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Chapter 1

Boots strike the cobblestone in the alleyway, as sharp to my ears as a dagger being pulled across a whetstone. I press my shoulder into the corner of the building and peer down the narrow squeeze that leads to the alcove where I’m frozen, holding my breath. This is going to be one of two people, and I just hope it’s—

My eyes catch on the flap of a dragon-blood red cloak, and I suck back into the shadows, praying he didn’t see.

Dragon-burned hells. I knew he was following.

I strain my ears as the footsteps disappear. But then they return, slower, more purposeful. The crunch of gravel in the tight passage between buildings has me sucking in a breath. There’s nowhere to run.

Pulling myself as tight to the wall as I can, I shut my eyes and lock my muscles into complete stillness, but the footsteps draw ever closer. And as I feel the cool wisp of shadow fall across my face, I know:

I’m so incredibly, impossibly screwed.

Opening my eyes, I expect to see Lucan’s towering form. Instead, I’m met with a familiar emerald gaze set against freckled cheeks above the biggest grin.

“Surprise,” Saipha whispers.

“Oh, thank Valor.” I yank her closer to me, pulling her from view right as the other footsteps cross the alleyway. Again.

We wait to speak until he’s gone.

“Sorry I’m late. I think you know why,” Saipha whispers.

“Because the hound the vicar sends after me was sniffing around your ankles?” I say dryly. “He see you?”

“Pffft,” she scoffs. “He’s not good enough to see me if I don’t want him to.” But I notice how Saipha doesn’t lower her hood. It’s the same sandy gray as the stone all of Vinguard is constructed from. Like me, she’s dressed to blend in. Her eyes drift to the heavy wooden door over my left shoulder. “Isola, is that what I think it is?”

“Yep.” My turn to grin. “I found it.”

A way in. Or, more accurately, a way up.

“How do you keep finding these?” She’s shocked but absolutely delighted. I can tell by the way she shifts her weight from foot to foot, trying not to bounce up and down like she did when we were kids and I agreed to play her favorite game: Mercy Knight and dragon.

I was always the dragon.

“I’m stuck under the Grand Chapel of Mercy more days than not,” I say. “The library is full of ancient maps of Vinguard.” And those maps show where all the old watchtowers are—towers that have long since been mortared together into a massive wall that now rings Vinguard.

“But those without the gilding can’t access the library,” she says reflexively. Then immediately blanches as I lock eyes with her. I wave a hand in front of my two golden irises, the only matching set in Vinguard. Saipha folds her arms, glancing away, mumbling, “Point taken. I still didn’t think the vicar would let you into the library, since you’re not a full citizen yet.”

“He doesn’t. Not on my own, at least. But I do it anyway.” As if to underscore my point, I push on the door we’re also very much not allowed to enter.

The wood is ancient, hollowed by insects and hundreds of years of weathering. It splits apart at the heavy iron bars that help give it structure, crumbling with a heavy clang that feels more ominous than the bells on the wall.

We both freeze.

My chest squeezes, heart skipping a beat.

Saipha slowly leans back, glancing down the shadow-crossed gap between the buildings back to the alleyway.

“Any sign of him?” I whisper.

She shakes her head. Without another word, we step inside quickly, having had the same thought at the same time: Let’s not stand at the scene of the crime.

There’s a tiny room—a landing, really, at the base of a spiral stair. The air is stale and thick with age. But the small hairs at my temples catch on the slightest of winds. With the door open, there’s a cross-breeze. That means there’s an opening somewhere above.

Saipha taps my shoulder and holds out a lantern.

I resist the urge to tease her about stealing her father’s lantern—property of a Mercy Knight—and press my thumb into the lower corner where two lines emerge from behind a plate. Etherlight flows from the soles of my feet, up through my body, and into the pads of my fingers. As the lantern flares to life, a faint golden glow illuminates the ancient stair that’s quickly swallowed by the darkness above.

Saipha pushes past me, taking the lead, as she always does. Just like a Mercy Knight would.

As soon as she’s two steps ahead, I rub my palm on my thigh and stop suppressing a shiver. It rips through me with a wave of hot nausea that’s gone as quickly as it came. It’s getting worse. Gritting my teeth, I shake my head and start up before she notices me falling behind. But I can’t stop myself from massaging the scar on my chest, where it feels like my heart is trying to beat through bone and skin.

“So how’d you manage to get out of training today? I’d think the vicar would be having you run every drill one more time before the Tribunal,” Saipha says once we’re about one floor up and it’s clear we haven’t been followed. “Don’t tell me you tried to barter with Lucan again?”

“Of course not. He can go suck a dragon talon.” I more than learned my lesson with that. Just thinking of that day has my hands balling into fists. But I force myself to relax. It doesn’t matter now. At least that’s the lie I tell myself. “I said I was sick.”

“And Vicar Darius bought that?”

“Clearly not completely, since he sent Lucan after me. But Callon is at work. As is Marie. And I’m sure Father is still locked in his workshop.” As he has been for weeks. “So it’s not like anyone is home to rat me out.” 

“How’s your father handling you leaving tomorrow?”

“Fine.” I shrug. “Seemed a bit emotional earlier when I brought up going to Mum’s tonight.”

“I can’t imagine master artificer, architect of dragon-slaying weapons, the man who knows how to draw Etherlight, Kassin Thaz being ‘a bit emotional.’”

“My father would be flattered you’ve paid such attention to his accolades.” I’m not sure if it’s the mention of Etherlight that has my scar itching…or the mention of dragon-slaying weapons. Will one of those soon be pointed at me? 

I change the subject before Saipha picks up on my dark thoughts. Or asks about Mum. “What about your parents?” 

“Mom’s been fine, overall. Though I’m convinced she’s trying to fatten me up. I’ve been getting an extra portion every night.” Saipha pauses on a landing, catching her breath and glancing down another dark passage. Without consultation, she continues heading up. “Dad’s a weepy mess.”

Laughter distracts me from the itching. “The Marius Celest? The man with five confirmed kills under his crossbow? Weepy?”

“Now who’s keeping track of the accolades?” Saipha grins over her shoulder. I roll my eyes. “And you know, Dad’s all soft inside. He’s scary for dragons, not people.”

And for dragon cursed, I stop myself from saying. But any Mercy Knight would kill a dragon cursed on sight. Will it be him? I stare at Saipha’s back, stomach churning, throat so tight I can barely draw labored breaths. The question that’s kept me up every night for weeks returns. The one that’s usually gone with the dawn, but today, I can’t seem to banish it. Not when there’s so little time left.

Will it be you who kills me, Saipha?

“Pause.” Saipha holds out a hand and passes the lantern back to me. “Listen.”

There’s a soft whooshing sound coming from above. “Too irregular to be dragon wings,” I whisper.

“We’d hear the bells if it was a dragon. Snuff the light.”

I do.

The worn stone steps ahead are outlined in a cold light. Faint but undeniable. I can barely see the look of excitement Saipha shoots me in the near-total darkness. But I know it’s there, because I return it.

She begins taking the steps two at a time, and I follow. Heart pounding. Hoping, hoping this is what I think it is. I can get what I need, then get to Mum’s. Tonight’s the night I’ll ask the question I’ve been wanting to for months yet have been too afraid to voice. Too afraid for years to even let myself think about. And then—

“Talon and fang, Isola!” Saipha calls to me right as I round the bend, harsh light nearly blinding me after our dark ascent.

I skid to a stop, Saipha’s arm like an iron bar bracing me, keeping me from careening off the ledge and tumbling down the sheer wall to my death. Wind batters my face, carrying a putrid yet sweet zing of the scourge that’s slowly ending our world.

I’ve found what I came here for.

 





Chapter 10

We only need one key. Saipha and I can share a room, I tell myself as we race down the spiral stair. What matters is that we’re not left out at night. Whatever the inquisitors have in store for those unlucky souls isn’t going to be good, I feel it in my marrow, and I’m not going to let it be me.

Once afflicted human bodies have matured enough to physically hold the imbalance of Ethershade that causes the transformation, it can happen any moment. But times of intense physical or emotional distress—pain, fear, danger—are well-established triggers. Knowing this, I can only imagine what kind of situations they’ve crafted to draw out a change.

The other supplicants seem to have the same take on our circumstances. They’re racing down the stairs, shouts and grunts echoing back at us. Saipha and I are all the way on the fourth floor, so beating anyone out to the main areas is hopeless…unless we resort to more ruthless physicality. 

Is that what we’re supposed to do? Harm each other for an edge? Would the inquisitors stop us? I’ve no idea. For the first time, it dawns on me what that really means… Anything could happen in here. The notion sticks in my brain as though pinned there by a Mercy dagger, poisoning my blood with fear.

Suddenly, not telling us about the inner workings of the Tribunal feels less like an effort to prevent the cursed from avoiding discovery…and more like another way to mess with our minds. And cover their asses. Mum’s words echo in my ears. But they will do things to you in there…horrible things that should never be forgiven, and they’ll tell you it’s normal.

“Down here.” I make a quick decision and pull Saipha into the third-floor hall.

“Here? Why?”

“We’re already the last of the group. We’re not going to catch up. Let them dissipate, maybe find a few keys, and we can see if there’s some sort of trend in where they’re hidden. Plus, there’s nothing to say a key can’t be hidden in plain sight here in one of the hallways,” I explain, skimming the long stretch of doors for a key already in its lock.

“Sometimes the right solution is the most obvious,” Saipha immediately agrees. “I’ll go back up to the fourth floor and check there.”

“After this, I’ll check the first.” Concocting a plan already feels better than racing headlong into the chaos.

“And I’ll take the second.”

“Then we can split up to search the rest of the building.”

She pauses at the entrance to the stairwell. “We only need one, right?” I love how we arrived at the same conclusion without the need for discussion.

“Yeah, but let’s get as many as we can find. They could be good for bartering later.” It’s probably far too optimistic to think we’ll find more than two, but if we do… I’m taking any advantage I can get here.

“Great minds.” She grins, no doubt having already thought much the same again. Saipha is going to make an exceptional Mercy Knight, I already know. “The vicar or your father wouldn’t have happened to teach you any find-the-thing-I-need sigils, would they?”

I snort at the notion. “You know Father would never go against the rules of the Creed.” And those rules state that only full citizens can see a sigil—even then, most in use are obscured. Their full designs are kept guarded in Mercy’s records.

“You spent a lot of time in his workshop. I didn’t know if you peeked.” She leans against the stone archway with a smirk that tells me she absolutely would’ve if she’d been in my shoes.

“You can’t imagine how tempting it was.”

She picks up on the note of bitter longing in my words. “So why didn’t you?”

“The vicar said that I would draw Etherlight without a sigil or not at all.”

She drops her voice, taking a step forward so no one else hears when she says, “You hate the vicar. And you lit my father’s lantern.”

I sigh. “I know, it’s probably silly, but it’s because my father asked me not to.”

“I don’t think loving and respecting your family is silly at all.” She smiles. “Meet back on floor four by dusk?”

“Done.” No sooner do I say the word than she’s off.

I continue my search in earnest. I skim every keyhole and run my hands along the top of every door trim. Much to my dismay, there are no hidden keys here… Nor any on the first floor.

Damn. I’d been thinking that I was clever for that, too.

Reemerging into the central atrium, I see a supplicant who’s climbed up onto the back of the Elder Dragon. He’s fishing underneath scales, trying to see if any of the spines that trail down its back are loose. Another has her arm in the dragon’s mouth all the way to her shoulder. I suppress a shudder and head for one of the many doors that line the circular central hall. If there are keys hidden inside the dragon statue, the others can have them. I’d rather not pass out in my first few hours of the Tribunal.

I find myself in the heart of a two-story library packed with shelves of scrolls and—even rarer—books. I don’t have time to appreciate it as I step into the middle of a fight.

Blood splatters, nearly blending with the dark-gray carpet. A supplicant tumbles to the ground. A boot slams down onto their wrist, and their fingers unfurl.

Someone else reaches down to pluck a key from their now-open palm with a familiar grace in her movements. Despite the scuffle, not a hair of the braids her delicate, light-brown waves have been tamed into is out of place. My lip nearly curls in disgust.

It would be her getting into a fistfight on the first day.

“You should learn to mind your betters.” Cindel sneers.

Before I can do anything, the supplicant on the floor rolls, grabbing Cindel’s ankle and biting down. She lets out a yelp that’s more surprise than pain.

The one on the floor then grabs Cindel’s other boot and yanks, hard. She topples, and the black-haired supplicant is on top of her.

“Give. It. Back!”

Cindel comes from a wealthy, well-connected family. Money and power buy one thing in Vinguard: training. Which means an easier time in the Tribunal and a higher likelihood of becoming a Mercy Knight, or attracting the eye of a first-rate guild or craftsman, at least. She’s almost as skilled as I am. Cindel shifts her weight, bringing up a knee and rolling. Her opponent is pinned.

“I saw it first,” Cindel declares.

“I got it first!” The other supplicant attempts to pummel Cindel’s thighs.

I scan the room. There’s an inquisitor nearby, at the end of one of the shelves. Another leans against the railing that rounds the second-story mezzanine.

Neither move.

They’re Mercy Knights in a different uniform, I remind myself. They might be young, but each is a trained killer. They don’t care about violence; it’s second nature to them. All they’re here for is to ensure none of us are cursed and bestow mercy if we are. They’d probably let us do anything to each other, if that’s what it takes to be sure none of us spontaneously transform into mindless killing machines in the middle of a market someday. Which seems fair enough, when I put it like that… Still, my mother’s words are gaining new clarity by the second.

“Stop.” I step forward. The duo ignores me. “Stop!”

I grab Cindel’s fist before it can be thrown. Another blow flies in my direction. I dodge it effortlessly and keep my balance. Begrudgingly, I admit there may have been something to all the training the vicar put me through.

Cindel’s eyes meet mine. There’s a flash of recognition, then hatred. “You.”

Feeling’s mutual, I want to say. But instead: “That’s enough.”

A cold mask shutters the flash of genuine emotion on her face. Cindel never lets more than a second of weakness show. Her wrist quivers in my grip, key locked in her fist. “What do you want?”

The other supplicant looks between Cindel and me through their thick lashes set against light-brown skin. After a quick assessment, the black-haired individual seizes the moment to regain their footing and rub their nose with the back of their hand, smearing a trickle of blood.

“It’s not worth it,” I say.

“I never thought Valor Reborn would shy away from a fight.” Cindel looks me up and down.

“Save the violence for our real enemies: the dragons. We have a lot more to gain by helping each other. Like knights on the wall.” 

Her lips twitch downward at my mention of them. She must hate that I’m making her look bad. But then, she shouldn’t make it so easy.

I grab her closed fist with my other hand, feel her body shake in anger. “Give it up.” I could tell from the beginning that Cindel has no right to the key. She’s always fighting a scowl whenever she’s in the wrong.

“I’m not going to give this to you just because you’re Valor Reborn.” She lowers her voice, as if afraid someone else might hear her being anything less than deferential to me. This is her eternal torture—trapped between her resentment of me and her fealty to the Creed, which tells her to revere me as her savior returned.

I don’t relish in this dynamic, but I’ll use it to my advantage. “I’m not keeping it. I’m going to give it back to the person who found it.”

For a second, I think she’s going to swing for me. Instead, she uncurls her fingers, and I take the key. I toss it to Cindel’s victim, who snatches their lifeline out of the air and promptly scampers off, throwing a quick thanks over their shoulder. I don’t blame them. Got what they needed and got out before anyone else could add bruises.

“So noble.” The way Cindel says it, I know it’s not intended as a compliment. “Such a luxury to be idealistic.”

“Luxury?” Feels more like a suffocating responsibility.

“Not all of us are guaranteed a position in the Mercy Knights.”

I scoff. “I wish.” It’s my turn to drop my voice to a hush and lean into her personal space. “You really think the vicar is going to let me just don a dragon-blood cape and stroll onto the wall? To let anyone doubt the strength of the savior? I’m going to have to fight for a spot just like you. If I want a life after this Tribunal, I’m going to prove I am as good—no, I’m better than everyone else here.” I say that last bit louder, for everyone’s benefit.

“Good. I look forward to seeing how I measure up against the great Valor Reborn.” Cindel steps away.

“You know, I meant it—we’ve a lot more to gain by working together than fighting each other.” It’s futile to say to her of all people. She’s always seemed to harbor a dislike for me. Even before I was Valor Reborn and we were just two young girls living a couple of blocks apart. Her father’s another high curate and seems to dislike mine just as much as she does me.

Cindel slowly shakes her head and checks that the pinnings of her hair haven’t come undone. I’ve never missed how she wears it in a similar style to what the vicar requires of me: pinned up in braids around a bun. “Might is earned through conflict and sacrifice. I’ll be praying you have the will to be who Vinguard needs, Isola.”

“I appreciate your prayers.” While I’m of average height and Cindel slightly taller than me, I try to give off the energy of staring down at her. “But I have the blessings of Valor himself. Save your breath for someone who needs it.” 

“So confident. Let’s hope it’s not misplaced after all our dear vicar has invested in you.” Her gaze shifts over my shoulder and slightly up.

At first, I think it’s some kind of ploy to distract me, and I don’t move. But, when her focus remains stuck on whatever it is, I finally turn slightly and glance over my shoulder. There, with forearms resting on the railing of the mezzanine, is Lucan. 

I fight a groan. Of course he’s shadowing me. It was too much to hope he wouldn’t just because he didn’t stop next to me when I did at the dragon statue.

But then I realize that it’s not me he’s looking at. Lucan is staring down Cindel like a Mercy Knight would stare down a wounded dragon in the Nightgale Mountains. It’s absolutely murderous. And, judging from Cindel’s uncomfortable shift, she sees it, too.

“It’s so unfair,” she mutters under her breath. “You get to be Valor and have him.”

My head jerks in her direction, and my jaw falls from shock. Cindel isn’t even looking at me. She’s transfixed on Lucan. No…it’s like she’s looking straight through him. At what he represents: power, status, a connection with the Creed. I can practically see the fantasy she’s constructing where Lucan is the vicar and she’s his doting wife, the spiritual mother of Vinguard.

With a noise of disgust, Cindel shakes her head and strides away before I can object. “Benj,” she calls out, and a man that looks like he could be Lucan’s cousin comes running from between the shelves. Benj has slightly darker hair, but still with lighter highlights. His eyes are a light brown, however, not hazel. It’s so obvious what she sees in him I nearly gag. “Find me another key,” Cindel commands, and away he runs.

Shaking my head at her as she walks out, I look back up at the balcony. Lucan is gone. What in Valor’s name was that about? Usually I’m the one Lucan is glowering at. So why did he look like he was ready to shoot down Cindel where she stood?

I can’t leave the library fast enough, sweeping my gaze at every turn for any other sign of him.

The back of the room connects to a tower of dusty artificer workshops that I wander through until I find myself at a greenhouse, hot and humid upon entry. It’s strange to see a room with this much glass in Vinguard—the ceiling and one wall are made of thick, clear panels to allow light in for the plants that grow throughout. Lucan enters just as I’m leaving, and I make it a point to say nothing to him. I’ve nothing to say.

Lunch is called by way of another booming announcement over the copper boxes that project inquisitors’ voices. I make a quick pass through the refectory to grab a flat roll, but I don’t linger. I use that time when others might be taking their breaks to search inside every toolkit in the workshops, then backtrack to paw through the potting shed and garden bed in the greenhouse.

I hunt for a key like my life depends on it. Because it just might.

In the process, I learn the overall layout of the monastery. The building is four stories high, though that much I knew from the outside. It’s ancient, not as old as the wall, but shows its age with patches of fresh brick and mortar. Much like the wall, it seems to have been made from a handful of combined towers. There are walkways that lead to nowhere, closed off as it’s been built on over time, or barred by locked doors, winding inner corridors, and new structures wedged where they fit. There are stairs that dead-end in dusty storerooms filled with nonsensical things like massive casks that could fit a person, rows of empty weapon racks, or crates that have all been nailed shut and bolted together—probably filled with ritual supplies we don’t need to be getting into. There are more prayer rooms than I can count, each bearing tiny tokens on the walls of the five tenets of the Creed. I quickly search them all but find nothing.

The chapter house and library are in one of the connected towers, physical training and combat arenas in another, then residence hall, gardens, workshops for artifice and renewing, and myriad other rooms whose original purposes seem lost to time. I find myself turned around more than once, but I eventually begin to navigate by memory.

Yet, for all my exploring, I don’t find a single key. But I do spot Lucan several more times and immediately strike out in the opposite direction. He’s following me, no doubt at the vicar’s direction, but I refuse to give him the satisfaction of even acknowledging his existence. I ignore him repeatedly, until he eventually gives up, wandering back toward the central atrium as I search high and low. Backtrack. Double-check every nook and cranny. 

I remain empty-handed as dusk turns the sky orange. I glance over my shoulder, half expecting to find the vicar’s watchdog lurking in the shadows again, but I’m alone, which is…irritating? And that irritates me even more.

It’s not like I wanted him to complete this challenge for me… But I’d be lying if I said at this point I wouldn’t appreciate it.

Defeated, I take a deep breath and head for the residence hall stairs. Every step of the climb to the fourth floor feels like a funeral procession. If Saipha didn’t manage to find a key…we’ll both be at the whim of the inquisitors tonight. And, based on how tight my skin feels, I’m not sure if I’ll survive it.

 





Chapter 11

Saipha is waiting for me on the fourth floor, a key in her hand held triumphantly aloft. “Got one!”

I hug her so fiercely it’s practically a tackle. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“They let me pick the room, too. Exchanged the key I found for one to a room of my choosing—I picked the one up here.”

I lean away, beaming. “You are brilliant.”

“I take it you didn’t get one?” She pats my back.

“No.” I release her with a sigh. “Where was it?”

“I noticed all the keys people found were in or around something related to dragons,” she says. 

And here I am, too scared to even look at the statue, much less stick my hand in its mouth and rummage around. I’ve never admitted to my friend how dragons make me freeze up. Part of me has always been afraid of what she’d think. 

So instead of mentioning it now, I just say, “I’m glad you noticed. I only ever saw one person with a key.” 

No sooner have my words left my mouth than the copper box on the wall pops to life with a sizzle of Etherlight. “All supplicants with a key are to report to the residence hall. Only one supplicant is permitted per room. Those without a key may continue searching into the night to find their refuge.”

Our gazes meet, and her eyes widen with guilt. “Isola, I—”

“Don’t worry about it. You got your key on your own. You earned a good night’s rest. I’ll be fine.” The words leave a foul taste on my tongue, soured with how wrong they are.

“Yes, you will.” Saipha nods and takes a few steps back, then opens the second door from the top of the stairs. We share a last look before she closes it behind her.

As the lock on her door engages, the confident smile I was giving her falls. I’m reminded of just how exposed I am. I look to the window at the far end of the hall. The city is vanishing in the quickly fading light. My heart shudders. I lose a breath and a beat at the same time.

I could wait out the night holed up in a defensible location, or I could keep searching for a key. I know what a Mercy Knight would do.

I walk down the stairs again and out to the central atrium, then stop mid-step. All the exits to different stairwells and hallways are closed. I check the nearest door, jiggling the handle. It doesn’t budge. I try the next. Locked. Every single one refuses to open.

The idea of being locked in this room has me dragging my eyes to the statue and tapestries. Every dragon seems more realistic as night falls, their eyes shining as if they could come to life at any moment. The individual stitches glisten in the fading light like they’re about to leap off the fabric.

Daring to approach the blue one, I scan the threads that perfectly depict large shards of ice coming off the monster’s claws. Maybe they locked this room to force me to check here. I try to warm myself up to the idea of getting closer to dragons than my body wants to allow. Yet, as I draw closer, my skin prickles and my throat feels hot. I massage my neck. Is it bulging more than normal? Hotter than normal?

Another set of footsteps draws my attention back to the residence hall. My eyes meet Lucan’s, and my heart beats harder as I remember what Cindel said earlier: You get to be Valor and have him. 

Gross, I think in reply.

No, my heart is beating like this because I am relieved not to be alone in a room of dragon imagery—even if not being alone means being near him. Definitely not beating hard because I’m alone with a boy, and this might be the first time ever in my life when that’s happened. 

Determined to not let him see my nerves, I fold my arms, mirroring how he was last night with Mum and me in that cell. I wonder if he catches it.

“You didn’t get a key, either?” he asks. His voice is low and soft, meant for cloistered halls and prayer studies. But there’s a hard edge under its almost gentle hum. That’s what I don’t trust. That rougher part of him that his put-together, holier-than-thou facade hides. But I know it’s there—he wouldn’t be the vicar’s son without it.

“No, I just thought it would be fun to give myself an extra challenge by staying out the first night.” I walk to the next tapestry as he approaches, making a point to keep distance between us without ever putting my back to him.

“You really don’t trust me, do you?” Lucan has never said anything so blunt to me, so it startles me, even if the observation is right.

“I don’t know you.” Cautious. Truthful. Better than the way-too-honest answer of, I’d trust a copper dragon not to eat me before I trusted you.

“You’ve spent years with me.” He steps closer, and my whole chest is tighter as he draws near. I’m focused on the slightest sway of his shoulders. The small bounce in his hair. Maybe my training is really paying off. He’s not going to get a surprise attack on me when I’m this aware of every move he’s making.

“Years around you,” I clarify. “There’s a difference.”

“You might have spent years around me, looking through me like nothing more than another one of the vicar’s sycophants. But I’ve always seen you.” The way he says it causes my heart to race again. His hazel eyes are big enough to see the entirety of my soul.

“What do you mean?” I work to keep my head and voice level, wandering to the center statue to get some distance. He follows after one last glance at the tapestry. He looks almost…wary? I don’t dare think that maybe he’s also unnerved by the sight of dragons.

“I’ve seen how you never pray, yet you ask the curates for prayers upon you so you can retreat into your own mind. The way you stare out at the wall like you’re searching for something—no, yearning for it. How you scratch yourself whenever an artificer sigil is being drawn,” he says, and I’m grateful for the waning light. It hides the heat in my cheeks at realizing I’ve been so thoroughly observed.

He continues, “How you pull the collars of your shirts up when he isn’t looking, probably for the same reason that you wear your hair down even though it’s more likely to get you hurt in a fight: because it upsets Vicar Darius.” His gaze drops to my chest. It’s only then that I realize I’m pressing my palm into my scar. It’s throbbing, as if the scarred seams of my flesh are about to rip back open and something is going to escape. If he could see all of this, then what else might Lucan know about me? What else that I try so desperately to hide… And what right does he have to know it? “And, of course, how you rub your scar in the presence of Etherlight.”

“So studious. I’m flattered.” I can’t even feign sincerity as I turn away. This is…creepy.

“And I bet that, even now, you’re so scared around these tapestries that your heart is almost beating out of your chest. So scared that I’m shocked it doesn’t finally stop entirely.”

I halt, looking back to him warily. He knows too much. This is why he knew just what to say to make me trust him that day. Fooled me into thinking he was someone else.

Lucan approaches with slow, deliberate steps. He almost infringes on my personal space but stops short. The air in the room is suddenly too thin, the laces of my jerkin too tight, and I wish he was closer and across the room at the same time. There’s something completely foreign to his stare. Something that I couldn’t name even if I tried…and a part of me does want to try.

“Why have you never shared these observations before?” The question is as sharp as the point of a crossbow bolt, and the next shoots from my tongue just as fast. “Saving them for your evening discussions with the vicar?”

He scoffs at that.

“No?” I lean forward, trying to regain the edge in this conversation. But closing the gap myself only makes me more aware of just how hot he is—he’s warmer than the stones of a hearth that’s been blazing all day. Warm enough that my cheeks are definitely flush, and I hate that he’ll probably read into it. “You’re always so eager to run to him.”

“Is your hatred of me all because of that day?”

That day. It absolutely is, you two-faced liar. “It’s because you do nothing but his bidding,” I retort a little too hastily. Then I add, “But what you did that day didn’t help.”

“Isola—”

“One day off. One. That’s all I wanted, Lucan! You made me think I could trust you.” Made me think you liked me. I’ve had very few friends since becoming Valor Reborn. Not many want to genuinely spend time with the “savior of Vinguard”—most are insufferable suck-ups trying to get close to me to improve their position somehow. I thought he’d know what it’s like being stuck under the vicar’s shadow. But I’m not about to tell him any of that. Instead, I take a deep breath and lower my voice so that no inquisitors lurking in the shadows will hear. “One day on my mother’s birthday to be with her.”

I shake my head and turn, walking away. I’ll do laps around this room all night if that’s what it takes to keep my distance from him.

His footsteps follow, because of course they do. “I told you I didn’t advise it.”

“But you let me leave. Which obviously seemed a lot like agreement.” I don’t look at him. “If you were just going to run to the vicar, why let me go at all?”

“I couldn’t say no to you without going against the teachings.” He laughs. That gets my attention. It’s a bewildered sound, steeped in disbelief. “You really thought I could? And that I, an eighteen-year-old apprentice of the Creed, could cover for Valor Reborn when she was suddenly missing—the most watched person in all of Vinguard—and everyone would just accept my word for it? You’re even more delusional than I thought.”

The words hit me like a slap across the face. When he puts it like that… Anger has my chest to the tips of my ears burning, but I can’t tell if it’s directed more toward him or toward myself. “Excuse me?”

“I’m just a cog in the vicar’s automaton, Isola.” He sounds…tired. “Grinding away at his command. Heeding his whims and executing his wishes.”

A cog? “But you’re the vicar’s son.”

“And you’ve seen me live such a privileged life because of it,” he says sarcastically.

When I think about it, he’s always in one of the same few outfits, unlike the vicar, who regularly changes his regalia. But I’ve attributed that to the rank and file of the Creed wanting to model the behavior it expects from the citizens of Vinguard. Though I’ve never seen him eating anything special, either. And even around the vicar, the two seemed… Lucan seemed more like a dog heeding its master’s call than a son. 

“What did he do to you, Isola, for leaving that day?” Lucan comes to a stop before me once more, staring down at me. Why does he have to be so damn tall? I can’t even posture my way into looking down on him, and I am not short by any measure.

“I got a measly half hour with my mum, and in exchange he made my training hell for six weeks.”

“How do you think he punished me?”

That silences me. I’ve gone from too hot to cold all over. I hadn’t thought about it at all. Hadn’t seen him as anything more than…a cog.

I’m about to reply when the lights in the hall extinguish at once, like they do in all of Vinguard an hour after the sun sets. Lucan disappears before my eyes as we’re plunged into near-total darkness, though I can feel the heat rolling off him in small waves that crash against the chill realizations I’ve just been having.

“Are you all right?” he breathes.

Did he move closer in the dark? Sounds like he’s only a few inches from me now. “I’m fine,” I lie. I am not fine with that massive silhouette looming in the dark. The dragon sculpture seems even more real now that my imagination is filling in the details… “Why?”

“Your breathing changed.” His fingertips land on my cheek, and I gasp. It’s a clumsy movement. I know he was likely searching for the statue or my shoulder. He withdraws his fingers as quickly as they landed. “Isola?”

His warmth. The sound of his breath. Knowing he is right there and I can’t see him. It’s all so distracting…enough that I nearly miss the movement to our right: the brief flicker of light before we both dive in opposite directions and a ball of flame tears through the air, exploding half a scale’s width from where I was just standing.

 





Chapter 12

I dodge the attack, throwing my body weight into a few extra tumbles in case the flames caught on my clothing. A glowing trail streaks across the floor where Lucan and I were standing. Tiny flames dance over the tile, giving off barely enough light to see the ominous shadows of the dragon statue looming over us. I inhale deeply, an unnatural, metallic, ozone-like scent filling my nose. It’s followed by a soft, rhythmic clicking sound overhead.

“Move!” I scramble to my feet, jumping over the line of flames. There’s nothing more I can do to help Lucan without endangering myself even more. He’ll have to manage on his own. 

Another ball of flame lights up the darkness as I skid to a halt in front of the blue dragon tapestry, chest heaving. Movement to my right and a series of curses te‑lls me Lucan heeded my warning, but barely.

“What the—” Lucan is cut off by his own shock.

There’s not just one dragon statue in the room with us any longer. The flames might as well be a beacon in the near-perfect darkness. They glitter off the copper sheen of a second metal dragon. The tapestry that depicted the copper dragon has rolled up on the wall, and the dragon stands proudly in the room, as if emerging from its roost.

“It’s an automaton. Not real.” I pant softly. My heart is galloping inside my ribs, wild and erratic. Even if I know it’s not real, my body sure thinks it is, including my scar, which is itching unbearably.

Another burst of flame from the copper dragon finally illuminates Lucan’s face enough for me to see the exasperated look he’s giving me. “Obviously it’s not real.”

“Well, I—” I don’t get to finish. Cold has sunk through the leather of my jerkin, and I realize that it’s not just the copper dragon that was waiting for us. My breath frosts in the air.

He seems to realize the chill haze slipping under the blue tapestry at our side at the same time I do. 

But where Lucan dashes away, I freeze in place, eyes closed, panting.

“Isola?” he calls back.

I can’t reply. Move, I command my muscles as the churning of gears and rattling of metal fill my ears. Move! They’re not real. 

“Isola!”

The tapestry rolls up like the curtain of the worst stage play I could ever imagine. A massive statue of a blue dragon rumbles out at my side, and all I can do is stare wide-eyed and utterly terrified. My whole body is locked up.

“I seriously thought you were better than this!” 

Spite is apparently the motivator I needed.

I push away from the automaton before the frost creeps over my shoulders. Lucan has sprinted to the silver dragon that’s materialized from behind its tapestry. I follow his lead. Not because I want to team up with him, but because he has the right idea. The silver dragon might be bloodthirsty, but it doesn’t spit fire or acid or freeze the ground it’s standing on. And for as long as we stay in its blind spot by its haunches, its scales should shield against the other three…at least until the green dragon emerges next to us.

“Thanks for finally following my lead,” he says dryly.

“Shut up,” I snap back, breathless from the run.

“Wish you showed the dragons that same ferocity. Some hero you are.” He and Cindel will get along amazingly in here. Maybe she can have him after all. Not that it’s any of my business.

“Weren’t you the one to say I’m ‘stronger than any of them could ever imagine’? Or was that just to make me think I could trust you?” I jerk my face in his direction with a glare, repeating his words from the one day we had one-on-one training together. The day he was in charge and I thought I could convince him to let me skip.

He returns the intensity of my stare with equal challenge. Both of our chests are heaving. My body is flush with shame, embarrassment, anger, and whatever this annoying feeling is that he twists in me.

“I want to believe it, but you’re proving me wrong.” 

He just knows how to get under my skin.

I’m not who they think I am. I really believe I survived that dragon attack because I am some kind of weird dragon cursed—one that showed early and in a way people haven’t seen before—rather than because I’m Valor Reborn.

Without warning, he grabs my biceps, and a jolt surges through me at the touch. It’s like the rush of the first time Saipha and I raced up one of the towers in the wall. Like the first gust of wind from the outside world that battered my face. I inhale sharply and, for a second, can almost taste that crisp winter air that rolls off the Nightgale Mountains.

“So prove me right, Isola. How do we stop these?” he challenges.

I’m about to ask why in the dragon-burned hells he thinks I’d know, but I quickly shut my mouth. Maybe I do know… These are automatons, and my father is the best artificer in all of Vinguard. If anyone knows how to mix metal and magic, it’s him. Which means it’s something like one of the various projects he’s shown me over the years in his workshop. This is a puzzle I can solve, not just survive. My thoughts scatter again the moment a burst of flame shoots over the blue and silver drag—no—automatons, exploding against the wall behind us.

“How is it still tracking us?” he grumbles.

“A sigil that senses Etherlight. If I had to guess, it’s been designed to recognize the other dragons as friendly and anything else that uses Etherlight as a threat. Even if we’re not actively drawing Etherlight, it still flows through us and around us. It’s in everything.” I explain the theory Mum taught me about Etherlight as I simultaneously try to think of how my father might go about building these. He might not have let me see any sigils, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t tell me theory.

For all I know, he did build these. Actually… Is this what the vicar was asking about last night?

“Oh, thank Valor’s legacy.” It’s almost impossible to see Lucan in the few lingering flames from the last explosion, but I can hear the faintest hope in his voice when he asks, “So you do know how to stop them?” 

I press my back into the wheeled podium that the silver dragon—still blessedly immobile—rests upon and close my eyes, forcing myself to imagine Father’s workshop. He’s explaining how fire ignites along a line of rare sludge collected by Mercy Knights from the swamps outside the wall. My eyes follow Father’s movements as he shows me the gears, the oiled springs, and the threads that connect artificer sigils to allow Etherlight to be drawn through the machine to bring it to life. He asks me questions about how I think it works, inviting me to find solutions for myself—he loved to give me little puzzles as a girl.

“Even if it flows through them, objects can’t actively draw on Etherlight, since they’re not conscious. So there must be a primary sigil to draw it from the Font to power the other sigils that are making them move and attack. Think of it like a heart. If we can disrupt that core sigil, then the rest should—” At last, the moment I’ve been dreading arrives.

The silver beast comes to life with a swing. Its claws shear through the dim light. I fall and press my body against the floor, trying to make myself as small as possible when suddenly my bones feel three sizes too large.

All I see is death coming for me years ago. The dragon on the rooftop and its smoldering maw. The talons that will rip me to ribbons. Its claw puncturing my chest.

A scream tears from my lips as the talon becomes real. My back is pierced by the silver dragon, straight through my leather jerkin and shirt to the flesh, severing a line between my shoulders. My body shrieks with pain as blood warms my sides.

And still, I can’t move. I’m frozen. My heart skips and sputters, and my joints ache as though every one has been dipped in acid.

The whir of the machine fills my ears. I brace myself. Another whiz of a strike through the air, this time low, followed by a violent thump that rattles and cracks the marble floor. That must’ve been its tail.

But it missed me.

I’m pulled up and away from the spot where I was cowering and find myself yanked halfway across the hall, past the center statue that—thank Valor—is still unmoving. For a dizzying moment, I think Saipha’s come to my aid. But it’s not her.

Lucan slams me against the far wall, his body shielding me. I cry out at what feels like an explosion in my back where I was injured. Then he pulls me by my collar to the right. We tumble as another burst of flame strikes where we just were. The smoldering remnants illuminate his fury. 

“Pull yourself together, Isola! We’re not getting out of this without you.” He shakes me, and I fight stars of pain as my eviscerated back cries out in protest. This is worse than every one of the vicar’s beatings during training, but somehow I’m not crying. “Where’s this ‘heart’ sigil?”

“Somewhere at the center.” My words are thin, caught between shallow and labored breaths. The gouge on my back sends shock waves of pain throughout my body.

“Great, so do we just politely ask them where their entry hatch is, or…?”

“Are you always this charming?” Scowling at him miraculously dulls the pain.

“You think this is charming? You should spend more time with me not during near-death experiences.” He flashes a broad smile that I make a show of gagging at.

“I need light. If I’m going to get into the guts of these beasts, I’ll have to see what I’m doing.” I quickly uncinch the laces of my jerkin.

“Moving a bit fast for my liking.” The words are playful, but he speaks in a very uncertain manner.

“You wish.” I step away from him and shout, jerkin balled in my fist. “Hey, copper piece of dragon shit! Over here!”

Fire collects in a distant point, and the head of the copper dragon turns. The world seems to slow down as a fire ball shoots toward us once more. I wave the jerkin right through it. The flames collect on it, smoldering. 

“How is it not burning the jerkin away—not burning you?” Lucan asks.

“Flammable swamp sludge. Flames ride on the sludge, and the sludge buffers the fabric, more or less.” I oversimplify. The fire isn’t going to burn forever…not even for a while, but it’s better than nothing. I scan the dragon statues with new eyes. Not real, I remind myself and charge ahead, dodging more attacks like I dodged the curates’ mallets as the vicar had them beat me while reciting verses of prayer.

I skim the perimeter of the silver dragon’s podium. A claw sweeps overhead, and I duck. Everything in me wants to freeze up. To curl into a ball and hide. Instead, I fight the urge as I search for—

An entry point.

There’s a seam around the base that’s raised higher than the others. A side panel. Tossing my jerkin, I dig my fingers into the opening, seeking purchase, ignoring the pain as my nails crack and snap back.

Another swipe whizzes through the air. This time, I narrowly avoid it. The creature was going right for my head. They really don’t care if we die in here, do they? A horrifying thought occurs to me: How many “cursed” deaths in the Tribunal’s history have been anything but? The notion makes this whole place suddenly feel like a mausoleum more than a testing ground.

“Over here!” Lucan shouts to the dragon, waving his hands. It spins on its stand, swiping its tail. Lucan dodges with surprising grace. Nimbler and more adept than I’d expect of a guy who’s been trained to uphold the Creed, not deliver mercy.

Unless the vicar did train him for Mercy Knighthood so that he could get in and watch me there, too…

Something to worry about in the future. Right now, I’m getting this panel open if it’s the last thing I ever do. I dig my fingers in and really put my back into it. With a shout, I pop the sheet of metal off and scramble inside.

Sure enough, there’s a maze of metal gears and pulleys. The dragon’s underbelly glints in the faint light of my still-smoldering jerkin, as though alive with silver and copper bugs. A buzzing so great it’s almost like a roar hums in my chest. How am I going to find anything in this mess?

It can be sensed… I hear Mum’s words. Ether, the balance of both Etherlight and Ethershade, as nature intended, is a natural flow in us all. In the world itself. It is life and death, creation and destruction—true power is found in the middle. In the balance. To feel magic, you only need to reach out to it with your whole self.

I draw in a slow breath and try to clear my senses. It’s hard when I still hear the explosions of flame, the crackle of growing ice, and the endless whirring of machines. I block out the overwhelming scent of my own blood. My whole body begins to itch, muscles twitching, heart skipping beats. Through quivering breaths and furrowed brows, I keep my focus, even when I feel as if the only relief would be ripping my skin off starting with my scar. I persist further than I ever have before because I’m either turning as a dragon cursed or dying here.

And then, as though I’ve pushed past the point of exhaustion, everything fades, and I feel it—the spark of power she spoke of. A familiar sensation, deep within. Clearer than ever before.

A glint catches my eye. There.

My eyes lock onto a small point off to the side. A tiny panel upon which a simple design has been drawn—a square with a circle inside, a single vertical line. My eyes widen, and my breath catches.

An artificer sigil, complete, unhidden. Forbidden knowledge laid out before me. Time seems to slow, and my thoughts quicken. A hundred constellations are forming in my mind as a dozen seemingly unrelated points connect. It’s like my father gave me all the pieces—I just needed to see the picture.

This sigil hasn’t been carved or embossed onto the metal but rather drawn in what looks like chalk. I swear I recognize my father’s style in it. As if he intended for this to happen—for me to find it.

The thought makes me bolder, braver. Makes me feel less alone because, in a way, he and Mum are here with me. Looking out for me. I track the movements of the gears and pulleys around it, any of which could snap off my fingers.

One…two—three.

One…two—three.

With a grunt, I lunge. My hand smears across the sigil. The second the design is smudged, everything halts. It must’ve been the sigil that was drawing Etherlight into the machine.

I collapse, rolling onto my back with a groan of pain and staring up at the still gears, catching my breath. That’s when I see another tiny sigil. A square with a smaller square inside of it, an X connecting the center of the smaller square to the outermost points of the larger one.

Reaching up, I rest my fingertips on it. I was right…it’s Dad’s marking. If the first sigil was the primary draw, then this one was…

I follow the threads, eyes widening. Something in me is clicking into place with the same precision as the gears around me.

“Isola?” Lucan calls out, frantic. More bursts of flame return me to the present. A dragon roar—magnified by a copper box—rips a chill through me.

I scramble back out. Lucan’s eyes find mine instantly.

“Do you trust me?” I ask.

“What kind of a question is that?”

“I’m not hearing a no.” I reach around and smear my fingers across my lower back. Using my own blood, I replicate the second sigil I saw inside the automaton on the back of my left hand. Lucan’s eyes widen. Most people can’t feel Etherlight enough to activate sigils until the gilding. But I am not most people, thanks to whatever happened in me that killed that dragon when I was twelve, and I have the dual golden eyes to prove it. “Why don’t we find out what this does together?” 

 





Chapter 13

I hold out my hand to the side in case my recreated artificer sigil will cause me to unleash a burst of flame or ice. This is exactly why the Creed doesn’t want regular people trying out sigils. One wrong line and it can either not work at all, or Etherlight can explode with horrifying consequences.

But I’m surprisingly confident in my abilities for having never done this before, thanks to all the hours I spent with Dad. For the first time, it feels like something is going to simply work for me, and the sensation is intoxicating.

I suck in Etherlight with a breath—the way I did for years, trying with the vicar—and this time, it feels as though all this power has somewhere to go. The skin on my fist puckers, spreading down my arm and even tingling across my chest. A thin sheen across my arm is illuminated in the fading light of our fires.

The copper dragon turned my way while I was drawing forth Etherlight. I almost miss the surge of power. Lucan lets out a shout, but he’s too far.

Using all the information I’ve learned about drawing Etherlight through sigils from my father and my training with the vicar, I raise my fist and position my body behind it. Etherlight is warm, like the sun rising after a long night. More flows through me than I’ve ever felt before—so much more than opening a
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