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The trouble with keeping a secret for six years was that your hands stopped shaking when you lied. Wren had noticed that about herself somewhere around the third winter — the way her pulse no longer spiked when the village elders asked after Toren’s health, the way her voice had smoothed into something almost convincing. He’s stronger every day, she told them, while behind the curtain her brother coughed blood into a rag she would burn before sunrise.

Thistlewick kept its secrets the way every mountain village did — tucked behind shuttered windows, buried under the everyday smell of woodsmoke and tallow and the bitter green tang of bloodroot drying in bundles from the rafters, while outside the wind came down off the high passes carrying the particular cold that meant winter was never truly finished with these slopes, no matter what the calendar claimed. Wren had grown up in the smell of it — pine sap and chimney smoke and her mother’s lavender sachets tucked into every drawer against the damp — and had learned, somewhere in the last six years, to love it and resent it in equal measure, the way you love and resent anything that has witnessed every version of yourself you wished no one had to see.

Tonight she didn’t have to lie to anyone but the dark.

“Stay still,” she whispered, kneeling beside the narrow bed, her knife already warm from her palm. Toren’s eyes — too bright, too sunken, sixteen years old and built like a boy who should have been climbing the cliffs at Thistlewick with the other apprentices instead of dying by lamplight — found hers in the gloom.

“You look tired,” he rasped.

“You look worse.” She managed a smile because he needed one, and because if she didn’t smile she might do something useless instead, like cry. “Hold my hand. The other one.”

He did. His fingers were cold the way they always were now, like winter had taken up permanent residence under his skin. She drew the blade along the pad of her own thumb instead of his — she would not, could not, cut him, not when her blood could do the work his couldn’t — and pressed the welling bead of red against the hollow of his throat, just over the place where, eight years ago, a healer had told their mother there was nothing more to be done.

The magic doesn’t fix. It only borrows. Old Hesta had taught her that the same week she’d taught her to braid bloodroot into bandages, back when Wren was seventeen and desperate and willing to learn anything that might keep her brother breathing. You take a little of yours and you give it to him, and someday you ask yourself which of you is actually dying.

Wren had stopped asking herself that question a long time ago. She didn’t have the luxury.

The bond-thread caught the way it always did — a silver filament only she could see, stretching from the open wound at her thumb to the closing one at his throat, knitting failing tissue back together one borrowed heartbeat at a time. Toren’s breath evened. Color crept back into lips that had been the color of old snow. He squeezed her hand, hard enough to hurt, the way he always did at the end, like he was afraid that if he let go she’d disappear along with the pain.

“There,” she breathed, and pulled the thread loose before it could take more than she meant to give. Her vision swam, just at the edges. That part she didn’t tell him about either. “Sleep. You’ll feel almost human in the morning.”

“I love you,” Toren said, already half gone to sleep, the way he always was after — too honest, too unguarded, the words slipping out before his pride could stop them. “Don’t tell anyone you do this. They’ll—”

“I know what they’ll do.” She kissed his forehead. His hair smelled like the tallow candle and the cold mountain wind that snuck in through the shutters no matter how she packed the cracks with wool. “Go to sleep, Toren.”

He did. She sat with him another hour anyway, because some nights the silence afterward was worse than the fear before, and because if she went to her own bed she would lie there counting how many more times she could do this before her own blood ran thin as water.

She didn’t yet know that the world outside her window had already begun to change. That two ridgelines over, in the high pass above Thistlewick, something old and starving had clawed its way back into the air for the first time in two hundred years — and that within three days, the most feared man in the Vaelmoor Aerie would come looking for whoever had reawakened it.

She thought, as she always did, that her only enemy was time.

She was wrong about that too.

*  *  *
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CHAPTER TWO
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Captain Kaelen Ashryn had flown through worse storms than this one, but none that smelled quite so much like rot.

“Hold,” he said, and Vesper banked obedient circles above the high pass, her great black wings cutting silhouettes against a moon gone the color of a bruise. Below them, where the rock split into a narrow gorge choked with dead pine, something pulsed wrong against the night — a smear of cold violet light that didn’t flicker like fire and didn’t move like water, that simply was, the way a wound is.

He’d seen that light exactly once before, in a book in the Aerie’s deepest archive that he’d been ordered never to open again. The Hollowing. A word that had been a ghost story for two hundred years, trotted out to frighten apprentice riders into obedience. Mind your bond, or it withers. Mind your bond, or you become one of the Hollowed.

Ghost stories didn’t usually have a smell.

You feel that, Vesper said, the words arriving in his mind the way they always did, layered under his own thoughts like a second heartbeat. Wrong. Like a bond cut with a dull blade instead of a clean one.

“I feel it.” He swung his leg over her shoulder and dropped the last ten feet to the scree, boots finding purchase on instinct alone. Six years a Dragonsworn captain, four of them spent hunting things that wanted to kill him, and his hands were steady. They were always steady. It was the only part of him the war hadn’t managed to break.

The violet light came from a fissure in the rock no wider than a doorway, and radiating out from it in a rough circle, the pine needles had turned the color of old ash. Not burned. Drained. He crouched at the edge of the dead ring and put two fingers against the nearest trunk. It crumbled like it had been dead a hundred years instead of a single night.

Someone did this, Vesper said. Not a question.

“Or something did this to someone.” He thought of the reports from Thistlewick, three days old by the time they’d reached the Aerie — a missing goat herd, a well gone bitter, an old man who swore he’d seen lights in the gorge and then refused to say another word about it, his eyes gone flat and frightened in a way that had nothing to do with age. The garrison commander had dismissed it as superstition. Kael had requisitioned a dragon and flown out himself, because superstition didn’t usually leave the dead grass behind it arranged in a circle this precise.

This wasn’t an accident. This was a working.

He thought, not for the first time, of his brother. Of a different fissure in a different mountain, eleven years gone, and the particular shade of violet light that had been the last thing Aldous Ashryn ever saw before the bond he’d spent his life building unraveled into nothing and took him with it. The Order had called it an accident too. Kael had spent eleven years making sure no one ever called anything an accident in front of him without proof.

“Someone in that village knows more than they’re telling the garrison,” he said, straightening. “I want a name before dawn.”

You always want a name before dawn, Vesper said, not without affection. It is, on occasion, why people are afraid of you.

“Good,” Kael said, and swung back up onto her shoulder. “Fear keeps people honest.”

He did not yet know how wrong he was about that either — that the woman he was about to terrify into a confession was the only person within three days’ flight who might actually be able to save them all, and that fear was the precise wrong tool to use on her. He only knew that something ancient and starving had opened its eye in the dark, and that he intended to put it back to sleep before it cost him anyone else.

*  *  *
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They came for her at dawn, which Wren supposed was almost considerate, as far as arrests went.

She heard the wingbeats before she heard the boots — a sound like canvas sails snapping in a gale, growing louder until the whole cottage seemed to shudder with it, and then silence, the particular ringing silence that comes after something enormous stops moving very close to you. She was elbow-deep in bread dough when the door went in, not because anyone kicked it, but because four armed riders in Aerie black simply expected it to open and it had the good sense to comply.

“Wrenna Ashvale.” The man who said her name didn’t shout it. That was somehow worse. He filled the doorway the way a held breath fills a room — broad-shouldered, dark-haired, a scar through one eyebrow that should have made him less handsome and inexplicably did not, dressed in the storm-black coat of a Dragonsworn captain with the twin dragon pins of rank at his collar. His eyes were the gray of weather about to turn. They went over her kitchen, her flour-dusted hands, the curtain behind which her brother lay sleeping, with the kind of thoroughness that made her feel catalogued.

“That depends who’s asking,” she said, because terror, she had learned, sounded a great deal like calm if you practiced it long enough.

“Captain Kaelen Ashryn, Dragonsworn of the Vaelmoor Aerie.” He said it like a verdict already rendered. “You’re going to come with me and
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