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      Today, I turn two hundred and twenty-six, and I look fabulous.

      My fitted fighting leathers hug my curves like a second skin, and my new, wider sword belt sits comfortably on my hips while also serving as a clear reminder that I can kill my enemies without breaking a sweat.

      Alone in my quarters, I jut out a hip with enough flair to light a forest fire, then draw my new blades and give them an inaugural twirl. They’re almost exactly like my other swords, so it’ll be easy to adjust to their weight and feel. The only real difference is the set of matching jewels embedded in the pommels. The fire opals look just like the sharp, blazing eye of a phoenix about to dive into battle.

      Delighted with my birthday presents, I take down my hair, kick off my boots, and dance barefoot through some advanced fighting moves to get a feel for my new belt and blades. My team gave them to me at lunch, and while I shouldn’t wish for a fight, I also can’t wait to try them out. The belt is supple and light, and the swords already feel like old friends in my hands.

      Sunlight streams through my high, arched window, too tempting to ignore, and I keep up my battle dance as I move into the puddle of light. Warm stones greet my bare feet, and my long black hair soaks up the sunshine, seeming to nourish me all the way to my veins. A beautiful day, friends, and gifts. Smiling, I lift my face to the rays.

      Not yet done playing with my new weapons, I accelerate, spinning and slicing until metal whistles like wind through a crack in a tree. I see past battles and counter the moves of envisioned enemies with learned precision. After a brutal jab at an imagined vampire, I finally bring my mock combat to a close and give my blades a final twirl. The fire opals glint in the sunshine as I flip the swords in my hands and sheathe them with a flourish. They slide into the leather scabbards attached to the belt so easily that I grin.

      As far as birthdays go, this is a good one.

      At least, it’s the birthday my adoptive parents gave me. I appeared one day on their doorstep at the country house in Glarraden, an infant in a basket with a name pinned to my blanket and a bag of gold so large it could rival the fortunes of any gildenfae. The note in my basket said to take care of me, so they did.

      I didn’t want for a thing growing up—neither education nor training in the arts of war—but considering how little Rita and Gerard chose to interact with me, I did feel more loved for the bag of gold coins that mysteriously showed up every year on the summer solstice—Dragon’s Night—than for my sparkling wit or my skill with a sword.

      Reflected sunlight winks at me like party candles from the mirror on my dresser, and I dance toward it, humming a tavern tune. I blow myself a birthday kiss, my pinkened nose and cheeks from riding my warbird in the sun and wind intensified by the flush of exercise with my new swords. I smile, remembering how Fyrestar easily outpaced the other phoenixes today—as usual.

      Chirps and rustling greet my ears, and I turn to the rocky caverns carved deep into my bedroom wall. “Rim! Sol!” I call, my smile growing. If they’re done resting, we can go outside and enjoy the remainder of the day together.

      In just seconds, my phoenixes fly to me, perching on my shoulders. They’re the babies. Or rather, the reborn. At nearly sixteen years old, Rimblaze is a hefty hunk of bird and weighs heavily on my arm. I lost Embersol for the third time only a few years ago, and she can still barely cough up a fireball.

      I coo and nuzzle them, stroking their colorful feathers and praising the little flames boiling in their beaks. Pretty soon, Rim will be fully trained and strong enough to come out as my wing guard. I’m not sure when I’ll be able to ride him again. He seems to be growing more slowly this time around, but we all know magic has been waning in Ellonrift for decades and that Cealastra hasn’t seen fit to show her presence and replenish it yet. For little Embersol, battles and carrying me on her back are both still years away, but sometimes, it’s not so bad knowing she’s safe inside the mountain when we go off to protect Torridaig.

      “You smell like spices today.” Rim chirps his words into my mind. Is his voice getting deeper? He’s matured so much lately—though not enough to stop squabbling with Sol.

      “I had a spicy lunch.” I smooth a rebellious red feather into the orange ones on his forehead. “And a birthday cake.” I don’t know where it came from, but it showed up at the table, just like it does every year with the same regularity that the gold shows up at Glarraden House, even though I’m barely there. The Elite Wing ate most of it, but I still got the part with the candle to blow out. The cake had dark-red rose petals scattered across pearlescent frosting, reminding me of when I slice into enemy vampires on a moonlit winter hillside and drain them of their stolen blood.

      “I want cake.” Sol’s baby squeak makes my heart pinch. These two didn’t make it through the battles, but they’re still mine. If my phoenixes couldn’t come back to me, I’d rather die with them.

      “I’ll throw some rodents together for you later.” I tilt my head against hers. “But don’t eat too many at once. You know you’ll get a tummy ache.”

      The babies’ sharp talons prick my skin, and they caw excitedly as Fyrestar lands on my window frame in a burst of sparks and wind. “You’re in a good mood today.”

      I smile at my warbird, his rumbled words resonating in my head. “It’s my birthday.”

      “So you think.”

      “Someone had to choose a day, so Rita did.”

      “Have Rita and Gerard come to visit you recently?”

      I give him a bland look. Fyrestar knows very well that they have not. He just likes to remind me, because he thinks I should cut them loose and stop sending them part of my earnings, especially since their chest of gold—so big that everyone in the area started calling it “the gildenfae gold” almost from the very start—still arrives like clockwork every summer solstice. But I’ll inherit Glarraden House one day, because they don’t have anyone else to give it to when they finally fade from existence. I want to help with the upkeep.

      I return to Glarraden sometimes, even if the people who raised me never come here. I had a home growing up, and if I survive, I’ll have a home to grow old in where my birds can fly free. They’ll have more than earned their peace by then—far more than I’ll have ever earned mine. Despite the neglect that used to tie my stomach into knots and still comes roaring back with a remembered shock of loneliness more often than I’d like, I don’t have any hard feelings toward Rita or Gerard. They did…okay. And my phoenixes give me all the love I need.

      “They haven’t been here since I was inducted into the Elite Wing.” Nearly two centuries might’ve passed, but I’m still the novice of the Dragon King’s personal squadron—the youngest and the last to have been chosen for the team—and everyone loves to remind me of it, especially Kellan. He hates it when I win the privilege of flying on Bale Cinderheart’s right wing.

      The thought of Bale makes me both shiver and heat. The potency of the Dragon King reaches me even here, floors and floors below his high lair in the mountain castle. He’s been spending even more time than usual with the Elite Wing, despite the Ellonrift Council coming up soon. I crave his intense presence and dread it at the same time. I want him to look at me as much as I want him to turn away.

      “What should we do this afternoon?” I ask my birds. “Survival training? War games against the team?”

      “You’re a rainbow of fun,” Fyrestar teases. “Why isn’t a picnic in the woods or a spin over the lake ever an option?”

      I toss him a mock frown. “What’s more fun than beating everyone else?”

      “We don’t always win,” Rimblaze chimes in. “Especially with Embersol, who can barely make fire. Or form complete sentences.”

      Sol squawks in protest. The little sparks escaping her oblong nostrils heat my ear. “Sol’s fantastic. She’s quick as a whip and sneaks in when no one sees her coming. She hardly ever participates in training, but she still saved your feathered behind just a few days ago, so give her some credit,” I scold.

      Rim huffs smoke, his beak half open in annoyance. The thirteen phoenixes of Torridaig all sprang from the same magic, and the sibling rivalry is real, especially for the birds who end up as younglings again at the same time. I’ve only lost Fyrestar once, and it was nearly a century ago. He’s far too mature to get sucked into the younger birds’ shenanigans.

      “Aren’t you going to admire yourself some more?” Fyrestar asks with a smirk in his voice. “Blow another kiss to the mirror?”

      “You saw that from outside, did you?” I grin, not embarrassed at all.

      “It was hard to miss. The new swords and belt look good. Although I think you look better slicing through real enemies until you’re covered in blood and painted red enough to match our feathers.”

      “Wow.” I laugh. “Who’s a rainbow of fun now? As long as it’s not my blood. Or yours.” I shudder, sobering.

      “It’s never your fault,” Rim says quietly, all trace of his earlier snark gone. “You defend us well.”

      Great Cealastra, my eyes start to prick. Rim took a werebear’s claws in the neck so the lethal tips didn’t shred mine. And poor little Embersol. We both fell when the arrows hit her. The vampires tried to suck her everlife from her, but I fucking killed them all.

      The satisfying memory of revenge doesn’t stop the gut-wrenching recollection of my phoenixes’ rebirths from surging up too. Of watching sparks circle sparks for agonizing days until the glowing magic finally solidified into tiny little birds right here in Drayke Mountain, where Bale first created them. Just like the phoenixes are growing more slowly now, it took longer for Sol’s rebirth last time. I stood vigil for five more torturous days than usual, terrified that Ellonrift’s fading magic would take her from me, from Rim, from Fyrestar.

      Blinking, I clear my throat. “We defend each other,” I say hoarsely. “Forever and always.”

      “Forever and always.” All three of them instantly chirp our personal motto, but instead of making me feel better and calmer, it just makes me worry about where Cealastra is and if she’s ever coming back to restore magic in Ellonrift.

      Torridaig’s battle horn suddenly blares from the peak of Drayke Mountain, cutting through my perpetual underlying dread with its hard, sharp blast.

      Or maybe adding to it.

      “Bloodpit,” I growl. “No training today.” It’ll be the real thing instead. I lift my shoulders, urging the babies off me. “Back to your roosts.”

      “I can fight,” Rim says. “I’ll be your right wing.”

      I almost wish he could. Everyone else on the team is a dragon shifter. The only fire and flight I have working in my favor comes from my birds. “Not yet, love. You haven’t passed your tests.” Sol’s small talons leave my skin. Rim’s larger ones depart more reluctantly. Even as fledglings, they recall everything about their past lives and form a bond with me immediately. Strength, reflexes, inner fire, and the ability to communicate mind-to-mind in the language of Ellonrift are slower to return.

      “Come back safe,” Rim says as I grab my boots and pull them on.

      “Safe,” Sol echoes in her little voice.

      Nodding, I grab a short, fur-lined vest from the foot of my bed, slip it on, and hook it closed. My weapons are already on me, and I don’t have time for more. My heart already pounding like the drums of war, I turn and race for the open window. “Fyrestar! Go!”

      He launches off the sill in a whirlwind of heat, and I dive after him, blasting through the wall of searing air he left in my window frame. Outside, direct sunlight slams into my skin and eyes, the shock of it always abrupt after being inside the cool, dim mountain. Squinting, I spread my arms and legs, free-falling down the sheer mountainside until Fyrestar swoops underneath and picks me up.

      Straightening, I wait for my vision to adjust as I brace my legs firmly around Fyrestar’s body and grip the tough black feathers ringing his neck. Wind rushes through my loose hair, and I cringe at the oversight. The headmistress at school would’ve had my hide for showing up in the training ring with my hair down, and Bale is sure to do the same.

      I tap my pockets, hoping I might’ve forgotten a leather strap inside. No luck, and I can’t easily tie my hair back while flying anyway.

      My stomach sinking, I press lower against Fyrestar’s feathers, cursing vanity for making me take down my daily tight bun to indulge in a moment of birthday frivolity in my bedroom. It’s a rookie mistake, and now, it’s too late. We have a mountain to climb, and if Kellan reaches the war room before I do, he’ll win right wing again.

      Fyrestar ascends, the near-vertical angle forcing me to hold on tight and squeeze my legs. “Are you all right, Idallia? Too steep?” he asks when I slip back more than I should.

      “No. Keep going. I want right wing.”

      “You’re too competitive. It’s not the wing that counts.”

      It’s always the wing. I’m the foundling. The nobody. The youngest. I don’t know who I am. What I am. I stopped visibly aging when I reached my prime, so Rita and Gerard eventually decided I wasn’t human after all and must be strong enough to train for war. Even though I don’t have fire or flight, they dumped me at the school pumping out soldiers for Torridaig and paid the headmistress enough to keep me there—the only student who wasn’t a dragon shifter in the whole starsdamned place. They left with a vague goodbye before hurrying back to Glarraden where they could continue to only pay attention to each other without me around to try to gain even a scrap of their time.

      My memory is too sharp for comfort, and that rush of excitement I’d felt about starting at the Drayke School of Fire and Flight hits me before souring just like my school years did. I thought maybe I’d finally make some friends. But then a student I recognized from around Glarraden lifted his hand on my first day, pointed straight at me, and said, “Why is she here? She’s the gildenfae-gold kid.”

      I press my mouth shut against a snarl, and Fyrestar flies so fast that the high mountain air helps hammer the echoes of my time as a student off me, leaving only the need to prove myself and win.

      “We’re almost there, Fyrestar. Go!” Entrances to the war room open near the pinnacle of Drayke Mountain, not far below Bale’s lair. We aim for the nearest window. Excelling at combat against everyone’s expectations is the only reason I’m anything, and I want right wing.

      We blast through a high entrance, and my warbird moves like a firebolt straight for the six pillars of the Elite Wing. Kellan flies in through another window at nearly the same time. His primary wing guard follows, sleek, fast, and glowing, his long tail feathers trailing fire. Grambolt is as mature and experienced as Fyrestar.

      My pulse racing, I urge Fyrestar faster. Kellan’s scales shimmer even in the low light of the gigantic room, the arresting mix of darkness and iridescence a distracting flash in my periphery as we both dive for the same flat-topped column rising from the stone floor next to the map of Ellonrift.

      Kellan’s ice-blue eyes narrow. “Not today.” The words resonate inside my head in the same deep voice that used to suggest things like leaving the Elite Wing, settling down together, mating.

      I don’t answer and vault off Fyrestar, already sprinting for the coveted first spot at the right-hand side of the map. With only a few steps to go, I take a running leap and land on top of the wide pillar. Kellan hits it at the same time, instantly transforming into his fully clothed common form to get both booted feet on the surface. Skidding wildly, I thump into the rock-solid, four-hundred-year-old dragon shifter and bounce right off him. My stomach plummets.

      Kellan reaches out to steady me, but it’s too late. I’m already falling, and the failure is nauseating. I hit the ground on my side, a pained breath wheezing out of me. Fyrestar’s worried caw rattles in my head. My hip numb, I scramble up, vault over the map, and lunge for the left-wing column, but Maia just took the front pillar because she didn’t even try for right wing. I jump onto the column behind her before anyone else can take the second row. Right wing is more prestigious, but I don’t want to be responsible for watching Kellan’s back. I’m too incensed right now.

      Seething, I scowl across the giant, raised map of Ellonrift, wishing I could breathe fire. Kellan winks at me, his smirk as big as he is.

      “That was mine,” I grind out.

      “Same time, but I kept my balance,” he says as the rest of the team fills in the remaining pillars, their primary warbirds already circling the cavernous room along with mine. The phoenixes brighten the yawning darkness above our heads, their luminous feathers throwing warm, reddish-gold light onto the roughly carved-out rock ceiling. The floor is smoother, worn down by centuries of dragon shifters working tirelessly to keep the peace in Ellonrift.

      I don’t have inner fire like the rest of the team and force myself not to shiver as I take in today’s formation. Five dragon shifters and whatever-the-stars I am. Six phoenixes so far. Too many blades to count.

      “We could share,” Kellan offers, knowing that’s patently impossible.

      “Fuck you.”

      He gives me a heated look. “Anytime you want.”

      “How about never, never, never, ever,” I shoot back.

      His brows rise so slowly and deliberately that I want to bite them off his forehead. “You mean never again?”

      Turning away, I ignore him as the younger birds arrive. They’re the dragon shifters’ left-wing guards. There are only two of us without—Danica and me—because our little ones are still too young to fight. She has her right-wing phoenix, and I have Fyrestar. Bale gave me three warbirds since I don’t have wings of my own.

      Fyrestar catches my attention with a heavy, golden gaze. He doesn’t like that I’m alone—either in flight or in life. But I’m not truly alone. My warbird and I have matching eyes.

      The wing guards find their principals and stick to the older birds like pitch, just like Rim will do with Fyrestar soon. But for now, it’s Fyrestar who’s alone, and I don’t like it, but there aren’t any other phoenixes in Ellonrift.

      The Dragon King created thirteen phoenixes infused with everlife and his own fire from the thirteen chest scales his greatest enemy sliced through, nearly reaching his heart. Bale won the battle in the end, but the Vampire King somehow survived. With some of the strongest magic in Torridaig, Bale created the fiercest, most devoted fighting force in Ellonrift. He raised the phoenixes to their first maturity and trained them to be as loyal as they are lethal. Then he established the Elite Wing about two hundred years ago—one dragon shifter for two warbirds.

      Or that’s how it’s supposed to work. Bale didn’t fill the last pillar until he chose me straight out of school. He walked the lines of graduating students, looking us over with narrowed eyes—not that he hadn’t already been watching us for years. Then he stopped in front of me and offered me a home and a team. It took half a second to realize I’d bested everyone at school, and another half a second to push my yes past the explosion of excitement launching my heart straight up my throat.

      Rimblaze, Embersol, and Fyrestar were the last to be given a soldier. Maybe it was just luck that three remained, but it gave me a warbird to ride, and two wing guards to make us an even more formidable team. The day I met my birds, I fully understood how lucky I was—I finally had a real family after all these years.

      Some say the Vampire King ripped a fourteenth scale right off Bale’s chest. Bale has never confirmed, but the scar that still marks his skin after all these years makes me think it could be true. Bale removed the thirteen damaged scales to create our firebirds, and so that new scales could grow in their place. He doesn’t have a warbird of his own, though Rim, Sol, and Fyrestar flew with him until I came along.

      As usual, Kellan doesn’t let the subject drop. “Never ever is a long time when you live as long as we do. We’ll see what happens in a decade or two.” His admittedly attractive blue eyes dip over me. “Or we could just go back a couple dozen years and remember the good times?”

      I glare at him, hearing Maia quietly snort to my front and Arran groan softly behind me. They were good times, but they’re over. Kellan needs to let go of the past and stop dragging everyone else into our business.

      Our finished business.

      “Or, I could reach my hand down your throat and yank out your vocal cords so you’ll stop bringing up ancient history,” I growl.

      He chuckles. “Love your fire, Idallia. Too bad it doesn’t actually burn.”

      My nostrils flare on a sharp breath.

      Not having a comeback enrages me, but it doesn’t matter. Everyone goes quiet and faces forward as Bale Cinderheart explodes like a volcanic blast into the war room.
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      Bale is a force of nature. Flames and wind, heat and strength. His black scales shimmer with red undertones, his inner fire seeping out on a blaze of shadows. Hot, amber eyes brighten a dark auburn face shaped by horns and spikes and scales. He flies straight at us, fangs hidden, a fiery rumble resonating in his throat. His huge, sinewy body blots out the light from the windows as he swoops toward the Elite Wing pillars. His crimson wings beat the air like a tempest on the horizon, and my heart thuds against my ribs, echoing the heavy, powerful thumping of the opaque membranes.

      My breath catches as he nears. It’s inevitable, and I’m not the only one. Even the warbirds stop calling, and their flight slows. Bale’s line is ancient and mighty. He’s the Dragon King, born of the stars and Cealastra’s own choosing. He unfurls blood-red talons for landing, his tail whipping a lethally spiked line behind him. Bale touches down and transforms so smoothly he doesn’t even pause as he strides toward us, smoke still curling from his nostrils.

      Nerves twist in my belly, and I lift my chin as Bale takes in our formation across the pillars. His decisive footsteps echo in the huge cliffside space, our silence total. The rhythmic beat gets louder the closer he comes, and that shiver I was holding back ripples over me. He might be even more impressive in his common form because he still exudes effortless power and dominance without claws or fangs or fire.

      Tawny eyes flash over us as he stops, a hint of the same deep crimson in his scales giving his dark-brown hair a smoldering undertone. My skin tingles, my blood a flash flood in my veins. At only a decade shy of six hundred years old, the Dragon King is everything he should be and more. As handsome as he is frightening. As terrifying as he is fair. As big as he is brutal.

      As powerful as he should be—the king who holds the center of the world.

      The whole of Ellonrift used to be one, with the six kings and queens constantly disputing the boundaries of their goddess-given territories, and who could do what and where. Now Torridaig, at the heart of it all, belongs to Bale Cinderheart, and peace is just the short way of saying we’re not literally at war.

      Clearly defining a sovereign kingdom for each ruling bloodline—human, fae, werebeast, vampire, and dragon shifter—was supposed to encourage better relations and enable the different populations of the land to gather with their own if they preferred. Centuries later, we all know how well that went—and still goes. No one was forced to leave their homes, and edicts were put into place to protect any who stayed, but separatists quickly became a problem, voicing their venom against anyone who didn’t see things their way.

      In the center of Ellonrift, Torridaig has always been a land of different peoples, although there are many more dragon shifters than anyone else. Vampires can live peacefully in Torridaig as long as they abide by Torridaig’s laws. Same with humans, weres, and fae. Vampires who bite without consent had better move to Bloodwold, though, before edict primis catches up to them. We don’t tolerate blood thieves here.

      But nothing worked out as planned, and true sovereignty and equal Council votes just gave every ruler of Ellonrift more power to fight only for themselves. Now, blood-trafficking vampires plunder our villages in the northeast. Radical werebeasts slash at our northern towns. On Torridaig’s eastern border, desperate fae will glamour their way through unsuspecting settlements, leaving victims aged by decades in their wake. There’s mostly peace to the south, because humans are scared of the populations around them and need Bale’s kingdom as a buffer between them and the nightmares everywhere else.

      Personally, I don’t discount the sorcerers. No one else seems nearly as scared of them as they should be, but I have dreams that tell me a human magic-wielder can do as much damage as any other beast.

      Bale’s posture finally relaxes, his hands settling on his hips. The phoenixes grow excited again. They chirp in greeting, and their inner glow lights their vibrant feathers, turning them into circling chandeliers. Looking up, Bale warms for them. Flames lick through his eyes, and the firm set of his mouth softens in a way it only does for his firebirds. He’s breathtaking this way, unguarded and visibly proud, but when he lowers his focus back to us, his expression loses all trace of paternal softness.

      His piercing gaze hits Kellan first. He nods, his dark hair sweeping forward with the sharp acknowledgment. He has his right wing, with Wade and Danica positioned behind Kellan.

      He looks to the left wing next, giving Maia a cool but approving glance. His gaze slips to me behind her, and his amber eyes visibly darken. His rich, centuries-deep voice resonates inside my head. “Do better.”

      I stare back at him, heat and frustration and a chest-cramping distress tangling through me. At least he didn’t say it aloud. The others can’t hear what Bale says only to me, but they won’t miss the tenebrosity seeping from his lightly tanned skin, and the shadows forming an almost solid layer of reddish-black dragon scales over him. The shadow scales quickly lose form and fade, though his magic still lingers in the air like ink blots on parchment.

      I can’t answer him without everyone hearing, so I keep my mouth shut. Besides, what would I say? Kellan pushed me? I’ll die a thousand grisly deaths before I resort to tattling.

      Or admit to losing because I fell.

      My unsettled blood rushes through my body, and I force slow, steadying breaths until Bale’s eyes finally shift to Arran behind me. His stare goes as icy as a werebeast’s den in winter, and I swallow. At least I’m not left and last.

      Except…his flinty gaze quickly swings back to me. “What’s wrong with this picture?” he asks in a deceptively soft voice. The question is for everyone, but his eyes never leave my face, and my stomach hollows so fast it hurts.

      The team stays silent. I just stare back at Bale, my pulse beating violently.

      He moves so fast he’s next to me in less than a heartbeat, a shadow trail marking the air he cut through. He’s slow and deliberate, though, when he reaches up and slides his fingers into the hair at my nape, gripping it firmly, then steadily tips my head, bending me sideways until I’m unbalanced on the column. His free hand comes up to circle my neck, his big, hot palm over my throbbing jugular.

      Our eyes lock. “Why is your hair down, Idallia?”

      My lips part on a shuddering breath. I know this is going to be bad, and it’s even worse when the inevitable heat of arousal thumps between my legs. I ruthlessly drive it away before anyone can scent it. I’m not sure I succeed. Bale’s gaze flickers ominously as he draws us almost nose to nose.

      “An oversight,” I admit, wishing his nearness didn’t throw my entire body into turmoil. Even in his common form, his senses are too sharp to miss the heat blasting off me, only part of which is due to being singled out in front of everyone.

      I pull against his grip, gaining a measure of space between our faces.

      “Do you want to give a Bloodwold vampire a convenient handle to jerk your head to the side and expose your throat?” His hand tightens in my hair, keeping me from moving again.

      “No.” The word vibrates against his palm, strangely intimate, and I force myself not to think about how Bale’s touch might feel under other circumstances.

      His focus drops to my neck. “You know the rules.”

      I nod, the movement jerky under his hand. We either keep our hair up or short. And if it’s not up, we take the time to put it up. I like my long black hair too much to cut it off, and part of me is terrified that Bale is going to whip out a knife right now.

      “It won’t happen again,” I assure him.

      He’s still gripping my hair and neck, bending me in a way that makes it hard to stay on the column. I try to steady myself as he leans in, his mouth so close to my neck I can feel the threat of imaginary fangs there. “See that it doesn’t,” he whispers in my ear.

      Another hot wash of arousal quivers through me, mixing with humiliation and annoyance. Not that Bale humiliated me. I did a good job of that myself. I fight the arousal. I don’t want anyone to know my secrets—especially Bale—though it’s not like most people wouldn’t react the same way if they’d just felt the Dragon King’s breath on their neck and his hand in their hair.

      Bale backs away from me, his stare volcanic and his thumb drawing a hard line down the entire throbbing vein in my neck before he finally releases me.

      I lurch upright, nearly falling from the pillar. My blood pumps hot and cold—a horrible feeling. I don’t know what’s worse. The heat of embarrassment and reflexive arousal, or the ice of being furious with myself.

      “I should’ve reminded you.” My hard-pounding heart nearly drowns out Fyrestar’s remorseful words.

      Glancing up, I shake my head. I can’t answer him, but it’s not his fault. It’s mine. Bale would say my biggest flaw is getting easily distracted and losing focus. He’s wrong. It’s vanity that does me in again and again.

      In front of me, Maia’s perfect, tight bun is a mocking reminder of the one I wore earlier today. Danica sheared her hair to spiky black curls ages ago. The men all wear their hair short. We’re soldiers of Torridaig. There are rules that make us battle-ready and keep us safe. Rules I’m stupid enough to ignore.

      I’m also stupid enough to harbor a fierce attraction for my king, but I’m definitely not stupid enough to act on it. I already tried romance with a teammate once and learned my lesson. Things didn’t even end badly with Kellan; they just ended because my feelings changed, and I’m still caught in the middle of a complicated and awkward something and paying for it thirty years on. With Bale, an ending—especially a bad one—would be exponentially worse. We’re not equals. He rules me and my warbirds. I’m not putting myself in a position of potentially having to leave my team and my home, and no force under the stars would make me leave my birds.

      Thankfully, I have nothing to worry about. There’s no evidence of the attraction going both ways, and Bale hasn’t taken a lover in so long that none of us have ever even seen him walk these mountain halls with anyone by his side.

      As Bale resumes his position in front of us, Maia fishes around in her pocket and pulls out a leather hair tie. She discreetly holds it out behind her, and I take it. Securing my hair back doesn’t replace a tight bun, but it’s better than nothing, and I’m grateful to my friend. I make quick work of a braid and tie it off at the end with Bale’s amber eyes flicking over me.

      “Weres struck again in the northwest,” he announces darkly as my hands drop back to my sides. “The Muirvale forces answered the alert horns and countered the assault. They drove the invading weres back over the border and are guarding it now, but there were kidnappings. We need a small, fast force to penetrate Wyndwood and try to recover the children.”

      My tense shoulders loosen, and I take my first normal breath since Bale arrived despite the grim news. Great Cealastra, it never ends. Weres keep attacking their own kind, which somehow seems worse than attacking us.

      “A were-heavy section of Muirvale?” Danica asks.

      “All of Muirvale’s were-heavy,” Kellan mutters from his right-wing perch.

      Most werebeasts who already lived close to the northern forests decided not to move across the official border when the lines were drawn by the kings and queens of Ellonrift. It was the only time the six rulers ever agreed on anything, and it still took two and a half decades to negotiate. The borders were drawn with ancestral lands in mind, as they already contained the heaviest populations of each of the peoples, and resulted in a fairly equitable split of territory and resources in the end.

      No one was forced to go anywhere, and most of the weres who already lived close to the new line weren’t about to move across a valley or over a hillside simply to answer to a were king rather than a dragon shifter. Their homes were already in their historical territory, or at least, close enough. They had their roots, their dens, their lives. They weren’t stuck right in the middle of Ellonrift or in some hostile place far from their ancestors and traditions or the great, wild forests where they hunt and mate as their instincts demand. They lived under Bale Cinderheart’s protection. So why leave?

      What they didn’t count on were the weres who did cross thinking everyone should’ve done the same. At first, there was shunning, shaming, and prejudice. That lasted centuries. Then a new group cropped up with a new tactic. Steal werechildren before the pups, cubs, and calves are old enough to decide for themselves—and kill anyone who gets in their way.

      “These are Torridaig weres.” Bale’s eyes flame. “My weres. My tolerance for the Were King’s weakness regarding these fanatics is at an end. He needs to control his people, or I will.” Bale’s ominous words ring of war. We all know it’s rushing toward us from Bloodwold in the east, and now it could be rising in Wyndwood to the north. If the leaders of Ellonrift still can’t reach any significant or satisfying agreements at the quickly approaching yearly Council, I’m almost certain Bale will finally give up on diplomacy, when he’s the only ruler even keeping diplomacy alive.

      His gaze sweeps over us, the bitter hardness in his expression seeming to echo my thoughts. “You know what to do. You know how to do it.” Darkness wraps around him as he begins to shift. My breath shortens, the magic in the room immediately so thick it clogs my lungs and sits on my ribs. Those werebeasts chose not to leave Torridaig, which means they’re Bale’s. No one takes what’s his, and a dragon shifter doesn’t share. Fire roils in his elongated mouth, and his words thunder in my mind as he pushes off on powerful legs and thumps tremendous wings. “To the north!”

      “To the north!” we cry, the shifters changing form and Fyrestar swooping in to pick me up.

      I leap off my pillar onto Fyrestar’s back, hook my legs around his body, grab his black neck feathers, and hold on as he gathers speed. We barrel out of Drayke Mountain’s south-facing windows and swoop back around the giant peak, heading toward the were kingdom of Wyndwood. Quickly solidifying our formation, we fly at the speed of fire. I’m in the middle again, tucked between two of the squadron and their wing guards.

      I try not to let my position irk me. I’m still one of the six elite soldiers of Torridaig, handpicked by the Dragon King himself and the only non-dragon shifter on the team. Despite this unprecedented accomplishment, apart from a pillar-race victory here and there—mainly over Kellan—the middle is my usual place.

      My mouth thins, tension keeping me rigid. Not good enough to be first, but good enough not to be last.

      Or maybe that’s not even true. Maybe the only reason I’m not consistently bringing up the rear is because Fyrestar is so exceptional.

      I grip his feathers, my fingers already chilled from the thin, cold air. Fyrestar’s colorful plumage starts to glow with his inner fire, warming me all over before I start to shiver.

      He knows me well—probably better than I know myself, since I don’t know a thing about where I come from.

      I will do better. And maybe when I’m the best soldier here, I’ll be good enough to find the answers to the questions about my origins and abilities that have haunted me for years.
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      We fly over Muirvale and head straight across the border into Wyndwood as the long northern dusk begins to fall. It took us the entire afternoon to get here, and I worry that the marauding werebeasts have a significant lead. Fortunately for us—and hopefully the captives—the border forest is rough, hilly, and offers few paths. The difficult terrain will have slowed the kidnappers down, but we can fly right over it and search the thinner woods beyond.

      “Fan out.” I direct the order to the entire squadron. “There are only so many accessible paths north from Muirvale. They can’t be far now.”

      The team widens their formation to cover more ground. I know they’ll stay within communicating distance, but I can’t help a quick look at Idallia and Fyrestar as they veer off, moving away from me. She watches the ground, searching the increasingly visible werepaths below with such absolute focus that I know a meteor could light the sky and she wouldn’t even notice it hurtling down.

      I look away. Knowing she can handle herself doesn’t keep my gut from tightening with worry as I keep my own eyes vigilantly on the ground. Idallia of Glarraden can kill anything when she’s concentrating. The problem is she can just as easily be killed when she’s not, and staying focused is the one thing I can’t seem to drill into her, even after more than one-hundred-and-eighty years.

      I don’t worry about the rest of my team going up against weres like I do with enemy vampires, who force us out of the sky with arrows and spears and don’t burn in our firebreath thanks to their despicable king’s dark magic. Werebeasts have shorter lifespans than even humans and no accelerated healing. They come in different forms and can be clawed, fanged, big, and vicious, but my dragon shifters and I are clawed, fanged, bigger, and more vicious. The trick is not swallowing any of their meat or blood as we rip into them.

      Ironically, Idallia is better suited to fighting vampires. Heavy, clawed werebeasts with their big fangs and powerful hindquarters for pouncing from afar are the bigger threat to her.

      I catch a hint of movement in the trees and angle lower for a better look. The kidnappers could be anyone, or more likely, a mix of werebeasts brought together by this new faction, which is solely about ideology. Wolves, foxes, bears, snow tigers, northern bulls, giant leithrats…They’ve never warred, but they don’t have much in common either—besides their ability to shift. This brought a huge and powerful group together—stealing children.

      The growl boiling inside me rumbles louder when I realize the movement I’m tracking is just a deer.

      “There!” Wade’s mind-to-mind shout carries across the distance from behind me.

      Turning in a tight circle, I dive in the direction Wade is indicating. The others wheel around and start their own downward spirals. Fyrestar keeps pace with me at first, but falls behind as I near the treetops. I get a good look at the group despite the waning light. Werewolves, werebears, and weretigers.

      I gather heat and magic in my throat and unleash a firebreath that cuts off the weres leading the pack and forces them to turn toward a small break in the forest. The blaze helps us see better, and Maia and Arran bank left to follow several weres who splinter off from the main group as the treetops go up in flames.

      My gaze follows them for mere seconds, my focus on the larger group. I can’t tell how many werebeasts we’re dealing with yet, but we know it’s enough to have made off with fifteen Muirvale werechildren as they woke in the early hours to use outhouses and gather water from wells. A classic snatch and run, just like we’re seeing more and more of these days.

      The captain who flew to Drayke Mountain to report wanted authorization to pursue them across the border with his northern unit, but sending soldiers into Wyndwood is a delicate thing. I only have permission from the Were King to recover kidnapping victims if I’m fast, discreet, and don’t go too far into the northern forests. I don’t have permission to send an army of dragon shifters into a sovereign kingdom. Doing that now, especially with tensions running high before the upcoming Council, would be a declaration of war.

      With the Elite Wing handling the situation, we can still pass it off as politics instead of aggression, even if the latter is closer to the truth. War has an actual scent in my nostrils these days, like the smoke from an old tallow candle that’s starting to go rancid and leave its black soot and strong stench in the air. The scent mostly comes from the east, fueled by vampire raiders on the hunt for blood, but the north is starting to stink of it too. The Were King had better start solving his problems if he wants to keep ruling his kingdom.

      “Head for those clearings. Separate the weres from the children. Then kill the beasts.” I don’t have to remind them to be careful of what they ingest. Cealastra’s gift of protection to weres is a curse to others if they eat their flesh or drink their blood.

      Low to the trees, our long shadows chase the kidnappers through southern Wyndwood. I want to herd them toward where the forest thins so that we can stay in scales. The fight will go quicker than if we shift, and we can stop this before going any farther into Wyndwood. The Were King doesn’t like this new faction of extremists any more than we do, but he hasn’t been successful in controlling them so far. I’m tired of doing the work for him when I have bigger problems to the east, and he’d better not fucking come after me with some false claim of hostility during the next Council or I’ll tear off his head and throw it from my mountaintop.

      Now that would be hostility.

      Below us, small paths open up, and werebeasts suddenly scatter in every direction. My snarl heats my throat. “Get lower! Cut them off!” Their dispersion forces us out of our already loose formation. We were herding them, but now they’re separating us.

      I glance to the side. Maia and Arran are already well to the west in pursuit of the group that originally veered off and crashed through the underbrush. On my right wing, Kellan, Wade, and Danica all speed off after different clusters, their wing guards following them. Fyrestar and Idallia angle down and drop below the canopy, small enough to weave through the trees and follow in flight. I lose sight of them quickly and don’t like it.

      Part of me still wonders why I thought she’d be better off with the Elite Wing than in the big, mostly empty halls of Glarraden House. There, no one thought twice about where she was—or thought twice about her at all. But she was too quick and ferocious and skilled to overlook, with a burning desire to overcome, and now I can’t seem to look away, which might be the biggest problem I’ve had since Rannigan Bloodthief figured out how to protect his vampire raiders from our firebreath.

      I scan the woods below but don’t see a black-haired warrior or a burning streak of feathers. Idallia can fight, and Fyrestar will protect her with his life, so I stay my course and speed up to get in front of the weres I’m tracking, looking for a big enough opening to accommodate my size.

      Landing hard in a clearing, I kick up woodland debris and crunch exposed roots under my taloned feet. Branches blow back as if trying to flee, autumn leaves trembling and dropping in fear. The werewolves of this now whittled-down pack pull up short. The five of them are in half skins—bipedal but beasts—and hauling three rope-tied children who haven’t mastered changing forms yet.

      I look the little ones over, trying to judge their ages. We all start out in Cealastra’s image, with the five points of her hallowed star being our heads, arms, and legs. Humans, fae, and vampires stay that way. Only dragon shifters and werebeasts develop an alternate form, and that can sometimes take years. It’s longer for a dragon shifter—often a few decades. A were lifetime is fleeting in comparison, and their changes happen faster and usually before adolescence, but these children still have short, common-form legs and only a handful of years.

      I strike without warning and crunch down on the lead werewolf’s head, ripping it from his body. I spit him out, blood seeping from between my fangs. Like all werebeasts, his goddess-given defense is to taste like death, and I use my inner fire to burn his werepoison from my mouth. “Give me the children.”

      “They’re not yours,” someone dares answer, a guttural voice coming from a half-skin wolf.

      “Torridaig weres are mine.” I take a heavy step forward, my claws scraping the ground. The angry rumble in my chest carries fire that I don’t dare let out for fear of burning the children. “Hand them over and I’ll give you a ten-second head start.”

      The three werebeasts with kids yank the children in front of them like shields. My lip curls in disgust, cool air hitting my exposed fangs in a way I don’t like after the hot wash of blood followed by the scorch of inner fire in my mouth. Skin it is. I can’t fight in my dragon form without risking the safety of the werechildren who are looking at me with sheer panic and hope in their eyes.

      I slam shadow wings forward and sweep the two closest weres off their feet as I transform. The effort to make the darkness solid against the kidnappers but not the children costs me a measure of magic and slows my usually seamless shift into my fully dressed and armed common form, but the unexpected move allows two of the kids to wrench their ropes from their captors’ hands and jump away while I lunge and grab the third child. I shove her toward the other two as I draw my sword. It’s one against four, but it will be almost too easy now that the children are clear.

      Two weres leap for me. I fight them off, then whip around and smash my blade through the face of the werewolf who just tried to get behind me, dragging my sword back out with a twist that leaves a hole in his misshapen, half-skin head. He drops, and the three trembling kids stumble backward.

      “Go!” I snarl to the children.

      A little weretiger with new whiskers and one feline ear instinctively popping out in fear grabs the other two by the hands. She gives them both an urgent tug, and they run into the forest.

      I shift back into scales and whip one kidnapper into a tree with my tail. The crack of bones isn’t nearly satisfying enough, and I spin, clawing him to make sure he’s not just dead—he’s eviscerated. Sensing movement, I open my jaws as I twist back around and bite down, ripping the entire top half off a fur-covered body and flinging the tainted meat away from me.

      My eyes narrow as fire roils in my mouth, cleansing it of werepoison. There’s one left, and I stalk her, enough heat seeping from beneath my scales to wilt the low vegetation between us. Blood-wet leaves smolder. I could roast her alive right now, but I hold back, hoping she’ll give me more sport than the others. Why do they even bother? Only Bloodwold vampires have contrived some sort of sorcery that temporarily protects them from our firebreath. Everyone else burns.

      The werewolf retreats, upright but on canine legs. She’s stayed in her half-skin form—unappealing but powerful. She’d have a fighting chance if she took up a spear or a bow and arrow, but that’s not the werebeast way. They fight with tooth and claw, relying heavily on their inner animal.

      “There wasn’t much hope of you sneaking far enough into Wyndwood to hide the children and make them disappear without a trace.”

      “It’s worked before,” she answers harshly. At least she doesn’t beg for a life she knows I won’t spare.

      “On smaller groups, maybe. But you got greedy, and Muirvale raised the alarm so fast that you’d barely crossed the border before we were on your tail.”

      “Muirvale should be in Wyndwood. You stole a whole city of weres. We’re just taking back what’s ours.”

      Flames escape on a rasping chuckle. “Yours? Who thinks that? Not the weres who live there. Not your own king, the leaders of Ellonrift, or Cealastra, who approved the terms.”

      “How do you know what Cealastra thinks?” she grinds out.

      “How do you know I don’t?” Those who attend the Council have felt the goddess’s presence, and there’s no mistaking it. The Star of Ellonrift hasn’t deigned to take physical form there in centuries, but her divine essence tells us where her favor goes. When there’s a tied vote to break or a prolonged and dangerously tense disagreement, her celestial magic illuminates the ruler she chooses to side with, and not even Rannigan Bloodthief can argue with the formidable power in the room—or with the goddess’s final decision. It’s been that way since the second dawn of Ellonrift and the founding of the six ruling bloodlines.

      Except, we haven’t had a tied vote that would’ve forced Cealastra’s appearance in more than two hundred years. Rannigan has seen to that with his murders and coercion. And Cealastra hasn’t renewed magic in decades, leaving our sorcerers weaker, worried, and praying for her return.

      “Where are her eclipses now?” The werewolf backs away from me. “For all we know, Cealastra is gone, and magic is next.”

      Magic is waning, which might mean Cealastra is too. The unfortunately real possibility rattles me. If the Star of Ellonrift never weighs in on another Council, even I’ll give up on the six kingdoms and their increasingly false promises of nonviolent solutions. The day that happens—maybe at this very next meeting of rulers—the Vampire King will be more of a threat than ever, especially to Torridaig.

      “Do you think your politics are working?” I ask in lieu of trying to convince this werebeast that Cealastra persists, despite the lack of eclipses to remind everyone of her presence and renew magic across the lands.

      “Do you think yours are?” She trembles now, her distorted, hairy feet scraping back through moldering leaves. I smell anger and fear on her sweat. Defiance and defeat.

      The next Ellonrift Council is in mere weeks. I’m hosting this time and willing to give diplomacy one last try. Officially, we’re still at peace. Five different kinds of people and five leaders sharing a continent, even though there should be six sovereign rulers in place.

      Cealastra gifted vampires with two starborn bloodlines and the entire east, which split into Bloodwold and Fanghaven after the border treaties came into force. She wanted to watch people moving under her starlight while the rest of Ellonrift slept. But a deceiving monster with his own kingdom stole the sovereignty of the other by massacring all but the youngest member of Fanghaven’s royal family, then schemed to speak for her at the Ellonrift Council…as his wife.

      The real enemy is the Vampire King. I need to be able to strike back at Bloodwold the same way I can against these fanatical werebeasts who don’t represent Wyndwood or its king. Rannigan Bloodthief steals my people so that his people can drink them down to husks, and I can’t cross the border without risking sanctions at the Council—a yearly meeting where the Vampire King now gets two fucking votes.

      “I think I protect, and you terrorize.” I move forward. She’s almost at the edge of the clearing, and I can’t let her slip out. I’m too big to crash through the trees in my dragon form, and she could finish shifting in the blink of an eye and dart off on all fours. “I think your own people are mostly against you, and you’re alone in dark little dens planning a revolution that won’t happen. I think if you weren’t inedible, vampires would’ve sucked you dry by now. And I would’ve let them.”

      “Your days are numbered, Bale Cinderheart. Cealastra won’t protect you forever, if she even remains. Magic is dying, and when it goes, you’ll be the first to lose everything.”

      She whirls to run, and I catch her mid-shift and mid-leap toward the line of trees in a blaze of firebreath. She burns, the stink of charred hair and scorched skin rank in my nostrils.

      I turn away from the smoking puddle and blackened bark. Too easy. I’m sure the rest of the team has done much the same.

      Except for Idallia. She has to find other ways to kill.

      And to stay alive.

      I bite down on that thought with fangs that shrink as I shift back into skin and move into the denser forest in the direction of the children. I find them quickly, mainly by scent, then lead them through the trees toward the nearest team member.

      I hear my squadron throughout the woods. Each time I come across another dragon shifter, my apprehension grows. They’ve won their battles, just as I did. They have children in tow, just as I do. We’ve recovered a dozen between us, and they cling to us, not afraid even though the Elite Wing is one of the most frightening things in Ellonrift.

      The werechildren aren’t worried, but I am. I’ve found everyone except for Idallia and Fyrestar. I don’t hear another fight. I don’t smell her anywhere. She got lower faster than we did, weaving through trees in a way we can’t with our giant wingspans. What did she see that sent her flying in a direction none of us took? How big a group did she go after?

      “Where is she?” Kellan growls, listening hard.

      I hold back the snarl I want to throw at him, especially as I let my dragon loose and shift again. My ability to scent is better. My hearing too. It means I can hear Kellan’s heart pounding now, harder than it should for the woman he refuses to get over.

      Tension and growing hostility I don’t want to acknowledge sweep over me on a ripple of shadows that blend into the fast-falling night. I lift my head, dragging air deep into my nostrils. I still don’t smell her, that unique mix of sunshine and ice. We all have dry, aged scents—heated rock, parched earth, windblown sand, crisp autumn leaves already on the ground—but Idallia is a spring lake about to burst, the frozen surface cracking under the strong rays and ready to transform into something else.

      “I saw her head northwest,” Arran says, then shifts. “We should fly that way first.”

      I tamp down the useless annoyance I feel at Arran knowing something I don’t. Idallia slips out of my sight too often, but treating her differently isn’t an option. She’d rebel.

      Except, she is different. I need to tell her just how different, but I can’t bring myself to do it. The moment she knows the truth, it’ll change this team forever. It could change everything, and some truths alter people. I’m already two centuries too late in confessing what I know, but I want her where she is as much as I need her where she should be.

      My silence was an absolute necessity for a long time to ensure her safety, probably her freedom, and maybe even her life. But is it now?

      And would Idallia’s life be better for knowing the truth? I’m wary and unsure of the answer, and it’s a question I’ve been grappling with since the day I plucked her from school.

      The snarl finally leaks out. “Danica, Wade—keep all the wing guards with you and follow us with the children. If anything goes wrong, fly them straight to Muirvale. The wing guards can help carry them.”

      I take off without waiting for a response. Fyrestar can come back if he’s killed, but Idallia can’t, and the too-silent forest around us makes my heart pound harder than it should.
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      Fyrestar drops below the tree line so fast I barely mark the moment we go from being above the canopy to below. The dimness is sudden, but my eyes adjust quickly. Going from dark to light usually feels like twin daggers in my eyes, but going from light to dark is easy, almost a relief sometimes. Unfortunately, now I can perfectly see the type of werebeast I’m chasing, and it doesn’t look good.

      “Bloodpit,” I growl. “Snow tigers.” Faster than bears. More dangerous than wolves. They’re the worst type of weres to fight, especially alone.

      “This group is bigger than I thought from above.” Fyrestar is right to be wary. But everyone else took off after their own quarries, and I’m not about to let these weres get away with the kids.

      The snow tigers are in half-skin to carry the children. They see Fyrestar and me closing in from above, and three of the six werebeasts fully shift and accelerate, breaking away from the group. The three carrying kids need arms and keep running in their in-between forms. I can’t tell from this distance if the little ones are too young to shift, but they wouldn’t anyway. The Muirvale werechildren spot us and start struggling against their kidnappers with a violence worthy of Torridaigan soldiers.

      My grim smile praises their efforts to slow their captors as Fyrestar banks left and right, angling in between big trees at a breakneck pace. This part of the forest isn’t as thick as the border woods, but Fyrestar’s wings still clip branches, leaving a trail of smoldering leaves. In summer, I’d worry about starting a forest fire and making the Were King spitting mad, but the autumn woods are cool and damp. Not even Bale’s firebreath will burn for long.

      The lead weretigers move so quickly that they disappear around a bend. We gain on the ones in half-skin, and I lie flat against Fyrestar’s back as he dips lower, almost skimming the ground. Fyrestar is faster than anything on two legs, and little hands reach out, stretching toward me. These kids know who’s coming for them. A dragon shifter could be anyone, but a warbird only flies with the Elite Wing.

      “Closer, Fyrestar!” The wind snatches the words straight from my mouth as we race along the rough werepath.

      “You grab the girl. I’ll distract the beast.”

      My answer is to grip Fyrestar even more tightly with my legs to free up my hands while he delivers an impressive burst of speed. He brings us close enough to the last weretiger and the little girl bouncing against his shoulder that I can see the gap of her two missing front teeth. What age would that make her? Six? Seven? Definitely old enough to help me rip her from his grasp.

      I sit up straighter, meeting her eyes with a rock-hard stare. My expression says, “Now!” and she’d better understand, because Fyrestar opens his beak and scorches the snow tiger’s lower back just as I pitch forward and grab her outstretched hands.

      Howling in pain, the weretiger skids to a stop and whirls. He holds on to the child’s waist so hard that her hands slip from my grasp as we blow past. The next weretiger on the path twists to face us and slashes out. He nearly clips Fyrestar’s chest, but my warbird spins, putting the top of my head so close to the ground that my braid sweeps up dry leaves, then spits them out again as he rights us and pivots in the air to come back around.

      Holding a child under one arm, the second weretiger blocks the path while the other two crash away through the forest. Concentrating on the one who stayed, we attack head on, and Fyrestar avoids lethal claws as I reach for another little girl, hoping I can hold on this time.

      Her hand snaps out to meet mine, but the weretiger jerks her in tight, and I only brush cold fingertips before we’re gone.

      “Bloodpit,” I snarl in frustration. “Circle back.”

      “Two,” Fyrestar caws in my head as we race straight for the weretiger again.

      Just one word is enough to communicate the strategy, and I somersault off his back as I draw my blades. We charge the final distance together, forcing our opponent to divide his defense between us. Not seeing an alternative, the
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