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	Chapter One

	
		THE view through the arrow slit revealed only a narrow slice of rocky, inhospitable wasteland. 

	Still, Kaile continued to stare out at the barren landscape as he tried to figure out how he ended up locked in a tower cell. 

	He had a fairly good guess about where he was. The terrain, coupled with what he could see of the fortified manor house below him, matched Jelverck's description of Velia's Grey Tower. The former fortress of the Grey Enchantress. 

	Despite missing a chunk of memory between leaving Obelarr City and waking up on the cold stone floor, Kaile remembered enough to know the Tower had been his intended destination. 

	Discovering the possibility that Isadora and Velia may have been allied before the Enchantress was defeated had left everyone unsettled. Which meant it was imperative someone re-check the fortress to be sure nothing had been missed when Jelverck and Sterling investigated the Tower. 

	Kaile decided that someone needed to be him. It was the perfect excuse to slip away on his own. 

	To escape the shadow Beckett's oracle had cast over him. 

	From the moment his packmate had first taken Kaile aside to share what he'd seen, the words had been a constant, silent refrain. 

	"I saw you and a White Dragon. The sense of danger was…" 

	Just the memory of his vision disturbed Beckett so much, he hadn't been able to finish the thought. 

	And that, more than anything, chilled Kaile to the bone. 

	Especially when there were two rare White Dragons in his life now. 

	Despite being a drake rather than a wolf-shifter, Jack was pack. Family. More so than the vipers who'd washed their hands of Kaile when he was still a child. He would do anything to ensure Jack never again suffered because of the unique properties of his blood. 

	And then there was Jack's long-lost sister. 

	Helena. 

	With her dark hair and deep, mesmerizing blue eyes, she'd drawn Kaile from the moment he first met her. The stubborn strength and unflappable calm that defined her every word and action only made her more intriguing. 

	The idea of being even tangentially responsible for harm coming to her tortured Kaile with guilt, fear, and fury. 

	To protect Helena and Jack, Kaile had no option other than to stay far away from them both. 

	With the Keres and the Mirror King on the loose, everyone in his unique, expanding, cobbled-together family was working to stop the treacherous cabal. The pack had scattered across the continent, doing everything possible to thwart Isadora's crazy, dangerous scheme before she managed to return unrestrained magic to the world, harnessed under her cruel control.

	Kaile intended to do his part, as well.

	A brief visit with Viscount Cedde in the dungeon confirmed Isadora had been in contact with Velia. And that the dowager Countess believed some books or relic of importance might still be hidden in the Grey Tower. 

	It was the perfect place for Kaile to do something useful while staying far away from Jack and Helena. 

	Eager to be away, Kaile had set out the next morning for the wasteland that surrounded the Grey Tower. 

	Of course, he'd offered his friends a vague deception of searching for a contact somewhere south to keep them from worrying about his true destination. 

	So Kaile was very certain of where he was. And even why he'd ended up there. 

	But the how remained blurred and uncertain. 

	And, more disturbingly, so did the how long. 

	Spring had been just easing into full bloom when he'd left the Obelarr Palace Complex. 

	But now, creeping bright green weeds rose defiantly between the rocks of the wasteland. And the temperature was warm and pleasant. 

	As far north as Kaile believed he was, that could only mean that summer had well and truly begun. 

	And that, somehow, Kaile had lost weeks of memories. 

	With a sigh, he stepped away from the narrow window to glare at his prison. 

	The first clear memory he possessed after leaving Obelarr City was waking up a few days ago in this cramped tower room. 

	The pounding of some miserable soul stomping up what sounded like a hundred steps had roused Kaile from heavy slumber. A litany of bitter, muttered complaints accompanied the unhappy progress. Whoever it was had stopped only long enough to shove food and water through the slit in the bottom of the door before lumbering away again. 

	Groggy and confused, exhaustion weighed Kaile down. But ravenous hunger had gnawed unrelentingly at his stomach until he'd found enough reserve to drag himself to the bowl. And he'd fallen on the bland gruel like it was the finest palace feast. 

	It was only after he'd licked the dish clean that Kaile found the wherewithal to take note of his surroundings. 

	Stone blocks made up the walls, floor, and ceiling of his cell. Two arrow slits let in thin trickles of light. The wall opposite the openings held the heavy oak door under which the food was delivered. There was no handle on the inside, and even leaning his full weight against the wood didn't budge it a bit. 

	And the buzz of magic that raced through Kaile every time he moved near the door told him it was more than a conventional lock keeping him confined. Something long-forgotten inside him had risen to the surface, prodding and testing the magic, before slipping back into quiescence when it was clear the magic wasn't free to be used.

	With a shiver, Kaile sternly reminded himself that wasn't a possibility. Helena's gift had confirmed that his magic was blocked. Just like most everyone else in the world. He couldn't access his power, even if he wanted to. 

	A whisper of uncertainty, however, remained in the thrum of his heart when he got too close to the bespelled door.

	Ignoring the unsettling sensation, Kaile curled against the far wall and fell back to sleep almost immediately. 

	It had taken another day of rest and another tasteless meal delivered by his unhappy jailer before Kaile had enough stamina to walk across the room and look out the window. 

	In the days since, he'd regained some strength and energy, but fatigue seemed to be his constant companion. Whatever had happened to Kaile in those missing weeks, it had taken a hard toll on him. 

	With no weapons, tools, or magic relics to open the door, Kaile had turned to guile. His best efforts to engage and charm his jailer, however, were met with nothing but silence during the daily deliveries. 

	Still, his options were limited, so Kaile readied a new, carefully crafted overture to try each mealtime. 

	A soft scraping sound on the stairs took him by surprise, however. It was the wrong time of day for a meal. And the noise sounded nothing like his usual visitor's bad-tempered approach. 

	Whoever was climbing the steps was making every effort to be stealthy and quiet. 

	Hope flared to life and Kaile held his breath. Despite his subterfuge about heading south, could one of his pack be looking for him? 

	He exhaled slowly and silently as cynicism reasserted itself. 

	No one knew he was here. 

	So the person approaching could not be here to rescue him.

	Yet, anyone working with his jailer would have no reason to sneak around the tower. So it was most likely someone who didn't belong here, either. 

	Hopefully, someone Kaile could charm, cajole, or bribe to help him get away. 

	Kaile rolled his shoulders and eased closer to the door, quietly calling out, "Who's there?" 

	
Chapter Two


	HELENA crept through the dust-filled halls of the Grey Tower, guilt and uneasiness eating away at the certainty that had consumed her when she'd started out. 

	As the floors creaked eerily and the shadows played tricks on her eyes, it occurred to her that sneaking off on her own to explore an abandoned fortress was not the smartest thing she'd ever done. 

	Especially when there were fresh smudges and trails in the dust overlying much older tracks. Ones most likely made by the team Sterling and Jelverck had brought to this place months ago. Which meant this supposedly deserted tower might not be so empty after all. At least one other trespasser had found their way inside recently. 

	But Helena had come here with a purpose, and she refused to be scared off simply because things might be more dangerous than she'd expected. She was here to be sure nothing remained that might pose a threat to her brother Jack. 

	Helena had always believed her brother was gone. That he'd been one of the many victims of the Mirror King. The madman had spent decades abducting children from all over Mount Acaelum for his crazed mystical experiments. Some returned home unharmed, carrying a bag of coins. Others were never heard from again. 

	Helena spent her whole life hating the Mirror King for stealing her brother away from his family. And for the ripples of destruction his cruel action left in its wake. 

	Like Helena, their mother had been both the Master Healer and the storykeeper of their clan. But the loss of her son was a blow she'd never recovered from. Helplessly, Helena had watched her mother's decline over the years. Determined to help in the only way she could, Helena had rushed to learn as quickly as possible. 

	One by one, she'd taken on every one of her mother's burdens and responsibilities as soon as she was able. At a much younger age than any of her predecessors ever had. 

	First Helena had spent her days healing the sick and injured, acting as a full healer while still technically an apprentice. 

	But it wasn't enough. 

	Once, many generations before, there had been another family that shared the burden of storykeeper. But the line ended abruptly when the last apprentice was exiled from the Mountain Clan for breaking the oldest taboo. He'd dared to write down the stories he'd learned.

	Her mother wilted under the weight of the responsibility, and so Helena had devoted her nights to absorbing, memorizing, and practicing the entire history of the clans and the drakes. 

	She learned all of dragon shifter history from the beginning. 

	In the time of the Old Ones, the being once known as Air designed the first matrix and created the first drake. She learned the tales of the war that erupted when Air became the Evil One and attempted to wrest full control of the world from his brethren. And the stories of his defeat and the Old Ones’ eventual departure of this world for another.

	And she'd learned every other myth and story in the time since, right up to the most recent accounts of the Mountain Clan's battles to protect Mount Acaelum from the Ice Trolls.

	And when Helena had learned everything she could about both roles, she began standing in her mother's place on the Council. Hoping that removing that final burden might somehow lift the weight from her mother's shoulders.

	Yet, it still hadn't been enough to stop her mother from slowly fading away before her eyes. 

	So Helena's hatred for the Mirror King burned doubly hot. 

	She blamed him for taking her brother. And she blamed him for the slower, more painful way she'd lost her mother. 

	Bereft and alone, Helena had thrown herself into her roles. Determined to give everything she had to protect and nurture her clan. Ensuring the health and happiness of her people became a way to make up for failing to save her family. 

	Discovering her brother was alive and well and not one of the many lost to the Mirror King's experiments had brought her a measure of peace and joy she never thought she'd find. 

	Knowing the madman wasn't the one responsible for Jack's disappearance, however, hadn't eased her hatred of him. Just because he hadn't done it to her family, he was still responsible for the grief and loss of dozens of other children. The Mirror King still deserved all the contempt that burned in her. 

	Learning that the Grey Enchantress was the one who'd stolen Jack away from his family had only given Helena another target for her anger. Even worse, though, was hearing how the Enchantress had raised Jack to believe he was unwanted. That she'd convinced him he was unloved and unlovable. 

	That she'd raised him to be nothing more than a sacrifice on the altar of her greed.

	It made Helena ache with grief. 

	And it made her burn with fiery outrage. 

	It made her determined to ensure her brother never hurt again. 

	Absently, Helena rubbed her hand over her heart. Her Healer's robe hid the pale, snowflake-shaped birthmark that rested there, but she could never forget it. A constant reminder that it could just as easily have been her raised by the sadistic Enchantress.

	So when conversation and speculation at dinner in Obelarr revealed, despite her defeat, Velia's stronghold still existed  and still possibly held dark secrets, Helena knew she couldn't leave it be. She needed to be sure nothing remained that could injure, endanger, or traumatize her brother. 

	Her whole life, it had been up to Helena to take matters into her own hands and make things better for everyone around her. Despite her best efforts, she'd failed her mother. There was no way she would fail Jack. 

	So when the Clan finally headed back to the mountain after their visits to Obelarr and Ardell, Helena insisted she needed to check in on the smaller clan enclaves scattered over Mount Acaelum. The small deception gave her the perfect opportunity to separate herself from the rest of the traveling group and explore the Grey Tower on her own. 

	Now, as she nervously skulked through the halls, Helena second-guessed her choice to conceal her true destination from the others. 

	But it was too late to correct that mistake. Helena was here now. And she intended to do whatever was necessary to keep her brother safe. 

	Unfortunately, the sprawling layout of the fortress made it impossible to know where to start. So Helena followed the tracks in the dust, hoping the other intruder had a better idea of where to look than she did. 

	The manor house was originally built for defense, but Velia had filled it with luxuries. Expensive wine, notable art, and antique furniture chosen for its history or aesthetics rather than comfort still crowded every room. 

	She passed an ornate office that looked promising. But the multitude of empty bookcases it held had obviously been searched thoroughly and stripped of anything remotely powerful or dangerous. 

	Eventually, the shuffling streaks in the dust led to a steep spiral staircase. One Helena guessed must lead up to the top of the tower the fortress was named for. 

	Helena hesitated at the bottom step. Above her, there was a resonance of still active magic humming in the shadows. And the trails she'd been following were recent, though she wasn't versed enough in tracking to recognize if it was days, hours, or minutes old. 

	The person she was following might still be at the top. 

	Then again, so might the information she was looking for. 

	With a long, slow exhale, Helena gathered her resolve and started up the stairs as quietly as she could manage. More than once, her foot kicked loose gravel, or she stumbled in the darkness and banged her shoulder painfully against the stone wall. With every noise and misstep, Helena grimaced and paused, listening for any sign that she'd given herself away. 

	And when none came, she delicately began the climb again. 

	The closer to the top she got, the more nervous and tense she became. Eventually, the stairs gave way to a small landing. As she took the final step, she palmed a relic from the satchel at her waist and reminded herself she was ready for anything. 

	Anything except a familiar voice calling from behind the barred door at the top of the stairs. 

	"Who's there?" 

	Helena froze, certain she was mistaken. But she needed to ask, anyway. Needed to know for sure. 

	"Kaile? Is that you?" 

	
Chapter Three


	HELENA'S soft whisper was unmistakable, and Kaile exhaled with exhilarated relief. Despite all odds, he'd been found. 

	It took only a half-second for the joyful surprise to fade, however, as his mouth went dry with fear. If Helena was here, near him, she was in danger. 

	And that was the last thing he wanted for her.

	"Kaile?" Uncertainty tinged her voice as she called his name again.

	Realizing the silence had stretched too long, Kaile gathered himself and accepted there was nothing he could do about Beckett's oracle at the moment. 

	"It's me, I'm here," he answered quickly, then frowned as another question occurred to him. "How did you know I was in trouble? Or where to find me?" 

	"I didn't. When I found out about this place, and that Isadora was working with the Grey Enchantress, I had to come. I had to make sure nothing had been left behind that the Keres could use." 

	"Should have known I wouldn't be the only one to think of it," Kaile muttered. Then, loud enough to carry, he asked, "Is anyone with you?" 

	This time, it was Helena who let the silence stretch uncomfortably before finally answering. 

	"No. I'm alone. I needed to see this place. Needed to see where my brother grew up. But I didn't tell anyone I planned to come here because Jack would have felt obligated to come with me." 

	"And he doesn't need to revisit those memories," Kaile added, understanding completely. 

	"How did you end up here, like this?" Helena asked, curiosity clear in her voice. Along with an anxious desire to change the subject. 

	"I'm not sure," he admitted. "I had the same idea you did. That someone needed to be certain everything dangerous and powerful in the Grey Tower had been accounted for. I remember leaving Obelarr City. Then nothing until I woke up locked in here a few days ago." 

	Kaile knew he should tell her about the exhaustion still dragging against his every breath. But a lifelong habit of hiding any and every weakness kept him silent. 

	"But you left Obelarr weeks ago." 

	"I was afraid of that." Kaile grimaced, knowing he needed to find out what had happened to him. He feared a few lost memories were the least of the damage done. But there was no time to dwell on potential problems. There was nothing he could do about any of it until he escaped his tower cell. 

	"How is the door secured? Do you think you can get me out of here?" 

	"There's a drawbar bolting it closed. It looks heavy, but I might be able to—" Helena's words cut off with an abrupt gasp. 

	"Are you all right?" Kaile shouted, panic raising the volume louder than he'd intended. 

	"I'm fine," she called back immediately, and Kaile slumped in relief. "But I can't get to the door. Some kind of magic pushes me away every time I move closer than three feet." 

	Kaile wanted to bang his head against the stone wall. He'd been ignoring the magic on his cell, afraid of what would happen if he concentrated on it too long. He'd assumed the spell was meant to keep him in. Not to keep potential rescuers out. 

	His jailer must have some kind of charm or artifact that allowed him close enough to push the meals under the door. 

	Half joking, half hopeful, Kaile asked, "I don't suppose you brought any relics with you?" 

	"Nothing useful for this." 

	Unsurprised by her answer, Kaile pressed his fingers against his temples. For a moment, he considered telling her to go to her clan and return with help. More than his own escape, he wanted Helena safely away from this place. And from him. 

	But he'd come to know her too well in their handful of meetings. She had a wide stubborn streak when it came to protecting those she believed needed her aid. 

	No matter what he said, he knew Helena would never consider leaving him trapped. Not any more than Kaile would ever be able to leave her, if the positions were reversed. 

	Instead of wasting his breath, he accepted there was only one option. 

	"I know a spell to break wards that might work," he admitted, hoping he didn't regret this choice. "But we need a decent size power object for it to succeed." 

	For a beat, the space beyond Kaile's cell was silent. 

	"Lucky for you, I carry some with me wherever I go." Helena finally answered in a light, teasing tone. But Kaile's wolf-enhanced hearing heard the forced timbre beneath the words. 

	And he remembered that moment in the Crystal Cavern. The moment Helena had cut into her palm and used her own blood to fuel her attack against the Mirror King. 

	At the time, Kaile had believed the dagger she held was a relic, and the blood had just been a way to enhance the magic. It was only later, when she revealed her full form, that he'd realized the knife had nothing to do with the magic she'd wielded that day. 

	This was the secret of the White Dragons. The reason Jack and Helena hid their full forms. The reason Velia had planned to sacrifice Jack in her dark magic ritual. 

	The blood of a White Dragon was more potent and pure than any power object that ever existed. No matter how powerful or complicated the spell, only a few drops were needed to fuel the magic. 

	"Helena—" 

	"It's fine," she cut him off sharply. "Just be ready to cast your spell." 

	Kaile shook his head in desperate refusal, unwilling to contemplate the possibility of using magic at this moment. And unwilling to think about why the idea was so terrifying to him. 

	After a few silent seconds, thankful she couldn't see him, Kaile pulled himself together as best he could. "I, uh, thought, I'd teach you to do the spell…" 

	"That will take too long. We need to get out of here before someone discovers I've found you. Don't worry. Any magic user can harness the power of the blood if they're close enough." Helena paused then, her words turning soft and thoughtful. "I'm all right with you using it to cast. I trust you." 

	Guilt added its claws to the fear and doubt ripping through Kaile. Helena trusted him and he couldn't tell her he didn't even trust himself. 

	Panic boiled over into a kaleidoscope of forgotten, dreamlike flashes. 

	Running alone as a newly made wolf. The euphoria of a successful change. Chasing the slippery, silvery magic until the power caught him. 

	Blinding blisters and exultation as the wild, electric magic reached inside and consumed him. Spreading out, racing away in violent, joyful veins… 

	Racing away… towards his pack…

	Kaile tore his mind out of the spiral, panting like he'd been the one racing, and a flat denial spilled out.

	"I can't." 

	
Chapter Four


	"I CAN'T." 

	The harsh vehemence of Kaile's refusal took Helena by surprise. It made no sense to her. He'd never shown any reluctance about magic before. In fact, his knowledge of magic and its history far eclipsed her own. And he already knew the spell. It would take time for Helena to learn a new spell enough to successfully cast it. His obvious reluctance left her baffled and anxious. 

	"Why not?" 

	His hesitation was palpable in the charged atmosphere. Kaile's uncharacteristic uncertainty only deepened the unease twisting in Helena's stomach. Every other time their paths had crossed, Kaile had displayed a supreme confidence that walked the fine edge of arrogance. 

	This unexpected reluctance both worried Helena and made her curious. 

	"Whatever's happened to me, it's left me feeling weak and strange. I don't know if the Keres were involved. And I don't know what's been done to me. It seems like a bad idea to mess with magic until I know for certain. It's better if you cast the spell to release the confining magic." 

	Everything Kaile said sounded genuine and honest. It was a valid concern. Yet Helena was just as convinced that none of what he'd told her was the real reason for his reluctance. 

	However, interrogating him through a magically locked door would not do her any good. There'd be plenty of time to figure out the truth once they were away from the tower and out of danger. 

	She opened her mouth to tell him to teach her the spell. But her words cut off abruptly when somewhere deep in the manor house below someone called out loudly. When a second person answered, her heart thumped hard in reaction, and Helena strained to make out what they were saying. But she was too far away to hear anything clearly. 

	Wolf hearing was better than any dragon shifter's, however. 

	"Can you hear what's going on?" Helena asked, keeping her voice just loud enough to carry through the cell door. 

	"They know someone is here, and they're organizing a search for the intruder." Kaile's frustrated answer sounded like it was spoken through gritted teeth. "There's no time to teach you, now. I'll have to do it myself after all." 

	He sounded so unhappily resigned, Helena searched for words to comfort him. But the calls and steady sounds of movement were approaching quickly, and her chance was gone. 

	Instead, Helena lifted one of the precious vials out of her waist pouch. She could cut herself, like she had back in the Mirror King's lair. But the vials were easier to conceal or pass off as some kind of rare relic. And it was easier to control the amount of power she made available. Because once it was loosed, anyone with the ability to use magic could claim the unfettered magic. 

	Carefully sliding the stopper open, Helena shook out three precise drops on her fingertips. 

	"It's done," she called out, but the announcement was unnecessary. The potent hum of magic already permeated the air. 

	"Get back into the stairwell," Kaile ordered, nerves sharp and tight in his words. "Just in case." Helena wanted to refuse, but commonsense overrode pride. She hustled into the relative safety, carefully restoring the stopper and gently securing the vial in her pouch as she went. 

