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Glossary

AGE & TIME EXPLAINED

AS/AFTER STONE

The tracking of time/phases—after the Aether Stone was gifted to the Neváns.

BS/BEFORE STONE

The tracking of time/phases—before the Aether Stone was gifted to the Neváns.

AURORA RIBBONS

A band of silver, luminous ribbons that are tethered to both poles of the world (north and south) and orbit the world on this axis. The aurora ribbons are what folk use to track their sleep/awake time.

AURORA CYCLE

A complete aurora cycle is the amount of time it takes for the aurora ribbons to orbit the entire world once. An aurora cycle is equivalent to our twenty-four-hour day.

AURORA RISE/RISING

The time of the aurora cycle when the aurora is dawning on the eastern horizon.

AURORA FALL/FALLING

The time of the aurora cycle when the aurora is setting on the western horizon.

DAE

The time of the aurora cycle when the aurora is tracking through the sky overhead. This is the time when the folk of this world are often awake.

SLUMBER

The time of the aurora cycle when no aurora ribbons paint the sky. This is the time when the folk of this world sleep.

PHASE

One thousand aurora cycles (akin to a year). The aurora ribbons grow marginally thicker over the course of the phase, then thin out on the thousandth cycle. This ebbing rhythm tracks the phase from start to finish.

EON

One hundred phases/100,000 aurora cycles.

AGE EXPLAINED

One phase of life = 1,000 aurora cycles.

Twenty-four phases of life = 24,000 aurora cycles.

TERMS

AETHER STONE

The small black stone (the size of an adult thumb pad) that is set within a silver diadem. This diadem fuses with a host’s head and is guarded by the Neván family line. Caelis (God of Aether) is within the stone.

ARITHIA

Capital of The Shade.

BELUHN

The Burn’s southernmost village/outpost. Given it’s so close to The Fade, this village is where a lot of folk from The Burn raise their Moltenmaw hatchlings if they’re brave enough to risk obtaining an egg.

BHOGGITH

The Moltenmaw nesting grounds. This is in The Fade and is a vast stretch of boggy wasteland. There are stable mounds that the Moltenmaws form their nests atop of, building great circular globes from trees and branches and laying their eggs within. Once their eggs begin to rock, the paternal Moltenmaw blows flame upon the structure—a vital part of the hatching process.

BLOODLACE

Someone who is gifted with a unique power over blood. They can source familial origin, use someone’s blood to make them hurt or feel pleasure, etc.

BOOK OF VOYD

Written by the God of Aether. Every official rune has been derived from this book. It is held in the High Treasury in the Citadel, kept by the Tri-Council.

BOTHAIM

Neutral city. Residence of the Tri-Council.

BOTHAIMIAN ORE

Mined in the tunnels well below Bothaim, it contains a high percentage of iron and is almost impossible for Bulder to shift.

BOUND

The equivalent to a spouse. To say we are “bound” is also to say we are “married.”

CLIP

A circular notch cut into the peak of a fae’s ear, almost as if a tiny creature took a bite from the shell. If someone has a clip, it signifies that they are a null, and that they can’t hear any of the elemental songs. This is not something that is prevalent everywhere—just in specific kingdoms.

DAGA-MÓRRK

One so bonded with their dragon that they can harness its strength and fire. This connection is more myth than reality.

DAM

Mother dragon.

DHOMM

Capital of The Burn.

THE DITCH

The main thoroughfare in the city of Gore.

DRAGON BLOODSTONE

Mined from the ground in areas where dragon blood has spilled. It’s the main form of currency in The Fade and The Shade. If ground up and consumed, it’s packed full of medicinal properties.

DRAGONSIGHT

The ability to see the trace of old runes—something that can only otherwise be seen via the light of a dragon’s flame.

DRELGAD

A segment of the wall that is dedicated to The Fade’s army, housing its fresh conscripts.

ELDING BLADE

An assassin for the Fíur du Ath.

ELDING SQUIRE

Delivers orders from the Elding to other members of the Fíur du Ath.

ELEMENTAL BEAD

These are worn to show if an individual can hear any of the elemental songs. There are different fashions for different kingdoms. In The Fade, they are worn as earrings. In The Burn or The Shade, they adorn the wearer’s hair, beard, or garb.

RED: Ignos (fire)

BLUE: Rayne (water)

CLEAR: Clode (air)

BROWN: Bulder (ground)

FÍUR DU ATH

The rebellious group working to counteract the tyranny leeching across the kingdoms (predominantly The Fade). Their reach stretches all over the world.

FLESHTHREAD

Someone who is trained in the art of using runes to mend flesh, muscle, and organs.

THE FLOURISH

The underground safe haven ruled by the Elding, nesting in an undisclosed location somewhere in the south.

FOREST OF HARTHOR

The ancient forest surrounding the Moltenmaw spawning grounds.

GHOST LARKS

Larks that are unable to reach their destination, usually because the receiver has passed on. These larks flit around aimlessly for the rest of their existence.

GONDRAGH

The Sabersythe nesting grounds. This is directly beneath the sun, where it is very hot and uninhabitable for most folk. Very rocky, with lots of volcanoes and rivers of lava. The Sabersythes nest within the nooks and hollows in these volcanoes. Once their eggs begin to rock, they either scoop lava from the volcanoes and spit it into the nests or douse the nests in dragonflame—a vital part of the hatching process.

GORE

Capital of The Fade.

GRANDMAH

“Grandma”

GRANDPAH

“Grandpa”

HATCHING HUT

A hut that’s generally on the outskirts of the different dragon nesting grounds. This is usually where someone who has stolen an egg will make camp so they can successfully hatch the baby dragons in their natural habitats, ensuring a safe and healthy hatchling.

HIGH TREASURY

Located in the Citadel of Bothaim, the High Treasury houses special and unique items held by the Tri-Council, including the Book of Voyd.

JOHKULL CLAN

One of the many warrior clans that reside in the Boltanic Plains. These clans are renowned for producing strong and gifted warriors.

Kaan grew up with the Johkull Clan.

THE LOFF

The vast body of water that halos the Sabersythe nesting grounds like a turquoise iris. It is renowned for being home to ancient beasts and unpredictable weather patterns.

MAH

“Mother”

MAHMI

“Mommy”

MÁLMR

A hand-carved pendant that those in the warrior clans of the Boltanic Plains offer someone they are courting. They are often made from things like dragonscale, bone, copper, or stone.

MIEL ET MUÍEM

The Moving Mists. These mists shift about the globe but rarely travel too far north.

MINDWEFT

Someone who has the unique ability to dig into another’s mind. They are extremely rare.

NETHERYN

The Moonplume nesting grounds. This is situated in The Shade, at the southernmost pole of the world. Here, the bitterly cold environment is inhospitable to most folk. The Moonplumes nest on giant hexagon pillars of ice. Once their eggs begin to rock, the paternal Moonplume will either blow its icy flames upon the eggs or pack ice and snow atop them—a vital part of the hatching process.

NULL

Someone who doesn’t hear any of the elemental songs. In certain kingdoms, their ears are clipped to show this.

PAH

“Father”

PAHPI

“Daddy”

PARCHMENT LARK

Runed squares of parchment that have activation lines. Once folded (into the shape of a lark) these notes will flutter to the one the message is intended for. A reliable form of communication in this world.

RÉIDI

The dotted tattoo on the back of a warrior from the Boltanic Plains. Each dot represents a victory, and a heavily tattooed back is a show of great strength and honor.

RUNI

Someone who has learned how to wield the symbols found in the ancient tomb that some believe Caelis (God of Aether) wrote in his desperation to be heard. They wear a white bead and/or white robes boasting buttons down their center seam that pinch the garment into place. These buttons are stamped with different symbols that announce the Runi’s talents. For different levels of skill, the buttons are made from different materials—wood being the elementary level, diamond being the most advanced.

SIRE

Father dragon.

SKRIPI

A luck/strategy game played throughout the world. The shards used are similar to playing cards, but boast pictures of different creatures.

SUN STARVE

A sickness that overtakes fae who go without being in the sun for too long. It mainly affects fae from The Burn and The Fade.

THE BURN

The northern third of the world. It’s always sunny here, so it’s very hot, and it storms often in certain parts. There are rainforests and sandy plains, as well as vast bodies of water.

THE FADE

This is the middle third of the world—the girthy band of the globe. Here, the clouds are always colorful, as it’s forever cast in the light of a “golden hour.” It’s cold here, often snowy, never rainy, though it sometimes sleets.

There is a massive stone wall that circles this girthy part of the world like a belt. Most of The Fade’s civilization have built homes within it. In heavily populated areas, a trench is dug down into the wall, effectively splitting it in two—creating a sheltered ditch with skybridges stretching from side to side.

THE SHADE

This is the southern third of the world. No sunshine reaches this area, so it’s forever cast in darkness—the only light being the aurora ribbons and the light emanating from Moonplume moons. It’s very cold here, covered in snow, the coldest part being the southernmost pole known as Netheryn.

THORNS

Soldiers of Arithia.

TRI-COUNCIL

This is a council of ancient tri-beaded elementals and very knowledgeable Runis. They hold a certain amount of sway over the kingdoms because of their great power and sometimes intervene in political matters. They reside in Bothaim—neutral territory that does not fall under the rule of any king or queen.

TRUTHTUNE

Someone who has the unique ability to tell when another is lying. They aren’t as strong as a Mindweft, but they are more common and prized by the Crown for their ability to tell if someone can hear the elemental songs—mainly younglings who have just begun to hear the songs and are trying to escape conscription.

UHLOO

The Johkull way of answering the honor of wearing a gifted málmr. A thin braid of hair, freely given, secured into the receiver’s hair. The tightness of the braid declares much about intentions.

UNDERCITY

The big, jagged cleft in the ground beneath the wall of The Fade (directly below Gore—The Fade’s capital).

It’s riddled with abandoned dragon bloodstone mine shafts and is a hotspot for homeless folk. Some of these mine shafts collapse, and creatures from either side of the wall sneak in to find shelter, making it a very perilous place to live.

VIHN PEAKS

A segment of Gondragh. The Great Silver Sabersythe nests within the Vihn Peaks.

WARDENS

Dual bead “disciples” to the Tri-Council.

WEALD

A small handheld device that’s runed to be able to contain different elements in their purest forms. Fire, air, water, ground, and even dragonflame—though these wealds are rare, as they require the blood of a Daga-Mórrk to construct.

CREATURES/BEINGS

ANTHE

A water creature that gorges on flesh and swallows souls, nulling them into oblivion. There is one that nests beneath Bothaim.

CROWL

Pack creatures that hunt the snowy plains on the south side of the wall in The Fade. They are meat eaters.

DOOMQUILL

Prickly predators that rattle and howl and raid dens dug into the snow. Their main prey is the fresh young of more vulnerable creatures.

ELDING BIRD

A mythical birdlike creature born from ashes and flames.

FAE

The more common folk in this world. They aren’t immortal, but they have exceptionally long lifespans.

 The fae have pointed ears and sharp canines and are primal by nature.

FATE HERDER

A large silver feline-like creature that is more legend than reality. Those who have seen it are often considered crazy or delusional, boasting stories about the beast nudging them to make a different decision than the one they’d intended.

FAUNYCAW

Winged, leathery beasts with stumpy necks and big, gloomy eyes. They are less than half the size of an average Moltenmaw and can blend with the rust-toned stone in The Burn. They can cling to cliffs and ceilings and have batlike wings. They can be ridden.

MISKUNN

A knee-high creature with white hair and complexion, buttony features, and sharp teeth. They have willowy bodies that fold up like a marsupial and long, tufted tails. They can see into the future, though these visions are sporadic and subject to change.

These creatures are verbal.

MOLTENMAWS

The dragons that live in The Fade. They are covered in feathers, their faces sharp and beaked. Their plumage is a vibrant mix of colors—no two Moltenmaws bear the same color palette. They can travel anywhere in the world comfortably and are the easiest dragons to charm/steal an egg from.

MOONPLUMES

The dragons that live in The Shade. They have leathery, luminous skin that comes in shades of gray, pearl, iridescence, and white. Their eyes are big, black, and glittery, their faces rounded, necks long, bodies elegant. Their tails are long, like brushes of silken strands. They are cold-loving creatures, and they cannot handle the sun or their skin burns, nor do their eyes adapt to such brightness. They are very cunning and are therefore the hardest dragons to charm or steal an egg from.

RAZAH

Molten-born creatures said to be the rabid spirits of perished fae, minds mutilated by their bloodlust.

SABERSYTHES

The dragons that live in The Burn. They are large boxy creatures with scales, spikes, and heavily tusked faces. They come in many different colors, such as rust, bronze, red, brown, black, and gold. They are heat-loving creatures and cannot survive for long in the fierce cold of The Shade. They can be very boisterous and aggressive and are almost as hard to charm or steal an egg from as the Moonplumes are.

VELVET TROGG

Large, lanky creatures that like to hoard and feast on trash. They have four arms, long black hair, and blue velvet skin. They consume memories from the bits of trash they eat and purge them as luminous, sticky tendrils they pull from gaping holes in their hands, using these tendrils to decorate their lairs.

These creatures are verbal.

WAIF

Rare, lanky, foglike creatures that haunt drapes of mist where they nibble souls in exchange for messages from the dead.

These creatures are verbal.

CHARACTERS

AHDRIK NEVÁN

Former King of The Shade. Partner to Eudora Neván, and father of Elluin and Haedeon Neván.

AHRA

The Great Silver Sabersythe.

AHVI

The child protégé whom Tyroth traded to the Tri-Council in exchange for their favor.

ALLUME

Haedeon Neván’s Moonplume.

ARKYN VAEGOR

Also known as the Scavenger King. Son of Ostern Vaegor.

BHARON

Tyroth Vaegor’s Sabersythe.

BORG

Kaan’s pet waif.

BULDER

One of the five Creators—the God of Ground.

CADOK VAEGOR

Current King of The Fade. Partner of Dothea Vaegor, father of Turun Vaegor, son of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor, full-blood sibling of Kaan and Veya, and twin of Tyroth Vaegor. Half-blood sibling of Arkyn Vaegor.

CAELIS

One of the five Creators—the God of Aether.

CLODE

One of the five Creators—the Goddess of Air.

DOTHEA VAEGOR

Current Queen of The Fade. Partner to Cadok Vaegor and mother of Turun Vaegor.

THE ELDING

Head of Fíur du Ath.

ELLUIN NEVÁN

Former Princess of The Shade. Daughter of Ahdrik and Eudora Neván, and the sibling of Haedeon Neván. Descendant of the familial line entrusted with the Aether Stone.

ESSI

Raeve’s young friend whom Raeve rescued from the Undercity. Essi lives with Raeve in Gore and is very smart.

EUDORA NEVÁN

Former Queen of The Shade. Partner to Ahdrik Neván, and mother of Haedeon and Elluin Neván. Descendant of the familial line entrusted with the Aether Stone.

FALLON

Raeve’s friend whom she lost a long while ago.

GRIHM

King Kaan’s second-in-command.

GRUFFIN

Ahvi’s Moltenmaw hatchling.

HAEDEON NEVÁN

Former prince of The Shade. Son of Ahdrik and Eudora Neván, and the sibling of Elluin Neván. Descendant of the familial line entrusted with the Aether Stone.

IGNOS

One of the five Creators—the God of Fire.

KAAN VAEGOR

Current King of The Burn. Eldest son of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor. Full-blood sibling of Cadok, Tyroth, and Veya Vaegor. Half-blood sibling of Arkyn Vaegor.

KORIE FARJÓR

Daughter of Siharna Farjór. First cousin to Kaan, Cadok, Tyroth, and Veya Vaegor.

KYZARI VAEGOR

Princess of The Shade. Daughter of Kaan Vaegor and Raeve/Elluin Neván. Grandchild of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor. Descendant of the familial line entrusted with the Aether Stone.

MAELL

Pyrok’s Moltenmaw.

MIOR

A decorated Mindweft from The Burn. Vhrun’s daughter.

NOEVE

A cart driver who frequents the Path of Daes.

OSTERN VAEGOR

The former King of The Burn. Partner of Kovina Vaegor, and father of Arkyn, Kaan, Cadok, Tyroth, and Veya Vaegor.

PYROK

A not-very-helpful member of King Kaan’s Imperial Court. Sibling of Roan.

RAYNE

One of the five Creators—the Goddess of Water.

REKK ZHAROS

A renowned bounty hunter.

ROAN

A member of King Kaan’s Imperial Court. Sibling of Pyrok.

RUSE

The owner of the Curly Quill in Gore.

RYGUN

Kaan’s Sabersythe.

SEREME

A high-ranking member of the Fíur du Ath.

SIHARNA FARJÓR

Chieftess of Beluhn. Sister to Kovina Vaegor, mother to Korie Farjór, and auntie to Kaan, Cadok, Tyroth, and Veya Vaegor.

SLÁTRA

Elluin Neván’s Moonplume.

TYROTH VAEGOR

Current King of The Shade. Son of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor. Full-blood sibling of Kaan and Veya, and twin of Cadok Vaegor. Half-blood sibling of Arkyn Vaegor.

UNO

Ruse’s pet miskunn.

UTRIS

A warrior of The Burn.

VEYA VAEGOR

Princess of The Burn. Daughter and youngest child of Ostern and Kovina Vaegor. Full-blood sibling of Kaan, Cadok, and Tyroth Vaegor. Half-blood sibling of Arkyn Vaegor.

VRUHN

Owner of the Curly Quill in Dhomm.
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Pronunciation Guide

AHVI

Ahh-vi

ALLUME

Uh-loo-m

ANTHE

An-th

BELUHN

Bell-uhn

BHARON

Bar-ron

CADOK VAEGOR

Kah-dock Vay-gore

ELLUIN NEVÁN

Ell-ew-in Neh-v-ah-n

ESSI

Ess-ee

FÍUR DU ATH

Fee-er doo Ah-th

HAEDEON NEVÁN

Hay-dee-on Neh-v-ah-n

KAAN VAEGOR

K-ahn Vay-gore

KYZARI VAEGOR

K-eye-zar-ee Vay-gore

MIEL ET MUÍEM

Meal Et Moo-eem

MIOR

Mee-or

OSTERN VAEGOR

Ohs-tern Vay-gore

RAEVE

Ray-vv

RÉIDI

R-eh-di

RYGUN

Rye-gun

SEREME

Ser-eam

SIHARNA

Sih-harr-nah

SLÁTRA

Slah-trah

TYROTH VAEGOR

Tie-roth Vay-gore

UHLOO

Ew-loo

UTRIS

Ew-tris

VEYA VAEGOR

Vay-ah Vay-gore
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Prologue

It was unnaturally quiet that dae, the Loff a sheet of tempered glass that offered only the sharpest reflection. Not a breath of wind ruffled the grass or squealed past honed corners, the volcanoes that blistered Gondragh quelling their grumbled ruckus for the first time in many phases. Not a single rock rolled out of place unless ordered to, the action swift and without strain. Even the clouds refused to weep, like a crumbled face holding breath before the anguished sob.

It was as though Ignos, Bulder, Clode, and Rayne had pooled their consciousnesses . . . elsewhere. As though they’d been watching.

Listening.

Folk mulled over the strange occurrence, and those who could hear the Creators’ songs would later speak of it as a bad omen, given what was to unfold that dae. That the large silver Moonplume moon perched in the sky above The Shade was about to wobble from its lofty perch.

First came a scream from the mouth of someone buckled with too much pain and loneliness. Like bursting a seam that had been sewn too tight. Then came the words—tilled from a thirsty heart, without much thought beyond hope of easing the ache in the female’s chest.

What happened next had the Creators screaming with equal might, their voices hitched with foreboding.

Then . . .

Slátra pitched from the sky like a luminous egg, plummeting with such velocity that fire plumed in her bouldered wake. Those who witnessed the event and lived to tell the tale would later say the ground around them seemed to heave a sigh of acceptance, right before the moon struck with such force the entire world rattled for a beat, like a shudder. Fitting, given the event would later bring about a reckoning that was well overdue.

The Creators watched as a female hatched from that moon, stumbled free of the beautiful, luminous wreckage with eyes a crush of glitter and ink, blood leaking from a bone-deep gash in her head. As she tore toward Arithia with vicious intent . . . before she was captured. Subdued. Tossed in a cell beneath a mountain that housed a male who frothed with bloodlust.

Watched as she was tortured. Hardened.

Sharpened.

They knew the end began here, amidst this echo of something that took place so many phases ago. That the male this moon-fallen fae once loved roamed the plains with a heart full of ache and a mouth full of words that could crumble the world to dust. That he could end things faster and with more ferocity than any moonfall.

That fate was working against them to make things right, herding them into a corner too small and suffocating.

They didn’t fight, for they knew they were in the wrong. Knew that if they did, they would lose. For the dae they laid their little trap and tore Caelis to shreds, packing him into a cage that crushed him into a screaming mulch, there was but one thing they hadn’t counted on. Something bearing a potent strength that would forever go unmatched.

Love.
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Chapter 1 Kaan 

I feel around the cold, calcified ridges of a jagged hole in Slátra’s side, a particularly sharp edge nicking the tip of my finger. Pain barely registers, the sensation akin to the song of a lost friend. Treasured almost; many of the scars on my hands attributed to this beautiful silver moon.

To her.

With slow steps, I move farther around the bundled Moonplume to another hole, this one so deep I can fit my entire arm in and only just feel the back. Something I check for the thousandth time, making sure the shape is clear before I move on to the next. Imagining I have the missing pieces in my hands, setting them back in place.

Not a want.

Not a simple desire to finish the job, like completing a complex puzzle.

But a soul-deep urge that’s propelled me since she pitched from the sky, pervading my dreams and every waking breath even after I found Raeve—beaten and bloody in that cell.

I press my palm flat between Slátra’s closed eyes. “You will be whole again,” I rasp, throat so tight I have to clear it. I put my head against hers despite the bitter cold that bites my skin. “I swear on my existence, I will not rest until I’ve found every last piece and brought them back to you.”

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t open her eyes and reveal her secrets. Certainly doesn’t fill this jagged hole in my own chest, like something’s out of place. A feeling I’ve grown too familiar with over the many phases since Elluin left.

I look down into the smooth hollow that cradled her before she hatched as Raeve, and a different sort of hurt flares in my too-soft heart . . . impossible to ignore.

My thoughts drift to her whereabouts. To how Líri howled and howled once she seemed to realize Raeve was gone. That Raeve had left her here in The Burn, had chosen to chase revenge on her own.

To step away from love.

 I felt every high-pitched bay through the fibers of my being. Still do whenever I step foot in that cavern or let Rygun’s thoughts filter through me from where he’s nesting at the mouth of it . . . Though the small Moonplume seems to be howling less now. Like she’s giving up.

Somehow, that’s worse.

I press a kiss between Slátra’s eyes and make for the stairs, brushing the frost from my beard as I step from the frigid ebb of her silver light, up toward reality. Pushing past leafy vines, I exit into the balmy air grown heavy from the storm now rumbling in the distance, past sodden blooms dripping into puddles.

As I reach the door to my suite, the sound of flapping parchment wings draws my attention skyward.

I offer my hand for the approaching lark to settle on, my heart lurching with the realization that it could be from Raeve. Perhaps a note telling me she cares for me, but that she won’t be coming back. Something she couldn’t bring herself to tell me to my face.

Not a breath moves through me until I flatten the lark and read the message from start to end, written in the native tongue of the clans.

Not from Raeve.

Relief floods me like a guzzle of icy water.

I reread the message from Terros, valuing the update on his journey to Bothaim with Rekk saddled behind him, being flown toward his imminent demise.

Happy to hear of their progress, I refold the lark and pocket it. Weather permitting, they should land in Bothaim in two or three cycles.

Raeve will be waiting, no doubt. Ready to skin Rekk alive. Hopefully make him beg for death before the end.

Hopefully shed the bloodlusting itch from her veins.

Shoving the thought down, I lurch the door wide and push past the curtains. Make sure they’re pinched shut before I move deeper into the suite, brushing my fingers over my lute. Frowning, I pause to lift it from the rack, settle it against my hip, and drag my thumb across the frayed strings . . .

The tenor that strums free boots me in the chest, strained and with a strident overtone. An echo of the hurt that’s been strung through me since Elluin left so many phases ago.

The tune of my heartache. Of my love and sorrow.

I should’ve replaced the strings long ago, but that would change the sound. Something that didn’t feel right. Especially since she’s the only one I’ve played for since Slátra carried her into the sky. A private tune to her spirit in the hopes it would hail her heart back to me.

Perhaps I should’ve played harder.

Clearing my throat, I set the instrument on its rack and unstopper my chalice of burnt brandy, pouring a drink. I sip, the liquor blazing a path into my gut as I open the small table drawer and retrieve the glass vial I stuffed within over thirty cycles ago.

 A pang of guilt strikes me at the sight of the whirling mists inside, like it’s caging a small tornado.

Oops.

I sink into the leather armchair and take another swig, put the glass aside, then set the vial on the table and pop the cork.

Borg pours out in a gush of grumbling mist, churning and spreading as he gathers size. He folds over himself, then stretches larger than a pallet-sized throw—almost completely transparent—before constricting into a dense, wafting mass again, just bigger than me, black eyes gleaming with—

Rage? No. Disappointment.

That’s worse.

“The absent king returns,” the disgruntled waif mutters, floating before me like a pale storm cloud tethered to his vial.

“Borg. I’ve missed you, too.”

“Your actions contradict.” He extends his mouth longways; a messy hollow torn through. “Next time you think to stuff me in a drawer, don’t.”

I dip my chin, hand fisted against my chest. “You’re right, my friend. That was thoughtless. Please accept my humble apologies.”

“Depends.” Another stretch of his mouth—sideways this time. “Did you find me a prettier jar?”

Shit.

“Still working on it—”

“Lies.” He gusts forward so fast the hairs on my arms lift. “Over a hundred phases and I’m still in the same ugly thing, plugged in place with a cork.”

I arch a brow. “It has a large window . . .”

“Pointless when I’m tossed in a drawer like an afterthought.”

A small smile pulls at my lips. “Fair point.”

Borg sniffs long and deep, getting right up close to my mouth, like he’s about to thread in there and invade my organs. Never fails to make a shiver climb my spine. “I smell the drink on your breath.”

“Indeed.”

“You’ve come to feed me?”

I reach for my glass and bring it to my lips, forcing him to retreat enough for me to take another blazing sip. “Depends,” I hiss past clenched teeth, playing the usual game.

He offers me a gaping grin, then wafts back, pretending to pick mist from beneath his foggy fingernails. “I still haven’t heard from your Elluin, nor have the others. Though a well-fed brother in Gore recently came across a fae who had spirits clamoring to speak with her. Curiously, some were members of the fallen Neván family.”

My heart almost lurches free of my fucking rib cage.

“For a hefty nibble,” Borg continues while my blood boils, gaze still cast on his nails, “I could ask my brother to inquire about the messages they were hoping to pass—”

“You will tell your brothers to stop searching for Elluin’s spirit immediately,” I growl with such might the room trembles, hands fisting so tight a fissure pings through my glass. “Or anyone in correlation with her.”

Borg wafts his hand flat against what I imagine is his chest cavity, like I just wounded him. “But you swore to feed me for an eon if I managed to connect with Elluin’s spiri—”

“Or I’ll tip you back into the Mists.”

Shriveling to the size of a woetoe, he peers up at me, eyes huge within his trembling body.

He doesn’t want to go back there.

He’s much better fed with me.

“And once we locate the rest of your precious moonshards?” he snipes, puffing back to his regular size and posturing over me. “What of me then? Will you tip me back into the Mists? Or perhaps leave me in a drawer until you grow so old and senile you forget I even exist?”

His words pinch, softening my regard. I know how it feels to be capped with a cork and tucked in a drawer, hidden away.

“I still have use of you, Borg. And plenty of painful memories to keep you as overfed as you’ve been these past hundred phases. Though if I were wise,” I mutter, tossing back another swig, “I’d trade you for a brother with a sweeter appetite.”

This time both his misty hands flatten against his chest. “You wouldn’t dare. I’ve been a humble servant.”

A hungry, sadistic servant. But morbid as it is, this waif knows me almost as well as Rygun does.

He’s tasted most of my agony, my loss. Every time he brings something painful to the surface, I’m reminded to live each moment with intention. To honor and love with my whole heart and thus stave off the fester of regret.

Mostly.

“I wouldn’t dare,” I confirm, meaning every word. “You’re a loyal ally and a much-treasured friend.”

Borg deflates—everything bar his puffed chest—and returns to picking mist from beneath his wispy nails. “Treasured as I am, I have bad news for us both, given my current state of near starvation.”

I lift a brow. Decide against reminding him it’s impossible for him to actually starve.

“Unfortunately, I have no news to report on the whereabouts of any more of your beloved shards, though the Moving Mists are migrating farther north than they have in over a hundred phases.” He splays his fingers to inspect his handiwork. “I’m hoping one of my brothers within will spot something soon.”

I nod, pushing down the pang of disappointment. “Good to know.”

He gets to work on his other hand, coy as he says, “Perhaps there’s something else you want to know?”

Hard to ignore the greedy hitch roughening his voice.

“There is, actually. I’m looking for information on the whereabouts of three folk.”

He surges forward so fast I suck a breath, almost cross-eyed with the effort to maintain his gloomy eye contact. “Go on . . .”

I take another gulp to forge myself some personal space, my next words hissed. “Veya, my sister. Kyzari, my niece. And Roan, my alchemist. I’ve sent them all larks,” I say, swirling the liquid in my glass. “I’m impatient to hear back.”

An understatement.

The chasm left by Raeve’s absence is packed with restless anxiety that feels like lightning bolts, forking into all my tender muscle and sinew. I’d let Grihm beat me into a pulp just to draw the focus elsewhere, but he’s not around.

Nobody’s around.

“Ahh. Let me consult.” Borg gusts to a respectable distance, withering into a sheet of mist that drifts across the ground.

“Take your time,” I murmur, then fill my mouth with another gulp. Doing my best to numb myself.

I’ve almost emptied the glass when Borg recongeals into his regular shape. “I have information on your alchemist,” he announces, voice pitched with hungry glee. Like a loyal beast that just caught a rodent and dumped it on my pillow.

“Nothing on the others?”

“Not at this stage. But my brothers are listening.”

I nod and pour myself another drink that I drain in three deep gulps, burning my throat raw. “What are you craving this dae?”

“Young Kaan,” he blurts, vibrating with excitement—his fingers clawing at the air like spindly tick legs. “Something truly mouthwatering, given you stuffed me in a drawer for so long.”

“Fair,” I mutter, thumping my empty glass on the table. Truth be told, it could’ve been worse.

Given the current state of things, reliving any memory from after Elluin left for Arithia might’ve kicked me over the edge.

I tip my head against the headrest and close my eyes, feeling Borg encroach like a sticky cloud wafting against me, hands padding at my shoulders, neck, then jaw, fingers splaying around my cheeks.

He finally finds balance.

There’s the distant, cyclonic sound of his mouth opening, heaving with intensity until it overshadows the thumping pound of my heart. Then the plunging sensation, like a cold tongue is slithering down my throat, shoving past my physical layers.

Through the fibers of my soul.

Still, it pushes . . . finally slitting up into the shape of a hook fierce enough to flay me from within.

I fist a particularly painful memory nesting in the embers of my volcanic insides, lift it up, and wrestle it onto the hook. Borg hums with glee, dragging it up in steady increments—
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“He’s just a youngling!” Mahmi’s voice is so loud and sad it makes my heart hurt. “Please, Ostern! Please, have mercy—”

“Get her back to the Fortress!” Pahpi growls over his shoulder, his big hand squeezing my arm so tight I think my bone is going to snap as he charges across the courtyard, dragging me behind him. Four of my fast, scrambling steps for every two of his.

Guards rush to grab Mahmi despite her big, swollen belly, hauling her back the way we came.

She screams my name so loud her voice cracks, cut off as the doors slam shut between us.

Pahpi’s dragon circles overhead, close enough to stir the air, blasting sand into my eyes.

I screw up my face, blink really fast, trying to force my tears back down. If I can just stop crying, maybe I’ll be allowed to run back to Mahmi and make sure she’s okay.

But the tears won’t stop. No matter how hard I try, more keep coming out.

We pass from the courtyard, under wiggly trees, down some jagged stairs while I scramble to keep up.

My legs finally give way.

The burning ground grates skin from my knees and hip, leaving a trail of blood. Like one of my clay markers smudging across the parchment.

I’m chafed raw, stinging all over by the time Pahpi lets go of my arm and stands over me like a tower. As I scramble back, my hand falls down the edge of something, making my heart jump.

I peek over my shoulder at the hole behind me, like a dark throat waiting to swallow . . .

A warm wetness spreads through my pants.

“Look at me, Kaan.”

I wipe the tears from my eyes so I can see Pahpi clearer, the sun blazing at his back making him look like an angry shadow.

His dark hair is tucked beneath his bronze crown, sitting just above the deep lines crushed between his hard eyes. My gaze drifts to the three beads dangling from his ear . . .

Red.

Brown.

Clear.

My chin wobbles as I look at the orange mug in his fist, shaped with my own hands. And with no help from Bulder.

Pahpi is always telling me to shape this, shape that, shape, shape, shape! But the things I give him are never good enough because my words come out in bits. But I’m good with my hands. I thought maybe if I made him something perfect, he’d be happy.

All I wanted was a smile . . .

“Why are you crying?”

Because my heart hurts.

Because I worked for daes and daes on that mug for Pahpi, only for him to look at it like he’s looking at me now. Like he’s disappointed.

I wipe more tears from my eyes. “I d-d-don’t know . . .”

“Is it because I’ve hurt your feelings?”

I glance at the mug in his hand, cutting back to Pahpi’s big brown boots. Easier to look at than his angry face.

“Your heart is too soft, Kaan. Just like your mah’s. Just like this mug.”

He squeezes his fist.

CRACK.

Shards of pottery crumble across the ground like the shattered bits of my heart.

I swallow my sob, but it burns going down. Like I just swallowed the sun.

“I know you think I’m hard on you—your grandpah was hard on me, too—but you forget you’re the son of a king, born with shortfalls that could tarnish the Vaegor legacy.”

The words come out like a dragon’s growl, big and hurting.

Pahpi crouches, his red riding leathers tight across his wide shoulders as he points at the shards. “The time you spent shaping that gift should’ve been spent on your stutter. Spent shaping yourself into someone worthy of the crown that’s been worn by a Vaegor ever since the phase our ancestor first mounted a Sabersythe.”

I study the crown on his head. All those sharp points poking toward the sky.

How do I tell him I don’t want to be worthy of it? That I just want to be worthy of a hug, or a smile.

Of him.

His face softens. But then he looks at the two beads Mahmi’s been braiding through my hair since I first heard Ignos and Bulder . . . though not Clode or Rayne like Pahpi hoped.

His upper lip peels back. “Show me something I can be proud of, or you’re better off as a servant.”

He shoves me.

 Though I’m expecting it, it doesn’t stop my belly from dropping so fast I almost spew, falling backward into the dark.

I hit the ground so hard my breath stops. My ears ring and my head goes light. I drag in a breath, feeling another hurt in my chest—like something broke inside me, now digging into important things.

I look up at the light above, round and pale like a Moonplume moon—

Pahpi leans over the edge. His neck muscles strain as he says a phrase I’ve never been able to get right, no matter how many times he’s tossed me in this hole.

Bulder shudders around me, then chomps shut—caging me in a darkness so hot and thick it clogs my throat. But I manage to speak, stuttering a command that only makes Bulder break into bits that slam into my head and almost crush me. I try again, so much dirt and broken stone packing around me that I can barely move.

The scared feeling in my chest takes over.

I scream, cry, claw at the jagged darkness. Beg Bulder to listen to my broken words. Not that any of it helps. Not that it ever does.

Because my words don’t work properly.

Because I’m not a tri-bead like Pahpi.

Because I’m weak, soft-hearted, useless—

Borg stops drinking, loosening his hold on me. Like hooking a fish through the guts, then releasing it into the Loff despite the fact that its innards are hanging out.

I gasp, eyes wide open as the memory slithers down and coils back amongst my insides, frantically checking my surroundings. Reassuring myself that I’m not trapped beneath the ground, trying to stutter free. That I’m in my suite where I’m safe and alone, excluding my gluttonous waif.

Borg gusts back with a groan. “Poor sweet boy,” he drudges out, seeping down into a misty cushion of satiated glee. “That was deeeeeeelicious.”

With trembling hands, I pour myself another half glass I toss back, then slam it on the table. “Glad it sufficed,” I grit out, leaning forward to knead my eyes. “Roan?”

“My brothers who dwell in Bothaim’s dungeon have spoken with him.”

My spine snaps straight. “What do you mean the fucking dungeon?”

“Don’t murder the messenger,” he drones, far slower than I wish he’d speak. “Roan regrets to inform you that he—and this is a direct quote—‘messed up and will go on trial before the Tri-Council for allegedly stealing the Book of Voyd.’”

My heart plummets so fast it makes my head spin. “When?”

“Three daes,” Borg drawls, yawning as he shrinks to a small thread of fog, feeding himself into his vial without another word. Leaving me alone with the silence.

I stare, mind spinning, unable to waft away the reek of impending war.

“Dammit,” I mutter, then cork the vial and stand, pocketing Borg. I stalk to my door and yank it open, coming face-to-face with Pyrok at the threshold—red hair askew, hand raised in a fist like he was just about to knock. Looking like he rolled off his pallet, then stumbled straight here.

I meet his gaze, preparing to break the news that his younger brother is awaiting trial in Bothaim, when I notice his pale complexion. That, and the uncharacteristic panic in his wide green eyes.

My gut drops.

“What is it?”

A furry miskunn hand comes up to rest on his shoulder, gripping gently.

I frown. “Lumo?”

She peeps into view, her pale-pink eyes so big within her small face. “I’s here.” She clambers higher, pulling up until she’s crouched on Pyrok’s shoulder, her colorful smock gathered around her small trembling body as she reaches out her hands.

Frowning, I take her in my arms, quick to tuck her against my chest.

She bundles her long limbs and nuzzles in.

I stroke the pale fur on her face, glancing back at Pyrok. “Has she seen something?”

“Yuuup.” He reaches back and scratches his head. “There’s, ahh—There’s a moonfall coming.”

All the breath escapes my lungs.

“A bads one,” Lumo murmurs from where her face is hidden amongst the folds of my shirt, her voice barely audible over my thundering pulse. “Lumo scared.”

My heart squeezes, arms tightening with protective urge.

Not for the first time, I wish her visions had started when she was a bit older, not fresh from the cold pouch of her slain mah. Seeing such things is hard on anyone, let alone such a young pup.

“Do you know where it’ll land, Lumo?”

“Not one moon.” She snuggles deeper into my chest, like she’s seeking comfort. “Many moonses.”

Creators . . .

I spare a glance at Pyrok still scratching the back of his head, his complexion almost green, making it look as though he’s about to fold forward and vomit—a quiet conversation passing between us.

“How many, Lumo?” I cup her cheek and rub behind her ear, hoping to bring her comfort. “Did you see how many will fall?”

She peeps up.

Eyes brimming with tears, she curls her tufted tail around her head, trapping my hand against her cheek. “Too many.”
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Chapter 2 Kyzari 

Curled atop my straw-stuffed pallet, I stare out across the filthy ground of my small, compressing cell, through bars barely visible in the dull lantern light. Watch a puddle of gathered mildew get attacked by the slow drip . . . drip . . . drip loosening off a stalactite, churning over my interaction with the Scavenger King.

What have I done?

I should’ve told him to eat shit and die, rather than race to hide a call to arms amongst the whorls of my signature. If the lark is going where I think it’s going, I’ve implicated someone I love. And for what?

Me?

I wallow in my mistake, suffocated by the immense weight of the mountain above, realizing what I am.

Bait.

Plump prey that found refuge in a trap. There can be no other answer.

Perhaps the lark won’t make it to Kaan? Perhaps it’s going to Pah instead and my uncle won’t be dragged into this?

The thought brings little relief. Certainly not enough to lift me off the ground and reinvigorate my hunger to escape this horrible place.

I tap my foot against the cold stone, jingling my chain, trying to stimulate my mind. Dredge up a single drop of hope or energy to do something. To work this problem over and find a way out.

To fight.

But the silence has never been so loud.

The walls so close.

My shackle so tight.

Maybe Pah’s miskunn has worked out where I am. Maybe an army is coming for me, ready to break me free and drag me back to Arithia.

A bigger, prettier cell to suffocate within.

I groan, then glare at the rusty pan of slop by the bars; the last meal I was dished up. Offal and stale bread garnished with gorging grubs.

Perhaps I’ll get sick and die before anyone gets here at all?

I squeeze my eyes shut, spiraling with the scenario. Picture myself dead in this cell, the diadem cracking free like a tick thirsty for another host strong enough to contain the Aether Stone.

Except there isn’t one.

 Without a host to feed the ravenous runes, Caelis will be released. Will be whole again, yes, but upon seeing me dead in this cell, he will rage. In my heart, I know he’ll rip every m—

The faint sound of fluttering wings before something lands in my palm.

I open my eyes.
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I frown so deep the skin around my diadem pinches, studying the three scripted letters on the little lark’s abdomen—impeccably joined. The handwriting smooth and delicate.

Perfect.

As it should be, given I took a cane to the knuckles every time my quill slipped even slightly out of line. A royal title stands for naught when your pah condones you to be treated like a coin that’s never polished enough.

Looking at those letters, it’s hard to ignore the heavy lump in my chest. Something that feels a lot like she’s learning she’s dead all over again. That she bled out giving birth to me. That I’ll never know what she smelled like. The tone of her voice.

How it would’ve dipped and peaked when she told me she loved me.

Perhaps I’ve dropped into a state of morbid insanity and I’m simply imagining the lark’s presence?

I latch on to the notion like a bloodthirsty parasite, gorging myself, squeezing my eyes shut so hard they ache. Determined the lark I whispered to Mah phases ago is not currently belly-up in my hand.

I open my eyes—

[image: Handwriting reading: nee]
Damn.

Perhaps I’m dreaming? Perhaps I dreamt the signature, too?

I close my eyes again, murmuring to Caelis. A hollow song that ices my lips until I fall into a half sleep, drifting somewhere cold and high amongst the stars. Somewhere we can hear each other. Sing to each other safely.

Love each other.

Somewhere Caelis is whole and not mulched within the stone embedded on my brow.

Surí’s there, rather than caged in the royal Moonplume burrows hidden beneath Arithia. Something that’s always hindered us from exploring the skies as one and forging a sturdy bond.

For the first time ever, I feel her presence in my chest. Feel her vivid joy for the way her wings cut through the atmosphere, her pearly hide cold as the air kissing my cheeks. No pesky escorts caging her in like they do whenever we fly together.

 We roam the endless horizon beneath a glittering carpet of stars, as we were always meant to be.

Free.

Mah’s there too . . . I think.

Maybe I just wish she was. That she could wrap me in her arms and tell me everything’s going to be okay—

Something nuzzles my neck, nudging me back to my dire, damp, foul-smelling reality. A sour reek that never loses its putrid edge.

My heart knots as I recall the lark.

I open my eyes, seeing my palm is empty—

A dream.

My entire body loosens with my shuddered sigh of relief.

Though I think it’s lovely that some folk like to go around gathering ghost larks and pinching their return folds—a quiet way of informing the sender that their message wasn’t delivered—that’s not what I want to believe.

That my message wasn’t received.

Instead, I want to believe that little lark made it to Mah. That she got my note, but hasn’t yet been able to respond.

That she heard me.

My entire body aches with the thought, and I bind my arms around myself, holding tight as I whisper to Caelis. “Hov ahka nuieljuak. Hov-at haquil.”

I love you. I’m here.

No response.

My next words crack. “Nuieljuakui taf maruli . . .”

You’re not alone . . .

But I am.

If I had something sharp, I’d cut off my foot and slide the iron shackle free just to hear his voice again. Something I didn’t consider until this very moment.

Guess I’m breaking my promise to myself. Withering into a mindless mess.

I groan, toss my arms across the floor, and bang my shackle against the ground—over and over. A clanging drum that echoes off my tight confines.

BANG.

BANG.

BANG.

How disappointed Pah would be at my sudden lack of composure. Oh, how he’d scowl. One of those looks that used to make me soil myself before I grew wise enough to keep my mouth shut and behave.

Mostly.

BANG.

BANG.

BANG.

My stomach grumbles.

 Again, I glare at my uneaten meal, trying to mine the will to crawl over there and eat the wretched thing.

I’m not stupid. If I’m to find a way to escape this place, I’ll need strength, no matter where it comes from. But in the wake of my scribbled signature and the hidden message within, it’s hard to look at that rusty pan and the wriggling meal without wanting to projectile vomit across the stones.

I look past the bars instead, into the dark tunnel beyond, wondering how many daes have passed since I walked too willingly into this trap.

Too many.

BANG.

BANG.

BANG.

I roll onto my side and knot into myself like a calcifying dragon, arms bound around my back like a sweep of wings. Imagine the embrace is not my own, but that of another—tight enough to squeeze the breath from me.

“Nuieljuakui taf maruli . . .”

Something flutters against my neck again. I sigh.

Guess another creature made its way in here seeking something warm to nuzzle against. If I have to kill another vuillo moth so it doesn’t lay eggs in my hair, I’ll scream.

I reach up and cup the fluttery thing, pulling it away—
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My heart jolts. A pitching ache I try to ignore.

. . . Not a dream.

The lark wiggles its tail, and I flick it off my hand, scrambling into a sitting position.

They don’t usually do that.

I stare down at the thing lying sideways on the stone . . . stained, bloody, a little bent out of shape. Last seen when I blew a name upon its wings with all the foolish hope of someone clinging to the belief that true magic exists.

The sort that grants miracles.

That I could simply will Mah back into existence, into my arms, if I only tried hard enough. Now here it is, return fold spent, looking just as beat-up and hopeless as I feel. Like a mirror I don’t want to look at, disappointed in the reflection staring back.

I sigh, set the lark aside, and cover it with a small mountain of straw.

There.

A frosty breeze threads into the cell, sending a chill scuttling over my skin. Like Clode’s taunting me with a breath from the outside world.

Repressing the urge to swear at her, I gather my torn and filthy gown around my legs and grip my diadem, pulling. A familiar nausea churns in my gut as my head splits into a screaming ache, like I’m trying to rip thick roots from my skull.

Swallowing the saliva gathered beneath my tongue, I try wedging my nails around the diadem’s sides, certain there must be a seal I can break . . . despite not having found one the countless times I’ve tried in the past. And with tools much fiercer than my jagged fingernails.

Warm blood leaks down the side of my nose, dripping into the folds of my dress as I pick, scratch, and gouge, my gaze bouncing from one scribbled letter on the dark-gray wall to another. Letters that appear to have been drawn by a youngling learning to write.

In this place.

I veer from the thought, looking at the ceiling covered in moons all etched in coal. Moons that remind me of—

I squeeze my eyes shut and hug my gurgling gut.

There’s the sound of fluttering wings, and I frown at the little lark taking itself skyward, shedding stalks of the straw pile it somehow escaped.

It’s tenacious, I’ll give it that.

It bounces between the sooty moons until it’s directly overhead, tilts forward, and plummets, hitting me right between the eyes before tumbling into my lap.

“Ouch,” I mutter, rubbing my head as I stare at the lark—unmoving, its beak crumpled. Something that bothers me too much.

Taking its little face between my fingers, I press it back into shape, noticing a small rip in its wing. Like it put up a fight to get here.

I wish it hadn’t. That it was still out there, fluttering around aimlessly. Free, not down here in this hopeless, lonely hole with me.

I set it on my knee and lean my head against the wall, watching. Sigh when it flips onto its back and bares its belly again.
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My gaze drifts to its tail, the return fold pinched in place so hard there’s the faintest remnant of a bloody fingerprint. I turn the lark around so it’s facing the other way, breath catching when I notice a scribble of black that disappears beneath the pleats. Like someone responded before returning it.

I stare, swallowing.

What could a stranger possibly have to say that wasn’t implied by the pinch itself? Something like, “Hey, sorry. This lark has been flying around aimlessly for a while. I’m guessing the receiver has passed. Apologies for your loss.”

Do I want to read that?

Definitely not.

I place the lark on the ground and close my eyes, try to sleep. Catch a beak to the face three times, perfectly between my eyes. After the fourth, I bundle into a ball on my side, teeth gritted as I listen to the lark flutter skyward, wondering if I should just whip my arm around and bat it so hard it stops moving forever.

Why is it taunting me? I wish it would stop.

“STOP!”

There’s the soft thud of it hitting the ground at my back.

Glancing over my shoulder, I see it on its side, motionless, its beak so crunched into its face it looks as though it has no beak at all.

A swarm of guilt stings me from all angles.

It just wants to be read, Kyzari. Just read the damn thing and it’ll be content.

“Creators-dammit.”

Slowly, I unravel . . . roll . . . push into a sitting position and tuck my bedraggled hair behind my ears. I pluck the little lark up and pinch its crinkled beak until it’s pressed into place again, then unfold it one slow segment at a time until it’s lying flat in my hand.

[image: A note that reads “I need you” and “no you don’t”]
Wow.

I refold the lark until I’m looking right at its beaked face. “Is this your idea of a pep talk?”

It wiggles, flipping onto its back like it wants to be read again.

I smile for the first time in . . . a while, shaking my head. “How did you get so much personality, huh?”

Another jiggle.

“Fine,” I murmur, unbinding the lark, reading its message—

Familiarity strikes like a slap to the face.

My gaze travels past the parchment, up the rough cell wall—like looking down on dark, sandy dunes from the sky. In the smooth dips between veined ridges of stone, I hunt the messy letters scratched deep, bouncing between the lark and the wall, finding undeniable similarities in the y . . . the d . . . the t—

 My blood chills.

Did a child write this response? The same child who was kept in this cell?

Did they get free?

The backs of my eyes burn, as does the flame of hope reigniting behind my ribs as I read the message again.

[image: A message that reads “no you don’t”]
This time, it settles in my chest differently. Less like a thorn, more like a gulp of crisp, clean air.

They’re right. I don’t need anyone.

I’ve lived in a cage my entire life. Whenever I hit rock bottom, I always find a way to break free and catch a breath. Desperation forges keys from the most unassuming things.

Yes, I messed up by signing that piece of parchment that’s probably already fluttering toward Uncle Kaan, but nothing bad will come of it should I get free and take charge of my mistakes.

And according to this . . . it’s possible.

I refold the lark, cup it in both hands, and bring it close to my face. “I’m sorry I yelled at you,” I whisper, then tuck it in the crook of my neck. I rock, side-eyeing my wriggling meal as a surge of determination sets my heart on fire. “I’ll find a way to get us out of here. I promise.”

Even if it means I have to start stomaching that crap.






[image: Chapter heading: Chapter 3 - Veya]
Chapter 3 Veya

I sprint down the curl of stairs, my steps thumping in unison with the panicked thrash of my heart—thoughts still pinched between the pages of Elluin’s diary flush against my ribs. Bound in place beneath my thieved bodice with a length of cloth I ripped from the underlayer of my equally thieved skirt.


A Bloodlace has arrived on dragonback this rise. If she’s here to test my youngling’s blood once I give birth, the paternal line won’t draw in Tyroth’s direction.

It’ll draw north—to Kaan.



I stifle a groan, ignoring my strong desire to fold over the ornate obsidian handrail and loosen my guts seven stories down to the gleaming floor below.

Never have I felt the weight of such crushing responsibility, knowing my next actions could bring about a war that might crumble the world. But I can’t keep this diary to myself. No.

Kaan deserves to know the truth. So does Ellu—Raeve.

Kyzari deserves it most.

Determination stiffens my jaw.

Get to the cupboard. Get changed. Get free of the palace, through the hidden door in the wall, around the Forest of Weeping Wisps, up the mountain path, and into the abandoned burrow where my carter is hiding with Furn—her escort Moltenmaw. Get home, back to Kaan.

Break his fucking heart.

“Creators,” I mutter, taming my pulse.

I push my shoulders back, slowing my steps as I move down the flight of stairs that cuts through the atrium, the many windows showcasing the blustery might of a storm now heaving over the city. Full-skirted gardeners crouch over beds of luminous flowers, cutting stems or planting new bulbs while Clode swats bouts of snow at the panes.

My hands fist in my effort not to rush past—not to make a scene or draw attention to myself—pulling steady breaths of air spiced with the zesty scent of Shade-born blooms. A lovely smell that fails to make this place feel like anything other than a pretty, ethereal dungeon I hope I don’t die within.

I move down a tight stairwell, bursting free in the servants’ wing well below ground level. My charge through the endless Warren of cold obsidian halls is constantly interrupted by Thorns and stoic palace workers, forcing me to keep my steps slow. Primped and polished females who swish across the floor like regal sweeps of a broom, each bearing a clipped ear, marking them as a null. A custom Tyroth introduced when he dug his claws into The Shade, like a male dragon pissing on his territory.

Making it stink.

Finally coming to a closed cupboard door bracketed by burning sconces, I check both ways, then pull a small vial from my pocket. I uncork the lid, punched by the musky scent of whatever goes into this potent concoction Roan brews. Some sort of excrement, based on its pungent aroma. I try not to think about that as I tip it into my palm, then smear the brown puddle across the bulging door handle.

The fusing rune I drew earlier sizzles, releasing an angry hiss before it smokes into oblivion.

The handle clunks, then turns—unlocking.

Pocketing the vial, I dart through and pull the door shut behind me. I fold back against it and release a shuddered sigh.

“Fuck,” I mutter, ripping off my bangle, tempted to toss it at the wall. Instead, I tug a vial of moonlight from my pocket, illuminating the tight storespace as my glamour begins to itch, then peels like flaking paper, disintegrating before it hits the ground.

I stare past my blanched fingers to the bangle caught in my trembling fist . . .

Should’ve let the trogg eat it.

I pocket the stupid thing.

My gaze drifts, landing on Ayda, still unconscious on the ground with my bundled white cloak tucked beneath her head, her features lax, mouth gagged.

I take in her modest gray underwools that look far more comfortable than the suffocating abomination I’m about to redress her in. Especially given her . . . condition Tyroth made me aware of.

Sighing, I study the gentle swell of her abdomen, barely there. Even so, I’m mad at myself for not noticing, shaking my head as I crouch at her side.

I know my brother well. What he’s capable of. This is not the place where Ayda and her youngling have a flourishing future.

This is the place where serpents choke happiness while it sleeps. Where young princesses are ripped from their pallets in the middle of slumbertime, forced on the back of foreign beasts, and flown to a distant city. Treated like a lump of bloodstone.

Like currency.

This is the place where new mahs die on their bloody birthing sheets. Where secrets fester until they’re rotten enough to poison the world.

Teeth gritted, I lean forward and set the vial of moonlight on a shelf between stacks of polishing cloths, then get to work loosening my bodice, yanking it free with a heaving breath. Filling my lungs properly for the first time since I fastened the Creators-damned thing in place.

I pull my leathers on before gently unbinding, ungagging, and redressing Ayda, just easing my cloak from beneath her head when the hairs on my arms lift.

My gaze snaps to her face, straight into bold-blue eyes staring at me.

My heart drops so fast I almost forget to breathe, half expecting her to open her mouth and scream. To bring my fucking world down with a simple sound.

Except she doesn’t.

There is no fear in her wide eyes. No panic or anger. No confusion. Just two probing orbs behind a sheen of tears, leading me to wonder if we shared more than just resemblance while I wore her skin.

If part of her soul traveled with me on that heartbreaking journey, too.

Her gaze drops to where Elluin’s diary is bound against my ribs, turning my blood to ice.
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For my lovely nana.

I will always need you.
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