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For ZuZu. 
Without you, I would never have found my smile.
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CONTENT NOTE

 

For those readers who might have sensitivity to certain subjects, I’d like to warn you that this book is meant for adults and contains adult topics. For more detailed content information for Wings of Life as well as a look at my bonus content, please visit the Extras page of my website at meghanlefay.com.
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Titles

Dana - DAY-nuh

The Rihtish title for queen. 

 

Dane - DAY-n

The Rihtish title for king. 

 

Dein - DEH-een

The gender neutral title.

 

Kish - KISH

The Rihtish title for the chefs at Drakh Keep.

 

Lanh - LAH-n

The Rihtish title for an artisan (particularly one who owns a shop to sell their wares).

 

Margrave - MAR-grave

A high-ranking noble who governs several lordships on a coastal province with prominent ports and answers directly to the king. 

 

Margravine - MAR-gruh-veen

The wife of the margrave. 

 

Marr - MAR

Old Rihtish for “master.”

 

Marr Wep - MAR WEHP

Old Rihtish title for the “Master of Weapons.”

 

 

Rihtish Terms

“va draske” - vah DRAH-sk

lit. “let’s get draked.”

How the people of the Riht say: “let’s get fucked (drunk).”

 

bab - BAHB

A round bun. 

 

babi - BAHB-ee

The plural form of a round bun. 

 

bierla - BEER-luh

Blessing.

 

bierlae - BEER-lay

The plural form of blessing. 

 

choirsa - KWAR-suh

An oat drink packed with nutrients. 

 

dowsa - DOW-suh

A dance or pattern the members of the Riht practice daily for body health. 

 

dowsae - DOW-say

The plural form of dance or pattern. 

 

ranng - RAH-ng

Crew. 

 

Reálta - ray-ALL-tuh

lit. “guiding light.” 

The title given to a woman devoted to the care and guidance of a prominent member of the Riht.

 

Reálti - ray-ALL-tee

Plural or gender neutral form of reálta.

 

Reálton - ray-ALL-tuhn

Male form of reálta.

 

 

Inraen Terms

bliaut - blee-OH

An elegant dress worn by women in Inra. Often laced like a corset. 

 

cercle - SAIR-kluh

A simple crown worn by Inraen nobility. 

 

chape - SHAPE

A hooded cape.

 

cote - KOTE

A simple overdress worn over a woman’s base garment. 

 

cotehardie - koht-HAHR-dee

A man’s shirt worn as a base garment, buttoned down the front. 

 

sollars - SOL-lars

Slipper-like shoes. 

 

 

The Seven Dragons of Jaeda

Blue Dragon.

The Dragon of Water. 

 

Orange Dragon.

The Dragon of Earth. 

 

White Dragon.

The Dragon of Air. 

 

Tin’nen - Red.

The Dragon of Fire. 

 

Purple Dragon.

The Dragon of Spirit. 

 

Vaya’la - Green.

The Dragon of Life. 

 

Black Dragon.

The Dragon of Death. 
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PRELUDE

I know a land beyond the sea,

Where all the live ones came to be;

I know a tide with waters deep,

Where all the monsters go to sleep.

 

I know a mountain, standing tall,

Where spirits hide from Death’s dark call;

I know a hole within the ground,

Where small ones live without a sound.

 

If I could be the swirling breeze,

I’d sneak betwixt the swaying trees,

And fill my time ‘til end of days,

With deep, dank night and leaf-masked rays.

 

Yet would I miss the blinding sun—

Her sparkling rays that banish dun?

Would I lament the crisp salt air,

Should I retreat without a care?

 

How little can my mind contrive,

The right things my heart needs to thrive.
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PROLOGUE

BALE

Midsummer, Jerrmon 1036

Eleven months, two weeks, four days, and probably two and a half hours. It had been too fucking long since I had seen my family. There was no chance of making it home in the next month, let alone a week. The king’s army did not recognize birthdays, so it did not matter that one week from today would be mine. It also didn’t matter that I’d never before been apart from Serae on our shared birthday. We weren’t twins. I was four years her senior and just lucky enough to share the day with my youngest sister—my little starling.

Not that Serae was little anymore. A few years ago, I’d returned home from school to find that she had grown taller than our mother—just a few inches below my own head. She was a full-fledged woman of twenty-one, soon to be twenty-two, with a temper as wild as her rust-colored hair.

Being sent to this hellhole was one of the worst turns my life had taken, not that it mattered to our jackass of a father. Everything with the margrave was posturing, and this time, it meant gambling my very life.

“Officer Cavendaffe, this way.”

I mock saluted in the direction of the voice but did not glance over. It was Penderson, the senior officer in my section whose crooked teeth and superior-than-thou attitude were the last things I cared to play witness to today. I knew Penderson from school. Though he was two years my senior, we had the misfortune to cross paths regularly thanks to common clubs and overlapping interests. That wasn’t enough to make me like the man, or even respect him. With an instinctual response one could only gain through countless hours of mind-numbing drills, I fell into line with the rest of the section—neat rows of four across—and marched.

As we walked, my mind drifted away from my sister and to a very different female who had been plaguing me. From the moment I laid eyes on her, I couldn’t look away. It wasn’t sexual, but I was drawn to her in a way I couldn’t explain. Something about her sucked men in like a siren’s call. The mere sight of her terrified me to my very core.

She had hair as black as onyx, complexion as white as burnt charcoal, and teeth sharp enough to tear through raw flesh. Her eye color was unremarkable. Her face, nothing to inspire the songs of minstrels. Her best feature was a nice, straight nose. And yet, to look upon her was to be consumed. I watched men and women alike get lost in her every move. If my sister was like a starling—full of song, mischief, and something just a little bit sweet—then this woman was a raven of Death, ready to trick you out of your soul, then rip you apart just for fun. She was Captain Qualin Henedew, leader of this regiment and destroyer of scores of men.

Everyone knew that Captain Henedew was in her position, the only woman of rank I’d ever heard of, because of her ruthlessness. She would sacrifice every last one of our lives if she had even an inkling it would benefit her standing. Luckily, more enemies died under her watch than allies. Usually. My only option was to keep my head down, work as hard as I could, and hope that I’d be released home soon—with duty to the crown fulfilled.

It had been close to two months since Henedew had led our regiment off course from our expected mission. Missives of our disappearance would have been sent home to our families by now. What we were doing here was anyone’s guess. We were meant to meet up with a much larger host that secured the channel between Inra and Volaach. That was our task—routine coastal patrol. Not crossing the channel and wandering the barren lands of Volaach. But when the captain commands you to divert, you listen without question.

As if she’d been summoned by my thoughts alone, she appeared on my left. “Fall in,” was all the captain had to say to send men scrambling into order. She never had to raise her voice.

I moved with the rest of the squadron to organize behind Henedew. Where she was taking us was anyone’s guess. It wasn’t my job to ask questions here. My rank outside the militia had little impact on my importance and influence within it. Cavendaffe was not a small province. It controlled a major coastline, and I was its margrave’s oldest son. As the heir, I should be called Lord and treated at least as well as a Major. While I didn’t mind the anonymity of a plain officer, I did mind the added risk to my life.

Our squadron split from the main group, setting a brisk pace to pass the larger part of the regiment. Periodically, Henedew would call out to one section or another to fall in—just like she had with mine. Once she had collected at least two entire squadrons, we split off and took a separate path east. If we were lucky, the captain would take pity on us tonight and share part of her plan. If not, as was likely, we would march blindly into whatever scheme she’d concocted. Whether it was toward something we had a chance at winning was anyone’s guess. The only certainty was that Henedew would always walk away unscathed.

We marched at a brisk pace across the arid Volaachi lands in relative silence for hours, with only one short break. The weather was perfect for a midsummer day, but it was unreasonably warm for being dressed in mail with the sun beating down on us for hours on end. We kept to the larger clearings when not on the wide dirt roads. Every shambled town or cluster of huts we passed had long been abandoned. When the captain called to make camp, a collective sigh rippled across the lines. Tents were pitched, fires were stoked, and bowls of hot stew made their way into eager hands.

Penderson took a seat on the ground next to me, bowl in hand, and ate in slurping silence. After his last drop was drained—in half the time it would take me—he muttered, “What do you reckon?”

I wanted to feign ignorance, but I knew exactly what Penderson was asking. “Nothing,” I replied. If I could speak freely, I would’ve said nothing good, but in camps like this, there were far too many open ears.

“Miloh thinks we’re making a flank.”

My stomach fluttered. “Maybe so. Hard to tell.”

“I haven’t seen signs of any other soldiers coming through here.”

I nodded.

Penderson shot me a sideways glance. After a moment more of scrutiny, he stood and knocked his empty bowl against my half-full one. “Head down.”

“Hold strong,” I replied by rote.
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A FULL DAY of marching was followed by another and then another. The land, as we progressed south, became increasingly dry and cracked. Rough soil gave way to packed dirt and scattered rocks. The sparse trees disappeared, leaving only scattered grasses and shrubs. Fresh water was scarce, making tempers flare. Our view of the rest of the king’s forces disappeared after the first day. Our groups had entirely split apart. Perhaps we were creating a flank, after all. It was above my rank to be concerned.

On the third day, we stopped abruptly while the sun still hung high in the sky. Orders from Henedew filtered through the ranks: meal break, then begin fortifications.

“Fortify what?” Penderson grumbled at my side.

“You’re the senior officer,” I drawled. It was his fucking job to find out.

Penderson gave me a look that could’ve meant wait here every bit as much as it might’ve meant go fuck yourself, before he broke rank and advanced up the line.

The rest of us followed orders. Meal today was beans and flatbread. The beans were all right, but the bread was dry and tasteless. At least it wasn’t another round of overcooked and under-seasoned stew. We were permitted a short respite after the meal, then preparations began. Our instructions: hold the line and give up no ground. I looked around. We were on Volaachi soil, if this dusty dirt could be called that. There was nothing but a few dry grasses and rocks. No castle, manor, or even a hill to call advantageous grounds. Just flat nothing in every direction. Judging by the slight breeze and sliver of sea on the east and west horizons, we were midway down the Andragori Peninsula—uninhabited low desert. If we continued south, we’d hit the open ocean. There was no reason any force would come here, friend or foe.

Still, we fortified. We built barricades, drove in cavalry spikes, and laid cover for archers and infantry. By nightfall, everything was prepared.

New orders came down: do not make camp. Stay alert, stay awake, and stay ready.

Henedew. Her name grumbled past every man’s lips, alongside quite a few curses and gendered remarks that’d earn lashings if overheard by their superiors. Unlike most, I took no issue with following a woman’s orders—especially this particular woman. I stayed alert, stretching periodically to keep loose. More than anything, I kept my eyes focused on the horizon.

“There!” I announced, just as Captain Henedew passed by. She turned, and with one nod, confirmed what I’d seen. She looked me up and down, and shivers coursed through my body.

“To arms,” she ordered without looking away.

Shouts from senior officers rang down the line. “All men, up and to arms!”

Within minutes, the entire southern horizon turned black with approaching enemy forces. We were hopelessly outmatched—easily ten to one.

“What are they?” Miloh cried out. His shock echoed up and down the line. The mist that had clung to the army as it moved began to dissipate, revealing the black figures clearly. Grotesque reptilian beasts walked in formation on two legs. Short, flightless wings sprouted from their backs and extended outward. Black, leathery skin stretched over both wings, and scales covered their arms, legs, and faces—glinting in the sunlight like armor.

Penderson returned to my side, taking up point and drawing his sword. I looked away when his hand shook.

“Head down,” I said to no one in particular.

“Hold strong,” Penderson returned through clenched teeth.

“Fuck us all,” Miloh whispered.

If these were to be our last moments, at least we’d face them with courage. My only regrets were a life misspent in obligations and the unshed tears of a sister leagues away—who would celebrate our next birthday, and all of her birthdays to follow, alone.
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CHAPTER 1

I woke from a sleep that might have been death if not for the fact that my heart still beat. I looked at the sky and laughed. My vision was a swirl of colors and nonsense. My mind, for the first time, was no longer my own.

—Entry from the private diary of Jerris, Dragonbound
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SERAE

Early Summer, Valmon 1036

“Faster,” I gasped. Any faster and my heart might burst. Not to mention the bruising to my rear. But I needed to finish first. “Faster!” I urged again, louder this time.

“I’m coming for you,” Tam shouted from behind. He was definitely gaining. “You don’t stand a chance!”

“Nearly there, girl.” I leaned in low over my mare’s neck and urged her on.

Merria shouted something in the distance—I ignored it.

“Just a bit more.”

Tam was right on my tail, his cropped brown curls flopping with each bound. If he wanted, he could reach out and slap my mare’s rump. I had a bad feeling he might try to do just that, considering our last race, when he spooked her to steal the lead. I urged Copper on, leaning farther into the saddle. My rusty red mass of waves streamed behind me in the wind. In a last spurt of effort, we pulled ahead of Tam and his stallion, leaping across the makeshift finish line. I whooped and turned in my seat to flash him a victorious grin.

“All right, you may have beaten me this time, Cavendaffe, but don’t think I’ll let you off that easy. You’re lucky I happen to like the view from second place.” He pulled down the sleeves of his blue doublet, which he’d bunched to the elbow while riding. His mother would definitely have words to say about the wrinkles it left.

“You’re the absolute worst, you know that?” I straightened my copper-wire glasses and ignored the heat in my cheeks.

“What? I was talking about Copper.” He pulled up close and patted her flank.

I led Copper to the shade at the forest’s edge, where trees lined the path like a natural barrier. Merria galloped by on Silvertail, the old family gelding. She brought him around and laughed merrily, her pale skin flushed with exertion. “Well done, Serae! I would never dream of riding that fast, especially not sidesaddle.”

I heard the jab in it. I always rode astride, skirts bunched up in the middle, much to our mother’s chagrin. It was one of Merria’s many baiting points, but that was how our brother taught me to ride. Plus, it was the only way I had a chance at beating the likes of self-righteous, always-on-top Tam.

“Let’s go, you lot, or they’ll start luncheon without us. Serae’s certainly had enough sun.” Merria flipped her honey-blond ringlet curls over her shoulder and kicked Silvertail into a slow trot. She rode down the forest’s edge, spine straight and curls bouncing.

Tam kept his eyes on Merria until she was out of earshot, then he turned back to me. “Her loss, never getting a proper ride in.”

“You’re rotten.” I scowled down at my tan hands and forearms. Fair skin was the mark of a lady, who should spend her days indoors being demure and respectable—and bored to tears.

Together, we guided our horses down our makeshift racing track, this time at a calm, steady gait.

“Then again, it would take a lot of convincing to get any man between her thighs. I’d certainly never try it. I prefer more willing partners. Someone equal to the chase.”

“Do you, now? You’ve always struck me as an easy catch.”

“Oh, ho! You wound me. My eyes, like my heart, do not so easily wander.”

“And here I was thinking we were talking about thighs.”

Tam’s voice dropped an octave. “I’d much rather be talking from between yours. When can I see you again?”

The heat in his warm brown eyes was more stifling than the afternoon sun. I almost had to turn away. “Have I left you begging?”

“And desperate, too.”

I chuckled. Tam was certainly an attentive lover. Our betrothal had yet to become actualized by our parents, but I would still happily enjoy the benefits of Tam between my thighs. “Whenever you’re next clever enough to find us time alone together, I suppose.”

He winked. “Tonight, it is then.”

“Tonight?” I pulled up short, and Copper whinnied. “How?”

Tam cocked his head. “Do you not know?”

I shook my head as we steered around the bend. The large white canopy housing our luncheon tables came into view.

“My family is to stay at the manor this evening. The margrave invited us and the Ingletons. He didn’t tell you?”

“No, not a word.”

“Hmm. Maybe he’s caught onto us after all.”

I laughed and tugged at my sage-green skirts, still bunched beneath me. “All of his grand designs are for Merria. I doubt I’ve even crossed his mind in the past month.” That thought made me pause. Copper took the chance to nip some berries by the path. “Do you think he means to formalize things tonight?” A chill swept over me that had nothing to do with the afternoon breeze.

Tam was silent for a while, looking as if he were carefully considering each word before speaking. “Would that be so bad?”

I froze for a heartbeat. “Do you trust him?”

“Your father?”

“No, Naton.”

“What does he have to do with us?”

My head whipped to Tam, who gave me that look—the one that suggested more than I wanted to hear. “Oh! I was thinking of Merria.”

“A habit too many have. She would be well matched with that pompous twit. That would certainly serve them both.”

“She is my sister.” The clinking of silverware against china permeated the air. Luncheon had indeed started without us—but not without Merria, of course. “Bale won’t be happy,” I said as we reached the stables.

“Then he’ll have to settle for one sister well matched.” Tam smiled, holding my gaze as he dismounted. He handed his reins off to the stable lad and moved to my side.

I rolled my eyes but indulged him, kicking my feet out of the stirrups and swinging my leg over. He grabbed my waist and eased me down. As soon as my boots hit the ground, he pulled me flush against him.

“Serae.” His voice was a ghost against the shell of my ear. “Would you not like to be Lady Fethersen?” He turned me at the waist, lips finding mine in an insistent kiss. “Would it not please you to run my home?” He trailed kisses down my neck. “Would I not please you in every possible way, again and again?”

Tam would—that was never the issue. How could I explain the way the boxed-in life of a woman grated at me? Marriage to my dearest friend was more than I could hope for, but marriage itself? I settled for saying, “I do look good in blue.”

“To match your eyes.”

I chuckled. “Are they not more green than blue?”

He ignored me and continued his trail of kisses. “Have I not demonstrated my devotion?”

“Why, Lord Fethersen.” I flashed him a coy smile. “Do you mean to take advantage of me?”

“Of you, never.” His grin turned feral. “Of every second alone with you, absolutely.” He leaned in to claim my mouth again, but there was no time for this.

I pushed him to arm’s length. “Later. Hold that thought for tonight. For now, it’s luncheon, and I’m certain within moments we’ll be missed.”

No sooner had I spoken the words than Brig, Tam’s youngest brother, popped out from behind the stable doors. Every bit of him, from his mop of light brown hair down to his yellow tights, was covered with leaves. Stick in hand, he whacked each piece of wooden railing he passed.

“Mam says you’re supposed to be at the table.”

“We’re coming, you little menace. Where are your brothers?” I asked. Between Brig and Tam were two twin boys who were usually within a wooden sword’s reach of each other.

“Mam won’t let them up until they’ve eaten their full pie.”

“And you finished yours?”

“‘Course. Hiyah!”

Brig’s stick cracked against the back of Tam’s knees, eliciting a great yelp and leaving a dusty line across his navy trousers. I grinned as I turned toward the lunch table and the boredom it promised—or worse, considering Merria and her wagging tongue were there. I pushed my glasses up my nose, did my best to wrangle my hair, and set off down the pebbled path with Tam limping at my side.

The afternoon played out exactly as expected.

Merria’s tinkling laugh rang out as she declared, “I wouldn’t know what to do at an archery line. It’s Serae who used to dress in trousers and play at shooting targets.” There, she was wrong. The one time I’d tried to dress in trousers as a child, I was forced back into the house by Mother until I came out properly dressed in a skirt and bonnet.

Lady Fethersen smiled at me in apology with the same kind brown eyes she gave to her son. Her dress today was bright blue, veering away from the traditional navy of her house, and silver ribbons threaded the brown curls piled atop her head. “Lady Cavendaffe,” she prompted, “do tell me about these gorgeous flowers in your hair.”

Beside her, my mother beamed. Her bliaut was an elegant yellow trimmed with black that screamed Cavendaffe. As an extra adornment, black jewels dotted the yellow flowers pinned around the gold cercle atop her head. “I shall send Kiral to give your ladies a lesson. Even Lord Cavendaffe agrees her skills are unparalleled across the kingdom. Isn’t that right, Tychon?”

“Absolutely, Constance, my dear.” My father absently patted her thigh and returned his attention to Lord Ingleton at his other side. They spoke in low voices throughout the meal, both of their faces alight with eagerness. As a duke, Lord Ingleton outranked my father only slightly, but he liked to show it in every way. Unlike my father, who kept his hair short, he wore his in a silver tail at the base of his neck. Also, unlike my father, he dressed entirely in black from his collar to his short boots, gold embroidery highlighting his long velvet doublet. My father’s doublets were all short, and he preferred puffed sleeves with no adornments, like the yellow and black one he wore today.

Across the table, Lord Fethersen was forced to lean in to hear. His serious face mirrored none of the excitement of his companions. Minus the mustache and girth of a middle-aged man, Tam was his spitting image. As an earl whose earldom separated Cavendaffe and Ingleton, he was the lowest ranking at the table and, likewise, stood the most to gain from an alliance with my father. His eyes drifted toward me, offering me a tight smile before returning his attention to the other two lords.

Later, Merria made a show of dabbing a dot of cream off the tip of my nose. “My sweet sister, you do so love your desserts.” The entire table chuckled. The only thing that came on faster than my blush was my scowl. Tam, at least, had the decency to look away.

At one point, our mother felt the need to recount the differences between her daughters for Lady Ingleton in a raised voice. After hearing that Merria was the slender one, the patient one, and the one devoted to constant improvement—a bald-faced lie—I’d had more than enough. I made no apologies as I rose from the table and left. If my footfalls sounded too heavy, or if my clenched fists were unbecoming of a lady, I didn’t care one bit. My mind was full of petty rage. At twenty-one, I should have grown used to this treatment—from Merria and our mother. There was no reason for me to be off-kilter about it now. No reason at all. Yet here we were.

“Excuse me, miss.”

I jumped. A stranger blocked my path. He shone bright with the colors of Inra—crimson and gold—not our province of Cavendaffe. A braided gold cord hung across his body, marking him as an officer of the king.

“I beg your pardon. I need the margrave as a matter of urgency.” His eyes flicked down the path behind me as he shifted between his feet.

I took in his uniform again, from his red dragon tabard down to the mud-covered riding boots, and spotted the crossed arrows pinned at his shoulder. A messenger.

“This way.” I hurried back down the path, barely in the lead at a near jog.

When we reached the canopies, the messenger found his mark and outpaced me with ease. With a few short words, he passed my father a note, then a footman led him away to rest. 

Father cracked the seal and read. Then he sat. He passed the note wordlessly to Mother, who cried out and slumped in her chair.

In an instant, a flurry of motion engulfed them. Merria jumped up to fuss over Mother. Lady Fethersen called for smelling salts and a cool rag. Brig emerged from a bush shouting he was a Rihtlondish savage here to steal our jewels, then began lapping the table with Caper and Caddy, the Fethersen twins, in close chase. Lord Fethersen called for his wife to sit, while Lord Naton leapt to Merria’s aid, all the while taking care not to upset his sleek black hair.

In all this, the letter lay forgotten on the grass. The world moved in slow motion as I stooped, gathered it up, and read:

 

Margrave Cavendaffe:

 

War Report—Fifth Regiment, under command of the late Captain Henedew

 

With utmost urgency, you are informed that Lord Bale of Cavendaffe is reported missing in action. Last seen crossing the Inraen-Volaachi channel. Last report received two weeks prior. Presumed dead along with the rest of his squadron. Our deepest sympathies extended on behalf of the Crown. Creator keep his soul.

 

Sent on the order of Crown Prince Hammon of Inra—

 

The letter crumpled in my fist. Missing. Presumed dead. Only one enemy killed so ruthlessly and completely. My eyes flicked to Brig, happily playing at the very thing that had likely killed my brother—Rihtlonders. I only hoped his death was swift, considering their tendencies toward torture. Gravel crunched under my feet. I was halfway back to the manor before I realized what I was doing. My vision blurred, and my cheeks and neck were wet with tears. The next thing I knew, I was sinking into a mattress face-first, glasses thrown aside, screaming into the down. Soft hands pulled at my side, rolling me onto my back. I slapped them away. Then, I screamed and cried until everything hurt, not just my heart.

Eventually, my mind shut off, and I slipped into blissful sleep.
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HOURS LATER, I woke to the blurry face of my lady’s maid hovering over mine.

Gerta eased me up. “Come now, you have to go down.” 

I shook my head then groaned at the pounding in my skull.

Her soft brown eyes were full of sympathy as she brushed a wet cloth over my face. “I’m so sorry, milady. The margrave demands it.”

Her tight brown bun did nothing to hide the tear stains on her own cheeks. She replaced my glasses and re-pinned my hair.

I moved by rote, letting Gerta tug me along, but I felt nothing. Or rather, I felt the distinct lack of something. I was a tingling limb cut off from blood—screaming in silence as pins and needles stabbed at my soul.

“Breathe, milady. Just breathe.”

I did. In.

Out.

In.

A sob racked through me.

“I know,” Gerta cooed, caressing my back. Though only in her mid-thirties, she had always looked after me in a matronly sort of way, offering support and comfort when my mother did not. She led me down the hallway. “I know, I know. Just hold it in for a little while. Don’t let the margrave see it.”

Fuck the margrave. I didn’t want to see any of them anyway.

We turned toward the family parlor at the base of the grand staircase. Not the guest parlor? The room was suited well enough for us, but the mantel was plain and unadorned. A single portrait of my father and grandparents hung above the mantel in an impressive gilt frame. The furnishings were comfortable, but the velvet of the cushions was worn, and the pillows had long since gone flat. The rug, at least, was less than a year old and still boasted a brilliant red and gold pattern with intricate dragons woven into the filigree. The best part of the room was the tapestry depicting the Creator—though at this hour, it was barely visible in the dim firelight.

The entire party, minus the small children, was gathered. All faces were grim. Merria’s eyes were red, and she stood in the circle of Lord Naton’s arms. The Lords Ingleton and Fethersen sat in identical chairs set before the fireplace. The three ladies were seated on one of the twin sofas that framed the mantel, separate from their husbands. My mother had donned a black shawl. They painted quite the picture of mourning.

Thrust into the room, a tempest amidst the gathered calm, I didn’t know how to react. I stood there, trying to force the pieces of myself inward—trying to be small, unnoticed. Gerta ushered me to an open spot on one of the sofas, then retreated through the service door.

Father stood, brandy glass in hand, and paced the room, exuding detached authority that spoke nothing of the man who had just lost his only son. The other two lords rose from their chairs to flank him, identical glasses of brandy in their hands. After a moment, the margrave turned and addressed the room.

“We are at war with Volaach,” he announced. The peppery streaks in his black hair glinted like steel in the firelight.

My brow furrowed. Was there more to the missive I hadn’t read? Surely Rihtlond, our rivals dating back hundreds of years, was to blame for Bale’s disappearance, not Volaach, who had not so long ago been our closest allies.

“This new threat makes our old enemy to the north pale in comparison. Today’s news proves it. We’ve been summoned by our king to uphold our duty to our kingdom.” He nodded to Ingleton and Fethersen. “We will answer it. We will each do our part.”

Mother let out a wailing gasp and clutched her chest.

Father shot her a look of reproach, but it didn’t last. For all his faults, he truly loved my mother. He paced the room, moving behind her and placing a hand on her shoulder. He cleared his throat. “We”—he nodded to the two lords—“and the king have had a plan in motion for some time now. Our purpose in gathering tonight is to ensure every person in this room understands their part and their obligations. Our alliances could change the tide of the entire war. Rihtlond’s raiding proclivities against our borders are coming to an end. We must unite in the face of a new threat.”

Naton and Tam nodded their assent.

“What threat?” Merria asked.

“The same one that’s already claimed the life of your brother.”

Tam’s eyes locked onto mine—darker than I had ever seen them. He clenched his pointed jaw, and his eyes fell to the floor.

Father was speaking again, but my attention was lost to images of seafaring monsters burning villages and murdering innocents. “—by forging alliances that will best serve the kingdom.” He motioned to Merria and Naton, still arm in arm. “Your union will be blessed by the Creator. Lord Ingleton and I have drawn up betrothal papers, which we will sign this very night. Our alliance with the Ingleton dukedom will bring trade, supplies, and strength against the encroaching enemy, benefitting us all.”

Merria smiled, dipped into a curtsey, and said, “I am honored by you, Father.”

Then, he turned to me. “My dear”—he never addressed me this way—“your part is the most crucial of us all.”

My voice escaped me. I stared open-mouthed as my mind blanked of all thought. Finally, I managed, “I don’t understand.”

He nodded to Tam. “Your betrothal—” My heart squeezed as a thousand doubts pressed in. What was wrong with me? Being married to this man, who was both my friend and lover, should have felt like a gift from the Creator. “—must change. Think of it as a delay, nothing more.”

The words rang around in my head, refusing to take shape. “Change?”

I glanced between them—my mother, the other two ladies, Merria and Naton, and even Tam. Every face in the room looked grave.

“A messenger will arrive within the hour. I will demand our arrangement be put in motion at once. Within a matter of days at most, you will be off, my girl.”

“Off?” Merria gasped. “She’s to leave?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Naton placing a hand over Merria’s shoulder. She fell silent.

“You’re headed straight into the heart of our oldest enemy, for the greater good of us all.” Father held my stare, but it was only the margrave who spoke to me. “You’re to be betrothed to Eldreth of Rihtlond, the dane’s heir.”

“It’s what the Rihtlondish savages call their king,” Lord Ingleton added. In the firelight, his prominent nose and deep-set eyes cast an ominous shadow across his face.

I looked between the two men. My throat clenched, which was a good thing, as it kept the bile rising from my stomach at bay. Rihtlond was a land of brutality and death. Their danes rarely lived long enough to produce heirs before they were killed by usurpers. They were known best for the way they kidnapped and killed our border villagers for sport. And this is where my father wanted to send me—into the maw of death itself?

“You must be joking,” I said at last. 

The margrave moved. His steps echoed on the wood flooring, then muffled when he reached the rug. He stopped in front of me, his looming form filling my vision. His eyes were severe. “It’s a betrothal in name only. There will be no wedding.”

“I should say not!” I cried out, rising from my seat and forcing him back a step. “I won’t marry a Rihtlonder, I won’t.”

His arm twitched, and I flinched. But he stopped himself, no doubt for the benefit of the other lords. He had never stilled his hand for my benefit before. Thanks to my rogue tongue, I knew all too well the sting of the back of his hand across my cheek. “You will do as your margrave commands.”

I nodded. Anything else with this audience would only make things worse.

“Do not let yourself be ruined by them. I’ve done my part to ensure it, but you must do the same.”

Every pair of eyes in the room turned to me with expectation. A strangled whimper escaped my throat.

“We must put that brain of yours to use. While there, you must learn their ways and become accepted by their people. As you gain their trust, you must document everything you see. Their ports, their numbers, their military actions, their ships—everything. We need to root out their weakness if we hope to stand a chance at surviving.”

My mind was numb. His words oozed through me like hot wax.

“I’ll teach you a secret code that will help keep your messages safe should they fall into the wrong hands. All your correspondence should be addressed to Merria. Tell them how dearly you miss your sister, and writing back and forth will seem natural. Anything you can’t send by code you will detail in a journal to send back with your maid. We will have to work in secret, using what information you give us, to extract you. You must be ready in a moment’s notice. There will be no warning when the time comes. Do all this”—he paused and glanced meaningfully at Tam—“and you’ll earn your reward.”

“You would sacrifice me just as you did Bale,” I whispered and slipped back down to my seat. My legs shook, and I gripped my knees to still them.

“Play your part, girl,” the margrave went on. “Remember your family. Remember your king. Do as you’re told—and all will be rewarded to you tenfold.”

I had always known the esteemed Margrave of Cavendaffe believed he owed no explanations for his actions, least of all to his daughter. So, I tried not to react. I did not bristle as he offered only commands, soft-spoken though they were. There were a great many of them—things that I should be listening to and remembering.

The conversation moved to speculation from the lords while the women remained silent.

“We’ll use the extra manpower against the encroaching Volaachi…”

“Once we have the truth behind their newfound strength…”

“…trouble will be getting her out.”

“How long?” I asked.

My words hung in the air, unanswered. Lady Ingleton appraised me with solemn scrutiny. Lady Fethersen looked at me with sorrow. My mother’s eyes held only tears, as if I were already lost alongside her son. All three remained speechless while their husbands schemed and planned, ignoring the rest of us.

“How long?” I repeated more loudly.

My father was the first to turn at the interruption, his face hard and mouth pressed into a firm line. “Less than a year. A matter of months if we’re lucky.”

I shook my head. I had meant to ask how long he had been planning this treachery. It never occurred to me to ask how long I would have to endure it. Did it matter, when trapped with an enemy? Would not even one day be too long to stomach? Dread boiled in my gut as the fire of hope died away.

Play your part, girl. It echoed in my ears long after I was brought back to my room. The margrave had repeated my instructions until I could recite them all back. When Gerta returned, she stripped and bathed me while I was trapped in a trance. Even when she dressed me and tucked me in bed, I hardly took notice.

Bide your time. Tell him you’ll give him a son.

At some point late in the night, Tam slipped into my room and bed. He said nothing as he reached for me beneath the covers. For a long time, he just held me close.

Keep your eyes open. Hide in plain sight.

When the room was thick with twilight, before the first rays of dawn, he finally moved against me. To my surprise, my body responded. I was desperate to feel anything besides this terrifying numbness. In moments, we were ripping off each other’s nightclothes. Tam’s mouth was everywhere on my body. He brought me to climax with the desperation of someone who feared this time might be the last.

Maybe it would be.

I pushed the thought aside as I straddled him and took him deep inside me. Still, I needed more. I slammed my hips down until my walls began to flutter and the tight coil in my core began to let loose. In a fluid motion, Tam flipped us and drove into me at a punishing pace. I bit my hand to keep from crying out as my final climax ripped through me, leaving me a boneless heap in his arms. With a great groan, he found his release, pulling out to spill on my stomach, then finally stilling above me. He stayed there, with his arms wrapped around me and my legs gripping his hips, until after I fell asleep.
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CHAPTER 2

“Can you not see me?” I looked to my brother, who had been my rock for these many years, despite being two years my junior. “Can you not hear me?”

“I can hear you, but is it you who speaks back?”

—Recounting from the private diary of Jerris, Dragonbound
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ELDRETH

Mid-Spring, Patrimon 1036

“Eldreth, tell me this isn’t true.”

I watched her from three paces behind. She did not turn to me. Her platinum hair cascaded down her back, uncharacteristically loose. I memorized her hard lines as if it were the last time I would see them. Perhaps it was.

“Meralda, please—”

“Stop.” She turned at last, raising a hand to silence me. “We’re just having fun here. No reason to get attached.” Her voice was a harsh mask, but I could hear the tremor underneath.

“You know that’s not how I feel.”

“Isn’t it?”

“No.”

“Yet, how easily I’m cast aside. I was never going to be your dana.” I stepped toward her, but she pulled back. “No, I don’t need your comfort.”

“Perhaps I need yours.”

The sternness of Meralda’s face cracked. She cast her pale eyes back to the landscape—lush with the deep green that marked spring in the Riht. She hesitated for a moment, then took my hand and led me inside.

Neither of us broke the silence. After all, endings rarely needed more words.
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MERALDA LEFT IN the middle of the night while I feigned sleep. There would be no rest for me. Once she was gone, I rose and dressed and headed straight for Dane Auldren’s private chambers. The room was resplendent to the point of gaudy—and empty. Instead, I found him in the Receiving Hall.

“Call back your messenger,” I demanded. “I can’t go through with this. I won’t marry an Inraen woman.”

We were having this fight again. We fought for a full week the first time he suggested it. This bargain chafed from the moment I accepted it, but now that my life was changing, it was too much.

Dane sat on his throne, stroking his long blond beard and staring over my shoulder at the double doors I’d just entered. Looking up at him on the dais, waiting for him to meet my eye, I might as well have been a boy again—caught skipping lessons to wave around a wooden sword—rather than a man who had every right to question his liege’s asinine orders. I was a commander of armies, master of blades, and named successor to the dane himself. I shouldn’t have to remind myself. But in that moment, I was thrown back into the role of the child. I suppressed a wild urge to stamp my foot.

“I refuse,” I continued when Dane remained silent.

“We’ve gone over this, son,” he spoke at last, rising to his full, looming height. Dane’s gaze was a physical weight when it finally fell upon me. “Nothing has changed. You’ll marry her.”

“Have you lost your senses? Why would you ever strike this idiotic deal?”

“Watch how you speak to your dane.”

I bowed my head, half in deference, half to get command of myself. “How could she ever be my wife? We cannot make a woman like that dana of our people.”

“She can learn.” He lowered into his seat with a huff and flipped his long blond braid over one shoulder. He bent down to rub his knee and shin. The old injury bothered him more than he liked to show. “She’s received an Inraen education. I’m sure they’ve taught her something useful.”

“I’ll be shocked if she has even two thoughts of her own in her head. How could she ever stand at my side when they’re only taught how to be on their knees?”

The look in my father’s eyes told me I’d gone too far. When he spoke, his voice was low and grinding. “She’s the margrave’s daughter, not some common Inraen whore. And you’ll do as you’re told.”

I crossed my arms and grounded myself. I’d always had the good sense to leave my father to the politics and plots, but this time things had gone too far. Dane’s machinations would destroy me. This was my future, my happiness, my life. I watched him closely—the way he stroked his carefully braided beard, the way the corners of his mouth turned down, the way he sat leaning on his elbow. I searched for any sign of relenting.

Dane Auldren stood again, but several long breaths passed before he continued. “You’ll marry the girl,” he said with uncharacteristic unease, then he looked away. “She need not know all the company you keep. She need not be dana forever. All we need from her is an heir.”

I frowned. That was not the Riht way. Even if she was Inraen, this wasn’t Inra. My father, more than anyone, knew that. There was a reason the throne beside him had stood empty for all these years after my mother… There was no point in rehashing her loss. It was mercy alone that told me to ignore his comments and change tactics. “You think this will work? That these people would accept a foreign heir when the time for conquest comes?”

“You’re thinking like a Riht. Those people don’t care who sits on their throne so long as they have food in their bellies. Inraen law will be on our side, and we have the strength of arms to back it. This step is crucial in winning over the people, nobles and commoners alike.”

I frowned again.

“You wanted more peace, Eldreth.”

I did. Despite the skills I’d dedicated my life to, I wanted the warring to stop. I wanted safety for those I cared about. Above all else, I wanted them to start making it home. But this wasn’t the way to get it—this wasn’t about peace. My father would fight until his dying breath to win back our ancestral lands. As if we didn’t have enough. He would say whatever was needed to make me fall in line. After a moment, the fire in me went out. My brow relaxed, and I nodded. “I’ll do it if I must.”

We embraced forearms, and I lingered—long enough for him to remember why the arm he gripped was covered in scars—before I strode from the hall. There was much yet to be done.
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CHAPTER 3

In the end, it was my mother who brought the calm back to my mind. It would always be her. I couldn’t tell if it was her voice in my head or the other’s, but when she spoke, the words rang with truth.

“Do not linger on what might have been. Your path forward is clear. You will save us all, my darling, for this has always been your destiny.”

—Recounting from the private diary of Jerris, Dragonbound
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SERAE

Midsummer, Valmon 1036

“Sit.” My father’s voice held its usual sharpness, befitting a man of little patience. As the lord of a border province, I suppose it made sense. I crossed the library and took my usual seat at the round table. My legs were steady today, but my mind wavered from lack of sleep.

He placed paper and a quill before me. Across the page were gibberish lines and strokes that, at first glance, resembled Inraen script, but the closer I looked, the more nonsense it became.

“It’s a phonetic cypher—the code you’ll be using to send information back.” He placed a second page beside the first. This one contained plain Inraen script.

“The translation,” I clarified.

He nodded. A stack of fresh parchment and a full bottle of ink lay beside me on the table. “Do not get up until these pages are full.”

“What should I write?” I asked.

“Anything you want. Fill them with your nonsense stories of dragons. Write letters to your friends. I don’t care. Just make sure this cypher is in your blood before you leave this table.”

“In one day?” I gasped before I could catch my tongue.

He stepped closer and leaned over my chair, taking up the entire space above me. I suppressed a shiver. “This is your task today. Tomorrow, you will have another, harder task.” His breath held the sour tang of wine, unusual for him at this time of day. He must have more nerves about this plan than he let on. The thought brought me a new dose of dread. How would I survive in a country more interested in destruction than life?

“Yes, Father,” I whispered. My voice quavered only a little.

His face relaxed. “You’ve been chosen for this task because, for reasons known only by the Creator, he bestowed on you the mind of a man. I’ll not waste that gift by marrying you off to some nobody—not until I get my due. Mark my words, girl. Do this, or I’ll find the richest lord desperate for a young wife to sire his heirs and be done with you.”

I swallowed. Visions of last year’s court ball swam before me—of lecherous Lord Penderson tracing his ancient hands down my backside. He was an early widower with only one son. Grief gripped my throat, and my vision blurred with tears as I placed my quill to the page. The younger Lord Penderson had been in Bale’s regiment and, if the gossip Merria heard was true, had also been lost. The paths before me were turning increasingly grim, but as a woman, what choice did I have but to traverse them?
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THE STAR JASMINE archway over my favorite garden bench was in full bloom. I sat in the summer sun with my eyes closed. My wrist ached, and I rubbed it idly while soaking in the day’s warmth. My hand had morphed into a permanent claw from writing for three days straight, but today—my last day—I’d been given a break. I’d spent the morning proving my memory of everything I was meant to observe and report—along with all details of the code. With that done, my afternoon was free.

“I thought I’d find you here.” I heard the smile in Tam’s voice without opening my eyes. “Budge over.”

I shifted for him, and he sat, pulling my hand into his lap to massage my abused fingers, palm, and wrist. I hummed with appreciation as his skilled hands went to work.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

My eyes opened, and I took in his navy-blue tunic and soft brown curls. His smile was strained, and there was pain in his warm brown eyes. “A loaded question.”

He nodded. “Are you ready?”

I sighed. “No. How could I ever be?”

His fingers dug into the bones of my wrist, and a delicious pop relieved some of its tension. He traced his palm down mine and laced our fingers together.

“It’s going to be okay.”

I nudged him with my knee. “Don’t lie to me.”

He shook his head and turned toward me. “It is. I know it. You’re brilliant, and you’ll find everything we need. You’ll come back with honors from the king and queen, and then our life can begin.”

Our life. Martyrs, I loved Tam. I truly did, but the thought of a life with him terrified me almost as much as being sent to Rihtlond. I wasn’t ready to take on the role of a wife. I was lucky, I knew, to be unwed in my twenties. Not many nobles could afford to keep one daughter at home for so long, let alone two. As harsh as he could be, it was a mark of my father’s love that he had done this for Merria and me.

“Hey,” Tam said, tracing a thumb down my cheek, stealing away my thoughts. “Come on, don’t let it get to you like this. You can do this. If anyone can, it’s you. This is just a blip in your life. A grand adventure, like the dragon tales you love to read.”

I smiled. “An adventure—I like that.”

He leaned in and kissed me. It was soft and sweet. His lips were feather-light on mine, giving me his support without staking any claim. I unlaced our fingers so I could instead throw my arms around his neck and pull him in closer. He deepened our kiss, sliding his tongue in slow strokes against mine.

“Serae,” he whispered my name like a prayer to the Creator, “can I have you? One more time, please?”

“Yes,” I breathed and recaptured his lips. We were no strangers to stolen moments. With our houses constantly full of families and servants, we’d learned to seize our chances. I smiled against his kiss at the thought of having him here, under the jasmine.

Tam sank to his knees in the soft dirt. He hiked up my skirt and spread my legs apart, settling his body in between. His fingers found their way to my tenderest flesh and began to tease. Pleasure awakened within me. I scooted toward the edge of the bench and spread my knees farther apart, encouraging him.

As one of his talented fingers slipped inside me, I reached between us and palmed his length through his trousers. Hard and eager, he thrust against my hand. I gripped his girth with one hand while the other worked the laces at his waist free. By the time I got them undone, two of his fingers were pumping in and out of me. We were both panting as I gripped his freed cock and stroked him root to tip.

“I can’t wait,” he whispered against my lips. “You’re so flaming wet.”

I guided him toward my entrance, and he sank into my warmth in one torturously slow thrust.

“More,” I demanded. He pulled back and then pressed into me again. His pace was slow, but my need was rising. “Please,” I begged, gripping him from behind and urging him deeper.

He held back for three more agonizing strokes before finally giving me what I needed. His pace quickened, and each thrust strengthened. That coil inside me was tightening, building, but I needed more. I gripped the hand at my waist and moved it to my center. His fingers—Martyrs, I loved his fingers—danced over my clit. My release rolled through me in waves. As my walls clenched around him, he groaned and thrust harder, chasing his own release before pulling out last second to spill on the earth beneath the bench.

“Fires above, Serae, you ruin me.” Tam’s voice was husky as he held my molten body against his. He kissed my neck and the shell of my ear, but his words had dragged me from such a beautiful high into a downward spiral.

“Creator above, what if they do ruin me?” I whispered, shaking in his arms.

“No.” He gripped me tighter. “Nothing they could do would ever ruin you. Do you hear me? No matter what happens, you’ll never be ruined to me.”

“Do you promise?” I couldn’t help the question. It was completely unfair, but I blurted it out anyway.

“Yes.” There was no hesitation. This was what I loved most about him. His friendship and loyalty were everything to me. Even if it were just for a few months, it was what I would miss the most when I was gone.
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GERTA FLEW AROUND the room, packing with shocking efficiency. She said nothing, probably because she knew nothing would help. I watched her in numb silence, head full of cyphers and fear. She wore a thick traveling cote beneath her apron—long and stiff, unlike her usual short, lightweight servant’s dress. It was only when my own traveling clothes were laid out that it hit me all at once. Tears flooded my eyes and dripped on the inside of my lenses, blurring my vision further. I hated crying. Never in my life had I been one to dissolve into tears, yet in the past few days, I had hardly stopped.

“Why is this happening to me? Why me and not Merria?”

“There, there, milady,” Gerta tutted, fussing with her mousy brown bun. “It’s not all bad. He may be a handsome lad, and you’ll find something more than this arrangement between you.”

Yes, a lovely barbarian ready for stimulating conversation and a deep emotional bond. I held in my scoff. “He’s a Rihtlonder. Martyrs, I’ll be lucky if I keep all my limbs.”

“He’s a prince, isn’t he? That’s got to count for something. You’ll be a proper princess once you’re married.”

“Lovely. Princess of the heathens. What a treasure!”

My lady’s maid, who had been with me as long as I could remember, sat beside me and patted my cheek. “We’re invited in for an alliance, not as enemies. Even the most brutal people are kind to their own. And I’ll be with you as long as I can be.”

Images of thatched roofs in flames and a sea dotted with enemy sails flooded my mind—scenes from storybooks I’d read since childhood. “What would a maid know of forced marriage anyway?” I gritted out.

Gerta’s eyes sharpened. “Nothing, of course.” She bowed and stepped away, leaving me to sit with my words.

The trouble was, not even Gerta, who would be my only companion for a full month, could know the truth of my purpose in Rihtlond. I would have to fool even her of my sincerity. Knowing the truth would put her at risk, were anyone to grow suspicious. But she would be complicit, nonetheless. Father had given me four weeks to fill an entire journal with secrets, then send it home with Gerta. Four weeks. As if I could discover all that was needed in so short a time. I’d have to offer her my second-warmest gloves for the journey, and maybe my second-best chape as well, to make amends. Creator knew I should give her my best things for what she was about to endure on my behalf, but that would be questioned. Why would a servant be better adorned than her mistress?

My heart squeezed, and my head chose that moment to remind me that Bale would have understood me. But Bale was gone. Sitting with the news for a few days had not lessened its sharpness. Tam was gone as well, back to Fethersen with his family. Before he left, he had promised to stay faithful to me, no matter how long it took. Then, he kissed me in front of both our families and whispered in my ear, “I’ll come for you when the time is right.” It made me feel a twisting sort of hollow inside.

The door to my room burst open, interrupting my thoughts.

“Oh, Serae, how can this day have come!” Merria flopped onto my bed, gold and red skirts flying, and flung her arms around me. “First Bale gone, and now you. I’ll be all alone.”

I tried my best not to grimace. “It would have always been this way, no matter who I married.” Except now, I might be headed toward my death.

Merria harrumphed. “You’ll have to write me every week at least. How will I ever get along without you? Will we be invited to your wedding?”

I froze, scanning Merria’s face, but she was all doe eyes and practiced pout. Was this one of her performances? If all went to plan, as Merria well knew, there would be no wedding.

“Ask Father,” I said at last, aware of Gerta’s keen ears. “Maybe he’ll actually tell you since you’re his favorite.”

“Don’t be bitter. Plus, his favorite was Bale. I’m only second because I’m the next oldest.”

“Yes, and the rest of us are just backups.”

“He’s married you off well, hasn’t he? I don’t know why you’re complaining.”

“It’s Rihtlond, Merria! Rihtlond.” I couldn’t voice more with Gerta nearby, but I glared my meaning just the same.

“Do you think they’ll be as vicious as the stories?” 

Gerta tutted, but Merria ignored her, as she did with all our household staff.

“I suppose they won’t be raping the women or slaughtering the children in their own streets,” she mused, as if the idea were a pleasant fancy, and not the very real horrors I would soon be facing. “I wonder if you’ll have to live in huts and tents, or worse, a home at sea. What if you’re never on dry land again?”

“They have cities,” Gerta interjected. “We’re not headed to a life of endless seafaring, milady. Don’t you fret.”

Merria snorted. “Maybe not, but that doesn’t change the fact that their men like to destroy. Martyrs, are you worried your prince is going to try to destroy you?”

“Get out!” I shrieked. “If you’re not here to help, then leave.”

Merria’s face softened to some measure of understanding. She sat back and arranged her curls. “It’s going to be all right. I don’t
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