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Author's Note




Hello reader! This is the third book of the Fireborn series. If you’re skipping book one and/or two 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

Dragon Whisperer

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



Content warnings for Fireborn: burns, death by dragon, death by fire, death of a child, demon possession, imprisonment, kidnapping, the dog lives

Heat level: low








  
  
Chapter One




Spark Joasera had less than an hour to find a present for her cousin’s birthday, and every shiny thing in the market called out to her. Most were inaccessible, either because of price or vendors who refused to serve her family. Spark eyed the tables strewn with bright fabric or glittering baubles, jars of spices, delicate herbs hanging from poles, fine cuts of meat, the baskets of fresh produce—both basic staples and rarities grown under glass domes—and the very best baked goods, piles of cakes, breads, buns, and pastries, the rich scents making her wish they weren’t rushing to pick up a few last-minute items before heading home to make Bren’s birthday dinner. But she didn’t look at the merchants. She trudged along behind her grandmother, who knew all the most delicate intricacies of local politics.  

She knew who was safe.

Nanny Di led her deeper into the maze of tables and tents, passed a blacksmith with blades Spark dearly wanted to linger over, to admire the workmanship and wonder how she’d improve it. But even the tiniest dagger, little more than a decoration, was far beyond her means.

Spark paused beyond the blacksmith’s corner and opened up her coin purse. She sighed and rushed to catch up with Nanny, who hadn’t noticed her stop.

“Nanny, do you think any of the blacksmiths would take me as an apprentice—”

Nanny jerked to a halt and gave Spark a wide-eyed look over her shoulder.

“Come on, there’s got to be one of them who will see the benefit of a fireproof assistant.”

Nanny blinked once, her jaw tight. She shook her head and kept going, Spark hurrying to keep up.

“Not one? There’s got to be one! Nanny, we need the money.”

Nanny shook her head again but wouldn’t even look at Spark now. It was always like this when Spark brought up finding something outside of their homestead for her to do. Not that she really needed an apprenticeship, the quality of her work was already outstanding. Didn’t matter how brilliant she was if everyone would rather see her wares reduced to slag than buy them.

And she already had an apprenticeship with Nanny’s friend Nandara, learning more about magic so she could become a full member of the Wizards Guild. She’d been a member under the specialist tiers for pyromancy since she was twelve, the earliest they’d let her take the exam—making her the youngest member to date—but full membership would allow her greater options.

Well, it would if anyone would so much as look at her, let alone talk to her or work with her.

She was sixteen, and recently done school, and she needed something to do with herself other than study magic. Her grandfather insisted they didn’t need the money and that she was more help out in the fields with him, but she didn’t want to be a farmer. She needed more.

But it took all of them to keep the farm running, now that they didn’t get outside help. She couldn’t bear the thought of letting them down, so she sighed and continued trudging through the market behind Nanny. 

Nanny gathered a few quick supplies from locals before heading to the travelling caravans. Unlike locals, these people talked with them, were friendly, and gave them fair prices without any haggling. Of course, Nanny haggled anyway, which was a delight for Spark to watch.

This time, it was with an academic Nanny knew. She found a book she wanted, something out of the dragon city judging by the way it was quickly wrapped up and tucked out of sight. Nanny always looked for new information about the dragons, things from far flung places, or the scholars studying them in the dragon city itself. Information untainted by Magistrate Loch’s twisted words.

The academic gave Nanny the price: ten pennies. Nanny raised an eyebrow and didn’t move, scrutinizing the man. He smiled shrewdly and offered her nine pennies. The corners of Nanny’s lips flickered up, and she counted out six pennies in front of him. He offered her eight. Nanny remained silent as the hills. And so it went until the man chuckled, rolled his eyes, and took the six pennies. 

While he spoke to Nanny, Spark heard familiar derisive laughter from a few tables over. She tried to ignore it but her traitor gaze landed on the group of whispering girls watching her and Nanny. Sight of their ringleader nearly made Spark’s heart stop.

Janny with the glossy black hair that swayed down to her waist. Janny who more floated than walked. Janny who had always stayed out of the gossip, who had been almost kind to Spark, right up until a few weeks before school ended. Spark’s stomach twisted. Janny used to make her stomach fizzy, but now it felt like the fizz was on fire.

“And this is Mita, is it?” The man glanced at Spark, and she refocused on the conversation. 

The nickname had been well earned, but Spark’s mother had named her Mita after the patron saint of dragons. 

“Hello, sir.” 

“You look so much like your mother.” He smiled.

“Um, thanks.” 

Having never seen an image of Neesha as an adult, she had no idea if this was a compliment or not. But Nanny smiled, even if her eyes were sad. Spark got one side of her mouth to curl up.

Spark had seen an old portrait of Nanny from the days before she married Pappy, when Nanny’s power had been different, and she’d been almost as white as Spark. Spark was like snow in the moonlight, her skin and hair so white it nearly shone. Her eyes were rich liquid fire, amber through and through. Nanny was still thin as a whip, but her hair—shot through with silver—was rich and dark like coffee, pulled into a tight braid. Nanny’s blue eyes held a flash of fire now and then, but the physical manifestation of her power had faded.

Nanny’s smile drooped at the corners. She ran her fingers through the tangle of short hair that Spark kept shorn down like a little sheep then wrapped one arm around Spark in a side-hug, upset as she often was at the mention of Neesha.

Nanny Di got a face full of chest when she hugged Spark, not that Spark was particularly well endowed in that regard. She was broad like her grandfather but lean like her grandmother, and the tallness, well maybe that came from her father. Spark didn’t know anything about him. None of them did. But her height together with the fireborn complexion she’d inherited from her mother left Spark looking like a long piece of parchment.

The man slid out from behind his table to give Nanny a hug, but Spark noticed him slipping a scroll to Nanny as he did. She wondered who it was from. Someone in the dragon city, likely Nanny’s best friend, Ondias. From what Spark overheard from the adults, Nanny sometimes got messages from actual dragons. She didn’t know why, but it made her uncomfortable.

Spark had met dragons, long ago before she’d started school, and had only the vaguest remembrance of it. Fuzzy portraits of memory, like scenes from long ago dreams. They didn’t seem real—no one saw dragons anymore. Not in Pasdale. Not wild dragons. Rarely captive ones, either. 

Nanny slipped the message into her pocket so quickly Spark wouldn’t have noticed if she didn’t already know about the practice. It was no danger to Nanny—at least no more than she already faced—for her to receive the banned messages from her friends in the dragon city, but any merchants found passing her the scrolls would face sanctions. 

When there were enough wizards out in the dragon city, they magicked their messages to Nanny and saved the merchants the trouble.

Nanny smiled at the man, a hand over her heart. She gave him a quick wave, and then motioned with her head for Spark to follow her. They continued on, Nanny collecting another book at another vendor, this one not someone she knew.

And then Spark saw it. A whole cart full of rubbish metal scraps. It was perfect. She snagged Nanny’s cloak to stop her before she bustled on past.

It was a tinker’s cart, of course. He had all manner of wonderful things that weren’t broken trash that other people were more interested in. But Spark wanted to take his entire junk pile with her. Just give him her soul for the cart. She had only a few pennies, whatever Uncle Breen had been able to spare. She hoped it would do.

Nanny’s hand fell on Spark’s shoulder, breaking her reverie. Nanny had her head tilted to one side, a half smile as she appraised Spark. She raised one eyebrow.

“Yes, for Bren, I know. But I can make him something.” Spark buzzed with an even better idea. “I can show him how to make something. We can make it together. Nanny, it’s perfect!”

Nanny’s smile grew and her hand moved from Spark’s shoulder to her face. She gestured toward the cart, and Spark bounced over and started poking through the pieces. Couldn’t take it all, so she had to find something just right.

The tinker chatted idly with Spark while she looked through his supplies.

“Anything I can help you with?” he asked.

“I’ll know when I see it.” She smiled politely, hoping it would signal to him that she knew what she was doing. Sometimes they didn’t trust her. She wasn’t the only girl who could handle a forge, but it was rare enough she usually had to explain herself.

This tinker, thankfully, held out his hands in a placating gesture and let her look. Bent utensils, half a pitchfork, the corner of a plow, a dull axe blade. And then she found two matching scrap iron rods. Despite bartering, they cost all her pennies, and she was certain the tinker gave them to her out of pity. She hadn’t been able to hide the grin when she found them.

She tucked them into Nanny Di’s pack and they continued on. 

“Di! Spark! Wait.”

They’d reached the edge of the city, but Spark recognized the voice and stopped immediately. Nandara, a powerful elemental wizard and Spark’s mentor, rushed toward them. Spark had a lesson with her yesterday and was surprised to see her again so soon. Nandara’s greying blonde hair flared out behind her as she strode forward, green eyes flashing. Her grey wizarding robes billowed around her medium build, and she stopped in front of them, a bit taller than Nanny but nowhere near as tall as Spark.

“What a relief to catch you. I thought I’d have to make the trip out to you.” Her pale cheeks flushed pink from the rush to catch up with them. She touched Nanny’s shoulder, then smiled at Spark. “How are you today?”

“It’s just always the same.”

This response usually drew a smile from Nandara, but the smile already on her face froze and her eyes scrunched. 

“I haven’t got a lot of time right now, but I’d like you to come by tomorrow so we can finish up with your apprenticeship.”

“Finish?” Spark’s mouth fell open. She should have at least two more years of intense study. Nandara couldn’t possibly be thinking of putting her through her full Guild exams already. She’d never pass.

“I’m sorry, Spark. We’ll need to go through some things so I can get you set to finish your studies on your own. With Dionelle’s oversight of course.”

“But…” Spark shook her head and appealed to Nanny, who stared at Nandara, her head tilted, with an expectant look on her face. 

“I know this is sudden, but Riz finally agrees that it’s time to go.”

Riz was Nandara’s husband, recently retired from Loch’s court. Nandara was a court wizard but had been slowly reducing her role for years. She had been teaching Spark almost as long as Nanny had, though the family couldn’t pay her. 

Spark helped Nandara with chores as much as she could to try to make it even. Nandara had mentored Spark’s mother, too, and Pappy said she’d have mentored Spark for nothing even if they had the money to pay her. Not just out of loyalty, but because she felt guilty that she hadn’t fully prepared Neesha for the battles that eventually consumed her.

“We’re packing now,” Nandara said. “We plan to leave first thing in the morning come week’s end. We leave for the Guild first. I’ve got some business there. We want to visit Sharanda, but we’ll eventually make our way to the dragon city to be with Jatten. We want to get there while the mountains are still passable. It’s a little late for that, of course, but Riz thinks the new king will have some ridiculous travel taxes. He wants to be beyond the reach of Golden Hill before that happens.”

Spark shook her head through the explanation, not liking any of it for an instant. Nandara was their connection to the world outside. The only friend they had left. So many of their friends had left Pasdale ages ago to be closer to the dragons or farther from Magistrate Loch—or both.

Nanny was far too still and her face was pinched, her jaw clenched, like she’d stepped on a sharp rock and was stifling a cry. She nodded so slowly and shallowly it was nearly imperceptible. 

Spark tried to parse what Nandara said, trying to find what had Nanny so troubled. The adults often spoke in code. The words themselves weren’t alarming, but the concern in each woman’s face and the intensity of Nandara’s quiet voice said more than Spark would ever know.

The new king in Golden Hill had been there for nearly a moon, she’d heard, but the news travelled to Pasdale slowly and they’d only known for a week. But the adults spoke about it plenty. Always with these looks and strange undertones. 

Lost in thought and watching wagons clatter past, Spark missed some of what Nandara said until a hushed warning caught her attention. 

“—will be dangerous. We can’t wait. I’m so sorry. You really should make plans too.”

Nandara noticed Spark watching them and forced a smile, turning her attention. 

“Why don’t you come with me? I can continue your lessons, and you can see the Guild. They’d be delighted to have you back.”

Spark started to correct her, that she’d never been to the Wizards Guild, before she remembered. It had been a long time since anyone had mentioned, but Spark was born there. In the dragon chamber, if Pappy’s wine-fuelled evening tales were to be believed. 

“Then you don’t have to cut your studies short,” Nandara continued. “You can meet some other wizards, learn things that books and Di’s kitchen can never teach you. See the dragon city. There are plenty of other apprentices there, from all sorts of trades, some of them your age or nearly so, like my grandson. Do you remember the dragon city?”

Spark shook her head. Like the dragons themselves, it was merely a vague notion. One that made little sense. She couldn’t tell what was real memory and what was pure fancy wrought by story and imagination. 

This wasn’t the first time Nandara had tried, with Nanny’s acquiescence, to convince Spark to come with her on her travels. Sometimes they talked about Spark going to live with Nanny’s extended family to the south beyond Pasdale. This felt different. Spark wasn’t sure if it was because Nandara was leaving for good. If Spark went, how would she get back? The dragon city was half the world away. And even if she knew the things Loch said about dragons were lies, the uncertainty and fear were hard to let go of. Especially when she couldn’t properly remember dragons.

The two iron rods poked out of Nanny’s bag, and Spark’s stomach felt like it was full of ice. The thought of leaving filled her with dread. She didn’t want Nandara to go. Nothing about this seemed right. But this was something different, something more. Maybe something she needed?

“Do I have to decide right now?”

“Of course not, dear. You’ve got a few days until I go. We can talk about it more tomorrow.”

Nandara smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Spark had never seen her look so sad, not even the one time Nandara had spoken of Neesha. Nandara folded Spark into her arms and hugged her so tightly Spark thought she might try to carry her off with her to the Red Mountains. She embraced Nanny for even longer.

“I won’t keep you. Give Bren my wishes.”

The crowds on the streets swallowed Nandara, and Nanny continued walking out into the plains, Spark trailing her. They passed by one of the smoke-belching mills on the edge of the city, and Spark glared at it the whole way. The mills were a new addition, sprung up like squat ugly toadstools, a blight on the farmland in the valley. Spark always wanted to blast the fires out of those great furnaces and bring the buildings to ruin. She couldn’t account for why. Nanny hated them too. It was in the way her jaw tightened when they went by. But eventually, Nanny slumped, her head bowed and gaze focused on the ground ahead of them. 

Spark couldn’t stop watching her grandmother. She couldn’t remember ever seeing her so sad, not even when people brought up Neesha. The tragic loss of her daughter distressed her beyond words, but the loss of the dragons that followed so swiftly afterward compounded her grief. They still lived out in the mountains but didn’t come anywhere near Pasdale anymore, not when so many of them had been captured and forced into the mills.

Spark’s attention was divided between concern for Nanny and trying to work out how she would finish her studies with Nandara and still find time to get the forge ready to make something with Bren. She didn’t think she could do anything to make Nanny feel better since the dragons couldn’t be helped. And it was safer not to let her thoughts stray down that path. She had her family and that had to be enough. They had a birthday party to prepare for.


      [image: image-placeholder]Spark’s boots slapped the cold ground as she barrelled toward the family farm at the northern end of the valley, trying to outwalk her thoughts. Spark half wanted to run, sometimes wished she could fly like Nanny’s dragons.

Would Spark be able to work if she left? There’d be more lessons, but that wouldn’t be her whole day. Could she put her blacksmithing to good use? Could she sneak money home to Nanny through the merchants the way Ondias snuck messages? This brought a smile to her face, however fleeting.

She was mentally composing a list of questions to ask Nandara tomorrow, all the while telling herself leaving was madness. There was nothing for her in Pasdale. And there was everything.

There was her family. Her cousin Bren and Uncle Breen and Nanny Di and Pappy. Like there had always been.

The homestead came into view—the two family homes, the barn, the little outbuildings. The old wooden house was falling into disrepair without the money to fix it, but it held solid against the elements. Bren and Uncle Breen lived there while Spark lived in the newer stone house with her grandparents and—until six seasons ago—her great-grandmother. 

Spark sighed. Her insides felt heavy at the thought of Granny Sharice, who had been bright and joyous as always at dinner one night and then hadn’t woken up the next day. Spark had already gone to school. Granny was shrouded and brought to the temple for her pyre by the time Spark got home. And now Nandara was leaving.

With every loss, her world contracted.

She looked again to the farm and the pair of houses, of everything she had. She smiled when she spotted her dog, Shadow, sitting sentinel on the porch, watching their approach. He was a white and black fireswift shepherd, not that they had any sheep left for him to herd, only the cart-horses who paid him no mind and the chickens who scattered at the first hint of him. 

She whistled and he barked in response, launching himself off the porch, clearing the stairs in a leap, and racing down the dusty lane toward her and Nanny. Shadow ran a few circles around the two of them, Nanny grinning as he did, before he stopped and leaned against Spark’s legs for scritches. She knelt and buried her face in his thick, soft fur until her worries melted and she followed Nanny into the house.

Through years of practiced grace, Spark and Nanny moved around each other, wordlessly preparing dinner while Shadow wove his way between them, waiting to catch any scraps that fell. 

The back door clattered when Bren burst into the house, his boyish enthusiasm filling the room. He and Uncle Breen and Pappy all looked so much alike with their easy grins, olive complexions and barrel-chested builds, but Bren’s youth shone through the mischief in his brown eyes. Shadow darted over to greet him, licking his hands.

“Hi Spark! Guess what—I picked twelve bushels of apples today!”

Spark smiled. “New record! You’ll get the whole orchard done in a day before you know it.”

It was too bad Spark and Bren weren’t closer in age. They were lucky as it was that only five years separated them. Uncle Breen’s betrothal to a noblewoman fell apart months after Spark was born. He’d found another match, this one a lovely milkmaid who didn’t care about the rumours swirling around the fireborn Joasera women. Spark barely remembered her, only the vaguest notion of golden hair and warm kindness.

Spark sat with Bren, and Shadow curled up at her feet. 

“How was the market? Anything good?”

“Oh, you know, the same.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “Nanny got a secret message.”

Spark wanted to keep her tinker prize a secret until after dinner, but remembered Nandara’s news. Something must have bled through in her expression because Bren pounced on it.

“What else? Was someone mean? If it was that girl again I’m going to find where she lives and throw—”

“No, no. Just some news from Nandara. She’s travelling soon.”

“Oh! That’s fun.” Bren grinned and leaned forward. “Is she going somewhere warm for the winter? That would be neat! Do you think we can go south to see Nanny’s family?”

He meant Uncle Bly and Great Uncle Cusec, who had moved their families after things started going poorly for them in Pasdale. Far enough south that people didn’t mind dragons or people who liked dragons. But also far enough south that they hadn’t been to visit since Bren was maybe five years old.

“What’s it like?” He bounced in his seat, hands tapping against his knees.

Spark sank deeper into her chair and told him what she could remember, grateful for a distraction from Nandara and the choices laid at Spark’s feet.

“That sounds amazing!” Bren said upon hearing how lushly green everything was. And hot. “No winter at all? I’d love that.”

Spark was pretty sure he mostly loved that it was so close to more family and people who didn’t give a heap of dragon dung who they were. She expected he’d leave and join them as soon as he was old enough to go on his own. 

A knock on the door jamb caused Shadow to yip, and Spark turned to see Nanny watching them. She gestured to the kitchen. 

“Why don’t you sit with Bren and rest? I can manage dinner.” Spark ushered Nanny into the parlour. 

Nanny smiled encouragingly at the boy, and he spilled out everything he’d done that day, every last ear of corn he’d brought in and every last bushel of apples he’d helped store. Pappy was out feeding the horses and sent Bren in early, letting him have a break for his birthday. 

Spark occasionally got up to stir the boiling corn and the spare soup Nanny had made. Spark preferred a good thick stew, but Bren loved the notion of a hearty meal made from whatever was left in the icebox and the spare bits in the pantry. They’d humour him today. There was candy too, hidden in the cupboard.

It was another hour until sundown, but Spark hoped Uncle Breen wouldn’t be too long. He worked in the city, shovelling filth for pennies. His employers weren’t necessarily cruel—he was far enough removed from his fireborn kin, especially in appearance and power, that he was spared harsher treatment. But they were not as kind as they could be.

When Spark returned to the parlour, Bren was telling Nanny about what he planned to do after dinner, depending, of course, on what his gifts were. 

“Oh, maybe if I get a slingshot I can practice in the front lane for a bit. Spark can make me a fire to see by?” He glanced hopefully in Spark’s direction. “Oh, or maybe I’ll get some swords?” He blinked. “But there’s no one to play with. So maybe I can teach Shadow to hold a sword in his mouth?”

Heavy boots thudded on the porch, Shadow barked in earnest, and both Pappy and Uncle Breen pushed in the front door, chatting idly.

“Pa!” Bren hurled himself across the room at his father. And the story of his day started again. Spark shared a grin with Nanny.

“I’ll go finish dinner.”

Spark cradled the roasting pan in her hands and focused. She was getting good at this kind of control, having practiced first on toolmaking in Pappy’s forge. Now she was refining it in the kitchen. Her hands glowed. She shook the pan to make sure its contents heated evenly. 

She barely noticed Nanny come in to observe until she was certain the potatoes were cooked and let her attention wander. Nanny stood to the side, nodding slowly. Shadow sat next to her, rapt, rooting for her to drop the whole pan. Nanny took the lid off using a tea towel. She was impervious to the flame itself, but felt the pain of heat all the same. Nanny jabbed at the potatoes and smiled.

Spark grinned. She had to keep her skills fresh. And when she could cook meals in seconds, she could make things easier for all of them. 

While Pappy set out plates and cutlery, Spark and Nanny carried food out to the table. Uncle Breen was still hearing about Bren’s day.

“And what about you?” Uncle asked as Spark sat down.

“It was the same as always,” Spark said with a wan smile. 

“And ain’t that a blessing,” he said.

Bren quietly stared down at the tabletop, but the adults nodded in agreement. Nothing changed and that kept them all safe.

“This is the best soup you’ve ever done!” Bren said between mouthfuls. 

Nanny’s eyes twinkled, a flicker of amber chasing itself around her irises. Spark wondered how many bowls Bren would eat today. Four maybe. Often it was five, but he’d want to save room for all the treats after dinner. 

Spark dug into her bowl and the fresh warm bread, pleased with the potatoes she’d managed to get perfect. She slipped some bread crust to Shadow under the table, let a chunk of meat fall to him. Then she sat and absorbed the comfortable silence, letting it shroud her like her favourite blanket. The sound of five souls at peace.

Did she really want to leave this behind?

Bren’s spoon dropped into his bowl, still half full. The clatter startled her. Shadow trotted out from under the table with his ears pointing up, looking at the boy. Bren stared forward, his lip trembling and a bright sheen of tears glistening in his dark eyes.

“Son, is everything okay?”

“Why is it always just us? Why does this have to be it?”

A hot lump fell into Spark’s stomach, congealing around her meal. Family was enough for Spark, but Bren liked people and didn’t understand why they couldn’t like him because of something his aunt may have done so many years ago. Something his nanny used to do, ages ago. As if dragons were really so bad!

Uncle tried convincing Bren that their small family was enough. Bren shook his head, tears streaking down his cheeks. He wiped them on his sleeve, sniffling. 

“But it’s not! No one plays with me. I don’t like the fields, even if it’s better than school. And school was fine anyway, it was everyone else there that was the problem. I just want some friends.”

He flopped forward, resting his head in his arms. Great sobs shuddered through his body. The weight of his sadness pressed Spark deeper into her chair. The adults all sagged with her, Pappy rubbing Bren’s back. 

“You’ve got friends in us,” Pappy said. “What do friends have that we can’t provide?”

“I want someone to play swords with me,” Bren whimpered. 

Spark glanced to Nanny, who had always been the one to play with Spark when she was a girl. But Nanny’s head was bowed, her eyes not seeing. Uncle and Pappy had to work long hours. Uncle’s job outside of the house was the only source of income now that no one paid Nanny for her magic. 

“I can play swords with you,” Spark said. 

Bren looked up with an expression of such pathetic hope that Spark knew she couldn’t break this promise. 

“But I don’t even have swords.”

“Well, you have sticks, they’re good enough for now.” Spark was already out of her seat and rummaging through Nanny’s pack by the door. She laid the two lengths of iron next to Bren’s abandoned bowl of soup. “And if your skill proves worthy and you don’t burn down the whole forge, we’ll have real swords to play with before you know it.”

She’d made a battle-axe over the summer. It was in the style of the Eastern invaders, an ancient but sturdy design, and she’d loved their swords since first laying eyes on one in a textbook. Like dragons, the Easterners’ society had been ruled by women, but she’d never been able to get Bren to take an interest in it. Maybe making an Eastern sword, albeit a blunted one, was the key. They could play swords with real weapons. 

Spark’s heart was warmed by her cousin’s happy tears as he ran his fingers over the metal, and thoughts of leaving evaporated. Bren needed her. Her family needed her. Nandara’s troubling news would have to wait.








  
  
Chapter Two




Spark stood in the middle of an empty stone room not much bigger than a closet, spinning a little fire in the middle of the floor until it grew into a monster funnelling up to the ceiling. 

“Good,” Nandara called from the other room, watching through a panel of tempered glass. “Now two.”

Spark scowled at the flame, concentrating on the warm feeling rushing out her hands and trying to pull all the power sideways into two funnels. But the funnel followed the command of her right hand and nothing happened on the left side. When Spark focused on her left hand, the flame nearly vanished entirely. She flared out her power to try to catch it.

“Gah!” The entire room filled with a fireball. It devoured the oxygen, leaving Spark gasping as she pushed all that flame out of existence, like stuffing a blanket into a small box.

She’d collapsed to one knee by the time Nandara slid the stone panel aside and cool fresh air poured into the room.

Spark pounded on the floor with the side of her fist. 

“It shouldn’t be this difficult!” she growled and stood.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

“Everyone hates me enough even without my lack of control. And soon you’ll be gone…” Spark took a breath and scowled into a corner. “Was it this hard for my mother?”

“Not like this, no. But then again, Neesha didn’t have the raw power you do. It will come. Let’s work on your splicing.”

Spark stood at the far edge of the room while Nandara moved beyond the threshold. She’d suggested a lesson Spark was good at to make her feel better. But it remained good practice, and this exercise was fun.

Nandara retrieved a candle and set it on the floor next to her. She reached for her flint, but Spark grinned and snapped her fingers, the candle flame leaping to life. Nandara smiled, pulled fire from the candle and gestured to make it bigger, about the size of a child’s ball, floating between her hands. 

She thrust it straight at Spark’s face.

Spark didn’t have to put a hand up anymore to split the fireball in two and shunt the halves around her. They extinguished against the wall behind her.

Nandara threw little fireballs of varying sizes at her, some of them bigger than a washtub, some of them small as marbles. Spark divided them all. When she got bored with halving them, she split them into more and more pieces until it seemed like they were exploding in front of her.

Nandara sent another large one at her, and she stuffed it away into nothing, like the funnel gone wrong earlier.

Nandara grinned. “Well done! You manage to get even better at that every time.”

She snuffed out the candle and indicated with her head for Spark to follow her into the study room. The lesson was almost over and there were piles of books for Spark to take home. Spark looked at the stack Nandara set aside, trying to focus on the descriptions of them all.

“Doesn’t Nanny know this?”

“Spark, you know you can’t rely on her to get you all the information you need.”

“She’ll write it out if I need her to.”

Nandara nodded slowly. “It makes me feel better to give it to you.”

Spark watched her, how she sagged like Nanny did. 

“You still want me to come with you.”

“You’d learn so much.”

“That’s not just it.”

Nandara tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“I’m not a little girl anymore, and I see how upset you both are. Nanny was never this upset about Ondias leaving for the dragon city for good.”

Nandara folded her arms around her middle.

“No, this is different.” She sighed and closed her eyes.

Spark had a glimmer of hope that she could get the truth out of Nandara. But then someone hammered on the front door, and both of them startled. Nandara barely had time to start toward it before it swung inward and nearly a dozen city guards flooded into the house, all wearing brightly polished armour, cloaks in the pale blue of the magistrate.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Nandara snapped, more anger pouring out of the woman than Spark thought possible.

“Apologies, m’lady, but we’ve orders from Magistrate Loch to collect your apprentice.” Even though Nanny Di was just as powerful a wizard as Nandara, Spark had never heard so much respect as the guard directed at Nandara.

“On what grounds?”

“He is the magistrate, m’lady.”

“Yes, he’s certainly not the king. I demand to know his purposes or I will not release this girl.”

But then a calm shape walked in behind the guards. It was Nanny, her head held high. Defiant. She nodded once to Nandara, and Nandara took a step away from the guards. 

Spark stayed in the doorway, fighting the urge to run out the back and hide. She could find a good hearth to climb into, let the blaze conceal her until they gave up looking. But those men had Nanny with them, and she couldn’t just leave her. And Nanny didn’t look worried.

Spark swallowed and took a step forward into the room. A guard moved toward her but Nandara stormed into his path. She gestured behind her for Spark to come forward. Moving slowly, Spark joined Nandara at her side. 

“Go with them,” Nandara whispered, barely audible, “but stay with your grandmother. No matter what. If word reaches me that you’re in danger, I will bring the full force of the Guild down on Loch.”

Spark gave Nandara a wide-eyed look, trembling on wobbly legs as she staggered across the room to join Nanny Di, who reached out an arm and linked elbows with Spark. Together they marched through the city, surrounded by armed guards.


      [image: image-placeholder]Spark was certain they’d spent the entire day in the hallway outside of the magistrate’s court. In fact, she was certain they’d spend the rest of their lives there. She couldn’t tell how much time had passed, but her feet hurt from pacing across the stone floor. Her stomach was tight, simultaneously empty and full of ice.

The doors flung open, startling her, and some pompous blowhard with a feathered plume in his helmet came to fetch them. There were more guards in the court room, which was more like a throne room with the raised dais where Magistrate Loch loomed in a gilded chair. Large as the chair was, it was dwarfed by the pale stork of a man with long blond hair and beard probably meant to be majestic, but stringy and lank instead. The room itself felt the way the magistrate looked—clammy and damp like it had recently rained.

Spark shivered. It was worse than the humiliating little parade through the city. 

Nanny was infamous enough as the city’s former dragon whisperer that she was just as recognizable as Spark. The whole city knew exactly who’d been brought by armed guard before the magistrate. Like criminals. 

“You will kneel before His Lordship,” the plume barked, giving Nanny a shove forward. 

Spark immediately bent to comply, but Nanny grabbed her arm, glaring at the magistrate in his silly chair. Nanny stood as tall as Spark had ever seen her. A tiny mountain. One that held more power than they knew. As the plume loomed over them, likely to make them kneel whether they wanted to or not, Nanny’s power flared and all the torches in the room flared with it. The air warmed and the dampness sizzled away.

Wizards positioned throughout the room aimed suppression spells at Spark and Nanny both—like heavy, stifling curtains. These were no Guild wizards, though; Nandara had been the last Guild-sanctioned wizard to work for this court. Their combined power was not enough to completely stifle Nanny, but the lights dimmed, Nanny’s power fading. 

Red hot rage pulsed through Spark’s veins, and she stepped closer to her grandmother. Spark directed that heat back out into the room, torchlight erupting. The magistrate and his dogs had no idea what to expect from Spark. She was an unknown quantity, even to herself.

There were some clues in the things her mother had been able to do, but those secrets died with her. Nandara and Nanny had seen mere glimpses of the truth with Neesha. But Spark was not her mother. It was clear straight from her birth that she was stronger. And different. So much so that while the guards’ suppression spells almost incapacitated Nanny’s magic, they could not contain Spark. They were a mere inconvenience. Snowflakes in an inferno.

“Stand down,” Magistrate Loch barked out, and the suppression spells rolled back, giving Nanny some breathing room. “Do not needlessly escalate. We do not know what we’re dealing with with this little monster.”

Nanny tensed, grinding her teeth, and Spark whirled around to look up at the dais. She clenched her jaw to hide the way her lip trembled. There were gasps from the assembled courtiers and guards, and Spark had half a second to wonder if they finally thought the magistrate had gone too far. But no, there was no empathy there. Nanny gripped her shoulder, not looking at her but a steadying reassurance all the same.

Spark lived up to her nickname. Her fury was manifest, a glittering shower raining down around her feet to bounce harmlessly to nothing on the tiled floor. It would be nothing for her to pull up a conflagration like none of them had ever seen. And she’d heard about the fire her mother had unleashed to stem the floods Loch had a hand in creating. 

She could just breathe in—she saw it in her mind—just breathe in, open herself to the anger and the full force of the power inside of her and breathe it out. A dragon unlike any of them had ever known before. She could bathe this whole city in amber death. It would not touch her. It would not touch Nanny. 

But she couldn’t control it either. Just like her mother hadn’t been able to. 

Spark took a deep breath and held it all in, pulling all her fury down into her core, stomping it down like errant embers escaping a hearth. 

“Keep that little beast of yours on a leash.” Magistrate Loch’s lip curled as he glared at Nanny.

The lights in the room flashed, a warning from Nanny, who stood tall, chin jutting. Spark stood next to her, staring forward at an empty spot in the middle of the room, breathing quick and shallow through her nose, her heart pounding. She put all of her focus into holding still, hoping it would be enough to distract her from the anger that would shower them in more embarrassment. 

The silence stretched out and thickened, growing heavy, trying to press Spark down into the stone floor. But Nanny stood tall and steady, defiant but relaxed. Her gaze didn’t leave the magistrate for an instant.

“Tell me, Dionelle, when are you going to see reason?” he asked.

Nanny blinked slowly. She stood firm.

“You will answer me!”

At that, Nanny’s eyebrows twitched up, just a touch, but she kept her lips pressed shut. Her expression shifted, looking at the magistrate the way she sometimes did when a bit of dung got encrusted to her good boots and she was pondering the best way to scrub them clean.

Magistrate Dung. It was fitting, really. But Spark couldn’t get the image out of her mind, a soggy, fetid turd up there on that gleaming chair. She clenched her jaw tighter and focused on Nanny. She could not afford to giggle.

“So you’re going to keep up this charade, are you?” the magistrate said, trying to match Nanny’s expression, but not quite achieving it. “Or perhaps it’s not an act and you’ve simply lost the good sense to speak, it would explain so much. You don’t have to agree with the industrial progress we have made here, but your life could be so much easier if you would cease attempting to thwart it. Enough with the petitions to the Wizards Guild. End your foolish communication with the dragon city and stand down. Your life could be so much simpler.”

Nanny looked away slowly, not quite rolling her eyes as she did so, and crossed her arms. She huffed out a deep, bored sigh. Spark couldn’t stop watching her but gripped her hands in front of herself to hide the trembling. Her heart beat so fast she felt lightheaded. 

Why is Nanny provoking him like this?

“Have it your way.” The magistrate’s tone was soft, almost bored.

Nanny blinked and looked at him.

“But I see you’ve still got your little beastie under apprenticeship. That’s an encouraging start. Is she actually going to finish? Or is Nandara going to usher the undeserving monster into the Guild like she did with Neesha? Seems you fireborn women don’t think the rules apply to you.”

Spark swallowed. She’d heard about how her mother, her apprenticeship incomplete, had been given temporary membership to the Guild so she could help defend Pasdale against the onslaught Loch had been a part of. 

Of course, no one outside the Guild knew that part anymore. He’d reversed their roles in that battle, with Neesha as the monster and himself as the hero. When Neesha had died in the conflagration that saved the city, when she wasn’t around to tell her side of the story, Loch had swept in, the hero aquamancer to push back the last of the floodwater. Champion of the people. They’d let him take over as magistrate because of it.

Spark wanted to puke.

But then she remembered something else. That Magistrate Loch, despite being a deeply talented and powerful aquamancer, had never been admitted to the Guild. The new Guild entrance rules were because of him, to keep from isolating powerful elementals and other wizards with singular focus. She wondered how badly it would sting him when she did gain full entrance. Did it burn him that she had specialist membership? She’d be sure to get her full membership the right way—just to rub it in.

Nanny stared impassively, her arms crossed. 

“Seems the only reasonable thing you’ve done in your entire life is rescind your demon power. What about your little beast?”

“I have a n—”

“Silence!” The word came out like a slap in the face. As the magistrate shouted, the plume took a menacing step forward.

“You will speak to His Lordship only when addressed, ye ungodly beast.”

“I’m not a—”

The plume advanced on her again and Spark silenced, recoiling and bumping into her grandmother. Nanny put a comforting hand on her shoulder. She glared at the magistrate.

“You denounce those flaming monsters of yours and have that little beastie recant her power, and you will see your former glory restored.”

“What does he mean about my power?” Spark whispered, her words barely audible and yet somehow echoing in this horrible cavernous chamber.

Nanny looked at her askance, her jaw tight, and gave the briefest shake of her head. Later, that look said. Maybe Nandara would tell her what the magistrate meant. Nanny resumed glaring at him.

“Exorcise your demons, little beast, and join the rest of us in being human. No more embarrassing yourself with power you can’t control. No more maimed classmates on your conscience. And no more threat to the rest of us. I think your witch of a mother did us enough damage to last several lifetimes.”

Spark balled her hands into fists. He wanted her to get rid of her power? That was possible? She shook with rage, as much at the suggestion as at the notion her mother had somehow caused the city’s woes since Lady Zyx was killed. Killed by Loch’s flood, no less. Of course, the believed version these days was that the flood was Draxli’s and that Loch had pulled it back. That Neesha’s fire killed Lady Zyx, and never mind the woman had drowned.

The death of Lady Zyx had marked the end of a peaceful golden age in Pasdale, and as blame was cemented through rumour and lies, Spark’s entire family had fallen into disrepute. The fire and the demons had been blamed on Neesha and the dragons. No one wanted to believe that a pyromancer could be strong enough to burn away a deluge like the one that had besieged the valley. Loch’s stupid story that he’d been the one to pull back the water was easier to swallow, and no one wanted to listen to the Guild with all its evidence that Loch had been the one to actually cause the flood in the first place.

And so Lady Zyx’s death was blamed on Neesha and the dragons who had been trying to help her. With Neesha dead, the dragons were left to bear the brunt of it. It was an easy step from there to capturing and enslaving them to drive industry. Anywhere there was opposition to this, Nanny was right in the middle of it, powerless but not voiceless as she demanded freedom for those enslaved and pardon for the remaining society of wild dragons.

Spark wanted to strangle the truth out of the magistrate. She wished her mother was alive to tell her side of that day, to display her power for all to see and set the record straight. And now Magistrate Turd wanted Spark to give up all that power, all she had left of her mother.

Borrowing Nanny’s courage, Spark stood up straighter and snapped, “No,” emphatically before falling defiantly silent.

“Fools, the lot of you.” 

Nanny raised an eyebrow, the rest of her expression unchanging. She let out another long breath. Was she bored? Spark almost wanted to get her to talk, just so they could leave. But of course nothing Nanny said would appease the magistrate. Nanny would never betray the dragons, and Spark would never give up her power. 

Spark worried the silence would stretch on for eternity, that they would stand there glaring at the magistrate until they died on their feet. But Nanny whirled around and marched toward the doors.

“You will not leave until His Lordship releases you!” The plume shouted as Spark hurried to fall in stride beside Nanny. Every muscle in her back tensed, waiting for a spear to jab through her.

“How long do you think your Guild can protect you, Dionelle?” the magistrate asked, his voice glacial. 

Spark shuddered. Nanny paused, breaking her stride for a fraction of a second. The flames in the room flared. The crowd parted, letting Nanny pass. Spark wished she could see Nanny’s expression, expecting to see murder there, but kept her gaze trained forward as Nanny bullied through the crowd and pushed out the court room doors.


      [image: image-placeholder]Even on the long road back to their farm, the city walls well behind them, Spark kept turning back, always surprised to find no palace guards chasing after them. There was no mob, no Magistrate Loch riding one of those horrible water serpents Spark heard about from the attack on the city that cost her mother her life.

She kept pondering his final threat, wondering what it meant. How was the Guild protecting them? Spark hadn’t heard of anything from the Guild, hadn’t overheard Pappy or Nandara speaking of it. Nandara was the only Guild wizard they ever saw. 

More than that, what exactly was the Guild protecting them from? And what would happen when the Guild couldn’t protect them anymore? How could it possibly get any worse for them—would the magistrate lock them up? If he did, what grounds could he possibly have? 

Nanny’s face was set in that same mask of defiance, but her pace slowed and she slumped. Spark wondered how much the confrontation and the spells she’d used had worn her down. Spark could wield fire for eternity without the barest hint of a yawn, but working other elements or other kinds of magic drained her quickly. Was pyromancy so tiring for Nanny?

“Nanny, will it be all right? What was he talking about?”

Nanny straightened and smiled at Spark. It set her at ease. Nanny was small and her power wasn’t what it used to be; she was getting older, but she remained a force of nature. Spark smiled back, confident in their ability to weather the worst of it, the five them together on their little farm, as they always had. 

The confidence on Nanny’s face evaporated into unmitigated rage when they passed the mills. Nanny glared, her hands balled to white-knuckle fists. She stopped abruptly, her body rigid. Spark peeked around her, the textile mill drawing Nanny’s ire. A dragon was being led around the side of the building.

It had been so long since Spark saw wild dragons she didn’t fully remember what they looked like. The ones at the mills were such pathetic beasts, like the one drawing Nanny’s attention. It was brown and dull, had been declawed, its teeth yanked out. It still had wings, but those were tightly chained at its sides.

It was unusual to see them at all. They were usually kept in the mills, never let out, there only to drive the machines with their flames. When Spark glanced to her grandmother, a block of ice dropped into her stomach. Nanny was crying.

“Nanny!” Spark put a hand on her shoulder and Nanny looked around at her, tears shining on her cheeks.

“Oh, Mita,” she said, her voice soft and clear.

The cold from Spark’s stomach buzzed through her body, making her fingers tingle and her scalp itch. Swifter than she should have been able to, Nanny reached out and pulled Spark into a tight hug. She held Spark by the shoulders, making her stoop so she could look Spark in the eye.

“Trust the dragons,” Nanny said. Her voice was firm, like there wasn’t anything more important in the whole world. Amber flickered through Nanny’s blue eyes, a mirror of the fires in Spark’s own strange gaze. “Their intentions are always pure. Misguided sometimes, but pure. Trust them.” She gestured to the west, away from the mill. West, toward the dragon city.

Then she smiled sadly like she did when friends spoke of the great things Neesha had done in the days before she died. Nanny glanced at the mill once more and then resumed the walk home, like the whole thing never happened.

Spark blinked and shook herself, trotting to catch up. 

Part of her mind tried processing what Nanny said while the other was far too distracted by the fact Nanny said anything at all. Shaking her head, Spark could only wonder if she had imagined it. And to tell her to trust the dragons? She couldn’t possibly mean the beasts in the mills, but Spark couldn’t fathom befriending any of the wild ones. 

Sure, they’d once come to talk to Nanny all the time, according to Pappy. The same dragons who had been there when Spark was born. That was back when Nanny used to talk. When the dragons had voices too. But they’d all gone silent. 

Since her mother died. 

Spark linked arms with Nanny and tried to keep her head higher while they walked. Even if Nanny had said what she did, there were no dragons around. There was Nanny and Pappy, Bren and Uncle Breen. They were all that mattered.
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