arms behind his back as Kael worked his jaw gingerly, testing the damage done, and Auberon waited in silent defiance for the captain of the guard to land a blow in revenge now that Auberon was incapacitated.
But Kael didn’t strike him. His brows drew together as if he had put something together in his head, and an expression Auberon didn’t trust flashed across the other man’s face.
Then, Kael smiled.
“Release him,” the Monarchist commanded the guards. After a beat of hesitation, they did as he commanded.
Was that it? Was the infuriating Monarchist a lily-livered coward? Was he refusing to fight back on some misguided sense of honor, some loathsome principle of proper sportsmanship?
“Come on,” he growled. “Strike me. You want to. I can see it. Give in.”
The captain of the guard exhaled in answer, his hands flexing.
Auberon was about to snarl at Kael in disappointed fury when the captain of the guard drew back his arm and punched him.
Kael’s fist connected with Auberon’s cheekbone, and the Seeker felt a sting of delight along with the pain. He staggered back against the couch, landing in a sprawl across the springy cushions, and he couldn’t contain a grin.
“There it is,” the Seeker hissed as he pushed himself up on his elbows, his face throbbing, quelling the pain in his chest. “There’s that rage. Give in to it, Kael.”
Kael stood breathing slow, a calculating expression on his face now.
Auberon rolled off the couch and sprang forward, but Kael was quicker. He caught Auberon by the collar and punched him again, harder this time, and Auberon’s head snapped back at the blow.
Yes. This. This is what he wanted. The pain anchored him.
Auberon turned his head and spat a rusty spray of blood on the marble floor. He looked back at Kael, grinning crookedly.
“Is that all you’ve got?”
Kael struck him in the face a third time and let go of his collar, and Auberon dropped like a bag of rocks. His shoulder slammed against the floor, sending a jolt of pain across his rib cage and down his spine, reminding him of all his bones, reminding him that he was a creature that felt things, real things, not just the sea of ennui and sorrow he’d been drowning in for far too long.
This time, Kael didn’t pick him back up.
Auberon was seething and on the verge of laughing simultaneously. His pulse thundered in his head. This was the best he’d felt in months. He was almost sorry when Kael turned on his heel and left.
The lock clicked, and Auberon wiped the blood from his lips and stood, thoughtful.




CHAPTER TEN

THE NYRIAN NIGHT sky glistened like a noble-born lord’s diamond-studded tunic. Stars streaked across the darkness, falling into the sea on the horizon. Insects chirped loudly in the night, and a bat fluttered through the light of the torches burning along the palace walls. Far in the distance, someone was playing a lute, and the mournful notes of the sound wove through the lush silence of the private palace garden.
Jehn stood in the shadow of a palace wall with his face pointed toward the stars, waiting. He watched as glowing moths darted through the darkness just above the stream that flowed beneath the wing of the palace. They looked like stars that had escaped their prison in the sky to flit below in the shadowy places of mortals.
He wondered when he’d become so damnably poetic.
Probably about the time he’d started kissing his wife.
The faint scrape of skin against stone alerted him, and Jehn lifted his head to see his captain of the guard descending the side of the palace wall like a panther on a tree.
“Are you trying to break your neck?” Jehn asked when Kael dropped the last bit of the way and landed on the moss beside him.
“The queen’s shadow guard do such things every morning before breakfast. I could climb this wall blindfolded,” Kael replied. He spoke matter-of-factly, and Jehn knew it was not a boast. Kael had probably done exactly that.
Sweat glittered on the captain of the guard’s brow in the moonlight as he turned his face toward his prince. “Where is your guard?”
“I am not quite convinced that the members of the shadow guard aren’t made of, well, shadow,” Jehn grumbled. “I’m rather jealous of them. They move so silently that the queen probably doesn’t even feel as if she’s a prisoner being escorted everywhere.”
“I can assure you,” Kael said, flashing a grin that spoke of stories of secret skirmishes and practice fights, “when cut, the shadow guard bleed like mortal men and women. As do you, my prince. And you’ve neglected to answer my question. Where is your guard?”
Jehn sighed extravagantly. “My guard’s presence was disturbing the tranquility of the garden, so I sent them away.”
“An assassin—” Kael began, scowling.
“I am not entirely without defense,” Jehn interrupted. He drew his robe back to show Kael the glitter of the curved knife tucked into his belt. “I have means of fighting back.”
It was a rather pointless gesture, they both knew. Jehn was not exactly the finest fighter in the court.
Kael drew his own knife and slipped into the shadows. He returned a minute later, appearing silently in the dark after having assured himself that the garden was safe from assassins. His eyes were dark with displeasure, which Jehn ignored.
Kael’s jaw flexed with agitation. “Jehn,” he said, with a note of weariness in his voice. “Please do not make it necessary for me to become your shadow to ensure your safety. I have too much to oversee at the moment. I have a Seeker prisoner that I’m keeping secret from your court and doing my best not to strangle, and a thousand threats to your court to untangle daily, and a dozen other enemies’ swords—sometimes literally—pointed at my throat. I do not have time to play nursemaid to you. Don’t force me to take extra measures.”
Jehn made a noncommittal noise, unmoved even by that light threat. He was feeling reckless tonight. Unmoored. He hadn’t taken the Nyrian physician’s drugs in two weeks, after whittling his dosage down bit by bit until he no longer felt as if bees were swarming beneath his skin without it, and his brain felt strange. His thoughts were full of sharp edges and unexpected discomforts. He had a thousand things to consider—the war, his court, the Nyrians, the Eisean situation—but every so often, he would think of the queen, and momentarily, his thoughts would scatter like birds disrupted from their roost.
“How fares the efforts with the Seeker? Have you found Briand yet?”
“Would I be here if we had?” Kael said softly.
Jehn turned and looked at him. There was a pause.
“Don’t think,” Jehn said, “that I am unaware of how you’ve already been making short trips to the surrounding islands in search of her. You went as far as the outer ring of isles the other day, didn’t you?”
“I would go farther,” Kael said, “if I could be spared from my duties here. Now that I know she’s alive, I will never stop searching. Never. Even if the bloody Seeker never dreams another dream. Even if everyone else stops.” His voice was husky with conviction. “As long as I can search, I will.”
“And your spy network?” Jehn asked. “What of them?”
“Searching for information from Bestane to Tyyr.”
“You have, of course, anything you need from me,” Jehn said. “Anything.”
“Thank you, sir. I know you did not part on good terms with her.”
“There is a layer to my life that isn’t political,” Jehn said with a flicker of irritation. “I daresay I’ve been able to separate the two better than most.”
Kael said nothing, and Jehn sighed. He couldn’t fault his captain for not believing him. The depth to which royals treated political and personal things as separate entities entirely was lost on everyone who was not a prince or a queen. Jehn the prince might be furious with Briand for her alliance with the queen of Nyr, for her stealing of his vial of dragonsayer of poison—but Jehn the man admired her spirit.
Even Kael did not understand it.
“Tell me more about the shadow guard,” he said, flicking his gaze at the wall Kael had descended from earlier. “In your estimation, do they serve their queen because of their duty to her, or are they compelled by their payment?”
“They aren’t mercenaries; they love their queen fiercely,” Kael replied. He tipped his head thoughtfully, studying his prince. “Why do you ask? Do you have some suspicion I do not know about?”
“No, no… nothing like that,” Jehn said with a wave of his good hand. “I only wondered… the queen’s court, after all, is not particularly loyal to her. It has been my observation that her shadow guard is different, but my observations are frustratingly limited, and the queen does not like to talk about them. Even among the Nyrian people, they are often believed to be a myth.”
“The queen’s court is filled with fools,” Kael said.
“I didn’t think you liked the queen of Nyr,” Jehn said. He was surprised at Kael’s apparent defense.
“The queen is a clever woman,” Kael said, “and she’s a sly, consummate trickster. Those who underestimate her will be sorry for it, I think.”
“Not necessarily a ringing endorsement.”
“Were you hoping for one?” Kael lifted both brows, and Jehn experienced a stab of something that was almost defensive.
Had he been?
“I was only wondering your opinion.”
Kael’s expression was unreadable, but Jehn knew his captain of the guard well enough to know that he was unconvinced at Jehn’s lie. And Jehn had to wonder at himself. Why did he care? The queen of Nyr had trapped him in a politically advantageous marriage of convenience. She was cold and dangerous, and she didn’t trust him.
But she was fascinating and clever and as full of hidden surprises as the intricate private gardens she’d designed for herself. She had a way of seeing everything, absorbing every word, every movement down to a flick of the eyelashes, and deconstructing it later with the attention of a clockmaker taking apart a competitor’s design to see exactly how the fellow had gotten his timepiece to work. She was brilliant and unpredictable. Jehn hadn’t realized until he met her how much the men and women he’d been pushed toward before had bored him. He had no interest in pursuing things that proceeded exactly how he anticipated.
With these realizations came concern.
Any emotions regarding the queen of Nyr that were not suspicion and a healthy sense of mistrust were dangerous. She was more akin to a serpent than a kitten, and he’d best remember that.
Jehn was saved from further rumination when Kael said, with the air of a confession, “I bloodied the Seeker today.”
“Why?”
“He struck me in the face.”
“I’m sure that was cathartic.” Jehn wished fervently at times that he could do the same to a select number of his council members. Sometimes, the amorphous nature of political battles waged with breath and insinuation instead of something as simple and instinctive as flesh connecting with flesh or sword clanging against sword made him feel like an animal writhing in a cage. Helpless. Ineffectual. Utterly impotent.
“Yes,” Kael mused. “It was cathartic. But not in the way I expected.” He paused. “I think I am going to make it a regular occurrence.”
Laughter echoed to their right, and the prince and his captain of the guard paused, listening. A couple staggered past on one of the lighted paths in the distance, their faces lit by the colored lanterns that hung at intervals along the trails through the garden. They paused to kiss on one of the bridges known as the Lover’s Arch, the silk of their dresses shimmering.
“The queen might object if you take to beating her prisoner,” Jehn noted once the couple had moved on along the path.
“I quite honestly doubt that, given that she’s more interested in the sister,” Kael said. “And anyway, the Seeker struck me because he wanted me to hit back. It was an attempt at a connection, however crudely it was expressed, and I think I can work with that. Build on it. The Seeker’s misplaced aggression constantly provokes him to attack everyone and sabotage everything. If we have any hope of rescuing Briand—”
He broke off at speaking her name. The abruptness of his silence hung in the air like a sharp sound.
Kael recovered himself, and said smoothly, “If we have any hope of a successful mission, the Seeker must be able to direct his aggression somewhere. He needs to feel less powerless, so he stops lashing out at me constantly.”
Jehn understood. He and Kael had come to blows themselves when they were on the ship bound for Nyr. Sometimes, it was a relief to put something real behind turbulent emotions.
He thought again of the queen of Nyr.
Relief, indeed. Confusing, perplexing relief. But there it was.
“What do you think, sir?” Kael’s voice dragged him once more from his pensive thoughts about a perplexing woman.
“I think you know what you want to do,” Jehn said.
He was speaking to himself as much as Kael.
~
The shadows had deepened even further, and the moon had risen high in the sky when Jehn returned to his chambers, this time in the company of two guards that Kael had summoned.
He left the guards outside when he entered the room, which was swathed in shadow and the muffled feeling of too many secrets, too many lies. They draped like discarded garments over the floor and across the couches. Jehn stared around him, wondering if he had the strength to sit up and review the information his spies had brought him most recently, but no, he ought to sleep.
He lay down, but his bed felt too large and too empty. He tossed, feeling pain in his hand and a suffocating heaviness in his head, searching for sleep without drugs and finding it elusive. The nightmares were waiting anyway, ready to spring the moment his consciousness waned and he crossed the barrier between waking and dreams. So, he turned on his back and stared at the ceiling, bargaining with his fears, calculating what it might cost were he to find some draught or tincture to ease his way into sleep tonight.
The soft sound of a foot pressing into the carpet alerted him to her presence. He rose on one elbow and watched as the queen of Nyr approached from the shadows, quiet as a ghost. She was still wearing her ceremonial robes, and her hair was twisted up in an array of fans and combs. She stopped before she reached him, sitting on the couch and kicking off her shoes. Her bare feet flashed in the near-darkness like pale, sun-brightened river stones before she tucked them under her.
“You were not at court today,” she said.
“My hand was hurting me.”
The queen reached up and drew one of the combs from her hair. A lock of shining black fell around her face. She set the comb on the low table in front of the couch, the same table on which Jehn had played Dubbok with the dragonsayer.
In a way, he was playing a kind of game now too.
The queen drew out another comb. “I know something that might help with your hand.”
“The tincture—” Jehn began.
“Not the medicine,” she said.
He fell silent, watching as she removed the rest of the combs and then ran her fingers through her long, glossy hair.
“It’s an old technique called yori,” she said after a pause. “Tapping, massage, stretching. It was developed on the island where I grew up. My mother used to use it on me when I was small, when I was anxious. I have found a man who is trained in it.”
“Yori,” Jehn repeated, testing the word. “I’ve never heard of it.”
“I’ll show you,” she said, and rose in a fluid motion. She shrugged out of her heavy ceremonial robe and left it lying like a discarded snakeskin on the couch. Underneath she wore simple white silk trousers and a loose tunic shirt. She approached the bed and reached out one slim hand toward him.
Jehn stared at her palm as if she held a knife.
“Let me see your hand,” she said. “The injured one.”
He reached out with reluctance. She pulled off his glove, and he couldn’t suppress a shudder as the cool air hit his skin. The nub where the finger had been severed looked garish to him in the darkness, but she put her hands over it without reaction. She applied light, even pressure to his knuckle, and a cool tingle slipped down to his wrist.
“Curious,” he murmured as his hand relaxed slightly under her probing fingers. The knotted, pain-besieged muscles tingled lightly, feeling almost cold, but in a most pleasant way.
They were silent for a moment as she bent over his hand, her long hair brushing his wrist, the scent of her in his nostrils.
“The Eisean diplomat has made a deal with us,” the queen said in a conversational tone. “She says she is willing to talk in exchange for her life, and protection on a remote part of Nyr. I’ve decided to place her under guard next to your refugee exiles on their remote island.”
Her fingers found a painful knot, and she pressed hard on it. Jehn winced.
“That seems foolhardy,” he said.
The queen lifted her head. Her eyes pinned him with a stare. “I wasn’t asking your blessing, prince.”
“Then why tell me at all?” he shot back, irritated at how quickly she’d clapped back at him.
“Is that the only way you see to proceed?” She lifted one eyebrow, a casual gesture, but he knew she was angry from the sparks in her eyes. “Me telling you all of my plans for ruling my own country, and you giving me the nod before I issue orders? That is how you see us forming a less adversarial relationship?”
Jehn considered his words. “When it comes to the safety of my people—”
“Refugees who are housed on my lands, might I remind you. As are all of you.”
“You are the one who forced me into marriage,” he snapped. “That was your doing. Your arrangement. If you don’t like it—”
She put a finger to his lips, shocking him. Her other hand still curled around his.
“We are supposed to be resisting attempts to pit us against each other,” she said. “Even if those attempts come from ourselves.”
“You don’t seem to be resisting very hard,” Jehn muttered around her finger.
She curled her hand around his chin instead. “Forgive me,” she said. “I am not used to, ah, submitting to the will of another.”
“I’m not asking you to submit,” he said.
Her mouth parted. “No? Not on the matter of the Eisean diplomat? Pray tell, what do you call it, then?”
“I merely want you to see the wisdom of my side,” he grumbled, but he was smiling.
The queen smiled too, a quirk at the edge of her lips. “I’m still angry,” she said, but she was not convincing. “You make me furious all the time, Jehn.”
He liked the way his name sounded in her mouth. He liked the way she was looking at him right then, as if she half wanted to hit him with the vase to her left. His blood sang and his pulse jumped. Her hand under his chin was hot, her fingers shooting sparks into his skin. “You make me angry too,” he said. “In fact. I think you are the most infuriating—”
The queen leaned forward and kissed him before he could continue, and Jehn forgot what he was about to say. Her hair made a soft curtain between them and the rest of the world. He brought up his hand to cup her jaw, and she pushed him back against the pillows.
A pounding came from the door to his chamber. Jehn sat up; the queen rolled away. She scowled in the near-darkness. “Are you expecting someone?”
“No,” Jehn said. He stood and reached for a robe. “What?” he called.
“Your Grace,” came a muffled voice from the other side of the door. “Urgent news from Austrisia. Your council wants to meet with you at once.”
“At least they bothered to include me in their emergency meeting,” he muttered.
It was always urgent news for the council. Urgent news that they were losing ground with Cahan’s army, or that they had no money left in the court coffers. Information he’d already possessed for days thanks to his spies, information anyone powerful enough on the council had already known for days as well, and still, they wanted to chatter and argue about it at all hours. As if the arguing did anything useful at all.
The queen watched him, not rising from where she lounged on the bed, as he found clothing fit to wear for a council meeting in the middle of the night. Her expression was bemused. Shuttered. She reached out to smooth a crease in the bedsheet with her fingers as she watched Jehn dress.
“Your council,” she said. “They are quite the thorn in your side.”
“They are a necessary evil,” Jehn replied as he reached for a sash. “They are financing my war.”
“To their own advantage, of course,” she murmured.
“Of course.”
“And you have other nobles who are not on the council, do you not? You have a whole court here.”
“Yes,” Jehn said. “Only those with the most monetary investment sit on the council. It is mostly land and credit now. Coffers are low.” He might have felt uneasy discussing such things with her previously, but something had changed. And the queen’s expression was intent, but not malicious. She seemed to be asking questions to a particular end.
“What are you getting at?” he asked.
The queen paused. Considered her words.
“We enjoy making war with each other,” she said finally. “But it is to both our advantage to succeed, Jehn of Austrisia, do you not agree?”
“I agree,” he said. He finished dressing and looked at himself in the mirror. He’d donned one of the ridiculous tunics that showed too much chest and made him look like a mindless pleasure-seeker. This particular tunic tormented Lord Falor for some reason, and that thought gave Jehn the strength he needed to endure a meeting at this hour.
“You want them to think you a fool,” the queen said. She sounded almost indignant for a moment.
“Powerful princes are more threatening,” he replied. “Surely you have your own experience with this, Nara.”
The queen’s eyebrows raised slightly at his use of the name she’d given him to call her. “My advisors,” she began, “do not always respect me—”
“And you do not discourage it.”
She tipped her chin in a way that was neither agreement nor disagreement. “It is not the same.”
“You play the same game,” Jehn accused. “Yet you dislike that I do it.”
“Perhaps I want my husband to be less of a jest.”
“Or perhaps you do not want me to succeed in my strategies,” he suggested. “Perhaps you want to keep me on a leash.”
“Is that what you think?” Her eyes glittered in the dimness of the room.
He departed to meet his council without answering.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE COUNCIL OF Austrisian nobles was in an uproar when Jehn reached the room where they had assembled. The hum of their voices spilled into the hall as the guards opened the door to admit him inside. Half of the nobles didn’t even notice he’d arrived. They were too busy shouting at each other.
“Silence!” Lord Halescorn cried.
“Thank you, Lord Halescorn,” Jehn said mildly in the hush that followed.
The council’s attention swung to where he stood in the doorway.
“Now,” Jehn said, “does anyone want to tell me why we’ve assembled at this hour of the night?”
“Your wife—” one of the nobles began.
“The Eisean troops are—” another shouted.
Halescorn held up his hands, and all was silent again.
Jehn noted this with annoyance. But he smiled, because he did not want Halescorn to see how he really felt.
“One at a time, please,” he said.
“We have just received word,” Lady Haona reported, “and shamefully much later than the Nyrian ministers and advisors, I might add, that it was Cahan who funded the Eisean attack against Nyr.”
Jehn paused before his seat. The smile on his face froze, splintered.
The queen had to have known.
And yet.
She did not tell him.
He felt a hollow place open in the middle of his stomach. He’d been a fool to think they were sharing secrets now. She was still the same person as before.
“There is more,” Halescorn said. “Many in the Nyrian court have been calling for our eviction. And your wife,” he said, emphasizing the last bit with particular wrath, “has entertained these insistences.”
Jehn felt the beginnings of a headache at the back of his head, at the place where his skull and neck met. “They cannot turn us out,” he assured his nobles. “We have an agreement. We are funding the rebuilding of their city.”
“With what?” Lord Halescorn’s son, Jacob, interjected with a look of fury directed at the prince. “The coffers are empty.”
Beside him, Jacob’s new wife, the Lady Valora, tipped her head to the side thoughtfully. Jehn noticed her expression and shared a glance with her.
“I move that we find a new place for the court in exile,” Lord Visha cried. “Before we are turned out like beggars!”
“I think we should wait,” Lady Valora said. Her voice was strong and clear. Her new husband looked at her, and his expression was one of mingled irritation and admiration. It was a look that Jehn could understand quite well.
“We aren’t going to make a decision tonight,” Jehn said.
Grumbles and arguments rose, filling the air.
“Tomorrow,” Jehn said, a note of anger touching his voice. “Now, what else is on the agenda?”
~
When Jehn returned to his chambers, he stood in the center of the room, breathing slowly to clear his head and calm his pulse, because his skull ached with a tension headache and his hand had begun to throb again.
He remained there for a moment, deliberating, and then he crossed back to the window and opened it.
A figure stirred on the ledge outside. Nath, one of Kael’s men, with an ugly creature that looked like a hairless cat curled on his knee.
“Your Grace,” Nath said, climbing to his feet and bowing. “Do you need something?”
“I was going out,” Jehn said.
“Let me accompany you, sir,” Nath said.
“Did Kael put you up to this?”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
Jehn sighed. “Come with me, then. And then I need you to send word to him. We need to speak as soon as possible.”
With Nath moving silently beside him, Jehn left his chambers and entered the queen’s garden, which was forbidden to him, but he didn’t care about that right now. Anger pulsed in his chest, pushing out all other feelings.
Well, almost all other feelings.
He wanted to shout at her. And kiss her.
This could not be healthy or sane.
He stalked through the darkness of the queen’s garden, not bothering to be stealthy. Nath kept pace with him, sword drawn.
They were met halfway through the paths by a figure as slim and silent as a shadow. A woman with dark, curly hair, dressed in black. One of the shadow guard.
“Prince Jehn,” the woman said, standing with one hand on the weapon at her hip. “Why do you disturb the queen’s private garden at this hour?”
“I want to speak with her, and she knows why,” Jehn snapped.
The woman didn’t blink despite his tone. “The queen has already retired to her bed—”
“I will speak with my wife!” Jehn shouted.
“Husband,” the queen said coolly from somewhere to his left. “Lower your voice.”
Jehn turned his head to look up in the direction from which the queen had spoken. He saw her sitting in a tree, her legs dangling, her head leaning back against the trunk.
“What are you doing?” he demanded.
“I like to sit in this tree,” she said. “It’s a good place to think. And it affords me a good view of the garden when I am expecting visitors to storm the paths.”
She’d been expecting him, then.
“What are you doing with the council and your advisors? You knew, and you didn’t say anything.” The betrayal of it felt like a knife wound. They’d come to an understanding. They’d been treating each other differently. He’d almost—almost—trusted her.
This hurt.
The queen gazed down at him. Her face was in shadow, and if she had any regret in her eyes, he couldn’t see it. “Go to bed, Jehn,” she said.
“No. I want an answer from you.” He knew he must look like a petulant child before their audience of guards, but he didn’t care.
“My advisors are concerned that your court’s presence in Nyr is attracting the ire of Cahan’s allies, and they have a point,” she said.
He seethed. “You knew my court and I had targets on our backs when you married me—”
“If you want to placate my advisors,” the queen interrupted, “I suggest you offer them something that might outweigh the risks of continuing to harbor such dangerous allies.”
Jehn exhaled between his clenched teeth. Usually, he thrilled at such political labyrinths, but his hand was throbbing and his headache threatening to become blinding. “Why don’t you just tell me what you want? Rather than hold the proverbial knife to my throat and taunt me with it?”
“I want to sit in my tree in peace,” the queen replied archly. “Go to bed, Jehn. We can talk about this in the morning, with my advisors—”
“I want to talk about it now!”
The queen leaned forward, her hair hanging around her face like a curtain. Her eyes sparked like falling stars. Her neck was a slender column lit by moonlight.
“I will not discuss this now,” she said, bringing the full weight of her queenly voice into the words.
Jehn knew when he was dealing with an immovable object. He stepped back, his head ringing with pain and unspoken words and the half-formed beginning of an idea.
His fury began to abate, leaving musings in its wake like curious sea treasures washed up on the shore after a storm.
The queen was still watching him, waiting for him to speak. They were all watching him. Nath. The shadow guard with the curly hair. Another pair of guards who must have come at the sound of voices in the queen’s garden at this hour of the night.
“Fine,” Jehn said after another deafening pause, making it sound like he was angrier that he was, and stalked back toward his chambers with Nath trailing him.
As he walked, he thought.
She’d expected him to come. She’d been waiting. And she’d said what she needed to say to stoke his temper, hadn’t she?
What game was she playing?
They weren’t supposed to be playing games with each other. Perhaps a sand cat could not change the tufts on its ears, as the saying went. But yet…
Yet, he was thoughtful. Something stuck in the back of his mind like a grain of grit, and he worried it with his sleepy ruminations as he rounded the corner for his wing of the palace. The moonlight glinted on the marble of the walls, making them look like bone, and all the shadows were as deep and imponderable as the mouths of monsters. Jehn felt alone, and yet he was not frightened. He was intrigued.
She had managed to be a puzzle for him yet again, and his anger aside, he was eager to figure her motivations out.
When he reached his rooms, his body was heavy with fatigue, and all his bones and ligaments were protesting his midnight excursion, particularly those in his injured hand. He collapsed upon his silken bed, utterly exhausted, but his mind refused to quiet.
He wanted that damnable tincture. But he was stubborn, and not stupid. He knew he needed to wean himself from it. He needed sharpness to his mind, not liquid pleasure. He needed the raw edge of the pain over the soft comforts of drugs. His people and his political ambitions depended on it. He could sense that before him loomed a challenge, the outcome of which might determine more than one major turn in the war.
And he must think.
So, he did think. All night, sleep be damned, Prince Jehn sat on his bed, swathed in blankets, the long fingers of his good hand pressed to his forehead as he sifted through the things he knew and the things he suspected, teasing out patterns, finding and discarding connections and possibilities. The shadows crawled across the ceiling with the moon’s journey, and Nath sneezed once outside, reminding Jehn that he was still there, and Jehn put together ideas and tore them apart with the fervor of a tailor in the grip of creating a masterpiece on an impossible deadline.
And when dawn brightened the corners of his room, Jehn lay back against the pillows, exhausted but smiling tightly.




CHAPTER TWELVE

IN THE MORNING, after a fitful night of tossing and turning—and what little sleep he’d gotten dreamless yet again—Auberon was rudely roused by a pounding on his door.
He rose, itching to put his fist in the face of the traitor—no, he wasn’t calling him that anymore, seven levels of hell—itching to put his fist in the face of Kael.
But it was Nath who stood outside the door, his ugly face twisted with a smile that made Auberon instantly suspicious. Few smiled around him, and when they did, it was never good.
“What?” he demanded. “I haven’t dreamed of her, if that’s what you’re here to ask.”
“Oh,” Nath said, “that’s not why I’m here.”
“Then why—?”
“Get dressed,” the man said. “Wear something you can get dirty.”
Scoffing at the insinuation that he dressed fastidiously and avoided working up a sweat, Auberon passed over his telltale Seeker robes and threw on a pair of gray trousers and a simple linen shirt that he discovered in the closet of his room. He felt curiously naked without his Seeker robes to envelope him like a shield from the eyes of his enemies, but he was not stupid enough to parade about in them to some unknown location, escorted by an alarmingly pleased-looking Nath. Trousers and shirt it was.
He checked to see that the pounding had not disturbed Jade. She lay in her bed, swathed in blankets like a body bound for a funeral pyre. Her eyes were open, but she didn’t appear to see him as he approached.
“Sister,” he said, kneeling beside her bed and reaching for her hand. Their similarly gloved hands clinked together as he touched her fingers, and the sound seemed to reach her from whatever deep and waking dream she inhabited. Her lashes flickered, and she shifted her eyes to his as her chest rose and fell with a quick, frightened breath.
“Ari?” It was more than a question. It was a plea.
“I’ll be back right away,” he promised. “You rest. You’re safe here.”
She swallowed, and her throat bobbed. She looked down at their hands, both encased in metal gloves.
“Safe,” she whispered. She sounded as though she were trying to convince herself that it was true. Her eyes snapped back to his.
“Don’t pick the one with the stripe,” she mumbled. “It’s going to break, Ari.” Her eyes grew dreamy. “And take a handkerchief for your nose.”
“My nose?” he repeated, humoring her. She often said such odd things now.
“Yes.” She shut her eyes and turned onto her side. “For your nose. Keep your shirt clean.” Already her words were fading into a whisper.
“Seeker!” Nath called impatiently from the main room. “Shall I send in the guards for you?”
Auberon stood. He looked for another moment at his sister lying broken and quiet on the bed, and then he went to join the tutor.
Wherever they were going, he hoped he had a chance to punch the man in the face. It was the most useful thing he could do with his hands these days.
~
Nath was not pleased with the plan Kael had concocted. They’d discussed it the previous night, when Kael had assigned him to watch the prince’s window—which had been a good call, given that the prince tried to sneak away in the middle of the night to shout at the queen of Nyr like a drunken sailor shouts at a doxy in a brothel. Nath hadn’t been in favor of the plan then, and he wasn’t in favor of it now. Teaching an enemy to fight better seemed like a supremely bad idea to him, even if it was mostly a guise to get out said enemy’s aggression and foster a sense of community, the kind of community that came from beating one another with fists on the regular. Kael had the idea that it would release some pent-up frustration in the Seeker and make him more amenable to cooperating.
Maybe he was right. Kael knew a thing or two about getting surly soldiers to cooperate.
The only redeeming quality to it all was that he would have the opportunity to bloody the face of a Seeker. That brought a smile to Nath’s face, a rare enough occurrence these days with the dragonsayer missing and everything upside down and wrong because of it.
Kael was waiting for them in the courtyard where they trained with the shadow guard. The captain of the guard was shirtless and covered in a fine sheen of sweat, having already gone through his calisthenics for the morning, no doubt. He turned at the sound of their approach. In his hand, he held a wooden practice sword.
“What’s this?” the Seeker said, his eyes falling on the sword. “Might I remind you, Kael, I am the prisoner of the queen of Nyr, and thus I am under her protection. You cannot beat me to a bloody pulp without—”
“Any beating you incur will be your own fault,” Kael said. “Nath here is going to teach you to be a better swordsman.”
The Seeker stopped in surprise but recovered himself quickly with a sneer. “And what could I possibly learn from such a scrawny thing?”
The barb was meant to sting, but Nath didn't feel it. He was bored with insults to his size. It was so woefully unoriginal. Surely a Seeker could do better than that. He strode forward and snatched the practice sword from Kael’s hand. “Let’s see if you wield a blade as well as you like to waggle your tongue,” he said and pointed at the weapons rack at the far wall. “Pick a sword.”
The Seeker looked at the rack, where the practice blades were displayed. He reached out with one gloved hand to touch a sword with a red stripe across the hilt, and then his hand moved on to the next. Once he’d selected one, he turned and faced Nath with a smug expression.
“I’m noble-born, you miserable cur,” he said. “I know how to wield a sword. Are you sure you’re ready to fight me? Common soldiers have such an unrefined—”
Nath struck, cutting him off. The Seeker’s eyes widened a fraction in a satisfying betrayal of his surprise before he threw himself into the fight.
He was quickly disarmed, and Nath tapped the point of the wooden blade against the Seeker’s neck, showing where he would have struck to kill had it been a real fight.
“Pick up your sword,” Nath ordered, triumphant. Beating the Seeker had put a taste of satisfaction in his mouth, and the look of barely sheathed rage in the Seeker’s eyes was like honey on top of a seedcake. Perhaps this wasn’t such a terrible idea after all. “And do it again. I would have killed you easily.”
Auberon snorted at the mere suggestion, and Nath clapped him in the side of the head with the sword again. “That’s another kill. Pick up your sword!”
The Seeker grabbed it and scuttled back, out of range of Nath’s weapon. His cheeks flushed red from the unexpected blow.
Kael watched from the sidelines with his arms crossed and a thoughtful look on his face. Nath hoped the captain of the guard was getting as much enjoyment out of this exercise as he was.
“Now,” he said to the Seeker. “Again.”
This time, the Seeker was more cautious. He deflected Nath’s first strike, and then they circled each other like lions.
“Stop smiling like that,” the Seeker snapped. “It makes you look like a simpleton.”
“Is that what you call an insult?” Nath chuckled. “Mere simpleton? I composed more dexterous incivility in my cradle!”
Auberon scowled in concentration and didn’t reply, which only goaded the tutor further.
“Does it hurt your pride to be bested by a simpleton, you insouciant vulture?” Nath danced forward and landed a blow on the Seeker’s shoulder. “Injury,” he observed, calling the severity of the strike for the benefit of his infuriating pupil. “You’d have lost the use of that arm if this were steel.”
“It merely offends my eyes, seeing how ugly you are,” the Seeker replied. He struck out, and Nath parried easily.
“Your stance is weak,” Nath said. “You’re easily thrown off-balance. Move your feet, like this—”
He paused to demonstrate, and this was when the Seeker struck at his head. Nath dodged and smacked the blade away reflexively, but the wooden edge of the sword still grazed his ear, leaving a ringing pain in its wake.
“And how do you like that, simpleton?” Auberon cried.
“We were paused for a blasted demonstration—oh, seven hells,” Nath muttered, and swung his sword in a return smack against the Seeker’s head just to wipe that grin off his face.
Auberon grabbed at the sword. He caught the wooden blade in his hand and yanked it away from Nath’s hands. Nath was too surprised to stop him at first.
“Injury!” Nath howled. “You cannot grab a blade, you son of a cactus licker!”
“I am wearing metal gloves,” the Seeker replied with a severe smile. “I daresay it would work even with a real sword.”
“This is not how the lesson works,” Nath snarled.
“And what is the lesson, exactly?” the Seeker said. “Humiliation? A demonstration of my place as a prisoner? Take off these gloves, and I’ll give you a lesson.”
“The lesson,” Kael said calmly from his place at the edge of the courtyard, “is to improve your fighting skills so that you will be a help and not a hindrance when we go to rescue Briand.”
That answer, surprisingly, seemed to strike a chord with the Seeker. He grudgingly tossed Nath his sword again and assumed a fighting stance.
“Your feet, scurrilous knave, your feet!” Nath cried. “Look to your stance. It’s the laziest thing I’ve ever beheld, and I have had the misfortune of tutoring many a lazy lad in swordplay.”
“At least I make an impression,” Auberon drawled.
Nath snorted in derision at that, and it wasn’t merely an attempt to assure the haughty prisoner that Nath’s impression was one of fear. In fact, Nath mused, the more time he spent with the Seeker, the less afraid he was of him. He was just a young, wealthy fool dressed in silver once his magical hands were muzzled. And it was increasingly clear that without his Seeker powers of mind-reading, his other talents were lacking.
“You should be incensed at your tutors, whoever they were,” Nath continued. “They allowed you to learn the most abysmal form.”
“I’ll be sure to let my grandfather’s stable boys know that they failed me,” Auberon shot back with a dismissive smirk.
“What? No fancy fencing instructors for the spoiled, anointed Seeker child?” Nath found this nearly impossible. “Aren’t you regarded as a veritable prodigy with your hands, you vexatious filcher?”
The Seeker’s expression shuttered. “I see you’ve heard of me,” he said silkily. “And no,” he added. “My grandfather hated me. My father was no Seeker, and I was seen as a nuisance, little better than a dog until my powers manifested. Then they wanted me, naturally.”
The bitterness in his voice was almost relatable to Nath. And even Kael, from his place at the wall, lifted his head.
Nath and Kael exchanged a glance. Bitter and lonely. The key to staying one step ahead of the Seeker was understanding him. This gave insight, if nothing else.
And Nath was damned if he didn’t almost feel sorry for the wretch.
A sentiment the Seeker immediately obliterated with a mocking taunt about Nath’s face, and how it resembled the backside of a donkey.
“Use your sword, miscreant, and not your tongue,” Nath growled.
The clatter of wood filled the air. The Seeker swung hard, putting all his frustrations into the blows. Nath parried easily, because the Seeker was predictable, and because he signaled what he was going to do before he did it.
After the third time Nath had swatted Auberon on the buttocks with his sword as he struck and gleefully demanded who was a donkey’s backside now, the Seeker drew back and threw down his sword, panting.
“Enough,” he spat. “You’re like a flea laughing at a chained tiger. It’s tiresome.”
“A flea that could split your throat with one blow is a flea to be feared. And you’re no tiger, Seeker. More like a spoiled pup.”
Auberon got the most satisfying expression of rage. He lunged at Nath, who tripped him with his sword, and the Seeker, who was by now exhausted from dueling for so long, went sprawling on the sand at Nath’s feet. Still, he grabbed his sword from the ground beside him and swung it again.
When the wooden blade connected with Nath’s, it shattered, throwing splinters across Nath and Auberon both. Auberon went still and gazed at the broken hilt in his hand as if he’d seen a ghost. With one finger, he traced a stripe of reddish paint that marked the hilt, and he muttered, “She said it was going to break, didn’t she?”
“Who said?” Nath asked.
Auberon ignored him, still staring at the broken sword. Then, after a beat, he threw it down and shook his head as if trying to drive away inner demons.
“I want to fight him,” he said, jabbing his chin at Kael.
“Perhaps when you have acquired the fighting capabilities of a small child, we can consider that,” Nath said. “Now, pick up your sword.”
“Not with a sword,” Auberon said. “With my fists.”
Nath swung around to raise an eyebrow at Kael in amusement, but when he turned, he was startled to see the captain of the guard stripping off his shirt and unbuckling his belt and scabbard as if he meant to take the Seeker up on his challenge.
“Sir,” Nath said, uncertain. “Are you sure this is wise?”
“What?” Auberon said. “Afraid I’ll bloody his face?”
“Kael can hold his own with the likes of you,” Nath muttered.
“Fight me,” the Seeker cried to Kael. “I know you want to.”
“Do I?” Kael replied coolly. He tossed his shirt and weapon aside. “You always thought you knew what was in my head, didn’t you? But you were always wrong—”
Auberon made a sound like a snarl and leaped at him. Kael spun away, and Auberon slipped on the sand. He caught himself and drew upright again. His long, pale hair stuck to his sweat-streaked throat.
“Don’t be a coward,” the Seeker growled. “Didn’t you enjoy bloodying me last time?”
“Last time?” Nath said, but neither of the other men was listening to him.
Nath drew back, still holding the practice sword, as the two men circled each other. “Kael,” he began in a voice of mild concern.
“Are you a leader? Or do your men always question you and badger you?” Auberon taunted.
That stung Nath. He thought of Briand and the fight that had led to his leaving. The fight that had led to her disappearance.
Kael caught Nath’s eye and shook his head slightly as if he knew what Nath was thinking and he disagreed. Nath drew in a shuddering breath as a spiral of self-blame clawed in his gut anyway.
“It’s bold of you to criticize my leadership,” Kael said to Auberon as they circled. “Considering the fact that you haven’t even managed to get your rebellion against the Seekers off the ground.”
Auberon barked an angry laugh in response. “And you can’t even manage to get one prisoner to have one dream. Perhaps I have been lying awake every night, delighting in keeping her from you. What if this was all a ruse for me to enjoy the luxury of the Nyrian palace? Perhaps she’s suffering even now, and to think, you can’t make me tell you where she is—”
Kael’s expression had changed to something cold and sharp, and he swung at Auberon, his fist connecting with the other man’s jaw. Auberon flew back and hit the ground hard. The Seeker was grinning, a hard, self-loathing light in his eyes as he pushed himself up and spat blood. “Surely you can hit harder than that,” he taunted.
Kael dove at him, and Nath bit his lip and backed up until his shoulders touched the wall. He set aside the practice swords and stretched as he watched the two younger men beat each other until both were sweating and bleeding. In the end, they were both falling down with exhaustion, blood running into their eyes and from their noses. Auberon was laughing between punches to the face as if he found euphoria in each strike. Nath understood this. This need to feel pain, meaning, anything—even if it was only obtained from the blow of another’s fist.
When they were utterly spent, Kael dropped to the sand on his back, and Auberon fell down beside him, both of them too tired to fight any longer.
“You haven’t been lying awake,” Nath heard Kael say. “According to the reports of my palace spies, you’ve been trying everything within your power to dream.”
The Seeker looked furious, as if Kael’s words had unclothed him for all to see. “If you have something to say to me, Monarchist, say it with your fists.”
“We want the same thing, Auberon,” Kael said. He closed his eyes briefly, his chest rising and falling rapidly. He wiped blood from the corner of his mouth with his wrist. “It’s time to stop fighting against us and start fighting with us.”
He stood. Auberon glared at him, but Kael was unbothered. He pulled his shirt over his head and buckled on his sword.
“Now,” Kael said, “I have matters to attend to, but you’re going to practice drills with Nath until you cannot stand any longer, or until Nath strangles you from frustration. Whichever comes first.”
~
In the days following, Auberon spent every morning and afternoon swinging a wooden sword at the head of one of Kael’s henchmen, or sometimes Kael. He was wretchedly bad at it, but now and then he managed a blow, which made him stupidly delighted. It was nice to achieve something since the dreams weren’t working, and if he couldn’t discover his dragon girl’s location, landing a slap upside the heads of his enemies was an acceptable alternative. The hard exercise worked out his restlessness and made him so tired that he fell asleep almost as soon as he reached his bed at night.
But still, he did not dream of her.
And the sparring lessons continued. They were often little more than excuses for the group to vent their collective frustrations upon each other, and lend form to unvoiced fears by way of knocking wooden blades against skulls, but it was too gratifying for anyone to speak against it.
Nath said nothing to him except to lecture him on his form and call insults to him in an effort to goad Auberon to greater efforts. And to Auberon’s chagrin, it worked. The ugly little man called him rapscallion, knave, richling, and nincompoop with regularity. He seemed to be looking for a suitable name, one that wasn’t Seeker, since that was a secret they were keeping from both the Nyrian and Austrisian courts.
Auberon even overheard them discussing it.
“His name is too identifiable, given that he’s a wanted fugitive,” Kael had told them. “Don’t use it; spies might be listening. Give him some other moniker.”
“I just say, ‘hey you,’” the big soldier with the close-cropped hair muttered to Nath as they both stood, arms crossed and wearing identical scowls, watching Auberon run through a series of swings and lunges that Nath had devised for him. Auberon vastly preferred trying to knock the tutor’s head from his shoulders, but he’d discovered that the practice improved his chances of landing a blow, and thus he didn’t resist the exercises as hard as he otherwise might have. And anything that worked out his restless frustration was welcome. But he didn’t like it when they observed him like a dancing girl on a stage.
“I think ‘cad’ is good enough,” Nath replied. “But if you can think of a better name, be my guest.”
“His hair is sort of pale yellow,” the soldier, Tibus, noted. “Goldie, maybe.”
“It’s more white than yellow,” Nath objected. “Silverlocks?”
Auberon was too out of breath to manage anything other than a furious grunt at the mere idea of being called such a thing. They ignored him completely.
“His sister calls him Ari,” Kael noted.
They were not calling him Ari. His nostrils flared at the thought. Nobody but Jade and the dragon girl ever called him Ari and lived to tell about it. If any of these louts tried summoning him with that, he’d cut out their tongues.
“I’m not calling him that,” Nath said flatly, and Auberon was relieved and angered simultaneously. Was he such a monster that he wasn’t allowed a nickname?
“Auber, Ron, Obbie,” Tibus said, trying out various bits of the name and sounding like a simpleton, Auberon thought. “Eh, Obbie!”
“That sounds like a stable hand’s name,” Nath said. And then he grinned.
A moment later, they both sprang to the side to dodge the practice sword Auberon hurled at them. He stood panting, indignant, hands braced on his thighs as he bent over to catch his breath.
“You are not calling me Obbie,” he said.
Nath lifted his eyebrows with a smirk. “It has a ring to it, though, doesn’t it?” he said to Tibus.
“Fine, then I’ll call you Ratface,” Auberon hissed. “Ratface and Oaf!”
“You do that anyway,” Nath said with a shrug.
“My mother used to call me Oaf,” Tibus added thoughtfully, scratching at the scruff of beard that had begun to grow along the underside of his jaw.
They were toying with him. Auberon glared at them, infuriated that he wasn’t getting the reaction he wanted.
“Come pick up your sword, Silverlocks,” Nath called. “You have six more exercises to do before you’re done.”
“I am not a servant to be ordered about,” Auberon said, straightening and trying to reclaim some of his dignity after his outburst. He had spent yet another dreamless night in captivity, and the dragon girl was languishing somewhere alone and without her memories to protect her, and he was at the end of his patience, and even the calisthenics wasn’t helping to tamp down the rage in him today. These two idiots were only adding to his foul mood.
If he were in a more introspective and forgiving mood, which he rarely was at the best of times and certainly wasn’t now, he might conclude that the two idiots were using the situation—and his irritation—to distract themselves from similar worries. But that was hardly a consolation anyway. So, they loved the dragonsayer. So what?
It didn’t make them friends. He didn’t have friends. He had only people he was trying to kill, and people he wasn’t actively trying to kill, and people he didn’t want to kill but would if he had to.
“Silverlocks it is,” Nath said to Tibus, and to Auberon, he said, “Come and get your sword.”
Auberon snatched a new one from the rack and charged at the tutor with a bellow. Nath scooped up a bow staff from the weapons leaning against the wall beside him and blocked the blow.
“Your—stance—is—all—wrong!” he cried, emphasizing each word with a strike. Auberon held him off, though, and then, by some stroke of luck, landed a blow squarely against the side of Nath’s head.
“Ha!” he shouted, flushing in triumph. “Take that!”
Nath nodded with grudging approval. “Good,” he said, startling Auberon with the praise. “I’m almost impressed, Silverlocks. Now, those exercises.”
And Auberon was too pleased with himself to argue.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE NIGHT AIR was warmer than usual, the breeze coming from the sea light and smelling of salt. The Nyrian court reclined on low couches and rugs as they watched a performing troupe of tree dancers twirl and spin across the low, curving limbs of the artificial trees that had been erected in the palace gardens for the performance. Lanterns glowed along the perimeter of the clearing, casting an otherworldly light over the faces of the court and the lithe bodies of the dancers, and the music—all drums and flutes, the music of the outer islands where the dance tradition had originated—was the type that set fire to the blood of its listeners.
Kael stood at the edge of the lawn, his hands clasped behind his back and his legs planted wide, his usual watchful stance that he assumed whenever he was standing guard personally over the prince. He would rather that Prince Jehn were not at this gathering—this part of the garden was hard to secure. Since there was only the Nyrian court present, and the presence of hordes of the prince’s guards would be viewed as untrusting and unwelcome, Jehn had ordered him to strip the guard down to a mere two guards in addition to himself.
It took every ounce of Kael’s finely honed self-discipline and honor to keep himself from calling the prince a fool to his face. With the Seeker here and Briand’s rescue painfully within sight yet still so far out of reach, the captain of the guard felt drawn as tight as a bow. His ability to tolerate courtly nonsense was suffering as a result.
The dancers paused to take a bow, and the Nyrian court applauded. Jehn dutifully lifted his hands to clap, but he seemed distracted. Kael looked carefully at the prince’s hands, to see if they trembled from pain or from the effects of the Nyrian drug he had been taking in excess previously. In the last few weeks, Jehn had claimed to have been weaning himself from it.
Kael wanted to believe him.
Jehn reclined on a bed of cushions beside the queen of Nyr, who was seated on a low gold couch spread with a tasseled rug. She fidgeted with one of the tassels with her long fingers, and Jehn watched her tangle and untangle the strands out of the corner of his eye as the troupe began another dance, this one with a slower, seductive tune to accompany the dancers as they moved across the set with fluid and undulating movements.
Kael wondered if his prince and the queen of Nyr were squabbling again. Jehn was visibly under a strain of some sort, and the queen, though outwardly serene, had a set to her jaw that Kael knew how to spot from careful study of her moods and expressions.
As he watched, Jehn moved his hand slightly to the left, his fingers colliding with the queen’s as she twirled the tassel. She flicked her hand away, and Jehn smoothed the tassel and put his hand back in his lap.
A tiny movement—blink, and one might miss it. Kael, however, did not.
The dancers’ performance finished, and they formed a line and bowed low to the applause of the court. The light of the lanterns brightened, and the courtiers rose from their cushions to stroll the lawn as servers rushed forward with tea and wine to refresh them. Jehn remained seated, as did the queen, though she was beset by several of her ministers.
Kael crossed the lawn with the intent to urge Jehn to retire to his quarters. The prince looked flushed. If he didn’t take care to rest and sleep, he would become ill again.
When he reached the royal couple, the queen’s eyes were dark with anger, and the ministers wore expressions of annoyance. One stalked away, and Jehn smirked after him before settling back against the cushions he leaned against.
“Your Grace,” Kael said, “is everything all right?”
He was awarded with two stares in return—the queen’s gaze acerbic, Jehn’s bordering on indolent. The latter, Kael knew, was an act. He didn’t think the same was true of the former. The queen was angry about something.
“Just reminding the Nyrian minister of finance that he does not wear the crown,” Jehn said airily. “And considering his big head, it would never fit him.”
“I would rather,” the queen of Nyr said icily, “that you didn’t remind him of anything, husband. Not even that you exist.”
The queen looked resplendent and cold in her inky black overdress, embroidered with gold flowers and birds, the front of which split down the front to reveal the teardrop-shaped gold trousers that she wore underneath. She had cunning little gold shoes covered in pearls, but Kael noted that she had kicked them off in the grass and curled her feet up against her like a girl. Her hair was gathered in a cascade of curls that fell in a swoop over one shoulder. A military style in Nyr, as was the overdress and the way it split. This dress and hairstyle were not merely some fashionable assemblage. It was a clear signal to someone that she was prepared to do war.
Jehn, in contrast, was dressed foppishly as usual. He wore a gold tunic, but somehow the color managed to look garish on him when it looked regal on the queen. The length of bare chest visible where his tunic lay open was draped in masses of gold and jeweled necklaces. Jehn was not going for moderation.
Jehn leaned his head back to look at the face queen’s face. He smiled at her with half of his mouth. The flush on his face was still there, but the tension seemed to be unspooling from his body now. “Wine, my wife?” he inquired, lifting a finger to signal one of the servers. “You seem tense.”
She only gazed at him with thinly veiled wrath. Several of the nearby courtiers paused to listen, their eyes slitting with displeasure at Jehn’s boldness and ridiculousness.
One did not call the queen of Nyr tense.
But Jehn remained—or pretended to remain—oblivious to the blunder he’d made. The server approached, and Jehn took two cups from the tray. He offered one to the queen, who turned her head with a tinkle of her jeweled earrings. Jehn shrugged and swallowed both in two gulps.
“I think,” Kael said, “we ought to retire for the evening, Your Grace.”
Jehn set the cups on the grass. “Why? Things are just getting interesting.”
“Perhaps you ought to listen to your captain of the guard,” the queen said, and a faint flush rose along her cheekbones.
Jehn saw it and relented. He rose unsteadily to his feet and leaned on Kael as they headed for the path that led through the heart of the garden to the palace. He muttered the whole while about the queen’s minister of finance, and all ministers of finance for that matter, and something about the price of bricks in the city.
The path wound through an archway constructed from trees that were tied together to form a living structure. At the end of the green tunnel stood a melancholy, crescent moon-shaped bridge carved from blue-green stone. The bridge arched over a narrow creek that fed into the larger river that wove through the palace grounds and emptied into the harbor. Ornamental trees grew thick around the banks of the water, obscuring the area around the bridge in a way that made Kael uneasy. If they were attacked here, the terrain would favor the attacker.
“Legend has it,” Jehn remarked absently to no one in particular as they approached the bridge, “that barren women who drop a pearl from this bridge will conceive at the next full moon. They say queens of ages past used to—”
His next words were cut off by a faint scrape of a boot against a stone. Kael put out his hand to stay the prince’s steps.
Hadn’t he just been thinking this was a poorly defendable spot?
“Wait here,” he commanded, drawing his sword and signaling to the other two guards, who dropped into position on either side of the Austrisian prince.
Kael stepped forward as a figure appeared in the moonlight at the mouth of the bridge. Steel glinted in the stranger’s hand.
An assassin.
The assassin struck, and Kael parried the blow with a violent clash of his sword as he shouted for the other soldiers flanking the prince to get Jehn to safety immediately. The assassin leaped at him, and Kael fell back against the smooth stone of the bridge. He could see only a mass of cloth and lithe limbs and the glint of the assassin’s eyes in the moonlight.
He struck a blow with his sword, feeling the steel sink into flesh, and the assassin made a sound of pain and fell back, giving Kael time to strike again, this time with the hilt of his sword. His boots slid in the mud of the path, and Kael bit back a curse.
He needed this attacker alive for interrogation. They had to know who was behind this first assassination attempt in the Nyrian court.
The assassin staggered, and then struck at Kael’s face. Kael dodged the blow, but the tip of the blade sliced his cheek. Blood splattered across his shirt and the assassin’s eyes. He leaped for the attacker, catching him by the wrist, shoving him back and controlling the blade as he slammed his elbow into the assassin’s face.
The assassin dropped his weapon and grappled for a moment with Kael against the bridge before bringing his full weight against Kael, knocking him hard against the stone. Kael’s grip slipped, and the assassin gained purchase against the ground and leaped.
They both plummeted into the creek below.
The water was deeper than Kael expected. Bubbles exploded around him as he plunged into the dark water. His shoulder struck a rock as he twisted, grappling with the assassin, who planted a boot against his chest and kicked hard, shoving him back. Kael’s fingers dragged across skin and fabric, snagging on something. A pocket? Whatever it was tore away, and then the assassin was gone, vanished into the shadows as Kael seized a rock and hauled himself from the water alone, still holding the scrap of cloth that was the assassin’s pocket, whole and intact in his hand except for a ragged edge where it had torn away. It felt heavy, as if it contained something.
Kael shoved it into his belt and swept the area, looking for signs of the attacker.
But the assassin had vanished like a gust of wind.
Footsteps pounded on the path above. Soldiers.
“Captain!” one shouted. “Where is the assassin?”
“Fled,” Kael called as he wiped away blood streaming from a cut above his eye. “Quickly—search the gardens. Secure all exits. Now, man!”
The soldiers rushed to obey, and Kael climbed the bank, retrieved his sword, and followed.
~
Later, Kael stood in his still-damp clothing in Jehn’s chambers while the Austrisian court physician tended to the laceration on his cheek and ribs, listening to his guard give a report to Jehn, the queen of Nyr, and a handful of trusted Austrisian nobles regarding what they’d found searching the city and hills surrounding the palace.
In short: nothing.
The assassin had escaped without leaving so much as a footprint.
Jehn lay on one of the couches, staring at the ceiling with his hands folded over his chest, listening with an intense frown on his face. “You’re sure there was nothing to identify the assassin?” he asked Kael, interrupting the report of the head guard. “You have no idea of the nationality, or even the sex of the attacker, correct?”
“I believe,” Kael said, suppressing a wince as the physician cleaned a gash along his collarbone, “the assassin was a woman. But,” he added, “I could see nothing of her except her eyes, and it was too dark to gather a single detail except that she had two of them.”
“Hmm,” Jehn said. “A female assassin. Less likely to be from the Austrisian mainland, in that instance.”
“More likely to be Nyrian,” Lord Billor, one of the newer members of Jehn’s inner circle, commented quietly. “They seem to train male and female assassins equally, if the queen’s inner circle of guards is any indication.”
“I can assure you, there is no plot among my people to assassinate my husband,” the queen of Nyr said coldly. “My spies would have discovered it.”
“Furthermore,” Kael said, “I believe someone inside the palace helped her gain entrance.”
“I agree,” the palace guard said. “One of the gardener gates was left unlocked, which is how we believe the attacker was able to get inside. The guards along the wall were given orders to patrol in a different formation than usual, with a concentration of forces on the opposite side of the garden.”
“And who gave these orders?” Jehn asked with a lift of his brow. His voice was low and soft, and if he were worried, he didn’t show it. “Do we know?”
“The orders were sent by note, and supposedly signed by my hand,” Kael said. He felt deeply weary as he said the words. The queen of Nyr gave him a sharp glance as if trying to discern if he were a traitor to the prince. “Obviously, I sent no such order.”
“Obviously,” Jehn said with a tip of his head. “But someone chose to use your name to issue the order.”
“Do you think someone is trying to frame you?” Lady Valora asked from where she stood near the door. She had been quieter than usual during the discussion.
The others looked at her. Jehn’s forehead creased as if he were thinking through half a dozen threads of possibilities.
“I don’t know,” Kael said. “It’s possible that I was the most logical choice, and there is no conspiracy against me. It’s also possible that someone is trying to besmirch my reputation, or frame me.”
“If it is a Nyrian threat—” Lord Billor began.
“The Austrisian court has already had its share of traitors,” the queen of Nyr said coldly. “My people have a saying: If you hear a hiss, look for vipers in your own house before tearing up the floorboards of mine.”
“Conspiracy or not, that is not my concern at the moment, however,” Kael added before they could get too far afield from the discussion.
“And what is your concern at the moment?” the queen of Nyr asked. Her voice was silky, but it held a hint of poison. They had always been a bit at odds, the queen and him. She had her agenda, and he had his—protecting the prince. Sometimes, Kael even had the odd thought that she was jealous of him somehow.
“The prince’s safety,” Kael said firmly, meeting her gaze without flinching. Not many could when she was giving that cutting look that was like scorched steel—even the surliest of the queen’s ministers looked away under that glare.
But Kael was used to the witching glare of his dragonsayer love. He was practiced in not flinching.
A brief spark of pain shot through him as he thought of Briand. Lords, he missed her. He hoped she was well, and holding a knife to someone’s throat at this very moment. He felt he would give his left hand to see her right now.
The queen seemed annoyed that she hadn’t induced Kael to cower, but she covered it smoothly, her face returning to a grave, faintly concerned expression, the same one she wore whenever she was speaking to her most exasperating ministers.
“Then we are in agreement,” she said.
“I’m doubling your guard,” Kael said to Jehn. “Please refrain from strolling alone anywhere, Your Grace. Avoid public places for now—the baths, the main hall, and for lords’ sake, stay away from bridges and forests. In fact, why don’t you simply remain in your rooms?”
Jehn wore a mutinous expression. “If I am well-guarded, Kael, then I hardly need to become a recluse. There are important political matters at hand. I cannot simply disappear.”
Kael didn’t say anything. He crossed his arms and faced his prince resolutely.
“Have you considered the possibility that this is what someone wanted all along?” Jehn cried. “To drive me into hiding? You said yourself the assassin was not very skilled—”
“Your captain is right,” the queen interrupted.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE QUEEN OF Nyr lifted her chin and spoke clearly and coldly, as if she were discussing anything but a threat to the life of her consort. “You should prioritize safety for now, my husband, until we know what is going on.”
Jehn turned to her, and his bluster faltered, but only slightly. No one but Kael appeared to notice. “My point remains. I cannot withdraw from the political scene, not at this crucial moment, wife.”
He emphasized the last word with almost a snarl.
“Then,” the queen said, leaning forward and drawing her eyebrows together in a decisive slash, “you shall stay in my chambers.”
There was a brief silence. No one had been expecting this solution.
“What?” Jehn said, startled. He drew back an inch as if the queen had suggested he bed down with crocodiles to keep the assassins at bay.
Perhaps, in a way, she had.
“Yes,” the queen said, putting a slender finger to her chin. Her garments whispered as she paced a circle around the room. “The monarch’s chambers are the best-guarded in the palace. You will have the superior protection of my shadow guard, of course. And as I receive many of my political advisors in private, you will have access to those conversations you find so crucial to be present for.”
“And what explanation will we give the court?” Jehn asked.
“Do you ever care what your court thinks?” the queen replied dryly.
“Your advisors are bound to find it odd, don’t you think?”
The queen’s lips curled in some private amusement. “I am sure they will. And perhaps it will distract them from their attempts to sabotage my newest plans for the city’s reconstruction. We will say that you are sick with some chronic ailment, and that you insist upon being close to me in your time of weakness.”
“Fine,” Jehn said, closing his eyes as if he had a headache and pressed his good hand to his forehead with a dramatic flair. “I’m ill, and need the tender ministrations of my wife.” He said the last bit sarcastically.
Everyone in the room exchanged glances. Even Prince Jehn and the queen of Nyr appeared a little startled that the matter had been agreed upon and settled so quickly, and with so little disagreement, but they both quickly schooled their expressions into neutral ones. If they were unsettled by the matter, they gave no indication.
“What say you, Kael? Do you deem the queen’s chambers secure enough?” Jehn looked at Kael as if this were all his fault. As if it had been Kael’s idea in the first place. As if he rather wanted his captain of the guard to put up a fuss and rescue him from the whole thing.
Kael felt as weary as the prince looked. He had Briand to find, and a surly Seeker to motivate into cooperation, and a new dragonsayer to keep up with, and the rest of his duties. And now, a new assassination attempt to deal with. He did not have time to manage the finicky emotions of his prince. Jehn was on his own. The prince would have to make peace with the queen of Nyr himself—Kael was not going to rescue him from this.
He gave a nod. “It is.”
Jehn frowned. “Fine. Then it’s decided.”
~
After the meeting was concluded, the others left, and some of the queen’s guards were sent for as an escort to take Jehn safely to queen’s chambers. Kael and Valora remained, Kael standing with his hands clasped behind his back, Valora lingering behind him, all while Jehn fussed with a medicinal salve for his finger and refused to look at them.
“You could have raised an objection, you know,” Jehn finally groused at Kael.
“The queen is right,” Kael said. “You will be safest there. And perhaps with the close quarters, you two will either strangle each other or sort out your enmity once and for all.”
Jehn made a sound that was something between a sigh and a groan. “I fear it will be the former.” He looked at Lady Valora. “Is there something else?”
His surliness didn’t dissuade her. She stepped forward and lowered her voice.
“Your Grace,” she said. “I felt no sense of danger tonight. When you were attacked, I mean. My magic didn’t alert me.”
Kael and Jehn looked at her closely.
“Intriguing,” Jehn murmured. “What do you think it means, Kael?”
Kael rubbed his chin. His face was lined with weariness. “I don’t know, sir. It could be that the attack was a warning and nothing more. But we cannot make assumptions. Not until we have more information.”
“Thank you, Lady Valora,” Jehn said, and she left.
Kael studied Jehn, who turned away.
“Go away,” Jehn said. “You threw me to the wolves, and I am irritated.”
Clearly, he was dismissed. Still, Kael lingered.
“What is it?” Jehn asked then, turning around to look at his captain of the guard. “You have something else to tell me?”
Kael hesitated a second. “When I was struggling with the assassin, I tore away part of her garment. A pocket. It contained something I think you might find of interest.”
“And you didn’t feel the need to share this with the others?” Jehn said, raising a brow.
“For now,” Kael said, “I’d like to keep it between you and me. Until we know more.”
“Show me,” Jehn said.
Kael reached into his shirt pocket and produced a wad of half-dried parchment. He handed it to the prince. “Do you see?”
Jehn carefully unfurled the soggy paper and studied it.
“I see,” he said after a long moment. “And what do you want to do about this?”
“Let me see to it for now,” Kael said. “I will report back to you with what I find.”
Jehn nodded and gave the paper back to Kael, who pocketed it once more. Jehn opened his mouth as if he had something else to say, but then a knock came at the door, and it was the queen’s guard come to escort Jehn to her chambers. Kael left Jehn with the soldiers and slipped away through the darkening halls of the Nyrian palace.
~
Lord Halescorn poured himself a generous amount of wine from the pitcher on the low table of his sitting room and gulped the amount down in three swallows. The night wind had a chill, but a servant had lit a warm fire in the hearth, and he’d locked the shutters against the breeze.
Then why was one of them ajar?
He set the goblet down with a thump and spoke without turning around. “Did I miss your knock?”
“I prefer that we speak privately,” Kael said from where he leaned against the window frame, arms crossed. “Without my comings and goings observed by everyone who posts spies to watch your door.”
Lord Halescorn sighed as if Kael were an impulsive lad and not the captain of the prince’s guard. “I suppose you always were fond of climbing in and out of windows as a boy. Why should now be any different?”
Kael detached himself from the shadows he’d been lingering in and stepped into his father’s room. “Yes,” he said evenly, “I am asking myself the same question tonight. Why should now be any different?”
At Kael’s acidic tone, Halescorn finally turned. He was a shrewd man, and he was good at controlling his expressions, but still, he wore an air of mild concern as he faced the captain of the guard. He noted the way Kael kept one hand on the hilt of his sword. “What is it?” he said, dropping the act of beleaguered father. “Have you come to kill me on the orders of your prince?”
“Do you think I would commit patricide?” Kael said. He strolled across the room and poured himself wine into one of the empty goblets beside the pitcher. He settled himself in one of the chairs across from his father and took a swallow. Usually, he abstained from such excesses, but he already had a pounding headache.
“If Prince Jehn asked, you’d cut out your own tongue,” Lord Halescorn said. He kept his eyes on his son, watching him as if Kael were a snake that might strike at any moment.
“And what,” Kael asked softly, “gives you concern that your prince might order your untimely execution? Have you a sin to confess, Father?”
Lord Halescorn pressed his lips together tightly. “You’ve come to accuse me. Go ahead and do it. Tell me why you’re here. Tell me why you have your hand on your sword as if you might need to use it.”
Kael set down the goblet and reached into his pocket. He tossed the damp paper onto the table between them.
Lord Halescorn picked up the paper with his fingertips. He glanced at it. A washed out note, the ink blurred and stained beyond readability. Only the seal remained visible. The Halescorn seal. “And what is this?”
“An assassin attempted to kill Prince Jehn tonight,” Kael said tonelessly. “I tore this from her before she managed to escape.”
Lord Halescorn turned on his heel and went for the fire at the other end of the room. A moment later, Kael’s hand was on his wrist, and his knife was at his father’s throat.
“Drop it,” Kael snarled in his father’s ear, and Halescorn let the paper fall to the ground.
“You would burn the evidence, would you?” Kael murmured.
“Someone is attempting to bring down the Halescorn name,” Lord Halescorn said. “Things like this are better burned. They can only be used against us.”
“So, you are claiming innocence, then?” Kael’s brows lifted.
Their gazes locked, and Kael’s mind flashed back to a moment years ago, when he had been the one accused of treason, and in chains, and his father was the one wielding the power.
How the tides had turned.
“Of course I’m innocent!” Lord Halescorn wrenched his hand away, and Kael let him go. The elder man straightened his tunic with a flick of his hand. “I don’t want the prince dead. I’m not a loyal dog like you, my son, but that doesn’t make me stupid.”
Kael picked up the incriminating paper and slid it back into his pocket lest Lord Halescorn make another move to destroy it. “Desperation can manifest as stupidity.”
“You think I’ve made some deal with Cahan? With Bestane?” Halescorn barked a laugh. “If only I possessed the political clout to do so, since nothing about this war has happened the way it was planned—and now we are in exile in Nyr, far from home and surrounded by suspicious, hateful Nyrians. I would happily do what I must to lift the Halescorn name from the depths to which it has fallen. But with our family’s coffers gutted by this war, I have nothing to offer the enemy even if I were to attempt to conspire with them. I’ve gambled everything on your prince’s chances of victory.” But his hands shook as he spoke, even though he brushed them over his collar as if to disguise the fact.
“Truly, Father, your protestations of innocence sound almost like declarations of disloyalty.”
“Let us not pretend, Kael.” Lord Halescorn scowled at him. “I have no love for your prince, and I’ve never pretended that I did. But I did not order him assassinated.”
“And Jacob?” Kael asked of his brother, the other Halescorn.
Lord Halescorn snorted. “Your brother is busy with his new wife. He does not have time to be ordering attacks. He’s concerned with stability right now. There’s…” Halescorn paused. “There is going to be a child.”
Kael was silent a moment. Valora had not mentioned this to him. “Are you sure?”
“I was told it by Lady Valora herself.”
No wonder his father was trembling. A new Halescorn, a promise at redemption of the family name. His father would want no whiff of scandal, not with this fresh start on the way.
“Jacob is too distracted by newlywed bliss and the thought of an heir to be caught up in this, whatever it may be,” Lord Halescorn reiterated.
Kael crossed to the window and stepped onto the ledge. He glanced over his shoulder at his father, who was frowning at him.
“We shall see,” Kael said, and vanished into the night air.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE QUEEN OF Nyr’s personal chambers were twice the size of Jehn’s, and laid out like a flower, with half a dozen meeting rooms and sitting rooms and an entire private bathhouse surrounding the inner chamber where she slept, the outer rooms like petals around a center. The doorways were draped with sumptuous silks, and the floors were covered in thick, soft carpets.
She had two large pet leopards with collars of gold around their necks, and the big cats padded over to sniff at Jehn curiously as he followed the queen deeper into her chambers. He tried not to flinch as one of them licked his hand with its rough, pink tongue.
He was not fond of large animals, at least, not ones with paws the size of his face.
The queen’s inner chamber held a bed the size of a small pond, and a scattering of couches and settees, and the walls were covered with ornate depictions of ancient battles, famous marriages, and notorious betrayals throughout Nyrian history. Jehn lay down on his back on one of the queen’s silken couches, and there he stayed, his head propped on a pillow shaped like a sausage, his eyes on a gruesome illustration of a man having his head severed from his body via execution by sword while a proud-faced woman in a crown watched from a balcony above.
The leopards lay down nearby and watched him, their tails flicking.
The queen left him alone and went to one of her outer rooms to consult with a few of her ministers. A servant brought food and left it on the table, and one of the leopards streaked up and stole a piece of meat from the tray.
Jehn watched the other one in case it made any sudden moves until a servant came and took both big cats away, leaving him alone in the chamber.
When the queen returned, she paused in the doorway and looked at him without speaking. She had a glass of wine in one hand, and she seemed to be somewhat relaxed by it, Jehn thought. Before, at the performance in the garden, she’d been wound as tight as a bowstring sitting beside him in the dark. And he had been driven half-mad by the way she was playing with the tassel on her cushion. Something about her long, deft fingers was indescribably beautiful to him, in an excruciating way. He wanted to capture and kiss those fingers now, but he wouldn’t. Not with the power imbalance shifted as it had been. Not after her betrayal with the advisors, the one that had caught him blindsided with his council.
No more stolen kisses. They’d muddied the waters between them too much, and he’d nearly lost his wits entirely when it came to her charms. Her political maneuvering had reminded him of where things stood. He ought to be grateful.
The queen took a sip as he watched her out of the corner of his eye. If she minded the cessation of their secret trysts, she hadn’t said so.
The silence grew.
“What’s this poor fellow’s story?” Jehn asked, gesturing at the painting above his head.
The queen glanced upward, and her mouth quirked with private amusement.
“The queen of the House of Weasels, of the fourth dynasty, called Tamaris, and her consort who betrayed military secrets to Bestane for a horse made of solid gold. She had him beheaded on the lawn at his birthday celebration.”
“As I can vividly see,” Jehn said. “And this one?” He pointed to another painting that showed a bound man drowning in a river while a woman in a crown stood on the bank, flanked by soldiers.
The queen took another sip from her goblet before answering. “The queen of the House of Flowers, of the first dynasty. I do not know her name. History does not remember. Her husband, as the story goes, slept with another woman. She was jealous, and she had him drowned.”
“Do you find this sort of thing… inspiring?” Jehn inquired. He glanced around the room and noted at least half a dozen other similar pictures.
“I did not order them painted this way,” the queen said simply. “But it is thought that a consort ought to remember his place, and what can happen should he betray his wife. It is customary for such depictions to be kept for the queen’s consort’s eyes.”
“Cheerful,” Jehn said, grimacing.
“I hate them,” the queen confessed. Her tongue seemed to have been loosened a little from the wine, but still, Jehn was surprised by her candor. He sat up and turned toward her.
“Then why not paint over them?”
The queen of Nyr sighed. “It is tradition that the rooms be repainted when a new monarch takes the throne; these walls were done by Mai Turoi, one of the most renowned painters in Nyr before his death. They are priceless now.” She made a small shrug with one shoulder as she crossed the room and opened an intricately carved wardrobe to reveal a rainbow of silks. She finished her drink and then drew out a robe of black silk.
Jehn looked away as she unbuttoned the top of her long overdress.
“It used to give me nightmares as a young girl,” the queen mused. “I would make up stories with happy endings for them instead.” She pointed at the first picture of the man being beheaded. “In this one, I pretended that the man was under a spell from a wizard, and only cutting his head off could free him to live in his true form once more, and let him live in peace with his love and their children. In that one—” She gestured at the painting of the drowning man. “I used to pretend he was one of the sea-people, and he came to the queen and surrendered himself as a prisoner so he could be near her because he loved her so much. She eventually decided she loved him too, and they went together to live under the sea in his kingdom.”
Jehn turned and studied the queen of Nyr in surprise. He couldn’t imagine that she would tell him any of this if she weren’t so relaxed from the wine. She was being warm tonight. Almost friendly. He hardly knew what to do with it. “I did not know you were such a romantic,” he said finally.
“My younger self was fanciful,” the queen said with a dismissive wave of her hand. She finished unbuttoning her overdress and stepped out of it. Jehn averted his eyes back to the ceiling, this time his gaze landing on a picture of a man standing on the edge of a cliff with a crown at his feet while a woman clung to the side of the rocks, her legs dangling in midair.
“What is this one about?”
“That,” the queen said, “is my least favorite of all. The story is simple. The queen of the House of the Serpent loved him, and he betrayed her. He tricked her and pushed her from a cliff, and stole her crown.”
“The House of the Serpent?” Jehn repeated. “But that’s—”
“Yes,” the queen of Nyr said. “She was my grandmother. Her name was Yaria.”
She drew the silk robe tightly around her body and then went to the bed, where she made a nest of the pillows and unbraided her long, shining hair until it fell around her shoulders in a dark waterfall. Jehn watched her, feeling like an interloper, wondering if he made her feel unsafe. He put his head back down on the pillow and looked up at the painting of the queen’s grandmother falling to her death, a painting she’d slept beneath since she was a girl.
“No wonder,” he murmured under his breath.
“What did you say?” the queen asked. Her voice was low and sleepy.
“I said goodnight, and sleep well, Nara. I’ll keep you silent company in the midst of these gruesome deaths until you are asleep.”
The queen laughed in a low exhalation, as if she thought his words were a joke, but he waited, listening for the moment that her breathing changed and became slow and even. Only then, when he was sure she was not lying awake alone in the dark, did he fall asleep.
~
Jehn was in a familiar nightmare in which the pirates were pressing close, and his hand was stuck to the stone floor as the knife descended to severe his finger. He fought as he always did, but he couldn’t escape the horrific pain that bit through flesh, muscle, and bone. But then he was on a cliff instead, his hand streaming blood as he clutched it against his chest to quell the flow. At his feet was a crown, broken and sticky with red, and at the edge of the cliff, he saw hands grasping for purchase. He stumbled forward to see who it was, and then he woke abruptly, a gasp in his throat and sweat on his brow.
Someone was leaning over him. An assassin?
No.
The queen. The queen was leaning over him, her hair brushing his face.
“Shh,” she said. “It’s only a dream.”
And her voice was so gentle that Jehn thought he must still be dreaming.
Then, he remembered no more.
~
Kael met Lady Valora at the edge of the palace gardens, at the place where the lawn met the cliffs to the sea. She was standing at the balustrade when he approached, and the salt-tinged wind whipped her long, dark hair back like a veil. Moonlight glistened on the sea below.
She turned to meet him, and he drew the paper with the incriminating Halescorn seal and showed it to her without a word.
Valora lifted her eyes from the seal to Kael’s. “Where did you find this?”
“I took it off the assassin at the bridge.”
She was silent a long moment. She gazed at the sea, one hand brushing unconsciously over her abdomen.
“And you’ve come to me because you think it’s Jacob?” she guessed in a voice as soft as falling snow. She looked pale in the moonlight, and softer than the Lady Valora he had once been betrothed to. Kael wondered if she loved his brother. He half hoped she did, for his brother’s sake, even though he wasn’t sure that it wouldn’t bring her sorrow. Jacob Halescorn was a complicated and sometimes tempestuous man, although Kael had seen him treat his horses and servants with kindness. He was not their father.
“Could it be?” Kael asked her. His voice was not ungentle. “Could he have something to do with this?”
Valora brushed hair from her eyes.
“I don’t know,” she confessed. “I want to tell you that it couldn’t be him, but…” She laughed low in her throat. “I cannot be sure. What about your father?”
“I’ve been to see him. He denied knowing anything about it. He was shaking.”
“Perhaps because he realized how he has treated you all these years, and how you now hold more power than he does,” she said.
“Perhaps.”
They watched the sea in silence another moment.
“Lord Halescorn told me you are with child,” Kael said then.
Valora didn’t look surprised that he knew. “It’s still early,” she said. “But yes.” She paused, smiled faintly. “Jacob hopes it is a girl.”
They’d never had a sister. Jacob had always wanted one, Kael recalled.
“And you?” he asked.
“I too hope it is a girl. I have always wanted a daughter.”
“Then, I hope it is a girl as well,” he replied. “Congratulations, Valora. I eagerly anticipate meeting my future niece or nephew.”
“Thank you,” she said. “I will keep watch for anything that might be of interest regarding the assassination, Kael. Even if—even if it is my husband.”
Her gaze faltered, and she looked small and somber.
“I pray it isn’t him,” Kael said fervently, a fierce feeling of sorrow welling inside him. His familial attachment to Jacob aside, he wanted them to be happy. Somebody in this wretched world deserved it. Valora seemed to have feelings of some sort for his brother, and they were expecting a child now. In the web of tangled and thorny relationships that surrounded him, such a straightforward-seeming desire was like a splash of cool water on a scorching day.
With that, Kael left her standing in the dark and slipped away as quiet as a panther in the shadows.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

KAEL’S BAND HAD gathered in his quarters when he returned, as they had taken to doing after Briand’s disappearance. They’d all unapologetically needed the closeness in the aftermath of grief, and with Nath’s addition, it became like old times when they’d been camped under the stars, except now the fire burned in a marble hearth decorated with gold carvings of serpents, and the stars were hidden by ornate window panels.
Nath, Tibus, and Crispin were always there, it seemed, and most times Bran too. Even Maera joined them in between her frequent disappearances in the service of Jehn’s spying.
Despite the fancy room, and the silken pillows and couches scattered throughout it, the group sat on the floor before the flickering orange flames as if they were in a forest. They played Dubbok and dice to keep their hands busy while their minds combed through possibilities when it came to the dragonsayer’s rescue, and it felt warmly, reassuringly familiar despite the absence of horses and wind and a wild night sky. Tibus cleaned his sword with a methodical routine bordering on obsession while he discussed his latest theories on where Briand might be with whoever would listen. Bran was always willing to listen as he sat near him, back against the wall and remaining foot near the fire to soothe aching muscles.
Nath always had a dozen books on every country in the known world spread open before him, and he read bits aloud to Kael with a kind of frantic energy, as if he could stuff a lifetime’s worth of knowledge into one night. In the corner, Crispin poured over letters and books he’d received from Bethulah, the guardian who’d been instructing Briand on the history of dragonsayers, although he had frequent comments to add to both Nath and Tibus’s contributions to the conversation. And although their dragonsayer was still missing, and they were all half-mad with worry for her safety, it was reassuring to be together.
As Kael arrived, entering through the window instead of the door to avoid undue notice of his movements, he found them assembled as usual. Nath was making coffee in a pot over the open flames and joking about Crispin adding bitter bark to it, and the lad looked up from his letters and books that he’d surrounded himself with only to snipe back that Nath had better watch himself, or he’d put poison in the pot instead. The lad was still a bit unbalanced when it came to teasing and humor, but he was finding his footing, and he swallowed a grin when he made the threat.
Nath looked up as Kael slipped through the window with movements as supple as shadows cast by moonlight. The captain of the guard’s expression was as neutral as usual, but the area around his eyes and mouth were tight, and his jaw was flexed with tension.
“How fares the prince?” Nath asked.
“He has been moved to the queen of Nyr’s quarters for safekeeping,” Kael reported as he strode to the fire and poured himself a cup of the steaming coffee.
“Do you want the man alive or not?” Nath demanded. “It seems you don’t since you’ve sent him straight into the serpent’s den.”
“Jehn can hold his own with the queen,” Kael responded, sinking down with his back against the wall and his legs crossed in front of him. He put his head back and closed his eyes briefly, as if he could find a world of rest behind his eyelids for a few seconds. “And I cannot argue that her chambers are the best-guarded place in all of Nyr.” He lifted a hand to his forehead and rubbed the place between his eyebrows with his thumb. “Meanwhile, Lord Halescorn sits in his web and spins lies afresh.”
“May he hang himself with them,” Nath muttered, and then stole a glance at Kael as he remembered he was speaking about his friend’s father.
But Kael seemed to be grappling with similar sentiments, and he didn’t show any annoyance at Nath’s exclamation.
“When Briand called the dragons in the cave, did she send out a pulse of power, or a series of short, rapid calls?” Crispin asked from his place amid the books and letters about dragonsaying. The lad kept asking him questions about dragonsaying, and Nath was irritable about it because he kept having to admit he didn’t know things, which he found loathsome to do even in the best of times. And Crispin was perhaps enjoying hearing Nath say “I don’t know” perhaps a bit too much, which was also loathsome.
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Nath snapped.
Crispin made a note in one of the books as he murmured to himself, “Nath cannot answer.”
“I answered, you nitwit, I just didn’t know whether to say yea or nay. Ask me another.”
Crispin shuffled through the papers. “When Briand saw through the eyes of the dracules, did it give her an awful, throbbing headache? It doesn’t give me one, of course,” Crispin added with a touch of haste and a flush of red rising on his cheeks. “It’s just that, well, I read in the books that some dragonsayers got headaches, and I wondered.”
“I doubt it gave her headaches,” Nath declared with an air of certainty. “She always seemed perfectly healthy when interacting with Sieya and Vox.”
Vox, hearing his name spoken, lifted his head and perked up his ears hopefully in Nath’s direction. Crispin leaned forward as if trying at that moment to communicate with the dracule in the way of dragonsayers, and the dracule only exhaled a stream of sparks in the lad’s direction before dropping his head back onto his paws despondently. Vox was indifferent to Crispin at best, and seemed always on the verge of annoyance that the lad could now torment him on more than one front. Nath was sympathetic—how nightmarish, to be unable to keep even one’s thoughts safe from the lad’s incessant yapping.
Snowball pattered over and nudged the dracule’s snout with an inquisitive purr. Vox flicked his tongue at the little rypter halfheartedly, but otherwise didn’t object to the creature’s presence.
Emboldened by this lack of outright rejection, Snowball crept tentatively forward, inch by inch, until he’d nestled into the hollow place between Vox’s front paws and below his chin. Vox sniffed, sighed, and allowed it. After a short silence, the rypter began to make a thrumming sound deep in its chest. Nath thought, with a lump in his throat, that the baby rypter had never learned he was a monster. He asked for affection like he deserved to have it.
Nath almost got tears in his eyes to think of what the rypter might have turned out like if it hadn’t been snatched from Ikarad as a newborn. But his precious pet had never known cruelty or harshness. Only love.
Nath could only wonder what the rest of them might be like if they’d experienced the same. Kael, himself, the guttersnipe, lords, even the lad. Bran had probably had the best of it among all of them, but even he had a cruel and disinterested father. But they were healing. They had a chosen family now. They’d stumbled through the dark and found each other, and love and acceptance with it, and they were becoming different people. Better, stronger people.
“Enemies becoming friends,” Tibus observed with a grunt as he watched Snowball and Vox snuggle a little closer to each other.
“Speaking of enemies,” Kael said, tipping his head forward and opening his eyes. “How is the Seeker coming along in his lessons?”
“Resisting everything,” Nath said with a sigh. “He makes the thief boys of Gillspin look like puppies.”
“We could flog him until he cooperates,” Tibus suggested.
“I thought we were already doing that,” Bran said.
“Oh, the fighting is something else. The Seeker seems to be a glutton for pain,” Nath said.
“He’s frightfully lonely,” Crispin said from his corner. “And he hates us because he wants what we have. You know. Companionship. Friendship. Brotherhood.”
The others swung around to look at the lad in something akin to astonishment.
“Just how long have you been keeping that tidbit to yourself?” Nath demanded, immediately forgetting his musings about love and acceptance in the wake of this latest blunder.
Crispin flushed but held his ground. “I only just remembered. I saw things in his thoughts when I read them to see if he was lying about Briand. I was distracted after by my studies—”
“Lords,” Nath cried. “Valuable insights into our enemy’s mind takes precedence over your dusty books, lad!”
“You think it’s valuable?” Crispin asked, perking up hopefully and then smoothing his expression to pretend he hadn’t just betrayed his desire for validation from Nath.
“Perhaps there’s something to it,” Kael put in, quelling whatever argument they were poised to tumble into with his words. He looked thoughtful, his brow furrowing and his mouth turning in a musing frown.
“What exactly are you proposing?” Tibus asked, looking gruffly horrified at the thought of the Seeker having any feelings at all.
“You catch more flies with honey than vinegar,” Maera said from where she sat by the fire.
“Wouldn’t it be nice if the Seeker was nothing but a fly,” Nath said irritably. “Something small and easily swatted. He’s more like a wolf. Do we catch more wolves with honey too? Or should we be evaluating whether or not we want to catch wolves in the first place?”
“I think you’re overthinking the metaphor,” Kael said. He still wore an expression of one who is turning over an idea that they don’t exactly like.
Nath scowled. It was lunacy, he told himself with a flicker of anger. The man had tortured Kael. Stabbed him. Well, tried to stab him. And he’d kidnapped Briand!
Nath couldn’t forget those things. He could never see Silverlocks as anything but dangerous. A vile, loathsome Seeker.
“No honey,” he said resolutely. “He doesn’t deserve it.”
Snowball lifted his head and tentatively licked the side of Vox’s face. Vox allowed it with a huff, and, emboldened, the rypter delicately closed its jaws over one of Vox’s ears in a loving bite. This was too much for the dracule, who lurched to his feet and paced to a few feet away before settling down again.
The baby rypter crept after him, making a soft crooning noise deep in its throat. Vox responded with a guttural growl.
“It’s just a baby, Vox,” Nath said. “Feverbeet, tell the dracule.”
Crispin blinked. He looked at the dracule, who appeared unmoved by whatever mental admonishment Crispin might have given him.
Nath muttered under his breath and scooped up the rypter in his arms. Snowball snuggled against his chest, and the tutor sat back down, cradling the baby rypter and grousing to himself about useless metaphors and stubborn Seekers.
“Vox,” Crispin said in an annoyed tone, and now the dracule paid attention to the lad.
“What’s that in your hand?” Tibus asked Crispin, suspicious. “Are you using treats to bribe the dracule to do your bidding because you can’t control him otherwise, lad?”
“Of course I’m not,” Crispin said, turning red.
But Nath was only paying partial attention, because Snowball had bolted upright, one paw pressed against his chest, the other held aloft at an angle, almost as if the little creature was waiting for a silent signal or command.
“Snowball?” Nath asked.
The rypter wriggled from his lap and ran toward the door. Nath rose and followed, alarmed.
“What’s wrong with it?” Maera asked. “Does it hear something?”
“Rypters navigate by sensing thoughts,” Nath responded without lifting his eyes from Snowball, who was pawing ineffectually at the door. He opened it, and the baby rypter ran into the corridor and vanished around the corner.
Nath chased after him, and the others followed at the tutor’s heels. They trailed the rypter in silence all the way to a familiar door with guards standing in front of it.
The prison suite of Auberon and his sister.
The rypter put both paws on the door and made a desperate yelping sound.
“Open it,” Nath cried to the guards standing on either side.
They hesitated, shifting their gaze over Nath’s shoulder, and Kael commanded, “Do it.”
When let inside, Snowball ran without hesitation through the common area and into the back room.
Nath heard a faint but agonized cry coming from the darkness. He rushed after Snowball and found the baby rypter standing before a bed in the corner. Beside the bed crouched Auberon, and in the bed lay the female Seeker, thrashing in a dream. Tendrils of her hair clung to her sweat-soaked neck and face. Her lips moved as if she was trying to speak, but no words came out.
Auberon turned to glare at the intrusion, but his face and lips were white with fear, and he was distracted immediately by his sister’s distress.
Snowball leaped onto the bed and nuzzled against Jade. She relaxed, her whole body going limp, and then she opened her eyes and lifted a metal-encased hand to stroke the rypter absently.
“What did it do?” Auberon demanded.
“I remember you,” Jade whispered. “You were born in Ikarad, little one.”
Her gaze fell on Nath standing near the bed.
“You,” she said, her words clear even though they were whispered. “I see her blood on your hands…”
Nath drew back in alarm. “What?”
Jade smiled a strange, distant smile at him. “Don’t worry. It is life-giving blood. Like the sun. The sun is blinding, but it gives life to the grass…”
Her eyes drooped, and she fell back against her pillow.
“What was that? What did she mean?” Nath demanded, turning to Auberon.
The Seeker gave him an obstinate look. “She often mutters nonsense. Her mind is broken now.”
Nath moved forward to collect Snowball, and Auberon put out a hand.
“Please,” he said. “Leave it. Just for tonight, so she can sleep.”
To Nath’s own surprise, he heard himself curtly answer, “Fine.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

WHEN JEHN WOKE the next morning, he was lying on a bed as soft as water, surrounded by mountains of cushions and pillows, half covered by a coverlet of silk.
The queen’s bed.
He sat upright, disoriented and disconcerted. He didn’t remember leaving his couch in the night. Had he been invited to join her? Had he somehow wandered here in his sleep?
The queen was nowhere in sight.
Jehn shoved aside the silken coverlet and put his feet on the floor. He rose uncertainly, cobwebs of his dreams from the night before lingering in the recesses of his memory, leaving an aftertaste of unpleasant torment that he knew would fade with time. He went into one of the outer rooms and looked through a window at the queen’s garden. He gulped the fresh air blowing in on a cool morning breeze scented with flowers, and reminded himself that he was in Nyr and not a prisoner in a pirate’s cell.
Perhaps not a prisoner in a pirate’s cell, but he was confined to these rooms. He glanced up at the gruesome paintings that covered the ceiling above his head and grimaced. He was kept company by several dozen reminders of all the ways that the men in his position through history had been decapitated, drowned, stabbed, and, by the look of one illustration, dragged apart by four horses set galloping in four different directions, each with one of the unfortunate consort’s limbs tied to its neck.
And the artist had used a vivid red to depict the rivers of blood—yes, rivers—whenever blood was the result.
It was not a happy thing to look at.
The paintings, combined with his nightmares from the night before and a growing headache at the back of his skull, made Jehn reconsider the benefits of his current arrangement. This was going to be a trial indeed.
Jehn looked back out the window and absently rubbed the bony nub where his severed finger had once been. He internally debated how angry Kael and the rest of his inner circle might be if he went for a stroll in the gardens with only a few guards.
The word apoplectic came to mind. He sighed. Once more, the feeling of claustrophobia from the dream closed around his throat, and he braced himself against the windowsill, taking deep breaths through his nose as he focused on small details of the room to ground himself.
When his head cleared and his heart rate calmed, Jehn went to look for his clothes. He’d given instructions for them to be transferred to the queen’s chambers, but he couldn’t find them. He searched every wardrobe, trunk, and basket in the bedroom chamber to no avail when a slender, severe-looking woman with curly brown hair appeared in the doorway.
“What are you doing?” she asked, as if he were a little boy caught with his hand on a forbidden treat.
“Looking for my clothes,” Jehn said with a tinge of exasperation in his voice. “Who are you, pray tell?”
“I am the queen’s nurse,” the woman said. “I took care of her as a child, and now I oversee her attendants and her chambers. She has sent me to ensure that you are able to find your things.” The woman crossed the room and opened a trunk. She jabbed a finger at the contents. “Here.”
Jehn had searched that one already. It hadn’t contained a single thread of his clothes. “You’re mistaken,” he replied.
“I am never mistaken,” the woman said, one eyebrow twitching. “The queen had your things sent away. She wants you to wear these instead.” She had a trace of an accent that Jehn couldn’t place.
Jehn frowned. He crossed to stand beside the woman and reached into the trunk to lift out one of the garments. It was black, and made of supple, heavy material with a faint silken sheen to it. “These look like the garments of her shadow guard. I dress like—”
“Yes,” the nurse said. “We all know how you dress.”
Jehn had the urge to grin nervously despite his frustration. Something about this woman amused him, and he was certain she wouldn’t like that. But something about her also terrified him, and he was equally as certain that she would be delighted to know as much.
“Then you know,” he said with princely severity, swallowing the impulse to laugh, “that I do not wear such dour colors.”
“Yes, yes, you are like a peacock. Put on the clothes. The queen wishes for you to join her and her ministers in a few minutes.” The queen’s nurse strode for the door again, leaving him standing there with the trunk full of clothing at his feet.
As soon as she’d left, another servant appeared, bearing breakfast on a tray, and yet another came after her, this one bringing one of Jehn’s spies to speak with him. The spy reported that nothing yet had been found regarding the attacker by either Kael or the queen’s guards.
After a few more questions and answers, Jehn sent the spy away with a sealed message, and then he looked at the trunk of clothing again and felt a wave of anger. Anger at his council, anger at his missing finger, anger at his nightmares and his claustrophobia and his weakness. It was all too easy to direct that anger toward something tangible and obvious, like a pile of neatly folded black garments that were decidedly not his.
~
Jehn still wasn’t dressed when the queen came back. She wore an overdress of green and gold, with slender gold trousers beneath, a tasseled sash around her waist, and a rope of emeralds at her throat. A single, teardrop-shaped emerald dangled between her eyes. She looked formidable as she frowned at him. “You were expected to join my ministers and me for a meeting regarding the rebuilding efforts. Oorah said she told you. Why are you still here?”
Jehn gestured at the trunk, seething. “What is this?”
The queen looked at the clothing inside the trunk and then at Jehn. Her eyebrows rose a fraction. She did not often see him angry, not like this, and she seemed torn between amusement and irritation. “Clothing,” she replied after a short silence.
The prince reached inside and lifted one of the garments up with his fingertips. “Yes. But where is my clothing?”
“I had it sent away. This is much better.”
“You are trying to dress me like one of your shadow guards?”
The queen pursed her lips and tipped her head to the side as if she thought he was acting like an irrational child, and she was deciding whether to scold him or walk away. “I am dressing you in a way that commands respect.”
Jehn rubbed the nub where his finger had been, even though it wasn’t hurting. The gesture was almost a reflex now. Often when he was angry, the finger ached, but right now, it felt good to be angry. It felt exhilarating. He leaned into the feeling eagerly. Anything to escape the impotence he felt. Anything to make the queen’s eyes spark. “Are you ashamed of how I dress, Nara?”
The queen gave him an exasperated look. “Oh please. Don’t play this game with me right now. I don’t have the patience for it this morning.”
“What game?” Jehn said innocently, knowing perfectly well what she meant. For some reason, he wanted to hear her speak plainly for once. He wanted to know the bald facts of what she thought. He wanted to hear it, and not just estimate and guess when it came to her mind.
“I know what you do, husband,” she snapped. “I know how you play the fool. How you dress like a clown to make your court underestimate you. But if my ministers are ever to see you for what you are—”
“And what am I?” Jehn asked. His voice had dropped to a low, soft whisper.
The queen was silent a beat. “You are a clever, conniving, shrewd man. Exactly the kind of husband they would wish me to have.”
Jehn felt as if he were standing on the edge of a precipice. He hesitated, words balancing on his tongue. “And why do you care what your ministers think of your foppish husband? Does it hurt your pride that they think you’re married to an idiot? Or that they think you’re in love with one?”
“I’m not in love with you,” the queen hissed, her dark eyes flashing like the blade of a knife reflecting stars.
A knock came at the door, and it was one of the queen’s servants. The servant murmured something in the queen’s ear that Jehn couldn’t hear, and then they both left the room.
Jehn stood alone for a moment, the queen’s wrathful exclamation still reverberating through him. Then, he sighed heavily and put on the clothes the queen had left for him with a growl of annoyance.
The ministers sat around a table in the queen’s private council room that was set just off her main sitting room. One was arguing with the queen when Jehn entered, and his gaze skimmed over the prince without recognition. The other ministers seemed equally unobservant; they looked at Jehn and then back at the queen without seeming to realize it was him. They must have assumed he was a guard, Jehn thought.
He felt almost invisible.
And it was glorious.
And then, Jehn had a thought.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



THE NYRIAN COURT dined that evening in the garden, beneath the stars, with lanterns hanging in the trees and torches flickering along the pathways. Musicians flitted among the courtiers, playing songs at request in exchange for coins. The queen sat alone, her fool missing from his usual place beside her.
The prince of Austrisian was also absent. He was ill, the court whispered. Some murmured that he and the queen had quarreled, and the prince was in a sulk and had taken to his rooms as a result. A few of the courtiers wondered aloud if perhaps the move was not such a punishment to the queen after all.
Nobody spoke loudly about the matter, though, because the queen looked uncharacteristically furious tonight. Her dark eyes sparkled with anger, and her fingers were white around the stem of her goblet when she raised it to her lips to drink.
Finally, halfway through the meal, the queen’s fool appeared on the path. He wore his usual costume of black and white, with his face painted with patterns and his eyes lined in thick black kohl. His lips were painted gold, and if his lip paint looked a bit sloppier than normal tonight, nobody seemed to notice.
Nobody except the queen, whose spine stiffened slightly as the fool took his usual seat near her feet and raised a finger to call a server over with food and drink.
“And where,” the queen asked in a voice for the fool’s ears alone, “have you been, my fool?”
The fool accepted the food and drink that was brought to him. He raised the cup to his lips and drank. “Playing cards with your husband in your chambers,” he said silkily.
“I did not think you and my husband were on such friendly terms,” she murmured.
“We are not, but we have made a wager,” he replied. “The prince was most insistent, and he had information to sweeten the deal.”
They might have said more, but one of the roving musicians approached and asked if the queen wanted a song. The fool produced a coin and asked the singer to play a song about the foolishness of love, and the queen’s mouth pressed in a line. The singer performed the song and sang a beautiful ballad about a fisherman whose wife left him for a merman. When he’d finished, the fool asked if he would play another.
“It is good,” he said loudly, so the courtiers around them could hear, “to remember the follies of love.”
The queen took a long drink from her cup and had no response. The musician checked her expression, and when he saw no dismissal, he strummed a few notes and began to sing.
And when the second song about a songbird in love with a cloud finished, the queen rose abruptly from her chair. The court rose with her, and she bid them goodnight before heading for the palace, a few of her guards falling into place behind her, and after a moment of contemplation, the fool followed her.
The queen stopped at the aviary, her hand on the door, and then she bid her guards wait outside as she went in. When the fool followed a moment later, the guards didn’t stop him, for he and the queen were close, and they knew not to meddle.
He went down the path, past the tall reeds that filled the middle part of the glass building, following the curve of the stones to where the queen had gone. By day, everything was green and golden, but at night, with moonlight filtering down through the glass, the reeds looked purple-blue, and little pale flowers that grew at the base of the grasses glowed with a faint phosphorous light.
He found the queen sitting on a bench with the queen’s white solizayr parrots rustling and muttering in the darkness above them. Snippets of gossip and whispers that the birds had overheard floated down from overhead like a cacophony of ghosts exchanging rumors in the night.
The queen looked at him but didn’t immediately speak. She was mindful of their feathery listeners, as was he. She radiated anger, but when he sat on the bench beside her, she didn’t move away.
They looked at each other in the dark, with moonlight glistening across her cheekbones and making the white and gold of his face paint sparkle. And he began to hum the tune of the song that the musician had played for him, the one with the love who was lost to a merman. The queen sighed and put a hand against his lips to stop him, but the birds above their heads picked up the tune when he quieted, and it echoed around them in the dark, the sound of it otherworldly and haunting when translated by birdsong.
The queen soundlessly mouthed, “Jehn,” and her eyes were still dark with anger, but there was more there, a hungry need in both of them, a desperation. When the prince disguised as the queen’s fool leaned toward her, she met him halfway, and their mouths crashed together in a kiss of fury and something else entirely while the birds sang above them and the moonlight poured down.
~
Nath met Kael at the yard. Sometimes they sparred late at night, when neither could sleep. Tonight was such a night.
“Tomorrow,” Kael said as he lifted his wooden practice sword, “I am going to venture into the city. I’ve had a lead from a spy that might prove promising. However, I’m going to need to bring the Seeker.”
“Bollocks,” Nath muttered. “That seems like a bad idea. Can’t we bring the lead to the palace instead?”
“I think not,” Kael said, and he swung his sword at Nath, and the other man parried. And for a brief span of time, they let themselves think of nothing but the dance of swordplay and the violent forgetting it induced.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

NATH, KAEL, AND the Seeker prisoner slipped silently from the palace and through the half-cleared rubble of the upper part of the capital city of Nyr, which had seen some of the worst of the shelling during the Eisean invasion.
Kael had been of a mind to go alone, but Nath wasn’t about to allow that kind of nonsense. He didn’t trust Auberon the Betraying Seeker as far as the lavatory, let alone all the way into the lower bowels of the city’s most unsavory section.
All around, gardens and luxurious homes lay in ruin. Chunks of marble and stone lay on either side of the road, and all around, the sounds of hammering and chiseling mingled with the shouts of workers repairing and rebuilding rang through the air. Nath spotted Austrisian soldiers among the Nyrian workers, and he wondered who had directed them to do so. Could Prince Jehn have had such an impulse? Or had Kael given him the suggestion? Surely none of the rest of the court—at least not the council—would have had such magnanimous thoughts.
The directions led the three men down to the water’s edge, far from the wide thoroughfares and column-lined avenues of the central city streets and through twisting, narrow alleyways that wove serpentine lines through the seaside district. Their steps echoed as they trod through the deep city canyons between close-crowding inns and shops, alleys crisscrossed with wooden beams high overhead and bathed in deep purple shadows and the faint scent of damp earth. Lizards skittered up the walls and over the stones at their approach, and a few chickens fluttered balefully away, as if they were the only people to set foot down these paths, but Nath felt the stares of watchful eyes from the dark recesses of the windows and doors they passed. He kept his hand on his knife, knowing they were treading through unsavory streets now. Once, a broad-shouldered man stepped from a side street with a scowl, reaching for a weapon, but a burning glare from Auberon sent him back again. In this place of villains and cutthroats, the captain of the prince’s guard and the Seeker prisoner, disguised though they were, put off a strong vibe of danger.
Finally, the three reached the water’s edge. The sea glittered bronze in the sunlight like the back of an old coin caught between two cobblestones. At the lip where the wharf ran alongside the harbor huddled a hut that looked barely large enough for a single man to stand upright inside, made of woven reeds. It huddled right at the water’s edge, accessible by a ship’s plank. As they approached, the fabric that hung in the doorway fluttered as if a hand had disturbed it. As if someone had been watching for them, and drawn back at the sight of them.
“Looks like a beaver’s dam,” Nath muttered under his breath to Kael. “Are you sure—?”
“This is the place,” Kael replied. It was exactly as his informant had described it. “I am sure.”
“We’ll be like dogs in a barrel if it’s an ambush,” Nath said, but he followed Kael anyway.
They crossed the plank, Auberon going first, Nath second, and Kael following at the rear with his hand on his knife. He could still feel the weight of wary gazes on them all from the doorways and windows of the buildings on shore.
They had to crouch down to step inside. The hut was larger than it appeared on the outside, with a set of recessed mud steps leading down to a lower level below the water. Overhead, sunlight winked through the slits in the reed roof. The air smelled like fish and seaweed, and the sea sucked at the slats with a gurgling sound.
An ageless woman sat cross-legged on a mat of knotted reeds and dried kelp in the center of the hut. A sea-woman, according to the word of Kael’s informant.
Nath’s stomach curled looking at her. He was reminded of nightmares and stories of the things that crawled from the wild sea in the north, far from civilization. The sea-woman had black eyes like a shark and a wide mouth that she kept carefully closed, her lips curled over her teeth, as she nodded at them in greeting. Her hair was a soft gray-white with a pearly sheen to it, and it fell over her shoulders in a tangled waterfall. Some might have called her beautiful, and some might have called her horrifying, and they’d both be right.
The sea-woman beckoned to them to step forward with a flick of her fingers that reminded Nath of the flutter of kelp on a wave.
They stepped forward. Auberon flexed his fingers at his side. Kael looked at the woman without flinching. Nath bit back another mutter of foreboding.
“Welcome,” the sea-woman said. Her voice was low and gravelly, like the mutter of the sea at low tide. “I heard you were looking for me, Kael of Estria.”
Kael gave no indication that he was surprised she knew who he was.
“And do you know what I seek?” he asked in an even tone.
The sea-woman inclined her head, not exactly answering the question. “I can give you the answers you wish, warrior-man. For a price.”
“Naturally,” Kael said. He reached into his coat pocket for the bag of gold coins he’d brought, but the woman made a sound in her throat and made another fluttering gesture with her long, webbed fingers.
“I do not want your cold metal trinkets,” she said with a curl of her lip. “They have little use to me.”
“What do you want, then?” Kael asked.
She blinked her wide, black eyes at him as she plucked at a necklace of shells that hung around her neck. “A promise from your prince.”
“I cannot speak for him, or make any such promises,” Kael said steadily. He gave no indication that he was concerned, but Nath’s heart sank. They couldn’t barter with the crown of the court in exile. They had no such power behind their little rescue attempt.
She frowned. “Such a pity. If you cannot secure a promise from him, then I am afraid perhaps you have nothing to offer me.”
The dragonsayer’s rescue was slipping away, and Nath felt powerless to stop it. He couldn’t let this happen. Not after everything else that was his fault.
He put a hand on his knife. Maybe they could threaten the information out of her.
The sea-woman saw his movement. She turned her black gaze upon him. “Little man,” she said, “you do not want to try to come at me with your steel. You would not prevail in a fight.”
“Come now,” Auberon interrupted, surprising Nath. “I am sure we can come to some other arrangement. One that doesn’t leave us disappointed or dead.”
He locked his seething gaze on the sea-woman, the same look he’d used to frighten away their would-be attacker in the alleyway earlier, and she gazed coolly back, uncowering.
“And who are you to threaten me?” she said to Auberon.
“You know what I am, and what I can do,” Auberon said.
The sea-woman smiled, deliberately showing her teeth. They were sharp and triangular like shark teeth, and there were three glistening rows of them in her mouth. She flicked her blue-green tongue over them.
“You do not frighten me, Seeker-man. I am from the saltwater world, which holds beauty and horror like you’ve never dreamed of. I have danced with monsters in the depths of the sea that would make your blood curdle. I have locked lips with mermen who could kill you with a flick of one finger.”
Auberon appeared undeterred. “But you are here now, in the air,” he breathed. “You are in my realm. And I can inflict enough pain with one stroke of my hand to make you claw your eyes out.”
The sea-woman leaned forward. Her eyes glinted with a strange kind of eagerness. Monster staring down monster, Nath thought.
“Maybe,” she said. “But I do not think your companion here will let you.” She indicated Kael with a flick of her wrist.
She was probably right. Kael wouldn’t let them torture the sea-woman. And perhaps with good reason. Maybe Nath had spent too much time in the company of thieves, that he thought everything could be solved with a blade. Thinking that made him think of Briand, and his throat tightened with a painful lump as he remembered how painfully and reluctantly she’d worked her way through the truth that diplomacy could work better than always thinking with her knife.
Then, Nath had an idea. One they all should have thought of before. He realized that he tended to think of the Seeker as a weapon only, but really, his mind was merely a tool that could be wielded for good or ill as he saw fit.
“He can give you more than pain,” he said slowly, thinking.
Everyone turned to look at Nath—the sea-woman with amused interest, Kael without expression except for one raised brow, Auberon with a recoil of abject horror.
“I’m not some doxy for you Monarchists to whore out as payment,” Auberon snarled.
“He can give you memories,” Nath added quickly, choking back a nervous giggle at their assumption. “You cannot go far from the sea, yes? You have never seen mountains, then, I’ll wager. You have never seen the Estrian plains. Lords, they are lovely.”
The sea-women hesitated. She appeared to be weighing a thought. She blinked twice and reached up to brush her fingers through one of her tangled locks of hair.
“Tell me,” she said finally. “Have you ever seen—” She paused dramatically, staring into Nath’s face as if daring him to lie. “—cows?”
Nath thought for one moment that she was making fun of him. He flushed, and then coughed to hide his startled laughter. “Er, cows?”
Auberon rubbed the place between his eyes in annoyance. Half of Kael’s mouth tugged in a ghost of a smile, probably at Nath’s bewilderment.
“Cows,” she repeated, her tone curious. “You know what they are? Those noble creatures with the soft, moist noses and the blunted horns? The ones that make lowing sounds like whales, and give milk to your young as well as their own?”
“Yes. Yes, I know what cows are,” Nath exclaimed. “Lords, I’ve just never heard anyone describe one so, ah, poetically.”
The sea-woman tilted her head toward Auberon with an air of eagerness. “And you?”
“I have seen cows,” Auberon answered, his face stiff as if he were holding back a snort of laughter. “I can show you in exchange for what you know.”
Nath fleetingly wondered what mundane and unremarkable creature from the sea, at least by the sea-woman’s perspective—did humankind seem obsessed with? But now was not the time for such ponderings.
They were close to an agreement. His heart banged against his ribs.
Would she agree?
“Show me a memory of cows, and I will show you one in return,” the sea-woman said finally.
Nath held himself still. He cut a glance at Kael, who looked as though he were also bracing himself against a reaction.
They were so close.
“All right.” Auberon heaved a sigh and held out his hands toward Kael as if he barely found the prospect worth his time. Nath suspected this was an act.
Kael unlocked the metal gloves, and Auberon reached for the sea-woman’s face. “Hold still.”
Nath averted his eyes as the Seeker pressed his hand like a claw over the sea-woman’s face. His stomach churned, and he felt like he was going to have to stumble outside and empty the contents of his stomach into the harbor. Kael put a steadying hand on his shoulder, and Nath drew in a quick, shuddering breath and wished that Snowball were with him. The little rypter always seemed to keep him calm in situations like these, situations that brought back the flood of memories from when he’d been a Seeker slave.
But the steady weight of his friend’s hand against his shoulder kept him anchored, and Nath swallowed the demons that threatened his mind with a gulp of the seaweed-smelling air and a shake of his head. Then Auberon was pulling away, and the sea-woman was leaning back on her mat, her face contorted with an expression not unlike ecstasy.
“Exquisite,” she said, blinking her shark’s eyes.
“Did you find her?” Kael asked Auberon. His tone was carefully controlled, but Nath could see the tension in the captain of the guard’s shoulders and jaw as he waited for the Seeker’s response.
“I found her,” Auberon confirmed.
~
The mind of the sea-woman had been unlike any Auberon had ever touched before. Slippery, somehow, as though he were handling the wriggling body of some many-limbed sea creature dredged from the depths. He’d sunk deep into her memories of cold blue seas and muffled whale songs, and shivers of dread had rolled over his skin as he probed deeper and wider into the murk of her mind. He realized that she could see through the eyes of fish that she kept as pets, and then he skated into the memories of the sea that her mind contained. It was like a staircase spiraling down and down in tight circles toward a dungeon. Down and down and down.
Each memory he slid into was colder and more alien than the one before it. At last, he saw where the sea-woman had nudged him—a school of yellow fish, undulating ahead of her through the vast blue, drawn to the flutter of a torn garment trailing in the current near the surface of the water. There was a woman’s body, drifting face-up, back arched, legs trailing like a dancer caught frozen in a moment of musical ecstasy. She was pale in the green-gold sunlight.
It was the dragonsayer.
The fishes’ minds held little snippets of memories. A swirl of hair like seaweed. A lifeless arm, its fingers slack, and the fish nibbled at the fingers gently, experimentally.
Then, a violent splash of rope that sent the school scattering. An explosion of white bubbles and churning water as human limbs punctuated the water and caught the unconscious woman. The fish fled to deeper water, flying fast as arrows from the interloper who’d disturbed their ocean.
When they looked up again, the woman’s motionless body dangled in the water, half in and half out, lit by green-gold sunlight. She jerked once as the rope tied around her waist tightened, and she disappeared into the air above.
Auberon strained in the memories, but the fish only swam away for deeper waters.
Then, he was in the mind of the sea-woman again, who was curious. She rose to the surface, and her head broke the water as the dragonsayer’s body was hauled over the rail of a ship with gray sails. A word was written on the side of the ship.
Auberon broke away from the sea-woman’s mind with relief. Kael and Nath were staring at him, and something dripped from his nose. He touched a hand to the lower half of his face, and when he drew it away, he saw blood.
“Well?” Nath demanded.
“I saw her,” Auberon said, and exhaled as if he were confessing something. He blinked at the memory that still lingered in his mind. His mouth tasted like salt water, and his skin felt tight, as if he’d been in the sun and wind for too long. “She was floating in the water. She was unconscious.”
Kael’s jaw flexed, and Nath swore under his breath. “And? Did you see what happened to her?”
“Yes,” Auberon said. He still felt the sting of salt water in his nose, as if he’d actually been in the sea.
They left the hut made of reeds and crossed the plank to dry land. Auberon shook off a shudder as his feet touched the cobblestones of the street. He felt unmoored. He had not liked being in the mind of the fish. And the sight of the dragon girl floating in the water like that, like she was dead…
He knew she was alive, but seeing her in that state had wrenched at him like a jagged-edged blade. Gutted him.
Auberon was still reeling a little from the effort of diving into the sea-woman’s mind. He was still dizzy from being in the heads of the fish. Was this what the dragonsayer experienced every time she dipped into a dragon’s head?
Thinking of her made his chest clench.
They hadn’t gone five steps when Kael stopped Auberon in his tracks.
“Tell us everything you saw,” he commanded.
“Men pulled her from the water and onto a ship,” Auberon said. “The name of it was Banaclees.”
Kael looked at Nath expectantly, and the ugly little Monarchist said, “It’s Mammish for ‘the way the sun shines on the water and makes you feel nostalgic for your homeland,’ or something like that.”
“So, we go to Mammot,” Auberon said.
“No, we speak with our spies to find out more. The ship might have a Mammish name, but that means almost nothing as to her whereabouts,” Kael said.
“Then,” Auberon hissed, “let us return to the palace at once to summon your spies.”
Kael hesitated. He lifted his gaze to the buildings around them, his shoulders tensing. Nath stepped to his side.
“Well?” Auberon demanded. “What are you waiting for?”
“Something’s wrong,” Kael said.




CHAPTER TWENTY

KAEL MOVED A split second before the attacker dropped from the roof above. The attacker landed in a crouch in a single, fluid movement, face obscured by black cloth, knife in hand.
This was no dockside thief.
This was a trained assassin.
The assailant lunged for Kael in a movement as graceful and fluid as falling water, but Kael was ready after months of training with the queen’s shadow guard. He dodged away, and then sprang forward, capturing the assassin’s hand and trapping the blade of the knife flat against his hip. The attacker struggled, but Kael was a stronger man. Nath came from behind and grabbed the assassin with an arm around the neck, and he bellowed at Auberon, “Quickly now!”
Auberon yanked down the black cloth, revealing the face of a young man with black, angry eyes and a mouth set with fury and strain. The Seeker pressed his palm against the attacker’s forehead, his fingers splayed like a spider’s legs, and the assassin’s spine went rigid as he made a strangled sound in his throat. Kael yanked away the knife, and the assassin thrashed against Nath’s arm, his legs kicking.
Auberon pulled back his hand, and his eyes gleamed. “Thought you could fight it, eh?” he said to the assassin.
The young man’s eyes blazed with anger, but before anyone else could speak, more dark figures dropped around them. Kael and Auberon whirled to fight, and Nath clobbered the unmasked assailant on the head and went to join them.
Instead, they flowed past the three men like water, seized the now-unconscious young assassin, and disappeared into the alleyways that curved and split away in a dozen maze-like passages.
Kael, panting, asked Auberon, “Did you find out who he was?”
“I saw that he was here to kill you,” the Seeker said. 
“But this feels like helping you, and I’m not here to assist in your little political schemes. I’m here to rescue Briand. We aren’t allies, Monarchist.”
“I never said we were,” Kael replied. He signaled to Nath, who’d gone to the end of the street to look for any sight of danger. “Let us return to the palace at once. We’ve learned much today.”
He needed to speak with Jehn.
~
Kael met the prince in the queen’s garden. Jehn stood with his face toward the lake, his expression thoughtful as he listened to Kael’s account of the attack in the city.
“It is my firm belief,” Kael finished, “that this assassination attempt, for whatever reason, is aimed at me and not at you, given that all attacks have occurred when I was present.”
“And you think your family is behind this?” Jehn asked.
“I don’t know, sir. It could be that someone is trying to frame them. We cannot assume a straightforward motivation.”
“By that line of reasoning,” Jehn said, “we cannot yet assume that you are the target. It could be that these would-be assassins want to relax our guard.”
Kael studied the prince with surprise. “What are you suggesting, sir?”
“That I remain where I am for now and continue to take the precautions we’ve established. Until we know for certain what is at stake,” Jehn said.
Kael kept his face expressionless, but inside, he was almost amused.
Jehn and the queen of Nyr must be getting along better than expected in their new living arrangement.
“As you wish,” he replied.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CAIT WAS CROUCHED in the thief-queen quarters when Quill found her, sitting with her shoulders resting against the wall and her knees drawn to her chest, keeping herself distracted by relentlessly sewing red cloaks for the decoys who went on the missions under the banner of the Scarlet Blade.
“We need you,” he said, and Cait stuffed her sewing kit into her sash before she rose and followed him, her heart thumping in apprehension as they moved through the damp halls of the thief quarters. “We just got word that there has been an attack on a farm in one of our zones of protection outside the city. Needle is supposed to lead this morning’s run over the slaver routes, but…” Quill paused outside one of the doorways to the individual thief rooms. “Well, as you can see…”
Cait took a step past him into the room he indicated, and immediately covered her nose and mouth.
Needle lay facedown on his bed, snoring thunderously, with the blankets bunched around his waist and a bucket sitting on the floor beside him. The air was rank with the smell of vomit. Most of it appeared to be in the bucket, thankfully.
“I supplied the bucket,” Quill added with a frown.
“Is he ill?”
“Just a hangover,” Quill said. “He apparently had a great deal of luck last night in a game of darts. He decided to celebrate.”
“Ned,” Cait snapped, and the young thief didn’t stir.
“We need to forbid drinking,” she said, crossing her arms with a scowl.
Quill gave her an incredulous look. “Do you want an actual mutiny on your hands?”
“It was a rhetorical statement,” Cait muttered in reply. She surveyed the snoring Needle and then turned to Quill. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him what to do, but she stopped herself.
She was in charge here, not Quill.
She wasn’t going to undermine her authority by asking him what to do like she was a child.
If Needle couldn’t go, then she’d go herself.
“Assemble the team,” Cait said, swallowing her fear. She could do this. She was strong. “I’ll meet you in the stables.”
And she went to put on the red cloak of the Scarlet Blade.
~
Cait saw the smoke above the trees before they reached the site of the attack. They rounded the bend, and there was the farm, with one of the outer buildings belching a column of sooty black clouds into the sky and two women huddled on the ground, clutching each other.
Cait dismounted, shadowed by Quill, and approached the woman. “What happened?” she asked, trying to keep her voice from trembling.
“The mayor’s men came for us, Your Gracious Lordship,” the older of the woman stammered, refusing to meet Cait’s eyes. She didn’t seem to know how to address the Scarlet Blade properly and was staying safe by settling for a level of respect somewhere between a lord and a king. “They came at dawn. They took all the chickens, and the goat and the horse too, and then they set fire to our out house.” She pointed with a trembling finger toward a smashed chicken coop and then at the flames licking up the sides of the dilapidated little structure standing at the edge of the forest.
Half of the group of thieves fanned out to search the property for any other threats, and the other half extinguished the fire with dirt from the yard and began to clean up the wreckage while Quill spoke with the women in more detail. Cait stood in the center of the yard alone, her scarlet cloak swirling around her ankles as the wind caught it. She dimly heard some of Quill’s questions to the tight-lipped farmer woman—how many people lived on the farm, what provisions would they need to make it through the next few weeks, and did the mayor’s men say anything? The woman’s replies were short and low. Her fingers trembled as she brushed at her hair.
Cait’s skin prickled.
Something felt wrong. Something was off.
Cait walked the perimeter of the buildings, studying the damaged coop and then the smoldering remains of the outhouse. The coop was collapsed in on itself, feathers scattered around underneath the fallen boards. Cait noted a few claw marks marring the wood as if an animal had tried to get inside. They didn’t look as if they’d been made by human hands. In the mud, she found one perfectly preserved, hand-sized paw print that looked like it belonged to a wolf.
She went to the barn, just a lean-to beside the house, and glanced around. Everything was unscathed here, except for a few handfuls of hay that had been trampled across the doorway. The lone stall stood empty, the door still hanging open, the horse inside gone.
As Cait stepped toward it to look inside, she heard a faint, soft clucking sound somewhere below her.
She knelt in the straw and brushed it aside with both hands, revealing a trapdoor in the floor. She pried up the edge and pulled it open in a puff of dirt. The door thumped against the floor of the barn, and Cait peered into the warm, damp darkness below. She heard the nervous flutter of birds’ wings and a clarion bleat of a disgruntled goat.
“Hello?” she called.
A single, frightened sniffle came from the darkness amid the rustling and fluttering of the animals. “Ma?” a reedy-thin voice asked. “Can I come out now? Have they given us the gold yet?”
Cait pushed herself up and hurried outside to where Quill and the woman were still talking. Quill gave her a look, eyebrows raised, as if he thought she’d wandered off like a simpleton, and indignation rose in her chest.
“Someone is hiding below the barn,” she said. “Along with all the chickens and what sounds like a goat.”
The woman’s face went white.
“My daughter must’ve hidden when the men came,” she said, but the game was up, and she knew it.
“She asked if she could come out yet,” Cait replied. “Said something about gold.”
The woman said faintly, “She’s confused...”
Quill called for some of the thieves to search the barn, and they returned with half a dozen chickens, a black and white goat with a scrap of fabric in its mouth, and a scrawny little girl in tow. When she spotted her mother, she ran to her and wrapped her arms around the woman’s waist.
“Are there any other animals hiding in holes around here?” Cait asked.
The woman rubbed a hand across her eyes, and her shoulders sagged in defeat.
“My son is in the forest with the horse,” she confessed.
“He set fire to the outhouse too,” the little girl whispered.
“The wood was rotted through, and it was about to collapse,” the woman said quickly, “So we thought it would be best to burn it. Make everything look more…” She made a gesture as if she couldn’t think of a word.
“Convincing?” Quill said with a twist of his lips.
The woman jerked her chin in a nod. “Aye,” she whispered.
“And the chicken coop?” Cait asked. “It looked like it was mauled by a dog.”
“Wolves tried to pull it to pieces to get to the chickens yesterday,” the woman said. “They got about half of them, and that’s when we had the idea to… to tell you the mayor’s men took them.”
Quill scowled. “Lying to the Scarlet Blade is a serious infraction indeed,” he said.
The woman flinched. “We haven’t much food,” she said. “Not since my husband left. We were hoping with the gold we got, we could buy a few more chickens and perhaps mend the roof. Please,” she continued, turning earnestly to Cait. “Please, Scarlet Blade, it was all my idea. The children didn’t do nothing but go along with it. I’ve heard you take orphans. If you’ll take them with you—”
The little girl hugged her mother’s waist tighter and buried her face in the woman’s dress. “Please don’t take me!”
Quill was looking at Cait expectantly.
She felt hot all over, and her pulse pounded in her throat. She thought of Sobin, and how much she missed him. The family shouldn’t be separated.
Quill motioned for her to step away, and when she did, he said in a low voice, “If you don’t make an example of them, others might be encouraged to do similar things. If people think we can be manipulated in this way, it could tax our resources heavily.”
Cait looked over his shoulder at the mother and child. She felt sorrow tunnel through her at the sight of their grim desperation. The little girl’s dress was too short, as if it were meant for a much younger child, and it was torn in places. Both mother and child looked as if they’d been breathing in sadness for far too long.
The other thieves, having put out the fire, gathered around them in a solemn half circle. Everyone was looking at her, and she felt like she was going to splinter into a hundred pieces. She wasn’t good at this part. She wasn’t stupid—she understood the more significant points of strategy and sense, and she could learn to be better at both if necessary, anyway—but it made her skin crawl to think about people and situations like pieces on a chessboard, and her heart throbbed for every child, every brother and sister who might be separated. And the weight of the fates held in her hands pressed at her like a mountain of stones.
“Well?” Quill said. “What is going to be done to them?”
Cait reached down to her waist and pulled out her knife.
The woman flinched.
Cait strode up to the woman and child. She knelt, took her scarlet cloak in one hand, and sliced off a thick length of fabric.
“Your dress needs a hem,” she said to the little girl. “Let me help you. It just so happens that I have a sewing kit right here.”
Sometimes, examples could be made using kindness and mercy. Mending things rather than breaking them.
And if there was one thing Cait was good at, it was mending.
~


Sewing the hem on the little girl’s dress lit a fire of inspiration in Cait. The next time the thieves went out, this time helping a family who had been forced to give up a cow in a so-called protection tax against slavers, she brought a bundle of fabric and her sewing supplies with her. She had sure it was an unobtrusive brown, so as not to attract potentially harmful attention to the young woman whose torn sleeve she was mending, but when she pulled out the bundle, the young woman looked momentarily disappointed.
“Do you think… Perhaps… it could be scarlet, like the little girl’s dress?”
Word must have spread.
“You heard about that?” Cait said.
The young woman nodded. “The family is proud of it. They showed everyone.”
Cait hesitated only a moment before cutting a length off her cloak again, and the young woman beamed at the seam of red that sliced like a scarlet lightning bolt across her clothing when Cait was finished. And when she turned around, two children were waiting, hopeful, for their own red strips of fabric.
One of the little girls was trembling as Cait sewed up her sleeve. The girl’s eyes were wide, and her lip quivered, and Cait felt a stab of sympathy.
“Let me tell you a secret,” the young noblewoman whispered to the girl.
The girl’s eyes widened even further. She leaned forward, and so did the others who were gathered around.
“Taking the red color gives you a special kind of courage,” Cait said. “It gives me courage.”
The girl stared at her fascinated.
“It gives me courage to fight against the slavers, against the mayor. It gives me courage to stand up for everyone who needs help,” Cait continued. She hadn’t planned this little speech, but as she spoke, the words came to her. “When I wear scarlet, I feel strong, and I can do things to change Gillspin.”
The girl nodded, reverent. She brushed her fingers over the red bit in her clothing, and her trembling ceased.
As she rode home, Cait calculated how much red dye she was going to need to procure. And she wasn’t exactly feeling capable, but she was confident that this, at least, was something she could do. And it seemed useful beyond just mending.
Because sometimes, hope needed to be visible in a tangible way.
And what did the Scarlet Blade promise if not hope?




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

KAEL WAS DRESSING in his chambers, his shirt half button and his belt and sword on the bed at his side, when Nath found him at first morning light, the tutor panting from his run at full speed through the palace. The tutor had an expression of strangled joy as he stopped to catch his breath in the doorway, and the captain of the guard tensed at the sight of him, hope leaping in his chest.

“She’s in Bhan,” Nath gasped as soon as he could force the words past his lips. “Word’s just come—the bugger finally had a dream. Says she’s in Bhan.”

Kael’s face didn’t change except for the way his eyebrows drew together in a sharp line and the way his lips tightened. On any other man, such a scant reaction might have seemed cold. But Nath knew his friend well enough to read the relief and fear and eagerness in those subtle twitches of muscle.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Kael seized his sword and sheath in a single, swift motion and made for the door as he belted it around his waist. “Has anyone sent for Crispin yet?” he asked over his shoulder.

“He’s in the training yard,” Nath said. He grabbed a stack of the books Kael was perpetually pouring over—all of them full of maps and travel notes on every country in the world—and staggered after Kael into the hall.

Nath’s thoughts spiraled with plans and preparations. Amid them all burned a flame of fervent hope that he would see her again, his guttersnipe girl, his dragonsayer thief-queen. She was going to slap him across the face, no doubt, and he would grimly welcome it. He deserved it. Somewhere, deep inside, he harbored the secret belief that had he not left her, she’d still be with them now, and not somewhere far away and alone.

“Bhan,” he muttered under his breath. “How she ended up there… I’ll never… Well. Doesn’t matter at this moment how she got there. What matters is that we bring her home safe. We’ll have to take a ship. There might be pirates. Lords, or sea dragons. We should bring weaponry. Cannons.”

Kael moved almost too quickly for Nath to keep up. Halfway to the training yard, he changed course and disappeared out a window, and Nath, still clutching the books, could only stare after him as Kael vanished into the leafy gloom of one of the gardens.

“It’s just like him to know every blasted shortcut in this place,” Nath grumbled, resuming his journey alone. But he was too filled with joy to wallow in indignant thoughts.

They were going to rescue the guttersnipe!

A part of Nath worried about what Briand might do and say when she saw him, but he folded up the worry as tight as a scrap of rag and tucked it deep in his mind, beneath a thousand other more pressing thoughts.

There would be time enough for worry later.

By the time the tutor reached the training yard where the queen’s elite guards sharpened their skills in secret, Kael was already there, waiting, his back as straight as a sword and his gaze like flint. Tibus stood at his shoulder, grinning like an old fool. Auberon was there too, standing apart, wearing his metal gloves with an air of injury that reminded Nath of a cat that had been bathed by force and dried vigorously, to its dismay.

Crispin appeared last, with the dracule on his heels. The lad wore a sour expression as he approached the others.

“I hate this,” he said as Kael stepped forward and produced the key to unlock one of the Seeker’s metal gloves.

“Buck up, Feverbeet,” Nath snapped. “The dragonsayer endured it more times than I can count. If she can do it, you can do it.”

“I’m the dragonsayer now,” Crispin said. “You’ll have to call her something else. Otherwise, it’s too confusing.”

Nath bristled. “I’m not a naming machine, lad. I’ve already had to scour my brain for a name to call Silverlocks here, and I’m not fully satisfied with it.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Tibus asked.

“It isn’t scornful enough, for one thing,” Nath snapped.

“Well, I don’t care,” Crispin said. “Choose another name for her.”

“The true dragonsayer, then. That’s what we’ll call Briand.”

“That’s both inaccurate and insulting,” Crispin said with a scowl. “I am as true as she, and you know it. And you’re too much of a pedant to pretend otherwise.”

“The skilled dragonsayer, and the pitiful excuse for a dragonsayer,” Auberon suggested in a silky-smooth voice.

“Too long of a name,” Nath said with a shake of his head, and the Seeker laughed, a startled chuckle, as if he hadn’t expected anyone to listen to his words, let alone answer them with a joke of their own.

The truth was, they all saw Crispin’s actions as a bit of a betrayal. And they were grumpy about his new role. The lad had been insufferable enough before, and now, he had the ability to control dragons.

It was a disheartening combination, even in the most optimistic scenarios.

“We can call him the prince’s dragonsayer,” Kael said, his voice impassive. “For that is what he is.”

Crispin looked as if he were trying to decide if there was some kind of condemnation in Kael’s statement. “Yes,” he said slowly, drawing out the word after a pause. He tugged at his jacket and lifted his chin. “I like that. The prince’s dragonsayer. Sounds rather regal, does it not? And for that matter, you have all treated me with extreme condescension, considering my new status—”

Nath made a rude noise with his lips as he rolled his eyes. “Just get it over with, Feverbeet. We all know you’re scared to let the Seeker read your mind. You’re stalling—”

“You’re the one who left her,” Crispin cried, with a grimace of fury.

Nath went still at the lad’s words. Two spots of hot color appeared on his cheeks. “What was that?”

Kael’s sharp gaze cleaved between them, and even Auberon straightened with interest at the scent of a fight, but the lad and the tutor were wrapped in their own bubble as they faced each other, bodies bristling with violence.

“You heard me,” Crispin shot back. “I traveled with her to Nyr. I crossed the sea with her—our ship passed right beneath an enemy vessel. I’m the one who saved her from the dragon, for lords’ sake! You should be thanking me on your knees, not scorning me!”

Nath had drawn a knife at the start of Crispin’s speech, but his arm sagged, and his face grew paler at each word Crispin slung at him. He spun on his heel and stalked toward the gate, but when he reached it, the tutor paused, hesitated, and then turned and came back.

“Lords, lad,” Nath muttered hoarsely. “You’re right. Get that damned smile off your face. It’s the only time you’ll ever hear me say it, but you’re right. I-I did leave her. And I… I should thank you.”

Crispin opened his mouth, seemed to think better of whatever he’d been about to say, and closed it. He extended one hand, stiffly, and Nath shook it.

“Can we skip to the point?” Auberon drawled in annoyance. “It’s hot in the sun, and I could be napping. Or bathing. Or doing literally anything else besides stand here and listen to you fools congratulate each other for having someone you’ve bestowed your affections upon.”

“Shut up, Seeker,” Nath growled. “You aren’t fooling anyone. You’re here too; that counts for something.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Auberon said frostily. To Kael, he snapped, “Can’t you hurry up?”

Kael, who had been struggling with the finicky lock on the glove, grunted. The thing snapped open right after, and the Seeker withdrew his hand from its cage and flexed his fingers with a soft sound of relief. Reddish lines ran down his fingers and laced across the back of his hand where the metal had pressed into his skin.

“Now then,” he said, smiling wickedly at Crispin. “Come closer, boy. See if I’m lying.”

“He’s only taunting you,” Kael said quietly, laying a hand on Crispin’s shoulder and speaking for his ears only. “He can’t draw anything from your mind, lad, nor can he hurt you.”

“I know,” Crispin said, but his throat convulsed as he swallowed, and his fingers trembled.

Crispin turned toward Auberon and closed his eyes. Auberon studied the lad for a heartbeat’s length of time, then reached out and pressed his palm over the boy’s forehead.

Crispin’s whole body twitched violently. He made a gasping sound, and he went the color of bleached sand. The Seeker stood with his eyes open, unfocused, and his expression was weary in the way a cat with more kittens than nipples to feed them with is weary.

Finally, Auberon jerked his hand back, and Crispin stumbled and fell to one knee. He rubbed his hand against the place where the Seeker had touched him as if it had produced a burn. “You filthy troll!” he shouted at the Seeker.

Auberon only laughed in response.

Nath could stand no delay. “Well?” he demanded. “What did you see? Is he lying, then?”

“Awful things,” Crispin said, shuddering. “Absolutely vile things.”

Auberon grinned.

“What kind of things?” Nath shot a furious look at Auberon.

Crispin pressed one hand to his eyes. “He showed me memories of the grossest things he’s ever seen in his life. Dog vomit with worms in it… His sister eating a worm on a dare… A time when he fell and cut open his hand on a rock. The blood was everywhere—”

“You think that’s the worst things that Seeker has seen in his life?” Nath said, exasperated now. “Lad! Be thankful he didn’t show you scenes of torture and torment! I’m sure he’s seen men’s fingers peeled like bananas, and their eyeballs cut from their sockets with letter openers!”

“I mostly just rummaged through people’s memories as a method of, ah, persuasion,” Auberon put in, but he was largely ignored as Nath and Crispin bickered about what constituted disgusting.

“And Briand?” Kael said, his voice like a knife. He was locking Auberon back into the metal glove as he spoke.

Yes, Briand! Nath was getting distracted by the tomfoolery of it all. He whirled to face the lad. “Well? Did you get a good look at the dream amid all the worms and blood? So help me, Feverbeet, if you forgot to look—”

Crispin lifted his hand to rub his forehead where the Seeker’s palm had been. “That part was true. He saw her in the dream. They were in a dungeon. He asked where she was, and she told him she was in Bhan.”

Kael exhaled quietly. He exchanged a glance with Nath. “Tell the others,” he said. “I will speak with Jehn. We meet again here at dusk.” With that, he strode across the yard for the gate.

Nath set down the books with a crunch against the sandy gravel of the yard. “Let’s get reading, then, lad. Maps, routes, cities. We need to have a plan ready by nightfall.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

AT DUSK, NATH and the other most trusted companions of the captain of the prince’s guard—and Crispin—gathered to plan the rescue of their beloved dragonsayer.
“Not THE dragonsayer,” Crispin emphasized for the umpteenth time while they waited for Kael to arrive with the Seeker prisoner. “There are two of us now.”
He wouldn’t let the blasted topic drop.
Nath, however, was more than willing to vent his fear and frustration on this latest absurdity. He had ten thousand things he wasn’t thinking about—he wasn’t thinking about how his thief-queen guttersnipe might be suffering right now. He wasn’t thinking about how it was probably his fault she was missing. He wasn’t thinking about what could have happened if he’d been loyal enough to stay instead of being a selfish, pig-headed idiot who had to stomp off like a child having a tantrum. And he especially wasn’t thinking about having to go on a mission with the Seeker again.
“The original dragonsayer. The greatest dragonsayer.” Nath shrugged, pretending indifference because he knew it would have the most desired effect of producing annoyance in Crispin. “I could go on, lad.”
“Why don’t you simply call her the girl dragonsayer?” Crispin demanded.
“She’s not a girl, she’s a woman,” Nath said. “Unless you want to be called the lad dragonsayer?”
Crispin scowled. “Male dragonsayer is perfectly acceptable to me.”
“Makes it sound like we’re talking about animal specimens, don’t it?” Tibus muttered.
“I know,” Nath said. “We’ll call you the draculesayer. You spend most of your time with one, anyway.”
“No,” Crispin said stiffly. He cast a glance at Vox, who sniffed sparks in his direction and turned away. “For one, that isn’t even a word. And the dracule doesn’t like me, anyway.”
“I’m sure the dracule likes you, lad,” Tibus said.
“He doesn’t! Look—he won’t even sit by my feet.” Crispin rose and walked to stand beside Vox. The dracule heaved a sigh and slunk beneath the table. “See? He doesn’t like me.”
“Well, he’s probably driven mad by having a view into your thoughts all day long.” Nath unfurled a map across the table before them and lit the lanterns above to give them light to see.
“My thoughts are orderly and precise,” Crispin said. “They’re probably part of the best-maintained mind the creature has ever encountered.”
“So, you’re calling our dragonsayer’s mind disorderly? Her thoughts ill-maintained?” Nath snapped, turning from the map to glare at the lad.
Crispin threw up his hands in exasperation. “Haven’t you berated her for that at least a dozen times?”
“Only I’m allowed to call her disorderly!” Nath bellowed. “Especially when she’s missing, and it’s my fault!”
He stopped, aghast that he’d said it out loud, and embarrassed because his voice had cracked a little on the last word, and now both Crispin and Tibus were looking at him with something akin to pity. Pity was the last thing he needed or wanted. He shook his head and said gruffly, “Let’s take a moment to familiarize ourselves with the map. Kael will be here any minute.”
They needed to focus on getting her back. The rest was mere nonsense.
Kael arrived with Auberon in tow. Nath gave the Seeker a glare for principle’s sake, although truthfully, he was far more irritated at Crispin. Most of all, though, Nath was angry with himself. He put it aside. He needed to focus on the task at hand. Getting Briand home.
“These are the maps,” he said, gesturing at them.
Kael nodded. “Right now, we don’t know where she is in Bhan, but it’s a start.”
A scuttle of sound came from one of the windows, and Kael let in a dark-robed figure. One of his spies. A woman. She listened as Kael explained the newest revelation about Bhan, and she nodded.
“But what would she be doing in Bhan as a prisoner?” Nath demanded when he could stand it no longer. “If she was taken from the water by a ship, why wouldn’t she be free? Do they think she’s a criminal?”
Kael’s spy explained that the ships took refugees and immigrant hopefuls to countries like Bhan, promising them a new and better life.
“But when they arrive,” she said, “the passengers are told they owe a great debt for the journey, far more than poor folk like them could ever have the money to pay, and so their debt is sold to buyers who come to look at them before they are allowed to set foot off the ship.”
“Slavery,” Kael said, his brows drawing together sharply in disgust. “You’re describing slavery.”
“In everything but name,” the spy agreed. “Technically, slavery is illegal in Bhan, of course, as it is in any civilized land. But… the wealthy and powerful have found this works just as well.”
Kael and Nath exchanged a glance.
“And Bhan’s government officials do nothing?” Tibus asked in disgust.
“Since the travelers are entering illegally, the government officials turn a blind eye. They accept bribes from the ships’ captains. The practice is called consignment.”
“Consignment,” Kael repeated with disgust. “And this is what you believe happened to Briand?”
“My spies suspect so, yes,” she said. “We have not been able to trace the specific ship.”
“We have a lead there,” Kael replied, looking at Auberon.
The spy gave him the name of her associate in Bhan before she left as silently as she’d come, and Kael sat a moment staring into the middle distance, thinking, while Auberon shifted restlessly, drumming his fingers as if itching to use them on someone. Nath and Tibus watched their leader anxiously.
“The longer we wait—” Auberon hissed finally.
Kael stirred.
“We’ll find a ship,” he said. “Tomorrow. One of the ships that perform this practice of consignment. Auberon and I will arrange passage, disguised as something boring, something easy to impersonate and unlikely to draw much attention from the crew.”
“Just the two of you?” Nath said, alarmed.
“I need you, Tibus, and Maera here to protect the prince,” Kael replied, with a tone that suggested he’d anticipated this protest. “Crispin is the new dragonsayer; Jehn isn’t going to let him out of his sight at the moment. And I trust no one else with this mission.”
“The last time we teamed up with Silverlocks, he put a knife in your chest!” Nath felt a flush enveloping his face. Had Kael world gone mad?
“And yet, he still failed to kill me,” Kael said with a twitch of his mouth.
“Are you trying to tempt me to try again?” the Seeker asked. He spoke smoothly, but he was unable to hide the edge to his words. At the same time, Nath noticed an ease there that was something new.
Silverlocks was… joking with them.
Well, that’s what it seemed like, anyway.
“No time for banter,” Nath said gruffly. “Our girl is in danger every minute that we delay. Let’s skip to the plan.”
The plan was only a little more complicated than the itinerary. They didn’t have much to go on, after all. The simplicity of it made Nath’s skin itch with worry. He was especially distraught over the prospect of staying behind.
When the meeting had concluded, and everyone knew their roles going forward, they dispersed. Kael caught Nath’s arm as he went to exit the room.
“You are unhappy,” Kael said, speaking for Nath’s ears alone.
“Me staying here? You going off alone in search of her with only a bloody Seeker as an ally? You’d be better off trying to make a bedfellow of an Abul. Of course I’m unhappy!”
Kael’s left eyebrow flicked up a centimeter. “Eisea is threatening war. The Nyrians talk of expelling us entirely. The true prince is mired in a labyrinth of emotional and political skirmishes. I think rescuing the dragonsayer will be the least complicated of all the problems facing us, Nath.”
Nath muttered something under his breath about overconfidence and its dangers, which Kael ignored.
“Old friend,” the captain of the guard said earnestly. “You are the one I trust most to stay here and manage things while I am gone. Tell me I can count on you.”
Nath was not accustomed to such frankness from Kael. It rather alarmed him.
“I won’t fail you, sir,” he managed.




PART THREE

~

Finding




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

MORNING LIGHT PAINTED the streets of the Nyrian capital pale gold as Kael and Auberon approached the ships Kael’s sources had informed him were bound for Bhan. They were disguised in plain Tyyrian garb to look like uninteresting travelers, the kind with enough money to be paid attention to, but only in passing. Kael wore plain black trousers and a brown cowl, and at a glance, he could easily pass as a young Tyyrian expatriate of modest means. Auberon’s long, pale hair had been dyed brown to make him less strikingly memorable, and he was swathed in the dark gray and orange robes of a Tyyrian scholar, with leather gloves drawn over his metal ones so as not to attract attention to their peculiarity. The key to the metal gloves was around Kael’s neck. Together, they appeared to be of mixed race, perhaps the offspring of a Tyyrian father and Austrisian mother.
It was doubtless enough to fool a greedy ship’s captain.
“That one,” Auberon said, indicating the ship that looked most like the one from the sea-woman’s mind. “I don’t know that it’s the same ship, but it looks very much like it.”
As they grew closer, Auberon’s breath hissed. “It says Banaclees on the side,” he breathed.
“Don’t get your hopes up. There could be many ships with that name,” Kael answered under his breath. “Regardless, this will take us where we want to go.”
Kael paid the ship’s cabin boy a gold coin to summon his captain, who appeared a few minutes later with an expression of skepticism and annoyance as he descended the gangplank toward them. Behind him, his men scurried over the ship, lowering the sails and conveying cargo aboard. There were no signs of illegal passengers, not that there would be.
“My name is Alif,” Kael said to the captain, speaking Nyrese with a thick Tyyrian accent. He indicated Auberon with a dismissive wave of his hand. “This is my brother, Berez. He’s both deaf and dumb.” Kael cheerfully ignored the furious look Auberon shot him. “We can pay for our passage in gold. Half now, half when we reach Bhan.”
The captain looked them both over, his brow wrinkling as if he found them fools—fools whose money he was more than willing to take. He grunted. “We don’t usually take passengers,” he said in his thick, accented Austrisian. “Haven’t got much room for it.”
“We’ll pay double the usual fare,” Kael added.
“But perhaps for you two, we can make an exception,” the captain said hastily, flashing them a greedy smile as he reached out one weathered hand for the first payment. He pocketed the bag quickly. “We set sail at noon. If you aren’t here, we’ll leave you behind.”
As soon as they were out of earshot, Auberon whirled on Kael. “Deaf and dumb?” he snapped, his expression twisting into a fearsome Seeker stare that promised torture and dismemberment. Several passersby scurried away at the sight of it, muttering in alarm.
“I thought it would keep you out of trouble,” Kael said, lifting one eyebrow, unmoved by Auberon’s murderous expression. “This way, you don’t have to do any talking. I should think you’d want it this way. And stop looking like you’re about to destroy a village with your bare hands—you’re causing a stir.”
“Don’t play the fool with me,” Auberon snapped. “I know you just want to have all the control. And I can’t say anything to contradict you, because it would jeopardize our standing with the captain.”
“As you say.” Kael tipped his head to the side. “We don’t want to make ourselves liars to the captain. It would raise suspicions.”
Auberon wanted to throttle the captain of the guard, but with great effort, he contained his temper and strode toward the palace.
This entire rescue mission was going to be tantamount to torture.
~
The ship set sail a few hours later, with Kael and Auberon at the rail as the Nyrian coast slipped away. When the land had faded, and all that was left to see was frothing green waves and the glitter of sun on deep water, Auberon turned on his heel to seek out the tiny room they’d been assigned as their quarters for the journey.
Kael caught him by the wrist, and Auberon stilled, a quiver of suppressed fury shivering through him at the arrogant command in the gesture.
“What?” he snarled in a voice only Kael could hear.
“Lay low,” Kael ordered. “Don’t do anything to raise suspicions. Later, when we have the chance to search, and we’re close enough to our destination to handle whatever consequences we might incur if we’re discovered, we can see what we can find in the hold.”
“I was planning on immediately exposing us both, but now that you’ve forbidden it, I suppose I could take a nap instead,” Auberon said with a scornful twist of his lips. “Now, let go of me.”
Kael released his wrist, and the Seeker wrenched away and strode for their cabin.
The captain of the guard looked back at the sea, and as a stiff wind caught his cloak, he thought of Briand, and where she might be, and what she might have been doing since she was dragged from the waters of the ocean.




SEVERAL MONTHS AGO




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THE SEA WAS dark and calm outside his porthole, and the stars bright as the diamonds he would buy with his profits from the journey as Captain Dolez seated himself at the small table where he took his nightly supper and tucked a napkin in his neck. He lit the candles that sat atop the table and took a moment to savor the sight of the food sitting in the dishes while the ship creaked and groaned around him. He studied the meal with a critical eye, noting that the fruit looked especially withered and the biscuits were hard as stones. The food stores were getting low if his men were daring to serve him this tripe. Good thing they’d be docking in Bhan soon. He had no stomach for such refuse.
He picked up the biscuit and plucked a maggot from it with a frown.
This was intruding upon his nightly pretense that he was captain of a large and impressive fleet instead of this miserable ship and its even more miserable cargo of desperate, hungry passengers squeezed in the hold like animals, willing to enslave themselves to debtors in the hopes of entering illegally.
Consignment, it was called. A wretched business, but it was lucrative, and the captain enjoyed the money it brought him. He did not, however, enjoy the mewling cries of the passengers, or how they sometimes threw themselves overboard and had to be fished from the sea, half-drowned. He didn’t want this dirty business. He wanted to be a military captain, lord of a fleet of ships laden with cannons, dressed in a gleaming uniform.
He liked to imagine that instead, he was dining on fine wine and delicacies while a beautiful captive spy sat across from him, dressed in purple silk, both playing chess while they ate, the outcome of the game to determine whether she confessed to the truth of who she was and why she’d stolen aboard his ship. The silk, of course, was a dress he’d been keeping for his wife back at home—this was also part of the fantasy, for Dolez didn’t even have a doxy waiting for him at port, let alone a wife—but he’d lent it to the spy to get her to trust him.
Dolez picked up his beer, pretending it was instead a delicate wineglass, and took a sip. He imagined himself placing the winning move on the board, and the beautiful spy’s eyes widening as she realized she had been bested—
A knock sounded at the door. He set down his mug with a scowl as the daydream dissipated like smoke.
“What?” he bellowed.
The cabin boy stuck his head inside. “She’s awake,” he said, and Dolez straightened with anticipation.
By she, the cabin boy meant the young woman they’d plucked from the sea earlier that day. At first, he’d thought she was one of their unfortunate passengers, as sometimes they grew desperate and managed to leap overboard. But when they’d pulled her from the waves and laid her on the deck, he saw that she was Austrisian, and they’d taken no Austrisians into the hold at the beginning of this voyage. Her dark hair had lain in wet tangles around her neck and shoulders like seaweed, and her clothing was in tatters as if sliced by something sharp and strong. She’d opened her eyes once, vomited seawater across his boots, and promptly passed out again.
He had to admit, he was curious as to who she was.
“Bring her in,” he said, and the cabin boy disappeared.
Dolez had no silk dress, and he had no wine or chess board, but he straightened his jacket and brushed the crumbs from his beard.
The girl entered slowly, her bright green eyes searching his quarters almost with bewilderment.
“Sit,” he said in Austrish, gesturing at the stool across from him. The cabin boy lingered in the background, his expression curious, until Dolez threw him a glare, and the boy stepped outside and shut the door behind him.
She wasn’t the prettiest thing he’d ever seen, but she had a kind of wild, stark beauty to her. Her cheekbones were sharp, as was her pointed chin, and her tanned, olive-brown skin had a ruddiness to it that suggested she was often in the sun. Her eyes were her best feature, perhaps. Green as sea glass, and the look they bestowed elicited a shiver in him. She looked a bit like a witch. A sea witch, perhaps. He found the fantasy pleasing.
“My dear,” Dolez said grandly. “What is your name?”
She blinked at him, and he repeated the words more slowly, enunciating them carefully. His Austrish accent was thick, and she didn’t seem to understand him well.
“I don’t know my name,” she said after a pause. “I can’t remember.”
He almost laughed. Surely, she was lying. Was she a runaway, then?
“Oh, come now, my dear, you can trust me,” Dolez said, smiling in an attempt at winsomeness. “How’d you get in the sea? Did you fall off a ship? Or are you running from something?”
Her clothing, while torn in places, looked as though it had been made from fine fabric. If she were the daughter of a nobleman, perhaps there would be a reward for her return.
The girl’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t know,” she repeated, this time angrily. One of her hands rose and touched her forehead as if she were trying to summon thoughts into her head. “There’s a… a blankness where my memories should be. It’s as if someone wiped them clean.” She looked at him. “You don’t know who I am?”
Dolez wondered if she were an imbecile.
“No,” he said. “We plucked you from the sea like a fish a little while ago. Are you telling me you don’t remember anything at all?”
“I remember the sea,” she said heavily, her eyes glazing over a little. “I remember teeth and claws, and a great dizziness, and someone screaming. I remember,” she paused, frowning. “I remember… feverbeet.”
“Feverbeet?” Perhaps the girl was mad. “The herb?”
“Yes,” she said, eyes narrowing. “Something about feverbeet.”
“Have you got anything in your pockets?” Dolez asked impatiently. This was the opposite of a chess game across glasses of wine.
She reached into her pockets and produced a knife and a stray strand of kelp.
“Hmm,” Dolez said, reaching across the table and plucking it from her hand. “This looks too dangerous for your delicate fingers, my dear.”
Perhaps she had run away, then.
She didn’t have any shoes on—perhaps they’d been swept away in the waves—and she had nothing else on her to identify who she was. He sat back and considered what to do with her. Perhaps he could send a message when they reached Bhan.
The girl looked at him steadily, even though she shivered as if she were sick. “Give my knife back,” she said.
“My dear,” he said, thinking that she would be prettier if her hair were combed and arranged in a fall of loose waves, and she was wearing a silk gown and a necklace of sea pearls. “Try to remember.”
“No. Give me the knife,” she persisted.
“Now, now,” he said. “Don’t get excited. Drink a little of this and eat something.” He pushed his mug and plate toward her. “You’ll feel better after that.”
Perhaps he could keep her on the ship. He wasn’t the most handsome man in the world, or the youngest either, but she ought to be grateful to him. He saved her life, after all. He could already imagine it now, the way she’d look at him when she realized that he’d given her everything. He’d buy her a ring with a pear on it, and she’d glow with pleasure as he kissed her palm. And then—
“My knife,” the girl insisted.
“Hush, child.” He stood and walked around to her side. “Let me see your hand.”
He plucked her unwilling fingers from her lap and drew her to her feet, and gazed down at her fierce face. She had an odd charm to her, he thought. She’d make a nice enough companion if she kept her mouth shut, and she learned to play chess. Maybe she could cook for him. And he’d get a silk dress somewhere. Yes, he could see it all in his head now. How grateful she would be to him for plucking her from the sea. How he would teach her to be a good wife.
“You can stay here with me,” he said. “I’ll give you a place to stay, and food to eat.”
She started to shake her head, so he captured her chin with his fingers and stared down at her. Her skin was warm and feverish. “Come on,” he cajoled. “Don’t be like that. How about a kiss?”
She turned her head and bit his hand.
Dolez shoved her back with a howl. His hand welled blood where her teeth had left a half-moon mark. He stared at her, furious.
“Touch me again without my permission, and I’ll take off a testicle,” the girl said with a lift of her chin, even though she was shivering with fever.
The cabin boy stuck his head inside the room, eyes wide at the sound of Dolez’s shout. “Everything all right, captain?”
Dolez tucked his bitten hand under his arm and glared between the girl and the cabin boy. He’d teach the little minx to bite him. “Take this little wretch down and lock her in the hold with the others,” he snapped. “She’ll pay her debt for passage like the rest. And tell the others to keep their distance. She’s a witch.”
The cabin boy came to take the girl by the shoulder, and she moved like she wanted to fight him off, but she was still shivering with fever and weakness from the water, and she almost collapsed. He dragged her away, and Dolez stalked back to his table and drank the rest of his beer in a single, furious gulp.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

IN THE BLUE-GREEN waters off the coast of Bhan, Captain Dolez’s ship docked after a long journey across the sea carrying its lucrative—if illegal—cargo.
Humans.
Refugees, some of them, fleeing from intolerable conditions in their own countries, seeking to cross into Bhan. Others had been promised a good life, eventually, if they could only get away from their current existence. All had found their way to the miserable, cramped hold of this ship, where they’d been locked into chains like slaves—to keep them from flinging themselves overboard, the sailors said—and hauled across the sea like barrels of salt. If they regretted the decision beforehand, it was too late now.
The sailors shouted alternately in Mammotite and Tyyrian for the people in the hold of the ship get on their feet, shoving and kicking those who moved too slowly. The ship had reached its destination, and it was time to emerge from their shadowed prison.
The people shuffled into the light like dead emerging from a grave, squinting as they climbed the ladder to stand along the rail in the sun, chains clinking as they found their places. Among them was a young woman with thick, dark hair that hung in matted curls down her back. She had olive skin, but her eyes were as green as a forest after a rainstorm. Her clothing was rags after the journey in the hold of the ship, and she kept putting her hand absently to her hip as if she expected to find something there.
One of the sailors shoved her into place, and she bared her teeth at him, her eyes narrowing in a terrifying look that made the sailor step back with a curse and make a sign to ward off evil. Word had spread across the ship that the young woman was a witch. The captain had said so, and the sailor didn’t want to take any chances.
When he’d gone, the girl turned her head and looked toward the sea as if searching for something. She pressed her fingers to her forehead and murmured something under her breath.
The young woman beside her, a refugee named Abis who’d come from Mammot hoping for a better life, looked at her with sympathy. “What’s your name?”
Abis spoke in Austrish, because the girl looked Austrisian, but the green-eyed girl didn’t answer her, and Abis wondered if she should have spoken in Tyyrian instead. She was curious about this girl who’d showed up so late on their voyage, drawn from the water like a mermaid. She certainly wasn’t a witch. A witch wouldn’t have suffered the chains that bound them all in place, nor would a witch have put up with the curses and insults of the sailors. Had the girl been a refugee too, Abis wondered, willing to do anything to get to Bhan and its promise of eventual wealth and freedom? Or was she something else, a shipwreck survivor, perhaps?
“I don’t know,” the girl replied finally, speaking Austrish in a voice rusty from disuse.
That was odd, not to know your own name, but Abis had heard worse. Perhaps the girl was lying because she didn’t want to reveal her identity. Or possibly, she was telling the truth. Abis embellished the story in her head. It could have been that one of the girl’s advisors was an evil man, and he had given her a potion to take away her memory before he threw her overboard and claimed to everyone that she had fallen.
Abis had always loved to make up stories. It kept her calm when she was anxious.
She was about to ask more questions of the girl-who-was-not-a-witch when boots thudded on the gangplank, announcing the arrival of the debt-buyers as they boarded the ship.
Abis knew about this part of the process. She’d been prepared for it by the same person who’d taken her to this ship and promised her that she could get to Bhan and have a new life away from the father who drank and hit her. But first, she’d have to pay for the ride.
Three men, all dressed in clean white linen with colored sashes and square black beards, their trousers bell-shaped and their shirts as long as tunics, came to stand on the deck of the ship. They looked over the passengers, who stood wearily before them like cattle before slaughter, heads hanging down, eyes glazed over. It was better if you didn’t think about it, Abis had heard. It was better if you were docile and quiet.
Abis was excellent at being docile and quiet. She was instinctively still and observant, like a mouse with a hawk circling overhead. This instinct was what had kept her alive sometimes when her father had gone into his rages. It was what had gotten her through this voyage without drawing the ire of the sailors or any of her fellow travelers.
The buyers, she’d been told, liked to think they were doing something good for everyone. They were buying your debt, and you would go on to serve in their household until you were free. If you got an honest master, it would only be a few years until you could leave and start a new life.
If you didn’t, well… Abis hoped these men were honest.
The men moved on down the row of ragged and bedraggled humans standing in the sun, and after selecting some of the strongest-looking young lads and paying their passage price to the ship’s captain, they departed the way they’d come.
The girl looked after them. Her gaze reminded Abis of a bird in a cage. Darting everywhere, perceptive, and perplexed. Once again, the girl absently reached for her hip, as if expecting to find something there. Her fingers flexed.
A fly buzzed between Abis and the rail, and a hot wind blew off the sea. In the distance, Abis could see the harbor, and beyond it, the flat rooftops of the city.
The girl returned her gaze on the sea as if she expected ships to appear and rescue her. Abis felt panic creeping up her throat, threatening to cut off her breath, and so she distracted herself by inventing a story in her head that this defiant creature was a princess who’d fallen overboard her ship and been mixed up with the refugees. That would explain her unwillingness to grovel, and her imperious nature.
“What are you calling yourself, then?” Abis asked. “If you don’t remember your name. You need to be called something.”
“I had a dream in which I was in a jail cell, and a man called me Bri,” the green-eyed girl said slowly.
Bri was not the name of a princess. Bri was the name of a farm girl. Abis was a little disappointed—she would have rather had the girl name herself Alannitta, or Elixa, both of which were proper Austrish princess names—but, of course, Abis knew her story was just an invention of her imagination anyway.
“Bri, then. That’s a strong Austrish name. Sounds northern too,” Abis said with a nod. “And you look northern, with all that dark curly hair and olive skin.”
Bri looked down at her hands thoughtfully, flexing her fingers as if seeing them for the first time. She seemed to be in a mental fog.
Abis wondered if the girl had a head injury.
“Watch me the next time a buyer comes to look us over, friend,” she said kindly. “Do what I do, and maybe a nice master will pay your debt and take you home to serve his family.”
Bri looked alarmed at this.
“I don’t belong here,” she said with conviction. “I don’t know who I am, but I don’t belong here.”
Secretly, Abis continued to spin her story. Bri didn’t belong on this ship. She was a princess who had been thrown overboard. She’d been traveling in disguise, and Bri had been her false identity. Her people must be worried sick. They were probably searching the ocean this very moment for her body, hoping and praying that she’d somehow turned into a mermaid and survived among the waves, or been rescued by a pod of dolphins. But the princess hadn’t been turned into a mermaid. She’d been turned into a slave in a foreign land.
It was a delicious story, and Abis wished it were true.
The sailors, who were roaming the decks, snapped at them to be quiet. The sound of footsteps once again sounded on the gangplank.
More buyers.
Abis straightened her back and schooled her features into something both strong and obedient. She didn’t smile, exactly, because she didn’t think it was the right emotional note to strike for the prospective buyers, but she wasn’t frowning either. She wanted to look noble, industrious, but not too ambitious, either. Buyers, she’d been told, wanted a certain kind of worker.
The girl called Bri watched Abis out of the corner of her eye, and did the same, although on her face, the effect was less obedient-looking and more obstinate, and the not-quite-a-smile looked suspiciously like a threat of violence.
“If nobody chooses to pay your debt for your passage,” Abis said in exasperation, “you will be taken to a holding cell in Bhan, possibly indefinitely. Do you want that?”
“No,” Bri said. She pinched her eyebrows together, possibly to look more like Abis. “But I didn’t ask to be on this ship. It isn’t fair.”
“Nothing in life is fair,” Abis said wearily. “It just… is.”
There was a brief silence as the buyers moved down the line, inspecting the refugees. Abis resisted the urge to fidget. She kept her hands at her sides and breathed in and out slowly, just as she’d always done when her father had been in one of his rages.
“I wish I had a knife,” Bri muttered to Abis. “I don’t know why, but I want one.”
That didn’t exactly fit Abis’s imagined story of a lost princess unless Bri wanted to knife to fight back against her evil advisor. Or perhaps the answer was more mundane, like she had been about to butter a slice of bread for her breakfast when the advisor had betrayed her and thrown her overboard, and her brain was stuck at that moment of unbuttered bread, itching to complete the forgotten task.
Princesses, Abis thought then, probably did not butter their own bread. No doubt they had lady’s maids and butlers to do it for them.
Truthfully, Abis didn’t know much about princesses, Austrisian or otherwise. She’d never so much as seen a person of royal blood before. She only knew what she’d heard from her sister’s made-up stories as a child, and what she imagined in her head.
The second set of buyers passed down the line, sometimes pausing to speak to an individual. Their voices carried on the wind in low murmurs.
“Can you speak any other languages?” Abis asked Bri. “That is a mark in your favor, usually. Bhanians almost exclusively speak Bhannali. They don’t learn anything else. They consider it beneath them; they think others should learn their language.”
“I don’t know,” Bri said, frowning. “Say something in another language, and see if I understand you.”
“Karr rhabo lkur runj,” Abis said in her native tongue.
Bri shook her head.
“That was Mammish,” Abis added. She tried Tyyrian next. “N’goryn ysu?”
“That sounds familiar, but I don’t understand it.” Bri scowled.
“You were picked up near Nyr,” Abis said, and tried greeting the girl in Nyrese.
“Kso poro neeha?” Bri responded, her eyes lighting up with a flash of recognition.
Abis choked on a laugh and blushed as red as a fire flower. “Excuse me?”
“I can’t remember what it means,” Bri said. “It just came out automatically.”
Abis shook her head, suppressing a scandalized giggle. “It’s a, ah, a thing a prostitute might say to a customer.”
Her princess fantasy was replaced with a different one. Perhaps this girl had been stolen from Austrisia as a young child and forced to work in a whore house until, one night, she tried to escape in a boat. When a storm came along, the boat capsized, and Bri hit her head on one of the oars. She managed to grab ahold of the wreckage, but her memory was lost. It was almost as glamorous an imagining as the princess story, although it was far grittier.
Abis studied the green-eyed girl. “Do you think you were a prostitute?”
Bri looked uncertain. “I don’t think so. I didn’t even know what the words meant.”
“Perhaps you had a brother who taught you them as a joke?” Abis suggested, even as she secretly continued to concoct her mental story of Bri as a pitiful, kidnapped girl forced into Nyrian degradation.
Bri’s lips parted. “I think… I think there was someone like that. A brother, maybe. He had brown hair…” She trailed off and made a frustrated noise. “The memories are just at the edge of my fingertips. Like when you know a word but you can’t think of it, but you can think of the shape of it. Do you know what I mean?”
Abis nodded. “I do. My mother always called that feeling ‘the coin in the crack’ feeling. Like a loose coin that had fallen between the floorboards, just out of the reach of your hand.”
“My whole mind is a coin in a crack,” Bri said.
“Do you know anything else in Nyrese?” Abis asked.
Bri thought about it. “I can’t recall anything. It’s so cloudy when I try to remember. No, that’s not right. It’s blank. Like a slate that’s been swiped clean.”
“How did you remember the other phrase?” Abis didn’t repeat the phrase in question, of course. She found the words embarrassing even to think about, let alone speak aloud. She was a good girl who had never courted a young man before, just as her mother would have wanted. One day, when she was free of her debt, she might have a marriage arranged properly, with a matchmaker and an upstanding young man from Mammot, a physician perhaps, and then, after she was married, well.
But that was another thought for another time.
“It popped into my head,” Bri said. “I didn’t even know I was looking for it.”
“Maybe something else I say will shake something else loose, and you’ll remember more information,” Abis said.
“Maybe,” Bri agreed, but she didn’t sound hopeful.
The buyers were growing closer. Abis fell silent as they approached. It wouldn’t do for her to be chattering on when they were being examined and questioned.
Bri shifted on her heels as if she would rather leap over the side of the ship than stay put as the next buyer approached, and she put her hand to her hip, and then her hair, as if she expected to find something there, but to Abis’s relief, the Austrish girl didn’t try to jump into the ocean waves.
She merely scowled.
The buyer, who was a slick-bearded, beady-eyed young man with a heavy gold necklace hanging across his clavicle and the dyed black fingertips of the wealthy, indolent young Bhanians, looked Bri over like she was a horse. He asked her a question in Bhannali, and she shook her head to indicate she didn’t understand. He made a noise of disgust and ordered Bri to turn her head so he could see her profile. When she didn’t understand him, he reached out and took her chin between his fingers with a sniff.
The Austrish girl moved so fast she was almost a blur.
She slammed her fist into the buyer’s face.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

BRI KNOCKED THE buyer to his knees and then to the ground with a series of well-placed blows, and then she stood panting, looking a little alarmed but also delighted as she rubbed her fingers.
Abis pressed a hand to her mouth in astonishment. Was the Austrish girl some kind of assassin?
“I’ll have you whipped!” the Bhanian man shouted as he struggled to his feet. He had a red spot on his face where she’d struck him that looked as if it were going to bruise. His hair was disheveled from the fall, and he’d ripped one of his sleeves.
Two sailors rushed over, one of them pushing Bri back, the other helping the Bhanian man up as he apologized profusely. The man waved him off with annoyance as he straightened his clothing with a jerk of his hand.
One grabbed Bri’s wrist, wrenching her away from Abis.
“Hey!” Abis shouted at his retreating back. “Where are you taking her?”
The sailor ignored her. He dragged Bri away, and the Austrish girl turned her head and met Abis’s eyes before she was pulled down a gangplank and into a crowd, and that was the last Abis saw of her.
~
After the sailor dragged her from the ship, Bri found herself face-to-face with the captain. He surveyed her with a frown, not speaking. She remembered their encounter when she’d first been brought aboard the ship and lifted her chin defiantly.
“Why did you bring me here?” she asked, a surge of anger coloring her words. “What are you doing?”
“I saw how you struck that man. And my reputation doesn’t deserve the inevitable blow that will come when you flee from whoever is foolish enough to buy your debt. Because you’re going to, aren’t you? Don’t bother trying to deny it. I can see it in your eyes.”
Bri was silent, and his eyes squeezed in an angry squint. His voice slid from his lips like wet velvet. “No,” he purred. “No, I have a better place in mind for you. Something… punishing.”
“I don’t belong here,” she snarled. “I’m not a stowaway or a refugee trying to get into Bhan. I made no agreements, signed no contracts.”
“I pulled you from the waves and wasted food and water to keep you alive,” the captain replied. “You owe me for that.”
“You don’t have to leave me here. You could take me back with you to wherever you go after this. Take me to Austrisia, or Tyyr.” She didn’t want to beg, but she did anyway. The word tasted like ash. Her heart thumped painfully against her ribs. “Please.”
The captain’s lip curled. “Where were these pretty manners before? I remember a clawing cat biting at my offered hand when we first drew you from the waves. You were too good for me then, when you thought you had other options. Now, when you have none, you try to sweeten me up. No. I won’t take you with me. I’ll be rid of you here, and you can be thankful I didn’t leave you in the sea where I found you.”
He left her there before she could snarl the curses that sprang to her lips, leaving her chained to the side of the ship beneath the gangplank until the sun had sunk toward the horizon, and Bri twisted and fought against the restraints until she was bruised and scraped, and no closer to escaping them. Drained and exhausted, she felt despair whisper in her ear.
Was he going to leave her here all night?
Bri gazed down at her fingers. Her nails were blunt and lined with grime from the sea. Her fingers were short, unremarkable, with calluses and scars to suggest that she was used to hard work and harsh conditions.
What secrets did these hands hold? She could strike hard and fast; she’d discovered that much today. What else was she capable of?
It was eerie not to know her own abilities. She felt as if the truth hovered just outside her grasp, as if a fog had settled over her mind, obscuring things, but the shape of them was still frustratingly and achingly almost apparent. The sensation gave her an itching feeling beneath her skin.
Of one thing she was sure, however.
One day, she vowed, she would make the captain pay for his cruelty.
~
At sunset, Bri heard the thump of many feet approaching above her on the gangplank, and she watched as sailors herded a group of the passengers to the dock.
One of the sailors came and freed her, and Bri tried to run, but her limbs were nearly numb from the restraints, and she stumbled. He grabbed her by the shoulder, and she was too weak to fight him off. He marched her out to join the rest, who were being loaded onto a wagon while a woman dressed in leather paid coins to the captain. The cart was drawn by horse-like animals with long necks, cloven hooves, and muscular, brown and orange striped bodies. Bri didn’t know if she’d ever seen such an animal before, but she didn’t know what they were called.
“Where are they taking us?” she asked the nearest person, a young man, in Tyyrian.
The young man looked away, but another woman answered in a soft voice.
“The captain said they sell the debts of the ones no one pays for to the arena.”
The arena.
The wagon lurched forward, and Bri twisted her neck to get one final look at the ship. The captain stood by the gangplank, his coat blowing in the wind from the sea, and she seared him with one last witching look.
He would regret this.
The captain’s gaze caught hers, and his lip curled. He was the first to turn away.
Bri stared over the side of the wagon as they moved through the city, taking in her surroundings with an eye for eventual escape, an impulse that came instinctively to her. She noted details with cool dispassion. The climate was dry, and the vegetation appeared to be scarce except for odd-shaped, pale turquoise succulents that grew between cracks in the bricks and spilled over windowsills in spots of lone color among an otherwise bleak landscape. Brown and bronzed stone buildings with hexagonal doorways and flat roofs crouched low beneath a burning blue sky. Dust covered everything, turning the palate of the city into a single, dreary color. The stones were brown. The roofs were brown. The clothing hanging on the wash lines was brown. Statues of men and women with great pairs of wings erupting from their shoulders were everywhere, their faces featureless, their muscles and the feathers on the wings rendered in exquisite detail in the carved brown stone.
A whisper of sensation glanced through her head and was gone. She reached up to feel her skull; it was as if an invisible needle had pricked her. It happened again, harder this time, and accompanied by a wave of dizziness. Bri kept her expression composed, grinding her teeth together in case she made any noises involuntarily. Was she ill?
It was not pain, not exactly, but it was there, demanding to be acknowledged, like a tickle growing more and more unbearable, like lungs aching to cough, like ants crawling across her skin.
The sensation intensified until Bri’s muscles were rigid with the effort of remaining silent, and sweat had broken out across her shoulder blades. As the wagon turned and they passed a great dome, Bri had the sudden sensation of flying, and she thought, for a moment, that she’d hallucinated the sight of a crowd far below her, and wings all around her. She blinked, and the moment was gone.
The sensation began to recede, and after a few moments more, it had dwindled to a mere whisper.
She exhaled shakily, wondering if she were losing her wits.
The wagon rattled through the streets of the city, leaving the soaring sculptures and towering domes behind for meaner streets, passing squat buildings of clay with the rounded ends of wooden beams sticking out of the sides, past dusty plazas with pools of tepid water in the middle. Above it all, an imposing structure loomed in the distance, rising high above the flat rooftops like a sepulcher among lowly graves. It was round and made of bleached stone, crowned with a wooden top. Sail-like canvas stretched outward from the wooden part like fins, casting shadows across the wagon as they pulled up to the curving walls.
Bri stared upward. Another prickling sensation laced her head, but it was fleeting.
A gate opened, and the wagon descended a series of ramps and into a long, echoing corridor with an arched ceiling of stone, where the air was damp and smelled like manure. The wagon passed corridors lined with cages, and Bri heard rattling sounds, shrill, high-pitched screams, and hissing.
The wagon reached a circular room with a vaulted ceiling and stopped.
The floor was sand crisscrossed with wagon tracks, and a round skylight let in sunlight onto a disk-shaped copper plate the side of a banquet table, etched with symbols Bri didn’t understand, that was set in the center of the floor. Tunnels branched away from the cavernous space like spokes of a wheel.
The driver climbed down and unlocked the door to the wagon, and then he herded them out onto the sand and into a line. They stood, uncertain, eyes darting about the smoke-stained stone walls and at the tunnels that led to places unknown. Waiting.
A woman who looked to be past fifty, with pale skin and a crown of braided hair streaked with silver, entered the room. She wore a leather bodice studded with knives, a sash slung low around her waist that was black silk threaded with gold, turquoise, and scarlet, and dusty leather trousers. Purplish scars curled around her right around and snaked across her throat.
For some reason, Bri’s eyes were drawn to the glitter of the knives, and something in her chest tightened.
“Welcome to the arena,” the woman with the bodice of knives said, and her voice boomed in the echoing space. She spoke in thickly accented Tyyrian, and Bri was able to understand her words. “You are here because nobody else wanted you.”
A few of the refugees flinched, and others looked hopeless.
The woman’s voice softened slightly. “I understand,” she said, scanning their faces. “I arrived in Bhan much the same as you. I came across the border as a young girl and paid my debt in servitude many years ago. And now, I run the operations here.” She gestured around her at the cavernous room. “The largest rider’s arena in the city.”
Three others, also clad in leather garb, appeared from one of the tunnels. They approached and stood silently behind the woman with arms clasped behind their backs.
“My name is Dahra,” the woman with the silvery hair said. She spoke briskly and without pity. She gestured behind her at the three figures. “Behind me stand Toh, Jadi, and Alarr. Each a leader of his or her team. We are all misfits here in one way or another. If you work hard and learn fast, you’ll do well here. You will earn off your debt and be a free man or woman. And some of you will be given the opportunity to join our riders, although I caution you—” At this, Dahra gestured at the scars adorning her neck and arms. “—the role of a rider is not for the weak.”
Bri wondered with a jolt of concern—what exactly were they riding that left such scars?
But Dahra refrained from elaborating further. She called out a command, and a man came forward. One by one, he snapped a metal ring around each of the refugee’s ankles. It was heavy, with a box attached and a lock on the box.
“These,” Dahra said, “are your manacles. If you try to run away…” She motioned again, and the man picked up an extra manacle and tossed it up toward the hole in the roof.
As the metal ring reached open air, it exploded in a flash of fire and smoke. The refugees gasped. Some pressed their fingers to their mouths as if to hold in cries of dismay.
“You’ll lose a leg at least,” Dahra said. “If not your life. So, don’t try to run away. Work hard, and do what you’re told. Some of you might be thinking you’ve made a mistake in coming to Bhan. Well, you’re here now. What’s done is done. Look to the future, and your eventual freedom.”
After that bewildering and frightening speech, Dahra called the three others forward and bade them choose. The three walked along the line of newcomers, pulling them one after the other away and separating them into three groups. Each of them, Bri noticed, wore a thick ribbon of color around their right wrist. Toh wore turquoise, Alarr gold, and Jadi scarlet.
The strongest-looking, brawniest men were chosen first. Then, the tallest and most muscular of the women. Clearly, brute strength was valued here.
Bri was one of the last to be selected. Jadi, who wore the scarlet ribbon, tapped her on the wrist and said something to her in Bhanian. Alarr called out something in a laughing voice, also in Bhanian, and Jadi answered back sharply before glancing at Bri to see if she understood.
Bri shook her head, and Jadi switched to accented Tyyrian.
“Come,” she said, and Bri followed her. She was the last of Jadi’s group to be chosen.
Bri took her place among the others of Jadi’s group.
“Welcome,” Jadi said in Tyyrian to them all. It seemed to be the language most of the refugees understood, regardless of origin. She was slender, but muscular, with dark skin and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. Her eyes were two different colors—one was dark brown, the other a rich, amber gold. Her dark, curly hair was cropped close to her skull. “You are all now part of the scarlet team,” she told them, and turned, gesturing at them. “Follow me. I’ll show you to our team room.”
“Team?” someone ventured to ask.
“The arena has three teams, identified by their color. Each team has riders, and the riders compete in the arena. Spectators place bets, and the winning rider and their team get a cut. You all are going to be sweeping sand and hauling water, mind you—but you are still part of the team.”
“What did he say to you just now?” Bri asked as they began to walk across the sandy floor of the room toward one of the tunnels. She pointed at Alarr, who was giving a similar speech to his huddle of new team members.
“Oh,” Jadi said with a shrug, “Alarr’s a bully.”
The group entered the tunnel, walking past rows and rows of cages with thick metal bars. Inside lurked giant, lizard-like creatures with leathery wings sprouting along their front limbs, long middles, and beak-like snouts.
Bri paused, distracted. A sensation scraped at the edge of her mind as she looked at the winged creatures. Like claws drawn lightly across sensitive skin, teasing the memories she couldn’t reach.
She bit her lip and stepped closer to the bars, reaching in vain for any sort of recollection that might explain what she was feeling.
Jadi told them that the creatures were called dravym. “They are distant cousins to dragons,” she explained, pausing beside one of the cages as they peered cautiously inside. “Don’t look quite so alarmed,” she said when one young man recoiled at the word dragon. “They breathe no fire. They are similar to dragons like cats are similar to lions. But make no mistake—they are deadly cats.”
As Jadi spoke the last bit, one of the dravym wheeled around and lunged with a hiss at the bars. The group sprang back in alarm.
All except Bri.
Jadi noticed, her brows lifting slightly with a look of curiosity.
After that, the group was shown to the bunk room. Bri picked an empty bunk without much care and was selecting a blanket from the shelf at the end of the room when a group of men and women wearing leather and smelling of sand and sweat strode into the room, laughing and talking boisterously. Bri knew without being told that they were the riders. They had an air to them that hinted at danger and a kind of cruel, studied grace, as if they often brushed shoulders with death and lived to laugh about it.
The riders swaggered inside, their heads thrown back. One pushed down one of the newcomers, and the others snickered at the way the lad scrambled up again.
“Out of my way, rat,” the rider sneered.
Something wild, a feeling with teeth and claws, stirred in Bri’s chest.
Another of the riders, a young man with long dark hair in a dozen braids, strolled over to Bri and demanded to know why they’d gotten the scrawniest of the new bunch.
“Don’t complain, Synd,” Jadi said calmly. “You were as skinny as a broomstick when we got you.”
The young man called Synd scoffed at her words. He grabbed Bri by the hair and yanked her around to face him. “Don’t get in my way, girl, or—”
Bri reacted instinctively to being pulled around from behind. Her muscles responded before she had time to think. She smashed her elbow into Synd’s nose and ducked under his arm in a single, fluid motion. Synd howled in pain and clapped both hands over his face while Bri slipped away and stood at a distance, her heart drumming at the sudden movement but her mind curiously calm.
The other riders stared. Synd raised his head, blood dripping from his nose, and glared at Bri. “You’re going to regret that,” he snarled.
“Touch me again, and I’ll kill you,” she responded, and she didn’t think she was exaggerating. As the words left her lips, she had the strong feeling that she could kill Synd, even though he was bigger and taller than her. The hit had landed as if she’d practiced that move hundreds of times. She hadn’t hesitated for a second.
The others eyed her with a mixture of alarm and admiration. Again, Jadi was watching. This time, she smiled.
Bri flexed her fingers once, again wondering.
Who was she?
And was anybody looking for her?




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

BRI’S WORK IN the arena was mostly hard menial labor, but she found herself to be unexpectedly strong, as if she were used to such things. She and the other newcomers were responsible for sweeping the sandy floors of the under-chambers and washing the cages of the dravym while the winged creatures were training with the riders in the arena above. It was dirty, sweaty, dull work, and Bri used the time to sift through her mind endlessly, seeking something to spark her memories with the focus of a starving castaway on some lonely spit of land scavenging sustenance. Sometimes, she almost brushed a shape of something familiar, but it was always out of reach, and she was seized with such frustration that she thought she might erupt. She found herself taking calming breaths automatically, as if someone had taught her as much to control a wild temper.
She thought often—clung to the thought, more like—how she was not some unformed young girl without skill or instruction. She had been crafted, trained, tutored. She was sure of it. Beyond the abilities she discovered in herself, Bri felt the absence of something like a gaping hole in her chest. It was as though she were a stone shard broken from some exquisite sculpture, and she ached at the edges to be whole again with her assembly, wherever and whatever it was. When she watched the other refugees, the ones who knew each other, exchange friendly words or smiles with friends, a stab of pain went through her chest, a longing. It wasn’t the kind of longing of one who didn’t know such things, but the hunger of one who has feasted before and knows what it is like to be full and satisfied by good things.
It was a strange, awful kind of pain, to lie awake at night, restless and aching for somewhere and someone she didn’t remember. She could almost trace the shape of them in her empty arms. Bri closed her eyes and tried to claw through the mental fog a thousand times. Her heart throbbed. Her eyes burned. Her lips formed syllables that might be names, but they all felt wrong.
She would remember. She was determined. She would. She would!
Of all the things in the arena, Bri was fascinated by the dravym. Something about them felt… not familiar, but right nonetheless. Soon after she arrived, she discovered that when she drew close to the creatures in their cages, the memories she’d lost seemed to creep through the shadows of her consciousness like ghosts, just out of her reach. So, she soon found herself stealing into the hall of cages at night when everyone else was asleep just to look at the dravym and feel that odd scrabbling in the back of her mind, and reach out to it like a mother to a lost child in hopes that she’d remember something.
Some of the riders, particularly Synd from the red team and Alarr, captain of the gold, decided to taunt and harass her. They kept their distance, wary of her unexpected skill with her elbow, but they made life difficult, upending her washing buckets and sticking out their boots to trip her when she passed. She took to climbing through the plumbing system to avoid them—she discovered she was marvelous at climbing—and lurking in shadows to avoid getting into fights. She knew she could fight back in some capacity, but she had no idea how far her skills extended, and she didn’t want to discover the end of them in the midst of a fight with some much bigger, much stronger rider who’d be more than happy to leave her bleeding and unconscious, or worse.
And Bri wasn’t here to make enemies. She was here to survive.
Somewhere, she had a life. She intended to return to it.
And in one piece.
She’d stolen a narrow piece of metal, barely more than a pin, and she used it at night to try to pick the lock on her ankle device, but all she had to show for her efforts so far were bruised and sore fingers.
Dahra had a key. The things came off sometimes.
It gave her hope for escape.
She was going to remember who she was. She was going to get out of here. She wasn’t going to give up.
~
The first time Bri witnessed the riders enter and mount their dravym for a tournament in the arena above, she noticed something interesting
Each rider, before mounting his or her dravym, had the manacle on their ankle removed by Dahra.
The riders were dressed in their performance clothing, with their colors draped over their backs in shimmering capes of cheap silk, and painted on their arms and faces in stripes. The dravym pranced and shied, no doubt stirred into anxiousness by the mood of everyone around them and the thunderous sounds of applause and chanting coming from above.
Bri took notice of the ankle manacle removals with interest, although she was pretending to sweep as if unenthralled by the preparations for the game above.
As soon as the tournament began, she followed some of the other lowly broom pushers to one of the storerooms, where they could watch the proceedings through the slats in one of the ceilings. They couldn’t escape because of their ankle manacles, but they could see out into the blinding sunshine, and smell the dust and sweat of the arena, and hear the blaring echo of the trumpets and horns signaling the action.
Bri climbed onto one of the barrels and balanced precariously on the edge before finding a handhold and foothold on the uneven stones of the wall. The others gazed at her enviously, and a word passed through Bri’s mind like a ghost.
Catfoot.
She focused on the scene above.
First, before the games began, the riders performed a pageant. They were all dressed in costume, even the dravym, with plumes and cloaks and glittering silks. A voice boomed through the arena, narrating as the riders wheeled and plunged in pantomimed battles and journeys and the crowd booed and cheered. At one point, a cluster of figures in gray cloaks wearing white masks appeared from the center of the floor on foot. They tossed silver ribbons in the air to signify magic, and the riders recoiled from them.
The story was told in Bhanian, and Bri didn’t understand.
“What is he saying?” she whispered to one of the workers listening below.
“It’s the tale of the dragonsayer of Austrisia,” the girl replied. “You’re Austrish, aren’t you? Surely you’ve heard it.”
Bri stared at the riders as they swooped past each other, wielding swords and shields. Dragonsayer. Something about the word tugged at her gut. Perhaps she had heard the story.
If she had, she didn’t know.
“Tell me what he’s saying,” she said in a voice like one used to giving commands. She wasn’t sure where it came from—apparently, somewhere deep in the depths of her lost memories, she knew how to speak like a queen when she needed.
The other girl let out a reluctant breath. She seemed wary of Bri, as many of them were. She’d probably heard the stories of the dangerous Austrish girl with no memory.
The girl said, “The story tells of one who can command dragons and breathe fire, one who is filled with magic strong enough to defeat the evil Seekers.”
“Seekers,” Bri repeated, turning her head back to the arena and studying the gray-cloaked figures.
Something about that word seemed almost familiar. Had she heard this legend before?
“But then,” the girl continued to translate the words of the speaker, “one that was prophesied appeared. A speaker to the dragons, a dragonsayer like those from the old time, with the power to turn back the darkness and bring judgment with fire.”
Alarr and his dravym landed before the figures. Of course, it was Alarr, Bri thought with an irritated flick of her lips.
“The dragonsayer,” the girl translated, “repelled the vile Seekers by breathing fire upon them until they were burned to ash.”
Alarr dismounted in a swirl of silks and threw gold and orange ribbons at the figures, who fell to the ground like trees before a hurricane.
“It is the spirit of the dragonsayer that we channel today,” the girl finished, and rolled her eyes as she spoke the words.
In the arena, Alarr swung back onto his dravym and took to the air again.
Bri stared at the space on the arena floor where he had been as the trumpets rang a blistering call, and the teams join into three moving pieces of a triangle as they flew in tight formation.
Another trumpet call and the game began.
Each team had a nest made of woven silks and ropes around a high platform, and each nest held a leather ball inside it. Each team was trying to both defend their own nest and steal from the others. Being in possession of no ball—either your own or one of the opposing teams’ balls through thievery—eliminated the team.
The game was bloody, brutal, and utterly ruthless. As Bri watched, dravym collided, players did everything short of bludgeoning each other in their efforts to protect and defend their team’s nests, and the watching crowd howled insults and bellowed encouragements and furious epitaphs when the team they’d gambled on lost.
Alarr played with brute force, sacrificing his own gold teammates again and again in pursuit of personal glory. Toh, leader of the turquoise team, while ruthless and steely-eyed in his methods, was also efficient and brilliant in strategy. And Jadi, the red team leader, played with clever trickery that nearly won her team the game.
Alarr and his team snatched the victory when Alarr severed one of the ropes from the scarlet team’s nest with a knife and nearly strangled Jadi to death in the air. She wrestled with him, thrashing against his attack, her dravym biting his. The crowd screamed with excitement.
Where was Dahra? Was this allowed? Could the teams simply murder each other in front of everyone? Bri beat her hands against the slats, a shout caught in her throat. The others watching below her were silent, their faces strained as Jadi dangled, the rope around her throat, her legs swinging.
Alarr didn’t stop until Jadi dropped the leather ball into his waiting team’s hands. Bri bit back a sound of horror as Jadi fell from the back of her dravym to the sandy arena floor. Alarr flew a victory lap around the arena as Jadi’s team drew her unconscious body away.
Bri left the storage room and hurried through the stone-hollowed halls to the launching chamber, where she found Jadi awake and sitting on the ground with a few of the red team crouching around her and a healer bent over her leg. Her neck was purple and red, and her eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot.
But she was alive.
Bri exhaled, relieved, but just then, Alarr and his team flew through the hole in the ceiling with rowdy yelps of victory.
They landed in a group, and Alarr swung off his dravym with a chortle of haughty triumph. He strode past Jadi as if she were a stray bit of debris.
Bri hesitated in the doorway. The hairs on her neck prickled as anger rushed over her. Her hands itched to throw something—a knife?—and pin Alarr’s smirking face against a wall by his ear.
Jadi pushed herself to her feet and moved to block Alarr’s passage.
“You almost killed me,” she shouted, gesturing at her injured throat. “What in the seven hells, Alarr?”
On the other side of the room, Toh and his team stood silently, watching.
Alarr sneered at the smaller rider standing in front of him. “Get out of my way. You lost. I won. That’s all that matters to me.”
Jadi shoved him back with a hiss of anger, and he lunged forward, his hands reaching for her throat again.
Bri grabbed a nearby broom and snapped the stick across her knee. She was between them before she realized what she was doing, with the jagged end of the broomstick pointed at Alarr’s chest.
“Ah the scrawny runt,” Alarr said, laughing. “What are you going to do to me with that?”
Truthfully, Bri didn’t know. She had acted on pure instinct. Now, with Alarr’s cruel face gazing down at her and cruelty lurking in his eyes, she wanted to falter. She wanted to step away.
But she didn’t. Something bolstered her courage. Somewhere inside her, a voice whispered to her that she was stronger than him. That she’d faced worse and been unafraid.
“I’ll put it through your eye,” she said calmly.
Alarr’s nostrils flared with rage. He started forward as if to try to grab her, and Bri lifted to stick.
“Stop!”
Toh had taken a few steps toward them. His cool gaze raked across the three of them. He folded his arms and jerked his head at his teammates, who formed a line at his back.
“Keep it in the arena,” Toh said. “Here, we’re just fellow prisoners. We’ve got enough beating us down without using our hands on each other to hasten the job.”
“Why do you care?” Alarr snarled.
Toh held his gaze and didn’t answer.
Finally, Alarr stepped back. He threw a string of curses at Jadi and Bri before he stomped away.
“Thanks,” Jadi said to Toh, but he’d already turned his back to her. She glanced Bri over.
“Thanks to you too. You were brave. Foolish. But brave.”
“Something tells me you need both qualities here,” Bri responded, and Jadi tipped her head and laughed ruefully.
“I like you, Bri,” she said. “Don’t get yourself killed, all right?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

BRI DREAMED OF the things she didn’t understand. She saw glimpses of what might have been nonsense, but perhaps it was her past life. She saw a bridge breaking, the stones falling into a river far below, and then she saw a man with eyes like flint, and kissed him in the dark after he called her Catfoot. She embraced a young woman who whispered that she had made clothes for them both.
When she woke, and her consciousness became aware of her scratchy blanket and hard bunk and the soft breathing of the sleeping folk around her, Bri lay on her back, staring at the darkness, trying to trace that face she’d seen in her dream in the shadows so she wouldn’t forget. The dream had been bizarre, and as vivid as the room she was lying in now.
She rose, discomforted by her thoughts, and slipped silently to the hall of dravym cages. She sat on the floor with her back against the stone wall, facing the winged creatures, watching them as they slept from their perches, hanging upside down with their wings drawn around them like veiny cloaks. One of the dravym stirred at her entrance, even though her steps were silent, and the beast blinked one slitted eye at her with a disgruntled, sleepy snort.
She wasn’t sure how long she’d been sitting there when Jadi found her. For a moment, the two young women were silent as they watched the sleeping dravym. Then, Jadi said, “They’re calmer around you. If any other newcomer were in here right now, they’d all be restless, flapping their wings. Not sleeping like they are.” She paused as if asking about one’s past was a great offense, one she was willing to risk. “Have you ever been around dravym before now?”
“I don’t know,” Bri said. Her voice was a scrape of sound, a confession in the dark.
Jadi raised her eyebrows but didn’t comment. She waited for Bri to continue.
“I can’t remember anything about who I was before,” Bri said.
“How’s that?”
Bri explained to Jadi how she was drawn from the waters by the ship carrying the refugees. How every memory was gone, replaced by a blanket of unending blankness.
“You can’t even remember your own name?” Jadi asked, incredulous.
“It’s as if I were blinded, but by a scab of tissue over my eyes,” Bri said slowly. She struggled to think of ways to describe it. “And sometimes, I get flashes of light and shadow through the skin that’s grown over. That’s all. That’s the only things I remember, and I can’t make any sense of them.”
She looked at the dravym, sleeping peacefully now. “It’s almost as if…” She didn’t finish the thought.
Jadi didn’t press her to elaborate. She merely sat and listened to the space that was left in the wake of Bri’s words. It was a companionable silence, and Bri didn’t feel rushed to fill it. Jadi seemed like the sort of person who let everyone around her find their words in their own time.
But Bri was thinking to herself that it was almost as if the dravym were trying to tell her something. Which was absurd, and thus she didn’t share the thought. Still…
No. Had the blow to her head, or whatever had taken her memories, also rendered her a touch insane?
She shivered as she thought of the vivid dream she’d had.
Someone out there was missing her; she was sure of it. She had to get away from here. She had to find them. She couldn’t stay in this wretched hole and clean cages for the rest of her life. She needed to escape.
An idea took hold in her mind, a half-formed one, but she spoke anyway.
“I want to become a rider,” she said to Jadi.
Jadi raised her eyebrows. She looked surprised. “Why?”
“You’re short a rider on the scarlet side. I heard some of the others talking,” Bri said, speaking fast. “I’ve got quick reflexes, and I’m not easily frightened. The dravym are calm around me. They accept me—at least, they aren’t actively trying to kill me when I’m nearby—you said so yourself.”
“It’s dangerous,” Jadi said, and Bri thought of the scars on the arms and neck of Dahra. But she found she didn’t care.
“I can do it,” she said.
“The other riders won’t like it,” Jadi continued.
Another point that didn’t bother Bri—on the contrary, she rather liked the thought of angering Alarr in particular.
“They’ll be incensed,” she agreed, her expression studiously grave lest she look too eager.
Jadi looked her up and down as if searching for a sign of hesitation or fear. “I like you. Which means I want you for a rider, but also, I want to warn you from it. If trained properly, you might become a rider to be reckoned with. We need skilled riders whose egos aren’t big enough to fill an arena. But it’s dangerous, my friend.”
“I’m not afraid of danger,” Bri replied steadily.
Jadi pursed her lips. “Aren’t you going to ask what happened to the rider we need to replace?”
When Bri didn’t ask, Jadi said, “Fell to her death when her dravym mount took a turn too fast.”
Bri remained unshaken, and Jadi sighed.
“Tomorrow night,” she said. “When the rest are sleeping, meet me in the launching chamber when the clocks strike twelve.”




CHAPTER THIRTY

BRI AND JADI met in the launching chamber when everyone else had gone to sleep, and the echoing halls underneath the arena had gone silent at last. The air that seeped in through the hole in the ceiling had a chill to it, and Bri could see the faintest sparkle of stars when she tipped her head up to look out of it.
Jadi waved her over to where she’d laid a board across two barrels. She slung a saddle across it—a dravym saddle, constructed of dark, textured leather, with holds for the hands and fixed, sideways stirrups for the rider’s feet. The pommel was long and pronged, so it curved around the rider like a pincher.
Jadi showed Bri how to mount the saddle and how to sit, knees bent, body forward to maintain balance during the pitching and rolling of flight. She demonstrated how to hold the reins, which were four leather straps, two for steering the dravym up and down, two for left and right. A hard pull on all four was the signal to stop. Then, they practiced a flight, with Jadi hissing things like “Left! Turn left, or you’ll be paste against the wall in front of you!” and “There’s another rider coming up beneath you! Force them down, or they’ll unseat you! That’s it! No, not that rein! Now you’ve collided with them!”
They practiced again and again until Bri was bathed in sweat despite the chill of the air, and her muscles were throbbing. When Jadi signaled for her to dismount, Bri slid to the sandy arena floor and lay motionless, feeling the heat rising from her skin and the drum of her galloping pulse.
“When do I ride the real thing?” she asked as Jadi gathered up the saddle to return it to the tack room.
Jadi laughed. “Not another year at least. I don’t want to kill you off your first month.”
Another year.
That wouldn’t do.
Bri rose, brushed the sand from her hair and from her sweat-dampened skin, and returned to her bunk.
She had to get out of here before then.
~
Bri continued to practice with the saddle and bridle. Every night, after the rest of the crew was asleep, she stole from her bed and went to the tack room, where she ran through the postures and movements Jadi had shown her, performing them again and again until her muscles ached and her body poured sweat. She visited the dravym cages too, sometimes creeping close to the bars and staring at the creatures as if she could somehow dredge her lost memories back by looking at them long enough.
One night, one of the youngest dravym sneezed in its sleep, and a single, unbidden thought—a vivid image of a different dragon-like animal sneezing sparks from where it crouched beneath a flower bush—rose in Bri’s mind. She started to her feet, mentally grasping at the memory, scrambling for more like a starving woman grabbing at a crumb of bread. And on the tail of the memory came another, a memory of a man with eyes like dark wells of deep water and a mouth like a blade. When she saw him in her mind, her chest constricted, and for one agonizing moment, she couldn’t breathe, because he was not here and she was, and the world was off its axis because of it. In her memory, he called her Catfoot, and then he twined an arm around her waist and kissed her.
The memory vanished, leaving her trembling.
~
After the memory of the dragon-thing sneezing and the man who called her Catfoot, Bri began to have little flashes and slips of memory crop up at unexpected times. When Alarr and the other riders taunted her, she remembered a book leaving her hand and colliding with the face of a rather ugly, thin man with dark hair and a disgruntled expression threatening to turn into full-blown rage. Thinking of him filled her with affection, though, and she stopped in her tracks, trying to wring more from her mind, and another worker who was walking behind her collided with her and knocked the pot she carried from her hands.
The pot shattered at her feet, and Bri lost the tail of the memory to the fog in the back of her mind. She ground her teeth together in fury, only dimly aware of the other worker’s annoyed snap at her to take more care not to stop all of a sudden.
Across the room, Alarr lounged against the doorway, laughing at her.
Without thought, Bri stooped, grabbed the largest, most knife-like shard of broken pottery she saw, and hurled it at the rider’s smug face. The shard hit the wood of the wall a hair’s width from the rider’s ear, grazing his skin and sending a trickle of blood down his lobe.
Alarr’s face went white, but his mouth twisted in a sneer to cover his shock. “You missed,” he said, as if he hadn’t been frightened at all.
“Next time, I won’t,” Bri replied evenly.
When she was alone, Bri took a stone that was flat and shaped similarly to the shard she’d thrown. She tested the feel of it in her hand, turning it over and over before taking aim at a spot on the far wall. Her arm moved as if she’d been throwing stones at water stains on walls every day of her life. The rock hit the stain dead center and then clattered to the floor.
Bri stared at the spot, wondering. A memory nudged at her, and she saw a flash of straw dummies and knives hitting them with puffs of dust and straw, and a girl with wet hair speaking to her as she threw. But then it faded, and she felt alone and anguished by what she could not remember.
~
Bri practiced alone with the dravym saddle and reins every night, determination burning in her chest with every move she rehearsed again and again. She would become a rider. She would make her escape.
She would return to the ones she could not remember except in fragments.
She visited the cages of the dravym on her return after her nightly practices, and she felt the same strange sensation every night that she almost knew what the creatures were thinking when they looked at her and rustled their wings.
One morning, when the riders were gathering for a practice run before a performance in the arena, Bri felt the odd connection even more strongly than usual. Across the room, Alarr’s dravym was restless and disgruntled, pawing the sand with its clawed foot and flapping its wings in terrifying, thunderous swooshes that had everyone nearby diving for cover.
Suddenly, Bri’s consciousness seemed to blink away, and she could see the back of Alarr’s head and felt the urge to snap at him with her teeth. Then, she felt herself dart her head—was it her head?—forward and give a satisfying chomp as teeth—large, sharp teeth—closed over the rider’s hair and scraped across the top of his skull. She felt a tickle of delight that wasn’t hers. It was wilder, with a scent of wind in it somehow, and it felt foreign and familiar all at once.
Then, she was solidly in her own head again, a little shaken, still staring at Alarr’s dravym across the room. As she watched, Alarr’s dravym hissed at him as he reached down to check the cinch on the saddle. Alarr snapped at the creature, raising his hand that held a whip, and the dravym lunged to bite him on the head.
Alarr dodged the bit just in time, slipping and falling into an undignified heap on the sand. He snarled a curse as a handler rushed in to control the angry dravym.
Bri pressed a hand to her head. Had she seen the future?
But no, the dravym hadn’t succeeded in biting Alarr. It was almost as if…
She paused, uncertain if she wanted to pursue this line of thinking.
It was almost as if she’d glimpsed the mind of the dravym. Seen what it wanted to do. Read its thoughts.
She wondered again, after thinking that, how hard she’d hit her head when she’d lost her memory. But she couldn’t deny what she’d just experienced, either.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

BRI WAS STEALING away from her room in the darkness to look at the dravym when she nearly collided with Jadi. The other girl put a finger to her lips and then told Bri in a furtive whisper that one of the beasts had been quartered in the launching chamber for the night if she wanted to try her hand at mounting one and sitting on its back.
Bri did want to try, and she followed, her heart jumping in her chest with nervous excitement.
The dravym stood tethered in the center of the room. It turned its head to watch them approach, and Bri stared into the yellow eyes with pupils like black slits and felt unafraid despite the size of the creature and the aggressiveness she’d witnessed earlier from Alarr’s mount. When they reached it, on impulse, Bri put out a hand, and the dravym snorted and shuddered once when her fingers met its scales, but then it was still, blinking at her with the same curiosity that she was giving it. She slid her hand up the neck of the beast to a place beneath the dravym’s jaw and scratched lightly with her nails. The dravym made a clicking noise that she knew was one of contentment.
“How did you know they like to be scratched there?” Jadi asked, surprised.
“I… I just thought it might,” Bri said. She didn’t tell Jadi that she had experienced a flash of vision in which the dravym seemed to hope, of all things, for human fingers to roughen the ticklish place where his neck met his head that he couldn’t reach with his teeth or claws no matter how hard he tried. And it was a he, Bri was somehow sure of that too.
She shivered.
All this unbidden knowledge was as unnerving as it was exhilarating.
Jadi watched and gave a few comments of advice as Bri mounted the dravym as she’d been taught. The other young woman called out reminders: “Place your leg a little higher—yes, that’s it—lean forward like that, yes—” Then Bri was atop the dravym’s back, sitting in the saddle like she belonged there, her heart pounding and her muscles coiling with restless anticipation. Another thought filled her mind that was not her own.
He wanted to fly.
So did she.
Jadi sprang back with a startled cry as the dravym spread his wings in a leathery snap.
“Stay calm,” the other young woman said to Bri, her eyes wide and her breath coming fast as she circled the dravym in search of a way to safely grab his reins. “He’s tethered—he won’t pull too hard on the chain; they’re trained with whips not to—”
Bri thought to the dravym that he should break the chain, because he had the strength to do so, and he did, eagerly, with a singing snap of metal that echoed through the chamber and a stab of delight that wasn’t Bri’s but was somehow still in her head and heart all the same. As if they were melded into one creature instead of two. The dravym gathered himself into a crouch and leaped into the air with a lunge that nearly unseated Bri. She grabbed for the reins as the dravym wheeled and flew a circle around the room, keeping low at first, skimming the sandy floor with great flaps of his leathery wings.
“Bri!” Jadi cried, waving her hand as she ran to one wall. “Steer him over here—I’ll grab his reins! Keep him low, and don’t let him get toward the hole in the roof!”
The hole. The hole to freedom, except she was wearing her anklet. If the dravym bolted through the hole that took him out into the open air, seeking the sky, her leg would be blown off.
The dravym twisted his neck to look at the hole. He changed his trajectory, shooting upward toward the circle of starry sky as if shot from a bow.
“Bri!” Jadi screamed.
Bri leaned low in the saddle and took the reins with both hands as she touched her heels to the dravym’s flank, lightly but with a firm insistence, so he knew she meant business. Everything about the posture, the movements, felt unfamiliar but instinctive at the same time. But she didn’t wonder about that, because she didn’t have time to ponder. Her breathing slowed as time stretched. She felt every flinch and shift of the dravym’s muscles as the creature yanked at the reins, fighting her. She leaned back in the saddle, straining at the reins, and the dravym thrashed angrily and flew a tight circle, spiraling upward.
“Bri!” Jadi shouted again. She was yelling other things—instructions—but all Bri could hear was the thud of her heart and the rasp of her breath and the thunderous swish of the dravym’s massive wings stirring the air around her head.
A sharp tingle flashed through her mind like the scorch of lightning glancing off a stone surface. She didn’t understand, but she didn’t need to understand. She pressed with her mind toward the heat, the action instinctive, and she felt something press back like a hand grasping for hers through a thick curtain.
Bri needed the dravym to turn away from the hole he was making toward. She imagined him swooping hard to the left, his claws glancing against the ceiling.
The dravym turned as if she’d spoken to him. He brushed his talons across the ceiling, leaving a triplet of claw marks in his wake, and then he drew his wings close and dove for the floor.
Soft, Bri thought wildly. Soft! Like a feather, not a stone! And the dravym’s wings spread wider, and the dive became a swooping glide a second before they reached the ground. Briand’s toes brushed the sand as the dravym changed direction. She was breathless. Excitement shot through her in white-hot threads.
Could the dravym hear her?
She thought at him, if such a thing could make sense, as she mentally pressed against the strange reach in her head. She thought for him to fly low over Jadi, and the dravym responded when she tugged the reins. His wings nearly knocked over the young woman, who leaped back against the wall.
Bri didn’t know what she was doing, but whatever it was, she was doing it as if she’d done it before.
Once again, the dravym’s attention shifted to the hole in the ceiling. He was supposed to fly through it. He had a rider on his back, and yet they circled below in this stifling cavern instead of in the glorious air above. He flew again toward freedom, and this time, when Bri thought at him to come down, he ignored her. She pulled on the reins and pressed insistently with her mind, but her efforts felt like muffled cries.
Bri leaped from the dravym’s back and fell. The ground rushed up to meet her, and she landed on her right ankle with a pop and a burst of pain. She crumpled, stunned, as Jadi’s frantic face appeared above hers.
The dravym was gone.
~
The morning after Bri’s ill-fated first ride in the launching chamber and subsequent great fall, the dravym was recovered from the arena, where it had been roosting placidly in wait of its breakfast. Bri hobbled through the halls on a tender ankle that one of the other refugees had helped her to split that morning. She told the others that she’d tripped over a water bucket. Alarr mocked her for it, but he made sure first that she had no pottery shards in her hands.
Jadi was angry. She barked orders at everyone and closed the cage doors too hard after feeding the dravym. She avoided Bri’s eyes, and her smile was fierce and unconvincing whenever she bestowed it.
Finally, when they were alone in the tack room, Jadi whirled on her.
“You planned to ride him all along, didn’t you?” she accused.
Bri thought about lying, but she didn’t. “Yes,” she admitted.
Jadi’s expression contorted. She pressed a hand over her eyes. “Who do you think you are, the dragonsayer of Austrisia? You can’t do things like that, Bri! You could have been killed,” she hissed. “You could’ve broken your neck! And imagine what would have happened to me, for teaching you in secret!”
“I’m sorry; it was impulsive and dangerous,” Bri said, even though she wasn’t sorry. She’d learned something powerful, something incredible, that she could exactly explain to Jadi.
“It doesn’t matter now,” Jadi said heavily. “No more training. We’ve found another rider anyway. A new hire from another arena named Aron.”
She opened the door and stalked out, leaving Bri standing alone, surrounded by saddles.
Wondering what she was going to do now.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

BRI OPENED HER eyes and saw damp stones. She sat up, and the floor crinkled beneath her as if it were made of straw. She was confused—had she sleepwalked from the place where she slept? She seemed to be in a barn. Or a dungeon.
Fear prickled in her belly. She looked around wildly, and her gaze fell on a cruelly handsome young man with white-blond hair and brows as sharp as knives. He sat on the opposite side of the room with his back against the wall and his head leaning back against the stones in a way that exposed his long, pale throat. As she watched, he blinked, disoriented, and then his eyes focused on her, and he started to his feet with a low exclamation.
“Finally,” he said. “I thought I’d never—”
“Stay back,” Bri hissed as he took a step toward her. She grasped in the straw for a weapon. A stick, a stone—anything. She was uncomfortably aware that she had no idea where she was, and that she was vulnerable. She bared her teeth at him. “I’m very good at fighting.”
The man rocked on his heels. He wore gloves, she saw. Curious gloves that looked as though they were constructed from jointed metal.
“Dragon girl,” he said. “Tell me quickly. Where are you?”
Dragon girl? Something about those words itched at her, but she couldn’t recall why. She shook her head as if she could dislodge the memories that eluded her.
“Who are you, and where are we?” she responded.
The man’s brow wrinkled. “So it’s true—you don’t remember me. Do you remember anything?”
“Who am I?” she demanded in response. “Who are you? How do we know each other?”
“I’m Auberon. We’re friends. Ah—there isn’t time,” he said, the words spilling over each other in his eagerness to speak them. “We could have only seconds. Quickly—where are you?”
“What kind of question is that?” she snapped. “Is this a test? Where have you taken me?” But even as she spoke, she realized the room looked familiar. She’d seen it before. In a dream on the ship…
Was this a dream?
It was far too real. She could feel the air on her skin, the straw beneath her feet. Fear made a knot in her chest. She tried to draw a breath, but she felt as if she were strangling.
The man shook his head at her questions. He was breathing fast, and his eyes brimmed with a strange, desperate brightness. “The country, girl. What country are you in?”
Again, she wondered, was this some kind of test?
“Bhan,” she said, and then the room unraveled into darkness, and the man’s face vanished before her eyes.
Bri woke and lay still, listening to the crash of her pulse in her ears, knowing somehow that the dream had been significant.
It almost hadn’t seemed like a dream at all.
Unbeknownst to her, across the sea, in the country of Nyr, the Seeker was waking up in frantic joy and calling for a servant to take a message at once to the Monarchists, because he finally knew where their dragon girl was. He finally had a lead.
Bri stared at the ceiling of stone, and didn’t know that the ones who loved her were scrambling to rescue her at that very moment.
It wouldn’t be long.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

On the ship called Banaclees
AUBERON KNEW HE was dreaming, for he’d been having these wretched reoccurring nightmares since childhood—and they’d been happening with alarming frequency since he’d almost lost Jade to the Seeker prison—but that knowledge didn’t make the blows raining down on his head any less painful, or his dream self any less paralyzed against them. In the dream, his instructor loomed above him, face contorted in a snarl as he kicked Auberon’s child-sized self against the wall and reached down to press a bare hand against his forehead. Fresh horrors rushed into his mind at the touch of the instructor’s palm—his sister, grinning cruelly at him as she burned his favorite tunic while he begged her to stop. The vision morphed again, only this time, his sister was walking away, her hair blowing in the wind, her back straight as a wall as she refused to look at him. He screamed her name, his voice echoing plaintively in his own ears, pathetic, but she only threw him a careless, haughty look in response before she began to sprint. She grew smaller and smaller as she vanished into the distance. Leaving him. Abandoning him.
He sobbed in terror, and the instructor laughed at his pain. The laugh boomed in his ears, growing painfully loud, splitting his skull with a headache that seemed to crawl inside him and shove at him until he thought he would burst from the agony. The vision morphed again, and he was a tiny child, so young that he still slept with his thumb in his mouth, and he lay awake beneath his bed, curled on his side with his face turned toward the door, and he listened to his grandfather tell his mother that he would amount to nothing. A roaring filled his ears as he crawled from the bed and went to the door to listen even as he was weeping like a little fool. He wanted them to love him. He wanted it more than anything else in the world—
Auberon woke abruptly, jerking upright into the caliginous quiet of the room where they slept on the ship bound for Bhan. Kael was also awake across the room, watching him.
Auberon realized in horror that his cheeks were wet with tears. He’d been crying? In front of the traitor?
A hot flush of shame swept over him, chased by anger.
“What?” he snarled at Kael, who was still watching him without a word. The emptiness and feelings of utter abandonment of the dream still lay like bricks in his chest, and he funneled his attention toward rage so he was not dragged down and drowned by the weight of them. “Turn your gaze away, or I’ll gouge out your eyes, traitor.”
“You were screaming,” Kael said neutrally.
Auberon glared at the other man in pure loathing as he swiped the tears from his cheeks. “Look away.”
Kael tossed back his blanket and rose on one elbow. He reached under his pillow and produced one of the swords. The metal gleamed in the moonlight slanting through the window as Kael tossed it to Auberon, who caught it in surprise and then nearly dropped it; the sword was real steel, and heavy after the wooden ones he’d been sparring with for the last few weeks.
“Since you’re awake,” Kael said with a tip of his head toward the middle of the room.
An invitation.
Auberon hefted the sword and shot Kael a suspicious look. “What’s this?” Was the traitor trying to trick him into a duel so he could kill him?
“Tempered steel,” Kael responded, and Auberon rolled his eyes.
“Why are you giving me this? Shouldn’t I only be trusted with wooden swords, like a child?” His voice came out bitter as acid. “Aren’t I a monster?”
“I find sparring keeps the demons away,” Kael said simply.
Auberon felt something rise inside him at that. Something like a desperate hope. He was angry—hope was for fools.
The traitor waited, half in shadow, half in moonlight, and finally Auberon rose with a growl of strangled frustration in his throat, swinging his blade to meet Kael’s.
And as they sparred, Auberon found that Kael was right. The clash of the swords and the ring of the steel and the force of them colliding that went up his arm drove the lingering horrors of his dream out of his mind. They sparred until there was nothing but sweat drenching his clothes and exhaustion trembling through his whole body, and he was like an empty vessel, cleansed by the fight, and mercifully, he could sleep again.
~
The next night, when Auberon woke from the nightmare, he rose without a word and went to Kael’s bedside. Kael was already awake and watching him wordlessly. Auberon growled back a curse at his own feelings of shame as he halted beside the foot of the other man’s bed.
“Spar,” he snarled, angry that he was asking anything of Kael of Estria, but knowing that it would help banish the remnants of the dream. He searched the traitor’s face for any hint of a smirk or a smile, but Kael was impassive as he nodded.
Auberon stepped back, waiting, as Kael rose without a word and drew the swords from beneath his pillow. He handed it to Auberon and took a fighting stance.
When their swords clashed together, Auberon felt a profound sense of relief at the solid feel of the weapon in his hand and the focus that came from trying to knock Kael off his feet.
Even though he lost to the traitor in the end and had a bruise the size of a fist on his shoulder to show for it, Auberon was too tired to remember the dream as he dropped with exhaustion onto his bed an hour later. The traitor seemed to have experienced a similar relief, based on the way he fell soundlessly to sleep.
~
The third night on the ship, when Auberon woke from his nightmare, he caught the sword that Kael tossed him without a word and rose, almost eagerly, to fight the Monarchist. This time, he scored a swing against Kael that knocked the other man against the wall, and Auberon laughed through clenched teeth at the surge of victory that swelled in his chest. Kael laughed too, as if the blow had energized him, and for a brief, tiny, blink-and-he’d-miss-it moment, Auberon didn’t hate the traitor very much. He almost, perhaps, regrettably, stupidly, felt the tiniest sliver of something that wasn’t hate. But it was quickly and mercifully gone by the time Kael struck a hit against the side of his head.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

WHEN THE Banaclees was a day from the shore of Bhan, Auberon and the Monarchist set out to explore the ship and determine if it were the one that had conveyed Briand to consignment. They made their exploration in the night, while a storm threatened overhead and most of the rest of the sailors had taken shelter in their bunks.
The ladder that led to the hold creaked under Auberon’s hands as he descended. The hold was filled with shadows, the floor tipping and groaning with each drunken sway of the ship in the gathering storm. He drew a box of matches from his pocket and lit one. The light flared in the darkness, and he saw what filled the space.
Barrels.
Row upon row of them.
Behind him, Kael drew a knife and approached the closest one. He pried open the lid and looked inside, and then he dipped his hand in and withdrew his fingers. They were dusted with powder.
“Drugs?” Auberon inquired as Kael touched the powder to the tip of his tongue.
Kael spat the substance out with a grimace. “Allenna root. Soldiers use it to—”
“I know what it bloody is,” Auberon snapped. He looked around the rest of the room. “Where is the human cargo?”
Kael shook his head and crossed to the back of the hold, moving surely despite the tilt of the floor. He examined the rest of the barrels one by one, but none of them held stowaways or prisoners. Auberon held the matches until they burned down to his fingertips, where they extinguished one by one with a fizzle of magic sparks.
“There’s nothing here,” Auberon growled when Kael had searched the last barrel and found only more powder.
Kael paused and held up a finger. He cocked his head as if listening for something infinitesimally faint, and Auberon bit back more words, listening too.
Then, he heard it. The whisper of a clink, like metal against metal.
Kael stepped to the far wall of the hold and tapped against it with his knuckles. He ran his hands up and down the wood, then paused and sank his knife into one of the boards and gave a swift jerk.
A hidden door swung open, and Auberon hissed an exclamation as Kael disappeared inside. He followed the Monarchist into the darkness and held a fresh match aloft.
Kael’s grim gaze met his across a glittering pile of chains. Manacles and metal restraints hung from the walls and dangled from the ceiling in a dreadful display. Blood-colored marks stained the floors.
Auberon reached out to touch one, swallowing a curse as his hand brushed over the unforgiving metal. The thought of the dragon girl locked in this wretched place—
“Well, well. What have we here?” a voice asked behind them.
“Bollocks,” Auberon said crisply at the sight of one of the sailors standing in the doorway to the secret room.
“I thought you were deaf and dumb,” the sailor said with a scowl.
“Surprise,” Auberon said with a swift, ugly grin. “I’m not.”
He felt like a cat with a mouse. He flexed his fingers, feeling the delight at the prospect of a fight. He was simmering with rage at the sight of what they’d discovered, at the thought of Briand in pain, and he was itching to vent it on someone. The unlucky sailor stared at him.
“Just do it quickly,” Kael said, and Auberon brought his metal-encased fist down on the man’s head.
~
The captain startled to his feet when the door to his cabin flew open and hit the wall, and his two passengers strode inside. Lightning cracked the sky behind them, throwing both figures into stark relief and sending a shock of white flashing across the room that momentarily blinded him.
“What is this?” he demanded in outrage, reaching for a weapon as he blinked against the spots that danced across his vision from the lightning. “Return to your quarters at once to wait out the storm, or you’ll be swept overboard by the waves—”
The one called Alif crossed the room in three strides and knocked the knife from his hand. It landed on the ground with a thump, and the other man, the deaf brother, retrieved it with a casual sweep of his hand.
The captain’s mouth dried. Something about their movements was precise, controlled, like cats on the hunt. He understood at once that they were not scholars from Tyyr. He raised his gaze to Alif’s face and found the man facing him with a thin, angry smile. Behind him, the brother stripped off his leather gloves, revealing jointed metal beneath.
“Is it time for my talents?” the brother asked.
“Not yet,” Alif replied. He no longer had his accent.
“I thought he couldn’t speak,” the captain rasped, uncertainty overtaking his indignation at being disturbed. “What is this?”
The men looked at him coolly, their heads tipped to the side, as if trying to decide the best way to skin him alive. The captain felt a quell of fear.
“What do you keep in the room hidden in your hold?” Alif asked.
The captain swallowed. “Wh-what room?”
“Come now, captain,” Alif purred. “Let us not play games. The room behind the false wall. The one with the chains in it. The one with the bloodstains on the floor.”
“I don’t know—”
“I’m getting wet,” the other man complained. He steepled his metal-clad fingers, and they made a clacking sound as they touched. The captain’s skin crawled, for something about the gesture promised dark, painful things.
“Tell me,” Alif said. “Did this ship pluck a young woman from the sea a few months ago? Did it convey her to Bhan and consign her into indentured servitude?”
“No,” the captain cried hoarsely, shaking his head. He had a dreadful feeling about this.
The man he knew as Alif—though the captain was beginning to doubt that was his real name—reached into his shirt and pulled out a key on a chain. He snapped the chain with a flick of his wrist and tossed it to the other man. “Search his memories.”
“With pleasure,” the brother said, and he twisted the key in the lock of the metal gloves with a malicious smile.
The captain attempted to run toward the door, a shout in his throat, but the men caught him, and then a hand was against his forehead, dredging up coldness and pain and a thousand memories.
“He hasn’t seen her,” the man who was supposed to be deaf said. “It isn’t the ship she was on.”
“We knew it was a long shot,” the other replied. “Patience. We’ll find her.”
Then, the one that was supposed to be deaf but his hand on the captain’s forehead again, and everything went dark.
~
Two days later, when the ship arrived in the harbor of Hhan, the largest port city in Bhan, and the dockmaster boarded the ship, he found the crew lashed to the mast, and the captain trussed up in his quarters with a note pinned to his chest.
To whom it may concern,
This man and his crew are guilty of crimes, namely smuggling and consignment. You will find evidence in the hold of both. We trust you will act accordingly.
~the Scarlet Blade and friends
PS. We will be watching to make sure these men are held accountable.
The astonished man found no trace of the letter writer, although the captain, when freed of his gag, insisted that it had been two men wielding fearsome magic, who’d departed from the ship just before the dockmaster arrived.
And the dockmaster was alarmed because he had heard of the Scarlet Blade and the punishments that the vigilante had leveled against corrupt merchants and slavers and officials who turned a blind eye in Austrisia. How could it be that the Scarlet Blade was here? But questions were luxuries for wealthier men, and so, the panicking dockmaster rushed from the ship to deliver the letter straight to the master of ships, who was having his breakfast above the bay.
Meanwhile, three streets over, two men stood at the intersection of two busy thoroughfares, arguing bitterly. They were both clad in plain cloaks, and other than the fact that they were foreigners, attracted no attention from the passersby around them.
“I should have read that captain’s mind right on the docks in Nyr, before we boarded his ship,” Auberon was saying. “Then we wouldn’t be in Bhan with no idea how to find her!”
“It was too risky,” Kael replied. “The ship was a gamble—we knew there might be more than one by the name of Banaclees—and our gamble failed. It wasn’t her ship. But all is not lost, Auberon.”
“We ought to be searching every mind we see!” Auberon hissed. He was not wearing his metal gloves, which was a freedom Kael and conceded to him after they’d overtaken the ship and held the crew captive until they reached the shore. Now, Auberon was itching to use his abilities. Surely, one of these people might have seen her. They were so close. “Someone must have seen her. I’ll comb through their thoughts until I find her.”
“Absolutely not,” Kael said. “You cannot violate the minds of the innocent. The criminal captain and his crew were one thing, but this… no.”
Auberon stared at him, nostrils flaring, hands flexing. “She will be lost to us forever,” he snarled.
“We will find her,” Kael replied steadily, almost soothingly, as if he were dealing with a wild animal that might injure itself or others if it didn’t become calm. “Let’s go. You’re making a scene.”
When the Monarchist turned, Auberon lunged at him, hands raised, but Kael was ready for it. It had been a test. He caught the Seeker by the wrists and yanked him into a chokehold before dragging down the closest deserted alley and pinning him against a wall.
Auberon raged and clawed, but he was weaker and not trained to fight with his back to a wall and his neck and arms restricted, and he exhausted himself uselessly. Still, he struggled until he was spent and panting, and then he sagged against the stones, his eyes haunted with pain and fury mingled together.
“Let me go,” he said. “We can part ways here. You seek her with your precious noble honor intact, and I’ll find her no matter what it takes.”
“That isn’t the plan,” Kael replied in his disimpassioned way, though his brows drew together as if he were holding in frustration.
“Burn the plan in the seventh level of hell, you quim!” Auberon growled, and he was fighting again, thrashing and straining until he was exhausted, his hair disheveled, a vein in his forehead standing out like a knotted seam. He slumped against the stones and let his head rest against them, his jaw tipped up and his eyes closed.
“I hate you,” he bit out.
“I know,” Kael said. He had a sheen of sweat across his forehead from struggling to hold Auberon, but his expression was calm. “Are you quite finished?”
Kael’s tranquility only riled Auberon’s fury to greater intensity. “You wretched Monarchist, you vile, blistering loyal—” Words failed the Seeker, and he shuddered for a moment, and tried to slam his head against Kael’s, and missed and hit the stone wall. His vision blacked, and as he reeled, Kael grabbed him by the joint where his neck met his shoulder, and Auberon fainted.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

WHEN AUBERON REGAINED consciousness, he was lying with his hands bound on a narrow bed in what appeared to be a derelict Bhanian inn. A light burned on a low table beneath a window. The moon glowed outside, and Kael sat on the bed across from him, polishing the blade of his sword and oiling his sheath and leather armor with careful, steady precision.
Auberon’s throat burned with thirst, but he wasn’t about to debase himself to ask for water. He lay a moment, his head still throbbing where he’d bashed it against the wall like a fool, testing the strength of his bonds and fantasizing about breaking free, snatching the sword from Kael’s hands, and…
Well, he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do next. He looked at the Monarchist and felt many things—anger, shame, irritation, dislike, and jealousy—but none of them was quite bloodlust. Now that his blind rage was spent, he felt bone-weary instead of murderous. He needed the Monarchist to rescue Briand. He couldn’t kill him. Besides, Briand already hated him for trying once. He couldn’t risk more injury to their bond. The Monarchist would have to live.
“What did you do to render me unconscious?” Auberon asked finally after he’d reined in the last vestiges of his irritation.
“It’s a move the queen of Nyr’s shadow guard taught me,” Kael replied. He continued to clean his sword.
“How can you be so calm?” Auberon demanded after another silence.
The silence stretched, and he thought Kael wasn’t going to answer. Then, the Monarchist said, with his eyes still on the gleaming blade of his sword, “When I was a boy, if I cried or showed displeasure or pain or even too much eagerness, my father beat me. I was a quick learner.”
“My grandfather beat me too, when I was weak. But it only taught me to be cruel.” Auberon gazed up at the broken plaster of the ceiling above. “It did not make me a stronger man.”
“Lord Halescorn’s beatings did not make me strong,” Kael said. “I had others in my life who undid the damage he inflicted.”
“The prince,” Auberon muttered.
Kael inclined his head.
“No wonder you’re so damned loyal.” Auberon swallowed the bitterness that lay on his tongue. “I had nothing like that.”
The room was quiet again except for the rasp of Kael’s cloth against the edge of the sword.
Auberon spoke again, each word like a scrap of bile dredged from deep inside him and vomited up. “I hated you because of what you had, you know. Your reputation was known—you had a true friendship with Prince Jehn, and the dogged loyalty of your men. So, when you arrived at the Citadel, ready to betray it all for money and prestige, I hated you as I’ve never hated anyone. How could you have thrown the bonds of love and friendship away for mere money and power? Only an absolute fool would do such a thing, and I cannot abide fools.”
“And now?” Kael asked, as if making casual conversation out of boredom. Except for the twitch of the muscle in his jaw that betrayed him, he seemed completely disinterested in whatever Auberon might say next.
“You’re still a fool,” Auberon snarled before he could help himself. “You could have had the dragonsayer as your wife, you could have everything either of us want, but you continue to live continents apart. You continue to push away the things that matter most. You’re a damned fool, Monarchist.”
“On that,” Kael said softly, “we are in agreement.”
Auberon stopped before he said anything else, feeling oddly naked. He exhaled, deliberated with himself, and then declared, “Untie me. I won’t try to violate the minds of any innocents, Monarchist. We’ll do it your way.”
Kael sheathed his sword and stood. He studied Auberon for a long moment, then drew a thin blade from the cuff at his wrist and cut the ropes binding the Seeker’s hands.
“My spies here already contacted me while you were unconscious. Tomorrow,” he said, “we interview the first of our leads. We’ll find her, Auberon.”
~
Auberon woke from a blissfully dreamless sleep to the sound of distress. His eyes snapped open, and he bolted upright, his gaze going to the door first, which was closed and locked, and then to the traitor’s bed.
Kael was asleep and struggling in the grip of a dream. The Monarchist’s face contorted with pain, and he half-cried out in anguish as he struggled with some invisible horror.
The Seeker deliberated with himself a moment before rising with resolution and stalking across the room to wake the traitor. He couldn’t very well sleep through the noise, now could he? And it was… obnoxious… to see Kael in such pain. Normally, he would rejoice to think of the other man suffering, and of course, he did, but… well.
Auberon reached out to shake Kael awake with a growl of annoyance. Kael reflexively grabbed for his wrist—even in sleep, he was a soldier—and Auberon fell into the traitor’s dream.
He saw a smoke-filled sky and a churning sea covered in ships. And the dragon girl. There she was, standing at the edge of the water, her hair lashing in the wind, her eyes closed, her hand outstretched. A dragon’s roar split the air, and horror hit Kael—and Auberon—like a punch to the stomach as the dragon burst from the sea and clamped its jaws around the dragonsayer. Everything froze around him except for the sight of her body going limp as a rag in the mouth of the monster. His belly was an endless pit, and he was hurtling downward into it.
Then, Auberon was stumbling backward from a shove, and Kael was upright with a knife in his hand.
“What in the seven hells?” Kael snarled as Auberon staggered and caught himself.
“You were having a dream,” Auberon said, straightening and adjusting his sleeve with a jerk. “I was trying to wake you. You were making a noise like a dying dog, and it was disturbing my sleep.”
But despite his best efforts, the Seeker’s voice shook. He was still reeling from the emotions of the dream. He looked away from Kael’s face to hide his own reaction.
He was utterly gutted by the memory of it.
And he found, to his shock, that he felt empathy for the Monarchist.
Auberon knew a solution for them both. He held out his hand for the sword. “Spar?” His voice was soft.
Kael rose and drew the swords from beneath his pillow. He handed one to Auberon, and paused, still holding the sword as Auberon tried to take it.
“Read my mind again,” Kael said in a lethal tone of voice, “and I’ll cut off your hands.”
Auberon glared at him as he wrenched the sword from his hands. Kael let it go without a struggle, and the Seeker drew back, indignant. “I didn’t go mucking about in your dreams on purpose. Lords, what a boring idea.”
Kael gave him another look, clearly unconvinced, and Auberon answered it with a sneer he didn’t quite feel.
“Enough talking,” the Seeker said then. “Fight the demons away, or go back to sleep.”
Even as he spoke, Auberon was half-afraid that Kael would decline, and he needed their nightly ritual to cleanse his own mind, especially of this disturbing new sense of brotherhood.
Kael raised his sword in answer, and Auberon stifled a sigh of relief.
At least one thing could be counted on. Kael would never hesitate to swing a blade at him.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

THE NEW RIDER for the red team had been injured during a game. Bri was sweeping up dravym dung when she saw him carried past on a stretcher, his arms and legs bandaged and bloodied, his face a mess of peeling skin. One of his cheeks was torn open so badly that she saw a row of glistening teeth through his jaw.
In the opposite hall, she heard Jadi and another of the red team speaking in hushed, furious tones.
“—Never find another rider in time,” Jadi was saying. “We’ll be one short for the final tournament. He did this on purpose, that jackass. He didn’t have to incapacitate him to win—”
Alarr, Bri presumed. She tasted bile on her tongue, and one of her hands curled into a fist as a plan formed in her head.
A way of escape.
As Jadi ranted about Alarr’s brutish methods of winning to the other player, neither of them noticing her, Bri put her broom away and went to find Dahra.
~
The first of the leads on Briand met Kael and Auberon in their room at the inn. She was a slender, dark-eyed woman, barely more than a girl. She entered the room timidly, as if she thought it might be a trap, but then Kael spoke kindly to her, and though Auberon sat in the corner glowering like a dark prince, he didn’t say anything at all, and she relaxed.
The young woman explained that she’d met a girl named Briand on her ship to Bhan a few months ago, and described her as vivacious and kind despite the difficulties of the journey, always smiling—Auberon muttered that it couldn’t be their dragon girl, not unless she’d been wiped clean of her personality to, and Kael thought the same.
Kael thanked the girl and paid her, and the young woman left, clutching the coins.
“This is going nowhere,” Auberon groused.
“Patience,” Kael said.
The second lead was a young man, skinny as a rail, who described a young woman named Brien who’d shared his voyage to Bhan. He too seemed unnerved by Auberon’s fierce countenance from the Seeker’s place in the corner.
“She was scrappy,” the lad said in response to Kael’s questions. “Fierce. Had curly brown hair and light-colored eyes. It was too dark to tell their exact color.”
“Anything else you remember?” Auberon said from his corner.
“She was curvy,” the young man said. “Pleasant when she wasn’t mad as a wet cat. Kissed me before we docked and bid me good luck.”
After the young man left, Kael mused, “He could have had the name wrong.”
“He described her as curvy and pleasant,” Auberon answered with a snort. “It isn’t her.”
Kael, as much as he loathed it, was inclined to agree with the Seeker.
“Anyone else?” Auberon said with a longsuffering sigh as he rose and paced the length of the room. “This is pointless.”
“One more. The most promising one too,” Kael said, rising and going to look out the window. “But we will have to go to her. She told my spy that she cannot get away from her mistress long enough to come here.”
“Go where?” Auberon growled.
“It’s only across the city. We’ll leave in the morning.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



THE ARENA WAS filled with spectators by the time Kael and Auberon arrived and climbed halfway up the tiered seats to reach the seating box where Kael’s Bhanian spy had arranged for them to meet the final lead.
“What is this place?” Auberon muttered as they took their seats. “A gladiatorial arena?”
They waited in the midsection among a restless, raucous afternoon crowd until a slim, dark-skinned young woman with close-cropped hair and large brown eyes slide onto the bench beside Kael.
“You are the men?” she asked. “The ones I am to speak with?”
Kael nodded.
“We must talk quickly,” she said. “My mistress thinks I’m fetching wine for everyone in our viewing box.”
“What’s your name?” Kael asked.
“Abis,” the young woman answered. Her eyes darted to Auberon and then back to Kael.
“And you met a young woman matching the description of the one we seek? Named Briand?” Auberon demanded.
Kael held up a hand to quiet him.
Abis nodded and then hesitated. “Well—she didn’t know her name, exactly. I called her Bri. It was all she knew.”
Auberon straightened. Kael cut a glance at him, warning him silently not to frighten to girl.
“What do you mean, she didn’t know her name?” he inquired lightly.
“She didn’t know who she was, sir,” Abis explained. “She couldn’t remember.”
Kael felt his chest tightened. He kept his gaze focused on Abis and his mind trained on the questions that must be asked even as his heart pounded. “How did come up with the name Bri, then?”
“She remembered it in a dream,” Abis faltered. She stole a glance at Auberon, who was staring at her as if trying to light her on fire with the intensity of his gaze. The Seeker’s fingers flexed against the bench, and Abis asked Kael, “Is he all right, sir?”
“Where did she go after you arrived at Bhan?” Kael pressed.
His pulse thundered in his ears as Abis opened her mouth to reply.
~


Bri could hear the hum of the crowd in the arena above as she donned her borrowed black and scarlet-colored riding costume and helmet with shaking fingers. She pulled on the black leather trousers first, then the vest, and then the helmet that wrapped around her skull like two clasped hands and lay flush against her forehead and cheekbones, the metal bone-achingly heavy.
When she’d dressed in the main pieces, Bri slipped from the closet she’d hidden inside to dress. She strode through the flurry of frantic activity—stable hands leading shying dravym to be saddled, riders lacing up boots, the newest workers rushing buckets of water and fresh sand into the halls to mop up blood when the game was done—for the launching room. Once there, she set to work on the finishing touch to her costume, wrapping the silk strips of crimson cloth that signified her team affiliation around her waist and up her arms from wrist to shoulder, struggling a little to get the pieces to lie right while arranging them one-handed.
“Here, let me help you with that.”
Bri looked up at the familiar voice. Jadi stood to her right side, holding out a hand, an open smile on her face.
Bri turned to give Jadi better access to her arm. The other young woman expertly bound up the silk and tied it in place. “It’s better to do this part first—” Jadi began, and then she stopped. She peered close at Bri’s face and then took a step back, her expression changing.
“Bri?”
The coldness that had remained between them since the incident with the dravym filled the air once more now that Jadi recognized her.
Bri didn’t say anything.
Jadi’s mouth worked. Her jaw tightened. “Is this Dahra’s decision? Did she make you do this?”
“It was my decision,” Bri said.
But there was no time to talk further. A call rang through the cavern, summoning the riders to their dravym. The games were about to begin. Bri’s gaze went to the hole in the ceiling. Sunlight poured through it, and the sounds of an impatient crowd filtered down. Her heart beat fast.
“You’re going to get yourself killed,” Jadi snapped. She turned on her heel and stalked away.
Bri found her dravym and recognized it with relief as the calmest and smallest of the red team’s. One of the stable hands hoisted her into the saddle, and she grabbed the reins and slid her feet into the stirrups, feeling strangely calm.
Another dravym shouldered into hers, and her mount hissed and flapped its wings angrily. The other dravym hissed back, snapping its jaws, and its rider did nothing to restrain it.
Alarr.
“Best watch yourself, rat,” he sneered at her before he passed. His dravym let out another angry squeal, and he wrestled it back this time with a yank of the reins.
Bri paid a palm against the neck of her dravym to soothe it. Her mind itched as she touched the creature. She had a flash of irritation that was not her own. It was wilder, instinctive. The sensation tunneled through her thoughts and was gone, leaving a hollow feeling in its wake.
She wondered.
Then, Dahra was at her side with a key in her hand and a bunch of open manacles dangling from chains at her belt. She bent over the ankle manacle around Bri’s leg, and Bri felt pressure, and then air rushing over her exposed skin where the manacle had been.
She kept her face neutral.
“Ride well,” Dahra said before moving on to the next rider.
Another call sounded, and the riders closest to the center of the room urged their mounts toward the sky.
Wings beat the air, and then Jadi was beside her again, leaning to the side to yell into her ear.
“Keep to the top of the arena,” she cried. “Don’t try to play the game, don’t do anything except ride the circle and dodge the others, and for lords’ sake, stay away from Alarr. Do all this, and you might survive.”
Then, Jadi wheeled her mount around and vanished through the hole in the roof with a furl of leathery wings and a flash of oiled leather and bronze.
Bri lifted her palm from her dravym’s neck, and held tight to the reins, and then her mount leaped into flight and soared through the hole after the others and into the blinding sunlight.
~
“I don’t know where she went,” Abis said. “She punched a man who came to examine her, and the captain had her taken away. That was the last I saw of her.”
Kael was still, containing his disappointment with effort. He felt as though he were falling.
Auberon was less restrained. He rose with a curse and paced to the rail that edged the tier of seats. He braced himself against it and put his head down a moment, and then he stalked back to the bench and threw himself down on it.
Abis rose nervously. “If you please, sir, I must be getting back.”
“Thank you,” Kael said, and paid her generously.
“It was her,” Auberon said hoarsely. “It was her, but we have no lead after this unless we find that foul captain. How can you be so calm? Here—someone in this arena must know something. I’ll search every mind until—”
Kael seized Auberon’s wrist. “Sit down,” he ground out. “Control yourself.”
“Then give me a sword, if you won’t free my hands,” Auberon hissed. “I will go to the docks myself and make someone talk.”
“Impetuousness will get us nowhere,” Kael replied. “Control yourself.”
Auberon glared at him. “Give me a sword and say that again.”
“I certainly don’t trust you with steel right now,” replied Kael coolly. “Now, sit. I’m expecting an informant.”
Trumpets sounded, and riders on the backs of lizard-like creatures appeared from a hole in the sandy floor like wasps swarming from an underground nest.
“What are those creatures?” Kael asked a man sitting near them. “They aren’t dragons.”
“They’re called dravym,” the man answered, giving him a baffled look as if Kael had asked him something a child ought to know.
The trumpets blared again, and a booming voice began to narrate a story.
“What’s this?” Kael asked the man, who sighed heavily.
“A pageant before the games begin,” the other man said with a bored wave of his hand. “Something about the legend of the Austrisian dragonslayer and the Sighters.”
“Dragonsayer,” Auberon said. “Seekers.”
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” the man responded with a sniff. He leaned back in his seat and sipped his goblet with an air of irritation.
“Quiet, please,” a woman sitting below them commanded. “You’re being too loud.”
Kael and Auberon exchanged a glance.
The legend of the dragonsayer?
Ironic.
“The vile Seekers appeared, spreading their poisonous magic across the land,” the speaker’s voice boomed as the story continued to play out before them. “They thought they were the most powerful mages in the world, but they were no match for the dragonsayer and his dragon fire!”
A rider detached from the rest and landed in front of the actors in the gray cloaks. The rider dismounted and threw a fistful of red powder at the Seekers, who collapsed as the colored dust bloomed across the sand like smoke from a bomb.
“The Seekers died in agony at the fire that leaped from the dragonsayer of Austrisia’s mouth!” the speaker cried.
The crowd cheered as the rider portraying the dragonsayer lifted his fists in triumph.
“Well, isn’t this delightful,” Auberon muttered with a roll of his eyes. “And so accurate. Can we leave now? We’ve talked to the girl.”
“Hush,” the woman beside them hissed, giving him a look of annoyance. “I’m trying to listen to the story. Some of us still appreciate culture and history.”
“Madam,” Auberon responded. “This is utter nonsense. You would be better off listening to the sound of piss against a wall.”
She drew her cloak more tightly around her body, her look aghast. “Sir, this is no fiction. This is a historical reenactment!”
Auberon’s fingers twitched, and Kael laid a restraining hand on his wrist.
“Indeed,” he said to the woman in a kind, calm voice. “So instead of quarreling, let us return our attention to it.”
She huffed and shifted away from them on the bench, and Auberon shook off Kael’s hand with a scowl.
“It isn’t as if I was going to attack her,” he grumbled.
Kael appeared unconvinced.
The trumpets played again, and the play was over. The woman threw them another wrathful look as the riders circled the arena in tight formation before the beginning of the game.
“I’m growing impatient, Monarchist,” Auberon muttered.
But Kael wasn’t listening. He was looking at one of the riders with his brows drawn together and his eyes narrowed.
~
Bri scanned the arena as she clung to the dravym’s reins and followed the rider in front of her. The wind blowing in her eyes made them water, and she was up much higher than she’d been when she’d ridden inside the launching room during Jadi’s lesson. Looking down made her stomach tighten, so she kept her eyes up. The crowd surrounding them was a blur that she ignored. Her attention was on the net over the top of the arena—could she somehow hack her way through it before the archers posted around the top of the stadium shot her down?
She was strung tight, but not afraid. She was too focused.
The scab over her memory prickled and crackled with the dravym swirling around her above and below. She felt threaded with a strange power that licked across her bones and whispered in her blood. She could feel the memories at the edges of her mind like shadows of monsters just below the surface of dark water. Something sharp and strong sparked inside her as the trumpets called, declaring the game’s beginning.
The other riders fanned across the arena, casting swooping shadows over the sand. Bri’s dravym made to follow, but she held it back, studying the others, remembering the broken and bleeding riders she’d seen carried back from games and Jadi’s words to keep flying a circuit in the air.
Her only goal was to survive.
Alarr was playing aggressively, forcing dravym and riders to swerve and dive to avoid the claws of his mount. When he was distracted with the turquoise team, Jadi and her dravym shot toward the gold nest in a desperate bid for the team’s ball.
Alarr saw her and wheeled. Jadi appeared too focused to notice him cutting up toward her from underneath.
He was going to knock her straight off her dravym.
“Jadi!” Bri screamed, but the red team leader didn’t hear her above the roar of the crowd and the playing of those damned trumpets.
Bri hissed a curse under her breath and abandoned her path around the arena as Jadi had ordered.
She intercepted Alarr’s descent, her dravym snapping at his. Alarr wheeled on her and drew a knife from his belt. It flashed in the sunlight, an illegal piece in the game, and Bri’s eyes focused on it as a stab of strange longing went through her.
Alarr lunged to cut the bridle from her dravym, and instead of shying away, she grabbed his arms, grappling with him in the middle of the sky for the knife. He grunted in shock and tried to incapacitate her with an elbow to the face as she’d done when they’d met. She dodged, every movement instinctive and fluid as if she’d practiced this. As if she had fought hand to hand with men in the sky before.
The knife slipped from Alarr’s fingers and fell between them. Bri reached to grab it, and Alarr used the moment to slam his fist into her stomach. She reeled back, and he drove his dravym into hers, knocking the beast back. The dravym wheeled around each other, and Alarr drew another blade from his boot and swung at Bri’s neck.
She yanked her dravym back, and they went tumbling back, but not before she grabbed Alarr’s reins, bringing him down with her.
The hit a balcony halfway up from the arena floor, the dravym smashing benches as they rolled across the stone. She flew from her saddle and hit the ground hard, pain shooting through her neck and shoulder, but she barely felt it. The crowd screamed with excitement, leaping out of the way as the dravym lunged for each other. Bri’s helmet had broken; she wrenched it off and tossed it aside as she rose. The wind caught her hair and streamed it behind her. Her ears were ringing from the impact.
Where was Alarr?
Then, his hands closed around her throat, and he threw her to the ground and slammed a boot against her chest.
~
Auberon jumped to his feet as the riders crashed into the seats two tiers below them. Beside him, Kael had also risen. They moved in unison to the rail, and Auberon’s heart was in his throat, for there was something familiar about the smaller rider, the color of the dark curly hair that flowed from beneath her helmet as it came off, the way she struggled as the bigger rider grabbed her in a stranglehold.
Could it be—?
Kael grasped the rail with both hands and leaned over. “Can you see?” he demanded with a note of desperation his voice.
Auberon was trying. The brawnier rider kept blocking his view, and people were crowding at the balcony below, but—
“Kael,” Auberon shouted as the smaller rider wriggled out from beneath the boot of her attacker, and he caught a glance of her face. Joy burst in his chest. He almost laughed aloud, but it came out as a sound halfway between a strangled cry and a sob.
It was their girl. Their dragon girl. It was her! Alive, and here right beneath their noses.
For a moment, he didn’t know what to do.
“Quickly, Ari,” Kael cried, and then the Monarchist leaped over the rail in a swirl of cloak and dropped to the balcony below, landing in a crouch. Roused from his stupor by Kael’s use of his nickname, Auberon followed, hitting the ground with slightly less grace. Kael strode to the second rail and pushed aside the patrons leaning over to gawk at the fight below. He leaped, and Auberon followed.
“Out of the way,” the Seeker growled when one man tried to block his path.
The man tried to mount a protest, but Auberon pressed a hand to his forehead and knocked him out cold with a burst of Seeker magic.
Sighters indeed. He’d show them what a Seeker could do when properly angry.
Auberon threw himself over the second rail and landed next to a shattered bench. The crowd here had cleared away and watched nervously from beneath the awnings. Shadows swooshed overhead from the circling winged beasts and their riders. The crowd across the arena roared. But all Auberon could see or hear was Briand.
The larger rider grabbed Briand by the hair and dragged her to the edge of the balcony. He dangled her over the side, and she grabbed the rail with both hands, hanging by her fingertips. Kael reached him first and knocked him back. The rider, not expecting this, fell back without resistance, and Kael dropped to his knees, grabbed the man by the front of the shirt, and pummeled him with his fist repeatedly.
“Ari!” he shouted, his face laced with the closest thing to panic Auberon had ever heard from the Monarchist.
Auberon ran to the rail and seized Briand’s outstretched hand the same moment she began to fall. His hand caught hers, and as their fingers touched, a blinding rush of power shot through him like lightning, down his arm, through his palm, and into hers. Auberon screamed at the pain.
As a scorch of magic passed through him, Briand’s eyes snapped open wide, and she gasped.
~
As soon as the man in the gray cloak’s hand closed over Bri’s, a searing blast of power shot into her fingers, up her wrist, and through the rest of her body like a fire-treated sword plunged beneath her skin. She was like a brand, a match. No, a powder keg.
And she ignited.
For a moment, she couldn’t hear or see anything. Her skin was singed. Her thoughts flattened like trees knocked down by a cyclone. Her vision drowned in white light. It was as if she was floating in a salt water pool, surrounded by gray clouds of mist. Bri felt nothing, saw nothing, heard nothing.
One exhale, one dangling blink of empty white and reeling pain, and then, it all came rushing back with a howl. The clouds were violently scalded away as the sky peeled back, chased by tongues of fire. A million memories converged on her at once, spiraling through her mind. She screamed, but it was a scream of triumph. She locked eyes with the man hanging over the rail above her, the man keeping her from falling to the floor of the arena. Long hair, pale eyes, a cold mouth set with fear.
A word rose from deep within her.
Auberon.
“Pull me up, Ari,” she gasped.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

AUBERON’S FACE BRIGHTENED like the sun after a hurricane. He seized her other arm and pulled her over the rail and into his arms. He pressed his face against her hair and wrapped her in a crushing hug.
“Dragon girl,” he whispered, and then he pulled back and looked into her face. “You remember? You know who I am? You know who you are?”
Who she was.
Briand. Her name wasn’t Bri, it was Briand Varryda.
She almost sobbed as the knowledge coursed through her mind.
She remembered.
It was all crashing through her now, a waterfall turning into a deluge, into a flood, an ocean—a lifetime of memories unleashed all at once in a glorious agony of relief. Climbing the walls of her uncle’s estate. Losing her father. Dubbok games with soldiers, climbing trees in the forest. Drinking the poison to save Bran. Summoning dragons at Barrow Bridge. Gillspin. Thief-queen. Capture. Faster and faster, her memories unspun, flashing before her. Auberon’s interrogation. Stealing away from the castle in the dead of night. Kael—
Kael.
She wrenched away with his name on her lips. Auberon let her go.
“Kael!”
She screamed it.
Kael turned from where he was still kneeling over Alarr. Their gazes collided. All the sound sucked from the air, and Briand felt her heart crash against her ribs as she took a step toward him.
Kael let Alarr drop to the ground as he staggered to his feet as if in a trance. His mouth moved in the shape of her name. His eyes scorched hers. The wind caught his hair and the edge of his cloak, whipping them, and his throat convulsed as he swallowed.
He took a step, she took a step, and then they were running, and they locked their arms around each other. Briand’s fingers twisted in Kael’s hair, and his hands cradled her face. And they were kissing like starving beggars tasting bread. They were fire touched to a parched forest. He was home at the end of the longest journey in history, and she was the prodigal returned, and he was lost, and she had found him. Briand felt tears on her cheeks, and she didn’t know if they were Kael’s or hers, for they were both weeping. All she could see was his face. The rest of the world fell away. Even the deluge of memories sweeping back over her quieted. She and Kael were alone in a sacred space bound by love.
“I remembered you,” she gasped against his lips. “Even though I couldn’t remember anything at all about who I was or where I came from, still, I dreamed of you. Somehow, I knew you existed, and the lack of you was the worst grief. Your eyes haunted me, and your voice was in my waking thoughts.” She leaned closer, and their lips brushed as she spoke. “Kael of Estria, you’ve sunk into the very fiber of who I am, and even amnesia cannot take you away.”
“My darling,” Kael whispered back, his eyes searching hers with every word he spoke. “I’ve died every day that we were apart. When I thought you were gone forever, I was a desperate man. Never die again. I love you. I love you.”
A laugh wrenched from her throat. “I promise I’ll live forever if you’re with me.”
“Marry me,” he breathed, pulling back and staring into her eyes as if he could draw the answer from her soul. “Marry me, my wild, courageous Catfoot. My guttersnipe thief-queen. My heart.”
Then, Auberon was at Briand’s side, pulling at her arm.
“We’ve got some additional company headed our way,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “I think it’s best we take this conversation elsewhere unless you’d like to have it in a cell. Or maybe you’d like to finally trust me with some steel, Monarchist?”
Briand looked. The arena’s guards, bristling with armor and weaponry, were rushing toward them from three different directions. The nearest one had already reached the steps, and he drew his weapon with a sharp rasp of metal against sheath that made her hair stand on end with anticipation.
In answer, Kael tossed Auberon his sword.
The Monarchist and the Seeker locked eyes, and Auberon gave him a tight nod and a ghost of a smile before he whirled to engage the guard. Their swords clashed together with a teeth-rattling clang. The crowd watching warily laughed, and a few clapped. It was unclear whether they thought this was another part of the dragonsayer pageant from before.
The crowd let up a cry as Auberon thrust his blade up with a jerk, yanking the sword from the astonished guard’s hands and throwing it to Kael. He gave a howl of delight when Kael snatched it from the air.
“It worked! I can’t wait to see Nath’s face when—”
“Stay focused now,” Kael shouted, and Auberon returned his attention to the advancing guards.
“Have you been teaching him swordplay?” Briand demanded.
Kael turned to meet the armed men rushing up the other set of stairs. “I had to do something to keep him from killing us all. And to keep Nath from killing him.”
“Kael, watch out!” Briand cried as she saw Alarr lurch to his feet from where he’d lain on the ground. The rider’s mouth curled as he looked at them, and he seized a jagged piece of debris and brandished it with a guttural snarl as he launched himself at Briand.
Kael whirled, his hand on his sword, but Briand was faster. She snatched a knife from Kael’s belt and threw it with eye-watering accuracy.
The blade pierced Alarr’s sleeve and yanked it back, pinning the cloth against the rail of the balcony.
“You’re just a little rat,” Alarr rasped at Briand. He yanked the knife from his shirt and staggered up. “I don’t know who you think you are, but—”
“Oh, I’m far more than a rat,” Briand said, a smile tracing her lips. She reached out with her mind for the dravym and found Alarr’s circling restlessly in the air overhead. The creature came with one tug of her mind in its direction. It landed beside her right shoulder and blew a blast of air contemptuously at Alarr, who struggled and failed not to appear terrified.
The guards retreated a little way.
“What—?” he began, his eyes darting from Briand to the dravym. “How did you do that?”
“You,” Briand said as she reached up to rest a hand comfortably on the dravym’s neck, “are a bully. You prey on the weakest, and you think it makes you strong. It makes you weak. You’re weak when you can’t admit your failings, when you can’t ask for help, when you have to push others around and make them bleed so they won’t question you. So they won’t notice how you don’t know how to control your own dravym, let alone yourself.”
Alarr swallowed hard, and his throat bobbed. He opened his mouth.
“I’m not finished yet,” Briand cried. “You revere the dragonsayer, but you are everything the dragonsayer would hate. You are brutish and small-minded. You are cruel to your animal. And you don’t want to help others—you only want to help yourself. The dragonsayers were about changing the world to make it better. You’re doing everything you can to make it worse.”
Alarr spat at her, and Briand flicked a suggestion of a thought at his dravym, who leaped over her shoulder and thrust its face close to Alarr’s. It snarled once, and Alarr shot a terrified glance between Briand and the dravym.
“M-make it stop,” he pleaded.
Briand smiled with all her teeth, and Alarr shuddered. “Say it,” she commanded.
“Dragonsayer,” he ground out. It wasn’t a question. He was sure.
She gave him another of her fiercest smiles. “Say please.”
Alarr’s look was one of pure loathing. “Please,” he hissed.
“As delightful as this is,” Auberon said, panting as he reached them, “—and I do mean it when I say delightful, after that wretched characterization of the Seekers in the play we watched before the game—we really must be going. The guards—”
He was right. He and Kael and incapacitated the first batch, but reinforcements were only one tier above them and closing in fast. And they were heavily outnumbered this time.
“What’s the fastest way out of here?” Briand asked the men as she turned to scan the arena for any other signs of threats. She saw archers along the roof, their arrows glinting in the sun as they took aim.
“We came in through a tunnel,” Kael said. “Down there.” He pointed toward the sandy arena floor.
“I have an idea,” Briand said. “Do you two trust me?”
“Implicitly,” Kael said.
“Er, yes?” Auberon frowned, suspicious. “Sometimes. Not when you have that look in your eye, though. Why?”
“Climb on.” She grabbed the reins of Alarr’s dravym and hoisted herself into the saddle.
“Now, come on—” Auberon protested as Kael swung himself up after Briand, his cloak blowing in the wind. “You can’t be serious. Ride that thing?”
The dravym punctuated the Seeker’s protest with a snarl and a snap of its fearsome jaws.
“Hurry, Ari,” Briand urged. “The guards!”
Kael reached down a hand, and Auberon clasped it with an exaggerated sigh and a roll of his eyes. “If it eats me, I’m holding you personally responsible.”
Kael pulled him up into the saddle, and then Briand touched her thoughts to the dravym’s—it was much simpler and easier than using reins—and they were flying. Kael slid his arms around her waist, and Auberon made an unholy howling sound of fright and grabbed Kael by the belt.
“If I fall, Monarchist,” he hissed, “we’re going down together.”
But his words lacked venom.
Briand looked over her shoulder and saw the guards taking aim with their weapons. She reached out with her mind to the other dravym circling above, bracing herself for a stab of agony from the effort, but she felt no pain, only strength and purpose. It was as if the blow from the dragon to her mind had sealed the cracks and forged a stronger, better dragonsayer.
Briand focused the whole of her attention onto the rest of the dravym, and the air filled with a rushing sound, and the sun winked out as a flood of wings and scales streaked from the sky and converged on the guards behind them.
Briand’s dravym swooped into the tunnel as the guards in front of it leaped out of the way, and the crowd behind them erupted in a roar.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

BY NIGHTFALL, THE tunnels below the arena were still in complete confusion. Rumors flew thick and fast. Some were saying Bri was a long-lost princess who’d been rescued by her devoted bodyguards. Others claimed she was an assassin or a pirate queen. But most—including Jadi—knew what must be the truth.
Dragonsayer.
The word felt impossible on Jadi’s lips as she repeated it to herself, but she knew what she’d seen.
She sat on the bronzed disk in the launching chamber, below the circle of starred sky, and imagined again and again the way the dravym had curled in unison toward the arena floor. Perfect synchronization, like a swirl of flower petals caught in the same whirlwind. She could still feel the sing of wonder and terror that had flowed across her limbs as her dravym had turned its head against the reins, taken the bit in its teeth, and dived for the guards converging on the three fleeing with Alarr’s dravym.
And she could still taste her unexpected triumph when they’d vanished in a scuttle of sinewy wings and a lash of tail through the access tunnel for spectators, leaving broken doors and bewildered guards in their wake. The game had been over then, the crowd stirred to a fever of incredulous shouts and frenzied chanting for more, the remainder of the riders struggling to regain control of their dravym as they circled in confusion. Alarr had crawled to the rail of the balcony and spat blood and teeth over the side with a bellow of unbridled fury, and no one was sorry for him.
He had been dethroned by the girl he’d called a rat in front of an entire stadium of observers.
It was anyone’s guess now where Bri and her rescuers had gone. Jadi only hoped that wherever it was, they’d already made it far away from here. Would they take the dravym with them, or set the creature loose in the sky? She squinted at the stars, her heart beating faster as she imagined seeing a dark shape block them out.
She hoped the dravym didn’t come back. She’d heard once that the wild dravym lived in caves at the border of Bhan and its neighboring nation, Dhaxi, and that the mother dravym sang purring songs to lull their young to sleep, and that young dravym chased each other through the sky with the boisterous delight of kittens. That they mated for life and buried their dead in caves.
Maybe Alarr’s mount would find its way home again and live in peace in a cave with other wild dravym. She liked to imagine it happy in a blue sky.
At least that way, someone from the arena was free.
Jadi was still sitting beneath the circle of sky, lost in her ponderings, when she was aroused from her musings by the knock at the door used for briberies and late-night arrivals of prostitutes. She heard the scurry of bare feet as a servant responded, and then, Dahra’s authoritative tread through the tunnels a few minutes later. Jadi rose to her feet and stole her way down the hall until she was within earshot of Dahra and the visitor, and she listened with her breath held between her teeth and her heart clamoring because she had a feeling that this might have something to do with Bri.
She squeezed her fingers into fists, praying that her friend hadn’t been captured.
A man stood in the shadows of the hall, facing Dahra. A dark cloak obscured his face except for where a sliver of moonbeam touched his mouth, illuminating it. He had sumptuous lips, like a prince, and they were haughty with a sneer. Most were cowed by Dahra, but this man was clearly not.
“I trust you will find this compensation for the loss of the creature adequate,” he said. “As we will not be returning it.” He spoke with the confidence of someone who is used to having others shrink away from the sound of their voice, even though his voice was smooth and cultured, like a lord’s.
“And for the loss of my rider?” Dahra demanded, weighing the bag of coins in her hand. “For the damage done to the arena?”
“Your rider was taken into this country against her will and enslaved as an entertainer in what my sources tell me is an illegal practice called debt purchasing. Be content to know that she will not be exacting revenge upon you for your part in the matter.”
He spoke with such censure that Dahra withered a little beneath his contemptuous gaze. Then, the man’s eyes shifted to Jadi. She froze, caught, and he said, “There’s more. She sent additional gold, enough to pay the debt of anyone who wishes to leave and come with her.”
Jadi’s breath caught.
Perhaps Bri was a princess, then. How could she have access to such wealth? And who was this luxurious-lipped man with the airs like a lord who delivered messages for her?
“I hardly think anyone here—” Dahra began, but then Jadi was stepping forward, words leaping from her lips before she could think to stop herself.
“I want to go.”
Their gazes shifted to her, pinning her to the spot. Dahra’s stare was poisonous. The man’s was measuring, curious.
“And your name?” he asked.
“Jadi.”
He smiled with a faint twitch of his mouth. “She hoped you would.”
Jadi felt a warmth spread through her. But then Dahra moved like she was going to strike her, and Jadi shrank back, but the man in the cloak intercepted the older woman with a hand on her wrist. Dahra winced, shuddered, and was still almost as if she had been frozen.
“Oh, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he breathed. And a shudder passed through Jadi, for his voice hinted at things from nightmares. She had a flash of a thought of cold stone staircases leading down in endless spirals, of flickering torches against dripping walls, of serpentine shadows.
“Go and tell the others,” the man in the cloak commanded. “Quickly. There isn’t much time.”
Jadi did as he said, her pulse drumming as she ran through the tunnels and into the cavernous launching room, her footsteps slapping in the silence. The dravym fluttered as she rushed past them and burst into the sleeping rooms of the red team.
They listened with furrowed brows and intense gazes as she spilled the story of what the man had said. Some shook their heads and muttered, but others got up to join her.
She went to tell the other teams. Alarr threw his boot at her, but Toh listened with curiosity.
“Are you sure you aren’t going into some sort of trap?” he asked, because it was all of their nature to be suspicious after the time they’d spent in the arena.
“I have to do this,” she answered, and Toh pressed a hand against hers in answer.
“And you?” she asked, a little sorry and a little desperate.
“With you gone, I’ll rise in the ranks even faster,” he replied with a wink to soften his words.
When Jadi returned with those who followed her, the man in the cloak looked them over impassively, and then asked, “Is this all, then?”
Jadi nodded. She had a lump in her throat so big she didn’t know if she could make a sound. Her heart was beating against her ribs like the wings of a caged bird.
The man tossed the coins down and told them to go, or stay and follow him. He didn’t care.
Jadi pointed at the manacle around her ankle, and the man gave Dahra a light tap on the wrist.
“Unlock them,” he said.
Dahra obeyed wordlessly, her face was tight with anger. When she’d finished, and the last manacle lay open on the floor, the man in the cloak told them with impatience once more, “Go then! Unless any of you want to come with me?”
No one did. They vanished through the door and into the night.
All except Jadi.
The cloaked man looked her over, and once again, she had a sense of dungeons and strange magic. It was a taste like grit in her teeth.
“Come,” he said, and she followed him across the threshold and into the darkened streets.
~
A single torch burned on the deck of the ship that was their destination when Jadi and the man in the cloak reached the docks. The sky was ablaze with stars, and the streets around them quiet, and Jadi could hear her heartbeat in the stillness as she followed the man in the cloak up a gangplank and onto the ship. Her feet hesitated at the deck as she searched the shadowy recesses for signs of pirates, or slavers, or some other monstrous fate.
One of the shadows detached from the door to the captain’s cabin and came forward. When the figure stepped into the circle of golden light cast by the torch, Jadi smiled in sharp relief.
“Bri,” she said, glad and anxious at once. “What is all this? What’s going on?”
The young woman took Jadi’s hands in hers. “I remember now,” she said quietly. “My name is Briand Varryda. This—” She indicated the man in the cloak. “—is Auberon. My friend.”
The man called Auberon flicked his gaze to Briand’s, and Jadi thought that there was something more there than mere friendship, but it seemed tangled and uncertain.
“Are you some kind of princess?” Jadi asked, thinking of all that gold Auberon had strewn across the floor at Dahra’s feet.
“A sort of queen, actually,” Briand answered with a trace of amusement.
A queen. Jadi had a million questions. She started with the one that had been gnawing at her mind for the last half of a day. “Is it true? Are you a… a dragonsayer?” She said the last word in a whisper, with a hesitant reverence coloring her voice. And she blushed, because she was giddy with hope.
“It’s true,” Briand said, and she tipped her head to the side as she smiled. She seemed to fit into her own skin more now that she remembered herself, Jadi mused.
“But,” Briand added, “the truth isn’t as thrilling as people seem to think. I can’t breathe fire, for one thing. Dragons can break your mind and take away your memory, as I’ve discovered. I’m an international pawn in the hands of various rulers. And there were an awful lot of snakes in the beginning.”
“Snakes,” Jadi repeated, latching onto the most concrete and digestible of the facts her friend had revealed. Her mind spun.
This was too much. She couldn’t fathom it.
“There have been a lot of snakes in Nyr too,” Auberon muttered.
“What?” Briand said, her brows drawing together as she turned to him. “Who—?”
“Crispin.”
“Crispin!” she cried. “Lords help us all. I’m going to skin him alive.”
“Later,” Auberon said, flicking his eyebrows as if he had juicy gossip to deliver. “There’s a lot left to tell you about what’s happened since you’ve left, dragon girl, but seven hells, let’s get out of here first.”
Another figure appeared like a ghost from the darkness and approached the light, and when the flickering gold of the torch illuminated him, Jadi saw a handsome, hardened man with a face like flint. He looked at Briand like she was the sun and he a vine desperate for the light. No, she looked at him that way. And Auberon looked up at the sky and sighed as if he were impatient and annoyed at it all, but Jadi was not fooled. She saw the flicker of his fingers, the tremble at the ends of his lips before he brushed the heel of his hand across them.
“Kael of Estria,” the second man introduced himself. His handshake was firm, and he spoke to her as an equal. Jadi liked him at once.
“What happened to the dravym?” she asked then.
“The beast is below,” Auberon said. “Along with half a ton of meat to feed it till we reach Nyr.”
“Nyr?” Jadi was mystified. “The Serpentine Isle? We’re not going to Austrisia?”
Briand smiled thinly. “Austrisia eventually, my friend. But first, we have a few things to take care of.”




CHAPTER FORTY

THE NIGHT WAS silent except for the sound of water breaking against the hull of the ship as Briand stood at the rail, watching the dark sea slide by beneath a sky brilliant with stars. In the distance, lightning jumped from cloud to cloud, and she could smell the scent of a storm, but it was moving in the opposite direction from them. She closed her eyes and relished the peacefulness of the moment, with the dip of the ship below her and the scent of freedom all around her.
The others were sleeping—Kael and Auberon in the captain’s cabin, Jadi below near the dravym, to keep it company she’d said, although Briand had the feeling that Jadi wanted the dravym’s familiar sleep sounds of rustling wings and guttural, lizardy clucking just as much.
As she thought about it, the fact that Kael and Auberon were willing to share a sleeping space without pulling knives on each other astonished her, but they had shown up working together to rescue her, so stranger things had already happened. She was desperately curious about what had transpired with them, but it was only part of the mountain of questions she had about everything since she’d been gone. There hadn’t been time to sit and talk, not since the escape. They’d had plans to execute, and their route home to plot, and officials to avoid… and getting a dravym unseen onto a ship in broad daylight had taken the kind of cleverness one might expect from a Monarchist spy, a thief-queen, and a renegade Seeker on the run.
Now, though, they were presently safe, and the air was quiet, and so Briand’s mind was a cacophony of thoughts that she’d been keeping at bay all day. The memories that had been unleashed upon her roamed through her consciousness restlessly, and she kept recalling things with little jolts of sorrow or joy. And something else—the cracks in her mind that had been caused by improper use of dragonsaying magic were gone. Somehow, they’d been mended, as if the searing of her memories by the dragon had smoothed everything over. She doubted that had been the dragon’s intent, but she was breathless with gratitude not to feel the fissures of pain when she reached out with her dragonsaying abilities to test them. In the water far below, she felt the slithery brush of ancient minds diving into fathoms deep, and no agony chased in the wake of their touch of consciousness to hers.
She shivered.
She felt Kael’s presence even though he approached as silently as a panther, and she turned her head toward him, eyelids still shut, waiting for his embrace.
When he stayed a step back, Briand opened her eyes and looked at him.
The wind caught his hair and blew it across his cheekbones and forehead, but still, he gazed at her steadily. The dark drenched him in shadow, with only the glitter of his gaze reflecting the starlight. She saw the outline of him move as he exhaled.
Her questions pressed close, begging to be aired, but she held them back. She drank in the sight of him. He was here before her, and she remembered their last conversation and the hot, angry words they’d spoken to each other, but she also remembered with crystalline clarity every loving moment they’d ever shared, and the painful beauty of what they had and what they might still have made her throat close and her neck prickle. She felt like the sea below them, restless and seething with things deep inside. She wanted to touch him, but she didn’t yet dare. She wanted to trace the lines of grief that had embedded themselves deep in his face and put her lips to his troubled forehead and jaw, which was tightening with some emotion he held in check.
She wanted to hold him and let him let go. He was always holding tight to everything inside. She loved him—the knowledge of it was like a star in her chest, burning bright and hot, threatening to shoot light through her eyes and fingertips and mouth—and she wanted him.
But she waited for him to speak.
“I can hardly believe you’re real,” Kael said finally, voice soft as a caress. “I dreamed that I found you so many times since…” He paused and turned his face toward the sea. His throat moved as he swallowed words of sorrow. “Watching you disappear below the waves in the jaws of the dragon was the blackest moment of my life. When you didn’t return, I…”
Words failed him, and he shook his head.
Briand ached to put her hands on his. She held herself still, letting him speak. She remembered his words at the arena and hoped that he still meant them, but hope felt like an audacious thing in this intimate darkness with Kael standing facing away from her, his jaw tight with things he had not yet put into words. Was he going to tell her that he served the prince, and could not love her? Was he going to recant his earlier whispers?
Kael faced her. His eyes were black with sorrow and pain.
“I hated myself for not letting you know exactly how I cared for you when you’d been right in front of me. Losing you split my world in two,” he said, each word brought forth slowly and painfully, as if dredged from deep inside him. As if mined from a secret place in his soul.
“Kael—”
He brushed her hand with his, hesitant, reaching. She turned her palm over and laced her fingers between his, and they both stared at their hands for a moment. A bright burning joy slid up Briand’s arm and lodged in her chest.
“I meant what I said in the arena,” Kael whispered. “I want to be your husband.”
He hesitated, and she spoke the words she knew he was thinking.
“Can you be my husband and still serve Jehn?”
Kael’s lashes lowered over his scorching gaze. “I don’t—”
Suddenly, she was afraid. Afraid of losing him after finding him again. Afraid of what sort of words might come next, and so she cut him off, speaking hastily. “I’m not asking you to break your oath. I know what duty means to you, Kael, and I love you for who you are.”
Kael began again, “I know, but—”
Still, she didn’t let him finish. She shook her head. “Perhaps we could make it work. You don’t have to share my political goals to be my husband after all—look at Jehn and the queen of Nyr—”
“My darling,” Kael said, with patient exasperation. “Will you let me finish first?”
Briand looked at him and was quiet, waiting. Her heart pounded.
“I want to be not only your husband. I want to be your partner in your schemes, your compatriot in struggle, you dearest friend, and your closest advisor,” he said, stepping closer and pressing his forehead against hers. “It has driven me mad to watch you rise like a star in the heavens and not be able to urge you to greater heights with whatever skills or resources I might have, not that you’ve needed much help.”
She started to speak but restrained herself. She wanted to hear every word he was saying.
“I want to not only marry you, Briand, but support you with every fiber of my being,” Kael breathed. “I want to swear to you my loyalty, not just in body and heart, but in mind too.” He lifted one hand to brush his fingers along her jaw. Briand leaned into him, and he sighed. “When I discovered that you were still alive, I read every book I could procure on the subject of the honorable discharging of oaths. Leave it to me, and I will make it happen somehow. That is, if you’ll have me?”
She pulled away and looked into his eyes. “Kael of Estria, I would be honored to be called your wife.”
And then she kissed him.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

THE MAYOR OF Gillspin had declared an extra tax on the farmers’ crops, and Crag and Quill speculated that it was due to the boldness of the Scarlet Blade in recent weeks. Cait might have been cowed by this before, but now, the tax only deepened her resolve. She would spread scarlet across the entire countryside, one frightened orphan and hungry farmer at a time.
It gave her a vicious satisfaction to think of the mayor fretting and raging in his fancy house, and that satisfaction lessened the grief and worry she felt about Briand, and so she gave herself over to it with a passion. With the help of several of the thieves, she prepared vats of steaming red dye and colored every scrap of spare cloth in the thief quarters. She sewed patchwork red cowls and cloaks for all the thieves. Everyone would wear red. They’d flood the countryside with it.
She was busy cutting up strips and squares of red for patches when one of Nath’s orphans—oh, it pained her to think about Nath, how they all missed him and his obnoxious rants about history—found her and cried that she needed to come at once. Cait jumped up and followed the boy at a run.
When she reached the dining hall, she found a knot of thieves, including Crag and Lark, all of them bright-eyed with excitement.
“What’s going on?” she asked, scanning their faces.
“The people are marching on Gillspin,” Lark cried. “They’re revolting against the mayor! You’ve spurred them to it!”
“What?” The words failed to make immediate sense. How could she have inspired them to rise up against their oppressors? “But… I wield a needle, not a knife or a sword. You must be mistaken.”
In answer, Crag pointed upward, where a few cracks of light shone through the wooden ceiling to the alleyway above.
Cait listened, and she could hear chanting as if a distant horde were shouting something in unison. She grabbed a cloak and hurried for the exit with a gaggle of thrilled orphans trailing behind her.
When they reached the street, people were streaming past carrying shovels, staffs, and pitchforks. They all wore red, most in patches on their clothing, though some had painted the color across the fabric and across their hair and faces. The words they shouted echoed through the streets.
“Red gives us courage! Drown Tarcus Melwith in red! Together, we make a mighty blade!”
Cait hoisted herself into the back of a cart to see better.
All she could see was red.
The crowd surged, and as she climbed down from the wagon, she was swept along with it like a leaf in a flood. The people chanted and sang as they moved through the streets, and Cait was pulled with them until they reached the mayor’s house.
Guards stood at the front, weapons clutched in their hands. The crowd booed and hissed and pelted the men with mud and small stones. Finally, the guards threw down their swords and fled, and the people gave a shout of triumph. A felled tree passed from hand to hand made it through the crowd, and they used it as a battering ram to throw open the doors. Then, the people streamed inside, filling the courtyard and surging into the house. They trampled the peonies and pulled down the chandeliers. Cait found herself pinned in a corner by the press of eager bodies, and she was frightened by the violent hunger she saw in some of the people’s eyes.
They found the mayor, hiding in the kitchen pantry, clutching a pan like a shield. They dragged him into the courtyard and threw him down on the stones, and Cait elbowed her way to the front of the action.
Tarcus Melwith lay in a heap on the ground, disheveled and pale, his fine silk shirt askew and his coat sleeves torn where the people had seized him and dragged him from his hiding place. He had a nasty cut above one eye that streamed blood down one side of his face.
“Let’s hang him by his cravat!” someone shouted, and the crowd roared.
Melwith let out a strangled sound and pressed his hands over his face as hands reached for him.
Cait flung herself in front of the mayor.
“We are not a mob,” she cried. Her heart slammed against her ribs, and her throat was as dry as a creek bed in drought, but she wore the scarlet, and she had courage, she had to have courage, and so she spoke even though her voice trembled. “We shouldn’t kill him!”
Faces regarded her, some with confusion, others with contempt. And some whispered that she was the Scarlet Blade, but others argued that she was just a girl.
Still, they quieted a little. They were listening.
“If we kill him,” Cait continued, “there will be worse repercussions.”
The people muttered, unconvinced, so she tried a different tack.
“If we let him live, but send him away, he’ll have to face the shame of it himself.”
The people seemed to like that. They nodded.
Cait exhaled.
In the end, the crowd found tar, and tore open a feather-stuffed pillow, and coated Melwith until he looked like a bedraggled chicken caught in a storm. Then, they bound his hands, set him on a horse, and sent the horse galloping out of town with a note pinned to his back that read,
THIS IS WHAT THE SCARLET BLADE DOES TO HER ENEMIES.
And when the ousted mayor disappeared into the distance, a great cry of triumph went up from those who had thrown him out, and they danced and sang and shouted.
But Cait dragged herself back to the thief-quarters, her head spinning, and sat down heavily at the dinner table.
What now?
She hoped fervently that Briand would return soon.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

THE SHIP DOCKED in Nyr at sunset, and Briand, Kael, Auberon, and Jadi were ushered into the palace by a back entrance with an escort of the queen’s shadow guard. The dravym stayed on the ship. Kael disappeared to speak to the prince, and Briand, Auberon, and Jadi were escorted to the Austrisian wing of the palace, where they were greeted by Tibus, Maera, and Bran.
Bran threw his arms around his cousin immediately, and Briand clung to him as tears rose in her eyes and a lump swelled in her throat.
“This is my fault,” Bran cried out when he drew back. “You came to Nyr for my sake.”
Briand put her hands on either side of his face. “If we’re assigning blame, I was the one who did not keep my promise to a dragon.”
Bran hugged her again. “Don’t do it again.”
“What, die?” Briand laughed.
“Lose your memory, anger a dragon, any of it.”
“I will try my hardest, cousin. I can’t say I don’t see angering dragons in my future, though.”
Then Tibus was beside them, and he crushed Briand in a hug and wiped moisture from his eyes with the back of his meaty hand. “It’s good to see you back, girlie,” he said gruffly. “We’ve missed you more than we can say.”
Briand looked over his shoulder as she embraced Maera next. “Where is Nath?” she inquired, a frown forming between her eyebrows.
“Gone,” Tibus said, his expression softening in understanding. “He was sent on a short mission for the prince.” The soldier paused, and then added quietly, “I think he’s afraid to face you.”
Briand blinked a few times—something seemed to have gotten in her eyes. She cast a look around the room, feeling lost for a moment.
Then, she was nearly knocked off her feet by Vox, who bounded in a circle around her, thinking happy thoughts of treats and belly rubs.
“Vox!” she cried. “I’ve missed you. Have you been good while I was away?”
The dracule made a purring sound in his throat to imply that yes, he had been a very good boy indeed, and at the same time, Crispin spoke up to say, “He hasn’t.”
“Hello, Crispin,” Briand said coolly. “I think you have some explaining to do.”
The lad, who had been lurking in the background with the look on his face of someone who had eaten questionable fish from a market stall and now regretted it, approached Briand and dropped to one knee in front of her.
Briand stared down at him. Crispin, who’d drunk the vial she’d stolen from Jehn and made himself into a new dragonsayer. She opened her mouth to speak, but he beat her to it. His voice came out high-pitched, squeaking with nervousness.
“Briand Varryda of Kyreia, thief-queen of Gillspin, bearer of the sacred dragonsayer blood,” he began.
“What in the bloody—” Auberon began from behind her.
Briand shot a look over his head at Maera and Tibus, who appeared equally baffled. Bran lifted his shoulder in a shrug.
“Crispin,” Briand began. “What—?”
“Please,” Crispin interrupted, putting a finger out to silence her. “Please permit me to confess my undying admiration and regard for your lineage, both past and future.”
“My lineage?” Briand repeated.
“What is this?” Jadi asked Auberon in the background, her expression baffled. “Some sort of dragonsayer greeting ceremony?”
“It’s the lad being insane, as usual,” Auberon answered. “I heard he once wiped himself with feverbeet leaves and almost died as a result—”
“In keeping with my devotion to that lineage,” Crispin said, soldiering on despite the confusion and amusement around him, “a lineage we now share, I must beg for your hand in marriage.”
Tibus burst out laughing in startled horror, and Maera’s lips twisted in a smile.
Briand recoiled, but Crispin, not to be deterred, lunged forward and seized her hand. He pressed his lips against her knuckles with the determination of a man endeavoring to eat a spider on a dare from his fellows. His face was pale except for two red spots, one on each cheek, and he was perspiring heavily.
“Together,” he said, mouth still mashed against her skin, “we can build a new dynasty of dragonsayers.”
Briand’s voice was low and cold. “Get your lips away from me, or I’ll sever them from your face.”
Crispin put distance between his mouth and Briand’s hand, but he did not release her. “Is that a refusal?” he asked.
Briand swore under her breath and wrenched her hand away while Tibus and Bran burst into raucous laughter. “Is this a joke, Feverbeet? What has possessed you to—?”
Crispin lurched to his feet in bewilderment. “It’s no joke.”
She gave him a withering stare, and he shrank away.
“Aren’t we supposed to get married?”
“Absolutely not,” she said. “Find some other woman and make her drink poison if you want a dragonsayer dynasty.”
Crispin’s face smoothed with relief as he pressed both hands to his chest. “Oh, thank the earth and the sky. I didn’t really want—I mean, I’m not sure we—I didn’t think I—”
“Would survive the wedding?” Auberon suggested helpfully from his place with Jadi at the back of the room.
Crispin gulped a breath. “No offense meant, Guttersnipe, but honestly, I am quite terrified of the thought of marrying you.”
“As well you should be,” Briand snapped as she stared at the place on her hand where he’d kissed her with a curl of her lip. But she was smiling a little as she added, “Ari is right—I would probably cut out your tongue before the first hour of matrimony was up.”
Crispin took a hasty step backward. “Well,” he said. “Let me once again, uh, express how glad I am that such a thing isn’t required. Marriage, I mean.”
Tibus and Bran were still giggling. Crispin shot them a look that promised death, and they only collapsed into a fresh fit of laughter.
“Ignore them, lad. That was quite brave, really,” Maera said. “It takes stones to offer one’s life and limb to any lady, let alone one who commands dragons and knives with equal dexterity. And many a man has been frightened by our thief-queen here.”
Crispin smiled at her gratefully. Tibus guffawed again, and Bran’s face was red with more suppressed laughter.
“It was a doomed endeavor anyway,” Briand said. “I’m, ah, already spoken for when it comes to marriage.”
The others stared at her in shock.
“Er, what’s that, dragonsayer?” Tibus asked, scratching his jaw. “You have a… betrothed?”
“Yes,” Briand answered gravely.
“When did this happen?” This was Maera, smiling widely.
“Recently,” Briand hedged.
“Is it one of your thieves?” Bran said, alarmed.
“He is not,” Briand said. “Though a thief would make a fine husband.”
“So, it’s a he, then,” Tibus said as if she’d revealed a great secret. When Briand arched her brow at him, he protested, “You haven’t given us much to go on. You never seemed to fancy anyone much. Can’t fault us for wondering, can you?”
“Does he know what a temper you have?” Bran asked, his brows drawing together in a concerned expression. “About your penchant for knives? Your ability to anger dragons?”
“He does,” Briand said with a lift of her chin. “Lords, Bran, do you think I’m going to murder my husband?”
“I just hope he is a good match for you, that’s all,” Bran said somberly. “You don’t have to marry, Bri. If this is for political reasons—”
“It’s for love,” she answered sharply.
Then, servants arrived with food, and they prepared the room for dinner. Nobody seemed to notice how Auberon gazed at Briand with a smoldering expression before he slipped from the room.
~
The Nyrian night sky was thick with clouds that hid the stars and the moon. Lanterns lit the darkness at intervals along the paths of the queen’s guard, glistening across the bridge that arched over the waters of the lake and formed a necklace across the neck of the queen the garden was designed to portray. It was here that Jehn stood, and it was here that his captain of the guard found him.
“Where are you guards, You Grace?” Kael asked. “If I could find you here without being stopped, so could an assassin.”
“You’ve returned,” Jehn said without turning around or answering his question. “Were you successful?”
“Yes,” Kael said. He stood a respectful distance from the prince, for the air felt oddly formal. Jehn seemed aloof and remote tonight. “We found her.”
The rigid way Jehn held his shoulders eased a pinch. He kept his eyes on the rippling waters of the lake. They were dark as a pirate’s prison cell at night.
“And her memories?”
“Recovered,” Kael said. “She knows who she is again.” He turned as if to leave, a note of rare frustration in his voice. “Jehn, your guards—”
“They are posted around the lake,” Jehn said. “I am not unguarded, Kael. I told them to let you through if you appeared. Stay. We are not finished.”
Kael waited. Jehn turned his head to look at him. His eyes glittered in the lantern light.
“And Briand has not decided to return to my service, I suppose, since she is not here with you to speak with me.”
“She continues to keep her alliance with your wife, and she plans to return to Gillspin immediately,” Kael said.
Jehn nodded. The wind blew across the lake and made the lantern light dance.
“There have been no more attacks on my life since you departed for Bhan,” the prince said after another pause. “I think your theory was correct—the attacker was going after you, not me. And I have had time to reflect while you’ve been away. I’ve made a decision.” Jehn tapped his fingers on the rail of the bridge. He kept his eyes on the water. “I am replacing you as captain of the guard.”
“Sir,” Kael said in surprise. “Have I failed you somehow?”
“Your talents are wasted here in Nyr, and you have become something of a risk to have around. With attacks being made on you, and some unknown plot against you, perhaps it is time that you left Nyr for good.” The prince spoke flatly, almost coldly.
Kael stood stiffly, his face betraying no emotion. “As my prince commands,” he said. “Where do you wish me to go?”
“I was thinking Tasglorn,” Jehn said, and Kael’s heart tumbled, but he said nothing. He waited, obedient and loyal, for the rest of the prince’s words.
“But then I had a better idea,” the prince said. “Northern Estria, where it meets Kyreia. There will be more refugees. And the dragonsayer is bound to cause more political concern there. I need a representative in Gillspin. Do you think you can handle that?”
“Yes, sir,” Kael said.
“But,” Jehn added as if as an afterthought, “the dragonsayer will never accept a Monarchist in her midst. I want to free you from your oath to me.”
“Sir?” Kael stared at him.
“It is only logical,” Jehn said. “Remove the danger against me, focus your talents elsewhere. You can be useful in this war, Kael, but I think you will be most useful if you are not attached to my court any longer. Your loyalty henceforth shall be your own to bestow. I release you from your promises to me with these words.”
Kael stared at the prince and gave a careful nod.
Jehn spared only one more look before he turned his back. “You should leave tomorrow, then. Appoint your replacement yourself; I trust your judgment completely on the matter.”
With that, Kael was dismissed.
~
Jehn stood motionless until Kael’s footsteps had faded, and then he put his head in his aching hand. He had not been certain that he would be able to keep his composure as he sent his friend away. But he had done it. He had managed to speak without grief. He had sounded cold, he knew, but that was for the best. He’d been afraid Kael would try to fight him on the matter, and his resolve would be shattered, but thankfully, his dearest friend had not questioned his decision.
The prince of Austrisia gazed at the water until his eyes blurred.
~
Auberon strode through the palace, unnoticed in his disguise from Bhan. No doubt the guards would surround him if they knew he was the Seeker who was a prisoner here before.
Briand’s reveal that she was engaged had struck him straight to the heart.
He had no doubt who it was.
He reached the door of the suite that had served as his and Jade’s cell, but no guards stood before it. He tried the handle, and the door opened.
Auberon threw it open and strode inside in a panic.
A woman stood in the center of the room. Waiting for him. She wore no crown or royal robes, but he recognized the queen of Nyr by her gaze of flint.
“I heard you were successful in your mission,” the queen said.
“Where is my sister?” Auberon demanded.
“Your sister is well. I had her moved to a more comfortable location so my physicians could better assist her. She is weak, Auberon.”
“She doesn’t need your assistance,” he snarled.
The queen tipped her head to the side. Her calmness was unnerving. “I am often given to lying, as are you, I’m told,” she said. “I would rather speak frankly with you now. You need my help, Seeker.”
“I don’t need anything from you—”
“Your sister’s health and mind are broken,” the queen interrupted. “You are both on the run as fugitives. Yes, I know all about it. I can offer protection and access to the best physicians and medicines. Under their care, your sister has already begun to sleep better.”
Auberon did not want to entertain her offer, but he found himself asking gruffly, “At what price do you extend such mercies?”
The queen’s smile was sharp as a knife. “I only ask that you and your sister help me when I need the assistance only a Seeker can give.”
“So,” Auberon said with a curl of his lip. “You want a magic slave.”
“An ally,” she countered. “Jehn and his Monarchists might not see your value, Auberon, but I do.”
A shudder went through him. He stared into her unreadable eyes and felt lost, but he drew on the full weight of his Seeker scorn and banished any vulnerability he felt. He flexed his fingers and said, “Let me see Jade.”
“Do we have an agreement?” the queen persisted. “I could always have you imprisoned again, but I don’t want to do that.”
Auberon stared her down. She didn’t flinch. She seemed forged from ice and stone.
He felt weary down to his bones. He might deny it, but Jade was sick, too sick for him to help, and they had been fleeing for far too long. They needed somewhere to go. And after his dragon girl’s announcement, he was only too willing for that somewhere to be here.
“I accept,” he said. “Now, let me see my sister.”




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

BRIAND SET OUT for the shores of Austrisia of the queen of Nyr’s blockade runner ships, with Tibus, Maera, Crispin, Vox, and Jadi accompanying her. When they reached sight of the Austrisian shore, Briand and Jadi flew ahead on the dravym, who had ridden on board the ship because it wouldn’t have been able to fly the distance between the two countries with a human on its back. The creature took to the skies eagerly after being cooped up inside the hold of the ship for days, and Briand was breathless at the sight of Austrisia from the air.
“It’s so green!” Jadi called against the wind where she rode behind Briand.
They traveled quickly by air, keeping away from the roads and villages lest they be seen, finally landing a few miles outside of Gillspin. Briand left Jadi and the dravym in a patch of forest and entered the city alone, dressed in a plain brown cloak and armed with a plan.
She was tired of hiding. She was going to dispatch the mayor once and for all, as soon as she rallied her thieves. She’d hold a blade to Talwith’s throat and make him declare her mayor instead, and then she’d—
Briand paused inside the gate and looked around. Scarlet banners hung from every lamppost and window, and the air was charged with something she couldn’t put a finger on. Then she realized—it was joy. People smiled and laughed as they went about their business.
What had happened?
She was halfway to the thief-quarters when she spotted Cait. Briand grabbed the young noblewoman by the wrist and pulled her into a nearby alleyway. Cait fought back, and Briand reached up and yanked off her hood.
“Briand!” Cait cried. She put both hands to her cheeks. “You’re here! When I got the mechbird, I thought it would be days before—oh, I’ve missed you!” And she threw her arms around Briand and sobbed.
“What’s going on?” Briand asked when Cait pulled back and wiped away tears. “What’s happened?”
Cait grinned, suddenly flushing pink with pride. “Well, ah, about that. While you were gone, I overthrew the mayor. Surprise.”
Briand gripped her friend’s shoulders in astonishment. “Cait! What? How?”
“Let’s get back to the thief-quarters and tell everyone you’ve returned,” Cait said. “Then, I’ll tell you everything.”
Briand grabbed Cait’s sleeve to stop her as the other young woman started to turn.
“Gather everyone in the throne room,” she said with a sly smile. “I want to make a dramatic entrance.”
~
The thieves murmured impatiently in the throne room as they stared at the empty throne of barrels. Cait had told them nothing except that they were to gather. Rumors and speculation abounded.
A shadow darkened the sky above their heads, and the thieves drew back with a collective gasp and cries of astonishment as a winged shape swooped down from the wild blue and landed on the platform that held the splintered throne. Some drew knives from their belts, prepared to fight.
Then, the thief-queen leaped from the back of the beast and raised her fist in greeting, and the room erupted in a roar of delight and shock.
The Scarlet Blade, thief-queen of Gillspin, had returned.




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

THE THIEVES FEASTED and celebrated Briand’s return all night and into the morning. Briand sat in one of the alcoves of the dining hall and discussed the events of the past months with Cait, as well as plans for the future. For instance, what to do with the cavernous estate left by the ousted mayor, and how to care for and feed the dravym, which was currently stashed in the largest stall of the stables.
But mostly, Briand wanted to sleep.
“And when are the others arriving?” Cait asked eagerly. “Nath, Tibus, Crispin, and the rest?”
“And Bran?” Briand teased.
Cait nudged her with one shoulder. “Yes, I suppose him too.”
“They should be here before nightfall,” Briand guessed. “They weren’t too far behind us, and we made slower going than you’d expect because we had to keep hiding the dravym from travelers’ sight.” She paused, suddenly sorrowful. “Nath isn’t among them, though.”
Cait met her eyes, and both of them said nothing, but they understood each other’s thoughts. Cait reached out and squeezed Briand’s hand.
“I should check on Jadi and the dravym,” the dragonsayer said finally, standing. “She left to check on the poor creature hours ago.”
Cait jumped up and hugged Briand again before she could leave.
“I’m just so glad you’re back,” the noblewoman whispered. “So glad you’re still alive.”
When Briand finally made it to the stables, she discovered both Jadi and the dravym asleep, curled around each other like two dozing cats. She decided to leave them be.1
Briand was checking the other horses in the stalls, patting their noses and scratching their necks, when she heard a creak of a footstep on a floorboard.
She drew her knife, sucked in a centering breath, and whirled.
And she was swept into Kael’s arms.
“One day,” she murmured breathlessly, gazing into his eyes. “I’m going to accidentally knife you when you pull that stunt.”
He started to reply, but she kissed him, cutting off his words. He tasted like home and happiness and a thousand memories.
Then, Kael gently but firmly pulled away. Briand made a growl of playful protest, but the sound died in her throat as she followed Kael’s gaze.
There, in the doorway of the stables, stood Bran, Tibus, and Crispin, all gaping at her and Kael in astonishment.
“Sir?” Tibus said, blinking. “Dragonsayer?”
Briand removed her arms from around Kael’s neck and stepped back an appropriate distance. She brushed her hands down the front of her bodice. Kael’s face was composed, but his eyes gleamed with humor.
“My betrothed,” she said.
Tibus put a hand to his head. “Does Nath now?”
“Nath doesn’t know,” Briand said.
“How long has this been happening?” Bran demanded, flabbergasted. “You hated each other at my father’s estate.”
“We have not hated each other for quite some time,” Kael assured him gravely.
“Well, no, but…” Bran looked between them, still flummoxed.
“Our… affection… began during the mission to Aron Kul,” Briand confessed.
Tibus’s jaw couldn’t possibly get any lower, yet somehow, it did. “That long?” he cried. “You’ve loved her that long and kept it a secret from the rest of us? Kael, you man made of stone!”
“I always suspected something,” Crispin declared with a jut of his chin. “I’m not surprised at all.”
“Oh, go stuff yourself,” Tibus retorted, his voice good-natured despite his words. “You’re as knocked off your feet as the rest of us, Feverbeet.”
Another dark shape appeared in the door behind them and stepped into the torchlight. Maera.
“Have they realized it yet?” she asked Briand with a smirk after examining the scene.
“You knew?” Crispin and Bran cried at the same time.
The Monarchist spy gave them a scornful look. “Of course. It was as obvious as the noonday sun.”
The others shook their heads.
“Well,” Briand said. “Shall we return to the thieves’ quarters? It seems there is still much to say to each other.”
And so, they returned, and holed up in the old thief-queen rooms, and Tibus clapped Kael on the back and ordered him to be good to Briand in the way of gruff, protective fathers, and Crispin declared loudly to anyone who would listen that he’d known all along. Bran pulled Briand aside and asked her, in a low voice, if this was a wise move politically. But he was pleased; she could see by the smile at the edges of his mouth that he was thrilled for them both.
Then Cait joined them and was told the good news, and the next hour was spent answering questions and retelling old stories with the new information added. Vox and Sieya romped in excitement, nearly spilling Tibus’s wine, and Agashi crawled out from under the bed and promptly bit Briand on the ankle hard enough to draw blood.
And everyone was absurdly, boisterously happy, because they were together, and because togetherness was home to them all.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

NATH ARRIVED BACK in Nyr a few days after receiving word that the dragonsayer had returned safely to Gillspin. He was grieved to hear that he’d missed Briand’s brief stay in Nyr, notably the doomed proposal, but he knew he hadn’t been ready to face Briand yet. He spent time sparring with the shadow guard until every muscle in his body ached with exhaustion and arguing vehemently over petty differences of opinion with everyone around him. Finally, when he could come up with no more convincing excuses for his atrocious behavior, and when everyone around him was on the verge of throwing him off the palace wall and into the sea, Nath penned a letter and, with shaking fingers, dispatched it to Gillspin in the care of a mechbird.
I will be traveling near Gillspin soon, and I will make a visit to the thief-quarters, the letter read. Do not worry, Guttersnipe, we need not even speak if you do not wish it. I will come to the great hall, and if you will allow me to return and serve you once more, wear a white scrap of cloth on your wrist to signal it. I will work with those wretched thieves on their grammar and their letters, and I won’t complain. I swear it. If you do not wish me to remain, I will return to Nyr and respect your wishes on the matter.
Despite his steady hand and even words in the letter, Nath had inscribed it with a heart as heavy as a stone and with eyes gritty with emotion. He sent the message, and then he buried himself in unnecessary tasks to distract himself, like seeing to the language skills of the prince’s guard. He persisted grimly until Tibus gently but firmly cornered him and suggested that perhaps the newest members of the prince’s guard did not need to be berated for not properly conjugating the third person present tense of the Tyyrian word for ingratiate.
Finally, when he once more could distract himself no longer, Nath packed his things, gathered up Snowball, and set off for the Austrisian shore.
~
Nath smelled Gillspin before he saw it, although the stench was not as overpowering as he remembered. Perhaps that was just his fondness for the wretched place rearranging his memories.
A wave of fear rose in him as he reached the streets. What if she did not wear white?
If that was her choice, he told himself sternly, then that was her choice, and he deserved it.
Snowball nestled against him with a soft whimper, feeling his fear. Nath hugged the rypter against him briefly before he dismounted.
He left horse and rypter in a paid stall and made the last bit of the way on foot. He felt as though he had wandered into a dream about Gillspin. Things looked a little cleaner, he thought, although that could be his eagerness conjuring imaginations. Or perhaps it had recently rained.
He was not denied admittance to the thief-quarters. His pulse drummed a frantic beat in his temples as he descended the stone staircase and wound through the maze of passages to the round room where the thief-queen’s throne stood. His mouth was dry as a rain culvert in a drought.
On trembling legs, Nath reached the round room open to the sky. It was filled from wall to wall with thieves, many of whom he had never seen before, and he had to push his way through the crowd to catch even a glimpse of the one sitting on the throne of barrels and crates. No one took much notice of him. He halted halfway to the throne, his path blocked by two giant men who wouldn’t budge even when he elbowed them. They were looking at something else, their attention absorbed.
Then, the two hulking louts standing in front of him shifted, and he saw her.
His dragonsayer.
His guttersnipe girl.
His thief-queen.
She sat coolly and with composure, as if her throne were made of gold and marble. Her face was relaxed, but her expression alert and watchful. She seemed changed, somehow, and for a moment, Nath wondered if she’d remembered much of who she was. Was she the same guttersnipe that he knew and loved? Kael’s correspondence said she’d regained her memories fully, but had she been changed by the temporary loss of them?
He looked closer.
She wore half a dozen knives, two even in her hair, and Nath couldn’t contain his grin at how she glistened with armament. And she had a game of Dubbok spread in front of her on a low table, and she was playing against another thief who sat with his chin in his hand and a scowl on his face.
Dubbok and knives. Well, one thing was clear. She was herself again. The guttersnipe he knew and loved.
He looked for white at her wrist, and as she moved to play a card, he saw it. A flutter, just a scrap, but it was there.
He trembled all over. He had been so frightened that… well. She had granted him a place, and he would creep away to it gratefully.
He turned to go.
“Nath.” Briand’s firm voice carried over the crowd, stopping Nath in his tracks. “Stop.”
Two thieves blocked his way, and he halted. He heard a soft rustle as she laid down her cards and stood, and he wanted to turn and look at her, but he didn’t dare. He stared at the ground instead, waiting.
Was she coming to berate him? To make him grovel in front of all the thief guild? If she did, he deserved it.
“Nath,” she said, and he looked up enough to see her, although he did not look at her face. The thief-queen stood in front of him, dressed in a scarlet cloak over a black bodice and trousers.
“Are you going to steal away without speaking to me?” Her voice was serious. He couldn’t tell if she were angry.
“That is what we agreed, is it not?” Nath said stiffly. He forced himself to remain standing before her even though he wanted to turn and hide.
Everyone was looking at them.
When the dragonsayer did not immediately reply, Nath moistened his lips with his tongue and added, “What do you wish to say to me, my queen?”
“Nath,” Briand said softly.
Nath dared to lift his eyes to hers and saw with a shock that they were full of tears.
“Forgive me, old friend,” she said. “I should not have treated you as I did, Nath. I should not have dismissed your concerns and made you feel as though you are not one of the most important and trusted people in my life.”
“The fault was mine,” Nath insisted, “I should never have abandoned you.”
“You once told me I was not a queen,” she murmured. “Have you changed your mind?”
“I was an utter fool,” he said. “And your graciousness in granting me a place is that of a queen.” He nodded at the handkerchief on her wrist. “You are as queenly as they come, Guttersnipe.”
Briand laughed a little under her breath and pulled off her cloak. “I may have gone a bit overboard with that.”
Both of her arms and much of the bodice were covered in white handkerchiefs.
A lump swelled in Nath’s throat, and his eyes misted again.
“Please come back,” she whispered. “Please let it be like it was before. I’ve missed you so much.”
Nath was weeping like a damn fool, and in front of half the thief guild, but he didn’t care. She reached out her hands for his, and he took hers and pressed his forehead to them.
“I will stay,” he promised, his voice clotted with emotion. “And I never will again. I swear it. I swear it upon my soul, Guttersnipe.”
The thieves around them were smiling gruffly, he saw when he lifted his face from her hands, but Nath scarcely registered the fact that they had an audience. He grabbed Briand in a hug, and she buried her face against his shoulder.
“Is the feast ready?” Briand asked one of the thieves when they drew apart at last.
“Hot and waiting,” the thief replied.
“Feast?” Nath asked in bewilderment. It was then that he spotted Cait in the doorway, and Kael, arms crossed, both of them smiling at him. Behind them stood his horde of orphans, hopping impatiently, their grubby little faces screwed up with eagerness.
“We’re celebrating something,” his guttersnipe queen said with a rare grin splitting her face. “We were rather hoping you’d show up in time. You’ll be the guest of honor, Nath. You and… where is Snowball?”
He gaped at her. “I left him in a paid stall with the horse and my things. I didn’t think you’d want to see him, considering what happened before. Surely you don’t mean—”
“Nath,” she said with mock sternness, “you don’t tell a queen what she means.” She paused. “We’re almost certain Agashi was the one who killed the other dracule babies. She’s a nasty little thing. Fetch your little naked cat, and let’s eat.”
~
In the end, someone else was dispatched to get the baby rypter and Nath’s horse, because once released, the orphans made a human knot around him and wouldn’t budge. They clamored for stories and proudly announced the injuries they’d sustained in his absence—two broken arms, a busted nose, and three lost teeth—and Nath found himself in tears once again at the sight of them. He muttered and swiped at his eyes, but he knew he wasn’t fooling anyone. He’d been exposed as an old softie, and his threats would never be taken seriously again.
Truth be told, he didn’t much care about that at the moment.
The feast Greff had made was the most delicious thing Nath had ever eaten. And when most of the food had been consumed, and the thieves were satiated and silly, and the orphans had been bundled away to bed because they were falling asleep at the table, Cait gestured for Nath to follow her, and he did, curious at the expression on her face. They walked in silence through the shadowy halls of the thief quarters, and Nath was mystified at where they were going, but he held his tongue until they climbed out a window and began to scale a thick cluster of vines to the roof.
“Where—?” he started in exasperation, but Cait shushed him.
“You’ll see,” the young noblewoman said before she disappeared over his head in a rustle of vines.
The vines were flowering, and a dusting of pale petals landed in Nath’s hair. He brushed them away and climbed hand over hand after Cait, grumbling that he wasn’t a young man anymore, and that this was a ridiculous conspiracy designed to make him fall to his death.
When he reached the top of the wall, however, Nath fell momentarily silent.
The moon was full, round as a silver coin, and it shone brightly over the rooftops of Gillspin. This particular rooftop was covered in moss, with vines grown up on the walls beside it. The flowering vines released a scent of spring that masked the usual Gillspin stench, and in the moonlight, the setting was almost magical.
And there, in the center of the roof, were all of his friends. The dragonsayer, still dressed in her scarlet cloak, Kael, Tibus, Maera, Crispin, and Bran. Nath blinked, surprised to see them all.
“What is this? Is it a mission?” Nath asked as Tibus came forward to clap him on the shoulders.
Tibus grinned. “It’s a surprise.”
Cait appeared from where she’d been gathering flowers. Her arms were bursting with the nighttime blooms. She laughed at Tibus’s words. “It certainly was.”
“A surprise only to some,” Maera said with an arched brow.
Nath had no idea what they were getting at, and he was about to demand an explanation when Cait lifted the blooms, which she’d woven into two flowering crowns, and set them on Briand and Kael’s heads. Nath felt a foggy inkling of understanding enter his mind, but he wasn’t quite able to comprehend it. Not yet.
“We were waiting for you,” the dragonsayer told him. Her eyes were fiercely bright, like stars.
“We wanted the whole group together,” Cait said. “All of us.” She paused. “Most of us.”
Nath remembered her brother, who’d died a Monarchist spy. And there were others… Reela. Ammon.
“But what is this?” he asked again.
But then Kael was taking the dragonsayer’s hands in his, and they stood facing each other, with the moonlight shining down on them and the petals from the flowering vines drifting around them like snowflakes. And then, Cait pulled a fistful of ribbons from her pocket—red, white, gold, and green—and Nath’s heart skipped a beat. He felt a swell of happiness and a sense of rightness even as he felt utter astonishment.
Kael?
The guttersnipe?
It was true then, what Maera had always insinuated.
This was a wedding.
Briand looked at him over her shoulder and smiled. “Old friend,” she said. “Do you think I’m worthy of him?”
“Worthy?” Nath said, and scoffed. “I question whether he is worthy of you.”
Kael produced a ring from his pocket and held it out to the dragonsayer. “My grandmother’s ring,” he said. “I’ve envisioned it on your finger during some of my worst days and nights. I would be honored beyond words if you would wear it.”
He knelt, and she allowed him to place it on her hand. Her hair was long and flowing instead of bound back in its usual braid, though otherwise she was dressed the same—scarlet cloak, black bodice and trousers, muddy boots, and half a dozen knives.
“And,” Kael added, “I had this made for you.” He pulled a knife from a holster hidden beneath his cloak, and the blade glittered a pale, shimmering white in the moonlight. The hilt was twisted like two trees that had woven themselves together and clasped around the blade, and set among their roots were sapphires, opals, and emeralds. The dragonsayer lifted her hands with reverence to take it. Her face was aglow with delight.
“I am sorry that I don’t have a gift for you,” she said, frowning. “I’ll find something—”
“Catfoot,” Kael said, his voice suddenly gritty with emotion. A vein beat in his throat as he swallowed. “You are the best gift I’ve ever received.”
Crispin leaned close to Nath, and said in a low voice of one who is pleased to have an insider’s knowledge of the facts, “They’re following the traditional Estrian style of marriage, in which the couple exchanges gifts and makes declarations to each other of their own composition. The binding words at the end are ‘for the rest of our days,’ but otherwise, they make their own vows. It’s different from the general Austrisian tradition, where the couple merely sips wine and eats bread and cuts the ribbons—”
“I bloody know the Estrian tradition as well as the Austrisian one, Feverbeet,” Nath hissed in annoyance, and then he clapped a hand over the lad’s mouth before Crispin could prattle on about some other nonsense and drown out the words Kael and Briand were about to speak.
Briand had slid the new knife into her belt, and Kael had once again taken her hands in his.
“From the moment I first saw you,” he said, “I knew you were going to be a thorn in my side.” His mouth curled up in a wistful smile, one Nath had never seen on his leader’s face before. “You are the wiliest, cleverest, most maddening woman of my acquaintance. You are a force to be reckoned with. You are the love of my life. It will be the supreme honor of my life to stand alongside you for the rest of our days.”
Briand gazed steadily at him. Her expression was fierce with love and a little bit of fear.
“I’m not good at speeches,” she said. “If there were a way to do this with a blade…” She sighed as some of the others chuckled. “We have been through much, Kael of Estria. You have infuriated me and driven me mad and made me feel happiness and calm like I’ve never known. You are a puzzle of a man, and I never want to stop trying to decipher you.” She took a deep breath. “Before our friends, I swear to you that I will love, protect, and trust you for the rest of our days.”
“Then we are married before these witnesses,” Kael said with a smile, and he swept her into his arms and kissed her.
Cait wiped tears from her eyes. Tibus clapped his hands together, and Crispin sighed.
“Beautiful,” he said. “Except, I think it might have been slightly better if they had—”
“Shut your mouth now before I permanently shut it for you,” Nath growled, and Crispin gulped and wisely chose to be silent.
“Wait,” Cait cried before Briand and Kael broke apart. “We have to do the ribbons!”
She bound the bundle of shining cords around their wrists and then passed a knife to Nath. “Will you do the honors?”
Nath swallowed the lump in his throat and slit the ribbons. They fluttered to the ground at Kael and Briand’s feet, and Cait snatched up the first one with an air of triumph.
“Green!” she cried in delight. “For fertility!”
Crispin blushed to the roots of his hair, and Tibus looked faintly amused. Kael smiled a slight smile that would have seemed almost cool on anyone else, but Nath knew his leader well enough to see the man was thrilled at the thought.
The dragonsayer, on the other hand, paled.
“Ha,” she said with a shake of her head. “Before you get your hopes too high, Cait, I don’t intend to have any children. Certainly not while we’re in the middle of a war.”
Cait wiggled the ribbon at her, undeterred. “You never can know the future, Guttersnipe.”
Tibus broke open a wine barrel, and they passed around glasses and drank toasts to each other. Crispin produced a lute and played a mournfully beautiful song until Nath threw a stone at his head and told him to play something lively, and then his fingers plucked a joyful Estrian folk song from the instrument. Kael and Briand danced, and Maera and Tibus danced, and Cait and Bran danced.
Nath sat on the wine barrel and watched them in the starlight, and thought that he might burst from happiness, and pondered how curious it was that he felt so much belonging such a wretched place as Gillspin, serving the guttersnipe girl he’d once despised. And he was happy in a way that stretched his soul wide enough to fit love for all these grubby outcasts and filled his chest with a kind of lightness that was so bright and warm and whole that he felt dizzy.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

KAEL AND BRIAND lay on the roof with their arms around each other and their eyes on the stars long after everyone else had dragged themselves away to the lower levels of the thief quarters, and bed. The thief-queen had her head—still crowned with wilting vine flowers—nestled in the curve of her husband’s neck, and her fingers traced a slow pattern across his chest. His breathing was slow and steady, the sound of a man on the brink of rest after a day of joy and celebration. A shooting star streaked across the dark arch of the night sky and fell to earth, and her eyes followed it.
They were quiet for a while in a happy kind of way, drifting in and out of a doze. The whole night had been too beautiful for either of them to want it to end.
“The green ribbon,” Kael said drowsily after a while, a laugh caught in his throat. “And your face when you saw it, Catfoot.”
“I meant what I said to Cait earlier,” Briand declared. “I am already in possession of an herb that will keep me from becoming pregnant.”
Kael’s arm tightened around her.
Briand paused, and asked in a quieter voice, “Are you disappointed at the thought of potentially never having children?”
“I only want to be with you,” he said, picking up her hand and lacing his fingers with hers. “I never thought I’d marry in the first place, my love. My life was sworn to Jehn, and truthfully, I believed I would die in his service. I would love to have children with you, but you are enough for me if that is what you wish.”
She turned her head to look into his eyes. “I just—I can’t help thinking—what if I am killed? What if you are killed? We live dangerous lives. You, a Monarchist, me, a dragonsayer? And there’s a dragon’s price on my head, so to speak. We have each nearly died half a dozen times, and we have no guarantee that we won’t die tomorrow. I grew up an orphan. I don’t want to have a child if they might suffer the same fate.”
Kael brushed his hand down her face. “I understand.”
“Besides,” she said, “I don’t know the first thing about babies, except that they cry.”
Kael squeezed her tight once more as he chuckled.
“Are you sure you aren’t angry?” Briand asked after another silence.
“I am sure. And,” he added, “Lady Valora and my brother are expecting a child. There will be an heir to the Halescorn name if that is something you think I’m concerned about.”
“Oh,” she said. “I didn’t realize they…”
“They married a few months ago,” he said. “While you were gone.”
She leaned her head against his chest and sighed. “What else did I miss?”
And so, Kael told her about the aftermath of the Eisean destruction, and about the strange interactions between Jehn and the queen of Nyr, and about how Crispin had made it rain snakes for weeks.” And Briand listened, and laughed, and felt warm and happy.
“Who will be captain of the guard in your place?” Briand asked with a yawn after Kael ran out of stories.
Kael pressed a kiss to her hair. “Maera. She will make an excellent captain. She is clever, disciplined, and best of all, she is not hated by half of the court in exile for one reason or another. The queen likes her. It is a good choice for many reasons.”
“They hated you because they are fearful, stupid fools,” Briand murmured. “For you are the bravest, most honorable man in Austrisia.”
“Only Austrisia?” Kael teased. He kissed her hair again, and then her earlobe.
“Only Austrisia,” Briand said, snuggling deeper against him. “I have not been to every other place in the world, so I cannot speak… definitively…” She was fast fading to sleep now.
“I will continue to support the Monarchists,” Kael said, and Briand’s eyes opened a crack. She pushed herself up so she could look him in the face, her hair making a silky curtain across one arm.
“You swore loyalty to me,” she said. Her tone was not accusing, but sad.
Kael reached up and brushed his thumb across her chin. He gazed at her wistfully. “Can a man not assist his allies and still be loyal?”
“Are they our allies?” she asked.
“Jehn sent an offer with me,” he replied.
“You hadn’t mentioned an offer,” she said with a disapproving arch of her brow.
“I was otherwise engaged for most of the evening,” he replied before leaning up to kiss her on the jaw.
“What offer?” Briand put a finger to his lips, staying his advances of romance.
Kael leaned back and braced himself on his elbows. He smiled at her. “Full alliance with the Austrisian court. He will agree to recognize you. Formally and politically. The governor of Gillspin, instead of that puppet Cahan has put in place.”
Briand made a sound of derision. “He will recognize me as queen? It is rather that he recognizes that half of the northern province whispers my name in the taverns.”
“Such a woman I’ve fallen in love with,” Kael murmured. He kissed the nape of her neck. “Such a brash guttersnipe. She scorns the regard of princes and the political charms they might seek to offer her because she is not so easily bought. It is most alluring, Catfoot.” He lifted her palm and pressed a kiss to it.
“Another year,” Briand said fiercely, not surrendering to his attempts at seduction, “and he will be forced to recognize me, as will Cahan and everyone else. And not just as governor. As queen.”
“Do you mean to challenge for the throne?” Kael asked lightly, nothing about his voice or his posture betraying any concern he might harbor. He drew back and looking into her face once more.
Briand laughed, a low sound in the back of her throat. “No. I don’t care about politics, you know that. But I do care about power, because with it I can protect you all.”
Kael brushed his fingers across the tips of her hair. “Whatever you do, my thief-queen, my wife, you have my loyalty. Not always my agreement, mind you, or my enthusiastic participation, but you shall always have my loyalty.”
“More romantic words were never spoken,” Briand whispered with a grin as quick as the flash of a knife, and she leaned down to kiss him.
~
A hooded figure clad in a plain brown cloak and wearing rough leather gloves slipped through the streets of the capital city of Nyr at the edge of twilight, unremarkable as a shadow. No one seemed to notice as the lone man as he moved past dock workers loading barrels onto barges, past carts of broken brick and rubble, until finally, he reached a narrow door set in a wall of bleached stone. He gave three sharp knocks on the door and whispered a muffled word.
The door opened a crack. A suspicious eye peered out at him, and then the door opened wider to admit him inside.
The room was high, narrow enough that two men could stand abreast and touch the walls on either side with their outstretched hands, with a fire sputtering at the far end beneath a metal pot of sizzling stew. Starlight was visible through a single slit of window set high in the wall above the fire.
The hooded man glanced around the room, and gradually, the other figures in it moved into the light. There was a young man with an angry face and a head of dark curls. He was the one who took the bag of gold coins that the hooded man gave to them. But it was the oldest of the group, still a young man, who spoke to the hooded man about how they’d followed his orders to the letter.
“I am pleased with your work,” the hooded man said. “I will inform you if I have need of you again.”
With that, he left the narrow, sooty room and its inhabitant behind, threading his way back through the streets. The moon had risen, and silver light banished the shadows and illuminated his path.
The hooded man changed directions when he reached the main thoroughfare of the city. He headed toward the palace, which stood like a signal fire atop the highest hill in the harbor, with lanterns and torches lighting the windows and walls. He walked silently past the guard station, where the guards were looking the other way as he had arranged earlier, then along the outer wall until he came to a place where one of the bricks appeared to be damaged, and he put out his hand and laid his fingers against the break.
The wall slid in, revealing a narrow set of stairs, and the hooded man stepped inside. The door in the wall closed behind him, and he worked his way through the darkness slowly, his fingers against the wall to guide his way as he crept with lethal grace through the secret passage, heading with the silence of a shadow toward the chambers of Prince Jehn.
When the hooded man reached his destination, he pressed lightly on the hidden door that opened into the royal chamber, then, after a moment’s pause to listen for sounds beyond, stepped into the darkened room and closed the passage behind him.
He was turning to look at the prince’s bed when something struck him on the side of the head, sending him staggering.
Another blow to the head knocked him to his knees, and then slender, shockingly strong hands were around his throat.
“Who are you?” a cool, fierce female voice breathed in his ear. “What plans do you have for the prince?”
“Nara,” the hooded man said, coughing at the pressure on his windpipe. “Nara, it’s me.”
The pressure ceased, and the queen sprang back as the Jehn pulled the hood from his head and looked up at his wife. She stepped away until her back touched the wall, her chest rising and falling with rapid breath from the brief struggle, her eyes widening and then slitting in annoyance.
“What are you doing skulking about like an assassin?” the queen of Nyr demanded. “I could have killed you!”
Jehn climbed to his feet with one hand pressed to the side of his head. “You,” he said to the queen accusingly, “fight like a member of your shadow guard. And what are you doing in my chambers at this time of night?”
She looked caught between anger and amusement now. “Who do you think taught me to fight?” she replied, ignoring his question.
Jehn tipped his head in concession to that point. “I pity the fool who tries to attack you,” he said with a tip of his lips.
“As you should,” the queen said, lifting her chin as she stepped away from the wall. “I’ve been training with my shadow guard since I was a first made queen. And before that, I trained with my father’s guard. I am as capable at the art of killing as they are.”
“Why do I find that alluring?” Jehn muttered, half in hopes that such a confession would distract her, half because he felt beyond caring if certain things were exposed tonight.
The queen moved close to him and brushed her fingers down his cloak as she remarked, “You haven’t answered my question, Jehn.”
Not distracted, then.
“And you haven’t answered mine,” the prince said.
“You know why I am here. Don’t play that game with me.”
He lifted an eyebrow in response and then turned for his bed. “I am weary,” he said as he loosened the ties of his cloak and let it fall on the ground.
The queen trailed after him, stepping over the crumpled cloak. “You have apparently been skulking about the grounds of the palace—and beyond, by the looks of your boots—disguised as an assassin. You speak to me of not playing games. What game are you playing, Jehn of Austrisia?”
Jehn stripped off his outer tunic and trousers. The air was faintly chilly, and goose bumps rose on his bare skin. He headed for the bed. His hand hurt. He was tired, as he’d said. And she was asking probing questions.
The queen’s silence felt pointed now, so Jehn offered, “You may rest easy. It doesn’t have anything to do with Nyr. It’s a personal matter.”
Her eyebrows drew together. “Ah,” she said.
He turned at the sound of that single word. It had been a neutral sound, and the queen’s expression was as serene as a stone carving, but there was a glimmer of something in her eyes that made his stomach feel like a ship in a storm falling under the roll of a black ocean wave.
The queen made a restless movement with one hand. “You do not have to hide your paramours, Jehn. I know our arrangement.”
“I was not meeting a lover,” he said quietly, studying her face.
If the queen cared, she didn’t give any indication.
Jehn pulled back the coverlet and climbed into bed. He felt a thousand years old. His beloved friend and former captain of the guard was gone to Austrisia. His wife was as remote as the stars and perplexing as the ever-changing future.
He felt the mattress shift as the queen sat on the edge of it.
“Your captain of the guard has left,” she said as if discerning his thoughts.
Jehn turned on his side away from her.
“You’ve dismissed him for the threat he poses, my spies tell me, although the official dismissal was an honorable one, was it not? Meanwhile, his father, Lord Halescorn, has been cast into suspicion and has fallen in power among those of your exiled court. He always was a threat to your power, was he not?”
“An eventual threat,” Jehn said softly, staring upward at the darkness above them. “Like an ill-trained dog straining against a fraying leash.”
“Meanwhile, I find you in disguise, creeping into your rooms from the city.” The queen paused and tipped her head to the side. “I see.”
“Do you?” Jehn muttered through his teeth. He was so tired, and his hand was hurting, and his heart was somehow hurting worse. Kael was gone, and he’d done something that he already regretted.
He did not often do things that he regretted. Not like this.
“Yes, prince,” the queen said, her tone softening. “I see.”
Jehn turned to meet her gaze. She stared at him steadily, unsmiling, but her eyes were gentle. He felt a flash of something—comfort?—at that look. He hadn’t known she could make such a look. Usually, she was all sharpness and chill, a frozen blade of a woman.
“It was you,” the queen said.
Jehn plucked at the coverlet with his good hand. He didn’t speak. He felt as if he were teetering on the edge of something. A precipice. And he didn’t know if falling would lead to relief or death.
“You were the one who arranged for the assassinations,” the queen said. “You hired hits on your own captain of the guard. You arranged for hired killers to attack your captain of the guard so you could say it was unsafe to keep him near you, and then you sent him away. Was it because of his father?”
Jehn swallowed. His through was tight, probably because she’d tried to strangle him earlier. Probably.
The queen tilted her head, still thinking it through. Her eyes gleamed as she studied Jehn’s expression more closely. “Ah. No. You did not mistrust him.” She frowned thoughtfully. “No, it was not mistrust. It was mercy. A gift. And he didn’t know, did he? He didn’t know you engineered the whole conspiracy. But you did, and now, your loyal Kael is free to go with his love to Austrisia, unencumbered by his oath to you, and your threatening Lord Halescorn is defanged.”
Jehn sighed. His good hand moved restlessly on the blankets, tracing a pattern of gold thread. Was it mercy? Or was it merely succumbing to the relentless force of feeling that drew Kael and the dragonsayer together? Fighting it—keeping them apart—was causing more chaos than he found safe. They both tended to be erratic when miserable. For the good of the kingdom, they ought not be so miserable.
That was what he told himself when he made the plans, anyway. But perhaps he was sick of feeling miserable for want of things he would never have, and the thought that someone else he loved could have the things they wanted… perhaps that had nudged his heart.
Perhaps.
It was not like him to be so stirred by emotion.
The queen sat in the near-darkness, thoughtful, head still tilted questioningly as she watched him, waiting for his verbal confirmation of the truth of her deductions.
“It was, perhaps, a folly,” Jehn muttered, admitting she was right.
“It was most certainly a folly,” the queen said. And she smiled. Her hand found his restless one and clasped it, and Jehn met her eyes again, startled. “And a clever one.”
And for one of the first times in his life, Prince Jehn of Austrisia felt fully seen, and not hated for it.
It was one of the most intoxicating experiences he’d ever encountered.
And he realized what that look in her eyes was.
Admiration. Just a taste, a flash of it, like a falling star, and then her expression was unreadable again.
But that taste had been enough to fill him with longing to see that admiration in her eyes again.
“And then you schemed for me to move you into my chambers,” she continued then.
“That was your idea,” Jehn objected, but his protest was without much vigor.
“Yes,” she said, and paused. “Lord Halescorn may have been demoted, but there is still no official finding regarding your would-be assassins. Perhaps you ought to remain in my chambers, where it is safest.”
“Ah,” Jehn said. “But what will the court say?”
“The court will say that the queen is wise to worry about her husband’s safety,” she murmured. “And then the court will find other things to gossip about, for that is what courts do.”
And though the queen had only time to pressed one hungry kiss to his mouth before someone was banging on his door, calling that his council wanted to see him, though she left as silent as the wind, and he was cold in the absence of her, he felt flushed with a strange warmth and a dizzying exhilaration.
Did his wife love him?
The prince of Austrisia was beginning to hope.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

THE DRAGONSAYER AND thief-queen of Gillspin, known as the Scarlet Blade across the countryside, mounted the steps and strode to the edge of the platform that had once been a place for whippings and hangings.
Today, it would be the seat of a celebration, for Gillspin was under the thumb of its cruel mayor no longer.
The crowd gathered across the square cheered and shouted in response to the sight of her, refusing to quiet until she raised her hands.
“People of Gillspin,” she began, her voice echoing across the square. “Today, we are free!”
The crowd erupted again.
The people wore ribbons and scraps of red sewn across their chests, sleeves, and hems. Some of the women wore red ribbons in their hair, and some of the men had painted streaks of the color across their faces or beards. As she stood before them, they began to chant. “SCARLET BLADE, SCARLET BLADE!” The words reverberated through the city, echoing across the rooftops and causing a flock of birds to take to the sky in a flutter of wings.
The Scarlet Blade looked over her shoulder at Kael, who stood to the side, his head high and his arms clasped behind him, and then to her right hand, where Nath stood, barely able to contain a grin behind his characteristic scowl. Next to him was Cait, who appeared relieved to no longer bear the burden of pretending to be the thief-queen.
The thief-queen gave a speech to the crowd about working together, and trusting each other, and building something new out of the ruins of the old. As she spoke the words, she wasn’t sure if she was talking to Gillspin or to herself. And she felt afraid and hopeful and new and shaky and confident, all at once.
She could do this, but not alone. With her friends at her side. They could work together and build something new and beautiful, something that would defy the world around them. They could be a gesture of defiance to the kings and oppressors of Austrisia and beyond. A place for all the guttersnipes and orphans in Kyreia.
At the end of the speech, when she was speaking her final sentences about the new Gillspin and the future, she saw a dark spot on the horizon, almost like a river flowing toward them. Kael and Nath saw it too; they tensed, their hands going to their swords.
It looked like a horde.
A shout went up, and the people listening turned to look. Some cried out, fearful, others murmured. Briand drew one of her knives and leaped from the platform to the back of a saddled horse. She wheeled the animal around and rode hard toward the edge of the city, where the land met the shore.
She met the first line of people reaching Gillspin, and Nath, Cait, and Kael reached her side a few moments later, also on horseback. The newcomers marched along the thin line of land. They were ragged, their faces worn and haggard, their shoes torn to strips. They were led by a man with a thin, hungry face and a patchy black beard carrying a child on his back. His clothing was stained as if he’d been walking for days through mud and brambles.
This wasn’t an army.
These were refugees.
“Please,” the bearded man with the child on his back said to Briand. His voice was fraught with exhaustion, but still, he spoke fast, desperate, his words spilling over each other as he poured out what he had to say. “We are seeking asylum in Gillspin. We’ve been struggling through the wilderness for days with only the clothes on our backs and what food we can scavenge from the wild. We are bakers and cobblers, tailors and farmers, not hunters or woodsmen. It has been arduous for us all. Tell me, is this Gillspin? Have we arrived at last?”
“It is,” Briand said gravely, still gripping her knife. “Who are you? Are you in charge?”
“My name is Manon,” he said. “Our city was destroyed by Cahan, our people’s livelihoods and homes turned to dust. We didn’t know where to come, but we’d heard of the Scarlet Blade in Gillspin, and when word came that the city had been taken from its mayor, and that it was a place of freedom—”
“The whole countryside has heard,” the woman behind him cried.
“We are seeking the Scarlet Blade’s mercy and protection,” Manon said.
“How many of you are there?” Nath asked from behind Briand.
“Six hundred,” the man answered.
Briand exchanged a look with Nath. What were they supposed to do with these people? She turned to Kael.
“Did you know about this?” she asked.
“I did not,” he said. “But we discussed this before.”
“I remember saying we could not take them,” she murmured to him.
But with the ragged line of refugees stretching into the distance right in front of her, Briand’s heart twisted. Some of them were clutching infants. Children with dusty feet and hollow eyes stared at her.
She couldn’t turn these people away. Where would they go? Briand thought with a surge of anger about all the hungry and desperate people she’d known in Bhan. All the desperate people who existed all over the world. The ones who risked everything to come across the sea on ships and sell themselves into servitude for a chance at a new life.
She knew what it was like to be lost. To be unmoored.
She had told Kael before that she couldn’t take refugees, and she wasn’t sure how they could absorb these people into Gillspin. She still didn’t know.
But she wasn’t going to turn them away.
The men and women stood before her, their faces torn between worry and hope. Watching her for her answer.
She turned to Nath.
“Nath,” she said. “I’m assigning you oversight of the refugees. Get them organized. Find places for them to stay. We’ll have to find food for them. Get them jobs in the city. Draft a few of the thieves to help you.”
“When the mayor left, some of his supporters fled with him. A few slavers left large homes empty,” Cait volunteered. “We could house them there.”
“Good idea,” Briand said. “Let’s start there.”
~
It was hours before they had the refugee housing sorted, and hours more before enough food had been scrounged together to feed everyone. Briand stood at the front of one of the former slaver mansions, her eyes gritty with exhaustion and her muscles aching from pointing the way for people to go, and from moving mattresses and furniture with the rest of her trusted circle of thieves. She was drenched in sweat, dust, and a few flecks of blood where Crispin had ripped a fingernail while moving a bedframe. A few young thieves lay on the cobblestones, groaning rather dramatically with their own gripes of bruises and fatigue.
A footstep behind her alerted Briand to someone’s arrival. Somehow, without turning, she knew it was Nath. Perhaps it was the way the air suddenly held a slightly indignant quality, or the way the young thieves sat up in reflexive defensiveness as if at any minute they were going to receive a lecture on the proper way to conjugate Tyyrian verbs. They scattered into the street, leaving her alone with her old friend.
“You look disgruntled,” Nath observed, leaning against the side of the house with his arms folded and his eyes squinted against the setting sun.
“Moving several hundred strangers into their new quarters is not exactly my life’s passion,” she replied wearily.
Nath was quiet a moment. “And what is your life’s passion, Guttersnipe? Thief-queen, newly elected leader of Gillspin, triumphant ally of Nyr. I could go on. You’ve got the world, at least our corner of it, at your fingertips. Whatever it is, you have the means to achieve it now, don’t you think?”
Briand gazed upon the lake at the bottom of the hill, at the place where Gillspin crawled down to meet it. She could see the spit of sand and the finger of dock where she had once run from the Seeker who’d captured her. Where she’d once been dragged onto a ship, a prisoner without hope. It had been years ago, but it felt like longer.
It felt like another lifetime.
Once, she had been a frightened guttersnipe, fierce as a feral kitten, determined to fight and spit and claw her distance from everything that was trying to capture, maim, or kill her. And a lot of people were trying to kill her. If she’d had a passion beyond knives and horses, it was survival.
She’d spent most of her life running away.
Now, the people who were running were running to her, and she was standing still. She’d put down roots here, of a sort. She had a family.
“I’d like to make this place somewhere that people like me—guttersnipes, orphans, castoffs—can be safe,” she said slowly.
“You didn’t want the refugees before,” Nath said. “What changed?”
“Well, we have a city now,” Briand pointed out, a point he conceded with a nod of his head. “We aren’t all jammed wall to wall in the thief-quarters. But…” She paused. She didn’t quite know how to articulate Bhan, and all that she’d experienced there. In the time she’d spent surrounded by her chosen family, she’d forgotten the vicious sting of utter loneliness. In her years as dragonsayer, she’d forgotten what utter powerlessness felt like.
There were far too many lonely and powerless individuals caught between the forces of the war. Bestane and Austrisia and Eisea and Nyr, pirates and nobles, Cahan and Jehn. The forces of violence left untold numbers without homes or safety.
She was no longer without power. She was no longer without strength. The world had ignored her for most of her life, for she was nothing and nobody.
They couldn’t ignore her any longer.
And she was going to make the most of it.
While she was still trying to think of a way to put the swell of hot determination that rose in her into words for Nath, a speck of dark appeared on the horizon, growing larger as it approached.
A mechbird.
It dropped into Briand’s hands, the gears hot, the wings clicking. It spat out its message and then died in a small explosion of sparks and smoke.
“It’s from Jehn’s army,” Briand said, reading the message. “The one stationed in Estria. From a general named Irana.”
“What does it say?” Nath demanded, taking a step closer. “Guttersnipe, what is it?”
Briand held out the paper for him to read as she turned to look toward the horizon again.
“It says Cahan’s army is traveling straight for Gillspin as fast as it can move, and it intends to burn us to the ground.”
**Briand’s and her friends’ adventures continue in book 9, coming soon! Meanwhile, if you are desperate for something else to read in the meantime, check out the first book my newest series, RED RIDER—a post-apocalyptic retelling of Red Riding Hood meets The Handmaid’s Tale!**
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Thank you so much for joining me in yet another story of Briand, Kael, and their chosen family. I hope you enjoyed reading this story half as much as I enjoyed writing it. Well, I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed the chocolate I ate while writing it. (Sometimes, writing is less fun than having written.)
If you loved this book and think other readers might enjoy it too, consider taking a moment and leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, Bookbub, or wherever you prefer to write book reviews! I would deeply appreciate it. As a reader, reviews are the first thing I look at when deciding whether or not I'll like a new book, and the same is true for many others. Reviews help readers find books they might like, and they raise visibility for authors. Your words are especially powerful in reviews of later books in the series, since less people write reviews for those. So be a booksayer and write a review!
Your words have more power than you know.
Sincerely,
Kate
Keep reading to check out the first few chapters of Red Rider, available now!




PROLOGUE
THE ALPHA’S ELITE werewolf fighters, the Sworn, came for my father on the night of my tenth birthday. As long as I live, I’ll never forget that night. Every detail is branded upon my mind with excruciating clarity.
The evening began dreamily. My stomach had been twisting in anticipation of presents and dessert all day. My mother had baked a cake and drizzled it with honey. A ring of honeysuckles plucked fresh from the edge of the forest surrounded the cake, and I spent all of dinner staring at it. My grandmother was there, her hair still dark brown with only a few silver streaks in it at the time, her eyes the same unclouded gray, but they were merry when she looked at me. She smiled more then, even though the world was full of danger and uncertainty, even though our country had been ruled by werewolf overlords since she was a little girl, and their magic had tainted everything, even our forests and the animals that lived in them.
My best friend and neighbor, who lived in a brown house accessible via a path through the tangled woods that surrounded our home, a dark-haired boy named Kassian, was there to celebrate with us. I remember how he stole a honeysuckle blossom from the bunch around the cake and passed it to me under the table, our fingers brushing against each other. I broke off the stem of the flower and pressed the hole that was left to my tongue when my parents weren’t looking. I’ll never forget how Kassian smiled at me when the bubble of summery sweetness spread across my tongue. His eyes crinkled and a dimple appeared in his left cheek. He knew honeysuckles were my favorite.
After our dinner of beef stew and cabbage, my mother lit the candles and dimmed the lights. They sang to me while I held one hand over my mouth to hide my delighted smile. I was getting too old to be so giddy over things like birthdays. But something about the candles, the cake, the singing, the smiling faces—all of it washed away the tension and strain on my parents’ faces. Even my grandmother looked happy for a moment in the light of those candles.
And Kassian. Kassian, my best friend since we were babies. In the last few weeks, I’d discovered that the way the sunlight fell across his hair made my hands sweat and my chest feel tight. I found myself daydreaming about touching his face, about holding his hand. And when I blew out the flames, I wished Kassian and I would be friends forever, whatever else happened between us.
The gifts came after the singing. My mother gave me a box wrapped in a flour bag. I opened it and found a honeysuckle-embroidered collar for my dresses that she’d knitted from her precious stash of yarns. After that came a doll, even though I was growing too old for them, its button eyes blue and its hair the same color as Kassian’s. My grandmother reached into her pocket and produced a wooden ring polished to butter smoothness, unwrapped and still warm from its place next to her hip. My father’s eyebrows lifted at it, and a wordless glance passed between them, but I didn’t understand the significance of their silent communication.
“It’s nothing,” my grandmother said then, in response, and my father grunted.
Then, my father’s gift. The box was heavy, and I set it in my lap, my whole body tightening with anticipation as I lifted the lid and dipped my fingers beneath the paper laid on top of the contents inside.
Something dense and soft met my hand. Fabric, black threaded with gold filigree that winked and flashed in the dim light of our kerosene lantern.
I lifted the gift from the box, and velvety folds spilled over my knees and across the floor.
A cloak.
One side black and gold, the other side a deep, vibrant red.
My grandmother drew in a sharp breath, as if someone had slipped a knife between her ribs.
“Dan,” she said to my father. “What are you doing?”
“It’s hers,” he replied, his voice flat and firm at the same time, the tone he used when he was feeling unyielding. “It’s always been hers.”
“Don’t be a fool,” she replied angrily.
I only dimly heard them, for I was captivated by the cloak. I spread my palm against the silky feel of it, tracing the embroidered flowers, turning the edge of it this way and that to admire the way the light bounced across the threads. Something about it seemed to call to me deep in my bones. There was power in this cloak. Magic. Tendrils of it teased my fingertips as I ran them across the fabric lightly. Touching it felt like an echo of when I’d brushed against the electric fence that ran around the fields where Farmer Eliazar, the only one in the village with a windmill that produced power, kept his cattle.
The sensation faded, leaving only fabric, but I knew what I’d felt.
My grandmother reached across the table and put her hands on the cloak as if to take it from me. A noise of protest tore from my throat. My father grabbed her wrists.
“Don’t,” my grandmother said again to my father. This time, it sounded like an order.
I lifted my head, and my stomach curled at my grandmother’s expression. I glanced from my father’s face to my grandmother’s in confusion. They were both grim.
My mother stood silently and busied herself with the dishes, leaving them to glare at each other. Kassian sat quietly, looking as confused as I felt.
“You can’t stop it,” my father said tightly.
My grandmother’s face went as rigid as a statue’s. “I can stop it,” she hissed to my father. “I’ll do everything in my power to stop it. I won’t lose her, Dan. Not Meredith.”
I was frightened. What did my grandmother mean, lose me? How was giving me a cloak going to cause me to be lost?
“Daddy?” I asked, the word scraping in the sudden silence.
“Later,” my grandmother said. “We’ll discuss this later.”
“There’s nothing to discuss,” my father said. He scooped up the cloak and put it back in the box. He closed the lid and put it beneath my bed that sat in the corner. “Who wants some cake?” he asked, forcing joviality into his tone.
My grandmother’s jaw tightened, but she allowed him to brush the matter aside for now. The tension eased in the room, and the lantern seemed to brighten. My mother returned to the table and straightened her hair with one hand. I remember how her fingers trembled against her forehead. She mustered a smile for me and asked, “How about an extra big piece, Red?”
“Don’t call her Red,” my grandmother said before I could speak. “Her name is Meredith. It’s a beautiful name.”
It was an old, stupid argument. My grandmother must have still been feeling surly to invoke it. I was a girl of many names. My family called me Red because of my hair, which had been red as a radish when I was born, and the fact that the word was nestled between the other letters of my given name, Meredith. It was a short, no-nonsense kind of moniker, and I never thought it was that pretty. It tasted like a lump on my tongue. Red. Short, easily shaped into a shout, a curt command, a snap. Friends called me Mere, and I was used to hearing that yelled by other children as they waited for me at the gate so we could venture into the edge of the forest to pick blackberries and search for fresh eggs. Only my grandmother and my teachers ever called me Meredith, which was prettier, but unfamiliar to my ears. The word was undulating, lispy, fancy. I used to practice whispering it to myself as I stared into the mirror, searching for myself in the sound of it. But I never seemed to find my identity in that name.
Kassian, my Kassian, called me Erie, and I liked that name best of all. It made me think of wind-swept skies and rippling cloaks and soaring high above the forest, higher than any Sworn or treecrawler could reach. It made me feel safe, but also somehow adventurous.
“She’s our daughter. We’ll call her whatever we want,” my father said to my grandmother.             
“She’s my granddaughter,” my grandmother replied icily. “Her hair isn’t even red anymore. It’s brown. It doesn’t make sense, and besides, she has a perfectly good name.”
My mother remained silent. She wasn’t afraid to argue with my grandmother, but she picked her battles. Tonight, she seemed determined to let my father do the fighting.
“Lots of people call me Mere, Grandmother,” I interjected. “And the butcher’s son calls me Merry.”
“The butcher’s son has a Chosen for a sister,” my grandmother spat. “Do you really want the brother of a Chosen calling you anything?”
“Those poor girls,” my mother murmured in my grandmother’s direction. “It isn’t their fault, Delphine.”
“Let’s eat some cake,” my father declared, because this was another fight brewing.
“Yes, please,” I said about the cake. I was feeling scared because of the way the adults were acting, and the end of the words squeaked when they left my lips. I didn’t want to think about the Chosen—girls who were dragged from their homes and marked with claw-drawn tattoos by the Sworn, marks made to designate them as future breeders for the werewolf army. I wanted to pretend everything was happy this evening. I wanted to pretend that there was no Alpha ruling us as a dictator, that there were no dangers prowling the forest that grew thick and wild around our village and farm, and that there were no disagreements between the people I loved about the right way to think about these things.
Kassian grabbed my hand beneath the table, and I felt a thrill of excitement despite everything else. I ate my extra big piece of honey carrot cake and held Kassian’s hand, and for ten minutes, even though my grandmother and my parents had argued and my grandmother still looked quietly furious, I felt safe and whole.
After dinner, my father asked me to take the scraps to the compost heap. “You’re old enough to go alone,” he said, with a pointed look in my grandmother’s direction when she tried to protest. “Take your new cloak.”
The night air smelled sweet as I stepped onto the back stoop. The forest lay black with shadows, the branches of the trees moving faintly in the wind. Our house huddled right up against the woods. In the distance, I could see the feathery peaks of the vertical forest against the starry backdrop of the sky. The place that had once been a city with towers of silvery steel. Now, it was overgrown with so many vines and trees that it looked like the earth had reached leafy green fingers up to touch the sky.
One day, when I was old enough, my father had promised to take me there. To show me the secrets and wonders of the world before the Alpha and the Sworn.
I couldn’t wait.
The cloak lay heavy and soft against my shoulders. I felt older wearing the weight of it, taller. Braver. Stronger, even. As if I could fight off any threat. I wore it with the scarlet side out, and I imagined that I stood out against the shadows like a drop of blood on coal, like a fighter for the resistance, as I strode into the backyard behind our cabin. I felt the faintest prickle of magic singe my skin again.
Crickets sang loudly, and the grass whispered around my ankles as I made my way to the compost heap, located a stone’s throw away from the house so we wouldn’t get raccoons rustling beneath our windows in the night while we slept.
I took my time in the yard, enjoying the feel of the length of cloak sweeping behind me like the train of a lady’s gown. The weight of the cloak emboldened me. Usually, I scurried through my chores, nervous in the darkness with the forest at my fingertips, imagining invisible eyes were watching. But this time, I pretended I was a queen walking through her garden, regal and composed. The cloak dragged across the dew-soaked wildflowers. One day, it would fit me. It was a woman’s cloak, made for a full-grown future self.
As I walked, the hem snagged on the thrusting roots of the Thorn Trees that rose from the soil like the grasping hands of buried zombies. We hacked them back, but they grew with a speed and stubbornness that rivaled every other plant in the forest, because they were magic. They’d burst into our world at the same time as the werewolves, spreading like fire across civilization along with the dreaded disease of the land that we called the Spore, a magic plant-disease that spread horrors in its wake.
I stopped to free myself from a Thorn Tree tendril, rubbing my thumb over the embroidery at the edges once more. A thrill lanced through me to think that this beautiful cloak was mine. I felt like a queen, and so I paused to lift my chin as if accepting the bows of my subjects before I raised the bucket to upend the contents over the compost heap.
I was dumping the scraps when the Alpha’s elite werewolf soldiers came.
I had never seen the Sworn before, but I’d heard stories. Whispers of how they were fast as the wind, and just as silent. How they were taller and more muscular than the humans they looked like. The stories also said they had faces like monsters and eyes that glowed the cold blue of the moon on a frosty night, but the Sworn wore black wolf masks, so I didn’t see their faces as they melted from the shadows of the forest in silence. They surrounded the house before I heard anything at all.
The first indication of trouble was a glass breaking.
And then my mother’s scream.
I whirled, the cloak swirling around me. I saw the figures surrounding the cabin. They were as quick and lithe as ghosts. They wore the black armor of the Sworn—thorny arm shields and chest plates, and helmets fashioned from metal to look like wolves’ heads.
They were like monsters from the deep forest.
Every person I loved was inside that cabin. Mother, Father, Kassian, Grandmother.
A gasp wrenched from my lips.
One of the Sworn turned its masked face toward me at the sound of my exhalation. The wicked wolf face glinted like a death mask in the pale moonlight. His curved shoulders, powerful beneath his armor and cloak, tensed.
I stood, feet rooted to the ground, a shout frozen on my tongue. My heart thundered. Surely the Sworn saw me. He would cross the grass and kill me with one swipe of his arm-shield. The thorny spines along it would slice my throat.
I wanted to run, but I couldn’t move.
I couldn’t breathe.
Like a fawn discovered by a predator, I was locked into place, trembling, my limbs like lead.
After an eternity, the Sworn turned back to the house and slipped inside. It was as if he hadn’t seen me at all.
Another scream split the night, and I heard the sound of a struggle that ended in a dying gasp. The light in the house went out.
They emerged from the house, and I couldn’t see how many of them there were. One wrenched his mask from his face, and moonlight caught his features. He looked just like a man.
I didn’t understand. Where was his fur, his monstrous, doglike mouth?
The Sworn bled away into the shadows, rushing past me like wind, and I was alone.
Time seemed to swell and slow around me. My heartbeat felt as lethargic and final as the hand of a dying drummer in my chest. My thoughts sorted from their tangle and presented themselves one by one. Hide in the shadows. Run to the door and call for my mother. Stay here and never move again.
The house stood before me, corpse-like. I knew in my bones what I’d find if I went inside.
So, I didn’t go inside. I stayed there, paralyzed, the cloak pooled around me, a cry stuck in my throat, and unshed tears blinding my eyes.
It felt like years had passed before a hand touched my shoulder. I jolted as time snapped back to its normal speed, my heart slamming in terror as I rose to fight.
But it was Grandmother.
She put a finger to her lips and helped me up. I was shaking, but her hands were strong and steady. I turned toward the cabin, my expression hopeful.
The windows were still dark.
Hope struggled up in my chest. My parents? Kassian? I turned back to my grandmother, looking into the forest behind her for them.
There weren’t there.
My grandmother lowered her gaze and shook her head.
The second grief of losing them after that brief and wild hope struck like a slap. A hole opened inside me. Tears rolled down my cheeks, but I made no sound. I couldn’t. It was as if my voice had been sucked from my throat.
My grandmother put something into my hand. I turned my palm over and looked down. My gifts—the ring she’d given me, and the collar-necklace my mother had made. More tears flooded my eyes.
She reached out and traced one finger down the cloak. I’d put it on with the red side out, but still, the Sworn had not seen me in the shadows.
“You were protected,” my grandmother whispered as if reading my mind. “The red side of the cloak shields the wearer from the eyes of the Sworn. What a happy incident of defiance on your father’s part, and yours for wearing it. He was right to give it to you tonight. I wish I could tell him he was right.” She fell silent again. She turned her head toward the house as if trying to make a decision.
“Can we go back now?” I ventured to ask.
“No, Meredith,” my grandmother said gently. “There is nothing there that you want to see. Come. You’re going home with me.”
My grandmother reached out her hand, and I took it, and we stepped together into the forest.




NINE YEARS LATER




CHAPTER ONE
I WAS ON my way to a hanging.
The cloak that had saved my life as a ten-year-old child lay around my shoulders again, the black side facing out this time, the golden embroidered flowers shimmering faintly under the early morning sunshine. Dread lay in my belly like a dead snake, but determination danced atop it like cold fire.
The cart I drove rattled on the cobblestones of the city street as I steered it left toward the correctional yard and the gallows. My stomach curled into a hard ball as I caught sight of the structure and the rope that dangled from it. The noose, twisting in the wind. The hangman, leaning against the steps, smoking a cigarette with a bored expression on his face.
I pulled the cart to a stop and climbed out. My pulse hammered in my throat as I approached the steps.
When I reached the hangman, I licked my dry lips and tried to summon moisture into my throat. The wind blew, making the cloak flutter around my ankles. It was not quite autumn, and the air was still heavy and humid even in the early morning.
The hangman looked up, his eyes bright and brown as they met mine. Human eyes, instead of the strange moon-silver irises of the werewolves. He wasn’t a Sworn. He was human.
A traitor to his kind.
He was young, with curly black hair and smooth brown skin. I’d imagined the hangman to be a monster, burly and cruel-faced, with a mask on and a crooked, sadistic smile. But this young man looked more tired than anything else. Tired and defeated, as if he’d already seen enough nightmares for a lifetime.
Still, I hated him.
I began, “I am here to formally protest the execution of—”
“Can’t yet,” he interrupted, cutting off my prepared speech. “You have to wait until they arrive.” He took another drag of his cigarette and turned his head to blow the smoke away from us both.
“When are they arriving?” I asked. “The edict said sunrise.”
For a split second, I was terrified that I’d been too late, that he was mistaken somehow or thinking of a different wagon of prisoners, but my fears were soothed at the man’s reply.
“These things rarely happen on time,” the hangman said. He finished his cigarette and dropped it to the stones, grinding out the burning bit with the heel of his boot. “Little warm for a cloak, isn’t it?”
I drew the folds around me stiffly. “Executions chill my blood.”
He jerked his chin to say he didn’t care as he turned away. I stepped back to the side of the cart to wait.
If there was any mercy left in this world, I wouldn’t be forced to wait too long.
I heard the procession before I saw them. The thud of the brute-beast’s feet on the road, the creak of the execution cart’s wheels. The gray-skinned behemoth swung into view, drawing the wooden vehicle with the cage in the back, two Sworn sitting in the driver’s seat, wearing their black armor and masks, and three men huddled inside, dressed in rags, their hands curled around the bars between them and freedom.
My eyes found those of the one I sought.
Neil.
On his way to his execution, and still, he shot me a cocky smirk and an exaggerated salute in an effort to make me smile. Only the tension at the edges of his mouth and eyes and the stiffness of his shoulders betrayed his terror.
My heart pounded harder. I didn’t smile back. My lips were too stiff to force into the shape of the lie.
He didn’t know why I was here. He must think I’d come for moral support. To watch the escape.
He was expecting a rescue, of course.
But not from me.
The prison cart stopped, and the two Sworn stepped down to open the cage. They were tall and muscular. Their black, sculpted body armor seemed to suck all the light into its wicked depths, and their wolf helmets made them look even more inhuman. They moved with a sinuous grace that unsettled me, a kind of animal fluidity that left me prickling with unease like a mouse in the presence of a snake. While I’d gotten more glimpses of them since the day my family had been murdered, and I knew they looked human beneath the armor, I still thought of them the way the stories described them—monstrous, with faces like dogs beneath their masks, and hard bodies ridged with unexpected skeletal protrusions and masses of dark, wiry fur beneath their black armor.
The Sworn prodded the men onto the cobblestones. The prisoners’ hands were tied together in front of them, the ropes trailing like leashes on the ground. Neil’s face turned toward the gallows, and his smile slipped. His fingers, I noticed, were trembling.
The Sworn seized Neil by the arms and pushed him toward the wooden staircase up to the gallows. One, two, three steps up to the platform. His feet moved too fast.
My opportunity was passing by in microseconds.
I swallowed as he faced the executioner, still wearing that smirk across his mouth like a bandit’s bandana. The morning wind stirred his hair, and he lifted his chin, confident, as the hangman read his crimes to the pitiful assembly—the Sworn, the other prisoners, and me. No one else had come in the misty dawn to witness this hanging. There were far too many hangings to attract much notice anymore.
The hangman’s voice carried through the stillness. “I hereby charge you, Neil Grimmick—”
No, wait. I was wrong. Someone else had come. I spotted a carriage in the distance, half-hidden by the fog. A man stood beside it, his jewel-encrusted hand resting on the edge of the door to the carriage. His long, silvery hair was tied back from his face. He had a hawkish nose and full, pouting lips that sneered so perfectly we used to whisper among ourselves during his speeches that he must practice the look in front of his mirror to get it right.
Governor Creeb.
He’d come to watch Neil die.
The hangman was still speaking the sentence. “—Of seditious acts against the Alpha and his kingdom, and for transcribing treasonous words upon a government building.”
Neil grinned. He was still waiting for his rescue.
The hangman placed the noose around Neil’s neck.
This was my moment. Fear shot through my limbs like a jolt of electricity. I wet my lips and stepped forward, summoning every ounce of courage I possessed as I opened my mouth and prepared to bring every eye upon me.
“Wait,” I called.
Neil’s eyes fell upon me. In the distance, the governor’s head swiveled in my direction.
The hangman looked bored. Tired. As if this were all some pointless charade.
“I am here to formally protest the execution of Neil Grimmick,” I said, the words I’d memorized the night before stumbling off my tongue. “For reasons of illegitimacy.”
“And what illegitimacy is that?” the hangman asked.
Neil gazed at me sharply, alert now. He had been expecting a rescue from his friends. Not this.
He didn’t know that they weren’t coming, that they’d been arrested too. There was no plan. His friends had not been able to make one. Two of them were still inebriated from the night before that had gotten him into this mess, and the others were cooling their heels in the jail across town. They’d been caught after him.
There was only me. Me and my ill-advised, hare-brained plan to save him. It wasn’t the flashy, heroic, resistance fighter-style of Neil’s friends. I didn’t have arrows or swords. I didn’t have gas canisters.
But I did have something of value. A secret, one Neil didn’t know.
“What—what are you doing, Red?” Neil said slowly. As if he were stringing his understanding together bead by bead.
“He didn’t write those things,” I said. I forced the words out, knowing I could not go back once I had spoken them. Dread dropped like stones into my lungs. I couldn’t breathe.
“No?” the hangman asked.
“No,” I said. “Because I wrote them, and I’m here to surrender in his place.”
There was a heavy, silent moment.
“Red?” Neil called, his voice breaking with alarm. “Red! No! This isn’t the plan!”
I refused to look at him, lest I lose my resolve.
In the distance, I saw Governor Creeb frowning as he watched.
Creeb was not fond of changes to the plan. But of course, he wanted the perpetrator punished. He was a stickler like that. He gave a nod to the hangman.
The Sworn came forward and took me by the arms, one on each side as if I were a threat, a dangerous criminal who needed to be restrained. Their gloved hands were strong, their fingers crushing my upper arms in powerful grips that elicited a gasp from my mouth before I could stifle it.
The hangman unceremoniously lifted the noose off Neil’s neck and shoved him aside.
“You’re free to go,” the hangman said. “Get off the platform.”
“I don’t understand,” Neil said, desperate now. “I was the one who was arrested.”
“And she just confessed. We have our traitor. Now go.”
The Sworn marched me toward the steps, past the other prisoners with their mouths hanging open, their expressions a mixture of surprise and pity at what was about to happen to me.
I took the final steps alone and stopped before the dangling noose. The hangman looked me over with a little more respect now. And pity.
“Sorry, girlie,” he said as he lifted the rope.
The rope settled around my neck. I closed my eyes—a flutter—and took a deep breath. They hadn’t bound my hands yet, so the hangman stepped around to my front to do it. He turned over my right wrist and swore under his breath. His face turned white as ash, and he stepped back as if he were afraid to touch me.
“Why aren’t you wearing your colors? Why didn’t you say what you are?” he hissed. “I didn’t know! I could have killed you!”
The Sworn at the steps lifted their heads at his words. Their blank, covered faces glittered in the sun, and my stomach curled into a knot.
On my wrist, a raised red mark of two circles overlapping lay like a hideous birthmark. Like the body of a dead snake. Like a brand. A hateful, ugly, jarring scar of a tattoo.
You see, I had a secret. One I’d hidden for years from everyone, including my friends, even my beloved Neil. Only my grandmother had known the truth. Only she had seen the mark I always kept carefully hidden.
Only she had known I was one of the Chosen.
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