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  To everyone who's ever fretted about who they are or who they're supposed to be—acceptance first, then change.
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  Prologue
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Natalia prodded the mangled corpse with the tip of her sword. “Could have at least finished it off,” she grumbled, nose wrinkling at the scent wafting from the body as it baked in the midday sun. The head and most of the torso were gone, leaving unattended limbs strewn about the grimy backstreet. A lone arm lay beside a pile of trash while blood congealed into a brownish paste on the filthy cobblestones. 

Her fellow guard held a hand over his nose. “This is what, the third one this fortnight?”

Nat nodded. Whatever had been killing people in the capital, it had a very big mouth and few table manners. “Are you writing the report, or am I?”

“Your handwriting is neater. I’ll send for the coroner.” He took one more look at the corpse before turning away in disgust. “You think there’s any chance of identifying them? I’m sure the family would like to be informed.”

“Without a head? Unlikely,” Natalia replied.

“Good, I hate informing families. All the crying gets to me.”

Nat sheathed her blade and adjusted one of her gauntlets. She’d smashed it against a wall chasing someone down the previous week, and it’d been rubbing ever since—there hadn’t been time to fix it in between all the gruesome murders.

She stepped into the shade of a nearby building as her armor became an oven in the summer sun. “Get a cleanup crew down here as soon as the coroner is done; this’ll stink up the entire district. Not to mention the vultures,” she added with a shudder. Desecrated corpses she could handle, but the bald, wrinkled birds made her skin crawl. They reminded her of her grandfather—toothless and crooked and always screeching some nonsense until he’d finally croaked, much to Nat and her sister’s relief.

Her coworker nodded, turning to track down the nearest courier that could get a message to the coroner’s office. Those dealing in death had been eating well lately.

“Stop, thief!”

Natalia perked up at the shriek. She jogged to the end of the gore-splattered alley to view the nearby market district, where the colorful array of shops and booths appeared to be operating undisturbed by the dead body around the corner. A trembling noblewoman pointed at a quickly disappearing masked figure clutching a purse.

Nat rolled her eyes. Amateur.

It took her all of half a minute to run down the masked man, take him to the ground, and put an armored boot in his back while she wrenched his arms behind him. The purse toppled to the sidewalk.

“P-please, have mercy!” the man stammered. “I’m just trying to feed my family!”

“Should’ve thought of them before you decided to steal,” Nat said passively, fastening a set of metal cuffs around his wrists. “The judge can decide if you deserve mercy or not. He’ll probably get to your case in a few months.”

The man’s eyes widened. “My children will starve!”

“Not my problem,” she grunted, hauling him to his feet. “Make better choices.” She kneed the man in the backside, forcing him to walk.

Aside from vultures, there was one thing Natalia absolutely couldn’t stand.

And that was a dirty fucking thief.
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The Koszali capital city of Król Rzeka was, in a word, overwhelming. Even approaching the gates was nerve-wracking, with fully armored royal guards stationed on either side asking travelers what their business in town was. Kasper had no idea how to answer that, but thankfully, Aurelia stepped in to inform them they were visiting her family. It wasn’t true—they’d decided introducing themselves to her long-lost cousins was too risky, considering they’d crossed most of the country to escape her father—but the guards waved them through. 

Kasper’s head whipped side to side as they stepped onto the main thoroughfare inside the city walls, trying to take everything in and get his bearings at the same time. The roads were wide, the buildings clean and colorful, and people hurried in every direction. Emil attempted to cross the street, only for Luka to yank him back by his scarf just before he was flattened by two identical white horses pulling an opulent carriage.

After a lifetime of sneaking through Skala’s cramped streets and dingy alleys, the bright openness of the capital left Kasper feeling unnervingly exposed. As his fingers automatically moved to draw his dark hood over his head, Auri placed a hand on his arm.

“No one is looking at us,” she said with a comforting smile. “These people are too preoccupied with their own problems.”

Hesitantly, Kas dropped the hood, leaving the mess of snow-white hair he’d gathered into a short ponytail on display for all Król Rzeka. He brushed the smattering of black bangs out of his eyes instead, just to do something with his hands. “Is it all like this?”

“I doubt it,” Aurelia replied. “This looks like a wealthy district.”

Kasper reconsidered the scene with that context. Their surroundings were clean and well-kept, and people in fashionable dresses and brocade waistcoats chatted on wrought-iron benches with elegant metalwork. Spotless black or white carriages with twin horses moved down streets so smooth the cobblestones must’ve been routinely repaired, and the shops had vibrant window displays to lure in clientele with disposable income.

But there wasn’t a beggar in sight, nor workers aside from servants. Much like the lavish mansions and sprawling estates of the Fantazja that let the wealthiest Skalans ignore the rest of the drab city, this place felt like a façade to conceal the grit around the corner.

Eager to get to a quieter part of town, Kasper followed Aurelia and his team forward. The band of thieves known as Shadow’s Bastion had made their exit from the incessantly bleak Skala some weeks ago, and had been making their way across the small nation of Koszalin ever since, accompanied by a few new teammates.

They’d left Vavel, the golden-feathered, non-fire-breathing dragon, some ways outside the city walls until they could find a safe place for a two-story tall reptile. Skala hadn’t been especially accommodating to dragons, but Król Rzeka was home to the fabled royal dragon riders, so perhaps it would have amenities catered to them.

Wrona, their shapeshifting demigod companion, trotted alongside them as a slightly curly-furred black hunting hound. He nudged Kasper’s hand with his nose. “These humans are very loud,” he whispered, shaggy ears drooping. “And there are too many of them.”

“Tell me about it,” Kas muttered, sidestepping a frantic footman trying to catch up with his lord. They’d passed through a handful of towns and villages on their journey, but most had barely been larger than the surrounding square.

The other Shadows seemed to be adjusting to the environment better than he and Wrona. Emil was visibly looking for noble pockets to pick while Bellow eyed up a winery, Luka’s face was graced with their usual bored scowl, and Mora scanned the area with a calculating expression. Kasper noticed at least two other dark-skinned, long-eared Goradi and a few catlike Tarkovians passing by, so perhaps Luka and Mora would stand out less here than they had in Skala.

And then there was Aurelia, leading the pack, looking as comfortable as could be amongst the crowd of nobility and wealthy merchants. While her clothing wasn’t as fine as what she’d had in the house of her father, the Burgrave Duncan Marszalek, she still walked like them and talked like them and seemed perfectly at ease.

He supposed it was good that one of them knew what they were doing.

Truthfully, they hadn’t formulated much of a plan beyond, “get as far from Skala as possible” after the Shadows’ fictitious reputation as the most dangerous criminals in town had caught up with them, and Aurelia’s father had sent armed guards to dispatch her as soon as she escaped his grasp. Going into a situation without a plan was firmly against Kasper’s nature, however, so traversing a strange city with no idea what waited around the corner had his shoulders aching with tension.

Mora squinted up at the horizon, letting out a low whistle as her pupils thinned to slits in the sun. She pointed a clawed finger toward the top of the hill at the city center. “Can’t wait to break into that place.”

Despite knowing he’d regret learning her target, Kasper followed her gaze. Like many Koszali cities, the tiers of Król Rzeka were built into the foothills of a rocky mountain that created a natural barrier on one side, while nigh-endless plains stretched out to the other. A great stone structure dominated the uppermost tier, with towers and turrets jutting skyward and surrounded by high walls and battlements that undoubtedly boasted an array of deadly anti-thief measures. A waterfall cascaded from under a bridge before it, flowing from the city’s namesake, the król rzeka—“king’s river.”

“Can I possibly convince you not to try to rob the royal palace?” Kasper asked.

“What? We didn’t come all this way not to make a mark on the capital,” Mora said with a sharp-toothed grin.

Kasper chewed his lip. The “mark” he’d made as the Spectre of Skala had nearly gotten them all killed, and they’d traveled hundreds of miles to escape it. Frankly, he’d prefer never to make another one for the rest of his life.

Aurelia, meanwhile, gazed at the castle with a mix of awe and subtle longing. She’d given up life as a wealthy noble to flee Skala and her murderous father with them—while he couldn’t give her back what she had, he didn’t want to subject her to the dangerous existence of a thief, either.

Snapping out of his thoughts, Kas counted his teammates for the umpteenth time, only to find them short a member. “Where’s Emil?”

Bellow nodded at something down the street. “Perusing the wares, it seems.”

Kasper turned, silently cursing his distraction. Emil was making a show of asking a nobleman for directions, complimenting his posh attire as he circled the man like a vulture. The noble was too busy bragging about the number of minks sacrificed to make his coat to notice the hand slipping into his pockets.

Kasper sighed as Emil returned with a smug smile.

“Was that necessary?” Kas asked. “We don’t need the money right now.” 

The peculiar chain of events that had led them to the capital had left the Shadows with one significant new advantage: a sack of gold presented to them by Aurelia’s affluent suitor, Tytus, in return for “stealing” her for him. Granted, they’d immediately stolen her back from under his nose…which Kas was fairly sure he’d broken when he’d punched the insufferable noble across his lavish foyer.

“Of course it was,” Emil replied, examining the small collection of valuables he’d swiped. “Got to start somewhere. The Shadows will be the talk of Król Rzeka in no time.”

“I’d really prefer we not—”

“You! Stop right there!”

The band of thieves turned to the figure jogging toward them—the one in full armor with the Koszali crest emblazoned on their surcoat, and a sword strapped to their hip.

A royal guard.

Emil’s jaw hit the ground. “What? How did—”

“No time, scatter!” Kasper commanded, whipping his hood up and grabbing Auri by the wrist. The others knew how to get out of sight, but she was still untested as a thief—and he’d prefer to keep it that way.

They ducked around a corner, zig-zagging through alleys and side streets until they landed in a different district. The colorful building façades gave way to more familiar grays and browns, potholes littered the cobblestones, and they dodged puddles of mud instead of wayward servants. Kasper slowed as the roads narrowed and the surrounding people became decidedly shabbier, sporting the weary looks of the working class.

“Did we lose them?” Aurelia questioned, looking around.

“I think so,” Kas replied. “They were after Emil anyway.”

“What if he got caught?” she asked worriedly.

Kasper shook his head. “He’s even better at weaseling his way out of trouble than getting into it. I’m more concerned about how fast that guard was on us.” He led her down another alley, feeling more at home in this drearier part of town. “We’ll give it a few minutes, then go find the others,” he said, leaning against a wall to catch his breath.

They jumped at the clink of armored boots, but before Kasper could take off again, he found his back pressed against cool brick, and Auri’s warm lips on his. Another guard paused at the end of the alley, sneered, and grumbled an, “Ugh, kids,” before moving on.

“Sorry,” Auri said as she pulled away. “I thought it’d be more suspicious if they saw us running.”

“Why are you apologizing?” he breathed, leaning in to return the favor. 

Admittedly, he’d had reservations about getting involved with a girl he’d known for all of a week when they left Skala, but they faded more each time she took his hand, or laughed at something he said, or brushed a kiss against his cheek. Being with her felt right in a way he couldn’t quite describe, and he savored every moment of it.

She reached up and slid his hood down as they separated again. “Where do you think the others went?”

“I saw a pub a couple streets back. That’s a safe bet,” he said.

“Should we go, then?”

He trailed his fingers down the side of her face. “You know, I think they can wait a few more minutes.”


      [image: image-placeholder]They arrived, slightly later and more disheveled, at a run-down building with a crooked sign that read The Bleating Goat above the door. Terrible name for a tavern, Kasper thought, but those were usually the ones that didn’t care where their customers got their money.

“What took you two so long?” Bellow asked from a round wooden table in the back as he clutched a pint of ale. The other three Shadows sat with him while Wrona lay quietly beneath the table, and the fact that no one questioned the dog only confirmed the nature of the establishment.

“I bet I know,” Luka said, smirking.

Kasper waved a dismissive hand while Auri looked perplexed. “How did you know they would be here?” she asked.

“It’s sort of an unofficial rule,” Kas explained, wood scraping the floor as they took their seats. “If we get separated, the meeting spot is always the seediest pub around.”

“Why on earth is that?”

“We blend in here,” Emil said. “Everyone frequenting places like these is either down on their luck or doing something of questionable legality.”

“Speaking of,” Kasper said sternly, turning to the chestnut-haired boy, “how did you manage to get a guard’s attention that fast?”

“I have no idea,” he replied in a puzzled tone. “I didn’t do anything unusual. That method always worked in Skala.”

“It’s not that it didn’t work,” Mora said, “it’s that you were spotted.”

“Yes, that’s the part I don’t understand,” Emil said. “The Ironhawks never caught on to that one.”

“Apparently the Hawks don’t represent all town guards,” Kasper deadpanned. “Look, until we get our bearings, I think we should hold off on…taking any jobs.” He eyed a passing barmaid, continuing once she was out of earshot. “We don’t need the money, anyway. Let’s just pretend to be upstanding citizens for now, alright?”

The others grumbled an agreement. “Just for now,” Mora said firmly. “We didn’t come here to sit around a pub.”

Before Kasper could argue, a curvaceous barmaid with gray-streaked brunette locks approached, a low-cut shirt barely keeping her modest. “What can I get you folks?”

“A bottle of something strong, for starters,” Bellow said jovially.

“It’s the middle of the afternoon,” Kasper sighed.

“So? It’s evening somewhere. We’re celebrating.” Their stocky blonde illusionist faced no other objections. 

“Is the house vodka alright?” the barmaid asked. “We brew it here.”

“Perfect.” Bellow grinned. “What can your cook whip up? We’ve just come from quite a long journey.”

The waitress rattled off the food menu, and the others placed their orders. “I’m not hungry,” Kasper said absently when she got to him. Mora rolled her eyes and ordered him something, anyway.

“To new frontiers,” Bellow said once their drinks arrived, raising a small glass. The team toasted while Kasper casually pushed his away, though he couldn’t help a smile at the face Auri made when she took the shot.

“Oh, that is strong,” she coughed, setting the glass down.

“You want mine?” Kasper joked.

She shook her head. “I’ll stick to water.”

“You two are really no fun,” Emil said, grabbing Kasper’s glass and swirling it in his hand.

“At least some of us need to be able to walk out of here,” Kas replied.

“Think we’ve done enough walkin’ for a lifetime,” Luka muttered in their lilting Goradi accent as the barmaid returned with their food. “Surprised no one’s feet fell off.”

“I did go through two pairs of boots,” Emil admitted. “Since you wouldn’t fix them.”

“Shoulda bought better boots,” their healer replied. “It’s too hard to mend leather on the road. I also wasn’t goin’ near anything that’d been on your feet.”

Emil made a face and downed Kasper’s unwanted drink. “Anyway, what should we do about accommodations for the night? I’ve had enough camping for the next century.”

“This place is huge; there’s probably an inn on every corner,” Mora said as the twitching, whiskered nose of her pet rat, Ru, appeared over her shoulder. She handed the white and brown rodent a bit of bread to snack on before she could leap headfirst into someone’s plate.

“If we’ll be staying for the foreseeable future, perhaps we should seek something more permanent?” Bellow suggested, swirling his pint.

“Oh, you’re in luck!” The barmaid scurried over, leaning eagerly on the table. “Sorry to eavesdrop, but my sister has a boarding house near the edge of town. Her last renter just got married and moved out, and her husband passed last year, so I’m sure she’d appreciate some company, if you’re interested.” She paused, sighing. “She doesn’t know what to do with herself; won’t stop bringing me bread and roasts. A bunch of young folks to cook for would make her day.”

The Shadows traded glances. “That sounds perfect, actually,” Mora replied. “Can you tell us how to get there?”

“Better, I can show you,” the waitress said with a wink. “My shift is over as soon as you lot wrap up. I’m Jagna, by the way.”

Mora flashed a fanged smile. “Thank you, Jagna.”

“That seemed a little too easy,” Kasper mumbled, taking a sip of water from a wooden cup as Jagna strode away.

“Oh, don’t be paranoid,” Mora sighed. “Things just work out sometimes.”

Kasper frowned, and Auri wrapped her hand around his under the table.

“It’ll be fine,” she said with a reassuring smile. “We made it this far. The rest should be easy.”

He relaxed, giving her fingers a grateful squeeze. The girls were right—they’d come to the capital for a fresh start. For so many years, survival had entailed constantly looking over his shoulder, keeping a wary eye out for the next threat to Shadow’s Bastion and the Spectre of Skala, but those names meant nothing to anyone here.

Maybe, for once, he could just be Kasper.
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Aurelia watched the sun fall lower in the sky as they followed Jagna down the winding roads to her sister’s house. She hoped it wasn’t much farther—while Auri would prefer to be out in the open after sunset, she’d rather not scare the gracious barmaid or their potential landlady half to death. 

While Kasper still looked suspicious of Jagna and her incredibly convenient sister, he seemed to sense Auri’s unease, and offered a reassuring smile as he laced his fingers with hers.

She smiled back. A moon ago, the idea of anyone knowing what she was felt like a death sentence, but now…she’d been traveling, sharing meals, and laughing with this band of thieves after dark for weeks, and not one had shown a hint of fear.

Sure, things had gotten off to a rough start when Kasper and Emil had abducted her from a carriage at the behest of her suitor, Tytus, in some harebrained scheme he’d cooked up to convince her to marry him. They’d left the young lord in the rubble of House Zuraw’s foyer with a bloody nose and covered in dragon spittle. Hopefully, that was the last they’d see of each other.

This was a fresh start. No one here knew Aurelia Diancia Marszalek, daughter of Lord Duncan Marszalek, Burgrave of Skala.

For once, she could just be Auri.

The boarding house was large, but nothing compared to Marszalek Manor. The red brick and wooden shutters were discolored with age, and a speckling of mildew from Koszalin’s frequent rain and humid air dotted the walls. A box of poppies grew beside the door—a shock of color against the subdued tones surrounding them.

Missus Ida Piątek was a plump woman in her fifties, wearing a simple white linen dress and stained apron, with the same gray-streaked brunette locks as her sister falling from beneath her blue headscarf. When Jagna informed her the gaggle of young people behind her were seeking accommodations, her face lit up.

“Oh, to have so many guests again!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands. “It’s been just me in this big house for months. Do you know how hard it is to cook for one?” She paused to count them. “There are four rooms, if some of you don’t mind sharing.”

The group exchanged looks. “I say the two loudest snorers share,” Luka said, gesturing at Emil and Bellow. “Maybe you’ll cancel each other out.”

Emil scoffed in offense, while Bellow gave an acknowledging head tilt.

“Alright, that’s one pair,” Mora said. “We still need another.”

All attention fell on Kasper and Auri. Kasper’s eyes went wide as his cheeks reddened. “Umm…I don’t know if that’s…”

Aurelia, meanwhile, had frozen solid even as her face caught fire. Being the only child of the richest family in Skala, she’d never shared a room with anyone, much less a boy. And especially not a boy she was…romantically involved with. It felt very different from sneaking an afternoon nap together at an inn, or the group sleeping scattered around a campsite.

It had only been a month or so—wasn’t it too early for a step like this? It felt too early. Perhaps because this was the first time she’d had a relationship past the point of sneaking away from a party to kiss some pretty aristocrat boy, and Tytus had been perfectly happy to skip straight to the proposal. She had no context as to the proper timeline for these things.

Mora watched them squirm with a bored expression. “Actually, you know what, I’ll share with Auri,” she said. “Since we’re the only girls.”

Aurelia remained frozen another moment before managing an awkward smile. “O-of course. That’s fine.”

It wasn’t fine.

It was much worse.



Auri shifted uncomfortably as she surveyed the small room. There was a simple bed on each side, and a matching pair of nightstands and dressers.

She glanced out the window—about an hour until sunset. It was sufficient time to check on Kasper, but she was hesitant to bother him. He seemed to enjoy spending time alone when he could; he probably appreciated the private room after weeks of close quarters. Maybe he’d sleep better without the rest of them around.

Then there was her roommate. While Mora was never unkind, their interactions had been awkward from the beginning of their journey. No one wanted to precisely define the relationship Mora and Kasper had prior to Aurelia entering the picture, but she’d gathered they’d been more than friends. Kasper’s vague statements of “it’s complicated” left too much for Auri’s imagination to chew on, and she worried the Tarkovian girl harbored some resentment toward her.

While she was deliberating her next move, Mora was investigating every corner of the room. She set Ru atop a dresser to sniff at an oil lamp. “Which bed do you want?”

Auri blinked, thoughts interrupted. “Huh?”

“I asked which side you wanted.” Mora gestured to the twin sets of furniture.

“Oh.” Auri pressed a hand into one of the plain wooden beds. It creaked at the force. “I…don’t think it matters. I probably won’t be spending much time in it, anyway.” Mora’s eyebrows shot up, and Auri blushed, waving her hands. “No! I didn’t mean—it’s just, I don’t think it’ll hold my weight at night.”

Mora’s eyes trailed to the worn furniture. “I guess I didn’t think about that.”

Auri wished she had that option; thinking about it was all she ever did. Gauging the position of the sun, sizing up doorways and watching for hiding spots, remembering to change clothes before dark so she didn’t tear through yet another dress—or worse, a pair of shoes. She was getting used to being barefoot nowadays.

This wasn’t her sturdy four-poster bed from House Marszalek, and she didn’t want to destroy the kindly Missus Piątek’s house. She tested the feel of the blanket against her fingers, supposing it would be fine on the floor. “Which one do you want?”

“Oh, um, this one’s fine.” Mora indicated the bed nearest to her.

Aurelia nodded. “I suppose this is mine then.” 

She opened her bag, beginning to stuff clothes into dresser drawers. She considered the far larger Vavel, and hoped they were faring alright outside town—or at least not terrorizing any livestock. They’d have to figure out what to do with the dragon tomorrow.

Mora had also begun putting clothes away, albeit folding them neatly instead of haphazardly dumping them into drawers. Auri was disinclined to confess she simply didn’t know how to fold them properly, having had servants for that until recently. Life outside the Fantazja was…an adjustment, but she thought she’d done well at keeping her complaints to herself. She just wished she’d watched her maids more closely growing up.

She came to the emerald velvet cloak at the bottom of the bag, removing the wrinkled fabric and running her fingers over it. The hem’s golden embroidery caught the light, and she smiled at the memory of Kasper smoothing the cloth over her shoulders after purchasing it for her. Granted, it was with stolen coins, but the thought was what counted.

She caught Mora watching her from the corner of her eye and quickly stuffed the cloak in a drawer, cheeks flaring pink. Refusing to look at her roommate until the heat on her face dissipated, Auri stood before the dresser and considered her next move. Staying here and stewing in discomfort until sunset wasn’t her favorite option, but Kasper deserved some time alone, right?

Auri rested a hand on the drawer with the cloak. A quick visit couldn’t hurt. “I’ll be back,” she said, not waiting for Mora’s reaction before she hurried out the door.
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Kasper stepped into the small bedroom, quietly closing the door behind him. It wasn’t much—just a simple wooden bed with a gray and blue quilt over linen sheets, a dresser with an oil lamp atop it, and a tiny bedside table. 

Once again, intuition told him this was too easy. That they should’ve hit more snags before securing lodging; that they couldn’t trust Jagna or the jovial Missus Piątek. Who knew what horrible intentions the Piąteks might have for some naïve kids? What if their new landlady was secretly planning to chop them up and bake them into pies, and Jagna used the story of her sister’s deceased husband and empty house to lure in new victims?

Or, perhaps, Missus Piątek really was just an empty nester with rooms to rent, and the Shadows had been in the right place at the right time for once. He muttered a prayer to Belobog for that to be the case—the god of good fortune had been kinder than usual lately, and like most things, that made him nervous.

Opting to ease his mind by searching every crevice of the small room for anything suspicious, Kasper crept around, shifting furniture and examining loose floorboards. Once satisfied there were no bloody knives or trapdoors to be found, he stopped before a small mirror mounted on one wall.

His reflection looked tired, as usual. The stubble on his chin was nearly invisible against his pale complexion, but the texture irritated him, so he resolved to shave anyway.

He ran a finger over the thin scar beneath his right eye. One of these days, it would disappear into the dark circles constantly fighting for dominance over his countenance.

Kas finally took a seat on the bed, unsure what to do with the space. His tongue-tied silence on the matter of room sharing had resulted in him and Luka getting the remaining two bedrooms to themselves.

He should’ve offered to share with someone. Never having had his own room, he was so accustomed to the noises of his teammates echoing through the cavern they’d called home in Skala that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to sleep with the quiet. There was Wrona, he supposed, but the deific hound had remained downstairs with their new landlady, tail flying back and forth as she doted on him and fed him scraps from her cooking.

Kas wasn’t sure why he’d frozen when the question of sharing a room with Auri had arisen. She’d been traveling and sharing space with them for weeks. It just felt very definitive, and he didn’t want to inadvertently push her to take a step she wasn’t comfortable with—he’d be no better than Tytus if he did that.

But frankly, he’d be perfectly content to fall asleep beside her every night.

A knock at the door pulled him from his thoughts. He wasn’t sure who to expect; gods only knew what the others had gotten up to in the short time they’d been left unattended. They could already be getting kicked out.

He frowned when he found Auri standing in the doorway, wringing her hands.

“Hi,” was all she said.

“Hi,” he replied, brows knitting. “Is…everything alright?”

She fidgeted, biting her lip. “Yes. I mean, nothing’s wrong, exactly, I just…I don’t know. I wanted to see you before…”

He followed her gaze to the window, where the world outside was awash in shades of red and orange. “How long do we have?”

“About twenty minutes,” she estimated without missing a beat.

After ensuring the hallway was clear of any watchful eyes, Kas took her hand, led her inside, and closed the door. The next thing he knew, his back was against the wall, her lips were on his, and his arms encircled her waist.

“We made it,” she breathed somewhere between winding her hands through his hair and her teeth grazing his lip.

“Made it?” he managed.

“To the capital.” She drew back, smiling, and traced his cheek with her fingers.

“Oh. Yeah, I guess we did.” It was a struggle to form a coherent thought with her body pressed to his and the scent of her lavender soap in his nose. “What’s the plan from here, anyway?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “You’re the leader, what do you want to do?”

Kasper tilted his head in consideration. He’d been so focused on getting everyone to Król Rzeka unscathed that he’d had little chance to think beyond that. “Right now,” he said in a low voice, “I want to do this.”

Before she could ask, he picked her up and carried her to the bed, depositing her on the quilt as she let out a squeal of laughter. Taking a seat on the bedside, he leaned down and touched his lips to her forehead.

“You don’t need to go, you know,” he murmured. “When the sun goes down.”

A deeper red bloomed on her face, accentuating the fiery tones from the setting sun on her copper hair. For a girl allegedly blessed by a winter goddess, she was so full of warmth that he was sure Wrona had gotten that part wrong.

“I told Mora I’d be back,” she said.

Kas arched a brow at Mora’s name, but nodded. If she didn’t want to stay, that was her prerogative. “How long now?”

“Fifteen minutes,” she replied.

He brushed a lock of hair from her face. That would have to do, then.










  
  Chapter 4

[image: image-placeholder]



Auri made it to her room with only a moment to spare, still flushed. 

Mora was gone, thankfully. Not that her new roommate hadn’t seen what was about to happen—Aurelia just didn’t want to field questions about where she’d been for the past quarter hour.

Auri hurriedly changed into an oversized nightdress to avoid tearing through any good clothing. The last rays of sunlight disappeared, and as it had every night since her childhood, the transformation began. Flesh and bone stretched and popped, muscles expanded, and reddish-brown fur sprouted from her pores.

She turned toward a mirror, stepping closer on black-hooved feet to examine the lionlike face in it. Yellow eyes blinked back at her. She touched a clawed hand to the glossy black horns spiraling from her forehead, then picked at something stuck between her fangs. A loose spine on her forearm jutted out at an odd angle, and she plucked it so they all lay flush against her skin. A tufted tail swished along the ground behind her.

Auri scanned the small room, unsure how to occupy herself now that she was essentially trapped until sunrise. The change itself had never been painful, but the distinct sense of claustrophobia that came with it may have been worse. 

As much as she appreciated Kasper’s polite offer, she hadn’t wanted to overstay her welcome; he deserved some time to himself. Kas had looked tired from the day they’d met, but Auri hadn’t realized until they were away from Skala, out of any imminent danger beyond wearing through a pair of boots, that his fight-or-flight response didn’t seem to turn off. The other Shadows had confirmed this was normal, and efforts to get their leader to relax were usually in vain.

Mora returned to find Aurelia dragging the wool mattress and blankets off her bedframe, arranging them on the floor into something that resembled a nest more than a bed. The Tarkovian arched one dark brow, but didn’t question it. “There’s potato soup downstairs,” she said instead, “if you’re hungry.”

Auri gave her a doleful look, holding up one bulky, clawed hand. The last time she’d tried to handle a spoon like this, she’d wound up covered in sugar and jasmine tea.

“Right…” Mora said slowly.

An awkward silence followed until Mora wordlessly retreated out the door again.

Auri watched it click shut. Perfect, she’d scared her roommate away without uttering a word. This was off to a great start.

However, the door creaked open again a few moments later, and Mora reentered holding half a loaf of rye bread and a plate of cheese. She held it out to Auri. “Can you manage this?”

Aurelia looked at the food, then back to Mora, gingerly taking it from her. “Thank you,” she said, somewhat mystified. She couldn’t deny she was hungry; it had been hours since their meal at The Bleating Goat.

Mora nodded, plopping onto her bed with a muffled thump.

Without further hesitation, Auri tore into the bread. Maybe this would work out after all.










  
  Chapter 5
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After much deliberation about how to spend the remainder of the evening, Kasper decided to explore the old boarding house. It would be beneficial to know the layout if they ever needed to find anything—or make a speedy exit. He wandered the halls, cataloging rooms and closets, creating a mental map of the space. Continuing to find the home free of trapdoors and gory utensils, his screaming paranoia settled back to occasional grumbling. 

To his surprise, the house had a full modern bathroom with a tub and hot and cold pipes. It looked newer than the rest of the building, and he wondered what Missus Piątek’s husband had done for a living to afford to get it retrofitted. Then again, this was the capital, so even the lower classes probably had access to technology that was only fashionable for the wealthy in Skala.

Kasper lingered in the doorway. Their new landlady had said they were welcome to use anything in the house.

He decided to bother Emil for some soap.



Kas gingerly stepped into the clawfoot tub, sinking to his chin in steaming water. He closed his eyes, resting his head against the porcelain and trying to let his aching muscles unwind from the coiled springs they tended to knot themselves into.

The last leg of their journey to Król Rzeka had been a grueling adventure through the mountain range that separated the capital from most of Koszalin. The geographical barrier wasn’t ideal, but neither was anywhere else in their small country, and the fertile ground and rivers past the foothills had apparently given the location the edge it needed.

Król Rzeka’s mountains weren’t as treacherous as the steep cliffs surrounding Skala, but even with Vavel’s help to ferry them over the more difficult passages, it was an exhausting trip that left morale low and tensions high. Luka and Emil had nearly come to blows at one point, and frankly, Kasper would’ve been too tired to stop them if it had escalated beyond a screaming match with particularly colorful vocabulary.

Thankfully, Emil’s mood had improved since they’d arrived in town, and he’d been almost too happy to lend Kasper a chunk of soap. The room he was splitting with Bellow was tidy, both having already tucked their belongings away. They’d kept the neatest spaces in Skala too, and Kasper was relieved to no longer have to hear them gripe about everyone else’s mess. He liked his piles of junk where they were.

He ran a finger along the smooth porcelain of the tub, hoping that perhaps having such a civilized living space would temper the Shadows’ desire to steal. Despite their skill, the risk was now unnecessary, and the encounter with the guard earlier had highlighted an uncomfortable truth: They’d been lucky in Skala. There was a clear difference in competence between the Ironhawks and the royal guard, and he’d rather not learn exactly how stark it was. He had not only his team to protect now, but Aurelia, too.

Kas opened his eyes to stare at the ceiling, sinking deeper into the water. On top of everything else, Auri’s behavior since arriving at the boarding house had him a bit ruffled. Time alone together had been difficult to come by and often short during their travels, but she didn’t seem inclined to seek more now that they were here. Was she already tiring of him?

It was still hard to believe she wanted anything to do with him at all. Sometimes he expected to wake up and find the past moon’s worth of laced fingers and stolen kisses and afternoon naps hidden in the bed of feathers between Vavel’s wings had been nothing but a dream. Given that she’d bitten his hand during their first encounter, it was a wonder things had gone the direction they did—but despite his newfound desire to spend every waking moment with her, he didn’t want to ruin things by pushing too hard.

The house was dark and quiet when he exited the washroom, smelling of peppermint soap and sporting a clean set of his typical black clothes. He silently crept down the halls, automatically avoiding the creaky boards he’d identified on his earlier pass.

As he passed the living room, the silhouette of a dog against the window was illuminated by a gas lamp on the street outside. Wrona had his front paws on the sill, focused intently on something beyond the glass.

“What are you looking at?” Kasper whispered as he approached. The demigod had been dutifully keeping his mouth shut around Missus Piątek; it was easier if everyone outside the Shadows believed him to be an ordinary dog.

Wrona’s eyes were glued to the window. “I’m not sure.”

Kas squinted through the pane. At first, he saw only a flickering lamp and the shadows dancing on the surrounding walls. Then, one of them moved, not quite into the light. A large, dark shape hovered at the edge of the lamplight before disappearing again.

It was a large, dark shape that looked awfully familiar. Kasper was at the door before he knew it.

“Where are you going?” Wrona hissed, following. Kasper didn’t answer, moving with a single-minded determination to get to the beast he’d glimpsed. She shouldn’t be outside; they didn’t know what threats prowled the streets of Król Rzeka at night. While he was sure Auri could take on a royal guard or two, gods only knew what people would do if she were seen.

He quietly stepped out the front door, searching for the shape. Wrona landed on his shoulder as a large, glossy crow. “We shouldn’t be out here,” he whispered.

“I thought I saw—there!” Kasper darted after the dark figure as it lumbered past another lamp. The street was empty, not a soul out this late but themselves and the creature. That was good, but the guards couldn’t be far.

Reaching the last place he’d spotted the beast, Kasper skidded to a halt. Nothing was there. He whipped his head around, trying to discern how such a large creature had vanished.

Then someone screamed.

Kasper sprinted toward the sound with no thought but getting Auri out of sight. The cut on her arm from where Tytus had clipped her with a crossbow bolt had long since healed, but he was in no hurry to see her shot at again.

When they arrived at the dead-end alley where the noise originated, Kasper could make out the vague outline of the beast crouched near the ground. The space contained a bed of tattered blankets and some other supplies—clearly a beggar’s makeshift home.

His heart jumped when he heard the chewing. The unmistakable sound of massive teeth snapping through bone and sinew bounced off the narrow walls, accentuated by the raspy scrape of something heavy being dragged to an open maw.

Kasper had frozen, eyes wide. Once, and only once, had he seen Aurelia lose herself and become the beast she appeared to be—and she’d nearly slain a rival dragon who’d been threatening Vavel with her bare hands. Occasionally, he’d wondered what she could do to a person with the right motivation, but that didn’t mean he actually wanted the answer.

His voice came out weak and reedy. “Auri…?”

The thing stiffened for a beat, then stood to its full height, towering over him. Kasper was so distracted by the half-consumed body of the beggar hitting the ground that he almost didn’t notice his mistake.

This beast had black, birdlike feet with wicked talons at the end of its bent legs. Its shoulders were wide, its waist thin, and its long arms and spindly clawed fingers nearly dragged on the ground. When it turned, it revealed a wide, flat face with a barely visible bump of a nose above flaring nostrils, and a lipless mouth filled with rows of jagged yellow teeth that split the entirety of its face in a wicked smile. Instead of a mane or horns, wispy shadows billowed from its back, even in the still air. Two glowing white pinpricks stared from where its eyes should be.

Wrona, also still and wide-eyed, whispered in Kasper’s ear, “We should run.”

They scrambled back the way they’d come, buildings flying by in a darkened blur as they sprinted out of the alley and down the street. The thing followed, loping after them on all fours.

Kasper’s half-tied boot caught on a broken cobblestone, and he stumbled to his hands and knees beneath a gas lamp, stone scraping his flesh.

He was sure this was it, that he’d finally cheated death one too many times, but the creature halted a few feet shy of him. It skittered back, tilting its head while it made a strange clicking noise and glanced up at the streetlight with its beady white eyes. Kasper clambered to his feet, bracing for an attack.

Instead, with a snort, it turned and lumbered back into the night. The thing looked over its shoulder once more before disappearing around a corner.

Once he was sure it was gone, Kasper bolted back to the boarding house, nearly slamming the door shut behind him. He leaned against it with wide eyes, pressing a hand to his mouth and sliding to the floor until his knees stopped shaking. 

Contrary to what Emil had made the public believe, the Spectre of Skala had never actually killed anyone—nor did he have the constitution for it. Vavel devouring an Ironhawk in his and Auri’s defense had been bad enough, and recalling the wet slap of the beggar’s corpse hitting the ground made acid rise in his throat. That had been a beast hunting prey, and he’d nearly been a midnight snack.

The already large, dark house suddenly felt cavernous and foreboding, like some unseen menace might lurk around any corner. He forced himself to his feet and hurried upstairs.

Kasper paused at Auri and Mora’s door. He hated to intrude, but he needed to know she was safe. He reached for the knob.

“What are you doing?”

Kasper’s heart leapt into his throat as Mora appeared behind him, holding a cup of water. She regarded him with something between confusion and suspicion. “I—um—nothing,” he said, hand falling to his side.

Mora watched him sweat for a moment. “She’s asleep, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

Kasper relaxed slightly, nodding.

Concern creased Mora’s brow. “Are you alright?”

He averted his eyes, suddenly finding the squeaky board beneath his foot incredibly distracting. He should tell her. Mora was one of his oldest friends. He could talk to her, right?

“Yeah, fine,” he said, pushing the toe of his boot against the errant plank. It produced a spiteful creak.

Disappointment crossed Mora’s face. She’d long since learned to tell when he was lying, but rarely pressed him. Instead, she nodded and slipped inside the room.

Kasper’s shoulders sagged. “Hey, Wrona?” he said quietly to the crow on his shoulder.

“Yes?”

“Want to sleep in my room tonight?”

“Yes, please.”



Kasper left the oil lamp in his room burning low, casting just enough light to see into the shadowy corners. The shadows had always been an asset to him as a thief, but the encounter with the dark beast had him rattled. His intuition hadn’t been completely wrong—there were new dangers here. But instead of inside the house, they were just beyond the front door.

“Wrona?” Kasper whispered.

The hound curled at the foot of the bed raised his head. “Yes?”

“Are…you going to tell the others about that…thing?”

Wrona’s expression was unreadable. “I’ve meddled in mortal affairs enough, I think.”

Kasper took that as a “no.” A child of the infamously icy goddess of death, Wrona had already violated divine laws by revealing his true nature to help the Shadows. Interfering with further deaths could draw unwanted attention from his mother.

Which left Kasper in a bind, because every thought of the creature filled him with petrifying dread. The last thing he wanted was to discuss it.

Sighing, Kas crawled under the quilt, drawing the fabric up to his nose. The adrenaline finally waned as he sank into the soft, worn wool mattress.

His eyes drooped closed, and the world returned to darkness.










  
  Chapter 6
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Auri was half-finished with her breakfast by the time Kasper trudged downstairs, tailed by Wrona. “Good morning,” she chirped. “Missus Piątek made us eggs.” 

“And sausage, too,” said the older woman, who was busily handling a pan over the stove. “Please eat. If you lot were any thinner, you’d be see-through.”

Aurelia had never considered herself especially skinny, but supposed they’d all dropped a few pounds on their cross-country trek—and aside from the big-boned Bellow, the thieves hadn’t had much to lose.

Her smile faded as Kasper took a seat beside her. He looked even more worn than the day before. “Did you sleep alright?”

“Fine,” he replied. Auri caught Mora shooting him a tight-lipped frown as she piled eggs and sausage onto a plate and dropped it in front of him.

“I was thinking of going into town to look around today,” Auri tried. “Would you like to come?”

“Sure.”

Aurelia fidgeted uneasily. This was like breakfast with her father.

“I, for one, would love to accompany you,” Emil said. “I’d like to get my bearings in our new home.”

Home. Auri hadn’t really thought about it yet, but…Król Rzeka was home now. No more mansion, or Fantazja, or House Marszalek. No more servants. No more of her father only acknowledging her existence if it was convenient for him. After her mother passed, none of that had felt like home, anyway.

And then she met Kasper. After years of hiding her true self, he’d accepted her for who—and what—she was without batting an eye. He and the Shadows had given her the freedom she’d always wanted, the chance to choose her fate, and made her feel comfortable in her own skin. It was a hard feeling to explain, but he felt more like home than House Marszalek ever had.

Except when he was hitting her with one-word replies that might as well have come from Lord Duncan himself.

She nudged him beneath the table, knitting her brows and tilting her head inquisitively. He gave her a small nod and a half-smile—a silent declaration of, “I’m fine.”

Auri found the dark circles under his eyes unconvincing, but for now, she’d take him at his word.


      [image: image-placeholder]Aurelia gaped at the massive mural in the center of Król Rzeka. It depicted a warrior on dragon-back fighting alongside the white eagle of the Koszali flag, opposing an army painted black and red. There were scores of beautiful statues and paintings throughout the opulent mansions in Skala, but public art on this scale was unheard of. People could just…look at it? Anytime?

Kasper seemed less impressed, and Emil surveyed the square with a considerate hand on his chin. “Where do you think we should start?”

“I’d like to see the palace,” Auri said, grinning. “Just to say we did.”

“I doubt they’ll let us get very close,” Emil replied. “But we can try.”

Aurelia bounced with delight, grabbing Kasper’s hand to follow Emil down the street.

Something felt off beneath her fingers. Initially, she thought it was just that he’d opted to forgo his signature black leather gloves today, but that wasn’t it. Aurelia stopped, turning his hands up to see his palms. “What happened?”

“Oh,” Kasper said, “I tripped.”

“You tripped,” she echoed slowly. He wasn’t the uncoordinated type. He flinched as she brushed a thumb over one of the reddened scrapes. “You should have Luka heal these.”

“If I went to Luka for every scratch, they’d start charging me,” he said dryly. “It’s not a big deal.”

Before Auri could argue, Emil pointed skyward. “What do you suppose those are?”

She raised her eyes to a towering structure that rose above even the tallest buildings. Atop it sat a circular platform with a Koszali flag hanging over the edge.

“Some kind of watchtower?” she posited.

“It’s awfully large for a soldier,” Emil said, squinting.

Kasper’s attention had been drawn elsewhere in the sky. “That’s because it’s not for soldiers,” he said. “At least, not human ones.”

Aurelia and Emil followed his gaze. Three shapes soared over the city, feathered wings spread wide to catch the air currents.

Not soldiers.

“Dragons,” Auri breathed, taking in the colorful display of force. One of them had sunny orange plumage, its wingtips fading to a vibrant red. Another was cerulean blue with undercurrents of teal and sea foam. The leader of the pack was deep violet, with an underbelly of lavender and magenta accents.

The blue and orange dragons landed on the two watchtowers, while the purple one touched down on a lowered platform in the center of the square, creating a strong breeze that tousled Aurelia’s hair.

She hardly noticed, though, as the dragon’s proximity had revealed the black leather straps of a saddle. Armor glinted in the sunlight as a figure climbed down from its back.

Not just dragons. Dragon riders.

“It’s the royal dragon riders!” Auri squealed, bouncing on the balls of her feet and squeezing Kasper’s hand. She released it when he winced. “Sorry. You really should have Luka look at that.”

“The scrapes are fine, it’s you breaking my fingers I’m worried about,” he grumbled, massaging his hand.

She ignored that, as well as his protests as she scampered over to get a better look. The purple dragon was quite large up close, but its feathers were sleek and its scales were clean and shiny. It had a thinner build than Vavel, with a narrower head, and regarded her with intelligent teal eyes. A medallion featuring the Koszali eagle hung from its neck.

“Excuse me!” Auri called, jogging up to the soldier. “Are you a royal dragon rider?”

The soldier gave a puzzled smile, sliding off his helmet. He was probably in his early thirties, dirty blonde hair plastered to his forehead with sweat. “Well, I don’t wear armor in the summer for nothing.”

“And that’s your dragon?”

“Yes, that’s Ryka,” he said. “She’s one of the order’s finest.”

The dragon snorted in agreement.

“She?” Emil asked. “I didn’t think dragons adhered to our concept of gender.”

“They don’t,” the soldier replied. “Ryka just prefers to be referred to as female.”

Ryka tilted her head, and rumbled something at them in the growling, grumbling, unpronounceable language of the dragons.

Confusion crossed the soldier’s face. “Do you work in the royal dens or something? She says—”

“That we smell like dragon?” Emil finished. “Let’s just say we’ve had encounters.”

“You know Draconic,” the soldier said slowly, observing the three of them with a hand on his hip. “Do you have any interest in joining the riders?”

Auri’s face lit up, while Emil and Kasper shrunk back.

“I see,” the soldier said. He extended a hand to Auri, which she enthusiastically shook. “Captain Albin Piątek. I’m one of the riding instructors at the academy.”

“Piątek?” Kasper asked. “Are you related to Missus Piątek at the boarding house on the edge of town?”

Albin blinked, brows rising. “Yes, that’s my mother. Do you know her?”

“We’re the new boarders,” Emil clarified. “We got the lead from Jagna at the Bleating Goat?”

“Oh, that explains it,” Albin laughed. “Aunt Jagna is always trying to fill that place up for her. My sisters and I are out of the house, and ever since our father passed, she hasn’t known who to cook for. She stops by at least once a week to dump a roast or something on my partner and I.” He stretched, turning back to Auri. “Anyway, we’ll be taking a new class of cadets at the academy at the end of summer. Sign-ups should be soon; keep an eye out if you’re interested.”

Auri nodded, beaming. “Thank you!”

“Forgive the unusual question,” Emil said, “but how does your mother feel about dragons?”

“Oh, she loves Ryka,” Albin replied. “Sometimes she collects her shed feathers for pillows. Anyway, I have to get going. Pleasure meeting you all! I’m sure we’ll run into each other again.” He waved as he disappeared into a nearby building. Ryka yawned and settled down on the platform to sunbathe while she waited for her rider.

“I knew those pillows smelled like dragon,” Emil said, snapping his fingers.

“Why are you worried about what Missus Piątek thinks of dragons?” Kasper asked.

“Because,” Emil said, “I couldn’t help but notice the boarding house has a rather spacious back courtyard with a nice tall fence.”

Kasper brought a hand to his chin. “You don’t suppose she’d charge us extra rent for that.”

“We won’t know until we ask,” Emil said, shrugging. “Let’s find Vavel.”


      [image: image-placeholder]They found the golden-feathered dragon lounging in a copse of trees a half mile or so outside town. Vavel yawned, stretched, and got to their feet, tilting their head as if to ask what news they’d brought.

“Vavel! Guess what!” Auri exclaimed, rushing toward the dragon. Vavel took a half-step back, flaring the crest of feathers behind their head in alarm. “We just met a royal dragon rider! They’re going to be taking new recruits soon! Will you join with me?”

“Hold on, I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Kasper said. “The point of coming here was for no one to know us. A military order is pretty public.”

“No, the point was to start over and live my life on my own terms,” Auri stated, placing her hands on her hips. “And I want to be a royal dragon rider.”

“Since when?” Kasper asked skeptically.

“Since I met one today and learned it was possible,” Auri replied definitively. Dreams and ambitions weren’t something she could entertain until recently—there’d been little sense in having them while living under her father’s thumb.

But she was free now. She could be anything or anyone she wanted, and little made her heart soar like shooting through the skies on Vavel’s back.

Kasper lifted his hands defensively. “I’m just saying, think this through. It could be dangerous.”

“My whole life has been dangerous,” Auri snapped. “I’ve been shot at enough times; I might as well get some armor. At least I can learn to fight back without waiting for sunset.” Kasper dropped his hands in defeat, and Auri turned back to the dragon. “Vavel?”

Vavel sat on their haunches, rumbling a question.

“Will there be other dragons?” Emil translated.

Auri tilted her head. “Of course there will. It’s a dragon rider academy.”

Vavel pinned their feathers against their neck. “Other dragons haven’t been kind to me,” they grumbled. “Neither have many humans.”

Auri frowned, recalling the large red and blue dragon that had battled Vavel for their lair. “This is different,” she insisted, reaching up to stroke Vavel’s nose. “These are people and dragons uniting for a common purpose.” She tickled under their chin. “You’ll make lots of new friends.”

Vavel perked up at that. They nodded, lips pulling back in a draconic grin.

Auri matched their smile. Her new life was just beginning.
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Missus Piątek was understandably confused by their inquiry to rent out the backyard as well, but her face lit up when Auri let out a sharp whistle to summon the new tenant. 

“Oh, they’re beautiful!” she exclaimed as Vavel landed in the fenced yard with a rush of air. “Just like my son’s Ryka. Where did you find them?”

“It was more like they found us,” Auri chuckled nervously. “This is Vavel.”

The woman stepped closer to Vavel as they folded their wings and sat. “May I?” she asked, holding out a hand.

Vavel lowered their head to meet her, and she scratched their nose, giggling as a puff of warm air escaped the dragon’s nostrils. “Oh, how lovely. What a majestic creature you are.”

Vavel puffed their head feathers proudly, feet shuffling in delight.

Kasper watched, arms crossed, as the older woman fawned over the featherbrained reptile half the size of her house. Between the Shadows, Wrona, and Vavel, she had a veritable army to feed now. He hoped Albin hadn’t gotten too used to those roasts.

Not that he knew where the other Shadows were—Mora, Bellow, and Luka had gone their own way that morning. Kas hoped they were staying out of trouble, but couldn’t shake the worry they were up to something that might land them in the city jail. Or worse, the gallows.

He glanced at the sun as it drifted lower in the sky. His usual concern around sunset was ensuring Auri was safely hidden from anyone who might react poorly to an eight-foot goat-lion beast, but now the darkness took on a different meaning.

He didn’t know why he hadn’t told anyone about the shadow creature. It had ended someone in front of him, and very well might do so again, but something about the encounter had shaken him into silence.

The shadows had always been his territory; where he felt safest. Now he didn’t even have that.

Kas rubbed his eyes and yawned. His sleep had been fitful, plagued with white pinpricks, crow feathers, black water, and creeping tendrils of darkness, and he’d woken even wearier than before. “I’m going to head upstairs for a while,” he whispered to Auri. Maybe he could get a nap in before the sun went down.

Unease clouded her face. “Are you sure you’re feeling alright? You’ve seemed…upset…today.”

He frowned, sighing. “I’m just tired.”

She glanced at the others. Vavel had rolled onto their back, and Missus Piątek had retrieved a broom to scratch their belly while Emil watched with an amused smile.

Auri tugged Kasper’s hand, careful to avoid the scratches, and led him inside. He followed her up the stairs, sure he was about to get an earful as she closed the door to his room behind them.

“I’m sorry,” she began, “if I was…forceful…earlier. You’re right, joining the dragon riders would be dangerous, but it just…feels like something I’m meant to do.”

He blinked. “What?”

She looked away. “I know it’s probably better to stay out of the public eye, but—”

“No, not that,” Kas said, shaking his head. “What makes you think you owe me an apology?”

She turned back to him, confused. “Well, you just—you’ve been a bit cross all day. I thought maybe it was something I said.”

The creases between his brows deepened, and he sank onto the edge of the bed, rubbing his face. Gods, had he been that grumpy? “It’s not you,” he sighed. “I just…didn’t sleep well last night.” He raised his head to meet her eyes. “Look, I may not love the idea, but I can’t stop you. Nor do I want to.” She drifted closer, sitting beside him. “You don’t have to factor my opinion into your decisions.”

Auri rested her head on his shoulder. “But I want to. You deserve someone who does.”

He angled his head towards her, but could see only the waves of copper hair cascading down his arm. “Hey, Auri?”

“Hm?”

“Sleep in here tonight?”

She lifted her head. “What? Why?”

Because he needed to know she was safe, because she made him feel safe, because the darkness had rejected him and he felt exposed and alone even in this tiny room in this crowded house. “Because I want you to,” he said softly.

Aurelia narrowed her
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