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            What it’s about

          

        

      

    

    
      Perhaps Virgil should have said, “Love conquers most…”

      

      Elizabeth Chadwick has now faced off against an army, furious dragons, a bubbling volcano, and even an ex-boyfriend and lived to tell the tale. She’s fought, cried, and even begged to make her relationship with Axel, prince of the earth blessed, work.

      

      Since the time Jörð, mother earth, fell for Veralden Radian, god of the sky, opposites have attracted, but they couldn’t make things work. What hope is there for a mere mortal?

      

      With enemies lining up—humans, vanir, and now Axel’s long-lost but not much-loved brother, it feels like there’s no way for this to end happily. Can Liz somehow do the impossible and save her siblings, the world, and her own heart? Or will something have to give?
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      For Whitney

      I may not believe in soul mates,

      but I think you might believe enough for both of us
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I write clean romantasy. One of the reasons I do that is that my mother and my children read my books. I want them to be appropriate for all ages and audiences. But another reason is that I’m a Christian.

      I write about magic and make-believe, and I use the legends and histories of past cultures (often) to craft my stories. In this series, I drew on a number of Nordic, Sami, and Assyrian mythologies. I know what I believe, but I almost never write characters who believe the same things about the world as I do. I read to escape the real world, to live in a fantasy land for a short time. Whether that land is full of dragons or billionaires in their 40s who happen to be rich, handsome, and have six packs, the only reality is that they’re all a BREAK from reality.

      So when I write a story that happens to take place through Christmas, there’s always a bit of an “errrr” moment for me. Do I gloss over a holiday that brings me (and many people in the world) a lot of joy? If I don’t skip it, then how do I reconcile my very real belief with the “fantasy” world I’ve created in which there’s a mother-earth figure and a sky deity I don’t actually believe exist?

      I had to find a balance in this book with a nod to the Christmas I love, the Christmas that has real meaning and changes hearts and minds, and not bogging down the fantasy story I’ve been crafting. I’m leaving this note just to let the world know that while I may not have played up the importance of Christmas in this story, and the very real impact it has on my life and that of my family, it is nevertheless true. I just don’t think this work of fantasy was the place for that witness.

      I hope many of you, like me, can sit back and enjoy this work of escape and not worry too much whether the fictitious characters have accepted Christ, his example, and his teachings. ;)  I think there’s room in a good, Christian’s life for both fantasy… and reality.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: Liz

          

        

      

    

    
      Humans have filled billions of pages—diaries, novels, poetry collections, and countless essays—on the subject of love. As far back as Virgil, two thousand years ago, humans proclaimed, “Omnia vinci amor!”

      Love conquers all.

      It’s an inspiring concept, especially if you’re a teenager whose parents don’t approve of the tattooed miscreant you’re dating, if you’re frustrated by the bigotry of your family or friends, or if you’re dealing with discrimination in the workplace. In those circumstances, it’s probably just the push you need to hold firm.

      But when you’re in love with a beast whose entire being is at odds with the future of your species? It feels a little trite. Can love conquer the forces that are hard at work against me? Can it restore Azar’s memories? Can it force all humanity to give the two of us a chance? Can it convince his father that the human, err, human-adjacent person, who killed his wife isn’t the enemy? Can it vanquish a horde of demons who have burned for millennia and probably now want us dead?

      As I survive another day and then another week, against all odds, it feels like our enemies are just piling up, and none of them care about Virgil or the power of love. It leaves me wondering more often than I’d care to admit whether love can actually conquer anything.

      Because I’m afraid—very afraid—that Virgil was an epic moron.

      I’m worried that, at the end of the day, love is pretty fricking useless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Azar

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t specifically recall hatching, but I do remember spending extended periods of time under water. When I asked Euphrasia later, she told me it was because until I could maintain one form for an extended period of time, I couldn’t be allowed to spend any time out of her care.

      Looking back, I can scarcely imagine the risk she took to protect me—or why she would do it. I asked, but she always just smiled and told me I was worth the risk. It must have been hard on her to make it habitable for me underwater, and it must have been terrifying that she might be caught and held accountable for her actions, but she did it.

      There may have been a lot of close calls, but I only recall one.

      I was several years old. I could fly, and I could hold my red scaled form for long enough to be out and about. Euphrasia was taking me to Father’s lair at his request, and I was scampering along behind her, chanting my mantra: stay red, stay red, stay red. She scowled, because I wasn’t supposed to think it out loud, but sometimes it was hard to keep quiet. Once I managed to stay red, I also just happened to see the blessed she had said was my father, and that’s who we were going to see. I couldn’t help my glee. I wanted him to be impressed with how large I had grown, and how red I was, so I dashed ahead of her to try and catch up to him. . .

      And slammed into a huge, red-scaled leg.

      I can still recall the sound, the weight, and the heat of the exhalation that crashed over my head. I recall looking up, up, up until I saw a face looming over me, a giant, angry red face. More than anything else, when I think of that memory, I can still see with perfect clarity the fury in those black eyes, glinting at me.

      A shiver shot through my entire body. Even then, I knew I was about to die.

      The enormous red blessed above me drew in a ragged breath, clearly preparing to roast me before smashing me, or stomping on me, or eating me. Before he could incinerate me, another red-scaled blessed shot past, snapping me up with his giant claws.

      Hyperion wasn’t young then, but he wasn’t old either, at least, not compared to Thunar. Don’t want to make Father wait, he broadcast, and then he sped up even more. It’s a good thing he did. I imagine, with what I know now, that had it been easier to destroy me or the two of us, Father would have done it.

      I can’t think of another blessed who could have saved me from Thunar, who held a position second only to Father within the blessed, then and now. From that day on, I thought of Hyperion as my friend. I was an idiot, clearly.

      But we were certainly tied by prophecy, even then.

      If Hyperion was our people’s doom, at least there was a savior, and he had no intention of letting that savior die, even if keeping me alive felt like an all but impossible task. It doesn’t surprise me, after I hear Thunar’s distinctive portaling sound, that Hyperion almost immediately trumpets overhead. Of course he heard it too, and of course he’s already waiting on me, ready to stand beside me.

      Or often, right in front of me.

      The problem is, our proximity to Father saved us back then. Once Hyperion got us to Father, Thunar’s opportunity to destroy us was at least delayed. But here on Earth, where Father doesn’t want to come? Anything can happen.

      In fact, it already has.

      I died, or at least, my Azar half did.

      So if Thunar kills me here, he has more than plausible deniability. He has the perfect excuse. He could blame the humans. He could blame the circumstances. He could probably just tell Father he was upset about my incompetence and leave it at that. Which means today, with Liz bonded to me, I’m probably as at-risk of death-by-Thunar as I’ve ever been.

      Maybe more.

      And there’s no Daddy nearby to run to.

      As much as I appreciate Hyperion’s ongoing loyalty, he can’t save me here either, not without portaling home, and if Thunar’s here, it’s because Father sent him.

      “You’re staying here.” I pull away from Liz with very little regret. As enjoyable as my time in this human form has been, I can’t continue, not now. Maybe not ever again, if I’m smart.

      I shift immediately into Azar, and I turn to glare.

      Liz is already strapping her sword scabbard in place.

      You cannot come. That’s an order. You will stay here.

      She rolls her eyes.

      I’m not asking. I’m not begging. I’m telling.

      When she turns toward me this time, she freezes. Maybe she sees something in my face. Maybe it’s the emphatic method of my communication, but she nods. It’s small, but it’s there.

      I relax just a little.

      I know she won’t stay away long, and it may not even matter. Because if I die, she will too, and there’s still a good chance of that whether Liz is present or not. In a head-on fight, I can’t defeat my oldest brother, not even with Hyperion’s help. With Liz there, it feels very likely that we will fight. I appreciate a lot of things about her, but level-headed, she isn’t.

      My brother Thunar’s here. He’s not friendly, and he’s not kind. Please stay put while I meet with him. Keep the kids close, too.

      “Are you in danger?” The bond thrums, and her eyes are tight. “Should I be⁠—”

      Worried. She’s wondering whether she should worry. Of course not. I have Hyperion with me, and I’m stronger than I was. I’ll be back soon.

      I can tell by the way she bites her lip that she can feel my lie. Thankfully, she doesn’t argue. As I launch into the sky, I find myself worrying that she might be sick. It’s not like her to let something like this go so easily. I glance over my shoulder to make sure she’s not following me.

      Which is stupid.

      I can sense where she is now, and she’s walked into the next room, but she’s not flying anywhere. Liz may not be very obedient, but she’s not an idiot.

      I’ve barely flown away from our new lodgings that overlook the edge of the Timor Sea—I don’t want to lead Thunar right to Liz if it comes to that—when Euphrasia bursts out of the water.

      You can’t come either. I don’t bother stopping.

      I heard him. She doesn’t argue, but her tone is not reassuring. Be careful.

      As if I need her to tell me that. Hyperion joins me as I wing my way toward the direction I heard the portal. It’s promising that he landed so far away. That’s a polite thing to do.

      Thunar isn’t polite. Speculation’s pointless. As we wing our way north, we startle a herd of water buffalo, but shortly after that, I see them. Far, far more blessed have arrived than just my older brother. At least ten thousand blessed have landed on the northern side of the island, and notably, the earth blessed he brought still have no wings.

      Liz’s upgrade only helped the blessed who were here? Hyperion spares me one curious glance before we land.

      Thunar. I glance around at the wide circle the other blessed have made for Hyperion and me. Even if we haven’t returned yet, the earth, strike, and water blessed who came with Thunar still show a healthy amount of respect.

      That’s the wrong word, really.

      Fear.

      That’s always been the strongest motivator for all of us.

      I feel the wind from his wings through the portal before I see him. I turn just before Hyperion does, and as ever, my oldest half-brother flies in last, making a very calculated, very dramatic entrance on the north side of the small Australian island. You’re still alive. The humor in his simple statement is clear.

      I hate when he laughs at me.

      He knows and he’s baiting me. I’m young, but I’m no longer stupid. I ignore him.

      Not only alive, Hyperion says. We’ve recovered the heart, just a few days ago.

      But you didn’t return. Thunar lands heavily in front of us, forcing Hyperion and me to back up or risk being knocked over. Everything with him is always a power play. If he wasn’t half again bigger than Hyperion, I wouldn’t stand for it. As it is, I’m pretty sure he can kill both of us before we could take him.

      That leaves us backpedaling, even though we hate it.

      I suppose that’s my fault. Thunar tilts his head, looking down on us, his expression shifting from me to Hyperion and back again. I made it a statement. Let me be more clear. Why didn’t you return, if you have indeed recovered the heart? He arches one eyebrow. And where is it?

      Ten thousand blessed and none of them are making a single sound. Not so much as a murmur. They’re as concerned as we are. What did you come for? I lift my head and glare at him. Why did Father send you?

      Oh, he didn’t send me. I volunteered. You know how he detests earth himself. His half-smile is infuriating. I told him when he chose you for this mission that it was a mistake. You don’t send a hatchling to do anything important.

      You might have had an easier time. I straighten. You had quite a few advantages, such as knowing the heart was, in fact, a rock. You also knew that a human-blessed bond was required to stay here on earth for any length of time.

      Thunar leans closer, his eyes narrowed. A lot can change in thousands of years, hatchling. Did all the earth blessed die, then? Were they too weak, or could they bond the earth-children after all? And where is the heart? When last I was here, the vanir⁠—

      I open my mouth and roar. You should have told me about the vanir. You should have told me why we left here in the first place.

      Thunar roars right back, his massive head twisting, his razor-sharp teeth snapping. We owed you nothing. Now give me the heart. He steps closer, his massive feet sinking into the soft sand. Why didn’t you portal in already to tell Father the good news and give it to him yourself?

      We’ve been waiting to make sure that the recovery of the heart fixed our problem and that the blessed can lay eggs now.

      You should have returned home and waited to see there.

      Waiting to see if the blessed could lay eggs was an excuse. I didn’t feel good about taking Liz back with us, and I’ve been delaying our departure. But now, with Thunar pointing out the flaw in reasoning behind my delay, I don’t have another excuse. I can’t tell him we’ve all bonded our humans and none of us want to give them up. I can’t tell him we all want to protect the rest of earth’s humans from the vanir we released in the process of securing the heart.

      I really can’t tell him I’m worried Father will kill Liz, or that I’d rather die than watch that happen.

      We suffered some losses, recovering the heart, Hyperion says. We’re simply recuperating before returning home.

      Why didn’t I think of that?

      You look fine. Thunar looks beyond us. Why did you come here alone? How many of the blessed who came with you perished?

      We’re simply faster than they are. As if my words summoned them, the strike blessed swoop toward us in the air, dozens of them. Once I confirm Asteria’s not among them, I ignore the reunions happening above me.

      What on earth is that? Thunar’s staring with rapt attention, so I follow his line of sight and. . .see a few earth blessed who have followed the strike blessed.

      Flying.

      Larger than ever before.

      I should have told them to stay put before launching my way over here, not that I could have kept this a secret.

      Azar won the earth blessed quite the upgrade, Hyperion says. Or at least, his⁠—

      They’re bigger, and they’re stronger, and I don’t recommend trying to eat one. He was about to tell him about Liz, and while she did manage to provide the earth blessed with their new, stronger forms, I’d rather not draw attention to her. In fact, if we can get Thunar to leave, maybe he never even needs to know about her at all. We can talk more about it soon. Why don’t Hyperion and I fly back and get the heart? You can take it to Father and let him know how we’re all doing.

      Actually. Thunar comes as close to a scowl as the blessed get. Father’s preparing to bring all the blessed here. A few days ago, we stopped being able to consume even the earth blessed. He scowls. We thought you might know something about that.

      Shoot.

      Shoot, shoot, shoot. They didn’t get the upgrade, but they did get the resource processing problem. Why didn’t I think about that? Of course it would impact them too—our consumption problems have been ongoing. I can’t believe we didn’t expect this. While we frantically searched for humans to bond for our population here, I didn’t even think about the eighty or ninety thousand back at home.

      Can your earth blessed process nutrition?

      Thunar glares, and then his gaze moves to me. Can your more powerful blessed do it?

      No one here can do it, I finally admit, seeing no way around it. Unless they’re bonded to a human.

      Human—another word for earth child? He nods slowly. But otherwise, it’s the same as before—we need a connection to them to survive on earth. Hyperion looks annoyed but not surprised.

      That’s information they really should have given me, and I can’t help glaring.

      Father did tell you about bonding humans and how to do it.

      He told me that if I needed to do it, I could find a bright and shining human and force them to do my bidding. From what Liz says, that sounds more like the way the vanir handle things. After flying around for a moment, my strike blessed and earth blessed are landing a generous distance away.

      Even so, Thunar watches them carefully. Dinner has gotten a lot bigger, and a lot stronger.

      We don’t have to eat them anymore, Hyperion says. I’ve consumed a lot of fish, a few water buffalo, and even a crocodile. But my favorite so far is the kangaroo.

      Thunar eyes the closest earth blessed, who happens to be Rufus. I suppose he didn’t want to leave me to face my enemy alone, but I wish he hadn’t come. I wonder how they taste now, like this.

      Why don’t you try one and see? Hyperion looks absolutely diabolical.

      I’m not willing to risk it, Thunar says.

      Because so far, when blessed start rejecting food, they’ve always died shortly after. Something about the process going wrong isn’t good for us. I hope Hyperion knew that and wasn’t actually encouraging Thunar to eat my first lieutenant.

      Not to mention the fact that he’s bonded to Sammy—Hyperion’s bonded human’s sibling and Liz’s too.

      At least with all this going on, Father won’t be far behind him. Maybe he’ll think twice before attacking us. Then go back and tell Father we have the heart, and we’ll follow with it shortly. Perhaps it will fix the problems he’s having—you can even take it with you. Liz won’t like that, but it’s better than being dead.

      Oh, I think not. I’ll be staying here until he comes. It seems like you’ve been having all sorts of adventures here without us, and I want to find out all about them.

      Great.

      You could bond a human and then take the heart back along with a few options for Father—tell him how we are, and buy him some time so he’s not so rushed.

      Thunar tilts his head. Why are you trying so hard to get rid of me?

      I’m not.

      Is it because I’ve always hated you? Are you still afraid? He steps closer. Far too close. Or is there more that you’re hiding? He smiles, and it’s not a very reassuring sight. Because I can’t wait to sniff out all your little secrets, and if one of them gets you killed. When he snorts, small flames erupt, singeing the ground at our feet. Oh well.

      Another group of earth blessed shoot across the sky, circling to land, and in the same moment, Euphrasia bursts from the water.

      Is everything alright? I ask. I’m not disappointed at the distraction. I need time to process the ramifications of all the blessed coming here and work out a new plan.

      Norellia water blessed has laid an egg! Euphrasia’s broadcasting, so within seconds, every blessed around us is trumpeting their excitement.

      It’s an exciting day—we have the first non earth-blessed egg that has been laid in millennia, since shortly after we left earth. I just wish I had a better idea of how to handle the addition of ten thousand more blessed who will all need a bonded human. . .and the others who are coming any time now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Liz

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was in seventh grade, there was a little girl who had a massive crush on Gideon. Her name was Olivia. She did everything she could to attract his attention, from stealing his pencil to bringing him snacks, but she hadn’t had much success. It was a little annoying, but I didn’t really care.

      He was just my best friend. I didn’t own him.

      But then, on my birthday, on the day I was supposed to have all the attention, the one day a year that people should be nice to me, she showed up with a broken arm.

      I felt pretty bad for her, because I’m not the actual devil. Breaking your arm is a real bummer. Gideon gave her his water bottle when she didn’t have one at P.E. He carried her lunch tray. He even carried her bag. And when my mom brought cupcakes to my class during recess (kind of weird, vegan ones, but still) Mom gave her first pick.

      She took the one that said Happy Birthday on the top.

      It was fine. It was all fine.

      Then, after lunch, she slid her arm out of the cast and started laughing. “It’s April first,” she said. “My uncle’s a doctor, and I thought it would be funny to tell you all I broke my arm.”

      I’d never really cared that my birthday fell on April Fools’ Day. . .until that year. She basically ruined my birthday as an attention-grabbing joke.

      And now, after millennia of waiting, I actually watch as a gorgeous blue water dragon pops out an egg on the shores of Australia’s Northern Territory beach. The silvery-blue egg glistens—hardly a surprise given that it’s being laid by a water dragon—as it drops to the sand. The blessed around me are clearly delighted.

      But they keep turning and looking over their shoulders.

      Everyone gathered is watching me instead of the sleek and sinuous aqua water dragon, Norellia. They’re watching me, I believe, to see whether Azar’s still alive.

      As much as I despised Olivia ten years ago, I loathe the older brother who terrifies and attacks his younger siblings. The brother who manages to suck all the joy out of his little brother’s success on the very day we get the good news that dragons can now reproduce again thanks to our efforts and sacrifice.

      Instead of staying with the new mother-to-be, Euphrasia shoots me a knowing glance before ducking into the water and swimming away. I’m going to go share the good news. I feel like Azar might need a win.

      She’s actually going to check on him. I admire her for that courage.

      And I wish I could go, too.

      But no. I promised Azar, and with the danger he’s already in, the least I can do is not add to his stress. I stay here like a good little bonded, and I make polite comments and smile and congratulate Norellia and her mate, but in actuality I’m listening in on Azar as well as I can as Thunar pries information out of my favorite flame-blessed brothers. Hyperion’s better than I expected him to be at putting off Thunar’s prying questions. Azar seems. . .out of his element.

      It’s because he’s trying to protect me.

      Better than most blessed, he knows how to keep a secret, but I’m kind of at the heart of all the things he’s done since coming to earth. He has to know Thunar’s going to learn about me sooner or later. The more he puts off talking about me, the stranger it’s going to feel when Thunar realizes that’s what he’s been doing.

      I’m not interested in getting between Azar and the way he handles his complicated family, but I am very interested in keeping myself alive, and in my experience, hiding from bullies never works out well for the victim. So when Thunar says, Let’s go see this egg. . . Azar’s panic is very clear. The bond’s a dark reddish-black that I’ve never seen before.

      Fear.

      I think that’s what I’m sensing.

      Azar, the nuclear warhead-eating monstrous nightmare is scared.

      I should be scared too, right? But honestly, it feels like I’ve been living on borrowed time ever since Gideon jammed that syringe into my neck. Then, against all odds, I walked back out of the volcano I got tossed into. I’m not really any more scared now than I have been for months.

      This level of fear has become my everyday.

      What does bother me is that we have the heart, and Azar’s still worried. They should be thanking him. I imagine once he’s met me, Thunar won’t care much about me anymore. None of the blessed ever seem overly impressed with humans.

      Asteria’s clearly preparing to accompany another group of strike blessed north, to the island where Hyperion and Azar shot off to meet Thunar, and I wave her direction. You’re not taking Jade.

      Of course not. She scowls like I’m the idiot. But you want to come.

      Azar doesn’t want me there as his bonded, I don’t think. He’s worried.

      You met my nasty sister. Asteria lowers her head. She’s a delight compared to Thunar. He’s right to be worried. You should stay here.

      I sigh.

      But you’re you, and I’m learning more about what that means every day. She blinks. For what it’s worth, I’m glad I bonded Jade—the kinder, gentler Liz. I think the actual Elizabeth Chadwick would be the end of me.

      I laugh. Asteria and I have had our moments, but I can’t think of a dragon I’d have preferred to bond my sweet little sister Jade. So, will you take me or not?

      If I don’t, you’ll just find someone else. Or wing your way over there so slowly you arrive just after he leaves.

      I am pretty stubborn.

      And the other blessed on the recovery team all adore you, especially the earth blessed, so one of them would definitely take you.

      That’s good to hear. Azar’s never very far away, so I don’t get many chances to interact with the other blessed without a flame blessed recovery leader glaring at them. Is that a yes?

      Better me than some sand-brained earth blessed.

      It’s ingrained in them. They can’t help mocking the earth dragons. I walk toward her and start looking for a place to climb up. She’s so smooth, with such small and delicate scales compared to Azar and Axel both, that I’m not sure how to scramble up her back. Luckily, she drops a shoulder, and there’s a small but distinct back ridge I think I can hold onto.

      We’ve just launched into the air when I get a sharp message from Azar. Do not come here.

      That’s a little rude, I say. I’m riding Asteria. He won’t even know I’m your bonded.

      We’re coming to you. Prepare.

      Prepare? What does that mean? I tell Asteria they’re coming our way, and she wheels around sharply.

      “What could prepare mean?” I mumble aloud. “Should I make a cake? Change the sheets on a bed the size of a whale?”

      Sheets? Asteria drops sharply. Thankfully clinging to Azar’s back like flotsam for weeks has prepared me for almost anything. I manage to keep my hold until she slides onto the landing pad Gordon and Rufus made on the far end of the dwelling.

      If you’d told me a month ago I’d be living in the same enormous, cavernous dwelling that my bonded dragon and his intended mate Asteria inhabited, I’d have been sick, but here we are, and I don’t even hate it.

      I don’t hate you, either, even if you somehow turned Azar against me. I’m beginning to wonder whether we were never quite the perfect fit I believed us to be.

      For some reason, I expect the dragons to fly over here, with the water dragons they brought swimming of course, but that’s not what happens. No, we’ve barely landed when there’s a bizarre sound like the grinding of gears in a car and an avalanche colliding. A staggeringly large portal opens just over the water in front of our dwelling, and the largest creature I’ve ever seen wings his way through, his massive head covered with terrifying horns that spray out around his face in all directions. He swings his head back and forth aggressively, as if he can somehow catalogue all the blessed in front of him and evaluate the threat they may pose at a glance.

      And then he bugles as loud and long as I’ve ever heard a dragon bugle—like a growling scream—and I immediately understand what he’s doing. He’s declaring everything here as his.

      If he were a dog, he’d be peeing on the side wall of our new house.

      I hate it.

      And I hate him.

      If he can’t bond a human, he’ll die, Azar says.

      I like that idea.

      Hyperion sounds happy, even though I can’t see him yet. Maybe we can wear him out and then not manage to find a bright for him.

      We’re going to need an awful lot of brights in a very short time. Private communication’s much easier after Azar shoots through the portal.

      I’m less prepared for the mass of water blessed, strike blessed, and then a never-ending stream of earth blessed who leap, shoot, and pour through the portal, overrunning the area around us.

      How many are there? Without being entwined, it’s harder to listen in on their conversations, and if Azar gauged their numbers visually or in some other dragon-y way, I certainly never heard him say.

      Ten thousand more, give or take.

      Oh, no. I’ll have to ask their prime minister to be sure, but I doubt there are enough brights in Australia to bond them all, much less brights who are ready and willing to give up their lives for a dragon. We promised them we wouldn’t bond anyone against their wishes. I’m not going to budge on that, not even for the ugliest, scariest monster I’ve ever seen.

      Because he may not know it yet, but I’m a monster too.

      I’m small but mighty, and that makes me unexpected.

      I have half a mind to stab him a few times with my swords just to see how much he bleeds.

      Do not do anything stupid. Asteria’s communication was both private and very, very soft.

      I turn, craning my neck. “Why would you think I’d do that?”

      You’re stroking the handles on those swords like you do that little barking menace. He’s not here, but I don’t like that the swords calm you down.

      “Fluff Dog is a girl,” I say. “And she’s not a menace.” She has taken the recent move pretty hard, and she’s been barking more than I’d like, but I’ll defend her until my dying breath.

      Don’t do anything stupid. Try really hard. Asteria’s making jokes now. I’ve warped the dragons, clearly.

      Thunar’s been making a large loop around the area, and now he’s swinging back. As he scans the area, he seems to become agitated, his tail twitching faster, and his nostrils flared. By the time he lands in front of our dwelling, clearly determining that it’s the nicest one close, he’s fuming. You downplayed the transformation of the earth blessed. They’re as powerful and as strong as the strike blessed now.

      Hardly, Asteria says. They can’t strike with lightning or anything like it.

      Thunar’s head snaps in her direction. How did this happen? Did one of my deficient brothers do this?

      Asteria, to her credit, doesn’t back down. She doesn’t shrink or duck her head like the other blessed gathered. She straightens. Your brothers are not deficient. And no, neither of them is responsible.

      Azar’s panic rises, and I realize he doesn’t ever mean to tell Thunar I did this. Was he planning to introduce me at all? Or did he think he could sweep me under a sofa until he sent Thunar back home to Daddy?

      Who did? Thunar lifting his chin is a sight to see. It’s like watching a battleship tossing its head. I thought Hyperion was large. . .until just now.

      Azar’s bonded, Elizabeth Chadwick. Asteria clearly didn’t get the ‘hide the flag’ memo, which is fine by me.

      Bring this Elizabeth Chadwick to me. I’d like to meet a human who can transform all the earth blessed that came with the recovery team.

      Azar lands in front of me just as Asteria moves to allow Thunar to see me. We have many other things to do, Azar’s nostrils flare. You have no reason to meet⁠—

      Thunar scowls and steps closer. Now I really want to meet this earth child. Bring it to me now.

      “I’m not an ‘it.’” I duck around Azar’s shoulder and drop my hands on my hips so I won’t be so tempted to unsheathe my little blades. Using them against him would be like attacking an elephant with a paring knife anyway. “I’m a she. Elizabeth Chadwick, earth dragon upgrade commander-in-chief.”

      Azar’s exhale is both beleaguered and loud.

      Instead of leaning closer, asking me questions, or demanding that I upgrade all the regular-looking earth dragons that came with him, Thunar does something that I never expected.

      He stumbles backward. Witch.

      “Excuse me?” Oh, right. My wings. I fluff them out. “Look, I know they’re a little strange.” I launch into the air and fly around Azar’s head. “And I can’t keep up with the dragons, but I actually got these at the same time that I changed the earth dragons, and they’ve really grown on me.” By the time I’ve swooped back around and can see him, his shock appears to have transformed into something worse.

      Anger.

      The quick burst of very hot air he shoots my way knocks me right out of my flight path, and I crash into Azar’s chest and crumple to the ground.

      Ouch. Jerk. I stand up. “What was that for?”

      Thunar drops his head toward me, but before he can get much closer, Azar rises, stretching as tall as he can, and blocks him. Mine.

      Thunar’s laugh is ugly. It’s as ugly as anything I’ve ever heard. Try again. He shoves Azar aside and drops his head until he’s on level with me. This is uncanny. How did you live this long? Earth children don’t live thousands of years. Explain.

      I frown. “I’m barely 23.”

      Now it’s his turn to look confused. Liar. You were here, right alongside Father’s disgusting new mate when we all escaped earth. Lava literally drips from his mouth and nearly melts my foot.

      The sandy area it hits is smoking.

      “Who do you think I am, exactly?”

      Gullveig, he says. Deny it all you want—I knew you myself. I’d never forget someone I hated as much as I hated you.

      The feeling’s very mutual, but I’m worried if I say that out loud, Azar will try to kill him here and now. So, for the first time in my life, I do something prudent. It goes against everything inside of me, but I grit my teeth, and to spare Azar, I say, “I must strongly resemble this person you think I am, but I assure you, I was born just twenty-three years ago, and I’m not the person you think.”

      Only, I fear I might be the liar in this situation.

      Thunar’s accusation answers a question I’ve had for a while. Sure, I have Gullveig dreams, and they might be memories, possibly, but are they simply being given to me by someone or something? Or are they mine, and I’m regaining them?

      If I look just like her, I have to face the very real possibility that I might actually be this ancient human who loved Freya.

      And also killed her.

      I’ve seen you die several times already, witch, and yet here you are. He straightens abruptly. Can you even be killed?

      “I’d rather not find out.”

      She did walk into a volcano, Asteria says. And here she is, just fine.

      I’m worse than a volcano, Thunar says. He’s probably right about that, based on what I’ve seen Azar do. Let’s see how far her luck holds.

      This is bad.
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      When Thunar fire-blasts Liz, my entire body reacts.

      Just not fast enough.

      Thankfully, when Liz throws a hand forward, a red shield erupts in front of her, deflecting the flames. “Asteria!” she shouts. “Get them all out of here. Now!”

      I assume she’s talking about her siblings, and I hope Asteria listens. I care about Liz’s little sisters and brother, mostly because I can see how much she does, but the only person I really care about is currently using my magic to block Thunar’s flames while he attacks her right in front of me.

      What is this? Some new magic? Thunar stops flaming her. And you said you weren’t a witch.

      I don’t wait for any more talking. I launch forward and barrel into his flank, flaming him as I do. I just wish he wasn’t so much bigger and more powerful than I am.

      I’ve watched fights like the one I’ve started, and they never go well for the smaller, younger blessed.

      I watched as this very brother consumed the younger flame blessed, and they were older than I am. Even so, the one thing I can’t do is stand by and watch him attack Liz.

      Hyperion, bless him, immediately attacks from the other side.

      Thunar’s roar feels almost gleeful—of course it is. He’s probably wanted this to happen since the moment he arrived. He’s looked for an excuse to kill me for as long as I’ve been alive.

      And I’m ready to die.

      I’ve done what I could for my people. I found Liz. I’ve recovered the heart. And now, if it’s time for me to perish while defending the one thing I care most about in the world, maybe that was my purpose all along. I wish I’d have been able to recover my memories, but I’ve made some really great new ones.

      It’s enough.

      Thunar launches into the sky, and I should appreciate that. He’s less likely to destroy everyone else I care about from up there. Keeping everyone Liz loves safe is a good thing. Maybe she won’t even get melted in the fallout from our fight. As Hyperion and I follow him upward, I can sense her down below me, watching.

      Hide, I say. Please hide.

      From the corner of my eye, I see her darting away, and I breathe a small sigh of relief before I dig deep and pull on the inferno that’s always raging inside of me. I release the strongest, hottest blast I’m capable of making, and it strikes Thunar’s side at the same time as Hyperion does the same.

      Maybe together, we can burn him to ash, Hyperion says. I intend to try.

      Until we came to earth, Hyperion kept me safe as some kind of guilt-ridden obligation. It was always clear he didn’t like me. He just wanted me to fix whatever he was inevitably doomed to break.

      It’s different now.

      He’s. . .different. We’ve both changed.

      Because of Liz. Thanks to her, now we feel like a team. I have a strange affection for him that I never associated with any other siblings. It’s more like what I feel for Euphrasia, or even a little like what I feel for Liz.

      I’m not terrified he might be hurt, but I’m saddened by the idea.

      It’s a new feeling to me, and it doesn’t help me fight with more skill or power. Our blasts seem to do very little to Thunar, which makes sense. We’re creatures of destruction, heat, and flame. Why would my attack harm him? What else can we do? I ask, finally running out of firepower. He’s completely fine.

      Thunar’s been flying north and just a little east, so he doesn’t just head back to the island again, I suppose. As the water rushes past us below, I can’t help wondering what we could do that might harm him.

      Water? I ask. That might do something.

      But before Hyperion can respond, Thunar pivots, and a horrifyingly large pillar of flame leaves his body, aimed right at my chest. As it hits me, punching into the center of my body, I prepare to die. The flames are so hot they’re blue. Only, the flames don’t harm me any more than ours seemed to hurt him.

      Have we leveled up?

      I’ve barely had the thought when Thunar flips his wings up vertically, stopping like a wall, and twists, slamming me with his massive, extended claws. I might withstand the extreme heat he can create better than I expected, but I’m not invincible to the brute force of his mauling.

      His talons rake enormous furrows down the side of my body, slicing through my scales like a schooner through the ocean. Blood sprays like water, probably thanks to the heat he just hit me with. But as he finally disengages, his claws rip past my wing, shredding the end of it.

      No matter how hard I pump, I can’t seem to fly properly, not anymore.

      Now I’m the one who’s about to see how I do with being submerged in water. As I careen downward and the waves rise to meet me, I realize I’m leaving Hyperion to fight him alone.

      No, Liz says. Don’t die!

      I’m not, I say. Or at least, I don’t think so. I’m not much of a swimmer, but now Hyperion’s up there alone. I snap my head up as my body hits the water, and I can barely make out Thunar blasting Hyperion. I assume he’ll do the same thing to him that he just did to me. Soften with flame, slice with overwhelming force.

      After hitting the water like a freight train, I plow downward, down, down, down. Things are moving alongside me—fish? Other blessed? Whales? I have no idea. I’m going too fast, and it’s too dark, and I don’t love the water. The ribbons of blood streaming away from my body aren’t a great sign, but most importantly, I have to figure out how to slow my motion downward. . .and then move my way back up.

      Hyperion needs me.

      Here. A strange pulse of magic rushes through my bond after Liz’s message. Heal your body and your wing. Go help him.

      I’m not sure what we can do. Even flaming back and forth repeatedly, we can’t harm Thunar.

      But you can wear him down. Remember what happened to Gaia after building your wedding platform?

      When I was planning on mating with Asteria.

      It was a terrible time, but she’s brilliant. We don’t have to kill Thunar. We just have to survive while he burns through his energy reserves while not yet bonded to a human. Another pulse of magic shoots through the bond. Where’s that coming from?

      The heart stone. I ran in and got it.

      I wish she was just hiding, but I appreciate her help. I shove raw magic at my wing, and it starts to heal just as I start to choke on the salt water all around me.

      Turns out, water and flame aren’t the best mix.

      For an all-powerful demon with wings, you’re kind of pitiful, Liz says. Portal out. Kick your thick, squatty legs. Do something, anything so you don’t die under there, you big lump.

      Kicking proves ineffective, and I start to feel. . .not great. Portaling requires a clear image of where I’m going, and the wherewithal to⁠—

      You’re lecturing me on magical theory right now? The bond practically bristles with irritation. Hyperion’s DYING. Figure it out!

      I try, and I thrash, but everything I do shoves me down farther in the dark, confusing water until. . .Euphrasia shoots past, spinning around me in a tight circle. She does what she did when I was much smaller and somehow sends me breathable air under here. Then another blessed joins her, and another, and within a few beats, I can breathe easily again. It’s so much easier to heal when I can actually process the air around me.

      The water blessed each take one part of my body—a ridge, a claw, the joint where my wing meets my back—and they begin pulsing upward, dragging me along with them. As we move up, it grows lighter and brighter, and I feel less buried.

      He flew out over all this water for a reason, Euphrasia says. He knew if he could simply knock you under. . .

      He’ll do the same to Hyperion.

      Euphrasia has gotten me back up to the top of the ocean. He just did. We’ll go help him next.

      Then he’ll attack you.

      Euphrasia blinks, seemingly unconcerned. I’ve lived a long time. I’m willing to take the risk.

      As am I, a water blessed I don’t even know says.

      And me, a water blessed I vaguely remember says. Wilhelmina, I think?

      Euphrasia’s sister’s there, too. And a few others I don’t have the energy to identify.

      But then they’re boosting me out of the water, and I’m shaking off, and launching back upward into the air. For a moment, I worry I’ll plunge back down, but then my wings dry, and I realize they’ve healed, thanks to Liz’s magic. Take care of Hyperion.

      He’s worse off than you, Euphrasia says. Go save your human bonded. We’ll take care of Hyperion.

      But I don’t see Thunar anywhere.

      In that moment, I know where he’s gone. He was merely getting rid of Hyperion and me so he could do what he really wanted. I swear, I don’t know a single creature in the universe who gets more targets painted on her back than Elizabeth Chadwick.

      I fly back toward the coast as fast as I’ve ever flown, portaling the rest of the way once I’ve recovered enough to do it.

      I’m still too late. Thunar’s already landing up ahead, and he doesn’t wait to blast a large column of flame. . .right at where Liz is standing, apparently waiting for him.

      Can Liz block it again?

      Before I’m close enough to do anything at all, I realize that Liz isn’t facing him alone. She’s surrounded by earth blessed. In fact, more are winging their way to her side in droves, coming from as far out as I can see. Some of them have humans on their backs, and some don’t. But they’re all screaming their defiance at Thunar.

      He’s laughing. What do you think you pathetic fools can do to me?

      I blast him from the side. Would you kill your own people just to attack one human?

      I destroy anyone who defies me. He spins, his eyes flashing. As should you.

      You picked this fight, and now you won’t let go even though she has more allies than you expected? Don’t be stupid.

      I doubt it’s my words that sway him, though.

      No, it’s the large contingent of strike blessed joining the fray. And then another one of water blessed climbing out of the surf and lining up on the shore. Earth blessed continue to arrive, but now I notice that some are straightening in front of Liz, their new wings still wet as they unfurl.

      She gave the new ones wings, too? For the first time since seeing Liz, Thunar sounds. . .thoughtful. His anger is lessened. How?

      Liz straightens, and she spreads her arms wide. “I grabbed the heart, which we had been keeping safe until we could return it to your father. Then I used its magic to send power to my bonded.” She lifts her chin. “Power he needed because of your unprovoked attack.”

      Thunar tilts his head, but there are no new columns of flames, not yet, anyway. And?

      “As you can see, I was able to use it to help all the earth blessed near me to. . .” She frowns, her nose scrunching. “I’m not sure what to call it. I upgraded them, too. They’re larger and they can fly.”

      How?

      “I wish I knew. The heart’s tricky. It’s powerful, but it didn’t come with a manual. Not even one written in Chinese letters.”

      Thunar turns toward me this time. What’s she saying? Interpret.

      I don’t understand her either, half the time. But I think the answer is, she isn’t sure how she does it. If she was this witch you knew from another life, she doesn’t remember much about it now. All the things she has done have come from trying new things and taking risks.

      In typical form, Thunar demands she try to improve him next. Do the same to me. He lifts his head, as if to dare her to defy him.

      “I would,” Liz says. “Really, I would. The thing is, when I pulled on its magic. . .it expanded, and then when I pushed it to Azar, I was weakened. The earth blessed near me came to help.” She coughs. “And the more, the ones you brought, also stepped in. When they did, the magic exploded around me, and then the heart kind of. . .” She blinks.

      Did she drop it? Did someone take it? Thunar looks at the ground around her intently. Where did it go?

      Liz clears her throat. “The thing is, I retrieved the heart from another human who had it kind of embedded in their chest.” She grimaces. “And now I think.” She makes her right hand into a fist and slams it against her chest. “I guess it did the same thing to me.”

      The heart’s. . .in her body next to her heart? This isn’t great.

      Before Thunar can suggest we flay her open and take it out, more earth blessed manage to squeeze their way through. The small, forest green earth blessed near the front, Prevalus, slithers closer. Can you make me larger? He blinks. And give me wings? I’d really like some wings.

      Go away, all of you. Thunar looks angrier than he did before when he turns toward me. Slice it out of her. She can’t have it.

      She’s bonded to Prince Azar, Prevalus says, scowling at Thunar, who’s at least ten times his size. And she’s using it to strengthen our people. We’ll fight you to the end if you try to harm her.

      Hyperion flies past then, looking for a place to land. With all the blessed showing up, finding a space on the ground is difficult. For once, I’m not the only one trying to keep my ensnared human alive. It’s a good feeling. At least, it mostly is. Because as the blessed crowd around her, I have an overwhelming urge to scoop her up and fly away, screaming mine.

      Unfortunately, I know just what Liz would say if I tried.

      I hate the human word ‘share,’ but I am relieved that we’re all still alive to do it.
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