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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Himika

      

      This is a memory I have forgotten for a long time:

      When I was a little girl, too young to know anything, probably no older than five or six, my father said he had to give me something.

      I wonder if he sounded tense when he said it. If his hand betrayed a tremble when they took my small one in his. That, I don’t remember. I trusted my father completely.

      He led me down into the depths of our palace, into the room where the greatest treasures were kept. I think it was the first time I ever saw this room. It was lined with panels of silk with painted birds, and all the treasures of Gaermon were kept behind glass, or inside of golden chests.

      At the time, I was very excited. I sort of remember jumping around and then telling myself to be ladylike. I think he smiled at me. It must have been a sad smile, though. It was the last time I would have ever jumped around.

      He took out a key, and opened a cabinet, and took out a very tiny box. He held it out like he was going to put it in my hand, so I reached for it, but then he paused.

      “This is something very special, Himika. We’ve been keeping it here for hundreds of years, but it’s especially for you.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s the tear of the dragon king.”

      “A…tear?” I didn’t understand.

      He opened the box and showed me that inside was a small drop of crystal shaped like a tear. “It turned into a crystal,” he said. “Because the dragon king is a crystal dragon.”

      “What does it do?”

      “It means that someday, you will be a great queen. Very powerful. The prophecy says you will bring peace to this land.” He put a hand on my head and suddenly pulled me into a fierce embrace. “It’s been waiting here for hundreds of years,” he repeated. “And the prophecy says it’s for you. For my only daughter.”

      I ducked out of the embrace, impatient with it. I wanted to know more about the tear. “But what does it do now?”

      “I need you to swallow it.”

      “Ugh, why? I don’t want to swallow it.”

      “It’s very small,” he said. “But you need to swallow it so that its magic will be a part of you, and you can be queen someday. Once it’s done, you can have any dessert you want for dinner tonight.”

      “Ohhh. Can I have lychee ice?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll do it, Papa.” I opened my mouth.

      I’m sure his hand must have trembled now. My father was a kind man; although a skilled swordsman like all Gaermoni kings, to look at him, one would never guess he had ever shed blood. He had gentle brown eyes in a sun-wrinkled face and a smile that came easily, a balding head that we teased him about, a tall, slender frame that my brother inherited. He put the crystal tear on my tongue and then covered my mouth with his palm. “Swallow it down,” he said. His hand covering my mouth scared me.

      It was small, but even small things are uncomfortable to swallow when they’re hard as crystal. I struggled for a minute and then managed to get it down. I felt it sliding all the way down to my stomach. “I don’t like it…”

      “I know, my jewel.” He hugged me tight. “I’m sorry…I’m so sorry.”

      I think, when he pulled away, his eyes had tears in them.

      Suddenly jagged pains shot through my entire body, and at this point, the memory blurs. The pain must have been intense. My very bones seemed to be on fire, and I remember Papa screaming for the healer.

      I must have passed out. When I woke up, I was in bed and the searing pain was gone, but I ached all over. My brother said I was mostly out for a whole week, barely waking up to be spoon-fed broth.

      This was when my sickness began. Everyone said it was a mystery, what had befallen me. Maybe something in my mother’s line; she was always sickly even before she died?

      I forgot all about the dragon’s tear, because the months that followed came with so much fear and pain as I adjusted to my new life. And Father never mentioned it again, or told me it had caused the sickness. He took that secret to his grave. It was only after he died that I learned the truth.

      From that day forward, my life was defined. There was no cure, no recovery to be gained. There was something wrong with my bones. I suffered from frequent aches and pains, spells of exhaustion, and was told I was so fragile that I was not allowed to run or learn to ride. The truth that only my father and a few close confidantes knew was that the dragon’s tear had eaten away at my bones and turned them into crystal.

      My young mind was eager to experience the world, but my body was no longer a willing partner. I was confined to gentle hobbies. “Wouldn’t you like to learn beadwork, Princess?” I was dressed in demure, elegant dresses that discouraged me from trying to move. When I accidentally jammed a toe into the leg of a chair, it broke immediately although it also healed quickly. Two of my toes were slightly misshapen as a result. But it wasn’t like anyone ever saw my toes.

      I didn’t have many friends. Being the princess could be lonely at times anyway; everyone is beneath you and they never forget it even when you wish they would. But it certainly didn’t help that I was not very much fun.

      I hated being sick. Hated it. My brother Rin got to have all the fun and I was left out of everything. Half the time, I hated him and snapped at him more than he deserved. Looking back, he was eternally patient with me, although of course we were still siblings and bickered all the time. He was my only close companion, growing up.

      Now he was the one responsible for upholding our father’s wish.

      The promise of the dragon’s tear was finally to be fulfilled, and now I knew what it meant.

      The memories had returned to me. Father gave me the tear, knowing it would destroy my bones, turning them into fragile crystal.

      To uphold an ancient tradition. To fulfill a prophecy.

      Long ago, the king of the dragons often married a human, and these marriages were arranged in childhood. To assure the bride would never give her heart to another before her marriage to the dragon king, she was made to swallow his tear. From that day forward, she would be fragile; too fragile to play with other children, too fragile to take a lover.

      The dragon kings must have been very cruel, to do such a thing: creating a prison for which they held the key. On the wedding night, the dragon’s seed would restore the virgin bride to health.

      What were these marriages like? My future husband had ruined my life and now he was the only one who could save me. If I refused, I would never be able to take a lover. And my brother, now crowned Emperor after the war that led to my father’s death and the fall of the northern empire, needed this alliance badly. The dragon king controlled my life and I had never even met him.

      The more I thought about it, the angrier I was. And I had a lot of time to think about it. The carriage ride to the dragon’s gate from Capamere required many days of travel. I had a small blade in my traveling bag; although meant for cutting food I took it out and slid my fingers over it.

      I couldn’t even imagine stabbing the dragon king’s eyes out, because from what I’d heard, he was blind. Blind! It kept getting worse.

      My brother saw me off. I didn’t even want to look at him. I felt like he’d betrayed me by upholding this marriage.

      “Himika…” He looked anguished. It was a windy, cold day and his hair kept whipping in his eyes. “I hate doing this, but you know how important this alliance is. He really didn’t seem like a bad sort of guy when I met him, overall.”

      “Mm.” I crossed my arms. “Goodbye, Rin.”

      “What do you want me to say? We might not see each other again for a year or more.”

      “Please! Don’t say that.” A lump rose to my throat. I forced myself to hug him. It didn’t help my anger, but I was probably more upset with our late father than my brother.

      This alliance was new and fragile. The underground dragon kingdom had been cut off from the world above. Just a few months ago, the southern gate was opened for the first time in the centuries. My brother, along with the new priestess of the gate and her guardians, had been one of the first people to make contact with them and their strange world of underground waterways and crystal caves. They had been seeking aid in overthrowing the power-hungry emperor who had conquered my kingdom.

      The dragons helped us, but now we had to return the favor. The dragons needed our help as much as we needed theirs.

      One race of dragons, the mist dragons, had instigated a civil war with the other races. My new husband had spent his entire life dealing with danger and conflict. It seemed all too possible that I was plunging right back into war.

      I could be kidnapped again. Or killed.

      Rin knew that. I saw smothered grief in his eyes.

      A year or more?

      We might never see each other again.

      There was no other choice. My people needed the alliance, and I needed the dragon’s seed to heal me.

      I hugged him again, more earnestly, but then I quickly climbed into the carriage and looked away.

      When my carriage departed, for the first hour or so, I could only wipe tears from my eyes. I was dressed in a rich red gown embroidered with gold and trimmed with white fur, which kept me warm despite the winter’s cold and unheated carriage. All this finery and the king wouldn’t even see me. Then again, he didn’t deserve to.

      Maybe he would be weak and easy to fool.

      “My lady!” Oszin’s voice called from outside. I wiped away the last of my tears and opened the curtains and then cranked open the window, letting in a burst of frigid air and the welcome sight of the captain of my personal guard.

      “Are you warm enough?” he asked.

      “I won’t be if I have to keep opening the window to talk to you,” I teased, feeling a tiny bit better just to see his face.

      “I’m sorry there isn’t more I can do to warm you up…,” he said.

      “Me too.” I looked for the dragon king’s champion, Seron, in the sea of soldiers surrounding us, to make sure he wasn’t taking note of this little bit of flirtation. But there was no sight of him. He was probably in the front. I only saw Gaermoni men.

      Oszin rode closer, and I saw his concern. “How are you holding up, Moth?”

      He knew he shouldn’t call me by a nickname. I knew better too. But neither of us even paused over it.

      “I’m…I’m as well as can be expected, I guess.”

      “I expect that’s not very well, then.”

      “No.”

      “When we stop for lunch, I wonder if I could eat in your presence and inquire after your welfare.”

      “You may.”

      He looked at me, and I bit my lip and shut the windows and curtains again.

      A tingle passed over my whole body. I hadn’t seen Oszin in months now, but time had only sharpened my attraction to him. I was fifteen when he was appointed the head of my guard, replacing a much older man. At first I was, in fact, a little worried whether a young man could handle the role. Besides that, he was Kamiri—descended from island folk we had once enslaved. My father was the first Gaermoni king to allow them in the guard. My great grandfather was the one to abolish slavery, so it had only just slipped out of living memory. The Kamiri stereotype was a man who would throw down his weapons or tools and lay back eating fruit at the first opportunity. I didn’t believe it, but I still paused.

      “He’s young but you’ll hardly find a better warrior spirit,” Father assured me.

      And even back then, Rin gushed over him. “I was hoping he would be your guard. He was the best in his group of trainees by a mile and he’s been in the palace guard for two years—you haven’t noticed him? Where are your eyeballs sometimes? He helped take out those bandits last year. Killed one personally.”

      At that time, I never paid any attention to the guards or servants around the castle, at least not in the way Rin meant. I tried very hard to ignore men. I knew I could never marry anyone or even take a lover. But knowing this young man would now be responsible for protecting me?

      Suddenly, I noticed.

      Oszin was tall and finely built, with dark curls that I immediately started dreaming of touching. His eyes were pale brown with a sheen of gold and seemed flecked with lighter specks up close, like some precious stone. I am ashamed to say how much I lingered on those eyes, those curls, his tanned hands with long fingers. His knuckles were probably too knobby, but I found that charming too. I soon began to find every bit of him charming, even the flawed bits.

      He was careful, however. He knew his place. He was a Kamiri, after all, and his ancestors might have been thrown in jail or worse just for calling the princess “Moth”. Even my father would have had to punish him severely, if he ever laid a hand on me.

      We had never been separated for so long before as we were when Gaermoni castle fell. Something in him had changed. He still kept an appropriate distance and deference to me, but I felt like we were…together. Together, without ever touching or kissing. Together, in the sense that when we saw each other again, it was like coming home, and we needed to know everything that had happened in one another’s absence.

      When the carriage stopped so we could eat, he helped me down from the carriage, his hands around my waist. I felt his grip through all my furs.

      “Isn’t it too cold?” Seron called from across the makeshift camp.

      “I’m fine, Lord Seron. I need some fresh air,” I said, imperiously. I was always imperious to Seron. He was the dragon king’s champion, his representative here, watching over me. I wanted him in his place. I wanted him to remember I was royalty in my own right, and his king needed me too.

      Oszin gave me a private smile. He understood.

      “Over here,” he said. “I’ve already started a fire.”

      “You started a fire? That was quick. Didn’t we just stop?”

      “All right, then, I asked one of the lava dragons to start a fire. If you must know.”

      “I think I’d rather have no fire at all than a dragon fire…”

      “The dragons aren’t all bad,” he said. “Actually, they’re mostly pretty decent.” He brushed a dusting of snow off of a log. It was somewhat low for me to sit on. I leaned on my cane, brushing off his help.

      “How is your foot?” He frowned.

      “I told you, I don’t think it’ll get any better than this. I don’t want to talk about that.” One of the emperor’s lackeys had crushed my foot; just like the toes I broke in childhood, , it healed wrong and now I had a limp. At least my two broken toes hardly mattered now. My entire foot was now fixed in a strange shape. Even after the dragon king healed my bones, I doubted I would ever walk well again.

      “Will you ever…tell me what happened when the emperor took you?”

      “There isn’t much to say. I told you, he never had a chance to get his hands on me—“ But that wasn’t true. I still scrubbed my breasts hard whenever I bathed, trying to wipe off the memory of his mouth on them. “I’m fine. He held me prisoner for a while and…he fed me well, and gave me things to do…”

      “I wish I’d been the one to kill him,” Oszin said.

      I chewed my lip, pulling off some dry skin. They were already chapping in the winter air. I had known Oszin so many years and he had helped me enough times when I felt sick and looked like a wreck, I didn’t care if my lips were chapped or my eyes were red. I didn’t need or want to hide anything from him. “Me too, I…”

      He cracked some eggs in a pan over the fire for us. “I’ll stay with you there,” he said. “In the underground. I took this post for life. It’s not much consolation, but you won’t be alone.”

      “Thank you…”

      I watched him as he watched the eggs. They cooked up fast. He slid two of them onto a plate for me with some rather hard bread, then he sat on the log beside me, crossing his legs. Long legs, sturdy boots, a little patch on one knee of his trousers. I poked his knee. “You can’t afford new pants?”

      “Nah, I just have thrifty habits,” he said. “Doubt I’ll ever grow out of that.”

      “Are you saving up for something?”

      “I don’t need anything. I just want to sit on a pile of money.”

      “For your heirs.”

      “No heirs.” He arched an eyebrow at me that said, Come on. “Mostly I’m just saving it for my parents. Dad’s knees are bothering him, so it’d be good if he didn’t have to work anymore. Maybe someday I’ll start a charity for Kamiri orphans.”

      I scoffed. He was teasing me again, knowing I hated any mention of poor orphans. As the pathetic but beautiful, sickly princess of Gaermon I was practically required to do charitable works. Not that I actually did anything. I gave the crown’s money in my name, and and told children to be brave and strong. Father insisted I do this, with some frustration at my cynical nature.

      I hate lying to children, Father!

      They’re just children. It’s okay to encourage them.

      “Well, maybe you won’t have to be charitable anymore,” Oszin said. “The dragons seem tough. That may not be their style.”

      “Mm…well, the Gaermoni are tough too.”

      “Yeah, but I still have to admit the dragons have us beaten.”

      Every man in Gaermon had a blade and knew how to use it, except the very poorest. But in the dragon realms, the women fought too. It was strange to see an army of men and women mingled together. At night I heard grunts of lovemaking in the distance. How could the women fight if they were also lovers? What if they got pregnant?

      I felt warm and almost had an appetite, being with Oszin. The other soldiers gathered around larger fires. Gaermoni and dragons mingled easily; the dragons were friendly, it was true. Maybe too friendly, in some cases. The ice dragons seemed to have a natural reserve, but otherwise the dragons seemed talkative and enthusiastic about the new world in which they found themselves. They danced and sang around the fires at night, and although the dragons didn’t speak our language, the female soldiers flirted with my Gaermoni guard, who seemed very flustered and complained that the dragon women were mannish and not proper women. Outwardly, I told myself it was strange and wrong for girls to be warriors instead of remaining sweet and gentle like I had been told to be, but deep down, I was intrigued.

      “The dragons are going to hate me,” I said.

      “Hate you?”

      “Don’t you think? I’m…not like them.” I draped my chin in hand as I mopped the egg yolk with my hard bread. These meals were hardly fit for royalty. “I’m not strong like them. Not that I’ve ever been good at princess stuff. I wish I could go live in a cave.”

      “Hey, you’re getting your wish.”

      “I mean, a cave alone. Not a dragon cave. With a dragon king in it…”

      He looked at me with piercing empathy. No one but Oszin ever looked at me the same way. With understanding, and warmth, and desire.

      “Oszin, I want to confess something. Emperor Leonidas took my first kiss.”

      “Himika…” He swallowed, shifting his hand like he wanted to touch me. “You don’t have to ‘confess’ to something you didn’t want.”

      “I actually didn’t hate the Emperor at first. I really didn’t. He was kind enough to me that I managed to tell myself, even if his men killed my father, it was a part of war. I was really, really dumb. He brought me to the garden. He had the cook make me dumplings all the time. He got lychees imported. He took me to the theater. And…I stopped fighting.” I wiped my nose. “Damn cold air.”

      “You were his captive,” Oszin said. “None of that is your fault.”

      “The moment he laid a hand on me…as soon as he crossed that line…I started to hate him. Despise him. I just know I’ll hate the dragon king too. He might be the only one who can cure me. But if it wasn’t for my brother needing this alliance, I wouldn’t do this.”

      “I know,” Oszin said. “And if I could…I wouldn’t let you.”

      I smiled. This was the closest we had ever come to voicing our feelings for each other. And it came naturally now. Like we’d both grown up in the past year. My father had died. My kingdom had fallen. I had been snatched away by the Emperor and almost forced into a marriage, but now my brother was the emperor of a unified kingdom. Oszin had fought and been forced to flee with the other soldiers who escaped the Emperor’s seizure of Gaermon. He’d killed two men, he told me. I knew it was a big deal to him, every time he killed someone. He told me once that after he killed the bandit, that impressed my brother so much, he had nightmares for a year.

      I still had nightmares too. Sometimes, when I woke up in a panic, I liked to think he was doing the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Oszin

      

      The first time I laid eyes on Himika, I was struck by her beauty. How could I help it? She was the very epitome of a Gaermoni maiden. Her hair fell, silken black, past her waist. She had rather large eyes that always looked sad, and a very kissable mouth, and perfect skin. She was small, barely five feet tall, and delicate.

      Everyone warned me that she was spoiled and prickly, but I saw through that right away. Prickly?

      I mean, the poor girl couldn’t do anything. She couldn’t even have a little rendezvous while her brother was going through several adolescent dalliances. I’d be prickly too.

      She had no idea of her destiny, and I had no idea of mine…but I fell in love with her in my first month of serving her. Maybe it was the prickly part of her that won me over. I saw her roll her eyes at needlework and try to sneak out of a music lesson.

      I also watched her watch the other girls flirting and taking walks with their paramours. Her tall and dashing brother’s reputation for amusing scandals grew as he favored handsome young men, while his twin sister was forced to remain a chaste little girl. Sometimes I stood outside her door and heard her soft little sobs, muffled into a pillow, usually after a dance.

      My poor princess. She was just a girl like any other girl. I tried my best to make her laugh.

      Now everything would change. If this prophecy and curse were true, she would be cured. Some other man would have her. This dragon king.

      I wondered how I would handle watching this, day after day, for the rest of my life. The woman I loved, cured and kept by another man.

      I realized how selfish I was, because her sickness made me feel like she was mine. For years, I was safe knowing no one could ever touch her. I couldn’t either—her father, surely the kindest king in Gaermon’s history, would still have no choice but to exile any Kamiri guard who dared lay a hand on his daughter—but I could live with that, because I had her heart, and I knew it, even if neither of us could say so.

      I hated the dragon king already, for taking what was mine.

      All princesses must be selfish, right? All of Himika’s life, everything revolved around her. How was her health today? Was she in much pain? Was she tired? Did she need medicine? Food? A new book to read? Someone to amuse her?

      When Gaermon fell and the Emperor got his hands on her, I was in a panic. Torn from her protectors, who would serve her needs? She wasn’t fit for dungeons. She wasn’t strong.

      She came back with a shattered foot, and an expression that was sometimes vacant with pain. And he had stolen her first kiss.

      I should have taken her first kiss.

      I’d had chances, and I balked. I had a family to worry over, and so much to lose, but if I ever had a chance again, I vowed to feel her lips against mine, even if it was only once.

      Every time I saw her, I couldn’t help but imagine more. What would it be like to see her naked skin, to trace every delicate line of her body with my fingers and tongue, to nibble on her breasts and part the petals of her most sacred spot and stroke her to a pleasure she had never known? It had not escaped my awareness over the years that even her delicate body could probably handle that. I would wipe away her memories of the emperor and show her what pleasure felt like when it came from someone you loved and trusted.

      But the dragon king would have her instead. Unless I did something.

      As the days of our journey went on, those words haunted me. The dragon king will have her. The dragon king will touch my princess. The dragon king can do whatever he wants to my little Moth.

      For several centuries, the gates to the underground dragon kingdom had been sealed off, and dragons faded into rumor and legend. Few people in Gaermon knew of the dragon’s tear and the prophecy that said one day the dragons would return and that the princess of Gaermon would restore peace with a marriage. So her father had given me the tear without knowing if the dragon king would ever appear. He had that much faith in some ancient prophecy. No wonder he never told anyone.

      The dragons lived in vast caves that sparkled with crystals. The dragons said they had castles within huge chambers, lakes and rivers that glowed with crystalline light.

      But they had no sun or moon. And I certainly noticed that the dragons had keen night vision but were sensitive to bright sun. The world where I was going must be very dark, and I would live there forever, guarding Himika. I couldn’t leave her alone in such a place. But was I happy about it? It sounded like hell, and the dragons were tougher than me. Some guard I would be, and I couldn’t be much of a companion either, if the dragon king kept his wife close.

      Presently, the dragon king was represented by his champion. Seron was seven feet tall in his human form, or maybe I should say inhuman. He had pale, faintly bluish-hued skin and striking purple eyes that always looked exasperated, and black hair caught loosely back with a tie. His hands still had their dragon aspect, with crystalline scales and claws, and he had crystal horns sprouting from his head. All the other dragons stuck to an entirely human form most of the time.

      Seron kept a protective eye on Himika, but he didn’t get too close. He seemed like a good leader of men, but he was hard to read, and although he had been picking up our language rapidly, he didn’t speak it as well.

      I tried to learn what I could about Himika’s future husband, but the dragons all unanimously told me he was a good, strong king who also liked a bit of fun. They emphasized his strength as if in protest. In fact, I suspected he was a weak king, and that worried me, because one branch of dragons was in opposition to him. If they overthrew King Aurekdel, what would become of Himika?

      “They say he’s been blind since he was a little boy.” Himika poked at the evening fire, a week into our journey. “Rin seemed to think we would get along just because I’ve been crippled since I was a little girl. Because that’s all you do when you’re crippled, find other people who suffer similarly and complain with them!” She sighed. “I don’t even want to talk about how useless I am. But then, if this works, I’ll be cured, and then what do I say?”

      “That is awkward.”

      “Very awkward.”

      “You’ll still have your ugly foot to complain about. Your words, not mine.”

      She lifted her foot menacingly and waved it at me. “How would you like my ugly foot in your face?”

      “Bring it on.” I made a beckoning gesture at her like I wanted to fight.

      She laughed but then it collapsed into a frown. “When I see blind children at the orphanage, they…they are very awkward sometimes. I’m afraid he’ll be clumsy and groping. Those children were always…a little frightening to me, coming up to me all…” She mimicking groping at my shirt.

      I didn’t like this image myself. “You said he lost his sight as a child?”

      “Yes.”

      “So it wasn’t in a battle?”

      She nodded. “Rin said there was a coup on the castle when he was a baby, and his nursemaid hid him to protect him. He caught a fever and there were no healers to tend him. He was quite small…I can’t remember. Two or three years old?”

      “Maybe he’ll be comfortable with his condition. I’m quite sure he’ll have a better upbringing than an urchin at an orphanage. I’ve known men to lose their sight in battle. Remember Haruk?”

      “How’s Haruk doing now?”

      “I feel sorry for him, but it could happen to anyone.”

      “Yes, exactly.” She crossed her arms. “You feel sorry for him. What’s he doing now?”

      “I guess he’s home with his wife and his wounded soldiers’ pension.”

      “Name one thing he does.”

      “I don’t know! He doesn’t exactly write, now that he’s blind, but I heard about a blind soldier thatching a roof before.”

      “In other words, he’s useless! I’ve been useless all my life. I don’t want to be around any more useless people. And sometimes they let royal children get away with anything. I should know. Maybe he’ll have terrible table manners. What if his eyes look strange? I’ll have to look at him sometimes.”

      Normally, I would have said something more compassionate about a man who had suffered an injury. I knew Himika normally wouldn’t say these things either. But we needed some reason to dislike him before we’d even met him. The idea of a weak, blind king made things worse. “You don’t have to look at him.”

      “To lose one’s sight seems like a very different kind of infirmity than just to be tired all the time. I—I don’t know what I’ll do if he’s awful and I have to touch him. And if he’s…clumsy and…groping.” She swallowed, crossing her hands over her breasts. “If he touches me, even after I’m well, I’m sure he’ll be much bigger and stronger than me, and no one will defend me. No one can defend the wife of a king. It’s his duty to make me have his babies.”

      I grabbed her shoulder, my fingers digging into her skin tight. She was right. I couldn’t save her from him without putting my own life at risk. I felt positively sick. “If he hurts you, tell me.”

      “What could you possibly do, Oszin? Maybe he won’t want much to do with me… Maybe he’ll have a mistress already.”

      “Is that any better?”

      “Oh, yes,” she said. “I don’t want him to want me. I already know I don’t want him.” She tapped her fingers, nervously. “You’ve…had a woman before, Oszin, haven’t you?”

      My skin heated. “Well…not exactly.”

      “What?” She drew her hand back quickly. “I—I shouldn’t have asked. I assumed all men do things like that.”

      “I was seventeen when I became your guard,” I said, leaving the implication unspoken. She knew just what I meant by it.

      “I see.” Her hands twisted more. “You should find a wife at some point. You shouldn’t miss your chance at happiness.”

      “I don’t want any wife.”

      She turned crimson. Her eyes cut right into my soul. And her lips were more kissable than ever. Gods, I thought I would die for wanting her if this feeling didn’t go away.

      I brushed my thumb across her lower lip. “Moth, you look ragged. I have some beeswax balm for the dry air. Wait there, it’s in my pack.”

      She seemed frozen. I glanced back and saw her waiting. She was so still, so small in her furs.

      The sight tore at my heart. I ducked into my saddlebag, glancing around as always to make sure the dragons all seemed occupied at the evening fire. Some of the dragon girls were dancing with fans. The rest of them were clapping out a beat and singing, creating a spontaneous song. They were roasting several deer. I didn’t see Seron, but he often retired early to his tent. I returned to Himika and our own private fire.

      I opened the jar and scooped some balm out onto my finger, carefully tracing her chapped lips with a thin film of balm. Her lips parted for me.

      “Try not to lick it off.”

      She caught my hand between hers before I pulled it away.

      “Mm…what a nuisance. It’s warmer in Gaermon,” she said.

      “Not as warm as Kamiri Isles. My blood was never meant for snow. But we’ll be crossing the river soon, and it should start getting more temperate.”

      Her little fingers were right around my wrist and the pad of my thumb. “You’ve still never actually been to the Kamiri Isles, have you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Moth,” I said. “If he hurts you, I swear to you, I’ll find some way to take you away from him. Just know that I can’t give you much of anything. Just myself, that’s it.”

      “That’s all of you I want,” she whispered.

      I suddenly had to reach for her face. I had to feel her in my hands, look into her eyes, and know that in this moment, she was mine.

      “If I lay with him once, he’ll heal me…”

      “I know,” I said.

      There were tears in her eyes. “I don’t want him even once.”

      “I don’t want him to have you.”

      Night had fallen. Firelight glowed on our faces, but we were set apart from the others. My entire body was rigid with wanting. If I was caught, they would send me away from her.

      “Oszin…”

      I traced her mouth with my finger again. I touched her face. I tried to resist. I tried to be sensible. She wouldn’t let my hand go.

      We drew together. I don’t know if she kissed me or I kissed her. All I knew was that suddenly we were merged, our fingers entwined, our breath panting warm together in the cold air, our lips together. “Oszin, please…”

      She pulled back all too soon, her eyes shining. “I’m sorry,” she said. “That was very irresponsible.”

      “It was, but I wanted it as much as you did.”

      “Mmm…” She pressed two fingers to her lips. “If only you could have all my firsts.”

      “I think I have the one that counts.” I brushed my hand across her clothes, above her heart.

      She smiled. “I should go to bed. I would hate myself if I got you in any trouble.”

      I saw her to her tent, which was outfitted with a soft bed and lanterns already burning. She smiled at me again before securing the door. The evening guard, sipping strong tea, took over outside so I could sleep for a shift. I went back to our fire to put it out. My heart was still pounding, my lips tingling. I could hardly believe that had actually happened. I shouldn’t have done it, but…gods, it was splendid. It was over all too fast.

      I started walking back to the main camp, where the fires would be tended all night. Too bad it was so cold at night that I couldn’t just take my bedroll off by myself. Hopefully I wouldn’t have any vivid dreams about Himika tonight. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Before I made it back to the camp, strong hands grabbed my arms and twisted them behind my back. I tried to struggle. Seron’s face pressed close to mine. He was too strong as he shoved me against a tree, bark scraping my cheek. “You are her guard since child,” he said. He might not always know the right words, but he snapped them out with authority nevertheless. “That right?”

      “Lord Seron, I—“ Shit. If he’d seen the kiss, I was ruined.

      “That right? Speak now.” Seron’s grip was rough. “Urha.”

      “Not a child, exactly. She was fifteen. I was seventeen.”

      “Hrrm, well. I understand.”

      I couldn’t tell what he meant by that. He didn’t let go of me, though.

      “You were spying on me,” I said, astonished that such a giant of a man had been so quiet.

      “I spy on everyone,” Seron said. “You love her.”

      “No, I—“ I shut my eyes. “Damnit. I mean, I would never overstep my bounds.”

      “Overstep…” Seron paused. “You kiss her.”

      “I thought she should have one kiss from someone she loved. I think she kissed me, anyway. It won’t happen again, I swear.”

      You shouldn’t swear things you don’t mean, Osz, you big idiot.

      “It’s okay,” Seron said.

      “It is?”

      “It’s okay you kiss her once, boy. I understand this. But…you never speak about my lord. The princess thinks he is blind and weak. You do make a mock of our great king, za korrin na?”

      “I was just trying—“

      “She will marry him,” Seron said. “Fate does say. You do not know King Aurekdel Arzor ro Galliar. He is a true warrior, a true king, and I am furying to hear you say these words. If he could fight, he would be here and fight better than all other warriors. But he cannot because fate is to be cruel. He does not know princess or if she ever come, but he does wait for her all his life!” He shouted at me. I had never seen the reserved warrior shout before.

      “I’m sorry. I would do anything to make Himika happy, that’s all. I wanted her to feel better. She’s scared.”

      “She said bad things,” Seron said. “I cannot punish her. However, you do not say these words. You know you can never have her. You know you cannot run away with her. So—so zheni—small thing, that you do help her to fall in love with my lord. If you are to say cruel words about my lord, I take you away.”

      I was completely taken aback by this response. “You want me to…tell her why she should fall in love with another man?”

      Seron narrowed his strange eyes. “Is this hard to understand? She is his now. If you want to make her happy, you help her become his.”

      I grit my teeth. There was some logic in his words. He was letting me off the hook for the kiss, but in exchange he wanted me to encourage Himika to embrace her marriage. This guy’s never been in love, I thought.

      The fact was, I was just a Kamiri. I had nothing except this position. And once we entered the dragon’s world, I knew I probably couldn’t even escape with her; I wouldn’t know the terrain. All I could ever offer her was simply to be permitted to stay at her side, watching her life unfold, offering her a comforting word now and then. If I angered the king’s champion, I was likely to face the same exile her father would have given me if I kissed her at home. He knew this, and I knew this. We all knew the score.

      Fate is fucking cruel, indeed.

      I was so tired of it, though. My ancestors had been slaves, with everything taken from them. I’d made it this far and yet my life wouldn’t be that different than that of my grandfathers and great-grandfathers. This blind king who couldn’t even fight would have my lady and I would have to watch.

      I was so tired of it. All of us Kamiri were tired of being ground under the heels of lesser men. I read all the papers that passed around the Kamiri districts in secret, the paper crumpled from the secretive distribution. They spoke of the equal rights of all men, of revolutions.

      “All right, Lord Seron… I understand,” I said, and I ducked into my tent.
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      Seron

      

      Before I left, Aurek told me I should be ‘good’ to his future bride. After all, Seron, she will be yours as well…

      The very thought made me nervous around her, and I knew I must sound stupid when I tried to speak her language, so I had barely said ten words to her since she was introduced to me.

      I had been among the humans for a couple of months as we made our preparations to return to the dragon kingdom, and it had become abundantly clear to me that they had no tradition of the king’s champion. So Princess Himika had no idea of the arrangement in store for her, and I certainly had no idea how to broach the subject.

      The dragon king’s champion was the most powerful man in the realm after the king himself. In giving me the position, it demonstrated to everyone that the king considered me an extension of his own self. Aurek and I had been inseparable since childhood, close as brothers, both of us nursed by my mother, so it was no surprise to anyone. He called me his champion even when we were children and I was too young for the appointment.

      The champion takes a vow of “chastity outside of His Majesty’s chamber”. Some champions became the lovers of the kings themselves, other times they ended up covering up for a king’s infidelities by keeping his queen company. Whatever the case, it meant that the only lovers I was allowed to have were the king and queen. The question of whether a champion was attracted to men or women was considered moot. He was attracted to whatever the occasion demanded.

      I took the vow without hesitation.

      I was doubtful Princess Himika would understand our relationship. They seemed to have no word for it, for the sort of love I had for Aurek; usually forged on the battlefield between a warrior and his or her pupil or right hand, although in our case it was between an embattled king and his protector. Aurek was very much enamored with the ladies, and they were certainly enamored of him. I also preferred women. Aurekdel would have allowed me leeway to have a lover if wanted one. But I clammed up in their presence, letting Aurek take the lead. But I was drawn to him whenever he walked in a room. He was magnetic, unusually striking even for a crystal dragon. He held the throne by force of charisma. Himika had no idea what she was in for.

      Aurek had already told me that he wanted me to share in his marriage. “You can be my eyes, Seron…in this, too. We’ll make her very happy, won’t we?”

      I was somewhat skeptical of that now. Himika was clearly besotted with her human guard, and a young woman in love might not notice even the greatest prize if it was put before her.

      And she was so small and so un-dragonlike. We would have to be so careful with her. I wondered if Aurek would ever like her. Her personality had many sharp edges. I felt like she’d already decided she didn’t like me. She was certainly beautiful and carried herself well, so she would look the part, but that wouldn’t satisfy Aurek.

      Aurek wasn’t going to be happy if Himika barely even knew my name when we arrived at the fortress, either. This incident with Oszin had hammered home to me that I had let too much slide.

      The next morning, I intercepted her at her tent in the morning before she could sneak off anywhere to be with him. “Princess Himika.” I bowed. “I wish to give you a breakfast at my fire. I make good sweet for a princess.”

      “Oh…” Her eyes said, why? “I’m not very hungry.”

      My damned inability to speak her language well made nuance difficult. Aurek was right; I should have studied the human language, but at the time, who knew we would ever meet a human in our lives? “We must learn each other,” I said, earning me an arched eyebrow. “You will be queen. I am king’s champion.”

      “Will we be close?” she asked.

      I’m sure my ears flushed. “We are close to king, you and me.”

      “All right…let me get my shoes on.” She ducked back inside, and a moment later she came out, bundled up in furs. She must get cold easily. At least Hemara Fortress was warm. I had to walk very slowly to match her pace.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, clearly embarrassed.

      “I’m sorry. I should have bringed the food to you.”

      “Brought the food,” she corrected.

      “When you come to Hemara, we will learn you our language,” I said, frustrated.

      “Oh, you’re doing very well at learning ours,” she said. “I thought you would want me to correct you.”

      “Yes, yes, I suppose. My lord does know your language since child,” I added, wanting her to know that while I might have lost faith that the prophecy would ever come true, Aurek had held to it, and as a result he had studied her language with the expectation that his bride would arrive. I still could hardly believe he was right.

      “That’s good…”

      We had reached my campfire. I had already set up a blanket and a pile of pillows where she could relax. She took the seat I offered her and then she looked up at me. Her face was a little bemused, but trusting and sweet. She didn’t seem afraid of me. Despite all she had been through, I don’t think she was quick to fear. A warrior’s quality, I thought, and I had a good sense of these things. Aurek would be pleased with that.

      I wasn’t sure what to say to her. Just to find words in her language was tiring. I knew I made many mistakes. Nor was I any good at small talk.

      I turned to the fire. “You like apple?” I was not very familiar with human foods. Some of the human soldiers had shown me how to make good meals from the provisions. Food was a language anyone could speak.

      “Of course! What are you making me?”

      “Apple oats.” I showed her that I had a pot of oats and water already cooking slowly and a crock with apples, spices and butter.

      “Oh, that looks very good!” She looked surprised.

      “Special food for you,” I said.

      “Okay…” Now she seemed uncertain. “Are the foods very different underground?”

      “Yes. Different. For breakfast, fish soup with arka grass, or maybe you like sweet? You have fruit jelly.”

      “Well, then…”

      “Dragon food have good taste,” I assured her.

      “Do you have a wife or children?” she asked, as I stirred the food.

      I stiffened. Did she suspect? I really didn’t want her to know the truth until Aurek could break it to her himself. After all, he was the one who invited me to the wedding night.

      No, I think it was an innocent question.

      “I did make an oath to serve my king,” I said.

      “Ah, and it is your custom not to marry, then? I see… What age do you make this vow?”

      “Sixteen for vow, but I serve him since child.”

      “Since childhood,” she whispered, like she was compelled to correct me but didn’t actually want to be heard. “That’s a young age to swear off marriage, though.”

      I didn’t know the words ‘swear off’ but I thought I understood. “No matter. My bond is to the king.”

      “Do you like King Aurekdel?”

      “Of course I like him! I love him. I would die for him. Why make bond if not?”

      “I didn’t know if you were forced into it by a father or something…”

      “My father is…not with us.”

      “Ohhh. Well…as you know, neither is mine.” She shivered. “But he still managed to force me into things. No one can help a prophecy, I guess.” Her nose scrunched in some vague disapproval. “You believe in that stuff, Seron? Do all dragons believe in prophecies?”

      “Aurek does. He did waited…wait for you. Me, not too much, but you did come, so…maybe prophecy is true.”

      She sighed in a deeply aggravated way. “Is your king happy to marry a human girl?”

      “Yes, Princess.” I spooned out the bowl of food. “He knows you must wait for him. He did not make curse, but he does honor your suffering. He is honored to heal you.”

      She looked at me like she wasn’t sure what to think, slowly taking the bowl from my hand. “I know this curse was created by the king’s ancestor, but is the most messed up thing I’ve ever heard, just so you know. But maybe you don’t even get it. You’re probably happy to suffer for the king, eh?”

      “It is not to suffer, to serve well,” I said.

      She shrugged. Her eyes had a gleam that was fetching but somewhat insolent. “You have great duty, Princess! To unite two kingdoms. You are to be first human queen of dragons in memory’s time. The prophecy does say you bring peace to all dragons and humans in the realm.”

      “Okay. Great. That’s great. I’m glad you like fighting for King Aurekdel. Maybe he’s a better man than his ancestor. But I’m just a girl whose entire life was taken from her all to assure that your king would have a virgin bride. Right? Isn’t that the point? Which means your ancestors didn’t trust their human brides one bit, or really care if they had a good life before marriage, even as little girls. Your women get to fight. But I couldn’t even run. Which makes you no better than the emperor I just escaped from! Oh yes, he thought he was going to heal me too, but he still had one of his little minions crush my foot so I would never really be strong again. He made it out like it wasn’t his fault, but oh! He was going to make me so grateful to him for healing me, and for one second I almost bought it, too. I was so naive, so stupid. But I’m going into this eyes wide open. I can’t get out of it. But I don’t have to like it.”

      She said so much in such a short time that I hardly understood anything, except that she was upset.

      Damnit, and how was I supposed to handle that?

      “I’m sorry,” I stammered. “We speak when we learn you language.”

      “Never mind.” She hunched over her bowl, shoveling the food into her mouth quickly before it got cold.

      I looked at my own bowl but felt too nervous to eat it.

      “This is very good, by the way. So thanks,” she said.

      And so it went, my first encounter with the only woman I would ever be allowed to love.
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      Himika

      

      All too soon, it seemed, we reached the southern gate to the dragon kingdom. There were two gates once, but this one had been shut for hundreds of years, while a spell had corrupted the northern passage and turned all dragons to cross its barrier into monsters. The northern one remained cursed, the entire region dangerous. That would be one of the many matters on King Aurek’s royal to-do list.

      It was a long to-do list.

      The entire situation was fraught and dangerous. The dragons had been trapped underground for hundreds of years, unable to trade with our world, until we nearly forgot they existed. They had no access to vital materials like wood. There were six types of dragons: ice, lava, crystal, metal, and two races that were hostile to King Aurekdel’s rule: rock dragons and mist dragons.

      Rock dragons were considered “low” dragons, with lesser intelligence, capable of some very basic speech but not complex thought. Mist dragons, meanwhile, could control the different types of mists that seeped out of the ground and produced drug-like effects. They were not trusted or welcomed into the dragon society, and when the gates shut, the mist dragons had unified, collected an army of stupid, brutish rock dragons, and made several attempts on the throne. They were currently ruled by a dragon called “the Traitor King” who had set up his own shadow government.

      I was briefed on all of this, of course. But there wasn’t much to be done with the information now. I knew so little of any dragons, friend or enemy.

      The gates were controlled by the Priestess of the Gate. Phoebe Praeus was the priestess of the gate and also the young empress of the realm. She had opened the gate for us in advance of our arrival, and her handmaidens watched over the place in her absence. They greeted me warmly. Almost too warmly. They wanted to have tea and chat and ask how Phoebe was doing and I wasn’t in the mood at all.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m very weary.”

      The price for pleading exhaustion was, as always, a round of pity. “Of course! You do look pale!” “Do you need healing tonic?”

      “I just want to keep moving,” I said.

      To begin the passage into the dragon kingdom, we all had to crowd past a stone cave, through an altar that opened into doors with carved figures of dragon kings and queens, and then cross a glowing barrier that circled around the rock. The carriages and horses must be left behind, supplies strapped onto backs. Still, the dragons carried a small fortune in luxury fabrics to bring back home, a dowry gift from my brother, and then there were spices and foods from Gaermon to help me adjust to the dragon’s diet. The dragon army was stuffed almost single-file into a long stone tunnel that slowly descended deeper and deeper into the ground.

      Before we entered, Seron made sure I was near the back. “Some danger down ahead. Rock dragons are known to attack at altar room,” he said. “You stay safe close to guard.”

      So Oszin walked next to me, with just one grouping of dragons behind us, one hand tight on his sword while the other held a lantern. He looked as nervous as I’d ever seen him.

      “You don’t like tight spaces?” I whispered. “Don’t tell me you’re worried about a tunnel collapse. Or…maybe the walls…slowly closing in…” I brushed my fingers across the moist rock. “I do think they’re getting closer, the deeper and deeper we go.”

      He glowered. “Shut up.”

      “You have a lot of phobias for the head of my guard. I’m always discovering new ones. Lightning, spiders, snakes…”

      “I have good reasons for all of them,” he said. “They can all kill you.”

      “But you’re not afraid of fighting.”

      “Everyone’s afraid of fighting. We all just get very good at hiding it. I hope the whole place isn’t like this.”

      The tunnel abruptly opened into a huge cavern that demonstrated just how far we had gone downward, because now the cavern’s ceiling soared many stories above our heads. Smaller caverns led off into gods-knew-where. I saw some remains of what looked like balconies above.

      I had heard about this room; it had an ancient altar dedicated to the priestess of the gate. Time had toppled some of the statues around the room, but a statue of the priestess and her guardians still stood, and flames burned eternally around the room, light caught by small canals carved through the rock in somewhat of a grid pattern with occasional larger pools. It had been a long time since a priestess had held court in this room.

      “I wonder what was done here in ancient times,” I said.

      “I would guess the dragons came in through those doors to see the priestess,” Oszin said, pointing at some huge doors which led to another passage. It looked like the dragons were heading out through another tunnel.

      “Yes, but I wonder if it was like a religious ceremony? A party? A king holding an audience? I wonder if Phoebe will ever actually get a chance to use these rooms. She’s so busy cleaning up the Emperor’s mess.”

      I heard some loud talk ahead and then Seron shouted in the dragon language. The dragons behind me drew their swords. Terror immediately drove me into Oszin’s arms.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have teased me about being scared, Moth,” he said, looking around to find the cause of the alarm. The dragons ahead of us rushed forward. The ones behind us told us to stay back.

      “Aza, marro! Chi, chi!” A dragon woman seemed to be trying to order us to do something. I couldn’t tell if she wanted me to stay put or move forward.

      “I—I don’t understand your language.” The other handful of human soldiers around looked equally confused.

      “I knew we should have had more training drills together,” Oszin muttered. “But the ones we had didn’t go very well.”

      Finally someone shouted in our own language, “The tunnel is blocked off! Cave-ins!”

      Then I heard a rush of activity above our heads in all directions, on every level. It sounded like the feet of huge rats scurrying around in tunnels, but soon hundreds of golden eyes appeared in the shadows.

      The dragon woman put her hands on my shoulders. “Chi ya,” she said, pointing me back to the cave. “Chi. Ya.” She said this very slowly, like I would understand that way, and then said a bunch of things very fast, before pointing at the cave and jabbing at the ground.

      “Are you telling me to go back in the tunnel and wait? Okay…”

      The golden eyes came forward, revealing themselves to be hundreds of black dragons about the size of wolves. They started scurrying down the walls and I was nearly paralyzed for a moment. Our world had been overrun by corrupted forms of these dragons for most of my life, but they traveled in small groups, and besides, I was always safe within the walls of Gaermon. I had never seen such a hoard of beasts.

      I saw Seron across the room, shockingly graceful for his height and muscle. His back flexed powerfully as his sword flashed, striking rock dragons down in a swathe. Dragons had a different style of fighting than the Gaermoni; some used swords with a single edge with graceful slashes, while Seron had a long straight blade and his fighting style was expansive. He seemed, at times, like he had eyes in the back of his head.

      He noticed me from across the room and I was a little embarrassed to be caught watching him. He grinned with exasperation, sheathing the sword and plucking a few arrows from a quiver on his back. “It’s okay,” he said. “They did attack just as expected. These are easy. You get safety in tunnel.”

      My eyes widened as I saw him quickly fire one, two, three arrows tipped with jagged crystals, and despite the rock dragons’ tough hides, the arrows broke through, sending the dragons tumbling off the wall, screeching. Seron shot a few more arrows before drawing his sword instead to finish them off. Seron was massive compared to the rock dragons. Well…Seron was massive by any measure.

      Oszin scooped me up into his arms, tearing my eyes from the warrior. “Show off,” he muttered as he started running, but I had dropped my cane in my surprise at being grabbed.

      “Oszin! My cane!”

      “What?”

      “You made me drop my cane! Don’t grab me like that! I need that thing.”

      “Damn it. Someone—grab that—“ He spun with me in his arms, but it was obvious no one was paying attention.

      The battle was breaking out in earnest now as the rock dragons started reaching the ground floor. Luckily, it seemed like they were pretty easy to fight. A few of the warriors transformed into ice dragons and scaled the wall, freezing rock dragons with their breath as they ran by. The rock dragons were tough, it was true. Many of them had rocks growing out of their skin to form impenetrable armor. They also had vicious teeth and their small size could be an advantage. The high dragons had to be careful about their transformations or they might crush each other or crowd the room.

      The entire cave rumbled ominously like an earthquake. A lot of the dragons looked up or murmured with surprise. The eternal lanterns flickered wildly.

      Oszin stopped in his tracks.

      “Oszin, come on. We need to get back to the tunnel.”

      He stared at the narrow passage. “Uh-uh. Not with this rumbling.”

      “But Seron said—“

      “I don’t care. There’s nowhere to run in the tunnel.”

      The cave rumbled again, and yeah, he had a point. I didn’t want to go in the tunnel either.

      Another rumble, and several stalactites plunged off the ceiling. I screamed as one of them dropped on top of a young man who never had time to react before the rock speared right through him, killing him instantly. His blood quickly spilled into a pool that dribbled into one of the canals.

      The dragons scattered in panic, shouting. The rock dragons seemed unconcerned, giving them an edge. The rock floor then started erupting, rocks leaping from their places and crushing people’s feet.

      I shut my eyes. I seriously couldn’t watch anyone’s feet getting crushed.

      “No one told me rock dragons could control rock!” Oszin shouted. “I thought they were too dumb to use magic!”

      “Yeah, that’s what everyone told us!” I cried back.

      Now he tried to run for the passage just as a boulder rolled in front of it, blocking our way. He immediately veered right, finding shelter, or at least the illusion of shelter, in a corner of the room some distance from any rock dragon. I was gripping his clothes so tightly that I could hardly feel my hands anymore.

      “What do we do?” I gasped.

      “I don’t know.” He glanced up and around.

      The rock dragons had all climbed down from the balconies now. The upper reaches of the cave were empty. His eyes lit on primitive handholds jutting out of the rock to the balconies.

      “Can you grab my back?” Oszin asked. “Let’s get above the fray. Seems like nothing is happening up there, and high ground is always better.”

      “I think so…”

      He put me on my feet and then picked me up piggyback style. I awkwardly clutched my arms around his pack, praying that he didn’t fall. I probably wouldn’t survive if he fell on top of me, even from a small height.

      But I shouldn’t have worried. Oszin had grown up scrambling up trees and over walls, and was surefooted. He quickly scrambled up onto a narrow ledge above us. A few crooked posts marked where a railing had once existed. There were several small rooms almost like boxes in a theater, along the railing. The stone room was dark and dusty. Oszin slid me down inside one of the rooms and parked himself at the entrance.

      “Seems like they had it handled at first, but they didn’t expect the rocks,” he said. “But they’re driving the monsters down through the doors. They must have gotten the way clear.” He looked back at me. “Are you all right, Moth?”

      “Just shaky.” I tried to stay straight on my feet, but without my cane I was forced to put a hand against the wall. I used my other hand to straighten out my long hair and arrange it evenly, some over my shoulders and some down my back. “I’ll be fine.”

      He walked up to me and brushed his fingers to my chin. Even in the dim light, I caught the glint of gold in his eyes. “You’re trying so hard to be brave right now, aren’t you?”

      “You’re trying so hard to be cool right now,” I shot back.

      He brushed his rough thumb across the corner of my mouth, and my entire face tingled. “You had some dust there,” he said.

      “Oh, okay.” I brushed my fingers across his cheek. “You had
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