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[image: A color map of the kingdom of Penterra. There are two large dragons flanking the top corners of the map—a red one on the left, and a white one on the right. At the northernmost point of the peninsula in the center of the map is the Kingdom of Veturland, bordered to the south by the Crags, a mountain range that contains the Borg. South of the Crags are the Borderlands, to the south of which lie the Boglands, which in turn, contain the Skog. The Vinda River flows from north to south, starting in the Borderlands. The City is in the southeast, with the Vinda River flowing past to the east. On either side of the peninsula containing all of the above, there is the Dark Channel to the east, with the Kingdom of Acton on the land mass across the channel, and the Isle of Meru to the west. The Isle of Meru contains the Kingdom of Meru. There is a brown wolf in the bottom left corner of the map and a harpy on the bottom right corner. The land is green, and the water is blue.]




Dedication

For all the librarians and booksellers out there,

spreading love and enriching lives and making the world a better

place with every book you put in readers’ hands. I see you.

And for my cousin Chris:

We will always have those childhood days together.

Thank you for being the best playmate.




Epigraph

Round about the fire winds go.

In the sky these words take hold.

Follow the beat of wings and gold,

Through tunnels and dens hidden deep and cold.

Dragon foe, hear my spell:

May the reign of dragon be gone,

May your mothers never spawn.

No more hatchlings,

No more hatchlings,

No more hatchlings shall see the dawn.

—CURSE OF THE SHADOW WITCH VALA, YEAR 400 OF THE THRESHING
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Interstitial
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Magic cannot die.

If chased, it hides.

If crushed, it transforms.

As slippery as an eel, magic takes cover, evades, darting through shadow and darkness and light, shifting and taking shelter in the most unexpected of places until it is time.

Until it stirs, wakes, and reveals itself.

Stretches its wings, finds its wind, and soars.

Like the seedling, it begins small and alone. A flicker of life. A sprout that grows and thrives, battles and fights, reaching toward the sun.

First one.

Then another.

And another.

Until it is an army.

Magic is not dead. It only slept.

Now it wakes. Reborn. Stronger than ever.

Ready to begin again.




Part I

The Pride
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Prologue

Ashild

The Crags

Seventy-seven years after the Hormung

THE SKY WAS RED.

Red as blood as she flew through its vastness. Her dark wings churned the ruddy air into great whooshing gusts, and it felt like a taunt that it should look so much like blood and make her think of food, of mouthwatering meat thick and running with juices, giving beneath her fangs . . . of the very thing she desperately craved when she would only return home empty-handed again. For the second day in a row. Nothing to eat. Nothing to feed their clawing stomachs.

Nothing.

The mist was thin as water. Not nearly opaque enough. Normally she would never have left the shelter of the den with so little cover and never until nightfall, but they were so very hungry. The hunger was too much. Louder than the voice in her head that urged caution. It demanded relief, so she’d risked it. Risked exposing herself to enemy eyes.

Sometimes risk could not be avoided. Ashild could only plunge ahead and hold her breath, flying and moving as fast as the wind, and hope. Hope that all would end well.

She touched down, the rock cool beneath her feet. She folded her leathery wings close to her body and descended through the winding tunnel. Deep, deep, deep into the earth’s cavity—into the endless, whispering dark. Her eyes flared, pupils widening, acclimating to the sudden absence of light.

Down she went into the bowels of the mountain where the sweet damp air fell like frost on her contracting skin. A frigid kiss. An icy hand. A biting breath.

She moved, fluid and quick as a ribbon unfurling to the floor. Eager to see, to touch, to hold, to inhale the flesh that smelled so like her own for all its differences.

That was what kept her going when everything else screamed for her to quit. To stop, to join the dead, her brethren, her mate, the legion of dragons lost.

The tunnel narrowed, almost too small for her body, but she managed it, scraping through, easier than before, now that she was thinner—skin and starved sinew loose as a fluttering sail over her bones. She pushed through until she emerged in the den, her feet sinking into the soft pelt of moss.

Home.

A little face greeted her. He toddled over and her heart lifted, buoyant as a bubble of air in her chest. His smile made it all worthwhile. Every risk. Every meal she skipped so that her stomach was the only one growling with hunger.

The sight of that joyous smile gave her the strength to push on even after all she’d lost: her pride, her mate, a future where dragons lived and prospered and came and went freely. Even with the battering, persistent ache of her lost bond with Sigurd . . . she had this.

The boy reached Ashild, throwing his little arms around her, his head not even reaching her knees. She bent, nuzzling his shiny black locks, so similar in color to her own onyx-hued hide.

Even as large as she was, even as little as he was, she recognized that he was no small or slight child to bend with the wind. A mother’s love swelled in her heart. Human children were nowhere near as sturdy and robust or, in her opinion, as beautiful as this one.

She’d seen human children before. From afar. Fragile as shells on a shore. It had been years ago, too many decades to count, when it was safe for her to go wherever she wanted—to lift her face to the sun’s rays, to fly over their villages, to be seen and to see all that the world had to offer in its vastness because nothing could touch her. Nothing could bring her down. The days when her bond with Sigurd had been strong—when she had been strong instead of this weakened version of herself.

She looked at the basket where she kept their food. Only two pears and a few lonely berries remained. The child before her might appear human, but he possessed the appetite of a hatchling. It took constant work to hunt, to find and pilfer enough food. The basket required continuous refilling.

She glanced down at her empty claws with a fierce pang in her heart. Tomorrow. She could not fail again. Tomorrow she would hunt once more and this time she would find food. Something more substantial than fruit. She would bring meat. Nuts.

Or . . .

Or perhaps it was time.

She swallowed thickly. Time to do the very thing she had vowed never to do. Perhaps it had come to that.

Perhaps it was time to move on to one of the remaining prides buried deep in the Crags. She knew there were at least two other groups, their numbers waning, but still they clung like the final leaves on a winter branch. Still, they survived. Hopefully there were more groups, so well hidden that she did not know of their existence.

In the beginning of her self-imposed exile, there had been plenty of food for her to forage and hunt, but game was running thin, leaving only the hard-edged snow-swept landscape to stare back at her. She’d hunted the area surrounding them dry, and she could not afford to fly out any farther. She was already gone too much. Already risking so much.

The little warm body pressing against her brought solace, motivating her to survive, to exist. His eyes were so like his father’s—a silvery gray that mirrored the mist encircling the summits of the Crags. At the memory of Sigurd, her heart clenched. He was gone. Lost now for two years, shortly after she gave birth, and still the grief was a raw and bleeding wound, a gaping hole where their bond had once been.

One morning he’d left to hunt. She could still feel the warm chuff of his breath as he nuzzled her cheek good-bye. Still see the luster of his frost-colored eyes looking down at her. The iridescent wink of his shining skin as he turned and vanished from their den.

That had been her last sight of him. Like vanishing fog, he never came back.

She knew he was no more. Dead. Nothing else would have kept him from her, and she had felt the moment their bond had been cut, a tether forever snipped. Standing in her den, the pain of it had punched her in the chest, stolen her breath, brought her down.

And yet . . .

Joining the ranks of a pride and availing herself of their protection and resources meant she would have to take another mate. She would be expected to bond and breed to help rebuild dragonkind’s dwindling numbers. She couldn’t fathom it.

A lump formed in her throat. She had been unwilling to pay such a high price these last two years. She’d preferred going it alone, living with the ache of Sigurd’s lost bond and trusting their lives to no one else.

And there was the other reason. She looked down at the boy merrily swinging from her leg. Could she trust dragons to accept him? Some would see him as an aberration, an affront to dragonkind and the old ways.

As her son pulled on her leg, demanding attention, her gaze scanned the den, skimming over the familiar glowing gems and piles of gold stacked along the far wall, like firelight in the gloom, sustenance for her soul. At least there was that. When she felt weak from a lack of food, she clung to the energy her hoard imbued within her.

She continued searching, scanning, seeking—

A sudden sound behind her—from deep inside the mountain—echoed dully. Again.

And again.

A series of staccato thuds, of thumping beats, one after another . . . like boots pounding toward her, matching the increasing tempo of her heart.

She turned slowly to face the den’s opening, her wings snapping wide and shuddering in quick and ready defense even as her stomach bottomed out weakly at her clawed feet.

She held her breath, hoping it was nothing. And yet it continued, growing in volume and intensity. Pounding . . . the rush of heavy footsteps.

They were coming. Nearing the entrance to her den. Any moment now, they would emerge from the darkness.

Her wings vibrated, juddering, and she lifted slightly on the air to make herself look bigger, more intimidating.

Clearly she had been spotted when she was out. Followed. Hunted. Her fear, always a fetid, lingering taste in her mouth, was to be made reality at last. She didn’t waste time being angry with herself, or calling herself careless, weak, stupid. This felt inevitable.

The spiky frill, sharp as obsidian around her face, snapped wide and hummed, arming, shielding, readying for a fight as she waited to confront this threat.

This, the final stand . . . the end.

They arrived, warriors crowding the opening of her den. A dozen humans with their stink, with their sweating fists clutching weapons, with their brutal eyes like knives scraping over her, her den, her home with its bounty of treasure. Greedy, murderous brutes, the lot of them.

They called dragons monsters, but they were the monsters. Hunting her kind into the ground, intent on wiping them from existence. And they thought they had succeeded, too. She knew this, knew it was the thing that kept the dragons who still lived safe. The thing that had kept her safe these last several years.

Humans, swollen as blood-gorged ticks with their victory, their triumph, had stopped looking for them. When they did venture into the Crags, it was to hunt for treasure, relics of the dragons’ past. Spotting her, finding her . . . it was just luck.

Bad luck for her.

Cold washed over Ashild in a bitter wave. Opening her mouth, she let loose a roar loud enough to shake the mountain, alerting any dragon within range that one of their own was in trouble. Not that they could help her. Or would. Even if they were out there, close enough, even if they chose to investigate, they would not get to her in time.

The boy cowering at her feet whimpered, shrinking into a trembling ball. He’d never witnessed this side of his mother, never heard her thunder, never seen her teeth before.

One man stood at the front of the warriors. Older than the ones flanking him. More gray than brown in his beard. He was big—for a human. Barrel-chested. Legs like tree trunks. The others held themselves motionless behind him, astonishment at the unexpected sight of Ashild writ all over their faces.

Graybeard didn’t look surprised, though. He didn’t look alarmed. He looked . . . delighted. Like he’d just stumbled upon a treasure, a wondrous minn deep in the Crags, overflowing with jewels, and she supposed, in a sense, he had. At her back were piles of gemstones that had been in her family for generations. But she didn’t think it was just her hoard that made his eyes gleam. His eyes roamed over her like she was the prize. A dragon where there should be none. Where there should only be hazy memory and lore and ghosts and whispered rumors no one took seriously anymore.

“Glad I still carry this,” he growled.

His thick, paw-like hands flexed around the grip of his battle axe. He swung the bone blade wide on the air as though testing it out. She had not faced such a blade, hewn from dragon bone, in a long while. Not since the Hormung—that final battle of the Threshing when so many of her kind had fallen. Her father. Her mother. Her grandparents. Almost every member of her pride had died that day. She had hoped to never see such a weapon again.

She’d fled with a small group of survivors, Sigurd one of them. After that they hid. Avoided humans with their insatiable wolves . . . letting them think they were gone. Extinct. Dead.

They buried themselves deep in the Crags. Buried their magic.

Let humankind think they’d won.

His gaze dropped, went soft for a fraction of a moment as he stared at the child cowering at her feet. Her child.

She knew what he saw, what they all saw. More important, she knew what they did not see.

They did not see a dragonling.

They did not see what he was at his core—that he was dragon, just like Ashild.

They saw a child. A human.

This, she realized, was not a bad thing. Whatever else happened, her child would be safe as long as they did not recognize this truth. They would not kill what they believed to be one of their own, one of them.

A warrior pointed. “She has a child, my lord!”

Graybeard nodded. He was a man of importance, of position and power. “Aye. Careful. Do not harm the boy—”

She forgot her momentary relief and felt a flash of seething rage. They thought she would harm her son? As though she was the threat to him. As though she was the danger, the festering disease.

Even as she knew, logically, that this belief kept him safe, she resented it. It only deepened her bloodlust for them, and she roared again, stretching out her neck, the sound murdering their ears as it bounced off the walls of the den and beyond, through the twisting tunnels of the mountain.

Her son scurried to the far wall of the den, his eyes wild, his pale chest lifting and dropping hard, ribs working visibly beneath the stretch of his skin as he gulped noiseless sobs.

She was glad he had gone from her side. Glad he was not in the way as a warrior charged her, another warrior fast behind him. Just because they did not wish the boy harm did not mean he was safe. Accidents happened, especially amid a skirmish.

She turned, swinging her tail in a swift arc, slamming the first human against the wall with a satisfying crunch and hot spray of blood while knocking the other one off his feet. She brought her great clawed foot down on him, crushing his skull as easily as a melon beneath her weight.

One dead. One stunned and incapacitated from his collision with the wall, perhaps dead, too . . . eventually, if his glazed eyes were any indication.

But there were still ten of them left.

Ten too many.

They did not make the mistake of advancing one by one or in pairs again.

With battle cries, they swarmed. Too many for her, even with her strength, with her great size, but she would not go without a fight. Without inflicting damage. Perhaps before, she could have taken them. When she was younger, stronger. Not weak from lack of food. Not weak from the loss of her bond.

They overwhelmed her in one great wave, falling on her, climbing her, stabbing, plunging their swords wherever their steel blades could reach. None so grievously, though. No mortal wound. Nothing that wouldn’t heal in time.

Still roaring, she twisted, spinning around, throwing them off—until she turned directly into the thrust of a ready blade. A blade that was not steel—a blade that could mortally wound her.

That did.

Not steel. Not even a sword. An axe of dragon bone. The kind that had struck dragons down during the Threshing. Death had found her at last. After all these years. Penetrating deep, clanging into her breastbone. Bone meeting bone.

She froze. Her gaze locked on him, the leader, his eyes so deep and fathomless that she felt herself drowning, sinking, like a bog was dragging her down, into him, this man, her executioner.

She looked between them, at the axe wedged inside her, her blood pumping around the sucking wound. Purple shimmered around the chalky-white blade, slicking its path.

He smiled gleefully, spittle bubbling around his lips and speckling his beard as he adjusted his grip on the handle of his axe. With an exultant grunt, he pushed the blade deeper into her chest, cracking her open, splintering her breastbone, cleaving her wide.

The rushing sound of blood filled her ears like a distant river. She looked down, watching the glimmering purple pouring out like water from a tap . . . from her body. She went suddenly cold. Colder than any winter she had ever faced. She opened her throat for another roar, but this time only a plaintive mewl escaped, small and weak as a trembling mouse. She panted weakly, gasping for air around the garbled sound.

The lines webbing the warrior’s eyes deepened, crinkling as his grin widened. “Your time is over. Just go ahead . . . and let go. Die.”

Her legs gave out, crumpling—her bulk too much, too great, impossible to support. She fell where she stood with a heavy thud, the ground beneath her turning wet and spongy with her spreading blood.

He surged forward and sprang atop her back in a move surprisingly spry for a man well past his youth. Air sawed from her mouth, the pauses between each breath growing longer, shallower.

She couldn’t move. Couldn’t fight. Couldn’t resist.

Her body went limp. Broken. Done.

Even her eyelids felt like lead weights. She struggled to keep her eyes open as his hand came down on her head, sliding forward to grip one of the hard spikes along her frill and give it a yank, forcing her throat back, exposing that most vulnerable flesh to the air—to him. There was a tug around her neck as he wrenched her chain free. She caught a flash of the black opal Sigurd had given her. Another piece gone, lost forever.

She kept her eyes open, knowing this was it. As he said . . . her time was over.

But not their time.

They had found a way to go on. A way to survive.

A sudden peace filled her. She felt lighter, buoyant, almost as though she were floating above herself while her gaze searched, moving over the avid faces of the warriors who all looked the same with their wild, darting eyes and hands flexing hungrily over the hilts of their weapons.

Her attention finally found what she sought—her child. She held his bewildered gaze, willing him not to be afraid. She tried to convey strength, the assurance that all would be well. He would be well.

Even without her, he would thrive and grow strong.

The peace spread, sinking through her, finding every crevice, settling into every hollow, every empty and aching spot.

He would be her last sight, the vision she would take with her. That filled her with contentment, even if he did have to witness her slaughter. Hopefully time would be kind and erase the memory from him, wash it away like cleansing rain. He was young. This would be forgotten. She would be forgotten.

A balm that stung as it healed.

She exhaled a deep rattle of air.

Her boy fixed his frosty gaze on her, his lips moving with unformed words.

Her eyes rolled, glancing up to the old warrior sitting atop her. She was no more than a mindless beast to him. Nothing with a heart, with love or dreams or a deeper consciousness. She could not see him fully, but she caught a flash of his axe, the glint of it on the murky air as he held it high overhead.

This was it.

She willed her attention back to her son. She was moments from the end, and she felt no fear. No regret. No wishing she had lived differently. There was that at least. A blessing.

Her only thoughts were for . . . them. Not herself. Not her own life.

For her boys.

Her gaze dragged from the one, seeking . . . the other. He was never too far. She needed one more glimpse of them both.

There. She spotted him. Her little climber. Vetr. High in the wall of her den, on a ledge that led into another chamber that he was fond of exploring. He was her adventurer, her wild one, more daring than his twin, who preferred to stay close to her side.

But there he was, hiding, tucked out of sight, wide eyes locked on her intently.

She looked back and forth between the two of them, these boys, these dragonlings that were and weren’t dragon. Whatever they were or weren’t, they were hers. Forever.

She ignored everything else. Ignored these wretched warriors. Ignored her imminent death. None of that mattered.

As the axe came down in a whoosh toward her neck, she looked her fill, letting her love for them consume her, blind her to everything else, imprint on her . . . on whatever she was to become. They will survive. They will go on.

It was the last thought to go through her mind before her head was severed from her body.




1

Tamsyn

One year in the Crags . . .

THE BLOW CAUGHT ME IN THE TEMPLE.

The force of it radiated through my head, threatening to drop me to my knees. Abuse was not unusual for me. And yet my life as a whipping girl had not prepared me for this last year—for the grueling, endless cycle of pain and blood and loss and loneliness.

My teeth snapped down, sinking into my tongue. Copper flooded my mouth, the taste washing over my teeth and tongue. Turning my head, I spit out a mouthful of blood, the glistening substance landing in the dirt. The sight of it did not faze me. Not anymore. Except it was purple. Damn my blood. Maybe no one else noticed. I could only hope.

A ringing filled my ears as I fought to keep my balance. The moment I went down, they would be on me like a pack of wolves, and it would all be over.

That couldn’t happen.

I blew strands of hair out of my eyes and kept going. Stopping to collect myself and catch my breath would be the end. The moment they took me.

I shook myself once, hard, determined to stay on my feet. I clenched my teeth until my jaw ached, keeping upright, pushing past the discomfort, and facing my attackers.

There were two. The boy was younger than me, but bigger, the planes of his face wide, forehead and chin like the blunted edges of a rock. He was as strong and unmovable as the oldest trees in the Crags, thick roots burrowing sideways, deep into the jagged mountain slopes. The throbbing in my head attested to his strength. I still felt the reverberations from his thick fist against my face.

He snaked about me so quickly that my eyes struggled to keep track of him, coiling like wind around me. Damn. He was fast. Usually, my speed gave me the advantage, but he darted left and right, his feet barely touching the ground.

My other attacker slowly drew closer, seemingly mild and nonaggressive . . . innocent, harmless with her much smaller size and lovely hazel-bronze eyes that offered the lie of gentleness.

I knew better than to be disarmed by her.

The most brutal, the most savage things came in small packages. That was what I had learned—to never underestimate an opponent.

Nothing was as it seemed in this world. There were all types of dragons, but sometimes the smallest ones, the prettiest ones with their mesmerizing eyes in colors I never even knew existed, were the deadliest.

Safety was never a guarantee. An enemy was always an enemy, but a friend was not always a friend. My experience with Stig had proved that true. I’d made a mistake in trusting him and had very nearly paid the price with my life—if not for Fell.

Fell.

My throat thickened the way it always did when my thoughts drifted to him. My eyes stung, nose suddenly congested and stuffy, the center of my chest aching dully.

Fell had saved me. He’d shown himself to me then—who he really was, the core of him, his very heart.

He’d been brought up to believe dragons were the monsters—unaware that he himself was one of them—but he’d saved my life anyway.

Except none of that mattered now.

I would never know what we could have been.

I would never have the future of us. We would not be together. And that loss was another hurt, a profound ache layered upon all the rest meted out to me every day.

And yet I pushed on. Fell would want that for me.

I couldn’t stop, couldn’t quit.

Here, each day was a struggle. A constant battle to train, to prepare. I accepted that. Accepted that I must learn to be this—the thing that I was.

I went through the motions, the routines of life in the pride with vigorous, single-minded intent. I performed my assigned duties, volunteering for more, training, fighting until I bled. I worked myself until muscles I never knew I possessed burned and quivered. It was necessary. The thing to do to prove myself.

Each night I collapsed into my furs and succumbed to a sleep so deep and consuming that it edged on death. In the morning I would wake and start the process all over again, fighting alongside those who viewed me with distrust and wariness as the girl raised among humans. With brethren that didn’t feel like brethren.

And yet my place could be nowhere else. It was here. Even without Fell. Even with the X on my palm always pumping with the reminder of him.

I forgot the pang in my hand when the girl lunged for me.

Instantly I dodged her, whirling in a circle.

The boy seized his opportunity. They worked together, brutality in tandem, trying to overcome me. They had a lifetime of practice on me. At some point they had decided to ally themselves against me.

Here, I was the outsider. The one on the fringes looking in. I doubted that would ever change. In their eyes, I would never shake off my beginnings.

Their alliance worked, as usual. I could hold my own one-on-one, but two-to-one odds were not in my favor. Fairness did not apply here. Inequity was never an excuse. Not in the arena. Because in the real world it wouldn’t matter either.

Taking advantage of my divided attention, the boy tackled me, bringing me down hard. His bigger body pinned me to the ground. He grinned in triumph, flashing his teeth, a little too pointy, the blunt edges of his human teeth giving way to his fangs.

“Not so tough, are you, fire-breather?” he panted in my face, his skin flushing red in a mix of delight and exertion. And something else. His flesh winked in and out—one moment the skin of a dragon, gold red and glimmering. The next moment . . . not. Just the ordinary flesh of a boy, as though he could not quite settle on what he was—human or dragon.

He thought he had me. He thought he won.

I swallowed hard, fighting down the fire that threatened to escape. It was like that. Always. The fire alive, working inside me with a will of its own.

I struggled, writhing beneath him, attempting to buck him off. His hand wrapped around my thick braid that coiled like a serpent in the dirt where I sprawled. His grip tight on the rope of my hair, he banged my head once, twice, against the ground.

My vision flashed with spots of varying colors. For a moment the world went black, and I lost view of his face. I blinked, clearing my sight, fighting for focus.

He was certain he had beaten me. I saw that in the fiery gleam of his eyes, the smug curl of his lips. He was wrong.

I was not the same whipping girl who had first joined them.

I was many things I wasn’t a year ago.

I was tougher. Smarter. Pain did that to you. Loss. It taught you things. You either withered away and died or survived it. Grew. Got better. Stronger. Became hard where you once were all soft underbelly.

I went limp beneath him, my arms falling slack at my sides, fingers opening like the unfurling of petals. Delicate. Vulnerable. A tender throat exposed to the rushing blade.

The rigidity eased from him, the heavy weight of his body letting up. His hold on my hair loosened, his grip no longer a vise.

“You got her!” the girl crowed from somewhere nearby.

He chuffed in triumph, sitting back, still atop me but not quite so crushing.

I sprang then, flipping him off me as I bounded to my feet.

The girl gaped, and I sent her to the ground with a kick to the face before she could think to react. A collective groan went up from the onlookers.

I turned to finish off the boy, but he was already on his feet, fists clenched in vibrating fury. His eyes flashed fire, pupils thinning to vertical slits, and it was signal enough for me. I knew what was coming.

I dove out of the way as a stream of fire erupted from him, exploding past my head, incinerating wisps of my hair that had floated loose from my braid.

I hit the dirt and rolled, the fire still coming for me, a hungry, devouring serpent, a ceaseless, blasting stream on the air, singeing my flesh. My face stung, my ear blazing hot.

Suddenly a new body was there, a streak of wind bursting into the ring.

Gasping, I rolled to a stop, the heat gone, no longer blistering the air—or me.

I watched as an even bigger body collided with my attacker, knocking him off his feet, dousing his fire with a sudden rush of icy mist that rolled off him in waves. Then he was bending over the boy on the ground, the long strands of his moonbeam hair pulled back into a single leather band, offering an unfettered view of his brutally handsome face, the sharp line of his jaw, the frosty gray of his eyes stabbing cold.

Damn it all. That face. Fell’s face. And yet not. But so alike. The resemblance crashed into me, a punch to the gut, robbing me of my breath every time I looked at him. I hated it. Hated it. Hated it.

Not Fell.

Vetr.

“Enough,” he proclaimed, the word a thunderous shout, reverberating off the cave walls all around us.

Vetr was formidable even without the title of alpha. He was a shader. Like Fell. Not that Fell had ever realized that. He had not been given a chance to explore that side of himself, to know he possessed the ability to shade air and minds alike.

The fog that always seemed to be around Fell and his warriors in the Borg—even in the chamber with us during our bedding ceremony—had come from Fell. It was him all along. His power, his dragon talent. Magic was in our blood. Every dragon possessed it—some more than others.

The boy on the ground suddenly didn’t look quite so large and intimidating, cowering in the shadow of the pride’s alpha. “W-what did I do, Vetr?”

Vetr seized him by the throat, leaning down until they were nose to nose. “I said there would be no fire. Did you not understand my instructions? Was I not clear, Nayden?” Vetr swept his glare over everyone then—a dozen spectators avidly watching the unfolding drama.

They had all been waiting for the match to end so that they could take their turns in the ring, but this current display captured their attention. Everyone nodded in response to the question posed to Nayden. Even Kerstin, still breathing heavily with exertion, now sitting up on the ground where I had kicked her down. She patted her nose as though verifying that it was still there on her face, and then she sent me an audacious wink that seemed to say: You got me good.

Nayden glanced around wildly, his normally copper-hued skin burning bright red, almost the exact shade of his hair—a reddish-gold not so very unlike my own hair. Clearly the lack of support from the rest of the pride embarrassed him.

“It is not fair,” he cried, sounding very much like a lad of fifteen then. Perhaps he was even younger. I was not certain. There were twenty-nine members of the pride, but I had not committed their full biographies to memory. “Why can we not use our talents? Should we not use everything available to us? All our abilities in a fight?”

“You should understand this by now.” Vetr’s frosty gaze took in the assembled group. “All of us should understand. We must know how to fight in our human form. We cannot always reveal our dragon.”

Vetr straightened. His big body, naked from the waist up due to his earlier sparring in the ring, rotated in a small circle so that he could meet everyone’s eyes.

He was an imposing figure. Like Fell, he was well over six feet with broad shoulders and a thickly muscled body. A warrior’s body, I would have thought before. I had thought before—of Fell, the first time I saw him. Now I realized my mistake. Fell’s body—Vetr’s body—was a dragon’s body, camouflaged in the skin of a human.

We spent most of our days walking about as humans. That was our natural baseline, our starting point, the way we were born, but the dragon was always there, even when not visible. Swimming beneath the surface, a viper beneath the water, ready to emerge when summoned.

Everyone nodded and murmured their understanding of Vetr’s words . . . of his authority. Except for Nayden.

“Why are you not angry at her? She can’t even control her blood yet. Is that not equally important? Doesn’t remaining in our human form also mean never revealing our dragon blood? Isn’t that what you taught us?” Nayden pointed to the damning evidence of the purple blood I’d spit out in the arena. I knew I’d be scolded for that mistake, but I had not imagined it would be by this brat.

I swallowed miserably. As much as I wanted to punch Nayden in the throat for flinging my weakness, my failure, in my face—in Vetr’s face—he was not wrong. No matter how hard I tried, the art of bytte, controlling one’s blood and keeping it red when in human form, was a struggle for me. Everyone else had mastered it because they had complete control over themselves, over their dragon. I’d come far, but this I still struggled to learn. As with many things.

“Until she can learn to do that, she’s useless!” Nayden got to his feet, his fiery eyes flashing in defiance. He crossed over to me and spat at my feet, narrowly missing the toe of my boot.

It was the wrong thing to do.

With a snarl, Vetr seized him by the neck and flung him through the air to the far edge of the ring. Nayden cried out as he landed and rolled directly into the border of rocks.

“Come now, Nay,” Kerstin called out in a chiding voice. “You’re just sore because you couldn’t best her without resorting to fire.” She shrugged. “Lucky for you, she didn’t do the same and use her fire on you.”

“I’m not scared of her!” Nayden’s eyes sparked with such hatred as he looked at me. He clambered to his feet and took a step, a wince crossing his face. Clearly Vetr’s treatment had not left him unscathed.

Vetr took a menacing step toward Nayden. “No? How about me? Are you scared of me, pup?”

Nayden flinched and shrank back, and that was answer enough. He was no match for Vetr and he knew it. We all knew it. His defiance only went so far. He would not take on the alpha.

“She’s not like the rest of us,” Nayden complained, his voice smaller now. Clearly he thought he might yet sway Vetr. “She grew up with them.” He tossed a wild hand in the direction of the large opening that led from the training arena, indicating that other world, the world beyond, outside the pride, outside the Crags . . . the world of humans to the south. My former home. Penterra.

Again, he wasn’t wrong. I did grow up there. In my memories, it was still home. A place that once felt so right and natural, with family and friends . . . with Stig. I pushed the memory of him away, shoved it down deep. He was another thing lost to me that I would not dwell upon anymore.

“She is one of us now.” Tension feathered Vetr’s cheek.

I started at that. She is one of us now.

Could he mean that? I’d been working toward that goal since I’d found myself here, desperately attempting to carve out a place for myself among them.

“Heed me,” Vetr continued, and then sent everyone a threatening look. “She needs us as much as we need her. We all need each other. I’ll not stand for division among us. We already have enough opposition out there, those that would seek our downfall.” He gestured with a wave, indicating the world outside their cave.

She needs us as much as we need her.

Not since my arrival had I heard anyone here say I was needed. Everyone generally treated me with a cool reserve (at best) or with narrow-eyed contempt (more often).

I’d been surviving but not thriving. Try as I might, building a life here was not an easy thing. Most days, I felt like I was dying inside, a fish out of water, gasping, my body struggling and shuddering to live. Dying and no one cared. Because there was no one to care.

Nayden compressed his lips into a mutinous line, as though not trusting himself to speak further.

“Go,” Vetr said, sounding suddenly tired. He motioned in the direction of the tunnel leading out of the arena. “Wait for me in the command den. I will decide a suitable punishment for you.”

Nayden turned, but not before shooting a glare full of hot reproach at me. Great. I inhaled, the smell of fire still smoking on the air, filling my nostrils.

With a sigh, I regained my feet, dusting off my hands on my trousers. I swallowed, inhaled, exhaled, and swiped at the loose strands falling in my face that had escaped from my unraveling braid.

My fingers grazed my forehead. Sweat beaded there despite the frigid air of the cave. I was still hot, burning up, overheated from the exertion and my brush with danger. The fire simmered inside me. I’d followed instructions and held it at bay during the fight . . . but it prowled under my skin, eager to blast free and escape.

Vetr glanced at me, and his expression changed then, darkening at whatever it was he saw in me. He strode across the fighting ring, stopping before me. He regarded me for a long moment, silvery eyes looking me up and down in assessment. Yes, they were Fell’s eyes. And yet not. Fell’s eyes had been warmer. Not this icy spider’s web.

“Are you injured?” he demanded.

“N-no.” Hating the tremulous sound of my voice, I tried again, and the word came out stronger. “No.”

I held his gaze, regarding him back. Never look away. Never flinch. Never show fear . . . as with any predator.

It was fine to feel fear, but never fine to reveal it. And they were all predators. Every one of them.

Including me.

Clearly dissatisfied, he reached for me, cool fingers landing on my chin, tilting my face up, and I fought to hold my ground, to be braver than I truly was. He made a low sound of disapproval as he examined me, but I maintained my composure.

That was what I did. Pretended to be brave so that I might gain acceptance. Fake it and not fall apart. Forced to live among strangers, relying on them for everything, I could do nothing else.

I never let on how much losing Fell broke me, because broken things were . . . well, broken. Never appreciated. Never valued. Never respected. Broken things were discarded, tossed out like scraps, and despite everything, I was determined to survive here. Fell would have wanted that. He would not have risked so much for me if that weren’t true.

Vetr touched the flyaway strands of hair framing the right side of my face—or rather, where flyaway strands once fluttered around my cheek. Before Nayden incinerated them.

Now he just brushed the short tufts that remained. Frowning, I reached up, exploring for myself, narrowly avoiding bumping fingers with Vetr.

He rubbed those burnt remnants between his fingertips, the rough, scratching sound right beside my ear. Then his touch shifted, his thumb gliding down, stroking the side of my temple in a soft caress. I winced slightly, realizing the skin there was scorched raw. For no other reason did I react.

Vetr pulled back, revealing a smear of black ash on his thumb.

“He burned you.” Vetr shot a glare in the direction Nayden had fled, a growl rising up. His eyes shuddered for a split second, the pupils thinning to vertical slits. It was fortunate for Nayden that he’d already gone. I had no doubt that Vetr would have turned his wrath on him again in that moment.

The possible punishments Vetr could impose upon Nayden quickly escalated in my mind, which was not something I wanted. It would not improve my relationship with the youth. He was a fire-breather, too. The only other one in the pride. We should get along. Inevitably, in times of conflict, we would have to work in concert.

I stepped back, removing myself from Vetr’s touch. “It’s not bad. I will heal. By tomorrow, I will be back to normal,” I hastily reminded him, not wanting to make any more out of this than necessary, specifically Nayden’s role in it.

I already stood out for all the obvious reasons. I did not need the alpha of the pride making a fuss over me—over what amounted to an insignificant injury—and burning a path of retribution on my behalf.

I held Vetr’s icy gaze, willing him to accept that I was fine.

At last, he relented with a single, hard nod. I exhaled, glad for him to let the matter go. It wasn’t as though I’d never been hurt before. Quite a bit of my blood had wet the dirt floor of this arena.

Everyone else appeared to relax as well.

“Enough for the day,” Vetr proclaimed. He swept another look around the arena before returning his frosty eyes to me. Following a long, unreadable look, he turned and strode away, presumably to deal with Nayden.

Alone with the others, I felt the full weight of their resentful gazes.

I inhaled and curled my fingers inward, stroking the inside of my hand, searching for the familiar comfort there, the sense that I was not alone, the sense that I was connected to someone, even if it wasn’t real.
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Tamsyn

I WAS GRATEFUL FOR MY OWN DEN. IT WAS THE ONE PLACE IN the pride, the only place, that was mine alone. A place I could escape to, where I could have privacy, where I didn’t have to pretend, where I didn’t have to be strong, where I could breathe and collapse and I didn’t have to be anything for anyone. Not a dragon. Not a human. Just me.

There was a bed, low to the ground, covered in luxurious furs and pelts. A wood chest for my meager belongings, all given to me since I arrived here. Nothing was mine. The only thing I possessed was the necklace at my throat, the gift from Fell, the weight of it a heavy, welcome thing. All I had left. That and the memory of him, of his beating heart in my palm . . . there still even now. Perhaps forever. A balm and a torment.

My den had all the comforts of a bedchamber. The only thing missing was a window with a view to the outside world. But there was another view. A spectacular view. Vibrant gemstones of all shapes and hues were embedded in the stone walls in various patterns, casting a kaleidoscope of colors throughout the chamber.

Night after night, a subtle dance of rainbow lights peppered the darkness like living particles. Mesmerized, I would lift a hand, fingers fluttering in the dark as though trying to catch the light, absorbing the energy those jewels cast, reveling in it, the magic pouring into me, soothing me to sleep, as gentle as waves rocking a ship, restoring all the little raw and wounded bits of me.

Well. Almost all.

The absence of Fell was an abiding ache, a hurt that would never fully heal, a detached limb that would not regrow, but I wouldn’t will the pain away even if I could.

He was still here, in me, his heart drumming swift and sure in the cup of my hand where we were blooded. A bond that even death had not severed, not snipped neatly away.

At the onset, a year ago, I’d thought it meant he could be alive, and hope had bloomed in my chest like sunlight breaking through the dark, through the pall his death cast over me—finding me where I had fallen, knocked off my feet at the news, forgotten, frozen at the first sight of Vetr returning alone from his and Fell’s regrettable flight to the cave of their birth, to the site of their mother’s death. Frozen as I had stared at Vetr . . . so bloody and broken that I didn’t immediately recognize him. Frozen except for my wildly scanning eyes, aching in my face, searching for a glimpse of Fell beyond Vetr, around Vetr—anywhere.

But there had been no Fell.

Just a blur of strangers, their faces all anxious over Vetr’s well-being, over Vetr’s survival. Vetr.

Vetr’s gasping words—They . . . got . . . him—twisted through me.

I felt out of my body in that moment. They. Got. Him.

Vetr had returned without Fell because Fell was no more.

Gone.

Dead.

All these thoughts sluggishly toiled through me like marbles rolling in endless circles, around and around and around, searching for an end, a home, a place to stop and rest.

I’d slumped on the cold stone floor that day. The large gathering space was a buzz of activity, reminiscent of the Great Hall back home in Penterra. Except it was a cave. A web of caves. A labyrinth. And at the center of that space, with its tables and chairs and benches with tasseled pillows, was me—limp and silent and unmoving as a corpse. I bit the inside of my cheek. The taste of copper flooded my mouth as the blood gushed. I tasted it even as I did not feel the painful sinking pressure of my teeth.

The warmth from the crackling firepit—with its stone chute that led up to a faraway rock ceiling, smoke escaping out through one of the openings carved for ventilation—reached me, licking at my face, but I felt cold. So cold. A cold that started at the very marrow of me, the heat in me uncharacteristically absent.

Roused from my stupor of grief and shock, I blinked as though stirred from a dream, a nightmare . . . a spell—a living curse, except there was no witch to blame for casting this affliction upon me. My limbs unfroze. I straightened and lifted myself from my spot, standing, stumbling blindly through the caves that was home to the pride.

Then, I hadn’t known very much about dragons or the pride. I hadn’t known how many they numbered—not the names that went with the faces and bodies I pushed through. The only face or name I knew was Vetr’s. Because his face was the same as Fell’s. Because he was Fell’s brother and he’d found us, brought us here. Because he would have the answers I needed.

So I had to reach him, find him wherever they had taken him upon his return, bearing wounds and tragedy.

No one helped me. No one pointed me in his direction. No one even seemed to see me until I was there, at the opening of his den, pushing past those crowding anxiously at his door, barging into his chamber while Brenna tended to the injuries he’d sustained fighting off the dragons who’d killed Fell and tried to kill him, too. Killed Fell.

The thought ricocheted through me, battering and striking everything in its path, leaving me so raw and hurting I could not summon an ounce of self-preservation among these who were more animal than human, more magic than not, in whose company I should have exercised more caution.

My gaze crawled over him, his body wrecked and ravaged. I felt a surge of bile in my throat. I would later learn that injuries inflicted by a dragon were harder to heal from than harm done by other means. Dragon talons—like weapons made from dragon bones—were far more dangerous. Deadly even, if the blow was serious enough. One look at Brenna, and I knew Vetr’s injuries were potentially fatal. Perhaps I should have respected that and left him alone, but I had to know what happened.

So as Vetr writhed and twisted beneath the healer’s hands, I demanded, “What about Fell? What happened to him?”

Brenna held a bottle to Vetr’s lips, and he chugged verdaberry wine—another thing I would learn about later—something that possessed both healing and inebriating properties.

“Get her out of here!” a voice exclaimed loudly from the crowd.

Others seconded this, and rough hands grabbed me, pulling me from the room. There were more hateful words tossed, barbs to the flesh.

We should never have allowed the two of them in. They’re not like us.

He had to go . . . had to see for himself! It’s his own fault!

Good riddance. He deserves what he got.

I ignored the ugly words, struggling and yanking my arms free, brandishing my hand with its X forever carved on my skin. “I can still feel him! I feel him here! He can’t be dead!”

No one cared. An arm wrapped around my waist and lifted me, ready to carry me bodily from the den.

“Leave her!”

The voice landed like a cracking whip on the air, and I was released at once.

I staggered forward, feeling as wild and desperate as the man on the bed appeared to be. My gaze collided with his—all vibrating pupils surrounded by frost and ice.

Vetr struggled into a sitting position, his attention fastening on my hand. I was struck by the sheer size of him even in his weakened state. The slab of his muscled chest was smeared with purple blood. What little blood-free skin there was flashed in and out, contracting to a pearlescent silver in one breath and returning to human skin in the next.

“It’s the bond,” he gritted out with a rough shake of his head, as though he hated to confirm the truth of this. “I’m . . . sorry.”

He fell back on the bed with a wet cough and a shuddering exhale.

I heard the regret in his voice—in the effort it took him to speak to me—as well as the hard authority in his voice when he commanded everyone to leave me be. This stranger who looked just like Fell was sorry for my pain even as he battled his own.

He was sorry for losing the brother he had only just found.

It was all so horribly, horribly wrong.

Still desperate and unwilling to believe, I moved in closer, holding out my hand, showing him the marked X as though he needed to see it up close. Words tripped from my lips, assertions that if I could still feel Fell, he must be alive.

He gazed up at me with four fresh slashes on his face, courtesy of a dragon’s talons. Purple blood dotted the edges of torn flesh, already sewn tautly together by a hand skilled with needle and thread. A little higher on his face and he would have lost an eye, and I doubted even a dragon could recover from that.

One very nasty abrasion on his shoulder was impossible to close with stitching. The wound was so wide and deep that I glimpsed bone through the pulpy mess of raw tissue.

My stomach turned at the sight, but I stubbornly remained in place, bringing my hand closer, thrusting my palm out as though he only needed to better see the mark of where Fell and I were blooded to fully understand.

He hardly spared a glance for my hand, warily eyeing the herbal concoction Brenna prepared before looking back at me. “The bond,” he muttered as though that were explanation enough, “is strong.”

“It can live on when the body is gone,” Brenna added distractedly as she lifted a handful of the green mixture toward Vetr’s face.

I looked wildly between them. It was like they were speaking another language.

Brenna applied the green goo to his face, and he hissed, his big body arching up off the bed as she applied a liberal amount of the remedy to his skin. His eyes went feral, the
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