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—Mackenzi Lee, bestselling author of The Gentleman’s Guide to Vice and Virtue
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—Tessa Gratton, author of Strange Grace

“Shatter the Sky is masterfully transportive, a high fantasy that soars with the dragons and scales the heights for love. Every page left me riveted. Perfect for fans of Tamora Pierce, Renée Ahdieh, and Cindy Pon, Shatter the Sky invites the reader into a world they will want to visit again and again.”

—Saundra Mitchell, author of All the Things We Do in the Dark and editor of YA anthologies All Out and All Out Now

“Rebecca Kim Wells has written a captivating debut with a bold heroine to root for and a richly imagined world to get lost in. I was enchanted from the very first page.”

—Audrey Coulthurst, author of Of Fire and Stars

“A compelling, emotional, and satisfying read with a believably reluctant but determined heroine, a well-drawn world with a history and details that matter to the story, and—best of all—dragons! I wish I’d had books like this to read when I was a teen, and I’m so glad I get to enjoy this lovely novel now.”

—Kate Elliott, author of Court of Fives and Cold Magic

“Shatter the Sky and its dragons gave me a romantic, adventurous, consuming, and dangerous world I both feared and didn’t want to leave. An extremely welcome addition to YA’s queer fantasy canon.”

—Dahlia Adler, author of Under the Lights

“Quiet homebody Maren determines to rescue her kidnapped girlfriend by stealing an imprisoned dragon—and compelling, engrossing fantasy ensues. Thoughtful world-building and seamless writing ground this adventure story that ultimately asks the question: What makes a hero? I’ll be watching for Rebecca Kim Wells’s next book.”

—Nancy Werlin, bestselling, award-winning author of Impossible
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CHAPTER ONE
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Breathe. My lungs burned as I pushed myself to go faster up the mountain trail, keeping my eyes fixed on the girl who ran just a few steps ahead of me. Twigs snapped beneath my feet, and my bag thumped against my back with every stride. The scent of pine hung in the air around us, and the muscles in my legs strained as the path steepened. Kaia pulled farther ahead, and I could imagine her laughing at me. She had always been the faster one. Breathe. I lifted my gaze just enough to see the crest of the hill, the promise of sky ahead—but instead of following Kaia up and over, I darted off to the left. Navigating through the underbrush, I coasted downhill toward the narrow beach and the water that lay beyond.

The lake of Ilvera was a crystalline blue body nestled into a dip in the side of the mountain that most downmountainers didn’t even know existed. As usual, the beach was empty. Most Verrans avoided this place, hating to see the ruins that loomed on the other side of the lake—a cruel reminder of all that had been lost when the tyrant conquered Ilvera. But Kaia and I never minded the solitude.

Giddy triumph caught in my chest as I reached the sand, my steps slowing. I dropped my bag and flopped down on the ground, breathing deeply. The race had seemed like a good idea at the time—something to take our minds off what was coming tonight. But I had dressed for the morning’s misty weather, not this unseasonably warm afternoon. I wiped away the sweat beading on my forehead and shaded my eyes as Kaia stumbled to a stop next to me. She bent over, hands on her knees. “No fair! You cheated!”

“So you missed the turn,” I said. “That’s not my fault.”

“You’re impossible,” she said.

“And what are you going to do about it?” I sat up, shrugging off my jacket.

She paused, considering. “Not a thing, Maren,” she said finally, letting her bag fall off her shoulders. She arched an eyebrow. “Not a single thing.”

Two boots hit the ground. A tunic and undershirt followed, and after that her trousers, and then she was laughing at me from the lake. I stripped off my clothes and splashed in after her, the frigid water raising gooseflesh on my arms and shocking the air from my lungs. I dove under and surfaced next to Kaia, gasping and laughing at the same time. The sky was clear and the sun bright, and in this instant I felt painfully small and larger than the entire mountain all at once.

Kaia’s skin was a deeper brown than mine, though I tanned over the summer months—a trait I’d inherited from my Zefedi father, along with black hair so straight even the wind couldn’t curl it. Her hair, on the other hand, was proper Verran: a tumbling mass of rich brown curls when dry. At present it was an unruly mess, streaming water down her back.

I reached out and tugged a curl playfully. Kaia pulled me close, framing my face with her hands. “I missed you,” she said.

“Since yesterday?”

“We were in the kitchens all day, we barely saw each other!”

I laughed, but I couldn’t help kissing her. There were a lot of things I couldn’t help when it came to Kaia. For a moment we treaded water, close enough to trade breaths in between kisses. Finally I forced myself to move away, slow, like thickened honey.

“I’ll miss this next year,” she said dreamily.

Next year. I didn’t want to think of that, not now. So instead I ducked my head below the water and came up splashing. Kaia mock scowled and returned fire, which led to a brief battle that ended only when I was out of breath, my hands raised in capitulation.

“You surrender?” Her eyes were narrowed in suspicion, hands at the ready.

“I do, I do!”

“Then as the victor, I demand tribute.” She tossed her hair back. “A kiss.”

Her cheeks were flushed from exertion, her eyes bright and challenging. One thick curl snaked its way over her bare shoulder and dipped below the surface, and I couldn’t help my gaze lingering on where her skin met water. Kaia. She looked like a goddess, a legend, one of the dragon mistresses of old. It was times like these that I felt so keenly what everyone else in our village knew to be true: She was meant for greater things.

And for some reason, she had chosen me.

I smiled and swam to her, put my arms around her so one hand rested on the small of her back, so I could feel my heart beating against hers, and kissed her.
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Not too long afterward we emerged from the lake and flung ourselves onto the sand. We lay side by side as the sun dried us, our faces turned up to the sky. I should have felt peaceful. The lake was our place—it had been this way since we were children. Instead, the dread that had woken me this morning reared its craggy head.

Ilvera had bustled with activity for close to a week in preparation for the Aurati seers’ pilgrimage. Most people from our neighboring villages had arrived days ago, and all hands had been put to work. But now there were no more ducks to be dressed, no more buns to be stuffed. Our ceremonial attire was laid out, and the long tables in the dragon hall had been arranged in lines spanning the length of the floor, the Zefedi way. There was nothing left to do but wait.

Most Aurati were Zefedi women who acted as the emperor’s watchful eyes, masquerading as administrators woven into the fabric of the empire. But the seers were different creatures, rarely seen outside the pilgrimage. Every seven years they descended from the north and toured the five kingdoms of the empire, doling out prophecies and counting up the emperor’s subjects. It was said to be a service, a sign of benevolence from the emperor of Zefed, the Flame of the West.

We in the dragon mountains knew better. Prophecies might help us weather hard winters, but the Aurati’s services were just the tyrant’s way of keeping control over his kingdoms while he cast his eye across the waters toward his next conquest.

“You’re quiet,” Kaia said, interrupting my thoughts.

I let out a sigh. “I’m . . . worried. About tonight.”

“What’s there to be worried about? You were there last time. We sit. Eat. Stand for a few minutes in front of some old Zefedi crone.”

“They’re not just some old Zefedi crones. They’re Aurati seers. What if they decide to—”

“They won’t.”

“How can you know that? Mother said it happened once to a girl she knew. Even your own mothers have told stories about when their cousin was taken.”

Kaia shook her head. “That was a long time ago.”

“But it did happen,” I said. “What’s to stop it from happening again?”

Kaia pushed herself up onto one elbow, her hair falling over her shoulder. “It won’t,” she said firmly. “I won’t let them. I swear. No one is getting taken by the seers tonight.”

She couldn’t know that. “But—”

“No more buts. Don’t you trust me?”

I did, but even Kaia—fierce, lionhearted Kaia—could not promise that. Still, there was some measure of comfort to be found in her surety. I nodded.

Her face relaxed, and she smiled. “Now, enough about the seers. Come here.”

It was an order I was happy to obey.

Sometime later, I was close to sleep as Kaia charted exploratory routes across my breasts and palmed my stomach, just below the indentation of my belly. The scents of damp sand and lake water were heavy in the air as I closed my eyes, awash in sensation.

“Here, that’s the mountain range of Anekta,” she murmured as her fingers brushed my hip bone. “We’ll cross that and be free and clear until the winter sets in, then we’ll turn south to the ocean.” Her hand wandered lower, drawing a sigh from my lips.

“Do we have to go?” The words slipped out without thought. If I were fully awake, I would never have allowed myself to say them.

Kaia stilled. “What do you mean, do we have to go?”

“I mean . . .” The question was out—I couldn’t take it back now. “Why must you always talk of leaving the mountain? What’s so bad about Ilvera?”

She sighed, exasperated, one hand still flat against my skin. “We’ve been over this. I’ve always wanted to leave. You know that.”

I looked past her, toward the ruins that stood on the opposite shore. Of course I knew—I’d even agreed to go with her next year. And yet . . . “Would you stay?” I whispered. “If I asked you, would you stay?”

“Oh, Maren,” she said, and I couldn’t bear the tone in her voice. “Don’t ask me that. Please.”

I tried to keep my expression neutral, even though my stomach suddenly felt queasy. I shouldn’t have asked, not when I’d always suspected this answer. There was nothing I could say that would change her mind. If I did not bend, I would lose her.

I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “What about after? Adventuring will grow tiresome eventually. We can come back when . . . when we’re ready to settle down.”

“Maren, haven’t you been paying attention? Why do you think the emperor never installed an Aurat here, when they’re falling over each other in other cities? He doesn’t care what happens in Ilvera, because soon enough there won’t be an Ilvera.”

My heart stumbled. Had this been true my whole life? Had I been the only fool who hadn’t noticed? My mind raced, tallying up the things I’d thought inconsequential. More homegrown foods, lesser-quality cloth, fewer visitors over the years. Young Verrans like my brother Tovin going downmountain. I’d known times were difficult, but bad enough to end us? If that was the case . . .

“Don’t you care?” I asked.

Her eyes shone. “I do care,” she said. “But I can’t change the tide. The best I can do is swim above it. With you.”

That had always been her plan. But how could we turn our backs on the mountain, the lake, our families?

Kaia nudged my shoulder. “Please don’t be angry with me.”

I pressed my lips together and closed my eyes, ignoring her. I wasn’t angry. I was terrified.

“Maren, look at me.”

I opened my eyes reluctantly and turned my head to meet her gaze. She placed one warm palm against my chest, right below my collarbone.

“I promise everything is going to be fine. Better than fine.” She moved closer, and I turned onto my side so that we faced each other, noses almost touching. “Shall I tell you about all the things we’ll do when we leave the mountain? All the adventures we’ll have in Zefed?” There was a world of enchantment tied up in that word—Zefed—as if the lake and our village and the mountain itself weren’t a part of the empire of Zefed to begin with.

She settled her head against the sand and matched her fingertips to mine without waiting for an answer. “It will be spring,” she said quietly, “just about this time of year, maybe a little earlier, and I know you’ll want to throw the whole village into your pack, but I won’t let you. We’ll go down the mountain and spend a night at the inn, and then we’ll go on to Deletev. From there we’ll travel to Gedarin and see the ocean and then go north until we find the ice bears and finally we’ll meet the Flame of the West himself and prove ourselves worthy of becoming Talons, and he’ll give us dragons of our own—”

I sighed. “He’ll give you a dragon, maybe. You’ll probably save his heir’s life or something, and he’ll be thrilled to admit you to the dragon guard. But he wouldn’t give a dragon to someone like me.”

“No interrupting! Besides, he would,” Kaia insisted. “If there’s any saving of heirs to be done, we’ll do it together.”

“Even so,” I said. “You’ll dazzle the entire capital while I applaud from the shadows. Then he’ll give you a grand title—Chief Explorer, maybe—and you’ll be off across the empire, and every once in a very long while you might write a note—Wish you were here—and send it back to me. And I’ll be hiding at the palace, faithfully awaiting your return. I could never do what you do, anyway.”

Kaia reached out and squeezed my hand. “You don’t really think that.” The longer I was under her gaze, the more I believed she saw straight through the words I’d said only half in jest. The look she gave me was challenging, daring me to reject her declaration of my worth.

“No,” I said, locking away the part of me that had let those words out in the first place. “Of course not.”

“Good,” she said. “Because you’ll be brilliant too. You just don’t know it yet.”

I refrained from stating just how much I didn’t know anything of the sort, because it didn’t matter. Just as this talk of dragons didn’t really matter, for everyone knew the emperor of Zefed would never grant a dragon to a girl from Ilvera. As long as Kaia and I were together, we would be happy. It didn’t matter that she would leave without me if she had to, because I knew I could never leave her. We were going to be together. Even if it cost me the mountain and everything I’d ever known.

Kaia turned so that her back was to me and pulled my arm over her waist. I nuzzled my face against her neck, inhaling the distinct salt-sweet honeyed scent of her skin. Under the summer sun, we fell asleep.
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The sky was purpling when I woke. We were clearly late. I shook Kaia awake, and we brushed sand off our bodies as best we could before scrambling into our trousers and shirts. We shoved our feet into our boots and trotted briskly up the beach and down the trail that my grandmother had said was once a wide road of polished white stone.

“Do you think they’ve arrived?” I said.

“Not yet,” Kaia replied, ducking around a tangle of thistleweed. “We would have heard the horns for sure, and—”

A deep, somber note sounded in the distance, reverberating through my chest. Kaia and I looked at each other, the alarm in her eyes mirroring the fear that quickened my pulse. The Aurati seers were here.



CHAPTER TWO
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Our dragon hall was the largest building the first tyrant had left intact after conquering our mountain. It could house all four villages of Ilvera now that so many had gone downmountain, and it was already crowded as Kaia and I entered through the carved stone doors. Not every Verran was required to attend the feast before the Telling, but most did. No one wanted to risk standing out to the Aurati as someone who hadn’t celebrated their coming.

My parents stood together, Mother in her festival dress, purple with copper trimmings. “There you are!” She drew me into a hug, and I could feel the tension in her body. “You’re late,” she whispered in my ear.

“I’m sorry,” I said. I’d had to stop at home to wash and change. My own dress was twilight blue, with gold ribbing around its low collar and draped sleeves. It was impractically long—too long to run in without holding the skirts up by my sides—but I loved it nonetheless.

Mother nodded, though her expression said I was in for a scolding once the Aurati had left. “Remember,” she said, “don’t draw their attention.”

“Such a worrier,” Father teased gently. “Everything will be fine. Just like the last Telling, and the one before that.” He smiled at Kaia, who squeezed my hand one last time before walking to meet her mothers.

At that moment a hush fell over the hall, and we turned to look toward the doors. The Aurati. They were too far away to see clearly, but the crowd parted like water before them. I shivered, the momentary happiness of wearing fine things dissolving in an instant.

The possibility that the emperor might one day send his dragons to finish what his many-times-grandfather had started by burning Ilvera to the ground was a tangible danger we could turn over in our minds. The threat represented by the Aurati seers was more sinister, harder to grasp. Seeing the future was the least of their rumored abilities. If you listened to the stories, they could run for days, faster than any human, without tiring. They could cut down a man with one flash of a blade or a single prick of their poison-tipped tails. If you were fortunate enough to learn a seer’s true name, you could speak it into a pool of clear water during the night of a new moon and see the future yourself—and change it. And still others claimed that instead it would call a curse down upon your family forever.

The Verran song of welcome broke the stillness and spread throughout the hall. I joined in, though the act felt wrong. Ilvera was a place of music; we sang in joy and sorrow, in supplication and in striving. But the closer the Aurati came, the more the words I sang felt tainted. Performative.

There were three seers, each wearing the dark green cloak that marked them as the Aurati elite. Their hoods were down, faces bare, but they did not speak or smile. Up close they seemed human enough, though I supposed their loose clothing could mask any number of grotesqueries underneath. Two stood almost as tall as Father, but it was the shorter one in the middle who drew my eye. The way she walked made her look almost like a snake, its head wavering, ready to strike. Behind them walked Elder Strata, the head of the Verran council, her expression stoic.

My voice faltered as the Aurati drew even with us, Mother’s warning ringing in my ears. The Aurati take girls. This was one fact no one disputed. It didn’t happen every pilgrimage, nor every other. But after the feast, during the Telling, they would sometimes claim a girl. And that girl, once taken, was never seen again. Anyone who had ever stood between the Aurati and their chosen had been cut down, their house reduced to ash and smoke as a warning to the rest of Ilvera.

I averted my gaze until they passed by, my heart thudding in my chest.

The Aurati reached the front of the hall, where a table had been set on the speaker’s mound. Elder Strata ushered them to their seats and turned to face us. She raised her hands and cleared her throat. “Let us welcome the illustrious emissaries of the emperor of Zefed, the Flame of the West. Let us receive their wisdom with gratitude. Let us rejoice, for winter has come and gone, and we are the stronger for it.”

She paused. From where I stood I couldn’t read the expression on her face. Then she drew herself up to her full height and clapped her hands, signaling the start of the feast.

Taking care to avoid tripping over the children running about, I followed my parents to the table near the front of the hall reserved for council members and their families. Close to half of the council was already seated when we arrived, and Mother took her place, with Father and me beside her.

The feast that had taken so long to prepare wasn’t as bountiful as those I remembered from the past—no swans this year, or the distinctive mulled wine that was only brewed in the kingdom of Kyseal. Our village saved and traded for months to bring those delicacies up the mountain, and this year it was clear we’d fallen short. But we did have ducks paired with cloves and bright oranges to honor Zefed, and yams, and delicate cress broth to spoon over the stuffed buns that Kaia and I had spent hours on yesterday.

The sight of the feast turned my stomach. Seven years ago I’d been too young to understand all that was happening, and I’d eaten so much candied ginger I’d been sick. Not so today. I put food onto my plate for the sake of appearances and looked about the hall.

Almost everyone was inside now, and conversation filled the space. The best cuts of meat and freshest fruit had been served to the Aurati, though their stony faces made it impossible to tell if they appreciated the honor. I didn’t like them in our dragon hall. Their green cloaks were a blemish against the silvery domed ceiling and blue tiled floor.

I turned away and spotted Kaia sitting at a table across the way, leaning against her mother Thileva’s shoulder. I waved, and they both smiled back.

Mother was deep in conversation with Elder Strata, her voice hushed.

“The council has already spoken on the matter. As I said before, no good will come of it,” Strata said tiredly.

“But Ilvera is weakening,” Mother said. “Harvests are smaller, the things we send down to Zefed no longer turn the same profits, and our children bleed away down the mountain. The only industry here is that gods-blasted pit of slime.” Her mouth twisted as she said the words—no Verran spoke about the dragon fortress at the foot of the mountain without contempt. “We need a new trade. If the emperor would only help us begin, we could make our way. But without something new, I fear we will wither away completely. The Aurati are his eyes and ears. They can carry our request to the Flame.”

Elder Strata studied her plate intently. “You seem to believe that these are problems the emperor would remedy, if he were aware of them. But I am certain he already knows—and that this is exactly what he intends.”

Silence fell over the table, and I realized that more people had been listening than I’d thought. Someone hissed that we’d best stay quiet, lest the Aurati conclude our talk was threatening enough to mention to the emperor. I looked down to find I was clenching my spoon so hard that my knuckles had whitened. I set it down carefully. So Kaia had been right. And this whole time I’d been oblivious to it all.

Father was determinedly cutting his duck into tiny pieces. Mother raised her chin but made no reply. Elder Strata nodded once. Then she pushed back from the table and swept toward the Aurati. She ascended the speaker’s mound and turned to face the hall. Raising her hands, she clapped three times. It was a mark of how tense we were that silence immediately followed.

“By the grace of the Flame of the West, the Telling will now begin,” she cried, her words echoing through the hall. The three Aurati stood from their seats and moved in front of the table, facing us.

The council members rose first. Everyone else followed their lead, and we formed a snaking line leading up to the mound. Each family would now approach the Aurati to be counted for the census of Zefed. Not all families would receive a prophecy, but those who did would hold the words dear. Everyone knew an Aurati prophecy came true, even if they were sometimes difficult to decipher or it took years for them to come to pass.

The only good thing about being near the front of the line was that it would be over quickly. Still, I could feel my palms growing damp as we waited. My hazy memories brought forth images of people kneeling before the Aurati, whispered pronouncements, tears—and the occasional smile. No girls had been taken last time. Kaia had been right about Ilvera; surely she was right about this, too. There was nothing to fear. Nothing except inadvertently drawing out the Aurati’s wrath.

Father’s hand was on my elbow as we moved forward, his other arm around Mother’s shoulder. Kaia bobbed up beside us, giving me a hug. “Here,” she said, opening her hand to reveal a blue button flower.

“Where did you get this?” I asked. The delicate sugar confections were flavored with infused oils and dissolved on the tongue. They were one of my favorite sweets, but they were hard to make and even harder to come by in Ilvera.

“From a trader. Here, eat it before it melts.”

I popped it into my mouth, savoring the burst of ripe orange as the flower disintegrated. “Thank you,” I said, giving her a quick kiss.

“It’s going to be fine. You’re almost done.” She smiled, nodding to the front.

She had distracted me—while we’d talked, three families had already gone before the Aurati, and suddenly it was my turn. Kaia squeezed my hand and returned to her place in line with her mothers. The Aurati looked down from the speaker’s mound as we approached.

The Aurat on the right frowned. Her cape was fastened securely around her neck even in the heat, and she held a long scroll of paper, the finest I’d ever seen. “Names?”

“Rashida and Ferrik Vilna,” Mother said. “And our daughter, Maren.”

“Rashida the council member?”

“Yes. My term ends in two years,” Mother replied.

The Aurat perused her scroll. “You have a son, do you not?”

Father straightened up to his full height. “Tovin. He has gone downmountain.”

The Aurat raised an eyebrow. “You’re the one from Oskiath?” Father nodded shortly, though I thought the question unnecessary. It was obvious Old Zefedi blood ran in his veins, from his straight black hair and lighter brown complexion to his tall stature and the troth rings that no Verran wore. The Aurat marked something on her scroll before looking to her companion.

The shorter seer extended her hand to my mother. “Come.”

Mother stepped up to the speaker’s mound. The Aurat bent down and placed one hand on her forehead, one at her wrist. Her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear what was said as their gazes met and held. One, two, three breaths—and then the Aurat released her, turning to Father. She repeated the ritual, though she didn’t have to bend nearly so far down.

I stepped up as Father retreated. I was starkly aware of the weight of Ilvera’s collective gaze. The Aurat seized my wrist and put her other hand to my forehead, fingers featherlight on my skin. It was a surprisingly delicate touch.

“Maren.” Her voice was a whisper. “Tell me what you did this morning.” Her eyes were so dark they were almost black. I hesitated. For my life I could not think of what could be dangerous about answering this question.

The Aurat cleared her throat, clearly impatient.

“I went for a walk. Collected berries.” There. That was innocuous enough.

“And?”

I fought to keep the flush from my cheeks. The lake, and the time Kaia and I had spent there—that wasn’t for them. “And then I came home to the feast.”

I didn’t dare blink, but the Aurat seemed satisfied. She turned to glance at her second companion, the one who hadn’t spoken yet, before returning her attention to me. “Are you happy here?” she asked, her voice low. If I hadn’t known better, I might have mistaken her tone for concern. But what did the Aurati care if I was happy?

I frowned. “Why would I not be?”

The Aurat nodded, releasing her hold on me. Her companion looked down at her scroll. “Fire. That is what the Aurati see written in your future.”

No prophecy had fallen my way during the last Aurati pilgrimage, and I had been too young to receive one the time before. But they couldn’t all be so vague, could they? In any case, I knew there would be no further clarification. I made to step back from the mound.

“You are not dismissed.”

The words cut through the air like a knife. I froze in place.

The tallest Aurat pointed to the side of the hall. “You will stand there until you are called.”

Mother gasped. Frightened murmurs broke out across the dragon hall. I moved woodenly, my mind racing. The three families that had gone before us hadn’t been singled out like this. They had merely been counted and sent on their way. But none of those families had girls.

Dread made the time slow to a crawl. My parents stood at a distance, their hands tightly clasped. It was almost a relief when a second girl was sent to stand at my side, for at least I was no longer alone. I waited as the hall gradually emptied. Five, seven, thirteen of us girls told to wait. Then it was Kaia’s turn. She came to stand beside me, and I took her hand as she rested her head on my shoulder.

“What was your prophecy?” she whispered.

“Fire.”

“That’s all?”

I shrugged. “What about you?”

Kaia shook her head. No prophecy for her, then.

Her hair was falling out of its knot, and I brushed it behind her ear. “The tie broke,” she said. “I didn’t have time to go back for another.”

“Here.” I took out one of my silver clasps and passed it to her.

She smiled, and her gaze flickered to the front of the hall. “Everything’s going to be all right, you know. Better than all right.”

“Promise?”

Kaia straightened, putting her hands on my shoulders. “Maren. I promise.”

Her words should not have comforted me as much as they did. But that was Kaia—her courage unyielding, her confidence contagious. I leaned into her embrace.

As the footsteps of the last family leaving the hall faded away, all three Aurati stepped down from the speaker’s mound and walked toward us. I hadn’t thought the dragon hall could feel small, but with the Aurati here, it did. The third Aurat frightened me the most now. She was pacing up and down our line like a wolf stalking its prey. I squeezed Kaia’s hand as the Aurat passed. I didn’t dare glance over at Mother or Father or any of the other parents of us chosen ones, knowing my own fear would be reflected on their faces.

The Aurat turned and made her way slowly back along the line. She stopped before us, her eyes fixed on Kaia.

I gripped Kaia’s hand tighter still.

“Kaia,” the Aurat said. “Daughter of Mena and Thileva. You will accompany us back to Lumina.”

The other girls immediately fell back, leaving a semicircle of space around us. Kaia was speechless. It was the first time I had ever seen her so struck. But words clawed their way up my throat and out of my mouth before I could snatch them back. “No! You can’t take her!”

Faster than I’d ever seen someone move, the Aurat reached out and struck me across the face. I cried out, my hand covering my burning cheek.

“It is not your place to question the Aurati. You are dismissed.” She turned to Kaia. “Come.”

“I won’t!” Kaia cried, pulling me back to her. I locked my arms around her waist, my entire body shaking.

All three Aurati raised their hands. The air stilled, as though some great beast were holding its breath. Then the lights in the dragon hall flickered, and went out.

Incomprehensible cries filled the air and suddenly there were hands on my arms, tugging and trying to pry up my fingers one by one. I felt Kaia kick out against our assailants. There was cover in the dark, if we could only—another sharp yank on my waist, pulling me backward, off my feet, and my grip broke.

“No! Kaia!”

“Maren!” Her fingernails dug into my skin, scratching as I was wrenched away.

I struggled, dragging my feet on the floor, but the arms around me were like iron and I could not get free.

“Kaia!”

“Maren!” This time Kaia’s voice sounded farther away. “Maren, I’ll come back to you. Whatever it takes, I’ll—” Her words were cut off by the thunderous boom of doors slamming shut. The sound echoed throughout the hall, shocking me into silence. The lights flickered back on. The grip on me loosened, and I sank to the ground, the cold tile kissing my knees.

She was gone. Kaia was gone.

I began to sob, pressing my fingers against the scratches on my arms where Kaia had tried to hold me. I wished they would never fade. I wished I had been braver, done something more. I wished—more than anything, I wished that we were still lying under the sun at the lake, our only concern getting home before it was too dark to see.



CHAPTER THREE
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The first time I see her I am five, and she sits higher up in a tree than I’ve ever seen anyone sit, shrieking with laughter as our minders try to coax her down.

The first time I notice her we are ten, and we’ve been put to work grinding cinnamon for a feast. The bowl wobbles and falls, cinnamon coating her arm. Instead of blushing and ducking her head, she touches the tip of her tongue to her forearm and sits back, mouth twisting.

“Not very good by itself,” she comments to no one in particular, and I can’t say why, but I take it upon myself to prove her wrong.

Moments later I’m coughing up the spice clogging my throat. She laughs at me, but it’s not a laugh of malice. It’s pure delight. She offers me a bowl of coarse brown sugar, and we pilfer some together, giggling at our daring, and from that moment on we are inseparable.

“Maren.” I blinked, the sound of Father’s voice pulling me out of the past. I looked up into his concerned face. He sat beside me at the table, not commenting on the bowl of food that had gone untouched in front of me.

“Have I ever told you the story of how I met the most beautiful woman in the world?” he asked, drawing me into a hug.

Of course he had. It had been my favorite bedtime tale growing up—how my mother, a girl of the dragon mountain, had bewitched him so completely he gave up everything he had to follow her back to Ilvera. But today I couldn’t go through the familiar motions: a smile and a shake of my head, saying that I had never heard such a story in my life.

When I didn’t respond, Father pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Well, let me see,” he said. He turned the troth ring on his small finger around—that was the one he wore for Mother. “When I left Oskiath and traveled the other four kingdoms of Zefed, I saw many strange and wondrous things, but nothing that quenched the yearning in my heart for something more. Not until I got to Deletev.”

“Not quite Deletev,” I corrected, leaning my head against his shoulder.

“That’s right. The road outside Deletev. And it was on that road that I came across a girl having a bit of trouble involving a broken cart full of starfruit. I stopped to see if I could help, and at first she told me to go away.”

I smiled. Just a little.

“But I stayed, and once we determined the axle was broken, she looked down her nose at me and said she supposed I could help, but one wrong move and she’d cut off my fingers before I could blink.

“I agreed to her terms, of course. You don’t meet a girl like that every day. So we split the fruit between our bags and started the journey up the mountain. It’s a long three days uphill from Deletev to Ilvera. By the end of it I was sure that Rashida was the most beautiful woman in the world. Not only that, I knew she was among the most tenacious—when we arrived, I discovered she’d been stealing starfruit out of my bag and moving it to her own every night. That was it for me. With her, I felt at last like I was home.”

He didn’t mention the trials he’d had to face to convince the Verran council to allow him—an outsider with Old Zefedi blood—to stay in Ilvera, but that was a different story. I sighed, pulling away from him. “I don’t see why you’re telling me this now.”

“Maren,” he said, taking my hand between his own, “losing Kaia was difficult. She was special—your home, like your mother is to me.”

I yanked my hand away sharply. “Is special. Is radiant.” She had been the only one for me since we were ten—no other person in Ilvera had ever held my attention before or since.

“Yes, Maren. And your light burns just as bright, in your own way. You are seventeen years old. Tomorrow will come, and the next day, and I will not have you lose them all to darkness.”

“But she promised that nothing bad would happen. She promised.”

Father closed his eyes. “I know. But listen to me. This is more important than a broken promise.”

“What is?”

“You,” Father said. I was surprised by the heat in his voice. He squeezed my hand. “You have a future. You can do anything, daughter mine. And today what you’re going to do is go outside for a walk. In the forest.”

“I can’t.”

“You can. You love the forest.”

“I love her,” I said, hot tears pricking the edges of my eyes, “and I didn’t tell her one last time, when they came, and—” It was too much. My face twisted, and I broke, tears spilling down my cheeks anew. She was gone. She was gone forever.

I’ll come back to you. But no one taken had ever returned.

“Oh, my child. She knows.” Father’s Zefedi accent was stronger than usual as his voice filled with emotion. For a long time he held me as I cried.
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I lingered as long as I could while changing into a presentable outfit, but when I had finished, Father was there with a wrapped parcel of steamed buns and an encouraging smile that swept me out the door. At the edge of the forest I paused under the first hanging branches. With Kaia, the world had seemed navigable. By myself, it was unimaginable. I considered turning back, but I knew I would not be able to meet my father’s eyes if I returned so soon.

I could do this. I would do this, if only this.

One foot in front of the other. There was the tree where we’d leaned the morning before the Aurati had come. If I closed my eyes, I could still feel Kaia’s lips against mine, our fingers intertwined as we’d kissed. There was the fork in the trail that led to the brambleberry bushes and the place where Kaia had traced a circle on my palm with her finger and whispered her dreams of adventures outside of Ilvera for the very first time. There, the first fight we’d had—the first time I’d asked her not to leave our village, before I’d realized that on this subject, she was unshakable. Memory washed through me so viscerally it hurt, but now that I had started this walk, I felt I had to see it through.

I counted my breaths, trying to distract myself from the building pressure in my chest. If I started sobbing, I was afraid that I wouldn’t be able to stop.

Up and up and up I climbed, the summer clouds giving way to full afternoon sun too bright for my thoughts. I could not go down to the beach. Instead I circled the lake slowly, keeping a generous buffer of forest between the water and myself as I made my way around to the other side: the dragon ruins of Ilvera.

The first humans to climb the mountain had been Lirusan explorers who bonded with the dragons native to this region, creating a society neither human nor dragon, but somewhere in between. This became Ilvera, one of four great clans, each settled on their own mountain peak. But when the first emperor of Zefed had waged war on us, he’d quickly whittled them down to one. And when he could not defeat Ilvera through battle outright, he’d stolen our dragons, tearing out the mountain’s beating heart.

Ilvera was claimed by the empire, and our lands were swept up into the kingdom of Eronne, though only the foolhardy or very powerful would dare call us Zefedi to our faces. Zefed was the outsider, the invader, the tyrant. We were Verran only, and would always be so. My ancestors had rebuilt our clan, but even now, generations later, our people let these ruins be. For this was the old seat of Ilvera’s power, the bones of where the dragons themselves had dwelt. A memorial to all that we’d lost.

Even at a fraction of their original size, the ruins made me marvel at how many people must once have lived here—and how many dragons. Most buildings had been destroyed during the invasion, but here and there were intact foundations, even a stubborn wall or two of white stone. My favorite place was the corner of what I could only imagine had been some grand dragon lair, as the remaining pillars stretched at least ten times my height into the air. There was a lonely staircase here that hugged the wall, climbing to nowhere.

I picked my way through the rubble and lay down across the bottom stair, stretching out my legs. It was hot enough that I was sweating, but I didn’t mind the warmth of the stone against my back. I hated to admit that Father was right, but I did prefer being out here to lying curled up on my bed in a dank darkness that only amplified what I was feeling inside. I sighed, put my hat over my face, and closed my eyes.

[image: Image]

I run, my footsteps echoing down the hall. There is a room ahead of me with doors—eight, all closed. Screams rend the air—Kaia! I have to find her. I choose at random, fling open the door. Behind it stand three Aurati, naked blades in their hands, and I slam the door shut. The second door hides a lion, the third only a stone on the ground. The fourth is locked—I slam my shoulder against it, once, twice, before it finally gives way. I stumble into a black cavern that glows like coals in a dying fire, and I sense there is something monstrous there in the shadows, but I cannot see it.
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I started upright, disoriented, heart pounding. It took a moment to remember where I was, to sink back into my body. The dream hadn’t been a nightmare, not exactly. But it had been overwhelming, and it lingered like a cobweb in my mind as I rubbed my eyes. The adrenaline was still racing through me, and I got to my feet, dizzy and restless. I stretched my arms above my head and shook out my legs, looking up at the sky. It was late afternoon now. Father would be pleased I’d stayed out so long.

Before heading back, I climbed the staircase, tracing the carved patterns and claw marks that still showed on the wall. What must it have been like, humans and dragons living side by side? I would have given almost anything to see Ilvera as it once had been.

At the peak of the staircase I could look out all the way down the mountain to the fortress that sat at its base. The black complex was massive—almost large enough to be its own village. My lip curled with distaste.
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