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For Aunt Rosa.

You were always the cool one.








  
  Author’s Note

Previously in the Fireborn Series


Hello reader! This is the fifth and final book of the Fireborn series. If you’re skipping the previous books or it’s been a while, below is a spoiler-filled synopsis to get you caught up or to act as a refresher! But this book follows  Firebound, the fourth book in the series, and The Dragon Next Door (a Fireborn series side quest) more closely than the others, and I recommend not skipping those ones. There’s also the short story, “Testing the Waters,” in the anthology Farther Reefs by Space Wizard Publishing (or The Dragon Next Door bonus scenes, if you were lucky enough to get those) that acts as a bridge between The Dragon Next Door and Favour Fire. Also note that Canadian spelling is being used throughout the book.
Dragon Whisperer
Dionelle Joasera was born immune to fire. After moving to her new husband’s farm, the ruling nobles in the city force her into the position of dragon whisperer, where she must negotiate with the local dragon population. Dionelle enjoys the work but not the strain it causes with her husband, Reiser, who fears for her safety. Tension mounts between the newlyweds, exacerbated by her sister’s jealous rage.
Dionelle disappears and her mentor is murdered, pulling Reiser into the snare of politics surrounding Pasdale’s corrupt ruling nobles. He must work with the dragons to find his wife, working particularly closely with the black dragoness who leads the local blaze and has grown fond of Dionelle. Enlisting Dionelle’s best friend, a dragon scholar named Ondias, and finding allyship from two court wizards, Zev and Nandara, Reiser discovers that Dionelle’s unique pyromantic nature is due to being part fire demon and that her sister is responsible for the death and disappearance, with Dionelle banished to the fire realm.
But the presence of a human in the fire realm is throwing all of the elements off balance, and the world is slowly tearing itself apart with wild weather swings and dangerous earthquakes.
In a desperate bid to save Dionelle and the world, Reiser becomes the first human to visit the dragon city—a towering structure of diamond and obsidian suspended over a valley—where he is enchanted to be fireproof and sent to the fire realm. He discovers Dionelle is alive (and also pregnant), and he is able to bring her home again. The elements stabilize, and Dionelle and Ondias are treated with a trip to the dragon city when Reiser is brought back there to remove the dragons’ enchantment.
The story ends with the corrupt nobles removed from power, and the king’s cousin is installed as the peaceful new ruler of Pasdale.
Trueflame
Neesha Joasera, Dionelle’s nearly adult daughter, is determined to be as unlike her mother as possible, despite also being part fire demon. She’s a talented pyromancer intent on gaining entrance to the Wizards Guild and shunning every attempt to bridle her with marriage. An unplanned pregnancy throws a wrench in her plans, leaving her with an impossible deadline to pass her Guild exams before motherhood sidelines her.
The former ruler of Pasdale, exiled just before Neesha was born, has allied himself with a powerful aquamancer named Loch and a handful of traitor dragons, and he is coming to reclaim Pasdale and satisfy his vendetta against the Joasera family.
Neesha uses her magic to defend Pasdale, and with the help of fire demons, opens a portal to the fire realm, wielding trueflame against the flood Loch has made. She vaporizes the waters, saving Pasdale, but the attack on Pasdale was a distraction—the real target is the dragon city. Neesha and her allies don’t get there in time, and terrifying flood waters wash away one of the support columns, causing the dragon city to crumble and fall.
Devastated, Neesha goes to the fire realm as her parents once did to send back demons and trueflame to properly combat Loch’s magic. The plan works, but Neesha goes into labour, unable to continue her role in the battle. Her daughter, who she names Mita, is fireborn like Neesha and Dionelle.
Desperate and fiercely protective of her daughter, Neesha commands dragons, demons, and trueflame until she and the black dragoness finally push back the flood and secure victory. But Neesha’s spirit is lost to the flame. She is preserved in a magical coma in the remnants of the dragon city, while Dionelle has gone silent in her mourning. The king’s cousin was killed in the final battle, leaving a power vacuum that Loch sweeps in to fill.
Fireborn
Mita Joasera, a.k.a. Spark, is the most powerful fireborn yet, able to pull fire out of the air. She lives with her grandparents, Reiser and Dionelle, and extended family. The dragon population is slowly being enslaved to drive industry, and the Joaseras are outcast for taking the dragons’ side. Loch, now Pasdale’s magistrate, sends a blaze of enslaved dragons to attack the Joaseras, destroying Spark’s home and murdering her family while she watches helplessly. Dionelle holds them off and forces Spark to run.
The black dragoness scoops up Spark as she flees through the foothills outside of Pasdale and carries her away from the danger while the loss of Spark’s family replays in the girl’s mind. Spark and her dog, Shadow, make the long journey with the dragoness to the dragon city, which is still recovering from Loch’s attack.
In the valley beneath this city lies a small human settlement filled with dragon supporters, including Ondias and Nandara. Spark, who believed her mother was dead rather than in a magical coma, is horrified and enraged when she discovers the truth.
Spark befriends the black dragoness, who she calls Abyss, and dusts off the village’s old forge to become the resident blacksmith. Eventually, she also befriends some of the other teens in the village, including Ember and Nandara’s grandson, Jatt. Proximity to Ember sets Spark’s pulse racing; a deep crush on the older girl flourishes alongside their friendship.
Spark learns that Dionelle survived and is Loch’s prisoner. Driven by desperation, Spark experiments with the dangerous magic that cost her mother, Neesha, so dearly: demon possession. Spark builds all manner of tools and weapons to help the village and the dragons, including lightweight dragon armour and a sling for Abyss to carry Spark in flight. When Loch’s ice dragons attack, Abyss is captured and the Dragoness Superior is killed. Spark works with both humans and dragons to free Abyss and battle the ice dragons, summoning fire demons and opening a fire portal to call trueflame to end the battle, much as her mother had years before.
One of the ice dragons is killed and the others injured, while Abyss is freed.
Despite this success, a budding romance with Ember, and building a new family among her friends and allies in the dragon city, Spark aches to revive her mother and free her grandmother.
Firebound
Spark is listless and frustrated, as all she’s learning about magic and making gadgets still isn’t enough to help her mother or free her grandmother, and news comes from allies, including other dragon riders, that Loch is building a dragon army. He also has one of Abyss’s eggs, all of which are close to hatching.
Desperate Spark opens a fire portal for the first time since the previous book’s battle and goes to the fire realm, just to see if she can. The act triggers strange magic, finally waking Neesha from her seventeen-year slumber. Neesha is a distraught mess over all the time she’s lost, and Spark rushes headlong into rescue plans while the adults are talking in circles, taking a fire portal back to Pasdale to free Abyss’s egg and bring Dionelle back.
She’s only half-successful, freeing Dionelle but not the egg.
Traumatized Dionelle is not the woman Spark remembers, and bitter Neesha is struggling to catch up and help Spark in any meaningful way. The three of them flounder as they try to rebuild their family under the renewed threat to the dragon city. Spark’s half-successful heist in Pasdale leaves the dragon city vulnerable, as they are once again Loch’s target.
Spark, Neesha, and Dionelle must confront past errors and fresh traumas, as well as terrifying magic, in order to defend themselves and the dragons. Spark and Neesha even get some lessons from their new dragon rider friends. Sooner than they’re prepared for, they learn that Loch’s forces are on their way, attacking from the southern plains. They fly out to meet the challenge head-on. And with three fireborn women finally playing to their strengths and keeping each other safe, they drive back the threat, even though Loch escapes. The trio immediately head to Pasdale via fire portal to free all of the dragons and eggs held captive there. Spark is on hand when Abyss’s egg hatches, making a new baby dragon friend.
In the end, the three fireborn women have a reprieve to recover from their traumas and griefs and learn how to be a family and celebrate life’s joys.
The Dragon Next Door
This side quest brings the adventure to Upalint, a nation on the southern continent, where hero-for-hire Tollar has stolen a dragon egg from one of Loch’s underlings, Karthiry. Before it can be returned to its kin, the dragon hatches and imprints on both Tollar and her neighbour and longtime crush, Beenala. Beenala is an anxious pyromancer, and Tollar a demonborn aquamancer, though that’s something she’s keeping to herself after hearing how being demonborn worked out for the fireborn women.
The baby dragon, who Tollar names Bale, is still in danger, as Karthiry’s forces invade the southern continent and plan to move inland to Upalint. Tollar manages to free one captive dragon, its rider Croves, and another dragon egg with Beenala’s help, and an inept spy named Draminedes reveals Karthiry’s plans in enough time for Tollar to rally her community into defending itself. Following his conscience, Draminedes turns on Karthiry and becomes part of the growing resistance in Upalint.
Tollar reveals herself as demonborn in exchange for help from the dragons in defeating Karthiry. The battle is long and drawn-out, leaving Tollar exhausted, so that when Karthiry is defeated and Loch arrives, Tollar has little reserves left to fight. With support from Beenala and a host of elementals Tollar has trained to harness each other’s magic, they liberate their neighbours and protect their own nation, though Loch once again escapes.
This book ends with Beenala and Tollar making a life together with new neighbours Croves and Draminedes, while Bale is in the skies watching over them all. Tollar is recovering from injuries sustained during battle and enjoying the new life she’s building, but is still wary of the threat Loch poses.

Favour Fire content warnings: abuse and torture (implied), anxiety, blood, death by dragon, death by fire, demon possession, drowning, environmental destruction, pregnancy in danger, PTSD. And don’t worry, the dog lives.
Heat level: low






  
  




Some say the world will end in fire,
Some say in ice.
From what I’ve tasted of desire
I hold with those who favor fire.
But if it had to perish twice,
I think I know enough of hate
To say that for destruction ice
Is also great
And would suffice.
- “Fire and Ice,” Robert Frost
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  Chapter One


The ground beneath Neesha’s feet shook, and she wondered if she should be more concerned than she was to be standing on an actively erupting volcano? Nandara had been taken aback when Neesha told her what she and Spark intended to do, so Neesha hadn’t even bothered to mention it to her mother—and especially not Ondias—before she and Spark had set out through a fire portal. She knew exactly the look Dionelle would give her, and Ondias would give her an agonizingly boring lecture about being a responsible adult and blah blah blah. 
Besides, Neesha was being responsible by coming with Spark instead of letting the girl come alone. Only a fool would believe that forbidding Spark from coming at all would actually work.
Spark was nattering on the way she did, up to her knees in one of the gentler lava flows—they’d both agreed not to mention to anyone else how the fire portal they’d opened had brought them out into a much less gentle flow, not that they hadn’t been able to get control of the situation quickly. It was mostly fire, and the rest was very hot earth, and both of them could work with those elements, so what was the problem? They’d made themselves little stone rafts to float to more solid ground.
The ground shook again and Neesha glanced to the summit. The flow was getting heavier, the fountaining fire at the top spouting higher.
Nandara, at least, had given her some useful warnings, primarily about how unpredictable an erupting volcano was. But they lived with dragons. How much worse could this be?
Spark was dragging her fingers through the magma before scooping it up and cooling it into dark shapes that looked a lot like the sort of work she was doing to help repair the dragon city. Neesha hadn’t been able to master fusing the obsidian and diamond the way her daughter had, so she didn’t get to go up to the city nearly as often as Spark did. Especially now that Abyss had left with her family, back to the mountains near Pasdale.
That was fine. Didn’t bother Neesha. No, not at all.
She went to the… riverbank? Lavabank? Whatever. She knelt at the edge, running her own hands through it and watching the bright glowing shapes. Her white skin stood out even more against the dark orange flow. She and Spark both were white like fresh snow, hair and skin alike. But where Neesha had blue eyes with a fiery amber ring at the outside of her irises, Spark’s eyes were fire, flickering to reflect the lava right now. And while Neesha was on the short side and tended toward daintiness, Spark was like a dragon, tall and broad and strong.
Neesha scooped up some lava, sifting it between thumb and fingers. It was neat, but she didn’t find it nearly as academically interesting as Spark, who was still muttering to herself about composition and compounds and replication and…
Neesha had no doubt the girl would figure out how to make fireproof notes and come back out here to study the lava flow in more detail.
And Neesha really needed to stop thinking of her as a girl. Spark was coming up on nineteen now. It was one of the things that had made Neesha’s relationship with Dionelle nearly unbearable back… before. Even now, Dionelle often treated Neesha like she was still a teen.
Of course, Spark had been deeply sheltered most of her life, right up until that terrible year where she’d been exposed to the worst traumas the world had to offer. And now she was back to being insulated. Safe in the bubble of the dragon city. There’d been a time it was necessary, for all of them, to get over what had happened and to figure out how to be a family.
Well, as best as they were ever going to figure that part out.
Neesha didn’t think Spark needed quite so much insulating these days. Since they could both go anywhere in the world where there was some fire burning, Neesha had started doing just that—taking Spark on mini adventures.
This particular volcano wasn’t even that far away. If Abyss had been around, she could have brought them here within a day. Somewhere northwest of the dragon city. Spark had heard about the eruption from one of the returning scouts and had been immediately fascinated, badgering Neesha to go with her to see it firsthand.
Neesha sat on the bank with her chin in her hand, elbow on knee, feet in lava, watching Spark have a fantastic time. Probably with that dopey dumbstruck mom look Ember had discreetly informed her she had whenever Spark was deeply enjoying something. Neesha didn’t think she’d ever get over the bitterness at missing so much of this clever human’s life, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy it now that they were together again.
And then she realized that the cute little fireproof boots Ember had made her were filling up with lava.
“Ah, shit.” One nearly came off when Neesha pulled her feet up. She stood on the bank to dump them out.
Spark looked up at her. “Oh! Oh no…” Standing on one leg, Spark lifted a foot up out of the lava to discover that she was missing her boot. Lifted the other leg to find the same.
Neesha laughed.
“Ember’s going to kill me.” Spark went hunting around with her hands, trying to find her boots, but they’d probably been swept down the slope out onto the distant plateau where the lava was pooling.
“Ember will delight in making you a new pair, this one a snugger fit.”
Ember loved the challenge of working with what limited dragon skin they had to make fireproof clothing out of. Neesha was wearing the suit she’d made out of Neesha’s old purple wizarding robes, one with a lot of straps and buckles to tuck in the looser-fitting parts when they were flying with Abyss. Spark’s suit was a patchy grey and white, mostly the darker grey patches, a little more utilitarian, but still with some straps and buckles for her flying harness and glider attachment.
Neesha laced her boots tighter but didn’t put her feet back in the flow. Spark went back to mucking around in the magma, and Neesha went back to watching her. She’d hoped there’d be something a little more magically exciting to do, something new to practice. But fire portals were routine, and everything else they’d been doing didn’t even involve active magic. Fire couldn’t harm them.
Nandara had warned that the volcano was more than fire, which was why they’d come in boots. The liquid earth did feel different than walking on the ground of the fire realm, and the bits where Neesha had been walking were sharper, but it was a smoother bed under the flow where Spark focused all her attention.
Neesha hadn’t done much magic at all since late winter, when she and Spark had finally completed their full Guild entrance exams, trading in their specialist tokens for Guild badges made of some kind of charmed iridescent gemstone. Neesha had initially been ecstatic to finally be a full Guild member and sincerely hoped someone told Loch about it. But with nothing to actually do with her magic out in the middle of nowhere, the excitement had worn off.
The ground shook again, continuous now, and the roar from the summit was all she could hear. Like all the dragons going to battle at once. Wincing against the sound and trying not to let it crumple her, Neesha looked up to the fountaining fire above them to see a horror of flame and smoke and debris. A dark plume raced downhill toward them, and fiery chunks burst from the cloud to land nearby.
“Shit!” she gasped, drawing from the fire all around them and pulling open a fire portal between her and Spark. “Let’s go!”
The fire couldn’t hurt them. But flying chunks of rock and whatever gases that plume held sure could.
Spark was frozen to the spot, her eyes wide as she watched the plume consume everything before her. Neesha pulled up fireball and threw it at Spark’s shoulder. Spark shrieked and nearly fell over into the lava flow—getting swept away was the last thing they needed right now.
Neesha stumbled across the shuddering ground and caught Spark’s shoulder near the lavabank, tugging her to the portal. No easy feat when Neesha still had noodle arms and Spark was possibly twice her size.
Neesha wouldn’t have expected it, but the roar of the fire realm was somehow a quiet reprieve from the roar of the exploding volcano. Spark staggered to a stop next to her, closing the portal behind her.
“What in all the hells was that!”
Neesha gave her a wry smile. “That, my dear, was a volcano.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Neesha had been sitting in one of the rooftop patio chairs, watching the city and everything around it glitter, when Nandara dropped into the chair beside her. It was a beautiful summer day, the weather perfect. Nandara was in a simple light-green dress, her greying blonde hair swept back into a loose braid.
“So how bad was it actually?” Nandara asked.
Neesha furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?”
“You came back because the tremors were too much? Really?” Nandara arched an eyebrow at her, skewering Neesha with her emerald gaze.
“You’ll just tell Ondias, and she’ll give me a lecture, and I’ll get angry and do something even stupider next time.” Neesha gave her mentor a pointed look. “No one got hurt, so what does it matter?”
Nandara sighed. “Nee, you really do need to think things through more carefully. No one got hurt this time, yes. But you know how bad it can get.”
She meant that time Neesha had spent seventeen years in a magical coma because she’d been reckless with magic right before and immediately after Spark was born. Like she could possibly forget the worst thing that had ever happened to her. But she knew so much more about her power now. She and Spark both did. They were getting really good at a lot of things—the Guild didn’t let just any wizard in.
Neesha shrugged. “I know the risks.”
“And I know you’re bored. You don’t have to stay here.”
“I don’t. That’s what today was about.”
“You can go somewhere for longer than an afternoon.”
“Go where? And do what? I can’t go back to Pasdale. What else am I supposed to do? Spark needs me.”
Nandara pressed her lips together and took a breath like she meant to respond, but instead she shook her head and leaned back in her chair to watch the city. They both knew it was a lie, and Nandara knew saying so wasn’t going to change anything.
Spark did still need her, just not the way she had when Neesha had first woken up. But it was also true that there was nowhere else for Neesha to go. She could head to Baymouth Shores to see the rest of the family, but even seventeen years hadn’t been enough for her oldest brother, Bly, to stop being an asshole, and he still hadn’t forgiven her for getting angry and saying it should have been him that died instead of Breen.
Okay, that maybe hadn’t been fair, but she did miss her youngest brother desperately.
Neesha had started lurking around the apprentice hall, especially when Jatt was there with other artists, trying to see if there were any side skills she could pick up that would be useful in a place like this. There were a lot of powerful wizards here and not much in the way of actual work. Plenty of leisure time, but the sorts of leisure activities Neesha had enjoyed in her misspent youth were no longer things she was particularly interested in.
Well. More like there wasn’t anyone she was interested in being leisurely with—it was all men her father’s age and boys her daughter’s age. It was a beautiful place, but still small and lacking in options.
But it was safe. Safe for all of them. Somewhere she and Spark could continue to grow.
“I just need more time to get used to all the wide-open space. And maybe someone interesting will come in with the next caravan and keep me amused for a bit.”
Nandara gave her the sad smile that made Neesha’s stomach roil.
“Nee, not everything requires a lot of space to grow. Sometimes, a rose needs a trellis or it will bloom in the mud.”
Neesha glared. Nandara, who they both knew was right, turned to watch the city. At least she didn’t gloat like Ondias.
The fact remained that Neesha had nowhere to go. And being a rose blooming in the mud was better than being compost.
The door to the main part of the house burst open and Spark loped out. Both women turned as she called to Neesha, brandishing a pair of the decorative obsidian chunks she’d stuffed in her pockets when they’d fled through the fire portal. Both of them had changed out of their fireproof clothing into regular linen trousers and short-sleeved tunics—Spark’s a plain white shirt and grey pants, Neesha’s a boring sort of brown pants but a nice lilac top.
“Mamma, where do you think—”
A fierce storm of dragoncries erupted from the city and all around the valley, dragons funnelling out of the tower—much taller now even than when Neesha had awoken two years ago—with a blaze of them flocking east.
Neesha cringed against the sound, but Spark went utterly still, breathing fast and shallow. Neesha leapt from her chair and gripped Spark’s wrists, her hands fisted around the decorations she’d brought up.
“Deep breath, Spark.” Neesha reached up to touch her face. “Those are our dragons. That’s their welcome call.”
Spark gasped, still breathing erratically. “Doesn’t sound right.”
Neesha cocked her head. “It’s different, yes, but it’s still a welcome. We’re okay, Spark. You’re safe.”
Spark blinked a lot, her expression clearing as she managed to focus on Neesha’s face. Spark inhaled, deep and shuddering. Neesha helped Spark ease into the seat she’d just vacated and took her obsidian pieces, setting them carefully aside.
“Oh my,” Nandara whispered.
Neesha glanced back, following Nandara’s gaze, and she stood suddenly when she saw the large black shard of Abyss flying over the eastern mountains amidst the welcome party that had gone out to meet her. She disappeared into the city with the rest of them. Spark had seen her too, and raced down the stairs and out into the field next to the house where Abyss often came to visit them.
“I didn’t think she was due back until midwinter,” Neesha said.
Nandara’s brow furrowed, and she shook her head slightly. “No, she wasn’t.”
Neesha’s limbs buzzed. “Do you think something’s wrong?”
Nandara gave her a grim look and got up to go talk to Ondias. Neesha stayed where she was, watching Spark over the railing as she stayed in the field, watching and waiting. It would be rude to summon Abyss so soon after she’d returned, but the way Spark kept flexing her hands, Neesha knew she wanted to.
The afternoon wore on, with Ember and Jatt both taking turns keeping Spark company in the field and Shadow, the dog, going out to lie next to her for a spell. But as the sun set and night drew in, there was still no sign of their friend. Neesha didn’t like it either, and was half tempted to do the summoning anyway.
A quick visit from Abyss would answer a lot of questions and set them at ease. Or not.
Neesha wasn’t sure what it meant that she was hoping, just a little, that Abyss would bring the “or not” sort of news.






  
  Chapter Two


Tollar would be in the dragon city tomorrow and there was no way she could sleep. How Croves and Beenala were asleep, she had no idea. Tossing and turning until dawn was on order, but moving at all would upset the delicate balance, what with Croves pressed at her back and his trunk of an arm around her growing waist, and Beenala a handspan away, her fingers entwined with Tollar’s. 
Tollar released her building sigh in a long slow exhale.
It had been like this the whole week. Eleven days of travelling from Upalint, north down the curve of the world and across the equator, and west into new lands that even Tollar hadn’t seen despite her endless wandering. And every night, Croves would curl up at her back and Beenala on the other side of her—Croves because he was getting a touch overprotective and Beenala because she was still a mess from what had happened in Port Sawulxo. Tollar missed being able to sprawl out.
But it was time to take Bale to the dragon city. Time for the not-so-little-anymore dragon, Tollar’s adopted daughter, to be properly named by her dragon kin. Tollar had planned on going alone with Bale, but Beenala had insisted on coming along. And then Croves and Shell, who hadn’t been to the dragon city in years, decided they might as well come as a formal escort. They didn’t know where Loch was, after all, and it was best to be safe.
And between the lingering effects of her illness after the war combined with the effort of growing two babies, Tollar’s body was taxed—it affected her magic, making everything harder. She always loved the company, but this was the first time she’d needed it to stay safe.
Tollar would be lying if she said she wasn’t delighted to have them along. Balipar, their local dragon whisperer, had insisted the dragon city was a true marvel. They hadn’t seen it, but they’d heard stories and seen some art. They’d half-wanted to come along on Tollar’s mad adventure. Tollar had promised she’d try to bring them back something special.
Of course, Tollar’s mad adventures were plenty infamous and Balipar knew better.
But the dragon city! Now that was an adventure. Tales of a glittering tower in the clouds had lived in Tollar’s dreams since the first time Balipar had mentioned it. And tomorrow she’d see it.
Best of all, she’d see something incredible and new and get to share the experience with her best friend. Tollar smiled at Beenala in the dark, the other woman’s round face pinched with worry even in her sleep. But there was no sleep for Tollar tonight, so she kissed Beenala’s knuckles and disentangled herself, gently prying loose Croves’s arm so she could slip out of her sleep mat and climb out from under Bale’s wing.
Bare feet on cool stone, Tollar walked the length of Bale’s long dark body, providing all the warmth Tollar needed despite the cool mountain air all around them. Shell and Bale had spent their nights in the mountain peaks along the way, leaving the humans to the valleys and forests, where they camped together and slept in the tent-like gondola that Bale otherwise wore strapped to her underside.
But this close to the city, the dragons worried about dangers—especially after the thing with those sea monsters at that volcanic archipelago—and had taken their human companions with them up into the lofty heights.
Bale swung her carriage-sized head around, her black eyes glittering in the starlight, and nudged Tollar with the tip of her vast, soft snout. Tollar leaned against her, stroking her nose. Tollar had dark blue-brown skin but looked almost pale next to the dragon. Most of Bale was as dark as the night around them, endless black like a void but for some lovely amethyst bits on her wings and marbled streaks on her body.
“Too excited to sleep,” Tollar whispered.
“Me too,” Bale whispered back in her gentle teakettle voice.
“Did the others tell you what to expect?”
Bale tilted her head to the side in a way Tollar had learned to interpret as a shrug. Tollar wondered if it was more secret dragon business.
But there were humans in the dragon city too, a whole village of them, from what Balipar had been able to convey. And Bee always joked about how Tollar could make friends anywhere, but Tollar hoped it would be doubly true here, where she would be surrounded by people who loved dragons every bit as much as she did.
And since no human had ever raised a dragon from egg without ill intent before, Tollar expected the dragon scholars there would have plenty of questions for Tollar and Bale. Maybe they’d even learn what had happened to Bale’s parents.
“What sort of name do you think they’ll give you?”
Bale tilted her head again. “Do you know that Shell’s dragon name is Mighty Alpine Evergreen?”
“Really?” Tollar glanced at the nearby green lump of Shell where he slept. He snorted but otherwise remained silent. “So that’s the sort of name they’ll give you?”
A glint of large teeth in the starlight indicated that Bale was grinning, something somehow made even worse by not being able to see all of it, though Tollar wouldn’t have thought it possible.
Bale went back to watching the mountains around them, and Tollar stood with one hand resting on Bale’s warm snout, watching the stars and taking in the beauty—until a whimper from the wing-tent pulled her into action. She swept back to Beenala’s side, carefully kneeling between her and Croves to take Bee’s hands. Beenala gripped Tollar’s hand and jolted awake, voicing a sad little cry.
Tollar stroked Beenala’s spiky brown hair and crooned, “It’s all right, love. I’m here and everything is safe.”
Beenala muttered something slurred and incomprehensible, still half asleep. Croves snorted awake, rubbed his shaggy-bearded face, and asked, “More night terrors?”
“I think so,” Tollar whispered.
Croves grunted and rolled over, instantly back asleep. Tollar leaned against his broad back as Beenala snuggled in closer, her head in Tollar’s lap. The two of them were probably about equal size around, though Beenala was a head shorter than Tollar and Croves a handspan taller. Croves was like a mountain, tall and solid, with scarred olive skin, shaggy black hair, and one dark-brown eye. Beenala was sturdy and round, with tawny skin and lovely warm-brown epicanthic eyes. Tollar hadn’t liked how weary those eyes had been lately, the travel disrupting Beenala’s sleep even more than the night terrors alone. She continued to stroke Beenala’s mess of short light-brown hair, watching deep into the night until sleep finally claimed her, shimmering dreams filling the time.

      [image: image-placeholder]Tollar jolted awake when Bale started shrieking. Beenala grabbed her hand and breathlessly whispered, “Come look!”
Beenala instantly had her face pressed up against one of the gondola’s porthole window things like she hadn’t since they’d been on their ocean crossing searching for the planned rest islands. Tollar hadn’t meant to fall asleep on the approach, but that was the price of not sleeping much the night before.
She shifted to look out the porthole next to Beenala’s and gasped.
There had been grey mountains all around them when they’d set out that morning—dull and grey and lovely, but just mountains. This, though? Tollar could barely comprehend what she was looking at. Beenala’s artist eye was drinking it all in.
The mountains were red. Not sandstone, but red. Like rubies. And they glittered. Perfectly ordinary mountains otherwise. But that red! Tollar had seen a lot, but she had never seen anything like this. She had never seen anything not made by humans that glittered quite this way.
“I’m going to look.” Tollar reached for the door of the gondola, but Beenala grabbed her hand.
“In flight like this? Are you sure?”
“I’m feeling okay today.”
“There’s no water down there if you fall off this time.”
“Bale will catch me. And I jumped last time—it hardly counts. Besides, I won’t fall off.”
Beenala gave her a pinched look, but Tollar pushed open the flap and found the first of the handholds. She knew better than to look down right away, and focused on her climb. Still slower than she liked, but a steady and sturdy pace all the same, until she reached Bale’s shoulder, where she could hold onto the spikes and stand despite the rush of wind tugging at her long dark braid.
Shell glided below and to their left, and Croves had done the same—climbed out of his riding sling on Shell’s arm to stand on the green dragon’s shoulder. Shell cried out and Bale echoed it. A moment later, the wind carried an answering call.
Tollar looked out ahead of them, trying to spot the dragons that were hopefully greeting them—it sounded like a greeting, but Tollar was certainly no expert. Her breath caught when she saw the large glittering shape on the horizon, towering above the peaks.
“Cursed ancestors, Bale! Do you see?”
Shell and Bale called out at regular intervals, their call answered—the cries of the other dragons responding. Tollar could make them out now against the bright red of the mountains. They were dark shapes still, one much darker than the others. But Tollar found it hard to concentrate on them as the bright shape ahead resolved into a shining white-and-black spiral, like a fire made out of gems, towering into the sky.
The dragons approaching were a kaleidoscope of colour, except the one in the lead who was massive and black as the depths of despair, a dragoness the shade of the midnight sky.
When she got closer, Bale’s calls grew exuberant, and Tollar had just enough warning—a subtle tilt of Bale’s wings—to grip the nearby handholds before her dragon tipped into a spiral. Tollar squeezed her eyes shut while her stomach churned. Hopefully Beenala had had time to grab onto something or she’d be flung all around the gondola. At least they knew to keep most of their things stowed in cargo pockets.
Bale levelled out of the spiral and that black dragoness was upon them, doing a wide flip over them before levelling out to fly next to Bale. The two dragons conversed in their language, none of which Tollar could understand. Then the black dragoness angled upward and dropped back so that her massive head was near Tollar, but she was otherwise far enough away not to collide with Bale in flight.
“You are Tollar,” the dragoness said.
“Yes. Pleased to meet you, Mistress.”
“We arrive soon. You will be greeted and oriented by at least one human, though newcomers do tend to draw a crowd. Bale will come up to the city with me, but all human-made gear must be removed beforehand.”
“Understood. Thank you, Mistress.” Tollar watched the black dragoness pitch upward, flying much higher and pulling ahead to lead the way. She was stunning, but Tollar’s attention kept returning to the sparkling tower ahead.
Tollar saw that what could only be the dragon city spanned an impressive valley, the structure itself suspended by four arches rising from the very mountains around it. In the midday sun, the light refracted, casting prisms on the clouds and the mountains and the entire valley below. As the dragons angled in to land, Tollar made out the quilted green squares typical of northern-style farming and a scattering of little blocks of buildings that made up the village clustered to the west of the river that ran north–south through the valley.
Then her gaze was back on the city, trying to wrap her mind around the sheer size of it. It was like a sparkling little moon hanging above them. Stunning and intimidating.
As soon as Bale’s feet touched the ground—they’d landed in a field outside the village—Tollar quickly set to work unclasping the gondola while Bale crouched so it wouldn’t plummet to the ground. Beenala scaled the side to help her finish, and across the field, Croves was getting all the rigging off of Shell.
Once they were done, Bale plucked the pair of them off her shoulder and gently set them in the field before leaving in a flurry of wings and wind, churning up dust. Tollar shielded her eyes to watch her go until Beenala gripped her other hand.
Tollar turned and saw there was indeed a crowd of humans on the other edge of the field, all watching them while an older woman with greying red hair and a soft middle came their way.
Not far behind her, part of the crowd, were three women who were entirely too pale, and as they drew closer Tollar noticed the tallest of them had flame-coloured eyes. She gasped and squeezed Beenala’s hand, leaning closer to whisper, “Bee, I think that’s the family of pyromancers I told you about!”
As they all drew nearer, it became clear that one of them was indeed older, not quite as pale, with dark streaks through her long hair. The other two were much younger—maybe twenty? Younger than Draminedes back home. The tallest of them, nearly as tall as Tollar, had fire eyes and was white as a glowing bone, with fuzzy hair cropped close.
“Per Tollar,” the red-haired woman said in prime with a polite bow. Balipar must have briefed her on their customs, and Tollar was delighted. “My name is Ondias. I’m the resident dragon whisperer.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Tollar said with a bow of her own. Beenala and Croves did the same as Tollar introduced them both. “What a delight to be here! The city is incredible!”
There was something brittle about the smile Ondias gave her, and Tollar quickly reviewed what she’d said. Had Ondias misinterpreted Tollar’s prime? Did they use some dialect she wasn’t used to? Tollar held a pleasant expression on her face and scanned the crowd, something getting her guard up.
The tall pyromancer was squinting at her and came forward.
“Ondias, who are they?”
“Help. Hopefully.”
Tollar tilted her head, and Ondias gave her a startled look. Had she not realized Tollar understood Prairiean? She’d been pretty good with it even before Croves had started teaching her some of the dialect and the particularly filthy curses. She’d come here for Bale’s naming ceremony and hadn’t realized they’d needed her for anything. She wasn’t exactly in the hero business at the moment, not in her condition.
The tall pyromancer was eyeing Tollar with an appraising eye. Then her expression lit up with surprise, and she gripped Ondias’s shoulder.
“She’s like me! But…” She watched Tollar, searching. They made eye contact and Tollar had a moment to wonder what the other woman thought of Tollar’s silver irises, and then the pyromancer gasped. “Like me but with water!”
And then everything went still, some uncomfortable shifting from the rest of the assembled northerners. Some alarmed muttering. Tollar’s limbs buzzed. Had this been a mistake? She didn’t have a single weapon on her. Would Croves? Could they start a fight in the dragon city with the dragons’ humans?
Tollar extended her senses into the ground below her, finding the water table, the river just near enough she could draw from it if she needed to. But with Bale nowhere in sight, how could they possibly get out of here safely again?
Beenala took her hand. Tollar squeezed back.
“Yes,” Ondias said, her voice level, and the look she gave the young one was hard. “Tollar is part water demon—and she’s already handed Loch a particularly embarrassing defeat.”
The two held gazes for a moment, until the short young pyromancer gripped the arm of the tall one and pulled her back, murmuring. Ondias introduced them all then: Dionelle, Neesha, and Spark were indeed the fireborn women Tollar had heard of. Some of their friends and a mentor were on hand as well, but Tollar, usually good with names and faces and people in general, was still on edge and didn’t retain as much as she’d have liked.
“I wasn’t aware I was here to help,” Tollar said carefully, switching to Prairiean to make it easier for them. “Has something happened?”
Ondias gave her a look. “I understand from the Guild you made a promise to the dragons.”
Ah, she had, hadn’t she? An awfully open-ended one, in a fit of desperation as she struggled to save her homeland.
“All right, then. There’s something they need?”
“We need to stop Loch.” This was from the short young fireborn, Neesha.
“That’s a big task,” Tollar said.
“You’re not up to it?” Ondias asked.
“Well, you need a plan. And where even is he?”
“The dragons would like an idea of your power,” Ondias said. “This goes far beyond Loch, with elemental fire and water demons at odds, putting the dragons—and all the rest of us—in peril. Your talents might help set some things right.”
“Yes, what exactly can you do?” Neesha had come around Ondias, standing a respectful distance back. “All three of us are impervious to fire. Spark can create it from nothing.”
Neesha glanced expectantly back at Spark, but she was frowning at the ground with her arms crossed. Neesha sighed and struck a flint, similar to the tool Beenala kept on her belt for starting fires. Neesha let a blaze bloom in the palm of her hand, letting it burn up her bare arm and back down, leaving no trace of injury and no sign of pain.
“Saying I’m impervious to water sounds a bit ridiculous, but it is true. The tremendous pressure and cold of the deep ocean doesn’t affect me, though I haven’t found the deepest part of the ocean to really test the theory. And I can breathe water.”
Neesha seemed suitably impressed with that, and Spark at least stopped staring at the ground.
“Yes, that’s all excellent, and you can report it to the dragons when you go up to the city,” Ondias interrupted.
Spark gasped. “Ondias, no! How is this a good idea? A demonborn aquamancer? Here?”
Tollar felt cold. She hadn’t been expecting the sting of rejection in what was supposed to be something of a holiday. After admitting to Beenala what she was, and admitting it to everyone back home, and being welcomed for it, Tollar had half-expected it would be fine in a place like this where there were others like her, albeit a different element.
Ondias’s expression went frosty and turned on Spark. “Do you forget that I was here when the city fell? Do you really think I’d endanger it?”
Tollar cast a glance up at the city. Ondias had to mean that metaphorically, didn’t she? Balipar said the city had been attacked, but they didn’t know the specifics; it had been when they were a child.
“But she’s like Loch!”
“I’m nothing like that monster,” Tollar snarled, electric heat coursing through her limbs. Beenala took her hand. Right, losing her temper with these people was perhaps not the best course of action at the moment.
“She raised that dragon they came in with,” Ondias said to Spark. “Stole it as an egg from Loch’s people and kept it safe and appears to have raised it properly. We’ll know soon enough. She’s a proper Guild wizard, not one of these rogues. Don’t you of all people question my judgement on matters of safety.”
Spark looked ready to argue, but Neesha grabbed her arm and shook her head.
“Beenala is a pyromancer,” Ondias continued, “and Croves is a dragon rider. They’ve all fought Loch and—”
“Wait, Croves?” Spark stood straight, appraising Croves. “Raia’s brother, Croves?!”
“Aye, ye’ve met Raia and Dragon, have ye?”
Spark brushed past her to natter at Croves about his sister, who Tollar had heard plenty about but hadn’t yet met, and Tollar’s shoulders relaxed a touch. She approached Ondias, hunching a bit to be closer to the woman’s eye level.
“All right,” Tollar said. “Yes, I told the dragons I’d help them however I can, and I will. But you have to understand we just came here for Bale—for her naming. None of us are prepared for a fight, least of all me. And—”
Ondias waved an annoyed hand to interrupt. “Just let the dragons know what you can do for now. They’ve been eager to meet you since we heard you defeated Loch. You’re right that we need a plan, and we need to take stock of your power before we can do that.”
Tollar absently ran a hand over the gentle little swell of her stomach and glanced up at that marvellous city.
“All right, yes,” Tollar said. “The Guild knows where to find me—you’ve spoken to Balipar, and they can help you fetch me back here later, when it’s time.”
An eruption of dragon noise came from above, a riot of them funnelling up out of the city while a couple dark blots came back down. One was Bale, and the other was that black dragoness who had greeted them—the one Tollar suspected was Bale’s kin. She’d mentioned an aunt once.
“Abyss!” Spark called, delighted, as the two dragons landed on the edge of the field. The black dragoness gave Spark a quick nuzzle, but didn’t answer any of her questions, leaning forward to speak to Ondias instead.
“She has been accepted. The Superiors find her rather strange, but not as strange as they had expected given the circumstances.”
“Eh now, we did the best we could!” Tollar protested, crossing her arms.
“And I will be deeply interested in hearing about that later,” Ondias said.
“And Abyss is no stranger when it comes to dragons who are unusual,” Neesha added.
The black dragoness—Abyss, Tollar supposed—snorted a fireball at Neesha. Tollar went cold all over and had a ball of water in her hands too late. But the woman staggered back a step, laughing as the flame dissipated around her face. Right. Impervious to flame. Well, that would take some getting used to. Beside her, Beenala had her hands bunched up around her mouth, probably halfway to screaming if she hadn’t been holding her breath. Tollar gave her a nudge and she exhaled.
“Up to the city now,” Abyss said, holding a hand out to Tollar. “The Superiors are ready to see you.”
“What, now?”
Abyss held her large hand out flat against the ground and said nothing.
“Beenala too,” Bale said.
Abyss shook her head. “Mistress said this one only. The demonborn.”
Bale put on her stubborn face and said something dragonish, and Tollar caught one of the only words she knew in that language—the one for mother. She half-expected anger and indignation from Abyss, but instead she tilted her head and looked sad.
“I knew your mother,” Abyss said. Then she nodded toward Beenala.
Bale was pleased as she picked up Bee. Tollar cast a glance back at the others just before Bale picked her up as well. Abyss plucked up Ondias and that whole family of fireborn, the rest of the crowd dispersing.
The way so many of them, like Spark, clearly didn’t trust her was more upsetting than Tollar could have anticipated. Wasn’t she over this? Did it matter what these people thought?
It did matter. And she didn’t like it.
But all they wanted was to know what she could do. She could show them, and Bale could get her name, and then they could go home, where she knew everyone trusted her.






  
  Chapter Three


Spark stood nervously next to Nanny, with Neesha on the other side of them—all three with Abyss—watching quietly as Tollar and her friend bowed low to the Dragoness Superior and formally greeted her. The dragons in attendance formed a kind of semicircle around the Dragoness Superior, with Abyss on one side with them, the new dragon, Bale, on the other, and Tollar in the middle. Ondias was off to the side, halfway between Bale and the Superior. 
Tollar was perhaps a finger’s breadth taller than Spark, with long elegant limbs, wiry muscles, dark blue-brown skin marked with white tattoos, and dark hair pulled back into a thick braid that hung down to her backside. She wore nondescript, utilitarian travel clothing in light fabrics, but for some reason they conveyed “fighter” in a way Spark couldn’t quite parse. What had clued Spark into the fact that she was demonborn was her eyes. Where Spark had amber, fire-coloured irises, this woman’s were silver, like the rivers through the valleys when Spark flew overhead with Abyss.
And until Spark had gone and upset her by making it clear she didn’t trust her, the woman had had an exuberance about her that had reminded Spark of Bren. It made Spark want to trust her, and she felt bad for not being able to.
Tollar’s companions seemed normal enough, even if Beenala—about a head taller than Neesha and Nanny but still not nearly Spark’s height, and soft and round, though she moved in a sturdy way that conveyed strength, with light-brown skin and warm-brown eyes and plain brown hair that was short and spiky—was very nervous and fidgety. And Croves, though he wasn’t with them up in the city, was every bit what Spark would have envisioned of Raia’s brother. Taller even than Tollar and broad like Raia had been, he had a scarred olive complexion, shaggy dark hair and beard, and one dark-brown eye—the other covered by a patch. He was like if a mountain and a bear had decided to have a child. But he had a jovial air about him, much as Raia had.
“All right, show us,” the Superior said, settling in with her chin on the floor and her focus on Tollar.
Tollar gracefully brought her hands up, cupped in front of her, and a floating ball of water appeared above them, out of nowhere. No, not nowhere—Spark’s skin felt tight, and her sinuses complained. Tollar released it immediately, waving her hands, and the water disappeared, the relief instant. Out of one of the deep pockets in her pants, Tollar pulled out a small waterskin and drew the water out in front of her.
So far, she hadn’t done anything Spark hadn’t seen Nandara do with water, though it still made her uneasy. But then she pulled the water wider somehow, and it gained a shimmer before gushing out from between her hands. Spark gasped and stepped back so fast she slammed into Abyss’s leg.
A water portal. Right here in the dragon city. What in all the hells had Ondias been thinking?
Some of the dragons were alarmed too, but the portal was only open a brief moment, all of the water pooling in an orderly blob in front of Tollar, before it closed again.
Nanny had drawn up closer to Spark, but Neesha had edged around to get a better look.
Tollar brought the large blob of water up and sat it around her head, like she was wearing a giant bowl. Her head and face were entirely encased in water. Very calmly and slowly, she inhaled. Water in, bubbles out.
Spark’s stomach tightened as the woman stood there breathing water long enough to prove it wasn’t some kind of trick. Neesha must have seen something worrying in Spark’s expression because she was at her side, a hand on her arm, her amber-blue eyes shining.
“Come on, Spark. You gotta admit that’s pretty cool.”
Spark pressed her lips together.
Neesha tilted her head, her brow furrowed, and she leaned closer, whispering, “I like Ondias about as much as you do, but I really don’t believe she’d let someone dangerous in.”
Spark glanced at her mother but went back to watching the newcomer make shapes out of the water.
“I can make water do anything I want,” Tollar said.
She made ropes of it, horrifyingly close to the ones that had been used on the dragons in the battle against Loch. She wrapped one around Beenala, who gave her a longsuffering look and then made a show of struggling against it. Then she pooled the water under Beenala’s feet, turning it into a solid platform and raising her up on top of it. And then she pushed the platform of water around, Beenala with her arms out for balance, going along for the ride.
Impressive control. And, Spark had to admit, it was fun to watch.
But then Tollar started summoning water demon after water demon—their shapes shimmering in a semicircle in front of her—and even Neesha’s shoulders bunched up at the sixth one. Tollar had gone tense too, but she summoned one more. And they all held. Waiting.
Spark held her breath. Was this it? If she let that many water demons loose on the dragon city, could Ondias, Neesha, and Nanny act quickly enough to thwart it? Spark had never been taught much aquamancy, especially not anything to do with water demons.
There was a lot of nervous shuffling from the dragons, and for a moment even the Superior’s expression darkened.
“I can’t actually work with this many, mind you,” Tollar said, her voice tight in concentration, her body trembling with the effort. “Most I ever actually did anything with was five, and you’ve got to understand that I was driven by desperation and acting recklessly.”
The Dragoness Superior smiled, but it was tight. “Yes, we are familiar with the occasional reckless desperation of the demonborn.”
Speaking the rainpatter language of the water demons, Tollar began the slow process of sending them all away again.
When she was down to two, the Dragoness Superior asked, “Can you work with demon possession?”
Tollar frowned, banishing the last of them, then tilted her head. “I’m not sure I understand. I’ve pulled demons out of others, yes.”
“Have you let a water demon possess you?” Neesha asked. “To use its power to boost your own.”
Tollar stared at Neesha, eyes wide. “That seems foolish and dangerous.”
“It absolutely is,” Neesha said. Spark just knew her mother was grinning. “Effective too.”
“No, I have not.” Tollar turned back to the dragoness. “Should I?”
“We are merely taking account of your abilities,” the Superior said.
“If I want a power boost, I harness another wizard,” Tollar said.
This caught Spark’s attention. Nandara had spoken of the skill frequently, but had never taught them. They hadn’t had time before Loch’s last attack, and it hadn’t otherwise been urgent enough or required for Guild entrance, so it had fallen to the side.
“My strength’s not what it was,” Tollar said. “Took it rough after the fight with Loch and I’m not all the way back up to what I could do before. I’ve been harnessing others even more.”
“Mostly me,” Beenala squeaked. “I’m rubbish in a fight otherwise.”
“And I’ve been learning to channel her pyromancy,” Tollar said.
“Oh! What could she do if she channelled one of us?” Neesha whispered. “Double demonpower. That, I want to see.”
Spark was relieved that Nanny shared her horrified expression. Neesha frowned and turned back to watch. The Dragoness Superior had asked for a demonstration, and the two women stood holding hands. Beenala closed her eyes and tensed while Tollar cautioned the Superior to stand back. Then she glared at the blob of water in front of her, churning it up.
It exploded in a rush of heat and steam, erupting toward the ceiling with a roar.
Spark screamed. She immediately clamped her hands over her mouth and felt her cheeks warming. She’d startled Tollar, and all the water collapsed, raining down around them. Tollar had pulled the heat out of it before it came down.
“Tell them about the boiling wave,” Beenala murmured.
Tollar gathered all the exploded water back in front of her and explained how she could make water hot without pyromancy, though it was tremendously taxing, and that was how she’d kept Bale’s egg safe—kept the hatchling inside alive—on the five-day river journey away from Loch’s forces. And then of course she’d had to let go of Beenala’s hand and show the dragons how she could in fact boil water with aquamancy alone.
Spark felt cold and sweaty, like she did after she’d had a flashback of the attack on Pasdale and Pappy’s death. She rubbed her arms and stared at her mother’s shoulder, Nanny in the periphery, reminding herself that they were perfectly safe here.
This stranger meant them no harm. Ondias trusted her, and Neesha certainly seemed to as well. Spark was beginning to see how a powerful aquamancer like this could be useful against Loch.
As long as she was, in fact, on their side.
“Thank you,” the Dragoness Superior said, her tone a dismissal. “That was informative.”
“There’s, er, there’s one more thing.” Tollar shared a worried glance with Beenala. “Just because I can do a thing doesn’t mean I want to or that I will. But if you’re taking measure of what I can do… Well, I can control water, right? And everything alive is made up of quite a lot of water.”
Neesha gasped. Spark didn’t understand.
“Show me.” The Superior’s tone was clipped.
Tollar swallowed and glanced at Beenala, who nodded encouragingly. Tollar breathed deeply and focused on the dragoness’s large hand in front of her, her own hand outstretched and her face scrunched in concentration.
And then one talon raised up. Awkwardly, like it had been shoved from underneath. The dragoness stood abruptly and snarled, her hand pressed firmly against the smooth shiny floor of the city.
Tollar took a swift step back, dragging Beenala with her, the pool of water trailing her like an obedient dog.
“My apologies, Mistress.” Tollar bowed deeply. “I should have warned you first.”
And then Spark got it, and her head spun. She leaned against Abyss and pressed her hands over her face, trying to breathe evenly, while all she could think about was how Loch had washed her off his water beast and plunged her into the river. How certain she’d been that she would die until she’d gotten a fire portal open despite the water surrounding her.
She could never fight something like this. She wasn’t even sure she could fight Loch one-on-one, but this was so much worse. And could Loch make someone do what he wanted by dragging the blood inside them all around?
Spark rubbed her face and opened her eyes, and Nanny was nowhere in sight. She cast around and found Neesha dashing off behind Abyss. And there was Nanny, crumpled on the floor, sobbing from memories of her own. So that was a yes on Loch controlling people. Gods, what had he done to Nanny?
Spark shook her head and took a deep breath, then sat on the ground, gathering Nanny into her arms while Neesha stroked Nanny’s hair.
Blood magic.
Spark glared at Neesha. “How can you say it’s safe to have her here? She’s dangerous!”
“She’s no more dangerous than you or I. And she’s on our side, Spark. It’s a lot to take in, I understand that. But—gods, I can’t believe I’m saying this—I trust Ondias’s judgement. Only when it comes to the safety of this city, mind you. But still. I can’t explain what it is, but I trust Tollar.”
“Mamma—”
Neesha held up a hand. “Yes, it’s a little terrifying what she can do. But Spark, that’s what we look like to everyone else. You don’t think your power is a little terrifying to people when they first encounter it?”
Spark glared.
“All right, have it your way.” Neesha kissed the top of Nanny’s head and got up. “I want to watch the rest.”
Neesha was reckless; Spark knew that and had seen it in action plenty. So this was no surprise. But Ondias was not reckless. Ondias was whatever the exact opposite of reckless was. And Ondias had let this woman in.
“Nanny, Ondias is your friend. Do you trust her on this?”
Nanny sat up slowly, staring at Spark with dull eyes. She’d gone deep inside herself like she did sometimes when she was having flashbacks of her own. Spark had only had the horror of one night. Nanny had had that night followed by an entire year of terrors she had told no one about—not even Ondias, who was her best friend.
Spark didn’t get up again until the dragons started moving, the Superiors moving off and Abyss turning around to nudge Nanny with her warm snout. Nanny blinked, and some clarity came back to her expression.
Spark repeated her question. Nanny stared thoughtfully and then shrugged, the gesture somewhat helpless. Nanny got up then and went around Abyss to where Ondias was talking with the newcomers. Nanny grabbed Ondias by the arm and pulled her away.
Tollar stiffened as she watched and then backed away, closer to Bale, where Beenala had retreated.
“You missed it,” Neesha said when she spotted Spark. “But the Superior got Tollar to call up another demon and talk to this one. Nandara and others have tried, but they’ve refused—sometimes violently—to answer certain questions. But they listened to her.” Neesha gestured to Tollar.
“You mean she talked to them about whatever Loch has done?”
“No confirmation that it’s Loch, necessarily, since the demons can’t really tell one human from another, except that demonborn stand out. But they told her someone has been directing a lot of their actions.”
Spark felt cold again. “Any chance she’s lying?”
Neesha tilted her head and braced her hands on her hips. “Ondias was right here, and she understands the demons. She verified what Tollar said.”
Spark caught herself going to rub her face again, and took a deep breath to let it out slowly instead.
“Listen,” Neesha continued. “She ran into some of those water beasts on the way here and confirmed they’re possessed by water demons. That’s why they’re attacking. She and Beenala and Croves got the demons out of the water beasts so they didn’t have to fight them, just got on with their journey. This is what I mean when I say we need her, that it’s a damned good thing she’s on our side. She’s an ally, Spark. We need to treat her like one.”
Now Spark did rub her face, but nodded blearily.
“Come on, let’s go talk to her.”
Ondias was already back from talking to Nanny, and she was there talking to Tollar as well. Tollar had her long hands folded over her abdomen, answering something Ondias had asked.
“—boy and a girl, but two seasons yet to go.”
“Well, that will certainly factor into our plans,” Ondias said.
“I’ll fight him with you, if that’s what you really want.” Tollar glanced at the dragons. “We drove him off our lands, but there’s no reason he won’t try again.”
“Your dragon’s naming will be in two days, at dawn,” Ondias said. “That gives us some time to make arrangements. You have accommodations? You understand this is a small village and we don’t exactly get visitors—there’s no inn here.”
Beenala groaned, but Tollar seemed unsurprised.
“The gondola doubles as a tent. We’ll be fine.”
“What? No!” Neesha protested. “First trimester or not, sleeping on the ground has got to be a misery.”
Tollar shrugged. “I was a mercenary until a year ago. I’m used to sleeping on the ground.”
“Nonsense.” Neesha





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
FAVOUR
FIRE

F_ireborn Series Book Five

NEBULA AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR

:*'.-ANESSA RICCI- THODE






OEBPS/images/69190fc2-3fb7-4314-a02c-71809200ee51.png





OEBPS/images/a7bfe703-390b-4b3b-8323-bda03fc11a52.jpeg
FAVOUR
FIRE

F_ireborn Series Book Five

NEBULA AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR

:*'.-ANESSA RICCI- THODE






OEBPS/images/dea4377b-c537-4c46-8e5e-f280df744554.png







