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For Rekka.

I think you would’ve liked this one.
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PROLOGUE

The dragon’s roar stopped all conversation.

A hundred people had been engrossed in feasting, drinking, and celebration, but at that sound, a hundred hearts stopped and a hundred heads tilted up. The banquet hall fell silent save for glasses and dinnerware rattling against each other.

A few seconds later, the stone building shuddered as if someone had dropped an enormous weight upon the highest ridge, an unwise architectural addition foreshadowing catastrophic collapse. More than one guest uttered a prayer to Eannis. Plaster dust drifted down onto uncovered dishes and into open mouths.

The mayor’s wife kept enough presence of mind to check the building’s warding plates. They appeared intact; this wasn’t an enchantment failure. Inscriptions could only do so much against forces outside their tolerances—enormous dragons landing on the roof, for example.

“I thought Aldegon was nesting,” the mayor whispered.

To which his wife replied, “She is.”

The mayor motioned for a city guardsman to investigate. A dragon’s roar might be common enough in Crystalspire, but to land on a roof without warning or introduction was not.

That guard hadn’t taken more than five steps when the front doors swung open with a thunderous boom. Chill night air swept in, making the candles gutter.

A dragonrider walked inside. He wore a blue-gray leather tunic over darker gray trousers tucked into long black boots. Silver clouds embossed his bracers, embroidered his mantle. A hematite-and-silver hair pin held back long black hair; a matching collar encircled his neck. He appeared young, although that meant little; a dragonrider’s bond with their dragon caused changes few outsiders could even comprehend.

Silence again fell upon the hall. The dragonrider’s lips curled in a smile as he took in everyone’s shock.

“Now, now,” he proclaimed, spreading his arms wide. “Why the long faces? Are we not having a party? This is a celebration!” He picked up a wide-eyed man’s glass of wine as he passed a side table. The dragonrider sniffed it, wrinkled his nose, and set it back down again. “Only, what are we celebrating?”

The mayor stood and bowed. “My son’s fifteenth birthday, Honored Rider. I am Mayor Aiden e’Doreyl. This is my wife, Belsaor Doreyl, and our only child, Gwydinion. Had we known to expect you—” E’Doreyl reconsidered his next words. “Please forgive our oversight, Honored Rider. You’re welcome to share our table.”

The boy, Gwydinion, appeared so much like a younger, rounder-cheeked version of his father that there could be no question of his paternity. He all but vibrated with excitement as he leaned forward across the table.

“What’s the name of your dragon?” Gwydinion asked. “Are you here to take me to—” The boy’s mother grabbed his arm in a clawlike grip and dragged him back down again.

“Silence,” she hissed.

The boy’s eyes widened in shock.

Mayor e’Doreyl’s smile thinned, but he ignored his wife and son in favor of giving the dragonrider a second bow. “Please forgive my son’s enthusiasm, Honored Rider. He is overeager to begin his training.”

“Oh? He’s a candidate?” The dragonrider’s gaze turned calculating. “Congratulations on both your choosing and your birthday. Have you ever ridden a dragon, I wonder? I know a few.”

Before the mayor’s son could stammer out an answer, the dragonrider turned back to the boy’s father. “I imagine he’ll know a few himself soon enough.” Something ugly flickered behind his eyes. “If he lives.”

Before the mayor could respond, the rider swung out his arms again to encompass the hall and tilted his head. A bow, if observers felt generous. An insult, if not.

“I  am  Jaemeh  Felayn,  rider  of  the  dragon  Tiendremos  of  Yagra’hai.”  He pointed a finger toward the ceiling in case any might be obtuse enough to miss the importance of that second introduction. “Tiendremos would say hello himself, but this is meant as a friendly visit. For now.”

For a few long seconds, the mayor found his mouth too dry for speech. Belsaor pinched his leg, hard, to snap him out of it.

“It is our pleasure to welcome you, Honored Rider,” Aiden e’Doreyl said. “Although I admit to some confusion that you and Tiendremos should present yourselves here instead of at Aldegon’s crèche. To what do we owe your visit?”

“Treason,” Jaemeh said amiably.

The rough edges of the banquet guests’ initial shock had hardly worn smooth by that point, but the crowd had been making an admirable effort. People whispered about the dragonrider—speculations on his origins, appraisals of his clothing, questions about his dragon. All that gossip stopped with that single word, replaced with stunned silence.

“Treason?” Mayor e’Doreyl’s throat moved as he swallowed air.

Jaemeh flinched.

No reason for such a flinch made itself obvious. Then the dragonrider straightened and his eyes began glowing, as if lightning arced inside them.

Perhaps that was the truth, because electricity jumped around his bracers, played over his fingertips. An intangible presence descended upon the rider, taking up all the space in the room, smothering and terrible.

“Is it not treason,” Tiendremos the dragon asked, using Jaemeh’s mouth, “to give aid and succor to those who have acted against your betters? Queen Neveranimas is sorely disappointed.”

“We would never—” someone in the crowd called out before a wiser soul silenced them. Agitated whispers rose once more.

“Quiet,” Mayor e’Doreyl yelled at everyone but the dragonrider. “All of you. Clear the room, now. Guards, please escort everyone outside—”

“But the dragon!” It was unclear who’d shouted the protest.

The mayor’s wife, Belsaor, slammed the table as she stood. “We have always served the dragons in exchange for their protection, and they have always provided. We will see justice done here.” She put a hand on her husband’s shoulder as she addressed the guests. “You have nothing to fear except insulting these honored guests. Now please go, with our apologies.”

Aiden took her hand, kissed the knuckles. “You too, Bel. Take our son with you.”

“Father—!”

“No,” Mayor e’Doreyl said. “I promise I’ll make it up to you later. Do as you’re told.”

The quick departures left the two men alone in the vast hall. Aiden e’Doreyl turned back to the rider. Lightning still arced over his body as he channeled his dragon’s will. The mayor lowered his head to the table in submission. He then raised his chin enough to talk. “Your Eminence, I implore you to provide me with more information. Please tell me who in Seven Crests has been so brazen, so faithless, as to act against our guardians.”

“You did,” the dragon growled. “Fifteen years ago. All you had to do was execute one insignificant human. Instead, you hid her. You protected her!”

Mayor e’Doreyl’s brows furled as he tried to recall some event—any event—that matched the dragon’s claim.

He turned gray as an answer came to him.

“Am I to assume that you refer to Anahrod Amnead, Your Eminence?” His tone was both incredulous and horrified.

“Yes!” Tiendremos said. “The rebel who swore herself to Zavad and plotted against the First Dragon. Did you think we would never discover the truth?”

Aiden e’Doreyl stepped backward, nearly tripped. “Your Eminence, she was executed—”

“She was not,” the dragon growled. “You betrayed your oaths by pardoning her life!”

The mayor swallowed. “I would not dare disagree with one such as yourself, great dragon, but . . .” The man glanced up, saw the lightning eyes of the rider, and lowered his head again, shuddering.

“I’m not interested in your excuses. Make this right or the First Dragon will assume you shelter the traitor here in Crystalspire. We’ll see how much of your precious city is left when she’s done with it.” A second roar shook the building and made the cutlery dance across the tables.

One of the inscribed warding plates overhead cracked.

The dragonrider Jaemeh’s eyes returned to their normal brown color. A shudder rolled over his body.

The mayor remembered to breathe. “Honored Rider, surely you realize—”

Jaemeh scrubbed the heel of his hand into an eye as he recovered from the possession. “Realize what, exactly? That you weren’t even mayor fifteen years ago—?”

“Seventeen years,” the mayor corrected automatically, and then flinched at his own gaffe.

Jaemeh squinted. “Yes. Right. Seventeen years. Whatever the number, you have inherited the sins of your predecessors. Fair or not, it’s your problem now. My master’s threat was serious. He’s loyal to the First Dragon. He doesn’t always behave rationally if she’s under threat.”

“The girl was fifteen. How much of a threat could she have been—”

Jaemeh scowled. “The question you should ask yourself is how much of a threat the dragon queen will be if you displease her.”

Mayor e’Doreyl wiped his forehead with a napkin. “I’ve read my predecessor’s files, Honored Rider. Anahrod Amnead was executed for high crimes, as ordered.”

“And Lord Tiendremos has it on good authority that she survived.” The dragonrider made for the exit, but he called back over his shoulder: “He’s giving you one month to find her.” He raised a finger. “Alive. Tiendremos doesn’t intend to delegate her sentencing this time.”

“He could give me a thousand years and it wouldn’t be enough. She’s dead!” Fear—genuine fear—shook loose any sense of diplomacy or tact.

The rider didn’t take offense.

“Less dead than lost, it seems.” The cruel humor returned to the rider’s stare. “So, I’ll give you a piece of advice. When I lose something, I always check the last place I remember seeing it. You may wish to do the same. One month. Make it count.”

The rider walked through the doors, which slammed shut behind him.

Aiden e’Doreyl’s hands shook as he lowered himself down to his seat. A few seconds later, the feast hall stonework creaked as the dragon launched upward. More dust floated down like snow flurries to mark the dragon’s passing.

Then all was still.

He glanced at the warding plates, but no further damage manifested. Still, they’d have to be replaced. He shuddered to think how much Whitestone Division would charge for the task.

His wife placed a hand on his shoulder.

“I should have known better than to think you’d obey, Bel. You never have before.” The mayor covered his face with his hands. “Did you hear everything?”

“Yes.” His wife’s voice was as ragged as a knife sharpened against granite, but when he glanced at her, her eyes were clear and cold. That didn’t surprise him. Belsaor was the strongest woman he’d ever known. All the tears had been wrung from her long ago.

“And our son . . .?”

“Already home,” she said. “I sent him ahead.”

“Good.” He hesitated, and then grief and outrage shuddered over him. “I can’t believe—” He shook his head. “To walk right into our hall like that—”

“I’ll need to work quickly,” Belsaor murmured. “The rumors will spread like a fire in the Deep. Our enemies will claim the dragon came here to accuse you personally.”

Aiden blinked at his wife. “He did.”

“No,” she corrected. “The sins of your predecessors are Mayor Amnead’s sins, not yours. I can slant this in a positive light. Make sure everyone realizes how noble you are for cleaning up her mistakes. This might even help us in the next—”

“The next elections can throw themselves off a cliff!” Aiden snapped. He grabbed his shocked wife’s hand. “I’m not worried about the elections. I’m worried about you. This cannot be easy for you.”

“What is hard about it?” Her voice carried a false lightness. Possibly Aiden e’Doreyl was one of the few people alive who could see through the lie. “Anahrod’s been dead for almost twenty years. Neveranimas must be on the verge of going rampant if she thinks otherwise.”

“Maybe so, but she’s still the First Dragon—”

“Neveranimas”—the name was a snarl on his wife’s lips—“has never been the First Dragon.”

“A technicality, Bel. Ivarion will never wake and so she’s a regent instead of a queen. Her word is still law, not just over her kingdom, but over all of Seven Crests as well.” He closed his eyes, canted his head back against his wife’s hip.

She stroked his hair, saying nothing.

He glanced up. “Do you think there is any chance, any chance at all, that she might have lived?”

His wife still said nothing, but this time it felt like she was marshaling her thoughts. “They threw her off a cloud cutter at fifty thousand feet, Aiden. There were witnesses to that effect.” She scoffed. “Are we supposed to think that is not enough proof because no one risked the Deep to retrieve her shattered body?”

“But if she survived—”

Belsaor’s eyes flashed. “She didn’t.”

The mayor exhaled. “As you say, then. She didn’t. Which means we face an unpleasant fact: since we don’t have her body”—he glanced significantly at his wife, but Belsaor remained silent—“we have no way to prove we executed her.”

“Not ‘we,’” his wife corrected. “Mayor Amnead. She—” Belsaor stopped, gathered herself. “He executed his own daughter.”

Aiden heard the quiet revision and grimaced. He seemed about to make a correction of his own, but stopped, fingertips digging into the hard wooden tabletop. “It won’t matter who held office,” he said. “You know dragons can’t tell us apart unless we’re bonded to them.”

Belsaor froze, then her eyes turned hard and cunning. “You make an excellent point.”

The mayor shifted in his chair to meet his wife’s gaze. “What mean you by that?”

“I mean exactly what you think.”

“You cannot be suggesting we give the dragons some other girl in her place.”

“Why not? Would this dragon know the difference if we presented him with any random woman and claimed she was Anahrod? And if she shouts and rants that she’s innocent, that her name isn’t Anahrod at all, who will believe her?”

“No one. No one would.” Horror crossed the man’s face. “I won’t do it, Bel. I won’t send an innocent person to their death like that.”

A sad, sweet smile settled on Belsaor’s face. “Ah, my love. I always knew you were too pure for this job.” She touched his cheek and whispered, “The world is full of people who deserve nothing less than this. I would send a monster to her death in Anahrod Amnead’s place in an instant and sleep well, knowing that for once, a guilty person had been condemned.”

He took his wife’s hands in his. “Then I suppose it’s a good thing it’s not your decision, isn’t it?”

“Don’t be a fool. You heard what he threatened!”

Aiden nodded. “Yes, I heard what he threatened. But I also remember when Neveranimas ordered Anahrod’s execution the last time. A whole flight of dragons, including Aldegon, perched outside the city in broad daylight, with their magic carrying the sound of Aldegon’s rider’s voice to every nearby mountaintop. Every single person in Seven Crests knew what the accusations were.”

“You think shouting accusations of treason in the middle of our son’s birthday party was subtle?” Belsaor raised an eyebrow at her husband.

“For a dragon? Yes. If Tiendremos had any proof to back up this absurd claim, he would’ve shouted it from the mountaintops instead of invading our son’s party.”

Her eyes widened. “You think the dragon plays a game.”

“He must. It’s what we can do about it that concerns me.”

They continued discussing their options, or lack thereof.

Neither of them heard their son sneak away.
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HELL

Skylanders had another word for the Deep.

Hell.

A more appropriate brand, without question. The Deep was too bland a label, applied so vigorously to any land ranging from sea level to five thousand feet above it. Skylanders felt secure in the label’s accuracy only because they measured from altitudes so much higher.

Whereas Hell, as a place of punishment hot enough to scorch, occupied by monsters and the damned, served as a far more accurate warning. Those people who made their homes in the Deep had their own feelings on the matter, but their opinions were never consulted.

If Skylanders considered the Deep a punishment, then it was also true that one could, by effort and necessity, learn to love Hell.

Anahrod had.

The Deep bore no resemblance to the indifferent mountaintops or the apathetic sky. The Deep demanded focus, insisted on attention. Anahrod might fear and hate her adopted home, but she couldn’t deny that every part possessed a wild beauty, a riotous curve of unmolested nature too rebellious to be conquered, too perilous to be ignored. The suffocating, sticky air and the boiling heat were a mild irritation compared to the Deep’s genuine threats: explosive oceans, howling storms, and giant, carnivorous animals.

In the Deep’s jungles and savannas, its deserts and forests and violent, ever-shifting green waters, dwelt every monster unfriendly to humanity. The worst of which—Hell’s true demons—would always be humanity itself.

A point Anahrod considered as she stared down the two Scarsea recruiters.

The Scarsea eschewed the green body paint worn by most jungle tribes in favor of shadow-valley violets. Ocean-green spikes thrust out in all directions from the shoulder plates strapped to their arms, lest one make the error of thinking them too friendly.

Anahrod had neither asked for nor been given introductions. She’d decided to call one man “Braids” because of his hair. Anahrod nicknamed the other one “Scratch” since he kept picking at his paint, the cracked mud flaking away from one arm to reveal brown skin underneath.

“We won’t make this offer again.” Braids tightened his hand on his sword pommel.

As they “wouldn’t make this offer again” on the last four occasions the Scarsea had found her, the threat’s value had begun to wane. She allowed silence to be her answer. If they decided her consent was no longer necessary, Overbite waited, hidden behind a nearby hillock.

They didn’t seem inclined to press the issue. Still, Scratch wore a sour expression, the look of a man trying to understand why Anahrod wasn’t leaping at the opportunity offered.

“Your refusals have grown tiresome, but if you return with us now, His Majesty won’t hold a grudge.”

“Sicaryon, you mean?” She’d heard far too much of Sicaryon lately, none of it good. Not so long ago, he’d been “Chief” Sicaryon, after killing his uncle for the position. Then he was “warlord,” gobbling up neighboring tribes with frightening speed.

Now he was “king.”

Anahrod avoided Scarsea territory, but what did such matter when they sought her out instead?

“King Sicaryon,” Braids corrected. He clearly expected her to be impressed.

She leaned forward as if to share a confidence. “I must know. Does he really have forty spouses that he keeps imprisoned by the sea?”

Scratch sputtered. “What? What rumors—”

“I know,” Anahrod agreed. “The idea is ridiculous. Why would I think Sicaryon could handle forty husbands and wives when he couldn’t even handle—”

Anahrod paused. She felt a spike of concern from Overbite, whose senses far surpassed Anahrod’s own.

“—me?”

Sharp, high-pitched screams echoed from the jungle. Not human sounds, but she recognized them. Rock wyrms. Hunting.

A half second later, rock wyrms began calling to each other.

Anahrod drew her sword—but it was a pointless gesture.

Rock wyrms grew to over fifteen feet long, with tough hide and razor-sharp teeth. They used four of their legs for running and the remaining two limbs, which each ended in sharp, spiny points, to impale their prey. The females were solitary, but as there was no justice in the world, the males traveled in packs.

Anyone hunting rock wyrms used spears, arrows, pit traps, or best of all, sorcery. They didn’t use swords. Swords weren’t long enough to scratch a rock wyrm’s hide before the monster was close enough to impale the wielder.

“You’re the sorceress who can control animals!” Scratch snapped. “Can’t you do something?”

Something ugly and bitter twisted her guts. So Sicaryon had told them what she was. “Yes. One at a time.” Anahrod pointed into the jungle with her blade. “So, flee.”

Scratch started to follow her order, which would’ve been hilarious in other circumstances. He caught himself, a stubborn look finding root on his face.

“I’m summoning my titan drake,” Anahrod elaborated. “Run!”

Braids grabbed Scratch’s arm. “Let her deal with them.” He pulled the other man into the underbrush.

More baying sounded, but none in the direction the two men had fled. The two recruiters might yet escape.

[Overbite, sweetheart, I need you. We’ve work to do.]

Anahrod used a root vine to pull herself onto a branch. It was always easier if she kept herself tucked out of the way. Not safer (because rock wyrms climbed trees), but at least she wouldn’t be underfoot.

Behind that hillock, the titan drake called Overbite pushed herself up on six thick legs. She was a massive specimen: twenty feet at the shoulder and fifty feet long. Striped scales camouflaged her in the dappled light of the jungle canopy. Despite her bulk, she moved with barely a rustle of foliage. A perfect hunter with teeth the size of swords, she could take down anything smaller than a grown dragon. In the Deep, that was everything, including most other titan drakes.

[Let’s hunt.]

Overbite tossed her head in excitement. She was always eager for a hunt, even if she wouldn’t technically be the one hunting.

Anahrod slumped back against the tree branch, body abandoned. Transferring her consciousness to an animal felt like swimming through an ocean of sap to gasp at clean air. Rising from the depths and taking in a deep breath of new reality. Her senses expanded as she settled into Overbite’s mind. The world transformed into a tapestry of colors, odors, sounds. The nearby dama trees, the rock wyrms, the flowering coremfells—and the nasty stench of humans. Her hearing became hyperacute, distinguishing rock wyrms from birds, humans, and other predators.

Anahrod would’ve given Overbite her lead if the men had run farther, but they were too close. She had no faith in her pet’s ability to control her hunting instincts. If it ran, Overbite would chase.

The rock wyrms loped into the clearing on four legs. They all stiffened and raised their heads, scenting a larger predator.

Anahrod stood to her full height, or rather, to Overbite’s full height. She advanced on the pride, a lethal monster who had nothing to fear.

The rock wyrms turned to face her, heads down and growling.

Which  wasn’t  the  correct  response.  The  wyrms  should’ve  gone  after  the weaker prey, fled before the stronger. They should’ve chased the Scarsea, allowing Anahrod to pick off the rock wyrms from behind.

She was committed now. Anahrod ran into the clearing, straight at one of the “little” monsters. She sank her teeth into a rock wyrm neck, snapped the spine. Hot blood flooded her mouth as the creature let out a pitiful yowl.

She smelled something new then, something familiar: Scratch’s scent. That wouldn’t have been so special, but the scent was on this rock wyrm. Along with many other human scents, none of which belonged. When would a Scarsea soldier have had contact . . .?

She studied the wyrms a second time. Ropes. Scraps of leather. The clink of metal rings slapping against thick hide necks.

This wasn’t a wild pride. These were . . .

These were trained animals.

She tossed the rock wyrm corpse to the ground as she searched for the warriors. She still smelled them, so where had they gone?

The pride was attacking. She roared, the sound vibrating through her borrowed body, barely audible to humans but a thunderclap to Deep animals. She bit a rock wyrm, gouging out a giant chunk of his flank.

The rock wyrms encircled her.

She heard metal clang against stone, followed by cursing.

When she turned, she saw the little Scarsea bastards hadn’t fled. Instead, they’d circled around to the tree where Anahrod had hidden her body. Scratch carried  Anahrod’s  unconscious  form  slung  over  a  shoulder.  Her  sword  had caused the warning sound as it slid free from its sheath and hit a rock on the jungle floor.

Anahrod growled. Sicaryon had told them everything she could do.

It felt like a betrayal.

Braids rushed back to retrieve the sword. “Go!” he screamed at Scratch. “The others are waiting!”

The others.

Her pulse thundered in her ears. This encounter had been a trap from the start. Sicaryon had no intention of suffering a fifth refusal. This wasn’t a recruitment: it was a kidnapping.

A rock wyrm took advantage of her distraction to stab both spear arms into one of her—one of Overbite’s—legs. She twirled, swept aside that attacker plus several pack mates who failed to dodge.

But the damage was done.

Anahrod felt the icy sting of blood flowing too fast. She kicked out with a middle leg, caught another wyrm in the ribs; she was rewarded with a satisfying snap of bone.

Another rock wyrm tried the same trick, stabbing at Overbite’s front legs. She wasn’t distracted this time, whereas he’d just wandered into the reach of her jaws. She savaged his neck and tossed the corpse to his pack mates.

Perhaps she could’ve fought them off, even outnumbered, but more humans approached. Likely the other Scarsea soldiers, coming to finish the job.

The implications made her gut clench: Sicaryon had learned to train rock wyrms. His great successes against so many tribes became easier to explain. Worse was the certainty that she knew where her sword-brother had come up with such an idea: from her.

The scent of fresh blood swelled in the air.

Human blood.

The smell confused both her and Overbite’s lurking consciousness. No humans had been hurt. Yet the unmistakable, caustic scent of human blood flooded her senses.

Scratch stopped running. He, too, seemed confused.

He dropped Anahrod’s body in an ungraceful heap. She winced: that would bruise. Anahrod still saw no sign of injury, even if Overbite’s nose screamed otherwise.

Then Scratch made a choking sound. Blood poured from his eyes, his nose, his mouth—from every orifice.

Not a trickle, but a gushing exsanguination. His partner, Braids, shouted something at Scratch. His real name, perhaps. She had no idea why Scratch had died in such a way, but she could guess.

Sorcery.

That was when Anahrod scented the new arrivals. Not the second Scarsea group. These were something else. They smelled of perfumed lye soap and clean skin, weapon oil and writing ink, but it was the scent of spiced musk and hot metal that raised her frills. Overbite knew that scent too well, because it belonged to her only natural predators.

Dragons.

If a dragon lurked nearby, the situation had gone from the high surf straight into a tidefisher’s nets.

“Now that is a lot of pissed-off lizards,” a redheaded woman said in Haudan. She sounded delighted. “You grab the woman. We’ll take care of the wyrms.”

Anahrod bucked, kicking back while she roared to shake the ground. She brought a foot down hard, cracking a rock wyrm’s back.

There were too many. She couldn’t reach her own body.

Braids tried to retreat, but he’d decided too late.

A flash of metal sliced through Braids’s neck, so fast and clean that his eyes were still moving as his head fell away from his body. The sword flew on its own. Something in the odd way it spun and changed course suggested a weapon fastened to the end of an invisible rope—a weapon somehow being directed.

Anahrod noticed the redhead again. She stood just past the tree line, spinning, moving her hands in a pantomime of a warrior controlling a chained weapon. Despite the Skylander garb, she had the bright hair and pale skin so many Deepers revealed when the skin paint came away.

Everything about the woman was a contradiction. She looked like a Deeper but dressed like a Skylander. She wore—or wielded—a sword but used it in a way that required either sophisticated magical inscription or sorcery. The latter seemed more likely given her Deeper ancestry, but the scent in the air suggested a different option: dragonrider.

How could a Deeper be a dragonrider?

Regardless, a dragonrider by necessity required a dragon, likely flying nearby. A dragon nearby meant Anahrod needed to be at least five miles anywhere else, immediately.

Anahrod’s options narrowed to one: run.

The Scarsea still advanced. She could hear at least a dozen warriors moving in their direction, but she knew Sicaryon would have more waiting in reserve. Warriors who’d planned for this confrontation, who’d come prepared for a titan drake and a woman with the magical ability to control animals.

She cursed Sicaryon. He knew Anahrod too well: he’d witnessed her discovery of every spell. If she fled, it would be straight into a trap he’d designed for her.

Anahrod stood stuck between the cliffs and the tide.

Enough rock wyrms had died by this point to allow her some breathing room. The Skylanders proved more interested in killing wyrms than taking on the single enormous titan drake. Which Anahrod appreciated even as she marked it as strange.

The Skylanders’ odd behavior would change once they finished with the rock wyrms. Overbite was too dangerous to ignore. Anahrod needed to reason with them—which she couldn’t do as long as she possessed the titan drake’s body.

She also needed to run—in her own body.

Anahrod jumped backward. Away from her real body, away from the Skylanders, toward that first downed rock wyrm. She turned Overbite’s back to the Skylanders, lowered her head to the still steaming corpse.

[Eat, Overbite.]

No titan drake needed to be told to eat twice. The distraction might only last seconds given Overbite’s tendency to gulp her food, but hopefully, that would be enough.

Anahrod returned to her body. The transition was a cold vulnerability, the repressed panic of waking in an unfamiliar place. Her skull throbbed from where Scratch had dropped her. She was soaked in his blood.

She’d never learned his real name.

Anahrod sat up and raised her hands in surrender.

“Don’t hurt her,” she called out in Haudan, fighting not to stumble over rarely used words. “The titan drake’s mine. We’re about to be overrun. I can get us away from here, but we need to leave now.”

An overdressed, middle-aged man gave her an avuncular smile. If he wore a weapon, she couldn’t see it. “Oh, lovely dryad, what delight in your unexpected lucidity, but our fair scene requires no fast exit.”

Anahrod stared. Had he just misquoted Huala Lagareb’s The Valley of Green at her? She couldn’t recall many other Skylander plays that referred to “green-skinned” Deepers as “dryads.” It beat the normal pejorative—

“Troll girl, what he means is that as cute as it might be to discover that you can speak like a civilized person, we’re not the ones in danger.”

Mocking laughter preceded the speaker as she stepped into view. One of the two women—not the redhead. This one was younger and her Skylander heritage was more obvious: dark skin and tight-curled hair. Vivid scars crisscrossed her face with an uncomfortable symmetry—their positioning too precise to be anything but deliberate.

She dressed like she was still twenty thousand feet up: fully covered in a dark gray coat dipped black at the hems, a silver-stitched shirt underneath, little pops of bright color peeking out from charms that hung from her collar, from her belt. A lot of daggers.

“Call me troll again and you’ll find out otherwise.”

Sometimes, the best course of action was to pick the inevitable fight early.

The scar-faced woman evidently agreed. “Is that so?” She spun a bloody dagger in each hand, the sort of aggressively showy nonsense that meant nothing in a proper fight.

What did mean something was that the woman had used daggers to fight rock wyrms. The woman had been using daggers, not at a distance like the redhead, but close up.

Somehow, she still lived.

Anahrod moved fighting her into a column marked “not without a damn good reason.”

A second man sniffed the air. “No.” He was heavyset but not out of breath, and like the other man, unarmed.

The scarred woman paused mid-knife-twirl. “No? What do you mean, no?”

“More rock wyrms on the way.” An odd accent flavored the man’s Haudan. He didn’t seem to be a native speaker. “More hunters, too.”

At this, the redhead called her blade back into her hand. The woman’s garden rings glinted gold in the light as she gave Anahrod an appraising stare. “Looks like you have a talent for making friends.”

The redhead appeared to be in her early twenties, prettier than any jungle flower. Prettier, but also more delicate, like some priceless portrait carved on a thin shell. She wore yellow-gold rings, though. Who in Eannis’s name would be brazen enough to wear gold rings?

“Apparently,” Anahrod snapped.

“I’m impressed.” The woman shattered any lingering perception of fragility by wiping the rock wyrm blood from her sword on her trousers. The woman looked like a Deeper, but she couldn’t be one—not dressed like that, not smelling like that, and not wearing those rings.

“We have to leave,” Anahrod said.

As she turned back to Overbite, Anahrod noticed a problem: that wounded leg. The injury bled a river of dark red down the titan drake’s front leg. Could Overbite run?

Did they have a choice?

Even as Anahrod inspected the wound with an icy fist clenched around her stomach, the bleeding stopped. All at once, with no sign of clotting or scabbing, no bandage or dressing.

The heavyset man lowered an unadorned hand. “We leave now,” he agreed.

He’d kept a Deeper accent even if he’d learned to dress like a Skylander. This man wasn’t trying hard to pass, though. He’d skipped the garden and social rings and didn’t wear his hair in pinned braids. Was he a dragonrider, too? She would’ve assumed such, but it made no sense. Since when did dragons take Deepers as their thralls? If he wasn’t a dragonrider, since when did dragons allow sorcerers to live?

They had no time to waste on solving mysteries.

Anahrod pulled herself onto Overbite’s back using a halter line. Overbite made no protest; she was used to it. She wasn’t so used to the next part, but Anahrod promised herself she’d make it up to her pet later.

“Climb up,” she told the others. “We’ll outrun them.”

“Or we can fight them.” The scarred woman cleaned her bloody daggers before sheathing them. “We can handle some rock wyrms.” The scarred woman gestured around the battlefield to make her point. She wore silver Skylander rings.

“No.” The fat man made that single word into an entire argument.

“You heard the man: no.” The redhead rubbed her hands together. “That means we’re going for a ride.” She raised her voice. “Gwydinion, it’s safe to come out now!”

A third man ran from the bushes.

No. Anahrod corrected herself. A boy ran out from the bushes. A Skylander boy no older than fifteen, too young for garden rings, too young for a division ring. Almost as pretty as the redhead, although his beauty was wide-eyed and dewy-cheeked, while hers whispered more worldly promises. He was no more visibly armed than the other men.

Anahrod felt a flash of anger. They’d brought a Skylander child to the Deep? What were these people thinking? Had they been thinking at all?

“Climb up,” Anahrod repeated. “I won’t tell you again.”

The boy’s eyes widened as he took in the carnage; his steps faltered. The way he stared around the battlefield suggested he’d never been closer to death in his whole life.

Also, that he wasn’t prepared to deal with the experience.

His eyes widened again when they reached Anahrod, although in that case likely because he had also never seen a green-skinned woman wearing nothing but a few scraps of leather. A real live troll girl, in the flesh.

The boy blushed and stared at anyone else.

The redhead reached Anahrod first, ignoring the rope she’d lowered over Overbite’s side in favor of sprinting up the titan drake’s spine. The others used the rope assist and the impromptu landing created by Overbite’s bent leg.

“Hook in,” Anahrod ordered the redhead.

The woman was already reaching for her belt when she paused and laughed, bright as sunlight glistening on the sea. Because Skylanders rarely carried spring hooks on their belts under normal circumstances.

Dragonriders were never without them.

Without releasing Anahrod’s gaze, without glancing away from Anahrod for so much as a second, the redhead pulled the spring hook from her belt and snapped it to Overbite’s harness. Her stare was answer, taunt, and promise, all neatly presented by the greenest eyes that Anahrod had ever seen.

The answer: yes, she was a dragonrider. The taunt: what exactly did Anahrod think to do about it? The promise: that there had never been a single moment in this woman’s entire life where she had been anything but trouble, and she wasn’t about to stop on Anahrod’s account.

Behind them both, the others grabbed on to leather harness straps.

Anahrod glanced back for long enough to determine that there were indeed four other people besides herself and her troublesome dragonrider on Overbite’s back.

A rock wyrm screamed from nearby: the Scarsea were closing in. The telltale hum of a loosed arrow buzzed in the air as at least one of their pursuers made a last-gasp bid to spill enemy blood.

“Hold on,” Anahrod told her passengers.

[Run!]

Overbite sprinted into the jungle.
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ONE STEP AHEAD

Nothing on land runs faster than a titan drake. The reason was simple enough: titan drakes were fifty-foot-long, six-legged, twenty-ton mountains of pure muscle and appetite. When a titan drake wanted to run, few forces could stop them. Not trees, not other animals, and certainly not rock wyrms.

But this wasn’t a normal situation. Overbite’s injury forced her to return to a walk. If Anahrod didn’t do something, Overbite soon wouldn’t be capable of that much.

Her passengers had pulled their mantles from their shoulders and were using the woven squares as a shelter from both wind and insects. More sensible than she’d expected, honestly.

They should’ve have been miserable in the heat, but they weren’t acting like it. Did they have inscriptions sewn into their clothes? That was the only explanation that made any sense, even if it was an expensive solution. Inscribers weren’t cheap and the clothes would wear away to nothing in weeks or months. It was a smart move—and it suggested that this trip hadn’t been an accident.

Overbite walked for an hour before she started making whining noises and slowed even further. Anahrod winced in sympathy for the titan drake’s pain. She unfastened her own spring hook from the harness and jumped down to inspect the wound.

She wasn’t surprised when a Skylander followed her, but hadn’t expected it to be the boy, Gwydinion.

“That was lightning!” he said, far too loud. “What’s its name? Can I pet it? Do you have to clean its teeth? How did you tame it . . .?” His voice trailed off as he noticed the open wound. “Oh.”

Oh, indeed. The injury was as ugly as it looked. That one man had stopped the bleeding, but he’d done nothing to close the gash, which had torn through skin and muscle. It was a miracle that Overbite had limped as far as she had. Even with five working legs, the jungle wasn’t kind to those with such a disadvantage. If they were lucky, the wound wouldn’t fester, but Anahrod had long since abandoned hoping for that sort of felicity. She needed to take the time to treat the wound properly, or Overbite would pay the price.

And yet that was exactly what they couldn’t afford to do.

Overbite nudged Anahrod, a gentle bump that shoved the woman several feet to the side. The message was clear enough: fix it.

Oh, how she wished she could. She rubbed a hand across the drake’s brow ridge, although she had to stretch a little to do it.

“Is it going to be all right?” Gwydinion whispered.

“No,” Anahrod said. “I don’t think so.”

Everyone came climbing down the titan drake’s side then. The redhead placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder, but her attention remained focused on Anahrod. “Do we need to press on without the titan drake?”

For a moment, Anahrod thought the woman was suggesting she put Overbite out of her misery. She started to snap at the redhead to mind her own damn business.

Except the woman was right.

Not about killing Overbite. Anahrod didn’t have the means. Maybe these Skylanders possessed the magical power necessary to take the giant monster down, but Anahrod didn’t.

No, the woman was right about needing to leave Overbite behind.

The Scarsea were fantastic trackers. It wasn’t a question of whether they’d find Overbite, only when. Anyone still with Overbite would be discovered, too.

Anahrod pursed her lips. She didn’t know what these people were after, but she knew she didn’t want to be involved.

“You should, yes,” Anahrod said to the redhead. “I’ll take her and travel west, toward the Bay of Bones.” Anahrod pointed appropriately. “That will throw them off your scent; they’ll follow me. Head north, northeast, you’ll reach the highlands—”

“You can’t do that!” Gwydinion said.

Anahrod stared at the boy.

He flushed and fidgeted. “I mean . . . aren’t they mad at you, too?”

“Didn’t kill two of their people,” Anahrod told him. “Which, yes, they’ll know, because they know what it looks like when I kill someone.”

She didn’t want to go back to Sicaryon; she hadn’t forgotten that the damn tricky tidefisher had ordered his men to kidnap her.

That didn’t equal trusting these people.

“Even so—” Gwydinion gave the redhead a pleading look.

The redhead in question rolled her shoulders, stretched an arm. “Gwydinion has a point. You may have noticed we’re not exactly natives. A guide would be useful.”

“Find a holler and hire one,” Anahrod said. “Haven’t heard a good reason it has to be me.”

“What’s a holler?” Gwydinion asked the redhead.

“Small communities in the valleys,” she answered, “but I don’t know enough about them to find one, and even we did”—she laughed—“we’d have to understand the language. I can’t imagine many of the locals speak Haudan half as well as she does.”

Anahrod’s mouth twisted. The woman had a point.

“As for why you should agree, I can give you a reason. I can give you fifty good reasons.” The redhead pulled a bag from her knapsack and tossed it to Anahrod.

Anahrod checked the contents: Seven Crests coins, the oh-so-humorously named “scales.” Probably fifty, although she didn’t stop to count. Fifty scales went a long, long way in the Deep.

The offer of payment set the younger woman off. “Oh, come on! Why are we acting like we’re scared of our shadows? We can always just kill anyone who catches up to us. Keep things simple.” The scarred woman pulled out the knife, spun it in her hand for emphasis, rolled it over, then caught the handle again before sheathing it.

Anahrod had a feeling she’d be seeing that trick a lot from this woman. It was meant to look dangerous, and it did, but by Anahrod’s estimation, it also made the woman look young. Young and hotheaded, too eager to prove herself to everyone, too rash to understand why it wasn’t always wise.

“No,” the fat man said.

The girl rolled her eyes. “Yes. You know we’d win.” She tilted her head in the redhead’s direction. “What do you say, Ris? I’ll pick them off one by one. You and Naeron can handle the stragglers. We’ll finish in time for Kaibren to make dinner.” She helpfully pointed to each: the potential dragonriders, Ris and Naeron; the aging poet, Kaibren.

Ris muttered something under her breath that sounded a lot like, “Please stop helping.”

Anahrod threw the bag back to Ris. “Sounds like you don’t need me.”

Ris laughed, tossed back her hair. “Oh, storms and ashes—” She swung back around. “If this is your idea of haggling, I must say it’s working. One hundred scales, then?”

“How about the truth,” Anahrod countered. “What you’re doing down here? Because I’m having a hard time believing a couple of dragonriders need my help.”

Ris started to say something—a protest, a lie, something.

“Don’t pretend you’re not dragonriders. Overbite knows what a dragon smells like, and you lot stink of it.”

Ris raised both eyebrows. “Is that so?” Anahrod knew she’d revealed too much when she saw the sparkle in the woman’s eyes. “Just the one dragonrider. Me.”

Anahrod turned her gaze to Naeron. “You’re not a dragonrider? You don’t look like a priest.”

“No,” Naeron agreed. “Sorcerer.”

Anahrod snorted. She wanted to call the man a dirty liar, but truthfully, he really didn’t seem like a Skylander at all. She was having a difficult time imagining what motivation he could have for admitting to heresy. “Where are you from?”

“East,” he answered. He started to add a comment, paused, looked frustrated, then spoke to Ris in a rolling, fast stream of words Anahrod didn’t understand.

“He’s from the eastern plains,” Ris explained. “One of the Ilhomi.”

Anahrod tried to place the name, succeeded, and felt sick. “Didn’t the dragons wipe out the Ilhomi?”

“No,” Naeron corrected, narrow-eyed. “They tried.”

“Wait,” the boy protested. “What do you mean, the dragons ‘wiped out the Ilhomi’? You can’t mean the dragons from Yagra’hai.”

“We’ll talk about that later.” Ris dismissed the concern, focused on Anahrod. “But you see? We’re not exactly first in line to attend church services. If you’re concerned about draconic attention, don’t be. We prefer to avoid draconic attention ourselves.”

“You’re a dragonrider,” Anahrod pointed out.

“Oh, she’s a smart one, isn’t she?” the younger woman said.

“I don’t mean my dragon,” Ris said. “My dragon is the most amazing and wonderful dragon to have ever existed. It’s the rest of them that are all—” She made a face like she’d just eaten rotting fruit.

“Good to know,” Anahrod commented, although she was inclined to believe all dragons fell into the “blegh” category. “Why can’t your amazing and wonderful dragon come get you?”

Ris stared at the woman before gesturing at the jungle canopy. “He might not breathe fire, but he’s still a dragon. He would destroy a huge section of the jungle reaching me. If he misjudged it, we could easily end up as accidental victims. Do you want that? I don’t want that.”

“That just leaves one question.”

“Yes?” Ris smiled.

“Why are you here?”

The Skylanders (or Skylanders by association, in Naeron’s case) gave each other looks ranging from uneasy to annoyed. Anahrod recognized the attitude: they either weren’t going to tell her or were about to lie.

“It’s my fault.” Gwydinion stepped closer to Anahrod. “My father’s in some trouble. Quite a lot of trouble. It’s not his fault, though! He didn’t do anything wrong!” His eyes were shining.

Anahrod gave the boy a moment to collect himself.

“Ris is a friend,” Gwydinion explained after rubbing his eyes. “So, I asked her to help my father. What he needs is only found down here in the Deep. I just didn’t expect it to all be so . . .” He made a vague gesture to the whole jungle.

“Yeah, funny how that works.” Anahrod studied the boy. Weirdly, he seemed to be telling the truth—or he was a fantastic liar.

That a fifteen-year-old kid had asked a dragonrider for a favor and had not only received it but had used that favor to travel into the Deep was ridiculous. So much so that Anahrod couldn’t imagine anyone expecting such a story to be believed.

Perhaps Gwydinion was telling the truth. He had left out a lot of details, after all. Liars usually provided too much information, thinking it made their story more believable.

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

He brightened noticeably. “Yeah. I think we did. Now we just need to escape alive.” The boy didn’t seem worried about it being an issue.

Anahrod examined the group. Weird, puzzling, and dangerous. What the girl with the knives was failing to consider was that the moment Sicaryon decided they were an actual threat, he’d send his sorcerers. This wasn’t like the Skylands, where everyone who could cast a spell either ended up a dragonrider, a priest, or dead. Sorcery wasn’t something practiced under every tree in the Deep, but close enough.

No, the real problem was that these people were cocky. That was an attitude for which the Deep had little tolerance.

Anahrod mentally sighed. She just knew she was going to regret this. Not least of all because she would have to send Overbite off in the opposite direction. That meant she’d lose her. Even if the Scarsea captured Overbite instead of killing her, it’s not like Sicaryon would just give the titan drake back. Better to leave Overbite with Sicaryon than the alternative, though, which was the titan drake slowly dying of a poisoned wound until some other predator finally took advantage of her misfortune.

Anahrod pointed to each person. “So, you’re Ris . . . Naeron . . . Gwydinion. You must be Kaibren.” The older man inclined his head politely in her direction. That left one person without a name to match their face. “And you are?” She asked the hotheaded young woman with the knives.

“Yeah, like I’m going to tell you—”

“The lovely woman with the terrible personality is Claw,” Ris volunteered.

“Claw?” Anahrod scoffed. “Let me guess: she picked that name out all by herself.”

“Fuck off. What’s your name then, troll?” Claw growled.

“Jhyanglae,” Anahrod answered, which had the advantage of betraying who among them spoke Sumulye. Kaibren accepted her answer without comment, while Naeron’s eyes darted to her in shock. Ris covered her mouth to stop herself from laughing. Claw didn’t understand, but she was sensitive enough to the mood to realize that Anahrod had just made a joke at her expense.

Claw snarled and jerked her hand away. “What did she just say?”

“It was less of a name than an instruction,” Ris said.

“Oh yeah? Let’s see how funny you think it is when—”

Kaibren put a hand on the woman’s arm. “Only the fool cuts his own rope while he’s still scaling the cliff.”

Claw quieted. As she nodded to the older man, a distant, rhythmic sound echoed. Drumbeats.

“Music?” Gwydinion cocked his head.

“No,” Naeron murmured. “Message.”

“Oh joy,” Claw muttered. “Do the damn trolls use drums to signal each other or something? Oh, they do, don’t they?”

It wasn’t a good sign. The Scarsea didn’t need to catch up to them if they could signal ahead. She had no idea how far Sicaryon’s reach extended these days. She suspected a very long way, indeed. Anahrod had no confidence in these people to outpace their pursuers, and if Ris was telling the truth, they had no clue how to approach any of the locals.

“Where exactly do you need to go?” Anahrod asked Ris, squinting.

“The highlands,” she answered immediately. “Somewhere open enough for my dragon to land.”

That was easy enough. Bonus: they’d have to travel away from Scarsea lands. That part fit in with Anahrod’s plans nicely.

“Fine.” Anahrod held out her hand to Ris. “Give me the pouch. You’ve bought yourself a guide.”
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As Anahrod finished tying donated clothing to Overbite’s harness, she found Gwydinion standing next to Overbite’s head, gently petting her nose.

What made Anahrod stop and stare was the fact that Overbite allowed this without protest. No growls, no snarls, no sign that Overbite was anything but pleased by the boy’s attention.

“She likes you,” Anahrod said.

“She’s sunlight.” Gwydinion’s eyes were bright and too shiny. “I wish . . . I wish there was a different way.”

Me too, Anahrod thought.

She scratched the edge of Overbite’s jaw.

[I need you to do something for me, pretty girl,] Anahrod told her. [Just a little thing, and then you can sleep.]

Gwydinion took a step backward as Overbite moved her head, but he didn’t flinch. The titan drake tilted toward Anahrod, who showed her what she needed. Anahrod overrode the enormous beast’s protests and persuaded her to play nice to the next group of humans she saw. To lower her head and whine sweetly because these would be friends of Anahrod’s.

It was almost true. She’d considered Sicaryon a friend, once. More than a friend. Now, Overbite’s best chance for survival lay in the titan drake making her best impression of a tame vel hound begging for scraps.

[Go,] Anahrod ordered. [Don’t stop until they find you. Don’t go to them. Let them chase you. Then make friends.]

Overbite gave her one last nose shove and then limped off into the forest.

She exhaled slowly and ignored how dry and tight her throat felt. She turned to the Skylanders and gestured in the opposite direction.

“Let’s go. Follow my lead. Don’t lag behind. We need to be as far from here as possible before the Scarsea reach this position.”
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WHAT BURNS BRIGHT

They weren’t moving fast enough to escape their pursuers.

Anahrod had to lead the group through any hazards and also swing back to cover their tracks. Ris and Naeron might have Deeper ancestry (Ris) or even come from the Deep (Naeron) but neither understood jungles.

If Anahrod had more time, she would’ve taught Claw, who had the right mindset, the right eye for detail. Unfortunately, expecting someone who’d lived her whole life at fifteen thousand feet or higher to learn all the skills necessary in minutes was a mountain too high.

Every time the Skylanders opened their mouths, Anahrod would snap at them to be quiet.

Something was wrong. Something was missing. Eventually she realized that the missing something was the drumbeat rhythm of Overbite’s heart, the counter-point tempo of her light footsteps on the jungle floor. Anahrod had grown so used to the noise that its absence left a painful wound.

But it wasn’t only Overbite’s absence that splintered fault-like through her perceptions.

Wind stirred through jungle canopy leaves overhead. Wild animals screeched, screamed, and vibrated the ground with their calls. The soft background roar of the distant ocean tide alternated between quiet and deafening. All around her lurked the scent of earth, greenery, flowers, and the faint, sharp smell of something oily and acid.

She stopped.

“What’s wrong—” Claw said.

Anahrod held up a hand. “Quiet.”

The Skylander was about to make a fuss, but Kaibren took the woman’s arm. She fell silent.

Absently, Anahrod wondered who was minding who in that relationship.

Something approached. Either a herd or . . .

She touched the minds of rock wyrms.

They were close. Far too close. The Scarsea had either seen through Overbite’s distraction or Sicaryon’s sheer numbers made it irrelevant.

“What’s going on?” Ris whispered.

“Is your dragon nearby?” Anahrod asked instead of answering the question.

“I don’t see how it matters,” Ris answered. “If there were gaps in the canopy large enough for him to fit through, he would’ve done it already.”

“I don’t want him to land. I want him to roar at my signal. A hunting dragon will scare rock wyrms. Some instincts will be too strong for a pride to ignore.” Anahrod pointed to a tree with thick branches and plentiful foliage. “We’re climbing this right now.”

“We are?” Gwydinion asked, a weak and perfunctory protest.

Claw had already looped rope over a branch, using it as a guide to help the two older men.

The Skylander women helped Kaibren and Naeron up the tree with respectable speed before following themselves. Gwydinion scrambled up the rope as Anahrod made one last-ditch effort to hide their trail. Then she followed, yanking the rope up after her.

“What are we—?” Gwydinion whispered.

Anahrod clapped her hand over the boy’s mouth as the rock wyrm pride loped into view.

The tree where they sheltered grew from a tangle of bushes. A normal clustering of jungle plants conducted the world’s slowest botanical war as they made alliances, hoarded resources, and took advantage of every gap in the canopy. The rock wyrms didn’t have enough room to stand underneath them. Which was good, because this pride all had riders, each wearing the violet body paint of the Scarsea.

Like Scratch and Braids, these wore little armor (because it was too hot for such nonsense without inscribers). However, the way they wore their belts, shoulder plates, and accessories showed a marked consistency. A uniform. Sicaryon’s symbol, a blue wave on a violet background, was embroidered in multiple locations, including belt buckles and jewelry.

He really is trying to make himself a king. Anahrod swallowed a sour taste.

He’ll likely succeed, too.

The riders were heading in the wrong direction. If luck was on Anahrod’s side, the riders would continue until they met up with the group tracking Overbite, at which point Anahrod would have the good fortune of never seeing them again.

If she was less lucky, these riders were performing sweeps.

Unfortunately, her luck proved even worse than that: the riders stopped around thirty feet away to rest. Close enough that the wrong snapped twig, the wrong glance at the wrong moment, would reveal their position.

She watched for any sign that this was anything other than a break to relieve themselves or feed their wyrms. It didn’t seem to be; the men and women laughed and told each other jokes. Her suspicion about bodily functions was proven correct when one of the men wandered off to a tree nearby.

Something dropped from above and hit a rock on the jungle floor with a loud metallic clang. Whatever the source, it was man-made, and in the Deep, such sounds carried.

The Scarsea stopped all banter and joking as they searched the area. If they were competent—and there was no reason to assume otherwise—it wouldn’t take long before they remembered to look up.

Anahrod grabbed Ris’s hand. Now, she mouthed to the woman.

A flicker of confusion shone on Ris’s face, gone so quickly it might have been a trick of light. Then she closed her eyes.

A dragon’s roar echoed over the jungle treetops, loud as a roll of thunder.

If the Scarsea had come to attention at the small noise before, that was nothing compared to their reaction now. The rock wyrms panicked; two snapped their leads and started running. The soldiers shouted, trying to force their rides back under control. Those with mounts grabbed those without before they raced off into the jungle, chasing after fleeing wyrms.

[Need anything else, my dear?]

How many years had it been since she’d heard a dragon speak? Too many. And not nearly enough. This one was different, though.

She’d never heard a dragon be so solicitous.

Her thoughts were interrupted when Ris leaned back and shoved Claw off the tree branch.

“What was that for?” Claw rolled up again to her feet, cursing.

Ris jumped down as gracefully as though stepping off a stair riser. “Do you think I didn’t see what you did?” Ris’s voice was ice cold.

“My hand slipped,” Claw protested.

Ris scooped something up off the ground as everyone else climbed down.

A knife. Specifically, one of Claw’s knives.

Ris examined the blade with a critical eye. “Do you think I’m stupid?” Her voice was soft.

Claw’s sullen expression disappeared, replaced by fear.

Anahrod glanced back at the others. Kaibren’s face showed nothing but concern. He seemed about to jump between the two women, regardless of the personal peril. Naeron muttered under his breath as he tapped two fingers against a wrist, counting his pulse.

“I could’ve taken them,” Claw said. “We were safe as hatchlings.”

“It’s not about your capabilities.” Ris shifted the knife in her hand. “It’s about your willingness to follow orders.” She now held the knife in a grip suitable for throwing.

Claw stepped backward, shifted her hands toward her daggers. “Are we really going to do this? Here?”

Ris threw the knife.

Most people underestimated the difficulty of throwing a knife. Achieving anything other than bouncing a knife handle off one’s target required precise control and timing. This knife, however, struck true.

It also didn’t hit Claw. Ris had thrown it into the tree to Claw’s left. The blade sank fully into the trunk, making it effectively impossible to recover.

Ris had either used magic, or she was far stronger than her delicate appearance suggested.

“No, we won’t do this here,” Ris agreed, “but disobey me again and I won’t be so forgiving.” She walked away.

Anahrod contemplated what she’d just seen. It’s not like she’d have been brokenhearted if Ris had injured Claw. Anahrod was mad at the bloodthirsty little killer, too. As far as she could tell, Claw had tried to pick a fight just to sate her boredom.

If Anahrod had any doubts that Ris was a dragonrider, that little demonstration settled the matter. Dragonriders weren’t in charge, but they acted as voices for the ones who were—dragons. That combination inevitably resulted in a group of people used to throwing their weight around.

“I’ll be right back,” Anahrod told the group, although only Naeron nodded at her to show he’d been paying attention.

She returned to the tree they’d just abandoned and started climbing. No one protested. She suspected they were too distracted by Ris and Claw’s showdown to notice.

The jungle spread out in a confusing, dense welter of trees, vines, and choking plant life, too crowded and chaotic to provide useful information. Anahrod didn’t dare stay up there for more than a few seconds, either. The tree branches were too thin, the predators too many. This close to open sky, blood crows waited for any opportunity.

She only needed a glimpse.

Anahrod found what she was seeking. An area where the trees changed in texture, turned dark-leafed and violet. The canopy was as dense as the foliage at her current location, but composed of fewer, larger trees.

She clambered back down. When she reached the bottom, she said, “If you two are finished, we’re heading northwest.”

“What’s in that direction?” Gwydinion asked.

“A swamp.”

“You’re going to hide our tracks in a swamp?” Ris asked.

Anahrod shook her head. “No. Our tracks won’t matter. The Scarsea won’t follow us.”

“Is that who’s been chasing us?” Gwydinion asked. “The Scarsea?”

“Who cares?” Claw commented. “The real question is: Why wouldn’t they chase us in there?”

Anahrod started walking, but she turned back to answer. “Because the Scarsea aren’t suicidal.”
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CYCLE OF FIRE

One didn’t need to be a native of the Deep to identify a targrove swamp as a place to avoid. If the jungles existed as places of exuberant, overabundant life, these swamps were their opposite. Little vegetation grew on the forest floor; what survived developed in ways both stunted and strange. Mushrooms and fungi had taken over spots left vacant by missing flora. Fumes filled the air, more than sufficient to make the eyes water and throat constrict, especially when combined with a second bitter, pungent aroma.

The trees themselves were offensively pretty: a violet dark enough to look black, the bark traced with a silvery sheen, the leaves a lighter violet-red. Their root systems were massive, intertwined monstrosities, often creating giant pits of rainbow-sheened water.

At the edge of the swamp, Naeron paused.

He wasn’t the first person in the column, but Ris seemed attuned to his movements. Naeron stopped, so Ris stopped, so everyone else stopped.

“What is it?” Ris asked the man.

His brows and mouth both wrinkled in concentration. He focused his attention on Anahrod. “Targrove?”

“Yes,” Anahrod said. There was no sense lying.

He nodded. “Thought so.”

Naeron continued walking.

[image: Paragraph break image]

They made much better time once Anahrod wasn’t trying to be in two places at once. Not that Anahrod found the experience pleasant, tainted as it was with acrid fumes, dark shadows, eerie silences. The whole swamp carried with it a strong sense of rejection, a spirit intolerant of outsiders and willing to make anyone’s trespass their last.

“The air here isn’t . . . poisonous . . . is it?” Gwydinion rubbed his watering eyes.

“We’re fine if we don’t linger,” Anahrod told him.

“In all these words of comfort and security,” Kaibren quoted, “lay not one stroke of truth-bound surety.” He pursed his lips as he stared at her.

“He means you didn’t say no,” Claw translated.

“True,” Anahrod agreed.

“Damn.” Claw eyed her. “Anyone ever say that you talk too much?”

“Only in bed,” she answered dryly, before adding, “Keep walking. This isn’t a good place to stop.”

“What place in the Deep ever is,” Ris muttered.

“No goal is too far for rough dreams and the regrets of old men, but by dying light of life or day is made slave to the necessities of the coming dark,” Kaibren commented.

Anahrod glanced sideways at him. He’d apparently found his voice, such as it was.

“He means it’s going to be too dark to see soon,” Claw translated. “What are we supposed to do then, light a torch?”

“No.” Naeron’s refusal was emphatic.

“No fires,” Anahrod added. “Under any circumstances.”

“Is that a cave?” Claw pointed to a dark shadow under a vine-covered rock face. “We could—”

“No caves.” There wasn’t a cave in the entire Deep that didn’t have something living in it, but the rules changed in a targrove swamp. Here the risks involved fumes collecting in low spots until they starved out all the air and—in the case of this particular targrove swamp—a network of caves and tunnels crossing under the entire region, all leading to an underground river that fed straight to the Bay of Bones.

Unhelpful, as that led right back into Scarsea territory, never mind the ocean dangers, both beast and tidal. So Anahrod pointed to a tangle of knotted tree roots, barely visible in the gloaming light. “We’ll stop here. Rest and eat. Then we’ll continue. We can’t camp here.”

“Fine.” Ris sounded tired.

They were all tired. The Scarsea had forced them to march through the hottest part of the day, breathing air thick enough to bottle and warm enough to boil. Anahrod was miserable; she found herself envious of the Skylanders and their magically inscribed clothing.

She would have been the first to suggest sleeping in a targrove swamp if she considered it safe.

Kaibren dumped out his knapsack, so stuffed with various supplies that she wondered if it was some new form of folding box. He paused, looking frustrated, then began stuffing items back into the bag. Kaibren whispered something to Claw.

She scowled. “No torches? Or no fires under any circumstances? Kaibren’s good at shielding a flame.”

Naeron threw a rock. “No!”

In response, Kaibren threw his arms up in the air. The “what the hell” gesture needed no translation.

Anahrod sighed. She should’ve anticipated this. “No fires of any kind. No heat. No sparks. Just—” She patted the ground. “Feel the soil.”

Neither Ris nor Naeron bothered, but the others did.

“Why’s it so oily?” Gwydinion smeared the dark grit of the sticky black soil between his fingers.

“Targrove,” Naeron said, then more slowly, “Tar.”

“It is oily,” Anahrod agreed. “And it’s everywhere. The soil, the water, the very air. This is why the Scarsea won’t follow us. In the Deep, fires burn hotter, but in a targrove swamp, the air itself can burn. There is no shielding a flame from that. One spark and this entire swamp goes up.”

Several of them gaped at her in shock. Kaibren blanched and then began tossing more supplies back into his knapsack. Anahrod nodded. Good. They were taking the threat seriously.

“That doesn’t make sense.” Gwydinion glared at her, as though she’d just told him a lie.

Anahrod raised an eyebrow.

“There must have been fires before,” the boy said. He spread out his arms. “If this all goes up every time there’s the smallest fire, how has the swamp survived at all?”

She chuckled. “These trees use fire for germination. Everything here is either resistant to fire or good at recovering from it. The swamp will survive.” She smiled. “But we won’t. Unless your clothes are inscribed to protect against this level of heat?”

Ris gave her a long, narrow-eyed look. “Is this detour about keeping the Scarsea from following us? Or keeping my dragon away?”

Anahrod pulled a piece of chena out of her bag and bit into it. She looked the other woman straight in her pretty green eyes and said, “Why would it keep your dragon away? You said your dragon doesn’t have a fire affinity.”

Anahrod was being disingenuous. There were a dozen elemental affinities besides fire that might start fires in a targrove swamp.

Claw gave Anahrod a nasty stare as well. “If this swamp goes up in flames, you’re here, too.”

Anahrod shrugged. That had been the entire point. She appreciated they were finally getting it.

“Don’t worry.” Ris batted away the concern with a motion of her hand. “I’ve already warned him off.” She pouted at Anahrod. “And anyway, my dragon doesn’t breathe fire.”

Anahrod waited a beat, but the woman showed no inclination to explain what her dragon breathed instead. Odd, in its way. Dragonriders were usually all over themselves to brag about whatever made their particular dragon so unique.

Anahrod turned to the boy. “The swamp has some virtues. Touch a root.” Anahrod demonstrated, laying her splayed hand flat against the dark gray bark.

“Why—” Gwydinion did so, mimicking Anahrod’s gesture. He blinked in surprise, snatched his hand back as if it had been scorched before he returned his palm to the surface a second time. “It’s cold!”

“Lean against a tree and cool off,” Anahrod said. “Eat something—” She paused as she heard a strange noise, off in the distance.

“What’s wrong?” Ris asked.

“Shh.” The noise was an odd, rippling kind of crackle. Faint, but growing louder.

She reached out to any animals she could sense. Animals lived in the targrove, despite appearances. Many animals, just of a different scale than the giant monsters elsewhere in the jungle. They were all very good at flying or running, or both.

Which they were all doing.

She felt a wave of emotion shudder through her. Fear and dread and a deep, bitter feeling of betrayal.

To think that Sicaryon would stoop so low . . .

No. It had to be a mistake, an accident. But did that really matter? The result was going to be the same.

Anahrod picked up her pack again. “Everyone up. Change of plans. It seems I misjudged the Scarsea response.”

“Wait, you don’t mean—” Gwydinion stared behind them in a panic. Not unjustified, to be fair.

“Yes,” Anahrod said grimly. “Someone’s started a fire.”
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INTO THE DARK

“Can Peralon—” Claw stared up at the dark purple leaf canopy.

“Not in time,” Ris said.

Anahrod hadn’t heard the name “Peralon” before. She filed it away as the most likely candidate for the name of Ris’s dragon.

Because Ris was correct: they didn’t have enough time.

“Could we hide under the roots?” Claw asked, which wouldn’t have been a bad idea if only a fire wouldn’t steal all the breathable air. Claw pointed at the possible cave entrance she’d called out earlier.

Anahrod studied the dark opening. What life Anahrod could sense ended early as wet soil gave way to stone. That was an actual cave, and not just an illusion caused by shadows from twining roots.

The girl had good instincts.

“Everyone into Claw’s cave,” Anahrod ordered. “Don’t stop until you hit a wall.”

They had one chance—slim, but better than trying to outrun the blaze. She’d seen targrove fires spread in the distance: no human ran fast enough. She’d seen fires where Overbite wouldn’t have run fast enough.

Kaibren had been repacking his supplies.

“No time for that,” Anahrod snapped. “Leave them.”

The old man hesitated. Then Claw grabbed the knapsack in one hand, Kaibren’s arm in the other, and said, “Sorry, but we’re doing what the troll girl says this time.”

Claw pushed Kaibren into the cave opening.

The rest followed.

The jungle heat shifted from miserable to scorching. The wind rose, summoning the scent of burning wood and bitter, acrid oil. The only real question was how deep the cave might reach. If it would be far enough underground to escape the fire’s wrath.

Light bloomed up ahead. Magic from one of the Skylanders, rather than a true flame. The group ran. When they slowed, Anahrod shouted at them until they picked up the pace again.

As they moved farther in, farther down, the targrove’s sharp fumes faded, replaced by the wet scent of water filtering through solid rock. They’d found an entrance to the cave system. If it was the same one she remembered, the caves joined at an underground river leading to the Bay of Bones.

Gwydinion stopped their flight by tripping and inelegantly face-planting into the cave floor. His cry echoed against the stone walls.

“Are you all right?” Anahrod pulled the boy to his feet.

“I’m just . . .” He bit his lip and scrunched up his face. He seemed to be about five seconds from a teary breakdown.

“I just banged myself. I’m fine.” Gwydinion rubbed his chin, already bruising.

Ris turned to Anahrod. “Are we far enough from danger?”

“Should be. Air’s cool.”

The light came from a locket Ris held. No doubt an inscribed locket made by Kaibren.

Must be handy to have one’s own personal inscriber.

“Can I borrow that?” Anahrod pointed to the necklace. “The tunnel opens up ahead. Might be a good camping spot.”

Ris studied Anahrod for a long beat. Anahrod wanted to laugh: where, exactly, could she go if she stole the damn necklace? She answered herself immediately: nowhere.

But they didn’t know that.

Ris stepped forward and motioned for Anahrod to open a hand. When she did, Ris hooked the locket chain around two of Anahrod’s fingers. The locket swung crazily and everyone’s shadows twisted on the tunnel walls. Ris closed Anahrod’s painted fingers over the chain clasp. “I’m trusting you with this,” she said.

Anahrod felt the touch of those fingers like a shiver moving through her body. She gently removed her hand. “I won’t be gone long.”

She wasn’t. Anahrod scouted the cavern, then called for the others to join her. Ris reclaimed the necklace immediately.

This time, Anahrod made sure their fingers didn’t touch.

The enormous cave floor slanted down to a precipitous drop. Ten feet, then ten feet again, before sloping downward to where a stream dutifully bored a channel into the rock.

“How beautiful,” Ris breathed.

Anahrod looked again. Ris’s light glittered against the rock, reflecting crystal facets against the uneven walls. Liquid dripped, dissolving the stone to create lances pointing down from the ceiling and rising up from the floor. Other sections of the cave stone had oozed out in gooey, thick fans before hardening again, resulting in a mineral mimicry of organic vegetation.

Anahrod suffered a vague guilt, a feeling of transgression for being too rushed to appreciate the view. Under different circumstances . . .

Perhaps if her entire world weren’t falling apart.

A loud thump startled her. Anahrod glanced back to see that Kaibren had thrown down his visibly thinner knapsack. He angrily slapped the wall.

“How much of your food did you lose?” she asked him.

The man gave her a frustrated glare. “And humankind discovered the truth of Eannis’s curse, for all food tasted of bile and ash, and provided no nourishment. There remained only one exception: humanity itself, and in the early days of hunger many died to fill the cookpots of their neighbors.”

“No,” Naeron scolded. “Not that bad.”

“As bad as having to resort to cannibalism?” Ris began searching the contents of her own bag. “I should hope not. We all have a little. We’ll pool our stores. I’m sure—” Her gaze halted on Anahrod, and stayed there.

Most Skylanders would’ve assumed that Anahrod would share her provisions. In the Deep, however, people didn’t share food with outsiders.

“I’ll double the price,” Ris answered before Anahrod could comment. “Two hundred scales, if you include your food.”

“Two hundred scales and you and your dragon forget you ever met me.”

Ris’s mouth quirked in a wry smile. “Are you sure that’s what you want? We’d be happy to take you anywhere you like. No questions asked. Somewhere the Scarsea can’t find you.”

“You underestimate Sicaryon’s tenacity.”

“Sicaryon?” Gwydinion asked. “Who’s Sicaryon? Is he the Scarsea’s leader?”

“Yes. He’s a local warlord,” Anahrod explained, eyes still narrowed at the dragonrider. “One who thinks he’s going to single-handedly re-create his very own Viridhaven down here in the Deep, but with himself in charge instead of ol’ King Cynakris.”

Ris and Naeron exchanged a look.

“Good luck with that.” Ris’s lip curled in something like amusement or contempt. Understandable, as legends of the destruction of Viridhaven went hand in hand with fables of Zavad. Those who worshiped the dark dragon came to an equally dark end, etc.

Anahrod shrugged. “Don’t see anyone lining up to tell him he can’t. He’s the reason staying to fight would’ve been the wrong call. He’s recruited every sorcerer he can find—and you killed two of his people.”

“His reach only extends so far,” Ris countered.

“Not into the Skylands, maybe, but I don’t plan on traveling there.” Anahrod gave Ris a thoughtful look. “Appreciate the offer, but I’ll be content with the money and your silence.”

The redhead sighed. “I suppose that will have to do.”

While they haggled, the others started making camp. Kaibren, though, began drawing light inscriptions on cleared areas of wall, doing so with a speed and skill that made Anahrod blink.

Most inscriptionists needed to consult books, study blueprints and templates. Inscriptions were too complicated to be memorized.

Except, no one had told that to Kaibren.

“So are you going to pull some food out of that sack, Jungle, or am I going to go riffling through that myself?” Claw pointed Anahrod’s bag.

“Good way to lose fingers,” Anahrod said, but she also got the hint.

They could’ve made a fire there, if they’d had anything besides their own clothing to burn. Unfortunately, rock made for poor fuel, so they made do with cold rations. She added her own provisions to Kaibren’s stores, and mentally wished, hardly for the first or last time, that the trip through the caves would be short.

Anahrod shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. She paused as her body’s signals caught up with her.

She was cold.

How long had it been since the last time she was cold? She couldn’t remember. Years and years. She wasn’t equipped to deal with the cold. She didn’t have any blankets or cloaks—no excess fabric of any kind. Even without inscriptions, the Skylander clothing was now exactly right for the environment.

Whereas she wore nothing but several well-placed leather triangles and body paint. People sometimes thought Deepers in the jungles wore body paint to protect them from the sun, but the whole reason Deepers were so pale was because the sun rarely reached them. No, the body paint protected against heat—and now made her vulnerable to the cold.

“Anyone have a shirt I could use?” she asked.

Silence answered her before Claw barked out a sarcastic laugh. “Sure, Jungle. Fifteen scales.”

Anahrod raised an eyebrow. “And my fee just went up twenty scales. Care to continue?”

Claw made a rude gesture. “Where would a troll even spend Skylander scales down here? Do you have some local taverns I haven’t heard of?”

“Hey!” Gwydinion shouted, and quickly silenced himself, swallowing his embarrassment as he gulped air. Gwydinion glanced sideways at Naeron. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to shout.”

The heavyset man appeared discomforted, but waved away the apology. He closed his eyes, then put the fingers of one hand to the opposite wrist and began tapping.

Gwydinion turned back to Anahrod and Claw and puffed up his chest in an adorable approximation of authority. “What I mean is that my father says that Seven Crests scales—which are minted in Crystalspire—are good anywhere for a thousand miles in any direction, up or down the mountains, because they’re impossible to counterfeit. That makes them safe and reliable and is the reason that Crystalspire is the greatest city in Seven Crests and—”

“Breathe,” Anahrod suggested.

He inhaled. Anahrod took advantage of the pause to ask: “Who’s your father?”

Ris interposed herself. “Does it really matter?”

Claw transferred her irritation from Anahrod to Gwydinion. “It’s cute that your daddy thinks anyone down here knows what Skylander coin looks like, but—”

“It’s not cute,” Gwydinion insisted. “It’s sensible. Because there is trade between the trolls—” He gave Anahrod an apologetic glance. “I mean, between the Deep and the Skylands, with Seven Crests. We use a dye that can only be gotten from a jungle bug, and another dye made from rare seaweed. Important cooking ingredients can only be found here. We aren’t—I mean, it’s not like Skylanders come down here to harvest any of that ourselves, do we? That means trade, but I think you already know that. You’re just saying otherwise because you’re mean.”

Anahrod bit her lip. She wouldn’t smile. She would not.

Claw threw back her head and guffawed loudly. “I’m starting to like you. You’ve got more spine than I would’ve expected from a rich kid from Crystalspire.” She then gave Anahrod a more serious expression. “I already gave you my extra shirt and you tied it to that titan drake. I don’t have any spares.”

“You can borrow one of mine,” Gwydinion offered. “I brought extra.” He retrieved said garment from his pack.

“Thank you.” Anahrod slipped on the shirt, trying her hardest to ignore the hollow feeling as she noticed the smocked sleeves, the whitework trim. The sleeves were wider than she expected, likely to allow room for the pair of metal bracelets the boy wore, but otherwise the main hallmarks of Crystalspire fashion remained.

That single thin shirt made a startling difference in her comfort, but then: magic. Like everyone else’s clothing, it was undoubtedly inscribed. If that shortened the garment’s life to months instead of years, well, Skylanders could just buy another one, couldn’t they?

Truly, the gulf between Skylanders and Deepers, who had no inscribers, was a span much greater than altitude. Deepers had sorcerers, but those magical talents were less useful for creature comforts than for fighting off actual creatures. The Skylands used its magic to live luxuriously, while the Deep used its magic to survive.

Dinner was eventful only in that it provided one more piece of unnecessary proof that Naeron was born a Deeper.

“That’s chena?” Naeron asked Anahrod. He had a covetous look, desire warring with propriety and winning. His eyes were filled with a longing usually reserved for rediscovering the homemade treats of childhood—for that nostalgic reminder of hearth and home.

Anahrod tossed him a piece. “Yes.”

He tore into it with unsubtle, enthusiastic vigor.

“What is that?” Gwydinion asked.

Anahrod shrugged. “Mushrooms fermented in loquari sap, dried, then coated in crushed honeyplum. Keeps forever. Good trail rations.” Also delicious, but they’d figure that out on their own.

“My father—” That was as much as Naeron managed. Then he stood up, left the group, and sat down facing away from them. He put his arms over his head, rocking back and forth.

Ris inhaled sharply. “Everything’s fine. He gets like this sometimes. I’ll be right back.”

She approached Naeron’s position with the same delicacy as a heretic attempting to rob a church. She held out her hand, said something too soft for Anahrod to hear.

“Don’t mind him,” Claw said crisply. “Naeron just gets overwhelmed. He’ll be fine once he has his heartbeat back under control.” She glared at Anahrod as if daring the woman to pry further.

“I’ll take your word for it.” It wasn’t any of Anahrod’s business. Naeron had some odd mannerisms, but so did anyone, in the right circumstances. She did wonder, though, at a man who was perfectly calm while killing rock wyrms or people, but found himself overwhelmed to the point of collapse from remembering his father’s cooking.

Sure enough, Naeron came back with Ris around a half hour later. Anahrod had put away the chena by then. Naeron didn’t ask for another piece; she didn’t offer one.

Sensibly, the Skylanders were using their mantles as bedding. Mantles were incredibly versatile garments that could be folded into bags or packs, or, yes, bedrolls. Not perhaps the most comfortable sleeping mats that had ever existed, but infinitely better than the damp rock floor.

Which was where Anahrod would be sleeping.

Ris cleared her throat. The woman eased herself over to the far side of the mantle she’d spread out on the ground. “It’ll be a little cozy, but I’m willing to share.”

Anahrod’s instinct told her to refuse. It’s not like the woman had been subtle in her flirting, but Anahrod had no idea if it had been serious. Ris might’ve been raised a Skylander, but as far as the dragonrider knew, Anahrod was not. By Skylander customs, it wasn’t appropriate to flirt with Anahrod since she wasn’t wearing any rings.

Ris had done it anyway.

But what were Anahrod’s options, really? There wasn’t room with Naeron, she wouldn’t feel safe with Claw, and Kaibren would probably be fine, except she didn’t know how his “bodyguard” would react. Sharing a mantle with Gwydinion seemed like a cruel thing to do to a boy in the middle of all the uncomfortable awakenings of his transition to adulthood.

So Ris it was.

Except what Anahrod said was: “I’ll stain your mantle.”

Ris stared her right in the eyes. “Only if we do it right.”

Anahrod pinched the bridge of her nose. She walked right into that, hadn’t she? Ris was enjoying herself. Teasing. Pushing.

Anahrod reminded herself that, no matter how beautiful this woman might be, she was a dragonrider. No one Anahrod could risk becoming involved with.

Not for a fling. Not for fun. Not ever.

That reminder did nothing to warm the chill lingering in her bones, so she walked over to the blanket and lay down in the space offered.

Ris behaved herself with impeccable propriety.

Anahrod told herself, repeatedly, that she wasn’t disappointed.
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