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Author's Note




Hello reader! This is the second book of the Fireborn series. If you’re skipping book one or it’s been a while, below is a spoiler-filled synopsis to get you caught up or to act as a refresher! Also note that Canadian spelling is being used throughout the book. 

Previously in the Fireborn Series  

Dionelle 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. 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 enchantment.

The story ends with the Dunhams removed from power: Draxli exiled and Karth 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 content warnings: birth, burns, coma (magical), death by dragon, death by drowning, death by fire, demon possession, family estrangement, patriarchy, pregnancy in danger, sibling rivalry 

Heat level: low










  
  
Prologue 




The front door clattered open, jolting Dionelle from the edge of sleep, and the fire in the hearth flared as she sat alert. Neesha spilled drunkenly across the threshold, bringing the early winter chill with her. Dionelle let the fire dwindle back to embers, but one look at her daughter had the firelight rising, even as Dionelle closed her eyes and took a slow breath.  

Neesha’s rumpled clothes and the bits of straw in her tousled hair told Dionelle that the high colour on the girl’s cheeks wasn’t from drink alone.

Woman, Dionelle reminded herself. No matter how Neesha chose to act, she was nearly a woman. 

“Ugh, Mamma, why do you bother waiting up?”

Dionelle had to wonder. 

“It certainly isn’t because I enjoy it. You’ve got lessons in the morning.” Dionelle struggled to keep the accusation out of her tone. “Nandara expects you to be ready.”

“I’ll be ready. And on time,” Neesha snapped.

“You’re falling behind. Don’t think Nandara doesn’t tell me.”

Neesha pinned Dionelle with that fiery gaze of hers, amber flashing over blue. She had roughly the same build as Dionelle, along with the similar amber-blue eyes, and startling white hair and skin like Dionelle once had, before the fire realm changed everything.

“I’ll catch up.” Neesha turned dismissively to pick bits of straw from her frizzy cumulus of bone-white hair, discarding the bits on the floor. It was always hard to tell if Neesha’s actions were malicious or merely thoughtless. But it certainly wouldn’t be the girl sweeping the stones later. Dionelle suppressed a sigh.

“Catch up? Just like that? Oh, well, that’s fine then.” Dionelle pinched her mouth shut. She really did need to stop waiting up like this, letting the exhaustion get the better of her. But when else could she corner the girl and get her to talk?

Neesha glared, her eyes mirroring the rising firelight. 

Dionelle held out a hand.

“Peace, girl. I trust Nandara not to let you take the Guild entrance exam before you’re ready.”

Neesha snorted. “I know better than to try. But I’ll be ready when I’m eighteen, just you watch. I don’t know why you think it will be so hard.”

Dionelle couldn’t help rolling her eyes; she had been through the exam herself. Did she really have to state the obvious?

“No one disputes your power or your capabilities,” Dionelle said. “Only your wisdom.”

“Ah, this again.” Neesha scoffed and brushed passed Dionelle.

“Yes, this again.” Dionelle let the fire flare behind her, halting Neesha. “Pasdale needs power like yours. I would welcome being able to properly work with you, to see you as a full-fledged wizard within the year.”

“So that I can inherit your bloody dragons.”

“Those bloody dragons have loved you like one of their own since your birth.”

Neesha snorted derisively. “Only because I’m a bigger freak than you ever were.”

Neesha’s angry words always resurrected the spectre of Vyranna’s cruelty. Dionelle advanced toward her daughter, not letting her retreat up the stairs to her room. Why couldn’t she see?

“Nee, this isn’t about the dragons. It’s not about you being fireborn. Hard times are coming and—”

“No. You’re the court’s dragon whisperer, not me. Your hard times are your own.” Neesha turned for the stairs.

Dionelle gripped her arm and held her daughter firm. Their eyes locked, flickering with firelight as the flames in the hearth flared. This close, Neesha’s breath was thick with the smell of ale. Anger radiated from her. Dionelle pushed the fire all the way back down to embers, the girl’s emotions and delusions of grandeur be damned. There was a reason Dionelle was a Guild wizard and Neesha was not.

Neesha pressed her mouth into a thin line.

“Tonight, you listen.” Dionelle extinguished the embers, plunging the room into darkness despite Neesha’s attempts to fan the flames. “There are troubles coming—rumours from the far north that dragons carry on the wind—but they are going to affect us all. I don’t care if you become a whisperer or if you never marry or if you never finish your apprenticeship. I want you to be happy—”

“I’m perfectly happy when you leave me well enough alone!” Neesha ripped free of Dionelle’s grip, the fire flaring once more.

“But you’re not! Do you really think I can’t see it? You’re miserable and so you try to drown it in drink and bury it beneath an endless parade of lovers.”

Dionelle closed her eyes against the past, but the spectre of her sister, Vyranna, rose up anyway. No one had understood Vyranna’s pain, and she’d carried on then as Neesha did now until their mother, Sharice, had driven her from the house. And though Vyranna’s actions perpetuated her own misery, she had struck out against Dionelle, blaming her. She’d betrayed the family and the kingdom, had nearly killed Dionelle in the process, nearly destroyed the world. For her efforts, she’d died alone in a cell not long after Neesha was born.

“You don’t know anything!” Neesha hissed.

When Dionelle opened her eyes, the anger was gone, grim despair pulling on her limbs instead. Dionelle was failing to reach her wayward daughter just as she’d failed to reach her sister. She feared it would end with similar results. The saving grace was that whatever madness had lived in Vyranna’s heart didn’t appear to have touched Neesha. The girl was spiteful but she lacked Vyranna’s hatred and cruelty.

“Fine. Drink yourself into a stupor and bed all the men and women that suit your fancy, if that’s what truly makes you happy. You need to understand that it affects not just your family but the very kingdom.” 

“Oh, so your shame is a blight on the entire kingdom, is it? Maybe I’ll bed someone in the middle of the market next time!”

The futility of it all pressed down on Dionelle and she sighed. It was so tempting to turn her back and let the fool of a girl do what she pleased. But Neesha’s actions hurt far more than her family. Those alleged dragon raids to the northeast didn’t help worth a damn either.

“Nee, please. This isn’t about what I think of what you do. It’s gone beyond that. I pity you the attention you receive solely because of who your mother is. There’s nothing fair about that. But I have as much duty to this kingdom and to peace as I do to my family. The kingdom’s woes are our woes, after all. But powerful people have begun to take notice of your actions—people I need to be in favour with if I’m to continue to mediate and to serve both the king’s people and the dragons.”

“Oh, so Bly has stopped running to you with all the gossip, has he? Going straight to the top. Good for him. Good to have ambition.”

Dionelle felt like she might sag right down into the floor. Neesha was all bitter resentment, rife with sarcasm, and lacking all reason. She heard what she wanted. It was like Neesha’s whole world had boiled down to sibling rivalry with Bly. Dionelle didn’t want to play this foolish game, but needed to talk Neesha around to the heart of the matter.

“He tells only me what he hears,” Dionelle said softly. “He hasn’t even uttered a word to your father.”

Neesha shifted uncomfortably. At least the girl still deeply respected her father, and Dionelle knew she would be horrified if Reiser discovered even half of what Bly reported to her. She hoped the day would never come when she would have to use that against her daughter.

“What I do doesn’t matter! Why can’t you leave me alone?”

“It shouldn’t matter, but it does. There are people at court, people who have Lady Zyx’s ear, who say that if I can’t manage my own family, what business do I have managing dragons.”

“That’s your problem! Stop trying to make it mine.”

“If I lose my job, it’s going to be this entire family’s problem.” Dionelle rubbed her hands across her face and stared at the stone floor between her and Neesha. “I know that sometimes the world’s expectations can be stifling. You don’t really have to meet those expectations, you know. You can make a show of it. If you accept a suitor or—”

Neesha growled in frustration and Dionelle forged ahead before she went off on another anti-suitor rant.

“You can always break a betrothal, but please consider at least accepting one for now.”

“That’s ridiculous!”

“Yes, it is. But this is the world we live in.” Dionelle sighed. “Listen, Neesha, I don’t care if you never work with dragons or wield a single fire spell in your entire life, but I need you to at least appear responsible so I can keep making those fools in the court listen to me before they start a dragon war.”

But Dionelle saw from the set of Neesha’s jaw and the way her mouth pressed into a thin line that she wasn’t hearing any of it.

“Dragons are your problem.”

“Please, Nee, focus on your studies and search your heart for what you truly want. I fear your selfishness is going to be our undoing.”

As Neesha bristled, the fire flared. Dionelle quelled it with a thought, like pinching a candle flame between fingertips, and wished her daughter was half so easy to deal with. Neesha turned in a huff and disappeared up the stairs, leaving Dionelle in a pool of darkness.








  
  
Chapter One




Neesha dragged her weary body up the laneway toward the pair of homes, casting a forlorn glance at the stone house she was no longer welcome in before setting her jaw and angling for the older wooden house she shared with her grandmother. She heard giggles and shouts and spotted her brothers horsing around on the front porch. 

The sight always brought a smile to her face.

But if they were out there goofing off, it had to be lunchtime already. Neesha frowned up at the overcast sky, spring rains looming, hiding the time of day from her. How had the entire morning passed? Everything seemed to take longer these days. She scowled.

Four months of brain-fog. Four months of everything taking twice as long—including those lessons she swore she’d get caught up on. She was farther behind, even though she largely did as her mother wished and stayed home to study and rest. Not that there was much choice in the matter.

Word got around.

“Give it or I’ll just start chewing on you!” Breen’s indignant voice cut through Neesha’s foul thoughts. Her youngest brother was currently trying to snatch the plate Bly held high above the younger boy’s head. Bly had him by the shoulder to keep him away.

Neesha smiled and shook her head.

“Never ends with you two,” she called. 

Distracted, Bly grinned over at her and Breen seized the opportunity, tilting his head to chomp down on Bly’s fingers. The older boy screamed, his voice cracking as it so often did these days. Neesha laughed as Breen reclaimed his lunch.

“Really now, Bly, haven’t you got anyone else to pick on?” Neesha joined them.

“Eh, there’s only you. You don’t give me much to work with anymore. Not without all your evening activities.”

Everything had been in jest until that last jibe, all hard edges and dark. Breen’s grin vanished as quickly as Neesha’s scowl reappeared.

“Come on, Bly, that wasn’t fair.” Breen edged closer, almost between the two.

“Nothing she’s done is fair for any of us,” Bly snapped. It was clear from the way he kept glaring at Neesha, that his words were directed at her as much as a response to Breen.

“I’ve done nothing to you.” Neesha’s throat tightened with anger. “Stop being such a godsdamned child.”

“Nee, of the three of us, you’re the one with the most growing up to do. And soon.” He glanced at her stomach with that last comment. 

Neesha wondered if she could scowl harder without hurting herself.

“Come on, don’t fight,” Breen pleaded. “It’s lunchtime. Don’t listen to him, Nee, he just needs to eat.”

Bly pushed the boy off. “If she doesn’t need to grow up, what’s Mamma got Stone here for?”

When Neesha’s expression fell, Bly grinned triumphantly, though it looked more like a sneer.

“Blasted moons, not this again,” Neesha muttered, pushing past her brothers and into the modest farmhouse she shared with Nanny Sharice. 

There was no sign of Nanny anywhere. But Neesha spotted Stone’s large bulk at their kitchen table, his dark gaze drawn to her as she came in. He didn’t move otherwise, kept his hands folded on the tabletop, the perpetual dirt stains under his nails resulting from his day’s labour were a touch darker than his skin. Her mother’s narrow frame stood next to him, always an interesting contrast with her pale skin and white-streaked auburn hair. She also looked up as Neesha came in. 

It was Dionelle’s presence that shocked Neesha the most. It was such a rarity these days for the woman to be home while the sun still shone. Home and not surrounded by dragons. She was usually in the courts, serving as negotiator, as dragon whisperer, between Pasdale’s nobility and its blaze of dragons. 

Dionelle smiled warmly and Neesha’s guard instantly went up.

“Ah, here you are. I was beginning to wonder if we’d have to fetch you from Nandara’s.”

“Oh, that’d be a sight,” Neesha said, her tone low and frosty. “And the last thing I need.”

Neesha glanced at Stone, acknowledging his presence, and then went into the kitchen, her back to them both, so she could get some lunch. She hadn’t heard her mother’s pursuit, but Dionelle’s voice came from behind her.

“Nee, please show some respect for our guest.”

“He’s your guest. I haven’t time for manners.”

“Well that’s nothing new. And it’s a wonder Stone still has any interest in you, especially now.”

“I don’t need anyone’s interest.” Neesha glared at her mother, but it was Stone she saw, sitting quietly behind Dionelle. He had that same earnest expression despite Neesha’s rude barbs, and she turned away, feeling like she’d kicked a puppy.

“Someone’s got to support you,” Dionelle said, her words clipped. “And don’t you dare feed me your foolish lines about how you’ll do it all yourself. Maybe you had a hope of it if you’d made entrance to the Guild by now, but Nandara has told me of your progress. Or lack of it. Tell me, Nee, how are you going to manage it all without work? Are you learning to conjure money then?”

“I’ll get caught up and get into the Guild before my birthday. Plenty of time.”

Neesha kept her back to her mother and Stone, busy trying to assemble a sandwich with hands that trembled with rage, but there was pity in Dionelle’s voice when she spoke.

“Please, Nee, you’re not fooling anyone except yourself. You’ve thrown yourself headlong into your apprenticeship these last months and still you are behind. Take the match with Stone. Take the stability that comes with it, the security of having somewhere to live past the autumn and someone to support you until you have the Guild’s backing to support yourself.”

“Oh yes? You think that’s what will happen?” Neesha spun around, livid, holding her mother’s gaze and refusing to notice Stone. “Once you’ve forced me into being his wife, that’ll be the end of it. No need for the Guild then, so why bother?”

But the pity in Dionelle’s expression only deepened.

“Is that why you resist so hard? You think marriage, or even motherhood, means an end to your dreams? Do you really think you have to be outside of any community in order to be fully independent? Neesha, honestly! Look at me—am I married? And a mother? Am I also doing what I love?”

“Oh, and because settling for a farmer worked out just fine for you, I’ve got to do the same?”

Dionelle glanced down at Neesha’s stomach, and Neesha resisted the urge to fold her arms over it. Refused to hide, even if there wasn’t anything to hide. Not yet. Though it wore on her how no one would come out and say what the real issue was—the real reason she was being rushed to accept a suitor, that anyone still interested would do. The agreement for the family to remain silent had been reached immediately and unanimously the moment Neesha’s condition had been one she couldn’t hide from her father any longer. 

“Your circumstance, by your own doing, is far different than mine ever was.” Dionelle’s voice was low, carrying a note of threat to it. “Stone’s continued interest is a blessing, Neesha. It’s the best you’re going to get.”

“I don’t need it.”

“Just talk to him before you decide that.” Dionelle gestured to an empty seat at the table.

Neesha shook her head and stared at the scuffed wood of the table that had been there since long before her mother had even been born. This was the third time Stone had been to their house to discuss the possibility of marrying Neesha. The first had been a year ago, back when her father had still been speaking to her. Before she’d ruined it all, they’d tried other desperate attempts to find her a husband—a whole parade of snobby sons of courtiers out to claim her like some sort of carnival prize, wed the pretty daughter of the famous dragon whisperer—never listening to what Neesha wanted. 

They didn’t believe she could do it on her own.

With the snobby courtiers too good for Neesha now, her family kept trying to encourage a union with Stone, a man ten years her senior. A widower with two small children, River and Ember, and some of Pasdale’s best farmland. Neesha looked into Stone’s wide, smiling face and lost her nerve. 

“You know it would be just like this.” Stone gestured around them. “Peace and quiet, farmwork if you want it. Near enough to the courts if you want that.”

“Yes, the courts are what I want. Being a court wizard is all I want. Thank you for your interest, Stone, but I’ll not be your wife.”

He didn’t move but somehow grew smaller. He held her gaze, but his dark eyes no longer had the same light to them. Neesha tried not to be angry with him, this was all her mother’s doing, but the silent way he took her abuse—it was so cowardly! Maybe she’d put a moment’s consideration into the proposal if he’d show some strength. But they should all know better.

“I’m sorry, Stone. It’s not you. I’ll not be anyone’s wife.” She glared at her mother. “I don’t know why you think my answer is going to change.”

“Do you really not?” Dionelle asked, her tone sharp.

“I have months to finish my apprenticeship. I don’t have time for this.” Neesha stacked her lunch plate on top of the books she’d left on the table and scooped it all up, not looking back as she marched up the stairs to her room. 

She would be eighteen at summer’s end and then the autumn would bring drastic changes. It was when her midwife insisted the baby they all refused to speak of would arrive. Her family promised there would no longer be a place for her, even in this house with her grandmother, once she was an adult. Neesha hoped they were wrong, that their anger would fade with the seasons, but she’d be ready all the same. She’d push through the exhaustion and finish her apprenticeship. She’d damn-well take care of herself—of both of them. She was too close to fail now.








  
  
Chapter Two




Lord Draxli Dunham lounged in a tall-back chair, the closest thing to a throne he had since his days in Pasdale, and gazed over the rail of the terrace to the village below. He took a weary look around at the plain stone, simple wood and rickety furniture of his shabby surroundings, longing for marble, wrought iron, finely crafted gold leafing. His chair was the only piece of furniture out on the otherwise empty terrace that wasn’t rickety. He snorted and looked out over the valley, verdant despite the season, and he smiled inwardly. That, at least, was going well, even if he couldn’t yet afford to build a proper estate on the mountainside. He was lucky enough to have a home with a roof made of something other than thatch out in these forsaken backwaters.  

“But that was the point, wasn’t it, Uncle?”

Thinking of his uncle, the king, stung him, and he absently pulled out the pocketwatch where he kept the small image of his Lady Karth. The watch had been a mere trifle when she’d thoughtlessly given it to him on a whim so many years ago, but it was one of the few treasures he had left. Even such a common trinket was a luxury in this cursed place. It helped lend him the air of power he needed if he was to avenge her. 

He gave her image a final glance, savouring the confident line of her jaw and her alluring gaze, as if she would devour the artist whole—she likely had meant to. He smiled, but there was no joy in it. She was long dead and if not for this remnant of their life together, she would have faded to little more than a gaping wound in his life. 

He cherished the memories. They had driven him this far, and they would drive him farther still. He would reclaim his rightful place at Pasdale’s helm. He had supporters there yet, still loyal and doing his bidding. Sending him information. But there was much work to do if he hoped to unseat his accusers and restore his good name. 

Draxli snapped the watch shut and dropped it back into his pocket, leaning over the railing to observe his pitiful realm below. A scruffy kingdom for a now-scruffy lord. Draxli’s light brown hair always seemed in need of a trim these days. At least the way it was peppered with grey lent him an added air of dignity and authority. It was excellent counterbalance to his sun-wizened skin, hardened from years of toiling in the muck. Getting himself dirty like a peasant, of all the ungodly things.

But that would change. It was already changing. He smiled down at his hands, roughly manicured but scrubbed clean. All traces of dirt long forgotten.

He did not turn when his servant tapped at the terrace door before opening it.

“M’lord? He has arrived.”

“Bring him.”

He heard the servant’s feet shuffling back into the manor without closing the door, and a few moments later the sound of footsteps returned. At that, Draxli stood and turned in one swift motion. The smile that never quite reached his pale blue eyes burst across his features—not too wide, he hoped. He was never quite certain exactly how many teeth to show. Not that it really mattered. 

He warmly greeted the young aquamancer escorted by the servant, gripping his hands—but not too hard—in a welcoming handshake.

Calling him a young man was a stretch. The wizard before him was little more than a boy. And a fool, no doubt, if he’d tried for his Guild entrance so early. The boy was lanky and tall, taller than Draxli, but probably half Draxli’s bulk, with a shy smile and shaggy blond hair. A wee lamb ripe for the taking. Draxli’s grin widened and the boy before him stilled. 

“You know why you’re here?” Draxli asked.

“Yes, m’lord.”

“Show me.”

The boy nodded and seemed to grow larger, inflating before Draxli’s eyes. His nervous, roving gaze focused as his bushy brows furrowed in concentration, and the boy’s lips pressed into a bloodless line. He raised his arms and then brought his hands together, the space between them thickening as he pulled moisture out of the very air, leaving Draxli’s skin feeling tight—almost sunburned—from the sudden dryness around him. The boy kept going until he commanded a puddle large enough to fill a mop bucket. It rolled over itself, tumbling like a stationary river between the boy’s hands.

Genuinely delighted now, Draxli thought his grin would split his face in half, his dry lips ready to crack. And he knew the boy wasn’t done yet.

With the water called up before him, the boy chanted, murmuring softly so that Draxli couldn’t make out his words. The water became a vicious whirlpool, and a thin line of mist, like smoke come alive, rose from its centre. The mist formed a mass in the air between Draxli and the boy, slowly taking shape, elongating with a watery shimmer until it was almost as tall as Draxli. Then it emitted a sound like rain hitting the leaves of a great forest, whispering to him at the edge of understanding.

“It’s speaking,” Draxli said calmly, not wanting to let on too much. Not yet.

“It wants to know why we’ve called it here,” the boy answered nervously.

“And do you know why?”

The boy nodded grimly and moved to the edge of the terrace, taking the water demon with him. He spoke to it, and Draxli was surprised to hear that same rainwater sound coming from the boy. Thankfully the boy had his back to him. Draxli composed himself immediately and joined the boy at the railing, watching as the swirling vortex grew into a rushing torrent, pouring over the railing and hurtling down the mountainside to the dry river basin below. The water seemed endless, roaring like no dragon ever could, as it burst forth from the place where the boy held a demon between his hands.

“Well done.” Draxli allowed a touch of approval into his tone, signalling that the boy could stop.

With a whisper of rain, the boy coaxed the demon back into the vortex, the torrent ebbing away to mist and then a memory. The demon disappeared into the puddle and the puddle rapidly evaporated back into the air. It was easier to breathe, and the inside of Draxli’s mouth no longer felt parched. The boy turned shyly back to Draxli, unable to meet the man’s gaze, his face full of fear and hope. It was a shame that the Wizards Guild had let such talent slip from them on a ridiculous formality, but it would be his gain. 

The other aquamancers Draxli had already gathered to this once drought-stricken nation left quite the impression. He had done well with the timing, his other allies having driven away the region’s dragons as the first aquamancers arrived. This little backwater of bumpkins wasn’t that slow, and Draxli’s whispered intimations that the dragons were a drain on resources were enough to get the rumours flowing. The villagers had come up with the rest. 

Now the belief was widespread that the fires of the dragons had sucked the very moisture from the air. That the dragons caused the drought. Draxli’s aquamancers were subtle but quick in restoring crops, cementing beliefs. Trade routes had reopened, now that there was something more than dust to trade, and the rumours accompanied the farmers’ wares. Draxli sent them southward to Pasdale.

Soon.

Draxli would certainly need the boy if the next stage of his plan was to succeed. 

“Well done, indeed,” Draxli crooned. “Those old fools will one day know the grave error they made when they turned away such magnificent power.”

The boy’s blue eyes shone with barely-suppressed tears and Draxli smiled internally.

“I have been searching a decade for your kind of talent. You are a rare find indeed, and I will not make the same error the Guild did.”

For now, this approval seemed to be all the boy needed, though Draxli would suss out the rest of the boy’s needs before he ever drew upon them. The boy seemed simple enough, but it would take time to learn his heart—did he simply seek vindication, or would he demand revenge and great power as well? Draxli would need to tread carefully until he was certain. 

“What is your name, boy?” Draxli asked gently.

“Loch.”

Draxli quirked an eyebrow at the coincidence.

“My mother’s family is aquamancers for generations back.” 

“Ah, so you have family prestige behind you as well. Very good.” He paused a moment, considering. He turned to the servant. “Prepare the announcement for the village. Let them know where this truly blessed gift of water came from in these parched times.”

The servant bowed, knowing well enough when he’d been dismissed and motioned for Loch that it was time to go.

“Thank you, Lord Dunham.” Loch bowed gratefully. “I won’t let you down, sir.”

Draxli smiled at his retreating back, relishing the new lordship he had regained. It had been many a long year since he had enjoyed the privileges it afforded him. He had once lived nearly as well as his Lord Uncle, King of Golden Hill. For years since his exile, Draxli had feared he would never know prosperity again. But just as one stubborn farmer and his meddling wife had undone it all, this new valley full of simple folk offered him hope. It had not been an easy battle, but it would prove worthwhile when he reclaimed what was his. Once the servant and Loch were gone, he pulled the watch out and smiled down at his lady love.

“Soon, my dear. My darling Karth. They will know my loss. I will avenge you.” 








  
  
Chapter Three




Neesha listlessly poked her fork around on her plate. Nanny Sharice had gone to the trouble of preparing Neesha’s favourite meal, which only made Neesha feel guilty that she couldn’t enjoy it. But the baby seemed to be pressed right up against her chin these days, and half the time eating only added to her misery. She nibbled at a slice of rabbit and watched her gathered family members, trying to ignore the empty chair that should be filled by her mother. 

Dionelle’s absence was a mixed blessing. Neesha wanted the family to be together, for things to be like they had been only a few short seasons ago. There had been so much laughter, even if it was often threaded with tension. Now everyone was silent. Sombre. Uncle Cusec huddled at the far end of the table with his wife, Seina, and their two daughters, Cavvi and Serra who were younger than Breen. They whispered amongst themselves as they ate, theirs a completely different world, one far removed from the drama Neesha brought everywhere she went. 

Uncle Cusec loved her, but the tension between her and her parents was too difficult for him—too much like how he’d grown up. Neesha had heard all the stories about her long-dead aunt, Vyranna, a terror consumed by madness after nearly starting a dragon war because of her jealousy. 

Dionelle always compared Neesha to her aunt, always careful to stipulate that Neesha, at least, had her mind intact, but it always made Neesha furious. Her mother always had to compare her to someone else. Nothing Neesha did was her own. She was fireborn and powerful like her mother—but not exactly like her mother, she was far more powerful than Dionelle had ever been—and white like a winter night, the way her mother apparently had been before leaving most of her power in the fire realm. 

If Neesha wasn’t being reminded about how she was powerful and strange like her mother, then it always came back to Vyranna. And Neesha couldn’t help but wonder if maybe her aunt just hadn’t been very good at managing reasonable anger at what society expected of women. Neesha let out a long weary breath and ran her hand across her vast belly as the baby did another flip. Well, that was a spell of trouble Aunt Vyranna had never gotten into. Impending motherhood—unwed, at that—was unique to Neesha in the family, though no one really seemed interested in addressing it.

Her mother’s empty chair at what was supposed to be Neesha’s birthday celebration was testament enough. Dionelle was ashamed of her, but mostly only cared about her duty and how Neesha’s indiscretions were costing her. 

“She can stuff her duty to the kingdom up a dragon’s steaming backside,” Neesha muttered bitterly. She glanced to her mother’s empty chair and her scowl only deepened.

Never mind the way her father gobbled down his food without tasting it, as usual, desperate to put in his appearance and get back to the main house—away from her. His broad shoulders were tense and hunched, his olive complexion and brown eyes darker in the shadow of his windswept brown hair as he kept his focus on his food. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d spoken a word to her, kind or otherwise.

Nanny Shar, at least, was ecstatic about her first grandbaby regardless of circumstances—her blue eyes sparkling and pink cheeks glowing any time the topic came up—and Neesha suspected it was the only reason she was allowed to live in the old homestead. As of today, Neesha was an adult and had fully expected to be turned out. It seemed she would be allowed to live with her grandmother at least until the baby arrived. 

Neesha tried not to think about that, tried instead to find a strand of joy in the day. But there was the sudden scrape of wood on wood as Reiser shoved his chair away from the table and stood, his meal finished.

“Reiser, please,” Sharice said. “I’ve got the pastries ready, just stay for those.”

Neesha knew he wouldn’t, and he didn’t. Her father said nothing to her grandmother and only continued his way across the kitchen and out the back door, heading back to the large stone house that Neesha was no longer allowed in, and hadn’t been since the day the swell of her stomach had become something she could no longer hide from her parents.

Her brothers would stay for the pastries and maybe they’d have some token gift for her—something trivial they’d made, or some small trinket from the market. The tension would ease and Uncle Cusec and his family would relax. Things would feel all right for a little while. They’d have the pastries, Nanny Shar would have presents and stories. The night would grow late and then Uncle Cusec would take his family home and Nanny would keep up with the stories and her optimistic spin about how everything would be just fine, until Neesha collapsed into bed from exhaustion.

At least she still had a bed. Nanny had been living in the old farmhouse since Uncle Cusec had moved to Pasdale when Neesha was barely old enough for school. Neesha didn’t remember when the stone house behind the farmhouse had been built, and she didn’t remember her family’s move to it, or the days when they’d lived in the old farmhouse. But she was living here with Nanny, who still loved her as she had loved Vyranna who had been far worse. 

Neesha toyed with her food, occasionally glancing at her mother’s seat. Her mother’s absence wore on her, of course, and while Dionelle insisted she had no choice—Lady Zyx was hosting the king and Dionelle just had to make them see the truth about the north—Neesha couldn’t help but feel that it was a personal slight. 

“Nee, dear, what did you learn with Nandara today?” Nanny Shar asked, the room brightening with the sound of her voice. She swept some of her greying auburn hair out of her face and rested her chin in her hand. 

While most of Neesha’s apprenticeship focused on studying for her Guild entrance exams, she had plenty to learn before she’d be ready for it. Neesha intended to gain Guild entry before she had her baby, but the timing would be close.

“Nandara’s got me started on healing,” Neesha said, grateful to have conversation, to pierce the silence left in her father’s wake.

“Oh, now there’s a practical skill,” Nanny said, then went on to extol the virtues of a wizard who knew her way around healing spells. The work prospects were endless for a healer. 

Uncle Cusec nodded along with Sharice’s speech, but Neesha just smiled. With only one day of lessons on the subject, Neesha didn’t know yet if she had any proficiency as a healer. She hadn’t tried healing so much as a papercut yet. That was a few lessons away.

While they spoke of her apprenticeship, Nanny brought out the tray of pastries. The rest of the family presented Neesha with her gifts. 

Bly was nearly done school and Dionelle had found him work as a scribe, so this year’s gifts were more extravagant than Neesha was used to. He presented her with comfortable new boots and a new riding cloak, both things she was in dire need of. Breen worked the fields and also had more to spend on his sister, gifting her with a dazzling pendant that brought out the radiance of her amber-blue eyes.

Neesha couldn’t help think of the similar pendant her mother wore, one she’d had since marrying Reiser. That one was a rich, dark blue, swirling with silver light. That was a love stone, a rare gem, even rarer to be filled with love’s light as it was. Neesha didn’t know much about precious stones, but doubted her brother could afford something like that.

“Stone helped him pick it out,” Bly said with a wink. “That man’s a gem, Nee.”

Neesha rolled her eyes and accepted the gifts without taking the bait. While she appreciated that Bly had stopped his childish tattling, his efforts to vicariously ingratiate Stone with her was just as irritating. The boy was not subtle in his intentions. Take the match, get married, stop embarrassing us all.

“Oh shut it, Bly,” Breen said. “No one needs to hear about that tonight. Have another pastry.”

Neesha smirked, although she knew the boys were bullied at school over her indiscretions, and that was something she wished she could take back. But it was done. At least their betrothals were no longer in jeopardy, though Neesha didn’t know what her mother had done to change that.

Breen nudged her and she found another package in amongst all the wrapping. It was a cloth doll.

“For the baby.” He stared at his plate, knowing they weren’t supposed to talk about it, but not seeming to care. She had nearly forgotten how endearing the boys could be when out of the presence of their parents.

Nanny had already presented her gift that morning, an heirloom quilt that had been her grandmother’s. One of them had gone to Dionelle and Reiser after they’d wed, and the other had been meant for Vyranna. 

Uncle Cusec and Aunt Seina had brought her books, as they always did. One was on dragon lore—though Neesha had little interest in the beasts—one a book of spells, and two were books of fairy stories, one of them a refurbished copy of the one Cusec had shared with his sisters when they’d been children. Another gift as much for the baby as Neesha. Even with the child expected before the end of the next moon, she hadn’t anticipated receiving so much for the babe. Her family had been doing such a good job at pretending the indiscretion had never happened that Neesha had half expected them to go right on ignoring the child for the rest of its life. 

“Thank you.” Neesha tried to be sincere. She would need almost everything they’d given her, and Breen’s gift of the necklace showed a certain thoughtfulness Neesha hadn’t expected out of the boy.
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