
[image: Cover image: A Fire in the Sky by Sophie Jordan]









SOPHIE JORDAN grew up in the Texas Hill Country, where she wove fantasies of dragons, warriors, and princesses. A former high school English teacher, she’s the New York Times, USA Today, and international bestselling author of more than fifty novels. She now lives in Houston with her family. When she’s not writing, she spends her time overloading on caffeine (lattes preferred), talking plotlines with anyone who will listen (including her kids), and streaming anything that has a happily ever after.








ALSO BY SOPHIE JORDAN

The Firelight Series

Hidden

Vanish

Firelight

The Scandalous Ladies of London Series

The Duchess

The Countess

The Duke Hunt Series

The Scoundrel Falls Hard

The Rake Gets Ravished

The Duke Goes Down

The Rogue Files Series

The Duke Effect

The Virgin and the Rogue

The Duke’s Stolen Bride

This Scot of Mine

The Duke Buys a Bride

The Scandal of It All

While the Duke Was Sleeping

The Devil’s Rock Series

Beautiful Sinner

Beautiful Lawman

Fury on Fire

Hell Breaks Loose

All Chained Up

The Ivy Chronicles Series

Foreplay

Tease

Wild

Historical Romances

All the Ways to Ruin a Rogue

A Good Debutante’s Guide to Ruin

How to Lose a Bride in One Night

Lessons from a Scandalous Bride

Wicked in Your Arms

Wicked Nights with a Lover

In Scandal They Wed

Sins of a Wicked Duke

Surrender to Me

One Night with You

Too Wicked to Tame

Once Upon a Wedding Night






[image: Title image: A Fire in the Sky by Sophie Jordan, HQ logo]








COPYRIGHT

[image: HQ logo]

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland


This edition 2024



First published in Great Britain by HQ in 2024


Interior text design by Diahann Sturge-Campbell

Prologue and part opener illustrations © ratpack223;

Alexander Potapov; Olga; Phakamas; Victoria/Stock.Adobe.com

Chapter opener illustrations by Alexis Seabrook


Copyright © Sharie Kohler 2024

Initial cover and map design: Sophie Jordan

Original cover design by Sophie Jordan

Cover images by Shutterstock

Sharie Kohler asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.


Source ISBN: 9780008712341

Ebook Edition © September 2024 ISBN: 9780008712365

Version 2024-09-05






NOTE TO READERS

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008712341










For Diana Quincy: thank you for being my person












Round about the fire winds go.

In the sky these words take hold.

Follow the beat of wings and gold,

Through tunnels and dens hidden deep and cold.

Dragon foe, hear my spell:

May the reign of dragon be gone,

May your mothers never spawn.

No more hatchlings,

No more hatchlings,

No more hatchlings shall see the dawn.

—CURSE OF THE SHADOW WITCH VALA, YEAR 400 OF THE THRESHING
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DRAGONS LIVE.

Everyone believes they are gone, the last of them annihilated in the Threshing. Lost to the annals of time, to the fade of memory, to be recalled only by the bards. It is the arrogance of man that holds to this—the wish for it to be so.

Wishing does not make it true, though.

Years ago, the kingdoms of man came together and ventured into the Crags. Legions of soldiers joined forces for the greater good, to see an end to the pestilent dragons. With their scale-tipped arrows and swords of dragon bone and droves of wolves, nursed since they were pups on the blood of dragons, humankind hunted dragons through the mists, deep into the ancient caves and winding tunnels of the mountains. For years, for decades, for centuries, they hunted, ridding the sky of dragon fire and claiming their caches of treasure for themselves.

No corner of the Crags was overlooked. Not a hollow or gully or wood left unexplored. No resource untapped. Soldiers ferreted out and slew every pride until the last winged creature was erased from land and sky. Until their fire was snuffed out for good. Until none remained.

Except one.
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1

TAMSYN

IT WAS A GOOD DAY FOR A WHIPPING.

I’d had my share. Too many to count. But today was special. Today the border lords arrived.

Word had reached the City and found its way to the palace. The party was spotted outside our walls, a meandering snake of warriors en route to us. They would be here soon, once they finished the ascent through the winding, labyrinthine streets.

The lord chamberlain was much too distracted to give me a proper flogging. Under normal circumstances, Kelby liked to linger over his work, panting in delight as he delivered each blow to the exposed flesh of my back. He would wait as I recoiled and tensed in pain. Wait until I relaxed. Wait until my body eased. And then he would strike again. He was an expert at meting out abuse. Just as I was an expert at taking it.

His dry fingers often trailed down my spine, a disturbing caress between the flays of the whip. Today there were no such caresses as I clutched my gown to my chest for modesty’s sake. I leaned over the desk where he had directed me to take my position. He’d interrupted our harp lesson. Mistress Gytha, the resident harpist, had fled the room when he arrived and announced that he had come to administer my punishment.

Residents of the palace fell into two categories: those who could stomach my whippings and those who could not. Kindhearted Gytha was in the latter group. Members of that set never stuck around to witness the uncomfortable occurrences. No one ever objected, though. No one intervened. It was simply not done.

Kelby hurried about his task, lacking his usual vigor and thoroughness today, clearly resentful that I was keeping him from other diversions. No doubt he wished to be among the courtiers, hanging from the ramparts, marveling at the procession of battle-hardened warriors riding into the palace.

My sisters watched as my lashing was imposed. That was the protocol. Always. Perfect ladies all in a row, princesses bred to be queens, their hands demurely clasped in front of them, suffering the sight. And suffer it they did, for as the royal whipping girl, I was raised alongside them, brought up as their kin, called sister … even if I was not.

They would have to be heartless little monsters to feel nothing. Spoiled and shallow they may be, but heartless? No. And that was the point. That was the way in which a royal whipping girl served. My punishment became theirs. Something they felt. Something they regretted.

Ever since we were little girls, we had done everything together. Played together. Ate together. Took lessons together. There was no distinction between us. We were sisters. No difference except one. A very important distinction. I was the only one to bear any punishment.

Feena and Sybilia shifted restlessly where they stood. They, too, longed to join the revelry and feast their eyes upon the infamous warriors from the Borderlands. More animal than man, they were rumored to be, and the reason our kingdom prospered and remained intact. For decades they had successfully kept the enemies to the north at bay. The dragon threat was gone—ended a hundred years ago following the Hormung, that brutal final battle of the Threshing, which had driven dragons to the edge of extinction. But there were plenty of other dangers out there to fill the vacancy. Bandits within our borders. Raiders from the Crags. Pirates from the coast. Invading armies from Veturland and across the channel.

The whip cracked against my skin, and I flinched at the sting.

Alise closed her eyes tightly, an expression of contrition tightening her features. At sixteen, she was the youngest, and most affected by my whippings. Oh, Feena and Sybilia felt remorse, but Alise was the only sister ever reduced to tears when I was disciplined for their misdeeds. She belonged in the category of “those who could not stomach my whippings.” Had she not been required to watch, she would have fled with Mistress Gytha.

The moment the fifth and final lash—the number that Kelby had decided upon as the punishment for Sybilia’s and Feena’s quarrelling this morning, over a hair ribbon of all things—struck my back, he tossed the whip to a nearby maid.

“See that puts an end to your unseemly bickering. We have important guests. Conduct yourselves as the Penterran princesses you are and do your parents proud.” He took a moment to nod sternly at Feena and Sybilia before he exited the room. The girls didn’t linger either, following fast on his heels to join the revels of the court.

Only Alise remained, helping ease my garments back into place, mindful of my tender back. “I am so sorry. No broken skin, though,” she assured me, shooing away the maid who had stepped forward to help, but then, I knew that.

Over the years, I’d endured very few whippings that actually broke the skin. Those incidents stood out for that very reason.

“Not your fault,” I said, wincing slightly as the full weight of my kirtle settled against my sore back.

“This time,” she muttered as she laced up my gown.

I sent her a fond look. “It’s hardly ever your fault.”

Flogging by proxy achieved the desired results with Alise. She hated for me to be hurt so much that she hardly ever misbehaved. She was as close to perfection as humanly possible.

“Those two,” she grumbled, sending a glare to where her older sisters had stood. “I’ll be glad to see them married and gone.”

I winced at that, because I would not be glad.

When Feena and Sybilia married and left—a situation that would no doubt happen soon, because the king was already in betrothal talks with the country of Acton across the Dark Channel as well as with the far-off Isle of Meru—Alise would quickly follow suit, and I was in no hurry to lose my favorite sister.

I did not know what her parents had planned for her, if they even had a plan yet … but they would. Eventually. They would not permit the loveliest and sweetest of the princesses to remain unwed. Not with the growing threat from the north. That would be a wasted opportunity. I’d gathered enough from snatches of conversations at court and between the king and the lord regent to know that Penterra was desperate to shore up its allies.

I swallowed thickly. When the princesses were married and gone, I would be alone. We may not be sisters by birth, but they were the only family I had ever known. What would become of me when I was no longer needed? What would I be then? The discomfort in my back paled in comparison to the heavy pang in my chest.

I might be trapped between worlds—royal and not royal, belonging and not belonging—but at least I knew my place, my purpose.

Once they are gone, this all ends. I will have to find a new place, a new purpose.

I pushed aside that insidious little whisper, which fed into my fears more and more of late. I sighed. No sense worrying about what I could not control. It wasn’t as though the king and queen would cast me aside, after all. They cared for me and would undoubtedly see me well situated.

“They don’t mean to get into trouble,” I said.

It went deep, this instinct to defend them, even to each other. I knew nothing else. I’d been doing it ever since I was five years old and it was decided I was old enough to start paying the price for my sisters’ misdeeds.

Alise rolled her eyes. “They don’t mean to, but they do. They need to be mindful of how their actions affect you.” A little late for that. I resisted pointing out that if they hadn’t learned that lesson by now, they never would.

She seized my hand and tugged me from the chamber. “Come, Tam. Let us see what all the fuss is about.” Her gaze searched my face, pausing. “If you feel up to it, that is …”

“Of course I do. Let us go.” The border lords’ visit had been greatly anticipated. I was as curious as everyone else and eager for a glimpse of them.

We made haste to the Great Hall, where the king and queen would welcome the arrivals as they did all esteemed dignitaries. Feena and Sybilia were already there, seated in their chairs to the right of the queen, their shining faces rapt as they leaned forward anxiously.

We pushed through the crowd. Everyone in the palace was here to witness the spectacle. The lords and ladies of the court pressed in thickly around me, the odors of sweat and perfume on unwashed bodies rising up to fill my nose. A feeble breeze passed through the arrow slits in the walls, but not nearly enough to circulate air among the mob of onlookers.

My gaze shot to the double doors of the Great Hall, the pulse at my throat leaping. I could hear them coming—the heavy footfalls of the approaching warriors. My skin turned to gooseflesh, vibrating and humming as they drew closer. It was a strange sensation. At once thrilling and foreboding.

My mouth dried in anticipation. They would be here soon, standing before the dais, where the royal family was seated in an impressive tableau—where I, too, normally sat, in the chair next to Alise.

My gaze fixed on the two vacant chairs beside Feena. One for Alise and the other for me. I could not move forward. My slippered feet were planted, stuck to the floor for some reason. The instinct to cling to the perimeter of the room pinned me in place.

I nudged my sister. “Go on. Take your spot with them, Alise.”

She squeezed my hand and studied me curiously, replying lightly, “Let us both take our seats.” She always did her best to make me feel like I was one of them.

I slid my hand free from hers and placed it over my suddenly churning stomach. I didn’t want to sit in that chair up there in front of the outsiders. Not as uneasy as I felt. The very notion of it made me feel itchy all over … as if my skin were too tight.

“You know, I don’t feel that well,” I hedged. “I will retire to my chamber.”

She searched my face, nodding slowly. “Very well. You should ring for some mint tea.”

“I will do that.” Turning, I moved away, losing myself deeper in the crowd, but I did not leave the hall. I could not make myself do that. I was still curious. It just felt … safer to watch from a distance. Unseen.

Convinced that Alise believed me gone, I tucked myself against a far wall, behind a lady in a voluminous gown. I peered over the woman’s shoulder, hoping my red hair benefited me for once and helped me blend in with the bright scarlet of her headdress. If I was spotted, I could be compelled to take my usual place on the dais.

Suddenly a figure pressed close beside me. “What are you doing out here gawking with the rest of the court?” I jumped at the sound of the deep voice in my ear.

My hand flew to my chest, pressing against my suddenly galloping heart. “Stig.” I released a breathy little laugh. “You gave me a fright.”

A smile played about my friend’s mouth. He nodded to where my family sat. “You belong up there.”

I flushed beneath his shrewd gaze. Stig would not be as easy to deflect as Alise. For one, he was no naive girl of sixteen. He was confident and perceptive. At twenty-three, he was the lord regent’s son and served as captain of the guard. There were plenty of petty whispers that he had been given the role simply because of his father’s position, but I knew better. His father’s cunning and ambition might have secured him the appointment as the lord regent, winning out over several other candidates and making him the second most powerful man in the realm, but Stig was more than competent in his own right. He was an exceptional swordsman and astute in the machinations of the court. His loyalty ran deep. He would not hesitate to offer his life for king and country. He also possessed something his father didn’t: a heart.

“I would rather watch from here.”

His half smile disappeared, and his expression clouded. “Tamsyn,” he said in that softly chiding voice I knew well.

He had used it so often over the years, always making certain that I knew I was every bit as important as my sisters and due all the same honors. I could not count the times he had come to my rescue: strong, noble Stig chasing away the bullies who thought to put me in my proper place. Most people respected my role in the palace, but there were always a few. A few then and a few now. Bullies who thought it important to remind me that I was not a true blue-blooded princess.

I shrugged and gave him what I hoped was a reassuring look. “I’m fine,” I insisted. “I merely prefer the view from here.” I gestured lamely around me at the gaping spectators.

He looked at none of them. His gaze remained intently on me. “You are a princess of Penterra. You belong up there.” His head inclined toward the dais. After a long moment, when I did not make a move to take my place, he leaned in closer, his eyes glinting as he taunted me in a deliberately small voice: “Are you scared?”

I flushed.

Those warm brown eyes traveled over my face as he continued to tease. “Scared of the big bad men coming through the doors? Don’t tell me you believe all the wild stories about them.”

I rolled my eyes and scoffed.

Scared? Of strangers? I had no reason to fear them. And yet … there was something I felt. I swallowed. Something that kept me from putting myself in their line of sight.

The teasing glint faded from Stig’s eyes as he considered me. As though he saw something in me then, saw whatever mysterious and uneasy thing gnawed at me. His expression turned somber as a tomb. “Tamsyn?” His throat worked as he paused. “You know I’ll always protect you.”

I didn’t have a chance to respond—to agree or disagree—even though of course I knew that about him.

The doors were flung wide, striking the walls, the sound reverberating through the vast space and echoing in my ears. The lord chamberlain led the way, his perpetually flushed face even brighter than usual as he bowed and scraped low before the king and queen. Kelby was enjoying this. The way his eyes gleamed reminded me of when he was whipping me—or devouring a roasted leg of mutton. Both favorite pastimes. “Your Majesties, they’ve arrived!”

A dozen border soldiers, eight men and four women, entered the hall, warriors all, thick-necked and brawny, attired in armored leather tunics, swords tucked away in scabbards at their backs, their heavy boots thudding in time with my hammering heart. They shamelessly bore the grime of the long journey as they strode in front of the silk-and-brocade-draped members of the court.

The women were tall and wiry. I looked them over with awe. I had never seen women such as these, dressed in armor and breeches, trained to defend and fight alongside the men. My gaze narrowed on one of the warriors, my nose twitching. Was that blood on her armguard?

“Maybe you should wait here, after all,” Stig said gruffly.

I glanced sharply at him. His lip curled in a faint grimace as he assessed our visitors.

“Really?” It was my turn to tease. “Now who is scared?”

He didn’t rise to the taunt, his attention fixed steadily on these outsiders filing into the hall. “Best steer clear of them.”

“They’re …” I searched for the word and then arrived at it. “Heroes.” The reminder was just as much for me as it was for him. “We owe much to them.”

He sneered. “What? We should thank them for what is in their nature to do? They’re killers.” He shook his head. “Don’t be gulled by all the stories, Tamsyn. They take pleasure in bloodshed. Brutes, the lot of them.”

“A little harsh,” I murmured. “You’re captain of the guard. A soldier. Not so very different from—”

“No. I am nothing like them,” he cut in, his voice flat, lacking its usual warmth. “I serve the throne of Penterra. Your family.” He smiled then, looking at me again. “You.”

I smiled back. How could I not? My family was good to me … but there were court nobles who treated me with disdain or indifference. Not Stig, though. He was always good to me. Always my friend.

He left my side then, striding ahead, taking his place beside the dais, flanking the royal family, a row of his most senior guardsmen beside him, resplendently outfitted in their red tunics with shiny buttons, their expressions stoic as they faced forward.

The border lord and his entourage took a knee before the king and queen. They each crossed an arm over their chest, hand knotted into a fist over their heart. The contrast of their appearance with all the elegant lords and ladies of the court was marked. Embarrassment would have been an appropriate reaction, but no such sentiment was evident on their dirt-encrusted faces.

My nostrils flared. Their scent reached me. Wind and earth and horseflesh. And something else. Something more. Something I had never smelled before. A ripple of heat passed over me, prickling my skin. On a deep level, I recognized it even if I could not name it.

Bewildered, I watched them in awe. These warriors were big and fierce and unkempt. Nothing like the polished guards of the palace, and Stig was the most polished of them all, his rich brown hair swept back from his forehead very precisely, his beard short and perfectly trimmed as he fixed alert and wary eyes on the party of warriors. One hand rested on the hilt of his sheathed rapier. I recognized what he did. Saw what he saw. They were violent. Dangerous. Scarred and battered for a reason. I felt only more certain that I was right to observe from the perimeter of the hall.

They wore their hair longer than was fashionable. Some with braids. Some with the sides of their skulls shaved. Inked designs crawled over their skin. The Borderlands clearly had their own fashion. I would not know. No one ventured there. It was an uncivilized place.

“It is him,” the lady in front of me breathed in awe, shifting so that she partially blocked my view. “The Beast.” I slid over a step and rose on tiptoes to better eye the man standing at the helm of the group. “Lord Beast,” she added to no one in particular, as though clarification was needed.

Lord Beast.

He was bigger and taller than the others, and I was no slight woman. Only a few men could stand eye to eye with me, but him? He would tower over me. Not that there would ever be cause for him to stand near me.

His fellow warriors stood a pace behind in clear deference. I swallowed. Despite the stories painting him in mythical proportions, he was merely a man, and a young one at that, likely only a handful of years older than my twenty-one years.

His profile was sharp, his nose a slashing blade, his mouth an unsmiling line, his square jaw hard. Strange inked designs crept down his tan throat and disappeared beneath his leathered armor, and a thought slid unbidden across my mind: How far did those markings spread over his body?

My chest tightened, a pull starting at the center. I rubbed at the spot, willing the perplexing sensation away even as I felt a scowl forming on my features because my breasts weren’t dormant either. They felt heavier … achy and prickly.

“Is that him?” Someone whispered what we were all thinking. Not just thinking. Feeling. The sight of him produced a visceral reaction. “The Border King?”

The Border King. Another one of his many monikers. Border Lord. The Beast. Border King. Lord Beast. He was all of those things.

Legions of warriors followed this man. He was the stuff of legends and nightmares. The strongest. The most vicious. The man who held this realm together.

The Threshing had scarcely ended, victory still warm on the lips, when the squabbles and infighting began. They continued to this day, as unremitting as waves in the ocean.

With the dragons finally gone, humans had turned on each other. Humankind couldn’t hunt dragons anymore, but they could hunt each other. And witches. And they did.

Alliances broke. Attacks on Penterra flared. Ravaging invaders crossed mountain ranges and expanses of boglands, through deserts and over seas, to pillage my homeland for all its worth.

And that wasn’t to say that threats did not still exist within our borders, too.

Little fires had always been there, strewn about the place, flickering conflagrations waiting to turn into full-fledged bonfires. Now, these days, those bonfires roared to life.

Bandits abounded. The roads were perilous. No palace retinue traveled anywhere without a full escort. Armed guards accompanied my sisters and me wherever we went—be it a quick foray into the village or a longer trip to the summer villa on the coast.

As bad as the bandits were, the raiders were worse.

Reports frequently came in about raiders holed up in the Crags, in the long-abandoned tunnels and cave systems that once served as home to the dragons. They struck the villages in the north hard, growing increasingly bold in recent years, venturing farther and farther south to raze vulnerable communities. The Threshing may have been over—no sighting of a dragon in nigh on a hundred years—but the country was hardly at peace.

Without the border lords, specifically these border lords, the ones currently standing in the Great Hall, our northern border would have fallen by now. Penterra would have fallen. Who knew where any of us would be?

“It is he,” another voice confirmed.

I didn’t look to see who was speaking. I looked nowhere except to him. The man who went by many names and yet whose true name I had never once heard uttered. Perhaps possessing an ordinary name like the rest of us would make him less remarkable.

I rubbed harder at the ever-worsening tension in my chest, beginning to wonder if I was suffering from some manner of apoplexy. And yet I remained, drinking in the sight of the new arrivals … of him.

His face was set as if stone. Eyes like the night frost, wintry cold and void of emotion as he swept his gaze over the royal family. He lingered over my sisters. Alise shrank back, not keen on his notice. Feena and Sybilia were less indifferent, squaring their shoulders so the thrust of their breasts was more apparent beneath their kirtles. They liked the attention of men. Apparently the Border King was no exception.

“Lord Dryhten, welcome, welcome.” King Hamlin stood and moved forward. He appeared slight and diminutive standing so near the warrior. With his dove-soft hands and average frame, he was no warrior. He had never once fought in battle. He ruled from inside the security of these walls. Fortunately, he had men like the Beast to keep Penterra safe for him. With no male heir, the preservation of his realm would be secured in the advantageous marriages of his daughters to the princes of neighboring kingdoms.

He clapped Lord Dryhten on his thickly muscled shoulder. “Your visit is long overdue. We’ve feasting and entertainment planned for all of you.”

The Beast inclined his head slightly, and one of his warriors stepped forward, carrying something covered in a swathe of linen. The warrior lord took it from him and flicked the fabric back to reveal a beautiful necklace laden with gemstones.

Everyone gasped. Even from where I stood I could see the glow … feel its draw. The jewelry was like nothing else. Not even the queen possessed anything so fine.

The Beast offered it to the king with a deep incline of his head. “Your Majesty, a gift uncovered by my father in the Crags during his final expedition.”

I started at the sound of his deep voice, feeling it physically … as tangible as a rough-palmed slap on my skin.

The king clapped in delight and then accepted the necklace, measuring its weight. “Oh! Heavier than it looks.” He carried it to his wife, and she admired it, caressing what I could now see were rubies and tourmaline with a loving hand. My sisters leaned in, admiring it, as well.

“So kind of you, Lord Dryhten. We are most grateful to you and all your compatriots. It is we who should be bestowing gifts.” The queen’s smile was so lovely, it felt like a gift itself. “We must make certain you are well rewarded for all you do for the good of the realm.”

The king murmured in agreement with his wife, nodding. “Yes, we have been thinking carefully on how we can properly show you our gratitude.”

“I can think of one way, Your Majesty.” Despite his use of the honorific, his deep voice exuded a decided lack of deference.

Murmurs swelled through the hall at his boldness. Did he already think to make a demand mere moments after his arrival?

“Well, speak then, my good man.” The king nodded in encouragement. “What is it?”

A pause followed. A hush fell over the hall as everyone waited for his answer. “I shall have one of your daughters to wife.”

The hall fell silent.

No one breathed.

The pull in my chest deepened into a pulsing, persistent throb. The Beast did not move or speak again. He did not need to. His voice reverberated through the Great Hall, those words permanently carved into the air.

I shall have one of your daughters to wife.

I swallowed back a choking sound. Ridiculous. The king would not give one of his daughters to this uncivilized brute of a man. The gall of him. The absolute temerity.

I respected the hierarchy of the society that I inhabited. It was everything I knew. Everything I had been taught. Order. A strike in the face of chaos. Everyone had their place—their position, title, rank, and role. The Beast dared to think he could break free from that.

The offensive man held the gaze of the king for one long, interminable moment. If it were a test of wills, the king broke first. Rather ignominious for a monarch. And yet look away he did, seeking the lord regent. Stig’s father counseled the king in all things.

Although this did not strike me as a matter that required counseling. The king should reply emphatically and definitively with a hearty refusal.

Such resounding rejection never came.

Instead, the lord regent looked at my sisters, assessing them as though he had never considered them before—which was patently untrue. They were at all times evaluated as if they were chattel. Everyone knew the future of the kingdom rested on the alliances made through them. The lord regent would not wish to lose any of the princesses to a fellow countryman—even if it was someone as vital to the well-being of the realm as the Border King.

The stalemate finally came to an end when the lord regent dipped his chin in the barest of nods. Acknowledgment. Acquiescence?

The motion had not been missed. Everyone erupted then. Movement and unquiet whispers rolled through the hall like a tide. Stig stepped out from the line of guardsmen, staring incredulously at his father, the hand on his hilt tightening as though he was tempted to use it.

The lord regent shook his head once in rebuke, scolding his son to remain silent. Stig mutinously compressed his mouth and stepped back in line. He might not like it, but he was a loyal servant to the throne and an obedient son. Perhaps when alone with his father, he could sway him, but he would not do so here.

I shall have one of your daughters to wife.

I could not get those awful words out of my ears. The lord regent could not consider something so outrageous.

I shook my head. It was not even a request. Not even a proposition. It was a statement of fact. A forgone conclusion.

The man who had raised and loved me as a father would never agree. He could not.

My gaze swept over Lord Dryhten in contempt, willing him back from whence he had come. A barbarian from the Borderlands who did not know enough to wipe his boots clean before entering the palace was not fit to marry one of my sisters.

And yet the king sat casually upon his throne, considering the Beast thoughtfully. The lord regent’s gaze was steady and assessing and calculating. Dismay fluttered in my belly. Neither the king nor the lord regent laughed or scoffed or appeared offended—all reactions I deemed suitable to the situation.

Princesses belonged in palaces wearing the finest silks and jewels. And brutal warlords belonged on the dangerous borders of the kingdom. The two did not mix. They did not mingle, and they most definitely did not marry.

Feena and Sybilia no longer looked quite so intrigued. They swapped nervous glances. Fear gleamed in Alise’s eyes. Even across the distance I could detect the delicate lines of her pale throat working as she struggled to swallow.

Not Alise. Please, no.

All three of them were the very image of innocence. I supposed that was why it made more sense for me to be the one to take their whippings. I did not look innocent. I did not look frail. I was a natural choice with my looming height and much too direct gaze and wanton hair. I looked like someone prone to wickedness. At least that was what the lord chamberlain always told me—hissing beneath his breath as he flogged my back: You’re a wicked, wicked creature. A lowborn wench, good only for the rod, bred to take the brunt of my whip.

“Lady Tamsyn?” The voice pulled my attention away from the unfolding drama. Lady Dagny looked back at me with blinking eyes. “What are you doing out here?” She motioned around the crowd of onlookers with her plump, beringed fingers. “Should you not be sitting up there?” She nodded toward my vacant seat.

“I arrived late, and did not wish to cause undue distraction.”

She shook her head and pursed her lips. I read her disapproval, her thoughts. Standing here seemed to proclaim my inadequacy. A true princess would be up there where she belonged.

With a properly repentant smile for the lady who was a close friend of the queen, I returned my attention to the front of the hall to see the king and his advisers departing with Lord Dryhten and two members of his party of warriors. My stomach sank and twisted.

“Oh, they’re leaving with the Beast.” Lady Dagny gave a disgruntled sigh. “I suppose we won’t be permitted to hear how King Hamlin responds to that bit of nonsense.” She flapped open her fan and began furiously stirring the air around her face.

It was encouraging to see I was not the only one who objected to the notion. Who felt as I did. Unfortunately, Lady Dagny was not the final arbiter. I feared the king and the lord regent were having a private audience with Lord Dryhten because they were not as opposed to the warrior’s demand as they ought to be. What if the Beast persuaded them to accept him as a husband for one of my sisters? Nausea curled through me and settled in the pit of my stomach.

No. No. No. I could not let that happen. I had to protect them.

As though I could do something to stop such a terrible thing from coming to pass, I pushed through the crowd, reasonably certain where they would be continuing their conversation. There was not a corner of this palace hidden to me. The benefit of being less important, a less valued princess, was that I was not monitored as closely as the others. I had explored every nook and cranny of this palace at my leisure. The hidden passages were not hidden to me.

I knew precisely where to go.






2

FELL

I WAS MY FATHER’S SON.

He had taught me to fight. He had taught me the meaning of honor. That you bled for the things that mattered. Your homeland. Your people. A worthless and feeble king. I inhaled. The king whose lavish palace I now stood inside—who reaped the benefit of my protection in exchange for … nothing.

My father had been satisfied with the arrangement. Balor the Butcher did not question the act of fighting, bleeding, dying for a distant king. The honor of it all had been enough for him.

No more.

It was not enough for me.

There was no honor in being someone’s whipping dog.

I was my father’s son. I had learned everything from him, including from his mistakes, and I refused to accept nothing as payment for blood anymore. It was time the Borderlands were viewed as something more than the edge of nowhere, uncivilized country fit for only the dregs of humanity.

“Are you sure you want to do this? Any wife you get from this place will be dead by winter’s end,” Arkin muttered for my ears alone as we entered the chamber, his keen gaze flitting about the opulent space.

“You don’t know that,” I countered.

“That she will be weak and soft as pudding? Aye, I do know that. She’s from here.” He motioned around us with a disgusted flick of his fingers. “If she doesn’t perish on the crossing from saddle fatigue or when we ford the river or in the first snow squall, I’ll eat my shield.” Arkin looked at me incredulously. “Come now, Dryhten. I saw those princesses sitting up there and so did you. You need a sword maiden for a wife. A strong woman to give you sons. Someone who can ride your cock all night and then ride a mount all day.” The older man smirked. He lacked delicacy, but he had served alongside my father as his vassal and was now, in turn, mine. A border lord in his own right, of a smaller holding west of my keep, he was bred in savagery, making him precisely the manner of warrior you wanted with you in battle. I sighed. Perhaps, though, he was not the best man at my side in ventures of diplomacy.

“Enough,” I quietly commanded.

The king and his retinue were only a few feet away, and I had no wish for them to overhear us speaking of cocks. Now was not the time for further debate. Arkin had aired his misgivings plenty on the ride south, but I had already decided. The princesses might not appear the heartiest of women, but this was the way it had to be. Penterra was under threat on multiple fronts. Yes, we had enemies, but that was not the only threat. Our people were starving. Famine and disease were rampant in the north, south—everywhere. Circumstances were dire and not improving under King Hamlin. I required a seat at the table to stop these toad-faced bastards from fucking things up even more—and marriage to a Penterran princess would grant me that.

A footman gestured for us to take a seat on any of the flimsylooking furniture. Every surface was littered with tasseled pillows of silk and velvet and brocade. Fine paintings covered the walls. A fire crackled in a hearth large enough for multiple persons to fit inside. Did it even get cold enough in the south to necessitate such a thing? My top lip curled faintly as I lowered myself onto a bench. My stronghold was comfortable but nowhere near this opulent.

Wine was offered. It wasn’t ale, but I took a long, savoring sip, watching over the rim of my jeweled goblet as the king took a seat. The lord regent had more influence than expected. I noted at once the king’s gaze continually sought him out before speaking, after speaking, and even when not speaking at all.

“Your proposition is of interest, Lord Dryhten,” King Hamlin said carefully, the purple of his tunic so brilliant and pristine it made the eyes water.

The lord regent remained standing, his lean form positioned to the right of the king, one hand gripping the back of his chair. I wondered if the king realized how controlling the posture appeared, as though he were merely a puppet with the man behind him pulling the strings.

I directed my gaze at the lord regent. “I believe I have earned significant recompense.”

“A princess of the Penterran throne, though?” The lord regent smiled as though I were a child asking for the impossible and was yet too naive to know it. “You overreach yourself, my lord.”

The king nodded almost regretfully.

“Do I?” I leaned back against pillows so soft and luxurious that my body did not know quite how to react to such comfort. I’d spent nearly a month riding hard and bedding down on the unforgiving ground to arrive here so that we would be back home before the first snow. There was nothing worse than being caught in a snow squall out in the open.

I’d meant to come sooner, but a fierce contingent of invaders from the north had occupied me for the past many months, and I was not the kind of man to send an envoy to collect a bride for me. Arkin had offered to go in my stead, but it seemed the kind of thing I should do myself, no matter the inconvenience. I had no desire to put it off another year. This business needed getting done.

A servant refilled the goblets all around and offered fruit. Such fruit was a luxury in the cold climate of the north. I selected a cluster of fresh grapes. Arkin followed suit, helping himself to a pear and biting down noisily on the juicy fruit, looking around at all the people gathered with blinking eyes as juice dribbled onto his graying beard.

“No one discounts that you have served the kingdom most admirably.” The lord regent’s tone turned ingratiating, and it took everything in me not to cut him down. My fingers curled into a fist that itched to lash out and connect with his smug face. It wasn’t the way, though. Not here. In my life, in my world, violence was the answer to most problems. Here the answer was talk. Lies. Currying favor.

I’d just arrived and I couldn’t wait to get back home.

The lord regent feigned politeness, said the right words, but the sincerity was not there. His smile did not meet his eyes. I was not accustomed to anything less than deference, and this man’s smug face needled my skin.

As did that of the young bastard watching me from where he stood across the room, his brown eyes bright and alive with loathing, his mouth an unforgiving slash of lips within his beard.

We had not been introduced, but he wore the regalia of an officer … and a scowl. He did nothing to disguise his aversion toward me, and I could almost respect that. I would take that any day over the fake smiles and empty praise the lord regent was sending my way. I supposed I should appreciate his lack of artifice. I lifted a mocking eyebrow at him, enjoying the ruddy flush of his features.

“Most admirably?” I echoed mildly, wondering if I was the only one who heard the patronizing ring to that.

The king’s smile wobbled a bit. He’d heard it.

The lord regent’s gaze narrowed slightly. “We do appreciate all your efforts,” he answered rather forcefully, willing me to … what? Believe him? Feel flattered?

“Oh? Well. That is a relief,” I replied with exaggerated enthusiasm, popping a grape into my mouth and chewing with casual slowness. “I shudder to think how you would view me if I did anything less than hold the northern border time and time again.”

I let my words hang in the air. Not a threat. Precisely. But something they could turn over in their minds … as I was certain they would.

Arkin was the first to finally speak, unsurprisingly. He led with his sword into every fray, even when the battle was one waged with words. “Indeed. If not for our defenses, three thousand warriors from Veturland would have successfully invaded last spring. Another king would be sitting where you are right now.” My vassal gestured—his thick fingers shining with the juice from his pear—to where King Hamlin sat. Trust Arkin to cut to the heart of it.

The lord regent’s smile vanished, the lines of his narrow face drawing tighter. His eyes glittered, but he could not deny the charge, because it was true.

“And if that weren’t enough,” Arkin went on to say, “there are the raiders in the Crags. Those bastards can fight.” This he said with a heavy exhale, shaking his head at the thought of them. He looked to me for confirmation.

“Good fighters,” I confirmed with a single nod, sweeping a disgusted glance over the guardsmen in the room. They would not survive a confrontation with them.

The raiders occupying the Crags didn’t number in the thousands, but they were a bloodthirsty lot. Highly skilled and ruthless and impossible to track. I knew. I had tried, and I was the best tracker in the Borderlands. My father had made sure of that. It was baffling. They were as elusive as smoke.

The king cleared his throat. “Our gratitude to you”—his gaze flicked to Arkin—“and all the border lords cannot be properly expressed.”

“Perhaps it should be demonstrated, then,” I suggested evenly with a lift of my eyebrow.

The king looked uneasily between his adviser and me, aware that he’d walked himself back into the matter at hand.

Silence fell.

I placed another grape in my mouth, rolling it over my tongue as I waited for the king to speak, taking pleasure in his obvious discomfort.

He knew why I was here. Everyone knew. I had not minced my words. One of his daughters would be mine. He could not afford to lose my fealty and still hold this realm together.

I crushed the grape between my tongue and the roof of my mouth. Chewing, I reached for another—and stopped.

My skin snapped with sudden awareness. The fine hairs on my arms vibrated. I scanned the chamber, quickly searching faces and reading nothing in those expressions, no hint of alertness, no hint of danger—and I was an expert at ferreting out threats. It was what I did. How I had survived for this long. My skin pulled and tugged with an awareness that I could not explain.

It was as though someone had entered the chamber and joined us, and yet no door had opened. No one had stepped inside. I stared at the same people as before. Except I felt a new gaze upon me. The scrutiny of someone I could not see. Could only sense. Feel. Taste.

Compelled by an invisible string, I stood from the bench and moved through the room. Walking the perimeter of the well-appointed chamber, I skirted furniture, my fingers grazing the back of a brocade-upholstered chair, the massive desk situated in front of a stained-glass window, a tapestry-covered wall, seeking, searching the space that suddenly crackled with heat and the energy of an impending storm.

The others exchanged glances, no doubt wondering at my strange behavior.

“My lord?” the lord regent asked, a hint of annoyance in his tone. “Is anything amiss?”

I ignored him. Angling my head, I listened, the whoosh of a heartbeat in my ears, thumping out a rhythm faster than my own.

I stopped before a painting of the final battle of the Threshing. The Hormung had taken place a century ago. My father’s grandfather had been there. He had led our armies to victory that day, turning the tide in the war against dragons. The casualties in that battle were innumerable on both sides, but the dragons’ losses were far greater. Devastating. After the Hormung, the end was just a matter of time. The few remaining dragons that had not been slain were hunted down. The stragglers were systematically rooted out, rounded up, and eliminated. No dragon to be seen again … except once. One time. An extraordinary, singular occurrence eighty years after the Hormung.

I continued to stare at the painting—into that night sky lit by dragon fire, countless winged creatures twisting and writhing in death spins over the armies of men, the dark, jagged outline of the Crags a looming shadow in the background. It was a remarkable work of art, in dark blues and fiery hues of red, gold, and orange.

I could not look away from the carnage. I had never seen a depiction of that day. I’d only heard the stories and accounts of the Hormung. On Sigur Day, the anniversary of that momentous occasion, we feasted and raised our glasses and celebrated. The old warriors shared the stories passed down to them from their forefathers: heroic tales of adventure, of good defeating evil, and we lapped it up. Including me. Especially me. I felt a part of that lore, connected to the distant past more than others because of my unlucky (or lucky?) beginnings.

I was three years old when my father rescued me. At least that was the best estimation of my age. I could never know for certain. What was certain? Twenty-three years ago, Balor the Butcher led a raiding party into the snow-swathed Crags, far into the cavernous deep. That was where he found me, underneath the mountain’s thick skin, a hapless, naked toddler shrinking at the feet of a monstrous beast, waiting to be its next meal.

It had been eighty years then. Eight decades since a dragon was last sighted. Everyone thought them gone. Dead. Eradicated. Extinct. But there I was … in the den of a dragon. The last one. An anomaly. An outlier. Like a cockroach, the thing had holed up, buried deep in the bowels of a mountain, only surfacing under the cloak of night to hunt, to claim and devour what food it could find—in that instance, me.

Dragons lived for centuries, and that one, my captor, would likely have lived longer if not for Balor the Butcher. I owed the Border King my life. Not only had he saved me and killed the sole remaining dragon, but he had also taken me in and raised me as his son.

For others, this was merely a painting.

For me, it was more.

I understood what it represented. It breathed violence, pain, desperation. Loss and triumph. The triumph of humankind over the demon dragon, over those fiendish creatures who had taken so much and would have continued to take
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