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PROLOGUE
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“Tell me again, please.”

The dream always started this way. A woman’s voice, soft and soothing, spinning a story I’ve heard before but don’t remember, about balance and the creation of the Four Dominions.

About the gods and their sacrifice to protect ­us—­that we must keep the balance.

“You’ve heard it a thousand times, my love,” she chided. “To bed with you.”

“But I’m not tired!” And as the dream always goes, with a deep breath, she sighed.

There was a press of something then, lips to my hair, but almost ghostlike. Not enough to really feel.

I’m a child, pulled into her lap by strong hands, the caress of silken fabric on my skin. “Tomorrow is a big day, love. You need your rest.”

“Can I at least have a song?”



A chuckle from over my shoulder as I settled in.

“All right, my love. A song. And then to sleep.”

Her hands spun through the locks of my hair, fingertips against my scalp to soothe me.

And then she began to sing.

“Born of passion and the silencing queen,

A light shall rise where none have been.

Through her, the dawn will banish night,

If the dragon’s heart grants her might.”

I could feel her smile into my hair. My sleeping self was desperate to see ­it . . . to lay eyes on her just once. To remember.

“Should the hollow one consume her power,

Darkness will reign in the final hour.

Let the serpent’s heir stand by her side

And storms shall rage and kingdoms die.”

The last note slowly died out like the final embers in the fireplace. The song was a warning, a prophecy.

And then the dream ended, like it always did, leaving me only with the vision of a hand I swore I almost recognized still clasped in mine.




PART I
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THE BONDING
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“You sure that’s enough?”

I smiled up at Quinn with a roll of my eyes.

“Never. But I’ll take what I can get.” My words were muffled, my mouth full with the scallion pancake he’d given me as I lingered over his claimed bar area near the back.

The tavern was dim and crowded, the air thick with smoke and spice. Hanging paper lanterns flickered against the cypress beams, casting everything in gold and shadow. The tables were jammed close together, ­lacquer-­chipped and stained from years of spilled rice wine and worse. People pressed in on every side.

But no one crossed the middle of the room, the definitive line between Silvers and Azures.

Azures, in our ­half-­patched clothing, blue hair rippling in the glow of the firelight, stayed to this side, closer to the windows and fresh air. We were lean and fast, our bodies lithe, although I was more slightly built. Most didn’t have the ability to shift, but the animal was always just under the skin, present in the way we moved: alert and athletic.

Silvers claimed the other side. For the most part burly and ­large-­boned, their hair every shade of metal, from silver to gold to copper to bronze. They loomed over their tables stiff and silent, as if forged from the steel they revered. Most wore at least one piece of ­metal—­nobles, or those close enough to pretend, with silver and gold glinting at wrists and throats.

And all of them looked at us Azures with clear disgust. The feeling was mutual.

I was surprised a fight hadn’t broken out yet.

“Have some more,” Quinn said, and I grinned, grabbing for his tall cup of amber millet ale, taking a quick swig. He sna­­tched it back from me with a smirk. “I meant, food. Not ale, ribbon girl.”

“You didn’t specify.” I shrugged. My eyes swept over the divided room once more.

The breadth of Quinn’s shoulders kept me hidden for now, but I knew I only had mere moments before my performance was due to begin.

He pushed his slate blue hair back as he nudged another scallion pancake from his plate. I shook my head, but then slipped it into my satchel for Edith, even though I was positive his leftovers plus more would show up on our doorstep tomorrow morning.

The raucous noise in the bar lowered a fraction as the drummer took his place just offstage, his eyes scanning over the patrons anxiously. Looking for me, I knew.

I’d scrubbed clay bowls all day, climbed stairs until my calves ached, and taken no fewer than three drunken hands off my waist. By dusk, my body was frayed thin, and I was still fighting off a headache from waking to the dream this morning.

“Maybe you should take a night off.” Quinn had caught the wince as I pressed a hand to my forehead, his brow furrowing deeper with concern. “Rubi, ­please—­”

“I’m fine.” I waved him off. “I’ll find you after.” He made another noise of protest before I gave a quick squeeze to his muscular shoulder and drifted away.

Dancing would make everything feel better. It always did.

I sent him a wink as I headed for the center platform. The second my foot touched the wood, hands gliding down for the handles of my ribbons, the musician began.

The drumbeat thudded through the floorboards, thick and heady.

Dancing was everything to me, as essential as the coin for food it would earn me. It was part of my ­body—­something I imagined I’d done all my life, though I had no proof.

Three years ago, I escaped the crumbling Azure Dominion, part of a flood of refugees who sought asylum after the Annihilation, when our Anchor to the Demon Realm failed, overrunning us with demons and monsters alike.

I didn’t remember it.

In fact, I remembered nothing. Only waking on a rocking ship sailing to the Silver Tyger Dominion with no ­memories—­my home, my friends, my family, if I’d ever had any, lost forever. Forgotten. That was when Edith found me, and she’d treated me like family ever since.

It should have been easier for me to start over, completely anew.

But the absence of memories didn’t rid me of the pain of loss, a deep well of feeling with no traceable source. An ache for someone or something I didn’t even know the name of. Heavy and tangled, even now.

The Dominion of the Silver Tyger took in displaced Azures, but grudgingly. We were a burden no one wanted and have been kept aware of that fact.

But I had made a life here and it was the only one I ­knew—­and this was my peace. Dancing. The weight of the wand in my hand, the feel of the ribbon against my skin, the swirl of it through the smoke, displacing the air like something otherworldly. It felt divine, like a gift.

Like magic, when I didn’t have much of my own. Dancing was healing for me, in its own way.

I hadn’t lost the knowledge of movement buried deep in my flesh. My body remembered what my mind didn’t.

When the pressure of grief, longing, and anger got so bad that I thought it might split me open, I danced. Especially after the dream, the woman whispering a song against my temple as she rocked me back and forth. On those days, the dance felt stronger. More powerful.

Dancing released some of the grief, bled it out.

And when I moved, I felt like fire. Hungry, wild, unrestrained.

I let the ribbons flow from the wands I held, coiling around my arms, then sliced the air with them, sharp and fluid. They cracked like whips and shimmered. I bent low, then rolled up slowly through my spine and spun on the ball of one foot. The fabric flowed behind me.

A tilt of my chin. A flick over the shoulder. A flash of teeth between breaths. I had control of this body, if nothing else, and I knew exactly how to make the ribbons snap like whips, how to arch my back and swing my hips until everyone stopped talking, how to let the tension build in the room, gazes fixed upon me like a weapon I could wield. I spun, arms cutting arcs through the air, the fabric slicing behind me.

A tiny thrum in my chest flickered to life, soft and warm. I started to hum without realizing it, a soft thread of melody winding through the air.

Movement became music.

Music became breath.

And for a little while, nothing else existed. My faint yin magic pulsed as I moved, binding the room to me. A thread of sound slipping from my throat, barely audible under the drums. It wound through the crowd, and it pulled the room to me like a tide.

The audience, Silver and Azure alike, bent toward me.

I swept one arm across the floor, then rose slowly, letting the sweat slick down my back. My dress was made of thin, worn cotton. The color had faded, but it clung to my curves, and when I moved, it fluttered around me. My long hair brushed my hips, a shimmering ­blue-­green under the tavern lights.

I flicked a ribbon high, let it spiral down beside my cheek, slow and silky, before I snapped it back with a crack. I let my hips sway, arms rise, and the ribbons followed, sweeping through the air. My ribbons swirled as I turned and twirled the wands in my hands, two streams of light spiraling around me.

Men watched me, yes. But women did, too. With longing. With hunger. Not for my body but for what I felt inside mine when I was dancing. The passion. The freedom. Some leaned forward, tankards halfway to their mouths, mesmerized.

Even among Azures, I was a sad case. A weak yin magic user, I couldn’t change into some powerful animal form like the more magical from my dominion.

But here, in this moment, with my ribbons and the heavy beat of the drum, I wasn’t Rubi, the Azure woman with no memories. I wasn’t less.

I was silk and breath.

I was power.



I twirled again, slower now, before throwing both arms out, ribbons cracking wide in one final arc of color.

The music stopped, and I held still with one knee bent deep, the other leg extended behind me in a long line, toes pointed. My arms arched overhead, ribbons trailing like flames, my head tilted back, throat exposed to the light.

Applause shattered the spell. The room howled and clapped and pounded tables. Coins clattered at my feet. I bowed, chest heaving, then quickly swept them up into my bag, placing it on my hip. I stepped off the platform, legs shaking from exertion. The ribbons now hung from the wands in my hands, limp.

Slowly everyone resumed their conversations. My eyes scanned lightly over the crowd, searching for Quinn.

Instead, I caught a pair of arctic blue eyes staring at me from beneath a darkened hood on the Azure side of the room. His jaw was chiseled, and he had a square masculine chin.

I couldn’t make out his hair color, hidden by his hood, but something told me it wouldn’t be blue. Though he sat among the Azure refugees, his cloak was worn too evenly, the frays looking almost deliberate, and his gloves, which he’d laid beside him on the table, though scuffed, were crafted from a fine, supple leather.

Azures didn’t have that kind of money. Not to mention he was far too broad. The outline of his shoulders stretched the fabric tight across his back.

A Silver, then. On the wrong side of the room.

Ignoring the strange, almost eerie brightness of his eyes still locked on me, I climbed down and headed for my things, planning a quick exit.

At the bar, two Silver soldiers watched me. One flexed as he rolled up his sleeves and ran a hand through his silver hair. The other, ­well-­dressed and handsome, stepped into my path as I exited and grinned wide.



“Care for another dance?” He spoke in the Common Tongue with a heavy Silver accent, voice slurred but loud.

I glanced around him, no quick escape in sight, so I sank into my hip, arms crossing.

“Come here, steelheart.” His grin sharpened. Stepping closer, he grabbed my arm and whispered into my ear: “I’ve always wanted to try an Azure.”

My body moved on instinct, slamming my head against his lips. It was impossible to hide my satisfied smirk as he staggered back, bleeding from the mouth.

I’d have a better retort than violence if I weren’t so exhausted.

“You ­blue-­haired whore!” The drunken Silver raised his hand to strike and I braced for a ­blow—­

But his fist was caught by a tall figure planting himself in front of me like an immovable wall, green eyes blazing. Quinn.

“Try me,” Quinn said, voice silky smooth and pleasant. “I’ll give you a great time.”

The Silver blinked, his drunken bravado wobbling as he eyed Quinn’s imposing form. Nothing of my friend lingered from before. This was Quinn the imposing blacksmith’s apprentice.

Shapeshifters were feared and revered, especially those who took predatory forms. Quinn turned into a huge tan wolf, and that forceful, untamed power bled into his human form. There was a fluid and dangerous grace to the way he moved. It wasn’t a surprise that men and women alike lusted after him. And by Kuan Yin, the goddess of compassion, did he know it.

The Silver held up his hands and slunk back into the crowd, nursing his wounded mouth.

“I could’ve handled it,” I told Quinn, hanging my ribbon wands onto my belt, securing my coins beside them.

He turned toward me, hair falling across his face, and rolled his eyes. “Oh, I’m very aware, Rubi. But your boss looked ready to throw you out. Think he would fire you for riling up the Silvers?”

“I wasn’t doing anything. I’m a dancer. He’s not going to fire me.”

“I think he would have gotten rid of you long ago if ­you . . . you know.” Quinn coughed, a splotch of pink decorating his cheeks. “. . . Didn’t look like that.”

I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms. What the hell was that supposed to mean? “Well, he hasn’t really got a choice. I’m the only ribbon dancer around.”

Quinn leaned against the bar, his smile lazy and lopsided, showing his perfect teeth. An invitation, and not a subtle one. His tunic hung open just enough to show the sculpted chest beneath. He bent down and whispered in my ear, “Come home with me.”

“Quinn,” I whispered, almost a frustrated whine.

It would be no hardship to let him warm my bed. We’d been intimate twice before, enjoyed each other as a break from the cold and poverty. He’d been in a lot of beds indiscriminately, ­however, and I’d discovered it was easier to just be friends, as we always were.

But it didn’t stop him from offering now and again, though I knew he had plenty of company to keep him warm at night.

“You’re joking.”

His flirtatious smile transformed into the grin of the friend I knew, and he stepped closer. “Sure. But seriously, ­Rubi—­let me at least walk you home. It’s late ­and . . .”

Something was worrying him. More than usual.

“And what?”

His voice dropped, head dipping to my ear. “And the Ironstorm have been too active lately.”

My stomach dropped. The Ironstorm. The rebel group led by the Ravager, a mysterious masked Azure. They were fighting for what most of us Azure refugees would say was the right cause, but they were brutal in their efforts and attracting too much attention.

“I haven’t heard anything.”

Quinn shrugged, calling over my shoulder to the bartender for another millet ale. He leaned his forearms across the wooden bar top, pressing his bicep into mine as I faced forward with my back to the bar. “We think they’re planning something big, but they haven’t given warning.”

“Do you think it’s because of the Bonding?”

The Bonding ceremony, a sacred tradition of the Silver Tyger Dominion, was fast approaching. On the equinox, the day when light and darkness stood equal, yang magic users could attempt to Bond with one of the royal tygers, descended from Silver Dominion’s Celestial Guardian, and become one of the king’s elite Tyger Warriors. From what I understood, it was a bloodbath. The tygers killed those they didn’t choose. It was irrelevant to me. I’d been born a yin magic user, like most women, so I didn’t qualify; plus, the Silvers didn’t want an Azure near their precious tygers anyway. Anticipation of the Bonding ran hotter than usual this year because the young tygress queen was finally old enough to choose a Mate.

Quinn nodded, before slipping a coin to the bartender as he took the ale in hand.

“And because of this,” he said, gesturing vaguely behind me.

I didn’t need to turn to ­see—­the entire tavern was tense with drunken hatred and bigotry. It would only take one comment from a passing Silver to catch the lingering Azures’ ire for a spark to catch flame.

“I should go. Before it gets any more tense in here.” I gave him a grin. “Thanks for stopping by to watch me dance. Again.”

Quinn nodded as he winked at me. “Where else would I go? Tell Edith I’m going to come by tomorrow, yeah?”



Nodding, I scooped my things from my cubby behind the bar and saluted him mockingly as I exited.

Cold night air slammed into me as I headed out the back of the kitchens and into the cobblestone streets. Pulling on my cloak, I slid my short knife into its sheath on my belt.

My laced boots left footprints in the snow, my breath tearing out in clouds. The wind smelled like smoke and frost, and the moon hung high and bright above the slanted rooftops, casting long shadows across the snow. The tavern became a dull roar behind me as I approached the woods that would lead to Edith and my hut.

A large hand closed around my wrist.
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On reflex, I twisted my wrist sharply, breaking the hand’s grip and spinning toward my attacker.

The hooded man from the tavern.

My dagger was already out, flashing against the snow and streetlamps flickering above.

The man’s lips curved into a slow, infuriating smirk as he raised his hands, as if in surrender.

“Go on, then,” he taunted.

“Don’t tempt me.” I extended the dagger so it gleamed brightly.

His body moved like a coiled spring, legs sweeping out, hooking behind mine and yanking me off-balance. He twisted his hips, spinning us both until I landed against the side of one of the trees lining the edge of the forest. The bark bit into my back, the impact showering snow onto my hair and face from the branches above.

The dagger flew from my hand, the collision knocking the air from my lungs.



The man pinned me against him, his weight solid and unrelenting, as he caught my wrists in one hand, forcing them above my head.

“Regretting that mercy now?” he said, his breath loud in the quiet night.

“Let me go,” I snapped. My wrists strained against his grip, but I refused to flinch, meeting his scorn with a glare of my own.

He did as I asked, releasing my hands, though still caging me in with his sheer size.

I checked for my ribbons and coins. They were where I’d left them. Not a pickpocket, it seemed.

I inspected him carefully as I stood.

He was probably only a few years older than I was, in his ­mid-­ to late twenties. A strong cut to his cheekbones, a glint in his cold blue eyes, a curl of disdain on his lips. He had a mane of bronze hair framing his striking face.

I knew him, I realized. Or at least knew of him, the ghost of familiarity pulling at my gut to run.

Blake Axefire: the Ambush Master.

One half of the king’s dreaded, ruthless killers, the Twin Blades.

Born of steel, baptized in blood.

He was a Zenith, a magic user so powerful that only a handful were born each generation. As Ambush Master, he was also the leader of the king’s lethal Tyger Warriors. The brutal enforcer of the king’s will, he tore apart Ironstorm strongholds and slaughtered Azures ruthlessly.

And for some reason, he’d tracked me down.

I shivered but kept my voice nonchalant. “Is this what the great Ambush Master does to amuse himself in his free time? Assault innocent women in the night?”

Something dark flickered in Blake’s eyes. “You attacked me. Though I’m not surprised you’ve already conveniently forgotten that detail, Azure,” he murmured, the words edged with warning.

“Oh, choke on ­iron—­”

“You seduce half the tavern, then head home alone? Are you intentionally daft, or is all that hair weighing down your brains?”

“I can handle myself just fine. I don’t need an escort.”

“Against a man, possibly.” He lifted an eyebrow. “How about a demon?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” It was a lie. I knew the stories of the demons leaking from the Anchor, even here in the Silver Dominion. I’d felt the fear that emanated when someone dared to mention the Serpent Lord and his demons by name. “I haven’t done anything wrong or illegal, sir.”

I spun on my heel and started to walk into the woods.

I could hear his boots against the snow as he followed.

“When I first heard about the irresistible ribbon dancer, I passed it off as men thinking with their pricks. But then the stories kept spreading.” He stepped closer, hovering over my shoulder where I’d paused, his voice dropping low in my ear. “People couldn’t stop talking about you, Rubi Morningtail.”

“I’m a good dancer,” I said defensively.

“You did something to that room,” he snapped, his voice dangerous. “To all of us. I’ve never felt anything like it. That’s not Azure magic. All they know how to do is shift and snarl. What you did was something else entirely.”

His palm shot out then, grabbing for my wrists. Using his other hand, he forced my imprisoned hands open. “Show me your Marks.”

“Burn and die!” I spat at him. He jerked back, then grabbed my jaw hard.

“You want to keep that tongue?” he asked calmly. “Because I know a dozen ways to cut it out without killing you.”

A shudder ripped through me.



Glaring at him, I hummed quietly, activating my magic. I opened my hands so he could see the crescent yin Marks shine in my palms. They were so dim, you could barely see them. The brighter the glow, the stronger the magic. “Satisfied? I have hardly any power at all.”

He let go abruptly, as if I disgusted him. The imprint of his fingers ached against my skin. His yang Marks were legendary. They said his orange suns had flamed like beacons from his palms for years after his birth.

In one swift motion, he caught my arm again.

“If I find out you’re hiding something, songbird,” he said, voice grating like metal shards, “I’ll tear the truth out of you along with your tongue.”

He let go, turned, and vanished into the snow.

My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. I pressed them to my sides, hard, like I could pin the fear in place. The alley was quiet now, just dripping icicles and the echo of Blake’s words.

You did something to that room. To all of us. I’ve never felt anything like it.

Shaking the entire night from my head, like I could tuck it behind whatever hid the other memories I’d lost, I stepped again onto the path home, moving as fast as my exhausted legs would carry me.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about how I’d seen Blake Axefire once before, at a Judgment last year.
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As the Ironstorm rebellion spread, fueled by unforgiving taxes and food shortages caused by ­Annihilation-­related extreme weather, the king’s grip tightened. His crackdowns got harsher by the day, and everyone was forced to the Arena to witness the so-­called trials. I remembered watching from my seat high in the Arena as the rebels and convicts were thrown, unarmed, before the king’s tygers, in a mockery of justice.

The giant tygers circled the prisoners, their claws sharp enough to slice through leather like silk. Convenient for the king, since their killings counted as divine will. One by one, the prisoners fell. Their screams tore through the Arena as flesh split and bones cracked.

A terrified Azure shifted into an overlarge hare just before a tyger pounced on him, sinking its teeth into his fur. Shifters healed completely if they could change before they were killed. But no. He was dead. A woman shrieked as another tyger raked its claws down her back. My stomach turned. The tygers weren’t even trying to kill cleanly. They were predators, toying with their prey.

Then the gate to the sand pit opened. A lone figure stepped into the ­blood-­soaked Arena, tall and cloaked in gray. Ambush Master Blake Axefire.

There was something moving around him. The swarm glinted in the sunlight, a cluster of knives circling above his head, propelled through the air by his power.

Every single person in the immense coliseum fell silent, the screams of the victims echoing through the sudden quiet.

Magic users, yin or yang, made up only a small part of the pop­­­­ulation. The Silver metal mages I’d seen could help shoe a horse or stir a pot with a floating spoon. At the low end were Lessers, with no magic at all. At the top were Zeniths. Most mages fell somewhere in between, ranked from one to nine. Anyone ranked five or higher could live well enough. But someone who could throw knives with offensive yang magic would be at least a seven, and they’d have the aristocracy knocking at their door for their services, offering wealth and training, not to mention sex and Pairing. The truly powerful ones, ranked an eight or nine, were rare and often became marriage candidates for the noble families, even the Octagon, the eight most elite families, with the highest average magical ranking.

But ­this—­this level of power and control? I’d never seen anything like it.

From the way the knives flying above Blake’s head glowed green, I knew they were no ordinary metal. They were thundervein, a rare unbreakable metal exclusively forged by only a few families, crafted from magic and thunder called down from the sky.

Blake sent his knives to slaughter the prisoners, slitting their throats with lightning speed. Blood poured over the sand. The crowd exploded into thunderous applause at the powerful display of precision and brutality.

The Ambush Master’s face had stayed utterly impassive even as his cloak turned crimson.

I’d had the fortune of not being anywhere near Blake Axefire since, had lain low when his Tyger Warriors swept through to check up on Azures, looking for Ironstorm dissenters or hidden strongholds. Now I’d managed to not only garner his unwanted attention but also piss him off.

My only hope was that seeing my weak magic markings would make him lose interest and he’d forget about me.

The cold night air cut through my cloak as I stepped into the woods. Frost clung to the ground, sharp beneath my boots. The moonlight was thin and scattered, and I hated how exposed I felt.

The woods were too quiet. No birds, no branches creaking, no wind. Just the sound of my own breathing and the blood pounding in my ears. My fingers were stiff, but I didn’t loosen my grip on the dagger. Less because of my encounter with the Ambush Master and more because of my recently growing awareness that something much worse could lurk in the shadows.

A demon.

Some said that a refugee village in the Silver Tyger Dominion had been completely decimated. Every living creature, human or animal, had been drained. All Azures, which meant there had been no uproar at the loss of life, no protection offered to those of us who lived here still. Barely a burial or remembrance.

This dominion belonged to the Silvers, and metal magic ruled. Azures like me worked their farms, cleaned their stables, broke our backs for them, and were still considered nothing better than a necessary evil.

The trees finally broke, and I stepped into the clearing where our little hut stood. Beams of light peeked through the gaps in the walls.

When I pushed open the warped wooden door, the scent of our usual gruel hit me first. I was grateful for the scallion pancakes Quinn had shared, and the extra I had taken for Edith. Then the softer scent of incense, faint and floral, drifted through the air. The smoke curled toward the ceiling in pale threads. I stepped inside, and the tight grip on my chest started to loosen.

The fire crackled low, and the flicker of candlelight cast gentle shadows across the walls, wrapping the room in the quiet hush of night. Our cat, Couscous, was curled up by the fire, fast asleep.

Edith was balanced on a rickety stool in front of the red altar set high against the back wall. It was the only color in the room. The small figure of Kuan Yin sat draped in gold, calm and kind, hands lifted in blessing on her lotus throne.

For the first time that night, I felt calm wash over me.

Edith was my safe place. She’d held my hand when I awoke on the boat, lost and scared. And she’d never let go of it since.

Her cheeks were warm from whatever tea she had on the fire. I suspected from smell alone it was one of her brews for Quinn’s father. He’d been ill when they’d left the Azure Dominion, and Edith had helped him on the boat. She continued to care for his chronic ­pain—­and in return, Quinn brought us food and hand-­me-­down clothing. He watched over us.

Edith pressed her palms together, lips moving in a silent prayer. The scent of sandalwood stirred something deep in me that I couldn’t name. With a soft breath, she blew out the incense. Her hands were steady as she placed the joss sticks in the holder. She always did this: no matter how cold the nights were, no matter how empty our pantry, no matter how much her joints throbbed. She prayed. She gave thanks.



The stool gave a sharp creak, and my whole body went tense. “Edith, get down from there before you break your neck.”

She turned and smiled at me. “Oh, hush. I’m fine. I’m the one who trains you every morning, remember?”

“Stubborn, too.” I helped her down, then leaned over to kiss her cheek. Edith might have taught me the moves I used on Axefire, but it didn’t stop me worrying about her. “You shouldn’t have waited for me.”

“I was just lighting some incense to pray for a safe passage home for you.” Despite a few gray strands threaded through her navy hair, her face held a gentle beauty: cheekbones high, mouth soft, her dark brown eyes steady and warm. “How did it go?”

A flash of angry ice blue eyes, bronze hair, and a whispered threat lingered in my mind.

“Fine,” I said, keeping my voice steady as I offered a calm smile. I tugged at the patched dress wrapped around her thin frame. “This isn’t warm enough for you.”

“Stop fussing,” she said with a soft laugh.

She carried the pot of gruel to our crooked table. Without a word, she ladled some into my bowl, then reached for the jar of pickled radish we’d been saving, adding a few pieces to my bowl, not hers.

I waited until she sat down before I ladled gruel into her bowl. Then I placed the scallion pancake I’d gotten from Quinn beside it.

“I stuffed myself at the tavern,” I lied.

She gave me a tired smile as she tucked her legs under the bench and we began to eat.

She started telling me about one of our chickens. “Oh, Rainbow is going to be the death of me. I almost tripped over her when I was repairing the fence. She kept trying to go through solid wood.”

“I’m not sure Rainbow’s the brightest light in the lantern,” I muttered, licking my spoon.



“It is hard for her to understand what walls are.” She held up both hands and reenacted Rainbow running headfirst into a board. “Thunk. Every time.” She chuckled; then her smile faded, her hand rubbing at her temple.

“You okay?” I asked, worry tightening my throat. Edith gave me a sudden bright smile.

“Fine, my dearest one.” As we cleaned up our empty bowls, she asked, “How was the tavern tonight?”

I gave her a grin. “Good. Quinn was there keeping an eye out. And I made double my coin from last ­week—­lowest-­rank magic and all.” I set the small coin purse on the table. “Dancing suits me just fine.”

I could hear the defensiveness in my words. If I had more magic, I might have been able to do more to help Edith, help us. If I knew who I was, maybe I’d . . . I didn’t know what.

Edith reached out and laid her hand, ­long-­fingered and delicate despite its calluses, on the jade bracelet that I’d been wearing when she found me. The bracelet was now too small to remove. “You know I love you because of who you are, not for what you can do. I love you no matter what, Rubi.”

I gave her hand a squeeze. “I wish I could remember.”

The words were whispered, broken and painful, wrenched from my mouth without warning.

Edith looked stricken. “Just because you don’t have your memories doesn’t mean you don’t have a past, Rubi. It’s in your bones. It’s part of your soul.”

“I’m sorry. Thank you.”

Her eyes were filled with quiet understanding. “It is your nature. To ask you not to question, not to desire your past, is to ask the fire to stop burning.”

Couscous bumped her head against my leg, purring. She was orange and cream, with a white snout tipped in apricot, as if she’d been caught stealing jam. Her fur was soft and dense, and she seemed to glow brighter than any other cat on the street. A foreigner, just like us.

I picked the cat up, and she settled in my lap.

“It was hell on earth, you were running for your life, and you tucked a kitten in your bag?” 

Edith smiled softly and reached over to pet her warm fur. “She was very small then. Barely weighed anything, so she was easy to carry in my satchel.”

“Why did you pick her?”

She was the runt of the litter. The other cats would have been mean to her. And she led me right to you on that boat.” Her eyes were gentle. She was too tactful to remind me how I’d clutched Couscous to my chest, tears running down my cheeks.

I smiled back and leaned to kiss Edith’s cheek, embracing her as a pang of longing hit.

I’d asked Edith before if she knew anything of me or where I might’ve come from. But she’d never seen me before she drew me into her arms.

For a moment, I let myself imagine it. A life that had never been torn apart. A past unbroken. A dominion where the air was warm, where a tropical paradise stretched beneath a bright blue sky. Where I was not an orphan, nor outcast, nor a girl with too little magic to matter. I was a daughter, a sister, a piece of something whole. I leaned back and shivered, glancing at the low fire. “We don’t have enough wood. I’ll get more.”

Edith nodded.

I stepped into my boots, strapped on my belt, and grabbed the lantern, its dim light throwing pale rings across the floor. The night air bit at my skin as I pushed open the door. Couscous followed me out into the snow.

My arms were full of firewood as I turned, the lantern swinging from my elbow to light the way back inside, when Couscous hissed.

I stalled. Couscous never hissed. Her amber eyes were enormous. Her ears pricked. Her back arched. Then she darted away, her long striped tail tucked low.

I looked down at my feet and froze.

There was a paw print in the snow. Similar to my cat’s small ones. Only much, much bigger.

I was still staring at the deep indentation when a low growl slid through the air. I blinked up to see a monster standing paces away, between me and the door.
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A tyger.

There was an enormous tyger between me and the door, eyes illuminated in the darkened night. My firewood and lantern clattered to the ground.

I’d never seen one so close before. Its size was shocking, its power and menace unmistakable.

This tyger was a living blaze, its fur like hammered copper and gold striped with black, every strand catching the moonlight. Enormous, almost as tall as a horse and twice as wide, packed with muscle. Its head dwarfed mine, fangs as long as my hand glinting wet under the moonlight as it sniffed the air, saliva trailing from its jaws. Its piercing, ­molten-­gold eyes burned with intensity. Its gaze was alive with ancient, unyielding magic. It was devastatingly beautiful, a force both capable of destruction and worthy of reverence.

The tyger was ­unaccompanied—­uncontrolled—­no saddle or royal paraphernalia to be seen, which made fear bloom cold in my belly.

A light humming carried by the wind hung in the air. Edith.

I needed to get between this tyger and our home.

Impaled by its gaze, I held still, then flinched as its golden eyes suddenly flared a glowing silver, as if lit from within. Something was very wrong with this beast. I slowly reached for my dagger.

A male voice cut through the night. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

Head turning slowly over my shoulder, I moved my eyes briefly from the monster before me.

Blake Axefire stepped out of the woods, moonlight catching the silver trim of his armor. Of course it was him. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or even more terrified.

“Why is it you are at the center of every problem I’ve had tonight?” Blake asked, his eyes bright against the dark of night, just as infuriating as before.

I wanted to roll my eyes, but I was too scared to miss a single movement of the tyger. I kept my hand on the hilt of my blade but didn’t draw it.

“Come here, Flame,” he called, his voice a low rumble.

Flame didn’t move, animal gaze locked on me, steady and sharp. I took a step back, boots slipping in the snow. The tyger bared his teeth, muscles tensing beneath that glimmering hide.

Blake spoke to me then. “By Guan Yu, don’t run.” That clipped Silver accent was wrapped in arrogance.

I risked a disdainful look at the Ambush Master. “I’m not a fool.”

“That remains to be seen. Don’t move,” he ordered.

He stepped toward me, silent despite the weight of the midnight armor he now wore in place of his falsely tattered clothing. The silver veins across the onyx steel glinted in the moonlight, and the sigil on his ­chest—­a coiled tyger in a ­diamond—­gleamed. His fine cloak was fastened with a real tyger fang, a symbol of his favored status.

Even from yards away, his power rolled off him, thick and metallic. I’d never felt magic like it before. As if a hurricane were bearing down on me. I swallowed, and I could taste it in the back of my throat.

I had to force myself not to recoil.

His ice blue eyes were fixed on the tyger.

Flame crept within a few steps of me. The tyger’s eyes were still glowing with an eerie silver light, as if he were possessed. He loomed above me. It took everything in me not to stumble back, heart hammering.

“You’re the Ambush Master. Can’t you do something?”

“This one isn’t mine,” he said, eyes still locked on the monster. “Tygers don’t follow orders from others. They barely take them from their own riders. And then only when they feel like it.”

I shot him a glare. “Then what good are you?”

His mouth twisted into a smirk. “If it weren’t for me, you’d have run and would be shredded to pieces by now.”

I snorted.

The door to our hut creaked open and my stomach dropped.

“Did you hear ­some . . .” Edith’s voice trailed off as she caught sight of the tyger before her gaze shot to me.

“Close the door and hide. Save yourself, Edith.” I kept my voice calm, although my fingers were trembling. I stretched out a hand as if I could protect her. “Go.”

Edith didn’t hesitate. But she didn’t do as I said. Snatching the broom from beside the door, she charged toward the tyger like a woman half her age.

“Rubi, get inside!” she shouted.



Flame turned to face her and roared, shaking the cold air. The tyger gathered his haunches, ready to attack.

“No!” I cried. “Stay away from her!”

To my shock, Flame swung his head toward me and froze.

“You won’t hurt her!” Edith yelled. She swung the broom, its bristles cracking against his nose with a dull thwack.

The tyger let out a guttural roar, shaking his head violently, but Edith was already moving. Before the beast could retaliate, she darted to the side, faster than I’d thought possible, her boots barely skimming the frozen ground. The tyger lunged, but Edith twisted, ducking low beneath the swinging claws. Their shadows shifted in the moonlight.

In one fluid motion, she vaulted up his broad back, using the thick ruff of his fur as leverage.

Blake’s eyes narrowed. Just watching.

The tyger bucked, trying to shake her off, but she leapt again, pushing off his shoulders and flipping over his head with agility. She landed in a crouch, spinning the broom and striking the beast’s knee joint in a sharp, decisive blow. The tyger recoiled, snarling, lips peeled away from ­knife-­long fangs.

“Edith—­” I lurched forward, but I was too late.

The tyger’s giant paw lashed out.

A sickening crack rang through the air as she went flying backward, crashing into the wall of the well and crumpling to the ground, unmoving. I screamed as Flame stalked toward Edith.

I skidded in front of her, my arms thrown wide, heart slamming in my chest.

“You want someone?” I said, voice steadier than it had any right to be. “Take me.”
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Flame’s breath hit me in hot waves.

Slowly I lowered my hands toward the ribbons at my belt as his golden eyes flared silver again. He stared me down, tail lashing behind him like a whip.

He leapt.

I flung my ribbons to wrap his front paws, tripping him as I sprang to the side. I took off in a sprint, knowing the ribbons would buy me mere seconds.

I had to get him away from Edith.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. What did I say about running?” Blake yelled as he sprinted after me.

I made it six paces before I heard the tyger in pursuit. I looked over my shoulder, and saw Blake grab Flame’s dense fur as the tyger passed him and pull himself onto the tyger’s back in a startling feat of agility, strength, and magic, riding without a saddle or reins. To my horror, instead of stopping the tyger, he leaned forward and urged Flame after me.



What in the Kingdom of Sky is he doing?

The snow flew under my feet as I raced toward the cliffs, where I might have some advantage. My heart thundered, frozen air burning in my lungs. Moonlight cut through the trees, casting everything in cold silver.

“Stop running,” Blake commanded. “That’s an order.”

“Like hell,” I scoffed, but I was draining fast.

I put in a burst of speed and flew across the snow toward the cliff edge.

“Don’t. There is nowhere for you to run, Azure.” The haughtiness was gone from his voice. “You’ll die. Don’t—­”

The stars blinked sharp and cold as I leapt and the ground disappeared beneath me.

My cloak snapped behind me like wings. I arched my back and pointed my toes in a perfect dive, cutting through the night air.

For one exquisite moment, I closed my eyes. The wind rushed through my clothes, cold and wild. The world below vanished. It was just me and the sky. Then I tucked my head and spun forward, catching the tree branch I knew would be there. I swung around it, then launched to the next ledge.

I didn’t need to see. I knew exactly where the best path downward was. I’d mapped it by feel long ago. This part of the land was as familiar to me as my own hut.

I loved ­heights—­the higher, the better. This was what I did when I woke in the middle of the night, shaking from dreams, though I could only remember the screams and fire. This was where I went when my chest ached from wanting answers I didn’t have.

This was where I felt free.

There was a flurry of stones and dirt above me. To my surprise, Blake and Flame had followed me. The tyger was sliding down the steep cliff face almost as quickly as I was, although, as I watched, he slipped on a patch of ice. He hooked his sharp claws onto a clump of roots and pulled himself and his rider up onto a narrow ledge before leaping to another outcropping.

I wasn’t going to let this tyger kill me like so many other Azures had been slaughtered.

I stopped and turned, my blade already in my hand, and threw the sleek dagger at him. It sank into the tyger’s left shoulder. He roared, the sound shaking the night air.

Blake shook his head and glared at me as he yanked my dagger out. “Brilliant move,” he snapped.

“Leave me alone,” I shouted. “I’ve done nothing wrong!”

Something official and cold took over his expression. “To injure a tyger is a crime punishable by death.”

My vision whirled.

“You have damaged royal property. By order of the Dominion of the Silver Tyger, you’re under arrest.”

I turned and scrambled as quickly as I could down the path, jumping to the next ledge.

Blake uttered a stream of curses behind me as he struggled to keep his seat on the tyger.

“Enjoying yourself?” I called, unable to resist, as I bounded downward.

“I. Hate. Heights,” he bit out. “You must submit to questioning.”

“Sure.” I dove again, clearing a vicious outcropping of sharp rocks. “Why don’t you shoot me what you’ve got? I’ll be right back.”

I needed to lose them in the town and then circle back in secret to help Edith. Please let her be safe. My mind spun. Was I just being hopeful, or had there been no blood on her dress? It had been too dark to see clearly.

Not now. Focus. Breathe.



I was almost at the bottom of the ravine. As soon as I reached the trail at the base, I took off. I could feel them gaining on me. On flat ground, they had an advantage. The only reason I’d made it so far was that the terrain was unfamiliar to them.

I spared a moment to look back.

They were terrifying, the warrior on top of a raging tyger racing toward me, both sets of eyes ablaze. Blake rode low against Flame’s neck. The tyger’s paws barely touched the ground as he carried Blake after me, his muscles bunching and releasing like a storm in motion, his enormous fangs glistening.

I kept moving, heart pounding. I wasn’t getting arrested. Not for stabbing a royal tyger. Not for dancing. Not for having some small, strange weak magic that irked Blake Axefire.

Flame roared behind me. I could still make it if I ­just—­

A low growl behind me. Then a blur of movement.

The tyger leapt, landing in front of me, his massive form blocking the trail, eyes glowing faintly in the dark. I skidded to a stop.

Too late.

Blake jumped from the tyger’s back, his hand catching my arm, his grip like iron.

“Going somewhere?”

“You scorchhole,” I snapped, yanking hard at his grip.

Blake hauled me back toward Flame.

“Let me go!” My resistance was worthless against his grip. I twisted, trying to glare up at him.

“You have inflicted injury upon royal property.”

I stared at him. “I defended myself against a tyger who wanted to kill me for no reason. One without a rider, no less.” My eyes flickered to Flame, who watched us both. “He’s fine.”

Blake didn’t respond, dragging me like I weighed nothing.

“What were you even doing lurking around my hut in the dark?” I fumed.



“I was informed that Flame had escaped the royal tyger dens. I followed her tracks through the snow.”

My jaw dropped. Her.

I stole a look at the enormous beast that had been chasing me all night. Flame was the young queen tygress everyone was talking about. She was the future of the great Tyger Warriors.

And I’d thrown my dagger at her. My stomach churned.

Blake added casually, “Flame is the only tygress capable of breeding. Her value is beyond price.”

I could feel the color draining from my face as Blake tied my hands together in front of me with rough rope. The moon lit his face in cold silver as he worked, his expression unreadable. He didn’t pull the knots tight, but they held firm.

Then he paused, frowning. He lifted my wrists slightly, turning them in his hands.

There were slight bruises visible even in the moonlight, purples and reds from where he’d grabbed me outside the tavern, attempting to see my Marks. His jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything.

The fear hit all at once. I stared down at my bound wrists, chest tightening.

Edith. Injured, lying in the snow with no one to find her until Quinn came in the morning. And what would she do without me? We’d barely been able to pay the king’s exorbitant taxes. The amount I earned was essential to our survival. And now, without me, what would she do?

Why in the Kingdom of Sky had I stabbed that tygress?

I glanced at Flame. Her ears flicked like she could sense my ire. I looked at the cut on her shoulder. It wasn’t even bleeding anymore.

And yet that small wound was enough to ruin me. To ruin Edith.



I was going to lose ­everything—­my freedom, my ­future—­because I’d made the mistake of crossing paths with Blake Axefire.

“The tygress is fine,” I argued, hating the thread of desperation in my voice. “If you let me go, I swear you’ll never see me again.”

Blake didn’t say a word. Didn’t even look at me.

“I won’t dance or sing ­or—­”

“Singing then?” he asked, eyes darting to my face. “Is that what you were doing in the tavern? The reason everyone was so entranced?”

I buttoned my mouth shut again, cursing myself and squeezing my eyes closed.

Blake shook his head and stepped up behind me. His tone was all mockery as he whispered, “After you.”

We were standing by Flame now. I tipped my head back, staring up at the tygress’s large copper form. She stared back, unblinking. Every muscle in my body screamed in protest at the thought of touching her, let alone attempting to climb onto her back. 

Flame turned her great head toward me, and her nostrils flared, eyes turning silver again.

But then, to my surprise, she knelt slowly until her stomach was flat against the ground. I felt, rather than heard, Blake’s sharp intake of breath.

Without warning, the Ambush Master gripped me around the waist and hoisted me onto the tyger as if I weighed nothing. I leaned forward, trying to keep from tumbling off the other side. Her fur was surprisingly silky and soft against my skin. My dress pulled high on both sides, exposing an indecent amount of leg.

Blake mounted behind me in one fluid motion. He cleared his throat, reaching down and tucking my skirt in as much as possible, leaving part of the fabric bunched around my thighs. I shifted uncomfortably at the intimate touch.



“I don’t need your help,” I snipped, cheeks warm with embarrassment.

Then Flame stood, the movement making me sway. My bound hands reached for nothing as I tipped to one side, when Blake wrapped an iron arm around my middle. He splayed his large hand across my stomach while the other reached around me to hold on to the tygress’s thick fur, caging me in. His thighs clamped around Flame, firm behind me and keeping us steady.

Blake’s voice was rough. “You don’t know what you need.”
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There was silence as we traveled, blanketed in a light snow­­­fall. In the distance, I caught a glimpse of the Iron Sea.

After a time, we passed through a handful of outlying huts, and then we were in the midst of ramshackle shanties creaking underneath the weight of the snow on their flimsy roofs. The buildings grew sturdier as we rode into the township that surrounded the castle. The wind bit into my cheeks, sharp as knives. I curled my fingers into the fabric of my cloak, but the rope binding my wrists made it awkward. I could feel the warmth of the Ambush Master at my back.

“Why do you hate us Azures so much?” I asked. “Or is it me you’re so frustrated by?”

“I have no personal grievance against you.” Blake’s voice was neutral. “I am only doing my duty.”

“Right, of course. Chasing a weak yin through the woods because she ran from a loose tyger. That is the picture of duty,” I scoffed, shifting, my bound hands brushing against the enormous tygress beneath me.

Blake’s grip around me tightened imperceptibly. His words fell quietly from his lips, cold and stoic. “My brother, Zayden, was killed in the Annihilation.”

His twin brother, if I remembered correctly.

Zayden and Blake Axefire had both been Zeniths. They’d been the favorites of the king, his Twin Blades.

“A lot of people were killed in the Annihilation,” I said quietly. “We lost homes. We lost family. Some of us lost everything.”

Blake’s voice snapped like a whip against mine. “We were lured there by the Dominion of the Azure Dragon. By your dominion.” His hands twitched, as if resisting the urge to do something more violent. “For that so-­called wedding. The great unification of two dominions.”

The Wedding of Flame and Sky. I had heard the tale, a dream of world peace. The prince of the Azure Dragon Dominion and the crown princess of the Red Phoenix Dominion, to be bound together in hopes of lasting harmony for the first time in history, finally overcoming the prejudices that divided us.

A dragon and a phoenix.

They said it hadn’t been a purely political alliance but one of true love. It would have been the beginning of a wave of ­cross-­dominion royal marriages, to secure peace and, above all else, balance.

But the Annihilation decimated those hopes for peace. Rage was all that remained between the warring dominions now.

My voice turned hollow. “Our own people suffered the most. We lost our royal family. Our homeland.” I swallowed. “I lost all of my memories.”

His head tilted slightly as I looked back, just enough for me to catch the edge of his profile. Full lips, surprisingly sensual against the hardened lines of his cheeks and square jaw. Here I could just make out a bump along his nose where it might’ve been broken before.

“I was there.” The weight of the conversation thickened the air. Flame shifted beneath us as though she could sense it. “No one was prepared for the swarm of demons. We were told it was a peaceful event,” Blake continued. Bitterness dripped from his voice. “That, as a sign of goodwill, we would all be unarmed.”

There was a twitch to his lips, like an invisible string trying to pull a smile that wouldn’t come. “But I’m never unarmed.”

The image of him at the Arena with those swirling blades like a halo above his head flickered across my vision.

“What did you see?” I asked, voice low. He was the first person I’d ever met to have been there. To have experienced the moment that changed the course of my ­life—­the Annihilation that had killed my family, taken my past. I wanted to pull every memory he had from his brain, like it might bring me nearer to my lost family. To my people, before our dominion crumbled.

“I watched the soul of the Red Phoenix crown princess get devoured before my eyes. Zayden and his tyger were standing right there. They tried to protect her.” His voice was controlled, but there was something raw underneath, something dangerously close to breaking.

A tremor ran down my spine. “Devoured?”

“There was a new kind of demon there,” he said. “Something we’d never heard of. Bone white. Enormous and ­insect-­like, much taller than a man. It is called the Starved. Intelligent. It
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