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Prologue


[image: ]


As the grandson of the Notorious Count and nephew to the king of Leoadria, Charlot was born for adventure and excitement, but when he was six years old, too much of both found him. Dragged by magic—and some stupid dead relative—into a dream-like corner of the realm of death where everything including the sky was the same pale grey, Charlot found himself in a maze made of bones. He was not alone, his cousin, grandmother, and governess were all there, along with a visitor from the faraway kingdom of Sylvania.

Sir Alexey had moving tattoos on his hands and he spoke to animals. He was the most amazing person young Charlot had ever met, so when they turned a corner in the maze and came face to face with a giant bear made of bones and teeth, he stood at Sir Alexey’s side sure they could win.

The bear was a transformed topiary from the palace where Charlot lived, that had been changed monstrously in the journey to the grey Otherside. Charlot had also been changed.

They had started the day at a picnic. He had worn the dragon masquerade mask Sir Alexey loaned him. The mask looked amazing and went perfectly with the wooden sword Charlot had made in his great aunt’s workshop. Dessert had been served while they relaxed on a blanket. Charlot had declared it a perfect day. But the fruit tarts had been poisoned with magic, and Charlot had woken up in a strange, twisted version of the world he knew, with no mask and a very real—and very sharp—sword.

His governess had tried to take the sword away, but Sir Alexey had stopped her. He believed Charlot was meant to wield it.

No one noticed the missing dragon mask.

The force of the bear’s roar shifted Sir Alexey’s long black robes, but he stood his ground. He brushed his long hair back with an impatient hand. “How do we fight it?”

The question was not for Charlot, though he had some thoughts, like cutting at the monster’s knees. That always worked on the giants in his grandfather’s stories.

“We don’t.” Charlot’s grandmother held her walking stick in a guard position precisely like she had taught him in their lessons.

Charlot mimicked her with his sword and brushed his own hair back, even though it was much shorter than Alexey’s. He was ready.

The adults were discussing a door the bear was guarding. It did not seem to lead anywhere, merely more of the maze, but if the monster did not want them to get to it it must be worth getting to. Like the sweets Cook hid on the top shelf. The problem was all of the ground between them and the door, and the fact that the bear was standing in the center.

“I will distract it,” Cousin Emile-Leon said. “Sir Alexey, get Charlot through first.”

Charlot had wanted to argue. He could fight. He had been training since he could walk, and the realm had provided him a wonderful sword, surely, as Sir Alexey had said, Charlot was meant to use it. But before he could say a word, Sir Alexey had picked him up.

“Hold on tight.”

Sir Alexey was not as tall as Emile-Leon nor as large as Cousin Lolly—who was built like a mountain—but it would still be a painful drop, so Charlot held on as tight as he could while keeping a hold of his sword.

With Sir Alexey’s arms full, Charlot did not know how they were going to get across the clearing without being eaten, but then Sir Alexey whistled for his bird Ina.

Usually a lovely falcon, Ina had also been changed in the crossing of realms. She was now almost as large as Charlot. Her beak was a hook. And her long neck curved like the spout on a kettle. But she still obeyed all of Sir Alexey’s commands.

Ina flew towards the bear and circled it like an annoying fly. Growling, the monster turned its head to follow Ina’s progress. Sir Alexey pressed Charlot’s head against his shoulder and ran.

Charlot was not often afraid, but his stomach twisted. He closed his eyes and nestled closer to Sir Alexey’s neck.

Shouting from behind them.

Growling.

Sir Alexeys’ arms loosened.

The hinges on the door squealed. The air changed.

Charlot wiggled free and slid to the ground.

They were in a peaceful meadow of soft grass and swaying flowers. Charlot’s shoulders dropped in relief. Sir Alexey let out a soft gasp and grabbed Charlot’s shoulder, turning him round.

Charlot’s breath stopped.

The pretty meadow was occupied by a new monster, but Charlot was not afraid. He let out a startled giggle and grabbed Sir Alexey’s hand.

“A dragon!”
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Alexey followed the attendant through the maze of the archives. He made the journey to Kings Rest twice a year. He did not need to come, someone else could fetch whatever he needed, but Alexey’s feet would start to itch with the urge to leave the mountain and he would insist he needed to return his books himself. Whether he traveled with others, as he was this time, or alone, he did not much care, as long as he got to eat food that did not come from the temple’s kitchens and some time to wander the shelves of the archives. His attendant did not seem in favor of wandering. Alexey could have found what he wanted on his own, the collection was meticulously cataloged and the rooms were well lit by the new gas lighting system, but exploring the archives alone was forbidden, even for a member of the Hoard Guard. And unfortunately, his attendant was knowledgeable and efficient and it had taken no time at all to find the records Alexey wanted, along with a book of poetry for his father.

Alexey paused to look at a display of maps. The one of the old empire was crumbling. It didn’t look like much, but he brushed a finger across one corner and his tattoos twitched, acknowledging the residue of magic there but not showing much interest.

The person on the other side of the bookcase was stumbling through an explanation of what he needed to an excessively patient attendant. The archives attracted scholars from all over, so it was not a surprise to hear someone speaking in a thick accent. Alexey could not immediately place the odd vowels. The accent was not from Vanghyll, Cipul, or the Republic of Cleredok. If Alexey’s mentor, Filip, had been there he could name it.

Alexey’s attendant, much less patient than the one assigned to the foreigner, urged him on. He sighed.

As the attendant wrapped the records and the small book in rice paper and twine, he said, “These will have to be returned in six months.”

“Aye. I know. Thank you.” Alexey must have frowned down at the attendant, because he jerked back.

Most people in Kings Rest treated the Hoard Guard as a delightful novelty to be trotted out for parades and festivals, it took being up close to remind them that the dragons’ protectors were serious warriors. And Alexey, taller than most and broad shouldered, was no exception.

“I promise to take care of them.” Alexey leaned away and smiled, purposely softening the planes of his face. “And have them back in exactly six months.”

The attendant swallowed and then straightened. “See that you do.”

Alexey was back to frowning. He did not expect people to bow lower than they would for others, but he thought a crumb of respect was not unreasonable. There were those who had given up believing in dragons, throwing their faith in the eternal dwellers of the mountain out like bathwater, along with Fate and the Tellers and magic of any kind. But the temple was still honored as a place unique to Sylvania, and as its keepers, the Hoard Guard were afforded a rank below only the royal family. If the attendant had no respect for tradition, a post at the archives was a strange choice.

On his way to the front, Alexey heard that same heavily accented voice. Even as he tripped over words, the foreigner’s voice was lovely: reedy and musical. Alexey imagined a man with spectacles and ink-stained hands. He peeked through a break in the books to see if he was correct.

The man was standing with his back to Alexey. He was below medium height with dark blond hair fastened back into a tidy braid that reached past his curved shoulders. The standard robes that were required to enter the archives hid the rest of his shape and his clothes.

Alexey crept forward, not sure why he needed to see the man’s face. He reached the end of the bookcase and the man turned enough to show that he was wearing tiny spectacles that looked like they had been bent and then returned to shape. He had a paper and twine package in one hand and a walking stick in the other.

Alexey was about to move on, feeling oddly triumphant at having guessed correctly, when he caught the conversation between the foreigner and the attendant.

“Have we got everything off of your list? It is almost the end of the day.”

“Oh! Am I keeping you?”

“No.” The attendant’s voice lowered, “I have no plans for supper. Unless...”

“I have one last thing.” The foreigner’s voice lowered to match the attendant’s. “Do you have any books about opals being used as magical conduits?”

Alexey bumped into the bookcase, knocking over a collection of rolled maps and bound plans for ships. His attendant started cursing under his breath, but even as Alexey bent to help with the mess, he focused on the man asking questions no one should even know to ask.

The man and his attendant turned to investigate the commotion. The attendant rushed over to help. The man in spectacles did not. He hit Alexey with an intense, searching gaze. Alexey was not particularly flattered by the attention. His appearance would be interesting to any foreigner, with his ink ikons visible at his hands and neck. The man’s eyes moved up and fixed on Alexey’s face, as if it was unique. And perhaps it was, what with its scattering of dark freckles.

Alexey resisted the urge to smooth his hair; he was sure some rogue curls had escaped the simple knot at the base of his neck that he had started the day with.

At the temple, it was popular to wear hair up, held in place with glass and wire flowers but Alexey’s coarse and wild hair broke free, and often broke the little pins. At Kings Rest, it was common to wear long hair down, but Alexey had to perform a precise routine of combing and oils while his curls were still sopping wet to make them look presentable. Despite his hopes to find a bit of companionship, that morning he had felt the effort was not worth it.

A glimmer of something crossed the man’s face so briefly Alexey could not name the expression before it was replaced by a timid smile. It was a nice smile on a nice face.

“Sir...?”

The murmured foreign word was enough to make Alexey step forward. If he was not mistaken, the man was from Leoadria, a kingdom known for banning all use of magic, which made the questions about conduits more concerning. “How do you do?”

In return to his greeting, Alexey received a clumsy bow and something murmured low enough to be lost.

Alexey looked over his shoulder to where the attendants were still gathering the scattered maps. He would have helped them but he had a greater worry than irritating the attendants. He wanted nothing more than to get this man out of the archives and to somewhere quiet and secluded. There were still a few hours before Filip would expect to meet him. That was surely enough time to get the man to sing his secrets.

Alexey raised an eyebrow and lifted his arm, gesturing towards the exit. “I am afraid I have worn out my welcome.”

One of the attendants confirmed that with a grunt.

The man blinked at the maps on the floor and then at Alexey, finally registering the implied invitation. “I have been informed, it is late in the day. And time for supper.”

At the front desk, they handed over the round tiles that indicated which cubby was there’s, and exchanged their borrowed scholar robes for their own outerwear. Alexey’s was a cashmere black overrobe that marked him as a member of the Hoard Guard. The stranger donned a long overcoat that flared out from the waist and had a high collar that swamped him. The velvet marked it as being of the highest quality but the cuffs were frayed and a few buttons had been poorly replaced; the sign of a man that came from the means to spend his time studying but not the inclination to keep to society’s standards.

When they stepped outside, Alexey’s gaze automatically lifted, but the dark sky was empty. His darling Ina had died the year before.

Falcons, hawks, and eagles were common companions for those of the Hoard Guard who had the power to befriend animals, and they usually lived a few decades. Alexey knew he should at least be open to a new companion, but the grief was too fresh. Poor Ina had only been seventeen and Alexey had been unprepared for the sudden loss.

He touched the feather tattoo at the side of his neck and then adjusted his robes to hide it. “There is a food stall, on the other side of the arena.”

“I trust you.”

Alexey ignored the strange twinge those words caused. Any Sylvanian would be outraged that Alexey had failed to properly provide his name and associations at the start. To go so long without them was unthinkable. Even criminals had false names they gave upon meeting.

His companion seemed to take in every building and person, but he did not comment or ask questions until they were nearly to their destination.

“You are not from Kings Rest.” The foreigner’s stare was heavy as it took in all of Alexey, who nodded but did not offer specifics. “Do you travel often?”

There was something in the man’s voice, as if he hoped Alexey would say yes. Perhaps he wanted to offer an invitation to visit. Alexey shook his head and walked faster.

The food stall was at the edge of a courtyard with outdoor seating. The side of the stall featured paintings of the dishes on offer.

His companion put his hands behind his back, blinking at the selection and then stepped forward and rapidly ordered himself some dumplings and butter tea. He sent Alexey a nervous look. Alexey smiled and asked for the same, not because that was what he wanted, but to set the man at ease.

They turned to the small tables, each one was painted with something prized in Sylvania—the People’s Zoo, the Inventor’s Society—and Alexey waved his hand in invitation. His companion went directly to the table with intertwining dragons, probably because it was the cleanest.

Outside of Sylvania, the dragons were treated as legend and the Hoard Guard as adherents of some strange religion, and that suited the Hoard Guard very well. Long ago, an outsider had shown interest in the power of the dragons and had killed them all. It was better to be a legend and be left alone.

Alexey’s companion set his things on the table. The end of his walking stick was adorned with a smokey grey rose. Alexey leaned forward to get a better look at the glass work but the man cupped his palm over it and set the walking stick against the edge of the table.

A boy came around turning on the lanterns in the courtyard and the one next to the stall. Alexey’s companion watched with wide eyes. “Do you have that everywhere in Sylvania?”

“No, not even everywhere in Kings Rest,” Alexey said. Everything was a little more modern around the archives but Alexey did not want to offer the history of advancements in Kings Rest or his family’s contributions to them. “But the city of Meluz has gas powered lights on every corner.”

“How delightful. Though I do worry about the risks.”

Alexey did not worry overmuch about gas explosions; he lived with dragons on a mountain that rumbled with magic and lava, not to mention the catastrophes that were always only a moment away in his father’s workshop. “It is a fair risk, if it means you can pour over your books longer.”

The man used one finger to push his spectacles higher and offered a weak smile. “I do like my books.”

The admission was charming; Alexey did not want to be charmed by the stranger. Not yet. And perhaps not at all. Alexey needed to know the purpose of the man’s visit and what he knew about opals.

A small bell chimed. Alexey got up to retrieve their food, as his companion moved their bundles from the archives out of the way. Alexey arranged their food and then retook his spot across the table. The man blew on his tea, drawing attention to his well-shaped lips. He glanced up and caught Alexey watching.

“What brings you to Sylvania?” Alexey asked. If the man was indeed from Leoadria it would not have been an easy journey, and not one many felt worth it merely to make use of the archives.

The man set his cup down—he did indeed have ink stained fingers—and searched Alexey’s face so intently he wanted to squirm. “My research.” He tipped his head and the lantern light hit his spectacles creating a reflection that hid his eyes. “It would not be of interest to you, I am sure.”

“No, go on, please. I have never met a scholar who did not want to share their work. I might even understand it. I am cleverer than I look.”

The man pressed his lips together, and then, apparently uninterested in taking the bait on what he thought Alexey looked like—which was a little disappointing—he said, “It is professor, actually.”

“What?”

“You said scholar. I believe here that is similar to student?” He used the Leoadrian word, confirming Alexey’s suspicions of the man’s origins. “But I am a professor. Professor Sayer.” The last was said with some force, as if he was used to a particular reaction and was waiting for Alexey to supply it.

“Apologies for the assumption.” Alexey dipped his head, not sure what degree of offense he had leveled. “You are young to be a professor.” The man could not have been more than one and twenty, although people thought the same of the residents of the temple and were very wrong.

Professor Sayer licked his lips. “I dedi—dedicated myself. And was blessed with talented—diligent? —tutors.”

“Congratulations on your hard work and your strong language skills,” Alexey said, meaning it.

Professor Sayer cleared his throat. He kept his gaze below Alexey’s eyes. “It is kind of you to notice.”

“Not at all. And since you have graced me with your name, may I give my own? I am...Sir Alexey.” It was sheer whimsy and nostalgia at once again being in the presence of a Leoadrian that made him offer the strange foreign title that had no meaning in Sylvania.

In his brief time in Leoadria, fifteen or so years prior, Alexey had been given the honorific to make him seem like an eligible partner to the prince he was ostensibly there to woo. The prince had sent for the most esteemed and eligible young people in the world, but the King of Sylvania chose to send Alexey who had only just ascended to Guard. At the time, it had felt like a joke at his expense, but the royal family had been kind, and in the end the prince had chosen to go entirely against his original intention and married the delightful woman that tended to his nieces and nephew. The children were tiny, whirling besiegers, which Alexey supposed showed she had a firm enough spine to survive life at the palace. It had been Alexey’s first and last time out of the old empire and one of the strangest experiences of his life. A profound distinction.

Professor Sayer chewed on one corner of his mouth. “Sir Alexey.” He dipped his head and moved to make a small bow, but his elbow knocked his walking stick. His hand shot out and saved it from hitting the ground. He glanced at Alexey and then settled the stick on the table. When he was sure it was not going to roll off, Sayer cleared his throat. “My work—my research—is in lost forms of magic.” The light made his pale eyes gold. His voice wobbled as he tripped over the words and his accent thickened. “Herbs. Painting. Communication with animals. Stones. Since the fall of Thimpka and the...banning of all forms of magical prac—practice in my own kingdom, it has become crucial to save—document? —these...arts before they are lost to time.”

If the professor wanted to know about magic, he should ask the royal family instead of traveling all the way to Sylvania. Alexey knew for a fact that the royal family of Leoadria had magic, traces left behind from marrying a Thimpkan princess all those centuries ago, and the magic never really left the land no matter what they claimed. When Alexey had visited, the palace had been full of magical paintings, done by a relative of the king’s, with great power that Alexey strongly doubted had been purged in the years since.

“What is this you were asking about opals?” Alexey tried to keep his voice light. “It is widely understood that the only stones that have ever been used in magic were the bloodstones, and then only by the royal family of Thimpka.”

“It was merely a stray thought.” Sayer took off his spectacles and carefully wiped the lenses with an embroidered handkerchief. “Nothing more.”

Alexey pressed his hand over where his small opal was hidden. “But where did you hear such a thing?”

He was not being subtle, and with any other sort of person he might have been wary of tipping off the fact that opals were indeed used as power conduits, and one such stone was in his pocket, but Professor Sayer looked like he had grown up with only books for company and was used to sharing wild theories back and forth with students, or whatever professors did.

“It was merely a rumor.” Sayer shrugged. “Or perhaps it was in a book. I really do not recall.”

Alexey was incredulous and then felt guilty for it. He knew how research could lead down unexpected paths and the origin could be lost. “It seems a storybook tale.”

“But you do have opals here. Do you not?” The professor’s shoulders rose almost up to his ears as if he was embarrassed to press the issue. “In the mountains. You were once known for them. And then, over...four centuries ago, the trade in opals shut off completely. According to the surviving records.” He blinked slowly, giving the impression of an owl. “Do I have that right?”

It had actually been five centuries since the mountain opals had been traded. “I believe it was long ago.” Alexey took a sip of tea. It was already growing cold. He wished Roam or Otto were there to heat it up for him as they so often did. “Opals are a sacred stone. And are therefore banned from trade or sale in Sylvania.”

“Is that so?” Sayer looked past Alexey, his eyes distant. He bobbed his head. “Is it because they resemble the fire of your mythical dragons?”

“Indeed.” Not at all.

“And not because they can be used in magic?”

Blast. “We have not had sorceresses in our kingdom for many centuries, Professor. Long before your kingdom caught on to the danger the princesses from Thimpka posed, we ordered them out.”

Sayer leaned forward. “Executed. Was she not? The princess that came here.”

Alexey hoped his face did not betray too much. “After she assassinated our dear king. Yes.”

“A terrible story.” Sayer shifted. Their knees brushed. “And like most of its kind, there seems to be much missing in the telling.”
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“Did you have any luck, Professor Sayer?” was how his valet, Rupert Little greeted him that night when he returned to the inn.

He offered his walking stick and then stood still so Rupert could remove his overcoat. “Yes and no.” He thought of black freckles. And deep brown eyes. Kind, despite all the frowning. There had been a tension in Sir Alexey’s expression and words, a warning he had no intention of heeding. There had also been desire that a less conscionable man would have taken advantage of. “I may have overestimated my abilities.”

“Doubtful.”

“I suspect, I may be going about this all wrong.” He took off his spectacles, carefully stowing them in his pocket, and then melted into a chair so Rupert could kneel in front of him and deal with his boots. “We will follow up on your lead.”

Rupert tipped his mouth up on one side. “It will kill you if I am right.”

“It will kill me if there is no hot water for my bath.”

Rupert’s dark curls were perfect as always, but his coat collar was flipped up and his cravat was wrinkled; his day had probably been a little more difficult than digging through old books and having supper with a dreamy Hoard Guard.

Rupert glanced at the tray for correspondence. “There is a letter from your sister. And a package from your grandmother.”

There was no sign of a package. “Was it sweets?”

“Yes.”

“Would I be correct in assuming that you ate them already?”

Rupert made a quick shallow bow, confirmation without contrition. Rupert had been his valet for several years and they had developed a working relationship that consisted of Rupert being impertinent and then facing no punishment.

“Rupert, you said nothing of my bath. I am in earnest, if there is no hot water, I will simply give up and die here in this chair. I swear, I will.”

“If you do, then I can go home.” Rupert winked, and then as he stood, put on a show of groaning like an old dog, though he was not near thirty. He put the boots in the corner with a muttered oath at the smell.

“Not my fault. The streets are a disgrace.”

Kings Rest was known for its archives and societies for scientists, but outside of the honeycomb shaped palace complex, the streets were rough and rarely cleaned. There were a few of the remarkable so-called horseless carriages around but most everyone else was left to use traditional means, such as donkeys. The result was giant piles of shit mixed with melting snow, forming a dark smelly sludge in the streets that could not be avoided.

Rupert would no doubt stay up late performing the unenviable task of getting the mud and unspeakable grime off their boots.

“You could walk on your hands,” Rupert said with a sly grin.

“Brat. Go home now. With my blessing! I have no use for you when all you do is eat my sweets and serve me cheek.”

Rupert shook his head. “You are a terrible liar.”

“No, I am not.”
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Dragons Foot was busy, despite the recent snowfall. That was not unusual. The village attracted pilgrims eager to make offerings at various shrines and stare up at the forbidden mountain. Most of the visitors were respectful and heeded the warnings to not venture beyond the village, but a few times a year someone would decide to try and climb the mountain. They would always find that they could not take a step beyond what was known as the Shrine of Death. A feeling of horror and impending doom came over them, so strongly they often fell to their knees sobbing for forgiveness.

The barrier had not been erected intentionally. It had built up over years as the inhabitants of the village and those in the temple made vows to protect the secrets of the dragons and the mountain, and eventually anyone who had not sworn upon an opal at the shrine was repelled.

Alexey had his own feelings of turmoil as he neared the shrine but not because of his vow. He turned to his companion. “Can you wait for me on the road?”

Filip’s bright green eyes searched Alexey’s face. “Do you have your seeds?”

Alexey patted the small medicine bag at his waist; inside he had a sachet of marigold seeds.

In the time of the dragons’ absence the old shrine had been a place where the villagers went to remember, to offer memories of the lost glory of Sylvania, and even marry. It was still thrumming with magic, but the rock structure was little more than rubble now.

As he walked past, Alexey put a fist to his chest and bowed his head. His true destination was the glorious storm of red and gold flowers right off the path. The flowers were in bloom all year long. It was visible from the village and visitors had dubbed it the Dragon Fire Meadow, which only made sense to those who had never met a dragon. The professor had said opals looked like dragon fire and Alexey wondered what texts had that information, because in his experience, most people believed dragons breathed regular fire.

He picked a handful of marigolds for drying. And then he readied his seeds, cupping them in his palm.

The seeds were like thin grains of rice with one black end. They had been sourced from the meadow so they pulsed with magic.

With a flick of the wrist, he spread the seeds across the ground in front of him. They fell onto other flowers and the smooth snow, but they would find their way to the ground. He brushed his hand on his thigh and then settled onto his knees, ignoring the bite of the icy snow. He offered a few quiet words to the woman he could not remember, who had spent her last moments climbing to the base of a mountain to protect her newborn son. He held his breath and waited, not because he thought she might answer, but merely to let his feelings settle before he finished his journey home.

Filip nodded as Alexey approached. There was a fox nearby trying to lure them into a game. Alexey knew better. Foxes cheated.

“You are quieter than usual,” Filip said. “Did you not find what you were looking for in Kings Rest?”

Filip understood why Alexey went. Usually, it was a reason to tease him, but Filip kept his voice low and serious.

Alexey knew he had not been good company on the journey home. Regret and confusion tinged the edges of his thoughts. He had leaned close to Professor Sayer, making clear his desire for them to find some mutual relief, but the shy professor had suddenly bolted like a deer. Alexey had been left sitting alone at the table, physically frustrated and too tired to seek out a new companion for the evening. It was not a great tragedy, but Alexey found his thoughts returning to the man’s pretty eyes and perfectly sculpted lips.

“Ah, your face.” Filip elbowed him. “Banish that expression, it can only lead to writing poetry.”

Alexey bit back a laugh and shook his head. “I promise it is not that bad, and I am happy to be home now.”

When they were in sight of the temple’s lower gate, Alexey’s father called out, “You have returned; now my heart is full.”

Filip cackled.

Alexey rolled his eyes. “Papa, I was not gone long.”

Nikolai shrugged, unembarrassed at the way he fussed over his grown son. Despite being nearly as old as the trees, the power of their ink ikons made Nikolai and Filip look the same age as Alexey. Most of the Hoard Guard looked to be in their early twenties and always would.

It was bound to eventually be noticed by anyone that they came into contact with regularly. Soon, Alexey’s trips to Kings Rest would have to end for long enough that everyone who knew him could age and forget he existed.

When Alexey was close enough, he lifted an arm in invitation and Nikolai moved in for a quick embrace.

“No excitement at my return?” Filip asked.

Nikolai rolled his eyes. “Your husband is in the training hall, seek him out if you are feeling neglected.”

“I shall.” Filip patted the old statue of a dragon head that guarded the gate. He slouched through and then turned to offer a parting shot, “I missed you, sweet Niko.”

Nikolai returned the sentiment with sincerity. Filip stuck out his tongue, revealing the blue glass piercing there.

Nikolai turned back to Alexey. “You appear well, son. How did it go? Did you find anything interesting?”

Alexey spent his time in the archives trying to find evidence of dragons or other shifters throughout history or the history of the dragons at the mountain. They had been reborn five hundred years prior and had lived at least as long as that before the sorceress had killed them. But nothing was known of the limit to a dragon’s ability to resurrect. No one knew if they would continue to be reborn or if that happened only as a result of the manner in which they had been killed.

The sorceress’ spell had drained them of their power and the sudden shock of it had killed them, along with Otto who had been a chronically ill human before the dragons healed him. Their bodies had been placed in the mountain and it had covered them in pools of melting rock, forming a glass tomb that held them until they were ready to return as hatchlings. All but one of the original inhabitants of the old Keep had been reborn, along with Otto who also came back as a dragon.

Most were content to live without knowing if they were capable of being reborn or if there were other shifters in the world. Several of Alexey’s fellow Hoard Guard had expressed skepticism that other shifters could be out in the world without anyone knowing, but the dragons had given Alexey permission to pursue his research, as long as it did not take away from his other duties. So far, he had only found old tales of mermaids and a strange book that posited that Fate was really a type of being from another realm and Tellers were their unwilling puppets.

“I found some interesting old texts,” Alexey said. “And a book of poems for father.” He held up the package. The rice paper wrapping was creased, as if it had come loose and then been refolded. The attendants were usually tidier than that.

“What a devoted son you are.” Nikolai smiled up at him and looped their arms. “Yury will be so excited.”

They passed through the gate and Alexey felt the little ping of magic as the opal he carried that marked him a member of the Hoard Guard greeted the gate.

“How is Father?”

“There was a bard in the village and he went down twice to listen. Twice.” Nikolai sighed. “This morning, he woke up talking about another expansion to the training house.”

Living forever was not easy; it took constant effort to keep from falling into a malaise or bouts of obsession. Filip, with his gift for communicating with animals, had spent a few decades trying to meet every living thing on the mountain. He abandoned the plan after a particularly unpleasant hog started frequenting the temple and eating all of the raspberry bushes.

Yury had become an inventor and sold his hot air balloons and horseless carriages in the cities, and every year for Sibylla’s Day—when it was tradition to exchange gifts—he spent a few months making mechanical toys and clocks for the villagers, but even that was not enough and occasionally he would start to grow bored. Building expansions were always a sign that Yury was feeling restless.

His workshop had been the major project of his last bout of boredom before Alexey was born. The kiln and metal smelting area was in the original part of the building, but several rooms had been added for fabric work and machines, as well as a long room full of supplies and abandoned projects.

“Hopefully the poems will be good enough to distract him for a time,” Alexey said. “I know you do not relish stone cutting.”

Nikolai laughed. “I have already refused to help. I have done more than my share.”

In the lower meadow, a few children were playing in the snow. Alexey waved to them. They shouted at him, performed cartwheels and flips, and then fell over themselves laughing. He called out that it was getting dark and they should head inside to dry off. They kept laughing.

“They missed you,” Nikolai said.

“That will be forgotten as soon as I assign their work tomorrow.”

“No. They love your lessons. And you.” Nikolai adjusted the soft scarf around his neck. “You are so patient with even the wildest children. You get that from Yury.”

A rowdy line of guards was moving from the training house to the baths. Alexey greeted them, as he dodged their hugs, he promised, “I will see you at supper.” He could smell the bread baking and his stomach growled. “First, I need to poke my head in at the workshop.”

Gabinka was closest to him. “Aye, do.” She threw up her hands and nearly hit him in the head. “Maybe then Yury will stop pacing.”

Alexey glanced down at Nikolai. “Has Father really been as bad as all that?”

“Oh, you know how he is. He likes it best when the people he loves are close enough to fuss over.”

“I have something I need to discuss with both of you.” Alexey braced himself. He had wanted to get Filip’s advice but he knew Nikolai was the first person that needed to hear it. “It’s about opals.”

Nikolai’s shoulders went up. “Is it bad?”

“I hope not.”

The humans at the temple all had a combination of magical abilities. The most common was being able to feel magic through touch. Then there were those who could see, taste, or smell magic. Less common was the ability to communicate with animals. Nikolai was the only member of the Hoard Guard who could use the power that resided in the opals from the mountain. He had discovered his gift quite by accident when he caused a small quake. It was the most closely held secret on the mountain, even more so than the existence of dragons.

The only other power of its kind on record was the sorceresses of Thimpka using stones from their island to control people and animals. No one else was known to have used gems or rocks for any magical purpose.

As they approached the workshop, Nikolai nodded to the smoke billowing out of the open door. A small man with tattoos covering his nose and cheeks stepped out and grinned at them.

“Hi, nephew!”

“Uncle Fabian.”

Relationships at the temple, especially amongst the dragons and the Original Four, were a little complicated. Yury had been raised in the Old Keep by all of the dragons, but he had been adopted by Otto—when he was still human—and the Fearsome One. Several centuries after Otto had come back as a dragon, he and the Fearsome One had welcomed a child of their own, a rare and wonderful gift from the mountain. They named their hatchling Magnificent. And then Magnificent had grown up and married a sweet, bright-eyed human called Fabian.

“Is everything well?” Alexey asked.

“Oh, yes! Indeed,” Fabian said. “We missed you of course. And Yury worried nonstop.”

“How bad is it in there?” Nikolai asked, jerking his chin up to indicate the smoke billowing out the door.

Fabian wrinkled his nose. The tattoos on his face bunched up creating new patterns. He glanced over his shoulder. “Oh, that. It was merely a miscalculation. More smoke than fire. I’ll clean it all up.”

Nikolai shook his head. “I am sure you will. And you will save every broken bit in your stash too.”

“My stash is my treasure,” Fabian said as if he were a dragon. And perhaps he should have been.

Once, as a gift, Alexey had attempted to organize Fabian’s storage room. Alexey had spent a long two weeks covered in dust and so lonely he had started trying to befriend the spiders. It had been a failure all around. The spiders had thoroughly ignored him—either because they had not understood him or they had not liked him—and within a day of being finished Fabian had rearranged everything Alexey had carefully put in order. Fabian had tried to make Alexey feel better about it by saying he greatly liked the new bins and had moved everything to make better use of them.

“Yury is in the back.” Fabian wiped his hands on his trousers and darted a guilty look through the door. “Don’t tell him about this.”

“I am not sure you can keep it a secret,” Alexey said. “But he won’t hear it from me.”

“You are the best nephew in the world.” Fabian gave him a child-like grin and slipped through the door.

Alexey and Nikolai went around to the old entrance of the workshop. Alexey had to duck to get through the door. Nikolai did not. Yury was bent over a workbench, fiddling with one of his clocks. Nearby, sitting on a stool that was too small for him and diligently unwinding wire from a spool, was the Fearsome One.

“Do you two never rest?” Alexey asked by way of greeting.

Their heads jolted up in unison.

Yury’s shoulders relaxed and he offered a small smile, that for him was the equivalent of dancing for joy. “You are finally home.”

The Fearsome One shook his head. “Now you can stop pacing.” His voice was teasing but his hand went up to touch the golden Fate eye he wore around his neck.

Yury came around the workbench, wiping his hands. As Alexey stepped forward to meet him, Yury reached up. He put a hand on Alexey’s head like he was still a small child.

Yury’s eyes, which were as dark as Alexey’s, looked black and serious and kingly. Which was fitting.

He was the first-born son of King Makari of old. Immediately after his birth, a Teller had written Yury’s Fate Map. The prophecy it held had convinced his father that Yury was not really his son and would grow up to betray him. Instead of risking it or believing his poor doomed wife, the king had ordered his newborn baby killed by the Teller’s hand. She had not complied. Instead, she had secretly taken Yury to the mountain and left him with the dragons.

Years later, when Yury was building the temple, Fate had brought another prince to the mountain. Prince Filip had been on the run from his father and a powerful sorceress. The temple made for a fine hiding place. Eventually, Filip had become one of the Original Four Hoard Guard. He was Alexey’s mentor—as they shared the ability to communicate with animals—and a giant pain in the ass.

“So do not feel nervous around this prince, Alexey,” Yury had said.

Alexey had been twenty years old and nervous about leaving home for the first time as well as meeting the prince of Leoadria.

“You spend your days with two princes.” Yury’s smile had been soft and teasing. “And there is nothing special about either of us.”

“You tell Filip that,” Alexey had countered.

“I have, many, many times. It does not stick.”

“I promise, I will not be wowed by this prince,” Alexey had said with a little bow. “I will come back to you.”

“If you do find love, my son, please do not feel that you have to come home to us. You do not have to remain at the temple all of your days. But speaking of, if the prince chooses you to wed, you will have to tell him that your days may have no limit. And unless he has the power in him to sense and manipulate magic, ink ikons will not extend his life.”

“I know.” That was the challenge of marrying anyone outside of the Hoard Guard.

With the amount of time he spent at the temple, he could almost forget that not everyone had the ability to sense magic and receive ink ikons.

Alexey received the first of his ink ikons when he came of age. From the belly of the mountain, he had dug up ash imbued with magic. It was mixed into the ink that would mark his skin. Thread was soaked in the ink and then put on a special needle. Yury always did the first stitch, but one of their tailors continued the process, embroidering the line of dragon scales across the back of Alexey’s hand.

Over time, he had adorned his arms with designs of ropes and flames. The day after he had lost Ina, he added a feather that curved around one side of his neck.

“You had a safe trip?” Yury asked as Alexey handed over the book of poems from the archives.

“Did you see anything interesting?” The Fearsome One smirked. “Or anyone?”

“I met someone,” Alexey said.

Yury’s head came up along with his eyebrows.

“Finally!” The Fearsome One said.

“Not like that. He is a teacher, or researcher of some kind, from Leoadria, with an interest in magic, specifically magical conduits.”

Yury nodded. “That would be of interest to Leoadrians, especially after that nightmare you experienced with the prince. I do not think anyone outside of Thimpka knew magic could be used in that way.”

Alexey made a noise in his throat. “That way” meant trapping mortals and taking them to another realm. “His interest in the subject is reasonable, though I told him I thought it was a fruitless path.”

Yury shot him an arch grin. “Scholars love to be told to abandon their research.”

“Oh aye,” the Fearsome One agreed with a wry look around the room filled with centuries of Yury’s experiments.

Alexey cleared his throat. “It is the variety of magic he is researching that worries me.” He glanced over as Nikolai shuffled his feet. “He is inquiring into the
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