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The Dragon King’s fingers squeezed around Lyrrin’s jaw, digging into her soft flesh. She tried to pull away, but he held firm in a way that could crack bone. 

Still shivering from the cold flight there, she held his gaze and it made her shudder harder. There was something wrong about his stare, with those bottomless black irises and silver-bright pupils. It curdled her stomach and brought the sting of tears. 

“Don’t think you are so special that I will tolerate your disobedience, child.” The tips of his fingers clenched. His voice rattled her insides and thundered around the walls of the empty throne room.

Lyrrin could feel her skin bruising. 

Beside her, Yensen kept his eyes forward, as though nothing was happening at all. Over near the throne, the queen cast furtive looks their way and remained so still she didn’t even seem to be breathing. 

No one is going to help me. Lyrrin wanted to keep defying the man but was already regretting her words that had made him angry. She had to be smarter. 

Tilting her chin up so high it stretched her throat, the king asked, “Are you going to cooperate or should I have this grayglim dispose of you here and now?”

Through gritted teeth, Lyrrin mumbled, “I can’t tell you what I know if you break my jaw.”

He didn’t let go. “Of course you can. What I break can be fixed. As many times as we have to until you learn your place. But there’ll be no need for that, because you’re going to cooperate, aren’t you?”

A sharp zing of terror cut through Lyrrin’s stomach. Teary and tired, she nodded once. It was barely a movement at all, locked in the king’s grasp, but he would have felt it. 

He released her, and she gasped in relief. Her head flopped forward and a tear splashed free. 

Stalking back to the throne, Yeonard Draekhan flicked a hand toward his wife. “Leave us.”

The queen bobbed a curtsy once, then strode briskly to the door without questioning the order. The tight angle of her shoulders looked like fear to Lyrrin. 

The king leaned back in the throne, as though resting after a leisurely stroll. He addressed Yensen. “Tell me how the hybrid creature was made.”

The grayglim cleared his throat and went over everything, the entire story of how Riony had healed the broken dragon egg with the vial of silvernix Lyrrin had decorated. 

The king kept Lyrrin locked in his terrible gaze. “What runes did you carve on the glass?”

“I don’t remember.” Her voice came out small and breathy, scared she’d be seen as not cooperating again. 

But it was only the truth. All she remembered was that she’d just learned about the magical runes in the undercity and was so enchanted with them that she wanted to draw her own ones on the silvernix vial to make it pretty and protected and magical too. 

But whatever I did, Riony wouldn’t have known what it was, how to activate it, or even known there was something to activate.

The king didn’t look happy with her answer. 

She shot a pleading look toward Yensen, but his only response was a slight narrowing of his eyes. 

She rambled. “The markings I carved probably didn’t do anything anyway. It was years ago when I did them and I didn’t even know how to use any runes back then. And my sister didn’t activate the rune when she used the silvernix.”

Lyrrin’s thoughts raced, going over the details. Riony may not have activated it when she used it, but had Lyrrin, when she’d carved the runes? Could it have affected the silvernix then? 

“So the carvings may have had nothing to do with the process.” Lyrrin’s grandfather looked at her as though she were a disappointing plate placed in front of him at lunch. 

Stay useful. Stay cooperative. Don’t give him too much. Don’t let him work out how to get more unidragons. 

Lyrrin’s head hurt. Maybe the carvings did have nothing to do with it. They were on glass, not crystal, and how could it have had any magical charge for it to work? 

Maybe it was something else entirely, to do with Dracuni’s parents or that specific batch of silvernix?

Lyrrin chewed her lips and settled her thoughts. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know how to make more unidragons. All she had to do was keep the king thinking she did and keep him busy trying ways that weren’t going to work until she could escape.

“The carvings must have done something,” Lyrrin said confidently. “Because we tried making another hybrid with just an egg and silvernix and it didn’t work.”

Elumon. I hope he’s okay. 

Lyrrin’s chest ached with a strange hollowness at being away from the hatchling. 

The king didn’t reply, only pierced her with an assessing gaze. 

Overwrought, Lyrrin turned to Yensen. “Tell him. Tell him we did.”

Her voice strained up into a high-pitched whine as the grayglim didn’t even look at her. He opened his mouth but the king spoke first. 

“Stop looking to him for assistance, child.” Yeonard reclined further into his throne. “He is not your friend or ally or anything other than my loyal hand, as every grayglim is.”

Lyrrin’s lips pulled in and she kept her eyes on Yensen. 

He had betrayed Eslinde for the king, but Lyrrin also knew not every grayglim was totally loyal. Brishan had abandoned his duties to be with Niskina’s mother. 

And there was also Lady Hjelzahn. She’d become the wife of a Hjelzahn heir, although she had remained a grayglim afterward too, so it was unclear where her loyalties lay, even before she became possessed and killed him and two of her children. Maybe she wasn’t a good example. 

Still, Lyrrin was only asking Yensen to confirm what was true, not commit treason. “Yensen, please tell him how we couldn’t make another unidragon.”

Yensen’s jaw tightened. “It is true, my king. The dragonling created in the test did not have silvernix blood.”

“Grayglim,” Yeonard Draekhan scratched the side of his hooked nose. “Take one of your knives and pierce the palm of your hand with it. All the way through.”

“Yes, my king.” 

Lyrrin’s jaw dropped. “What? No!”

Yensen moved fast. His right hand swished across his belt and he plucked a slim dagger from a sheath. The blade flashed in the flickering blue light as he raised it, then brought it down into the palm of his other hand. There was a sickening tearing sound as the blade went through right to the hilt. 

“Why? Why did you do that?” Lyrrin shrieked, both at Yensen and the man smirking down from his throne. 

The Dragon King rose and strolled casually toward them. “Because the grayglim knows whom he serves, the only person he serves. Because he understands unfailing loyalty. And because you, my granddaughter, need to know that I have hundreds of grayglims just as loyal, all willing to do anything for me.”

Yensen’s jaw tensed and a sheen of sweat spread over his forehead, but he made no other movement. Lyrrin couldn’t take her eyes off his hand, the blade going through it, the trembling twitch of his fingers, and the blood dripping onto the floor. 

The king had ordered it, and he had done it, without hesitation ... I have no friends here.

All of the shuddering cold and curdling fear and stinging nausea within Lyrrin met and merged in a rush of sickness in her throat. 

She knew she could swallow it away. She could ... 

But maybe she didn’t want to. 

Heaving forward, Lyrrin emptied the contents of her stomach onto the Dragon King’s boots. The splatter of her vomit echoed in the stark throne room. 

The king inhaled sharply through his nose and glared at her in horror. 

He raised a hand. His fingers, each ringed in ornate gold rings studded with multiple glassy gems, clenched into a fist, then opened flat again. 

Lyrrin wiped her mouth and put on her smallest, most childlike voice. “I’m sorry. Blood makes me sick. I think I might ...”

She made a convulsing motion with her chest and the king stepped back. 

“Get her out of here. Now!”

Lyrrin did her best not to smile. It had been only a small act of rebellion, maybe, but one she was getting away with. 

“My king?” Yensen asked, as though unsure the order was for him, despite him being the only other person in the room. 

“I want you watching her. She’s your responsibility.”

Yensen nodded once, then pulled the dagger from his hand as quickly as he’d put it there. His face was pale. “Where do you wish her kept?”

Lyrrin made a gagging sound and puffed her cheeks.

Stepping back again, the king’s face twisted. “I don’t care, just take her away. Tomorrow we’ll begin trials for creating more hybrids. I’ll need to get more silvernix. We’ll need more than we have on hand here, so deal with getting her cleaned up before then.”

Yensen bowed, then grasped Lyrrin by the back of the neck with his uninjured hand and steered her briskly to the exit. 

They pushed out through the doors, with Lyrrin trotting to keep up with Yensen’s long strides. Two more grayglims flanked the doorway, and Yensen gestured to one who fell in beside him. They whispered together for a moment, then the other grayglim split off again, hurrying down another hallway. 

Yeonard Draekhan’s booming voice, yelling for servants, echoed all the way to Lyrrin as Yensen pushed her around another corner and they began climbing steps. 

She sighed in relief to be away from that awful man, whom she never wanted to consider her grandfather. Now she just had to get herself all the way free. 

“Where are you taking me?” Lyrrin asked. 

“Eslinde’s chambers. They are secure.” Yensen removed his hand from her neck.

Despite being released, there wasn’t anywhere for Lyrrin to go other than up or down, and she doubted she’d have much luck simply running for it. Her legs felt weak and wobbly. 

The thought that they were going to her mother’s room also drew curiosity from Lyrrin. She wanted to see that space, find something of her mother’s to hold on to. So she kept going up the stairs. 

Yensen drew a black strip of fabric from a pouch and bandaged his hand. 

“Does it hurt?” Lyrrin asked.

Yensen gave her a flat stare and returned to his work. 

“Sorry. Of course it does.” Lyrrin grunted in disgust. “I can’t believe he made you do that! I can’t believe you did that!”

Yensen tied off the fabric, pulling it taut with his teeth. “I’m grateful to my king that he spared me after my failure.”

“Don’t be grateful to him! That was cruel. Him choosing awful pain instead of instant execution isn’t something to be grateful for.”

They reached the top of the stairs, and Lyrrin groaned to see another long hallway lined with arched niches ahead of them and more stairs beyond. The palace was huge. Who needed this much space? 

“He is my king, and yours.” Yensen nudged her shoulder to keep her moving. “We are both lucky to be alive, and you haven’t been harmed. As long as you behave, it will be fine.”

Lyrrin snorted. “I am not going to behave. And you shouldn’t either for someone who makes you stab yourself. Did Eslinde ever make you stab yourself? I doubt it.”

Yensen didn’t reply. His expression was as stony as ever, but his silky black hair hung messily and there was tension around his eyes, giving him a pained, haunted look. 

Is he thinking about her? Did he ever really care for Eslinde?

They continued on in silence. The passage was lined with statues of angry-looking people posing with weapons, looming out of each arched alcove. Lyrrin sneered at them and the harsh, cold stone all around. There was no warmth there. No plants or animals, no pets or personal touches of a home lived in and loved. The whole place felt lifeless. 

A pang of sadness hit Lyrrin as she remembered the small two-room dwelling she and Riony had shared in the undercity, with its soft blankets and broken door and often some critter or another Lyrrin had tempted in with food. 

Is Riony still in the undercity now? Did she and the others manage to help? Are they okay? Do they know what happened to me yet?

Lyrrin wished she still had her heart stone, to feel her sister’s heartbeat again.

At the top of the next flight of stairs, Yensen pushed a door open, and then pushed Lyrrin inside. He reached to a strange toggle on the wall, and with a click the room illuminated.

“Servants with food and clean clothing are on their way. Don’t do anything stupid. Behave,” he said.

Lyrrin stuck her tongue out at him.

He closed the door, locking it between them. 

Lyrrin stared at the solid doorway as she took a few deep breaths and then turned around. 

Eslinde’s room ... No, Eslinde’s chambers. Lyrrin hadn’t expected how big they would be, how many rooms were involved. There were four doorways splitting off from the vast central living area she’d stepped into, a space draped in books along every wall, like a waterfall of tomes all around, spilling out from the shelves in piles on the ground. 

Only a few other pieces of furniture occupied the space. A small table with two chairs beside a large window at one end, and a lounge and armchairs—Lyrrin hadn’t seen those before but knew about them—around another low table, covered in books. A patch on the floor near there had a dark stain marring the polished tiles.

Lyrrin scurried over to the lounge and pulled a blanket from it. She draped it over her chilled shoulders and brought it up to her face. It smelled like her mother. 

Pulling it tight around her, she quickly checked the other rooms, looking for weapons or exits. The first she tried was too dark to see into. 

Lyrrin noticed another one of the toggle switches near the door. She tentatively flicked it, and light crackled from the lamp fittings in the same eerie blue of the rest of the palace. It was cooler than the cyan glow of the Alderkin light stones.

Inside was a bathroom. So different to those in the undercity, with hot spring water running perpetually into stone baths, filling the air with steam. This one was cold, with a shining steel tub and metal pipes and taps.

But it contained no windows or exits, so Lyrrin moved on. Behind the second door was a storage closet. The third was a room even more filled with books than the living area, creating a maze across the floor. Lyrrin flicked the toggle, but the lights in there didn’t work. 

A large window on the other side brightened the room with the last dull purple light of day. Lyrrin made her way there, growing eager as she saw the balcony beyond the glass. The massive window had a door built in, and Lyrrin grinned when she pushed and it swung open easily. 

Her smile faded, though, as she stepped out onto the balcony, so, so far above the ground below with nothing on the slick marble walls to climb down. Someone would have to be desperate to try to get down from there. 

Against the dusk-bruised sky, something massive moved, flying off to the northeast. A dragon, bigger than she’d ever seen. Its wings seemed to stretch from one side of the city to the other, four times as big as any dragon Lyrrin had known. Bigger than the shadow dragon itself. 

A dragon that big could swallow someone whole. 

Cold wind gusted against Lyrrin’s face. She pulled the blanket closer again and went back inside. The fourth and final room was the bedroom. Her mother’s bedroom. Lyrrin traced around the walls, hoping for some secret doorway to reveal itself, as she avoided the desire to crawl into the massive bed in the center of the space and curl up and cry. 

She followed the boundary all the way around and back out of the room and to the front door again, dragging her fingertips along the wall as she went. Nothing but slick, streaky marble all the way, with no seams or buttons revealing a concealed escape route. 

The texture only changed when she reached the front door, where ornate carvings surrounded the threshold. And as her fingers passed over a section of them, she felt the stone there sing. 

Lyrrin stopped, blinked, and backtracked. She ran her fingers and eyes over the area, heart pounding. Within the swirling lines and intricate patterns a different sort of design became clear. 

Alderkin runes. 

She touched the symbol hesitantly, feeling how it sung to her, a reverberation deep in her chest. 

Alderkin runes on ... crystal? It had to be charged crystal for it to hum like that, but it looked just like the surrounding stone. Lyrrin leaned closer and saw the careful layer of paint and the edges of the carved section. 

Prying her sharp fingers into the gap, Lyrrin grasped the crystal and pulled.

The long, thin shaft slid from the wall. Beyond the painted cap, the transparent quartz glowed softly. A cavity in the middle held a small vial of silvernix. 

“Sparks, yes!” Lyrrin whispered breathily. 

There was a crystal she might be able to work with and silvernix to keep her safe. They felt like a gift from her mother, waiting there for her, to give her hope, to give her a chance to get free. 

She examined the rune. She’d never seen one like it before, so she wasn’t sure what she could do with it.

I’ll work it out soon enough. 

But what she wasn’t sure of was how the crystal was still charged. They were a long, long way from any shrines there. 

Lyrrin remembered Shael’s words when they had been talking about the standing stones and how they charge the crystals. 

There’s only one way that works without—

Her mother knows already. Alleem worked it out for her, to keep her safe.

Lyrrin dropped down to the floor, cradling the crystal on her lap. She turned it in her hands, and along the bottom was a line of swirling shapes. Alderkin writing. Lyrrin wished she knew what it meant. 

Did my father make this? For Eslinde? 

All her plans to carve that length of crystal into pieces and test out rune combinations shattered as surely as if she’d pelted the stone onto the floor. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t destroy what might be the last thing in the world her father had left behind. 

She had so little of anything left of those she loved. Riony and Eslinde and Dracuni and Aishena and Benjin and Elumon and Niskina and everyone who had become her friends and family felt a world away from her and suddenly all she wanted was to be squeezing her doll she’d left in the undercity tight in her arms as Riony squeezed tight around her.

I’m going to see her again. I’m going to get out of here. 

But even the voice in her head sounded weak and scared and all the pain and fear of the day hit her like the smack of a dragon wing. 

Because how could she stay strong in this awful, lifeless place, all alone? How could she stay safe around a man who would make even those loyal to him stab themselves through their hand? 

How could she survive against that sort of cruelty and power?
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The silken plates of Dracuni’s scales jolted against Riony’s back. 

Teetering on the edge of sleep, Riony woke with a start, her heart cracking into a sprint as she was hit by Dracuni’s fear and her own all at once. She grasped around nearby until her fingers closed on the hilt of her crystal sword, heavy and uncharged. 

She scrambled blindly to her feet. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Riony scrubbed the palm of her free hand into her bleary eyes, trying to clear them. The unfamiliar room was lit by a single glow stone, left activated because Dracuni didn’t like the complete darkness the caves otherwise provided. Lyrrin never used to like it either. 

Elumon slept on a blanket on the other side of the tiled floor, undisturbed. Cool air from the open vent nearby blew the frayed edges of Myrwa’s shawl that was draped over Riony’s shoulders, tickling her bare arms. Nothing else moved. 

The unidragon’s flanks heaved with gasping, sobbing breaths. Nightmare. I’m sorry.

The tension in Riony’s sword hand eased, but her heart hadn’t gotten the all clear message yet, still rattling hard. “Same as usual? Flying?”

Yes. Flying. Falling ... The fear rushing into her from Dracuni changed to a deep aching shame and sadness. Losing little sister.

Riony turned around and leaned into Dracuni’s neck, holding her and stroking a hand over her pale rainbow scales. 

“It’s not your fault. It’s okay.”

A truth and a lie. Riony didn’t blame Dracuni at all. But it wasn’t okay. 

Lyrrin was gone.

It had been over a week since they’d sealed themselves into the Alderkin depths with an army of dragonriders outside. Over a week since Lyrrin had been taken away. 

Over a week since Riony or Dracuni had managed any semblance of proper sleep, until Niskina and Aishena had ordered them home at midday to take a nap before they passed out on their feet. 

Riony wasn’t sure what time it was, but the low murmur of the sounds of the undercity rumbling through the stone walls suggested everyone else was still awake.

Dracuni’s lilac eyes glimmered with the reflected cyan glow, her eyelids drooping heavily. 

Ruffling the tuft of hair above her horn, Riony sighed. 

“Come on. Back to sleep. You need it.”

Riony expected resistance, but Dracuni’s head lowered down to the ground and her eyes squeezed closed, pressing loose a tear. It didn’t take long for the exhausted unidragon to fall asleep again with Riony stroking her eye ridges and whispering calming words. 

But Riony’s own hopes of sleep had once again been lost.

She left her sword beside Dracuni and tiptoed out of the room. Now that the panic of startling awake was gone, Riony knew they were safe in there. Only approved people could get in. The chambers she’d been given were deep within the Delver’s Circuit. 

These huge razing chambers. 

Riony had originally wanted to go home to her tiny apartment at the top of Dragonwing Tower, but Dracuni wouldn’t fit in there. So she’d gotten what she’d wanted for so long. The spacious, rich home of a delver. Fully furnished, the chambers even had proper beds, a large dining table, and lounges. Riony hadn’t even seen a lounge since leaving Heithorn estate. 

Every inch was beautifully decorated, the doors and walls carved with flowing organic patterns. Everything from the plumbing to the ventilation, hot and cold, all worked. No sticky door mechanisms there. 

She was neighbors to the Hjelzahns, with enough room for Dracuni and Elumon and Sir Butterfur and all the pets Lyrrin could want, and it all felt cold and empty because Lyrrin wasn’t there with her. 

Out in the large living area, the air was muggy, steamed by the hot spring bath at one end of the room. Riony rolled her braies up to the knees and stepped into the scalding water, then sat down on the edge. 

“I don’t have any treats,” she said, as Butterfur sluiced through the pool toward her, sniffing around her thin undershirt. 

The cave otter looked up at her, then looked over her shoulder on one side, then the other, as he often did. Searching for someone who wasn’t there. 

Butterfur twitched his snout accusingly, then swam off, disappearing into a pipe that a creature his size had no right fitting through. 

Riony scooped a handful of water and splashed her face, then swiped through her hair. Or what was left of it. It had grown long in their time aboveground, the deep red picking up gold highlights from being under the sun. But one too-close puff of dragonfire burned away half of it. 

Riony had raggedly cropped the rest herself. Zeina promised her she was still hot, but even that praise hadn’t stirred anything in Riony. 

Her toes tingled in the steaming water as she pulled the heart stone from where it hung beneath her shirt, now missing its other half. 

She sat there staring at it, willing it to miraculously burst to life again and show her that Lyrrin’s heart still beat. In a haze of exhaustion, she thought she might have done it when there was a low thump and a dull grinding sound. 

But it was the entrance door rolling open behind her. 

She half turned, squinting at the strange silhouette quietly stalking in, backlit by the corridor’s lighting.

“Sparks,” Riony growled low under her breath. 

The last person she wanted to see or be alone with. 

Ever since coming back to the undercity, since the fight against the riders ... since the whipping post ... Riony found she couldn’t look at Kess. Holding her gaze on the wolf girl was like staring at the sun. A strange, dizzying, deeply scarring sensation. 

She simply couldn’t do it. Every time Kess was around or within view, a churning pressure seemed to fill Riony like a pot boiling over, if the pot also lost all emotional coherence and ability to think straight. Which would make sense because it was a pot. But Riony found the experience overwhelming. 

So she’d been making sure she saw Kess as little as possible.

The way Kess also eschewed eye contact made Riony think she’d noticed the avoidance. 

Kess cleared her throat. “Sorry. I thought you were sleeping. I was just going to drop these off and go.”

Riony lifted her gaze from the ground to see Griskin, Kess’s legs, and an overflowing woven basket balanced on those legs. She lowered her eyes quickly again. 

“Drop what off?”

“Your belongings.”

“I don’t have ...” 

The clink of glass and rustle of blankets from within the basket cut off Riony’s words. Griskin sniffed and whined as he brought Kess closer. 

“Someone else had moved into your old place. But one of your neighbors kept these for you, in case you came back.” Kess lowered the basket down in front of her.

Riony’s shoulders slumped as she saw the familiar woven blanket, carefully folded on top, spotted with burn holes. Her nose wrinkled as she moved it aside to find neatly stacked glass jars filled with dried herbs, crystals with experimental runes carved on them, and an old straw doll with an age-dulled red ribbon. 

With the threat of the siege, not enough food to feed the dragons they and the defeated riders had brought underground, the Alderkin vanishing, and Eslinde locking herself away, utterly heartbroken, Riony had been too busy to check what had become of her old home. 

Or too scared to go back there without Lyrrin. To hold these remnants of their old lives when Riony was so far away from holding Lyrrin herself ... It hurt like a knife in the heart. 

“Thanks,” she choked out, staring at Griskin’s feet.

The wolf snuffled and pawed at his nose. 

“It’s nothing.” Kess and Griskin turned away. 

Riony reached into the basket, grasping a cold glass jar in her hand. Her head spun as the smell of wild animal and honeyed wilderness that Riony had come to associate with Kess drifted across to her. Kess and the wolf were almost at the door again when a sound that was barely a word stuttered desperately from Riony’s mouth. 

“Wait,” she managed to say more clearly. “I ... can put something together for the pup. To help him with the fungus allergy.”

They padded back silently to her side. “Do you have what you need?”

“Yeah, I should. Tried to always have the supplies around for if Lyrrin had a flare-up.” Riony’s throat closed over her sister’s name. 

She lifted her legs from the water and turned around to face the basket completely, leaning over and digging through, bringing the jars out and lining them up beside her. She only needed two herbs for the mix, three for best results. 

She found the genjermint quickly, but the blue pine was being more elusive. Her search revealed a half-filled jar of hennan and her thoughts shuddered to a stop as she remembered applying the muddy paste made from it to Lyrrin’s hair to darken away the bright-blue tone. 

If only I could have disguised all of us, somehow. Kept Dracuni hidden from everyone. I’ve made so many mistakes. 

She closed her eyes to force away the tears. In her moment of hesitation, Kess moved closer and slid down from Griskin to sit on the ground beside the basket.

Riony took a shaky breath, found the herbs she needed, then turned around again so she wasn’t facing Kess. With her back to the pool, she worked on pulling corks from the jars and sniffing them to make sure they were still potent enough. 

Kess murmured, “I have ...” 

A quick glance to the side showed Kess holding one hand in front of her, clasped closed around something small. She was way too close and Riony’s body felt hot and disjointed the way it had when she’d poisoned herself with corpsefoot. 

She grimaced and almost dropped a jar. 

Kess withdrew her hand and Riony heard a belt pouch clasp open and closed. “I should go. You need to sleep.”

No kidding. But it wasn’t going to happen. Riony hadn’t told anyone, but she’d been having nightmares too. 

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the faces of the people she’d killed, the burning enclaves, the destroyed keep, the whipping post. Only keeping busy had kept those visions away, but she was being betrayed by her body’s physical desperation for rest.

Her hands had stilled on the jars and her eyes were unfocused. 

Kess spoke softly. “I’ll go. I’ll come back later when it’s ready, or you could give it to someone else to pass on to me.”

Kess shifted, and Riony dared to look at her back as she moved to remount Griskin. She swallowed hard. 

“Are you ... okay?” Riony felt awful that whatever was going on inside her meant she hadn’t checked on Kess after what she went through. 

Kess stopped and turned back. “Me?”

Riony flicked her eyes to look at the ground again. She busied her hands with mixing the three herbs she needed into the emptiest jar. 

“After ... what Kife did. After almost drowning.”

“I’m fine. You used silvernix on me. I’m completely healed.”

“But are you okay?”

Silence stretched out between them. Riony couldn’t be sure, because she refused to look, but it felt as though Kess moved closer. 

Kess asked, “What would you give for what is most important to you?”

“Don’t answer my question with another question. I’m too tired for mind games.”

“No. I really want to know.”

Rolling her eyes, Riony begrudgingly thought about it. Then she decided not to think and just let her mouth take over and trust its truth. 

“My life. If I knew that giving my life would change this world in a way that mattered, I wouldn’t hesitate.” Riony’s eyes filled with tears that didn’t fall as she suddenly felt as though her small life was so insignificant in the face of all she wanted, all she hoped to save, the scale of what she faced. 

Her head dropped forward, shaking. “I want Lyrrin back more than anything, but there is so much more to consider now, so many more lives at risk that I feel like I could save if I just push a little harder.”

“Push any harder and you’ll destroy yourself.” 

“We all destroy ourselves for something. All that matters is that we choose a worthy cause to destroy ourselves for.”

The only sound in the room was Kess’s trembling breath, then she whispered, “That’s how I feel too. Whatever I suffer, whatever I’ve been through, it’s worth it.”

Riony flinched as a hand came near her face, brushing along the flame-cropped hair. She snatched the wrist from the air, tight in her own, and instinctively turned as though toward danger and came face-to-face with Kess. 

Kess froze, eyes round like prey, but not without defiance. Mouth parted, nostrils flared, cheeks red. “I’m sorry.”

Her hand tugged, trying to move away again, but Riony didn’t let go. 

Their gazes met and Riony’s world swirled down to nothing but those icy-blue eyes staring back into hers. 

The overwhelming sensation flooded her. The tingling pressure squeezed her heart and rushed up her spine and spread across her scalp and blurred her vision with the heat of emotion. 

Riony’s breath stuttered, and her fingers flexed, opening and closing around Kess’s wrist as though trying to let go but held in place by an unseen force. Once, twice, three times she tried to release, then her grasp locked tight and pulled, bringing Kess into her.

Their lips crushed together. 

Riony pressed her mouth against Kess with an all-consuming need, and for a heartbeat, Kess was frozen, motionless under her touch. Then the kiss was returned with a frantic yearning that sent Riony mindless.

Releasing Kess’s wrist, she tangled both hands into Kess’s stormy hair and drove her whole body into the kiss. The smaller body beneath her crumpled, falling back under her assault and together they thumped onto the floor, lips still joined. 

Riony felt the sharp inhale of air into Kess’s mouth and she chased that breath.

When Riony opened Kess’s mouth with hers, pressing deeper, Kess arched up against Riony’s chest. Riony slid her hands under the small of Kess’s back and pulled her in tight with all her strength, needing her closeness as though any distance between their bodies wounded her very soul. 

Kess released a gasping, songlike whimper that made Riony’s heart beat so hard she felt ready to pass out. She pressed her mouth over the cry with a low moan. 

Hot air gusted over the back of Riony’s neck, followed by a vicious, rumbling growl. 

Riony froze. The only movement she made was the shaking from her frantic breath and rampant pulse. She slowly lifted her hands and lips away from Kess in surrender as bared teeth pressed against her skin. 

Kess stared up wild-eyed at Riony and the wolf at her neck. 

“Gris! It’s okay. She’s ... she’s not hurting me.”

The wolf growled again but backed away enough for Riony to move without fear that she was about to be decapitated by wolf bite. She sat up, kneeling straddled across Kess’s thighs, breathing like she’d been fighting for her life.

Sparks. What did I just do?

“I didn’t?” Riony’s mouth went dry. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“No, not at all.” Despite the words, Kess looked utterly devastated. 

Eyes glistening, lips and cheeks flushed. Riony had rarely seen her like that, her emotions so clear and vulnerable on her face.

What did I just do? And why did Kess let me?

Riony felt horrified that Kess’s pledge somehow extended to this. Allowing Riony to do that to her, even if she didn’t want to. 

I pledge my life to you and your cause. For whatever good it can provide you. 

Where was the boundary? Riony was a world away from knowing what she wanted right now but she didn’t want that. 

“Sorry. I’m sorry. That wasn’t right. I shouldn’t have.” Riony shifted onto her haunches and reached to help Kess up. 

Griskin growled again. He shoved into the space in front of Riony, pushing her back onto her rump as he nudged Kess to sit up, licking her face. 

Is she okay? What did I just do?

The boiling-over sensation still ran rampant throughout Riony. The way Kess had kissed her back ... She had, hadn’t she? She hadn’t just imagined it? 

What sort of love had Kess meant back when she’d said, “That’s the Riony I love?”

And was that also what this overwhelming feeling was? 

What did I just do? And why do I so badly want to do it again?

Kess, red-faced and chest heaving and eyes averted, climbed onto the still growling wolf’s back. “I should go.”

Riony nodded drunkenly from her seat on the floor. She spotted the jar of mixed herbs beside her, knocked on its side but unspilled. She recorked it and thrust it up toward Kess. 

“Here.” 

Kess reached for it. Their fingers touched and it felt like a bolt of lightning. Riony bit her tongue to keep quiet as every part of her wanted to tell Kess to stay. Even if it meant being mauled by a wolf. 

Confused and ashamed and drowning in a kind of wanting she’d never experienced before, Riony watched Kess leave. 

When the door closed, she flopped backward onto the ground. Her head fell over the lip of the pool, lolling into the warm water, and she swore loudly. For an aching hazy-sweet moment, all she could think about was the kiss. 

That kiss. With Kessara Razing Heithorn. That kiss.

And then all her other worries returned in the crush of a landslide.
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Chapter Three
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Ambushed. Again. 

Kess and Griskin stepped out of Riony’s room to find Niskina waiting for her in the hallway. The curvy woman leaned against the wall and swung her poleaxe lazily like a pendulum in front of her. 

“If you’re here to warn me away from Riony again, then ...” 

Then Kess didn’t know what. 

A few moments ago, she would have said it didn’t matter because Riony was already avoiding her like she’d avoid a plague-ridden pile of manure. 

Until she wasn’t. 

Until she was doing something entirely different than avoiding. 

Kess’s hands shook with the thud of her fired-up pulse and her cheeks felt hot as her mind relived the kiss in a loop. She let it. She never wanted to forget how every touch felt, every press of skin to skin, the curve of Riony’s mouth under hers. 

Kess’s lips had become a reliquary, haunted by the sensation of Riony’s kiss. 

Brushing back her tumbling hair, Niskina narrowed her eyes on Kess. “Are you okay? You look sick.” 

“I’m fine,” Kess snapped. 

Hiding the heat in her face behind her hair, she pushed Griskin onward down the passageway. “I’m late getting to scouting for the day.”

“I’ll walk with you, then.” Niskina fell in beside her.

Griskin growled, and Kess shushed him, rubbing his ears.

Niskina widened the gap. “What’s got him all riled up?”

Hands in my hair, around my waist, falling back under Riony’s weight.

Kess swallowed. “Nothing. Did you want something?”

“I’ve been wanting to talk to you. Alone. But haven’t found the chance.”

They’d all been busy since the siege began, working to make sure the undercity was safe. 

The Alderkin had done some magic to block the main entryways to the depths before they disappeared, but there were other barricades and defenses that had to be built in case the army of dragons outside managed to dig their way in. 

Kess’s main job had been regular trips out through the hidden mountain exit to spy down on those keeping them imprisoned, then reporting her findings to the others.

Which Kess had made sure was the only time she spent around Niskina and the guilt her presence evoked in her. 

She sighed. “Here we are, alone. Get to the threats already.”

They moved through the quiet hallways of Delver’s Circuit, the private tunnels carved between the exclusive homes there, but would soon be out onto the busy streets of Upslope. Kess hoped Niskina wouldn’t try to murder her before then.

Niskina frowned slightly, and her full lips popped open. “No threats. I just wanted to say ... ugh. Look. What you did for Riony, taking that whipping instead of her ... I’ve seen her scars. She has so many scars. And I know Ri is the type who would have taken more, but it means the world that she didn’t have to.” 

Kess nodded, muted by the depths of her agreement. 

Niskina snorted and shook her head. “And I still can’t believe it was you who saved her from that!”

“I live to defy people’s expectations, I guess.”

Niskina grew solemn and her words rambled. “Aish has been telling me things. And after what you did to Kife too, well, I know he deserved it in every way, but he was your brother. And still you didn’t hesitate to do what had to be done.”

Kess pressed her eyes closed for a moment, rocking gently in the darkness as Griskin kept them moving forward. 

Kife. Her brother. The last of her family, gone. For the better, and even the wolf she rode on was more family than any of them had ever been, but that didn’t reduce the pain that rebounded within her chest as though she were hollow inside.

Kife’s body had been recovered the day of his death by a competent swimmer, to make sure the water reservoirs weren’t tainted. He was burned without ceremony. 

Kess opened her eyes. “And I’d do it again. I meant my pledge.”

Niskina reached out, grasping Kess around the arm and bringing her and Griskin to a stop. “I know. I can see it now. You really have changed. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you before.”

Niskina’s touch was gentle and warm. The touch of a friend. A touch Kess had so rarely felt. 

She blinked rapidly to clear the wash of salt water on her eyes. “I’m sorry too. I’m sorry that I didn’t change sooner. I’m sorry you lost your father because of me.”

Niskina’s nose flushed pink, and she fluttered her eyelids too. “We don’t know what would have happened, even if you were on our side. We don’t know ... I decided to redirect my ire toward Lady Hjelzahn for now, although apparently she’s possessed or something?”

“You could blame the shadow dragon, then,” Kess offered.

Niskina half smiled and held out a hand. 

Kess reached back, shaking it, offering a nervous, thin-lipped smile. Silently, they both turned and continued on together. 

Leaving the guarded exit of Delver’s Circuit, the bustling hum of the undercity loudened, and Griskin sniffled. 

Kess looked numbly at the jar clutched in her hand, trying to focus on the here and now and not the there and Riony’s kiss. She dug around her pockets for a handkerchief. 

Niskina cleared her throat, but her voice still came out low with concern. “So, how was she? How’s Riony feeling?”

Feeling our bodies pressed together, feeling the warmth of Riony’s skin through her thin shirt. 

The glass jar slipped in Kess’s fingers. She fumbled, catching it at the last moment. 

“She’s upset ... tired. I think she’s too tired to be thinking straight.”

That had to be it. Why what happened, happened. Riony was just exhausted and overwhelmed and seeking comfort from the closest body. 

Kess was sure Riony didn’t like her, in any particular way. Riony only allowed her to be around, only done what she’d done to help her because she would have done that for almost anyone. It was just who she was. 

That moment together ... Kess couldn’t assume it meant anything.

No matter how real it felt. How it felt ...

Niskina hummed agreement. “I know losing Lyrrin is hitting Riony hard, but she’s not going to be able to do anything if she doesn’t take a break and look after herself. Do you know how hard I had to bully her to even take a few hours to go and catch up on some sleep?”

Sleep she wasn’t getting, even before my visit. 

“We all destroy ourselves for something,” Kess whispered. 

“Huh?”

Kess shook her head. “Riony would do anything, give everything for others. That’s why she needs us. She can save the world, but we’re here to save her.” 

Niskina hummed again in thoughtful agreement. 

Kess uncorked the jar and a bright, cool fragrance emerged. 

She shook some of the herbal mix into the handkerchief on her lap and recorked the rest for later. Knotting the corners into a neat bundle with a piece of string, she then leaned forward and tied it to the front harness of Griskin’s saddle.

The scent wafted around them. 

Passersby gave her and her wolf space, stepping away as they saw them and Niskina coming through. Niskina received respectful nods and even a salute or two, with wary glances reserved for Kess.

When Kess and Griskin had explored the undercity the first time, the richer areas of Upslope had been quiet and sparsely populated. Exclusively for delvers—which Kess had recently learned about—and others with the money or means to separate themselves from the masses packed in Downslope.

Not anymore. Upslope was as densely filled as the rest of the undercity. The town square area beside the long curtain of stone that ran across the cavern had become a training ground, where Aishena, Zeina, Benjin, and some delvers were teaching melee combat to anyone willing.

Overhead in the gaps between the towering stalagmite apartments and the dripping stalactites far above, dragons flew. All the smaller treedarts that remained after the invading riders were defeated had been gathered up, and the even more daring undercity volunteers were receiving training from Vance, Dashiel, and Jaym on how to fly. 

And the dragons too big to fly easily in that space, Viska, Gleem, Hux, and Ambri, were attracting even more people in to where they were being housed on the Upper Flats, just to see them. 

Kess and Niskina reached the top of the flowstone steps, and an arm raised above the crowd nearby, waving them down. The people parted, revealing Jaym, grinning a dazzling, crooked smile. His pocket-hawk, Teeka, perched on his shoulder, preening the man’s golden blond curls. 

Cute little thing. But also another thing that I will protect Riony from. Even Riony’s name in her thoughts made Kess feel ready to combust like dragonfire again. 

Niskina stilled, waiting for the Rebel Rider to reach them. 

But she kept her eyes on Kess and narrowed them suspiciously. “Riony didn’t say anything to you, did she? Do anything odd?”

Kess choked. “What do you mean?”

“I’m just worried she’s secretly plotting a one-woman rescue mission again, like when she went off after you.”

Kess frowned. Would Riony do that? She’d gone after Kess; of course she’d go after Lyrrin. Although Riony only had to get through Kife to reach Kess, for all she knew when setting out. Rescuing a captive of the Dragon King was something else entirely.

“If she is, why would she tell me about it?” Kess asked. 

“I think she opens up to you more than the rest of us sometimes.” 

“She probably cares less what I think about her.”

“Maybe.” Niskina didn’t sound convinced. “You better not be in on letting her endanger herself. You’ve been acting weird ever since you came out of her room and—”

“Look at these two majestic heroines!” Jaym reached them, arms wide in greeting.

Kess exhaled her relief as her heart continued to race and her mind kept reliving every touch shared between her and Riony. Acting weird was the least of her concerns. She felt lucky she hadn’t keeled over on the spot from the intensity of her feelings. 

Niskina scoffed at the Rebel Rider. “You’re such a flatterer. But you know it doesn’t work if you do it to everyone.”

“Oh, I think it still works.” He winked at her and then turned and gave Kess another, even more conspiratorial wink. 

Niskina rolled her eyes, but a grin grew across her lips. 

Jaym leaned in and looped a finger around one of the steel rings on Niskina’s leather harness vest. “You and I have that meeting to get to, the one before the other meeting with everyone else later.”

“So many meetings.” Niskina sighed dramatically, still grinning. “If I must.”

A rough voice barked from nearby, “If it’s such a struggle for you, let someone who’s capable take charge!”

The neatly coifed man stood flanked by two others, looking more like bodyguards than companions. His silver tunic was spotless and lay under a glow stone that had been fitted into a decadent gold necklace. 

It wasn’t the first time Niskina and the others had been challenged for the work they were doing in the undercity. Generally by people who all looked much like this man. 

They were few and far between, but tensions were rising with the dragon army outside and risk that they might get inside. But people were coming together too, helping each other, learning how to defend each other. 

Dracuni had also decided she wanted to help. She’d seen people suffering and argued with Riony for days before Riony agreed to bottle her blood. 

And so the ill and injured were offered access to the silvernix supplies ‘belonging to the benevolent princess’ who had come to the undercity. Kess thought it was a good idea. They needed as many healthy bodies as possible for what might come next. And Dracuni’s blood helped so many. 

But still, some people weren’t happy. 

Niskina raised her eyebrows at the man. “I’m not in charge, for starters. I’m doing the work I can to be of service. And I’m sure I remember you were happy with the services I offered the undercity when I was able to get crystals recharged.” 

The glowing crystal pendant swung as the man huffed. “That was before you brought in all the riffraff, letting them into Upslope.”

“There was space there, and people need a place to live.” Niskina shrugged. 

The man stepped closer, his brown skin deepening red. “And now people are saying you’re going to start rationing food?”

A crowd was building, watching the exchange. Rowdy voices muttered their agreement as the man yelled into Niskina’s face.

Kess slipped a dagger from where it was sheathed on her bracer and turned Griskin around for a better angle, preparing to take on the mob that was forming. 

Niskina huffed, hands on her hips. “We’re under siege, if you haven’t noticed. The undercity is fairly self-sufficient, but there are so many more people here now.”

The crowd surged, grumbling and arguing. Kess tensed, prepared to fight. 

Jaym raised his voice, calling like a town crier over the crowd. “People who were saved from the terrible massacre of Midwinter’s Eve by this very brave young woman right here! That night ... you wouldn’t believe the horrors we were witness too.”

A hush fell over the surrounding people and their eyes turned to him. 

Jaym lowered his voice, melodious and solemn. “Some of you know. Oh yes. Some of you were there. You, maybe? Or you?”

He pointed vaguely into the crowd, not at anyone particular. A few people still grumbled but were hissed into silence by those around them. 

Kess’s fingers loosened around the bone knife. Jaym had the crowd transfixed. 

Hopping up onto a step, the Rebel Rider’s voice carried over the audience. “Some of you weren’t there, but you’ve heard the tales from those who survived. And how did they survive? Only through the actions of the heroic beauties here before you.”

Kess’s eyes widened at being included. But the glances her way weren’t the kind she was used to. They were curious and awed. Some of them were openly reverential. The man leading the assault sputtered as the crowd jostled him and his cronies away.

Niskina sidled over beside where Kess watched Jaym spin his tale about the night the enclaves were attacked, with all his embellishments, especially about Niskina’s role in the heroics. He made it sound like a grand legend of old, a far cry from the tragic, messy atrocity that it was. 

Smirking, Niskina whispered, “Yep, he’s as good orally as he is in print.”

The man’s words worked like magic, soothing the crowd and clearly raising both Niskina and Kess in their estimations. 

But Kess’s own estimations of herself had dropped. When presented with a problem, she had as ever been ready for violence, but Jaym had found another solution. 

Jaym finished his story and the crowd dispersed, a new energy humming through them. A positive energy. 

Niskina folded her arms and lifted her chin at the man. “Does this mean you’re going to write me into one of your stories?”

His grin in return was broad and hungry. “Maybe, but we’ll need some more to write about first. Now ... that meeting?”

Niskina nodded a farewell to Kess and followed Jaym away down the street. 

Kess watched for a moment, taking in all the faces around her. 

Would she have taken lives if things had turned nasty? Added more marks to all the others tallied in her brutal past? She was a killer. 

She’d even killed her own brother. 

Sighing, Kess slid her bone dagger away and urged Griskin on again, heading to the passageway up into the mountains. 

The scent of the herbal parcel thickened again as they moved, and Kess’s heart felt heavy. The intoxication of the kiss had worn off, and only questions that felt as though they were traps designed to maim her remained. 

Did the kiss mean anything? Of course not. 

Could it happen again? Of course not. 

Did Riony actually care for her?

How could someone like her ever love a killer like me?

Back at Eslindekeep, Lyrrin had talked about how they don’t attack, they protect. Kess had liked that. The kid was smart. Hopefully smart enough to survive the Dragon King’s captivity. 

In her time surviving aboveground, Kess had done anything she had to do to protect herself. She’d done it for so long that she’d gotten too used to it. She’d become hard and vicious and deadly in defending herself and only herself. 

She had more to protect now, could be someone who protected instead of attacked. She had been that for Riony, and she would continue to be. No matter what. 

Griskin moved through the cave and reached the iced-over waterfall. Kess used the cutting athame Riony had given her to clear the hole that had closed over since her last trip out. 

She’d volunteered them for the task of scouting since she knew the mountain range well from her time stalking the mother dragon. She knew where she could go to get a good view down over the entrances of the depths, and she doubted anyone without their own wolf to ride would be able to make their way to that peak. 

Stepping out into the blistering winter winds, a strange sensation washed over Kess. She squinted at the smoky skies that rained ash onto the snow and made the alpine landscape muddy and gray.

She’d had that feeling every time she’d come out of the depths. A strange mix of longing and anger and shame which felt basically the way Kess usually felt, but still somehow unfamiliar. 

Nothing moved in the sky, so Kess pulled a pale blanket from a saddlebag and threw it over her back. Griskin crunched upward through the snow. 

The leather delver armor that she’d been given was warm and chosen because it didn’t glint in the sun the way the golden scale mail from Eslindekeep did. But Kess still preferred to cover herself entirely, lest even the small metal rings on the harness catch the eye of one of the riders below. 

It was a hard climb to the highest peak. Rocks skidded beneath Griskin’s paws as he leaped them from narrow ledge to narrow ledge. 

They settled on a rocky outcrop, backs to a cliff, and looked down. Kess squinted through the seeing stone Riony had loaned her. 

Just doing the same as they’ve been doing every day. 

The majority of the dragon army were camped on the slopes below, tents and dragons alternating in a pattern around the entrances. A few flew patrols, far closer to the ground than even Kess’s perch. 

There was always a team of five or six dragons at the Alderkin depth gates, trying to force their way inside. They burned and clawed and dug, but so far the stone of the gates, and whatever the Alderkin had done to it, held strong. 

The strange sensation tugged on Kess’s senses again. Closer. 

“I know you’re there!” Kess yelled into the wind. “Show yourself!”

A trickle of ice and pebbles cascaded down the rock face. 

Above Kess, a large shape moved, casting a shadow over her. Claws appeared, clutching the top of the cliff, and a dusky purple head snaked down. Griskin whined, his back foot slipping from the narrow ledge before he caught himself. 

Kess rubbed a hand on his neck to reassure him. “If Lyomir wanted to roast us, he would have done it by now. He’s had plenty of opportunities, following us around up here. Haven’t you?”

The dragon huffed. Maybe ... I wanted ... to get closer first.

The words came through slow and disjointed, as though the dragon were still finding his voice after so long without one. But those words, slicing into Kess’s mind so clearly, made her gasp.

“You’re close enough now,” Kess challenged. 

The etherdart’s eyes narrowed as he moved even nearer, taking in Kess and her wolf with an eager curiosity that washed from him to her. He didn’t speak again. Or burn them alive.

“Why did you follow us here?” 

From the very first day they had rushed to the undercity to defend it against Kife, Lyomir had followed them. At a great distance and out of sight, but Kess had sensed his presence. As she had every time she’d come out scouting. 

You ... interest me. Compel me. Lyomir closed his hazy green eyes in a slow blink as though he didn’t like that fact one bit. You make me hear ... song.

The echoing, gravelly voice in Kess’s head hummed four notes.

Kess cringed, suddenly embarrassed. “I sang to you. After you were born. Before you were tamed. Close your eyes, and dream so deep, while dragons sleep, while dragons sleep.”

A Rolanian lullaby. The only one Kess had known at the time, learned from Riony. Kess’s parents had never sung to her.

Lyomir sighed deeply and the hot air warmed Kess’s face. My memories, thoughts ... all chaos. 

“I’m sorry.” Kess had no idea what it would feel like, living through being tamed, then waking up again after so long.

Lyomir’s head shook in a shiver and his teeth bared. Kess braced herself. Then his eyes met hers. 

But I see you in the chaos. Singing. Freeing me. Joining me in the air. 

“I see it too,” Kess whispered desperately. 

Since Kess had first flown on Lyomir in her attempt to stop him attacking their tamed dragons, she had longed to fly with him again, dreamed of sharing the sky with him.

She’d felt a connection between them, but it was one so raw and delicate that she feared even examining it would make it vanish. 

But as they spoke, his words inside her felt like strands of thread weaving into her soul, tying them together. She could feel his every shift in emotion and how they were reacting to hers. The sensation dizzied her as it all accumulated into a single resounding thought. 

We’re bonded. 

A deep thrumming sound reverberated in Lyomir’s throat. Kess’s fingers trembled, and she reached up. Lyomir balked, pulling away.

Kess exhaled roughly, a wry smile on her face. Bonded maybe, but the purple etherdart radiated only the barest tolerance for her.

I’ll take it. 

Kess lowered her hand, and Lyomir moved closer again. He sniffed at her, then Griskin, making the wolf growl softly. 

“Now that we’re on speaking terms at least, is there anything you need? Are you safe out here, from all the dragons down the hill? I can’t get you into the caverns below through the tunnel I came out. It’s too small. But I’ll be out here often.”

Lyomir’s head tilted side to side. I ... owe ... to you.

“You don’t owe me a thing.”

You freed me.

It was the Taenish way, to owe and repay debts. How Kess had been raised. And then there was Riony, willing to give anything for those she cared about and everyone else, never asking anything for it. Something Kess was getting used to. Something she preferred. 

“I only returned to you what was taken from you unjustly. I only made things right.”

Lyomir watched her steadily with his huge eyes, her own image reflected within them, so small. 

Kess straightened up as she stared back. 

Small, but mighty. More than anyone had ever expected her to be. 

With the kiss from Riony still burning on her lips and the voice of a dragon in her mind, Kess felt capable of anything. And she knew if she didn’t want Riony sneaking off to go and save Lyrrin on her own, something had to be done about it. 
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