
  
  
      
        
          Between Gods and Dragons 

          Book Three of the Dragon's Heart Trilogy

		      
          M. A. Frick

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2026 by M.A. Frick 
First Printing
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact mafrick.author@gmail.com.
Without in any way limiting the author's exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to "train" generative artificial intelligence technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited.
No Generative Artificial Intelligence was used in the making of this product.
Cover art by Zhandre Dex G. (MC Damon)
Chapter Header art by Monika Zagrobelna
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by M.A. Frick
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Content Warnings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter Thirty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter Thirty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter Forty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter Forty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter Forty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Chapter Forty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Chapter Forty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        Chapter Forty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        Chapter Forty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        Chapter Forty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        Chapter Forty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49.
        
        Chapter Forty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50.
        
        Chapter Fifty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51.
        
        Chapter Fifty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        52.
        
        Chapter Fifty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        53.
        
        Chapter Fifty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        54.
        
        Chapter Fifty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        55.
        
        Chapter Fifty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        56.
        
        Chapter Fifty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        57.
        
        Chapter Fifty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        58.
        
        Chapter Fifty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        59.
        
        Chapter Fifty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        60.
        
        Chapter Sixty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        61.
        
        Chapter Sixty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        62.
        
        Chapter Sixty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        63.
        
        Chapter Sixty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        64.
        
        Chapter Sixty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        65.
        
        Chapter Sixty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        66.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Secret Clubs
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Greaves
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        I take a bow!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        M.A. Frick
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Also by M.A. Frick


Scan the code for an up-to-date directory of books by M.A. Frick!
More dragons await…






[image: ]
















  
  To those who have survived.








  
  Content Warnings


Due to the sensitive content in this book, I am including Content Warnings. If you would like to view them before plunging in, please scan the QR code below: 



[image: ]









  
  Chapter One

Kallias


Darius is dead. 
The ink was smeared in haste, bleeding into the torn parchment, proof that it was rolled before it dried. Blots of crimson dotted the weathered scrap.
Despair settled in my gut, heavy as stone. Whispers of defeat hummed through my ears, and I took a seat at the rocking table before I collapsed like a fool. The ship’s lilt offered no comfort as I stared at the words. Vain hope slithered through me—this had to be a nightmare.
“What does it say?” Nienna’s voice was hushed, her eyes ringed with shadows that mirrored my own. She placed a hand on my forearm as my gaze drifted to the map nailed into the table.
“Darius has fallen.” My words held steady, stripped of inflection. The general I entrusted with Radaan’s defense was gone. There was no softening that truth. I lost my friend. Countless Velli failed to kill the stubborn old man, yet Tallon? The bastard prince clawing for Radaan?
My palm dropped to the table, fingers splayed over my kingdom’s name. Tallon wasn’t trying anymore. He succeeded. He was carving his way across Radaan, and all we possessed were frantic messages carried by doves.
And judging by the state of the parchment, this one might be the last.
I recognized the neat script. Clean lines. Precise runes. Each letter began with a sharp stroke before easing into the next.
Clay was risking everything for me.
“And his Threshers?” Nienna asked. Her soft voice carried the only sympathy appropriate for a public setting.
A king did not mourn the loss of his friends while his kingdom splintered.
But a man would.
“Without Darius, they would’ve returned to the temple of Nyryn,” I said. “Unless Tallon had a measure of sense. If he does, he bound them all upon Darius’ death.”
“They’re loyal to you?” The inquiry lingered heavier than she intended. It was the question on every man’s mind. Did I have allies waiting at home, or was I sailing toward my own execution, destined to be slaughtered upon arrival?
“The Threshers serve Nyryn, God of Vengeance. The gods bless the mantle.” I glanced at her then. Lanternlight swayed across the golden scales draped over her shoulders. “Tallon may sit the throne, but he lacks the yoke. I can’t be certain, but I expect the Threshers to answer my call.”
Which opened an entirely different wound.
We knew nothing of Radaan’s condition. Civil war? Quiet submission? Blood in the streets? When we landed, would blades greet me, or banners? Would I be dragged in chains, or escorted through Reem’s gates?
Tallon was clever. Radaan hadn’t fallen by chance. He planned this. Took his time. Every move deliberate. Part of me wondered if he had an advisor whispering in his ear. Deceit came easily to him, but youth dulled his patience. I wouldn’t depend on that flaw.
Still, I stored it away—let it linger in the back of my mind. A blade kept sheathed, waiting for the right moment to press my advantage of age and hard-earned wisdom.
Heavy footfalls echoed through the hold, underscored by the wet slosh of water, and we both turned toward the dark stairwell leading above deck.
“The storm is getting worse. No flying today.” Ronan’s voice carried its own fatigue, and the gray bruising beneath his eyes reminded me I wasn’t the only one enduring this journey.
“It has to break eventually.” Nienna sighed. Both hands came up, palms bracketing her face as she stared down at the map.
The evening we set sail for Radaan, the first drops fell. By nightfall, waves rose in anger, battering the Dragon Ship built for speed. Days slipped by, the storm growing in intensity. Without Gyrak pulling us through the sky, the crossing would stretch into weeks.
“Gyrak would fly if not for the lightning,” Ronan grumbled as he crossed the room and dropped into a chair, water streaming from his riding leathers. Every spare moment found him on deck with the ill-tempered beast.
Though, to be fair, three days soaked to the bone would sour anyone.
“Could your magic bend the winds or clear the clouds?” I asked, leaning back. The ship lurched hard to starboard, and I braced against the table.
Ronan blinked, his lip curling in open disgust.
My gaze shifted to Nienna. She would offer an explanation instead of treating me like an ignorant child.
Her teeth caught her lower lip, brows pinched with worry. “No rider can command the weather. It’s too vast. A force unto itself.”
“Yet your father endured a whirlstorm,” I said.
“He’s one of three Wells known to Draconia,” Ronan hissed. His hand dragged through damp hair, fingers snagging on his flight goggles. He tore them free and tipped out the water. “A feat that won’t be repeated. Not every rider carries the magic of the eons at their disposal.”
I heaved a sigh and glanced at the scrap of parchment still resting on the table. We were caught in this storm until the gods grew merciful.
“Then I’ll petition Radaan’s gods.” I stood, the chains of my mantle chiming as the ship rolled beneath us.
“What good they did Radaan.”
My hand closed on his shoulder as I passed, grip tightening until his teeth bared in reflex.
“Choose your words with care, princeling. You sail beneath my gods’ mercy.”
He shrugged free, and I turned for the stairs. The sea toyed with the ship, slamming it from side to side, and each step demanded balance. Greaves lay below, suspended between uneasy sleep and waking with a bucket clenched between his knees. I craved his company.
Ronan was a Dragon Rider. A Draconis. Pride sharpened by rank, ego fueled by youth. Nienna, gentle as she was, still felt compelled to soften truths for me.
And I remained, despite all of it, painfully ignorant of their world.
There was only one place I could find a measure of peace.
The ship lurched sideways, and I braced a hand against the worn wood. Frustration clawed through me as I left Nienna murmuring to her brother and climbed the stairs, pushing through the door to the main deck.
A growl fused with thunder as rain slammed into me. I lifted my chin and moved forward. Draconis’ voices vanished beneath the storm as I passed a mountain of coiled black scales. One golden eye slit open, tracking me. Gyrak kept his head tucked under his wing, refusing to move. A low rumble warned me away, making his irritation at my proximity known, yet he remained sprawled between me and my quarters. He could tolerate my presence for a moment.
Water slicked the deck. Cold air cut through my clothes. My boot skidded, and I caught myself as waves struck the hull, saltwater rushing over my feet.
Midday had surrendered to darkness. The sky pressed low and black, night masquerading as afternoon. Lightning tore through the clouds, a confirmation Ronan couldn’t fly Gyrak without riders to shield him. Each flare cast stark light across the captain at the helm, steady and unfazed by the storm’s fury.
One last sliding step carried me past the dragon. I stumbled, caught myself on the captain’s door, and slipped inside. Solid wood met my back as I leaned into it. Water dripped from my clothes, tapping against the floor. My eyes closed, head resting against the frame.
Despair clung to me. Heavy. Infectious. Worry rooted in things beyond my reach and a future stripped of certainty.
I had bartered for Nienna’s hand with brutish determination and the promise of a kingdom.
Now I had nothing left to offer.
A king of nothing.
My jaw tightened as I straightened and struck flint to steel. The lantern flared, its light weak, but enough. Ronan would have conjured flame with a snap, but my hands answered to old rituals.
I hung it on a hook, its sway casting restless shadows across the small space I shared with my wife. My queen.
A narrow bed. A tiny desk and humble closet. And, tucked into the corner, a shrine.
A ghost of comfort stirred, pushing back against my helplessness. Elohios knew I served as a conduit for his power. He had blessed my pursuit of Nienna, my honesty with myself, my vow to honor her. He would not abandon me.
Yet unease whispered doubt.
If I had been chosen, if I had truly been blessed, why had Radaan fallen? Was my absence the cause? Or had this been punishment?
My knees complained as I knelt and righted the fallen sun engraving on the altar.
Tallon’s conquest of Reem stood as a consequence. A reckoning born of my decisions. The fault lay with me, and when I thought back, there were a million choices I might’ve made differently.
But choosing Nienna was not one of them.
Like a single cry loosing an avalanche, my heart set events into motion. Desire became momentum. Choice became force. Nothing could be undone.
Only reshaped.
Still—our lives would never return to what they had been.
A ridge from the carved sunray caught beneath my nail, and I rubbed the worn wood.
Elohios, hear me. Grant us safe passage.
Silence followed.
I waited. Hoped. Prayed for a breath of comfort.
Do not abandon me.
My heart reached outward, searching, pleading for the presence and connection that always felt like home. I closed my burning eyes, jaw clenched as my soul sent out fragile tendrils of hope, grasping for assurance.
The ship groaned, wood complaining as it shifted course.
I opened my eyes and fixed them on the sun engraving. Nothing answered.
The storm raged as someone entered the room, the door latched with quiet care. Soft steps crossed the floor, leading to the bed where sheets rustled under a slight weight.
The urge to confide in her, to spill the sting of rejection, tore at me. But Nienna deserved better than a man unraveling at his knees.
I would face this head-on. Like a king. Not a whipped dog.
Rising, I crossed to the closet and began the slow work of shedding my mantle, fingers stiff as I worked each clasp free. My thoughts drifted to Tallon and what he would wear in my place.
A crown?
Would he gorge himself on praise while my people bent over their fields? Parade gaudy gems before men who bled to keep him safe?
Or would he dare recreate the yoke—twist the symbol of shared burden into mockery?
Nienna’s hand found me, gentle but certain, turning me to face her. She kept her gaze lowered as she replaced my fingers with her own, small and deft.
“Ronan will push the rudder as far as he dares,” she said, her voice pitched low, the way one soothed a skittish colt.
“Is the speed comparable to a harnessed dragon?” I asked, memory pulling me back to Draconia, to the raw force of a Vessel channeling power into a hull, dragging it through water like a child’s toy.
“He’s conserving strength for landfall.” Her mouth tightened. “It will be faster than nothing.”
And we would need every scrap of his magic. We had no idea what waited on shore.
We were steering west, skirting the main ports where Tallon would expect us. Gyrak remained our only shield against lighter ships carrying word of our arrival. He was also our sole assurance we could make anchor at all.
Bitterness coated my tongue, and Nienna stilled, hands frozen on the final link. Her gaze lifted, searching my face.
“We will return soon,” she said. “This storm cannot last forever.”
My breath left me rougher than I intended. “My concern lies with what awaits when we do.”
“Tallon will be removed.” Her certainty didn’t waver, eyes fixed on my chest.
I caught her wrist, halting her hand before the mantle slipped free. “You’re holding something back. Ask.”
Guilt stirred. I demanded honesty from her while keeping my own fears locked away.
“Will you kill him?”
Blunt. Fearless. Honest. She asked if I would slay the boy I once called my son, knowing I would not retaliate or punish her for the question. That was what bound us. No pretense. No evasion. A brutal clarity between lovers. A partnership.
“He’s a traitor.” My gaze locked on hers, blue as the open sea, sharp with thought. “He will hang for his crimes.”
“Not burn.” She tested the boundary, a twitch betraying her urge to argue.
“Fire is a dangerous thing.” I reached for her cheek. Her skin felt cold against my palm as my thumb traced the shadows under her eye. “One moment, you think you have it under control. And then next—it’s feasting on everything you love.”
“And those who rose with him?” Her fingers shifted beneath mine, restless. “Are they not traitors too?”
“There must be trials.” I blinked, attempting to cover the twitch in my eye. How many remained loyal to me? How much ruin bore my name? “We have to consider those who bent to him because he threatened their children, their livelihoods. I’m sure there are those who are true to his cause, but Radaan honored me. I fought beside their fathers. Bled with their sons. Loyalty like that does not vanish overnight.”
Her mouth pressed thin, lips pursed in thought. “We won’t know the depth of his treachery until we arrive.”
Now would be the time I’d tell lesser men not to worry over tomorrow. But I was a king. The worries of yesterday, today, and tomorrow all belonged to me. Those in power did not get the privilege of tossing their cares aside. Leadership offered no refuge from consequences.
“If Darius is dead, Tallon rules by force,” I said. “Fear cannot sustain loyalty.”
“And we will retake Reem.” Her words came soft. Hesitant and seeking. Unsure.
Because there would be bloodshed.
It was simply a question of how much.






  
  Chapter Two

Nienna


He returned to the makeshift shrine after shedding the yoke. Wet fabric clung to his frame. Calm and determined, he still appeared exposed—but the lack of a cloak on a storm-tossed ship was a sharp reminder of the strain on his mind. 
I changed into a nightgown, moving slow and quiet, careful not to disturb his prayer.
His gods were beyond that silent wall of faith.
Mine were four days behind us.
Our departure from Draconia had been a mad rush. My farewell to my parents was hurried, a flurry of words and embraces. I didn’t allow myself tears until late that night, when the truth landed with a painful weight: I would never see them again.
Repairs to the Dragon Ship were delayed until another landing, patched only enough for an emergency voyage. The Radaanian men we left on the Wild Shores would return once we secured Radaan.
Familiar anger swelled, tight and restless. Helpless, choking rage with nowhere to go.
I nestled into our small bed, pulling the blanket up to my chin, and studied the back of Kallias’ bowed head.
He gave so much to his people. His life belonged to the mantle of Radaan, yet this one desire—still benefiting his nation—had brought him punishment.
He was being punished for my sake.
Guilt gnawed at my ribs, feeding the frustration curling in my chest. This was my fault. He came for me, voyaged across the vast sea. He faced the King of Innaku—for me.
I had proven myself nothing more than a cursed princess, a needy queen.
Kallias remained as still as stone, shoulders tight, muscles shifting with the ship’s rocking sway to keep him steady.
If it were within my power, I would lift this burden from him. Instead, I could only bear what he was willing to share.

      [image: ]I woke the next morning with his arms around me, the ship’s jolting roll making him tighten his hold at my waist, drawing me closer until my back fit flush to his chest.
This was where I belonged.
His touch drifted down my stomach, sliding past my navel before pausing. My lips curved, heat blooming beneath my skin. Did he know I was awake? Was he asking permission?
A low hum slipped from me as I stretched, tipping my hips back, guiding his hand lower.
A knock shattered the quiet.
Kallias sighed, his breath warm against my neck, ending in a muted sound of frustration that vibrated through his chest.
“My king?” Fallione’s words came through the thick wood, softened but insistent.
“Duty calls,” I whispered, patting his hand before sitting up.
“A moment.” Kallias’ voice rasped with sleep as he shifted behind me, swinging his legs over the side of the bed.
I tilted my head, squinting at the thin wash of light at the window. The ship felt steadier beneath us, the sea less volatile.
Kallias took two steps toward his wardrobe, then stopped, gaze dropping to his feet.
“Thank Elohios,” he murmured, sensing the gentle sway instead of the violent lurch we’d grown used to.
“We’ll get a heading. Gyrak can pull us,” I said, reaching past him for his mantle.
“Fallione likely has a plan already,” he agreed, shrugging into a deep green jacket. He made quick work of the buttons, dragged a hand through his sleep-tousled hair, then turned to me.
Helping him fasten the mantle’s clasps had become my favorite part of the morning. A small act, but one heavy with meaning. I helped him shoulder his kingdom, settling the weight of the golden pauldrons in place. My fingers moved with care as I fastened the chains, linking him to his nation.
He no longer carried Radaan alone. This was my vow made in quiet gestures. At his side as his partner, his equal. His friend.
Once the final link was secured, he cupped my chin and lifted my face to his. Gratitude flickered there in his bright irises, unspoken, something too deep for words.
He lingered, stealing a thin slice of the morning to pause and study me. The corner of his mouth pulled tight, a fleeting trace of pain crossing his features, before he leaned down and kissed me, erasing it.
“Shall I have Fallione wait for you?” he asked, pulling back just enough for his gaze to dip to my lace nightdress.
“Perhaps you can update me later today. I daresay I’ll need you around midday.” I ducked my head, offering him a sly smile.
“Such a needy creature.” The tight pain fled his expression at my teasing, though even I couldn’t banish the cloud of dread that hovered over him.
With a steadying breath, he squared his shoulders and turned away. His boots went on with quick, practiced jerks before he stepped out onto the deck.
I had barely splashed water on my face when the door creaked open and Freya slipped inside.
“The storm broke!” she announced, bright and breathless, already crossing to the wardrobe.
“Is Gyrak harnessed?”
“Not yet. Your brother said the beast scented land.”
My heart stuttered, and dread crept back in, cold and unwelcome. These quiet moments with Kallias felt stolen now, almost improper, with his broken kingdom so close. Tallon had seized Radaan, murdered Darius, staged his coup. The sweetness of our kiss only moments ago soured into unease.
“We must’ve traveled far in the storm,” she said, drawing a plush green dress from the rack.
“I’d expect nothing less from a Draconis captain.” My voice stayed even as I shook my head at her choice. “Red.”
She paused, holding my gaze, then the faintest curve touched her mouth. “Like their blood,” she murmured, returning the gown and pulling free a scarlet dress.
Her words stirred doubt in my chest. We were Draconis. Tallon would answer for his crimes—but these were my people now. Just as Kallias had reminded me. Was this the right choice?
I swallowed the uncertainty and dressed without delay. Freya worked through my hair with practiced hands, braiding it into a crown. The mantle of Radaan settled across my shoulders as she took her time adjusting the dragonscale yoke.
Its weight pressed down, heavy as a collar. A burden. Our duty. Kallias carried this each day, even welcomed it.
I would learn to carry it too.
Once I was as presentable as cramped quarters and limited space allowed, I left Freya to tidy the room and went in search of Greaves.
Gyrak sat upright on the middle deck, his snout tipped toward the sky. Nostrils flared as he drew in a long breath, yet his massive body stayed rigid. Thick membranes slid over his eyes, clearing the salt spray from narrowed pupils.
The intensity of his focus drew a frown from me. I squared my shoulders and headed below, toward the sailors’ quarters.
Men called out greetings as I passed, bowing within the confines of their shared space. Draconis filled the lower deck shoulder to shoulder. We’d brought as many as the ship could hold, with no time to send another vessel back for the Radaanians. Blond hair and sun-browned skin crowded the narrow passageways. It was hardly a fighting force.
But we had Gyrak.
We had nothing to fear.
Greaves sat upright on his mattress at the far end, both hands wrapped around a cup of steaming broth. Purple shadows carved the hollows beneath his eyes, and when he noticed me, he tried to stand, but managed only a perilous sway before dropping back down.
“Your Majesty.” His voice scraped, raw from the acid that had burned his throat.
“Dear Greaves, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man so thoroughly defeated by the sea.” I stepped closer, peering into the cup. “Have you managed to keep any of it down?”
A grimace pulled at his mouth as he stirred the clear liquid. “A few swallows. I hear land’s been sighted.” His gaze snapped up, hope plain in his posture.
I nodded. “Gyrak scented solid ground.” Once we made landfall, Greaves would be the first ashore.
“Where is my king?” He tried again to rise. Boots braced wide, he fought the ship’s sway and lost, pitching toward me.
My hands shot out to steady him. A groan tore free as he collapsed back onto the mattress.
“He is well,” I said, keeping my palm firm on his shoulder, as though pressure alone might hold him there. “You will be among the first to shore, where you may rest and recover.”
He frowned up at me, his scraggly beard failing to hide the disgust twisting his features. He hated this helplessness, the inability to stand at Kallias’ side. In his mind, weakness made him a burden. Before he could protect anyone, he needed strength, which meant food and rest.
I was certain both he and my dear husband would greet those orders with equal enthusiasm.
“I’ll tell him you’re improving,” I said, patting his shoulder. “The storm breaking has done you some good.”
“If I ever step onto another ship in my lifetime,” he muttered, lifting the mug for a cautious sip, “it will be too soon.”
“May this be our last voyage.” I laughed and pulled away.
Color drained from his face as he set the mug aside with haste. I strode out as he reached for his bucket, the sound of retching trailing me down the narrow hall.
Kallias stood in the small room we’d commandeered as a study. Fallione sat beside him, while Ronan leaned back in his chair, scraping beneath his nails with a short dagger.
Fallione’s hair was tied at the nape of his neck, though loose strands escaped to frame his hawkish face. He rose when he saw me, folding into a low bow.
Kallias’ gaze traveled the length of my dress, a frown tightening the corners of his mouth before he dipped his head in a restrained nod of respect.
Red was the wrong choice.
“We’ll make landfall tomorrow morning.” His voice stayed low, even, gathering thought and emotion behind the familiar wall guarding his mind.
He stepped aside and pulled out a chair, positioning it between himself and my brother.
Ronan didn’t spare me a glance as I took the seat beside him.
“I trust you slept well, Your Majesty?” Fallione asked, waiting until his king settled before reclaiming his own chair.
“As well as could be expected.” My attention stayed on the map pinned to the table. “Where will we dock?”
The answer had already caused friction between Ronan and my husband. I avoided siding with my brother, though I shared his view.
“In the eastern plains,” Kallias said. His jaw shifted as he traced the shoreline with his finger. “It should give us time to test Radaan’s climate.”
“Running like a rabbit,” Ronan muttered under his breath.
He wanted fire and spectacle. We had a dragon. Radaanian foot soldiers, and whatever defense Tallon imagined he could muster, posed no threat. With Gyrak, we could reduce the city to ash in a single day.
“I will not rush into my country blind,” Kallias said, teeth grinding together, still refusing to look at Ronan.
That was the man I knew. Measured. Exacting. One of his dearest friends lay dead, the other’s fate uncertain. He would not gamble Clay’s life on bravado.
“We could anchor at Wellmoor,” Fallione offered, nodding toward a green peg on the map. “Send a skiff in. Learn the mood of the common folk.”
The bay sat too far from Reem for my liking.
“Is there nothing closer?” I asked.
“Anything closer risks announcing our arrival to Tallon before we’re ready.” Kallias’ eye twitched once, hidden behind a measured blink.
“Arrive with Gyrak and you’ll be ready,” Ronan muttered.
“And Wellmoor will give us the information we need?” I asked when my husband’s glare flicked toward my brother.
“My ties to the west are weaker,” Kallias said, leaning back in his chair. “I’ve drafted men from those districts for years. They haven’t seen the evils of Vellos. Cutting east brings us too close to their lands, and Tallon has strengthened his bonds there.”
A memory surfaced: the prince riding to the eastern districts, avoiding the call of a mammoth attack. He’d nearly caught us then, detouring north for one reason alone—to find us together.
“If we announce ourselves in the west,” Fallione added, “it gives him a chance to flee over the Craggs.”
Kallias held my gaze, unflinching. Torment churned beneath the surface, full of betrayal and pain.
“You’re letting him escape,” Ronan accused.
Kallias didn’t blink.
His jaw locked tight, nostrils flaring with restraint.
Tallon haunted him. He always would. When someone grew up as blood, when they were called family, punishment never came without pain, no matter the crime.
We never believed the prince would stage a coup. Removal from the line, exile perhaps—but treason carried only one price. Death.
Before this ended, Kallias might be forced to kill the man he once called son.
“We land in Wellmoor,” I said, unwavering in my support.
I wanted Tallon to burn for the pain and suffering he’d forced upon my husband, but I would never add to Kallias’ torment for my own satisfaction.
Ronan huffed his frustration and surged to his feet. The ship groaned as Gyrak shifted above, the dragon’s irritation echoing his own.
“And you call yourself a warrior king,” he scoffed, striding for the stairs.
“He is young,” I said, resting my palm on my husband’s thigh. Muscle tightened beneath the dark linen. “Will the western soldiers rally behind us?”
It was Fallione who answered. “His Majesty, Kallias Sunspear, is their king. I struggle to believe Prince Tallon could sway the entirety of a nation the size of Radaan in such a short time.”
“His hold will be weak at first.” Kallias swallowed and returned his focus to the map. “He’ll keep Reem by force. To claim the kingdom, he needs the noble houses. Willingly or otherwise.”
“Blackmail?”
He shook his head. “I fought beside too many men. Saved too many nobles. That loyalty can’t be bound by lies and trickery.” He pinched the bridge of his nose as he leaned forward, elbows braced on the table. “No. Tallon is holding them hostage.”
My stomach clenched, fingers tightening against his leg. “How?”
“That, I don’t know.”
His refusal to arrive in a plume of dragonfire made sense now. If innocents were held, Kallias would allow himself to be caged and chained before letting them die in his name.
“We land.” Fallione traced Wellmoor with his finger. “Gauge loyalty. Learn how Tallon stole a nation. Then decide our next move.”
“And if the people are loyal to us?” I asked.
“Then we send the Threshers ahead,” Kallias said. “They’ll save who they can and hide our arrival. Then we come with your dragons and force Tallon out.”
“And if Radaan is divided?”
“That makes the situation far more… delicate.” Fallione tapped the table, lips pursed. “We would have to gamble. Announce ourselves and risk civil war while losing noble support—or strike Tallon directly and hope enough rally to us in time.”
“We wouldn’t need aid with my dragons.”
“Your dragons would cause more harm than help, Nienna.” Kallias corrected.
My gaze slid to Fallione. He avoided it, reaching for the papers stacked beside him.
I kept my voice measured, every word deliberate. “They’ll encourage allegiance.”
Kallias tensed, shifting his leg from my grasp. His attention dropped to my dress, and the smallest grimace touched his mouth as he rolled his shoulders.
“The dragons are our last resort,” he said. “That is final.”
Heat crept up my neck, the tips of my ears burning at the rebuke delivered in front of Fallione. The line was drawn. No room for argument.
But what use was I as queen if I could not wield my dragons?
Kallias closed his eyes and stood. “I’ll be at the prow if needed.”
Then he was gone, leaving me seated beside an advisor who looked just as uneasy as I felt.






  
  Chapter Three

Nienna


“Was it the dress?” 
Greaves wiped his mouth, watery eyes tracking me as he grunted. “Eldeiade fancied the colors of blood and death.”
I huffed a sigh, stilted and helpless. I upset Kallias—chose the wrong dress, spoke the wrong words. Confidence as a queen meant nothing if it wounded the man I loved. But if he never spoke of his pain, how was I to avoid hurting him?
I was Draconis. An entire fleet, a generation of warriors and their king, lay at the bottom of the sea because they threatened my people. I would not stand idle while Tallon crippled the Radaan Kallias had given half his life to.
“I shall never wear red again,” I muttered, tugging at the thick velvet. The slit fell open, revealing the dark breeches beneath.
“Talk to him,” Greaves said.
He swayed on the bed, and I pressed my advantage, aware that his openness stemmed only from weakness.
“And if he refuses?”
“You have his ear and his heart. Give him time to give you his mouth.”
My mind drifted to the nights he’d used that mouth on my skin. I drew a steadying breath, incredulous that he could shatter me with his silence yet manage such feats of pleasure without hesitation.
“We will land tomorrow morning,” I said, pivoting the subject away from my gnawing insecurities. “I’ll make sure you’re among the first ashore.”
“Thank you.” His eyes glimmered with gratitude, or perhaps nausea, as he nudged his bucket closer.
It was his constant companion on this journey, though I could only imagine his eagerness to be rid of it.
I murmured a quiet goodbye and searched the ship for Freya. She took up a cramped room with Edith, both perched on crates, needles in hand as they mended clothing.
“Please tell me I’m needed above deck,” Freya blurted when I entered.
I bit back a smile while Edith scowled at her younger companion.
“We’re only in the sailors’ way above deck,” she muttered, leaning closer to the swaying lantern to examine her stitching. “Here, we can prove useful. There’s no shortage of mending on a ship full of men, after all.”
“Edith, I have need of your services,” I said, offering Freya an apologetic smile.
My friend groaned, then stabbed her needle into the jacket, hissing as it pricked her finger.
“Of course, Your Majesty.” Edith set the garment aside, brushing her skirts with quiet precision. “Freya, try not to bleed on the good men’s livery.”
Freya waited until the older woman strode past before waving the needle with a mock threat.
I led the way back to my room, Edith the picture of a perfect handmaid, trailing silently behind. She said nothing when I turned to her, simply shutting the door and regarding me with a guarded expression.
“I need to wear Radaanian green.”

      [image: ]It was nearing evening, and I marveled at how scarce one could make themselves on a ship. Kallias had avoided me all day. Ronan had taken Gyrak above the clouds, no doubt stoking his irritation further, though at least they were out of sight. They would return under cover of darkness, and no alarm would rouse Radaan.
I had taken my midday meal with Fallione, who assured me the ship could be hidden at Wellmoor. How one hid a Dragon Ship, I had no clue.
The sun began to sink, a deep orange orb, nearly red, dragging shadows across the deck. A harbinger, it seemed, of what was to come.
My search for Kallias ended only when he wanted me to find him. I approached the prow, which I’d already inspected twice, moving on soft steps.
Sunlight struck the intricate gold details of his mantle, igniting them. The green of his jacket shimmered against tanned skin, vibrant and full of life. The gale tugged his hair free of its precise formation, and creases at the corners of his eyes deepened as he glared into the distance, etched lines of vigilance and fatigue.
I took my place beside him, hand resting on the splintered wood of the ship. He shifted, a fraction closer, glancing down.
“You changed.” Not a question, but a statement, opening the door for conversation.
“It was a poor choice.” I twisted to peer up at him, noting the set of his jaw. He remained closed off, guarded. Not letting me in.
“You may wear whatever you wish.” His gaze returned to the horizon, hands clasped behind his back, spine straightening.
“Just because I can, doesn’t mean I should.” My lips pressed together when he stayed silent. “I’m sorry for earlier.”
He was a statue, unmoving, unblinking. Blue eyes glimmered like cornflowers in the dying sun. Stubble bristled along his jaw, unable to hide his fierce frown. Dark brows cut a sharp V above. Light caught the silver threading his beard, pooling near his temple—a reminder of the years between us, and that I married a made man. We had to learn this together: how to be partners when he’d spent his whole life alone.
“Let me in,” I whispered, letting the wind steal the words from prying ears.
Heavy lids veiled those irises, and with a slow sigh, he cupped my face. The warmth of his rough skin felt like sunlight to a basking dragon. Relief bloomed, a simple touch undoing knots I hadn’t realized I carried.
“I would be a pitiful king if the color my wife wore swayed my actions.” His thumb traced my cheekbone. “But, for love of the sun, Nienna, do not push back at me in public.”
“Fallione is–”
“My advisor,” he interrupted, “and friend. One who witnessed my last failed marriage and the chaos that followed. I do not wish for him to see a pattern.”
I snapped my mouth shut.
“In Draconia, there was too much that I didn’t understand,” he continued. “But when it comes to my people, my kingdom, let me guide our path.”
Trust. He wanted me to trust him.
“You are my queen.” His gaze softened, reading the frustration and words I left unsaid. “I will hear you. You are welcome to speak freely to any audience, but take care not to undermine me.”
My heart twisted, desperate to pull back and scream that I hadn’t pushed too hard. But this was not some average man. He had suffered too much already. Distance would only carve the wound deeper between us.
“I will be more careful,” I said, covering his hand with mine. “But remember, I am not her. I am your wife. Your partner. I only want to aid you.”
“My equal.” The corner of his mouth lifted, faint but real, the most I would draw from him so close to Radaan. “My queen.”
My lips curved as I stepped closer, pressing my side against his. His hand settled at my waist, anchoring me there as we searched the horizon together.
Morning felt distant, yet not near enough. Nerves chewed at my resolve, questions spiraling over what awaited beyond the waves.
Sleep never came. We withdrew to our chambers for a handful of hours, silence thick between us as we lay on the narrow bed, each trapped inside thoughts of what dawn might bring.
The ship would dock before sunrise, giving us time to hide Gyrak. As if a dragon of his size could truly be hidden.
Kallias spoke of cliffside caves in Wellmoor, tall and deep enough to shield the beast from sight.
“Where are we going once we reach shore?” I asked. “A city? Or is it a smaller town?”
“We?” Kallias echoed, his voice thin, stretched taut.
My throat tightened. In the dim light, my eyes snapped open as his arm drew closer around my waist, the smallest tightening betraying him.
“I assume we’ll bring Greaves and Fallione. My brother–”
“You will stay with the ship.”
Breath caught hard in my chest. I pushed myself upright. There were many things I would yield to him, many places I would let him lead, but I would not be left behind like fragile cargo.
“I will not.” My nose scrunched as I frowned at him.
Soft light revealed the worry etched into his expression. Anger did not live there. Resignation did. He had known this moment would come.
“I am Draconis. We do not hide,” I murmured, resting my palm against his thigh.
“You will be safe aboard the ship. Gyrak can carry you back if it comes to that.”
“Do you think I left Draconia knowing the state of your nation only to sit and watch while Tallon tears everything from you?” I shook my head once, firm. On this, I would not budge. “I sailed with you toward a kingdom on the brink of war, and you believe I would drop my mantle and scurry home like some reprimanded hatchling?”
He drew in a long breath, holding my gaze. Watching. Waiting for a fracture, a sign my resolve might bend. “And if we are attacked? If our lives are threatened?”
“I have a dragon, dear husband. My concern lies with anyone foolish enough to try to harm me.”
His mouth flattened. “You keep to the shore.”
“Will you?” I asked.
“Fallione and I are to venture to the city to test the people’s temperament.” His eye twitched. “Wellmoor sits too far west of Reem and the Craggs. The locals already regard me with suspicion. Add Tallon and whatever lies he’s spun, and–” He paused, taking a breath to slow his words. “I refuse to have you among them without the strength of my nation behind you.”
“The mantle won’t protect me,” I said, clarifying his point.
“It makes you a target. They know my face. If I am seen beside you, it invites trouble before we are prepared.”
He didn’t want to bring me because I’d be a liability. Yet the thought of him walking into danger without an army or a dragon at his back tightened something fierce in my chest.
“Take Ronan.” My shoulders stiffened, my body rebelling against the suggestion. “Gyrak can stay with me on the shore, and my brother may remain with you. If they choose violence, his dragon will fly to your aid.”
His eyelids lowered in a slow blink. “You wish me to take your hot‑blooded sibling on a stealth mission?”
I cringed, shrugging one shoulder. “If he understands the stakes, I trust him enough to keep his magic locked down.”
It was true. My brother was an arse, too quick to react for my liking, but he would be an asset to Kallias. If danger found him, Ronan would be the only thing capable of shielding him from an irate mob.
“He cannot wear his leathers.”
They bore no resemblance to Radaan’s linen and loose cuts. My brother would stand out the moment he stepped into the city, drawing unnecessary attention.
But convincing him to remove them would be another matter entirely.
“He’ll don a cloak.”
“I’ll take him if he changes,” Kallias said. “I’ll not risk it falling open and igniting trouble I could have prevented.”
My lip caught between my teeth. I worried it, weighing the cost of forcing the issue.
“Then he’ll change.” I rose from the bed, already surrendering the hope of sleep.
When would rest come again? This was only the beginning of the strains we would face.
Kallias hummed his agreement as we set our mantles across our shoulders. He would wear his, keeping it ready should it be needed. Perhaps a show of the rightful mantle, and the intimidating presence of a king, might prevent a fight before it began.
His hands moved with care as he fastened the final chain at my collar. Precision guided each touch. His gaze stayed lowered, distant, consumed by thought.
These moments mattered. Quiet. Hushed. Allowing him space to think while trusting me enough to let his guard slip. That was intimacy.
Without speaking, we stepped onto the darkened deck.
Soft cries from seabirds cut through the black hush of early morning. Gyrak crouched along the ship, attempting to make himself small. The effort bordered on absurd for a creature of his size. Ronan stood at his shoulder, one hip braced against midnight scales. His pale face stark against the dragon’s hide, mouth drawn into a sharp line.
“You’re going ashore?” he asked, voice kept low.
At times, he managed tact.
“With Gyrak. You’ll go with Kallias.” My hand slid along the beast’s snout. He purred, the sound like stones grinding together.
“Sh,” I hissed, and Ronan snapped his head around, leveling a glare at his dragon.
Gyrak flared his nostrils and huffed, displeased with the correction.
“Kallias has clothes for you,” I said.
Ronan grimaced. “Clothes?” His gaze dropped to his leathers as he adjusted the flight goggles tangled in his hair.
“You can’t enter the city looking like a Dragon Rider.”
“Then I’ll wear a cloak.”
“And when it falls open?” I asked, borrowing Kallias’ reasoning.
“Then I’ll close it.”
“Ronan.” My voice stretched his name thin.
He stared, gaze flat, already predicting my next words.
“I need you with him.”
“You want me guarding your husband,” he shot back, “the man who swore to protect you.”
“Please.” I hated that word, at least when it was being used for him.
He grunted, jaw thrust forward. “For you, big sister.”






  
  Chapter Four

Nienna


Soft waves lapped against the hull, rocking the small vessel in the dark. A muffled groan came from beside me. Greaves was barely holding himself together. Kallias’ severe frown turned toward his friend before he scanned the shore again. 
He wore a plain white tunic, and a cloak fastened down to his navel. The shape of his mantle showed beneath the thick black fabric, easily mistaken for armor. A longsword rode his hip, lending him an unmistakably intimidating air.
Fallione and Ronan rowed us in, oars cutting the water without a sound. Above, a whisper of leathery wings marked Gyrak’s descent as he flew ahead to land.
Resentment still scraped at me over being left behind with Fallione and Greaves. The choice made sense, yet the sting lingered. I wanted to hear the people speak of Tallon’s coup. Support would mean danger. Unease would mean opportunity.
But a good queen waited. She watched. She bided her time before striking.
Familiar anger coiled around my ribs, hard and hot as dragonscale. Tallon would pay for this. He would not survive this treachery.
The sky lightened to a murky gray, revealing the shoreline, and I finally understood how Wellmoor could hide a Dragon Ship.
Sheer cliffs rose straight from the sea, their dark faces plunging into the water. Even Gyrak looked small beside them as he stood on the narrow strip of shore, his bulk hidden within the bay.
The cove held only a thin stretch of sand, utterly dominated by the black dragon. No one in Radaan could spot a ship here unless they crept to the very edge of the cliffs above. To the east, a wide bay could cradle an entire fleet, but this place offered concealment instead of welcome. It was the wiser choice.
Questions pressed on my tongue. How would they scale such a height? How long would it take? Silence swallowed them before they reached my lips.
After what felt like an eternity, the skiff kissed sand and dragged us to a halt. The men moved at once. Ronan leapt out with Fallione, hauling the boat farther up the beach. Kallias slipped an arm beneath Greaves’ shoulders and lifted him without hesitation.
I gathered my skirts and raised the hem, stepping onto solid ground behind them.
“You should go now,” Fallione whispered, shifting Greaves’ weight from my husband’s grasp. “Before they spot you clearing the lip.”
The absence of a title did not escape me. The advisor had fought beside Kallias in the war. He knew these moments. He knew the cost of delay.
Far better than I did.
My heart pounded, pulse thrumming beneath my skin, coiled for action. Anything but waiting.
Kallias turned back, caught my gaze, and swallowed. His nostrils flared as resolve set into his features. He released Greaves and strode toward the cliffs without another word.
Ronan spared one last look for his dragon. Gyrak snapped his teeth in silent protest of their parting, talons digging into the sand, irritation rolling off him in waves—emotions my brother clearly shared.
A slow breath steadied me as I prepared to endure the long wait until nightfall. My hand closed around Greaves’ arm.
He had the audacity to try to pull away.
“I am your queen, Greaves. You will let me help you,” I growled, scanning the bank through the dim light.
“Over there, Your Majesty,” Fallione whispered, jerking his head toward shelter.
I followed his gaze, squinting into the dark.
Gyrak must have sensed the cave. The sweep of his tail guided us into the cliffside, accompanied by low grunts of displeasure that vibrated through the stone.
I followed the sound, offering nothing more than my shoulder beneath Greaves’ arm. He stumbled once, pitching toward Fallione. The older man absorbed his weight without complaint, shifting his stance to keep them both upright.
The cave opened from the cliffside as a narrow crevice, its walls close enough that Gyrak’s scales scraped stone as he pivoted to face the entrance.
Weak light caught the flash of yellow eyes. He sighed, the sound heavy, sparks spilling from his nostrils. The brief flare revealed a hollow carved into the rock, its floor slick with tidal damp. A cluster of small boulders sat to one side beside a stretch of dry sand, and we guided Greaves toward the makeshift seat.
When he sagged onto the stone, a low groan slipped free. His head tipped back, resting against lichen-slick rock. Fallione was already pressing a biscuit and water into his hands.
We needed Greaves more than I cared to admit. Gyrak could protect us, of that I had no doubt, yet Greaves offered something different. Something familiar and grounded. He felt like an extension of Kallias himself.
I would never forget my time in Reem, the night I was attacked. He had plunged into a pitch-dark crawlspace armed with nothing but a dagger and his underbreeches to drag me out alive.
His face looked drawn now, gaunt, hollows shadowing his eyes. We had not been at sea long, yet the journey had carved its mark into him. A grimace crossed his mouth as he tore a piece from the biscuit, lids sealed shut as he chewed.
A measured breath steadied me as I straightened and drew my cloak tighter around my shoulders. The absence of gold scales there left me feeling bare, exposed. It startled me how quickly such things became part of one’s body.
Fallione half rose, urgency in the motion, as though he expected my command or my need. I waved him off and turned toward the darkness where Gyrak shifted, a mountain of restless muscle.
I could hear him before I saw him. Only his glowing irises pierced the black haze. He lowered as I approached, sand and pebbles whispering beneath my boots. A soft snort warmed my palm as I brushed his nostril, fingers gliding over the smoother scales there. Each nostril nearly matched the size of my head. He would grow into something fearsome, as Argos once had.
My thoughts drifted back to Draconia, lingering on Argos’ wounded form. Would my father’s dragon ever taste the skies again? Or would the earth claim him forever? Could a creature shaped for flight endure a life bound to stone?
Gyrak shifted, sliding one massive paw to my side and nudging me with his muzzle until I leaned back against his claws.
“I’m tired of sitting,” I whispered, though I gave in and settled onto the heat of his scaled palm.
A low, answering grumble of agreement rumbled through his chest. It needed no translation.
The sun climbed, washing the sky in a clear blue that tugged my thoughts to Kallias’ eyes. Warmth crept into the cave’s mouth. Salt hung thick in the air, threaded with the crash of waves and the shrill cries of scavenging birds.
Greaves eventually forced himself upright, alternating between slow pacing and bracing himself against the stone walls.
Fallione watched the expansive water glitter, scratching notes onto a small scrap of parchment pulled from his satchel.
Morning bled into midday. Heat settled like a weight, stifling and unmoving. No breeze reached the back of the cave, and the sour stink of dead fish grew harder to ignore. Gyrak’s eyes narrowed as the hours passed, his irritation and annoyance mounting.
I watched him for any sign of true distress, expecting a sudden surge of motion, a violent leap skyward as he flew to Ronan’s aid. Instead, he remained sprawled in the sand, grumbling deep in his chest.
The tide crept higher, nudging strands of seaweed across the shore. The steady push and pull held my attention until my thoughts finally quieted. Nothing clawed for notice. Nothing demanded fear.
Then voices drifted in.
Greaves froze mid-step, brown eyes snapping to mine. His gaze cut to Gyrak, who lifted his head without a sound.
Two. Both males. Greaves’ hand went to his shortsword. Steel whispered free, nearly lost beneath the surf. Fallione set his satchel aside and drew his blade.
My heart stumbled. Discovery meant chaos. Gyrak would erupt, his roar carrying across the countryside.
Or Greaves, weakened as he was, would be forced to restrain them.
If he could.
I felt along my shoulder, instinctive, missing the familiar weight of the mantle. Kallias had warned it posed more danger than protection here. Without it, I was indistinguishable from any other woman.
My teeth clenched as I stood. Radaan’s mantle or not, I was still Queen. But I was Draconis first. I would not shrink into the shadows.
The voices crept closer. Questions crowded my mind. Where had the Dragon Ship gone? Had its presence gone unnoticed? How could it have?
Two figures approached, one voice rough with age, the other carrying the higher pitch of youth. A chill ran along my skin as Greaves edged toward the cave mouth.
My gaze dropped to the sand.
Great gouges scored the beach. Deep furrows carved by Gyrak’s claws. A dragging line where his tail had passed.
Impossible to miss.
Why had no alarm been raised? Why had no one fled for the city shouting of dragons and invaders?
The boy appeared first.
Tall and narrow, youth still softening his features. Shaggy black hair fell into his eyes. He wore common clothes: a worn linen tunic, dark trousers tucked into boots with failing buckles.
But it was the rope tied around his waist that had my attention.
His foot caught in a deep trench of dry sand. He pitched forward with a startled cry.
“What is it, boy?” the older voice called.
Greaves tightened his grip on the sword. They stood well within our line of sight now. One turn of the head would reveal everything.
The boy crouched, fingers brushing the disturbed sand. “There’s something–”
The old man came into view, a pack strapped across his back, nets swinging with each step. He leaned on a walking stick and reached for the rope at his waist, tugging it taut.
They were tethered together. So neither would be lost.
The boy’s head snapped toward the cave.
Greaves lunged.






  
  Chapter Five

Kallias


“Climbing.” Ronan grumbled behind me as we scaled the narrow path in the early morning darkness. 
How humiliating it must have been for him, a Dragon Rider who belonged to the skies, to be subjected to scaling a cliff on foot.
The brutal ascent reminded me of the endless stairs in the Spire. The damp pathway cut upward through earthen walls, slick with moss that made each step more treacherous.
My boot snagged on a root, and a grunt tore from my throat as I caught myself, palms sinking into wet dirt. My body stayed nearly vertical; the trail pitched so steep it felt more wall than ground.
The only confidence I had that this was the correct route came from the signs of wear. Thin, sporadic grass pressed flat beneath our boots. The faint indentation of a wolf’s paw. This path would lead to the clifftop. From there, we would head northeast to Wellmoor.
Ronan hissed behind me, the sound paired with frantic scrambling.
We would arrive dirty and worn, lending credence to our story of men heading east for work.
The sun crested the horizon by the time we reached the top. My thighs screamed, and my back protested every step of the climb.
Light caught the dew clinging to thick green grass; the plain before us an emerald sea. Above it, a cloudless sky stretched blue and vast, stark against the riot of life below.
A small herd of five deer lifted their heads at our appearance, snorting and stamping their hooves.
Elohios, but it was home.
Deep longing twisted within, a sharp craving for the comforts of Reem. My palace. Routine. Structure I understood.
Ronan stood beside me, breath muffled as he tried to hide the toll the climb had taken.
The deer spooked and bolted, tails flaring white as they fled.
I squinted against the glare, picking out unnatural shapes in the distance: small homesteads too far to see clearly. A prayer slipped from my lips to Elohios that the families would steer clear of the bay, if only for today.
After giving Ronan time to secure his ridiculous pack stuffed with leathers, I started toward the main road leading to the city in the distance. I wanted to reach that worn stretch before anyone spotted us. While our claim of spending the night in the bay might fool strangers, natives would catch the lie and press for answers.
We made good time in silence, Ronan keeping pace. Sweat traced a slow path down my spine as the day’s heat settled in, urging me to shrug off my cloak. The mantle’s weight grew heavier with each step. I needed to see my people, to hear from their own mouths the state of my kingdom. Guilt gnawed at any scrap of hope, a reminder that this happened because I left, because I deceived Radaan concerning Nienna.
This was my penance.
Wellmoor rose from a sea of verdant land, an island of stone. Houses dotted the landscape, small farms stretching outward from its protection, the reason for building them so far beyond the walls, long forgotten.
My hood stayed pulled low, casting my features in shadow as we moved through the outlying villages at a brisk pace. Ronan left his face uncovered, taking in the surroundings with a guarded set to his posture that discouraged conversation.
Radaanians wouldn’t know him. They might not recognize me either—but I would not risk it.
A boy raced past us, buckets of milk swinging, cream sloshing onto the dirt.
“Slow down, Joab!” a woman called, her hands busy plucking herbs from the garden beside her house.
Soft humming reached my ears. I glanced back to spot a girl leading a docile goat along the road. She smiled, dipping her head for a better look at my face, but I turned away at once.
I was hiding from my people.
Shame burned up my throat, disgust rising thick and bitter.
No guards watched the entrance to the city gates, not this far west, and passing through proved as easy as expected. These walls stood against wolves and bears, nothing more. Here, war felt distant. Vellos remained a name carried on the wind, not a threat pressing at the door. The strain showed in the absence of men drafted away, but the women and children never faltered in the fields. It was one thing I allowed myself to take pride in. These hard-working folk would fight to keep their families from ever knowing the horror of battle.
Moments later, buildings pressed closer, the streets narrowing. Bottles rattled in a cart as a woman delivered milk door to door, her hair twisted into a careless knot, her dress clean despite the wear.
“Where are the men?” Ronan muttered, scanning the tightening lanes as we moved deeper into the city.
I blinked. The absence felt too familiar. “Dead.”
Women held this place together, running the shops and tending the homes. Wellmoor carried more male presence than most, sheltered by distance from the Craggs, but the war had still taken its due.
Tallon could never conjure the loyalty I earned during those years of fighting. He also bore none of the weight that came from watching so many lives bleed away.
A wooden sign creaked overhead, naming the weary establishment The Twisted Serpent. Not inviting, but I shifted course anyway, following a woman inside.
Ronan caught the door just behind me, close at my heels.
The main room opened wide, a roaring hearth dominating the space. A cook stood by the fire, stirring a pot. Sweet, grain-heavy steam filled the air. Porridge for the morning meal. A lanky boy lounged at a nearby table, tipping his chair back as we entered. He balanced on two legs, trying to peer beneath my hood. A dagger hung at his side, marking him as the guard of this fine establishment.
The woman we followed slowed near the hearth, keeping us in her periphery as she approached the cook. A basket of freshly cut herbs swung from her arm. They whispered together, eyes tracking me and Ronan as we took a small table along the far wall.
I tugged my hood lower, ignoring the flash of my signet ring turned inward. The Draconis prince pulled out the chair across from me, angling his body toward the entrance.
A younger woman, barely out of her teens, worked behind the bar, wiping down glasses with steady focus. We were the only patrons. She trusted the older women to keep watch.
Pride stirred, warm and welcome. The men might have been taken, but my people endured. They fed one another. Clothed their children. They survived. No fear haunted their faces, none of the hollow look born of persecution. Tallon’s malice had not reached this far, or his hold on Radaan remained too weak to matter.
“What can I get ye?” the cook asked, approaching and wiping her hands on the deep folds of her apron. Lines carved her face, the mark of years spent beneath an unforgiving sun.
“Porridge and mead.” I dropped my voice low. The chance anyone this far from the capital recognized it was slim, but I would not risk it.
“And ye?” Her gaze slid to Ronan, narrowing as it lingered on the pale rings around his eyes.
No hiding the tan lines left by his goggles. Though common Radaanians wouldn’t know their meaning.
“The same.” He hummed, already dismissing her as his attention shifted to the boy.
She sniffed. “And will ye be needin’ a room for the night?”
My pulse quickened. She scented us like a hound, weighing the offer of a bath. Two men fresh from the road would welcome hot water.
A crack in our pretense.
“No. Just a meal, then we’ll be on our way.” I shifted in my seat, letting my shoulders sag with an ease I didn’t feel. “We’re only passing through. Headed for Lon, looking for work.”
Her face hardened, glare sharpening. “Of what sort?”
My thoughts scrambled to keep pace with her demand. “Anything that puts a roof over our heads and food in our bellies.”
“And did ye get spared the draft? Not fight with our good and righteous–”
“Sab!” The boy slammed his chair legs to the floor, twisting toward the cook as if ready to leap up and force her to swallow the words.
“This here is my inn,” she snapped, eyes locked on me, “and I’ll not have slander against King Kallias under my roof.”
She didn’t see the young ones as a threat. I remained unknown. She measured me, gauging how I might react to her defiance, to her loyalty for Radaan’s rightful monarch.
If only she knew who stood before her.
“Better slander than treason,” the girl from the bar hissed. “Kind sirs, we uphold the laws ‘round these parts.” She moved fast, catching the cook’s arm and casting a glance toward the door.
She feared being overheard.
By whom?
“I’ll fetch their bowls,” the young bartender murmured. “You handle the mead.” Her tight smile failed to soften her eyes as she tugged the cook away.
“I mean it,” the innkeeper spat. “If ye’r looking to join the prince, keep movin’. I’ve no use for yer coin, and Wellmoor has no interest in housin’ folk like ye.”
She let herself be pulled toward the bar, her voice dropping to a hush too low for me to catch.
Ronan’s gaze snagged mine, his brows lifting with quiet approval.
Some loyalty remained. Whether she spoke for all of Wellmoor was uncertain, but the boldness of her words spoke of a city not yet broken.
He adjusted his pack, settling it between his boots, then leaned back and closed his eyes. The man knew exactly how dangerous he looked. I couldn’t afford that same luxury. Whether it was the fear of recognition or the absence of a dragon answering my call, I stayed alert.
Which meant I saw the boy slip out of the inn.
The girl noticed too, and all color leeched from her face, but she kept moving, hurrying to ladle porridge into bowls and bring them to our table.
“Careful. It’s hot.” She passed a bowl to me, then turned to my companion as the scent of food drew him upright. “You’d best eat quickly. Erik will be back with friends.”
“And that worries me because…?” Ronan let the question trail, his face open, a small, confident smirk curving his mouth.
“I don’t know where you’re from,” she said under her breath, “but in Wellmoor Tallon’s Black Guard enforce the law, and they’re not the friendly type.”
“Black Guard?” I asked, knowing Ronan wouldn’t bother to pry. There were no branches of service with that title under my rule.
“Aye.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Erik’s stationed here by their decree to watch us. Every shop and inn suffer their eyes.”
“Sheri, those mugs won’t clean themselves,” the innkeeper barked, using her ample hip to shove the girl away. Her glare cut straight to Ronan. “I don’t know what side ye’r on, but if ye bring trouble, I’ll have ye tossed into the street.”
She slammed our mugs down, warm mead sloshing across the table. A long second passed as she waited to see who would move first. Then she wiped her hands on her skirts and held one out. “Coin.”
Careful to keep my cloak closed tight, I eased four coppers from my purse. Gold would have been truer payment for her loyalty, but suspicion carried its own price.
She frowned at the coins, huffed, and returned to the hearth.
“Charming woman,” Ronan muttered, prodding the porridge with his spoon.
I stared into my bowl, thoughts spiraling. Where had Tallon found men to form his own guard? Had he killed Darius and
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