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For all the people who, like me, have stood at the bottom of an abyss and doubted their ability to climb it. You can. We can.






CHAPTER ONE Maren [image: ]


Naava roared, her cry reverberating through my entire body. I turned my head just enough to see the sky we’d left behind. The Talons were gaining on us.

“Can you outfly them?” I called to Naava. I’d hoped they would land to investigate the wreckage of Lumina burning—instead the Talons had bypassed the ruins entirely once they had seen us flying in the distance. And for all my bravado, I did not know how to confront a battle-ready Talon or their dragon. It had been mostly luck that I’d escaped those I had encountered.

Naava extended her wings to their full span, taking in an enormous breath. You must hold on. I haven’t carried your kind in some time.

Hold on? I wrapped my arms as far around her neck as I could, hunching forward to keep the dragon kit tucked between our bodies. She squeaked in protest, digging her claws into my shirt. I called to Kaia. “She says to hold on!”

Whatever reply Kaia might have given was lost to the wind, but her arms tightened around me—just in time, as Naava swooped low, and my stomach lurched. The height that had seemed glorious only minutes before turned terrifying. If I lost my grip—I didn’t even want to think about it.

Glancing back, I saw that the two Talons had halted their approach, their dragons’ wings beating just enough to keep them aloft. The wind shifted, and I caught a whiff of fire root… and saltwater pearl. The Talons had instructed the dragons to wait. Why?

But instead of taking the opportunity to flee, Naava made a sharp turn—and shot directly toward them.

Kaia gasped, and I grabbed the kit just as she started to slide off Naava’s neck. What are you doing? I cried.

Naava ignored me, and I tried to control my growing panic as we drew closer to the Talons. The only thing steadying me was that despite our approach, the dragons made no move to attack.

It suddenly occurred to me—the Talons were accustomed to hunting creatures on land. There were few things that could threaten a dragon, and none that could take to the air. And with all dragons in Zefed under the emperor’s control, these Talons had never fought against one of their own before. They didn’t know what to do any more than I did.

Naava pulled up just outside the dragons’ reach, her great wings flapping. The Talons were dressed in identical black uniforms with leather armor and helmets, bandoliers strapped diagonally across their torsos. We were close enough that I could see the confusion on their faces. These Talons must have been told to investigate the disturbance at Lumina, but it was clear no one had warned them about an enormous dragon wreaking havoc upon the land.

I looked at the dragons. They both had dark green scales, though one had a longer tail than the other. On the ground, they would have been at least twice my height. But compared to Naava, they seemed small. Neither of them carried cargo large enough to be human. My heart plummeted. Sev must be long gone, then.

One of the Talons shouted across the sky in Zefedi. “You have stolen the property of His Beloved Grace, the Flame of the West. Surrender the dragon!”

Naava roared in anger, and I almost laughed. How could they possibly think that I was the one in control? Of course, a Talon would have no other way to understand what they saw—the concept of a free dragon was entirely foreign to them.

“Dragons are not property!” I shouted back in the language of the empire. “And they have been held in captivity for long enough!”

I nudged Naava with a thought. They don’t have Sev. We should leave while we still can.

No, she replied. They smell wrong. They are all—wrong.

She roared again, letting out a furious jet of fire. The other dragons finally retaliated, their flames cutting so close that I felt heat against my neck as Naava flapped her wings, taking us high and out of their reach. I barely had time to flatten myself against Naava’s back before she folded her wings and entered a steep dive toward the Talons. The scent of fire root was strong around us, but as Naava spun through the air, I saw the dragons hesitate.

Kaia screamed as we cut through the space between the Talons, and then we were behind them. Naava banked in a tight turn as the dragons wheeled to face us. She was faster than them, and nimbler, too. The Talons fumbled with their bandoliers, reaching for new vials of oil.

My children! Naava roared.

The dragons’ heads snapped toward us. And then Naava sang.

The kits at the fortress had sung in quiet, burbling tones that could be explained away as an uncanny wind by those who worked at the fortress. The yearlings had sung in their sleep as well, their soft voices ringing only in my ears. But Naava’s song was furious, an elemental shriek that crashed through the air. To most humans, I imagined that her song must have sounded like a ferocious battle cry. But I could hear the melody, and the sorrow and urgency layered within. There was no Verran equivalent of this song, but I understood what she was doing. She was pleading with the other dragons.

Their gazes followed Naava as she dipped in the air and brought us nearer. I was close enough to see the Talons’ shocked faces below their helmets—and then I watched as the dragons’ heads tipped curiously to one side. The Talons reared back, yanking at their reins. The dragons bucked in midair and refocused, baring their fangs and spitting fire. Naava snapped her wings closed and dove as a plume of fire rushed into the piece of sky we had just occupied. She pulled out of the dive so quickly that my breath caught in my chest. My arms were burning with the strain of holding on as Naava burst upward again, arrowing straight back toward the Talons.

They split in opposite directions this time, and Naava tore after the dragon with the shorter tail. The dragon kit was pressed rigidly against my chest. Kaia’s arms squeezed viselike around my waist, forcing my breath higher and shallower.

We pulled up next to the dragon. The Talon’s eyes widened in fear as Naava whipped her tail to the side, striking the Talon across the chest.

The Talon tumbled from the saddle, but her arm tangled in the dragon’s reins as she fell, yanking her body to a halt. She cried out in pain as she dangled. The dragon roared and swerved, its head dragged down by the weight. Naava beat her wings, and we rose higher in the air. She was preparing for another dive.

A movement caught my eye, and I turned my head just as the second dragon slammed into us, striking at Naava with its claws.

The sky went sideways. For a moment we hung in the air, weightless—and then we were falling.

I clung to Naava as my head filled with the dizzying image of the ground rising up to meet us. Kaia screamed, and I closed my eyes. For one—two—three breaths we tumbled. Then Naava’s wings spread, catching a gust of wind and sending us into a glide.

My hands were shaking with cold and adrenaline, but my relief was cut short by the warm, metallic scent of blood. I looked down—the dragon kit was all right. Her blue scales had grayed around the edges, but she wasn’t crying. Kaia’s arms remained locked around my waist. I turned, trying to see her face.

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

“No,” she said, pressing her cheek into my shoulder.

That was good. But Naava was flying unevenly, her left wing less than fully extended. It was difficult to see against her black scales, but there was a gash above her elbow joint, and blood welling up from the wound.

We had to get to the ground. I looked around. The Talon was busy attempting to help her comrade back into her saddle, which bought us some time. But soon they would recover, and I did not want to contemplate our chances against them now that Naava was hurt.

Naava seemed to disagree. Despite her unsteady wings, she circled us back toward the Talons. She drew in a deep breath, and I could feel her body expanding. Then she opened her mouth and let out a column of flame so large that it engulfed both the dragons and their Talons.

Human screams and the scent of burning flesh filled the air. The dragons dove down, taking the Talons with them. I expected Naava to follow, but it seemed that she had used most of her strength with this attack. Her breathing was hitched and shallow, the flap of her wings increasingly erratic. Instead of swooping after the Talons to finish what she had started, she turned carefully in the air and kept us at a good distance. The Talons were badly burned, but the dragons’ injuries looked minor—it seemed that dragons weren’t so sensitive to fire.

You have been held by human hands too long, she called to the dragons. Come with me!

The dragons startled. It was as though they had never heard one of their own speak before. Perhaps they hadn’t. Before Naava, I’d only ever heard a dragon sing.

Despite her exhaustion, Naava was entreating them to join her. There was nothing holding them back now—the wounded Talons were too weak to control them. All the dragons had to do was throw off their riders and follow. But when Naava turned in wobbly circles, looking over her shoulder, the dragons did not come. They simply watched her, as if entranced.

The dragon kit shivered. I suddenly realized that the air around us had cooled, and clouds were rolling in. We were losing height, despite Naava’s determination. She would not be able to fly for much longer, no matter what else came our way.

“We have to go!” I shouted aloud.

No! Naava snapped. I will not leave them.

But she was done—I knew it as she let out another flame that was more spark than fire. She gave a long, mournful cry.

You’re losing strength. We have to get to safety! I pleaded with her.

At first I thought she would refuse to leave. But at last she turned away, leaving the Talons injured and the dragons in a haze as we fled.

Clouds quickly obscured the sky behind us as Naava flew low over Belat Forest. Landing in the forest would be ideal, as the trees would provide shelter and disguise our presence. I cast my gaze to the ground, searching for a safe spot. Naava was listing lower and lower.

“There!” I pointed to a small clearing carved out of the trees. Man-made or natural, I saw no other option. Naava took my direction without hesitation.

We swooped down, narrowly avoiding the trees that hemmed in the clearing. Naava landed heavily, the impact jarring me to my bones. The dragon kit leaped to the ground. I followed, folding into a graceless heap as my legs collapsed. Kaia slid down last. She staggered toward us and dropped down next to me, resting her head on my shoulder. Relieved of her passengers, Naava folded her wings and settled into a mountainous coil, closing her eyes and letting out a gusty sigh.

The dragon kit nestled into my free side, and I looked up. My view of the sky was ringed by the towering pine trees that surrounded us. There was not a sound in the forest besides our labored breathing. We had survived. My arms were too heavy to lift and my legs were shaking and my back ached with the strain of having lain across Naava’s body, but we had survived.

My vision blurred and I closed my eyes, giving in to my exhaustion and the waiting darkness.






CHAPTER TWO Sev [image: ]


I woke suddenly, surfacing from a pool of murky, dreamless sleep into—darkness.

I was lying on a cold stone floor. What little light there was fell in through a sliver of a window high up the wall and gave no hint as to the time of day. It was deadly quiet. I tried to remain calm as I took stock of the situation, but my heart was racing. I was alive and mostly uninjured, though there was a sharp pain in the back of my head as I shifted. I reached up gingerly to touch the area, and my fingers came away sticky.

What—? Memory flooded through me. Maren. Lumina. The Aurati handing me over to the soldiers, who had called down Talons to transport me to—

Gedarin. The heart of the empire.

This dungeon had no identifying features, but the emperor would not chance losing me now that he had me in his grasp. And the emperor almost never left his court in Irrad these days. Which meant that he must be there now, and, therefore, so was I.

I forced my breathing into a controlled rhythm. Irrad, the capital of Gedarin. I’d been here once, a long time ago—before my father’s death, my brother’s treason, my mother—I shook off those thoughts. I’d been a child, but there were details still stamped into my memories. The way footsteps echoed on the floor of the receiving chamber. The endless hallways of burnt black stone, the eerily white walls. The smell of the Flame’s coffee in the morning, dark and bitter. I’d hated the place even then. And it would likely be the last city I ever set foot in.

I pushed myself to a sitting position and then slowly got to my feet, grimacing as aches and bruises made themselves known. I stretched, trying to ignore the pounding in my head. There was a mat against the wall that stank of decay, and a bucket in the corner for relieving myself. I should have counted myself lucky. Prisoners enjoying the emperor’s hospitality weren’t even guaranteed a room free of carnivorous beasts, and at least I had that luxury.

The front of the cell was a wall of iron bars, through which I could see the hallway and into the cells opposite mine. Every last one was empty.

It couldn’t be a coincidence that there was no one else here. The emperor of Zefed was a vengeful tyrant. There was no world in which his dungeons were unpopulated—unless he had moved his prisoners to keep me solitary… or executed them.

It was disheartening that both scenarios seemed equally likely.

So there was no one here, and nothing to do but wait.

I sat down on the mat and quickly concluded that the floor was the better option, despite the damp. So I lay on my back and began to count the stones in the ceiling. Somewhere above me was the sky, the sun, the world. I thought of Maren. Had she succeeded in her quest to save Kaia? She’d looked so frightened the last time I’d seen her, following the Aurati Prophet, but so resolute. And me? I had fallen directly into the trap that had been set for me. I shouldn’t have—

Shouldn’t have what? Trusted Maren? Following her lead was what had brought me here, but what else could I have done? What other path could I possibly have taken, from the moment I had grasped her hand and run with her through the streets of Deletev? What other choice could I have made from the moment I had seen her with the dragon kit, from the moment she had smiled at me for the first time, sunlight filtering through her hair?

My breath hitched, and I tried to think of something—anything—else. Dwelling on my past actions would accomplish nothing. Besides, my head was starting to throb with pain, and despite my best efforts, my eyes drifted closed.

When I woke again, I found that a bowl had been pushed through the bars while I’d slept. Though it was disappointing not to have seen the guard, my stomach rumbled at the prospect of food. I picked up the bowl—watery rice, a scoop of unseasoned vegetables floating on top of the broth. The thought of poison flickered through my mind, but I dismissed it quickly. The Flame of the West wouldn’t kill me quietly, poisoning me somewhere deep in the bowels of his empire. He had captured the shadow prince of Ruzi, the bane of his existence. He would put my execution on display. The only question was when.

So I ate, and then I slept some more, on and off. I saw the guard who delivered my next meal, a tall man who had doubtless been chosen for his uncanny impersonation of a stone statue. I didn’t even attempt to talk to him.

My legs cramped if I sat too long in one position, so I stretched them out one at a time. I traced the grooves between the stones with my fingertips. A strange, numbing calmness settled over me like a mantle, shielding me from the fear I knew was waiting. Now what I felt most was regret. I was beyond the reach of anyone who could possibly help me. I would never avenge my mother. I would never tell Maren the depth of my feelings for her, or see the dragon kit grow. The Flame of the West had me now, and I could see nothing in my future but death.

What a pathetic waste.



The next time I woke, the emperor was standing on the other side of the bars.

There was nothing to be gained by feigning sleep—he’d only kick me awake. I sat up. For a moment we stared at each other, the torchlight from the hall illuminating our faces. He was about my height but more solidly built, his black hair hanging in a straight curtain down his back. He was a few years older than my brother, Callum, which put him in his midthirties. Rafael, emperor of Zefed, Flame of the West. The last time I’d seen him, he had newly inherited the throne, and my family had been just one of the other four royal families of Zefed.

He wasn’t dressed in court attire—the only signs of his position were the circlet of gold he wore and the three guards that flanked him. I longed to rip that circlet from his head, to squeeze his throat until his face mottled purple and his legs gave out. To take the sword from his belt and—

“Vesper Severin Avidal. The shadow prince of Ruzi, before me at last.” His voice was rich and melodious. A deception, like the rest of him.

I flinched at the sound of my full royal name. I hadn’t used it since leaving Ruzi, and hearing the emperor speak it was almost unbearable.

I rose to my feet, my limbs shaking as I approached the bars. For the last ten years this day had haunted me, no matter the lengths I’d gone to escape it. I had dreamed of every scenario, imagined the weight of the sword in my hand, the dragon I would ride, the look on his face as I cut him down—but now the day was here, and I was no avenger, alight with fury. It was over.

Still, I would not give him the satisfaction of seeing me cower.

“Come to kill me?” I said.

“You’ve been a thorn in my side for too long,” he said, his gaze cold. “The little prince of Ruzi. The rest of your family was so easy to dispose of, but you’ve managed to elude me for years. So you can imagine my surprise when I learned that you’d gone to Lumina. Were you trying to get yourself captured?”

When I didn’t answer, he continued. “I should kill you, but I find myself curious. I know you’ve been running around my empire with the Dragons—such a grandiose name for such a pitiful band of traitors. So now that you’re finally enjoying my hospitality, it’s time you and I had a chat about your… friends.”

The emperor nodded to the guards, who unlocked the bars and entered the cell. Two of them grabbed me by the arms, pinning me between them as the emperor came to stand over me.

“What makes you think I’ll tell you anything?” I spat.

Rafael grinned, his teeth glinting in the dim light. “You may be the shadow prince of Ruzi, but within these walls you are nothing.”

He raised his hand, beckoning to someone behind him in the hall. I hadn’t noticed her before—a woman wearing healer’s robes.

Oh no.

“I’ll make this easy for you,” Rafael said. “If you lie to me, I will break your fingers, one by one. After that, we’ll start cutting them off. If you tell the truth, you get to keep them. Do we have an understanding?”

What an enticing offer. I managed to shrug under the weight of the guards’ hands on my shoulders. “Seems like I don’t have much of a choice.”

The healer handed an open vial to the emperor, who passed it to the third guard. I smelled the metallic slick of Brika’s kiss, the truth serum used for interrogation back at the dragon fortress. My pulse quickened. I had practiced counteracting the serum, but that had been droplets in water, not an entire vial of it.

The guard pinched my nostrils shut with one gloved hand and pressed the vial against my lips with the other. I considered resisting, but to what end? They would break my fingers and drug me anyway. Resigned, I opened my mouth and drank. The viscous liquid slid slowly down my throat, and I shuddered as I swallowed, my vision starting to swim.

My head lolled back, and I sank to my knees. With my eyes closed, the world sounded like I was listening to it from underwater. The healer’s voice drifted by, out of focus.

Fingers snapped in front of my face. “Open your eyes.”

I slowly complied. The light was glaring at first, but it dimmed as I blinked. They were still here, around me. I could feel the guards’ hands holding me down. My fingers were tingling, my breath echoing in my head.

“Vesper. Who is the girl who traveled with you to Lumina?”

Maren. So easy to let the name slip, but something held me back—fear. Why did the emperor care more about Maren than about the Dragons? How much did he know? If he was asking her name, perhaps he wasn’t aware of the kit, or Maren’s abilities. I had to keep her safe.

“No one,” I said, the words muffled to my ears. “Picked her up on the road in Eronne.” I ground out the lie, every word so heavy, it required extraordinary effort to push past my lips.

The emperor snorted and looked to one of the guards. There was a snapping sound and my hand was on fire—I cried out, my vision blurring as I fell forward. The guards pulled me back upright.

I didn’t want to look but couldn’t stop my head from turning. My finger was still attached, but it was bent back at an unnatural angle. Tera’s bones, the guard had broken my finger. I swallowed hard, trying to focus. “Is that all?” I taunted, hoping to sound braver than I felt.

Rafael just laughed. “Don’t test me again, Vesper. Now tell me, what’s the girl’s name?”

I breathed out slowly, pretended to weigh the punishment in my head. Sweat beaded on my forehead as I opened my mouth, preparing to lie. “Senna,” I said, managing not to choke on the name.

“What do you know of her?”

Sweat was dripping into my eyes now, trickling down my chest, despite the damp, cold air of the cell. “Barely anything.” My heart was beating faster, faster, faster—how much longer could I withstand the serum?

“You’re lying,” he said. “You two were spotted together outside of Deletev. I know all about the girl Maren—how she arrived at the dragon fortress and how she left.”

No. The pain in my hand intensified, and my ears started ringing. If he knew that, he must know where she came from. Ilvera wasn’t safe—did Maren know?

I swallowed down the bile coming up in my throat. “I don’t understand. Why are you asking me questions to which you know the answers?”

Rafael brushed the question aside. “Was she working with you from the beginning?”

He knew I had lied already, so what answer would be safest?

“She was my partner.” The words flowed without hesitation—technically, it wasn’t a lie. We had indeed been partners… after escaping the dragon fortress. And if he thought that Maren had only been my accomplice, then perhaps he wouldn’t look further into what she had undertaken by herself.

Maren. Her hands on my skin. The fierceness of her expression as she faced down the Talons. The tenderness she had shown when she spoke about Kaia. The way she laughed when she gave herself permission to.

Rafael loomed over me. “Is she an Aurat?”

“No. I don’t think so,” I said.

“Then who told you about the dragon?”

My eyebrows furrowed in unfeigned confusion. “What dragon?”

He couldn’t be asking about the kit. The source of the dragon egg was obvious.

Another lance of fire—another broken finger. I shouted in pain. Rafael grabbed my face in one hand and forced my head up. “Look at me,” he snapped. “How did you know about the dragon?”

“I don’t know what dragon you’re talking about,” I said wearily.

It was the unvarnished truth, and the words came so easily that he must have believed me. He stepped back and nodded to the guards. They dropped me to the floor, and I hissed in pain as I fell forward onto my injured hand.

The emperor crouched before me and yanked me up by my shirt so that I could see nothing but his face, twisted with rage. “You are only as valuable to me as the information you provide. If you expect to stay alive, you’ll cooperate the next time we meet.”

Then he was gone. Two guards followed in his wake—the third remained standing above me. The healer knelt by my side. “This will hurt. Here—bite down.” She handed me a leather strap.

I wanted to joke but couldn’t catch my breath. Instead I put the strap between my teeth and bit as she took my injured hand and did something that sent white pain searing across my brain—



The healer was the only other person left in the cell when I came to my senses again. She had set my fingers and splinted them against the others while I was insensible. She must have done something else, too—given me medicine, or performed an incantation—because the pain had lessened somewhat, though I expected it would soon return in full force. Now she was occupied with packing away her supplies.

“What dragon is he talking about?” I asked, my voice sounding hoarse. I pushed myself into a seated position with some difficulty.

She barely looked at me. “Try to get some rest.”

“But—”

“Take care of those fingers,” she said firmly, cutting me off. “You’ll need your strength.”

How ridiculous, that she was advising me on best healing practices here, in the emperor’s dungeon. I laughed mirthlessly as she left the cell, then leaned back against the wall, reviewing the interrogation in my mind. Something had happened with a dragon, or to a dragon—that much was clear. And there had been a strange, desperate undertone to his questions. Fear, I realized. The Flame of the West was afraid.

I smiled. Perhaps there was something to hope for after all.






CHAPTER THREE Maren [image: ]


The sky is crowded with dragons, more than I have ever seen or dreamed, but they fly with their heads low, the scent of mirth wood oil rich in the air. Naava and I fly among them, and when she roars, her flames flare out toward the horizon. We dart between the cracks of open sky, and at every turn Naava nudges the dragons around her, singing to them too softly for me to make out the melody.

At first the dragons brush off her attentions with ease. But even after my arms begin to tire and the wind bites at the corners of my eyes, Naava stays her course. The sun sets, awash in orange and deep pink. And one by one, the dragons lift their heads and begin to sing.



I started awake, my heart racing. There was only one day until midsummer, one day to break into Lumina, to save Kaia—

No. No, that had already happened. We had escaped. We were… not safe, not really. But we’d left the Talons in complete disarray, and we’d slept peacefully well into the night. The forest was painted in cool shades of blue and gray, and Kaia lay still with her head against my shoulder. The dragon kit nestled against my other side. Naava must have moved while we slept—now she lay curled around us, her mountainous body a shelter from the elements.

I eased my arm out from under Kaia’s head and got carefully to my feet. The air was cold outside of Naava’s reach, and I rubbed my hands together to warm them. Next to me the dragon kit stirred, then sat up and yawned. Her eyes glowed faintly in the darkness.

“Go back to sleep,” I whispered, but it was of no use. She jumped into my arms before settling herself on my shoulder, tail twining behind my neck for balance.

“Well, if you insist.” I couldn’t help but smile as the kit nuzzled her snout against my cheek.

My entire body protested as I moved. The trauma of the last few days had seeped beneath my skin, and it felt as though my very bones were rebelling. I stretched my arms, feeling the strain of the muscles where I had held on to Naava for dear life during our encounter with the Talons. The skin on my left arm pulled and stung—I’d forgotten about the cut I’d sustained from the Prophet’s attack. The wound was shallow and had already scabbed over, but I knew that if I shifted in particular ways, it would reopen. But I still felt the need to move.

The dragon kit and I ventured into the trees. The silence here was weighty, and I had a feeling that the forest was full of its own stories, if only I knew how to listen. It reminded me a little of Vir’s Passage, and I could only hope there were no vengeful spirits here.

Something rustled in the underbrush, and I pressed myself against one of the trees, reaching for my knife. The kit’s claws dug into my shoulders, and then she leaped, gliding clumsily down to the ground and darting off in pursuit of whatever was out there.

“Wait!” I called hoarsely, but it was too late. The kit was gone.

I shuffled forward in the dark, but it was impossible to move quickly without snapping twigs or disturbing branches, and I didn’t want to advertise my position to anyone who might be out there. I stopped. The dragon kit had good instincts. She wouldn’t have gone off to get caught in a trap… would she?

Either way, the forest had gone quiet again. I closed my eyes, listening. After a few moments, I caught the sound of another rustle, something small, coming closer…

The kit pranced out of the underbrush, the limp body of a mouse dangling from her mouth. I let out a sigh of relief and scratched the top of her head and she settled down to eat.

That was one problem solved, at least. As long as the dragon could hunt, we would only need to worry about how to feed ourselves.

As if on cue, my own empty stomach rumbled. I sheathed my knife. The thought of food led unavoidably to the question of what we should do next.

“What are we going to do?” I wondered aloud. We had gotten away this time, but Naava was injured and Sev was still missing. We would make a sorry army storming the emperor’s palace in this state.

Having finished eating, the kit chirped and darted in a circle around my legs. I sighed. “Well, I’m glad to see that one of us has retained a streak of optimism.” I picked her up, and she cuddled against my chest. “Will you speak to me?” Perhaps that was a selfish hope. It was possible that Naava spoke to humans only because she’d been forced to for so long.

“Maren?”

I jumped, almost dropping the kit as I whirled around to see Kaia step out of the shadows. “Tera’s bones, you frightened me!” I said.

“I frightened you? I woke up and you were gone! I thought you’d been taken, or—”

She cut her sentence short, hugging her arms across her stomach. My heart cracked. Had she truly thought I would leave her?

I put the dragon kit down and went to her, wrapping her in my arms. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you would wake up. I just needed to think.”

She muttered something that I didn’t quite hear and pulled me closer. “Don’t leave like that. I was so worried.”

“I won’t.” An intense wave of relief washed through me, and I leaned into her embrace. “I was so afraid I would never see you again,” I said softly.

Her arms tightened around me. “It’s all right. We’re together now.”

Our escape from Lumina had been so panicked—and the confrontation with the Talons terrifying—but those things were behind us now, and the forest around us was calm, and the longer we stood together the more my body remembered that it was more than a vessel for exhaustion.

I buried my face in her hair, inhaling the scent of salt and honey and home. My chest warmed, and I felt a familiar ache growing within me.

“Kaia,” I whispered. She turned her head and sighed against my lips, our bodies pressing together. We kissed, and it was as though no time had passed at all. We were simply Maren and Kaia, as we had always been.

My heart raced as she stripped off my jacket and pulled my shirt over my head, her movements possessed by a sense of urgency that quickly overtook me, too. I fumbled with her robes—too slow, too slow—she helped with the cords, stepping on the hem and laughing a little as she wriggled free of it. The rest of our clothes dropped to the forest floor, and we followed feverishly quick, her name on my lips, her mouth on my skin, her hands confident. She took me and I let her, let the world wash away from me until all I could think was Kaia, Kaia, Kaia.



The forest began to lighten, and I could hear the dragon kit snoring softly a ways from us. I sighed. For the first time in a very long time, I’d been able to rest without being consumed by thoughts of what was to come. Still, I knew we shouldn’t linger any longer. I traced one finger across Kaia’s arm, then nudged her gently.

She woke with a cry, looking around frantically. I caught her hand in mine, and she curled toward me, shaking. Her eyes flooded with tears, and my throat tightened. “It’s all right—you’re all right,” I said. “But it’s time to go.”

She nodded, her shoulders hunched. I held her for a moment longer—then, regretfully, I let her go.

We brushed ourselves off and dressed. But as Kaia turned to pull the Aurati robe over her head, I caught sight of large, fading bruises on her back that had been invisible in the dark.

“Kaia—”

“You’re bleeding,” she interrupted.

What? I looked down to find that the wound on my arm had reopened, though I barely felt the pain. “The Prophet cut me when we were fighting. It’s nothing, just needs a wash and a bandage. I don’t even feel it. But what did they do to you? How did you get those bruises?”

I reached for her, but she flinched, turning away and pulling her robe tighter around herself. “It doesn’t matter. It’s done. Don’t we have to go?”

And just like that, the door that had opened between us in the night slammed shut.

I wanted to plant my feet and refuse to move until she told me exactly what she had endured while she had been held in Lumina. I wanted to hold her and tell her that nothing like that would ever happen to her again. I wanted to grind the Aurati order to dust beneath my boots.

But she was right. We couldn’t stay here.

“All right,” I said. I whistled to the dragon kit, who woke with a happy chirp, and we started back toward the clearing where we had left Naava. Kaia walked in troubled silence, but I was loath to break it—at least not until I knew what I wanted to say, and exactly how to say it. Instead my thoughts turned to our next problem. The road to Gedarin was long, and we needed food and a change of clothing, not to mention a plan of attack. I would have to consult with Naava.

The great dragon opened one eye as we approached, but she didn’t bother raising her head. Her black scales shimmered in the morning light, and her left wing was partially extended, revealing the severity of her wound. I put a hand to my mouth. The gash was long and deep, and still weeping blood. Seeing it clearly, I was shocked that she had remained aloft as long as she had.

I walked closer. “Naava—will it heal?”

In time. Her voice was slow, ponderous. She was even more exhausted than I was. All of my children… none of them are safe. I thought the damage was to my own self only, but they took them all. Chained them. Changed them.

Her focus was wandering, and the depth of her grief was plain in her words. “I’m so sorry,” I said quietly. “But… we can free them now, can’t we? In your dream last night, you sang—”

Dragonsong requires strength, more than I have now. If I am to free my children, I must rest. Her wing flexed, then lay still. I cannot heal here. I must return to Ilvera. Her nostrils twitched, and a thin stream of smoke rose into the air.

“For how long?” I had expected to intercept Sev as he was still being transported. Now he was long gone, and without Naava, there was no way we could snatch him from the emperor’s clutches.

As long as it takes.

“But you promised you would help me rescue Sev. There isn’t much time.”

At this Naava raised her head, leveling me with her stare. Do you mean to say that the life of one human is worth the lives of all dragons? Because if I undertake this task before I have the strength, I will fail. Would you then put the fate of all Verran dragons in the claws of the kit in your care?

“I—”

Being a daughter of the mountain does not absolve you of the potential to do harm. I smelled the oils on you before. Now I smell the fear, the desperation. You say you would never exploit the dragons. But you would value your heartmate’s life above the life of a dragon, if forced to choose. You are merely a human, after all.

“I would not!” I said reflexively. But perhaps she was right. The thought stopped me cold. Perhaps I was more like a Zefedi than I wanted to admit, even now, after everything I had seen and done. I had vowed to free the dragons—and yet I was pressing Naava for her help while she was injured.

Naava shook her head. I am tired. Soon I must take my leave.

“What will we do?” I asked, my spirits sinking.

She snorted. That is easy, child. You do the best you can.

She closed her eyes and turned away, settling back into sleep.

Kaia took my hand. “What did she say?”

“She’s leaving us,” I said.

“But where is she going?” Kaia’s voice cracked. “Will she be back?”

“She’s going to recuperate. To Ilvera.”

“Ilvera?” Kaia drew me away from the dragon, toward the edge of the clearing. “Maren, what are we going to do?”

The best I can do. Even if I was merely a human. I tried to shake off the sting of Naava’s words. Yesterday I had sworn not to rest until the dragons and those I loved were free of the tyrant. I would free the dragons, and I would save Sev. I could still fulfill my vow. I had to believe that.

“We’ll go to Gedarin,” I said, more firmly than I felt. “The tyrant will have brought Sev there—he’ll want him close. And that’s where the Talons are based. We will free the dragons, too.”

Kaia stared at me. “Free the dragons? Maren, what you’re talking about doing… it’s dangerous. Really dangerous.”

I pressed Kaia’s hands between my own. “I know. But so much of what we’ve been told about the dragons is a lie. The emperor drugs them to keep them compliant. They’re captives, and they must be freed. The Verran dragons are our birthright, and even if they weren’t, no creature deserves to be used like this. What monsters are we if we don’t do our utmost to help them? It’s dangerous, but what other choice do we have?”

“We could return to Ilvera. Tell the council. They might be able to help.”

I shook my head. “The council refused to act when you were taken. I wouldn’t trust them with this.” Besides, going all the way back to Ilvera? Much as the idea tugged at my heart, Naava couldn’t carry us with her injuries, and we didn’t have the time to go by foot.

“The Aurati, then,” Kaia countered. “They could be convinced to join your cause.”

I recoiled. “The Aurati abducted you. They kept Naava prisoner for generations. They are the emperor’s sworn servants, and I just tore down their stronghold. What on earth makes you think they would take our side?”

“You don’t know them like I do. They aren’t all—”

“Torturers? Manipulators? The entire Aurati order is built upon lies and exploitation, especially of Verran girls and Verran dragons.”

“You’re wrong,” Kaia said heatedly. “Some of the Aurati are like that. But most are just people who want more out of the world than what’s been given to them. The Aurati’s arms are open to anyone.”

“Anyone who can stay alive through the trials,” I retorted.

She threw up her hands. “Fine! So if the Verran council is too inept, and the Aurati are so evil, they aren’t even worth your consideration, then we should wait until Naava is healed.”

“No, we can’t afford to wait. We have to go now.”

“Why, because the dragons can’t wait a moment longer? They’ve been in captivity for a hundred years. What’s another few weeks?”

I took a deep breath, tried to keep my voice even. “You’re right, the dragons could wait. But Sev can’t.”

Kaia’s eyebrows furrowed. “Sev?” There was a trace of something in her voice that I couldn’t identify.

“Sev helped me get to Lumina, but he’s been captured. He’s the missing prince of Ruzi—we have to get him back.”

Kaia blinked slowly. “Maren… he’s an enemy of the empire.”

“Kaia, I’m an enemy of the empire. And I could not have gotten to you without him. Sev is…” Heartmate. The Prophet’s word ghosted through my mind—the same word Naava had used—and I thrust it aside. “Sev has allies who would have hidden him. He would be safe now if it hadn’t been for me. We owe him. I have to go after him.”

“You would risk everything to save him.” Kaia looked down. “You can’t keep everyone safe, Maren. You cannot swear to that.”

“I swore to come for you, and I did,” I said.

“And so you did.” She hesitated. “Tell me, then. How will we get to him without Naava’s assistance?”

My eyes fell on the dragon kit. “I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “But if we can free the dragons from the Talons and turn some of them to our side, we might have a chance.”

“This kit hardly measures up to Naava,” Kaia said doubtfully.

The dragon kit, completely unaware of our discussion, was engrossed in stalking a butterfly. “You’re right. I’m not sure what will happen. But I don’t know what else to do but try.”

“Anything, Maren. We should do anything else. Waking a grown dragon, that was one thing. But you’re speaking of walking into Gedarin and somehow besting not just one or two, but the entire fleet of Talons! Armed with nothing more than a baby! The emperor will eat you alive.”

She was right, of course, but I couldn’t think of a better plan of action. Every moment I wasted was a moment that brought Sev closer to death. I couldn’t wait for Naava to recover—and that was assuming that she would still be willing to help me when she was well again. “Nevertheless,” I said. “This is what I must do.”

At this, Kaia bit her lip, looking away. “You—you’ve changed, Maren.”

So had she, but I thought of the bruises on her back and held my tongue. Sadness welled inside me, and I buried the feeling. Nothing that had happened was her fault, and I could not afford to fall apart right now.

“I’m still me,” I said. “When all of this is over, I’ll ask you to come back to Ilvera with me, to build our house by the lake.”

“But not until then.”

I shook my head. “No.”

She nodded. Then she knelt down slowly next to the dragon kit, holding out her hand. The kit sniffed it before butting her head up against it until Kaia petted her tentatively. After what seemed an eternity, she spoke. “All right. I’ll go with you.”






CHAPTER FOUR Sev [image: ]


It seemed that the emperor had forgotten about me, for which I was grateful. The light in the dungeon never changed, so the only way I marked time was by the meager bowls of food pushed into the cell. I was reasonably confident it hadn’t been more than a day or two, but there was no way to be certain. The sharp pain in my fingers had dulled into a persistent ache—I hoped that meant they were healing as expected. After a while, I began to think I’d prefer a quick execution to withering away over the course of weeks, so when I heard a door slam open and the emperor appeared once more, I was strangely relieved.

I stood up, setting my shoulders back. “Back so soon?”

Rafael sneered at me. “Much as you deserve a long and painful death, I’ve decided to offer you a chance at an alternative future.”

Magnanimous of him. “Being alive is generally preferable to being dead,” I said slowly.

“Quite so. My offer is this. I will restore your title to you… in exchange for your service to me.”

I stared hard at him in surprise, though my heart twisted. Ruzi. I hadn’t seen it in years.

Of course this was a trap. What else could it be? I’d lived for so long with the knowledge that to be caught by the Flame of the West meant death. I’d prepared for that eventuality, though I’d planned and hoped that when we did meet, I would not be the one to lose my life. I had never foreseen a future where we both survived. So what was he playing at now?

“Ruzi has a king.”

Rafael waved a hand dismissively. “I put him there. I can easily dispose of him. Swear your loyalty to me, and you could be king.”

Loyalty? Had the emperor forgotten who I was? His Aurati had been warning him about me for years. By the shadow prince’s hand the flame will fall. And now he offered me not only my life, but the rule of a kingdom? All I had to do was kiss his ring. The thought was sickening.

“A generous offer,” I said. “What’s the catch?”

He spread his arms. “You malign me. Can I not believe in the power of second chances?”

“No,” I said flatly. “I know you. I know what you have done to my family. I know what you have done to your empire.”

The smile dropped from his face like a stone. “Then know this, boy. My Aurati have told me all about the girl Maren, and her dragon. She is a traitor to Zefed, and soon she will be brought to me. If you wish to ensure their safety, you will think hard before you turn me down.” His voice softened. “Haven’t you lost enough? Are they not worth your fealty?”

Maren. If what the emperor said was true, she was still free—at least for now.

The emperor wanted my loyalty enough to threaten my friends—to offer me a kingdom, as if that could make up for the last five years I had spent on the run. But why? There was more to this proposition than I understood, but I had no illusions about the price I would pay if I didn’t acquiesce. What I wanted was my blade through his chest, which was impossible as long as I was in this cell. I had to bide my time, and in order to do that, I had to stay alive.

Teeth gritted, I said, “All right. I accept.”

“Excellent.” Rafael snapped his fingers, and an Aurat wearing scribe’s cords stepped out of the shadows, flanked by the same three guards from my last encounter with the emperor. “Take our prince to his new quarters and see that he is made presentable.”

The woman nodded. Satisfied, Rafael turned and left, leaving me alone with his servants.

The woman unlocked the cell door. For a moment I contemplated pushing past her, grabbing one of the guard’s swords, darting up the stairs, and running the emperor through. I could do it, I thought, though the tremble in my legs betrayed me as I left the cell. Days without adequate food had left me weaker than I wanted to admit.

I reluctantly tore my attention from the weapons and followed the woman up the stairs.

It was a long ascent, and I felt every single step. My joints had stiffened from the cold and injuries I’d sustained, and I could feel the ache where the bruises hadn’t yet faded completely. So I moved at a snail’s pace, and every so often the woman stopped on the stairs ahead of me and waited with what appeared to be aggrieved patience until I caught up.

I had to rest multiple times before we got to the top of the stairs, and the woman sniffed at me when I finally stood beside her on the landing.

“Spend a few days enjoying the emperor’s hospitality yourself,” I said.

She arched an eyebrow. “This way,” she said. Then she opened the door.

I was not prepared for the light. I shut my eyes at once, but the brightness still came through. The guards pushed me forward, and I put my hands over my face, stumbling into the hallway.

When at last I lowered my hands, I saw we were in an empty, unadorned hallway—one of the least trafficked areas of the emperor’s palace, I surmised. It wouldn’t do for the dungeons to be directly below the throne room.

“Are you quite done with the theatrics?” the woman asked. Now that we were out of the dungeon’s gloom, I saw that she was of Celet heritage and not so much older than me.

I resisted the urge to snap at her again. Best not to antagonize people unnecessarily, at least not until I knew how much power they held.

Instead I nodded. We continued down the hallway and through the palace, the Aurat leading a route that seemed designed to confuse me. But soon enough we made a familiar turn, and I was thrust back in time.

The Hall of Watchers. I’d spent more time here as a child than I cared to remember. It was the place where the emperor kept visitors waiting, those he wanted to intimidate. Thousands of glass eyes of varying sizes and colors lined the walls, staring down at us. As a child I had thought these eyes were those plucked from the heads of the emperor’s enemies, and I’d had nightmares about them coming to life. Even after I had learned the truth of them, I still took pains to avoid this hall.

Part of me wondered whether this was all an elaborate ruse to give me a false sense of security before delivering me to a public execution. Anything was plausible where the emperor was involved. He was sadistic enough to take pleasure from such a trick.

But if I went down that route, I would never come back from it. Everything was in shadow, every player a potential enemy. I could drive myself to madness, expecting my end at every turn.

I reined in my thoughts and realized that we had made our way to the east wing of the palace. According to the Dragons, this area was filled with executive offices and the like, though our information was sketchy at best. The first emperor of Zefed had commissioned the palace and promised generous sums to the architects who designed it—only to slaughter all involved when the work was done.

The Aurat opened a door and ushered me through into a chamber that clearly had been an office until quite recently, though some care had been taken during the conversion. There was a bed, a wooden wardrobe, and a desk, chairs and a table for receiving guests, and a bathing area in the corner, the bath already filled with steaming-hot water. Hanging curtains separated the room into sections, and I could see how one might partition off the bathing area and the bed from the receiving area to mimic a more fashionable chamber. And there were windows, though again, too small and high to be of any use to me. The youngest child of a poor noble would have a grander room than this, but it was still a far cry better than my dungeon cell.

“This is your chamber,” the Aurat said. “Clean yourself up—you’re to appear in court tonight. I’ll return later.”

They were gone before I could reply, but I didn’t even spare a thought for the lock turning in the door. I ripped off my clothing, hindered only by my injured hand, and practically leaped into the bath.

I should have been more cautious, but I couldn’t help it. A proper bath. I hadn’t had one since Belat, and there was a sort of peace that came upon me as I submerged myself in the water. The worst had already happened. I had spent so long avoiding the emperor’s clutches, and now I’d fallen into them. I’d lost. And it was a relief not to have to keep looking over my shoulder.

I took my time soaking away the grime of the dungeon and didn’t leave the bath until the water had cooled considerably. Then I stood and grabbed the towel that hung over the back of a nearby chair to dry myself off as I looked more closely around the room.

The walls were bare and unadorned, but the carpet beneath my feet was lush. I dug my toes between the fibers. There was a tray with bowls of rice and pickled vegetables on the desk, and I paused only fractionally before shoving a cucumber into my mouth. While the ingredients weren’t too different from a meal at any peasant’s table, the quality and delicacy of the seasoning made it obvious that this was proper court food, the sort I remembered eating as a child. The thought made my mouth water. I settled into the chair and ate, trying my best to pace myself.

Once I had finished, I turned my thoughts to what was coming tonight. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it doubtless would involve some exaggerated show of loyalty, which meant looking the part of a courtier. I walked over to the wardrobe that stood against the wall near the bed. I opened the doors to reveal rows of well-tailored clothing, but as I drew out one shirt after another, anger rose within me. Every single piece bore the emperor’s colors. The embroidered crests, the thin bands that circled the sleeves—all of it in red and silver.

My first instinct was to tear off the adornments. Instead I gritted my teeth and sorted through the pile. I settled on an outfit that was neither the most ostentatious nor the dullest. Red splashed across the front of the gray shirt like blood, but the silver embroidery was muted and easily missed. The deerskin boots at the bottom of the bureau were a hair too small, so I set them by the door for later, then lay down on the bed to rest.



I must have slept deeply, for I woke to the sound of the door slamming. I sat upright, my hand going to my waist before I remembered that I had no weapons. I got up and peered around the curtain to find that the Aurat had returned—alone. She was sitting with her back to the door, at ease.

I could try to overpower her, but to what end? There were probably guards posted outside the door, and I doubted Rafael would allow anyone into close contact with me who was not adequately trained.

“I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced,” I said, entering the receiving area. I sat down across from her.

She smiled. She had pulled some of her dark hair back from her face, but otherwise wore it loose. “I’m Faris,” she said. “Your attendant.”

I snorted.

“Something funny?” she said innocently.

“Let’s not pretend that I wasn’t until quite recently staying in the emperor’s dungeon,” I said. “I’m the disgraced prince of Ruzi; you’re an Aurat and a spy sent to report on me. Can we be honest about that much?”

“All right.” She tilted her head and touched the Aurati cords that hung from her shoulders, almost as an afterthought. “Let’s be honest, then. From now on I am your attendant. One you cannot dismiss.”

“Ah.” I was surprised, both by her directness and by how easily she’d agreed to my request. Perhaps those were her orders—to get close, to trick me into trusting her. Perhaps that was something I could use to my advantage, if I could convince her that I did trust her and then let something slip.… “Then I do have a question for you, as my attendant.”

“Of course, my prince.”

I leaned forward. “What happened in Lumina?”

Whatever Faris had been expecting me to ask, it wasn’t this. She leaned back in her chair, considering me. Finally she nodded. “Doubtless you’ll hear about it in court tonight. The day you were captured and handed over to the Talons, Lumina collapsed. A great dragon was seen rising from the wreckage with the girl Maren on its back, but they have since eluded the emperor.”

That must have been the dragon that Rafael had questioned me about. So it was true—Maren was still free. Faris had not mentioned Kaia or the dragon kit, but I had to believe they were safe too. I sat back, in awe of what Maren had accomplished. Destroying the Aurati stronghold? The casualties must have been catastrophic, among both the Aurati leadership and the initiates. I wondered whether Faris had known anyone who had been there. Her face gave nothing away.

“If Lumina is destroyed, who leads the Aurati?” I asked.

Faris shook her head. “That’s not your concern. You’d do better to concentrate on tonight. You will have to apologize quite well to convince the court of your fealty. The emperor will not accept anything less than complete conviction.”

“Very well,” I said, letting the subject drop for the moment. “So as my attendant, do you have any suggestions for how I can win them over?”

“What makes you think that I have any advice to offer?”

I leaned back, crossing my arms. “I’m an extremely valuable prisoner. You wouldn’t have been picked for this assignment if you weren’t exceptional in some way.”

She leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand as she studied me. “And why should I help you?”

Good question. Most likely she would go along with whatever I said next, if her assignment was to keep a close eye on me. But I still chose my words carefully. “If I’m to make it through the night, I need a speech. And it’s been a long time since I’ve had to give one to courtiers. Scribe’s work is boring, isn’t it? Wouldn’t keeping me alive be much more interesting than watching me get myself executed?”

Faris’s face was as still as a portrait. For a moment I thought I’d misjudged the situation completely. And then she laughed. “All right, little prince. I’ll help you.”
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