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One big consequence of stealing a baby was having to then raise the thing. Riony Eyfarr had learned that lesson the hard way. 

She was only ten the first time she acquired a newborn. She never intended to repeat the experience. Eight years on, her first charge was more than a handful already.

Riony glared at the simple room carved from limestone. It didn’t hold much. They didn’t have many belongings. It also didn’t contain her adopted sister. 

I told her to stay at home. So, of course, she’s gone. Better if I told the little spitfire to go catch cave spiders with her bare hands, then maybe she’d be here taking a nap.

Riony had only been away a short time, trading for food at the mushroom farms, but Lyrrin played a game of doing the opposite of what she was told. The kid thought she knew everything and drew trouble to her like a magnet to dragon-forged steel.

Riony prayed to the stars that she wouldn’t find her sister in too deep this time. There had been a lot of talk in the undercity lately of kids going missing.

Riony and Lyrrin’s small two-room dwelling was in the undesirable highest tier of the Dragonwing Tower stalagmite, keeping the rent cheap. The immense limestone formation had been carved and hollowed into multiple homes by the previous inhabitants of the caves, but few humans enjoyed climbing to the highest rooms, including Riony.

So many stairs. That I just came up.

Grumbling under her breath, Riony stepped back outside and pressed the stone button that rolled her front door closed. She eyed the twisting pathways at ground level far below. At least descending was faster than ascending. 

Riony vaulted over the ornate stone railing and slid down the smooth slope until she hit the level below. She jogged along her downstairs neighbor’s balcony, dodging some hanging laundry, then leaped across a gap to a lower flat-topped limestone formation below.

The surface was slick beneath her boots, wet by tiny drips from a craggy ceiling far above. Riony angled out over the edge to check her landing was clear, then dropped the short distance to the street level below.

Now, where did you go? 

Riony aimed for the small local market first. Lyrrin had no sovs to spend, but could sometimes use her big blue eyes to be gifted treats in sympathy. Riony grasped the hilt of her sword, the scale-patterned metal biting into her palm as she barged through the maze of crystal-lit pathways between rock-cut buildings. 

The warm, earthy air was heavy in her lungs. It had been three years since she and her sister had fled underground and Riony still wasn’t used to the bustling slums of the sprawling underground metropolis that was now her home.

Thousands of human refugees had made the Alderkin ruins their own, filling the expansive cavern to bursting. But only that cavern, the one closest to aboveground, as though the humans there still tried to be as close to the sun and sky as they could, even if they could never see it.

There were other levels below, more than even the bravest of delvers had managed to map, but they felt too dangerous, too haunted, to be habitable. 

Riony’s skin shivered at the thought of the dark, cursed depths beneath her, both terrifying and thrilling. The delvers told wild tales of their scavenging adventures, and she hoped she’d soon set her own eyes on those treasure-filled spaces, both for her sake and for Lyrrin's. 

They needed the money delving would bring in. Riony wouldn’t mind the status it would bring either. She just had to convince the delvers to let her into their ranks.

Riony's gaze scanned the buildings and homes stacked up the huge stalagmites and cliffs, tracing every surface. The dwellings stretched right up to the distant ceiling, jagged with stalactites, like the toothy maw of some gigantic beast. 

Tracking down a missing child in this mess was like finding a flea on a full-grown dragon. Riony pushed a flop of red hair away from her eyes and searched the crowd filling the small street market she’d marched into. An easy view from her vantage point of standing a head taller than most.

“Lyrrin?” she called, hands cupped around her mouth.

Nearby, a spice seller did a roaring trade offering overworld delicacies to add flavor to basic undercity fare. The scents of curry and cake filled the street. Riony's mouth watered as she passed his stall, and her empty stomach growled. 

As she forged onward, her gaze snagged on the story seller’s shop, offering up the newest serials in press-printed booklets brought in from the dragonkeeps. It had been ages since Riony had the sovs to spare to buy and read those romantic adventures. A pang of longing stabbed at Riony, but she ignored it and kept walking. 

From the shadows of an alleyway, a hand struck out and grabbed Riony. 

A woman with a motherly face and missing front teeth leaned close to her. “Got any need for silvernix? Only fifty gold sovs.”

Riony tugged her arm free and shook her head. She moved away fast.  

Unicorn blood that cheap? Who is she kidding?

She rubbed her thumb over her acorn pendant, its surface polished smooth from the worry-born habit.

Spotting a street vendor Riony sometimes took Lyrrin to for fried rope worm, she touched his shoulder in greeting. “Have you seen my sister?”

“Little hooded scamp? Ran off that way not long ago.” He pointed, then held a sizzling tray of sausage-like meat cooked on metal skewers under her nose. “Got some good juicy worms today if you want—”

“You know I love the juicy ones! But can’t. Sorry!” Riony rushed by, eager to lay eyes on Lyrrin again and confirm she was safe, so she could skin the kid herself.

She couldn’t afford meat now, anyway. Her last sovs went to the mushroom jerky she’d just bought. She’d been doing what she could to earn enough to keep her and her sister fed, but selling herbal remedies was a tricky and wildly unreliable business when living underground.

If she could convince Master Brishan to take her on as a delver, she and her sister would never have to worry about going hungry again. Trials were coming up soon, and Riony had been training so hard she had aches in muscles she didn’t even know she had. And she knew most of her muscles, very fondly.

She was strong enough to join, she knew that much. She just had to make a good impression on the other delvers and she’d be in. But until then, the situation was dire enough without Lyrrin running off.

The direction the vendor had sent her went right toward the orphans’ den.

I should have figured she’d go there. 

Lyrrin could generally be found either trying to turn some random animal into a new pet or at the orphans’ den, seeking company with others her age who had lost their parents on their journey to the Alderkin undercity too.

The memory of ragged, ravenous skeletons, and the raw, final screams of her amma cut through Riony’s heart. Clenching her jaw, she shook off the visions of her past and pressed on.

Glow crystals lit the crooked pathway through the caves, casting a soft cyan light over Riony as she barged past other comers-and-goers. 

A man in ragged brown hides and layers of dirt sat sprawled at an intersection. Riony’s gaze lingered on him for too long and he met her stare with a sharp, cunning look. His eyes were red-rimmed and marked around the left one with a badly healed burn scar. Bowing his head, he reached out a beseeching hand and mumbled desperate pleas.

Riony flicked her gaze away and marched on.

Everyone in the undercity suffered. Everyone here had lost. She couldn’t help him. How could she when she had nothing? She had to focus on keeping herself and Lyrrin safe.

The glow crystal at the entrance of the orphans’ den flickered dully, almost out of charge. A young man with bronze skin and a tumble of golden curls took it from its sconce and replaced it with another, tracing the carved rune in a single swift motion to activate it.

Bright light washed over him, filling the area, and he turned around, spotting Riony.

He greeted her with a friendly smile. Riony had met him a few times before, since he was one of the regular helpers for the younger orphans. She admired him for that, and also for how he always managed to be well dressed and presentable in neat, new clothes.

Not the sort of ragged hand-me-downs that were all Riony and Lyrrin could scrounge up.

He had a genuinely happy smile and somehow seemed to find it more freely than others in the undercity. Riony wondered how he did it, looking after others and himself with such apparent ease and joy. Maybe she could ask him to give her some pointers one day.

“Hey, Zade. Have you seen—”

“I am NOT clumsy!” A piercing, shrill voice answered Riony first. “I can do anything you could do and better!”

Riony winced. “Aaand that’d be her. Sorry, she’s not supposed to be here.”

Zade juggled the old glow crystal and chuckled. “We don’t mind. Happy to have her around if you need someone to help look after her at times.”

Riony fought down the bristly feeling at the implication she couldn’t look after her sister herself. 

Offering a smirk, she waved the offer away. “You might have made it your mission to rescue every orphan you see, but it’s okay, I’ve got this one.”

“It’s no trouble. The more the merrier. The other kids enjoy her company.”

There was another squeal from Lyrrin, then the gruff mumblings of a boy.

“Sounds like it.”

“Kids, right?” Zade shrugged. “Think you can manage the extraction?”

“Sure. I’ll go and grab her. Listen for my screams, in case I need backup. Stars shine upon you!”

“And you!” Zade’s smile widened, and he waved as Riony stepped into the dormitory.

The smell coming from the orphans’ den twisted Riony’s nose. Unwashed, unhealthy children from babes to working age filled the space beyond capacity. The wide, low-ceilinged cavern seemed more suited to housing livestock than humans.

Carers stepped gingerly between the little napping bodies crammed together on the floor, soothing where they could. The community came together to provide for the children, when possible, but that only helped to a point. There were just so many of them.

And that care couldn’t replace the parents lost in the overworld to fire or slavers or shadow revenants.

“It’s not my fault. It's the gloves.” Lyrrin’s voice carried across the room from the play area.

Riony beelined for her.

A boy replied, “Then why are you always wearing them?”

As most of the smaller kids were resting, there were only two in the play area—an alcove to the side with a few patchwork dolls and games.

As they came into view, Riony’s guts turned cold. She swore under her breath. The boy was Benjin, little brother to people Riony did not want to be on the bad side of.

Reaching them, Riony lifted her hands in a gesture of peace. “Okay now. Seems to me like a good time for making up and being friends.”

Lyrrin shot a tempestuous glare from under her oversized hood.

Benjin ignored Riony, a smirk dimpling one brown cheek. “If your hands worked right, maybe you could look after those pets of yours better—”

Something squirmed under Lyrrin’s shirt, and she clutched it protectively.

“—and stop them ending up in people's stew pots.”

“That was you?” Lyrrin shrieked and threw herself fists first toward Benjin.

For the love of stars. Riony stepped into her path, greeted with a hailstorm of tiny, gloved hands pummeling her chest.

“It wasn’t me! I’m trying to help you. You’re just too tamebrained to get it.” Benjin leaned around Riony toward Lyrrin as though he wanted a black eye.

Riony grasped Lyrrin’s wrists, wrestling with her until she stilled, then shot back to Benjin, “Don't talk to her like that. The only dumb thing she's done recently is get into a conversation with you.”

The moment she let go of Lyrrin, the child sprung into attack again and Riony had to push Benjin a few steps back to safety.

A voice whispered in a husky breath close to Riony’s ear, “What, exactly, are you doing to my brother?”

Oh sparks.

Riony grabbed Lyrrin by the collar, then turned to see the young woman who had snuck up behind her.

There weren't many who could look Riony in the eye. Aishena barely came close, but somehow seemed to loom over her through attitude alone. She was made of all thin, rigid angles, her ashy-tan face curtained by steel-toned locks.

She had Taen features, in the sweep of her eyes and sharpness of her nose, but Taen normally braided their hair in intricate patterns, and Aishena left hers hanging free. The way it shimmered and glided around her added to her ghostly presence. She moved as though sound offended her and had a habit of lurking in the shadows like a vengeful spirit.

Sly, confident, effortlessly capable. In other words, totally hot. A shame she and her siblings were all ice-hearted bullies. 

Benjin straightened out his tunic with a huff. “She pushed me.”

Riony held her palms up innocently. “It was for his own benefit, I swear.”

The promise of swift retribution was clear on Aishena’s pouted lips. “What possibly benefit could anyone get from being manhandled by a thug like you?”

As much as Riony wanted to say, ask your amma, she managed to suppress the impulse. “If I can just explain—” 

“What’s going on?” A new voice boomed from across the cavern. 

Riony’s mouth curled down as Yoskar, the eldest brother, approached. His bulky muscles were mismatched with how he studiously pushed spectacles back up his nose. Like his little brother, his silver-gray hair was clipped close to his scalp, sparkling against his cool brown skin. Not a braid in sight.

Both he and Aishena wore dusty leather armor covered with straps, buckles, and harnesses. Their belts held the tools of the delving trade: cave-silk ropes, athames, multiple personal glow crystals, and more that Riony could never afford.

Not unless she became one of them. 

Exhaling slowly, Riony spread a friendly grin on her face. “Look, the kids and I were ... playing a little game, that’s all. How about we go and talk about it over a drink or—”

“If Benjin takes one of my pets again, I’ll stab him in his sleep!” Lyrrin howled.

“I didn’t!” Benjin whined back, and the flurry of tiny fists began again.

Riony sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. This child is going to kill us both.

Aishena, unaware that Lyrrin was all bark and no bite, lunged one big step toward the girl, arm raised.

A flash of protective instinct flared through Riony, and her hands shot out before her brain could catch up. They slammed into Aishena’s chest, thrusting her backward.

The delver drew a long, outraged gasp as she stumbled. Yoskar caught and steadied her, then held her shoulders tight when she tried to rush back at Riony.

“Aish,” Yoskar snapped.

A chill fell over Aishena’s expression. She stilled and stood at attention like a soldier.

The command in his words also stilled the two quarreling children, who froze, hands still entangled between them. 

Yoskar looked Riony up and down. “I’ve seen you before, sniffing around Master Brishan. You think you’re going to become a delver?”

“I know I’m going to become a delver.”

“No. No, you’re not. Not after assaulting my sister like that.”

“Whoa, slow down a second. I didn’t mean ...” 

“Which is exactly why you'll never be a delver. Brute strength is nothing without the brains to back it up. Master Brishan might have been considering letting you take trials, but you’ll never be one of us. I’ll make sure of it.”

A trickle of cold sweat raced down Riony’s spine. “I’m sorry. Please ...”

His roving, disapproving gaze stopped, and he leaned close to Riony, lifting a hand toward her face. Then he lowered it again. His fingers lingered near Riony’s neck and landed on the acorn she wore tied on a leather strap there.

No ...

“What even is this ridiculous thing?” Yoskar’s words were slow and mocking.

“Nothing. An acorn. Just a small reminder of life above.” Riony tried to back away, but Yoskar’s hand closed around the pendant.

From behind her brother’s shoulder, Aishena simpered, mockingly. “Why? Do you still dream of returning one day? Dream of seeing the sky and stars? Feel the sun browning your skin?” 

“Only when I’m not dreaming about being a better delver than you.” Riony tried to keep the tone light and ignore the lump in her throat at how Yoskar’s grip tightened.

Aishena scoffed. “You should know by now that dreams are like the mushroom farms. Full of sh—”

“Could you try not being a complete ass in front of the littles?” Riony snapped.

Yoskar’s eyes narrowed, and he jerked his hand, snapping the leather thonging. He flung his hand sideways, and the acorn clattered against the stone wall and fell into a dark corner.

“No!” Lyrrin yelled out.

Riony shot her a warning glance. 

Body shaking and shoulders slumped, she spoke in a flat tone. “Did that make you feel better? You can pretend all you like that you don’t dream, but look at you, still acting like overworld nobles. Yet here you are, hiding in the dark with the rest of us losers.”

Benjin stepped over to his big brother’s side, puffing out his chest. “We’re not like you. You have no idea how important our family is. We’re Hjelz—”

“Benj! Silence!” Yoskar snapped.

Aishena’s eyes had widened, and she had one hand resting on the hilt of one of the many athames on her belt, ready to strike. 

What the sparks did I do to deserve this? Riony put her hands up in a calming gesture.

“Is everything all right here?” Zade stepped right between the opposing sides.

Bravely, Riony thought, considering she and Yoskar were both slightly older and significantly bigger than him.

He tilted his head toward Riony. “You need backup?”

“Did I scream?”

“Well, no, I guess not. But ...” He looked skeptically between the two sets of warring siblings.

Riony sighed, then through gritted teeth said, “Everything is fine.”

“Yeah. Fine. We were leaving.” Aishena gave Zade a look of utter disgust, then wrapped an arm over Benjin’s shoulders in a way that made him wince as she dragged him away. 

Yoskar shot a final condemning look back as he pushed up his glasses again and followed after his family.

Lyrrin stared at Riony, her bottom lip quivering.

“Hush,” Riony warned again. 

She stood still and waited as the delvers disappeared from view. Zade offered only one concerned glance back before he hurried after them.

Then Riony bolted over to where the acorn had fallen. The flea-ridden cot there was empty, just a tangle of threadbare rags, and Riony clawed through it, patting the edges and raking her fingers over the surrounding filth until the smooth, hard shape pressed against her palm.

She held her breath as she brought the acorn up and brushed it clean. With a look over her shoulder, she held the acorn close, acting as though to retie the leather about her neck.

Instead, she carefully twisted the top of the acorn free and inspected the miniscule glass vial held within. It shimmered, a silvery rainbow, the glass unbroken, despite the markings scratched into the side.

Lyrrin skittered up next to her. “Is the uni—?”

Riony slapped a hand over her sister’s mouth. “It’s fine. Our precious acorn is safe.”

Lyrrin reached out and touched the etched lines with a gloved finger. “I’m sorry I made the glass more fragile. I just wanted to make it pretty.”

Tears glittered over her vivid eyes and Riony pulled her in close.

Anyone who saw them in person would never confuse the two of them for real sisters. Riony, a brown-skinned, flame-haired tower of muscle, and Lyrrin, diminutive and pale, with black hair and eyes a brighter blue than a sky clear of dragon-smoke.

But in this place, where everyone had fled to from the perils of the overworld, there were many who ended up in families that weren't those they were born into.

Riony closed the acorn pendant and tied the cord around her neck. 

Patting the hood over Lyrrin’s head, she said, “Didn’t I tell you to stay at home?”

Lyrrin turned her face up, her expression petulant. “I’m not useless. I can look after myself and can’t sit around waiting for you all day. This is where all the kids are. It’s safe here.”

Riony squatted in front of Lyrrin and took the child’s gloved hands in her own. The leather was worn and cracked. 

“It’s entirely the opposite of safe. Safe is with me, or when I have to go, safe is in our home which you should be grateful to have. Which we’ll be lucky to keep if Yoskar follows through on his threat to stop me from becoming a delver.”

Lyrrin’s lips wavered. “I’m sorry I got in a fight with Benjin.”

Riony stood and extended her hand. “Come, I’ll walk you back home, and I want you to stay there this time.”

Lyrrin wrapped both arms around Riony’s offered limb. “Why, where are you going?”

“Up above.”

“Nooooo. I don’t want you to.”

Lyrrin tugged back, but Riony pulled her along to walk beside her, heading down the dimly lit path toward their home.

“I have to go. It’s the only place to find green-leaf herbs, you know. They don’t exactly grow around here. And we need trade.”

“Can’t you get some other job?”

“I know herbs. And they might be hard to come by, but even just a very few pieces of the right kind of green is more valuable than most jobs down here.”

“Except delvers.”

“Except delvers.” Riony sighed. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and Aishena and Yoskar will fall into a bottomless pit or get eaten by cave spiders soon, then I might get a chance. Until then, I’m going to need to sell some more herbs and fast.”

Riony had hoped that her last harvest would have been enough to get them through until after delver trials, but Lyrrin was going through a growth spurt and eating like a bovin. 

“Don’t worry though. I’ve found a new foraging place. Safer than picking around near where the breachers go scavenging.”

The land close to the Alderkin depths exits had been scraped bare anyway.

“Where?”

“I’ve found a warm spot. Up high above the snow line. There’s a meltwater stream and I saw some green but haven’t had a good search yet.”

Lyrrin leaned away but didn’t let go of Riony’s arm. “A warm spot? They say dragon’s nest in warm spots.”

Riony swung her captive arm back and forth, dragging Lyrrin with it. Each swing grew a larger smile on the child’s face. 

“Who says? Wild dragons are practically extinct. I’d be more worried about the shadow dragon.”

Lyrrin’s eyes widened.

“Don’t worry, if it shows up, I’ll punch it so hard it will disappear in a puff of smoke.” Riony brought her arms up to flex her biceps, lifting Lyrrin from the ground. “The trip is worth it. Just a quick harvest will keep us going until delver trials. I think I saw some shillgrue up there, too. I can make some more leather conditioner with it.”

“My gloves are getting stiff again,” Lyrrin conceded, hanging in the air and giggling. With one big swing, she jumped back to the ground, and her hood fell from her head.

Riony brushed a hand over her dark hair, seeing a slight cyan sparkle along the scalp, then quickly pulled the hood back up. “And I need to find more hair dye, too. We’re almost out.”

Lyrrin thought for a moment, then nodded. “Just be safe, okay? Also ...”

“What?”

“I’m huuungry,” Lyrrin sang mournfully, eying the rope worm merchant as they passed. 

Riony felt a tight ache in her own stomach as well. On the long climb back up the stairs to home, she reached into the satchel at her side and handed over the hard strips of mushroom jerky. 

“Just for you. Not for any pets.” She eyed the bulge of Lyrrin’s shirt just above her belt.

Lyrrin nodded and waited for Riony to open their door. Another reason their dwelling had been cheap was that the rolling, circular stone that formed the door often got stuck. The clever Alderkin mechanisms that made the solid weight slide easily were failing after decades without anyone with the knowledge to repair it, much like a lot of things in the depths.

Lyrrin could squeeze through the gap, but Riony had to put her shoulder against the heavy stone and heave to get it open enough to go in herself.

Riony followed her sister into the two small rooms they called home. She grabbed a pair of gloves, then threw on an extra shirt and thick, fur-lined cloak over the sleeveless tunic she usually wore in the temperate caves.

She slung her backpack over one shoulder. “Now please, please-please-please, stay here for me? Kid snatchers have been around again.”

“Yeah, sure.” There wasn’t even the attempt of submission on Lyrrin’s face. “Just don’t take too long, or I might get bored.”

Riony pushed the front door open again, shaking her head. She was tempted to take Lyrrin along to keep an eye on her but couldn’t put her in that kind of danger.

Glancing back, she saw a small, furry snout poke out of her sister’s shirt to nibble on some offered food.

Riony ran a hand through her short, wild hair. “You live to defy me, don’t you?”

Lyrrin stuck her tongue out. “We should always try to help others when we can. That’s what Amma always said.”

Yeah, and that’s what got her and Pabba killed. 

Keeping just herself and one child alive since then had been hard enough for Riony alone. That’s all she could focus on, those two lives, one step at a time. Keep them housed. Keep them fed.

Make sure her next trip to the overworld didn’t get her killed.

“Take care of yourself. I won’t be long.” Riony turned away with a brave smile, doing her best to comfort Lyrrin, but her insides churned.

Every time she breached the overworld, she risked not coming back alive. And in a world where coming back dead was entirely a possibility, Riony didn’t like the odds.
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Riony kicked at loose rocks along the crumbling tunnel and created a mental list of the herbs she hoped to gather on her trip. It helped to calm her nerves as waves of past trauma set upon her in anticipation of heading aboveground.

Corpsefoot and shillgrue should be around; they grow like weeds anywhere. Some hennan or tinctoria for Lyrrin’s hair might be less likely. They grow more on the plains. But anything with some pigment in the leaves will do.

Anything is better than letting her natural color grow out. We’d be in trouble then.

The voice in her head sounded so much like her amma’s, and she recalled her many times crouching in gardens or over a candlelit table strewn in leafy bundles as her mother told her how to identify each herb and its medicinal properties.

They would talk about which herbs were safe for expectant mothers, and which they were learning to use for wider purposes now that the cure-all silvernix was scarce.

It was important for midwives to understand herbal remedies since the use of unicorn blood on pregnant women had been prohibited for decades, due to it causing strange birth defects. They didn’t know for sure, but Riony and her parents speculated that was why Lyrrin was the way she was.

“Learn your midwife skills well, and you’ll always have good, secure employment under a dragonlord family,” Amma had said, her voice full of hope and promise. “And with the knowledge of natural remedies we’ve kept while everyone else relied on unicorn blood, who knows what fortune our future might bring?”

Riony sniffed away the sensation of wetness in her nose and kicked at a larger chunk of stone, like a challenge between it and her toes.

The twisting path was separate from the major transit tunnels humans used to get in and out of the main cavern, and the carefully carved walls, decorated with organic swirls and knotwork patterns were dusty and cracking.

The tunnel was already picked bare of anything valuable by delvers long ago. Riony walked alone through the darkness, lit only by her personal small glow crystal hanging from a netted pouch on her belt.

Trailing her fingers along the intricate carvings on the wall, Riony felt the catch of tendrils of cave spider silk. She wiped her hand on her pants to scrub the gummy strands away.

Cave spiders were just one reason most humans avoided exploring the massive cave system and carved tunnels beyond the one inhabited cavern.

When the Alderkin realized they had lost the war and their home, they collapsed and destabilized whole areas, and scattered the remaining levels with traps, making venturing into the abandoned depths a risk only delvers took.

Riony had only explored this tunnel due to running around trying to recapture one of Lyrrin’s escaped pets for her. 

That little owlette had been determined to be free. Riony could relate.

The crumbling fractures in the walls grew worse as Riony continued higher, creating large holes in the stone. It was through one of these gaps that Riony had discovered a path into a natural cave system, which lead out to the overworld.

Reaching that gap again, Riony found it bigger than she’d last seen it. Debris lay across the ground around it, and Riony sucked air through her teeth and stared at the rocky ceiling. After making a silent plea that the mountain didn’t collapse on top of her, she hefted one of the larger rocks out of her way.

Something glinted in the space where it had been. A short crystal blade half buried in the dirt.

“Whoa. Is that—?” Riony snatched it up greedily.

An Alderkin athame. She’d never held one herself. They were way too expensive—if they still held a charge.

It must have only been revealed by the crumbling walls since the last time anyone had been through. Riony brushed the silty dirt from the knife, holding it close to her glow crystal to see what sigil the athame was imbued with.

There was the standard harden rune that engraved almost all Aldkerin artifacts, to toughen the brittle crystal. Beneath it, a couple of curved lines, intersected by a third, were etched into one flat side of the dagger.

A cutting rune! Nice! Her excitement wavered as she racked her brain. 

How does it go?

Riony hadn’t seen this rune activated before. Spying on rune usage and trying to memorize all their activation sequences was more Lyrrin’s thing. But with only three strokes, Riony figured it was worth having a guess.

She traced the lines with her finger, one, then another, then another. Nothing happened, so she tried a variation on the sequence.

Each line had to be traced in the right direction, in the right order, to activate an Alderkin sigil, and those wild inhuman people had never shared that knowledge. Anything humans had worked out how to activate had been through trial and error.

On her third attempt, the blade hummed briefly to life, glowing a dull yellow, then faded out before Riony could test its capabilities. She tried to activate it again, but nothing happened. She pouted and huffed. It was out of charge.

With an active cut rune, even a tiny blunt blade like this could slice through nearly anything. But without a charge, it was basically useless.

Sighing heavily, Riony dropped the athame into her backpack anyway. Lyrrin might like to see it, even if it didn’t work anymore.

Riony climbed through the gap in the tunnel and marched through the adjoining natural cave. It held the musty smell of guano, but if any bats or owlettes made the rocky nooks and crannies their home, they were asleep now.

She put on her gloves as she went and pulled her heavy woolen cloak closed as icy wind whistled toward her. It grew strong, as though pushing her away, a warning that the overworld wasn’t a place for her anymore.

Natural daylight filtered in, pale blue, through the curtain of frozen water that rose high before her. She traced the light rune on her glow stone to deactivate it. Glow stone charges lasted for ages, but she still tried to conserve its energy as much as possible.

A waterfall had frozen, forming a wall across the cave entrance, all rivulets and icicles, dripping with water that still ran in just a few places and tinkling like wind chimes.

The hole Riony had pushed out through last time had already begun to seal up, with lines of dripping ice like cage bars spreading across the gap. She tried to clear it away with protected fingers that already felt cold, but the ice wouldn’t snap.

Ice was always harder than she expected. But she was strong, too. Wrapping her cloak around one arm, she cracked her elbow against the icicles.

It had been her time as a slave to the Heithorns that had made her strong. The work she’d been forced into, the weight she’d carried from such a young age. That strength had saved her life more than once.

Sometimes she felt like she should be grateful for that, except that she completely sparking hated every moment of that time.

With two more hits, she managed to clear away enough ice to squeeze through.

The sword hanging at her belt caught against the side of the hole and she had to readjust the scabbard midway. The ex-dragonguard longsword often got in the way, but she’d go skinny-dipping with carnivorous olm before she went anywhere without it.

Frosty wind gusted around her, meeting her face with a pinching chill. Her cheeks tingled as Riony crawled through the gap and stepped out into the overworld.

This high into the mountains, snow was all she could see. Her path led to a place between peaks, so she couldn’t look down onto the rest of the land, to see the scarred and burning hellscape it had become. She couldn’t see the dragonkeeps looming in the distance. 

Up there, she could pretend the world was healthy, peaceful, not plagued with death.

But the ever-present scent of dragon-fire hung in the air.

The sky was relatively clear, just a soft haze of smoke lingered, dulling the brightness of the sun.

Riony stood for a moment, turning her face to its warmth, relishing the feel of light on her skin. Her years underground had turned her complexion ashy. She missed how the sun had browned her skin to a warm, rich sienna.

Riony stomped out into the crunchy-slick snow, following the slow drip of water until that flow grew stronger, warmed by a hot patch of the mountain’s molten heat under the surface.

Soon, along that meager flow, the snow cleared entirely, and a narrow stream emerged, rushing down the steep slope, surrounded by lichen-encrusted stone and just a few weak yet resilient green-leaf plants.

Riony smiled. She loved that color, that life that crept between the cracks, in even the most impossible of places.

Careful to not end up with a foot dunked in the icy water, she stepped around from rock to slippery rock, inspecting the plants.

Corpsefoot and shillgrue—as expected. She pinched off a generous number of sprigs from both. The shillgrue she’d keep and make into a leather conditioner, and the corpsefoot had value among women who didn’t want to fall pregnant, so she could trade it well, too. A little bit of it went a long way, and overdosing had unpleasant side effects.

Riony was surprised to also find a small tuft of carrowmy (culinary), a patch of trailing genjermint (for sleeping tea—good for trade, too), and ... Hennen! Riony recognized the thin bronze leaves immediately.

But the plant was scrawny, far too small to provide enough to dye even just the roots of Lyrrin’s hair.

Carefully, Riony scooped some extra dirt around the base of the plant, that had been exposed by the melting snow. Hopefully the next time she came back it will have grown large enough to harvest.

Riony stood from her crouched position and arched her back, stretching it out and rubbing her numbed hands together. Her breath puffed out in a cloud. She watched it with a smile, and as it cleared, up on the white ridge above her, something moved.

The hazy silhouette of something big, four-legged. A long, low howl carried to her on the wind.

A wolf? So far up here? Maybe it had been driven into the mountains by the shadow revenants and burning vengeance of the dragonlords like the rest of the mountain’s inhabitants. Riony squinted at it, checking it wasn’t headed her way.

She patted the hilt of her sword. I won’t bother you if you don’t bother me, pup.

Riony turned back toward the stream, when a larger, darker shadow flashed over her. Something massive, flying right above.

It could just be a bird. Don’t panic.

Riony tensed, working hard to keep her footing as she looked up, terrified of what she might see.

Terrified that it would be the shadowdragon.

A leathery wing flapped, lifting snow crystals in gusts. A piercing scream burst into her ears.

It wasn’t the shadowdragon. But it was a dragon.

Riony stood frozen, awestruck. A dragon, a huge one! Not one of the smaller steed-like crossbreeds the dragonriders mastered.

Riony’s amma and pabba had held to the Rolanian belief that dragons were born from the souls of their ancestors that had fallen from their path to the stars, tragic creatures born to suffer and bring suffering.

But Riony wasn’t so sure. That might have been some of her previous master’s enthusiasm for dragons rubbing off on her, but Riony always thought there was something beautiful about the powerful beasts.

Riony shielded her eyes, trying to get a good look.

A seasong dragon, maybe, based on the size, although it was much paler than they normally were and farther from the ocean than it should be. There was no sign of a harness or saddle showing.

Another cry emerged from its wedge-shaped head as it lifted high into the air again, shimmering against the clear sky. It was immense, large enough to take Riony entirely into its mouth if it chose to.

Its snakelike neck led to a body that seemed unhealthily skinny and a long tail that was crooked and boney. Armored scales of silver with a few specks of black covered the beast, and Riony’s breath caught as she watched its elegant swoop through the air.

A dragon. A true, wild dragon. Untamed. Unbound. It was beautiful.

And it was coming her way.

It changed angle midair, looping around and directing itself for her.

No, thank you. This is not the day I get eaten by a dragon.

Riony wasn’t sure it had seen her yet, and she didn’t want to wait and find out. She filled her lungs with frozen air and ran.

The dragon’s shrill cry chased her as she crashed over slippery, slushy ground. Her boots skidded dangerously on the steep slope. She pushed on, faster, toward the safety of the caves.

The beat of the dragon’s wings grew closer and a gust of wind knocked Riony off her feet, throwing her onto her side on the slick ground. She skidded like a sled, back the way she’d come. Spinning, she tried to slow her descent, but her hands only grabbed uselessly at loose snow.

She slid fast on her back, headfirst, down, down.

The ground disappeared beneath Riony. She grasped for anything to halt her fall. Her gloved fingers brushed against slick, frozen edges as she tumbled roughly into a narrow chasm.

The deep crevasse of ice swallowed her. She crashed against the hard walls as she fell. Screams were knocked from her burning lungs in a painful percussion.

Bones cracked.

She landed hard and faded away.
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​Chapter Three
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Riony awoke to a deep, dreadful sense of cold.

A thick, heavy cold, so encased around her bones that shivering couldn’t shake it free.

She’d never been so cold. And there was something else there, too. Another withering sensation.

Pain.

Ouch. Wincing her eyes open, she looked up at the thin ribbon of sky showing between the glassy walls that enclosed her. A warm, golden light shone down.

Sunset, already? Riony tried to sit up, and agony jolted through her. Her right arm throbbed and hung uselessly.

Her eyebrows rose at how she seemed to have acquired an extra joint, a new bend between her elbow and wrist where one shouldn’t be. She looked away before the bile that was rising could escape her mouth.

A dull ache filled the back of her skull, and her hips and legs felt stiff and pockmarked with bruises. And there she was, some hundred or so steps straight down in a hole in the ice.

Well, this situation isn’t much fun.

She muffled a groan as she brought herself into a sitting position. The pain from her arm made her eyes water, and the tears seemed to freeze instantly to her lashes. With an extra grunt, she got to her feet and reviewed her surroundings.

The crevasse ran like a gash in the glacier, narrow and disappearing off to either side. The walls were slick, clear, solid ice, hard as any stone. Climbing out seemed impossible, a dumb idea to try even with two good arms.

“Of course, I’m going to try anyway. What am I? Someone who doesn’t try to do dumb and impossible things?” she said to her reflection in the ice.

She put on a brave smirk, but it faded quickly. She had to get out of there, one way or another. She was going home, no excuses. She was going to get home to Lyrrin.

Riony held on to the ice with her functioning hand and tried to support her weight with it enough to bring her feet up into footholds.

She balanced there for a moment, then tried to raise herself again. Without her second arm to support her as she reached for a new grip hold, her feet slipped on the slick surface and she tumbled back down, smacking her broken arm onto the icy ground.

Her scream of pain echoed through the long, thin crevasse. Attempting to climb had not been a good idea. Dizziness threatened to take her away from consciousness again. She heaved in a deep breath.

Nope. Don’t you dare pass out! 

Riony sat up again, leaning her back against the sheer ice wall. She shook her head to clear it, her wild, red hair tumbling over her eyes.

Riony’s good hand went to her neck, grasping for the acorn. Still there, not lost or damaged in the fall. She still had some luck on her side.

The temptation to use the precious, silver fluid the acorn contained was hard to resist. Although barely more than one drop, it would be enough.

It could be enough to save a life though. What was a broken arm compared to a life? That single drop of silvernix had been in her family for decades. How could she use it now?

I can’t. It’s too precious. I might need it one day, for Lyrrin, for saving a life. This is just a stupid little broken arm. Nothing I can’t handle.

Also, how dumb would I feel if I fixed my broken arm and still couldn’t get out of here?

Riony took stock. She still had her acorn—last resort. She still had her sword—another small miracle she hadn’t landed on it. It was too long to splint her arm with, and the athame in her backpack too short.

She had a few handfuls of fresh herbs tucked into the pouches on her belt. No food. No water. Her clothes weren’t suited for being out in the cold this long. She was supposed to have been home hours ago, but nobody knew exactly where she had gone.

She rolled her head left, then right, taking in the length of the crevasse.

There had to be another way out.

Up on her feet again, Riony found the way to the left quickly dead-ended around a corner.

She shuffled along the other way, through the thin crack between mountains of ice. If that orange glow over her shoulder was the setting sun, she was heading back toward the stream where she’d started.

She stumbled a couple of times, feet unable to grip properly on the satin-smooth ground. She slouched to her left, leaning her less painful shoulder against the wall for stability.

The crevasse narrowed into a sliver so thin that Riony had to shimmy through, panicking partway when she thought she was stuck. She considered using that narrower section to prop herself between the walls and edge herself to the surface, but it widened out too quickly above head height.

On the other side of the tight section, the crevasse opened up again, finishing at another dead end.

No. No, I refuse to go out like this. How lame and boring, to freeze to death in a hole in the ice.
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