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      The Dragons of Ascavar – the Kadirai – have their own language and customs. While all terms are explained in context, if you want to follow along with the language of the dragons and learn more about their culture, you can check out this link to the Kadirai glossary on my website:
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      On day four hundred and thirty-two of Sohaila Mara’s captivity, she received a sign from the heavens. Since that bloody night in the shattered lands of Ifrahl, Sohaila had documented each day in her journal.

      On day thirty-two, she wrote to the Skymother. Thanks to her refusal to follow Master Sidran’s orders, she had not eaten in sixteen days. Her mind was clouded by gnawing hunger, but she sensed that the ultimate freedom was on the horizon. Fear turned into grim relief as she scrawled her simple prayer. Please let it happen in my sleep. Bring me home to your halls and let me be free.

      On day forty-seven, she saw one of the monstrous Aesdar for the first time. In the shadow of its leathery wings, the air reeked of sickness and death. That day’s entry consisted of a detailed, but carefully detached description of the terrible transformation. Words like abomination and unnatural were unscientific, but they would have been appropriate.

      On day eighty-eight, she made her first and only attempt to escape her captors. She hadn’t written on that day. When she was returned to her quarters and able to hold her pen again, she summarized those three days in a short paragraph, unusually terse in contrast to the detailed entries surrounding it.

      Escape failed. Sidran survived. Face injured. Left eye obscured. Blood healing applied. Unsure of expectations for recovery.

      On day two hundred and sixty, Master Sidran left the Silent Orchard with five of her Aesdar charges, saying only that he was headed north for a mission. Nearly three weeks later, Sidran returned with only two of the Aesdar, demanding that she accelerate her work with the trainees he’d left behind.

      For over a year, Sohaila had been imprisoned in the Silent Orchard, a long-abandoned temple in a desolate landscape. With no bells to signal the hour, she did her best to keep her faith through regular prayers. Her defiance was long dead, and she did what Sidran demanded of her. Though her days were sometimes chaotic, her imprisonment was a constant.

      But on day four hundred and thirty-two, a little bird changed everything.

      Feathered in drab brown like tree bark, the bird landed on the windowsill. Though her dragon was long gone, Sohaila still possessed the razor-sharp senses of her Kadirai blood. The tiny clack of talons on stone broke through the quiet crackle of the fire in the hearth.

      Frowning, she looked up from her notes to see a tiny shadow in the window, tailfeathers waving like a little fan. She smiled. “Oh, hello. Aren’t you an unusual sight?”

      Ravaged by magic in the Great War, the once-beautiful landscape of Ifrahl was rocky and gray, nearly devoid of life. Beyond the broken stone walls of the Silent Orchard, petrified trees loomed overhead like skeletons, gaunt fingers grasping at the empty sky. The occasional insect skittered across the rocks, but she had not seen a single bird since arriving here.

      Until today.

      The bird chirped in response, tilting its head.

      “I’m Sohaila,” she said. “And you are…a bird. Am I really talking to birds now?” She laughed at herself. “I apologize. I haven’t seen a pretty thing like you in a long time.”

      A hundred varieties of birds flew through the dense forests of the Iveron enveloping the Shrine of Mara, her home for the last fifty years. She had not realized how much she missed their noisy sunrise greetings until awakening to the ominous silence here.

      She inched closer, offering her hand. “I won’t hurt you. Come sit with me. Oh, don’t—”

      It fluttered out of sight. A gentle breeze swept back on her, carrying the unmistakable scent of sage and rain-damp earth. That was the smell of an Edra shapeshifter, not a simple creature far from its forest home.

      Her heart thumped in anticipation as she dashed to the window and leaned out. The tiny dark form flew toward the temple’s domed roof and out of sight. “Come back,” she whispered.

      Among Sidran’s followers, she had encountered mostly humans and hybrids, a handful of full-blooded Kadirai, and of course, Sidran’s retinue of tattooed freaks. But no Edra.

      Returning to stir the simmering mixture of herbs over the fire, she pondered what it could mean. Could this be a sign from the Skymother? Why would one lone Edra be so far from civilization, and why would they land on her window of all places? Was someone looking for her?

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” she scolded herself. After four months here, she’d given up hope that anyone was searching for her. Escape was no longer an option. It was probably nothing.

      Though she told herself to be sensible, her mind constantly drifted to the little bird and its familiar scent as she measured out the remaining ingredients for the healing liniment. The final ingredient was a flask of glowing purple elixir from Sidran’s cache. Wrinkling her nose in disgust, she dumped the contents into the pot, producing a rich smell with a metallic bite that betrayed the base ingredient.

      Forgive me, Blessed Mara and most holy Skymother, for tainting your ways with their blasphemy. No other way has worked, and I must keep my oath to protect all your children.

      She had just moved the pot from its stand over the low fire when her workshop door creaked open. Nirren, one of the Chosen soldiers, nodded to her. “Sister,” he said politely. Like most of Sidran’s followers, he wore a red scarf embroidered with silver wings over his armor.

      As Nirren bowed, she fumbled to secure the veil over the lower half of her face. “Yes?”

      Nirren didn’t seem to notice her discomfort over her exposed face. “Master Sidran requires your assistance with one of the Aesdar. He’s come back with the surviving soldiers from the east.”

      She grimaced. “Let me gather my things.” Over the last few months, she had grown accustomed to the quick demands, as Sidran stepped up his attacks on the Kadirai. She rarely objected, knowing it wasn’t worth the trouble. But she wondered if the Skymother would curse her for using her gifts this way.

      More than fifty years ago, Sohaila Mara gave up the name of her birth, cut all family ties, and became a sister of Mara. After sacrificing her ability to shift into a dragon, she swore to use her healing gift in service of the Skymother. Mother Akshas had taught them that even in times of war, they were to use their gifts to alleviate suffering. It was not for a Marashti healer to decide who was worthy of her talent. If the Skymother objected, she would withdraw her blessing.

      Sohaila wasn’t so sure. Wisdom and integrity were as much a gift as the ability to heal. Surely the Skymother expected her to use her gifts properly. And yet, she did not want to die, nor did she want to see someone else harmed for her. Sidran had made it clear that others would suffer for her defiance. She’d already watched her two bodyguards die on a distant road, their bodies left to rot under an empty sky. That was too much. So, she prayed each day that the continued existence of her gift was a sign that the Skymother had not forsaken her.

      With Nirren starting to pace, Sohaila tossed a pair of leather gloves into the bag containing her salves and ointments, along with a set of freshly sterilized scalpels and needles. She slung the bag over her shoulder. “Lead the way.”
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      The Silent Orchard had been abandoned long before Sohaila was born. As the survivors of the cursed Sunflight that had once dwelled nearby left for kinder places, so had the priestesses and healers who had once served here. While the stone temple was mostly intact, its drafty halls had been empty for decades.

      Or so Sohaila had thought.

      When she was brought here, bound and protesting furiously, she was shocked to see the torches lit and the dragons circling in the harsh gray sky. But the fleeting hope at seeing her own kind was quickly dashed when she discovered that the current residents of the temple were not serving her goddess. Instead, they were zealots who believed that dragons were a scourge upon the earth.

      And they needed Sohaila.

      Or rather, they needed skilled Marashti healers, and Sohaila was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Master Sidran had accomplished impressive things with the foul blood magic his people practiced. But the greatest masters of the Crimson Path could not replicate the true healing power of the Marashti. And so, for the time being, she was of value.

      The halls of the temple were abuzz with activity. Though Sidran and his flunkies were vague, she was no fool. She listened every chance she got. The Chosen were actively attacking the Kadirai now. A few weeks ago, six of the Aesdar and their handlers had left the Silent Orchard. She’d heard whispers about Greenspire, the Ashflight capital which was mere miles from the temple. None of the Aesdar had returned until now.

      Nirren led her to the courtyard behind the temple, where a cold, reeking wind swirled a cloud of dust into a whirlwind. Sohaila’s heart pounded as she froze in the archway. She had dealt with the monstrous creatures for over a year, but she would never grow accustomed to the sight of them.

      A hulking white dragon loomed in the courtyard. Its discordant roars scraped at her nerves. Dozens of soldiers gathered beyond the crumbled walls, giving the distressed dragon a wide berth.

      The Aesdar was at least ten times the size of the biggest Kadirai she’d ever seen. Its eyes glowed unnaturally bright blue, with a gleaming orb high on its brow. As its gaze turned toward her, she instinctively clasped her protective amulet and murmured a silent prayer for safety.

      “It’s Enzar,” Nirren said, grasping her arm lightly. “You said it helps to know.” The young man pointed to the white dragon. “He’s the only survivor. Veraxa was too exhausted to bring him back.”

      A pang of guilt swept over her as she contemplated five fallen dragons. The Aesdar had been stuffed full of Sidran’s lies, and if not for the monstrous form lurking beneath their tattooed skin, they could have been any dragon soldier she’d met in her old life. They were loyal to Sidran just like she had once been loyal to her queen. It was hard to hate them. Most of them, at least.

      She set down her leather bag and reached inside for a jar of floral-smelling ointment. In her notes, the recipe was labeled Dragon Tamer, though that was more for her own amusement than anything. She scooped a handful into her palms. A pleasant tingle enveloped her hands, bombarding her with a powerful perfume.

      Deep seams of red on Enzar’s underbelly flexed open with his writhing movements. Charred black patches marred his pearlescent scales, and one wing jutted out at an awkward angle. Even knowing he had likely killed many of her people in the last weeks, she hated to see him suffering.

      “Enzar,” she said quietly, raising her hands to him. His head whipped toward her, jaws clacking together. A gasp erupted from the Chosen, but she ignored them. “You’re all right, an-kadi. I know it hurts, but you’re safe with me.”

      His growl reverberated through the stone, vibrating into her body. The cold weight of the amulet against her chest kept her mind anchored, but his presence was nearly overwhelming.

      “Come back to me,” she said, stepping closer. He bared his teeth, but didn’t move toward her. She raised her hands and blew across them, letting the medicine waft toward him. Her muscles trembled with fear as she cautiously touched his snout.

      As soon as she made contact, he shuddered. The fear and pain in him washed back on her, and she clamped down on the instinctive connection. Sinking into the healer’s trance with him like this would kill her. “Let go, an-kadi.”

      A searing mist burst out from beneath his scales as he roared in pain. As the white dragon shuddered and shifted, Sohaila moved closer. The smell of decay was enough to make her stomach lurch, so she put one hand to her nose and inhaled the floral scent while reaching for Enzar with her other hand.

      Finally, the white dragon was gone, and a broad-shouldered male was left, trembling on his knees. His blue eyes were wild, flitting around without landing. “Enzar,” she said, crouching in front of him. He cringed as her fingers pressed into his tattooed skin, burning hot to the touch. Deep gashes on his ribs bled steadily, but she had to bring his mind back before she could help him.

      “It hurts,” he choked out through heaving breaths. With a grimace, he pulled his left shoulder up. It snapped back into place with a sickening crack.

      “I know, an’kadi, but you’re back now. It’s all over,” she said, gently stroking his shoulder. “Speak with me, just like before. The skies above are blue and clear for us to fly.”

      “The skies above…” His voice trailed into a groan.

      “Blue and clear,” she reminded him gently.

      “Blue and clear for us to fly,” he said. Though she was half his size, Enzar leaned heavily against her, resting his head on her shoulder.

      “The ground below is warm and solid for us to walk,” she said, stroking his wet hair and letting her fingers graze over his neck.

      As he recited the simple prayer with her, she poured a trickle of healing energy into him.

      Please forgive him for whatever he has done. Make him whole again. This is not his fault.

      His pulse slowed finally. She opened her mind to the healing trance, sending the tendrils of power into his torso to look for injuries. The cuts on his chest were deep, but hadn’t harmed his internal organs.

      What Sidran did to the Aesdar was cruel beyond measure. Enzar was one of her first successes, making the shift without losing himself. But she’d met some of Sidran’s earlier attempts, little more than empty husks waiting to be filled with magic and used until they shattered.

      “Thank you, sister,” Enzar rasped. She helped him stand, gripping his arm as he leaned on her heavily.

      “I’m glad you’re back with me,” she said. He smiled faintly. Sohaila glanced back to see the other Chosen gawking from beyond the courtyard. “It’s safe.”

      Lurking in the archway was Master Sidran, flanked by two of his bodyguards. A chill ran down her spine as he nodded to her. His dark, soulless eyes didn’t match the gentle smile on his lips. His acknowledgement felt like a warning, not a greeting.

      Several of the Chosen rushed toward Enzar. His handler, Gira, draped a heavy red robe over his shoulders and cooed, “I’m so proud of you, my child.” Though her dark hair was windblown, she didn’t have a scratch. She’d probably sent him out to kill while she cowered far away. “Let’s get you into bed. How does that sound?”

      Sohaila narrowed her eyes, watching as the woman took Enzar’s arm and led him into the temple. My child. More like her weapon.

      As Enzar left the courtyard, Sidran approached her, a faint smile on his lips. “You do so well with them,” he said. “We would not be able to do this without your knowledge.”

      Her stomach lurched. “I use the gifts the Skymother has granted me. I am merely a conduit.”

      He raised his eyebrows. Two soldiers in red uniforms scurried toward them, then bowed deeply. “Sir, we have news of Greenspire.” They glanced at each other. “I’m afraid it was a loss.”

      “I had guessed,” Sidran said. “I will meet with you shortly.” He rested his large hand on Sohaila’s back. The familiar contact made her skin crawl. “Allow me to walk you back to your quarters.”

      “I know the way,” she said evenly.

      “It was not a request.”

      As they walked back into the temple, Sidran’s bodyguards, the Talons, fell in behind them. Corrupted by his blood magic, their scent was acrid and burnt, not the pleasant smoke smell of her kind. Like many dragons of these lands, the Talons were afflicted with a degenerative illness called tam-kadi. The sickness had no cure, and ultimately claimed all its victims in feral madness. Sidran’s blood magic had made the Talons stable but poisonous. Two of his most loyal Talons, Adron and Firsa, had protected him from her failed assassination attempt, and had left their marks on her face to remind her of her failure.

      “Where is Veraxa?” she asked. Two younger healers, Ayla and Veraxa Mara, had been brought in after her attempted escape. Once Sohaila learned how to make the Aesdar shift safely, Sidran made her teach the others. He still only entrusted the first transformation with her, which was why she was holed up in the temple. Sidran claimed it was for her safety, but she knew it was so she couldn’t run away. Instead, Veraxa had left the temple with the Aesdar weeks before, presumably to send them into battle and mend whatever survived.

      “She was exhausted,” Sidran said. “I ordered her to rest. Besides, Enzar likes you.”

      She was silent. Inside the temple, the quiet halls were filled with soldiers. Most of them were bloodied and bruised, their armor charred and dented from the battle. Several of them watched Sidran pass, averting their eyes to avoid his attention. The fraught silence of defeat hung in the air like thick smoke.

      “Clearly, we sustained losses,” Sidran said. “You’ll check on my men this afternoon. After that, you will pack up the medicines you have created to aid my Aesdar. Make more if you can. If you need assistance with the manual labor, I will assign men to help.”

      “Why? Are you leaving?”

      “We are leaving. All of us,” Sidran said. “We’re heading north. With your help, the Aesdar are ready to fight.”

      “Where in the north?” she asked. Home was to the north. It had been over fifty years since she had seen the great expanse of Ironhold, but it would always be home. And the thought of Sidran laying eyes on it, let alone unleashing his white-scaled weapons upon it, made her stomach churn.

      “Everywhere,” he said mildly. “The details are not your concern. Your duty will be the same as it is now. You will care for my children using your divine gifts.”

      “You say it so politely, but you want me to help you kill my kind,” she said. Behind him, Adron and Firsa tensed. Heat emanated from them, a silent threat.

      “As always, I will give them a chance to yield,” Sidran said. “I am not a cruel man.”

      “Of course not.” She reached for the door and jolted when Sidran covered her hand, holding it tight so she couldn’t open the door. His other hand rested on the back of her neck. A warning tingle of power radiated from his fingers. She kept her eyes forward, refusing to turn and let him see her fear.

      “You forget your place, sister,” Sidran said, his lips brushing her ear. “Over the last year, I have grown to appreciate your attention to detail and thought you would appreciate the time to prepare. We move at dawn day after tomorrow. You will be ready, or there will be consequences.” His hand tightened on hers. Her nerves tingled with the current of his power, verging on painful. “Am I understood?”

      “Yes,” she said, carefully controlling the timbre of her voice. “I understand.”

      He released her. She let out a heavy sigh and shoved the door open. Firsa scurried after Sidran, but Adron remained, looming in the open doorway. His nails were elongated into black talons, with dark veins tracing down the back of his hands. His bright green gaze drifted down to his hand, then back to her face. “You heard your orders,” he said. “Get packing.”

      “Why don’t you go chase your master like a good dog?” she snapped.

      His eyes widened. “You should show some respect, unless you’d like me to mark the other half of your face.”

      “Do it and see what your master says,” she replied. Despite her flippant tone, a note of fear wound through her. Those claws had sliced her face open and left her choking for air as his poison seeped into her blood.

      Adron’s lip curled, baring smooth white teeth that evoked the sharp dragon fangs of his other form. “My mother taught me the Marashti were holy, virtuous women.”

      “Then you should consider how far you must have fallen to earn my contempt,” she replied. “Leave me alone.”

      “Shak-ersath,” he muttered. “I have things to do.”

      “Good dog. Perhaps you’ll get a treat,” she said sweetly as he walked down the hall after Sidran. When he rounded the corner, she let out a heavy sigh.

      It was a dangerous game to taunt Adron, but she had so little power, and Sidran would not let him hurt her any further for fear of ruining her ability. It was one of her few small pleasures.

      Sohaila’s workshop was her refuge here, the only place where she held any control. The wooden shelves were packed with carefully dried herbs and paper-wrapped packets of mixtures ready to be brewed into potions and teas. As she surveyed the mess from this morning’s work, a tiny chirp broke the quiet.

      The brown bird perched on a stack of books, little claws curled around a red leather cover. Her heart thumped. “Hello again. Please don’t fly away,” she said quietly. “Were you waiting for me?”

      Chirp.

      “Are you Edra?” she asked.

      It chirped.

      “Do you understand me?”

      Another chirp.

      “Are you just making noise because you’re a bird?”

      Silence.

      “Are you with Master Sidran?” She was careful to keep her tone even and neutral. Silence again. “Are you looking for something here? Are you a scout?”

      A definitive chirp.

      Excitement bubbled up in her chest. “Is it safe for you to transform back?”

      Silence.

      She sighed. “Are you looking for Sidran?” Chirp. “Whoever you’re with, they need to move fast if they want to get him. He just told me we’re leaving the day after tomorrow.”

      Chirp.

      “Will you come back?”

      Chirp.

      She clasped her hands together and sighed. “I feel like an idiot, but I’m putting my faith in you, little bird.”
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      It was unfortunate that it had taken a war threatening the continued existence of his people, but Kaldir Dawnblaze was pleased to finally pray in the fabled Shrine of Mara. His travels had never brought him this deep into the Iveron until now.

      High above the dome-shaped sanctuary, a skylight of azure glass cast a dreamy blue haze over the floor below. The soothing smells of incense and flowers filled the air. Though it was not an official hour of prayer, a woman in blue sat in one corner, plucking a soothing melody on a harp.

      The aches and pains of the last week’s battles threatened Kaldir’s focus as he knelt on the cool stone. He’d nearly wrenched both arms out of joint as he felled one of the monstrous white dragons attacking Greenspire.

      Blessed Skymother, clear my mind and direct my thoughts to a worthy path. Thank you for guiding me safely through another battle. I ask for your blessing on my warriors. Heal their wounds and let them return to fight for you again. And for those brave souls who fell in battle, please welcome them into your halls. Know that they fought with honor and pure heart.

      Quiet footsteps shuffled past him. A cool air current carried the scent of medicinal herbs and dried flowers. He stole a glance and sighed with disappointment at the long, white-blonde braid dangling over the healer’s shoulder. Since arriving at the Shrine yesterday, he’d hoped he might catch a glimpse of Falmina. He hadn’t seen her in fifty years and didn’t even know what name she had taken since committing her life to Mara.

      And he wasn’t sure she would want to see him. If she was displeased, or even worse, indifferent to him, he preferred to not see her. She would remain a bittersweet memory, eternally perfect because it could not be altered by reality’s touch.

      As her bright eyes and playful smile flitted through his mind, he could practically hear his mother’s sharp tongue scolding him. He was preoccupied with an old flame while he knelt in the holiest of places, beseeching the Skymother with only half his attention.

      Blessed mother, spread your great wings over us and let your light shine upon us.

      He silently recited the rote prayers he’d learned as a boy, hoping his good intentions would outweigh his distraction. He had just finished his third recitation of the Oath of the Sky when soft footsteps halted just inches from him. The clean mint smell wafting over him was the oil his partner used in her hair.

      He opened his eyes to see his partner Azeria kneeling next to him. “I’m sorry to interrupt, sir,” she said quietly. “But one of the Edra scouts has returned. I thought you’d want to know.”

      “Yes, of course,” he said.

      “If you’d like to finish—”

      “I was finished,” he replied. After returning his prayer mat to a wooden shelf, he followed Azeria out into the winding halls of the temple.

      A pair of Marashti passed them in the hall, clad in similar blue dresses. He thought he recognized the coppery-red hair peeking from beneath a gauzy scarf. “Sister,” he said, his tongue thick and clumsy.

      “Be blessed,” she said, giving him a polite nod before returning her attention to her companion. The woman’s green eyes were unfamiliar, and the bone structure was all wrong. Not Falmina.

      “Sir?” Azeria said. “You seem a bit distracted. Are you feeling well?”

      “Yes, of course,” he said. “And you?”

      She nodded and pulled down the neck of her dark tunic. A nasty welt on her throat glistened with a thick ointment. Thin cuts and scratches marked her jawline and forearms. “I’m still a bit sore, but I’m fine. Nothing a night’s rest won’t take care of,” she said. Her face was clean, and her thick chestnut curls were tamed into a loose braid. They’d been fighting for weeks, and this was the first time they’d had a chance to breathe.

      The Chosen, an army of red-clad zealots proclaiming faith in a false god, were sweeping over the lands of Ascavar from the south. After a brutal siege, they had toppled the desert capital of Arvelor, and then set their sights on Greenspire, a peaceful city in the forest.

      Home to the Ashflight, an unusually peaceful nation of dragons, Greenspire had little in the way of military might, and it had fallen quickly to the superior numbers and dragon-killing weaponry of the Chosen. By the time Kaldir and his men arrived, Greenspire was already occupied by the Chosen and cowering under the gaze of the monstrous Aesdar.

      However, Kaldir’s strike team, the Scalebreakers, and the army that followed were better prepared to eradicate the Chosen. The worst of the fighting was over in just hours, but it took another day to clear the city, and another day still of skirmishing in the forest as they chased down the stragglers.

      The Shrine of Mara was a few miles northwest of the city, well hidden by the dense forest and magical warding. Kaldir had escorted their injured comrades here. Some were beyond saving, but their losses had not been as great as he feared, thanks to the skilled healers.

      Some of their forces were already celebrating as if the war had ended, but he did not dare. This felt too easy. They had taken prisoners for questioning, but they hadn’t yet confirmed that Sidran, the head of the Chosen, was among the prisoners or the dead. Kaldir needed to know that they had lopped off the head of this bloody red beast, and he wouldn’t call this done until he saw Sidran with his own eyes.

      Azeria led him to a small sitting room that had been converted into a war room. The head of the Marashti order, Mother Akshas, sat in a high chair with two well-armed Shrine Wardens flanking her. He recognized several of the other Kadirai leaders, along with General Ralna Iceborne. Her cool gray eyes swept over him. Iceborne was from the Stoneflight, and until six months ago, they might have killed each other as soon as shake each other’s hands.

      But after Arvelor fell, everything changed. Petty differences and stubborn pride had been put aside when the dragon queens gathered for a Conclave and formed the Broodguard, a combined army to push back the Chosen.

      At the end of a table, a slender young man in a loose linen robe sipped from a steaming mug. His dark hair was slick with sweat. His almond-shaped eyes lifted to Kaldir, and he started to rise. “Sir.”

      “Please sit,” Kaldir said, shaking his head. “Tell me what you saw.” He’d sent the Edra man scouting after one of the white dragons fled the battle.

      The younger man’s eyes widened as he nodded eagerly. “Yes, sir. I scouted west like you told me. Along the way—”

      Azeria interrupted. “The short version, please.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry,” Vikosh said with a wince. “I followed the white dragon’s scent. It disappeared over the Iveron, because it had a couple of wind dragons to cloak its passage. But once they were about twenty miles out from the city, they dropped the illusion. I guess they thought they weren’t being followed anymore. I stayed low to the trees so I would blend in. They landed at a temple pretty far west of here. It was a few miles beyond the forest, near a dried-up riverbed.”

      “Do you recognize what he’s describing?” Kaldir asked, looking at Mother Akshas.

      The older woman nodded. Her hair was pure white, but her tattooed brow was still smooth, making it hard to pinpoint her age. “West of here, dried up river…likely the Silent Orchard,” she said. “It was one of our temples in Ifrahl, but it was abandoned decades ago.”

      “It’s not abandoned now,” Vikosh said. “And Sidran is there.”

      Kaldir stared at him. “You’re certain?”

      “I saw him and heard people addressing him. One of the Marashti confirmed it,” he said. “He has another healer there, too. Maybe more.”

      Akshas gasped. “He has Marashti prisoners? Tell me who you saw.”

      “I didn’t take the risk of shifting back,” Vikosh said. “But the one who spoke to me said her name was Sohaila.”

      “Blessed Mother,” Akshas murmured. Her face paled, one hand drifting to cover her mouth.

      “Does that mean something to you?” Azeria asked.

      “She…we thought she was dead,” Akshas said. “She left for Blackstone more than a year ago and never made it there. We found the bodies of her guardians on the road, but no trace of her.” She turned to Vikosh. “Who were the others?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I saw a pretty girl with blonde hair. Kind of short and curly. She was wearing blue robes, too, so I just assumed.”

      “That sounds like Veraxa,” Akshas murmured. “The last I heard, she was serving in Auran-Kahl. I had no idea.”

      General Iceborne frowned. “What else did you learn?”

      “Sohaila told me that Sidran was leaving the day after tomorrow,” he said. “They were packing everything. I also saw at least a dozen of the Aesdar, and I suspect there were more. I smelled them behind closed doors.”

      Kaldir leaned against the stone table. The Scalebreakers were independent of the Broodguard. Along with their subordinates, he and Azeria had been trained to hunt the Aesdar. If more of them survived, then dealing with them was their responsibility. And if Sidran himself, the mastermind and leader of the Chosen, was there…

      “Mother Akshas, how far is the Orchard from here?” Kaldir asked.

      “Two hundred miles, maybe less,” Akshas said. “I can show you on a map.”

      They could be there in a few hours. Sidran was practically in their grasp. Flame burned in his chest as he contemplated bringing the man down, clapping him into chains to answer for his crimes.

      “Is it truly wise to attack now?” General Iceborne said. “Our victory at Greenspire was costly, and we do not know what other tricks the Chosen hold.”

      “I agree with you,” Kaldir said. He glanced at Azeria. Her face was a stony mask, betraying nothing. “But we must act. With a dozen of the Aesdar, they could be anywhere on the continent within a week’s time. If Sidran has something else planned, I don’t intend to let him do it.”

      Iceborne sighed. “This will require us to fly blind.”

      “We don’t have the time to scout ahead,” Kaldir said. “We know exactly where Sidran is right now. This is an unmatched opportunity, one that we will lose if we wait.”

      “The temple is rather small,” Mother Akshas said. “Unless you speak of learning their numbers. But you could fit the whole of the Silent Orchard into the garden of this place.” She touched Iceborne’s shoulder lightly. “Please, if it is in your power, return our lost sisters to us. Ensure they aren’t hurt in this attack.”

      Azeria spoke up. “Vikosh, can you take a message back to the Marashti, just ahead of our arrival? Tell them to get somewhere safe until we can get them out.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Over the next hour, Kaldir and Iceborne developed a tactical plan. They would not send the full army, but a sizable force that could overwhelm Sidran’s small retinue while keeping Greenspire protected. The Scalebreakers would focus on the Aesdar while the Broodguard stormed the temple to capture Sidran.

      “We leave at sunset tomorrow. Please forgive me, but I need to rest after relaying orders to my men. If we receive any further news, wake me,” Iceborne said. She rose, wincing as her joints popped. The woman had stayed awake for days to direct her troops, barely sleeping until Greenspire was free.

      As she departed, the small sitting room began to clear. When the other had gone, Mother Akshas approached Kaldir. “Please bring our lost sisters home,” she said quietly. “I thought Sohaila and Veraxa were dead. It is a blessing to know they live, but now I fear for them anew.”

      He bowed deeply. “I will do my best.” He drew a breath, prepared to ask about Falmina. “Mother Akshas?”

      ‘Yes?”

      How much of a fool would he appear? Kaldir Dawnblaze, liberator of Greenspire, only son of the legendary Firestorm, asking after an old lover like a lovesick teenager. “Thank you for your work in healing my men.”

      “It is not my work, but hers,” she said, raising both hands as if someone hovered over them. “Rest well, my son.” She grasped his forearm lightly, and a warm burst of energy pulsed into his arm, winding through his muscles and into his aching shoulders. He sighed quietly with relief. “You should rest. Let one of us take care of you.”

      “So I’ve been told,” he said. “Thank you.”

      Kaldir and Azeria left the sitting room and strolled one of the winding paths to the massive garden outside the temple. Fragrant blooms wafted perfume into the humid night air. “What do you think we should do?” he asked her.

      “I follow your orders,” she replied. “It doesn’t matter what I think.”

      “You were quite forceful yesterday,” he said. “Shouting your own orders.”

      She gave him a wry look. “Because you were so intent on clawing that cursed creature’s eyes that you didn’t see the riders on your tail.”

      “And that is why I ask your thoughts. We would both be dead if you hadn’t spoken up,” he said. “Make no mistake, I will make a decision and bear the burden of its consequences. Speak your mind.”

      Azeria folded her arms over her narrow chest, leaning against a stone pillar. In the low light, copper glinted in her hair. She was an attractive woman, though her soft façade hid razor-sharp edges. It had taken him weeks to learn how to approach her without being sliced open at every turn. “I would prefer to wait a week for all of our team to heal while we gather more intelligence. I hate going in blind, especially with the Chosen.” She glanced at him, as if waiting for him to interject. He was silent. “But if Sidran is to leave in two days, then we will lose his trail. Doesn’t it surprise you that he wasn’t here in Greenspire when we arrived?”

      “I hadn’t thought about it,” he said.

      “I have. That’s all I’ve thought about since things died down yesterday,” Azeria said. Her eyes narrowed. “If this army was the mighty force of his supposed god, then why is he hiding a few hundred miles away with a dozen Aesdar? With that kind of power, he could raze Greenspire and be gone again before we got our pants on. So why didn’t he send them all?”

      “Perhaps they split away before we arrived,” Kaldir said. Upon their arrival, there had been a single white dragon guarding Greenspire, and another two that shifted during the battle. The Scalebreakers had killed two, leaving the third to escape to the Silent Orchard. “He held Arvelor for a month with just three of them, and they have ten times the military power of Greenspire. If he thought Greenspire was secure, he may have gone on to other pursuits.”

      “Other pursuits,” Azeria mused. She frowned and shook her head. “He’s not done. I think he has a much bigger show to put on still.”

      A chill ran down his spine. “Should I summon General Iceborne and rethink our plan?”

      “Because I say so?”

      “Yes,” he said. “If you think we need to reconsider, then we’ll do it. I trust your judgment.”

      Her jaw dropped. Then she shook her head. “I don’t want to risk losing him. We just have to be certain to capture him. I’ve seen enough of my friends and family dying.”

      “Then we will capture him.” He squeezed her shoulder lightly. “Get some rest. I’ll let you know if I hear anything else.”

      She nodded. The faint creases around her eyes betrayed a hint of warmth. “Rest well, Kaldir.”

      Before retiring to his room, Kaldir made another meandering circuit around the temple grounds. Slivers of moonlight broke the dark canopy in bursts of silvery light. Unseen among the ancient trees, the birds of the forest sang a quiet nightsong. The quiet was a welcome change from the chaos of the last month.

      He told himself he was walking the grounds to appreciate the beauty of the ancient shrine, a holy place that had stood for thousands of years. But he found himself surreptitiously looking at the face of each blue-clad healer that walked past, hoping fate would bring him into Falmina’s path.

      When she heard the divine call, he’d tried to make the decision easy for her by removing himself from the equation. But knowing it was right didn’t make it easier to lie in bed alone, mourning the loss of her smile, of her warm skin beneath his fingers.

      More than a dozen Marashti crossed his path, and most of them acknowledged him with a polite smile or a quiet blessing. Falmina was not among them.

      Idiot. He would chalk this up to a rare moment of foolishness and be thankful he hadn’t asked anyone about her.

      Returning to his quarters, he knelt beside his bed and murmured prayers. He beseeched the Skymother to grant Azeria a restful sleep for once, to watch over his nieces in Ironhold, and to protect Falmina, wherever she was. Clenching his fists, he raised his eyes to the ceiling. “And let us find him. Let us put an end to this evil tomorrow. Let it go no further.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The Skymother had not left her to die alone. Something was happening. And while she had no idea what was going on beyond these stone walls, the mere hope that something would change was enough to lighten Sohaila’s steps, filling her with excitement.

      The little brown bird returned the next day as Sohaila packed envelopes of herbs into wooden crates. Thankfully, Adron was busy with the other Talons, and Nirren stood watch at her door. The sparrow zipped in the window and up to her top shelf, tapping its little talons gently on a glass flask to get her attention.

      “I see you. Hide,” she said quietly. The bird flew down into the open crate as she called, “Nirren?”

      The eager young man leaned into the room. “Yes, sister?”

      “Could you please find me some stuffing? Maybe some scrap fabric, or an old pillow that I can tear open? I have some delicate glassware that needs to come with us,” she said. “I’d hate for it to break.”

      “My pleasure,” he said, giving her a jaunty little bow.

      She hurried to shut the door behind him, then held out her hand for the sparrow. With sharp claws gripping her finger tightly, it held up one spindly leg to display a tiny slip of paper with a thread tied around it.

      “Is this for me?”

      Chirp. Up close, she could see the unusual flecks of gold and green in its glassy eyes.

      She carefully pulled on the red thread and released the tightly coiled paper into her palm. Written in neat Kadirai runes was a simple message that pierced straight to her heart.

      Sister – help comes at dark. Stay safe.

      “Tonight?” she murmured. The bird chirped. “Have you seen the other healers?” It was silent. “I’ll find them. Go with the Skymother’s blessings. Tell them I’ve gotten the message.”

      The bird fluttered away. Sohaila read the message again, committing the simple missive to memory. Then she tossed it into the small hearth, watching as it burned away. Her heart thrummed with excitement. She adjusted the veil over her face, then headed out to find her sisters.

      Soldiers in dark clothing and red cloaks bustled through the halls carrying their equipment. Sohaila set her jaw and headed for the end of the hall. Firsa was there, pacing absently in front of a closed door. The faint smell of medicinal herbs drifted from beneath the door.

      Firsa’s eyes narrowed as Sohaila approached. Her hand dropped, fingers dancing as if she was prepared to summon a flame. Like Adron, Firsa’s green eyes were unnaturally bright thanks to Sidran’s foul magic. Her soft, gentle features belied the merciless personality lurking beneath.

      Sohaila wished she had met Firsa before giving up her dragon. She would have enjoyed sinking her teeth into Firsa’s slender throat. Instead, she bowed slightly. “Excuse me, may I see Sister Ayla?”

      “She has work to do, like you,” Firsa said sharply. “Which you should be doing.”

      “I understand,” Sohaila said. “But I’m working on a batch of thelveran. I can finish it faster if I have help from her and Veraxa.” Firsa’s eyes glinted with greed. “I’d really like to finish it before we leave so the Talons will have it for emergencies.”

      Firsa glanced over her shoulder and spoke quietly. “How about you bottle some up just for me and Adron?”

      “And you’ll let Ayla and Veraxa help me?”

      “I don’t know where the blonde one is. But I’ll let this one out.” After six months, Firsa knew their names, but she refused to use them. Ayla and Veraxa were ‘the skinny one’ and ‘the blonde one’ respectively.

      “Deal,” Sohaila said. “I’ll have it for you in the morning.”

      “You better.” Firsa took a key from her belt and unlocked the wooden door. “Out,” she barked.

      Ayla burst out of the room, glancing back fearfully at Firsa. Wiping her hands on a stained linen apron, she gaped at Sohaila. “Sister?”

      “I need your help,” Sohaila said. “Come with me.” The other healer was taller than her, with wavy black hair that streamed over her shoulders. Though she still wore the traditional blue, Ayla didn’t keep the traditional hairstyles of their order. Sohaila found comfort in keeping traditions, but she didn’t blame Ayla. It felt pointless.

      “What’s going on?” Ayla asked quietly.

      “Just a minute,” Sohaila said. “Do you know where Veraxa is?”

      “I haven’t seen her since before she left with Sidran,” Ayla said. Except the few weeks when Sohaila had taught them to make the Aesdar shift, the three healers were rarely allowed to be together. Perhaps Sidran feared they’d plot against him. Clearly, he was right.

      Sohaila pointed down the hall. “Go to my workshop. I’ll be back as fast as I can. Start a base for afarakh. If anyone asks, you’re making thelveran for the soldiers.”

      Ayla’s brow furrowed in confusion, but she nodded and closed the workshop door behind her. Sohaila’s heart pounded as she hurried toward the main hall. The temple was small, and there were only so many places Veraxa could be.

      As she crossed the main hall, Adron emerged from the opposite wing, where Sidran and the Talons kept their quarters. She tried to veer away, but the larger man saw her and headed toward her. She took a deep breath to calm herself. “Adron, have you seen Sister Veraxa?”

      He scowled. “Who?”

      “The other Marashti. With the short blonde hair,” Sohaila said.

      “Oh,” he said. “She’s working with Master Sidran on something.”

      “Could I please see her? I need her help,” Sohaila said.

      “No.”

      “But—”

      He grabbed her arm and hauled her close. Sharp talons poked through her sleeve and into her arm. She resisted the instinct to strike him. If they were among civilized Kadirai, every man and woman bustling through the open hall would have stopped to pull him away from her. No one here seemed to notice or care.

      “I said no.” Light burned behind his vivid green eyes. His pupils elongated into dark slits as his power surged through him. “And this bad dog will only bark for so long before he bites. Finish packing your shit.”

      She took a deep breath, not pulling away from his painfully tight grasp. “And the Aesdar? Will they need my care this evening?”

      “Master Sidran hasn’t said anything,” Adron said. “You’ll be the first to know, I’m sure.”

      “Very well,” she said. “Thank you for your time.”

      His brow furrowed, like he was confused by her mild demeanor.

      I hope they kill you, she thought as she stared up at him. Finally, he released her arm. She turned away, then paused at one of the stained-glass windows in the main hall. In one of the dark green panes, she watched as Adron’s reflection stared at her. Then he shook his head and turned to walk toward the courtyard.

      With her heart pounding, she returned to the east wing and saw Nirren walking toward her workshop. She intercepted him as he rounded the corner. His eyes brightened. “I found these,” he said, holding up two large cushions. “Mira said you could do whatever you want with them. I can find some more if you need.”

      “This is wonderful,” she said, accepting the dusty cushions. “Thank you. Can you find me a few more?” She needed him gone a bit longer.

      “Of course,” he said. He leaned in to whisper conspiratorially. “I’d rather do this than pack the heavy crates.”

      She waited for him to stroll down the hall and turn the corner before she opened the door. Inside, Ayla was stirring a pot over the hearth. Sohaila closed the door and leaned against it, letting the pillows hit the floor. Her heart raced.

      “Sohaila, what the hell is going on?” Ayla asked. She dropped the long wooden spoon with a clatter against the metal pot.

      Sohaila slid a chair in front of the door, then hurried to the table next to Ayla. The younger woman’s eyes were bright and fearful. “Someone is coming here tonight. I think it’s our people,” she said.

      “Are you serious?” she squawked.

      “Shh,” Sohaila hissed. “I tried to get to Veraxa, but she’s with Sidran. Adron wouldn’t let me see her. I don’t know what else to do. As far as Firsa knows, we’re making a batch of thelveran. I promised her some, so they’ll leave us alone for a while.”

      “That was smart,” Ayla said. She raised an eyebrow. “So why am I making afarakh?”

      “It was just for a cover,” Sohaila said.

      Ayla raised an eyebrow. “Waste not, want not, my sister. A little extra spice at dinner might make this an easy fight for our friends.”

      Sohaila smiled. “I like how you think.”

      Working in concert, the two healers prepared a large batch of afarakh, a potent sedative they nicknamed ‘dreamsleep’. Dragon warriors were notorious for leaping back into battle before their injuries were healed. Centuries ago, a wise Marashti healer decided to make them rest if they were too stubborn to choose it. Afarakh was the sedative of choice; prepared in large batches, it produced a dense concentrate that traveled well and could be added to a tea or soup to induce restful sleep. And with a clever blend of honey and spices, the pleasant taste concealed its potency. Sohaila had seen plenty of patients gulp down the tea and pass out before they could put down the cup.

      After a few hours, they had four glass flasks filled with the dark green concentrate. Ayla’s eyes gleamed with determination as she wiped her hands clean. “How do we get it to them?”

      “I’ll take it to the kitchen,” Sohaila said. “You stay here and keep working in case someone comes by. Tell them I went to find something to eat so we could keep working through dinner.”

      Ayla nodded. She leaned down to kiss Sohaila’s forehead. “Mother guide your hands.”

      Sohaila’s heart thumped as she tucked one of the flasks into the voluminous robe and secured it under her sash. The narrow stone hallway was empty, though she heard the shouts of the Chosen outside as someone barked orders. She strolled down the hallway, veering to peek into the courtyard where she’d helped Enzar the day before.

      A dozen of the Chosen worked to load equipment into large wooden crates, pushed together in neat stacks. They’d already completed one, wrapping the entire stack in dingy fabric and a chain net that was secured at the top with a thick ring. Nearby, another soldier laid out long leather straps as wide as her body. Between the Aesdar and the Kadirai that had sworn loyalty to the Chosen, they had enough dragons to travel quickly. One of the Aesdar alone could probably carry the entire contents of the temple.

      Adron oversaw the process, pointing to one of the stacks and shouting at his subordinate to pack the crates tighter before securing the chains. Her heart thumped as she ducked back inside. If he knew what she was doing, he would do far worse than scar her face. Perhaps she should be wise and stay in the safety of the workshop. The Kadirai could fight for themselves.

      No. She’d been a coward for almost a year, going along with Sidran’s orders so he didn’t hurt her or Ayla any further. Maybe the Skymother had kept her here just for this reason, to be ready to aid when the Kadirai finally arrived. Four hundred and thirty-three days had brought her to this moment. Closing her eyes, she offered a silent prayer skyward.

      Blessed mother, guide my steps and make me brave. Avert the eyes of the enemy, and allow me to help your children with your gifts.

      With grim determination, she followed the scent of cooking meat toward the small kitchen. As she walked through the temple, she searched for Veraxa but saw no sign of her.

      Three cooks bustled around the cramped, humid kitchen. Steam billowed from a pot over a hearth, while oil and fat crackled on a large skillet. She watched as Hanna, an older human woman, poured water into a huge pot and stirred its contents.

      “Sister, do you need something?” a polite voice asked. Niza, one of the cooks, wrestled a bag of grain onto the wooden table.

      “No, dear,” she said. “I was just curious what you were serving, what with moving out tomorrow.”

      “Keeping it simple,” Kamis announced from his position over the skillet. The stocky man deftly flipped large chunks of meat, pressing them down with a spatula and producing a noisy sizzle. She wandered past him, brushing her hand over his shoulder as she did.

      “How’s your back?” she asked. She kept her eye on him, but backed toward the cooking pot until she felt the searing heat of the fire against the back of her legs.

      “It’s been much better,” he said. “If you could make me some more of that ointment, I’d appreciate it, though. I’ve nearly used it all. That’s good stuff, sister.”

      “Of course,” she said. “As soon as we get settled again, I’ll take care of it for you. It won’t take long. I’m glad it helped.”

      “Thanks, sister,” he said. A warm smile spread across his face, forming creases around his warm brown eyes. A pang of guilt struck her as she contemplated what she was about to do. Kamis had been kind to her since she’d arrived. As far as she knew, he’d never raised a weapon in battle.

      She drew a breath for resolve and turned back to the stock pot. A brown broth bubbled inside. “This is boiling,” she said. “Should I stir it?”

      “Please,” Hanna said. She dumped a crate of mushrooms onto the table. “Would you keep an eye on it while I cut these? Gotta use them or they’ll go bad.”

      “Sure,” Sohaila said. Her heart thumped as she leaned over the pot, carefully maneuvering the flask of dreamsleep from her sleeve. Stirring the pot gently, she dumped the sedative into the broth. Rising on the steam, the sweet smell of the sedative tickled her nose. She carefully blew away from the pot, hoping the aroma wouldn’t catch their attention. As she stirred, she glanced back. The cooks paid her no mind. “Do you know where we’ll be going?”

      “Master Sidran said we’re joining General Enar up north,” Kamis said. “I don’t know after that. He just said to be ready to cook from our stores for a week or two. They brought a lot of supplies from Greenspire, so we should be set for a while.”

      “I heard we’re going to Ironhold,” Hanna said, punctuating it with a resounding clunk of the knife into the wooden table.

      Sohaila’s blood went cold. Her limbs felt detached as she stirred the pot slowly. “Really?”

      “That’s because you believe everything you hear,” Niza replied. “No one knows where we’re going.”

      “I do not,” Hanna protested, still chopping as she glared at Niza.

      A hand fell on her shoulder, and Sohaila jumped in surprise. She turned to see Firsa, eyes narrowed as her gaze swept over her. “What are you doing in here? I thought you were working.”

      Her tongue felt thick and clumsy. “Sister Ayla is monitoring the thelveran,” she murmured. “I volunteered to come and get dinner so we could finish the batch before leaving in the morning.”

      Firsa looked around the kitchen, then back at Sohaila. “Then get your meal and go.” Kamis glared at Firsa. She scowled and added, “Sister,” in a mock sweet tone. She grabbed two wooden bowls from a nearby shelf and held them out for Sohaila to ladle the broth into. Balancing them carefully, Sohaila took the bowls to Kamis, who added a generous serving of meat.

      “Thank you,” she said to Kamis. “You know, I just remembered that I have some of that ointment in my workshop. Come by after dinner for it.”

      “Go on,” Firsa snapped.

      “You don’t have to be rude to her,” Kamis said sternly.

      “And you don’t need two hands to cook,” Firsa snapped. He blanched. “Mind your business.”

      Sohaila nearly spilled the steaming bowls as she rushed out of the kitchen. As she walked past the open archway to the courtyard, the fiery tendrils of sunset crept across the harsh skies. It wouldn’t be long now.

      She kicked the door and said, “It’s Sohaila.”

      Ayla opened the door, eyes wide as she gestured for her to enter. She glanced down at the bowls and frowned. “Dinner?”

      “Don’t eat it,” Sohaila said. “I did it.”

      “Did you see Veraxa?”

      “I looked, but nothing,” she said. “I’ll go back out and try to dodge Adron and Firsa.”

      “Why don’t I go look?” Ayla asked. “It’ll look less suspicious than if you keep wandering the halls.”

      “What if you get caught?”

      Ayla tilted her head. “What if you get caught?”

      She sighed. “Be quick. Sunset is coming.”
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      Though Kaldir took great pride in serving Queen Tarim in the relative safety of the palace, it was exhilarating to fly headlong into the chaotic uncertainty of battle. Dressed in leather armor and armed with wickedly sharp blades, Azeria perched on his back. Her warm energy enveloped him, as if he was perpetually submerged in warm flowing water. A thick leather strap was secured around his neck, but she was respectful of his pride and only pulled it if she was at risk of falling.

      In a triangular formation behind him were four more dyads of dragons with hybrid riders, his Scalebreakers. The Aesdar, the monstrous white dragons they hunted, had powerful magic that could utterly debilitate dragons. A hybrid rider could protect their partner through a powerful psychic connection, although it would push Azeria to her limits, if past battles were a precedent. A half mile behind them was General Iceborne’s larger contingent of the Broodguard, ready to fly in when the Aesdar had been dispatched.

      Cracked gray landscape blurred below them. This land had seen the worst of the Great War over a hundred years earlier. Kaldir’s mother, Viraszel, had been one of the legendary Arik’tazhan warriors who had etched her name into history in the final battles of that bloody war. He secretly hoped that this fight might give weight to his name, other than being the son of the Firestorm. She had ended one war, and perhaps he would end another.

      Two hours of hard flying brought the Silent Orchard into view. Orange torchlight flickered against the black of night, illuminating the smooth walls of the temple. Three dark-scaled dragons patrolled overhead. Below them, a courtyard stood still and empty, occupied only by large fabric-wrapped mounds.

      “Three ahead,” Azeria said quietly.

      Without making a sound, Kaldir stoked the flame in his chest, like drawing a bowstring. Tucking his limbs in tight, he barreled toward the closest of the dark-scaled dragons. The strap pulled against his throat as Azeria pressed herself tight to his spine.

      Kaldir released a thin, focused beam of flame at the dragon. Like a spear forged from pure fire, it pierced the creature’s side. The dragon screamed, shattering the silence. Shit, he’d missed its lungs.

      The other two split immediately. The dragon he’d struck fought to right itself, letting out wheezing cries of pain. One of the others dove for the courtyard screaming and roaring, while the third hurtled at Kaldir.

      They tangled in a volley of flame and claws. Sharp talons slashed at his face. He flipped in the air, prompting a shout of surprise from Azeria, who dug her sharp-spurred boots into his side and yanked on the leather strap to hold on. With a roar, Kaldir breathed fire up at the smaller dragon.

      Blood rained down on him as Azeria’s blade sliced into the dragon’s exposed belly. Kaldir darted around it, taking advantage of its distraction to dig his claws into its back. Tucking in his wings so he was nothing but dead weight, he bore them both to the ground with a shuddering impact. With its face pinned under his foot, Kaldir tore open the creature’s exposed throat and left it to bleed out.

      Chaos had erupted all around them. Dark-clad figures scurried out of the temple, weapons glinting in the moonlight. A flash of light burst through the darkness. The smell of death filled the air as the monstrous white form of one of the Aesdar materialized. It was changing much faster than he’d thought possible. A woman in blue stood in front of it, dark hair whipping around her face.

      “Get it while it’s vulnerable,” Azeria whispered. Kaldir left the dead sentry and barreled for the white dragon, but he pulled up short when three dark green dragons rose like a wall ahead of him. Their scales gleamed with an oily green sheen in the moonlight.

      With an earth-shaking roar, the white dragon rose from the ground in a whirlwind of dust. Its wings produced a powerful current that sent Kaldir staggering back.

      Mother, protect us, he thought as the creature’s eerie blue gaze fell on him. Its madness crawled over him, pressing behind his eyes and threatening to tear him open, but Azeria’s presence dampened it, rendering it unpleasant but tolerable. He sprang into the air, turning away from it and trying to gain height over its three protectors.

      Flying straight for him, the white dragon’s jaws opened wide. Energy crackled in its dark maw, like it was vomiting a thunderstorm at him. Kaldir beat his wings hard to rise up as the creature released a powerful orb of energy. It was eerily silent for a moment, then burst with a deafening whoomph. Crackling white energy burst through the air, clipping his tail as he tried to dodge. His body went numb, and his wings faltered.

      Sheer panic flooded him, threatening to drag him down into its chaotic depths. Azeria’s legs tightened around him. “I’m right here, serani,” she said. She slapped his neck, releasing a little burst of heat into him through their shared connection. “Stay with me.”

      He growled and shook off the fear, thankful for her as always. Feinting to one side, he snarled to draw the attention of the three protectors. One of them bellowed, releasing a greenish gout of flame. Green flame? He didn’t have the time to think about how strange that was.

      Below them, another flash of white light caught his eye. A second Aesdar was transforming. They had to stop this. The Scalebreakers could handle a few, but if Sidran had a temple full of them, they’d be overwhelmed.

      The Aesdar snapped at him, but he planted his back foot on its snout and propelled himself past the nasty maw. He ran down the creature’s spine. One of the green-scaled protectors followed, dipping under one massive, pearlescent wing to join Kaldir on its back.

      Wicked claws tore at throats and bellies. Green fire billowed around his head. Kaldir released a messy, unfocused breath of flame at his enemy. As he drew another breath, his lungs filled with something caustic and sharp. Gagging on the foul air, he flattened himself against the Aesdar’s back. It was disconcerting as its spine curved and writhed beneath him.

      Azeria lunged upward, and the green dragon screamed. In his peripheral vision, he saw her blade dripping red. With the creature distracted, Kaldir latched onto its bleeding throat and tore it open, filling his jaws with the metallic taste of blood. His tongue burned with the foul taste of its corrupt blood. What was this creature? The other dragon wailed in despair, and he flung it off the Aesdar’s back to crumple on the unyielding stone.

      The white dragon had already flown several miles from the temple. Though it seemed ungainly and slow, those huge wings carried it quickly. Bracing his hind legs on its spine, Kaldir tore into its thin wing membrane, ripping through it like delicate silk. Its roar of pain nearly deafened him.

      As the Aesdar began to fall, Kaldir leaped off its back. It threw its head back, looking for him. The full force of its gaze slammed into him, and Azeria’s grasp faltered for a split second. The world swam around him, until all he saw was that triangle of light, bright blue eyes going supernova white, drawing him into a whirlwind of madness.

      His wings faltered. Powerful claws wrapped around him, prompting a scream from Azeria. Her sound of pain jolted him back into awareness, and he realized that the Aesdar had grabbed him. He bellowed blistering fire onto its scaled limb, and it flung him toward the ground.

      The momentum was too much, and he barely got his wings open to slow the impact before he crashed into the ground. His legs buckled beneath him, joints screaming with pain. Azeria’s head slammed into his neck, and she groaned as her sword clattered to the ground.

      The ground shook as the Aesdar fell behind him. One of his subordinates, Diora, landed on its face, razor-sharp claws tearing at the third eye high on its brow. A burst of blinding light emanated from its face as it screamed in pain. Diora fell back, and her rider, Marad, tumbled to the ground with a groan.

      Just above them, another green dragon dove at them. Green flame glowed in its toothy maw. Kaldir flew at it and tackled the dragon mid-dive. They tangled in a flurry of slashing claws. He got in a solid bite to its throat, but it twisted its slender body around him to rake claws through his wing. Searing pain flooded his senses.

      It twisted away from his grasp, landing hard and bellowing green flame at him. Oily, greenish smoke filled the air. Azeria coughed violently. Its green eyes glared at him, glowing like fire encased in emerald. His wing felt like it was melting, his blood boiling in his veins.

      Its gaze lifted for a moment, and Kaldir turned to look. Another of the white dragons was in the air, but it was strangely burdened, with large bundles hanging from all four claws. Humanoid shapes rose from its spine. Riders.

      The green dragon inhaled with a tiny snarl, giving him a split second to react. Kaldir flipped onto his side and threw Azeria off. He folded his good wing around her, pulling her tight to his body. The green dragon hurled a cloud of green flame at him. He instinctively pushed his own power outward to neutralize the flame, but it cut through anyway. Instead of burning and passing into harmless smoke, the green fire remained, clinging to his scales, burning his eyes, and filling his lungs with toxic fumes.

      Beneath the protective shell of his wing, Azeria pounded against his side. “Let me out, shak-ersath!” she screamed. But he kept his wing tight to his body, trapping her there. In her small human form, the blistering heat would kill her.

      The green dragon limped toward him. There was something in its talons, something amiss in its breath. His heart slammed against his massive ribs. His pulse pounded in his skull.

      Something was very wrong.

      As the green dragon roared, Kaldir focused a thin beam of flame into one of its brilliant green eyes like an arrow. After the flame left him, he couldn’t draw another breath. His lungs simply didn’t work.

      With a clipped cry, the green dragon fell back. Its legs buckled as it screamed and tossed its head. Its right eye was a blackened socket. A shadow passed over him, and a familiar red form slammed onto the creature’s back, ripping and tearing.

      Good. He just had to catch his breath and go after the white dragon. Couldn’t let Sidran escape. Just had to breathe. His chest ached with his need for air.

      How did breathing work again?

      His legs buckled. The ground rushed up to meet him. As fire burned through his veins, he was vaguely aware of hands beating against his chest, and a distant voice calling an unfamiliar name.
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      “Sister, I should go help,” Enzar said in a thick, sleepy voice. For the third time, he lumbered toward the shuttered window.

      Sohaila intercepted him and gently pushed him back toward his chair. “Master Sidran was very clear,” she said. “He wanted you and Lazka to stay safe here. You must follow his instructions.”

      Enzar shook his head as if it would clear the fog. Her workshop was strewn with unconscious bodies, the air thick with the sweet smell of afarakh. Luckily, the tea was infused with her own magic and wouldn’t affect her.

      Another thunderous roar shook the temple. Outside, growls and roars rang out in a terrible chorus. Then there was the visceral impact of two dragons slamming into each other, followed by guttural snarls. Her heart raced as she tried to imagine the chaos outside.

      As requested, Kamis had stopped by the workshop along with Niza, who was seeking help for her dry, cracked hands. She’d ushered them both in, still watching down the hall for her sisters. While she was waiting, Enzar and Lazka walked by. She’d grabbed them both, telling them Sidran wanted her to check their condition before bed. Both trusted her, and she’d poured a hearty cup of tea for all her guests. They’d been confused, but too polite to refuse. Now Kamis and Niza lay snoring quietly on the floor, while Lazka was sprawled in a chair. But Enzar was a big man and hadn’t drunk enough to put him entirely to sleep.

      Not long after, the attack began. Shouts echoed through the halls of the temple, while thunder rumbled across the skies outside. The building shook with the soul-rending roar of the Aesdar. At that, she’d looked one last time for Ayla and Veraxa, then shut the door, praying fervently that they’d found somewhere safe to hide.

      Enzar frowned again and stood. “Sister, I insist. I must serve Vystus.” His blue eyes locked on hers. His compulsion settled in, like a weight on her chest. “Please move.”

      Instinctively, she pressed her hand to her chest to cover her amulet. He lunged at her, shoving her against the door. “I’m sorry,” he said, grabbing the amulet’s chain. “I don’t want to hurt you. Please let me out.”

      “I tried to be nice,” she said. Grabbing his broad shoulders, she kneed him in the groin, then followed it with a hard punch to his jaw. As he groaned in pain, she spun away from him and grabbed a vial of the dreamsleep concentrate. With it clutched tight in her fist, she pounced on Enzar from behind, wrapping her legs around his waist. She fumbled at his lips, but he clamped them tight.

      He growled, the sound muffled against her hand. Then he spun around and slammed back into the stone wall, driving the air out of her lungs. Her head smacked into the wall, but she held firm and pinched his nose shut. “Open up!”

      He pulled away from the wall, then drove himself back again. Sickening pain clamped down on her chest like a vise. That might have broken something.

      “I was trying not to be mean,” Sohaila wheezed. She yanked off her veil and bit Enzar’s exposed neck, hard enough to draw blood. When he opened his mouth to shout in pain, she dumped the dreamsleep into his mouth. He tried to spit, but she slammed his jaw shut and wrapped both arms around his head.

      “Mmhmm,” he protested. He shoved back into the wall again, but there wasn’t as much strength behind it.

      “Sorry, an-kadi,” she said. “This stuff is strong. You don’t have to swallow it for it to work.”

      Still struggling weakly, his knees buckled. He hit the ground like a sack of grain, head lolling back. His body fell on her, pinning her to the floor. It hurt to breathe, but at least she was capable. And with a full vial of concentrated dreamsleep in his system, Enzar would be out for days.

      She crawled toward the door, ready to peek outside for Ayla or Veraxa. Adrenaline surged through her body. The door opened before she touched it. She scrambled away, looking frantically for something sharp.

      A blade glinted in the darkness beyond the open door. A young woman in leather armor stepped into the light and raised her hands defensively. Her dark brown eyes swept over Sohaila. “Sister,” she murmured, bowing deeply. “We came from the Shrine of Mara. Are you safe?” There was no hint of red in her clothing.

      Sohaila let out a heavy sigh. “I am,” she said. “Is it over?’

      “Mostly,” she said. “I have orders to make sure you’re safe.”

      “I’m safe,” she said. “Did you find the other Marashti?”

      “We found one hiding in a closet,” the woman said. “A blonde woman.”

      Blonde…that was Veraxa. Her stomach flip-flopped. Where was Ayla? “Please tell your men there’s a third here somewhere.” Wincing at the ache in her ribs, she stepped over Enzar and grabbed her healing kit. “Am I needed?”

      “Uh…yes,” she said, nodding eagerly. “If you’re able, that would be helpful.”

      “I’m able,” she said. “Get me where I’m needed.”

      The halls of the Silent Orchard were filled with smoke and ash. Quiet groans echoed off the walls. Several bodies in red uniforms lay unmoving, blood pooling around them. As they walked down the hall, several of the doors stood open to the soldiers’ quarters. Their occupants were still in bed, sleeping heavily.

      “I’m Hallan,” the woman said, giving her a shy smile. “It’s my honor to meet you, sister.”

      “The honor is mine, Hallan,” she said. “I’m very glad you came.”

      Outside in the courtyard, she saw a familiar flash of blonde hair. Veraxa crouched on the stone next to a patient, a woman with a sheet tossed over her for modesty. The younger healer was wreathed in a gentle golden aura as she poured healing energy into the unconscious woman.

      Half a dozen people lay on the stone terrace. Two were far too still, and she couldn’t have guaranteed they were still breathing. She knelt by the male figure closest to her. Another man paced at his side, staring down with wide, fear-filled eyes. Deep clawmarks slashed across his bare chest. “I saw him go down. I tried to catch him, but I just couldn’t get there fast enough,” he stammered. Biting cold emanated from him as his emotions went wild. “He just fell right out of the sky.”

      “It’s okay. Let me take a look,” she said, giving him a gentle look. She pressed her hands to the fallen man’s chest. A tiny spark of life lingered in him. Closing her eyes, she slid into the healer’s trance to examine his al-hatari, the life energy that flowed through all living creatures. A deep, sharp pain bloomed in her belly. She visualized herself closing the shutters on a small, cozy house, blocking out the distracting sensation.

      In the trance, her mind flowed through him, finding the tangles and breaks where his body was injured. Like a hook in her lip, her mind was snared low in his belly, where blood and bile pulsed into his abdomen. His liver was ruptured. There were cracked ribs and other lesser injuries, but this would kill him if untended.

      “Can I help somehow?” the pacing man asked. “I feel helpless.”

      “Pray to the Skymother with me,” she said. She gestured for him to kneel next to her. “Blessed mother, see your fallen warrior who lies in your sight. Your eyes have never left him, and your spirit flows in him still.”

      The other man repeated her words. Sohaila rested her hands on the man’s ribs. A gentle golden glow surrounded her hands as she visualized tiny threads, weaving into the torn tissue and mending it. His muscles went taut as he arched into her touch, eyes still closed. As she worked, the man continued praying, repetitive and mindless, but no less fervent for it.

      Satisfied with her preliminary work, Sohaila slid her hand up his chest and gave his heart a little jolt. The man’s eyes flew open, and he gasped for air. Bright green eyes met hers. “What…oh, fuck,” he groaned, pressing his hand to his chest.

      “Hello to you, too,” she said with a laugh. She patted his cheek lightly. “Just stay here. Shout for me if something changes.” She lowered her head to kiss the man’s brow, imparting the Kiss of Mara. A burst of energy flowed from her, sinking into him to continue healing in her absence.

      “Thank you, sister,” the other man babbled. “Are you okay? I’m sorry, I tried to get there, and—”

      She hurried to the next patient, leaving the pair to their reunion. Veraxa had already moved to the other still figure. A dark-haired woman knelt next to him, hands pressed over her mouth. The man’s face was bloody and misshapen, but the Marashti always kept hope. Veraxa pressed her hands to the man’s chest, then to his face. She shook her head gently. The woman let out a sharp cry, cut short as she clapped her hands over her mouth. Sohaila met Veraxa’s eyes from across the courtyard and nodded grimly. Veraxa squeezed the woman’s shoulder and moved on. There were lives still to be saved.

      Her next patient took longer, as she worked on a hybrid who’d been knocked from a dragon’s back and landed hard on the stone. He was still conscious, lips clamped down to keep from crying out. His companion had to hold him down while she carefully maneuvered a shattered rib, then healed his lung to keep him from suffocating.

      She sat back on her heels, breathing hard from exertion. Precision work was difficult. She was about to move on when a woman’s voice rang out from the darkness. “Someone, come help him! He’s not breathing!” A blue-scaled dragon landed just at the edge of the courtyard, gently depositing an unconscious man on the ground. The armored woman leaped off the dragon’s back and shouted again. “I need help!”

      Sohaila grabbed her bag and dashed toward them, falling to her knees next to the naked man. As she glimpsed his ashen face, jaw slack and eyes closed, she nearly fainted from surprise. Impossible. She’d asked for a sign, but this was more than she’d bargained for.

      Deep claw marks raked across his broad back. The flesh was blistered around the ugly slashes, as if it was boiling. Clearly, he’d met the Talons.

      “I’ve got it,” Sohaila said. He’s mine, she thought.

      The armored woman scrambled toward her. Her eyes were red and ringed in dark veins. “I don’t know what it was, but he got burned and he couldn’t breathe. He shifted back without warning.”

      Sohaila ran her hands up his spine, trying not to let the familiar sensation distract her. “Was it one of the dark green dragons? Green fire?” The woman nodded. “Their fire is poisonous.”

      The woman scowled. “How?”

      “Later,” Sohaila said. She braced her hands against Kaldir’s back, letting her energy surge through him. The injuries on his back were ugly, but they weren’t the real threat. His lungs and throat were seared and coated with the Talons’ poison. She focused her energy on his lungs first.

      “Is he—”

      “Shh,” Sohaila hissed. As she poured healing energy into him, she prayed under her breath.

      Mother, if this is a sign, I see. I hear. Please heal him. Let your power flow through these hands. Do not let my lack of strength and skill fail him. Let your power flow through me, your imperfect but devoted servant.

      Her energy clashed with the poison, sending a prickling sensation down her spine. She didn’t know which one of the Talons he’d met, but it helped to think it was Adron or Firsa. She imagined them cowering before her blinding light as she ripped victory from their claws.

      You can’t have him.

      His lungs were clear, but he still didn’t breathe. She pressed her fingers under his jaw.

      Let him breathe. Let the air flow.

      She didn’t know if the Skymother listened to such specific prayers, but she prayed them anyway. Letting her lips brush his ear, she whispered, “Breathe, Kaldir.” Like she had with her first patient, she jolted him slightly. Even with the stinking poison of the Talons in his blood, he smelled so painfully familiar.

      His body arched, and he gasped violently. He didn’t wake, but he breathed, slow and even.

      The woman let out a manic laugh that trailed into a sob, rubbing his arm gently. “Oh, thank the Mother,” she said.

      Sohaila watched, a pang of jealousy tightening her chest as this strange woman touched Kaldir. Her Kaldir. She controlled her voice carefully. “Get him inside.”
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      With help from the Kadirai soldiers, Sohaila and Veraxa moved the injured into the main hall and the few vacant chambers. Now that the life-threatening injuries were handled, they could begin the less stressful work of bandaging wounds, applying ointments, and brewing teas.

      She had just left a soldier sleeping peacefully with a nasty burn slathered in thelveran when she intercepted an older woman with salt-and-pepper hair. Her regal bearing and formal coat marked her as someone important. Two younger men flanked her as she swept down the hall.

      The woman bowed deeply. “Sister,” she said. “I am General Ralna Iceborne. I’m glad to see that you’re well.”

      “Was this rescue your doing?” Sohaila asked.

      “With help,” she said. “I only regret that it came so late.”

      “It’s much appreciated,” Sohaila said, bowing politely. “Sohaila Mara.”

      “I believe you spoke to my Edra scout,” Iceborne said. “Your information was helpful. Do you know where Sidran was going?”

      “You didn’t find him?” she murmured. Fear prickled through her.

      Iceborne shook her head. “We have a hunting party tracking them. One of the white dragons carried a number of people with it. With wind dragons to cloak their passage, we lost them quickly.”

      Her belly tied in a knot. How had they let him escape? “Sidran said they were going north,” Sohaila said. She tilted her head. “Did you find a third Marashti healer? Blue garments like mine, long black hair.”

      Iceborne shook her head. “I’ll ask my men, but I don’t think so. I appreciate you and your sister attending to my people. Have you seen my comrade, General Dawnblaze?”

      Her heart kicked against her ribs. General? Kaldir had moved up in the world, which was no surprise. “Follow me. He was wounded.”

      Iceborne frowned. “Show me.”

      With her heart thumping like festival drums, Sohaila hurried down the hall with the older woman in tow. Until a few hours ago, the room had housed several of the Chosen. There was still a wooden chest at the foot of the bed, filled with neatly folded clothes and a short sword in a leather scabbard.

      Kaldir lay on his belly, allowing the deep clawmarks across his back to heal in the open air. She had liberally applied thelveran to purify the wounds. If not for the ugly slashes, she could have believed he was just sleeping.

      “I’m surprised such a wound felled him,” Iceborne said.

      A flare of unexpected anger sparked in her belly. “He was attacked by the Talons. Sidran wasn’t just toying around with the Aesdar. He enhanced some of the Shadowflight dragons and weaponized their corruption. Their breath and their claws are poisonous. He nearly died.”

      “I see,” Iceborne said. “And you can neutralize it?”

      “I can, and I already have,” Sohaila said. “He’ll be fine after some rest.”

      “See that he’s taken care of,” Iceborne said. Her brow creased, and she bowed politely. “Please tell me if I can do anything for you. My resources are yours.”

      “Thank you,” Sohaila said. “Go with the Skymother’s blessing.” She followed the older woman to the door and closed it gently.

      Sohaila had asked the Skymother for a sign, and clearly she’d received one. She’d thought the little bird was her sign. But now, here was Kaldir Dawnblaze, six and a half feet of divine intervention sprawled over a too-small bed. Even if she hadn’t seen his face, she would have recognized that backside anywhere, not to mention the tiny constellation of freckles on his left shoulder.

      Fifty years, and he’d barely changed. Maybe a few more scars and a bit more muscle across his shoulders. But he was the same Kaldir Dawnblaze that haunted her memories, a phantom sculpted in bronze and fire. Her fingers drifted to her face, tracing the twisted scars beneath the silken veil. He hadn’t changed, but she had. She was no longer his little light, his beautiful comet racing across the night sky.

      Sohaila Mara had never met Kaldir, and he had never met her. But Falmina Flamewrought, a foolish, naïve girl, had loved Kaldir Dawnblaze more than life itself. He said he loved her, and he had never lied to her. The last time she’d seen him, she had thought it was merely another evening, when she’d awaken to the possibility of another day with him.

      And by the next dawn, he proved that he didn’t love her anymore, maybe never had. With nothing to hold her back, she’d reluctantly gone to the Shrine of Mara and gave up her old life for a divine gift and a rebirth.

      For fifty years, he was a memory of a life that had ended long ago, of a silly girl who lived in the past. And yet, here he was. And here she was, gripped by the same fluttering desire she’d felt the first time she ever laid eyes on him.

      After checking that the door was still closed, she rested her hand on his neck, gently toying with the soft curls at the nape of his neck. Even though her dragon was long gone, something in her still sang out with the joy of touching him. His hair was longer than she remembered, long enough to wind around her finger. With the poison gone, he smelled warm and smoky again.

      He smelled like Kaldir. Like home. Like summer nights in Ironhold, when she was half of an us and her entire world could fit in her arms.

      With her heart thumping from exhaustion, she let a thin trickle of healing energy flow into him. Warm light trickled over his skin, like glowing water that ran into the deep slashes on his back and knit them together. His arm shifted slightly, and she nearly broke away in surprise. His lashes fluttered, like he was dreaming.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” she murmured. “Please come back to me.”
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      Music and laughter echoed in the cavernous halls of Ironhold. Crimson banners and brilliant sprays of orange flowers decorated every surface. The midday sun poured in through the stained glass windows, painting a fiery kaleidoscope across the dark stone floors.

      He wandered through the grand entrance hall, staring in confusion. Why was he here? The halls were filled with people, all dressed in glittering gold finery. He stared down at himself, surprised to find only a loose cloth tied around his waist. His bare feet were dirty, leaving muddy tracks across the pristine stone.

      “What’s going on?” he asked a woman passing by. As she turned to him, her face blurred and her voice disappeared in the din. He asked again and again, but everyone laughed and smiled without replying. Increasingly confused, he headed for the stairs, taking them three at a time until he reached the top floor of the palace.

      The Grand Terrace overlooked all of Ironhold. A woman stood at the edge of the balcony, her back to him. Her red silk train spread over the expanse of the terrace. Stylized flames were embroidered onto the silk, sparkling in the sun. Long, coppery-red hair streamed over her back, adorned with small golden beads.

      Little comet, he thought inexplicably.

      His heart thumped as he approached. Before a greeting could tumble over his lips, the woman turned. The sun blinded him, obscuring her face.

      “I can’t believe you’re here.” Her voice, clear and high like a bell, cut through the noisy music and boisterous laughter from the palace. Something caressed his neck, sending a shiver down his spine. “Please come back to me.”

      Her face was cast in shadow, but he knew her voice, had heard it a thousand times in his dreams. “I’m right here,” he said. He just needed to see her face to be sure.

      A loud drum beat rose from the crowd, steady and growing louder. “Come back to me.”

      “I’m right here!” He tried to run toward her, but the terrace stretched out, keeping her at a distance. With a grunt of determination, he crouched to shift. If he couldn’t run to her, he’d fly.

      As his wings began to form, sharp pain stitched through his back.. He jolted awake, sitting bolt upright. The bright, familiar halls of home faded into the dingy stone walls of a tiny room. Fear rolled through him in a sickening wave, and he launched himself off the narrow bed.

      No windows. Closed door. Unfamiliar smell.

      A cell.

      “No, no, no,” he protested. Not again. He lunged for the door and yanked it open, breathing a sigh of relief to find it unlocked. Half a year ago, he’d spent an unpleasant few days in a dank cell, anticipating his own death at the hands of the Stoneflight. He leaned against the doorframe, breathing hard as he regained his composure.

      Outside the door, a young woman in a dark blue uniform was posted with a spear at her side.  “Oh, sir!” she exclaimed. “You’re up. Good.” Her eyes drifted down, then snapped back up to his face. “The General told me to let her know when you woke.”

      “What’s going on?” he blurted. He tucked himself behind the wall, leaning out just enough to speak to her. “Did we get Sidran?”

      The woman shook her head. “We tried, but—”

      “Vazredakh,” he cursed. His voice echoed off the stone walls. The woman winced. “Did we send a hunting party?”

      “All I know is someone told me to keep watch. I’m sorry, sir. I’ll get the general, and you can talk to her.”

      He growled in frustration. “Send someone with clothes, and I’ll find the general myself.”
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      Ten minutes later, Kaldir was dressed in an ill-fitting pair of pants and a tunic that chafed across the raw slashes in his back. The young soldier who’d been posted at his door led him to a small dining area. Discarded dishes with half-eaten meals were strewn about, like their attack had interrupted dinner. Azeria sat at the end of one table, brow furrowed. General Iceborne sat next to her, listening calmly as a woman in blue ranted at her.

      “The longer you wait, the further away they get,” the woman protested. Silky reddish hair was braided and coiled around her head like a crown. He couldn’t see her face, but her voice was oddly familiar. His heart thumped. It was impossible.

      “I’m aware of how travel works,” Iceborne said politely. Her expression was impressively neutral. “I’ve sent scouts, but we can’t afford to split our forces any further at the moment.”

      “They have a Marashti healer,” the woman protested. “A holy woman.”

      “And I’m very sorry about that, sister,” Iceborne replied. “But this incursion was more costly than we expected. I will join you in prayer for the safety of your sister, but we will do her no good at the moment.” Her eyes drifted to Kaldir. “Ah, General. Good to see you on your feet.”

      The Marashti healer turned to look at him. A blue silken veil covered the lower half of her face, but he would have known Falmina from the tinest glimpse of her amber eyes, bright and inquisitive as ever.

      And with no more concern than if she’d glimpsed a fluttering insect, she turned away from him.

      He felt like she’d punched him in the gut. “Please, catch me up,” he said, tearing his eyes away from Falmina. He sank into a seat next to Azeria, giving him a full view of Falmina’s veiled face. An intricate swirl of blue was tattooed on her brow in the tradition of the Marashti.

      Azeria nudged his calf with her foot. “Are you all right?” He nodded without looking at her.

      “The sister was just voicing her concerns,” Iceborne said. “I’ve given our men orders to collect everything that was left behind, and we’ll return to Greenspire to regroup.”

      “Do we know where Sidran fled?” Kaldir asked.

      “North,” the healer replied without looking at him.

      “My apologies, have we met?” he asked.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed. He had been on the receiving end of her scowl more than a few times. “Sister Sohaila Mara,” she said. “I have been here for over a year. Sidran is planning something big, and he was headed north.”

      Sohaila.

      Why did she hide her face from them? Then it struck him. She was the one who’d told Vikosh to come back. “You were imprisoned here.”

      “Yes,” she said flatly. “Welcome to the conversation.” Azeria coughed and bowed her head.

      Anger prickled through him. This was certainly not the greeting he’d have hoped for. “There’s no need to be rude. It was a simple question.”

      She didn’t look at him, staring intently at General Iceborne.

      “Why was Sidran headed north? His armies were defeated at Greenspire,” Azeria said. “Was he fleeing?”

      “He has greater plans,” Sohaila said. “And at least a dozen Aesdar to carry them out.”

      “I knew it,” Azeria murmured.

      “And you don’t know what those plans are?” Iceborne asked.

      Sohaila shook her head. “He was vague around me.”

      “What exactly did you do here?” the older woman asked.

      Her gaze was still high, but her shoulders sank slightly. “I helped the Aesdar transform without losing their minds. I kept them healthy.”

      “Do you know how many people they killed?” Iceborne asked. For the first time, a heated edge crept into her voice. “And you aided them?”

      Kaldir’s stomach flip-flopped. “General—”

      “I can approximate, though you’re welcome to give me exact figures if it makes you feel righteous,” Sohaila said. “The Skymother saw fit to heal them through me. That is our way.”

      She was smaller than he remembered, her frame leaner than when she was a soldier training with him. Even her scent was different; the smoky scent of the Kadirai was still there, but it was mixed with the earthy smell of growing plants and a hint of something sweet and floral.

      “You aided the enemy. You—”

      “I protected my sisters and healed the wounded,” Sohaila said sharply. “My actions are for the Skymother to forgive, not you.”

      The general sighed. “We move out by midafternoon. Sister, if there’s anything you’d like to take with you, gather it now. We’ll return you safely to the temple.”

      “We need to go after Sidran.”

      “And if you wish to do so, I’ll have someone point you north,” Iceborne said mildly. “I’ve sent a hunting party to follow him, but you’re welcome to go alone if you think you can do the job.”

      “General,” Kaldir said sharply.

      “We return to Greenspire as soon as possible,” Iceborne said, ignoring his interjection. “Sister, I will give you the choice of whether you accompany us.”

      “This is a mistake,” Sohaila snapped.

      “I have made many, and will continue to do so,” Iceborne said. “But I don’t think this is one of them. You’re dismissed.”

      “I am—”

      “You are dismissed from my private briefing,” Iceborne said firmly. “Thank you for your contribution.”

      Sohaila whirled on her heel. Her amber eyes met his, filled with fire and rage. Her head tilted slightly, as if she was telling him to do something. But before he could react, she stormed past him. He turned to watch her go.

      “That was refreshing. Nothing like being scolded by a holy woman to start your day.” Iceborne rubbed her temples. “General Dawnblaze. Are you well?”

      “I’m fine,” he said absently. “Would you not consider going after Sidran?”

      “I’ve sent a hunting party to track them, but they have orders only to observe,” Iceborne said. “We are even less equipped than we were, and he has a dozen of his Aesdar fully rested. We would be fools to chase that trail right now, and you know it.”

      “I agree with you,” he replied. “But he has one of the Marashti.”

      “And I will pray for her safety,” Iceborne said. “But I will not throw dozens of my men to their deaths for one healer. They are valuable, but I won’t risk that.”

      “What did we gain?” he asked. “Please tell me we got something.”

      Azeria opened the ledger in front of her. The pages were filled with her neat handwriting. She’d taken responsibility for the Scalebreakers while he was incapacitated. He expected no less from her. “Two of the Aesdar were slain. Another three taken prisoner. As best as Sister Sohaila could tell us, there were eighteen remaining here before our arrival.”

      “Eighteen,” he breathed. That many white dragons would obliterate a city before his men could respond.

      “Thirteen left,” Azeria said.

      “I can do the math,” he said drily. “Any others?”

      “We took a number of prisoners. Two full blooded Kadirai and three hybrids. They’re not talking. We also got sixteen human soldiers that were asleep when we got here.”

      “Asleep?”

      “The sister drugged them,” Azeria said, her lips pulling into a smirk.

      That sounded like Falmina. He suppressed a smile.

      “We’ve questioned a few of the humans, but none of them knew where the Chosen were headed, just that Sidran told them they were heading north,” Azeria said.

      “What is your plan?” Kaldir asked Iceborne.

      “Exactly what I said to the Marashti woman,” she said. “We’ll return to Greenspire to gather the rest of our forces. We’ll continue to aid their efforts to recover the dead and establish order. Perhaps our zealous sister would be happy helping with relief efforts there. Once we’re certain that Greenspire will stand on its own, we will return to Adamantine Rise and share what we’ve learned with your—the Firestorm.”

      Ignoring Iceborne’s slip, Kaldir glanced at Azeria. “Do you think Sidran will attack Farath? He tried it once before.”

      “Possibly,” Iceborne said. “Which is why we should cut our losses and get back there sooner rather than later.”

      “Agreed,” Kaldir said.

      “What about the prisoners?”

      “Keep them locked down,” Kaldir said. “Marlena can question them when we get them back to Adamantine Rise.” The Scalebreakers had their own secret weapon; one of the Aesdar who had defected from the Chosen. Along with one of the powerful Arik’tazhan, she had trained the Scalebreakers to deal with the Aesdar. They would have suffered far greater losses without her aid.

      “Agreed,” Iceborne said. “We’ll leave for Greenspire by midday. In the meantime, we’ll continue questioning the prisoners.”

      He turned to Azeria. “Did you secure the Aesdar prisoners properly?”

      “Of course,” she said. “They’re all manacled and heavily drugged.”

      “Good,” he said. “If there’s nothing further, I need to check on my men. Just send for me if I’m needed.”

      Iceborne nodded to him, turning her attention back to her lieutenants as he got up. His back ached as he stood, with Azeria close behind him. As they walked into the main hall, Azeria’s dark eyes swept over him. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” he said. There was a half-healed cut on her forehead, edged by dark bruising. “You?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. She planted herself in front of him, arms folded over her chest. “What the hell was that last night?”

      He frowned at her. Her dark eyes were full of fury. “What?”

      “Throwing me off your back and hiding me under your wing like a helpless child,” she said. Heat rolled off of her. “You could have died.”

      “Hiding you had nothing to do with that,” he replied. “I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      “We protect each other, remember?” she said. “We carried your naked ass all the way back here and I thought I’d lost you. You scared the shit out of me.”

      He shrugged. “So you protected me, just like I protected you. There was nothing you could have done about that fire, and I had a better chance to survive it than you did.”

      She shook her head. “I’m extremely displeased with you. And if you weren’t the general, I would punch you in the face right now.”

      “Duly noted. However, I don’t recommend you punching me in the face,” he said. “And if you’re seeking an apology, you’re not getting one. I’m not sorry in the slightest, and I won’t apologize when I don’t mean it.” Fire flared in her eyes. “But I appreciate you dragging my naked ass back here. I do prefer being alive to the alternative.” Her frown faltered for a split second before she remembered she was supposed to be furious. “How are the rest of our people?”

      “We lost Khel,” she said. Her lip curled. “He shouldn’t have even come, but he’s stubborn. One of the Talons pulled him right off Kamina’s back and dropped him. He didn’t stand a chance. They’re fighting dirty.” She scowled

      “Talons?”

      “I’ll explain,” she said. As they walked back toward the room where he’d slept, she explained the poisonous breath had come from the Talons, a cadre of dragons that Sidran had enhanced with blood magic, turning their very blood and breath into poison. At least he hadn’t been so weak that he was taken down by normal fire. It soothed his ego, if not the burning ache in his chest and back.

      “I see,” he said. “How’s Kamina?”

      “She’s upset, obviously,” Azeria said. “She tried to catch Khel, but she couldn’t get to him fast enough. The Marashti tried to bring him back, but he was long gone.”

      “I’ll talk to her,” he said.

      “I already did,” Azeria said. “But you’re probably who she needs to hear from more than me. I’m not good at comforting.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      She chuckled. “Being honest isn’t always a virtue, Dawnblaze.”

      “You don’t need to be comforting to be good at what you do,” he said. “You took responsibility for the Scalebreakers while I was out.”

      “Someone had to,” she grumbled.

      He rested one hand on her back. She tensed but didn’t pull away. An embrace would be the wrong approach with her, but the simple touch was enough to convey his message. “You did very well,” he said. “Thank you. I am in good hands with you. We all are.”

      A faint smile pulled at her lips. “Yes, you are.”

      “Was anyone else killed?”

      She shook her head. “A few others hurt, but we were lucky. Iceborne lost two who got caught in the Aesdar’s breath. They weren’t prepared for the second one to change as fast as it did.”

      He nodded. “Understood. Where’s Kamina?”
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      The wind dragon sat on the edge of a bed, staring down at her hands with unfocused eyes. Her dark hair was a tangled mess around her pallid face. Kaldir knocked gently on the door frame. Her silver eyes were bloodshot, barely focused.

      “Sir,” she murmured, starting to stand.

      “Don’t,” he said. “I just came to check on you.”

      Her jaw clenched, but her eyes were already filling with tears. “I’m fine.”

      “Tell me what happened.”

      Her stoic mask disintegrated, revealing sheer anguish. “They knocked him off my back,” she said. “He held on as long as he could. He practically choked me holding onto that strap, but they broke his grip. That t’haran dan keth grabbed him, flew him even higher, and dropped him. The other one targeted me, and I couldn’t catch him. That was dirty. Dishonorable.”

      “That’s how they fight,” he said, crossing the room to kneel in front of her. “Azeria said you tried to get to him.”

      “I killed the one attacking me, but I was too slow. I used my wind to slow him down, but I’m afraid I just made it worse. If I hadn’t intervened, he might have died instantly. As it was, I’m afraid he suffered.” She let out a clipped sob, bowing her head as tears streamed down her cheeks.

      Kaldir grasped her hands. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said. His chest tightened with grief. No matter how many they lost, it didn’t get easier. “We will honor him, and we will finish this. If you need time to recover, then—”

      “I don’t want to quit,” she said. “I’ll stay with you until the end. Give me another partner or let me fight with the Broodguard.”

      He gently kissed her forehead. “You honor Khel’s memory. Would you like to pray for him?"

      She sighed. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “It would make me feel better, too,” he said. She squeezed his hands and nodded. “Blessed Skymother, hear our plea.”

      After praying for Khel, Kamina finally followed his orders to lie down. He dimmed the lantern and lingered at the door as she tugged the covers up to her chin. She was asleep within minutes, and he quietly let himself out of the room.

      He had mourned fallen brothers and sisters before. Even among regular soldiers, there was a sense of camaraderie, and a shared responsibility when one of them fell. But the Scalebreakers were different. They were no longer individuals. They were bonded to their partners by trust and respect, and dependent on one another for their survival. When one of them fell, it tore the other to shreds and shook the rest of the team. It was uniquely personal and intimately painful.

      Kamina blamed herself because her superior strength hadn’t been enough to protect Khel. Soaring through the sky to fight dragons, Khel depended on Kamina to get him back to the ground safely. In exchange, his power protected her from the Aesdar and the other magical weapons of the Chosen. If Khel had survived while Kamina fell, he would have been equally devastated.

      He could still picture poor Thana, wailing over Navor’s body in the second day of the battle for Arvelor. “I had one job,” she’d told him later, staring numbly at the harsh afternoon sky. “He needed me for one thing, and I couldn’t do it.”

      Never mind that Thana had six arrows protruding from her back and still managed to hold on to Navor’s bloody scales until the seventh pierced her wrist and broke her hold on him. She’d been lucky not to fall to her death. There was nothing else she could have done, nothing more anyone could have asked of her, but that didn’t matter. Thana still carried the impossible burden of Navor’s death.

      His list of names to remember in prayer grew longer each day. He longed for the day that they brought Sidran under their talons, when he would answer for it all.

      After checking on the rest of his men, Kaldir went in search of a bath, or at least a bucket of water and a rag. Halfway down the narrow hall, the clank of glassware and rustling paper caught his ear. He paused in the open doorway and saw Sohaila Mara bustling around a cramped workshop. His heart thrummed. He hadn’t seen her whole face yet, but he knew those eyes, and he certainly knew the sharp tongue that challenged Ralna Iceborne.

      She was pulling items from wooden shelves and packing them into crates. The workshop smelled of dried herbs and pungent medicinal mixtures. As she worked, she slowly turned, then jolted backward. “Kaldir—General Dawnblaze,” she amended. “Do you need healing?”

      “No,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “I know who you are.”

      “I’ve made no secret of it,” she replied. Her amber eyes met his. She’d undone the braid, letting loose, copper waves hang down her back. It was nearly impossible not to reach out and touch it. He remembered burying his face in that fiery hair, breathing deep while she slept in his arms. “Do you need something?”

      “I want to talk to you,” he said.

      “About?”

      His stomach plunged through the floor. He had hoped for a happier reunion than this. “I…I don’t know. Are you well? You said you had been here for a year.”

      “I’m fine,” she replied curtly. Her hand drifted toward her face, fingers brushing over her ear and tugging slightly at the thin chain connected to the veil. What was she hiding? “I’m glad to see you’re well.”

      “Did you heal me?”

      “I did,” she said. “You should be more careful around the Talons.”

      “Good to know,” he said. He frowned, shifting uncomfortably as the silence yawned open like a chasm between them. “I suppose I’ll leave you to your work. Perhaps when we arrive in Greenspire, we can find a few minutes to talk.”

      “Perhaps,” she said absently. She deposited a bundle of herbs into one of the crates. After working for a few minutes, she glanced up again and frowned at him.“Did you need something else?”

      I need you not to pretend I’m a stranger. “You were very upset with General Iceborne. What can I do?”

      Her harsh gaze softened. “Sidran has one of my sisters,” she said. “It should have been me. And I’m afraid he’ll take out his anger on her.”

      “Why?”

      “Ayla and I drugged half the people here. We put something in their dinner,” she said. “We figured it would make them slower to react and make it safer for whoever was coming.”

      “It worked,” Kaldir said. “We captured nearly two dozen of them still asleep.”

      Sohaila shrugged, apparently unfazed by his endorsement. “I snuck into the kitchen to drug the food, so Ayla went back out to find Veraxa, the other Marashti. She said it would be less suspicious, but neither of them made it back before the attack. Considering one of the Aesdar transformed and one flew away with Sidran, I’m assuming he made her help them transform. I am afraid Sidran will blame her for the attack.”

      “And you’d have preferred it was you that he took.”

      Her tattooed brow furrowed. “No, but she was only here because I wasn’t cooperative,” Sohaila said. “I feel responsible for her.”

      He scoffed. “The man is a monster. You’re not to blame for what he does.”

      “I didn’t say I was,” she said sharply. “But I also can’t leave her to suffer.”

      “We’ll find him, and we’ll get her back,” Kaldir said. “I give you my word. And even if you’re pretending otherwise, you know what that means.”

      She stared evenly at him, then nodded. “I’ll hold you to it.”
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      Despite her vow to be stoic, tears streamed down Sohaila’s cheeks as the formation of dragons descended into the Iveron Forest. Beneath the dark green canopy, the silvery stone of the Shrine of Mara rose from the forest floor. It was a beacon of hope and safety, the place she had called home for half her life.

      After glancing about to make sure no one was watching, she unhooked her veil and breathed deeply. The cool, damp air smelled of life; the rich smell of good soil, the green of growing things, and the sweet hint of flowers unfurling in the sun. Beneath it was the familiar hum of the Shrine, built on a holy place unmatched in the rest of Ascavar. Her innate power resonated with it, swelling in her chest.

      The wind whipped her hair around her face as the blue-scaled dragon descended abruptly. Kaldir, scaled in deep scarlet, led the way with his partner, Azeria, upon his back. How strange it was to see so many of her kind with riders. She secured her veil again as the blue dragon landed on the stone plaza outside the temple. Gleaming walls towered beyond, with graceful spires rising to delicate points.

      Clad in polished silver armor, the Shrine Wardens patrolled the perimeter of the temple. Closer to the massive arched entrance, she saw the gleam of blades as they went on alert.

      Azeria climbed down from Kaldir’s back and displayed her empty hands in a sign of neutrality. “We return from the Silent Orchard.” One of the Shrine Wardens held up his hand, looking her over. Then he relaxed and gave a hand signal to the other Wardens.

      A familiar woman with a long white braid approached Sohaila. Kenzi had been one of the first Shrine Wardens who had greeted her when she walked up the steps for the first time, alone and afraid. She’d taken Sohaila’s shaking hand like she was her daughter and walked her inside to find Mother Akshas, promising she would be safe here.

      The older woman stared up at her, eyes searching her. Sohaila suddenly felt self-conscious. She’d kept her traditional robes as clean as possible, but she felt shabby and disheveled.

      “Sister,” Kenzi murmured. “Sohaila? Is it you?”

      Her throat clenched. “It’s me.”

      Kenzi’s face split into a gleaming smile. She quickly sheathed her blade and offered her hands to help Sohaila down. After a furtive glance over her shoulder, she threw her arms around Sohaila. “I’m so glad you’ve returned,” she said. “I feared you had died, but I prayed to the Skymother for your safe return as soon as we heard you lived.”

      She leaned into the larger woman’s warm embrace, trying not to let the tears spill over her cheeks. “Thank you,” she said. “I had hoped I would see you again.”

      Kenzi extricated herself, then gently tugged at her sleeve to straighten it. “My apologies for being so forward.”

      “No apology needed,” Sohaila said. “I need to see Mother Akshas right away. Is she around?”

      Kenzi nodded. “Our scouts saw you coming a while ago, so we asked her to wait inside just in case it was an attack. I know she’ll be pleased to see you.”

      Sohaila’s heart thumped. “Will you take me to her?”

      The contingent of Kadirai had begun the process of shifting back. Hybrid riders were producing clothing from leather packs, helping their freshly-shifted dragon partners dress and steady themselves after the lengthy flight. She pointedly ignored Kaldir as he stretched out his broad back. Pleasant as he was to look at, she didn’t need any further distraction.

      Veraxa was already walking up the steps, eyes wide and fearful. Sohaila caught her arm. “Are you all right?”

      “Nervous,” Veraxa said. She smoothed her tousled blonde curls. “I feel like I’m going to be in trouble for being away. Isn’t that ridiculous?”

      “It is,” Sohaila said with a chuckle. “You did nothing wrong, sister.”

      Despite her calming words, she understood. After a year away, the temple somehow felt like home and an alien land at the same time.

      The lavish interior of the temple glittered with silver and blue glass in a thousand shades, from the palest silvery-blue to the darkest midnight blue. The heavy, spicy smell of incense filled the air, tickling at her nose. Quiet murmurs of prayer whispered on the wind. In the large foyer, a silver statue of Mara in her long robes stood in a pool of clear water, greeting visitors with an outstretched hand.

      Soon, the quiet murmur of prayer was overtaken by the noisy buzz of conversation, as her sisters emerged from all over the Shrine to witness the new arrivals. Sohaila lowered her head, surreptitiously checking that the veil covered her face, and ducked down a side hallway to avoid the crowd.

      With Veraxa in tow, Sohaila headed for Mother Akshas’s office. The heavy wooden doors were ajar, granting a glimpse of blue as the older woman paced back and forth. As Sohaila approached, the Shrine Wardens guarding the door stepped aside.

      “Sister,” they murmured in unison. They opened the doors further, letting out a noisy creak.

      At the sound, Mother Akshas froze. Her bright green eyes swept over Sohaila, then Veraxa. “My sisters,” she breathed. She darted out of the office, meeting them just outside the door and hugging them both at once. Warmth enveloped her as the older woman’s hand cupped her head, stroking her hair gently. Her chest tightened, and her eyes threatened to well up for what felt like the hundredth time that day. Akshas pulled away and met Sohaila’s eyes. “My sister, why do you hide your face? Let me see you and soothe my heart.”

      “I would prefer not to,” Sohaila said, her voice shaking.

      Akshas beckoned for them to follow her into the office. Without a word, the Shrine Wardens closed the doors. “Sohaila.”

      With dread prickling down her spine, she slowly unhooked the veil, letting the drape of silk fall away. She stared intently at the plush carpet, tracing the ornate swirling pattern of white on blue. In her peripheral vision, she saw Akshas’ hand rise to touch her chin. “May I?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said meekly. Breathing deep, she kept still as Akshas tilted her chin up to inspect the deep, twisted scars.

      The older woman’s lips pressed together in a grim expression. “We will speak of this later,” Akshas said. Her thumb traced the outer corner of Sohaila’s eye, where one of Adron’s claws had nearly taken her sight. “Can you still see?”

      “Yes. I was fortunate. Ugliness is no hindrance to my daily tasks, it seems.”

      “My Sohaila, ever the pragmatist,” she mused. Akshas’s dark green eyes were filled with warmth and pity, which made Sohaila want to hide. “Shall we sit and speak?”

      She glanced over at Veraxa, who was gawking at Sohaila’s uncovered face. The older woman cleared her throat quietly. Veraxa’s blue eyes widened, and she snapped her head back, staring up at the ceiling with her cheeks flushing.

      Akshas turned her gaze on Veraxa, touching her face lightly. “My sweet girl, I’m glad you’ve returned safely,” she said. “After the fall of Auran-Kahl, I feared the worst.”

      Veraxa burst into tears. “I’m sorry, Mother Akshas,” she said. She tried to pull away to scrub at her tears, but Akshas shook her head and embraced her.

      “There is nothing to apologize for,” Akshas said. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to find you until now.” She pulled away, inspecting Veraxa’s face. “Were you harmed?”

      Veraxa shook her head. “They made me help them,” she said. “I wasn’t sure, but Sister Sohaila said that it was not for us to judge who deserved our help.”

      Akshas shot her a look, raising an eyebrow. “Sister Sohaila was very wise.” Her words were complimentary, but there was no mistaking the suspicion in her tone. She kissed Veraxa’s forehead and gestured toward the doors. “Speak to Jasahn and have him take you to my private bath. We will speak further, but for now, I need to talk to Sohaila.”

      “I was wondering if I could go into the city and help,” Veraxa said, fiddling with her sleeve. “General Iceborne’s men said there were many people hurt in the battle.”

      “Such a helper,” Akshas said with a smile. “Right now, I want you to eat and rest. You can dive back into the fray tomorrow if you’re ready.”

      Sohaila’s heart thumped as Veraxa left the room. The doors closed with a finality that echoed into the stone chamber. Tension hung in the air like thick smoke. Though her demeanor was still gentle, Akshas’ eyes took on a sharper, more incisive cast as she turned back to Sohaila. “What happened?”

      “I was on the road to Blackstone, as ordered,” Sohaila said. Her heart pounded. “We were ambushed by the Chosen. Do you know who they are?”

      Akshas laughed bitterly. “Do I know who they are…dear, you have missed much. The Chosen are infesting all of Ascavar like a bloody plague. I can only assume the Skymother shielded us from their sight. While Greenspire was ravaged, they never darkened our doorstep.”

      “And you stayed here?”

      The older woman’s eyes narrowed. “I protected my sisters. I could not risk their safety by drawing the attention of the Chosen. We have centuries of knowledge and power preserved here. It would have been catastrophic.”

      Sohaila bit back on a retort. Their centuries of knowledge were intended to help people. But this was not the time to argue philosophy with Mother Akshas. “The Chosen killed Aben and Lezah and took me with them,” she said, trying to keep the fearful memory at a distance, erecting a stone wall so it wouldn’t overwhelm her.  More than a year later, she still saw Lezah’s beautiful blue eyes going dim while Aben’s lifeblood soaked into the ground. “They had claimed the Silent Orchard.”

      Sitting on the couch with Akshas, she explained how Sidran had been training his Aesdar there. Each of them underwent an extensive process of magical tattooing back in Eldavar, the human realm, before being brought to the Orchard. There, she had helped more than two dozen of them make their first transformations.

      “You helped him?” Akshas asked.

      “It is not for us to decide who is worthy of healing,” she said. “As you taught us.”

      “Healing a wounded soldier is different than aiding those monstrosities,” Akshas said. “An enemy soldier may be redeemed. Those creatures…”

      “Those creatures were manipulated,” she said sharply. A nasty mixture of guilt and anger swept over her. “And if I hadn’t helped, they would have harmed Ayla or Veraxa.” She frowned. “You did know that Ayla was gone, didn’t you?”

      “We have lost a number of sisters to this war,” Akshas said. “Where is Ayla now?”

      “Sidran has her,” Sohaila said. She didn’t like the way Akshas avoided the question. Had they even searched for Sohaila? Or had they believed for the last year that she was doing her job in Blackstone? “I didn’t want to help him. And if he’d only threatened me, I would have defied him to the end.” She gestured to the scarred side of her face. “A week after this happened, he brought Ayla to the Silent Orchard. The next time I declined his orders, he brought her into my workshop and had one of his men break her fingers until I complied. One knuckle at a time. I held out for three fingers, and I couldn’t bear anymore.”

      Akshas covered her mouth. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.”

      “And he has her still,” Sohaila said. “Mother Akshas, I humbly request permission to take a group of the Shrine Wardens to find her. We may still find the trail. I would—”

      “Absolutely not,” Akshas said.

      She frowned. “Why not?”

      “That is not your place,” Akshas said. “You are wise, Sohaila, and very strong. You may sit in this office some day. But you are not a warrior. Not anymore.”

      “Then send someone who is,” she said. “And let me go with them. I know how to deal with the Aesdar.”

      Akshas shook her head. “You need to rest and be among your sisters,” she said. “And if I may be so selfish, I need you here working on a cure for this affliction caused by the white beasts.”

      She tilted her head. “A cure?”

      “Where these white dragons go, they leave a trail of comatose victims in their wake,” Akshas said. “We can only keep them nourished for so long. Hundreds died in Arvelor because they simply wasted away with no one to care for them. Their condition spreads through touch, and many were abandoned.”

      She chuckled. “If I can solve that problem, would you let me go?”

      “This is not a negotiation, Sohaila,” Akshas said flatly.

      “I can cure it,” she said. “Sidran had me working on it for his own people who’d been caught in the crossfire. It’s a simple antitoxin with a touch of elixir. It takes a few days, but most of them awaken with little lasting damage.”

      At the word elixir, Akshas’ eyes widened. “Blood magic, you mean. This is blasphemy.”

      “It was the only thing that worked,” Sohaila said. “The white dragon’s power comes from blood magic. Neutralizing it required an element of that power, too, just like any poison. And if you would rather stand on principle while hundreds of people waste away, then go ahead.”

      “Sister!” Akshas exclaimed. “I understand your passion but you will mind your tone.”

      She drew a sharp breath through her nostrils and held it before she spoke again. Her heart thumped, the steady pressure reminding her of the anger boiling inside. “I’m sorry for being disrespectful. I will gladly keep researching another method. But it took me months of experimentation to get it right, and I never found a method that worked without it. Furthermore, the elixir has already been produced. Better that it doesn’t go to waste.”

      “I do not like it,” Akshas said. “I will seek the Skymother’s guidance.”

      She gritted her teeth. If Akshas would let people die this way, they would come to blows. “I will trust your judgment. In the meantime, I will show some of the others how to brew the base of the antitoxin. Adding the elixir is the final step. But please consider letting me go look for Ayla.”

      “I will not consider it,” Akshas said. “You belong here, doing the Skymother’s work and healing yourself.” Her gaze softened, and she lightly touched Sohaila’s unmarked cheek. “You need to rest and regain your balance here.” She frowned. “I believed you were dead, and I put Iana in your place on the Circle. I will pray about the right course, but…”

      “It’s fine,” Sohaila said. “Let her stay. I would be no good to the Circle right now.” She’d been the junior member of the Sapphire Circle, comprised of seven high-ranking sisters who advised Mother Akshas and oversaw the Marashti as a whole. Just three years before her capture, she’d been promoted to the Apothecary’s seat, serving as an expert on mixing potions and other medicines. She wasn’t surprised to hear that she’d been replaced, but she didn’t know how to feel about it.

      And a small, nasty part of her wondered how long they had waited to fill her seat, and how many tears Iana had shed for Sohaila before stepping into her shoes.

      Akshas sighed. “That isn’t true, but it might be good for you to simply rest and focus on coming back to your roots. When you are more settled, we will revisit the issue.” She gently touched Sohaila’s face. “I’m glad you’re home. This is where you belong, and you are safe here.”

      But she wasn’t so sure about either. Not anymore.
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      One of the Shrine Wardens offered to take Sohaila to the guest quarters, on the opposite end of the grand temple from her own quarters. It took a bit of prodding, but the woman reluctantly revealed that Iana had also been given Sohaila’s spacious quarters, a benefit of the Apothecary seat. Fantastic. She resisted the urge to ask if Iana had also been given her clothing and her books.

      She needed a long bath, fresh clothes, and some quality time with a comb for her wind-tangled hair. But Sohaila politely declined the offer of a guest room, instead heading for the small outdoor chapel. Turmoil swirled in her mind.

      The Shrine of Mara had been home for just as long as Ironhold. She knew every winding hall and hidden crevice. She knew the secret corners where one could linger and hear whispered conversations from the next floor.

      But her time with Sidran, and the choices she had made to protect her sisters, hung on her like a sticky film. And it not only stained her spirit, but it clung to her like filth, where everyone could see it and smell it on her. She hurried, faster and faster, until she was practically running to the peaceful outdoor sanctuary.

      Stone walls enclosed a large courtyard on the north side of the temple. Large glass lanterns filled with pale green everlight cast a pleasant, eerie glow that pushed back the enveloping darkness of the Iveron.

      Cast in gleaming silver, a statue of the Skymother kept watch at one end of the courtyard. Pale green vines grew over her outstretched wings, speckled with peculiar purple blooms that grew nowhere else in the world. A large silver basin below her feet was filled with a low fire.

      She fetched a cushion and placed it near the statue, close enough to breathe the fragrant smoke from the basin. Her hands trembled as she reached under the statue’s pedestal for the small wooden tray hidden there. Slips of paper and charcoal pencils rolled around the tray. Setting it in her lap, she began to write names on the slips.

      Aben. Lezah. Her two bodyguards who had sworn an oath to protect the Marashti.

      To protect her.

      Both of them were slaughtered like animals. With her wrists bound, she had struggled and cried out in vain as she watched Lezah’s beautiful scaled form shudder its last breath, dissolving back into her still, pale body.

      She’d always understood the Shrine Wardens swore their lives to the Skymother, but it had been an abstraction until that moment. Where Sohaila had sworn her intellect and her devotion, they swore their mortality. Until she saw that oath become a bloody reality, she had never imagined the grief and guilt of watching someone die for her. She was unworthy of that sacrifice.

      Danerra. One of the Aesdar she couldn’t save. She’d done everything correctly, but Danerra’s body couldn’t handle the transformation and Sohaila didn’t have enough raw power to heal her through the damage. Her breathing was wet as she choked it hurts, please help me, and took her last, agonized breath.

      Volir. One of Sidran’s bodyguards who had been kind to her. He left to fight and never returned, just like Themiah, Ihrel, and Ebia. For every one that fell, Sidran had another to fill their place, like cheap tools that had broken and were discarded.

      Her hand shook as she wrote the next one. Khel. The man who’d been thrown from Kamina’s back. He was dead before Veraxa got to him. There was nothing they could have done, but his dark, unseeing eyes still haunted her memory.

      Thirak. Nedia.

      Footsteps shuffled behind her. Wreathed in the strangely pleasant smell of smoke and sweat, Kaldir stood a few feet away, placing a cushion opposite hers in the shade of the Skymother’s wing. “May I pray here?”

      “That is what this place is for,” she said. Her heart thumped as she tried not to let his presence shake her. “Though I do find it curious that you chose the most secluded place in the Shrine to pray, when you had to walk by two separate entrances to the main sanctuary on your way to get here from the front doors.”

      He frowned at her. “I’m not following you,” he said. “Someone showed me this place several days ago, and I enjoyed the quiet. It makes me feel closer to her.”

      She sighed. He had always been devout, dragging her out of bed for early morning prayers even when she protested. “The bells have not rung for prayers. What brings you out here now?”

      “I lost several men in our attack, and I have not been able to properly pray for them. It weighs on me,” he said. He reached under the pedestal and frowned.

      “Here,” she murmured, sliding the wooden tray toward him.

      He took out several slips of paper and a piece of charcoal. “Perhaps you could also speak for them. The Skymother may hear your voice more clearly than mine.”

      A pang of sorrow pierced through her. “What were their names?”

      “Khel,” he said. “Thirak. Nedia.” She held out the slips for him to read, where she had already inscribed their names. He smiled at her, a hint of pride in his expression. Creases formed around his bright amber eyes. Don’t stare. She had missed those warm eyes, always holding a hint of something deeper. “How did you know?”

      “I asked your partner their names,” she said. “While you slept.”

      “I do not wish to trouble you, Fal—Sohaila,” he said, shaking his head as he corrected himself. “But it will ease my conscience to pray for my men. I will come back later if you want privacy.”

      “You don’t have to leave,” she said. Hesitantly, she shifted her cushion closer to him. Her heart thumped as he moved closer, until he was at arm’s reach. Even with this distance between them, she felt the tingling heat of his presence filling the cool void between them, a paltry echo of the closeness they’d once known. “Blessed Skymother, who holds us all in her ever-watchful gaze, see our mourning. Please prepare your halls, lay out the feast of victory, and welcome them home. And in your songs of rejoicing and honor, we pray that we would hear the echoes and know that our hearts need not be heavy. Instead, let our hearts join in the song and make it richer for all who hear.” She handed Kaldir the slips with his soldiers’ names.

      “Khel Arrowind,” he said, placing the slip into the fire. “May we honor your memory.” The thin parchment ignited, sending a curling wisp of smoke up toward the Skymother’s upraised arms. She handed him the next one. “Thirak Darkfrost.” He continued the process, his deep voice unwavering as he placed each name into the fire.

      Her voice trembled as she took over. “Danerra,” she murmured, sending the slip into the fire. “Volir.” With each name, she remembered their faces, imagining them smiling and whole. She hesitated, still picturing Aben’s pained face as Sidran’s men cut him down. He went to his death crawling toward Sohaila, determined to protect her until his final breath. “Brave Aben. May your bravery be reborn a thousand times over in the souls of all Kadirai warriors.”

      With the last name sent into the fire, she let out a quiet sigh and began to hum quietly, a gentle hymn of mourning without words. Her chest swelled with the ache of emotion that needed to escape, but she didn’t dare burst into tears in front of Kaldir.

      It had been so strange and magical to see him lying in that bed, blissfully unaware of her presence. But this was different. He was no longer a bittersweet memory, but a fiery presence that would burn her if she ventured too close.

      She had come to the Shrine with a conflicted heart; hopeful for the divine destiny that lay before her and broken-hearted by the pain that lay behind her. If Kaldir had asked her, she would have turned her back on the Marashti. She would have ignored the divine calling to stay in Ironhold with him.

      But he didn’t ask. He left.

      It was easy enough to put it out of her mind back then, but with him here now…she could smell him, the smoky essence that defined all Kadirai but also the uniquely Kaldir smell that reminded her of nights of passion, when his smell would be all over her skin, soaking in to mark her as his. Fifty years, and she could still feel the ghost of his hands on her, tracing her spine until she melted into him.

      “Sohaila,” he said quietly. “I am angry that Sidran eluded my grasp. I want to hunt him down.”

      She glanced at him, but his amber gaze was still downcast. “I believe that would be wise.”

      “We captured several of his men at the Silent Orchard. We also captured his generals here in Greenspire. They’re all hybrids.”

      “So you couldn’t compel them to answer questions,” she murmured.

      “We’ve questioned them but they are swearing they know nothing, even under torture.” He was so matter-of-fact, it sent a chill down her spine. “Back in Adamantine Rise, we have an ally who was one of Sidran’s Aesdar and defected.”

      “Marlena,” she murmured. “Is it her?”

      His head snapped toward her. She caught the motion out of the corner of her eye and turned to regard him. “You know her?”

      “Sidran cursed her name. He swore they would kill her if they saw her again,” she said. “She’s with you?”

      Kaldir nodded. “She can question them and determine what they know. But you worked with the Aesdar. Are any of them friendly to you?”

      “Most of them,” she said. “I took care of them.”

      He flinched. “Could you convince them to question our prisoners?”

      “I won’t hurt them,” she said.

      “I didn’t ask you to. I just want you to ask them,” he said. “It’s worth a try.”

      “Then I’ll do it. Show me the way.”
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      When Kaldir Dawnblaze left the familiar walls of Ironhold months ago, he never expected that his path would lead him into the ruined streets of Greenspire, tailing after Falmina Flamewrought.

      Nestled in the dense forest of the Iveron, Greenspire was a strange, beautiful city of wood and stone. Spiraling towers and graceful arches twisted around the ancient trees, as if the buildings had simply grown from the ground.

      Unlike the cold stone of the Stoneflight lands, or even the hard-baked mud brick of the Stormflight lands, the Ashflight dragons favored natural beauty over sturdy fortifications. Their beautiful, delicate architecture was not built to withstand the destruction of war.

      Entire towers and dwellings had been ripped from their heights and shattered on the ground below. Smooth, golden wood was streaked with the spindly burn marks of lightning strikes. Jagged points of tree trunks jutted up toward the sky like broken teeth, and the once-famed stained glass of Greenspire was shattered across the ground.

      The entire city was gripped in stunned silence. As Kaldir walked past a fallen residential tower, he saw several Kadirai climbing what remained of the spiraling foundation and gesturing to one another, as if they were planning how to fix the destroyed building.

      Kaldir didn’t want to say it aloud, but the city was a loss. The survivors would be better off going somewhere else and starting anew. Yet, he knew if Ironhold was destroyed, he would spend the rest of his life rebuilding it stone by stone, no matter how insurmountable the task seemed.

      In the days since the Scalebreakers left for the Silent Orchard, the grim work of recovering the dead and injured had been completed. Since then, the denizens of the city had hung white flowers in the doorways to indicate that someone had been lost. Nearly every door was marked.

      In what had once been a bustling marketplace, two large merchant’s tents had been connected and converted into a hospital. Crates of food were stacked just outside the large green tents, with several city guards distributing bundles to a constant flow of people. Children and adults alike milled around the tent, where healers in blue circulated to inspect their injuries and offer words of comfort.

      Sohaila walked ahead of Kaldir, with her bodyguards, Virnan and Enalah, close behind. Dressed in leather armor, the Shrine Wardens were well armed, and each carried a large pack with her supplies. She glanced back, beckoning to them to follow.

      “I’ll just be a moment,” she said to Kaldir. Walking with a regal bearing he’d never seen in her, Sohaila slipped through the crowd and ducked to enter the tent.

      Inside, a dozen cots were tightly packed into two lines. Several women dressed in the blue garb of the Marashti moved among them, tending to the wounded. Incense burned somewhere in the tent, but it couldn’t cover the heavy, thick scent of blood and sickness.

      Sohaila walked from cot to cot, speaking quietly to each of the healers. Halfway down, she paused to inspect a patient. Gesturing in a circle, she placed her hands on his chest and closed her eyes. A familiar, hazy yellow glow emanated from her hands as her healing energy poured into him.

      He had no claim to her gifts, but immense pride swelled in his chest as he watched her. Fifty years ago, Falmina Flamewrought was intelligent and utterly irresistible, but flighty and headstrong, with a smart mouth that often brought her trouble. Though she occupied the same body and had the same burning fierceness in her eyes, this was not the woman he remembered. This woman was confident, mature, and incredibly talented.

      Sohaila cupped the man’s cheek gently. Her lips moved, and he just caught the familiar words of a prayer. “May the Mother always keep you in her sight and bring your wings back into her endless skies.” She glanced up at the other healer and made a circling gesture over the man’s belly. “Keep an eye on this wound. It will get infected if you’re not watching it closely. A paste with crushed snowthorn will keep it clean without causing him any more discomfort.”

      “Yes, sister,” the other woman said reverently. “Right away.”

      After a final circuit around the tent, Sohaila returned to him. “Thank you for waiting,” she said. “We can continue.” He joined her side, and her two bodyguards fell in behind her.

      An evening in familiar surroundings had been kind to Sohaila. Like most of the Marashti, she wore robes of blue, though her flowing robes were more ornate than what the healers in the tent wore. Airy blue silk was embroidered with fine silver designs, and she wore a beautifully tooled leather belt around her narrow waist. Still, she looked too thin, which worried him about how she’d been treated in Sidran’s custody.

      Her auburn hair was braided in an elegant style and secured with simple silver combs. But much to his chagrin, she still wore a veil. Pinned into her hair, the blue silk concealed everything beneath her eyes. He could see the faintest hint of puckered skin near her left eye.

      Concealing it only made him more curious. He didn’t care if she had a scar. Both of them looked different after fifty years apart. But he feared what cruelties she’d endured while in the captivity of the Chosen, and he was afraid to upset their tenuous peace by asking.

      “I saw only mundane injuries,” she said quietly. “Mother Akshas made it sound like there were many left soulstruck by the white dragons.”

      “The main hospital here has been filled to the brim with the soulstruck,” Kaldir said. “There were many in Arvelor, and even back in Farath. The Marashti have yet to find a cure.”

      “That’s not true. I know how to cure it,” Sohaila said, eyes narrowed.

      He frowned at her. “Really?”

      “Yes,” she said. “It was one of Sidran’s top priorities after creating the Aesdar. Even his own people got caught in the crossfire a few times. The amulets can protect you to an extent, but a direct hit will still be devastating.”

      “Then we should stop by the main hospital to help,” he said.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” she replied, her voice taking on an acidic tone. She glanced up at him. “But it requires a touch of blood magic, and Mother Akshas disapproves.” He sucked a sharp breath through his nose. Before he could speak again, her thin brows arched. “And clearly, so do you.”

      “On principle, I cannot abide the use of blood magic. Our people have been killed for their magic,” he said.

      “How easy for you both to determine what you will tolerate when it’s not your life at stake,” she said. “I thought perhaps I was just not smart enough to figure out another way. But it seems that in my long absence, my sisters were unable to do it either. And if dozens of brilliant women couldn’t figure out a solution, then perhaps a cleaner way doesn’t exist.” She shrugged. “I understand your objection, but it isn’t your choice to determine whether they may live.”

      “And they cannot speak for themselves,” he said. “Perhaps they would not want to be cured by those means.”

      She threw up her hands in frustration. “Then by all means, inform their families that you disapprove of a cure that would have them restored in a matter of days.”

      “Sohaila—”

      She shook her head. “Enough people have died.” Her voice was sharp and dripping with anger. She looked up, surveying the ruined city around them. “I had no idea it was this bad.”

      “You should have seen Arvelor,” he said. “I had only seen it once before its destruction, but…it looks as if the earth opened up to swallow it.”

      The devastating attacks of the Aesdar had left cracks in the ground and filled them with the rubble of buildings that had stood for centuries. The soaring farzira, the spiraling towers that once housed large Kadirai families, had been toppled, shattered like broken teeth. The city reeked of death, where hundreds of citizens had been crushed under tons of debris.

      Kaldir had been glad to break the Chosen hold on Arvelor, but he was secretly relieved when the Broodguard moved on to liberate Greenspire. He would rather fight until he was battered and bloody than pull another crushed body from beneath the rubble, knowing there was nothing he could do but offer empty prayers.

      “And what exactly are you doing here? Besides leading daring missions to rescue hapless Marashti healers?”

      “The Chosen have been moving for some time, but when they attacked Arvelor, all the queens finally took notice. Queen Udezari was taken into the human realm, where she and the Exile Queen called a Conclave.”

      She paused and stared up at him. “Really?”

      “A very strange one, with magic of the human realm I have never seen,” he said. “Not long after, the surviving Arik’tazhan met in the human realm. The next thing I knew, Viraszel told me I would be going to Adamantine Rise with her. At her command, all the queens dispatched forces to create an army they’re calling the Broodguard.”

      There was a hint of amusement in her eyes. “And how do you feel about taking orders from your mother?” The weight on the word mother told him Sohaila had not forgotten Viraszel’s blatant dislike for her as a young woman.

      He raised an eyebrow. “I have taken orders from the Firestorm since I was old enough to understand language. This is nothing new for me,” he said wryly. “Though it has been strange to work so closely with her. Training with the Arik’tazhan has felt a bit like trying on someone’s much larger boots.”

      “I’m sure you’ve done well,” she said. “Or she would have made her disappointment quite clear.” Though it was subtle, the vote of confidence made him proud. It was high praise from the more reserved Sohaila.

      He chuckled. “Indeed, she would have.” And she had, at least when he’d first begun training with the Scalebreakers. Marlena had put them all on their asses more than a few times, and Viraszel had been quite vocal about her disapproval. But their results in the field spoke for themselves.

      “Are you leading the army?”

      “No. General Iceborne commands the Broodguard,” he said. “I command the Scalebreakers. We target the Aesdar so the rest of the army can fight.”

      She glared at him. “You know they’re just people like us. He’s manipulated them into weapons.”

      “I know that,” he said. “All of the Chosen are people just like us. If the Aesdar are raining destruction on our cities, I don’t care who they are or why they’re doing it. If they threaten my people, I will stop them.”

      Her eyebrows arched, and she turned away from him, keeping her eyes fixed ahead of her. Her silence hung heavy in the air. They soon reached the Queen’s Stroll, which had once been a lovely landscaped garden leading up to the palace. The manicured flower bushes and trees were charred and broken, littering the ground. A narrow path had been swept clean in the center.

      The great wooden doors to the palace at Greenspire stood open, one hanging from its frame like a loose tooth. Sohaila touched his arm lightly, sending a warm thrill down his spine. “Please let me speak to the prisoners first,” she said. “They know me. No threats, no violence.”

      “I’ll accompany you, but I won’t say anything unless it’s necessary,” he said. “Reasonable enough?”

      “I suppose it has to be,” she said.

      The green-clad guards at the entrance bowed politely to them as they approached. For a moment, he stiffened, ready to give them the subtle nod of recognition. But the male guard on the left murmured, “Blessings upon you, sister.”

      “May her gaze fall upon you, an-kadi,” Sohaila said warmly. The guard smiled as he straightened, his shoulders thrown back with pride. “We’ve come to see the prisoners brought in yesterday.”

      “Yes, ma’am, of course,” he said. “I’ll take you.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      The guard walked ahead, glancing back occasionally to see if Sohaila was following him. Her two bodyguards flanked her on either side, pushing Kaldir to walk behind her.

      Being the queen’s advisor and leader of her military came with a certain respect, and he had grown accustomed to being recognized with quiet deference wherever he went in Ironhold. Full of mischief and fiery passion, Falmina had followed him like a shadow for years, and he’d relished it. Her admiration made him confident, and at the same time, encouraged him to be a better man that was worthy of her high regard. Now he felt like her shadow, small and insignificant in her light.

      The interior of the castle was littered with debris, but it was more intact than much of the city. The roof was torn open, as if great claws had ripped into it. Smoke still lingered in the air, and soot marked the pale stone tile floor. A cadre of bedraggled servants swept debris and dust into piles, imposing order in the chaos.

      The guard led them through a winding hall around the perimeter of the palace, then down narrow stairs to a dim antechamber. There, several guards in green stood at a heavy metal door. Both men looked exhausted, with deep shadows ringing their eyes.

      “We wish to speak to the prisoners brought in yesterday,” Sohaila said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” one of them said. “Which one? We’ve got a full house here.”

      “The male with the reddish hair,” she said. “His name is Enzar. He has red tattoos all over his body.”

      Two of the guards glanced at each other. One took a deep breath, giving Sohaila an apologetic look. “Ma’am, he was rather difficult yesterday. It may not be safe for you.”

      “Is he shackled?” she asked.

      “Yes, but—”

      “And you have the amulets that were sent ahead for you?” she asked. At the mention of it, Kaldir instinctively palmed his own. Marlena had warned him that one of the Aesdar at full strength could shatter it if they tried, but it was enough to protect them from collateral damage.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Then we’re fine,” she replied. She glanced back to one of her bodyguards. “Virnan, my pack, please.” The slender male Warden turned, crouching slightly so she could open the leather bag and root inside for a small jar. “I’ll see him now.”

      “Ma’am—”

      “I insist,” she said sharply. The protesting guard’s eyes widened at her harsh tone, and he fumbled to take the keys from his belt. Unlocking the door, he stood aside for Sohaila, then gave Kaldir a helpless look.

      Sohaila opened the jar and scooped out a pink paste. A pleasant floral scent permeated the stagnant air as she rubbed her hands together. “Now we’re ready.”

      Dressed in loose, filthy linens, the large male prisoner sat on a stone bench. His thick wrists were encircled in dark manacles, linked by a heavy chain that draped between his knees. A heavy metal collar hung around his neck, and a dingy blindfold covered his eyes. His forearms were covered in the familiar red tattoos that marked Marlena’s skin.

      “Enzar?” Sohaila said. At the sound of her voice, his head lifted, and he looked for the source. “Do you remember me? It’s your friend, Sohaila.”

      His brow furrowed. “Sohaila? Are you here to help me? If you can unlock these, I’ll protect you.” Rattling the manacles on his wrists, he sniffed the air. “There are people here with you. Kadirai. Are you safe?”

      She frowned, clearly conflicted. “Enzar, I need you to help me.”

      “Anything for you. Just uncover my eyes and take these off,” he said. He shook his wrists. “My power is so weak right now. Where is Master Sidran? Is he safe?”

      She sighed and touched Enzar’s shoulder. He jolted, turning his covered eyes toward her hand.  Kaldir inched forward, already readying his flames. “Did someone hurt you?”

      “I fought those Kadirai monsters who brought me down here, but there were too many,” he said. His face was bruised, one eyebrow split in a swollen red gash. “Please, let me go.”

      “I can’t,” she said. Sohaila knelt in front of Enzar, staring up at him as she pulled the blindfold down. “I need you to help us ask some questions.”

      His bright blue eyes drifted over her shoulder to Kaldir, then to her bodyguards. A frown slowly spread across his face. “Sohaila, who are these people?”

      “These are my friends,” she said. “We’re trying to make sure no one else gets hurt. Would you help me ask some questions?”

      His posture tensed. “You’re helping the Kadirai,” he said. “I remember now. You betrayed Master Sidran. You…you drugged me.”

      “No,” she said. “Master Sidran is hurting innocent people. Hundreds of people in this city died, and they did nothing wrong.”

      “He wouldn’t do that,” Enzar said firmly. “We’re making a better world. The people in this city enslaved innocent humans. Drinking their blood and enslaving women for their foul desires.”

      “They did no such thing,” the palace guard protested. “Greenspire is a peaceful city and always has been.”

      How many prisoners had protested the same? There was always a story, a fabricated tale of Kadirai evil to justify the unprovoked massacre. The Chosen claimed they were just making a better world, though they left a trail of ruin and death everywhere they went.

      She shook her head sadly. “Sidran lied to you.”

      He shook his head again. “You lied to me.” Lightning fast, he grabbed Sohaila’s shoulders and pulled her in close. She yelped in surprise as his eyes flared bright. “Let me out of here.”

      “Enzar!” she protested.

      Kaldir lunged into the cell as Sohaila slammed her hand into Enzar’s face, covering his mouth with her palm. His eyelids fluttered, but he slapped her hand away and grabbed the chain around her neck.

      Enraged, Kaldir leaped across the room and kicked Enzar in his side. The big man let out a grunt, but kept his hold on Sohaila and snapped the amulet off her neck.

      “Look at me,” he roared. In the tiny cell, his voice echoed like thunder, sending a shiver down Kaldir’s spine. Sohaila stared up at him, her eyes wide and fearful. Her pupils widened, nearly concealing her amber eyes as his power sank into her.

      Kaldir shoved Sohaila away from Enzar. He still clutched her amulet and a fistful of blue fabric. With a growl of anger, Kaldir slammed his fists into either side of the man’s head, boxing his ears. The Aesdar cried out in shock, shaking his head. “Get in here,” he yelled. There were chains on the wall, dangling empty where he should have been all along. Virnan rushed forward and helped Kaldir shove Enzar into the wall, securing his wrists.

      The tattooed man struggled, lunging toward them with a feral snarl. “Let me go!” His voice was unsettling, but the amulet protected him. “Sohaila. Look at me.”

      Kaldir drove a bladed hand into his throat, cutting off his voice. Enzar’s face went red as he fought to breathe. “Hold your tongue if you wish to keep it attached.”

      Enalah knelt at Sohaila’s side, grasping her arm lightly. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Sohaila said. She brushed off her knees and stood, straightening her robes.

      Kaldir offered his hand to steady her. “Are you—”

      He froze as she turned to face him, exposed for the first time. Her veil was still crumpled on the floor at Enzar’s feet. Now he understood.

      The right side of her face was as he remembered it, though her cheek was too hollow, like she’d lost weight during her captivity. But the left side of her face had been shredded by sharp claws, by the look of it. Three deep furrows slanted over her left cheek and down to her throat. One mark crossed just at the outer corner of her eye, pulling it down slightly, while another crossed the outer corner of her lips and veered down her chin. The scars were puckered, as if the flesh around them had melted.

      His stomach churned. Who could have done this to her?

      She met his gaze, and he saw the slow realization in her widening eyes. Her head suddenly dropped as she pressed her hand flat over her scarred cheek, tucking her face tight to her shoulder as she searched the ground. Her movements were quick and erratic, like she was panicking.

      He averted his gaze, knowing the damage had already been done. Instead, he fixed his gaze on Enzar, who was straining at the chains. “Let me go,” he bellowed. His voice had a powerful resonance that made Kaldir’s head swim.

      “Gag him and cover his eyes,” Kaldir ordered, gripping his jaw tightly. Fear filled the bright blue eyes. He could tear Enzar’s jaw clean off his face. That would teach him to lay a hand on her.

      “Just let him be,” Sohaila said, still turned away from him.

      “He’s not going to help you,” Kaldir said.

      “You’re all going to fall to his righteousness,” Enzar said.

      “You think that’s righteousness?” Kaldir asked. “You see what he did to her? She’s a holy woman, and he—”

      “General Dawnblaze,” she said sharply. “Do not speak for me.”

      His heart thumped as she put her hand on his shoulder, pushing him back. Her hair was disheveled, with loose strands falling from her braid, but she had fixed the veil over her scars. She grasped Enzar’s face, her hands glowing.

      “Sohaila, no, please,” he murmured, trying to twist away from her.

      But his struggles soon waned. Sohaila nodded to Virnan. “Do what General Dawnblaze said. Cover his eyes and his mouth. In a few days, the remainder of the elixir from his last transformation will have worn off, and he’ll be much weaker.”

      “Sohaila,” he murmured. “I’m sorry. Please don’t leave me. You’re my friend, I just—”

      Virnan wedged a piece of cloth into the protesting man’s mouth, tying it around his head. Sohaila shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry.”

      She stepped back into the hall. The guard shook his head. “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but I tried to warn you.”

      “Be quiet,” she snapped. “I want to see Rezhen. The other male you brought.”

      “No,” Kaldir said, grabbing her arm. She shot him a glare, and even with most of her face covered, he felt the heat of it focused in her narrowed eyes. “It’s dangerous.”

      “I’ll take the risk,” she said. She tore her arm from his grasp.

      “The girl is calm,” the guard said. “You could speak to her.”

      “There’s no point,” she said. “Lazka is calm because her mind is gone. If you didn’t tell her to eat, she’d simply waste away.”

      “Wouldn’t that be exactly what we want?” Kaldir asked. “Someone who won’t argue with you?”

      “She doesn’t have enough control to interrogate someone,” she said. “She’s as likely to make you shit yourself as get answers.” She turned to the guard. “Take me to Rezhen.”
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      If the situation had been less dire, Kaldir would have taken great pleasure in telling Sohaila I told you so. They kept Rezhen blindfolded, but he had even less affection for Sohaila than Enzar did. When he realized what she was up to, he lunged and tried to bite her. With no remorse, Kaldir backhanded the tattooed man hard enough to knock him unconscious, then dragged Sohaila out of the room by the arm.

      As they left the bellowing man behind, Kaldir glanced down at her. She avoided his gaze. “It’s not your fault,” he said. “They’re brainwashed.”

      “I know,” she said sharply. But it was clear that it stung. “I guess I didn’t realize how thoroughly he’d corrupted them.”

      “Marlena will help,” he said. “If we send word to Viraszel today, she can be here in a few days.”

      “That’s a long time,” she said.

      “We won’t solve this overnight,” he replied. “In the meantime, you can get some work done on the antidotes. Perhaps that will help you pass the time.”

      She was quiet as they walked out of the palace. As they went, more of the guards and the staff of the castle greeted her, each murmuring, “Sister,” as she passed. But her confidence clearly was shaken. She responded to each greeting with a half-hearted “blessings on you” but kept her eyes down. The weight of what had transpired hung between them like a heavy fog.

      They had just passed the outdoor hospital again when he gently touched her shoulder. “Sohaila,” he said quietly.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t mean to react that way, or to stare at your face,” he said. “It was just—”

      “It’s fine,” she said.

      “No, it—”

      “I said it’s fine,” she said. Her posture straightened. “Thank you for protecting me, but do not speak for me like that again.”

      He felt like she’d slapped him. “I only thought—”

      “I do not need your pity, nor to be used as leverage,” she said. “Don’t do it again.” Her voluminous blue skirts billowed behind her as she stormed past him. Virnan cast an apologetic glance back at him, and Kaldir lingered, watching her go.

      His mind was sheared in two as he made his way back to the temple, thoroughly chastised and more than a little angry. Fifty years had not diminished his concern for her, and even if she wanted nothing to do with him, he would not stand by while one of those monsters hurt her.

      He shook himself. He had more important things to deal with than wounded egos—his own and Sohaila’s—but he couldn’t stop thinking about the look of hurt in her eyes.

      After temporarily relocating some of her novices, Mother Akshas had granted General Iceborne a wing in one of the dormitories as temporary barracks. A reading room lined with bookshelves had become a gathering room for messengers and couriers waiting to take orders into the city. Kaldir found General Iceborne there, listening to a report from her subordinates. Her face was grim as she gave them orders to bolster Greenspire’s forces with some of the Broodguard.

      When they were finished, he caught her eye. The older woman dismissed her subordinates and beckoned to him. They took a seat in a reading nook, Iceborne settling into a plush chair across from him. “How did your interrogations go?”

      He shook his head. “The Aesdar are uncooperative. Yours?”

      “We’ve had little luck,” Iceborne said. “The humans we questioned didn’t know anything. A few of their hybrid leaders broke down under the mere threat of torture, but they didn’t know anything of use. General al-Serra is an enigma. Probably a bit insane, but he’s laughing it off. I told them to leave him alone. They’ll kill him before they get anything of use.”

      “I want Marlena Nightrunner to question the prisoners,” Kaldir said. “I’m inclined to take them all back to Adamantine Rise.”

      “We won’t be ready to move again for at least a week,” Iceborne said. “I just ordered a third of our men to aid in Greenspire. They’re reinforcing wards, clearing rubble, carrying supplies from the south…we can’t leave Greenspire in the lurch. And if we determine that they’re planning to move back this way or toward the south, we lose ground if we go all the way to Adamantine Rise. Can Nightrunner come here?”

      “We can certainly ask,” Kaldir said. “Will you send your fastest messenger?”

      “I will,” Iceborne said. “Write your message and I’ll send someone tonight.”

      He nodded. “That’ll do, I suppose.”

      She sat in silence for a while, her pale gray eyes focused on some unseen vision. Finally, she spoke again. “Dawnblaze, what do you think Sidran has planned?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But whatever it is, it will be bloody.”

      “And what if Nightrunner gets no answers?”

      He folded his hands in his lap, trying not to think about that possibility. “Then we will figure something out. Sohaila knew he was going north. That leaves a few likely options if he intends to attack. Obviously, we’d like to know more than that, but if that’s all we can learn, then we’ll start sending scouting parties,” he said. “We are not lost yet.”

      A wry smile crossed her face, etching deep creases around her eyes. “You’re right. I have grown spoiled by peace. And I look forward to the days when my biggest concern is one of my recruits getting drunk and missing morning training.”

      He laughed. “So do I.”

      “Do you agree with staying here another week? Or should we continue on?”

      “It’s your choice,” he said.

      “I’m asking your opinion, Dawnblaze,” she said. Her eyebrow arched. “I know you have one.”

      “I’d like to go back to Farath as soon as possible. But the people of Greenspire and Arvelor need our help. If we can leave our people vulnerable to attack, then what are we fighting for?” She nodded silently. “Whether we fly to Farath or Marlena comes here, the same amount of time will pass. It makes sense to stay here until we know where to aim our next arrow.”

      Her lips pursed. “And you’re being honest, not sparing my ego?”

      “General, if you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m always honest,” he said. “And I have neither the time nor the inclination to spare egos.”

      “I appreciate that,” she said with a faint smile. She sighed. “Get your message written, and I’ll send it immediately. And we will pray that she can find the answers we need.”
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      It was only during prayer that Sohaila’s mind quieted long enough to grant her peace from the anxiety that had wracked her mind since her rescue. She lay awake thinking about Ayla, her pretty face sliced to ribbons for angering Sidran.

      She knelt on a thin mat for morning prayers, feeling the nubby weave biting through her thin pants. Incense smoke drifted through the air. All around her, devout sisters murmured the rote prayers of their earliest training, and she prayed along with them. Every sense was focused on her worship, on pleading with the Skymother for her aid.

      As a novice, she was often eager for prayers to end so she could get back to learning and studying. But when the lector raised her voice to say, “Go in her light, my sisters,” and feet began shuffling around her, Sohaila sighed in resignation.

      She knew that the Skymother did not work in transactions. Her prayers were not coins to be accumulated, to purchase divine favor upon obtaining enough currency. Still, a part of her hoped for the miraculous if she was only devout enough. If she attended every hour of prayer and imbued her words with enough intent and faith, maybe she would have a divine vision of exactly where to find Ayla and Sidran.

      But just like the last two days of prayers, no such miracle had occurred.

      Instead, Sohaila rolled up her prayer mat and returned it to the wooden rack at the back of the sanctuary. She tucked herself into the stream of blue-clad Marashti returning to their work. Some were novices, headed for another few hours of religious study, while others would work with an instructor to learn about anatomy and physiology. Others still would conduct private research.

      Before her capture, Sohaila had split her time between developing better treatments and visiting Greenspire’s hospitals. People came to Greenspire from all over Ascavar to seek healing, and she took pride in her prowess and reputation.

      But with Mother Akshas’ admonition and disgust at her cure for the soulstruck, she was determined to come up with a better solution. Even though it wouldn’t change the situation with Ayla, it felt like it would give her control over something.

      To her credit, Sister Iana had offered to give up her quarters. Sohaila didn’t have the heart to take it, though she appreciated the offer. Instead, she’d been given a pair of adjoining rooms in the novice’s dormitory. The small rooms were half the size of her old quarters, but it was strangely refreshing to have a new, unfamiliar space. It was free of expectations.

      The crates she had brought from the Silent Orchard sat in the middle of the floor. There were several baskets full of bundled herbs and various ingredients that she’d requested yesterday. The wooden worktables were crowded with glassware and several metal basins, gathered from the storage rooms in the apothecary’s wing. It was a mess.

      Virnan sat inside, dutifully watching the pots she’d left to simmer. His eyes lifted as she entered. “Sister,” he greeted, giving her a shallow bow.

      “Hi,” she said. “Did you have to stir anything?”

      “This one,” he said, pointing to the flask nearest to him, balanced on a wire frame over a small basin of flame. “It started to bubble a few minutes ago.”

      “Thank you,” she said, patting his arm as she inspected it. Slipping into the healer’s trance, she let her mind search the mixture. It felt dull and lifeless. She sighed in frustration. “It’s wrong.”

      “Did I ruin it?” he asked, his face drawn.

      “No,” she said quickly. “It’s just not the right mixture.” She carefully checked the other mixtures she’d left to steep. She tested each one in turn, finding all of them inert. All useless. Failure after failure.

      With a growl of frustration, she plunked the last flask on the table. The glass shattered, slicing into her finger as she jerked away. “Vazredakh,” she cursed. A rivulet of blood trickled into the mixture spilled across the wood surface.

      “Sister,” Virnan exclaimed. He grabbed her wrist and held her arm up firmly. He was strong, his grip like iron as he lifted her hand over her head.

      Panic washed over her. “No,” she said sharply, jerking her hand away from him. Her pulse raced, and it took her a moment to realize she was staring into Virnan’s kind gray eyes, not violent green ones.

      His eyes went wide. “I—I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

      She sighed. “No, I’m sorry,” she said. “You were helping. Can you find me a towel?”

      “Yes, of course,” he blurted. He rooted through the crates until he found a piece of linen. “Do you want me to wrap it?”

      She extended her hand. Glass had sliced deep into the fleshy mound under her thumb. The wound trickled steadily, blood pattering onto the wooden table. With a light touch, Virnan pressed the linen into her hand, then wrapped it tightly.

      “Which ointment should I get?”

      “Balirash,” she said. “It’ll stop the bleeding.”

      He surveyed the messy workshop. “Um…”

      “Here,” she said. “There’s some in the backpack.” He rooted into the leather bag he’d carried yesterday for her. “Gold lid with the red ribbon around it.”

      Glass and metal clanked as he shuffled through the bag’s contents, finally coming up with the small jar. He peeled back the linen and gently daubed the thick, gritty paste into the cut. “I didn’t mean to frighten you just now. I learned you should elevate a wound to keep it from bleeding so much.”

      She winced at the sting of the paste, biting into the raw skin like tiny insects. “You did the right thing,” she said. “It just startled me.”

      “Because of what happened to you?” he asked quietly. “I don’t mean to pry. But you looked very frightened. I assumed…”

      Her breath hitched. “I guess so,” she said. “It scared me to be grabbed like that.” His face fell. “Please don’t feel bad. I truly appreciate your help, and I’m sorry we haven’t had much of a chance to talk yet.”

      “It’s all right,” he said. He smiled brightly. “I’m excited to be assigned to you.”

      “Are you really?”

      He nodded. “One of the Sapphire Circle. You’re very important.”

      “I was one of the Circle,” she said. His brow furrowed. “I’m not sure I am anymore. These are unusual times.”

      “Well, if Mother Akshas assigned your own personal Shrine Wardens, you’re important,” he said confidently.

      The last time she’d been assigned her own personal Shrine Wardens, they’d died an ugly death on a forgotten road through war-ravaged lands. It felt like an accusation, not a compliment. She forced a smile. “Maybe so.”

      “Would you like me to help with the glass?” He slipped past her and carefully picked up the largest piece of the broken flask.

      The pool of liquid on the floor glowed faintly. The muddy brown mixture had turned to a rich crimson. She dropped to her knees, lowering her face to inspect the puddle. Extending her uninjured hand over the glowing spot, she let her mind drift into it. It pulsed with a warm, familiar energy. It wasn’t nearly as strong as the elixir, but there was something here.

      Realization dawned on her.

      Elixir was produced from Kadirai blood, distilled into a purer form. The Chosen had been capturing the Kadirai and draining it from them against their will, which was why Mother Akshas and the others were so opposed to its use. Sohaila didn’t disagree with them, though she could overlook it if it would save lives.

      But what if her own blood, willingly given, could replicate it?

      “Virnan, get me a glass bowl,” she said. She unwrapped her hand and grabbed a piece of the glass. As he put the bowl in front of her, she sliced through the thin clot to release another trickle of blood.

      “Sister! You just—”

      “It’s fine,” she said, letting the blood drip into the dish. After filling it halfway, she wrapped her hand tight again and perused it. “I have an idea.”
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      Three hours later, Sohaila had a small vial of purified blood. It was packed with the familiar, crackling energy of the Marashti, but it also held an echo of the power encapsulated in the elixir. Maybe she was biased, but this felt pure, like liquefied fire.

      Following the formula she’d created at the Silent Orchard, she brewed the base of the antidote. Her stomach growled as she opened a packet of er-tahm, a cooking spice that doubled as a stimulant. After dumping it into the simmering basin, Sohaila hesitantly added a few drops of the distilled blood.

      “Did it work?” Virnan asked.

      “I don’t know,” she replied, stirring slowly.

      “How long will it take before you know?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe a minute, maybe an hour.” She chuckled. “Do you regret giving up patrolling the forest for this position?”

      “How did you know I patrolled the forest?” he asked.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “With the exception of the last sixteen months, I have been here for over fifty years. I know almost everyone here.”

      His cheeks flushed. “I didn’t think I was worth noticing.”

      “Everyone is worth noticing,” she replied. A shy smile spread on his face. “Where did you come from?”

      As she stirred, Virnan told her about growing up in Farath, the capital of the mighty Stoneflight dragons. The Shrine Wardens were not divinely called like the Marashti, but rather chose their path. He had become a Warden fifteen years ago.

      “And you have how many sisters?”

      “Four,” he said. “I had a stressful childhood.”

      She laughed. “And you were the youngest?”

      “Yes, I was—oh! Look!” He pointed. She glanced down at the pot. The liquid inside glowed a rich healthy red with a faint gold shimmer. “Is that what it should look like?”

      “I really don’t know,” she admitted. Letting her power trace the surface, it felt warm and familiar. She glanced back at Virnan. “Can you make me some nice cool air?”

      “Of course,” he said. He cupped his hands around the glass, like he was holding a large globe. Cool air whipped around the workshop, focusing in a tiny whirlwind around the pot. Slowly, the bubbling stopped, but the glow lingered. Once it was cool, she poured the contents into a flask and corked it.

      “We need to see Mother Akshas,” she said proudly.

      With Virnan in tow, she hurried toward Mother Akshas’ office and found the older woman there with a book open on her desk. “Mother Akshas,” she said proudly. “Do you have a moment?”

      “Of course,” she said, looking up from her book.

      Sohaila held up the glowing flask. “I have a solution. For the soulstruck.”

      “I already said I’m not fond of using the elixir,” she said.

      I heard you the first dozen times. Sohaila took a deep breath and reminded herself to be polite. “I distilled some of my own blood to replace the elixir. It’s not quite as strong, but I think it could work.” Akshas frowned. “It’s willingly given. Doesn’t that make a difference to you?”

      The older woman sighed. “So, will you drain all of your sisters to produce more?”

      “Only if they’re willing,” she said. “It doesn’t take much to create the catalyst, either.”

      “People may not like it.”

      “Interesting. They don’t mind us sacrificing our dragons for their benefit,” Sohaila said sharply. “This is a far smaller sacrifice.” All of the Marashti were once dragons, as magnificent and strong as Kaldir and his men. The final step of the initiation was to sacrifice their dragon. One last transformation, then a bloody rebirth that left them with divine healing power.

      Mother Akshas raised her eyebrows. “Watch your tone, sister.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Would you give me permission to try it?”

      “I don’t like it, but I admit that we have no better solution,” Akshas said. “You have my permission. I ask only that if a family member is present, you tell them how it was made. We have several of the soulstruck here in the infirmary. Some of the others have been trying various remedies to no avail. You might try there.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I will.”

      She hurried out of Mother Akshas’ office to find Virnan waiting patiently. “Infirmary,” she said.

      He nodded eagerly. “Let’s go.”
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      There was an unparalleled joy in being right, and doubly so when that victory came from diligent work and clever thinking. A young Kadirai male who’d been soulstruck in the attack on Greenspire was under the care of his father, who was forlorn as he stared at his pale, increasingly gaunt son. He’d barely heard Sohaila’s explanation of the ingredients, finally blurting, “I don’t care what’s in it, just bring him back.”

      She wasn’t certain yet that her new formula was a success, but the boy’s body had reacted. After letting it work for a while, the young man was flushed, and his eyelids fluttered. It would take multiple doses, but she was hopeful. She’d left his father with a promise to return as long as he promised to eat and sleep until she did.

      She was practically walking on air as Virnan escorted her to her quarters. He was light-hearted as well. He reminded her of Lezah, who had taken her duties of fetching medicines and linens very seriously.

      Her heart thumped as they rounded the corner and saw a sliver of light pouring from her door into the narrow hall. She glanced back at Virnan, then gestured toward the door. With one hand poised on his blade, he crept forward, silent as a mouse. He sniffed the air, frowning. He pushed gently on Sohaila’s shoulder until she was pressed back against the wall. “What are you doing here?” he barked, bursting into her workshop.

      “Wait!” a familiar voice exclaimed.

      “Sir?” Virnan said in a curious tone. He peeked back at Sohaila and winced. “It’s General Dawnblaze, sister.”

      Her stomach sank as she peeked around Virnan’s broad frame. Kaldir stood in her workshop, looking around the messy space with an expression of disdain. “Why are you here?”

      “I wanted to talk to you,” he said. “Could I have a moment?”

      Virnan gave Kaldir a stern glare. “It’s customary to make an appointment, not barge into a sister’s quarters.”

      “I apologize for not following protocol,” Kaldir said, though there was little apology in his haughty tone.

      “Sister?” Virnan asked. Kaldir raised an eyebrow. He could toss Virnan out the window if he wished, but he simply waited.

      “I’ll talk to him,” she said. “You can go.”

      “I’ll wait outside,” Virnan said.

      She shook her head. “Though his manners leave something to be desired, General Dawnblaze means me no harm,” she said. “Thank you. Please have a good evening meal and enjoy your rest.” She reached up to cup Virnan’s cheek. “Mother’s blessings upon you.” She closed the door behind him and turned to regard Kaldir sternly. “Well? What is it?”

      “What are you working on?” he asked matter-of-factly, as if he hadn’t just strong-armed his way into talking to her.

      Open jars and packets of herbs were strewn about from her frenzy of activity earlier. Kaldir was neat to the point of being obsessive. To have him standing in her messy workshop was like having him walk in on her naked. “Another antidote for the soulstruck,” she said. “Since Akshas takes issue with my other methods.”

      “Did you figure something out?”

      “Maybe,” she said.

      “Tell me about it.”

      She folded her arms over her chest. “Why are you actually here?”

      Hurt flickered in his amber eyes. “I’m genuinely curious about what you’re doing.”

      “But that’s not why you were in my chambers uninvited,” she said.

      “Would you have invited me?”

      She sighed and slammed her notes closed. “What do you want, Kaldir? I’m tired and have no patience for games.”

      He sighed and put up his hands defensively. “I wanted to…I need to apologize for the other day.”

      “I told you it was fine,” she said. Despite her dismissal, she was stunned. Kaldir Dawnblaze was not a man who apologized easily. And unlike his mechanical response to Virnan, this was genuine.

      “But it wasn’t,” he said. His hand fell on her shoulder, then pulled away immediately like he’d been burned. “Please, just give me a few minutes and then I’ll leave you alone if you like.”

      She drew a deep breath and turned to face him. He had always been a big man, but since she’d become Marashti, her own frame was diminished. His presence seemed to fill the entire room, his warmth overwhelming her. There was no escaping him in the tiny space. “Yes?”

      “I stared at your face before,” he said. She instinctively looked down, but his large hand cupped her chin and tilted it up to look at him. Don’t look at me. She wanted to pull away, but there was something so wonderful about being touched, even though the veil was a barrier against his skin. “And I hurt you with my reaction.”

      She shook her head. “You didn’t. I was just surprised.”

      A sad smile pulled at his lips. “You’ve changed in many ways, but you’re still a bad liar. I know when your feelings are hurt,” he said. “First you look disappointed with me for being so careless, and then you hide it so as not to appear weak. For years, I worked very hard to not produce that very expression on your face.” Releasing her face, he let his fingers trail down her arm to grasp her hand lightly. Then he sat on her stool, putting him at eye level with her. “I was merely surprised. And it pained me to know that someone had hurt you so badly.”

      Her breath hitched. “It’s healed now.”

      “Is it?” He shook his head. “I don’t wish to pry. I only want you to know that you don’t have to be ashamed or afraid. You are still who you are.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not Falmina anymore. I’m not the girl you knew before.”

      “That may be the case, but that’s not because of a few scars,” he said. “You’re still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      Her throat clenched. She wanted him to stop staring at her, like he could see right through the veil. “I know your intentions are good, but please don’t lie to me.”

      He pulled her in closer, still clasping her hand gently. His legs parted, and she was just inches from him, close enough to smell the pleasant, warm aura around him. A crazy urge swept through her, to close the distance and kiss him, just for the memory of it. She knew his lips would part gently at first, inviting her to stake her claim before he closed the trap with a hungry, devouring kiss that would steal her breath and her senses. As if he’d read her mind, his lips curved slightly. He knew exactly the effect he had on her. “You know I am many things, Sohaila Mara, but I am not a liar.”

      Except when you told me you loved me.

      He played coy when he was responsible for more pain than Adron had caused her. She pulled her hand away from him. “Thank you for the apology. I accept,” she said. His gentle smile evaporated, and she felt inexplicably guilty for it. “Was that all?”

      “Please uncover your face. Let me speak to you openly.”

      Her heart thumped, and she shook her head. “I appreciate your attempt to make me feel at ease.”

      “I don’t mind,” he said.

      “Well, I’m glad you don’t mind my presence,” she said. He frowned, lips parting to argue. “But I am more comfortable this way.”

      “You don’t have to hide from me,” he said.

      “That’s easy to say when you’re beautiful,” she said. Her cheeks flushed.

      “So you do still think I’m beautiful,” he said playfully. “That’s something.”

      “Don’t tease me. Not about this,” she said. His face fell, and she regretted it. He clasped her hand gently, then brought it to his lips. The brief kiss on her fingers ignited her skin with crackling heat.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I misspoke. Let me leave it at this. If you should wish to uncover your face, know that I cherish it. But if a bit of silk is the price to stay in your company, then I will gladly pay it.”

      “Stay in my company?”

      “I’ve worked all day. I’ve sent word to Farath, exercised with my men, visited my wounded, met with General Iceborne, and said my prayers,” he replied. “For once, there is nothing else for me to do. Except help you straighten this chaos. If you would accept my help.”

      She regarded him warily. “All right,” she said. Part of her still wanted to push him away, but her resistance was fading. Being so close had awakened a yearning she had long forgotten. How long had it been since someone was focused on her as a person, instead of her abilities?

      He brushed against her as he stood and surveyed the room. “Some things don’t change,” he said. “This place is a mess.”

      “How rude. We just got back. And this isn’t even my usual room,” she said defensively. He tossed a mischievous smile her way, sending a thrill down her spine.

      “I don’t know how you find anything here,” he said. He started pulling things from her shelves, setting them on the work table. “Can I put your glass here?”

      “Yes,” she said. While he cleared a shelf, she rifled through one of the crates they’d brought back from the Silent Orchard. Some of the packets of herbs had been mixed up in transit, so she laid them out on the table to organize them. She worked in silence for a while, enjoying the quiet simplicity of having him close.

      Finally, he spoke up. “What do you mean this isn’t your usual room?”

      She chuckled. “I sat on the Sapphire Circle until the Marashti decided I was dead. They gave my position and my room away.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      She shrugged. “Don’t be. I don’t think I am,” she said. “They had to. But I do miss my old workshop.” She shot him a pointed look. “It was very well organized.”

      “If that’s true, then you have changed,” he said playfully. “Largest to smallest?” She glanced up to see him carefully sliding the glass flasks and vials into precise rows.

      “That’s fine,” she said. Long ago, she would have waited until he was done, then moved one glass out of place and waited to see how long it took him to notice.

      His back was to her as he worked. “Can I tell you about something that happened to me?”

      “If you want,” she said, still filing through her packets of herbs.

      “Did you know that Sidran’s people attacked Farath about six months ago?”

      “Really?” She tried to remember her journal entries. “With a few of the Aesdar?”

      “That’s right,” he said. “I was there.”

      “What in the world were you doing in Farath?”

      There was a noisy clank as he set a metal bowl on the table. “Queen Halmerah requested an audience with Tarim. Wait—you know Tarim’s the queen now, right?”

      “I heard,” she said. “I’d always thought Zayir might figure out how to break tradition and wrangle his way onto the throne.” She and Kaldir had served in the Iron Blade together, though he had still been a simple palace guard when she had left the city.

      Kaldir chuckled. “He may yet,” he said. “In any case, we knew Tarim would probably start a war if she went, so Zayir went in her stead, and I was his protection. As best we can figure it out, Sidran set us up. His people attacked Halmerah’s youngest daughter and left her for dead in the human world. He left some Ironflight weapons with her dead bodyguards.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “And people fell for that?”

      “The Stoneflight did,” he said. “They put me in a cell and beat me to a bloody pulp, trying to find out what the Ironflight planned.” He stared at the wall, his amber eyes fixed on some unseen horror. It was hard to imagine him, immovable and immense as a mountain, helpless and chained. “I was there for a couple of days, and then Halmerah decided to execute me to send a message to the queen. I’m only standing here because…I can only assume the Skymother herself sent divine intervention.  A human woman was in the citadel and had figured out it was a setup. I still don’t know how she knew, but she helped me escape. A little human woman.”

      “Are you all right? Were you badly hurt?”

      He chuckled. “I’m fine. I’ve had far worse injuries,” he said. “But I’ve never been helpless like that. I planned to fight back until my last breath, to get to Zayir if I could, and to distract them while he escaped if that was all I could muster. But deep down, I knew it was pointless. I knew I was going to die there. It was utterly certain.”

      He was quiet for a long stretch. She stared up at him, unsure of herself. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      “Me too,” he said. “I haven’t told anyone else how afraid I was. Kaldir Dawnblaze has a spine of steel and balls of pure flame, after all. I don’t get the luxury of fear. And when I got home safely with the prince, I had to immediately do damage control. I had to make sure my men were all right, and that Tarim didn’t go to war. It didn’t help when I was limping around her throne room while she ranted like a lunatic.” He chuckled again. “This is more than you bargained for, I suppose.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry that happened,” she said quietly. “It sounds frightening.”

      “It was,” he said. “Sometimes I lie awake and think about how lucky I was. I just think what if, what if, over and over until it drives me mad. And in the end, I have to accept that I was helpless.”

      “You don’t like that, do you?”

      He chuckled. “I do not. I’d prefer to never be so helpless again.”

      She fiddled with one of her packets, rubbing the knobby seeds between her fingers. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you made it out safely. The world is far better with Kaldir Dawnblaze in it.” He was still. She looked up to see him staring at her. Her cheeks flushed, and she hastily pointed to the brass basin where she’d mixed the dry herbs earlier. “That can go with the glass.”

      His gaze lingered on her long enough to send a warm flutter through her chest. “Understood,” he said. With a faint smile, he moved the basin and continued sorting.

      “For the first few weeks after I was captured, I was sure someone from the Shrine would come looking for me. I was dispatched to Blackstone. Their people struggle with the tam-kadi,” she said. The aftermath of the Great War had left the western lands poisoned and broken, and that corruption had spread into its denizens. Some of the dragons went feral, unable to control their transformations, and eventually getting stuck in their dragon form before wasting away. “I had spent years working on treatments that delayed its progression, and I was to train one of their resident healers to brew the treatment. But I never made it to Blackstone.”

      A rhythmic plink of glassware on the wooden shelves preceded his response. “You were attacked?”

      “A day’s flight out from the Shrine, we were ambushed on the road, and….” Her throat threatened to close. “My bodyguards fought bravely, and they died trying to protect me. I have never done anything to deserve that sacrifice.”

      “Perhaps that wasn’t your call to make,” he said. “They believed you worthy.”

      She scoffed and fiddled with her rack of herbs. “Even with both of them dead, I tried to fight back, but I was no match for them. You cannot imagine how frustrating it is to be weak after being so strong.” She fussed with one packet, fighting to get its edges neat with the others. She had sorted, weighed, and labeled each envelope in a painstaking hand back at the Silent Orchard, giving her some tiny thing to control in a world turned on its head. “At first, I was sure someone would know. That someone would come for me. But no one did. Not until you showed up.”

      The rhythmic shuffling ceased. His warm aura grew closer. She couldn’t bring herself to look back, afraid of the tears welling in her eyes. When he spoke, his deep voice resonated into her, mere inches away. “If I had known you were in trouble, I would have been there immediately.”

      “I prayed to the Skymother constantly,” she said. “Maybe you were her answer to my prayers. But I still had to wait over a year.” She gave up on the packet and slammed it down on the table. “Maybe Ayla is praying right now, and it’s my job to go to her. I don’t want her to be frightened and alone like I was.”

      Warmth pressed to her back as Kaldir leaned over her shoulder. His wide frame caged her against the table, arms braced on either side of her as he took the packet from her. Her chest tightened. Being this close was like standing in the sun. He carefully opened the folded paper, then made a new set of creases to make the envelope smaller. His fingers were graceful and deft as he folded it again, then placed it in her hand. “Try now.”

      Her hands trembled as she fit the packet into the basket with the others, its edges lining up correctly. “Thank you.”

      He squeezed her shoulders gently, and for a split second, she wished he would just spin her around and kiss her like they were in another lifetime. Pinned against the table, she had nowhere to run, not that she would. “I wouldn’t claim that I am the answer to your prayers. But if the Skymother saw fit to use me to free you, then it is the greatest honor of my life thus far.” Without releasing her, he gently kissed her temple. His lips burned against her skin, awakening something hungry inside her. “I am sorry for what you endured.” Instead of pulling away, he lingered, kissing her once, twice, three times. One hand drifted over her side. A shiver ran down her spine. Then he suddenly pulled away. “I’m sorry. I have overstayed my welcome.”

      She turned, cheeks burning as her heart pounded. “You don’t have to leave.”

      “You have much to do,” he said. He forced a smile and gestured broadly to the room. “It looks much better.” He ran a hand through his hair and bowed politely. “Thank you for letting me stay.”

      With that, he hurried out of the room like his ass was on fire. Her cheeks burned with a combination of embarrassment and arousal as he left. Desire throbbed between her legs, as if to say now what? She frowned as she contemplated the neat workshop. It was probably best that he’d left. Kaldir could blind her, making her irrational and foolish.

      Still she wished he would return. Just that one little touch, the feel of his lips on her skin, the growling rumble of his voice echoing in her bones, and she was a young, foolish girl again.

      He hurt me. He left.

      But he was back now. What game was he playing? And what did it mean that she desperately wanted to play it with him?
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      Tilting his head to focus on the moving target, Kaldir drew the bowstring and silently tracked the blue-scaled dragon darting across the clearing. The subtle tilt of Miko’s wings betrayed his next movement. Adjusting his aim, Kaldir released the bowstring with a satisfying twang. A shimmering shield materialized in a half-dome around the dragon’s left flank, deflecting his arrow. He grinned and took another quick shot at his face.

      The woman on the dragon’s back leaned tighter to his neck and shielded his face from the second arrow with her elemental shield. Behind him, a clipped roar ripped through the air.

      Azeria gave a snappy salute to the black-scaled dragon rapidly descending for a landing. Bright white feathers protruded from the dragon’s throat, a solid shot from Azeria. “Too slow,” she said.

      The dragon snapped at her and snarled, taking two lunging steps toward her. Sharp talons clacked against the stone.

      Azeria didn’t flinch as she snapped, “Quit complaining. You’ve been on your back too long. At least these aren’t poisoned.” She yanked the arrow out of his neck. The dragon roared at her, but she just grinned and patted his scaled shoulder. “Get up there again unless you want to cry some more.”

      In the distance, the bells of the Shrine rang the signal for mas-ferah, mid-afternoon prayers. He paused to murmur a quiet prayer. Mas-ferah was the hour of seeking wisdom in making decisions, and he needed all the wisdom he could find.

      He’d sent word back to the Firestorm for help, but now he had to wait. And waiting gave him far too much time to think. It gave him time to worry about Sidran’s plan, to wonder about Ayla Mara’s plight, and to fret about Sohaila.

      Ah, yes.

      The beguiling and frustrating Sohaila, who had taken up residence in his mind as if she owned land there. He’d gone to her last night…why, exactly? At first he’d told himself it was just to apologize, but once she accepted, he looked for any reason to stay. He’d just wanted to be close to her, though he knew she couldn’t reciprocate his affection. Her devotion lay to the Marashti now, and his childish infatuation would only be an obstacle for both of them. But her scent still lingered on him, that clean, floral smell of growing things with the faintest tinge of smoke. He’d left before his own stupidity led him down a forbidden path.

      Still. He couldn’t help wondering about what she’d said. Had the Skymother sent him into her path? Or had she sent Sohaila into his? Was their sudden reunion a divine gift? Or was it a test of their faith?

      Perhaps his time would have been better spent heading back to the Shrine for prayers, but he knew his thoughts would be consumed with her, his eyes drawn to every blue-gowned woman in hopes that she was nearby. Better to serve the Skymother by training her children than by entertaining foolish nonsense. And firing at his soldiers for maneuvering practice was a good way to work off his frustrations.

      Kaldir narrowed his eyes and lined up another shot. During his recent battles, he’d only fought in his dragon form. But he’d always loved the challenge of archery, which took skill that couldn’t be overwhelmed by raw dragon strength.

      He aimed carefully at Miko’s head, watching as his rider, Shanti, tracked the movement. She focused her shield and blocked the first shot. While her attention was on protecting Miko’s head, Kaldir rapidly nocked another arrow and aimed at Shanti’s white blouse. She squawked in protest when the dull arrow struck her shoulder.

      A few seconds later, Miko landed while Shanti cursed in a colorful tirade. Blood stained her linen shirt. She glared at Kaldir as she dismounted, holding the dull-tipped arrow. “Really?”

      “You weren’t paying attention,” he replied. “Do you need a healer? I can’t tell if it’s your body or your ego that’s wounded.”

      “No, sir,” she seethed.

      “Keep your eyes moving,” he said. “They’ll shoot at you, too. Remember Thana and Navor.”

      Her jaw tightened, and she leaped back onto Miko’s back. “Try that again.”

      Kaldir had grown up tussling with other dragons in aerial combat, learning to dodge blistering waves of fire and piercing ice. He’d also trained with numerous weapons, for when he was unable to transform. But the Chosen were a new challenge. It was one thing to fight with another dragon, and another entirely to dodge arrows and catapults from below. And it was another still to carry a rider, trying to protect them without becoming dangerously distracted.

      Neatly diving under Miko, a black bird plummeted from the sky. It let out a shrill caw and landed on Kaldir’s extended arm. A tooled leather harness was secured around the bird’s chest. Kaldir removed the slip of paper peeking from a pocket of the harness. The raven hopped up his arm to his shoulder, digging in with sharp claws.

      Contingent from Adamantine Rise has arrived. Request presence of General Dawnblaze and General Iceborne immediately in southern reading room.

      His heart thumped. Already? He turned to see the raven’s bright blue eyes scant inches from his face. The hard, gleaming beak that close to his eyes made him nervous, though Chala was one of their Edra allies. “Message received. I’ll be there immediately.” He gestured to Azeria. “Let’s go.”
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      On his way back into the temple, Kaldir took the back entrance to enter the dormitory that had been loaned to their soldiers. He traded his loose tunic for his formal crimson uniform, throwing a heavy cloak over his shoulders. After raking his hand through his tousled hair, he rejoined Azeria in the hall. She’d followed his lead, trading her loose linen shirt and pants for a dark blue coat with silver details, indicating her former affiliation with the Adamant Guard. As did all of their compatriots in the Broodguard and the Scalebreakers, they wore a silver crest, a stylized flame. Kaldir secured his cloak at his left shoulder with the polished crest, while Azeria’s hung on a chain around her neck, prominently displayed outside her coat.

      As they walked downstairs to the war room, he caught Azeria hastily braiding her hair out of the corner of his eye. He pretended not to notice the tiny vanity, keeping his eyes forward. Six months ago, he’d have laughed at the idea that he would count a Stoneflight hybrid as one of his closest confidantes, but war had changed everything.

      Like so many, Azeria’s world had changed in an instant. When the white dragons attacked Farath, her husband and mother had been killed in the conflagration. When Halmerah called for hybrids to join the fight, she’d been one of the first in line.

      Inside the reading room, General Ralna Iceborne sat at the head of the table with a map spread in front of her. Her silver hair was loose around her shoulders, though she wore the formal blue uniform of the Adamant Guard.

      Seated next to Iceborne was Velati Rimewing, second-in-command to the Firestorm. Like Kaldir’s mother, Velati was one of the legendary Arik’tazhan who had fought in the last Great War. He wore the striking black uniform of the Arik’tazhan, exposing the intricate tattooing on his chest. Dark circles ringed his cold blue eyes.

      Rising to her feet next to him was a pretty young woman with tousled shoulder-length hair. Beneath a dark cloak, her bare arms were covered in the swirling crimson tattoos of the Aesdar. Marlena was from the human realm, and had undergone the marking rituals of the Aesdar before turning her back on the Chosen. She smiled. “General Dawnblaze,” she said. Her Kadirai was flawless, but her accent was strange.

      “You made it very quickly,” Kaldir said, bowing to them.

      “The Firestorm made it clear that this was a priority,” Velati said. “We flew all night. No rest for the weary, eh?”

      “What did Viraszel tell you?” Kaldir asked.

      “She handed me your message and told me to get my ass in the air,” Velati replied. “Tell me what’s going on.” He sank back into his chair, his posture ramrod straight. He was a few years older than Kaldir’s mother, putting him close to three hundred years old. He was shorter than Kaldir, with a leaner build than most Kadirai males. However, after getting his face put in the dirt several times while sparring, Kaldir had learned a valuable lesson about underestimating his opponents.

      “As ordered, we came south to fight the Chosen in Arvelor. They had left only a small force of soldiers and several Aesdar to hold the city, which was largely deserted. After dispatching them, we had word from our scouts that the bulk of their force had come here and had held the city under siege for several weeks,” Kaldir began. Over the next twenty minutes, he gave an account of their movements, finishing with their seizure of the Silent Orchard and losing Sidran’s trail.

      “And you tried to follow him?” Velati asked. The faintest hint of accusation lurked beneath his deep voice.

      “We sent a hunting party,” General Iceborne replied. “As best we could tell, one of the Aesdar carried most of their personnel. Unfortunately, they got a head start that we could not overcome. I sent Edra scouts as well, but they lost the scent amidst the corruption of Ifrahl.”

      “Vazredakh,” Velati cursed. “But they headed north?”

      “It seems so,” Iceborne said.

      “Could you send scouting parties now?” Marlena asked.

      Velati shook his head. “The Sunflight lands are massive. There’s at least two thousand square miles of land to cover, not to mention canyons and caves everywhere. A thousand places for them to hide. It would be helpful if we knew their intended destination.”

      “And you have prisoners?” Marlena asked.

      Kaldir nodded. “It appears that Sidran planned well. With few exceptions, his leadership is comprised of hybrids. We can’t get anywhere with them. But you can.”

      Marlena flinched, but nodded grimly. “That’s why we’re here. Let’s go.”
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      The generals and officers captured from the Chosen survivors were kept in the lower levels of Greenspire’s dungeons. As they descended into the dark humid halls, Kaldir was glad Sohaila hadn’t accompanied them. Considering how she’d reacted to Enzar, she’d certainly protest the much harsher conditions.

      The lower cells were rough-hewn, oddly shaped holes carved into the natural rock below the Iveron. The air was still and stagnant, reeking of sweat and piss. Just ahead of him, Velati and Marlena walked side by side. They were all business, but just as they reached the door, Kaldir caught a glimpse of him leaning in to whisper in her ear. The tiny sweeping motion of his thumb against her shoulder betrayed their more intimate partnership.

      Hoarse voices called from the dark cells as they walked down the twisting corridor. Some begged to be released, while others spat colorful curses. Kaldir ignored them. Ahead of them, the guards opened the cell on the end of the hall.

      The heavy wooden door opened with a whining creak. A pale man with raven-black hair slumped in the corner, shoulders hunched. Chapped lips curled into a sneer as he raised his head. “Well, I must be the guest of fucking honor,” he rasped. His face was marred with bruises, one eye swollen nearly shut. A dingy rag was tied around his waist, granting him a tiny shred of dignity.

      “General al-Serra, I take it?” Marlena asked calmly. Kaldir had trained with her, but had never seen her deal with the enemy. She looked so young and innocent, like the clueless Iron Blade recruits he trained back home.

      Behind her, General Iceborne and Velati slid into the room, tucking themselves against the walls. Kaldir remained in the doorway with Azeria at his side.

      “Well, you’re a bit prettier than the last one they brought in, but I don’t have anything to tell you,” he said. He gave her a lascivious look and spread his legs, exposing his dirt-streaked groin. “Unless you’d like to try other tactics to convince me.” He jutted his hips toward her with a laugh.

      After tilting her head as if to inspect his exposed groin, Marlena laughed. Al-Serra looked taken aback, shifting his legs slightly. Marlena raised her eyebrows. “I’m sorry, did you think I would be shocked by seeing your dick?”

      “Always worth a try,” al-Serra said. “You don’t ask, the answer’s always no.”

      She slid off her heavy cloak and held it out. Without a word, Azeria hurried forward to take it, then tucked herself next to Kaldir again.

      Despite the damp chill of the forest, Marlena wore a sleeveless tunic that revealed her tattoos. A faint sheen of light rippled over her skin, from the crown of her head down to her toes. The red tattoos glowed, like fire burning behind stained glass.

      The prisoner’s jaw dropped, and he pressed himself back into the corner. “You’re—”

      “Stand up with your hands by your sides,” she commanded. Her voice resonated in the dank cell. Kaldir grasped his amulet, thankful to be out of her sight.

      Moving in jerky motions, al-Serra stood, adjusting the loose cloth around his waist. His wiry frame was gaunt beneath the streaks of dirt. His eyes flitted around. “Did Sidran send you?”

      “No,” she said. She glanced at Velati. “Would you help our friend hold still?”

      “Gladly,” he replied. He spread both hands wide, like he was grasping a large ball. His tanned skin was covered in intricate tattoos, the same angular black lines that marked Viraszel’s skin. Runes on the backs of his hands glowed white. Light swirled around al-Serra’s legs, up over his groin, and up to his chest. With a low, crunching sound, the light solidified into a thick column of ice, glassy and smooth.

      Al-Serra cried out in surprise, writhing in vain against the ice encasing him. “I’m not going to talk,” he said. He shivered violently. “I don’t care if you freeze my balls off.”

      “That would be an added bonus,” Marlena said. With the man held immobile, she stepped forward and grabbed his chin. He tried to pull away, but her fingers dug into his jaw. “Look into my eyes.”

      Kaldir had been on the receiving end of her power as part of his training, and was glad he wasn’t in al-Serra’s place. There was no tapping out for him. The man’s pupils widened, and his struggling stopped. The marks on Marlena’s neck glowed, pulsing faintly like she was ablaze.

      “Please,” al-Serra murmured. He was eerily calm now, staring into her eyes. “Please don’t do this.”

      “You will answer every question they ask, and you will tell the truth,” she said.

      “I’m—”

      “If I think you’re lying, I will shatter your mind like glass,” she said. “Do you believe I can do it?”

      “Yes,” he whispered. The leering bluster was gone. He sounded like a scared little boy now.

      She glanced back at Kaldir, eyes slightly downturned. “He’s all yours.”

      Kaldir turned to General Iceborne, who gave him a hesitant look. She stared at Marlena for a moment, fear flickering across her usually stern face. “What were your orders in Greenspire?” Iceborne finally asked.

      “Take the city,” he said. “We were to claim the Shrine of Mara if we weren’t stopped.”

      A chill prickled down his spine at the thought of the Chosen invading the temple. “If you weren’t stopped,” Kaldir said. “You doubted you would win?”

      Al-Serra’s eyes drifted to him. He twisted uncomfortably against the ice. “No. But Sidran suspected the Kadirai would retaliate.”

      “And if you claimed the Shrine, what next?” Iceborne asked.

      “Half of us would stay here to keep control of the city,” al-Serra said. “The rest would return to meet Sidran.”

      “Where?” Iceborne pressed.

      He shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut. Marlena sighed and slapped his cheek just hard enough to ring out. “What did I tell you? Answer her.”

      “If it was before the full moon, at the Silent Orchard,” al-Serra said. “After that, he was moving.”

      “Where?” Marlena asked.

      His face twisted. He shook his head, greasy black hair swaying around his face. “He’ll kill me.”

      “Will it be worse than what I’m going to do to you?” Marlena asked. Despite her even, cold tone, her face was tense.

      Al-Serra groaned. “Please…”

      “Where were you to meet Sidran if you missed him at the Silent Orchard?” Kaldir asked.

      But al-Serra was fighting back, gritting his teeth as Marlena pushed harder. Her power resonated in the air. It pushed at Kaldir’s ears, swelling in his sinuses. The amulet on his chest warmed. “The Shattered Cradle,” al-Serra finally blurted.

      “And what was he doing there?” Kaldir asked.

      “Staging an attack in the north,” al-Serra said.

      “With no army?”

      Through his grimace, al-Serra barked a harsh laugh. “No army…Master Sidran has been working toward this for decades.” He twisted his head to glare at Marlena. “He made creatures like you. United thousands under the banner of Vystus. And you think what we brought here to this shithole was everything he had? This was just to send a message.”

      “You’re saying he has another army?” Iceborne said. “How many?”

      Al-Serra just shook his head. “I don’t know how many.”

      “When will they attack?” Velati asked. “And where?’

      “I don’t know,” al-Serra said.

      Marlena leaned in. “Tell us.”

      “Maybe if you’d taken my offer, I’d tell you,” al-Serra said, his voice distorted by her grasp. Another palpable burst of power radiated from her, and the veins on his forehead stood out.

      “Tell us what he’s planning,” Marlena seethed.

      “Fuck you,” al-Serra said. He cried out sharply.

      “Marlena,” Velati said, lunging forward to break her grasp. As she broke away from the prisoner, his head lolled forward with blood trickling from one ear. Velati went to grab him, but Marlena held him back. With a grim expression on her face, she tilted al-Serra’s chin up. His eyes were still open, pupils obscuring the irises in sheer black.

      “Don’t touch him,” she said. “He’s alive.”

      “With his brain turned to mush,” Velati muttered.

      Her eyes narrowed. “If you preferred a gentle touch, you should have said so.” His blue eyes flared bright, but he held his tongue. With a flick of his wrist, the ice encasing al-Serra disintegrated into harmless flakes of snow. The man fell to the ground, eyes still wide. His unconscious form shuddered.

      “He deserved it,” Kaldir said. “His people were responsible for uncountable deaths.”

      “No one is arguing that point, Dawnblaze,” Velati said. “But his corpse holds no value, and we still need information.”

      “Sohaila,” Kaldir murmured. Velati gave him a curious look. “One of Sidran’s prisoners was a Marashti healer who dealt with the Aesdar. She might know how to restore him.”

      Velati nodded. “In the meantime, we have other prisoners. Let’s get what we came for.”
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      Several hours later, they left the dark dungeon behind. Most of the hybrid officers had reported directly to al-Serra, and while one of them confirmed that they would eventually move on to the Shattered Cradle, no one could answer when or where Sidran planned to attack after that.

      With new information in hand, they returned to the reading room in the temple to plan their next move. To his surprise, Virnan stood at the open door. Recognition registered on his face as Kaldir rounded the corner.

      Kaldir’s heart pounded as he stepped into the room and saw Sohaila sitting at the table, her back to the door. Though the temple was filled with women in the same blue clothing, he recognized her long, reddish braid before she turned to reveal the veil over her face. She stood, folding her hands neatly as General Iceborne, Velati, and the others filed into the room.

      “Sister,” he said stiffly, his mouth suddenly dry. “Can I help you?” He instinctively breathed deep, catching her floral scent. The pleasant aroma awakened the memory of her skin beneath his lips. Not now.

      “I heard word that the Arik’tazhan had arrived to question the prisoners,” she said. She bowed her head, speaking in a reverent tone. “Kordari, I am Sister Sohaila Mara, Apothecary of the Sapphire Circle. I would like to be included in your discussion.”

      “This is delicate business,” Marlena said politely. Brows lifted in a silent question, she looked to Velati.

      Velati kept his distance from Sohaila but bowed politely. “Sister, it’s my pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he said. “But with all due respect, this is none of your concern. I will pass the information onto Mother Akshas, who can inform you as she sees fit.”

      If Sohaila minded that she was speaking to a living legend, she didn’t show it. Now that was all Falmina. Perhaps she hadn’t entirely changed. “With all due respect, this is my concern as much as it is yours.” Without missing a beat, she removed one of the pins tucked into her hair to let the veil fall to one side, revealing the scars on her face. Tension was etched around her eyes, but her voice was even, her chin high as she spoke. “I spent some time with Sidran, and he now has one of my sisters. I wish to bring her home.”

      “Sohaila, please,” Kaldir said. His gaze flitted to Velati, who frowned slightly at her.

      She ignored him. “Kordari, I sat on the Sapphire Circle until this man murdered my guards and kept me prisoner for over a year. I am not a hesitant novice who does not understand the world beyond these walls. I believe I can contribute to this discussion.”

      “Sohaila—” Kaldir began.

      Velati chuckled. “Your boldness is refreshing. You can stay, provided that you understand what is said here is sensitive, and not fodder for gossip.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I do not have time for gossip,” she replied. She glanced at Virnan. “Please wait for me down the hall.”

      “Sister?” Virnan asked.

      She gestured broadly around the room. “I think I’m in good hands,” she said. As requested, her bodyguard exited the room, pulling the heavy wooden doors closed behind him. She carefully tucked the pin back into her hair, securing the veil over her scars again. Clever, opportunistic girl. “Thank you.”

      Velati sank into a chair at the other end of the table. “Al-Serra indicated that Sidran is planning to attack somewhere in the north, and that he may have another army in addition to the Aesdar. If he’s going north from the Shattered Cradle, I can only assume he plans to attack Ironhold or Farath.” He looked to Kaldir. “The Firestorm gave us orders. We are to follow Sidran’s trail. For that matter, your orders haven’t changed. The Scalebreakers are to neutralize the Aesdar, and take Sidran if you have the chance.”

      “Then we should go to the Shattered Cradle,” Kaldir said, heart thumping.

      Velati nodded. “We’ll scout it first. If he has an army, we’ll have to return to Farath to regroup, but we need the intel first. Dawnblaze, will your men be ready to move by tomorrow?”

      “Most of them,” he said. “I’ll order the rest to report back to Farath.”

      Velati turned to Sohaila. “You said you spent time with Sidran, and Dawnblaze said you worked with the Aesdar. What exactly did you do?”

      Her eyes drifted down, then back up. “He…he took me and forced me to use my power. I helped the Aesdar transform. I also worked on protecting people from their effects.”

      For the first time, he saw a glint of anger in Velati’s eyes, going cold. “You used their blood magic? To help him?”

      “Indirectly, yes,” she said. “My goal was to help them transform without going insane. The first generation of his Aesdar were broken shells. It was cruel beyond belief. I helped them shift with their minds intact. I also discovered how to reawaken the soulstruck. Without elixir, I may add.” Her eyes drifted to Kaldir.

      Marlena’s jaw dropped. She and Velati exchanged a long look. “How?”

      “We can discuss how later,” Velati said. “Did he ever allude to attacking Farath or Ironhold, or even that he had another army?”

      She shook her head. “He was secretive. His people worship him, so he just told them where to go and what to do when it was time. Only a few people were in his inner circle.”

      “Sounds about right,” Marlena said. Sohaila’s brow lifted. “I used to be one of them. Long story.”

      “I’ve heard of you,” Sohaila replied. “But I figured he had something big planned. Based on what you all have told me, he took several of the Aesdar to Farath, several more to attack the Stormflight, and several more here to Greenspire. Even with his losses, there were still more than a dozen standing, most of whom escaped the Silent Orchard.” She shrugged. “Why hold them in reserve if he had no further plans?”

      Velati gave her an appreciative nod. “Agreed.”

      “He told everyone that we—they were headed north,” she said. “The Shattered Cradle is north, but so are Ironhold and Farath. If I was trying to destroy the Kadirai, I would attack one of those places, if not both.”

      “I’d like to talk more to you about your research,” Velati said. “But for now, we need to move. Perhaps you can meet us in Farath in a few weeks, if you’re willing to travel.”

      She shook her head. “I’d like to come with you to the Shattered Cradle.”

      “Really, now?”

      “The Arik’tazhan once took the Marashti into battle. The Lightweavers of Mara are as legendary to us as you are to the Kadirai,” she said. Kaldir’s heart thumped at her boldness. This was the old Falmina, whose unruly tongue often outpaced her common sense.

      Velati laughed aloud. “Sister, you do not need to tell me of my own history. Your predecessor Ravira Mara saved my hide more than once on a bloody battlefield. I guarantee that your storybooks do not do them justice.”

      “Then you should have no objection,” Sohaila said. “The first Lightweavers served by choice. This is my choice.”

      “Sister, please,” Kaldir said. The thought of throwing her back into even worse danger was enough to boil his blood.

      “I was called to the Marashti late,” Sohaila said, ignoring his interjection. Her eyes drifted to Kaldir, and the faintest flinch pulled at her eyes. “Before that, I was one of Queen Nephiram’s Iron Blade. I am not afraid of battle.”

      Velati sighed. “Your fervor is much appreciated, but it does not qualify you as a Lightweaver.”

      “Then teach me what I need to know,” she said. “Ask anyone here. I can handle it.”

      “Absolutely not,” Kaldir said. “Sister, your place is here.” Here was safe. Beyond these walls, too much could happen to her. Had already happened.

      “You have no right to tell me my place, General Dawnblaze,” Sohaila said mildly. “It is for you to deny my offer,” she said to Velati.

      Tell her no. He wanted to be near her, but not if it meant she was in danger.

      Dread prickled through his veins as Velati nodded. “If we are to fly on to the Shattered Cradle, I will not turn down the aid of the Marashti. If you’re willing, then I accept,” Velati said. “I’ll inform Mother Akshas. We leave tomorrow by noon.”
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      Irritation boiled in Sohaila’s veins as she stood in front of Mother Akshas. She felt like a novice again, being scolded for some minor breach in protocol and awaiting a sentence to scrub floors to meditate on her temperament.

      The older woman’s gray eyes were narrowed as she regarded Sohaila, then Velati in turn. His formal black uniform made him look cold and imposing. His icy blue eyes were solemn, betraying no emotion.

      “I have already given Sister Sohaila her orders,” Akshas said firmly. “She has enough work to keep her quite busy here. She cannot accompany you.”

      “I mean no disrespect, Mother Akshas,” Velati said. “But she has valuable insight and skills that would be of aid to me. Furthermore, she wishes to go.”

      “I forbid it.”

      His voice was gentle, but his hard expression never faltered. “You cannot forbid it. Not to me.” The older woman’s nostrils flared with irritation. As the head of the Marashti order, Akshas answered to no one, at least in times of peace. “If it is of any comfort, I can tell you that we would be commandeering some of the Marashti soon anyway.”

      “How is that of comfort?” Akshas snapped. Despite her diminutive stature, she was squared to Velati, her posture proud. “Shall I thank you? Shall I sing for joy as I send more of my charges to war?”

      “We’re here to help people,” Sohaila said mildly. “I do no one any good cloistered behind these walls. Let me serve the Skymother with my gifts.”

      Akshas shot her a withering look. “These walls protect her gifts. Be cautious that you do not interpret your personal desires as her divine will.”

      A chill prickled down Sohaila’s spine, and she swallowed her instinctive retort. “Yes, Mother,” she said mildly. “I will continue to pray for guidance.”

      The older woman turned her cold gaze back to Velati. “Speak plainly, kordari. Do I have a choice in the matter?” She threw her hand in a gesture toward Sohaila. “She has clearly already made her decision, so I suspect I know the answer.”

      Sohaila’s cheeks flushed. She smoothed the dark blue travel cloak and resisted the urge to bow her head.

      Velati didn’t flinch from her sharp tone. “Mother Akshas, I speak as the right hand of Viraszel Dawnblaze, the ranking member of the Arik’tazhan and commander of the Broodguard. Under the Queensfall Accord which has held since the fall of Empress Rezharani, the Arik’tazhan may conscript whoever we desire to protect our people. This is a time of war, and I will exercise that right,” Velati said. “To answer your question directly, no. You have no choice in this matter. I merely came to inform you out of courtesy.”

      “We have different ideas of courtesy,” Akshas replied, setting her jaw defiantly. Sohaila wasn’t sure if the older woman really wanted her to stay or if she just disliked taking orders.

      He nodded, unfazed by her rebuke. “Perhaps, and I do understand your consternation. In that vein, I’ll advise you to determine which of your sisters are most capable for battle healing. Depending on what we learn in the next few days, the Firestorm may be calling upon your aid.”

      Akshas’s nostrils flared. “I understand. I don’t like this, and you can feel free to pass that along to the Firestorm.”

      “Duly noted,” Velati replied. The faintest smile tugged at his lips. “I will relay the message with the utmost fidelity.”

      Scowling, Akshas turned to Sohaila and opened her arms. She accepted the embrace, feeling the heavy weight of her disapproval in the silence. Her voice trembled as she murmured in Sohaila’s ear. “May you always keep the Mother in your sight.” She cupped Sohaila’s cheek gently. “I wish you would reconsider this. I cannot bear to lose another of my sisters.”

      “I need to do this,” Sohaila replied quietly. “And hopefully you won’t have to.”

      Akshas was grim as she pulled away, gesturing to Velati. Despite their contentious exchange, he bowed to her, letting her kiss his forehead. “May the Mother guide your steps and always keep you in her sight.”

      “And you as well,” he murmured, grasping her wrists lightly. “Thank you, Mother Akshas.”

      Sohaila’s heart pounded as she turned to follow him out of the office and into the spacious foyer outside. Several Shrine Wardens strolled through on their rounds, giving her a silent nod of acknowledgement. “Thank you for speaking for me.”

      He turned to face her, gesturing subtly toward one of the large windows that overlooked the outdoor chapel. A pleasant, cool breeze wafted around them, carrying the rich scents of the forest into the stone corridor.

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Velati stared down at her. There was a cold cast to his eyes, a hard armor that protected his thoughts. Why had he really accepted her offer? “Be very honest with me, sister,” he said. “Do you actually want to do this, or are you seeking justice for your friend? Perhaps vengeance for your own ordeal?”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Not much, I suppose,” he said. “If you’re just worried about the other Marashti, we’ll deal with it. No offense to you, but you can’t fly in and save her. There’s no need for you to endanger yourself on principle.”

      “She’s with him because of me,” she said. Because I defied him.

      “No,” he said sharply. “She’s with him because Sidran has no honor and will use innocent people as leverage to get what he wants. Don’t take responsibility for burdens that don’t belong to you.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “It’s exactly that simple,” he replied. “Answer my question. Do you truly want to leave here and go with us? This will not be a rollicking adventure from a storybook.”

      Outside, a dozen novices tended to the sprawling gardens, dirt-streaked aprons covering their simple blue garments. Pruning the bushes and nurturing the flowers had once been her favorite task around the temple. It was simple, menial work, but it had always helped her make sense of the world while making it more beautiful. Watching as one of the novices gently cupped a huge yellow bloom, Sohaila said, “I love this place and the people here. But everything changed when I was taken. And I thought that coming home would be a relief, but it hasn’t been. Not one bit. I don’t fit here, and it feels like everyone knows it.”

      “Because of your face?”

      She scowled. “Not just that. But…that’s part of it.”

      “You know covering it only makes people more curious,” he said.

      “I’m not an idiot. I’m just not ready.” Her eyes stung, and she turned her gaze to the garden while she willed the tears to go away.

      He touched her shoulder lightly. A cool, calming aura radiated from him. “I meant no disrespect. Do what you must to feel whole. Believe it or not, I understand your feelings of isolation in a place that should be home. Just know that running away won’t change how you feel. Not about yourself or this place. And I hope you’re not throwing yourself into danger just to escape the discomfort of a transition.”

      “I’m not,” she said. But maybe she was. “I need to do something. For Ayla and for myself.”

      “What about the Sapphire Circle?”

      She chewed at her lip. “I might have overstated things.”

      “I know. I asked,” he said wryly.

      “Technically, I was on the Sapphire Circle before being captured. They believed I was dead and replaced me, which was hardly my fault.” He chuckled. “But I was named to the Apothecary seat, and at only one hundred and six.”

      “I’m impressed,” he said. His blue eyes bored through her, searching for something. Her heart thumped, but she didn’t look away. Finally, his gaze softened. “I’ll trust you at your word. If you walk out those doors with us, you accept the consequences and the dangers that come with it.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I accept.”

      “Are your things ready?”

      “I packed everything before dawn,” she said. “My bodyguards are waiting outside.”

      He continued down the hall, headed for the main approach to the temple. Her cloak billowed behind her as she raced to keep up with his long strides. “We’ll discuss it more later, but you’ll learn there are protocols for the Lightweavers. You may have read my history, but I lived it.”

      “Such as?”

      “For one, you follow my orders,” he said. “As a sister of the Marashti order, you are likely accustomed to being shown deference wherever you go. I still have the utmost respect for your position and your talent, but you answer to me now. If I say you stay behind, you stay where I tell you. If I order you to leave and fly as fast as you can anywhere but here, you do it without hesitation.”

      “But—”

      “That is non-negotiable,” he said, glacial blue eyes narrowing. “If you don’t like it, stay here. I humored your bold demand to sit in my meeting, but only because of your connection to Sidran. You do not get to make such demands moving forward.”

      Her cheeks heated. “I understand.”

      He flashed a grin at her. “Excellent.” Still striding casually toward the main gates, he glanced down at her. “And should I worry about you and Dawnblaze?”

      Her stomach lurched. “Why?”

      “He was quite adamant that you stay here. I’d like to know why before I take both of you into battle,” he said. “He’s a good man, but I’m certain it’s not just out of some abstract devotion to the Marashti.”

      “We have a history from long ago,” she said. “I think he just wants to protect me. Whether that’s because I’m Marashti or because of our past, I can’t really say. But there’s nothing else between us.”

      Less than an hour as a Lightweaver, and she was already lying to a superior. Though she couldn’t name it, there was certainly something between her and Kaldir. Longing, desire, nostalgia, and lust, all mixed with a large dose of resentment.

      “I see,” Velati said. “Is this history going to cloud your judgment?”

      “No. I’ll do my job,” she said.

      “Good.”

      The front courtyard of the temple was bustling as Kaldir’s team prepared to leave. Still pretending to sweep the cobblestones, several novices watched as the Scalebreakers carefully laid out large leather harnesses rigged with canvas satchels. Kaldir spoke quietly to one of his subordinates, while Azeria opened a satchel to inspect its contents. He glanced up at her, but instead of a smile, he clenched his jaw and looked away.

      Velati’s question about her objectivity hung in her mind as she watched Kaldir giving orders to his men. Just as she had always expected, he had grown to be a strong leader.

      They’d often stolen away to the Skymother’s Crown, a natural cave filled with glittering crystals in the cliffs north of Ironhold. One summer afternoon, they’d lain in each other’s arms for hours after making love by the flickering light. She was content to listen to him breathe, wondering how such a force of nature was so enchanted with her. Though she’d been fiery and confident then, she’d secretly feared Kaldir Dawnblaze was far beyond her reach and just hadn’t realized it yet. Each moment with him was precious, and somehow dangerous, like he was always at risk of slipping away.

      “I’m going to lead the Iron Blade one day,” he’d said, suddenly breaking the quiet.

      “Queen Nephiram has a captain already,” she’d said, tracing his flat stomach and relishing the way the muscle twitched at her touch. Iridescent crystal reflected in colorful veils over his bronze skin. Their innate energy entwined, sending a pleasant current through her body. That was the feeling of us, of being inseparable.

      “She will replace him,” he’d replied, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. And she believed him. If there was any sense in the queen’s head, she would know that Kaldir was the best man for the job.

      “What if I want to be the captain instead?”

      “You could if you wished. If you could ever beat me with the sword.”

      She pinched him lightly, prompting a chuckle as he grabbed her wrist. His laughter was so rare, she relished each time she heard it, lamenting when its echoes died in the cavern. “Perhaps I’ll become the queen instead, and you will serve me.”

      “You are already my queen, and I am pleased to serve. My beautiful comet, blazing so bright the stars dare not show themselves in its wake.”

      “And you are my little spark.”

      “Little? Are you certain?”

      “Yes. My tiny little spark,” she murmured. Then she squealed with delight as he wrestled her onto her back and showed her the error of her word choice. There was nothing little about Kaldir Dawnblaze.

      How many times had she recalled those words? At least one of them had made good on their ambitions. She’d never truly dreamed of power, but was content to trail after Kaldir. His beautiful comet, chasing the sun across the sky. In his presence, she burned bright. She was happy.

      She wasn’t unhappy now, or at least she hadn’t been before her captivity. But she hadn’t felt the sheer abandon and visceral pleasure of basking in his warmth in over fifty years. And with him standing so close, it was impossible to ignore the contrast, like she had emerged blinking from a cave that she hadn’t realized was so dark and constricted.

      He was talking quietly to Azeria, who nodded emphatically. A pang of jealousy stitched through Sohaila. She was an attractive woman, though she had the beauty of a sharp, polished blade rather than a glittering bauble. A perfect fit for Kaldir.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat. He was no longer hers to claim. She supposed she should be happy for them.

      Marlena approached and smiled. “Glad to hear you’re coming with us,” she said. “You’re going to ride with me. Do you have all your things?” The woman’s approach was a welcome distraction.

      “Over there,” Sohaila said, pointing. At the edge of the courtyard, Virnan and Enalah were rigging up her equipment. Much like the Chosen cargo, she had several large crates that had been wrapped with sturdy nets and secured with a large metal ring for a dragon to grasp in its claws.

      “You pack heavy,” Marlena said, surveying the large stack of cargo.

      “I packed the supplies to put half-dead dragons back on their feet,” Sohaila replied. The other woman’s eyes widened. “When do we leave?”
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      With the sun high overhead and the bells chiming the call to noon prayers, Sohaila rose in the sky over the Iveron Forest, headed northwest. Cold wind bit at her cheeks, compounded by the glacial aura surrounding Velati in his massive, pale-blue dragon form. She was nestled against his neck, while Marlena sat just behind her, blazing warm against her back. A thick leather strap was secured around his neck, though she kept the lightest grip on it. He’d growled a little as Marlena put it around his neck. As Marlena helped her climb onto his back, she’d whispered in Sohaila’s ear, “He won’t complain, but he hates it. Only for emergencies.”

      In his scarlet-scaled form, Kaldir flew at the head of the diamond-shaped formation, with Azeria on his back. Six other dyads of dragons with hybrid riders flew around them, with Virnan and Enalah at the rear. Two Edra scouts rode their backs.

      For a moment, she wondered if she had chosen differently all those years ago, if she might have been right there at Kaldir’s side, still fighting the same war. With a bit of embarrassment, she knew she would have never made it that far. Her mouth would have gotten her in trouble long before she became one of the elite.

      As the sun crept past the horizon, painting the sky in fiery orange, the edge of the Iveron came into sight, a dark contrast to the pale, parched lands of Ifrahl beyond. Her skin crawled at the sight of the gray splotch marring her view. A familiar stone structure came into sight as the sky darkened.

      At the front of the formation, Azeria put her fingers in her mouth and whistled. Sohaila turned to watch as one of the Edra scouts on Virnan’s back carefully balanced, then shifted into a small brown bird. He soared downward, wings flapping rapidly against the darkening sky. “He’ll make sure they haven’t come back,” Marlena said into her ear.

      Sohaila’s heart thumped. Surely the Chosen wouldn’t have returned. Her fingers tightened against the hard ridges of Velati’s neck as she watched the bird disappear into a tiny dot. The dragon contingent made a wide arc, circling miles away from the temple. They had just finished a second circuit when the brown bird fluttered back to land on Azeria’s shoulder. She raised her arm and made a circling gesture, then imitated a dive with her hand, pointing to the ground. The formation followed, descending toward the temple in a neat formation.

      Sohaila braced herself as Velati landed beyond the courtyard. Deep grooves marred the dark stone. The faint smell of decay lingered in the still air.

      In a thunderous chorus of flapping wings and clipped growls, the other dragons landed, letting their riders dismount. Marlena jumped down from Velati’s back, then offered a hand up to help Sohaila. Once Sohaila was on her feet, Marlena unhooked the wide strap from his neck and rolled it tight.

      A few minutes later, the dragons had shifted back, with their partners offering clothing and shoulders to lean on while they caught their breath. They’d flown for hours straight, all of them with riders or heavy cargo. One of the female dragons frowned and pressed her hand to her chest. Sohaila approached and offered her hand. “Can I help?”

      “No, Sister, I’m fine,” the woman said as she hastily tied a loose robe. Pain etched lines around her eyes. Her posture was off, like she was compensating for pain in her back.

      “Thaleza,” her partner complained. She smacked the dragon woman’s shoulder lightly, then forced a smile at Sohaila. “Please do.”

      Thaleza’s eyes flitted to Kaldir, who was already issuing orders. She straightened up with a grimace, tying her robe tight. “I told him I was fine.”

      “Sohaila,” Velati called. She snapped to attention, turning to see him walking her way. “We’ll sweep the temple to ensure we don’t have any surprises, then we’ll eat and rest. After we’ve eaten, you will check on each of my soldiers and ensure they’re in peak condition. Understood?”

      “Yes, kordari,” she said, nodding rapidly.

      “Get all our cargo inside,” Velati ordered. “Just in case.”

      Two hours later, the Scalebreaker dragons were ordered to bed like a pack of sleepy children. Several of the hybrid riders had been assigned to keep watch. As the soldiers prepared for bed, Sohaila made her rounds of the east wing.

      Thaleza sat on the edge of her bed, twisting awkwardly like she was trying to pop her back. Her dark eyes rose as Sohaila entered the room. “Sister, I’m all right,” she said, straightening awkwardly.

      Sohaila sat on the bed next to her. “I have my orders.”

      “They didn’t want me coming,” she said, eyes downcast. “I got hurt taking Greenspire.”

      “So you think the logical response is to forgo any extra healing and make it worse?” Sohaila said mildly. “That doesn’t make much sense.”

      The other woman’s brow furrowed. “I don’t want them to send me back. I want to fight.”

      “Let me have a look,” Sohaila said. She gently touched Thaleza’s shoulders. “May I?”

      “Go ahead,” she said quietly.

      She slid the loose robe down over the Kadirai woman’s broad shoulders to expose her back. Amidst the intricate blue tattooing over her shoulder blades was a partially-healed gash, surrounded by the sickly greenish-yellow of a week-old bruise. Resting her hands on either side of the wound, Sohaila opened her mind to the healer’s trance. Her searching tendrils of power found a painful knot of muscle and tendons that hadn’t fully healed.

      “Blessed Mother, make me your conduit and pour through me,” she murmured as she released a stronger burst of power, focused on the injury. When she felt the energy smooth out, like a knot pried open, she let her energy drift through Thaleza’s body, invigorating her whole system. Then she patted Thaleza’s shoulder. “It’s not weakness if you need help. It doesn’t mean you’re not a good fighter. Even fine weapons need to be sharpened and repaired from time to time.”

      She sighed and looked back. “Thank you, Sister. I do feel better.”

      Continuing through the temple, Sohaila avoided Kaldir until she had seen everyone else. Perhaps he would fall asleep and spare her an uncomfortable exchange.

      To her surprise, Velati Rimewing was already in bed, lying on his belly with a rough blanket pulled up to his waist. Though she certainly appreciated the sight of a beautiful Kadirai form, she was unfazed by naked men. As a dragon, she’d seen practically everyone she knew naked, and as a healer, she’d had her hands on more of them than she could count.

      As soon as she entered the room, he murmured, “Right here,” and rubbed the back of his neck. She knelt next to him, placing her hands on his curiously cool skin. Intricate tattoos covered his bare back, intersected by new scar tissue. Her search found painful knots; muscles strained nearly to the point of injury in his back.

      “I hope it wasn’t too hard to carry both of us here,” she said. She glanced over and noticed Marlena’s cloak draped over the wooden chair in the corner.

      “Not at all,” he said with a chuckle. “We flew all day and night from Farath yesterday, and another full day today. It’s been a long time since I flew like that.” He groaned. Through the healing trance, she could feel his relief as warmth flooded his muscles, lapping back on her like gentle waves on the sand. “That’s good.” He turned to regard her with a cool blue gaze. “Conserve some of your energy. Be aware of how much you recover overnight, and make sure you’re eating and resting enough.”

      “No offense, but I know how to take care of myself,” she said. “I’m over a hundred years old.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “Remember my advice about following orders?”

      “Yes,” she said, cheeks flushing. “Thank you for your advice.”

      His eyes swept over her, but he didn’t press the issue. “I’m feeling much better now. Thank you, sister. Good night.”

      “You’re welcome,” she murmured. She sighed. One last stop.

      Except for a few murmured conversations, the temple was quiet. It was strange to walk freely through the familiar halls. Though she knew they were far away, her heart still thumped in anticipation of rounding a corner to find Adron or Firsa there.

      Kaldir had been assigned to the room next to her former workshop. She pressed her ear to the door and listened. There was his slow, steady heartbeat. No other noise, except the even flow of his breathing. Maybe he was already asleep.

      She contemplated heading to bed, but if Velati caught wind that she’d skipped Kaldir, he’d question her about it. Bracing herself, she knocked gently. A sharp intake of breath preceded his clipped reply. “Come in.”

      Kaldir sat on the edge of the narrow bed, a loose cloth tied around his waist. A small lantern flickered from the wall, the low light casting his huge, muscular frame into sharp relief. He was as beautiful as he had always been. She had seen hundreds of naked men, but there was only one Kaldir. And while she could pretend he didn’t, he certainly had an effect on her.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked, hoping the flush in her cheeks didn’t show above her veil.

      “I’m well,” he said.

      “Velati ordered me to check on everyone,” she said. He gestured to the bed, scooting over slightly to make room. Temptation drew her closer.

      But instead of taking the offered seat, she stood in front of him and pressed her hands to his shoulders, sliding them up to his neck. His pulse raced beneath her touch, and she smelled the warm, spicy hint of arousal winding through his smoky aura.

      “I just need to sleep,” he said. “You can save your energy.”

      Faint traces of the Talons’ poison still lingered in his system, and she sent a pulse of power into him to burn it away. He gripped her wrists suddenly, and she startled. A warm, tingling sensation poured through her at the familiar touch.

      “You don’t have to help me.” He raised his eyes, his gaze grabbing her. “Although it’s nice to feel your touch again.”

      Her heart thumped. “You didn’t want me to come.”

      “I didn’t want you to get hurt,” he replied. “It’s not the same thing.”

      “What does it matter to you?”

      He wrinkled his nose, like she’d said something idiotic. “What does it matter…I still care for you. That has never changed.” Slowly, he brought her hand to his lips and kissed it, turning it over to place his lips to her wrist, that strange place he had always loved to kiss her, saying he could feel her heartbeat best there. “I wish things were different.”

      Possessed by the rising flame in her chest, Sohaila moved her hand to his cheek. As he leaned into her touch, she was suddenly overwhelmed with the need to kiss him. He would let her.

      And then what would happen?

      As she leaned in, she could practically hear Velati’s disapproving voice. Is this going to be an issue? Instead, she brushed her thumb over Kaldir’s cheekbone and pulled away. She felt cold and disconnected without his touch. “Is there anything else you need?”

      He shook his head sadly. “Just to rest,” he said. “Thank you, sister.”

      The word sounded like a wrong note in a familiar tune. She shook her head. “Please don’t call me sister. I know things are strange between us, but it feels so wrong.”

      “Very well,” he said. “Good night, Sohaila.”

      As much as she had scolded him for calling her Falmina, she didn’t like hearing Sohaila on his lips, either. She wanted to hear him call her his beautiful comet again, as if nothing at all had changed between them.

      “Sleep well,” she said, excusing herself before she let a foolish thought take shape into words.

      She closed the door behind her, letting out a quiet sigh as she stepped into the silence of the hall. Walking silently from the opposite end was Marlena. She smiled and waved at Sohaila. “Sister,” she said quietly. “Did you eat enough at dinner? Velati said you have to stay healthy.”

      She suppressed a groan. “Yes, I ate enough. Tell him I’m a century old, and I know how to feed myself.”

      Marlena’s eyebrows arched. “You’re welcome to tell him that yourself,” she said. She joined Sohaila in her stroll. “Is this the place where you were held?”

      She glanced over at the other woman, dread pooling in her belly. “Yes. How did you know?”

      “Well, the name kind of gave it away,” she said gently. “But you look extremely uncomfortable. You have since we got here.”

      She bowed her head. “My memories of this place are unpleasant.”

      “Understandable,” Marlena said. “Would you chat with me for a little while? I’m keeping watch outside, but I’m alone and I’m sleepy. It’s been a long few days.”

      “Of course,” Sohaila said. She followed Marlena through the main hall, and out the heavy wooden doors. It felt odd to walk freely through the doors which had been so closely guarded before. Even when she’d made her run for freedom, she’d bolted through the courtyard. Not once had she passed through these doors. It felt like spitting in Sidran’s face.

      Marlena sat on the stone steps, staring up at the dark sky. The waning moon cast a silvery glow over the parched landscape. It was eerily silent outside, where the dead land stretched for endless miles. Her tattoos cast a faint glow, like the last embers of a dying fire. “I have to admit that I have ulterior motives. I wanted to ask you about Sidran.”

      A chill ran down her spine. “You can ask, but I don’t know much.”

      “Did he mention me? Ugh, I must sound like a jilted lover,” she said with a laugh. “I betrayed him. For a month, I could barely sleep for fear of retaliation.”

      “He did mention you,” Sohaila said. “He didn’t say much, though. A few months ago, he arrived here with four new Aesdar, which was odd because we’d been told to expect at least five. He mentioned your name and said you’d turned your back on the faith. That you were cursed by Vystus, and he would kill you for it.”

      Marlena flinched, still staring at the sky. “That sounds right,” she said. “I don’t know how I was fooled for so long. You must think I’m an idiot.”

      “No,” Sohaila said. “I know how he manipulated the other Aesdar. He’s careful about who he shows his darker side.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, did he injure your face?” Then she threw up her hands. “I’m sorry, that’s not my business. Don’t answer that. I just hate him. Somehow, it makes it easier to think he did all these terrible things.”

      “I don’t mind you asking,” Sohaila said. “He didn’t hurt me directly. His bodyguards did this to me because I tried to kill him.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded. “I almost pulled it off.”  When Sidran had brought her a case of elixir to work with, she’d shattered a glass flask, grabbed the biggest shard she could find, and slashed his thigh open before he knew what had happened. Drawing on her warrior instinct, she’d spun around him, sliced his other leg open, then drove the bloody shard into his throat. She’d left him choking in a pool of his own blood and ran blindly and frantically as fast as she could go. She ran until her feet bled and she vomited from exertion. But they found her anyway. “I should have finished the job, but I just ran. The Talons chased me down and eventually found me, miles into the wasteland. They brought me back, and Adron started on my face.” Her voice trembled as the unwelcome memory resurfaced, the blinding pain, blood in her eye, in her mouth, dripping down her throat. Poison burning into her veins, blistering the raw flesh. “Adron was ready to start on the other side, and Sidran stopped him. Half dead, drenched in his own blood, and he spared me. He said he understood why I’d done it. After that, he healed my face.”

      “He heals? Like you?”

      “Nothing like me,” Sohaila said firmly. “Blood magic. It heals fast and ugly, as you can see. A few days later, he’d brought another Marashti healer here and told me if I didn’t do what he wanted, he’d hurt her instead.”

      “Oh, no,” Marlena murmured.

      “They broke three of her fingers and that was as much as I could stand,” Sohaila said. “He said it was to motivate me. That was his saying. Always to motivate. Before that, he’d tried to starve me out, saying hunger would motivate me. Two, three, four weeks without food, and he framed it like it was kindness, helping me to find my purpose. Clearing away the confusion that kept me from seeing the truth of Vystus, I believe was how he explained it.”

      “He’s an excellent manipulator,” Marlena said. “I’m sorry you suffered all of that.” She sighed. “I wish I had seen sooner what he was. Up until the end, all I ever saw of him was this devout, kind person. He made me feel special. When he talked about making a better world, I believed him. I was an idiot.”

      Sohaila shook her head. “No, you’re not. He’s very charming. And in his way, he is making a better world. For him and his followers, the world will be better without the Kadirai. He believes in what he’s doing, which is what makes him so dangerous.”

      “Thanks for saying so,” she said. “It’s harder to absorb it, but it’s good to hear.” Marlena tilted her head. “You don’t seem nervous around me.”

      “Should I be?”

      “Everyone else is,” she said. She gestured back to toward the building. “The Scalebreakers have gotten used to me, but no one looks me in the eye for long. Except Velati, but that’s different.” A faint smile crossed her face. “You know we’re…together.”

      Sohaila laughed. “Yes, I had gathered as much. For the others, it’s simple. Your power scares them. Our people have always been unmatched in power, and some of them don’t like that that’s changed.”

      “No, I get that,” Marlena said. “I understand why they’re afraid. I’m just curious why you’re not.”

      “Oh. I helped the other Aesdar while I was here,” Sohaila said. “Not one of them was ever unkind to me. Your power doesn’t make you a monster, and it doesn’t make you good or bad. You’re just who you are. And so far, you seem like someone I can trust.”

      To her surprise, Marlena’s jaw dropped, eyes glistening slightly. “That means a lot to me.” She cleared her throat, surreptitiously wiping at her eyes. “I should let you get some rest.”

      “In a few minutes,” Sohaila said. “I spent over a year here, mostly alone. I missed normal conversations. Once I got back to the temple, I didn’t feel like I could talk to anyone.”

      “But you can talk to me?”

      “I feel like I can,” she said. “I haven’t told anyone else about what happened. Is it too much?”

      “No,” she said, giving Sohaila a shy smile. “I appreciate you telling me. You can talk to me anytime.”

      “Thank you,” Sohaila said. It felt like she’d exhaled a long-held breath. There was still a heaviness in her chest. But it seemed easier to breathe now, knowing this terrible thing wasn’t buried quite as deep.

      Marlena sighed. “You really should go to bed. I would hate to keep you up late.”

      “You sound like your partner,” Sohaila said playfully.

      The other woman glanced over her shoulder, then scowled a little, arching one eyebrow ever so slightly. When she spoke again, her clipped accent was a near perfect impersonation of Velati’s precise diction. “Sister, I respect your opinion, but I have no intention of acknowledging it. Go to bed.”

      Sohaila laughed and gave her a snappy bow. “Indeed, kordari. Good night.”
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      The lands of Ifrahl were an endless expanse of harsh gray, marred by deep chasms and jagged rock formations. The Scalebreakers had left behind the deep green expanse of the Iveron, heading northwest over the war-torn lands that blighted the western part of the continent. The air felt thick and harsh, like it was filled with sand that scraped his throat.

      Around noon, Kaldir spotted a large settlement of sprawling buildings around an imposing stone fortress. Golden flags whipped from its walls, while a dozen dragons spiraled lazily overhead. While they were still a few miles out, Velati flew ahead of the formation. From his back, Marlena sent up a small burst of white flame, then pointed east. The pale blue dragon banked east, giving the settlement a wide berth.

      Kaldir followed his lead. The older dragon led the pack for several miles, eventually correcting their course west once again when they were well past the settlement. Once they were back on course, Velati rose, tilting his wings slightly, then dropped back into the formation in a gust of cold air.

      Well before he was born, the lands of Ifrahl had been beautiful. His mother had told him of the rolling fields, striped by wildflowers in a thousand colors. But the final battles of the Great War had shattered Ifrahl, as the corrupt magic of the Raspolin leached into the ground like poison. Kaldir was unfamiliar with the lawless clans that survived in the broken wastelands. What little news they heard out of the untamed land was of bloody conflict and disarray. If Velati thought it wise to avoid the city, he would trust the other man’s word.

      Sunset was fading into dusk when he first glimpsed the patchwork ruins of the villages that once surrounded the Cradle of the Sun, the once legendary capital of Ifrahl. Kaldir growled in surprise. Azeria’s legs squeezed tight against his neck. “Look,” she murmured.

      Hundreds of red and brown tents dotted the stone ruins, forming a makeshift city that pushed right up to the broken walls of the Cradle. Dozens of thin tendrils of smoke drifted up from the city. His heart pounded as he slowed his flight. At this pace, they’d be on the city before he realized it.

      Kaldir veered eastward again, putting distance between them and the city. A shadow passed over him, sending a chill down his spine. Velati’s pale-scaled form flew over him and took the point. After putting another few miles between them and the city, the pale dragon descended slowly into a deep ravine.

      Close on his tail, Kaldir glided to the ground. Behind him, the rest of the formation had compressed into a single file line to land one by one. At the back of the pack, cargo clanked to the ground as Sohaila’s guards put down her crates.

      He waited for Azeria to slide off his neck, then tucked his wings in tight to shift. A familiar pain rolled down his spine. It felt like a gigantic fist squeezed him into mush. He groaned as his joints resituated themselves, shoulders and hips aching. Two days of hard flying had taken its toll.

      Despite the ache in his body, he closed his eyes. Thank you, blessed Mother, for a safe flight. Make our eyes sharp and minds quick.

      Feet scuffed against the stone next to him, and he opened to see a pair of loose gray pants dangling in front of him. Taking his clothes from Azeria, he reluctantly dressed and winced at the roughness of the fabric on his freshly-shifted skin.

      A buzz of conversation picked up as the others changed, rising in intensity as they converged. “Gather,” Velati shouted as he rose from the ground. A pair of crimson-tattooed hands snaked around his waist from behind, covering him with a loose cloth. Without missing a beat, he gathered the cloth in one hand and pointed to Thaleza with the other. “Don’t get comfortable. Get back up there and scout.”

      Thaleza nodded rapidly. She let the loose gray robe fall off her shoulders, revealing just a glimpse of her nude form before she disappeared in a flash of light. With a faint scrabbling of rock, her gray-scaled dragon form half-climbed and half-flew up the ravine. Once she was in the air, she disappeared into a shimmering mirage.

      “Scouts,” Velati said. Vikosh and Chala, their Edra scouts, jumped to attention at his order. “When it’s fully dark, you’ll scout the city. I need numbers, weapons, anything you can spot without being noticed. Go ahead up now and make a wide perimeter.”

      “And any sign of the Aesdar,” Sohaila said, stepping up next to Kaldir. Velati’s eyes drifted to her. “Wherever they are, Sidran probably isn’t far from them.”

      “Agreed,” Velati said.

      “Oh! And a Marashti healer,” she said. “She should—” She stopped abruptly as she caught Velati’s cold stare.

      “If you see a healer, make note of it,” Velati said mildly.

      The two Edra made a rapid shift. They didn’t bother removing their clothing. Vikosh, who had first brought word of Sohaila, shifted into a tiny brown sparrow. His linen shirt shifted comically as the bird fought its way from the folds of fabric. Despite her nearly white hair, Chala emerged from the pile of clothing as a large black raven with bright blue eyes. She led the way, with Vikosh close behind.

      Sheer rock walls loomed over them, casting them in deep shadow. They still had the hazy light of dusk, but the sky was darkening fast. High above, the two birds perched on the edge of the stone, then fluttered out of sight.

      Back home in Ironhold, the prince’s new wife was Edra. Though Princess Ohrena’s serpentine form was less than subtle, she employed several maids who transformed into birds and mice. Before they had come to a hard-fought agreement about palace security, those women had been all over his domain, sticking their beaks where they didn’t belong.

      Since then, he’d gained more respect for the Edra, realizing that the large, spacious castles of the Kadirai were practically begging for Edra spies. Upon arriving in Farath, it was Kaldir’s idea to enlist the help of the Edra. They’d found quite a few allies in the Edra clans that had been run out of the desert cities of Adrahl.

      “He’s got a whole fucking army down there,” Azeria murmured to Kaldir. Her hand lingered on the hilt of her blade as she stared up at the purple strip of sky. “Five times what we saw at Greenspire.”

      His stomach dropped as he recalled the spread of it. She wasn’t wrong. They had fought an impressive force at Arvelor, and even more in Greenspire. Even knowing that they weren’t fighting Sidran’s full army in either place, their victories had been costly. This would be far worse.

      “Dawnblaze, with me,” Velati ordered. He turned to Sohaila. “Sister, skip your evening rounds. Are you well-rested?”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied.

      “Good,” he said. “Save your energy for now.”

      Her dark eyes widened. “Do you think I’ll need it?”

      “I hope not,” he said. “But I’ll ask you to pray for our safety even so.”

      Kaldir watched as her eyes narrowed slightly. Though the dark blue veil covered her mouth, he knew that look. She wanted to argue, but she simply nodded and beckoned to her two bodyguards. Virnan shook his head in protest, but Sohaila gave him a stern look. The young man sat on a large rock and braced his elbows on his knees. She ran her hands over his back, then began to massage his shoulders. There was no telltale glow of magic in her hands, just the simple cure of a gentle touch.

      He was struck with a ferocious pang of jealousy. Long before she’d gained any healing power, Falmina Flamewrought could do the unimaginable with her hands. Virnan was a lucky man. Were they…

      No. That was impossible.

      “Dawnblaze,” Velati said sharply. Heat rose in Kaldir’s cheeks, as he irrationally wondered if the older man had heard his jealous thoughts. But he simply beckoned for him to follow deeper into the ravine, where the walls narrowed into a dark crevice. “What did you see?”

      “Thousands of troops,” Kaldir said. He shook his head. “I turned away so quickly, I can’t estimate it accurately. But there were fires going in the city. And the Sunspire was occupied too.”

      Velati nodded. “I saw that as well.” He raised his hand, placing a finger at the juncture of his forefinger and thumb. “From here, they could be going north to Ironhold,” he said, tracing his index finger. “Or to Farath.” He traced his thumb.

      “Either way, we have time,” Kaldir said. “Assuming his army is consistent with what we encountered in Arvelor and Greenspire, most of their troops are human or hybrid. Even if some of them are riding dragons, they can’t move quickly as a group.”

      “But they could send a vanguard with the Aesdar. At their size, they could close on either city in a day, two at the most.”

      Horror washed over him in a sickening wave of heat. “If they haven’t already.”

      The other man closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Let us pray that isn’t the case.” He sighed. “We’ll await word from the scouts. Unless we have a clear shot on Sidran, we’ll continue back to Farath with what we’ve learned. Viraszel will want to know this right away.”

      He winced a little at the sound of her name. “Agreed. May I suggest sending word to Ironhold as well?” he said. “It’ll arrive faster if they go straight from here rather than waiting until we get to Farath.”

      “I agree,” Velati said. His hard gaze softened. “Do you miss it?”

      “What?”

      “Ironhold,” he said. “Your home.”

      He hesitated, unsure of Velati’s angle. “At times, yes. I will gladly go where I’m needed, but—”

      “I’m asking as a person, not the Firestorm’s lackey,” Velati said with a little chuckle. “It’s not a test, Dawnblaze.”

      “Yes,” he said, relaxing his defenses. “Mardahl has always been my home, and I’ve served Queen Tarim since the day she took the throne. Her family is mine to protect. I am pleased to serve our people as needed, but I will be far more pleased when this ugliness has ended and I can go back to my life.”

      There was a genuine warmth in Velati’s expression at that. “I can agree with that,” he said. He clapped Kaldir on the shoulder, sending a cold shock into his muscles. “Stay alert. If anyone asks, tell them the same, and that we’ll be moving in the morning.”

      Kaldir returned to the camp, where Sohaila was now tending to Enalah, rubbing her shoulders and neck like she had done for Virnan. The other woman’s eyes were closed, a faint smile on her lips. Another pang of yearning swept through him. This whole situation was difficult enough without her being so close. She had rekindled a flame in him that had been dull and lifeless for so long.

      For all of their time together, he’d never doubted that she loved him. Falmina had never been one for subtlety, which was one of the things he had adored. She’d walked up to him during a summer festival, offered him a glass of wine, and promptly planted a kiss on his lips that would change his life. “You’re dancing with me and no one else tonight,” she’d said as he fumbled to regain his composure. No one ruffled Kaldir Dawnblaze, but he momentarily forgot what his lips were for.

      “Yes, I certainly am,” he’d replied. And from that moment, he had kissed no one else, danced with no one else, had barely looked at anyone else until the day he left her behind.

      When he dared to get close to Sohaila, he glimpsed that old flame. But he didn’t know if it was real, or if he wanted it so badly that he willed it into existence. Part of him wanted to push her right against the stone wall, rip that piece of silk from her face, and make up for five decades without her touch. He would find out exactly how she felt then.

      But those were the thoughts of a foolish young man, not a general who had to be on his toes. Even if the temptation of her hands was nearly unbearable.

      Instead, he returned to Azeria, who had laid out both of their bedrolls. The thin blankets wouldn’t do much to soften the uneven rock, but it was better than nothing. She’d even folded an extra blanket on each to create a pillow. He never asked her to care for him, but she’d snapped at him once as they flew to Arvelor, when he protested her carrying his belongings like a servant. Clearly offended, she’d reminded him they were partners, and he clearly didn’t understand the meaning of the word. Since then, he’d been more appreciative and let her do what she wished.

      Wincing, she sank into a deep squat. She gave him a wry look. “What’s happening?”

      “Not certain. Stay alert,” he replied. He sat on the bedroll and stretched his legs. “Thank you for setting up. Are you feeling all right?”

      She rested her elbows on her knees and stretched. “Two days of riding your back has me feeling like when I first met my husband,” she replied. A mischievous smile curved her lips. “Sorry. Too much?”

      He chuckled. “It’s fine.”

      “If you’d only let me put a saddle on your back, I’d be much more comfortable,” she teased. “I’m sure it would be very fetching.”

      “I have to draw a line somewhere,” he said. “A man deserves his dignity.”

      She finally plopped down and took a small ration of dried meat out of her bag. “I could even put red ribbons and silver bells on it. You’d be the prettiest mount in Ascavar.”

      He shook his head. “Careful how you tease.”

      “I know. You might crack a smile,” she replied. She offered him a piece of the jerky, which he gladly accepted. Chewing thoughtfully, she said, “You can rest. I’ll wake you if something happens.”
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      But he didn’t sleep. Lying on the hard stone, he stared at the dark strip of sky and contemplated their next move. In the hours that passed, he determined who he would send to Ironhold, mentally penning a message that would relay the urgency of the situation without sending the queen into a panic. He would send a second message directly to Zayir. Then he began planning how they would attack the Shattered Cradle with minimal losses.

      A quiet buzz erupted as two small birds darted through the ravine. Adrenaline shot through his veins as he surged to his feet. He shook Azeria’s shoulder. Rubbing her eyes, she cursed and grabbed her sword. Together, they followed the two birds toward the center of the makeshift camp. Both transformed immediately, with Chala and Vikosh emerging from the tiny feathered forms.

      In a rising chorus of murmurs, the Scalebreakers gathered around them. Both of the Edra shivered violently. Marlena hurried to Chala and wrapped a dark cloak around her shoulders. As the dark-haired Edra woman nestled into the cloak, Sohaila offered a blanket to Vikosh.

      “It was…we saw….” Vikosh stammered. He closed his eyes, breathing deep. The longer the Edra spent in animal form, the longer it took them to regain their normal thought processes and speech.

      Sohaila gently grasped his shoulders. A hazy, warm glow enveloped him, and he relaxed.

      “Sister,” Velati said quietly. He shook his head.

      Her brow creased, and she released Vikosh. Though Kaldir couldn’t see her mouth, he recognized the tension around her eyes as a barely concealed scowl.

      “Thank you,” Vikosh said. “The city is packed with the Chosen. Mostly soldiers. I was in Arvelor when they invaded, and they had recruited locals. You can tell the difference. These are trained soldiers. Armor, weapons, uniforms.”

      “How many?” Velati asked.

      He shrugged a little. “Thousands. Mostly human, from the smell of it.”

      Chala spoke up. “I counted about two hundred tents outside, another hundred or so inside. All different sizes, so it’s hard to say how many people were out there. There was a big building that looked like a bowl…”

      “The Coliseum,” Velati said grimly. “It’s massive.”

      “It’s filled with soldiers,” Chala said. “Doing drills. Very organized.”

      “They have big weapons. Spear launchers, maybe,” Vikosh said. “A couple on the walls, but many more loaded onto carts.”

      “What about the Elegy?” Velati asked. “You know what it looks like?”

      Vikosh shook his head. “I do, but I didn’t see one out in the open. But I had to stay up high.”

      “What about Sidran and the Aesdar?” Sohaila asked.

      “I think they’re in the Sunspire,” Vikosh said. “I didn’t see Sidran himself, but one of the white dragons was out on the terrace, with a couple of Kadirai patrolling nearby. I saw another person with tattoos like hers,” he said, pointing to Marlena.

      “He’d want to keep them close by,” Sohaila said. “Did either of you—”

      Velati cleared his throat, shooting her a cold look. Her eyes widened and she lowered her gaze. “Did you go inside the Sunspire?” he asked.

      “I was too worried they’d smell us,” Chala said. “I didn’t smell any Edra there, so I was afraid we’d stick out.”

      Vikosh nodded his agreement. “I’m sorry, sir. If you want me to go back, I can.”

      Velati shook his head. “Not right now. Anything else?”

      “There were people outside the northern gate of the city,” Chala said. “They had carts loaded up and hundreds of people already in formation. They hadn’t moved yet, but it looked like they were getting ready to leave.”

      A rush of cold air billowed over them as a large body swooped overhead. Whirling on his heel, Velati summoned thick blades of ice into his hands. Kaldir grabbed Sohaila and shoved her down behind him. She squawked in protest as he raised his hand, wreathed in flame.

      A gray-scaled dragon landed hard just past the camp, shifting rapidly. Thaleza emerged, hands raised defensively. Claw marks raked down her side, with black marks radiating from the bloody gashes. “You were followed,” she breathed. “They’re coming now.” She let out a cry of pain, but braced herself against the stone wall.

      “How many?” Velati asked.

      “Eight,” Thaleza replied. “Five Kadirai, three with riders. Breathing something that’s not just fire.”

      “The Talons,” Sohaila said. She batted at Kaldir’s hand and stood. “They’re poisonous. Be careful.”

      Velati made a circling gesture with his hands. “Do not let any of them get back to the city. Keep at least one alive. More if you can. Collar them. If you have to go up, lead them further south, but stay in cover. We cannot alert Sidran that we’re here, or we’re dead.” He gestured to Marlena. “Come on.” She peeled off her cloak, revealing the glowing tattoos on her skin. He pointed to Sohaila. “Out of sight. This is the real thing. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, voice shaking. Her Shrine Wardens were already at her side. Enalah transformed back into her dark green dragon form, letting out a tiny belch of fire. Virnan climbed onto her back, and Enalah picked up Sohaila in her claws, carrying her further down the ravine into the darker bend where he and Velati had spoken. When she landed, Virnan spread his arms wide, and a shimmering mirage formed around them, concealing them from sight.

      Overhead, a line of dark silhouettes formed over the ravine, diving deep. Roars and snarls filled the air as they barreled through the makeshift camp. Several of the hybrids threw themselves to the ground to avoid the sharp claws. In turn, each of the attackers breathed a wave of green-tinged fire. Kaldir threw his arm over his face and crouched, making his transformation painfully fast. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Azeria bolting toward him, coughing violently. He flattened himself, letting her jump onto his back.

      With his sharp dragon senses attuned to the battlefield, he assessed the situation. Five attackers, three with armed riders. They had superior numbers, but poisonous smoke was slowly filling the ravine.

      Kaldir tucked his wings tight and bolted after the last of the dragons, launching himself like an arrow and seizing its tail in his jaws. The other dragon screamed in surprise, and Kaldir clawed his way up its back.

      In a tussle of claws and lashing tails, Kaldir slammed the green-scaled dragon to the ground and breathed fire into its snarling maw. It gasped, making a terrible choking sound as the fire seared its lungs. He raked his back claws over its belly, leaving wide seams of red. In the back of his mind, he heard Velati’s order. Keep them alive.

      Too late for that one.

      Above him, Velati’s silvery scales glinted in the moonlight as he climbed to the edge of the ravine. His head swiveled as another of the attackers dove by. Lightning fast, he pounced and caught the other dragon’s wing, swinging it around by its own momentum. Marlena shouted at it, her voice resonating down Kaldir’s spine.

      With a snarl, the green-scaled dragon bellowed flame at them, but its form shuddered suddenly, shifting back to a human body. The armed rider toppled off, and the limp figure of the shifter followed it down into the ravine. Both landed with a horrifying crunch of bone.

      One of the attackers barreled toward the far end of the ravine, dangerously close to where Sohaila was hiding. Kaldir followed with a deafening roar. The emerald-scaled dragon twisted in the air, then exhaled a massive cloud of green-tinged flame toward him. His lungs burned, his spine contracting tight. Above him Azeria coughed violently. Her fingers dug painfully under his scales as she tried to hold on. Behind them, he heard a sickening impact, then a cry of pain.

      As the green-scaled dragon hovered, glaring at him, its rider pulled a small silver globe from his belt. Putting it to his lips, the globe ignited with a faint light.

      His heart sank. With a deep breath, he released a focused beam of flame into the rider’s chest. He lurched backward and dropped the globe onto the green dragon. With a scream of pain, the green dragon breathed another nasty gust of toxic flame into his face, but Kaldir launched himself forward and grabbed its jaws, prying them apart to shoot another beam of flame into its throat. Its voice went silent as the smell of burning flesh filled his nostrils. He slammed his feet down on its head, then batted the rider off. The man went flying backward with a crunch of bone.

      Something yanked hard at his scales. The familiar weight on his back was gone. With horror twisting in his gut, he turned to see Azeria lying prone on the ground below. Her fingers curled weakly against the stone. He looked back down the ravine and saw several of the hybrids hurrying to affix silver collars on naked, bruised figures.

      He nudged Azeria with his snout and growled. She didn’t move.

      Back toward the camp, Marlena stood on Velati’s back, surveying the smoldering camp as she gave orders. She snapped her fingers at the two Edra. “Stay close but go watch for any others.” She pointed down to two of the hybrids. “Get collars on the dragons. Where’s Sohaila?”

      Kaldir released his dragon, bellowing in pain and anger. His body trembled as he knelt by Azeria. Her lips were blue, the veins in her face and hands swollen and dark. She shuddered violently, her breathing ragged.

      “Sohaila!” he shouted, grasping Azeria’s jaw and tilting her head back to let her breathe.

      “I have to!” Sohaila protested from behind him. The air shimmered again, and she burst from beneath Enalah’s wing, eyes wide as she surveyed the field beyond.

      Kaldir rushed at her and grabbed her arms. “Help her!”
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      For the first time, Sohaila Mara regretted walking out of the Shrine of Mara. A corridor of carnage lay before her. Filled with a choking cloud of smoke, the ravine was lit only by the smoldering remains of several bed rolls, illuminating weary warriors and broken bodies on the hard gray stone. She was frozen in horror. It couldn’t have been more than a minute. Now everything was smoke and blood and fear. How had it happened so fast?

      Kaldir grabbed her roughly, shaking her by her arms. “Sohaila, I need you,” he blurted. “Azeria, she’s—”

      She looked past him. Azeria lay on the ground, her thick hair streaming across the stone like blood. One of the hybrids was writhing and groaning just past her. Marlena knelt over another body, holding her hands to their chest. “Where do I start…” she murmured.

      Kaldir shook her again. “Azeria. She’s poisoned like I was.” He held her chin, tilting it up. For just a moment, she saw the Kaldir she remembered. The Kaldir who spoke the truth when he said she was his queen. “I need you right now. Please.”

      “Okay,” she breathed, pulling away from him and turning to Virnan, who jogged toward her. “Get my bag.” He nodded and sprinted for the crates.

      This is why you’re here. She’d promised Velati she could handle this, so now she had to prove it. Kneeling at Azeria’s side, Sohaila yanked up the woman’s loose linen shirt to reveal her chest. She pressed her hands to Azeria’s blazing hot skin and opened herself to the healing trance. Her stomach lurched as she clashed with the poison running through her system.

      “She’s not breathing,” Kaldir said.

      She looked up at him and measured her voice. “I know. Be quiet and let me concentrate.”

      “What can I do to help her?”

      “Just give me space,” she said. He knelt at Azeria’s side, hands clasped as he murmured silent prayers.

      Azeria’s pulse was dangerously fast. Sohaila sent a powerful stream of healing energy into her lungs and throat, burning away the acidic sludge that suffocated her. With the connection open, she bent her head to kiss Azeria’s forehead. With the pulse of energy, Azeria gasped. The ragged breath sounded painful, but it was a victory.

      Virnan returned with her healing kit, but Velati was close on his heels. “Get over here,” he said, gesturing to her. She hurried after him and found Marlena holding a thick piece of blood-soaked linen to a writhing woman’s throat. Two of the Scalebreakers held her arms, pinning her to the ground. “Get her stable.”

      She frowned at him. “She’s not one of ours.”

      “Get her stable,” he repeated, eyes glinting like cold steel in the moonlight.

      With her heart pounding, she sank to her knees next to the struggling woman. Firsa’s eerie green eyes lit up in recognition. Her sneer bared her bloodstained teeth. “Crafty bitch,” she choked. A chill ran down Sohaila’s spine.

      “She’s saving your life, you bitch,” Marlena snapped. Just a few feet away, Romek writhed on the ground while his partner stroked his brow. His quiet noises of pain sank into her chest like accusations.

      “Virnan, the thelveran,” she called over her shoulder. Her chest tightened as she looked down at Firsa’s naked, bloodied body. One of the major arteries in her neck was torn open, and her heart was failing. Her body was already shutting down. “She’s going to bleed out.”

      “No, she’s not,” Velati said. “Fix it.”

      She gritted her teeth. This was Firsa, who had held her in an iron grip while Adron mutilated her face. Who had taunted her with food when Sidran was starving her, and had offered on more than a few occasions to “even that face out” when she balked at orders. She had to use her divine power to save this woman when their people lay suffering.

      “Sohaila,” Velati said sharply. “Is there a problem?”

      With as much spite as she could muster while healing, Sohaila dumped a burst of power into Firsa. The woman cried out, her back arching into a tight curve.

      She didn’t have to make it easy or pleasant.

      With pinpoint precision, she focused her power on the torn artery in Firsa’s neck. Her heart pounded with the effort, and she hated every second of it, knowing that her discomfort was extending Firsa’s life. Finally, she felt the smoothness she sought, though the newly healed artery was delicate. She dumped another burst of power to Firsa’s heart, energizing it.

      “Move your hands,” Sohaila said. Marlena hesitantly pulled away, her hands dripping with blood. A deep gash ran from just under Firsa’s chin down the left side of her throat and over her collarbone. Behind her, Virnan held out the jar of thelveran. “Here’s your fucking thelveran,” she said quietly. She leaned in. “You’ll heal clean. Not that you deserve it.” Firsa’s eyes narrowed as Sohaila applied a sparse layer of the ointment to the torn flesh to begin closing the wound. She looked up at Velati. “She’s stable.”

      “Good. Deal with the others as you need to.” He glanced to Marlena. “Get her up.”
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      By the time Sohaila knelt by Romek’s side, she felt like she was going to fall asleep on her feet. Thaleza and Vikosh had both been poisoned by the Talons’ breath. They weren’t on the verge of death like Azeria, but they were both slowly suffocating as their lungs sealed off. After burning away the poison, Sohaila left them with a soothing tea and headed toward the prone man.

      Romek’s partner, a soft-spoken dragon woman named Inshadir, held his hand and spoke quietly to him. She had put a pillow under his head and was stroking his hair gently. “Sister, please,” she murmured.

      “I’m sorry it took me so long,” she said. “Rime…” She hesitated, though she wanted to let Romek know exactly who’d delayed her. Sharp dragon hearing meant Velati would hear her if he was paying attention. “I’m here now.”

      His dark green eyes were bloodshot, but his face was resolute. “I understand.” His breath hitched. “I can’t feel my legs. They knocked me off her back.”

      “I’m so sorry, serani,” Inshadir murmured.

      “It’s not your fault,” Sohaila said. She gently touched Romek’s shoulder and inspected the damage. His tanned skin was marred with deep, purple-black bruising centered around his spine, and his hips were misaligned. She didn’t have to touch him to know his back was broken.

      Resting one hand on the small of his back, she opened herself to the healing trance. Pain flooded her senses, and she squeezed her eyes shut. It took more concentration than usual to keep the wall up as she searched for his injuries.

      She poured her power into his spine, trying to ignore the pounding headache taking up residence in her skull. Though she couldn’t completely heal him tonight, she could seal up the nerves to keep them from being permanently damaged. Tightening her focus, she ignored the broken bones and sent a thin, focused stream of power into his nerves. Warmth trickled over her lip, and her ears began to ring.

      A voice rang out, but she didn’t understand the words. She was close. She could fix it.

      Cold hands closed on her shoulders and pulled her back. She glared over her shoulder to see Velati behind her. “That’s enough.”

      “I will decide when I’ve done enough,” she retorted, surprised at the heat in her own voice. Kaldir was just behind him, brow furrowed in concern.

      Velati’s hand was a blur as he reached toward her. Instinctively, she recoiled from the incoming blow. But he simply grabbed the hem of her veil and lifted it up. The dark blue fabric was stained with blood. She glanced back at Firsa, but Velati said, “It’s yours.” She pressed her fingers to her nose and found them wet with blood. Velati dropped the fabric and said, “Get him comfortable without your power. Then you eat and get in bed.”

      “I’m—” His eyes flashed with internal light. Cold air swirled around him as his anger manifested silently. “Yes, sir.”

      Virnan had brought her healing kit. Without speaking, he offered her a clean piece of linen, which she pressed to her trickling nose.

      Velati knelt next to them, gently touching Romek’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for your pain, but she’s done as much as she can safely do right now,” he said. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” he murmured. “Thank you, sister.”

      Velati gave her a stern look, then returned to the huddled prisoners.

      Sohaila rooted through her bag, finding a jar of orveran and the dreamsleep concentrate she and Ayla had made. Scooping out a handful of orveran, she gently rubbed the dark paste over Romek’s back to numb the pain. Though he tensed at her touch, he soon relaxed, flattening against the stone.

      “Is it going numb?” she asked, releasing a tiny wave of power to enhance the soothing effect.

      He nodded. “Thank you,” he breathed.

      She used a tiny spoon to measure out the dreamsleep concentrate and guided it to his lips. “This will help you sleep. You’re going to be fine.”

      “Thank you, sister,” he murmured, letting her tilt the thick mixture past his lips. The small amount was enough to put him under within a minute. Finally, he was still, his face going slack as he breathed evenly.

      A cry of pain rang out, clipped short. She whipped her head around to see one of Kaldir’s men covering his mouth with a clenched fist while his partner and Velati pushed his shoulder back into place. Anger shot through her as she stalked toward them. “I could have done that,” she said. “You probably just made it worse.”

      “He’s fine,” Velati said. “Aren’t you?”

      “Fine,” the other soldier groaned.

      She scoffed. “I didn’t realize you were a healer.” The younger man’s eyes went wide. Her stomach twisted around her spine as she realized how sharp her tone had been.

      “A word, sister,” Velati said, crooking his finger at her. A chill ran down her spine. He turned to the others. “Set up watch. You, get Dawnblaze back over here.” He pointed to Marlena. “Get the first one ready to talk. I’ll just be a minute.” Leaning against the opposite wall were Firsa and two other prisoners, all draped in ragged linen and wearing heavy silver collars around their necks. Their hands were bound tight.

      Velati walked further into the darkness of the ravine, where she’d hid earlier. Light still gleamed from the kor-dalak markings down his spine. Her heart thumped as she followed him. With a considerable distance between them and the camp, he turned to glare at her. “Do you have a problem?”

      Goosebumps prickled over her skin from the cold. “Romek is suffering. You have other people hurt that could have used my help,” she said. “And you made me heal the enemy.” The one who did this to my face, she wanted to protest.

      “So we could question her,” Velati said.

      “You have three,” she said. “Why did you need her?"

      “I made a decision,” Velati said. “You agreed to follow my orders when you left the Shrine.”

      “I didn’t know you’d make such bad decisions,” she said. As soon as the words spilled over her tongue, her cheeks heated. “With all due respect—”

      “Usually a prelude to disrespect,” he said mildly.

      “You don’t know how much of my power I have, or when I’m too tired to heal,” she said.

      His gaze was still stern. “Again, let me remind you that I fought in bloody wars that ended before you were born.” She started to protest, but the flare of light in his eyes silenced her. “I watched Marashti healers die in the field because they thought they could save one more. Every one of them was as fierce and devoted as you. And some of them had twice your power and ten times your common sense. It doesn’t take much, Sohaila.”

      Her throat clenched. “That was their sacrifice to make.”

      His lips played up in a smile. “Sacrifice isn’t inherently noble. We remember them with respect, but they shouldn’t have died that way. And even worse, more of my brothers and sisters died because we had no help once they were gone. If you die to fix poor Romek’s back, or even just put yourself out of commission for a few days, what happens when we get ambushed again tomorrow? What about when someone else is suffocating to death and you can’t help?” He shook his head. “Romek is in pain. Pain will not kill him. But your stubbornness may kill you.”

      “You’re not always right,” she replied. His accusation stung.

      “No, I’m not,” he said. “Far from it. But I know you’re done for the night. Take a look at your eyes if you don’t believe me. You look terrible.” She swiped at her nose again, wincing at the touch. It felt like she’d been punched. “Get some rest. I need you ready at dawn.”

      “But—”

      “I will not repeat myself. Do not think that you are entitled to this position simply because you had a traumatic experience with our mutual enemy,” Velati said, his voice sharpening. “And do not mistake my patience for weakness. If you can’t handle taking orders, I will send you back to the Shrine to be a pain in Mother Akshas’ ass instead of mine.”

      “I…” He scowled. She bit back on the retort. Under the circumstances, she didn’t doubt he’d do it. She glanced over her shoulder. Kaldir lingered at the periphery of the wrecked campsite, watching her intently. Guilt and shame twisted in a knot in her belly. Here was her mouth getting her in trouble yet again, just like he used to warn her about. Sohaila looked back to Velati. “I’m sorry,” she said, though she wasn’t a bit sorry. “I can brew a tea that will help the ones who tangled with the Talons breathe easier until I can look closer in the morning. It doesn’t take any of my power. Then I’ll rest.”

      “You have my permission.”

      She bristled. I don’t need your permission, you pompous ass.

      The faintest smile curved on his lips, like he could read her thoughts. But he turned and walked away without further comment, leaving her to stew in her own irritation. Further into the ravine, he headed toward the prisoners.

      She took a deep breath, walking carefully to keep from tilting over. She felt like a young dragon again, wine-drunk during the autumn festivals. During the last festival while she was in Ironhold, she’d drunk far too much, though she swore to Kaldir she was fine. It had taken every ounce of concentration to walk in a straight line back to his home, and it wasn’t until they reached the door that she realized he’d had his hand on her back the whole time, keeping her upright.

      Warmth trickled over her lip. She hastily scrubbed at it with the edge of her veil as she approached Virnan. Her bodyguard gave her an apologetic look. “Are you all right, sister?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Will you please help me?”

      For half an hour, Virnan helped her circulate through the wrecked camp and bring healing teas and ointments to the injured. It was too little, but it was all she could muster. When they finished making their rounds, he squeezed her arm gently. “I’ll clean up so you can sleep,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder.

      While they were working, Enalah had laid out a bedroll further away from the encampment, moving several of their heavy wooden crates to create a cozy nook for her. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She didn’t want to be fawned over, especially when people were still suffering.

      “You don’t have to clean up for me,” she said.

      “I didn’t get to fight, so this will be my contribution,” Virnan said. “Please, go rest.”

      “You sound like Velati.”

      “He’s lived this long,” he said mildly. “Maybe you should heed his advice.”

      Now she was getting lectures from her bodyguards. She nodded. “Thank you, then.”

      Leaving Virnan to clean up, she trudged to the cozy corner and knelt on her bedroll. She rooted in her small personal bag to find a small mirror she used for her hair. Horror knotted in her belly at the sight of her reflection. Her left eye was splotched with bright red, as if blood pooled on the white.

      Maybe she was weaker than she thought. She watched for a few minutes as the others gathered around the prisoners. This was the aftermath of five of them attacking. There had been thousands of soldiers gathered around the ruined city.

      What chance did they have?
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      “Firsa,” she said, her green eyes wide and dreamy. “My name is Firsa.”

      Kaldir would never get used to seeing Marlena’s power unleashed. Their prisoner had gone from defiance to reverence with a simple word.

      “And you serve Master Sidran directly?” Marlena asked. The other woman nodded. “What is he planning?”

      “We will attack Farath soon,” Firsa said. “Plans are already in motion.”

      Kaldir glanced up at Velati, whose face was an icy mask. “What kind of plans?”

      Firsa shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Answer him,” Marlena said. A pulse of power radiated from her, raising gooseflesh on Kaldir’s neck. He took a tentative step back from her.

      The other woman groaned. “I don’t know. I promise. Master Sidran tells me what I need to know when he is ready for me to know.”

      “When will he attack?” Velati asked.

      “Soon,” Firsa said.

      “Be specific,” Velati said.

      She frowned at him. “I really don’t know. Sidran just told us to be ready soon.”

      “What about Ironhold?” Kaldir asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know anything about it.”

      He glanced down the ravine. She was out of sight, but Sohaila slept there, with Virnan sitting on the edge of the crate to guard her. The younger man was alert, his eyes constantly moving. “What about Ayla Mara? The Marashti healer he took. Does she live?”

      “Yeah. She’s not as good as the one with the fucked-up face,” she said, her lip curling into a sneer. “But she gets the job done.”

      Before he realized what he was doing, Kaldir lunged for Firsa. She had hurt Sohaila. No question in his mind. An icy hand grabbed his forearm and pulled him back hard enough to wrench his elbow. “Curb your temper. She’s trying to distract you,” Velati said. “What do you mean, she’s not as good?”

      “The one with the scars could turn the white dragons without them losing their minds. She taught the others, but this one can’t bring them down like she could,” Firsa said. “Master Sidran is angry about it.”

      “Is he looking for Sohaila? The one with the scars?”

      Firsa shook her head. “He said it wasn’t worth the trouble, and that this one would have to do.”

      Marlena continued to question Firsa, but more of her answers became I don’t know, even as Marlena pushed her harder. Finally, Velati touched her shoulder gently, preventing another al-Serra situation. “That’s enough,” he said. “We’ll take her with us. Send the others back with the story we discussed.”

      She turned her attention back to the other two prisoners, both males. One was Kadirai, and the other was human. She grabbed the Kadirai first, fixing her gaze on him. “Look at me,” she ordered. Already weakened, he lifted his eyes, his jaw going slack. “You tangled with a couple of the Skyshatter dragons who were scavenging nearby. They had Edra scouts, which is what you smelled in your camp. They took a few of you down and ran off, headed for the coast. You chased them for a while but lost them. You looked a while longer before returning. There’s no sign of them. Nothing to worry about.”

      The man nodded. His pupils were huge, blacking out his irises. “We looked a while longer before returning,” he repeated, his voice distant and dreamy. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “Good,” she said. She sank back on her heels and let out a heavy sigh. Her tattoos glowed bright, pulsing like flickering flames embedded in her skin. She repeated the process with the human prisoner, then glanced back at Velati.

      “Get them out of here,” Velati said. Kaldir hauled the Kadirai man to his feet, removing the heavy silver collar from his neck. Both were sluggish, but completely docile. It made his blood boil to watch the dragon transform and fly away with the rider on his back. But Velati had made the right call. If Sidran’s scouts didn’t return with word, he’d send more to find out what had happened.

      “So, what now?” Kaldir said to Velati. He turned back to see him gently squeeze Marlena’s shoulder. With her head bowed, she rubbed her temples slowly.

      “Put her to sleep and make sure someone keeps watch,” he said quietly. Marlena knelt by Firsa again, speaking quietly to her. As the prisoner slumped, mouth hanging open, Velati returned his attention to Kaldir. “Honestly, the stupid part of me wants to fly in there and find Sidran right now. But that would be a death mission. One of us might get in but we’d never get back out. And someone else would probably take up his mantle.” He shook his head. “At first light, we move out. We’ll send a messenger to Ironhold. The rest of us will return to Farath immediately. Whatever we do, we can’t do it with a dozen dragons that just got their teeth kicked in. Not against those numbers.”

      “Agreed,” Kaldir said. His heart thumped. “Can I speak to you alone?”

      Velati squeezed Marlena’s arm, and she silently pulled away, giving them the space. It was more symbolic than anything. With dragons’ sensitive hearing, they would need much more distance to actually have privacy. “Yes?” he asked.

      “You’re being unnecessarily hard on Sohaila,” he said.

      “Am I?” He tilted his head. “Are you sure you’re not being overly indulgent with her?”

      His heart thumped. “What do you mean?”

      He chuckled. “I’m not an idiot,” he said. “There’s a weight in the way you both look at each other, though never at the same time. I asked her about it before I agreed to bring her out here.”

      “I’m not biased,” he said.

      The older man rubbed his temples. “I have no place to criticize you for it,” he said. He glanced down the ravine, a faint smile on his lips. “I was ready to risk everything because I believed in her. It was stupid, but it was right in the end.”

      “What’s between us is in the past,” Kaldir said. “I do care a great deal for her, but she’s one of the Marashti now. The future holds nothing for us.”

      “I wouldn’t be so certain,” Velati said, raising an eyebrow. “Even the Marashti have desires. In any case, don’t let your feelings cloud your judgment. She’s strong, but she’s naïve and stubborn. Have you ever seen one of the Marashti heal themselves to death?”

      “No,” he said.

      His eyes dimmed. “I have. I’ve seen a lot of terrible things, but watching a holy woman die like that is one of the worst. There’s very little warning, and once it starts, there’s nothing that will bring them back. To say nothing of the poor bastard who has to live with knowing he was the last one she healed. Trust me when I say that is not something you want burned in your memory, Dawnblaze.” He shook his head. “We’re more replaceable than she is. She may not like it, but that’s reality. I’ll hurt her feelings gladly if it keeps her alive.”

      “And if it was Marlena dying? That wouldn’t affect your judgment at all?”

      Velati grinned, though there was a curl to his lip. The temperature around them dropped, and Kaldir could see his own breath in front of him, proof of the older dragon’s anger. “Dawnblaze, a bit of advice. Don’t talk about things you don’t comprehend. And do not attempt to pin me in a corner. It would be unwise.”

      “Hmm,” Kaldir said. He was quiet for a moment, debating how far he would push the issue. Velati’s eyes narrowed slightly, like he was watching for Kaldir’s next move. The man had a point. Sohaila was certainly wiser, but she was still as stubborn as she was fifty years ago. It would do her no favors for him to protect her from a scolding she had well earned. The sting would fade, but the lesson would linger. Instead, he asked, “What do you need me to do tonight before I rest?”

      Velati’s shoulders relaxed, his expression softening. “Write a message to the queen at Ironhold. You know her better than I do. Assign whoever you think is fastest to carry word.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Kaldir said.

      Velati nodded to him. Before he walked away, he cleared his throat. “Dawnblaze, as a man, I admire you for standing up for her. I want her to stay safe as well.”

      “But?”

      “No but,” he said. “As a soldier, I disagree with your perception, but I understand the urge to protect the ones you care for. And I thank you for handling it discreetly.”

      “Good night, sir.”
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      A soft rustle caught his ear, breaking through the hazy half-sleep. His senses awakened all at once. Kaldir sat bolt upright and caught an ankle as its owner stepped past him. Warm energy washed over him. Instinctively, his left hand filled with flame.

      “Let go,” a familiar voice whispered. Sohaila shook her foot, and he pulled away, embarrassed. She knelt next to him. Though it was still dark, with the early purple haze of morning creeping over the jagged seam of the chasm above them, she was already dressed to travel. Her hair was twisted into a tight bun, her face partially covered with the veil. Her left eye was stained with blood-spots.

      “What are you doing?” he whispered back. Around them, the other Scalebreakers were still sleeping. Toward the opposite end of the chasm, Inshadir sat next to her sleeping partner and kept a silent watch over the camp.

      She gestured down to Azeria. He’d slept next to her last night, one hand on her stomach so he would awaken if she had a coughing fit. “Taking care of your partner,” she replied. Kneeling on the stone, she had a small stone basin and a pestle laid out next to her.

      Kaldir shifted over and gestured to the folded linen he’d used as a pillow. “Take this.”

      He was certain she would protest. But instead, she moved over to kneel on the offered space. Though it was a small gesture, it felt like a huge step. “Thank you. I have to admit I’m not used to sleeping on stone. My body is shouting at me right now.”

      “Are you feeling well this morning?” he asked.

      Her brow furrowed. “My head hurts like hell. Like…well, like the last autumn festival, when I drank every glass of wine someone handed me.”

      He couldn’t help smiling. “I did warn you about the Theszandi wine being so strong.”

      “You did,” she said, shaking her head slightly. “I overdid it yesterday.” She sighed. “I hate that he was right.”

      “So you’re already up to exhaust yourself again?” he asked. “That seems unwise.”

      She shook her head. “I’ve never had to heal this much in my life. Even when I worked in the hospital at Greenspire, I might deal with someone injured like Romek once a week. And that would be the only healing I did all day,” she said. “I rely far too much on raw power, instead of using my knowledge. It’s never been an issue until now.” She emptied several packets of herbs into the basin, then poured water into it, calmly grinding it into a thick paste. “If I’m going to do this, I have to be more efficient.”

      After adding a few drops of thick oil, she placed her hand over the mixture and released a tiny spark. Faint green light emanated from the bowl as she stirred it.

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying it, but I’m proud of you,” he said. “You’re very good at what you do.”

      Her eyes met his. “Proud. That’s an odd choice of words.”

      “Impressed? Is that better?”

      Her eyes gleamed. He wished she would take off that damned veil and let him see her actually smile. “I’m glad you two are together. She watches out for you.”

      He frowned. “She’s a good partner.” The unspoken implication hung in the air between them like smoke. “But we’re not together.”

      “Really?” Was that relief he heard? Or was that the sound of Kaldir Dawnblaze being a damned fool?

      He shook his head. “Her husband died when the Aesdar attacked Farath. Caught in the crossfire by one of those beams. As soon as the Firestorm put out the call for people to fight, she was there. We worked well together, so she became my partner.” He chuckled. “The day we were officially assigned together, she told me she’d fuck me if it was absolutely necessary to do the job, but she’d be thinking of him the whole time.”

      “Ouch,” she murmured.

      He chuckled at the memory. He’d been mildly insulted but appreciated her frankness. “She’s intense. I told her that while she was very attractive, it wasn’t necessary for us to bond. We’re partners. Friends, in a rather strange way, but that’s all.”

      Averting her eyes, she dipped her fingers into the paste and dabbed it at the base of Azeria’s throat, then painted a stripe of it up to her jawline. “I know it’s not my business, but is there someone back at Ironhold?”

      His heart thumped. If she was asking… “Well, since leaving home, I’ve received several letters from the queen’s ten-year-old daughters demanding that I return to teach them to dance the vizaran,” he said. Written in the spindly, shaky letters of young hands, the earnest letters were a rare treasure.

      She laughed, then covered her mouth. “You know what I mean.”

      “No,” he said. “There’s no one.”

      Her eyes lifted to him again. They were wide and solemn. “Never?”

      “A few festival nights over the years,” he said. “But never more than a night.”

      “Why?”

      Kaldir Dawnblaze was many things, but a liar was not one of them. “Because of you.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “Because I never stopped loving you. And everyone I ever met was measured by you. I would lie awake and think about the fact that they weren’t you. An hour of pleasure followed by days of hollow disappointment. What was the point?” He shrugged. “I gave up. It wasn’t fair to anyone else.”

      He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but it wasn’t what he got. Her brow furrowed. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because it’s true?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “It’s not true. You left,” she said. “Or did you forget that?”

      “I left because I loved you,” he said. Was she insane? How could she think that he didn’t love her?

      “But—”

      Azeria gasped. Her eyes were wild, flitting back and forth between them. “Hurts,” she rasped, struggling to get her hands under her. Kaldir held her up, cradling her close. Her skin was blazing hot.

      “I know,” Sohaila said. She gently traced her thumbs along Azeria’s jaw, leaving tiny green trails of medicine. “Can you breathe?”

      Azeria’s brow furrowed, and she drew a deep, shuddering breath. She tried to speak, but could only produce a croaking rasp. Her amber eyes widened with fear, and she clutched at her throat.

      “Your voice will come back soon,” Sohaila said. “I focused on getting your lungs working again. With how you feel right now, will you be all right to protect Kal—General Dawnblaze back to Farath?”

      Azeria looked up at him, then nodded solemnly. She squeezed his arm tightly to punctuate her agreement.

      “Good,” Sohaila said. There was a curious expression in her eyes as she gathered her supplies and rose to her feet.

      His heart thumped. “Sohaila, wait.”

      “Now is not the time,” she said. Her amber gaze swept over him. The tiny thread that had connected them was fraying, on the verge of snapping. “Later.”
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      With Kaldir’s words still ringing in her ears, Sohaila was grateful for the silk veil that covered her scars and her flushed cheeks. I never stopped loving you. Everyone I ever met was measured by you. Every muscle in her body was tense, trembling with nervous energy as she rifled through her crates for more supplies.

      He had left her.

      When she first heard the divine call, she didn’t want to acknowledge it. There was no denying it, not when she woke from a vivid dream with soft white flowers in her hands, her hair soaked with the sweet-smelling water of the Sacred Well. Still, she thought she could run from destiny as long as she was chasing him.

      Even when the queen’s palace healer, Meirin Mara, showed up at her door and asked if she would answer the call, she wanted to deny it. Because of Kaldir Dawnblaze. Because not even the Skymother herself could burn so bright and beautiful as her love for him, a love she thought he shared.

      Though she couldn’t pretend forever that she hadn’t been called, she could have rejected it, and she nearly did. She told him she’d stay with him forever. Kaldir said he loved her more than anything in this world. Like an idiot, she believed him, because Kaldir had never lied to her.

      And then he left without saying a word, leaving her cold and alone. And if Kaldir Dawnblaze could lie to his beautiful comet, then nothing was certain anymore.

      So, what was his game now? Maybe he felt guilty for her captivity, though it had nothing to do with him. Or maybe he’d said those things to make her feel better after getting scolded by Velati.

      Everyone I ever met was measured by you.

      With jars and bandages piled in her arms, Sohaila hurried to the bedroll where Romek still slept. Velati was already there, crouched next to him with a sad expression on his face. Her heart thumped as she approached. “He’s not….” she murmured. Trying to clear the Kaldir-induced muddle from her mind, she listened for Romek’s heartbeat. There was a strong pulse that was definitely Velati’s. And there was Romek’s, a bit slower and weaker, but still steady.

      Velati shook his head. “I was just checking on him.” She sighed with relief and crouched next to him, carefully placing her things on the ground. Before she could start working, Velati brushed her shoulder. “Let me see your eyes.”

      She looked up at him, meeting his cold gaze. He reached out like he was going to touch her face, then hesitated, instead gesturing with his index finger for her to turn back and forth. She did, letting him inspect her eyes.

      “Better,” he said. “We’re leaving soon. Can you get his back stable enough that it won’t hurt him too much to be carried? I want you to save your energy in case something happens.”

      She nodded. “I won’t have to do much.”

      “Do you need my help?”

      “If you want,” she said.

      “Just tell me what to do.”

      “That would be a change,” she said mildly. He just smirked.

      She touched Romek’s back, investigating the worst of the damage. His spine felt stable after her initial treatment last night. Brushing past Velati, she ran her fingernails down the back of Romek’s knee, then to the sole of his foot. She pinched hard between his toes. His foot jerked, nearly kicking her in the process. Chuckling to herself, she repeated the process on his other foot. When his other foot twitched, she heard a grumble of complaint.

      “Hey, don’t move,” Velati said. “You’re fine.”

      Sohaila picked up a piece of rock and pressed the sharp end into the sole of Romek’s foot. “Can you feel this, Romek?”

      “Yes,” he slurred. “Can I—”

      He started to push himself up, but Velati pinned his shoulders to the ground. “Don’t move yet.”

      “I’m going to work on you a little more,” Sohaila said. She knelt in front of Romek. His eyes pleaded silently with her. “If you felt that pain in your foot, then your legs are going to be fine. Please don’t worry about it and just relax.”

      He let out a heavy sigh. “Thank you.”

      She focused a thin thread of energy to fuse the shattered vertebrae, then guided them back into place. He would need more attention to knit together the muscles and ligaments that had been injured, but this was progress. She rubbed more orveran into his skin to numb the pain. With Velati’s help, she braced several flat pieces of wood against his spine and belly, then wrapped them tight to immobilize his back.

      Another dose of dreamsleep put Romek back into a pleasant haze. Velati helped her carry the supplies back to her crates for storage. As she carefully wrapped the basin in a cloth and repacked it, he asked, “You didn’t heal him completely. Why?”

      She sighed. “It would take everything I have right now,” she said. “If I’m going to help you, then I have to be smarter about how I use my power.” She took a deep breath, hating the words that were about to escape her lips. “You were right. I went too far last night.”

      His lips curved faintly, but he didn’t go for the easy I told you so. “One of the old Lightweavers, Irazia Mara, is still in Adamantine Rise. I’m sure she’d be happy to share some secrets if you’re interested.”

      Eager excitement thrummed through her. “If you’ll introduce me, I’d be very glad to learn from her,” Sohaila said.

      Velati nodded to her. “Good. I’ll make sure you two meet.” He scanned the camp. “We leave as soon as everyone is ready. I want you to ride with Virnan today rather than with me. I don’t think we’ve been spotted, but if something happens, he can get you away and keep you hidden.”

      “I don’t—” His brows arched in a silent warning. She clamped her lips shut. “I understand.”

      An hour later, they were in the air, headed northeast. As they rose from the ravine, one of the dyads split away from the formation. Thaleza and her rider turned northwest, then faded behind a shimmering shield. Sohaila watched over her shoulder, heart pounding as the ruined city receded behind her. They hadn’t told her much of what the scouts had seen, but she was no fool.

      Sidran was there. He was so close. Ayla was close, and there was nothing she could do for her.

      She gripped Virnan’s neck tightly, anticipating the sudden rise of dragons from the city to give chase. Silhouettes circled over the ruins, but none flew their way. She kept watching, craning her neck until the ruins disappeared into the gray expanse.

      The pink-orange of early morning gave way to a harsh, bright sky. The cracked gray of Ifrahl soon faded into the darker stone of the Stoneflight lands. Here and there, small settlements dotted the broken landscape. Hours later, the jagged ridge of the Azure Peaks came into view, like sharp teeth along the horizon. The first hint of sunset blazed across the sky as she spotted the massive citadel of Adamantine Rise, nestled into the mountains.

      Sohaila was born of the Ironflight, who never doubted that they were the greatest and proudest of all dragons. Nalak halar anan, they would proclaim. Chosen by the flames. Though she had not seen her home in fifty years, she would never lose that pride.

      But she could not deny the majesty of Adamantine Rise, a stone citadel that emerged from the mountains as if it had always been here and the world itself had formed around it. This had once been the throne of High Empress Rezharani, and as legend had it, the place where the Skymother herself had fallen before ascending to the heavens.

      Dragons circled in the skies above the city and in the mountains beyond. Walkways and windows were carved into the surrounding mountains, and there was the distant flicker of small figures traveling the paths. Farath sat on a gentle slope, with tiers that climbed up to the base of the citadel like massive stairs. A wide road curved through the city, snaking up the slope in a series of tight turns until it reached a long drawbridge to the fortress.

      Ahead of her in the formation, a dyad broke away, flying hard for the citadel. On the roof of the citadel, reflective stone marked a landing beacon. Weapons glinted in the low light as the Adamant Guard patrolled the area. Diora was already on the ground, pacing while her rider, Marad, spoke to the guards.

      Soon, the rest of the formation landed on the platform. Virnan landed gently, then quickly sidestepped to let someone else land behind him. He rumbled as he pressed himself low to the ground, letting her slide off. Her wobbly legs nearly buckled, and she braced herself against his side to balance. Just behind them, Enalah set down her crates with a heavy clunk, then stepped out of the way to transform.

      Virnan knelt on the stone, breathing hard as he finished shifting. Her body ached, but he had to be exhausted after three days of hard flying. She rested a hand on his back, slick with sweat. “Can I help?”

      “I’ll be fine,” he murmured. She handed him clothing from her pack. As he dressed, she grasped his forearm. A brief moment of connection revealed knots of pain and tension all through his body. A pang of guilt stabbed into her gut.

      “I’ll need those taken to my quarters as soon as possible,” she said, pointing to her crates with her other hand. As she gave her orders, she released an intense burst of healing energy into Virnan. His eyes closed as relief washed the tension from his face.

      “Yes, sister,” he said. He pulled away, giving her a faint smile before going to help Enalah with the crates.

      Across the landing platform, Kaldir was stretching in an impressive display of shifting muscle. He pulled on a formal red uniform coat, then raked his fingers through his tousled hair. As he fastened the toggles on the coat, he looked up, like he’d felt her gaze on him. His brow furrowed, though a flicker of a smile passed over his lips.

      With an army of the Chosen a day’s flight to the west, wounded comrades, and the general chaos sweeping across the continent, it was the absolute worst time to be thinking about Kaldir and his flawless ass.

      And here she was. A sister of the Marashti, bold enough to demand one of the Arik’tazhan take her along as his personal healer, completely consumed with the infatuations of a foolish young girl. She closed her eyes, praying silently in the confines of her addled mind. Skymother, please forgive me. Focus my gaze…away from him.
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      While the Scalebreakers awaited orders, Sohaila was escorted into the citadel by two Shrine Wardens. Beyond the landing platform was a small chamber, with three interior doors. Silver plates were mounted next to the stone arches. One of the Wardens, Halzin, placed her palm against the plate, which ignited with faint purple light.

      The doors slid open to a small lift. Sohaila silently thanked the Skymother that she didn’t have to walk downstairs on her shaky legs. Inside the metal carriage was an array of metal plates. Halzin touched one of them, then turned to smile at Sohaila as the doors closed. The carriage descended with a quiet hum, vibrating slightly under her feet. The lift ground to a halt.

      Metal doors slid open again, and she was buffeted by the overwhelming smell of leafy growth and a hundred different flowers. Her whole body warmed, with a prickling sensation in her limbs like she was regaining circulation.

      “The gardens,” she murmured. The Healing Gardens of Farath were legendary, one of the holiest places in existence. The lift opened onto a short hallway that sloped gently toward a large stone archway.

      Beyond the stone arch was an explosion of life. Calling it a garden seemed insulting, like calling the ocean a puddle. Heavy-laden trees bowed over looping stone walkways, their ropy green vines twisting across the open space. Fat blooms of pink and purple peeked through the foliage like hidden gems. And rising from them were massive stone pillars, inlaid with silver that glowed faintly with an internal light. Curving stone walls surrounded the garden, sloping gently up to a huge skylight that let in the faint glow of dusklight.

      Forgetting all protocol, she broke into a quick walk, then an all-out run to the closest pillar. Feet scuffed behind her as Virnan chased her, determined to stay close. A small patio of smooth stone surrounded the pillar. She extended her hand, then hesitated. She looked back at Halzin, her voice shaking. “Am I allowed to touch it?”

      The woman smiled indulgently. “Of course,” she said. “This place belongs to you more than anyone.”

      The pillars were the Avekh dar Isina, the Bones of the Skymother. Legend had it that the Skymother’s body fell here, and that the incredible gardens grew as a result of her body returning to the earth. Nine stone pillars arranged in a circle commemorated the holy place. Supposedly, it was her love for her children that permeated the air, bringing healing and peace back to their broken bodies.

      Her nails were filthy, stained by shreds of herbs from her treatment this morning. She hastily scrubbed them clean on her cloak, then reached for the pillar. Thick veins of silver twined around the pillar, gleaming faintly. The smooth stone sent a warm, pulsing current into her body.

      The pillar’s energy nearly overwhelmed her. It was the relief she felt when she saw the pain leave a patient’s face, the bliss of lying down after a hard day’s work, the warmth of wine in her belly and gentle hands on her skin, even the subtle warmth of arousal in a lover’s arms. Every cell of her body was suffused with warmth and pleasure.

      The Skymother was here. Her essence whispered in the air, grew in the earth, and radiated from the stone. Sohaila stared up in wonder, tracing one of the fine silver veins.

      I feel you here. Please guide me, she prayed, still staring up at the sky. Her throat closed around a lump of emotion. All that she had experienced had brought her to this place. Please help me to have more wisdom than ego. Help me be strong enough and smart enough to help them. I will use the gifts you give me.

      Virnan stepped next to her. “Are you all right?”

      A tear trickled down her cheek. “Yes, I’m fine.” She squeezed her eyes shut, reluctantly pulling away from the pillar. “My apologies for the delay.”

      Halzin simply shook her head. “There’s no need to apologize,” she said. “I’m told the Marashti feel a very intense connection here. Your quarters are just below the gardens, so you’ll be able to spend time here if you like. Many of the sisters meditate out here for hours.”

      Her heart soared at the suggestion. “Thank you.”

      Halzin led them on a winding path through the garden, until they found a raised pavilion built around one of the Bones. Its sculpted white roof wrapped around the stone pillar like the petals of a flower. Gauzy blue and white silks hung from the archway. The familiar scents of medicinal herbs and incense drifted on the breeze. Several well-armed guards stood at the entrance to the pavilion, but parted as Halzin entered.

      “Sister,” they both greeted, bowing to Sohaila.

      Though she came from the same training, had the clothing, and even the ornately braided hair, Sohaila felt like an outsider as she walked up the steps and into the healer’s pavilion. She felt like she had when she first arrived at the Shrine of Mara, ready to present herself as a novice.

      An older woman stood at the top of the stairs, dressed in light gray clothing. Her silver hair was braided and adorned with blue gems. Her tattooed brow creased with a smile as she greeted Sohaila. “Sister Sohaila,” she said.

      Sohaila bowed politely. “I present myself as a sister of Mara, servant of the divine. It is my pleasure to serve as I am needed here.”

      “You are most welcome here, sister,” the woman said. “May our minds come to know the same love our spirits already share.” Even her blessings were perfectly worded. Intimidated, Sohaila straightened and slowly raised her eyes. “My name is Behla Mara. I am the head healer here.” It was strange to see her in gray clothing, instead of the familiar blue.

      “It is my pleasure,” Sohaila said. “Can I help you with anything?”

      “So eager,” Behla said with a smile. She gestured broadly around the room. “I’m afraid to tell you, we have our work cut out for us. These Chosen and their white dragons have posed many challenges.”

      “I have some experience in dealing with the white dragons, as well as those left behind,” Sohaila said. “I would be happy to discuss that with you.”

      Behla nodded. “I received word from Mother Akshas that you had some knowledge in that realm. But for now, you should rest. We will meet in the morning after prayers. Until then, go with the Mother’s blessing and rest well.”
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      The apartment was smaller than the one she had kept at the Shrine, but it was nicely appointed, with a dark blue quilt on the small bed, and polished wood furnishings. An interior door led from the small bedroom into a larger workshop, which was furnished with an empty bookshelf, several worktables, and a small hearth.

      With help from the other Wardens, Enalah and Virnan wrestled her large crates inside. “Would you like us to unpack them for you?” Enalah asked. Despite her eagerness, the woman was unsteady on her feet, her cheeks flushed with exertion.

      She shook her head. “No, thank you,” she said. “You’ve both done more than enough to help me for a few days. I truly appreciate your devotion.” Enalah beamed, bowing her head slightly.

      Halzin gestured broadly to the Shrine Wardens. “These quarters are for the Marashti,” she said. “I’ll show you to your quarters in the barracks.”

      Virnan’s shoulders lifted slightly. “I would rather be close to Sister Sohaila.”

      “I will speak with Captain Navan to find out what can be done,” Halzin said. “Until then, please know that the gardens and the healing pavilion are heavily guarded.”

      “I am not a palace guard assigned wherever I am needed. I swore a sacred oath to serve the Marashti,” he said archly. “Sister Sohaila is my responsibility.”

      Halzin raised an eyebrow, folding her arms over her chest. “I swore the same oath, my friend,” she said. Her lips curved into a faint smile. “At the Shrine, you are not at arm’s length of Sister Sohaila all the time, correct? Unless you have learned how to live without sleeping or eating, of course.”

      He sighed. “No,” he admitted.

      “I appreciate your devotion,” Halzin said gently. “There are half a dozen Shrine Wardens here, and we all take our duty seriously. The queen herself trusts me with the safety of Behla Mara. You can trust me, too.”

      Virnan’s brow furrowed. “I didn’t mean to insult your honor. My apologies.”

      “None needed,” Halzin said. “Come along.”

      Virnan and Enalah followed the woman out of the chamber, leaving Sohaila alone for the first time in days. She let out a heavy sigh, surveying the room. Even in the stone-walled bedroom, she felt the current of warm energy from the gardens. As she focused on it, breathing deep, she felt a pleasant tingle in her chest, spreading into her muscles and loosening them.

      The energy here reminded her of the Sacred Well, the hidden heart of the Shrine where the Marashti made their final transformation. There, the power was almost too intense to withstand for more than a few minutes. This felt like a muted, gentler form of it, like hearing a distant echo. She could bask in this for hours.

      Sohaila sat on the edge of the bed and pried off her soft leather boots. With a sigh of relief, she flopped back and stretched. The mattress was a bit hard, but it felt like a queen’s luxurious silks after sleeping on the hard rock last night. She would just catch her breath a bit, then go explore the gardens.

      A sharp knock startled her, and she sat bolt upright. As her body went on high alert, she realized she’d fallen asleep. Her eyes were dry, but she felt relaxed and pleasantly achy, like someone had been massaging her while she slept. She hurried to the door. “Who is it?”

      “It’s Kaldir,” he said. “Uh, General Dawnblaze.”

      Her heart stopped. She opened the door just a few inches. Through the crack, she could only see deep crimson fabric and the edge of his stubbled jaw. “Do you need something? Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to talk to you.” He paused, drawing a deep breath. “Will you let me in, please?”

      She checked her veil, then slowly pulled the door open for him. Nervous anticipation immediately tightened her muscles, overwhelming the pleasant haziness of her nap. He held a large covered dish. The smell of Kaldir combined with the savory spice of a hot meal was irresistible.

      “I brought you dinner,” he said.

      “You didn’t have to,” she said. “Someone would have brought it.”

      “Well, someone doesn’t have to. I did,” he said. He smiled. “They had tirioc, and it’s very good.”

      “My favorite,” she murmured, inhaling the tantalizing scent.

      “Is it still?”

      “Maybe,” she said. He glanced around, holding up the dish helplessly. “We can sit in the workshop.” She brushed past him, then hopped up to sit on the empty table. “I would never do this if things were unpacked.”

      “There wouldn’t be room once your things were strewn everywhere,” he teased. He set the dish between them, then removed the cover with a flourish. Inside was a generous portion of smoked meat, with slices of golden crusty bread and a small dish of what looked like vok-thari, a savory bean paste.

      “The mighty general delivering dinner to a subordinate,” she said. “How thoughtful.”

      “No,” he said. He helped himself to a piece of the meat, then licked his thumb clean. “Kaldir bringing dinner to Sohaila. Besides, I think you answer to Velati, not me.” Despite the playful banter, his brow furrowed in consternation.

      She dipped a piece of the bread into the paste and gestured with it. “I was—”

      “What the hell did you mean it wasn’t true? That I didn’t love you?” he blurted. That was Kaldir. Always to the point. Heat rolled off him, betraying his inner turmoil.

      “I’ll give you credit for bringing me food to ease into it,” she said mildly, setting the bread back on the plate. “What’s confusing? You left. Your message was clear.”

      His amber eyes darkened. “I loved you. And I’m pretty sure I still love you, even if I can’t get a damn thing right with you.”

      “You left,” she said emphatically. “You told me you loved me and that you wanted to be with me, and then you left without a word. You lied to me.” She could still remember standing outside his door in the barracks of Ironhold, hearing the dead echo and then silence that spoke volumes. Then the words from their commanding officer. He requested an assignment in Flame’s Echo. All she could do was wonder what she’d done to send him running to the edge of their lands without a word.

      “I never lie, and you know it,” he said hotly.

      “Then why did you leave after you told me you loved me?” Fifty years, and it felt like only moments had passed. With her stomach churning and heart thumping, she felt like that embarrassed, heartbroken idiot all over again, staring blankly at Captain Rezihn as he delivered the news that Kaldir was too cowardly to deliver himself.

      “I left because I loved you,” he said, his brow furrowing. “You put the most important decision of your life into my hands.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      His voice rose, uncharacteristically sharp. “You certainly did,” he said. “You told me that if I asked you to, you would stay with me forever.”

      Her anger flared bright and hot in her chest. If she was still a dragon, she’d be breathing smoke and reminding herself not to pick fights she couldn’t win. “Yes. That’s what people who love each other do. They stay together because they don’t want to be apart,” she said. She pointedly pushed the stone dish back toward him.

      He scowled and shoved the dish back at her with a noisy scrape. “I didn’t want to be apart, but you were called.”

      “And I didn’t have to go. I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t left me.”

      “That’s exactly the problem!” His voice echoed off the stone wall.

      “How was that a problem? If you really loved me, why wouldn’t you want me to stay? Why would you run across the entire country to get away from me?”

      He threw up his hands. “Falmina—”

      “That’s not my name.”

      “No, I’m talking to the foolish girl who forced me to decide for her,” he said, eyes flashing with light. “Falmina Flamewrought was called by the Skymother herself to become a healer. One of the greatest honors any Kadirai could receive. She was touched by a goddess. And she was afraid. Don’t you remember, lying there in tears night after night, wondering why it was you? Why it couldn’t be someone else?”

      She was silent.

      “When you told me that you wouldn’t go, I knew you meant it. You would have ignored the divine call for me and spent your life in the Iron Blade,” he said. “I’m not worth that. And I couldn’t bear the burden of knowing that you denied what you were meant to be for me. I loved everything that you were, flaws and all. And more important, I loved you enough to make the decision that you wouldn’t make for yourself, even if it broke my heart.”

      She felt like he’d slapped her across the face. “You hurt me. How do you not understand that?”

      “I’m sorry that I hurt you. Maybe I should have given you warning,” he said. “But I didn’t trust that you wouldn’t follow, and I didn’t trust myself to stay here. One look at you and my resolve would have crumbled. I would have told you to stay, and that would have been the most selfish thing I could ever do. For the rest of my life, even if I had you, I would know that I had kept you back from divine destiny. And if I could be that selfish, I wouldn’t have been worthy of you.” He hesitantly reached for her hand. “And I was right. Look at you now. You’re incredible.”

      The closeness was almost too much. She withdrew her hand, but he grabbed it, enclosing it between his larger hands. “You’re wrong.”

      “No, I’m not. You know I don’t lie.”

      “I mean about us. About yourself,” she said. “You were worth giving this up. It wasn’t your decision.”

      “I know you thought so. And that’s why I had to be the wise one. I truly wish things were different, but don’t ever say I didn’t love you. You will not take that from me.”

      His words struck her. It wasn’t the first time he’d said it. “Why do you keep saying you wish things were different? Fifty years apart and now we’re face to face again. What has to be different? Is it my face?”

      His jaw dropped as he spluttered, “What? No. I’m three feet away and I can’t have you,” he said. He jerked his hands away like she’d burned him. “This is fucking torture, and I can speak from experience.”

      “Why do you think you can’t have me?”

      “Because of your duty,” he said. “You swore an oath to the Skymother.”

      Her jaw dropped, and she nearly laughed aloud as she realized what he was saying. “Because the Marashti can’t take lovers?” He nodded, staring down at his balled fists. This devout, beautiful idiot. How could he be so endearingly stupid? “Kaldir, are you saying all of this because it’s safe or because you really mean it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you saying you wish you could be with me, only because you know you can’t? Like when you offer to help someone and hope they’ll say no so you don’t have to do it?”

      He frowned. “Do people do that?”

      “You probably don’t,” she said with a gentle laugh. “Most people do.”

      “That’s not it. For the past week, it’s been all I can do not to touch you. That’s partially why I didn’t want you to come with us.” She nearly lunged for him, then thought better of it.

      She moved the dinner plate to the closest shelf and scooted closer to him. Her heart thrummed. “Little spark,” she murmured. His eyes lifted to hers at the familiar nickname. “Close your eyes.”

      “Why?”

      “Just close them,” she said firmly.

      He frowned at her, then with a sigh, closed his eyes. She just marveled at him for a moment. The Skymother had crafted a masterpiece in Kaldir Dawnblaze. Thick, dark lashes fanned over his cheeks. A coarse beard dusted his strong jaw. A thin scar split his left eyebrow, the result of a training bout that went bloody. There was a new scar in his lower lip, a tiny imperfection that only made him more beautiful.

      With one trembling hand, she caressed his cheek. A tiny sigh escaped him as he leaned into her touch. She let her fingers drift into his hair, then down the curve of his ear. It was like finding him all over again, when every inch of him was a new discovery. He gently grasped her wrist, turning it to kiss the palm of her hand.

      “You shouldn’t be doing this,” he said, starting to open his eyes.

      “Keep your eyes closed,” she said.

      With her free hand, she carefully unpinned the veil and revealed her face. Her tongue darted out to trace the twisted scar through her top lip. Who was he obeying? Falmina, the silly girl who had stolen his heart? Or Sohaila, the woman he did not yet know? Fear and desire battled in her mind as she let her lips graze over his, savoring the blazing heat beneath his skin. His lips parted, and she leaned in, asking for more.

      If their first kiss had been the stuff of childish dreams, then this was the answer to years of fervent prayer. Fifty years ago, she had resigned herself to never see him again, and yet here he was, claiming her with warm lips and a tongue that whispered blissful madness to her, in a language only they knew.

      Though her dragon was long gone, there was still an unmistakable fire in her, an echo of how they had once burned together. She growled in frustration when he broke away from her kiss, putting his hands gently on her shoulders. “We can’t,” he said. “You’re not allowed.”

      She laughed, leaning in to take his lips again. Despite his words, he responded to her kiss, meeting her with his lips each time. “I so rarely get to say this, but you’re wrong,” she said. He looked up, but she turned away. “Close your eyes.”

      “Sohaila, I—”

      “Close them,” she said firmly. As he closed his eyes again, she gently kissed the side of his neck. A low groan rumbled in his chest as she followed the trail up to his jaw, holding his chin firmly to keep him where she wanted. He could have easily overpowered her, but he let her control him, lips parted slightly. “Listen to me, you beautiful idiot,” she said. “I had to forgo sex while I was training. All the Marashti novices and initiates do.” She nestled her lips behind his ear. He gasped sharply. Some things didn’t change. “We have to focus on our studies, and sex makes it hard to control our al-hatari. Sort of like when we found our flames for the first time.” She turned his face back toward her. His eyes were still closed, his lips parted in anticipation. “But the Marashti are not forbidden to have a lover once they’re fully initiated.”

      “Don’t bend the rules,” he said.

      She teased at his mouth, kissing him and pulling away before he could do more. She relished the way he leaned after her, like he was trying to catch her. “You think I studied there for fifty years and don’t know the rules? Of all people, you think I don’t know exactly what I can get away with?”

      His brow furrowed. “So what are you saying? Speak plainly.”

      “I’m saying that if you really want to kiss me, then quit talking about it and just do it,” she said. “Things don’t have to be different.”

      She had forgotten how fast he could move. There was a reason she’d never bested him in combat. In a split second, she was on her back, with a ravenous flame dragon kissing her, tongue claiming her mouth. She drew a sharp breath, suddenly fearful as she was out of control. “Kaldir, I—”

      “My eyes are closed,” he said breathlessly. One big hand traced the unscarred side of her face, then trailed down over her chest, down to her hip, under her bottom to pull her closer. Instinctively, she parted her legs for him, letting him nestle into her. Even with layers of clothing between them, she felt the heat blazing in him, igniting her desire.

      He broke away to kiss her throat, nipping lightly at her. She gasped sharply, arching up into him as he played her with perfect precision. He hadn’t forgotten, either, his teeth grazing gently in the hollows of her jaw, electrifying her senses. “Kaldir?”

      “What?” he murmured.

      “I missed you,” she said. His lips curved in a smile against her throat. Then he was on her again, ravenous and demanding with his kiss. Kaldir was the only man she had ever made love to, but she had kissed a dozen young, stupid dragons before she claimed him. Not one of them could kiss like Kaldir Dawnblaze, who was as commanding and sure as he was in battle.

      With pleasure burning hotter with each moment, she hooked one leg over his, pulling herself tighter to him. He growled against her lips, grinding his hips against her. A delightful ache awakened between her legs. If he wanted to make love to her right on this damn table, she would agree without hesitation. For the first time since she’d been attacked on the road, the world was right.

      A low chime sounded, seven times in succession. She ignored it, running her hands over his broad back and savoring the sinuous shifting of muscle. A sharp knock rapped on the door. He ignored it, still driving her mad with his kiss.

      Another knock. “Sister?”

      Of all the times…

      Sighing, she gently pushed on Kaldir’s chest. “Who is it?” she asked.

      “It’s Lahiri Mara,” the female voice said. “Sister Behla told me to make sure you found the sanctuary for evening prayers.”

      “Vazredakh,” she swore. She clamped her hand over Kaldir’s mouth, suppressing a laugh as he nipped lightly at her palm. “I’ll be right there. I’m just changing into fresh clothes.”

      “I’ll wait here,” Lahiri said.

      Kaldir laughed quietly into her hand. She squeezed his jaw. “Go on, I can find it.”

      “Are you—”

      “I’m sure!” she exclaimed. “Thank you!” They waited in fraught silence. “Is she gone?” Sohaila whispered, releasing his mouth.

      Kaldir tilted his head, eyes still closed. “I think so.” He sighed. “I suppose it really would be breaking the rules to skip prayers to fall into bed with me.”

      But what a crime to commit. The mere thought of it sent a shiver down her spine. Lowering her voice again, she gently touched his cheek. “Will you come back and see me later?”

      “I would much rather be here, but tonight I join the Firestorm and the others to discuss strategy. Given all we have to discuss, I imagine it will go well into the night,” he said. “I suppose I will leave you to talk to her. On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You make time for me tomorrow,” he said. “And then, you and I are going to have a proper reunion. Rest up.” He nipped her lower lip, then got up, leaving her breathing hard. He cleared his throat, carefully adjusting his coat to hide the evidence of their interlude. Without looking back, he murmured, “Good night, Sohaila. It’s very good to see you again.”
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      This was not the first time that a kiss from Sohaila’s lips had changed Kaldir’s life. Their first kiss, a pleasant surprise amidst the wine and music of the Festival of Flame, had transformed him as surely as the first time he’d spread his wings. He’d had his eye on Falmina for months, but had been utterly oblivious to her interest until she sealed his lips with her own and told him he was hers. And here he was again, with the taste of her on his tongue to remind him that he was still hers.

      It took all of his considerable willpower to leave her to her prayers and climb the spiraling stairs of Adamantine Rise to the war room. The world was crumbling all around them, but at that moment, making love to Sohaila was the most important thing in his world. To peel away the layers of silk, revealing that smooth, coppery skin and soft curves…

      He gritted his teeth and drew a deep breath. Focus, Dawnblaze. At least the long walk had gotten his blood flowing to his brain instead of to his groin.

      Adamantine Rise was an ancient stronghold, hewn from silver-flecked stone and decorated with the iconography of the Skymother. Its age imbued it with a certain sense of power, where his home of Ironhold was newer, but seemed more like a sword that had never seen battle. As he reached the top floor of the fortress, he heard a familiar voice.

      “I am glad for your safe return,” his mother’s rich voice rang out from down the hall.

      His heart pounded as he walked down the narrow hall. Wielding sharp silver spears, a pair of the Adamant Guard flanked the double doors to the war room. Inside the round chamber, a number of familiar faces were gathered around the huge table. His mother, Viraszel Dawnblaze, held Velati Rimewing’s face and kissed his forehead like he was a little boy.

      The older man wrinkled his nose, but smiled as he gripped her wrists. “You may not be so glad when you hear our news.” He turned and gestured to Kaldir. “General Dawnblaze.”

      Viraszel raised her eyebrows at him, then gave him a simple nod. “I am pleased to see you have returned safely,” she said stiffly. She wore a uniform coat of black and silver like Velati, though hers was cut lower to show the intricate tattoos across her chest. Her dark hair was neatly braided and twisted into an elaborate style. Not a single hair was out of place; none would dare.

      “Kordari,” he said reverently, giving her a half-bow. His stomach lurched as he drew himself tall again, mimicking her statuesque posture.

      While his people held the utmost respect for their mothers, even bearing their names, he rarely spoke of her as his mother. It was not for lack of respect or love. Viraszel Dawnblaze was the legendary Firestorm, and he did not have the luxury of knowing her any other way.

      As the last members of the war council filtered into the room, Kaldir took the seat next to Velati. Marlena was absent, which surprised him. She was nearly always at his side. Filling out the ranks of the Arik’tazhan were Farikul Frostbane and Lotheraos Skyborne. They were polar opposites; Farikul was a mountain of a man that dwarfed even Kaldir, while Lotheraos was barely bigger than a human. Next to Lotheraos was Rinata el-Fedr, an Edra clan leader who had been displaced in the siege of Arvelor. She had a sizable following of loyal Edra who offered their services as spies for their benefit.

      A few minutes later, Queen Halmerah swept into the room, wearing a simple blue and purple gown. Her dark hair was loose, though she still wore an elegant silver crown. Captain Navan, head of the Adamant Guard, followed close behind her. Kaldir couldn’t resist the temptation to stare at him. Navan had made his prior visit quite uncomfortable, and was responsible for the persistent ache in his knee after a well-placed kick dislocated it. The other man caught Kaldir’s eye, then quickly averted his gaze. Kaldir smiled to himself. Small pleasures.

      When the queen sat, the rest of them followed. Her pale blue eyes were wide with concern. “Let us dispense with the formalities,” she said. “The Firestorm tells me you’ve discovered an attacking force coming our way.”

      “Possibly,” Velati said. “We captured several prisoners in our incursion on the Silent Orchard. Upon questioning them, we learned Sidran was on his way to the Shattered Cradle. We conducted a scouting mission and discovered that he has a large standing force, along with at least a dozen of the Aesdar.”

      “A dozen of those white beasts,” Halmerah murmured. “You said a large standing force. How large?”

      “Hard to say. Pessimistically, I’d say thousands,” Velati replied. Her jaw dropped. “We sent scouts, but they were detected and led a hunting party back to us. We captured several of them and learned that Sidran intends to attack Farath, but we don’t know when.”

      Halmerah spread her hands. “You are my war council. What do we do?”

      “I say we take the fight directly to Sidran,” Velati said. “Given what happened in the Stormflight lands, I would guess most of his forces are human. Unless he has enough dragons to carry them all, it will take them at least ten days to get here, probably more. As far as we know, he believes he’s undetected.”

      “So far from home,” Halmerah said. “Why not let them come closer? We have fortified the city over the last six months, and the citadel has never been breached.”

      “It has never been attacked by a dozen of the Aesdar, either,” Velati said. “Your citadel still shows the scars of their first attack, and he brings far more to the fight this time.”

      “Taking the fight to them is logistically more complicated,” Viraszel said.

      Velati glanced at her. “Since when is that an issue?”

      “These are not human zealots who’ve just discovered the Elegy this time, Velatizenahros,” Viraszel said mildly. Velati’s eyes widened. After their spat over Sohaila, Kaldir was oddly satisfied to see him on the receiving end of Viraszel’s scolding. “We would be fools to think we’ve seen all of Sidran’s tricks.”

      “So you think we should wait and let him come here?” Halmerah asked. “I don’t like it.”

      “To the contrary,” Viraszel said. “A hundred and fifty years ago, we let the Raspolin pick the battlefield. They unleashed magic like I have never seen and destroyed the Cradle of the Sun in a matter of hours. It’s appropriate that the Chosen now squat in the rubble. I will not let him come here and repeat history. There is also the matter of your citizens.”

      “Since they attacked us the first time, we have built a number of underground shelters,” Halmerah said. “And the city guards have designated paths to evacuate my people into the outlying villages. It can be done in a day.”

      “I still think we take the fight to him,” Velati said.

      Farikul leaned back in his chair, folding his massive arms over his chest. “If we can gain the element of surprise, Kaldirah and I could light them up before they ever see us coming,” he said. “Just like at Volak’s Reach. Remember?”

      Velati raised an eyebrow. “I remember. But the Silent Tempest is keeping watch over the Exiles in Eldavar. However, we have a number of wind dragons who might help you relive those particular memories.” His eyes drifted toward Lotheraos.

      “I’m right here, big man,” Lotheraos said wryly. “I know I’m not nearly as pretty as the Tempest, but—”

      “Lotheraos,” Viraszel said sharply. Despite her acidic tone, he just smiled at her, though he was silent.

      “Why not both?” Kaldir asked. All eyes turned to him. With the Arik’tazhan staring at him expectantly, the words froze on his tongue. He drew a deep breath. “If Sidran isn’t expecting us, a well-planned attack could decimate his forces. However, the Firestorm raises a sound point. He likely already has plans in motion here.” Halmerah’s eyes widened. “So, why not both? Fortify the city. We know that in the Stormflight lands, he had people there months before the attacks, sowing discord.”

      “Reaping the harvest,” Velati murmured.

      “What?” Lotheraos asked.

      He shook his head. “In the human realm, we questioned some of his underlings. They kept making references to planting seeds to be harvested. They had spies in Skyward Rest, just like he had people waiting in Tahlan-Lev and Arvelor, ready to rise up and start the fires from within.”

      “Then we need to start searching the city, asking questions,” Kaldir said.

      Velati sighed. “Marlena can’t compel everyone in the city.”

      “Nor should she,” Viraszel interjected. Her eyes glinted as she looked at Kaldir. “Rinata, send your spies into the city. Search every inch. Any mention of the Chosen, of Vystus, I want to know.”

      “It will be done,” Rinata said.

      “I like this plan,” Viraszel said. “But understand that once we make our move on the Shattered Cradle, he will know that he has lost the element of surprise, and so have we. We will only get one chance to catch them unaware.”

      “Understood,” Kaldir said.

      “I recommend we wait a week to prepare a plan and fortify the city.” She glanced at Velati. “Send word to the Shrine of Mara. We will need further aid if the battle comes to us.” He nodded to her. “Now, let us talk strategy.”
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      As Kaldir had predicted, the discussion went well into the night as they began drawing diagrams of how they would attack the Shattered Cradle, along with dozens of contingencies for the Aesdar and other nasty surprises from the Chosen. He nearly soiled himself when Lotheraos called his mother a blind idiot for her placement of reinforcements, but she simply smiled and told him to prove her wrong with a better strategy. When he did, she thanked him, and the discussion moved on. And much to his surprise, the Arik’tazhan asked for his input, working his ideas into their plans.

      As they planned their stealth run, Farikul sighed. “Are you sure Kaldirah doesn’t want to join the fun?”

      Velati smirked. “I’m sure she does, but she has her hands full. She has a family now.” The expression of mirth faded. “If things become dire enough, I’ll summon her. But not until then.”

      “If only Shadowbane was here,” Lotheraos mused. A chill filled the room, and Kaldir caught Velati staring at him intently. “It’s not the same without him. No offense, Viraszel.”

      “For once, I completely agree with you,” she said, her eyes taking on a sad cast. Lotheraos gave her a solemn nod.

      “Well, he’s not here,” Farikul said. “And the rest of us have to deal with it. Unless you’d like to cry about it instead of planning how to win this war.”

      Kaldir’s eyes widened, but the others smiled. “You sound like him,” Viraszel said.

      “That was my goal, serani,” Farikul replied. “Someone has to keep you idiots focused.”

      He could barely keep his eyes open by the time Viraszel ended the meeting, saying they would continue their talks the next day after a night’s sleep.

      With the meeting temporarily adjourned, Kaldir followed the procession out of the war room, but Viraszel grasped his arm lightly and guided him away. She did not speak, instead heading to one of the many open balconies of the citadel.

      Below the small balcony, the city of Farath was a twinkling blanket of torchlights in the night, fading into shadowed hills beyond. Thousands of humans and Edra lived peacefully with the dragons here. The Skymother had seen fit to make him Kadirai, and with that came the obligation to protect those who were weaker, whether they swore loyalty to his queen or not. Though he did not know it as he did Ironhold, Farath had also become his city to protect.

      His mother folded her hands neatly, surveying the city as if it was her own domain. Her shoulders were proud, her chin lifted high. His father often commented that her sheer force of will had crowded out any glimpse of him in Kaldir, who was practically a mirror image of Viraszel.

      “Velati spoke highly of you,” she said, still looking out at the city. “He does not compliment easily.”

      “My soldiers fought very bravely,” he said, trying not to show his surprise.

      “With good leadership, one must assume.”

      “I am not the best judge of that,” he said.

      She chuckled. “Perhaps. It does not surprise me that you were successful.” From her, that qualified as high praise. “And the intelligence you returned with is most helpful. We had largely ignored the lands of the Shadowflight. What few dragons remain there pose little threat to anyone but themselves. It sounds like Sidran took advantage of that and moved his people right up the west coast.”

      “Indeed,” he said. “Kordari, I would like to make a quick trip to Ironhold and ensure they are making appropriate preparations.”

      She shook her head. “We will send word, but you will stay here. You understood, as did the queen, that you relinquished your position. Ironhold is no longer your responsibility.”

      He gritted his teeth, but didn’t argue. “I understand.”

      “Do not huff, my son. You conceal it better than you did as a child, but you are not as subtle as you think.” She spared the tiniest smile. “You are the leader of the Scalebreakers, and it will not do for you to take off on a whim. Not when you have soldiers from all over this land who also worry about those they left behind. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” he said quietly. “Your counsel is wise.”

      “Good,” she said. She turned and looked at him directly for the first time. Her bright amber eyes were strangely soft. “You look tired, an’kadi. These last weeks have taken a toll on you. You have more than earned your rest. We will gather again at noon, but until then, be well.”

      “Good night, kordari,” he said, bowing politely.

      “Good night.”
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      Give me wisdom, Sohaila prayed as she invited the two older Marashti into her quarters. With thoughts of a certain flame dragon crowding her mind, she’d had a hard time falling asleep last night. In a fit of insomnia, she’d unpacked and organized all her supplies, all the while thinking how nice it would have been for Kaldir to do it for her. Despite her hopes he might be dismissed early from his duties, he did not return.

      Behla Mara smiled warmly, looking around the neat workshop. “You’ve settled in quickly,” she said.

      “Lots of work to do,” Sohaila said.

      “Sohaila Mara, may I present our sister, Irazia Mara,” Behla said, gesturing toward her companion.

      Sohaila’s mouth went dry at the name. “Oh! You aided the Arik’tazhan.” She bowed deeply. “Uh…Velati Rimewing told me about you. I would have…my mist…sorry, I’m rambling. It’s very nice to meet you.”

      Irazia’s hair was pure silver, with fine lines around her eyes that held the echoes of warm smiles. Her long hair was tied in a sleek ponytail that trailed down her back, rather than the ornate braids of the order. Like Behla, she wore casual gray clothing, with a light blue shawl that evoked the traditional blue of the Marashti.

      Irazia chuckled. “No need to be flustered, sister. I am just a humble sister of Mara, like you. Tell us what you’ve learned regarding the white dragons.”

      “I will not keep you long,” Sohaila said. She gestured to the simmering pot of herbs on the hearth. “I’m told that Farath was badly afflicted when the Aesdar attacked.”

      Behla bowed her head sadly. “We lost many. Thankfully, we had the aid of a human woman, a healer from their world. She helped us save a number of lives, but the methods were slow and risky. During our recovery efforts, we also discovered others who had been lost in the city, many who never made it to our attention.”

      “This was also the case in Greenspire, and in Arvelor, I’m told,” Sohaila said. “I was forced to work on various applications regarding the Aesdar. And I was able to create a cure.”

      Behla’s eyes widened. “How?’

      She took a deep breath. “My first version used elixir.”

      Dread prickled down Sohaila’s spine as Behla’s expression darkened. Her disapproval was written clearly on her face. “Of the Crimson Path?” she asked, shaking her head. “Sister, this is not the cure we wish for.”

      She gritted her teeth. She somehow doubted Behla would say the same if she was the one afflicted. “I agree. Unfortunately, the Aesdar power comes from blood magic. And like with any poison, an effective antidote requires something of the original toxin. However, rather by accident, I discovered that our blood works in its place. It is not as potent, but it is willingly given, not stolen.” She opened one of the drawers and took out the flask of concentrate that she’d created in the temple. A pleasant gold shimmer gleamed in the deep red liquid.

      “I still do not like this,” Behla said. “We do not use blood magic.”

      Irazia scoffed. “Behla, don’t be simple,” she said. She strode to the hearth, giving Sohaila an appraising look as she passed. Holding her long ponytail out of the way, she wafted steam toward her nose. Tendrils of golden light extended from her slender fingers and skimmed over the pot’s contents. “Interesting.” She straightened and glanced at Behla. “You know, the Marashti used to teach various brews that involved our blood.”

      “No,” Behla murmured. “That is not our way.”

      “Maybe not now, but it was,” Irazia said. “When I was training, we often used our blood, or that of the patient. For certain injuries or illnesses, a purified sample of blood drastically increases the effectiveness of our work.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Quite effective for injuries to the spine, in fact.”

      “We didn’t learn that in my training,” Sohaila said, deflated at the revelation. “I thought I was being clever.”

      Irazia chuckled. “I’m sure you are very clever. After discovering what the Raspolin had done to our people during the Great War, the Sapphire Circle wanted no association with their ways. They didn’t entirely ban the use of blood, but they removed all such lessons from the novice training, and discouraged the initiates from using it.” She shrugged. “But in times of war, you do what you must.”

      Behla sighed. “I will seek guidance and determine if this is acceptable,” she said. “I will—”

      “You may seek guidance all you like, but recognize that you seek to accept it for yourself, not a sign of the Skymother’s acceptance,” Irazia said mildly. “The Marashti used blood long before the Raspolin were our enemy. And if you have the opportunity to cure the ailing, you have a sacred duty to do so.”

      Behla shot her a cold stare. Irazia simply smiled back at her, and tension filled the room like thick steam. “We will discuss this later.” Behla forced a smile. “Mother Akshas indicated that you had served on the Sapphire Circle for a time.”

      “Yes, before I was captured and presumed dead,” Sohaila said. Behla’s eyes widened, and she realized she’d been much testier than she intended. Carefully tempering her voice, she added, “I sat in the Apothecary seat for several years.”

      “Excellent,” Behla said, nodding eagerly. “We could use your expertise to help fill our stores. The queen wants us ready for war.”

      “It would be my pleasure to help as long as I’m here,” Sohaila said.

      “Nianna is our supply clerk,” Behla said. “She will get you any supplies you need. I’ll look at our needs and leave an assignment with her.”

      “Thank you,” Sohaila said, bowing politely.

      Behla started to walk out, but Irazia paused. “I’d like to chat with Sohaila alone. I’ll join you in your lab shortly.” The other woman nodded, then left them alone. When Behla was gone, Sohaila let out a heavy sigh. She felt like she’d been holding her breath for hours.

      Irazia surveyed the shelf, then took a silver spoon from a canister. Dipping the spoon into the pot, she removed a scoop of the simmering mixture. She dipped her finger into it, rubbing it between her fingers. A silver sheen skated across her eyes as she slipped into the healing trance. “This is quite good work. I’m impressed. Very pure and focused.”

      Her cheeks heated. “Thank you, ma’am. Kordari,” she amended, unsure of how to show her the proper respect.

      Irazia laughed. “Please relax,” she said. “I’m not a queen. I’m just old. I never even got close to being on the Sapphire Circle, so if anything, you outrank me.” She helped herself to a rag from the workbench and cleaned her fingers. “Rimewing spoke with me last night. He tells me you wish to be a Lightweaver.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “Yes. He said you fought with him in the war.”

      Her hand drifted to her chest, where she wore a large silver pendant with a blue stone. “I did indeed. But I was young and stupid and wanted to get out of the temple so badly I couldn’t stand it. After the High Empress died and the queens declared war, one of my mentors, Ravira, suggested forming the Lightweavers. I begged to follow her.” Her silver eyes were distant. “I was there after the Cradle of the Sun was broken. That day, I wished I had never left home. The things I saw still haunt my dreams.” She sighed. “Don’t let Behla make you feel guilty about your methods. The Marashti have always done what was necessary to preserve life. You are commiting no crime.”

      She sighed in relief. “I’m glad to hear you say that. Everyone has responded so poorly.”

      “Understandably so,” Irazia said. “But there is a difference between killing a dragon for her blood and giving it willingly. If our people can tolerate the sacrifice of our dragons, they can live with a few drops of blood to save their lives.”

      “Will you rejoin the fight now?”

      “From these walls, yes,” Irazia said. “I’m not sure I can handle going into battle again, and I would much prefer to be here and take care of the city. Since Farath was attacked, the queen has made monumental efforts to embrace the Edra and the Vak, and I have taken great pleasure in helping them. I spend most of my days working in the city’s hospitals, not here.” She sighed. “But most of our sisters aren’t prepared to handle bloodshed and chaos. If the need arises, then I’ll go.”

      Sohaila nodded. “Is there anything you can teach me?”

      “You’re young, so I’m guessing you haven’t learned the Kiss of Mara yet,” Irazia said. “Perhaps I can teach you this—”

      “I’ve learned it,” Sohaila said. The other woman’s eyes widened. “How would the Kiss be helpful?”

      “When I learned, it was taught as a way to leave one patient continuing to heal while you moved on,” Irazia said. “But I learned you can give it preemptively as well. I used to send the Arik’tazhan off to fight with a kiss. Most for healing, but a few for fun. Ask Frostbane.” A mischievous gleam flickered in her eyes. “If done properly and imbued with your intent, it can mend a torn vein, or hold a broken bone long enough that they can return to you for more intense care.”

      “Really,” she mused.

      “Indeed,” Irazia said. “You’ll just have to be careful. It takes less energy than healing, but it still will tire you quickly. You could exhaust yourself before the battle begins, so you’ll have to learn balance.”

      “Of course,” Sohaila said. “What else should I know?”
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      By the time the bell rang for midday prayers, Sohaila had advice on preparing her workspace and what injuries could be ignored to get a dragon in the air again. Irazia scurried to her quarters and returned with a journal full of her own recipes and notes. She let Sohaila copy recipes for several healing brews, including one that would rejuvenate her energy, though she warned her not to drink it too often. Most surprising, Irazia taught her the Aegis Hymn, a ritual song of power. She felt like she’d learned more in a day with Irazia than in a decade back at the temple.

      When the last bell rang, Sohaila hurried to the sanctuary to pray with her sisters. She was distracted, already thinking of how she could practice the hymn without being heard. Then she realized she was in one of the holiest places in the world, not even thinking of the Skymother. With a pang of guilt, she clutched her hands to her chest and focused. Mas-ferah was the hour of asking for wisdom. There was no music or incense to distract the senses. The silence of mas-ferah was to clear everything else away, making it easier to hear her voice.

      Forgive my distraction, blessed Skymother. Thank you for Irazia’s wisdom. Thank you for your gifts of intelligence and for the opportunity to be in this beautiful place. I ask for your guidance. Please give me the knowledge I need to protect them.

      Her heart thumped as a certain dragon wedged his way into her thoughts.

      And help me to know if this is right. I have always loved him. And I don’t know if this is coincidence, your design, or a test. But I cannot believe it is an accident that he was the one to rescue me. Perhaps you have put him in my path so I can protect him, in a way I never could have before. Just show me the way.

      Around her, feet shuffled as some of the sisters and the other occupants of the citadel rose to return to their day. After murmuring a rote prayer of gratitude, Sohaila brushed off her knees and returned to her workshop. She took a winding path through the gardens, breathing in the sweet perfume of flowers and basking in the warmth.

      The healers’ quarters were underground, directly beneath the healing pavilion. Flickering lanterns lit the dim hallway. As she descended the narrow stairs, she saw Marlena waiting at her door, staring up at the low ceiling. Sohaila tapped the younger woman on the shoulder. Bright light ignited beneath her skin, tattoos flaring bright as Marlena yelped in surprise.

      “Sorry,” Sohaila said, jumping back. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “I was in another world,” Marlena said. She frowned and clenched her fists. Slowly, the glowing marks diminished. “You probably have a lot to do, but I’ve had a pounding headache for days. Can you mix up something for me, please?”

      “Of course,” Sohaila said. She pushed past Marlena, beckoning for her to follow into the workshop. “Were you injured? Or just a headache?”

      “Just a headache,” she said. “Maybe from questioning all those people yesterday. It wears me out.”

      “Hmm,” Sohaila said. She took down a small wooden bowl and measured half a dozen herbs into it. Once the dried leaves were crushed to a powder, she spread her fingers wide over the mixture and let a tiny flare of power into it. After filling a wooden cup from a small cask on the shelf, she mixed in a scoop of the powder and handed it to Marlena.

      The other woman wrinkled her nose as she sniffed it, then took a tentative sip. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Sohaila said. She waited for Marlena to swallow part of the drink, then smiled. “Can I touch your face?”

      “Of course,” she said. “You don’t have to ask.”

      “It’s just polite,” Sohaila said. She gently touched Marlena’s temples, searching the woman’s body with her power. A sickening lurch rolled through her as she collided with the curious energy of the Aesdar. It would have felt like sickness and death in a Kadirai body, but it was healthy in one of the Aesdar. A tangled knot of energy pulsed in the back of Marlena’s skull. With a little push, Sohaila directed the brew’s healing power toward the jagged spot. Marlena sighed quietly. Sohaila continued to rub her temples, eventually splaying her hands around Marlena’s head in a proper massage. Without stopping, she said, “Why are you actually here?”

      She looked up, green eyes wide and fearful. “Just a headache.”

      “You passed an entire ward of healers to get here,” she said. “Put your head down unless you want me to stop.”

      “Please don’t,” Marlena said. She complied, tilting her head down. With each rhythmic stroke, Sohaila sent another tiny pulse of energy into the aching knot. Marlena’s shoulders slumped. “You have a good sense for bullshit, don’t you?”

      “I suppose so,” Sohaila said. “How’s your head now?”

      “Much better already,” Marlena said. She looked up again and smiled. “Thank you.” Sohaila released her and sat on the high stool next to her worktable. Marlena folded and unfolded her hands, not quite meeting Sohaila’s eyes. “Can we talk about something, just between us? I don’t know if you’re like a priest and have to keep secrets.”

      “I do not have to keep secrets,” Sohaila said. “But if it’s something personal, I will.”

      “You can’t even tell Velati,” she said.

      A chill prickled down her spine. “What is it?”

      “When we first met, you said something about working with the Aesdar and helping them transform. The woman I questioned said that you could do it and bring them back. What did she mean?” She held out her tattooed arms. Even in the soft glow of lantern light, the marks gleamed bright red like fire behind stained glass. “I’ve never transformed.”

      “Which is good,” Sohaila said. “For you to be marked, you have to be kuth-kadi. Your mother was a dragon, correct?” Marlena nodded. “Your body has the ability to shift, but it should only shift into a very small dragon. All these tattoos are infused with dragon blood, and they create spells far beyond what I can comprehend, but you still can’t shift into the Aesdar on your own. There’s just not enough raw power in you to start the change.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Sidran is a master of the Crimson Path, what my people call blood magic. They have healers, but they’re chemists at best. They don’t know how the body works. His so-called healers would just force elixir down the throats of the Aesdar until they were practically bursting with power. That kind of power was too much for their bodies to handle, and their minds couldn’t take it. So if they even survived the first change, most of them came back different.”

      “Like…insane?”

      “Not quite,” Sohaila said. “Empty is a better way to put it. It was like they lost their minds, quite literally.”

      Marlena nodded solemnly. “I met one like that. Everyone seemed to think that was inevitable.”

      “It was until he got me. And I think Sidran sort of liked it that way. They did exactly what he said, but they were simple,” she said. “For instance, you couldn’t say ‘walk to the kitchen and heat up a pot of water for me’. They might manage ‘walk to the kitchen’. In their dragon form it was even worse. Their handlers could only tell them to go in a certain direction and attack. It’s all brute force and primal instinct.”

      “But you changed that,” Marlena said.

      “Yes, though I’m not sure whether to be proud or ashamed,” she said. “He didn’t give me much of a choice, either way. My formula still involves some elixir, but it’s weaker. Transforming takes longer but doesn’t cause so much strain on the mind.” Marlena’s skin was going ashen. “The tricky part is changing back. I was there to remind their body how it fits back together and to keep them anchored in reality.” Her stomach twisted in knots at the memory of poor Danerra, suffocating because her body couldn’t connect to her lungs.

      “And they were fine afterward?”

      “Yes,” she said. Her stomach turned. “Though I’m not sure about the ones that he took from the Silent Orchard. I taught Ayla and Veraxa how to make the catalysts, and how to talk the Aesdar back down, but they were never as confident. I hate to say it, but Ayla was the least comfortable with them.”

      “You seem concerned about them.”

      “I am,” she said. “My job is to take care of people. And I know they’ve caused so much pain and destruction, but they thought they were doing good. That they had the blessing of their god. Even though I suspected what he was doing, I hated seeing them suffer.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, my intervention made them more focused and dangerous. The Aesdar he took to Arvelor were some of my first charges. I hear they obliterated the city. I have prayed for forgiveness more often than you know.”

      Marlena shook her head firmly. “That’s on him.”

      “Are you going to ask me to help you change?” Sohaila asked. “That’s why you came here, right?”

      Marlena spluttered, shaking her head rapidly. “What? No, I was just curious.” She sighed. “Yes. That’s why I came here.”

      “If it becomes necessary, I’ll help you shift.” Her bright green eyes lit up. “With Velati’s approval.”

      “I don’t need his approval,” Marlena said, frowning. “This whole city, hell, your whole world is at stake. He’ll get over it.”

      “I’m sure he will under the right circumstances,” Sohaila said. “But for now, your abilities make you valuable exactly as you are. And I’m guessing you asked me in secret because you already know he’ll say no.”

      “Are you a mind-reader in addition to being a healer?”

      “Sometimes I wish I was.”

      Marlena chuckled. “I know he means well.” She took a deep breath, lowering her head and staring at the floor. Her toe traced a small circle, scraping against the stone. “If it comes down to it, he’ll say yes. I know he will.”

      “You’re sure?”

      With a sad smile, she raised her head to meet Sohaila’s gaze again. “Do you want to know one of the things that makes me love him? I know I’m not the most important thing in his world.”

      Sohaila frowned. “That doesn’t bother you?”

      “Not at all. I shouldn’t be the most important thing in his life,” Marlena said. “He’s not for me, either. Don’t misunderstand me. I love him so much it scares me. And it happened so fast that I wonder if I’m an idiot or just lucky.” She held up her left hand, touching the dark metal ring on her index finger. “And I know he loves me. But I also know he’s going to choose his people and the greater good over me if it comes to that.”

      “Which is why you’re here talking to me,” Sohaila said. “You think it’ll come to that.”

      Marlena shrugged. “It might. I’d like to walk away from this at the end, maybe go back to my world and have a normal life. But if it turns out that the only way we can stop all of this bloodshed is for me to shift, then I’ll do it. Even if you can’t bring me back, or if it kills me.”

      “And you’re okay with not coming back?”

      “I don’t want to…you know,” Marlena said. Her expression was solemn. “But I could do it, if I knew it would make a difference. I’d rather he was sad than let the whole world burn so we could have a little more time in the ashes.” She sighed. “That got heavy, I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t know,” Sohaila said. “I think he’d stop you.”

      Marlena shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said. “When we first met, I was still part of the Chosen. I left them with his help, but they took me back to finish this.” She traced the tattoos over her breastbone, wincing a little. “The Kadirai were attacking Haven, and I thought I was lost. Sidran was trying to get us through the Gate. But then I saw Velati. He was all alone, but he had to finish the mission. He never quits. And I know he saw me, but he ran right past me without hesitation. I don’t think he knows that I noticed, but I did. He was trying to keep Sidran from going through the Gate and coming back here. He almost did it, too.”

      “But he did save you,” Sohaila said. “Or you wouldn’t be here.”

      She nodded. “In the end. But he put the mission first.”

      “And that makes you trust him?”

      “Yeah, it does,” she said. “If he’d ignored Sidran and flew away with me, I couldn’t respect him like I do. That may be true love, but it’s selfish love.” She shrugged. “I don’t want to be the most important thing in his life. I don’t think I’m worthy of that.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I got sidetracked. I know you must have a lot to do.”

      “Actually, you’re welcome to stay,” Sohaila said with a smile. “I can use the company.”

      She folded her hands in her lap, picking at her nails before looking up at Sohaila again. “Can I give you a piece of unsolicited advice?”

      “I don’t promise to follow it,” Sohaila replied.

      She laughed. “Fair enough. I know you have your reasons, but you don’t have to hide.”

      “My face, you mean?”

      “Yes and no,” Marlena said. “I think you’re pretty, and you should show your face. People don’t care about it as much as you think they do. But I mean yourself. Whoever Sohaila is, where she’s been. You hide that, too. I saw how you got in Velati’s face about healing Romek the other night.”

      “And got thoroughly scolded for it.”

      She laughed. “Not surprising,” she said. “If I had to guess, you’re trying to heal something in yourself by healing everyone else. Not being able to fix Romek made you feel helpless.”

      “Now who’s reading minds?”

      “I don’t mean to pry into your business,” Marlena said. “But I know your experience with Sidran left a mark on you beyond the scars on your face. Then you jumped right into this mess with us, and now we’re going to war. You don’t have to talk to me, but if you ever want to, I’m always up to listen.”

      Her heart thumped. “Thank you,” she said. She fiddled with her hands, heart pounding. It was tempting to send Marlena on her way, but she could feel it bubbling on her tongue, desperate to be free. With a deep breath, she pulled one of the hair pins free and let the veil fall to one side. Marlena’s eyes drifted, then returned to meet Sohaila’s gaze. “Do you know what I see every time I look in the mirror?”

      Marlena shook her head solemnly.

      “I see Sidran,” she said, running her fingers along the ridged scars. Her throat clenched. “After he healed me, he offered me a mirror and made me look at this. He said he wanted me to remember that I was alive only because he willed it. Now I just see all the shame and all the ways I used my power to help him. I see crumbled cities and broken bodies and dead children. His mark will always be on me.” She hung her head. Tears stung her eyes. “And I hate it. I feel like everyone sees it.”

      Covered in the ornate lace-like tattoos, Marlena’s fingers curled gently around her wrists. Warmth surged up her arms. “If there’s anyone in this place that knows what that’s like, it’s me. His mark is on nearly every inch of my body. And I chose it. You didn’t.”

      “You didn’t know what he was doing.”

      “And you were trying to protect people and preserve life,” Marlena said. “I can’t tell you how to feel, but I don’t think you have any reason for shame.”

      “How about helping him change the Aesdar?”

      “Which he was doing before you got there, correct?” She nodded. Marlena squeezed her hands firmly. “Sohaila, I was with him and the Chosen for almost ten years, and I was certainly not the first of the Aesdar he marked. That means he was doing this long before he took you. You didn’t create the Aesdar. You may have made them stronger, but you were trying to preserve their lives so he didn’t destroy everything they were. That’s not evil. It’s compassionate.” She raised her hand, letting it hover near Sohaila’s face without touching it. “As for this…I don’t see his mark. I see strength. And I’m not the only one.” She tilted her head and smiled. “You can only claim responsibility for the choices you make. And you choose to do good.”

      “You say that like you’ve rehearsed it,” she said.

      “I may have heard it a few thousand times from someone in my life,” Marlena said with a laugh. She flexed her hands, then turned her arms over to show the intricate ink. “But it’s given me some peace of mind. Maybe Sidran put these on my skin, but it’s my choice what to do with them now. And you get to decide what yours mean, too. I know it’s not the same, but…”

      “Thank you,” she said. “You’re right.”

      “I know it’s easy to say and hard to do,” Marlena said. “Believe me.” She smiled brightly. “But I’ll remind you any time you need it.”

      She squeezed Marlena’s hand gently. “Thank you. I mean it.” Her eyebrows lifted. “Why are you talking to me instead of going to the council meeting?”

      Marlena chuckled. “When he meets with the Arik’tazhan, it’s better for me to be elsewhere. They tolerate me when necessary, but I make them all uncomfortable. It’s been months since I was anywhere near blood magic, but Farikul says I smell like rotting meat and blasphemy, which is not great for a girl’s self-esteem.”

      Sohaila sniffed. “You do not.”

      “Apparently, I used to,” Marlena replied. “It’s fine. He’ll tell me what they need me to do once they figure it all out.”

      “How long do you think they’ll be in there?”

      Marlena’s lips played up in a smile. “Curious about someone?”

      “Possibly,” Sohaila said, cheeks heating. Without the veil, she couldn’t conceal her smile.

      Marlena grinned. “Would you like me to go interrupt the meeting? I could tell them General Dawnblaze is urgently needed elsewhere.”

      “No, of course not,” Sohaila said with a laugh.

      Marlena shrugged. “I get it. We traveled for about five days straight. I had to see Velati naked about a dozen times and didn’t get to touch him even once. The one time we had a room to ourselves, he was asleep before I even got inside, and I didn’t have the heart to wake him up. It was terrible.”

      “Marlena!”

      “What? Have you seen him?” she asked, eyes twinkling with mischief. “I mean, probably everyone here has, because no one cares about being naked around here.”

      Sohaila burst out laughing. “Maybe you should go interrupt that meeting after all.”
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      A full day of arguments around the council table had left Kaldir Dawnblaze feeling restless. By the time he finally escaped, he could think only of Sohaila. Part of him feared that he would knock on her door only to find that last night had been a fever dream.

      After the day’s tactical planning, Kaldir retired to his quarters long enough to wash quickly and change clothes. Leaving the neat room behind, he felt like a young man again, uncertain of each step with his new lover.

      The fortress of Adamantine Rise was abuzz with preparations for a formal state dinner to celebrate Winter’s Call, a Stoneflight holiday. Distant strains of music drifted through the drafty halls, which were a flurry of motion as the palace staff carried dishes and decorations to the grand hall.

      Considering his last state dinner in Farath had ended with a near-execution, Kaldir had chosen to skip tonight’s feast in favor of an evening with Sohaila. He’d been apprehensive about maintaining appearances until Velati announced he would be finding a bottle of wine and retiring to his quarters for a much-needed evening with Marlena, which was not to be interrupted unless Sidran himself was at the door.

      Kaldir took a secluded side stairwell down to the gardens to avoid the crowd, then strolled the winding path through the leafy sprawl. Thin chains crossed over the stone walkway, laden with glass lanterns like glowing fruit.

      A hundred shades of green, speckled with the gems of sweet-smelling flowers, spread around him. The silver-threaded pillars surrounding him made him feel protected, as if he stood in the palm of the Skymother’s hand.

      As he walked, he closed his eyes, silently offering a prayer to the Skymother. Thank you for bringing me through the fire safely once again. And if you have sent her to me, I thank you double for it. Please keep her in your sight and guide my steps so I can keep her safe.

      He found his steps slowing as he reached Sohaila’s door, his nerves aflame. It had been decades since Kaldir felt any sense of apprehension around a woman. Her kiss should have allayed any fears. But still, his beautiful comet had him on edge. He was afraid that she would slip through his grasp. He hesitated, hand poised at the door.

      Finally, he knocked, each strike thumping with his heartbeat. “Hold on,” a familiar voice called. “My hands are full.”

      “It’s Kaldir,” he said. “May I come in?”

      “Oh!” There was a clattering of metal on wood. “Come in.”

      He pushed the door open to see Sohaila struggling with a precarious arrangement of wood and metal that suspended a glass flask over a large metal basin. Darting forward, he took a heavy basket from her arms. “Having trouble?”

      “I miscalculated the weight,” she replied. She pointed to the one empty space on her cluttered table. “There.” Once he had put it down, she pointed to the glass flask. “Hold that.” He leaned over, holding the glass for her. She ducked under his arms and came up between them, her back just inches from his chest.

      With a smile to himself, he stepped closer, caging her against his body. She nestled into him, sending a warm thrill through him. “Did you plan this to get close to me?”

      “You think too highly of yourself, Kaldir Dawnblaze,” she said primly. As he held the flask up, she fiddled with the construction of metal rods. “You can put it back. Besides, I’m fairly certain I could have just asked.”

      “Indeed,” he said. Inhaling the herbal scent clinging to her skin, he kissed the top of her head, then placed the glass flask into a cage of wire atop the apparatus.

      With deft fingers, she adjusted the apparatus and tilted the flask so it poured slowly into the lower basin. While she worked, he busied himself with kissing the exposed curve of her shoulder. Though the flames of her dragon no longer burned inside her skin, she was still delightfully warm. She shivered, but didn’t move away from him. “You are not being helpful.”

      “I am very helpful,” he said seriously, running a hand over her hip.

      She laughed and bumped her hip into his hand. “No.”

      “No?” he asked. Her face was uncovered, but he wasn’t sure she realized it. He didn’t dare mention it.

      “I have to finish this,” she said, carefully stirring as the flask’s contents poured into the basin. Fragrant steam drifted up from the mixture as she worked.

      “This will help you concentrate,” he replied, slowly kissing her neck, relishing the way her golden skin suddenly pebbled with goosebumps.

      “It certainly will not.” She laughed and wriggled away from him. “Five minutes.”

      “Five minutes is a very long time,” he said solemnly.

      “Somehow, you’ll manage,” she replied. He reluctantly folded his arms over his chest and watched her work. He had always enjoyed simply watching Falmina, whether it was in practice with the blade or brushing her hair. Her graceful movements made the mundane utterly enchanting. When the flask was empty, she covered the basin with a large piece of linen and secured a metal lid over it. Wiping her hands clean on a towel, she asked, “Will you scold me for leaving a mess?”

      “Absolutely not,” he said. “I want you to spend the evening with me, and I’m tired of waiting.”

      “Then give me a moment to change,” she said. She headed for the door connecting her workshop to her bedroom, and he followed. She paused, glancing over her right shoulder so he couldn’t see the scars on her cheek. “Just a minute.”

      He sighed. “Sohaila, I have seen every inch of you.”

      “And you will again if things go well,” she replied. Her coy smile sent a bolt of molten heat straight to his groin.

      She left the door ajar, but he remained in the workshop, examining the mess. She had always been a whirlwind. He’d lost track of how many times she’d been reprimanded as a junior recruit of the Ironblade for her messy quarters. He resisted the urge to straighten things.

      He heard the scrape of wood on stone, then the rattle of something small and metallic. A few minutes later, she walked back into the workshop, wearing a more ornamental blue dress and a pair of matching slippers. To his dismay, she had redone her hair and secured the veil over her face.

      “I would like to see your face,” he said gently. “I miss your smile.”

      Sadness flickered across her expression, her eyes wide. “And I prefer for people not to stare,” she said. “What did you have in mind for the evening?”

      He wanted to see her. No more barriers. But if this was the price of being with her, so be it. He would be an idiot to throw it away over a piece of fabric. “Do you remember our deal?”

      “That I’m yours all evening?” she asked.

      He grinned. “That’s the one.”

      “How could I forget?”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The sun sank beyond the horizon, casting a fiery veil across the evening sky. Leaving the imposing stone citadel behind, they strolled hand-in-hand down the Serpentine Way and into the bustle of Farath. Merchant stalls lined the road, selling food, flowers, and trinkets to passers-by.

      “I heard there was a big formal dinner tonight,” Sohaila said. “I’m surprised you’re not going.”

      “My last formal dinner with Halmerah ended in a very small cell,” Kaldir said. “I’d rather not.”

      “But surely there would be music and dancing.” She squeezed his hand. “And you love to dance.” Her eyebrows lifted, a hint of sadness in her eyes. “Do you still?”

      “I do,” he said. “And have no fear. There will be plenty of entertainment.”

      He led her down into the Mother’s Stroll, a massive marketplace that was still packed with vendors hawking their wares and shoppers of all sorts. He saw the familiar, large frames of Kadirai amidst smaller humans and Edra. Many spoke Kadirai, but he caught snippets of conversation in Edra and Chari. He knew very little of either language, but there was something pleasing about the mixture of it all. Though he held little love for Halmerah, he respected that she had always embraced the Vak and the Edra as her people, and had taken extra precautions to make sure they were safe in the wake of the attacks on the city.

      For most of his life, Kaldir had admittedly borne some prejudice toward the Edra and the Vak, but the Skymother had taught him a few hard lessons in the last year. First, a human woman saved his life with nothing more than her intelligence. And when Prince Zayir married an Edra woman who was his match in wits, Kaldir had been forced to accept that his people were not superior simply because they declared themselves so. Their strength was a gift from the Skymother, and with it came an obligation to protect, not an entitlement to rule.

      A petite human woman with a child on her hip stepped into their path. Her eyes were bright as she bowed her head politely. “Sister,” she said reverently. “Bless you.”

      “May the Mother keep you in her sight,” Sohaila said politely. Without being prompted, she offered her hand to the child. The boy wrapped his tiny fist around her thumb, and she squeezed his hand. “And you as well, an’kadi.” He smiled, then shyly buried his face in his mother’s shoulder.

      They were stopped twice before getting out of the marketplace, and two vendors called Sohaila over to offer her small trinkets, which she graciously declined. After their fifth interruption, Kaldir leaned down to whisper in her ear. “Does this always happen?”

      “All the time,” she said.

      “Is it strange for you?”

      “After fifty years…yes. It’s so strange,” she said with a laugh. “But it seems to make them feel good.”

      A few blocks beyond the marketplace, crowded streets converged into the stone expanse of Anattar Plaza. A shrine to the Skymother stood in the center, her pedestal buried beneath piles of flowers. Depicting her great dragon form, the statue was carved of a pale gray stone threaded with thin veins of silver that gleamed in the light. Her outstretched wings were covered with bright flower garlands.

      A group of musicians sat beneath her right wing, playing a boisterous tune with driving drums and finger cymbals. Dozens of people danced around the open plaza, all wearing crowns of blue and white flowers. Around the perimeter of the plaza, several carts sold food, filling the air with the smell of fresh bread and roasted meat.

      Sohaila froze, staring out at the crowd. “What are we doing here?” she asked.

      “It’s Winter’s Call,” he replied. “And while Queen Halmerah is throwing her formal party, you and I are going to have a proper evening. Like we used to.”

      She looked up at him, a gleam of delight in her eyes. “Are you sure about this, General Dawnblaze? Don’t you have more important things to do?”

      “Important things like keeping my eye on the city, watching out for the Chosen, and protecting a valuable Lightweaver? I would say I do,” he said.

      The drumming stopped. Glancing over, he realized one of the drummers had spotted Sohaila. He beckoned to her, and she shot Kaldir a look of trepidation before approaching him to talk. Though he doubted anyone would be so brazen as to attack her in the open, he primed his flames to defend her.

      She threw her head back in a laugh and put her hands on the leathery drum head. In turn, she clasped each of the musicians’ hands, enveloping them with a familiar golden glow. While she was occupied with blessing them, Kaldir caught an Edra girl winding through the crowd with an armful of flower crowns, buying a pair of them and adding another coin as a gift. Her eyes lit up as she bowed to him and scurried on to her next customer.

      He returned to Sohaila, who was protesting that she couldn’t play the drum. Finally, the drummer conceded and started playing again, a bright smile on his face. She turned, brow furrowed as she searched the crowd. When her gaze landed on Kaldir, he saw the subtle shift in her posture, and the light in her eyes that came with her unseen smile. It warmed him, making him feel as if the entire universe had smiled at him.

      As soon as she was in arm’s reach, he placed the crown of blue and white flowers on her head. She laughed, reaching up to touch it. “Do I have to?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “I even got matching colors so you would have no excuse.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Where’s yours?”

      With a smug smile, he placed the second crown on his head. “Any other objections?”

      “I suppose not,” she said, reaching up to adjust the wreath on his head.

      He caught her hand and kissed it. Then he spun her around and swatted her bottom. She let out a clipped peal of laughter. “Then you are going to dance with me.”

      Her small fingers twined into his. The musicians launched into a quick balaha tune, sending the dancers into two concentric circles. He nearly forgot to breathe when she began to move, as graceful and tempting as she had been fifty years ago. The shimmy of her hips and the subtle twist of her fingers were sheer enchantment. That was the dance that had first caught his eye all those years ago.

      The man next to him bumped into him and laughed, gently pushing him along. Kaldir watched with bitter jealousy as the other man grasped Sohaila’s hand gently, offering balance as she spun around. She caught his eye, then waved. The circles spun again, and somehow, Sohaila was in front of him, with another woman wreathed in red flowers looking confused as she searched for a partner.

      “I’m sure this isn’t how it’s done,” Kaldir said, taking her hand again. “You should be over there.”

      “A sister of Mara gets special treatment. And on rare occasions, she takes advantage,” she said seriously. The pin in her hair was loose, the thin veil sagging low.

      He debated with himself, then gently touched the pin. “This is coming out. Do you want…”

      Her shoulders rose, and she pulled the pins loose, revealing her scarred cheek. His chest tightened as he regarded the twisted scars. He wished he could put his hands on the one who had done this to her and flay him inch by inch until he begged for mercy. But even with the scars, she was still his beautiful comet, ever burning bright. Her eyes were still downcast, and he brushed a kiss across her brow.

      “You are safe with me,” he said. “Always.” He gently kissed her lips. Her soft lips barely parted. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded, but fear still lingered in her expression. “It wouldn’t stay pinned anyway.”

      “Perhaps it’s better this way.” Then he ran his hand over the gentle curve of her waist, squeezing her hip. Maybe it would be easier for her if she was distracted. “Now, we will dance, provided that no one else may dance with you. Ever.”

      She laughed, bringing a twinkle to her eye. For the first time since their reunion, he actually saw her smile, bright eyes and flashing teeth, and it nearly burst his heart. She trusted him with this. With herself. “That’s very selfish of you.”

      “I offer no argument,” he said. “I am a selfish man.”

      There was an unfettered joy in the noisy rhythm, bodies moving together for the sheer joy of movement. She was graceful and energetic, and what few dances they did not know, they made up for with enthusiasm. In one moment, he was decades younger, dancing with Falmina and marveling at how lucky he was. And in the next, he was himself again, realizing that the young man of his memories had no idea what good fortune truly was, nor how richly the Skymother could bless a man.

      When his stomach rumbled with hunger, he pulled her out of the crowd and bought a paper cone filled with chunks of roasted meat and wedges of sweet bread. He found a quiet space at the edge of the plaza, where he sat down with Sohaila nestled between his legs. “Do you mind?” she asked, resting her back against his chest.

      “You are far too clever to ask a silly question like that,” he replied. He kissed her shoulder, then passed her the cone of food. She ate a piece of the meat, then offered him one. He took it, nipping at her fingers lightly. “Oops.” They sat that way for a while, his arm looped around her waist, savoring the quiet, peaceful moment.

      Their reunion was a blessing and a curse. He was pleased for every second with her, but it was cruel that he had found her again in the midst of war. It was pleasant to fantasize about taking her back to Ironhold for a normal life, but it wouldn’t happen. He wanted to be optimistic, but his chances of survival weren’t entirely favorable.

      Every second he spent with her tied them tighter together, which would only make it harder to leave. Would it be wiser to keep his distance? Or would it be squandering this beautiful blessing? Not that it mattered. He couldn’t have stayed away if he tried.

      She wiggled back against him, breaking through his thoughts as she stoked a warm fire in his belly. “Do you remember the Harvest Song when we…”

      “The first time I made love to you and you woke half the building calling my name?”

      She turned around, her expression mortified. “Kaldir!”

      “Just like that, only much louder,” he said with a faint laugh. He could still picture her, rosy-cheeked and bewildered as she lay breathless in his arms. He felt like he had conquered the world.

      “And whose fault was that?”

      “Entirely mine,” he said proudly. He let his hand drift up to tease at the curve of her breast. Her tiny gasp sent a thrill through him. “Perhaps we can relive the memory.”

      The crowd was thinning out, with the celebrants pairing off to steal their own quiet moments. Lingering near the stone wall, a pair of women embraced, laughing between gentle kisses. Festival nights were for celebrating all of the Skymother’s gifts, including physical pleasures of many sorts. He took inspiration and kissed the back of Sohaila’s neck.

      “I had thought to keep you here for a few hours, but I don’t think I can resist that much longer,” he replied, nipping lightly at her ear. “You’ll come back to my quarters.”

      “I will?”

      “You will,” he replied. “I think I might give your healing hands a challenge. Then I plan to lay you out and feast on you properly.”

      With a purring sound, she leaned back into him. “Kaldir?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why are we still sitting here?”
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      “Sister,” one of the palace guards greeted as she followed Kaldir down the hall of the officers’ quarters. Her cheeks flushed as he bowed to her. She was a grown woman and well within her rights to do whatever she liked with Kaldir, but she felt like everyone could read her mind.

      “Blessings on you,” she muttered as she passed. Kaldir’s room was on the second floor of the barracks, which was practically a palace compared to the tiny guard dormitory where they’d once lived while serving in the Iron Blade.

      He nudged open the wooden door, gesturing for her to enter. The room was sparsely furnished, though Kaldir wouldn’t have known what to do with fancy decorations and silk drapes. Several glass bottles stood on a table near the window, along with a basket of fruit.

      The door had barely closed before he was on her, strong arms encircling her. His lips blazed against her neck, then her shoulder. Then he worked his way down, rubbing her shoulders with strong, callused hands. Slowly, his hands moved over her back, down to her hips, and then he was kneeling behind her, kneading into her calves.

      As he made his way up again, her heart thrummed with fear. She was going to be naked, completely vulnerable. And exposing her face in the cozy, torch-lit darkness of the festival was one thing, but there was no hiding from him here, where he could stare into her eyes and see every ugly twist of flesh up close.

      Hating the fear that poisoned her pleasure, she darted for the table and inspected one of the bottles. “What’s this?” she asked, trying to catch her breath. The dark green mixture looked like something from an apothecary’s cupboard.

      “I had thought to loosen you up,” he said, approaching again to rub her shoulders. She uncapped the bottle and sniffed it. A pleasant herbal scent drifted out. “Lie down. Let me take care of you.”

      She tilted her head. “Or I could take care of you.”

      “You’ve been taking care of me and everyone else for days,” he said.

      She lightly poked his chest, lifting her eyebrows. “Kaldir, we have been surrounded by people for days. You have no idea how I can take care of you.” She pointed to the bed. “Sit.”

      He tried to grab her waist when she passed by, but she nimbly dodged him, kneeling behind him on the bed. Running her hands over his broad chest, she pulled the loose tunic over his head and untangled it from his arms. She let out a happy sigh. It was one thing to glimpse him from afar, watching the light play off his chiseled form, but quite another to be up close, to see the fine white lines of long-forgotten battles and the subtle curve of muscle.

      She ran her nails down his muscular back. Just as she expected, he arched like a cat, leaning back into her touch. A faint chuckle vibrated under her fingers. “You remembered.”

      “Of course I did,” she said. Though they had both enjoyed the feverish nights of passion that left them both exhausted, there were other nights when he sprawled out like a lazy cat while she scratched his back until he fell asleep. It had made her feel impossibly powerful to put the indomitable Kaldir into a trance with nothing more than her hands, which he swore were magic long before she was called by the Marashti.

      She paused long enough to dump a handful of the sweet-smelling oil into her palms. It tingled against her skin as she massaged his shoulders. He groaned with pleasure. “You’re so good at that,” he said. “But I wanted to take care of you tonight.”

      “We have time,” she said.

      He looked over his shoulder, and she instinctively tilted her face so he could only see her unscarred cheek. “Sohaila, are you stalling? If you’re not ready for this, you can say so. I’m happy just to be near you.”

      Her heart thrummed. “I’m not stalling,” she said. She stroked his cheek. “Would I have come back to your room if I didn’t want to be with you?”

      “I suppose not,” he said.

      She kneaded the tight muscles in his neck. He groaned, letting his head loll forward. “I’ve always been good with my hands, but I’ve learned a lot since I last saw you.”

      “Oh?” he murmured.

      With a wicked smile, she sent her healing energy into his shoulders, radiating out and over his warm skin. He jumped in surprise. “What’s wrong?”

      “It feels like you’re—oh,” he murmured. Opening herself to the healing trance, she sent phantom fingers along his throat, over his chest, then down to his powerful thighs. She let one finger tease across his groin, barely making contact before moving up to trace his flat stomach. “Sohaila, that is…”

      “Nice?” He groaned in response. In her mind, she could picture his body like a map, sending her energy through his nerves to touch him as easily as she would touch with her finger. “This is a technique the Marashti call the Way of a Thousand Hands,” she murmured into his ear. “Now, I have a theory. Will you let me test it?”

      “If you keep doing that, you can do anything you want to me.”

      “Careful what you agree to,” she whispered. “Part of checking any patient is to look for hidden injuries. All over.” She let her power tickle under him, then grasp him firmly. He leaned back into her, his fingers fisting into the bed covers. “All very professional, of course. A little poke and prod to make sure all is well, and then I move on and pretend I haven’t noticed any reaction.” She leaned in to speak in his ear. “But I’m very curious what I could do if I didn’t move on so quickly.”

      His eyes were closed, mouth hanging open. His loose linen pants did nothing to hide his arousal, which sent a smile to her face. “I think you’re doing just fine,” he mumbled.

      “Now, let’s see,” she said, still massaging his shoulders. Envisioning her power as glowing, grasping hands, she sent a pair to knead at his calves, two sliding over his thighs, and two to work his length in a gentle rhythm. “How’s that?’

      “Like you’re everywhere,” he murmured.

      “Too much?”

      “No,” he said, breathing hard.

      The Marashti trained to maintain a mental barrier while they healed, or the pain of their patients would become overwhelming. But it wasn’t pain that had Kaldir’s heart pounding.

      With a deep breath, she lowered the barrier and let his al-hatari flow back through her. She gasped in surprise as a blaze of heat ignited at the base of her spine, spreading down into her legs.

      That was unexpected and utterly delightful.

      His heart raced, his breathing accelerating as she stroked and caressed with phantom fingers and hands of light. She actually felt his climax rising like a growing flame. It wasn’t nearly as intense as being on the verge of her own, but it was wonderful, a sort of heated pressure that blossomed in her belly.

      Forgoing the massage, she wrapped her arms around him and let the pleasure of his orgasm wash over her nerves in a haze of white. Heat surged through her as his hips jutted forward. He groaned aloud, gripping her arm tight. She laughed in delight as she pressed her lips into his shoulder.

      She would certainly not be sharing that discovery with Mother Akshas, though she would be eager to conduct further experiments.

      His chest heaved as he leaned back into her. “Sohaila?”

      “Yes?”

      “You have utterly ruined me,” he said.

      She chuckled. “Why?”

      “I will never be able to please you in that way.”

      “Oh, I think you’ll do just fine,” she said. “I take it you enjoyed yourself.”

      He shifted, pulling her into his lap. Face to face, dread twisted in her belly. She bowed her head, hating the fear and shame that overshadowed this moment like a stormcloud blocking the sun. He let out a quiet sigh. “Sohaila, I will do whatever makes you feel safe. If you need me to close my eyes again, I will, but…you don’t have to hide from me.”

      “I know,” she murmured. Her chest tightened as she remembered her conversation with Marlena. Maybe he didn’t see what she saw. Closing her eyes, she lifted her chin, then looked at him straight on.

      His hand was blazing hot as he lightly grasped her jaw. His eyes glistened. “Thank you,” he said, claiming her lips in a gentle kiss. She barely dared to move. Slowly, he turned her face. “Is it all right for me to look?”

      Her breath hitched. “Yes.”

      His lips were feather-light as he kissed her cheekbone. It was a strange sensation, to feel that crackling warmth on the scar tissue and unmarked skin at the same time. It was all she could do to let him so close without pushing him away from the ugliness. Before she could speak up, he paused, his voice husky and soft. “Is this difficult for you?”

      “Yes,” she said. She hated the sting of tears in her eyes. One traitorous sniffle escaped her before she clamped down tight on her emotions.

      He pulled back, eyes wide with concern. “If you need more time…”

      “No,” she murmured, swiping at one eye. His brow furrowed, and he gently brushed his thumb over her cheek, grazing the scar that pulled at the outer corner of her eye. “I feel so grotesque now.”

      “I hate that someone made you feel like you have to hide.” He gently traced the scar over her lip. “But I don’t hate this. I only care about this because it causes you pain.”

      “You don’t think I’m ugly?”

      “The scars are ugly,” he said. “You are not. You, my comet, are beautiful. You are smart,” he murmured, punctuating each statement with a gentle kiss to her cheek. “You are incredibly talented. Devoted. A woman of such strong faith. I have thanked the Skymother again and again for bringing you back into my path.” He stroked the scars gently, leaving her skin tingling with warmth. “I won’t tell you to ignore this, but I don’t see ugliness. Do you know what I see?”

      “What’s that?”

      “I see the only woman I have ever loved. I see my beautiful comet, streaking across the night sky and daring the sun to burn brighter in her wake. A gift I cannot ever be worthy of, but one that I will treasure for as long as I draw breath,” he said. “That is what I see.” He slowly turned her face back so she had to look in his eyes. “Do I lie?”

      “No,” she murmured. “You don’t.”

      “That’s right,” he said. He stroked her cheek, tracing it down to the solitary mark that hooked over her throat. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she murmured.

      “May I see the rest of you now?”

      “Of course.”

      As he busied himself untying the wide sash around her waist, he claimed her mouth in a kiss, deep and hungry. As he peeled her dress away, he was slow and gentle, like they were exploring each other for the first time. His warm touch burned through the fear, drawing her closer.

      In a graceful movement, he scooped her up and laid her on his bed, pulling away to stare down at her. “I am the luckiest man in all the worlds,” he murmured.

      “Stop it,” she said, fighting the instinct to hide.

      “What did I just say? I don’t…”

      “You don’t lie,” she said with a chuckle. “I suppose you are the luckiest man in all the worlds.”

      He nodded to her, as if she’d agreed that the sky was blue. After shedding his loose pants, he bent over her, marking her chest with a winding trail of blazing kisses. “Now, tell me what you want. I am all yours.”

      “Come here.”

      “I will be happy to oblige,” he said with a playful smile, pouncing onto the bed. She laughed, nudging his shoulder with her foot. He grabbed her ankle, kissing his way up her leg until his lips brushed over her sex. “Shall I?”

      She shuddered as he teased at her with his tongue. “As tempting as that is, I want you now,” she said. Sharing his pleasure had left her warm and ready for him, an unexpected benefit of her power.  “I’m ready now.”

      His lips pulled into a crooked smile as he knelt between her legs, caressing her thighs. “How should we…”

      “Nothing fancy,” she said. “I just want to be with you.”

      He pressed himself tight to her to kiss her throat, then took a languorous kiss from her lips. Still gazing intently down at her, he guided himself into her. She gasped in surprise. It had been so long, and she hadn’t realized the sheer physical complexity of her transformation until now. Sacrificing her dragon had left her form diminished, barely bigger than a human. She’d once stood at Kaldir’s shoulder, and now he towered above her. With a little wince, she gripped his shoulders, shifting her hips to get comfortable.

      His brow furrowed in concern. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she murmured. He smiled, lowering his head to kiss her scarred cheek again. She grasped his shoulders, sending the tendrils of her power into him again. His back arched as they traced over his spine, down to the curve of his ass.

      He groaned. “I will not last long if you do that.”

      She smiled wickedly. “Oh, I might be able to make you,” she said. She kissed his brow. “I’m fine. Just go slow.”

      Molten heat shot up her spine as he slid deeper, and she could almost remember flying, with fire bursting in her chest. And then, like two pieces fitting together, they were one, bodies melting together.

      Even with his gentleness, the sensation of him moving in her was almost overwhelming. With her power connected to him, she felt the blistering need pumping through his veins, the heat of pleasure like a blazing fire low in his belly. She unleashed her power, like pouring warm water over him. There was nothing broken to mend, so she simply focused on making him feel good, relaxing his muscles and finding those delicate nerves that ignited under her touch.

      She gasped, back arching taut as he struck a deep, unfamiliar spot in her. He suddenly jolted. “Are you all right?”

      “What?” she breathed. “I’m fine.”

      His jaw dropped. “Your eyes are glowing.”

      “Then you’re doing a good job,” she said with a laugh. She couldn’t read his thoughts, but she felt the primal urges in him, and the gentle restraint that held him back. Pushing her hips up to meet his rhythm, she gripped his shoulders tighter. As he plunged deep into her, she felt the echoes of her own power like phantom fingers running down her back.

      A hint of pain stitched through her as he thrust harder, but it faded into the whirlwind of sensations. As pleasure flooded Kaldir’s nerves, driving him over the edge, it slammed into her through the connection like lightning. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, and then her own climax clawed through her, familiar but more intense than she’d ever felt.

      His body slumped against hers, head buried in the soft pillow as he breathed heavily. She could barely move, but managed to wrap her arms around him. His hair was damp with sweat against her cheek. They lay there in happy silence for a while, breathless and content.

      “What did you do to me?” he murmured.

      “I don’t really know,” she said. “Did it feel good?”

      “That’s understating it. It was incredible.” He raised his head, tracing his fingers over her cheekbone. “Your eyes are still glowing. Did you use your power on me again?”

      “Yes,” she said. She wiggled her hips under him. “I felt what you were feeling. Sort of.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Really?”

      “I think so,” she said. She traced the back of his neck, sending another tiny jolt into him.

      He shivered, then grabbed her wrist. “I might die if you keep doing that. I don’t think my body can take it.” He slowly withdrew from her, then quickly nestled her into him, completely embracing her with his huge, warm body. His lips pressed into her neck. “How are you?”

      “Happy,” she said. She felt him smile against her skin.

      “Do the Marashti really take lovers?”

      “You are so convinced I’m breaking the rules,” she said. She pinched his arm lightly. “It’s more common than you think, especially for the Marashti who leave the Shrine. I’m no longer part of the Circle, which means I am breaking no rules for you, Kaldir Dawnblaze.”

      “Good,” he said. “What other devilish things have you learned?”

      “I would be happy to show you in a few minutes, when I can breathe again.” His arms tightened around her. “Did you really take no lovers since me?”

      “Only a few festival night flings, just as I said before,” he said. “Does that bother you?”

      “No,” she said. “It surprises me, though. I would have expected some lucky Ironflight lady to claim you long ago.”

      “Oh, plenty tried,” Kaldir said. “The prince tells me I could have my pick of any woman in Ironhold. And many of them are quite lovely and intelligent. But they were not you.”  He gently untangled her from his arms, pushing her to lie on her belly. She sighed with pleasure as he rubbed her back, his callused hands pleasantly rough and warm on her electrified skin. “Sohaila, may I ask you a serious question? Or should I wait until after we’ve done that a few more times?”

      She laughed. “You can ask, provided we still get to do that a few more times.”

      “What future is there for us?” Her stomach twisted. “If we survive the Chosen, then what?”

      “Kaldir, don’t say ‘if’.”

      “I am only being realistic.”

      “Well, don’t. You will be fine. You have Azeria, and Marlena and Velati, and all the others. And you have me.”

      “I do, don’t I?” he said, his voice dreamy. She spared a look back at him, relishing the subtle smile on his face. He didn’t smile nearly enough, but it pleased her to be the cause when he did.

      “In a few days, we’ll be moving out to an outpost and taking the fight right to Sidran,” he said. His gaze drifted away. “Would you be willing to stay here?”

      “Are you?” she said.

      To his credit, he didn’t argue. “I understand. But I will not lie to you. I wish Velati had denied your request. I would rather know you were safe back at the temple.”

      “And then I wouldn’t be here with you,” she said. “I would be back in the temple alone. And you would be here alone. And we would not have done what we just did.”

      He sighed. “I don’t like your logic.”

      She sighed. “We’ll be fine,” she said as she rolled onto her side and snuggled against him. She was pleasantly surprised to feel that he was ready for her again. Reaching down to stroke him, she parted her legs. “When things are over, then we can figure out the rest.” He took her hint, gripping her hips as he entered her again. She sighed with pleasure as he began to move slowly.

      As he made love to her, surrounding her like armor forged from solid flame, she felt like something was slipping away. She was unspeakably grateful for this, for the simple and immense pleasure of being with him. And yet, she was afraid that they stood on the edge of a cliff, waiting to dive into an unknown abyss. She was no fool. If sheer force of will and desire would keep Kaldir safe, then there would be nothing to fear.

      But she feared what secrets Sidran still held, and what evil he had yet to unleash upon her people. As her mind drifted, she realized she was wasting this moment. “When things are settled once again, I want to go back to Ironhold. With you.”

      “I would enjoy that very much,” he said. His arms folded around her, keeping her tight to his chest as he rocked into her. “After Ironhold, where will we go?”

      The gentle movement was a sweet, slow burn. She could drown in this and not mind a bit as the darkness closed in. “I always wanted to visit Theszand. Maybe even the human world.”

      “I’ve never been to either,” he said. “I will take you wherever you wish to go.”

      “Do I have your word?”

      Promise me you won’t fall.

      She glanced over her shoulder, and he kissed her brow. “My vow.”

      If there had ever existed a man of his word, it was Kaldir Dawnblaze. She only hoped it would be enough.
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      For five days, Kaldir spent his daylight hours working with his soldiers and helping plan their blitz attack on the Shattered Cradle. And for five nights, he made up for fifty lost years in Sohaila’s arms. Despite the sheer joy of being with her, he did not regret his choice to let her go all those years ago, not after seeing how wise and disciplined she had become.

      On the morning that they were set to fly west to the Queen’s Vantage, he considered leaving her there at Adamantine Rise. But when he arrived in the open courtyard where the Scalebreakers and Broodguard forces were preparing to fly out, she was already there with several stacks of crates and a small leather pack on her back.

      To his great pleasure, she wore no veil. Since the night of the festival, she had left her face uncovered, but she had spent most of her time either in her workshop or with him. It pleased him to see her out in the light without hiding herself from the world.

      Another Marashti was with her, a curvy woman with black curls barely tamed into a bun atop her head. Sohaila spoke animatedly with her, pointing out the soldiers who hurried around the stone terrace. He approached, giving both of them a bow. “Good morning, sisters,” he said.

      Sohaila’s cheeks were flushed a pleasant pink, reminding him of how she’d looked last night in his arms. “Kaldir, this is my sister, Citra Mara. She came from the temple to join us for this mission.”

      “It is my honor,” he said, bowing politely to her.

      “She is very talented,” Sohaila said. Citra smiled. “Both as a healer and a fighter.”

      His eyes drifted over Citra, taking note of the thick muscle on her forearms and the thin white scar across her full lower lip. “I was a warrior of the Nightwalker clan until I was called by the Marashti. Mother Akshas felt I would be a good addition to your cause.”

      Kaldir nodded to her. “Then I am very pleased to have your help.”

      Within an hour, nearly three dozen Kadirai and riders were flying west on a cool wind. Velati Rimewing flew at the point, his silvery scales nearly disappearing against the overcast gray sky. Kaldir flew at the rear, with the two Marashti and their protectors safely ensconced in the heart of the formation.

      Queen’s Vantage was an outpost at the northwestern edge of the Iveron Forest. The small fort lay in the lands of the ill-fated Silverflight, a small dragon clan that had been wiped out after the fatal error of murdering Queen Halmerah’s eldest daughter. Their humble lands had come under Halmerah’s rule, though she had decreed that their former capital of Illevina be left unoccupied, as a grisly reminder to those who would engage in such treachery.

      He would never breathe a word of it outside the Ironflight war room, but Queen Tarim had hatched many such plans to attack the Stoneflight. But the birth of the twins had changed her. It had not softened her, but had given her a begrudging respect for Halmerah as a mother. When the younger princess was attacked, Tarim was furious at the mere suggestion she would kill Halmerah’s child. She’d told Kaldir and the prince to tell “the stone bitch” that she’d kill her personally if she wanted her throne. They’d diplomatically chosen to couch her message in more polite terms.

      As dusk darkened the sky to a rich purple, Velati began his descent into the stony expanse. On his cue, the formation gracefully descended for a landing. Without speaking, Marlena made a circling gesture, pointed to her eyes, then pointed west toward the outpost. From the left point of the formation, Thaleza silently launched back into the sky. Her stone-gray form faded from sight, though he still heard the rhythmic beating of her wings. Kaldir spun quickly in place, surveying the rear for any sign that they’d been spotted.

      Thaleza returned a few minutes later, letting out a quiet growl before she landed and released her shimmering mirage. “Safe,” she said. “Empty.”

      With her clearance, their formation lifted into the air again and closed the final stretch to the fort. Sitting atop a hill, Queen’s Vantage was a blocky, two-story construction of stone. Within a few minutes, their war party had landed, transformed, and begun the work of unloading supplies into the building. Motes of dust formed hazy clouds in the stagnant air as dozens of soldiers bustled through the halls. Inside were several large rooms with rotted wood frames that might have once been beds, as well as a large dining room.

      “With me,” Velati ordered. “Main hall.”

      The Scalebreakers followed him into the main hall. The archways were laden with thick cobwebs like gossamer curtains. With a subtle nod, Velati tipped his head to one side. Kaldir took his cue and stood next to him, facing their gathered troops. They had brought twelve Scalebreaker dyads and another two dozen of General Iceborne’s best fighters. They’d debated bringing a larger force, but if Sidran had an Elegy, the large force would become a liability. As Velati had put it, sometimes a stiletto was more effective than an executioner’s axe.

      “We will rest here this evening,” Velati said. “Our scouts will keep a steady patrol—one out, one in for the night.” Thaleza nodded to Miko. “After assessing the situation, we’ll hit hard and fast tomorrow night. I’ve already assigned the strike team to target the palace, which is where we think Sidran will be holed up.” His face was grim. “This will be unpleasant business. I don’t encourage cruelty for its own sake, but this is war. The Shattered Cradle has been abandoned for over a century, and it’s safe to say that the people there are not innocent civilians. They serve the Chosen, who aim to eradicate us. Hold nothing back. Strike hard. Kill clean. Be honorable, but show no mercy. They would show you none, I assure you.” He glanced to Kaldir. “General?”

      Kaldir stepped forward. “The Scalebreakers will go in first. If the Aesdar are protecting Sidran, he will likely send them out. We will draw them away from the city to minimize the collateral damage. If we have to retreat, you’ll hear a signal.”

      A raucous, blaring noise echoed off the walls, prompting a series of murmurs. A smile played over Velati’s lips. In the crowd, Marlena held up a small metal canister. “This is from our world,” she said. “You can’t miss it.”

      “If you hear that, get back here immediately. Do not devise a new battle plan. Just get out,” Kaldir said. “If this place is taken, keep flying due south until you reach Riverglade. We would like to put an end to the Chosen tomorrow, but we aren’t throwing ourselves to our deaths for it. Our goal is to hamstring them and get out clean.”

      “Be aware, a sister of the Marashti is in Sidran’s possession,” Velati said. Sohaila stood at Marlena’s side, and she smiled faintly. “If you are able, get her out. If you see Sidran, spare him. He has a lot to answer for, and we have the means to question him. Otherwise, do what you have to. Rest. Eat. You’re dismissed.”
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      The buzz of conversation in the great hall diminished as dusk crept over the horizon, extinguishing the blaze of sunset. Gradually, their soldiers grew restless, abandoning the remains of their meals in favor of stretching and changing into loose clothing. Hybrid riders dressed in leather armor, checking buckles and straps repeatedly. Azeria sat in a corner alone, sharpening one of her blades with a dead-eyed intensity that would have frightened him if she weren’t his partner.

      Kaldir had been in and out of discussions with Velati all day, as their cycle of scouts brought updated information. They had long exhausted the discussions of tactics and strategy. He was ready to crawl out of his skin with the apprehension of waiting.

      A flicker of blue caught his eye as Sohaila walked into the great hall with Citra on her heels. She approached Velati and whispered in his ear. Breaking from his quiet conversation with Marlena, he nodded to her, watching intently as she turned to face the room from the raised dais.

      “Excuse me,” she said quietly. Her amber eyes were downcast, and she absently passed one hand over her braid, then trailed over her scarred cheek. Teeth tugging at her lip, she searched the room. When her eyes landed on him, he smiled. Her chin rose as she spoke again, her voice now resonant and confident. “Excuse me.”

      Silence fell over the dining room. That was his comet, brightening the darkness.

      “I wish to send you into battle with the Skymother’s blessing,” she said. She raised her hands, and immediately, several of the soldiers knelt on the stone. Kaldir followed their lead. “Blessed Skymother, guide your faithful safely through the trials to come. Help their eyes see true and their minds to be clear. Let your power flow through them so that all of your children would be safe, and through them, all the peoples of this world whom you protect.”

      And with that, she began to sing.

      In all the years they had known each other, he had never heard her sing like this. Her voice was high and clear, singing a haunting melody in a language he didn’t recognize. Something in the song dug into him, like unseen arms wrapped him in a tight embrace.

      He caught a glimpse of Velati gazing at her in wonder.

      He wasn’t the only one. Half of the soldiers stared at her, mouths agape. Stranger still, she walked around the room, bending down to kiss the brow of each warrior. But her song never stopped. The sound echoed, hanging in the atmosphere like smoke until she picked it up once more. One by one, she approached each of the soldiers and kissed them on the forehead. Several of them pressed their hands to their faces, as if they expected to find something there.

      She bent to kiss Kaldir. “You have my protection,” she murmured. Instead of kissing his forehead, she kissed his cheek, letting her fingers trace the back of his ear for a split second. “Come back to me. You made me a promise.”

      After bestowing her kiss upon Marlena and Velati, she rose, swaying slightly. “Go with my blessing. I pray for victory, and that you will have no further use of me.” There was a light chuckle, but most of the soldiers were frozen in stunned silence.

      “Move out,” Velati announced as he rose to his feet. He bowed deeply to Sohaila. “Thank you for your blessing. Please rest until we return.” With a subtle nod, she walked out of the room. Kaldir didn’t realize he was staring at her, mouth open, until Velati nudged him, a cold jolt against his bare arm. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “That was…”

      “She’s something, isn’t she?” Velati said. “I haven’t heard that in over a hundred years.” He pressed his hand to his forehead, as if feeling for where Sohaila’s lips had touched him.

      “What was it?”

      “The Aegis Hymn, and the Kiss of Mara,” he murmured. “Very old magic. The good kind. Irazia said she’d been digging through her old books all week. I guess she really wanted to prove me wrong.” He smiled at Kaldir. “Let’s kill these evil fucks so you can get back to her, huh?”

      “That’s the best suggestion you’ve made yet.”
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      Adrenaline surged in Kaldir’s veins as he flew toward the Shattered Cradle. Moonlight painted the broken city in stark lines. Burning campfires were hazy twinkles of orange amidst the ruins. All was quiet, except the pounding of his own heart and the thrum of Azeria’s on his back.

      Let this be the end of it, he prayed.

      Even through his transformation, he still felt the burning afterglow of Sohaila’s kiss on his cheek, and a strange, tingling warmth in his body. It was something entirely different than the usual flame of his own spirit. It was like she still held onto him from across the growing distance.

      He and Azeria were assigned to hit the tents, hopefully catching the Chosen by surprise. He let out a quiet, chuffing sound to alert Azeria. Her legs tightened on his neck, and she gripped his scales tight. “I am with you,” she said solemnly.

      They were half a mile from the city now, with the sea of tents in sight. Through the night, he had wrestled with his conscience. It seemed dishonorable to strike this way, likely killing many of the Chosen before they even knew the attack was coming. He’d told Azeria as much. Without hesitation, she said, “Do you think they gave anyone in Farath a chance? In Arvelor? Tahlan-Lev? Greenspire? If they wanted to fight honorably, they shouldn’t have thrown in their lot with the Chosen.”

      “It doesn’t bother you?”

      “No,” she said. “And if we take care of them today, we save more people from the fate that Arvelor suffered.”

      He nodded thoughtfully, though he didn’t entirely share her grim resolve. But he could still remember the smell of death hanging in the air in Arvelor, the stunned silence of its few survivors emerging from hiding. There were too many small bodies wrapped in short linens among the dead.

      Azeria was right. He would do what had to be done. For everyone who had died. For the shattered beauty of Greenspire. For the desolate ruin of Arvelor. For those who had not yet known the ugliness of war. For Sohaila, who was scarred but unbroken.

      The flame swelled in his chest, boiling and searing. He savored the pain. Every living, breathing particle of his flame bore his fury. This was his gift and his weapon.

      He skimmed over the sea of tents. The wind off his wings billowed the dark fabric. He unleashed the flame, igniting a long line of tents. Heat licked at his belly as he banked wide and laid down another row of blinding flame. He expected to see the Chosen emerging from the conflagration in a panic, but it was strangely still.

      Below him, fiery tongues rose like waves from a sea of flame. A distant metallic clang rang into the quiet. He instinctively braced himself for the Elegy, but it was only a signal bell. From within the city, there were roars and snarls of dragons leaping into action.

      The fight had begun.

      Leaving the tents burning, he drove himself upward to survey the city. Scales gleamed in the moonlight as the Scalebreakers swarmed across the ruined city. Weapons glinted as sentries took the walls. “Below us,” Azeria shouted. “Your right.” Kaldir dipped lower and saw a red-clad soldier aiming a ballista at him. He twisted hard to dodge the sharp bolt and shot a thin beam of flame at him. With a screech of pain, the soldier fell back, frantically trying to put himself out.

      In the center of the city, a familiar flash of white light burst outward. With a deafening roar, a gargantuan white dragon rose on impossibly huge wings. Pulsing blue eyes lit the night, like stars that outshone the moon.

      “Here we go,” Azeria murmured. As she extended her warm protection over him, her mind connected with his, a tiny tug at the base of his neck. He felt her intensity and fear pulsing through the connection.

      He banked wide. As he moved toward the Aesdar’s flank, he aimed a thin beam of fire at its right eye. The undulation of its wings shifted the massive body, and the beam struck it just below the eye, prompting a shriek of rage.

      “You made it mad,” Azeria said with a chuckle.

      “Good,” he growled. Sure enough, the Aesdar turned toward him, and he flew straight south to lead it away from the city. Below them, soldiers in red emerged from ruined buildings. But there were dozens, not thousands like they’d projected. Strange.

      “Get up!” Azeria shouted.

      He didn’t look back, just arched his back and flew straight up. Below him, a beam of pure white shot through where he’d just been flying, like lightning hammered straight.

      Azeria squeezed her legs around his neck. “We’re clear!” He wheeled around to face the white dragon directly. A shimmer at its tail signaled one of their wind dragons was right above it.

      “Down,” Kaldir growled. Azeria threw herself low against his neck, and he barreled for the Aesdar’s face. The Aesdar had a smaller orb, like a third eye high on their heads. He reared back to slash it with his talons, but a blinding burst of light exploded from the orb and slammed into his chest. Kaldir hurtled backward, like a huge fist had punched him. His head swam, and he felt Azeria’s grip on him tighten, pulling hard on the leather strap around his neck.

      Blinding white light flooded his vision.

      He was falling.

      A stern female voice echoed in his head. I’ve got your back. Kill this fucking thing. Something jolted his spine, breaking through the stifling sensation.

      Fumbling to get his wings moving, he surged up again. As his vision cleared, he landed on its head. It bucked under him, but he dug sharp talons into its neck. Then its body plunged toward the earth. Thaleza was on its back, slicing through one leathery wing. The slashed membranes flapped like shredded sails, spraying a fine mist of blood.

      “Get lower!” Azeria ordered. He flattened himself, still clinging to its head as he fell. She leaned to one side, and he heard the horrifying squelch of a blade piercing its eye. It screamed, like a thousand voices crying out at once. It tilted its head back as it fell, struggling to fly with ruined wings.

      Kaldir launched himself free, but his foot was caught between scales, pinched in the joint of its neck. He growled and tried to yank free. As the hard stone rushed up to meet them, he braced himself for impact. Suddenly, the weight on his back was gone, and he flew into a panic, looking frantically for her.

      “Az—”

      He slammed into the ground. The air rushed from his lungs, pain lancing through his joints. As the Aesdar’s head lolled to the side, he finally freed his foot. The white dragon writhed on the ground, crying out in wordless sounds. He staggered free, searching for Azeria.

      “Up here,” she groaned.

      With a snarl, he looked up to see Azeria’s boots kicking a few feet above him. He frowned in confusion, then caught the motion of Thaleza’s wings above her. The gray dragon clutched Azeria in her back talons, slowly lowering her to the ground.

      Kaldir rumbled quietly at Thaleza, who growled in response and flew away, headed for the city. Unfazed by their fall from the sky, Azeria climbed onto his back again. With aching joints, he took off again, ready for the next battle. Dragons wheeled in the skies over the Shattered Cradle, but there were no more Aesdar.

      Was it really so easy?

      “We can’t let them have all the fun,” Azeria said. She kicked his side like he was a simple-minded horse. He growled, shaking himself just enough to jostle her. She laughed. “Come on. Let’s pick another fight, shall we?”
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      The attack in the ravine was bad enough. Sohaila had been forced to watch Kaldir and the others fight while she hid, frozen in silent horror as Azeria inhaled burning poison and Romek fell from the sky. She couldn’t prevent any of it, could only clean up the mess.

      But at least she’d known what was happening, and could start planning how to help. It was far worse knowing the battle raged miles away, where she couldn’t get her hands on someone right away.

      While the Kadirai and their hybrid riders ate dinner and made their final preparations for battle, Sohaila and Citra had converted the dusty mess hall into an infirmary. Laying out clean linens, they’d turned the rickety tables into makeshift beds, with neat stacks of bandages and small jars of medicines placed at arm’s reach. The work kept them occupied, but she could only pace the room so many times, mentally rehearsing what would happen.

      After the soldiers left, Citra kept watch in the courtyard with Virnan and Enalah. Sohaila sat on one of her makeshift beds, eyes closed and hands clasped. Trying to keep her mind from wandering to dark, dangerous places, she mumbled her way through a dozen rote prayers before lapsing into a casual, quiet conversation into the silence.

      “Blessed Skymother, please let me—let us be enough to keep them safe,” she said. When she was imprisoned, she had often prayed aloud to keep her mind occupied, not caring if Sidran or his people heard her conversation with her unseen goddess. “I’ve done everything I can do to be ready. Let them find Ayla safely. Let all of them come back to me. It would be great if they didn’t even need our help.” She chuckled. “But if they do, help me know what to do. Help me mend whatever is broken.” She peeked through one eye to see if anyone was in the room. She was still alone. “And I know I shouldn’t ask this, but please keep Kaldir close. Don’t let him stray from your sight.” Guilt panged through her. It wasn’t fair to prioritize him over anyone else, even if she meant every word. “Protect Azeria. She fights boldly even though she’s already lost the people she loved. Protect Velati, who carries more weight than he should. Protect Marlena, and make sure she doesn’t have to make the sacrifice that will scar all of us.” She continued, picturing each of the fighters who had left her sight. That morning, she’d requested a list of names from Velati. She had committed them all to memory so that she could hold them in her prayers, lifting them up to the Skymother.

      She was running through her list for the fifth time, now just murmuring their names quietly when feet scuffed at the door. Enalah burst into the room. “Sister!” Sohaila lurched to her feet, heart racing. “The first ones are landing,” Enalah said breathlessly. Her long hair streamed behind her as she sprinted down the hall. Sohaila dashed after her to the courtyard.

      This was either a very good sign or a very bad one. The silent stillness of the dark land around them was a marked contrast to the apprehension bubbling inside her. Descending slowly were two lone Kadirai, some of the Broodguard that had joined the Scalebreakers for this mission. She recognized Nina’s golden scales, though she didn’t recognize the black dragon coming in behind her.

      Nina landed with a snarl. Blood splattered onto the stone below her. Sohaila ran toward her and found a thick metal bolt protruding from her chest. Angry black lines radiated from the wound. “I’m going to pull this out,” Sohaila said. “Virnan!”

      “What do you need?” he asked.

      “Balirash and a long bandage,” she said. Without looking back, she braced her hand on Nina’s chest. “I’m going to pull it, but don’t shift back yet.”

      Nina growled.

      Virnan held out the open jar for her. Over the last week, she’d been training him and Enalah to help her. At Irazia’s suggestion, they’d painstakingly divided up a dozen potions and ointments into jars, all clearly labeled in her neat handwriting.

      “Here we go,” Sohaila said. She grabbed the heavy bolt and pulled hard. Nina reared back, nearly pulling her off her feet. As Sohaila lurched forward, she shouted, “Virnan!” The man grabbed the bolt with one hand, and together they yanked it out of the golden dragon’s chest. Nina roared, billowing hot air around Sohaila’s face. “Oh, hush,” she snapped. She scooped a handful of balirash from the jar and smeared the gritty paste into the open wound on Nina’s chest. “I know it hurts. Keep growling if it makes you feel better. Just remember I didn’t stick you.” She glanced over her shoulder to see Enalah helping Citra move Sihdin, one of the Broodguard, into the building. “You can shift back when you’re ready.”

      Three more dragons were spiraling in for a landing. One carried a body, a limp arm dangling from his grasp with blood dripping from the fingertips. Her heart thumped. She couldn’t see the face, but the body was male. She tore her gaze away and beckoned to Virnan. “Make sure she shifts back safely.” She held up the bandage, then gestured broadly over her chest. “Pack one piece hard against the wound, then wrap it tight. Have her lay down inside, feet up.” He nodded, and she headed for the landing dragons.

      Two of the dragons shifted back without issue, though their bodies were marked with cuts and scratches. But the third dragon, scaled in bronze, gently laid the still body down on the stone and let out a mournful cry.

      With her heart pounding, she knelt by the body. His naked form was battered, his chest nearly crushed. His throat was slashed, caked with thick crimson. It was Narik, one of the Broodguard. If he had come back like this, he was probably already lost, but she would still try.

      Instead of the tingle of life, she found only the quiet of death in Narik. She looked up and shook her head. “There’s nothing I can do,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry. Please cover him. When everyone is safe, we’ll give him the proper rites.”

      She rested one hand on his cheek, trying to remember his face the way it had looked as he stared up at her. Her kiss hadn’t been enough to protect him through this. Closing her eyes, she offered a silent prayer. Bring him home to your halls. See his bravery and honor him with your song.

      The bronze dragon who’d carried him back shifted back. Shoving her disheveled blonde curls out of her face, Faera knelt by his side. Pale yellow eyes welled over with tears. “I’m so sorry, serani,” she murmured to him.

      “What happened out there? How did it go?” Sohaila asked.

      “I don’t really know,” Faera said, her voice shaking. “We hit the city hard, and one of the Aesdar came. Kaldir and the others took it away from the city and killed it. We were attacking like we planned, and then Marlena sounded a retreat.”

      “Where are they now?” Sohaila said. “Marlena and the others.” And Kaldir.

      “I’m not sure,” Faera said. “We had orders. On the retreat, we fall back.” She sniffed and rubbed at her eyes. “Can I help you, sister? I need to do something with my hands or I’m going to go crazy. I tried so hard to get him back here in time, but I…I felt him go limp and I couldn’t fly any faster and—”

      Sohaila grasped her trembling hands. “Look at me,” she said. The other woman reluctantly raised her head. “You did what you could to bring him back. I know that must have been terrible, but it wasn’t your fault.” She nodded, but her brow was still furrowed. “Stay with me if you’d like.”

      A few minutes later, four more returned. Thaleza and her rider Rhiza landed safely, clearing out of the way quickly to make room. Just behind them, Arin slammed to the ground on his back feet. He carried his rider, Brika, in his arms. He roared, “Help!” The slender woman was convulsing violently. Arin’s face was streaked with claw marks, and the black scales along his jaw were bubbling and melting.

      “Carry her inside,” Sohaila said to Faera. The woman scooped Brika into her arms. “Lay her flat.” Sohaila touched her own chin and tilted her head back to demonstrate. “Keep her throat open. Hold her down if you have to.” Sohaila beckoned to Citra. “I’m taking this one inside. Are you okay?”

      “Go,” Citra said breathlessly as she approached Arin. Gold light glowed around her hands as she examined the burning slashes on his face.

      Sohaila stole one last glance at the sky. No sign of Kaldir yet. But no one had reported that he had fallen. Her stomach twisted with dread as she hurried inside, hot on Faera’s heels. As ordered, the Kadirai woman held Brika’s head back. The hybrid woman arched up painfully, her muscles seizing. “What’s wrong with her?” Faera asked.

      “Poison,” Sohaila said. “Sidran’s bodyguards, the Talons.” She surveyed the neatly arrayed table and grabbed the antidote she’d prepared. Leaning over Brika, she unceremoniously tore open the woman’s clothing to expose her chest, which was blistered and red from the fire. “The Skymother is with us,” she said in a soothing voice. “She breathes for you and holds you in her hand.” She sent her power deep into the woman’s lungs.

      To her surprise, she found something familiar there—a hint of her own power, her lingering kiss. Like a tiny bubble of golden light, her power enveloped Brika’s heart. Even through the violent convulsions and labored breathing, her pulse was steady. The light faded rapidly, as if the poison was burning it away.

      Her power clashed with the poison, burning it away from Brika’s lungs. “Now breathe,” Sohaila said, eyes still closed. “Breathe deep for me.” She sent a jolt into Brika’s diaphragm, and the woman took a deep, shuddering breath. Sohaila lifted her shoulders. At the last second, she tilted the woman’s head away, as Brika vomited violently onto the floor. Faera winced, dodging the mess.

      Sohaila stroked Brika’s tangled hair gently. “You’re fine now,” she said, lowering her back to the table. She dipped her hands into the antidote, then massaged it into her chest, moving up her throat and under her jaw, then across her forehead and cheekbones. “Just breathe.” The woman was partially conscious, but her eyes were closed, her face twisted in a grimace. Sohaila gestured to Faera. “Can you keep an eye on her? If it looks like she’s going to be sick again, turn her head. Yell for me if you have to.”

      “Yes, sister,” Faera breathed. Her voice was a low murmur as she cooed, “You’ll be all right. I’m right here.”

      As she turned to head outside again, she found a welcome sight in the doorway. Kaldir, breathing hard but gloriously alive, leaned on Azeria and surveyed the room. She wanted to leap into his arms, but she just smiled at him. He smiled back, pressing one hand to his heart.

      Thank you, she murmured.

      She surveyed their makeshift infirmary. Three occupied tables, with half a dozen of the other soldiers nursing minor injuries. It was tempting to visit each of them and patch up every minor wound, but she knew she had to wait. Furrowing her brow, she hurried into the main hall where the others had gathered. Quiet conversation buzzed all around.

      Dread prickled in her belly as she approached Kaldir. “Where are the others? Velati and Marlena aren’t here. And…Kamina and Dhavar. Did they land?”

      “They went for the palace,” he said. “But Marlena sounded a retreat a while ago.” He shook his head. “I hope they’re not being fools.”

      “Someone help!” a female voice cried out. Marlena was in the doorway, her exposed tattoos glowing angry red. Sohaila shoved past Kaldir and followed her out to the courtyard.

      Velati was on his hands and knees, panting for air. Deep claw marks slashed his side. Sprawled to either side of him were Kamina and Dhavar, both caught in a gruesome cycle of half-transformation. Dhavar gasped in pain as massive teeth grew from his small jaw, one arm swelling in a burst of purple scales. Kamina lay on her belly, skeletal wings breaking through her back as her bloodied hands scraped at the stone.

      “What the…” she murmured.

      Velati let out a growl and pressed his hand to his bleeding side. “It was a fucking Elegy,” he said. “Should have known.” She started to check him, but he batted her hand lightly. “I’m fine. Help them.”

      She knelt next to Dhavar, bracing her hands against his shoulders. Chaotic energy battered her senses. His body was trying to shift and trying to resist the change at the same time. His clawed hand gripped her shoulder. Panic washed over her as she saw a flash of Adron, claws coming for her face, slicing in slow agony.

      Closing her eyes, she shielded her face with her hands. The claws tore free, and she opened her eyes to see Velati pinning Dhavar’s wrist to the ground. “You’re safe,” he told her quietly. “Take a breath if you need to. This is ugly, but it’s not going to kill him right away.”

      She took a deep breath, then sent her power into Dhavar’s body, sliding up his spine and into his mind. Something there flared bright and angry. She sent her power into it, burning it away. The scales on his arm slowly receded, leaving clammy skin in its wake. She sighed. “Okay,” she said as he relaxed. “You’re okay.”

      And so am I.

      Citra was already working on Kamina, stroking her brow gently with glowing hands. It took a few minutes, but the woman finally relaxed, wings dissolving and leaving her back bruised but whole.

      Sohaila sat back on her heels. She peered at Velati. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, still holding his bloodied side. “Surprisingly. That was a lot easier than it should have been.” His eyes fell on Narik’s still form. He closed his eyes. “How many did we lose?”

      “So far, just Narik,” she said. “The worst was Brika. She got hit by the Talons, but she’s stable now. If you’re all accounted for, then I can go inside and work on a few of the worst injuries. I wanted to make sure I was ready if you all dropped a crisis in my lap.”

      He smiled faintly. “Well done.”

      “Thank you. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I need to get scouts moving again,” he said. “Then we’ll talk.”
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      It wasn’t until sunrise that things had settled enough to gather for a debriefing. In that time, she had gotten Brika awake and fed her a hearty dose of antidote to counteract the Talons’ poison. She’d also disinfected and bandaged a dozen wounds and reset a few dislocated joints amidst colorful cursing. With the help of Faera and several of the others, they moved Narik to a smaller room, where she and Citra gently washed his face and prayed over him. It usually wasn’t her responsibility to carry out funeral rites, but the Marashti were trained to provide basic attention until a priestess of the Brood could properly care for them.

      Her eyes were heavy when she left Narik to return to the main hall, where Velati and Kaldir sat on the dais, talking quietly with Marlena. “We’re in agreement, then,” Velati said as she entered.

      “Sister,” Kaldir greeted warmly, eyes creasing as she walked in.

      “What happened out there?” she asked.

      Velati shook his head. “I’m not sure yet. But it’s not over.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Only one of the Aesdar attacked us,” Kaldir said. “And most of the tents we saw were empty. I thought maybe they had gone inside the walls, but there weren’t nearly as many soldiers as we expected.”

      “Could you have misjudged?” she asked.

      Velati shook his head. “Not this badly. There were far more people here last week.”

      “You think he moved?” Sohaila asked.

      Velati nodded. “But where? We didn’t see anything as we flew west.” He sighed. “Marlena and I went into the Sunspire looking for Sidran. A few dozen soldiers were waiting there. We took them out, but there was no sign of him or the other Aesdar. When we got to the throne room, an Elegy went off. He had left a trap for whoever came looking.” He spared a look over his shoulder. Marlena smiled at him shyly, then looked down at the floor. “She kept me stable while we got out, but Kamina and Dhavar didn’t have riders, so we had to carry them out fighting the whole way. I’d like to send someone back in and search the place, but we’ll have to shut the Elegy down first.”

      “Any sign of Ayla?” Sohaila asked.

      Velati shook his head sadly, dashing her hopes. “I suspect Sidran took her wherever he went.”

      Her chest tightened at the thought. She was rejoicing over Kaldir coming back safe, while Ayla was still his prisoner. “Could he have gone north to Ironhold?” Sohaila asked.

      “Possibly,” Velati said. “We’ll wait this out until the afternoon. Half of us were injured, though I have to give you praise that it wasn’t far worse,” he said. “I’ve sent scouts to watch the city and to make sure we weren’t followed back here.” He smiled at her, though the expression didn’t make it to his eyes. “You should rest. I hope we won’t have further need of you, but I don’t want to be caught unaware.”

      “I will.” His eyebrows lifted, like he’d been expecting an argument. “Once you were all back, I sent Citra to rest. We’ll trade out so someone’s awake if you need us.”

      “Well done,” he said. He glanced at Kaldir. “Dawnblaze, see that the sister finds somewhere comfortable and private to rest.”

      Kaldir’s lips pulled into a faint smile as he rose and walked across the room. “Yes, sir.”

      She met him halfway, and noticed that Velati had pointedly turned his back to talk to Marlena. Kaldir bent to kiss her lips. It was just a gentle graze, but more than enough to ignite the fluttering warmth in her chest. “I’m glad you’re safe,” she said.

      “And I am glad to see you,” he said. His large hand rested on her back, thumb tracing idly over her spine. “I’m sorry we didn’t find Ayla yet.”

      “We will,” she said quietly. They had to. She took his hand, lacing her fingers into his. Almost by instinct, she let her power drift into him to find the aches and pains he hadn’t revealed. Sure enough, there was a gnarled tangle of energy in his right leg, clustered in his hip and knee.

      “Stop that,” he said mildly.

      “No,” she replied, squeezing his hand. “You should let me help.”

      “And you should listen when I say I’m fine,” he said gently. “Save your strength.”

      “He’s inside!” a woman said. “General Dawnblaze?”

      An unfamiliar female voice shouted, “Kaldir! Kaldir Dawnblaze!”

      His amber eyes narrowed as he pulled away from her, running toward the source of the shouts. She followed him into the main hall, where a young woman in sleek black clothing careened down the hall with two of the Scalebreakers chasing after her. Her dark eyes widened as she saw Kaldir, and she ran up to him. “Kaldir!”

      The small woman grabbed his arms. Behind her, the Scalebreakers drew weapons. He frowned, but he clearly recognized her. “Zahila? What are you doing here?”

      “We…it’s Ironhold,” she stammered. “They took it right out from under us. You have to come home.”
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      “Zahila?” he asked incredulously. Was it the adrenaline addling his brain? The Edra woman was ashen, her pale brow streaked with sweat. She should have been home in Ironhold with the royal family. Instead, she was here, dressed in sleek black clothing that evoked her crow form. “What are you doing here?”

      Her eyes welled up, but she wrinkled her nose and set her jaw, sucking in a sharp breath. “We…it’s Ironhold. They took it right from under us. You have to come home,” she said. “Tarim sent me to find you in Farath, but they were attacked, too.”

      Behind her, Marad and Rhiza approached with weapons drawn. He raised his hand. “Stand down. I know her,” Kaldir said. “What do you mean?”

      Velati stepped up. “Farath is under attack? By whom?”

      “White dragons,” Zahila said. “The Firestorm said it was the Chosen.” She shook her head, breathing hard as she fumbled at a belt under her cloak.

      “Wait, the Firestorm? I thought you said Ironhold,” Kaldir said. His mind was spinning, filled with the grim vision of white dragons circling over his home.

      “It is. They both are. Everything’s fucked,” Zahila blurted. “I just want to go back home, but I need you to come with me.”

      “Who are you?” Marlena asked gently.

      “This is one of the princess’s maids,” Kaldir said. He gently took Zahila’s shoulders. “Take a deep breath. Tell us everything.” He raised his head at another set of footsteps. Lotheraos Skyborne hurried through the hall, tying a loose cloth around his waist. Sweat plastered his bronze hair to his face.

      “Lotheraos?” Velati said incredulously.

      “Hello, darling,” Lotheraos replied. He gently touched Zahila’s shoulder. “You shouldn’t run off like that.”

      Zahila shot him an imperious glare, eyes drifting down to his hand as if to warn him it would be removed. She shrugged it off. “I had a message to deliver,” she said haughtily. “I smelled him and you were going too slowly.”

      “Forgive me for being tired after carrying you here, princess,” Lotheraos said archly. She scowled at him. “Perhaps you can carry me next time.”

      “Come to the kitchen and sit,” Sohaila interjected. “All of you.” Commanding as a general, she beckoned and led them into the small kitchen on the other side of the fort. After filling a kettle with water, she offered it to Kaldir. “Would you?”

      He put his palm on the bottom of the kettle, producing a flame that quickly heated the pot. When the pot whistled, she poured Zahila a cup of tea. The Edra woman took it, but simply clutched it in her hands without drinking.

      “Start from the beginning,” Velati said, arms folded across his chest. “Who are you?”

      “Zahila al-Nahrasi,” she said, eyes unflinching. “Loyal servant to Princess Ohrena al-Katiri, Jewel of Firlanyn.” Her eyes cut to Kaldir. “And princess of the Ironflight.”

      “You’re Edra,” Velati said.

      “Congratulations for noticing,” she said flatly. His eyebrow arched. “About a week ago, Ironhold came under attack. We never saw it coming.”

      “Was it the Chosen?” Kaldir asked numbly. “Was the queen—”

      “She lives,” Zahila said. “As do her daughters.”

      “And the prince?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Ohrena’s fine, if you can be bothered to care.”

      He felt like she’d stabbed him in the chest, but he set his jaw. “Tell us what happened.”

      “I was trying, tallei-Kaldir, until you interrupted me,” she snapped. “In the middle of the night, we heard the strangest sound. It was like a bell coming from underground. It made me feel ill, but the entire palace fell apart all at once. Ohrena and Inrada were fine, but everyone else was shifting, like they couldn’t control themselves.”

      “The Elegy,” Marlena said.

      Zahila shrugged. “I don’t know what it was. Ohrena sent me to look, so I flew outside to see what was going on. There was a white dragon flying over the city, bigger than anything I’ve ever seen. And it was dropping these silver things that burst open on the stone. This awful green fog filled the streets. It smelled horrible and burned my throat, so I flew up high where the air was still clear,” she said. “People were unconscious in the streets, barely breathing. Then I heard a ruckus from the palace, and so I went back. Soldiers in red invaded the palace.” She bowed her head. “They cornered the girls. Queen Tarim couldn’t fight back once the soldiers had them.”

      He inhaled sharply. “But she lives?”

      “They’re still in the palace. They told Tarim if she did anything to challenge them, they’d kill the girls. She gave the order to surrender. Now the people of Ironhold are in chains.” She put a hand to her throat. “The Chosen brought collars that keep the dragons from shifting. They’re helpless.”

      “What of the prince? And Zersekh?”

      She swallowed. “Zersekh is in a cell below the palace,” she said. “I have not seen the prince. They…they hurt him when he tried to get to the twins.”

      Boiling rage filled his chest. Zayir was not the foppish prince he pretended to be, preferring to let outsiders underestimate him. Though he was a skilled fighter, he was brash, particularly when his loved ones were in jeopardy. He might have gotten himself killed to protect his family.

      “Was it Sidran?” Velati asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “The one who sits on Tarim’s throne calls himself Adron. He breathes poison and—”

      “Shak-ersath,” Sohaila swore, slamming her hand on the table. In the echoing silence, her eyes went wide. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “How did you get away?”

      Zahila looked at her sadly. “I’m a bird,” she said. “Not good for fighting. Good for bringing messages. I lingered for a day, hiding where I couldn’t be seen.” She scowled. “I even rolled myself through unspeakable filth so no one could smell me flying through the palace.”

      “Clever girl,” Velati said appreciatively.

      The corner of her mouth lifted ever so slightly. “When I finally managed to see the queen, she told me to get to Farath and get Kaldir to help. It’s a long flight for a bird.” She threw up her hands. “I finally made it, and you weren’t there. I met a very rude woman who looks like you, though,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “I suppose it runs in the family.”

      “Careful, Zahila,” he said mildly.

      “I told her what happened, and she said they would send help to Ironhold. She told me to rest while she figured out how to divide her forces without leaving Farath unprotected.”

      “And not twelve hours after you arrived with bad news, Farath was under attack. Perhaps you’re cursed, little bird,” Lotheraos said.

      “This is not the time for jokes,” Velati said sharply.

      Lotheraos’s smile faded. “No, it’s not. Sunset rolled in, and with it, there must have been a dozen of those white dragons. Monstrous, smelled like death. They blotted out the sun. I was ready to fight, but Viraszel saw them flying into the city and told me to get out with a message for you,” he said, pointing to Velati. “She said to bring the Ironflight.”

      “Did they even fight back?” Velati asked.

      “They tried,” Lotheraos said. “The Broodguard in the citadel reacted fast, managed to take down two of the white dragons alone. But the others converged on them immediately. Dozens of good soldiers, dead in an instant. Some of the Scalebreakers went up, and they were ready for that, too. They shot the riders off their backs instantly.” He shook his head. “Anattar Plaza is just a crater now. After seeing that, Viraszel didn’t send the others in. She was afraid of sending the whole army to their deaths. I offered to bring her with us, but she said she had to stay and make a plan.”

      “How did this happen?” Kaldir breathed. “Right under our noses.”

      “They’ve been planting seeds,” Marlena said. She shook her head. “They’ve been saying it all along. They could have been sneaking the Aesdar into Farath for months.” She gestured to Zahila. “They could have been installing the Elegy under your city, too. Just waiting until the right time.”

      “Rinata’s people searched,” Velati said, shaking his head. “They didn’t find anything.”

      “It’s a big city for a couple dozen Edra to search,” Lotheraos said grimly.

      Kaldir was ready to burst from his skin. He could be calm when it was his own flesh under the knife, when he was the only one at risk. But the thought of his loved ones in danger would drive him mad. “We have to go to Ironhold.”

      “We have to help Farath,” Velati said.

      “Not with a dozen of the Aesdar sitting on it,” Marlena said. She shook her head sadly and turned to Velati. “I know you don’t want to consider this, but maybe it’s time to discuss—”

      “Absolutely not,” he interrupted. She scowled at him. “Why was Viraszel so insistent that we bring the Ironflight?”

      Zahila looked at Kaldir and shrugged. He folded his arms over his chest. “Because the Iron Blade are the greatest fighting force in all of Ascavar,” he said proudly.

      Lotheraos scowled. “Spoken like one of the flame-chosen. Arrogance must be in your blood.”

      Kaldir raised an eyebrow. “It is the truth.”

      “It is the truth,” Sohaila said. “Since Queen Isira’s rule, every dragon in Mardahl serves the Iron Blade for a time. And in a time of war, every one of them is prepared to fight for their people.”

      “Queen Tarim Moltenheart has a standing army with over a thousand regulars and several thousand more capable fighters in reserve. If she unsheathes the Iron Blade, their wings will blot out the sky,” Kaldir said. “And until I joined this fight at the Firestorm’s command, I led them.”

      Velati’s eyes narrowed. “Do you know the city well enough to get us in undetected?”

      “I know every inch of that city,” Kaldir said. He glanced at Lotheraos, who was rifling through a crate of food. “If you’re as stealthy as you say, then we can go into the tunnels, and I can bring us up just inside the palace.”

      The warrior froze with a jar of dried fruit in one hand. “Boy, I could sneak up on your mother and grab her ass before she knew I was there,” he said. The wiggle of his eyebrows said it wasn’t just an expression. He unscrewed the jar, gave it a sniff, then took one of the dried chunks out and ate it.

      “You certainly have your priorities in order,” Velati said archly. “Can I get you some wine? Perhaps some fresh-baked bread?”

      “I just flew nonstop from Farath like my asshole was on fire,” Lotheraos said. “Back off.” But his lips curled into a smile.

      “Velati, we should discuss this,” Marlena said. He shot her a look that could have frozen Kaldir solid. The marks on her exposed arms glowed angry red as Velati spoke to her in a language Kaldir didn’t understand.

      “I apologize,” Velati said, turning his back on her. Behind him, Marlena bristled. “Let me think.”

      “We don’t have time to sit and think,” Kaldir said. “It’s a full day’s flight to Ironhold if we push it. From there, it’s another two days back to Farath. What could Sidran do in three days?”

      Velati growled. Then he looked up at Zahila. “Was there an army in Farath? Or just the white dragons?”

      “Not a full army,” she answered. “There were some soldiers in red, just like in Ironhold, but not very many. No more than a hundred.”

      “That’s what they did in Arvelor,” Kaldir said. “He sends a forward company. Meaning he’s on his way.”

      “Then where the fuck are they now?” Velati asked. “We saw them here a week ago.”

      “Does he have access to a Gate?” Marlena asked. “He could be moving through on the other side.”

      He shook his head. “They blew the only one they controlled. The closest one from here is almost to Blackstone. If he wanted another, he’d have to go…” His jaw dropped. “To Ironhold, or near it, at least. But that hardly seems efficient.”

      “Did you look in the woods?” Lotheraos asked.

      Velati frowned at him, nose wrinkled. “The woods?”

      “Wipe that look off your face,” Lotheraos snapped.

      “What look?”

      Lotheraos furrowed his brow. “That ‘Lotheraos, you dumbass,’ look. I know that look.”

      “Interesting. Why do you think you know that look so well?” Velati asked mildly.

      “Fuck you,” Lotheraos said. “The woods. The northwest point of the Iveron is only two days on foot if you head due east from the Cradle. It’d be slower to go through the forest, but unless you were looking for them, you wouldn’t see them.”

      “Oh,” Velati murmured. “Shit.”

      “Like I said, fix your face. You’re welcome,” Lotheraos said. He leaned against the wall, smirking as he continued snacking from the jar of fruit.

      “And he could have sent the Aesdar ahead,” Marlena said. “They hold the city and wait for the army to catch up to completely take over.”

      “So here’s the question,” Kaldir said. “Do we try to take his army or go to Ironhold?”

      “Obviously Ironhold,” Zahila said. “That’s why I came for you.”

      “We could cut off his army,” Lotheraos mused.

      “Do the math,” Sohaila said. She had poured her own cup of tea, sipping it calmly. “They’ll be slow on foot, especially through the Iveron. Even under good conditions, it would take them at least a week to get from here to Farath, right?”

      “That’s right,” Velati said.

      “And they were here when you scouted before,” Sohaila said.

      “You assume,” Marlena replied. “Those tents could have been empty well before we got here.”

      “Maybe,” Sohaila said. “But even if they were, look at the numbers. There are four dozen of you, with two Marashti and a couple of birds. In Farath, you have a dozen Aesdar and a fighting force that can’t fight without getting obliterated.”

      “You’re not inspiring hope, sister,” Velati said mildly. “Where are you going with this?”

      “If you can get to Ironhold and get the queen to help, then you have the numbers you need. Even if Sidran’s army has already started attacking, we stand a much better chance. If we fly there right now just because it feels right, we’re risking everything.”

      Velati smiled, nodding appreciatively. “Quite reasonable of you, sister,” he said. He glanced out the window. “It’s a full day’s flight to Ironhold. Kaldir, is there somewhere nearby that we can stop?”

      “Firebend,” he said. “It’s about fifteen miles from the city.”

      Velati gestured broadly. “Get everybody rounded up. Anyone who’s still too injured to fly will be carried, and we’ll hope for the best when we get there. We leave in an hour.”

      As they carried the orders through the outpost, the quiet atmosphere erupted in a flurry of activity. Once his few belongings were packed into Azeria’s bag, Kaldir returned to the mess hall, where Sohaila and Citra were rushing to pack their supplies. He stepped into Sohaila’s path. “Can I—”

      “All the jars on that table into that crate,” she ordered, pointing emphatically. She brushed past him, carefully folding linens. As he gathered the jars, she met him at the crate, wedging the folded fabric between the layers of glass. Her eyes drifted up to him. “Is going to Ironhold really the right thing?” Sohaila asked him quietly. “Or do I only think it is because it’s home? I haven’t seen my parents in fifty years, but I can’t stop thinking about them now.”

      “It’s likely both,” Kaldir said. “I can usually put my feelings aside, but not this time.”

      “You seemed very worried about the prince,” she said.

      He nodded. “He and the queen have treated me like family from the moment we met. He’s a brother to me. I swore an oath to keep them safe, and I can’t help feeling responsible for being away.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not your fault.”

      “I know that,” he said. He brushed his thumb over her cheek. “But the heart is not always logical.”

      She sighed. “Come with me. Bring the crate,” she said. He dutifully lifted the heavy crate, following her to the other table laden with glass. She quickly wiped each jar clean, checking its lid, before handing it to him. Her eyes were intent on her hands as she spoke. “I’m afraid.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we are grossly outnumbered,” she said. “And I know you won’t let that stop you, but that’s part of what scares me.”

      As she handed him the next jar, he caught her wrist, squeezing gently. Her eyes drifted up to him. “I know,” he said. “It scares me too.”

      “It does?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Because I want this to end with our people safe, and I want to come back to you. Until I saw you again, I knew the trajectory of my life. It was not unpleasant, but I could bear losing it if I had to. Now…” A strange swelling, like anguish and anger all at once, ached in his chest. “I have only just found you again. And I cannot lose you.”

      She stole a glance over her shoulder. Her Shrine Wardens bustled out of the room, each hauling a crate. Leaning across the table, she grasped his cheeks. With her light, warm touch on his skin, he felt as if the goddess herself touched him. “You will not lose me,” she said. “But promise me you won’t be a fool.”

      “Not if I can help it,” he said. “But I must uphold my oaths. I swore to protect Ironhold, and I swore to protect our kind.”

      “Then I swear to protect you,” she said, bringing his lips to hers. A fiery burst of power passed from her lips to his. It felt like breathing in steam, tingling down his spine and radiating through his chest with an odd, slithering sensation. When it dissipated, it left a strange, heated pulse near his heart. “To remind you that I am always with you.”

      He caressed her cheek gently. “Let us hope I don’t need it.”
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      A hard day of flying brought them to the small village of Firebend, not far from the soaring heights of Ironhold. Grain fields surrounded the town like a sea of gold. Small figures worked in the fields, giving no hint that anything was amiss.

      They landed in the central square, an expanse of well-manicured grass and stone benches. Amidst the quiet chorus of wings, Kadirai stopped in the streets and emerged from their homes to stare. Some held weapons, while the air filled with the smoky scent of Kadirai energy intensifying in anticipation of a shift.

      Kaldir quickly shifted back, accepting Azeria’s offer of a loincloth before striding forward. “I am General Dawnblaze of the Iron Blade,” he said. “All is well.”

      But his words didn’t seem to relax them. He saw worried glances, even a few hands moving toward weapons. A woman in a familiar red uniform stepped forward. Her red hair gleamed like flame in the light as she bowed. “Nalak halar, General Dawnblaze.”

      “Nalak halar anan,” he replied in kind. “And you are?”

      “Letha Flamesinger,” she said. “With all due respect, sir, may I ask why you are here? The Iron Blade has been forbidden to move.”

      “Who gave this order?” he asked.

      “The queen herself,” she responded. “Unless you have come to deliver news.”

      “I intend to change the queen’s circumstances,” Kaldir replied. “Find us somewhere to gather, and tell us what you know.”

      An hour later, they had been granted full use of the town’s meeting hall. Several families hurried in with steaming dishes of food and casks of wine. Some of the generous volunteers lingered at the door to eavesdrop until Azeria shooed them out. Letha echoed Zahila’s tale, and confirmed that even the outlying towns had received an official decree from the queen that they were to stand down. No one was permitted in or out of Ironhold by air, lest they be shot from the sky by poisoned spears. Travelers on foot were being questioned, and their cargo inspected.

      With their small force taking a well-deserved rest and eating a hot meal for the first time in days, Kaldir conferred with Velati and Lotheraos. “Can you conceal us all to fly in?” he asked Lotheraos.

      The wiry man shook his head. “Not unless we all fly asshole to asshole.”

      Velati snorted a laugh. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

      “Why should I?” Lotheraos said. “I can hold something like that for a few minutes at best if you’re all in dragon form. If you’re willing to go in soft-shell, then that’s a different story. I can walk you in the front gates and take a leisurely stroll around the city. Maybe a couple of you in dragon form, and I can carry a few.”

      “We’ve also got Thaleza and Miko to split the burden,” Velati reminded him.

      “There’s a system of tunnels that runs beneath Ironhold,” Kaldir said. “If you can get us in the gates unseen, I can get us underground within a few minutes. From there, we can get anywhere in the city, including into the palace.”

      “That’s convenient,” Velati said.

      “It is now,” he said. He gestured to Zahila, beckoning her over. “Where are the queen and her family being held?”

      “The last I saw, the princesses were in their own room. The queen was in her room, but Adron was there too,” Zahila said. “Ohrena is in her room, and Inrada is making sure she doesn’t do anything stupid.”

      “I want you and Lotheraos to do a quick scouting pass.” He raised an eyebrow. When Zayir married Ohrena, they’d had quite a fuss over her nosy maids and their spying. He had no doubt Zahila knew the palace almost as well as he did. “I trust you know which windows are theirs.”

      She smiled, a devilish gleam in her eye. “I do indeed,” she said. “And yours, General Dawnblaze. Shall I check on your quarters?”

      He ignored the provocation. “I want to know if the royal family is there, and how many guards are posted, if any,” he said. He glanced at Lotheraos. “Are you up for another flight?”

      “I’m always up for a ride with a beautiful woman on top,” he said. He bowed politely to Zahila. She smirked as she secured her hair in a tight bun. “Shall we?”
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      With the moon hanging high in the sky, Kaldir and his company prepared for battle. They’d argued over whether they could afford to wait another day. Kaldir knew that he was biased, practically itching to dive into Ironhold alone if he had to. Thankfully, Velati had agreed that sooner was better.

      Lotheraos and Zahila had returned, confirming that Tarim’s daughters were in their shared room. They’d only seen one, but assumed they were both there. He didn’t like assumptions, but that would have to do.

      Tarim was relegated to a couch in her reading room while that bastard Adron slept in her bed, as if to taunt her. They also noted, with a grim solemnity, that dozens of Kadirai bodies were strung up around the city, with several at the city gates, and more on the approach to the palace.

      As she had several days ago, Sohaila stood among them and sang an ethereal, mournful hymn, blessing each of them in turn with a kiss. She was businesslike, almost formal, but still lingered just a moment longer as she kissed his brow. “Come back soon,” she whispered as she pulled away. Her power rushed down his spine, enveloping his heart with a warm pressure.

      “I will,” he said, breathing deep to fill his lungs with her clean, floral scent. He wanted to carry her with him.

      Reluctantly, he pulled away from her, then knelt to begin his transformation. Once he was shifted, wings outstretched, Azeria climbed onto his back. Several of the other Scalebreakers joined her, and ahead of him, Velati tested his balance with three warriors on his back. Lotheraos would fly at the point, with the others tight on his tail. It would be ungainly if they had to fight, but they would get into the city silently.

      Kaldir leaped into the air and nearly fell back down from the surprise of the extra weight on his back. He growled, reaching deep for the strength to propel his wings. He tucked himself close to Lotheraos as they flew northwest to the capital.

      Even under the circumstances, he was happy to see the familiar lands of home. Mardahl had been untouched by the ravages of the Great War. Over a century later, the dry Stoneflight lands were just beginning to allow life again. But the Ironflight lands were still lush and green. Rolling hills spilled down from the Azure Peaks, ablaze with colorful fields of wildflowers. Far to the west, he could see the faint glimmer of the sea. The tight formation of dragons followed the twisting line of the Irithaz River as it cut through the darkened landscape and drew them toward the city like a silver thread.

      They were still several miles out when Lotheraos let out a quiet growl. Then a strange, pressurized sensation surrounded Kaldir, and his vision shimmered slightly. It felt like he peered through blue-tinted glass.

      His heart thumped as Ironhold grew larger and larger ahead of him. Azeria and his other two riders leaned in, tucking themselves tight against his body. Like many dragon cities, Ironhold had no defensive outer walls. For millennia, dragons had only feared war with their own kind, and walls would not keep flying invaders out. That would change after this was over, he was certain.

      A low stone wall, barely as tall as his shoulder, marked the official border of the city. A great iron archway straddled the Iron Lane, the main trade road that entered the city from the south. On either side of the arch, dead Kadirai men hung limp from bound wrists. Their chests were slashed open, in a crude symbol like a dragon’s wing. Soldiers in red stood beneath them, chatting quietly.

      He suppressed the urge to growl and dive at the guards. Judging by the smell and the color of their bloated bodies, the Kadirai had been hanging there for days as a grisly warning. Kaldir would learn their names and add them to the debt that he would carve from Sidran’s flesh. And he would pray, until he laid eyes on his old friend again, that Zayir was not one of them.

      Flying over the low walls, they were undetected. Below them, the city felt like a tomb, silent and still. As they glided silently over the empty marketplace in the southeastern quarter, Kaldir made a quiet clicking sound.

      Lotheraos flicked his wings carefully, rising up to let Kaldir take his position at the point. Kaldir descended rapidly, into an alley in the merchants’ district. The strange pressurized feeling ebbed, then returned as Lotheraos landed behind him.

      “Off,” he said quietly. His three riders slid off his back, and he quietly shifted back into his human form, clamping his lips shut on a quiet sigh. He planted one sweat-slick hand on the ground and came up with a green-tinged palm. The fine powder smelled acrid, making his stomach lurch. It had to be the poison Zahila described.

      Within minutes, the tight formation of Kadirai had landed and shifted, donning clothes and weapons for battle. Lotheraos and Thaleza both looked tense, their faces clearly strained from holding the illusion. “This way,” Kaldir said.

      Ahead of them was an abandoned distillery. The smell of stale smoke and old blood still hung in the air, lingering from the scuffle that had taken place months ago. The last time he’d been here, it was to run a rogue group of Edra rebels out of the city after trying to frame the prince for murdering his wife. He’d thought their attempt on Ohrena’s life was to shatter the precarious new political alliance, but now he wondered if they were a tool of the Chosen.

      Once they were safely inside the upper floor, he made a circling gesture. “I’ll get you to the palace entrance and open it for you. Once we’re inside, stick to the plan.” He heard a chorus of quiet agreement.

      A set of dusty stone stairs led down into a wine cellar, where several casks still stood intact. The air smelled of smoke and wine gone sour. Broken furniture was strewn about from the fight that had run the Thorn out of the city months ago.

      Kaldir stepped over a shattered chair and ducked through a dark stone archway. Azeria fell in next to him, touching his shoulder to let him know she was there. Velati was close behind, his cold aura clashing with Kaldir’s fiery energy. Another short set of stairs led down into the dark tunnels. He lit a flame in his palm. Azeria did the same, illuminating a warm glow around them.

      Major junctions were usually lit with flickering sconces, though some stood dark. With the Chosen holding the city hostage, the usual patrols hadn’t been by to light the candles. Moving in near silence, Kaldir led the group confidently toward the palace on the north side of the city. The wide tunnels were marked with muddy footprints, left by years of patrols.

      Near a junction close to the center of the city, he heard a warning hum. He was ready to attribute it to nervous energy, but Velati grabbed his arm and pulled him back. Kaldir turned to see him shake his head. “Hear that?”

      “Elegy?” Marlena asked quietly. Velati nodded. She stepped forward, beckoning to Azeria. “We’ve got this.”

      Azeria swatted lightly at his shoulder. “Be right back.”

      “Be careful,” he said. Behind them, their men were poised and quiet, their eyes alert.

      His heart thrummed as they waited in silence. In the distance, he heard a clipped shout, then the unmistakable clash of metal weapons. A female voice swore loudly. He lunged forward, but Velati said, “No. Wait.” Then something deafened him. There was no pain, but there was a powerful impact deep in his head, a sound that he didn’t hear but felt all the way into the marrow of his bones. He reeled, trying to shake off the fuzzy feeling enveloping his skull.

      A few minutes later, Azeria and Marlena returned, beaming from ear to ear. Marlena’s arms were aglow, and Azeria had a trickling cut on her brow. “Are you all right?” he asked Azeria.

      She dabbed at her forehead and wrinkled her nose. “I’m great.” She glanced appreciatively at Marlena. “That was fun.”

      “What did you see?” Velati asked.

      “An active Elegy,” Marlena said. “Two guards on it. Past tense.”

      “Well done,” he said.

      When they reached the junction, they found the two Chosen guards, crumpled and still amid shattered pieces of purple crystal. A strange energy still hung in the air. A sensation like claws ran down his spine, like the dragon was reminding him he was there and that it didn’t like that sound.

      “Look,” Lotheraos said quietly. He rifled through one of the slain guards’ pockets and produced a folded piece of parchment. On it was a hand-drawn map of the tunnels, with a dozen red dots distributed across the city. One was circled. “Is this Ironhold?”

      Kaldir examined it. The drawing was crude, but it was accurate, and fairly well-scaled. “Yes,” he said. He took it from Lotheraos and gave it a quarter turn, then handed it back. He tapped the top of the paper. “Here’s the palace.”

      “Then I assume the rest of these dots are Elegies,” Lotheraos said.

      “That’s a safe bet,” Kaldir said. There was another directly under the palace, but the others seemed to be far enough away that they wouldn’t be an issue. “Should we take them all out?”

      Velati shook his head. “Leave that for once the palace is secured. We’ll get rid of this one, then continue with the plan.”

      Deeper into the tunnels, they encountered a second patrol. Their heartbeats gave them away before they rounded the corner. Kaldir was on them before they noticed his presence. He grabbed the closer of the two and snapped his neck like kindling. Anger surged through him as he dropped the limp body.

      Kaldir swept the other soldier’s foot from beneath him, then dropped down with a knee to his chest. The satisfying crunch of bone fed the angry, vengeful flame in him. The other guard wheezed, “Please—” but Kaldir grabbed his jaw, then slammed his head into the stone, killing him instantly.

      “Remind me not to make you angry,” Azeria said mildly.

      “You’ve made me angry plenty of times,” he replied.

      She smirked at him. “Clearly not like that.”

      “No. Not like that,” he agreed, wiping blood from his hands.

      Close to the palace, the footpaths were cleaner. There were only a few routes that led to the palace, all converging on a single junction. Barred gates usually blocked the way, each secured with complex combination locks. Tonight, they stood open.

      Past the first of the gates, he listened carefully for the Elegy. Sure enough, he felt the warning tickle in his gut just before the faint warbling found his ears. Marlena and Azeria moved forward, dispatching the weapon with another explosive whoomph.

      When they returned, Kaldir led them through the passages that would come up into the cellars of Ironhold. Just before they entered the vestibule into the stairs, he held up a hand to pause them. Two guards were inside. Clad in the red cloaks of the Chosen, they were alert and moving toward the tunnels.

      He started to move forward to intercept them, but Velati stepped past him. Ahead of him, four glittering spears of solid ice coalesced in the open air. He pointed toward the door, and the spears hurtled forward, impaling the two guards. One in the throat, one in the gut. Perfect aim. Both men went down hard, choking and gurgling with only a wheezing protest as blood pooled around them.

      Kaldir’s heart pounded as they moved forward. “Follow me up to the ground level. From there, you all know what to do,” he said. “Stay in the Skymother’s sight.”
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      They crept across the main hall of the palace, silent and unseen. Lotheraos’ hand rested on his shoulder and Azeria’s as they hurried toward the open terrace on the west side. Half a dozen of the Chosen were posted in the cavernous hall, though none seemed to notice their passing.

      On the terrace, he took a deep breath of familiar air. Like when they’d landed, the terrace was covered with a fine green dust. It was disturbing to see the layer of filth covering the usually pristine palace.

      “Fast and quiet,” Lotheraos said. He gritted his teeth and spread his arms wide, expanding his concealing sphere of air.

      Kaldir breathed deep, and called the dragon forward. He wanted to growl and let out the pain like an escape valve, but he kept silent as the transformation split him open and fused him together again. When it was done, he unfurled his wings with a noisy pop. Lotheraos’ eyes went wide.

      “You hear something?” a female voice said inside. “Go check it out.”

      “Go,” Lotheraos said. He practically shoved Azeria up onto Kaldir’s back, then held out his arms. “This is so undignified. If you tell anyone, I will end you.”

      Kaldir lifted off, clutching Lothaeros in his front claws as he rose rapidly toward the top of the palace. Orienting himself by an ornate stained glass panel on the third floor, he flew to the balcony of the young princesses’ shared bedroom.

      After Sohaila left the city decades ago, Kaldir knew he would never be a family man. But when he swore to serve Queen Tarim, he had found a family in her and her brother. And when Tarim bore twin daughters, they became his family too. He would have never presumed to claim them as his own, but he didn’t have to. Just a week after the twins were born, Tarim placed tiny, pink-cheeked Shadiah in his arms, introducing her to ‘Uncle Kaldir, who will always keep you safe’.

      And so, the two soldiers in red who stood on their balcony would die for daring to threaten them.

      He hovered over the balcony, dropping Lotheraos silently. The wind billowing from his wings was enough to make both soldiers look up, but before they could cry out, one of their throats simply opened up, spilling a sheet of crimson. Lotheraos spun away from the first one and flicked his wrist. A faint shimmer materialized in his right hand, almost blade-like, and he swiped up the other soldier’s back. The man cried out, and Lotheraos yanked him back, covering his mouth as he bled out.

      At the sound, he heard a quiet voice. He scanned the inside of the room, his sharp dragon sight making out the familiar furniture in the shadows. The subtle smoky smell of the young princesses made his heart ache. Shadiah sat up in bed, her eyes wide. Two more guards stood inside, one standing at the door leading to the hallway. “Don’t you move,” a female voice hissed. A weapon glinted in the low light.

      One figure walked toward the balcony. Kaldir waited for him to step out, then latched onto him with his powerful jaws. He shook the man violently, then bit down hard enough to crush his ribcage. While he spat the man out, Lotheraos and Azeria darted into the room. A faint whistle cut through the quiet as Lotheraos flung one hand out. Like the first guard, the woman’s throat opened in a seam of red. She clapped her hands over the gushing wound and sank back against the heavy wooden door

      Shadiah screamed in fright and covered her eyes.

      “Shh,” Azeria urged. “Please!”

      Kaldir released his dragon form, shifting back as fast as he could. With his legs still trembling, joints popping back into place, he ran for her. “Shadiah!”

      The little girl’s eyes went wide at the sight of him. “Kaldir?” she said in a small voice. Her eyes widened, and she threw out her arms.

      He grabbed her, holding her tight to his chest and breathing her in. Her little heart thrummed against his chest. “Are you all right?”

      “I don’t know,” she said pitifully.

      “Where is your sister?” he asked, pulling away so he could see her face.

      Her wide amber eyes betrayed her fear, but she didn’t cry. “The mean dragon took her. Adron. He took me first, but then brought me back and traded for Izarel instead.”

      His blood went cold. “Did he hurt you?” If he had laid a finger on this child, Kaldir would make sure his death took centuries.

      “He pulled my hair,” Shadiah said. “And he made me sleep on the floor instead of in a bed. But mostly he just says mean things and tries to scare Mama. I’ve never seen her scared before. I don’t like it.”

      “Where are they now?” he asked.

      “Mama’s room,” she said. “I think.” Grasping his shoulder, she peered out to the balcony, where the three dead soldiers slumped. “Are they dead?”

      “They’re sleeping,” Lotheraos said.

      Shadiah shot him an incredulous look that she had clearly learned from her mother. “I’m ten. I’m not stupid.”

      Lotheraos chuckled and smiled at her. “Then yes, little wise one. They are very dead.”

      She set her jaw. “Good.”

      Kaldir set her down, then pointed to the large wooden wardrobe in the corner. “Go find something to cover up,” he said. “So you don’t get cold.”

      While she rifled through the drawers, Azeria tossed him his pants again. After Shadiah wrapped herself in a heavy robe and warm slippers, Kaldir bent to pick her up. “I can walk, Uncle Kaldir,” she said primly. “You don’t have to carry me.”

      “Perhaps I need you to keep me safe,” he replied, holding her tight. And despite his banter, seeing her alive had bolstered his courage. The mind-clouding fear of the unknown was burning away in favor of razor-sharp focus.

      “I don’t think so,” she said. But she tightened one arm around his neck.

      He pointed to the door. “Down the hall to the right. Second door after this one.”

      Lotheraos nodded, and with a flick of his wrist, his shield surrounded them. The hall beyond the door was empty. Just down the hall was a small washroom. The wiry man silently opened the door and peered in. Then he beckoned.

      Inside the washroom, there was a large, polished wooden chest in the far corner. Kaldir set Shadiah down next to it, then pulled a stack of towels and sheets out of the chest. “Remember when we played hide and seek over the summer with Inrada?”

      “She cheated,” Shadiah said irritably. “It’s no fair when she turns into a mouse.”

      “She does cheat,” Kaldir said. “But this was a very good hiding spot.”

      She gave him a stern look. “Uncle Kaldir, I’m ten. I know this isn’t a game.”

      “I know that you’re very clever,” he said. He knelt and took her hands. She stared resolutely back at him, and for just a moment, he could see her sitting on her mother’s throne, crown resting comfortably on her brow. “But I need you to hide like you’re trying to win. Absolutely silent. Don’t move until I come and get you. Not even if you hear things that scare you. Do you understand me?”

      Her eyes were wide and fearful, but she nodded. There was a streak of ferocity in Shadiah that was going to give Tarim fits in a few years, and he hoped to be here to witness it.

      “Azeria,” he said quietly. “Give me the knife from your boot.”

      She sighed and handed it over. “Isn’t she a bit young for the blade?”

      Kaldir handed Shadiah the polished knife. He gave Azeria a wry smile. “She’s ten, Azeria,” he said. The blade was practically a sword in the child’s hand, but she held it comfortably, point down toward the floor. “Remember what I taught you before I left?”

      “Go for the ankles, then the hamstrings,” she said. “And don’t let anyone grab me.”

      “Good girl,” he said. He kissed her forehead, then lifted her into the chest. Inside, she curled into a little ball on the soft layer of towels, clutching the knife tight to her chest. “I’ll be back soon.” He stacked the remaining towels on top of her, then closed the chest.

      “Go for the hamstrings, huh?” Lotheraos said.

      Kaldir shrugged. “The Ironflight does not raise helpless children.” When Viraszel had given him the order to join the fight, he’d requested an extra month to prepare his second-in-command, Jazela, to take over. And he’d spent many afternoons with the twins, as well as Princess Ohrena and her maids, teaching them to defend themselves. He had hoped it would never be necessary, but he was glad he’d bothered.

      “Down the hall to the queen’s room?” Azeria asked.

      He shook his head. “We’ll take the balcony again. If we go inside, we’ll have to funnel through the doors and risk being heard if they’re locked,” he said. He raised an eyebrow at Lotheraos. “Can you do what you just did?”

      The wiry man grinned. “My pleasure.”

      “With a bit less noise this time,” Azeria said.

      “A cruel taskmaster,” Lotheraos said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Moving silently through the halls, they returned to the twins’ room. Kaldir shifted back into his dragon form, which was slower this time. After a day of flying and so many rapid shifts, he was getting tired. He growled at himself. No time for weakness. Once Azeria was on his back, he lifted off and grabbed Lotheraos, silently flying around the building.

      From up high, the city was still and quiet. Good. Once the queen and her family were secure, Azeria would use Marlena’s noisy signal to alert their comrades that it was clear to take out the Chosen.

      Kaldir banked wide around the palace and glided to the large balcony on the northern wall. It opened into the queen’s sitting room, which connected to her luxurious bedroom. He made a silent pass, peering in through the open stone archways. He saw a form on the couch, but couldn’t make it out. Two guards stood on the balcony, with two more visible inside.

      “Now,” Lotheraos murmured.

      Kaldir dipped low and dropped him onto the balcony. Lotheraos landed silently between the two guards and extended both hands in a sharp, precise motion. With a sharp whistle of air, two silvery crescents slid through the air and sliced the guards’ throats open. Giving a smug smile to Azeria, he put a finger to his lips and slipped inside.

      A shrill scream pierced through his focus. “Get up,” a male voice growled from inside. A tiny voice protested. The familiar timbre sent pure fury boiling through Kaldir.

      Kaldir slammed down on the balcony and barreled inside. Tarim sat up on the plush couch, eyes wide. A thick silver collar was secured around her neck. “No,” she murmured, pointing to the door. “He’ll kill them. Get out.”

      He growled at her, then snapped his head up to see a large man emerge from the door to Tarim’s bedroom. The dark-haired man clutched Izarel in front of him, thick arms crossed over her so she couldn’t wriggle away. His bright green eyes flashed. “Do we have guests?” he asked. “You weren’t invited.”

      “Kaldir,” Azeria said quietly. “This is not wise.”

      “This was not my doing,” Tarim said. “Please don’t hurt her.”

      “What do you think, little princess? Should your mommy be punished for having guests without permission?” he asked. His thick fingers extended into dark talons that pressed into her slender arm. Izarel squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to make a sound even as a bloom of red spread on her white nightgown.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Kaldir saw the vague shimmer of Lotheraos edging around the room toward the pair of guards at the door.

      “Call for this beast to surrender,” the man said. “Or I will snap this little neck.”

      Izarel whimpered, kicking her feet uselessly. She looked like a tiny doll in his grasp.

      “Stand down,” Tarim said sharply. “Kaldir.”

      I know what I’m doing.

      The shimmer had made it nearly to the door. He bowed his head and released his dragon, groaning as his bones reshaped themselves once again. As he started to rise, the man tsked. “Stay right there,” he said. “Surrender, and maybe I won’t punish the queen for your intrusion.”

      Remaining on his knees, Kaldir glanced up at Azeria. “Stand down. Trust me.” He put his trembling hands up to show they were empty. “Are you Adron?”

      There was a flicker of confusion in his eyes. “Indeed,” he said. “And who are you?”

      “No one important,” he replied. He lifted his eyes to Tarim. She shook her head at him, but he gave her a half smile. “Izarel, remember the game we played this summer? When you gave Uncle Zayir a black eye? And Aunt Ohrena laughed at him?”

      “Yes,” she murmured.

      “Let’s play that game again,” he said. “Now.”

      With a tiny noise of determination, Izarel bowed her entire body forward, then threw herself back to slam her head into Adron’s face. He squawked in protest, instinctively clapping his hands to his face and dropping the child.

      Chaos erupted.

      Izarel scrambled away on all fours toward her mother. Lotheraos materialized in front of the two guards at the door, slicing them both from throat to groin.

      Kaldir lunged at Adron and caught him by the throat. The man snarled, and he had just a hint of warning before sharp claws lashed out. He threw up his arm to protect his face. Searing pain split through his forearm.

      He grabbed Adron’s arm and used his momentum to slam him to the floor. His form trembled, like he was trying to shift, but Kaldir punched him in the chest, producing a resounding crack. Adron bellowed in pain, arching up. Before Kaldir realized she was there, Azeria was at his side, with the point of her sharp scimitar at Adron’s throat.

      “Try to shift, shak-ersath,” she said. “I’ll cut your fucking throat.”

      His vivid green eyes flitted back and forth. “It doesn’t matter. You can kill me. He’s already won.”

      “Oh, I know I can kill you, and I certainly plan to,” Kaldir said. He leaned in. “The question is how long it takes and how creative we get.” Adron’s eyes flickered. He glanced over his shoulder to see Tarim gaping at him, clutching Izarel to her chest. “Su’ud redahn. I’m glad to see you’re well.”

      “Where is my other daughter?” she asked. “If he’s hurt her, I will peel his skin off inch by inch.”

      “She’s fine,” Kaldir said. “Now, let’s get this bit of garbage dealt with, shall we?”
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      It was still dark when Thaleza hurried into the town hall, holding a loose robe closed over her body. She bowed politely. “Sisters,” she said. “Velati sent me to retrieve you.”

      Sohaila launched herself to her feet, fumbling for her healer’s kit. “How did things go?”

      “As clean as we could have hoped,” Thaleza said with a smile. “A few minor injuries, but the Marashti in residence at the palace are taking care of it.” She led Citra and Sohaila outside, where one of the Broodguard waited, its copper-scaled tail swishing lazily. Her heart thrummed with anticipation as she climbed onto the dragon’s back.

      A pleasant ache of nostalgia swept over her as they flew north over her homeland. Moonlight gleamed off the serpentine curve of the Irithaz River below, like a silver vein through rolling hills.  It was only a short flight to the capital, and they soon descended into the city she had once called home. Despite the hour, Ironhold was ablaze with torchlight. Dragons circled the skies, with hundreds of people bustling through the streets.

      There was an angry buzz in the air, but she saw no signs of immediate conflict. Flying over the long staircase that climbed to the palace, she saw a body in a red Chosen tabard sprawled out, blood spilling over the smooth stone stairs. Her escort brought her to the western terrace, where a soldier in the red of the Iron Blade helped her climb down.

      In the main entry hall, dozens of Kadirai milled about. Some still wore heavy silver collars, while others were rubbing their bare throats. She recognized several of the Broodguard among them, fumbling with keys to unlock the collars.

      Two guards were posted at the doors to the great hall. They still wore collars, but they wielded familiar ornamental blades, posted in front of them as a silent warning. Thaleza led Sohaila and Citra toward the large double doors.

      Beyond the doorway, their soldiers were gathered around several round tables along with dozens of other Kadirai. Gleaming gold decorations were strewn across tables, and broken glass glittered on the floor, as if a state dinner had been interrupted in the attack. A Marashti healer Sohaila didn’t recognize was making her rounds to examine the soldiers. “Sister Citra, your help is requested in the great hall.” Thaleza gestured into the open doorway.

      “Understood,” Citra said, hurrying into the room. Sohaila started to follow, but Thaleza gently took her arm and pulled her past the door.

      “What’s going on?” Sohaila asked. “I’m not needed?”

      “Kaldir said you might want to be here for this,” Thaleza said. She led Sohaila toward the massive bronze doors to the throne room. An unmistakable shriek of pain tore through the air. Her stomach churned as she followed Thaleza.

      Statues of bronze and gold depicted mighty dragon warriors around the throne room. Lined in perfectly straight gold inlay, pale stone led up to the carved golden throne sitting on a raised dais. Red and orange stones encrusted the throne like sparks rising from a fire. What Ironhold lacked in age, its architects had made up for in opulence.

      A circle of familiar figures gathered at the base of the throne, while a beautiful woman in a red dressing gown glared down from the throne. “I will only ask you once more,” the woman said. “Where is my brother?”

      “I told you, we sent him to Sidran,” a strained male voice said. “I don’t fucking know.” She nodded, and the voice rose into a clipped cry. Her heart thumped.

      She knew that voice, though she’d never heard him cry out in pain.

      “Su’ud redahn,” Kaldir said mildly.

      Kneeling before the throne, Adron wore a silver collar and dark metal shackles around his wrists and ankles. Deep gashes split his bare back in angry red seams. His usual cruel expression was consumed by pain and fear, but it was Adron.

      Marlena crouched in front of him, her eyes glowing bright green. “He’s telling the truth,” she said. “What does Sidran plan for Farath?”

      “Fuck—” Adron said.

      Marlena smacked him across the face, hard enough to rock his head back. “I’m tired of your nasty mouth. If you keep that up, I’m going to let her cut your nuts off, cauterize the wound, and then I’ll keep questioning you. We’ll be right back where we started. Is that worth the attitude?” Behind her, Velati’s eyes went comically wide. “Answer my question.” Her voice echoed with a powerful resonance that prickled at Sohaila’s skin. “What does Sidran plan to do in Farath?”

      Adron’s head lolled, and he groaned like the words were being torn out of him. “He’s going to enslave their bitch queen, then tear Farath to the ground.”

      “When?” Marlena asked.

      Adron shook his head. “When he’s ready. Very soon.”

      “And what were you to do here?” Velati asked.

      “Keep Ironhold under control,” he said. He raised his head. “We watched for over a year. We knew if we controlled her spawn, she wouldn’t act.”

      “T’haran dan keth ikh sharivan,” the queen spat. She lunged off her throne, hands wreathed in flame. Her amber eyes were like flame burning in her skull. For a split second, the air around her shimmered, as if the dragon would tear its way through her and devour Adron where he stood. Kaldir stood in the queen’s path, standing firm until she sank back into her seat. As he turned back to watch the proceedings, his eyes drifted over Sohaila. A strange, almost sad expression crossed his face.

      “And what was to happen to Ironhold after that?” Velati asked.

      “Same as everywhere else,” Adron said. “The dragons can kneel or die. Preferably the latter. He planned to keep the city intact, so we were to take it with minimal destruction.”

      “You’re a dragon,” Marlena said incredulously. “Why would you help him destroy your people?”

      “Loyalty is rewarded,” Adron said. “You are not my people. You mock us. You call us the Shadowflight and erase the glory of our kind. You left us to our fate.”

      “What are you talking about?” Marlena asked. She looked back at Velati. “What is he talking about?”

      “You fucking idiot,” Velati muttered. “The other flights welcomed you after your lands were destroyed. It was your Mad Empress that forbade you to leave and cursed your bloodlines. And the Chosen are responsible for your fate. They picked up the bloody work the Raspolin left behind.”

      He grinned at Velati, his teeth bloody. “Yet they still did more to help us than any of you,” he said. “Master Sidran made sure I wouldn’t die feral and mindless.”

      “And instead you’ll die bloody and screaming,” Tarim said sharply.

      “Enough,” Sohaila said. She stepped forward, joining Marlena.

      The fear he’d shown with Marlena turned to contempt, his split lip curling into a sneer. “Look at you, displaying my handiwork. I really wish he’d have let me even it out. There’s something appealing in symmetry.”

      A faint growl rumbled behind her. She glanced back at Kaldir and shook her head. With a sick, hot feeling spreading in her chest, she knelt and touched Adron’s cheek. She savored the flicker of fear in his eyes as her fingers trailed over his cheek in an imitation of his claws.

      “Go ahead,” he said, not pulling away. “It’s only fair.”

      She shook her head sadly. “I don’t need to hurt you. You and Sidran thought you broke me, but I am Chosen myself. Chosen by the Skymother. Chosen by the flames of the Ironflight. I am forged by flame and divine light, and you cannot take anything from me, you insignificant little creature,” she said, her voice even. His eyes were wide, the sneer gone. “And I want you to know that Sidran will fail because of you. The best revenge for me is that you’ll have to live with knowing that his decades of work are going to fall apart because you were insufficient. You failed him.” With that, she patted his cheek and stood up. Marlena grasped her arm gently, giving her a squeeze.

      “The Marashti may show you mercy, but I will not,” the queen said. Sohaila’s stomach churned at her cold proclamation. “Take him to my dungeon. Give him a warm welcome, befitting of one who would threaten my daughters and steal this city from under us.” Two of her guards gave her a vicious grin, then hooked their arms through Adron’s and pulled him out amidst a string of curses and protests. Tarim watched them go, her hard gaze never faltering. Finally, she looked down to Kaldir. “What will you do now?”

      “I would rally the Iron Blade and send them to Farath to finish this,” he said.

      Tarim’s amber eyes gleamed with flame. “He has my brother.”

      “With all due respect, su’ud redahn, that cannot hold us back,” Kaldir said.

      “Sidran could kill him.”

      “And he could kill ten thousand more innocents if we wait,” Velati said. “It is not a request.”

      The queen’s eyes flared bright, like fire behind amber. “And who are you to make demands of me?”

      “I am the Cold Death, and as it stands, I am the voice of the Arik’tazhan,” he responded calmly. “I would prefer you offer willingly, but your troops are mine if I need them.”

      Kaldir gave him a withering look. “My queen,” he said. “This is not a choice. Your brother would tell you the same. As much as he values his own head, he would not risk the fate of our people to protect it.”

      She was silent for a long stretch, her eyes sweeping over the expanse of her throne room. Finally, her expression faltered. “Give me your word that you will bring him home.”

      “I will do everything in my power,” Kaldir said. “If I fail, it will not be for lack of trying.”

      “That’s not good enough,” she said.

      “It will have to be,” Kaldir said. “Send word. Regulars and reserves. I want them mustered at the training grounds at dawn.”

      The queen sighed. “It will be done.” She gestured broadly. “My palace is yours. Whatever you need, just ask. For now, I need to see my family.” Her eyes lingered on Kaldir. “Those who remain.”

      He watched her as she descended from her throne and followed one of the Iron Blade out through a side door. When she was gone, he sighed. “Nothing can be easy, can it?” he said quietly. He glanced at Velati. “Shall we meet?”

      The older man nodded, though he looked exhausted, with rings of shadow under his eyes. “We have to.”

      “We have to talk about the Aesdar,” Marlena said firmly. “And sending me in.”

      “No,” Velati said flatly.

      “He has a dozen of them. And even with all of the Scalebreakers, there are not enough of us to deal with that many,” she said. “You’re strong, but you’re not that strong.”

      “I said no,” Velati said.

      “Is this the Cold Death or my partner speaking?” she said. His jaw dropped. “You’ll command a queen to give up her army at a snap of your finger, send thousands of people to fight for you, but you won’t consider this?” She grabbed his arm, leaning in close. “You cannot keep ignoring this.”

      He said something to her in a language Sohaila didn’t understand. Her expression softened, and she looked stricken. Then anger sharpened her features again. “Fortunately for your people, I don’t need your permission. Sohaila can make it happen,” Marlena snapped. She looked at Kaldir. “Plan for some extra help.”

      “You are not—”

      “You can’t stop me!” she snapped, eyes flashing bright. Her voice echoed in the cavernous throne room. “Get your head out of your ass and accept it.”

      The temperature plunged around them. Sohaila felt like she’d stepped into a blizzard, her breath pluming in short, smoky bursts. Velati’s nostrils flared as he drew a sharp breath and said, “Get out.”

      “Gladly,” she said. As she stormed down the center aisle, she threw up one hand, her middle finger raised high. It wasn’t a gesture Sohaila recognized, but Velati clearly did, judging by the way his eyes narrowed.

      Velati pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed heavily. “Nothing can be easy, can it?” he murmured. He gestured to Kaldir. “Round up our people. Tell them to find somewhere to sleep. We’ll gather after dawn with a plan. Apparently, this is a complication that has to be dealt with now.”

      Kaldir raised a brow. “Yes, sir.” She started to follow him, but Velati stepped into their path.

      “Sister, would you walk with me?” Velati asked.

      Her heart thumped. Thanks a lot for throwing me into it, she thought uncharitably. Marlena had kicked the angry dragon and then left her to deal with it. “Yes.”

      “Somewhere outside. I need air,” he said. Tension pulled his jaw taut, like he was biting down on something he didn’t dare release. She escorted him through the palace, simply waiting for him to talk.

      It had been decades since she’d been in the palace, but she still knew its long cavernous halls and towering spires like her own reflection. She led him through the ground floor, and outside to the large contemplation garden near the landing terrace on the west side. A mosaic of red and orange glass created a massive stylized flame on the ground, with stone benches arranged in a circular array.

      She sat on one of the benches, watching as he paced. Finally, he paused in front of her. “Can you really bring her back?”

      “I can,” she said.

      “I knew this was coming. From the day she turned on them and promised to help me.” He shook his head. “Maybe I do have my head up my ass.”

      “A little,” she said.

      She’d hoped for a smile, but he didn’t react. “I know I have to let her do it.” He put up a hand as if to stop her from protesting. “Before you say it, I know it’s her choice. But I told her I would always protect her. So how can I stand back and let her do this?”

      “You won’t need to protect her if she changes,” she said. “You’ve seen the Aesdar.”

      He stared at her incredulously. “She’s still just one. If he’s got a dozen of those things, they’ll tear her apart. Maybe that’s enough of a distraction that we can win, but she…” He sat down on the next bench, burying his face in his hands. “And she knows that. She’s got a good heart and a guilty conscience, even though she’s paid for it a hundred times over already. I can’t watch her suffer.”

      She took a deep breath and slid to the bench next to him. Exhaustion dimmed the light in his eyes, a bone-deep weariness that made her heart ache. “Why are you telling me all this?”

      “Good question,” he said. He raised an eyebrow. “Maybe because the Marashti are supposed to be wise.”

      “I don’t know why you have that impression. We’re as foolish as the rest of you,” she said with a laugh. “Are you looking for me to reassure you?”

      “I don’t know what I need from you,” he said. “Until now, I’ve been able to balance being a leader and being the man who loves her. Now I have to choose.”

      “Do you?” she asked. He frowned at her. “I know you love Marlena. She knows that, too. You want a future with her, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” he said quietly.

      “Do you think we can win without her?”

      “We could.” He sounded uncertain.

      “Let me ask this a different way. How costly do you want this fight to be? If you hold her back, and a thousand of our soldiers die, will you still look at yourself the same? Are you ready to accept that burden every time you look at her? I know that’s not what she wants.” His jaw tensed. He didn’t have to speak for her to hear his answer. She shook her head. “I don’t want her to do this, either. It’s going to be hard and painful, and I’d rather she didn’t go through it.”

      “You’re not convincing me.”

      “I’m not trying to. I’d rather be honest with you because I respect you,” she said. “Do you have any reason not to trust me?”

      “You haven’t given me one,” he said.

      She touched his jaw gently, guiding him to look directly at her. Her power couldn’t touch the pain that haunted his eyes, but she released a gentle wave of energy anyway. “Then you know I’m telling you the truth. I can help her make the shift safely. And more importantly, I can get her back. What happens in battle is out of my hands. But if you can get her on the ground with me, then I’ll bring her back to you. I promise.”

      Velati stared at her for a long stretch, his cold eyes searching like he was looking for a lie. “I sometimes wonder if this would be easier if I didn’t love her. Maybe that’s the smarter choice.”

      “Easier, maybe,” Sohaila said. “Certainly not better for either of you, though.”

      “You don’t think so?”

      “Do you wish you hadn’t met her?”

      “No,” he said without hesitation.

      She shrugged. “You have something worth fighting for, and so does she.”

      “Maybe you are wise,” he said wryly. “What do we have to do?”

      “First, you should find her and apologize for being a stubborn asshole,” Sohaila said.

      “Ouch,” he said. “Is that how you speak to a superior?”

      “You asked for Marashti wisdom,” Sohaila said. “Don’t be mad if you don’t like what you get.” Despite his words, he smiled faintly. “Do what you need to mend things with her. Then start making your plan with her as part of it.”

      “Thank you, Sohaila,” he said. To her surprise, he knelt and clasped her hand, raising it to kiss her knuckles. Then he sighed and left her behind, shoulders slumped as he returned to the warmth of the palace.

      When he was gone, she lingered in the garden for a while, breathing in the familiar air of home. Everything was coated with a fine green dust that tickled her nose. But the crisp, cold air was familiar, with the hint of ocean air and smoke from the short battle in the city.

      Feet scuffed on the stone, and she looked to see Kaldir behind her. Just the sight of him warmed her all over. It was one thing to lecture Velati about being a leader, about putting aside his affection to make the right choice. Looking up at Kaldir, she thought I would do anything to keep you safe.

      “Did he scold you again?” Kaldir asked, casting a glare over his shoulder.

      “Would you challenge him if he did?” she asked playfully.

      He rubbed her shoulders gently, leaning down to kiss her cheek. “Maybe.” His lips grazed her ear. “The Iron Blade are moving through the city looking for stragglers and seeing to it that our people are freed.”

      “Good,” she said, leaning back into his warmth. “What about the royal family?”

      His brow furrowed. “They are all safe, except Zayir. Princess Ohrena has already tried to convince me to take her with us to find him.”

      “I assume you told her no.”

      “Of course I did,” he said. “She is powerful in her own way, but I would not let her endanger herself. And Zayir would have my balls for a necklace if I did. I gave her my promise to find him.”

      “Then that should be assurance enough for her,” she said.

      He chuckled, but worry still lingered on his face, etching creases around his warm eyes. “She has not known me long enough to trust such a promise, but I will do my best to keep it even so. I also sent a messenger to check on your family.”

      She smiled up at him. “Very thoughtful. Thank you.”

      He nodded. “I’m to be up at dawn, which isn’t far off,” he said. “Will you come to my quarters for the night?”

      A thrill rushed through her. “I will.”

      There was a pleasant buzz of noise in the palace as they climbed the stairs. He clasped her hand tightly, leading her upward. Her heart thumped in anticipation.

      “You’re not sleeping in the barracks anymore?” she asked.

      “Not for quite some time,” he said. “When I’m here, I meet with the queen so often that she arranged for me to have my own quarters in the palace.”

      On the second floor, he stopped at a humble wooden door and pushed it open. The air was still and stagnant. The sparsely furnished room was perfectly neat, with no useless fripperies like statues or ornaments. There was no mistaking that it was Kaldir’s place.

      “This is nice, and—” She squealed in surprise as he spun her around and pinned her to the door. He sealed her lips with a kiss, ravenous and searching.

      “I need you,” he rasped, his voice low and nearly a growl. “Before we leave here and go to war.”

      “We’re already at war,” she murmured as his lips grazed across her throat.

      “You know what I mean,” he said. Wrapping his arms around her tight, he lifted her easily and plopped down on his bed with her in his lap. She laughed a little as they jolted, but he was on a mission. His hands roamed over her chest, caressing her before settling on her thighs. “Will you be with me tonight?”

      “Don’t be a fool,” she said, already untying the thin laces on her dress. “Help me out of this.” He lightly batted her hands out of the way and dispensed quickly of her clothing. She stole another kiss, then reached down to untie the loose pants slung around his waist.

      “If this is the last time we—”

      “Kaldir Dawnblaze,” she said sternly. She looked down at his groin, then back at his solemn face. “We are not doing this if you’re going to deliver a speech about dying beforehand.” Moonlight poured through the small window, filling the room with a pale silver glow that illuminated every perfect line of his body. She could have devoured him whole.

      “I just need you to know that—”

      “No,” she said firmly. “Now put that mouth to better use.” Despite the sadness in his eyes, he smiled and embraced her, obliging her demands. As his lips and tongue danced with hers, one hand crept down, sliding into the warmth between her legs. She gasped, easing herself open for his fingers.

      She could have kissed him all night, drowning in the simple carnal heat of it. But she couldn’t stop hearing his words. Refusing to listen didn’t make his words any less true. Each demanding stroke of his tongue, every aching throb in her core, made her keenly aware that it was all in jeopardy. Everything hung by a tiny, fragile thread.

      How was it fair that he’d stumbled back into her life under these circumstances? That he could be dangled before her only to be snatched away by his own nobility and integrity? The Skymother may have given her blessing, but there was cruelty in it too.

      She broke away from him, pushing herself up. “I can’t wait any longer,” she said. As she slid down onto him, she opened herself physically and mentally to let her healing power flow through him.

      Now you’re safe, she thought irrationally as pleasure, both his and hers, cascaded through her. He wrapped his arms around her, clutching her tight to his chest as she began to move. If she could just hold him here forever, safe within her arms, his body joined to hers, nothing could hurt them. Joy and sorrow tangled together in her mind.

      Then he thrust up to meet her, driving into her with a desperate need. It was almost too much, right on the sharp edge between pain and pleasure. But she felt his desire, molten hot and tinged with desperation, felt the crackling warmth of pleasure in pulsing waves as he buried himself in her. She clutched his shoulders tight, legs shaking with the effort of matching his rhythm.

      All she could think about was the warm, melting place between her legs. Even as she feared she might lose her mind completely, she opened herself further. She wanted him to know that there was nothing held back, nothing of her that he could not have.

      Her power entwined them completely, binding them with that golden light. For just a moment, she was in his body. She felt the sweet, hot pleasure of herself wrapped around him, felt the softness of her skin against his. She didn’t know where she ended and he began, only that they were drowning in heat and light.

      With a clipped shout, he thrust hard into her, and his arms tightened around her until she could barely breathe. She stood in the ocean with warm waves slamming into her and dragging her under. With a sharp gasp, she clenched tight around him. Their pleasure was entangled, drawing them both deep into a mindless haze.

      She let out a half-sob as her muscles trembled, aftershocks rolling through her. He shifted slightly, and she moaned, “No. Not yet. Stay.”

      Instead, he gently stroked her back, lips buried in the curve of her neck. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No. Never,” she said. She kissed his temple, then pulled away enough to look into his gleaming eyes.

      He lowered his gaze. “Whatever happens, I—”

      “Kaldir!” she scolded. “Please don’t.”

      He kissed her brow, then placed one finger over her lips. “Please just let me speak. I know you don’t want to hear it. But I have to say it.” He cupped her scarred cheek. His thumb gently caressed the ridge over her cheekbone. “From the moment you told me I was yours, it was so. I never thought it possible, but I love you more now than I did then. When it is my time to enter the Skymother’s halls, then the first thing I will do is tell her that the greatest honor of my life was to know you.”

      Her chest tightened, her eyes stinging. “Which will not be for a very long time.”

      “I hope so.”

      She covered his hand, pressing it to the raised scars. “It only seems fitting that you were the one to save me. When I left Ironhold, I was angry and hurt. But deep down, I still loved you. I didn’t realize how much until I saw you again.” She narrowed her eyes. “And if you find yourself in the Skymother’s halls sooner than I’d like, you can deliver a message. Tell her to send you back, or she’ll have me to deal with.”

      His jaw dropped. “Sohaila!”

      “You heard me,” she said. She placed her hands on his cheeks, holding him firmly so he had to stare into her eyes. “Promise me that you won’t be stupid. You will fight bravely, but you will be smart. And you will come back to me.”

      “If it is in my power to come back to you, then I will,” he said. “There is nowhere I would rather be. You have my word.”

      She leaned in to seal his promise with a kiss. “Then we have nothing else to worry about.”

      He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You’re right.” He leaned back, taking her with him to nestle into the bed. His skin was still blazing hot, like stone baked in the sun. “I hope you are not disappointed. I am very tired. I’m not sure I could do that again.”

      “Kaldir, if we did that again, you would have to leave me here for a month to recover,” she said, laying her cheek against his chest, where she could still feel the feverish pounding of his heart. “I am very pleased.”

      With his amber eyes already closing, he chuckled. His arm curled around her, like a shield to fend off her fears. “Good.”

      Within a minute, he’d drifted off, his breathing slow and even. As he fell away into a much-deserved sleep, she sent the tiniest tendrils of her power into him to search for any weakness he had hidden. A small cut on his arm had been partially healed, but the muscle beneath was still fragile. She healed it slowly, watching him carefully to see if he stirred. He shifted slightly, holding her tighter, but didn’t wake.

      Watching him closely, she knit together his hidden wounds, infusing her energy into him. She’d had time to rest while they breached Ironhold, and had much of her strength to pass on to him. When she felt satisfied with her mending, she released another gentle surge of power, this time sending it to rest in his bones, wrapping around his heart, strengthening his muscles. She wove herself through every part of him, until she could imagine a thousand tiny golden threads binding him together.

      You will come back to me, she thought, listening to his heart. You have to.
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      By noon the next day, the bedraggled group of Kadirai warriors was gathered on the steps of the palace of Ironhold, ready to fly into battle once again. Sohaila’s body was tense, her stomach unsettled as she surveyed the buzz of activity. Compared to the relative quiet of the previous evening, Ironhold was now more like she remembered it, with people bustling in the streets and dragons heading south to join the massive formation outside the city. Kaldir had left her early that morning to meet with the current head of the Iron Blade, dividing their forces and preparing for the siege on Farath.

      She’d spent the morning raiding the kitchens and sent Enalah down to the marketplace in search of small jars and vials. An hour later, a dozen merchants had sent crates full of glassware to suit her needs. Meanwhile, Virnan had acquired several crates of dried herbs and other supplies. Everything had been loaded with their other cargo.

      Sohaila sat on the edge of one of the crates, gently rubbing Virnan’s shoulders. “Do you regret leaving the temple?” she asked him.

      “Do you?”

      “No,” she said. “Not for a moment.”

      “Neither do I,” he replied. “I feel like I’m right where I’m supposed to be.” He glanced back at her. “If this doesn’t go well, I just want you to know it’s been an honor to serve you.”

      She frowned. “Not you, too.”

      The Scalebreakers gathered gradually, until she counted all of them present. As the first of the noon bells rang out, Marlena and Velati walked out of the palace. Sohaila half expected them to walk up to her and say they’d changed their plan after Velati reconsidered.

      But Marlena beckoned to her as they approached. “Sohaila, I had a thought this morning,” she said. Her tone was casual, but tension framed her eyes. “Should we try to shift here so I can get used to it? Velati said that flying for the first time is hard.”

      He avoided her gaze. “He’s right,” Sohaila said. “But if you want a trial run, we’ll have to delay everything. The first time you change is hard, and when you change back, you’re going to have to rest for a few days.”

      “And we don’t have that kind of time,” Marlena said. Her jaw clenched. “All right. It was just an idea.”

      “A good one,” Sohaila said warmly. “I think you’ll figure it out just fine.”

      Thaleza and Miko approached, hauling a huge tangled mass of leather straps. With a grunt of effort, they dropped it on the stairs. “Sir, we found this,” Thaleza said. “One of the palace guards said the Aesdar was wearing it when they hit the city.”

      They circled around the mass, untangling it. It took them several minutes to get it laid out flat, revealing a massive harness sized for one of the monstrous Aesdar.

      “What are these?” Marlena asked. She lifted one of the foot-wide straps. Hundreds of small loops were sewn to the underside. Here and there, a fist-sized globe of silver hung from a loop. Velati’s eyes widened.

      “Careful,” he murmured. “That’s what shredded my back at Haven.”

      She tilted it up to the light. “I don’t think it’s the same. Those were solid metal.” The bottom portion of the globe was made of glass, with thin silver wire wrapped around it. “You think the Aesdar dropped these?” She ran her hand over the strap again.

      “Like a bomber jet,” Velati said. His diction shifted strangely as he said it.

      “Bomar-jet,” Sohaila mused. “A what?”

      Marlena smiled. “Something from our world. I bet this harness was loaded with these things.”

      “Zahila said the Aesdar rained poison all over the city,” Sohaila said. “Maybe that’s how.”

      Marlena shook her head. “It’s clever,” she said. She made a pulling motion across her body. “Someone on its back could have pulled a cord and dropped them.”

      “Is that something we could replicate?” Sohaila asked.

      Velati shook his head. “Not with the time we have,” he said. “But if there’s anything you can do to protect us from the poison, that would be helpful. I can’t imagine Sidran would only use it this once.”

      “I can work on that when we get to the outpost,” she said. “I have ideas.”

      “I have no doubt.” He gestured broadly to the gathered Scalebreakers. “It’s time.”

      All around her, dragons shifted. Virnan neatly folded his clothes, then knelt to shift into his deep blue-scaled form. She rested her hand on his side, sending a warm pulse of energy into him. “Keep him in your sight,” she murmured, a gentle prayer to the Skymother. Ahead of them, Velati rose into the sky and banked in a graceful arc, flying east.

      Sohaila’s stomach lurched as Virnan took off, falling into the diamond-shaped formation behind him. Enalah was close behind them, her green scales gleaming in the early morning sun. She burrowed deeper into her travel cloak, thankful for the heavy wool to keep her warm.

      Then there was a sound like thunder ripping across the sky. From the south, the Iron Blade began to rise. Rippling from one edge to the other, they took to the skies. They looked like a sheet of dark silk, undulating in the gentle breeze.

      Though it was not an hour of prayer, the bells in the temple rang out, slow and mournful. Her heart thumped as she watched them fly. The Iron Blade was not a loose collection of individuals, but a well-trained body that followed orders. A thousand flew like one. And if Kaldir had honed them as well as she suspected, the Iron Blade would be an unstoppable weapon. She only hoped it would be enough to save them all.
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      It was dark and bitterly cold when the Scalebreakers finally landed in the outpost in the Slaterun Valley, tucked into the Azure Peaks. Two spiraling towers granted a high vantage of the surrounding valley. They were near the river, and unlike much of the Stoneflight lands, the ground here had somewhat recovered from the Great War. Thin patches of grass clung to the rocky soil.

      Immediately after landing, Thaleza and Miko’s riders dismounted, while Zahila and Vikosh shifted into bird form to fly to the city with them. The Iron Blade landed half a mile out, breaking into smaller formations to form a dense perimeter around the outpost. They didn’t bother with campfires; her people were nearly all flame dragons, and would be perfectly comfortable even with the icy chill in the air.

      As she watched them land, she wondered what her life would have been like if not for the Skymother’s call. Would she have been among the Iron Blade still, flying into battle at Kaldir’s command? It was a glimpse of another life; bittersweet, though not unpleasant.

      With help from Virnan and Enalah, Sohaila and Citra hauled their crates of supplies into the large outpost. Wishing for a heavier cloak, Sohaila lingered at the hearth to warm her hands and brewed a pot of tea. She had just poured a cup when she caught Kaldir’s familiar scent amidst the earthy richness of her tea. “Would you like some?” she asked without turning around.

      “Maybe just a taste,” he replied. Warm hands slid around her waist, and she turned to grant him whatever he liked from her lips. “Sweet and warm. Just as expected.”

      She chuckled. “Is everything well with the Iron Blade?”

      “As much as it can be,” he said. “I plan to sleep outside with them tonight. Though I would much prefer to lie with you, I want them to know I am with them.”

      “I could stay with you,” she said hopefully. “So you don’t have to be alone.”

      He shook his head. “You’re already cold,” he said, gently touching her cheek. His hand felt even warmer than usual against her wind-chilled skin.

      She sighed. “I don’t often miss my dragon, but this is one of those times.”

      He chuckled and leaned in, resting his hand on her hip. “Besides, it would be the worst torture of all to lie next to you and keep my hands off.”

      She smirked at him. “I suppose I’ll allow it. Go on.”

      His eyes twinkled with mirth. “You’ll allow it? Do I answer to you now?”

      “Don’t you?”

      He laughed, such a rare sound that she hated to hear it end. “I suppose I do. Good night, my comet. Stay warm.” But as he left, a thought struck her. The dragons outside were not Scalebreakers. They were well-trained, but the Aesdar were far more dangerous to them than to Kaldir’s elite force. Leaving her tea in the kitchen, she chased after him. He jolted in surprise as she caught his arm. “Are you all right?”

      “Take me with you,” she said. “I can’t give the Kiss to everyone, but maybe…would it be silly to pray with them?”

      He tilted his head. “It would be many things, but silly is not on that list.”

      For the next hour, she walked through the camp with Kaldir, who knew each of the soldiers by name. She recognized a few, though they were taken aback to see her in the healers’ blue. Some of the soldiers had already gone to sleep, but some eased their nerves by talking quietly.

      Though she felt awkward, she walked up to each soldier she saw and asked if she could bless them. A few rose to greet her, but she waved them off, instead kneeling next to them and asking if she could touch them. She would never remember all the hundreds of names, but she gave each one her full attention for as long as she could.

      Her feet ached from trudging over the uneven stone by the time Kaldir gently tugged on her arm. They hadn’t made it through the entire formation, but most of the Iron Blade were asleep now. It was pleasantly quiet and warm amidst hundreds of sleeping flame dragons.

      Hand-in-hand, they walked back toward the outpost in fraught silence. There was nothing to say that they hadn’t said last night, but it felt wrong to be quiet. Even though she hated it, some fearful voice in her murmured this could be it. Don’t let him go. She squeezed his hand tightly, savoring the feel of his pulse beneath her fingers, the tingling current of his power washing over her.

      “You should get some sleep,” Kaldir said.

      “You’re right. I want to be at my best.” His eyebrows lifted, and she smirked at him. “You thought I’d argue with you, didn’t you?”

      “I can’t imagine where I got that idea,” he replied. “Good night, my beautiful comet.”

      “Good night, my little spark.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Sleep did not come easily as Sohaila contemplated the worst possible scenarios, each one painted in stunning, bloody detail. Well before dawn, she rose and started a large batch of antidote for the poison that had rained down on Ironhold.

      While the pot simmered, she bundled herself in her cloak and walked outside to pray under the open sky, where she would be in the Skymother’s sight. Like she was simply talking to an old friend, she talked quietly into the stillness, beseeching the Skymother for her protection and guidance. When the sun crept over the horizon, she rose with aching knees and chilled bones. The Skymother would do her part, and Sohaila had to do hers.

      Citra was up and about by the time Sohaila walked back inside. With her help, Sohaila opened the globe they’d taken off the harness. The powder inside smelled foul. Using it as a base, she and Citra created a traditional Marashti remedy that would neutralize the poison. It wouldn’t repair all the damage it wrought, but it might be enough to keep one of their soldiers from death’s door.

      While Velati and Kaldir went through the final planning with their men, she and Citra bottled up as many vials of the antidote as they could, going through the crates of glass sent by Ironhold’s merchants. When they finished, they filled more with balirash and kept filling until they reached the end of their surplus. She carefully calculated how much to hold back for their own use.

      By the time they were done, her hands ached from handling hundreds of the tiny jars and vials. Without asking, Citra grasped her hands lightly. Her healing energy tingled in Sohaila’s hands, easing the pain. She smiled at Citra and did the same.

      As Citra cleaned out the large pots, Sohaila brewed a kettle of Irazia’s special rejuvenation tea and drank a large mug of it. Within seconds, her cheeks were flushed, her heart racing. The older woman wasn’t kidding about it being strong. She felt like she could breathe fire again.

      Jittery with nerves, she headed to the mess hall where the Scalebreakers gathered and knocked lightly on the open door. Kaldir glanced up and smiled at her. “Good morning. Do you need something?”

      She held up two of the vials. “I want all your hybrids to carry these, and then distribute the rest to as many of the Iron Blade as possible.”

      Velati tilted his head. “What is it?”

      “If Sidran has another of these…what did you call it? Bomar-jet?” she said, rolling her tongue over the unfamiliar word. Velati chuckled. “If they drop poison on the city like in Ironhold, this will neutralize it.” She showed him the jar. “And this is balirash. If they’re wounded and bleeding badly, they can put this on the wound. It will be unpleasant, but it will stop the bleeding for a while.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “This is very helpful. Have Citra explain to Inshadir and Kamina, and they will distribute everything.” He sighed. “We’ve done as much as we can to prepare. Dawnblaze, relay our most recent intel to the Iron Blade. I’ll make sure Marlena’s ready.” As he said her name, his voice caught ever so slightly. He looked to Sohaila. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded. “Are you?”

      He laughed, though it was a joyless sound. “No. But I’m not going to be.”

      Marlena was already outside, sitting on a blanket a few hundred feet from the outpost. Her eyes were closed, her face tilted up to the morning sun. As Velati approached her, she rose to meet him. Her curiosity was piqued, but Sohaila remained on the outpost steps, pointedly watching Kaldir instead as he walked toward the gathered contingent of the Iron Blade.

      As Kaldir disappeared into the waiting crowd of soldiers, she stole a peek. Velati held Marlena’s face tightly, their foreheads pressed together. She gripped his wrists, nodding as he spoke. A pang of sorrow stitched through Sohaila. The only reason a man like that would be so angry was because his love was so fierce. Then he folded her into his arms, and they remained that way for a long time, as if neither was willing to let go.

      Finally, he pulled away, shoulders rising as he drew a deep breath. He swiped at his eyes as Marlena pulled the ring from her finger and handed it to him. Then he beckoned to Sohaila.

      She set her jaw as she walked down the stairs. There was a distinct red tinge to Velati’s bright blue eyes, but she ignored it. “Is she ready?”

      His gaze held Sohaila’s. “Promise me,” he said quietly, fiddling with the ring. With a  deep breath, he offered the ring to her. “I don’t want to lose this in the battle. When this is over, she needs it back.”

      She took it and squeezed it tight. The simple bit of metal felt heavier than stone, a promise she had to keep for all three of them. “You have my word.”

      He frowned. “Should I…I don’t know if it helps or hurts for me to be here.”

      “Stay here on the steps,” she said. She smiled at him, trying to conceal her own sorrow. “She’ll know you’re here.”

      Leaving him on the steps, Sohaila approached Marlena. She heard the other woman’s racing heartbeat long before she met her in the grassy field. Shifting uncomfortably on the balls of her feet, Marlena fiddled with her loose linen robe. Her short, dark hair was tousled around her face. A forced smile contorted her expression as Sohaila approached with her basket of supplies. “I guess it’s time for me to put my money where my mouth is.”

      “Money in your mouth?”

      Marlena laughed, a nervous titter. “It’s a saying from home. Maybe if all this goes well, you can come back with us sometime.”

      “I would like that,” Sohaila said. “Are you ready?”

      Marlena drew a deep breath. “What should I expect?”

      “I think I know you well enough now to assume you want honesty.”

      Her lips curved into a genuine smile. “You’re correct.”

      “It will be painful and very disorienting. It will not be quick,” Sohaila said. Marlena nodded, though her golden skin was going pale beneath the red markings. “But I’ll be right here the whole time.”

      “What if I hurt you?”

      “You won’t,” Sohaila said. “If you get scared, just listen to my voice.” She glanced over her shoulder. “He’s here, too.”

      “Okay. Let’s get it over with.”

      Sohaila took a large glass flask from the basket. Her nose wrinkled in distaste at the sight of the purple glow. “I wish there was another way, but this has to use blood magic. If all goes well, it’ll just be this once.”

      “Listen, my body is covered with it,” Marlena said. “I’m not as squeamish about it as the rest of them.” She accepted the flask and brought it to her lips, then hesitated. “Sohaila, if this goes wrong, or you can’t bring me back, I want you to know it’s okay. If you have to save someone else, do it.” Her eyes drifted over Sohaila’s shoulder. “If you have to save him, then—”

      “That’s enough,” she said sharply. Marlena’s eyes widened. “I don’t mean to be harsh. But I am so tired of you all planning for the worst. First Kaldir, and then Virnan, and now you. I know you think you’re being rational and realistic, but this is not the time for it.”

      “I just—”

      “I know,” Sohaila said. “But you’re my friend now. No matter what you say, if something goes wrong, your absolution won’t heal the pain we feel.” Marlena flinched, her gaze drifting over Sohaila’s shoulder. “But I believe in myself, and I believe in you. I have known fear and doubt. More in the last year than ever in my life. But I have never doubted my abilities, because they come from a power that is far greater than me. I can’t put my hands on someone who needs me and think I can’t do this. I know I can. I have no other choice. And as far as I’m concerned, neither do you. You’re going to come out of this whole and that’s just how it is.”

      Marlena stared at her for a long stretch, then smiled.  “I don’t know about the Skymother. I spent the last ten years believing in a false god, so I’m a little skittish about worshiping any more dragon deities. But I have faith in you.”

      “Then I will be worthy of your faith. You have my word,” Sohaila said. She gestured to the flask. “The sooner we start, the sooner it’s over.”

      Marlena’s nose wrinkled as she took a long pull from the glowing purple liquid. “I forgot how terrible this was,” she said, coughing slightly. Then she shook her head, closing her eyes as she drank it quickly. A shudder wracked her body as she handed the flask back to Sohaila.

      “Come here,” Sohaila said. She reached out to Marlena, touching the sides of her face. “Grab on to me. Wherever you’re comfortable.” The woman hesitated, then grasped her forearms. Her grip was tight, her skin already hot. “There’s a spark down deep. It wants to be free. Do you feel it?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice strained.

      “Push your power into it. Just like when you use it normally, but bring your power inward instead of pushing out,” Sohaila said. Her grip tightened, and Marlena gasped. She could already feel the tumultuous effect of the elixir on her body. The crimson tattoos ignited, shining as if fire burned beneath her skin. Then she jolted, and Sohaila heard the telltale crack of bone as the shift began. Marlena cried out, pulling away from Sohaila, but Sohaila held her face firmly. “This is normal. I’m here. You’re safe.”

      Her back arched, and she lurched into Sohaila, cracking their heads together. Wincing, Sohaila pulled away slightly, easing her down to the ground. The woman was on all fours, struggling to catch her breath. Sohaila glanced up to see Velati staring in horror. He met her eyes, taking a tentative step forward, but she shook her head.

      This was only the beginning.

      A shockwave radiated from Marlena as the elixir ignited in her bloodstream. Her tattoos glowed blindingly bright, and a prickling sensation washed over Sohaila. Her back split open in a bloody seam. White scales burst through. Her breathing was ragged, almost sobbing with the effort. She let out a choking sound as her head elongated, eyes shifting from bright green to eerie pale blue.

      “You’re doing so well, Marlena,” Sohaila said, forcing herself to watch the gruesome process so she wouldn’t be alone. “I’m still here. Listen to my voice. Envision the most beautiful dragon you’ve ever seen. A great scaled body, wide powerful wings.”

      A heavy, thick smell of metal and smoke billowed around her. It was blisteringly hot. Sohaila eased away from her, but still stayed close, keeping one hand on her back. It came in fits and starts, but the white dragon began to take over. Soon, there was no more of Marlena’s human form as the alabaster body materialized.

      The sun was creeping toward the horizon as her body expanded far beyond the size of a normal dragon. She was enormous, and she was soon beyond Sohaila’s grasp. The red ink lines seemed to hang in the air around her like crimson smoke. The ground trembled as Marlena growled. Sohaila had to fight to maintain the barrier between them. Marlena’s chaotic energy was like fists pounding against a closed door. “You’re so close,” Sohaila said, bracing one hand against her front leg. “Wings. You can do it.”

      Marlena snarled at her, a warning pulse of heat emanating from her. She tossed her head and groaned as long razor-sharp teeth slid out of her new jaws.

      “I know,” Sohaila said. “I know.” The huge body solidified, but light and energy still swirled over her back. “Come on, Marlena. You’re almost done.”

      To her surprise, Velati stepped up next to her. Her head lowered to meet his gaze. Touching the side of her scaled jaw, he spoke to her in another language. His voice was curiously gentle, his expression soft. She started to pull away, but he dug his fingers into her scaled jaw, still speaking gently.

      As he spoke, the huge muscles shifted, letting Marlena’s massive, silvery wings burst free with a sound like falling trees. She let out a deafening roar. Her wings kicked up a billowing cloud of dust, and Sohaila had to cover her mouth to keep from inhaling a lungful of dirt.

      It was done.

      Letting out a sigh of relief, Sohaila hurried back toward Marlena’s head. “You did so well,” Sohaila said. “The worst part is over. I’m so proud of you.”

      Marlena’s huge blue eyes blinked. She made a growling noise, then a rising sound that sounded like a question. Sohaila instinctively touched the amulet on her chest, reminding herself that she was protected.

      “You can’t talk like they can,” she said. Sohaila rubbed the soft underside of her jaw. “Just remember. You’re Marlena. If you get lost, you have an anchor.”

      “You have me,” Velati said. “Always.”

      “And after you win, I’m going to bring you back,” Sohaila said. “And I’ll make you the best tea you’ve ever had, and you can sleep for a week.”

      Marlena growled again, but there was a satisfied purr in it, rumbling into the ground and shaking Sohaila’s bones.

      She gestured to Velati. “Do you want to help her fly?”

      He nodded. “I’ve got this.”
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      Sunset had come and gone, leaving a hazy purple veil of dusk over the harsh landscape. Marlena slithered across the sky, her huge, white-scaled form following Velati’s smaller, silver-scaled dragon. A massive shadow followed, darkening the outpost beneath her. Sohaila wasn’t sure whether to be proud or disgusted. Even though she was willing, it felt like she’d tainted Marlena with Sidran’s magic.

      A smoking crater yawned open a few hundred feet from the outpost. There was all the proof they needed that Marlena had figured out how to use her destructive power. Her flying was awkward, but she seemed to grasp it well enough for their purposes.

      Finally, Velati landed, with Marlena slamming to the ground behind him. He shifted quickly, jogging back toward them. “When we hit full dark, we go,” he said. He nodded to Sohaila. “Make your final preparations.”

      While they were having flying lessons, Sohaila had repacked her essential supplies and checked that the Scalebreakers had received their vials of antidote. Once she was satisfied, she’d quickly braided her hair and donned her dusty traveling cloak. Citra would stay here in case a retreat was called, while Virnan would carry Sohaila to a watchtower a few miles south of the city so that the Scalebreakers could return to her quickly.

      At Velati’s order, the Scalebreakers gathered on the terrace. Some watched Marlena with wide eyes. She sat in the open field, almost cat-like with her long tail curled around her and her head resting on her front limbs. A few faces showed fear, even disgust, but no one said anything.

      On the opposite side of the outpost, the sea of Ironflight dragons was undulating, with cloaks and clothing being discarded. Shouts rang out as the captains gave orders. Several dragons moved through the crowd, laden with large buckets strapped to their sides. The Iron Blade painted a golden slash onto their throats so they would know foes from friends.

      Velati turned to them. “The time has come,” he said. “You have your orders, and you have my gratitude for your strength and honor through this difficult time. Our victory depends on each of you following through,” he said. “It is not my place to bestow such titles, but each of you has fought as bravely as the Arik’tazhan, even without the fame and reputation that accompanies it. I am humbled and honored to fight with all of you.” He turned to her. “Sister?”

      Before she could even speak, the gathered Scalebreakers sank to their knees. Clearing her throat, she began to sing the Aegis Hymn. Her voice trembled at first, as she realized some of them might not return. See them all, she prayed silently. Bring them all home.

      As she had done before they went to Ironhold, she approached each of her charges and gave them the Kiss of Mara, stronger than before. Each kiss felt like a blow to her chest, and by the time she reached Velati and Kaldir, she was a bit uneasy, her balance slightly off.

      Velati lifted his eyes to her, but didn’t speak. She grasped his face, shocked by the ice-cold skin. He was already preparing for the fight, his eyes distant. After kissing his cool brow, she murmured, “You have my promise. Get her back to me, and I will bring her back to you. Go with my blessing.”

      He squeezed her wrist, sending a chill up her arm. “I will.”

      She approached Kaldir, wishing she could kiss him properly. Even as she bent to kiss his cheek, her mind thought one last kiss in case… She shoved the thought away, sealing it away in a prison where other traitorous thoughts belonged.

      Instead, she sent her energy into him, feeling where the threads of her power were still entangled around him. She gave him as much as she dared, then pulled away. “You made me a promise. We will see the gardens in Theszand when this is over.”

      His amber eyes were solemn. “We will.”

      She lifted her hands to the night sky, clear and full of twinkling silver gems. “Blessed Skymother, let these brave warriors follow in the paths of brave Shadori, mighty Asha, and wise Mara. Keep them in your sight. Strengthen their wings and sharpen their minds that they would be your sword against evil. Bring them all home in glorious victory.” She finished the Aegis Hymn, watching as the gathered Kadirai smiled. Her head swam as the final notes rang out.

      When it was over, she approached Virnan, adjusting the straps of her pack. All around them, Kadirai were shifting. The Iron Blade were already dividing into neat, triangular formations that spread like a wave of red and black over the landscape.

      Her bodyguard was fully dressed, even wearing his well-oiled leather armor and a sharp sword at his waist. He made no move to undress. She tilted her head, gesturing to him. “It’s time to go.”

      Virnan shook his head. “We’re staying here.”

      She frowned. “That’s not the plan. You’re to carry me just outside the city.” Virnan simply shook his head. With worry sinking into her belly, she turned to find Kaldir. “Kaldir, please tell him.”

      Kaldir approached, but his gaze was stony. “The plan has changed. Virnan will bring you to the outer gates of the city after midnight.”

      Anger bubbled in her chest. “I need to be there to help you if something happens.” She started to walk past Kaldir, but he gently caught her arm. Trying in vain to pull away from him, she shouted across the courtyard. “Velati Rimewing! Tell him!”

      “He agrees,” Kaldir said.

      Velati’s gaze was unwavering as he joined them. “I do. You will stay here.”

      “How am I supposed to help you from here?”

      “How are you supposed to help me in the middle of a chaotic battle? You’ll do me no good if a stray Aesdar kills you,” Velati said.

      “And Marlena?”

      “That’s why he’ll bring you to the gates later,” Velati said. “Marlena knows, and she approves.”

      Tears stung at her eyes as she glared at Kaldir. “What happened to you not lying to me?”

      “I’m not lying to you,” he replied. “The plan changed. It’s done.”

      She yanked her arm out of Kaldir’s grasp. Hurt stung in his eyes. “It’s not your decision to make. Why do you get to decide what’s best for me?”

      “Sometimes that’s what love is,” Kaldir said. “And when I come back to you, I will be happy to see you alive to vent your anger at me.”

      She lunged at him, but Virnan grabbed her arms firmly, pulling her back against his chest. “Let go of me,” she ordered, struggling against his grasp. Fear swept over her, but her anger overwhelmed it. “Kaldir, don’t you dare leave me here!”

      He ignored her, but if she could have struck him with her gaze, he would have fallen to his knees. It was a good thing for all of them that she no longer had her flames.

      “I’m sorry, sister,” Virnan said, holding her back as Kaldir and Velati walked away. Further out in the field, Kaldir shifted into his dragon form, spreading those beautiful crimson wings out wide as Azeria settled on his back.

      He never looked back.

      Velati and Lotheraos climbed onto Marlena’s back. They’d cut apart the large harness, saving one large strap to secure around her back, just above the wing joint. Both men remained in their human forms, grasping the strap as she began to beat her massive wings.

      She set her jaw, watching in helpless rage as they rose, flying away into the night. A deafening chorus of roars thundered through the air as the Iron Blade followed, their tight formations like thunder clouds in the night sky. At the point, the leader of each formation breathed a cone of flame, then split away to create one gigantic formation. It was beautiful, filling her with pride that distracted her from her anger for just a moment.

      But as they flew away, fading into the distance, Virnan finally released her. She whirled on her heel. “You conspired with them.”

      “They gave the order,” Virnan said. “I followed it.”

      She huffed. “You serve the Marashti, not Velati and Kaldir.”

      “I do indeed,” he said. “And I swore an oath to protect the sisters of Mara. To protect you, Sohaila Mara.” His blue eyes glinted. “I follow your orders as long as they don’t interfere with my oath. My vow trumps your desire to be up close.”

      “Then I’m supposed to just sit here and wait?”

      “Indeed,” he said. “You have given your blessing and called upon the Skymother. Now you wait. Your fight is here.”
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      With a thousand of his trained soldiers at his back, Kaldir was strangely at peace. Cold dread knotted in his belly, but it was mixed with a strange sense of relief. One way or another, they were going to see the end of this.

      And though he was haunted by the look of anger in Sohaila’s eyes, he felt no remorse for leaving her behind. He’d gone to Velati early that morning, though he feared he would protest, wanting her close to help Marlena.

      “No way in all the worlds is she flying into battle with us,” Velati said. “Under different circumstances I’d fly her in and put a couple of guards on her.” He shook his head. “Not this time. I believe in our people, but this is going to be bloody and ugly. We’ll send for her when it’s safe.”

      And with that, he could fly into battle without distraction. Though he had fought battles to expand the Ironflight lands, driving out rogue remnants of dragons who resisted Tarim’s rule, this was the greatest battle that had ever darkened his path. And though he had no doubt about his own strength or the rightness of their cause, he was not confident that their goodness alone would be enough to defeat the evil of the Chosen.

      But he would try, and he would fight to his last breath. And maybe on the other side, she would be waiting for him. If that was not in his fate, he’d know he protected her to the very end.

      Legs tightened on his scaled neck. Azeria’s murmured prayers were barely audible in the whistling of wind and the thunder of wings all around him. The glowing warmth of Sohaila’s blessing still warmed his heart, like her small hands were pressed to his chest. He wasn’t sure if that was the magic, or simple longing. It was reassuring either way.

      The dark silhouette of the Azure Peaks loomed ahead, with the spires of Adamantine Rise slicing into the night sky. Two massive, white-scaled dragons circled over the city, their blue eyes like eerie comets streaking through the night. A third spiraled over the mountains to the north. Another lay in the middle of the city, its huge body sprawled over the crumbled remains of the stone plaza where he and Sohaila had danced a week ago, unaware that the threat they feared was already upon them.

      Ahead of him, Lotheraos braced one hand on Marlena’s scaled neck and threw his other hand out to the side. With an audible whoomph, a shimmering sphere radiated from him. Her huge form disappeared behind his shield.

      It was time.

      As one of the Aesdar ventured along the western edge of the city, it jack-knifed in midair. It bellowed in pain, spitting out a globe of crackling energy. The membrane of its right wing ripped open. The other wing froze, the joints rigid, then shattered. The Aesdar fell, twisting awkwardly as its deafening roar rang out. He could barely detect the shimmering outline surrounding Marlena and her riders, but Lotheraos kept the barrier strong.

      Noisy metallic clanging rang out as someone sounded an alarm. The second dragon patrolling headed toward its fallen companion, while the one in the park stirred and slowly rose on massive wings. All around the city, Kadirai with riders were springing into action, headed for the fallen Aesdar.

      Another of the white dragons twisted, this time arching as deep seams opened in its underbelly. It raked blindly with its claws, exhaling a beam of white energy. As its claws glanced over the barrier, the barrier faltered and revealed Marlena flying north toward the mountains. Then she disappeared again. The white dragon followed, trailing a rain of blood in its wake. The dragon from the park followed its companion, and they began converging on the same point beyond the city walls.

      With a snarling roar, a crackling orb of white surrounded the shimmering aura, exploding outward to catch the other Aesdar. They snarled, recoiling, but it didn’t knock them from the sky like it would have one of the Kadirai. As Marlena tangled with them, Kaldir surveyed the city. On the roof of Adamantine Rise, another of the Aesdar was transforming in a blinding display of light. Another flew from just over the mountains, headed for the city.

      One of Marlena’s pursuers fell, its huge white body crashing onto the mountainside as it bellowed in pain. But the third slashed blindly at the open space. The barrier shattered, revealing the two small figures on Marlena’s back.

      Marlena recoiled and snapped at her opponent. Crackling white flame licked across the top of her head and down her back. One of the riders tumbled off, his silhouette plummeting toward the ground. In a split second, a silver-scaled dragon appeared as Velati transformed and dove to catch Lotheraos, who was limp and unmoving.

      She’d done as much as she could alone.

      Kaldir growled to alert Azeria, then headed for the Aesdar coming off the terrace of Adamantine Rise. He growled, “Now!” With that, she took out the metal canister Marlena had brought and triggered it. The blaring noise nearly deafened him. At the sound, the Scalebreakers surged into action, splitting across the city.

      At least two dozen dragons had risen from the city, heading for Marlena. Thaleza and Rhiza zipped toward the Aesdar rising beyond the east wall, while the others hurtled toward the cluster of Kadirai.

      His target was focused on Marlena, who roared as she flew along the mountains. Kaldir took advantage of its distraction, landing at the base of its tail and running straight up its shifting spine. Heat seared along his limbs as Azeria released her own thin, searing beams of flame down into the creature’s back.

      It veered, writhing in midair as it realized Kaldir was on its back. It let out three clipped roars. The rhythmic sound was like a call. Sure enough, three dark green dragons rose from the terrace, eerie green eyes glowing bright as they hurtled toward Kaldir. Talons. Azeria’s heel kicked into his side.

      “Now it’s a party,” Azeria shouted. “Don’t worry about me.” Her voice was muffled when she spoke again. “Take them first.”

      He growled, launching himself off the Aesdar’s back. The Talons converged, and he released a blistering cone of flame as he flew over them. It caught one of them, while the other two split wide. His eyes were everywhere at once. One of the Talons flew up, trying to get above him. He smelled the acrid bite of its breath, but before he could react, it screamed in agony.

      “Fuck off!” Azeria yelled. It tore away with a long, scorched slash on its underbelly. He was as quick and nimble as he’d ever been, dodging the green-tinged bursts of fire, holding his breath to avoid it. He had only one thought: survive.

      Finally, he saw an opening and grabbed one of the Talons by the throat, his teeth sinking in deep. One of the others attacked with its poisonous fire, and he felt Azeria flatten against him, squeezing tight as she cried out in a mix of rage and pain.

      He threw off his dying prey and wheeled around to attack the next one. Before he could close the distance, a black-scaled dragon zipped past like an arrow shot from a bow. It tackled the poisonous creature in mid-air and carried it away from Kaldir. Another dragon, this one scaled deep red, dive-bombed the other, bearing it down to the ground in a tangle of limbs and fire. Both dragons bore a streak of gold paint on their throats.

      The Iron Blade was unleashed.

      With a growl, he whirled around to face the Aesdar. It had flown up to meet him, and when he turned, he was staring right into its eyes. Its gaze hit him like a punch to the face, seizing his spine and freezing his wings. The third eye on its forehead glared bright. Gravity seized him. His belly lurched.

      Azeria’s presence surged like flame into his chest. A hard, familiar voice shouted in his mind. Don’t you fucking dare! Move your wings!

      Dimly, he realized she was kicking his sides. Still half-dazed, he gave a powerful stroke of his wings and shot up and over the Aesdar, pouncing on its back again. Instead of destroying its wings, he planted his feet on its thick neck, then drove his razor-sharp talons down into its third eye. Its roar left his ears ringing, tremors wracking its body.

      “Throat!” he managed to growl as he maneuvered under it.

      Metal scraped as Azeria drew her wickedly sharp sword. Blood dripped on his back as she buried her blade in the soft place under its jaw. He flew along its underbelly, and she opened a long seam down its soft belly. Blood spilled out, and a hot lump of viscera slid off its wings.

      “Kaldir!” Azeria bellowed. “Move!”

      He twisted violently to one side, watching as the Aesdar faltered, with a waterfall of viscera spilling out below in a rain of red.

      “That was the most disgusting thing we’ve ever done,” she complained. “You’re buying me new clothes.”

      Catching his breath, he surveyed the city. More dragons had joined the fight. One of the Aesdar had fallen in the middle of the city. Marlena was still fighting near the mountains, with two Aesdar lying dead below her. A dozen smaller dragons were harrying her, while Velati zipped around her, fighting them off.

      The city was crawling with activity as the dragons of the Iron Blade swarmed overhead, skirmishing with Chosen soldiers in red. Mounted on the walls of the citadel and atop the highest buildings in the city were siege weapons, shooting massive silver-coated bolts at dragons. As he watched, a red-scaled dragon took a bolt through the chest and fell.

      A shadow passed over the city, and he craned his neck to see another of the Aesdar rising high. Its scales seemed to glitter silver, like it was coated in gems. Then the glittering gems started to fall, glowing orange as they did. The dragon continued to fly, letting the small objects fall in a spiraling pattern.

      Fear lanced through him. One of the globes was falling towards him. He instinctively batted it away, and it exploded on contact. Molten silver burst from it, splattering his forelimb. He roared in pain as the fire seeped under his scales, finding the soft flesh beneath. An agonized chorus arose from the city as the tiny bombs fell, unleashing burning, poisonous metal onto the attacking dragons and the Chosen alike.

      Stick to the plan, he reminded himself, trying to shake off the pain. Thaleza and Miko were flying toward the weapon-carrying Aesdar. He flew up toward it as they arrived, and in tandem, they attacked its face. They could do this.
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      With the last of the Aesdar wailing a death cry, Kaldir slammed to the ground just outside Adamantine Rise. The heavy metal doors were ajar. Whoever had been guarding them had already joined the battle.

      Azeria slid off his back and stood guard while Kaldir shifted back into his human form. Next to him, Miko and Shanti were doing the same. Like a choreographed dance, Azeria held out his clothing and equipment, helping him into it. In under a minute, he was dressed in loose pants and a well-oiled leather cuirass. The armor was rigged down one side with a clever set of buckles that could be opened by pulling a leather cord, letting him shift quickly when the need arose.

      They were headed into the depths of Adamantine Rise, where it would be far too tight for him to change. Azeria handed him one of the protective amulets, which he looped over his head.

      Fire and lightning streaked across the smoky night sky in a never-ending display of light. As they quickly prepared to enter the palace, two flittering shapes emerged from the haze, diving down to land on the ground in front of them. A dark-haired woman emerged from the shape of the black crow. Zahila raked her hair out of her face. “He…” She frowned, pursing her lips as if trying to remember the words.

      The other form was Vikosh, emerging from the tiny brown bird form. “He’s…gardens,” he said.

      “In the healing gardens?” Miko asked.

      They both nodded rapidly. Zahila let out a sound of frustration that sounded like a crow’s caw. “One…” She raked her hands over her bare arms, making swirling gestures with her fingers like she was tracing lines.

      “Aesdar,” Azeria said. “The ones with the tattoos.”

      Zahila nodded. “Purple dragon. And r-red.”

      Purple dragon and red… “He has dragon bodyguards?” Kaldir asked. Purple dragon. Adron had said Sidran planned to enslave Halmerah. Had he done it somehow?

      She spread her hands wide. “Big.”

      “Okay,” he said. He gently touched her shoulder. “You did well, Zahila. Go back up and keep watch for me.” She beamed with pride. Closing her eyes, she tucked her arms tight to her sides like folded wings. A sheen skated over her shrinking form as gleaming black feathers burst from her back. Vikosh followed her lead, and the two birds disappeared into the haze.

      Kaldir glanced over to Miko and Shanti. “Cut a path through,” he said. “The others will follow. Find Sidran. Keep him alive if possible. Stick to the plan.”

      “You need the stuff the sister gave us?” Azeria asked, wiping sweat from her brow. She tilted her head toward him, and he examined his forearm. Silver shards bristled from blistered flesh. It hurt, but it only made him angrier.

      “Not yet,” he said. “Are you ready?”

      “Oh, yes.” With a toothy grin, she handed him a belt equipped with his sword. The leather sheath was stained dark.

      “It’s dirty,” he said drily. His eyes swept over her. Beneath her leather armor, her linen shirt was spattered crimson. “I trusted you with my things.”

      “I told you to get out from under that thing. It’s not my fault you flew under a waterfall of Aesdar innards,” she replied. Fingering her sleeve, she raised an eyebrow. “New shirt.”

      He didn’t dare tell her there was a meaty red lump in her hair. “If we survive this, I will certainly buy your new shirt.”

      He glanced over to Miko, who had a short blade in each hand. Kaldir and Azeria tucked themselves close, and his shimmering barrier surrounded them as they crept through the front door of the citadel.

      He’d expected the foyer to be filled with guards, but it was empty except for a pair of soldiers in red posted at the entrance to the central stairwell. Kaldir tapped Miko’s shoulder. In a blur, the other man threw a powerful burst of wind at them. Like a massive fist, the wind knocked the two soldiers into the stone wall. Kaldir and Azeria darted forward, dispatching both of them with a blade to the throat.

      Behind the fallen guards, the stone archway opened into a huge spiral staircase that connected the entire fortress. Filing in behind Miko again, they descended the stairs, headed for the dungeon beneath the citadel.

      At the foot of the stairs, he found another pair of guards pacing the antechamber. A wooden platter of bread and cheese lay untouched on the rough-hewn wooden table behind them. Creeping in silently behind Miko’s shield, they entered the room undetected. Kaldir’s heart thumped as they approached.

      The female soldier looked up and frowned, wrinkling her nose. Her hand crept toward the blade sheathed on her belt. Lunging out from behind him, Azeria’s blade slashed through the air and opened a bloody tear in the woman’s chest. As she let out a scream, her partner lurched forward. Kaldir intercepted him and grabbed his head. The man’s eyes widened in terror as Kaldir snapped his neck, dispatching him cleanly.

      Kaldir took a ring of keys from the man’s belt. Among the heavy metal keys was a polished silver cylinder, nearly as long as his thumb. The end was carved into an intricate, star-like pattern. It was the key to the collars they’d used to imprison the dragons in Ironhold. Scowling, he held up the keys. “Let’s go.”

      Fading into Miko’s shimmering barrier, Miko and Shanti stepped forward into the first narrow hallway. Using the reclaimed keys, Kaldir opened the first cell and found a bedraggled-looking woman in a loose white shift, huddled in the corner with a silver collar around her neck. She shied away at first, then sniffed the air. “Kadirai?”

      “Can you fight?” he asked.

      Her chapped lips split over a vicious grin. “I certainly can.” He hurried toward her, gently pushing her head forward so he could unlock the cruel collar. The silver frame was lined with razor-sharp spikes that would tear into her throat if she transformed. Once he removed it, she let out a heavy sigh of relief and rubbed her neck.

      “Have you seen Viraszel Dawnblaze?” he asked.

      “Who?”

      “Looks like him, bigger balls,” Azeria said. He ignored her.

      “Haven’t seen anyone since they dragged me down here,” she said. “I tried to fight them off, but they got to Halmerah.”

      “Shit,” Azeria said. “What about the princess?”

      “She’s hidden somewhere safe,” the woman replied. She winced as she stood and stretched her back. “Point me in the right direction. I have a taste for blood.”

      “Just stick with us. You’ll get your fill,” Kaldir said.

      They returned to the narrow hall, opening cell after cell. His heart pounded as he breathed deep, searching for familiar scents. From the cells, he recognized several of the Scalebreakers that had been left here in the city, but none could tell him what had happened to Viraszel. One of the Scalebreakers, Evenir, had accompanied the Firestorm here to the citadel in an attempt to assassinate Sidran, but he’d been overwhelmed by the Elegy after the Chosen shot his rider off his back. He hadn’t heard anything else since.

      They cleared out every cell on the hallway, heading for the dank chamber where Kaldir had been interrogated on his last visit down here. Azeria touched his arm lightly, her face unusually gentle. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Whether she is alive or dead, it changes nothing about the plan.”

      She stared at him, lips parted like she was going to argue. Finally, she nodded to him. “Okay.”

      The heavy metal door was still locked. He could hear quiet, strained breathing from inside. A familiar, smoky scent tickled at his senses. He unlocked the door but held his hand behind him to keep Azeria back. Easing it open, he nearly cried out with relief.

      With his arms chained above his head, chest bruised and slashed with dozens of shallow cuts, Prince Zayir was there. His dark hair was matted, his skin streaked with grime and blood, but he was breathing. Kaldir cleared his throat, trying to push down the lump of emotion. “Are you planning to just laze about while the rest of us fight?” he asked as he entered. “Typical.”

      Zayir lifted his head, his amber eyes sunken in shadow. Despite the pain etching his handsome features, he grinned. “It took you long enough to get here,” he said, his voice rough. A silver collar was secured around his neck. “You could have at least sent the pretty one in so I didn’t have to see your ugly face first.”

      “Azeria,” Kaldir said. “Help hold him up.”

      “Oh, please don’t—” Zayir groaned as the hybrid woman wrapped her arms around his waist and lifted. Reaching over the prince’s head, Kaldir unlocked the shackles. As she eased him down, Zayir’s leg buckled, and he took her to the ground in a clumsy tangle. “Sorry, dear woman.” He groaned as he shifted his shoulders, and there were several noisy pops of joints finding their way back into their sockets. His playful expression evaporated, going deadly serious. “Tell me about my family.”

      “They’re all safe,” Kaldir replied, kneeling in front of him to remove the wicked collar.

      Zayir groaned with relief as he removed the spiked device and flung it aside. “Ohrena too?”

      “Yes,” Kaldir said. “She’s very upset about you, but she’s safe. She would have come with me if I’d let her, but I told her—”

      “I’d have fucking killed you if you brought her here.”

      “Which is exactly what I told her,” he replied. He swept his eyes over the prince. His chest was bruised badly, with a partially healed puncture over one hip. “Ironhold is under Tarim’s control again. We’ll speak of it later, as I’m sure you have quite a story to tell.”

      Zayir shook his head. “Not much of one,” he said. “These assholes showed up in Ironhold. I told them they’d have to go through me to get to my sister. They called my bluff, as you can see.” Kaldir hauled Zayir to his feet. To his surprise, Zayir embraced him tightly. He clapped Kaldir on the back, averting his eyes as he pulled away. Then, the cocky, unflappable mask was back as a rakish smile spread on his face. “Kaldir, I know I’ve said this before, but once we leave here, we are never coming back to this fucking city. I will spit on Farath and never return, and Halmerah can kiss my badly bruised ass if she takes offense.”

      “I agree,” he replied. “But I want you to stay here while we continue.”

      Zayir scoffed. “And let you have all the fun? Hardly. Find me a sword, and I’ll find someone to stick it in.”

      “Would your wife approve?”

      “If we survive, I will gladly let her punish me for it,” Zayir said, raising an eyebrow. “It will be much more fun than my time here.”

      Kaldir shook his head. “I should lock you in again.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “All right. It’s your hide,” Kaldir said, gesturing toward his belt like he was going to offer Zayir his sword. The prince smiled, striding forward. Kaldir shoved his chest. In his state, a light blow was enough to make him stumble backward. With a grunt of protest, Zayir fumbled to catch himself on the wall.

      The prince’s jaw dropped as he realized what was happening. “Oh, you son of a bitch, don’t you dare…” His voice was muffled as Kaldir pushed Azeria backward and slammed the door. Without being told, Azeria locked the door behind him, sealing the prince in. He was glad there was no window, because he couldn’t stand the look of anger in Zayir’s eyes. The door shook in its frame as the prince pounded his fists against it. “Kaldir! This is an order! Open the door!”

      He leaned against the door, wincing at the impact jolting him. “Sorry, my friend. I take orders from your sister, and I’d rather bear your anger than hers,” he replied. Zayir was a shrewd, intelligent man, but he would also happily fling himself into a losing battle just because he could. He’d rather lose his friend’s trust and preserve his life.

      “Fuck you,” Zayir replied. There was a firm kick against the door, then a muttered curse of pain.

      “That’s fair,” Kaldir replied. He left Zayir cursing, still pounding on the door.

      Halfway down the hall, Azeria glanced up at him. “Are you sure? We could use as many wings as we can find.”

      “I’m sure,” he replied. “One bad hit and he’s dead. I’m not taking that chance.”

      “I can still hear you!” Zayir bellowed.

      “Good,” Kaldir replied as he retreated down the hall. By the time they finished clearing the cells, they’d freed nearly two dozen dragons, but none of them were Viraszel. Though he wouldn’t wish to offend her by thinking of her as weak or helpless, he worried about her. Maybe she was already gone. A wave of grief surged through him, but he shoved it down.

      Not now.

      If he lived, there would be time to grieve what was taken. But now was the time to stop Sidran, so he could not destroy anything else.

      With the freed prisoners in tow, he hurried back up to the ground level of the citadel, then paused. It sounded like a storm was raging outside, with a never-ending chorus of roars, crackling lightning and bodies slamming into stone. Dressed in dirty, blood-stained clothes, the prisoners were a rough-looking assembly.

      “Whoever can fight, I need you,” Kaldir said. “If you’re not well enough, then don’t throw yourself to be killed on principle. I don’t need you to die to prove yourselves.” A man and woman near the back of the crowd glanced at each other. Both were corpse-pale, their lips nearly blue. “Hide somewhere, catch your breath, and join when you can. When we win, there will be a great deal of work to be done in helping the injured in the city. You’ll serve no matter what. Am I understood?”

      “Sir,” a few of them murmured. He wasn’t surprised when none of them broke away. Maybe it was unfair that he’d spared Zayir while these people were in equally dire condition, but he was entitled to occasionally be selfish.

      “We’re headed to the healing gardens,” Kaldir said. “Take out the Chosen. If you see Sidran, the man in charge, disable him but leave him alive. Otherwise, show no mercy.” He eyed the crowd, picking out the three that looked healthiest. “You three go straight to the healing pavilion. Do you know where it is?” They nodded. “Make sure the Marashti are safe.”
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      The beauty of the healing gardens was tainted by smoke and the thick smell of blood. The graceful lace of vines was torn asunder, broken branches strewn across the ground like fallen soldiers. Shadows passed over the large stone skylight. The last time he’d been here, Halmerah had ordered it covered with the huge chain net that kept intruders from entering. It was wide open now.

      As they proceeded through the gardens, the soldiers he’d rescued split along the winding paths. He soon heard shouts and clashing metal. He headed for the center of the garden, the farhenh, or the Heart of the Skymother. Before they turned the corner, two greenish-gray dragons sprang from the foliage, splitting to follow the sound of the fighting.

      Azeria grabbed his wrist and yanked him back before he turned the corner. “Are we just going in hot?”

      “We have to,” Kaldir said. He grasped her arm, squeezing it tightly. “I’m with you.”

      “And I am with you,” she said solemnly.

      The smell of blood thickened as they approached the center of the garden. The open stone clearing was lit by pale blue everlight, illuminating the thick haze. Miko nodded to Shanti, and raised his shield once more to conceal them as he crept around the side path.

      Standing at the center of the farhenh was a handsome older man. Kaldir froze. He’d never met the man, but there was no doubt that this was Master Sidran, the architect of all the bloodshed and misery plaguing his people.

      Like a self-made king, Sidran wore an ornate crimson robe with gems and embroidery sparkling in its voluminous folds. A heavy silver collar hung around his neck, set with a deep purple stone that pulsed with a faint light, like a heartbeat. His brown eyes were deep and soulless. Kneeling at the edge of the clearing, wrists secured in heavy shackles, was a familiar figure. He’d never seen the dark-haired woman, but he knew the pale blue robes of the Marashti. Her face was gaunt, one cheek marred by a dark bruise. Several empty glass flasks were strewn around her.

      But of more concern to Kaldir were Sidran’s companions. On either side of him were two huge dragons. One was scaled in rich amethyst, eyes violet. He’d only seen her partially transformed, but this was Halmerah. The other was far bigger than Kaldir, with scales the deep red of polished ruby. She smelled so familiar that she almost didn’t register to him.

      It was his mother. Her head turned toward him, sharp horns glinting in the light. She growled, low and ominous.

      He bristled. The Firestorm would never surrender. What had he done to her?

      “Quiet,” Sidran said calmly. A broad-shouldered male circled behind him. His exposed chest and arms were lined in the same crimson tattoos that marked Marlena’s skin.

      “You must be Sidran,” Kaldir said. On the opposite side of the clearing, there was the faint shimmer of Miko’s shield. He kept his gaze on Sidran. After everything he had done, it was tempting to burn him where he stood.

      “That I am,” he said, giving a shallow bow. “If you’d like to live, I’ll accept your surrender. Your kind still have their use.”

      “Did these two surrender to you?” he asked.

      He smiled, but it was the hungry grin of an apex predator circling fallen prey. “In a manner of speaking,” he said. He tilted his head. “You have lost. Your great cities have fallen to me.”

      “Your confidence is misplaced. Ironhold is ours,” Kaldir said. The man’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he continued to smile. “Further more, Farath has not yet fallen. And all of your Aesdar are dead.”

      Sidran’s toothy smile broadened. “Are they, now?”

      “Ayla Mara?” Kaldir asked gently. The woman’s head snapped up. “We’re going to make sure you get somewhere safe.” She glanced at Sidran, then bowed her head. “After I deal with this bastard.” He hoped Miko and Shanti would pick up the hint. He returned his gaze to Sidran. “What foul magic do you have planned here?”

      He shrugged. “No magic. Just a bit of science from the human world.” He tilted his head. As if his words had carried across the city, there was a resounding boom, then another. “You fight in vain. By midday there will be nothing left of this city.” He sighed. “Last chance. Will you kneel?”

      “Fuck you,” Azeria said.

      Sidran’s lips curved up. “Take care of this, my faithful son.” The Aesdar behind him turned, eyes flaring bright blue as he strode toward Kaldir.

      In a blur, Azeria threw her left hand out, drawing the knife from her belt at the same time. A gout of flame streaked past Sidran, toward the tattooed man. He dodged the flame, lunging directly into the path of Azeria’s well-aimed blade. The knife pierced his throat, and the man went down on his knees in a pool of blood.

      Sidran’s cocky expression faltered. In the scuffle, Ayla Mara simply disappeared behind a shimmering barrier. Behind them, he saw the faint flicker of light of Miko taking his dragon form, then the disturbance of the trees above.

      “I think that was all of them,” Azeria said. Her fingers danced with flame. “Unless you have another for me to play with. I have more knives.”

      Kaldir stared at the red scaled dragon. “Viraszel,” he said sharply. Her head tilted toward him. “End him. Whatever he did, you’re stronger.”

      “Her blood is bonded to me. She serves me now,” Sidran said. He tilted his head toward the red dragon, then the purple in turn. The purple stone on his collar flashed as he said, “Kill them.”

      Horror sank into him as the red dragon lunged forward, searing heat gathering around them. He grabbed Azeria and dove into the nearby bushes, covering her as he shifted rapidly. Flames licked off his back as his wings formed. Pain overwhelmed his mind, but he surged to his feet and spread his wings wide. Azeria climbed onto his back, fingers digging under his scales.

      Sharp claws raked down his flank. He snapped his tail at Viraszel and popped the side of her face. She recoiled and backed away, drawing a deep breath. He leapt straight up with Azeria, barely dodging a massive burst of flame. The cluster of bushes crumbled to ash.

      The air ahead of him shimmered, and he just glimpsed the shape of another dragon before something sliced down his belly. He roared, breathing fire into the air. It glinted harmlessly off a sphere, like water over glass. Through the translucent barrier, he glimpsed Halmerah’s amethyst scales.

      Below him, Sidran roared in frustration. Thunder cracked overhead as lightning burst from his hands. Miko, now shifted into his dragon form, recoiled behind his shield. From beneath his robe, Sidran pulled out a silver globe and lobbed it at Miko and Shanti.

      Halmerah lunged at him, jaws snapping. Kaldir dodged quickly, then planted one foot on her head to shove her away as he flew upward. He flew over the trees in the enclosed garden. Branches scraped at his belly as he skimmed low, trying to get beyond Viraszel’s range. There was a damned good reason they called her the Firestorm. His heart skipped a beat as she snarled behind him and inhaled.

      “Up!” Azeria bellowed. He surged up, but Viraszel still caught him, angling so the cone of flame went right up his tail and skated over his back. The scorching heat rolled over his scales, crawling under them like tiny insects. Azeria screamed, but held on tight. He flew up to the skylight, catching the edge with his back feet and turning around. Below them, the trees were catching fire, filling the air with oily smoke.

      As Viraszel flew up at him, he dove onto her back and dug his claws deep under her scales. Roaring, she writhed away from him. He went to slash at her wings, but stopped short. He couldn’t inflict that kind of pain on his own mother. As he debated how to take her down without killing her, an invisible force slammed into his side.

      Halmerah materialized from beyond her shield and growled at him, violet eyes flashing bright. He slammed into a tree with a bone-crunching thud. Azeria gasped in pain, but kicked his side hard. “We’re fine,” she said. “Up! Firestorm!”

      Without looking back, he launched himself into the air again and felt the searing heat of another burst of flame under him. He flew up and out, trying to give himself a wide path. Halmerah and Viraszel followed, then split suddenly. Dread prickled through him. They were going to corner him.

      “He’s controlling them,” Azeria said. “Is it the necklace? It lit up when he told them to kill you.”

      It was worth a try. As he turned back toward the garden’s center, Halmerah intercepted him and landed on his back. Azeria threw herself against his neck, pulling so hard on his scales it felt like she’d skin him alive. “Bitch!” she screamed. Blood rained on his back as Halmerah screamed in pain. Suddenly the weight was gone.

      Kaldir dove for the garden floor again, but Sidran was no longer in the farhenh. Amidst the burning garden, a glimpse of red caught his eye, running for the citadel. Kaldir dove, wings catching on the branches. He grabbed Sidran’s shoulders with his front claws and lifted him easily. The man actually bellowed in surprise, then reached up to grab his claws. A brutal shock coursed through him, but he gripped even tighter. Behind him, Viraszel and Halmerah were converging on him.

      Kaldir flew him back to the center of the garden and and dropped him roughly. As Sidran tried to scramble to his feet, he pounced and pinned him with one heavy foot. Sidran reached into his robe, drawing out a small silver globe.

      Azeria slid off his back, but she was too slow to catch the globe. Kaldir braced himself, throwing his head back to protect his face. The globe slammed into his chest, splattering him with liquid metal. Agony swept over him, overwhelming his senses.

      Before he could recover, a heavy weight crushed him to the ground. Vicious teeth sank into his neck from behind. He roared, trying to shake off the Firestorm. Her claws dug in deep, prying under his scales like she was trying to flay him.

      Below him, Azeria kicked Sidran viciously in the head and yanked the collar off of him. “Stop!” she screamed. “Viraszel!” The purple stone pulsed bright again. “Halmerah!” Her voice echoed throughout the garden, far louder than it should have been. “Leave him alone!”

      The teeth in Kaldir’s neck released, and the weight lifted from his back. He groaned as Viraszel landed next to him. Her big red form crept closer to Sidran, snarling quietly.

      Sidran’s eyes were wide and frantic. “Kill me, you vile beast,” he said. “This fire I have started will never be extinguished.”

      “Oh, we’re not going to kill you,” Azeria said. “Not quickly, at least. Your Aesdar are dead. You’re ours. This is over.”

      “It’s not over,” Sidran said. His eyes drifted up. “You never put all your cards down at once.” Kaldir followed his gaze. “Whether I live or die, this city will fall.”

      For a moment, he thought the battle was over. It was dark and still. Then the darkness shifted, and he realized the entire skylight was blocked by a body. With a thunderous roar, massive black talons curled over the stone portal. Like a bird breaking through an egg shell, it ripped away a chunk of thick stone like it was nothing.

      Behind them, Halmerah was already shifting back, falling to her knees with a cry of anguish. Peering through sweat-soaked hair, she shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But you,” she seethed, headed for Sidran.

      “No,” Azeria said. She stepped into Halmerah’s way, glaring up at the imposing queen. “He lives. He has much to answer for.”

      Viraszel growled. “Agree. Live.”

      Another huge chunk of the roof was ripped away, and the Aesdar clung to the edge, its head filling the space. “Move!” Kaldir bellowed. Azeria leaped onto his back, and he jumped out of the way as a wide white beam slammed into the stone. Energy crackled from the blast, scorching the nearby trees. In the wake of the blast, three green-scaled Talons descended into the garden.

      She patted his back. “One more?”

      “Yes,” he growled. His body was a patchwork of pain, torn open by claws and molten metal. He was fairly sure his mother had scorched all the scales off his back and roasted his wings. But this was it. They were so close. Then he could go home to her. He turned long enough to bump his head against Viraszel’s. “Fight.”

      “Go. These are mine,” she replied, nudging him forward. He launched into the air, hurling flame as he went. Behind him, Viraszel let out a deafening roar and followed. One of the Talons broke toward her, and he watched it disappear in a massive sphere of flame. A burning skeleton plummeted from the sky and into the smoldering gardens.

      Azeria’s warm presence enveloped him. Darting past the other Talons, Kaldir squeezed out through the broken roof and barreled for the Aesdar. As he flew past it, he breathed fire into its face, prompting a roar of rage.

      There were a dozen smoking craters all over the once-beautiful city. Smoke filled the air like a choking fog, with eddies and the occasional flash of scales as dragons tussled. In the distance, Marlena was moving toward the southern border of the city, with a fleet of dark-scaled dragons on her tail.

      He had his mission. Sidran was secured. Viraszel was alive, and she’d make sure he was dealt with. Zayir was alive. Sohaila was safe.

      He snarled. “One last time,” Azeria said. “Then we drink.”

      He flew past the Aesdar, trying to draw it up and away from the citadel. This creature was all that stood between him and rest. Between him and Sohaila and the life he dared to imagine.

      With the thought of her fixed firmly in his mind, he dove at the monster’s face. Its size made it too slow, and by the time it got its claws up to slash at him, he had already driven his talons into its eye, blinding it. It roared, throwing its head back. The motion sent Kaldir tumbling down its back, scrambling to get his footing. Exhaustion swept over him, but sheer determination roared in defiance.

      It was almost over.

      He propelled himself into the air again, heading for the creature’s face. Its powerful wings altered the air currents, making him bob in the air like an unmoored boat. He zipped around the wing, breathing fire onto the thin membrane. A blur of motion caught his eye, and suddenly a massive limb closed around his tail, slinging him in a wide arc. His head spun as he tried to right himself, staring right into its eyes.

      Blue eyes burned into his vision, but Azeria was still strong, her warmth surrounding him like a firm hand. With a growl, he focused his flame into a thin beam, aiming at the third eye on its brow like an arrow of pure flame. White-hot, the fire pierced the orb.

      The Aesdar screamed, then snapped its jaws. He was too close. Teeth as big as a man’s arm pierced through his scales like paper, impaling him. The pain was fleeting, turning quickly to cold shock. He writhed, trying to get free as the creature plummeted from the sky.

      Azeria cried out. She was entirely in its mouth, but Kaldir’s body kept its jaws from closing on her. With a choked scream, she squeezed through the toothy maw. Her eyes were wide and frantic as she hung on to one massive tooth, her body dangling in the smoky air. “Get out! Kaldir!” She thrust her hand into its open mouth again and released a powerful burst of flame. It seared Kaldir’s open wounds, but drove a burst of flame down its throat. It roared in pain, jaws opening wide again to spit them out.

      With agonizing effort, Kaldir shoved himself off the long, sharp teeth, but then he was falling, away from Azeria. Her arms pinwheeled in the air, her voice a diminishing wail. His body was failing, his muscles sluggish and weak. A warm pulse ignited in his chest, and he could have sworn he felt Sohaila’s lips on his, her hands caressing all over him and rejuvenating him. He tucked his wings tight and dove for Azeria.

      Her arms flailed out for him. Her eyes were wide, pleading with him as she screamed wordlessly. She cursed as his claws down raked her arm, but he caught her, then hauled her up against his chest. With all the strength he had left, he spread his wings wide and banked south toward the citadel. He couldn’t beat his wings anymore, just had to trust the wind to carry him. He could get there. He could…

      The large landing platform rushed up to meet him, and he had just enough presence of mind to release Azeria before he slammed into the stone.

      Everything went black, then white, then gently faded into a gray. As the gray turned to a sweet, gentle darkness, he thought of Sohaila, her beautiful eyes, her gentle hands. I wish I could see you one more time. I tried to keep my promise. Please don’t be angry.
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      “Sister, please,” Virnan complained. “I swore an oath to protect you, and I am keeping it.”

      She had been pacing in the mess hall, formulating arguments for an hour. Virnan hadn’t budged from his position in front of the door. “I gave my oath to bring Marlena back. What if she gets hurt and can’t fly back here?”

      “Marlena agreed to that risk,” he said.

      “I didn’t, and it’s my word at stake,” Sohaila said. She gently touched his shoulder. “I know I’m being difficult. I just…I promised her.”

      “And this isn’t about your fling with the general?” He raised an eyebrow.

      Her cheeks flushed. “It’s not,” she said. Though she’d be lying if she said he wasn’t running through her mind every five seconds. “Remember the story of brave Enumea, who refused to hide from battle, even when the odds were against her.”

      He sighed. “It’s not fair to bring up the Circle.”

      “Isn’t it?” she said coyly. “What if I told you the Skymother had called me?”

      “She didn’t.”

      “You don’t know that,” she said. Her shoulders slumped. “Please. It’s a short flight. And if it’s too dangerous, we can come right back. I just have a bad feeling.”

      The Shrine Warden rubbed his temples, eyes closed and lips moving silently like he was praying for wisdom. Or perhaps he was praying for the Skymother to strike her mute.

      “We’ll fly by,” he finally said. “I’ll go stealthy, and you don’t make a sound.”

      “Agreed,” she said, heart racing in anticipation.

      Outside, Enalah paced the landing terrace with her sword drawn. Citra was inside the outpost, resting until she was needed. Virnan waved to Enalah. “I’m taking her to scout the city,” he said.

      Enalah leveled a glare at him. Like Virnan, she wore her formal uniform, her neatly braided hair a signal that she had no intention of shifting anytime soon. “We had orders.”

      “I’ve been convinced,” he said. “We’ll be back soon.”

      Sohaila dashed through the fort, gathering her leather backpack and a blade she’d acquired from one of the Scalebreakers. After carefully belting her travel cloak, she situated the pack on her back. Virnan eyed the sword. “You are not going armed.”

      “You want to fly me into a warzone unarmed?”

      “Do you even know how to use that?”

      Scowling, she flipped the blade in an arc and let the sharp point rest at the base of his throat. His gray eyes widened. She gently raised the blade, chucking him on the chin before putting it back into its sheath. “I was using this before you were born, my devout young friend.”

      “I’m eighty-two. Not that young,” he protested. “Barely younger than you.”

      “Let’s go, little one.”
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      Virnan was sleek and fast, covering the distance to Farath quickly. Well before she glimpsed the cityscape, they saw the signs of battle. Like a massive thunderstorm, clouds of thick black smoke hung over the city. Fire and lightning flashed within the smoke, glinting off scales as dragons clashed. He started to turn, but she kicked one heel gently against his side.

      “You said we’d fly by,” she said. “Get closer.”

      But he stayed south of the city, refusing to go directly into the fray. His wind shield enveloped them, letting them fly undetected.

      The main road leading south, out of the city and into the surrounding valley of stone, was currently occupied by a massive white dragon, wings folded tight against its body. A ring of smaller dragons surrounded it, but they didn’t attack.

      “I think that’s her. Go down please,” Sohaila said. Virnan growled beneath her. “Don’t you growl at me. Take me to her right now!” With a clipped roar, he dove toward the white dragon.

      Blessed Skymother, please let her live, she thought. Below them, a familiar silver-scaled dragon stood near her head, wings spread wide as if to threaten any would-be attackers. Deep wounds stained his scales dark.

      They landed hard next to him, and Sohaila tumbled off his back. Cold air rolled over her. “It’s us!” she shouted as the silver dragon turned to glare at them, ice shards clinging to its huge jaws. The ground below him was frozen, the grass coated in white frost.

      As she shoved her hood back, his blue eyes widened in recognition. She ran past him to inspect Marlena. Her breathing was ragged, every exhalation a faint whimper. Her scaled face was slashed with shallow cuts, but her back and belly were torn to shreds. One wing was ruined, the thin membranes torn open like sheer fabric.

      She could still fix this. She made a promise, and she was damn well going to keep it.

      Behind her, a burst of cold air preceded Velati’s inevitable scolding. Sohaila dropped her bag and dumped its contents onto the ground, quickly arranging what she needed. “Sister, I—”

      “If you’re going to scold me for showing up, then save your breath,” she said without looking up. She quickly opened the fragrant sedative that she’d used to bring Enzar back, dipping her hands into it. A quiet growl caught her ear, and she turned to see Virnan looking at her quizzically. “Stay alert. Shield us if anyone comes close."

      He growled in response, then planted his feet wide, spreading his wings. His slender head swiveled slowly, watching the skies.

      Velati’s eyes were wide as he knelt next to her. “I had just sent someone for you.” He brushed her arm. “Just tell me what you need me to do.”

      “Get the balirash open for me and have it ready,” Sohaila said. She slid her cloak from her shoulders, letting it fall to the ground as she cautiously approached Marlena. Her huge eyes followed Sohaila. The pale blue shifted, like light beneath rippling water. With a heavy, warm sigh, she closed her eyes. “No you don’t,” she said, reaching out to touch her jaw. The sheer chaos and fear rampaging through her mind slammed into Sohaila with the force of hitting a stone wall. The pleasant floral smell surrounded her as she caressed Marlena’s face. “I promised you that I would be here, and here I am. You fought very well, but it’s time to rest now.” The white dragon turned its face away, but Sohaila followed. “There are people here who love you and need you to come back.” A deep growl vibrated through her, shaking Sohaila’s arms. “Come on, my friend. Come back. Let go.”

      Marlena’s form shuddered violently, and she let out a deafening scream. With a sound like a rockslide hurtling down a mountain, her bones cracked and shifted. Sohaila’s ears rang, but she stayed close. “Marlena Nightrunner, I am your friend, and I am right here,” she murmured, over and over. “This is where you belong. This body is yours. We’re waiting for you. Hear my voice and know you are safe.”

      The smell of blood magic, of death and decay, overwhelmed her as the white dragon faded in a humid mist. She couldn’t see through the reeking haze, but she kept her hand on the warm, trembling form. Pain, fear, and anger lashed back at her, and her head began to ache with the effort of keeping up the barrier. But still, she spoke gently, reminding her of her name, of the people who needed her back, of how she was loved.

      As the mist cleared, a familiar form lay in the scorched grass. Her eyes were wild, head thrown back as she gasped for air. Sohaila glanced over her shoulder. “Balirash, now,” she ordered. As Velati rushed toward her, she grasped Marlena’s face and searched for the worst of her injuries. Beneath shattered ribs, both her lungs had collapsed. Her slender frame was shredded, with deep gashes across her belly and legs. Shaking hands pressed to her torn belly, instantly gloved in red.

      “Look at me,” Sohaila said, gently caressing her cheek. She kissed Marlena’s brow, sending a burst of power into her. She looked back to Velati. “Get that on her belly before…”

      Marlena let out a shrill cry as he touched her stomach, smearing the thick paste over the deep wounds. But Sohaila ignored it, leaning in and pouring her power into the other woman. She spoke aloud, as much for Marlena’s benefit as her own.

      “I gave you my word, and I’m here. And so is the Skymother. She holds you in her hands and shields you with her great wings.” Her stomach lurched as she unleashed her power into Marlena, fusing the broken bones. “You have never left her sight.” Her heart pounded. She moved her hands down, sending tendrils of power down into her lungs to heal the torn tissue. The damage was bad, probably more than she should try to fix at once, but she had to do it. She gave her word. Pain lanced through her temples, but she pressed onward. Finally, she felt the sense of integrity, of wholeness. “Breathe, Marlena.”

      The woman drew a shuddering breath, and Velati let out a half-sob. Sohaila bent over her, stroking her hair gently. “Come back to me,” she said. “Say it with me. The skies above are blue and clear for us to fly.”

      “Skies above,” Marlena murmured.

      “Blue and clear for us to fly,” Sohaila said. She grasped the woman’s face gently, staring down into her eyes. “Look at me.”

      “Blue and clear for us to fly,” she said, her speech halting. Her eyes were still the bright blue of the Aesdar, but they slowly faded to their normal shade of green. “Who…” She frowned. “Sohaila?”

      “That’s me,” she said, letting out a sigh of relief. “I know you’re hurting, but you’re going to be fine.” She raised her eyes to Velati. “We need to get her to the healing gardens. She’ll recover better there.”

      He nodded rapidly, but he bent his head to Marlena first. His hands trembled as he touched her face, kissing her gently. “It’s over.”

      “Over,” she whispered.

      Together, they wrapped Marlena in her travel cloak, bundling her battered body tightly. Velati lifted her easily, then frowned. “Virnan,” he said. “Please take us.”

      Sohaila climbed onto Virnan’s back. With a growl of effort, he lifted off and grabbed Velati and Marlena in his front claws. His shimmering shield surrounded them, rendering them invisible as he flew north over the city. A spiraling formation of black and red dragons swirled around the citadel, clearly defending it. The gold markings on their throats marked them as the Iron Blade.

      Virnan rose over them, descending toward the landing platform atop Adamantine Rise. Below them, a red dragon was curled on the landing platform. Someone was screaming. Torchlight gleamed off rich red hair.

      Her heart thumped. She knew that hair, and she knew that voice. “Someone help him, please!” a strained voice screamed. There was a flurry of movement around the red-scaled creature. “Please!”

      Dread washed over her as Virnan landed, letting Velati down gently. Sohaila slid off his back and dashed toward the red-scaled dragon. Two soldiers in blue were staring down at the still body, helplessly covering deep punctures in its chest and belly as blood poured from the open wounds. Disheveled and bloodied, Azeria stroked his head, crying openly.

      “No, no,” Sohaila said as the world tilted on its axis. Azeria let out another sharp cry as heat burst from him. Red scales disappeared into bruised, bloodied skin. His face was slack, his beautiful eyes closed. He hadn’t transformed intentionally; his body was failing. Puncture wounds as big around as her arm formed a crescent from his shoulder to his hip. The wet pink of his organs glistened through the huge wounds. “Don’t you dare do this to me,” she wailed.

      Without even thinking, she shoved Azeria away and fell to her knees. His skin was far too cool. Kaldir was always warm and alive. Not now. His life energy was fading like the final echo of a temple bell. Her vision blurred as she traced his internal organs and the delicate blood vessels that were torn open. Too many to fix. But her power was still there in him, wrapped around the fading spark of life.

      My little spark.

      Fumbling into her bag, she scooped out the remains of the balirash and slathered it over the worst wounds. She scraped out the jar, but it wasn’t enough. She let out a wordless shout of anguish as she pawed through the bag. A firm hand closed on her arm, and a small jar appeared in front of her. Azeria held out the jar Sohaila had given them before the battle. “We didn’t use it,” she said. Her eyes were red. “Help him. You have to fix him.”

      Sohaila grabbed it and dumped it over the deep, ugly wound on his belly. Gritting her teeth, she wove her power into him, focused on his heart and his brain. He jolted under her touch. As she tried to knit him back together, she kissed his cool lips, giving him as much of herself as she could. She held nothing back, opening the conduit and praying the Skymother would make up for what she lacked.

      Hands fell on her shoulders. “Sohaila, let him go,” Velati said.

      She didn’t break contact as she kept sending the protective power into him. “Get away from me.”

      He grabbed her arm roughly. “He wouldn’t want you—”

      “Don’t you dare tell me what he would want,” Sohaila seethed. “I kept my word to you. I brought her back. Who are you to stop me?” He recoiled like she’d slapped him. She glared at Virnan, who still hovered at the edge of the platform. “Go get someone. Bring Irazia. Bring them all.” With a growl of acknowledgement, Virnan grabbed Marlena in his front claws and shot downward. Pain exploded between her temples, and she knew she was on the brink. “Please stay with me,” she murmured. She kissed his brow, never releasing the flow of healing energy. “You promised we’d go see everything.” Blood spilled over her scarred lip and onto his chest.

      Cold arms closed around her. She writhed violently, slamming her head back into Velati’s chin. He grunted, but didn’t release her. “That’s enough, Sohaila.”

      She twisted in his grasp and punched him square in the nose. As he reeled backward, she grabbed Kaldir again. Her vision was going black. A sharp pain stabbed into the base of her skull, radiating down her spine.

      There was no pain or fear in Kaldir, just stillness. There was too much damage for her to fix. He was going to slip through her fingers again, and he would soon go where she couldn’t reach him. She would lose him again.

      Then she lost the connection again as Velati grabbed her, this time lifting her entirely off the ground and pinning her arms to her chest. She cried out in a wordless wail as he hauled her away, doubled over in his grasp. Her voice broke. “I love him.”

      He gently stroked her hair. “I know you do,” he said. “But do you think he wants to live with the burden of your death? Do you think he would ever forgive himself?”

      She was silent, slumping in his arms. “I don’t care. I just want him to stay.”

      A flutter of wings thundered overhead, and she saw the familiar blue scales of Virnan’s form gleaming in the moonlight. A disheveled looking woman in blue landed hard on the stone, glaring up at him. Her clothes were filthy, spattered in blood and dirt. But her anger was quickly forgotten as she rushed for Kaldir. Silver hair streamed behind her as she knelt at his side.

      “Irazia,” she shouted. “Please!”

      The older woman looked back at her and nodded. “I’ll do what I can,” she said. She shoved up her sleeves and pressed her hands tight to his chest. A warm yellow glow enveloped them. Her face was turned up to the sky, her eyes gleaming bright silver.

      “Would you at least put me down?” she said. As soon as her feet were on the ground, she dashed for Kaldir.

      “Sohaila,” Velati protested.

      “I just need to be here,” she murmured. Through the blur of tears, she couldn’t even tell if he was breathing.

      Just move.

      Irazia shot her a hard look. “Pray, but do not interfere any further. You’re on the edge.” Her gaze softened. “If we can save him, you should be there when he wakes. Wouldn’t that be the best outcome?”

      They all told her to think of Kaldir, burdened without her. But what about her? If she failed him, how would she forgive herself? How could she live with herself, knowing she chose her life over his?

      Her hand trembled, but Velati grabbed both her hands before she could make a decision. This time, he didn’t pull her away, but instead began to pray quietly. “Blessed Skymother, hear us now and protect our brother,” he murmured, trailing off into his own private prayers.

      Blessed Skymother, hear my plea. Don’t take him. If he is flying toward you, send him home. Send him back to those who love him. Reward his bravery with a long life. Tell him it is not time, that those bells are not for him.

      You cannot take him.
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      In over a century of life, Kaldir had never seen such a beautiful sunset. From a terrace of pristine white stone, he stared out at an endless, glittering sea. The sun flashed over the glassy surface like a thousand fine gemstones spilled on black velvet.

      Looking around, he frowned in confusion. The white terrace rose from the sea, but it was an island. He wasn’t home in Ironhold, but this was not the cold, imposing stone of Adamantine Rise either. Wasn’t he doing something before he arrived? Something important…

      A lovely woman with a full, curvy figure materialized next to him. Her long silver hair was a stark contrast to the deep brown of her skin. Her violet eyes were wide and expressive, though they seemed filled with sadness. “Hello, an’kadi,” she said. Her voice was oddly familiar and warm. A silver crown with a blue stone rested on her brow.

      “Hello,” he said, bowing politely. He frowned. “I apologize for my rudeness. I don’t…I don’t know how I got here.”

      She smiled and touched his cheek. Her touch was pure warmth, sunshine on his face, a perfect summer breeze under his wings. “That’s not important. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      He looked out over the sea again. “I’ve never seen anything so lovely,” he said. In the distance, the silhouette of a dragon flew toward them, wings spread wide. Its wings seemed to shed sparks, like a blade glancing off stone. “Am I dreaming?”

      “No,” she said. “You fought bravely, an’kadi. But you fell.”

      Realization dawned on him. “Then I’m…and you’re…” His eyes widened. He fell to his knees and pressed his forehead to the warm stone. “I didn’t mean to be disrespectful.”

      “Rise, Kaldir,” she said gently. Her warm fingers traced down his arm, then gripped his hand tightly to pull him up. There were endless depths in her violet eyes, lightning flashing and stars gleaming as if the entire night sky was captured there. “You can stay here and rest if you like.”

      He stared out over the horizon. There was something pulling at his chest. He’d forgotten something. In flashes, he saw warm amber eyes, and a smile that had been altered but unbroken by deep scars. “I think someone’s waiting for me.”

      “Who?”

      “I can’t remember her name,” he said sadly. All he could think of was a comet, a bright light flying ahead of him in the darkness.

      The silver-haired woman smiled and tilted her head up. Above them, a single bright star lit the night, pulsing like a heartbeat. “She calls for you still.” She chuckled, a pleasant flush rising in her cheeks. “It has been many years since one of my chosen has shone so bright. And many more since one of them spoke so brazenly to me. If I’ve understood correctly, she says she’ll be at my door shortly to demand I return you.” She laughed, a strange sound like temple bells. “She is certainly bold, isn’t she?”

      He bowed again. “I apologize.”

      “Do not apologize for love,” she said. She grasped his chin, tilting his face up. As he stared up at her, massive wings formed of pure golden light spread behind her. They seemed to stretch impossibly wide, as far as the eye could see. “What do you desire?”

      He stared up at the star. As it brightened, he felt that pull in his chest again, and the faintest whisper in his ear. Come home to me. You promised. He knew that voice.

      “If it pleases you, I will stay,” he said. He bowed his head. “But I would like a bit more time. I feel that there’s something I was supposed to do.”

      She raised his chin again. “Do not bow your head, an’kadi. You have no reason for fear or shame.” She gently touched his cheeks, then kissed his brow. “You are welcome here if you wish to rest. But if you wish to awaken, there is still so much to be done. Serve my children. Be their protector. And love well the one who has been entrusted to you.” She gestured behind her, where a stone archway filled with light now stood in the center of the terrace. “Know that my blessing and love are always with you, my beloved.”

      He knelt, averting his eyes. “Thank you.”

      She stepped aside in a swirl of pale blue skirts. “Now go. And tell her there’s no need to shout. I hear her just fine.”

      He rose, stealing one last glance at the beautiful sunset.

      Please come back to me.

      “I’m coming,” he murmured, taking a step through the shimmering arch.

      With a shuddering gasp, Kaldir opened his eyes to a silver-haired woman holding his shoulders firmly. His mouth worked soundlessly as a shock of pain overwhelmed him. His vision went white, and he regretted opening his eyes.

      “Calm down,” the woman said matter-of-factly. “Welcome back.” She pushed gently on his shoulder. “I need you to not be a stubborn dragon and try to get up. You have a few holes that weren’t there before, and I’d like to keep them closed.”

      The silver lanterns and blue silks hanging overhead told him he was in the healing pavilion in Adamantine Rise. He smelled blood and herbs, and heard a dozen other heartbeats around him.

      He tried to speak, but his throat didn’t respond. The healer disappeared for a moment, then returned with a small cup. Holding his head up, she tipped the cup to his lips. Heavily-sweetened tea soothed his throat enough to croak a few words. “Where is she?”

      “Sohaila?” the woman asked.

      That was her name. At the sound of her name, like a song he’d always known, the memories flooded into his mind. “Sohaila,” he repeated. “Yes.”

      “She’s been working non-stop,” the silver-haired woman said. “I told her to take a nap.”

      He let out a sigh of relief. “How long?”

      “A few hours at least. She’s earned it,” she said. Then she laughed. “Sorry. You’ve been sleeping for…three days, I believe.”

      He groaned and tried to sit up, but fire rippled through his belly. “I need to—”

      “Boy, if you tell me you need to get out there and fight, I will tie you to this bed myself, and if you think I’m kidding, ask your friend Velatizenahros,” she said archly. She tipped the tea into his mouth again, and he obediently drank it. She frowned at him. “We have worked way too hard to put your intestines back where they belong for you to get up and ruin it all.”

      “What happened?”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Oh, here’s the other one who won’t get out of my hair,” she said. “He’s awake. I told you he’d be fine. Maybe now you can find somewhere else to be that isn’t underfoot.”

      To his surprise, Zayir appeared next to the healer. Somehow, he’d acquired a fine blue silk coat and shaved properly. If not for the sunken cheeks, he would have looked normal as ever. His amber eyes were narrowed. Heat poured off him. “Are you going to live?”

      Kaldir glanced at the healer. “Yes,” she said. “He needs to rest a few more days.”

      Zayir lunged in, throwing a punch. His fist stopped a scant inch from Kaldir’s face. He leaned in. “I owe you one,” he hissed. “I sat in that goddamned cell for another full day before someone let me out, and then all the good fighting was over.”

      “Not sorry,” Kaldir said, forcing a smile. Even his face hurt.

      The silver-haired woman grabbed Zayir’s arm and hauled him back. Her glare would have put Viraszel to shame. “If you punch my patient…”

      “I do apologize, sister,” Zayir said smoothly, fixing a smile on his face. “I’ll be happy to stay and make sure he stays put.” He glared at Kaldir. “Out of danger.”

      The healer put her finger in his face. “You’d better keep your hands to yourself, or you can go back to that cell.”

      “I promise,” he said solemnly. She gave him a stern look as she walked away. Zayir sat on the low stool next the bed and glared in silence for a while. “I’m glad you’re not dead,” he finally said, his tone making it unclear if he was being honest.

      “As am I,” Kaldir replied. He carefully eased up on one elbow. Pain lanced through him from shoulder to hip. Zayir leaned forward and pulled back the sheet over his chest, uncovering him to the waist. Huge punctures marked his chest, slathered in thick, greenish ointment. Tight bandages were wrapped around his belly and forearms. He felt like a giant bruise from the top of his head to the tips of his toes.

      “You look like shit,” Zayir said. “And this is a marked improvement over two days ago.”

      “Careful, I might get the idea that you care about my well-being,” Kaldir said. The prince smirked. Kaldir laid flat again, feeling like he’d run from Farath to Ironhold on foot. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I wouldn’t know. Some shak-ersath locked me in a cell,” he said, folding his arms over his chest. “By the time your mouthy partner remembered me and sent someone down, most of the fighting in the city was done. Yesterday, the Iron Blade intercepted an incoming army from the south.”

      “From the Iveron?”

      Zayir nodded. “They were coming up the southern road and met eight hundred of our best. It was…a short battle. The Iron Blade destroyed their siege weapons in a matter of minutes and surrounded them in a wall of flame. Most of them surrendered on the spot,” he said. “I don’t know how you convinced my sister to send half her force here.”

      “Really? You don’t know how I convinced your sister to send an army?” Kaldir said drily. “Even when you’re pretending, you’re not that stupid.”

      He sighed. “This will do nothing to quell the rumors of our unhealthy codependence.”

      “So, it’s over?”

      “I don’t know,” Zayir said. “Your tattooed friend with the icy demeanor and haughty attitude thinks so.”

      “You’re calling someone else haughty?”

      “I know my kind,” Zayir said. “I’d say we won, but I’m not sure that’s the right word. The city is…it’s awful. A lot of people died. Far more of them than us, but…” He lowered his eyes. “I could go the rest of my life without seeing such things. And may the Skymother forgive me, but all I can think is that I am thankful my family was not here. I bear no love for Halmerah, but my heart aches for what her people suffered.” He managed a wry smile. “But I meant what I said. When we leave here, I am never coming back. Nothing good comes of our visits here.”

      He laughed, which made his entire body ache. He groaned.

      “Stop laughing,” Zayir said. His eyes drifted down, and he grasped Kaldir’s hand tight. Warmth poured into him. “I truly am glad you’re still here.”

      He met the prince’s solemn gaze. “As am I.”

      “I still intend to punch you soundly when you’re not at such an obvious disadvantage,” he said. “And I will not hold back. My goal is to put you on your ass. Preferably in front of as many people as possible.”

      He smiled. “I’ll allow it.”

      “Miss, I told you to rest,” a harried-sounding voice called.

      Zayir looked up and smiled. Hope sprang up in Kaldir’s chest as he glimpsed a flutter of blue fabric. Clad in a light blue dress, her hair loose around her shoulders, Azeria leaned against his bed, breathing hard. He felt guilty at the pang of disappointment that rippled through him. He had hoped to see Sohaila, but he was pleased to see Azeria on her feet.

      She raised an eyebrow. “You look like shit.”

      “I feel like shit,” he said.

      To his surprise, she leaned over, grasping his cheeks lightly. She kissed his forehead, then whispered in his ear. “I’m glad to see you.” It was the most affection she’d ever shown him.

      “I believe I owe you new clothing,” he said. She grinned in response. Zayir stood and gestured to the stool. Without protesting, Azeria sat down and leaned against his bed. “Are you well?”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said. Beneath the loose dress, her right arm and chest were heavily bandaged. Her face was scratched, but she looked healthy. “We did it.”

      “Zayir, have you met Azeria?” he said. “This is my partner.”

      “We’ve met,” Azeria said. They exchanged a contentious look, and he had to wonder about the battle of wills that had transpired. “We took bets on how soon you would wake and insist on getting out of bed.”

      “Who won?” he asked.

      “We don’t know yet,” Zayir said. “And telling you would alter the conditions. But just to be safe, you should rest at least another day.”
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      After dozing for a few more hours, Kaldir woke to the cold prickling of a familiar aura. When he opened his eyes, Velati stood at the end of his bed. It was becoming all too common to wake up with someone staring at him. The other man had seen better days, with bruises on his face. Thick bandages were wrapped around his chest, peeking from beneath the black uniform. He smiled faintly. “Glad to see you’re still with us.”

      Kaldir yawned. “I’m not sure I am yet,” he admitted. “Have you seen Sohaila?”

      “Not since yesterday,” he said. “I’ve been in the city most of the day. It’s a mess.”

      “How is Marlena?” he asked.

      He looked grim. “I don’t know. She’s still out,” he said. “Sohaila says it’s because she went right from her first shift into a fucking war, and that she should be fine in a few days. But it worries me.” He sighed and approached. “May I sit for a moment?”

      “I’m not in a position to protest,” Kaldir said.

      Velati chuckled. “I suppose not.” Sitting down on the low stool, he stared down at the ground for a long stretch before meeting Kaldir’s gaze. “I owe you an apology.”

      “For what?”

      “Somehow, Sohaila convinced Virnan to come to the city before they were supposed to. I’m glad she did, because Marlena wouldn’t have made it back to the outpost. But her injuries were much worse than either of us anticipated. Lotheraos got taken out fast, and then some of our people got confused. They couldn’t tell that she was one of us, so I had to try to fend them off without killing them.” He shook his head. “Sohaila nearly drained herself just bringing Marlena back. And then she got her hands on you, and I knew she was going to use everything she had left if I didn’t stop her. So I did.”

      Please come back to me, he heard in the back of his mind.

      “What are you apologizing for?” he asked.

      “For making that decision. You were bleeding out, and I knew you might not last until someone else arrived,” he said. “I gambled with your life.”

      “Why did you make that decision?”

      “Because I didn’t want her to die,” Velati said. Though his brow was furrowed in concern, he kept his unwavering gaze on Kaldir. “And I didn’t want you to carry the burden of her life for yours. I knew I couldn’t live with it.”

      Kaldir scoffed. “I would have been angry if you hadn’t stopped her. No apology is needed. You have my thanks for protecting her when I couldn’t.”

      “We are far too much alike,” Velati said, a faint smile on his face.

      “I imagine she wasn’t happy about it,” Kaldir said.

      The older man laughed and leaned in, tracing one finger under his left eye. Greenish bruising ringed his pale blue eye. “No, she certainly was not. This is her handiwork.”

      Kaldir shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “No apology needed,” Velati said, still smiling. There was a look of wonder in his eyes. “She really is something. The way she brought Marlena down and put her back together was nothing short of a miracle. She thinks she failed you because she couldn’t fix you right then, but Irazia says she kept you alive when you should have died. I don’t think she realizes how strong she really is.”

      He smiled faintly. “She is special.”

      It has been many years since one of my chosen burned so bright.

      The thought of the beautiful woman struck him again. Had he really seen…it couldn’t be. It had to have been a dream, his mind’s feverish ramblings. “How fares the city?” Kaldir asked.

      “We’re still finding stragglers. And they had more Elegies stashed around the city, with contingency plans if the Aesdar fell. A few explosions knocked down more buildings just yesterday. But we had fewer casualties than I feared. I’ve sent several scouting parties out to determine if there’s anything else headed our way.” He sighed. “I’m hesitant to say so, but I think the worst of it is over. We’ve kept Sidran in chains. When she awakens, Marlena can question him, but I’m content to let him rot in the dark for a while first.”

      Suddenly, Velati’s eyes lifted. Following his gaze, Kaldir awkwardly turned his head to see Sohaila trudging down the central aisle. A stained apron hung over her blue garments, and her hair was in a messy braid instead of her usual ornate style. Yawning wide, she inspected each bed as she passed.

      Then she looked up, and her entire demeanor changed. Her eyes brightened as they fell on him, and an unfettered smile lit up her expression. It felt like the sun had emerged from behind the clouds, warming him. She ran down the aisle toward him.

      “You’re awake,” she said, leaning over to kiss him lightly. He grasped her hand, savoring the warm sweetness of her kiss. She shot Velati a hard look, then smiled again. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I was nearly bitten in half by a monstrous white dragon,” he said.

      Her brow furrowed. “That’s not funny.”

      “I was not being funny. That’s exactly how I feel.”

      She glared at Velati. The Arik’tazhan was fortunate that she couldn’t melt him with her gaze. “May I check on my patient? Do I have your permission, kordari?”

      His jaw tensed, but he didn’t retort. “This is your place of work, not mine. I’ll take my leave.” He nodded. “It’s good to see you awake, Dawnblaze.”

      She leaned over him, gently touching around the deep wounds. “You scared me. I told you to be careful,” she said without looking into his eyes. Something warm fell on him, and he caught her surreptitiously wiping her eye. “This is healing clean, but I don’t like this one.” She moved to check one of the wounds lower on his ribs, and he grabbed her wrist.

      “Look at me,” he said.

      Her warm eyes were bloodshot, with the telltale spots of blood he’d seen before. Her usually golden skin was pale, and she looked exhausted. “You almost died to bring me back.”

      “No, I didn’t,” she said. “Your friend stopped me and almost got you killed.”

      “He did exactly what he should have,” he said. “And I’m fine.”

      She sighed. “Because of Irazia.”

      “Because of you,” he said. He squeezed her hand. “Is there any chance I can get out of this bed?”

      “No,” she said. “You’re still a mess.”

      “But I want to talk to you,” he said. “I missed you.”

      Her angry gaze finally softened. She looked over her shoulder, then sat down on the stool, leaning in close to him so she could rest her head next to his. “This will have to do.”

      Clasping her hand gently, he turned so he could look right into her eyes. She smelled of flowers and medicine, and the faintest hint of honey. She smelled like home, where he was meant to be. “I wanted to walk in the gardens with you and tell you about this.”

      “The gardens are destroyed,” she said sadly.

      “They will regrow,” he said. He pressed his forehead to hers, relishing the warmth of the connection between them. “I think I saw the Skymother.”

      Her eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Maybe,” he said. “She was beautiful. Very kind. And she told me that I could come back if I wished.” He raised his eyebrows. “She said that someone was still calling out for me.”

      “It must have been a dream,” she said, her brow furrowing.

      “I heard you saying ‘please come back to me.’ Was that a dream?”

      Her eyes widened. “No,” she murmured. “You really heard me?”

      “I think so. You were like a comet in the sky, too bright to ignore. And she said to tell you that you don’t have to shout.” Her lips curved into a smile. “Maybe it was a dream. Maybe not.”

      “Clearly my shouting worked,” Sohaila said.

      “Clearly.” He squeezed her hand tighter, shifting uncomfortably to enclose it in his hands. “When can I leave here with you?”

      “A few more days,” she said. “I feel a bit guilty, but we haven’t healed you much. Once you were stable, we practically covered you in thelveran, gave you a couple of strong brews so you’d sleep through it, and moved on.”

      “You shouldn’t feel guilty,” he said. “Have you been helping others?”

      “Day and night.” Her gaze darkened. “There’s been so many people wounded.”

      “Then you’re doing the right thing, and I’m proud of you,” he said. “You aren’t my personal healer.”

      “Well, I am yours, aren’t I?” she said quietly.

      His heart leaped. “Come closer to tell me that.” She smiled mischievously and leaned in, kissing him with a slow, gentle brush of her lips. “I didn’t catch that.” With a laugh, she nipped lightly at his upper lip. “Once more?” She kissed his ear, then let her fingers graze through his hair. They touched a sore spot, and he winced.

      “Sorry,” she murmured.

      “It’s all right,” he said. “Now, about that promise I made you. When I finally get out of this bed, where are we going first?”
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      “I’m sorry you have to baby-sit me,” Marlena said as she followed Sohaila down the side street. Ahead of them, three men worked to move a giant chunk of stone out of the road. As they tilted it up, a blue-scaled dragon landed on the edge and helped guide it onto a cart.

      “For the last time, it’s not a problem,” Sohaila said gently. “It’s nice to spend time with someone who isn’t growling at me about my best interests.”

      Marlena chuckled. She frowned, pitching her voice low to imitate Velati. “You can be angry if you want, sister. I know what’s best for you and I don’t care if you don’t like it.”

      Sohaila laughed, then paused to check her surroundings. “Which way is it…”

      “This way,” Virnan said. He lingered behind them as they walked through the city, but stepped between them to point ahead. “We can cut through here.”

      Farath was irreparably changed by the fierce battle that had raged a week ago. The beautiful patchwork of wood and stone was scarred. Rubble and debris were strewn across every street. In several places, deep craters had rendered the roads impassable.

      For the first few days after the battle’s end, the combined forces of the Broodguard climbed through the ruins in search of survivors. Bodies lay in the streets, some long dead, some barely clinging to life, and many soulstruck by the Aesdar’s gaze. She would never forget the horrors she had seen, climbing over rock to find crushed bodies holding hands. They had saved some, but they had lost far too many.

      But perhaps the Skymother had worked in mysterious ways. When the Aesdar attacked, they’d left hundreds of soulstruck in the streets. Some of them were warriors who might have kept fighting, but being stricken as they were had left them lying comatose instead of fighting to their deaths.

      Furthermore, Halmerah’s efforts to protect her people had paid off. When Marlena flew in and threw the first blow, someone sounded an alarm that rang throughout the city. Thousands of people had huddled in cellars and sewers, avoiding the deadly crossfire. Things were ugly, but they could have been so much worse.

      Makeshift hospitals had been set up across the city, taking in all who needed aid. Dozens of the Marashti had arrived from Greenspire two days ago to help. She had been overjoyed to see Ayla with the others in the healing pavilion, bruised and shaken, but still whole. Both too exhausted to heal anymore, they had spent that first evening working together to bandage wounds and deliver healing teas to the huddled crowds gathered in the marketplace.

      “The Bearded Dragon,” Marlena mused, staring up at a cracked wooden sign. “I know a few of those.”

      Thanks to Sohaila’s attention and the elixir that pumped through her veins, even the worst of Marlena’s wounds were mostly healed. She still seemed stiff and sore, though that could have been from lying in bed for days. It concerned Sohaila more that Marlena wasn’t quite herself all the time. She wasn’t lost and helpless like some of the Aesdar, but there was an unsteadiness about her. Sometimes she drifted off mid-sentence, her brow furrowed as if she saw something on the horizon. Sohaila wasn’t sure if it was simply the shock of the battle and her transformation, or if something was truly wrong with her.

      Once Marlena woke from her well-deserved sleep, Velati had barely left her alone, always assigning a female soldier to stay with her in case something happened. After two days of constant surveillance, Marlena had exploded and demanded to help Sohaila instead. Though she had no healing skills, she was content to handle mundane tasks as long as she got out of bed.

      The large tavern looked like something had bitten a chunk out of the front wall. The roof was partially torn off, but someone had rigged a large awning of linen just above the opening. Two of the Adamant Guard, their blue uniforms dusty and disheveled, stood just outside with linen-wrapped bundles of food. “Sister,” one of them greeted.

      She nodded. “Good morning,” she said politely. Inside the tavern’s main room, most of the large dining tables had been covered with linens and pillows, turned into triage beds. Meanwhile, the living quarters had been converted to private rooms. Across the city, two more inns, a dressmaker’s shop, several warehouses, and a dance hall had all been converted to temporary hospitals.

      Inside, she examined a few broken bones and nasty burns before she spoke with a teenage Edra boy who reported severe headaches and nausea after being caught under a collapsing building near the marketplace. A quick examination revealed a small bleeding spot inside his skull, threatening to cause much worse problems for him. “Just a little bump,” she fibbed. “Close your eyes and think of a nice, warm summer day.” Her power flowed into him, directing the blood to absorb while the broken vessels healed.

      “Thank you,” he murmured, leaning into her touch. “It hurt really bad before, but I didn’t want to scare my mom.”

      “I know,” she said. She squeezed his shoulder. “But you should never be ashamed to ask for help if you’re suffering. Stay here for a few more minutes, and I’ll check on you again before you go.”

      On her way to the private rooms, a young woman intercepted her with a plate of bread and a cup of weak wine. “Sister,” she said politely. “Something for your strength.”

      Marlena took it from her and said, “Thank you.”

      Together, they walked into the first room, leaving Virnan at the door to keep watch. The woman sleeping there was Kadirai, one of the Iron Blade soldiers who’d been soulstruck. Her smooth face was slack. Her chest rose and fell slowly, barely perceptible. “Look in my notebook,” Sohaila said. “This is Shirahzi Flamesinger.”

      “I still don’t how know you remember all their names,” Marlena said.

      “The same way you remember all of your soldiers,” Sohaila said. She donned a pair of light gray gloves, then gently pried up the woman’s eyelid. Shirahzi’s dark eyes were still glazed over, unfocused even with the light shining in. She didn’t dare make a connection to the woman, which would run the risk of entangling her. Instead, she glanced back at Marlena. “How many visits is this?”

      “This is your fourth,” Marlena said. She set down the notebook and turned so Sohaila could reach into the leather backpack she carried.

      Sohaila took out a jar of fragrant ointment and the wooden case containing the antidote she’d brewed for the soulstruck. Without using elixir, the weaker cure took longer, but it also didn’t offend the sensibilities of her patients or her fellow healers. Once she’d explained it, with Irazia’s support, most of the visiting Marashti had gladly donated blood for the catalyst.

      She took out one of the vials, then added a few drops into the translucent red base. The liquid began to bubble, emitting thin tendrils of steam. While she stirred the potent mix, she spoke. “What comes next for you?”

      “Well, we’re to see Sidran at noon,” Marlena said with a dark look.

      The name sent a chill down Sohaila’s spine. Before leaving the citadel that morning, she’d been told to get Marlena back when the noon prayer bells rang. “Indeed. I meant after that,” she said gently. “Are you going home to your world?”

      “Home,” Marlena said. “What a strange idea.” She put on her own gloves and lifted Shirahzi’s shoulders gently. Sohaila draped a cloth over the unconscious woman’s head, then held the bowl beneath her nose to let her inhale the fumes. “I guess I’d like to go back there some day and settle down, but it’s not my first priority. It’s naïve for us to think this is completely over.”

      “Agreed,” Sohaila said.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Marlena said. “I’ve had enough fighting and death for a dozen lifetimes. But fighting for this place…it makes me think all of this wasn’t a mistake.” Her green eyes fixed on Sohaila. “And you? Will you ever go back to the temple?”

      “To stay? No,” Sohaila said firmly.

      “You sound so certain.”

      “I am,” she said. “I was proud of my position there. I might have become the head of all the Marashti some day. But just one day here has been more fulfilling than all the days I sat on the Circle.”

      Shirazhi gasped, arms flailing wildly. Sohaila dodged and set the bowl aside as Marlena plucked the cloth from over her head. Her dark eyes were wide and frantic. “What? Where am…what?” she breathed, her voice hoarse. She groaned, clapping one hand to her forehead.

      “Welcome back,” Sohaila said politely. “Do you remember your name?”

      The woman hesitated, frowning. She looked down at her body, then at her hands, turning them over slowly. “Sh…Shirahzi. I was flying through the night, and then…” Her eyes went wide. “Is it still here?”

      “No,” Marlena said kindly. “The fight is over. We won.”

      “Oh. Good,” Shirahzi said. Then her shoulders lurched up. Sohaila whirled to grab the large basin in the corner while Marlena grabbed her thick hair and held it back. She got the basin under Shirahzi’s face just in time for the woman to vomit noisily. She groaned. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You’re not the first,” Marlena said, gently combing back her hair. “You’ll feel better in a minute.”

      They had a routine now, and within ten minutes, they had Shirahzi up and walking around the small room. After helping her wash quickly, they called for clean clothes and walked her to the common room for a weak broth and tea.

      They continued down the hall, administering the cure to a dozen more patients. Most of them continued to sleep, but two more woke and eventually joined Shirahzi to eat and begin recovering their senses. She looked forward to the day that this place was filled with happy, punch-drunk people again.

      On their way out, Sohaila stopped to check the Edra boy again. He was munching on a piece of fruit and waved as she approached. She held up her finger in front of his face. “Look at this,” she said, moving it slowly from side to side. His pupils followed. Then she touched his jaw lightly, sending her power into him once more. The place she’d healed was still weakened, but would heal nicely on its own. “No rough playing for a while. Understand?”

      “Yes, sister,” he said.

      “And don’t shift.” His face fell. “I’m serious. At least a week.”

      “Yes, sister,” he said glumly. “I won’t.”

      She patted his cheek. “Be well.”

      With that, the boy scrambled to his feet and hurried out of the tavern. Sohaila checked on the newcomers, taking care of a few minor injuries and offering reassurance for a few others. Finally, they heard the sonorous bells from the citadel, signaling noonday prayers.

      “Guess it’s time to have a chat with Sidran,” Marlena said, shoulders sinking as they walked out into the sunlight.

      “Are you feeling up to it?”

      “I think so. I haven’t even used it since I came back, but it’s here.” She turned over her palm, producing a bright orb of white. Then she closed her fist, extinguishing it. “I’m scared. I don’t know how I’ll feel to see him.”

      “Me either,” Sohaila said. “But I’ll be there with you.”

      She nodded. “It’s good to have a friend.” Her green eyes widened, and she looked almost childlike. “Are we friends, Sohaila? Now that everything is over…”

      “I don’t know if your world defines friendship differently, but I’d say we are,” she said. “I don’t have very many myself, but I’m glad we are.”

      She beamed. “Me too.”

      Virnan bowed politely. “Are you ready to go?”

      “No, but I don’t think that’s up to me,” Marlena said with a sad smile. “Let’s go.”
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      The dungeon below Adamantine Rise was dark and musty. The cells were all occupied. Muffled shouts echoed around them. Some begged for freedom while others swore Vystus’s vengeance upon the Kadirai. Sohaila shuddered, keeping her head down. She trailed after Marlena, who followed a uniformed guard down the narrow hall. At the end of the hall, two guards were posted at a heavy metal door.

      The small chamber beyond the door was dimly lit. Chains dangled empty from the ceiling. At the center of the room was a heavy iron chair, practically a throne. Still dressed in his torn, stained robe, Sidran was shackled to the chair at his wrists and ankles. A blindfold covered his eyes, and a thick piece of fabric was stuffed into his mouth.

      Velati watched silently. Lotheraos Skyborne stood at his side. He’d been soulstruck, and probably should have been resting still. His skin was pale, but anger sharpened his gaze. Another man, huge even compared to Kaldir, stood with them. Farikul Frostbane was another of the Arik’tazhan, though she hadn’t met him until he arrived in the healing pavilion with Viraszel to check on Kaldir a few days earlier.

      Before moving toward Sidran, Velati gestured subtly to Marlena. He pulled her in close and kissed her temple, then whispered in her ear. She’d finally asked, and Marlena had told her they sometimes spoke English, which was her first language.

      Velati’s soft expression was only for Marlena. As soon as she pulled away from him, his blue eyes went ice cold again. He summoned a wickedly sharp spear of ice, then placed it under Sidran’s chin. Sidran jolted with a tiny yelp, trying in vain to squirm away. Lotheraos reached over and pulled the gag out of the man’s mouth, then removed the blindfold.

      He blinked furiously, looking around the room. Then he sneered. “You think I’m powerless, I’ll—”

      Lotheraos moved lightning fast to cover Sidran’s mouth, fingers pressed to the tight seam of his lips. His protests were muffled against the dragon’s grasp. “If you say anything I don’t like, I will tear your jaw right off your face,” he said calmly. “It is only by our mercy that all your limbs remain attached.”

      “Besides, we all know you’re powerless,” Sohaila said calmly. His eyes flitted to her. “You’re just a normal hybrid. You’re smart, but your power was in all the people you manipulated. All your people and your toys are gone. By yourself, you’re nothing.” His eyes widened. “Remember me?”

      Lotheraos released his face, and Sidran stretched his jaw. “My Chosen will take up the banner in my absence.”

      “Maybe,” Velati said. “But you’re still here with us.”

      His eyes narrowed as he looked from Sohaila to Marlena. “And you. Vystus will judge you. You may walk freely now, but you turned your back on the god that gave you this power. He will not abide such a betrayal.”

      Marlena raised her hands and looked up at the stone ceiling. “Come and get me,” she said. Then she folded her arms, leaning in closer to Sidran. “I think you made Vystus up.”

      “Foolish girl,” he spat. “What does a twenty-year-old idiot know about the ancient gods?”

      “I’m almost thirty now, thanks for the reminder,” Marlena said. “And the day I got here, I asked the queen’s scholars to research Vystus. No records of him.”

      “I don’t have to defend his divinity to you,” Sidran said. “The power of the Aesdar speaks all the defense he needs.”

      She shrugged. “Just saying.” She looked up again. “I think you know your way around blood magic, and you pumped me and the other Aesdar so full of it that it made us this way. A story about a white-scaled dragon god made perfect sense, and you counted on us being too stupid to see through you,” she said. “Shame on me. But in the end, you lost. Thirty years of planning and a made up god on your side, and you still couldn’t do it.”

      He scowled. “I’m not going to talk to you.”

      “Oh, this will be fun. Just remember, you made me this way,” she said. She grabbed his face. “Tell me the truth. Answer my questions.” Her tattoos flared bright. Her power was palpable, like a swarm of tiny gnats crawling on Sohaila’s skin.

      Sidran gritted his teeth, pulling away from her. “No,” he said flatly. She pushed him harder, and his muscles trembled with the effort of resisting her.

      “Marlena, you can stop,” Velati said, gently pushing her aside to glare down at Sidran. “We’ve been merciful with you so far.”

      “You can kill me,” Sidran said. “I go on to glory. I do not fear death.”

      “We’re not going to kill you,” Velati said. “But between the five of us in the room, I think we can castrate you and keep you alive.” His ice spear widened into a blade. Without blinking, he reached down, grabbing Sidran’s crotch. The other man writhed away, letting out a whimper as he squeezed. “This will cut so clean you’d think it was steel. And ice…you might not feel it for a minute.” He tilted his head. “Frostbane here could cauterize it before you even bleed.” He frowned and looked over his shoulder. “I always forget. Is castration just your cock, or is it the whole package?”

      “Actually, I believe it’s just the balls,” Lotheraos said.

      “It’s a good place to start,” Frostbane said.

      “Fuck you,” Sidran said. Then his face contorted in pain as Velati squeezed harder. But instead of striking him, Velati slapped the flat blade lightly against Marlena’s thigh. Her fist clenched, and the tattoos ignited with light again.

      “I’m doing it,” Velati said, resting the blade against Sidran’s leg. “You should have answered her the first time.”

      “No!” Sidran bellowed. As he twisted away, his head slammed into the metal chair with a painful clang.

      Marlena grabbed him again to take advantage of the distraction. A bright light burst from her as her power slammed into Sidran. His tense muscles relaxed, his shoulders slumping. “Tell me the truth.”

      Sidran’s brown eyes went wide and glassy. He stared at her like she was the avatar of his god. “What do you want to know?” He let out a sigh of relief as Velati released him, backing away. Behind the chair, Velati’s lips curled into a wicked smile.

      “Do you have anything else planned for Farath?” Marlena asked.

      He shook his head. “Not yet. Once my army arrived, they were to collar all the dragons or kill them, just like in Ironhold. Any who rebelled were imprisoned or drained for blood.”

      “Do you have another army? More forces on the way?” she asked.

      He nodded. “A small reserve in Agni.”

      Marlena looked up, shaking her head.

      “Agni,” Velati said. “Are you working with the king? Tell us about your arrangement.”

      Over the next hour, they peppered Sidran with questions. At one point, he shook off Marlena’s hold and started cursing at them. Frostbane released a focused burst of flame that seared his forearm into a blistered purple ruin, allowing Marlena to take control of him again. He apologized, but Sohaila knew a fake apology when she saw one. Reluctantly, she rubbed orveran into the wound to numb his pain and keep him talking.

      Sidran was in league with the king of Agni, a human nation to the south that hated dragons. When he began hatching his plan to eradicate dragonkind, Sidran had realized he needed far more troops than he could gather as a secretive cult in the human world. Over nearly three decades, he’d built the powerful military force, recruiting heavily from Agni and the humans of their neighboring nation of Braequa, which had tenuous relations with dragons.

      The king had allowed him to recruit, even sending much of his own military force under the Chosen banner, with the agreement that they would split the wealth, and the king would be gifted the city of Ironhold—intact.

      “And what were you to get out of it?” Velati asked.

      Sidran had shrugged, a cold, casual gesture. “The fall of your kind. You are a scourge, an evil blight upon our existence.”

      “Well, that’s reasonable,” Velati said mildly. He sighed. “We’re done here.”

      “Kill me,” Sidran said. “I do not fear death.”

      “I’m sure you don’t,” Velati said. “But you wanted to claim the throne of Adamantine Rise, and I think you should get to enjoy your throne for a while,” he said, patting the back of the iron chair.

      “Rimewing, does he really need his balls?” Lotheraos asked. “I’d love to make a necklace out of them.”

      “But there’s not enough for all of us,” Frostbane complained.

      Velati smirked. “I’m sure we’ll determine an equitable outcome.”
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      After leaving the claustrophobic dark of the dungeon, Velati kissed Marlena’s cheek and sent her on to find something to eat, with a promise he would join her shortly. He looked nervous, his gaze not quite meeting Sohaila’s as they stood in the open vestibule outside the lift to the upper levels of the citadel. “Sister, may I have a few minutes?”

      They had barely spoken since Kaldir woke. “I suppose,” she said evenly. Her love survived despite Velati, not because of him, and she wouldn’t forget it.

      Without speaking, she followed him up the winding stairs to the second floor and out to a small balcony. Ash and rubble piled around their feet. Looking up, she could see where another balcony above them had been shattered and torn away from the wall.

      “You look like you’ve recovered well,” he said. “I hope you’re not overdoing it down in the city.”

      “I’m not,” she said.

      He nodded solemnly, staring out at the fractured cityscape. His posture was tense. “Marlena enjoys spending the day with you. Thank you for taking such good care of her, even though you’re displeased with me. I hope that someday you can forgive me for intervening, and that you’ll understand why I did it.”

      She turned to him. “I really want to be angry with you.”

      “If you’re going to punch me again, please aim below the neck,” he said, giving her a sidelong glance. “My nose just healed from last time.”

      “It’s no fun if you allow it,” she said with a sigh. “I know you did what you felt was right. And knowing you as I do, I can’t be angry with you for it. I forgive you, and I hope you forgive me for punching you.”

      “Marlena tried to kill me the first time we met,” he said. “I’m good at forgiveness. It’s behind us.”

      She laughed, watching as he pulled a glittering silver pendant from his pocket. Letting it unfurl from a delicate chain, he held it up in front of her. An intricate knot of silver encased a gleaming blue stone. “What’s that?”

      “It’s the token of the Lightweavers. Irazia asked me why I hadn’t made it official after all you’d done for us,” he said. He gestured to her. Her heart thumped as she bowed her head, letting him drape the thin chain around her neck. She gently touched the small blue stone. “I’m sorry it’s not nicer. I’ll have a proper one made for you. But it seemed insulting to let you continue on without a formal recognition.”

      “You didn’t have to do that,” she said, still holding the pendant. “It’s a lovely gesture. Thank you.”

      His gaze softened, and he gave her a gentle smile. “I was very hard on you, but you rose to the occasion in every way. You noticed things even I didn’t. Hundreds of our people were likely saved because of your clever ideas. I lost track of how many soldiers told me they’d patched up their wounds and made it to shelter because of your gifts. And of course, I can never sufficiently thank you for what you did for Marlena. For me.” He bowed deeply to her. “You are, beyond any shadow of a doubt, a true Lightweaver, as mighty as one of the Arik’tazhan.”

      Her heart thumped as he leaned in, grasping her cheeks gently to kiss her forehead. Before she lost her nerve, she embraced him. He stiffened for a moment, then hugged her tightly. “Thank you,” she said. “For taking a chance on me and not sending me back.”

      Releasing her, he smiled down at her. “I know the look of someone who is spoiling for a fight. I’ve been there many times. What will you do now?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “That depends on you. Do you intend to pursue the trail into Agni?”

      He sighed. “Between the two of us, I truly wish I could say no. I want to take Marlena somewhere quiet and beautiful, far away from the blood and strife.” He smiled sadly. “And yet, that’s always been a part of who I am. Someone has to do this.”

      “Does it have to be you?”

      “Not for forever, but for right now, it does,” he said. “When we swore our oath to the old queens, they dubbed us the Unresting. I suppose it sounds poetic, but it’s really quite literal. We swore that we would not rest until our task was complete.” He shrugged. “And it’s not complete. I would be happy for your help but I won’t demand it.”

      She nodded. “When do you intend to head south to Agni?”

      “Not right away,” he said. “We’ve sent scouts, and our people are still recovering. Marlena needs to rest a while longer before I’m satisfied, though I know she doesn’t want to hear that.” He chuckled. “Within a week or so, we’ll make a decision. In that time, I need to go home to the human world and inform them what’s happened.” He gave her an indulgent smile. “In the meantime, spend a few days with Dawnblaze. Enjoy the life we fought so hard for. I certainly intend to.”
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      When Sohaila returned to the healing pavilion, she found Kaldir on his feet next to the bed he’d occupied for over a week. A series of bite marks still marred his chest, where he would forever bear the scars of the Aesdar’s wicked teeth. With help from Ayla, he maneuvered his arms into a loose coat, leaving it open over his chest.

      “I am finally free of this prison,” he said.

      “Yes, we’ve been absolutely dreadful to you,” Ayla Mara said with a sly smile. She gestured to Sohaila. “Sister.” Though Kaldir had failed to mention it, he distracted Sidran while Miko carried Ayla to safety, giving his word that she would be protected. Afterward, Ayla had made Kaldir her personal responsibility when Sohaila was away. “He can go if you think he’s ready.”

      “I am ready,” he said flatly. “Do I have no choice in the matter?”

      “None,” Sohaila said. She pressed her hands to his chest to search him. He still had some healing to do, but he was whole enough to leave the healing pavilion. Nodding to Ayla, she said, “I’ll get this prisoner where he belongs.”

      Taking Kaldir’s hand, she guided him out of the pavilion and into the wreckage of the healing gardens. Her heart ached to see the smoking ruin of the beautiful place, but the Marashti and the Shrine Wardens had been hard at work sweeping the paths, cleaning the stain of Sidran off the holy place.

      They were barely a hundred feet from the pavilion when he grabbed her shoulders and stole a deep kiss. A warm thrill oozed down her spine. She broke away, tracing the flat plane of muscle over his chest. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Anywhere with you,” he replied.

      “Easy enough.” Grasping his hand, she led him through the winding paths and down to the healers’ quarters. Her room was pleasantly dark and cool. She lit the everlight globe on the wall, filling the room with a hazy blue glow.

      With a wince, Kaldir sat on the edge of her narrow bed. “Do you have other things to do?”

      “A few, but I suppose I can spare a few hours for you,” she said, cupping his cheek. “I’ve been scolded at least once a day for overdoing it, so perhaps a bit of rest is in order. How do you feel?”

      “Better,” he said. “Admittedly, not entirely whole, but much better than I did.” He stroked her cheek gently, then pulled her down for a kiss. “I missed doing this.”

      “As did I,” she said. “We might have scandalized the younger healers even further.”

      “Indeed,” he murmured. He shifted, pulling her into his lap. His arms looped around her waist, securing her close to him.

      “I spoke to Velati earlier,” she said. “He intends to pursue Sidran’s trail and make sure it’s finished.”

      He nodded solemnly. “Then I will follow.”

      “Will you?”

      “I would like to return to Ironhold and stay someday, but this is important. I will rest better knowing that the people I love are safe.” He stroked her cheek. “That you are safe.”

      “You know I’m going with you,” she replied.

      “Of course you are,” he said with a resigned sigh. “Who would I be to tell you otherwise?” He tipped her chin up. “I intend to escort the prince back to Ironhold first, along with the Iron Blade. I made a promise to the queen, and I would feel better knowing the city is still safe. I can be back here in a few days.”

      “We can be back. I’d like to go with you,” she said. “Velati plans to return to the human world and tell the Exile queen what happened so they can be vigilant. We have a bit of time.”

      “Do we now?” Kaldir said, amber eyes lighting up. “Then I will make good on that promise, and we will go to Ironhold.” He raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps tomorrow.”

      She shifted her hips, grinding slowly against him. He gave her a wicked smile. “And what shall we do until then?”

      To her surprise, he picked her up easily and deposited her on the bed, then sank to his knees in front of her. “Well, you’ve been working so very hard,” he said, running his hands up her legs. She shivered as he found the laces of her slim trousers, slowly untying them and sliding them down. “Taking care of everyone in this city.” He kissed the inside of her bare thigh, following down to her knee, to her calf. With his eyes on hers, he untied the sash around her waist, then slowly untied the closures of her dress. He let out a satisfied sigh. “You are magnificent.”

      “You are so full of it,” she replied.

      His eyes went comically wide. “Is that any way to speak to a General?” He rose higher, kissing her lips before descending to her throat and shoulder. “I am not full of it. Every inch of you is perfect,” he said. As he laid feather-light kisses across her skin, his fingers drifted between her thighs, teasing until she parted for him. His touch ignited a familiar warmth. “These are perfect,” he said, palming her breast as he covered the soft skin with his lips. Her heart raced as he switched sides, letting his teeth graze gently over her.

      “You know, you should be in bed resting,” she said.

      “I’ve been in bed resting for a week,” he replied. His fingers slid inside her. She sighed with pleasure and eased back, spreading her legs further for him. “I want to take care of you.”

      “I like being taken care of,” she said with a happy sigh.

      “I can tell,” he said. He followed the trail over her stomach, down to her mound, then diverted at the last second to kiss her inner thigh. The brush of his stubbled jaw against her sensitive skin made her shiver. His tongue darted out, teasing lightly at her. “I have a thought.”

      “Do you? I’m having a hard time thinking with you doing that,” she said.

      “Not me. All I’ve been able to do is think about taking you to bed. You’ve made it clear that your kiss heals, but do you have to be the one doing the kissing? Or will this heal me?” He covered her with his mouth, tongue lapping hungrily at her.

      She arched up with a gasp. “I don’t think it works that way.”

      “Hmm,” he said, his deep voice rumbling into her as he made another deep pass with his tongue. “Have you conducted experiments?”

      “I have not.”

      “Sohaila, this is very unscientific of you. How can you speak so authoritatively when you don’t know for sure?” He shrugged. “Consider this your first test.”

      “You are so ridiculous, I can’t even—”

      She gasped in shock as he fully covered her, his tongue joining his deft fingers in stoking the fires of pleasure. His fingers curled slightly, and his other hand traced the back of her thigh, finding the unusually sensitive place there. He knew her body, knew every hidden place that would ignite like wildfire. She breathed deep, sinking into the hazy warmth, the insistent pulling pressure gathering between her legs. Her heart swelled as she watched him, his gaze occasionally flitting up to hers.

      Thank you, she thought, though she was unsure if she was grateful to Kaldir, to the universe, or to the Skymother herself. She was struck with wonder, with disbelief that this beautiful, noble creature would love her in this way. For just a moment, she let her power drift into him, and felt the heat of his arousal prickling back at her.

      Then his tongue, as skilled and focused as any weapon he wielded, found its blazing target. Her legs trembled as the first tremors rocked through her. She involuntarily closed her legs, pulling away from the intensity, but he never stopped, just shifted those powerful hands over her stomach and pinned her there while his mouth cast its spell on her.

      Then it was almost painful, as if a knot formed low in her belly, drawing every cell in her body in. It wound tighter and tighter, searing hot, toes curling, back arching, then ignited an explosion through her entire being. She let out a sharp cry, shaking in his unwavering hold. All at once, his touch was too much, too intense. As if he sensed it, he returned his attention to her quivering thigh, kissing the skin there before moving up to her hip.

      “Shall I continue?” he murmured.

      She panted, barely able to catch her breath. “Not yet,” she said. Her hands fumbled for him, one stroking his hair while the other clasped at his hand. The world spun around her. “That was perfect. I love you.”

      He raised his head. “And I love you,” he said. “Now and always.” He rested his chin on her belly, staring up at her. “How did the experiment go? I think I’m feeling better already.”

      “Inconclusive,” she replied. “You can’t test theories just once. It’s not scientific.” He grinned. “Come up here, and we’ll begin another round.”
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      Kaldir’s belly prickled with nervous anticipation as he made the final descent into Ironhold. From half a mile away, he could see the glittering gold decorations and red silk banners hanging from the spires of the palace. Soldiers lined the Queen’s Way from the gates of the city up to the massive front doors of the palace. Clearly, the queen had gotten the message that they would be returning.

      The bells from the temple rang out, a pleasant chaos of sound to herald their arrival. He growled. So much for a quiet entrance. While the entourage of Iron Blade soldiers landed at the gates to proceed through the city, he broke away for the western terrace, with Zayir on his tail.

      The queen waited there, dressed in glittering gold finery that blazed in the morning sun. Princess Ohrena stood at her side, clasping her hand tightly. Even the queen’s daughters were there, pointing up to the sky as they descended. Kaldir landed in front of them, spreading his wings wide so the twins could bolt toward him. Their small hands tickled along his belly, and he lowered his head so they could touch his face.

      Then Zayir’s smaller, crimson-scaled form landed next to him, and he was completely forgotten as two little voices squealed in delight. Once they were clear of him, he transformed back into his human form and accepted his clothes from Sohaila.

      Zayir shook off his dragon form, rising with a groan. He turned back to Sohaila for his clothes, but before she could hand them over, Ohrena dashed toward him and threw her arms around his neck, clinging to him for dear life. Her slender hands were clutched to either side of his head as she half-laughed and half-wept. A thin gold crown fell from her head and clattered to the ground.

      “You are never to leave this castle again,” she sobbed.

      He kissed her gently, then pulled away so he could look in her eyes. “Look at me. Am I not as handsome and healthy as ever?”

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      He brushed tears from her cheeks. “May I put on some clothes? I’d rather the entire city didn’t see my ass. That is a marvelous privilege reserved for you,” he said. She laughed and slid down, letting him quickly pull on clothing while she surreptitiously scrubbed tears from her eyes.

      When he was dressed, Tarim simply held out her hands. Her expression was stoic, but her jaw trembled as she folded him into her arms. “I’m all right,” he murmured quietly. “I’m sorry I frightened you.” Then they both laughed as the twins wedged themselves between them. Right on cue, Zayir picked up Izarel, letting her rest on his hip. “Did you grow while I was gone?”

      “No, silly,” she said primly. “You weren’t gone that long.”

      “It certainly felt that way,” he said, shooting Kaldir a glare. “I’m certain that you’re at least a hand taller.”

      “Uncle Kaldir gave me a knife,” Shadiah piped up, pulling at his free hand. “But I didn’t get to use it.”

      “Did he now?” Zayir said. “Uncle Kaldir has a lot to explain, doesn’t he?”

      “Mama says we’re having a feast tonight,” Izarel said. “And that tallei-Ohrena is going to teach me how to dance like she does.”

      Shadiah glared at her. “Teach us how to dance.”

      “That’s what I said,” Izarel protested.

      “No you—”

      “If tallei-Ohrena is going to teach you how to dance, then you will have the finest teacher in all the world,” Zayir said, his eyes gleaming as he looked at his wife. “Did your mama tell you what we would have to eat tonight? I’m starving.”

      “Mmm, well…” Shadiah trailed off.

      “Ashka vehl,” Izarel piped up. “And berry cakes.”

      As the youngsters rattled off a list of their favorite foods, which Kaldir suspected were not on the menu but rather an optimistic wish spoken for their mother’s benefit, the queen extended her hand to Kaldir. “Welcome back,” she said. “May I have a minute before you rest?”

      “Of course,” he said. He met Sohaila’s eyes. She lingered at the edge of the terrace, fiddling with her pack. He beckoned to her. She was part of the family now, too.

      “Sister,” Tarim said warmly. “I’ve asked Ohrena to see that you have a hospitable stay here in the palace. You are my honored guest. Do not hesitate to ask for whatever you may need.”

      Sohaila looked nervously at the Edra princess, fiddling with the wind-blown braid hanging over her shoulder. “It’s my honor to meet you, sister,” Ohrena said in her smooth, perfectly accented Kadirai. “We have the loveliest bath.”

      “A bath sounds divine,” Sohaila said.

      “Then follow me,” the princess said. She gently folded her arm through Sohaila’s and smiled up at her, like they were old friends. Talking quietly, Ohrena led Sohaila into the palace.

      With them gone, he offered his arm to Tarim and led her inside. The palace was filled with the smells of roasting meat and baking bread. Dozens of the palace staff bustled through the hallways, preparing for a feast.

      “I hope you didn’t do all this for me,” he said mildly.

      “Don’t be a fool,” she said. “You brought home my soldiers. Even the great Kaldir Dawnblaze does not get a festival day across the city and a feast for hundreds in my halls.” She gave him a sly smile. “Not officially, at least.”

      He opened the door to one of the sitting rooms near her throne room, where she entertained visiting merchants and diplomats. The lavishly furnished room was unoccupied. Its large windows were open to the sun, letting in a crisp breeze and the distant noise of Ironhold’s citizens cheering the return of the Iron Blade.

      As Tarim settled onto the soft couch, she kicked off a pair of golden slippers and took the heavy crown from her head, setting it on the cushion next to her. “Thank you,” she said. “You brought him home to me. I could have lost everything, but my family lives, and my city stands.”

      “We did lose soldiers in the battle. Not as many as I feared, but we did not come out of this clean,” he said. The bodies of the fallen had been cleaned and wrapped gently by the priestesses of the Brood. An honor guard of the Iron Blade had carried them home even before Kaldir left.

      “They arrived yesterday. Ohrena and I greeted every one of them by name,” she said solemnly. “I have asked the priestesses to make official records for me, and I have given orders to Councilor Ferha to ensure their families are provided for. They will never be forgotten. I do not take it lightly that my loved ones survived while others did not.” She hesitated, then took his hand. “Are you staying here?”

      His heart thumped.  “Su’ud redahn—”

      “Call me by my name, please,” she said. “So few people do.”

      “Tarim,” he amended. “I am not staying. Not this time.” Her face fell, and she pulled her hand back. With a sad smile, he clasped her hand again. “There is still important work to be done. The worst of it is over, but we have to root out this poison before it can grow again.”

      “How long?” she asked. For just a moment, she sounded young and lost.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But you will be queen for a very long time, and I will be remembered as the one who protected the greatest queen in the history of the Ironflight.”

      Her lips quirked into a smile. “You flatter me.”

      “I do not. You know I always speak the truth, for better or worse,” he said. “When our work is done, I will come back here. You have my word.”

      She nodded. “I am satisfied with your word. And you have my blessing, though I am not pleased to give it.”

      He squeezed her hand again. “Tarim, do not mistake this for anything other than a promise to see through what I have already started.” Her head tilted. “I dearly love you and your brother. You are my family.” Her gaze softened. “And by extension, your girls, and whatever curious and undoubtedly troublesome offspring your brother may spawn some day.” She actually laughed. “When this is over, I want to be here with you.”

      “I understand,” she said. Her eyebrows perked. “However, you must stay for this feast. And you will dance with my daughters, because they have spoken of nothing else since I told them you were coming home. I promised them.”

      “That is a promise I can keep.”
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      He tried to find Sohaila, but Zahila was careening down the halls with an armful of dresses when he got to the fourth floor. Ohrena had claimed the nicest guest room in the palace for Sohaila. He instantly liked her more. Zahila intercepted him before he reached the door. “Hello, tallei-Kaldir,” she said, kicking the door with one foot as she peered at him over a stack of silk. “You look healthy again.”

      “Hold on!” a muffled voice shouted from inside.

      “I am,” he said. “I see you’ve settled right back in.” Her cheeks were rosy, her raven-black hair loose and wavy around her face.

      “Ohrena told me I was not permitted to go off to war again,” she said with a sigh. “But let me know if you ever need a crow’s eyes again.”

      He chuckled. “You were very useful.”

      “I know I was,” she said. “If you’re looking for your lover, she’s soaking in the bath and singing Ohrena’s praises.” Heat rose in his cheeks, and Zahila rolled her eyes. “I hope you aren’t so foolish that you think it’s a secret.”

      “Don’t call me foolish.”

      She scoffed. “When she gets out, she has to try these on. She does not have time for you right now.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Just remember she’s a holy woman.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means to treat her kindly,” he said. “Or you’ll answer to me.”

      She scowled. “Don’t get gruff with me. I like her more than I like you.” Despite her harsh words, her full lips curved in a coy smile. “Now go find something else to do. She’ll be pretty for you tonight.”

      He grabbed the door handle, leaning in close to Zahila. She took a tentative step back, her eyes narrowing. “She’s already pretty. Don’t you dare make her feel bad about her face.”

      She slammed her hand down on his. Her nails dug into the back of his hand as she scowled at him. “I’m insulted. If you think we would be unkind to her, you don’t know us at all. You have my promise.”

      He stared at her. Her dark eyes didn’t flinch. Finally he pulled his hand away. “All right.” She huffed, slamming the door behind her.

      Leaving the Edra women to fuss over Sohaila, he headed for his own quarters, finding the door ajar. His heart thumped. Too much conflict over the last few weeks had him on edge. But the scent wafting from inside was familiar, one he’d known all his life.

      He pushed the door open to see his mother standing in the middle of the room, her posture perfectly straight as she turned in a slow circle. Instead of the black garb of the Arik’tazhan, she wore a long red dress that somehow was no less intimidating.

      “Ma’am,” he greeted. He hadn’t seen her since tangling with her in the healing gardens. Velati told him she’d come back soon after the battle to bring word to Tarim and rally the Iron Blade reserves, making sure Sidran didn’t have a secondary plan to attack Ironhold from within.

      “My son,” she said, extending her hands. The words stunned him. He approached, like he was sidling up to an angry dragon, and she gently touched his shoulders. Then she kissed his cheeks, her eyes curiously soft. “I saw you before you woke, but I am very glad to see you on your feet.”

      “You as well,” he said.

      Her shoulders slumped, though her gaze never faltered. “I’m so sorry for attacking you. Sidran controlled me and the queen.”

      “I know,” he said. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “I’d like to carve my name into his hide,” she said, baring her teeth. “I’ll be paying a visit to Halmerah before much longer.” A chill prickled down his spine. “Enha-Kal,” she murmured, using the affectionate nickname he hadn’t heard since he was a boy. “I am beyond proud of you.”

      He was taken aback. “Uh…thank you.”

      “I know I have always been hard on you,” she said. “I have often wondered if this was the right choice. But I did not want my legacy to be a burden you could not escape. I wanted you to stand proud on your own.” She cupped his cheek, tilting his face down toward her. “Before I left, they spoke of you in Farath. The one who felled half the Aesdar himself. The one who liberated two cities, wielded the Iron Blade, and brought down the Chosen.”

      “That’s overstating it a bit,” he said, though it sounded quite nice from Viraszel.

      “Is it?” she asked. She smiled, an expression that was foreign on her face. “They spoke your name with honor and respect. And they did not proclaim you my son.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you?”

      She chuckled. “That is all I have ever wanted for you. To forge your own name. Farikul suggested the Undying Flame. It has a rather nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

      “It would be an honor.”

      “I have been proud of you since you were just a boy, trying to sprout wings before you could walk properly.” He chuckled at the memory. “You have always had my affection, but now you have my utmost respect. I am proud to be your mother.”

      His eyes widened. He would have been less surprised if she had punched him in the gut. Trying to recover, he asked, “What do you plan to do now?”

      “I’ll stay here for a while,” she said. “Help train the Iron Blade in your absence.” She shrugged. “Frighten teenaged dragons.”

      “Sounds about right,” he said.

      She smiled, then gently touched his cheek. “Be well, my son. And don’t be distant. I know I have not been the gentle mother you may have wanted, but I still love you very much. Will I see you at the feast this evening?”

      He nodded, kissing her brow. Then she brushed past him, leaving him alone in his quarters. He sighed and flopped back onto his bed. It was neatly made, the linens freshly cleaned.

      Six months ago, his life was simple. He lacked nothing, or so it had seemed. Now his world had expanded, becoming far more precarious. And yet, he would not have changed a moment of it, not if the end result was the joy of Sohaila in his arms, of seeing her whenever he wished.

      He had told no one else of his vision of the Skymother except for Sohaila. But he barely went an hour without thinking of it, and the charge she had given him. Protect my children. And love well the one I have entrusted to you.

      He intended to keep his oath.
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      The bells rang to signal the beginning of the feast just as he finished shaving. He contemplated his ornamental armor, but one of the queen’s attendants had come by to remind him that he was to dress in formal attire, conveniently bringing him a tunic tailored for him. He bedgrudgingly donned the tunic, an ostentatious garment that was far more befitting of Zayir than him. A quiet knock rang through the silence. “Come in,” he said, still fussing with the ornamental belt.

      He smelled her floral scent before she even stepped inside, and he turned on his heel, intending to sweep her up into his arms. Then he froze, stunned by the glimmering vision before him.

      Instead of the simple blue garments she wore as a healer, Sohaila was draped in a deep blue gown glittering with tiny stones and metallic thread. Makeup enhanced her eyes and lips, but they had not covered the scars on her face. Her auburn hair hung down her back, held back with silver combs.

      She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

      “You’re staring,” she said, eyes skimming away from him.

      “You cannot blame me,” he said.

      He reached for her, but she caught his wrists before he could touch her. “Careful,” she said. “Those Edra women fussed over this gown for ages.”

      “Does that mean I should not tear it off?”

      Her lips quirked into a smile. “I’m afraid it does. But what a lovely thought.”

      He cupped her cheeks, letting his thumbs trace both the smooth and marked skin at the same time. Without speaking, he kissed her gently, savoring the way her lips curved into a smile against his, parting for him. “Are you sure we have to go?”

      “We do,” Sohaila said. She pulled away from him, though she held his hands, sending warm tendrils of her power tickling across his skin. He braced himself, but she kept her roaming phantom hands above his waist, gently stroking his back and sending a warm tingle across his skin. “I let those women primp and fuss over me for two hours. The one with the red hair never stopped talking. You are taking me to this feast, and you are dancing with me until I’ve had my fill.”

      He chuckled. “I can comply with these orders.” He gently touched her cheek again. “I’m glad you’re not hiding your face.”

      Her fingers drifted up to trace the ridges. “It’s not easy, but in a strange way, they’ve given me something to be proud of.”

      He tilted his head. “Really?”

      “Sidran and the Chosen tried to steal from me. They took my bodyguards. They took a year of my life. They tried to steal my integrity and my peace of mind. They tried to steal my people, my homeland…even my Kaldir,” she said. There was still anger in her eyes, an echo of the flames from which she had been born. “But they failed,” she said. “It still hurts to see. It probably always will. But it also reminds me that I am far more than he realized. There is far more of value in me than just outward beauty. And let it serve as a warning to anyone else who would underestimate me. I am not easily broken.”

      He smiled. “My little comet, as fierce and bright as ever,” he said. “Come along, and make me the envy of everyone here.”
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      The feast rivaled the massive party Tarim had thrown when her brother was married months ago. Round tables were arranged around an open floor for dancing. Everything was adorned in red and gold silks, with bright flowers everywhere.

      Usually, the queen sat at a long table on an elevated dais, looking down over the gathering. Instead, she sat near the center of the room, along with the royal family. Her husband, Zersekh, had recovered from his imprisonment, though one would hardly notice a difference in his quiet stoicism.

      The queen had risen to greet her guests, thanking them for attending. In a clear, resonant voice, she invoked the Skymother, asking for her blessing over the Iron Blade who had fallen in their brave pursuits. In the tradition of the Ironflight, the high table was set for their fallen kin. Wine had been poured, with fresh flowers laid in each seat. Gold coins were already placed on the plates, and would accumulate through the evening as guests offered their respects.

      Tarim’s feasts would typically be attended by the wealthy of Ironhold, but many of the usual guests had not been invited. Most of the guests were soldiers of the Iron Blade who had gone to fight in Farath, along with their families.

      He was tearing into a heaping dish of tirioc when something brushed against his arm. Setting his fork aside, he looked down to see Izarel wedging her way between him and Sohaila. She stared up at Sohaila, eyes wide. “What happened to your face?”

      Zayir spluttered, covering his mouth as he coughed on his food. “Izarel,” Tarim said sharply. “That is extremely rude.”

      “I just wondered,” she said, looking stricken. “May I ask what happened…please?”

      “Izarel,” Zersekh said quietly. He shook his head at her.

      “It’s all right,” Sohaila said gently, setting aside her goblet of wine. She lowered her head slightly, letting Izarel look closer. “You may look closer if you’re curious. A bad man tried to hurt me.”

      The child tilted her head up, brow furrowed as she inspected the marks. “The bad man who hurt Uncle Zayir? And my papa?”

      “Yes,” Sohaila said.

      Izarel cast a glance at her father, then turned back with a sharp, predatory gaze that was her mother all over. “But he’s gone now.”

      “Sort of,” Sohaila said. “He won’t hurt anyone else.”

      Kaldir tapped Izarel’s shoulder, eager to spare Sohaila further scrutiny. “Did you know that Sohaila is a Marashti healer? She saved my life after the battle.”

      “Really?” Izarel asked.

      “Indeed,” he said. “She is extremely talented. She has the Skymother’s blessing.”

      Tossing down her fork, Shadiah rushed around the table and crawled across Kaldir’s lap. “One would not know it by their current behavior, but I swear that my daughters have been taught manners,” Tarim seethed. “Shadiah.”

      The girl’s face flushed, and she looked at Kaldir solemnly. “May I sit here?”

      He suppressed a smile. “Yes, you may,” he said. “Thank you for asking politely.”

      Her knee drove into his groin, and he bit back a groan as she leaned in to get a closer look at Sohaila. “I want to be a healer like you.” She rubbed her hands together and held them out. “Can you teach me?”

      Sohaila laughed and took her hands. “I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that. But if it is the Skymother’s design for you, then you will know.”

      “When?”

      “Not until you’re older,” she said. “So until then, you should always say your prayers and pay attention in your lessons.”

      It took much of his considerable willpower not to laugh. Maybe Sohaila Mara was studious, but Falmina had not been. This little lecture was for Tarim’s benefit. Shadiah nodded solemnly. “I will.”

      After their massive meal, the musicians launched into a rousing dance tune. Princess Ohrena’s eyes went wide, and she stole a last sip of her wine. “Girls, I am in need of your help,” she said, beckoning to them.

      The twins slid down from their seats, ready to follow their aunt. Both wore glimmering silk scarves tied around their waists, mimicking the Edra women’s dance attire. Shadiah tugged on Zayir’s arm. “Uncle Zayir, why aren’t you getting up?”

      “I couldn’t possibly,” Zayir protested. “Uncle Zayir is still recovering from his injuries.”

      Kaldir glared at him. “As I recall, you were ready to fight,” he said. He gently pushed Shadiah toward her uncle. “Uncle Zayir can dance, don’t you think, Sohaila?”

      Her amber eyes twinkled with delight. “He’s perfectly healthy,” she said. “It would be very good for him to dance and loosen up his stiff muscles.”

      Over the little girl’s ornate crown, Zayir glared at them. Then he smiled indulgently at Shadiah. “Only for my favorite princesses.” With a bright smile, he took Shadiah’s hand and let her pull him into the undulating crowd. Leading a snake-like procession through the room were Ohrena and her maid Inrada, dressed in shimmering red and gold.

      Kaldir leaned in to kiss Sohaila’s cheek. “Shall we?”

      She shook her head, then gestured over his shoulder. He looked back to see Izarel wringing her hands. “Papa’s back hurts and Mama says to let him rest,” she said quietly. “Will you take me?”

      “It would be my most esteemed honor,” he said seriously, taking her small hand. Her eyes lit up, and she tugged him into the crowd with her. Watching for an opening, he swept her into the procession.

      The room was filled with light and laughter. His body still ached, and he felt the heavy weight of loss, of those who had not made it home to celebrate. And yet, looking around the crowded room, he saw what he had fought for. He would have done it again in an instant.

      At the sound of a noisy horn call, the serpentine formation stopped, and Ohrena let out a noisy whoop, clapping her hands in a complex rhythm. Izarel grabbed his hand, then yanked him around in a tight circle. “Like this, Uncle Kaldir!”

      With a hearty laugh, he tried to follow her guidance. Then she put her hand up, and he obliged, spinning her around until she squealed with laughter. In a flurry of shimmering silk, Princess Ohrena spun toward him, then knelt to grasp Izarel’s hands. “My sweet, it’s your turn to lead the dragon,” she said gently. She pointed toward the head of the line, where Inrada was beckoning. “Go with Inrada.”

      Straightening her skirt, Izarel ran toward the other Edra woman. Inrada pantomimed putting her hand to her mouth, and Izarel let out a noisy shout. At her cue, the music shifted again, and the serpentine formation continued through the room. Ohrena linked her arm through Kaldir’s, giving him no choice but to follow her graceful steps. “Thank you for bringing my husband home, tallei-Kaldir,” she said to him, never missing a step.

      “He is my oldest friend,” Kaldir replied, spinning her around. “I would have it no other way.”

      She squeezed his hand. “Most people say you’re welcome.”

      He chuckled. “My apologies. You’re welcome,” he said. “Thank you for welcoming Sohaila here.”

      “I know how it feels to be an outsider in this place,” Ohrena said. She gave him a mischievous smile. “Or shall I simply say, you’re welcome. I’m very happy for you.” Then her eyes went wide, and she yanked away from him. “Kaldir!”

      “What?”

      “You just pinched my…” She whirled to see Zayir behind them and smirked. “I nearly slapped your friend.”

      “I regret that you didn’t. He’s got a good one coming,” Zayir said. He gave Kaldir a wry look. “I must steal my wife from your clutches, before she realizes that she could have done far better than me.”

      Kaldir laughed and squeezed Ohrena’s hand lightly. He gave her a nod. “She could have done far better.”

      Leaving the prince to his wife, he dodged a whirling circle of children and snaked through the crowd to return to his seat. He was startled to see his mother sitting next to Tarim, talking animatedly. Sohaila looked stunned, and he hurried to settle next to her, leaning in to whisper in her ear. “Are you all right?”

      She turned to whisper back, her lips brushing his ear. “She introduced herself and said it was an honor to meet me.” The Firestorm had not been impressed with Falmina Flamewrought. His mother’s eyes drifted over to them, a faint smile on her lips.

      As the feast wound down, many of the guests headed for the continuing festivities in the streets of Ironhold. In the middle of the great hall, a dozen children danced with Shadiah and Izarel, trying to learn their increasingly chaotic dances. Tarim was circulating the room, speaking to her remaining guests, while Zersekh sat with the musicians, playing the drum deftly for a traditional dance tune. Zayir and Ohrena had excused themselves long ago.

      Kaldir clutched Sohaila’s hand gently, pointing out the whirling frenzy of the dancing children. Several had spun themselves dizzy and were giggling on the floor. “Someday I’d like a few of those,” he said. The wine had loosened his tongue, and they were finally alone.

      “Children?” she asked. “Or sparkling scarves?”

      He laughed. “Children.”

      “I never would have imagined you wanting children.”

      “You don’t think I would be a good father?”

      “Actually, I think you would be the best of fathers,” she said.

      “They’re their own sort of magic, aren’t they? Everything is new and fascinating.” He sighed. “Maybe some day.”

      She ran her hand over his arm, clutching his hand. “I believe we could make that happen.”

      His heart slammed into his ribs. “Could we? Could you?”

      “If you’re asking if I’m capable, most certainly. And I think we know how,” she said with a laugh. Her cheeks were pleasantly flushed. “Though we would be foolish to consider it before all of this nonsense with the Chosen is over.”

      “Of course. What about the Marashti?”

      She shrugged. “I am a powerful healer outside their walls,” she said. “Mother Akshas won’t like it, but I can live with her disapproval.”

      He sighed. “I don’t want you to sacrifice who you are.”

      “That is not who I am,” she said. “Not all of who I am. Not anymore.” She traced the veins on the back of his hand, her touch sending a shivering warmth coursing through him. “I am a healer of the Order of Mara. I am a Lightweaver of the Arik’tazhan. And I am Sohaila Mara, who loves Kaldir Dawnblaze.”

      “And is loved greatly by him,” he added.

      “All of these things are part of who I am. I do not wish to sacrifice any of them. And this time, I will not put the decision into your hands.” His brow lifted. “It’s my choice to stay with you. And if you leave me in the middle of the night again, I will—” He silenced her with a kiss, but she broke away. “I’m serious. I will serve the Skymother to the end of my days.” She gripped his hand. “But I want to do it by your side. And if you don’t want that, say so now.”

      “You are far too clever to say something so foolish,” he said.

      She smiled. “Then we are agreed.” A warm, phantom finger traced down his spine, around his waist and to his hip, teasing downward.

      He squirmed slightly. “That’s unfair.”

      “Is it?” Another delicate finger teased behind his ear. “I think we’ve spent enough time at this party.”

      “Does that mean I’m to tear your dress off now?”

      “Zahila will murder you,” she replied. “But if you were to remove it very carefully, an evening’s celebration is in order.”
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        Eight Months Later

      

      

      On day fifty-one of Sohaila Mara’s return to Ironhold, life changed once again. And on day fifty-four, Kaldir’s life would change, too.

      The afternoon sun blazed high over Ironhold; the cloudless blue sky filled with the endless spirals of dragons flying overhead. Sohaila Mara watched from the window of Mara’s Repose, a bustling hospital in the eastern district of the city. A cauldron full of balirash simmered over a low fire. The smell was sharp, tickling at her nostrils.

      Two years ago, she’d been in her fifth decade of study and service at the Shrine of Mara, one of the youngest healers ever named to the Sapphire Circle. A year ago, she’d been imprisoned by Sidran, her face scarred and her spirit nearly broken. Her path seemed to ever change, and it was about to change yet again.

      A quiet knock interrupted her thoghts. She turned to see Virnan in the doorway, dressed in his neat blue uniform and leather armor as always. “Sister, your shipments are here. Would you like them brought in?”

      “Of course,” she said. His cheeks were flushed, a twinkle in his eyes. She smiled coyly. “Did the handsome merchant bring them himself?”

      Virnan’s eyes widened. “I don’t—are you—I…” he sputtered. Her bodyguard had been swooning after the herb trader for weeks.

      She smiled innocently. “Did you give him my order for the snow talon root?”

      “There wasn’t an order,” Virnan said suspiciously.

      She shrugged. “There is now. I suppose you’ll have to find him.”

      “He’s already left.”

      “Then you’ll have to go see him,” she said.

      His eyes narrowed. “You don’t have to set me up, Sohaila.”

      “But it’s so much fun to make you blush,” she replied. “Send Enalah if you have more important things to do. Shall I call for her?” She started toward the door.

      He lunged forward to snatch the paper from her hand. “No, ma’am. I’ll take care of it. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Take your time,” she replied. He smirked at her, bowing politely before he left.

      She gave the simmering pot a hearty stir, then wiped her hands clean and headed back into the main building. Mara’s Repose was a bit cramped, with two dozen beds comprising the main infirmary. Half a dozen smaller rooms allowed for privacy. An apprentice healer, Koraska Mara, waited in the hallway with a small ledger in her hand. She bowed. “Sister,” she greeted. “I have an Edra girl who was accidentally struck in her animal form, and she’s not healing properly.”

      “Show me,” Sohaila said.

      A pretty young woman lay on her side on a cot in one of the private rooms, clutching her hand to her ribs. She was quiet, but her face was contorted with pain. Another girl held her hand, speaking quietly to her. As Sohaila entered, both of them glanced at her face, their gazes lingering a split second longer than was polite. She ignored it, and smiled. “Good afternoon,” she said. “Can you tell me how you’re feeling?”

      The young woman frowned, then looked at her friend. “It hurts her to speak,” the other girl said. “It was an accident. She ran across a path in her cat form and got struck by a cart. She shifted back, and we think it made it worse.”

      “Well, that’s not good,” Sohaila said gently. She rubbed her hands together, then hesitated before moving the sheet that covered the girl. “May I touch you?”

      The girl chewed at her lip, then nodded. Sohaila gently pulled the sheet back, revealing a dark stripe of bruising along her ribs. Fingers of dark blue and black spread over her back. She gently pressed her hands to the darkened skin, prompting a gasp. “It’s all right,” Sohaila said. Sending her power into the girl, she found two floating ribs, broken away entirely, along with several others cracked and bruising to her internal organs. “Let’s have you patched up.”

      She had only been back in the city for about two months. For nearly six months prior, she and Kaldir had fought alongside Velati, Marlena, Azeria and a dozen more of the Scalebreakers. First, they’d found several cells of the Chosen that had tried to flee back to the Shattered Cradle. One particularly daring group had tried to infiltrate Adamantine Rise to free Sidran. All of them had failed.

      In the meantime, Velati had sent diplomatic messages to the king of Agni, the human nation that had been the fertile ground from which the Chosen grew. Finally, he decided he’d had enough waiting. With a small team of the Arik’tazhan, he and Marlena headed south to deliver the message and demand a response in person. He’d preferred a small team, but Kaldir was on the lookout for a message requesting backup. And when that request came, Kaldir was ready to bring the full might of both the Ironflight and the Stoneflight down on the Chosen.

      Until then, they were enjoying the relative peace of being back in Ironhold. It was a different city than she remembered. With the prince marrying an Edra woman, the Edra were now welcome here, and she was pleasantly surprised each day to hear the Edra tongue and smell the delicious spice of Edra cuisine drifting from homes.

      She’d also reconnected with her parents and older brother, who had thankfully been unharmed in the attack on Ironhold. As part of her initiation into the Marashti, she cut all official ties to her family, relinquishing any claim to titles or wealth. But she still treasured them, and was pleased to know that they were well.

      After a long bout of healing to fuse her broken ribs, the girl was starting to squirm. Sohaila knew the itching of healing would soon drive her mad. Instead, she stopped, scooping out a handful of thelveran and smoothing it over her bruised skin. “Can you come see me again tomorrow?”

      The girl nodded, her face slowly relaxing as the ointment sank into her skin.

      “Excellent,” she said. “This will help numb the pain and continue the healing until then. No shifting, and do your best to rest.”

      After seeing three more patients, Sohaila returned to her workshop to finish the brew over the fire. A thick, herbal smell hung in the humid air. Her stomach lurched, and she hurried to the window to open it. Breathing the cool air soothed her rolling stomach. From below, she heard Enalah say, “Good afternoon, sir. She’s upstairs.”

      A faint smile played on her lips as she stirred the pot. He was as steady and reliable as the bells from the temple. Just outside the door, a board creaked. Then it was eerily quiet, except the thrumming heartbeat. She didn’t look back, even as his warm scent wafted over her.

      “I can hear you,” she said. Heat billowed off him, warming her skin just before his hands slipped around her waist.

      “I was very quiet.”

      “Not that quiet.”

      “Is this delicate?”

      “A bit,” she said. Nerves fluttered through her as she finished stirring. He moved back, though she still felt the warmth of him around her.

      She’d made many mistakes in her life, but choosing Kaldir wasn’t one of them. After the battle, she’d left him in Ironhold and traveled with Virnan and Enalah back to the temple, where she’d relinquished her claim to the Circle. Though her replacement, Iana, could barely conceal her relief, Mother Akshas had clearly been disappointed.

      “This position would be far better served by one who wants it,” Sohaila had said, to which the older woman had no response. “I will always answer if you call for help, and what I learn through my own studies is yours.”

      “Given your knowledge, I wish you would stay and teach the novices,” Akshas said.

      “Why not send them to me if you wish them to learn from me?” she said.

      “That is not how things are done.”

      “It could be,” Sohaila said. She shrugged. “I thank you for everything you taught me, and I will never stop serving the Skymother. But my place lies beyond these walls.”

      “I will give you the same warning I gave you before you left for war,” Akshas said. “Do not interpret your own desires as the Skymother’s will.”

      She answered my call.

      She had sent Kaldir back. She healed Marlena. The Skymother’s will was clear. Despite her frustration, Sohaila was gentle as she said, “And I would suggest to you that you not interpret your own fear of change as sacred tradition. Our world is always changing.”

      Though Akshas had not given her the warm blessing she’d hoped for, she had not protested any further. And just two weeks ago, Koraska Mara had showed up with a letter, explaining that she was to study the art of brewing antitoxins with Sohaila.

      She took down a glass jar of dried fireleaf, then measured out a spoonful into the pot. Stirring with one hand, she let her other hand hover over the surface, a web of golden light issuing from her fingers.

      Then she glanced back at Kaldir. “Move this for me, please.”

      He hurried, grabbing the heavy pot and moving it to a large metal basin filled halfway with water. The hot surface sizzled, sending up a cloud of steam as it sank into the water. The warming water reached up to the lip of the pot. “Now what?”

      “Now it has to cool for a while,” she asid.

      His hands slid to her waist again. She smiled, melting back into him as he pulled her closer. “Which means I can do this?”

      “Indeed,” she said. “You’ve waited very patiently.”

      “For which I should be rewarded.”

      “How should you be rewarded?” She laughed as he lifted her clear off her feet, then sat down in the chair, setting her on his lap. He kissed her gently, tongue sliding past her lips to claim his reward. As one hand crept down to rest on her hip, nerves fluttered through her again. With her hand trembling, she grasped his wrist, then moved his large hand to her stomach. “Kaldir, are you prepared to stay here in Ironhold for a while?”

      “With you? Of course,” he said. He stole another kiss, his hands drifting up toward her face. “Why?”

      “Well,” she murmured. Her chest swelled, and she gently pressed her hands over his to trap them against her belly. “I have something to tell you.”

      “It’s not the temple, is it?” he asked, his brow furrowed. “Has Mother Akshas changed her mind? She can’t have you back.”

      She chuckled. “No.” Then she kissed his cheek and took a deep breath. “There’s going to be a little star soon.”

      “A little star…” He frowned. She tapped on his hand and looked pointedly down at her stomach. He followed her gaze down, then snapped his head up. “Do you mean a child?”

      She nodded, her eyes blurring with tears. “Yes.”

      He let out a shout of victory, staring in wonder down at her belly. His hands moved across her stomach, and he peered at her intently as if he could see the tiny form growing. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m very sure,” she said. “This is what I do. I felt it a few days ago. Koraska verified it this morning.” And had been promptly sworn to secrecy, at threat of being thrown in the dungeons under Ironhold.

      “A baby,” he murmured. “A girl? A boy?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” she said. “It’s still very early.”

      “I can’t believe it,” he murmured. To her surprise, tears rolled down his cheeks. “I’m going to be…we’re going to…” he laughed again, then surreptitiously scrubbed at his eyes. Then he grasped her face, kissing her lips fervently. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Are you happy?” she asked.

      “Happy? Sohaila, I have prayed for this every day since we returned to Ironhold,” he said. “I didn’t think it would be so soon.”

      “To be perfectly fair, we’ve been giving it a lot of effort,” she said seriously. Traveling through the inhospitable lands of the Shadowflight, then the rocky expanses of Agni, they’d had little time alone. Upon returning to the city, they’d promptly begun making up for lost time.

      “It’s not my fault that you are the most desirable woman in Ironhold.”

      “It is not your fault, but it is your burden,” she agreed. She’d long given up on denying his flattery. Whether she agreed with him or not, Kaldir was no liar. This was his truth. Just a few weeks ago, she’d watched him rise from the bath, gleaming in the early morning light like a bronze statue. As raw desire rolled through her, it had struck her that he saw her exactly as she saw him. Beautiful, magnetic, and entirely hers. “What would you prefer? A strong boy like his father?”

      “Or a terribly clever girl like her mother,” he mused. “It does not matter to me. Whoever the Skymother trusts to us, I will be pleased.” Then he shifted so he could kneel in front of her, gently resting his hands on her stomach. “My little star,” he murmured. “I love you already. You must grow big and strong, and I will show you every beautiful thing this world holds.” His eyes shone as he looked up at her. “I love you, my beautiful comet.”

      “And I love you, my little spark,” she said. “Always have. Always will.”

      If over a century of life had taught her anything, it was that everything could change in an instant. Peace could be shattered, futures could be wiped away, and old wounds could be healed in the most unexpected ways. Nothing was forever. Nothing was certain.

      But this was beyond certain. They were certain. After fifty years apart, a long and difficult road had brought her exactly where she belonged, in his arms and eyes, with a tiny star burning bright on the horizon.

      She gently stroked his hair, sitting in blissful silence as he rested his head against her stomach. “I can hear it,” he said.

      She laughed gently. “You cannot. That is my heartbeat.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I am sure,” she said.

      He sighed, resting his head against her again. “I rather like the sound of that, too.”

      As he lingered, murmuring silently to the little flame that had just begun to glow, she gazed out the window, looking to the distant blaze of the sun against the cloudless blue sky. Her prayers were the same as they often were, when she laid awake in the morning and watched Kaldir sleep.

      Thank you for sending him back to me, and thank you for the time without, so that I could learn how to appreciate the beauty of what I now have. I will protect your gifts with every breath I take. If all that we have experienced was to lead us here, then I thank you for making something beautiful from the broken pieces. I will not waste a single second. Let your love and light guide me today and always.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wondering what happened with Marlena and Velati?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The battle’s been won, but all isn’t quite well with our favorite frost dragon and his rebellious partner. Check out this bonus epilogue for a peek into the battle’s aftermath.

        Fair warning – this scene might grab your heartstrings, make you laugh, and steam up your Kindle!
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      Dearest readers and companions on this wild journey—

      If you’ve made it here, I can only assume you began with Wings of Stone and rode along on this roller coaster with me. Just the fact that you’re here blows my mind, and as I’m writing this note a few weeks ahead of publication day, I’m a bit overwhelmed. The fact that I’m here, looking at a finished series, blows my mind.

      Funny enough, I wrote Wings of Stone on a bit of a whim.

      “Could I write romance? Maybe I could.”

      And here we are, nearly three years later with five novels, five novellas, and a whole lot of dragons flying around in our heads. Over six hundred thousand words of magic and mayhem. I learned quickly that romance was much more than a hunky shirtless man on a cover and a few blush-worthy scenes. I’m far from being a great romance writer, but it’s been such a fun journey.

      One of the greatest adventures I had in writing these books was exploring what it really means to love, not only a partner, but to love a friend, a brother, a comrade, a child, a country, a whole world. When do you let your heart decide, and when do you listen to logic? Is sacrifice always noble, or can it be self-serving? How does love change the way in which we view ourselves? When does love cover over our imperfections, and when does it highlight them?

      Over and over, these characters learned—as I did—that their brokenness and scars could define them without destroying them, and that the painful paths they walked had brought them to a place where they could make a choice to love or a choice to hide.

      Thank you for taking a chance and stepping into my world for a few hours, for seeing where the adventure leads. I hope you’ve had as much fun as I have. While Wings of Flame is the end of the bloody era of the Chosen, there are more stories to come from the land of Ascavar, and I hope you’ll enjoy those when they come your way!

      There are a number of people to whom I owe so much gratitude, not just for this book, but for this whole series.

      To Gayla, who has edited this series from its first days. Your encouragement and attention to detail has kept me on my toes and sharpened this story so beautifully. Thank you for your hard work.

      To Hildie and Olivia, my long-time author cheerleaders. Thank you for letting me bounce ideas off of you, for encouraging me, and gently putting me back on the path when I got distracted.

      To Nadine, who didn’t shy away when I asked “how do you feel about putting a shirtless dude on a book cover?” Thank you for your patience and attention to detail on making these covers beautiful.

      To Katherine, who designed the beautiful custom headers and makes these books look fabulous. She’s answered many a last-minute email with patience, grace, and perfect work. Thank you for taking care of these books so wonderfully.

      To my family and friends, who have always supported me as an author. I want to list everyone, and I know I’ll forget someone. Thank you all so, so much, for the little gestures and the big ones. To my parents, thank you for being there and always believing, and for your endless optimism.

      And to my lovely readers, thank you for reading. Thank you for sharing space and making time for my stories. I hope to share many more with you.

      All my love—

      J.D.
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      I hope you’ve loved this series. If you’re looking for more, here’s some next steps!

      
        	Join my reader group for all kinds of fun!

        	Write a quick review. Reviews help readers find new books to love!

        	Subscribe to my mailing list to receive updates about new releases, giveaways, and other awesome news.

      

      

      
        
        You can also find me all over the Internet – make sure to stay connected so you never miss a new release or special announcement!

        Facebook: www.facebook.com/writerjdmonroe

        Twitter: @writerjdmonroe

        Instagram: @writermonroe

        Pinterest: @writermonroe

        Website: www.jdmonroe.com
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      Dragons of Ascavar

      Midnight Flight (prequel - free on website) 

      Wings of Stone (Book 1) 

      Wings of Exile (Book 2) 

      Wings of Thunder (Book 3) 

      Dragon’s Vow (novella)

      Wings of Frost (Book 4)

      Dragon’s Secret (novella)

      Wings of Flame (Book 5)

      

      Dragon’s Desire (standalone)

      Stolen Hoard

      

      Hell’s Belles

      Dirty Laundry (prequel - free on website)

      Sweet Cherry Pie (Book 1)
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      J.D. Monroe is a Georgia-based author with a love for all things paranormal, magical, and downright fantastical. She has not given up on the dream of riding a dragon someday. She has written a number of paranormal and fantasy novels for both young adults and adults, including the Dragons of Ascavar series.
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