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Prologue

Lionel St. George, aspiring Magician and Stormancer, was fed up.

For two days, he had been traveling through peat bog and prickly moorland. His exhausted horse had started to stumble, so Lionel had left it to wander its way back home at the edge of Muckross Fen, a particularly wild and desolate corner of Wales. Muckross Fen was exactly what you would expect from a place of that name—smelly; filthy; the air sharp with biting midges. There was also no sign of the magical storm, the sole reason he had come to the forsaken spot in the first place.

Lionel—just turned eighteen, with swirls of yellowish hair tumbling over his forehead and a series of pimples spread across his cheeks like indecisive punctuation marks—set his lightning bucket down in the heather and sat on it. He was tired, his feet were soaked, and it was a long hike back to the ramshackle tavern that his map optimistically labeled a village.

The sky began to drizzle. The storm he had been chasing through the Gwynedd Mountains had vanished.

Lionel decided he would hike to the nearest peak to survey the area before admitting defeat. And rather than trying to pick a path around the enormous fen, he simply plunged himself, clothes and all, into the murky water.

Green mountains loomed over him, clouds clustered at their peaks like frowning eyebrows. Lionel shook his storm compass, a small wooden box containing a moonstone and a single feather. How could the storm have dissipated so quickly?

Not all storms were sources of magic, but some were—that was why Stormancers chased them. If he had caught up to one that size, he could have drawn enough power from it to cast a dozen spells—or, perhaps, one very large spell.

Lionel’s supply of magic was too low for the spell he wished to cast—a spell that, if it succeeded, would be the talk of the country, and surely that would be enough to change the minds of the professors who had rejected his application to London’s Chesterfield University of Science and Magic.

He had scored highly on the written exam, but the practical test hadn’t quite come off. He had cast an excellent firelighting spell—if only he had stopped there! But, wanting to impress the grim-faced professors, Lionel had shaped the fire into a giant floating orb. Unfortunately, a bee had chosen that moment to land on his shoulder, and Lionel—terrified of all insects—had lost his concentration in a spectacular fashion. By the time the fire had been put out, the professors were clothed in burned rags, and one had lost her eyebrows.

Lionel shuddered as a leech burrowed into his calf. The wind whispered past his ear. Wind had a language, like anything else, though no human could speak it—not even Lionel, who spoke to storms. But he thought he detected an undercurrent of anger.

Lionel hauled himself out of the muck on the opposite bank. He had lost a shoe somewhere, he noted absently, not particularly troubled. Lionel was rarely troubled by anything, not for lack of troubles (he had plenty), but because his thoughts were usually elsewhere. He wandered up the hill, heather prickling his bare foot and the leech gnawing away contentedly, its presence already forgotten. Then he stopped.

On the other side of the hill was a dead dragon.

Lionel’s breath froze. Like most people, he had never seen a dragon, though the Natural History Museum had some remarkable skeletons—they were perhaps twice the size of a horse, with thinner, serpentine frames. Someone—hunters, no doubt—had removed the creature’s scales, every last one. What remained was red and raw.

Though it was a dragon, a monster, Lionel felt a stab of sorrow. The sight of the fearsome creature sprawled awkwardly in the mud and stripped of its glorious scales felt wrong.

He found the second dragon—they usually lived in pairs—over the next rise. As he gazed at it, a tear opened in the clouds, and sunlight poured through. It tangled in the muddy grass, where something sparked. Lionel drew the object from the mud, brushing it clean with trembling fingertips.

It was a heartscale.

His mouth fell open. Everyone knew that the heartscale was the most important part of a dragon. An arrow through the heartscale, located at the back of the neck, would kill instantly. Most hunters preferred to avoid this, however, for the heartscale was exceptionally valuable. Half the size of Lionel’s palm, it glittered with a color richer than rubies, deeper than amber, and threaded with veins like fired gold. The hunters wouldn’t have left it behind knowingly—someone must have dropped it.

Pocketing the heartscale, Lionel stood, shivering in his wet clothes. This far north, the wind was woven with frost even at midsummer. He heard a faint sound.

Lionel brushed aside a clump of gorse. A baby dragon stared back at him.

He started back with an undignified yelp. The dragon blinked rapidly, but it showed no sign of fear. Its gaze was calm and unsettling, neither human nor animal, but simply dragon. It lay on its side, barely breathing, still half in its shell.

“All right there,” Lionel found himself murmuring, once he’d regained command of his voice. It clearly wasn’t all right—the creature looked to have hatched within a day or two, perhaps just after its parents were killed. Now it was exhausted and likely starving. He removed the remnants of the shell, and the dragon stretched, though it made no move to get up.

Lionel worried his lip between his teeth. He couldn’t simply leave the creature, though it was a beast that, fully grown, would think nothing of tearing him limb from limb. The best course, then, was to put it out of its misery.

The dragon made a faint sound in its throat. It was about the size and shape of a hairless cat, all sinuous lines, with scales the rich orange of molten lava. Lionel could have bought half of Chesterfield University with the profit from those scales, though the thought never occurred to him. He would bury the creature, scales and all, next to its mother.

At that moment, thunder exploded in the sky, and the clouds broke open like cracked eggs.

Lionel was instantly drenched. A small river ran past the dragon’s snout, and it sneezed. Hesitantly at first, then eagerly, it began to drink.

The dragon wasn’t as close to death as he’d thought—as it drank, its eyes lost their filmy quality. It fumbled around in the mud, as if to stand, and immediately fell over. It turned to Lionel and let out a surprisingly loud mewl, as if the entire situation was his fault.

Well, that settled it.

The young Magician stripped off his cloak and swaddled the dragon with it. The beast gave a satisfied snort and lay quiet in his arms, absorbing the heat from his chest. Lionel tried not to think about its proximity to his throat, but the dragon showed no interest in devouring him. It closed its eyes and slept.

After snatching up his knapsack and the lightning bucket from the muddy bank, Lionel hiked back in the direction he had come. He was covered in filth, and his clothes were so wet they made a strange slop-swish-slop sound as he moved, as if he were some mythic creature risen from the bog. He attempted to arrange his cloak around the dragon so that it would have the appearance of a human baby. A Magician wandering off into the moors and returning with an infant was certainly strange, but it was within the realm of eccentric Magician behavior, while dragons were not. Unfortunately, the creature’s tail kept slipping free, ruining the disguise.

Lionel’s thoughts churned. What was he to do with a dragon? He could feed it and restore it to health, but what then? He couldn’t offer it to another dragon to raise—even if such a thing were possible, there were few fire dragons left. Only a handful remained here in Wales. The newborn could well be the last of its kind.

His thoughts circled and wheeled around the problem until, because he was Lionel St. George, they turned to magic again. How was he to impress the professors at Chesterfield now? He was beginning to doubt that his idea of an exceptionally powerful delousing spell would be enough. (Many of Lionel’s spells involved eradicating insects.) If he wasn’t admitted to Chesterfield, that was the end of everything he had ever longed for. Lionel was poor, and an orphan—his only living relative, his sister Myra, was in prison. Chesterfield was the sole school to offer free tuition to those of significant magical ability.

As the dragon began to snore, Lionel had the first inkling of an idea. It was stranger and more impractical than any idea he had ever had, and so it appealed to him immensely. The wind moaned and the rain pelted, and still the baby dragon slept on, oblivious to both the returning storm and the whirl of Lionel’s thoughts. It burrowed its snout into the Magician’s cloak, its tail twitching from some dream, as Lionel turned and walked back into the wind and thunder and hail, his cloak billowing and the storm compass flickering to life.
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One

Magicae Et Scientia

The largest fire dragon ever documented inhabited the Lithuanian marshes: it was twenty-four feet from nose to tail tip, with three-foot horns and a fearsome set of teeth. . . .

—TAKAGI’S COMPENDIUM OF EXOTIC CREATURES


Twelve years later



Ember St. George sat in the smoking ruin of what had been her father’s office, lost in thought.

“That wasn’t very good, was it?” said the shadow in the corner.

Ember shushed it. The shadow, used to her habits by now, fell silent. This lasted about a minute.

“I don’t care for these incidents.” The shadow examined its sleeve, as if the fire might have scathed it. “Just look at this place. The furniture is ruined.”

“You don’t use the furniture,” Ember said icily. She hated being interrupted when she was thinking.

“I look at it.”

Ember didn’t reply. Lionel St. George’s office at Chesterfield University was cluttered with instruments—telescopes and scales and sextants, both magical and scientific, and books piled upon books. She had spent many afternoons curled up in the chair by the window, lost in an encyclopedia or watching the globes spin. Her favorite was enchanted, orbited by a model of the moon that accurately waxed and waned. Now it was all ash. She picked up the tiny moon, and it drifted apart like the head of a dandelion. Tears welled in her eyes.

“I would prefer if you could warn me when you’re going to catch fire.” The shadow folded its arms. “It’s most alarming.”

“I’m sorry that it bothers you.”

“It’s not the sort of thing you see every day,” continued the shadow, which had no concept of sarcasm. “A twelve-year-old girl bursting into flames—of course, you’re not really a girl. How did it happen this time?”

Ember tried to sift through her guilt. She had been sitting by the window, reading a book on oceanography. She hadn’t noticed the sun as it crept around the side of the building, spilling golden light across the page. Until her skin began to tingle in an awful, familiar way—

“The curtains,” she said. “The servants must have left them open.”

Ember didn’t know why sunlight made her burst into flames. Nor did her father. It was a flaw in the spell that had transformed her from a dragon into a girl, a flaw he hadn’t been able to fix. The episodes were random—some days, she could spend hours in the sun without incident. Other times, brushing against a sunbeam made her go up like dry tinder. What they did know was that she was far more volatile in summer. This made some sense, for fire dragons’ powers were ruled by the sun—their flame burned fiercest on midsummer days, when the earth tilted toward its star. At night, or in winter when the sun hung wan and feeble in the sky, Ember was fine. Safe.

The shadow paced the room, on the lookout for leftover flames. But there were none—when Ember ignited, it was brief and white-hot. Next to the charred fireplace stood Lionel’s favorite chair, a towering throne of oak and velvet, now a rickety skeleton. Ember picked at the remnants of her dress, which was missing a sleeve and half the skirt. Her hair had caught fire, too—it had been short before, from previous immolations, but now it clung to her scalp like the bristles of a brush, the blond hidden under all the soot.

“I don’t want to leave,” she whispered, so quietly that the shadow didn’t hear. It was true that she’d been bursting into flames more often these days, and going somewhere with less summer would probably be wise. Her father would sometimes muse about moving them to Greenland or Svalbard—which, while no doubt interesting places, were not home.

The last few years had not been easy for Lionel St. George, and having to worry about Ember’s sudden infernos surely didn’t help. He was one of the most famous Stormancers in the country. After graduating from Chesterfield and being offered a professorship, he had rescued a duke from a group of bandits with a spell that made leaves sprout from the bandits’ noses—which, while not particularly deadly, had been so disturbing that the bandits had run off. But he had also been arrested for an experiment that enlarged a frog to the size of the house. The sight of it hopping across the countryside had sparked a wave of terror and inspired horror stories that were still used to frighten naughty children. Chesterfield hadn’t fired him for that. They had fired him for giving one of his students the ability to fly—unfortunately, that was all she could do, and so she was forced to walk around with her boots weighted with rocks to keep from floating away. That was the third time he had been fired, and Chesterfield had only grudgingly (after pressure from the rescued duke) taken him back last month.

“What about the lightning bucket?” the shadow asked fearfully. “Is it all right?”

Ember gasped. She raced over to the closet where Lionel St. George kept his extra magic. The door was scorched, the handle half melted. Fortunately, on the other side of the door, the bucket was unscathed. An unassuming thing of yew with a leather handle, it sat on its shelf, humming gently.

She patted it, relieved. No one was born with magic, but Stormancers were born with the ability to shape it. They gathered it from thunderstorms, which theologians thought were created when the gods fought among themselves up in heaven, accidentally spilling their magic in the process. Lionel, who didn’t believe in gods, thought that magical storms were a natural phenomenon as old as the earth. This was perhaps why he didn’t treat magic as reverently—or carefully—as other Stormancers, keeping it in a simple bucket rather than a gilded chest or elaborate nesting trunks.

Ember shut the door. She had no idea what would have happened if she had burned the lightning bucket, releasing the magic from its protective spells. Perhaps it would have unleashed a magical storm upon her father’s office, which was just about the last thing she needed right now.

Puff wandered into the room, nose twitching at the smoke. The unfriendly cat was fond of Ember (or perhaps cats preferred dragons to humans generally) and followed wherever she went. She was about the weight of an ordinary cat, but appeared almost perfectly round. Years ago, when Lionel St. George had been experimenting with language spells, he had given the cat the power to speak. Puff had been so startled that her white fur had stood on end. Somehow, all the magic in the air had made her stick that way.

“Now!” the cat said. This was her favorite word, which she applied to almost every situation. Cats had little interest in conversation and spoke mostly in commands.

“Now what?” Ember said.

Puff sniffed up to a teacup left on the desk. “Eat!” This was her second-favorite word. “Now now now now—”

Ember hushed her.

“I live here, you know,” the shadow said, folding itself back into its corner. “If you could try to be less dramatic—”

“I’m not dramatic,” Ember said. “If I could stop this, I would.”

“It’s almost summer.” An ominous note entered the shadow’s thread of a voice.

Ember swallowed. Her hand went to her ring. The setting held a fragment of red fireglass, which Lionel St. George had recovered from the place where her parents had been killed. It had likely come from her birth father.

She needed to get away from the shadow, to go somewhere she could think and plan and plot. Thinking her way out of bad situations was her special talent.

She was afraid, though, that there wasn’t a way out of this.

“Lionel?” came a voice from the hall. “There’s a dreadful smell. Are you at one of your experiments again?”

The voice was an elderly woman’s—one of the other professors, no doubt—and it came from just beyond the door.

“Oh no!” Ember breathed. “What do I do?”

“How am I supposed to know?” The shadow sounded irritated. It was Lionel St. George’s shadow, or had been at one time. Once shadows were detached, they were their own people, and nothing like their former owners. The shadow in the corner was fussy and uptight and occasionally menacing, though it liked Ember and her father well enough, in its curmudgeonly way. Ember often wished her father had never detached his shadow—he hadn’t intended to do so, but as usual, one of his experiments had gone awry.

Fortunately, he had been able to trap it with magic before it could run away. Ember had no idea what would have happened if the shadow had run away—whenever she asked, her father gave a shudder and changed the subject.

“Lionel?” The door began to push open.

Ember jumped out the open window in one smooth motion, leaving the shadow staring after her.

She landed on a rosebush, which took its revenge by tearing her remaining sleeve. There came a scream from the office, but she was running again, into the twilight that enveloped Chesterfield’s mossy stone buildings. She looked back and saw that the fire hadn’t just burned her father’s office. There was a blackened hole in the roof, and the statue on the green below the window—Beatrice August, discoverer of Stormancy—was completely scorched.

Ember ran faster. She didn’t know where she was going. She just wanted to be far away.

Chesterfield sat atop an artificial hill in the heart of the city, on the Thames just west of the Tower of London. The hill and the university had been built at the same time, more than five hundred years ago—the hill offered Chesterfield’s Stormancers the perfect vantage from which to spot approaching storms. Ember fled through the rose garden and past the observatory, her feet silent against the flagstone path. Every stone had been painstakingly inscribed with Chesterfield’s crest: Magicae et Scientia, it read in Latin, over an open book out of which reared a dark cloud. Magic and Science—the two forces that shaped the world.

Ember preferred Science. She could spend hours gazing at motes of dust under a microscope, or studying the formation of canyons or the strange creatures that lived in the deepest parts of the sea. She wanted to be a zoologist, in preparation for which she had begun memorizing a new species every week from Takagi’s Compendium of Exotic Creatures. She tried not to think about how her flammability might affect her chances of keeping a job.

A group of students stood talking in the lantern light ahead. Normally, Ember would have gone around them, but today she simply pushed through, ignoring their mutters. One of her invisible wings brushed against a young man, and he batted at his arm, as if he’d felt an insect. For some reason, this made her tears flow faster.

Finally Ember stopped in the shadow of the ivy-veiled library. Then she spread her wings and leaped into the twilight.

The library had a steepled roof, and Ember liked to crouch at the very peak, one leg draped over either side as if the roof was a horse that might buck the earth and go soaring into the sky.

The night air was heavy with the smell of old stones and magic, which had a moist, purplish scent. Only Ember could smell it—humans and Stormancers, including her father, were all oblivious. She breathed it in—it was the smell of home. London stretched out below, halved by the silvery Thames and wreathed in tendrils of smoke. Kiteships drifted up and down the canals—though their decks were the size of an ordinary sailboat, each bore a half-dozen sails as tall as buildings, in bright colors that reminded Ember of butterflies. A row of glass-walled submarines waited to dock at Bankside Quay, ready to carry passengers to France or Ireland or beyond. The stars seemed so close she felt she could reach up and pluck them from the sky like berries.

She thought about the time her father had taken her to the mountains in Wales—the stars had been even brighter there. The two of them had made campfires and hunted for stoats and flown so high that a lacework of frost settled on Ember’s skin. Her father didn’t often bring her along when he traveled—chasing magical storms was a dangerous business—but when he did, they had a marvelous time.

She looked out over the university with a hungry sort of yearning, the spires and gabled roofs and cobbled streets shaded by ancient trees. Chesterfield had two colleges: Perseid College of Science and Owlworthy College of Magic. Between the two was a long promenade lined with statues of famous Magicians and Scientists. Her gaze roved over the professors’ residences, a row of stately stone buildings where she lived with her father in a cozy flat. Next she found the Bridge of Moans, the botanical gardens, and the Reading Wood, a grove of horse-chestnut trees where students lounged and studied and engaged in regular chestnut fights. Ember had secretly instigated several of these herself. She liked to scamper up the trunks to launch her own missiles at unsuspecting students, who invariably blamed each other.

The wood was her favorite place, for it was also where you could find foxes and hares and slowworms and at least ten species of birds. She could sit for hours in the treetops, observing owls chasing mice, mice fighting over burrows, and all the other small dramas that were part of everyday life in the woods. She liked animals—there was something restful about them, unlike people.

When she wasn’t in the wood, or curled up with her books, Ember spent much of her time gliding about the university like a sylph, taking advantage of its many nooks and groves and hidden passages—she preferred being unseen. It was safer to go unnoticed.

There came the sound of claws skittering over the eaves, then a strangled “Now!” as Puff sprang over a gargoyle and landed at Ember’s side.

“I don’t have any food,” Ember said as the white cat sniffed her pockets. Puff placed her paws on Ember’s leg.

“Warm!” she demanded.

Ember settled the cat on her lap. The breeze was cool, which was a relief, for Ember’s skin still tingled. The fire didn’t hurt her—apart from her hair—but that didn’t mean it was pleasant to burst into flames like an inconvenient phoenix. Ember was just as nervous about the approaching summer as the shadow in the corner.

Minutes turned into hours, and still Ember didn’t move. She gazed at the shadowy Tower of London, where her aunt Myra, Lionel St. George’s younger and only sister, had once been imprisoned. Tiny lights flared along the streets as the lamplighters finished their work. She wondered how long she could stay up there. Perhaps she would never go down—she would remain on the roof until the wind and rain hardened her into a gargoyle. The birds would land on her wings—birds weren’t fooled by magic—and make nests in her hair, and moss would creep slowly up her legs.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a strange flapping sound as her father floated into view. Lionel St. George was wearing his flying cloak, which was woven with raven feathers like a giant wing. His wavy hair was all over the place as usual, made worse by the wind he had summoned. At thirty, Lionel looked much the same as he had at eighteen, pimples and all, apart from the dark circles under his eyes. It was a common trait of Stormancers, who spent many of their waking hours chasing storms from one corner of the country to another. Like all Stormancers, Lionel also glinted slightly, like a coin turned toward the sunlight, while his eyes shone in the dark like a forest creature’s.

“There you are!” he exclaimed, settling beside Ember on the roof. Then his face fell, as he remembered he was supposed to discipline her for going up on the roof again. “Ember—ah, I don’t think—”

“I’m sorry,” Ember said quickly. “I shouldn’t be up here. I won’t do it again.”

He looked relieved. “Yes, quite. That’s it exactly. Good, good.”

“You’re back early,” Ember said as dread settled over her. Normally when her father returned from a trip, it was an occasion to celebrate. Not this time.

His face lit. “Yes, I caught up with the storm sooner than expected. It was a very productive journey.” Lionel St. George almost crackled with magic—it must have been a particularly powerful storm, perhaps one of those that lurked over the Atlantic. A moth circled his head, drawn by the energy. He eyed it suspiciously.

“I’m guessing you haven’t seen your office,” Ember said.

“I did stop by, yes.” His tone was mild and not remotely angry. For some reason, this caused Ember to burst into tears.

“There, there.” Her father drew her into a hug, earning a hiss from Puff. “Think nothing of it, Ember. It’s not your fault.”

“Of course it was my fault.” Ember wiped her hand across her face. “There weren’t any other dragons in your office today. Now you’ll get in trouble.”

Lionel gave a vague shrug. “I’m used to trouble by now, my dear. Besides, I had been wishing for more time to work on my next book. . . .”

Ember froze. “They fired you again.”

“Well . . . I believe that was the gist, though the rector didn’t exactly use those words. I’m afraid I can’t repeat the words he did use, but—”

“They fired you,” Ember repeated. She felt as if she was falling head over heels toward the lamplit city. “Because of me.”

“Because of the statue, specifically,” he said. “The only surviving likeness of Beatrice August. Personally, I think a little charring is an improvement—gives her a bit of flair, doesn’t it? Though the rector didn’t take my view of things.” He squeezed Ember’s shoulder. “The statue doesn’t matter, my dear. Nor does my job. They’ll hire me back eventually—particularly if I can ever perfect that cockroach-to-chocolate spell! What matters is that you’re all right.”

Ember bit her lip. She was all right. But what if she had hurt someone? What if, instead of a statue, she had burned Puff? What if her father had been in his office? This time, she had gotten him fired—what if worse happened next time?

She couldn’t let that happen. It was too terrible to think about.

“You were right,” she said. “It’s not safe for me here. Especially with summer coming. You should send me away. To Russia, or Greenland—I’ll go anywhere, as long as it’s cold.”

Her father blinked. “Ember, I will not send you away. Now, if I was able to travel, we could go somewhere together—I’ve always wanted to visit Canada, haven’t you? Polar bears! Northern lights! But as I’m not, at present, allowed to leave the country—a silly overreaction on the part of the police, of course—”

“We have to do something,” Ember said. She pictured the blackened statue. What if that had been a student? “It’s happening more often.”

Her father looked away, but not before Ember had seen the shadow cross his face. Lionel St. George wasn’t practical—that was the problem. She was going to have to be practical for both of them.

Ember gazed at the Tower in the distance. Lights flared in the battlement where her aunt had been imprisoned. She had an idea. “What if I went to stay with Aunt Myra?”

Her father blinked. “Myra?”

“Isn’t she in charge of a Scientific research station?” Ember said.

“Ember,” Lionel said, “your aunt Myra’s research station is in Antarctica.”

“But it would be perfect.” Ember hurried on. “There’s not much chance I’ll catch fire there. And I’d like to learn about her research.”

Her father winced. He did that whenever his sister came up, which was rarely. Ember had never met her—though she visited London occasionally, either she or Lionel always seemed to be too busy to see the other. While in prison, Myra St. George had earned multiple Scientific degrees by correspondence. Normally, a convicted thief would be an unusual choice to run a research station, but as Lionel had once said, there was a shortage of Scientists willing to spend months in the coldest, most remote part of the British Empire. “It wouldn’t be appropriate. Your Aunt Myra is a thief.”

“A reformed thief, according to her last letter,” Ember said. Her father had left it lying around, as he did most things. “She promised she hasn’t stolen a thing since she went to Antarctica.” Privately, Ember had thought that this wasn’t much of a promise, given that there was nothing to steal in Antarctica. But her aunt had sounded perfectly nice, even if she had used an odd amount of exclamation points.

“She isn’t afraid of me, is she?” Ember asked.

“Not at all,” her father assured her quickly. “She knows you aren’t like the stories.”

Ember chewed her lip. Dragons were said to be vicious killers—they hunted for sport, often tearing their victims apart. She was glad that she wasn’t like that, even if she didn’t understand why. The spell her father had cast had changed her form, not her essence. Her lack of interest in eating people or other dragonish qualities was as much a mystery to her as it was to her father, though as he often mused, no one really knew what dragons were like. Fire dragons were extinct. She was the last.

Ember felt a familiar pang, like an echo of a half-forgotten dream. She would have been terrified to meet a dragon. And yet something inside her always whispered, Who were they? And, Who am I?

She wrapped her arms around Puff. “Tail!” the cat yelped.

Her father squeezed her shoulder. “My dear, you don’t have to go anywhere. I’m still working on a way to stop this. I’m certain I’m close.”

Ember suppressed a sigh. Her father had been trying to stop her from bursting into flames for years, but no amount of magic had any effect. The flaw in the original spell was difficult to pinpoint. That spell had been imperfect in more ways than one, as evidenced by Ember’s wings, which had, for some reason, refused to transform with the rest of her. For the first few days, she had been a winged baby, which hadn’t gone over well with the midwife who had examined her. Finally, failing to find a way to correct the first spell, short of turning Ember back into a dragon (which he couldn’t manage either), her father had simply cast a second, making her wings invisible. They were still there, which made it necessary to avoid both crowds and hugs from strangers—neither of which Ember cared for anyway.

“That’s enough serious talk,” her father said. “Let’s get off this roof before the librarians raise a fuss.”

Ember followed him to the ground, her thoughts whirling. A heavy sort of resolve settled in her stomach like a stone. If her father wouldn’t take steps to protect himself from her, she would have to do it herself. One way or another, she was never going to burst into flames again.
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Two

The Orpheus

Fire dragons have given rise to many legendary stories. Among these is the belief that these solitary beasts passed their lives in the clouds that gather on mountaintops, and would immediately perish upon contact with the earth.

—TAKAGI’S COMPENDIUM OF EXOTIC CREATURES

Two weeks later, Ember gazed up at the demiship looming over the Thames. Half submarine and half ocean liner, its glass hull allowed its passengers to gaze out into the depths of the sea. Men and women jostled past the dock, off to work or to errands elsewhere in the city, part of its smoky, rippling fabric. Ember felt a pang of homesickness, which made little sense, for she hadn’t left yet. She was even homesick for things she didn’t like, such as the raucous parties of the first-year student Magicians, and the cantankerous raccoon who lived in the roof of the banquet hall, which everyone thought was the ghost of the cantankerous chef.

“Well!” her father said. He had been saying that a lot recently, in a falsely hearty voice. He looked down at her and muttered, “Ember, are you sure about this? There’s still time to change your mind, my dear.”

He looked so hopeful that Ember almost relented. But then she thought of Beatrice August, and her father’s office, and the spring sunshine dancing on the Thames. “I’m sure.”

He sighed. “Your aunt’s letter caught me unawares, I admit. I haven’t heard from her in months. Now here she is, out of the blue, inviting you to Antarctica. She’s always expressed an interest in meeting you, of course, but I just thought we’d all go to a teahouse. . . .”

Ember said nothing. She had written to Aunt Myra herself, without her father’s knowledge, explaining the situation as delicately as she could, leaving out phrases like “burst into flames” and “burned down my father’s office.” It had been a gamble, but it paid off—Aunt Myra had written her father immediately to invite her to stay, and had seemed quite excited by the prospect, judging by the abundance of exclamation points in the letter, some of which even leaped into the middle of sentences. Her father, huffing, had finally relented—after much pleading from Ember—and agreed to allow her to stay with her aunt until the end of the summer.

Lionel wrapped her in a hug. “At least you’ll be back in time for the start-of-term banquet. Perhaps we’ll have a celebration of our own! The shadow and I have a few ideas. . . .”

Ember smiled, though she couldn’t meet his eyes. She wouldn’t return to London while she was still dangerous. She wouldn’t risk her father’s life, or Puff’s. Or anyone else’s.

Which meant, in all likelihood, that she would never return.

She didn’t want to leave. Leaving felt like running away. But what else could she do? She felt a surge of helpless anger that was growing increasingly familiar. She didn’t know who or what she was angry at, which somehow just made her angrier. Would London change while she was gone? Would Chesterfield? Would her father be all right without her? He sometimes became so obsessed with his experiments that he forgot to eat unless she reminded him.

“Your aunt seems to think you’d like Antarctica,” her father said grudgingly. “She says it’s a fierce place—and quiet. That sounds rather like you.”

Ember smiled in spite of herself.

Her father’s voice dropped. “I will sort this out, Ember. It was my fault in the first place. If I hadn’t been so hasty in casting that spell—”

“That spell saved my life,” Ember said. She hated it when her father talked like this. It made her feel like he had made a mistake in adopting her, though she knew he didn’t mean that. “And it’s not as if it had ever been done before. You did the best you could.”

Lionel shook his head. “You shouldn’t be comforting me, my daughter. I should have taken more care when I found you. But I promise that when you return, I will have a cure.” His eyes sparked with excitement. “I think I’ve hit on something big.”

He had said similar things before, and Ember wished she could believe him this time. Lately, though, she had begun to fear the opposite: that the spell would grow more and more threadbare until it fell apart entirely, returning her to her dragon form. She sometimes had dreams in which she was turned back into a dragon. In those dreams, she was lost and alone, soaring over gray countryside or chased by men with bows. She had no memory of being a dragon, and no desire to become one again. And what if she became something bad, something evil? Ember shuddered. Sometimes her own body felt like a cloak that could be shed or lost at any time—but what was beneath it, not even she knew.

“Ah, there’s old Eli now,” her father said, waving at a man approaching through the crowd. It was Professor Rosenberg, a Magician friend of her father’s, and her appointed guardian for the trip. He was a heavily mustached man who wheezed alarmingly when he laughed, as if it was at risk of choking him. Ember liked him. Unlike most people, he was comfortable with mysteries—he knew there was something unusual about Ember, but he never pressed her father to explain it. “You’ll be safe with him.”

“Quite safe, my friend,” Professor Rosenberg said. Like most Magicians, he wore an elaborate midnight cloak and walked with a divining stick, which detected storms, and cut an impressive figure on the grimy dock. He wasn’t a Stormancer, though, someone who could wield magic—Magicians only studied it, as an astronomer studies stars. All Stormancers were Magicians too, but not all Magicians were Stormancers.

The crowd around the demiship was thinning. Ember tried to imagine that she was an intrepid Scientist heading off on an expedition of historical significance, and wondered if intrepid Scientists ever left home feeling as if they’d swallowed a stomachful of rocks. Her father gave her one last hug, and Ember breathed in the familiar smell of his cloak, a mixture of magic and ginger biscuits. Forcing a watery smile, she took Professor Rosenberg’s hand and let him lead her up the gangway.

Ember squinted into the icy mist. The Orpheus had just passed through a storm—the ordinary kind—and the wind carried an echo of its fury. The ship’s hull thunked gently against chunks of ice that speckled the sea. She wore a wool coat and hat, though she didn’t need either. The coat was new, and like her dresses, had been enchanted to pass through her wings. In her pocket was a shard of broken flagstone from one of Chesterfield’s paths (Magicae et Scientia), because she had thought leaving home might be easier to bear if she took a piece of it with her. She squeezed the flagstone against her palm until the letters made little indentations in her skin.

Before her, somewhere in the mist, was Antarctica.

Ember shivered, and not because of the cold. The frosty wind felt wonderful against her skin, though the burly sailors manning the deck of the HMS Orpheus were bundled in so many coats and scarves you could barely tell they were human.

Her three weeks aboard the Orpheus had passed slowly. She would have liked to go up to the deck on the days the demiship surfaced, but it was far too dangerous—particularly as they passed the equator and the sun grew even stronger. She was glad, at least, to be traveling aboard a demiship, one of the fastest and most advanced vessels in the British navy. She had fallen asleep each night watching sharks and seals and manta rays and fish of all description drift past the window of her undersea passenger cabin. She felt certain that she had discovered at least one new species of jellyfish, and made careful sketches, in the event that she became a famous zoologist one day and wrote a book about cnidarians. She tried to bury her sadness by reading, and memorized several new animals from Takagi’s Compendium: the cheetah, the crenellated chimera, the alpine chipmunk, and three types of chickadee (black-capped, gray-collared, and African).

She wondered if there would be other children at the research station. She wasn’t good with other children. She found them strange—loud and chaotic as a magical storm, shouting and darting around playing games without proper rules. She didn’t have much experience with children, of course. Given the risk that she might set her classmates on fire, Ember had never attended school.

She pictured Chesterfield, perched on its lofty hilltop; her small bedroom with the windowsill she liked to curl up on. What was her father doing now? Was Puff napping in her favorite spot beneath Ember’s bed?

Her homesickness swelled. It was like swallowing ice, cold and sharp.

“Eager to get your first look at it, are you?” said a voice behind her. First Officer Jack, a tall, bone-thin American with a permanent smile, stepped up to the railing.

“Yes,” said Ember, who had often found that the best way to limit unwanted conversation was to agree with everything the other person said.

“Nervous?” First Officer Jack examined her. “Some get nervous, their first time here. Wouldn’t think it’d bother you much, what with that famous pa of yours.”

Ember didn’t see the connection between having a famous father and being a nervous traveler, but then most people were awed by Lionel St. George and looked for ways to bring him up with Ember whenever they could. “I’m a little nervous,” she agreed.

The man gave her back a thump—Ember only barely moved her wing in time. “It’s all right. It’s a strange place, make no mistake. Far side of the world, isn’t it? I’ve been an officer of the empire my whole life, seen places you couldn’t imagine, but I prefer to stay on deck when we stop here.”

“Why?” Ember said. “It’s just a lot of ice and snow, isn’t it?”

First Officer Jack gave her a long look. “Ice and snow—yes, there’s plenty of that. Too much, you might say. Enough to drive a man mad.”

Ember’s brow furrowed. She had little experience with snow—a few inches fell a year in London, enough to make the city look like a frosted cake for a few hours, until it grew sooty and hoof-beaten. She didn’t see how it could drive someone mad.

“I expect you’ve been warned about the dragons,” First Officer Jack said. “It’s almost summer—which is to say, winter in these parts—and they’re starting to roam again.”

Ember shivered. The vast, icebound lands of Antarctica were home to the last known dragon colony in the world. Ice dragons were elusive and strange, breathers of frost rather than fire. Ember doubted she would get a glimpse of one—ice dragons avoided people as skillfully as leopards did—but the possibility filled her with dread and excitement. Would they recognize her? Would they see her as one of them, or as an enemy?

“Don’t worry,” First Officer Jack said. “The dragons don’t go anywhere near the research station.” He sighed. “It’s a shame the queen doesn’t allow hunting here. I thought about trying my hand at dragon-catching in my youth. Would be an exciting way to make a living, don’t you think?”

“No,” Ember said.

First Officer Jack gave her a strange look. “What have you got there?”

Ember started. She had been absently toying with her fireglass ring. She tucked her hand back in her pocket. “Oh . . . that’s just—”

“Don’t need to play coy, girl.” The sailor gave a laugh that sent up a cloud of breath. “I know fireglass when I see it. Not that I’ve ever owned a piece myself—cost me a year’s wages! Little present from your parents, eh?”

Ember nodded silently.

“Well, just you keep it out of sight. Thieves, you know. Not that there’s any among our crew, but you get some strange types at the station. Place like that attracts those as don’t fit anywhere else, if you catch me. I remember the first time—”

“Ahoy there!” a voice shouted. “Approaching Great Bother Bay! All hands prepare to ground!”

Ember started. Sailors clomped past, calling to each other in their sea language, as incomprehensible as the language of birds. First Office Jack turned to the rigging, his smile replaced by a look of concentration. The mists were parting, and she laid eyes on it for the first time.

Antarctica.

Ember drew in her breath. It was a world of black and white, towering over the sea. The coastline was made of mountains of dark rock that folded into one another like crossed arms, steeped in snow and ice. It went on forever.

Ember had spent her life in London, where everything felt crowded—the winding streets, the messy skyline of rooftops and chimneys. Even the air was full of
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