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For all the queer kids who just needed someone to understand and accept.





And in fond memory of Denise Penney and Brian Thode.

Fuck cancer.
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Author's Note




Hello reader! This is the fourth book of the Fireborn series. If you’re skipping the previous books or it’s been a while, below is a spoiler-filled synopsis to get you caught up or to act as a refresher! But this book follows  Fireborn, book 3, more closely than the others, and I recommend not skipping that one. Also note that Canadian spelling is being used throughout the book.

Previously in the Fireborn Series

Dragon Whisperer

Dionelle Joasera was born immune to fire. After moving to her new husband’s farm, she catches the attention of the ruling nobles in the city. Forced into the position of dragon whisperer by the cruel Lord Draxli and Lady Karth Dunham, Dionelle is torn between keeping the peace in her kingdom and keeping her husband, Reiser’s, desire to keep her safe from controlling her. Tension mounts between the newlyweds as Dionelle grows to love her job and the dragons she works with, exacerbated by her sister’s jealous rage.

Then Dionelle fails to come home from her final apprenticing lesson. Discovering her mentor has been murdered, Reiser is pulled into the mystery of her disappearance and the snare of politics surrounding Pasdale’s corrupt ruling nobles.

Reiser has no choice but to work with the dragons to find his wife, going against the Dunhams’ wishes as they try to write Dionelle off for dead so they can select a new dragon whisperer. The dragons, however, will not be lied to—particularly the black dragoness who leads the local blaze and has grown fond of Dionelle. Enlisting Dionelle’s best friend, a dragon scholar named Ondias, and finding allyship from two court wizards, Zev and Nandara, Reiser discovers that Dionelle’s sister has manipulated a powerful wizard into murdering her mentor and banishing Dionelle to the fire realm. Dionelle’s unique pyromantic nature is due to being part fire demon, allowing her to survive the fire realm. Taken by fire demons, Dionelle is trapped in their realm behind a wall of deceit exploiting the troubles in her life.

Meanwhile, the presence of a human in the fire realm is throwing all of the elements off balance, and the world is slowly tearing itself apart with wild weather swings and dangerous earthquakes.

In a desperate bid to save Dionelle and the world, Reiser becomes the first human to visit the dragon city—a towering structure of diamond and obsidian suspended over a valley—where he is enchanted to be fireproof and sent to the fire realm. He discovers Dionelle is alive and well—and pregnant with his child. He uses the tenuous bond the pair forged before their separation to bring her home again. The elements stabilize, and Dionelle and Ondias are treated with a trip to the dragon city when Reiser is brought back there to remove the dragons’ enchantment.

The story ends with the Dunhams removed from power: Draxli is exiled and Karth is executed. Dionelle’s sister is imprisoned in a distant sanitorium. The king’s cousin, Lady Zyx, is installed as the new ruler of Pasdale and peace returns to the land.

Trueflame

Neesha Joasera, Dionelle’s nearly adult daughter, is determined to be as unlike her mother as possible, despite also being part fire demon. She’s a talented pyromancer intent on gaining entrance to the Wizards Guild and shunning every attempt to bridle her with marriage. An unplanned pregnancy throws a wrench in her plans, leaving her with an impossible deadline to pass her Guild exams before motherhood sidelines her.

And still her parents are desperately trying to get her married, with their most recent attempts concentrated on a recently widowed farmer named Stone.

Neesha bristles against the new attempts to control her life, even as she alienates herself from her family. But Dionelle needs Neesha to tame her wild ways because Draxli Dunham has allied himself with a powerful aquamancer named Loch and a handful of traitor dragons, and he is coming to reclaim Pasdale and satisfy his vendetta against the Joasera family.

Terrified, Neesha works with Dionelle and the dragons to mount a defence against Draxli’s attack. Neesha is permitted temporary entrance into the Guild in order to use her magic to defend Pasdale. She uses her power and the help of demons to open a portal to the fire realm and wield trueflame against the flood Loch has made for Draxli. She vaporizes the waters, saving Pasdale.

But her allies quickly learn that Draxli’s attack on Pasdale was a distraction—his real target has been the dragon city. They race to defend it, but do not get there in time, staging only the beginning of a defence before the waters wash away one of the support columns and the dragon city falls.

In the depths of mourning, Neesha convinces her mother and the other wizards that the only way to win is for her to go to the fire realm so they can capitalize on the destabilized elements and use any demons and trueflame she can send back. The plan works, but Neesha is unable to control the fire demons, who run wild while Neesha goes into labour in the dragon chamber of the Wizards Guild. Her daughter, who she names Mita, is fireborn like Neesha and Dionelle.

Now that Neesha’s risks no longer endanger Mita directly, she uses the fire realm again to rush to Pasdale, commanding dragons, demons, and trueflame until she and the black dragoness finally push back Draxli’s forces and end him for good. But Neesha’s spirit is lost to the flame. She is preserved in a magical coma in the remnants of the dragon city, while Dionelle has gone silent in her mourning.



Fireborn

Mita Joasera, aka Spark, lives with her grandparents, Reiser and Dionelle, as well as her uncle and cousin. Spark is the most powerful fireborn yet, able to pull fire out of the air. Spark’s family is outcast for supporting the dragon population slowly being enslaved to drive industry. As tensions mount, Nandara, who is mentoring Spark just as she did Neesha, suddenly leaves Pasdale. And just in time, because vicious aquamancer Loch, now Pasdale’s magistrate, sends a blaze of enslaved dragons to their homestead. Spark’s home is destroyed and her family murdered while she watches helplessly. Dionelle forces Spark to run.

Dionelle’s longtime friend, the black dragoness, scoops Spark from the foothills and carries her away from the danger while the loss of her family replays in her mind. Spark and her dog, Shadow, make the long journey with the dragoness to the dragon city, which is still recovering from Loch’s attack.

In the valley beneath this city lies a small human settlement filled with dragon supporters. Here, Spark connects with Ondias, and finds Nandara and her family have taken refuge here. But Nandara is distant, and Ondias is no longer the bright, cheery companion from the stories Spark has heard of her.

Lonely Spark meets Stone, who reveals that Neesha is not dead, as Spark was led to believe. The magic of the dragon city sustains Neesha’s still-living body. Spark is horrified and enraged by the revelation.

Slowly, Spark befriends the black dragoness, who she calls Abyss. Spark also dusts off the village’s old forge to become the resident blacksmith. She eventually befriends some of the other teens in the village, including Stone’s daughter, Ember, and Nandara’s grandson, Jatt. Spark resumes mentorship with Nandara and learns more about dragons from Ondias. All the while, proximity to Ember sets Spark’s pulse racing; a deep crush on the older girl flourishes alongside their friendship.

Spark learns that Nanny Di survived and is now the magistrate’s prisoner. Driven by desperation, Spark begins experimenting with the dangerous magic that cost Neesha: demon possession. Spark builds all manner of tools and weapons to help the village and the dragons, including a sling to make it easier for Abyss to carry her in flight, with the hope of eventually freeing her grandmother. While testing the sling, Spark and Abyss narrowly escape the magistrate’s mysterious ice dragons.

Spark crafts armour using demon magic and the hide of a long-dead dragon, a banned practice. When Spark learns that the ice dragons are on their way back, she plots with Abyss. But Abyss is captured and the Dragoness Superior is killed by the ice dragons. The wild dragons and their human allies are in disarray.

Spark bundles up the cumbersome gear and disappears on foot. Desperate, she intends to walk to Abyss, if that’s what it takes. But several dragons with human riders in slings come to her aid. Jatt and Nandara are among them. Led by Abyss’s mate, who carries Spark in a sling, they set off to rescue Abyss.

The battle is intense, but even with Spark’s many gadgets, they can’t free Abyss. Spark not only summons a fire demon to attack her enemies, she draws power straight from the fire realm by opening a dangerous portal, washing herself, Abyss, and the ice dragons with fire.

One of the ice dragons is killed and the others injured, while Abyss is freed.

Despite success, a budding romance with Ember, and building a new family among her friends and allies in the dragon city, Spark aches to revive her mother and free her grandmother.





Firebound content warnings: abuse and torture (implied), bones (human), burns, death by fire, demon possession, imprisonment, PTSD, the dog lives

Heat level: medium








  
  
Prologue




It was the perfect day to go flying—bright and clear with strong thermals—and Void Behind the Stars struggled to hold her patience as the small human spidered across her shoulders, checking the new handholds on the dragon-riding contraption laboriously strapped to her body. She supposed Spark wasn’t actually small as far as humans went, but didn’t know how else to think of her when she easily fit in Void Behind the Stars’s hand. 

The carrier’s rigging grew more elaborate with the girl’s desperation. She’d already checked the handholds once today and likely a dozen times before meeting with Void Behind the Stars. It always felt excessive, like no amount of checking could be enough. They’d come to the unspoken agreement that the accident over the winter, caused by a lack of caution, would remain unspoken. It was certainly the worst humiliation Void Behind the Stars had suffered, left in the nursery afterward through her recovery like some misbegotten hatchling, able to do little more than lie among the eggs, including her own two, and the comforting fires keeping them warm.

Spark growled. “This just isn’t working.”

Void Behind the Stars turned her attention away from the dazzling light display of sunshine off the city to watch Spark fiddle with the tiny apparatus on the end of the tether meant to keep the human from falling to her doom. The contraption appeared to work perfectly. Unlike her last attempt—a simple hook that had cast her out into the skies the first time Void Behind the Stars had changed course during flight—the tether was securely attached to the handholds.

“It’s too slow.” Spark got the contraption detached and tossed it, a long arc to the grass below. She rubbed her hands over her face. “I might as well not leave the sling at all.”

While Void Behind the Stars was not used to the sensation of being crawled on, she conceded that it would be a clear benefit for Spark to have freedom of movement during a battle.

The other dragons believed she was debasing herself by submitting to the girl’s machinations. (Fools, the whole lot of them.) There were other dragons, four blazes in total, with close relationships to humans, as Void Behind the Stars had with the fireborn Joasera women. These dragons and humans fought together as one, with similar rigging that enhanced their battle prowess. A wizard’s sharp eyes and sharper spells proved invaluable in battle. Void Behind the Stars and her mate, Merciless Winter Sky, worked seamlessly together, rarely leaving the other exposed, but they had been outnumbered as of late. 

It would, of course, be lovely if it didn’t matter whether the girl had sharp eyes and sharp spells. If there was no impending threat, no stolen dragon eggs, no imprisoned family and friends. Long years defined by many troubles left most dragons with little time to fly for pleasure—for the enjoyment of a cold wind over their scales and a warm lift under their wings, of the wisp of clouds and the hard light of the sun.

It was worse now. Loch knew with certainty that Spark was alive and a threat. And worst of all, she had embarrassed him.

The Superiors agreed that an attack by Loch was inevitable, likely before winter, when the snows closed the passes and froze the water he loved to menace them with. So every last dragon in the valley not busy caring for young was out scouting or hunting. Void Behind the Stars and Merciless Winter Sky got a small measure of reprieve by being favoured by the fireborn girl. Their success developing dragon armour earlier in the year meant Void Behind the Stars and her mate had more time to remain in the valley to assist her.

And when they did leave, they did as much scavenging as scouting or hunting, clawing through abandoned human settlements searching for scraps of metal for Spark to build new weapons and more rigging. Void Behind the Stars ferried Spark in the supply wagon to trade for metal every time a new caravan came to the plains in the south.

About a moon cycle ago, the girl had tentatively asked Void Behind the Stars whether the sparkling red mountains surrounding them had ore that might be suitable to her needs. Void Behind the Stars had held her anger then, and wished someone who knew the depth of the girl’s offence had been around to see it.

“These mountains are sacred,” she had said gravely.

Spark had not brought it up again.

Though with distance and time, Void Behind the Stars conceded that ore from these mountains would make the most dazzling weaponry. Cursed and blasphemous weaponry, but dazzling all the same.

It was bad enough wearing the skin of her dear friend, the former Dragoness Superior Obliterating Icefield, as armour. Even worse that she was helping the Superiors convince others to donate their flesh after they returned to the starbursts in the sky upon their deaths.

“Would it be okay…” Spark began and hesitated, standing on Void Behind the Stars’s shoulder near the base of her neck. “Would it be okay if I stand on your head?”

Void Behind the Stars once again begged for an understanding witness to her patience. She did not immediately flick the insolent little beast off her shoulder. In fact, she didn’t respond at all. Void Behind the Stars had already abandoned all sense of dignity by agreeing to the carrier, and so she continued staring at the city arching overhead, its supports spanning the valley to suspend it in the sky, casting pinpricks of light across the drab human residences and the glittering mountains alike.

“Thank you, Mistress,” Spark whispered.

While Spark was still terrible at anticipating when she was about to ask something unbearably rude, she was at least getting better at realizing when she’d done so.

While the girl’s clambering about Void Behind the Stars’s back tickled and itched, her journey up Void Behind the Stars’s neck to the spot between her vast horns—more than twice the girl’s height—was particularly disconcerting. Spark stood there for only a moment before Void Behind the Stars looked up, inadvertently tilting her head to one side as if that would give her a better view.

Spark shrieked as she fell away, arms pinwheeling to catch onto something.

Void Behind the Stars easily caught her and set her back on one shoulder. Spark muttered her thanks and continued her inspection, a little spider-puppy crawling around and dangling off Void Behind the Stars’s side, up and down the handholds, hanging her entire weight off of each one and swinging to truly test their stability.

Like most humans, Spark had such clever little hands to go with her sharp spells and sharp eyes. And it was a true failing of so many of the other dragons to not see that about humans. To not envision the opportunities found in cooperation. They saw humanity’s capacity for art, of course, but there were less frivolous reasons to keep the species around.

Many of Spark’s tools were foolish, but some of them had already saved dragon lives.

Spark walked the length of Void Behind the Stars’s back and turned around, muttering to herself, asking questions she didn’t expect Void Behind the Stars to answer. Calculations for expanding the rigging, it sounded like. She nattered frequently—nearly constantly—and the grief driving it was what stayed Void Behind the Stars’s frustration with the girl.

Void Behind the Stars knew what Spark had lost. What they’d both lost.

Void Behind the Stars’s gaze shifted to the glimmering diamond support column in the west where Neesha dreamed and didn’t age, sustained by magic Void Behind the Stars was still learning.

Dionelle hadn’t spoken in so many years, and Spark was used to working in silences filled only by her own voice. Void Behind the Stars wondered, not for the first time, what the family would have looked like whole. What banter and arguments and brilliance had the world lost?

It was hard not to dwell on what three fireborn women working together could have accomplished and all the good they could have done. It would have been simple for them to assist the dragons in storming Pasdale and liberating their kin. To rescue the stolen eggs, like the one Void Behind the Stars missed so acutely. Of course, Dionelle was as much Loch’s prisoner as Void Behind the Stars’s egg.

Spark must have asked something she’d evidently expected an answer to, because she repeated herself.

“Abyss? How much can you carry? Easily, I mean?”

Void Behind the Stars turned her head to face the girl where she stood between her wings.

“Void Behind the Stars,” the dragon corrected.

Spark stopped whatever mental calculations she’d been doing and stood up, blinking a lot and staring.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“That is my dragon name. You asked for it once.”

“Oh.” Spark continued to blink at her. “Would you like me to call you that instead?”

“Abyss is acceptable. A nickname.”

Spark gave an amused snort, walking toward Void Behind the Stars’s front. “Would you tell Ondias that?”

“Ondias has not asked.”

Spark looked at her so fast she nearly slipped. “Wait, gossip queen and control freak Ondias, greatest dragon scholar of all time, has never asked you your name?”

“Scholars believe our names are sacred, not to be shared.”

“Are they?” Spark’s eyes widened the way they had after she’d asked about mining the Red Mountains.

“No. Humans never ask.”

Spark narrowed her eyes. “You could just tell her.”

“Then what secrets would we keep?”

Spark laughed and harmlessly tossed a playful fireball at Void Behind the Stars’s face before undoing the buckles and clasps on the rigging, freeing Void Behind the Stars from her duty for the moment, though preparations never truly ceased.

Battle would find them soon.








  
  
Chapter One




A dragon roared overhead, rattling the stone house, and Spark dropped the spearhead she’d been working on. It clattered to the floor while her limbs all went cold and janky, urging her to run fast enough to keep up with her heart rate. She staggered toward the door, gaze darting everywhere and nowhere while memories of the battle in Pasdale and Pappy’s screams echoed in her mind. Her dog, Shadow, yipped at her before leaning against her legs. She squeezed her eyes shut and breathed a deep ragged breath. Then another. 

The racket had only been a greeting to the returning scouting party.

A year in the dragon city and even the dog—the very same one who had made Abyss and Spark walk through the forest for two days because he was too afraid to be picked up for them to fly—didn’t get rattled by the noise anymore. Why couldn’t Spark get used to it?

Even learning to tell the different sorts of cacophony apart didn’t make it any easier to ignore, especially not when any cry from the dragons could be a battle cry.

Need to be ready.

Spark picked up the spearhead and set it next to her tools spread across the worktable. She sighed.

Out the window, the red mountains glittered like rubies in the morning light. And while Spark hadn’t meant for it, the window had a clear view of the western diamond support column where it came down out of the sky to meet the ridge, casting prisms of light around the valley. It was too far away to actually see Neesha trapped inside that column, but Spark knew she was there.

Shadow nudged her leg and whined. He was a shaggy, pointy-eared, black and white fireswift shepherd with nothing to herd. Maybe she should barter for some chickens for him to manage?

“Right, yes. Time to stop woolgathering and get to work. Can’t help her if I don’t find some answers.”

Shadow, of course, had no notion that Spark even had a mother; he just wanted outside to do his business and go steal scraps from the apprentice’s mess tent, like Spark didn’t feed him at all. Poor aggrieved creature who had never been fed a single meal in his life.

To be fair to Shadow, the apprentices always had bacon. They were always coming and going from the valley, off on whatever missions their trades sent them on, and coming back with new supplies, usually meat of some kind. Usually bacon.

Spark closed the door behind the dog and sighed. She stuck her hands into the cold coals to ignite them—not so much to work with the fire but for a source of warmth she didn’t have to think about maintaining. The days were warm enough, but mornings now held a chill as they barrelled toward autumn and Spark’s seventeenth birthday. She’d still had a proper family on her sixteenth. Sometimes remembering that day brought her comfort, but today it only made the emptiness ache.

The emptiness also echoed. It felt like every move Spark made in her new not-quite-house rattled off the walls. Of course, the only soft thing she had was her bed, in her room tucked away in one corner between the kitchen and the forge. The rooms she currently lived in stretched along one side of the house while the not-quite-complete studio stretched along another, all of it made out of the magnificent ruby-hued stone of the mountains.

The studio was for Jatt and Ember, and would have big bright windows, airy and roomy so they would both have a space to work their crafts, instead of being crammed into corners with storage cupboards encroaching like they had been in the little shack she’d first called home.

The idea was that she would eventually finish the second floor, which would hold bedrooms with space for Neesha and Nanny and maybe a friend or two—though she tried not to think too much about that or her head started to spin. And then she could give up her room on the main floor and have some more space. But right now, there were only stairs to get up there and a south-facing wall.

The best part about moving her home and forge to the edge of town like this was that she got far fewer nosy visitors poking around and could use magic the way she liked without having to worry about judgement. Of course, there were plenty of rumours after she’d saved Abyss, but only a handful of people knew the extent of her powers.

Or at least as much as she knew herself.

Nandara was off at the Guild right now—and due back within the week—to talk with the heads of the order and the Grand Chancellor to get a better idea of how Spark could gain more control over the talents she knew about and maybe discover some hidden ones.

More than anything, Spark hoped Nandara came back with something that would help Neesha. Or Nanny Di. Though helping one would certainly help the other. Nanny might have some ideas, given what Spark and Nandara had learned, on how to help Neesha. And if they helped Neesha first, two powerful fireborn women would absolutely be able to rescue the third.

Spark’s hand drifted to lie flat over her chest where her grandmother’s pendant hung beneath her clothes. She sighed and picked up the spearhead again. She tried to draw a curtain of warmth across the lonely echoes by summoning memories of the farmhouse she’d grown up in, full of family.

Sometimes it worked.

Today, the clatter of metal resounded more loudly than it should have, so that Spark wondered if maybe her next big trade should be for so many piles of fabric to hang from every corner and drape the room to insulate against the noise. Ember would love it.

Spark sighed again and took hold of the metal, focusing on it, the magic rushing hot through her bones and out her hands to turn it into slag she could reshape, first clumsily by banging with her palms and then refining with her hammer. The pyromancy cooled the temperature of the room, not quite uncomfortably, and that was fine. The fullness of the morning air had promised another hot day, one of the last before the winter winds came howling down out of the craggy peaks.

But she had a season before she really had to worry about snow.

Spark finished the spearhead and set it aside with the growing pile, which she still needed to temper for it to be of any use against a dragon.

She glanced out all three windows, worried she’d somehow find an angry dragon there. They knew what she was doing, and that it was to help protect them. It didn’t make the spot between her shoulder blades itch less with the need to draw the curtains.

Instead, she picked out another scrap of metal and went through the process all over again.

The itch didn’t go away, so a knock on the door startled her so badly that she nearly incinerated the new spearhead with a surge of pyromancy.

Ondias pushed her way into the room without bothering to wait for Spark to answer the knock, and Spark suppressed the urge to sigh. She really needed to get locks on the doors.

“Thought I’d find you here,” Ondias said, like she’d solved some kind of riddle, hands on her plump hips, muddy hazel eyes set in a permanent scowl and her greying red hair pulled back into a practical braid.

“Where else would I be?”

“Exactly. Don’t you want some fresh air? When was the last time you studied?”

“Studied for what?”

If Ondias brought up any nonsense about taking her Guild exams now, Spark would light her on fire. She really wished it was Ondias who had gone to the Guild instead of Nandara. Spark’s mentor had a way of tempering Ondias and smoothing things over whenever Spark inevitably got into an argument with her.

“A wizard of your power should always be studying.” Ondias gave her a withering look. “Have you learned anything new since the battle?”

Ondias knew full well that Spark hadn’t. And Ondias knew why. It was simply too dangerous for Spark to work with demon possession and fire portals. Gods, she wanted to. Didn’t want to look at another spear or piece of armour or spend another second alone in this giant unfinished house.

But she needed information, or she’d end up ensconced in diamond right alongside her mother. And Ondias had spent the majority of the last year insisting every move Spark made would result in just that.

“You have something in mind?” Spark tried to keep her tone neutral, still working on the new spearhead in the hope Ondias would take the hint.

“I’ve been going through old records, and Nandara is bringing me copies of more, about your grandmother and what little we understand of what happened to your mother—the accounts of how it all affected the dragons. I want you to work with me on that. With the black dragoness in conjunction with the other dragons. It’s clear their power changed, that more than their voices were weakened when we lost your mother.”

“Is this about that weird white egg Abyss has?”

“In part, yes. Those eggs will hatch soon enough and I think we should understand more before they do.”

“Is there something wrong?”

Ondias let out a long, weary breath. “Things have been wrong since the day Draxli’s forces brought down this city.”

Spark held her breath to keep from snapping and waited for Ondias to get to the less obvious answer.

“There’s no way it’s a coincidence that the dragon closest to your family has a fireborn-coloured egg after we lose your fireborn mother to…” Ondias gestured vaguely. “…Wherever.”

Spark patted the spear into approximate shape and then stopped, looking right at Ondias. “I want to wake her up. Nandara agrees it’s the best way to get a lot of the answers we’re looking for. That’s the only thing I plan on studying until one or both of my remaining family members are in this house where they belong.”

Ondias cast a reflexive glance around and then fixed Spark with the same pitying look she always did when Spark talked about rebuilding her family.

“You’ve got a family here already.” It was probably the gentlest thing Ondias had said since Spark had first arrived in the valley.

“Yes, but also no. It’s not really the same—you know that.”

Spark bit down and stilled before her traitor mouth set off yet another argument, but this time both of them startled when the front door clattered open and Ember called from down the hall.

“Honestly, Spark, you have got to—oh.” She drew up short when she came in and saw Spark and Ondias facing off across the anvil.

Shadow came prancing in behind her.

“Um.”

Ondias gave them both a brittle smile. “When Nandara gets back, we’re going to get to work,” she said to Spark, and then let herself out.

“Sorry?” Ember took a tentative step farther into the room.

“Don’t be. You got rid of her and she wasn’t interested in saying anything helpful.”

“Ah, yes. I’m sure she’s got to head off and go be the queen of dumptown some more.”

Ember’s brown eyes glittered as a laugh burbled out of Spark.

“It’s not so much a dump these days,” Spark said.

“Well, that’s more on you than anyone. Maybe you should be queen of dumptown.”

“Okay, but only if we rename it.”

“Why hasn’t this place got a name?”

Spark shrugged. “You’re the one who’s always lived here.”

“But your Nan started the place.”

Spark nodded but didn’t really want to keep the banter going in that particular direction. Nanny should have given the place a name.

“I wonder what the dragons call this place,” Spark said.

“Oh, you should ask Abyss and then we can rename dumptown! Ondias will love that.”

Spark chuckled. She pulled the remaining heat out of her lumpy not-quite spearhead and set it aside. Ember came closer and laid her hand over Spark’s, even her light brown skin so much darker than Spark’s bone white. Spark’s breath stilled, a tingle running down her body.

She lifted her gaze slowly to meet Ember’s. The other girl was tall, but not quite as tall as Spark, and she had a similarly strong build from helping on her father’s farm, though her body was also round with generous curves in a way that Spark’s was not. Ember’s dark eyes watched her intensely, making Spark’s heartbeat drum away at her chest.

Ember took a step around the side of the anvil and leaned in closer. Spark felt a rush of warmth that made Spark’s pyromancy feel like a chill as she leaned to meet Ember, the lightest touch of their bodies electrifying the room even before their lips met.

They parted slowly, Spark keeping her eyes closed a beat to savour it, feeling melty and like maybe things would be okay. But when she opened her eyes, Ember gave her a curious look.

“Spark, have I done something wrong?”

Spark stood up straighter. Blinked. “What? You chased Ondias off, so really I’m in your debt for just about all eternity.”

Ember gave her a playful look, but her expression settled in a pout. She absently traced a finger over the back of Spark’s hand, but the usual sparkle faded from her gaze.

“No, I mean with us,” Ember said. “Did I do something wrong? It’s like you’re behind a wall, and I know you’re there, but there’s no door. I can’t access you.”

“I’m just busy. You’ve been busy too. Harvest and all that. I wish I could help, but…”

“You’re building your dream home, I know.”

Spark opened her mouth to point out it was their dream home, but something in Ember’s tone raised an alarm, so she only blinked some more. Ember was doing that thing where she never quite said what she meant. Something about the house bothered her? Spark didn’t know what to do with that. Or what exactly the problem might be. The old forge had gotten too crowded; even the new workshop was too busy. Too many other people, and not enough space for her and Ember and Jatt to just be… whatever it was they were.

Jatt and Ember had been the ones complaining about the cramped space in Spark’s old home, and they’d been enthusiastic when she’d started talking about a bigger space that could be theirs. But Jatt was always with his mentor, always some reason he never came out to the new place. He said it was because he had so much to catch up on now that his broken arm had healed.

Neither of them offered much help. Spark didn’t know what they could do, since she mostly used magic to raise the place. She’d used terramancy to create a solid, level foundation and low walls from the dark grey bedrock, and the rest of the structure had been cobbled together using pyromancy to fuse ruby-coloured blocks.

Was it because the studio wasn’t finished yet? She was close, but she needed to get at least one bedroom upstairs finished. It wouldn’t be ideal for Neesha and Nanny to share, but better than nothing—and better than the two of them having to find space to sleep in Ondias’s increasingly heaping trash heap.

“Why don’t we get your table out of the old place and set it up in here for now?” Spark suggested. “It’s still more space than before, and I’ll have the studio done before winter, I promise.”

“Mmm. Maybe.” Ember wasn’t even looking at her.

Spark opened her mouth to plead with Ember to say what she meant and ask for what she wanted, but a crash from above rattled the entire building. Spark’s mind went entirely blank as the fire flared in the forge and she was flooded with visions of Loch’s dragons toppling the last proper home she’d had.

The sounds followed, the way Pappy had gone silent.

And then Ember’s warm hands gripped her shoulders, and she stood safely back in her forge.

Ember held her gaze and then nodded toward one of the windows. There was nothing to see. Blacker than the deepest depths of night. Only a void where a view of the valley should be.

“Oh.” Spark shook herself. “It must be Abyss with a new delivery of stones for upstairs.”

“Right.” Ember’s tone was flat.

Spark desperately wished she knew what, exactly, Ember was upset about. “Do you want to come up and say hi? You can ask her about renaming dumptown.”

The ghost of a smile flickered at the corners of Ember’s mouth, but she shook her head, patted Shadow behind the ears, and headed to the front door.

She stopped in the front hall and turned to Spark. “Some things are worth taking risks for. But you need to decide which things are worth which risks.”

Spark was caught between begging to know what in all the stars in the sky Ember was talking about and pointing out that Spark’s life had become one unending risk ever since Loch had tried to wipe out her entire family. And before her brain could pick either or something entirely different, Ember left.

Spark looked at the dog. She wished he could speak. Maybe he’d have answers.

“What are you doing back so early?”

Shadow barked and pawed at the door.

“Yes, fine, but maybe try to talk some sense into Ember while you’re at it.”

Dog adequately released, Spark dashed up the stairs, pushing aside the tarp at the top to find that Abyss had, indeed, dumped the travel wagon’s load of red stone across what was currently the roof but would soon be the floor of a bedroom. Abyss stood next to the house, looming over it, with her head lowered enough to be level with where Spark stood.

Spark gave the dragoness a proper greeting, something she tried to do whenever Abyss helped her. In return, Abyss nodded her head in the vaguest semblance of a bow.

“And how might I repay such a debt?” Spark asked.

“City.” Abyss gestured with her head to the dazzling great structure.

“Now?”

Abyss shook her head.

“I’m here whenever you need me.” It wasn’t like she had anywhere to go or much of anything she wanted to do.

“Sundown.”

“Yes, all right. I’ll meet you back up here.”

Abyss nodded once and launched herself into the sky, Spark bracing herself against the wing gale.

Spark looked around at the pile of red stone and sagged. It was so much work that very few people could help her with. Ondias was an elemental wizard and could probably help with the fusing, or at least use some terramancy to move the blocks into place while Spark did the fusing. It could go so much quicker. But Ondias would rather make useless demands.

Spark hefted one of the blocks and stopped, torn between getting the upstairs started and finishing the studio. It had been like this all summer, so that she felt like she was half-assing everything. But when it came down to it, Jatt and Ember had everything they needed, even if they didn’t have as much of it as they wanted nearer to Spark. Neesha and Nanny had nothing.

Decided, she set the stone at the southwest corner, glanced to the pillar that held her mother, and got to work erecting the west-facing wall. It would give her a bit of practice before she headed up to help Abyss rebuild the dragon city.








  
  
Chapter Two




Spark worked on the upstairs wall most of the morning, until the heat baking off the stone was too much. She retreated to the forge to finish her pile of spearheads and tried noodling around a bit with designs for different types of launchers, things big enough the dragons could use. But finding a design that wouldn’t be too much bulk for a dragon in battle proved tricky. 

More armour was probably the best bet.

But the growing list of projects needing Spark’s attention only made her more anxious when there were so few completed. So little ready to defend or attack or help Neesha or save Nanny.

She ate a quick dinner and was back on the current roof/future floor trying to finish up the wall before sundown. Maybe it would prompt Abyss to drop off another wagon full of stone again tomorrow. She was certain she’d feel a lot better about everything if she could cross anything at all off of her mental to-do list.

Just as she headed to the pile for another stone, a sudden gust of wind announced Abyss’s arrival. Spark braced herself as the dragoness landed next to the house.

“I’ve got more spearheads ready!” Spark grabbed up the sack she’d put them in and stood at the edge of the roof.

“Fire robes.”

“Oh, sure, just a sec.”

Spark hurried down into the house to change, wondering at what she’d need the fire protection for, what Abyss had in mind. It wasn’t just their usual chore of adding more stone to the city above, raising the central globe into a spiralling tower. Spark didn’t need a firecloak for that anymore than she did for the simple fusing she’d been doing up on the roof.

She rushed back up to grab the bag of spearheads before Abyss scooped Spark in her claws and shot into the sky. The crush of wind pressed Spark tight against Abyss’s hand and stole her breath. The rush of cold air tickled through her short frizzy hair. Spark grinned. Abyss circled the valley, spiralling higher, and Spark’s concerns dropped away like the ground until there was only flight. The clouds grew closer, the village a cluster of dots surrounded by glittering light.

Instead of continuing up into the city, Abyss headed north to one of the tallest and most imposing peaks in the range, its craggy summit always lost in snow. Spark had been up here for the first time only recently. It was one of many places in the valley inaccessible to humans, one sacred to the dragons, where they brought their dead for sky burial.

Spark hated what they came up here for now.

Abyss landed on the long plateau that occasionally served as burial ground, empty but for ice and gravel right now. Going carefully while still holding Spark, she edged between two spires of rock into a gap that looked like nothing until just the right angle revealed the gaping mouth of a deep foreboding cave.

Spark had no idea how deep the cave went or what else was in it, as Abyss stopped at what Spark thought of as the first landing. Or maybe it was a shelf? The cave clearly went deeper, but it was a relief to go no farther.

The landing held a pile of weapons and gadgetry Spark didn’t have much confidence in—long coils of tempered leather straps and slings, and carefully folded piles of dragon armour. Out of necessity, she’d designed smaller slings that strapped to the dragons’ arms. Those took up less space, used fewer resources, and made it easier to communicate with the dragons. Made it easier to climb out of the sling for better positioning if battle required it.

Spark had grand plans of larger slings to hold many riders and their supplies for longer distances, along with ladder-like rigging to make it easier to get around. The only thing keeping her from trying a prototype was not having a solid way to keep from falling off the dragon. That and time.

The design of the dragon armour was still the same. Had to be. There wasn’t as much of it as they needed, not even close, and it hurt Spark’s heart to look at the lovely white armour made from the hide of the former Dragoness Superior. Spark had been staggered when Abyss brought that one for her, but of course the Superior had had an inkling of what Spark and Abyss were conspiring to do and had volunteered herself to their use before her untimely death.

Spark tried not to think about it, tried not to feel guilt over it. She didn’t like to admit when Ondias was right, but she had pushed too hard, gone in without thinking, and brought the ice dragons down on all of them with disastrous effect.

Though the ice dragons had been close anyway. It was hard to say if the extra time it might have taken for them to attack without Spark helping things along would have been enough to make a difference.

None of it really mattered. It was done. But there were probably lessons she needed to learn.

Needed to stop feeling miserable first.

So she emptied the bag of spearheads with the others and quickly went back to Abyss, who flew off. Spark expected to go up to the top of the dragon city to help with the rebuilding efforts, but instead Abyss went into one of the entrance tunnels down into the main chamber of the city.

She had just set Spark down to walk when one of the Dragoness Superiors—the grey and indigo one who had caused all the problems when Spark first arrived in the city—bounded over, hissing and snarling. Spark’s body electrified and she staggered away as Abyss turned to meet the attack.

There was nothing physical this time, both dragonesses stopping a barely respectable distance from each other, postures rigid, snapping and snarling and growling at each other. Then the Superior spat a sudden fireball in Spark’s direction, easily diverted even in the scrambled state of mind she was in, before the Superior turned away, disappearing deeper into the heart of the city.

Spark stood motionless, holding her breath while her pulse thrummed.

Abyss turned, heading down a different branch of the massive base of the city, toward what Spark recognized as the section where the dragon eggs were kept. She walked like nothing had happened, and Spark wasn’t sure what to do.

“Um.” The word escaped in an exhale.

Abyss stopped and looked back the way the Superior had gone, but there was no one else around. She leaned her head down, close to Spark. “She doesn’t like how I interact with humans. She believes I should accept my circumstance and give up on my egg. I will burn first.”

Spark blinked rapidly, trying to understand, trying to think of what to say. But Abyss turned and walked calmly. Spark had no choice but to follow.

With another dragon’s fresh clutch hatched just a month ago, Abyss’s eggs were the biggest ones still there. Spark hadn’t seen the recent baby dragons—they’d been swiftly removed to one of the clan towers lining the valley to be raised until they weren’t quite so helpless, then the entire family would return to their original mountains in distant lands.

Spark wasn’t sure what Abyss and Zephyr would do once their hatchlings were old enough. Their home was in the mountains near Pasdale and might never be safe to live in.

Of course, Abyss was the head of her circle and climbing the hierarchy quickly. It already granted her the privilege of being in the city more than most dragons.

The mountain range itself could not indefinitely support a great number of dragons, and most of them only saw the city a few times in their lives, usually for major festivals, like when they’d filled the sky over the winter for that meteor shower.

Spark hoped Abyss stayed as long as she did. Which looked like it would be forever. Spark couldn’t go back to Pasdale any sooner than Abyss could, and there wasn’t anywhere else she wanted to be. Maybe once she cured her mother and freed Nanny, they would want to go south to where her uncles lived.

It was a lot of maybes.

When they reached Abyss’s massive boulder-like eggs—one pure white like a chicken egg and the other jet black with a bright blue streak—Abyss startled her again by picking her up and setting her down on top of the white one. Spark was further startled by the reminder of how this egg had Spark’s exact colouring.

Spark stood where Abyss had left her, the two of them staring at each other.

“Sit,” Abyss finally said.

Spark sat. “So, why am I up here? Don’t you want me to help with the repairs?”

Abyss shook her head. “Too dark.”

Abyss applied the dragon venom, something she vomited up and coated the eggs with. A secret Spark probably wasn’t supposed to know, but it seemed like Abyss kept few things from her anymore.

“Okay… so did you just want the company?” Spark kept the annoyance out of her voice, but she really could be at home building walls and trying to make her home a space someone other than her alone could enjoy.

Abyss continued until she was done coating the eggs, Spark watching silently all the while, until she fixed her dizzyingly black gaze on Spark.

“Speak,” Abyss said.

Spark blinked at her for far longer than was polite. “What, you mean to the eggs? Why?”

Abyss waited.

“Speak, like, you want me to tell you about my day? It’s the same as every day, just like being in Pasdale, but lonelier. I make things and I sleep.”

Abyss kept waiting.

“I’m not sure what else—”

A rustling sound came from directly beneath her and she went rigid.

“Did it just move? Oh, shit, is it hatching?”

Abyss shook her head. “Soon.”

“What, like tonight? Should I really be here for that?”

“Weeks. Months?” Abyss tilted her head in a way that could have been interpreted as a shrug.

“But… it moved.” The sound came again, and Spark was tempted to slide down off the egg and scramble away. But Abyss had brought her here with intention.

“Wait, you want me to talk to the eggs? Can the babies inside hear me?”

Abyss nodded.

“If I talk to them, will they hatch able to speak? Ondias says you pick up languages with astounding speed. Is that what you want?”

“Yes. And more.”

“So, the weird connection we have. The way you all stopped talking when whatever happened to my mother?”

“You came and I rediscovered my voice,” Abyss said.

“Yeah. Is that weird?”

Abyss tilted her head, her eyes glittering.

“Ondias thinks we should find out more about that,” Spark said “You already have an idea, don’t you.”

“We have suspicions.”

“If I talk to your babies and they hatch speaking as much as you used to, would that confirm some suspicions?”

Abyss grinned. It was always such an awful thing to see, full of gleaming teeth half as long as Spark was tall.

“Would it prove you right? You trying to gloat or jump ahead another circle?”

Abyss puffed some fire into Spark’s face, but it was a playful gesture that suggested she wasn’t wrong.

“Oh, but if this one is close to hatching…” Spark glanced at the other egg and back to Abyss, who had gone utterly still. “Oh no. So they’re all close. All three.”

Abyss’s silence was all the answer Spark needed.

“Should I really spend time up here talking to eggs when I could be figuring out how to save the other one?”

“We need Nandara.”

Spark sighed. A lot rested on whether or not Nandara came back from the Guild with any answers. Retrieving Abyss’s stolen egg, rescuing Nanny—none of it would be easy. It wasn’t possible without Spark learning to control some terrifyingly dangerous magic. She would have to use the same sorts of skills—demon possession and wielding trueflame—that had done whatever to Neesha.

“All right.” Spark leaned her elbows on her knees. “I hope she’s back soon. For now, I can talk to your eggs.”

Spark had already spoken of her loneliness, and it was easier to talk to Abyss about it, who didn’t judge because she cared little about most human affairs. So Spark kept going, letting some of her grief pour out of her—how much she missed Nanny, how much they both did. How the silence of her big stupid new house haunted her, and that she just wanted her friends around but Jatt was being weird and Ember was angry about gods only knew what.

Abyss listened, eyes glittering, occasionally nuzzling Spark when she needed comforting.

No more sounds or movement came from the eggs, and Spark wondered whether the babies were sleeping or listening intently. Either way, she spoke until it got late and Abyss plucked her down off the egg, bringing her down to the valley floor and the sad little life she had.

Shadow waited for her at the door. She fed him, fed herself, and stood in the forge trying to decide what to do next. She wanted to finish the house, but if Abyss’s eggs were near hatching, Spark suspected she needed to be ready for a fight. So she dragged herself to the workbench and got back at it.
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