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THE JOURNEY














PROLOGUE

TWO YEARS EARLIER, AT THE HERMIT’S CABIN IN THE WILDLANDS

BRIAND WOKE WITH a silent scream clawing in her throat and cold sweat coating her limbs. She lay still a moment, her chest rising and falling with rapid breaths, and then she threw back the covers of her bed and slipped to the window to look at the frosty forest.

Unlike in her nightmare, no Seekers lurked outside.

Briand exhaled and rested her forehead against the frame of the window. Sunrise was beginning to bleed across the tree line, and the floor was ice against her feet.

The clutter of utensils downstairs told her the Hermit was awake and making breakfast. She went back to bed and burrowed beneath the quilt on the bed, curling up to get warm again. Something soft brushed against her face in the darkness. She put out a hand, and the Hermit’s cat purred against it.

“Briand?” the Hermit called as her bed creaked from the movement.

She shut her eyes and ignored him until he came to the ladder that led to the second floor and banged on it with the handle of his knife.

He didn’t say much, the Hermit. But the silence was better than insults, and she liked him well enough, so she slid from the bed with a sigh and splashed water over herself from the basin in the corner. After, she dressed in the black trousers and shirt Reela had sewn her months ago. The fabric, although softer from repeat washings, still held its shape due to Reela’s skill.

Briand ran a finger over the edge of one sleeve, thinking of her friend.

Thinking of all of them.

But thinking of them made her wistful, and wistfulness made her angry. Briand shook her head and headed for the ladder.

She would not think of it. She would not pine for people who discarded her so easily, people she’d trusted. They’d left her here in the middle of the night without even saying goodbye. They cared nothing for her.

She would not be so stupid as to agonize for their return.

The Hermit bent over a bubbling pot on the hearth. Two rabbits turned on a spit over the flames. Another lay on the stones still unskinned.

“The traps were full,” the Hermit said without turning as she reached the last rung of the ladder.

Briand crossed the room and took the last rabbit. She set to work skinning it, a skill he’d taught her in the last few months. She worked quickly and efficiently. They didn’t talk much. They rarely did. The silence was companionable, though, and the Hermit hummed tunelessly to himself.

Breakfast consisted of potatoes and rabbit stew. Briand ate quickly while the Hermit read aloud from a book of history. He’d insisted on teaching her to read in the past few months, Tyyrian as well as Austrish, and educating her on other matters—politics, intrigue, and self-defense. She tolerated the lessons because, despite her stubbornness, she knew the knowledge could prove useful in the future to a person caught by the circumstance of being valuable to diverse and dangerous entities, as she was, and also because the Hermit had never called her a guttersnipe. Briand wondered at times if the Hermit was simply bored and desirous of a pupil, or if he’d been put up to the education by Kael.

Thinking of Kael made her restless as well as angry, or perhaps it was just the remnants of the memory of her dreams. She shoved the thoughts away and finished her stew, then stood.

“I’m going to check the traps,” she said finally.

The Hermit only grunted, rather than remind her that the traps had been checked, hence the rabbit stew. Briand was grateful for this, as it afforded her a little dignity in the face of her need to be alone.

She took her knives from their place by the door, sliding them into the straps on her boots and around her belt, and then she wrapped herself in a thick cloak and opened the door.

A man stood on the stoop, his face half in shadow from his cowl, his eyes like deep pools of water. He gazed at Briand, head cocked to one side.

A shiver went through her, because he looked at her as if he knew her. As if he knew who she was. What she was.

The Hermit appeared at Briand’s shoulder. The man pulled at a leather necklace from inside his shirt, showing them the carved wooden bead that hung against his chest.

The Monarchist symbol.

The Hermit stepped aside to let him pass.














CHAPTER ONE

The caverns beneath Sythra

THE CAVE WAS all darkness before Briand, except for the light thrown by Kael’s amulet, glowing with the ambient magic of the dragons in the caverns below. She stepped with care around broken rock, feeling her way with her feet. Nath and Tibus said nothing as they followed behind, and the only sound was the echo of footsteps. They’d all walked through the jaws of death and emerged alive. They were still reeling from the ordeal.

The dragons were gone. Briand had driven away the small ones with a shockwave of fury. They’d scattered like dust in a cyclone, swirling up and away en masse. The larger dragon she’d held back like a bowstring, tight in her command—how, she didn’t even understand—and then she’d released the beast upon the Seeker, Auberon, and his men.

The dragon had flown like an arrow to their rescue and belched fire upon the enemy. She’d been enveloped by flame when the dragon had breathed its fire.

Enveloped, but not consumed.

Every movement made her grimace with pain. Dragonfire had singed her skin and blackened her hair at the ends. Her arms and neck stung, blisters throbbed at her fingertips, and she smelled like ash. She was burned, but alive.

There was so much she didn’t understand.

The dragon’s fiery thoughts were only a flicker of pain at the edge of her awareness as the creature burrowed into the mountain, hissing with muted fury at their intrusion into the caverns and her intrusion into its mind. It would not be bothering them, not now.

The path twisted, the walls closing in tightly around them. Briand could touch both sides of the passage with her outstretched arms. Ahead, Kael’s footsteps echoed, and the light of his amulet made the shadows curl and flee.

They stopped to make camp just as Briand began to doubt she could walk another step. Her legs folded under her as she sat down hard, and then her vision blurred, and she was slipping sideways as her bones turned heavy as stones. The last thing she saw was Nath’s worried face peering over her before the world faded away into sweet oblivion.



~



Briand woke to the flicker of fire against the stone wall. Panic flooded her—no, no, it was just the reflection of a campfire. Not the burning inferno of a dragon’s throat. She relaxed against the coats from the guard disguises tucked around her and folded beneath her head. Her tongue tasted bitter. Her head throbbed. She turned her head and saw the others crouched around the fire, speaking quietly.

Their voices drifted toward her.

“What are we going to do with her when we’ve reached the end of the cave?” Tibus said.

Briand tensed. She’d told them in the prison that she was a spy for Bestane, which was a lie. She’d said it to shock Nath, to cloud his mind so Auberon wouldn’t be able to pull their plans from him, and she’d sworn as much to Kael after, but did he believe her? Spies lost their heads or rotted in prison. And the other part—the fact that she’d accepted a mission to kill Kael from a Seeker who also pretended to be a Monarchist—that much was true, but would Kael understand? He’d been cold with her since, never mind the fact that she would’ve undoubtedly gotten a knife in the heart if she’d said no. Never mind the fact that she hadn’t done it. In this world, there were no allowances for desperate guttersnipes who made decisions to save their necks.

She’d told him. She’d bared her neck in the end and told him the truth. She hadn’t betrayed him as Drune had. She hadn’t!

His words from earlier rang in her mind:

“You’ve proven yourself our friend and saved our lives, as well as the prince’s chances for an alliance with Nyr, Briand. I will honor our agreement. I won’t cause any harm to come to you.”

He’d spoken with conviction, but since then, he’d avoided her coldly. What was really going on in his head?

Kael’s answer to Tibus’s question of what to do with her was a sharp, indiscernible murmur. He’d become sharp-faced and silent in the last few hours. She closed her eyes again and strained to hear, but she couldn’t make out his words.

“She must come with us!” Nath protested. “We can’t leave her again. She belongs here, among us. She saved our mission!”

Tears rose in Briand’s eyes.

“Would you rather she were imprisoned as a spy?” Kael replied.

The word spy seemed to silence Nath for a moment. Briand sucked in a breath as dread spread through her. What would the Monarchists do to her? Torture? Execution?

“Surely they will think her useful?” Nath said then, angrily. “She is a dragonsayer. She has achieved the impossible twice now.”

“Are you sure she will be imprisoned?” Tibus asked.

Kael was silent a beat, then: “She cannot come with us.”

“So we abandon her again?” Nath growled, and even Tibus made a noise of displeasure.

“We’ll see to it that she is settled somewhere,” Kael said. “I gave her my word. We had a deal, and I will honor it. She will be safe.”

But he spoke the words without emotion.

Briand wished she knew what he was thinking.

“You will tell Jehn of the deal she made with the Seeker, sir?” Tibus said.

Briand opened her eyes a crack. She could see Kael’s face over Nath’s shoulder, illuminated by firelight. His eyes were dark and unreadable, his mouth—a mouth she’d felt on hers—set with somber determination.

Briand found herself holding her breath, hoping for she didn’t know what.

“Of course I will tell Jehn,” Kael said sharply.

Her stomach made a fist. She had lived too long among thieves if she was hoping for lies from the honorable.

Tibus looked like he might protest, but he said nothing. Nath said, “She did it to survive. You know she did. It didn’t mean anything.”

Tibus grunted in agreement.

Kael’s response was too quiet to hear.

Briand shut her eyes again and stayed still beneath the coats as they began to speak about what path they must take out of the cave.

This was what she wanted, wasn’t it? Freedom. It was what she needed. She’d been a fool to think he might love her. To think he might want her.

Footsteps crunched in the dirt near her head. She turned over and blinked as if just waking as Kael knelt beside her with a dripping cloth in his hand.

“We found a spring,” he said. “Drink.”

She opened her mouth, and he drizzled water onto her parched tongue. She felt like an infant, scraped raw from a womb of rock and fire. He didn’t say anything until the cloth was wrung out.

“How do you feel, dragonsayer?”

“Like I’ve been roasted on a spit,” she said, pretending his coolness didn’t hurt like a knife wound. Her skin still stung, and her hair still smelled like singed fur. She tried to laugh, but the sound stuck in her throat.

Kael reached out a hand to brush her hair aside. She shivered, but he was only checking the skin on her neck.

“You need salve,” he said. “When we are out of this cave, I’ll make you one.”

His voice was surprisingly gentle. It hurt even more than dismissal.

“Are you in great pain?” he asked.

She blinked at the tears. “I am fine.”

He studied her. “You heard us talking earlier.”

Briand said nothing.

“Look at me,” he commanded softly, and she turned her head to meet his gaze. A shiver went through her. His expression was guarded, but she saw the way a vein in his neck pulsed, the way he swallowed as their eyes met. His were dark and full of secrets.

“I will not hand you over to Monarchist torturers,” he said.

“But if it were between your prince and me, you would choose your prince.”

“My life belongs to Jehn,” he said, but something flashed in his eyes that she couldn’t decipher. It looked like anger. Did he think her untrustworthy, despite what he’d said earlier?

Something fell in Briand’s chest, a feeling as heavy as a stone. “Do you still believe I betrayed you? Do you believe I’m dangerous? A threat to your Monarchists?”

“I meant what I said earlier,” Kael said, turning his face away. “You have proven yourself our friend. You’ve saved our lives—again. I will respect and honor that. And you’ve successfully driven the Seeker from your dreams. You’re no longer a risk in that respect.”

She caught his jaw with both hands and pulled him back. They gazed at each other for another aching moment. Briand wished with a stab of frustration that she could read Kael’s thoughts, but his face was as impenetrable as a locked door, as always. Whatever things he mulled over inside his head, they were a mystery.

“More water?” he asked after a moment of silence.

Briand nodded, and he left to retrieve it for her, rising gracefully and padding with no sound through the cave to the others. She didn’t see the bag of jewels they’d taken from the cave hanging from his belt. He must have concealed them somewhere.

She breathed in and out, steeling herself. Gathering her errant emotions into a tangled heap where she could lock them behind her resolve.

When Kael returned, she lifted her hands to the cloth he held and drank thirstily. She wished she could push him away, but she was too week and she needed the water.

“We need to continue,” Kael said when she’d finished. “I’d rather not move you, but we have no food, and if you are not treated, your injuries may become infected. We can’t stay here.” He looked back at the fire and the others, and his profile flickered in the faint light. She saw a hint of something. Regret? Longing?

Weakness flickered in her. The anger cleared for a moment at the sight of that longing.

“Kael.”

He turned his head at the sound of his name, and she kept looking at him, steady as she could. She had always run from everything in her life. She was like a rat, tunneling away from danger, keeping safe in whatever hole she could find. But right here, right now, she wasn’t running. She was holding steady, holding herself open.

Trust me, she begged silently, and reached out a hand to touch the side of his face. Talk to me.

He didn’t move, but his eyes closed. Briand thought for a sliver of a moment that he might reach up and clasp her hand with his, but instead, he gently removed it and placed it in her lap.

“We should rejoin the others.”

Briand looked down at her hand, which was now burning like a brand.

Without meeting her eyes, Kael helped her to her feet, his hand hot against her elbow.

Tibus and Nath rose when they saw Briand was standing. Tibus extinguished the fire with his boot while Nath collected the coats and shook them free of dirt.

“Glad you could get your beauty sleep, dragonsayer,” Nath said as if annoyed, but his words didn’t fool anyone. Worry flashed in his eyes.

The floor of the cave crunched under her uncertain steps as Briand wobbled toward the others. Her head spun. Her stomach pitched with a wave of nausea, and Nath grabbed her arm to steady her as she leaned over and heaved.

When she straightened again, she caught Kael watching, his eyebrows drawn together.

“I’m fine,” Briand managed. “Let’s keep—”

The rest of her words were drowned out by a groaning sound that came from deep within the mountains, a guttural gasp of some ancient, secret strain. Everyone looked up at the ceiling of stone above their heads, although there was nothing to be seen but darkness.

“What was that?” Nath hissed. “A dragon?”

“Not a dragon,” Briand murmured. The dragons were far, far away, only a flicker in her mind, and moving fast. As if they were fleeing. She tensed, alert now.

The ground shuddered.

“These tunnels are unstable,” Kael murmured. “We need to move, now.”

The rocks above them grumbled again, and bits of grit rained down.

“Hurry,” Kael barked.

They ran.














CHAPTER TWO

Same day, the Monarchist court in exile on the coast of Tyyr

SOMETHING WAS WRONG.

Lady Valora Brazel, daughter of the House Brazel of Kyreia and loyal Monarchist to the true prince, had a sense about these things. She’d always had a touch of magic in her blood, her mother said. Nothing enough to qualify her for special tutelage or to attract the attention of the Seekers when she was a child. But just enough to make candles burn brighter when she needed to read better, enough to know when another child was waiting to dump a bucket of cold water over her head from behind the stable doors. Just enough to get an inkling that her tutors might be watching, and she’d better look as though she were busy with her lessons. It always began as a prickle on the back of her neck, no more than the tickle of an insect’s legs across her skin, a patter of gooseflesh rippling outward in a tingling wave.

Valora felt gooseflesh now.

She shifted in her chair, attending to the sensation even as she scanned the room. The other Monarchist nobles looked alternately grave or irritated, but no one seemed alarmed. No one else appeared to sense anything amiss. She let her gaze linger on Lord Halescorn, whose loyalties were never firm except when it came to money, and then his son, whose motivations had always proved even more inscrutable to her. The younger Halescorn felt her look and returned it, his dark eyes like two stones in his handsome, foxish face. He rarely smiled, but he always had a sense about him that he was laughing at some secret knowledge.

Valora looked on to the end of the table, where the true prince sat with his chin in his hands. Jehn.

The prince appeared well. Bored, perhaps, but well. He was difficult to read, and she supposed this was by design. Being an easy study never boded well for a man in a position of precarious power. He had an air of absent mindedness that gave the others confidence to ignore him when he wasn’t speaking.

Still, her sense of danger pricked at her. The foreboding glided beneath her ear like the point of a knife drawn lightly across the top of her skin, and she shivered.

Outside the open windows, the waters of the bay shimmered under a relentless Tyyrian sun. The hall where the Monarchist nobility had gathered to discuss the latest spy reports on enemy troop movements was cool by comparison, shaded by a thick clay roof and walls of cut stone. A fly buzzed through the room, circling the table that seated almost every man and woman central to the Monarchist cause.

Lord Albo was speaking. He hailed from the northern province, as she did, and his face was flushed from the heat as he paced the room, pressing a handkerchief to his mouth every few seconds even as he spoke.

“Although the destruction of the Barrow Bridge two years ago thwarted the advance of Bestane’s cannons and gave us the victory at the Battle of the Sythran flats, which troubled the relationship between Cahan and Bestane, reports lately tell us he has since renewed his treaty with the north. If he gains an alliance with Nyr, we shall lose any hope of a foothold in Eastern Austrisia. And we’ve just had a report that Bestane is developing a new technology that will allow them to place cannons on their airships. Such a weapon would decimate our troops on the battlefield.”

This pronouncement fell over the table like a curse. The nobles listened, stone-faced.

“The Queen of Nyr is set to arrive in Tyyr for a diplomatic visit with the Tyyrian court in a few days,” Jehn said in the following silence, as if that offered a solution.

Perhaps the prince thought it did, Valora thought. The Monarchist court had sought an alliance with Nyr previously, but it had failed. Did the prince not remember?

“Ah, Nyr,” Lord Albo said. “It pains me to think of it.”

“I will be meeting with the queen, of course.” Prince Jehn continued. He wore a bored smile, as if he were humoring them all with his presence. The other nobles appeared irritated, as if a child had interrupted their discussion.

“Of course, Your Grace.” Lord Albo paused, as if expecting comments, but when the others only shifted and cleared their throats, he continued after another dab of his handkerchief at his neck. “As you know, our diplomatic efforts with Nyr last year were mixed—”

“Mixed,” Lord Markis of Tasnia said with a snort. “They were a travesty. We were mocked across the kingdom for the reception we had at the Nyrian court. Not even a single conference with the queen. And no wonder, considering the idiots that we sent.” He cut a glance at Lord Halescorn, who didn’t change expressions, before continuing. “They weren’t even proper diplomats—”

“Might I remind Lord Markis,” Lord Albo said thinly, “that Prince Jehn chose the men for that mission himself.”

Lord Markis pressed his lips together with a shake of his head and shot an anxious glance at Jehn. He had forgotten, Valora supposed. They so often did forget what things—odd things, at times—the prince insisted upon. They liked to blame mistakes and incompetence on each other, and each had their own personal vendettas—some stretching back generations—that put them at each other’s throats.

Albo waited for Lord Markis to say anything else, but the other lord remained quiet.

Valora recalled hearing a rumor a few months back that there was a mission afoot—a secret one—to gain a treasure that would sway the Nyrians to siding with Jehn. The rumor even suggested it was Jehn’s idea. She stole a glance at the prince, whose expression was blank, and she decided it must be simply a rumor. Such a mission was too underhanded for Jehn.

“Nyr is surely lost to us,” Lord Halescorn’s son, Jacob, said in the ensuing silence. He was not yet privy to the title of lord of his house, since his father retained it, but somehow he’d still managed to be on the council. Valora found it curious, to say the least, but such displays of power were common with Lord Halescorn and his house. “We’re a laughingstock, surely, for the rumor of the queen demanding half a million dubois from us for her cannonry. Of course, that absurd amount was never going to be delivered, not for such an alliance.” He glanced toward the prince, who did not react.

“With a new, untested queen,” Jacob continued, “Nyr is sure to fold to the pressure of Cahan and Bestane’s military might. I cannot see that they would ever cast their lot with us, even if we had sent our best diplomats and had a dozen meetings with the queen. She won’t take the chance even if her advisers would let her. We ought to be concentrating on the nations to the south. Mammot, Bhan, and the tropic colonies. They aren’t directly under Cahan’s thumb, and they’ve been snubbed by him already. They might be induced to give us succor. Soldiers to fight against these terrifying new weapons. I propose we forget Nyr and proceed with our other options.”

Again, silence ensured as everyone glanced at Jehn. None of them liked to cross Jehn. They all wanted to appear to affirm his statements and choices. No one wanted to jeopardize good standing with the prince, even if they thought his suggestions daft.

Jehn tapped his fingertips together. “I shall still call on the queen when she comes to Tyyr,” he said. “It is only polite.”

“Yes, yes,” Jacob said. “Of course, naturally. But can we all agree that we must focus on the southern nations?”

Valora thought that Jacob was speaking quite a bit. His father, Lord Halescorn, looked approving. She wondered if Jacob spoke from his own mind or if he was merely a mouthpiece for his father. Lord Halescorn had ambitions, certainly. It would not be unthinkable for him to use Jacob to voice some of his schemes.

Lady Alana from the House of Ballos was the one who spoke next, her voice cutting in coolly. “Do you truly believe the warlords in the tropics are going to have any interest in aiding the Monarchist cause? You think Bhan cares what happens to us?”

“If we pay them enough, they will,” Jacob said with arrogant confidence.

The skin on the back of Valora’s neck crawled again. She looked out the window at the water, shiny as a weapon’s blade.

“We need to do something about the cannons,” Lord Markis said. “And the airships. If Cahan combines these things, our armies will melt like butter under the onslaught.”

“I was thinking,” Jehn interjected mildly, “that we might utilize the dragonsayer to deal with the cannons.”

The room fell silent except for the scrape of Lord Albo’s chair as he sat back in it and pressed his handkerchief to his lips once more.

“The dragonsayer,” Lord Markis repeated, his expression a mixture of impatience and caution. He paused. “Your Grace...”

The others looked on as he hesitated again. The room was quiet for a beat.

“Most of the Monarchists view the dragonsayer as a myth, Your Grace,” Lord Albo said. He had the grace to sound apologetic.

“Even with the destruction of the Barrow Bridge?” Jehn said, speaking as if he couldn’t understand the lord’s meaning.

“Yes, well, Your Grace, no one was there to witness what happened. It’s quite easy to think gunpowder could have—”

“The Barrow Bridge was sealed with magic that made it impervious to human means of destruction,” Jehn said. He wore an expression of innocence.

Albo pressed his handkerchief to his lower lip. “Yes, Your Grace. So we’ve been told.”

“Well,” Jehn said. “I would like to discuss the possibility.”

“The possibility of what, exactly?” Lord Halescorn asked, his voice sounding like a sword drawn across gravel.

“Dragons,” Jehn said. “As a weapon.”

Silence fell over the table. Most of the lords and ladies looked uncomfortable.

“But the dragonsayer has vanished,” another lady protested.

“Not so,” said Jacob Halescorn. “In fact, I know exactly where she is.”

All eyes turned to him. Jehn went still, his mouth curving into something that might have been surprise before he schooled his expression into neutrality.

“And where is that?” Markis demanded, looking annoyed and slightly rattled by the young noble’s confidence.

“Sythra,” the lord replied. “Near the coast. She’s with Kael and a few other men.”

“The traitor?” a lady asked in alarm.

“How do you know this?” another lord demanded.

Lord Halescorn’s son smiled faintly. “I have my spies just as you do.”

Several voices rose in unison at that, some protesting, some expressing outcry. Of course, they all did have their spies, although they liked to pretend that they didn’t—Lord Halescorn’s son flaunted his power among this group by speaking so plainly, and the others clearly found this threatening, naturally. After all, wasn’t it the nature of a king’s court to skulk and play games of rumor and bribery behind each other’s backs, while smiling and dancing together at every ball?

Valora wasn’t listening any longer, though, because suddenly the sense of danger tugged at her so sharply she almost gasped.

Prince Jehn sat with his hands steepled together and his eyebrows in a slash, deep in thought. He appeared to be ignoring the arguing nobles too. He stood abruptly from his seat, and the other lords noticed and rose to their feet as well as their voices dwindled. They all bowed, and Jehn headed for the door, where his guards fell into step behind him.

The sense of danger sparked in Valora like a match, and she rose and hurried after the prince as the others returned to squabbling. She slipped through the doorway before the heavy wooden door slammed shut behind her.

Jehn and his guards were halfway down the corridor already. Square arches of stone opened at intervals, letting in sunshine and a hot breeze from the sea that smelled like salt and sand. The wind caught Valora’s hair and made it billow around her shoulders. The sense of danger wrapped around her like a net, squeezing at her skin.

“Your Grace!” she called to Jehn’s retreating back before she lost her courage. She’d never spoken directly to the prince before.

The prince paused, then turned.

“Lady Valora,” he said, inclining his head in greeting. “What is it?”

Valora hesitated, her eyes sliding across the hallway to the bay outside. The cloudless sky was like a blue bowl arching over the palace grounds. All was peaceful.

“Your Grace, I... I have a bad feeling.”

One of his eyebrows lifted. “About the things we discussed in the war room?”

She shook her head. “A feeling of danger came over me a few minutes ago.” She hastened to explain. “I have a sense for these things—”

“You’re a spark-blood,” he said. “I know.”

She was surprised by this. Few people knew what abilities she possessed, and even fewer knew what they were called. She’d expected him to dismiss her, to laugh. Instead, he signaled to his two guards, and they spread out with their weapons drawn to scan the perimeter.

“Send for more men,” Jehn said to his nearest guard, and then the prince stepped closer to Valora and spoke for her ears alone. “Tell me everything you felt.”

“I... It’s indistinct,” she said. “I don’t have a sense of who might be in danger, or from whom. Just an increasing urgency.”

“But you assume it is me?”

“Aren’t you the most likely target?”

He wasn’t arguing with her. “Did the threat come from within the war room?”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry. I only felt a prickle of awareness and then a growing sense of dread. It grew stronger as you left the room, though.”

Jehn absorbed this information with a nod. “And now?”

“Now...” She sighed, feeling the tightness that strained around her limbs with invisible bonds. “Now it’s screaming at me.”

“Are you not concerned that it is you who is in danger, and not I?”

She shook her head. “I’m sure it is you if the choice is between the two of us.”

“Nonetheless,” he said, “one of my guards can accompany you for the evening.”

Footsteps echoed in the hall, and three more men joined them. Five guards. Four for the prince. She relaxed slightly.

“Thank you, Your Grace.” She was touched, although such attentiveness was hardly unprecedented from another noble. She wondered why she’d found him absent minded before. Perhaps it was how he wanted the rest of the nobility to see him. She mused on this.

Jehn looked at the tranquil bay, the waving palms. “Thank you for warning me, Lady Valora.” He raised his hand to signal his guards, and they fell into position around him again. One stepped aside at Jehn’s command to accompany her instead.

Concern knit with the alarm in Valora’s chest, but Jehn was calm as he bowed and then turned to resume his walk. The wind caught the edges of his calf-length royal tunic and made it flutter around the knees of his pants.

She stood in the corridor after he’d rounded the corner in the direction of his chambers. The wind churned at her skirts and almost drowned out the sound of feet scuffling. Her senses tugged—danger!—and then she heard a low shout and a clatter.

The prince.

Valora charged after the prince with her assigned guard at her side, both of them wordlessly running to the source of that cry.

They rounded the corner. Two of Jehn’s guards sprawled on the ground, blood pooling beneath one of the men where he lay splayed across the stones. Prince Jehn stood with his back to the wall, his arms spread out and his face pale. He gripped a knife in his fist, and the hand trembled. One of the other guards stood guard over him, sword drawn. Blood streamed from a cut across his left cheek and dripped into his tunic. The other guard was missing.

“An assassin,” the guard barked out at the sight of them. “Fell upon us without warning. He fled up the steps. Remy is pursuing him.” He gestured at the stone staircase that spiraled upward just beyond. “Hurry!”

The guard with Valora charged up the staircase two steps at a time while the other stayed with the prince. Valora drew the knife she kept strapped to her thigh and then ran back to the corridor. “Help!” she shouted. “There’s been an attack! Help! Guards!”

She shouted until she was hoarse. Footsteps thudded as more soldiers came running, and still, she shouted. The door to the war room opened, and the noblemen rushed out. They looked at Valora and the knife in her hand, and they blanched.

“What is going on?” Lord Markis demanded.

Valora hastened back to the prince instead of answering. Her heart clanged in her chest. Her hands shook.

An assassin. Here in Tyyr, where they thought they were safe.















CHAPTER THREE

BRIAND AND THE others picked through the darkness, stumbling on loose stones as dust rained down around them. A dull roaring sound echoed like a growl through the black of the cave, and Briand felt as though she were in the calcified throat of a massive dragon older than time itself. The roaring grew louder, throbbing in her ears, humming in her blood and her bones.

When she stumbled, Nath rushed to her side.

“She can barely walk,” he said to Kael.

The glow from Kael’s amulet barely illuminated his face. His expression was like stone. “We can carry her.”

Tibus stepped forward to swing her into his arms. He was solid as a barrel, and he smelled like soot. Briand pressed her head against his chest gratefully, her limbs shaking.

Stones began to fall, tumbling around them and bouncing on the ground in a wave of dusty blackness. The light from Kael’s amulet bounced and swung as he ran. Nath shouted something, but the roar drowned out his voice. Briand clung to Tibus as they fled forward into the unknown.

Finally, the roaring stopped, and the cavern was silent.

The company slowed, their steps dragging. Briand’s ears rang. Grit coated her lips and stuck between her teeth.

Tibus set her down and sank to the ground to rest. Nath flopped down beside him with a gasp of relief as Kael doubled back to look at the damage.

“The tunnel behind us is blocked,” he said when he returned. Flecks of dust swarmed in the air around the light of his amulet.

“Are we trapped?” Briand asked, wiping dust from her face with the burned edge of her tunic. Her skin stung. Her voice rang oddly in the silence.

“I can’t say for sure,” Kael said. “But we have nowhere to go but forward. Come on. There isn’t time to rest.”

The grit in the air collected in Briand’s painfully burned throat and made her cough. She doubled over, dry heaving from exhaustion and pain now. Nath put a hand on her shoulder.

“Breathe,” he said in her ear. “Slow down and breathe. You’ll be all right.”

Tibus hunkered down beside her, giving her enough space to breathe but enough warmth to know he was there as she gagged. Kael stood apart, and when she dragged her head up, she saw he was standing rigidly in the faint light, one hand clenched in a fist at his side.

“Let’s go,” he said when she could breathe again.

Would he not give her even a moment to rest? Briand wanted to be furious with him, but she was too tired. She only felt defeated.

“Kael—” Nath began in bitter protest.

“The sooner we get out of here, the better for her and all of us,” Kael said.

Tibus and Nath climbed back to their feet reluctantly. Tibus reached out for Briand again and swept her against his broad chest. Spent from sadness and fatigue, she leaned her head against his massive shoulder and let herself doze to the sway of his steps.



~



Kael walked ahead of the others under the pretense of scanning for any sign of light or any breath of wind that might signal they were close to the end of the tunnels, but really, he just needed to be free from Nath’s pointed scrutiny and Tibus’s quiet disappointment for one blessed hour. Outwardly, his face was a mask of calm, but inside, he struggled for control.

He and his men had completed the mission. They had obtained the jewels against the greatest of odds. Jehn had been right.

Yet Kael felt as though he’d lost everything.

He didn’t have to look over his shoulder to know exactly where she was. She was like the sun, the heat of her burning into his back even from across the room. She was sleeping now, curled in Tibus’s arms like a kitten. He swallowed as an unbidden dart of envy lanced through him that Tibus was the one holding her.

Kael crushed that errant thought mercilessly. He had been a fool to indulge such an ill-fated fantasy. He’d justified it to himself as persuasion, as a way to convince the dragonsayer of his sincerity, to keep her from running, to complete the mission.

But really, he’d just wanted to kiss her. Even now, his pulse drummed in his throat at the thought of it. Convince himself—let her convince him—that she was not the traitor he feared she was. That she would not turn on him like others had done. That she was more than a guttersnipe, with guttersnipe morals and guttersnipe loyalty.

The words he’d spoken to reassure her earlier, after the dragon had gone and the Seeker had vanished, had been true. She’d proven herself their friend. She’d saved their mission.

But memories of Drune’s betrayal dogged him. She was not a Monarchist, as she reminded him.

And yet he wanted to do anything for her. The weakness she exposed in him sent a dagger of dread through his chest. He had already contemplated concealing her actions from Jehn.

He was weak. He could not allow this weakness.

Since they’d exchanged words in the cave earlier, she’d been looking at him with such betrayal that he lost the air in his lungs. He’d rather walk through hot coals that do this, but he had no choice.

He owed it to everyone whose lives depended on him to remain firm to his duty.

He reached a split in the cave. Three tunnels branched away from them. He paused and stretched out a hand to test the stale air for any flutter of wind or scent of salt.

Nothing.

A shadow shifted up ahead in the leftmost tunnel.

Kael flattened himself against the wall of the cave and signaled to Nath and Tibus behind him. The faint glow of luminescent fungi above him showed only jagged rock, and the light of his glowing amulet cast shadows that crawled as he moved. He breathed in and out, narrowing his focus to the patch of darkness where he’d seen the movement.

More dragons? Sand panthers?

The darkness moved again, and then something long and sinuous rippled through the shadows and vanished, leaving behind it the faint scent of rotting meat. Kael looked back at Nath and Tibus. He motioned with his head toward the tunnel farthest from the creature.

They nodded and followed him.

As he passed the first tunnel, he saw tracks in the sand as large as his forearm. He set his jaw and kept moving.

They didn’t have much to defend themselves with, and their dragonsayer, even should she be able to influence the mind of such a beast, was wounded and weak.

Before they entered the tunnel, Kael scraped a mark into the bank of glowing fungi in case they needed to retrace their steps. Then he paused to check on the dragonsayer. He pressed a hand to her forehead, ignoring the way heat burned in his chest when he touched her.

She was feverish.

The dragonsayer stirred in Tibus’s arms. Kael stepped back and withdrew his hand. “We should keep moving.”

Nath brushed past him to check her, as if dissatisfied with Kael’s assessment. He made a face in the dim light. “She’s worse.”

“Our best hope is reaching the sea,” Kael said. He sounded dispassionate and detached to his own ears. Inside, worry snarled at him to stop, to find something to feed her. He squashed the emotions.

Nath scowled, but he didn’t argue with Kael’s words.

They continued in silence, moving swiftly with the memory of the beastly shadow dogging their steps.
















CHAPTER FOUR

DUST AND SOOT rained down around Auberon as he stumbled through the darkness over the bodies of his men, all dead. The tunnel behind him had collapsed. A singing sound filled his ears, muffling the sound of his staggering steps. When he blinked, he saw rings of fire. That dragon, beast from the depths of a nightmare, its maw open and blistering flames streaming over its fangs in a billowing river of torment. And that girl, her eyes shining in the light of the fire like two emeralds catching the firelight, her face streaming with sweat and knit with pain as she—as she—

Auberon reached the place where they’d escaped into the tunnels, the narrow hole through which Kael and his compatriots had wriggled like rats from their cell. He slithered through and lay a moment on the stone floor, coughing. Hot air had scorched his lungs. Embers had burned holes in his dark garments. One of his pale fingers poked through the remnants of his left glove, and he stared at the blueish-gray of his fingernail, marred and leached of color by the magic he conducted through it. Magic that could not penetrate the mind of the dragonsayer.

His ears were still ringing, and he did not at first realize that guards had entered the cell. He raised his head and saw them rush toward him, their mouths moving, their hands dropping to the weapons strapped to their hips. Someone pulled him to his feet, and he strode for the door without looking back.

His men had all died in the tunnel. No one was left to bear witness to what he’d seen—a girl calling up dragons.

A true dragonsayer. In the flesh.

She’d told him in the cell that she’d been approached and given a mission to assassinate that traitor, Kael, by a Seeker. Someone within the order had known who she was and known how to find her. Known her access to Kael. And yet other Seekers had spent a great deal of time searching for the dragonsayer. Who was holding back their knowledge of her, and did this mysterious person also know that she could resist the Seeker’s hand?

He believed she’d told him the truth, although he could not wring the confirmation from her mind.

Those powers. He needed access to those powers of deflection. Why could he not read her mind?

And who was it that had come to her?

He had a feeling this would complicate everything when it came to his plans. He needed to contact his sister.

Aron Kul was hurrying toward him in the hall outside the cell, his face red with a fury that promised someone would be whipped. Auberon didn’t slow his steps as Kul neared. He had other things to attend to besides this neurotic, useless little man.

Kul’s expression transformed from anger to terror as he laid eyes on the Seeker. His step faltered, and he halted, raising one finger as if he dared to beg a question of Auberon.

“They had a bomb,” Auberon said dispassionately, without stopping. His voice sounded muffled to his ears. It hurt to speak, and he had no inclination to waste more words on this man, and so he didn’t.

Kul’s mouth fell open, and he blinked at Auberon without speaking.

Auberon ascended the staircase as fast as he could manage on his still-shaking legs.

He didn’t have time to waste. There was much to be done.

















CHAPTER FIVE

BRIAND WOKE WHEN they stopped again, and she could see by the light of Kael’s amulet that they were in a larger cave, this one littered with tiny bones of some unknown animal as if it had once been a lair or nest.

Tibus set her down gently, and she settled herself against the rock wall. Faintly glowing worms, their bodies luminous with dots of blue, clung to the stone beside her. They rustled and swayed as Briand reached out a hand toward them.

She was too weak to do anything but watch the others as they scraped together a fire. Nath had found some mushrooms, and the air filled with a smoky scent as he roasted them on a flat rock by the flames. She could still feel the thoughts of the dragon like the memory of a burn across her mind, but the awareness was fading.

Tibus brought her the remainder of the cooked mushrooms on a flat rock, and Briand struggled to sit up. He helped her into a reclining position against the cold stone wall and crouched beside her. His weathered face was concerned, and she wondered if she looked as terrible as she felt for him to be wearing such an expression.

“I’m still alive,” she said in response to his mournful gaze. She tried to smile at him, but her lips hurt.

“You should eat,” he replied, holding the mushrooms under her nose. “Nath says they aren’t poisonous, but I should warn you. They taste like the flesh of a dead eel.”

She plucked one from the rock with her fingertips and sniffed it. Her stomach rebelled at the thought of eating, but she forced herself to take a bite. She needed to regain her strength if she was soon to be on her own. The mushroom had the slimy consistency of raw fish, and the flavor was something like how she imagined moldy wood would taste, but she swallowed anyway and reached for another.

Tibus positioned the rock in her lap and lowered his bulk onto the sand beside her as she ate. He told her about how they’d seen a dark shadow in the tunnels.

“Can you sense anything? Was it a dragon?”

Briand closed her eyes and tried to reach out with her mind. She felt like a sputtering candle caught in a draft. Coldness rushed over her, and she pressed her hand to her mouth to keep from vomiting up the mushrooms as her brain shivered and jumped.

There was nothing, and on the heels of that nothingness came a blinding pain that shivered through her mind and down her spine.

“No,” Briand said with a gasp, clutching at her head.

Tibus touched her arm with concern. “Briand?”

“I’m all right,” she rasped, mindful of Kael’s gaze as it landed on her. She tried to look stronger than she felt. “Just a little pain.”

“I shouldn’t have asked you to—”

“I’m fine.”

“Rest,” Tibus advised apologetically. “Finish the mushrooms.”

He stood and patted her head awkwardly. His kindness made her eyes prickle.

As she chewed another slimy bite, her thoughts leaped to the future, one in which she found a dark hole in some forsaken town to hide in. Imagining it gave her a sense of renewed despair.

Kael and Nath spoke quietly by the light of the fire. Tibus settled a few paces beyond them and leaned his head back against the stones. He fell asleep sitting up, and his faint snores wheezed in the darkness. In the light of the fire, Kael’s features looked harsh, his mouth carved from stone. He turned his gaze on her as if sensing her thoughts, and Briand held his eyes even though her stomach twisted into a painful knot.

After a moment, Kael rose and approached her. He stopped a step away and crouched down to eye level. He was all smoothness, all impassivity. She became aware of Nath watching them, but when he realized she had noticed, he busied himself with putting out the fire.

“How do you feel?” Kael asked.

Briand was tired of being weak. “Better,” she said. “I think I can walk now.” She wasn’t sure that was true, but she needed it to be true. She willed it to be true.

Kael held out his hand. “We need to move again.”

Behind him, Nath’s movements were slow. He was listening to her hesitation.

She took Kael’s hand and let him pull her to her feet. His fingers were hot against hers. She shivered. Her legs trembled—was it emotion or physical weakness that made them shake?

“I can walk,” she said again.

She let go of his hand and took a step. Her knees threatened to collapse, but she pushed forward, grinding her teeth together. She was the dragonsayer. She was strong.

Nath started to say something.

“I’m not—” she began, but then her legs gave out, and she stumbled. The ground pitched upward as she fell to her knees as Kael caught her elbow.

Briand hissed a curse. Her eyes burned. She tried to stand again and failed.

“Dragonsayer,” Kael said softly.

When had he stopped calling her Catfoot? Dragonsayer was a title, and Kael used it like a shield. It kept a veneer of coldness between them whenever he spoke to her.

When she didn’t respond, Kael said, “Briand.”

She wouldn’t look at him.

Kael knelt, hooked an arm under her, and swept her up in one motion.

Briand wrapped an arm around his neck to keep from falling. She could feel the tension in him. She didn’t know how to arrange her limbs, where to look. He smelled earthy and good.

“Tibus,” Kael called out, his voice perfectly even and smooth.

Bastard, she thought. How could he be so cool when she was an ember of conflicted desire? How could he be so inhuman?

Tibus woke like a soldier, instantly at ready. He lumbered up and reached for his pack.

“Ready,” Nath said, and they set out through the tunnels again.

Despite his calm tone, Kael’s heartbeat was a drum against Briand’s side. He shifted her slightly, and her arm slipped a little, so she wrapped the other one around his neck to keep hold. For a moment, they were just two heartbeats in the dark. His words were ringing in her mind as he walked and she clung to him out of necessity.

I might have engaged in some lapses of judgment on this mission. But it cannot continue.

A flush covered her skin just remembering it.

She must be nothing to him. Nothing.

She shut her eyes.



~



Kael strode over the rocks as if he felt nothing. As if he was not in complete torment. Against his chest, the dragonsayer radiated anger. She felt like an ember that he had scooped up against his skin. She was burning him. Touching her sent pain—and loathsome relief—radiating through him.

They said nothing to each other, but the tautness of her muscles spoke volumes. Kael wondered if she was thinking how best to stab him.

“Kael,” Nath said behind them. Kael turned his head to look at Nath, and his nose almost brushed the dragonsayer’s. The air around him seemed to shiver.

“Yes?” he almost snapped.

“Do you hear that?”

Kael was silent a beat as he listened over the pounding of his pulse in his ears. “Waves,” he said.

Briand exhaled against him, and Tibus let out a chuckle of exhausted relief.

They’d reached the sea.


















CHAPTER SIX

THE LIGHT GREW faintly as Kael’s company continued downward toward the sound of rushing water. The air around them turned from black to gray.

They rounded a final bend, and then a stormy sea churned before them, throwing itself in restless waves upon a beach of grayish-blue pebbles that rimmed the mouth of the cave. The air was sharp with salt, the wind cold and brisk.

The sea.

Briand gasped as relief rushed over her. They had done it. They had crawled through the bowels of the cave and come out upon a shore. She gazed at the waves as they curled over the tiny half-circle of sand at the edge of the cave. The water stretched into the distance, where she saw a glimpse of unbroken sky. Near the shore, a shallow boat bobbed in the waves like a splinter of debris, tethered to shore with a rope green from algae. The oars rested across the seats.

Briand drank it all in. She’d never seen the sea before.

Freedom was in their sights along with the sunlight. At the edge of the horizon, they’d find the tail-end of Austrisia, and towns and food and warmth. It was just a few hours’ row.

But just as quick as the hope flared, a crushing sense of dread slipped over her. They’d reached the end of the mission. Once again, she was to be on her own.

She’d thought that was what she wanted. She’d fought hard for it, but now?

Briand squinted against the sudden brightness after miles of walking in utter dark. She felt blinded, exposed. Part of her wanted to run back to the caves. Here, in this bright wind, she would become once again Briand the fugitive.

A dart of fear brought a wave of pain through her mind like the one she’d had when she’d tried to feel for dragons.

“Breathe,” Kael murmured into her hair.

“I’m fine,” she said, wishing to be as inscrutable to him as he was to her.

Kael set her down and crossed to the water. The wind caught his hair and blew it against his forehead as he scanned the horizon. Rainclouds darkened the line where the seat met the sky. A tongue of lightning licked the far distance, followed by a clap of thunder.

“Do we dare cross now?” Nath called. His voice echoed strangely in the bell shape of the cave opening.

“I think not,” Kael shouted back. “Help me pull the boat from the water. We’ll moor it inside the cave.”

Tibus, Nath, and Kael dragged the vessel up the pebbled beach and into the shelter of the tunnel as the waves frothed and churned. Briand stood by the water’s edge, the sea licking her toes, the wind tossing her hair. She smelled brine and seaweed and salt. The wind carried a wildness from the water that lakes and rivers lacked. Something about it made her think of the dragons.

Nath slogged into the water a few paces and studied the green-streaked rocks. He drew his knife and began to pry a few dark shapes from the stones, which he dropped into a pouch he’d made with the bottom of his shirt.

“What’s that?” Briand asked.

“Dinner,” he called.

Kael and Tibus waited at the mouth of the cave. The clouds were rolling in faster now. Nath emerged from the water, the bottom of his trousers dripping, and headed for the cave.

Briand picked her way carefully over the rocks to join the others.

They waited on a ledge of stone as the wind rose to a shrill pitch.

“How do we know we won’t be swept away by the water?” Briand asked Nath as they sat in the dark, listening to the rattling sound of the wind.

Nath pointed at the stone walls. “You can see the erosions here. The flooding only goes to below this spot. We’ll be all right, I think.”

The rain began to fall in splattering droplets outside, forming a blurry gray curtain between them and the sea. The temperature dropped, and Briand’s skin was clammy and cold. She wrapped her arms around her midsection to trap more heat against her skin. Without speaking, Kael shrugged out of his coat and dropped it over her shoulders.

Briand drew the edges of the coat tight around herself, trying not to breathe in the scent of him along with the warmth.

Kael built a fire. Nath laid a flat rock across the flames and cooked the mussels he’d found by the water. The wet shells hissed as they touched the heat.

When the mussels had cooked and the smell of them filled the air, Nath stretched out the bottom of his shirt and scraped the mussels into the pouch it made. He offered them to the rest of the company with a grunt, and they ate hungrily, prying the shells open with knives and licking the last bits of juice from their fingers.

“Too bad we have no cards,” Nath said as he tossed a few shells at the mouth of the cave. “We could pass the time rather pleasantly while waiting this storm out.”

“Are you that eager for a beating?” Briand said. She was restless and eager for an argument with someone, and the words leaped easily into her mouth.

Tibus laughed into his dinner. Across the fire, one corner of Kael’s mouth tugged.

“Ah, there’s that damnable impudence,” Nath grumbled. “I’d rather hoped for a moment the dragonfire had burned it out of you. You could use a little more decorum, you know.”

“Decorum?” Briand said. “Like this?” She straightened into a mocking rendition of Nath’s posture as she opened another mussel and flicked the juice from her fingers into the fire.

“You look like a stuffed hen,” Nath said as he threw a mussel shell at her.

Briand caught the shell with one hand and threw it back. The shell hit him square in the chest and clattered to the dirt.

“Absolutely scandalous behavior for a lady.” Nath tisked. He reached down and plucked the shell from beside his foot and, instead of throwing it back, turned it over in his hands with an expression of mock disapproval.

“Lady?” she mocked.

“Lady,” he repeated.

“You know, Nath,” she said, “you once refused to call me anything but a guttersnipe.”

He was not in the least shamed by the reminder. If anything, he seemed to take a moral fortitude from it. “Yes, and it was well-deserved. You still have a long way to go before I’m satisfied. I’ll have so many poor habits to drum from your head when we reach—”

Nath paused, and Briand looked away. Not this time. They were parting ways soon, far before they reached wherever Kael and his company would journey next, and there would be no more teasing, no more taunts about guttersnipes and noblemen. No more threats of tutelage. No more camaraderie.

Nothing.

She would vanish like a rat into the tall grass of a field, and they would wash their hands of her.

Briand promised herself that she would not look wretched at the thought, but it was proving hard. She swallowed the lump in her throat and drew out her knife. As always, the feel of it in her hand calmed her.

The wind rose in pitch as the storm washed inland, and silence dropped over them along with the muffled sounds of the sea. Nath tossed the shell at the mouth of the cave. Tibus cleared his throat and ate a few more mussels, and then he folded his girth into a corner of the cave and closed his eyes for a nap. Briand busied herself with her knife, trimming her nails and then cutting the burned bits from the edges of her garments. Part of her wanted to scrape everything that reminded herself of them from her skin. She felt desperate, hounded by these feelings that she couldn’t seem to get a handle on. She sat still, but inside, her thoughts raced like hounds on the hunt.

Kael, who she refused to look at, was silent as the mountain above their heads.



~



Auberon let his horse gallop freely under a darkening sky as he rode hard for the cliffs that lined the eastern sea. His left glove had crumbled from his hand, too frayed by the damage it had sustained to hold together. His hand gleamed pale against the dark braid of the reins.

He had commandeered armed men from the estate for his use, and they followed him without asking questions because he was a Seeker, and to argue might lead to painful punishment. No one would try to stop him.

He rode hard for the coast now, even though it was night. He might still be able to catch her.

He’d already scoured the town that surrounded Kul’s estate in search of information about the caves beneath the grounds. He’d found only scant rumors about where such caves could possibly lead until one old woman, her lips trembling with the words as he’d stood like a dark pillar of night in her tailor shop, promised him that the caves opened onto the sea not too many miles from Kul’s estate.

A storm brewed above, the wind whipping the mane of his mount and making the sand hiss across the road. Lightning flicked a forked tongue across the sky, and once again the vision of the dragonsayer and the beast above her flashed in Auberon’s mind. He urged his mount faster, and heard the men behind him shout to their own horses to go faster. The energy of the storm gave him focus, almost calmness.

Rain began to fall in thick sheets of water, forcing him to slow. The road turned to a river of muddy rapids, and finally, he was driven to take cover beneath a slope of rocks that leaned against each other like giant creatures huddled together for warmth.

The men joined him, hesitant to get too close to him. Auberon dismounted and crouched down to watch the storm pummel the earth. He pointed at the closest guard.

“Keep watch,” he said gruffly. His hearing had begun to return.

The man nodded and returned to the entrance of the cave.

Auberon drew his damp cloak around himself and leaned his head back against the rock to wait out the storm.



















CHAPTER SEVEN

WHEN THE STORM abated, Kael and his company hauled the boat to the edge of the water and set out across the green sea toward an unknown horizon. It was early morning, before sunrise. The rain-washed sky gleaned pearl-gray, and the wind smelled like salt.

Briand settled herself on the floor between the seats as they pushed away from the shore, holding Nath’s coat over her tender, still-burned skin as the boat dipped and heaved over the waves. The oars creaked as the men took turns straining at them. Nath and Kael spoke in a few muttered whispers, a disagreement over the direction they were going. When he wasn’t rowing, Tibus dozed at the other end of the boat, his large frame tucked into a fetal position and his head pillowed on the vessel’s rim. Once, a wave slapped him in the face, and he sat up sputtering and coughing and reaching for his sword.

For what felt like an eternity, they were alone on a flat plane of blue-green, with only little curls of occasional white froth to break the monotony of the journey. Briand felt as if all the land in the world had disappeared, and terror sank its talons into her for a brief second at the thought of never seeing the end of this fathomless water. She wrapped Nath’s coat tighter around her shoulders and closed her eyes. The squeak of the oars and the sucking sound of the waves made a lullaby that lulled her to sleep, and she dreamed.



~



Briand opened her eyes, and she was back in the cell in the wild province, with stone walls around her and bars before her. She took a step, and straw snapped beneath her feet.

Panic rose in her throat. She grabbed the bars and shook them. They were firm and cold.

Not again.

“So, dragonsayer. We meet again.”

She turned her head and saw Auberon sitting with his back to the opposite wall, arms braced against his knees, his head pressed against the wall. He was missing one of his gloves, and his clothing was damp and covered in patches of brown dirt. Dried blood from a cut above one eye made a scarlet ribbon down his face. He stared at her from underneath hooded eyelids, brooding.

The sight of him hit her like a punch in the gut. He wasn’t dead.

“You,” she said, the word tasting like poison on her tongue. “Am I not rid of you yet?”

“Apparently not. I see we’ve both survived our trial by fire.” He stood and paced toward the bars, and she noticed he was favoring his left foot as if it were injured. “You look a little singed. It seems dragon fire does burn your flesh. I was wondering.”

She said nothing as she closed her eyes and drew on the things Kael had taught her when it came to resisting Seeker magic—hope, loyalty, love. She closed her eyes, pictured Sobin and Cait and Bran, and waited for that rush of magic like wind to yank her away from this terrible dream.

Goodbye, Seeker.

Her whole body shivered, and pain shot through her limbs to her fingertips and toes. She felt a brush of magic, followed by a rush of agony through her head as if she’d tried to draw fire into her veins.

The dream did not fade.

Briand’s eyes snapped open as fear flooded her.

Why wasn’t it working? Was she too weak, too hungry and injured?

Auberon stepped up to the bars and stopped, his gaze playing over her face as he took in her consternation. “I want to know more about the Seeker who came to you in secret. The one who wanted you to kill the traitor.”

“And I’d put a knife in your chest for a cream puff at the moment,” Briand responded, still ringing with fear. “We all want a lot of things, Seeker.”

Brave words to deflect the panic she was feeling. She reached inside herself again, this time keeping her eyes open and fixed on him. Sobin, Cait, Sieya, Bran. Tibus and Nath. Kael. She loved them. She would not give in to fear. She would harness the power to pull her out of here.

She was the dragonsayer. She was strong.

Again, her whole body shivered with pain.

Again, nothing happened.

Sweat broke out across her back.

Auberon glared at her, taking her silence as simple stubbornness. “You’ll cooperate if you value your life.”

“But then what leverage would I have?” she said, hoping panic was not evident on her face. This was just a dream. Why couldn’t she pull herself from it?

She could see he was working to calm his temper. He shut his eyes for a moment and then opened them. “So if the dragons did not kill you,” he mused, “where are you now? Still trapped in that cave?”

She looked at him and didn’t say anything. He couldn’t take the truth from her, and she wouldn’t be so stupid as to give it up willingly.

Striking like a snake, Auberon reached out with his bare hand and pressed the palm against her forehead before she could jerk back. She tried to pull away, and he grabbed her wrist with his other hand to hold her against the bars.

Briand felt an icy cold pull through her mind and saw a flash of falling rocks, a vision of soldiers rushing to help. Aron Kul, his face white and his eyes black with fury and then fear as he saw the Seeker striding toward him. She made a strangled sound, although oddly, some of the pain from her attempt to flee the dream dissipated at the touch of the Seeker’s hand.

Auberon pulled his hand away with a hiss of a curse under his breath as Briand staggered back and caught herself against the wall. His whole body was still with fury as he looked at her and then his impotent hand.

She breathed out, noting the way he curled his hand into a fist.

“You still cannot read me,” she said, satisfaction overriding her fear for a flicker of a moment. She liked the way he flinched when she said the words.

Perhaps it was time to show her hand. Let him know how vulnerable he was whenever he tried to accost her, lest he try again.

She asked, “Did you kill him?”

“Who?” the Seeker snapped.

“Aron Kul. He looked terrified. Did you...?” She trailed off as Auberon’s manicured eyebrows shot up in response to her words.

Auberon stared at her without speaking as the realization dropped over him. For a moment, he looked terrified. Then, his expression smoothed and folded into something carefully controlled. He tucked away his fear like a handkerchief and drew back.

“Interesting,” he murmured, acting as if this revelation were barely anything to him. She knew otherwise. He took a step closer to the cell again. He curled his fingers around the bars and leaned his forehead against them as he studied her. “Do you...?”

He didn’t finish that thought. He kept staring at Briand, and she at him, fiercely.

“Touch me again, and I’ll stab you,” she promised.

Auberon’s mouth curled. “I’m going to find you,” he said, “if I have to take that cave apart stone by stone.”

“Enjoy being eaten by dragons.”

“You can’t stay down there forever,” Auberon said. “No food, no water. Like a rat, you’ll find some hole to crawl through. And I’ll find it too.”

Then the ground lurched and heaved, and she stumbled, and then the dream vanished and the brightness of the waking world bled through the cracks in her eyelids, and she was awake.




















CHAPTER EIGHT

“WE’RE CLOSE, DRAGONSAYER,” Nath said in her ear.

Briand sat up and blinked in the blinding sunlight, clutching for her knives reflexively. The dream was already fading away, but the memory of it clung to her like the ache of an old wound. The back of her neck prickled from the threats Auberon had made.

“Are you all right?” Nath asked.

“Just a dream,” Briand said in response to Nath’s question. Her head was ringing with alarm—Kael had taught her what to do, so why hadn’t she been able to oust the Seeker from the dream this time? She rubbed a hand over her face and kept watching the shore as it grew closer.

The Seeker had survived. Terror shot through her. She felt like an animal with its leg caught in a trap, uncertain whether to gnaw off the limb.

“You’ve successfully driven the Seeker from your dreams. You’re no longer a risk in that respect,” Kael had said to her in the cave. Would he still think so if he knew the dreams were back?

What would he do if he knew she was still a risk? Especially now that he was being so cold to her?

Kael watched her from the other side of the boat. Tibus was rowing, grunting against the strain as he pulled. Droplets of water splashed her cheek as she looked over the side. The shore appeared like a black line on the horizon, and then grew thicker and sprouted trees and rocks.

Southern Estria.

Gulls circled overhead, screaming into the wind.

She longed to blurt out the truth to the others, that she shared still a dream-link with the man who hunted them. But the truth was heavy as a millstone around her neck.

Something inside her begged her to stay silent.

The sun rose higher in the sky and the heat grew thicker as Briand stewed in her thoughts.



~



Auberon woke when the rain stopped drumming on the rocks. Dawn bloomed on the horizon, filling the cave with pale white light. Except for the sentry on watch, the men who’d accompanied him were sleeping.

He remained motionless for a moment, sorting through his dream with the dragonsayer. Wherever she was, she was sleeping too. She’d looked disheveled and ragged, but otherwise unscathed. No further clues as to her whereabouts.

She was close.

He was going to find her.

Auberon stood and ordered the men to wake. They had ground to cover.

When Auberon and his men reached the shore, the sun had risen high enough to burn off the mist left from the storm. The sea heaved and hissed below, spraying foam up around the rocks at the base of the cliffs. Auberon swung himself from the saddle and followed the footpath down to the water, the men following. He saw the caves the old woman had told him about at the bottom of the path, and his steps quickened.

A spit of sand lined the dark mouth of the cave. He smelled the lingering scent of wood smoke in the salty air.

He was close.

She had to be here. He was sure of it.

Auberon reached the mouth of the cave and halted at what he saw.

Footprints marred the wet sand, and a track of disturbed pebbles marked where a boat had been dragged into the water.

Auberon strode into the cave. Empty, with remnants of a fire still smoldering.

He returned to the sunlight and signaled the closest guard.

“Bring me a mechbird immediately,” he ordered, gazing at the water where the dragonsayer had fled.



~



Tibus and Kael switched places, and Kael began to row as Tibus sank down with a sigh and rubbed his shoulders with his large hands. They traded off like this over the hours as they journeyed across the vast expanse of rolling water.

Hours passed. Nath gave Briand a lecture about the geography of the area—they were somewhere on the Eastern Sea that bordered Austrisia, the same sea that surrounded Nyr’s islands and eventually reached Bestane’s lower regions, although by then it was called the White Sea. Below them, to the south, was the tip of southern Austrisia. Beyond that lay Tyyr and Ammet, hot and arid nations whose names conjured memories of stories told around the fire when she was a girl, stories of assassins bearing curved daggers and sand panthers that prowled beneath starry skies.

“Did the Hermit continue your language studies?” Nath asked.

Mention of the Hermit made Briand’s stomach tighten, and she shot an involuntary look Kael’s way before answering. His face held no expression, but the edge of his mouth twitched.

“Erdul,” she replied affirmatively.

Nath grunted. “Your pronunciation is wrong. Still, I’m glad to hear you learned something of Tyyrian during those years. Can you read it?”

“A little,” she said.

Nath sighed. “If only I had the time...”

But he didn’t continue that thought.

Briand blinked and looked away at the open water, and after a moment’s silence, Nath continued jabbering about Ammet and its famous school of medicine that trained the finest physicians in the world and housed a library with books on every ailment and disease known to man.

“Ammetites,” he told Briand, “value straightforwardness. They believe in fairness to the point of absurdity, and they despise cheating.”

“It’s true,” Tibus muttered, rubbing at his jaw as he seemed to recall a memory. “They have harsh ideas of justice. I’ve seen one split another man’s tongue over a lie.”

Nath continued with a wag of his finger at Briand, “You’re likely to run into a few if you stay in southern Sythra, so remember what I’m telling you if you’re ever in a game of Dubbok with one. If they caught you slipping cards up your sleeve, they’d cut off your fingers.”

“Are you suggesting that I cheat at Dubbok?” Briand demanded, feigning offense.

Nath’s eyebrows curved down as he leaned forward. “I’m suggesting—”

“Look,” Tibus interrupted. “Land!”

A knot formed in Briand’s stomach as she saw roofs of a fishing village cresting above the trees. Docks stretched out to meet the waves.

Nath and Kael locked eyes, and something unspoken passed between them. Briand lowered her gaze to the bottom of the boat and bit her lip to keep her composure as fear swept over her.

It was almost time for them to part ways.





















CHAPTER NINE

VALORA SAT IN the war room, surrounded by the other nobility in exile, listening to them shout over each other about what to do. The assassination attempt on Prince Jehn a few days previous had pushed everyone to the edge of panic.

The assassin had turned his knife upon himself before the guards could capture him. He’d worn the plain sand-brown cloth of a Tyyrian village laborer, but his coloring was Austrisian, and his knife was a deadly, crooked blade favored by Tasnian thugs, and he’d managed to dispatch two of Jehn’s trained bodyguards single-handedly while fighting off two more. He’d been a hired killer in disguise, not some disgruntled local.

Valora had not spoken to anyone about her sense of danger, or the fact that she’d probably saved Jehn’s life by warning him in time for him to call more guards to escort him, and he hadn’t mentioned it to anyone either. She felt raw all over, as though the experience were a massive stone that had scraped her skin as it rolled past her but narrowly avoided crushing her.

Since the assassination attempt, some had wondered if the prince might hold an oath of the wine ceremony, an ancient ceremony demanding fealty on pain of death. As of yet, Jehn had not asked this of his nobles, probably because he knew he could not. He was not positioned so favorably to make such demands.

The prince’s position was precarious indeed. And yet he had insisted he would still venture from the safety of the palace compound when the queen of Nyr arrived, despite the council’s protestations. He was still planning to meet with her, however futile such a meeting might prove. No one could reason him out of it.

Valora became aware that Jacob was watching her. She turned her head and caught him at it, but he didn’t look away. She saw questions in his eyes.

He held her gaze until she felt uncomfortable, but Valora refused to look away either. She wouldn’t let him intimidate her the way he did so many others.

The standoff between them continued until the door opened and the true prince entered, surrounded by a retinue of guards bristling with weapons. The nobility jumped to their feet as he crossed the room. Jehn appeared drawn, thinner than before, but otherwise, his manner was the same mild absentmindedness. He sat in his chair at the head of the table and motioned for everyone to sit.

Valora took her place slowly, mindful that Jacob still watched her.

“We’ve received new information,” Jehn said after the council had settled. He scanned the room. “Information that suggests that the order for my assassination came from within Tyyr, not Austrisia.”

The room buzzed with outrage.

“How dare the Tyyrians—?”

“Is this an attack from the royal court?”

“I do not suspect the Tyyrian monarchy,” Jehn said, “or some external terrorist faction.” His expression darkened.

The nobility quieted in confusion. Horror dawned on a few faces.

“A traitor in our midst?” someone asked.

The words fell into the silence like stones into a still pond. A chill swept over Valora, making her feel ill. Across the table, Lord Albo pressed his handkerchief to his lips.

Jehn folded his hands in answer. His mouth was pressed in a straight line as he looked around the room. The guards standing behind his chair shifted, their swords clanking.

“Your Grace,” Lord Markis said. “I swear to you my loyalty and the loyalty of my house—”

A few others began to chorus similar sentiments until Jehn held up a hand, and the voices died down again.

“I am not here to hold an inquisition,” he said. “We have pressing matters to discuss. Word came this morning from our contacts in Sythra that Seekers are burning villages along the Sythran coast. Meanwhile, ten thousand of Cahan’s troops have been reported to be moving toward Isglorn, which has been rumored to have Monarchist sympathies among the city council. Isglorn has sent us a missive directly asking for our help.”

The nobility murmured. Isglorn had been a hoped-for point of power for months now. They were close to securing it.

“Do we have the troops to support them?” Lady Alana asked.

The room burst into argument once more over the matter of troops and money, but Valora was still reeling from what Jehn had said.

A traitor. Potentially one of the individuals in this room by Jehn’s insinuation.

Prince Jehn stood. The meeting was over. The nobility leaped to their feet, nobody wanting to appear anything but enthusiastic in light of the rumors of a traitor. Valora noted, however, that Lord Halescorn’s son stood slower than the others, and he had a thoughtful light in his eyes.

When Valora had reached the door, she heard someone call her name. Jacob.

She steeled herself, uncertain what he might want.

“You seem concerned,” he said, looking her up and down.

“We’ve just received news that there is a traitor among us, not to mention the fact that enemy troops are threatening Isglorn. I think that warrants concern,” she said.

A smile touched his lips. “Even before the prince entered the room, you wore a wary gaze. You’re worried.”

“You seem to find that remarkable,” she said. “This assassination attempt has everyone on edge.”

“Rumor has it you warned the prince before it happened.”

Valora kept her face expressionless as she looked at him, but her heart stumbled. How had he discovered that? He was proving frighteningly informed. First, his stated knowledge of the location of the dragonsayer, and now this. Who was he employing to uncover his information?

“Who told you such a thing?” she demanded, shielding her shock with outrage, partially to buy herself time to compose herself, partially as a cover behind which to think. Why was he confronting her? What was he hoping to accomplish?

Jacob tilted his head to the side. “Curious, you don’t deny it.”

“What game are you playing?” she asked.

“Hire an assassin, warn the prince before the attack—a good way to sow discord and insinuate yourself into the inner circle.”

She inhaled sharply. “What? That seems like the kind of machinations a Halescorn might employ, but not me.”

“Still, I wonder,” he said.

“You’re making grave accusations, sir. Take care, you might make an enemy.”

“Threatening me, Lady Valora?”

“Warning you.” She swept from the room with her pulse pounding in her throat.

A guard waited on the other side of the door. He bowed and passed her a sealed envelope.

“From Prince Jehn,” he said.

She broke the seal and unfurled the note. Impeccable handwriting scrawled inside read:



Please meet me in the southern gardens at twilight.

-J



Valora curled the letter into her fist as a spark of wariness coursed through her. She recognized the prince’s handwriting. She nodded to the guard.

“Tell him I shall,” she said.

After the guard had turned the corner, Valora paced to the bathing steps that wound down to the edge of the water. She stood with her face to the wind and tore the note into tiny pieces as she thought about what Jacob had said, and what Prince Jehn had said, about assassins and traitors, and about the upcoming meeting at twilight. She let the fragments of the note scatter on the wind, and the pieces fluttered down to the sea like flower petals and sank into the salty foam.



~



After dinner, when day was a purple memory on the horizon and night had begun to unfurl a canopy of stars, Valora stole from her chambers to the southern garden of the summer estate that housed the exiled Monarchist court. Some considered the Tyyrian architecture oppressive, but Valora found it calming. Every path marched forward in solid lines. Every angle was rigid, perfect, measured. Even the gardens followed the Tyyrian love of perfect order in their dwellings—the manicured lawn stretched in perfect dimensions, a square overlapped by a diamond overlapped by another square. Flat, even stones bordered every shape. Trimmed hedges lined the edges of the garden, cut into perfect triangles and cylinders. A shallow stream split the garden in two, flowing from a square fountain at the entrance to the green space. The soft sound of rushing water filled the air with a murmur that drowned out low conversations.

She paused beside the fountain, scanning the lawn for any sign of Prince Jehn. Guards stood at intervals along the perimeter, their numbers increased due to the recent assassination attempt. A couple with their heads together spoke in low tones as they sat on a bench at the other end of the garden, and two lords strolled beside the balustrade that ringed the space. Otherwise, she saw no one.

Valora was about to walk the length of the shallow stream when a voice at her elbow said, “Good evening, Lady Valora.”

Valora swept a deep curtsey, and Prince Jehn bowed in response before offering her his arm in Tasnian fashion. His eyes were two dark shadows. The gold threads on his tunic glinted in the moonlight.

Valora placed her hand on his offered forearm, and they strolled along the edge of the fountain where the flowing water masked their voices.

“I apologize for the lack of a proper thank you for your saving my life,” Jehn said after a moment’s pause. “I believe for now it’s best that we don’t reveal your role. I don’t want knowledge of your abilities to leak out among the others, not yet. You have a powerful gift, and it has already proven useful. I don’t want you targeted, and I may need your assistance again in the future. So for now, shall we keep things between us?”

“Of course,” Valora said. She paused. Should she tell the prince what Lord Halescorn’s son accused her of earlier?

She decided such a secret would not be in her favor. “I ought to mention, though, that there has been some whisper of rumors regarding my role and the assassination.”

Jehn’s eyebrows lifted. His face, shadowed in the near-darkness, turned toward hers. “Oh?”

She told him about what Jacob had insinuated. Jehn listened in silence.

“He seems to have a lot of information,” she concluded. “I’m concerned. Do you think...?”

She didn’t finish that thought. It seemed wrong to suggest that Jacob might be the traitor, trying to turn the deed on her to deflect his complicity.

Jehn, however, didn’t need her to say it. “I do not think he is dangerous,” he said. “But it’s worth watching. I will not let him simply throw you to the wolves, Lady Valora. You have my word.”

They walked a bit more, completing the circle of the fountain. Jehn stopped and faced her. “I have something to ask of you.”

“Anything, Your Grace.”

He lifted an eyebrow as if to caution her against such fervent promises, but he only said, “The next time the nobility convenes, I want you to propose that the council utilize the dragonsayer’s power against Cahan’s troops. I fear that this march against Isglorn is only the beginning of our losses. We won’t have enough manpower to stop them if they gain cannon-equipped airships, not with our current allies. Not even if we obtain the ones we hope to gain.”

Valora considered her answer. She was fast becoming aware that she’d underestimated Jehn, as had been his intention. The others underestimated him too. She thought of the rumor about a secret mission to woo Nyr, and wondered if there wasn’t some truth to it. “But we have no dragonsayer, or dragons for his command.”

“Her command,” Jehn said. “The dragonsayer is a woman.”

Valora blinked in surprise, but the prince was still speaking.

“An astute question, Lady Valora,” he said. “I suggest you begin to answer it yourself by reading a series of volumes by a woman called Staia. The Natural Histories of Austrisia Past and Present, housed in the royal Tyyrian library. I understand you are fluent in Tyyrian?”

“Yes,” she said, wondering how she was still surprised at his knowledge of her hidden talents. “I do. My father insisted upon it.”

“Read the books,” Jehn said. “You’ll find many dragons still exist in this world if you know where to find them.”

Valora thought of Barrow Bridge, and a shiver of something like wonder crept up her spine as she looked at the prince standing in the shadows beside her. What myriads of secret things did he know? She’d underestimated him.

They all had.

“Why are you giving me this task?” she asked. “Surely there is someone more qualified than I. Surely there are others that you trust more—”

“I’ve made a study of all of the nobles,” Jehn said. “You’re clever, Lady Valora. You’re young. Too many of the noble house lords are closed to anything but what they already know to be true.”

“But they’re rich,” she insisted. “Powerful. My family’s house is small, and of little consequence.”

“Tell me about your father,” he said instead of addressing her protest. “You joined the Monarchist cause after he died. Why?”

Valora bit her lip. She hadn’t spoken of her father since she’d joined the Monarchists. A stream of memories swept through her mind like leaves blown in the wind. She looked across the lawn at the other strolling visitors, all too far away to hear her words. The air smelled like green growing things, and it reminded her for a moment of Kyreia and home.

“My father was a good man,” she said. “He spoke out against Cahan’s rise to power openly. He wasn’t afraid—maybe he should have been, but he wasn’t.” She paused, gathering air in her lungs. “He was killed in a hunting accident on the eve of my adulthood. He fell from his horse and broke his neck.” She looked at Jehn. “Your Grace, my father rode horses as easily as he walked. I don’t believe it was an accident. That’s why I joined.”

Jehn said, “Some would have been afraid after something like that.”

“I’m afraid every day,” Valora admitted. “But what else could I do?”

“You could have taken the offer of marriage you received,” Jehn said.

Valora knew she should have ceased to wonder how he got his information, but she was still shocked.

“That isn’t common knowledge,” she replied.

Jehn smiled and tipped his head to the side a little.

He was looking at her with a hint of admiration, but Valora felt like an imposter. Truly, what choice had she? She’d been desperate. She wasn’t a heroine. She was a savvy, homeless noblewoman with the memory of a good father and a hunger for justice.

Jehn sighed. “You know as well as I that many—most, perhaps—of the nobility are part of this cause, purely in pursuit of money, or land, or prestige. They know their loyalty will be rewarded when I come to power, and they know they aren’t important enough to merit attention or favors from Cahan. Some of them even stood to lose their assets to his favorites. And so they came to me. Not from their love of Austrisia or their belief in my legitimacy. They hope to gain much with my victory, but they’ll abandon me to save their own necks. And I tolerate them knowing I couldn’t fund this revolution without them. They are volatile, sometimes dangerous, but necessary. Essential, even.”

A servant came to light the torches around the perimeter of the garden. The firelight flared, casting orange and gold across Jehn’s face.

Valora drew in another breath. She felt compelled to be honest. She believed he would see it as a boon. Moreover, she did not want to be misunderstood. She did not want to be seen as something she was not. “Your Grace, I stand to benefit too. My father’s holdings were small. They’ve since been lost to me, taken by a rival who garnered Cahan’s favor. But if Cahan falls...” She let that unfinished thought hang in the air.

She’d have her father’s lands back.

That, more than loyalty, held her here.

Jehn shook his head. “You misunderstand me. I begrudge no one the desire for advancement, Lady Valora. Not even those who would sell me out to Cahan given the opportunity. I never asked for their devotion, only their support in exchange for what I might grant them should I succeed. I only acknowledge it as our reality. We are not primarily zealots here, but politicians and mercenaries. I’d be a hypocrite to judge others for their machinations.” He smiled thinly, ruefully, as if thinking of something that had long gnawed at him inside.

“Not everyone is so mercenary,” Valora said. She knew the soldiers, the spies, the men and women who fought in the trenches—they believed. They followed with devotion. They gave their lives for the cause. But perhaps some... some still abandoned the prince. She thought of Kael, who’d served Jehn faithfully, but who was now reported to have turned traitor to the Seekers. She peered at the prince in the near-darkness, trying to decipher his thoughts by the shape of his mouth and the curve of his shoulders.

“I don’t begrudge your reasons for serving as a Monarchist,” Jehn said again. “But I’d like your loyalty. I consider it worth earning. Find the books I told you about. Read them. Study them. Introduce your ideas to the council.”

Valora said, “I feel woefully unqualified for this task, Your Grace.”

The prince sighed. “Most of us do, when fate thrusts such tasks upon us. But you have less confidence in yourself than you deserve,” he added. “You studied the art of combat and excelled at games of strategy as a child and a young woman.”

“Yes,” Valora said. Her father had found she had a head for strategy, and Lord Brazel had nurtured it along with her lessons in language, art, law, and governance of their house. She’d been given a classical education, but much more.

“Use those talents,” Jehn said. “Don’t underestimate yourself, Lady Valora. You’ve already proven yourself to be a formidable player in this game. Lord Halescorn’s son sees it, which is why he is threatened by you.”

“I won’t, Your Grace.”

“We shall talk again,” Jehn said. “Hopefully once this business with Nyr is finished. Goodnight, Lady Valora. It was a pleasure. Good luck with your reading.” He lifted his hand to signal to the guards, and they appeared from the shadows, silent as the breeze, and flanked him as he stepped away from the fountain.

Valora stared after him until he vanished from view, leaving her alone beside the bubbling water.

She felt she had learned much about the true prince in their conversation, enough to change her understanding of him, and yet there was still so much she didn’t understand at all.






















CHAPTER TEN

THE FISHING VILLAGE where Briand and the others had landed was called Kern, according to a ragged sign posted beside the docks. The houses were small and rounded as if weathered down by the wind from the sea, and the wood as smooth and shiny as polished rock. Planked pathways wound between the huts and storefronts, and woven reed fences kept goats and chickens inside the dirt yards.

The company’s footsteps echoed as they walked through the center of town, where flies buzzed between storefronts and drying laundry crisscrossed the walkways. The village was almost empty.

“Where is everyone?” Briand asked, gazing at the shadowed doorways and rippling clothing hanging overhead.

“Probably out fishing,” Nath said.

A few housewives with their curly black hair tied up from their faces and tattoos of fish on their wrists and arms glanced their way as Kael’s company passed. Fear flashed in the women’s eyes as they moved away from the strangers.

“I didn’t see many boats on the water,” she said. She watched the way the housewives cowered with a feeling of foreboding.

Kern had a single inn in the center of town, a squat collection of buildings attached to a tavern with a picture of a cup on its sign and no given name. A striped orange tabby watched them imperiously from the roof as they entered the yard. A dark-eyed stable hand groomed a horse in the corner with a bandaged hand. The muggy air smelled like brackish water with a hint of savory stew cooking somewhere nearby.

Something else permeated the air too. Briand couldn’t quite lay a finger on what it was.

“Something’s wrong here,” she said to Nath.

Kael paid for a night’s lodging while the rest of the company waited in the yard, Tibus and Nath shielding Briand from curious eyes lest her charred hair and clothing raise anyone’s interest. When Kael returned with the innkeeper’s daughter, they followed her in a shuffle to the room that opened off the cobblestoned courtyard, which she unlocked for them before handing Kael the key. She seemed nervous. Kael asked her about dinner.

“I’ll have the cook send something,” she promised. Her gaze passed over to Briand in her singed clothing, who was half-hidden in Nath’s coat. Something passed over the innkeeper’s daughter’s face that might have been sympathy.

“Did you meet them on the road?” she whispered.

Nobody replied to her question, and she didn’t seem surprised. Her eyebrows knit together as if their silence was assent.

“We have a tub I can send if you need to bathe,” she offered to Briand, who gave a half-nod in response.

Once they were safely inside and the innkeeper’s daughter gone, Briand let Nath’s coat drop to the floor with a sigh as she sank onto the bed. Her legs barely had the strength to hold her up. Briand’s eyelids drooped with weariness, but she resisted the urge to curl up on the bed and fall asleep.

If she slept, they might leave. The knowledge of it nestled inside her like a dark, terrible secret that sent fizzles of panic through her whenever she thought of it.

“Something is wrong,” she said. “Where are all the townspeople? Why is everyone so frightened?”

This time, no one dismissed her instincts. Kael said, “I’ll see what I can find out. I need to send word to Jehn immediately regarding the success of our mission, as he will be meeting with the queen of Nyr any day now. I’ll be back in an hour; try to rest.”

With that, he slipped from the room. Nath locked the door behind him.

Briand’s skin prickled with the pain of thousands of needles as she moved, and every crevice and fold felt gritty and soiled. She wanted a bath. She wanted to sleep, but she was afraid to sleep. She was afraid to dream. She was afraid the others would sneak away again without as much as a goodbye.

There was too much confusion in her head. She knew she needed to think, to plan, but her thoughts stuck together like half-melted lard.

Sleep. She needed sleep.

But what of Auberon? A dart of worry pierced her. Sleep might mean another confrontation.

Kael returned before she’d puzzled it out. Nath let him in, and he shrugged out of his coat and dropped a bag of herbs to the ground.

“News?” Tibus asked.

“The Seekers raided this town only hours ago,” he said. “The villagers say they arrived without warning and searched every home. Half the villagers fled when they arrived and are still in hiding in the forest.”

Nath went white to his lips at the mention of Seekers. Silence dropped over the room.

“Looking for us?” Briand asked, her stomach dropping.

Could Auberon have been behind this? Had she tipped him off to her whereabouts? The idea gutted her like a blade of cold steel.

Kael met her eyes. “Auberon probably didn’t survive the dragon fire in the cave, and even if he did, he doesn’t know that we did.”

“But if he did survive,” Briand said, her mouth dry as her mind ran through the possibilities, “then he knows I’m the dragonsayer now. Wouldn’t that motivate him to search?”

Kael gave her a shrewd look. “It’s unlikely that the Seekers are searching for us.”

“But why harass fishing villages?” Nath asked. “Surely they have better things to do. What could they be after instead?”

His question went unanswered, for a knock came at the door. A servant, delivering the promised dinner, fish stew and a loaf of hearty brown bread.

Briand stayed on the bed, drowning in panic. Kael was wrong. Auberon did survive, and he knew she had survived too.

If she told Kael that she was still having the dreams, what would he do in his new state of coldness toward her? He’d changed in the cave. Before, she might have trusted him, but he was looking at her like a threat again. Like a liability.

She remembered Kael’s promise to her back in Kyreia, in her uncle’s house, when she’d asked what would happen if she refused to go with them and be their dragonsayer.

He’d said they’d have to kill her.

Might he feel that way again? Especially with the things in her history that already caused him doubt?

She supposed it was logical. Cut off the weak link. Destroy it with fire. If they knew... if Kael knew... Surely he’d never let her walk away and endanger them all.

“Dragonsayer?” Tibus said, catching her attention.

“Better not call her that right now,” Kael murmured. “Lest someone lingering nearby overhear.”

“Guttersnipe,” Nath amended, “better join us before Tibus eats everything. You look like you could use a hot meal.”

She forced her lips into the shape of a smile and crossed the room.

Before she figured out what to do about the dreams, she needed to know what the plan was for her. What the plan was for all of them. She knew this much about climbing a wall when the fall might mean death: one movement at a time. She couldn’t afford to panic and lose her wits.

They ate in a circle around the pot on the floor, dipping the bread in the pot and stuffing their mouths without speaking.

It felt like eons since she’d eaten. The weight of the stew in her belly braced Briand enough to give her the courage to ask what had been weighing on her since they’d reached the shore.

“What happens next?”

Kael said, “We travel to the port city of Seglorn. It’s a large enough city that you will have no trouble at all finding passage to wherever you want to go.”

Briand dipped another piece of bread in the stew, ignoring the pain in her chest at the thought of leaving them.

A kitchen girl knocked on the door with a pot of steaming water in tow, and when she’d left again, Nath steeped the herbs while Kael and Tibus conferred quietly. Then Tibus was the one to slip away, and Kael picked up the pot of brewing herbs and the bundle of rags and approached Briand.

“This will help the burns,” he said, setting the pot down beside the bed and sorting through the rags. The steaming water smelled like earth and crushed leaves and something else, something sharp and fragrant that made her nose prickle and her eyes itch. He ripped a few into strips and then soaked them in the brew, and Briand watched wordlessly as the cloth turned dark brown as if she found it fascinating, as if she wasn’t afraid she would say something she regretted with him so near and quiet. When she turned her eyes back to Kael, he was watching her. A dart of heat shot through her veins.

Kael wrung out the strips, then bound up her arms with practiced precision suggesting he had bandaged many wounds over the years. Briand wondered what atrocities he’d seen as a Monarchist, but the thought was fleeting as she hissed in pain from the contact of the hot cloths.

“It will only hurt for a moment,” Kael promised. He wasn’t looking at her face now. He was careful not to make any contact with her as he finished wrapping her arms and moved on to her neck.

As promised, the pain ebbed into sweet relief as the cloths left a cooling sensation on her skin.

“Lie back on the bed,” Kael commanded quietly.

“What?”

“Your face,” he said.

Briand did as he asked.

Kael leaned close as he pressed the rags over her forehead and cheeks. Briand looked at the ceiling over his shoulder while he worked. She wanted to speak, but she didn’t know what to say. Being this close to him dredged up a mixture of feelings that tormented her. Anger at him, anger at herself. The secret she held about the returned dreams gnawed at her.

When he’d finished, he said, “Sleep now. It will help you heal.”

Sleep. Her body begged for it, but she didn’t want to surrender. What if she dreamed of the Seeker again?

What if they stole away and left her?

Kael paused, and then, guessing her latter thoughts, said, “We will not leave while you are sleeping.”

“Not this time, you mean?” She was thinking of the Hermit’s cabin. Much had happened since then, but much was still glaringly the same.

He looked down at the bowl of herbs. A muscle in his jaw jumped, and then he said, “You have my word that we will not leave you without saying goodbye.”

Tears threatened to fill her eyes. Or was that just from the pungent scent of the herbs?

Despite Kael’s word, other threats lurked within unconsciousness. The Seeker dreams.

“Kael,” she said. The confession hovered on her tongue. I had the dream again. I am still linked to the Seeker.

Kael watched her, waiting. She shook her head and turned her face away from him. She wasn’t ready to tell him. Not yet.

She rolled onto her side and felt Kael’s weight shift from the mattress. Then, she slept.

This time, mercifully, she did not dream of the Seeker. Or anything at all.



~



Kael left Nath to watch over the sleeping dragonsayer as he went to dump the rest of the herbal brew in the courtyard and return the rags to the innkeeper’s daughter who had lent them to him. He needed time to clear his head. Before he’d left, Nath had snagged his arm and whispered fiercely, “I heard what you promised her,” and then he added, “We’d better keep that promise.”

Had his men so little faith in him to keep his word?

“Of course we shall,” he’d replied coolly.

Now, Kael paused beside the watering trough to rein in his temper. Nath and Tibus cared strongly about the dragonsayer.

Did they think he didn’t?

He knew the answer to that. It felt like a knife twisting in his chest. But it was useful. He might as well embrace it. Encourage it, even. He needed to put distance between himself and the dragonsayer. Distance between those green witching eyes and his foolish, traitorous heart that whispered to him to bend his orders, to make a space somehow for what he wanted. Allowances that might prove dangerous later. He was flirting with disloyalty.

He would not be so stupid.

Hoof-beats sounded on the cobblestones outside the inn, and Kael raised his head as a line of cloaked figures on horseback rode into the courtyard. He turned his head to keep his face from their line of sight, affecting a bored posture and dipping the empty pot into the water as if he were simply performing a chore. The riders could be merchants, mercenaries, or agents of Cahan. It was best to be cautious.

Six horses and riders. Some dismounted, one started for the inn. Some of the others dismounted; one cloaked man began to piss against the wall.

“You there,” someone ordered. “Water for our horses.”

Obediently as any stable hand, and still keeping his head down, Kael brought the pot to the nearest mount, whose rider had not yet climbed from his horse. Kael caught a glimpse of a shiny boot made of fine Tasglorn leather, and the back of his neck prickled a warning.

That boot looked familiar.

As the horse dipped its muzzle into the water, a voice said from above him,

“That’s an interesting scar on your hand. I knew a man who had one just like it.”

The voice was familiar too. As Kael dropped the pot and drew his knife, he heard the soft schwiiisss of steel against scabbard, and three sword points pressed into his back.

“Kaelen,” the man on the horse said. “It’s been a long time, traitor.”























CHAPTER ELEVEN

BRIAND WOKE TO the sound of Nath swearing under his breath. She sat up, the dried rags sliding off her arms and face as she moved. Nath was already beside her by the time she’d blinked sleep from her eyes. His face was pale, and his eyes were wide with concern as he bent over her.

“Up,” he whispered. “Tibus is gone. Kael has been captured. There are men in the courtyard outside. We have to run.”

Something fell inside her like a stone. She couldn’t breathe properly; her legs were numb.

“We’ll go out the back way—” Nath was saying.

“Is it Seekers?” Briand’s heart slammed against her ribs.

Nath didn’t answer that.

She lurched to the edge of the bed and onto her feet, reaching for knives she didn’t have. Nath dragged a blanket off the bed and tossed it at her.

“Put this on like a cloak. It’ll have to do for a disguise.”

Briand flung the blanket over her head and shoulders and scrambled for the back window. It was narrow, but she knew she would fit.

Briand threw open the shutters. Luckily, the inn was too poor to have glass on the windows. Wooden bars crisscrossed over the opening. She kicked them out with a snap of old wood and a clatter of the slats hitting the ground outside. She thrust herself through the opening, the broken edges tearing at her still-burned skin and making her hiss with pain. One foot caught on the lip of the window, and she hit the ground in a tumble.

Behind her, Nath grunted as he strained to squeeze through the narrow space. “Go,” he panted. “Go without me. Make for the trees. I’ll meet you by the sea—”

“I’m not leaving you yet.” She grabbed his arm to help pull him through.

Nath braced both hands against the frame of the window and strained until his neck reddened. “My belt,” he panted. “It’s caught.”

Briand yanked one of the knives from her belt and reached through the window to saw it off. When the leather snapped, Nath fell forward another inch, and then clawed his way out of the frame until he was free. He crumpled to the ground like a newborn foal, and Briand hoisted him to his feet.

Nath clasped her hand in thanks. His face was pale and marked with fear as they turned together toward the trees. That was when the man in the cloak stepped around the corner with his sword drawn.

Nath and Briand stumbled at the sight of him. Briand’s heart froze and then galloped wildly.

“Don’t move,” the man commanded, brandishing the sword at them.

Briand snatched a rock from the ground and threw it at his face before she ran. The man bellowed in rage, but she wasn’t stopping or looking back to see if he was pursuing. Nath’s footsteps pounded on the hard-packed earth behind her. Her legs pumped. She tripped in the tall weeds and pushed herself back up.

Another man rounded the opposite corner of the inn with his sword drawn, this one dressed in gleaming leather armor beneath his cloak. “Halt!”

Nath stumbled after her as she switched directions, but the other cloaked man had closed in on them. Another figure rounded the side of the inn with a crossbow.

They were surrounded.

“Surrender,” the armored man said. He threw back his hood, revealing a cruel, handsome face marred by a scar on his right cheek. His dark hair gleamed in the sunlight. He looked familiar, but Briand had no idea where she might have seen him before.

A look of surprise skittered across Nath’s face when he saw the speaker. He said something Briand didn’t hear over the pounding of blood in her ears.

She wasn’t giving in without a fight.

She drew her knife, and the men laughed.

“Bri—” Nath began, throwing out a hand to stop her. She looked at him as if he were mad. Wasn’t he going to fight too? Why hadn’t he drawn his weapon?

“Showing your claws, kitten?” The armored man laughed, but when her blade pinned his cloaked to the wall, his mirth vanished. He looked from the quivering blade to Briand and scowled.

“Grab her.”

She ducked under the arm of the man who reached for her and fled for the trees. Her pulse sang in her ears. Her lungs ached. No, no, no—

“Briand!” Nath shouted.

Hands caught her by the hair, yanking her back, and Briand hit the ground hard. Her teeth snapped together against her tongue. Blood filled her mouth. She lay stunned, the sky spinning above her.

Then the man who’d caught her hauled her to her feet. Briand cried out at the pain of his rough hand against her skin. He searched her and confiscated her other knife with a grunt of satisfaction.

Briand spat blood and looked back at the others. Nath stood between two men, pale and stiff. The man in the leather armor crossed his arms with a smirk.

The woods were at her back. She had been so close.

Dread dropped over her like a shroud, and she trembled as a thought pierced her fear. Had Auberon somehow traced their location through her dreams? Had she been wrong to conceal them from Kael? Regret coursed through her.

This was her fault.

But the men’s clothing was the wrong color for Seeker guards, nondescript but still reminiscent of military garb. Where was Auberon? She half-expected him to come striding around the corner, his black gloves gleaming in the hot sun, but the air was still except for a shrill call of a sea bird.

Her captor dragged her back to the others with his fingernails digging into the flesh of her arm. He handed her knife to the man in the leather armor, who appeared to be in charge.

“Let’s rejoin the others,” he said, taking the knife with his fingertips as if it carried disease. En masse, the men marched Nath and Briand back to the courtyard, which was empty of any servants or stable hands. She wondered if people usually made themselves scarce when soldiers materialized, or if they’d been paid to disappear for a while. She tried to look for Tibus or Kael, but the man holding her arm shoved her forward across the threshold and into the darkened interior of their rented room. The door had splintered on its hinges, but the latch seemed to work still, and the men locked it before they spoke.

Inside, Kael stood between two men, his hands bound. The look in his eyes, one of quiet fury, sent a shiver through Briand. When he saw that she had been captured, his jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

The man in the leather armor didn’t miss it, however. He strutted to Kael’s side and then paced around him like a hunter with a long-sought-after capture. “Disappointed? You underestimate me if you think I’d have let that thing slip through my fingers.”

That thing.

He meant her.

Kael stiffened, but he didn’t look at their captor despite his taunts. He kept his head up and his eyes on Nath and Briand.

“Some things never change, do they?” the lead captor said with a sigh. He seemed to be relishing this. “You’re lucky I’m the one who found you. Most would have jumped at a chance to run you all through with a sword and be done with it, orders be damned.”

“But you’re a devoted rule-follower,” Kael said.

This comment seemed to land like an insult. The other man pressed his lips together, and his nostrils flared.

It was obvious that they knew each other. Was this man from Kael’s days as a double agent? “I’m shocked at your sloppiness, Kael. What astonishes me most,” he continued with a glance at Briand, “is that you’re letting it run around without a chain—”

“Stop,” Kael said forcefully, and the man laughed like he’d learned something useful.

“What’s going on, Garrick?” Nath interrupted from beside her. The veins in his neck bulged with fury, not fear, as he spoke. “What is this outrage? Why is Kael bound?”

Briand looked at him incredulously. Why was he demanding answers from their captors? Why wasn’t he paralyzed with fear?

The man Nath had called Garrick laughed as he turned. “You’re going to answer my questions before I answer yours, Scar-face.” He clasped his hands behind his back and strolled across the room. To Briand, he said, “I’ve made an unfortunate acquaintance with the ugly one before, but you and I have not yet been acquainted. Your name?”

She glared at him without responding, and he laughed. “No matter. I don’t have to call you anything at all, dragonsayer.”

So they knew who and what she was. Did they know about the jewels too? Had they already taken them? She didn’t know what Kael had done with them or where he’d hidden them, but if they were lost, then the whole mission would have been in vain.

Not that she cared about their mission. She wasn’t a Monarchist. Her mind was becoming too clouded with loyalty.

“What’s going on?” Nath demanded again. “This is an outrage.”

Garrick smiled, revealing perfect white teeth. “The man you’ve been working with is a traitor. I was sent by the council to finish this mission properly and to see him delivered to Prince Jehn’s court and to justice.”

Another dart of dread pierced Briand like an arrow. Traitor. Kael had been undercover as a double agent. He’d already dealt with suspicion from other Monarchists. They’d tried to kill him before they’d finally decided to trust him.

What fate awaited him at the hands of this zealous Monarchist?

She waited for Kael to say something, but he was silent, almost calm. He looked at Garrick as if trying to decipher something puzzling.

Nath, however, struggled and spat. “He isn’t a traitor, you fools,” he snarled. “He was working for the prince. He’s been on a mission.”

“I’m working under official orders,” Garrick said, withdrawing a parchment and holding it up before Nath’s face. He sounded smug.

Nath paled at the writing on the parchment, but still, he persisted. “They’re wrong. The prince—”

“As you can see, Prince Jehn signed the order himself,” Garrick said.

Nath hesitated, shooting a confused look at Kael, whose face was unreadable.

“We’ll see what a tribunal thinks,” Garrick replied to the silence.

“And why are the rest of us being held at sword point if you’re on our side?” Briand demanded. “I’m not even a Monarchist. Let me go.”

“You’re the dragonsayer,” Garrick said. “I’m under orders to bring you to the council so they can decide what to do with you.”

Briand remembered the conversation she’d overheard between Kael and the others in the cave. She does not deserve imprisonment as a spy. What was going to happen to her? Interrogation? Torture?

Garrick stepped closer and took her chin between his index and thumb. “Hmm,” he said. “I imagine you were pretty once, before you were half-starved and half-burned. It’s a pity they’ll probably execute you.”

Briand spat in his face.

Garrick straightened his coat with a snap and sighed as if plagued by indignity as he turned back to Kael. “You always did keep the worst sort of friends.”

Kael tipped his head to the side thoughtfully. “Some have betrayed me,” he agreed, his gaze piercing.

This comment and Kael’s calmness seemed to irritate Garrick, who jerked his head at one of the other armed men in the cloaks and snapped, “Bind her.”

The man produced a length of rope and tied Briand’s hands tightly.

There was one gleam of hope shining in the darkness, Briand thought—Tibus was still missing. Perhaps he had seen their capture and escaped. Maybe he could send a message to the prince. Maybe he could rescue them. This thought filled her with hope until a fist banged on the door, and two more soldiers stepped into the room with Tibus between them and their swords drawn. A trickle of blood ran down Tibus’s forehead and into his left eye, and dirt smeared across his chin. He scanned the room, and when he saw Kael and Briand bound and Nath standing at weapon-point, his shoulders sagged.

“Ah,” Garrick said. “The last of the party. The innkeeper was most helpful in describing your last man.”

“We found him trying to send a message at the docks,” one of the soldiers who’d brought Tibus in reported gruffly.

Briand and Nath looked at each other with despair. No message, then. No hope of their situation reaching sympathetic ears.

“We leave at nightfall,” Garrick announced.
























CHAPTER TWELVE

WHEN DARKNESS SWATHED the courtyard in shadows and the torches had been lit, Garrick and his company of men saddled their horses for the journey. Kael and the others waited against the wall, listening to the quiet nicker of horses and the rattle of bits. Garrick’s men had acquired a wagon, and the soldiers hoisted Kael and Briand into it and tied their hands and feet to the slatted sides.

Tibus and Nath remained on the ground. Garrick swung himself onto his horse and then pointed his sword at them as his soldiers untied their hands.

“You two are free to rejoin any Monarchist settlement as you see fit. I have no orders regarding you, and I don’t doubt your loyalty. But if you try to interfere with my bringing these two in, I’ll gut you myself.”

“Sir?” Tibus looked at Kael for instruction.

“He isn’t your superior anymore,” Garrick snapped in irritation, but Tibus never wavered. Beside him, Nath nodded, and they folded their arms and waited for Kael to speak.

The moonlight illuminated Kael’s profile as he raised his head. He’d been silent since their capture.

“Don’t try to rescue us,” he said. “Head north to the encampment in upper Estria. Find Maera. When I am able, I’ll contact you.”

They both nodded gravely. Tibus clasped a hand to his chest in quiet salute, and Nath stepped to the wagon’s side and laid his forehead against Kael’s. He whispered something only his friend could hear. Then he turned to Briand.

“We won’t abandon you either, dragonsayer,” he promised, loud enough for everyone to hear. “You’re one of us now. Our fates are intertwined.”

She tried to swallow the lump in her throat. She was afraid, but the blaze of loyalty shining from Nath’s face sent warmth through her all the same, even if she didn’t believe his words. Though he spoke bravely, there was nothing he could do.

Garrick gave the order to move out, and Tibus and Nath stayed where they were, watching as the wagon rumbled across the cobblestones and onto the village street. Their faces gleamed in the torchlight of the courtyard, and the wind whipped their hair into their eyes.

“What’s going to happen to us?” Briand asked Kael quietly once Nath and Tibus were out of sight and the darkness had closed around them. Her throat felt thick; it was hard for her to speak the words. Garrick had said he was taking them to the Monarchist court. She wondered where it was hidden, if Cahan and his Seekers had not yet found it.

Kael tipped his face toward hers. She could barely make out the line of his nose and lips in the night, but she could feel the heat of him. “That remains to be seen.”

She remembered what he’d said in the cave about her being considered a spy. If they knew she was speaking to a Seeker in her dreams, it would be even worse for her. In her mind’s eye, she saw cold stone walls, a fathomless dungeon dripping with water and echoing with moans as the door to her cell shrieked on its hinges, and a guard shoved her inside. A shudder rippled to her bones. “Are they going to execute me, Kael? Tell me plainly.”

Kael leaned his head back against the side of the wagon. “You are...” He hesitated as if choosing the most reassuring word. “Useful. They won’t forget that. It seems some of the council is interested in your abilities. Rumors have spread through the southern half of the kingdom since our first mission. But they may want some measure of proof of what you can do first.”

“Proof,” Briand repeated, aghast. “I... I destroyed that bridge so Cahan wouldn’t get his cannons. And we have the—the—” She bit off the words and didn’t say jewels. She looked over the edge of the wagon at the soldiers riding in the dark behind them. “Surely we have proven enough?”

Kael tipped his head to the side, agreeing with her. “Politicians are not always the most reasonable of people. Nobles, even less so.”

The wagon rattled over a rut in the road, jostling them against each other in the dark. Stars studded the sky overhead, providing just enough luminescence to see Kael’s face. But seeing it didn’t give her any insight into his thoughts. As usual, he was unreadable.

“You told Nath and Tibus that they might think me a spy.”

He didn’t seem surprised that she’d overheard him in the cave. “Paranoia runs high among the prince’s ranks. We’ve been betrayed before.”

“But the prince. His order. Why....?”

Why hasn’t he sent word that you are to be trusted? Why hasn’t he pardoned you among the ranks? Why are you in chains?

The words died unspoken on her lips, but Kael seemed to understand anyway.

“Jehn has his reasons,” Kael said. “I trust them.”

His tone was like a closed door, and she fell silent with a jerk of her head. How could he be so certain?

A second thought slid into her mind like the hateful whisper of a goblin. She had only Kael’s word that he’d been acting as a double agent all along. Could he have some other goal here?

No. She didn’t believe that.

Silence fell between them, punctuated only by the clatter of wagon wheels over the hard-packed dirt road and the clip of horses’ hooves before and behind it.

“I’m sorry,” Kael said to her. His voice was a low scrape in the darkness, and she had to lean closer to hear him. “I’m sorry you didn’t get away as we’d planned. You could be on your way to a new life right now.”

A new life. She knew what that new life would be. She had nowhere to go. Her father’s estate was ash, and Bran—the only family she cared about—was off fighting for Prince Jehn’s cause. She had few options. She’d end up in another rat hole like the one she’d spent two years surviving in up north, scrapping and scraping by with parlor tricks and Dubbok skills, using her knife and her wits to stay safe as she slept in dark doorways and bartered for food every night.

Her eyes prickled, and she turned her face away from him without replying. She had nothing. No one. She was still a guttersnipe, despite everything she’d learned and fought for, everything she’d overcome. She was still without a place or a family.

The realization hurt like a lash across a still-healing wound.

The wagon rolled on through the night, flanked by Garrick and his men riding silently beside it. The wheels lurched and rattled in a hypnotizing rhythm, and eventually, exhaustion overtook the worries that filled Briand’s head. When she could resist no more, she slept.



~



“You’re back.”

Auberon’s voice slid across her ears like the rasp of snakeskin over rock, rousing her.

Briand blinked in the darkness, the disorientation of the dream making her dizzy. Straw under her feet. Cold stone against her back. The shadows of the bars across her cell slicing the swath of moonlight coming through the window. The faint sound of lapping waves outside, the smell of rot and brine.

And the Seeker.

“I’d begun to wonder if you’d died in that cave,” he drawled. He was sitting against the opposite wall, arms braced on his knees, deceptively relaxed-looking. He wore a loose shirt of black silk, open at the neck in a way that exposed a few blond hairs on his chest, and plain black trousers. His eyes seemed more hooded than she remembered, the circles under them purple. No cloak.

Whatever they were wearing while sleeping seemed to make it into these dreams—delusions—whatever they were. Interesting.

Briand straightened, getting a better look at him.

“You’re not on the road,” she said, for if he were, he would be sleeping with his cloak and not these silken garments that looked as if they belonged in a palace. “Made it back to Tasglorn?”

Taunting him was like toying with a venomous creature, she knew that, but she liked the way her observations made the muscles in his jaw clench in frustration. He couldn’t reach her here, and she liked the taste of the satisfaction she got from angering him.

But when she moved her hands to brush away a bit of straw, she saw that her wrists were bound.

Auberon noticed too, and his eyes narrowed with interest. He sat up from his slouch and smiled the slow, curling smile of a man who had just found something unexpectedly useful.

“The knife cuts both ways, dragonsayer,” he said. “You can discern facts about me, but... I have the same pleasure. You’re a captive.”

She’d fallen asleep with her hands bound. It was manifesting here in the dream too.

Briand didn’t say anything in response, but she felt the bite of fear at the back of her neck.

Auberon stood in a single, swift motion and approached the bars.

“But whose captive are you?” he mused. “You must have found your way free from the caves. Did some of Cahan’s soldiers come across your ragged Monarchist band? Surely I would have heard from them. Could it be pirates?”

She held her tongue. She stayed against the wall where the Seeker couldn’t reach her with his cold, cruel hands to try to read her mind and fail at it again.

“No chains,” he mused from his place at the bars. “No manacles. Rope. You’re somewhere with primitive means of keeping you contained, perhaps. Hmm.”

She closed her eyes and wished to wake, even if waking was just another nightmare.

Even in dreams, she was a prisoner.

“Going so soon? It’s useless to try to run,” Auberon purred. “We’re linked somehow, you and I. You’ll only come back to me again. I’m going to find you, dragonsayer, and when I do, I’m going to dissect you and unravel the secrets of your mind.”

She bit down on the inside of her cheek, begging herself back to consciousness.

























CHAPTER THIRTEEN

VALORA SLIPPED THROUGH the streets of the capital city of Tyyr, disguised in a white Tyyrian tunic and covered in a rust-colored cloak that covered her hair and face and sheltered her from the sun and sand. Tall, perfectly symmetrical stone columns lined the thoroughfare, between which market stalls and tents selling wares and food had sprouted up like pale white mushrooms. The scent of cinnamon and smoke hung in the hot air. The clean, straight lines of the city architecture rose above the streets, the rectangular houses and pyramidal palaces casting deep purple shadows across the people who flowed around Valora, all of them dressed in shades of white, tan, and brown, their clothing matching the world of sand and stone that surrounded them. The only flashes of color came from the necklaces and bracelets that clinked at the Tyyrians’ necks and throats.

No magic prickles alerting danger crawled over her skin, but still, she was anxious. She turned her head to look for pursuers, but she saw no one who appeared suspicion. No one seemed to notice her at all. She passed a band of southern Tyyrians, the tent-dwelling nomads from the lower regions, distinctive in the bright colors of their scarves and robes. They stood out like flowers in a sand dune. One of them muttered a good day to her, but otherwise, it was as if she were invisible.

Valora reached the steps of the royal library and paused. Two stone beetles with faces of men, three times her size, guarded the door. Beneath them stood a pair of guards, the hems of their pale brown robes dipped in orange to signal they were scholars.

She had arrived at the royal library of Tyyr.

Valora climbed the steps and ventured inside. The library was as cool as a cave, dry and quiet except for the soft rustle of sandals over stone in the distance and the low murmur of voices as she passed a group of young students gathered around the feet of their teacher, then shelves of scrolls and ancient parchments, relics from a past age arranged in neat piles. The scent of dust tickled her nose.

Beyond the scrolls lay the books, thousands of them, the shelves stretching up to the roof held aloft by stone pillars. With the help of a scholar in orange-dipped robes, she found the books Jehn had named and carried them to a table of carved wood. The books were heavy; each cover made of leather, stamped with gold lettering, and bound with rusted metal hinges. The hinges creaked as Valora opened the cover of the first book, and a puff of dust plumed up into her face and made her cough.

She bent over the faded Tyyrian text as the scholar drifted away to assist others. The words were written in spidery script, difficult to decipher, but she was determined. She poured over the pages, at first finding nothing of dragons. Only accounts of rare Austrisian herbs and flowers. Pupa root would cause a woman to miscarry her baby when ingested. Lover’s straw, on the other hand, caused fertility to increase when boiled into a tea. Lover’s straw, the page continued, was superficially similar in appearance to Blood Boil, a violet-colored flower that caused foaming at the mouth and purple spots on the wrists and stomach when ingested, followed by a quick and painful death. The antidote, the text claimed, was found in drinking goat’s milk.

Where were the dragons? Valora sifted through the pages, careful not to tear them in her haste, as they were fragile as butterfly wings. More potions and poisons, some fantastical, some practical. All useless to her.

She set the first book aside and opened the second. This one was not so dusty when she lifted the heavy leather cover, and the hinges did not protest at the movement. Valora’s eyebrows pinched together as she examined the tome. Someone had handled the book recently, more recently than the other. The prince, perhaps?

She turned the pages of this book more slowly, tracing the lines as her lips moved silently. Her heart beat fast. She must be getting closer.

Finally, Valora saw the words she’d been looking for.
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The wagon rattled over a bridge, thunderously loud, and Briand’s teeth clacked together as the whole vehicle bounded and shuddered. Thirst was a dull ache in her chest, and her back and neck were stiff from sleeping in one position. She desperately needed to relieve herself. A shoulder, hard and warm, pressed against her cheek where she’d rested her head in sleep. She opened her eyes and squinted against the brightness of morning sun as she stretched and saw a broad chest and muscled arms bound at the wrists.

She’d slumped against Kael in the night.

Briand jerked herself upright. He was sleeping too, his head leaning back against the side of the wagon, his chest rising and falling steadily as he breathed. She looked over the edge of the wagon to see where they were. Had they traveled all night?

It was midmorning, and a haze of heat smeared a dull brown horizon. The scrubby shoreline trees had melted into a dry, rocky landscape, and spires of rust-colored stone stabbed at a cloudless sky like accusatory fingers. Spiny plants covered in blooming purple blossoms sprouted in dry riverbeds.

Sythra? She didn’t know this terrain. Judging by the placement of the sun, they were heading south. Where was the prince’s court? She knew he must be in hiding, wherever he was.

Seeing her awake, Garrick steered his mount closer to the wagon and tossed a canteen at her feet. It hit the wooden floor with a hollow thump, and she bent to retrieve it with her bound hands. She tipped her head back to drink, and the water was hot, but it quenched her thirst.

“Where are we?” she asked when her throat was moist enough to speak.

Garrick only looked at her with disdain, as if offended that she even thought she could ask him such a thing.

“I need to relieve myself,” Briand snapped when he remained silent.

One of the other soldiers snickered, and Briand worried for a moment that they might leave her to piss herself in the wagon. To her relief, though, Garrick called for a halt.

Kael was awake by the time the wagon stopped. He met Briand’s eyes without speaking, and she flushed, wondering if he knew she’d been curled up against him all night. She handed him the canteen wordlessly and climbed to her feet after one of the soldiers untied the rope that tethered her to the side of the wagon. She jumped into the pebbled sand and looked at the arid scene around them for a suitable place out of sight to attend to her needs.

The soldiers dismounted around her. The one holding the end of her rope gestured for her to move, and she stalked toward one of the columns of rock. It would have to do.

When she’d finished, she reemerged to find Kael and Garrick facing off, Garrick still astride his mount and Kael standing in the wagon with his bound hands braced on the side.

“I don’t answer to you,” Garrick said coldly. “You’re a prisoner, not a guide.”

“I know this region. It’s full of bandits. Turn back—take the trade road.”

“And attract the attention of Cahan’s lackeys? There are Seekers swarming all along the coast right now.”

“Don’t be a fool, Diggs,” Kael said quietly.

Something in Garrick’s face changed when Kael called him Diggs.

“Silence,” he said, “or I’ll have you gagged.”

“You’re going to get us all killed—” Kael persisted, and Garrick backhanded him across the face so hard the Kael stumbled.

“Silence!” Garrick snapped. His voice rang in the stillness and echoed between the rocks. The other soldiers paused and looked. Briand stopped, and her escort almost bumped into her.

Kael raised his head. He had a bright red mark on his face where Garrick had struck him, and a trickle of blood from where one of Garrick’s rings must have cut the skin.

“You will not question me,” Garrick said. His voice was labored, laced with barely restrained fury. “I am in command. You saw the order. You are to submit to my leadership and come with me without struggle. Signed by the prince, whom you claim you still serve. So submit!”

The blood dripped off Kael’s cheek onto the collar of his shirt. He gazed hard at Garrick, radiating anger, but something else infused his rigid stance. Briand tried to breathe, but the air seemed trapped somewhere in her throat. He nodded almost imperceptibly.

“Sir,” one of the soldiers called from across the small canyon.

Garrick wheeled his horse around and rode toward the knot of soldiers gathered around the spring. His hands clenched white around the reins as he yanked the horse to a stop. The animal snorted and plunged, almost unseating him. He swore, and one of his men stepped forward to control the horse. The horse shook his mane and reared with a bellow. Garrick dropped the reins.

When the horse bucked, he landed in the sand.

No one spoke or moved as Garrick got to his feet. A vein pulsed in his neck, and he wrenched the riding crop from his belt. At first, Briand thought he was going to whip the horse, but instead, he turned on his heel and stalked back to the wagon. He leaped into the bed and lifted the crop as he faced Kael, who looked back at him impassively.

“Kneel!” Garrick screamed.

Kael’s head jerked a little.

“On your knees!”

A flush covered Briand’s face as Kael dropped to his knees. She dug her fingernails into her palms.

Garrick raised the crop. His arm was shaking.

“Swear you will follow the orders you were given!”

Kael’s chest rose and fell.

Even the other soldiers were expressionless as they watched.

“Swear it,” Garrick hissed. His voice, though low, carried perfectly in the still air.

“I will follow the orders I was given,” Kael said. He never took his eyes from Garrick’s, never blinked.

Garrick made a strangled sound and brought the riding crop down with a sharp crack on Kael’s shoulder. He struck again and again, landing blows across the other man’s back and neck until the fabric of the shirt was split and torn and welts crisscrossed Kael’s bare skin.

Briand bit her lip until she tasted blood.

Kael braced himself against the wooden floor of the wagon and didn’t make a sound.

When his fury was spent, Garrick drew back, breathing heavily. He wiped sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt and then looked around wildly at his men, who didn’t move. Some of them looked a little ashamed. One scratched at his neck; another moved a rock with the tip of his boot.

When Garrick spoke again, his voice trembled a little. “Mount up, men.”

“Sir—” one of the soldiers began.

“Mount up!” He dropped from the wagon, and when he collected his horse, the animal shied away. He swung himself into the saddle and whirled the horse toward the road. “Now.”

When the soldier retied Briand’s tether beside Kael, he didn’t look at her. His face was like stone, and he didn’t speak to her. Some of the welts on his neck had begun to ooze beads of blood.

Briand imagined herself getting ahold of a dagger and pinning Garrick’s perfectly starched shirt against the nearest tree. The fantasy kept her sane as the wagon lurched forward again, and the sun began to glow yellow-hot overhead. The unflinching rays made Briand’s still-tender skin prickle with pain, and she kept shifting to minimize the burning.

Kael leaned forward, creating a puddle of shadow. “Here,” he said, and she gratefully slumped into the shade he’d made for her.

It was all they said to each other.
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The wounds from the lashes burned, but Kael was accustomed to physical pain. He had been trained for torture, and he had endured much in the past two years while serving Jehn under the guise of betraying him.

Seeing the dragonsayer in pain, however, was a different kind of torment, one not so easily banished from his mind.

There was much for Kael to think about—the jewels he had managed to keep concealed from Garrick and his men, what awaited them at the end of the journey, and what Jehn intended by allowing his arrest—but Kael found himself distracted by the dragonsayer in the midst of mulling over plans.

Such weakness was unacceptable for someone in his position. A soldier—a spy—with his life sworn to his prince, his loyalty fixed. And yet, despite his efforts, he could not seem to shake his attachment. It had crept up on him so gradually that he was taken entirely by surprise by the depth of his feelings. When he’d realized the extent of his sentiments, after she’d fled from Yeglorn, it was too late to simply amputate the feeling as he might have done had he realized them soon enough. They’d taken root in him like an insidious, poisonous vine.

The best he could do was to maintain coldness toward her. He was a moth and she a flame, and he could see a thousand ways that she might burn him if he persisted in this foolishness.

It was curious how one so small and seemingly inconsequential to an outside eye might be so powerful. And not because of her dragonsaying abilities. The one thing she must think gave her worth to the world was of no worth to him.  No, it was everything else about her—that brazen defiance she brought to every endeavor, the way she fiercely loved the mutts and cast-offs of the world, from Nath to Varlet, the way she smiled when she knew she was about to win at Dubbok with an opponent who thought themselves the better player. This funny, angry, sharp-edged creature had infected him, besotted him, and he didn’t know what to do to exorcise her from his mind.

And so he was silent and cold, and yet he watched her vigilantly. And he agonized.


























CHAPTER FOURTEEN

GARRICK KEPT THE pace swift, not stopping even to water the animals. The landscape slid by, shimmering with scorching heat. Briand leaned her head against the side of the wagon despite the rattling. The stone formations around them curled in strange and fantastic shapes. Winged creatures—birds?—wheeled overhead. Something faint scrabbled at the edges of her mind, an awareness that gnawed at her like a rat chewing on the hem of a blanket. She gazed up at the sky-creatures. Not dragons, surely. No, they were small, no larger than hawks, whatever they were. Once she tried to brush her mind against one of theirs, and a painful jolt shot through her head, leaving her eyes smarting and her teeth aching.

Kael followed her gaze up to the flying creatures. Briand nodded at them. “What are they?”

“Ragleks,” Kael said, squinting against the glare of the sun. “Scavenging winged reptiles. They feed on dead flesh.”

The ragleks followed their company as they wound through the desert, and Briand wondered grimly if these ugly scavengers knew something they did not.

When the company finally halted, foamy white sweat flecked the flanks and necks of the horses. The wagon and company stood in a small canyon, the sides smooth as if they’d been hollowed out from a river long ago. A gushing stream plunged down one side of the rocks in a plume of misty white, and a few vines clung stubbornly to the stone wall around it despite the sapping heat. The sky overhead was as blue as a king’s robe. The sun throbbed heat from high above, and somewhere, an insect trilled a shrill and unrelenting shriek of a song.

Thirst was a dull ache in Briand’s veins, and hunger made her dizzy. When one of the soldiers dropped a canteen he’d filled at the spring into the wagon, Kael picked it up first. He handed it to her without drinking, and she almost gagged as she gulped down the sun-warmed water. It tasted metallic, almost bitter. She was careful not to drink more than her share. When she passed the water to Kael, he tipped his head back and drizzled it into his mouth with his eyes closed. She watched his throat as he swallowed. The blood from the welts had dried and crusted.

The soldiers gave them a saddle bag with dried meat and a few pieces of dried fruit wrapped in a cloth, and Briand gave Kael first pick after his generosity with the water. When they’d finished eating, the soldiers walked them one at a time behind the rocks for privacy of elimination, and then Garrick called for travel again.

This time, when the wagon began to move, Kael spoke to her. “Are you well?” He didn’t look at Briand as he asked. His eyes scanned the edges of the canyon wall instead, watchful. But she felt his attentiveness all the same.

“I’ve been better,” she said. The ragleks were brushing against her mind again, sending little shivers of pain through her head. She blinked as her eyes watered. “But I’ll survive. Where are we?”

“Somewhere along the coast of Sythra,” Kael answered. “In a region called the Bonelands.”

The name sounded familiar. Briand searched her memories and recalled a scrap of a story, whispered in her uncle’s kitchen, something about a terrible clan who ate their enemies, Austrisian men escaped from their fates of hanging as murderers and thieves. Men who called their home the Bonelands, for all the killing that happened there.

Kael confirmed her memory when he added, “This place is well-known for the bandits and outlaws that hide in these canyons. It’s a faster route, but we don’t have nearly enough soldiers to defend ourselves should we run into those who’d do us harm.”

A chill swept through Briand. She looked behind her at the walls of rock. Dark blue shadows filled the caves and crevices that riddled the canyon. Something twitched out of the corner of her eye, and her heart stuttered. A bird fluttered into the sky, but she didn’t relax.

Her palms ached for the reassuring weight of her knives. Her back prickled as if an archer had an arrowed aimed at her right this moment. 

“If we’re attacked, what do we do?” she whispered.

Kael shifted slightly so he was leaning closer to her. “Get as low as you can in the wagon. Stay down. Use anything you can do try to get free, and run like you’re on fire if you do.”
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Night came, bringing a purple sky studded with stars. Wild dogs howled in the distance, and Briand felt the presence of something large and hungry deep within the canyons, not a great dragon, but something fierce all the same. She lay on her back in the wagon, feeling the shape left at the edges of her awareness by the mind of the beast as it tracked prey in the night. When she tried reaching out her consciousness, the pain made her gasp, and her grasp on the creature slipped entirely.

What was wrong with her? What had happened in the cave? Was she still so far from recovery?

Garrick’s men built a fire and sat around it, drinking and muttering in the darkness to each other. Garrick did not join them, but sat a distance away, eating from his pack. Kael and Briand shared their dinner of dried meat and shriveled fruit in the wagon bed.

A deadly stillness wrapped Kael like a shroud, making him seem remote even as he sat beside her. He had radiated a fierce kind of silence, almost doggedly, since Garrick had beaten him. As if he were holding himself back with great effort.

Briand wanted to touch him. Looking at him still made her burn, both with pain and with hunger. The need for words to fill the space so pressed at her, but she had no words, only feelings that overwhelmed her and threatened to drown her. She thought of his coolness, his rejection in the cave. Did he think her dangerous? Part of her mind whispered that she was still just Pieter’s guttersnipe niece to him, useful only as the dragonsayer.

But the way he’d kissed her, the passion that had flamed between them. She hadn’t imagined that. He’d wanted it. He’d stunned her with how much he’d wanted it.

And then he’d withdrawn so coolly and abruptly that she was left gasping, grasping at reasons while he forged ahead with cool stoicism.

Did the man even feel at all?

She was angry with him still, hurt by him, drawn to him, and she ached for him. Ached with empathy from the memory of the riding crop falling across his shoulders, the way he’d held all silence while his face pulled as tight as a bowstring and his hands made fists. She understood humiliation and defeat. She’d been punished at the hands of her uncle dozens of times, scorned by all who watched. They were prisoners, both of them, he as helpless as she this time. Betrayed by the prince he served unflinchingly, by all accounts. She didn’t understand his duty, but she understood betrayal.

She had the urge to take his face in her hands and kiss him just to see what he’d do. Would he freeze, or push her away? Would he kiss her back, even for only a second?

If Kael sensed her scrutiny, he gave no indication. The glow of the fire lit his profile, highlighting his nose and cheek and turning the ends of his black hair ember red. He remained silent.

Briand lay down and rearranged her limbs to find the most comfortable position for sleeping with bound hands and a hard wooden floor beneath her. After a moment, Kael lay down beside her too. His shoulder was close enough to brush her arm. She could feel the heat of him, and it comforted her and tied her stomach in a knot.

Briand’s ears strained for every sound that whispered in the darkness around them—the cough of one of Garrick’s men, the snap of the fire, the flutter of a bat in the night air above. Kael must be doing the same. If bandits set upon them now, would the outlaws kill them without a second thought, or take them as captives for ransom? A cold sweat broke across her back just contemplating it.

Kael’s bound hands slid across the wooden floor of the wagon and bumped against hers. An accident? She turned her head to look at him, but his eyes were closed.

Somehow, amid this swirl of fear, exhaustion finally claimed her, and she fell into a black pit of sleep.
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“Still a captive, I see,” Auberon’s voice murmured over her. “And even dirtier than before.”

Briand opened her eyes and sat up with a rustle of dirty straw. The Seeker stood at the bars this time, gazing down at her. Her chest tightened, and her pulse slammed at her wrists and neck.

Two dreams in two nights? How was she supposed to keep her sanity if this monster haunted her in every dream?

Briand breathed deep to contain her fear. She needed to be calm, impassive. She channeled her best impression of Kael as she leaned her head against the stone wall at her back. “I’m not talking to you.”

In response, Auberon shook the bars. The rattle of metal echoed through the chamber, making her pulse jump.

What if he decided to sleep with a knife in his hands one night? What if he decided she was better dead than out of his reach? Could he kill her here and cause her to die?

She shut her eyes and begged herself to wake. No sleep at all was preferable to this.

Auberon made an impatient noise. “Stop trying to run away.”

She ignored him and the fear scuttling in her belly and tried to do the things Kael had taught her before. She focused on memories of Bran. Sieya, with smoke curling from the dracule’s nose.

Nothing.

Briand blinked and tried again. Perhaps something else. A stern talking to her subconscious? Deep breath. Hard pinch. Awake, she whispered to herself in her mind. You’re in a wagon, asleep with Kael. The air is dry, and it smells like dust and sand, not the sea.

Still, she felt the cold stones against her back and smelled the briny stench of dungeon and seawater.

She opened her eyes again. Auberon paced like a caged lion in front of the bars. He looked irritated at her avoidance.

Anger at her inability to wake herself from this nightmare made her reckless.

“Sad that I don’t want to play your games?” she said.

Auberon paused. The moonlight glimmered on the edges of his face and caught on his eyelashes. His eyes were like liquid pools of night.

“You’re a fool to taunt me.”

He was right. She was a fool. A fool for Kael, a fool for her friends. Exhaustion seeped through her.

When was she going to put her own survival first?

Auberon snarled threats, and she refused to speak again.

Finally, mercifully, she woke.
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The sky was the color of frosted steel when Briand opened her eyes. The dry air was chilly in the predawn, but she was warm and drowsy, almost relaxed.

She realized she was curled up against Kael’s chest.

She sat up abruptly, her whole body flushing with heat. Her movement woke Kael, and he grabbed her bound hands with his and nodded at the cliffs in question, his eyebrows drawing together in a dark slash of concern. Danger?

Briand shook her head to say that there was no attack, and he relaxed slightly. He gave her a puzzled look, and irritation replaced her rush of embarrassment. Perhaps he didn’t mind cuddling up to people he’d coldly rejected only days before, but she certainly did.

Their captors were sleeping except for the sentry, who sat smoking on a rock a stone’s throw from the encampment. There was no sign of Garrick when she scanned the clearing.

Footsteps signaled Garrick’s approached. He appeared from around a cluster of tall rocks, a towel slung across his shoulders and his face freshly shaven. His hair was wet. He locked gazes with Briand as he approached, and a shiver of disgust ran through her belly as she remembered the way he’d flogged Kael the day before. She refused to look away, and to her satisfaction, he broke eye contact first. He spoke to the sentry, and then went to his horse and rifled through the saddle bags.

Kael joined her at the edge of the wagon. “We have only a day or two left of journeying until we reach the tip of Sythra they call the Toe,” he said in a low voice for her ears only.

She didn’t know if she ought to feel relief or dread at the news.

Whatever large predator she’d felt the night before was still roaming the desert nearby. Briand felt its interest in the scent of their camp, as well as its wariness. Cautiously, she let her mind explore the thoughts of the beast. It had not caught much in the night, and it was hungry.

A dull ache spread behind her eyes as she touched its thoughts, and she groaned softly.

“Dragonsayer?” Kael murmured at her elbow.

“It’s nothing,” she said. Her stomach swirled with nausea and her vision danced.

A glance at him showed he didn’t believe her. His gaze on her felt like a physical touch. Briand and leaned back against the side of the wagon.

Garrick’s men rose and began to prepare breakfast. Meat sizzled over the fire. The smell made wafted into the air.

The creature noted this new scent with interest. Briand braced herself and dipped into its mind again despite the headache it caused.

If she could bring the beast here, might she somehow secure their escape?

She couldn’t quite determine how large the creature was, although it felt heavy and coiled with power when she slipped inside its head.

“What sorts of animals live in this place?” she asked Kael.

He eyed her curiously. “Ragloks, vultures, some sand wolves. Lizards and snakes. Gazelles, I believe.”

“Anything larger than that?”

“Rockdrols, in the caves,” he said thoughtfully.

“Rockdrols?”

“Lizard-like,” he said. “Big and shy, but they are vicious if cornered. Why?”

She shook her head.

One of the soldiers, a thin and twisted fellow with mismatched eyes of brown and gray, finally brought breakfast. He tossed it into the wagon between them as if they were dogs, and he snorted at them both as if he expected them to fight over the food like dogs.

“You dropped that,” Briand said angrily. Between her headache from the rockdrol and the promise of heat already hanging in the air, she was emboldened.

The soldier smirked at her. “Skinny little thing, aren’t you? I heard you can turn into a snake. Is it true?”

“Only when angry,” she replied. “Best not tempt me.”

“If you show me a trick, I’ll give you some allie,” the soldier said. He seemed more curious than malicious, although his smile was mocking.

Briand didn’t know what allie was, but she didn’t want anything from this soldier except silence.

“Do you want me to breathe fire?” she asked.

The soldier’s eyes widened a little, and then he laughed at her. “You have a tongue, lass,” he said. “Take care, or you’ll get yourself a slap from Garrick.”

Kael picked up the meat, shook the dirt from it, and offered half to Briand without a word.

“Kennis!” another soldier called, and the fellow turned and strode away.

Briand spat a stray bit of dirt from her mouth that had clung to the meat despite Kael’s cleaning efforts.

“And what sort of trick would you have shown him?” Kael asked with faint amusement.

She sighed. “I know so many excellent ones involving knives. What’s allie?”

“Oil of allenna,” Kael explained. “It’s a drug for pain... used by some soldiers to stiffen their nerves during battle.”

Her vision wavered again, and she put her head down on her arms with a sigh of pain.

“Briand,” Kael said, speaking sharply this time. He pulled himself closer and took her chin between his fingers. He turned her face toward his. “Look at me,” he commanded quietly.

“Don’t order me around,” she said, but she looked.

“You’ve not yet healed from the caves. Do you thirst? Is it your head?”

His fingers were gentle against her skin. She swallowed as a swell of something painful lurched in her chest. This time, it wasn’t due to dragonsaying. “I am well enough, considering the circumstances.”

“Perhaps you should have accepted his offer of the oil of allenna,” Kael muttered.

Around them, the company packed up and mounted their horses. Garrick called out an order, and the wagon lurched forward.

Kael dropped his hand.

Briand thought about her dreams with Auberon. Did she dare tell now with her neck halfway in the noose already? She was currently being taken straight into the heart of the Monarchist’s secrets. She would know too much for someone who had a direct line of communication with a Seeker. If anyone knew, her life could be forfeit.

Telling anyone was out of the question.

What about her mind-weakness? The headaches? If she was losing her dragonsaying abilities, would that make her more likely to be killed than if they found her, as Kael had put it, useful?

She didn’t know.

The air grew thirsty and hot. Briand’s lips blistered, and her skin ached even though she did her best to stay in whatever shade she could find. The tall rock walls of the canyon provided some protection from the sun, and she crawled to keep in the shadows they cast as the wagon rumbled forward. Kael stayed in one place, sitting with his legs crossed, in a meditative contemplation. He wasn’t looking at the rock walls around them, but Briand knew he was alert to them all the same.

The rockdrol followed the convoy from a distance, curious. The touch of its mind sent little fizzles of pain through Briand’s mind, which she endured without sound.

The soldier who rode closest to the wagon watched Briand with a sneering expression that left her cold to her core. Clearly, the men had been talking. She refused to show him she was afraid, but inside, she wanted to shrivel up. She wished she had her knife. She imagined how she would knock him from his horse to it, pin him to a tree with one well-aimed throw.

He stared until Briand snapped, “Seen enough?”

The soldier smiled, revealing a missing tooth. “Dragonsayer,” he said, pronouncing the word as if trying to determine if he believed it. He grunted a chuckle. “I can’t see why Garrick has you all roped up. You look like you could barely swat a fly to me.”

Something about the way he said it, paired with his appraising look, made the hair on her arms prickle.

Briand wasn’t sure if she wanted these soldiers to fear her or not. Fearing her meant they’d treat her like a monster. On the other hand, fear could keep her safe from other things.

“Looks can be deceiving,” she said and bared her teeth.

In response, the soldier reached out and yanked the end of the rope that tied her to the side of the wagon. Briand fell forward on her elbows, and he laughed.

Behind her, Kael stirred. “Soldier,” he said, his voice like the blade of a knife.

The soldier’s face shuttered. He muttered something under his breath and let go of the rope.

Briand pushed herself back to her knees. She opened her mouth to say something else to the soldier when an arrow struck him in the shoulder.

The soldier gasped and fell from his horse. Two more arrows struck the bed of the wagon.

Bandits.



























CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE WAGON LURCHED as the horse pulling it reared and shied. Three more arrows struck the side of the wagon with a hiss of air as Kael pushed Briand down and shielded her body with his.

She could feel his heart beating against her shoulder as an arrow whispered past them and thudded into the wood of the wagon. Her pulse banged loud in her throat and timed slowed as she lifted her head to see what was happening.

Ahead, Garrick’s men wheeled in confusion. Some had already fallen. Garrick drew his sword. He was shouting something when an arrow grazed his arm and split the sleeve. Blood splattered over the man beside him.

More arrows sliced the air overhead and then, as suddenly as it had begun, the barrage stopped. The clearing was silent. Garrick’s men scrambled behind rocks or under the wagon. Garrick turned his horse in a tight circle, still holding his sword aloft, scanning the cliffs as blood streamed down his wounded arm.

“Stay down,” Kael said, his lips to her ear. Briand nodded, and he eased off her and crawled forward.

An inhuman howl bounced off the cliffs and pierced the air. Briand’s hair prickled at the sound as it echoed through the canyon like the call of a wolf pack on the hunt. Ropes spilled down the cliffs, half a dozen of them at least, quivering as their weighted ends landed in the sand with little ominous puffs.

Garrick’s soldiers stared.

The shadows crawled, and then men surged from the rocks above, some sliding down the ropes, others surging forward from lower caves. Painted blue stripes covered their bare arms and shoulders, and they wore masks over their noses and mouths. Spiked necklaces bounced against scarred chests. Cutlasses and axes glinted in their hands as they ran, kicking up a cloud of dust around them that billowed forward through the canyon.

Kael yanked at the ropes binding him to the wagon. Sweat glistened on his neck as he wrestled with his bonds. “Garrick!” he shouted above the shrill war cry of the approaching bandits. “Give me a sword!”

Garrick yanked his horse around and looked at Kael across the clearing. His eyes were like two black stones—cold and unyielding.

The bandits were coming, and she and Kael were trussed up like sacrifices.

The roar of the outlaws’ pounding feet and shrill war cries poured through the canyon. Briand froze at the sight. Her legs turned to ice as she watched the pounding feet and faceless masks approach, their hands full of death.

Kael hissed a curse as Garrick turned his horse away and raised his sword to meet the first of the outlaws. His blade flashed in the sunlight, a single glimmer of hope. Then the dust cloud enveloped him like the maw of a monster.

Steel rang against steel as the two forces clashed in an uneven line of carnage. Garrick’s horse reared up as he struck wildly around him. One of his men fell, bleeding from the head, and the bandit who’d felled him leaped over his body and rushed for the wagon.

Kael began to tear at his bonds with his teeth.

Briand’s freeze of panic lasted only seconds before her desire to live kicked her in the stomach. She scrambled back from the wagon’s edge and cast her gaze around wildly.

The arrows!

She reached for the closest one with her foot and managed to scrape the sole of her boot across the shaft. She tried again, this time splintering the shaft.

Briand bit her lip in concentration and tried again, teasing at the arrowhead where it was embedded in the wood. The world around her had constricted to a narrow blur of focus. Just her foot and the arrowhead.

The point of the weapon began to pull up with excruciating slowness. She was panting. She tasted blood on her lips. Nudge. Pull. Nudge.

The arrow slid up enough that she was able to knock it out with her heel and slide the piece toward her hands. As soon as Briand’s fingers closed around the arrowhead, the bubble of silence and concentration around her disintegrated, and the sounds of fighting rushed over her in a wave. Panic blossomed in her gut as she clenched it in her fingers.

This was her key. Her chance.

An outlaw crossed swords with one of Garrick’s men just beside the wagon. They grunted as they swung at each other.

Briand clamped the arrowhead in her teeth and sawed at the ropes. She felt a few of the strands give. Her jaw ached, but she didn’t pause. The arrowhead slipped a little, slicing her hand instead of the ropes. Blood welled along the edge of her thumb.

She kept sawing.

The ropes loosened. Briand yanked her hands apart and watched the rest of her bonds fall to the floor of the wagon.

She was free.

Run, her mind whispered.

Not yet.

Loyalty still had a tether on her heart. Briand hissed Kael’s name as she sawed at the remaining ropes holding him captive. “I’m leaving,” she told him as she worked. “Don’t try to stop me.”

The last fibers snapped, and the ropes uncurled from Kael’s wrists like a dead snake and dropped away. Briand turned to go when Kael’s fingers closed over hers. She looked at him. Her heart was in her mouth. Her whole body was humming with the need to run.

“Go,” he said.

The moment burned, the air between them buzzed. Battle rang out around them, but for one screaming second, Briand saw nothing but Kael’s face. A flash of something—longing? Admiration? Flickered through his eyes. He said nothing, because he was Kael, because he was composed and stubborn and how she wanted to hate him for it. Heat and hunger and fury rose in her like a tide. She wanted to shout at him. Instead, she grabbed the front of his shirt and kissed him—one scalding touch of the lips—and then she pushed him away and leaped from the wagon.

As soon as Briand’s feet sank into the sand, she rolled under the wagon and scanned the clearing. Several men had fallen into pools of blood. The fighting continued all around her. She could see two ways out—neither gave her much hope for surviving an escape if she didn’t have food or water or a weapon.

A soldier toppled from his horse right in front of the wagon. The animal shied and snorted, its reins dangling in the sand. Briand darted forward and grabbed the reins. Holding the horse from bolting with one hand, she reached down and pulled a knife from the belt of the fallen man with the other, tucked it into the empty sheath in her boot, and then scrambled into the saddle and gathered up the reins. She allowed herself one look over her shoulder and saw Kael had also left the wagon and was pulling a sword from one of his fallen Monarchist comrade’s bodies. He turned and blocked an incoming blow from a bandit, then kicked the man in the chest. The bandit staggered backward, and Kael strode forward and cleanly sliced through a man who was about to deliver a killing blow to a Monarchist soldier who’d fallen to the ground. He moved sinuous and efficiently as he struck right and left. The bandits around him fell back, a few of them shouting in alarm.

But he was becoming overwhelmed.

A bandit behind him grabbed a second sword from a fallen comrade and approached Kael as he was occupied with another attacker.

“Kael,” Briand shouted, her voice lost in the fray.

Pain lanced her mind. The rockdrol! It was close, drawn to the smell of blood. She reached through the burst of agony and clamped her will around that of the beast, sliding into its consciousness. It was just beyond the rocks. She pushed, and the rockdrol leaped to the top of the canyon and snarled at the men below.

The bandits closest scattered as the rockdrol jumped into the swath of battling men. It was the size of a bear, the color of stone, with a squat head full of teeth and beady black eyes. Spines bristled down a gray back and powerful claws dug into the earth.

Briand steered the creature forward, tears streaming from her eyes at the pain that lanced her head and neck. Where was Kael?

The rockdrol lashed its tail, striking a man in the shoulder and knocking him to the ground. It shook itself as if trying to cast her out of its head, but she cried out and held on.

The men closest to the rockdrol had fallen back, terrified as the beast lifted its head and roared. Garrick’s soldiers looked at Briand in wonder, and the bandits followed their gazes to the girl with her head thrown back in pain. One raised his arm, aiming an arrow at her heart, and Briand yanked at the rockdrol. It slammed into the archer and swiped the bow from his hand. The man screamed.

The rockdrol surged forward, barreling toward Kael. He savaged two bandits who were about to strike Kael’s unguarded back. Kael turned, staggering back when he saw the rockdrol. His gaze cut to Briand.

The rest of the bandits fell away. Her connection with the rockdrol weakened, and the beast fought free and turned toward the cliffs. Garrick’s men reached Kael’s side, and he was no longer surrounded by enemies.

Satisfied that Kael was no longer in a fight he couldn’t win, Briand pulled the horse into a tight circle and pointed it toward the path through the canyon, away from the fighting. The horse’s ears were flat against its skull, and it pranced nervously. She dug her heels into its flank, and the horse sprang forward with a lurch. She leaned low and urged it onward down the yawning throat of the canyon and into freedom.
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Briand rode at a gallop until her mount’s shoulders streamed with foaming sweat and the sounds of battle were long silent, and then she drew the horse to a trot to take stock of her location. A dry creek bed had hollowed out a lip of stone in the rock wall, and she dismounted and scrambled up the grooved place in the rock to get a better vantage point on her surroundings. Her head was still throbbing from using her abilities, but she forced herself to focus beyond the pain.

As far as she could see, there was only rock and sand. The sky was like a queen’s sapphire, cruel and unblemished. The sun scorched the sand and made the edges of the horizon shimmer. Ahead lay rocks and dry riverbeds and more canyon floor. Behind lay her mount’s hoof prints in the cracked earth. No one gave chase. She saw no signs of either Garrick and his men or the bandits who’d attacked them.

Unbidden, her last glimpse of Kael leaped back into her mind. Had he survived?

She shouldn’t care about what happened to him. He had pushed her away. He had scorned her. He cared nothing for her. He saw her only as a tool to be used and discarded. He... He...

She was panting now. The pain in her head and her heart merged, and she leaned against the side of the rock in exhaustion. She was a fool to have become so entangled. She would leave that foolishness here now, like a sack of stones that she’d been uselessly dragging behind her. She had survival to think about. She needed focus, clarity.

Still, the invisible knife of longing ached because of the hope she’d dared to cling to. No longer, she resolved.

She gathered every scrap of foolishness and exhaled toward the sky as she imagined it sliding from her shoulders.

Survival. Survival meant water, eventually food, and most certainly getting out of this cattle chute of a canyon. And it meant not being followed.

Briand dropped back to the ground and checked the saddlebags that came with her stolen horse. She found a canteen half full of warm water and a bag of dried meat and hard biscuits. She also found a length of rope and another knife, which she tucked into her belt.

The matter of her tracks concerned her. She looked at the way she’d come; the horse’s hoof prints stretched backward, clear enough for a child to track. Of course, where else would she be going?

Still, if she were to come to a fork in the canyon...

She’d seen contraptions that allowed a rider to cover their mount’s tracks, usually planks of wood dragged behind the horse with ropes. In this sand, though, such a device would only make a thicker and more obvious track. And she didn’t have time to try to rig something she didn’t fully understand how to make.

Briand gulped a few swallows of the warm water and then climbed back on the horse, which she determined to be a mare.

She threaded her fingers in the mare’s mane and stroked its shoulder. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “But we have to keep moving if we want to get out of here. We need to find more water.”

The horse picked up its feet when she clicked her tongue, and they continued through the canyon. Briand scanned the rock walls for any sign of fissures or cracks or tunnels. She had to split ways with this path if she wanted to avoid being recaptured by Garrick and his men.

Briand urged the mare into a gallop and clung close to the mane as the hot wind whipped her face and hair.
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Briand found a stream, just a trickle, really, but a blessedly cold one. The water dribbled down a rock covered in spongy moss in the shadow of an overhanging cliff that formed a hollow of a cave at its base. A few bulbous plants bloomed in the shade, and she picked them and split them open with her fingers in search of something edible. Sticky white liquid leaked onto her palms, and when she tasted it, the stuff was sweet.

She ate what she could of the plants and filled her canteen with the water while the horse drank thirstily. After eating, Briand repacked her saddlebags and remounted.

The day stretched on in a dusty, hot cycle of riding and resting. The canyon stretched on and on like a never-ending cell, and the beginnings of panic clawed at the edges of her mind. She was like a rat in a cage. They only had to follow her to find her, and she had little food.

She pushed the mare until the animal wheezed, but she couldn’t outrun the sense of creeping, inevitable doom. Even with the horse’s trail masked, they only had to follow the canyon. She searched the walls for anything she could use to climb out, any stone ramps or caves or piled stones that might allow for passage upward.

There was nothing.

The sun was sinking toward the horizon when she reached the end of the canyon and met with a wall of solid stone. She pulled the horses in a circle, dismay drying her mouth and beating a rhythm of fear in her mind. No. This couldn’t be the end of her escape. There was another way out. She’d merely missed it.

She threw herself from the horse and ran to the wall, running her hands over the solid stone. No footholds. No way to climb.

She was trapped.




























CHAPTER SIXTEEN

BRIAND WAS WAITING for Garrick and his men when they came, sitting with her back to the stone wall with her elbows braced on her knees, her head raised defiantly toward her inevitable recapture. She saw the glow of torches on the rock wall, a swell of gold growing steadily, catching the sand and making it glitter before the soldiers rounded the last curve in the canyon. The air echoed with the step of hooves, the jingle of bridles, and she listened for the rumble of the wagon.

She didn’t hear the wagon, only footsteps and hoof beats.

A blossom of something—panic?—unfurled in her chest. No wagon. Did that mean no prisoners left?

As figures appeared, outlined by torchlight, she braced one hand against the wall and stood. Her heart crawled into her throat as two men came forward and took her by the arms. Neither of them sneered; they seemed skittish to be near her. She remembered how the men had stared when she’d called the rockdrol.

They no longer thought her just a skinny girl.

The soldiers led her to Garrick, who sat astride his horse with his injured arm bound up with bloodied strips of cloth and a bruise coloring one side of his face. He gazed at her, his once-mocking smile gone and his expression only weary as she saw him attempting to gauge how much force he’d need to use. The battle with the bandits seemed to have beaten the bravado out of him. He seemed humbled, and in that humility, frightened of her.

He must have seen her call the rockdrol too.

She held out her wrists. “I’ll starve in this rat trap,” she said, “if bandits don’t catch me first. I assume you know a way out. I’ll take imprisonment over death in the desert.”

For a moment, she feared he’d refuse to take her out of fear. But after a pause, he nodded to the guards.

Briand looked past him to the others as the soldiers bound her wrists.

She didn’t see Kael among the men.

A piece of her broke off deep inside her chest like a blade snapped at the hilt inside a wound. She couldn’t breathe. The world seemed to close in tight, and her legs trembled.

The soldier confiscated the knife at her belt. He took her by the elbow, flinching at the contact, and she wondered what he believed about her. Another soldier collected the mare and led it to Garrick, who gave orders for the horse to be given to one of the wounded men.

“And her?” the man holding Briand’s elbow asked.

Garrick said, “Put her on the sorrel.”

Obediently, the soldier drew Briand into the cluster of horses, to a sorrel-colored gelding that already had a rider sitting astride it. The rider lifted his head, and Briand drew a quick breath as she met Kael’s steady gaze.

He was alive. 

He was bound, and a dark trickle of dried blood ran down the right side of his face, but he was alive.

The soldier hoisted her up behind Kael, and she was forced to grab his shirt to steady herself as she settled in the saddle. Kael turned his head; his profile lit by fire as he murmured, “Catfoot.”

“Kael,” she said in return, and then, speaking about the cut, “I hope you gutted the bandit who did that to you.”

Kael laughed under his breath. “Garrick did that himself when he discovered you’d fled.”

“He’s lucky I don’t have my knife.”

She felt Kael’s smile in his silence. It warmed her despite everything, and with this giddy relief still in her veins, she wasn’t about to fight it. She’d enjoy the intoxication for a day. She would allow herself that much.

“How do we get out of here?” she asked Kael in a low tone.

“Observe,” he said.

Garrick gave an order to the men, and one drew a bow and notched an arrow. He released it, Briand tipped her head back to see the shaft sink into a target high above the stone walls. A grinding sound filled the air, and the sandy ground shivered beneath the hooves of their horses. A few of the mounts shied and snorted. Briand grabbed Kael’s hip with her bound hands to steady herself as their horse danced sideways. Kael was warm beneath her fingers, and she felt the tension in his muscles at their contact.

The stone wall before them began to split. The horses pranced and shook their heads. Gravel and sand rained down as the rocks slid apart, revealing a chiseled staircase leading upward.

Briand stared. “Well,” she remarked. “I didn’t have any arrows.”

Garrick spurred his horse forward up the steps, and the animal climbed it in lunges. The lantern hanging from his saddle sent yellow light glancing over the stones. The other soldiers fell into line behind him.

Briand realized she was still gripping Kael tightly. She leaned back, switching her grip to his shirt to keep her balance as their horse lurched forward to follow the others upward. Hooves clopped on the stones, the sound like hailstones.

“What happened in the canyon?” she asked. “With the bandits?”

“Five of our men fell before we managed to drive them back,” Kael said grimly. “But we wouldn’t have survived at all without your rockdrol.” He paused. “Thank you. I think you saved my life.”

Briand wondered how he could still call them “our men.” He was a prisoner as much as she was, even after fighting alongside them, and yet he felt loyalty to their captors. She wanted to shake him. She wanted to kiss him. It was a terrible feeling, holding such disparate emotions inside her simultaneously.

The company rode all night through the starlight. The horses fell into a straight line, each mount trailing the tail in front of its nose. Briand dozed, her head falling against Kael’s broad back with each gentle lurch of the horse’s stride. She dreamed, but it was an ordinary dream, not involving the Seeker. In the dream she sat in the prisoner wagon, her hands tied, alone. Above her spread a purple night sky. She tried to call for help, but her voice came out in a whisper that barely scraped the silence.

“Dragonsayer,” a voice whispered to her left, and she managed to turn her head and saw Drune standing at the edge of the cart.

She wanted to spit at him, to call him a traitor, to demand to know why he’d done the things he’d done, but the words failed on her lips. She struggled against her ropes in vain, chafing under the eye of the man who she’d trusted, the man who’d failed to be the father figure she craved. His betrayal was a riddle without an answer, though she craved it like a parched throat begs for water.

“Help me,” she rasped finally, defeated. Tears sprang to her eyes as she spoke the words. She didn’t want to be weak in front of someone who had brought her so low, made her feel so raw. She wanted to be cold and impenetrable.

“I can’t,” Drune said, and it was no longer Drune, but Kael standing there. “My hands are tied.”

Kael’s wrists were bound, but not with rope. A snake. A thick black one, the scales gleaming like the dull edge of a knife as it writhed. An Abul, the same snake Kael had used to test her dragonsaying abilities years ago. One bite could be fatal.

Briand’s skin crawled. She strained at her ropes and tried to touch the mind of the snake, but her head ached as though it would split in half. She couldn’t control the creature. She couldn’t do anything at all. “Look out,” she gasped.

Kael looked down disinterestedly at the creature that twined over his hands.

“It’s all right—that’s the true prince,” he said.

She wanted to shout at him that it wasn’t all right, that the snake would kill him. Her voice wasn’t working again. Then it was not Kael, but Nath watching her now.

“Guttersnipe,” he cried out, “the ropes!”

She looked down at her hands, and the rope around them had transformed into the Abul snake. As she struggled, it coiled up her left arm and wrapped around her neck.

She was a dragonsayer. She could make it leave her alone. But she was powerless—her head throbbed, and although the ropes had transformed into a snake and left her hands free, she couldn’t move them.

Briand woke suddenly, jerking on the horse so hard she almost lost her balance. She grabbed the edge of Kael’s shirt with shaking fingers and looked around her. No snakes. Her back and neck ached from sleeping slumped over in a sitting position.

Kael might have been sleeping, but he was awake now. He turned his head slightly to look at her.

“Sorry,” she muttered, releasing his shirt.

She couldn’t get comfortable no matter how hard she tried, not with sleep tugging at her eyelids and making her limbs feel wooden. She finally gave in and leaned into Kael, pressing her cheek against his shoulder.

Briand felt him sigh lightly beneath her even as his muscles tightened at the contact, and she wondered if he were sighing instead of reprimanding her for the move. She decided she didn’t care if he thought she was weak or pathetic or a fool. She needed warmth.

She dozed, but this time, she had no dreams to torment her.

When morning came, Briand blinked awake again. Kael’s shoulder was warm against her face. She’d drooled on his shirt.

She could see only an arid landscape of rocks, clumps of yellow grass, and gnarled green plants, but the crisp air was chilly, and wind teased her shirt and hair. She smelled salt. A few birds wheeled overhead in the blushing sky, their cries echoing shrilly.

They must be close to the sea now.

The rocks gave way to a valley, and at the end of it, a city. Sand-colored houses with red roofs of clay encircled a blue bay. The water rippled in the wind. Boats on the water looked like strings of colorful flags.

The soldiers stayed on the outskirts of the town while Garrick disappeared with one of his men into the streets. After an hour, he reappeared, conferred with his men, and then they left sight of the city and returned to the trees, this time with fresh food.

When night fell, they rode to the water’s edge. A boat waited in the shallows with a lantern glowing like a star at the back. Far from shore, Briand saw the shadow of a ship, black against black. The surf roared in her ears, and her stomach churned as she sat in the middle of the boat, her back against Kael’s as the men rowed them to the ship. They climbed a swaying rope ladder up the side of the ship and clambered onto a gently rolling deck.

They were headed for Prince Jehn’s secret court.
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THE COURT IN EXILE






























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE HOLD OF the ship creaked around them in the night. The dragonsayer slept curled on a pile of straw while Kael sat across from her, his chin in his hand and his thoughts tormenting him.

When he thought she’d escaped, he’d felt nothing but satisfaction, despite the fact that he knew it was in the prince’s plan for her to come to the court now.

Moonlight slanted through the port and made a circle like spilled milk on the floor near the dragonsayer’s hip. The glow of reflected light painted her hair silver and softened her sharp features. In her sleep, the dragonsayer winced and stirred. She made quiet sounds on occasion, as if in pain.

She was suffering. Something was wrong when she used her abilities. Something in the cave had injured her, perhaps. She was concealing it from him. She didn’t trust him.

Although the knowledge of her distrust cut like a knife, perhaps it was best. Perhaps they ought to distrust each other.

She opened her eyes and found him watching her. After a moment, she sat up.

“How are your injuries?” she asked, voice husky with sleep.

“Mending,” he said. The cuts were barely concerning.

She pulled her knees up to her chin and regarded him in silence. Then she asked, “How do you know Garrick?”

“We were acquainted as children,” Kael said. “He, my brother, and I. Garrick is a bastard, but his father, whoever he was, saw to it anonymously that he received good schooling and lessons. His aunt was one of our governesses, and often we hunted together. He was not so unkind to me as my brother, so I liked him.”

“Friends,” she repeated, surprised. “With him?”

“He was different then.”

“Why does he hate you now?” she asked.

“Who says he hates me?”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Anyone who would lash you the way he did cannot claim otherwise.”

“One day he stopped speaking to me and shunned me whenever we met. It was the same with my brother. I later learned that my brother had taken an opportunity meant for him. Garrick’s trajectory in Tasglorn’s high society was ruined as a result, and he became a soldier instead. My brother went on to be a noble, and then a member of Prince Jehn’s council.”

“Oh,” the dragonsayer said. “How terrible.” She paused. “And how unjust that he would punish you when it was your brother who took his chance.”

Kael looked at her face. She was beautiful when she was angry. And she was angry on his behalf, which was an unexpected balm to his soul. He wanted to tell her so, but he suppressed the urge.

He had to keep his distance.

Briand must have seen on his face that he was shutting her out again, for her eyes flashed with cold fury, and she rolled over and faced the other wall.

Soon she was asleep again, but Kael lay awake for hours after.
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The ship sailed a day and a half before it reached a reddish-golden shore. Briand slept much of the time, for her body was still healing and it craved rest. Once in the night, she woke to the dark and shuddering touch of another mind against hers, some great monster in the deep that passed beneath the ship, its thoughts full of dark water and things with slithering tentacles. The encounter left a blinding trail of pain through her head, and she curled into a ball and bit her lip to keep from crying out.

Kael said little, and Briand wondered if he regretted the information he’d imparted about Garrick. He seemed to be wrestling with his thoughts as they shared the space together in silence.

Twice a day, the soldiers came to let them walk around the deck above. They treated Briand with reverence now, and she occasionally heard them whispering about her to each other when they passed above the grate in the ceiling. They no longer doubted that she had power. They only debated what she was capable of.

When they reached Tyyr, the rocking of the ship changed, and the cries of gulls sounded faintly through the walls of the ship. Briand watched through a porthole from the belly of the vessel as they approached their destination. Rust-colored rocks rose in pillars from the pounding surf. Beyond them, a geometric city of sandstone gleamed beneath the boiling sun. In the sky above, she saw ragloks and flocks of white birds with brilliant purple head plumage. The minds of the ragloks prickled at hers, leaving tiny sparks of pain in their wake.

Briand was tired of pain.

“The Tyyrian coast,” Kael said at her elbow. He leaned close to peer at the scene before them, and his arm brushed hers. Briand hated herself for the shiver it gave her. She spared a glance at his face; the place under his eyes was bruised purple from lack of sleep, his jaw thick with stubble. But he seemed cheered by the sight, contrary to what she might have expected.

Tyyr. She returned her attention to the stretch of shore. Cahan had banned trade with Tyyr; it made sense that Prince Jehn might find sanctuary here since the desert nation harbored no love for the usurper.

She didn’t know much about Austrisia’s southern neighbor, except that the people had bronzed skin and reddish, curly hair, they used to trade spices with Austrisia until their merchants were banned, and that they raised beautiful, hot-blooded horses that were the swiftest in the world. Her uncle had owned a beautiful Tyyrian stallion. Thinking of it filled her throat with an unexpected lump of sorrow. Not for her uncle, but for everything else she’d lost. Her father’s home. Her cousin. Any hope of a life without the constant threat of danger and death humming in her mind.

Footsteps thumped on the deck above them, and someone threw open the trap door to the hold, letting in a burst of hot sunlight. Briand and Kael moved away from the port hole and waited for the soldiers.
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Lady Valora sat listening as the other nobles bickered with alarm among themselves. Cahan’s troops were moving through Kyreia now. Bestane had begun building new warships, spies had reported. Intelligence from the north suggested Bestane intended to send troops to Austrisia to fight the Monarchist armies alongside Cahan, and this had set everyone into a panic. Fists banged on the table. Words flew.

Valora was quiet, waiting for her moment to speak. The things she’d read in the library sat in her mind like hot stones. The plans she’d plotted late into the night coiled around her chest like bands of iron. Meanwhile, the debate raged around her.

Lord Cirren was saying, “Our ambassadors to the lower countries report that the warlords want more money. I propose we use the funds to coax their loyalties.”

To this, Lady Alana interjected, “There are rumors of great dissatisfaction in Tasglorn. Cahan has grown exceedingly careless in his treatment of his nobles. Some—especially the Kyreians—are reported to be uneasy at the movement of his troops through their lands. There have been whispers of defecting among some—”

“And we are simply to admit these traitors?” Lord Albo said.

Lady Alana frowned at him. “Let us not forget that some among this very assembly were once similarly torn in their loyalties.” She pointedly did not look at Lord Halescorn, although several others did.

Then Lady Beaua of the house of Tres in Kyreia, who rarely said anything and who had the demeanor and complexion of a small field mouse, spoke up. She had to repeat herself twice to be heard. “What of the common people?”

“The what?” Lord Albo said.

“The townsfolk. The villagers. What do they think about the troop movements? What do they think about the Monarchists? There is a great deal of unrest among them, my correspondents write. Support for Jehn is strong in my lands.” She spoke quietly, but her eyes glowed with a light that Valora respected.

A short silence ensued. A few of the nobility exchanged glances. Valora could see what they were thinking. Naivety.

“Support for a champion is strong,” Lord Halescorn’s son said. “But my lady, the true prince is not viewed as favorable by many among the remaining nobility. Not yet. Sythra doesn’t like Tyyr. They’ve been fighting for centuries over the gulf and waterways, and that blasted spit of land, Sioban, between them.”

“Not the nobility,” Lady Beaua said, a trace of irritation in her voice. “The common people, as I said before. Most of them don’t care three sticks about Sioban or the land conflicts between Tyyr and Sythra.”

One of the oldest nobles leaned forward and smiled at Lady Beaua benevolently. “The people care little about who rules their land, my dear. They care about the food in their bellies and the land beneath their feet. They don’t much pay attention to who is swinging the swords.”

“Surely they loathe Cahan where you come from,” Lady Beaua said. “His taxes, the brutality of the Seekers—”

“What is one ruler compared to another?” Lord Cirron said. “For all they know, the true prince could be even worse. If they even know his name! Since they have few means of expression, we cannot begin to know what the farmers think. But I promise you, we’d see little use in seeking ‘support’ from the common people.”

Lady Beaua scowled. “My people are literate. They write to me through my spies. They say that people are angry.”

“My dear girl,” Lord Cirron said. “This winsome optimism is very charming, but we are becoming distracted from the matter at hand. The warlords—”

“I agree with Lady Beaua,” Valora interrupted.

Her voice cut across Cirron’s irritating nasal one. He shot her a look of annoyance, but she pressed on. “However, if the people are to rise up on their own, they’ll need something—someone—else to rally behind besides another bloodline that’s equally remote to them, as pointed out by Lord Cirron.”

This concession seemed to mildly mollify the lord, at least enough for him to ask, “And what do you propose that be?”

Valora wet her lips with her tongue. Everyone was looking at her now. Lord Halescorn’s son watched her with hooded eyes. She felt the weight of his attention press down on her, but she refused to cower.

“The dragonsayer.”

The silence was palpable. Then Jacob Halescorn said, with derision, “Dragons again?”

“Yes,” Valora said. The word scraped from her throat. She wished Jehn was here so she could feel some measure of support from somewhere. She cut her gaze away to Lady Beaua, who was listening intently.

“Dragons,” Jacob repeated. “An even dafter proposition than the common folk.” He laughed incredulously. “I thought we’d put this lunacy to rest.”

Valora faced him and didn’t speak.

His face hardened. He kicked back his chair and stood with a rustle of robes. He braced himself over the table. “Even if you could dredge up such beasts and hope to control them, how are you supposed to trust this, this dragonspeaker?”

“Dragonsayer,” Valora corrected.

Jacob sighed. “Fairy tales.”

“Surely most of you have read the Scroll of Magic,” Valora said, addressing the rest of the room. “You know what they say about dragons. About the ancient times.”

A few nodded.

“I’ve been reading additional books, learning about the dragons that still exist in the mountains and caves of our land,” she continued.

“This is preposterous,” Jacob said. He gestured to the others. “I move that we explore the weakness in loyalty among the Tasglorn nobility. With the added funds we could gain from defectors, we could sway the reluctance of the southern warlords and gain the army we need to challenge Cahan on the Tasnian planes. An army,” he added, “made of flesh and blood, not stories.”

Valora said, “We’ll be no match for the cannonry mounted on airships even with additional troops. What is your plan for that?”

“Then we steal the cannonry,” Jacob snapped angrily. “We don’t chase after a fable as useless as the parchment it’s written on.”

A few of the nobles grumbled at that. Many, especially the northern ones, didn’t like the implication that the Scrolls of Magic were not true. Valora sensed support—or at least, a lack of clear opposition still—and pressed further.

“What harm can there be in exploring this option? We have our backs to the wall and knives to our throats. We should be trying everything!”

Jacob said coldly, “I fear fools’ errands will divert our attention and resources from what will be effective. Risking this revolution is a blind hope. ”

“This revolution,” Valora interrupted, “has never been anything but blind hope.”

A servant entered the room, bowing. He immediately stepped aside to admit a man clad in a dirty soldier’s uniform. Bruises blackened half his face, and he sported a freshly healing cut above one eye. He faced them with the look of a man who wasn’t entirely sure what to say. He cleared his throat and tucked his hat under his arm.

Lord Albo pressed his handkerchief to his mouth at the sight of the man.

“Garrick,” Jacob muttered, but only loud enough for Valora to hear. She looked more closely at the man, wondering how Jacob knew him.

“Yes?” Lord Albo asked.

“My lords and ladies,” the man said, looking first at Lord Albo and then the others. “Sorry to interrupt your graces, but I must speak Prince Jehn at once.”

“And who are you?” Lord Halescorn’s son asked with a hint of scorn in his voice.

“I’m Captain Garrick of Estria, sir, here to see the prince.”

“The prince is at the Tyyrian court,” Lord Halescorn said. “What is the nature of your business?”

“I’ve just arrived with two important prisoners.”

“Prisoners?” Lord Albo said, half rising from his chair in confusion. “What sort of prisoners? Why would be come here? We are not a prison. Who are you?”

The man shifted his gaze. “I beg your pardon, sir, but I was given orders to bring them here. The one accused of treason against the true prince, Kael son of Halescorn...”

Murmurs filled the room.

“And,” he continued nervously, “the one they call the dragonsayer.”

Valora stiffened in shock. The dragonsayer? But no orders had been issued. Was this Jehn’s doing? Had he played her for a puppet, sent her on a mission while he had other plans?

Everyone began to speak at once.

Valora looked at Jacob, who was looking at his father. Lord Halescorn had a small hint of a smile at the edges of his mouth that made Valora think of a cat that had cornered a moth. Was this his doing, or did he simply enjoy watching them all descend into turmoil?

The captain shifted. “Where shall I deliver the prisoners for questioning?”

“Questioning,” Lord Markis repeated. “My good sir, this is not a barracks. We are not—”

“Take them to the receiving hall,” Lord Halescorn interrupted.

The others shifted their attention to him. Lady Alana said something under her breath that Valora did not quite catch.

The captain bowed stiffly and departed.

Lord Markis signaled to a servant. “Send for Prince Jehn—”

“No need for that,” Lord Halescorn interrupted smoothly. “The true prince is busy, and this meeting was hard to come by. We can handle this immediately without fuss.”

No one contradicted him. Everyone looked as though they might want to. Lord Albo sputtered and turned red, but he sat back down.

The traitor was Halescorn’s son, after all.

What was he going to do?

The council room buzzed as he stood. The other nobles got to their feet, murmuring as they followed Lord Halescorn’s confident stride from the room.

Valora felt a pinch in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t like this. Was no one going to speak out again? She watched, but the other nobles made no move to do so.

She stopped before one of the guards while everyone else hurried to the door to witness whatever was about to unfold in the receiving room. In a whisper, she said, “Inform Prince Jehn at once that prisoners have arrived and that Lord Halescorn is questioning them in the receiving room. Tell him Kael is among them.”

She pressed a ring into his hand—it bore her house’s sigil, the prince would recognize it as hers—and he closed his fingers around the piece of jewelry without speaking, bowed, and left the room.

Gathering her scattered wits around her along with her courage, Valora hastened into the corridor after the others.































CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

FOREBODING AND A flutter of something else, something apprehensive but also eager, mingled in Valora’s chest as she hurried down the corridor.

The dragonsayer.

Who had ordered the prisoners to be brought here? The timing could not be mere coincidence, could it? Again, she suspected the prince’s handiwork. But why then did Lord Halescorn smile in the way that he had, as if in victory? Was this on his orders? Who else had known where to find the dragonsayer?

She supposed they’d all had a general knowledge of the location of the dragonsayer, every one of the nobility. Were his spies so superior to the rest?

Valora reached the doors to the receiving room, a vast chamber that had once been a ball court before being hastily converted to suit the needs of the displaced Monarchist court. Tiled floors were lit by the sun shining through slitted windows. Tapestries hung on the wall, covering the carved stone hoops for the games that once took place here. A chair sat on a low platform at the end of the room, put there for Jehn when he held court to speak with dignitaries.

Now, Lord Halescorn was sitting in it.

Valora sucked in a breath at his impudence. Halescorn was taking many disturbing liberties. He overstepped his bounds.

A few of the other nobles looked askance at him for it, but most stared instead at the prisoners in the center of the room, who were surrounded by soldiers.

The dragonsayer was young, barely a woman, with thick dark hair, dusky skin, and green eyes as sharp as flint. Her jaw and wrists told a story of hunger and her face radiated furious defiance. Her skin was peeling as if she’d recently suffered burns, and she wore chains on her wrists that connected to a manacle around her neck. They clinked as she shifted.

Lord Albo’s laugh rang out in the silence from behind Valora. “Why, this ‘dragonsayer’ is nothing but a little girl.”

The dragonsayer blinked but didn’t speak. Her mouth thinned. She looked at the windows as if wondering if she could make a run for them.

Lord Halescorn was not laughing. He leaned forward in the chair, his hands curling over the ends of the armrests. “Kael Halescorn of Estria, you are accused of treason against the true monarchy and this company. How do you plead?”

Kael, second son of Lord Halescorn and accused traitor, stood straight beside the dragonsayer with his head lifted, meeting the eyes of his father as though he were not the one on trial. He was filthy, his clothes steeped in dried dirt and his face streaked with dried blood. A few days’ growth covered his jaw. Chains bound his wrists and the end of the chain dangled to his feet.

Valora’s heart twisted in her chest at the sight of him. She barely knew Lord Halescorn’s second son, Kael, but he had been kind to her before, and once she’d harbored a small fancy for him.

“I serve the true prince,” Kael said. He spoke quietly, but his voice carried through the room.

“But what about for the past year?” his father said, voice like a whip.

Kael didn’t wince, although a muscle in his jaw tightened. “I served him then too.”

Lord Halescorn pushed himself up from the chair, clearly not expecting this answer. Anger twitched across his features. “You dare claim innocence before these witnesses to the accusations that have been spreading like fire through the Monarchist ranks?” The lord’s fingers twitched as if he longed to strike something.

“Yes,” Kael said, his eyes on those fingers as if he knew their impulse well. As if he knew what was coming next. His chin sank half an inch, and his eyes half-closed.

Across from the pair, Valora spotted Jacob standing rigidly against a backdrop of other nobles. His hands, half hidden in the folds of his robes, were clenched into fists. His face was unreadable to her, but the tension in his hands betrayed him.

Lord Halescorn stepped forward until he was nose to nose with his son. He lifted one hand as if to examine it, turning his wrist so the rings on his fingers caught and glittered in the light. Then he made a fist and struck Kael across the face.

The other nobles murmured.

“Lord Halescorn,” Lord Albo began in meek protest.

“Father—” the other Halescorn son said.

Lord Halescorn ignored them.

Blood dripped from Kael’s nose and onto his shirt. The dragonsayer made a sound in her throat that might have been a growl, and a few of the nobles looked alarmed.

“I’ll ask again,” Lord Halescorn ground out. “How do you plead to the charge of treason?”

“I plead innocent,” Kael answered, but something in his face wavered. He and his father stood as if alone, unwitnessed by dozens of others. Valora saw the yearning that crossed Kael’s face in a flash, the pain of a boy who has been beaten and cast out. For a moment, he was unmasked, and he was that same scorned boy, yearning for something different from his father. Longing for kindness and receiving a lash instead. Then the expression folded away, and Kael was impassive again.

“Liar,” Lord Halescorn snarled.

Kael didn’t respond.

Valora found her voice. She pushed to the front of the nobles. “Lord Halescorn, this is not a trial.”

Halescorn turned on her. “He is my son,” he ground out. “I will handle him.”

“He serves the prince—”

“He serves the enemy!” The shout rang through the hall. Halescorn was panting. He stared Valora down, and her skin crawled with the urge to step back behind the others and hide from that furious, imperious anger, but she forced herself to stay where she was.

“You have no right to conduct this interrogation,” she said. “Not without orders from Prince Jehn.”

“Shut up, you silly girl,” Halescorn said. “You’re nothing but the daughter of a weak house. You have just enough noble blood to be here, but you’re nothing. You have no clout, no power. Don’t delude yourself that you have any sway. Be silent and leave my son to me.”

“The prince will know what you’ve done,” Valora said. She had no retort for his slight about her blood or her house, for they were both true statements. She had one of the weakest positions in the room, and everyone knew it. But she was not about to back down.

Halescorn’s lip curled. “He’s my son,” he said again.

“And the prince’s subject,” she countered.

Halescorn was silent, and for a moment, Valora thought he’d finally listened.

Then held out his hand to one of the guards. “Your sword,” he said in a clipped tone.

Jacob straightened. The nobles murmured, and again Lord Albo made a weak protestation. But the rest of them said nothing. Halescorn was powerful. Some might say the most powerful, judging by the rest of their unwillingness to check him even now.

Lord Halescorn took the sword that the soldier relinquished to him and stepped forward until again he was face to face with his son. The long layers of his robes swept the ground as he paced.

“You,” he said. “You have shamed me. You have brought dishonor to our house again and again. You’re weak. You’ve always been weak.”

Kael remained silent. He braced himself but didn’t look away. The nobles stood frozen.

“I will see you punished for the dishonor you’ve brought to our house,” Halescorn said, and lifted the sword.

 “No!” The dragonsayer leaped forward with a low cry.

Lord Halescorn drew back as if he’d seen a rat. “Contain her,” he ordered, and the guards stepped forward and dragged the dragonsayer back.

Lord Halescorn swung his sword. It whistled through the still air, the flat side of it colliding with Kael’s back, knocking him forward so he stumbled. He caught himself and managed to remain standing long enough for the sword to catch him across the left cheek as Halescorn swung again. This blow knocked Kael to his knees. He lifted his head, his eyes scalding-hot with unspoken emotion even as he held his words in check. A red line across his cheekbone where the edge of the sword had cut him began to drip blood down to his chin.

Jacob broke from the mass of nobles. “Father,” he entreated. “This is... this is unseemly. The prince—”

“Silence!” Lord Halescorn roared.

Jacob shut his mouth, seething.

“I should cut your head from your shoulders for what you’ve done,” the lord said as he turned back to Kael, who remained on his knees. Halescorn lifted the sword again, and he reached out and turned Kael’s face upward with the tip, the sharpened point centimeters from Kael’s throat. “You’re no son of mine,” he hissed.

Lord Halescorn’s arm twitched as if he were about to plunge the sword forward into Kael’s throat.

The dragonsayer struggled again against the guards. Words leaped to the tip of Valora’s tongue. Jacob opened his mouth to say something.

The doors flew open and hit the wall with a resounding slam that echoed through the room as Prince Jehn entered.
































CHAPTER NINETEEN

PRINCE JEHN STALKED into the hall, flanked by his guards, his usual disinterested expression missing from his visage as he strode toward the center of the room.

Lord Halescorn withdrew the sword from Kael’s throat and lowered it to his side.

“I didn’t realize I’d appointed you judge in my absence, Lord Halescorn,” Jehn said. His voice, though low, carried through the room.

Lord Halescorn straighted as if preparing to defend himself against an ignoble accusation. “We did not expect your return so soon, Your Grace.”

Jehn flicked his gaze over the prisoners, the sword, and the crowd of silent nobles. “Obviously not.”

The air in the room felt thick, like an invisible fog that was almost difficult to breathe. The nobles stood frozen, like children caught in the midst of some forbidden activity that they’d been ordered not to attempt. This looked like a mutiny, and the set of the prince’s shoulders betrayed the fact that he seemed to think so too.

The dragonsayer gazed at the prince as if he were a puzzle she’d long wished to decipher. Kael remained motionless where he knelt on the floor. The blood from the cut on his cheek ran down his jaw and dropped on the tile.

Jehn looked each of the prisoners in turn, first at the dragonsayer, whom he did not speak to or linger over, and then at Kael. At the sight of the accused traitor, Jehn’s eyebrows knit together in a flicker of an expression that chased away as soon as it appeared. Valora could only guess at what either man might be thinking. Something wordless seemed to pass between them, something charged with tension but not in the way Valora would have expected from a prince and his betrayer. She knew they had been close—Kael was known as one of Jehn’s favorites, although his exact role among the Monarchists was shrouded in secrecy.

Jehn kept his eyes on Kael, but when he spoke, he addressed Lord Halescorn. “Would you like to try to explain what is happening, Lord Halescorn?”

His anger burned in every syllable.

“Your Grace,” Halescorn said in a clipped tone. “I was interrogating—”

Jehn laughed, low and scornful. “This isn’t an interrogation. It’s a public flogging. Perhaps personal vendetta has interfered with your political objectives?”

“This is a family matter. He is my son.”

“And he is my subject,” Jehn snapped, losing his temper. “Sworn to my service. I trust you will not seek to interfere again.”

Lord Halescorn’s fingers tightened around the hilt of the sword at his side. “Need I remind you, Your Grace, you are not the king of Austrisia yet? Your word is not law.”

All the air seemed to suck from the room, leaving Valora breathless. The other nobles gasped at Halescorn’s brazenness.

Prince Jehn grew still. “Need I remind you, Lord Halescorn, that we are all here in Tyyr under the gracious hospitality of the Tyyrian royal court, and anyone who I do not wish to be granted such asylum will be summarily put out of the country and its protection? Your position is no less precarious than mine. Even less so, I should think, given the way you left Austrisia.”

Valora remembered hearing a rumor that Seekers had chased Halescorn and his son as they’d ridden from their estate.

Jehn clasped both hands behind his back and paced closer to the noble, who turned to face him. “So, let us examine your actions. Interrogating my prisoners?” Jehn asked. “Having vital meetings without me? Challenging my authority as the true prince?” He shook his head. “Lord Halescorn, given the accusations swirling among this court and the recent appearance of an assassin, you ought to be more careful. Someone might come to some unflattering conclusions.”

Silence rang through the hall.

Lord Halescorn was the first to blink. He looked around the room, first at his son who stood rigid among the others, then at the prisoner on the floor by his feet. He appeared shocked, as if he’d been expecting Prince Jehn to mumble and back away.

Jehn didn’t flinch as he waited.

After a moment, Halescorn bowed low.

“Your Grace,” he murmured through stiff lips. “Forgive me. The shock of seeing my son again has stolen my reason. I have forgotten myself.”

Jehn held out a hand, and the other man put the sword into it. Jehn passed it to one of his guards without comment.

“I’m sure,” he said to the noble, “you will be more careful to notify me in the future.”

“Of course,” Lord Halescorn gritted out. He straightened up and smiled thinly at the prince. It was an unconvincing smile, one that said Halescorn would not forget this humiliation easily. He stepped back to the huddle of other nobles, then turned as if a thought had just occurred to him, although Valora suspected that was pure artifice. Lord Halescorn was nothing if not a man of plans. “What shall happen to the prisoners, then?”

“The dragonsayer is not a prisoner,” Jehn said. “She is our guest. She has served the Monarchists well in the past, and we welcome her. As to Kael—”

“Your Grace,” Halescorn said, cutting the prince off. “This... dragonsayer... could be dangerous. Surely you do not mean to compromise the safety of your nobles without at least a deliberation as to what is to be done with her?”

Jehn’s gaze sharpened at Lord Halescorn’s interruption. He turned his head slowly to look at the other man, who was unyielding as he faced the prince.

Jehn stood deadly still, like a man who is deciding whether or not to strike. “And what are you proposing?”

“Only that you do not forget the health and wishes of your nobles,” Halescorn said. “She should be kept under lock and key until we’ve decided what to do.”

Jehn’s nostrils flared.

“Your Grace,” Lady Alana said, sounding reluctant. “Lord Halescorn has a point.”

Silence filled the room.

Jehn turned toward the group of nobles, who wore expressions ranging from worry to agreement.

The prince sighed as if conceding something painful. He pressed a hand over his eyes. “Lord Albo, does this compound have any sort of prison?”

Lord Albo cleared his throat and dabbed at his neck with his handkerchief. “I ah, believe there are a few temporary holding cells located beneath the kitchens. They are not adequate for long-term accommodations, however.”

Jehn nodded at this information and signaled to the guards. His voice was sharp, angry. “Have both of our guests placed under guard in these temporary holding cells while my nobles convene with me.”

The nobles murmured at his use of the word guests. They were like birds, restless and uneasy, the colors of their robes flashing in the sunlight as they bent toward each other to speak quietly.

Halescorn alone stared back, a spark of something ugly and challenging hovering at the edge of his lips. It was as if he were saying, I still hold a measure of the power, do not forget it.

Lady Valora,” Jehn said, turning to find her.

Valora flinched in surprise at being singled out. “Yes, Your Grace?” she said, stepping forward.

The eyes of the assembly fell upon her, including Lord Halescorn’s scathing gaze on her, and Valora quelled beneath that promised fury, but she didn’t let her trepidation show on her face as she approached the prince.

“See to it that Lord Halescorn’s son and the dragonsayer are given food and water.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” she said, surprised that Jehn had singled her out for such a task. The attention of the other nobles weighed against her back as she curtsied. “Consider it done.”

With that, the guards escorted the prisoners away, leaving the nobles whispering in their wake. Valora clasped her hands together and watched the prince stalk out of the room before excusing herself to take care of what he’d ordered.



~



Briand paced in her cell, looking for any weak points or hopes of escape to distract herself from the tide of emotions threatening to strangle her. A narrow window high above her let in a square of sunlight and a faint whisper of wind. Bars stretched across the entire front of the cell, exposing her to the hall. A bench and fresh bedroll sat in one corner, and the stone floors were swept and clean.

As far as cells went, it was one of the nicest she’d ever been imprisoned in.

But that was no comfort at all.

Across from her, Kael sat motionless on the bench in his cell. His cut had stopped seeping blood, and now he had a crusted red line across his cheekbone as if he’d begun to paint himself for war and been interrupted halfway through the application.

Rage rose in Briand’s chest as she looked at that red line of dried blood. She approached the bars and curled her fingers around them.

“You served your prince faithfully, and this is how he repays you? A prison cell? Chains?”

Kael lifted his head and looked at her. His gaze was like a finger against her lips, but Briand wouldn’t be silent.

“He could have ordered them to free you the moment he stepped into that hall,” she hissed. “He could have had that man stripped of his title for his defiance.”

Did Kael’s prince have no power at all?

Her rage was too painful without direction. She focused it at Kael. Her words burned her as she spoke them. “Your prince is a coward if he won’t defend you. And you’re a fool to trust him.”

The set of Kael’s shoulders sharpened. “Do not speak of things you cannot understand, Dragonsayer.”

“You’re right,” she snapped. “I don’t understand it. I’ve never had someone keep his word and not leave me behind, not in the end. I only know being used like a sword and then discarded when my usefulness is spent. I only know my life hanging in the balance because I might be a risk to the cause—”

“Enough,” Kael said quietly. “I feel your meaning.”

But she wasn’t finished. The words begged to be spoken. No, hurled. She poured them out like hot oil, hoping he burned. “I only know feeling like I belong and then having that wrenched away from me, and then being compelled to put my hurt and betrayal aside for the greater good and whatever hope might be dredged up that it wasn’t all a lie, that I wasn’t cast away like a dirty rag. I can’t possibly understand how someone could be spit upon and shoved away, and believe that it isn’t the truth.”

Her words had cut him deep. She could see it in the set of his jaw before he turned his head away.

She thought she would feel triumphant, but instead, she felt only exhausted and spent, as if she’d run and run and failed to catch what she’d sought.

What use were words? They did nothing.

“Briand,” Kael began, but she didn’t want to hear it.

“Don’t,” she said. “I already know where your loyalty lies. Don’t try to make me understand.”

Still, he looked as if he would speak, but before he could, a door scraped open somewhere above them, and footsteps echoed through the hall.

The woman who approached the cells was tiny, with delicate hands and wrists that reminded Briand of pale aspen saplings. Her dark, straight hair hung like a curtain down her back, making her look as young as a girl. She wore a dark purple robe embroidered with gold thread that brushed the floor, and a circlet of winking gemstones gleamed against her forehead. A noblewoman, then. Guards flanked her, wearing helmets that covered the lower half of their faces and carrying spears with curved ends. Tyyrian armor and weapons, although this woman was Austrisian.

Behind the woman, two servants carried a steaming pot on wooden poles. Briand had a fleeting thought of torture with scalding water, but then the woman said, “I’ve brought you water so you can bathe.”

She signaled to the servants, who carried the pot toward Briand’s cell. Another servant appeared from the gloom, bearing buckets and cloths.

“Who are you?” Briand asked as the guard unlocked the door, although she remembered that Prince Jehn had called the woman Valora. She stepped back as the woman dipped one of the buckets in the steaming pot and then handed it to the guard to place in the cell.

“Lady Valora of Kyreia,” the woman said in a soft, cultured tone. “Of the house of Brazel.”

Her accent was indeed Kyreian, but refined and honeyed, with a bit of a Tasnian city lilt that must have come from years of private tutors. Up close, Briand could see that she was young, perhaps a year or two older than Briand, although they could not have been more different. “And you?” the lady asked.

A small part of Briand wanted to refuse to hand over her identity. But what did it matter? Kael would tell them. She might as well grant herself the dignity of introducing herself. “Briand Varryda of Kyreia.”

“Varryda,” Lady Valora repeated, turning the name over on her tongue. She looked thoughtful. “I know the name.”

“My father was a minor nobleman. Not enough to warrant much attention...”

“And he... died?” Valora said, her forehead wrinkling with the memory. “His estate was taken over by his brother, Pieter.”

“Yes,” Briand said. Hearing her uncle’s name sent a curl of anger through her gut.

Valora handed Briand a folded cloth. “I met him once. He seemed like a spineless man.”

Exactly the sort of thing Briand wanted to hear. She took the cloth with a grunt of acknowledgment, wondering who this noblewoman was, and what she wanted. Did she seek to coax information from them?

“We share our province of origin,” Valora said. “Although Tyyr is beautiful, I miss the green coolness of those forests and meadows.”

When Briand didn’t respond, Valora continued, “The servants will hang a sheet to give you privacy to bathe. And I’ll have them find a healing salve of some kind,” she added, her gaze flicking over Briand’s face and arms.

With that, she crossed to Kael’s cell, and the servant unfurled a blanket and stretched it across the outside of the bars while the guard locked the gate again. Briand shucked off her filthy clothing and plunged the cloth into the steaming water. Suds dripped over the edges of the bucket, and she discovered a hard lump at the bottom that turned out to be soap that smelled faintly of herbs.

Briand scrubbed until her skin was red and stinging, and then she unbraided her hair and sank her whole head into the remainder of the water in the bucket. The hot water against her itching scalp made her want to groan with delight, but she bit her lip and rinsed her hair in silence. She could hear the murmur of Valora and Kael’s voices from beyond the blanket. The snippets of words Briand caught gave her no clues as to what they were discussing. Did they know each other?

She finished bathing and put her dirty clothing back on over her clean, still-wet skin, straining to hear their conversation as she dressed. When the servant withdrew the sheet, Briand saw that Valora had seated herself beside Kael and was dabbing at the cut on his cheek with one of the clean cloths. She laughed, low and quiet, at something he said, but when she spoke, her words were somber. Her words carried more clearly with the sheet gone.

“Lord Halescorn seems to want to make an example of you,” she said. “Even at the expense of his standing with the prince.”

“My father’s hatred of me knows few bounds,” Kael replied.

Briand remembered the angry words she’d thrown at him a few minutes earlier. Words about her feelings of betrayal. Kael knew betrayal and abandonment too. She could only try to fathom what such a rejection from one’s own father must feel like.

The guards stood immobile, faces expressionless. If Lady Valora’s actions were odd for a noblewoman to take toward a prisoner, they gave no indication.

Valora finished her ministrations and stood. “I will have food sent down,” she said to them both. Kael nodded, his eyes fixed on her. She seemed to linger at his side for an extra breath before she stepped back and closed the gate.

They hung no sheet for Kael. He stripped out of his shirt, and Briand turned her head, feeling a mixture of embarrassment and odd anger. She didn’t own him. He’d made his feelings about her clear as glass in the caves. He could look long at any woman he liked. But the disquiet flickered in her like a stubborn flame that refused to be extinguished, and she hated how powerless she felt against it.

When the guards and servants had withdrawn behind Lady Valora, she spoke again.

“Do you know her?”

“No,” Kael said, and then reconsidered his answer. “At least, not well. She is a noblewoman from a small house; her father and mine had few dealings. We’ve crossed paths before, however.”

Still, Briand thought, she’d seemed like an ally, or at least she’d seemed determined to gain their good favor.

Perhaps that was a good sign.

“What’s going to happen to us now?” she asked.

Kael passed the wet rag over his face and neck. “I imagine there will be a trial,” he said in a low voice, “to determine if I’m a traitor, and what my sentencing will be.” The cloth made a slapping sound as he dropped it back in the bucket to rewet it. Briand kept her eyes on the bars and the freedom beyond them instead of looking again, although she wanted to.

“But you aren’t a traitor,” she said. “You were under the prince’s orders. Surely he’ll vindicate you.”

When he didn’t reply to that, she turned her head half against her will to see his expression. She didn’t want to look at him; she couldn’t help it.

Kael stood with the dripping cloth in his hands, thoughtful. She saw the throb of the vein in his throat where the lantern light hit the wet skin of his neck.

“I don’t know what he’s planning to do,” he said finally.

“Surely he will defend you?”

Surely, she thought, but her certainty was already faltering. She didn’t understand. She’d witnessed the fierce loyalty of Kael’s company. Any one of his men would die for him. Would they serve a prince who cared so little for them?

“Perhaps,” he said, exhaling. “He signed the order for my arrest. I don’t know what he’s planning. He may have other reasons for seeing me cast into chains. It may accomplish something I don’t yet understand.”

A rush of anger swept through Briand. Kael had braved dragons, torture, Seeker mind-rape, and yet his prince was throwing him to the wolves?

Her voice, when she spoke, came out in a strangled whisper. “He’s going to sacrifice you?”

When Kael looked back at her, she saw the stamp of his loyalty in the set of his face, as if carved there with the weight of many years of history. It reminded her of the way Nath had looked at him in the courtyard. The way all his men watched him as they rode into danger again and again. Fear replaced her anger. Would he go to the chopping block for his prince? Hadn’t he already given enough?

Fierce loneliness gripped her even in the midst of her frustration. What must it be like to trust someone so completely? She had never known.

She breathed in and out, afraid to think any further on that subject right now. There was too much to think about to get swept away by loyalty—useless, foolish loyalty—to this man with his duty to his prince. She needed to know what was coming, so she could try to formulate a plan. She didn’t know if escape was possible, but she wasn’t going to give up hope yet.



~



The Lady Valora did not personally deliver the food she’d promised. It arrived with the change of the guards at twilight, and Briand eagerly dug into the fresh, flat Tyyrian bread and meat in an orange, spicy sauce. Anxiety could not keep hunger away—eating even in the midst of turmoil was a skill she’d learned in the past few years on the run. Mealtimes were not guaranteed to prisoners, and she had to focus on keeping herself strong even when her stomach churned with emotion.

Across from her, Kael ate expertly, dipping the flat bread in the sauce and folding it in a pinch between his fingers to capture the meat with it like a spoon. He’d obviously spent time in Tyyr before.

Briand licked the last bits of the meal from her fingers and rose again to examine the cell. It was a restless habit; she didn’t think she’d find anything useful.

From the window high above her head, she heard the cry of gulls and the faint song of surf. Footsteps came and went, and occasionally the murmur of soft voices drifted down clear enough to hear if she stood on the bench with her ear turned toward the sound.

“That scrawny thing, a dragonsayer? I’m surprised anyone could do anything but laugh.”

Briand set her teeth against her lower lip. If they didn’t think her capable of being the dragonsayer, might they release her? Or would she be pegged for a spy instead?

The other speaker laughed. “Still, the nobles will deliberate her fate.”

“And the traitor?”

But Briand did not hear what this anonymous speaker thought of Kael or his fate, because footsteps were echoing down the steps once again. She turned, expecting Lady Valora or a guard.

Instead, a tall figure clad in a green cloak despite the thick heat strode to the bars of Kael’s cell and stopped. The guards were nowhere in sight.

The cloak was embroidered with gold. A noble, then.

Who was this?

Kael lifted his head, and his expression smoothed over in a way that told Briand he was surprised to see the visitor.

The man spoke. “It’s been a long time, brother.”

































CHAPTER TWENTY

“JACOB,” KAEL SAID. “What do you want?” He didn’t sound angry, merely weary.

“Is that any way to greet me?” the nobleman asked. He reached up and pulled the cowl from his head, and Briand saw the smooth cut of his shaven chin as he jutted it out. “You ought to be begging at my boots for your life right now.”

“Does our father know you’ve come to gloat?” Kael asked quietly, with a lift of his eyebrows.

Jacob tisked, ignoring this question. “You always were so full of animosity, Kael,” he said. “So relentlessly defiant, even when beaten. I see that hasn’t changed.” His voice was smooth as milk, his accent Tasnian. His oiled hair gleamed in the lantern light, and when he moved a hand, rings flashed on his fingers. He looked like a prince. Beside him, Kael looked grizzled and rough despite his earlier bath. They did not look like brothers, she thought, and she had a sense that the obvious visual distinction pleased Jacob and tormented him at the same time.

Jacob turned his head to look at her as if he sensed her eyes on him. Briand held his stare and held onto the bars of the cell with both hands, not to be cowed by this prig in a fancy cloak. She’d knifed far more frightening men. She’d faced down dragons. She wouldn’t cower under his withering stare.

Jacob’s lip curled with what appeared to be scorn, but perhaps it was mere annoyance at her defiance. Rich, powerful men like him hated it when seemingly powerless women like Briand were defiant. It contradicted their sense of order.

“Another one of your bedraggled crew?” he asked. “Wherever do you find them? In the gutters? This one looks like a drowned cat.”

Kael smiled faintly at that, just a touch of light to the lips, but he didn’t follow Jacob’s gaze to look at Briand. She almost thought she’d imagined that twist of his mouth, because it vanished as quickly a spark against stone.

Briand imagined finding a knife among her clothing and pinning him to the wall with it. She liked to think what howl of pain and indignation would come from that smirking face.

“Why are you here, Jacob?” Kael asked.

His brother sighed extravagantly. “Our father does like to make a spectacle, does he not?”

A muscle in Kael’s jaw twitched. He didn’t answer, and his eyes unfocused for a blink. He seemed to be thinking of something other than the scene earlier. “He always did.”

“I was never one for such displays. Wasteful.” Jacob stepped closer and put one hand on the bars. He moved his fingers, and something metal dropped from his sleeve into the palm of his hand. Briand gripped the cell bars. A knife?

Kael looked at it without moving.

“Take it,” Jacob hissed, thrusting out his hand. “Take it and leave.”

Not a knife, she saw. A file. For sawing through metal.

A sigh rippled through Kael. He raised his eyes to his brother’s. “You want me to run away.”

“I want you to solve this quietly. We both know what will happen if you stay.”

“And you think me a traitor?”

“I don’t care what you are,” Jacob said, but even Briand knew he was lying. The pain and anger leaked into his words like blood from a bandaged wound. “Just take it. I’ll arrange to have the guards called away in two hours. You should be able to file yourself free by then. Take your companion with you too—I don’t care. Just go.”

When Kael didn’t move or reach out a hand, Jacob sprang forward and grabbed his wrist. He shoved the file into Kael’s unwilling fingers and then turned and strode away without looking back.

“Is this because she’s the dragonsayer?” Kael asked Jacob’s retreating back.

Jacob paused at the doorway. “I don’t believe that. I don’t care if she’s the princess of Nyr. She’s mucking up everything. So are you. Save yourselves and leave before someone puts an end to you both.”

Silence filled the space between the cells in the nobleman’s wake. Briand watched Kael as he turned the file over in his hands. His face was unreadable, which she didn’t find surprising, but the edge of his mouth twitched with an emotion he hadn’t perfectly tamped down.

“Well?” she said after the silence stretched to the breaking point, when she couldn’t keep the words in any longer.

Kael’s eyes were like two blades as he flicked them up to regard her.

“Are you going to do it?” she asked.

He turned the file over again. “No.”

She couldn’t fathom such stubborn loyalty. “So you will die for this prince?”

“I trust him,” Kael said.

Briand shook her head. “Then give it to me.”

“You won’t escape the compound,” Kael replied quietly.

She snorted at that. “How many times did you see me climb the ramparts at my uncle’s estate? How many times did I give the guards the slip?”

Kael’s eyebrows tugged up. She might have imagined his faint smile in the darkness. “And how many times were you apprehended and dragged before me for punishment?”

“I can do it,” she said. “I can saw my way through these bars and slip into the night. I can climb to the roof and wiggle across it on my belly.”

“If the archers saw you, they would shoot first and ask questions later. These are tense times, Dragonsayer.”

He used the word like a means to put distance between them. She was angry at being Dragonsayer

“Let me worry about that,” she said.

His lips parted, but he didn’t say whatever it was he was ready to speak. Would he do it? Would he let her go free? Doubt whispered in her ear like a goblin. She’d played his games. She’d gotten him his prizes. See what they’d won him—imprisonment. She was finished with this. Better to vanish into the night, even if all that lay before her now was sand and Tyyrian cities.

He shook his head. “And if you do manage to scale the walls and elude the guards? What then? We are in Tyyr. Will you steal aboard a ship for Austrisia again?”

“I’m sure the men and women of Tyyr are just as eager to be taken for fools in Dubbok games as they are in Austrisia,” Briand said lightly. “And I know enough of the language to get by. Nath saw to that, didn’t he?”

She ignored the prick of pain beneath her heart when she spoke the name. Nath, who she’d never see again. Who she knew she’d never see again when she determined to leave the lot of them behind ages ago. Other faces flitted into her memory—Tibus, Cait, Sobin, and her beloved cousin Bran. Oh, Bran.

She pushed all of it away. It was useless to mourn them now.

Kael smiled at her with his teeth. It was his disappointed smile. “Dubbok? Back to your old tricks?”

“It’s kept me alive thus far,” she replied coolly, hoping he felt the full weight of her implication. That his Monarchists had done the opposite.

How dare he sound disappointed in her? What did he want from her? That she would toss the file through the window and swear fealty to his prince? That she’d offer herself up as he did to serve this divisive collection of rebels? Stretch out her neck and close her eyes and wait for the sword to fall from a capricious nobleman or his impotent prince? She’d been stepped on her entire life. She had no reason to make herself into a mat on the ground so that the job would be even simpler for those who would crush her.

“Anyway, why should you even care? You’ve made it clear that you don’t.”

Kael set the file on the ground and sent it across the floor to her with a flick of his wrist a whispering shriek of metal over stone. She caught it with her foot, her heart pounding, and then hid the piece of deliverance in the waistband of her tunic. She turned her back to him and the pain he made her feel as she looked instead at the small window of the cell, and the sliver of hope it gave her that she might still be able to escape.

All was quiet outside. A purple-black sky, barely visible above a cluster of palm fronts, glittered with stars. She heard no footsteps, no voices.

Briand climbed onto the bench. She lifted the file and pressed it against the edge of the closest bar. The file rasped against the iron bar with a shrill whisper as she dragged it forward and back. Again. Again. She pressed hard, working without stopping except to listen for any sound of guards or other passers-by.

No one came.

Sweat trickled into her eyes, and her shoulders began to ache from holding the file at the angle she did. She felt Kael’s gaze on her, but she didn’t stop. Each rasp of the file was a step closer to freedom. She couldn’t give up. She wouldn’t give up.

Eventually, exhaustion forced her to rest, and Briand sank down onto the bench and rubbed her aching shoulders. She squinted at the bar, which showed a silvery bite on one side. A disappointingly small cut for all the aches in her muscles and the blisters on the palms of her hands.

Kael was quiet. He might have been sleeping.

She wouldn’t look at him to find out.

She ground her teeth together, gathering her resolve as she stood and raised her arms to continue when she heard a sound that made her pause.

The faintest creak of a door opening.

The guards? Briand climbed down and concealed the file in her clothing. She stretched herself on the bench as if sleeping and closed her eyes to slits.

A figure appeared in the near-darkness, unaccompanied by guards. Lady Valora? No, as her eyes adjusted she saw a man in a tunic and trousers, with a long cloak of leather around his shoulders and a gleam of gold at his throat. Jacob again, returned to see if Kael was doing as he’d been told?

She was startled when the figured turned his face toward her, and she recognized the features in the dim light of the window.

It was the prince.

He stood close to the bars of Kael’s cell, and Kael rose silently and came to stand across from him. They spoke in quiet voices, too quiet to understand. Briand lay still and listened, but all she could hear was the wind.

They spoke for what seemed like ages, and then Kael passed something through the bars. A bag. The jewels?

After slipping the bag into the folds of his robe, Jehn turned and walked away as noiselessly as he’d come.


































CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THE COUNCIL OF nobles glared at each other across the table while servants lit the lamps to keep the room illuminated through the night. Valora, who was standing, pressed fingertips to her forehead, where she was beginning to get a headache. They’d convened to discuss the fate of the prisoners two hours ago, and had gotten nowhere with the deliberations thus far. The tension in the room was palpable. Lord Halescorn had flaunted his power against the prince, in front of them all.

Many of the other nobles were furious; some were frightened. Glances and whispers punctuated the air. Lord Albo dabbed at his throat nervously with his handkerchief. Lady Alana sat as if she expected to leap up and do battle at any moment. Her red lips were pursed with displeasure as she flicked her gaze at the Halescorns. Lord Markis was unreadable. Lord Halescorn appeared smugly pleased with himself, although his eyes were as hard and cold as flint.

“This assembly is beginning to try my patience,” Halescorn growled. He had been flexing his power since they convened. The nervousness of the others seemed to feed his mood, and Jehn’s absence had no doubt further emboldened him.

Valora sighed. “Half of you object to the dragonsayer because you think her powers are a fraud. The other half of you think she is too dangerous to be anything but a prisoner. Pick one. Either she can do what she says she can, or she can’t. If she has no powers, then she can be no danger to us. If she can control dragons, well, are you concerned that the beasts slumber beneath our very feet? She would be dangerous on a battlefield, not at court.”

“My dear,” Lord Markis said in a way that made it clear to Valora that he thought her both naive and far too young to be leading the discussion, “You are oversimplifying the concerns of this council. This girl could be a spy, a traitor like her associate Kael Halescorn.”

“My brother has not yet been tried for his accusations,” Jacob interjected stiffly.

Valora’s eyes darted to Lord Halescorn’s other son, who sat with his shoulders pulled forward as if he were straining against some invisible force within himself. He’d arrived late to the assembly. What had he been up to?

“The accused traitor, then,” Markis said with a sneer.

“The dragonsayer was not with Kael during his time with the Seekers,” Valora said. She consulted her notes, which she’d obtained hastily from the captain who’d delivered the prisoners. “She was in the north, in hiding. You have no reason to think her a spy.”

“I simply find her story and the timing of her appearance, not to mention her traveling companion, untrustworthy—” Markis continued.

“I’m not advocating that we make her a general,” Valora snapped. “Assign her a guard, if it makes you sleep better at night. But we are in a desperate position. You yourself have given us dire reports as to the situation in Austrisia. I move that we explore this option. Let her be freed, and then he can demonstrate her abilities before us. Will that satisfy you?”

She was breathing hard. The words had burst out, fiery and fierce, surprising her.

Lord Markis blinked. His smile was brittle. “So be it.”

“And the rest of you?” Valora turned to the table. “I only want to see if this girl offers us a power we desperately need.”

Lady Alana spoke. “I would like to see a demonstration of the powers she claims to possess.”

Lord Albo swiped his handkerchief down his jaw. “If she is watched carefully...”

Valora looked at Halescorn.

The nobleman leaned back in his chair. Firelight glinted off his teeth as he spoke. “I am not afraid of this girl. I do not believe in her powers, but if you want to occupy yourself with them, I have no objection to seeing you proven wrong.”

Valora exhaled. “All right, then. She will be released.”

The door to the chamber opened as she was sinking into her chair. Prince Jehn entered, followed by his retinue of guards. He strode to his chair but did not sit. His displeasure was evident in the set of his jaw, although Valora didn’t think the assembly saw this as anything more than a tantrum. Prince or not, he was still dependent upon them for nearly everything, and he could not cross them too much. Halescorn had proven this earlier, and the effects of that demonstration were still rippling through the room.

“Well?” he asked. “Did my nobles come to an agreement with their deliberations?”

Valora brushed her damp hands over her skirt and stood. “Yes, Your Grace. The dragonsayer is to be released, and she will be offered an opportunity to demonstrate her abilities.”

Jehn nodded tightly. “And the other matter,” he said. “The traitor.”

“A trial will be arranged,” Lord Markis began. “We will appoint a circle of jurors from among the nobility—”

“No,” Jehn said.

All eyes snapped to him. Jacob, Valora noticed, stilled in his chair.

“You want to execute him immediately?” Markis asked. “No trial? But of course.” He smiled thinly. “Why go to the trouble. A swift, decisive judgment is best as a show of strength—”

“I want to pardon him,” Jehn said.

A few sharp intakes of breath rippled through the room. Pardoning a criminal was the prince’s right, and they knew it. But they were shocked.

“Your Grace,” Lord Albo said faintly. “You cannot—”

“I cannot?” Jehn said.

Lord Albo fell silent.

“There has been an attempt on your life already,” Lady Alana reminded him. “Pardoning a traitor will make you look weak.”

“In whose eyes?” Jehn asked, and she didn’t answer. They all knew what she meant.

The council.

Jehn ignored this.

“I am to be your king, yes?” he said, addressing them all.

Nobody answered. Jehn stood. He cut a noble figure in his leather armor, with a sword strapped to his hip and a gold circlet gleaming in his hair. He raised his chin, letting his anger leak out as he commanded, “Speak!”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the room murmured. They looked at him. Jehn stared back, capturing their eyes with his one by one. He held Lord Halescorn’s gaze longest of all.

“Then I can.” Jehn sat again and folded his hands on the table before him. “And I will.”



~



Briand woke to the sound of locks scraping. She sat up, cursing herself for falling asleep when she could have been filing at the bar. Lantern light stabbed at her eyes, and she drew back, blinking.

“Get up,” Lady Valora said pleasantly. “I’m moving you to better quarters.”

“Am I being released?” Briand asked, feeling thick with sleep and sudden waking.

The noblewoman tipped her head to the side. “In a manner of speaking.”

Briand had questions, but she held them in for now. She didn’t want to do anything to make the woman reconsider.

Briand followed Valora out of the cell and into the hall. Kael’s cell was still locked. She nodded toward it.

“What about him?”

“Come with me,” Valora said instead of answering.

Kael sat against the far wall, one leg drawn up to his chest and his head resting against the wall. Briand thought at first he might be asleep, but then the light caught his dark eyes, and they glittered at her. She moistened her lips with her tongue but didn’t speak to him. She didn’t have anything to say.

She thought of the visit he’d received from the prince, the one without any guards or accompanying nobles.

She followed the noblewoman and her guards up the steps and out into the night.



~



The guest quarters were large and spacious, white walls, sand-colored tile floors, and windows covered with thick wooden screens carved in geometric shapes. Strings of beads hung in the doorways, and they made a tinkling sound as Valora parted them and led Briand through into the room. The guards waited outside. Briand still wasn’t sure if she was being protected or watched by them. She cast them a look before following the nobleman into the guest chamber.

Valora pointed out a low, wide bed with a polished headboard with legs carved from stone in the shape of snarling jackals. “I trust this will be more comfortable than that bench.”

A few chairs of woven wood stood in a cluster below one of the windows, and a carved wardrobe loomed against the wall. Otherwise, the room was sparsely furnished. Gold-painted designs graced the walls. A green basin of gleaming stone sat atop a pedestal near the head of the bed, and a copper spout dribbled a stream of water into it.

“You can wash there,” Valora said. “But there is also a bath.” She crossed the room and brushed aside another curtain of beads to reveal a small room with a bubbling pool of water set in the floor and inlaid with blue and green tile. A copper pot sat beside the pool. “In the pot is the healing salve I spoke of earlier. It is a truly miraculous Tyyrian invention; I urge you to use it for your burns. You’ll find soaps for your skin and hair in the chest against the wall. Simply submerge yourself and scrub—the pipes keep the water flowing continuously.” She looked at Briand, who wondered if she seemed so feral that concepts like baths must be explained to her.

Valora glanced down. “Forgive me—Tyyr’s indoor plumbing is rather novel to me. My father’s estate was far north. We did not have such amenities.”

The noblewoman paused, and Briand wondered if she was expected to strip down and bathe immediately. She thought of the file hidden in her clothes.

“You said I was being released in a manner of speaking,” she said to buy herself time. “What exactly does that mean?”

“The council has agreed to allow you to leave your cell and live as a guest of the prince,” Valora explained. “But you are to be kept under watch, and you are not free to leave the compound without an escort. They will also want to see a demonstration of your, ah, abilities.”

A demonstration. A coil of something like foreboding curled in Briand’s gut. “Do you have a dragon on hand?” she asked, setting her teeth.

Valora tipped her head to the side. “I understand snakes work just as well.”

“In a manner of speaking,” Briand responded. She crossed to the windows and opened the carved screens. Metal bars covered the windows behind them. Briand touched one with her fingers before closing the shutters and latching them.

“For your safety as much as anything else,” Valora said. “There has been an assassination attempt on the prince recently, and not everyone in Tyyr likes our presence here.”

Briand was silent. An assassination attempt? What sort of turmoil was the Monarchist court in? She had to get out of this den of vipers.

Valora let the curtain fall over the doorway again and moved into the center of the room. Briand was relieved she seemed to have forgotten an immediate bath.

The noblewoman paced for a moment, stopping to gaze at the paintings on the wall. “I am not your enemy,” she said. “I advise you to work with me. I want to help you.”

“You want to use me,” Briand said. “There is a difference.”

Valora turned. Her dark hair shimmered like black silk in the light of the lanterns. “Snarling at me makes no difference, but I warn you, some of the nobles will not see it so kindly.”

Briand bit her lip and didn’t reply. Valora hesitated as if she might say more, but then touched her fingertips together and said, “I will find you in the morning. We have much more to discuss, but it is late. Breakfast is taken in the main hall at the strike of eight.”

With that, the noblewoman left, shutting the door behind her.



































CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

BRIAND WOKE IN the dream. She knew it well now—the dank smell of the dungeon, the slippery feel of dirty straw. She didn’t even have to open her eyes.

“You’re not bound anymore,” Auberon observed. “Have you escaped your captors?”

Briand opened her eyes and met those of the Seeker across the room. He was wearing silken black. He looked disheveled, and his face was pale and drawn. A thick red line traced its way across his cheek. Someone or something had cut him.

Briand sat up and drew a knee against her chest. “You look as if you’ve tussled with a dragon.”

She enjoyed the way he flinched at the word dragon, the way the blood left his lips.

Auberon saw her noticing his reaction, and irritation brushed across his features before he tucked it away and looked her over, taking back control of the conversation.

Still, that little slip was interesting. So the Seeker feared dragons now. A brush with a fiery death might do that to a person, she supposed.

“You’re clean,” he said, looking her over. “Dressed better than before. And you’ve smeared some sort of salve on your burns that seems to be healing them quickly.”

Apparently, two could play at this game.

She looked down at the plain bedclothes Valora had given her. A simple linen shift, white with embroidered gold. Far finer than her old rags. She should have thought of that before she risked sleeping.

Auberon stood and walked to the bars. His hair brushed against them as he peered at her, and then his mouth twisted with triumph. “Tyyrian fabric. Interesting.”

She forced her face not to react even as she panicked inside. Could he somehow deduce where she was? Had she given herself away?

“You must be with the Monarchists again, if you were ever parted from them,” he mused. “Tyyrian exports are forbidden.”

She stood. She would not let him see her fear. She approached the bars, wondering if he would try to read her mind again and accidentally give her a glimpse of himself instead. Something she could use.

Her skin crawled at the thought of that flash of cold magic, that grope of power against her mind, but she forced herself forward. She tilted her head up at him, her forehead exposed. Inviting.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she said.

Auberon studied her in silence. His eyes glittered. “Trying to tempt me? Ah, I learn my lessons more quickly than that.” He studied her. “I’m going to find you, dragonsayer. I’m going to learn what it is about you that locks me out.”

“Come for me, and I’ll burn you to your bones,” she hissed back.

He concealed his flicker of fear better this time, covering it with another polished, serpentine smile. Then his hands shot forward, and he rattled the bars. Briand stumbled back with a yelp of fear, and Auberon laughed as if he’d gotten the upper hand.

He had, at least, established she was still afraid of him.

Briand pressed back against the stone wall, shaking. “You’ll never find me.”

“Challenge accepted,” he said.

And then she woke.



~



The guest chambers were just beginning to glow with the light of sunrise as Briand put out her hands in the near-darkness and felt soft sheets instead of rough wood, reassuring herself that she was no longer in either the dream cell or the one she’d shared with Kael. The dream with Auberon melted into her memories of the night before, the panic mingling with her sense of foreboding—was she still a prisoner? In a manner of speaking, apparently—and she sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she looked around her at the room and then down at her sleep clothes.

She’d have to find something less revealing of her geographic location to sleep in. If she was to be yanked into a dream state with that bastard at regular intervals, she had to protect herself and her location from detection.

I’m going to find you, dragonsayer.

She shuddered and threw back the covers. She wasn’t going to wait like a rabbit in a cage for the Seeker to hunt her down.

Briand went to the shutters and threw them open. Beyond the bars, the sharp bronzed rooftops of the compound spread before her, gleaming in the crisp morning air. The wind from the sea carried a hint of chill with the scent of salt, and she inhaled it and felt resolve harden in her like a fist.

She would fight. For her survival. For her freedom. She would snarl and spit and defy them all. They had not beaten her. They had not broken her.

She wasn’t finished, not yet.

She went to the bathtub to bathe. Her skin no longer prickled with pain when she submerged herself in water. The healing salve had worked some magic overnight. Her skin felt new and soft where it had been blistered and painful to the touch before. After bathing, Briand dressed in one of the garments hanging in the wardrobe—they were all plain, functional skirts and bodices from Austrisia that must have belonged to someone’s lady’s maid, for they were certainly not the clothing of a noblewoman. She longed briefly for the clothing Reela had made her as she pulled on a skirt and then a pair of leather Tyyrian sandals. A curious mixture of Austrisia and Tyyr.

She paused at the door. Would it be locked?

The knob turned under her hand, and she stepped into the hallway to find a posted guard. He looked at her from beneath hooded eyelids, his appraisal a mixture of contempt and lurid interest.

She lifted her chin to let him know she was not afraid of him, though she wished secretly for her knives. “Breakfast?”

On the way to the dining hall, Briand and the guard passed a sparring yard where guards and some shirtless nobles practiced calisthenics with swords and bows against dummies stuffed with straw. Briand spotted Kael’s brother, Jacob, slashing with a broadsword against a wooden post. Sweat streamed into his eyes and down his chest. He saw her, and his eyes darkened with some unreadable emotion before he wiped at his forehead and turned back to the post with a swift strike of his sword. Near him, Briand spotted a noblewoman with thick, curling brown hair mingled with gray that cascaded down her back, also watching. The noblewoman wore a leather corset over her plain green dress, and a quiver of arrows strapped to her back. She drew the string back and let an arrow fly, and the shaft sank left of center of the bull’s-eye.

The gardens were plain and symmetrical. The grass lawn was laid out in squares, crisscrossed by channels of marble that carried water from the fountains in each corner. Rows of trimmed hedges marched in perfect formation across the edges of the walkways. A handful of men and women strolled along pathways in the pale sunshine, looking uncomfortable already in their heavy Austrisian dresses and robes. Beyond them, Tyyrian laborers in white linen shifts trimmed branches from an orange tree.

The nobles whispered as Briand passed, their gazes sliding over her.

The dining hall stood in the center of the gardens, a tall white building lined with tapering square columns and shaded with carved wooden shutters like the ones in her room. The sun had begun to burn against the back of Briand’s neck as they reached the interior. She faltered at the door, wanting to turn back, but she was hungry, and she knew she couldn’t avoid showing herself forever.

Straightening her spine, Briand walked through the throng of tables, uncertain as to exactly where she was going. The tables were laid out in Austrisian fashion, high up and with chairs instead of the Tyyrian way of sitting on the ground on a cushion.

“Briand,” a voice said, a familiar voice.

She paused, looking for the source and seeing only the faces of strangers looking up at her. A hand seized her arm.

“It is you!” Arms wrapped around her neck, accompanied by a squeal of laughter in her ear, a flurry of silken ruffles in her face. Briand stiffed, preparing to struggle. Then her accoster drew back.

“Cait,” Briand said in shock.

Lord Barria’s curly-haired daughter stood before her, beaming as if she’d just discovered gold beneath her feet. “I didn’t think the rumors were true!” She looked at the guard, who stood at Briand’s shoulder, and she said, “Dismissed,” in a way that brokered no disagreement. The guard melted into the background, not quite gone but still giving them space.

Briand was bewildered at the sight of her friend. “What are you doing here—?”

“We had to flee Yeglorn,” Cait said, her smile dropping as she spoke the words. “Cahan’s soldiers...” She shook her head, her jaw tightening with unspoken emotion. “We had to leave everything. But we’re safe now. Come on.”

Briand followed as Cait led her to a table in the corner of the hall. Briand spotted Lord Barria’s son, Sobin, talking to a slender, dark-eyed boy in a silk tunic as they approached.

“Sobin,” Cait called out. “Look—the rumors were true! She’s here!”

Sobin’s face split in a grin. “Briand?”

The dark-eyed boy he was speaking to drew back in his chair as if he thought she was going to breathe fire at him.

“This is Oren,” Sobin said, gesturing to his friend. “Lord Markis’s son. Have you met Lord Markis?”

“I’m not sure,” Briand said.

“Excuse me,” Oren said as he stood. “Speaking of my father, I need to find him about a matter.” He straightened his robes with a flick of his hands and gave her a wide berth as he passed.

Briand sat as he walked away. His unfriendliness slid off her like rain from a roof as she looked at Sobin and Cait, who grinned as if she’d just promised them a dozen fluffy kittens.

“Here, eat,” Cait urged, pushing a plate piled with fruit toward her. “Tell us everything.”

Sobin raised his eyebrows at her, and she amended, with a more serious expression, “Tell us everything you can.”

“What rumors have you heard?” Briand asked instead. That was a good starting point to know what to say.

“There was talk of the dragonsayer arriving,” Sobin said, popping a piece of yellowfruit into his mouth. “Half the court still doesn’t believe it.”

“I heard there was a scene with Lord Halescorn,” Cait said. “That he challenged Prince Jehn.”

Briand picked up a round fruit with a knobby green skin. She turned it in her hands, trying to decipher how to peel it. “Kael’s father, yes.”

Cait and Sobin both made a face.

“He sneers at me when he passes me in the halls,” Cait said.

“He sneers at everyone,” Sobin replied, and reached for another piece of yellowfruit. “Even Father.”

“Especially Father,” Cait remarked with a roll of her eyes. “Lord Halescorn doesn’t like Estrians.”

“He doesn’t seem to like anybody,” Briand said. Something warm and soft bumped against her leg under the table, and she jumped and reached for a knife she didn’t have. When she bent down to look at what had accosted her, two slitted golden eyes blinked back out of a furry face.

“Isa,” Cait scolded. “Stop begging.”

The sand cat flicked her tufted ears at the reprimand. She made a plaintive purring sound in her throat and rubbed against Briand’s knee.

“We brought them with us,” Sobin explained when Briand sat up again. “We couldn’t leave them to the soldiers.”

“They’ve become quite spoiled here,” Cait added. “They like the heat and they steal lots of food.”

“I think they were already quite spoiled, sister,” Sobin said. “But I agree, they’ve become even worse.” He said it proudly and with affection as Isa’s brother, Eso, popped up his head and looked at a plate of sweetmeats sitting close to the edge of the table. Cait moved the plate with her elbow, and Eso stretched out a paw experimentally.

“No,” Cait said, and smacked at him. “Bad kitty.”

Eso lashed his long tail, unrepentant.

Briand scratched Isa behind the ears, and the sand cat nuzzled her fingers looking for food. A prickle of sadness touched the back of Briand’s through as she thought of another slightly-too-large-for-comfort creature that liked to beg for treats.

“What happened to Sieya?” she asked. Her fingers curled into fists as she braced herself for the bad news.

“We brought her too,” Cait said cheerfully. “But we have to keep her in our rooms.”

Tears sprang into Briand’s eyes. Until this moment, she hadn’t realized how afraid she’d been that she’d never see the rascally dracule again.

“Thank you,” she managed.

“Come by after we eat,” Cait said.

“Please,” Sobin said. “You have to talk to her. Tell her to stop eating my shoes.”

“That isn’t how it works,” Cait told him. She turned to Briand uncertainly. “Is it?”

“Well,” Briand said, but she was interrupted by a shadow that fell across her plate. She raised her eyes and met those of Lady Valora.

“Miss Cait, Master Sobin,” Valora greeted them. She rested one hand on the table near Briand’s wrist. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Lady Valora,” Cait responded, straightening in her chair and brushing at a stray hair. She pushed Eso under the table with her foot.

To Briand, Valora said, “Please meet me in the south observatory after you’ve eaten. We have much to discuss. It’s the one near the lighthouse.”

With that, she strode away. Her silver dress glittered in the sunlight that was now pouring through the shuttered windows.

Cait sighed. “So elegant.”

“Why are you not lord and lady?” Briand asked. “Your father is a lord.” Although her father had been a minor lord himself, she didn’t know how this stuffy court worked, since she’d been raised mostly in her Uncle Pieter’s stables. The finer points of court life eluded her understanding.

“We have to be of age to bear the title,” Cait explained. “I have a few months yet. Sobin a year.”

“And then? Do you cast votes and make decisions on Monarchist policy?” Briand thought of the group of nobles who’d watched as Kale was beaten by his father, not saying a word. She scowled. Perhaps they could use Cait and Sobin on their council.

“No,” Cait said. “Only the most important nobles are granted that level of rank. Father isn’t even on the council.” Irritably, she dropped her voice and added, “It’s mostly about money. Certainly not loyalty to the true prince, or service to the cause, or brains... No, it’s only who has the most in their gold chests, who has the biggest estates, who is from the fanciest cities. You’d think Yeglorn was a dirt farm the way some of the Tasglorn-born nobles treat us.”

Briand thought of the blue doors and wide streets of the Estrian city, and something wild and wistful clutched at her heart. “Yeglorn is far fairer than any other city I’ve ever visited.”

“Of course it is,” Sobin said. “It’s the finest city in Austrisia. But then, half the court are idiots who won’t even listen to the prince. They wouldn’t know a good horse if it kicked them in the face, and they wouldn’t know good corn from pig’s slop. City fools, the lot of them.”

Cait shushed him as a retinue of ladies dressed in sweeping silk dresses drifted past. Her mouth twisted bitterly, but her gaze followed them with longing. She was clearly torn between wanting acceptance and scorning it.

“If you’re going to meet Lady Valora instead of coming with us, then I’m off to practice with my bow,” Sobin said. “I have to do something to keep from going mad. Find us for lunch, will you?”

Briand promised that she would, and he stood and strode away with the sand cats following him.

Cait took the knobby fruit from Briand’s plate and showed her how to peel it. The skin flaked off in chunks that made Briand think of a snake molting. That made her think of the council and how they would want a demonstration of her powers. Would she face another Abu?

After that thought, her stomach rebelled against the idea of eating, but when Cait held out the fruit she took it anyway. She would not refuse nourishment. She needed to be strong. The taste surprised her—she’d expected something sweet, but the fruit was almost bread-like.

“It’s called coppi,” Cait said. “I didn’t like it at first, but they eat it everywhere here. You’ll get used to it.”

The dining hall had begun to fill. The hum of voices buzzed in the air. Heat lay thick already along the back of Briand’s neck. She glanced at the sun puddling on the floor and stood. “I ought to meet Valora.”

Cait’s eyebrows pinched at Briand’s lack of the use of lady for the noblewoman’s title, but she didn’t comment. “Find me later,” she said. “You can ask a guard for the way to Lord Barria’s rooms. We have a guest chamber by the north gardens.”

“Is everything named by direction?” Briand asked.

Cait laughed. “Tyyrians,” she said. “They love symmetry, yes? Everything in this compound has an identical north, south, east, and west version. It makes it difficult to get lost, at least.”

She stood. “Come on, I’ll take you to meet Lady Valora.”

Briand followed her friend out of the dining hall and across the garden green again. “Which gardens are these?”

“The central gardens.” Cait pointed to a tower rising from the dining hall roof. “That’s the center of the whole palace compound. You can use it to orient yourself if you get lost, since it’s visible from almost anywhere.”

Their footsteps echoed as they entered another airy hall, this one lined with more square columns. The sea frothed in a thin turquoise line in the distance, crashing against sun-bleached rocks. A spire of white rose from the rocks like a finger pointing to the sky.

“The lighthouse,” Cait said, gesturing toward it. “Keep on this path and you’ll find the observatory.” She hugged Briand hard. “Find me later,” she whispered. “We can do something about your clothes. They’ve dressed you like a servant.”

The observatory was round with a domed roof and three-sided columns lining the perimeter. The wind from the sea chased away the heat and brought the smell of salt and seaweed. Briand took a moment to gaze at the glittering water. The dance of sunlight on it blinded her, and when she stepped inside the shade of the observatory, she couldn’t see anything in the sudden darkness.

“Welcome, dragonsayer,” someone said. Not Valora.

Briand blinked a few times as her eyes became accustomed to the interior of the domed structure. A semicircle of nobles stood a few paces from her, wearing grave expressions.

Before she had time to speak, footsteps rang on the stones behind her, and she turned to see Valora entering the room from the bright sunshine outside. The noblewoman swept a curtsey to the others who were waiting.

“Thank you for coming. I want to demonstrate to you in secret before we go before the full council of nobles, so you will have confidence in what you are supporting.”

Briand saw the box in Valora’s hands, and her stomach twisted a little with an old memory—the heavy body of the snake slapping against her toes as it fell in front of her, the way sound sucked from the air except for the beat of her pulse in her ears, the Abul’s eyes, as black as river stones.

One of the others closed the shutters in the observatory, casting them all into gloom.

Valora lifted the box. “We are all familiar with the Abul, yes? A vicious, aggressive snake that attacks on sight. One bite can kill a man.”

Those watching exchanged glances. Briand recognized one of them, an older noble with a handkerchief in his hand.

“A dragonsayer, it is said, can control an Abul,” Valora murmured, and the nobleman pressed the cloth to his lips.

Briand squeezed her hands into fists. She had faced dragons. She had survived fire.

This was nothing.	

But why did her heart pound?

She banished the memory like smoke and said to Valora, “Release it.”

She was ready to prove herself the dragonsayer.




































CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

THE FIRST THING Briand felt when she reached Cait’s rooms was a desire to eat that barreled into her mind like a horse bursting from a stall in a full panic. A desire that was not her own.

Sieya.

Briand’s mouth stretched in a smile as on the heels of the overwhelming thought tiptoed a tentative request, taking form in a single thought.

Treat?

Surprisingly, the touch of the dracule’s mind to hers brought no jolt of pain with it, only a ticklish sensation.

She thought back a soothing image of meat, and the desire to eat exploded into excitement. A sharp exclamation of annoyance that sounded like Cait came from the room, followed by a crashing noise.

Briand knocked on the door.

“Briand?”

The door was wrenched open, and before Cait could speak, the dracule pushed between the young noblewoman and the post of the door and bounded forward in a cloud of smoke and sparks, projecting thoughts of happiness and eating and inexplicably, thoughts of pigeons. Flocks of pigeons.

Still, no pain.

“Sieya!” Cait hissed as the dracule launched herself at Briand. “Come back inside!”

Briand stumbled as the creature slammed into her knees and made a tight circle around them. The dracule had grown a little bigger in their time apart. Her crest had deepened in color to an almost crimson, and she’d sprouted a few new ridged scarlet scales along her shoulder blades. She nuzzled at Briand’s hands and made a low purring growl in her throat. Her golden irises glowed.

“Inside,” Cait whispered, gesturing toward herself as she shot a nervous glance down the hall.

Briand stepped inside the room, and Sieya followed happily. The rooms were larger and airier than hers, but the aesthetic was similar—simple painted walls, windows covered in carved wooden shutters. A fountain splashed in one corner of the room, filling the air with the soothing sound of running water. Vines growing outside one of the windows cast dappled shadows on the wall.

A large green vase lay shattered on the floor in dozens of sharp fragments.

“Oh, this creature,” Cait lamented. “She hates being cooped up in here, but we don’t want anyone to see her. We weren’t sure if she was, you know, a secret. If she was important to keep hidden. Is she?”

“I can’t imagine most nobles would be glad to have a dracule wandering through their court,” Briand said.

Cait sighed. “I suppose not.’

“How’d you get her here?” Briand asked, watching the dracule turn more circles, talons clicking on the tiled floor.

“We locked her in our largest clothing trunk,” Cait said. “Mother claimed it was full of her shoes. It smelled like smoke the whole time, though. Once a few sparks came out the keyhole—I think the porter knew we were lying.”

Sieya frolicked to the fountain and stuck her snout in the water. She yanked it out and shook her head with a snort, steam streaming from her nostrils.

“She does that hourly,” Cait said in exasperation.

Sieya flounced back to Briand’s side and plunked herself down. She stared up balefully and projected thoughts of raw meat and scratches on the nose.

“Thank you for looking after her,” Briand said. “I think you ought to keep her here for now, though. My rooms are heavily watched.”

Cait frowned. “All right,” she said, reluctant.

Something fluttered at the window—a bird—and Sieya darted forward at the shadow it cast on the wall, knocking over another vase with a crash. Cait winced. Briand smiled.

And when Cait wasn’t looking, she bent and picked up one of the sharpest, most knifelike shards, and slipped it into her waistband.
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Later, Cait dragged the brush through Briand’s hair while the afternoon heat hung around them like a stifling blanket and Sieya dozed beneath Briand’s chair. Through the open window, Briand could see the promise of a storm smeared dark across the horizon. Beneath it, the sea was restless, testing the rocks as if it wanted to climb them and spread across the palace compound in a black rush of water.

“Sit still,” Cait commanded when Briand pulled away from her harsh ministrations. She spoke like someone who would one day make a very firm parent. “Brush, this is hair. Hair, this is brush—obviously you two have never met.”

Briand snorted at that. She was part indigent, part amused. “I’ve combed my hair.”

“When?” Cait demanded, half smiling. “When was the last time you groomed yourself properly?”

Briand was silent. Admittedly, it had been a long time.

“I thought as much.” Cait returned to her task with a shake of her head, which caused her own impeccable curls to bounce around her ears.

“I was imprisoned, and then on the run—”

Cait didn’t seem to find this a proper excuse. “Just because you’re a dragonsayer doesn’t mean you have to look like you were coughed up by a dragon.”

“I could cut it off,” Briand suggested, suspecting this would not be taken favorably.

Cait drew back in horror, comb raised like a knife to ward off an attacker. Briand might as well have suggested cutting off a hand.

“We could braid it,” she said after a pause. “Coil it up around your head like a crown, the way Lady Alana wears it sometimes.”

“I don’t think it’s long enough to do that,” Briand said, because she couldn’t think of a better excuse.

“Of course it is.” Cait played with the curly ends of Briand’s hair as she spoke. “You need to look strong when you go before the council. Mimicking the style of a powerful lady is one way to do that.”

The council. Briand swallowed around the tight feeling in her throat as she thought of the Abul, limp in her hands as she put it in the box, and the expressions on the faces of the nobles who’d watched. Amazement, disbelief, disgust. Fear, even.

“Well,” Cait said, seeming to sense her shift in mood. “Let’s see about some proper clothing, hmm?” She hurried to the wardrobe and threw it open with enthusiasm. “You need a color.”

“A color?”

“A signature color. Some of the nobles do it as a way to make themselves distinct at court. They have dresses, hairpieces, fans, cravats. It’s popular in Tasglorn, or so Sobin tells me. He’s the fashion expert.”

“I’m not exactly a lady, am I?”

“No,” Cait agreed with a laugh, but she turned serious. “You’re so much more important than that. We have to signal your status.” She tipped her head to the side thoughtfully. “We just need the right color. Hmm. What color are dragons?”

Briand’s mind filled with a flash of memory—the dragon in the cave, all darkness and shadow and scales and fire. What color? All she remembered was the heat, the pulse of those wings beating the air, the gleam of teeth. Or at the bridge, with a blast of icy cold in her face and the unearthly howl of the dragon as it rose from the depths and the searing pain and disorientation as she fell into its mind. She shook her head. “I know it sounds insane, but I can’t remember. They aren’t all the same.”

“Black, perhaps?” Cait pursed her lips and turned back to the wardrobe. She sorted through a few things and produced a dress made of shimmery silk with a plunging back and a high, embroidered collar. “Hmm,” she murmured, studying it. “I wonder if Sobin could design something for you? He’s been so morose lately. I know we all are—but he is especially troubled. Distraction would be good for him, and of course whatever he might invent would be brilliant.”

“I’m sorry,” Briand said, referring to Sobin and Cait’s pain, knowing the words were woefully inadequate.

Cait shook her head as if to clear the thoughts from it. She went back to gazing at the dress.

“Speaking of clothing,” Briand ventured, remembering something she had purposed to do earlier. “Do you have any plain bedclothes I could wear for sleeping? They gave me a Tyyrian garment, but I’d prefer something that, ah, reminds me of home.”

Something that wouldn’t signal her location to Auberon in their shared dreams.

“I have the bedclothes I fled in,” Cait said. “But they’re terribly ragged. I tore the hem on a fence post. I just can’t bring myself to throw them away.”

“That sounds perfect,” Briand said. “Truly. May I borrow them?”

“Of course.” Cait seemed surprised, but she crossed to a trunk at the foot of the bed and knelt to open it. “You may keep them if it brings you any comfort. I know I’ll never wear them again.”

“Thank you.”

Cait returned to the wardrobe after handing the folded garments to Briand. She browsed through several dresses before producing one the color of charcoal, with flounces all down the skirt and a pair of high, puffed sleeves.

“Not my style, really,” Cait said as she turned the garment over in her hands. “None of these are mine,” she added about the dresses in the wardrobe after a moments’ pause. “We fled with little more than the clothes on our backs. Some of the women here donated clothing for me to wear.” Her smile splintered as a faraway look filled her eyes, some painful memory. Briand knew that haunted feeling. She experienced the same when she unexpectedly remembered her father’s house, and how it was ashes now.

“I’m sorry,” Briand said again. The words felt useless, hollow. She wished she had something more she could offer her friend. Frustration scratched at the base of her spine and scuttled over her skin.

Cait put the dress back. “We’re alive. We’re here, safe. It’s not so bad.”

But the stiffness of the young woman’s shoulders hinted at the grief she wasn’t speaking about.

Briand rose and crossed the room to stand awkwardly beside her friend. She touched her arm, hesitant. “They burned my father’s house,” she said. She offered the fact as a gesture of solidarity.

Cait made a sound like a half sob. “The pigs,” she hissed. “How much more are they going to take from us?” She sucked in a deep breath, stilled, and then turned to Briand with her face composed. “I can’t think about it too much without wanting to take up a sword and...” She laughed, a low sound. “I’m no soldier. Perhaps I could hope to be a spy someday. Otherwise, I feel utterly useless. So let us not dwell on it now. What about green? Like a reptile?”

“Dragons aren’t exactly reptiles,” Briand responded, still thinking about flames and ash rising into the sky over Yeglorn, sparks flying toward the stars in Kyreia, beauty scorched into blackness.

“Your eyes, though. It would match your eyes.” Cait surveyed her closet. “But I don’t have any green. Oh, Sobin would know. Where is he?” She sorted through the dresses again, snapping several aside with sounds of dismissal. “No... No... No... Aha. What about this?”

Cait pulled out a garment of deep scarlet and held it aloft. “Red.”

“Like blood?” Briand asked. In her mind’s eye she saw the Hermit, lying face down on the cabin floor. The bloom of carnage on Kael’s shirt. The cloths the doctor had carried from Maera’s room after her surgery.

But Cait smiled and shook her head. “Like fire.”
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Valora knit her hands together to keep herself from fidgeting as the nobles convened silently around the table. She was a noblewoman, not a schoolgirl.

The prickle of magic that whispered to her of danger brushed against her skin like the feathers of a bird and was gone. Valora waited for it to reappear, her stomach like a stone, but the feeling had vanished.

Where was the dragonsayer? After the demonstration with the nobles Valora felt would be most likely to support her, the girl had vanished.

She breathed easier as she saw the slight figure in a crimson dress appear in the doorway, escorted by the men Valora had sent to escort her safely to the council room.

Briand paused between the guards, her gaze finding Valora’s.

Valora gave her a slight nod.

The dragonsayer moved as though she were rigidly bound—her back and shoulders were stiff, her neck tense, her jaw clenched. She scanned the room like a rabbit looking at a den of wolves. But she didn’t look meek. No, she looked like she wanted to pull a knife on all of them. Her bright eyes flashed, her lip curled. Defiance scrawled across her every feature.

Valora waited until the last of the nobles had sat before she gestured to one of the guards to bring forward the box. She let them look at it a moment in silence, wondering, before she spoke.

“The dragonsayer, as you may know, can bend dragons to her will. This magical ability extends to a few other species. Including snakes.”

Lord Albo shifted in his chair, twisting his handkerchief between the fingers on his left hand absently. Lord Halescorn and the younger Halescorn wore twin expressions of scorn. Lady Alana rested her chin on one slim hand, her eyebrows furrowed.

“Many of you know the Abul snake,” Valora continued. “Especially if you grew up in certain regions of Austrisia. Your mothers warned you about it, and your friends probably convinced you every garden snake you saw was one.”

Some of the nobles chuckled in agreement.

“For those of you who are unfamiliar, the Abul is one of the most deadly serpents in the known world. It is aggressive and quick as lightning. The venom of a newly hatched Abul can blind a man, or leave him without speech for the rest of his life. The bite of a full-grown Abul snake can drop a horse.”

The room whispered.

Valora nodded to the guard, whose finger was on the latch of the box. He threw back the lid, and a writhing rope of muscled black dropped onto the table.

The nobles sprang back, some with cries of startled alarm.

The Abul twisted itself into a coil and rose, hissing, its head bobbing as it surveyed them.

No prickles of danger brushed against her now. Valora took a deep breath and steeled herself for her next move.

Courage, she thought.

She reached out a hand, and the snake struck with blinding speed. Someone shrieked.

The snake’s jaw closed over Valora’s arm.

“Aggressive, as I said,” she remarked calmly. Her legs were shaking, but they didn’t know that. “This Abul has had its fangs removed. It is harmless. But still angry. Now—Briand?”

The dragonsayer stepped to the table. She looked at the snake where it hung on Valora’s arm. A line appeared between her eyes, and then she closed them and reached out to take the snake from Valora. She dropped it to the table and then left her hand hanging above it.

The snake undulated but did not strike.

The nobles murmured.

“See? She can control it,” Valora said. She breathed out, triumphant, as the dragonsayer opened her eyes again.

“It’s a clever trick,” Halescorn said above the murmurs of the others. “The creature is trained.”

“You try, then,” Valora fired back.

He lifted one corner of his mouth wryly, unwilling to admit he was reluctant to do so. Valora decided to take that as a victory.

“Perhaps it is tired,” Halescorn suggested. “Perhaps it does not fancy something so scrawny as a meal.”

The dragonsayer glared at him. “What would you like it to do?”

Halescorn blinked at her. “Pardon?”

“The snake,” she gritted. “What do you want me to make it do?”

He gaped at her a moment, and then he grinned. “All right,” he said. “Make it turn a circle.”

Her forehead wrinkled, and the Abul twisted, thrashed, and then made a straggling, lopsided loop.

“Oh,” Lady Alana said, impressed. A few of the others leaned forward to see better.

Halescorn’s eyebrows lifted, but he shook his head. “A trick,” he repeated.

The dragonsayer’s eyes snapped open. She licked her lower lip and let them close again. The snake turned a better circle.

“Pretty showmanship is not going to win us a war,” the younger Halescorn said with a glance at his father. “We are wasting time with this. The warlords will—”

“And what would it take to convince you that we are not?” Valora interrupted.

“A dragon?” Jacob suggested.

Valora gripped the edge of the table.

“My son is brilliant. Yes. Bring me a dragon, and I will listen,” Lord Halescorn said with a laugh.

A dragon. They wanted her to find a dragon and bring it here. As proof.

Valora met the dragonsayer’s eyes in horror.





































CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

BRIAND LEANED AGAINST a smooth wall of stone, feeling the coolness of the shade on her face as Valora paced a line through the sand of the private garden courtyard. A fountain drowned out all other sound, and trimmed bushes with blue-green leaves and spiny yellow flowers formed a wall around them, making the space feel secretive and safe. Above the bushes, windows covered in carved shutters stared down at them.

They were alone, having withdrawn there to regroup after the disastrous failure to convince the important members of the noble council.

Briand’s head still throbbed from controlling the snake. Even with small animals, it was becoming difficult to manage the pain. She blinked to clear the spots from her eyes even as little sparks of numbness shot through her arms, wondering again why Sieya was different. Was it because the dracule dipped into her mind willingly? Was it because they knew each other?

Valora muttered to herself, twisting her hands in the folds of her dress and periodically throwing them skyward. Finally, she turned to Briand.

“It’s not your fault,” she said, as though Briand cared two sticks about that. “Halescorn is simply a stubborn ass. He has an agenda, but I don’t know what it is.”

“What happens to me now?” Briand asked, cursing the fact that she hadn’t already tried to make a run for it. Would they imprison her again?

Valora sighed and pressed her fingertips to her forehead. “Nothing, for the moment.”

Well, that was a mercy.

“You need to keep your head down,” Valora continued, “lest anyone resurrect talk of you being a spy.”

Briand’s heart beat faster. “But that’s ridiculous. I’m not a spy.”

“I know,” Valora said. “But rumors have been circulating. One rumor claims that you have connections with the Seekers.”

A chill pierced Briand like the cold blade of a dagger, sliding up between her ribs. Her dreams with Auberon. Did anyone suspect?

She swallowed the hard feeling in her through. No one could possibly know. It was just talk. The Seekers were an obvious enemy. Coincidence.

But if anyone knew, they wouldn’t hesitate to brand her a spy and kill her immediately. She probably wouldn’t even merit a trial.

The noblewoman was still talking. “Utterly preposterous, I know. Still, given the recent assassination attempt, people are frightened. Tongues are whispering rumors. With you here, serving no obvious purpose, they will talk even more. I want you to give them nothing to talk about, do you understand?”

Briand bristled. “I may be a prisoner here, but I am not your slave or your ladies maid.”

Valora lowered her hand to her side. She studied Briand, irritation flashing across her face. “But you are under my protection.”

“As you use me for your own political advancement.”

Valora sighed tiredly. She sat on the edge of the fountain and rubbed her fingertips across her forehead as if she had a headache. “I follow the orders of my prince.”

Briand wanted to throw something. Preferably something sharp. She needed the release that came with embedding a knife in a target. “Since I didn’t convince the council, and I’m apparently being branded a spy by gossips, how am I going to stay protected in this gilded prison?”

“Your uncle Pieter Varryda is a minor nobleman if I recall correctly?” Valora asked. “But your father is dead, and his lands absorbed by your uncle?”

Briand’s eyes slid closed for a second as the words scratched at an old emotional scab. The things Pieter Varryda had stolen from her were many. It still hurt. “Yes.”

“I could try to recast your presence here as Pieter Varryda’s niece,” Valora said. “Some might be pacified by that explanation. It certainly would leave you less glaringly out of place.”

Once again, she was to be Pieter’s niece. Briand ground her teeth together. She wanted to be free of that man forever, and here she was, again chained to him. “I don’t want anything to do with him or his name.”

“You may not have much choice. Your father’s name is all but forgotten. Pieter is your best connection to nobility.” Valora tapped her chin. “You ought to take part in the same activities as other young noblewomen do. Blend in. Do you know how to ride?”

“Yes,” Briand said.

“I don’t mean plodding farm horses. Tyyrian horses are spirited—”

“I know how to ride,” Briand insisted.

Valora lifted an eyebrow. “The prince’s birthday is in a few weeks. There will be a celebratory ball. Do you know how to dance?”

Briand snorted in response.

Valora lifted an eyebrow. “I will arrange for lessons. Dancing and riding.”

With that, she swept away, leaving Briand standing alone in the sand with only the sound of fountains in her ears.

Briand snatched up a stone from the ground and hurled it after Valora’s retreating figure. The rock struck the wall harmlessly. She wished for a knife.

She felt someone watching her, and looked up. One of the shutters was ajar, and through it, she saw half of the face of an old woman with a sharp chin and brown hair shot with streaks of white. The woman didn’t stir.

Briand stared back until the woman closed the shutter. In her mind, she heard Valora’s words again.

One rumor claims that you have connections with the Seekers.

She had to get out of here soon.



~



The dining hall buzzed with hushed voices at dinner, and the air held an element of shocked scandal as Briand and Cait entered together, trailed by Sobin and the sand cats, who twitched their tails sulkily after being scolded for stalking a peacock in the garden.

“It’s Lady Rhea’s fault for bringing her bird into the garden,” Sobin said. “The cats can’t help themselves. I’m sure it looked delicious.” He halted, sensing the mood of the room.

Cait nearly collided with him. “What is it?” she whispered, scanning the room. “Is one of the delegates from the lower countries visiting again? We had a warlord come last month, and he was nearly naked—”

“Look,” Briand said, putting a hand on her arm.

It was Kael.

He sat next to Prince Jehn at the head table, unchained and dressed in clean clothing. The cuts on his face had been cleaned and mended. A purple-yellow bruise discolored one side of his face, but otherwise, he looked healthy.

As she stared, he turned his head and caught her eye. His expression gave away nothing of his thoughts.

“He’s been released?” Cait pressed a hand to her mouth, her eyes gleaming with relief.

Beside her, Sobin grinned. “I knew the prince would intervene!”

Briand couldn’t speak. One of the sand cats bumped against her leg and licked her hand, but she didn’t move until Kael turned his head away, releasing her from his gaze.

They found seats. Kael didn’t look at her again. Jehn spoke to him, and he laughed. He seemed utterly at ease despite the buzz of anger and suspicion clouding the hall. His dark hair was clean and shiny, and he wore a crisp white shirt open at the neck and a pair of plain black trousers.

He was not dressed like a nobleman.

“Isn’t Kael given recognition as Lord Halescorn’s son?” Briand asked.

Cait shook her head as they took places at one of the lesser tables. “He isn’t counted among the nobility. His father disowned him years ago. He has no title. No wealth. He’s here under the service of the prince, not as a member of the court.”

“Like a bastard,” Briand mused.

A servant appeared and placed steaming plates of flat bread piled with nuts, fish, and lentils before them. The scent was heavenly.

“Yes, very much so,” Cait said. Her forehead wrinkled as she looked at Kael. “It’s disgraceful. His father had no legal defense for it, but as far as I know, Kael never contested his removal from the inheritance and bloodline. He doesn’t even use his father’s name, usually. I’ve heard him refer to himself as Kael Estrier, like a common Estrian bastard.”

“What about the brother?” Briand thought of Jacob and his secret visit to the cells.

“Well, there’s no love lost between the two of them as far as I can tell,” Cait said. She looked at Briand’s plate. “Here, you roll the bread like this.” She demonstrated how to pile the nuts and fish in the center of the bread and make a little scroll from it. “Then you dip it.” She indicated a small bowl to the left of Briand’s plate. “Careful though, Tyyrians like their food spicier than Austrisians.”

The bread was vinegary, the nuts and lentils savory. Briand ate quickly, as if abating her hunger might keep thoughts of Seekers and spies away. Valora’s words still hung over her, goading her to do something. Decide something. The shard from the broken pot bit into her waist where she’d hidden it. And the shadow at the entrance to the dining hall watched her. A guard.

“Are you all right?” Sobin asked.

She was slipping if she was showing her concern so plainly. Briand looked back at the prince’s table, casting about for something easy to ask. Something to distract him. Some of the nobles were not eating the rolled bread, but what appeared to be Austrisian food. “Does not everyone dine on the same food?”

“No,” Sobin said with a roll of his eyes. “Many of the nobles won’t eat it. They had a few cooks trained to prepare their favorites instead.”

Valora entered the hall, her face like a storm cloud. Briand watched her pass their table. “She’s been in a temper today.”

“Lady Valora?” Cait’s forehead softened. “It’s the anniversary of her father’s death, I heard. Perhaps that explains her ill mood?”

“I feel slightly bad about wanting to knife her, then,” Briand sighed. Perhaps she should at least make an effort to follow one of Valora’s pieces of advice. “Are there any places to ride horses in this palace, Cait?”

Cait smiled with genuine pleasure. “Yes. The riding tracks are a poor substitute for the fields of Estria, but it’s better than nothing, and the Tyyrian horses are wind-blessed. Shall we make plans to go together?” She looked sideways at Sobin. “This one hasn’t been able to tear himself away from training in the yard once to ride with me.”

Instead of teasing back, Sobin looked pained, almost sad. He took another bite of food instead of replying, and Cait blinked twice, masking the sudden pain that flashed in her eyes with a gulp of her drink.

“Together,” Briand agreed, pretending that they both hadn’t shown her a glimpse of their private pain. She let Cait switch the conversation to something safe again, something about the fashion of the court morphing due to Tyyrian influences and the impracticality of traditional fabrics in the heat. Sobin disagreed, his argument centered mainly on something about cravats, and Briand stopped listening in the comfortable way of one who knows her companions won’t mind.

She finished eating the rolled bread and brushed the crumbs from her fingertips as her eyes found their way to Kael again. This time, he was looking at her. The shock of his gaze, dark and unreadable, sent a shiver across her skin. She swallowed, not wanting to be the first to break.

Sobin was asserting something about the breathability of Austrisian saasa-silk shirts in dry heat, and one of the sand cats was purring and nibbling at her hand under the table, but she was impervious to it all. A buzzing filled her ears, and she could feel her heart pounding through her chest. A slow flush spread across her cheeks and down her neck. Why did he make her feel this way?

She pushed back her chair and stood, claiming exhaustion. Cait and Sobin both half-rose, but she urged them to stay.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she promised, and then she stood and made her way to the door.

Briand took a straight path through the gardens, the way lit by torches that flickered in the wind off the sea. As she passed a column, a shadow detached from the velvety night and moved behind her silently.

The guard?

Briand walked faster.

Bats fluttered in the darkness overhead. She smelled the sharp, tangy fragrance of blossoms spilling over the walls as she left the garden and entered one of the column-lined halls of the inner palace. Her footsteps echoed.

At least she had her shard of broken pot, and a guard, even if she wasn’t sure whether he was more for protection or enforcement.

As she walked, she tried not to think about Kael.

She was a fool for feeling any of this. She ought to be trying to scale one of the walls right now, but instead, she was humoring Cait’s plans for a signature color, inquiring about horses to ride, and making eye contact with Kael across crowded rooms. She needed to file through the bars of her window and slip into the night.

She pushed away thoughts of all of them. Sieya. Cait. Sobin. Bran, wherever he was. Tibus and Nath. And—

Another shadow moved ahead of her. The light from the sconces outlined dark hair and broad shoulders. Briand halted, withdrawing her pot shard and squeezing it between her fingers. When the figure moved toward her, she brandished it.

“Don’t come any closer,” she hissed.

“Dragonsayer.”

It was Kael. He must have left just after she did and taken some other way through the palace to intercept her. She was relieved, then angry. “What do you want?”

He stepped forward until the light played over his face, bathing his features in gold. She could see where someone had stitched up the cut on his face. He caught her wrist, his hands sending little sparks through her. “What is this?” he said of the broken shard.

She pulled away and tucked it into her waistband. “What do you want, Kael?” she repeated.

“You left abruptly. Alone. You shouldn’t skulk about the palace alone.”

“I heard about the assassin, but I am not your prince,” she replied. “I highly doubt I’ll be mistaken for him, either.”

“There’s more to worry about than that,” Kael said. “Your presence here is controversial.”

She felt breathless. Was it because she was so angry? Was it because she wanted to shake him?

“You ought to worry about your own neck. You may have been let out of your cell, but nearly everyone believes you to be a traitor.”

“I’m aware of their sentiments,” he said dryly.

“Aren’t you concerned?”

“I serve my prince,” he said.

“Anyway, I have a guard.”

“So I’ve noticed.” He raised his eyebrows as he looked past her. Briand turned her head and saw the man standing by the column, smoking. He seemed uninterested in Kael’s appearance.

“Who assigned him?” Briand asked. It seemed like something Kael would know. He knew everything. “Valora?”

“No, Lord Albo.”

She was surprised. “Why?” Why did a noble she’d never even spoken to want her guarded?

“I suppose he’s afraid Halescorn might try to off you,” Kael said. “He probably doesn’t want that for political reasons of his own. Isn’t he allied with Valora?”

“Your father wants to kill me?”

His jaw tightened at the word father; not quite a wince, but she saw it. “I think you ought to be vigilant.”

“I know how to survive in adverse situations,” Briand said. “I grew up under my uncle, did I not? I lived in the house of a thief-queen.”

“Thief-queen?” Kael said. “Did you steal coins for her? Beg in the streets? Threaten travelers with your knife?”

“I played Dubbok and won.” She started to brush past him, and his hand closed around her arm, and he drew her back.

“Briand,” he said.

She turned. His face was inches from hers. She could feel him breathing. His hand was like a brand against the skin of her arm. But his face was a closed door, his body a wall. He was not inviting her in. He was admonishing her.

He didn’t care. He’d already made that clear.

“Don’t,” she said fiercely.

“Don’t what?”

She wasn’t sure herself. Don’t toy with me. Don’t tell me to be safe when you don’t care. Don’t push me away. Don’t abandon me.

Kael’s face was still unreadable.

“Don’t tell me what to do,” she said, and pulled away.

This time, he let her go.



~



The heat of her seemed to linger on his fingertips as Kael stalked through the corridor, past the suffocating scent of blossoms and the lilting laughter of two courtiers rendezvousing in the garden. He was losing focus. She dragged him in like she was a flame and he a foolish moth. That mouth could smile as sharp as a knife’s blade or cut like jagged glass. He wanted to pack her off to the safest, most boring hovel of huts he could find, just like she wanted, where she could best lazy farmers at Dubbok to her heart’s content. No, that was an utter lie. He wanted her with him and his company, riding between Nath and Tibus, scolding and scoffing and pretending indignation at Nath’s taunts as much as Nath pretended to be offended at her guttersnipe ways. He wanted to call her Catfoot and watch her fire back with an insult about the arrogance of former stewards even as she hid the smile that told him she didn’t mind it. He wanted to sleep under wild, starry skies and hear her breathing in the dark. He wanted those witching eyes on him because they somehow cut him down to who he was and built him up to be truer at the same time. She challenged him, and he had never wanted anything so much in his life as to take that challenge.

He wished on every blade of grass in Estria that she’d never drunk that vial and become the dragonsayer. He wished she was only Briand, not this political piece with a dozen powerful hands vying to control her.

Kael reached the far end of the garden and slipped through a side door hidden behind a cascade of vines. The passage behind it led him through the palace, past empty apartments flooded with shadow and corridors awash with silver moonlight. He reached the far wall, lined with torches, and a figure stood outlined by their bright flames.

Jehn.

“It is done,” the prince said, gripping Kael by the shoulder. “The Nyrian queen and I have struck our alliance, secretly and under the noses of our diplomats, and the jewels have been delivered into her hands. The council will not yet know of this—I don’t trust them, of course, and there are traitors to be coaxed out of hiding and other matters to be arranged first before they can know of Nyr’s purpose in my plans. But it is done, thanks to you.” Jehn paused. “When I am king, it will be known what you’ve done for Austrisia. You will be given the largest estate in Estria.”

“That isn’t why I did it, Your Grace,” Kael said. Jehn was his friend, and Jehn was his prince. Right now, he addressed him as the prince.

“I will see you honored in the end, friend,” Jehn said. “But you must play the part of the disgraced traitor a little while longer. Lord Halescorn, at least, is making it easy.”

Kael bowed his head. Now he met the eyes of Jehn as a friend, and the look they shared was one of understanding.

“I’m sorry,” Jehn said, and Kael nodded once before slipping back into the darkness to return to his quarters.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THIS TIME, WHEN Briand woke in the dream, she had prepared beforehand. She was wearing the ragged Austrisian bedclothes she’d gotten from Cait. Nothing to be determined from them as far as she could tell. Although luxuriously made, they were simple, gray cotton, and the tears at the hem lent an extra layer of confusion to their origin and her situation.

When she opened her eyes to the familiar visage of stone and straw, she expected Auberon’s slick voice to slither through the air to taunt her, to mock her, but the cell was silent.

Puzzled and wary, she pushed herself to her feet. Where was her tormentor?

The place at the opposite wall where he normally sat brooding was empty.

Could it be that he’d found some way to extricate himself from their shared dream?

She crossed to the bars, wary of a trap, hesitant to speak. She peered into the corners of the dungeon, scanning the shadows for his form.

She almost yelped when she stepped on something soft, looked down, and saw that it was his hand.

The Seeker lay unconscious on the stone floor, blood seeping from a gash on his head, his eyes half-cracked and his lips white. Briand stared at him a moment before dropping to her knees to see better.

He was breathing. His chest rose and fell shallowly. Not dead, then.

“What happened to you?” she murmured. He wore black, a cloak twisted around his midsection. He’d fallen into the dream after a blow to the head, maybe. He was not merely sleeping somewhere, not in this condition, surely.

She bent closer, studying the injury to his head, wondering if it would kill him when his hand shot out and closed over her wrist.

Briand gasped as a maelstrom of images rushed over her—a dagger in the darkness, a man in a dark green cloak, a twisted gray face with yellow teeth sneering. A howl of grief tore through her, and it was not hers, but it shook her to her bones.

She wrenched her hand away, the skin stinging from the magic, her whole body trembling.

Auberon’s eyelids twitched. Opened. A groan slipped from him.

Briand rubbed her fingers as she stepped out of reach. The emotions and images still whirled in her like captured birds looking for an escape.

Someone had tried to assassinate him. Just as important—it was the touch of his ungloved hand that transferred memories to her, not necessarily his attempt to glean her own?

She wasn’t sure. She wanted to be sure. It seemed the only time she might have the chance to see.

Briand returned to the bars, heart thudding a rhythm against her ribs. Sweat broke out across her shoulders as she reached down and touched his fingers.

Like lightning, the images leaped into her head. Stabbing, searing. She ground her teeth together and let them flow. She saw an opulent building of towering, glistening white, and a cavernous hall filled with men and women in gray. Seekers. She felt Auberon’s thoughts, saw his plans unspooling. The knives he concealed under his robes. The poison he drank to keep himself from murder. The whispered secrets that he carried.

Auberon’s hand moved under hers, and then the thread of images snapped. She grabbed the bar to keep from falling. She breathed heavily as she gazed down at his sprawled form.

He wasn’t just looking for her. He was planning a rebellion within the Seekers.

And now she knew his secret.



~



Briand woke from the dream abruptly, tangled in the sheets of the bed like a gazelle caught by a python. A thudding came from the door, followed by a muffled voice announcing the Lady Valora. The windows were dark. It was not yet sunrise. She wriggled free from the sheets and blew hair out of her eyes.

“Enter,” she called hoarsely.

She barely had time to gather her tangled thoughts into the present before the door burst open and Valora swept inside.

“Get dressed,” she said. “We’ve got a full day planned. You’ll be seeing a tailor, and then a dancing instructor.”

Briand pushed herself up irritably. She scowled at Valora, who wasn’t even looking at her. “I don’t—”

“I’ll wait outside,” Valora said, and she withdrew.

Briand rubbed the remnants of sleep from her face and shoved her legs over the side of the bed as anger radiated through her. On the heels of the anger came fear, mingled with the weight of what she’d seen in Auberon’s mind when she’d touched his hand.

She was beginning to carry too many secrets. Secrets that could get her killed.

She didn’t have time to play Valora’s political games. She had to get out of here soon.



~



The tailor fussed and muttered under her breath as she measured Briand, and the whole process made her miss Reela fiercely, which left her agitated and radiating hostility. Valora waited in the background with an air of faint disapproval that left Briand wishing for a knife to fidget with just to set a few boundaries.

She thought about Cait’s fervent wish to give her a signature color, and so when the tailor asked her preferences, Briand selected cloth in shades of crimson and scarlet, some brilliant as flame, others as dark as dried blood. Valora raised an eyebrow but did not comment.

When they’d finished with the tailor, Valora led her to a private pavilion with shuttered windows that opened onto a vista of the sea. The sun had risen, and Briand’s stomach complained at the lack of breakfast. Valora didn’t seem to hear.

“Rubaro will give you the primary instruction for the basic dances,” the noblewoman said. “Hopefully, it will be enough to keep you from stepping on any toes.”

Rubaro turned out to be a tiny man, only a finger’s width taller than Briand, with a balding head and a mustache like a feather. His voice was shrill and grating, and he circled Briand like a predator looking to make a kill while she stood in the center of the room and seethed.

Dancing lessons. She was being forced to take dancing lessons while her neck lay on the line. This was next to useless.

“If I am in danger,” she said to Valora, “then perhaps I ought to be practicing my combat skills.”

“Not every battle is fought with a sword,” Valora responded, and snapped open a fan. The air in the room was still and hot with the shutters closed, but the noblewoman shook her head when a servant entered to open them. She watched with sharp attention as Rubaro led Briand through a series of simple steps.

“You have some knack for it, at least,” Valora said grudgingly after they’d finished the first lesson.

Briand blew hair out of her eyes. She hadn’t obtained the nickname of Catfoot for nothing, she thought, but she only seethed at Valora as Rubaro barked at her to stand straighter.

When the lesson was finished, Valora said, “Another lesson tomorrow, same location. I trust you can find it?”

Briand glared at her.

When they’d left, she went to the shutters and opened one. The wind slapped her in the face, wet and salty. White surf pounded the rocks several hundred meters below.

No escape here.

The other side of the pavilion overlooked one of the public gardens. Briand let the shutters fall closed with a snap.

It was time to be Catfoot and learn every inch of this compound.



~



Luckily, the guard assigned to her was lazy and favored day drinking and gambling. Briand waited until he’d gotten two cups into a game of Hooks and Hounds while she read a book in the gardens before drifting toward the fountains and then, when he’d turned his back completely, slipping away.

The palace compound was laid out symmetrically, which made things easy to remember. It was also a military fortress. Every wall overlooked the sea or sharp rocks from a dizzying height, except for the wall that faced the mainland. There, a forest of sharpened spikes at the bottom of a drop of twenty meters awaited anyone who might try to enter or exit.

Within the walls, clusters of apartments grouped around the various gardens. The kitchens sat at the back of the estate, with a private dock for deliveries. A narrow staircase of stone wound down the wall to a wooden dock.

Briand surveyed the steps from atop the wall with a smile. If she could get out through the kitchens, she could slip down the staircase and away.

The churning waves, on the other hand, presented a problem. Escape by foot appeared impossible without entering the sea.

She didn’t know how to swim.

She slipped from the wall, climbing down a thick vine and dropped noiselessly into one of the private garden spaces. The sound of falling water muted the relentless surge of the sea beyond the wall. On the grass, a flock of pale pink birds with long, curling purple tail feathers darted away from her, heads bobbing, making a cooing purr sound as they ran.

Briand brushed her hands down her skirt and wished for trousers. She needed to find a way to get some—perhaps Cait could be persuaded to see them as a necessary part of her signature look.

She almost didn’t notice the old woman sitting in the corner of the garden.







































CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

BRIAND FROZE, WONDERING what she might have given away with her climbing.

The old woman wore a stern expression. Her hair piled atop her head in an elegant bun and secured with jeweled combs. She was covered from neck to fingertips in silken robes, and a belt of gold wrapped around her waist. She sat in a woven chair, a silk umbrella propped over her to keep the sun away.

She was alone, but an air surrounded her that made Briand feel as though she were being watched by many eyes.

“I —I didn’t know anyone was here,” Briand said after a moment of panic. “I wanted to look at the sea.”

The old woman watched her without comment a moment. Then she said, in a voice like dried honey, “You’re the one they call the dragonsayer.”

It wasn’t a question. And she clearly wasn’t buying Briand’s excuse.

This was far worse than simply being seen. If this woman decided to gossip about the fact that the dragonsayer was surveying the walls...

Briand opened her mouth to make a denial, to give some sort of alternate explanation, and the old woman waved a hand. “Don’t try to deny it, young woman. I may be old, but I’m not daft. I saw you with Lady Valora the other day. She called you dragonsayer when she told you to do as she says. Before you threw a rock at her departing back.”

The old lady watching from the window. Briand remembered. But they’d been drowned out by the sound of the fountain. She couldn’t possibly know anything about what they’d discussed. Was it magic?

“The ability to read lips is a great boon at times,” the woman continued. “A curse at others, like when you catch your husband whispering sweet things into the ear of a noblewoman across the ballroom.” She arched an eyebrow. “Aren’t you going to say anything? I heard you have a bit of a tongue.”

“Who said that?”

“If they think you’re involved with Seekers, as Lady Valora said, then it’ll be your neck on the chopping block,” the old woman said instead of answering the question.

Sweat broke across Briand’s neck. “Who are you?”

A ghost of a smile crossed the old woman’s wrinkled lips. “My name is Calista.”

“And what do you want from me, Calista?”

“Do I have to want something?” she said. But she asked the question as if merely parrying Briand’s question as if she were speaking from a script. She had something else on her mind. It showed in her eyes.

“Everyone wants something,” Briand countered.

Calista nodded slowly, as if pleased. “True, true.” She pushed herself up from the chair with effort and beckoned to Briand. “Come with me.”

Without waiting to see if she would be followed, the old woman stepped inside an arched doorway.

Briand hesitated, tempted to disappear. But this woman knew who she was. Running wouldn’t change that. She trailed after Calista into an opulent suite of rooms decorated in the Tyyrian style, with the gold-painted walls and tiled floors. At the windows, curtain fluttered in the wind. The woman poured herself a glass of wine and turned back to Briand.

“You shouldn’t be so afraid of the council,” the woman said.

“I’m not afraid of them,” Briand countered, startled by the assertion and by the woman’s knowledge.

The old woman blinked at her, unimpressed by the lie. “You’re terrified.”

Briand pressed her lips together. What did this woman know?

“But so are they,” the woman continued, smiling as if this were a delicious secret. She took a sip of wine.

“They’re the ones with all the power,” Briand said. “It hardly matters if they’re afraid.”

“Oh, but there you are terribly mistaken. So much of power is illusion,” the woman murmured. “They cling to it by threads. This is one of the secrets. Learn which threads to yank, which to tangle, and you will become a puppeteer instead of a puppet.”

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

The woman tipped her head to the side. “Perhaps I am growing philanthropic in my old age.”

“Or you want to control me yourself,” Briand shot back. “Yank a few threads of your own. You’re trying to use me just as they are. What do you want?”

The woman set down her glass and pushed herself up from her chair. She was tall and willowy as she stood to her full height. She went to the window and gazed out at the sky. “My dear, I don’t care much for Austrisia. It never did me any favors, and I am just as happy here as on my native soil. But I have a child, and that child cares for Austrisia. I want to see this war won for the sake of my child.”

Briand breathed in and out, listening. The woman’s words sank down into her heart like hooks, catching and pulling.

Calista sighed, a rattling sound that pulled from deep within her and hinted at years of yearning and pain. “I was once as young and frightened as you. A pawn in the hands of the powerful. Defenseless—hopeless even. I had a cruel father and few prospects beyond serving as a womb to bear an heir. But I did not stay that way. I learned what I had to do to survive. I built something for myself. I married a powerful man, the man they wanted me to marry, and I don’t even like men,” she said, turning back to Briand with a wistful expression. “But I played their game. I played it better than they did. I escaped my father and my province. I raised a son. I waged my own quiet war, and I triumphed. You could triumph too.”

“How?” Briand burst out bitterly. “How can I do anything but be a tool in their hands? I have nothing—”

“You have more than you think,” Calista said. “You have friends. You have a mind and a tongue and your wits. And you have your powers, do you not?”

A knock came at the door of the chamber, and a servant’s voice sounded in the hall. Calista turned to answer it. “You may wish to leave the way you came,” she advised.

Briand slipped back into the garden, her thoughts reeling like the birds in the salty air above her.
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The kitchens, Briand soon learned, were not as accessible as they might have been at her uncle’s estate. When her guard was once again gambling and drinking and she wandered into the cook’s garden alone under the guise of curiosity, the dark-eyed Tyyrian servants paused their labor of picking fruit from vines that climbed the walls and stared at her in suspicion. The guards posted along the wall straightened.

Guards? Briand’s stomach tightened as their gazes fell on her. The assassination attempt must have made everyone paranoid. Even the cooks. Especially the cooks. What better way to kill a man than to poison him?

This was not going to be as easy as she’d hoped.

“Are you lost?” a serving girl with hair cropped close to her head asked in a clipped accent. “The nobility usually stay on the eastern side of the compound.” She tilted her head to the side, inviting Briand to agree that yes, she was lost and how silly of her.

“I’m interested in knowing what spices went into last night’s dinner,” Briand said. “Whatever was in the orange sauce made me itch all over.” She paused. “And it made it very hard to concentrate on my dancing lessons. Constant itching, like the bites of a thousand fleas. My instructor was furious with me.”

The servants suppressed looks of impatience. “If you are having trouble with the spices, perhaps request an Austrisian diet as many of your fellow countrymen have done,” the girl with the short hair said.

With that, they returned to their work.

With the guards still watching her, Briand turned and headed back for the gate that led to the main halls.

Time for a different plan.

Briand rounded a square pillar and nearly collided with Kael. His hands shot out and closed over her upper arms, catching her. She stared up into his dark eyes.

“Dragonsayer,” he greeted her frostily.

“Kael.”

“Taking a stroll around the palace?” he said, looking past her at the gate to the kitchens with a raise of one eyebrow.

“I might as well keep fit,” she replied breathlessly.

“Or look for means of escape,” he said.

His gaze flicked over her, seeing things she’d rather he didn’t. Why did she always feel so transparent before him? Briand shook his hands from her arms, and Kael let them fall.

“Don’t speak to me as if you care what I do,” she said.

A muscle tightened in his jaw, but he didn’t take the bait and fight back. The wind from over the wall stirred his hair and the collar of his shirt. The cut on his face was mending into a scar; her eyes dropped to it instead of continuing to hold that impenetrable stare.

“What about you? What has you roaming the estate? Surely it isn’t safe or advisable given your reputation.”

She meant it to be a cutting remark, but she missed her target, for Kael only smiled. He reached out and brushed a bit of hair from her cheek. “Good day, dragonsayer.”

Then, he stepped past her and was gone around the corner before she could speak again.
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The words of the old woman and the meeting with Kael both haunted her memory as Briand stood with Sobin in the training yard, watching him parry and thrust with a wooden sword under the relentless glare of the sun. Above, the sky above throbbed a brilliant blue.

You have more than you think. You have friends. You have a mind and a tongue and your wits. And you have your powers.

The old woman was wrong about one thing, though. She seemed to presume Briand might stay and fight a war that had nothing to do with her. Stay and fight for those pompous, bloated nobles to protect their lands and money. Fight for a prince she didn’t trust so he could sit on the throne. A prince who’d cast Kael to the wolves again and again.

No.

She owed them nothing. She was just a blade in their hands. A blade they didn’t even seem to want, except for Valora and a few of the others.

And then there were the rumors that she was a spy for the Seekers. She walked a tightrope here. If anyone discovered she shared a dream link with a Seeker, they would kill her. Kael would kill her. He’d be a fool not to.

She was in danger every moment that she wasn’t running. And yet, stupidly, she still thought of the way he’d brushed her hair from her face.

Stupid, stupid guttersnipe.

“Briand?” Sobin said, and she realized he’d been speaking to her. He wiped sweat from his brow with his wrist and nodded at the straw-stuffed dummy. “Did you want to take a turn?”

Ought she? She wanted to, but the thought of drawing more attention and suspicion to herself stayed her hand. A glance around the yard showed that several of the noblewoman, who were being served glasses of wine as they sat in the shade and watched the calisthenics, were eying her.

“Not today,” Briand said. “Perhaps if we could get some throwing knives.” And she smiled at him.

Sobin didn’t smile back. His eyes shifted to the windows that lined the walls of the yard, and he nodded and turned back to his practice.

Briand’s attention sharpened. “Is everything all right with your family? Is Cait all right? Has Sieya broken anything lately?”

“My family is well,” Sobin responded. He fidgeted with a button on his sleeve that had come loose. “Cait exaggerates Sieya’s destructiveness. But word has come of more pillaging to the north of Yeglorn. More families arrived last night under the cover of darkness.” His mouth flexed in a frown as he abandoned the sleeve. He lifted the sword and lunged at the practice dummy. The end of his sword sank into the soft stuffed belly, and a plume of straw and dust shot out across the sand. 

“Oh,” Briand said as the weight of his words sank into her.

Across the yard, the noblewomen’s voices drifted on the wind like the chatter of birds as they stood and moved toward the cool of the gardens, leaving Sobin and Briand alone except for a few servants and a noblewoman shooting arrows at a target.

“They said—they said the soldiers raped some of the women, and when the men tried to intervene, they killed them.”

Sobin’s hands shook as he paused his frantic slashing to catch his breath. “We were lucky,” he muttered. “We were warned ahead of time. We were able to flee.” A burst of lilting laughter from the gardens grated harshly in the sunlight as Briand met Sobin’s stricken eyes. The wind blew, but it was hot and smelled like sand and sweat, and provided no relief. The yard suddenly felt like a furnace, too close and too hot. Sobin must have thought so too, for he stripped off his shirt and used it to wipe his face. A necklace gleamed against his chest, silver with a striped brown stone in the center.

“Is it only nobles?” Briand asked. “Only nobles who are being attacked like this?”

“No,” Sobin sighed. “In Estria, it’s anyone suspected of dissent. The noble families are the only ones with the resources to get away and a place to go. They won’t accept refugees here.” He shot a glance at her, eyes bright with sudden emotion. “There was someone in Yeglorn... I wasn’t able to find her when we left. I don’t know what happened to her. She wasn’t a noble.”

His jaw clenched. His hand trembled.

Briand hesitated, and then reached out a hand. “What was her name?”

“Adra.”

His arm was tight beneath her fingers. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“We shouldn’t be sorry,” he said angrily, not looking at her. “We should be doing something.” He muttered something else to himself and shook his head. “I’ve been sending letters. Trying to find her. I want to get her out safely, but I haven’t had any luck so far. No one knows where she is.”

“And if you find her?”

“I don’t know. I’d go and get her, I suppose. My family doesn’t know. Don’t tell Cait.” He met Briand’s eyes, desperate. “Don’t tell.”

“I won’t,” she promised, the words falling out automatically.

Sobin shook his head. “Most of these nobles are too cowardly to do anything to hide here and hope someone else will save them. I can’t live that way. Not anymore.” He reached up and grabbed the necklace hanging around his neck. “I wear this to remind me. It’s a stone from Estria, from the honest earth near our city. They can’t take it from us. We can’t let fear make us forget, Briand.”

He threw down his sword and shirt and strode away. As a servant came forward to retrieve the practice instrument, Briand stared after his retreating form, then bent and snatched up a few pebbles from the sand at her feet. Whirling, she hurled them one by one at the glasses the noblewomen had left behind on the wall. The glasses shattered one by one as Briand hit each squarely with a stone.

She wished for a knife. She wished for the release that came with sinking something sharp and clean into something unyielding and feeling it give beneath her attack. She missed the rush of satisfaction at seeing her throw hit the mark, the handle quivering, the blade buried deep.

Footsteps scuffed on the sand behind her.

“You have a good aim.”

She turned. Jacob Halescorn stood in the sunlight, dressed in leather and holding a bow. He looked different without his robes of nobility. Leaner, more dangerous. Like a wolf that she’d come upon unexpectedly in the middle of a lonesome forest.

“Rather like an assassin might,” he continued.

Briand narrowed her eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. I wasn’t even here when your prince was attacked. Do you nobles have nothing better to do than spread gossip and fear? Focus on winning your war and leave me be.”

“I am focusing on it, and your presence is making things difficult,” he said. “Which makes me wonder why you are here.”

“Perhaps I should go, then,” she responded. “Perhaps it would be best for us all.” She bent down and picked up Sobin’s discarded shirt. The button he’d been fidgeting with dangled by a thread.

“Hmm,” the young Halescorn said. “But I’m afraid that isn’t possible.”

Briand paused.

“Dragonsayer or not, girl, you’re far too dangerous to let loose even if you have no powers at all. I saw your performance with the snake. You have some cunning, even if it’s only parlor tricks. But you’ve had far too much involvement with the most sensitive aspects of our revolution for us to ever let you walk away. I’ve heard the soldiers gossiping. Some of them even believe your lies. You’re dangerous. The only question is, should you be imprisoned, or killed?” He took a step closer and closed his fingers around the button hanging from Sobin’s shirt. With a yank, he snapped the thread. “I think we ought to settle the matter. There are too many loose ends as it stands.”

Cold fear slanted through Briand’s veins. Jacob flipped the button in the air, and the sun flashed across it like gold.

“Take care, girl,” he said. “Your life hangs by a thread.”








































CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

AFTER HEARING JACOB’S threats, Briand smuggled food from dinner and stored it in a bag that she kept hidden in one of the gardens beneath a stone, for she didn’t trust that her rooms wouldn’t be searched. She’d gotten good at dodging her guard. She placed both the broken pot shard and the file with the food, as well as a handful of coins she’d managed to win from Cait in a more refined version of Hooks and Hounds than the guards played.

But she still needed a way out of the compound, and once she’d left, she needed to know where she was.

The summer palace had no library that Briand could find, although she explored dozens of dusty, empty storage rooms.

Valora was skeptical when presented with the idea of visiting anywhere outside of the compound walls. “We are here under the protection of the prince,” she said. “Few ever leave. It isn’t safe, and our presence in Tyyr is not well-known for obvious reasons.”

“Might I have some books brought in, then?” Briand asked.

Valora studied her. “For what purpose?”

“Don’t you want me to convince everyone I’m here as one of the nobility? My education has been sadly lacking for most of my life. Reading could be useful.”

Valora didn’t look convinced, but she promised to find some books for Briand’s use.

After the conversation with Lady Valora, Briand visited Cait and Sobin. The sand cats twined around her, purring and begging for pets. Sieya knocked over a chair in her excitement. Cait had obtained half a dozen scarlet garments, which she was attempting to alter to fit Briand per Sobin’s scribbled ideas. Bits and pieces of fabric littered the floor, and the cats and dracule rolled in the scraps and caused enough mayhem to get snapped at and threatened with a loss of treats, which none of them seemed to believe was a credible threat.

Cait’s mother, Lady Alis, came into the common room long enough to greet Briand, but she seemed pale and listless, and soon retreated back to her bedchamber.

Cait pricked her finger on a pin and swore under her breath in a most unladylike way.

“Where’s Sobin?” Briand asked in a low voice. “He seemed unhappy the last time I saw him.”

“Not sure,” Cait said, biting her lip as she leaned over a crimson bodice with black embroidery. “He should be here—he’s much better at sewing than me. But he’s been acting oddly lately. Training at all hours. Avoiding us much of the time.”

Briand thought of what Sobin had told her. Don’t tell Cait, he’d said.

“What about this one?” Cait asked, oblivious to Briand’s consternation. “According to Sobin’s ideas, we should pair it with trousers and a floor-length coat. It would be very feminine, but you could still ride a horse and fight enemies unfettered by a skirt.”

“I think Valora would revolt,” Briand said, swallowing her guilt at keeping Sobin’s secret from his sister. She picked up the bodice, intrigued by the picture Cait had painted in her mind. Such a garment would be perfect for climbing the palace walls and clambering over rocks on the shore. Much better than the noblewoman garments the tailor had made for her. These were the kinds of things she ought to be thinking about. Things that would help her escape, not embroil her further in the affairs of this place.

She became aware of Cait’s watchful gaze, and something in it made her stomach twist. “What is it?”

“I know,” Cait said softly.

Did she mean about Sobin? “Know what?” Briand asked, stalling.

“I know you want to leave.”

Briand stilled, relieved and stricken at the same time. “What do you mean?” she asked carefully, not admitting anything.

“I’ve heard what some are saying.” Cait twisted a piece of fabric in her fingers as she spoke. “This isn’t exactly a welcoming place for you. You’re in danger. Politically, I mean. But you could slip away and be done with all of this. You’re clever. You did it before, under Kael’s nose, when you escaped from our house back in Estria.”

“Are you angry?” Briand asked softly.

Cait shook her head. “I... I hope you know I’ll always stand by your side. As your friend. No matter what.”

Briand breathed out slowly. As Monarchists, Cait should despise anyone who didn’t support the cause. Yet here she extended understanding.

She reached out and closed her fingers over Cait’s. They looked at each other, saying nothing and everything. Then Cait picked up the bodice and pressed it against Briand’s chest. “Do you think it’ll fit?”

Briand couldn’t reply because of the lump in her throat.
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That afternoon, Briand was subjected to yet another dancing lesson from Rubaro under Valora’s watchful eye.

“I need a partner for her,” Rubaro said, and Valora went to the door to call a servant. When she opened it, however, someone was standing there as if about to knock.

Briand recognized the light brown hair and slender form.

Prince Jehn.

“Hello,” he said as Valora dropped a deep curtsey and Rubaro swept a bow.

Briand remained standing straight.

Instead of looking irritated, Jehn smiled faintly. He entered the room, followed by a few guards who apparently were his constant companions.

“Your Grace,” Valora said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I was passing by,” he said. “I heard Rubaro’s orders echoing into the hall and was curious as to who he was schooling into submission.” He looked at Briand as he spoke.

Rubaro flushed and swept another bow. “I long for another student as adept as you, Your Grace.”

“I think you remember me too favorably,” Jehn said, still looking at Briand as if trying to discern something. “I was a clumsy student.”

“You are a most excellent dancer, Your Grace,” Rubaro said.

“I heard you say you needed a partner for her instruction?” Jehn asked.

Rubaro inclined his head. “You honor us, Your Grace.”

Briand shifted. What game was the prince playing? She watched warily as he approached her and held out both hands. “Shall we? Briand, is it?”

“Of the House Varryda,” Valora added.

“Lady?” Jehn asked, with a tip of his head.

“No,” she said. “But you already knew that,” Briand said. Valora looked displeased by her lack of respect, but she didn’t say anything.

Jehn’s eyes flared with a spark of interest. “And why do you say that?”

“For the same reason I don’t believe you just happened by this lesson. You know everything about me.”

Rubaro had withdrawn to a respectful distance. Lady Valora likewise retreated, leaving them alone in the middle of the room.

“Shall we?” Jehn asked instead of responding to her assertion. He picked up her right hand and guided the other to his shoulder. Briand kept her gaze locked on his face while he studied their feet. “You ought to be standing a little closer, I think. There, that’s it.”

“You’re clever,” Briand said. “You play like you’re not, like you’re an affable and docile prince, but you have plans.”

“Kael said you were perceptive,” Jehn noted. They were moving now, dancing to silence, Jehn following a rhythm in his head that had Briand stumbling.

“I can’t,” she said with irritation, “follow music I can’t hear.”

“A well-executed dance requires complete trust,” Jehn replied.

“Then perhaps you ought to be dancing with Kael,” Briand said.

Jehn smiled. “Do you think you could trust me, Briand Varryda?”

“Why should I?”

“Well, I’m giving you shelter here at my court.”

She snorted a laugh. “There are bars on my window and walls around the perimeter. I’m followed by a guard and threatened by your nobles.”

“Threatened?”

“Jacob Halescorn told me earlier that my life hangs by a thread. Didn’t you know some of them want to kill me for being a spy? Unlike Kael, I won’t willingly put my neck in a noose.”

“Don’t worry about Kael,” Jehn said easily. “He has survived worse. He’s very capable.”

Briand scowled at his confidence. “No one is invincible. While you sat in your palace surrounded by guards, Kael looked into the face of dragons and gave himself over to Seekers on your orders.”

Jehn studied her, his eyebrows lifting, and she felt a flush creep up her neck. He seemed to be observing something, and she wasn’t sure what. Briand drew back from him under that scrutiny.

“You dance like a soldier,” he said, letting go of her hands.

“Rigidly?”

“As if you expect every move to come accompanied by a knife thrust.”

“That,” Briand said, “is dancing like a guttersnipe.”

“We both know you’re much more than that.” With that, he swept a bow. “It was a pleasure, Briand Varryda. I look forward to speaking with you again.”

He left the room without another word. His guards closed around him, and the door clanged shut, leaving Briand with too many thoughts spinning in her head.









































CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

BRIAND WAITED FOR the cook’s second assistant in the palace orchard, beneath a tree laden with swollen, ripe yellow fruit. Flies buzzed lazily in the heat, and sweat trickled down her scalp where she had covered her hair and half her face with a veil Cait insisted was fashionable in Tasglorn. She didn’t want any of the servants to recognize her as the dragonsayer.

Her guard was drinking at the gate. She’d made sure he saw her walk off with Cait in the direction of the dining hall, and she only had a little while before he came to check that she was still there. She tapped her hand against her thigh with impatience before realizing it was something Kael always did, and she stopped. Thinking of Kael sent a dart of something sharp and painful through her chest. She was determined to do so as little as possible.

So far, that had been going poorly.

The cook’s assistant finally arrived, out of breath and covered in flour. He was short, with a thick chin and a split lower lip. His characteristically reddish Tyyrian hair was cut close to his skull with no topknots or longer pieces that many of the male Tyyrian laborers favored. Judging by that and the bruise under his left eye, he was a boxer in his spare time. She’d overheard during a guard’s Dubbok game that he had debts. People with debts tended to lose their moral repugnance to bending the rules.

The assistant studied her suspiciously. “You want a way out through the kitchens?”

“I have a paramour in the city,” she said, the lie dropping easily from her lips. “I need a way to visit him, and he isn’t allowed inside the compound.”

The cook’s assistant shrugged and held out his hand. Apparently, he didn’t care why she wanted out as long as she paid him. So much for loyal staff. “Six silvers now, and six when I let you out. I make the flatbread in the morning before anyone else comes to the kitchen. If you wait by the vines, I’ll make sure the guards hear something worth investigating and then I’ll unlock the door to let you in.”

Briand placed the coins in his hand. “A week from now, an hour after dawn?”

The day after the prince’s birthday ball. A time when most of the palace would be sleeping off too much wine and food. When the servants would be preoccupied with cleaning. An excellent time to leave.

“A week,” he agreed, and then he slunk away into the orchard with the coins jingling in his hand.
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Briand was in higher spirits when she returned to the main gardens. A week gave her enough time to secure more food and perhaps a few maps of the city and surrounding countryside. She could play a few Dubbok games—some of the guards seemed willing to rub shoulders with lesser nobles, she’d noticed, at least when the wine was flowing plentifully. She’d have to nick a bottle and join them. They wouldn’t even know what hit them until it was over and their pockets were painfully empty.

She still hadn’t decided what to do about Sieya, and the decision gnawed at her. She hated to leave the dracule, but the creature had already grown too large to be easily concealed, not to mention the cost of feeding the beast.

As she rounded the corner of one of the open-aired halls that led to the southern garden, still submerged in her musings, she spotted Kael and another man standing with their heads close together, deep in conversation. Briand slowed and moved behind a flowering bush to observe them as Kael held out a hand and the other man put a small scroll and a few coins into his palm.

Before the man could move away, Kael caught his wrist and yanked him close. He said something threatening to the man, who nodded and then slunk away.

Briand frowned as a shadow shifted in the bushes ahead of her. She sank to her knees, still watching, her breathing too loud in her ears.

Someone else was watching too.

She waited as Kael pocketed the scroll and the coins. The person in the bushes waited too. When Kael strode away, a figure straightened and followed him. Slim, small, wearing a gray cloak with a hood pulled low over the head—she couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman.

When both Kael and his shadower had vanished around the corner in the direction of the gardens and great hall, Briand rose and breathed out slowly.

Kael ought to know someone was following him, even if she did favor the idea of pulling a knife on him instead.

She headed for the gardens, ready to assume the ruse that she’d been there all along by the time her guard came looking for her.

On the lawn of the garden, some of the ladies played a game with balls and sticks that looked painfully boring to watch and even more so to play. Kael had joined one of the ladies, and her laughter drifted on the wind. Despite the rumors and accusations surrounding him, he was handsome, and he held the favor of the prince. Plenty of nobles still seemed happy to mingle with him.

The cloaked figure who’d followed him was nowhere in sight, but anyone could have been beneath that gray garment and hood.

Briand hovered at the edge of the lawn, watching the game and wondering if she was going to warn him about what she’d seen. She knew telling him would lead to him asking why she’d been in that corridor in the first place. Was it worth it to expose herself a little?

“Dragonsayer,” Valora’s cool tone greeted her.

Briand didn’t turn. She only narrowed her eyes. “Valora.”

If Valora minded that Briand never called her lady, she didn’t comment. “Interested in Canoosh?” she asked, and Briand supposed she meant the game with the sticks.

“Not very,” she said, “but it seems like something you will want me to do.”

“It’s a simple game,” Valora said. “Hit the ball with the stick. Try to get the ball in the cage.” She indicated a gilded wire basket that squatted in the middle of the lawn. Several slots in the basket were already occupied by balls, like tiny bears poking their heads from their caves. “There is a bit more to it than that, however. The cage has limited spots, and the last person to sink a ball wins.”

“Seems everyone would hang back and wait for someone else to be so foolish,” Briand said, watching as one of the ladies drove her ball toward the basket with a thwack of her stick. The ball went wide, rolling to a stop in a row of hedges.

“The trick is to force your opponent’s ball in first even as you control the subsequent moves so that you are positioned to strike at the right moment,” Valora said.

Briand wasn’t sure if they were talking about the game anymore. It seemed like the type of doublespeak nobles loved.

“It’s also an excellent game for flirting over,” Valora added as the lady Kael was speaking with laid a gloved hand on his arm and flashed her teeth at him in a winsome smile.

“Do you want me to flirt?” Briand asked. “Should I add it to my list of skills along with dancing and bootlicking? Batting my eyes at the nobles who want me dead? Will that save my neck, you think?”

She glanced sideways at Valora, who lifted half her mouth in something of a wry smile. “I shudder to imagine it,” the lady said. “I’d sooner give you a knife to brandish at them.”

“I prefer the knife,” Briand responded.

“I don’t doubt it.” Valora nodded in greeting to a passing noble. “But of course, you can’t be armed. So, I suggest you continue to sharpen your wits instead.”

One of the ladies, with a determined expression, managed to knock her opponent’s ball into the second-to-last slot. Across the lawn, Kael met Briand’s eyes. She shivered despite the heat of the noon sun but held his gaze with purpose. I have something to tell you.

The wind caught the collar of his shirt and tugged at his hair. He murmured into the ear of the noblewoman with her hand on his arm and then disengaged himself. The buttons on his coat flashed in the sunlight as he crossed the lawn toward Briand.

“Lady Valora, dragonsayer,” he greeted them.

“Miss Varryda has been granted asylum here due to her uncle’s nobility,” Valora said. “As such, it is her proper title of address.”

It amused Briand to see Valora correct him, and she suppressed a smirk.

Kael seemed amused too. He swept a bow. “Of course. My apologies, Miss Varryda.” He was perfectly polite, remote even. As if they’d never run from Seekers together. As if they’d never sparred under a wild northern sky. As if they’d never fought, or laughed together, or kissed.

Briand held her tongue, rankled now. Perhaps she ought to curtsey, but she wasn’t going to. Kael had a faint smirk in his eyes. Valora flicked open her fan with an irritable snap.

“Shall we take a walk around the garden?” he asked Briand, extending his hand.

She hesitated before placing her fingers on his arm in a way reminiscent of the lady earlier. She felt stupid, like an imposter. Kael drew her away along the path toward the fountains.

“What is it?” he asked when they were out of earshot from Valora and any other passing nobles. “You’ve been staring at me as if you want to deliver the wrath of the seven heavens.”

“I...” She hesitated. The words sat on her tongue—someone saw you earlier, someone in a gray hood—but when he looked at her with such coolness, she wanted to keep them in reserve. “I’m worried about Sobin.”

Kael lifted an eyebrow to indicate he was listening. Something in his expression softened slightly, enough to encourage Briand to unburden her thoughts.

“He told me about a girl he cares about who was left in Yeglorn. He’s worried about her. He told me about Cahan’s soldiers raping Monarchist women.”

“A girl?”

“Adra, he said her name was.”

“Sobin is full of passion,” Kael said. “He has much to offer the Monarchists, but also much to learn.”

“You say passion like it’s a bad thing.”

“It can be, when it leads one to be foolish,” Kael said.

His words hit her like a slap in the face. Was that aimed at her?

“He said he wants to get her out. Rescue her. Sneak across enemy lines and find her.”

Kael turned his head sharply. Briand knew he regarded Sobin like a nephew. “He’s going to get himself caught and tortured for information if he tries.”

“Can’t you do something to help him? Find this Adra? Convince the prince to do something?”

“I cannot.” Now he was cold Kael again, the unreadable mask slipping over his face once more. He wore it so well. “We all must do things—endure things—we do not wish during times like this. Everyone has lost someone. I cannot make a private mission and abandon my orders—”

“Of course not,” she said before she could keep the words in. “Not you. You, who are married to duty. You, who are unfeeling to everything but the shape of your orders. You couldn’t possibly even understand.”

“Dragonsayer,” he began.

“Didn’t you hear?” she snapped. “I’m back under the shadow of my uncle. You should address me properly.”

“Miss Varryda—”

“Don’t. Don’t try to defend your loyalty. I understand. You’re a loyal Monarchist.”

They were silent a moment, both breathing hard as they faced each other.

“Anything else?” Kael asked tightly.

“You mean nothing to me.” It was the worst thing she could think to say.

In response, Kael’s expression grew even more remote. He seemed carved from stone as he bowed and stepped away. “Good day, Miss Varryda.”



~



Kael’s bull-headed ways made Briand want to break something. A vase, or perhaps a bone. She decided to settle for expectations instead and went with Cait to visit the riding track at the far side of the palace compound. She made sure Valora was attending. The lady seemed determined to keep a tight leash on the dragonsayer, so it wasn’t difficult.

The Tyyrian riding track consisted of a long lane of packed sand that looped in a circle. Inside the loop was another track, this one lined with obstacles—hurdles, poles, and hedges fluttering with flags. The air smelled of horse sweat and leather. The sun was hot overhead, baking the stones beneath their feet and turning the sand a blinding white.

“The inner circle is for demonstrating riding skill,” Cait whispered as she and Briand reached the stone seats that lined the riding track.

Some men and women were already there, holding parasols against the hot sun, watching as a nobleman dressed in silks trotted a gelding around the outer loop. The horse’s hooves kicked up puffs of sand, and the crowd applauded politely as the nobleman kicked his mount into a gallop and showed off the creature’s speed. It was a beautiful animal, with a gleaming gold coat and a black mane and tail that waved like banners in the wind as horse and rider thundered past.

“A fine horse,” Briand said, eyeing the even stride with appreciation. “Is it his?”

“All the horses are gifts to Jehn from the Tyyrian court,” a Tyyrian manservant in clean white cotton edged in gold explained. He stood beside them at the stone fence that separated the track from the seats, his elbows braced on the edge. “They’re all available to ride, but most stick to the geldings. They are the gentlest, most suitable for Austrisian riders.”

He said the last bit with a smile that Briand found condescending.

A string of horses stood by the side of the track, already saddled, their heads held high and their noses to the wind. A few impatiently stomped and snorted.

The manservant smiled with affection. “They are anxious to feel the wind in their manes. All our horses love to run,” he said to Briand and Cait. “They’re bred for it.”

“They’re lovely,” Cait murmured, shading her eyes against the sun with her hand.

“Would you ladies like to ride?”

“Yes,” Cait said.

“What about that one?” Briand asked at the same time, pointing at a fire-red stallion standing several hands above the other horses. He reminded her of her Uncle Pieter’s Tyyrian stallion.

The manservant clucked his tongue and shook his head. “Oh no, miss, that one is Rykis, which is Tyyrian for Knife. He is very spirited, very wild. Good for Tyyrian warriors. Not a good pick for a sweetly bred noblewoman such as yourself. No, we have several gentle mares that would suit you ladies perfectly.”

Briand and Cait exchanged glances.

The horse’s name was knife? Could it be any more suited to Briand?

“Rykis sounds perfect,” Briand said.

The manservant looked as if he were trying to decide which would be worse: refusing a lady’s request or allowing it and dealing with the consequences of an injured lady.

As he was considering what to say, another nobleman approached the saddled horses. He looked at the available horses and strode to Rykis. Briand recognized Jacob.

The manservant muttered something under his breath in his native language and hurried over to Jacob. His voice carried on the breeze. “No, sir, not that one. That one is too spirited. The stable boys are careless sometimes—they must have saddled him by mistake.” 

Jacob looked toward the seated nobles and back at the manservant. “Are you saying I do not have the skill to ride this horse?”

Briand noticed that Kael had taken a seat in the stone seats, flanked by two women with parasols. He locked eyes with his brother, his expressed bemused. Jacob seemed to take this as a challenge. He waved away the manservant, who sputtered and protested.

Rykis tossed his head as Jacob mounted, but the stallion moved without complaint onto the packed sand. They started at a trot, rounding the track once before trying a gallop. Rykis shook his head, but he sprang forward eagerly into a run. His long strides ate up the track, the sound of his hooves like drum beats.

Jacob pulled the horse back to a trot as he rode toward the inner circle. A few of the nobility cooed with delight.

“He’s going to show off,” Cait said. “It’s because his brother is watching, isn’t it?”

Briand leaned forward as Jacob and the stallion approached the first hurdle. The stallion leaped like a deer over the barrier. He was magnificent.

But at the second hurdle, the stallion balked, cutting left and galloping toward the fence. Jacob grappled with the reins, and Rykis shied sideways, fighting against the bit in his mouth. He bucked, and Jacob flew over the stallion’s head and landed in the sand.

The watching nobles gasped. Jacob lurched to his feet, slapping sand from his clothing.

One lone giggle split the air.

“That animal is unridable!” he snarled as the stable hands rushed to contain the horse. Rykis snorted and plunged, his reins trailing in the sand.

Briand looked at Cait. She shouldn’t draw extra attention to herself. She knew it was a foolish idea. But when Jacob pointed his finger at the stallion and snapped that someone ought to put it down, she was stepping onto the sand of the riding track before she had time to think.

She felt the gazes of the watching nobles on her back as she approached the stallion and stable boys. Jacob stood to the side, still sputtering. He glowered at her.

“Are you going to claim you can control horses with your mind too?” he said, his face red with irritation as he straightened his clothing. “Are you and Lady Valora going to say you made him buck me off?”

“No, that was your lack of skill,” said Briand.

“And I suppose you could do better?” Jacob sneered, turning away. Clearly, he didn’t think she could.

“I can,” Briand said. She took the reins from the speechless stable boy and mounted in a smooth motion. Thank goodness she was wearing an outfit that had trousers underneath the long silk coat.

Jacob looked back at her, startled. His mouth hardened when he realized she was challenging him. He crossed his arms and waited.

As she turned the stallion’s head toward the straightaway, Briand caught sight of Valora. The jerking motion of her wrist as the noblewoman snapped open a fan was the only hint of her displeasure, but Briand knew they would have words later.

Might as well make the ride count, then. She clucked her tongue, and the stallion’s ears flicked back to catch the sound. He snorted, and his whole body quivered with nervous, restless energy. She pressed a palm to his neck. His skin was like warm velvet.

“Ho, Rykis,” she whispered. “We can be friends, you and I.”

The stallion pawed the sand. He was ready to run. He wasn’t a vicious animal, just a young one.

Briand kicked the stallion into a gallop, and he shot forward like an arrow. His mane slapped her in the face as she leaned low over his neck, urging him onward with her heels, though Rykis needed no encouragement. As she rounded the curves, she forgot everything—the dragonsaying, the threats, the imprisonment, the Seekers. The scenery blurred as the world converged to a single horse and rider, and all Briand could hear was the pounding of hooves and the roar of the wind in her ears. All she could see was the track ahead.

Rykis eagerly cleared the first hurdle of the inner loop, then the second. He tried to jerk away, but she anticipated it and held him steady through every jump.

When she reached the end of the track, she pulled Rykis to a walk and guided him to where Jacob stood.

“All he needed was a skilled rider,” she said, dismounting.

It was foolish, but she loved the stunned expression on Jacob’s face. She couldn’t resist a glance at the stands, where she caught sight of Kael. A noblewoman whispered in his ear, and he turned toward the woman before Briand could see his expression.

Valora descended the steps and came to stand by Briand at the edge of the track. She lifted one eyebrow as she watched the manservant lead Rykis off the sand, and Briand expected a scolding for provoking Jacob, but all Valora said was, “Perhaps no riding lessons, then.” 










































CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CAIT HOVERED AROUND Briand, making small adjustments to her hair and dress while Sieya rolled at their feet and blew little puffs of sparks in the air in an effort to gain attention.

“If you get any scorch marks on this dress, I’ll bring no more treats back after dinner,” Cait said to Sieya, but her scolding lacked conviction. She stepped back and regarded Briand. “Sobin did an excellent job. You look perfect. Worthy of every rumor.”

“Rumor?” Briand asked warily.

“I overheard the stable boys talking after your ride. One of them claimed you breathe fire—said he heard it from a soldier.”

Briand frowned as she extended her wrists to examine the sleeves. Were such rumors good or bad? Would they deter her political enemies from causing her trouble, or hasten efforts to lock her up again? She wasn’t sure.

But then, it didn’t matter much now. Tomorrow, Briand would meet the cook’s second assistant, pay him the rest of the coins owed, and slip out of the back door of the compound forever. Tonight, she would make Cait laugh, and dance like a trained fool for Valora’s satisfaction, and do nothing to make anyone suspicious.

“Do you like the dress?” Cait asked.

Briand did like it. Cait had told her back in Yeglorn that Sobin loved fashion design, but she hadn’t realized how skilled he was at it. Sobin had modified the bodice so that strips of leather reinforced the crimson velvet. The skirt parted at the knee, revealing tight trousers underneath. The sleeves came to points at her wrists, bound in place by cuffs of leather that could easily hide a pair of knives.

“It’s magnificent,” she said warmly. “The sort of thing a fire-breather would wear.”

Cait laughed, although she looked worried about the rumor.

Music wafted through the gardens as Cait and Briand walked together toward the great hall. Briand’s shadow guard fell into step enough paces behind them that Cait didn’t notice him, and Briand pretended she didn’t either. The evening air was cool, with a warm wind that carried the scent of flowers and saltwater.

She’d managed to get her hands on a knife that afternoon. A young nobleman had left it with his clothes as he’d practiced in the yard, and she’d slipped it into her waistband. Now, she wore it strapped to her ankle, concealed in her boot. The pressure of the handle strapped to her skin gave her confidence.

The music swelled as Cait and Briand approached the great hall. Torches flickered and flamed alone the pathways, lighting the palace in layers of light and shadow. Fire dancers wandered among the hedges and fountains, juggling flaming sticks and breathing plumes of flame to the sound of applause. Every lord and lady glittered and shimmered in their Austrisian finery.

“Look,” Cait breathed, pointing at the litters of food that servants were carrying into the great hall. “That cake is as tall as I am.”

Inside the hall, couples danced in the middle of the floor while others feasted at tables that lined the perimeter. Everything was Austrisian tonight—the chairs, the food, the music. At the head table, Prince Jehn sat watching the festivities with his chin in his hand. Kael sat beside him, and Briand turned her head when he looked her direction.

She would soon be gone anyway.

Lord Halescorn stood on at the edge of the crowd, glittering in full Tasglorn finery. He was more opulently dressed than even the prince, and Briand saw how many of the nobles hovered around him as if hoping to attract his notice. He sipped a flagon of wine and gazed, steely-eyed, at the dais where the prince sat with his disgraced second son. There’d been rumors as of late that Kael had been caught with poison in his possession. A servant claimed to have found powder from the Blood Boil plant among his things. Prince Jehn had not addressed the rumors, but people were muttering.

“Where is Sobin?” Cait said, craning her neck as she looked around. “I want him to see you in your new clothes.”

Among the crowd, Briand caught a glimpse of the old woman Calista sitting in a woven chair near a row of golden pillars. She tapped Cait’s arm. “Do you know who that is?” she asked, nodding at the woman.

“The queen mother,” Cait answered. “Why?”

The queen mother. Jehn’s mother? Briand was startled.

“I merely wondered,” she murmured.

Suddenly, the words of the woman seemed to have new meaning.

“Let’s find something to eat,” Cait suggested. Briand resolved to put away a treat for Sieya. Thinking about leaving the dracule again made her chest feel hollow.

But before they reached the food tables, a young man in a dark blue coat intercepted them. He beamed at Cait. “May I have this dance?”

Her cheeks pinked, but she cast an uncertain look at Briand. “My friend and I...”

“Go on,” Briand said. “I’ll be fine. Valora’s going to make me dance a few numbers anyway.”

Cait and her young man stepped to the floor, leaving Briand alone. She leaned against one of the columns and watched her friend smile as she spun in the young lord’s arms.

“Shouldn’t you be dancing too? Perpetuating the ridiculous idea that you’re here as a member of the nobility?” a velvet voice purred in her ear.

Briand turned her head. Jacob Halescorn stood with his shoulder against the pillar, not looking at her as he watched the dancers.

“Still angry about the horse?” Briand said. “You shouldn’t be. Not everyone is capable of handling power like that.”

“You ought to be in a cell,” Jacob said angrily, “not at this party.”

“And you should be off licking the boots of a more powerful noble rather than wasting your time taunting me,” she countered. “Your father, perhaps? He seems far more preoccupied with his other son, even if it’s only to beat him with the broad side of a sword; he could probably use the reminder that you exist.”

Jacob’s face darkened. She must’ve struck a nerve.

“You’d do well to watch your tongue,” he said. “Your handler Valora has rumors and suspicions attached to her as well. Her position at court is vulnerable. She won’t be able to protect you if it comes down to the worst.”

Don’t be a pawn.

Briand turned and fixed her best witching stare on him, the one that always made her uncle recoil in fear. She was good at looking dangerous and slightly mad, and she knew it.

Jacob took a step back.

“You’re fond of saying I don’t have powers,” she said. “That I’m a charlatan and a fraud. But secretly, I think you wonder if I do, and what that might mean. What I might do to my enemies. Do you want to be my enemy, Jacob? Is this your grand plan? Frighten me into submission? Because all you’re doing is painting a target on your forehead.”

He pressed his lips together as if her words had no effect except to annoy him, but Briand saw the way his eyes narrowed, the way his knuckles whitened.

She discovered the effect was not unlike hitting the center of a target with a knife. Perhaps she could find some satisfaction even without her blades.

“Excuse me,” she said before he could add anything else. “I think I might feel like dancing.”

She felt his attention follow her as she swept past him toward the tables, and she pushed her shoulders back as if she wasn’t afraid of these glittering fools. She’d called dragons from the deep. She’d pulled memories from a Seeker’s mind. She’d survived imprisonment and dark rivers and bandits.

She could dance a waltz at a prince’s birthday party.

Briand walked a straight line to the dais where Prince Jehn sat. Kael looked at her coolly as she approached, his gaze like the touch of a knife blade to the throat, but she lifted her chin and ignored him.

She wasn’t here to be intimidated.

“Prince,” she said to Jehn. Perhaps she was supposed to call him Your Magnificence or some such nonsense, but that wasn’t her style, and she was flushed with confidence. “Do you not dance?”

Jehn smiled at her, a slightly startled smile of one who is pleased to be caught off guard. “My every move is a political one,” he said. “Anyone I ask is sure to be scrutinized.”

Don’t be a pawn. Be a player.

She’d called dragons from the deep. She imagined it now—the shards of ice, the way the whole earth rattled with the beast’s roar. The burning in her mind.

Dragonsayers should not fear princes.

“Then I’ll ask you,” Briand said boldly. “You’ve already shown me you know how. Let me prove myself more graceful with music to keep time to. I’m sure Valora would welcome my redemption.”

“In more ways than just dancing, perhaps?” Jehn asked with a lilt of one eyebrow.

“You’re the nobleman,” Briand responded. “I’m only a dragonsayer.”

A thoughtful smile hovered on Jehn’s lips. He took a sip from his cup. Beside him, Kael was as if carved from stone. Unreadable as ever, but stiffer than he had been. The light from the torches caught the surface of one of the buttons on his shirt and glittered.

Briand waited.

When the prince had finished drinking, he stood.

The whole room seemed to stop for a moment at his movement. Briand’s skin caught fire with the weight of all of those eyes upon them. Jehn stood slightly above her on the raised platform, and then extended his hand to hers as he stepped down to the floor. A ripple of surprise slid through the crowd. The music never faltered, but to Briand’s ears it might as well have stopped.

“Shall we?” Jehn said, and then they were moving for the dance floor.

“You asked me once if I thought I could trust you,” Briand said in a low voice after he’d drawn her into his arms and among the other couples.

“I did,” Jehn said. The intensity in his eyes belied the calm smile he wore, as if they were discussing the weather.

“What sort of assurances could you give me that might make me consider it?”

“The best sort of trust is earned with time,” Jehn said.

“We don’t have time. Cahan’s armies move on Austrisian cities, and your people are raped and killed,” she shot back.

“We don’t,” he agreed. “Not the kind I prefer. Certainly not the kind my nobles pretend we have.” He tipped his head to the side. “What is it that you want, Briand Varryda?”

“I don’t want Kael to die,” she said. “I don’t want any of my friends to die. Everyone I care about seems to be caught in this web of intrigue and bloodshed, and I’d like to protect them.”

“We are of the same mind,” Jehn said, and spun her. She’d never learned that move, but she let him guide her, and they performed it flawlessly. A metaphor, Briand thought.

“And what about yourself?” the prince asked.

“Obviously, I don’t want to die either. I can’t say the same is true for everyone who is devoted to you. I am not cut from their cloth. I am not loyal to your cause, but I have people I care about. Use that if you want. Barter with me for their safety.”

“I am not so ruthless,” Jehn murmured.

“No?” She inclined her head in Kael’s direction. “Then why do you use him as bait?”

Jehn smiled slightly. He had many smiles, Briand decided. They were like an entire language, each of them hinting at some different emotion. Angry smiles, pleased smiles. This one was surprised, but pleasantly so, with a hint of annoyance perhaps aimed at himself and not her. It was a bouquet of meaning, that smile.

“You seat him at your right hand to infuriate his father, and subsequently, make his brother jealous. The brother wants the father’s approval. You know this. He’s been branded a traitor, and you’ve pardoned him without challenging the rumors. You could, yet you do not. I can only assume that you are either careless, incompetent, or hoping to draw someone out. I do not think you are careless or incompetent.”

“Briand Varryda,” the prince said with approval, “behind your fierce exterior you are a schemer.”

He did not, she noticed, answer any of her questions.

“Don’t ever play me in Dubbok,” she responded. “I have a keen mind for strategy. Most thieves and guttersnipes do, if we survive long enough.”

“And are you scheming now? Asking me to dance before the whole court to make a deliberate statement of your own?”

“Maybe I just like dancing,” Briand said.

“I see you like to sidestep my questions.”

“Maybe I’ve learned from you,” she said, and Jehn laughed a low, startled laugh deep in his throat.

The music ended, and the nobles around them applauded lightly. Jehn dropped Briand’s hands and bowed. “It was a pleasure,” he said.

Valora would have probably demanded that Briand curtsey, but she only nodded at him in reply.

She found Cait soon after, the noble’s daughter flushed with pleasure from the dance and smiling from ear to ear. When she spotted Briand, her eyes widened.

“That was bold,” she said, hooking an arm through Briand’s. “Dancing with the prince.”

“Let’s get something to drink,” Briand suggested, for now that she was alone again, the weight of the court’s attention had shifted from her, and she felt shaky from such scrutiny. She steered her friend toward the edge of the room, where a gilded table held a fountain of sparkling wine. “Did you ever find Sobin?”

“No,” Cait said with a frown. “Let me take another turn around the room to see if I can find him.”

Valora appeared just as Cait slipped into the crowd. Briand expected a scolding, but the noblewoman had a pleased glint in her eye.

“You surprise me,” she said, taking a glass of wine and sipping it. “It wasn’t conventional, but it was a good move. I saw Jacob Halescorn speaking with you earlier,” she added.

“I think he believes he can intimidate me into silence. He seems to think you have reason to be afraid. He mentioned rumors.”

Valora shook her head, making her earrings tinkle. “Jacob uses his tongue to spread poison and deceit.”

“But do they listen to him?” Briand asked. She was thinking of Kael, because she would soon be gone, and it wouldn’t matter what rumors or lies the court believed about her. The prospect of her leaving sucked at her like the current of a deep, dark river. Her stomach twisted, whether with excitement or dread, she wasn’t sure.

Soon. A matter of hours, a single night, and then she would be slipping away from this place.

Valora didn’t answer, because a shadow fell across them, and Kael was bowing low.

Briand straightened and gripped the stem of her glass tightly and took refuge in her anger as he lifted his head and met her eyes, and hurt and confusion sank like a danger straight to her heart.

Valora looked between them, a line forming across her forehead.

“Miss Varryda,” Kael said. “May I have the honor?”

Perhaps it was some perverse sense of self-punishment that made her take his hand and let him lead her away. Perhaps it was the fact that she was leaving, and she wanted one final word with him. She didn’t know.

He smelled like polished leather and spice, and his hands were warm where they touched her hand and back. Briand looked at his throat instead of his face, and her heart thudded stupidly. She was furious and full of longing.

She could feel his pulse against her palm, quick and sure.

“A calculated move, asking the prince to dance,” Kael said after a moment of silence.

“More calculated than asking the dragonsayer to dance?” she shot back.

“I am not seeking to taint your image out of some sense of vengeance, if that is what you mean,” he said.

Briand didn’t know what she meant. “Then why seek me out?”

“I have information about Bran,” he said.

Her heart tumbled. Bran! “Is he well?”

“He has been wounded.”

Wounded. She missed a step and leaned against Kael hard. Her mind filled with horrible possibilities.

“Steady,” Kael murmured. “He’s with the healers—he is stubborn, your cousin.”

“How was he wounded?” A glance at Kael’s grim face brewed fresh worry in her veins. “Kael? How?”

“His leg was shattered in battle when Cahan’s troops marched on the city of Isglorn,” Kael said. “He was on the front lines of the fight.”

Briand couldn’t breathe.

Kael’s eyebrows drew together as he studied her, and something in his face softened. “All is not lost, Catfoot. The healers will mend him. But he won’t be returning to combat. I’ve arranged for him to come here.”

She yanked her eyes back to his. He watched her as if he expected her to pull out a knife and carve it in his flesh. As if this was a gift to her, and he didn’t know if she’d throw it back in his face. The flash of vulnerability almost undid her.

You mean nothing to me. Did he believe her lie? Suddenly, she wanted to tell him she hadn’t meant it.

She wouldn’t.

“When will he arrive?”

“A month, perhaps. He will have to be well enough to make the journey. Maera will accompany him.”

She lowered her head. A month. She’d be far gone by then. She couldn’t stay, not for that long.

The dance ended. They drew apart. Briand gathered her scattered thoughts, her anger that now felt without a place, and her confused and aching wistfulness and pushed all of it deep down to regain her composure. “Thank you for telling me.”

He held her hand, stopping her. “Briand...”

You look out for your neck alone, he’d said. If you get the chance to run, you’ll run.

He was right. Briand hated how right he was.

She needed air. She stepped away from him and wove through the crowd to the edge of the room. The shutters were thrown up, letting in the night breezes, but it wasn’t enough. She stepped through the doors into the gardens and gulped back the threat of tears. Beloved Bran, wounded in battle. She leaned against a pillar and wrapped her arms around herself.

A few dark forms moved in the garden near the fountain. She recognized the prince and Lady Valora, speaking quietly.

She should tell him about the man following Kael before she left. The thought took root, and she struggled with it a moment. She owed them nothing. She didn’t care.

She didn’t believe herself.

Briand started across the lawn toward them just as another figure detached from the shadows and approached from the opposite side of the gardens. A servant, carrying a torch. He reached the prince just before Briand did, and Jehn was turning to hear what he had to say when Briand saw the flash of moonlight on steel as the man drew a knife from his sleeve.











































CHAPTER THIRTY

BRIAND DROPPED TO her knee and drew the knife from her boot. She threw half-blindly in the darkness, but she heard the blade strike flesh.

The assassin groaned and stumbled, his thrust at Jehn going wild. Valora screamed something, and the sound of running feet echoed in the columned corridors as guards rushed toward them. Jehn caught the arm of the assassin and wrestled him to the ground, fighting for control of the sword.

Briand ran forward and pulled her knife from the assassin. He slipped against her, his chest slick with blood, and his breath was hot in her ear.

“Briand,” Jehn gasped. “Look out.”

The blade came toward her, and she sank her knife into the assassin’s ribs, staggering him again before she withdrew it.

Guards spilled around them, grabbing the man and yanking him away as they overpowered him. Blood frothed at the corners of his mouth. He locked eyes with Briand, and she stepped back. She slipped her knife into her waistband, hands shaking.

“Sir,” she heard Kael saying to Jehn, but the sound was dim with the rushing in her ears.

“I’m unharmed,” Jehn said.

Hands found her—Kael’s hands. He turned her around and made a soft sound in his throat. “Briand,” he was saying. He pressed his hands to her face. “We need a physician!”

She looked down and saw the blood on her chest.

“It’s not... it’s the assassin’s blood,” she managed. She was shaking. “I’m all right, Kael.”

“Get her out of here,” Jehn said in a low voice from behind them, a voice for Kael and Briand’s ears alone. “I don’t want her implicated.”

Kael’s eyes closed for a blink, and then he swept her up in his arms and strode for the corridor as more of the party began to fill the gardens. Briand wrapped an arm around his neck, still trembling.

Kael set her down when they’d passed out of sight. Briand opened her mouth to speak, but he pressed her against the wall. “You are certain you are unharmed?”

Briand nodded. “Did I kill him?” she whispered.

Kael looked over his shoulder at the figures swarming in the torchlight. “He still breathes,” he said as he turned back to her. His hands passed over her hair, her cheeks, and then he was kissing her desperately.

Her hands crept up and tangled in his hair. She was alive and unharmed, and she pushed aside any other thoughts or misgivings as she kissed him.

Kael pulled away and touched his forehead to hers. “Forgive me,” he said raggedly. “I thought you were lost—I lost a bit of my mind when I saw that blood—”

She put her hands on either side of his face and kissed him again, and he sighed against her mouth. She shut her eyes.

“Briand,” he said quietly.

She didn’t want to talk, because there was nothing they could say. This they could do, this she could lose herself in for a few moments more. Stolen moments, but she wanted them. Oh, how she wanted them.

“Briand,” he said again, pulling back.

She opened her eyes. His were full of pain and longing. The firelight from the torches caught his hair and face and turned his eyelashes golden.

“Do you trust me?” she asked.

He lowered his head so that his cheek was against hers. She felt a tremor go through him.

“No,” he admitted.

Something inside her fell and shattered. She untangled herself and stepped away from him.

“Goodbye, Kael,” she said evenly, amazed at her ability for calmness when everything felt like a whirlwind of pain.



~



Briand opened her eyes to the dim light of the dream cell. She hadn’t realized she’d managed to fall asleep in her room, lying on top of her bed with the bloody knife still hidden in her clothes. Soon it would be morning. Soon she would be gone.

Her lips were raw; her eyes dry as sand. Every piece of her wanted to find a hole and crawl into it. Bran. Kael. Cait. The list kept unfurling, adding names. She was weak and indecisive.

Some foolish part of her wanted to stay.

The thought rang through her thoughts like a bell accidentally struck, reverberating to her bones.

“Are you injured?”

She’d nearly forgotten Auberon. Briand lifted her head and scanned the room. There he was, sitting in the corner. Someone had attempted to bandage his wounds, but they’d done a sloppy job. A patch of dried red seeped through one. His skin was the color of old milk.

She looked down at her chest and saw dried blood clinging to the skin. She’d sloughed off the dress before crawling into bed, but remnants of the assassin’s attempt remained.

“No,” she said. “But you are.”

Auberon kept his eyes fixed on her. “The last time,” he said. “You took something from me, didn’t you?”

Briand looked at the Seeker and refused to speak. She was tired of his games, his taunts, his questions. He was a chain around her neck. He was a wound in her side that would not heal. She wanted him dead.

The knife. When she shifted, she felt it against her skin. She’d slept with it; what if she pinned him to the wall with it right now? He was weak. He wouldn’t see it coming. Would he die? Would she lose the knife by throwing it at him in the dream? Was losing the knife worth the try?

“Tell me, dragonsayer,” he snarled, but his voice was weak. His threat held no bite.

She stood and walked to the bars. “Why don’t you try and take it back?”

“It’s unwise to taunt me right now, girl.”

“Likewise,” she hissed. She could feel the knife against the bottom of her ribs, warm from the heat of her skin, still sticky along the blade. She curled her fingers around the bars and leaned her face against them.

Auberon’s lip curled. She could see that even now he wanted to try to wrest something from her mind. Old habits die hard.

“What is it you keep trying to pull from me?” she mused. “My location? You were shocked when I told you about the Seeker who made a deal with me. You want to know who it was, don’t you? Is that what you want to pull from my mind? Or is how I can lock you out that you’re so desperate to discover?”

Auberon’s hand twitched.

“There’s so much you want from me,” Briand said. “Yet you have not found me, and judging by your injuries, you are troubled by other matters now.”

“Careful,” Auberon said. “Taunting the snake never goes well for the mouse.”

“What if,” Briand said, “we struck a deal instead?”

Auberon lifted one groomed eyebrow. She had succeeded in surprising him. “Go on.”

Briand inhaled. The knife pressed against her side, reassuring her. All she had to do was get him to drop his guard, get him to come a little closer.

“I have questions too,” she said. “You could obtain information for me in exchange for whatever it is you want to know.”

“What kind of information?”

She licked her lips, feeling bone-dry as she faced him and his gleaming eyes. He’d leaned forward as he spoke the words. It wasn’t enough. She needed him to come close enough to reach. She’d only get one chance to try this, but she didn’t want to impart any information that might endanger her life or betray her location.

“Information about dragons,” she said. “Dragonsayers.”

“Getting desperate?” he sneered. “Are the libraries lacking wherever you are?”

“You could find me the information I need in the Seekers’ archives—”

“And why would I help you? My enemy? Why would I give you the means to sharpen your own knife only to plunge it in my back?”

Briand stilled; the knife imagery was too close for comfort with her fingers inching toward the very real knife hidden in her clothes. But he’d half-risen with his words. She’d succeeded in spurring him up, at least.

She would give him one nugget, then. Something tantalizing, something that admitted her vulnerability. Something that assured him that she was weak. She hated to give him such ammunition against her, but it was all she had that wouldn’t immediately place her in danger.

“I’ve been sick,” she said. “Since the last time I used my, ah, abilities.”

“Sick?” He was on his feet now. “Since the cave?”

“Headaches,” she said. “Nosebleeds. Something is wrong. Nobody has any answers for me.”

Auberon took a step toward her.

Come closer, Briand begged silently. She kept her eyes fixed on his face.

Auberon took another step.

“Fainting spells,” she added.

“Hmm,” he mused. He appeared fascinated by what she’d revealed. “Some novice Seekers have similar problems when they have not been trained correctly. The power is not flowing properly. You’re forcing it. If this continues, and you force your powers, you’ll eventually kill yourself.”

A chill rippled through her. She couldn’t believe him, of course, not a lying Seeker who wanted her distraught and vulnerable—but what if he spoke the truth?

“How do I fix it?” she said, forcing words past her lips.

Auberon snorted. He was almost to the bars now. “I don’t have the slightest idea how you ought to channel your powers. I only know what I’ve seen.”

Her fingers itched to pull out the knife now, but she needed to hear what else he might say.

If this continues, you’ll kill yourself.

Was he lying?

“Could you find out?”

Auberon smiled faintly. His hands curled around the bars. He was only feet away. She let herself drift closer, just a little closer. Her hand hovered over the hidden knife, but now she was uncertain. “Perhaps. For a price.”

Briand tilted her head to the side, mimicking his favorite pose. Her heart thudded against her ribs. Stab him now, or try to find the means to deliver herself from this affliction?

He could be lying, her mind whispered, and she knew it could be true.

You’ll kill yourself.

Her fingers closed over the knife. Not if she never called dragons again.

As Briand clutched the knife and stepped close enough to touch the Seeker, she made her choice.

And then she was abruptly pulled from the dream.












































CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

BRIAND WOKE TO the sound of a fist pounding on her door, the knife in her hand. She shoved back the sheets and felt for the cool tile floor with her feet. The room was dark and cool, the light at the window slats pale. Dawn had yet to break. Her mind felt muddled, still swirling with the revelation from Auberon that her dragonsayer powers could kill her.

She yanked open the door, expecting Valora or a guard.

Instead, Cait threw herself into the room, her eyes red and her face crumbled. “He’s gone,” she gasped, clutching Briand’s arm and dragging her toward the center of the room.

“What? Who?” Briand’s mind flew to Kael, but that couldn’t be right.

“Sobin. Look.” Cait thrust a sheet of paper into Briand’s hands. She hadn’t even noticed the blood that still stained Briand’s neck and chest.

Briand scanned the handwriting on the page. A short message, neatly penned. He’d gone on a mission. As a spy. He loved them all. He had to do this for the people he loved. He should be back within the day, but in case he wasn’t, he wanted them to know that he loved them and he wasn’t afraid.

Briand’s next thought was Bran and his injury, and a tightness formed in her stomach. Cait was pacing, her shoulders shaking with little sobs.

“I have a terrible feeling about this,” Cait said. “He left this too.” She held out the necklace Sobin wore, the metal one with the Estrian stone in the center. “He left it behind with the letter and a note saying he wanted to you to have it. ‘To remember,’ the note said. Oh, Briand, I have a terrible feeling about it all.”

“When did he leave?” Briand asked, numbly accepting the necklace that Cait thrust upon her.

“It must have been before the ball,” Cait paused to tearfully reflect on the events of the previous day. “I didn’t see him at all yesterday. It could have been any time. It could have been the night before! I don’t know. I’m frightened.” She went to the window and rested her hand on the latch, but didn’t open it. She dropped her head and spoke in a low voice. “I think something’s happened. I have a terrible weight in my chest that won’t lift. We’ve always been close, Sobin and I. I’ve always been able to feel when something’s wrong.”

Briand slipped the necklace into her pocket, then folded the paper in half again and again, her movements methodical. Another anxiety tugged at her as she looked at Cait and the sunlight lancing through the slats in the shutters behind her.

Dawn.

She was supposed to meet the cook’s second assistant in an hour. She didn’t have much time, but she wouldn’t leave without helping Cait. Without discovering what she could about Sobin.

The necklace felt like a brand in her pocket.

What had happened to Sobin?

Kael. Kael would know. He must know.

She didn’t want to so much as look at him right now, but she would do it for Cait. For Sobin.



~



Kael was harder to find than Briand had anticipated. The morning sunlight stained the horizon golden and pink by the time she located his rooms. The servants had been sullen about directions, a few of them giving her suspicious looks. Did they think she wanted to assassinate him?

She realized she still wore the attacker’s blood on her neck and chest as she stood outside the door to Kael’s chambers. Death and dismemberment on her skin. She shivered.

She took a step back when he opened the door. His dark eyes slipped over her, taking in her expression, and he wordlessly stepped aside in an invitation to enter.

“Sobin’s missing,” Briand said when the door shut behind her.

Kael’s face was like stone. He crossed the room to a small table beside the bed and poured himself a drink from the pitcher that sat there. He drank a gulp and then sighed.

Briand gazed at his back. He was wearing the same clothing he’d been wearing the night before. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

“Well?” she said. “What can be done? Can you marshal your resources, contact spies? We must find him.”

She would see this set in motion before she left. It was all she could do. She owed that much to Cait, and to Sobin.

“He’s dead,” Kael said quietly, gazing down into the cup’s contents.

The words hit Briand like a punch to the gut.

“Dead,” she repeated. Surely he was wrong. She’d misheard. Her ears buzzed, her throat tightened.

“I received word this morning,” Kael said. He still wasn’t looking at her. He seemed impassive, but the cup he held trembled. “I’m sorry.”

Bran injured. Sobin dead. This was what Cahan’s war did. It killed people. People she loved.

Once, as a child, she’d fallen from a limb and hit the ground face-first. Before the pain was a terrible, flat numbness.

Briand felt numb now.

Sunlight from the open window touched the edges of Kael’s hair, turning the dark tips to fire. One of his hands tightened into a fist; she saw it though the hand was partially concealed behind him.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I know you were close to him.”

The words stuck in her throat. She swallowed; nodded. When Kael looked at her, there was anguish in her eyes. He lowered his head over the cup in his hand again.

“Last night—” he began.

“No,” she said, cutting him off before he could continue. The numbness made her feel reckless. No, strong. Strong enough to say what finally needed to be said. She blinked and reached deep for the words. Best to say them all now while she still could stand, before the hurt of everything rendered her immobile. She’d been saving some of these words for a while; it would be a relief to spill them now. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps we cannot trust each other. You’re right. I have secrets.” She felt the knife against her skin under her shirt and thought of Auberon sneering at her through the bars.

Kael raised his head. She read the agony in his face, naked and stark before he turned to hide it. His back was taut, betraying his emotion. Tension hummed in every line of his body. But he was listening.

Briand took a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m not Drune,” she said. “I won’t betray you, Kael, not like he did, but I don’t think you could ever believe me completely. Maybe because I’ll never be one of your foot soldiers, maybe because I’ll never swear fealty to your prince, maybe because the scars from your father are too deep. I’m not a Monarchist. I’m a guttersnipe. I’m not cut from stern and noble cloth as the rest of you. It destroys me inside that it must be this way. But I can’t see a different way in my future, because if you don’t trust me by now, after the bridge and the cave and everything else, then I don’t think I can convince you.”

He turned back to her at those words, but she was already leaving. She wasn’t going to stay and listen to him reject her again. She went out into the warm dawn and slipped down the corridor toward the gardens.
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One hour after dawn.

He stood beneath the trees with his back to her, waiting. Dew sparkled on the grass, and the traitorous sunlight that had come far too soon painted the trees and walls rosy. Birds called overhead, and somewhere an insect buzzed loudly. The compound was silent of voices. Most were still sleeping.

Briand paused out of sight, her throat tightening. Here lay the moment of decision. Step forward and cross the point of no return. Fear gathered within her like a wave, rising to her lungs, threatening to drown her, but she thought of Bran’s easy smile, and Sobin’s fierce expression as he aimed arrows at the practice target, and then Reela sitting in her fruit tree, talking about seeing the world. She saw embers dancing in the night from the burning of her father’s house. She thought of the Hermit, old and kind, patiently correcting her Tyyrian conjugations by firelight while the winter wind howled outside.

She took a step forward into the sunlight. A fallen branch snapped beneath her foot.

The prince turned.

“I received your message asking to meet,” Jehn said with a lift of his eyebrow. He took in her stiff stance and rumbled clothing. He looked pale, with purple shadows beneath his eyes hinting at a sleepless night of pacing and planning. Had Kael been with him for those plans? She wondered.

“Did you send soldiers to arrest the cook’s second assistant?” Briand asked.

“I did,” Jehn said, watching her face. “If he’s so easily bought, as you say, perhaps he is the one who let in the assassin.”

The assassin. She winced at the memory that flashed through her head. The thump of the knife. Blood on her chest.

“Perhaps,” she said. “Either way, you will want to plug the leak.”

She spoke easily, though the feeling of chains tightening around her throat made her want to choke. She had just closed the door to her freedom. A prickle of doubt crept down her spine.

Auberon’s words whispered in her mind. You’ll kill yourself. And the queen mother’s words. Don’t be a pawn.

“I haven’t thanked you for saving my life,” Jehn said. “Thank you.”

“Does saving the life of the true prince entitle me to a boon?” Briand asked. Her heart pounded like a fist against her ribs, and the rapid pace of the pulse in her ears made her dizzy. The birdsong above her head sounded muted.

Jehn tipped his head to the side. “What did you have in mind, dragonsayer?”

“I’ll never be like Kael,” she said. “Loyal to the death to a noble, faceless cause.”

“Few are,” Jehn said.

“Then perhaps you can understand me.”

She paused, but Jehn only watched her, waiting.

“I don’t think I have it in me to be a loyal Monarchist, but this war is killing everyone I love. I want it to end. If you can trust that, then you can trust me. You have a plan, don’t you? And it involves me and my abilities.” She took another deep breath. She felt poised on the edge of a cliff. “I’ll help you with that plan.”

Jehn didn’t confirm or deny her guess. “And the boon you spoke of?”

Don’t be a pawn.

“I’m going to do it my way, on my terms.”

Jehn almost smiled at her, but he didn’t move. He didn’t acquiesce.

“I don’t trust your council,” Briand continued, “and I don’t think you do either. Some of them want me dead. I want your explicit promise of protection,” she said. “Because I have a few secrets to tell you, and a few ideas.”

The prince stepped closer.

He was listening.













































CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

AUBERON WOKE TO the dream with a jolt as he always did, as if he had been dropped by a giant’s hand onto the damp floor and jarred awake by the slamming of his body against the stones. He sat up slowly, feeling his injuries protest with his every move.

His gaze found the dragonsayer, lying in a huddle across the room with her dark brown hair in her face and her arms wrapped around her upper body as if to shield herself from a blow. She had not yet awoken to their shared state.

His lip curled. Such a small, fragile-looking thing, and yet she’d proven to be a frustration. She held the name he needed, a name he’d already gone to great lengths to procure. She held so many secrets. And she continued to glare at him with defiance—defiance he admired, in a way, the kind of defiance that might have been ground out of her as a Seeker apprentice until she’d learned to conceal it behind smooth manners or sly mocking, as he had. And she had a raw power that terrified him as much as it drew him.

Her eyes slitted, and she woke. She moved slowly, guardedly, as if she expected him to be standing over her with a weapon. She straightened and found him with her gaze, and the thread of connection between them tightened like a taut, invisible rope.

Something about her unsettled him. Was it the fact that he was powerless to draw information from her mind? He was used to being able to take what he needed.

He did not like feeling powerless. It reminded him of his childhood.

The dragonsayer sat up and drew her knees to her chest. She wore a simple linen sleep shift with embroidered golden sleeves. Tyyrian cloth, expertly made. Her bare feet were clean, her hair shiny and soft. She’d recently bathed.

Not on the road or on the run, then.

“Seeker,” she greeted him gravely.

There was something different about her. Something beyond the usual hunger and desperation he sensed in her. She had a purpose tonight.

A purpose, perhaps, that he could bend to his needs?

He was running out of time to put everything in motion. He needed that name. Fortunately, she needed things from him too. If she was smart, she’d negotiate.

“We parted so abruptly last time,” he said, and watched her expression arrange itself into something guarded.

She was nervous.

She’d been inches from him last time, her hand twitching in a way that made him suspect she’d wanted to try to pull information from his mind. Was she hoping to yank the solutions to her power issues from him? Did she think she could possibly possess the skills to do so when he was fully awake and in possession of his mental defenses?

No, she could not.

“You were about to make an agreement with me,” she said, exhaling heavily as if she’d come to a decision after much thought. “The mouse and the snake working together.” Her green eyes cut to him and then away, as if disgusted with herself.

Auberon smiled with half his mouth. She was so sincere in her hatred of him. It endeared her to him, oddly. He was used to the sly flattery and the vicious backstabbing from other Seekers. He found this oddly refreshing. “In exchange for what?”

“The name of the Seeker who wanted Kael dead.”

“Ah,” he said, as if it didn’t matter to him. As if he wasn’t itching to rush across the room and pull it from her mind, never mind that he couldn’t do that. “Well?”

“You first,” she said.

“What do you want to know?”

Her forehead wrinkled as if she found him stupid. “How do I keep from killing myself but still use my powers?”

Auberon reflected briefly that he was aiding the enemy by assisting her, and that he might lie. But on the other hand, he very much did not want her dead. “You need a touchstone,” he said.

The dragonsayer appeared confused. She shook her head, her dark curls brushing over her shoulders. “I don’t know what that is.”

“A magical object to defuse your power, something to give it somewhere else to travel when it becomes too much for your body.”

“What kind of magical object?”

He held up one bare finger. “Ah. The name first.”

She passed the tip of her tongue across her lower lip. For a moment, he feared she would refuse to speak, but then she said, “He called himself Marl.”

“That name means nothing to me,” he said in disgust.

She hesitated. “He had a tattoo of a lion on his wrist.”

Auberon froze.

No. It couldn’t be.

She was watching him, taking in his reaction. He schooled his features into something neutral. “Anything else?”

“Not until you give me more information,” she said. “Tell me about touchstones.”

“Some substances work better than others,” Auberon said. “Certain stones, metals, but I don’t know what a dragonsayer might need. Something forged in fire, perhaps. For a Seeker, something with a strong emotional meaning is often best.”

Her gaze shifted to his as if she found the idea of Seekers finding emotional meaning in anything surprising. “Anything else?” she asked.

“Only if you have more information to trade,” he said, drawing his lips back in a sneer. He wanted her alive, yes, but he wasn’t going to educate his enemy for nothing.

Apparently, she had nothing more she wanted to tell him, for she sat back against the wall and folded her arms.

They spent the rest of the dream state in silence.



~



When Briand woke, she went to the window and opened the shutters. There on the sill lay the necklace Cait had given her, the one Sobin had left behind. She held it in her hand a moment before slipping it around her neck.

A touchstone.














































CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

IT WAS THE Tyyrian holiday of Byrra, the national celebration of the founding of Tyyr, and Lady Valora had an ominous feeling in the pit of her stomach.

The whole court in exile was still in turmoil. The last assassination attempt and subsequent arrest of one of the cooks’ assistants from the kitchens had left everyone, including the servants and staff, on edge. The general air of the compound was wary, even as servants hung decorative lanterns and noblemen and women selected their best attire for the holiday.

The court was planning to convene outside the safety of the compound today. It was risky, but the invitation had come from the Tyyrian king, and Jehn had accepted. In the main courtyard, a dozen Austrisian carriages drawn by gleaming Tyyrian mares waited to convey the court to a performance at the largest amphitheater in the capital city. Dark-eyed Tyyrian officials waited, their hands clasped and their expressions somber despite the festive nature of the visit. The prince’s guards lined the courtyard, armed and sweating in the heat.

Given the circumstances, Valora found such a venture a bad idea. She’d opposed it in the council sessions, but her words had little weight these days. Backing the dragonsayer had made her unpopular with some and dismissed as fanciful by others.

But she couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

She found the prince in his chambers, standing in his private garden in a patch of sunlight while a tailor hemmed his clothing. He wore a stripe of dark orange and gold—Tyyrian colors—on the edge of his robe.

“Your Highness,” she said, bowing.

Jehn dismissed the tailor with a word and inclined his head in ab invitation for her to come into the garden. She noticed a few of his advisers waiting in the background, looking equally anxious as she felt.

“Lady Valora,” Jehn said, inclining his head in greeting. “What is it?”

“I’m concerned,” she said in a voice only for Jehn’s ears. “You’re in danger. I can feel it.”

“Your concern is noted,” Jehn said. He didn’t look worried as he adjusted the cuffs of his sleeves. A diamond sewn into the fabric flashed in the sunlight. His hair had been styled and oiled. He looked every inch the dapper Austrisian prince, with a nod to Tyyrian fashion in his apparel.

“It’s not merely concern, Your Grace. My magical abilities—”

“Are useful to me, but not the sole predictor of what I should do,” Jehn said mildly.

Valora bit her lip, frustrated. “My prince—”

“This is an important diplomatic gesture,” Jehn said. “I will not renegade on it merely for my own protection. Tyyr has indicated interest in contributing money to the cause, but our relations need strengthening. If I hide in my compound while my armies bleed and die in Austrisia, what kind of ruler am I?”

A living one, Valora wanted to say. She sighed.

A servant entered the chamber and bowed. “Your Grace, the carriage is ready.”

It was time to go.
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The Tyyrian amphitheater soared above the crowd. The seating for the people was supported on square columns that stretched as far as Briand could see in either direction, and sails of orange and gold stretched overhead, blocking out the relentless sun and shading those who sat beneath. Overhead, the ragloks wheeled and dipped, screeching. Their minds brushed at hers, sending little fissures of pain through her, but she closed her fingers around the necklace at her throat and felt it warm as some of the pain receded.

The Tyyrian ruler sat beside Prince Jehn on a dais apart from the rest of the court and festivities. They were far away, but not so far that she couldn’t see their faces. Her eyes kept going to Kael, who sat behind Jehn, and then to the other nobles of the council who formed a circle behind him.

Kael was watching her, she could feel it, even though he seemed absorbed in the performance before them.

In the center of the amphitheater, a troop of fire dancers spun and cavorted across a sand floor in a wordless story of conquest and victory, the forming of the nation of Tyyr in the days of the ancients. The plumes of flames they breathed called back memories into Briand’s head. Flashbacks of the cave, and the way the fire had billowed through the darkness from the mouth of the dragon.

She closed her eyes, hoping to chase away the memories, but when she blinked she remembered the darkness after as they sought the sea. Of Kael, silent and cold. And yet the way he’d kissed her since...

The crowd around her roared, and she opened her eyes to see that the fire dancers had formed a column, one on another’s shoulders, and the dancer at the top performed a backflip and landed on his feet in the sand. The crowd applauded as the man bowed and the dancers assembled again, this time forming an even higher pillar of swaying human bodies. The dancer at the top produced a bow. Another of the dancers blew a spurt of fire onto the arrow as a tapestry unfurled across the arena.

The ragloks, intrigued by the fire, dipped lower and swirled around the columns of dancers. Briand closed her fingers around the touchstone at her neck as their thoughts rattled in her head like knives in a bucket.

Kael was watching her now. She turned her head and caught his gaze, and her heart stumbled. For a moment, the air between them seemed to shimmer with heat.

The dancer wielding the bow and arrow took aim at the tapestry as trumpeters sounded a blast of music and the tower of acrobats beneath her wavered and swayed. She drew back the bowstring, her whole body taut, and then she let the arrow fly.

The tapestry burst into flames.

The crowd cheered as fire shot up the fabric in a blazing, beautiful column. On the dais, Jehn clapped too. He leaned over to say something to the Tyyrian ruler.

The archer notched another arrow. She aimed at the tapestry. The music was still playing, the crowd murmuring and ahhing.

Then, she turned and shot the arrow straight at Prince Jehn.















































CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

KAEL SAW THE alarm on Lady Valora’s face as she leaped to her feet and moved toward the prince a second before the assassin made her shot.

“Hail Cahan!” the archer shouted as she released the arrow.

Lady Valora reached Jehn just as the arrow did. She pushed him aside, and the arrow embedded into her shoulder, knocking her back against the wall behind the dais as she gasped in pain. Jehn landed on the ground, and Kael threw himself on top of the prince to protect him from any other arrows. 

Chaos erupted around them as Kael continued to shield the prince’s body with his own. Soldiers drew their swords and rushed forward. The nobles and the rest of the crowd turned in their seats in confusion and fear.

Kael lifted his head in time to see the archer spring down from the human column of dancers and begin to run across the sand, her dancing robes streaming in the wind like a flag.

“Stay down,” he said to Jehn, who looked slightly stunned from the impact of hitting the floor. Something glittered in the prince’s hand. A knife. He nodded at Kael, who shouted at the guards to get the prince to safety before he leaped over the side of the dais and ran after the fleeing assassin.
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Briand watched as Kael jumped from the platform to the sand below. The guards had surrounded Jehn and were ushering him away from the crowd. A number of the council followed, stumbling in shock. Valora was still on the ground by the prince’s chair, but a noblewoman who Briand recalled was named Lady Beaua knelt beside her and shouted orders for help.

“Capture the assassin alive!” Lord Halescorn bellowed above the fracas.

Soldiers ran across the sand, chasing the archer.

Kael and the assassin were almost to the end of the arena when she turned to face him. Briand saw the flash of a weapon in the assassin’s hand, and Kael drew a knife of his own. They circled each other, the blades winking in the sun.

The soldiers reached them and surrounded the assassin. One reached for her, and she grabbed his wrist. The soldier cried out in pain and crumpled to the ground, his body twitching as he dropped. The assassin dodged left and struck another soldier with her bare hand, and he fell too, writhing and screaming.

A Seeker?

The assassin turned on Kael. He lunged at her, and she clamped a hand around his neck. Kael dropped to his knees, his weapon falling from his hand, his face contorted with pain as he fought the magic shooting through him like lightning. He had training in resistance, but it wasn’t perfect. The assassin lifted her blade to stab him while he struggled against the pain.

No.

Briand grabbed the knife strapped to her ankle. She was too far away to get to him in time.

The prince and his retinue reached the top of the steps. Jehn paused at the exit of the arena. He turned his head and found Briand in the crowd. They locked gazes.

Not a pawn, Briand thought. A player.

She clutched the touchstone at her neck with her free hand and closed her eyes, and then she reached upward with her mind.

The first raglok she picked was low, drawn to the smell of blood. Its mind was slippery and chaotic, a stream of bewildering sensations and a blur of wheeling flight. Briand sent it flying at the assassin’s head.

The assassin struck at the raglok with the knife, and the beast hit the ground.

Briand cast a wider net with her mind, gathering the ragloks together in a swarm. Pain crackled at the edges of her awareness despite the touchstone burning like a brand against her palm. Something dripped from her nose—blood—but she kept pushing, pulling, dragging with her mind until she could feel the rush of wings stirring her hair. People shouted and swarmed in the seats around her, but she ignored everything except the pain and power in her head until the ragloks were churning above like a gathering storm.

Briand opened her eyes. The assassin had Kael in a chokehold. She brought the knife to his chest.

Briand sent the ragloks down like the furious finger of a wind elemental. The assassin fell back as ragloks swarmed over her, and under the power of the dragonsayer, they slammed into her until she fell unconscious. Kael grabbed his knife and charged after her again as more soldiers reached them. They hung back, terrified of the horde of ragloks.

Kael dragged the senseless assassin toward the others.

Briand looked at where Jehn had stood, but the prince had vanished. A nobleman remained, watching the fight below.

Jacob.

She stood her ground and held his gaze, her mind half in the ragloks and half in her own body, her senses straining as pain screamed through her body. She clung tight to the teeming, twisting cloud of scavenger-lizards and sent them swirling over him in the shape of a dragon.

Jacob looked up. The wind from the wings of the ragloks fanned his robes and hair. His mouth twitched with something that might have been a smile. Then, he vanished into the darkness of the hall beyond after the prince and the rest.

Her control on the ragloks began to slip, and the cloud of them dissipated into the sky with shrill cries as she dropped to her hands and knees.

She’d done it.

Briand wiped the blood from her nose and stood slowly, shaking with pain. Kael and the soldiers had disappeared into a side tunnel from the bottom of the arena. More soldiers fanned out across the sand, looking for any other assassins. The crowd was milling about, confused and frightened.

She moved in the direction the nobility had gone, climbing over wooden benches. Dimly, she remembered details of the attack. Valora had been shot. Had she survived?

When Briand reached the door, a soldier blocked her way.

“I’m with the court,” she panted, but he only brandished his sword and refused to move.

“Let her in,” a voice commanded.

Valora.

The noblewoman stood inside the doorway, a hand clasped to her shoulder where the shaft of the arrow protruded.

The soldier stepped aside, and Briand ducked into the hall.

“Come,” Valora commanded, striding down the corridor. “We have the key members of the council in safety. The prince wants to see you.”

“Your shoulder,” Briand said, lengthening her steps to keep up. “We should remove the arrow and stop the bleeding.”

“They’ve called a physician,” Valora said in a clipped tone. She wavered, bracing herself against the wall, and then she straightened and continued down the corridor. “You look a little unsteady yourself.”

Briand wiped at the blood still streaming from her nose. Her legs trembled as she walked, and lightning jolts of pain were still flickering down her spine and through her arms. The touchstone was hot as a poker against her chest. But she’d done it.

She’d wielded a flock of ragloks, but the feat had nearly undone her. She did not know if she could control a dragon. Not anymore.

She didn’t have time to contemplate that now, though.

They descended a staircase into near-darkness. Torches lit the chiseled stone tunnel. “We’re below the arena,” Valora explained. “There are miles of tunnels here.” She paused. “The assassin—?”

“The assassin was captured alive.”

“Thanks to you,” Valora said. “She will be interrogated.”

They reached a round, windowless room. Burning lamps cast golden light over the gathered nobles. The prince stood apart from the others, speaking with a Tyyrian diplomat. His expression was like stone.

The other nobles were whispering. Shock and dazed expressions lay across every face. Briand hesitated in the doorway as several of the nobles looked at her with uncertainty. A few murmured something to those nearest them, and she caught the word on one of the nearer noble’s lips—dragonsayer. She recognized most of them now—Lord Albo, nervously dabbing at his lips with his handkerchief, Lord Halescorn wearing a thunderous scowl as he stood with his son, Jacob. All of them flinched a bit when she entered.

They’d seen what she did with the ragloks.

Jehn turned away from the Tyyrian diplomat and gestured for Briand to approach. She did so with Valora at her side. Valora’s face was pale.

“Lady Valora,” Jehn said with concern. “You need to be attended to by a physician immediately. Thank you for your dedication during this time.” He signaled to one of the white-robed healers, who came forward to usher Valora away.

To Briand, Jehn said in a low voice for her ears alone, “You are unharmed?”

“Yes,” she replied. Her head still throbbed and her legs trembled, but her vision was clear, and she felt strong enough to stand unassisted.

“Good,” he said. He regarded the touchstone around her throat. “Did it work?”

“I believe it did.”

“So the Seeker didn’t lie,” Jehn observed, considering this information. “It protected you from the effects of your power.”

They’d discussed at length whether or not she could trust Auberon’s information, and Briand had tested the touchstone with a few snakes, but until now, she hadn’t controlling anything this powerful while using the magical talisman.

“He wants me alive,” Briand said. “Lying to me might get me killed, so I believe he finds the truth safer despite the risks of giving it to me.”

“Something we can use to our advantage,” Jehn murmured.

“But there is so much I don’t know,” Briand began.

Footsteps sounded at the doorway, and a few guards and a Tyyrian captain entered with Kael beside them.

Kael’s appearance caused a stir in the room among some of the nobles. Lord Halescorn’s eyebrows drew together in an inscrutable way. Was he relieved to see his son? Or angry?

Kael strode straight to the prince and dropped to one knee. “We apprehended the female archer alive,” he reported to Jehn. His eyes strayed to Briand and then away. He was dripping with sweat, and a small cut on his forehead seeped blood. Otherwise, he looked unharmed.

“And the Tyyrian ruler?” Jehn asked.

“He is safe,” the Tyyrian captain reported.

After the guards had departed, Jehn addressed the room of frightened nobles. “There is much to be discussed. We cannot ignore this treachery among us any longer. We will convene to decide what will be done after we return to the palace compound.”

Several of the nobles looked at Kael.

Kael drew Briand aside before they followed the others from the room. “You are well?” he asked for her ears alone, his hand still resting on her arm.

“I am well,” she answered.

“Yet again, you’ve saved my life,” he said.

“Remember that the next time you think me untrustworthy.”

Kael looked as if he wanted to say more, but the prince was waiting. He bowed to her and withdrew.

Briand found Valora. The noblewoman might be annoying and far too controlling, but Briand was glad she hadn’t been killed. The physician had removed the arrow and bandaged her shoulder, and she had a bit more color in her face, but she moved slowly as they climbed the steps. They took the carriage after Jehn’s to the compound, and when they’d arrived and disembarked, they joined him once more. Jehn spoke quietly to Lady Valora and then Kael in turn.

“We’ll meet in my chambers in an hour,” Jehn said. “Dragonsayer, join us.”

“Of course,” she said.
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Jehn was gazing at the blue sky when Briand reached his chambers and was admitted by a servant. Kael stood by the prince’s side, and they spoke, their voices barely audible.

“The nobles will not like that I am invoking the oath of wine,” Jehn was saying. “But with the events of the day, no one will refuse to appear.”

“Indeed they will not,” Kael said, and then, after a pause, he added, “It’s fortuitous that you confided in me earlier about Lady Valora’s magical ability. I don’t know that I would have reacted fast enough if I hadn’t been watching her for any indication of danger.”

“I have always had the utmost faith in you,” Jehn said, and put a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

Kael looked as though he was about to collapse from exhaustion. The dirt still clung to his face, and sweat stained his shirt. Jehn motioned to the door of the bath chamber. “Refresh yourself, friend,” he offered. “We have a little time yet before this is over.”

By the time Lady Valora joined them, Kael had washed and changed into a clean shirt. Valora looked paler than before, but she stood resolutely and claimed she felt well when asked. No one could convince her to retire to her rooms to rest.

“It’s time,” Jehn said, looking at each of them in turn.

Kael pulled Briand aside before she had time to follow Valora and Jehn from the door.

“Wait,” he said.

Briand gazed up at him, her heart beating hard in her chest. Seeing him run after the assassin earlier had cut like a knife wound. No matter what she did, she was vulnerable to these feelings.

“I would have bet my life on the fact that you’d be gone by now,” Kael admitted. “Over the wall, through a window... You had the file, and you had every reason to flee. But you’re here. You risked yourself to save the prince twice now. And me.”

Was that hope that glimmered on his face?

“Jehn and I have an understanding,” Briand said. She was desperate for Kael to listen. That glimpse of hope made her hungry. She couldn’t be crushed again, not now. “I told you before that I’m not a Monarchist, Kael, and that hasn’t changed. I just share some of the same goals as your prince. I haven’t sworn fealty.”

“I see,” he said.

She steeled herself for his rejection, but instead, he touched her face with his fingers.

“I cannot be free of you, it seems,” he breathed. “I have striven to be impartial. You tempt me to keep secrets. To question my loyalties. How can I serve my prince if I am so feckless? How can I fill the role I am sworn to if I want more than anything to keep you safe? And how could I hope to be loyal to you—?”

“You are loyal,” Briand said. “To everyone you love. I’ve seen it. And I will not ask you to be otherwise. I’m not looking for a guard or a keeper. I’m a dragonsayer, not a gemstone in a king’s ring. I’ll keep myself safe.”

Kael pressed his forehead against hers. “But what if you need protection against me? Against the orders I am given? You’ve said before you feel like nothing but a weapon in the hands of the more powerful—”

She reached up and took his face in her hands. “I am done being a pawn. If I am a weapon, I’ll wield myself.”

She kissed him, and he sank his hands into her hair and sighed as he kissed her back. They stumbled back against the wall; Briand felt as though she were burning with exquisite fire. The pain in her head fell away, the world fell away, all that she knew was him and her.

Kael made a soft sound of regret as he drew back.

“We should rejoin the others,” he said.

He brushed his hand down her cheek once before stepping past her for the corridor.
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They caught up with Valora and Jehn, neither of whom commented on their absence, although Briand had the sense that Jehn had an idea of what she and Kael had discussed. Together they reached the atrium, still empty and in shadow. The cups were laid out on an ornate table by some invisible servant’s hand; the prince’s cup sat at the place of prominence. Each of the cups bore the seal of its noble’s house.

The wine had already been poured.

By now, the other nobles were arriving. The council flowed into the room slowly, the men and women still shaken. The air was silent, the mood grim.

When nearly everyone had assembled, Jehn took his place at the center of the room. He reached for the goblet before him and held it aloft.

“My council,” he said. “The oath of the wine is, as you all know, a sacred rite. It was first taken by an Austrisian king one thousand years ago when his ministers swore fealty to him on pain of death. It is not taken lightly, and until now, I have not asked it of you. I know that a host of motivations bring you to my court in exile. I know that some of you still waver in your commitment to this revolution. But we can no longer be ambiguous about our loyalties. Not after today.”

They watched him, none of them speaking. A fly buzzed against the wooden shutters. Kael’s sword clinked as he shifted.

“So let us drink,” Jehn said, raising his glass. “And by drinking, swear loyalty on pain of death.”

The nobles reached for their cups. Jehn watched them all sip, ensuring everyone had taken a drink before lifting his own to his lips.

“Your Grace, don’t!” Lord Halescorn burst out.

Jehn paused. He lowered the cup. “Yes, Lord Halescorn?”

“I...” the lord stammered. “I fear it is poisoned.”

Gasps punctuated this revelation.

“Poisoned?” Jehn repeated, his mouth drawing into a sharp slash.

“Yes,” Halescorn said. “With Blood Boil powder.”

A few eyes cut to Kael at the mention of the herb. Kael stood like a statue, his attention focused on Jehn, his hand on the hilt of his sword.

“And how do you know this?” Jehn asked.

“I have my spies, Your Grace,” Halescorn admitted. “They... they have reason to believe the cup is poisoned.”

“And by whom?” Jehn asked.

Halescorn clamped his mouth shut. He looked almost frightened.

“Perhaps he is lying,” Lord Markis suggested. “To stall the completion of the oath. To sow doubt among us.”

Angry glares slanted at Lord Halescorn.

“He has long planted seeds of suspicion between the members of the council,” Lady Alana agreed.

“To deflect the attention from his own house?” another noble suggested.

“Are you accusing your own son of trying to assassinate the prince?” Lord Albo asked. He held his handkerchief to his lips. A few spots of wine bloomed on it like blood where he’d dabbed the liquid from his lips. “As the head of the council, I compel you to speak.”

Halescorn’s neck mottled. “My son—” he began, but Jehn held up a hand for silence.

“I have a confession,” he said softly, looking around the room. “I know that Lord Halescorn speaks the truth.”

Everyone fell silent.

“My cup was poisoned,” Jehn said.

The air in the room pressed down like a weight. Valora stirred in her chair.

“Your Grace,” Lady Alana said desperately. “The antidote—”

“I have it here,” Jehn said. He signaled to Valora, who withdrew a flask from her dress and held it aloft. “The milk of goats who have been fed the leaves and stems of the Blood Boil plant for seven days.” He smiled at them, a thin smile. “The question now is, who should beg me for the antidote?”

They didn’t understand. They gazed at him with their mouths hanging open.

“Not I,” Jehn said. “You see... this was a test. I have been writing letters. Gathering information. Utilizing spies in Austrisia. I’ve been learning about all of you, your secrets and motives, your desires and your squabbles. I learned enough that I was almost sure who had betrayed me, but I wanted to be certain before making an accusation. Thus, I devised a test.”

Lord Halescorn shifted. A few of the others murmured. Kael never moved, and his eyes never strayed from Jehn.

“I don’t understand,” Lady Beaua said. “A test?”

“I’ll explain.” Jehn clasped his hands together and paced around the table. Their eyes followed him. “A few hours ago, I instructed Lady Valora to privately inform a certain member of this council to meet me alone fifteen minutes before the ceremony because a servant had found a vial of Blood Boil powder in Kael’s chambers and left it in the atrium per my instructions so I could show the entire council the evidence. Lady Valora relayed this information, all the while making sure a certain other member of the council overheard everything. So we had two council members, both of whom were under my suspicion, both of whom knew there was Blood Boil powder available and unguarded in the atrium. The wine was poured, the atrium left empty, the powder left out. Opportunity, you see. What better moment to poison your ruler than during the oath of the wine? And when you already have such a convenient scapegoat?”

“Your Grace,” Lady Alana persisted. “The antidote. Someone must drink it soon if they are to be saved.”

“If the one who overheard wanted to poison me and frame the other, he had the opportunity while the atrium was empty,” Jehn said. “And so I had the atrium watched. A councilmember came secretly to the chamber and went. Perhaps he was only there to see if what he’d overheard was true? We shall see. Nevertheless, his cup was switched with mine. The other council member came later to meet with me at the arranged time, but I was not there, and after a time of waiting he left too, so as not to be here when everyone else arrived. He had opportunity as well. His cup was switched with my second cup before the ceremony. So, you see, the cup I hold in my hand is unpoisoned, but I suspect one of the cups meant for me did contain poison. Did either of the nobles take the bait and try to poison my cup? If they did, they drank it themselves. You have all drank from your cups. So, who among us will sicken?”

Nearly everyone looked at Halescorn, whose lips were pressed tightly together. “And my son?” he demanded.

Jehn smiled. “Lord Halescorn’s spies are skilled. I suspect they also overheard what Lady Valora said, and reported it to Lord Halescorn. Perhaps he determined the same as I—that some guilty party might take the opportunity to strike.”

“Who are the councilmembers suspected of treason?” Lady Alana asked.

A choking sound came from the other side of the room.

Lord Albo.

“Ah,” Jehn said, a little sadly. He held out his hand for the flask, and Lady Valora handed it to him. He set it on the table and placed his fingers over the container. “It was between Lord Markis and Lord Albo. You both had much to condemn you per the observations of my spies. I had my suspicions about who ultimately would prove the traitor. I see I was not wrong.”

Albo held his handkerchief to his mouth as white foam bubbled from his lips.

“It must have been too tempting to resist trying to frame Kael for it all, yes?” Jehn said to the lord. “Seeing how much you must hate his father.”

“We all hate Lord Halescorn,” Albo spat. The foam at the corners of his mouth was turning pink. “That’s hardly enough reason to think—”

“You have a much more personal reason,” Jehn said, holding up a finger. “Especially since the advancement of Lord Halescorn’s son Jacob—and even Kael—took everything from yours.”

“I have no son,” Albo said, but his protest was weak.

“No legitimate son,” Jehn agreed. “Garrick was never formally recognized as such, and he didn’t even know who his father was, but you planned to claim and advance him when your marriage never produced any children, didn’t you? You had him marked for a prestigious post in Tasglorn, but Halescorn managed to take it for his son by bribing the officials.” Jehn reached into his robe and produced a letter, creased and worn, the seal broken and faded. “Of course, you’ve always had ambitions, Albo, even before you wanted revenge. Connections with Cahan. Promises. You planned to play the traitor quite early on. Those plans never did go well with your nervous tendencies, though, which is why you stiffen your nerves with oil of allenna in your handkerchiefs.”

One of the nearby nobles snatched the handkerchief from Lord Albo’s hand to confirm it.

Lord Albo stood still, his lips still foaming. His gaze roamed the room as if looking for mercy among his fellows.

“And, as I recently discovered, you’ve killed before.” Jehn picked up one of the knives on the table and spun it idly between his fingers. “Lady Valora never did discover why her father died so suddenly, although she suspected foul play.”

Across the room, Valora made a sharp sound. She hadn’t known.

“It’s amazing what servants remember when you ask the right questions. And my spies do. Lord Brazel discovered your secret support for Cahan, as you were both Kyreian lords with adjoining lands and your spies passed through his forest on their way to the capital. You’d already begun to scheme to have Halescorn taken down politically in Tasglorn. It worked, which is why Halescorn is here. But you fell out of favor too. So you joined the Monarchists, planning an assassination that would ingratiate you once more with our enemy and position your son more favorably.”

“Impossible,” someone breathed, but it was said reflexively.

“And Garrick didn’t even know, did he?” Jehn mused. “He has always been loyal to the cause, if misguided. He was even used by Halescorn to bring Kael here, although you sought to turn that to your advantage when you saw how much Halescorn was bothered by Kael’s presence. Lord Halescorn, of course, tried hard to show us all that he hates and despises his son. Perhaps a little too hard. I think he wanted to convince us that Kael had been punished enough by the rejection of his father. That he did not need further condemnation as a traitor.”

Kael looked startled at this.

Albo glared at Jehn as if he were imagining the prince’s head being chopped off. “You spin a lot of lies, prince.”

“You liked to play the timid one,” Jehn said, “but you’re really quite clever.”

“As are you, apparently,” Albo sneered. His wrists and cheeks had begun to turn a mottled purple, effects of the poison. “Give me the antidote!”

“Who has been paying you?” Jehn asked. “It isn’t Cahan. No, you were hoping to present yourself to him with my head on a proverbial plate, I think. The emperor of Bestane? Or are you working with the Seekers? Your last assassin showed some Seeker skill.”

The nobles recoiled at the word Seekers.

Albo spat at the floor in response.

“Lord Albo, for your crimes, I sentence you to death,” Jehn said.

Albo sputtered and choked one more time into his hand before lunging at the table and grabbing for one of the knives. Kael intercepted him, along with two of the nobles, who exchanged a grim look of begrudging brotherhood with Kael as they wrestled Albo to the ground. The lord’s chest heaved, and he gagged before falling still.

“Also, while we’re on the subject of sentencing, I want to formally absolve Kael, son of Halescorn, of the accusations against him,” Jehn said. “He has served me faithfully these past years and provided much information while working as a spy. I myself planted many of the rumors that led to the suspicions about him, including the poison in his possession. Lord Halescorn, I apologize for slandering the name of your son. It was necessary in order to flush out the traitor.”

The room stood quiet, absorbing these revelations. Halescorn nodded. He looked at his son without saying anything, and Kael rose to his feet and met his father’s eyes before returning to Jehn’s side.

Jehn returned to his place at the head of the table and picked up his cup. He drank it all in one long quaff.

“Now,” he said, setting the goblet down with a resolute thump. “We will discuss our next move on the Austrisian border, and how we are going to use the dragonsayer.”

This time, the prince had the full attention of his council.
















































CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

BRIAND STOOD BY the sea under the glare of the Tyyrian sun, watching as sailors carried supplies onto the vessel that would carry her back to Austrisia. The wind whipped wisps of her hair into her eyes and made the tails of her coat—a dark, clotted red color—flutter around her knees.

Beside her, Cait held her arm with both hands. “I want to tell you to write to me,” she said, “but I know that isn’t feasible. Who knows where you’ll be, or what you’ll be doing.”

“We’ll see each other again,” Briand said without taking her eyes from the ship. “I swear it, Cait.”

“Find some justice for him,” Cait murmured, and Briand jerked her chin in a nod as sadness formed a lump in her throat. She reached up and clasped the touchstone with her fingers, feeling the textured metal beneath her thumb and thinking of Sobin.

“I will.”

“I heard the servants talking,” Cait said. “They said the whole city talks of the dragonsayer now. The one who can command creatures in the sky.” Satisfaction leaked into her tone as she added, “The maid said she heard you always wear red to remind those who see you that you can spill their blood.”

Briand turned to her friend and hugged her tightly. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for being my friend. For helping me. And for keeping Sieya...”

“What?” Cait exclaimed, pulling away. “That creature isn’t going with you?” A long look from Briand made her sigh. “I suppose it isn’t possible for you to take a pet with you as you ride toward war,” she grumbled. “But she is a trial to look after.”

“I will return for her,” Briand promised.

Footsteps sounded on the sand behind them, and Briand turned to see Kael striding her way, dressed in black with a long cloak around his shoulders despite the heat. Cait smiled at him, and he nodded to her gravely. He had been brooding and silent since the revelation about Lord Albo, and Briand had seen him speaking with his father once. She didn’t know what was in his head, but she so rarely knew that anyway.

They boarded the ship together after one last goodbye to Cait, and stood together at the side and watched the shore fall away. Kael’s hand brushed against hers.

“When we reach Austrisia,” he said, “we’ll travel to where Tibus and Nath are waiting for us.” He smiled at her. “You’ll see Bran again, and Maera.”

Bran. She sighed. It had been so long since she’d seen her beloved cousin. “And then?”

“Jehn will send his orders,” Kael said.

Briand was silent a moment as she watched the lights of the palace compound fade. “There are things I still don’t understand,” she said. “Your brother Jacob’s motivations, for instance. What does he want?”

“An excellent question,” Kael said with a sigh. “Jacob has always wanted power, of course, and the good opinion of our father.”

“Is he loyal?”

“To the cause?” Kael considered this. “I don’t know. Lords know our father isn’t. Whether or not Jacob cares about more than the money and prospect of political advancement, I couldn’t say. It bears watching, at any rate. He’s no traitor, anyway. I believe that.”

Briand turned so she could see Kael’s face. He stared at the dark water, his brows drawn together, deep in thought. “He has spies, as they all do, but his are rumored to be better than most. He has aspirations.”

“He threatened my life,” she said.

Kael’s eyes darkened. “An action he will regret, I assure you.”

“I’m sure he has done the same to you numerous times,” she added, musing.

Kael rested his head against hers. “He has.”

“And yet he offered you escape when you were imprisoned.”

“To save the family reputation, perhaps.”

“Perhaps,” she agreed. “But he also looked fearful when your father was thrashing you before the council. He could have done more to sabotage you at court, but he did not.”

“If Jacob suffers from some lingering loyalty to me, I’m sure he would never confess it,” Kael said with a low laugh. “I will keep an eye on his actions and see if I can determine what he means to accomplish. In the meantime, be wary of him.”

“Wary of the man who threatened my life? A bold suggestion,” Briand said. “Am I not the dragonsayer?”

Kael’s mouth tugged sideways in a smile. “Valora’s lessons did nothing to temper that guttersnipe sass, I see.”

“I think it runs in my blood,” she said, and kissed him.
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They spent the journey of two days alternating between companionable silence and long conversations. Kael even spoke a little about his childhood and his brother, which surprised and pleased Briand. She made him laugh with stories of her escapades at her uncle’s manor before he’d served as steward. Sometimes Kael kissed her, and it was fire and beauty. She had one dream in which she saw Auberon, but woke before they exchanged any words. She considered telling Kael about the dreams, as she had Jehn, but she wanted to preserve the tranquility of the time they had on the ship. There was time enough later for talk of Seekers.

They reached Austrisia under cover of darkness and docked at a small coastal village. They disembarked by torchlight, Briand hidden under a spare cloak. The village loomed strangely in the firelight; the shadows bent at flickering angles, the air smelled brackish, and the wind muffled the ambient sounds of the town.

They took a side alley to a small inn with only a picture of an orange fish to identify it. Kael paid for their room in copper coins while Briand waited in the yard. A blacksmith worked silently in one corner, and horses nickered from the barn. She tugged at the hood of her cloak when the blacksmith turned his head in her direction.

A soft sound scraped against stone. She looked, but there was no one at the gate. Briand reached for the knife at her belt and felt reassurance as she closed her fingers over the hilt. She glanced at the blacksmith, but he’d gone into the barn. She was alone in the courtyard.

Another sound. She turned in time to see a black-cloaked figure behind her.

“Briand!” Kael shouted, running from the inn.

Then bright lights exploded across her vision, and she fell into darkness.



~



Briand woke with a furious headache throbbing behind her eyes. Stone and straw beneath her. A dank smell. The dream.

She sat up and met Auberon’s eyes. He sat across the room, watching her as he always did.

She touched her hand to her head. When she drew back her fingers, they were red with blood.

“I apologize for the head wound,” Auberon said. “It was necessary.” He stood, his black cloak flowing around him.

That was when Briand realized no cell bars separated them. The light was all wrong—not moonlight coming through slitted dungeon windows, but candles burning in wall sockets. She was not in the cell.

Not in the dream.

She tried to stand, but a chain bound her hand to the wall.

Auberon walked to her side and crouched down on one knee.

“I’ve finally found you,” he said. “I’ve been looking for a long time. We have much to discuss, dragonsayer.”

“What are you going to do with me?” she demanded, fear sticking in her throat like a knife.

Auberon’s smile curled into something harsh and brittle.

“I’m going to take over the Citadel.”
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~ONE~

THE SOLDIERS HAD their guns pointed straight at me.

The sky was cloudless and blue as azure above us, the air dry and hot with late summer heat. I was bruised from falling off Gryphon, my horse, and my temper was as short as the hair of a newly articled servant.

I’d escaped from the house on horseback after another argument with the housekeeper about my inability to keep shoes on while walking the grounds. Riding Gryphon hard across the gold-brown flatlands outside the fields of the plantation made my head clear, so I’d given him slack in the rein¬s, and that brat took the bit in his teeth and ran wild for the Jessu River, which cut like a jewel-green snake through the hills between our land and the port city at the edge of the sea. He’d been startled by a hawk in the foothills and thrown me, and then my companion, Trilly, had shown up with the air of a martyr and the scolding of a sergeant to usher me home on foot.

We’d been arguing about the propriety of my actions when the soldiers appeared, guns slung across their arms, on patrol against smugglers that sometimes roamed the river at night. I’d known immediately by the expression that crossed the big one’s face that we were in trouble.

Now, he was toying with us like a cat plays with an injured sparrow.

They were young soldiers—new ones I’d never seen before—the buttons on the gold-embroidered uniforms still sparkled clean and bright in the sunlight, the fringe on their belt-ends still hung straight and soft and clean, unstained by the dust of the canyons that edged the river. Their faces were sunburned, their eyebrows drawn together like locked gates as they looked at me. One was tall, with bright blond hair that marked him as barbarian-blooded somewhere in his past. A foreigner. He jerked his chin at me.

“What’s your business on this road?”

He spoke with the lazy drawl of a man who knows he will be having some fun and who wants to take his time so he can savor it.

The second soldier, who was smaller, swarthier, and darker-haired, an Austrisian, looked away at the twisted trees lining the water of the Jessu instead of the boardwalk we stood on. One of his eyebrows lifted a little, as if he wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the courage to speak in front of the blond.

“I was riding my horse, and I fell off when a bird flew up from behind a rock and startled him. He reared, dumping me. We were walking home, where he has surely already gone.” My words came out stiff and hoarse instead of cold and strong like I wanted.

The yellow-haired soldier frowned. “Let me see your papers.”

This was, of course, an outrage. I wasn’t carrying papers because I didn’t have any, because I wasn’t a bonded servant or a silvra freewoman, or a tyrra like these men assumed. My hair might be curly with a hint of red-brown and my skin milky with a touch of bronze in the summer like a tyyra, the river people who lived in our land as immigrants and strangers, but I was the daughter of a plantation owner, an Austrisian, and I had every right in the world to be walking on this road with my companion.

“Didn’t you hear me? I want to see your papers.”

“I don’t have them, you idiot. I don’t need them.”

“Oh?” His mouth turned down, but his eyes sparkled. The malice in them made me furious instead of afraid.

“My name is Verity Ely—”

“Shut up. I only want to see the notification that you have the right to escort this seevver along this route. I don’t want a sob story.”

I quit feeling frightened when the word seevver left his lips like a breath of smoke.

“You pig,” I snapped, drawing in a quick, sharp breath. “We don’t need papers. Get your guns out of our faces before I have my father arrest you. I—”

“I said shut up!” He stepped forward fast, grabbing my shoulder hard. Trilly screamed, and the other soldier started to raise his gun at Trilly.

The soldier’s hands dug into my arm. His eyes blazed as they stared into mine, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw his weapon in his hand, and the way his fingers tightened reflexively over the trigger. His breath was hot against my chin.

“I’ll teach you to insult me, you little minx. Your father, you say? He’s probably dead in a ditch somewhere, shot for insolence against a patrol. You need to be taught a lesson.”

I heard the sharp rap of a horse’s hooves on the boardwalk, and my mind screamed out for salvation from this new person, but the soldier ignored the sound of hoofbeats, drunk with his station and the power that came with his firearm. He knew as well as I that no farmer would mess with him, not with a gun in his hand, not with the uniform he wore on his back, not with the fury written all over his face.

My heartbeat pulsed in my throat. My shoulder ached beneath his hands. I saw the way his jaw tightened as though he was holding his temper in check, but just barely.

“For the last time, girl,” he growled. “Your papers.”

The hoofbeats halted behind us, and a cool voice cut in. “I knew that the regiment had taken to importing barbarians to do its dirty work, but I was unaware that it had begun recruiting the brain-injured.”

I knew that voice. My heart sank.

The soldier swung around with a swagger of confidence, lifting his gun. As he caught a glimpse of the man who’d dared to interrupt his interrogation, his hand slipped on my arm, and I yanked away.

“Sir,” the soldier muttered, his tone grudgingly deferential.

The nobleman on the horse tapped one gloved hand against his thigh as his lips pursed in a scowl. He darted a look at me that embodied pure scorn before returning his attention to the two soldiers before him.

“I am of course assuming that you were unaware that you were accosting the beloved and only daughter of General Elysius?”
Their faces turned ashen as they realized their horrible, horrible mistake, and I smiled tightly at the way they darted furtive glances at me, their mouths snapping open and then closed, as if they were holding in curses. The dark-haired one stepped away from Trilly hastily.

“Give me your regiment numbers,” the young nobleman snapped, looking disgusted at having to continue even conversing with them. “I’ll report you myself. If you are lucky, you’ll get by with only a caning instead of a full dismissal.”

He remained astride his horse and watched as they wrote down their regiment numbers and gave them to him. My eyes lingered on the pistol strapped to his leg, the fine lambskin boots that came almost to his knees, the crisp white gloves that covered his hands. Lords, I had such terrible luck. Of all the people to have rescued us, it had to be him.

After the soldiers scrambled away, not daring to look back, he turned to us, his mouth folding back into its characteristic smirk. “Ladies.”

I wiped the beads of sweat from my upper lip, avoiding his gaze. I was thankful, naturally. But...

Trilly, on the other hand, gasped out a sigh and snatched up the fallen bonnets and basket, trying without success to smooth out the wrinkles from the bonnets. “Lord Roth, I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t shown up.”

I swallowed the snarl that came to my lips, because, after all, he had just saved us. Gratefulness was in order.

His lordship dismounted smoothly, and his eyes found mine. There was a lazy sort of appraisal in them, as always, as though he’d measured my talents and faults and found me wanting in every way. I busied myself with brushing a bit of mud from the full bodice of my gown.

“Thank you,” Trilly said to Roth.

“Oh, it was nothing. I’m sure Verity would have been able to find something to say to keep that lackey at bay.” He folded his arms, as if waiting for my smart reply.

“That’s Miss Elysius,” I snapped, feeling stupid for being unable to think of anything wittier to say to him. “Anyway, we really must be going. We’ve lingered here long enough, and Mimi is probably frantic about us. Goodbye.”

Roth tsked cheerfully under his breath. Now that the soldiers were gone and the danger was over, he was sarcasm as usual.

“Is that any way to thank me?”

I grabbed Trilly’s arm and pulled her down the pathway for my father’s plantation, my silk shoes barely whispering against the planks of the boardwalk that carried us safely over the waters of the Jessu.

“I could send a baou, so you wouldn’t have to dirty your shoes,” Roth suggested.

I knew he was upset with me for getting myself into trouble with the soldiers like an idiot, no doubt, and I knew he was probably also upset that I was being nasty to him about rescuing us.

Perhaps I should care, but it was Roth.

I left him standing beside his horse on the boardwalk without a reply, and his chuckle rang in my ears, infuriating me.
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