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They’ll tell lies about me.


Enjoy them. Don’t ask for the real story.


You won’t like it.


—Silas Bershad
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JOLAN


Almira, Otter Rock Village


On the day of the dragon slaying, Jolan woke an hour before dawn to prepare the supplies. Two spools of catgut stitches, all three healing mosses, one jug of boiled water, two skins of purified potato liquor, six tree-bark bandages, scissors, opium, all the knives, and, in case it was finally Bershad’s day to die, a white seashell to leave in his mouth, so that his soul would find the sea.


Jolan worked methodically, taking each item from the shelves and placing it in the correct pouch of the leather traveling pack they used to transport supplies. There were two floor-to-ceiling shelves in the workshop, each one taking up an entire wall. One shelf held dozens of glass bottles filled with different salves, reagents, fermented animal organs, and moss poultices. Jolan and his master—Morgan Mollevan—had painstakingly gathered them from the countryside or grown them in the humid greenhouse out back. The second shelf was also full of glass jars, but each vessel contained the same thing: a toxic red-shelled snail. They were becoming overpopulated along the nearby riverbanks, and Morgan had been contracted by the local small lord—Crellin Nimbu—to find an antidote to the snail’s poison. He and Jolan had been studying the snails for years, but the path to an antivenom had proved elusive.


Once the sun rose, the workshop would fill with a multicolored glow as daylight refracted through the bottles of their failed experiments.


Jolan used a stepladder to reach the Gods Moss, which Morgan kept in a small, locked wooden box on the top shelf so it was out of sight. The locals were too afraid of Morgan to rob the apothecary, but wandering thieves weren’t uncommon, and the Gods Moss was the most valuable ingredient in the apothecary.


Jolan saved the bone saw for last, since it required the most careful attention. He laid the long blade across the big wooden table in the center of the room, tested each tooth, and sharpened those that needed it. The last dragonslayer to come through Otter Rock had every muscle in his leg torn to ribbons by the great lizard he’d tried to kill. As Morgan was sawing the man’s leg off, the only thing louder than the dragonslayer’s screams were his master’s curses that the blade was too dull. Jolan wouldn’t let that happen again.


He was finishing the last tooth on the bone saw, internally congratulating himself on his foresight, when Morgan came down from his bedchamber above the apothecary. He wore a simple gray robe. A pair of sealskin gloves were carefully tucked into his belt. The gloves were designed for the radical repair of arteries and organs deep inside a dying man’s body. Morgan only took them out of the apothecary when there was going to be a dragon slaying.


Battlefield surgeons used them as well, but there hadn’t been a battle in Almira for thirty years. Not since the Balarian Invasion.


“Coffee?” Morgan asked, frowning. He had jet-black, unkempt hair that shot out from his head in every direction. Jolan often wondered how a man could spend five hours straight measuring herb packets by candlelight, but forget that his hair required combing in the morning.


Jolan looked to the idle stove across the room, as if a pair of sad eyes could materialize a pot of freshly brewed coffee. His first responsibility, from his first day as an apprentice, was to have coffee ready when his master awoke. He had lingered too long on the saw.


“I’m . . . the bone saw needed sharpening, and—”


“Forget it, there’s no time. Bershad will want to make his pass within the hour. Get the kit.” Morgan disappeared out the front door, leaving it open behind him.


Jolan packed the bone saw in a side holster of the pack, slung the thick leather straps around both shoulders, and followed. A dozen yards down the road, he matched pace with Morgan, leaning forward to account for the added weight.


“Why is a dragon best slain in the early morning?” Morgan asked. He was fond of quizzes when he was annoyed.


“It’ll be sluggish then, before it’s had a chance to sun itself.”


“And why does it need to sun itself?”


“They’re reptiles. The largest known classification. Like all reptiles, their blood requires outside warmth to supply their energy. He won’t reach full strength until nine, even ten in the morning. Before that, most dragons are either unable or unwilling to fly.”


“Are there any exceptions to this rule?”


“Just one,” Jolan said. “Ghost Moths are able to warm their own blood. But the source of the heat is unknown.”


Morgan nodded once, the only sign of approval he ever gave.


“And why do I require coffee in the morning?”


Jolan paused before answering, realizing where this line of questioning was headed.


“Coffee beans stimulate the human mind, allowing clearer thought at a faster pace. They also stimulate the colon, creating the urge to—”


“Wardens and brutish men with swords can afford to live out their lives half drunk,” Morgan interrupted. “They can always just bash a man’s skull in if they don’t have any better ideas. Our only weapons are our minds.” He looked down at Jolan. “We are defenseless without them. Never forget that.”


“Yes, Master Mollevan.”


They walked in silence down the forest path that snaked toward town, but Jolan could tell Morgan wasn’t finished talking. He had a way of tightening his hands into fists and releasing them again when he had more to say but didn’t particularly want to say it.


“It was good that you sharpened the bone saw,” he said at last. That was the closest Master Morgan ever came to apologizing for something. “We might need it today, even if it is the Flawless Bershad waiting for us.”


“Is he really as good as they say?” Jolan asked.


“In my experience, legends never live up to their reputations.” Morgan paused. “But Silas Bershad has killed more dragons than anyone else in Terra. The stories can’t be entirely comprised of vapor.”


Morgan’s tone was academic and dry, but Jolan got the sense he was excited to see the Flawless Bershad in action. Jolan certainly was.


The apothecary was two leagues outside of Otter Rock. The people of Otter Rock did not trust the alchemists, with their glass bottles and carefully measured ingredients. They preferred to sacrifice goats to nameless mud gods by the light of the moon and hope for the best. But when their wounds grew painful enough, they all came trekking up the forest path for treatment.


Jolan was always amazed by how effectively a nasty rash or toothache could strip a man of conviction.


There was already a crowd when they reached the center of the village. It looked like every peasant, farmer, and craftsman had taken the morning off from his or her work to see the Flawless Bershad try to kill the dragon. At least thirty people milled around the square—their breath puffing in the cold of early morning as they made small talk with one another. The Flawless Bershad wasn’t there.


“It seems we are not the only late arrivals,” Morgan said. “He’s probably drunk, same as every dragonslayer before a pass. Go check.”


Jolan nodded and headed toward the inn.


He crossed a shallow river on his way, careful not to step on any of the mud statues the villagers had molded along the bank. Almirans were notorious in the realm of Terra for their habit of crafting these totems on the ground. Jolan stepped around one that was about a stride tall and shaped like a man, but covered in green fish scales. There was a crow’s beak pressed into the face and black feathers radiating out from the head. Another totem was cloaked in willow bark and animal bones—it had river pebbles for eyes and an otter tail attached to its back.


Most Almirans kept a small pouch on their hip to collect items they felt had magical properties—sticks, leaves, animal parts, rocks. That way, they’d be ready to make a totem at a moment’s notice if they wanted to conjure healthy crops from a freshly planted field, grant themselves safe passage while fording a dangerous river, or protect a newborn child from wet lungs.


On the eve of a battle, every soldier’s yurt was guarded by a battle totem holding a scrap of steel.


Morgan had dispelled Jolan’s belief in the totems’ power a week after his apprenticeship began. Once he saw how Morgan conjured healing properties from roots, herbs, and mosses with carefully mixed concoctions and alchemical reactions, it seemed silly to rely on a statue to do the work for you.


Still, Jolan sometimes made totems when Morgan wasn’t watching, just for luck. There was no recipe for that.


The riverbank of Otter Rock had been lined with an unusually high number of totems for months. Farther upriver, the villages were plagued by a strange disease that brought skin boils, seizures, and violent nightmares. The pestilence was traveling downriver—every few months they heard of another village becoming afflicted. The citizens of Otter Rock were convinced that forest demons were responsible, so they built more totems every day, hoping the gods would stop the malign spirits at the waterline.


Jolan knew better. The plague was caused by the inexplicable abundance of toxic red-shelled snails farther upriver. That’s why Morgan had been hired to find the antivenom. But it was hard to convince a man who fell to shaking fits twice a day and dreamed of monsters every night that he was being poisoned by distant river snails, not possessed by a demon.


Better to suffer them their mud totems and try to work faster on the antidote. They were running out of time—by Jolan’s calculations, the sickness would reach Otter Rock before the end of summer.


Jolan entered the inn’s hall and found it empty except for a man behind the bar, struggling to lift a cask of wine. He was a sour and skinny man who had spent his entire life in Otter Rock. Three weeks ago, Jolan had prepared a special kind of soap for him to remove the worst case of pubic lice the young alchemist had ever seen.


Demon-induced rashes and seizures weren’t the only afflictions of backwater Almirans.


“Is the dragonslayer in here?” Jolan asked. The bartender jerked his head to the left as a response, but did not turn around or cease his struggle with the cask. Jolan looked toward the back of the room. There was a man there, passed out cold with his head and hands flat on the table.


“Him?” Jolan asked.


“Him,” the bartender responded. “Was at it most of the night. Passed out an hour ago.”


Jolan moved toward the man. He could tell that he was tall, even slumped over the table like he was, but he looked more like a beggar than a legendary dragonslayer. His face was obscured by a mess of long dark hair, full of tangles and silver rings tied into greasy braids. He wore a black woolen tunic and breeches, both covered in stitched repairs and patches. Jolan reached out to shake the man awake, but the dragonslayer spoke before Jolan’s hand reached his shoulder.


“What time is it?” he asked, not moving anything except his lips.


“Half an hour past dawn,” said Jolan, bending down to try and get a look at his face. He didn’t quite believe that this was the Flawless Bershad—the most famous dragonslayer in the realm of Terra. Slowly, the man bent an arm and pushed himself up from the table. His green eyes were bloodshot and glassy. His face was covered with small indentations where the rings in his hair had pressed against his skin as he slept. In no way did his dark, rough features bring to mind the handsome, perfect dragonslayer of the poems and songs and stories. He looked like he was somewhere between thirty and forty, but it was hard to tell exactly where. The world had gone hard on this man.


Still, the blue tattoos on his cheeks were unmistakable.


Every dragonslayer was given the same tattoo when their sentence was passed so that all men would know them on sight: a rectangular blue bar running down the length of each cheek. In Almira, any dragonslayer who abandoned his duty, spent the night in a real bed, or was caught within a day’s ride of the capital—Floodhaven—was put to death. Other countries in Terra had slightly different customs, but dragonslayers were always outcasts—forbidden from enjoying the full comforts of civilization until their task was complete.


“Are you the Flawless Bershad?” Jolan asked.


“I am the Late and Hungover Bershad,” he growled. “Where is Rowan?”


“I don’t know who that is.”


“Generally, it’s him that wakes me up. Not strange children.” Bershad pushed himself to his feet. He burped, tottered, and for a moment looked like he would collapse back into his chair, but instead headed for the door.


People began to cheer as soon as Bershad was out of the inn. He surveyed them placidly for a moment, then caught sight of a man standing next to a gray, leafless tree. He was tightening two long spears to the side of a donkey.


“Rowan!” Bershad barked, starting toward him. “Were you planning on waking me, or did you intend to kill the fucking lizard yourself?”


Rowan was unfazed. He finished his work on the spears and rubbed the donkey gently on the muzzle. He was a hard-looking man, with graying hair and a rough beard. Jolan noticed that even though he was short, his arms were long and sinewy. He had thick wrists, huge hands, and his knuckles were covered in dark hair. Men built like that made for good farmers or good fighters, depending.


Since he was preparing the Flawless Bershad’s equipment, Jolan realized this must be his forsaken shield. Each dragonslayer was granted one—a man of low birth to assist in the hunting and killing of dragons. If a dragonslayer was killed by a dragon, his forsaken shield was executed afterward. So most of the time they were unlucky men or criminals who had been coerced into the duty one way or another. Jolan wondered how Rowan had been stuck with the job.


“Figured you’d want as much rest as possible after a night of such aggressive revelry,” Rowan said, turning to face Bershad. “If you’re ready, everything is set.” He motioned to the hills in the east, where the dragon had made its lair the past three weeks.


Bershad sniffed, spat, and headed down the eastern path. Rowan followed with the donkey. Master Morgan was close behind, so Jolan hustled after them. The villagers did nothing for a moment, but Jolan soon heard them following in a noisy pack. They didn’t want to miss the excitement.


And, of course, if Bershad did manage to slay the dragon, they wanted their share of the carcass.


As they moved down the path, Jolan noticed a long dagger strapped to the small of Bershad’s back. It was strange-looking—the blade was thickest at the tip and it curved inward, the opposite of most weapons. The handle looked like a gnarled root cluster, and the grip was made from a complicated braid of sharkskin leather that somehow created a place for fingers overtop the irregular shape of the handle.


“That’s a dragontooth dagger, isn’t it?” Jolan asked Morgan.


“Yes.”


“Do you think he made it himself?” Jolan continued. “I read they’re near impossible to properly forge. Something with the calcium going soft unless you heat it just right. Plus—”


“I think you should focus on the living dragon down the road, not the teeth of dead ones,” Morgan answered.


Jolan didn’t respond. Morgan was clearly done with the conversation.


“What’s your name, alchemist?” Bershad asked after they had been walking for a while.


“Morgan Mollevan. Of Pargos.”


“You’re a long way from home,” Bershad said.


“All of us are a long way from home, my lord.” Morgan didn’t need to use Bershad’s old title, shouldn’t have, even—it had been stripped from Bershad the day he became a dragonslayer. But Morgan often did things that were not necessary and that Jolan did not understand.


“Let me ask you something, Morgan Mollevan of Pargos,” Bershad said. “What’s the strangest thing you’ve ever seen a wounded man do?”


“Strangest?” Morgan repeated, running a hand through his wild hair as he considered the question. “I once amputated a leper’s legs to save his life. An hour after I was done, he was running around on his hands as if he’d been born that way. Never seen someone adapt to two lost limbs that quickly. Probably had something to do with the nerves in his legs already being—”


“No,” Bershad interrupted. “I mean, have you ever seen something you can’t explain? Someone who survived a wound when they shouldn’t have?”


“My work is a game of odds,” Morgan said. “People beat them occasionally, but no, I wouldn’t say I’ve witnessed any miracles. Everything has an explanation, in my experience.”


“I see.”


“Why do you ask?”


Bershad spat into a cluster of ferns to the right of the forest path. “What can you tell me about the dragon?” Bershad asked. His steps were changing—becoming more fluid and energetic. His eyes were no longer bloodshot, but alert and clear. It was hard to believe this same man had been passed out with his face on the table fifteen minutes earlier.


A night of drinking did not flee so quickly from most men.


“It’s a Needle-Throated Verdun. Male. Young, but fully matured physically. Migrated down almost a moon’s turn ago to warm himself on the rock slabs in these foothills. We usually get one or two stopping off in spring before finishing the journey east for the Great Migration. Vicious monsters.”


“He’s just trying to survive, same as us. Keep his belly full and his body warm. To him, we’re the vicious monsters showing up with spears and pitchforks.”


Morgan glanced at Bershad and raised his eyebrow. “I would not have figured you for a philosopher.”


“I’m full of surprises.” Bershad scratched at his messy beard. “The Verdun’ll be gone in another month.”


“That’s true,” Morgan said. “But he’s cutting further into the herds of our shepherds each day. And it’s only a matter of time before he gets curious about the village. Otter Rock suffers enough as it is without an encroaching lizard, and with a dragonslayer such as yourself so close by—”


“I’m not blaming you for putting out the writ,” Bershad interrupted. “And I’m not trying to avoid the thing. Just saying he’ll be moving on soon. You don’t need to issue another writ if it kills me. What else do you know about the dragon?”


“A beet farmer who saw him up close says he only has one eye. The other is sealed up by scar tissue.”


“Someone else took a pass already?”


“Took it and missed, I’d say. But he’ll be blind on that side.”


“He’ll also have an idea about what I’m up to,” Bershad said.


“Needle-Throated Verduns are not known for their intelligence. Perhaps he has forgotten the previous incident.”


Bershad grunted and seemed to mull that idea over, but said nothing.


They walked for the better part of an hour. It was a clumsy procession—Bershad, Rowan, donkey, Master Morgan, Jolan, and a noisy crowd of farmers and peasants. Hardly a discreet hunting force.


Jolan could hear some of Otter Rock’s citizens complaining about the pace, and others complaining about the danger of getting so close to the dragon. But none of them turned away.


When they cleared the forest, Bershad stopped. Surveyed the long field of dead wheat that ended at the rock slabs of the Green Tooth foothills. There were oak and pine trees on either side of the field with trunks covered in moss. Thick shrubs blanketed the ground.


“This it?” Bershad asked.


“He’s made his lair just beyond this field,” Master Morgan said. “There’s a tunnel dug out between the place those two rock slabs come to a point. He sleeps there, and roams along this line during the day. There used to be a hundred sheep grazing this field.”


“Fucking death trap,” Rowan said, mostly to himself.


“Yeah,” Bershad agreed. “Let’s get ready.”


Rowan unbuckled an oak trunk from the donkey’s flank and thumped it to the ground. He opened it and began removing pieces of armor, then passing them to Bershad, who cinched all the belts and straps himself. Jolan noticed the precision with which they performed the task—no words or wasted action—and figured they had done it hundreds of times. Bershad donned a hauberk made of black chain mail, a light lamellar breastplate the color of forest moss, matching greaves, gauntlets, bracers with thin bands of steel sewn into their sides, and a small steel gorget around his throat.


In the poems and stories, a warden donning his armor was a ritual full of honor, pride, and yellow light glinting off polished steel. The wardens were the protectors of Almira—well-trained and tasked by a lord or even a king to protect the realm with sword and horse. Commoners looked up to wardens as heroes and beacons of valor, and the nobility of Almira relied on their personal armies of wardens to control their domains.


But the Flawless Bershad was no warden, and he was no lord. Not anymore. He armed himself with the weary precision of an old farmer milking a cow.


Rowan moved behind Bershad and pulled a few final straps tight.


“What good is such light armor against a dragon?” Jolan whispered to Morgan, eyeing the thin breastplate and chain mail.


“Not much,” he admitted. “But neither is a full set of steel plate when it comes to a dragon’s claws or teeth. And it’s far heavier.”


Jolan nodded along, but if he had to fight a dragon, he’d want steel-plate armor.


The last piece was the mask. In battle, Almiran warriors always wore wood-and-leather masks that were cut into the shape of a god. Dragonslayers surrendered all lands and possessions when they were banished, but Bershad had been allowed to keep his mask. It was carved into the coal-black likeness of a snarling jaguar with crimson blood dripping from its mouth.


Most wardens preferred an animal’s face, especially in a battle when it was hard to separate enemies from allies. But Jolan had seen all kinds—wild visages made from twisted bones and gnarled wood. The gods of Almira had no names, and they followed no rules.


The mask was attached to a black half-helm that protected his skull. Bershad pulled it over his face and adjusted everything. The two eye slits were large like a cat’s, and Bershad’s pale green eyes glowed within the darkness. Looking at the mask gave Jolan an uneasy feeling in his stomach. The same feeling he got when he was walking back to the apothecary late at night, heard a strange noise in the forest, and had to convince himself it was a prowling fox, not an imaginary forest demon.


Rowan pulled the two ash spears free from their place on the other side of the donkey and handed them to Bershad. He tested the weight of both and seemed satisfied. Then Rowan produced an ivory war horn from a saddlebag. It was the size of a boy’s chest and had a hemp cord looped around two hooks. He checked the mouthpiece once for cracks in the wax lip and then tossed it to Bershad, who slung it over one shoulder.


Jolan had seen three dragon slayings in his life—none of them successful. Each man had approached the task a little differently, but all of them had used a horn. The report of an ivory horn created a low vibration in the inner ear of almost all dragon species, which flushed them out of their lairs. It also pissed them off. Jolan had been ten when he saw his first slaying attempt. The dragonslayer had been exiled because he was caught raiding a village that belonged to a small lord who was favored by the king. That was always a fast way to earn a pair of blue bars. He had dressed in full plate armor, mounted his donkey, and trotted around blowing a war horn as if it would call his old comrades into battle behind him.


But he had waited too late in the day. The dragon snatched the lord off his donkey, flew a thousand paces straight up into the air, and then dropped him on some rocks, splattering the dragonslayer open like a seagull cracking an oyster.


“Why don’t they just sneak into the dragon’s lair at night?” Jolan had asked Morgan while they carried the dragonslayer’s smashed body back to the apothecary to weigh the organs, which Morgan did obsessively. His liver notebook alone was nearly two hundred pages long.


“Many have tried,” Morgan had said. “But dragons are cunning with their lairs. Lots of dead-end passages and switchbacks. It takes half the night just to find out where the beast is sleeping, and by then they usually aren’t sleeping anymore—they’re very sensitive to uninvited guests. Sneaking into a dragon’s lair at night is about as suicidal as trying to sneak into its belly. At least outside you can die with the sun on your face.”


Bershad took a few steps into the field, eyes focused on the ground. He stabbed the dirt with the tip of his boot a few times, kicking up clumps of soft black earth.


“Need the rock?” Rowan asked.


“Definitely.”


Rowan nodded, and went back into the saddlebag. He pulled out a white rock that wasn’t much larger than a fist. Despite the size, the sinews of Rowan’s forearm strained as he picked it up. There was a cylindrical depression bored through the middle of the odd stone. Rowan passed it to Bershad, who held it with a similar kind of effort.


“Try not to get killed,” Rowan said lightly. Bershad grunted and turned to Morgan.


“Do not chop off pieces of my body trying to save my life. If it’s that bad, give me some opium and let me die smiling. Preferably with some tits in my face.”


Bershad pulled a blue-and-yellow seashell from behind his breastplate, rubbed it once, then tucked it back against his heart. Then he was off, taking long confident strides toward the dragon’s lair.


Bershad moved fast for a man who was wearing a full set of armor, carrying two spears in one hand and a heavy rock in the other, and who had spent the night drunk. When he was thirty or forty paces from the lair, he stopped. Slammed his spears into the ground. Then he wandered around a bit, eyes fixed on the earth at his feet. After almost two minutes of searching, he dropped the strange rock in what seemed like a very specific place. Adjusted it once with his boot.


He went back and pulled one of the spears out of the ground, lifted the mask off his face, and put the horn around to his lips.


Bershad only blew once, but he made it last. A long call that was soft at first and grew louder. He held the note for what seemed like several minutes, until a shrill cry echoed from beneath the mountains. Bershad stopped the call, threw the horn far to the side, lowered his mask, and raised his spear. The dragon was awake.


A geyser of pebbles sprayed into the clear morning sky. The villagers gasped behind Jolan. Some of the rocks landed five paces from Bershad’s feet, but he didn’t even flinch. Just stood there like an armored scarecrow erected by a farmer. For a moment there was nothing, and then another, larger blast of rocky shrapnel burst into the air.


Before the pebbles landed, the dragon shot out—green hide darting toward the field, his tail kicking up more stones.


Even with his wings folded back, the dragon was the size of a large wagon. He coiled up behind a boulder at the edge of the field and eyed Bershad. Despite the distance, Jolan could make out the single, glowing orange orb of the dragon’s remaining eye. He had red spikes jutting from his throat that twitched and vibrated with aggression.


Bershad wedged the butt of his spear into the rock and angled the point toward the sky.


Jolan had heard the same stories about the Flawless Bershad as everyone else: that when he fought, it was he who moved like a demon, and the lizard who slouched along like a man. That he killed dragons with a single, flawless spear throw. That he pissed on their carcasses and laughed at them when it was done.


The reality was different.


Jolan blinked, and the dragon was in the air, somehow summoning the energy for a pounce despite the early hour. Bershad crouched, hands clamped around the spear. The dragon rushed toward him—claws outstretched and gaping mouth filled with razor-sharp black teeth.


Bershad dove away at the last second as the dragon’s snout slammed into the earth, throwing up a shower of dirt and wheat. The spear was nowhere in sight, but the dragon began twitching and thrashing. His tail beat against the ground in a random, angry rhythm.


Bershad was slow getting up, but once he was on his feet he moved fast—sprinting back across the field, arms pumping hard. He ripped the mask off as he ran.


Jolan expected to see terror on his face, something like the expression men got before Master Morgan amputated a limb. Instead, Bershad’s face was painted with a wild kind of joy. Jolan had never seen it before.


It didn’t last very long.


The dragon spun in a circle, his tail curling into a whip that lashed Bershad in the back of his left leg and sent him spinning through the air like a tossed coin. He landed fifteen paces away, bounced, then didn’t move. The dragon didn’t go after Bershad, just stood there licking at the dirt and sniffing.


Jolan squinted at the dragon. He could just barely make out the white rock, still with the butt of the spear wedged in it, lodged almost entirely inside the dragon’s remaining eye.


“That’s . . .” Jolan whispered. “Not possible.”


“Lots of things seem impossible until someone does it in front of you,” Morgan said.


Thick orange liquid poured down the side of the dragon’s face and neck. The beast took a few steps back toward his lair, looking feeble, almost pathetic. He slipped a few times and then crashed to the ground. Didn’t move. For a few eerie seconds, the field was quiet and still. Then birds began chirping their merry songs from the dense trees to the north.


“Jolan!” Morgan barked. “With me.”


Jolan awoke from his daze and followed his master across the field. Morgan wasn’t running—he’d want to keep his pulse steady for any surgery—but Jolan sprinted the last stretch and spread out the knives over a clear spot of grass so they’d be ready. Bershad was unconscious, but Jolan could see his chest rising and falling beneath his breastplate.


Still alive.


“It’s his upper left leg and ribs,” Jolan said as Morgan crouched beside him. Morgan snatched up a scalpel and made four fast cuts across the straps of Bershad’s armor. He pulled the lamellar rib-guard away, then rolled up the chain mail that was underneath.


“What do you see?” he asked Jolan.


Jolan examined the wound—his leg and ribs were swelling, and there were a few cuts along his stomach where the lamellar had pushed the chain mail into his skin, but they weren’t very deep. There was a circular wound on his thigh where a barb from the dragon’s tail had punched through the hauberk, but the barb was thin and it had missed the arteries and the bone.


“He’ll live. A few cracked ribs maybe, but otherwise his chest is fine. That cut on his leg is deep, but he should make out with nothing except a bad limp.”


Morgan nodded once. “Disinfection, stitches, bandages. I’m going to have a look at this dragon before the peasants destroy it.”


Jolan prepared a poultice for the wound on Bershad’s leg. He mixed several different herbs into the bottom of a glass flask, including one pinch of Gods Moss, which Morgan had personally harvested from an old dragon warren in the Daintree jungle. It was extremely valuable because of its healing properties and Morgan would have whipped Jolan bloody if he saw him use it, since there were three cheaper disinfectants in the pack that would do the same job. But Jolan figured the most famous dragonslayer in the world deserved the best ingredients. He added a bit of distilled water to the flask and stirred until the mixture turned into a paste. Then he picked up a skin of potato liquor and poured it into Bershad’s wound.


The dragonslayer winced, but didn’t wake up.


Jolan set the skin aside and dabbed the paste into the wound. He turned away to prepare a catgut stitch but his needle froze when he returned to the wound. It was already knitting itself back together, as if there was a second, invisible apprentice sitting across from Jolan and binding the flesh.


“Not possible,” he muttered for the second time in ten minutes.


He’d seen Morgan use Gods Moss seven times before, but it had never done that.


“Careful, boy,” Bershad said. He’d woken up. His eyes seemed more alive. Burning, almost. “Witnessing some things can be bad for your health.” Bershad scooped the paste out of his open wound and flicked it away. Then he reached past Jolan, grabbed a bark-skin bandage, and wrapped it over his thigh.


Jolan was about to ask Bershad for an explanation, but a jerk of movement caught his attention. It was the dragon’s left claw twitching. Morgan had been examining the folded flaps of skin that formed the Needle-Throated Verdun’s wings when it happened. He cursed when the dragon started moving, then stumbled backward a few steps, looking surprised and furious at the same time, as if his favorite horse had bucked for no good reason.


The dragon decapitated Morgan with a single swipe of his claw.


There was a jet of blood and then just a twitching body. No head. The dragon lifted himself onto his back legs and released a terrible cry. Jolan heard much smaller, softer screams behind him. The last and bravest villagers were fleeing from the field. Frozen, Jolan couldn’t think of anything to do besides move himself between Bershad and the dragon.


He fumbled around in his pockets for a seashell to put in his own mouth, but couldn’t find the one he’d set aside that morning.


The dragon dropped its front claws back to the ground with a thundering pound. It took a few slow, unsure steps toward Jolan. Orange blood was still flowing out around the spear jammed in its ruined eye. The dragon sniffed the air once. Twice. Nostrils wet and dilated.


Jolan was an educated person. He did not believe in gods or demons, nor did he believe there was anything special about the enormous lizards that plagued the realm of Terra. They were just beasts. Wild and dangerous and more powerful than other creatures, but beasts all the same. Still, it seemed to him that in that strange moment, the dragon was trying to say something—to share some secret.


A spear hissed past Jolan’s left ear and hit the dragon with so much speed that a jet of blood and bone spewed out the back side of its head. The dragon’s neck kicked up from the strength of the impact, then the beast crumpled and died at Jolan’s feet. He turned around to see Bershad was standing, but swaying a little.


“Not possible,” Jolan muttered. No man should have the strength to pierce a dragon’s skull like that.


“Remember what I said about witnessing shit, boy,” Bershad growled. Then he vomited and collapsed.
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Jolan spent a long time looking for Morgan’s head. He wandered along the ruts of the wheat field and checked the copses of trees. Mostly he just tried not to cry in front of Rowan and the Flawless Bershad. Even if the dragonslayer was unconscious, sobbing in front of a living legend seemed wrong.


The villagers returned from their hiding places in small groups, too. Nobody had seen the way Bershad had killed the Needle-Throated Verdun, so instead of gossiping about his inhuman strength, they just squabbled over who got what.


Most parts of a dragon’s carcass—teeth, hide, organs, and bones—were notoriously difficult to use. For some reason, they almost always turned to rot within a few days. Sometimes hours. That was why Bershad’s dragontooth dagger was so rare—most attempts at such a weapon ended with a soft, fungus-covered rod. But any fool could remove the lump of dragon fat at the root of each scale and boil it down to an oil that lasted ten times longer than any other animal fat.


In Almira, the local lord had claim to three-quarters of any dragon carcass. The rest went to whoever was brave enough to be there with a knife. Jolan noticed that the villagers were carefully setting Lord Nimbu’s share aside. He’d recently built a new manor that was a ten-days’ ride downstream from Otter Rock, but he would most certainly send riders to claim his dragon fat. Given the size of the Needle-Throated Verdun, Nimbu’s take would be worth two or even three years of taxes from Otter Rock.


Jolan left them to fight over the carcass. He didn’t understand how Morgan’s head could have gotten lost. But after twenty minutes of searching—which was the time it took Rowan to make a stretcher for Bershad from saplings and strips of leather and cloth—Jolan still hadn’t found it. If he couldn’t find Morgan’s head, Jolan couldn’t put a seashell in his mouth. Without a shell, his spirit would be forced to wander the countryside, looking for the Soul Sea. They were a long way from the coast, though. It would be easy for Morgan to get lost.


“Best leave it, boy,” Rowan said after he’d gotten Bershad onto the stretcher and tied it to the donkey’s harness.


“Might be he can find the sea on his own,” Rowan added when Jolan didn’t stop looking.


“And if he can’t?” Jolan asked, voice trembling. Vision blurred by tears.


Rowan blinked, then put a hand on Jolan’s shoulder. “Life’s full of burdens, boy. Picking up a heavy one like this so early on isn’t a good idea. You’ve got to pace yourself.”


Rowan pulled gently on the donkey’s lead, and they started back to town.
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Jolan mulled over his situation while trudging back to Otter Rock behind Rowan, the donkey, his master’s corpse, and the unconscious Bershad. The last piece in a dismal train.


In another few months, Morgan would have made Jolan a journeyman alchemist, which would have allowed him to take over the contract from Lord Nimbu. But as an apprentice, Jolan had the same rights as the knives he carried in his pack and the bottles of medicine on the apothecary shelves.


None.


The Guild of Alchemists would send a replacement for Morgan if Lord Nimbu paid them, but that wasn’t likely. Morgan had made little progress with the red-shelled snails in five years of work, and Lord Nimbu had always been suspicious of his presence. He trusted mud totems more than glass vials of strange ingredients. Morgan had often wondered why the small lord had hired him at all.


No, Lord Nimbu would probably void his contract with the alchemists, sell the contents of the apothecary for a hefty profit, then throw Jolan off the land. And there was nothing Jolan could do to stop it.


Despite his knowledge, training, and years of experience, Jolan was completely helpless. To make matters worse, he’d lost track of the Gods Moss vial when the dragon woke up.


A rider blocking the path ahead interrupted Jolan’s thoughts. The man had a dark beard, sat atop a courser, and wore the purple cloak and light silver armor of an Almiran sentinel. The sentinels were brave men—part of the Malgrave army but not under the command of a specific high-warden. They could be used as scouts, messengers, and mounted archers, but they were mostly responsible for hunting down dragonslayers that had strayed from their duty in Almira. Sentinels were famous for their ruthlessness in bringing truant exiles to justice.


“Is that the Flawless Bershad?” the sentinel asked.


“Dunno,” Rowan said. “Who the fuck are you?”


“Zim,” the sentinel said, as if that was enough. He let his sword arm hang low and relaxed by his side. “Answer my question.”


“It’s Bershad,” Rowan said, letting go of the donkey’s lead and taking a step forward.


“Is he dead?”


“Napping. Tough work, killing dragons,” Rowan said, with no friendliness in his voice.


Zim squinted down at Bershad. “He doesn’t seem to be living up to his immaculate reputation.”


“What would you know about it?” Rowan spat, and stared the sentinel down. Jolan noticed Rowan’s hand had drifted over the hilt of his sword, too. It was an old, beaten thing with a jaguar on the pommel and a leather grip worn down with dirt and sweat. Zim eyed Rowan, then seemed to change his mind about something and relaxed.


“I’ve been looking for that asshole for a fucking fortnight.” Zim produced a small roll of paper and tossed it to the ground at Rowan’s feet. “When the Flawless Bershad wakes up, there’s a message for him.”


“What’s it say?” Rowan asked, frowning.


“I am the messenger. Not the mouth.”


“You are a pimple on my donkey’s ass.”


“Watch your tongue, trash, or you will find it removed from your mouth. Along with the rest of your head.”


“Idle talk,” Rowan said. “Get gone back down the bloody road. If we meet in the wilds, we’ll pick up from here.”


Zim hissed, spurred his horse, turned, and galloped down the road. Jolan watched until he disappeared. When he turned back, Rowan was reading the message.


“What’s it say?” Jolan asked.


“See for yourself. Not every day you read a letter written by a king.”


Jolan took the paper.


Exile,


There is need of you in the capital. Whatever shithole barn you are sleeping in, wake up. Whatever lizard you are hunting, let it escape. Your banishment is lifted. Temporarily. Return to Floodhaven.


Hertzog Malgrave I, King of Almira


The king’s royal mark was pressed below the signature—an eagle perched atop a great pine with his wings outstretched.


“What do you think the king wants?” Jolan asked.


“Whatever it is, can’t be worse than this,” Rowan said, picking up the stretcher again and heading into town.
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GARRET


Almira, North of Swordfish Point


Garret leapt overboard from the whaler a league off the Almiran coast, under cover of mist and night. He swam with the tide, swirling toward land. It was almost dawn when he washed ashore, filled his wet fists with the sand of Almira, and walked off the beach. The taste of salt pervaded his mouth.


His equipment was wrapped in a waterproofed satchel made from a goat’s bladder that he had tied to his hip. Inside: a plain but well-made hunting knife, one set of good boots, a compass, a leather traveler’s cloak, six yards of hemp rope, a tobacco pipe, an empty canteen, putty and glue to disguise his face, and two pieces of flint. Garret unpacked everything amidst the short seaside grass that sprouted a hundred strides back from the surf, making sure nothing had been lost or damaged during his arrival.


In the distance, Garret could see the vague silhouette of a village—one or two watchtowers for seafaring dragons and a crude wall of driftwood. Had to be Swordfish Point, which meant he was exactly where he wanted to be, and right on schedule. For now, anyway. Garret’s business was unpredictable. Always, there were complications.


The sky was pale gray, signaling the approach of dawn. Garret decided to enjoy a small moment of stillness before his long journey and watch the sunrise from the beach. He’d never been to this part of Almira—just the capital, Floodhaven—but he’d studied dozens of maps to prepare for his mission. He was currently in the northeast corner of the Atlas Coast, which was mostly farmland and rolling hills. People lived in small villages, worshipped spurious packs of nameless gods, and feared the movement of demons in the night. Floodhaven was due south along the coast, located where Almira’s two great rivers—the Atlas and Gorgon—emptied into the Soul Sea to create the largest port in the country. South of Floodhaven was the Dainwood rain forest—a wild jungle teeming with dragons and jaguars. The only major city in the rain forest, Deepdale, had been ruled by the Bershad lords for generations until their house was set to ruin by the Almiran king. Now a high lord named Grealor ruled there.


For his part, Garret was heading west across the Atlas Coast until he crossed the Atlas River and entered the Gorgon Valley. He took one last look at the sea, then tucked his supplies into his goatskin and strode off with his back to the rising sun.
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Two days later, Garret reached the bridge over the Atlas. The river was narrow—no more than a hundred strides across at her widest—but fording her was only possible in a handful of places because what the Atlas lacked in width she made up for in current and depth. Her waters blasted down from the mountains in a fury that did not abate until they reached the sea. Even wading ankle-deep into the current could take a man off his feet and drown him. A team of oxen could be swept away in seconds.


The river’s violent and continuous current turned any bridge across the Atlas into a crowded funnel for merchant caravans and traders. That was good for Garret. Nobody would remember one man amongst the hundreds of people who would cross that day. He blended into a group of fur trappers who were crossing the bridge at the same time. As they walked, they compared prices and asked about road conditions to different trapping grounds.


“Got a silver a head for beaver at Cold Falls,” one trapper said, grinning and waiting on the others to be impressed.


“Cold Falls folk always overpay, you’d think beaver hats were crowns the way they go after them,” said another man, who was clearly drunk and swaying on the mule he rode.


“How was the road?”


“Not bad on the way up, but the bitch was totally washed out on the return. Going around took forever.”


Almiran roads were notoriously rough and inconsistent. Garret had built delays into his timeline specifically for that reason.


He followed the rise and fall of their voices, memorizing the taste and shape of their accents. It had been five years since he’d impersonated an Almiran. He needed the practice.


A trading outpost began as soon as the bridge ended. Supply stores lined the main, muddy road and men poured out of them with sacks of salted meat and vegetables. Garret walked into the first cheap tavern he found. There were only two other customers. One was passed out in his chair, the other was molding a mud figurine directly onto the bar—sticking his tongue out as he carefully placed a crown of pine needles into its head.


Behind their horrific roads, Almirans’ compulsive need to make decorative mud statues to their innumerable gods was the most well-known thing about them.


Garret sat down and motioned to the barkeep.


“What’ll it be?” the barkeep said when he came over. The man’s thick, country accent made him sound like he had a mouthful of mud that he was forced to talk around.


“Mead. Sweet as you got,” Garret said in Almiran. His accent wasn’t a perfect match of the trappers, but it was good enough to fool a distracted barkeep.


The barkeep filled a dirty mug with golden mead and passed it to Garret. There were a few shreds of blueberry skins and a piece of honeycomb the size of an acorn floating in the top of the drink. Garret took a sip. It was certainly sweet, but he wouldn’t have called it good. He preferred the bitter ales of Balaria, but nodded approval all the same. Almirans liked mead.


“I been out east for a month,” Garret said. “Thinkin’ ’bout heading for Mudwall. How do things stand there?”


“Been trapping, eh?”


Garret nodded. “Beavers at Cold Falls. You’d think they were made o’ gold, the prices I got. Was thinking I’d resupply and then head farther west.”


“Mudwall’s in bad shape.” The bartender leaned in over the counter. “Tybolt still rules the city, but he’s holding on by his ass hairs. Some small lord named Hrilian made a pass at him.”


“That right?” Garret asked.


The Almiran lords all swore allegiance to the Malgrave king, but there was near-constant infighting amongst them for control of different cities and lands. From what Garret could tell, the king encouraged these miniature rebellions in an attempt to prevent a larger one aimed at his throne.


“I heard Hrilian even brought a catapult,” the barkeep continued. “Fuck knows where a small lord got one, but it’s caused a real ruckus. Tybby managed to fend him off, but had to call all his wardens to the city to break the little siege. The fighting’s still going on in the woods, and Tybby’s host is still camped outside Mudwall. They got the whole city locked up pretty tight. You might wanna resupply somewhere else.”


Garret drained the rest of his mead. “Is the road to Mudwall clear?” he asked.


The barkeep frowned at the blatant disregard of his advice. Drummed a thick finger on the bar, then shrugged.


“Main highway’s waterlogged to shit from the last storm. You wanna reach Mudwall before midsummer, you need to take the long way ’round. Head southwest along the Demon Hump Hills for a week, till you hit Carthorn pass. You’ll know it by a stream where the north bank is covered with yellow wildflowers. Pray that path’s clear, then follow it north all the way to Mudwall.”


Garret slid two copper coins across the table and left. Now he was behind schedule.
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BERSHAD


Almira, Floodhaven


It was an hour after dawn and the road to Floodhaven was already clogged for a league with farmers and peasants making their way to market. Everyone was trying to get a prime spot to sell their wares. Animals squawked and brayed while their owners cursed at their animals and at each other. Rowan surveyed the situation from the ridge where they’d made camp. Bershad stood up from his bedroll with a small groan.


“How’s the leg?” Rowan asked.


“Almost there,” Bershad said. The two-week walk along the Atlas River into the capital had slowed the recovery of his leg, but it hadn’t undone the apprentice’s work.


“Healed fast this time, even for you,” Rowan said, dusting a few bits of sleep from his left eye. “Wish I knew what that kid put in your leg.”


By the time Bershad had woken up and told Rowan what the apprentice had done, they were a day’s ride from Otter Rock. Too late to turn around. Bershad had described the moss to Rowan when he woke up—deep green, like wet seaweed, and speckled with blue flowers—but neither of them had ever seen it before.


“Yeah,” Bershad said, pushing a finger against his leg and feeling the dull pain.


“That second spear throw was a bit unusual as well, I’d say.”


“Unusual is one word for it,” Bershad said.


Whatever type of moss the kid put in Bershad’s leg, it had given him a surge of strength he’d never felt before. His heavy spear had felt as light as a river stone in his hand.


“Well, for once the stories they tell about you will line up pretty close with what actually happened.”


“Only if the kid talks. Everyone else was hiding in the woods, as I recall.”


“What do you think it means?”


Bershad scanned the road. “No way to know. And if none of the two dozen alchemists I’ve asked have an answer, I’m not sure there is one.”


“That crazy shaman out in the western hinterlands had a theory. Remember him? With all the bird shit in his hair? Horax or Horlin or something.”


“That nut said I was the god of demons hiding beneath a man’s skin. Bunch of crap.”


“Yeah,” Rowan agreed. “Demons don’t have a god. That’s nonsense.”


Bershad grunted. He didn’t believe in gods or demons any more than he believed in talking swords or honest kings, but something was happening to him. There was a heat inside of his bones that felt foreign and wrong, like a molten splinter running through his marrow. It scared him.


“Whatever it is, doesn’t change the fact we need to get through there today,” Bershad said, motioning to the crowd in front of the main gate.


“We’ll cause a scene if you go down there,” Rowan said.


“Walking around to one of the postern gates will take half the day,” Bershad said. “Plus, I’d rather cause a scene than get stopped alone by an ambitious warden who’d rather cut off my head than read a letter. They’ll be less inclined to fight if there’s a crowd prone to rioting.”


“Fair enough. You nervous?” Rowan asked. “About seeing King Hertzog and all?”


“Nervous isn’t the word I’d use.”


Angry. Violent. Those were closer.


Rowan gave him a concerned look.


“You’re not planning on doing something stupid, are you, Silas?”


“Course not,” Bershad said. “I generally like doing stupid things spur of the moment.”


They broke camp and made their way down a narrow goat path until it intersected with the main road, which sloped gently uphill on its way to the city walls. Floodhaven had gotten its name because, despite being situated between two powerful rivers, the stretch of land had enough elevation that it never flooded during the spring rains or the autumn storms. It was a rare advantage—most Almiran cities were plagued by deluges.


The first few farmers in the market line grumbled but moved aside as Rowan led their donkey into the crowd. Bershad followed behind, a full head taller than almost everyone he passed. They made it several hundred yards down the road before a peasant girl took the time to notice the man pushing past her.


She began to quiver when she saw the heavy blue strip of tattoo on either side of Bershad’s face. The girl tugged at her father’s sleeve and whispered, “Dragonslayer.”


When her father didn’t do anything, she screamed it.


Some people panicked, but most of them just backed up and eyed the doomed pair of men from a safe distance. There hadn’t been an exile’s head on the walls of Floodhaven for many years, not since Gralor the Stone Ear fell asleep on a river ferry and woke up at the docks to a headsman sharpening his scythe.


Bershad figured it was best to wait. Word would be passed down from wagon to wagon until it reached a sentry, and then a few of them would come riding up to kill him. Unless, of course, the king had been gracious enough to let his wardens know he was coming. Bershad doubted that. King Hertzog was an old, stubborn man who did not forget grudges. And he held a large grudge against Bershad.


While they waited, a few of the nearby peasants built mud statues and muttered prayers, but mostly they just stared at him. As expected, a group of Malgrave wardens rode from the main gate a few minutes later. Bershad counted twenty of them, which was a bit of overkill to deal with one wayward dragonslayer. Rowan dropped the salted pork he’d been eating and moved to Bershad’s left. The bystanders backed away, allowing the wardens to surround and level spears at Bershad’s and Rowan’s throats. All of them wore eagle masks to show that they were sworn to the Malgraves.


A high-warden cleared a path for himself through the circle of mounted soldiers. His eagle mask had a bright orange slash of color running down the middle of the beak that made him stand out from the group. He wore a dark green cloak and his mask had a mane of blue horsehair attached to the back—as befitted his rank.


“Did you get lost, dragonslayer?” he said, as if this happened to him every morning and he had grown accustomed to the occurrence.


“I’m here on orders from the king,” Bershad said.


“Funny, so am I. Except he says I’m to kill any dragonslayers I see. What am I to make of this discrepancy?”


Bershad knew his type—educated and highborn, but not very important. He was probably the third or fourth son of a small lord and was being groomed for a high-ranking station in the king’s army so he’d be useful to the family when his older brother came into his inheritance.


“We have a letter, signed and everything,” Bershad said. “If your men promise not to kill me when I move, I’ll retrieve it from my pocket.”


The high-warden nodded. “They promise.”


Bershad pulled the king’s letter from his inner breast pocket and tossed it up to the high-warden, who caught it deftly with one hand, keeping his other on the hilt of his sword. A good soldier, Bershad thought. Never letting his guard down. The high-warden read the note, checked the seal in the light of the sun, and then nodded at his men, who lifted their spears toward the sky in unison.


“Eaolin, Shermon. Get off your horses.” The high-warden removed his mask and hooked it to his hip. He was young for an officer—bright blue eyes and an aquiline nose. “It’s good to see you again, Lord Bershad.” He smiled. “We best head inside the city. Bad policy to keep the king waiting.”
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As they rode toward Floodhaven, the high-warden kept pace next to Bershad.


“I apologize for not recognizing you,” he said.


“We know each other?”


“My name is Carlyle Llayawin.”


Bershad had been right—Llayawin was an old but minor house of the Dainwood rain forest.


“My father served your father for many years,” Carlyle continued. “And I was in the crowd when you rode for Glenlock Canyon with your army. I am sorry for the way things ended for your family.”


A lord from the Atlas Coast would never talk to Bershad with such empathy—the king’s ire toward Bershad was their ire. But men of the Dainwood were more independent. Bershad appreciated that.


“How has house Llayawin found the new leadership?” Bershad asked. “I understand Elden Grealor has a different way of running things.”


“Different is the word,” Carlyle agreed. “Lord Grealor has no respect for the forest. He’s built lumber mills all over the Dainwood and gotten rich off the industry. Dainwood lumber is worth a fortune, seeing as nobody had a chance to buy it until recently.” Carlyle paused. “Apologies. It must hurt to be reminded of your homeland.”


“The Dainwood isn’t my home anymore,” Bershad said. “I don’t give a shit what Grealor does with it.”


Sometimes Bershad almost believed that lie himself.


“All the same, it’s not right.” Carlyle grimaced. “That’s why I took my men and came up here. Swore my sword to Princess Ashlyn Malgrave.”


The mention of Ashlyn’s name turned Bershad’s mouth dry. On their trip south, he’d tried to avoid getting mired in daydreams about seeing her again. He hadn’t been successful.


“You didn’t swear to the king?”


“Technically, I’m the king’s man, of course. But Hertzog Malgrave didn’t have much love for five hundred Deepdale wardens looking for a new master. He kicked us over to Ashlyn to work the city’s defenses. There isn’t much glory in the life of a watchman, but being honest, I’m glad for it.”


“Why’s that?”


“I’ve had my fill of raids and skirmishes, and the king still runs plenty of those. Need to keep the high lords in line, and all that. No, guarding a wall and sleeping in a real bed each night suits me just fine. And I know that Ashlyn Malgrave won’t go ordering me to chop down a forest anytime soon.”


“No,” Bershad said, swallowing. “She won’t.”


They rode down a large avenue toward the castle. Smaller roads and alleyways darted in and out of sight to their left and right—packed with carts, people, and doorways into different shops.


Castle Malgrave rose in the distance. It was an ancient fortress—the foundations built upon the highest point in the area centuries ago. The granite walls stood eighty strides tall. Beyond them, four tall spires poked into the sky. The two shorter towers stretched to an even height, four times as high as the city walls. The tops of those towers used to be archers’ nests, but had long since been converted to plush chambers for visiting lords and royalty. The upper rooms of one tower were blackened and damaged on the western side. Bershad squinted, trying to make out the details. The masonry was saggy and deformed. It looked more like melted wax than solid rock.


“What happened up there?” Bershad asked, pointing.


“Fire,” Carlyle said.


“Never seen a castle fire melt the castle.”


“Neither have I. But fire is the story we high-wardens of the lower levels were told.” Carlyle shrugged. “Happened two moons ago while the Balarian envoy was here.”


“Did you see it?” Bershad asked.


“Sure.” Carlyle nodded. “There was a pop in the middle of the night—like a lightning strike, although I remember the sky being clear. When I came out into the courtyard to get a look, the whole side of that tower was engulfed in flames. They looked queer, though.”


“How’s that?”


“Wrong color.” He glanced up at the burned tower then back at Bershad. “I’ve seen plenty of holdfasts burn in my time. Gods, I’ve done the burning myself on occasion. The flames flicker out the windows, orange and yellow, same as a bonfire. But these were blue. All blue. And they weren’t flickering out the windows. The stones themselves were doing the burning—turned white with heat in seconds. But it didn’t last very long. Five, ten minutes at most. I was heading up to make sure everything was contained, but Princess Ashlyn turned me away.”


“Ashlyn was in the tower when the fire happened?”


“Of course,” Carlyle said, pointing to the third tower, which was half again as tall as the two smaller spires. “She’s been using the Queen’s Tower as her offices and personal chambers for years now, but she was working on something in that smaller tower the last few months. Before the fire.” Carlyle paused. “Nobody knew what she was doing, exactly. Just rumors. Like I said, Ashlyn’s a different breed of highborn.”


Bershad had heard those rumors. Stories of Ashlyn Malgrave staying awake late into the night, using dragon organs to brew Papyrian potions in a massive cauldron, potions that could change the weather and curse men’s manhood. He also knew that was all dragonshit.


“The Floodhaven court always loved its gossip,” Bershad said.


Carlyle smiled. “That is a fact.”


Most Almirans never traveled more than a day’s walk from the hut or shack in which they were born. They spent their days working a field and their nights worshipping gods that ruled the forest beyond their back fence. The isolation made them superstitious. Anything they didn’t understand was demoncraft. And so much about Ashlyn was inscrutable to castle stewards, turnip farmers, and everyone in between. If she didn’t have veins full of royal blood, the people would have named her a demon-worshipping witch, formed a mob, and burned her alive years ago.


“Anyway,” Carlyle continued, turning them onto a wide avenue. “Not much sense worrying about burned-out towers when we’re heading for this other one, up here.”


He pointed to the fourth tower, which stood in the center and rose well beyond the other three. The tallest structure in Almira. Inside the tower, there were chambers, dining halls, granaries, kitchens, baths, armories. And Hertzog Malgrave, king of Almira.


“Yeah,” Bershad said, pushing down his thoughts of Ashlyn. He needed to focus.


Carlyle led them through the main gate of Castle Malgrave, beneath yet another portcullis that was kept open for daily traffic into the fortress. On the other side there was a large courtyard, which was full of high-end merchant stalls set up for the courtesans. The carts sold rich spices from distant lands, casks of wine, and expensive gemstones destined for highborn mud totems.


Carlyle dismounted gracefully, with Bershad and Rowan following suit. Stable boys dressed in silk tunics appeared and led their horses away. The double door to the castle was ten feet tall, made from ancient Almiran oak and covered with sprawled carvings of gods’ faces.


Three masked Malgrave wardens stood on either side of the door—their blue-and-black enameled armor reflected the sun. A steward sat at an ornate desk to the side of the door, scratching furious notes into a ledger. He was a gangly man, with gray thinning hair and deep, ravine-like frown lines cut into his cheeks and forehead.


“Your business in Castle Malgrave?” he asked as they approached, not looking up from his work.


“I present Silas Bershad, exiled dragonslayer, and his forsaken shield, Rowan. They are answering a summons from the king,” Carlyle said, his voice stiff and formal.


The steward’s quill froze. His eyes shot up to Bershad.


“Do you possess this summons?” he asked.


Carlyle produced the note from a pouch on his sword belt and handed it to the steward, who dotted the seal of the king in three places as he read.


“May I see your mark, dragonslayer?” the steward asked, still looking at the summons.


Bershad removed the glove on his right hand and rolled up his sleeve, revealing a blue sprawl of intricate tattoos that extended along the entire length of his forearm. The base of the tattoo—closest to his wrist—had been given to him at the same time they put the blue bars on his face. The symbols were ancient Almiran glyphs. They denoted his former rank along with his crimes and the reasons for his exile. The steward began to read them aloud.


“Son of the traitor, Leon Bershad. Former heir to Deepdale and the Dainwood province. Once betrothed to Princess Ashlyn Malgrave. Former commander of the Jaguar Army. Vicious temperament. Given to passion and bloodlust. Exiled for ordering and leading the massacre of Glenlock Canyon.”


Those marks only covered the first few inches of Bershad’s arm. Above that, the slayings began. Sixty-five dragons in the midst of their death throes twisted along Bershad’s flesh—each one drawn by a different artist. A patchwork chronicle of impossible feats.


Almost all of the dragons had been killed with an ash spear through their mouth or eye. Flawless and clean. The only outlier was a Yellow-Spined Greezel etched on the middle of his bicep that Bershad had decapitated with his dragontooth dagger. The dragon had been a runt, but it was still a terrible fight—like wrestling a rabid boar armored with porcupine spikes. The poison from those barbs had given Bershad hallucinations for an entire week after it was done. When he came to his senses, they’d moved on to another province and he was famous for being the only man to behead a dragon, even if it was a runt.


Carlyle whistled at the sight of the tattoos. No other dragonslayer in the world had an arm like that. Most wound up with a seashell in their mouth on their first pass and never earned a single tattoo. The lucky ones managed two or three on their forearm.


But Bershad’s tattoos snaked up to his shoulder, then poured across his chest and back.


If the steward was impressed, he hid it well—pulling Bershad’s arm closer to his face and examining a few of the dragons. He moved to dot Bershad’s skin with his quill several times, but stopped himself.


Satisfied, the steward released his arm and jotted down several notes in his ledger.


“I need another one added while I’m here,” Bershad said.


“Your tattoo can wait. King Hertzog will not.” The steward looked up from his ledger and frowned at Bershad. “You are filthy. I will send for wash-girls to clean you before you are presented to the king. Your forsaken shield will be given quarters in the servants’ basement. High-Warden Carlyle”—he gave Carlyle the perfunctory glance that only stewards seem capable of, regardless of whom they are talking to—“that will be all.”


If Carlyle was offended by the steward’s curt dismissal, he didn’t show it. He turned to Bershad. “It was an honor to see you again, my lord.” The steward grunted at Carlyle’s taboo use of Bershad’s old title, but said nothing. “I hope our paths will one day cross again. Until then, I’ll be on the walls.”


Carlyle smiled, then strode off toward the stable, cinching his eagle mask back into place. The steward had already turned to the next person waiting to gain entrance to Castle Malgrave.


Bershad stopped Rowan before they parted ways.


“Keep your boots on while you’re in the castle, Rowan. You catch even a whisper of drawn steel, take Alfonso and get him out of Floodhaven. Don’t wait for me.”


Rowan frowned. “Don’t do anything stupid, Silas. He’s the king.”


“He’s also the bastard that murdered my father and put these bars on my face. I’m not just gonna give a bow and kiss his hand.” Bershad leaned closer. Tightened his grip on Rowan’s shoulder. “We’ve made it a long way together, but there’s no reason for you to follow me down the river if it comes to that. Promise me you’ll run.”


Rowan swallowed. Gave Bershad a long look.


“I promise.”


Bershad clapped Rowan on the shoulder.


“Good. And don’t worry so much. I’ll try my best not to die.”
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Two female servants took Bershad to a chamber in the second tower. Judging from their hay-colored hair and pale skin, they were Lysterian—a frigid country on the far side of the Soul Sea. Bershad’s longevity as a dragonslayer had made him famous across the realm of Terra, but in Hertzog Malgrave’s castle, treating him with even a shred of respect was bound to earn a servant a score of lashes. Bershad figured the Almiran servants had pawned his clean up duty off on the foreigners in an effort to keep their backs unmarred.


The Lysterians put him into a steaming tub of hot water sprinkled with salts and lavender. Bershad submerged himself once and turned the water black. Dismayed, the girls drained the water and poured a fresh bath, sprinkling a larger portion of salts and herbs this time.


One girl toiled with the knots and rings in Bershad’s hair while the other scrubbed his arms, chest, and back with a brush—removing dried scabs, mud, and dirt. She took special care around his leg wound. The scab had fallen off, leaving a light pink circle that would turn into a raised and gnarled mark. One more scar added to the mess.


When they were done scrubbing, one girl trimmed Bershad’s beard while the other rubbed scented oil into his skin, moving her hands over the deep scars and marred flesh that covered his body. The girls whispered to each other in Lysterian while they worked.


“What’s the big secret?” he asked.


The girl who’d been trimming his beard cleared her throat and spoke in a thick accent.


“Faye is confused by your name. You are called flawless, but carry so many marks upon your skin. These are the most she has seen on a man.”


“Yeah, the stories tend to skip that part.”


“Pardon?”


Bershad sighed. He didn’t feel like explaining his name.


“I’m as clean as I’m going to get. Can you bring me a set of clothes?”


“Right away,” said the serving girl.


They brought him clean clothes: pants, tunic, and jacket. All of it black with green trim. The jacket had a set of ivory buttons that Bershad couldn’t figure out how to work.


“The fuck are these for?” he muttered to himself.


One of the serving girls smiled and helped him. She crossed the double-breasted jacket and hooked the buttons so they ran up the left side of his chest and closed his collar. It was the finest set of clothes Bershad had worn in fourteen years. He hated them. But when he moved to unbutton the collar the girl slapped his hand away.


“If you’re seeing the king, the collar stays buttoned,” she said firmly.


“You’re the boss.”


While the Lysterians packed up their supplies, Bershad scanned the room for a weapon of some kind. An errant razor or scissor. Even a comb could kill a king. But there was nothing within reach. Not a real setback. Hertzog Malgrave had thrust a miserable life of wandering and killing around his neck. Bershad didn’t have a problem murdering him with his bare hands. Just thinking about watching the life drain out of Hertzog’s eyes filled Bershad’s mouth with the bitter taste of adrenaline and rage. His fingers twitched from the tension flooding his bloodstream.


A nervous and talkative serving boy came to fetch him.


“King Hertzog was just starting to eat his supper in Alior Hall when I brought news of your arrival. He said to get you right away,” the boy said. “I asked if the king would like to see you when he had finished his dinner, and he threw a dish of gravy at me. You can see the stain.” The boy pointed. “In any case, we’d best hurry.”


He led Bershad through the castle until they reached a set of double-oak doors. This one had an eagle-faced god with enormous wings carved into the wood.


“Ready?” the boy asked.


“Yeah,” Bershad said. He tugged on his collar, which pulled one of the buttons free.


“Here, let me fix that.”


The boy stood on his toes and adjusted the collar.


“I should warn you, there are a lot of wardens in there with their swords drawn,” he whispered. “And the king seems very angry. I thought, if you wanted, you could have my seashell. Just in case . . . you know.” The squire removed a bone-white clamshell from his pocket and offered it to Bershad. “It would be the greatest honor of my life to help the Flawless Bershad’s soul find the sea.”


Bershad couldn’t help but smile. The boy would be whipped senseless if anyone found out he’d made that offer.


“What’s your name, boy?”


“Dennys, my lord.”


“Best keep the shell for yourself, Dennys. The sea isn’t that far from here. I’ll find it.”


Dennys gave a serious nod, then opened the door.


Alior Hall was one of the smallest audience chambers in the King’s Tower, named after an unpopular monarch who nearly bankrupted the nation and lost a war to the jungle nations south of the Dainwood. The king was eating dinner alone at the far end of the hall. Malgrave wardens ringed the walls, each of them wearing full armor and standing at attention with their swords drawn.


As soon as Bershad stepped into the room, a warden appeared from the left, shoved him back a pace, and carried out a violent body search. It was lucky Bershad hadn’t been able to sneak a weapon up his sleeve after all.


“He’s unarmed, my king,” the warden said. Then he looked at Bershad. “But if he gets too close, he’s a dead man.”


With that, the warden nodded to Dennys, who scrambled in front of Bershad and led the way across the room.


“My king,” he said, bowing low. “May I present to you the Flaw—I mean, that is to say, the dragonslayer is here.”


King Hertzog stopped eating and steepled his hands together in front of his face, obscuring most of his features. There was a bearskin cloak slung over his shoulders, but the king still looked cold.


“Took your time getting here, exile.”


Bershad counted the wardens—twenty-five. Checked the room for other exits, but didn’t see any.


He shrugged. “My donkey’s getting a little old to walk a full day. We took breaks.”


The king glared at Bershad for a moment, then went back to eating his food. He pulled the wing off a crispy game hen and took a greasy bite. Bershad remembered Hertzog as a warrior king—more comfortable sitting atop a horse in a set of armor than warming a throne in an expensive robe. But the years had brought decay. He was old and bent where he used to be straight and strong. His once black hair had turned silver and thin. Still, his body had always been built for violence. Even now his broad shoulders took up the space of two normal men.


The king went for another bite of chicken, stalling to show he was in charge.


“What do you want, Hertzog?” Bershad asked.


Dennys gasped at the disrespect. Bershad didn’t care. He’d had no patience for castle etiquette when he was eighteen, and the years of exile hadn’t improved his tolerance for royal cock-jerking.


King Hertzog tried to ignore the insolence, but his face twitched. He sucked a piece of chicken from between his teeth and dropped the wing.


“There’s work for you on the far side of Terra,” the king said, his voice full of phlegm.


So, it was just another dragon. Some foreign lord had probably begged Hertzog to send his famous dragonslayer in exchange for a favorable tax break on imported goods. It had happened before, although Hertzog hadn’t made the request personally. That was new.


“Where?” Bershad asked. “What breed?”


The king sipped from a ceramic goblet.


“Get out of here, boy,” he said quietly, then shot Dennys a look.


The squire ran out of the room as if Hertzog had threatened him with a crossbow. The door slammed behind him.


Hertzog coughed from deep within his lungs, then washed it away with a longer gulp of wine. He wiped his mouth with a cloth-of-gold napkin and tossed it on top of his half-eaten meal.


“How are you still alive?” he asked.


Bershad shrugged. “Turns out killing lizards isn’t as hard as people make it out to be.”


“Sarcasm won’t serve you well in this conversation,” Hertzog said.


“I’m not sure what this conversation is about, yet. It seems a little more complicated than some foreign dragonslaying writ.”


Hertzog stared at Bershad for several moments, then motioned to the warden standing behind him.


“I have a gift for you, exile.”


The warden picked up a rectangular box made from lacquered oak that was propped against the wall. Placed it by Bershad’s feet, then backed away.


Bershad stared at it. “That full of vipers or something?”


“Open the fucking box.”


Bershad hesitated a moment, then bent down and unlatched the clasps. His old sword, which had been taken from him the day he was exiled, was inside. It was neither an Almiran nor Papyrian design, but lost somewhere in the middle. Ashlyn used to tease him for having the same taste in swords and women.


Unlike the double-edged and straight swords favored by wardens, this blade was single-edged and slightly curved. Thinner than an Almiran broadsword—three fingers wide at the collar instead of the usual six—but far longer than a typical Papyrian blade. The grip added another foot to the sword’s length, so it could be wielded with one or two hands. It was wrapped in sharkskin leather for a better grip and capped at the butt with a plain steel bobble that could crack a skull. The black scabbard was made from leather and Papyrian cedar.


“You check me for hidden weapons, then give me a sword?” Bershad asked.


Hertzog shrugged. “Go ahead.”


Bershad picked it up and drew the sword a few inches. Tested the edge. Slipping his fingers around the familiar grip felt like putting on an old, favorite pair of boots he’d thought were lost forever. Except instead of comfort, touching the sword filled Bershad’s body with wrath.


“The cellar I threw it in flooded a few years back,” Hertzog said. “There’ll be some rust.”


Bile rose in Bershad’s throat. His vision went blurry at the edges. He couldn’t think straight, all he could do was imagine sprinting forward and ramming the length of rusty steel through Hertzog’s heart. He was about to do exactly that, but the king’s face stopped him.


Hertzog was smiling. Face glowing with an expression of extreme satisfaction.


The king was baiting him. Had to be. Bershad scanned the wardens again and noticed that five of them had crossbows tucked behind their backs, loaded and ready to fire. Bershad hadn’t survived this long just to get himself killed over a lost temper. He forced down the fury that threatened to burst out of him. Squeezed the sword’s grip until one of his knuckles cracked, then shoved the blade back into its sheath.


“Why are you giving me this?” Bershad hissed through clenched teeth.


Hertzog’s smile faded. He leaned back in his chair.


“Because I want you to kill the emperor of Balaria with it.”


Bershad frowned. After Balaria tried and failed to invade Almira, they closed their borders. In the last thirty years, no Almiran had cleared their legendary customs, let alone entered their capital—Burz-al-dun.


“You’re joking.”


“Do I look like I’m joking? Do this for me, and the Crown will lift your exile,” Hertzog said.


That was an unprecedented proposition. An exile was permanent, just like the tattoos.


“Why are you so desperate to see the emperor dead?”


“Do you care?”


“Yes.”


Bershad had learned from experience that every offer from King Hertzog came with strings, some of which could be tied around your throat and pulled.


Hertzog coughed, then swallowed with effort. “Do you know what occupies the minds of dying old men?”


“Not personally, no. As you can see I’m still full of youthful joy and vigor.”


“Family,” Hertzog said. “And the emperor of Balaria stole half of mine.”


“How’s that?”


“Their period of isolation has ended. The emperor himself came to Floodhaven to negotiate a trade agreement two months ago. But when he left, he took my daughter with him.”


Bershad’s stomach tensed. “Ashlyn?”


Hertzog’s face twitched. “No. It was Princess Kira.”


Kira was Ashlyn’s younger sister.


“Kidnapped?”


“She’s a fifteen-year-old girl, what else would have happened? Those clock-worshipping bastards failed to conquer my country, so now they’ve stolen my daughter instead. I won’t allow it!” Hertzog slammed his fist onto the table, then looked down at his scarred hand. His voice softened. “A man protects his family, or he is not a man at all.”


Bershad glanced at the wardens in the room, curious how they’d react to such a vulnerable display from their king. Their faces remained stoic. The king had probably chosen the men in the room carefully—your average soldier couldn’t carry a secret like this down a short hallway.


“Guess you fucked up pretty bad, then.”


Hertzog straightened up. His face darkened.


“You will get Kira back,” he growled, all the vulnerability drained from his voice. “Then you will kill Emperor Mercer Domitian.”


Bershad shifted the sword in his hands a little, trying to remind himself of the balance. Once he drew the blade, he’d have to move fast. But the offer to end his exile wasn’t something he could completely ignore. He decided to play the charade out a little, just to see where it led.


“In case you’ve forgotten, you sent me to kill a man once before,” Bershad said. “And all that came of that was a bloody massacre and a pair of blue bars on my cheeks. Why should I trust you this time?”


“Trust me. Don’t trust me. I couldn’t care less. My offer is made. Take it or leave it.”


“What are you going to do if I refuse, exile me more?”


Hertzog’s jaw tightened. “It would be a mistake for you to believe you have nothing left to lose. You have your forsaken shield, Rowan. And that donkey you’re so famously fond of. I could snap my fingers right now and one of my wardens would be more than happy to drag Rowan into the donkey’s stable, lock it, and incinerate them both. Perhaps I’ll drag you down there, too, so you can watch.”


That did it.


“I’ll be honest, Hertzog, you had me fooled for a minute with the gift and the grieving father act, but there’s the conniving king I remember. Rotting body packed with shit and lies.”


Hertzog’s face colored with fury. Bershad judged the distance between himself and the king. He could cover it in six, maybe seven long strides. That was a little too far. He might not finish the job before the wardens got to him.


“You want to know why I’m still alive, Hertzog?” Bershad stepped forward. The warden behind him followed, staying just close enough so that Bershad could slash his throat open in the same motion he used to draw his sword. “It’s because I knew that for all these years, you were sitting on your ass in this castle, getting old. Waiting to hear I’d finally bitten down on a seashell. I knew that every time you heard a servant whisper about the latest dragon I’d killed, you doubted whether you’d outlive me at all. And that’s what I wanted. For you to go down to the river knowing that I was still alive. That you’d failed.”


Bershad looked down at the sword.


“But you’ve given me an easier way.” He turned back to the king. “I don’t give a shit if the emperor of Balaria kidnapped your daughter, but I’ve wanted to kill you for fourteen years. Think I’ll pass on your shit-filled offer. I’d rather wrap things up right now. In this fucking room.”


Bershad gripped the sword. Got ready to draw the blade. Hertzog licked his lips. There was sweat on his forehead.


“Princess Ashlyn predicted that response.”


The mention of Ashlyn’s name froze Bershad.


“But I wonder what you’ll say to her when she asks you to do the exact same thing I have,” Hertzog continued. “Somehow I don’t think you’ll angle up to stab her in the heart.”


Bershad frowned. Before he could respond, he heard a woman’s voice from behind him.


“Hello, Silas.”


Ashlyn Malgrave was leaning against a stone pillar with her arms crossed. She was holding a leather scroll in one hand.


“Ashlyn,” Bershad said, relaxing his grip on the sword. The rage that had crept up to the edges of Bershad’s eyes retreated to his stomach.


He stared at his old lover.


Fourteen years had carved thin lines around the edges of her mouth, but the rest of her looked the same. Her black hair streamed down past her hips. Her large eyes and long nose made a sharp contrast to her soft chin. Ashlyn Malgrave’s severe disposition had always leaked into her features too much for most people to call her beautiful. A poet once said that her face was like a storm you watched crawl across the horizon of the sea—it was stunning to behold, but the sight left you uneasy. Bershad never understood that. Seeing her face again was the closest he’d felt to being home since he was exiled.


“Fourteen years is a long time.” It was all Bershad could think to say.


Ashlyn smiled, then motioned to the sword in Bershad’s hand. “I see that my father has begun to fill you in on our proposition.”


Bershad clenched his jaw. He was willing to do a lot of things to end Hertzog’s life. And he was more than ready to follow him down the river. But he couldn’t do it in front of Ashlyn.


“You want me to kill the emperor, too?” he asked her. “Why?”


“You’re the perfect person for the job,” she said, then crossed the room. She dropped the leather scroll on the table and took a seat. Folded her black silk gown in her lap.


Ashlyn’s bodyguard, Hayden, had also entered the room while Bershad was preparing to kill the king. Ashlyn’s mother, Shiru, had been a princess of Papyria—an island nation north of Almira that controlled the largest navy in Terra. King Hertzog had married Shiru for the beneficial alliance, but plenty of foreign customs came along with the princess and access to her homeland’s fleet. In Papyria, every woman of royal blood was assigned a highly trained female bodyguard called a widow. Hayden followed Ashlyn like a shadow, and wore the black sharkskin armor of her order.


“Perfect person for the job,” Bershad repeated. “How do you figure that?”


“Before I explain, there’s an awful lot of drawn steel in this room.” Ashlyn looked around. “Can everyone relax a little bit? Silas, come sit. Have a drink.”


“I’m fine right here,” Bershad said.


“As are my wardens,” Hertzog added, still glaring at Bershad.


“Suit yourselves.” Ashlyn poured herself a glass of wine and took a long drink. Even though nobody had moved or sheathed a weapon, the mood in the room shifted. Everyone lowered their hackles a little.


“Access to Balaria has proved impossible so far,” Ashlyn said, putting the goblet on the table. “But you’ve traveled behind their borders before, correct?”


“Years ago,” Bershad said, frowning. “Ten summers.”


“That’s why you’re perfect for this. How did you get across?”


“A Ghalamarian Thundertail with my spear jammed in his throat carried me over the mountains and died a hundred leagues inside their border.”


“Carried you how?” Hertzog cut in.


“My armor tangled on the barbs of his tail before he took flight. We were three leagues up in the sky before I knew what happened. It was either go along for the ride, or fall to my death.”


Hertzog grunted. “There is not a single person in this court—from lord to whore—who believed that story when a Ghalamarian bard came around singing it.”


“And yet every peasant in the Gorgon Valley believes I’m the god of demons,” Bershad said, turning back to the king. “They throw salt at my feet to prevent my evil spirit from devouring their souls. One village offered me the life of a firstborn son, so I might spare the rest of them.”


Hertzog let out a phlegmy sigh. “The Gorgon peasants are the reason every other country in Terra thinks we’re a bunch of mud-worshipping savages.”


“Last I checked, that was a fair description of most Almirans.”


“We’re getting distracted,” Ashlyn said. “You were carried into Balaria by a Thundertail. What next?”


“A merchant caravan found me next to the carcass of the dragon three days later. I couldn’t walk. Was drinking dragon’s blood to stay alive. They took me to the nearest outpost—some fortress in the desert—where I was arrested as an illegal outlander and put into a dungeon below the fort. A week or so after that, some commander showed up and released me. He knew who I was, and wasn’t in a rush to execute the Flawless Bershad for trespassing.”


“What did he do instead?”


“The commander dispatched three score of soldiers to lead me through a pass in the Razorback Mountains and into Ghalamar. They marched me to some harbor city and told me if a dragon carried me into their country again, they’d cut off my head and send it back to Almira in a pinewood box.”


“What’s in those mountains?”


“Rocks. Trees. Stone Scale dragons ready to ambush anything worth eating. Hordes of bloodthirsty savages that’ll cause problems if you don’t take sixty soldiers with you. It’s dangerous.”


“How long did it take to clear the pass?”


“About a month.”


Ashlyn took one last sip of wine, then pushed the cup away. “Would you be able to lead a group of people back to the Balarian border without getting them lost or killed in those mountains?”


Bershad weighed that. “You said getting across has proved impossible so far. How many times have you tried?”


Ashlyn paused. Rubbed the back of her neck for a moment. She always did that when she had to relinquish a secret.


“We tried ships first. Three of our fastest vessels set sail the morning after Kira was kidnapped.” Ashlyn picked up the leather scroll she’d brought with her when she entered the room. “This is from Lord Arnish, the commander of those ships. When he reached the Balarian coast, he was surrounded by frigates and imprisoned on a barrier island outside Burz-al-dun. He writes that he is no closer to gaining access to Balaria than he was three weeks ago, and warns that additional ships will likely meet the same fate as his.”


“What about the mountains?”


“Three parties,” Ashlyn admitted. “They were all murdered by Skojit marauders, we think. But you’ve made it through the Razors safely once before.” Ashlyn paused. “I want you to do it again, this time with a group of people who can bring Kira home.”


“Dragonslayers aren’t exactly free to travel the world at their leisure, Ashe.”


“You’ll enter Ghalamar on the pretense of slaying a dragon far to the east. The squire who brought you in here heard my father order it, and that boy has the biggest mouth in Floodhaven, so the story’s legitimacy is already spreading.”


Bershad took a moment to think. He was more than happy to murder the king instead of running an errand for him, but he’d loved Ashlyn. Maybe he still did. That was worth something.


“So, I sneak a rescue party across the border, then I break off and kill the emperor for good measure?” he asked.


“Yes.”


“Why not just bring Kira back without the royal assassination?” Bershad asked. “It would attract less attention.”


“Because we need to send a message,” Ashlyn said. “The lords of Almira will never stay in line if they see the Malgraves are too weak to impose consequences when their own flesh and blood is kidnapped and taken across the Soul Sea. And even if the High Lords don’t rebel, do you really think the Balarians will scuttle back behind their border again for another thirty years after this? Once again, they think Almira’s ripe for conquering—that they can turn us into a colony just like they did Ghalamar and Lysteria. The only way to keep Almira free is to bring Kira home and put a seashell in the emperor’s mouth.”


Bershad let out a long breath. Felt a wave of sorrow wash over him as he realized that Ashlyn had changed.


“Funny,” he said quietly. “That’s the same argument your father made when he told me to ride down to Glenlock Canyon and kill that mercenary general for him. And if I’m not mistaken, that bastard is still alive and Almira is doing just fine. You might not have become your asshole father, Ashlyn, but you have become a Malgrave. It’s your dynasty that you want to protect, not Almira. And I’m not sworn to serve you anymore.” He turned to Hertzog. “You saw to that.”


“Silas,” Ashlyn pressed. “I know that you don’t want to keep killing dragons. I know that it’s torture every time you use that spear and—”


“You don’t know me at all anymore,” Bershad snapped, even though everything Ashlyn said was true. “I won’t trade black work like this on the promise that a Malgrave will keep their word.” His voice choked. Turned into a whisper. “I’ve made that mistake before.”


Ashlyn hesitated. “There is a greater good for the people to consider. Emperor Mercer has—”


“Don’t dragonslayers already serve the people? Ridding the countryside of the great scaled menace so farmers can work their fields in peace?”


The rage surged back into Bershad’s throat. Filled his mouth. The memories of all the dragons that he’d killed swarmed in his head. He threw his sword on the floor, then spat on it.


“I don’t give a shit about the greater good.”


Ashlyn glanced at the guards standing on the edges of the room before speaking again. “I understand. You have every right to doubt us. Doubt me. Sleep on it, at least. In a real bed, for a change.”


She raised her eyebrows and inclined her head. Ashlyn had more to say, she just didn’t want to say it here.


“An expensive bed isn’t likely to change my mind. You two best start making other plans.”
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