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Magic cannot die.

If chased, it hides.

If crushed, it transforms.

As slippery as an eel, magic takes cover, evades, darting through shadow and darkness and light, shifting and taking shelter in the most unexpected of places until it is time.

Until it stirs, wakes, and reveals itself.

Stretches its wings, finds its wind, and soars.

Like the seedling, it begins small and alone. A flicker of life. A sprout that grows and thrives, battles and fights, reaching toward the sun.

First one.

Then another.

And another.

Until it is an army.

Magic is not dead. It only slept.

Now it wakes. Reborn. Stronger than ever.

Ready to begin again.
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1

TAMSYN

One year in the Crags …

THE BLOW CAUGHT ME IN THE TEMPLE.

The force of it radiated through my head, threatening to drop me to my knees. Abuse was not unusual for me. And yet my life as a whipping girl had not prepared me for this last year—for the grueling, endless cycle of pain and blood and loss and loneliness.

My teeth snapped down, sinking into my tongue. Copper flooded my mouth, the taste washing over my teeth and tongue. Turning my head, I spit out a mouthful of blood, the glistening substance landing in the dirt. The sight of it did not faze me. Not anymore. Except it was purple. Damn my blood. Maybe no one else noticed. I could only hope.

A ringing filled my ears as I fought to keep my balance. The moment I went down, they would be on me like a pack of wolves, and it would all be over.

That couldn’t happen.

I blew strands of hair out of my eyes and kept going. Stopping to collect myself and catch my breath would be the end. The moment they took me.

I shook myself once, hard, determined to stay on my feet. I clenched my teeth until my jaw ached, keeping upright, pushing past the discomfort, and facing my attackers.

There were two. The boy was younger than me, but bigger, the planes of his face wide, forehead and chin like the blunted edges of a rock. He was as strong and unmovable as the oldest trees in the Crags, thick roots burrowing sideways, deep into the jagged mountain slopes. The throbbing in my head attested to his strength. I still felt the reverberations from his thick fist against my face.

He snaked about me so quickly that my eyes struggled to keep track of him, coiling like wind around me. Damn. He was fast. Usually, my speed gave me the advantage, but he darted left and right, his feet barely touching the ground.

My other attacker slowly drew closer, seemingly mild and nonaggressive … innocent, harmless with her much smaller size and lovely hazel-bronze eyes that offered the lie of gentleness.

I knew better than to be disarmed by her.

The most brutal, the most savage things came in small packages. That was what I had learned—to never underestimate an opponent.

Nothing was as it seemed in this world. There were all types of dragons, but sometimes the smallest ones, the prettiest ones with their mesmerizing eyes in colors I never even knew existed, were the deadliest.

Safety was never a guarantee. An enemy was always an enemy, but a friend was not always a friend. My experience with Stig had proved that true. I’d made a mistake in trusting him and had very nearly paid the price with my life—if not for Fell.

Fell.

My throat thickened the way it always did when my thoughts drifted to him. My eyes stung, nose suddenly congested and stuffy, the center of my chest aching dully.

Fell had saved me. He’d shown himself to me then—who he really was, the core of him, his very heart.

He’d been brought up to believe dragons were the monsters—unaware that he himself was one of them—but he’d saved my life anyway.

Except none of that mattered now.

I would never know what we could have been.

I would never have the future of us. We would not be together. And that loss was another hurt, a profound ache layered upon all the rest meted out to me every day.

And yet I pushed on. Fell would want that for me.

I couldn’t stop, couldn’t quit.

Here, each day was a struggle. A constant battle to train, to prepare. I accepted that. Accepted that I must learn to be this—the thing that I was.

I went through the motions, the routines of life in the pride with vigorous, single-minded intent. I performed my assigned duties, volunteering for more, training, fighting until I bled. I worked myself until muscles I never knew I possessed burned and quivered. It was necessary. The thing to do to prove myself.

Each night I collapsed into my furs and succumbed to a sleep so deep and consuming that it edged on death. In the morning I would wake and start the process all over again, fighting alongside those who viewed me with distrust and wariness as the girl raised among humans. With brethren that didn’t feel like brethren.

And yet my place could be nowhere else. It was here. Even without Fell. Even with the X on my palm always pumping with the reminder of him.

I forgot the pang in my hand when the girl lunged for me.

Instantly I dodged her, whirling in a circle.

The boy seized his opportunity. They worked together, brutality in tandem, trying to overcome me. They had a lifetime of practice on me. At some point they had decided to ally themselves against me.

Here, I was the outsider. The one on the fringes looking in. I doubted that would ever change. In their eyes, I would never shake off my beginnings.

Their alliance worked, as usual. I could hold my own one-on-one, but two-to-one odds were not in my favor. Fairness did not apply here. Inequity was never an excuse. Not in the arena. Because in the real world it wouldn’t matter either.

Taking advantage of my divided attention, the boy tackled me, bringing me down hard. His bigger body pinned me to the ground. He grinned in triumph, flashing his teeth, a little too pointy, the blunt edges of his human teeth giving way to his fangs.

“Not so tough, are you, fire-breather?” he panted in my face, his skin flushing red in a mix of delight and exertion. And something else. His flesh winked in and out—one moment the skin of a dragon, gold red and glimmering. The next moment … not. Just the ordinary flesh of a boy, as though he could not quite settle on what he was—human or dragon.

He thought he had me. He thought he won.

I swallowed hard, fighting down the fire that threatened to escape. It was like that. Always. The fire alive, working inside me with a will of its own.

I struggled, writhing beneath him, attempting to buck him off. His hand wrapped around my thick braid that coiled like a serpent in the dirt where I sprawled. His grip tight on the rope of my hair, he banged my head once, twice, against the ground.

My vision flashed with spots of varying colors. For a moment the world went black, and I lost view of his face. I blinked, clearing my sight, fighting for focus.

He was certain he had beaten me. I saw that in the fiery gleam of his eyes, the smug curl of his lips. He was wrong.

I was not the same whipping girl who had first joined them.

I was many things I wasn’t a year ago.

I was tougher. Smarter. Pain did that to you. Loss. It taught you things. You either withered away and died or survived it. Grew. Got better. Stronger. Became hard where you once were all soft underbelly.

I went limp beneath him, my arms falling slack at my sides, fingers opening like the unfurling of petals. Delicate. Vulnerable. A tender throat exposed to the rushing blade.

The rigidity eased from him, the heavy weight of his body letting up. His hold on my hair loosened, his grip no longer a vise.

“You got her!” the girl crowed from somewhere nearby.

He chuffed in triumph, sitting back, still atop me but not quite so crushing.

I sprang then, flipping him off me as I bounded to my feet.

The girl gaped, and I sent her to the ground with a kick to the face before she could think to react. A collective groan went up from the onlookers.

I turned to finish off the boy, but he was already on his feet, fists clenched in vibrating fury. His eyes flashed fire, pupils thinning to vertical slits, and it was signal enough for me. I knew what was coming.

I dove out of the way as a stream of fire erupted from him, exploding past my head, incinerating wisps of my hair that had floated loose from my braid.

I hit the dirt and rolled, the fire still coming for me, a hungry, devouring serpent, a ceaseless, blasting stream on the air, singeing my flesh. My face stung, my ear blazing hot.

Suddenly a new body was there, a streak of wind bursting into the ring.

Gasping, I rolled to a stop, the heat gone, no longer blistering the air—or me.

I watched as an even bigger body collided with my attacker, knocking him off his feet, dousing his fire with a sudden rush of icy mist that rolled off him in waves. Then he was bending over the boy on the ground, the long strands of his moonbeam hair pulled back into a single leather band, offering an unfettered view of his brutally handsome face, the sharp line of his jaw, the frosty gray of his eyes stabbing cold.

Damn it all. That face. Fell’s face. And yet not. But so alike. The resemblance crashed into me, a punch to the gut, robbing me of my breath every time I looked at him. I hated it. Hated it. Hated it.

Not Fell.

Vetr.

“Enough,” he proclaimed, the word a thunderous shout, reverberating off the cave walls all around us.

Vetr was formidable even without the title of alpha. He was a shader. Like Fell. Not that Fell had ever realized that. He had not been given a chance to explore that side of himself, to know he possessed the ability to shade air and minds alike.

The fog that always seemed to be around Fell and his warriors in the Borg—even in the chamber with us during our bedding ceremony—had come from Fell. It was him all along. His power, his dragon talent. Magic was in our blood. Every dragon possessed it—some more than others.

The boy on the ground suddenly didn’t look quite so large and intimidating, cowering in the shadow of the pride’s alpha. “W-what did I do, Vetr?”

Vetr seized him by the throat, leaning down until they were nose to nose. “I said there would be no fire. Did you not understand my instructions? Was I not clear, Nayden?” Vetr swept his glare over everyone then—a dozen spectators avidly watching the unfolding drama.

They had all been waiting for the match to end so that they could take their turns in the ring, but this current display captured their attention. Everyone nodded in response to the question posed to Nayden. Even Kerstin, still breathing heavily with exertion, now sitting up on the ground where I had kicked her down. She patted her nose as though verifying that it was still there on her face, and then she sent me an audacious wink that seemed to say: You got me good. Nayden glanced around wildly, his normally copper-hued skin burning bright red, almost the exact shade of his hair—a reddishgold not so very unlike my own hair. Clearly the lack of support from the rest of the pride embarrassed him.

“It is not fair,” he cried, sounding very much like a lad of fifteen then. Perhaps he was even younger. I was not certain. There were twenty-nine members of the pride, but I had not committed their full biographies to memory. “Why can we not use our talents? Should we not use everything available to us? All our abilities in a fight?”

“You should understand this by now.” Vetr’s frosty gaze took in the assembled group. “All of us should understand. We must know how to fight in our human form. We cannot always reveal our dragon.”

Vetr straightened. His big body, naked from the waist up due to his earlier sparring in the ring, rotated in a small circle so that he could meet everyone’s eyes.

He was an imposing figure. Like Fell, he was well over six feet with broad shoulders and a thickly muscled body. A warrior’s body, I would have thought before. I had thought before—of Fell, the first time I saw him. Now I realized my mistake. Fell’s body—Vetr’s body—was a dragon’s body, camouflaged in the skin of a human.

We spent most of our days walking about as humans. That was our natural baseline, our starting point, the way we were born, but the dragon was always there, even when not visible. Swimming beneath the surface, a viper beneath the water, ready to emerge when summoned.

Everyone nodded and murmured their understanding of Vetr’s words … of his authority. Except for Nayden.

“Why are you not angry at her? She can’t even control her blood yet. Is that not equally important? Doesn’t remaining in our human form also mean never revealing our dragon blood? Isn’t that what you taught us?” Nayden pointed to the damning evidence of the purple blood I’d spit out in the arena. I knew I’d be scolded for that mistake, but I had not imagined it would be by this brat.

I swallowed miserably. As much as I wanted to punch Nayden in the throat for flinging my weakness, my failure, in my face—in Vetr’s face—he was not wrong. No matter how hard I tried, the art of bytte, controlling one’s blood and keeping it red when in human form, was a struggle for me. Everyone else had mastered it because they had complete control over themselves, over their dragon. I’d come far, but this I still struggled to learn. As with many things.

“Until she can learn to do that, she’s useless!” Nayden got to his feet, his fiery eyes flashing in defiance. He crossed over to me and spat at my feet, narrowly missing the toe of my boot.

It was the wrong thing to do.

With a snarl, Vetr seized him by the neck and flung him through the air to the far edge of the ring. Nayden cried out as he landed and rolled directly into the border of rocks.

“Come now, Nay,” Kerstin called out in a chiding voice. “You’re just sore because you couldn’t best her without resorting to fire.” She shrugged. “Lucky for you, she didn’t do the same and use her fire on you.”

“I’m not scared of her!” Nayden’s eyes sparked with such hatred as he looked at me. He clambered to his feet and took a step, a wince crossing his face. Clearly Vetr’s treatment had not left him unscathed.

Vetr took a menacing step toward Nayden. “No? How about me? Are you scared of me, pup?”

Nayden flinched and shrank back, and that was answer enough. He was no match for Vetr and he knew it. We all knew it. His defiance only went so far. He would not take on the alpha.

“She’s not like the rest of us,” Nayden complained, his voice smaller now. Clearly he thought he might yet sway Vetr. “She grew up with them.” He tossed a wild hand in the direction of the large opening that led from the training arena, indicating that other world, the world beyond, outside the pride, outside the Crags … the world of humans to the south. My former home. Penterra.

Again, he wasn’t wrong. I did grow up there. In my memories, it was still home. A place that once felt so right and natural, with family and friends … with Stig. I pushed the memory of him away, shoved it down deep. He was another thing lost to me that I would not dwell upon anymore.

“She is one of us now.” Tension feathered Vetr’s cheek.

I started at that. She is one of us now.

Could he mean that? I’d been working toward that goal since I’d found myself here, desperately attempting to carve out a place for myself among them.

“Heed me,” Vetr continued, and then sent everyone a threatening look. “She needs us as much as we need her. We all need each other. I’ll not stand for division among us. We already have enough opposition out there, those that would seek our downfall.” He gestured with a wave, indicating the world outside their cave.

She needs us as much as we need her.

Not since my arrival had I heard anyone here say I was needed. Everyone generally treated me with a cool reserve (at best) or with narrow-eyed contempt (more often).

I’d been surviving but not thriving. Try as I might, building a life here was not an easy thing. Most days, I felt like I was dying inside, a fish out of water, gasping, my body struggling and shuddering to live. Dying and no one cared. Because there was no one to care.

Nayden compressed his lips into a mutinous line, as though not trusting himself to speak further.

“Go,” Vetr said, sounding suddenly tired. He motioned in the direction of the tunnel leading out of the arena. “Wait for me in the command den. I will decide a suitable punishment for you.”

Nayden turned, but not before shooting a glare full of hot reproach at me. Great. I inhaled, the smell of fire still smoking on the air, filling my nostrils.

With a sigh, I regained my feet, dusting off my hands on my trousers. I swallowed, inhaled, exhaled, and swiped at the loose strands falling in my face that had escaped from my unraveling braid.

My fingers grazed my forehead. Sweat beaded there despite the frigid air of the cave. I was still hot, burning up, overheated from the exertion and my brush with danger. The fire simmered inside me. I’d followed instructions and held it at bay during the fight … but it prowled under my skin, eager to blast free and escape.

Vetr glanced at me, and his expression changed then, darkening at whatever it was he saw in me. He strode across the fighting ring, stopping before me. He regarded me for a long moment, silvery eyes looking me up and down in assessment. Yes, they were Fell’s eyes. And yet not. Fell’s eyes had been warmer. Not this icy spider’s web.

“Are you injured?” he demanded.

“N-no.” Hating the tremulous sound of my voice, I tried again, and the word came out stronger. “No.”

I held his gaze, regarding him back. Never look away. Never flinch. Never show fear … as with any predator.

It was fine to feel fear, but never fine to reveal it. And they were all predators. Every one of them.

Including me.

Clearly dissatisfied, he reached for me, cool fingers landing on my chin, tilting my face up, and I fought to hold my ground, to be braver than I truly was. He made a low sound of disapproval as he examined me, but I maintained my composure.

That was what I did. Pretended to be brave so that I might gain acceptance. Fake it and not fall apart. Forced to live among strangers, relying on them for everything, I could do nothing else.

I never let on how much losing Fell broke me, because broken things were … well, broken. Never appreciated. Never valued. Never respected. Broken things were discarded, tossed out like scraps, and despite everything, I was determined to survive here. Fell would have wanted that. He would not have risked so much for me if that weren’t true.

Vetr touched the flyaway strands of hair framing the right side of my face—or rather, where flyaway strands once fluttered around my cheek. Before Nayden incinerated them.

Now he just brushed the short tufts that remained. Frowning, I reached up, exploring for myself, narrowly avoiding bumping fingers with Vetr.

He rubbed those burnt remnants between his fingertips, the rough, scratching sound right beside my ear. Then his touch shifted, his thumb gliding down, stroking the side of my temple in a soft caress. I winced slightly, realizing the skin there was scorched raw. For no other reason did I react.

Vetr pulled back, revealing a smear of black ash on his thumb.

“He burned you.” Vetr shot a glare in the direction Nayden had fled, a growl rising up. His eyes shuddered for a split second, the pupils thinning to vertical slits. It was fortunate for Nayden that he’d already gone. I had no doubt that Vetr would have turned his wrath on him again in that moment.

The possible punishments Vetr could impose upon Nayden quickly escalated in my mind, which was not something I wanted. It would not improve my relationship with the youth. He was a fire-breather, too. The only other one in the pride. We should get along. Inevitably, in times of conflict, we would have to work in concert.

I stepped back, removing myself from Vetr’s touch. “It’s not bad. I will heal. By tomorrow, I will be back to normal,” I hastily reminded him, not wanting to make any more out of this than necessary, specifically Nayden’s role in it.

I already stood out for all the obvious reasons. I did not need the alpha of the pride making a fuss over me—over what amounted to an insignificant injury—and burning a path of retribution on my behalf.

I held Vetr’s icy gaze, willing him to accept that I was fine.

At last, he relented with a single, hard nod. I exhaled, glad for him to let the matter go. It wasn’t as though I’d never been hurt before. Quite a bit of my blood had wet the dirt floor of this arena.

Everyone else appeared to relax as well.

“Enough for the day,” Vetr proclaimed. He swept another look around the arena before returning his frosty eyes to me. Following a long, unreadable look, he turned and strode away, presumably to deal with Nayden.

Alone with the others, I felt the full weight of their resentful gazes.

I inhaled and curled my fingers inward, stroking the inside of my hand, searching for the familiar comfort there, the sense that I was not alone, the sense that I was connected to someone, even if it wasn’t real.
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TAMSYN

I WAS GRATEFUL FOR MY OWN DEN. IT WAS THE ONE PLACE IN the pride, the only place, that was mine alone. A place I could escape to, where I could have privacy, where I didn’t have to pretend, where I didn’t have to be strong, where I could breathe and collapse and I didn’t have to be anything for anyone. Not a dragon. Not a human. Just me.

There was a bed, low to the ground, covered in luxurious furs and pelts. A wood chest for my meager belongings, all given to me since I arrived here. Nothing was mine. The only thing I possessed was the necklace at my throat, the gift from Fell, the weight of it a heavy, welcome thing. All I had left. That and the memory of him, of his beating heart in my palm … there still even now. Perhaps forever. A balm and a torment.

My den had all the comforts of a bedchamber. The only thing missing was a window with a view to the outside world. But there was another view. A spectacular view. Vibrant gemstones of all shapes and hues were embedded in the stone walls in various patterns, casting a kaleidoscope of colors throughout the chamber.

Night after night, a subtle dance of rainbow lights peppered the darkness like living particles. Mesmerized, I would lift a hand, fingers fluttering in the dark as though trying to catch the light, absorbing the energy those jewels cast, reveling in it, the magic pouring into me, soothing me to sleep, as gentle as waves rocking a ship, restoring all the little raw and wounded bits of me.

Well. Almost all.

The absence of Fell was an abiding ache, a hurt that would never fully heal, a detached limb that would not regrow, but I wouldn’t will the pain away even if I could.

He was still here, in me, his heart drumming swift and sure in the cup of my hand where we were blooded. A bond that even death had not severed, not snipped neatly away.

At the onset, a year ago, I’d thought it meant he could be alive, and hope had bloomed in my chest like sunlight breaking through the dark, through the pall his death cast over me—finding me where I had fallen, knocked off my feet at the news, forgotten, frozen at the first sight of Vetr returning alone from his and Fell’s regrettable flight to the cave of their birth, to the site of their mother’s death. Frozen as I had stared at Vetr … so bloody and broken that I didn’t immediately recognize him. Frozen except for my wildly scanning eyes, aching in my face, searching for a glimpse of Fell beyond Vetr, around Vetr—anywhere.

But there had been no Fell.

Just a blur of strangers, their faces all anxious over Vetr’s wellbeing, over Vetr’s survival. Vetr.

Vetr’s gasping words—They … got … him—twisted through me.

I felt out of my body in that moment. They. Got. Him.

Vetr had returned without Fell because Fell was no more.

Gone.

Dead.

All these thoughts sluggishly toiled through me like marbles rolling in endless circles, around and around and around, searching for an end, a home, a place to stop and rest.

I’d slumped on the cold stone floor that day. The large gathering space was a buzz of activity, reminiscent of the Great Hall back home in Penterra. Except it was a cave. A web of caves. A labyrinth. And at the center of that space, with its tables and chairs and benches with tasseled pillows, was me—limp and silent and unmoving as a corpse. I bit the inside of my cheek. The taste of copper flooded my mouth as the blood gushed. I tasted it even as I did not feel the painful sinking pressure of my teeth.

The warmth from the crackling firepit—with its stone chute that led up to a faraway rock ceiling, smoke escaping out through one of the openings carved for ventilation—reached me, licking at my face, but I felt cold. So cold. A cold that started at the very marrow of me, the heat in me uncharacteristically absent.

Roused from my stupor of grief and shock, I blinked as though stirred from a dream, a nightmare … a spell—a living curse, except there was no witch to blame for casting this affliction upon me. My limbs unfroze. I straightened and lifted myself from my spot, standing, stumbling blindly through the caves that was home to the pride.

Then, I hadn’t known very much about dragons or the pride. I hadn’t known how many they numbered—not the names that went with the faces and bodies I pushed through. The only face or name I knew was Vetr’s. Because his face was the same as Fell’s. Because he was Fell’s brother and he’d found us, brought us here. Because he would have the answers I needed.

So I had to reach him, find him wherever they had taken him upon his return, bearing wounds and tragedy.

No one helped me. No one pointed me in his direction. No one even seemed to see me until I was there, at the opening of his den, pushing past those crowding anxiously at his door, barging into his chamber while Brenna tended to the injuries he’d sustained fighting off the dragons who’d killed Fell and tried to kill him, too. Killed Fell.

The thought ricocheted through me, battering and striking everything in its path, leaving me so raw and hurting I could not summon an ounce of self-preservation among these who were more animal than human, more magic than not, in whose company I should have exercised more caution.

My gaze crawled over him, his body wrecked and ravaged. I felt a surge of bile in my throat. I would later learn that injuries inflicted by a dragon were harder to heal from than harm done by other means. Dragon talons—like weapons made from dragon bones—were far more dangerous. Deadly even, if the blow was serious enough. One look at Brenna, and I knew Vetr’s injuries were potentially fatal. Perhaps I should have respected that and left him alone, but I had to know what happened.

So as Vetr writhed and twisted beneath the healer’s hands, I demanded, “What about Fell? What happened to him?”

Brenna held a bottle to Vetr’s lips, and he chugged verdaberry wine—another thing I would learn about later—something that possessed both healing and inebriating properties.

“Get her out of here!” a voice exclaimed loudly from the crowd. Others seconded this, and rough hands grabbed me, pulling me from the room. There were more hateful words tossed, barbs to the flesh.

We should never have allowed the two of them in. They’re not like us.

He had to go … had to see for himself! It’s his own fault!

Good riddance. He deserves what he got.

I ignored the ugly words, struggling and yanking my arms free, brandishing my hand with its X forever carved on my skin. “I can still feel him! I feel him here! He can’t be dead!”

No one cared. An arm wrapped around my waist and lifted me, ready to carry me bodily from the den.

“Leave her!”

The voice landed like a cracking whip on the air, and I was released at once.

I staggered forward, feeling as wild and desperate as the man on the bed appeared to be. My gaze collided with his—all vibrating pupils surrounded by frost and ice.

Vetr struggled into a sitting position, his attention fastening on my hand. I was struck by the sheer size of him even in his weakened state. The slab of his muscled chest was smeared with purple blood. What little blood-free skin there was flashed in and out, contracting to a pearlescent silver in one breath and returning to human skin in the next.

“It’s the bond,” he gritted out with a rough shake of his head, as though he hated to confirm the truth of this. “I’m … sorry.”

He fell back on the bed with a wet cough and a shuddering exhale.

I heard the regret in his voice—in the effort it took him to speak to me—as well as the hard authority in his voice when he commanded everyone to leave me be. This stranger who looked just like Fell was sorry for my pain even as he battled his own.

He was sorry for losing the brother he had only just found.

It was all so horribly, horribly wrong.

Still desperate and unwilling to believe, I moved in closer, holding out my hand, showing him the marked X as though he needed to see it up close. Words tripped from my lips, assertions that if I could still feel Fell, he must be alive.

He gazed up at me with four fresh slashes on his face, courtesy of a dragon’s talons. Purple blood dotted the edges of torn flesh, already sewn tautly together by a hand skilled with needle and thread. A little higher on his face and he would have lost an eye, and I doubted even a dragon could recover from that.

One very nasty abrasion on his shoulder was impossible to close with stitching. The wound was so wide and deep that I glimpsed bone through the pulpy mess of raw tissue.

My stomach turned at the sight, but I stubbornly remained in place, bringing my hand closer, thrusting my palm out as though he only needed to better see the mark of where Fell and I were blooded to fully understand.

He hardly spared a glance for my hand, warily eyeing the herbal concoction Brenna prepared before looking back at me. “The bond,” he muttered as though that were explanation enough, “is strong.”

“It can live on when the body is gone,” Brenna added distractedly as she lifted a handful of the green mixture toward Vetr’s face.

I looked wildly between them. It was like they were speaking another language.

Brenna applied the green goo to his face, and he hissed, his big body arching up off the bed as she applied a liberal amount of the remedy to his skin. His eyes went feral, the silvery gray shuddering as the pupils thinned to slits.

She tsked. “We’ve got to get these gashes to heal properly. Don’t want any scars on that handsome face of yours, do you?”

He yanked away from her ministrations and made a sound that seemed part growl. “I could give a fuck how I look, Bren.”

“No? Well, I do. I’d rather not look at your scarred-up face and know I could have fixed it, so stop resisting.”

My gaze trailed over his ravaged body, and I felt slightly queasy, thinking of Fell and how he must have suffered, thinking what those other dragons must have done to him if this was what they’d done to Vetr.

“Hey,” came the gruff voice.

My eyes snapped to his face. His eyes had calmed, the pupils rounding back to something more human as he studied me. “He didn’t suffer.”

He said it almost kindly and with such earnestness, clearly willing me to accept this as truth.

I inhaled raggedly, not certain that I believed him. If Fell had, in fact, suffered, would he tell me the truth? Would he want me to know the ugly reality?

I rubbed my fingertips against the popping and pulsing flesh of my palm like it was Fell I touched and comforted.

It was an action Vetr did not miss. “Even in death,” he went on, “the echo of a lost mate can … linger.” He spoke haltingly through grimaces and hissed breaths as Brenna moved on to the cuts and abrasions scattering his broad chest, wiping them clean with a damp cloth, then wringing the linen out in a bowl until the water ran purple with blood.

Mate.

Fell had been my mate?

That traveled around in my thoughts, settling and sinking deep. It was a faltering, startling realization. A fact that had never been a fact to me until that moment.

It had never occurred to me when we were together. There were so very many things that had not occurred to me then.

Fell, my mate.

That felt so much bigger, so much more significant than being husband and wife.

Our union had always felt a bit of a farce—an arranged marriage forced on us both. Born of deception and lies.

But mates?

Yes. That rang true. With him burning in my palm, the certainty of it penetrated my awareness. Too little too late.

I stared down at the slashing lines of the X on my palm that sparked and pulsed. “Are you sure?” I whispered, my voice so small, tremulous as the most brittle of leaves.

I wanted Vetr to be wrong. Hope was like that. Cruel and kind. Feeding you lies so you could cling to a semblance of peace. It was like a person dying of thirst, guzzling seawater, achieving momentary relief but actually only hastening death in the end.

“You saw them … you saw these other dragons”—I struggled to say the word—“kill Fell?”

We didn’t have a body, after all. Vetr was lucky to have made it back with his life. Perhaps Fell was still out there somewhere, broken but not dead.

I entertained all manner of possible scenarios as I stood in his den, hope clawing and fighting for life in my heart. Perhaps those other dragons still held him captive. Not a great prospect, but better than dead.

“I did. Yes.” His ice-gray eyes were all pity and remorse, sweeping over me and leaving me bare, skinless, all bones and hollowness. A ghost myself then.

“Miracle you made it back,” Brenna muttered with a woeful shake of her head as she tended to him, pushing a lock of errant hair from her dark brow.

“It was not without cost.” He adjusted slightly and pain washed over his face again.

It was gradually that I realized his words, those words, caused a shift in the air. A palpable stir in the press of bodies.

“What cost?” someone asked.

I bit back the hot reply that rose on my tongue. Fell. Fell was the cost, but he did not mean Fell, and they all knew it.

“I gave them the minn to the west of the Great Falls.” Vetr’s announcement struck like lightning into our midst. Everyone stilled.

Brenna cleared her throat after some moments. “That minn has the greatest reserve of jewels in all of the Crags. Why would you—”

“For peace,” he bit out. “I negotiated a truce, so that we might stop fighting our own kind, so that they would stop raiding into the south and putting us all at risk.” He gave a rattling sigh. “And for my life.”

Everyone started talking all at once.

A truce with them?

The skelm cannot be trusted!

That was our prize minn!

Kaldr is vicious! A monster! We cannot expect peace from him!

Pain corded Vetr’s throat, or he might have spoken, might have explained or defended what he had done. As it was, Brenna’s voice lifted above the din.

“Enough! Vetr is our alpha. We would have nothing if not for him. He brought us all together. He’s the heart of this pride, and I will follow him.” Her green eyes glinted like sunlit moss, flitting to each and every face with challenge until they looked away. “If he negotiated a truce with Kaldr so that he could return to us, then so be it.”

Expressions eased. Eyes softened. Heads nodded. Voices relaxed into rumbles of agreement that swept through the room.

I glanced around in confusion, not at all comforted by any of this.

So they had their alpha. And a truce with their enemy. It only cost them some jewel-laden minn. What about Fell?

I was not good with any of this.

The insides of my ears felt thick, my hearing muffled, the words of everyone around me less distinct as their faces grew distorted, features blurring. Unlike everyone else, I could feel no relief, no sense of peace.

“I’m sorry. I could not save him,” Vetr whispered, catching my gaze, seeing me, seeing my pain even as he suffered his own. With a glance to my fisted hand, he added, “He’s gone. What you’re feeling is just an echo of the bond.”

“An echo.” I frowned, digesting that, one of many lessons of dragonkind that I would learn.

I’d felt only an echo of Fell then. And now.

Still now.

It was his ghost alive in me. It wasn’t really him. It wasn’t really … real.

I’d struggled to accept that disappointing truth.

As the days slid into weeks, into months, into a year, the slim thread of hope I clung to that Vetr was mistaken thinned and frayed until it dissolved altogether.

Fell could not be alive all this time later. I knew that now.

I submerged a cloth into the basin of water on my washstand and then gingerly wiped it down the side of my face, studying myself in the looking glass hanging above the bowl, considering the girl I hardly recognized now. Not even a girl. A woman. A woman I didn’t know anymore. I winced. And that was not right either. Not a girl. Not a woman. Not human.

My gaze flicked to the damage Nayden had wrought upon me, inspecting the charred flesh dispassionately. Fire was less dangerous to me than it was to others—dragon or human. Enough fire could still destroy me, but as a fire-breather I possessed a higher tolerance. It would take more than a mere brush with fire to wound me. It would take prolonged exposure to come close to ending me.

Angling my face, I could see that the skin was already healing, was less charred. Only slightly pink now, fresh as a newborn’s, the healthy waxy pink closely resembling my natural skin. Natural? I winced. My human skin tone, then. I supposed that was what I meant.

I was no longer certain what could be considered natural in this world, and normal was not a word I liked to think about at all. It felt … wrong. Words like normal and natural only restricted, encouraging insecurities and self-loathing.

I went ahead and stripped off my shoes and dirty clothes until I stood in my shift. Then I cleaned the rest of myself: neck, arms, chest, legs … wiping away the day’s grime the best I could. If a full bath was desired, there was a hot spring nearby. You couldn’t be guaranteed privacy there, but it was soothing after a hard day spent training.

My gaze skimmed the jewel-studded wall as I idly held the cool cloth to my throat. The pattern of gems was etched upon my memory by now, but that did not stop me from scanning each and every bright stone, looking futilely for a black opal like the one Fell had worn around his neck.

Ever since I’d arrived here, I’d searched for a glimpse of one within the surfeit on display within the pride, and not just here in my den, but everywhere—at least in the common areas. There were private dens, of course, where the others slept, but no one invited me into their sanctuaries. Even a year later, I was not close enough to anyone for that.

I knew the necklace was gone, lost with Fell, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to see one like it again—just to remember, to be reminded of it. The black opal had been special. Half the size of my palm and deep black, threaded with red and green and blue.

I finished washing up and then patted myself dry with a towel in the glow of the gemstones. It was outrageous to think how many humans would kill for even one of them. How many of them in fact had. Just one of these rubies or emeralds or diamonds or sapphires would be motivation enough to slit a throat.

During the Threshing—and even after—whole troops of soldiers had entered the Crags to claim what they could of the dragon hoard. As a human, I had never considered that dragons amassed treasure for any reason other than greed. That was the belief perpetuated by humans. That was what history chronicled. That was what I had been taught.

Never had it occurred to humans, to me, that the reason, the truth, could be something so fundamental, so very necessary, as that dragons needed gems to live. That they mined for the precious stones deep in the mountains in order to sustain themselves. As vital as air. Water for the parched. Food for the starved. Blood for the body.

I understood it now because I felt the same bone-deep need, too, ever since I’d turned during the crossing and woken up to what I was.

My fingers reached for the necklace at my throat. The raspberryred jewels on the heavy chain that Fell had given me in the Borg … to make up for the necklace I’d lost to bandits.

The stones whispered against my skin, seeping into me, fusing with my flesh, burrowing into my bones, feeding my soul, and I didn’t know if it was simply because they were jewels and I was me and that was what happened with dragons. Or was it something more? Something deeper, something more exceptional because they came from Fell?

My gaze returned to my reflection, admiring the gems at my throat, appreciating their warmth, reveling in the pulse of energy they emitted, when the fur covering the threshold of my den flipped open.

Without preamble, Vetr strode inside.

No announcement. No calling out for permission.

I gasped and spun around, dropping my hands from the necklace humming against my clavicle as though caught doing something I was not supposed to do.

Leather or pelt curtains were what amounted to doors around here, and yet I’d never felt vulnerable before. I’d always had my privacy. No one had intruded into my space before.

Until now.




3

TAMSYN

IT OCCURRED TO ME THAT NO ONE HAD INVADED MY DEN before because no one was interested enough in me. No one cared. I stirred only apathy—at best—among members of the pride. I would forever be the one who had lived among humans, who had thought she was a human for twenty-one years, who had swallowed all the lies about dragonkind while making room for more.

They’d been brought up together. They were family. Brethren.

I was the outsider.

Funny, considering I was born an outsider. It had been my role in my old life, and here again, in this new world. It just kept finding me.

Apathy had not carried Vetr here to me, however. The tendons in his throat worked as he faced me, grating out, “What was that back there?”

I swallowed thickly, imagining my own throat working in a quest for speech—and not imagining how I looked wearing only my under tunic before him. I remembered Fell and how he, too, had looked like this—impossibly big. Larger than life.

“I don’t know what you mean.” Then, recalling myself and that he was unwelcome in my space, uninvited, I squared my shoulders and reached for my dignity, struggling to ignore my state of undress—that my legs were bare from the middle of my thighs down to my feet. “And how dare you march in here without knocking first.”

He blinked. “Knocking?” He uttered the word with such incomprehension that I wondered if he even understood the definition of it … in this place without actual doors.

I gestured vaguely, explaining, “You know what I mean … knocking, calling out, asking permission to enter.”

He pointed to the center of his chest. “How dare … me?”

He pronounced me with such incredulity, as though I could not possibly mean him, a man—or dragon—only ever accustomed to total deference and stirring awe in others.

Here, he was sovereign of this community. They might not number more than thirty, but they were dragons. Powerful. Destructive. As a whole, capable of taking down an army. He was their leader and fear inspiring. Unless, of course, you were one of the skelm. Then a bone blade to the throat, talons, fire, fangs could be expected. Or at least before the truce was struck that could have been expected.

“Yes. You. I don’t care who you are. I’m not like the rest, who follow you blindly.” I motioned scornfully toward the dens around us, aware that this attitude was likely the very thing that separated me from the pride, that prevented me from fitting in, but I couldn’t help it. Try as I might, I was not one of them. “I’m not subject to you.”

Even as the bold words popped out of my mouth, I realized that just about everyone in this pride would disagree with that.

Day after day, I followed their rules. I performed the duties assigned to me without complaint. Except that wasn’t really me. That was some version of myself, an automaton acting out a part while I tucked myself—my true self—away, learning, transforming … knitting into whatever it was I would become to survive and find my place.

I was done with blind acceptance simply because it was the rule or the custom or the way. I’d bowed to a king once, and what had my loyalty gotten me? The end of a whip. Forced into marriage to a reputed beast.

Stig had convinced me that the duty of a whipping girl was an honor, and I had believed in that. As a girl I’d walked the palace gallery and stared at the portraits of those who came before me with reverence and admiration, but I had just been deluding myself so that I could live, so that I could breathe in that space, so I could continue existing with my dignity intact.

But I was done just existing.

Done lying to myself.

Sometimes I heard Fell in my head, his words swelling up inside me, searching for an escape. You’re someone. Something.

I was done bowing. Even here. The pride might function as its own little realm with Vetr at the helm, but I would no longer put myself beneath anyone. There had to be a way to survive, to carve out a place in this life without losing myself entirely.

I continued talking, asserting myself. “I can leave this place any time I want.”

“And go where?” he scoffed, a ruddy flush creeping over the planes of his face, and in that moment, I realized I’d pushed him. For him to have entered my space unannounced, unbidden, he toed an invisible edge. Somehow I had provoked him.

I held my arms out wide and then dropped them dramatically to my sides. “Anywhere.”

“So you have no idea where you might go. You’re just saying … words.” Now he mocked me.

“I’m not a prisoner here.”

Unaware of or indifferent to the storm brewing inside me, he motioned outside my den. “When you are in that arena you need to fight like it’s not a practice.”

I blinked, my thoughts realigning. He was talking about this day’s training. He was here because of what happened in the arena.

“But it is practice,” I said slowly. “It is training. That’s why we call it that,” I reminded him tartly.

“When you’re under threat, you fight.” He bit off that last word like it was something hard, a bit of dried meat he was tearing off with his teeth. “You respond in kind. Nayden came at you with fire and you held back.”

I compressed my lips and shook my head. It was confusing. He was confusing. Up was down. Down was up. Everything about this place left me feeling as though I was on unstable ground, on the heaving deck of a ship in the Dark Channel with monsters lurking in the turbulent waters waiting to devour me.

“We were instructed to train in human form,” I said. “You gave that instruction.”

“And even then,” he snapped, “you failed. You have yet to master bytte.”

I flushed. “I’m working on it.”

“It’s been a year.”

“Yes, well, you’ve had a lifetime to master it.”

Ironically, he looked away, as though the sight of me, the sound of me, was too much, beyond frustrating, beyond his ability to understand. Which was how I always felt here in this world away from the world.

I was this strange and unknown variable. Not quite dragon. Not quite human. Not like the rest of them. Unable to grasp the ways of dragonkind quickly enough.

He looked at me as though he thought I would fall, break, splinter into bits that could never be patched together again.

And more than that. In his eyes, I could see that he worried that it would not just be me lost … that it would be all of them, the whole pride—because of me. I read it in the frost of his gaze. I was as unreliable and unpredictable as a squall gathering force outside the caves.

The training I’d put in this last year didn’t matter. They were not impressed. Vetr, along with everyone else, thought I was doing it wrong.

It being everything.

My indoctrination had been immediate. There had been no time to mourn Fell. I was plunged into the ways of the pride: the inner workings, the hierarchy, the customs—to say nothing of training to fight, to work the minns, to master the art of bytte, to patrol, scout, forage, and hunt. Oh. And how to properly fly. Evasive maneuvers in air and on land.

The only thing I hadn’t been taught was how to go on rekons and gather information among humans. I was excluded from those excursions. Their trust in me did not run so deep that they would put me back in the path of their greatest enemy.

Humans weren’t the only threat, though. There were the other dragons who considered dragonkind truly cursed. The skelm: dragons unhappy with their—our—evolution. They preferred the old ways, when dragons were dragons and not this watered-down version. The enemy was all who were against them.

Even with the truce, we avoided them. They might not attack us with murder in mind, but they were hungry to increase their numbers, so there was no stopping them from taking any youth or female they might catch roaming the Crags.

Years ago, Brenna’s sister had been caught alone and taken. It was a cautionary tale related to me in whispers when I first arrived. No one ventured out alone, and every foray must be approved by Vetr or one of his skeppars.

Vetr’s gaze pinned me in place. “Survival and the continuation of our kind is everything.”

Our kind. That stumbled
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