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Wars upon wars

Swords upon swords

A sea of men

A forest of steel

Blood on sand

Blood on snow

Men wilt like flowers on the ground

Left too long in the sun

I miss your love

Like I miss our homeland

Wars upon wars

Swords upon shields

A mountain of helmets

A river of shields

Blood on sand

Blood on grass

I will visit your grave

When I return home again

I know you will wait for me

Because bones cannot walk, my love

Blood on sand

Blood on grass

Blood on steel

Blood on stone

I have made for myself a crown
But it is crafted of ash

And I cannot say

If it was worth the price

—Poem from King Juliaar the Elder to his wife, Asix, translated from Bhanese to Austrish by the soldier-poet Innush in the 3rd century





PART ONE:
~
WITH STRIKE OF STEEL




CHAPTER ONE

EARLY MORNING MIST cloaked the countryside of eastern Austrisia, weaving silver tendrils through the long grass of the dew-soaked north Estrian meadows. Near the swell of the land where the grasslands met the foothills of southern Kyreia, and trees clustered thickly at the edges of the fields, smoke from a thousand campfires rose to mingle with the mist.
Cahan’s army.
The smell and clamor of the camp disturbed the wildlife, sending birds fluttering nervously into the tops of the trees and rabbits and lizards fleeing across the rocky hills.
A massive shadow lanced through the mist, frightening the already-disturbed creatures. Massive wings beat the air. Claws gripped the rocks. A beast landed among the trees, sending squirrels scurrying away with squeaks of fright.
Briand Varryda, dragonsayer, guttersnipe, Scarlet Blade, and thief-queen of Gillspin, slid from the dravym’s back. She wore a plain brown cape over her black bodice and leggings. Her plan, if she was spotted, was that she could pull the cloth around herself and pretend to be a beggar girl. That is, until whoever spotted her saw the giant dragon-thing she’d ridden in on. Then, knives would probably have to become involved. With Briand, they usually were anyway.
Briand crept to the edge of the rock cliff. She could smell the campfires on the plain, but the trees blocked her view. She didn’t dare fly any closer on the back of the dravym.
She’d have to go on foot.
The dragonsayer sent a thought to the dravym, ordering him to stay put, then she grabbed a branch of the nearest pine and climbed through the trees in a scuffle of bark and a shower of pine needles and cones that crashed to the earth below.
Too noisy.
She jumped. Her boots hit the soft earth, and she caught herself, catlike, and moved silently through the scrubby beginnings of forest until she reached the edge of the plains.
Briand was glad to be in Austrisia’s northern lands again. The scent of the air, the feel of the wind, the cool temperature on her skin—all was like a familiar, soothing balm to her after months in humid Nyr and dry, scorching Bhan. It unspooled a tightness in her chest that she hadn’t been able to shake.
She was home.
The wind blew, parting the mist like a curtain, and Briand saw what she’d come for.
The army.
The tents stretched for miles. Cookfires glowed like embers scattered from a forge, and soldiers marched between them like ants.
Briand crawled through the long grass on her stomach until she was close enough to hear the murmur of sentries’ voices as they stood at their post.
This would have been a great deal easier, she reflected with annoyance, if she’d been able to get one of the dracules to ride the dravym with her. So far, neither of them was willing to come within ten feet of the newest creature she’d brought home.
Briand strained to hear the conversation between the sentries. Their voices were a liquid murmur. She inched closer, and her foot brushed a dead leaf. The crackle sounded loud as a shout to her ears.
“Did you hear that?” one of the sentries asked.
She froze. Her fingers closed over the knife at her hip.
“Think it was a rabbit?” the other said with a trace of eagerness in his voice. “I’ll be soused if I have to eat one more meal of the swill they’ve been dishing up lately. Found a maggot in my stew last night.”
“You’ll have at least another fortnight of it before we can raid the stores of Gillspin,” the first sighed.
She heard the scratch of a match against a boot as one lit a cig.
“From what I’ve heard, anything we find in Gillspin won’t be fit to piss on,” the other replied. “Geoffrey says it’s a villainous swill hole.”
“Geoffrey thinks every place is a villainous swill hole. He’s a Tasglorn snob.”
“Well, I’ve heard it’s wretchedly bad.”
The conversation quieted a moment as another tramp of boots passed, and then both men chuckled at some private, murmured joke.
Briand held still and resisted the urge to fidget, waiting to see if they’d reveal anything else.
“What sort of women do they have in Gillspin? Any better fare than the food?” she heard one say. “I’ve spent far too long on these accursed, lonely plains.”
“Geoffrey would be no help in that department,” the other said, and laughed. “And if they’re anything like Estrian women, they won’t be interested in your ugly face.”
“I hear tell that the Scarlet Blade is a woman.”
Now, they both laughed.
The cig landed in the wet grass near Briand’s head. She stared at the dying glow of the tip and listened as the sentries walked on.
After waiting to be sure they’d moved a sufficient distance, Briand crawled back the way she’d come.
~

The sun had reached its zenith by the time Briand reached Gillspin again. The dravym soared over the rooftops with powerful flaps of its wings, and Briand gazed down at the city from where she clung to the saddle, picking out glimpses of the streets and plazas she’d traveled many times on foot before she circled over the thief quarters. After Tarcus Melwith’s ousting, many of the thieves had wanted to move quarters into the opulent and now-empty mansion of the former mayor of Gillspin, but Briand had declined to make the house her new seat of power. That wasn’t why he’d been overthrown, and besides, she hadn’t been the one to do it. The mayor’s mansion belonged to the people.
Currently, it housed refugees who’d fled to Gillspin before Cahan’s approaching army.
Briand landed the dravym in the shadowed recessed of what had used to be one of the old sparring rooms. They’d torn down the roof last night to make a place for the dravym to launch from and land in, as he was used to doing in Bhan.
Briand slid from the dravym’s back and bit back a groan as her sore legs hit the ground. Staying astride an animal in flight was different from any other sort of riding she’d ever done, and a day’s worth of journey had drained and stiffened her.
She gazed around her. She wanted a bath, and Kael, and then a long sleep in a proper bed, but the sentries’ words rang in her memory.
There wasn’t much time.
The dravym nudged her with the tip of its blunted, beak-like nose, wanting food, and for a moment, Briand was happy to turn her attention to something ordinary and lighthearted.
“You already ate,” Briand told him, reaching out to stroke his leathery neck. The dravym had hunted during the journey, snatching prey from the ground with terrifying precision and eating it midair in two gulps.
“And,” she added, “you need a name. After all, if you’re going to be serving the Scarlet Blade and risking life and wing, you should have a name to be made into a legend.”
The dravym shook stretched its wings and gave a barking call in response. It didn’t care about names. It was a creature of wind and sky. It was fierce and wild, with the sky in its veins.
It was hungry.
“Wind,” Briand mused aloud, and she leaned her face against the dravym’s flank. “Shall we call you Wind? Storm? Zephyr?”
The dravym snorted. It wanted food. It was hungry. He. He was hungry.
He didn’t care about names.
“Hungry,” Briand muttered, and chuckled. They should all be named so plainly, perhaps—dracules and rock dragons and the rest. The contents of their thoughts were nearly always dedicated to the theme of eating. It would certainly be accurate, at least.
A figure slipped from the shadows and approached Briand and Hungry with a near-silent tread.
It was Jadi, the rider from Bhan who’d returned to Austrisia with Briand.
She was slender and short, with close-cropped, dark hair and sun-bronzed skin. Her eyes were dark, and her sharp chin had a tilt to it that hinted of years of stubbornness born out of risk and rejection.
Briand knew that look well, for she’d worn it herself for years.
“You’re back,” Jadi said with obvious relief, as if she’d feared that Briand would die on her scouting mission, leaving the girl with the rabble that was Briand’s thieves and closest friends.
Briand swallowed a smile thinking that, for they were riffraff. Her riffraff.
“How did the dravym take to wild skies for you?” Jadi asked. “Well, I hope?”
“Like he was born to it,” Briand answered. “He was a bit eager on the takeoffs—nearly unseated me once or twice—but smooth in the open parts. Calm.”
Briand spoke briskly, but truthfully, she’d wept when she’d felt the sky from the dravym’s perspective—he’d been caged his entire life, asked to close up his wings and crouch underground, let loose once a day to circle a tiny arena, never able to stretch his frame to its full extent, never able to feel the limits of his body’s energy or capabilities. Then, suddenly, he was loose in a limitless tumble of wind and clouds, with scents below and sun above, and every muscle aching in the most delicious, furious way.
Jadi looked at Briand as if she understood what Briand hadn’t said, as if they’d had a silent conversation in the space between their spoken words.
“It is good to be free,” the girl said solemnly.
Voices carried through the air, the familiar sound of an argument between Nath and Crispin.
Briand turned her head toward the door. “I need to speak with the others about what I saw. Can you get him unsaddled? And… er, I think he wants to eat.”
Jadi’s new role, per the girl’s request, was that of dravym handler and instructor. Briand still had much to learn about the creature, and she was supremely grateful to have Jadi here to teach her.
“Of course,” Jadi said, reaching for the dravym’s bridle.
As Jadi led the beast toward the makeshift stables they’d constructed for him, Briand strode inside the daylight gloom of the thief quarters.
And nearly ran into Nath and Crispin.
The two men stood arguing nose to nose in the hall. Crispin had several burlap-wrapped bundles with roots protruding from the bottom clutched to his chest with one arm while he gesticulated wildly with the other. As Briand rounded the corner, Nath grabbed for one of the bundles, and Crispin twisted his whole body reflexively to keep whatever he was holding out of Nath’s hands.
It looked like an odd and poorly rehearsed dance.
“The thief-queen said we were to leave the mayor’s house alone,” Nath growled at Crispin.
“Technically, they aren’t from his house!” Crispin cried. “They’re only the peonies from the garden! They were already half-trampled by the hordes when I saved them. Nobody in this forsaken city recognizes their value. It’s a travesty—”
Nath made another attempt at grabbing the bundles. “Lad, they’re going to be more than half-trampled if you don’t give me—”
Nath stopped as he caught sight of Briand. His expression changed to one of anxious concern, half-trampled peonies forgotten at once.
“Guttersnipe,” he said. “I didn’t know you’d returned. What did you discover?”
“Get the others,” she said in answer.




CHAPTER TWO

BRIAND MET WITH the others in the thief-queen rooms. Nath and Crispin arrived first, quiet now, followed soon after by Cait, who was clutching a scarlet flag she’d been in the midst of sewing. Tibus and Bran, who had remained behind when Maera returned to Nyr, soon joined them, and Kael last of all, his brow damp with sweat as if he’d been in the midst of a training session.
Kael met Briand’s gaze across the heads of the others as he leaned his back against the wall and wiped his face with a piece of cloth, and though his face didn’t change except for a twitch of his mouth, she felt the warmth of his greeting, and silently answered him with a look of her own that he knew how to interpret.
She loved him.
“What news?” Nath burst out when all had gathered. “And lords, Guttersnipe, did you get dragged through a swamp?”
Briand looked down at her clothing. Her trousers and bodice were stained with mud from her foray on her stomach through the tall grass. “I crawled across a field at the edge of the Kyreian-Estrian border,” she said. “I wanted to hear what the sentries were saying, and I didn’t have Vox or Sieya.”
“You crawled within hearing distance of enemy sentries?” Tibus grunted, his thick brows lifting.
“Alone, I’ll wager,” Nath added. A line appeared between his brows. “With that dragon-thing hidden miles away and out of earshot?”
“Yes, and what of it? I’ve done riskier things many times before,” Briand said, and then, she understood what he was driving at and frowned.
She didn’t like the direction this was taking.
The rest of them, except for Kael, looked at her like disapproving parents.
She knew what they were thinking.
“I’m fine,” Briand snapped, irritation surging inside her at their coddling. “My memories have fully returned, and I’m fit and full of health. I don’t need to be treated like a glass princess.”
“If we were treating you like a glass princess,” Nath said, “we’d have you locked in the thief-queen’s chambers day and night. We are treating you more like a new baby fawn. Something a little clumsy and vulnerable.”
“Clumsy?” Briand cried furiously. “What kind of evidence do you have of that?”
“You dropped a plate in the dining hall last night,” Crispin pointed out, which earned him a glare from Nath for his interference. This was Nath’s argument, not Crispin’s.
“Yes, because it was slippery with butter! From Nath’s greasy fingers, I might add.” Briand threw her hands in the air in exasperation.
“It’s not just the plate,” Tibus muttered. “You’ve struggled in your sparring matches, too.”
“Struggled?” Briand repeated in outrage. “I can still shear your ears from your head, soldier, with one toss of my knife.”
“It’s the heavier blades that trouble you,” Tibus said. He grimaced and looked at his feet as he spoke the words.
There was a brief, heavy silence during which Briand raked her gaze across every face.
“How long have the lot of you been whispering and worrying about this behind my back?” she demanded at last.
She was not pleased with the mix of stubborn and patronizing expressions she saw. Patronizing! As if she were the one being utterly unreasonable.
“How can you be sure your memories are all back?” Cait asked with the timid air of someone who is trying to artfully suggest that the clothes her friend is wearing are out of fashion and make her look like a whale in a hat. “What if you go to fight an enemy soldier, and you forget how to throw a knife, and he slices you open?”
“Or a Seeker,” Nath muttered darkly.
“That isn’t going to happen,” Briand said. “I can assure you. I am completely in possession of my wits.”
“It’s just… we just got you back, Briand,” Bran objected. “Was that risk necessary?”
“The thief-queen uses her best judgment, and we don’t question it,” Nath snapped at him. But under his breath, he asked Briand, “Was it necessary, though, Guttersnipe?”
“I’d say so—I heard the sentries say they were at least a fortnight away from Gillspin,” she answered, her gaze narrowing as she dared anyone else to speak a word to her about not taking risks. “I certainly wouldn’t have heard it if I was half a mile away sucking my thumb.”
Everyone exchanged looks at the information she’d given them.
A fortnight.
“It’s not much time,” Nath said, “but it’s better than I feared.”
“Armies travel slowly,” Kael said from his place against the wall. “It could be longer than that, based on your description of where you saw them.”
“Shall I begin organizing the evacuation?” Cait asked. “We can hide in the hills—one of the newest recruits was telling me that their family knows of a series of caves—”
“I don’t want to run and hide,” Briand said. “Not anymore. I’ve done enough of that for one lifetime already, and in my experience, it never accomplishes much. The enemy just keeps searching for you, and they do a lot of damage in the meantime.”
Silence filled the room.
“Guttersnipe,” Nath began. He stopped.
Once again, she knew what they feared. That she was addled from her dragon mind-damage. That she was unstable. That she wasn’t the Briand they once knew.
She’d prove them all wrong. She was stable and strong—stronger than she’d been before. The searing of her mind by dragon’s power had sealed the damage she’d done to herself by using her dragonsaying abilities without training.
And she certainly wasn’t clumsy. Lords have mercy on Nath for that one, because she was going to make him regret it.
“You don’t have troops,” Tibus said. “Your villagers and refugees have little to offer you in terms of protection against trained soldiers.”
“We’re not going to fight them,” Briand said, placing emphasis on the first word.
Their faces still betrayed their confusion and suspicion. The place between Kael’s brows pinched, and she saw his understanding dawn.
Briand looked at her friends. “I’m going to bring dragons to fight them.”




CHAPTER THREE

SEVERAL OF THE group spoke at once following her announcement.

Nath said, “Have you lost your damned mind?”
Tibus said, “I don’t think this is a sound idea.”
Bran asked, “Just where are you going to get these dragons from?”
Crispin loudly declared, to anyone who might be listening (which, for the record, was no one), “I can help!” His face was eager and flushed, as if he already expected to be refused the opportunity.
And Kael, quiet and brooding, said a simple, “Catfoot, no.”
“The last time you interacted with a dragon, it tried to kill you,” Tibus rumbled. “Surely you haven’t forgotten that, dragonsayer.”
Briand curled her fingers around the knife at her hip. “I already have a plan. I will return to Ikarad and make good on my promise and end the dragon’s version of a price on my head. Then, I’ll bring dragons back with me to Gillspin.”
“Bring dragons here?” Nath cried. “First—putting aside all the other problems with this cockamamy fool’s errand—that level of control over multiple dragons would pulverize every bit of brain in your skull! Remember the sea creature you dragged to the pirate king’s lair? You were curled up in agony at the bottom of the boat the entire way, and that was one sea creature.”
“For one thing,” Briand said, still not forgiving him for the clumsy remark, “I had less training on how to handle my powers then, and I was using brute force where a polite request would do, and two, I will not go alone.” She paused and exhaled, feeling a sense of regret at the next words that must be spoke. “After all, there are two dragonsayers now. I’ll take Crispin with me.”
Crispin made a sound that was somewhere between a chortle of delight and a squeak of terror, which earned him a glower from Nath.
“Yes,” the lad managed after a moment. “There are two dragonsayers. I will be delighted to lend my assistance, Guttersnipe, as well as my expertise when it comes to dragonsaying. I have been reading ever so many books since I gained my powers—”
“Stole your powers,” Nath muttered.
“—and I think you’ll find that my breadth of knowledge exceeds any other living person when it comes to dragons,” Crispin finished.
Crispin’s speech did not appear to have reassured anyone, including Briand.
And the others were still glaring daggers at her.
“Another thing. I’m stronger now than I was before.” Briand looked each of them in the eye, daring them to challenge her on that fact. “Something about the experience gave me time to heal, and the dragon’s attempt to kill me, ah, cauterized the cracks in my mind, for lack of a better way of putting it. The issues that were causing me so much pain and disfunction are gone. I’ve been healed, in a way.”
She waited a beat. “Well?”
“It’s a desperate plan,” Kael said softly.
She met his gaze with a challenging one of her own. “Any more desperate than making a dragonsayer to call up dragons and destroy Barrow Bridge? Any more desperate than stealing gemstones from beneath the manor of Aron Kul?”
Kael exhaled. A muscle in his cheek tightened. Without another word, he turned on his heel and left the room.
Briand stared a moment at the space he’d vacated.
She’d known he wouldn’t like it. They often disagreed in situations like this, and marrying each other wasn’t a magical fix for a difference in temperament.
But it still hurt like a slap.
“Guttersnipe,” Nath tried again. “Be reasonable.”
She laughed. “In all the years you’ve known me, Nath, has that word ever described me? But I’m not going to gamble with everyone’s life. We can still make plans to evacuate the city. Cait, see to it that those are put into motion. I might fail. I know that. But I’m going to try.”
With that, she left the room.
There was much to do before she left.
~

After a good bit of the kind of searching that is done in a way so as not to appear that one is searching—casual checking on the meal with Greff, a few words exchanged with Quill in the common rooms, a peek at Sieya and Agashi in their nest. When she’d exhausted all the locations inside the thief quarters, the dragonsayer stopped and thought about where Kael might go to clear his head if he wasn’t sparring, and decided that he’d do what she did. Take to the open fields and sky.
Briand found him in the stables, saddling a horse. She leaned against the door of the stall and watched as he slid the bridle over the gelding’s head and checked the length of the stirrups.
For the blink of a moment, she felt a flash of fear that he was leaving her for her pigheadedness. It was an old fear, the kind born of memories of rejection and scorn suffered in her uncle’s house.
When Kael lifted his head to look at her, though, his gaze was steady and calm. His eyes scorched hers, but she knew one thing with absolute certainty.
He wasn’t running.
She could still see devotion written in his face, mixed with the leashed anger. Yes, he was angry. Probably at her.
But when had Kael’s anger last frightened her? When had anyone’s? She was a thief-queen and a dragonsayer. She was brave enough to try to make amends with her husband.
“Yes?” Kael asked after a brief pause.
“If you don’t mind,” she said, “I’d like to ride with you.”
He gazed at her a beat and then nodded.
She went to saddle a horse of her own.
~

The sky was the dark blue of cloudless late afternoons when they rode into the hills. Kael was silent as the horses galloped across the scrubby grass, and he rode as though he would never stop. Finally, when they reached a ridge of rocks that thrust up from the hillside, he pulled his mount to a walk, and then dismounted in a single, fluid motion.
Briand reined in her horse but stayed in the saddle, watching him.
Kael crossed to the rocks and disappeared in a narrow gap between them.
Briand waited a moment, then she slid off her horse and followed.
The rocks made a little canyon, trapping a river between them, and Kael stood on one of the largest rocks jutting into the water. Beside him, a small waterfall emptied into a pool as clear as glass.
Kael picked up a stone and hurled it as hard as he could at the water. The splish echoed in the sheltered stillness of the little canyon.
Briand took a step toward him. Her boot scuffed against the rock beneath her feet, and the sound of sole against stone seemed to rouse Kael from some private, painful stupor.
He turned, and his eyes were like smoldering embers. The look he gave her burned Briand straight to the heart.
“When are you planning to leave?” he asked.
“As soon as possible,” she said. “There’s no time to waste.”
Kael nodded. His whole body was stiff with leashed tension, and his throat moved as he swallowed hard.
“I know you’re angry—” Briand began.
Kael held up a hand. “I don’t want to talk about it yet, please.”
She jerked her chin in a nod and turned to go back to the horses when he reached out and caught her wrist gently.
She stopped, looking at his fingers against her skin, feeling the electric crackle between them. She waited for him to speak.
“I promised myself,” Kael said after a pause. “I promised myself that I’d teach you to swim. Before you go to Ikarad again… please.”
Briand looked at the water and then at Kael’s serious face.
She was angry right now. He was angry. Words filled her mouth, words she wanted to shout at him. She wanted to fight, make her case, and have him admit she was right about everything. It wasn’t as if she wanted to leave. She had no choice. He must see that.
But.
She did need to learn how to swim.
Kael waited in painful silence. His eyes held hers.
“Catfoot?” he asked.
In answer, Briand unbuckled her belt and tossed it down on the rocks, and then pulled off a boot.
She could see the vein beating in Kael’s throat. He reached up and pulled off his shirt, and tossed it aside.
The air heated between them as if they were about to cross swords or duel with daggers.
He strode into the water first, walking until the river was up to his chest.
Briand looked down at the dark flowing water, and a thousand fears crowded into the space beneath her lungs and threatened to suffocate her. She remembered the close of waves over her head as she’d tumbled into the sea at Nyr, and the burning pain of sea water filling her lungs at the lair of the pirate king when Kael had dived into the water to save her. She remembered the bridge collapsing on their first mission, when they’d been halfway to Barrow Bridge.
That had been the first time of many that Kael had saved her life from the water.
There could be no more almost-drownings. Even in her panicked fear, she could see that.
“I’ve nearly drowned many times,” she admitted. “It’s getting ridiculous now. This is long overdue.”
“Yes,” Kael agreed. His tone was patient now, and his calmness, often so frustrating, was like a balm to her frantic nerves as she stared at the swirling depths.
She could do this. All she had to do was lift her foot and put it into the water. Then, lift her other foot, and repeat. Again, and again, until she was up to her waist, and then, her chest…
Her heart beat fast. The memories raged. Dark water like a ceiling over her head. Her body slipping down, down, down into darkness. Thrashing at the heaviness that tugged her ever lower toward death, and the awful feeling of breath running out.
“Catfoot,” Kael said, his voice shattering the memories.
Briand exhaled. She snapped her gaze to his, and he reached out a hand.
“Trust me,” he said. “I won’t let you fall under the water.”
Trust me.
She did.
Implicitly.
She loved him, and she trusted him.
And at this moment, those were the only things that could induce her to set foot in the water.
Briand took a step, feeling the sediment of the river shore squish between her toes. Fear sang through her, squeezing once more at her lungs.
She had conversed with dragons. Dueled with her enemies. Ridden flying creatures. Faced armies.
But this cursed water still brought her low with terror.
She would vanquish this. She would strive and overcome. She would—
Something brushed her ankle, and Briand flinched, slipping on a rock. She went down with a sharp gasp and then an undignified shriek.
Kael caught her before she went under, his hand supporting her elbow.
“It was a minnow, I think,” he said, and the barest hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.
“Seven hells,” Briand spat. “I don’t like things darting about in dark water where I can’t see them.” She laid one arm over Kael’s shoulder to steady herself as she found her footing once more among the slick rocks.
“We’ll have to be in a deeper spot to swim,” Kael said.
She nodded.
“Here,” Kael said softly into her ear, sending a shiver down her arms. “Hold onto my neck. I’m going to step into the deepest part of the river now. Are you ready?”
She made a reluctant noise, and then, she nodded.
Gathering all her courage, she whispered, “I’m ready.”
Kael took a step.
Briand clung to him as he moved backward. The water rose around their shoulders, lapping at their necks. She turned her head and looked into his eyes.
They were dark with turbulent and unspoken emotion.
“Are you so very angry?” Briand asked quietly. She felt as though her throat were squeezing. “Can we overcome this?”
Kael paused in astonishment. His chest rose and fell with a breath before he spoke. “Angry?”
She nodded.
“I’m afraid,” he said, his gaze never leaving hers. “I’m afraid to lose you again when the last time tore me into pieces. I’m afraid you’re going to be eaten by a dragon. I’m afraid you’re going to be run through by a Seeker guard.”
He paused. His voice was a hoarse whisper. “I’m terrified, Catfoot.”
Terrified. Kael?
Briand’s anger leaked from her like sand through a sieve, leaving her feeling empty and foolish in its wake.
“I’m afraid too,” she said. “But, I will never run out of things to be afraid of, Kael, and if I don’t—”
“I know,” he said, lowering his gaze to the water of the river. “We must not give in to fear. I must not.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. “You certainly haven’t. Look at you. Facing your fear right now, at my insistence, while I skulk away, brooding, unable to wrest my emotions into submission—”
He bit off the rest of his words.
They were quiet another moment. The water lapped at them.
“Are you annoyed at me?” she asked.
Kael’s shoulders rose and fell in a sigh. He turned his head back to her and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m annoyed mostly at myself, my fierce wife. I am already making a poor partner to you. I just… I don’t want you to leave me. Not even for a few days.”
Briand put both hands on his face. “Well, for starters, you’ll be going with me. Yes?”
He blinked, and gave a ragged laugh. “Of course.”
“What else would we do?” she said, and laughed with him.
“I’m so used to watching you go while I must stay—” He crushed her in a hug. “Forgive my brooding and my assumptions, Catfoot. We should have discussed it. I—”
She kissed him, cutting off the rest of his words. “Forgiven. I love you, Kael. Now, teach me how to swim.”




CHAPTER FOUR

THE QUEEN OF Nyr woke abruptly from her nightmare.

Her heart was still pounding, and cold sweat pooled in the hollow of her throat. She rose with a swift motion, her hand inadvertently brushing against Jehn’s shoulder where he lay on his side in her bed.
She drew back, alarmed as if she hadn’t known he’d been there, even though she’d invited him herself. Panic was still clawing at her from the nightmare she’d had. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves as she gazed down at his rumpled brown hair on the pillow, his face relaxed in sleep. He looked different when he was asleep. Peaceful, calm, almost innocent.
The memory of the nightmare lay in her blood like a poison. She shivered. She reached out a hand and brushed some of that brown hair away from Jehn’s eyes. She didn’t allow herself to be uselessly affectionate like that when he was awake, but when he was asleep, sometimes she weakened. She bent down and pressed a kiss against his cheekbone.
Jehn didn’t stir.
The queen went into her outer apartments, where embers burned in the grate, casting a warm glow through the room. One of her handmaids slept on a low couch, and the whisper of the queen’s footsteps woke her immediately. She sat up.
“Your Eminence?” she said.
“I wish to be alone,” the queen said, and the girl rose, bowed, and removed herself from the room.
Alone. She had always been alone, even when surrounded by guards and servants, she thought. In the whole world, was anything lonelier than a ruler who has no one to trust?
The queen paced to the long windows that overlooked the gardens below. The screens were open, letting in pale bars of moonlight and a wind from the sea. The air was scented with the perfume of night-blooming aboias, a hint of snow from the mountains, and faintly, the sharp smell of lightning. A storm rumbled at the horizon, bright flashes illuminating the blackness, followed by the ominous growl of thunder.
The cold sweat on the queen’s collarbone dried; she stood still in the near-darkness, looking like a statue instead of a woman, with marble for skin and bones, and stone for a heart.
As a young princess, she’d often wished she could become a statue. Hard. Cold. Unfeeling. Unable to be hurt by human tongues and human hands.
Sometimes, she still wished it.
The dream had been a vivid one. A nightmare. The horror of its scenes still lingered in her mind and lay along her skin like dust after a windstorm. Remembering it made her feel like a child again, horrifically vulnerable and desperately lonely.
The queen gazed into the garden below, knowing one of her shadow guard gazed back. She was safe here. She was surrounded by her sworn servants. She had built a fortress for herself, her people. She had defeated her enemy, the one who’d breathed down her neck, the one who’d first taught her to fear.
He could not harm her anymore—
“Nara?”
The voice behind her belonged to the prince of Austrisia. The only one who called her Nara.
She didn’t turn. Her heart fluttered a little in her chest, but she gave no indication at her pleasure.
“My apologies for waking you, husband. The storm must have made me restless.” She found it so easy to be cool, so easy to let the words roll off her tongue like slick river stones burnished to a sparkling sheen. So easy to lie.
“Are you well?” Jehn asked.
His voice was soft and thick with sleep, rougher than his polished courtly accent and reminiscent of whatever place he’d called home as a boy. The sound of it soothed her, though she’d never admit that fact to anyone under pain of death.
He took a step toward her, and though sleep still filled his face, his eyes were sharp. Seeing.
The queen of Nyr did not know how she felt about being seen. It made her feel naked. Raw. Pinned.
Jehn reached her and stood before her, studying her face. “You’re shivering,” he observed.
She summoned anger, because it was her best defense against him. Her anger often roused his in response, which made him forget the questions he was asking and the things he was seeing despite her best efforts to hide herself.
“Are you accusing me of fear, prince?”
This time, Jehn didn’t engage. Had he learned her tricks?
He lifted his hand to her cheek and said simply, “Nara.”
The sound of her private name on his lips was like a caress. She let him touch her, feeling like a colt, unbroken and of half a mind to flee. She kept her eyes locked on his as he slid his hand down her cheek to her neck. His fingers were gentle.
Still, the queen flinched when Jehn touched her neck.
Jehn saw her flinch in the way that he saw everything, and said nothing. He removed his hand from her neck and slid his fingers into hers.
He had questions. She could see them in his eyes. He looked at her neck, and she found she did not want to talk about it.
She kissed him instead.
Jehn’s hands came up to span her waist, and she laced her fingers through his hair. He kissed her with confusion and frustration, for had she not undermined him, thwarted him, and denied him on all political fronts? She knew his fury. She could taste it. But there was something else in the way he kissed her.
If she was a romantic fool, the queen might have said the prince kissed her with reverence. Adoration.
And perhaps she was a fool, for instead of pulling away and putting him in his place with a sharp remark, she took his hand and guided him back to the bed. And this time, she did not banish the prince to his side and then lie awake while he fitfully slept, letting the dream torment her, letting the dream remind her of what she had been and what she must safeguard against. Instead, she let herself embrace the maddening, complicated prince of Austrisia, her husband, and for a little while, she let herself forget the nightmare in exchange for the mysteries of his mouth and his hands and the things he whispered in her ear that she discovered she was hungry to hear.
~

When the queen of Nyr woke in the morning, the prince was gone, and she lay still a moment and stared at the painted ceiling above her, a ceiling that bore the gruesome chronicles of her ancestors and their bloody failures when it came to love and husbands.
Perhaps, she reflected wryly, this was why the ceiling was painted thus. So that those who became captivated within this room might look up and see what could await them in the future, should they be foolish.
The flush of shy delight that spread through her when she thought of her Austrisian husband—folly. The way she craved to see his smile—folly. The absurd desire she had at that very moment to seek him out and trail her fingertips down the side of his cheek—folly.
With a growl of suppressed annoyance, the queen rose and called for her handmaids. She was not a fool.
And she had a kingdom to tend to.




CHAPTER FIVE

JEHN STOOD AT the edge of the steps that led down to the queen’s private greenspace, listening to the hammering sounds of workers laboring over what would eventually be his own private domain.
The queen was having a garden built for him.
She’d designed it herself, she’d told him, and Jehn would have expected nothing less. If he’d expected this at all, that is—and he hadn’t. He’d been forbidden to explore it before it was finished, and he had held himself to the restriction.
He still didn’t know what to make of it. His wife was forever a puzzle to him, a fact that both mesmerized him and drove him to complete distraction in a time when he could very little afford distractions.
Although the threat of assassination was over—not that there’d ever been a real threat, as Jehn had hired the assassins himself—he was free to return to his chambers. But he’d remained in the queen’s, and neither of them had addressed it yet.
Jehn wasn’t sure how long the situation would continue. It seemed untenable.
Meanwhile, both the court in exile and the Nyrian court buzzed and rustled with rumors and speculations. Could the shrewd, unemotional serpent queen possibly, inexplicably, feel affection for her silly, foppish husband? So wondered the Nyrian court. And could the prince have been so foolish and misguided to find some measure of actual interest for the Nyrian queen with the heart of ice?
There was talk that the queen wanted to distract Jehn with a present so he wouldn’t mind that she was traveling across the country while he remained in the capital with his court.
Jehn wondered if there might be a modicum of truth to that rumor. If the queen was trying to placate him like he was a disgruntled lover.
The queen was departing soon for the mountains. By long-standing custom, the Nyrian rulers retreated to the ancient summer palace covered in moss and vines that stood high in the misted mountains of Nyr, surrounded by lakes and waterfalls, during the high heat of the hottest season. But by the accounts of his spies, his wife had never used the summer palace, preferring to stay close to the sea and to her spy network rather than retreat to a remote location.
And yet, this time she was leaving.
Jehn couldn’t help but think it might have something to do with him.
The possibility both vexed and perplexed him.
He ought to be relieved. The queen of Nyr was a distraction at a time when he needed his wits sharp and his senses clear.
But Jehn was not relieved.
Quite the opposite.
He turned at the soft sound of a footstep on stone. His new captain of the guard, Maera, approached from the shade of a willow, and bowed.
“Prince,” she greeted him.
She had taken to dressing in black as Kael had. She kept her long, dark hair braided in a crown around her head, and she wore plain metal combs above her temples that Jehn guessed were more than merely decorative hairpieces. Jehn knew from Kael’s previous endorsements that Maera was ruthless but fair.
Kael had undoubtedly chosen a good replacement, and Jehn was certain he would have no complaints.
And yet…
Jehn’s information network had kept him informed enough to know that Kael had reached Gillspin safely. Jehn drew comfort from the thought of his dearest friend happy with the woman he loved.
Still, he already missed Kael like he missed his severed finger. It was a pain that kept him up at night, and distracted him when he ought to be thinking clearly.
“Sir,” Maera said.
Sir.
The word was no insult coming from Maera’s lips, for she was not his friend too, and she did not wield it like a slap, as Kael always had. Still, Jehn blinked, reflexively suppressing a flinch.
Then, he noted the curve of Maera’s mouth, the languid posture of her body. He was good at reading people—he had to be—and Maera, he’d learned, seemed to slip into her most beguiling state out of force of habit when bringing bad news. No doubt due to her years of work as a spy. She maintained a more soldierly persona now, and yet she still softened slightly under certain occasions.
And she was softening now.
“What is it?” he asked, his stomach knotting.
“I’ve just arrived back from Austrisia,” Maera said. “Cahan’s northern army is making straight for Gillspin.”
~

The council, as usual, was in an uproar when Jehn arrived. Nobles shouted at each other across the table and pounded their fists for emphasis with each impassioned word. They hardly appeared to notice when Jehn entered the room, except for Lady Valora, who nodded at him from where she sat, one hand pressed against her belly, the other against her lips as if to hold in vomit.
Jehn knew she’d been ill from the pregnancy. She must have come straight from her bed. He nodded back to her to show his gratitude for her efforts.
“Your Grace,” one of the nobles thundered, catching sight of Jehn. “Cahan’s army—”
“So I’ve just been informed,” he said, cutting the man off. He took his seat. “We ought to give the order immediately for our southern flank to move to meet them,” Jehn continued.
“And leave Sythra undefended?” Lady Valora’s husband, Jacob Halescorn, cried. “If we lose Sythra, we lose our foothold in all of lower Austrisia.”
His speaking earned him a few cautious glances, since the Halescorn family had recently been at the center of the hushed-up assassination attempt. Lord Halescorn was treading lightly with him for the same reason, although, as far as anyone knew, nothing had been conclusively proven.
And none of them knew that Jehn had fabricated the attempt altogether.
“If we don’t stop Cahan’s troops, they’ll burn through all of east Kyreia and take one of our final strongholds in the area,” Jehn said. “If Gillspin falls—”
“Gillspin?” another noble said in astonishment. “That wretched hellhole? I’ve heard it’s full of nothing but pig farmers and orphans.”
“Not to mention the fact that they recently expelled every nobly-born citizen from the city walls,” someone muttered.
“The thief-queen of Gillspin—” Jehn began mildly.
“The thief-queen of Gillspin is an ally of Nyr,” Lord Tonor cut in. He was a thin, shrewd man with eyebrows that quivered when he was angry. They were quivering now.
“Nyr is our ally,” Jehn said, folding his hands. “In case anyone here has forgotten.”
His court glared at him.
“The thief-queen of Gillspin is nothing but a guttersnipe on a splintered throne,” Lord Halescorn said. “She is nothing to this council.”
Jehn gave Lord Halescorn a look that was meant to remind the nobleman of the fact that the assassination attempts had not been solved. Lord Halescorn paled a little, and his scowl deepened, but he was unrelenting.
“Not to mention,” another noble interjected, “that she used to serve you but serves you no longer. We should not waste our soldiers to save her traitorous neck!”
Jehn sighed. They were unusually indignant about Briand Varryda’s loyalties to him, considering how opportunistic the majority of them where themselves.
“This is about the people of Gillspin, not its queen,” Lady Valora said. “Loyal Monarchists. Followers of the true prince.”
“It is always about the queen,” Lord Halescorn muttered with a sly look at Jehn.
“Speaking of your wife,” one of the nobles interjected furiously, his neck turning red, “she has given sanctuary to a Seeker—”
“Worse than sanctuary,” another interrupted. “She has forged an active alliance. Behind our backs. With one of our greatest enemies!”
“He is a disgraced Seeker,” Jehn said. “On the run from the other Seekers. Hardly our greatest enemy.”
“It doesn’t matter!” Lord Tonor cried. “At the very least, it is the principle of the matter that I find objectionable! How dare the queen ask us to share a roof with such a vile and hated creature?”
“He is restrained, and his powers curbed,” Jehn pointed out.
“Just whose side are you on?” Lady Beloose demanded. “Your people, or the queen of Nyr?”
The room was silent. Jehn lifted a single brow, his expression suddenly scorching.
“I am prince,” he said. “I serve the people of Austrisia, always. Is that in dispute?”
A few of the nobles grumbled.
“Lady Beloose?” Jehn said, pinning the noblewoman with a searing look.
Lady Beloose looked down. She had the good sense to look chagrined. “No, Your Grace. It is not in dispute.”
At least, when pressed, they still had some semblance of respect for him, Jehn thought.
He let another silence linger to drive the point home. A few of the nobles fidgeted. Others exchanged glances.
“Anyway, to return to the subject at hand,” Jehn said after another pause. “Gillspin is poised to become instrumental in this war. For that reason alone, it might be worth our consideration.”
There was a brief silence, and then his council laughed uproariously.
“Your Grace,” one of the nobles said. “Perhaps you have been standing too long in the Nyrian heat. Gillspin?”
“The Scarlet Blade has become legendary in our absence,” Jehn said. “I know you have spies on the continent, Lord Gladus, overseeing the state of your estates and lands. Aren’t you listening to their reports?”
Lord Gladus reddened. He glared at the prince for daring to remind everyone that he, like the rest of the council, still kept an eye on the lands that had been captured by Cahan.
“We ought to be taking this opportunity to advance toward Tasglorn,” another said. “While half of Cahan’s troops are occupied with snuffing out the Scarlet Sword—”
“Blade,” Jehn corrected. He pressed his fingertips together thoughtfully, his brow wrinkling.
“Whatever she’s called. We ought to see this as the gift that it is,” the nobleman pressed.
Jehn looked around the room. The rest of the nobles, with the exception of Lady Valora and Lady Beaua, were nodding or looking thoughtful at this suggestion.
“And what of the Monarchist sympathizers who have fled to Gillspin as refugees?” Jehn asked. “Are we to leave them to be snuffed out as well?”
“We cannot rescue every vagabond that supports the monarchy,” Lord Gladus thundered in response.
“Those vagabonds,” Jehn said, on the verge of losing his temper, “are my subjects.”
“Some sacrifices must be made,” Lord Gladus said. He glanced at the prince’s missing finger, cut off by pirates, as he said it.
“Sacrifices?” Jehn repeated. Heat crept up the side of his neck. He fought to keep his voice even. “Sacrifices? You call the slaughter of hundreds of my people—nay, thousands—a sacrifice that must be made? You dare to compare it to the loss of my finger?”
Lord Gladus lifted his chin. “If they die, they die for Austrisia. They die for the crown. What nobler a death could there be?”
“If they die,” Jehn snarled, “they die for your arrogant stubbornness and shortsighted planning.”
In the end, the council refused to be swayed. The meeting ended, and Jehn stalked from the room in a fury.
Useless, pompous, coddled—all of them!
Almost all of them.
Prince Jehn slowed, his anger ebbing into weariness. His head and his hand throbbed in unison. The place where his finger had been itched horribly, and he could not scratch the nonexistent place, and so, he settled for swearing loudly and vehemently at the foliage as he passed.
“My prince,” a voice said from the darkness beyond the waving fronds of the garden shrubs.
Jehn slowed without turning. He waited for the one who’d spoken to came alongside him in the darkness. She was one of his best spies, trained by Maera, and she moved as quietly as the breeze from the mountains behind the palace.
“Tell me,” Jehn said in a low voice.
He had not been expecting to here from this branch of his network for a general report, so something must have arisen necessitating his attention.
“It is, perhaps, nothing,” the spy said. Her voice was soft, lilting, and she could make herself sound as young as a child or as ancient as a crone. She did her best work in strange, tangled situations where she had to invent herself into someone knew. “Some of our spies have been intercepted. Interrogated.”
“By whom?” Jehn asked, coming to a stop abruptly at the news.
“We do not know. Cloaked figures that give no name and never show their faces.”
“What language do they speak?” Jehn turned his head toward the darkness where the spy stood, but he couldn’t make out even the shape of her in the shadows.
“Tyyrian sometimes. Austrish at others. No accents.”
Jehn muttered a curse underneath his breath. “Find out more and bring me information when you have it.”
She vanished, and he stalked on, thinking.
Who was trying to meddle with his spies? Cahan? Or was Lord Halescorn at his old ways again? Was this a Nyrian plot?
He had any number of suspects to consider, but Jehn put the matter aside to ponder later.
Lady Valora met him in the common gardens. She looked as exhausted as Jehn felt.
“How is he?” she asked.
Jehn didn’t have to ask whom she spoke of.
While she hadn’t wanted to marry Kael, she still cared about him.
Jehn looked at the cloudless blue sky. His spies communicated with him often in regards to his former captain of the guard, his closest and oldest friend.
“Happy,” he said, and thought of Kael and his new wife, and their freedom to let their love for one another be known. And the prince of Austrisia felt a pang of wistfulness somewhere deep in the recesses of his heart.




CHAPTER SIX

IN GILLSPIN, JADI woke to the sound of voices echoing in the hall and lay still a moment until she remembered where she was, and why she was there. She was in Gillspin, in the windswept hill country of northern Austrisia, with snow-capped mountains in the north and a shimmering, dark lake to the south. She was free from her indebted servitude, her debt paid by the thief-queen of Gillspin, the girl she’d known as Bri.
It was all enough to make her head spin.
Her muscles unclenched slowly as the world faded in around her—the stone walls and floors, the whisper of feet as thieves and orphans walked the corridor outside, the stale, damp air of Gillspin that seeped through the crack beneath her door. Air much colder than she was used to. Bhan had been hot and dry, and all the lands she’d lived in before Bhan were hotter still. Austrisia was cold enough that she slept bundled in blankets and wore a cloak at all times during the day even though the others’ arms were bare.
She pushed back the pile of blankets and shivered in the early morning. The only light in the room came from the crack beneath the door, and it was the color of pale dawn. The darkness of the room might have reminded her of the narrow cupboard she’d slept inside when she was a beggar as a child, or even the riders’ quarters in Bhan, but the chill in the air banished any such comparisons.
For that reason alone, she was thankful for the cold. It kept her heart from jumping with fear that she’d awoken back in her old life. It kept her from flashbacks to the cruel mornings she’d endured as a child, the ones in which she’d held her breath, waiting for the stomp of boots as the beggar-man came to let her out of the locked closet, dreading his approach and his striking hands.
Those days were not ones she wished to relive.
But now, she had a future ahead of her. An uncertain future, with looming bloodshed, but it was wide-open. Jadi had lived her whole life until now in a cage, it felt like, and now it was as if she’d taken to the sky like a dravym.
After she dressed, she opened the door and went in search of breakfast. She could smell the tantalizing scent of something she’d expect to find in a king’s palace.
That had been one of the most surprising things in a long line of surprising things. The thieves of Gillspin dined like sultans.
The breakfast spread made Jadi’s mouth water. There were fruit tarts swimming in butter, rolls and loaves dusted with flour, sausages, and piles of eggs. The cook, Greff, was just bringing the last of the platters. His assistant, a sharp-faced young woman, wiped her hands on her apron and looked Jadi over with an assessing gaze that seemed to see things Jadi would rather keep hidden.
“You,” she said to Jadi with a jerk of her chin. “You’re new. What are you called?”
Jadi hesitated. Did she want to bring her old name, laden with so much memory, so much pain?
The cook saw her pause and offered, “Some—most, I should say—choose a thief’s name when they join up. Our queen chose the name Guttersnipe. Others have taken names like Crag, Lark, Needle, and Quill.”
Jadi considered this. What sort of thief name might sum up her life, her secrets, her journey?
The cook’s assistant was still looking at her.
“Phoenix,” Jadi said with a jerk of her chin.
Greff grunted. “That’s nice.”
“Usually a thief’s name is something lowly,” the assistant said with a sniff meant to communicate her disapproval. “Rocks, beetle, dirt. We literally have a pair of twins who call themselves Stick and Stone.”
“Phoenix,” Jadi repeated firmly.
She was done being called dirt. She was finished with allowing that kind of degradation of herself, even if it was done tongue-in-cheek. She understood why these thieves might designate themselves thusly; there was a freedom in embracing the very thing that you were called in moments of mocking and cruelty. They called themselves sticks and stones so no one else could punish them with such monikers.
But Jadi wanted something else.
She wanted to hear others call her something beautiful.
~

Concealed inside one of the food closets of the thief quarters, Briand wrapped both arms around Kael’s neck and pulled his lips down to hers. Kael braced one hand against the wall behind her and used the other to draw her closer to him.
It was frustratingly difficult to find any privacy in the thief quarters at the moment. They were forced to make do with secret trysts in cupboards for the time being.
They paused in the darkness as they heard a muffled voice on the other side of the wall say, “Has anyone seen Kael or the dragonsayer? They’ve been missing for hours.”
Cait.
Briand put a finger to Kael’s lips to silence him so she could listen, and he kissed it.
Whoever she was speaking to replied, but their voice was too faint to be understood. There came a clatter, and another murmur. Cait again, her words indistinct at first.
“…Went out for a ride? I’m not quite sure. I’m sure they’ll return soon, if you’re patient.”
“Oh, yes. Patience,” Nath’s voice rang out sarcastically in the hall near the door. “We only have Cahan’s army bearing down upon us and a horde of hungry refugees swarming inside our city. No need for haste. No need for one’s whereabouts to be known. No need at all.”
The door wrenched open, and light flooded inside the closet. Briand and Kael blinked at Nath, who gazed at them with astonishment as they untangled themselves.
“Seven hells,” Nath finally muttered with a scowl. “Crispin said to check the closets. And I told him to check his cheeks for feverbeet. Don’t tell him I found you here—it’ll go straight to his head, and that boy’s skull is already as large as an airship. Another puff of wind and it’s going to float off his shoulders.”
“What did you need?” Briand inquired with as much dignity as she could muster, considering the circumstances. Kael straightened as he snapped into his captain of the guard persona. Cool, calm, and collected.
Nath appeared as willing as she to pretend he hadn’t just discovered them entwined in a closet. “We have a concern regarding the evacuation of the refugees and townsfolk, Guttersnipe.”
“Cait’s in charge of it,” Briand said briskly, stepping out of the closet and smoothing her hair with a flick of her hand. “Have you asked her? Aren’t we putting them in those caves in the foothills some of the farmers mentioned?”
“Well, about that. We’ve ah, we’ve encountered something,” Nath said. “Something that might interest a dragonsayer.”
~
The caves were not too far from the city, a quick ride on horseback. Briand accompanied Nath and one of the oldest of the orphans, who was serving as Nath’s assistant now, with Crispin tagging along after he saw Nath’s uneasy excitement and heard a dragonsayer was needed.
“Not a word about the closet,” Nath hissed when he saw that Crispin was joining them.
Nath refused to elaborate on what had been found. He led them into the hills, where the trees thickened from scrubby saplings into a twisted forest that had been shaped by the winds coming from the lake and plains beyond into something gnarled and time-thickened. They stepped over grasping roots and made their way around rocks that thrust from the ground like the teeth of some long-dead behemoth.
The mouth of the cave sat atop a large hill that could not properly be called a mountain, though it was steep and craggy. Inside, the air was cool and dry, and the ground trampled with footsteps.
“This way,” Nath said. His voice echoed strangely in the darkness as he lit a lantern and gestured for the others to follow him deeper into the tunnel.
“Is it a dragon?” Crispin demanded.
Nath gave him a look. “Hush, Feverbeet. If you’re too loud—”
“It’s a dragon,” Crispin declared, ignoring Nath. He strode forward into the darkness with a proud jut of his chin. “Well, it’s a good thing you have two dragonsay—ai!” He leaped to the left as a stream of bats swooshed past him and into the sunlight.
“As I was saying,” Nath hissed. “Try not to be too loud. The bats are still evacuating.”
“I can’t control bats,” Briand began, but Nath shook his head.
“Not that.” He gestured with the lantern. “Come on, then.”
They ventured deeper into the cave. The air grew cooler and damper. The light from the lantern flickered over jagged columns of stone that tapered to points like monster teeth.
“Here,” Nath said finally, halting and lifting the lantern higher.
The light shone over a piece of stone shaped like a foot. No, it was a foot. A stone foot.
Something in Briand’s head tingled, like a faint tug of a dragon’s thoughts, but it was static. Not a living thing.
She stepped forward and put a hand on the big toe. “What…?”
“Keep looking,” Nath said.
Briand took the lantern from him and hoisted herself onto the foot. It was attached to a stone body that stretched up and up. A statue. She found footholds and climbed higher until she reached a shoulder. She raised the lantern higher, and the light illuminated a fierce female face, and the room beyond.
There were statues everywhere. Women. Men. Dracules. And dragons.
“They’re dragonsayers,” she said as understanding dawned.
“Yes,” Nath said, his voice reverberating through the silence. “And there’s more. Carvings. Stone slates with writing like we saw in Ikarad. Rooms. It’s some kind of ancient dragonsayer place, Guttersnipe.”
Briand leaped down from the statue and swung the lantern toward the darkness beyond. She saw the stone etchings he spoke of. Thousands and thousands of them. Interspersed among the carvings were paragraphs of the same strange and ancient language they’d seen in Ikarad. Trilazyti.
She thought of Noe and his family, hidden in Tasglorn with only a few remnants of the dragonsayers preserved. How they would have loved to see this.
“There’s so much more than anyone ever dreamed was left,” she murmured to herself. “I can’t believe—”
Crispin snatched the lantern from her hand and bounded forward. “It’s a treasure trove,” he cried out.
“Come back, Feverbeet!” Nath called, annoyed, but the lad didn’t listen. He darted here and there among the stone carvings, exclaiming in delight and wonder.
“You can see why I didn’t want him along,” Nath said with a sigh.
“At least someone is happy,” Briand replied.
“What are we going to do with all of it?” Nath asked.
“I think we ought to show Bethulah,” Briand said, and sighed.
~

It should be noted that Bethulah and Crispin liked each other about as much as two territorial sand cats trapped in a narrow, waterless canyon.
When Briand showed Bethulah the caves, Crispin tagged along, earning himself a look of reproach from the older woman every few minutes. He pretended not to notice.
Nath had set out more lanterns to better illuminate the caverns. The light from them glowed on the walls, lighting up carvings of dragons and towering spires and dozens of bloody, ancient battlegrounds.
"This is an irreplaceable gift,” Bethulah said, her voice soaked with wonder as she gazed about her. “I cannot put into words the joy I feel at the sight of it. Dragonsayer, I am beyond pleased.”
“It’s a treasure trove,” Crispin put in with a sage nod. “As I told them earlier.”
Bethulah ignored him with the determined air of a house guest pretending graciousness in the presence of a rude child. “And no one knew it was here?” she asked Briand. “All this time? Your thieves had no knowledge of what wealth lay hidden in their hills? But surely no, for if it was known, the Seekers would have taken all of it. Or that wretched mayor would have sold it immediately.”
Cait, who’d accompanied them this time, gestured at the tunnel behind them. “The tunnel to this portion was blocked with stones, but we needed more room to house the refugees, so Nath and his workers cleared it. And then they found this.”
“I can scarcely believe it,” Bethulah said. She picked up one of the stone tablets and turned it over in her hand, her gaze tracing the triangular Trilazyti text hungrily. She put it down with reverence and moved on to examine one of the carvings on the wall.
“That’s the Battle of the Red,” Crispin told her.
She turned her head to regard him with a thin smile. “It is not. It is the first Battle of the Fevered.”
“It’s the Battle of the Red,” Crispin insisted. “I’ve been reading all the books you sent me, and I know the information.”
“Child,” Bethulah said, looking down her nose at him, “I wrote half of those books based upon the memories my father passed on to me, and I transcribed most of the others out of the ancient language so you could read them yourself.”
“What is the Battle of the Fevered?” Cait asked, probably more to fend off an argument between them than from a desire to learn more about ancient dragonsayer lore.
“In the ancient times,” Bethulah said, assuming the voice of a teacher gearing up for a long-winded lecture that nobody wants to hear, “a dreadful disease gripped the land. The Fever. It turned men and women into mindless animals bent only upon biting and eating the flesh of those around them—living or dead—and it spread like a fire. It was from this calamity that the first dragonsayer’s powers were created and sustained, for the Fevered were difficult to kill, and even more difficult to heal. Dragon’s fire destroyed the hordes and kept the disease from spreading.”
“You’re wrong—the original dragonsayer was created in response to the monster that rose in the north,” Crispin said. He tipped his chin smugly at the guardian woman.
“That was a metaphor,” Bethulah replied witheringly. “Do you know what a metaphor is, boy?”
“Yes.” Crispin’s ears flushed. “And it wasn’t a metaphor. The text was quite clear—claws and scales, real ones, that tore flesh from bones—”
“Claws and scales that represented oppression,” Bethulah said. “And the inner confusion and hostility of the people toward each other. The monster was their prejudice toward one another.”
Crispin’s nostrils flared. “Dangasi—from the original text—means to tear. It is the same word used when Agashi had her second child, and I think even you would agree that is not a metaphor.”
“Don’t talk to me about childbirth, boy,” Bethulah snapped. “And I know exactly what dangasi means, but that doesn’t negate the fact that the story of the monster is metaphoric—”
“I didn’t mean to unleash controversy with my question,” Cait said quickly, interrupting them. “Anyway, you can argue about it after the invasion, when the caves are empty of people again and there’s time to look over everything—”
“When the caves are empty again?” Bethulah repeated, horrified. “Do you mean to suggest they will be filled? With people? We cannot have anyone near these priceless artifacts.”
Cait stared her down. “Surely you’ve lost your mind if you think I’m going to leave the people out to be slaughtered by Cahan’s troops to save a few old statues. We’re going to hide the people of Gillspin in these caves. This is unnegotiable.”
“Old statues!” Bethulah shook her head. “Girl, these things are worth a prince’s ransom—no, an emperor’s ransom—”
“People’s lives,” Cait repeated. “Unnegotiable.”
They stared at each other for a moment of tense silence.
Finally, Bethulah heaved a sigh.
“Then, the things here will have to be moved,” she said. “I cannot risk that they might be damaged.”
Cait looked like she wanted to strangle someone—Bethulah, most likely—with her bare hands. “I don’t know if you are aware, but we have an army of soldiers rushing toward this city. We don’t have time for an archeological excavation.”
“This history,” Bethulah said, “contains information that was once thought lost forever. Texts. Stories. Explanations of powers, of secrets. This is priceless information—it could save the dragonsayer’s life one day.” She paused, checking Cait’s expression. “Do you still wish to see it destroyed?”
Cait relented slightly. “How fast can you move it? And where will you move it to?”
“The basement of the mayor’s estate will do. The place where all the wine is kept.” Bethulah gave a tight nod. “The precious texts will be protected there.”
“No,” Crispin interjected. “If the soldiers storm the city, they’ll want the wine. They’ll look there first.”
“Where do you suggest, then?” Bethulah demanded.
“The thief-quarters.” Crispin turned to Cait. “We could store the most important of the pieces in the lowest levels, the places where drunken and disgraced thieves are sometimes kept. It’s where Guttersnipe always put the ones who tried to kill her to take her place. The artifacts would be undisturbed during the battle. The entrance is hidden—the soldiers wouldn’t even know how to find the thief-quarters in the first place.”
“All right,” Cait said, and sighed. “But this cannot interfere with our evacuation efforts. I won’t spare any key people for it, and I won’t let it slow us down.”
“Of course,” Crispin said, nodding his head. He stole a look at Bethulah, who frowned back, and they both grimaced at the prospect of working together.
“I’m going to return to planning for the well-being of Gillspin,” Cait said. “Don’t murder each other. And don’t get in the way of what I’m doing.”
With that, she headed back for the city.




CHAPTER SEVEN

THE QUEEN OF Nyr sat imperiously on her throne, gazing down bemusedly at the retinue of dignitaries from Celesti, a small island nation off the coast of the southern continent. They had come to discuss an alliance in the face of the impending Nyrian war with Eisea.
Normally, Celestites were notoriously belligerent, and their history of cooperation with Nyr, even when political circumstances necessitated such cooperation, was so shot that it was almost nonexistent, really. Their stubbornness was even an insult in the court—as agreeable as a Celestite, one might say about a courtier who didn’t know the meaning of compromise.
Today, however, the Celestite dignitaries were being as docile as newborn lambs.
“Show the dignitaries to their rooms,” the queen said at the conclusion of their introduction. She waved a hand, and a few of her ministers came forward to do as she had commanded. The Celestites looked only too happy to be excused from her presence.
Or, more accurately, his presence.
For the queen had a new weapon.
He was a tall, pale man, dressed in a gray cloak and wearing conspicuous leather gloves that had been oiled until they glistened with an eye-catching and ominous sheen. His long hair was an ashen brown color, as if he had dyed it recently and the dye was washing out, and his eyes pierced like burning arrows. Even the queen’s court shuddered and turned away at the sight of him and his shining gloves that hinted at horrors wrought by the magic hands beneath.
He was known at court only as the Seeker.
The Seeker stood to the queen’s left, drinking wine from a gem-studded goblet as if he didn’t have a care in the world even as he glowered and scowled at every foreign dignitary who came to address the queen.
He spoke to no one, and no one dared speak to him. Once, his passing glance had fallen upon a courtier with dark brown hair and flashing green eyes—by the way he stared, it was almost as if the young courtier reminded him of someone—and the young lady fainted where she stood thanks to his intense stare.
That had earned a passing smirk on the face of the Seeker, and a brush of something that an astute observer might call the sorrowful pain of regret, if they were feeling poetic. Any such emotion was swiftly replaced with another cold stare, however, and calling any expression of the Seeker’s sorrowful would be the height of foolishness, as everyone knew, because Seekers did not feel sorrow. They did not feel anything at all. They were more monster than man, all of them.
This one happened to be leashed and indebted to the queen for something no one was quite certain of, though, and while it was as unnerving as having a ravenous lion in the throne room, the queen was fond of lions, and kept several as pets, and the court was used to her terrifying whims.
And so, the court whispered made-up stories of past terror and bloodshed, and looked away when they passed his place beside the throne, and did not mount too strong a protest at his presence. But they all shivered if the Seeker’s eye happened to fall upon them.
For who wanted to be looked upon by a creature that looked like a man, but that had no soul?
~

Auberon wore his smirk like a piece of armor. Why should he care if they all looked at him like a beast on display? They were beneath him. They were nothing. They were less than nothing.
Nobody’s opinion mattered. In fact, nobody mattered at all, except his bond of blood with Jade, but even she was half-mad these days and not given to many opinions.
The dragon girl didn’t matter.
The Monarchists didn’t matter.
The Monarchist he hated most of all certainly didn’t matter.
He didn’t miss them one iota.
Beneath his haughty demeanor, Auberon felt cold inside, as if he’d been turned to ice.
But he was glad for the coldness; it was wise. It reminded him of the reality of the world—the harshness of humanity, the foolishness of love. It reminded him of what a waste of breath words were when used for anything but demanding comforts for his sister or making threats at the queen’s enemies and the more scornful and dishonorable among her allies.
After the throne room work was finished, Auberon stalked through the halls of the palace, past hastily retreating courtiers in their pink and gold silks, past guards that stiffened at his approach, past paper-thin screens embroidered with fantastic depictions of Nyrian history.
His gray cloak swept around his ankles like fog rising from a crypt. His gloves gleamed like blood on marble. He was fearsome. Monstrous, even. He reveled in it just to remind himself how much he did not miss those who he was certain did not miss him.
Beside a screen showing the first queen of Nyr ordering the execution of her unfaithful husband, Auberon stopped before a door.
There was a lone guard, and this one was not quite as afraid of him, which Auberon disliked, but he supposed it was better for Jade’s sake, should she require some sort of help when he was not nearby but the guard was.
Auberon went inside.
The suite of rooms was plain, nothing opulent as one might expect. A simple sitting area, with low couches and a table of woven reeds. Beyond that, two bedrooms, each furnished with a narrow bed and a hard mattress. The windows were too thin for an intruder to squeeze through, and they were covered with more silken screens, these ones covered with embroidered flowers.
A nursemaid sat in a corner, quietly mending a piece of clothing. She stayed with Jade during the day and saw to the young Seeker woman’s care when Auberon could not. She never said much, but she did not act disgusted or fearful of the Seeker siblings, and for that, Auberon was grateful.
Jade was sitting on the couch when Auberon entered. Her hair had grown out long enough that it was beginning to curl around her ears. She smiled wanly at him as he closed the door.
“Ari,” she said. “Look. I’m not in my bed this afternoon.”
“What are you doing up?” he scolded, hurrying to her side. He shot an accusatory glance at the nursemaid, who stared steadily back, uncowed. Unlike the court, she did not seem to fear him.
“I’m feeling strong enough, Ari. I am,” Jade insisted, putting a gloved hand over his wrist. “Don’t blame Arit. I forced her to let me. And you know how I am when I want my way.”
She was lucid.
He felt a wave of relief.
Far too often, he came to see her, and she was babbling about mists and golden griffins and blood on crowns. Recently, she’d taken to saying things like “the flowers smell especially blue this morning,” or, when describing her breakfast, “it tastes the way the sky sounds!” Sometimes, she talked of things past—their childhood, their house in Tasglorn, their father, even her old pets—and sometimes she rambled about things that had never happened as though they’d occurred yesterday. And most of all, she muttered about blood, and smoke, and battles, and people that Auberon didn’t know. She talked of deaths and betrayals as though she were witnessing them firsthand.
Truly, the lucidity on her face today was a rare gift.
“Thank you, Arit,” he said to the maid, dismissing her. He preferred to talk to his sister alone, especially since he was certain the nursemaid reported everything she overheard directly to the queen of Nyr.
He’d expect nothing less from the queen, and he’d do the same in her position.
Arit curtsied and left the apartment.
Once they were alone, Auberon crouched in front of his sister and took both of her hands in his. “You have to mind your health, Jade. You’ve come too close to death too many times.”
His sister managed an indignant look. “We crossed half the Austrisian countryside with me in a weaker state than this.”
“Yes—in wagons,” Auberon said in mild exasperation. “Or occasionally, on horseback. You never set a foot on the ground if I could help it, Jade.”
“Yes, and my feet miss walking.” She laughed, low and sorrowful. “I’m sorry I frightened you with my journey from the bedroom to the sitting room, but I plan to do it again tomorrow. I need to be stronger. There isn’t much time.”
“Sister,” Auberon said. “There’s as much time as you need to heal.”
“But we’re leaving so soon,” Jade said. Her face grew puzzled, as if she had something she’d been about to say, something important, but she had forgotten what it was. “There’s hardly any time at all, Ari.”
“Leaving?” Auberon laughed. “No, Jade. We’re staying right here.”
Jade smiled at him with serene confidence. “We’re leaving. Me to a place with dark walls, and you to the snow.”
“Dark walls? And where is that?” She was so certain that for a moment, he felt a pang of concern. Why did she think they were leaving? Was there something she knew?
“Near the war,” she said. “I have work to do. Broken bones and torn flesh to mend.”
He sighed. She was misremembering again, then. Flashing back to the time when she’d worked as Healer on the warfront.
Her Healer days, he was afraid, were long behind her. And they were certainly never returning to Cahan’s service.
Jade was watching his expression with a touch of anxiety now. “Ari? Don’t you believe me?”
She often became distressed if he acted as though she were mad.
“Well, I was only thinking that if you want to have the strength to heal others, then you need to continue to rest as I said,” Auberon countered. He sat in the chair opposite her and lifted his brow in a faintly scolding expression. “Don’t you agree?”
“I never do,” she said, and smiled. But this smile was wane, pulling down to a frown.
She was slipping away again.
“Jade,” he said, touching her gloved hand with his. “What are you thinking?”
She looked him in the eye. “Are you happy, Ari?”
Auberon went still. He hadn’t expected such a direct blow, and he fumbled for an answer. “You are safe. That’s all that matters anymore.”
“I don’t have to look at your thoughts to know that you’re lying,” Jade said, tipping her head to the side. “I worry about you.”
“Don’t worry,” he assured her. “I am not lonely.”
“I didn’t ask if you were lonely,” she said, and Auberon felt unmasked. Which was ridiculous, because of course he wasn’t lonely. And of course, he didn’t miss those damned Monarchists.
Jade moved her hand with another sigh. “You never did like the snow.”
Auberon frowned. “Sister?”
“Too wet, too cold. You used to cry when it snowed when you were a child, remember? There’s blood on the snow now. You must not follow it.”
“Jade.”
“Promise me!”
“I promise.”
She turned her head as her voice dwindled to a whisper. She was gone now, back in her delusions.
Auberon let his eyes slide closed for a brief moment before he rose, gathered his sister in his arms, and carried her back to her bed as she whispered weird and unsettling things to nobody in particular.
The Seeker laid his sister in her bed and leaned forward to tuck the covers over the frail young woman’s body.
When he’d finished, he went to the other room and stared out the window at the dark water of the ocean below while the wind blew in his eyes.
Are you happy, Ari?
What fool had any hope of happiness in this world?
Certainly not friendless fools like him.




CHAPTER EIGHT

IN GILLSPIN, BRIAND was packed and ready to depart for the mission to Ikarad.
She felt high-strung as a green-broke colt.
She smoothed her hands down a new leather bodice that Cait had given her as a welcome home gift, checking that each knife was secure in its sheath. She wore two at her waist, one against her ribs, one in her boot, one on each wrist, and one in her hair.
It felt good to have them again. She brushed her fingers across each hilt and handle. The knife Kael had given her at their wedding was the one she wore closest to her heart, in the holster at her ribs.
She said goodbye to Sieya and Agashi, the latter of whom bit her on the wrist in response. She called Vox to her side and went to check on Jadi and Hungry.
The former rider of Bhan was saddling the dravym in the launching room they’d built. Jadi turned her head at Briand’s entrance, and her gaze flicked over Briand’s clothing. “Are you expecting trouble along the way?” she asked, nodding at the knives.
“I like knives,” Briand said in response. “It’s kind of my thing.”
Jadi grinned and shrugged. “I suppose it’s a useful interest, given your proclivities.” She gestured at the dravym. “We are ready. The cook’s assistant has already brought victuals for the journey.”
“We’ll also take provisions in the saddlebags,” Briand noted. “Unfortunately, Hungry cannot carry four passengers, or it would be a far quicker journey.”
“He’s a young dravym,” Jadi said, patting the creature’s long neck. “Perhaps one day he will have the strength.”
“I’ll meet you in an hour for our departure,” Briand told her as she handed over her bag for Jadi to tie atop the dravym’s back.
Then, she went looking for Crispin.
Neither he nor Kael were in the thief quarters. Briand had a feeling she’d find Crispin in the caves, bickering with Bethulah like his life depended on it, but where was Kael?
Finally, she found him standing atop the roof where they had exchanged their marriage vows. Kael was staring pensively at the horizon and the mechbird winging away toward it.
“There you are,” Briand said, hoisting herself to the top of the roof and swinging her legs over onto the mossy tiles. “We’re leaving soon.”
Kael turned his head to look at her. A brief smile touched his mouth. “The knife,” he said, his eyes lingering on it. “Suits you.”
She brushed the hilt with her fingers. “I still haven’t gotten you a gift.”
“You are the gift,” he responded, pulling her to her feet and putting a finger under her chin to tip her face to his.
Briand pulled back after one kiss. “Who were you sending correspondence to?” She searched his expression. “Jehn?”
“Maera,” he answered. His expression softened as his eyes traced her face. “Worried, Catfoot? Why?”
She looked past him at the horizon. “Do you wish you were still in Nyr?”
Kael dropped his hand. “I wish I could be in two places at once sometimes,” he admitted. “I worry about the prince and the court, though I know Maera is going to be an excellent captain of the guard. I worry about Austrisia.”
“Are you sorry you left? Sorry you traded living in a palace to marry a guttersnipe thief-queen?” She’d been half joking, but then she held her breath, waiting for his reply with a touch of sensitivity.
Kael touched his forehead to hers. “Not for a second, my love. My place is here. This is my path.”
Briand exhaled. A spot of doubt lingered in her heart, fearful, but she’d spent too long worrying and expecting the worst, and she knew Kael was a man of his word.
She chose to believe him.
“Jadi’s ready,” she said then. “Let’s round up Crispin, shall we?”
~

Crispin was, as she’d guessed, in the caves, and his voice rang out loudly as they strode into the tunnel.
Lanternlight flickered over the stones and statues where Nath and Crispin were arguing while Nath’s orphans scrambled back and forth, carrying tablets of stone and tiny statues to a farther section of the caves.
“They aren’t being careful enough!” Crispin bellowed, gesturing wildly at one of the orphans. “They’re going to drop something. One slip of someone’s clumsy fingers, and a priceless treasure is lost forever.”
“My orphans could steal your eyes out of your head without you noticing,” Nath fired back. “Their fingers are as nimble as your chattering tongue. They are more than capable of carrying your dusty statues, Feverbeet.”
The argument halted as Briand and Kael reached them.
Crispin looked nervous at the sight of Briand.
“It’s time,” she said. “Say goodbye to the statues, Crispin, and let’s go.”
Crispin looked genuinely torn. The struggle on his face was plain—on the one hand, he was needed as a dragonsayer for the mission to Ikarad. On the other hand, here was a wealth of information waiting to be sorted and read, and Nath to harass about it.
And, undoubtedly, he was frightened about Ikarad.
“Are you quite certain you need—?” he began.
Crispin didn’t finish the sentence, because a cry rang out from across the cave. One of the orphans had knocked a statue off its base, and the heavy stone wobbled as if about to fall. Another bigger orphan had braced himself against it, but he was unable to hold it for long.
Nath, Briand, and Kael ran to help. Briand snatched the smaller orphan out of the way as Kael and Nath shoved their shoulders against the giant stone.
“Go,” Kael shouted to the girl holding the statue, and she scrambled out of the way to safety.
Straining together, Nath and Kael pushed the statue back into place.
“See?” Crispin called. “You have to be careful—”
“Kael!” Briand cried out as a seam appeared across the neck of the statue, and then the heavy stone head and headdress toppled forward at Kael and Nath.




CHAPTER NINE

AUBERON BOLTED UPRIGHT in his bed, wrenched from sleep at the sound of Jade’s scream. He threw back the covers and rushed to his sister’s side. She was still half-asleep, her eyes rolling, the whites flashing, her mouth open in a wordless cry. She clutched at the front of his shirt as if she were drowning.
“Sister,” he said, grabbing her shoulders and giving her a gentle shake. “Sister, it’s just a dream.”
“The Monarchist,” she gasped, coming back to consciousness. “Blood on the stones. Dust in the dark—”
“Just a dream,” Auberon soothed her. “It was only a dream.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Arit lingering in the doorway, her dark eyes questioning. He waved her back, and she vanished into the outer room again, leaving him alone with his sister.
She wept against his neck. “Shattered ribs,” she sobbed. “I felt each one break, Ari. I felt the pain. A broken skull. Blood on the stones—”
“Jade, Jade,” Auberon said. He put his hands on either side of her head and kissed her forehead. “I’m here. You’re safe. No one is going to hurt you. No one is going to cause you pain. I won’t let them.”
“Dust in the dark,” Jade whimpered, letting him hold her close as tears dripped down her cheeks. “Blood on the stones. Dust in the dark.”
~

Kael was beneath the stone.
Briand’s voice was hoarse from shouting orders. She had one end of the stone, her hands scraping against the rough edge as she heaved, and Nath had the other end, but they didn’t have enough strength to lift it alone.
“Crispin!” she screamed. Or maybe she whispered it. She couldn’t hear anything but the pounding of the blood in her ears. She couldn’t see anything but the blood on the stones at her feet. “Crispin!”
Crispin ran to join them, and they P U L L E D—but it wasn’t enough. They needed more hands—orphans scrambled to help, Nath hollered for them to fetch Quill, to find a doctor, to call for Cait. The lanterns lay on their sides, flames flickering wildly. Dust hung around them like smoke.
More blood, red as crimson, streamed across the stone floor by her feet.
She couldn’t breathe couldn’t breathe couldn’t breathe—her lungs were punched empty of air, her heart was a stone choking her.
Somehow, she managed to inhale a strangled gasp.
“Kael,” she whispered urgently with every tug. “Kael!”
She would move this stone. She was a dragonsayer and a thief-queen.
Strength Briand didn’t know she possessed rushed through her limbs, and with a groan of fury and fear and ferocity she, Nath, and Crispin lifted the chunk of statue from Kael’s body and tossed it aside.
Briand dropped to her knees beside him.
“Kael!” She thought she’d screamed, but the word came out in an exhale.
She couldn’t tell if he was breathing. She flung herself over him, her ear against his lips. “Kael!”
“Someone get the physician!” Nath was bellowing to the orphans. Footsteps echoed as several scurried to do as he’d commanded.
Kael’s eyes were closed and his cheeks were ashen. Blood soaked his shirt and flowed freely from a cut at the edge of his hair. It dampened her sleeves and left a wet patch to the leather of her bodice.
Briand couldn’t breathe. Her lungs were bursting. Her body was numb. Her thoughts were a single cry of single-minded horror that crystalized into one word over and over.
No, no, no, no, NO.
“Guttersnipe,” Nath was saying. His voice was far away, as if she were underwater. His hands were on her shoulders, pulling her up. “Guttersnipe!”
“Let me go,” she cried, struggling. “I have to see if he’s alive! Let me go, Nath, or I’ll knife you!”
“Just—calm yourself—”
Nath forced her back, and she grabbed his arms and clung to him, her promise about the knife forgotten.
She was limp now.
“Listen to me, Briand,” Nath said firmly. “I’ve handled many injuries on the battlefield. We have to be calm if we want to save him. We cannot panic. You’re strong. You’ve faced dragons. Pull yourself together and help me.”
Briand drew a shuddering breath and nodded.
He was right. Lords, he was right. She had to be strong.
She reined in her panic with effort, locking it away to feel later. A curious calm slipped over her like a heavy blanket, making her feel drugged and strange.
Nath’s face was drawn, his eyes deep black. A spray of blood stained his collar. “I know,” he said to her, even though she hadn’t spoken. “I know, Guttersnipe. Stay with me. We’ll save him. We will.”
“He’s alive,” Crispin called. “He’s breathing—look!”
Briand gasped a sob of relief.
“Here,” Nath said, letting go of her and pulling off his shirt. “We have to stop the bleeding. Help me cut this into strips.”
Her hands were steady as she drew the knife Kael had given them at their wedding. She sliced strips and handed them to Nath, who knelt and carefully cut away Kael’s blood-soaked shirt to see the damage.
“Seven hells,” she heard Nath mutter under his breath as he drew the wet fabric away to reveal the other man’s chest. A bone had punched through the skin in one place, and dark purple bruises of pooling blood colored half of Kael’s abdomen.
A wave of dizziness swept through Briand.
Footsteps echoed behind them, but she and Nath didn’t turn.
Cait and Quill reached them, Cait wide-eyed but calm as death, Quill blanching.
“The physician?” Briand demanded.
“He’s coming,” Cait said, breathless. “He’ll be here soon. And one of the refugees is a famed herbalist in this region. She’s coming too. I sent orphans for her.”
They continued to work, Nath giving quiet orders, Briand doing his bidding. Her thoughts hammered at her frantically, so she locked them deep down in her mind. Right now, she had to be calm. She had to focus as Nath had said.
Crispin knelt by Kael’s head, binding up the wound there with expert hands. He was calm too, though his hands were shaking in the light of the lanterns. Cait dropped to her knees beside him and tore more strips of cloth from the edge of her dress. “Here,” she said. “Do we need thread for stitching?”
“Eventually,” Nath said. He spoke in a strangled tone. “We’re going to have to set some of these bones first.”
Kael made a rasping sound, and his eyelids fluttered, but they didn’t open.
“I’m worried one of his lungs has been punctured,” Nath added tersely. “We need to move him. We can’t perform surgery here in this cave.”
Some of the orphans brought boards and more fabric, and Nath fashioned a makeshift stretcher. Briand, Nath, Quill, and Crispin lifted Kael carefully onto the stretcher, and they carried him out of the cave.
In the sunlight, Briand had to bite back a cry at the sight of Kael’s injuries. Cait gasped loudly, and Crispin muttered, “Lords, it looks bad.”
“Quiet,” Nath barked. “Let’s get him home. Focus on that, all of you.”
Briand felt made of ice as they made the desperate journey step by step to the thief-quarters, where the physician and the herbalist met them to examine Kael and see what could be done to save him.
As soon as they had him in a bed, her legs folded beneath her. She sat down hard, her teeth chattering and her skin pebbling.
“Guttersnipe,” Nath said firmly. “You ought to lie down.”
“I’m not leaving his side,” she snapped.
“Here.” He pressed water into her hand. “Drink. I can’t have you passing out.”
“I won’t faint.” But she gulped down the water gratefully.
The doctor finished examining Kael. He rinsed his bloody hands in a basin of water and reached for his bag of equipment.
“Well?” Nath demanded.
“We’ll have to operate immediately. Fetch me whiskey, girl.” He directed this comment at Briand.
She was too numb to care, but Nath snarled, “Have a care, doctor. You’re speaking to the thief-queen of Gillspin.”
The physician stiffened. He’d used to serve the mayor and the wealthy of Gillspin, and he seemed frightened now. “My apologies, ah, Your Grace.”
“What are you going to do?” Briand asked. She didn’t care what this man called her as long as he could help Kael.
“I have to set the bones and let out some of the excess blood,” the physician said. “But it will be risky. He could die during the operation.”
He could die.
The world went silent around Briand. She stared at Kael’s blanched skin and felt the thump, thump of her frantic heart.
He couldn’t die.
Not while there was still something she might do about it.
Briand made a low sound in her throat as a desperate thought occurred to her, a wild one.
She turned to Nath. “I need to send a mechbird.”
“To whom?” Nath was bewildered. “What are you planning?”
“Just find me one. Please.”
He nodded and signaled to one of the orphans hovering wide-eyed in the doorway. “Get a mechbird. Now. And paper—quickly!”
When the orphan brought the paper, Briand scribbled a message, her hand shaking so hard she could barely hold the pen. She handed it to Nath and sank back down at Kael’s side. “Encrypt it. Whatever your Monarchist methods are. Do it.”
Nath scanned the words and looked at her. “Are you mad?”
“Just desperate,” she replied. “Do it, Nath. Please.”
Nath locked eyes with her, and he nodded.
“Anything to save Kael.”




CHAPTER TEN

THE QUEEN OF Nyr had departed for her summer palace in the mountains for a few weeks, an annual tradition of rest and renewal for the Nyrian monarch, undertaken with only a handful of guards and attendants. The rest of the court dispersed to various extra properties and seaside villas. The palace was quiet, with only a few of the queen’s courtiers remaining. The guard presence was lighter.
Everything felt empty, almost abandoned.
Jehn walked the flower-scented halls without scrutiny for once. He wore a cloak to hide his face, and no one even looked at him as he passed.
No guards accompanied him, for what he was about to do must be a secret.
The new summer growth from the gardens cast tall shadows across the corridors, and vines tangled around columns and pressed against the silk screens like desperate hands seeking to break inside. The silence was too ominous to be soothing.
When he reached the door he sought, he showed the guards his ring with the queen’s signet upon it, the one she’d given him after their wedding, and they allowed him entrance.
The woman, Arit, met him in the outer living area without a word of greeting. She was in his pay as well as the queen’s. She bowed. If she was surprised to see the prince of Austrisia here, she didn’t show it.
Jehn dismissed her with a low word and went to the bedroom doorway alone.
This conversation must be secret.
Inside the sun-punctured gloom of the bedroom, the Seeker knelt beside the bed of his sister, who appeared to be sleeping fitfully. The Seeker’s head was bowed, his forehead resting against his arm flung across the bed. He looked as if he were praying to some saint or ancestor for strength.
At the sound of Jehn’s entrance, the Seeker stirred and raised his head. His eyes widened at the sight of Jehn, and his nostrils flared with sudden rage.
“Who let you inside?” the Seeker demanded, rising to his full height and bringing his hands in front of him like drawn weapons. “What are you doing here, prince of Austrisia?”
“You recognize me,” Jehn said.
He shouldn’t be surprised, for he knew the Seeker was an observant man. Still, he hadn’t expected that.
“You are missing a finger,” the Seeker said.
“So I am.” Jehn flexed his hand gingerly.
The Seeker drew himself up in a menacing stance, his gloved hands stiff and gleaming at his sides, looking like sheathed weapons. “What do you want, prince? We are not your prisoners to be interrogated. We are under the protection of the Nyrian court. You cannot compel us to give you information.”
“No,” Jehn agreed. “I cannot. Auberon, isn’t it?”
The Seeker gave him a guarded look. “What do you want?”
Jehn could see that Auberon was expecting an argument, perhaps, and agreeing with him instead was unsettling the Seeker.
“I want to talk.”
“Have you come to threaten me?” Auberon demanded. “Come to tell me your council seethes at my existence here, that you’re going to have me killed as soon as you have the power to do so?”
“No,” Jehn replied.
The Seeker paused. Blinked.
“I need your help,” Jehn said.
The Seeker raised his brows in derision, no doubt to cover his shock. “Help? Your council would deign to ask a vile Seeker for help?”
“My council doesn’t know, nor will they,” Jehn said, and paused. “I’m asking as a personal favor to me. I would be in your debt, Seeker.”
He paused after those last words, wondering what his council would say if they knew.
Lords help him, how they would howl with fury.
And yet, here he was.
Auberon folded his arms, looking interested in spite of himself. “And what is this favor? Let me guess. You want to see into the mind of one of your courtiers. A nobleman, perhaps, whose loyalty you were never quite sure of. Or, even, the mind of the queen of Nyr? I hear rumors. I’m sure you are curious about what she feels for you.”
When Jehn didn’t respond, Auberon said, “Am I close, prince?”
“Not even a little bit,” Jehn replied calmly. Auberon was trying to bait him with his words about the queen, but Jehn refused to rise to it.
He waited another moment in silence. Auberon glared back at him, impatient now.
Wait long enough, Jehn knew, and your opponent would reveal themselves. Auberon, for all his bluster, was unsettled and uncertain. He was frightened. He clearly did not feel as confident in his alliance with the queen as he pretended.
“Well?” the Seeker said finally. “Speak, or leave. I don’t have time for your games.”
“You will help me?”
“I will hear it first.” Auberon jutted out his chin.
Jehn sighed and explained what he wanted Auberon to do. As he spoke, Auberon’s face changed. First, his expression was one of startled horror, then pretended disinterest, and finally, a kind of numbness. As if the Seeker were holding in a host of conflicting emotions.
When Jehn had finished speaking, the Seeker gazed at him without expression.
“You ask much,” he said finally. “What should I expect in return?”
Jehn’s mouth curved in a ghost of a smile.
“I think I can help you with something you want very much,” he replied.
~

Briand sat beside Kael’s still body, clutching his limp hand with both of her own. The physician was speaking, but his words ran over her like water as she stared fixedly at a spot of dried blood on the tip of Kael’s left ear that had somehow escaped Cait’s efforts to clean the carnage from his bruised face. His breathing was labored, air rasping from his good lung painfully.
She felt as though the ground had opened beneath her, and she was falling. The sick feeling in her stomach was like that of a plunge off a cliff. A never-ending plunge. Her tongue was dry, and her hands shaky. The others had brought food and drink to her, but both looked like ash. She left them untouched, her focus on Kael. Every twitch of his muscles, every pulse of the vein in his throat, caught her attention. She was like a hawk on high. Nothing else mattered right now.
Cait sat beside her, keeping one hand on Briand’s shoulder. She didn’t say anything, and Briand was glad for it. She didn’t want to hear any words right now. Whatever someone might try to say for comfort would only scrape like a blade over sunburned skin.
What Briand wanted most was silence.
She knew Cait understood, and she was unspeakably grateful for it.
Nath spoke to the physician, and then sent the man away. The herbalist lingered, and they exchanged a few words too. The herbalist, one of the refugees, was a tall, dark-haired women with skin the color of mahogany and eyes like coals. Her hands were long and callused, as if she spent much of her time working with tools and stone.
“Here,” she said, extending a bundle toward Briand. The word punched through Briand’s reverie, and the dragonsayer looked up at the woman and then at what she was offering.
“Herbs from the south,” the woman said. “Redbite and ollican, for his pain. Sprigwollow in case of infection. And chamomile to help him sleep.”
The words were mostly nonsense to Briand, but they were comforting nonsense. She was oddly soothed by them, as if the names of the herbs themselves provided a balm.
“Thank you,” Briand said. Her voice was rusty. She took the bundle from the woman, who dropped a half of a bow.
“You don’t need to…” Briand began tiredly with a wave of her hand. Her gaze dropped back on Kael, and her throat squeezed so tight she felt as though she would asphyxiate.
“I’ll return tomorrow with a healing tea,” the herbalist said. “Thank you, thief-queen.”
The woman departed, leaving Nath, Cait, and Briand alone with the unconscious Kael.
“Guttersnipe—” Nath began.
Briand kept her eyes on Kael. Her vision blurred, but she didn’t move or speak. A single tear gathered in the corner of her eye and then slipped down her nose to fall on the sheets of the bed.
“He’s going to live,” Nath said, his voice strained.
“You don’t know that,” Briand said flatly. She looked at her fingers, laced with Kael’s. She felt detached from her body. “Didn’t the physician say it was unlikely?”
“I didn’t think you were listening,” Nath muttered. “And what does he know? The man served Tarcus Melwith for years; he obviously has lax judgment on many matters—”
“Nath,” she said.
Nath fell silent.
“What are we going to do now?” Cait asked, and Briand knew what she meant even though the young noblewoman didn’t elaborate.
The approaching army. The refugees. The plan.
Briand rose, still clutching Kael’s hand. She locked her gaze on Nath’s as she drew a shuddering breath. “Send one of the orphans to see if Jadi and the dravym are prepared to leave.”
“You’re short a member of the team,” Cait protested. “Without Kael—”
“We’ll get someone else,” Briand said. Her voice sounded far away to her ears. She was having a hard time thinking. Kael’s face filled her vision.
If he died while she was gone…
“Stick,” she heard herself say. “Or Stone, maybe. Either one of them would work. Find out if they’re afraid of dragons.”
“Everyone’s afraid of dragons,” Cait said.
But she was trying to wrap her mind around the idea of a world without Kael in it.
If the dragons devoured her, she wouldn’t mind. She’d welcome it.
“Perhaps I should go alone,” she said. “If I offered myself up, perhaps the dragons would—”
“No,” Nath growled. “Don’t you dare turn martyr on me, Guttersnipe.”
But she was still imagining it, the horror of it—would she feel it if he was gone? Would she know in her soul?
She grabbed Kael’s hands in hers. She breathed in, trying to chase away the crushing weight that had dropped over her.
“I’ve got to go,” she whispered to Kael. “Stay. Hold on to whatever you can. Don’t leave while I’m gone. I couldn’t bear it. You’ve fought so hard to find me again; keep fighting. We’ve barely had any time together.”
With that, her throat closed. A thousand memories rushed across her vision. Arguing with him. Hiding from the enemy with him. Listening to him talk about his father as they sat in darkness with rain falling around them. Arguing for his life. Riding across windswept plains with him with the sun warm on their faces. Kissing him…
Something deep inside her shattered, leaving her mercifully numb. The pain was too great to hold. Her body had severed all sense of feeling. A ringing filled her ears.
If she stayed, if she did not go, then he would die for sure.
Leaving him now was their only chance at saving him later.
The numbness was a kind of pain, but one she could think clearly within. She was grateful for it, because she needed to think.
And, another mercy, she felt no doubt. There wasn’t room for it anymore. She would succeed or fail. Her mind fastened to success, and she reminded herself that she was not only Briand. She was Guttersnipe, and the Scarlet Blade. She was the dragonsayer. She had crossed nations and seas for Kael. She could do this for him, too.
For all of them.
Briand coughed, swiped her sleeve across her eyes, and stood.
“Guttersnipe—” Nath started to say, as if he were going to try and stop her from leaving.
She couldn’t have that. She understood, but she couldn’t.
“Sitting here weeping won’t keep him alive, and it will doom the rest of us to death,” she said, sounding like a stranger to herself as she spoke. “I am many things, Nath, but I am not given to hopeful delusion. I love Kael with every drop of blood in my body, but I can’t abandon what must be done. He wouldn’t either.”
They faced each other, and she had a blink of a memory of Nath from years ago, when he had been her cousin’s irritable tutor, and she had been the thorn in the side of everyone in the castle.
Who could have seen the fathoms they would eventually cross for each other? The lengths they’d go to keep each other safe? The loyalty that would knit them together like sinew and bone?
“It’s a cruel world,” Nath whispered furiously. “You two ought to be in the city of Tasglorn right now, worrying about nothing but whether you think you can stomach listening to Lord Such and Such prattle on at your next dinner party. You and Kael are the finest people this land has ever produced, and if either one of you dies in obscurity, without this entire kingdom mourning your loss like it’s the prince in exile himself, so help me—”
“Nath.” She put her free hand on his cheek, and he quieted, looking at her like a supplicant looks at an angel. “I know what you’re trying to say.”
Nath’s shoulders rose and fell. He cleared his throat. “I’m not good at… expressing those delicate emotions that some feel easy to voice…”
He lapsed into silence.
“I know,” Briand said. “I know, Nath.”
He shook his head as if to say she couldn’t possibly know.
Briand put her hands over Nath’s. “You and your orphans should be in the finest school in the land right now, with a fellow teacher that can berate as much as you wish.”
Nath choked on a laugh. “Feverbeet, maybe.”
She tried to smile and failed. Her mouth felt broken. Like it would never smile again. She was so profoundly numb.
“I have to go,” she said.
Nath nodded, his eyes training on hers with complete trust even as his chest heaved with unspoken fury.
Briand knelt beside Kael’s bed. She pressed her face against his and closed her eyes.
“We will look after him, Guttersnipe. He will be safe with us,” Cait said.
Briand swallowed; it felt like a rock had lodged in her throat.
“Somebody find Crispin,” she said. “Tell him we’re leave before the hour is up—”
A clatter came from the hall. One of Nath’s orphans stuck her head in the door.
“Please, Guttersnipe,” she said. “Someone’s here to see you. An angry woman with a great big sword.”
Briand and Nath exchanged a glance, both of them with brows raised in confusion.
“I’ll be right there,” Briand said.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE MYSTERIOUS NEW arrival was waiting for Briand in the circular throne room, face half-obscured by a tattered gray cloak, sword unsheathed and held at rest, the point touching the stone floor.
“Hello, traveler,” Briand called with brisk confidence as she strode into the space, shadowed by Nath and his orphan. She kept a hand on her knife and stopped a few lengths away from the person in the cloak. “Show your face, if you please, and state your name.”
She wasn’t worried, but still, it was good to be cautious.
A hand pulled back the hood, and a tangle of hair fell down around a thin, hollow face.
A familiar face.
“Hello, Briand,” the woman said.
“Grinna.” Briand stared in surprise. “How did you find me?”
It was the second guardian they’d found, after Noe and his family had been killed and she had split from Kael and the rest with only Nath and Crispin to accompany her.
“How? There’s no one in Kyreia who hasn’t heard of the Scarlet Blade by now,” Grinna said. “And nearly the same number has heard the talk about dragonsayers. I knew it was you.” The woman drew herself up straight and flashed a crooked smile at them. “I’m here to join you. I’ve shirked my duty long enough, and I can’t stay hidden any longer.”
“Where’s your rock dragon?” Nath asked.
“Fang is waiting for me outside the city. Didn’t know how well he’d take to the crowds,” Grinna explained with a sniff. “We aren’t used to too many folks in one space.”
“Probably wise,” Briand said with a nod.
“I’ve sobered up,” Grinna added. “Been almost six months without a drink now. I won’t be a problem in that regard.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Briand said.
Grinna studied her. “You’re different,” she said. “Something about you.”
“Well,” Nath interjected, “she’s a thief-queen now—”
“No,” Grinna said. “Not that. I mean, you do have an air to you now that he mentions it, but there’s something else.” The guardian shook her head as if clearing a fog from her thoughts. “No matter. How do I join?”
“I’m about to embark on a journey,” Briand said, “but one of my men will show you the ropes and get you a bunk and a nickname.”
“Nickname?”
“We go by nicknames here, mostly,” Briand said. “I’m Guttersnipe.”
“Crispin is Feverbeet,” Nath volunteered, and Grinna guffawed in delight.
“Feverbeet!” Grinna cackled maniacally. “I’ve thought of my name, then. Pruppia—the herb that cures feverbeet. Have you kept it on hand in case of further mishaps?”
“We should,” Nath said, amused.
“And has the lad fully recovered? Is he still annoying as ever?” Grinna asked.
“Oh, far worse,” Nath said. “He’s a dragonsayer now, and he won’t let any of us forget it.”
It was strange, Briand thought, how they could have a friendly conversation with Grinna when Kael was still mortally injured, but they could. The numbness allowed it. As perverse as it seemed, they could even still laugh. Make jokes.
Maybe they had to be able to laugh, to survive such sorrow.
Maybe it was the only way to go on.
She was jarred from her introspection on grieving by Grinna’s howl of disbelief.
“A dragonsayer?” Grinna’s expression could be described as aghast, if one were generous. “How—?”
“I know,” Nath said. He seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. Grinna was providing him with buckets of validation for all his thoughts and feelings on the matter of Crispin.
“I’m afraid I have to go,” Briand said. “It is good to see you, Grinna. I’m glad you’re joining the fight.” To Nath, she asked, “Has anyone sent for Stick or Stone yet? I need to decide who will be the least likely to run at the sight of a dragon.”
“Guttersnipe,” Nath said, stepping closer to Briand and speaking low in her ear. “I have an idea.”
At the same time, Grinna said, “Dragon?”
~

There was an argument.
Nath made his case—a guardian, for lords’ sake, the same people who partnered with dragonsayers in the ancient times, and this one trained with a sword and in possession of a rock dragon. Wouldn’t it be invaluable to have someone acquainted with some of the lore of dragonsayers, someone with a hatred of Seekers that would bolster her to courage when it came time to infiltrate Ikarad?
Briand had objections. Lots of them. A guardian in name, perhaps, but one raised largely in solitude with only a rock dragon to keep company with. Trained with a sword, yes, but freshly sober and erratic in mood. And the hatred of Seekers was a problem, considering they were friends with a few Seekers now, and knew that not all Seekers were inhuman monsters. And besides, she argued, hatred nearly always stemmed from fear, and fear was the exact opposite of what they needed when sneaking into Ikarad.
In the end, they put the question to Grinna, who knelt dramatically on the stone before Briand and pledged loyalty and sword to her service. Briand added a part to the oath about not killing any Seekers, because she was afraid things might be out of hand, and Grinna agreed with an expression of confusion.
“We need to leave now, before it gets too late,” Briand said. “Someone make a pack of things for Grinna.”
She had to say goodbye to Kael.
One last time.
Cait was still with him, which made tears spring to the dragonsayer’s eyes. Good, faithful, brave Cait, who’d always been the most wonderful friend to them both.
“Thank you,” she whispered, and Cait hugged her tight.
“I’ll watch over him,” the noblewoman promised. “He’ll be here when you return, Briand. I promise.”
She couldn’t promise, but Briand let her.
Briand lay down carefully on the bed beside Kael. She touched his hair, his face. She kissed him gently, and pressed her forehead to his.
“I love you,” she whispered. “Stay. Heal. Come back to me.”
She lay next to him until Nath came to find her, to tell her that the others were saddled and ready, and then, she rose, kissed her husband, and left for Ikarad and the dragons.




PART TWO:

~

INTO THE FIRE





CHAPTER TWELVE

BRIAND, GRINNA, AND Crispin departed for Ikarad on horseback with Vox and Fang, the rock dragon, loping alongside them, while Jadi kept pace overhead on the back of the dravym. They were a strange crew, a little lost-looking in their expressions, surrounded by their menagerie of odd creatures.
Thankfully, they didn’t encounter any other travelers on the road into the north before they left the paths of civilization and set across the stony, hilly ground that led to the Wild Lands.
Grinna and Crispin lived in a state of perpetual disagreement. It had begun, perhaps, when Grinna presented Crispin with a satchel of pruppia herbs at the start of the journey, but soon spiraled into other complaints from both parties. Grinna preferred to maintain a grim silence, her sword strapped across her back and her eyes scanning the horizon as if she half-expected Seekers to come pouring over the hills at any moment. The silence proved too much for Crispin, and so, the second dragonsayer kept a nervous, one-sided conversation running the entire first day, which Briand found strangely comforting. She rarely answered, and Grinna even more rarely, but Crispin didn’t seem to care, and Briand discovered she was glad for the lad’s company. For with every stride of the horse that carried her away from Kael, her soul shriveled tighter.
She had to do this. For everyone’s survival, including his.
But that didn’t make riding away without him any easier.
The scraggly trees and rocky hills gave way quickly to harsher landscapes—swaths of pines, craggy cliffs, and a cold wind that whipped through Briand’s hair and the horses’ manes that smelled faintly of ice. They crossed a river, the horses wading through the chilled current with their tails flowing, Vox and Fang swimming behind.
At night, she, Jadi, Grinna, and Crispin sat around a crackling fire, eating roasted meat caught by the dravym while sparks flew upward toward the stars. Jadi and Crispin argued about Bhanian customs, and Grinna polished and re-polished her great sword spread across her knees. Vox hunted small rodents in the brush and then squabbled over their remains with Fang, who seemed to be of the impression that rock dragons, being larger, deserved first cut of the hunt. They had only met at the start of the journey, since Vox had been hidden in the wilderness when Briand and her company had spent time previously with Grinna and her rock dragon, and their introduction was about as congenial as Grinna and Crispin’s.
In other words, the two creatures maintained a chilly distance that was occasionally punctuated by growls.
Sometimes, they played Dubbok with a set of grubby cards that belonged to Grinna. Briand won, mostly, even though she was distracted and withdrawn.
At night, when it was time to sleep, Grinna volunteered for first watch, and Briand lay down with Vox curled beside her and Jadi’s back against hers, and shut her eyes. She thought of Kael until she went to sleep, and then, she dreamed of him.
Sometimes, she dreamed of Auberon too, and her chest and throat tightened with painful sorrow. She wished he were here, as troublesome as he would be.
She had a connection to the Seeker that might make this all more bearable.
Mornings were spent bickering, for Crispin tried to put bark in the coffee pot, and was henceforth banned from making the coffee, and then he and Grinna began a daily tradition of arguing about the history of the guardians, most likely as a way to vent other frustrations. Grinna, being of the blood, felt she knew best, and Crispin, being Crispin, felt he knew best. It was an easy argument, and they went through it like actors rehearsing lines of a play.
Jadi and Briand generally took these moments as opportunities to ride ahead, and speak of other things, or take in the scenery in a silence that didn’t need words.
Briand was thankful for Jadi.
~

For Jadi’s part, the journey north was hard when made on horseback, for the girl from Bhan was not used to the loping, jolting stride of a horse galloping across the ground for hours on end. But the times she spent on the back of the dravym, sweeping weightless above fields and rivers and brushing the tops of forests of pine, filled her with rapturous joy. The sky was like a living, breathing thing, gusting with playful wind at first, then changing moods and threatening to dose their way with thunder and lightning. The dravym delighted in the open sky too, diving at mountain goats and snorting as he plunged through misty clouds that hung thick over the wooded areas. The air was thin and smelled like moss and rain—unfamiliar, delicious scents that made Jadi’s chest tighten with a feeling of curious anticipation. The wind brushed across her close-cropped hair, which had begun to grow, and was now long enough to curl around her ears in tight spirals, and the feeling was like the fingers of a god stroking her with gentle affection.
She had never felt freer.
At night, they camped around a crackling fire with the dark wilderness at their backs and a ceiling of stars above their heads, and she was happy still, drunk from the flight of the day. Bri was somber and drawn, her face like a shield against her grief, and the other dragonsayer, the boy called Feverbeet, tried to mend the silence by prattling on about histories and geographies that neither Bri nor Jadi listened to, but the sound of his voice was comforting in a way, and so neither of them bid him to shut his mouth. Bri often drew one of her blades and spun it in her hands, and once, when Feverbeet made a pointed mark that was a bit too close to an insult from the one called Nath—Jadi was still getting all the names straight—Bri let the knife fly, and it landed an inch from Feverbeet’s face, quivering in the trunk of the tree he leaned against.
She’d held her breath, expecting a brawl, but Feverbeet only flushed a little bit as he reached up and plucked the knife from the tree as casually as if such things happened frequently.
Perhaps, Jadi thought with a flicker of alarm, they did. Perhaps a knife was as likely to fly as an insult. These were thieves, after all, and Bri a thief-queen.
She was different now, Bri was. Jadi knew her name—Briand Varryda, Guttersnipe, thief-queen of Gillspin, and first dragonsayer of Austrisia since the last fall of …something or other.
She had a number of titles, but to Jadi, she would forever be Bri.
Jadi studied her friend, once the shivering amnesiac she’d taken under her wing in the world of the arena, and she marveled that anyone could have seen the green-eyed young woman as anything but the force of ferocity that she was. Bri sat on the fallen log on the other side of the fire, one leg stretched out toward the flames, the other tucked beneath her, but the casual pose was not hiding the watchfulness with which she scanned the sky, like a soldier looking for signs of an approaching enemy. It was not a fearful kind of watching, though. It was a confident look, the kind that knows it will prevail if anyone dares to attack.
Temerity had been replaced with decisiveness, and hesitation with unflinching resolve.
Such confidence left Jadi breathless and jealously entranced. She wanted to emulate every flick of Bri’s fingers, every jut of her chin and narrowing of her eyes. But she was not Bri, thief-queen and summoner of dragons. She was only Jadi, alone in the world and without a family or even a proper name, just the ones she’d given herself. First Jadi, and now Phoenix.
She opted to sit in her usual style, unobtrusive, watchful as a mouse is watchful even as she pretended confidence. Astride the dravym, she was powerful. But here on the ground, surrounded by unfamiliar countryside, she was vulnerable. And she couldn’t forget it.
The dragon-dog-creature… thing… that they kept as a hunting animal of some kind laid at Bri’s feet with the devotion of a prized dog. Vox, they called him. Vox hadn’t yet decided that he trusted Jadi, and every so often he flicked an ear in her direction or turned his baleful gaze upon her as if seeking to see into her soul and drag out any secret dangers she might be harboring against his mistress. Whenever that happened, Bri would reach out to scratch him beneath his chin and murmur something to his ears alone, and he would flop down across her feet with a deep sigh, as if relinquishing his suspicions for a few hours.
Jadi envied that sort of connection with another living thing. She envied Bri’s connection with the dravym, too—how wonderous it would be if she could read the mind of the creature as they flew together.
If only she could be a dragonsayer. Feverbeet seemed to find it alternately a burden and a point of pride, and Jadi could see that he’d desired the talent for its title alone. When stuck with the reality of it, he cowed. She heard him muttering in his sleep at night, begging some unknown entity to deliver him from the strain of it.
Jadi thought she might give anything to be like he and Bri were.
~

A few times, Briand rode the dravym to get a scout’s view of the way ahead. Crispin was offered a ride, but he turned pale to his lips and muttered something about his horse being unused to other riders. Briand let him beg off, for she hardly felt like pressing the point. When Grinna was offered the chance, she replied with a hearty, “Lords, no!”
The green hills and deciduous forests gradually gave way to rocky flats with sudden, startling cliffsides and precipitous valleys. In the distance, mountains rose above the clouds, their points lost in the fog. The wind carried the scent of ice with it, and Vox and the rock dragon grew warier, their noses pointed to the sky as if tasting for hints of predators larger and fiercer than themselves. The dravym darted in and out of the fog overhead, looking like a giant bat.
They crossed small rivers with water so cold that it numbed the skin, and they wound through ravines with walls of layered stone that looked like splintered shards of glass. Occasionally, unexpected carved statues appeared out of the mists, with monstrous, moss-covered faces and bodies overgrown with vines.
Every statue sighting prompted a lecture about history from Crispin. He was nearly as tiresome as Nath, but Briand found the similarity comforting. She let him drone on about ancient cultures and mythologies even though Grinna groaned and rolled her eyes the entire time.
Finally, as morning sunlight lanced through a veil of clouds, they topped a hill and beheld a familiar and foreboding sight in the valley below.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

VINE-CHOAKED PILLARS and spires of crumbling stone stood at the place where field met the foothills of the mountains. Grassy humps that had once been ancient pyramids rose toward the sky.
“The ruins of Arcane,” Crispin murmured.
Briand thought with a flash of memory of the last time they were here. The thunder in the sky overhead. Auberon, telling them in a bored tone of voice that they were riding into a trap. How she, Tibus, and Nath had performed the Masiret Maneuver, and how Auberon had saved her from having her head bashed in.
Her eyes were dry, but they were gritty with emotion as she thought of everyone who wasn’t with them now. Nath. Tibus. And of course, Kael.
How she missed her beloved tribe of misfits. Would they ever be together again? Was Kael even still…?
Briand drew in a tight, strangled breath.
She couldn’t entertain thoughts like that. She had to focus on what needed to be done. Anything else might slow her down.
She could not fail.
Overhead, Jadi and Hungry circled, looking at the ruins. The dravym landed atop one of the fuzzy pyramids, and Briand, Grinna, and Crispin were riding to meet them when Crispin’s horse shied nervously and nearly threw him.
Briand turned her head to scan the ruins as she drew the knife at her left hip and held it ready to throw. She threw herself into Vox’s thoughts, using the dracule’s senses to expand her reach.
“Someone’s here,” she said in a low voice, and behind her, Grinna drew her sword in a hiss of polished steel.
Briand berated herself as she sent Vox forward and rode along in his thoughts to get a better look at the threat. She should’ve been paying attention. She should’ve been minding the trees and the ruins all this time instead of stewing in her emotions. They were in full view of anyone lurking nearby. How could she have become so careless, so entrenched in grief and wistfulness?
Now, she’d put them all at risk.
Vox paused to sniff the wind. He caught a familiar scent, and made a quizzical purring noise in his throat. He wanted to spring forward, but Briand ordered him to crouch into the grass and hide himself.
A figure in a flowing cloak appeared amid the decaying gray of the columns, and Briand’s breath caught in her lungs as she recognized the shape of a familiar set of shoulders and, through Vox’s uncannily sharp vision, the twist of a familiar mouth.
She exhaled, lowering her knife an inch before sliding it back into the sheath at her hip.
“Is it bandits?” Crispin whispered, pulling his horse in a circle as if trying to gauge which way to run.
“No,” Briand said. “Not bandits.” She looked at Grinna. “Brace yourself, guardian. I have a feeling you aren’t going to like this development.”
~

Cait lingered beside Kael’s bedside, watching her dear old friend as he struggled to breathe in his sleep. She ought to be sleeping, or washing off the dust and dirt she was covered in since she’d just come from the caves—but she had promised Briand she’d watch over him. And she kept her promises.
“Keep fighting, Kael,” she whispered, leaning over his bruised face and brushing a piece of his hair off his forehead. Her throat seized up. “I’ve already lost one brother. I don’t want to lose another one.”
Her voice hitched, and she sank to her knees beside the bed. She was so tired… Her stomach was gnawed through with worry, her mind in knots with all the questions and half-formed fears she’d been weaving in case the unthinkable happened—in case he didn’t—
A shadow fell across the doorway, and Cait raised her head. The doctor?
No, it was a woman in a cloak. The herbalist, then. Cait rubbed the heel of her hand across her damp eyes and gestured for the woman to enter.
“He’s been the same as before,” she reported in a low voice. “Not moving much, except to groan in pain now and then. He hasn’t spoken or seemed aware of us at all. He’s feverish to the touch, and he struggles to breathe—”
“I will help him,” a calm and unfamiliar female voice said.
Cait lifted her head in surprise. The voice was too young to be the herbalist’s. Was this a new refugee physician?
“Who are you?” she asked.
“I don’t think we’ve met,” the woman said. She did not extend a hand of greeting. Cait noticed she wore gloves. “But I’m here to help your friend. My name is Jade.”
~
The figure in the ruins strode toward Briand, Grinna, and Crispin with an easy confidence born from usually being the most powerful and dangerous man in the room. Long, pale hair blew in the wind. Briand held her mount steady, waiting for the newcomer to reach them. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jadi leap onto the dravym’s back and draw a weapon, and Briand held up a hand to signal for her friend to wait.
Beside her, Crispin sucked in a sharp breath.
“Oh, lords,” he said. “This is bad. Is this bad?”
“It remains to be seen,” Briand murmured to Crispin. “Just stay calm. You’re a dragonsayer now. You don’t have to be afraid of him.”
“Yes,” she heard Crispin repeat to himself. “I’m a dragonsayer. I’m a dragonsayer…”
Grinna’s head swiveled from Crispin to Briand. “Who is it? He’s only one man, and he doesn’t even have a weapon. He looks rather thin, even. Not a warrior. We could take him—”
She broke off as a realization hit her. She brought her sword up into the ready position as all the blood drained from her cheeks. “No,” she breathed. “It can’t be. A gray cloak.”
Her mouth twisted in a snarl, and her fingers twitched against the hilt of her sword as she stared at the figure.
“Remember your oath,” Briand said in a low voice. “He’s an ally.”
“An ally? He’s a bloody gray cloak!” Grinna spat. “He’ll kill us all if we don’t take him out! Feverbeet—tell her!”
“He won’t kill us,” Briand said firmly.
Crispin nodded reluctantly, his eyes darting from the figure to Grinna. He heaved a sigh. “She’s right. He probably won’t. But he’ll be insufferably sarcastic, and he’ll probably double-cross us in the end. Mark my words.”
“Neither of you is going to fight him?” Grinna looked from Briand’s sheathed knife to Crispin’s empty hands in a panic. “You’re going to stand there and let us be assaulted by that… that thought-sucker?”
The figure reached them. He looked at her Grinna and cocked a brow with a casual smirk, as though they were two nobles meeting at a gala. He ignored her sword.
“Thought-sucker?” he said. “I’ve heard many insults, but that one is quite, ah, evocative.”
“Speak to me again, gray cloak, and I’ll cut out your tongue,” Grinna snarled.
The Seeker turned his attention to Briand instead.
“An armed and belligerent guard threatening to cut out my tongue—that any way to treat an old friend?” he asked, his emphasis sardonic on the word friend as if he were testing to see whether the designation was still true. Only his eyes betrayed him—they were filled with apprehension as they met hers.
Grinna growled under her breath at the word friend.
“Auberon,” Briand said.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

JADE STRIPPED OFF her protective gloves and gazed down at the unconscious man before her. As she did, one of her visions swept over her, dragging her under.
Howling darkness. Mouthless faces screaming at her through a misty curtain. A cry of pain, like an endless echo in the midst of a thunderstorm—
Jade blinked, and she was back in the room again. She drew a shaky breath and brought her focus back to bear on Kael of Estria.
Right now, he needed her to be fully cognizant. But the visions were strong today. Insistent.
The young woman gazed at her strangely, and Jade wondered if she’d made an unseemly sound of panic. It was taking most of her strength to pretend she was healthy and whole when all she wanted to do was sink to the floor and put her hands over her eyes. Fear made the visions come thick as lightning in a thunderstorm. Her pulse raced, and she felt herself slipping again—
Flashes of blood on snow. Gunshots, cries of pain. A frozen battlefield, with dark shapes undulating in the sky above, casting shadows over the men and women on the ground below. Pain, sharp as a knife in her belly. The sensation of blood rushing down her arms—
Jade caught her breath again as she struggled back to the present. She ignored the visions darting across her mind like wheeling birds as she studied Kael. She knew his face vaguely—she’d seen him a few times when he’d been in Tasglorn pretending to be a traitor to the Monarchists, although those memories were old and indistinct, many of them damaged or excised from her head thanks to Ikarad. She knew she’d faced off against his devoted crew in a fight in Tasglorn, and then he’d been captain of the guard for the exiled Austrisian prince in Nyr.
Screaming, so much screaming—
Jade jerked her head to the side, catching herself before she uttered any sounds of surprise at the loudness of the intrusive vision.
“Are you well?” the young woman beside the bed asked.
Jade swallowed and nodded. She didn’t trust her voice at this moment, so she didn’t try to formulate a convenient lie.
Instead, she focused on Kael.
She had little knowledge of him remaining in her shattered mind, though. Auberon had shown her things during the journey, memories and scenes to show her what he had looked like and how he’d moved when he was healthy, for those things were important for a Healer to know as they sought to knit damaged flesh and broken bone back into their proper places.
And, though it had not been Auberon’s intention, the memories she’d seen had helped her to not be afraid of the Monarchist. For Jade had been afraid at first—afraid to walk into this den of enemies, unarmed except with her broken and ruined powers. Afraid to sit and help this man who was an enemy of her kind. Who’d infiltrated the Seekers. Who’d pretended to betray his prince, only to betray them instead.
He had a reputation as a fearsome warrior.
But in Ari’s memories, Jade had seen glimpses of other things. This man’s honor, his kindness. Kael of Estria had treated her brother nobly, and Ari…
Truthfully, Ari’s feelings concerning the Monarchist were complicated. Jealousy, rage, anger, fear. All were there. But they were no longer the hate he’d once felt for the man he’d called traitor. And Jade found that curious, for her brother was not a particularly forgiving man.
Flames everywhere. Teeth as long as her hands glistening in the firelight—
Jade couldn’t contain the low cry that wrenched from her lips at the vision.
The young woman who’d been kneeling beside Kael’s bed stared at her with a mixture of curiosity and concern. “Are you an herbalist?” she asked, as if seeking something to fill the silence in the wake of Jade’s groan.
“I have healing abilities,” Jade said through her now-clenched teeth. She set her gloves on the table beside the bed, keeping her hands covered by her sleeves. They were Seeker hands, with nails darkened like smoke-stained glass, and long, pale fingers that had never seen sunlight.
Right now, this young woman didn’t know what she was, and it was better that way. If she found out, she might try to imprison Jade, or drive her away, or even kill her.
Looking at the young woman focused the visions in her head. She saw—
A pair of infants, their hair wet and matted, their eyes squeezed shut and their plump mouths open in healthy, hungry cries for food. The young woman was holding them in her arms, one tucked in the crook of each elbow, her face beaming with exhausted, sweaty joy—
The vision faded.
Happy visions were not so hard to recover from, and Jade was grateful. She looked closer at the young woman and saw the same features as the babies.
The words jumped from her tongue. “Your children will be born healthy. Two of them at once. You will be laughing as you hold them, one in each arm.”
The young woman’s eyes widened in astonishment.
Jade clamped her mouth shut to keep in any other pronouncements. She grabbed the edge of the bed as another vision rattled through her head, this one blood-splattered and painful.
“What’s your name?” Jade asked when she could breathe again.
“Cait,” the young woman said after a pause, her expression concerned.
“Cait, I need a pot of boiling water and a bundle of clean rags cut into strips,” Jade said. In truth, she needed a reason to distract this young woman.
Cait nodded and hurried from the room.
Alone, Jade returned her attention to the man lying on the bed. She breathed in, her stomach churning with sudden hesitation. She lifted her hands but did not touch him. Not yet. Her fingers hovered above his chest.
Howling blackness again. Shadows circling. Blood. Fire. Agony—
She had not used her healing powers since Ikarad. She did not even know if she could do this, or what it might cost her.
But she had to try. They’d made a deal with Prince Jehn. Her brother needed her to do this.
She needed to prove to herself that she still had something left of her old self.
Jade reached down and pulled apart Kael’s shirt, revealing the broken and scarred landscape of his chest, which was bitten with red and angry scars where they’d already attempted to save him. Red like the swell of the sea at sunset. Red like the taste of copper and tin. Her mind was wandering. She pulled her thoughts back on track. Meanwhile, the visions licked at her like a wildfire.
Roaring screams—
Jade put her fingertips on Kael’s chest. He was broken like dark purple and the scent of a coming storm, her mind whispered to her.
Blades clashing together—
She closed her eyes tight and reached for the healing power she’d once had.
Flesh tearing—
Jade reached deep into the depths of herself, searching for the healing abilities she’d once used so effortlessly. The power slipped away from her like sand in a current, like lightning in the clouds.
She reached harder.
The flow of visions assailing her mind intensified brightly, like a flare—but this time it was not the horror of whatever dark future her mind had become a conduit for, but Kael’s memories. She saw the dragon girl, green eyes like the taste of sweet poison, face bright with love as they exchanged words amid friends. She saw wild open skies and a city with blue doors and a thousand flags fluttering in a wind that smelled like freedom and ferocity. She saw faces that inspired intense loyalty and love within Kael’s memories, and she rode the sea of those emotions, bolstered by them as she searched within herself for whatever power to heal she might still possess.
It had to be there.
It must.
It MUST.
Jade saw her brother, Ari, crossing swords with Kael on a ship, both of them fighting off pain and nightmares, fighting together instead of against each other. She felt kindness and affection in Kael’s mind for her brother, and the emotion mixed with her own love for her brother and strengthened her like a drought of wine.
She reached hard and deep into herself and felt the power spring through her, up her arms and down through her fingers and into Kael’s broken chest, magic threads of shining silver sinking into his injured flesh.
Jade’s chest jolted as the healing forged a bond between them. The unconscious man’s pain roared through her bones, through her lungs, through her skull, enveloping her like a firestorm engulfing a forest of dead trees. She struggled to draw breath with damaged lungs as she followed the thread of magic with her mind, clinging to it like a lifeline as it drew her consciousness into the sinew and marrow of Kael’s body. She pulsed with his heartbeat and tasted his pain, his hopes, his fears, and plans. Visions of the future fluttered at the edge of her awareness—trees in a great city bursting into flame, the mouth of a dragon open wide in a deafening war cry, a man falling from a great height, a child with a snarl of curls and feet bent crooked—but she was crowded full of healing, and the nightmares could not gain purchase in the forefront of her mind.
A coldness that burned like fire filled Jade’s body, starting in the center of her chest where Kael’s pain was greatest, expanding outward, encompassing the lungs, ribs, and shoulders of them both. The cold pain-that-was-not-pain scorched upward to Kael’s jaw and downward to his hip, healing as it burned. His body was a blade, and the magic was the heat and hammer of a blacksmith forging it into shape. She felt the snap of his bones coming together, the slick feel of veins and muscle mingling back into their proper places.
Kael’s eyes moved behind his closed lids. He drew a sharp breath, choked, and groaned. His chest heaved, and then, he screamed with pain.
Jade screamed too.
The door flew open, and a small, wiry man rushed inside. Jade scarcely spared a glance in his direction, for she was close. So close. She could feel the pain receding in places, and in its wake, the solidity it left behind.
Another figure reached the doorway. Cait.
“She’s hurting him!” Cait cried, lunging forward. “Look at her hands—she’s a Seeker, Nath!”
The small man caught Cait by the arms and prevented her from grabbing Jade.
“Don’t,” he said. “Wait.”
Jade’s vision darkened. She pressed on, filling Kael with cold healing fire, dredging ever last drop of strength from herself and pouring it into him through the place where her fingertips touched his bare, fevered skin. She could hear someone screaming, and she didn’t know if it was Kael or herself making the sound.
And then, she felt the magic lessening, but she wasn’t finished yet. There was more to heal. She was close, so close. She pulled from within herself, but she was emptying. There was nothing left to give. No. She wouldn’t fail. She must not…
Jade dragged emotions and memories from her mind, pressing them into her fingertips. She didn’t know how she was doing it. It wasn’t anything she’d learned before. She had to keep the magic flowing. She had to finish knitting him together.
She was so close.
Kael’s chest heaved, and he jerked, his eyes opening.
“Kael!” the man called Nath shouted. “Kael, can you hear me?”
Jade tried to hold on, but she was fading. The power was gone. Extinguished. She shivered, her body cramping as she fell forward. Her cheek landed against Kael’s chest, and the visions of death and destruction rushed over her again like vultures descending upon a corpse as she fainted.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

JADE REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS to find herself lying on a bed in a small, windowless room with walls of pale, chipped stone. She was wrapped in a quilt of various shades of red, and she was alone. A single lantern flickered beside the bed.
She automatically braced herself for the inevitable rush of visions that plagued her night and day since Ikarad, but instead of the normal deluge, the visions only whispered around the edges of her consciousness like ghosts. She saw, faintly, a blur of wings sweeping over a field of soldiers, a sound of cannons—but she was not incapacitated by the scene. It was as if she viewed it from far away.
Jade exhaled, afraid to move at first. Afraid to disrupt the tranquility in her head. The glorious near-silence in her mind after months of gory cacophony was the most beautiful thing she’d ever experienced. Why were the visions diminished? What had changed? Had she somehow melded the cracks in her power back together when she’d blasted magic through herself in a last-ditch effort to save Kael? Was her brokenness mended?
Women dancing in the rain. Children singing. A dragon’s bones, bleached by sunlight, lying in an open field—
Jade flicked aside the vision, marveling at how easily she put it aside. Perhaps she was mended, then.
Her healing power was mostly gone, though. She reached for it and found that it was nearly drained.
She’d put Kael of Estria’s body back together with some of her last fragments of that power. And perhaps, it appeared, she’d partially sealed the brokenness within herself.
The prince of Austrisia crouched on a marble floor, one hand raised as if to fend off a blow—
Her body ached as though she had tried to do battle with a flight of stairs and lost miserably. Her lip was sticky, and when she touched it, her fingers came away bloody.
Jade sat up, testing her strength, and found she could move normally except for the protest of pain that came from her muscles with every new position of her limbs. She pushed back the quilt and stood.
Words hissed into her ear from the visions, but they were indistinct. Through them, she heard something else.
On the other side of the door came the urgent hum of voices.
“I can’t believe you sent for a Seeker!” a woman’s voice cried. “What are we going to do with her? You say she’s to stay until her brother returns? What if he doesn’t?”
“It was the dragonsayer’s decision,” a lower voice murmured in response. “I swore to her I would support her judgment, and I do. She came to help Kael, didn’t she?” Then, a low laugh. “Listen to me. Lords, I don’t even know myself anymore. Defending and harboring Seekers now.”
“What do we do with her now?”
Jade recognized the higher-pitched voice as Cait’s. She pulled on the handle of the door, and it swung open to reveal Cait and Nath standing in the hall. They turned at the sound of the hinges squeaking, and Cait’s eyes widened.
“How are you feeling?” the thin man called Nath asked. He looked leery of her, his eyes straying to her hands and then back to her face, but his tone was solicitous.
Cait, on the other hand, looked aghast to have a Seeker in her presence.
“I feel strange,” Jade admitted. She felt too drained to try to come up with a deflection. “I think I’ve used up the rest of my healing power, though. I think it’s gone now.” She paused. Hopefully it was not all for nothing. “How… how is Kael?”
“Sleeping,” Nath said. “His color is good, and he’s breathing normally. We’ve sent for the physician for a complete examination.”
Jade put out a hand to steady herself against the doorframe. She scanned the hall for listeners. “How are you planning to explain a miraculous recovery to the physician?”
Nath shrugged, and Jade felt a swell of alarm. “If it is known that I’m here, people might riot. They might storm this place and drag me into the streets—”
“No one will harm you,” Nath promised.
She was unconvinced. “How can you be sure?”
Nath offered her a wane smile. “A See—ah, I mean, a person of your kind is the last thing anyone would expect. We’ll tell the physician that we prayed to the ghosts of the dragonsayers to heal him.”
Jade was not quite sure he was joking.
She glanced at Cait, who took an involuntary step back and then tried to pretend she was only shifting her weight.
In truth, they both appeared to be barely holding themselves in place.
It made her feel like a monster.
Jade retreated into the room and sat on the edge of the bed. Cait followed her, and Nath lingered in the doorway, his hand on the knife at his belt, his eyes watchful.
Cait eyed Jade and then gnawed at her lip as if deliberating.
“Do you have something you want to ask me?” Jade asked when she could stand the silence no longer.
“Do you claim to see the future?” Cait asked, her words rushing out. “You said I give birth to twins. Were you lying?”
“When I was in Ikarad,” Jade said slowly, “I was changed. My mind was broken by another inmate who escaped his collar keeping him from using his powers. Since then, I see… snippets. Things. Nightmares.”
“Have you confirmation that you see the future?” Cait asked. “Can you see the outcome of the war? Can you see what will happen with Briand’s quest to get the dragons?”
Jade shook her head. “I cannot. It is all a howling jumble of fragments. I have no control.”
Cait was silent a beat. Jade wondered if the young woman was thinking of a way to expel the freak from the thief quarters, or if Cait wanted to run her out of Gillspin altogether. Some people believed in witches, and while being a Seeker was bad enough, this was something else. Something more. Something uncharted, sinister, and alarming.
Finally, Cait spoke.
“Are you sure they were mine?” she asked.
Jade raised her head. Her lips tugged in a smile of deep relief. Cait wasn’t going to turn her out, then.
“They looked just like you.”
Cait pressed a hand to her heart. “Then, it’s true? It will come to pass?”
“I’m sorry, I don’t know much about it,” Jade said. “But my previous visions have always happened, at least the ones I’ve witnessed. I’ve seen… many deaths. It was nice to see a birth instead.”
She fell silent once more, expecting the noblewoman to leave now.
Instead, Cait said, “Would you like something to eat? I think if we change your clothing and place a cloth around your shoulders and hair, no one will find your presence odd or alarming. You’d be one of the thieves.”
Jade blinked twice.
“Yes,” she heard herself saying. “I would like that.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

AT THE RUINS, Briand gazed at Auberon in a mixture of surprise and displeasure while Crispin shuffled his feet and Grinna vibrated with animosity. In the distance, Jadi climbed down from the ruins and ran toward them to get a better look at who had joined them.
“What are you doing here?” Briand demanded finally.
“It’s good to see you too, Dragon Girl,” Auberon replied. “You look well. Have you done something different with your hair, perhaps?”
“Just say the word, Briand, and I’ll strike the gray cloak’s head from his body,” Grinna promised.
Briand palmed the hilt of her knife. “You’re supposed to be in Gillspin with Kael.”
“My sister is the healer,” Auberon replied. “Not me. I would be useless there—nay, worse than useless. I would incite fear and distrust at the very least, and a mob of angry citizens howling for my blood at worst. I have no place there. Not without the Dragon Girl to keep me safe—to declare me her ally, or her prisoner.”
His voice was light, almost mocking, but Briand heard the pain that underscored his words.
Grinna made a grunting sound of approval, as if to say that a mob of angry citizens howling for his blood was the nicest thought she’d had in years.
The wind caught Auberon’s cloak and made it dance around his ankles. His hair was pale again, the dye he’d used for a disguise washed away, and the strands gleamed bright in the sunlight. His eyes held Briand’s captive with a strange intensity that made her stomach dance.
What was he playing at?
Briand frowned, because she couldn’t deny that his presence in her city would have been problematic, especially with Kael incapacitated and her absent on a mission.
He was right, and she felt hesitant to admit it, because that was what he wanted her to do.
What sort of game were they playing?
Something heavy and sharp hung between them—an energy that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. A tension. Auberon looked at her with a cutting gaze, and she felt nettled into snapping back at him. She didn’t know what it was born from, or why, but she could feel it on her skin like a cold breeze.
She held her tongue and lifted her chin. She was the dragonsayer, the thief-queen. She would not be intimidated, not even by a Seeker, certainly not by Auberon.
“Fine,” she said. “You’ve given me reason why you might not remain in Gillspin, but why have you come here? Why have you followed us? And how did you arrive so quickly?”
“I came another way,” he said. “I didn’t waste time going straight to Gillspin. I came right to where I knew I’d find you.”
Jadi reached them and came to stand beside her. “Hello again,” she said to Auberon. “Auberon, was it?”
The Seeker gave her a slight nod of acknowledgment, but his eyes never left Briand’s.
“As to why I’ve come—well, I am clearly needed here,” he said to her. “You cannot possibly be thinking of breaking into Ikarad again with only Feverbum, Stabby, and Novice here as your crew.”
“Feverbum?” Crispin repeated, sounding incensed at this new spin on his nickname.
“Stabby?” Grinna was aghast, as if not being taken seriously by a Seeker was a far crueler fate that being attacked by one. She looked at her sword and then Auberon, her brow wrinkling and her eyes spitting fire. “Call me that again, you grubby gray cloak, and I’ll cut your nose from your face.”
Auberon spared them both a flick of an amused glance, but his attention was still focused on Briand.
He lifted an eyebrow in challenge. “Well, Dragon Girl? Will you lower your hackles and let me join your misfit mission? Or should I leave before I get a blade in my throat?”
There was a short, bristling silence.
Grinna and Crispin scowled. Briand crossed her arms. Only Jadi seemed unaffected by Auberon’s presence. She studied the Seeker carefully.
“I think he’s right, Bri,” Jadi said after a short silence. “From what I’ve heard of this Ikarad, I think we are woefully underprepared, even with the addition of Grinna.”
“Listen to Novice,” Auberon purred. “She speaks good sense.”
“Thank you.” Jadi gazed at Auberon without fear. She knew him as Briand’s friend and no more. She knew him as an ally instead of, at best, a muzzled threat.
Auberon gave her a short bow. “You’re the rider, aren’t you?” he said. “We meet under far different circumstances this time.”
“Quite different,” Jadi said. “And if we’re assigning nicknames, I don’t think Novice is quite the right one for me.”
“No?” Auberon said, arching a brow.
“I’ve flown sixty races in the Arena,” Jadi said calmly. “I’m no novice.”
“Ah, but how many dragons have you faced?” Auberon asked. “How many Seekers have you done battle against? How many wars have you fought in and survived? And your little pageant doesn’t count.”
Jadi was silent. She frowned at him as if he were a puzzle she was trying to decipher.
Auberon seemed to take the rider’s silence as confirmation of his assessment.
“Precisely my point,” Auberon said, and returned his attention to Briand. “Well?” he asked. “Are you going to allow me to accompany you on this foolhardy venture into certain death?”
“If it’s foolhardy venture leading to certain death,” Grinna asked, “why do you want to come?”
Auberon’s expression was, for one flicker of a moment, vulnerable. He didn’t take his eyes from Briand’s as he smiled with one side of his mouth.
“Because I’m a bloody fool,” he said.
~

The four withdrew to argue in privacy a dozen paces away from Auberon, and disagreed all afternoon about what to do.
Grinna was fiercely opposed to sharing the same continent with a gray cloak, let alone a trip. She paced back and forth as they talked, her hands dropping to the hilt of her sword every few seconds as if she were moments away from drawing the blade and charging at Auberon with a war cry on her lips.
Crispin reminded Briand of the last time they’d trusted Auberon on a mission to Ikarad.
“He tried to kill Kael!” the lad yelped, flinging up his hands. “He wants something from Ikarad, or he wants to see us captured.”
“But,” Briand argued, “after that, he voluntarily turned himself over to Jehn in order to rescue me. And he and Kael worked together to do it.”
“A fair point,” Jadi agreed. “People can change.”
“Gray cloaks don’t change,” Grinna interjected, and resumed her pacing.
In the end, it was Briand’s decision.
And she agreed to let Auberon come, with the understanding that he would keep his gloves on and stay as far as possible from Grinna and her sword, and antagonize no one in word or deed.
Auberon dutifully kept his gloves on, and he gave Grinna a wide berth.
But the last promise he broke almost immediately.
Grinna was spoiling for a fight. Any time Auberon spoke, she made a sharp comment about making treaties with vipers, or grumbled under her breath about Seeker evil. Auberon was in a mood, but still, he appeared to make an effort for the first half an hour, and then, when Grinna pointedly mentioned the fact that Seekers were a scourge from the seventh layer of hell for about the tenth time in half an hour, Auberon snapped back that he would rather be there than suffering through her barbed conversation.
Grinna was already seething, but when he added “Stabby” to his comment, she drew her sword and whipped her horse to the left to ride straight for him.
“Stop!” Briand shouted, riding between them. “Grinna, remember your oath. Auberon, remember yours.”
“It was no oath,” Auberon muttered, and mouthed another “Stabby” at Grinna over the dragonsayer’s shoulder.
“Over there,” Briand ground out, pointing at Grinna. “Stay over there. And you,” she turned to Auberon, “ride up front with me.”
“I won’t be able to see her if she runs me through,” he pointed out.
“We’ll ride behind,” Briand said.
“But I won’t be able to see him if he—” Grinna began.
“Stop. For lords’ sake, stop talking! I will ensure that he won’t!” Briand practically shouted.
She was breathing hard, her face flushed with sudden anger. Her temper had exploded out of nowhere.
They were silent. Crispin and Grinna looked away. Auberon ticked up an eyebrow. A bird screeched overhead, the sound jarring in the stillness.
Briand exhaled sharply and gathered up her mount’s reins in a jerk. “Let’s ride.”
They fell into their new riding formation, with Grinna and Crispin in front, and Briand and Auberon in back, and plenty of space in between. Jadi flew overhead on the dravym, and Briand was of half a mind to banish Grinna to the skies, if she thought the swordswoman wouldn’t faint with terror.
So far, nobody but Briand and Jadi had been comfortable riding the dravym.
“Don’t worry,” Briand heard Crispin say loftily to Grinna as the horses started forward again. “I’m a dragonsayer now. The Seeker is terrified of me. He wouldn’t dare do anything to you with me at your side.”
Grinna snorted in response.
“You’re baiting her,” Briand said to Auberon when they were riding again. “Stop baiting her. She’s strung tight as a bow with you around, and you’re making it a thousand times worse.”
“And you’re about to break,” he replied. “When was the last time you slept?”
“Last night,” Briand said, which was a lie. She’d laid awake, seeing Kael’s blood soaking the ground every time she closed her eyes. Worrying about him. Going over the rest of the journey, and what would come after they reached Ikarad.
But mostly, Kael. The numbness still had her in its grip, and she was managing to knuckle through without weeping at every turn, but still, grief had settled in her bones. She was heavy with it, as if she’d turned to stone, but also, she was restless in her grief, her body the banks of a stormy, wind-whipped river. How could one be so frozen and so chaotic inside at the same time? She didn’t know, but she was.
“You’re worried about him,” Auberon observed, his voice softening as he flicked his gaze over her features.
Briand looked at the sky and didn’t answer.
“Jade will heal him,” Auberon said, with a curious tenor in his voice, a hint of some emotion she couldn’t place. “You needn’t worry your little head about it, Dragon Girl.”
If he’d been trying to be kind, he’d immediately erased his efforts with the last bit, and the dismissive tone of it. Briand bristled.
The only emotion she felt at the moment was anger, and the anger came more easily than usual. If she’d ever been a patient person—and she hadn’t been—she certainly wasn’t now. What room was there for patience in a world where Kael lay broken and bleeding on a bed far away from her? What could possibly matter besides the question of whether her husband’s lungs were still working, whether his chest was still rising and falling, whether his eyes moved in dreams behind his closed lids?
When the whole world was burning, one did not care about an overturned candle on the table.
So, Auberon was being fussy, which she was accustomed to, but she had no patience to try to probe for a reason. She had only her howling grief, and around the edges of it, her hurt over how Auberon had left them and remained behind in Nyr without so much as a goodbye.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

RAIN BEGAN TO fall when Briand’s band of travelers reached the second leg of the journey—freezing, sleeting rain that wasn’t quite cold enough for snow. They continued on in the rain, cloaks pulled tight against the relentless slant of it, slogging onward toward Ikarad.
Until they reached a river.
Well, what had once been a river. The water had broken free from the banks and flooded the low-lying areas around it. It churned past with a roar of black water and white foam, with broken trees bobbing in the murky waves and disappearing over the rapids in the distance.
“Flooded,” Briand said as she drew her horse to a halt. “It’s been raining, yes, but this is a deluge.”
“There must be more rainfall farther east that’s caused the river to swell,” Auberon said. “It will go down in a few days.”
“A few days!” Briand turned in the saddle to look both directions. “We need to cross here now. We don’t have much time to lose.”
“Better to wait than lose you in the waters,” Auberon said quietly, his tone reflective, as if he were thinking of something from the past.
“I know how to swim now,” Briand said sharply.
“Dragon Girl,” Auberon said, “nobody can swim in that.”
Unfortunately, the Seeker was right. Even Grinna said so.
They made camp a little way from the flooded river and took shelter from the pouring rain in a grove of conifers.
Briand retreated from the others and sat alone. Thoughts of Kael filled her head and settled like rocks in her chest. Was Auberon right? Was Kael well and whole now, healed by Jade?
She fervently hoped it was so, but Jade was a broken shell of her former self, and her powers were fleeting and her sanity even more so. What if she hadn’t been able to understand what was needed from her? What if she hadn’t been able to do it? What if—?
No.
She wouldn’t think it. She couldn’t bear to think it.
They managed to erect a small shelter with tarpaulins from their supply rolls, and with the rain off their heads, everyone settled down in their bedrolls. There was no hope of coaxing a fire from the soaked wood around them, though Briand coaxed Vox into breathing flames on their supper enough to warm it into an edible state.
Auberon was looking as if he wanted to needle her into a conversation.
Briand didn’t want to talk. She wanted the oblivion of sleep.
She lay down, pulled the covers over her head, and shut her eyes.
~


Jadi studied the Seeker across the fire. She had not known at first that he was a Seeker, and so she had not been afraid of him, and it seemed a little late to start being afraid of him now. Still, he was formidable-looking, with his long pale hair, his aristocratic features that lent themselves so perfectly to a sneer, and his piercing eyes. His gaze was like a wolf’s stare. Unrelenting, with a hint of wildness.
Something in her liked that wildness. It made sense to her, just as the dravym had always made sense to her. She’d always been a little wild herself, in ways that were never appreciated by her mother and father.
And he was handsome in a way that might be used as a weapon, which made the handsomeness feel dangerous, like a glint of a knife in a stranger’s hand.
“Do you like what you see, Novice?” Auberon drawled, and Jadi realized she had been scrutinizing him more openly than she’d intended to.
“I only wanted to get a better look at my first Seeker,” she said, her voice calm even though her heart thumped painfully in her chest.
Auberon’s smile was blade-thin. “And? What do you find? Monster, or prince?”
His eyes flashed with self-loathing; Jadi knew the look well, as she’d seen it a thousand times in her own reflection caught in a mirror or in the reflective surface of a pool or sword shined to perfection.
She knew his answer, the one he’d give if pressed.
Monster.
“Are those the only choices?” she asked lightly.
A ripple of interest crossed his face before he hid it, and she knew what he was thinking. She had not taken the easy road of flattery to gain his favor, and she had not struck with derision either, though he’d offered her the stone to throw. She’d instead invited him with a question.
He was intrigued.
Jadi felt a flicker of satisfaction in the pit of her stomach.
“What other choice do you propose?” the Seeker asked. His smile was wicked, as if he had no care, as if he were toying with her for some darker purpose, but she saw the vulnerability that hid behind his eyes.
It was easy to find, for she carried the same vulnerability inside her.
The words weren’t idle, she realized after a beat. He was waiting. He wanted to know her answer, as if he thought she might offer some insight he’d never considered in all his nights spent lying away, contemplating his own nature in deep self-loathing.
It was a little frightening how well she understood him, Jadi thought.
“I see a man,” she said. “A complicated, angry, sorrowful man. But he is only a man, though others have made him seem like something inhuman with their stories.”
Auberon leaned back and pressed his fingers together. “A deflection. You had no answer, then.” He was disappointed.
“I see a man who wanted me to call him a monster,” she said more quietly. “Perhaps because he’s learned to crave the lash of others’ insults.”
Auberon lifted his eyebrows as if she were speaking in absurdities, but she didn’t miss the flash of naked surprise that twitched around his mouth.
She’d struck a sensitive spot, then.
“He feels he deserves them,” she added before she could think better of it. “Undoubtedly, he had a father or some other family figure who taught him that he was nothing, ever since he was a child, and his soul grew in the shape of that cruel idea, the idea that he was worthless and unwanted.”
“Do you think you know me, Novice?” he demanded.
“Better than I wish to,” she shot back. She was irritated for some reason and she didn’t know why.
She composed her expression and looked away from Auberon, and she didn’t look back again, though she felt the weight of his gaze on her until he left for his bedroll, and sleep.
~

Briand woke in the dream dungeon, lying on moldy straw with her back pressed to a wall of cold stones.
She blinked at her still-damp hands before she raised her head to see Auberon sitting across from her, his elbows braced on his knees, watching her.
“You can’t avoid me forever,” he said, “because we always come back to each other, don’t we?”
“I’m not avoiding you,” she said, which was a lie.
Auberon’s lips curled.
“You and I,” he said. “We’re the same. Yet you try to pretend that I am some demon creature that you cannot understand. Why? Is it so you can be more accepted by them? Are you afraid they’ll reject you if they know how alike you and I are?”
“They know who I am,” Briand said. “I’m not afraid they’ll reject me.”
What was she afraid of? What unexamined pain caused her to shy away from speaking with Auberon?
She didn’t want to dig deep and discover it. Not now. She was too fragile. Too burdened with the mission, with her grief, with her worries. She didn’t want another heartache…
Heartache?
She didn’t understand. She shook her head and growled in the back of her throat in frustration at the tangled complexity of her emotions.
“I can’t do this right now, Ari,” she said.
Auberon stilled at her saying his nickname.
She hadn’t meant to say it. It had slipped out of her, an afterthought that proved just how formal she’d been with him since she’d encountered him days before.
“All right,” Auberon said, calmer now. As if hearing her call him Ari had soothed something restless and insistent inside him. “We’ll wait, then, Dragon Girl.”
She blinked, and then she was awake in a cold forest with damp blankets beneath her and sleet drumming on the tarpaulin overhead.
She exhaled, and her breath was mist.
Below their camp, the floods raged on.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

JEHN STOOD IN the shadow of the gardens, waiting. Wind stirred the trees overhead and sent a spidery shiver across his skin. He listened to the sounds of the night, straining to hear a crackle of leaves beneath a foot, a snap of a stick as it brushed against a shoulder. It was a game he played with himself—could he hear his spies coming?
He heard nothing.
The queen had returned early from her summer palace, surprising the court and causing numerous rumors as to why.
Jehn wanted to think it was because she’d missed him.
He knew how foolish such hope was. He was being a fool at a time when he needed to keep his wits sharp and his sense of self-preservation sharper.
“Prince,” a voice said at his elbow.
Jehn turned to see the spy step from the shadows. She was one of his best, a dark-haired, dark-skinned slip of a girl with silvery eyes and a face that no one ever seemed to be able to remember later. She had the peculiar ability to make herself as noticeable as she wished to be—she could stand out in a crowd like a star in the sky, or she could melt into the shadows like she was made from scraps of the night sky. Her voice could be gruff or melodic, accented or untraceable. She could pass as a boy or an old woman.
Even Jehn didn’t know her name. She was only Crow to him. He’d found her as a child, and she’d grown into the role of spy the way saplings, under the careful guidance and pruning of a gardener, grow into fantastical shapes.
“Sir,” she said, bowing shortly in greeting. She’d been instructed long ago never to call him prince, lest someone overhear them in some public meeting place. Even now, safe within the palace walls, the habit stuck.
“Hello, Crow,” Jehn answered. “What news have you tonight?”
“Not much,” she said, smiling slightly in a way that showed no teeth. “But you might find it interesting all the same, as you often do.”
“Tell me,” he urged.
And Crow told him about a pirate king’s recent bout with malaria, and how one of the warlords of the far east was rumored to have adopted a son, and who among the nobility still in Tasglorn had recently married and divorced. Crow was one of the central hubs of his information net, and she was especially good at sniffing out all sorts of seemingly useless scraps of information, the sorts of things that his older male spies overlooked as trivial gossip.
Trivial gossip, Jehn had learned long ago, often served up hints at hidden schemes and underground plots.
Keeping a finger on the pulse of the trivial gossip kept princes’ heads attached to their shoulders.
When Crow was finished, she bowed again, and then, she hesitated.
“More?” Jehn asked absentmindedly. His mind was already turning over the bit about the pirate king and the malaria. Malaria suggested a recent trip to the southern kingdoms, where the disease was most frequently contracted—
“One final bit of gossip, my lord,” Crow said. And she hesitated.
The hesitation snapped Jehn’s concentration back to the present moment. He focused on his silver-eyed spy with a slight frown, noting the way she fidgeted.
“You don’t want to tell me.” It wasn’t a question. It was an observation.
“It concerns the queen of Nyr,” she said.
Jehn raised one brow in question.
“She has been meeting a man in secret. A nobleman, from what I can tell. He is not from among the court, however—I have reason to believe that he hails from Nyr’s outer islands.”
Jehn frowned at her. “And you believe she is plotting—?”
Crow bit her lip. “It is whispered… it is whispered the queen is in love.”
An affair.
Jehn took a step back. He felt as though he’d been struck between the eyes. A flush crept up the back of his neck, and his thoughts reeled in a tight circle.
“My lord?” Crow asked.
“T-thank you. That is all.” He turned away as she disappeared into the darkness.
Jealousy surged through him like a poison. His mind muddled with momentary clouds of dizzying emotions—anger and shame in equal measures. He pressed a hand to the nearest tree to steady himself as he breathed deep, chasing the emotions with rational thought.
When they’d agreed to marry, the queen had been clear that she did not expect faithfulness from him, and that he was not to expect it from her. The marriage was one of convenience, a political ploy for power on her side and a knife in the ribs on his. As muddied as his personal feelings had become in regards to Nara, the queen had done nothing amiss.
Then, why hide it? Why skulk in secret?
He pondered this, his heart still pounding with the emotions he was only half able to suppress, his mouth dry, his lungs unable to draw enough air.
Confound these emotions—they distracted him from thinking straight. And he needed to think clearly at a time like this.
What was the queen up to?
Jehn pushed away from the tree and resumed walking through the garden, deep in thought now, so absorbed that he nearly collided with a bush. He came upon a pair of courtiers, who fluttered their fans in annoyance as he walked between them without acknowledging them.
When Jehn reached his rooms, he slipped inside and went to his couch. He threw himself down upon it, debating with himself.
Waiting.
He didn’t have to wait long.
“I’m told you were wandering in the common gardens like a madman,” the queen’s voice said behind him, soft as velvet, strong as iron. “Frightening my courtiers.”
Jehn shuddered a little at the sound of it. He loved the sound of her voice. He loved how it frightened him. How it unlocked some secret piece of himself that he hadn’t know existed until he’d met her.
He didn’t turn. Didn’t speak.
The queen rounded the couch and sat. She wore a plain silk sleeping shirt, and her hair was a silken waterfall down her back, held back from her face by a single, jeweled comb. She was ungarnished perfection in the moonlight coming through the slats of his windows.
Jehn looked away. He swallowed. She was too beautiful to look at now, when he was trying to keep his wits and impartiality about him. He’d grown too fond of her. Too trusting. He’d allowed himself to be soft.
Had it been a mistake?
The queen was still waiting for him to speak.
Jehn cleared his throat. “I was meeting with spies in the garden.”
“Ah,” the queen said.
A thousand unspoken emotions and meanings were contained within that single syllable that rang between them like a droplet of water hitting the surface of a still pond.
“There is gossip,” Jehn continued. He let the words go slowly. Regretfully.
The queen said nothing. She was waiting for him to speak first, to show how much he knew, and what he thought about it.
Jehn did not want to render himself so vulnerable as to reveal jealousy. Not when she’d clearly engineered this to meet his ears. She could have been discreet. She could have met this man in a way that even his spies could not have discerned, he was sure. She was not usually so careless as to be the subject of gossip—at least, when the gossip was not about the nature of her marriage to him.
Was it a stunt meant to hurt him? Unbalance him?
“What sort of gossip?” the queen asked.
“They say you’ve taken a lover.” He forced himself to say the words like they were merely words, and not arrows in his heart. As if he were speaking of the coming day’s schedule, or of a horse he liked to ride.
Still, his tongue stumbled on the last word.
Lover.
The queen put her hands on his face and turned his chin toward her. She met his eyes with hers.
“And this bothers you?” she asked.
“It does not bother me,” Jehn said. He was a good liar. “We had an agreement.”
“Then, why bring the matter to my attention?” the queen arched one brow. Her lips were turned upright—not a smile, but not a smirk, either. A question spoken with the shape of her mouth.
He found he wanted to kiss her and know the answer.
But he was afraid of the answer.
“Such gossip,” he replied stiffly, “will cause concern among my court. My council—”
“Your council is a conceited, brawling lot hardly fit to advise a baker on the matter of making bread, let alone a prince trying to mount a revolution to win back his crown,” the queen said with sudden venom. “You should banish the lot of them to the palace dungeon.”
Jehn raised his eyes to hers. “You know I need them if I am to succeed. And I need them to believe they matter, because their fortunes are funding my war.”
She knew this. It was an old argument, and they were merely going through the motions of having it. She’d spoken with anger, but it had no heat to it. She was saying lines in a play they’d rehearsed dozens of times. The Tragedy of Jehn’s Council.
She was still holding Jehn’s face in her hands.
“Why do you really care who I see, Jehn of Estria?” she whispered.
“Because by the way you’ve pursued this, you’ve stirred up my spies and muddled my mind. You could have been discrete. You could have not paraded it through the streets—”
The queen dropped her hands. “There were no parades. Your spies are worthless if they told you that.”
They hadn’t. In his jealousy, Jehn had imagined scenarios that caused him additional pain, scenes in which the queen kissed her new lover on a balcony overlooking the city for all to see, scenes in which she presented him at court and sat him at her right hand. He’d slipped up. He’d betrayed himself.
He turned away, and the queen tugged him back to face her.
“The man I met was a spy of my own, and not a lover,” she said.
Jehn searched her face and saw honesty written on it.
He exhaled.
“Then why make it so apparent?” he growled, but even as he spoke, he knew.
She’d wanted to see his reaction.
And he’d certainly delivered. Like a blind, bloody fool, he’d delivered.
The queen leaned forward and pressed a sharp kiss to his lips.
“Goodnight, husband,” she said, and then, she left his chambers with the same silky silence that she entered with.
~

Later, the queen of Nyr sat surrounded by her ministers, their voices buzzing around her like bees, but she was not listening to what they were saying.
She was looking instead at her husband, who sat on the other side of the table, his expression held in neutral, his intelligent gaze shuttered into something bland and unthreatening. She could tell by the slight tilt of his head that he was listening intently, however.
As she watched, he lifted one hand to absently stroke his lower lip, and the queen blinked and looked away to hide the bolt of lightning that shot through her at the simple gesture.
He’d been jealous of the thought of her and a new paramour. She’d wanted to know. She’d allowed him to discover and misunderstand so she could see what he’d do.
And he had been jealous.
It was curious, both the reaction and her reaction to it.
She wrenched her attention back to her minister of defense’s droning words.
“And additional taxes for the new drainage system in the textile district,” he was saying, finishing a long speech that she hadn’t listened to one iota.
She blinked.
“We ought to be focusing all of our monetary power on the war with Eisea,” the minister of finance said coldly. “If we are to enforce a blockade—”
“We cannot neglect our defenses at home,” the minister of defense shot back. “Lest we risk a second attack upon our people.”
“And what does that have to do with drainage systems?” the minister of finance demanded.
“Did you not hear?” Jehn said, stirring from where he’d been sitting in silence.
All eyes turned coldly to the prince of Austrisia. There was no attempt made to hide the fact that his interjection was obviously an unwelcome intrusion.
“Hear what?” the minister of finance snapped. “I have heard every obnoxious sound out of this man’s mouth. I have ears all over this palace, prince.” He pronounced the last word as if it were a joke. A joke that this man sitting among them ought to be recognized as royalty.
“Then you must have heard,” Jehn replied, unruffled by the minister of finance’s thinly veiled derision. He smiled his usual smile, the one that made people underestimate him, but the edges of his mouth were hard. “A weakness has been discovered in the drainage systems leading into the palace that might prove threatening to the safety of those within these walls. An assassin could use such a weakness—”
“A weakness?” the minister scoffed. “Who discovered this weakness?”
Jehn held his gaze. He was still smiling as if they were carrying on a perfectly pleasant conversation about the weather, or a future gala.
“One of my spies,” he said.
The minister of finance made a sputtering sound. “What right have your Austrisian spies to be poking around our palace?”
Jehn lifted a brow. “I am concerned for the safety of my wife, of course.”
The minister of finance snorted, as if the idea of the queen being Jehn’s wife was pure fiction invented to annoy him.
“Your Eminence,” the man implored the queen as he turned toward her with an expression of annoyance and a half-barked laugh, “please, control your pet. He is causing disruption.”
Your pet.
Jehn stiffened slightly, a motion that might have been imperceptible to anyone who didn’t know him.
The queen saw it. She also saw the faint flush that darkened the back of Jehn’s neck. She knew that was rage he was keeping in check.
The room was silent. Everyone looked at her. The minister of finance waited for her reply, a laugh still on his lips.
As if he expected her to be laughing too.
She did not laugh.
The queen lifted her eyes to the minister of finance. He quelled at her expression. He was an older man, one who’d served her father. Gray-haired, with a fleshy neck and jowls that quivered when he talked. He had grown complacent in his open derision. She had allowed it, because it served her purpose.
Perhaps it no longer served her purpose to suffer fools to speak so freely of her husband. Her eyes narrowed to slits.
“Your Eminence,” the minister said to her. “A foreign prince’s spies in our palace—”
“The spies will be discussed,” she said. “But not with you.”
The minister reddened. He opened his mouth to argue with her, but the queen was quicker.
“Minister,” she said. “You served my father before me, did you not?”
The air in the room seemed to grow cold, as if a gust of chilled wind had blown through the fastened shutters.
“Y-yes,” the minister of finance said. His hand twitched on the table. His forehead glistened.
“You have served many years,” she went on, and saw the minister relax a little.
“Yes, Your Eminence—”
“So, you ought to have learned to control your tongue by now,” she continued.
The minister of finance seemed to shrink slightly. “Your Magnificence,” he began.
“Your callused disregard for my safety concerns me, minister,” she said.
“Your Gloriousness, I meant no disregard—”
“Prince Jehn’s men and women played a vital role in rescuing Nyr from the recent Eisean attack,” she continued. “And yet, you continue to treat him and his people with utter contempt. I will not tolerate this disrespect. You are removed from your position.”
The minister sat gaping like a dead fish while the men around him looked at their hands, their faces like stones. Jehn watched her, his expression betraying nothing of his thoughts.
The queen signaled to her guards, who came and escorted the former minister of finance from his chair and out of the room.
The rest of her ministers stared at her. She lifted her chin and ignored the prickle at the base of her spine that prompted her to examine her motives for such a display of power and favoritism. She ignored the whisper that asked her if perhaps she ought to be worried about her husband’s spies.
She felt as though her emotions were slipping out of her grasp, water through fingers, blood through cloth. Spilling, blooming, escaping.
She shook such thoughts away.
Her father had ruined her. He’d made her suspicious and cold. He’d made her so cynical that she had nothing left inside.
She would not be her father.
“Now then,” the queen said. “Shall we continue?”
~

Later, the queen of Nyr stood in her outer chambers, gazing down at the garden below as the sheer silk curtains fluttered around her. She heard a soft step behind her and turned.
It was her fool. He was unpainted except for a glint of golden eyeliner at the edges of his eyes, his fair features and yellow hair on display. He wore only a simple white shirt and black trousers. He looked unlike himself without his dramatic face paint, tinted lips, and black and white costuming.
“You fired your minister of finance,” he said, strolling to the rail beside her and leaning against it on one arm. “Does this mean what I think it means?”
“Skip the riddles,” she said with a sigh.
The fool grinned. “And make myself obsolete? Never.” He fingered the gold cuff he wore on his right wrist as he spoke his next words. “It is good to see you finally taking your ministers in hand.”
“We shall see what it comes to,” the queen replied. “I will not be hasty.” She looked the fool over. “It is rare to see you without your costuming.”
“Someone else is currently making use of it,” he replied lightly.
The queen’s mouth turned.
Her husband had become far more active as of late, stealing about the palace in disguise, listening to conversations unnoticed. She wasn’t sure when her fool had earned the uneasy friendship he seemed to share with the prince, but the fact that she wasn’t sure unsettled her.
The queen of Nyr had the disorienting feeling of finding one’s things slightly rearranged. She used to know everything about her palace, everything about her kingdom, everything about her mind.
When had she become so distracted? She was married to a man who required constant, careful study, for he walked a line between ally and enemy as surely as he walked a line between genius and a sort of madness. She was a snake married to a mongoose.
And the mongoose had spies everywhere.
Oh, it was foolishness to pretend she didn’t know when.
“What is it?” her fool asked, his voice a velvet purr. “Why do you look as though you’ve eaten something sour?”
“I’m tired,” she said. “Leave me.”
Even fools like hers knew when to speak, and when to be silent. He left the room without another word, and the queen of Nyr paced to her bed and back to the doorway.
This love she felt was dangerous. The sensation of falling roiled her stomach, and she had the instinct to call for her guards.
No.
Her father would have her be so. Cold, forever untrusting.
She would not be like him. She refused to be like him.
But… she was afraid she already was.




CHAPTER NINETEEN



ANOTHER NIGHT, ANOTHER nightmare.

The queen of Nyr found herself once again in the outer rooms of her chambers, standing at the balcony, feeling the night wind on her face as she caught her breath and waited for the sensation of dread in her chest to subside.
When would her father stop haunting her?
Tonight, she’d dreamed about Tiya.
Tiya had been the young queen’s favorite of her father’s mistresses. Tiya, with her large fawn-brown eyes and her shy, hesitant smile. Tiya the innocent, the court had called her, for she hadn’t been like the king’s other mistresses—the rest of them sharp with their courtly taunts and coldly glittering in their jeweled finery. Tiya had been soft, a clean and windswept beauty from the outer islands. New to the court. Kind even to the servants, which was seen as an absurdity on par with being kind to rocks and trees.
The queen of Nyr exhaled, the dream still clinging to her in bits and pieces, the memories still pooling in her head like the flood of too much rainwater muddying a shallow pool of a garden.
In her mind’s eye, she saw again her father, sitting in this very room, playing Stones and Scrolls on his lacquered table alone, waiting for her. She tasted bile from the brush of dread in her belly as he beckoned to her with one ring-encrusted hand to attend to the board and the arrangement of pieces. She felt the cool marble floor beneath her bare feet as she approached, heard his voice as he told her to look at the board and tell him what she saw.
The king had always been testing her when she was a child. Her father liked to set her up to fail, and then punish her for it. His father had been harsh with him, and the Nyrian king had revered his father even though he hated him.
She’d looked at the board with a coil of fear, knowing she would not have the right answer. Knowing he would smile when he punished her for it. He believed pain was the best teacher, the truest goad.
She saw at once that the gold playing pieces were arranged in a way that gave a clear path for the jade to jump them, using the arrangement to move quickly across the board. But then, with relief, she saw what he wanted her to see. The jade set was on a path to victory, but she had played the game enough to know that the gold set might prove a threat in six moves if unchecked.
She pointed the moves out with her finger. “The jade can use these pieces here to jump ahead now, but if you do that instead of eliminating them, the gold might have the victory in the end.”
Her father—the bastard—had twitched in surprise at her correct answer.
“You’re learning,” he said. “The jade has the upper hand, but the gold, if unchecked, could destroy everything. Don’t become distracted by immediate gains, daughter. By obvious advancements. Look ahead, always, and be on your guard.”
Then, the king had stood, his chair scraping loudly, and bid her with a wave of his fingers to approach the balcony. The same balcony she stood upon now.
The queen of Nyr’s hands tightened as the memory bloomed vivid. She remembered with perfect clarity how she’d walked at her father’s side with his hand resting heavy on her shoulder. How she’d thought, for one foolish second, that she’d succeeded in pleasing him. That he might grant her a gift instead of a punishment.
She remembered the way the breath had left her lungs in one swift exhale when she’d seen the soldiers standing in the garden below with Tiya between them. The mistress’s sobs had echoed in the still air. Her veils and gown were torn, and her face was bruised.
“Father,” the future queen for Nyr had whispered, unable to contain the horror in her voice.
“Attachment is weakness,” he’d told her coldly. “Attachment blinds us. Tiya was discovered conspiring with an informant for Bestane. She cannot be trusted. This, daughter, is the lesson. Not some silly game.”
She had stared down at Tiya with tears in her eyes, unable to move as her father barked the order, and the guard nearest Tiya drew his sword and delivered the killing blow.
Blood blossomed on fabric. A scream wrenched through the air.
Tiya was gone.
The king had flicked his fingers, the guards had dragged Tiya’s body away limp as a sack of grain, and the future queen of Nyr made herself a secret, silent promise.
Now, she gazed into the moonlit garden below and felt the memories scramble in her chest.
Years later, she’d discovered the truth when she assembled her own network of spies and informants—she’d discovered that her father had deliberately concocted a situation in order for Tiya to fail, a false operation complete with a hired informant pretending to be from Bestane. Tiya, she’d learned, had not even betrayed him.
She simply hadn’t told him about the meeting.
The queen of Nyr had her theories about her father’s choice to test and then murder his favorite mistress. Perhaps Tiya had angered him in some way. Perhaps he thought his daughter was growing too close to the woman. Perhaps he was merely a sadist.
But the queen of Nyr favored perhaps the saddest possibility of all—that her father had been falling in love with Tiya and her gentle, kind ways, and he couldn’t stomach the thought of such weakness, so he’d killed his mistress on the invented excuse of a possible political betrayal.
All lest he be unable to resist his foolish emotions, and find himself overthrown by them.
She couldn’t pretend she didn’t understand her father’s impulses. After all, hadn’t their dynasty been plagued by such romantic betrayals? Hadn’t he slept beneath a ceiling of reminders every night? Had he lain with his arm around Tiya’s bare shoulders, holding her as she slept, his eyes tracing the depictions of past kings and queens killing those who had been their weaknesses? Wondering if he were about to make the same mistake they had?
The queen sighed.
It was a question she asked herself daily.
“There you are.”
Jehn’s voice was soft as silk against skin.
The queen of Nyr felt the clawing sensation in her chest quiet. She laid both hands on the rail, pretending she were only looking at the way the flowers below glowed in the moonlight, the way the lunarflies flashed and winked in the shadow of the ferns.
“Yes,” she said without emotion. Always a queen swallowed by the weight and responsibility of her title. Always the nameless crowned head of the nation, more marble than woman as the people liked to whisper. What was she besides the queen of Nyr? What was she besides a woman breathing her every breath as the sole bearer of the house of the serpent? The shoulders upon which the nation’s future rested?
Jehn hadn’t moved from the doorway behind her.
The queen wondered at his silence. Could he see how her shoulders trembled?
Surely, he saw.
She realized she wanted him to see. She was tired tonight. Tired of the weight of her crown. Tired of the loneliness of her silence.
Tired, tired, tired.
“Nara,” the prince of Austrisia said.
A brightness blossomed beneath her lungs, crowding out her breath, filling her with something hot and agitating. He always forced her into the light, didn’t he? He saw her, boldly and without apology. He called her by name and refused to look away.
He called her by name, always.
She turned and took hold of his robe with both hands. He was still, staring at her with the same dark expression she knew she must be wearing. They breathed the same air as the moment burned between them, and she felt like a match poised against a striking surface, ready to ignite.
“Jehn,” she said, her voice as gentle as a sigh against bare skin.
Jehn’s eyes lit at the sound of his name in her mouth.
He lifted his hands to rest them against hers. He exhaled, eyes searching hers, and then he kissed her lightly on the lips. Then, he drew back, checking for her reaction.
They’d been tiptoeing around one another lately, more than usual, skirting the unspoken things that lay thick between them in the dark at night.
Fearful. Hesitant.
Hungry.
A thousand things stood between them—their titles, their countries, their ministers and councils, their spy networks. Their personal machinations against each other.
And yet…
The queen of Nyr pushed Jehn against the pillar and kissed him with the force of a woman who had spent her whole life in hiding and had finally been seen. Jehn’s fingers slid into her hair, and she curled hers around his neck.
“Jehn,” she said. She felt him tremble, felt the whisper-light brush of his long eyelashes against her shoulder as he kissed her throat.
She pushed him back and looked at his face again. A face that she had hated, and insulted, and railed against. A face that confounded her time and time again.
He gazed back, and she knew he understood.
Then, instead of kissing him, the queen slid her arms around her husband and laid her head against his chest.
She’d made herself a promise many years ago, a promise she’d failed to keep at times.
She’d promised herself she wouldn’t be like her father.
Jehn hesitated, then wrapped his arms around her, and they held each other in the starlight.




CHAPTER TWENTY

BRIAND AND HER band of travelers had been forced to wait for days by the river thanks to the flooding. Vox hunted, as did Fang and Grinna, and they returned with enough meat to feed everyone well. Briand sharpened and oiled her knives, and discussed plans for Ikarad infiltration with Crispin, and spent a great deal of time alone at the outskirts of the camp, thinking over all that must be done, and her strategies, and how she could possibly manage to make everything align in such a way that no one she loved died, and so that Gillspin was saved.
Finally, the rains stopped, and the river waters receded enough for the company to safely forge across.
The group resumed their journey, but something was wound painfully tight in Briand’s chest.
They’d lost too much precious time already.
They couldn’t afford any more mistakes.
~

The land was becoming smooth again, sloping gently downward as they descended a mountain toward the ice sea that stood between them and Ikarad.
As they rode, flecks of snow drifted through the air.
Auberon drew his horse alongside Briand’s and rode next to her for a length of time in silence.
Briand kept her eyes ahead. Auberon stole glances in her direction again and again, until finally, he broached a subject.
“Other than the whole business with the statue, how is the traitor faring in his new life?” Auberon asked.
Briand looked at him and didn’t answer. The question had venom to it. And was Auberon back to calling Kael traitor? Hadn’t they worked past that?
“Kael,” Auberon amended, as if sensing her disapproval.
Still, she didn’t answer. Even if she’d wanted to, the words were stuck in her throat.
And she didn’t want to.
Talking about Kael with Auberon seemed a thorny topic. She wasn’t quite sure why, in her dazed exhaustion, but she shied away from it all the same.
“How is the queen of Nyr liking her new pet?” she asked instead.
Auberon’s eyelids flicked down once, the only indication that her barb had found its mark. “I am the terror of the Nyrian court,” he said.
Briand laughed mirthlessly. “You must like that. Being feared. Isn’t it your great ambition?”
Now it was Auberon’s turn not to answer. His throat moved as he swallowed.
She’d been cruel. She didn’t know why she was being cruel, except that when he’d decided not to return with them—without even saying goodbye—she’d been crushed inside by it. She’d missed him, and she didn’t even have the right to miss him. It was a miserable business, and she was angry about it, and he was right here next to her being insufferable, and that made the anger rise to the surface in a way she could barely control, let alone want to.
“It is a safe place for my sister,” Auberon said finally. “Which, I might add, is more than anyone else wanted to offer us.”
“Perhaps it is your reputation for betrayal that causes you to find so few invitations,” she shot back.
Auberon’s nostrils flared. He appeared to be tamping down his temper, as she’d failed to do earlier.
Briand had a thousand other things she wanted to say, but she didn’t say them. She had too many thoughts and emotions tangled up in her head, like a knot of ropes draw too tight to be unraveled. She wished she could take a knife to all of it.
They were silent again. Ahead of them, Grinna twisted in the saddle to give Crispin a death glare while he prattled about the myths surrounding the ice sea.
~

Somehow, everyone made it to the evening without losing a limb to another in the party’s frustration. When the sky turned bloodred, they made camp. Briand sent Grinna for firewood and set Crispin to the task of building the fire. Jadi, who’d wrestled part of a catch from the dravym’s jaws earlier, skinned the animal for their supper.
Briand and Auberon watered and fed the horses.
“You’re worried about him,” Auberon observed.
“And water is wet,” Briand said. She stroked a hand across the neck of her horse. The soft repetition of the fur beneath her fingers soothed the stranglehold of terror in her chest whenever she thought about Kael. She leaned her face against the horse and buried her nose in his mane, inhaling the scents of dried sweat and leather and sun and wind. Her eyes prickled, and she felt made of stone with a hollow center.
“Jade will have healed him by now,” Auberon said quietly from behind her. “You have nothing to worry about.”
Briand breathed the horsey scents a little longer, not wanting to face him, but glad he was nearby. She didn’t answer.
“Dragon Girl,” Auberon began, with a note of earnestness in his voice that he rarely possessed.
Briand exhaled, pushed herself away from the horse’s neck, and faced him. Her pulse drummed in her throat as she waited for him to speak.
But whatever Auberon had been about to say to Briand was interrupted by a screech that could curdle blood coming from the direction of the campfire.
Briand drew her knife and sprang forward with Auberon on her heels. Was it bandits? Wild animals?
They reached the campsite in time to see Jadi wrench a half-eaten piece of meat from the rock dragon’s mouth while Grinna tried to stop her.
“Miserable cur!” Jadi yelled. “That was half our dinner you just swallowed!”
“He’s hungry,” Grinna protested angrily. “He likes his meat cooked. That’s how he’s always eaten it. He thought it was his.”
“Then teach him better manners!” Jadi thrust the strip of meat at Grinna’s face to emphasize her point. The rock dragon followed the movement of the meat with his head.
“Perhaps you shouldn’t place platters of meat where he can reach them!” Grinna shot back.
Crispin sat to the side, his face buried in a book, ignoring everything.
“Do you want me to calm them down?” Auberon asked with a sly smile, flexing his fingers. “I could, you know. I could render them both unconscious—”
“No. Lords, no, Auberon, just stand there and don’t do anything,” Briand ordered as she strode into the campsite.
This whole enterprise was like herding cats. Feral ones. With rabies.
The women stood nose to nose now, looking as if they were about to come to blows. Grinna’s hand was on the hilt of her sword, and Jadi’s free hand was forming a fist.
“Jadi,” Briand barked. “Grinna.”
The women stepped apart, Jadi looked chagrined, Grinna seething.
“For lords’ sake, we’re halfway to a Seeker prison on a suicide mission, with only each other to survive, and you’re still at each other’s throats?” Briand exclaimed.
“He was hungry,” Grinna grumbled half-heartedly once more.
“Then he can catch something by himself, and you can cook it for him,” Jadi replied, blowing a stray piece of hair out of her eyes with a growl. She glanced down at the meat in her hand and then tossed it to the side. Vox and Fang fell upon it, snapping and snarling at each other.
Jadi looked at Briand and then Auberon. “What’s wrong? You both look like you were expecting to find us all dead.”
“It was the screaming that did it,” Briand said and crossed her arms. “Usually one hears those sounds when a disemboweling is taking place.” She called Vox to her side with a thought, and the dracule huffed and left the remainder of the meat to the rock dragon and did as she’d commanded.
“At least the dracule listens to me,” Briand said, and sighed. “Crispin, you’re just sitting there. Did you bring a book on our journey to Ikarad?”
Crispin lifted his head and blinked at her.
“That’s mine,” Auberon said with a growl.
Crispin made a face and dropped the book as if it were made of hot embers. “Remember,” he said hastily as Auberon stalked forward to retrieve the book, “I’m a dragonsayer now—you can’t hurt me—”
He flinched as Auberon reached out, but the Seeker only snatched the book and returned to the other side of the fire.
“Smooth, lad,” Grinna remarked. “I think the Seeker’s quite terrified of you, just as you said earlier.”
Crispin straightened his cloak with a jerk of his trembling fingers as if trying to restore what was left of his dignity. He mumbled something under his breath about smart-mouthed Guardians and scowled at anyone who glanced his way.
They ate what was left of the meat, with a few scavenged herbs and a mixture of yellow lichen that Grinna swore was edible.
It did not, Briand reflected, taste edible.
Somehow, she choked it down. She was hungry, and she needed strength for the things that lay ahead. Her mind raced to Kael, lying broken and silent on the bed where she’d left him, and her insides clenched with grief and regret. She felt stretched across the wilderness, half of herself left with her love, her husband, the other half here, determined to go forward despite the way every step threatened to snap her in two.
Across the fire, Auberon watched her but said nothing. The weight of his stare made her skin prickle. He looked softer somehow, as if he were held together with stitches and pretending he weren’t.
Briand had a thousand things she wanted to say to him, all of them rising like a tide inside her chest, threatening to burst out and drown her. Why did he leave them for Nyr? Why did he agree to return? Why was he here now, looking at her with such intensity?
Answers to her questions nudged at her, the solutions her mind had explored in the dark when she was half-asleep and not thinking clearly. She kept those answers at bay.
She knew, maybe.
Perhaps confusion was easier. Safer.
Once, Auberon’s eyes met hers, and a shiver shook her to her bones. He looked at her as if he knew her as no one else had ever known her.
The notion of it terrified her—and comforted her. The way he looked at her made her feel like perhaps she wasn’t without roots, without a home. As if her father’s house had been resurrected from its ashes.
He looked at her like he knew her. Like they were made from the same set of cloth.
When they’d finished eating, Grinna withdrew a pack of well-worn cards and slammed them down on a nearby stump. She sniffled once, scanned the faces around the fire, and spat on the ground.
“Who wants to play?” the Guardian asked gruffly.
And this, at least, was familiar enough to settle everyone into a grudging circle as she shuffled and dealt the cards.
Briand slid her thumb across the tops of the cards. Her mind was miles away from the card game.
Across from her, Crispin hunched forward, staring at his cards and chewing on his lip. Jadi frowned at her hand. Meanwhile, Grinna watched Briand speculatively.
“Rumor is that you won your throne with a game of cards,” she said.
“It’s true.” Briand lay down a card and looked away.
Auberon shifted. He leaned forward, placing a card on the stump.
The dracule and rock dragon wove around them, Vox brushing against Briand with his tail and picking at her mind with his. He wanted treats. He didn’t like the smell of the rock dragon in his nostrils. He was tired, but wanted to prance in the moonlight instead of curling beside the fire. She’d told him to stay close to the campsite, and he was irritable about it. He wanted to chase through the surrounding countryside and sniff out everything that wriggled, crawled, or hopped through the night.
Briand laid down another card. She barely glanced at what it was. Vox’s begging scraped at her thoughts incessantly like fingernails against sensitive skin. She thought of Kael. The blood. The blanched color of his skin. The stillness of him on that bed.
Her throat was dry, her tongue thick. She swallowed hard.
And all around him, the thief quarters. Gillspin. A place she’d come to love.
What if she couldn’t get the dragons to come? What if she failed? Would she return and fight to the death beside her fallen love?
Was that all that waited for them? Swords wet with their blood?
“Briand,” Crispin began. “It’s your play again.”
Vox wandered close, whining about the rock dragon’s stench.
Briand stood abruptly and tossed down the rest of her cards. “I’m going for a walk,” she announced.
The others gazed at her in silence.
No one spoke.
Briand stalked away from the campsite. She was unbalanced. Unmoored. If Nath were here, he’d call her on her attitude, her restlessness, her inability to focus. If Tibus were here, he’d rumble quiet orders to rest in her direction and then stand guard over her while she slept. If Kael were here—
She choked on a sob.
Kael.
Instead, she led this motley collection of misfits toward certain ruin. They didn’t have much of a plan. They didn’t have anything but hope.
And she didn’t even have that.
Only grim, exhausted determination.
She had to try.
For Kael.
For Gillspin.
For everyone she loved.
~

A rider galloped far behind them, making up lost time and ground with a punishing pace through the night astride a horse as fast as a flash of lightning. He rode hard, with one plan in his heart.
Reach the dragonsayer before she reached Ikarad.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

BRIAND AND HER motley group had nearly reached the frozen sea when they stopped again.
“We should make camp here first,” Briand announced, pulling her mount up and looking around. “The sea will have dragons, and if I get close enough, they’ll sense me and come wanting my blood. We should leave the horses, the supplies…” She pointed to a clearing with several fallen logs. “Let’s dismount and unpack there. And we ought to eat first, don’t you think? Crispin, Grinna, you can hunt with Vox and Fang while Auberon sets up the camp and Jadi scouts the surrounding area on Hungry.”
Everyone muttered agreement and dismounted, except for Auberon, who gazed at Briand shrewdly.
She ignored him.
When the others had gone, and they were alone, Briand said to Auberon, “Perhaps you could start a fire? I’ll get the kindling.”
She slipped away from the camp before he could answer.
Once she was out of sight among the trees, Briand headed for the frozen sea.
It had all been a ruse, the orders she’d given.
She wanted to face the dragons alone, in case something went wrong.
She reached the frosted beach where the silver plane of the ice met the rocks along the shoreline and stopped to take it in. The last time she’d been here, she’d spoken to a dragon for the first time.
Briand inhaled deeply. She stepped toward the ice.
She didn’t know how far she’d have to walk in order to find a dragon—
“What are you doing?”
She whirled; Auberon was striding down the bank toward her, his face a blaze of anger, his cloak swirling behind him.
“You’re supposed to be starting a fire,” she accused.
“And you’re supposed to be gathering kindling.” He stopped in front of her and crossed his arms. “Instead, it looks like you’re trying to steal away while the rest of us are occupied. Do you have a death wish, Dragon Girl?”
“I have a wish for my friends to live,” she snapped.
“We stay together,” Auberon said firmly. “They’d want that. Kael would want that.”
“Don’t speak to me of what Kael wants as if you have any knowledge about it,” she hissed. “As if you don’t hate him.”
Auberon drew back as if slapped.
“I’m sorry,” Briand said. “That was… I’m sorry.”
Auberon looked away. A muscle in his cheek flexed.
“We didn’t get to speak much after your rescue from Bhan,” Auberon said, staring at the frozen horizon of the lake. “And we haven’t dreamed of each other since our parting, except for that one time in the woods. There are things…” He stopped. Frowned. “There are things I would say to you.”
Briand turned her head to look at him. In the edge of her mind, she felt the whisper of a dragon’s awareness, but it was far away. It hadn’t sensed them.
“What things?” she asked, the words catching in her throat. The world around them faded a little, the sound of the wind and the crackle of the ice dimming as she looked at him. Complicated, beautiful, fierce, tormented Ari. Always disbelieving. Always betraying before he could be betrayed. She understood him—he was her before she’d become one of Kael, Nath, Tibus, and the rest’s number. He was a man without a tribe. Except for his sister, he was alone and loathed.
Auberon busied himself checking the strap on his horse’s saddle. His boots crunched on the ice where the frozen water met the shore. “Have you forgiven me?” he asked quietly.
“For trying to kill Kael? Or for lying to us and betraying us?” Despite her twinge of sympathy for him, the words came out sharp. That scar had not fully healed, and retracing the steps they’d taken the last time they’d come to Ikarad had picked at the old wound.
“Both,” he answered shortly. A muscle in his jaw twitched as he awaited her reply.
“I expected you to betray us,” she said. “Kael and I anticipated it, did we not?”
He searched her eyes with his. “But you wanted me to surprise you. Didn’t you?”
The admission was painful. She hadn’t fully considered how much she’d wanted him to prove them wrong. “Yes. But instead, you tried to put a knife in Kael.”
Auberon sighed through his teeth. “We were enemies.”
“So are we,” she answered. “Dragonsayer and Seeker.”
She didn’t comment on that were, but she noticed it.
“That is different,” Auberon said with sudden, savage intensity. He took her by the arm. “You did not choose to be of your bloodline any more than I chose to be of mine. We are more the same than different. We always have been. No one understands you the way I do—they can’t. And no one understands me like you. We are unique in this world. You and I—we’re like two sides of the same wretched coin.” He paused, breathing hard. “We belong together. Can’t you see?”
Tears pricked her eyes. “You’re wrong.”
“Briand,” he said. “Stop that. Stop refusing to even consider what I say. I’ve seen the way you’ve turned away from me every step of this journey. I’ve seen how you draw back, how you look beyond me. You’re hiding. You’re afraid of what’s between us. You’re afraid of the truth.”
“Auberon,” she answered, just as angry. “I’m not afraid.”
Her voice broke on the lie.
“What, then?” he demanded.
They faced each other like they were about to do battle between the horses with the lake at their back. The wind tore at their hair, their clothes.
“I-I love you,” he shouted. “There. I’ve said it. I love you.”
She stared at him in shock.
“Don’t look at me like I’ve spoken another language,” Auberon said, his tone almost pleading. “I am not incapable of love. I am not inhuman.”
“That’s not what—” Briand started, and bit off the end of her words. She turned away, and Auberon caught her sleeve.
“Do you love me?” he cried. “Tell me. I am in anguish, Dragon Girl. Tell me and end my suffering.”
The sigh slipped from her like a ghost.
“I cannot love you,” she said.
Auberon was resolute. “Cannot? That isn’t an answer.”
He tugged on her sleeve, pulling her around again to face him. He touched her chin with one finger, bringing her face up to look at him.
“I cannot love you,” Briand repeated, her face softening. “Not like that. I’m—”
Auberon made a fierce sound in his throat, and then he leaned forward, took her face in his hands, and kissed her.
Memories poured into her with the touch of his mouth to hers, but she swam upward through them, back to reality, refusing to be caught in their swell. Ari’s lips were warm. Desperate. Soft and angry at the same time, but sweeter than she could ever have expected—
Briand shoved him back and yanked her knife from her belt reflexively. She seized his cloak as she put the blade to Auberon’s neck and snarled, shaken, “Kiss me again without asking first, Seeker, and see what happens.”
Auberon’s eyes held hers. There was a desperate question in them.
“I’m Kael’s wife now,” she hissed. “We were married after Bhan, on a rooftop in Gillspin. I cannot return your advances. Stop.”
Something dark and strong simmered at the edges of her mind. A memory, one of Auberon’s. She pushed it away and tightened her hold on the blade in her hand. Her fingers were shaking.
Auberon’s expression smoothed, and his face became like stone. “Do it,” he whispered. “Knife me. Perhaps it was always meant to come to this. You killing me. Perhaps it’s inevitable. You have always been my equal—I would be honored to die at your hand, my worthy opponent.”
Briand was angry enough that she was considering it. She lifted the knife, watching his expression. She didn’t want to be his opponent, even if she did rather want to kill him. She didn’t want— She didn’t’ know—
The darkness at the edge of her mind was growing, blotting out her thoughts of protest.
“Catfoot, wait!” a voice called out behind her.
She turned in astonishment, dropping her hand from Auberon’s cloak.
It was Kael.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

KAEL GRABBED BRIAND’S wrist, yanking her hand and the blade it held away from Auberon’s throat as he pulled her against him.
Lords, it was good to hold her again.
The dragonsayer’s expression swung between rage at Auberon and joy at the sight of him alive, and Kael had never wanted to kiss her more in his life, for he knew how close he’d come to never seeing her rage again, but there was no time for reunions yet. He’d ridden hard across the ridge above them, eager to catch them before they crossed the frozen sea, and he’d seen something dark approaching from far away, a creature from the depths below the ice, and there wasn’t a moment to lose before—
“Dragon,” he cried, and Briand and Auberon turned to see a dark, massive shadow hurtling toward the shore beneath the ice, moving as fast and true as an arrow shot from a bow.
Before anyone could say anything else, Briand fell to her knees with a scream of pain.
“He’s in my mind,” she gasped, her fingers cradling her skull as she struggled upright again.
Kael drew his second sword and threw it to Auberon. He drew his own as the dragon grew close enough for them to see glowing eyes and pale blue scales tipped with white.
This would not happen again. He’d already lost her to a vengeful dragon once.
The ice crumbled and crackled in the dragon’s wake, shifting and tipping as if a might force were pushing against it. The trees nearest them shivered, dropping a dusting of snow with a tinkling sound on the frozen edge of the lake.
“Ari!” Kael shouted. “Take her hand!” He swept Briand into his arms, holding her against his newly mended chest.
Auberon stared at him in bewilderment and fear, the sword at ready in his hand, his hair blowing in the wind.
“Her hand!” Kael repeated, and swung to face the dragonsayer. “Catfoot,” he said urgently to Briand. “Use his power like you did during the fight with him in Tasglorn.”
She locked gazes with him, understanding dawning through her pain. She seized Auberon’s bare palm and clenched her fingers around his.
“Try to read me—” she panted, forcing the words through gritted teeth.
Auberon closed his eyes.
The wind howled across the lake like a banshee, catching their hair and cloaks and pummeling them with painful prickles of ice shards.
The dragon was a dark shape beneath the sea. It was nearly to their feet. It was—
Kael stood his ground as the dragon ripped upward from the lake, the ice splintering like glass under strain before it shattered. A crack like thunder tore through the air. The horses fled toward the trees as broken shards of frozen water flew past them.
The dragon opened its mouth and roared.
“Now, Ari,” Briand cried as the dragon turned his gaze toward her.
Even Kael felt the shockwave of their powers combined somewhere in the mended parts of himself where Jade had supplemented her fading healing with bits of her own magic. The dragon wheeled, its neck lashing as it fell backward through the ice with a crack that shook the trees. The sea split like a ripped seam, and dark water rushed upward and over the scales of the stunned dragon.
In Kael’s arms, Briand gasped as if she’d surfaced after being trapped underwater. She clutched at Kael’s shirt as her eyes opened, and then she turned toward Auberon, staring at him as if seeing him anew.
“Auberon?” she whispered. “You did that?”
Auberon met her eyes with a defeated look, and then he dropped like a stone, knocked unconscious by the blast.
“Kael—”
He cut her off with a deep kiss, and then he pulled back and shot a glance at the dragon. It was still alive, but floundering.
That shock of power, however strong, wouldn’t keep it away forever.
“Come on,” Kael said, releasing her and turning to the unconscious Seeker. “Help me get him away from the water.”
~

They found the horses in the woods, spooked but unharmed and willing to be caught by their bridles by Briand while Kael laid down Auberon’s body on a patch of moss. The dragonsayer’s mind was reeling with the deluge of Auberon’s thoughts that had poured into her along with the power transfer. She was half-delirious at the sight of Kael alive and whole. And her body still vibrated with the blast that had driven away the dragon.
She leaned against a tree, her feet unsteady, and put a hand on the hilt of the knife closest to her heart as she looked down at Auberon’s unconscious form. The memories he’d inadvertently shared with her swirled in her mind, their emotions as real as her own.
A night in a rain-drenched forest, sleeping on the ground with Jade beside him and only thoughts of his dragon girl to keep him from giving up entirely. A day in a port city, wondering if she was well. The dream he’d had in which he’d seen her alive, drenched, and memoryless, and how he’d been utterly overcome with joy to learn that she was not dead…
He loved her. Desperately, hungrily, and shamefully. A throb of pain went through her—Auberon didn’t think he deserved love, but he craved it in the same way that a despised and maligned guttersnipe girl had once craved the acceptance and friendship of a group of Monarchists.
She understood his pain completely. She felt almost as if they were two souls crafted from one cloth. Two wanderers on the same precipitous journey. Both of them had been rejected, adrift, and nearly all alone in the world but for one relative, except now, she was surrounded by love, while Auberon was still bereft.
He was still alone. Broken. Starving for love. He’d come to her seeking kindness, and she’d almost stabbed him in her anger.
How could she have almost plunged her knife in him?
Briand was shaken.
“Is he all right?” she asked uncertainly.
Kael checked over the Seeker to ensure he was still breathing, and he nodded. “Give him a few minutes and I think he’ll revive.”
“Lords,” Briand muttered. Her head spun. She looked at Auberon’s face and saw a rush of his memories, and then, she looked at Kael and realized afresh that he was alive.
He was ALIVE.
Their gazes met. She exhaled in a sob.
Alive, and whole, with color in his face and clarity in his gaze.
Kael stood and swept Briand into his arms again. He buried his face in her hair and inhaled the scent of her hair. Then, she pinned him against a tree and kissed him until neither of them could breathe.
“I thought I’d lost you,” she whispered against his mouth. “I’m so sorry for leaving, for not sitting beside you during your recovery, but I—”
“Did the right thing,” Kael finished. “You were brave and selfless to go despite your personal pain, Catfoot.”
She parted his shirt, looking for scars, and brushed her fingertips over his healed chest, marveling at its smooth perfection.
“Does it hurt?”
Kael shook his head.
“It was my idea to send for Jade to heal you,” she said, searching his eyes for displeasure. “I-I didn’t know what else to do. I asked Jehn to broker a deal with him. I appealed to his mercy, and offered him my, ah, personal forgiveness for his part in meddling in our affairs.”
“Does this mean you won’t punch the prince of Austrisia in the face the next time you lay eyes on him?” Kael asked, lifting a brow.
Briand sighed. “I will have to restrain myself.” She paused, momentarily uncertain. “I thought it was a good offer, since I think he genuinely regrets making a personal enemy of me, and I didn’t want to give any political ground, but I’ll admit it was a gamble—”
“You were brilliant.” Kael kissed her lightly. “I’m unspeakably proud, my dragonsayer queen. Negotiating with your enemies. Leveraging your connections.”
She pressed a hand to his chest, her fingers splayed across his muscles. “And Jade’s magic worked? You’re completely healed?”
Kael hesitated. “It worked. She saved my life. But at some cost to herself. And perhaps, in some ways, to me.”
“What do you mean? What cost?” Briand’s stomach pitched at his words. “Are you still injured in some way?”
“No,” he said. He cupped her face in his hands and brushed his thumbs across both her cheeks. “Truly, my love, I am well. But she didn’t have her fully healing abilities, and she… she had to improvise. I think it changed me. But there wasn’t much time to explore it.”
“Changed you?” Briand grabbed his wrists, a shiver of fear lancing through her. She thought of how Jade had been different after Ikarad, her brain shattered. “Tell me what you mean.”
What had she done to him?
Kael turned his head to glance at Auberon’s unconscious face. “She left… how do I explain it? She left bits of herself behind. Memories, magic. I felt it—faintly, but I felt it—I felt the shockwave of it to my bones when you sent that dragon reeling. And when I look at the Seeker…” He sighed and shook his head. “I feel Jade’s care and affection for him. I feel for him as if he is my own brother. As if, almost, he is me.”
They stood together another moment, taking in the strangeness of where they were. What they were saying.
“He saved my life,” Briand whispered, her eyes unfocused as she remembered what she’d seen among Auberon’s memories as they poured through her. “That day with the pirates, when I came to rescue you, and I nearly drowned. I-I didn’t know. He never told me… I saw it just now, when his memories poured into me during the power transfer. After I’d fallen into the water and nearly drowned, after you pulled me from the water, he breathed life into me at the same time that you did—he from the dream realm, you from the waking world.”
“Then,” Kael said fervently, pressing his forehead against Briand’s. “I am in his debt.”
He was changed, she thought. The last traces of the underlying animosity that had once girded the two men’s every interaction was gone, somehow.
She said as much, wonderingly, and Kael laced his fingers with hers as they both looked at the unconscious Seeker.
“It is hard to hate someone when you’ve seen and understood them to the bottom of their soul,” Kael mused, looking as though he were not so sure he liked the fact. “I have more memories of him as a child playing with Jade now than I ever had hateful thoughts of him. I have hundreds of his memories now. Her memories. I’m a patchwork of the Seeker and his sister inside.”
“Is it… unpleasant?” she asked. “As if you have a stranger in your head?”
He closed his eyes and shook his head with a low, perplexed laugh. “It feels as though they were always mine. But he isn’t my enemy anymore. Even if I wanted it, I—I could not more easily despise Nath or Tibus.”
Briand exhaled. She leaned her forehead against Kael’s. “Do you think it was her plan? A way to ensure her brother’s safety?”
“Perhaps,” Kael said. “A clever strategy, no?”
His hands slid over her neck and shoulders, tracing down her spine to her hips. He pressed a kiss to the place below her ear, then to her neck, then to her mouth.
“Catfoot,” he whispered against her lips. “When I saw you standing on that shore, with the dragon coming, I thought I was losing you all over again. I nearly ceased to breathe.”
She pressed her forehead to his.
He kissed her again. “Don’t die. Please. Not again.”
A faint, exasperated laugh burst from Briand’s lips. “I shall try my best. And I urge the same of you. Don’t be crushed by any more statues. I don’t think I could take it, and I think we’re out of magic to fix you.” She kissed him again, savoring it, then sobered as she remembered something. She drew back and looked at him uncertainly.
“Auberon kissed me.”
Kael’s brow creased.
Briand quickly added, “I did not ask him to—”
“He should not have kissed you against your will,” Kael said.
Briand studied his face. “You aren’t angry?”
“At you? Of course not. I’d be a sorry excuse for a husband if I were.”
She hesitated. “And Auberon? Are you angry with him? On your behalf, I mean.”
Kael tipped back his head and sighed.
“I’ll punch him later,” he promised, with a twitch of his lips that betrayed more amusement than anything else. “If you’d like me to. Although, I know you are more than capable of landing a fist on anyone who deserves it, Catfoot.”
Briand didn’t know what she wanted, except to hold onto Kael and never let go. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her face against the curve of his shoulder.
“I’ve seen things in the memories I have,” Kael said, drawing back far enough to see her face. “I’ve seen Drune.”
Briand went still. “I’ve seen Drune in their memories too. A long time ago, when Auberon took me prisoner in Tasglorn. They did not know his name when I asked them.”
“No,” Kael said. “They wouldn’t. He had a different name to them. I think… I think he was their father.”
Briand stared at him as the full weight of it crashed into her.
Drune, the man Kael had loved, the man who’d betrayed Kael, betrayed her—he was Auberon’s father?
“Can you imagine the odds?” she managed after a moment. A hysterical laugh lodged somewhere between her lungs and her mouth. She felt as if she couldn’t draw enough breath. Light-headed.
“It feels like quite the cruel twist of fate,” Kael agreed.
“Does he know?” Briand nodded at Auberon, lying still and unconscious nearby. “Does he know who Drune was to you?”
“I don’t think so. If he did, he would have used it to torment me during our worst years. I don’t think he had much contact with his father, actually.”
“Then, perhaps Drune hurt you both,” Briand said, musing.
Kael sighed. “We have more in common than we realized.” He ran a finger down Briand’s arm. “The same hurts, the same loves.”
“I am your love,” she promised, and kissed him again.
~

Soon, Grinna and Crispin returned with the spoils of their hunt, and Crispin gasped at the sight of Kael alive, and wept without shame. Kael rose and clapped the lad on the back affectionately while Vox romped around them both.
Briand introduced Grinna and Kael, and they shook hands.
Jadi arrived a few minutes later, and welcomed Kael with an embrace. She glanced at Briand curiously, but didn’t say anything, and Briand wondered what the rider might have seen while flying high above.
“What happened to the gray cloak?” Grinna demanded. “He’s unconscious?” She paused. “I could stab him. He’d never even know what hit him.”
She sounded as if she were only partially joking.
“We had a small run-in with a dragon,” Briand admitted.
She held up her hands at the gasps and the burst of questions that ensued. “Auberon and I used my powers to force the dragon back—he amplified my abilities—but it knocked him flat.”
“Do you suppose he’s all right?” Crispin asked, leaning over Auberon and staring down at him. “Did it break his mind? Will he know who he is when he wakes up, or will he have amnesia like you did?”
Briand felt a clutch of sudden fear. “I don’t know. I don’t think the magic hit him that hard, but—”
Auberon’s eyes snapped open.
“He’s awake,” Jadi observed.
“His mind doesn’t look broken,” Grinna said, sounding regretful.
Auberon sat up swiftly, then groaned and clutched at his temples.
“Seven hells,” he growled. “I have a horrific headache.” He caught sight of them all watching him, and made a face. “What is everyone looking at? Stabby was plotting to kill me in my sleep, wasn’t she?”
Grinna opened and then closed her mouth. She didn’t bother to deny the accusation.
Auberon smirked at being proven right, and then he rubbed at his forehead with another groan. “I am not eager to encounter that dragon again, Dragon Girl.”
“We don’t have much time left,” Briand said. “We cannot delay too long. Let us eat and make our plans for Ikarad while Auberon gets his strength back.”
Auberon grumbled something and lay back down, but he sought her gaze with anxious eyes when no one else was looking.
He’d kissed her.
And now, Kael was here.
They were going to have to talk about it, weren’t they?
~
They spent the next several hours going over the plans for their Ikarad heist and rehearsing what each person’s role would be. Auberon’s head continued to throb, and his apprehension grew. The addition of Kael seemed to make everything less intimidating for the others, for now they had another swordsman, and one who’d already been to Ikarad once before.
Auberon stared hard at Briand, but she was focused on what must be done. He couldn’t catch her eye.
Finally, they had no more reasons to stay in the woods. The shadow of what was to come loomed large. They had come to the end of their journey, and all that was left was the task before them.
Everyone stood quiet, looking at each other’s expressions as if trying to determine how frightened everyone else was.
Auberon’s gaze alternated between Kael and Briand.
“Whatever happens,” Briand said, “I’m glad for every one of you who rode on this fool’s errand at my side.”
“We’d better not die,” Crispin muttered.
“What do you think our chances are?” Jadi asked.
“I think we’re likely to end up as dragon food, and that’s if we’re lucky,” Auberon said bitterly.
No one had any more to say after that for a bit. They looked at each other as if trying to glean bits of hope from the others’ expressions.
Hope, however, seemed to be in short supply.
Briand drew her knife and fiddled idly with it. She pressed her shoulder into Kael’s.
“You could return to Gillspin,” she began.
“I go with you,” Kael said. “Live or die, I go with you, Catfoot.”
“Well,” Grinna said in the chilly silence. “No point wasting any more precious time picking our teeth.” She slapped her hands on her knees and stood. “Let’s get it over with.”
The rest of them stood too. Briand bade Vox to remain at the campsite, and Grinna gave similar instructions to her rock dragon, peppered with a bit more threats. The creatures seemed to sense that something was about to happen—the rock dragon paced restlessly around the perimeter of the campsite, making an awful whining sound, and the dracule, making querulous trilling sounds in the back of his throat, followed Briand around with his ears back as she packed her bag and checked her knives.
Finally, it was time. Nobody could think of any further reason to delay what must come, and they were running out of time anyway.
They walked in silence through the frozen woods. The trees thinned gradually, turning to scrubby underbrush amid craggy gray rocks. The ground was hard. Permafrost.
It seemed they walked an age. Auberon felt lost in time, unmoored and without a compass. The land around him reflected his mood—everything was chilled and flattened by the wind, covered in frost, and brittle. Sharp edges and vicious thorns and jagged rocks beneath a cloudless sky so pale blue it looked like glass.
His gaze collided once with Kael’s, and they shared a looked.
They were walking the woman they loved to her certain death.
Shouldn’t they stop it?
Kael looked ahead. Auberon did too.
They trusted her, both of them, but what if something went terribly wrong?




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

WHEN THEY REACHED the frozen sea again, everyone was quiet.

Auberon was restless. Agitated.
Beneath that ice were dragons. An untold number of monsters who wanted his Dragon Girl dead, creatures that could devour them all in a few snaps of its jaws after crushing the minds of their dragonsayers.
Grinna muttered something unintelligible, her hand at the sword on her hip as she surveyed the expanse before them.
Briand stepped almost to the water, the wind whipping her hair in her eyes, and she knelt and put one hand against the ice. She closed her eyes.
She was calling it.
Auberon shuddered.
He despised dragons. They had a particular impulse to devour his kind, and he’d once been far, far too close to one in a cave. He wanted to head straight back the way they’d come, but for her, he would stay.
He would stay, and lords, no one could drag him away.
Kael caught his eye and nodded as if he could read the Seeker’s thoughts. Auberon scowled back, but found himself nodding.
He wanted to hate Kael, because Kael had married the dragonsayer. Kael was beloved by all the misfits in the band—they’d die for him, all of them. They looked at him with adoration and truth.
Kael had everything he wanted. The thought chased through Auberon’s head like a jolt, startling him, unnerving him.
Was it true? He knew he craved the love of the dragonsayer, but the rest of the misfits? Did he want them to love him, too?
Impossible.
He scorned the thought.
Just as quickly, another thought entered his head.
He did not hate Kael.
Auberon squashed that uncomfortable thought too.
He couldn’t quite make sense of his feelings, and that unsettled him. He was not a man given to deep rumination, and he didn’t suppose he would start now, but it was something he imagined he could think about for months and still not untangle the complexity of it. The dragonsayer. The Monarchist. Their irritating band of misfits. His sister. And him, somehow ensnared in the midst of it all, once an enemy, not quite trusted again, but still, inexplicably… loved.
He didn’t understand it, but Auberon knew, in the deepest corner of his soul where he swept all the odd feelings and uncomfortable truth he didn’t want to admit to himself, that he would die to save any one of them.
Seven hells. It was true. Even Feverbum and the nasty little tutor.
What was wrong with him?
He certainly didn’t know what to do with that knowledge, except pretend it didn’t exist and stuff it into the farthest corner of his mind.
Jadi stopped beside him. She was dressed in her riding leathers. Above them, the dravym circled, ready to descend at her signal.
She didn’t look at him, but he felt her attention on him as surely as if she felt his. She looked fierce, all sharp edges and razor-like focus. A warrior. Perhaps it was only because she’d spent years playing the role of one in a Bhanian arena, but she was convincing all the same.
“Are you all right, Seeker?” she asked brusquely, as if being forced at knifepoint to inquire.
Auberon exhaled. “Fine,” he said shortly.
Jadi saw into his thoughts too easily, and that unsettled him too. He wasn’t used to being read by others.
That was his trick, not theirs.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “The dragon probably won’t eat you.”
Auberon barked a low laugh, and he caught a flash of Jadi’s teeth as she smiled.
Jadi raised her fist, the signal to the dravym, which swooped down on the shore to allow her to spring onto his back. She took to the skies, ready to pluck Briand from the shore and fly her to safety if need be.
Crispin joined Briand beside the shore. He crouched and put his hand against the ice too, although based on the way he stole glances at Briand, he wasn’t sure quite what he was supposed to be doing.
Kael and Grinna drew their swords and stood like bookends to the dragonsayers, spaced a little way back.
The wind swept across them, the cold of it like a slap. Auberon shuddered. He wanted to be away from this place. He wanted to grab Briand and drag her back from the ice’s edge. He cut a look to Kael, hoping for solidarity, but Kael’s expression was unreadable, and his shoulders were straight and solid as a wall.
Auberon hissed a curse. Was he the only sane one in the bunch?
A glance at Grinna told him that she was equally on edge. Her arms trembled, the point of her sword wobbling. Her eyes were wide as windows.
Wonderful. He and the half-mad guardian, then.
“Now what?” Grinna asked, her voice sawing at the silence.
“We wait,” Briand said, “for the same dragon I spoke to the last time. She undoubtedly will feel my presence and come, if she’s still living in this area.”
“Does the dragon have a name?” Jadi asked.
“They don’t give out their names, except to mates and children…” Briand began.
Then, the dragonsayer rose abruptly and took a step back.
“I feel her! The ice dragon is coming,” she said.
Grinna swore loudly, and Crispin scrambled to his feet and retreated a pace as if he thought the dragon might pop from the ice and eat him at any second. His foot slipped on an icy rock, and he fell in a tangle of limbs. Auberon hauled the lad up, taking care to not touch his skin. Still, Crispin wrenched himself free and skittered away as if Auberon had tried to assault him.
“Ari,” Briand said. Her voice was soft, threaded with tension, but there was steel underneath. She wasn’t frightened.
She should be frightened. Seven hells! Why wasn’t she frightened?
As they’d discussed, Auberon came to stand behind her. He could feel the heat of her in the inch between them. He could see the beating of her pulse in the side of her throat as she watched the silvery surface of the ice sea.
The wind murmured, blowing a fine powder of ice chips across their faces in a stinging wave. Auberon strained to see the horizon. His heart thudded heavy against his ribs. He put his bare hands on Briand’s shoulders, his fingers sliding beneath her scarf and cloak to rest against the skin of her neck. His power hummed in his fingers, and her magic leaped to meet it, and crackled and spat against his magic like fire against snow.
Then, he saw it.
Beneath the ice.
A dark, monstrous mass heading straight for them at an impossible speed.
The dragon.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

BRIAND STOOD MOTIONLESS at the brink of the ice sea, her feet rooted to the frozen ground, her back straight and her chin up. Kael was to her right, almost near enough to touch, and Auberon was behind her, his hands on her shoulders, sending power radiating through her and into the dragon, holding it back from snapping her mind like a twig. Crispin stood to her left, legs planted in the snow, expression fierce and full of concentration, and beyond him was Grinna, her sword drawn and pointed at the approaching creature, her eyes round with amazement at the sight and size of it.
“Lords,” Grinna croaked. “It’s like… it’s like…”
She didn’t seem to be able to think of anything to compare with the dark shape of the rapidly dragon, for she fell silent.
They were all silent.
The sea splintered like an egg shell, a fissure splitting down the silvery surface with a thunderous crack, and then an explosion of water and shards of ice. The dragon rose from the depths, water streaming down its scales, its breath misting in spurts in the air like ghosts.
“It’s been a long time,” Briand said. She might have spoken to the dragon in her head, but she wanted the others to hear. She needed them to hear.
She wanted them with her in this conversation.
She was shaking, but she kept her spine straight and her hands at her sides. She had her fingers curled around the hilt of the knife Kael had given her on their wedding night. Her skin prickled in anticipating of the blinding pain that was coming any moment—
A blast of power surged over her and gripped her head like a vise. She gasped and dropped to her knees at the force of the mental blow, and beside her, Crispin yelped as he felt it too. Auberon’s power lashed through her, and she lassoed it with her own and sent it back at the dragon, forcing its hold from her mind as she dug her fingers into the crust of frost at the sea’s edge for balance.
Behind them, she could feel the weight of Kael’s gaze like the warmth of the sun. Knowing he was nearby gave her strength.
Grinna was swearing loudly, over and over, her voice reedy-thin with shock.
“Stop!” Briand shouted.
The ice dragon hissed and lashed its tail in the water. It looked at Briand with eyes full of fire and fury at the thwarting of her immediate death. She could feel it gathering power to strike again.
She shoved herself back to her feet, keeping her gaze locked on the dragon’s. Auberon’s power swirled across her skin, an invisible armor. It burned her, but she could barely feel it.
She focused on the leviathan before her. The glistening pale scales, the mouth big enough to swallow her whole, the depths of the eyes that seared thoughts of revenge into her skull despite everything she was throwing at the dragon to keep it from crushing her.
“We should talk,” she said, breathless now, “before you try to kill me again. I have things I would say to you, dragon.”
[Promise-breaker,] the ice dragon accused, the words blazing through Briand’s mind like hot tongs against bare skin. [You did not keep your word, fe-male Breuund. Why should I hear what you have to say?]
She glanced at Crispin and saw his wince.
He could hear the dragon too, then, and the words were probably even more painful in his unaccustomed mind.
“I’m sorry about that,” Briand said. “I meant to keep my promise, but things happened that prevented it. But I’ve come to make it right.”
[You’re supposed to be dead, life-bringer.]
“Yes. I met your friend, and I was nearly killed. But I have a strange way of cheating death,” Briand said. Her voice was calm and even, but her legs trembled like reeds in a storm. She leaned against Auberon a little and felt him squeeze her shoulders in reassurance. She shot a look at Kael, whose face was pale but composed. He nodded at her.
Jadi waited overhead astride the dravym. Briand looked up to reassure herself.
[Let me go, and I will make sure you do not escape your destiny this time,] the ice dragon said.
“Here me out,” Briand replied. “I’m here to fulfill my promise.”
She felt the twitch of interest in the dragon like the tug of a fish on a line, but the dragon only said, [Lies, Life-bringer. I won’t fall for them again, not even from one in your condition. Why should I be so foolish?]
Her condition? Did the dragon mean how desperate they were to survive, or the fact that she’d already come back from the presumed dead?
Briand glanced at Crispin, who looked equally mystified. He shrugged.
Briand didn’t want to ask too many questions. She wanted to keep the upper hand, which required her to set the pace and subject matter of the conversation. She remembered one of Bethulah’s lessons—dragons liked wagers. They had a weakness for gambling.
“Why don’t we make an agreement?” Briand said. “Think of it as a wager, if you like.”
The ice dragon was silent, but she felt the dragon’s prickle of interest at the mention of a wager.
Here was the soft underbelly beneath the scales of fury and rage, and in her hands, the proverbial knife.
Briand hesitated, the words teetering on her tongue. She glanced again at Kael—healthy and whole—and she felt Auberon’s hands on her shoulders. She had two of the people she cared about most in the world here beside her. She had her friends Jadi and Crispin. They were leagues away from Gillspin and Cahan’s army.
For a moment—just a moment—an old impulse fluttered through her.
Run, it whispered. Take the others and run deep into the Wild Lands. No one will find you. You’ll be safe from Seekers and armies and anyone who wants to use you. You’ll be free to sleep under the stars and ride every day until you’re ready to drop. You’ll have everything you’ve ever wanted and then some.
Briand took a shuddering breath. Her hand dropped to her belt, her fingers finding the hilt of the knife Kael had given her on the night they married.
“Here’s my part of the wager,” she said. “I’ll finish what I promised. I’ll get your mate’s skull back from Ikarad, and I’ll bring it to you. And if I do, you’ll come with me south to Gillspin.”
[South? As your slave?] The dragon’s voice in her head was like boiling-hot poison. She was dizzy from it.
“No,” she said. “As a friend. You will have lots of fish to eat there. A vast lake to swim in. No one will bother you. No bored Seeker guards will try to hunt you down.”
Was that another flicker of interest she detected from the ice dragon?
[But why should I agree to such a bargain? You will only be doing what you promised in the first place, which you did not fulfill. You come to me expecting to wring gold from a stone when you were already given treasure before. Where is the wager? Is it that you won’t be killed trying to enter the magic prison a second time?]
“No,” Briand said. “Here’s the new part. If I fail, but I survive, I will surrender myself to you, and you can kill me. I won’t stop it.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

YOU CAN KILL me. I won’t stop it.

Auberon’s hands tightened on Briand’s shoulders almost in a spasm of panic.
“Briand,” Kael said, his voice sharp as a whip.
“What?” Crispin blurted. “This wasn’t the agreement we talked about.”
Briand ignored them both. “It is a wager,” she told the dragon. “There’s a chance I won’t make it back at all, and so you’d lose your chance to kill me. See? It’s a gamble for you.”
The dragon arched its neck. It seemed to be communicated something else to her.
“No, Dragon Girl,” Auberon hissed. “Don’t be stupid.”
He looked at Kael as if to say, control your woman. Kael looked at him as if to say, when has anyone ever been able to tell her what to do? His expression was ragged, his mouth a slash.
Auberon wanted to yank the dragonsayer away from the ice, throw her on a horse, and ride straight for the coast. Drag her on board a ship and sail for Nyr, or Tyyr, or some other land where she wasn’t making impossible deals with dragons.
Briand reached up and touched his hand with hers. A reassuring touch.
But he was not reassured. He was furious.
The dragon must have said something back to her, for Briand gave a nod at it, and Crispin flinched in the way he did whenever the dragon spoke in their heads.
The dragon retreated, sinking beneath the aching blue until it was gone, and Briand let out a breath and braced her hands on her knees.
Auberon pulled her around to face him.
“What in the seven hells?” he demanded. His voice echoed on the beach, and Crispin twitched. Above, the dravym flapped nervously, and Jadi squinted down at them in alarm.
“Ari,” Briand said. She turned her head and looked at Kael, who hadn’t moved or said anything.
Why wasn’t he scolding her? Refusing to allow it? Throwing her across the back of a horse? Auberon wanted to strangle them both. Was he the only person in this band of misfits who had the slightest shred of sense?
“Let’s go back to the fire and talk,” Briand said.
Talk?
Auberon wanted to impale something on a knife. Not talk. Words were useless, ethereal things when he needed steel. He paced to the edge of the water and stared at the broken trail of ice the dragon had left in its wake as he seethed in silence.
Footsteps crunched behind him. He turned, expecting Kael, hoping for Briand.
But it was Jadi who approached him.
“Come on,” she said, tipping her head to the side. “I’m famished, and so is the dravym. You can glower in silence just as well beside a warm fire, can’t you?”
Auberon stared down at her with his best frigid stare.
She didn’t seem intimidated. If she was, she was an excellent actor. She narrowed her eyes at him.
“Hungry dravym are rather dangerous. And this one we named Hungry, so he’d be living up to his name if he ate you. Would you like to be eaten?”
Grudgingly, Auberon followed her back down the path through the woods toward their camp. She walked with a springing, lilting step that made him think of music, somehow. As if, in another life, she’d been a dancer.
But the thought was a flicker against the roar of his anger, and beneath the anger, fear.
When they reached the camp, Briand was sitting on a fallen log near the fire with one of her knives in her hand, and Kael was stirring the coals back to life, and Crispin was rummaging through his pack and muttering something about coffee.
“Don’t you dare put that horrible bark in it,” Briand said, spinning the knife as she spoke, but she spoke tiredly and without conviction. Her face was wane and she had a queasy light in her eyes.
“The bark, I’ve discovered, has medicinal properties,” Crispin shot back.
Grinna sat cross-legged near the fire, cleaning her sword with a rag and whistling a tuneless song under her breath.
Auberon wanted to explode.
Was no one going to talk about the bargain the dragonsayer had made with the ice dragon?
“Sit down,” Jadi said after a moment. “You look like you’re going to try to tear a tree from its roots with your bare hands. You’re making Crispin nervous.”
“I’m not nervous,” Crispin said quickly.
He sounded nervous.
Auberon looked down—his hands were in claws, his fingers curled.
“Ari,” Briand said then.
His gaze snapped to hers. She watched him from her place by the fire, her green eyes cutting straight to his soul. He had the sensation that she could see straight into him as easily as if she were receiving a deluge of magic-fueled memories from his mind.
“Dragon Girl,” he replied, tucking his anger and fear beneath a smooth smile.
The dragonsayer didn’t look fooled. She didn’t blink.
“The ice dragon wasn’t going to agree to help us unless I promised what it wanted,” she said calmly.
Auberon couldn’t believe she was being so stoic about this. “Do you really think I’m going to stand by and let you be killed?”
Briand’s face softened. “If we fail to get the skull, things are lost anyway. You can go wherever you like, Ari. You can return to the queen in Nyr and live the rest of your days in the palace, feared by everyone.”
“Is that what you think I want?” His voice came out quiet, uncertain, betraying him. Seven hells. He sounded like a fool.
“I don’t know what you want,” she said, which was a lie. They both knew it. She’d seen his mind and his heart when he’d kissed her.
She knew what he wanted.
Auberon’s lip curled. Once, he had thrived on these kinds of games, these endless trades of witticisms and insults, these elegant mazes of words in which one’s true meaning was hidden like a lost treasure. Once, he’d worn silk gloves and carried a goblet as a prop with which to play his role as spoiled and refined Seeker from Tasglorn, nobly born and bred.
Now, Auberon was too tired and too frightened and too filthy to want to play games. He was beginning to understand Kael’s fondness for plain speech and straightforward discussions. Something about weeks spent sleeping on the ground, and years being hunted, and other annoyances.
Lords, he was understanding the Monarchist.
What next? Marriage to the ugly tutor? Undying love for the Novice?
He snorted, because he could laugh or shake with fear.
So much fear. Once, he’d armored himself in his loneliness, in his power as a Seeker, and he’d told himself he wasn’t afraid. That wasn’t true, but still, the fear he felt now in this new, vulnerable, strange state he found himself in as a perhaps-member of the misfit band Briand surrounded herself with…
He didn’t know what to do with it.
He turned on his heel and strode into the trees.
~

Auberon walked for a long time before he stopped and sat on a rock surrounded by firs. Idly, he flexed and unflexed his fingers, the familiar movements something that had once soothed him as it reminded him of his power.
It did not soothe him now. If anything, it only reminded him how useless his powers could be. They were nothing against dragonsayers if he needed answers. Worse, they betrayed him, pouring his thoughts and memories into the recipient of his touch.
Footsteps crunched behind him. He knew before he turned that it was Jadi by her light but unstudied tread. The others, even Feverbum, would move more noiselessly.
She came and sat without asking beside him on the rock. Auberon stared into the middle distance and drew himself up stiffly.
“Are you always prone to dramatics?” Jadi asked after a while.
Auberon’s nostrils flared. He turned his head and gave her his coldest stare. “Dramatics?”
Jadi smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
“You don’t understand,” Auberon growled angrily. “How can you?”
“Understand what?” Jadi’s voice had a note of something dark to it. “You? I don’t think you’re as complicated as you think, Seeker.”
He huffed. “You know nothing, Novice. Nothing about me. Nothing about any of this.”
“I know what I see,” she replied quietly.
Auberon turned and met her stare, and found that the eyes of the girl he wanted to dismiss pierced his like a sword.
He growled under his breath. “She’s going to kill herself. She’s being reckless, gambling with something more precious than she can possibly realize.”
“And what is that?” Jadi asked. “Her life? Or your love for her?”
Auberon stilled. He turned his head and looked at the little rider with a cold, even stare. “I don’t know what you’re taking about.”
Jadi made a clucking sound with her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “I saw you beside the frozen sea while I was scouting. You kissed her. And before that—I have eyes. I’m not a fool, and I’m not blinded by bickering like Grinna and Crispin. You watch her like she’s your north star. Maybe she is.”
Auberon looked away. He let out a breath. “I won’t discuss this with you, Novice.”
“Fine,” Jadi said. “It doesn’t matter to me either way. I don’t have a dog in this fight, as they say. But you should come back, because we’re going with or without you, and it was your idea to invite yourself along. And, let’s be sensible—if you refuse to go on then mission because you’re afraid she’s going to die, then ultimately, you’ve only made the chance that she’ll die greater by removing yourself from the fight.”
Auberon chuckled in disbelief at the bald tenacity of her argument. And it was true. “You,” he said, swinging around to face Jadi, “are surprising.”
“I’ve been told that before,” Jadi said, lifting a brow. “I’m also right, and you know it. Now, come on. The others are waiting.”
And when she walked away, Auberon followed.
~

They crossed the frozen sea on horseback, with Jadi flying close to the ice on Hungry so she wouldn’t be seen by any guards atop Ikarad’s walls.
Briand rode with Kael on one side of her and Auberon on the other. Auberon gave frequent glances to them both.
They hadn’t talked about what had happened yet. The kiss. The memories. The new-found knowledge of Drune.
Where would they even begin?
When the company paused to let the horses rest and take shelter from the relentless wind behind a protruding island of stone, Auberon yanked Kael behind a frosted outcropping where the others couldn’t see, and blocked his path.
“All right,” he said. “Don’t you think it’s time you did whatever you’re planning to do? Knife me, strike me, just get it over with.”
“Ari,” Kael began.
Auberon flinched slightly. His eyes flashed with pain. “Don’t call me that. Only the people who love me call me that.”
“Ari,” Kael said, patiently this time.
Auberon’s eyes fluttered closed.
“Why are you tormenting me?” he whispered hoarsely. “I know there is no place for me in your little band, I know I don’t belong, don’t twist the knife by making me feel that I might—”
“There’s a place for you,” Kael said, and sighed. “Look. When your sister healed me, she gave me memories.”
Auberon’s eyes snapped open. “Memories?”
“Memories of you from her head. Emotions from her heart. You are like a brother to me now, and you were a friend—of sorts—before that, and yes, it’s complicated, and yes, sometimes I want to crack you over the head with the broad side of a sword, but I can’t change what’s been done. You’re ours now, Ari.”
Auberon glared at him. “You sound so enthused.”
“Well, you don’t exactly make it easy, do you?” Kael retorted. “And don’t kiss my wife without her permission ever again.”
“You are implying you think she’ll give me permission—?” Despite everything, Auberon’s mouth slid sideways in a sly smile.
“No. I’m not.”
They seethed at each other a moment.
Then, Kael sighed. “There’s something else.”
Auberon, now that he felt reasonably confident that he wasn’t going to be stabbed in the chest, and still smarting from Kael’s latest assertion about Briand, quipped, “You’re in love with me. I might have known, but I must inform you that I do not have an interest in men—”
Kael didn’t smile. “We share an acquaintance who has hurt us both, to put things mildly. I knew him by the name of Drune, and he betrayed me.”
Auberon stiffened. “Briand mentioned that name once.”
Kael said, “I’ve seen him in the memories Jade gave me.” He paused. “He’s your father.”
As Auberon stared at Kael in shock, understanding blooming across his face, they heard Grinna calling for them. “End your pissing contest or whatever you’re doing back there and let’s get going,” she shouted. “We need to reach Ikarad before nightfall.”
“We can discuss this more later,” Auberon said, a question more than a command, and Kael jerked his head in a nod.
There was much still to be said between them about the man who had so profoundly shaped them both.
~

Snow was falling as Briand and her company reached the hill before Ikarad, where they dismounted and drew on their cloaks.
Their plan was simple.
Get to the roof, disable the guards, and get inside. Find the dragon skull, bring it, and leave.
They had one advantage that they hadn’t had the last time.
A dravym.
Briand, Kael, and Jadi went first, and the snow and gathering darkness all but obscured them from view as they swept onto one end of the massive, castle-sized prison. Briand leaped to the ground, and Jadi took off again to ferry another member of the party over Ikarad’s walls.
Briand moved swiftly, running at a crouch toward the nearest guard. She caught him by surprise, and when he turned to seize her and immobilize her with his Seeker powers, she sent them back at him in a shockwave that knocked him off his feet. The clatter of his armor hitting the stones of the roof drew the attention of the other guard, who ran toward her with a shout that the falling snow all but absorbed.
He fell just as quickly.
Kael made a sweep of the roof to ensure no more guards remained, and then, he stripped the two fallen of their weapons and tied their hands.
Briand waited with her eyes on the sky for Jadi and Hungry to reappeared.
It wouldn’t be this easy every time.
Below her feet were hundreds of Seekers. If they realized using their powers worked against them, they’d switch to weapons alone, and then… then, the band would be outnumbered.
She hoped it didn’t come to that, because what else did she have at this point but hope?
Jadi brought Auberon and Crispin next, then went back from Grinna, who was terrified of riding the dravym and who wanted to put it off as long as possible.
When they were all assembled, they headed for the door in the roof that would lead them below.
They had a dragon skull to steal.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THE PRISONER HAD been in Ikarad for a long time, and he’d never heard a sound quite like the one he could hear through the bars of his cell.
First, a loud, clattering bang, as if something large had been dropped from a great height. The sound rang through the upper levels of the prison, vibrating in the ceiling of his little, windowless room.
It happened just before his cell door opened. Guards stood in the doorway, waiting for him to shuffle to standing and hold out his hands for them to cuff him. They came every three days to interrogate him. Well, that was what they called the kicking and hitting and vicious mental torture they subjected him to. Mostly, he suspected, it was for their own amusement.
There wasn’t much to do for fun in Ikarad.
As the guards came toward him with the iron manacles, the sound came again. A rattling like thunder.
The guards paused. Their faces lifted to look at the ceiling, which tremored faintly.
One murmured something to the other. They turned and went to the door to look out on the corridor.
“Is something happening?” the prisoner asked. His voice was rusty with disuse. The only times he talked was when he begged his torturers to leave him alone, promising that he’d tell them everything they wanted to know. Show them every memory he’d ever formed.
Turns out, they didn’t even care to see inside his head.
His torture had no point. It was merely for sport, an amusement for bored, cruel guards.
The guards ignored his question. The prisoner noticed that they had not yet manacled him. One of the guards leaned his weapon against the wall as he stepped outside to peer further down the corridor.
The prisoner had been inside Ikarad for a long time. Hope and other such emotions had calcified into hard, dead things long ago.
But.
As he looked at his free hands, and then at the weapon, something inside him, something hopeful, cracked like ice in a thaw.
The guards spoke in low tones, their heads close together as they conferred. They did not notice the prisoner as he crept forward on feet wrapped in rags. They did not notice as his hands closed around the weapon.
He feared he might not be strong enough to lift it, but rage, when properly leveed, provided strength enough.
The guards only had time to turn before they were struck unconscious, and the prisoner was free.
He crouched down to take the cloak and boots from the first guard, the one closer to his size, his hands shaking. He couldn’t wrap his head around what he’d done, so he didn’t try. Hadn’t he fruitlessly dreamed of this scenario a hundred thousand times in the black nights after his torture sessions?
He took their weapons, dragged them into the cell, and locked it behind them with the keys from their belts. Then, he put on the boots, wrapped himself in the thick, warm gray cloak, and set off down the corridor with a furtive shuffle.
And every cell door he came to, he unlocked.
One of the freed recognized the prisoner, for they had once shared a cell, and the man clapped a hand to the prisoner’s shoulder in thanks before slipping away.
“Are we dreaming?” the freed man asked. His voice was a hoarse whisper, as if it hadn’t been used in years. “Is this real, Drune?”
“It’s no dream,” said Drune, and moved on swiftly to the next cell door.
~

The dragon skulls had proved to be significantly heavier than anyone had anticipated. Crispin and Kael got the first one down without making much noise, but the second had slipped and dropped to the floor with a thud that must’ve been heard all the way to Tasglorn.
“Seven hells,” Jadi exclaimed, “there’s no way everyone in the prison didn’t hear that!”
“Just be quick about the rest,” Auberon snapped. “No reason for quiet now.” He shot a pointed glare at Crispin, who’d been the one to let the skull drop.
Once the third skull was down, they crowded around the three gleaming mountains of bone and looked for the identifying mark of the ice dragon’s mate—the extra ridge on the crest.
“There it is,” Jadi said, pointing.
It was the largest of the three.
Auberon hissed a curse.
“Did you hear that?” Crispin asked.
Kael turned, listening. Jadi ran to the skull and strained to hoist it up. She barely budged it.
“Help me lift it,” she urged. Auberon came to her aid, and barked at Crispin to join him. Together, the three of them managed to heave the skull from the ground.
Kael, still listening, said in a low voice, “We’d better hurry. They’re coming.”
Crispin went white. His grip on the dragon skull faltered, and Jadi lurched forward before he caught himself and steadied his end. “What do we do?”
“You,” Auberon said, “are our ticket out of here, Feverbum.”
Kael joined Crispin, putting a hand under the jaw bone. “When they come,” he said, with eerie calm, “let them put hands on you, Crispin, and return whatever they try to use against them. Your power will fling them back. It’s just like we practiced in the forest.”
Crispin’s neck flushed. “Except for the parts where we’re in a dark tunnel, and there are hundreds of them—”
“This is what the dragonsayer does every day,” Auberon said, his nostrils flaring with anger. “This is the mantle you took when you decided to become what she is. Face your fears, lad.”
“Quiet,” Kael commanded, and Auberon fell silent. “They’re close. Can you hear it?”
The sound was like drumming rain on a stone roof.
Footsteps.
Dozens of them, no, scores—if not hundreds.
“Stop!”
The shout echoed through the cavernous chamber, and it was like a lash to the flank of a horse. The four of them scrambled faster, straining to carry the skull as they reached the staircase that led to the upper levels.
“Stop!” the shout came again. The one shouting was a Seeker a head and shoulders taller than the rest, with grayish skin and hair bleached pale as winter sunlight. He looked puzzled and furious all at the same time, which seemed about right, Jadi thought. What other reaction might one have to four thieves breaking into a prison and stealing a decorative skull?
“Come and make us stop, you shriveled thought-sucker!” Auberon cried. His eyes blazed as if lit from within, and a cruel, reckless smile split his face. He had an air of devil-may-care around him like a cloak.
“Don’t say that,” Jadi hissed. Fear drew her stomach into a knot. Her lungs were squeezed flat. “Don’t taunt them!”
“It’ll throw them off,” Auberon assured her. “They aren’t used to anyone having a backbone in their presence.”
Emboldened, she turned her head and yelled a combination of words over her shoulder that had Crispin gasping. Even Kael inhaled lightly in a snort of startled amusement.
Auberon threw back his head and laughed. “That’s the spirit,” he crowed. “Keep it up.”
Jadi shouted more insults as they navigated the stairs. She was growing breathless, though, and they turned to whispers punctuated by groans from the effort of hauling the skull up each step.
Figures dressed in gray spilled into the room behind them, shouting. The tallest man held out a hand, making some silent gesture of communication to the others. The stream of Seekers branched in two directions, half going to a door in the wall, the other half continuing toward them.
“They mean to pin us,” Crispin said. “They’re going to go around and cut us off before we can make it to the top!”
“Keep moving,” Kael said. “They’ll encounter Briand if they go that way.”
“She can’t possibly hold them all off,” Crispin protested.
“She’s stronger than anyone can possibly imagine,” Kael replied.
They were halfway up the staircase when the Seekers reached them.
“Crispin,” Kael said in a low, urgent tone, and Crispin released his hold on the skull and turned to meet the first Seekers. One seized his wrist with a bare hand, no doubt intending to send him to his knees in pain, but instead, the Seeker flew back into the three behind him, toppling them like rocks shaken loose on a mountain cliff.
The rest of them kept climbing relentlessly.
Another Seeker came at Crispin and met a similar fate to the first. And another.
“You’d think they’d learn,” Crispin yelled.
“Don’t get cocky, Feverbum,” Auberon responded, and at the same time, Kael said, “Stay focused.”
Crispin whirled back with a grin, but this time, the approaching Seeker carried a weapon.
Crispin’s smile dropped.
“Ah,” he started, and dodged. The sword struck the steps where he stood. “Kael!”
“Keep moving,” Kael said, and moved to defend Crispin as he drew his own blade.
Crispin stumbled up to join Auberon and Jadi while Kael drove back the Seeker. As soon as the gray-robed attacker fell, another took his place. Kael’s sword tangled with the enemy steel with a bone-shaking clash.
“Are we close?” Kael shouted.
“I can see the top of the stairs!” Jadi’s arms shook. Sweat dripped down her back. She didn’t think she had any strength left, but she somehow dug deep and found some.
They were almost there.
With one final heave, they reached the corridor in the top level, and Jadi caught a glimpse of Briand at the end, a blur of motion as she fought the Seekers. One by one, she knocked them back. She had a knife in each hand, and her hair had come undone. The curly strands swirled around her shoulders as she pivoted and spun to meet each new attacker.
Beside her, Grinna slashed and lunged, driving the guards back.
“Go,” Kael cried, and they ran, slamming into the walls as the hurtled down the corridor toward the steps to the roof.
They reached the top with sounds of fighting still ringing from below.
“Briand!” Kael shouted. “Fall back!”
Then, they were staggering to the edge of the roof. Jadi peered over. “It’ll shatter if it falls from this height. We’ll have to fly it down.” She jumped onto the back of Hungry and reached out a hand for Crispin to climb up behind her. The dravym seized the skull in his claws and leaped from the roof to swoop down to the snow below, and the place where the sea met the shore.
Kael and Auberon ran for the stairs just as Briand and Grinna burst into the open. Arrows hissed past them into the night before they slammed the trap door shut. The wood thumped beneath them.
“Where’s Jadi?” Briand demanded. “We need to leave, now.”
“She’s taken the skull below,” Kael said. “How long do you think we can hold them back?”
“Minutes,” Grinna said.
“Can we jump?” Briand asked. “A broken leg…”
“Too far,” Auberon said. “You’d break more than your leg, Dragon Girl.” His expression was taut with concern as he looked over her head at Kael.
“She goes next,” he said to Kael. “I’ll stay.”
“I’m staying until the end,” Briand insisted. “If they capture you, Ari, they’ll read your mind and know everything. They can’t read mine.”
“I’ll stay with you,” Kael said.
“No,” she cried. “You’ll all go.”
“The dravym can only carry three, and that includes Jadi,” Auberon pointed out.
“This was a harebrained scheme from the beginning,” Grinna hissed as the trap door lurched again. The wood splintered. They were coming through soon.
“They’ve figured out that I can repel them,” Briand said. “They aren’t using their powers.”
“Great,” Auberon snarled. “Wonderful development.”
“I have an idea,” Briand said.
She reached out to the dravym with her mind. Jadi and Crispin had reached the ground and were hauling the skull to the water in an effort to call the dragon.
Come and get us, Briand told Hungry.
The dravym leaped into the air without a rider. She heard Jadi’s shout of dismay, and the dravym faltered, but she pulled at his attention.
Follow my lead.
She mentally guided the dravym to the roof.
“Go,” she yelled, gesturing at Hungry. “All three of you. Go. I can guide him down. You won’t need to do anything but hold on tight and don’t let go.”
“I’m not leaving you,” Kael said, and Auberon made an unintelligible snarl to the same effect.
“The quicker you go, the quicker the dravym can return,” she said. “As your thief-queen, I order you, Kael. Grinna. Ari. Go.”
Kael kissed her fiercely, and then, they were running for the dravym.
Briand was too light to hold the door on her own, so she didn’t try. She scrambled for the edge of the wall as the door broke in two and the guards poured through.
“Take her alive,” she heard someone shout. “She’s all that’s left. She can’t resist.”
The wind swirled around Briand as she reached the edge and stared down at the dizzying drop to the snow and ice below.
“Drop your weapon!” someone shouted. “Lie down on the ground!”
Below her, Hungry was landing. Kael, Grinna, and Ari leaped to the ground and turned to look up at her, outlined in moonlight. She couldn’t make out their faces, but she could imagine the horror on them. Behind them, a dark shadow took shake beneath the ice.
An arrow whispered past her face, grazing her cheek. Blood splattered on her shoulder.
“Get down, I said!” the shout came again from behind her.
Briand called to Hungry. The dravym jumped into the air again to reach her, but before he could fly upward, the ice behind him exploded, and the ice dragon reared into the frigid air.
Her roar shook the walls of Ikarad. Her voice blazed through Briand’s mind.
[I will show these fools what happens to those who kill my mate.]
The dragon unfurled pale blue wings and took to the sky in a mighty sweep.
Come! Briand bade the dravym, who flew after the dragon, small as a leaf against the side of a wolf.
The dragon reached the roof and landed with a crack. She reared up and unleashed a volley of fire at the guards just as Hungry reached the edge of the wall, and Briand leaped onto his back.
She reached the ground and tumbled off Hungry into Kael’s arms.
“You’re bleeding,” Kael said.
“Just a scratch.” Briand smiled up at him. “We did it.”
Ari pushed forward and grabbed her as soon as Kael let her go.
“What were you thinking?” he demanded.
Above, the dragon was still fighting the guards. More were coming, and Briand called to her with her mind.
We have to go. Will you come with us?
[I will,] the dragon replied. [I am tired of this place filled with silver cloaks. I will go with you, and bring the rest of my mates with me.]
“Come on,” Grinna snapped. “We need to get out of here. Look—they’re opening the gates!”
The band fled into the snow for their horses.
~

The journey back was a blur of rain and cold and blind, hysterical hope.
They were bringing back dragons.
They’d done it.
Three dragons followed them over dry land, knocking down trees and occasionally taking to the air. They terrified the horses. Briand spent most of the journey half in the dragons’ heads, communicating with them and keeping them from forgetting and eating any of the company.
She was exhausted. The task of staying in multiple heads at once left her dizzy and nauseated. Kael and Auberon worked together to keep her upright and moving as the forest slid by and days blurred into nights, until finally, they reached the hills outside Gillspin.
Briand, Jadi, Kael, and Auberon stayed with the dragons while Crispin and Grinna rode into the city to alert Nath and Cait of their return.
Nath returned on horseback with Crispin. The tutor eyed the dragons nervously before yanking Briand into a fierce hug and whispering that he had never doubted for a second that she’d return victorious. Nath then locked hands with Kael and Jadi, greeting them both, and then, he looked at Auberon, who sat away from the others, watching the reunion with a guarded expression.
Nath crossed to stand in front of the Seeker.
“My thanks, for not betraying them,” he said with a hint of sarcasm.
“Don’t mention it,” Auberon drawled.
Nath hesitated, then clasped Auberon’s shoulder with one hand in welcome, an action that startled them both. Nath immediately let go and retreated to the others, and Auberon cleared his throat and pretended that he didn’t care in the least about gestures of welcome or friendship. But he smiled when he thought no one was watching.
The group spent the night crouched around a fire, discussing plans.
“You’ve come just in time,” Nath told them as he drew diagrams in the dirt at their feet with a stick. “Cahan’s army is less than a day away. We’ve evacuated most of the city and erected barricades at the gates. Cait is with the refugees in the caves, and Bran is with our fighters above ground. The enemy has split into two parts—one to take us by boat, across the lake, the other to come around the far side of the city and the gates there. They’re expecting to crush us between the two attacks.”
“They won’t be expecting dragons,” Briand said. “If we destroy the attack by the lake, can our fighters handle the one by land?”
“I think so,” Nath said. “We can communicate with you through the dracules. I’ll take Sieya, and Vox can go with Kael.”
Finally, daybreak slid above the hills, and it was time.
Briand climbed onto Hungry’s back in front of Jadi to fly with the dragons to the lake.
It was almost time to defend Gillspin.
She was ready.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

GILLSPIN APPEARED ON the horizon like the bones of some great beast that died long ago. The moss-covered rooftops like lichen-coated vertebrae, the spires of a few staggering towers like broken shards of rib.
And beyond it, the lake.
Briand lay low against the dravym’s neck as he circled above the city and then landed on one of the higher rooftops in the city. She could see the lake from here, and she watched as the dragons sank into it and disappeared below the depths. She sent thoughts to them, telling them she could alert them when the time came.
Jadi took the reins from her hands. “See you after the battle,” she said, and then, she and Hungry took to the skies again.
Briand crossed to the edge of the roof and stared at the scene below. She felt power crackling through her veins, her bones, all the way to her fingertips and down to the bottoms of her feet.
She felt strong.
The wind whipped her hair and cloak behind her, and the sun dazzled her eyes. She stared at the lake, feeling the whispers of power running up and down her arms and through her chest, aware of the dragons in her mind like proximity to a breathtaking heat.
At the far edge of the lake, she could see a shimmering silver line that flashed in the oppressive sun.
Cahan’s army.
She closed her eyes and slipped into the mind of Hungry, the dravym, circling high overhead, and she saw them—the masses of soldiers that stretched in every direction, clutching swords and bayonets, dressed in thick quilted uniform with leather armor oiled to a shine. Small ships clogged the shore, and lines of men snaked through the confusion onto them.
Hungry wheeled and flew east, toward the farmlands, and she saw the second arm of troops approaching the gates of the city. Her stomach twisted as she thought of all who waited in the streets and shadowy doorways of Gillspin, clutching swords and staffs, waiting to do battle with the approaching enemy. Nath. Kael. Ari. Her thieves.
They would win this fight. She would ensure it.
She dipped into Vox’s head first—he was close enough for her to reach—and saw them, Nath and Kael and Ari, sitting together in the main room of one of the empty taverns, their weapons at their sides and the dracules by the window. Nath was speaking fiercely, his eyes blazing, and she thought at first that he was arguing about one of his old favorite topics, history of ancient Austrisian battles, or perhaps the conjugation of Tyyrian verbs. But then she heard him.
“I’ll die fighting for her with a smile on my face, Seeker, and if you can’t say the same, then I don’t want you at my side in this battle.”
“I’m no coward in battle,” Ari responded. “Kael can attest to that. I will not run.”
Nath grunted. “Make sure of it.”
He called Sieya to follow him, and he went out into the sunshine, leaving Kael and Auberon alone with Vox.
“Come,” Auberon said. “We should take our places too.” He turned and looked at Vox, as if he could sense that Briand was observing through the dracule’s eyes. “I’ll keep him safe, Dragon Girl. See that you do the same for yourself.”
Then, she was back in her own head, alone again—no, now Crispin was beside her, tapping her anxiously on the shoulder. Bethulah stood behind him, her face creased with grim determination.
When had they arrived? How long had she been in the dracule’s mind?
She was dizzy. Nausea rolled in the pit of her stomach at the look on Crispin’s face.
“Look,” he said, pointing past her. “It’s beginning.”
She turned and saw the first of the ships starting the journey across the lake.
“Now?” Crispin asked.
“Wait.” She held out her hand. “Wait…”
The dragons were restless beneath the water. Their thoughts were like hot coals in Briand’s mind.
[Life-giver,] came the inquiry from below the depths. [We feel the movement of men and steel on the waves above us. Shall we attack?]
Briand threw herself back into the dravym, and watched the situation from the skies. The last of the ships were launching. As the final hull scraped away from the shore, she sent Hungry east to see the secret arm of attack. It was nearly to the gates of Gillspin.
[Life-giver,] the dragon asked again. [We await your signal.]
“Dragonsayer,” Bethulah said, her voice sounding far away.
The strain tightened throughout Briand’s mind and across her muscles. She was like a center of a wheel with many spokes stretching out of her. The ships were crossing the water. The soldiers were approaching the gates. The dragons pressed at her. She felt like a rope caught between four horses, fibers stretching and straining. The word fell like a stone from her lips.
“Now.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

IN THE CAVES outside Gillspin, Cait waited in darkness with the young, the old, the sick, and their caregivers. Sniffles and whispers echoed through the caverns. Somewhere, a baby wailed.
Outside, she heard a thunderous blast. Dust drifted down from the ceiling of the cave.
Cannons?
“I’m afraid,” one of Nath’s orphans said whimpered her side, a young fellow named Britt who was perhaps five.
Another boy tugged at Cait’s sleeve. Orin. Maybe seven years old.
“Is Nath going to die?” he asked.
Cait gathered Britt onto her lap and held him close. “Shhh,” she murmured, clasping the boy against her thudding heart. “They will prevail. We must have faith in them.”
“But what if the enemy tries to trick them, like in the famed Battle of Waldonna?” Orin asked.
Cait hissed something under her breath about Nath and the bloody war exploits that he thought made good bedtime stories. “Our side is clever and brave. They won’t be tricked, Orin.”
“But,” Britt protested from his place on her lap, “the soldiers in the Battle of Waldonna were clever and brave too. Still, they didn’t know—”
Cait hugged him closer. “Shall I tell you a story?”
Orin and Britt nodded, and she launched into a tale about brave princesses and valiant princes, speaking loud enough to be heard above the crashes and roars coming from outside.
~

The dragons burst from the water.
They caught the ships halfway across the lake. The first dragon rose up and brought her body down across the middle of the closest ship, cracking it in half as she breathed fire across the deck. Soldiers swarmed toward her with weapons drawn. Muskets boomed as the soldiers fought against the dragon, and—
Briand hissed as she felt sharp punctures of pain in her wings, but they were no match for her fire. She lay waste right and left until the ship was nothing but charred wood and plumes of smoke.
Behind her, the other dragons rose from the water and attacked other ships. She heard the screams of the men as they leaped into the water to escape, and then—
She was back in her body atop the roof, shaking as she braced herself against the tiles. Crispin crouched beside her, his eyes half open, his mouth pressed in a tight line. He was lost inside the head of one of the dragons.
Briand reached for Vox and saw Kael and Ari at one of the blockades by the main gate, crouched and waiting while cannon fire boomed and muskets screamed. They were huddled against the hasty walls of stone, wood, and broken furniture that the people of Gillspin had erected behind the walls. Between volleys of cannon fire, the Gillspin fighters launched rocks and flaming arrows at the army on the other side of the wall.
They were holding them back, but it wouldn’t last for long.
She saw Kael and Auberon look at each other, and Ari shouted something, and Kael smiled with half of his mouth, a grim smile of camaraderie in the midst of desperation.
The wall splintered, parts of it falling, and the enemy rushed inside. The citizens of Gillspin rose to meet them, fighting with swords, pitchforks, plowshares, and anything else they had. Kael and Auberon leaped up, Kael with a sword in each hand, Auberon with his hands bare. They fought in unison, Kael sweeping his blades toward the enemy and Auberon grabbing and immobilizing them as the soldiers were distracted by Kael.
They fought in sync, like brothers. A blade sliced past Auberon’s head, nearly blinding him, and Kael knocked the attacker back.
Then, Briand was leaping into the head of the dravym soaring over the city with a bird’s eye view. She saw the ships, one bottom-side up, another listing heavily as it spilled smoke into the sky, and the rest battling the dragons in a churn of waves and fire punctuated by tiny flashes from cannons. The roar of the dragons echoed off the hills. The dravym dipped left, toward the rooftops of Gillspin, and she saw the dark horde of men gathered outside the gates, pressing closer and closer, and heard the booming cries of their weapons as they advanced upon the gates.
Gillspin didn’t have walls built for war. It had walls of wood, high enough to discourage bandits.
They were no match for cannons.
She was on the roof again, in her own head with Crispin beside her. Nausea swam up her throat. She crawled to the edge of the roof and was sick over the side, and then, she wiped her chin with her wrist and closed her eyes again, reaching for the dragon.
Hurry, she called. They are gaining. The boats must not make it to the city.
The dragons whirled to intercept a boat that had slipped through.
Briand’s legs shook. She scrambled back from the edge and sank back into the mind of the first dragon as it lunched for the boat.
~

“And then,” Cait said, finishing her story, which she had made as long and happy as possible, “the clever princess and the valiant prince lived happily ever after, and the prince had the vegetable garden he’d always dreamed of, and the princess had her knife collection, and they were both deeply content in their beautiful palace. The end.” She glanced down at the boy in her lap, who lay quiet, his eyes open and staring at night.
The booming sounds had stopped at some point during the story.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
Britt stirred and looked up at her. His dark eyes were somber. “I feel nervous. Why is it so quiet?”
“Perhaps we’ve won,” Cait said.
“Or,” Orin muttered, “maybe they’re planning a second attack, like in the Battle of W—”
“Why don’t we see if some of the other children want to play a game?” Cait suggested. She took Britt by the hand and tugged him along toward the larger room in the caves, where some of the other orphans sat in a circle.
She didn’t notice Orin slipping away in the other direction.
~

At the city gate, the cannon fire had ceased, and all was eerily silent. The air smelled like smoke and grit. The sky was clouded. Dead and wounded lay strew in the place between the blockades and the broken wall, and the enemy soldiers had retreated.
Some of the Gillspin fighters crept forward, weapons clutched in their hands, uncertain as to what was happening now.
Auberon looked at Kael. “Was that it? Have they run out of ammunition?”
He started to rise.
“Wait.” Kael caught the Seeker’s sleeve. “It could be a trap.” He signaled to the others opposite him, but they weren’t paying attention. A group of men moved toward the splintered remnants of the wall.
“Stop!”
A child’s voice came loud in the quiet, startling everyone. Kael turned and saw one of Nath’s orphans running toward them.
“Orin!” He heard Nath cry.
“It’s a trick!” the boy shouted hoarsely. “Just like in the Battle of Waldonna! Fall back behind the barricades before—”
A blast shook the ground. Soldiers poured through the walls again, more than before. The people of Gillspin fell like grass before them.
Kael leaped up. They couldn’t afford to lose many more. “Come on,” he said to Ari.
~

The dragons had destroyed the boats. Nothing was left but broken boards and debris.
“Is it over?” Crispin called to her, his voice strained.
Briand closed her eyes. She reached for Vox’s mind, and gasped.
The gate to Gillspin was a scene of slaughter. She saw smoke and fire everywhere, bodies falling, men dying. She saw Kael run a man through before he could reach Ari, and then, the Seeker and Monarchist whirled together to engage another enemy. Blood poured down both their faces.
“No,” she gasped. “It is not over. We must send the dragons!”
She fell back into the dragon’s mind, and her stomach turned over with nausea again at the abrupt transition. She was growing tired. She’d never made so many leaps from mind to mind, from such a distance, for so long.
Did she have the strength to continue?
[Show me where they are, life-bringer,] the dragon said, [and we will take them.]
And Briand did.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

THE BATTLE WAS over.

Briand stood still amid the dust and smoke, her limbs trembling as she returned to her body, her lungs seizing with the urge to cough, her legs and hands cramping from being clenched in the effort to stay upright while she was in the mind of the dragon.
She looked around her, blinking, and saw the lake far below, the shores filled with the wreckage of smashed ships. At the gates, fires burned, but they were mostly smoldering now. She saw lines of refugees carrying wounded to the makeshift hospital they’d established, and healers running back and forth, as small as ants against the backdrop of the city.
The first prick of feeling permeated her chest.
They’d done it.
They’d defeated Cahan’s northern army.
Gradually, she became aware of Crispin beside her, panting as if he’d run all the way from the Wild Lands. He wiped sweat from his forehead and grinned at her wordlessly, and for once, she didn’t have a single sharp thing to say to him. She could’ve kissed him with happiness, as alarming as that might be.
They were alive.
She tried to take a step and faltered, her legs giving out with exhaustion. She fell to her hands and knees with a grunt. Exhaustion dragged at her limbs, and nausea rolled through her.
“Guttersnipe,” Crispin shouted, and footsteps echoed as others heard his cry and came running.
She might have blacked out, and when she came back to consciousness, hands closed over her arms and hauled her up, and then, she was wrapped in someone’s arms—Auberon’s? —and being carried away.
Yes, Auberon. She could feel the magic fizzle where his skin touched hers, and hear his heartbeat steady against her ear.
“Is he alive?” she whispered into Ari’s shoulder.
“He’s alive and well,” Auberon said into her hair. “I don’t know how well you are, though. Let’s get you to a healer.”
“I’m fine,” she said. “Let them help the seriously wounded.”
Auberon didn’t appear to be listening.
“Ari,” she said. “We did it.”
He squeezed her carefully in response. “We did. Thanks to you and your dragons.”
“I couldn’t have done it without the rest of you.” Tears pricked her eyes. She remembered the flashes of battle she’d seen through the eyes of the dracules, dravym, and dragons—Nath striking right and left with his sword, and Tibus beside him, slaying every enemy that came near. Kael and Auberon back to back as they held the gate. Grinna, screaming a battle cry as she leaped to defend Auberon from the blade of an enemy soldier.
“I saw bits of your side of things,” she whispered. “From the air, and from Vox and Sieya’s eyes. I was seven places at once. Nearly pulled me in pieces.”
She felt Auberon slow, and lower her feet to the ground, and then she was blinking in the sunlight at a courtyard, and she saw Kael running toward her, half covered in blood.
“It isn’t his blood, mostly,” Auberon said before she could voice her fears. “Don’t worry, Dragon Girl. I kept him safe.”
She was so profoundly grateful.
Kael reached them, and swept Briand up, and she felt Auberon release her without hesitation. She crushed her arms around Kael’s neck and breathed him in.
He was well, and whole.
Bran arrived next, covered in dirt and sweat, his face shining with pride at the victory as he limped toward her. There was an arrow stuck in his wooden leg, she saw. He clapped his hand on her shoulder, and she hugged him until he grunted in pain.
“Easy,” Bran muttered. “I was nicked by an arrow across my shoulder, cousin.”
“And your leg, I see,” she said.
“Lucky I’d already lost that,” he said with a joking smile.
More came to see them—Quill with reports of the dead and wounded, Crag with reports of the ships the enemy had left behind. Vox and Sieya twined round her feet.
Bethulah arrived, with her face arranged in a grim position.
“Grinna is dead,” she said, sorrowful. “Ran through with a spear. I will have her buried according to guardian traditions.”
They were silent a moment, paying respects. Poor Grinna. Frightened for so long, but brave when it counted.
Briand said, “I can arrange to have her buried near her family. I think she would like that.”
“Yes,” Bethulah agreed. “I think she would.”
“And her rock dragon?” Briand thought to ask then. “Has anyone seen Fang?”
“We will look,” Bethulah promised, and disappeared into the crowd.
Briand searched the crowd for the rest of them—where was Nath? Where was Tibus? She tried to dip into Sieya’s head to find them, but she was too exhausted. She couldn’t manage it.
Cait arrived, frazzled and exhausted. “We lost one of the orphans,” she burst out. “He slipped from the caves when I wasn’t watching him. We didn’t dare go after him—”
Just then, they spotted two thieves approaching with a young boy on a stretcher between them. The boy was white-faced but his expression was resolute, like a tiny warrior.
“Orin!” Cait exclaimed. “You little—how dare you—you shouldn’t have—” She threw her arms around the lad.
“Careful,” one of the thieves warned. “He took a shot to the leg. Needs to see the physician at once so he doesn’t lose it.”
“I warned them,” the boy said in a voice thick with pain and pride. “They were falling for the trick. Just like in the battle. But I warned them.”
“He did,” one of the thieves confirmed. “Saved a few of us, too.”
“Let’s get him to a doctor,” Cait said, and hurried away with them.
Briand was still looking for Nath and Tibus.
People milled around her, blocking her view, and then, she saw Nath, and her heart dropped at his expression.
He was carrying a blood-drenched sword, and his face was haggard and pale. He moved woodenly, like a puppet with someone jerking the strings to make him walk.
Briand recognized that sword.
It was Tibus’s sword.
“Nath?” she said, the word escaping her lips like a ghost.
“He was defending me,” Nath said. “I was surrounded on all sides, and he threw himself at them, and—”
Nath broke off and shook his head, his throat convulsing as he swallowed hard. Tears shimmered in his eyes but didn’t fall.
“He took a blow to the chest. He’s gone, Guttersnipe.”
Nath dropped into Briand’s arms and hid his face in her hair as he sobbed.
Briand clung to Nath and wept too.
Their beloved Tibus was dead.




CHAPTER THIRTY

THEY BURIED TIBUS on the windswept plains of Kyreia, under a cloudless blue sky like the ones he so often rode beneath with Kael and Nath at his side. Nath pressed a kiss to Tibus’s sword and then solemnly laid the blade beside their friend’s body in the burial plot.
“He was a loyal, true friend,” Nath said to the sky. “The finest of soldiers, the finest of men. He was a rock of certainty. He always kept me in line when I needed it—or tried, anyway. He loved the dragonsayer with all his heart, and Kael too, and me. He will never be replaced. He will never be forgotten.”
Briand, her throat tightening so hard that she nearly chocked, placed a deck of Dubbok cards beside the sword. “Tibus was the one who dragged me before Kael, and started everything,” she said. “It’s possible that without his nagging and interference, I wouldn’t be the dragonsayer.”
Nath snort-laughed and then choked on a sob.
Kael knelt beside the grave and touched his hand to his friend’s forehead. “You had the truest heart, the most honest tongue, and the most loyal of minds,” he said. “You’ve saved my life more times than I can count. I will always love you, my friend. We will not forget your memory.”
Nath made a grunting sound that might have been him suppressing another sob.
Cait came forward then and spoke a few words, and Bran and Crispin after, and then, a few others who’d known Tibus joined them at the graveside and said their piece.
Auberon was last, and he hesitated before he approached the grave.
“You usually wanted me dead,” he said to the body below him, his face serious. “But you fiercely protected people I love, and for that, I will always remember you with honor.”
Jade, silent and respectful, stood quietly. A strange expression flitted across her face once, but she pressed her lips together and kept her thoughts to herself.
They buried him, and as the dirt covered Tibus’s face, Nath made a wailing sound and sagged forward. Kael and Briand came on either side of him, holding him up, and he wrapped his arms tight around them both and pressed his face into the dragonsayer’s shoulder.
Auberon stood apart, watching this with curiosity and other unreadable emotions.
When it was finished, they made their way back to the city, where food and ale waited for them. They told stories, and laughed, and wept long into the night. Finally, when the fires had burned low, and the food was all eaten, they went back to the thief-queen quarters, and talked more, everyone wanting to be together, no one wanting to be alone. Even Auberon and Jade seemed happy to be with the others, and no one else minded their presence.
Briand and Cait fell asleep first, curled together like puppies in the middle of the vast bed, and Kael draped a blanket across them. Jade, hesitantly, lay down too and went to sleep. Bran curled up across a nest of pillows on the ground beside the bed, nearest to Cait.
Nath sat with his back against the wall and his legs straight out in front of him. He had a flask of ale still clutched in one hand, and he took a swig every so often, whenever his eyes brightened with tears.
“He was a good man,” he said to no one. “The best of the best.”
Auberon sat on the edge of the bed, near his sister, and Kael settled himself on the ground across from Nath, leaning against the bedframe. He reached for Nath’s ale, and Nath relinquished it without protest. Kael took a swig, wiped his mouth, and then offered it to Auberon.
The Seeker hesitated and looked at Nath as if expecting virulent protest.
Nath exhaled, shrugged, and grumbled something like assent.
Auberon accepted the flask and took a prim sip.
Jade stirred in her sleep. She opened her eyes and looked at the men. “He would have liked the baby,” she said, and then, she lay back down and went to sleep again.
“What baby? Is she talking about Tibus?” Nath said, looking alarmed.
“Probably. Honestly, I haven’t the faintest idea,” Auberon murmured.
“Does she always say things like that?” Nath asked.
“Yes.” Auberon handed the flask back. “Her mind was destroyed by Ikarad. Most of what she says now is insanity. She has moments of lucidity, but they are too infrequent.”
“I’m, ah, I’m sorry,” Nath said gruffly. He looked one way, and Auberon looked the other, and the seeker gave a short, tight nod of acknowledgement.
“The mission went well?” Nath asked after a silence.
Kael and Auberon exchanged a glance.
“Well,” Kael agreed.
Nath raised both eyebrows but didn’t comment on the unsettling hint of camaraderie he sensed from them.
The room grew drowsy and quiet. The dracules pattered about, coming to sniff at Briand and the others. Agashi leaped onto the bed and curled herself against Briand’s rib cage, to the surprise of everyone awake and watching.
“If you bite her,” Nath growled at the tiny dracule, “so help me, I’ll skin you with my fingernails and cook you in a stew, you little sociopath.”
Agashi sneezed sparks disdainfully at him and laid her head against Briand’s side. She blinked twice and fell asleep, her tiny body rising and falling with each breath.
Snowball nestled in the crook of the tutor’s arm, and he squeezed the rypter gently.
“That was Jade’s, once,” Auberon noted, looking with a frown at the rypter.
Nath’s lip curled. “She left Snowball behind when you and she fled. I’m the one who rescued the little thing. The rypter is mine now.”
“It has clearly bonded to you,” Auberon said.
Nath relaxed slightly. “Yes,” he said, his voice sounding uncertain about the level of aggression required. “And I’m not giving the creature back.”
Auberon raised one hand in a gesture of languid surrender. “I wouldn’t dream of trying to convince you otherwise. They’re dreadful things, honestly.”
“Snowball is the finest creature on four legs,” Nath snapped. “And I’ll hear you admit it, Seeker, or I’ll cut out your tongue!”
“I’m sure you think so, and I won’t fight you on it,” Auberon said, in what was probably supposed to be a soothing tone.
“Peace,” Kael murmured. “Nath, Ari. Stop. You’ll wake the others.”
Auberon took another sip from the flask before passing it to Nath in a peace offering. Nath glared, then accepted it.
A shadow stirred in the corner. Fang, the rock dragon. Lost without Grinna, the pitiful creature had prowled around the thief quarters yowling and whimpering, so they’d put him here with the other pets before an alarmed and misinformed thief thought they were being attacked, and attacked back.
Now, Fang padded forward, his snout lifted as if he were smelling the air for his mistress.
“What are we going to do with that one?” Nath asked. “Can’t tell him she’s gone, now can we? If he’s as loyal as a dracule or Snowball here, he’ll be slinking around Gillspin for months—years, even—looking for her.”
Auberon leaned forward with a spark of something speculative in his gaze.
“I have an idea,” he murmured. “I don’t know if…” He eyed Nath, as if expecting the tutor to protest automatically.
Nath didn’t say anything.
Auberon pulled off the glove of his right hand and stretched out his fingers toward the rock dragon.
Fang went still. He regarded the seeker’s hand with suspicion, and then, he delicately sniffed.
Auberon kept his hand steady.
The rock dragon took a step, and then another, as if he thought Auberon might have a hidden treat or comfort for him.
Auberon kept still.
Fang moved closer and closer until his snout bumped against Auberon’s fingers. Auberon carefully placed his hand on the rock dragon’s head.
Fang snorted, and then, he went still and slack-gazed. Auberon’s fingers flexed, and the rock dragon let out a mournful howl.
Nath shot forward, grabbed Auberon’s hand. “What did you do?”
“I was looking into his mind,” Auberon replied, staring down at Nath’s hand on his wrist with a frown. “He didn’t see her die. He doesn’t understand that she’s gone.”
“Oh.” Nath released Auberon as if the Seeker were made of hot coals. He reached over and prodded Crispin, who was half-sleep against the wall, awake.
“Can you tell the rock dragon that his mistress isn’t coming back?” Nath asked.
Crispin blinked, sleepy and confused. “Huh?”
“He doesn’t know,” Nath added, and then said, “Do it nicely, lad.”
Crispin shook himself and leaned forward. He looked at Kael, who nodded, and then he fixed his gaze on the rock dragon as his brow furrowed in concentration.
“His mind is slippery,” the lad muttered after a moment’s pause. “Hard to get a good grip… not like a dragon’s, all hot and crevice-y and… full of footholds…”
He tried again, his nostrils flaring with the effort, and then, Auberon placed a hand on Crispin’s shoulder, and Crispin’s eyes widened with shock. The rock dragon flinched, and howled softly, and padded away to the corner again. It settled on its haunches and made a keening sound low in its throat before dropping into an exhausted huddle.
Vox slunk across the room and nudged the rock dragon. Fang looked at the dracule, then allowed him to snuggle beside him before laying his head across Vox’s back and sighing.
Crispin scuttled back against the wall and looked at Auberon. “What was that you just did to me?”
“I was amplifying your powers,” Auberon said. “I’ve done it before with… with Briand.”
He said her name like he was unused to saying it.
Crispin scratched his forehead. “Absolutely bizarre. Like a hurricane in my blood, like a…” He blinked, apparently unable to think of another description adequate to the experience. “I told the rock dragon. He understood.”
Agashi wriggled on the bed, and Briand stirred.
All eyes swerved to her, all gazes watchful as anxious parents.
~

Briand blinked in the dimness, coming slowly back into her consciousness. She was first aware of Agashi nestled against her side—Agashi? She touched a tentative finger to the baby dracule’s back, and the dracule made a purring sound that was begrudgingly contented.
Apparently, miracles still happened on occasion.
She spotted the men who were still awake, watching her, and she sat up and gazed at them blearily. “What’s going on?”
Her gaze swept across the unlikely cluster of men—Kael, Auberon, Nath, and Crispin—as if half-expecting to find them at each other’s throats with knives drawn.
“Go to sleep, Dragon Girl,” Auberon responded. “You and everyone you love are safe.”
Everyone you love.
She wanted to tell him that he was among that number. That it was confusing and strange, but that he belonged to her, and to Kael, and to the rest of them. Did he know? Did he know he was no longer alone, no longer unloved?
He needed to know.
But she was so tired. Words fled from her mind, leaving a sticky exhaustion in their wake.
Everyone you love.
Not Tibus.
Tibus wasn’t safe.
Tibus was gone.
She lay back down, but she was restless, and her heart and mind were heavy with grief. She kept seeing Nath returning with the sword. She kept seeing a large, gruff soldier with close-cropped hair and gentle eyes. She closed her eyes and saw him laughing at her across a game of Dubbok. She felt his arms scoop her up when she’d been too weak to walk.
Grief wrapped around her throat, and she couldn’t breathe.
Tibus was gone.
How could he be gone?
After a moment, she pushed Agashi off her stomach and wriggled off the bed from between Cait and Jade, who were still asleep. She crossed the room and dropped to her knees in front of the men.
“Briand?”
“Tibus,” she said, her face haggard and pale.
“Oh, Guttersnipe,” Nath murmured, and his eyes rimmed red. He held out a hand without another word.
Briand folded herself down between Kael and Nath. She laid her head on Nath’s shoulder and interlaced her fingers with Kael’s.
“When I woke up, I thought it had all been a bad dream, and then I remembered it wasn’t,” she whispered.
“Grief,” Nath said. “It’s a strange journey.”
“Technically, grief—” Crispin began.
Briand reached across Nath with her free hand and grabbed Crispin by the wrist. She gave his arm a shake.
“Feverbeet. Just… let’s just sit here without talking.”
Crispin nodded and fell silent. Briand didn’t let go of his wrist. She leaned back against Nath.
Auberon drew back, as if letting them have privacy to grieve together. Looking suddenly as if he felt woefully out of place, he turned his head away and frowned. He started to rise.
“Ari,” Kael said.
Auberon’s head snapped around.
“Stay,” Briand said. “Please?”
Auberon gazed at them in shock. Something flickered in his eyes. He nodded and lowered himself back to the floor. Briand bumped his foot with hers, needing contact with him too.
They were all her tribe. They were united by victory, by grief, by the strange, complicated, tangled bonds that crisscrossed their hearts and held them together across political allegiances, across grudges, across every sensible reason that might otherwise keep them apart.
Vox padded over and flung himself across Kael, Briand, and Nath, followed by Agashi, who again wanted to snuggle against Briand, and Briand only. Snowball wriggled into the free crook of Nath’s arm. Even the rock dragon eventually padded over and curled up beside Auberon.
They all fell asleep that way, and slept until morning, when they were abruptly awakened by Quill calling for Kael.
“You’ve got a mechbird from one of your spies,” Quill informed him. “It’s urgent.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

JEHN LAY ON the couch in the queen’s inner chambers, his head pillowed on his arm, his eyes on the murderous art that graced the ceiling above. His gaze kept returning to the one of Yaria, the queen’s grandmother, and her fall from the cliff.

The queen was in her bed, wrapped up in a silk coverlet like a cloak, with both of her leopards lying beside her. She was patting one absently on the head with one hand while she read from a book propped on the pillow beside her. It was late; the lamps burned low.

Earlier tonight, she’d sent for him, and he’d joined her here.

She’d still not spoken to him much, except for a greeting. She was reading.

He’d been content to observe her for nearly an hour, until weariness seized him along with the ever-present pain in his hand.

Jehn wanted to sleep, but the queen didn’t show any signs of tiring, and he didn’t want to close his eyes with those spotted beasts in the room.

“What are you reading?” he asked.

She spared him a glance over the edge of her book. “The Art of Intrigue. A Nyrian classic text. I’ve read it every year since I became queen.”

“Ah,” Jehn said, and didn’t say anything else.

That ah must have proved an unsatisfactory response, for the queen continued to look at him as if she were trying to determine something.

“Have you heard of it?” she asked, setting the book down.

“I memorized it when I was a boy,” he replied mildly.

The queen studied him another moment. She didn’t give any indication of what she thought of that. She resumed reading with a flick of the page, and Jehn resumed studying the grotesque ceiling art.

Every time the queen looked at him like that—that measuring, indecipherable way, as if she were perplexed by him, but unwilling to admit it—he wanted to kiss her again. Which meant he wanted to kiss the queen quite often, considering that she spent a great deal of time looking at him like that.

In fact, it was taking a good deal of effort on his part not to get up and go to her now.

But something held him in place.

Who was seizing his spies? Was it the queen? And, if he didn’t hold such a personal obsession for her, would he be more ruthlessly examining the possibility?

Jehn sighed.

“Are you in pain?” the queen asked. “Because if you are, you ought to consult with my physician.”

“I am well enough,” Jehn said, and rose from his place on the couch. He could lie still no longer. The pain in his hand intensified slightly, but it was not the thing that commanded his attention.

He looked at the ceiling and the paintings of spouses past. A tableau of murders and executions depicted in vivid color.

“Have you ever told yourself a different story about that one?” Jehn asked, pointing upward.

The queen of Nyr looked. Jehn was indicating the story about her grandmother.

Her face darkened slightly, just a shadow that brushed across her eyes. “No,” she said, and went back to reading.

He didn’t understand. She’d asked for him specifically, but now that he was here, she ignored him.

He went to the door.

“Stay,” the queen said from behind him.

Jehn stopped. He turned his head and looked at her.

The queen’s eyes were dark and full of things he couldn’t read. “Please,” she said. “I’d… I’d like to have you close tonight.”

He stepped away from the door.

The queen set aside her book.

Her hand, he noted, trembled as she set it down.

She was afraid?

Jehn crossed the room to the bed and sat on the edge beside her. “My queen,” he said, the words a question.

A flicker of what looked like pain crossed his wife’s face.

“Let’s not be that tonight,” she answered. “Tonight, I am only Nara. And you are only Jehn.”

~
Jehn woke to the sound of the doors to the queen’s inner chamber opening. He rolled over on the bed, expecting to see his wife.
Instead, he faced a cluster of armed soldiers.
“I thought guards were supposed to remain in the outer chamber,” he groused, yanking at the bedclothes irritably.
When they didn’t move or answer, he snapped, “Well, what is it?”
“Your Grace,” one of the soldiers said. “You are to come with us under the order of the queen of Nyr.”
The order of the queen of Nyr.
Jehn stilled at the words. A certainty of something he’d been dreading, something buried deep within him, rang like a low bell in his gut.
Still, he maintained his attitude. It could be nothing. He would not leap to the worst scenario.
“What’s this about? Why the formality?” Jehn said. He didn’t move from the bed. He was sleepy, and his hand was hurting, and he wanted them to know that whatever nonsense this was, he didn’t feel interesting in participating. Instead, he lay back down on his pillow and shut his eyes as if he didn’t have a care in the world beyond getting a few more minutes of sleep. “Tell the queen that I am resting.”
“Your Grace,” the guard said, and a muscle in his jaw tightened as if he were about to perform an unpleasant duty, one he was secretly relishing, but loathe to admit because of his professionalism. “Come, or we will have to physically remove you.”
“Remove me?” Jehn opened his eyes.
The guards were still standing there. They looked at their captain, who gave a signal, and they advanced toward the bed.
“What is this?” Jehn demanded, half-rising on one arm. He shoved down the spike of fear that rose in him at the sight of their flat, dark eyes. “I want to speak with the queen at once.”
The pang in his gut rang again, more insistently.
The soldiers took hold of him. They pulled him from the bed and toward the outer chamber.
“Where is the queen?” Jehn said angrily. “I want to speak to my wife!”
The men didn’t respond. They marched the prince of Austrisia into the outer chamber, where a few of the queen’s ministers were waiting.
“What is going on?” Jehn cried.
The ministers stared at him with cold disdain. “Take him away,” one said, and the guards did as they were commanded. They seized Jehn by the arms and dragged him toward the carved golden doors of the queen’s chambers. The doors swung open, and they forced Jehn out into the gleaming, pillared hall.
Jehn searched his mind for possible explanations that were not that scenario that he was most concerned about.
Was she angry with him? Had he said something errant, done something foolish to anger her? Why was she choosing to have him thrown out in such a public and dramatic way? The prince ran grimly through his memories of the past few days. There was nothing to suggest a reaction like this.
The guards came to the corridor that led to his personal chambers, but they didn’t stop. They dragged him past it without hesitation.
A painful realization began to grow in Jehn’s mind.
He switched tactics, dropping his bluster and switching to cold efficiency. If the guards found this surprising, they didn’t react.
“Has my captain of the guard been informed?” he asked. “My council?”
“They will be given information when it is warranted,” was the terse reply.
It confirmed his worst suspicions.
This was no mere humiliation, no simple act of throwing him out of the queen’s rooms.
He was being taken somewhere else.
This was quite serious indeed.
Jehn thought of his spies, and the reports he’d heard, and he knew.
He knew what this was about.
He should have known earlier. Perhaps he would have, if he hadn’t been so blinded.
If he hadn’t wished to be ignorant to what was inevitable.
The guards marched him all the way to one of the towers in the middle of the palace, up the steps, and then, when they reached the top, Jehn saw his prison. Windows that overlooked the palace grounds far below. A velvet couch, a low table with a bowl of fruit, and a chain that led to a ring in the wall.
One of the guards knelt and locked the chain around his ankle without a word.
“My wife,” Jehn insisted. “I demand to speak to her. It is my right.”
“You have no rights anymore,” the captain said, and smiled. He looked as if he had been imagining saying that for a long time, and he found that the moment provided as much satisfaction to him as he’d thought it might.
With that, the guards turned and left Jehn chained to the wall of the tower, closing and locking the door behind him.
~

Jehn’s ministers came later, accompanied by an escort of guards. They were white-faced and trembling, and they brought grave news.
“They say you have conspired with Bestane,” one reported. “That you seek to overthrow the queen and grant Nyr to the Bestani in exchange for their help in defeating Cahan.”
Jehn stared at them, scarcely able to believe what he had just heard them say. Bestane?
Not the story he’d been expecting her to spin. Clever, insidious, even. But not what he’d expected.
His queen could still surprise him, it seemed.
“And the queen believes this?” he managed.
He knew she did not. He wanted to know if they thought so.
“No one from among us has spoken to her,” Lord Gladus said. “We do not know what she believes. She has sequestered herself with her ministers.”
Jehn attempted to pace, but became tangled in the chain. After an unsuccessful attempt to free himself, he sat on the nearest chair with a hiss of frustration. “And the rest of the court?” he asked. “What of them?”
Lady Valora was the one who answered that. “We have been discouraged from leaving our designated wing of the palace. Guards have been more frequent in number. But no one has been officially imprisoned, detained, or refused departure.” She brushed a hand down her heavily pregnant belly as she spoke.
“Has anyone sent word to Kael?” Jehn demanded.
“Your Grace,” one of the lords reminded him. “Kael of Estria is no longer your captain of the guard.”
The look that remark earned its maker made the man quell. But he was right. Alas, he was right.
“Has anyone heard from Maera, then?”
“She and the rest of your guard are under arrest in the palace,” Lady Valora said.
“Begin evacuating our people from the palace in secret,” Jehn said. “There is a secret passage in my royal chambers that leads to the edge of the largest of the palace garden, and six paces beyond the passage’s exit lies a hidden door that leads through the wall to the city. I have ships waiting in the docks, enough to carry the entire court.”
His ministers stared at him in something akin to shock.
Jehn swallowed his words of frustration at their expressions. This was not the way he wanted to reveal himself to be less than a simpleton, but so be it. “If you take the door into the city, you’ll find a man dressed in a blue cloak and hood often waits beneath the sign for a tavern called the Eye of the Lotus. If you give him my name, he will help you with the rest. Ships, crews. Food and supplies. His men are assassins—they can help if we need more fighters as well.”
“Your Grace,” someone said faintly. “Will it come to that?”
“I sincerely hope not,” Jehn answered. “It’s far better that we disappear into the night than try to get into a skirmish with the Nyrians in their own city, for both practical and political reasons.”
“But… Your Grace, where are these ships supposed to take us? Nyr was our last hope when the queen accepted us. What ally will dare accept the exiled court of Austrisia now that Nyr has rejected us?” This was Lady Beaua speaking. Two spots of color glowed on her cheeks, betraying her fear.
Jehn’s smile was rapier-thin. “The court shall go to Gillspin, and cast ourselves on the mercy of its thief-queen.”
The lords and ladies gaped at him.
It was ironic, Jehn reflected in the silence. The dragonsayer who had once come to his court in chains would now be in the position to refuse them all, or hand them over to Cahan for a hefty sum. But she was a principled person, no matter how she tried to pretend otherwise, and he knew she wouldn’t send innocents to their deaths. At least, he was willing to barter the lives of his court on it.
“Gillspin?” someone ventured to say. “The place where they… where trappers go to cure animal skins? The place that the songwriter calls, and I’m quoting directly, a banal hellscape?”
“Yes—and the same place that we recently refused to send aid to when they were beset upon by Cahan’s army. Let us not turn up our noses at any place that might accept us,” Jehn said. “And let us pray they will be merciful in light of our recent, ah, callousness toward them.”
The ministers exchanged wary glances.
“And you?” Lady Valora asked. “What about you, Your Grace?”
“I have a plan,” Jehn said. “If I am successful, I will join you in Gillspin. If not… Let us worry about that later. Now, enough questions. You have your instructions. Go.”
When they didn’t move, he snapped, “Go! While there is yet time, go!”
After the members of his inner council had departed, Jehn dropped his face into his trembling hands. He had managed to sound confident, but the effort had drained him.
He rose and paced unsteadily to one of the windows, dragging his clanking chain behind him.
He peered over the side and saw a patch of green surrounded by more green. The gardens the queen had been building for him. Gardens he would never explore now.
The distance to the ground below was dizzying. Jehn took a step back and closed his eyes. He exhaled. His hand was throbbing. He wished vainly for his tincture, which he had long given up. Anything to bolster him through this wretched silence, this infernal waiting.
The sky was the same color of blue that it had been on the day he’d been announced as the crown prince. Jehn stared up at it, remembering that day, and how heavy he’d felt when his suspicions had been confirmed. How tired.
He’d been tired ever since. Lords, he was tired.
Perhaps, in a way, this was a relief.
Perhaps now he could rest.
~

Time passed. Jehn wasn’t sure how much time, except that the sun came and went, and someone brought him food and water, and a chamber pot that he relinquished his dignity to urinate in.
Then, he was alone again. Watching the sky as it turned dark and sprinkled with stars. He slept, perhaps, fitfully.
He woke with the dawn.
More food was brought to him by a silent servant. Jehn ate and drank, and then he resumed his staring at the sky.
His mind churned with thoughts.
When would he see the queen? Was this all part of her game, this move to sequester him here, chained so high above the rest of the palace, alone with nothing but his infernal imagination to keep him occupied? Was she trying to torture him?
If so, it was working.
Finally, the door opened behind him.
Jehn knew without turning around who it was.
The queen of Nyr.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

JEHN DIDN’T TURN, but he shivered in anticipation. He listened to the whisper of her silk garments as she stepped inside the room and shut the door behind her.
For a moment, they were both silent. The air felt heavy and thin at the same time, as if they stood at the top of a mountain, and Jehn was dizzy from lack of breath. A thousand threads of plans and schemes filled his mind, but he cast them all aside.
He would be present in this moment, with all of his faculties focused on her. He couldn’t afford to make a mistake. Not with the blade at his throat as it was.
“Have you come to tell me what is going on?” he said, opening his eyes again but not looking at her. Instead, he stared at the sky. Blue, cloudless. The color of an azure sea. So similar to the sky when this had all began.
“Don’t pretend ignorance,” she said.
Her voice was like a blade of ice against his skin, caressing him with a promise of future pain.
He shivered again, only half with fear. Even in this deadly fury, she was lovely. She was ruthless and brilliant, and she’d managed to untangle his web of deception far faster than he’d ever imagined that she would.
He was a little in awe of her, and it made him love her more. And that fact threatened to crack him in half.
For they were a man and a woman, but they were more than that. They were two crowns, representing two nations, and they could never, ever forget what they were. Nothing he felt for the queen of Nyr—for his wife—could change who he was, and who she was, and the duties that they must first consider.
The queen of Nyr stepped to the window. She was dressed in black silk embroidered with gold. Her crown glittered on her brow. Her face was composed, her hands clasped together at her waist, her brows like two ravens on the wing. Only her eyes betrayed her.
They burned like cold fire.
Do not pretend ignorance, she’d said. Did she believe that this was all some clever game to him? That he toyed with her? That he didn’t know he was gambling with his life?
“I do not pretend,” Jehn replied flatly.
He looked at his wife out of the corner of his eye. He noted how her chest rose and fell with quick breaths, how she kept her hands clasped to hide their trembling. He knew all her tricks now, all her ways of hiding her emotions. She was like a baffling text in his favorite book that he had studied time and again until he knew every word. And yet, she still managed to surprise him.
“I have made no alliances with Bestane,” he said.
“Oh, that,” she said, and smiled. It was the kind of smile that strikes fear in the heart of those who see it. “That was a lie, composed on the spot to explain your imprisonment to your flustered council.”
She laughed, low and flat.
It was the laughter that enraged him.
Jehn turned on her, and the queen whirled to meet him, her jaw clenched now, her hands disappearing into the folds of her robes.
“Try,” she whispered. “Strike me. I dare you.”
He blinked. Did she think he would ever strike her?
Jehn strode toward her, but the chain around his ankle yanked him back, and he staggered. The queen remained where she was, just out of his reach. She lifted her chin.
She was not laughing now.
Jehn’s chest rose and fell. “If not Bestane,” he demanded, straightening. “Then what? I demand to know why you’ve imprisoned me like this.”
The queen’s gaze turned colder still. “You,” she said, drawing the word out. “Look at you. Playing your games even now—even as the noose draws tight around your neck.”
Jehn was silent.
“I knew you were a twisted trickster,” the queen whispered. “I knew you played games upon games within your own court as well as with those of the nations around you. Foolishly, I thought you might suit me as a husband, given your reputation. But I was remiss in my studies of your character, for I underestimated you. Do you understand how shameful that is for me, a Nyrian, to be bested at a game of lies and deceit by a mere Austrisian?”
Jehn’s breath snagged as he looked at her face. The chain around his ankle clinked as he shifted his weight, thinking.
She knew. There was no question any longer that she knew.
Was there any point in pretending ignorance now?
Perhaps there could be, but he found that he didn’t want to. He wanted to speak plainly to her. Oh, how he wanted to.
The queen flayed him with a single look. “Are you going to continue to insult us both by denying it?”
Perhaps there was a point. He did not know what exactly she had uncovered.
The words flowed easily from his lips. Always easily. “How can I deny what I do not know? You have accused me of nothing except a lie which you’ve admitted to fabricating. You have told me nothing. Someone has lied to you. One of your spies—”
“This tower,” the queen interrupted, “is where my father always put those who betrayed them.” She gazed down at the gardens far below. “He liked to have them thrown from it, when it pleased him.”
Jehn inhaled. His pulse beat fast in his throat as the queen turned back to face him. He didn’t speak.
Beyond her, the sky was cloudless. A fly buzzed at the stones that lined the open windows, and a scent of sea blew on a hot gust of wind. Jehn saw a single bird drift through that deadly blue sky that was so high from the gardens below. No, not a bird. A raglok. He imagined himself plunging past it, hearing the dry rattle of the scavenger’s leathery wings as it wheeled away from his falling body. In his mind, he saw the ground hurtling toward him, closing his eyes against the impact—
He flinched, his mind shying away from that final part.
The queen stepped forward until they were a handspan apart. Her eyes narrowed to slits, and the edges of her long lashes brushed her cheeks. “Someone has lied to me, but it was not one of my spies.”
Jehn held his tongue.
The queen’s breath brushed his lips. “You orchestrated everything, Jehn of Austrisia. Everything.”
Jehn did not move. Did not breathe. He kept his eyes focused on hers.
“Our meeting in Tyyr,” the queen said. “Your capture at the hands of the pirates.”
“Oh,” Jehn said. “You wanted to arrange that, too. I only beat you to it. You had a spy there as well, didn’t you? Keeping an eye on me? Ensuring I survived to flee to your country, to accept your shelter in exchange for marriage to you? She had the tattoo of a snake on her, didn’t she?”
The queen of Nyr growled under her breath at his words. “And the assassination attempts in Tyyr, even? I wonder. Was that your doing as well?”
“I was betrayed by one of my council,” Jehn said. He hesitated. Speaking the next few words felt like letting go of a ledge that he’d been clinging to for an eon. He sighed them. “It was easy to provide opportunities for such betrayal. I did not orchestrate it, but I used it.”
His wife’s mouth tightened. “I assume your addiction was a calculation as well?”
“Invented spur the moment,” Jehn breathed. She was near enough that he could smell her perfume, that scent of poisonous flower that reminded everyone of who she was and what she was capable of. “It was not planned, but I seized upon the opportunities it afforded me with, ah, relish.”
“And your fear of cannons? Your shellshock?”
“Real,” he assured her. “I did not invent that.”
She shook her head slightly with disbelief. “Lies. You created it to gain my sympathy. To trick me into letting you in, to giving you my name.”
“Not everything is a lie,” he said, but he knew he had lost the ability to speak anything that she might believe.
The loss was more painful than he might have previously supposed.
“How long did you scheme and calculate to seal a marriage between us?” she hissed.
“It was originally supposed to be someone else,” Jehn said then. “I miscalculated. But… but this was better than I had planned. And you planned it too. We both found our way to the same conclusion. That we would be better allied together, no matter what our courts thought. And we both needed a reason to force the other to accept, didn’t we? A reason for our ministers to not call for our heads.”
The queen’s mouth tightened. Her eyes narrowed.
“And it was far better than I anticipated,” Jehn added. “I thought it would be a chore. A necessary evil. It was… not.”
He hadn’t meant to say that last bit, but he found he wanted her to know. He wanted her to know that he’d loved the challenge of marriage to her. The challenge of working out who she was, and discovering along the way that her mind and soul were far more beautiful than he could have imagined. That she was damaged as he was, but that she’d taken the parts that had been rent in two by her father and put them back together more cleverly and cunningly than anyone could have seen, and that she was strong. Oh, she was strong.
That he’d never loved anyone as he loved her.
The queen of Nyr made a sound of rage deep in her throat.
“Even now, you try to manipulate me,” she hissed.
Her anger took his breath away even as he felt himself sprouting cracks down to his soul like a glass placed beneath the heel of a boot. She was fire and he a withered root, dry and waiting to be consumed. He closed his eyes, surrendering to it.
She was lost to him now. He’d always known it would be so eventually. They had loved on borrowed time. For how could such a marriage, such a fragile and tentative love that had sprung up between them, ever hope to survive the maelstrom of mistrust and politics that pummeled it from every side?
“What else have you to say for yourself, Jehn of Austrisia?” she bit out. “What lies have you prepared to spin to keep me from ordering my guards to run you through right here and now? I want to hear them so I can laugh in your face before I see you killed.”
Jehn was not a man given to fancy. But he was only half calculating when he threw all his plans aside. When he stared his wife straight in the eyes and demanded, “Kiss me.”
Two spots of color rose in her cheeks. “What?” she practically snarled.
“Kiss me,” he repeated. “And then, afterward, kill me if you wish. This is my final request.”
She made a half-strangled exclamation that was torn between fury and something else, something more broken. He thought she was going to strike him, but instead, she seized the edges of his collar and yanked his mouth to hers.
She kissed him with ferocity. With rage, and desperation, and an anguish that Jehn understood as well as he knew his own name. The anguish of a women who cannot make decisions as a woman, but as a monarch. A woman who must rule her own heart as effectively as she rules her kingdom.
A woman who was about to do something she did not want to do.
The queen pulled back, her lips red and swollen. Jehn’s mouth felt bruised. He was breathless.
They stared at each other, seeing straight to each other’s souls. The queen’s eyes drained of rage. It was replaced by pain, just a flicker, before she stepped back and drew herself up coldly.
“Guards,” the queen cried.
The doors opened, and the guards stepped inside. Jehn shuddered at the sight of the weapons they carried in their callused hands and at the flat, obedient expression they wore as they moved toward him.
They looked at him as if he were already a corpse that they’d come to dispose of.
“Take him,” the queen of Nyr said.
The chain around his leg went slack as it was unlocked from the wall, and Jehn kept his gaze locked with the queen’s as they removed the manacle from his ankle and took him by the arms.
“I’m not going to beg,” he told her. His voice threatened to break, but it held.
“It wouldn’t do any good if you did,” she replied.
“Are you so eager to destroy me?” he asked.
“My father taught me long ago that I cannot let my heart stand in the way of my reason.” With that, she disappeared through the doors in a whisper of silk, and Jehn’s resolve to be stoic shattered.
He resisted vainly as the guards dragged him to the door and down the marbled steps of the tower. His shin slammed against the stones, bruising him, but he barely felt the pain. His heart crashed against his ribs as he struggled like a thing caught in a trap.
He was only a man now, and despite his planning and scheming and preparations for what might come, he was frightened of death when it came for him.
The guards’ hold on him was as unyielding as the chains had been.
The queen was already gone when they reached the floor below. The long corridors were empty. No one was there to witness Jehn’s fate. Not even a servant.
The guards who half-carried, half-dragged Jehn from the steps were not the queen’s shadow guard. She had not summoned her best to execute him. These were the golden guard, the ones who accompanied the queen during parades through the city, the ones who stood around her as she sat in state in her throne room. Sunlight glinted cruelly on their bronzed breastplates and flashed across the forehead straps of their ceremonial helmets as they pulled the resisting Jehn into a gap between the columns where his blood would not splatter the delicate silk screens that lined the walls and separated the gardens from the interior of the palace.
Jehn saw his execution in his mind’s eye—the gleam of the sword as it was drawn from its sheath, the bite of blade into his chest, the sickening give of his body as the steel parted muscle and bone, opening him like a book, spilling his blood like secrets. The way the sky he was staring at would darken, first in spots, then all at once. Would the pain consume him? Or would he feel nothing, as he did now?
Another raglok drifted across the sky as Jehn twisted wildly in the grip of the guards. The only creature present to witness his death was a scavenger, gathering no doubt in anticipation of picking the sinew from his bones.
He exhaled, trying to find courage.
The biggest guard forced Jehn to his knees. Terror threatened to claw its way out of his throat in a scream. He bit it back, fighting the impulse, but he could not keep it in when a shadow dropped from the wall outside the garden and landed in the grass before them.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

IN HER PRIVATE garden, the queen of Nyr heard her husband’s scream. She closed her fingers into a fist and pressed her whitened knuckles to her mouth.
She had been wrong, then. He’d had no final plan.
It was as she’d hoped. She’d gotten him at last. Outsmarted him. Outmaneuvered him. She ought to feel triumph. Relief. Satisfaction.
The queen of Nyr felt none of these things.
For a moment, dizziness swept over her, dizziness mixed with sorrow and fury, and then she gathered her robes tightly around her body and stood.
She gathered resolve around her to quell the drowning feeling closing around her throat. The same feeling she’d felt as she’d watched Tiya fall to the ground.
But she was not that little girl any longer. She was a queen. She was not Nara the weak girl; she was the nameless ruler of her people. She wore the crown. She wielded the scepter.
She was strong. Cruelly, ferociously strong.
The queen exhaled. Lifted her gaze to the tranquil waters of the lake she’d designed to form the shape of a queen.
She would be as placid and calm as those waters. That was the reason she’d designed the garden as she had. As a reminder to herself whenever emotion threatened to overwhelm her. Whenever her heart tried to stage a coup over her will. She looked to the water, and envisioned herself thus.
It was an old strategy she’d devised long ago, when she was nothing but a powerless young princess with a cruel father and an unforgiving crown waiting for her head. She imagined herself to be the water, ebbing and flowing in its banks, feeling nothing but the wind on its back, feeling nothing at all—
“My queen!”
The shout yanked the queen of Nyr from her meditation. She turned to see a disheveled guard stumbling toward her, blood drenching the left side of his armor and flowing freely from his ear.
“My queen! The prince of Austrisia has escaped!”
The queen put out a hand to steady herself against a nearby tree. Her eyes fluttered closed for a single intake of breath.
Escaped.
He was alive. He still breathed. He’d had a plan all along.
She had not been wrong, then.
The perimeter of the trees shifted as Manus stepped from the bushes where he’d been waiting. He looked at the bleeding guard. “What happened? Quickly, man. Speak before I drag the words out of you—”
“The captain of the prince’s guard—former captain of the guard—and another man—boy, really—jumped us right before we lowered the sword, my queen,” the guard explained, his expression one of chagrin. “They swiftly delivered us to unconsciousness and stole three of the men’s armor.”
“The captain of the guard and one other man who you seem to think was more a boy managed to knock all of you out?” the queen asked, giving him a scathing look to accompany the words.
The guard paused as if trying to find the right words to explain. “The younger one with him—he did something with the ragloks. Sorcery of some kind. They flew at us, distracted us—”
“It was the dragonsayer, you fool,” Manus said. “The younger one. The one that was always chattering on and on, and who had snakes falling out of trees on people’s heads.” He looked at the queen. “Your excellency, I will sound the alarm at once. We’ll find them before the hour, I swear it.”
He turned on his heel to go.
“Wait,” she said. The word leaped from her lips and landed in the silence.
Manus paused, his shoulders going rigid at her command. He turned back toward her, and his brows drew together with confusion. “My queen?”
She didn’t have to explain herself to him. She was the bloody queen of Nyr. Her word was his pleasure to obey.
“You will wait,” she said fiercely. “Both of you. Stand there, and don’t move.”
“B-but your magnificence,” the other guard said, aghast, “every moment we hesitate is another step toward freedom for the traitor prince.”
The queen paced toward the lake. She was anything but tranquil now. Her pulse drummed. She closed her eyes, trying to think where he might go. What path he might take through the palace, how long it would take him.
Every moment we hesitate is another step toward freedom for the prince.
Then, by the seven levels of hell itself, they would hesitate. For the queen of Nyr might want—nay, must want—the deceptive prince’s blood for what he’d done, but the woman, Nara, wanted him to live.
She very much wanted him to live.
The wind blew off the lake with the scent of moss and flowers, and the queen stood in silence with her guards watching her as she counted seconds to the beat of her heart, and wished the prince of Austrisia speed and cleverness. Soon, she must give the order for his capture.
Soon.
~

The guard’s armor was heavier than it looked, if that were even possible, and Jehn was drenched in sweat and aching all over by the time they reached the far corner of the court gardens.
No one had sounded the alarm yet. They’d heard no shouts echoing behind them. Seen no sign of troops marshalling to search. All was quiet as they thrust their way through the thick green of the shrubbery.
The queen must be keeping his escape quiet, then. Sending her shadow guard creeping through the underbrush instead of her louder, bullish soldiers. Any moment, the shadows would shift, and they would all have blades at their necks.
He didn’t say anything, though. If anyone could deliver them from the shadow guard, it was Kael of Estria, who’d trained alongside the queen’s assassins for months in anticipation of such a day.
Kael led the way, moving with the sure strides of one who had walked the grounds dozens of times in secret nightly vigils. Jehn came next, with Crispin bringing up the rear.
“Where is the rest of the court?” Kael asked.
“I’ve had ships standing by for months,” Jehn said. “I gave orders earlier for them to sneak from the palace and find their way to my hired assassins for help.”
Kael looked at Jehn at the mention of hired assassins with a raised brow.
“Why am I not surprised?” he said, and sighed ruefully.
“You should never be surprised when it comes to me,” Jehn said. His voice was bitter. “I’ve always been ten steps ahead, thinking and overthinking everything.”
“I’d expect no less. Do you have a plan for escaping now?” Kael paused to scan the garden pathway.
“I had rather expected to be executed,” Jehn murmured. “It seemed the easiest course for everyone.”
Kael leveled a glare at him, and Jehn knew what he was thinking, but there wasn’t time to get into it now.
They still had to escape from the heavily guarded palace of his wife.
“Did you have a plan when you charged in here to rescue me?” he countered.
“We did,” Kael said. “We are going to smuggle you out dressed as a guard.”
He started walking again, and they followed. The path here was steep, and Jehn stumbled on a tree root that thrust its way across the paving stones. He steadied himself against a nearby stone column.
“I don’t think,” Jehn said, panting, “that anyone is going to believe the lad is a soldier in the queen’s army.”
He glanced at the second dragonsayer as he spoke.
Crispin’s armor threatened to swallow him. The helmet was far too large and kept slipping down over his eyes. The breastplate banged against the tops of his thighs. They’d completely given up on the shin plates.
“He looks like a child who’s gotten into his father’s armory and decided to play generals and armies with the things he found there,” Jehn added.
“I just saved your neck,” Crispin retorted. “Have some respect.”
“He’s right though,” Kael said over his shoulder to Crispin. “We need a new plan if we are going to walk out under their noses.”
“Ragloks?” Crispin suggested with a hopeful note in his voice.
Kael stooped down and plucked a handful of mud from the ground at his feet. “Perhaps something less… noticeable? I had a rather different idea.”
~

When they reached the gate, the guards glanced up with disinterest and then did a double-take in confusion at the sight of two of the queen’s golden guard marching toward them with a mud-covered lad thrashing between them.
“What’s this?” the gate master said, rising from his game of dice.
“Found him wandering the grounds. He must’ve climbed the wall,” Kael said gruffly in perfect Nyrese. “He’s raving like a lunatic. Something about feverbeet.”
The guard took another look at them. “Feverbeet,” he repeated, his brow furrowing. “Not on our watch,” the gate master said. “No one has set foot near these walls all day.”
Kael’s eye twitched at the lie, but he inclined his head in assent. “I’m sure it could not have been while you kept the southern wall, sir. Your reputation for thoroughness and diligence at your post is known all the way to the throne room itself.”
“The queen has heard of me?” the guard asked, straightening. “Of my skill?”
Kael hadn’t meant the queen, but he nodded anyway. He would let the man spin his own fantasy.
“She has,” Jehn assured him, also in perfect Nyrese. “And she is, ah, quite pleased with the reports of your ferocity in guarding this gate.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “There was, I believe, talk of a better assignment? One within the throne room?”
The gate master was distracted now. “Pleased,” he repeated, his eyes brightening. “The queen herself. Most people ignore this corner of the wall. Think it’s ‘overlooked’ by criminals and assassins because of the ease of access elsewhere.
Crispin muttered something, and Kael gave his arm a shake. “Quiet, you,” he growled.
Jehn was faintly impressed at Kael’s imitation of the northern Nyrese accent. It was flawless.
“Where are you taking… that?” the guard asked as he unlocked the gate.
“Thought we’d loosen his tongue and the mud coating him with a dunk in the harbor,” Kael said gruffly, and the other guards who loitered around laughed.
Kael and Jehn marched the mud-covered Crispin, still thrashing and kicking, through the gate and down the road. Kael felt the stares of the guards on the back of his neck until they reached the end of the street and turned left into an alley.
“Lords, I thought we were about to be found out for a second,” Jehn exclaimed.
“Quickly,” Kael said. He stripped off his armor while Crispin washed the mud from himself in a rain barrel in the alley.
Now that he was outside the palace grounds, Jehn felt befuddled and misty-headed. Normally, he’d be flooded with satisfaction. Their harebrained scheme had worked. They’d slipped through the queen’s fingers.
But he couldn’t find any joy in it now.
Not when he was being forced to leave her city, her shore.
Not when he was being forced back into the role of prince in exile.
He was alive, and he was going to continue to be alive, and while he was mostly glad about it, parts of him felt unsettled about the idea of continued existence.
Kael was looking at him again as if he could guess Jehn’s thoughts.
Jehn straightened and changed his expression.
“What now?” Crispin asked.
“Now, we blend in with the rest of the city while we find Jehn’s ships,” Kael said. “They’ll be looking for two guards with a mud-covered boy soon. Until they find our discarded armor, they won’t be looking for us dressed like this.” He unfurled his cloak and offered it to Jehn. “Wear this. It will disguise you better.”
Jehn pulled off his armor and put on the cloak.
“Does the queen know about your ships?” Kael asked Jehn.
He shook his head. “And even if she does, I have a second fleet ready if the first becomes compromised.”
Crispin murmured something under his breath that might have been admiration. Jehn hardly heard him.
“Let’s go, then,” Kael said. “I won’t rest easy until Nyr is behind us, and I miss my wife.”
Jehn decided he liked this brusquer, more forthright Kael.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

JEHN, KAEL, AND Crispin arrived just as his ships were drawing to the mouth of the Nyrian harbor. Jehn paid his assassin, and they took a dinghy to intercept the head ship before it departed to open waters of the seas. Both Kael and Jehn rowed until the sweat blurred their vision.
When the boat drew alongside, Jehn caught sight of some of his ministers watching, white-faced, from the ship’s rail.
They undoubtedly thought this was an envoy from the queen ordering them to turn back or be fired upon by the cannonry lining the entrance to the harbor.
Lady Valora was the one to catch sight of Kael’s face, and then Jehn’s. Her expression cleared, and she called out something to the others that the wind drowned out, but the meaning was clear. Soon, a ladder of rope splashed into the sea beside them, and they climbed it one by one—first Jehn, then Crispin, and finally Kael, until they reached the deck and sailors hauled them over the rail.
“Your Grace!” Lady Valora was at his side. “You’re alive!”
“We heard the queen had you executed,” Lord Gladus said, joining Lady Valora with Lady Beaua and Lord Halescorn at his heels. The rest of the nobles were standing grouped together near the prow of the ship, some looking green from seasickness already.
The nobles’ gazes fell upon Kael. Their mouths gaped open.
“You,” Lord Gladus muttered. “Didn’t the prince sack you?”
“The thief-queen of Gillspin sends her regards,” Kael said to them, not bothering to disguise his disdain for them.
Kael and his father, Lord Halescorn, exchanged a stiff nod of greeting.
Then, Jehn drooped against the rail, and ministers rushed to surround him, and he was taken below decks, and the physician called for to examine him.
~

“You’re alive,” Lord Halescorn said to his son as they stood on the deck. “I’d heard—”
The older noble checked himself, but his meaning was clear.
“I see your spy network is still robust as ever,” Kael said. He stared evenly at the shore of Nyr as it slipped away behind them.
“Yes,” Lord Halescorn murmured. “I suppose I also ought to congratulate you.”
Kael’s eyes moved to his father’s.
“For your marriage,” Lord Halescorn said. The corners of his mouth turned down. “To the thief-queen of Gillspin, no less. You’ve managed to secure quite the plum there, haven’t you? Do you plan to share her throne of rags and bones?”
A muscle jumped in Kael’s jaw at the strain of mocking in Lord Halescorn’s voice. “Careful, Lord Halescorn,” he said, enjoying the way the noble’s nostrils flared when he did not call him father. “I am not in the prince’s employ any longer. I don’t have to contain my impulses around you. If you insult my wife to my face, I can strike you without hesitation, if I wish.” He took a step closer. “And I would very much like to.”
Halescorn twitched, and braced himself against the rail as if expecting a fist to come his direction.
Instead, Kael turned on his heel and strode away.
He went below decks, struggling to contain his temper. Seeing his father was always an exercise in restraint, and it was worse now, somehow. He had less holding him back from saying what he’d always wished to say. He had tasted too much joy in the last few weeks to see Lord Halescorn’s loathing for anything other than what it was, and it was especially jarring in comparison to the companionship and regard he experienced in Gillspin.
Happiness had ruined him for anything else, and he found he wasn’t the least bit sorry about it.
He found Jehn in the captain’s quarters, in bed, with the much-despised court physician lecturing him about the dangers of nervous exhaustion.
“Kael,” Jehn said with relief at the sight of him. “There you are. For the love of Austrisia herself, please remove this man from my sight before I do something I regret.”
“You are not well, Your Grace,” the physician continued. He was used to Jehn’s bluster by now, and somewhat impervious to it. “Thankfully, you have broken the previous habit with the tincture that the queen tried to undo you with, or you might be dead right now.”
Jehn’s back stiffened, and he leveled a look at the physician that could strip flesh from a bone. The physician fell silent, cowed at last.
“Out,” Jehn said in a strangled voice.
“I’ll watch over him,” Kael assured the physician, who made grumbling mutters as he packed his back and hastened from the cabin.
Kael crossed his arms and leaned against the door after it had shut.
“Despicable man,” Jehn said, sighing in the direction of the ceiling. “Isn’t there another physician in all of Austrisia who can attend to me?” It was a rhetorical question. The court physician was the best—aside from the younger one who’d been apprenticed to him, the one Prince Cahan had pilfered when he’d seized the throne.
“This feels familiar,” Kael said, gesturing at the room, the bed.
“It does, doesn’t it?” Jehn smiled at him, but the expression was woefully unconvincing.
Nervous exhaustion, the physician had said. And looking at Jehn’s face, Kael saw the deep shadows beneath the prince’s eyes, the tremor in his hands, the strained twitch of his brows.
“I think you should tell me what happened,” Kael said quietly.
“Well,” Jehn replied, adjusting a wrinkle in the coverlet that lay across his lap. “First, he wanted to bleed me, to which I said absolutely not—”
“With the queen of Nyr,” Kael interrupted.
Jehn’s left eyelid twitched. “She accused me of conspiring with Bestane.”
“I heard that,” Kael said. “The palace guards were speaking of it. I don’t believe your queen was that stupid. And neither am I, Jehn.”
Jehn’s gaze shot to his.
Kael waited.
“I have always had plans when it comes to the future of the kingdom, and the politics necessary to ensure that future,” Jehn said. “You know this, Kael.”
“Like your schemes to manipulate the dragonsayer by ordering me to become engaged to another woman?” Kael asked.
Jehn looked at him unblinkingly. Shamelessly. “Yes.”
“And the queen of Nyr discovered some such plan of yours?” Kael asked.
Jehn fussed with the coverlet again. “She made a few, ah, connections between events.”
Kael raised an eyebrow, still waiting.
“It was always my plan to marry her,” Jehn confessed. “Well, nearly always. At first, I favored the princess of Ileria, but when her rival gained the popular support of the kingdom…”
“But the queen of Nyr is the one who forced your hand after rescuing you from the pirates,” Kael said.
He was putting the pieces together.
Now it was Jehn who sighed. “So it would seem.”
“Jehn,” Kael said, and half-laughed, half-groaned. “I don’t know if you are a madman or a genius.”
“Neither do I, some days.” Jehn flopped down on his pillows and pulled the covers to his throat. “Nervous exhaustion, ha. I’d like to see the physician try to plan his own kidnapping and rescue through spy channels while making everyone involved think that he has no idea, and keeping his court of the opinion that he’s a damn fool all the while.”
“He is a damn fool,” Kael said, scrubbing both hands across his face. “A brilliant fool, but one doesn’t prevent the other, apparently.”
“You might feel differently when I finally take the throne,” Jehn said. “I’ll give you a dozen manors, my friend. I owe you a great deal.”
“Consider your debts repaid,” Kael said.
“You saved my life,” Jehn said.
“So have you. I understand you were the one who convinced the Seeker and his sister to come and heal me.”
Jehn twisted in the bed. He turned on his side and grimaced. “It was no great matter.”
“You have my thanks all the same, Jehn.”
“At least you aren’t calling me sir, for once.” Jehn seemed flustered with Kael’s frank tone. He fidgeted.
“I keep the company of thieves now,” Kael said. “They rarely acknowledge rank.”
“On that note,” Jehn said, “I want to congratulate you on your marriage.”
Kael nodded. “I am the most fortunate of men.”
For a moment, Jehn’s eyes flashed with an emotion that might have been envy. He fussed with his pillow and wriggled to get more comfortable before turning onto his back again with a heavy sigh.
“Do you think your wife will welcome my exiled court into her city?” Jehn asked.
“I think you know exactly what Briand Varryda is going to do,” Kael responded.
“An elegantly political response,” Jehn said, and sighed yet again. “I will admit, I do not like sharing your loyalties with another, ah, monarch of sorts, but that is my selfishness talking.”
“Who says you share them?” Kael replied softly, but without malice.
Jehn tapped a finger to his head and salute to Kael. “I did not mean to imply, my friend, that you are not utterly loyal to your wife. I know your loyalties have changed.”
“The truth,” Kael admitted, “is always a great deal more complicated. But I will die for her without hesitation. There is no contest when it comes to that.” He spoke with relief; the question of loyalty had been one of his greatest sources of anguish for the last few years.
If only Jehn and Briand could be a united force…
Then, he would have no struggles of the soul when it came to choosing between his wife and his best friend and blood brother.
Even though he knew who he would choose, every single time.
On the bed, Jehn groaned as he contemplated what lay ahead. “I’m going to have to do a great deal of groveling, aren’t I?”
“There are others in your court whose heads she’d like on a platter more than yours,” Kael said. “Namely, my father’s.”
“Frankly,” Jehn said, “I’m inclined to give him to her.”
He cut a look at Kael to see his reaction, but Kael kept his face impassive at the thought of what the dragonsayer might wish to do with Lord Halescorn.
“She is not a cruel person,” he said finally. “But she does not hesitate when it comes to keeping safe the people she loves. If he tries his political manipulations in her court—”
Jehn laughed under his breath. “If Lord Halescorn has any sense at all, he’ll keep himself as scarce as a rabbit in a den of wolves for the entire duration of our stay. But then,” Jehn added, with a glance at Kael, “when has the man ever had any sense?”
Later, when Jehn had fallen into an uneasy sleep helped by one of the court physician’s sleeping draughts, Kael returned to the deck above.
The sun had dropped to the edge of the horizon, staining the sea orange and red. A few stars gleamed in the purple dark above it.
He found Lady Valora standing against the rail. Wind whipped tendrils of her hair over her shoulder and into her eyes. She didn’t turn to look at him as he joined her.
“How is the prince?” she asked after a silence.
“Sleeping,” Kael reported. “And doing well, I think, considering. He certainly still has his sense of humor.”
Valora shook her head. “For several hours today, the court thought they had lost him to the queen’s executioner. We thought we were a people without a place to go or a leader to lead us.” She smoothed a hand over her belly, an unconscious gesture of vulnerability. “There were some who sought to immediately seize power from the situation.”
“My father?” Kael asked, knowing the answer.
She sighed in response.
Of course.
“And Jacob?” Kael asked. “What did he do?”
Valora shook her head. “Jacob fears his father and craves his approval. You and I both know that.”
“I’m sorry,” Kael said quietly. “For your fear regarding Jehn’s death earlier, and for your situation with my family.”
He did not say, and neither did she, that she had married the wrong brother. Kael didn’t know what she might be thinking. He was sorry for her, though, for his family was fraught with deception, cruelty, and manipulation.
Boots rang on the deck, and they turned to see Jacob Halescorn striding toward them.
“My love,” he said to Valora, taking her hand and kissing it. He glanced Kael over as if taking stock of him. “Brother.”
Kael said nothing. Jacob wrapped an arm around his wife’s waist and kissed her forehead lightly. “Are you too cold out here?” he asked, and drew off his cloak to put around her shoulders.
Valora’s eyes skated from Jacob’s to Kael’s. She accepted the cloak without a word.
“I hear tell that we’re bound for your new home, brother?” Jacob said to Kael. “And your new wife.”
“Yes,” Kael said simply. “And you ought to warn Lord Halescorn—he should tread lightly. She does not suffer fools.”
“Yet she married you, didn’t she?” Jacob said lightly, a smile drawing up one side of his mouth.
Kael shook his head at the barb, unbothered.
“I’m headed inside,” Valora said, and stepped away. She walked briskly for the cabins and disappeared, still clutching Jacob’s cloak to her shoulders.
When she was gone, Jacob’s smile fell from his mouth like a shroud. He stepped closer to Kael and leaned close, as if attempting to intimidate him.
“Leave Lady Valora alone,” he hissed. “She is my wife.”
“She is,” Kael said with a tip of his head. “And I am happily married to the woman of my dreams. If there’s a threat to your marriage, Jacob, it isn’t me. It’s your inability to yank yourself from our father’s grasp.”
Jacob sneered. “Not all of us can be the most infamous traitor in the kingdom, brother. Some of us have to stay near to home and manage the family fortune and legacy.”
“Valora is a woman of honor,” Kael said. “She made her vows, and she will stand by them. But if you cannot be the man she needs—”
Jacob’s hand shot out as if to strike Kael, who stepped easily aside and caught Jacob in a swift neck hold.
“If you cannot be the man she needs,” he repeated in Jacob’s ear, “then, lords, Jacob, let her go. Don’t drag her through all the things our father put my mother through. Don’t continue the cycle with your child.”
“I will never be like our father,” Jacob hissed. “I love her. I love the child.”
“Love isn’t enough,” Kael said, and let his brother go.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

THE SHIP REACHED the middle seas, and drew close to the next challenge in the journey.
The blockade.
“Cahan’s ships still guard the shores of Austrisia,” Kael reported to Jehn as he stood in the captain’s cabin with a handful of the prince’s closest members of the council. Jehn was still in bed, under protest, and was sitting with his back against the cushions, wearing a nightshirt and a scowl. The other council members—Lady Valora and Lady Beaua among them, to Kael’s satisfaction, Lord Gladus and more of his ilk present as well, less to Kael’s satisfaction—crowded close to the prince. They’d been like this ever since they thought he had been killed. Like children whose mother had briefly disappeared from their sight, they were now attached at the hip to Jehn, and a little in awed fear of him. It was becoming clear to all of the members of the council that they did not know their prince well—nay, hardly at all. He was a far cleverer and more ruthless man than they’d ever imagined.
The implications of it seemed too much for some council members, who easily resorted to old patterns of habit with the prince before remembering who they were dealing with.
“The blockade, yes,” Jehn agreed.
“And what is the plan to get through?” Lady Beaua asked.
Jehn looked to Kael. “How did you manage to get through, when you came with the lad to rescue me?”
“Well,” Kael said, and paused as all the eyes of the council turned to him. “We came in a ship built for blockade running—a fast one, lean and small. This hulking thing will never slip through unnoticed even if the fog is as thick as butter.”
Jehn rubbed his eyes tiredly. “Agreed.”
Dismay crossed the faces of the council members.
“Shall we sail for Tyyr, then?” Lord Gladus cried. “Make the pilgrimage through the south lands and middle kingdom?”
“No,” Kael said. “I don’t think we would survive the journey. Pirates prowl those waters, as we all well know, and Cahan has kept the southern shores thick with Seekers. His armies prowl the lands from the tip of Sythra to the borders of Kyreia. I think we’d be better going to Bestane.”
“Bestane,” another noble repeated with distaste, and stole a glance at Jehn. They hadn’t forgotten the rumor that had led to Jehn’s almost-execution. Some appeared to be wondering if it had truth to it.
“Do you have a plan, Your Grace?” Lady Valora asked Jehn.
“Actually,” Jehn said, looking down at his hands. “I do.”
~

When the ship carrying Jehn and his court in exile reached the line of ships that floated off the shore of Austrisia, keeping out anyone who might try to break through and enter the shores of the beleaguered kingdom, they were flying a white flag. They laid anchor within sight of the blockade and waited.
Soon, a small dinghy appeared, rowing for the newly appeared ship with three officers inside.
A rope ladder was thrown down to the boat, and the officers climbed to the deck of the ship one by one.
When they reached the top, Kael was waiting for them, dressed in a gray cloak and wearing black leather gloves on his hands.
“Officers,” he said, sizing them up with an imperious look that he’d seen Auberon use a thousand times. “Good. I rather feared you would send your lackeys instead.”
“Who are you?” the one who appeared to be the most senior officer demanded. “What do you mean by sailing for the blockade in this manner? You are not in an Austrisian vessel, nor are you flying the proper flag—”
“Sirs,” Kael interrupted with the smooth, confident tone that of one who is used to being obeyed without question. “I appreciate your cooperation when I say your absolute discretion is required in this matter. I have no flag marking me as an agent of Cahan, because the nature of my mission is one of utter secrecy.”
“What mission?” the head officer asked stiffly.
Kael tapped a gloved finger against his chin as if debating what he might disclose. He gave the officers a look of shared understanding.
“Can I trust that I will have your gentlemen’s vow of silence when it comes to what I am about to tell you? Not that you will have long to keep silent.”
Their curiosity was piqued. They regarded him with furrowed brows as they silently deliberated with themselves. Kael knew they’d come here with cannons trained upon the ship, ready to fire, and that they had expected to take prisoners.
Everything they were finding was throwing them off their expectations. And these men looked like the type who did not like to be thrown off.
“Come with me,” Kael said, and turned with a flutter of his gray cloak. He walked with the stride of a man who was always obeyed, and never had to ask twice.
Like a Seeker.
The men followed him, their strides uncertain as they exchanged glances behind Kael’s back.
They descended into the belly of the ship, past barrels and crates, walking until they reached a small brig. Kael gestured at the window that looked inside, and the officers glanced inside one by one.
“A prisoner?” one asked, warily.
“Take another look, sir,” Kael said with a tilt of his head. “Surely you recognize him?”
One of the officers did, and stiffened all over. He drew back and stared at Kael.
“Lords, can it be?” he whispered.
The other officers’ eyes darted from Kael to the man who’d spoken.
Kael nodded gravely.
“As you can see,” he said, “my mission is most imperative. I must be allowed through at once.”
“We will escort you,” one of the officers said.
“Ah, yes, and share in the glory of the catch, yes?” Kael purred. “I have orders to come unaccompanied. Do you wish to defy those orders?”
Two of the officers demurred hastily, but the third, with a glint of obstinance in his eye, said, “Perhaps we should. A cargo this precious cannot be allowed to be lost. You understand, Seeker?”
Kael smiled thinly. “I do. And you, sir, understand that I must examine your motives for accompanying me? Just a quick sweep through your thoughts, your loyalties, your intentions. Standard procedure, sirs.”
The officer turned a pale gray. His eyes fell to Kael’s black-sheathed fingers as Kael reached down to tug off one of the gloves.
“Ah,” the officer said, “it is as you say. You have your orders. We will not delay you on your mission.”
Kael jerked his chin in a nod. “Then, gentlemen, allow me and my ship to be on our way.”
Only when the dinghy had departed with its officers and the ship allowed through the blockade did Kael sag against the rail, trembling, and wipe the sweat from his brow.
He’d scarcely breathed for the entire act. His hand had been seconds from signaling the hidden men from springing upon the officers, from calling for the ship to drop its sails and make a run for the shore while Crispin called monsters to attack the ships and fend off the cannonry long enough to give them a fighting chance of making it.
Jehn, freed from the brig, came to stand beside him wrapped in a cloak with his face obscured lest anyone be watching through a spyglass.
“Brilliance,” he said. “Pure brilliance. You played your part perfectly, Kael. I shall owe you a duchy after this, whether or not you’re in my sworn service.”
“It was sloppily done,” Kael muttered, his eyes trained on the line of warships that stretched to the horizon, and their cannons. “How long do you think it will be before they wonder why I showed them my secret cargo without first examining their loyalties with my Seeker magic, and only demanded to read their minds afterward, when they threatened to accompany me?”
“They didn’t strike me as a the brightest of Cahan’s officers,” Jehn mused. “Perhaps we shall be lucky, and they won’t realize it until years from now, when they sit around a fire telling the story to their grandchildren. And they all clearly had things they did not want a Seeker to see. Even if they realize…”
Kael shook his head. He was still troubled. “The third one was suspicious of me. He had enough of an instinct to question. I don’t think he quite bought it. The pressure of being wrong, of whatever he didn’t want me to read in his mind, swayed him, but I think he will mull over it like a dog with a bone until he makes sense of it. We had better be far away when he does make sense of it.”
“And so, we shall,” Jehn said as the sails unfurled above them, catching the wind and propelling the ship to greater speeds. He seemed almost drunk with their success. He cast his gaze toward the shore in the distance.
Kael wondered what the true prince of Austrisia was thinking.
But he never asked, for when they were only halfway to shore, a signal went up from one of the warships, and Kael swore under his breath as a flare exploded overhead.
“He’s thought of it,” Kael said to Jehn, and called out for Crispin.
The lad clung to one of the masks, eyes closed, face pale, mouth moving. Kael was at his side in three strides.
“Dragonsayer,” he cried. “Have you something for us?”
“Almost,” Crispin panted. “I’ve hooked something. It’s… coming…” His face twisted like he was about to vomit.
Part of the rail exploded, and fragments of wood rained down on the deck. Kael whirled to look at the shore, which was still too far away.
“Quick, lad!” he urged Crispin.
The boom of gunpowder ripped across the water.
Crispin’s forehead creased. His eyes squeezed tighter. “Just a little longer—”
Another cannon ball flew across the deck and splashed in the sea beyond with a plume of white.
Crispin gasped like a mother giving birth. A dark line appeared in the ocean behind the ships, picking up speed, a cresting wave with a deadly secret beneath.
The sea monster burst from the water with a roar and slammed into the ship firing upon them. It had a body like a shark and a bulbous head. Tentacles sprouted from its fins and writhed around the ship as it attacked. Shouts of terror sounded across the space of sea between them. The cannon fire ceased momentarily as the sea monster rammed a second time into the ship, and then plunged beneath it.
“The others in the blockade can’t fire on the monster without hitting their own ship,” Crispin gritted. “Not if I keep it moving, anyway.”
The sea monster surfaced again on the other side and released a battle cry as it smashed into the hull of the warship, which was listing heavily to one side now as if taking on water.
Crispin slid to his knees. He let out a low moan of pain, and the sea monster dove deep and didn’t reappear.
“I lost it,” he gasped, looking like he was going to vomit again. “I couldn’t hold it. It’s mind was so—slippery— Like oiled glass—”
“Dragonsayer,” Jehn shouted from where he’d retreated on the other side of the deck. “Can you—?”
The water churned again in the distance, furrows of white kicking up a blur as they bore down on the blockade.
Not one sea creature.
Three.
They leaped from the waves in unison, fins rippling, long mouths filled with teeth open to snap at the sails of the ships as they passed.
“Well done, lad!” Kael cried.
Crispin staggered to his feet. He stared at the scene. “It isn’t me.”
Kael whipped his head around to look at the shore.
He saw a line of horses on the ridge, and a flicker of long, curly hair blowing in the wind, and the furl of a gray cloak.
Briand.
Just when he thought he couldn’t love her more, he thought.
Kael shouted, “Ready the rowboats!”




PART THREE:
~
FROM THE ASHES




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

THE WIND FROM the sea whipped Briand’s hair away from her face and stung her cheeks as she sat atop her horse overlooking the shoreline. She could smell the brine of the water and the acrid burning smoke and hear the booming clap of the cannons above the cries of desperate men and—
She could feel the slap of salt water against slippery scales, the foamy rush of the surf churning as she wheeled toward a ship—
Her eyes were half closed.
One by one, the ships toppled into the sea, ripped in pieces by the creatures from the deep. Broken wood and tangled bits of rope floated and swirled in the crashing waves that hit the shore as the beasts smashed the hulls like eggshells. The groaning crack of a mast falling like a tree echoed across the water. Cannons boomed. Smoke clouded the sky.
The smoke burned her eyes, her nostrils. She—the sea beast—was confounded by the flashes of fire that leapt from the cannons, and she rammed her neck into the ships in response. The hulls cracked open beneath her strength—
Briand had never felt so strong. She was slipping between the minds of the monsters and her own as easily as dipping her hand in and out of a stream of water. She felt stretched but not strained. She saw blue sky and blue depths overlaid, witnessing the world for a second through human and sea creature eyes at the same time.
Beside her, Crispin made a gasping sound.
“I-I can’t!” he whispered.
Briand felt as though she were spinning. Flying. She could go on like this forever.
The other ships unfurled their sails and fled.
The blockade was broken. The beasts were too big, too strong, and they inspired too much terror.
She let the sea creatures go, but kept her eyes closed, riding in their minds for a while longer, feeling the pressure of the sea as they dove into the shadowy depths, thrilling in the sensation of being inside the mind of another without the dreadful pain that usually accompanied it. The ocean opened up before her, and she was lost in it in amazement.
Auberon touched her arm to steady her, but Briand was focused on the world beneath the sea.
~

With the ships burning behind them, the prince’s nobles fled from the beached rowboats and scrambled up the rocky shore. They reached the hill where the dragonsayer sat astride her horse with the Seeker beside her, flames outlining her in scorching red, and they hesitated in terror at the figure of destruction above them. She was like an angel of war, with smoke and sparks in her hair and the boom of cannon fire ringing in the air around her.
A slender, dark-haired man with a hatchet-shaped face shouted for the nobles to get in the coaches, and they realized then that a line of light carriages made for going fast were lined at the bottom of the hill.
The nobles did as they were told, piling as many as they could fit inside the coaches, ladies upon ladies, gentlemen hanging out the windows. The coaches took off, their drivers urging the horses to a gallop.
Kael and the prince came with the last group. With them was Lady Valora, her face creased with pain, and Jacob Halescorn hovering anxiously at her elbow. Crispin staggered nearly last, eyes shut, with Kael’s hand on his wrist to guide him.
One carriage remained.
“What’s wrong with her?” the dark-haired man barked at Jacob, who recognized him as Nath, the man who’d served under Kael when he was captain of the prince’s guard.
“The battle has caused some cramping,” Lady Valora said. “I’m well. Don’t worry about me.”
As she spoke, her face contorted in agony, and a low moan escaped her lips.
Even a blind man could see that she wasn’t fine.
“Valora,” Jacob said, frightened, but she hushed him. He helped her into the carriage, and the others came after them.
“I don’t think we’re all going to fit,” Jehn observed wryly.
“Oh,” Nath said. “We have a horse for you, though Kael and the lad will have to double up with the others. Your Grace,” he added, bowing.
“Hello, Nath,” Jehn answered. “We are glad to see you. Was this the plan all along? Kael didn’t mention it.”
“No, sir,” Nath said. “The dragonsayer was a bit worried about the blockade, you see, and she decided to come and see how you fared. She had a, ah, feeling, as she put it. And a friend of ours confirmed this feeling with, ah, a prediction of danger.”
“I’m glad she did,” said Jehn, with an understated smile. “You’ve saved all our lives.”
“We’re not in the clear yet, Your Grace,” Nath murmured. “We will have to get to Gillspin.”
The last coach fled after the others, and Jehn climbed onto the horse waiting for him. Kael hauled Crispin into the arms of the Seeker, who held the lad upright with a longsuffering expression.
Kael swung himself into the saddle behind the dragonsayer.
The dragonsayer didn’t open her eyes, but she smiled as she felt him slide his arms around her waist. Kael murmured something in her ear, and she released a deep breath and opened her eyes as she leaned back against him. Something like relief touched her features.
Below, the creatures attacking the ships had vanished beneath the waves.
“I think we sent them a proper message of what the dragonsayers of Gillspin can do,” Briand said, her voice rusty. “Shall we ride, then?”
They wheeled the horses around, and that was the moment that Crispin realized he was riding with Auberon, and let out a startled shriek of reflexive terror at being in the arms of someone he found terrifying.
“Crispin,” Briand said firmly. “You’re a dragonsayer now. You’re as much a danger to him as he ever was to you, if not more so. And he’s promised to be nice.”
“The nicest,” Auberon agreed, flashing his teeth in a wolfish smile. “Just don’t touch my bare skin unless you want a bit of a look inside my head. I have a large number of gruesome memories.”
Crispin shuddered and inched forward until he was hugging the horse’s neck.
“Can’t we switch?” he begged. “You ride with the Seeker, and I with Kael.”
“I would prefer to ride with my wife,” Kael said mildly.
“Please,” Crispin squeaked, and Briand and Kael looked at each other and sighed like parents faced with a child’s impossible request.
“Fine,” Briand said. “Be quick about it. We have to get going.”
~

They rode hard, stopping only to water and feed the horses and let the riders stumble into the bushes to relieve their bladders, and then, they were off again. Day and night blurred together. Sometimes the food was eaten in the saddle, and once or twice, they had the luxury of sitting on the hard ground to eat. Then, always, they were moving again.
Jehn was glad they were covering ground quickly, but it was a grueling ride.
No one spoke much, except for Auberon and Briand, who talked about magic and Ikarad and some theories about ancient relations between the Seekers and the dragonsayers, and what modern-day Seekers claimed had happened.
Briand kissed Kael long and hard the first chance she got, and Jehn smiled to see it, and the Seeker clasped hands with Kael in a way that spoke of happiness and relief, and Jehn was intrigued to see that as well.
At the last leg of the journey, they boarded a barge and traveled by river, with the horses tethered in the center. The dragonsayer huddled miserably in the center among them, her face green, and once or twice, she stumbled to the edge to vomit into the water.
No one else was seasick, thankfully.
When at last they reached the lake, Jehn saw the rooftops of Gillspin in the distance.
The dragonsayer rose on unsteady legs and approached him.
“Prince of Austrisia,” she said. Her eyes flashed like steel even though her face was pale with seasickness.
“Thief-queen of Gillspin,” Jehn responded gravely.
The others watched them.
“I will offer you and your court in exile sanctuary,” she said. “But I will do it properly. As a queen receiving guests. Not as a—” She paused, pressed her knuckles to her lips as if she were about to heave again, and then she let out a shuddering breath as the impulse passed. “Not as a drunken barmaid receives a flirty smile.”
Jehn nodded. “I understand you will have… conditions.”
“I saved all your lives,” Briand said. “When your court could not be bothered to save any of ours.”
“Agreed,” Jehn said. “Although I did arrange for your Seeker here to come to Kael’s aid.”
Briand gave him a glare laced with poison. “That was for your own ends, as it always is.”
He lifted one shoulder.
“I want you to grovel,” she said. “I want all your nobles to see it. Especially,” she added, “Lord Halescorn and his son, Jacob.”
Jehn frowned. “Grovel,” he repeated. He gave her an assessing look.
“I’m sure you are familiar with the term,” she said as they drew close to the docks of Gillspin. “And I know you are an accomplished actor. I’ve seen you play the fool a dozen times before your court, and your wife, and anyone else you want to underestimate you. Don’t pretend you have too much pride to do it.”
At the mention of his wife, Jehn’s brow darkened.
“And what do you want me to say?” he asked.
“I want you to entreat me for my mercy. I want you to kneel as if I’m a true queen, as if I’m one of your esteemed allies.”
Jehn gave her a sharp look. “You’re serious.”
“Completely.”
Jehn tipped his head back and looked at the sky with another frown. “You ask a bold thing of me. You ask that I recognize you as another head of state. Within my own country, no less.”
Briand’s mouth pulled in a smile. “Right now, you are in my country, prince.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

PERHAPS IT WAS petty, Briand thought. Perhaps it was garish. Excessive.

Still, she had not been able to resist.
They were there, after all. And it wasn’t every day that one had dragons at her disposal to use as decoration—and intimidation.
And hadn’t it been their idea, once upon a time, when she’d been nothing but a desperate, powerless prisoner, for her to prove her powers by bringing them a dragon?
Briand hadn’t forgotten.
She’d show them dragons.
So, when Jehn and his court in exile entered her thief-queen’s court to entreat her to grant them sanctuary, she had two of the dragons looming on either side of her throne. She sat between them, slouching with her legs thrown over one arm of the throne, a knife in her hands that she spun over her fingers with a deftness that she’d been practicing.
“Lords!” a noble exclaimed, stopping in his tracks at the sight of the dragons. Somewhere behind him, a woman screamed. Someone else wavered, and then fainted.
Well, if she was being dramatic, Briand thought wryly, so were they.
“Enter,” Briand called. An order disguised as an invitation. She straightened imperiously on her throne, the way she imagined the queen of Nyr might. She kept her chin high and her gaze cold as the exiled court filed into the round room that had been, er, enlarged a bit to accommodate the dragons. Well, truth be told, half the work had already been done by the invading army’s cannons. The dragons only had to bite off one large chunk of the roof.
“Are you in control of those beasts?” Lord Halescorn cried. “Where are their chains?”
“Frightened, Halescorn?” Briand drawled. “You once demanded I bring you a dragon. Here, try not to look like you’re about to piss yourself.”
Halescorn shot her a furious look, but his expression was undercut by his terror. A few of the nobles stepped back as if they were planning to make a run for it.
“The dragons,” Briand said with an extravagant sigh, “are my allies and friends. They won’t hurt you unless I ask them to. So, as long as you are respectful, you have nothing to fear.” She paused. “And we do not chain those who work for us here.”
She gave Lord Halescorn a pointed look, for he had been the one who’d ordered Kael to be paraded in chains before the court when they were brought to the Tyyrian shore as prisoners.
The nobles were dusty and ragged after their long journey to Gillspin from the coast. They gazed around with haggard faces and wide eyes, but their gazes couldn’t stay away from the dragons for long.
Briand surveyed the nobles with a small sense of satisfaction. The boot was solidly on the other foot now. She was the one arrayed in confidence and weaponry, while they cowered before her, here to beg her for mercy.
Her gaze fell on Lady Valora, who sat rather than stood, leaning against the wall.
“Lady Valora,” Briand said. “You look unwell.”
“My apologies, thief-queen,” the lady said. “I believe I am about to deliver a child.”
Her hands tightened over her protruding belly as she spoke, and her words were breathless with pain.
Briand signaled to one of her thieves, who came forward to help the lady to her feet.
“We have midwives who can assist you in any way you require,” Briand said to Lady Valora, meeting her eyes. “Regardless of the agreements we make here, you may deliver your baby in safety.”
Lord Halescorn made a snort of derision, as if her words were impossible to believe.
“We do not punish the vulnerable here,” Briand said coldly, fixing her gaze on him. “Only the willfully cruel, and the inexcusably pompous.”
Lady Valora exited the throne room with the help of the thief who walked beside her. She passed Kael, who put a hand on her arm and murmured something to her in a low voice.
From in the crowd, Jacob frowned anxiously, but he didn’t argue with the kindness shown to his wife.
Briand scanned the nobles again until she found Cait’s parents, Lord Barria and his wife, Lady Alis. She called them forward.
“You are also granted sanctuary, for the kindness you’ve shown me and mine in the past, and for your generosity to Kael,” she said. “Your daughter is waiting for you. Go.”
More of her thieves showed the lord and lady out of the room.
The rest of the nobles moved restlessly.
“Prince Jehn,” Briand said, and the prince stepped forward.
He walked toward her throne as if he were not afraid of the dragons blowing sparks in the air. He stopped a few paces from her and dropped to one knee.
“Thief-queen,” he said, and bowed his head.
Briand didn’t know where Jehn had learned to grovel, but wherever it had been, he’d had a terrible education.
One of the dragons sensed her annoyance and helpfully breathed a spurt of blue fire. The Austrisian nobles gasped and quailed.
Briand ignored them, focusing on Jehn.
“Prince,” she said, stone-faced. “You come to me needing assistance. Refugees without a place to go except for Gillspin. Freshly escaped from Cahan’s army, nearly killed. I hope the irony of your situation is not lost on you or your ministers?”
“It is not,” Jehn assured her as he lifted his head. “We find ourselves refugees in need of succor.”
“Refugees,” Briand repeated. “Ragged. Dusty. Desperate. Just like the Monarchist refugees who came to me before you.”
She paused. “The same ones that your council refused to help.”
The dragons growled. The sound reverberated through the room like thunder.
A few of the nobles flinched.
Jehn was steadfast. He nodded. “The same, thief-queen.”
Briand’s gaze thinned. “And what reason do you have to give as to why I should act differently than your council?”
“We cast ourselves on your mercy, thief-queen,” one of Jehn’s council said, stepping forward.
Briand lifted her gaze to the man, who cowed a little beneath it. He was short, portly, with a trimmed while beard and a balding patch on his head. His eyes were small and black, like pebbles, and they stared back at her.
Anger coiled in Briand’s chest. She made her dragons snarl with a single thought, and the man flinched, but he stood his ground.
“Mercy,” she repeated, flinging the word at him like a dirty rag.
“Please,” the noble whispered. His voice shook. “We are the nobility of Austrisia—”
“Nobility,” Briand interrupted, her lips twisting. She practically hissed the word.
She thought of her uncle and his airs. She thought of Kael’s father, Lord Halescorn. She thought of the former mayor of Gillspin, and every other scumrag who’d used the excuse of their noble birth to oppress and use the people beneath them. Heat rose in her face. She’d stood before these pitiful creatures in chains once, and they had looked upon her and sneered. She’d been made to demonstrate her powers with a snake. She remembered the indignities, the insults, the threats. She remembered, and burned with anger, and spun the knife in her hand so that the blade winked and flashed. The dragons drew upright, their eyes scorching and their tails lashing.
The council huddled together and waited. Some of them squirmed with fear, others stood in a stupor of exhaustion, resigned to their fate. A few looked furious, and Briand focused on them.
“So,” she said at last, “mercy ought to be extended to your lot, but not to others, because you have noble blood in your veins?” She leaned forward on her throne, and her face hardened. “When are the nobles of Austrisia going to learn that when a man is cut open, his blood looks the same whether he is a prince or a guttersnipe?”
“We are the future of Austrisia,” another noble argued. “Without our guidance, the kingdom will fall. Surely you understand—”
One of the dragons snarled, and the man’s mouth clamped closed in terror.
“Perhaps a kingdom that requires your guidance is a kingdom of fools, and ought to fall,” Briand said. “What makes you more qualified to lead than my beggars and thieves? You have spent the last several years hiding away in your gilded cage, in your foreign courts, with no understanding of Austrisia’s people, its struggle. You have not fought and bled for this land. You do not deserve it.”
She cut her gaze to Jehn. “Your prince, at least, has the brains to lead, even if he does misuse his power at times. The rest of you have nothing to offer except your useless titles and your money. Your nobility means nothing here in Gillspin. We do not recognize it. We do not bow to it. And you wouldn’t last a day in my streets, or any streets. Why do you get to decide how it is governed, if you know nothing of what the people truly need?”
“Is this a coup?” someone asked her. “Are you planning to kill us all and take our lands and titles?”
Briand’s mouth tipped in a faint smile. “Ah, your lands and titles. The only things you have left.”
Jacob Halescorn stirred. “As a dragonsayer,” he said, “you are the one to be hypocritical. After all, your blood might look the same as ours, but your blood gives you the strength to wrest dragons into submission. Surely you can understand the concept of noble blood, given your gift.”
“My gift,” Briand answered, straightening, “has always been more like a poison to me. I am as much a prisoner to the power in my blood as I am a master of it. But cursed as I am with this poisonous blood, I have devoted myself to using it for Austrisia. If you can do the same, Halescorn, I will not call you a hypocrite.”
She cut a glance at Kael, who leaned in the doorway with his arms folded. His expression was unreadable. What did he think of how she wielded her power with the council? Did he disapprove?
She could not tell.
“And,” she added, with a glance upward at the dragons looming over her, “I no longer wrest these allies into submission. It is not the dragonsayer way. They are my allies and friends, as I said before.” She paused. “As you once said to me, Jacob Halescorn, take care, your life hangs by a thread.”
The nobleman flinched, and a muscle in his jaw flexed.
Briand returned her attention to the supplicants before her.
“I will grant you sanctuary here,” she said, “and you will not be harmed. But,” she added, “there is a price. Each one of you in possession of an estate is to turn over half of your lands to me in exchange for your safety, and your prince must promise Gillspin and the surrounding countryside to me when he takes back his throne. Those who have nothing are welcome without tax, but they must work for their keep alongside the rest of Gillspin. You all must work. We have lots of mouths to feed, and a city to put back together after a battle with your enemies that you did nothing to help us win.”
Gasps and murmurs filled the room, along with a few shouts of fury.
“Preposterous!”
“Absurd!”
“Give up our lands?”
“You cannot be in earnest,” Lord Halescorn snarled.
“Oh,” Briand said, leaning forward. “But I am. Deadly earnest—as deadly as these dragons.”
“What do you think?” she asked. “A fair price for your lives?”
“We can go elsewhere,” one of the lords threatened.
“We don’t need your miserly help,” another growled, but his voice quivered as he spoke.
He knew it was a lie.
They were bluffing, and they all knew it. They had nowhere else to go. Gillspin was the last bastion of safety in northern Austrisia for anyone defying Prince Cahan.
Briand spread her arms and leaned back in her throne. She swung one foot as if she were discussing the weather. “By all means. I am not begging for your court to take residence here.”
The nobles were silent.
“What do you say, Prince Jehn?” Briand asked. “Will you agree to my terms? Or shall I ask my thieves to banish you and your court from Gillspin?”
“I would speak to you in private,” Jehn said.
Briand looked across the hall at Kael and Nath. She nodded at them, and they nodded back.
“Privately, then,” she agreed.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

BRIAND SAID TO Jehn, “The rest of your court may remain here. They will be safe in the company of my thieves.”

She rose from her throne and strode for the door with Jehn beside her. She led him to one of the small rooms set off the main hall that were sometimes used as sleeping quarters or storage areas. A plain room, with a few buckets stacked inside. Briand overturned one and sat on it, and kicked another in Jehn’s direction.
He sat too.
“Well?” Briand said, raising a brow at him.
Jehn studied her. “Half of all their lands? Do you mean to bleed my power from me, thief-queen?”
“Not really,” she said. “I’d rather you on the throne than Cahan, although I am not a Monarchist. But I don’t trust you or your nobles, and I need leverage for the future.”
“Your mistrust is warranted,” Jehn admitted. “We—I—have used you and manipulated you, dragonsayer.”
“I’ve fought for what I have,” she said wearily. “With no thanks to your council and its snobbery. I would like to keep what I’ve earned. I will keep it. I was once a pawn in the hands of others. Now, I will direct the game.”
Jehn nodded slowly. An expression of something fleeting—almost admiration, perhaps—chased across his face and was gone.
He sank down on one knee. “Thief-queen of Gillspin—”
“I’m already wed,” Briand said dryly, prompting laughter from some of her thieves.
“As am I,” Jehn replied gravely.
“Your wife tried to have you executed,” Briand answered. “Shouldn’t you consider the marriage ended?”
Jehn looked haggard. “As far as I am concerned, she is still my wife, and I am still her husband.”
Briand studied him a moment longer, and then, she said, “About the lands—”
“The land my nobles possess is the remainder of their fortunes, for most of them. Their fortunes are what keep most of them tied to me. If you strip them of that, what will keep them loyal? You say you do not want to have Cahan on the throne, but…”
“With friends like that,” Briand said, “who needs Cahan?” She studied Jehn. “How can you stand being surrounded by such vile backstabbers and oafs all day?”
“For Austrisia,” he replied simply.
Briand nodded.
She understood.
“I will amend my offer, then,” she said. “Your nobles can keep their land and titles, though I want Gillspin and her countryside, and the southern bits of the Wild Lands. I’ll draw it for you on a map.”
“Agreed,” Jehn said.
“There’s more,” she said. “I also want that Estrian land of Halescorn’s. It ought to be Kael’s, but he was disinherited.”
Jehn’s brows drew together in a slash, and his mouth quirked in a faint smile. He shot a glance at his former captain of the guard, who gazed ahead as though he didn’t hear them.
“I think both of us are equally glad to see Lord Halescorn parted with some of his property,” Jehn said. “And my captain of the guard deserves more than I could ever give him.”
“So, agreed?” Briand was resolute.
“Agreed.” Jehn was equally resolute. They looked like two generals deliberating a cease-fire.
Kael cut a look in their direction. His expression was remote, his eyes intense. He didn’t say anything.
“One more thing,” Briand said, her voice lowering a notch. “There is a man and woman among my company who might be considered war criminals when you take the throne. I want them to be granted a full pardon.”
“The Seeker,” Jehn said.
She nodded. “They have both worked against Cahan and are currently fugitives from the reigning powers in Tasglorn. It cannot be argued that they are enemies now.”
Jehn tipped his head. “Can’t it?”
“I will not come to an agreement with your council unless they are pardoned,” Briand said. Her voice was cold steel.
The smile that tipped Jehn’s lips was inexplicably sad. “I will grant their pardon.”
Briand closed her eyes briefly. She let out a short breath. “Good. Let’s have it all put down in writing.”
Paper was brought by Quill, and the terms written, and Briand and Jehn both signed their names at the bottom, followed by the witnesses. When it was done, Briand ordered the papers locked away safe. She was trembling.
She’d done it. She’d secured a pardon for Auberon and Jade, and a future for Gillspin, and she’d even gotten the land from Kael’s childhood.
A fissure of a feeling close to joy sparked in her chest, but it was nearly extinguished by the dread of something going wrong that hung over her. Worry churned like nausea in her gut, and she felt a wave of dizziness.
Nothing was decided yet, for all of this rested on Jehn taking the throne back from Cahan.
Jehn was studying her face as if he could read her secrets. She smoothed her expression with a blink, doing her best impersonation of the queen of Nyr’s cold queenliness.
Was it her imagination, or did Jehn look wistful then?
Briand rose. “Shall we return to your quivering council members?”
Jehn grimaced. “If the ministers haven’t already devoured each other in my absence.”
“Flesh-eating monsters, the lot,” Briand said. “I should know.”
“Truly, I almost envy you your dragons,” Jehn replied. “I think they might be less of a headache to wrangle.”
“Perhaps my dragons have eaten the council, and your head will be saved a headache.”
She smiled faintly to show she was joking, but her eyes were serious and cold. She was still shaking inside; this negotiation was something she wanted very much, and she had played things as if she were uncaring. But Gillspin had become her home, as wretched as it was, and she wanted to keep it.
And oddly, she was now swapping jokes about ill-behaved councils with a prince, as if she were proper royalty. And he was playing along.
Her world felt upside down.
Briand wiped her sweating palms on her trousers and then strode before Jehn into the throne room with the confidence of a queen whose victory is assured.
The dragons, who were drowsing, lifted their heads at her entrance. Their eyes glowed and their nostrils smoked, casting a lurid effect over the room once more. The smoke crept across the dais that held the throne and misted around the ankles of the waiting nobles who huddled at the other end of the hall. The glow of the dragon’s eyes lit everything in an ember-gleam of blood-red.
Briand took her place on the thief-queen’s throne.
“Prince Jehn and I have come to several agreements,” she said.
They listened, their lips pressed together and hands clutched against their chests. Perhaps she shouldn’t take such pleasure in this, Briand thought, but then—they had watched her stand before them in chains with such glee. She hadn’t yet forgotten how it had felt to be treated like an insect by the court.
They certainly weren’t looking at her like that now.
“I will accept the exiled court into Gillspin and grant sanctuary against Cahan’s troops,” she announced.
The exhale of relief echoed. A few murmurs filled the air.
“But,” Briand continued crisply. She drew her knife again and picked absently at her fingernails. “You will recognize me as the ruler of this place while you are under its protection. I am queen here.”
The nobles twitched, but they did not protest. A few eyes gleamed with anger, others with acquiescence.
What choice did they have?
“There’s more,” Briand said lightly. “Lord Halescorn.”
The nobles stiffened. They shuffled aside to reveal a filthy Lord Halescorn, covered in dust and mud from the ride across Austrisia. He looked at Briand with terrified loathing.
“Your lands in Estria,” she said. “I want them. Prince Jehn has promised them to me.”
Lord Halescorn’s nostrils flared as if he were suppressing words he very much wanted to say. “So, you seek to take my second son’s lost inheritance from me by knifepoint?”
Briand glanced up at her dragons. “Something like that, yes.”
Halescorn scowled. “You are a thief-queen, aren’t you?”
“At least I call myself what I am,” Briand shot back. “And don’t pretend that I am bankrupting you. You still have all your lands in Tasna, and Sythra, and your holdings along the western shores. You will hardly be bereft.”
“My son has given you a detailed description of the family properties, has he?” Lord Halescorn said with scorn. “Is that why you married him?”
Briand laughed. “I would have married him if he hadn’t a copper to his name. You know this. Stop pretending that I play the same vile games as you do when it comes to love.”
She turned her attention to the other nobles.
“You will abide by our rules during your stay in Gillspin. You will respect my place as queen of Gillspin. You will honor the people of—”
“We haven’t agreed,” Lord Halescorn interrupted.
Briand slashed a glance at him that was sharp as steel against bone. “Your prince has agreed. We’ve put our signatures to it. Are you saying your word has more merit than your prince’s?”
The question echoed through the throne room. The other nobles turned to look at Halescorn, who held his ground though he seemed to dry up beneath their scorn like a clay left too long in the sun.
“Of course not,” he gritted out after too long a pause.
One of the lords, a squat man with a white beard and a self-important air that hadn’t quite dissipated despite the circumstances, stepped forward and spread his hands in a gesture of vague supplication. “Where shall we be staying? We are accustomed to a certain amount of luxury, I’m afraid—”
“Not so fast,” Briand murmured, her voice a purr.
The lord paused, his mouth open.
“I want to hear Lord Halescorn ask it,” Briand said.
“Ask what?” Lord Halescorn practically barked.
“For the right to stay,” Briand said. “For my mercy. For whatever you want to call it, but choose your phrasing wisely. I’m fickle when I’m hungry, and it’s far past dinnertime. And for some reason, tonight I’m ravenous even though I still feel queasy from the ride across the lake. The point is, I don’t feel well, and you don’t want to push your luck.”
Lord Halescorn’s lips thinned. His brows drew together. He shot a look in the direction of his younger son, who lurked in the doorway with shoulders braced against the frame, but Kael was looking at Briand. Auberon stood beside him with the air of a glowering angel of death.
“This is ridiculous,” Lord Halescorn said finally.
“Yes.” Briand looked down at her knife thoughtfully. “A grown man, a lord, unable to ask for shelter. Unable to lay down his pride to save his life. Ridiculous, as you say.”
“I should not be required—” Halescorn sputtered.
“But you are.” Briand spun the knife across her fingers again. “My city, my rules.”
Lord Halescorn sighed. His throat bobbed. “Thief-queen of Gillspin—”
“Perhaps you should call me daughter-in-law,” Briand interrupted. “Since that’s what I am to you. To remind the good folks listening of our intimate connection.”
Lord Halescorn went white to his lips, and then red with rage.
Clearly, he wanted to deny the connection. The protest that Kael was no longer considered his son must be on his lips. But even a far stupider man than Lord Halescorn could not help but know that such a denial could cost him sanctuary.
And Lord Halescorn, for all his faults, was not a particularly stupid man.
“Daughter-in-law,” the nobleman said finally, his words gruff, a pulse in this neck throbbing with every syllable, “will you grant us safe haven in your lands?”
Something akin to satisfaction thrilled through her. She wished the moment were something visceral, like earth, so she could capture it in a bottle and keep it forever.
But she wasn’t done yet.
“Lord Halescorn,” she said. “You don’t sound sincere. You’re standing with your fists clenched, growling at me. You wouldn’t fool a deaf man with that request.”
Lord Halescorn’s jaw clenched so hard it looked as though he might break a tooth. He dropped to his knees and stared at her with a look that promised death.
“Please, daughter-in-law,” he said. “Grant us sanctuary.”
She hesitated, letting the moment spool out until the air in the room burned with tension, and Kael tipped his head back and raised a brow at her.
Enough.
She flicked a finger at Lord Halescorn, bidding him to rise.
“Out of the kindness of my thief-queen heart,” she said, “I will.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

LATER, WHEN THE court in exile had been fed and ushered into their temporary living quarters, a wing of the former mayor’s palace that was, according to some, “far too nice,” Kael found his wife where she’d retreated atop one of the Gillspin roofs.
She’d been doing more and more retreating lately, Kael mused as he looked at her still form sitting cross-legged on the sunset-gilded shingles. She’d always been a catlike, solitary kind of person, but since she’d returned from Bhan, she’d been retreating into herself with abandon. She was quieter now, more watchful.
“Catfoot,” he said quietly, and she turned and smiled at him. The smile was genuine but troubled. He settled beside her and reached out his hand, and she curled into his side and closed her eyes with a sigh.
“You’re pensive,” he observed, his lips against her hair.
Instead of immediately responding, Briand turned her face toward his arm and inhaled. She felt slight against him, nothing like the column of steel she’d been today before Jehn’s council, or the blade of pure ice she’d been in the negotiating room with the prince. She’d grown into something beyond what he’d ever imagined. A queen forged from blood and battle, from card games and caverns of dragons. She astonished him anew.
He drew her tight against him. He was wordlessly thankful.
“Was I too much today?” she asked after a pause.
“You were breathtaking,” he responded.
“Your father—”
“Lord Halescorn is a snake,” Kael said firmly. “You were brilliant with him. If you hadn’t established dominance immediately, he would have begun his undermining games as soon as he’d stepped outside the throne room. I’m sure he’s still trying them, but you’ve shaken him enough to put him off his game.”
“I thought forcing an acknowledgment from him in front of so many witnesses might be useful,” she murmured. “And of course, having him humble himself was an object lesson to more than him. And,” she added, thoughtfully, “I did enjoy it horribly, to see him call me daughter-in-law. To see him forced to admit that I’d married his son. To have him say before everyone that you existed, and that we were married, and he couldn’t deny it.”
Kael laughed against her neck. “So did I. But only the part where he admitted that my wife was a queen.”
“We’ve corrupted you,” Briand said, laughing. “You’ve been infected by my insidious thief-queen power.”
“I’ve always loved seeing you wrapped in power,” Kael said. He brushed his fingers across her arms, enjoying the way it made her skin ripple with goose bumps. “You are suited to it. Those beautiful green eyes make me weak at the knees when you’re scorning nobles and princes.” He kissed her chin. “Thief-queen. Dragonsayer. Slayer of the egos of Halescorn men. Winner of Dubbok. You are breathtaking in every role.”
“You used to scold me for playing Dubbok,” Briand said, with a valiant attempt to ignore the kisses he was trailing across her collarbone. “You said it was a fool’s game. Or something like that.”
“I used to be a fool.”
“Hmm,” Briand said, and captured his face with her hands.
Footsteps scuffed below, followed by a low and irritated exclamation from a voice they both knew well. A head appeared over the edge of the shingles.
“Guttersnipe,” Nath exclaimed, hauling himself up onto his elbows with a grimace. “Why you must keep to these impossible locations is beyond me.” He ran a shrewd eye over the thief-queen and her husband, grunted as if in begrudging understanding, and added, “A closet might be safer. What would we do if you fell?”
“Crispin always guesses that I’m in closets,” Briand said. She lifted a brow, impatient with the intrusion. “What do you need, Nath?”
“Sorry to interrupt,” Nath said, not looking terribly sorry, “but one of the newest refugees is causing a fuss already.” His eyes were bright, and an odd, anxious expression hovered at the edge of his mouth without quite landing. He looked both agitated and impatient.
“Halescorn?” Briand asked, while Kael tensed beside her.
“It is a Halescorn,” Nath said, lifting his eyebrows. “A particularly small one.”
Briand pushed herself to her feet as understanding struck her.
Valora’s baby.
~
Jacob Halescorn was pacing in agitation when they arrived in the suite of rooms that had been given to the Halescorns. His hair stood up as if he’d been running both hands through it repeatedly, and his mouth was a thin, furious line.
“Kael,” he practically shouted when he saw them. “They won’t let me inside.”
Cait, who was also there, leaped up from where she’d been sitting at the door. “That’s because he fainted. Twice. The midwife said she wanted him out.”
“I—” Jacob grabbed his hair with both hands and tugged. “I need to see that she’s all right. It’s too early. The baby shouldn’t have come yet. Not for months and months—”
Kael put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. Briand took Cait by the elbow.
“What’s happening?” she asked in a low voice.
“It’s too early for the baby to have come,” Cait whispered. “And Valora started bleeding and bleeding. Jacob dropped like a sack of bricks at the sight of it all, and the midwife shouted for me to take him out. She didn’t want him there anyway, said it wasn’t a place for men—”
“Jade,” Briand said, breathless. “Has anyone sent for Jade?”
“Isn’t her power gone?” Cait asked, pale-faced and tight-lipped. “After she healed Kael, she said…”
“Send for her anyway,” Briand ordered. “And Auberon. Maybe something can be done.”
Footsteps receded as someone scrambled to obey. Briand went to the door.
“What are you doing?” Jacob cried, as if he were afraid she was going to summon dragons to eat his wife.
“Helping,” Briand answered.
She went inside.
Valora lay on a bed, with women moving around her in quiet efficiency. A midwife bent over her, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, apron bloody. Valora’s face was gray, and her hair was soaked with sweat.
In the corner, a woman held a baby. It was still and small in her arms. So tiny, it looked like a doll.
“Guttersnipe,” the midwife grunted, not taking her eyes from Valora. “The mother’s bleeding too much. We haven’t been able to stop it.”
“And the baby?” Briand asked, her eyes sliding to the still form in the other woman’s arms and back to Valora’s face.
The midwife gave her a helpless look. “Far too early. There’s nothing to be done for it.”
“I’ve sent for help,” Briand said.
She didn’t want to alarm them by mentioning Seekers. Not yet.
Another few minutes of Valora’s labored breathing and the midwife’s soft murmurs to one of her assistants, a blink of time that felt like an age as Briand watched every rise and fall of Valora’s chest, and then, a knock came at the door.
Jade.
She slipped inside, draped in a plain brown cloak, with Auberon at her side. Jade took in the room and looked at Briand. Her expression was one of faint panic.
“I don’t know what I have left,” she said. “After Kael…”
“I know,” Briand said. “Please try. Please.”
Auberon’s eyes were hard as glass, but the look he gave Briand was tinged with trust.
“She is not strong,” he said. “She—”
“That’s why I asked for you too,” Briand said. “Please. Please save them, Jade.”
Briand stepped to their side and took Jade’s hand. “Can you draw anything from me?” she whispered.
Jade swallowed a protest. Her eyes unfocused as if she were looking deep within herself. “I have only slivers left,” she said. “Almost nothing.” Her voice was faint, like a whisper from the bottom of a well.
“Then, give them slivers,” Briand said. “Please.”
Jade wavered. Her eyes were cold stars. She whispered something under her breath about canyons and cannons, and she winced as if she saw some private, horrific pain. Then, her vision cleared. She nodded.
“I will try.”




CHAPTER FORTY

I WILL TRY.

Briand exhaled in relief. “Thank you.”
Jade made her way to Valora’s side and bent over her.
“The baby first,” Valora said, shaking her head against the pillow. Briand hadn’t even realized she was awake, let alone cognizant of what was happening. Valora’s mouth was straight as a sword. She pushed Jade’s hand away. “The baby first.”
Jade nodded. She crossed the room to where the midwife’s assistant cradled the child. She put her hands on the baby’s head, and Briand set her fingers on Jade’s wrist. Auberon stood behind them both, a bulwark against the storm of magic. He pressed one ungloved hand to Briand’s elbow, and his power hissed and sizzled against her nerves.
Briand didn’t look at the baby. She looked at Jade.
Jade’s lips whitened. Her eyes fluttered. She gasped once, twice, and Briand felt a shock of coldness across her fingers where she touched the Seeker’s skin.
The baby’s chest rose and fell, and it changed before their eyes, the skin turning pink and arms and legs thickening. It twitched and gave a cry. A loud, healthy cry.
Tears sprang into Briand’s eyes, shocking her.
“Jade,” she said. “You’ve—”
“Quick,” Jade breathed. “The woman now.”
She rushed across the room, and they did it again—Jade touching Valora, Briand touching Jade, Auberon touching Briand and Jade together.
“Where?” Jade asked the midwife.
“Her womb,” the midwife said.
Gently, Jade slid her hand across Valora’s belly. Her eyes unfocused.
“She has power,” Jade said. “I do not know its origin. Not dragonsayer. Not Seeker.”
Valora’s were bright with pain. She didn’t speak.
The air shivered with heavy silence. Jade whispered something under her breath, something about war and blood, and a city burning. She shook her head as if to clear it. The Seeker power lashed at Briand’s fingers, and her head spun with dizziness as magic caught in her belly like a hook and pulled. Auberon steadied her as she tipped backward against him.
Valora gasped. Jade sagged a little.
“It is done,” she said. “That is all.”
Briand didn’t know if the Seeker woman meant the healing, or her power.
Jade slumped against the wall as the midwife brushed past her to check Valora. Auberon wrapped an arm around his sister’s waist, and Briand crouched beside the bed.
Valora’s head dropped back against the pillow. She heaved a sigh that seemed to gust through her like a hurricane. “The baby?”
The baby was brought to her, and it was pink now. Valora stretched out her arms, and Briand backed away, not wanting to intrude.
They stepped outside, and Jacob leaped up at the sight of them. He was standing close to Kael, as if he’d been about to embrace him or try to fight him, and it wasn’t immediately apparent which was the intention. Perhaps both.
Briand nodded, and Jacob rushed to the door.
Kael approached them in an anxious stride. He searched Briand’s gaze, then Auberon’s.
“Are they—?”
“Alive,” Briand said. She felt woozy now. Ill. She wavered on her feet and pressed a hand to her mouth as nausea swelled in her stomach and crawled up her throat. “Jade did something to the baby. It wasn’t breathing right before, but now, it is.”
“The lungs,” Jade murmured. “They weren’t developed enough. I fixed them. And, other things…”
Briand’s head spun. She wavered on her feet.
“Dragon Girl,” Auberon murmured, concerned.
Kael caught her, and they exchanged a glance above Briand’s head that was in total agreement.
“I’m fine,” Briand said testily. “Jade’s the one who—”
“I feel well,” Jade said. “It took something out of me. It was purging. But there is nothing left anymore.”
Briand felt the opposite of well. She leaned her head on Kael’s shoulder. “I’m going to be sick,” she announced.
Kael helped her lean over, and she vomited.
“What happened to her?” Kael demanded to Auberon. “If she’s hurt—”
“If she’s hurt, you can flay me yourself,” Auberon responded evenly. “Take her back and put her to bed. She needs rest. She gave a great deal of herself to save your former fiancée.”
Auberon’s expression was even. There wasn’t a trace of competitiveness in it.
Kael drew in a breath and nodded tightly.
He lifted Briand in both arms and carried her back to the thief quarters.
~

Auberon settled his sister back in her quarters before he did anything else. Jade was quiet. Thoughtful. Her dark visions were lessening, which Auberon was unspeakably relieved about, but still, she was often absent when others were with her. She went somewhere in her head that only she could see—somewhere as real to her as everything else in the vicinity.
She was in the somewhere else as Auberon steered her to a chair and put her feet on a footstool. She was like a fog, half-dissipated. Her hair had grown long enough to hang in her eyes, and she didn’t brush it away. Her lips moved without making a sound.
“Jade,” Auberon said, crouching beside her and taking her twig-like hands in his.
She was not wearing her gloves, and neither was he. A flash of her memories rushed into his mind in blips, like flashes of dreams—the darkness and dread of Ikarad, and the blinding fissures in her mind that resulted from the interrogations she underwent. He saw what she’d seen earlier that day—a canyon filled with soldiers and airships bristling with cannons. A baby, dark-haired and green-eyed, slippery from birth and wailing healthily in someone’s arms. A girl baby. And a visitor, someone in a dark blue cloak with white in their beard and their face obscured.
Jade pulled her hand from his. She was cognizant again.
“Ari,” she said, arching one eyebrow reprovingly. “Why are you looking in my head?”
“Forgive me, sister,” he said. “I want to know your distress, so I can help you. Make sure you are well after that healing.”
“Ask,” she said, and put her gloves on. Her mouth was a pinch now. She turned away.
Once, such a gesture might have been a grave transgression between them. Now, Jade was merely annoyed.
They trusted each other.
The realization left Auberon feeling vulnerable, restless, uncertain.
“Are you well?” he asked after a pause. “The dragon girl—”
He broke off, remembering Briand’s dizziness, her vomiting. She had reacted alarmingly different than Jade, who’d walked back to her rooms with more energy than she’d had in months.
“I am well,” Jade confirmed, turning back to meet his eyes. “I drew her power through me like a current. It had a—a bolstering effect on me as well as the intended recipients. I feel better than I have in a long time.” She paused. “But my healing power is gone. I can feel the lack of it. Like I’m a room with all the furniture taken out. Empty.”
She put a gloved hand over her face. “Useless.”
“Sister,” Auberon said. “You are far from useless. If anything, you are free.”
“Free,” she repeated, and a laugh tried to scramble from her throat and got trapped. “I will never be free with these visions in my head.”
Auberon held himself still, listening. He resisted the urge to pat her on the head and leave.
Jade saw through him. “You are worried about your girl.”
“Not my girl,” Auberon said shortly.
“No?” Jade asked. “I think the dragonsayer belongs to everyone she loves. And I think that’s just how he likes it. They have a tribe here, a special bond. And they trust each other. It’s like a tangible thing, that trust.”
Auberon made a soft sound somewhere between derision and agreement.
“They trust you too, Ari.”
He snorted. He turned his head away so she couldn’t see the naked expression in his eyes.
He’d never belonged to anyone. No one had ever wanted him for anything except his powers. He’d only ever been a weapon, a means to extract, a means to create fear and take things. The Seekers, his family. All wanted to use him. Even his sister and he were like careful, nervous creatures, navigating their familial obligations with wincing words and measured steps. Jade did not sling an arm over his shoulders with freely given affection. He did not tease and needle her in a friendly, easy way. They were made of eggshells, because they were fragile, their relationship was something broken and mended again. But the glue was still setting. They were both aware of it, and vigilant when it came to anything that might shatter them.
“Regardless,” Jade said. “You’re worried. I’m fine. Go and see that she is fine too.”
Auberon rose. He didn’t need to be told twice. His thoughts were already chasing ahead to where Briand was, and how she was doing.
“You should listen to me more,” Jade said as he put his hand on the door. “I see the future. Or, bits of it, anyway.”
Her smile was fleeting, but it was warm.
~

Auberon found Briand in the thief-queen quarters, lying in the vast bed with Bethulah on one side of her and Kael and Nath on the other.
She was arguing with them all.
“Ari,” Kael said with relief at the sight of him. “Talk sense to her.”
The look Kael gave him was the look one gives a brother. Exasperated, uncomplicated, accepting.
Auberon stopped by the bed, his hands dangling at his sides. Nath looked at him without malice. Bethulah gave him a cool nod, which was the best that could be expected from anyone, whether they be queen or beggar or former enemy.
He felt strangely whole, and he didn’t know how to think about it.
“Dragon girl,” he said, making eye contact with Briand. “You should rest. You’ve had a great deal of strain. What Jade did with the help of our power is practically unheard of.”
“I’m fine,” Briand shot back. She was crackling with fury, her eyes like emeralds on fire, her mouth tense and taut. She wasn’t pale, it was true—if anything, she looked exceptionally healthy, her cheeks blooming with pink, her skin glowing.
“If only I could look inside your head and see if you are lying,” Auberon teased. “Alas.”
“Yes, alas,” she repeated with a twist of her mouth. “I am forever safe.”
But she smiled at him with her eyes, even though she was angry, and he felt a burst of something in his chest.
“She looks well,” he said to the others.
“But the dizziness,” Kael said. “The vomiting. How much power did you and your sister take from her?”
Bethulah frowned but didn’t say anything. She gazed at Briand with a thoughtful expression.
“You have all been treating me as if I’m made of glass ever since I returned from Bhan,” Briand cried. “I’m sick to death of it. I am not lying sequestered in this bed while Halescorn tries to worm his way into running Gillspin and the refugees rebuild from the battle and—”
She paused, a finger to her lips, and then, she pointed at a bowl at the foot of the bed that Auberon had not previously noticed.
Nath handed her the bowl, and she retched into it.
Kael turned to Auberon. “You see?”
Bethulah was still frowning.
“Take his hand,” she said to Briand when the dragonsayer had wiped her mouth and laid back on the cushions. She pointed to Auberon. “The Seeker.”
“Why?” Briand asked. “Is this one of your infernal lessons?”
“Yes,” Bethulah said and smiled faintly. “Or, rather—a demonstration, if you like.”
The dragonsayer stretched out her right hand, and Auberon put his bare fingers into hers. Heat leaped from her skin to his, making his pulse race.
“Now,” Bethulah said to Auberon, “try to read her mind.”
“I’ll only—” he protested.
“I know. Try.” Bethulah was wearing her trademark expression that made lesser men cower.
Auberon reached up to Briand’s face and gently spread his fingers across her forehead. He reached with his Seeker abilities, knowing full well that all that would happen was that the dragonsayer would receive a deluge of his memories—
Power like lightning shot through his palm and up his arm. The force of it threw Auberon off the bed and against the wall hard enough to make him see bands of light dance across his vision.
“Lords!” Nath exclaimed.
Auberon slumped to the floor, stunned, dimly aware of the others exclaiming things, mostly at Bethulah but some at Briand, and Kael wrapping an arm around his shoulders and hauling him up. His head was ringing.
He felt as if he’d been hit by a clipper ship.
“What in the seven hells was that, Guttersnipe?” Nath yelled.
“I don’t know,” Briand said faintly, staring at her hand. “I didn’t do anything. I didn’t try to turn his power against him. I just sat there while he tried to read me.”
Everyone looked back at Bethulah, who was as smug as a dracule with a treat.
“A demonstration,” Nath said, pointing at her. “You said that was a demonstration. Demonstration of what?”
“Her powers are heightened,” Bethulah said.
“Couldn’t you have simply said so, instead of throwing him against the wall?” Kael asked, with calm but obvious annoyance.
Bethulah slanted a look at him. “But it was fun to see, wasn’t it?”
Nath muttered something under his breath. He looked far less amused than he might have been a few months ago. “He’s one of us now. Lords, I can’t believe I’m saying that.”
“Why are my powers heightened?” Briand asked. She was still staring at her hand with a perplexed expression.
“Is this why she’s sick? Her powers?” Kael demanded. “What can we do to heal her? How can we decrease them?”
Bethulah’s smugness deepened. “Oh, it will resolve itself in some months’ time.”
“Months?” Nath was furious. “Months? That’s far too long. If you know a remedy, tell us, you supercilious—”
“Remedy?” Bethulah was enjoying this far too much. She was practically giggling, and her attitude had everyone else ready to jump at her throat. “The remedy is to wait. Like I said, it will resolve itself—”
“Yes, yes,” Nath growled. “You said that already amid all the snickering you’re doing. Why is this so funny? Why are you bloody smiling? Can’t you see that she’s in horrible distress?”
“It’s funny because you’re all so flustered and somber,” Bethulah said, “When, really, it’s nothing to get fussed about.”
“I think it is,” Kael said. He crossed the room to stand before her, glowering. “My wife is seriously ill, and you know why. Tell us.”
Bethulah beamed at him. “She’s going to have a baby.”




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

THE ROOM ERUPTED in chaos as soon as Bethulah said the words.
A baby.
Auberon felt as if he’d been punched in the stomach. He was dimly aware of the others—Nath gasped aloud and then began saying things that nobody was listening to. Kael stiffened slightly, and stared hard at Bethulah as if trying to determine if she were lying, or mistaken, and Briand shouted, “For lords’ sake, I’m not having a baby.”
All Auberon could think about was the woman they’d just healed, and how close she and her child had been to death.
“Have you been experiencing your monthly bleeding?” Bethulah asked pointedly.
Nath pinked and grumbled something under his breath while valiantly pretending he wasn’t listening. Auberon cleared his throat with the expression of a gentleman who’s just seen a lady’s ankle.
Briand ignored them both. Her eyes were fixed on Bethulah.
“Yes, I have. A little. Not much.”
“That happens, sometimes, when a woman is carrying a child. In the early days, one can still bleed a bit,” Bethulah said.
Kael crossed to Briand’s side and took her hand. He gazed down at her with concern and wonder and confusion. She looked at him and then Bethulah again with nothing but obstinate refusal to believe it. “Why do you think I’m having a baby?” she demanded.
Bethulah sighed. “Dragonsayer women are most powerful when they carry life inside them. Their powers surge to their greatest strength when they are with child. Legends are written about it. Stories, ballads—”
“So, you think that’s why I knocked Ari against the wall like he was made of feathers?”
Bethulah nodded. “Yes.”
Briand looked down at her belly. “I’ve been taking herbs,” she said in a small voice. “And we’ve been, ah, taking other precautions. I did not plan to have a child.”
Nath clasped his hands behind his back and valiantly continued to pretend he wasn’t privy to this part of the conversation while a flush crept up his neck.
“Yes,” Kael agreed. “We have not been careless, Bethulah.”
“Herbs, while a good contraceptive, can prove unreliable when one has physical changes, not to mention when they are forgotten about. You have recently been on a journey, yes? You’ve had adventures, skirmishes, battles. Perhaps you forgot one day?”
Briand’s eyebrows drew together as she thought. She seemed to remember something that made her close her eyes and shake her head with a growl of frustration.
“Well?” Bethulah pressed.
“There is a… possibility that I forgot once,” Briand admitted. Her fingers were clenched on the bedsheets. Her face was the color of bone, except for two bright spots, one on either cheek, that betrayed her shock.
“You are pregnant.” Bethulah said it like she was announcing a marriage. “You carry a child with dragonsayer blood inside you. Your powers are amplified. You are magnificent, dragonsayer! You are an Eshil, a queen among women, and I salute you.” She dropped to one knee and bowed her head.
“Well, this queen among women is about to be sick again,” Briand said, holding out her hand for the bowl.
Nath passed it over. He looked a little green himself.
“Pregnant,” he murmured under his breath. “There’s going to be… Guttersnipe’s going to be…”
“Yes, yes,” Briand growled. “If it’s true—and I still can’t quite believe it, mind you—then I’m going to be a mother. I know what you’re all thinking. I’m going to be the worst mother in the history of mothers.”
“I wasn’t thinking that,” Auberon said quietly.
Nath said, stumbling on his words, “I don’t think—it’s just that you are so fierce—and you like knives so much—knives seem like a bad idea around an infant—”
Briand started to laugh and heaved instead.
Kael seemed to be getting his head around the facts. He looked at Briand, unreadable as usual, but his hand was gentle as he held back her hair while she emptied the remainder of her stomach contents into the bowl, and he rubbed the small of her back and murmured soothing things in her ear, along with pressing a kiss to her temple.
Briand sat up again and wiped her mouth. “Water,” she croaked, and someone found her a glass.
“I agree with you, Nath,” she said. “I have no business being a mother. This is the last thing I wanted.” She pressed a hand to her eyes. “Whatever am I going to do? What’s going to happen? Do you think Jade can see its future, Ari?”
Auberon opened his mouth to answer, but Bethulah was already swooping in with a reply.
“The future is simple,” she said. “Your belly will swell. The babe will grow bigger and bigger until she is ready to be born. You will go into labor and you will be magnificent at it. You will have the labor of queens, Eshil. Strong and without pain—the stories say so.”
“She?” Briand said. Her eyebrows pinched together. “You cannot know for sure it’s a girl.”
“Female dragonsayers give birth to girls almost exclusively,” Bethulah told her. “Male dragonsayers father boys, usually, when they are coupled with non-dragonsayer women. The dragonsayers, as a people, were a matriarchal group.”
“I thought Nath was the one with the history lessons,” Auberon muttered.
“A girl,” Kael said softly to himself. He looked like a man who’d been handed a treasure chest overflowing with gold.
“So, this is why I’ve been vomiting so much lately?” Briand growled. “Where is Crispin? He told me I was a weakling. I’d like to give him a piece of my mind—”
“Tempers are stronger when carrying a dragonsayer child,” Bethulah said. “Take care that you remember that when others are irritating you. And your powers are amplified tenfold.” She laid a hand on Briand’s arm with a fondness she’d never shown the thief-queen before. Actually, she was showing a tremendous change in the level of warmth she was extending to Briand, and everyone noticed it.
Bethulah was excited about the impending dragonsayer child, and Briand, as the vessel carrying such a wonder, was apparently granted a level of respect she did not normally incur from the guardian woman.
“Crispin’s going to be exceedingly sorry he cannot bear a child,” Auberon murmured to Nath, who snorted in amused agreement.
“This must be why the dragons agreed…” Briand trailed off, lost in thought. She moved a hand unconsciously to cover her stomach, as if she sensed something there. She shivered, and Kael was beside her, wrapping her in a blanket, cupping her face with his hand.
“Catfoot,” he whispered, and her eyes found his.
“I can’t do this,” she said. “I don’t know how.”
“You can do anything you set your mind to,” Kael told her. “It’s one of the things I love most about you.”
“We can do this,” Nath said. “You’re not alone, Guttersnipe.”
“They’re right, Dragon Girl,” Auberon said. “You’re not alone. In this, or anything else.”
He stepped forward and gripped her other hand with his, and Kael looked at him with the face of a brother, glad that he was there.
“Bowl,” Briand commanded again, before the scene could get too brightly optimistic. “I need to retch again.”
~

Later, when the others had gone, Briand lay on the bed, and Kael lay beside her, his body wrapped around hers so that she was snuggled inside the curve of his leg and hip and chest. Kael kept his hand on Briand’s stomach and his lips on her hair. He stroked his fingers lightly across her abdomen, as if he were afraid to disturb the tiny life growing there.
“A child,” he whispered.
“A child,” Briand agreed. She shifted her position so that she faced him. “Kael, what have you done?”
“What have I done?” Kael was amused. He kissed her nose. “We did it together, my love. Don’t you remember?”
“This baby…” Briand’s hands moved restlessly across her stomach. She wanted to leap onto the back of the fastest horse in the thieves’ stables and ride with the wind in her face and hair, ride until she couldn’t think about anything except the ache of her muscles and the smell of the trees and the brilliant light of the sun in her eyes. But she could barely move from the nausea sitting like a brick in her chest. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
Kael pressed a kiss to her temple. “I love you, Catfoot. And I cannot wait to meet a tiny version of you. Do you think she’ll have your tenacity?”
“You mean my stubbornness?” Briand lamented.
He kissed her cheek. “Or your love of knives?”
“You plan to give our baby knives?”
“Of course not,” he said, chuckling. “But I expect her to try to steal them, if she’s anything like you.”
“What if she’s like you?” Briand asked, allowing him to kiss her nose. “Stoic, expressionless, a tiny little girl with solemn eyes who never cracks a smile—”
She laughed when Kael kissed her again, then held up a hand to stop him while she clapped the other across her mouth.
After a moment, she exhaled in relief. “Close call.”
“I love you, Catfoot,” Kael said. “I love you, and I love this little thing inside you that’s making you so ill. I will lay down my life for both of you. Tell me what you need, and I will do it. I promise you.”
“I need,” Briand said, and paused. “I need a pot to be sick in.”




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

AT THE SAME time that the dragonsayer was receiving her unexpected news, the queen of Nyr was receiving a diagnosis of her own.
“You are with child,” her court physician told her. “Several months along, I think.”
The queen of Nyr was still a moment. A child. She absorbed the shock of it without a word. She had experienced no discomfort, no nausea or other complaints that some women had, only a little extra fatigue, enough so that she had summoned her physician to examine her.
The physician did not ask who the father might be, as it didn’t matter. It could be anyone, as far as he knew. After all, royalty often took consorts. It was expected, if not explicitly required. And Nyrians did not care who the seed-givers of their children were. What mattered were the mothers. All lineages were traced through the maternal line, and children called father whomever might be married to their mother, if she was married. And if the woman was unmarried, well, it hardly mattered that the baby had a father from a legal standpoint, since that had no bearing on property and inheritance.
No one would care who the father of this child was.
No one but Nara.
The queen of Nyr went into her garden and paced the walkways, deep in thought, her hands pressed to her abdomen and her face turned to the sky.
A child.
Jehn’s child.
There had been no one else. Not for a long time. Only Jehn.
Only the one she loved.
The one she could not trust. Could never have again. Not as the queen of Nyr, when he had tricked her and bested her and manipulated her politically. Oh, he was clever, and she found herself loving him more for his cleverness, as any Nyrian might. But the fact remained—she could not keep the viper close, lest it bite her again.
Jehn would remain across the sea, where he had escaped according to her spies.
She would remain here.
There was no reason to tell him about the child at all. Let him think it was from a paramour. Let him think whatever he wanted.
He didn’t even need to know at all.
Despite the coldness of the queen’s calculations, her eyes were wet and her chest ached with a feeling of emptiness. She wiped away a tear that dared to fall from her cheek with a vicious hiss of fury.
This would be her child. Not his. She could use an heir. She’d never intended to have children—adoption, perhaps, but then, she’d always rather liked the idea of her father’s line ending with her. Her father would have hated that.
But, plans change, and she had a new path before her now.
She couldn’t quite imagine it. Not yet.
So, the queen of Nyr paced her garden, and made her plans, and she most definitely did not spend any more time thinking of her traitor husband.
~

Jehn, prince in exile, sat in his quarters in Gillspin, sorting through his notes and letters from his spies, a pen clenched between his teeth and another stuck behind his ear. His correspondences were in a snarl from the hasty journey to Gillspin. But it was a wonder his spies and accomplices had managed to gather anything, and he was thankful they had.
As he worked, his mind returned to the one subject he had attempted to bar himself from broaching. A subject he could not help but visit again and again, especially when he lay awake in the dark hours of the night.
Nara.
Jehn closed his eyes and saw her face right before he kissed her, right before she left him to be executed by her guards. Was he the greatest of fools?
Probably.
Every night, he remembered the things she used to say to him. Her glances. Their fights. Her sharp, quick wit and her almost imperceptible humor.
Lords, he missed her. He missed his Nyrian queen of a wife who’d tried to kill him. Who’d sent him back to the land of his enemies.
He shouldn’t love her. Their countries were at odds again. Relations were strained, their alliance was no doubt severed, not that he’d stayed around to hear what the diplomats had to say.
And yet.
The queen of Nyr and Nara were not entirely the same person. Oh, he loved them both, but the queen of Nyr looked to the matters and interests of her country, as she should, just as the prince of Austrisia looked to the matters and interests of his. But Nara and Jehn. They were not their crowns, their roles, their kingdoms. They were two souls, and those two souls fit together like the broken pieces of a clay pot.
He loved her.
He missed her.
Was there anyone as wretched as he?
Jehn took the pen from between his teeth and composed the first line of a missive to one of his spies who remained in Nyr.
He wanted to know about the queen. Something to assuage his thirst. Something to soothe his hunger for her.
Something to hold on to in the darkness when he missed her terribly, and knew that he would likely never see her again.
~

The spy’s answer came by mechbird the next day. Jehn read the contents of the note and then crushed the paper in his hand and stared at nothing for a long time.
The queen of Nyr, the report said, was going to have a child.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

AUBERON WAS IN a wretched mood. He’d snapped at two thieves, nearly causing a fight with both, and been dragged off one by Kael. He’d torn himself away, shouted for the Monarchist to follow him, and then set off in the direction of one of the miserable excuses for a training room the thieves had in this dirty hovel of a home.
He reached the sparring room and yanked one of the wooden swords from the wall. He threw it at the door, nearly hitting Kael in the head as the other man entered behind him.
Kael caught the weapon reflexively.
“Ari,” he said.
“Fight,” Auberon snarled, and grabbed another practice sword. He didn’t want to talk. He didn’t want to think. He wanted to attack something. He wanted to feel the slam of a blade against a blade, and the bone-shaking jolt that ran up his arms with each collision, and feel the sweat drip into his eyes. He wanted to forget who he was and what was happening.
His Dragon Girl was bedridden. She was going to give birth, and didn’t anybody know what giving birth could do to a woman?
It could kill her.
Having a baby could kill her. Hadn’t they seen what nearly happened to that noblewoman, Valora?
Everything was dreadful and he wanted to vent the conflagration of fear inside his chest on someone.
He swung his sword at Kael, but Kael didn’t move to block the blow. The tip of the sword swished past the Monarchist’s nose.
Kael raised both eyebrows.
Auberon growled in rage. “Fight me, Kael!”
He swung again, and this time, the Monarchist’s hand snapped up and grabbed the end of the wooden sword. He wrenched it from Auberon’s grip, half-dragging the Seeker forward as he did so.
Auberon stumbled, snarled, and then, smiled.
“That’s the spirit,” he hissed, backing toward the wall of weapons for another sword.
“You can’t solve every problem by swinging a sword at it,” Kael said.
Auberon answered by swinging his sword—that was what he thought about Kael’s words.
“Less talk,” he said roughly.
Kael fell silent, and their weapons clacked together, the sound ringing loud in the heavy heat of the room. Auberon fought recklessly, driving hard and striking fast, and Kael only blocked his blows at first.
“Fight, you bloody bastard!” Auberon managed to land a hit on the side of Kael’s head, and he watched with satisfaction as a thread of blood ran down the Monarchist’s cheekbone. “Fight like your thief-queen’s life depends on it!”
“Our thief-queen,” Kael said, and Auberon’s vision blurred for some unknowable reason.
Kael moved with the speed of a striking snake, and Auberon was knocked on the side of his head, an answering blow for the one he’d landed on the Monarchist.
He stopped abruptly, his head throbbing, his breath gusting in and out of his lungs. His anger had burned away, leaving confusion and fear and uncertainty in its wake. He swiped at his eyes with the back of his hand as if wiping away sweat.
“She isn’t my thief-queen,” he said quietly. “I’m not one of your band of misfits. I have no desire to be.”
Kael drew back, watching him with that damnable, unreadable expression of his. Why did Auberon have the feeling that the Monarchist knew every secret fear he had?
“You squint when you lie,” Kael said. “It’s an obvious tell.”
Auberon was affronted. “I do not.”
“You do,” Kael said. He tipped his head to the side. “It’s in all your sister’s memories of you as a child. She always knew when you were lying.”
Lords. The Monarchist had memories of him. Auberon’s lip curled. “Are you going to torture me with the cache of knowledge you now possess? Hold it over my head? Blackmail me?”
“No,” Kael said.
Auberon blinked.
“No? Don’t you want to make me suffer?”
“I don’t,” Kael said.
Auberon studied him with suspicion. There had to be a catch. A trick.
Kael tossed aside the practice sword. He walked to Auberon and put both hands on Auberon’s shoulders.
The Seeker flinched.
“We have a great deal in common,” Kael said. “Perhaps we should embrace it, rather than fight it.”
“The man you knew as Drune,” Auberon said fiercely. “The man who was my father. He betrayed us both.”
“He did,” Kael agreed, with a flicker of anger in his eyes that belied his calm tone.
Auberon hesitated a long moment. “Also.”
Kael raised both eyebrows and waited.
Auberon said, “The dragonsayer is… with child. And I’m …worried about her.”
“So am I,” Kael said. He frowned, and a line appeared between his brows. “Much could go wrong.”
“And—I love her,” Auberon said, his voice low and fierce. Might as well lay everything out in the open, if they were discussing it. He felt as though he had taken a step off a cliff, and was now in free fall. “I still do. I know she’s your wife, but it’s how I feel.”
“You do,” Kael agreed. “Of course you do. She’s magnificent.”
Auberon hadn’t been expecting that.
“You… don’t want to kill me?” Auberon stared at the Monarchist in confusion. “I should think I would want to kill you, if I were in your place. Married to the woman of my dreams, with some rival in my space.”
“Yes, well. I don’t.” Kael sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “She isn’t my property, after all. She’s my queen now, and my wife, and a member of my company. I don’t need to be striking every man who feels something for her. She has a history with you, and I understand that.” He met Auberon’s gaze with his and held it. “And truth be told, I’m not threatened by you, Ari. I know you aren’t going to try to steal her away. And I know she wouldn’t allow herself to be stolen. You’re allowed to love people. It’s the nature of human hearts, after all. I believe that. I have no reason to hate you because you love someone I also love.”
Auberon turned his face. Of course. A way to say that he never had a chance, he never would have a chance, and was that pity in Kael’s eyes?
Lords. He needed to get out of this room. His neck flamed red.
“Ari.” Kael said his name kindly.
And how many people, really, did he allow to call him Ari?
Only Jade, the Dragon Girl, and the Monarchist. Curious, that.
“I don’t think you want to kill me, either,” Kael said.
Auberon made a low noise in his throat what was supposed to be a denial but came out more like a groan. He didn’t. Oddly. Infuriatingly. He ought to, for it would make everything much simpler. He’d expected to relish in and draw strength from his jealousy and anger. But… he didn’t. They were right for each other. They were absurdly happy together. And they hadn’t tried to push him away or rub their happiness in his face. If anything, they wanted him to share in it as a member of their strange little family.
Auberon was silent, mulling these realizations over and trying to understand them.
“She loves you too,” Kael said. “You’re family to her. Part of her tribe. Maybe if she hadn’t known me…” He shook his head. “Ah, but I’m not going to speculate to that end. But I want you to know, we’ll never cast you out, not if you need shelter here. No matter how irritating you become. Lords, look at half our band. Crispin, Nath, Bethulah, that miserable, biting runt Sieya gave birth to… we have more than our fair share of irritants here. You’ll fit right in.”
Auberon turned his head back to look at Kael. The other man stood straight, arms crossed, conviction blazing in his gaze. And… kindness.
Affection.
Auberon couldn’t speak. A lump filled his throat, threatening to strangle him. His vision was blurred again, damnably, and he couldn’t see, confound it all!
He muttered something nonsensical about having to check to see if Crispin and Bethulah had killed each other yet, and he fled the room only to pause in the hall and breath in deeply.
You’re family to her. Part of her tribe. And we’ll never cast you out, not if you need shelter here. I want you to know that.
Kind words. Spoken by a man who ought to be his mortal enemy. A man he hated.
Had hated.
He didn’t hate the Monarchist, and hadn’t for a long time. In fact, he rather felt he would do nearly anything for Kael at this point.
What was becoming of him? Was this what it was like to have… friends?
The thought was wonderful and terrifying.
He didn’t know what to do with himself. He didn’t know if he ought to weep or smile. He settled for something in between, a kind of aggrieved flash of teeth that frightened two people he passed in the hall, both of whom reacted as though he’d threatened to drink their blood.
His feet moved of their own accord, and he found himself at the thief-queen quarters.
He wanted to talk to her. It was one thing to hear it from the Monarchist. Another to hear the same from her…
Was he hopeful? Resigned? Frightened? Happy?
He couldn’t possibly tell.
Auberon lifted his hand to the door and knocked.




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

FOR A MOMENT, there was only silence, and then, he heard a cough, and “Come in, Ari.”
The dragonsayer sounded like death in human form.
Auberon opened the door and stepped inside. He leaned against the wall.
The dragonsayer lay on the bed, her eyes closed, one arm covering the upper half of her face.
“How did you know it was me?” Auberon asked.
The dragonsayer laughed—a quiet, nauseated chuff. “Did you know my blood sings a bit when you’re around? I guess it’s one of the consequences of all the magic we trade back and forth.”
Auberon looked at the floor. He swallowed, and his throat was impossibly dry.
He hated seeing her this way. Weak. Bedridden. First his sister, now the indomitable Dragon Girl?
Whenever he pictured her in his mind, she looked the way she had when they stood together on the airship headed for Tasglorn, with the sun slanting in the distance and the wind blowing her hair. Wild, strong, fierce, unrepentant.
He scarcely knew who she was in this state. And, he realized, he didn’t know who he was either. He’d come almost to understand himself in relation to her. The dreams, the similarities of their childhoods, the powers. But she had changed, grown. She was married. Having a child.
Lords, the child. Thinking about it made him angry. Angry that she must be so sick. Angry that she would be forced to undergo the risks of birth. There were millions of children in the world already. Wasn’t that enough?
“Are you leaving, then?” Briand asked.
Auberon blinked at her, startled into looking up again. “Leaving?”
She was watching him from beneath the arm slung over her face.
His voice betrayed him. A sliver of something vulnerable slipped into the word.
The dragonsayer heard it, and she sat up slowly, every movement laced with discomfort. “I thought… with, you know…” She made a vague gesture that encompassed all of her body and the air between them.
Oddly, he understood exactly what she meant. A numbness filled him from his fingertips to his knees. He licked his lips once, for they were dry.
“Do you want me to leave, Dragon Girl?” he asked.
The words were a whisper. Barely audible.
Her eyes met his. They were dark with emotion.
Auberon felt a dart of feeling in his gut at the look she gave him. A searching look.
The dragonsayer sighed. She moved restlessly on the bed and plucked at her blanket. “Selfishly—and I want to be clear, it’s selfish and I know it—I don’t.”
He was flummoxed out of a reply. He hadn’t been expecting that. “I’m a risk. A Seeker in your Monarchist midst?”
Briand huffed. “We aren’t Monarchists. Well, I’m not, and my thieves aren’t. We can be friends with whomever we like. And, you can read minds. You can torture with a touch—a convenient weapon if you’re in disguise and someone isn’t expecting it. You have knowledge of Tasglorn, half the countryside of Austrisia, as well as a secret prison that isn’t supposed to exist. And I’ve heard you’re picking up some skill with a blade.”
Auberon rolled his eyes in an exaggerated show of annoyance that he didn’t really feel. “Now you’re reaching.”
“You’re clearly an asset politically as well,” she countered. “You’re good for intimidation. The queen of Nyr certainly thought so.”
Briand didn’t say as much, but Auberon knew she watched and took mental notes of what the queen of Nyr did.
“All spoken like a true queen,” he said, a mirthless chuckle falling from his lips. “Where is the selfish part?”
Briand lay back down and turned her head. “You’re my friend. I like you. I feel better having you here. I want you to stay.”
Auberon had the strangest sense of tumbling—no, flying. He didn’t know if he wanted to smile or weep.
I want you to stay.
He’d been waiting his entire life to hear someone say those words and mean them.
“We’ve talked about it, and Kael wants you to stay, too. He cares about you like a brother, he says. It’s a bond he doesn’t think he can break. Whatever your sister did, he sees you with love now.”
A bond he doesn’t think he can break. He sees you with love.
Now that these revelations were in front of him, Auberon stood frozen, as if this conversation were a dream he dared not wake from. A glass thing he might accidentally break. He didn’t want to breathe, lest he be mistaken, lest he ruin it.
“Ari,” Briand said.
His eyes snapped to hers.
“Is the baby… My marriage to Kael… Will I be torturing you if I ask you to stay?”
He studied her face. He searched the storm of conflicted emotions that swirled in his chest.
“No,” he said, and he meant it. “I…” His voice stumbled. How to explain how he felt? He no longer hated the Monarchist. No, more than that. He… lords, how strange and convoluted it felt to admit it—he, perhaps, loved him. They were brothers now in some way that confounded him and vexed him and—maybe—delighted him.
He didn’t know how to explain it.
After a silence, she held out a hand like a peace offering.
Auberon strode to the bed and took her palm. He knelt so their faces were at the same height.
“Briand,” he said solemnly, and fervent sincerity, “I will serve you and your child with my life if you will let me.”
“I don’t want to enslave you,” she protested. “I’m not—I’m not Jehn. I don’t need your undying oath to always follow me. I want your friendship. We belong to each other. You belong to Kael too, and Nath, and all the rest. You and Jade. You’ve made a place for yourselves here, and we want you among us.”
Auberon took her hand in his, and she let him. He rested his forehead against her wrist, feeling the hum of their power colliding as he let her see into his head. Memories of being a child alone, unwanted and afraid, poured out of him, followed by the rage and bitterness that stole into his soul, the promises he made himself to never be so vulnerable again, to never let himself be hurt like that. The memories of his jealousy of Kael, jealousy that translated to hatred for what the other man had. And her—all of his memories of her. His admiration. Attraction. Near obsession. His grief when he thought she was dead.
Briand’s fingers tightened around his. Her hand trembled. Auberon felt tears prickle his eyes as he showed her his memories of traveling to Nyr and surrendering to her friends in order to save her.
He showed her how he’d trained with Kael, and how they’d traveled together to find her. How they’d rescued her. The joy he’d felt when he’d seen her, and the devastation he’d felt after, when he’d chosen to stay in Nyr.
His tears fell on her wrist like rain as his memories showed how lonely he’d been, and how much he liked being with them all. The fragile gratitude he felt now. The longing.
He showed her everything, and then, he waited.
She drew in a long breath. He heard the hiss of it across her lips, and shivered.
She knew the sum of him now.
Would she still want him to stay?
“Ari,” Briand said softly.
Auberon raised his head. Hearing his name in her voice was like sunshine, and he’d never even particularly liked sunshine, but he saw its merits now. He was warmed, lightened.
She had not said his name in a way that was cold, angry, shocked, or repulsed.
She stared into his eyes, and he into hers.
He was seen.
Briand leaned forward and kissed his forehead.
“You have been alone for so long, but you aren’t alone any longer,” she said. “Please stay. Please be my friend. Please.”
Auberon had never felt such happiness.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

BRIAND MET WITH Prince Jehn under a canopy of stars, because she was about to go mad inside the room where she’d been mostly confined since the news of her pregnancy, and because she thought the night sky lent a sort of gravitas to what she wanted to say to the prince in exile. He was a man who appreciated a bit of dramatic effect, and she needed him to listen to her.
Prince Jehn arrived with an escort of soldiers, the few of his guard who’d escaped with the rest. He looked tired and stressed, but still, he smiled when he saw her sitting at the far end of the roof with a small table and cards before her.
“Thief-queen,” Jehn said, and inclined his head in greeting.
“Prince Jehn,” she responded. “You are familiar with the game of Dubbok, I presume?”
Jehn smiled in answer, a bittersweet flex of his mouth. They had been such good opponents in the game all that time ago, that short time when they’d been friends.
She was reminding him of it now. Two could play at games of emotional manipulation, Briand thought.
Jehn crossed the roof alone and sat before her, and Briand shuffled the cards and dealt each of them a hand.
She was dressed in her familiar blacks, with the bodice she liked best, but she wore a scarlet-colored cloak to remind him of her role as the Scarlet Blade. The knife Kael had given her glittered at her hip, and she rested her fingers idly against the hilt.
“How is your court settling in?” she asked as she studied the cards in her hand.
“Cantankerously,” Jehn said. He picked up his cards and glanced at them before choosing one to play.
“Did they find the clothing I sent acceptable?” she asked.
Jehn’s face suggested that the garments—mostly rough-spun cloth from local village shops—had not been acceptable, but he gallantly responded, “It was greatly appreciated, thank you.” He laid a card down.
Briand laid down one of her own. Her goal here was to show the prince that she was still able to outmaneuver him. Make him think he was winning, then show him that she could be just as clever as he.
“I’m sure it has been quite an adjustment for your court to come here,” she continued.
“After the splendor of the Nyrian court,” Jehn murmured, “nearly anything else seems paled and dull.” He laid down another card. He was watching her face.
“Tasglorn is certainly lavish,” she said. “Of course, I’ve only been once.”
“Yes, Tasglorn,” Jehn agreed, still giving her a strange, searching looking.
“Stop trying to place Dubbok through my expressions, Jehn, and look at your cards.” She paused. “I was thinking, perhaps your court would prefer to be there. In the capital city.”
Jehn waited. Briand gestured at his hand, and he played a card.
So far, she was winning. Was this Jehn’s lack of practice, or was he trying to soften her up? Make a point?
Briand said, “I was thinking perhaps we could take it back for them. Cahan has had the crown for too long, don’t you think?”
Jehn straightened, the game forgotten. His eyes met hers. “What are you saying, Briand?”
“I am a dragonsayer. I am the Scarlet Blade. I am the thief-queen of Gillspin,” she said. “I am a player in this game, Jehn, and I have become far more powerful than anyone ever imagined I would. I joined this fight so my friends would not have to die. It began with my cousin, Bran, when I drank the vial intended for him. It continued with Cait’s brother’s death, and Reela’s, and so many others whom I’ve loved. Now, Tibus is gone. And I am having a child.”
Jehn’s eyes dropped to her stomach with genuine shock.
“A child?”
He looked almost shaken by the news.
Briand’s eyebrows arched. “It isn’t unheard of.”
Jehn nodded, a faraway look in his eyes now. As if he were thinking of something else at the same time, another child. “Allow me to congratulate you.”
She wondered what he might be thinking of—who he might be thinking of—but she wouldn’t let Jehn’s personal affairs distract her now. She had a speech to make. One she’d practiced.
“I want this war ended. For her.”
“A daughter,” Jehn said.
Briand ignored that and laid down her cards, pressing on. “I don’t want her growing up in the midst of fear. I don’t want my daughter’s homeland to be a pit of ashes and smoke. I’ve seen hardship and suffering enough for three lifetimes, and I’m tired of it. My daughter deserves better. All of the daughters and sons of Austrisia deserve better. So, I have a proposal for you. I will get you your crown. I will put you back on the throne, true prince of Austrisia.”
Jehn looked at the cards between them, and then, he glanced over her shoulder at the lake and the reflection of the stars in it. The lake with the dragons.
Her dragons.
“And in return?” Jehn asked.
“In return,” she said fiercely, “you’ll make sure there is never another usurper who puts our kingdom through this hell.”
“How do you propose I do that?” Jehn asked, his lips twisting.
“You’re the genius,” Briand said. “You deduce the method. But I want it done.”
Jehn watched her in the starlight and silence, his eyes remote as if he were peering inside his head for an answer to some long-unspoken question.
“A crown of ash,” he muttered under his breath.
“What?” Briand said.
“It’s from an old poem. Without loved ones, the crown won by war is nothing but ash to the wearer. You are wise to press for an end.”
“Well?” Briand demanded. She cared nothing about poems. Only the prince’s answer.
Finally, Jehn nodded.
Briand had the sense of some weighty transaction. As if she’d made a bargain with a god of the air.
“Agreed,” Jehn said.
~

When Jehn left, Briand pocketed the cards and stood on unsteady legs to look at the lake below. She heard footsteps, and it was Kael. He put his arms around her and she leaned into him, grateful for his warmth and strength. She was shaking now, mostly from fatigue, a little from the dizziness in her head and the nausea in her belly and throat.
Kael rested his chin on her shoulder and followed her gaze to the lake.
As they watched, one of the dragons broke the surface of the water in a ripple of waves and a slice of scales, and then, the creature was gone again, diving deep into the dark oblivion below.
“How do you feel, my love?” Kael asked when the dragon was gone.
“Terrible.” She laughed. “Pitiful. Weak.”
“How can I help?”
“You’re helping right now,” she said, sighing as she leaned harder against him. “Talk to me. Tell me that I can do this. Tell me I’m strong enough to have a baby.”
“Catfoot,” Kael murmured in her ear. “Guttersnipe. Dragonsayer. Thief-queen. The Scarlet Blade. You have so many names that speak of your bravery and resilience, Briand. You are the most courageous woman I know. You will master this as you’ve mastered everything else.” He paused. “Am I helping?”
“Mm. Some.” She was silent a beat. “I am afraid, Kael.” She put a hand on her stomach.
“So am I,” he admitted. “Afraid of the outcome of the war, and of what might happen to those we love, but not about the child. I have nothing but confidence when it comes to you as a mother, and me as a father, and the daughter we will raise together. She will be fierce, and strong, and brave.”
“Hmm,” Briand said in answer. She was still looking at the lake. “She’s also going to be sarcastic, and argumentative, and probably far too fond of gambling and knives, if the company she grows up among is any guide.”
“Then, she’ll be perfect.” He pressed a kiss to the nape of her neck.
“You didn’t ask how things went with Jehn,” she said then.
“I saw his face when I passed him leaving the roof,” Kael responded. “I know you prevailed in your argument.” He hesitated, then said, “You’ve earned another name tonight.”
“What’s that?” she asked.
When Kael spoke again, his tone was reverent.
“Kingmaker.”
Chills ran across Briand’s arms.
She was truly a player now, and not a pawn. She’d done it. The thing she’d thought impossible.
Kingmaker.
Could it be?
She turned to face Kael, her hands cupping the sides of his face. “Do you think I can do it? Do you think I can put Jehn on the throne and end this war?”
“I know you can,” Kael said. His eyes shone with the conviction that filled his voice. “You’re the strongest person I know, and you’re even stronger with the little girl you’re growing inside you. And you’ll have so many others beside you—a former captain of the guard and Monarchist, an often-irate tutor, a dravym and his fierce rider, another dragonsayer, three temperamental dracules, a veritable army of orphan children armed with the knowledge of a hundred terrible battles, the ice dragons, and two Seekers, to name a few. You have hundreds, nay, thousands of thieves and refugees and people from the surrounding countryside loyal to you as either the thief-queen of Gillspin, the Scarlet Blade, or both. And now, you’ve granted sanctuary to the prince in exile and his court. Is there anything you can’t do?”
“Keep my dinner down,” she muttered, and Kael laughed.
“I love you, Catfoot,” he said. “So very much.”
And then, he kissed her.
~

Jade also stood atop of the roofs of Gillspin, watching the stars and thinking about things that were and things that might be. She’d overheard the others whispering, and she knew the rumors of what transpired between the dragonsayer and the prince of Austrisia.
They’d made an agreement, and that agreement would leave to the final battle in this never-ending war.
Ari sat on the edge of the roof, his head back, his shoulders relaxed. He looked at her with an expression more peaceful than she remembered him ever wearing.
“You’re happy,” she observed.
“Of a sort,” Ari agreed after a moment’s thought. “It’s strange. What about you, sister? Are you happy?”
She hesitated. “I’m having less visions. I’m able to function now. But the ones I keep seeing…”
“What?” Ari’s attention sharpened. He pulled his legs up and stood. “What have you been seeing?”
“I don’t know, exactly. It’s all flashes. A battle somewhere where it’s snowing, somewhere cold and far away. Blood, always blood.”
“Ikarad?” Ari asked. His anxious gaze searched hers.
Jade shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t know.”
Blood on snow.
She blinked at the flash that shot through her head.
“Ari,” she said. “I’m afraid something terrible is coming.”
Her brother strode to her side and wrapped his arms around her.
“Whatever it is,” he promised, “we’ll face it together. And they’ll face it with us. We’re not alone anymore.”
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