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            No Home for Their Kind

          

        

      

    

    
      Wind whipped through her hair, hot and dry and thin, but wonderful all the same. The sun beat down on her skin, almost too hot to be comfortable, but the speed at which she moved wicked away any discomfort before it could settle in.

      Where was she?

      It didn’t matter.

      The only thing that mattered was the feeling that bloomed in her middle as she spread her arms, the wind catching them and pushing them backward. She laughed, a sound she hadn’t made much since her mother had…since her mother had gone. The young woman could almost hear her mother’s voice chiding her.

      “Ukrah! When I told you that your head was too often in the clouds, I did not mean it literally!”

      But…how exactly was she flying?

      That thread of logic ruined the carefree, unchained feeling within the young woman and she finally looked down. She expected to see only miles and miles of wasteland stretching out under her. Maybe the sands of her home, or the stinking greens of the marshes. Or maybe even the sun-bleached, ultra-sharp rocks of the bladed mountains.

      But none of those were what was waiting for her at all.

      The ground below was green, but not in that same cloying, rotting way of the marshes in the eastern wilds, a land mostly untouched except for those that sank into the muck and died there. No, it was vibrant, and lush, with thousands of little reed-like plants that rippled in the wind. It was beautiful, for all it was impossible, and she could almost smell the things as the air suddenly changed temperature.

      Cool. Almost cold. And there was so much water! In the desert, where her tribe lived, everything was always arid and baked by the sun. But it wasn’t like that here…wherever she was now.

      But even the amazing greens and the cool, damp air weren’t enough to keep her attention away from the…the…beast below her.

      It was truly a massive thing, longer than the length of their largest community tent, longer than some caravans. She sat astride it, her tanned thighs on either side of what looked to be a very expensive, well-made saddle. Its scales glittered in the sun, and it didn’t have to raise its head for her to know exactly what it was.

      A dragon.

      She was riding a dragon!

      A gasp escaped her lips, then a loud, long laugh. Everyone knew dragons were only for the people of the settled lands, the kingdoms of man and law who dared not enter the wilds where her people lived beyond the cracked mountains.

      Occasionally a dragon would fly over the wilds, which had once crawled with every wicked creature of nightmare, with beasts and blights and oh-so-dangerous things, but then all of that evil suddenly vanished five years earlier.

      That had been quite the shock.

      Her entire early life had been spent living in caves with fiercely guarded entrances, only going out during the brightest time of day to scavenge and harvest with her mother and other women of the tribe. To fetch water and fire kindling and anything else they might need while the men and women without children hunted. It was dangerous to be out in the open, undefended aside from a spear and slingshot. Ukrah knew that from firsthand experience.

      The dragon dove down, down, down, through the trees and then the earth itself until they burst into a beautiful, glowing web of gold as far as her eyes could see. It was breathtaking, with thousands upon thousands of glistening gossamer threads shimmering with a power that she could feel all the way down her spine.

      She didn’t know why really, but she reached for it, her dry, cracked nails wanting nothing more than to caress one of those golden strings. Surely, she deserved just…a little…touch…

      But before her finger could so much as brush against it, the gold winked out at once and she was yanked back, right through the entire world around her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hands gripped her, yanking her hard across the hide floor of the tent she shared with Mahara and Chava, other orphans who had lost their parents before the great renewal five years earlier. She went for the knife she always kept under her pillow, but she was already too far from her roll.

      She was yanked up and out, thrust from her tent only to end up in more hands. Something was put over her head, rough and dark, and then she could see nothing at all.

      What was happening? Raiders? Slavers from the settled lands? She didn’t know, she couldn’t see, could hardly hear over the rush in her ears.

      “Let me go!” she screamed, kicking this way and that. “Let me go now, and I’ll let you live!”

      It sounded like an empty threat from a girl of fourteen suns, but Ukrah knew just enough of fighting and protecting herself to be a nuisance. She had to, after watching her mother die to protect her. She swore she would never be so weak again as to cause someone else harm because of her ineptitude.

      She wrestled a hand free from whoever was holding it and lashed out, her fist curled tightly. She struck something and heard a crack, and then cursing. For a moment, she allowed herself to feel the faintest bit of satisfaction, but then she recognized the voice behind the epithets.

      “Hahram?” she asked, going still for the briefest of moments.

      “Quiet, child!” someone else hissed, clapping something around her wrist.

      But Ukrah knew that voice too. “Muriella? What’s going on? Why are you doing this!?” Was it some sort of prank? If so, Ukrah did not enjoy it in the slightest. Sure, it was custom for the sisters of a bride to come kidnap her for dancing and fun the night before her wedding, and the same with brothers of the groom, but Ukrah was just fourteen and all sturdy limbs. While the older women assured her that she would gain the curves that seemed to go hand in hand with femininity, Ukrah was built more like a solid slab of stone.

      No, definitely not a wedding night celebration.

      So then what?

      Suddenly, she was hoisted over a broad shoulder and carried across the camp. Ukrah thrashed, thousands of thoughts going through her mind, but none of them made sense. Why were her hands bound? Why had people come into her tent? Why were they people she knew?!

      “What are you doing?” she cried again. “What is happening? This is not funny!”

      She was abruptly set down, but before she could recover her balance, she was pushed firmly up against something hard. She tried to step away from it, to hurl herself at whoever was holding her shoulders in place, but rope was pressed against her middle then drawn up tightly, winding around and around her until she was securely bound.

      The panic was almost overwhelming within her now, bubbling up hot and bitter on the back of her tongue. Was this some sort of test? A test that she was failing? She didn’t know. She couldn’t tell. She just wanted… She just wanted to be back in her bed and safe.

      “Please,” she whispered into the canvas sack over her head. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Someone must have had pity on her, because the cloth was suddenly yanked off, leaving her blinking at the crowd in front of her.

      Perhaps it would have taken longer for her eyes to adjust if it was daytime, when the sun was bright and unforgiving, but since it was the deep of night, it only took a breath or two for her vision to adjust to the torches illuminating the figures in front of her.

      And what she saw made her heart burn in a way that she hadn’t known was possible.

      There was the Great Mother Vyana, the spiritual leader of their tribe who advised their chief on everything from war to the growing threat of the corrupted. She stood there, dressed in her ceremonial robes, staring Ukrah down with an unreadable expression.

      Beside her was Chief Salimar, and his two sons. Beside them was their medicine woman and her family. Beyond them were most of the hunters, the gatherers, and even one of her fellow orphans. All holding torches. All just…watching.

      “What is this?” Ukrah cried. “Let me go!”

      Now that she could see, her situation wasn’t improving in the slightest. She was indeed tied to something—the tall, slender sun rock that was buried at the center of their camp and had been there since they’d first arrived at that spot a half-year earlier. A few folks were dropping brambles and bits of brush around her feet, growing closer, but not close enough for her to kick at them.

      “I am sorry, my child, but you must be cleansed from this world.”

      “C-c-cleansed?” she sputtered incredulously. “But I’m not— I… I’m not corrupted!”

      Ever since the great renewal five years earlier—the same one that had stricken down all the monsters that had roamed the wilds, that had turned water to waste and left herds of prey as little more than ash and bones—strange abilities had begun to manifest in people all over. Abilities that went against the natural order of things. And all of them were different. Some screamed of terrible dreams, visions of things they could not know. Some summoned lightning right to the ground. It was said some could even raise the dead or move across the land with just a thought.

      These powers, these aberrations, were dangerous. Corruptions of the only recently restored balance. In her tribe, there was an elite group of hunters who’s only mission was to find these infected souls and return their powers to the ground, where it belonged.

      “You have been seen, my child. Two days ago, after the rains. You pulled Nyssa from the ravine before a mudslide could claim her.”

      What!? That was all that they needed to burn her? That was impossible! “I was standing on top of a crest! I saw it coming before her!”

      “This summer, you have found us fresh water supplies four times.”

      “I find the little lizards before dawn and I follow them until they show me something!”

      No, this couldn’t be happening. A quarter of her tribe couldn’t be gathered in front of her, watching, waiting to execute her like some sort of magical curse. These were people she knew. People she cared for. People who had helped make sure she survived after her mother had…

      After her mother had been killed protecting her.

      “Your eyes have changed, little halu. You know it not, but a great evil has taken root in you. We must free you of it, so your soul may return to us, uncorrupted.”

      “No!” she screamed, bile raising in her throat. She was only fourteen. Hardly a woman. She had so much left to do! “N-n-no, they haven’t! I’m not corrupted! I’m one of you!”

      Slowly, Great Mother Vyana stepped forward, right to the edge of the circle of brambles at Ukrah’s feet. With a sudden flick of her hand, she had a large dagger unsheathed.

      Ukrah let out a cry, wincing back, but no cut came. When she opened her eyes again, the woman was holding the blade flat in front of Ukrah’s face, still and steady.

      She didn’t understand what the Great Mother wanted for a moment until she caught her reflection. Sure enough, instead of her deep, midnight eyes that had always looked so much like her mother’s, a mismatched gaze stood in its place.

      One orb was now a pitch black, pupil blown so wide that there was no telling the difference between that and the rest of it. The other… The other was a brilliant blue, brighter than the sky, with little streaks of darker cerulean through it.

      No.

      No, that wasn’t possible.

      “T-that can’t be,” she gasped, writhing against her hold. “Someone must have put a curse on me. Someone is playing a terrible trick!”

      “I am sorry, my sweet. I know this is not your fault. But I will return you to your mother’s embrace safely.”

      The old woman reached out, her fingers almost caressing Ukrah’s cheek but pulling back at the last moment. With a grave nod, she stepped back, and others moved around her to place heavy stones against Ukrah’s legs.

      They didn’t want her to be able to kick away the burning embers. To fight.

      It was said that in the settled lands, they had tall, tall plants made of wood that they cut down every day for pyres and houses, but in the sands, all they had were palms and brush and small kindling. Wood was precious, and yet they were going to use so much to kill her.

      “Stop!” she ordered, trying to catch the eyes of those who came up to her. “You know me! You can’t kill me! I’m your friend!”

      But they all ignored her as they covered her to her knees with rocks so heavy, she had no hope of movement. Tears streamed down Ukrah’s face, coupled with the angry cracking of her voice. This had to be a nightmare. It couldn’t be real. The people she had grown up with, survived with, couldn’t watch her die in such a torturous way.

      And yet they began to pile up bits of wood around her, dried palm leaves and husks from the trunks. They piled it higher and higher, until even the rocks were covered.

      The Great Mother lifted her hands to the night sky, tilting her head back as she spoke.

      “Great spirits of our world, who have been forgotten for far too long, we give you back that which has been stolen from you! We return your power to your bosom so that you may protect us again!”

      At her last word, two men with torches stepped forward, touching them to multiple spots at the edge of the pile. The flames licked up within seconds, and Ukrah could feel the heat immediately.

      “No! You can’t do this! You can’t!!”

      But their eyes just kept staring, no one moving as the heat quickly became unbearable.

      Ukrah screamed. She fought against her bonds and spat and cried and did anything that she could think of. But none of them moved. They just watched her, always staring.

      It didn’t take long for the smoke to get inside of her lungs, to make her throat raw and her voice dwindle to nothing. Her head quickly began to grow heavy, and her eyes fluttered with their weight.

      So this was how it ended. She never would have dreamed as much. She hadn’t had many dreams about the future, or what she would grow to be, but she had assumed that she would be alive.

      Her head fell back, thunking against the hard stone, but the pain didn’t register over the scalding at her legs. Instead, she just looked up at the night sky, illuminated in a sort of velvet purple by the very thing that was killing her.

      Would the others in the village wonder what happened to her? Or did they already know what was happening and had chosen to stay wrapped in their beds instead? Would anyone mourn her? Or would they just be grateful that another corrupted was gone?

      The thought made her sob again, and she wished she could wipe her face clean of the soot and tears, but her hands were bound firmly at her waist. She was trapped, and the world was fading out around her in a maelstrom of pain.

      Oh, come now. You didn’t seem like the type to give up.

      A voice. Honeyed and musical and seemingly amused. Ukrah’s eyes flicked open and she glanced around to see who was having mercy on her. Who was addressing her as an actual human, and not some monster.

      But no one’s mouth was moving in front of her. They were all still staring. Impassive as she died. As she burned.

      Are you just going to stand there and let them kill you? Seems like a terrible way to go.

      She was going mad, she had to be. In her final moments, her mind was seeking out some sort of comfort. But still, even though she knew it was no one, her eyes searched everywhere.

      And it was atop the nearest tent that she saw it, a little desert finch with a bib of gold and blue feathers. An unusual coloring, that was for certain, and it was even more unusual that the small bird was out at night. They were strictly sun-fliers, and rarely ever stayed out past twilight.

      Also, it was shimmering with a slight gold glow, barely noticeable at this distance.

      I see you spotted me. So you’re not totally hopeless.

      “Please,” Ukrah rasped with the last of the air she had in her. “Please save me.”

      Save you? I don’t need to save you.

      “Please…”

      Can’t you tell, little halu? You don’t need anyone to save you. All you have to do is decide you want to rescue yourself.

      That didn’t make sense. None of it made sense. She was hurting and she couldn’t breathe, her feet felt like they were bubbling and blistering and so were her lungs. She just wanted to get away. To be free. But she was tied so tightly.

      “I can’t!” she wept. “I can’t… I can’t!”

      Yes, you can. Can’t you feel it, bundled up inside of you? These are people who are supposed to love you, take care of you, but they’re hurting you. That’s not right, is it?

      “No! It’s not!”

      It’s murder, plain and simple. It’s wrong. Don’t you want to right that wrong, Ukrah? Don’t you want to punish them?

      “Yes…”

      Then do it! Reach down inside of yourself and set this right! Save yourself, as only you can!

      The strange, disembodied voice roiled within her, summoning energy and sensations that she didn’t know she had. She had been too scared, too shocked before, but that was gone. Now, all she felt was a growing rage.

      How dare these people do this to her! What gave them the right? She wasn’t corrupted! She was only Ukrah, the same that she had always been! How couldn’t they tell!? How could they just stand there and watch like her death was some sort of entertainment!

      That’s it! Find the power inside of you. You will make this right! You are so much more than even they know. Let go, Ukrah! Let go!

      Everything he was saying, everything she was feeling, all boiled over until she couldn’t take any more. Her mouth fell open and let out an ear-piercing scream. For a brief moment, the sheer desperate sound of it surprised even her. But then it tapped into something inside of her, something deep and forbidden, and finally, she let go.

      The world exploded in a rush of burning, brilliant colors, and then everything disappeared.
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      She was thirsty.

      Very, very, very thirsty.

      Slowly, consciousness rolled over Ukrah, revealing soreness and stinging and most of all, intense thirst.

      She didn’t remember going to sleep that parched, but her tongue felt like it was coated in sand and even her face seemed like it had been burned in the sun.

      Burned—

      She jerked up with a cry, on her feet and with her hand extended like she had her dagger, which she didn’t because she had been taken in the dead of the night. Her weapon was still under the folded mat she laid her head on.

      She had been…burned at the stake. She remembered it, and when she looked down, she saw her pants singed well above her knees and thick, black smoke had stained much of the rest of them. She was covered in ash and sand…but she had no wounds.

      That didn’t make sense.

      Ah, there you are. For a moment, I thought you were going to sleep forever.

      Ukrah’s head jerked to the side, her eyes alighting on the little desert finch with the strange bib. “Am I…dead?” she rasped, her voice barely audible. She needed water terribly.

      I certainly hope not, because then your grand display last night would have been all for naught.

      “My…grand…”

      Right, she had been burning. It had hurt, more than she ever thought something could hurt. She remembered crying, and the bird telling her she could save herself. But all she remembered was heat and brilliant colors, and then…nothing.

      “Where are they?”

      Where are who?

      “The ones who were burning me.” Surely, they wouldn’t just see her burst from her bonds and then walk away. Then again, if her display had been as impressive as the bird had said, then maybe—

      Wait.

      She was talking to a bird, and it was talking back.

      “What are you!?” she asked, whirling to the creature.

      So many questions! I am Tayir, and I have been looking for one such as you for a very long time.

      “One such as me? What do you mean?”

      Why, look around you, my dear. You are more powerful than you know.

      Ukrah didn’t understand, her brows furrowing on her dry face. She decided that all of this would make so much more sense with some water, so she stalked to the large skein that her village all drank from.

      Normally, it was rationed to make sure that no one went parched. But she felt as if perhaps she had earned a little extra, being wrongly accused of being corrupted, and drank until her belly was full and she could feel little swishes when she moved.

      Feeling better, she turned to address the bird again. All of this had to be a dream. It was the only thing that explained the talking bird and magical colored lights and everything such as that. But when she did, her gaze fell away from the little thing and looked over the camp that stretched out in front of her.

      Judging by the sun in the sky, it was a bit before high noon, when it was necessary to take cover and protect oneself from the relentless rays. The camp should be a flurry of activity, dozens of folks doing last-minute tasks until twilight fell.

      But it was empty.

      No, empty wasn’t the right word. Because it was full of something.

      Ash.

      Ukrah took an unsteady step forward, catching the first pile just a bit away from her. It was large, too large to be a simple campfire’s remains. And a little further out was another. Then another. In fact, the closer she walked to the very sunstone she had been tied to, the closer the ash piles became, until they were all overlapping in little, gray heaps.

      “This… This cannot be what I think it is,” she whispered.

      Why can’t it? These people were content to watch you die. They were killing you. This seems like justice to me.

      “I…” Ukrah stumbled back, falling onto her rear as she tripped over a discarded spear. No. No, no, no! This couldn’t be real. She wasn’t… She wasn’t…

      She wasn’t a killer.

      Stomach roiling, she turned over onto her side and wretched. All that delicious water she’d drank came right back up, but it was tinged with a slick sort of oiliness at the edges.

      Come now. You did what you had to do to survive. And you saved a lot of other innocent people who’ve gotten wrapped up in something they don’t understand. You’re a hero!

      “I am no hero,” she spat, her head spinning.

      They were dead. They were all dead. Surely this had to be more of the nightmare. Or maybe a test? Yes, there were legends that the old spirits tested warriors. Sent them illusions or impossible tasks to prove their strength or loyalty or goodness of heart.

      That was it. No one was dead. She hadn’t somehow killed so many…

      Pushing herself to her feet, she began to storm toward the center tent. Surely there would be someone there. The chief’s wife, or his second commander.

      What are you doing?

      “I am surrendering myself. Great Mother Vyana was right. There is something terrible in me.”

      No, there is something beautiful in you. Something perfect, and holy, and very, very old.

      “Quiet, demon! Or illusion, or whatever you are. I—" She stopped short as she pulled aside the curtain of the center tent. No one was there. That was borderline impossible considering how much their population had grown since the twisted beasts had stopped roaming the countryside. There was always at least one child and a guardian there, keeping the fire lit and tending to little things, such as repairing torn clothes or sharpening arrow heads. “Where… Where…”

      Child, you know exactly where they are.

      No.

      No!

      Ukrah didn’t have words for the black feeling that bubbled up inside of her. It wrapped around her heart and throat, squeezing both so tightly that she could hardly breathe, her breaths coming out as whistling little wheezes.

      “I…”

      She turned on her heel and ran to the nearest tent. It belonged to a hunter, one she rarely talked to because of his surly way of speaking. But when she threw the flap back, there was no one inside.

      Only dust.

      “This can’t be! No, no, no, no!”

      She bolted to the next tent. Then the next. And another. But every one was the same. No one was there. Only dust and sand remained with the sun beating down on her. Hot, so hot. Her body wanted more water, but she could only run to each and every tent until dizziness swamped her.

      She swayed, her balance shifting so much that she fell to her knees. Her camp surrounded her, silent and dry and empty.

      They were gone.

      All of them.

      But…but there weren’t any bodies. Maybe they had awoken to the scene she had left behind and all fled in fear? Yeah, that made so much more sense. There was no way they were all dead. That just wasn’t possible. She wasn’t a murderer. She had never raised her hand against another human being in her life. The thought made her stomach churn. Violence was for evil creatures and wild beasts. Not her fellow tribesman.

      But if they had run, they most likely had fled to the nearest camp, only a day’s travel away. And if they were there, she had no doubt they would return for her, to extinguish the corrupted one who had turned their loved ones to ash.

      But…that would be a good thing, right? If she had hurt people, then she should be cleansed. Scrubbed away from the world.

      What are you thinking, girl?

      “They’re… They’re going to come for me.”

      If you think that, then this is the last place you should be.

      “You want me to run?”

      Don’t you?

      She shook her head. “I’m dangerous. I hurt people.”

      You saved yourself. And you know what? You could save some other people.

      “What do you mean?”

      You know the dangers of the wild. What it might be like for those lost or alone. What if, instead of throwing yourself away, you did something to help them? That would be the only way to atone, would it not?

      “Atone? You think I could atone?”

      Girl, I don’t think you have anything to atone for in the first place. But you do, and I have a hunch that might work. But you won’t be able to help anyone if they all come for you.

      “Because I won’t hurt anybody else.”

      Except those who deserve it.

      “No! No one else!”

      If a bird could sigh, that was definitely the sound the little thing just made. Fine. Whatever you say.

      With a nod, Ukrah ran back to her tent and grabbed the pack she used for her hunting runs. She only paused to refill her canteen before tearing out of the camp, leaving the skeleton of what had once been her tribe far behind.

      Maybe if she ran hard enough, she would wake up from her nightmare.
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      Ukrah ran as long as she could, the sun beating down on her skin. She could feel burns setting in even though she had dark skin, even compared to others in her tribe, so she set out to find shelter.

      It wasn’t easy. So much of the wastes were barely livable, between the rotting marshes, the arid desert, and the razor rocks near the border, it was far too easy to die in the wilds. And Ukrah was more afraid of dying than ever. Because if her life did end at the moment, she didn’t know where she would go.

      Where did the souls of people who killed their entire village go?

      No.

      They weren’t all dead.

      They had gotten away, she told herself. They had to.

      In a stroke of luck, she spotted a small cave in a rock outcropping. It was barely wider than her shoulders, but it would protect her from the sun.

      The only issue was that she wouldn’t be the only creature looking for a haven during the most blistering hours of the day. The opening was so narrow that she would have to wiggle through on her belly, which would leave her wide open for multiple kinds of attacks.

      Not just great cats with teeth as long as her hand, or the coyotes, there were also a venomous snakes or stinging scorpions. Hundreds of beasts, big and small, and all quite capable of leading her to her end.

      What are you doing? We should probably get more distance.

      Ukrah shook her head, only fleetingly thinking that it was very strange that she was still talking to a bird. Perhaps she should question that a bit more, but compared to everything else that had happened, the bird she could hear in her mind didn’t rank that highly.

      “Even if they already made it to another tribe, or found a hunting party, it’s too dangerous to travel in the highest sun hours. It can burn a man and drive him to madness within the turning of an hourglass.”

      Oh. Well, is this safe?

      “What does a demon have to worry about being safe?”

      Awful lot of assumptions you’re making there. I’m not a demon.

      “If not a demon, then what are you? You showed up during a cleansing ritual and made me—”

      Hey. I did not make you do anything. What happened was all your own doing, and magnificently so at that.

      As for what I am, I would consider myself more of a guide. A guide who is very small and fragile.

      Ukrah sniffed dubiously. “If you say so.”

      I do. Now, as fragile as I am, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go crawling headfirst into that place, so maybe I should just check if it’s safe.

      “Really? You would do that?”

      Why not? It would be a terrible story if you saved yourself just to be eaten by a feral beast.

      He certainly wasn’t wrong. Stepping back, Ukrah gestured for him to go in, wondering if he was indeed an illusion made up by her cracked mind and that there would be an animal waiting in there for her anyway. But if that were true, maybe she deserved the punishment.

      The little bird waddled in, disappearing under the rock entirely. For a moment, she didn’t hear or see anything, the sun beating down on her back while she stood there, but then there was a sharp crack followed by a vicious snarl.

      “Bird! Bird, are you alright!?”

      There were more sounds of a struggle and for some reason, Ukrah threw herself onto her stomach and pushed herself through the hole. What she was planning to do to defend the little creature was beyond her, she only had a small knife as a weapon. But when she shoved herself into the darkness, the sounds stilled.

      “Bird?”

      My name is Tayir, not Bird. And look, there’s enough bits and bramble in here for a fire! How convenient.

      “I thought you were being attacked.”

      Did you?

      “I heard…”

      There was nothing but me in here. Now come, use those useful thumbs of yours and light this, will you? Even with the sunlight from our entrance, it’s still a bit dark in here for my tastes.

      “What, you don’t like the dark?”

      She didn’t know it was possible for a bird to look haunted, but the look in his small eyes gave her chills. After an eternity bound in the dark, I swore I’d never let go of the light again.

      “What does that mean?”

      You brought flint in that pack of yours, yes? This would be easier if there was a dragon around, but I doubt they’d fit in here.

      Ukrah recognized a change in subject when she heard it and set down her pack. She wanted to look around a bit, to see if there was some carcass lying around that would explain what she’d heard.

      However, she couldn’t see much outside of the single ray of light coming in from the small entrance, so the bird was right. Fire first.

      It took a bit of feeling around, but she eventually found enough bits and pieces to make a small fire in the center of the cave. She wasn’t the best with flint, usually getting her tent’s blaze from the mother-fire at the center of their camp, but after a few tries, she managed it.

      Once that was taken care of, she laid out the thin skin she had for a bedroll and a woven cloth over it. Pulling out one of her rations, she broke it in half and began to slowly nibble on it. While she was a competent hunter, there was never any guarantee of food, so it would be best to be cautious while she could. Normally, she would set up a small trap in the hopes of ensnaring a small lizard or even one of the very hairy spiders that didn’t taste that bad, but she wasn’t going to be here long enough for that to be worth her time.

      As she chewed slowly on her small disc of packed seed, dried meat, and cactus pulp, she realized that Tayir was staring at her. It was unnerving, his cute little bird eyes containing something behind them that wasn’t supposed to be there at all. She ended up staring back for several moments, caught up in wondering what he was and if he was even real—or even a he—before realizing that he wasn’t staring at her at all.

      He was looking at her ration.

      By the spirits, the demon-bird was hungry.

      It was so innocuous, so normal, that for a moment, she didn’t know what to think. But soon that haze cleared, and she broke off a small corner that she held out to him.

      “Here.”

      I’m fine. I’m sure there’s a beetle around, or something else that this body can eat.

      “Take it.”

      He looked like he wanted to argue with her, which was indeed a strange expression on a bird, but he just ruffled his feathers and darted forward, snatching it from her grasp.

      Thank you.

      She just nodded, settling back to chew. Sleep began to weigh heavily on her eyes, despite the fact that she had been unconscious from sometime in the night to almost mid-day. Maybe… Maybe this all really was a dream and if she let her eyes slowly drift shut, everything would be back to normal when she opened them again.

      She knew it was foolish, but she couldn’t help but hope. So, once she finished her half-ration, she laid back and let herself imagine she was right back in her tent, sleeping undisturbed and content.

      Even if it wasn’t real, it was a nice comfort for a short while.
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      Ukrah wasn’t sure how she became used to traveling with a talking, often demanding bird, but after her second day, it no longer jolted or mystified her whenever he spoke. She didn’t have a particular path to follow as she went along, just letting her feet lead her where they willed, or when Tayir spotted a water source from where he was flying up above.

      They slept only in the short hours where the sun was at its highest, burning so bright like it wanted to personally scorch a man. The constant moving was beginning to take a toll on Ukrah, but she couldn’t stop.

      Could she ever stop? She didn’t know. But even in those few hours of sleep every day, she’d have nightmares of that night, of her people ripping her out of her tent and burning her, and of what it must have been like for them when she…

      When she…

      Get down!

      Ukrah dropped to her belly without question, pressing herself flat to the sandy outcropping of rock she had been climbing. While they hadn’t found a cave like the first night, there had been an overhang close to the ground that had provided sufficient cover. It had only taken a bit of digging to make them a nice resting spot in the cooler sand beneath the arid top layer, but the rock she was against now had no such give.

      “What is it?” she asked, tilting her head to try to see where Tayir was.

      He wheeled down to her, ruffling his feathers again. There’s a caravan up ahead.

      “A caravan?” she asked curiously.

      Those long connections of wagons and horses were a mark of the inlanders and settled lands. They rarely came into the wastes before the awakening, but since then, their numbers had been increasing. But still… They never traveled so far in.

      Crawling forward on her hands and knees, she made it all the way to the edge of the outcropping and settled back down. Shading her eyes, she scanned the horizon, struggling with the weird border between day and night that always made shadows far too long and the sky a strange purple.

      Then she spotted them, seven wagons all in a line, but there was…something else.

      Behind each of them, there were anywhere from two to five people stumbling along, chained by their wrists and tethered to the wagons as they lazily rolled along. All the people looked burnt, thirsty, and hungry, their misery apparent even from where she was. As if that wasn’t enough, there were six riders apart from the wagon, with a couple of them also having one or two people chained in the same way to their saddle-horns.

      Slavers.

      Ukrah’s blood boiled in her veins. Although slavery was supposedly illegal in the settled lands, with their towering cities and supposed civility, it was no secret that they often whisked the wild folks of the wastes off to serve them. There were many horror stories of what they demanded, of their greed and insatiable tastes. From working their property to death in the mines, to devouring their very flesh, to…other, more terrible things that she didn’t even want to imagine.

      They’re taking them away, aren’t they?

      Ukrah nodded. “They’ll never know their home again.” It wasn’t right. Nothing about it was right! Her fists clenched against the rock and her breathing picked up. She should do something. She should—

      You know, I bet your tribe would never go to the civilized lands.

      “What?”

      That’s what you’ve been thinking the past few days, haven’t you? Where could you ever be safe? If you truly think that they’re hunting you, you know that they’re not going to stop until they find you. Unless…

      “Unless I go where even they wouldn’t go.”

      Yes, that’s the idea, isn’t it?

      Ukrah licked her lips, thinking. It wasn’t like she could just walk up and ask to be taken there. And it wouldn’t do to let them stumble upon her and capture her as well. They could sell her before they reached the civilized lands or kill her, use her body for food or hide. No, if she was going to use slavers as a means of transport, she needed to make sure that they needed to profit from her more than their lust for violence needed to be slaked.

      Reaching into her pack, she pulled out her knife and fiddled with it. There were at minimum thirteen slavers in the caravan, and likely more than that within the wagons where she couldn’t see. It wasn’t like she could confront them directly, but maybe… Maybe she could get ahead of them.

      Looking down the other side of the outcropping, she realized if she went westward, she could clamber down the opposite face without them seeing her, and there would be enough to hide behind until it grew into the deep dark that only the desert could get.

      Are you doing what I think you’re doing?

      “If you mean attempting to sneak up on that caravan and free as many prisoners as I can without getting caught, then yes.”

      He let out a series of chirps. Freeing them? Are you sure you have the time for that? Won’t that make them angry?

      “No. And even if it did, it wouldn’t matter.”

      Hah, I knew it.

      Tucking her knife back into her pack, she gave the bird a sharp look. “Knew what?”

      That you are going to save a lot of lives.

      She didn’t know what to say to that. So far, she hadn’t saved any lives. Just taken them. But if she managed to free some of the people below, well, that would certainly be a great way to make up for that.

      If there even was a way to make up for taking another’s life.
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      It was dark, the night as black as tar with only the hundreds of stars above for illumination. But instead of the haunting quiet that often came out on the flat expanses of sand between stony canyons and swells, the air was filled with the clamor of the slavers.

      Maybe it was because all her attention was honed on them, but the inlanders’ noise stuck out so unnaturally compared to the usual sounds of the desert. They were loud and their language was so halting in her ears. She was familiar with what they called the “common tongue” but not enough to know all of what they were saying. Random words stood out to her, but little else other than that because of their thick accents.

      She pressed herself solidly into the rock she was crouched behind, peeking out again to look over the entire group.

      Two of the slavers were moving in a lazy sort of watch pattern. It was clear that they thought no one would attack them. And they were right for the most part. Her tribe had always taught her that the caravans were to be left completely alone, and that facing one could bring their entire horde to the wastes. While the separate kingdoms didn’t seem to get along much, nothing could unify them faster than a common enemy. And they definitely would interpret wild folk freeing other wild folks that they kidnapped for profit as the enemy.

      A good number of the slaves had been removed from their original positions, and instead were chained together with two of them bound to the last wagon. They were all huddled together, mostly drenched in shadow on the very periphery of the light. It would only take a single hungry, large animal to put a good dent into their merchandise, so she guessed there was someone in the wagon that she couldn’t see watching over them.

      Unfortunately, not all the captured were there. As she watched, she saw an older man kneeling in front of the fire, tending to whatever was roasting in a large pot hanging from the spit. There was another tending to the horses, his ankles heavy with manacles that had such a short chain between them, he could barely walk. There was another young woman in the lap of the slaver, looking hollow as he played with her hair while laughing and talking in that strange language of his. Another woman, slightly older, maybe the age Ukrah’s mother had been when she’d had her, sat a little farther away and was speaking softly, too softly for Ukrah to hear. A translator? No, that seemed unlikely. The slavers wouldn’t care what their ill-gotten victims had to say.

      A storyteller then. Her village had had one, long ago before he had moved on. A storyteller learned both news and legends, in multiple languages, then traveled across the wastes to entertain and inform. Being visited by one was an incredible treat, and they were treated like chiefs and matriarchs during their entire stay.

      Ukrah remembered the man that had come to them years before. He’d been incredibly tall and thin, almost like a skeleton, but his skin had been a deep, umber red. He’d told legends of how their world was formed, and the ancient spirits that had fueled it. About the birth of the dragons, and the first daughter of dragon’s blood. In his stories, those with dragon’s blood in them could tap into the magic of their world, wield it with the blessings of the ancient spirits. But later, Mother Vyana had explained that those were just old, old stories and the people manifesting strange and frightening abilities was the corruption trying to sink back into the world after finally being shaken off.

      But the storyteller had talked about that too. About a short, god-woman with strange eyes and white hair from the civilized lands. How she was connected to the old spirits and the new, and the great evil that had befallen them all at once. How she had fought for them, given up her first love, and returned their world to its natural state.

      Ukrah remembered that she had desperately wanted to meet this impressive woman—who cast impossible spells with the blessings of the old spirits and the new gods, who defied all the rules to do what was right—but as she watched one of the slavers box the ears of the very young man with chains around his wrist after his hands had shaken while handing over a waterskin, she found herself doubting that anyone like that even existed.

      The boy let out a yelp, but that just made him get hit again, and soon the whole crowd was jeering and laughing like it was just the most entertaining thing. It drew all their attention, and she saw one of the slavers move to peer out of the wagon the captured were chained to, but it made her heart ache because she couldn’t save him. She was going to free each and every slave attached to the wagon, but she could do nothing for the five in the inner circle of slavers. Or any that might have been taken elsewhere.

      At least…not right away.

      That thought gave her comfort, and she took her opportunity to slip deeper into the darkness around the camp. Using its flickering light as a guide, she made it all the way to the side of the wagon where the slaves were chained.

      They didn’t see her at first, which was good. She didn’t want any of them accidentally giving her away. The man who was guarding them was no longer at his post, and instead had moved to stand in the front of his wagon, chuckling lightly at the commotion in the center camp.

      No one was paying him any mind, and when things calmed down and he was gone, no doubt the slavers would just assume that he was still at his post. All she had to do was make sure he didn’t make a sound as she dealt with him.

      Tricky.

      The man was taller than her, and no doubt stronger, but she had surprise on her side. And the desert. While he was an interloper, a foreigner who came in and took without respect or humanity, she’d been born on the sands. She knew how to move on them, how to survive. To be silent. And while Ukrah had never been particularly agile or fast, she was very, very good at being quiet.

      Sliding silently across the sand, she stepped up into the back of the wagon. She made sure to use the wheel to swing herself up then in, knowing that the man would feel the dip if she stepped on the hinged gate the slaves were chained to.

      Once she had her feet under her, she crept along the side, putting her weight as close to where she noticed the wheel axles were as she could. That was the part least likely to creak, as it had the most support.

      As she moved, she saw more chains, manacles and other restraints just lying about, as if they were to be grabbed whenever, for convenience. The thought made her burn, and she carefully picked one up, hugging it to herself so it would make no noise.

      She moved carefully, patiently, coming up behind the man and raising her chain, a hand at either end. Then, as his mouth opened in a wide laugh, she jumped forward and brought it down in front of his face, jerking backward to catch the length in his teeth.

      He let out a startled yelp, but it was cut off for the most part. Tensing her muscles, she yanked him backward off his feet, hauling him into the covered part of the wagon.

      The man jerked violently, which made her lose her footing and they both toppled onto the floor of the wagon, but that worked for her. He was now on his back, trapped in her hold like the legendary turtle warriors a storyteller had once told of, back in her village.

      She moved the chain to his neck and pulled tight, making sure to put the pressure at the sides instead of the front. Too much pressure on the front of it could crush his esophagus and kill him. No, she just needed him to sleep, and the fastest way to do that was to make sure air couldn’t get to his brain.

      He elbowed her, hard and several times, but she didn’t let go. It didn’t take long for his thrashing to lessen, and then he went completely still.

      She shoved his body away with a grunt and got to her feet, then spat right on him. It was rare to waste water in that way, but he seemed worth it.

      She allowed herself another moment of loathing before kneeling again and patting down his body. He had to have a key on him. A guard always had a key.

      It wasn’t about his waist and didn’t seem to be in any sort of satchel, but finally, she found it in a little bundle attached to a necklace around his neck. Yanking it off him, she fished out two keys. She figured one was for the main chain connecting them to a hoop bolted to the wagon floor, and the other was probably for the manacles attaching all the captured folks.

      Allowing herself a single breath, she crept over to the back of the wagon.

      “Pssst!” she whispered, praying that none of them would startle. “Pssst!”

      One of them stirred and looked up to her hazily. His brows drew together in confusion before widening in shock.

      “Stay quiet,” she continued to whisper, holding up her key. “Wake them up.”

      He nodded and started doing just that, putting his hand over the mouth of the woman next to him. Of course, she jerked awake, but he just pointed to where Ukrah was crouched.

      It wasn’t as fast as she would have liked, but bit by bit, they all roused. Once everyone was awake, she tossed the manacle key to the nearest one then set about unlocking the padlocks that held their chains to the metal hoop on the floor of the wagon.

      It only took a few moments, and then she slipped from the wagon and into the herd. “Chances are they’ll notice we’re gone before we get far. We’ll leave on the blind side, using the wagons as cover. The slavers don’t understand the desert like we do, so your goal is to find hiding places they wouldn’t think of, not to outrun them. Remember, they may catch some of us, but they can’t catch all of us.

      “I’ll go due east with two others. Remember to be quiet above all else. Do not run until my signal.”

      “And just who are you?” one of the older men asked, almost a foot taller than her and covered in muscle. How they had gotten him captured, she didn’t want to know.

      “I’m the woman who’s saving you. So I need a little help in return.”

      “Help? How so.”

      “You don’t need to know. Now come on, stay low to the ground and use the sand to cushion your steps. We need at least some ground before they notice our absence.”

      “But what about the others?”

      That was from a younger girl. She was pale, her skin more like sand than tanned hides, and she had shoddy bandages over what looked like a very mean cut down one of her arms. Her eyes were beyond Ukrah, resting on the captured back in the circle of slavers.

      “I’ll have to save them later.”

      “Later?” the muscled man asked.

      “Like I said, nothing you need to know. Your only worry is getting out of here. Enough talking, let’s go.”

      No one had ever accused Ukrah of being overly polite, but she hadn’t planned for a full-on conversation with the folks she was saving. Pointing to a woman around her size and another one who looked like she might have been a warrior initiate from the tribes that stayed close to the marshes, she gestured for them to follow her.

      “You two, with me.”

      There was no more chatter and soon they were all stealing out into the night. Ukrah’s heart was thundering as they moved along as one, using the wagons for cover. It wasn’t until they were just reaching a line of several rising hills that she gestured for all of them to split up.

      The twenty or so scattered, some folks sticking together but most going their own direction. The two she had beckoned to come with her did so, and it was just when they crested the hill in front of them that they heard a series of alarmed shouts sound from far behind them.

      They knew.

      “Come on!” she hissed, breaking out into a run.

      The two of them were able to keep up with her easily. Ukrah had never really been built for speed, but endurance had always been her strong suit.

      Too bad endurance wasn’t going to do her any good in her plan. At least not yet.

      They hustled until they came to a bit of a gully, and then she jumped down.

      “You,” she said to the woman who was more her size. “Take off your clothes.”

      “What!?”

      “Shhh!” she hissed. “I’m giving you mine, and my pack. There’re some rations in it, a water skin, and a bedroll. It will help you on your way.”

      “But why?” the taller woman asked.

      “I need them to think I’m one of you.”

      The confusion was clear on their faces until understanding seemed to dawn on the woman whose clothes she needed. “You want them to capture you. And that’s how you’ll free the others later.”

      Well, there were a few steps she was missing, but close enough. “Yeah.”

      “Who are you?” the taller whispered, almost reverently.

      “No one you’ll ever see again. Now hurry!” Her hands went to her own tunic and she pulled it up over her head. It was worn, but it would help to keep the woman protected during the daylight and warm during the cold nights. Then her hand went to her leather breeches, which she loathed to give up considering she was only getting a tattered and torn woven dress in return.

      But a plan was a plan, and soon she was in the other woman’s clothes and the other woman was in hers.

      “Is there anything I should know about these slavers before you run?”

      The one in her clothes shook her head, but the taller one began to speak. “They are cruel, and much of the time they like to hurt us just for their entertainment. I don’t know much of their language, but I heard one of them say that it was almost time to start babying us. I think they do not want us to show up to their market half-dead.

      “Watch out for the tall one with an eyepatch. He is the cruelest of them. And the one with red hair… His hands wander. Keep your eyes down and never, ever look like you might be thinking. They hate that.”

      “What of weaknesses?”

      “They are prideful and think they know more than they do. But they have weapons and power on their side.”

      There was the sound of flapping wings and suddenly Tayir was landing on one of the small succulent bushes near them.

      They’re coming. You don’t have much time.

      “You must run now, and don’t look back. When you hear me scream, you must hide.”

      “And what if we do not hear you scream?”

      “Then either I am dead or you have gotten far enough to be safe. Either way, there will be nothing you can do for me, so do not look back.”

      “I will tell my people of you,” the rounder one said. “You are far too young to be making this sacrifice. Do not think I will ever forget this.”

      “It’s not a sacrifice, it’s a plan. Now go!”

      They gave her one last uncertain look, as if they were burning her into their minds, before running off. Looking around, Ukrah moved on to how she would set up her own capture.

      It was a risk, she knew that. There was no way to predict exactly how these slavers would react. They could kill her on sight. But she was dressed as one of their own, so she hoped that they would not realize she was the interloper who freed their fortunes but rather as a recovered valuable.

      There was only one way to find out.

      She was a bit too whole, healthy and unburnt, and upon closer inspection, they would certainly know that something was up. So she grabbed the closest small rock she could find and began to rub it briskly across her face, shoulders, and knuckles.

      It wasn’t exactly a pleasant feeling, but she kept on, knowing that abraded and irritated skin could imitate sunburn in the dark of night. Wandering a bit, she finally saw a spot that was pretty convincing to an accident that could foil her escape.

      There was a sharp rock sticking out of the ground, mostly hidden by the brambles beside it. It was easy to believe that she’d been running through the night and had gotten tripped up. Maybe hit her head when she fell? Yeah, and that would give her an excuse to just lie there.

      But…if she was going to play off hitting her head, she was going to have to hit her head. At least a little.

      She grimaced at the thought as she sat down in front of the rock. But if she wanted to atone, if she wanted to get to safety, if she wanted to escape the land where her own people ripped her from her tent and tried to burn her, then she had to do it.

      Corrupted. Hah! If she was one of those, she would just use her evil powers and wicked ways to burn the slavers where they stood. Turn all of them to ash. But when she reached inside for that same feeling she had before, there was nothing there. Not even a drop.

      So instead of total and utter revenge, she just took a deep breath, then hit herself in the forehead with the rock.

      Her vision swam and her ears rang. She was pretty sure her eyes crossed, and the rock fell from her hand into the sand. Well, that wouldn’t do at all. Grabbing it again, she laid down then rolled face down.

      It took a bit of wiggling to get herself to where she was comfortable, then she slid the rock under her head to rest against where she hit. It wasn’t exactly pleasant, but she would live.

      Hopefully.

      All she could do now was wait.

      That turned out to be much harder than she thought.

      It took them a while to find her, and she found her normally pretty abundant patience wearing thin. But eventually, she did hear them reach the edge of the gully and start to jump down.

      She forced herself to go completely limp, fighting her body’s natural reaction to tense. A few beats later, she heard a shout, and then footsteps rushing over to her.

      It would be so easy to stand up and fight them tooth and nail—probably dying in the process—but she forced herself to stick to the plan. When a hand reached under her to roughly turn her over, she didn’t fight it. She just let herself roll, eyelids fluttering.

      More shouts in their guttural language, then someone was hauling her up by the collar of her worn dress. A finger poked at the wound on her head, then she was flung over a shoulder.

      Well, she had done it. She had secured transportation to the civilized lands and partially atoned for…whatever had happened the night her village had attacked her.

      But as she bounced limply against the back of the slaver carrying her, she couldn’t help but wonder… What was next?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Lower than Scum

          

        

      

    

    
      She was flying again, the wind in her face and the fresh dampness of a cloud against her cheeks. It was freeing in a way she had never imagined.

      Looking down, she saw the rippling scales of a dragon beneath her, so large and powerful that her legs were spread wide just trying to straddle it. Its wings stretched out impossibly far, the shadow below spanning entire lengths of dunes.

      She let out a happy cry, feeling a strange sort of joy bubble up within her as she watched them rush over the land. On the back of a dragon, she was far away from everything. Nothing could touch her, not even the ghosts of her village.

      The land below them fell off, and they were suddenly over water. So much water. She’d never seen so much in her entire life. Was this the ocean that the storyteller had described? It had to be. But as they flew over it, the shadow of her mount seemed to grow, and grow, until it darkened the entire expanse below.

      She grew cold, and she realized that they were flying higher. But the more they rose, the bigger the shadow of her dragon grew, until it covered the entire continent below her, stretching far beyond her vision. A sense of foreboding filled her, but before she could even guess what that meant, the entire world cracked in two.

      She screamed, but the sound was stolen from her throat. Fire flooded the land, scorching it, but at the center of it all was a single form.

      It was difficult to see at first, so Ukrah pressed down on the back of her dragon. Somehow, he knew that meant to dip down, and they slowly drew closer to the crack in the earth.

      Finally, she could make it out. But it wasn’t a thing at all, it was a woman. A woman in the center of it, with fire pouring out of her.

      She was smaller than Ukrah, smaller than anyone with that kind of power had any right to be, with bone-white hair. For a moment, she was sure that the woman was evil—she was burning the whole world after all—but then the fire faded, and green began to burst across the ground in a wave.

      Flowers, trees, rivers… It was beautiful, lush, rejuvenated. And then Ukrah suddenly understood what was happening and exactly who the figure was.

      She wasn’t destroying the land, she was fixing it. Burning away all that was wrong, and leaving only new, clean life. And she wasn’t just a woman.

      She was the God-Woman.

      Ukrah’s breath caught in her throat and she stared openly. It was quite a sight, the short woman and all the power pouring from her thick frame, and she was completely enraptured.

      Until, suddenly, the woman opened her eyes and Ukrah found herself staring at a very mismatched gaze.

      She jolted awake, her head throbbing and her tongue as dry as the sand of her home. Blinking blearily, the fog of sleep rolled from her mind and she took inventory of her surroundings.

      She was chained, ankles together, hands together, and another length leading from her wrists to her neck. She was laying on the unforgiving floor of a wagon, no blanket or anything else, and there were others with her.

      Looking around carefully, she saw there were two guards riding with them, weapons in hand. Well, that wasn’t good. It would be best if she stayed still for as long as she could, not waking up until they forced her to.

      But there were also eight other bodies by her count lying around her, most of them similarly chained from what she could see. That was three too many. Either there had been slaves in the inner circle she hadn’t seen, or some that she had freed had been recaptured. She wished she could get a clear view of all their faces, to see who was who, but she couldn’t rise. At least not yet.

      So, she found herself waiting again.

      Are you alive in there?

      She couldn’t answer, so she just tried to nod her head ever-so-slightly.

      Good. I’m perched on the bench with the driver out here. He’s been feeding me. Probably more than you can say for yourself.

      If it were a different situation, she would have said something saucy, but she couldn’t so she just laid there. She tried to appreciate the break for her sore, sore feet, but she couldn’t. Her mind was racing, and she wanted to know who was recaptured, if anyone. But they didn’t stop, didn’t offer them water, and just kept right on traveling.

      Fools, she could feel even through the canopy that it had to be close to midday. They needed to get their animals under cover and themselves under their canopies.

      But they didn’t, at least not for far longer than they should have. By the time they did slow to a stop, it was blistering in the tent and her head was fuzzy. Her mind kept going to her dream, and the God-Woman who had looked at her, really looked at her. It struck her down to her bones.

      Could… Could it be the woman was reaching out to her?

      That seemed impossible, but hadn’t Ukrah been about to die and something had intervened? What if…that was the God-Woman? What if she hadn’t killed anyone at all?

      Suddenly, she knew exactly what she had to do. She needed to get to the civilized lands and find the powerful hero. If anyone could help her, if anyone would know whether she was corrupted or how to atone, it was her.

      That was it. She had a plan. Well, another plan. Her first had been completed mostly successfully.

      When they eventually did stop moving, a slaver came in, shouting in that language of his.

      He says to sit up, all of you.

      She had a feeling that there were some extra words tacked onto that, but she didn’t ask. Instead, she noted the sounds he made and tried to make sure she would remember them later. Sitting up was a difficult task, all her muscles screaming from stiffness.

      Once she was upright, she could see that two of the captured did indeed look slightly familiar. Also, they were both beaten pretty severely, their eyes barely able to open, clear signs of struggle across their bodies. One of them looked at her but said nothing, for which she was grateful. She didn’t think they would betray her to the slavers, but she also hadn’t thought her village would try to burn her to death in the middle of the night yet it had happened.

      One by one, the slaver unlocked the bolt attaching them to the floor before connecting it to the person next to them until they were all connected in their own little caravan.

      That took a fair amount of time, but they eventually were led out of the wagon and to a bit of an oasis. It was a smaller one, with only two palm trees and a small pool under an outcropping of rock, but it was something. It was clear that the slavers had already watered themselves and the horses, but she was just grateful they were getting water at all.

      As they trudged to the edge of the water, Ukrah looked around, trying to take in everything she could. The slavers were sitting in a circle again, but it was tighter, with much less laughter. It was clear they were very much on edge from losing over a dozen of their wares, but she certainly didn’t feel bad for them.

      One of the guards working with them snarled something at her, causing her to look up to him. She realized she should have been scared, but she just blinked absently at him. Her mother had always told her she had a bit of a stone face.

      He’s asking you what you’re looking for.

      She didn’t know how to respond, so she just flicked her eyes to the ground and tried to look petrified. The thing was, she was scared, but she had long since learned from her hunting and scavenging that showing fear to a predator was the quickest way to get killed.

      It didn’t work, however, and she felt a hand grab her hair and yank her head back. She found herself looking up at the slaver’s face as he snarled several things to her.

      She didn’t need a translation to know what he was saying wasn’t nice.

      Cry.

      Her eyes slid to Tayir, who she could see perched on one of the palms. She furrowed her brows, the best she could do to communicate her question.

      Men like this are desperate to have power, because they know they are weak. You need to cry. Make him feel like he has control over you.

      Ukrah had never cried on command, and part of her wanted to refuse entirely, but she needed to be careful if she was going to get to the civilized lands in one piece. So, she reached down within her mind and pulled up the memory that she had been trying to suppress ever since it happened.

      The hands of her tribesmen on her as they wrenched her from her tent.

      The smell of burning as they lit the brambles below her.

      Her cries as she begged them to free her.

      Their impassive faces as they watched her die.

      It didn’t take long to feel her eyes water and soon tears were sliding down her cheeks. It didn’t feel good. Not even remotely. No catharsis, no release. Just misery.

      But that seemed to be enough for the slaver, because he laughed and threw her forward. She stumbled, but the way she was chained prevented her from falling. Instead, she just crashed into the back of the captured woman in front of her.

      “Are you alright, child?” she asked, and Ukrah realized that she had crashed into the storyteller.

      The slaver yelled at them again.

      He says you have nothing to talk about and to keep your mouths shut.

      Ukrah didn’t know how they were supposed to do that if she didn’t understand their language—they certainly didn’t know she had a translating bird—but she didn’t say anything back to the woman.

      Besides, soon her mouth was busy slurping down as much water as she could hold. She didn’t know when they would let them drink again and she also didn’t know when they would feed them, so it was best to drink until her belly was uncomfortably full. She knew there were other risks that came with ingesting so much water, but she would deal with that later.

      Assuming there was a later.

      She had hardly finished drinking when one of the guards came up and grabbed the older man who had cooked for them before, jerking the rest of the line. They unlocked him, then bullied him to their circle, where they had a built a fire and had a bag that she guessed was full of supplies for their meal.

      She watched as the man was forced to kneel in front of the bag, then he began pulling things out, carefully preparing them bit by bit. The slaves didn’t get long to watch him, however, as they were rounded up and put right back in the sweltering wagon.

      The protection from the sun was nice, but there was no air flow, no wind or breeze. It made it incredibly uncomfortable, but of course the slavers didn’t care about the comfort of their possessions. And it wasn’t very likely that they would get heat or sun sick. Not with water in their systems and their whole lives having been lived on the sands.

      But that didn’t mean it was comfortable.

      “So, who are you?” the storyteller asked finally, looking Ukrah up and down once they were all chained back to the floor of the wagon.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We know you’re not one of us. But you’re dressed in Mirabya’s clothing. And Ahrem over there said that you freed them all.”

      Their guard snarled so Ukrah just shrugged. “I’m no one.”

      “I don’t think that’s quite true.”

      “That’s—”

      Something cracked forward, and it felt like a knife had been dragged across her cheek before a loud crack filled the cabin. Ukrah sat there a moment, completely shocked, until she felt something warm run down her face.

      Reaching up, she felt a gash going from her temple to her nose, bleeding thickly down her cheek. Blinking, she looked at their guard to see a short whip in his hands.

      Anger bubbled up in her, hot and sticky. That familiar darkness started to bite at the edges of her mind, vicious and coiling.

      Hey! You can’t do that. Not if you want to get to the civilized lands.

      Ukrah’s eyelids fluttered and she took a deep breath. She couldn’t help the look she shot the slaver, however, and he just laughed at her.

      Fine. Let him think her anger was amusing. She would teach him. She would show him that trading in violence and human flesh would only end one way.

      But…not quite yet. She would have to bide her time, get to the settled lands and then…then she could free the rest of her people and make sure these men paid.

      She looked forward to it.
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      Bit by bit, Ukrah picked up information about the slavers and their kind.

      She listened, she watched, and she learned. Their words started to sound less like gibberish and more like recognizable noises. And then those noises grew to have meaning. By her count, it took them two solid weeks of riding before they entered the crest of mountains separating them from the civilized lands, and by then she had a solid grasp on several phrases and ideas.

      Much of what they said was still a mystery to her, but not nearly as much as before. But with Tayir and even the storyteller occasionally translating for her, she didn’t spend much time in the dark.

      But sometimes, the dark was preferable to what she saw.

      It was clear that a couple of the slavers had taken a shine to a few of the slaves and were angry that they had to give them up. Ukrah guessed that was mostly her own doing, as they were so low on wares that they couldn’t keep even one for themselves. It was mostly noticeable with the one girl she had seen in a slaver’s lap. Someone always seemed like they were trying to get their hands on her, or remove her from the chain line, but the leader of the group or one of his trusted men would find them and put a stop to that. As for the long-haired woman, she didn’t say anything. Ever. Ukrah wasn’t sure what happened to her, but she didn’t ask either. None of them did.

      There were some things that were better left unsaid.

      In addition to their words, she learned about so much more. That they specifically preyed on her people because civilized society didn’t really care about them. Sure, slavery was illegal, but not many were interested in investigating why a local lord had three dancers with golden skin and bruises around their wrists. Or why a fief had so many workers with almond eyes and lashes on their back, but not nearly enough buildings for all of them to live.

      The slavers chose those who would be the most vulnerable in their land, the disenfranchised, like widows and orphans and wounded warriors. People down on their luck, or lost, or without a tribe. They were predators, the same as any abomination or vile creature that had existed before the awakening.

      But even with all that, she couldn’t help the wonder she felt when they left the pass between the mountains and emerged into…something she could hardly describe.

      There wasn’t any sand. At all. And there were plants. So many plants, in all sorts of different shades of green. And that was just what she could see out of the front and back opening of the wagon.

      “Ah, we’re here,” the storyteller murmured.

      They really were.

      Even the air was different. Sure, it had been growing steadily cooler the closer they drew to the mountains that separated them from the civilized lands, but it still had that arid dryness that was synonymous with her home.

      But this was something else entirely. It was damp, but not in an unwelcome way, with the scent of something else under it. Was that… Was that dirt? She’d only smelled wet earth once, when a flash flood had burst through the normally cracked earth that stretched between the rockier parts of the desert and the rolling dunes. It had been confusing at the time, a completely foreign scent that made her head hurt, but it was completely different in this new land. Almost like a balm across her scorched senses.

      They didn’t drive on for much longer. Although her sense of time was skewed in the rattling wagon, she didn’t even have time to grow bored of the view before they came to a stop and someone was unchaining them from the ring in the floor.

      Their whole group was ordered out, which Ukrah was more than happy to comply with, scrambling as their guard tugged impatiently at their chains. But as soon as her bare feet touched the ground, she could only stand there as she took everything in.

      Her soles were resting on something green, soft, and a little itchy. It was cool against her skin, and when she shifted, it tickled.

      “They call that grass,” the storyteller said before she raised her chained hands to point to something. “And those are trees.”

      Ukrah drew her eyes away from the wonder below her feet to follow the woman’s fingers. There, she saw something truly magnificent.

      It was like a palm tree but thicker, and darker, without the segmented bits that she was used to. And it was tall, with a massive green canopy that was bigger than five palm trees all put together.

      Next to it there was another tree, with different colorings, different leaves, and even taller beside that was another three. In fact, they were completely surrounded by them.

      “What… What is this?” she murmured.

      “A forest. Makes sense to have their black market here.”

      “Enough of that noise! This way!”

      That was their guard, her mind translating his vicious barks, and he tugged them over to what she believed was called a shack. She’d never seen one before, as wood was far too precious in the desert to make whole buildings out of it, but it was easy enough to guess its purpose by the shape and things around it.

      Her eyes finally pulled away from the grass and the trees and everything else, and she noticed the shack wasn’t the only building. No, there were two long ones, both made of so much wood it was mind-boggling, and several small ones, as well as one that looked like a house for the horses.

      Quite the setup they have here, Tayir said absently, settling on a low bush a bit away from them.

      “Huh, the bird followed us,” their guard murmured. He said a few other things that she didn’t understand before she caught onto more language she knew. “…must like the food.”

      They were all jerked forward again and finally led into the shack. Despite all the windows in the building, it was surprisingly dark, and there was a fire roaring in a recessed square of stone against one of the walls.

      The guard greeted the two older men who were already sitting there. Ukrah recognized that they were wearing fine clothes for settled lands, but she couldn’t help but think that they looked absolutely ridiculous. So much of them was covered, and they looked like they had nearly a dozen layers on, all of woven cloth and none of animal hide. They were overly colorful, ornate, and all in all seemed like a nuisance to her.

      One of the men said something, his accent even thicker than everyone else’s, and she couldn’t understand a word of it. She found herself growing frustrated. She hated not knowing even simple things that were being said. It made her feel powerless. Stupid. And she was many things, but she was not stupid.

      “…not many here. What happened?”

      The door swung open and the man she recognized as the leader stepped in. “Sickness,” he answered, voice low. Another phrase she didn’t understand. “…swept through them. We had to burn the bodies.”

      The less-accented older man replied, his tone sounding skeptical, but then the guard was speaking as well.

      “Alright, well, even the best have bad luck, I suppose.” The older man looked them over, and she saw a strange sort of coldness in his piercing gaze. Almost inhuman.

      Cruel.

      “Well, let’s look over what you’ve brought us, shall we?” He walked to the end of the chain line, looking at the recaptured man named Kamuzu. The young man had healed largely from his beating upon recapture, but one of his eyes still had a yellowish bruise under it and the upper part of his lip was slightly puffy.

      “Was this because of that sickness?” The man chuckled lightly, making it clear that he still wasn’t buying the lead slaver’s story, but he didn’t press it any further.

      But then, suddenly, the older man was speaking in Ukrah’s language. Well, not her exact dialect, but it was close enough to the general desert slang language that most sand traders used.

      “You, do you have any skills?”

      “I will never serve—” Quick as a whip, the older man flicked a dagger seemingly out of nowhere and slid the blade right between the man’s teeth. Ukrah jumped, fearing the worst, but was relieved when there was no blood.

      So a warning then. She supposed that was better than the alternative. Kamuzu’s eyes were wide and his face ashen, his tall frame pulled down as the man gripped his collar. After a few tense moments, the man removed the knife and smile beatifically.

      “I realize you’re all new here, so let me explain one thing. There are all sorts of things my customers might need from you, and very few of them require a tongue. A few of them even prefer if you don’t have one at all. So if you want to keep it, I advise you don’t use it foolishly. Now, I’ll ask one more time, young man, do you have any skills?”

      “I was a healer’s apprentice,” he said hurriedly, a little color returning to his cheeks. “I helped bandage wounds and learned how to set bones.”

      “Now isn’t that something useful! You’ll probably land a nice, cushioned spot.” He looked to the other older man, the one with the thicker accent, and switched back to his own language.

      He says to write down to add another five gold pieces to his price.

      “Is that a lot?” Ukrah whispered.

      That, however, turned out to be a mistake, and the man’s gaze honed in on her. Once more, her language fell from his lips as he approached her.

      “You understand common tongue?”

      “It’s not common where I’m from,” she answered quietly, kicking herself internally. She had just seen what happened when someone mouthed off to the knife-wielding man, but she couldn’t help herself, could she?

      But thankfully, he laughed at that. Standing in front of her, he wasn’t that much taller than her, or even more broad. If she rushed him, maybe she could surprise him. Take him down. But then there was the other older man, and the guard and the lead slaver. They’d kill her before she could free a single soul beside her. And if she was dead, she couldn’t atone.

      “No, I imagine not.” He looked over her, then ran a hand over her braid before his fingers went to the hinge of her jaw, putting enough pressure to tell her that he wanted her to open her mouth.

      She did, and he peered into it like there was something fascinating there and nodded. Once more, he reverted to common tongue. “This one seems in better condition than the others. Is there a story there?”

      The lead slaver said something she couldn’t understand, something about being, uh, rotted? …no, that wasn’t right. Spoiled? What did that mean? She wasn’t sure, and she saw an opportunity.

      The best way to survive was if they thought she was weak and stupid. An enemy who underestimated her was the best kind of enemy to have.

      “I’m fourteen great heats, almost fifteen,” she said quickly.

      “Ah, the powers of youth.” He patted her cheek and let her go. “You’re not a beauty but pleasing enough to look at. Any skills?”

      “Hunting, tracking, scavenging.”

      He frowned. “Not much demand for that from most of our customers. Can you cook?” She shook her head. “Sew?”

      “Only light repair work.”

      She could tell he was growing more and more displeased by the second so she quickly thought of something that might make him think her even more pathetic.

      “I’m good with children,” she said quickly. “I used to watch them a lot, when I was gathering with the other minders.”

      “Ah. A nursemaid. Now that’s something I can work with.” He looked back to the thick accented man. “And you understand some common tongue. Where did you learn it?”

      “From the men who took me,” she answered honestly.

      His eyebrows raised and he looked to the slaver past her, saying something.

      He wants to know how long they had you. The slaver says a month. A month is one of your moons.

      She nodded ever-so-slightly.

      “That’s…impressive. You’re a smart one, aren’t you?”

      Drat. No, that wasn’t what she wanted. She needed him to think she was stupid, weak, and scared. Or…at least the first two. “If I was smart, I wouldn’t have been taken.”

      He laughed again. “I’ll keep my eye on you. I see you selling quickly, but if you don’t, you could be plenty useful around here.” He said that as if it was a good thing, and she felt nauseous. She didn’t want to be useful to these people.

      And as if that was all that needed to be said, he moved right on to the young woman next to Ukrah.

      “My, aren’t you a pretty one?” Her long, wavy hair was loose around her head and fell all the way down her back. She had amber-colored strands with streaks of honeyed gold through them from the sun, and he wrapped them around his fingers. “Green eyes on someone from the sands. You don’t see that often. Tell me, do you have any skills besides being a pretty face?”

      She didn’t say anything, just looking dolefully at him, and he grabbed her face. Ukrah had the feeling that was his go-to move when he felt someone wasn’t submitting properly, and it took quite a lot of willpower for her not to lunge at him.

      If she wanted to free everyone, she needed to bide her time. And unfortunately, that meant letting uncomfortable things happen.

      “She can’t speak,” the lead slaver said. “Not a sound.”

      “A silent slave? There are plenty who would see that as appealing. We’ll charge double. Tell me, woman, can you dance? Nod for me.”

      Slowly, she nodded, a resigned sort of terror on her face. It was the same one she had seen on the woman’s face that first night.

      “Did you all do this to her or did she come this way?”

      “She came like that. Her sister said that she hadn’t said a word since their parents were killed in front of them by those abominations.”

      “Ugh, I’ll never miss those creatures. Even if that woman who killed them all is a pain in my—”

      “Dragons!”

      The call came from outside and their captors let out shouts that could only be curses.

      They’re yelling to make sure that all of your kind are hidden. There’s a patrol flying overhead.

      She wanted to ask more. What patrol? What were they looking for? But she knew she couldn’t say anything. Not without drawing attention that she didn’t want.

      So instead, she shifted slightly forward, as much as her chains would allow, and craned her neck to try to look out the window.

      She could only see a small section of the sky above, blue and beautiful in a way she wasn’t used to. She didn’t understand how the sun was softer, cooler in the strange land, but it was. Maybe all those clouds? They were so big and fluffy.

      But as she stared at those particularly lush white things, they were suddenly cut through by several shapes, and for the first time, she saw a pod of dragons all flying together.

      They were beautiful.

      She stared, with an open mouth, as three of them cut across the sky, each a different color. One was emerald, with scales shimmering so bright that she had to squint, while another was a near-blinding copper. And the third… The third was a burning scarlet, well and truly massive.

      Their wings stretched wide, casting shadows across the ground. Their bellies, covered with longer, thicker, and paler scales than the rest of their bodies, rippled with powerful muscles. She wished she could reach out and touch them, let her fingers run across their sides until they were well and truly abraded from their scales.

      And then, just as suddenly as they appeared, they were gone. Disappearing out of her sight, and the faces all relaxed around her.

      “One of these days, they’re going to give us trouble. We really need a man on the inside.”

      “We had one, but you know what happened after the lord’s house crumbled. Everything was turned inside-out, and now that witch is running most of the things in Rothaiche M’or.”

      That name! She knew that name! It was the city where dragons were raised. Where the God-Woman was from. That was where she had to go.

      You caught all that, didn’t you? I can tell by your face. You are a fast learner.

      Ukrah didn’t say anything, because she couldn’t. But in her mind, she agreed. She was a fast learner, and she would need every single bit of speed she could muster to make sure that she escaped these people before they sold her into who knew what. And saved the rest of her people who had been captured.
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      Bored was not a state of being that Ukrah was used to, and yet, she often found herself feeling that way as four days passed in the camp.

      The first day hadn’t been like that at all, of course. In fact, it had been quite nerve-wracking. They separated the men from the women and forced them to bathe in the small pond then change their clothes. They weren’t given nice, new hides or anything like that, but rather clothing of their own kind. The storyteller told her that they were called shifts for the women and a blouse and breeches for the men, and to be grateful they got clothing at all.

      Apparently, they had been captured by one of the more sophisticated groups. One that prided itself on top quality ‘merchandise.’ She supposed that was some sort of luck, but it was hard to feel that way once they were corralled into a building that the storyteller called a ‘barn’ and put into large cages. There were maybe thirty of them in total, locked in groups of seven or so. They split Ukrah up from most of the others in her chain-group, but the mute girl remained with her.

      Not that she was much conversation.

      Ukrah tried to talk to the others, the ones who had already been there, and occasionally they would answer. But mostly, they just shook their heads and cowered in fear as guards patrolled the hall.

      But still, she stored up all those answers and continued watching. Learning. She found out who were the impatient slavers, the ones more prone to violence, and the ones who shirked the rules and still tried to come and ‘visit’ any slaves they became partial to, only to be caught by guards.

      There was one in particular, a stubborn one, that was all too familiar to her. He was the same one who had the mute woman in his lap when she had first stumbled upon them, and he did seem to have quite the obsession.

      So it was on him that she built her plan.

      If she wanted to free everyone, or at least a majority, she had to wait until they united the men and women together. And they wouldn’t do that until the auction. So, there were two things she needed to arrange in order to make sure that her ludicrous plan could work.

      One: that she went first in the auction.

      Two: that she had all the other captured folks unlocked from their chains and ready to bolt.

      Neither of those were exactly easy to do, and she spent most of her time pacing.

      Wouldn’t it be useful to be able to suddenly turn all her enemies to ash? She certainly thought as much. The more time that passed, the more and more she doubted that she had anything to do with what had happened at all. The flames must have made her pass out and then…something had come and taken all those people away and freed her.

      It didn’t make sense, but she found most things about her situation didn’t whenever she tried to think it over again.

      What are you thinking?

      Ukrah shook her head. She couldn’t say, not with the guards so close. There was no telling who spoke her language, and she wasn’t going to risk anything.

      Write in the dirt. I know some of these cretins can understand you, but I doubt any of the grunts can read it.

      She looked around furtively at the prisoners around her. Most of them were sleeping, with only the mute woman and an older woman sitting up. The older woman was steadily sewing something, but the mute just stared in that empty way of hers.

      So…no one who was a direct threat.

      Carefully, she bent down, angling herself so that Tayir could see what she was writing, but she would have time to rub it away if a guard got too suspicious.

      Need key to chains and doors. Also, be first up at auction, she wrote slowly. She had never been that talented at inscription, so her writing was shaky and missing a few words, but it seemed to get the point across.

      The man who runs most of this show keeps the cell keys in that shack of his. It would be easy enough for me to filch. Everyone likes me here. But the ones to the chains are…more elusive. I’m not sure who has them, or even what they look like.

      And being first at auction? That sounds impossible to plan.

      It certainly did, but she had been turning that over in her head several times. Everyone gets a number. If there’s a distraction, I can switch numbers.

      What if it’s a man? I think the guard will notice that the slave he’s escorting suddenly became a little girl.

      I’m no little, she scribbled.

      Not little, he corrected. And yes, you are. You’re a seedling, just learning who you are and the possibilities of everything that you can become.

      Ukrah rolled her eyes. She didn’t have time for the strange things Tayir would sometimes say. Just create a distraction. I will do the rest.

      Another slave had told her that the other long, long building was where rich, civilized people came to buy their workers. It was kept empty most of the time, which worked perfectly fine for her.

      Alright, that sounds like it could possibly work. But what of the chain key? How will we find that?

      There was a soft noise, and someone crouched down beside her. Jerking to the side, Ukrah looked over to see the mute woman kneeling next to her. They shared a long look before the woman reached down, her slender finger drawing familiar characters in the dirt.

      You save others.

      Ukrah had always been better at reading than writing, but it was clear that the woman’s grasp of it was even weaker than hers.

      You let them take you.

      Ukrah studied her for a moment, taking in everything she could. For the first time since she had first seen the woman, she looked alive.

      Yes.

      Why?

      Long story.

      The woman frowned, looking Ukrah over again before nodding. Wiping away what they had hastily scrawled, she continued.

      You free all?

      Ukrah nodded. That’s my plan.

      I help.

      Are you sure? Dangerous. Risky.

      I sure. Everyone think I no harm, but I have much. I just wait.

      For me?

      For something. I see you. You watch them like me. You play dumb. I play empty.

      Of course. That made sense. The wilds were lands of survival. One didn’t live to be an almost full-grown adult by being catatonic. And survival wasn’t always about being the strongest or smartest or fastest. Sometimes it was playing to one’s strengths.

      And sometimes the greatest strength could be an unassuming appearance.

      I think you could help, Ukrah wrote.

      Yes. We do this.

      Ukrah nodded. Together. But need more help.

      We get it. Tell me what you need.
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        * * *

      

      They had to wait until night.

      Not because they needed darkness, but because that was when the slaver who was obsessed with the mute woman—whose name, Ukrah learned, was Bast—would inevitably show up.

      He was almost always rebuffed by the guards at the door, but the captured in the cage right by them chose that time to get into a multi-woman fight.

      It was enough to distract them, and sure enough, the man came slipping in right after, hurrying down the hall. He actually made it to the door of their cage for once, and he looked at Bast like he was seeing the moon.

      “There you are, pretty thing. Did you miss me?”

      Unlike every other time, when Bast would just sit there and stare emptily, she stood. Shuffling all the way to the bars, she didn’t stop until she could slip her hand through and caress his chest.

      The man looked surprised, as anyone would be, and a wide grin broke out across his face.

      “You really did, didn’t you? Miss all those treats I used to sneak you for being such a good girl for me?”

      Ukrah kept her head down, watching out of the corner of her eye as Bast’s hand fisted in his shirt and she jerked him forward, pressing her lips to his.

      It wasn’t a pleasant sort of kiss. It was heated and intense and all sorts of things that made her uncomfortable, but it was quickly ended as a guard yanked the slaver back violently.

      A dozen or so things all happened at once. Bast whirled around, her hands going to her mouth as if horrified at what she had done, and more guards came racing forward, yelling at the slaver and trying to get a hand on him.

      The slaver, to his credit, was doing a good job of trying to fight them. Screaming something about deserving, and his property, but most of it was so angry and accented that Ukrah couldn’t catch it. But she didn’t need to, because once they dragged him out, the sounds of a body being beaten and his anguished cries soon filled the night.

      Thankfully, as she expected, once the guards returned to their posts, they didn’t punish the slaves. They didn’t put together that the first cell had been working with Bast and Ukrah, just as she had intended. That was one of the many benefits of being underestimated.

      But it wasn’t until the deep, deep, deep dead of the night that Ukrah turned to Bast and wrote in the dirt.

      You find?

      She smiled, a wide, wolfish smile before she opened her teeth. Her tongue came out, and sitting on it was a long, bronze key. Removing it from her mouth, she dug a small hole against the wall and buried it before turning back to Ukrah.

      I find.
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      On the sixth day, everything changed.

      Sure, it had been nerve-wracking to have the key hidden in their tiny cell with them, but none of the guards seemed to have any clue that it was missing. Just like she had guessed, multiple slavers had keys that worked on all the collars and manacles. It was the only way they would be able to manage them. It also didn’t bode well for the slaver Bast had stolen it from, since he obviously hadn’t told anyone of his missing key, but she couldn’t find it in herself to be upset about it.

      It was comforting, almost, having the first step of her plan in their possession, but that sense of assurance quickly disappeared as their stables were swamped with nearly a dozen different guards, all shouting and banging on the bars.

      They were all roused early, given food and water and combs to run through their hair. And rags to wash, although they were mostly only good for wiping their faces. Ukrah realized that it was time.

      The auction day had come.

      She looked to Tayir and he nodded, flying off to do his part. She hoped that he was quick enough, because she needed the key before the guards started to take the first in line.

      Bast was already moving, digging up the key, wiping it off, and popping it into her mouth. Since no one ever expected the mute woman to speak, it was incredibly unlikely that anyone would make her open her mouth.

      She hoped.

      Her stomach twisted as one by one, the slavers opened the cell doors and pulled the captured out, lining them all up and chaining them together in the familiar line. That took a bit of time all on its own, and by the time they were all lined up, there was plenty of chatter and noise drifting in from outside.

      That meant the buyers had arrived. A lot of them. That didn’t matter to her, however, because she wasn’t going to have to deal with them.

      At least not if everything went according to plan.

      And where was Tayir?!

      “Are we ready for the first one yet?” a guard toward the front of the line said, leaning outside the door.

      There was a response that she didn’t catch, but the man stepped back in, going straight for the woman who was trying to press herself into the cell door, her face turned away from him.

      “Come on. Don’t make this difficult. I’d hate to bang you up right before you’re put on display.”

      No, no, no. He couldn’t reach her. If he did… Well, it would ruin Ukrah’s plan to save everyone. And she had to save them. She couldn’t let a single soul be doomed to these people and their greed.

      The guard reached for the woman and suddenly there was an ungodly chorus of shrieks. Without warning, dozens of birds flew in, surrounding the guard and chirping madly as they swarmed him. Seconds later, other guards came running in and it was a real maelstrom.

      Wow, Tayir really knew how to make a distraction. Whipping to Bast, Ukrah held her hands out, and the woman quickly spat the key into them. It took a fair amount of frantic wiggling, but she unlocked herself and snuck up the side of the line, pressed between them and the wall. Once she reached the front, she unlocked the woman, shoved the key into her hands, then quickly closed the woman’s collar and restraints about herself.

      The woman gave her a quick nod then bolted back to where Ukrah had been with Bast. All of it took less than a couple of breaths, but her heart still felt like it was going to burst. Everything was going as planned.

      Except she still needed the cell key.

      The whirlwind of birds was still going strong, cawing and mobbing and drawing all the attention of the dozen or so guards. She didn’t see Tayir among any of them, however, and she was beginning to be worried.

      Incoming!

      She heard the slight flutter of wings and suddenly, the finch was swooping in, something shining in his feet. He dropped it and she caught it while he flew right out a window just as quickly as he had entered.

      Yes! The cell key! Exactly what she needed. Quickly, she turned around and handed it to the captured woman behind her. And then she handed it back, and it slowly made its way down to Bast’s mouth.

      Once all of that was done, the birds fell out as one, leaving the guards looking a bit shocked and bewildered.

      “You alright, Joath?” one of them asked the original guard—the one who had been about to take the first slave to the auction. But the man most certainly was not alright and only let out a little groan.

      His face was already swelling, pecked and clawed so much that he was practically colored in red. “By the dragons, we need to get him to Ruskein. Quick!”

      A guard on either side of him put his arms over their shoulders and led him out. There was another few moments of them talking in concern, trying to get their heads on straight, before another slaver came trotting up.

      “Hey, what’s the hold up? The auction is supposed to be starting.”

      “Sorry, we had a… Never mind. You wouldn’t believe it.” He said something else that she didn’t understand before coming over to her, unlocking her restraints, yanking her forward, then rechaining her wrist and legs together, only a foot or so of length between them. They shuffled forward, and she gave one last look over her shoulder to the other captured she was leaving behind.

      The plan was complicated. They had their part to play without her, and she had her part to play without them, but they both needed each other to succeed. She could only hope that everything continued to go well.

      After all, she’d had plenty of bad luck for her short lifetime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            For a Price

          

        

      

    

    
      Ukrah kept her head down, trying not to jinx her plan in any way. She’d never known such a short walk to feel so excruciatingly long, but it seemed as if years passed before they reached the end of the other long building and the guard rapped three times on the door.

      It opened, and she was unceremoniously handed over to someone else.

      “You’re late.”

      “Don’t even start.”

      And that was that. She was pulled inside, and the door was shut.

      “Come on. The customers are getting anxious.”

      Of course they were. But they were only going to grow more impatient if she had anything to say about it.

      She let him pull her along, taking her away from the door where another guard stood and down a long, narrow hall.

      As some of the other captured had told her, it was where they kept more of their redundant supplies—like chains, shovels, buckets, and the like. Nothing particularly useful to her plan, except for providing cover if someone came in suddenly.

      She waited until they were about halfway down the hall. She could hear the babble of too many people in one place up ahead and her mind supplied her with several uncomfortable images of exactly what it would be like to stand in front of them while they offered gold for her life.

      She shuddered.

      Come on now, girl. It’s now or never.

      A quick glance to the closest window confirmed that it was indeed Tayir speaking to her, watching with his alert little eyes. She gave him her standard slight nod then made herself trip, pitching forward so that the guard had to catch her and haul her to her feet.

      “Ah, come on now, idiot! We don’t have time for—”

      She used the position to her advantage—the man crouched over just enough for her to bring her knee up hard and fast right into his groin. He let out a sharp cry and pitched forward, allowing her to headbutt him right in the face.

      The conflicting blows had him falling backward and she jumped on top of him. He bucked a bit, but it was easy enough to get her chain over his neck, pressing it into the ground with her wrists as her knees squeezed his ribs.

      It was harder to control her pressure from the position she was in, and she knew she was pressing too much on the front of his neck. She knew slavers deserved to die, and some part of her wanted to punish him, but she couldn’t bring herself to crush his throat. So instead she released him, only to raise both hands and slam them down against his head.

      He groaned and went still, breath sluggish but there.

      You better hurry. It’ll only be a matter of time before they find him, and then the ruse is over.

      Ukrah nodded, then ran toward the window, diving out and landing in a jumbled heap.

      It would have been nice to break her fall, but she couldn’t do that the way she was bound. After she hit the grass, she laid there a moment, but then she forced herself to get up and sprint.

      What she had learned from watching these men who traded in lives and misery was that they would try their absolute hardest to do as little as possible all the time. If she guessed right, the guard who had escorted her to the auction house was taking as long as he could to wander back to his post.

      Sure enough, he was walking idly back, his sword drawn but hanging limply at his side.

      “Hey!” she called, making sure she didn’t startle him. It certainly wouldn’t do to be struck down after everything else had been going so well. “Guard! Guard!”

      He whirled around, weapon raised, his eyes going wide when he saw her.

      “What are you doing here?”

      She stopped and tried to look as upset as possible. “The… The man,” she sputtered in what little common tongue she knew. “He said I wrong one. I not to be first. The mute! He want her. Get them excite.”

      “Are you kidding me?” He groaned and she tensed, but he didn’t strike her, so he guessed he bought it. “Ridiculous. Like it matters one way or another. Come on, let’s fix this mess.”

      She nodded and rushed to stand beside him. Together, they walked toward the slave stables, a bit faster than he had been strolling before.

      But of course, once they reached them, there weren’t any guards outside.

      “What’s going on here?” the man said, more to himself than her, but she shrugged anyway. They walked into the building, only to see that all of the captured were no longer chained in a line, but back in their cells, not a guard in sight.

      “What the…” He let out several curses that she didn’t know, but their meaning was fairly clear. “Those lazy cads must have all gone off to eat or something. I can’t believe it.” He shoved Ukrah forward before walking all the way to her old cell, and he gestured for Bast to come forward. “You. Here.”

      She blinked at him, slowly shuffling forward. But instead of stopping in front of the door and waiting for him to unlock it, she just gripped the thing and pushed it open.

      The guard sputtered in total shock, raising his weapon, but Ukrah took that as her cue to grab his hair with both hands and slam his head into the bars in front of him.

      He groaned and slid to the ground. From there, the other slaves rushed out, attaching the chains that had once been on them to the guard and dragging him into the farthest cell. Once all that was done, they gathered around her, crouched low.

      “From here, our paths part. Everyone who knows how to ride a horse, make their way to the barns. Take a mount and ride back home as hard as you can. Those of you who don’t know how to ride, ask for a ride from one of your fellows, or flee as fast as you can.”

      “What if they come after us?”

      “With what?” Ukrah asked. “They have no horses and their ‘customers’ will cause enough commotion for all of us to have a good lead. Do not get recaptured. They will not be merciful.”

      You could always just let go of what’s inside of you. Punish them. They deserve it. Think of how many you’ll save if these men are never able to set their hands on another soul again.

      Ukrah ignored Tayir. She didn’t have some mystical power inside of her. If she did, she would have used it already. Whatever had happened that night in the desert hadn’t been because of her.

      “And what will you do?”

      “I have my own mission.”

      Bast reached over, caressing Ukrah’s face. With a shaking finger, she drew in the dirt.

      Be safe.

      Ukrah nodded. “I will. Now, go! As quickly and quietly as possible. Those going to the barn, follow me!”

      They took off, crouched low and running on their bare feet. They made almost no sound, and soon they were bursting into the barn, taking out the two meager guards who had been playing some sort of game with small squares of paper.

      Ukrah didn’t know how to ride a horse, but that wasn’t why she was there. No, she was looking for something that Mykir, the small boy who sometimes tended the horses, had spotted before she’d ever made it to their outpost.

      She found it up against the wall. It was a barrel set away from everything else, a red warning painted on its side. She didn’t need to read it to know what it was, however, because he had told her.

      An incendiary liquid made out of dragon spit or something or other. It was incredibly dangerous, and only there to destroy everything just in case the slavers were ever caught.

      Taking a deep breath, she kicked the whole thing over, watching as it spilled over the floor, spreading out slowly like the pulp from a cactus. She walked back in time with it, waiting until every last horse and captured was gone before grabbing one of torches burning at the entrance.

      With one last look at the place, she threw the flame at the liquid then ran as fast as she could.

      The only word that could describe what happened was chaos. Pure and utter chaos. People were already starting to run out, yelling and chasing after the dozen or so horses racing out, but that noise increased tenfold when the stable suddenly went up in explosive flames behind her.

      Ukrah was thrown forward, skidding to a stop in the grass, but she didn’t allow herself any time to recover. Forcing herself to her feet, she dove into the forest, running at full speed.

      Although she was once more reminded of how slow her legs moved compared to others, she quickly found out that fleeing through the trees was completely different than bolting over the desert. The ground was uneven in a way that often couldn’t be seen, thick growth and vegetation disguising slopes and dips. Roots also laid in wait, ready to trip up a panicked escapee.

      So she didn’t let herself panic. She kept cool and calm as she trotted forward, keeping her eyes alert at all time. She could still hear the noises of the camp behind her, and the crackling of a blaze for quite a long time.

      When I said you should turn them to ash, that was not what I meant.

      She couldn’t risk looking up to find the bird, it was too easy to trip or hurt herself. “Tayir! Are they chasing me?”

      No. There’s just confusion and shouting. The rich people are fleeing in droves. It seems they think that dragon riders found them. Ones they haven’t paid off. You’ve been running for quite a while now, though. I think it’s safe to stop.

      But it wasn’t. It wouldn’t be safe to stop until she couldn’t hear even the faintest whisper of the slavers. So, she kept running, forcing her feet to move constantly, even as the sun started to sink into twilight.

      Girl. You need water. Food. It’s safe. I promise you no one is coming after you right now.

      She slowed to a walk but didn’t stop. She knew the moment she did, she wouldn’t be able to start again.

      “I don’t have any supplies,” she rasped, breathing heavily. Normally that would only be an inconvenience, not a death sentence, but she didn’t know what plants were edible. Or poisonous. She didn’t know how to find water, or which animals to track. She didn’t even know what kind of predators were around. “I don’t—”

      The rest of her sentence cut off with a yelp, the ground below her suddenly giving way and sending her tumbling down a steep ravine. She tried to catch herself several times, grasping at roots and vines, but they barely slowed her.

      She hit a tree first, her leg slamming into it and spinning her around so that she was rolling sideways instead of sliding down horizontally. She had much less control that way, and soon her back crashed into a rock, knocking the breath from her and making her head spin.

      Ukrah bounced several more times, her limbs limp, until she finally came to a stop against the cold, wet earth.

      Girl! Girl! Are you alright!? Where did you go?

      She raised her head to tell him, but her head protested violently. With a shaky sort of gasp, she laid back in the earth and let herself slip away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Acclimation

          

        

      

    

    
      Girl!

      Girl!?

      Ukrah drifted in and out, feeling like her body was being carried on rolling dunes. She was cold, so cold. It had to be night, but she couldn’t bring herself to open her eyes and check.

      She was faintly aware that time was passing, and that things were crawling over her, and that she was hungry, thirsty, and she really needed to run again. The slavers were no doubt catching up to her, and she couldn’t stay wherever she was for long.

      But she lay there, and lay there, until finally the air began to warm, and the faintest bit of sunlight caressed her face.

      Her eyes fluttered, and suddenly she was very aware that there was a disgusting taste in her mouth. Groaning, she tried to push herself up, only to have the ground resist her movement, like it was suctioned to her. After a bit more force, she was able to raise herself up enough to pull free, and she realized that she was in very wet earth. So wet that it was almost like gruel, thick and grabby.

      Girl! Is that you?

      Groaning, Ukrah pushed herself up into a kneeling position, craning her neck to look up into the massive trees. Sure enough, there was a little desert finch there, fluttering its wings with what looked like worry.

      “I’m here.”

      Once more, she was reminded of the terrible taste in her mouth and she rummaged up the last of her saliva and spit it out. Sure enough, a large gob of the wet, wet earth came out.

      “Gross,” she muttered, wiping her mouth and seeing brown streak across her arm. Hazily, she looked around, trying to get her bearings.

      She was still in the woods, it seemed, and the trees were just as thick as they were before. The gully she was in wasn’t too deep, but it was enough that she would need something to climb on to get back up.

      She wasn’t too worried, however, because although the forest was different from the desert, she was fairly certain such a distinct cut of the land could only mean one thing.

      Water.

      Whenever there was a flood, it would carve channels of earth as its path. She was in one of those paths, and if she followed it long enough, she was sure to find a body of water eventually.

      Also… The whole waking up in wet earth thing indicated water was nearby.

      You are covered in mud and I can smell you, even from up here, Tayir said, following along above her. If those slavers have dogs, you’re going to be in trouble.

      “I know. That’s why we’re following this. There should be water, and I can bathe there.”

      I’m surprised you know what a bath is, considering the scarcity of water where you’re from.

      “We bathe!” she objected. Sure, it was rarely with water, but there were always flowers and the occasional oasis and underground springs. And when there wasn’t enough water, there were dust baths, and scrubs made of cacti pulp, or even the liquid within the large nuts that grew on some palms.

      Goodness, didn’t realize I poked a sensitive spot. Alright, I’ll fly ahead and see if I can find this body of water you say is here.

      “Thanks.”

      Her feet felt so heavy as she trudged along, and her head was beginning to swim. She really did need water and food soon after that. Maybe she could use Tayir as some sort of taste tester, but what if he was immune to something that she wasn’t?

      “Tell me,” she called. “Do demons have the same dietary restraints as humans or are you impervious to any poison?”

      I told you, I’m not a demon.

      “Well, you’re certainly not an actual bird.”

      Why can’t I be an actual bird?

      “Well, for one, you talk. Secondly, I’m pretty sure you commanded an entire flock of birds to distract and attack some guards.”

      Actually, I don’t believe there’s any proof that I was directly involved in th— Oh! I see the water you were speaking of now! My… That’s certainly a pretty sight.

      His words gave her hope and she increased her pace, going from a shuffle to practically walking. It didn’t take long for her to reach a point in the gully where two trees had fallen, leaving the massive logs blocking most of the path.

      It was quite a sight, the two massive pieces of woods with holes and parts of it rotted away, many signs of creatures living in and around it.

      Come on, girl. What are you waiting for?

      She ignored him, as she usually did when she was thinking, and finally she spotted a possible way to get up. Walking up to the closet log, she reached for one of the broken branches and hauled herself up.

      It was easier than she thought to scramble onto it, but she did have to move slowly to make sure her foot didn’t sink into soft, rotted wood. As long as she watched where she placed her bare feet, she felt fairly secure as she made it to where the two logs crossed, and from there was able to shimmy down to the ground.

      Turning, her jaw dropped. It was a pretty sight. A few feet away from her, the gully dropped off and widened into what she thought was called a creek. Or was it a pond? She’d heard both words from other captured but didn’t really know the difference. Either way, she could hear the water as it moved lazily along, short falls in the bed making small waterfalls, something she’d only seen twice in her life.

      “Wow,” she breathed, hurrying to the edge of the gully and then dropping right into the water.

      It was only to her waist, but it was plenty to cushion her landing. Laughing giddily, she splashed the water into her face, leaving her mouth open so she could swish it around and spit it out, clearing the last of the mud. Once she no longer tasted dirt, she walked forward a bit and then cupped more in her hands, bringing it up to her mouth.

      It was delicious. It took all her control not to gulp down more and more of the cool liquid. Too much all at once would make her sick, after all.

      There. You almost look alive now.

      “Do I?” she asked, reaching down to pull her shift up and over her head as she waded deeper. It seemed the deepest the creek went was just below her shoulders, but that was fine with her. She scrubbed her dress as best she could before exiting to hang it over a tree branch before returning to the water.

      Although she’d had a handful of chances in her life to swim and enjoy a good bit of water, it had never been anything like the creek she was in now. She lazily walked about its pebbled floor, letting her toes feel everything worn smooth beneath her. Then, she dipped herself under, holding her breath as she rolled around, flipped, and generally had fun. She obviously wasn’t the strongest of swimmers, but it didn’t matter because any time she panicked, she could just set her feet down.

      After a while, she learned how to lay back and just float, drifting around until she got too far from where she hung her dress, then she would stand up and splash back to her original spot.

      In the back of her mind, she knew that she couldn’t be too safe, and that she should keep moving so the slavers didn’t somehow catch up to her. But she figured Tayir would warn her if he spotted any of them from his post up in the trees, so maybe for the first time since before that night, she could just enjoy herself. Be a regular girl. Play. Have fun.

      Time slipped away from her, her hunger growing slowly, but she was mostly able to ignore it by drinking more water. It was tempting to think of what it would be like to stay there, in that little haven where there were no expectations or responsibilities. It wasn’t like her tribe or any other corruption hunters would find her all the way in the settled lands. And despite the beauty of the creek, she didn’t see a path, or even footsteps from where she was. She could be completely alone. Safe.

      But there was no atonement in safety.

      “Uh-uh, miss?!”

      That was common tongue!

      Ukrah’s heart shot into her throat and she jumped, a yelp coming out of her mouth. She whipped around, dropping into the water at the same time she raised her fists as if she was ready to fight.

      “Tayir!” she cried. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

      But the bird was nowhere in sight and didn’t answer. Eyes wide, she stared at the source of the noise—a tall, lanky boy who didn’t look like he could be much older than her. His thin arms were laden with a large amount of the woven fabric that the folks from the civilized lands seemed to like so much, and he was staring at her in shock.

      Well, perhaps staring was the wrong word. His eyes were wide and his face was red, but he was looking decidedly up at the sky, his whole head tilted back.

      “Stay back!” Ukrah cried in his language, unsure what to do. Her dress was so far away from her and far too close to him. She could run for it, but she didn’t like the idea of bolting through strange lands completely naked.

      The boy said something that she couldn’t understand, then something else. She wished that she had learned how to say she didn’t know common tongue very well, and she rooted around her mind for what she did know.

      “No speak,” she settled on finally.

      “No speak? Uh, okay.” To her surprise, the boy sank down to his knees, so that they were level, although his head was still tilted back and his gaze was off of her. He seemed to say something assuring, more to himself than her, before clearing his throat. “You okay?”

      Was she okay? Not particularly, but also, she was in pretty good sorts for someone who had run away from slavers after setting fire to their stable. Then again, she had several bumps and bruises from the fall. Maybe she looked a little worse off than she thought.

      But still, one didn’t go around telling strangers that they were weakened. She narrowed her eyes at the boy, but he was still staring upward. It would be so easy to rush him and incapacitate him. He had to know that, and yet he was baring his throat to her like she was a skittish animal.

      He didn’t seem harmful.

      But then again, neither did a poisoned flower or berry.

      Her stomach growled, and she decided to risk it. “Hungry.”

      “Hungry? Oh, right. I suppose that makes sense.” He reached toward his belt, still talking, and she jolted backward. But instead of a weapon, he pulled out what looked like…a piece of bark?

      “This food. Take.” He held it out to her, and she just looked at him. Did he think she was stupid? It took him a few beats to understand her hesitance, it seemed. “Oh, right. Uh… Here.” He set his load of fabric on the ground, feeling through it until he pulled out a particularly small and clean square. Setting it on top of the pile, he placed the piece of bark on it and slowly stood before backing away and turning around.

      …that was strange, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood, but she was far too hungry to turn down a scrap. Sloshing forward, she hustled to the pile only to see it wasn’t bark at all, but rather a thick and dark piece of jerky!

      Meat!

      Now that was something she hadn’t had since before the night she ran into the slaver caravan. Clenching it between her teeth, she darted over to her shift dress and yanked it over her head, before scurrying over to one of the larger boulders along the side of the creek and scrambling up.

      The boy said something again before slowly turning to face her. His expression was one of surprise at first, his eyes hastily scanning the horizon, but he looked amused when he spotted her.

      “You’re fast.”

      Not really.

      He continued to talk to her, his tone implying that he was asking her questions, but she didn’t catch most of them. He didn’t seem to mind her lack of answers as he unlaced his boots, then stepped in the water to wash the fabric he had brought.

      At first, she was tense as she listened, his words flowing over her as she ravenously chewed the jerky, but over time, she relaxed. Whoever this strange boy was, he seemed largely harmless. The only way he could hurt her was if he told someone where she was, and that would require him leaving first.

      His words were like a stream, constantly moving, and she began to pick out more phrases as he went along.

      “Usually I do this at…creek but there’s too many… So, I thought…never anyone here, ya know? Guess I…wrong about that. How’d ya get here anyway? This…pretty hidden…beat up there… Someone hurt you? You don’t look…around here.”

      It went on and on like that during his entire chore, but for some reason, she didn’t mind. After the insanity that had been her life, it was nice to have someone talk at her like it was a normal conversation on a normal day, even if she couldn’t understand most of it.

      When the boy finally finished his washing, he stood up and began to wring out the clothes, then tied a bit of rope that was attached to his belt between several trees. Methodically, he hung up every piece until they were all waving in the gentle breeze.

      When he was done, his gaze shifted to her. Ukrah could feel him studying her, and for the first time, she had a good look at him.

      He was certainly a strange soul. He was tall, or at least tall compared to how old he looked, and far too thin. Although he clearly wasn’t starving, it was also obvious that his body didn’t have nearly as much nourishment it wanted. Atop his head was shaggy, golden hair that looked like it couldn’t possibly be real. Ukrah had heard that the people in these lands had hair like the sun, but she’d never seen it in person before. It was lighter than the honeyed yellow of Bast’s tribe, even lighter than all the slavers. Unnerving.

      And below that golden hair sat one eye of brilliant green while the other was clouded and white, with no color or pupil that she could spot from where she was. It was even more unsettling than his hair, and she realized he very well could be blind in that eye.

      A thin, hungry, partially-blind boy alone in the woods, and he had still shared his food with her.

      “Still hungry?” he asked, squinting at her.

      She nodded, wondering if he would try to get her a piece of meat. But he didn’t. Instead, he just turned on his heel and marched into the woods.

      Well… That certainly wasn’t how she had expected that to go, but she stayed perched on her rock. Looking up to the sky, she wondered if she would see another dragon pass over. What would she do then? Would she wave for them? Ask for rescue and a quick ride to the God-Woman? Or would she hide? She knew from Tayir that there were a few dragon riders who were corrupt, even after the great purge of the awakening. And while none of them were on the new dragon council, that didn’t mean that even the lowest ranking of dragon riders couldn’t spirit her away without much protest.

      She was still deep in thought when there was a rustling sound from the edge of the trees near the creek. A moment later, the boy emerged from it again, his arms full of…things.

      “Look!” he called, coming close enough to where she could make out the individual things in his arm. Dropping it all on the ground, he sat cross-legged next to what looked like a whole lot of plants, before picking one up.

      It was something round and a deep blue, almost black.

      “These, safe to eat,” he said, picking one off the small branch and popping it into his mouth. She watched him chew, swallow, then open his mouth and stick out his tongue to show it was gone. “Good! Yummy. Very sweet.”

      “Name?” she asked, wondering what it was called.

      “Oh, right! I’m Crispin.”

      She blinked at him before understanding the miscommunication. “No. Not you. Food.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I suppose that makes more sense. Uh, these are wild berries.” He set them to the side then picked up a similar clump of them that were a pale, shimmering white. “These? Bad! Make you sick.” He pantomimed a dramatic gag then threw them back into the woods.

      Ukrah could only stare, completely surprised by the display. The boy was teaching her how to survive! But why? He didn’t know her, or why she was there, but he was going out of his way to help her!

      An actual piece of bark was up next. “Now this comes…willow tree. Those are the…” He made a gesture with his hand that reminded her of the bent-over boughs that hung like hair, nearly kissing the ground. “Good for tea. Soup. Medicine. You can…”

      One by one, he went through nearly a dozen things, telling her what was good and what would make her ill. By the time he finished, the sun had moved a considerable way across the sky.

      Standing up, he went to check on his clothes. They must have been dry because he started taking them down, not stopping until they were all folded in his grasp.

      “It’s not really safe out here,” he said, looking to her. “Wild animals and…shelter…have a place…go?”

      She just stared at him, her look expressing that she had no idea what he was asking, and he just sighed. Looking through what was in his hands, he pulled out one of the more worn rectangles of cloth and set it to the side.

      “For you. Make shelter. I come back tomorrow.”

      She blinked at him, unsure what to think of that, but he just nodded and headed off into the woods.

      She waited, and then waited some more, and then waited a bit longer before going down and retrieving the cloth. It wasn’t the thickest thing, but it was soft and clean, and she wrapped it around the thin, barely-there shift-dress she had on.

      Once she had that, she went over to his pile of safe foods and picked up one of the berries. Sure enough, it was sweet and delicious, and she found herself drooling far more than she had any right to. Quickly, she devoured more before deciding to gather materials for a fire.

      Part of her argued that she needed to leave, that she had been in one place for far too long, but another part wanted to stay. She liked the creek. It had a safe, magical feeling. She could set some larger sticks up against the rocks, then throw the fabric over them to make a shelter.

      And the boy had said he would return. Was that a threat, or a good thing? If she was smart, she would run as fast as she could. But something in her, something she couldn’t describe, wanted to trust him.

      Maybe… Maybe she was a little lonely.

      Besides, if he wasn’t going to betray her, maybe he could help her get to the God-Woman.

      She supposed she would have to take that chance.
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      Huh, I didn’t expect to find you still here.

      Ukrah awoke groggily, sitting up and crawling out of the little lean-to she had made. “Where were you?” she said accusingly.

      Hey. I’ll have you know that I was scouting the area, trying to find an escape path if we needed it. I thought I was going to have to search this whole woods for you, but you’re right here and… Where did you get that sheet?

      “Sheet? Is that what it’s called?”

      You’re not answering the question.

      “You’re a demon. Don’t you have some mystical knowledge about it?”

      I told you, I am not a demon.

      “Yeah, you did. And demons never lie.”

      You are far too young to be so suspicious.

      “My own people dragged me out of my tent in the dark of night and tried to burn me at the stake.”

      Alright. Point taken. But still, the sheet. What, did you find a homestead? Steal from them?

      “No. There was a boy. He, uh—”

      A boy? Well, that’s interesting. I haven’t seen any heavily traveled paths.

      “Yeah, I think he said that. It was hard to tell, ya know, because you weren’t here.”

      You know, if you drop the pointed tone, I just might lead you to the nice little cubby I found for you to run to if we need. She started to say something but was cut off as he continued. That boy of yours, was he a tall, skinny lad?

      “Yeah, why?”

      I can see him coming now. He’s pretty light on his feet for having such a heavy pack.

      A heavy pack? What? She rushed back to her rock, scrambling up just in time for the boy to emerge from the woods.

      He looked at her and smiled, waving like he had just spotted a close friend. Cheerful-sounding words poured from him, and she looked to Tayir expectantly.

      Oh, so what? I have to translate everything for you? You’d think you’d be a bit nicer to me then.

      “Tayir,” she hissed warningly.

      “Huh? No, it’s Crispin, remember?”

      Alright, fine. He said he’s happy to see you.

      Ukrah internalized that for a moment, turning the sounds over in her head. Slowly, she grumbled out a response. “I happy to see you also.”

      He beamed at her like she had just handed him solid gold. “Well, then you’re…my pack!”

      Another quick glance to Tayir brought a reluctant translation.

      He says that you’re going to be extra happy when you see what he brought you, then.

      She looked back to the boy to see that he was indeed pulling several things from the bag that had been on his back. She didn’t have names for them, but she could tell generally what they were—even if they were strange shapes or colors.

      Bread. Meat. Something she was pretty sure was called cheese. Plants. It was more than enough for a full meal—more than enough for a full day—and she couldn’t help but lick her lips.

      Once everything was out, he stood and walked away, giving the food considerable distance before sitting down again and pulling out more jerky for himself, which he immediately popped into his mouth.

      When he spoke again, it was around a mouth full of the dried meat and she had no hope of deciphering it.

      He wants to know how you slept.

      “Good,” she answered slowly.

      The boy nodded, and more words came from his still very-full mouth. He’s asking what your name is.

      “Ukrah,” she answered immediately, and the boy looked pleased that she understood him.

      “Urkuh?”

      She shook her head. “Oohck. Raa.”

      “Oh, Ukrah, I see. That’s pretty.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yeah, real pretty.” He kept right on chewing and talking, with Tayir only chiming in when he thought the boy said something important, which was rarely.

      He wants to know where you’re from.

      “Should I tell him?” she asked in her own language. Crispin looked confused for a moment, his eyes shuttling around as if he was trying to figure out exactly who she was talking to.

      I dunno. It’s up to you.

      It was up to her. Pretty much everything was. She no longer had her tribe, or their schedule, or the needs of the many to guide her. Only her mind and her heart. Ugh.

      “Wild wastes,” she said eventually.

      “What?! The wastes?” He scrunched up his nose and stared at her. “Uh… I’m…desert?”

      He says he guesses you’re from the desert part by the look of you and that he’s seen a couple of you and marshlanders in the past five years.

      She nodded.

      “Are…are you okay?”

      It was the second time he had asked that question, and she nodded again. He looked unsatisfied, and then there were more words.

      Goodness, he really can talk, can’t he. Hold on, he’s asking about a dozen questions all on top of each other.

      They both waited for Crispin to finish, and the boy was breathless when he finally fell quiet.

      Alright, he wants to know if you tried to come here, or if you were brought. And if someone hurt you. Did someone buy you? Are you running from them? Is that why you’re hiding? He wants to help you. Slavery is illegal and wrong, but the lord of his fief has a handful. He hates it. He says they have it worse than servants and serfs, and that’s not easy either.

      “You’re right, that is an awful lot.”

      “Sorry, I don’t understand,” Crispin said, once again thinking that she was talking to him.

      Tell me what you want to say and I’ll tell you how to say it.

      “Can’t you just talk to him?”

      Probably not. And even if I could, I don’t think it would be a good idea.

      “Alright, fine. I want to tell him that yes, slavers brought me here, and I managed to escape. That I need to get to the capital and meet the God-Woman.”

      The God-Woman?

      “Yeah, you know. The one who caused the awakening. Who banished the imposters and the Blight. Scrubbed the world.”

      Ah yes. Her. She’s in Rothaiche M’or. Listen closely, because this is how you say all that. Go slow.

      She did, needing Tayir to repeat a couple of things occasionally, but eventually, she got that all out. Crispin looked at her curiously, then at the area all around her.

      “Who are you talking to?” he asked finally.

      That she understood without Tayir.

      “No one.”

      He stood, shaking his head as he continued to look around. More words were coming out of his mouth, and Tayir picked up without her asking.

      He says yesterday you could barely understand him, but today you’re catching everything. He could tell you were faking then or now, so he wants to know what changed. You keep talking to someone, but there’s no one there that he can see.

      “Are you a witch?”

      That she understood, and she started at him. “W-witch?”

      “Yeah, witch. Would explain things.”

      That term would earn someone a death sentence back where she was from, but the boy seemed almost excited by the prospect.

      “…maybe?” she muttered, realizing that she wasn’t certain herself.

      She didn’t feel a lick of power like she had that night. No surge of inkiness within her, no boiling fire. She felt as normal as she had ever been.

      But she also regularly talked to a bird and had incredible luck that shouldn’t have been possible.

      He says no wonder you’re scared. It’s hard for magic folk in most of the world, but there’s a safe haven in Rothaiche M’or. You’ll need to get there, first, and it is very far. He can teach you what you need to survive, but it’ll take a few days. Apparently, he has a lot of work to do at the fief.

      “The fief?”

      “Yeah. Where I live.”

      He says he’s a servant there. Working off his mother’s debt so he can move on. His lord used to be quite wealthy, but the upset of things since the awakening has caused the family to lose much of their resources.

      It was all so much information that she tried to process it all as quickly as Tayir rattled it off to her.

      “You slave?” she said finally.

      “What? Slave? No! Servant. I serve the lord of the house.”

      “But you say you can’t leave. You must follow orders. You slave.”

      The boy seemed most uncomfortable by what she was saying. “Uh, not really, but let’s not argue.” Sitting back down, he gestured to the food. “You gonna eat or what?”

      Now that was certainly the question. She was fairly sure that the boy had more than proven that he wasn’t about to betray her. In fact, he seemed uncannily interested in aiding her. Clambering down the rock, she sat at the edge of the food and began to help herself.

      Once he was sure that she wasn’t going anywhere, Crispin started up again, telling her dutifully about Rothaiche M’or and witches and the path there. Ukrah listened, Tayir repeating everything, and bit by bit, she began to store more words in her head.

      Yet again, when the boy finally stopped and stood, the sun had moved well across the sky. She guessed that the slavers weren’t chasing her, because if they were, she would have had to run far away already. With a wave and a promise to return the next day with yet more food, he headed off into the wood.

      Odd boy, that one. He reminds me of someone.

      “Who?”

      Tayir flew down to her, perching on the same rock she had been sitting on.

      I can’t actually remember.
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      True to his word, Crispin came back the next day with even more washing to do. It truly was scorching, and Ukrah found herself wading in the water as he explained which roads were safe enough for her to travel as an unaccompanied, foreign woman and which ones she should avoid. He also taught her about their money, and how travel in general worked—their inns and their stables and the dangers that could lie in wait for someone unsuspecting.

      It was all so much more complicated than the wilds. Sure, some tribes’ laws could be confusing, or even conflict with her own people’s, but they all made a strange sort of sense. Not these. Most of them seemed random and largely arbitrary.

      When it was time for him to leave, he sifted through his washing again and handed her something else. She recognized it as something similar to the tops they had given the male captured, and although it was worn, she could tell that it was still fairly nice. He rattled off more again before waving.

      “See you tomorrow!”

      He came back the next day too, and the next, each time bringing her different food. Before she knew it, three more days had passed, and she was feeling more comfortable than she had in a long while. A weird thing to think, but it was utterly true. Even before that night, it had been summer, so water was even scarcer than usual. She hadn’t had much luck hunting or scavenging in the week beforehand, and neither had many others. She was used to going to bed hungry and thirsty then waking up even more so, not having food every day.

      But Crispin didn’t always have washing to do. Once, he brought several tools, as best she could call them, then sanded down, polished or repaired the handle depending on what it needed, all while talking to her and teaching her everything she needed to know. Another time, he brought several charred-looking pans that he proceeded to scour with gusto. But no matter what he was doing, he always talked to Ukrah.

      Between his constant stream of chatter and dramatic gestures, as well as Tayir’s constant translation, she began to pick up more and more of common tongue. She had a feeling in the back of her mind that she was learning more quickly than what was supposed to be possible, but she ignored it. She had other things to worry about. She’d learned many things very quickly after her mother died, after all.

      By the end of the third day, when she should have been long gone, Crispin stood and began to gather up his things.

      “I think, if you go tomorrow, you’ll make good time to Rothaiche M’or and miss the flooding season and the prime traveling season, which is when road bandits go wild.”

      She didn’t catch all of that, but Tayir translated what she missed. Her grasp of speaking common, however, was still pretty shaky, so she just nodded.

      “I think you should try to get in one last really good sleep, and tomorrow, I’ll bring you some supplies you’ll need.”

      “Supplies?”

      He nodded. “Nothing too big. A pack. A bedroll. You know, just general stuff.”

      Once more, she found herself blinking at him in surprise. “And you get all that for me?”

      “Yeah, shouldn’t be too hard. You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff visiting families leave behind. I’ll try to get here a bit earlier tomorrow, that way you’re not traveling during the hottest hours. Although, I guess they’re probably not that hot in your opinion.”

      “…why?” she asked, not for the first time, but still with the same amount of confusion.

      “I dunno. I just want to help.”

      “Nobody just wants to help. Everyone wants something.”

      “I mean, yeah. I do. I want to help.” She leveled a skeptical eye at him, and he sighed. “Look, I know I’m just a serf from a fief that’s on its way out, but that doesn’t mean I’m useless. You need help, and I have the means to help, so let me do this for you. It’s not often I get to change anybody’s life.

      “Besides, we’re friends now, and these are the kind of things that friends do for each other.”

      Huh, well, isn’t he quite the noble one. I thought his kind had all died out a long time ago.

      “Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow! It’s been nice getting to know you, Ukrah.”

      “You also, Crispin.”

      He beamed at that and headed off, his arms once again full of washing. Ukrah watched him until he was gone, then went about preparing her fire and food for the night. Just one more sleep in her little haven that seemed so tucked away from the rest of the world. She was going to miss it. It was just tempting to tell him that she had changed her mind, that she was just going to stay there forever and build a better shelter, then eventually grow old and die.

      But she couldn’t. She needed to get to the God-Woman. Because even if she hadn’t interfered with whatever had happened that night Ukrah was supposed to die, something did, and she felt as if only the God-Woman would be able to tell. And then, once the woman did figure it out and fixed everything, maybe then Ukrah could go home.

      And actually have a people to return to.
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      Crispin was much noisier as he approached her little clearing, making sounds that she wasn’t used to hearing from his approach. She was on her feet instantly, coiled in case she needed to strike.

      “Oh hey!” Crispin said, emerging from the tree line pulling a small cart behind him. “You okay? You look tense.”

      “I just…” She trailed off, not really knowing how to express what she wanted to say. “What’s all this?” she asked instead, taking a few strides closer so that she could peer into the cart.

      She was still a couple of arm-lengths away from him. Although she mostly trusted the boy, there was no reason to be naïve, so she kept her distance. In fact, she was fairly certain the length between them was the closest they had ever been.

      “Some of it I already told you about. A pack, a bedroll. I got you some flint and tinder, a canteen. Oh! Breeches too, I figured those would help. I hope they fit, but if they don’t, I have some hose here as well. They’re not as good as the pants, though.”

      He prattled on, pointing out each thing in the cart. He really did get her everything that she could need for her travels, and a strange sort of warmth bloomed in her chest. He was… He was so nice.

      What was the catch?

      Everything that she had learned about the settled lands was negative. She had been surrounded by men who preyed on the weaker. Who used and abused and saw her as less than them just because of where she was born or her skin-tone. She’d almost met another group of men who came there to purchase her and her people for gain. But the boy in front of her didn’t seem to be like that.

      And that was confusing.

      “Alright, let’s get this all packed up so you can head out. Here, I’ll turn around so you can get dressed. Tell me when you’re decent.”

      She stared at him again, completely boggled, but eventually, she forced herself to move. It didn’t take long to shimmy into the pants, which did sort of fit, and then put on the tunic that she had folded and tucked into her little shelter. She pulled her shift dress off then tore it into long strips. To his credit, the boy didn’t even turn at the sound of fabric ripping, allowing her to fashion improvised chest bands. They were uncomfortable, but it would make her look more masculine, and that was exactly what she needed. For once, she was just glad that she had broad shoulders and enough height to add to the illusion.

      It only took a few more moments to be fully dressed, and once she was, she cleared her throat. Crispin turned at that, then began to happily load up the pack for her.

      Ukrah wanted to tell him that she could do that herself, but he seemed far too happy to be organizing it for her. So instead, she settled on just watching him. Or at least she did until he finished and held the thing out to her by one of its straps.

      She blinked at him, knowing that he couldn’t possibly expect her to get that close to him, but he just continued to smile blithely at her. Chances were that he wouldn’t try anything, but she still felt a rush of nerves as she slowly slunk forward, reaching out until her fingers could just barely brushed the other strap, then yanking it to herself as quick as she could.

      “Haha, see? I don’t bite.”

      She didn’t respond to that, instead pulling the pack onto her back. It was a bit heavier than she would have liked, but when she reached back, she could feel the dagger sheath tucked into a narrow pocket on the side.

      “Figured you might need that,” Crispin said, blushing slightly for some reason. “You know, for hunting. Or just, uh, trouble in general.”

      “…thank you.”

      This is all very sweet, but there are five men on horseback all riding toward you very quickly!

      “Slavers?” she asked quickly in her own tongue.

      “Huh? What? Who are you talking to?”

      No. Something else, but I don’t think that’s a good th—

      Before Tayir could finish, the men burst out of the trees. Ukrah recognized a couple of swears out of Crispin’s mouth as he rushed to stand in front of her.

      “Kellin! Dayx! Friends! What are you doing here?”

      “Did you think we wouldn’t notice supplies constantly going missing?” one of the men toward the front asked. Ukrah looked them over intensely, her mind putting together what was going on.

      They were all wearing light armor with intimidating helmets. They had thick, leather gloves and swords at their sides, fine saddles atop their mounts.

      “I always knew you were a weasel, stealing things from our lord in his time of need.”

      Crispin chuckled lightly, ducking his head down in respect. Ukrah didn’t understand what was happening. It was clear these men were dangerous, were intent on harm, but Crispin was acting like they were just friends joking around.

      “Oh, I fear there’s been a misunderstanding! You know how I tend to be a bit of a chatter.”

      “Everyone knows how much you like to talk.”

      “Exactly! So, I figured to not get distracted from my chores for our lady, I would go somewhere I would be alone. It’s nice here, isn’t it? But then, today, she asked us to get rid of the cheap and used supplies that the Malveks left when their daughter and her company stayed here for a month. Remember that? She said that they’re too low class to be in the manor, no matter how hard times were. So, I figured I could bring them here instead of just dumping them in the outer fields and attracting thieves.”

      “Ah, so all of this was just for the good of the manor?”

      “Of course!” He flashed a charming smile, and Ukrah could only marvel at how relaxed he was. “Sorry to have wasted your time, but can you blame me for wanting to keep this place a secret? I’m a growing boy, ya know. I need some space and privacy.”

      Suddenly, the closest lashed out, his hand catching in the thin boy’s tattered tunic and yanking him forward roughly.

      “Even if any of us were stupid enough to believe that, you were seen filching food that wasn’t yours. You know the penalty for stealing, boy. Hanging, your feet twitching, until you can’t move anymore.”

      He shoved Crispin back roughly, but the other rider cantered his horse up a few feet so the boy hit the side of his mount.

      “You always thought you were above everything, didn’t you? Too clever to ever be caught?” The man sneered, stepping off his horse with a rope in hand. “You are a slippery little one, so I say we do it right here. We hang you, and this sand flea you were stealing for.”

      “Wait,” another cut in. “I don’t think we should hang her.”

      “Varlgus, if you—”

      “Stop thinking with your bloodlust for once and take a moment,” the man snapped. “Look at her. She’s basically a girl, and a foreigner. Didn’t the master just come back emptyhanded from going to get the manor more help? Imagine how thrilled he’ll be that we caught him one for free. She looks young too, so I bet she could grow into different roles in the house depending on what they want.”

      The man at the front seemed mollified by the answer. “Huh, good idea. I guess you are worth keeping around.”

      Ukrah watched the whole scene in front of her, standing completely in shock. Tayir was translating above, but not moving otherwise. Why wasn’t he summoning his birds? Or…doing something?

      But it was Crispin’s one jade eye that pulled her back. He was looking at her, face pale and smile tight. Run! He mouthed before looking back to the guard advancing on him.

      “Aw, come on now, you don’t wanna do that,” Crispin argued, still with a rigid smile on his face. “You don’t know where she’s come from or if she’s feral. Or if she already belongs to someone.”

      “If she belonged to someone else, she’d have a brand. And you don’t have a brand, do you, sweetums?”

      She just blinked at them, her words flying from her mouth. What was she supposed to do? Part of her wanted to run, just like Crispin had mouthed, but part of her couldn’t.

      Crispin had helped her! And gotten himself in trouble because of her. She couldn’t leave him behind! That would be… That would be wrong, right? And she was trying to atone, not accrue more sin.

      “Her sponsor could have decided that she doesn’t need a brand, you know. You really haven’t asked.”

      “All slaves get brands, Crispin. Even the pretty ones that are there to be pretty.”

      For the first time since they had arrived, Crispin lost his amiable cool. “Brands are for cattle! Not people!”

      “Look at her, Crispin! She’s not a human! She’s just another wildling brought to civilization.”

      One of the soldiers laughed, a jeering sound. “I know what this is. You found this runaway and thought you could keep her for yourself! Have your own little thing all to yourself? Since all of the serving girls know better than to tie themselves to a little blind boy whose biggest future might be becoming a court fool!”

      “Aw, come on now, Daxy,” Crispin said, eyes narrowed and a smile on his face, but his tone was pure poison. “Just because Gretta likes me and won’t give you a second glance doesn’t mean you have to be jealous.”

      The man holding Crispin snarled then lashed out, striking the young man across the face, right next to his clouded eye. That was the breaking point in Ukrah, and she couldn’t stand there, locked in indecision any longer.

      “Don’t touch him!” she cried, racing forward at full speed and tackling the man.

      She must have surprised the whole lot of them, because not a single one raised their sword to strike her down. Instead, she was able to hit the man with considerable force, her stocky frame sending them both to the ground.

      She worked to try to get her back to the earth, not open and vulnerable to his reach, but as soon as she rolled, the man was upon her. Although she had been strong enough to tackle him, he was bigger and heavier than her, and try as she might to wiggle free, or overpower him, he was able to manhandle her easily.

      “Tayir!” she cried, kicking and trying to swing at the man, but he caught her fists. “Tayir, help me!”

      What would you have me do, girl!? I’m a bird! It took me the entire night last time to round up that mob, and they were already irritated that the camp had intruded on their territory. You’re the only one who can do something!

      “I don’t understand that jibberish,” the man over her said, pulling back his fist and hitting her once, then twice in the side of her head. When she reeled from that, his hand found her throat and he squeezed tightly. Panic rose in her, the entire world swirling in confusion and pain. “There you go. Settle down now. Francis, come hold her.”

      The man got off her, his hand leaving her neck only for someone else’s to wind into her hair and jerk her upward.

      “Hitting a lady? And here I thought you were such a gentleman, Daxy.”

      The guard rounded on Crispin and looped the rope around his neck. Ukrah’s head was still fuzzy and shifting, unable to grab onto a solid idea. She could only watch as they tied the loop into a strange knot, then threw the other end over a branch.

      This is sad. But so human. He was kind, and they see that as weakness.

      “Save him! Do something!”

      What would you have me do!? I’m just a tiny thing! You are the only one who can save him, and you won’t admit to what’s inside of you!

      “There’s nothing inside of me! No strange power, no magic! I’m just me!”

      “Would somebody shut her up!?” the guard Crispin called Daxy snapped, and another hand whipped out from behind her to slap over her mouth.

      She was held, well and truly held, and she could only watch as they caught the other end of the rope and tied it to Kellin’s saddle horn.

      “Finally. Maybe we’ll have some peace and quiet around the manor!”

      Kellin moved his horse just a few steps forward and Crispin went up onto his toes, a sharp grunt escaping his mouth as his face turned red.

      “Hah! That’s it, stretch him out a little before we get his legs to kicking!”

      He’s going to die, Ukrah. He’s going to die, and they’re going to enjoy destroying him if you don’t do something!

      But what could she do? Once more, she was powerless. Held in place by those stronger than her, forced to watch as something terrible happened.

      He’s innocent, Ukrah. You know that. You have to help him. If you won’t, no one will.

      She wanted to scream at him that there was nothing she could do. That she was just a girl he was giving far too much credit to, but the hand over her mouth stopped anything beyond muffled sounds.

      She was pinned, and Crispin was dying, and when he was dead, they were going to take her to their manor, where she would become property again.

      No.

      No, no, no!

      Anger churned in her, fueled by her sense of injustice. Her body felt too small for the heat building inside of her, like her skin was going to crack open at any moment and all of her was going to pour out onto the ground where it would burn through the earth.

      Save him, Ukrah! You know you can. Reach into yourself and save him!

      How could she save him? She was just a girl!

      But even as she thought that, the anger inside her churned hotter, too hot to contain. She writhed in the grip of the man holding her, and he let out a slight hiss.

      “Uh, I think this girl may be sick. She’s burning up.”

      “We’ll have the healer look at her when we get to the manor. I guess we won’t be able to enjoy this for as long as I wanted. Kellin, pull him up. I wanna see him swing.”

      Kellin laughed and urged his horse two steps forward. That was enough to lift Crispin from the ground, and the sound he made was horrifying.

      It was too much. She was so hot, with too much energy swirling inside of her. Pulling back her lips, she sank her teeth into the hand over her mouth, shaking her head back and forth as hard as she could.

      The man howled and let her go, allowing her to surge forward into the remaining men.

      “Let. Him. Go!” she snarled, hugging her shaking frame. She felt as if she was going to erupt at any moment, just fall to pieces and leave only the burning sun inside of her.

      “You know, the slave thing was a good idea, but this isn’t worth dealing with. She’s already ruining my fun.”

      The man lifted his sword, and the next thing she knew, he was thrusting it forward into her chest.

      No.

      That was not allowed.

      Something came over her, something dark and angry and oh-so-heated. She was tired of being powerless. Tired of evil, corrupt people trying to hurt her, hurt others. It was enough.

      The sword stopped short, and it took her a heartbeat to realize that she had caught it with her hand. The man, Daxy, seemed just as surprised, and he stared at her in utter shock.

      “What the hell are you?”

      But she didn’t answer him. Instead, she leaned forward, as if something else was deciding her actions, and looked up at his terrified face.

      “Burn,” she hissed, and then she truly did erupt, her scream filling up all her senses until the rest of the world blinked out.
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      Ukrah was cold.

      She was cold and hungry and so very, very tired.

      She didn’t know where she was, or what was even happening. All she knew was that she was standing. Standing and panting and wishing she were warmer.

      Blinking several times, the world around her came back bit by bit. There was grass under her feet, cool and slightly damp. Birds were squawking overhead. Had Tayir gathered them after all? But that didn’t make sense. The last thing she remembered was…

      Then it snapped to her all at once, like a thread suddenly breaking. Stumbling back, she looked around with wide eyes only to realize that there were no guards around her. No one trying to grab her hair or cover her mouth or screaming or…

      She looked at the ground and swallowed. There were piles of ash, just like there had been in her village, which meant that she had been the one who had done something. And in a way, she supposed that she had always known. That she had just craved some sort of denial.

      Because if she really was the one who had killed them, then she was truly corrupted. And corrupted were dangerous to everyone. They were a perversion on the world to try to return things to how they were before the awakening.

      But…but she didn’t want to die.

      Maybe her people were wrong about it. Maybe being a witch or a dragonblood or whatever it was called wasn’t a bad thing. After all, the God-Woman had once had all sorts of illegal magic running through her. Crispin had told her all about—

      Crispin!

      A gasp clawed its way from her throat, and she fell to her knees. No! She had killed him, hadn’t she? Just like she had killed everyone in her village. No, no, no! He had helped her, and she had—

      “What are you?”

      She looked up from where she had buried her face in her hands, blinking through tears to see the boy standing in front of her. Was…was it an illusion? No, he seemed real. He had a bruise blooming on his cheek and a thick abrasion around his neck from the rope.

      “You’re alive?” she whispered, getting to her feet. Like a woman possessed, she stumbled to him and took his face in her hands, letting her fingers gently slide over his features, looking at both of his eyes—one of brilliant green and the other clouded and blank. “I thought I killed you.”

      “Killed me? You saved me, Ukrah.” He let her touch him, he didn’t flinch away, but he was still staring at her with those wide, wide eyes. “What did you do? I… I don’t understand what happened.”

      “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “What did you see?”

      “What did I see?” He swallowed, still gazing at her like she was either a terrible monster or a powerful deity right in front of him. But she was neither of those things. She was just Ukrah. “Daxy tried to spear you right through the heart, but you caught his blade like it was nothing. You melted it. It was hard to see then, but I could tell the metal was dripping through your fingers. The next thing I knew, something… I don’t how to describe it. Something like a wall hit me, except there was nothing there, and then I was falling. I hit the ground and then just, I dunno, woke up.”

      None of that made sense. She had melted a sword with her hand? An invisible wall had hit Crispin and freed him? That wasn’t magic! That was just…weird. And…

      Wait. She didn’t hear Tayir at all, so how had she understood all of that?

      “Speak more!” she demanded, crowding Crispin a bit, looking at his face even more intensely than before.

      “Speak more? Okay, uh, what do you want me to say? I’m pretty sure I passed out there, because when I came to, all the guards were gone. You made them go away, didn’t you? Is that how you escaped the slavers?”

      She understood him. Every word. But when she went to answer him, she couldn’t find the right phrases to say everything that she wanted. And she didn’t have time to puzzle it out, either, because a caw sounded from above and Tayir dove to them.

      More riders coming! While I’m proud of you for saving the boy, I’m fairly certain you don’t have enough in you to do that again.

      So instead, she grabbed Crispin’s wrist and pulled. “We must run! More riders come!”

      “More riders? We’ll never outrun them on foot!” He looked around, where his eyes landed on something behind her, gleaming brightly.

      Ukrah turned, uncertain what to expect, but it was a horse trembling there, its reins caught up in some low hanging branches. It stared at her and only her, sweating and whinnying and generally acting like she was a wild animal come to devour it whole.

      She really must have scared it. There was no denying it now. There was something inside of her, something great and terrible and dangerous.

      “Hey there, friend. Calm down now. It’s me. You remember me, right? Your old buddy Crispin?” The lanky boy edged forward, slowly extending his palm. The horse nervously wuffled at it, but the moment he got a good smell, the steed seemed to calm. “That’s my boy. You wanna help me? I think I’ve gotten myself into a bit of a mess.”

      Another wuffle from the horse.

      “Me and my friend have to run now. Can you help us? You’d do that for me, right?” The horse looked from Ukrah to Crispin nervously and tossed its head, so the boy sidled up even more, his voice layered with charm. “Come on now, friend. I wouldn’t let anything happen to you, would I?”

      Finally, the horse let out a short snort, but turned, presenting the stirrup from the saddle for Crispin to swing himself up.

      Well, isn’t that interesting.

      But Ukrah didn’t have time to respond, because he was holding his hand out to her and the sounds of the other riders closing in on them started to make it into their little haven.

      “Come on!” he called urgently.

      She rushed to him, pack still bouncing heavily on her back, and grabbed his hand. With a jump from her and a lift from him, she ended up in the saddle behind him, barely fitting and throwing her arms around his waist to hold on.

      “You know how to ride horse?” she asked, her heart in her chest. Too much was happening all at once. She didn’t think that she had even come to terms with what had happened between her and the soldiers, and yet now she was on top of a large creature that she had never ridden before.

      “Uh, no, but I figure he’ll teach me. Let’s go!”

      He dug his knees into the horse’s side, and they shot off, darting between trees until eventually they found a bit of a footpath. Ukrah held on for dear life, trying to come to terms with everything that had happened. It all seemed so impossible, but she had run out of denial. Somehow, someway, she had saved herself and then Crispin. And once more, she felt mostly normal afterwards.

      Well, she was tired, nauseous, and confused, which wasn’t great, but she still felt like a regular girl. There was no wellspring of power within her, no spell waiting to be uttered. She didn’t even feel connected to the earth or energy or anything. Once more, she was just Ukrah.

      “Look, I know neither of us really get what happened,” Crispin said as they continued to ride hard into the woods. “But thank you for saving me.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that. Did she deserve thanks for doing the right thing? He wouldn’t have even been in that position if it weren’t for her. There was no way she could just leave him there.

      “What else I could do?” she said slowly, more into his back than anything else. Despite everything that had happened, she was still frightened of how fast they were going and how high up she was. Horses were great and beautiful when pulling wagons or just standing there, it was another thing entirely to be astride one.

      And to think that she dreamed about riding dragons. Hah!

      “You coulda run. Heck, you probably should have run. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. I just… It’s a cruel world out there. People always watch out for themselves first. So it…it means a lot that you did that for me. Not to be dramatic, but it kinda seemed like you were willing to die for me back there.”

      Ukrah shrugged. “If it came to that.”

      “Really?”

      He craned his neck to look back at her, she could feel it, but she didn’t remove her face from where it was pressed between his bony shoulder blades.

      “Why?” he said when she didn’t answer.

      “Because it was right. You saved me. I saved you. It’s what friends do.”

      He laughed at that, but it was a surprised, cheery sound, not a mocking one. “You know, I do recall saying something like that. I guess we really are friends now, aren’t we?”

      She thought back to her village. It had either been completely wiped out by her, or the survivors were hunting her down. She thought of the storyteller and the mute, who she would never see again. She thought about her mother, who had long since returned to the ground.

      “Yes. My only friend.”

      She felt him stiffen at that, and for once, he had nothing more to offer. Instead, he seemed to concentrate on steering the horse as they cut through swaths and swaths of forest. All Ukrah could do was hold on and hope that somehow, the riders didn’t catch up to them.
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      It was nearly night before they finally stopped, and they only did so because their mount was shaking and quivering and beginning to foam with sweat. They found a nice little spot near a narrow stream with one of those weeping willows that he had talked about. Crispin busied himself with tending to the horse, rubbing its sides and whispering to it as he got it some water and then fished an apple out of her pack.

      She wasn’t willing to risk a fire, it would be too easy to spot the smoke, so she fished around until she found some dried rations and pulled them out.

      “Hey, could you hand me one of the bedrolls? I want to put it over Victus so he doesn’t get chilled.”

      “Victus?”

      “Yeah, that’s the name of this big boy. You really did great today, you know that, right?” He patted the horse’s side, and it let out an exhausted sound. “Yeah, yeah. You rest up now, okay?”

      He really does have a gift with animals, doesn’t he?

      Ukrah nodded, taking out the blanket that he had asked for and handing it to him.

      “So what’s the deal with the bird?”

      “Don’t understand,” she said quickly. Too quickly. She realized her mistake and winced as soon as the words were out of her mouth.

      “I mean, come on. First of all, he’s clearly not a bird from around here. Secondly, he’s always around, and he followed us all the way here. And you’re definitely not a normal girl, so he must not be a normal bird.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know what he is.”

      I swear, if you say that I’m a demon…

      But she didn’t, and Crispin seemed satisfied enough with that. A bit later, they were both under the willow, slowly chewing on their rations. Crispin seemed to have only packed one bedroll for her, but he had stuffed a sheet in to go along with the thin blanket that was over Victus. It was easily enough to arrange that and the bedroll so that they both had something soft to lay on, something separating them from the ground, and it was warm enough that they didn’t need a covering.

      “So, tomorrow, if we can get to the road, I think we’ll be relatively safe. It’s in the territory of the Fryston manor, so it would definitely cause tension if a group of my lord’s guards rode in there. They could explain it, but chances are there’d just be a fight.”

      “No,” Ukrah said slowly.

      “No?”

      “Not your lord anymore.”

      He paused at that, seeming to think it over, before letting out a soft chuckle. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Get some rest. We’ll ride out as soon as Victus is ready. Tell your bird to stand guard.”

      Excuse you! She doesn’t tell me to do anything.

      “Calm down, Tayir. You’re awfully sensitive for a demon.”

      I told you, I… You know what? Forget it. I’m going up into the trees where I don’t have to look at you anymore.

      “Good night, Ukrah.”

      She looked to Crispin, taking in his messy blond hair, the dirt across his face, and the bruising on his cheek below his clouded eye. It was such a strange face, potentially an even unsettling face. But it was the face of someone who—for some insane reason—had risked his life to help her.

      She wasn’t going to forget that.

      Not ever.
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      It took them far longer than she would have liked to ride off again. Victus was sore and tired and had no problem communicating that to them both. Crispin, the soft thing that he was, wanted to give the horse more time, but that time was gone when Tayir came flying down, cawing that riders were nearby.

      Ukrah was sore too. She didn’t realize that clamping so hard onto the saddle would leave her legs sore and weak, but she forced them to keep holding on anyway. If she was being honest with herself, her butt and pelvis ached too, both wanting to just walk around for a while instead of long-distance riding on a saddle they barely fit on.

      But if Crispin was hurt or sore, he didn’t say so. If Ukrah was squeezing him too tightly, he didn’t say that either. They just rode on in silence until the trees began to thin and finally, finally, she could see what looked like a road in the distance.

      It was different from the paths in the desert. It wasn’t hardpacked sand or even old stone laid carefully and set with time. Instead, it just looked to be dirt, beaten clear of all plants by the sheer volume of traffic over it, but still slightly muddy.

      There were a few people already on it. Several riders in very light, hide armor. They didn’t look like what she imagined soldiers would, so she had no idea what they were. If they were dragon riders, then they wouldn’t be on horses… Would they?

      There was also a farmer, hauling a wagon full of vegetables, and a man with his pack full of sticks tightly bound together. In the distance, she could even make out a few more, all going about their business.

      “Alright, we have to get off.”

      “What?” Ukrah asked as he pulled Victus to a stop.

      “If we keep a stolen horse with us, it’ll be real easy for them to find a reason to chase after us. He’ll head back to the manor on his own, and they won’t expect us to be going on foot. Come on.”

      He slid down like it was the easiest thing then held his hand up to her. Ukrah looked at it uncertainly, which was probably the silliest thing considering that she’d been holding onto him for dear life for nearly two days.

      Well, what are you waiting for? He’s not going to bite you.

      Ukrah shot Tayir a dirty look before finally taking Crispin’s hand, allowing herself to swing her leg over the saddle and then slide to the ground. She hit harder than she would have liked and got that uncomfortable stabbing feeling through her soles, but he caught her when she swayed.

      “Whoa, you okay there?”

      She nodded, shaking one leg and then the other to feel the blood return to them. Once he was sure, he let go of her, then turned to untie their pack. This time, he put it on his own back instead of hers.

      “You ready?” he asked. She nodded, and they took a couple of steps before he paused. “Hold on,” he said, turning back to Victus. With careful fingers, he unbuckled the saddle and pulled it off, then the blanket that was under it. There was a rending sound as he tore a wide piece off, then another, tying them together to make one long strip.

      “Here,” he said, handing it to her. “Wrap up your head so it doesn’t look like you have such a long braid.”

      “Why?”

      “Things will be easier if people think you’re a boy. And they’re more likely to do that if you don’t have such pretty, long hair.”

      Oh. So he thinks you’re pretty?

      She ignored the bird. “Okay.”

      Hastily, she did as he asked while he turned back to the horse. It took a bit of finagling, but that seemed to work out just fine, because he was talking to the horse again.

      “Hey, I want you to go home, okay? Go straight home and only rest when you have to. There are some dangerous critters out there, including other humans, you know?”

      The horse wuffled, rubbing his nose along the tall boy’s face.

      “Ouch! Ya gotta be tender with me. Look, I know you wanna come, but we can’t feed you. Can’t take care of you. Go home, and get yourself pampered like you deserve, okay?”

      The horse wuffled again, like he was trying to convince Crispin, but the boy stood firm. The horse gave one last snort then trotted away, returning to the woods they had just emerged from.

      Once that was all over, Crispin turned back to her.

      “Huh, you still make a very pretty boy, but if people don’t look at you too long, it should work.”

      She frowned at that. She wasn’t pretty. Not that she was ugly either. She’d always been decidedly average and middle of the road. Her nose was too big and hooked, but her lips were full and soft. Her eyes were average and thickly-lashed, but they were so brown they were almost black. Boring. Not like the beautiful Bast or other wild folk with bright eyes. She was still growing too, and parts of her body seemed to be racing ahead of others, leaving her in some sort of state between stocky and gangly, her hands and feet too large for the limbs they were attached to.

      “Come on.”

      Crispin gave her his hand again, and they walked forward. He dropped it once they actually reached the road, and it made sense as to why, so she just walked slightly behind him as they slipped into a small crowd of what she guessed were marketgoers.

      And so they walked, and walked, and walked. They walked into the night, stealing away into the trees when no one was watching to set up a makeshift tent. Crispin explained to her that they were far enough away from the capitol that they still had to worry about bandits, and not so close that they could make it with only a few more hours of walking. So they slept, just until the first rays of light began to poke the horizon, and then they were walking yet again.

      Ukrah didn’t think she had ever been so sore. Her feet hurt. Her legs hurt. Her back hurt. Everything hurt. But as much as it ached, she pushed herself forward. Always another step. And then another. She didn’t think she would have been able to carry the pack at all and was grateful that Crispin had taken that job over without asking.

      It was just that the ground was so hard. Even when she had to trek over the sharp or cracking stones of the desert, much of her journey was over sand. It cushioned everything. But outside of the wild wastes, there were no soft grains to absorb the impact of her foot, and she was definitely feeling the difference.

      They stopped once and she threw herself onto her back at the side of the road. There was a family who was sitting there as well, eating what looked like bread. That was good. Safety in numbers, as Crispin had taught her. They ate jerky and drank the last of their water before continuing again, her soles screaming at her.

      But all the pain, all the background noise, faded as spires suddenly loomed in the distance. Ukrah stopped dead in her tracks, staring at the impossible structures.

      “Are… Are those…”

      “The towers of Rothaiche M’or?” Crispin said with a smile. “Yeah, they are. Impressive, right? They’re rebuilding the castle even better than it was before. They say they have a decade more of work to do. I can’t even imagine what that’ll be like.”

      “Work?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, that whole thing came down in the last war. Killed anyone inside who wasn’t already taken.”

      “Taken?”

      “Uh, it’s a long story. One I can tell you once we’re inside. Come on, there’s always a crowd at the gate.”

      They hurried back to the road, keeping their heads down despite her intense urge to just stare at the city spires as they approached. It wasn’t until they were well and truly surrounded by other travelers that she raised her gaze to look again.

      Wow.

      It was unlike anything she had ever seen, anything that she had ever imagined. The towers were truly massive and made of carved stone. There were statues of people and winged monsters and other things that she didn’t understand dotting that massive building, along with strange wooden structures that had multiple people standing on them as they…did something to the stone.

      But it wasn’t just the tall spires. There were dozens of buildings that she could see, tall and expansive and not made of any sort of hide. It was stunning, and so wasteful, but she couldn’t stop staring. How many people lived in the city? No wonder the wilds always warned of the civilized lands and all the power they wielded. There were just so many of them, and while she had always known that in the back of her mind, it was another thing to see it in front of her.

      And this was just one of the three largest cities. Not to mention smaller fiefs, like the one that Crispin had come from. Towns and villages. If they all decided to expand into the wild wastes now that the abominations were gone… Well, even if all the wild folk banded together, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

      The thought was sobering, and she swallowed harshly. Crispin must have taken that sound for something else, because he patted her shoulder encouragingly. “Don’t worry. We’re almost there.”

      And they really were, because when she was finally able to tear her eyes away from the looming buildings, she made out a truly massive wall that seemed to be made entirely from felled trees.

      “What is that?” she asked sharply.

      “Huh? Oh, that’s the gate. You don’t have to worry about that. Rothaiche M’or is a refuge city, so they don’t require papers to get in.”

      “Refuge city?”

      “Yeah. Now that the false gods were, uh…whatever happened to them, our world is trying to right itself. That means a lot of people with dragon blood in them are suddenly gaining abilities they didn’t have before.”

      “Witches,” she breathed, remembering the word for them in his language.

      “Yeah, exactly. Like Governess Dille. She created an academy here for them, just like the dragon rider one. It accepts all with open arms. I figure we’ll go there first. It doesn’t matter if we don’t have any gold or other valuables.

      “But anywhere else and we might not be so lucky. Magic was illegal for a long time here, and then it grew to blasphemy, and then people thought it wasn’t real at all. Funny how it only took about five hundred years or so for that to happen, but still, it’s gonna take more than five for people to change their minds.”

      “My tribe kills witches.”

      She didn’t know why she said that, and she probably shouldn’t have, because Crispin stopped dead in his tracks and looked at her.

      “What?”

      “They call them corruptions. Say they will make us go back to the bad times. They must be cleansed.” She pressed her lips together firmly after that, not wanting to say a word more.

      “I, but…cleansed how?”

      She shrugged and was surprised when he gripped her arm. She went to bat him away, but the look on his face stopped her. He looked…upset. Scared? Not curious or mad or any of the other things she expected.

      “Ukrah, how do they cleanse people they think are corrupted?”

      She took a deep breath. She hadn’t planned on ever talking about this with anyone ever again. She shouldn’t have said anything, but it had been one of the rare times her mouth got ahead of her brain.

      “With fire.”

      He drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes, letting go of her arm. He stood there for several more moments, forcing people to move around them, before his eyes opened one more.

      “Is that how you got caught? They tried to do that to you, and you escaped, but got caught by the slavers?”

      Well, that was a much neater way to put it and left out the part where she might have killed her entire village and definitely killed everyone who was there that night.

      “Yes.”

      “I… I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say. I know that’s not enough, but I…” He cut off his own words and drew another deep breath. “I’m going to get you somewhere safe where you don’t have to worry about anything like that ever happening again, okay?”

      He was so emotional about it, sounding like his voice would start to thicken with tears at any moment. She hadn’t even known him for a week, and she had truly brought him nothing but misery and trouble since.

      “Why do you care so much?”

      He shrugged. “I dunno. I just… Sometimes I see something that’s wrong and I have to right it. I know that I shouldn’t interfere, that I’m just a half-blind servant boy paying off the debts of his dead mother, but I can’t help it. And how my world, my people, have treated you so far has been very wrong. So, if I can do anything to right that, to give it balance, then I’m going to.”

      “Balance, huh?”

      He smiled, starting to move again. “Yeah. Balance. It’s important, you know. That’s what’s caused so much of the trouble around here anyway. The Three tried to provide for us, but they unbalanced everything. We’re just now getting back on course.”

      “Are we?” she asked. She didn’t know why, but she couldn’t help but wonder. The world had changed so much in just five short years, sometimes it seemed more like they were spiraling into chaos rather than achieving any sort of order.

      “Well… We’re a long way off, but I like to think that we’re on our way.”

      She had a feeling that the ‘way’ the optimistic boy was talking about had a whole lot more obstacles than he seemed to think.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He was right. There was a long line at the gate. Except it wasn’t so much a line as it was just a large clump of people that moved in a somewhat organized fashion.

      You know, I can just fly inside. I bet you were wishing you could do the same right now.

      Ukrah leveled a glare at Tayir, who was sitting on top of one of the massive posts. It still boggled her mind that there were trees that were three men tall, and also that there had been enough of them to cut down and make a whole wall around the city from one side of the mountains framing it to the other.

      Crispin noticed her line of sight. “Oh, look! Your bird’s still here.” His voice lowered and he dipped his head so that his lips were right by his ear. Instantly, bumps rose across her arms, and she had the sudden urge to rub her ear vigorously, acutely aware of everything about the tall boy next to her. “Have you considered that he might be your familiar?”

      “My…what?”

      “Familiar,” he repeated. “I’m not real clear on it, ya know, being a servant boy from a down and out manor, but I think they’re sort of…mystical creatures that help witches channel their power or, I don’t know, something very important-sounding.”

      Ukrah looked to Tayir with fresh eyes. She’d never heard of a familiar before, but the bird had shown up the night she was supposed to be killed for being corrupted. He also had a real obsession with her using her ‘power’ that she still didn’t understand. Twice now, she’d saved herself, and Crispin the second time, but when she reached down inside of herself to try to grab onto that same feeling, that churning energy, there was nothing there.

      “A familiar, huh?”

      “Shh,” he murmured, looking around furtively. “Look, Rothaiche M’or is a haven city for magic folk, but that doesn’t mean everyone is happy about it. It’s best to keep that under wraps until we’re inside the open court. Besides…” He finished his survey of everyone around them and lowered his head again. “We’re not even in the city yet. You can never be too careful.”

      He had a point, so she tucked her head back down and continued to shuffle forward every time a new person was allowed into the gates.

      “If they don’t require papers, then I don’t understand why they need to screen every person who’s going through.”

      “Even if they don’t require papers for civilians, merchants, traders and performers often need to prove they’re legitimate. The capitol is really trying to cut down on mercenaries, assassins, and slavers. Unfortunately, that means it takes a while to get in.”

      “Then why don’t they create a separate line for them and for citizens?”

      “Because they talk to the citizens too. They’re gonna ask some questions to make sure you’re here with me willingly, I’m sure. They’ll watch for your expressions and how you hold yourself to see if you’re scared, or if you look like you’re here against your will. They’ve saved quite a few lives that way.

      “In fact, last summer, Gerta was all rife with gossip about a very young lady who had been forced to marry a much older lord by her widow mother since her father had died in the Last Blight War. They came through these very gates and when the guards could see that she was upset and terrified of her husband, they separated him, banned him from the city, and she now has a permanent home in the castle with Governess Dille as her guardian.”

      “Do you believe that’s true?”

      “I gotta. Governess Dille, and Council Rider Eist, Athar, and Lord Ain were barely older than us when they saved the world. If I can’t believe stories about those people doing heroic things, like saving a child bride, then… Well, that’s just depressing, honestly.”

      “The world is often depressing,” she muttered, but whether Crispin heard her or not, she didn’t know, because he didn’t say anything. They were getting closer to the gate, so she chose not to pursue it. Or at least she didn’t, until she saw something strange.

      A large, musclebound man was traveling with what looked like three feminine figures and a young boy. A normal family unit and nothing to really take note of, but as they stepped up to the several guards at the gate, that was where the normalcy shifted. One of the men in armor walked past each of the women and boy, giving them a look, before finally going to the man. They exchanged words that she couldn’t hear, and then the large man covertly put a small pouch into the guard’s hand. The guard smiled, then waved them through.

      She didn’t think anyone else noticed. Most of the other guards were going through the contents of a covered wagon that had pulled off to the side, and the few people in front of them were shuffling forward. She only happened to see because she had been trying to avoid looking at Crispin.

      Heart sinking, she licked her lips before she spoke. “So, they save lives if they’re good. But what if they’re bad?”

      “Bad? What do you mean?”

      “I just saw a guard take a bribe.”

      “What!?”

      “Shh, don’t draw attention. That one, with the big black mustache. A man handed him a pouch and he let them through without asking any questions.”

      “That’s, uh… That’s decidedly not good.”

      “What do we do?”

      “I’m not sure there’s anything we can do. Except for maybe hope that they finish inspecting that merchant before we get there and can deal with someone else.”

      “I suppose… Maybe he won’t bother us at all anyway. It’s not like we have a need to bribe him, and I’m sure all these people would be in arms if they were.”

      “I… Yeah, I hope so.”

      They continued like that for a bit longer, then finally, they were the next in line. Ukrah stood there, buzzing with concern, but it was someone else who stepped forward and waved at them to approach him.

      She let out a long breath and walked in stride with Crispin, stopping short just a bit in front of the guard.

      “Names?”

      “I’m Crispin, and this is Ukrah,” the boy said, slapping an easy grin on his face.

      “Family names?”

      “Neither of us have ‘em. I just paid off my mother’s debt, and Ukrah was a serving girl in Margaid.” Well, that was news to her, but it was less likely to raise eyebrows than that she was on the run from her home because they tried to murder her.

      “I see. Purpose of visit?”

      “I’m taking her to see the Governess Dille to ask for asylum.”

      The guard paused at that, looking them over more closely. “She a dragonblood?”

      “I think so.”

      “How did you meet?”

      “Her family sold her to a witch hunter. I happened to run into them when they were drinking to their success in an inn, and, well… I stole her. As much as you could steal a person. We traveled straight here, but off the roads. Some of the time, I wasn’t sure we’d make it.”

      The guard narrowed his eyes. “You did all this for a stranger?”

      Hah, the same question she was always asking. At least she knew it wasn’t just herself that thought it was weird.

      But Crispin just drew himself up and squared his shoulders. When he actually straightened, he was just as tall as the guard, just a hundred pounds or so lighter. “Look, you’re freedom-born so you’re not gonna understand. But I’ve worked my whole life just to get the chance to be my own man, so when I heard these two monsters talk about a fellow human being like she was some sort of magical doohickey, I had to do something. And I gotta say, if my first act as a free man is saving someone, I’ve got a pretty exciting life ahead of me.”

      “Fair enough.” The man looked to Ukrah. “Is what he says true?”

      She nodded.

      “I’d like you to speak up. Are you afraid to speak?”

      She shook her head. “No. I not afraid. Your tongue just…” What was the word she was looking for? “…hard to speak.”

      “I see. Well—”

      “Hey, Josiah, what’s going on over here?”

      Another guard came sauntering up, cutting off the one they were talking to, and Ukrah stiffened when she saw exactly who it was.

      None other than the mustachioed man was standing in front of her, looking them over with a wry sort of smirk.

      Crap.

      “I was just about to clear these two for entry to the city.”

      “Really, you’re certain?”

      Josiah paused, and Ukrah could read in his body language that he looked up to the darker-haired man. His senior maybe? That did not bode well.

      “Is there a reason I shouldn’t be?”

      “I’m not certain. Just got a bit of a feeling, ya know? Why don’t you help Muryl and Becker with that wagon? I’ll just double-check everything here. Chances are, I’m just being paranoid.”

      Ukrah tensed so hard that it was a wonder none of her joints popped. The man looked them over, his eyes lingering on her too long.

      “You’re a wild woman, aren’t you?” he asked, his smile never faltering. “One of them desert ones, I would guess.”

      “She’s a servant from Margaid,” Crispin answered firmly.

      “Yeah, I’d believe that if she sounded like an actual Margaidian, but the accent she’s sporting is nowhere like anything from that city.” He took a step closer, no doubt trying to intimidate her with his height, but she just glared right up at him.

      There were times to coax people into underestimating her, but this wasn’t one of them. This was the time to bristle and have teeth and show him that he couldn’t just push her around without a fight.

      “And you’re telling me a serving girl would look at someone like that?”

      Oh. Maybe a little bit of underestimating would have helped her.

      “What can I say? Freedom does funny things to someone. Or maybe it’s all that magic in her.”

      “Yeah, I overheard your story there. And the part that interest me is, if you stole her from some witch hunters, that means that they’re definitely looking for her. And if someone were to help them find her, I’m sure they’d pay a pretty coin for it.”

      Ukrah felt like she was going to be sick. A man was talking about selling her right to her face. Like it was completely normal. Anger boiled up in her, tinged by the bitter taste of fear.

      “You can’t be—”

      The man held out what Ukrah recognized as a copper from Crispin’s teaching. “Why don’t you just head into the city, boy? Have a time and enjoy your freedom. I’ll make sure your friend is taken care of.”

      Ukrah watched as the man pressed it into Crispin’s hand and the boy’s fingers closed around it. It was the first coin that had ever been his, she was sure, and she knew that this was the point where the niceness in him would break. It was one thing to help her get here, it would be another entirely to deny actual money for her.

      Crispin was shaking when he spoke next. “What you’re talking about is illegal.” He threw the coin at the ground. “Let us through, or I’ll tell all these guards about your charade. You sent that Josiah away, so that means they’re not all in on your profiteering.”

      “Go ahead and tell them. See who they’ll believe. A boy who’s helping in the trafficking of a desert girl, or their lieutenant captain.”

      The man picked up the coin and slid it into the front of Crispin’s shirt. “You seem like the idealistic type, so don’t worry, she’ll be kept safe. Just go live your life and enjoy your freedom.”

      Crispin grabbed Ukrah’s hand, pulling her away. “Come on, we’ll come back after the guard change.”

      “I wouldn’t advise that, boy. Don’t walk away from me.”

      But Crispin tugged her again, all bristling anger, but his back was turned so he didn’t see the guard draw his sword.

      That was decidedly not good.

      What are you going to do, girl? As much as I like it when you accept yourself, this is not the time to burn a bunch of guards to ash.

      “No,” she answered in her own tongue. “I don’t need to burn anything.”

      The mustached man lunged forward, opening his mouth in a cry—no doubt to warn his fellow guards of some made-up crime—so she lashed out, kicking the man as hard as she could in the crotch.

      Her foot connected with a codpiece, and she felt her toes crunch, but she kept on, extending her leg to its fullest and forcing the piece of armor into his sensitive bits. The man gasped in shock, and probably a whole lot of pain, then doubled over.

      Ukrah grabbed his sword by the blade, not paying attention to when it sliced her palms, and wrested it from his distracted grip. Shifting her hold onto it, she slammed the hilt into the top of his head, driving the man to his knees, and then she planted her good foot to use her own knee as a battering ram to his face.

      He fell to the side, cursing and holding his nose, and suddenly everyone was around them at once. Crispin rushed in front of her, hands up and out, like he was trying to surrender but also protect her at the same time.

      That was sweet, but she was pretty sure she was the one who had just been protecting him. In fact, she was still holding the sword… Oh. She should probably drop that.

      She did, letting it slide to the side, and stared levelly at the men approaching them.

      “Careful!” the one named Josiah said, rushing forward. “She’s a dragonblood.”

      That made the approaching men still, fear starting to creep into their expressions, but the Josiah fellow continued. “What happened here? I was about to let you in.”

      “Your friend there tried to bribe me to leave my traveling companion with him so he could sell her back to the witch hunters I rescued her from.”

      That seemed to jolt the entire company.

      “What? That can’t be true. Lieutenant Captain Savious has been a part of the guard for—”

      “Wait, I have proof!” He fished into his tunic and pulled out the copper coin. It must have gotten stuck around his belt. “He gave me this. I just finished paying off my debt. You know there’s no way I have a copper from the capital already.”

      Several of the guards looked around, as if they were uncertain, while Josiah just looked shocked. She had a feeling they were in for one complicated and lengthy discussion—probably with a whole lot of iron bars—when suddenly the sun was blotted out.

      Panic shot up in her as she looked to the sky. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but it certainly wasn’t a ruby dragon as it lowered itself to the earth, landing with a resounding thud. Panic was quickly replaced by sheer awe as Ukrah stared at the magnificent creature.

      She just hoped that the rider was one of the good ones.
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      The dragon rider clambered down from the truly massive dragon. Ukrah was vaguely aware that crimson dragons were the largest of all the common dragons, but she had never realized just how truly big they were. Its wings were as wide as the long, long house that the slave camp had kept them all chained in, and its body was about as thick. It also had a lengthy tail, with a solid line of spikes along it.

      But it was its eyes that mesmerized her. Not red or even orange or yellow, they were the most dazzling, bright blue that she had ever seen. Lighter than water, lighter than even the sky, they stood out against her scarlet scales like a brand.

      “What’s going on here?” the rider asked, and Ukrah realized she was a woman.

      The woman’s hands moved to her helmet as she asked her question, lifting it to reveal her face and wild, red hair that had been hidden beneath. She had a series of complicated braids interwoven throughout, but most of it was left to wildly curl every which way it wanted. And she was tall. Ukrah didn’t realize just how tall until the woman was nearly upon them, and her form was just as muscled and strong as all the guards around her.

      Were all dragon riders like that? If so, it made sense why the dragons chose them as their riders.

      “These two claim that the lieutenant captain tried to bribe him to hand over his friend to sell. She’s a possible witch.”

      “Oh, what timing.” The woman smiled, but it was more like the vicious grin of a predator rather than something nice or demure. “Because I’m here to arrest him.”

      A sound of surprise, then muttered responses issued from everyone around them. Josiah, the poor guard, just looked more confused than ever. “Arrest him?”

      She nodded. “I’ve just come back from a very long rescue mission after we got a tip from a runaway. Guess what I found? A whole cache of witch hunters and young, fledgling dragonbloods with them. And you know what? Nothing makes a witch hunter talk more than the thought of a big, red dragon eating them. Isn’t that right, dear?”

      That last comment seemed to be directed at the red dragon, who let out a happy rumble and stepped forward, eyes very intent on the lieutenant captain, who was either passed out or playing dead.

      “Well, consider my surprise when several of them confessed that there was a guard at the gates who was feeding them witches. Only poor ones, and usually foreign. Ones who might not be able to communicate or know that something strange was happening. I had the sprinter of my party fly back here to get a warrant from the governess, and I was almost here when a messenger caught up with me.” She pulled a rolled piece of paper from her belt before looking at the two of them.

      “You two go ahead and head into the city.” She reached toward her belt again and produced a pair of gold coins. “Take these and have a time of it, but make sure to stick to the inner parts of the city. Once you’re fed and happy, head to the open court. I’ll tell the governess to look out for you two.”

      “Uh, you don’t need us for, uh, questions or anything?” Crispin sputtered, a strange look on his face as he looked up at the giant woman. If Ukrah didn’t know better, she would say that the boy looked flustered. But flustered seemed about the complete opposite of Crispin’s entire personality, so that didn’t make sense.

      Then again, neither did his bright red cheeks.

      “No, I have all the evidence I need. Go, get safe. You two have had a long journey, I’m sure.”

      With that, the guards parted, and the two shuffled forward. Ukrah was definitely feeling uncertain, maybe even borderline awkward, until they finally passed through the gate and she stepped foot into Rothaiche M’or.

      By. The. Spirits.

      Even with everything that she had seen outside, it was nothing to prepare her for what she would see in those inner gates. There were buildings everywhere, all pressed up together, short and tall, wide and thin, with glass windows and banners hanging from some and tall torch posts every so often, unlit because it was currently day but no doubt dazzling at night.

      Against all odds, she had made it. The journey had been long and dangerous, and it was far from over. But she had a friend at her side, and a strange talking bird who seemed to know far more about her magic than she did. Together, Ukrah knew they would help her find the God-Woman who could help her control her magic…and find her true purpose.
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      “Come on,” Crispin said, taking Ukrah by the hand. “We don’t want to get caught in this district with gold in our hand. It’s practically asking to get robbed. Let’s get closer to the castle before we treat ourselves.”

      Ukrah nodded, unable to say anything as he pulled her along.

      You better close your mouth, girl. You’re going to catch bugs in it.

      She belatedly snapped her mouth shut as he pulled her along. The city was well and truly massive, and it felt like they were hustling forever before he finally slowed.

      “There,” he said, pointing. “Braddock’s Kitchen. I think I heard that it’s the dragon riders’ favorite place. We’ll be safe there for sure.”

      “You can read?” Ukrah murmured, surprised. She had always been taught that the civilized folks hoarded knowledge only for the rich and powerful, and that most common folk didn’t know how to read or write their own language.

      He nodded. “I’m not the best, but Maisy taught me. She was governess to the children for a long while until she hurt her back real bad in a fall during the winter. They retired her to the kitchens then, and she started to teach all of us the lessons she picked up while taking care of two generations of the house.”

      “She sounds very kind.”

      “She is. There’s a lot of folks at the manor who are, just like there are a lot of folks who aren’t. You just gotta learn who to trust.”

      She looked down at their hands, and how he was holding hers firmly but gently. If she pulled away, she knew he would let go.

      “Yeah,” she murmured, dozens of thoughts churning through her head.

      But those thoughts were put on hold once they entered the place and the scent of rich, cooked food hit her like a flood.

      “Goodness,” she breathed.

      “Right?”

      He found them a seat at the bar, all of the tables fully packed, and they only just barely fit. The large room was indeed filled with folks who looked like dragon riders, most scarred, some missing limbs, and all of them holding themselves like someone who regularly sat atop a massive flying beast.

      They weren’t the only folks there, with a few people who were clearly city dwellers dotted around, but they were definitely the majority. It did make her feel fairly safe, and she let herself relax ever-so-slightly.

      It didn’t take long for the barkeep to come up to them, and Crispin put his gold coin on the counter. “What all can this get me?” he asked, licking his lips hungrily. It was only then that Ukrah realized that the boy had probably never had a full meal in his life. That was so sad to think of, and she found herself growing excited for him.

      The bartender looked him over for a long moment. “I could be dishonest and serve you two the biggest meal you’ve ever had and take that whole coin,” he said slowly. “But you two can eat and drink your fill and it would only cost three silvers. Five at most. And that’s giving both me and the kitchen a generous tip.”

      “Alright then,” Crispin said, almost wiggling with his enthusiasm. “Five silvers then. Give us whatever you think is best. Oh, but we want to keep our minds clear, so not much ale.”

      “Got it, a full spread with mostly water and nectars. You’re in luck, I hear Braddock just finished a fresh batch of his biscuits.”

      “And that’s a good thing?” Ukrah asked as the barkeep took the gold coin and slid Crispin five silvers of his own. That was right, ten coppers were one silver, and ten silvers were one gold. It got more complicated as one went into gems, but he assured her he’d never have to worry about that because that was rich, noble stuff.

      The barkeep grinned broadly. “Oh, it’s a very good thing.”

      He disappeared into the back and they were left to sit there, listening to the hubbub around them. She could see why the riders chose the place. There was a sort of homey, comfy feeling to it, a sort of lack of expectation. She could see how that would be very appealing to a dragon rider, especially in the new world they were all learning.

      It didn’t take long for their first bit of food to come out, a platter with honey, jam, and some thin meat fixings on the side. “Now I know it’s hard, but don’t fill yourself up entirely on that. You have a whole feast coming to you.”

      Crispin just smiled brightly. “I ain’t never been full a day in my life. I’m looking forward to it.”

      They dug in and wow, the little bready things were indeed delicious. It didn’t make sense that so much flavor could be in a little circle of food, but they were salty and sweet and warm and fluffy and just good. The two of them scarfed down more than they probably should have, before Crispin pushed the plate over to share with the folks around them. A few people looked surprised, but no one turned him down. They’d have to be insane to.

      “So, where did you learn to fight like that?”

      Ukrah looked at him with wide eyes, just having shoved an entire biscuit into her mouth, cheeks bulging. Crispin cackled, leaning back in his stool so far, he almost fell off.

      What’s so funny in there? I can hear you, but I can’t see anything.

      Ukrah looked around, trying to spot the bird, but he wasn’t anywhere she could see. “Where are you?” she asked in her native tongue.

      On the roof. It smells nice. What is that? Is that food?

      Sliding off her stool, Ukrah walked out onto the street in front of the place. Sure enough, a moment later, there was the sound of flapping and the little desert finch landed on her shoulder.

      “Prepare yourself, Tayir. You have no idea what you’re in for.”

      They went inside and if anyone thought anything of her little bird friend, they didn’t say it, and soon, there was even more food in front of them. The two dug in with gusto, and it was like paradise in her mouth.

      Maybe all the pain was worth it, because the food was amazing.

      They were some really good biscuits.
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      By the time they stumbled out, their bellies were distended, and they were so pleasantly full that she was almost giddy. She wanted to curl up and sleep somewhere, but they had a job to do.

      “Come on, this way to the open court.”

      He guided her along, and soon they were on a path that was headed straight toward the giant building she had seen what seemed like days ago now but really was only a few hours. The spires still stood, as beautiful as ever, and the center of the building was multiple stories, with balconies and statues, and all of the finery that had so shocked her from afar.

      “It’s beautiful,” she breathed, once again swept up in the grandeur of it all. But if they had such nice buildings, how could these people ever excuse having poor? Having servants? There was so much wealth and bounty, it didn’t make sense that Crispin had never had a full meal. That they wanted slaves.

      She just didn’t understand.

      “Wait until you see the inside! Sometimes these things run long, so we might have to camp in the inner court, but there’s hardly a single night now that they don’t have possible witchlets and the like in there.”

      “They let people sleep there?”

      “Yeah. There’s a whole thing about how they let people in and sort them to where they need, and it isn’t quick. If you thought the gate took forever, well, I hear that the court is a lot worse. But don’t worry, they make sure that everyone has food and water.”

      “No, too full to think about more food.”

      “Really? So then you don’t care that I had them pack up a good amount for us to have later tonight and put it in our pack?”

      “I never said that.”

      Oh, I like this boy.

      He continued urging her on, and soon they did indeed enter through two massive doors. There were even more guards there, but they only stopped them to check for weapons. No questions, no threats, just a quick search and then they were walking into a truly massive room.

      There were maybe two dozen or so folks in front of her, almost all of them young, but that was the only feature they shared. They stood in an orderly line leading up to a large, wooden seat where possibly the most regal woman Ukrah had ever seen sat, a ledger on the tall table in front of her.

      Her skin was dark umber, smooth and flawless with a celestial glow. Her eyes were dark, just like Ukrah’s, as was her hair. But instead of being tied tightly into a braid, her onyx tresses were in a wild halo around her head, so large and thickly curled that it could only be called a crown.

      She was wearing fine, but practical, clothing. Breeches and a doublet with her weapons attached to her belt. Without a doubt, Ukrah knew she was staring at the Governess of all of Rothaiche M’or. The great witch, Dille.

      She stared, unable to move or even shuffle forward. He had done it. Crispin had really done it. He’d helped her get to someplace where she could be safe. Where she could figure out what was inside of her, if anything, and how to make sure she never hurt anyone again. And if anyone could lead her to the God-Woman, it was her best friend.

      Sure, Ukrah would have to prove herself to Governess Dille first, work her way up the ranks before earning the privilege of meeting the woman who saved the entire world. Maybe it would take months, or even a year, but she didn’t care. She was going to atone one way or the—

      Wait, what is that?

      A commotion sounded to their side and Ukrah tensed, expecting the worst. But instead, a small woman pushed her way through a group of workers who seemed to be trying to slow her down, all of them carrying different fabrics or sheers and looking quite frazzled.

      “Lady W’allenhaus, please! We must finish your fitting.”

      Now this is getting interesting, Tayir murmured before flying forward and squawking loudly, flapping in the faces of the workers and making the most protesting one drop his fabric.

      “Oh, pox your fitting. Both the dress and I will be here tomorrow. Now, where is it!”

      The small woman stepped out of the shadows, a truly massive man shadowing behind her and looking wryly amused. It was only with her fully in sight that Ukrah noticed the white hair atop her head and the same face that had been in her dreams.

      “Eist,” the governess said, rising to her feet. “What are you doing here?”

      But the woman paid her no attention. She was so much smaller in person, although her frame clearly had all the hard muscle that came from being a rider. Strangely enough, she also had a soft, slightly protruding middle and thick thighs even wider than Ukrah’s own stocky pair. She hadn’t noticed it in her dreams, but now, she knew without a doubt that she was staring at the woman who had changed everything. “I can sense it. I haven’t felt it in so long. I…”

      Her eyes finally met Ukrah’s, and she stared into those mismatched orbs, one pupil swelling up to cover most of her eye and the other an intense green. It reminded her of Crispin, actually.

      “It’s you,” the woman breathed, and suddenly everyone was looking at her.
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      “Eist,” the governess said, stepping down from her chair. It wasn’t quite a throne, but it definitely spoke of a position of power. “Care to tell me what’s going on?”

      But the short woman just stared at Ukrah, eyes wide and full of wonder. “I haven’t… It’s been years.”

      “Um, dear, I think you’re alarming the child.” The tall man reached out to her, his truly impressive muscles rippling—how big was he?—but he just caught the edge of the dress she was only half in and it fell to pieces, leaving her in a lavender shift and breeches.

      “Child? She’s taller than me!” The woman closed in on her, eyes wide and searching. Once more, Ukrah was reminded of Crispin, but instead of having one eye all white and clouded, it was instead a dark bleeding pupil. “Oh, it’s all over you. Or… Wait, no. It’s coming from you, isn’t it?” Her hands went to either side of Ukrah’s head, pulling it down slightly so she could take a deep sniff. Which was…weird. Definitely weird.

      “Um, Eist?” the governess said, approaching them and gently removing the shorter woman’s hands from Ukrah’s braid. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “What’s going on is magic.”

      The governess’s dark, doe-like eyes glanced from Ukrah to the giant man who was almost too big to be possible. “She’s here seeking refuge. I have no doubt she has magic.”

      “What?” The woman blinked for the first time and seemed to come back to herself. “Oh, uh, no. That’s not what I mean.”

      “Then what do you mean?”

      “I… Ever since that day, when I banished the Blight and everything of the Three, I’ve been cut off from magic. I haven’t felt a lick of it or tasted a drop. Five years without any golden shimmer. No more power. No more of that burning energy. It’s been quiet and entirely human in this little body of mine.

      “Until a few moments ago.” Her gaze returned to Ukrah and her hand rose, as if to caress the girl’s face, but she hesitated. “I can’t see it, but I can feel it coming from you. All bright and sparkling and…well, just like it used to be. How is that possible?”

      “I… I don’t know,” Ukrah answered honestly.

      “Honestly, Eist, look how you’re scaring the poor girl.” Suddenly, the governess was between them, gripping Ukrah’s chin gently and looking over her face. “You seem healthy enough, but I’m sure could use a good meal, water, and a thorough bath. Athar, perhaps you could show the young lady to some accommodations until your wife returns to her senses?”

      The man nodded, and Ukrah couldn’t help but swallow loudly. He was just so big. Bigger than any man she had ever seen, with long, long dark hair and a face that looked carved from stone. How such a short woman was married to such a towering man was beyond her.

      “It seems like you’re in good hands now,” Crispin said nervously from behind her. “I guess my work here is done. Not bad for my first act of freedom, if I do say so myself.”

      “Wait!” Ukrah pulled her face from the dark-skinned woman’s gentle grip and snatched up the lanky boy’s hand. “You’re leaving?”

      He looked from her to the people behind her, licking his lips uncertainly. “Well, yeah, this is a place for witches to seek refuge. I ain’t anything like that. Not special, like you.”

      I wouldn’t be so sure of that… Tayir teased from above. Most people wouldn’t break the law and leave behind everything they know to help a stranger who barely speaks the language.

      “I speak it!” Ukrah objected. Just not…well.

      “What was that?” the God-Woman asked from behind her, and Ukrah could tell from the shifting in her voice that she was craning her neck this way and that. “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      Huh, she really is the one I’ve heard so much about. Funny. I thought she’d be taller.

      “There it is again!”

      But Ukrah didn’t care about that. She just suddenly knew that she didn’t want to be alone with these people, even if they were the people who were supposed to save her. “Stay, Crispin. Please? Don’t go.”

      His eyes went wide, like he hadn’t been expecting that particular plea, and a bit of guilt crept into his expression.

      “Ukrah, I can’t stay. This place isn’t built for people like me, and we’re too close to the old manor for me to stay out in the city on my own. It’d be best for me to—”

      “Nonsense!” Suddenly, the God-Woman was between the two of them, gripping their collars and pulling them down to her level. “What’s your name, lad? And how old are you?”

      “Uh, Crispin. And I’m… I, uh, I just turned fifteen, Lady W’allenhaus.”

      “Fifteen and you’re already this tall?” She let go of them and rolled her eyes. “Kids these days are just like the dragons, getting bigger and bigger off all the life just rolling around in the air while I sacrificed all of my height to bring balance to this world.”

      The governess let out a choked laugh. “Sure. That’s how it happened.”

      Ukrah could tell it was an old argument as the God-Woman whirled on her. “I tell you, if there were peace in my times and I hadn’t been poisoned by an evil entity, I’d be giving Ain a run for his money!”

      Ather responded with a slight smirk on his face. “Wasn’t your mother rather small as well, love?”

      “Excuse me? You are my husband! You are supposed to be on my side!” She waved his answer away and looked at them. “But that can wait. Like Dille said, get them food. I’ll get into some practical clothes.”

      The tailor and all his assistants seemed to heave a sigh of relief. “So then you’ll finish the fitting?”

      “The fitting can wait for another day, Bertrold!” the woman practically crowed as she strode away. “I’ve found magic again! Can you believe it? Right here in the court!” Her words faded as the bevy of fabric holders followed her, and Ukrah found herself just staring blankly after her.

      …had that just happened?

      Yes, it really did seem so.

      “Alright, I still have a few more people to see today, so, Athar, will you do what your definitely not insane wife requested?”

      “I couldn’t imagine t-telling her no,” he joked lightly. Giving them a slight bow, he stepped to the side and swept his arm in a welcoming gesture. “This way to our manor. I have a feeling she would prefer you there rather than the general eatery.”

      “What, are you saying my kitchens and dining area for the workers aren’t up to snuff?” Dille teased as she walked away. The governess—the protector of witches and dragonbloods—was teasing a giant like it was no big deal.

      And Ukrah supposed that to them, it wasn’t. Supposedly, the God-Woman had had the support of not only her once one-of-a-kind dragon, but also four exceptional academy students in her year. Ukrah didn’t know what happened to one of them, save that he died valiantly in battle, but other than that, the remaining three were all alive and healthy.

      “Ignore her. She knows Eist would just prefer a more secure location to talk. It can often get…crowded around her.”

      It took a moment for Ukrah to understand what he meant, but she did get it. The God-Woman was a legend, the savior of the world. She had turned everything on its head and expunged the false gods and the great Blight and restored the world to its natural path. There were those that hated her for it, those that respected her for it, some that worshipped her, and no doubt those that complained that it wasn’t right for one woman to have that much power.

      Yeah, so maybe privacy would be something that the woman would cherish. Maybe even insist upon.

      “Well, lead the way,” Crispin said.

      Wait! I think I’ll have a much harder time following you from outside these walls, Tayir squawked before fluttering down to Ukrah’s shoulder. If Athar thought anything of her feathered passenger, he didn’t say so. He just nodded and lumbered along, letting Ukrah and Crispin fall in line behind him.

      So far, it was nothing like she had expected, but maybe that wasn’t an entirely bad thing.
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      “So, this is the corridor that specifically leads to several estates that are away from the main castle. They used to be for the militia during the renovation of the last castle, but Dille thought it better if the military was handled and housed somewhere it couldn’t be wiped out with one large-scale attack.”

      “Estates?” Crispin asked.

      “Yes. Nothing so big as some people t-think we should have, but it’s more than most of us have ever had before. Except for Ain. Th-the Margaidian merchant that fell in love with his ma has a right palace almost. I stayed there one summer, back in the day.”

      It was strange to see such a giant, hulking man speaking in a low voice that got caught over certain sounds, making him try at a word two or three times before it got out. Ukrah wasn’t sure if it was an accent sort of thing or a specific way of talking, but if she didn’t catch something, Tayir would translate for her.

      “Ain’s place is actually the smallest of all of ours, but I suspect th-that he spends most of his t-t-time at Dil— Wait.” He paused and Ukrah almost ran into him. She felt like that would probably be akin to slamming into a wall. “I shouldn’t say th-that. Eist says I’ve become a regular chat-chat-cha— I talk a lot more now that I’m older.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry about that,” Crispin said, walking up beside the large man and slapping his arm jovially. Ukrah didn’t miss how he also winced and shook out his hand a moment later. “Geez, it’s like a rock. Ow.”

      “You don’t t-talk much either, do you?” Athar said, giving Ukrah a quick glance over.

      “She’s still learning the language,” Crispin said, giving Ukrah a wink. She wasn’t sure what the wink was for, she legitimately didn’t understand a lot of common speak still and mostly relied on Tayir.

      You know, I won’t be able to do this convenient translating thing while that woman you’re enamored with is around.

      “Why not?” she asked in her own tongue.

      I don’t like the idea of other people eavesdropping. I’m here to talk to you, not every magically-inclined person who stumbles across our path.

      “She’s not just a magically-inclined person, she’s the God-Woman.”

      “Uh, what’s she saying?”

      “Just talking to her birdie there. Followed her all the way from the desert. Think it might be her familiar or something? That’s a thing, right? Familiars?”

      “I don’t rightly kn-know. The magic t-thing is more Dille’s area. It’s kind of a sore subject for Eist since she sacrificed all of her…you know. When the world renewed.”

      “Uh, yeah, I think I got it,” Crispin said, smiling brightly. “That was a real crazy time, wasn’t it? And you lived through it. You’ll have to tell us all about it sometime.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “Most folks don’t have the patience to listen to me t-talk.”

      “Ah, well, most people are missing out then, aren’t they?” Crispin continued, his smile as genuine as ever.

      Ukrah didn’t know how he was so effortlessly charming. She was fighting not to have a perpetual scowl on her face from just looking around and trying to observe everything. The hallway they were in was high and vaulted, with pretty molding all along the top of it. She had heard that once, everything in the grand palace had been inlaid in gold, but since the reconstruction, Dille and Eist had insisted that all of that valuable metal be collected and melted down to help fund the many refugees pouring into the city.

      They were good people, these survivors of the great war, and she couldn’t believe that she was standing in the shadow of the great giant.

      She had always thought that the myths had exaggerated just how large the God-Woman’s companion and eventual lover was, but he really was something else. Maybe he had dragon’s blood in him too, but it just translated into massive size. Surely stranger things had happened.

      Suddenly, they were stepping through a pair of double-doors and onto a large lawn. Although ‘lawn’ didn’t really do it justice. It was a massive expanse of green and grass and… Was that an orchard!?

      She stepped forward automatically, heading toward the rows of tall trees. Crispin caught her wrist, managing to stop her in her tracks.

      “Hey, it’s just like I said it would be, right? When I told you about farms?”

      Ukrah nodded. “I…”

      “Would you like to walk through th-them?” Athar said, walking up along beside them. “It won’t take us too far out of the path, and Mrs. Kaldonner probably hasn’t started up supper yet.”

      “I would like that,” Ukrah said quietly. “Very much.”

      “Alright then, you can lead th-the way on this one I th-think.”

      She knew she should probably say something, like a thank you or some other platitude, but nothing came to mind. She could only stare at the beautiful rows of trees that were laden down with so. Much. Food!

      She remembered her mother teaching her how to scale the sharp, jagged trees that occasionally had delicious fruit at the top, hidden within thick husks or hardened shells. She remembered her mother teaching her how to track the movement of water, even from under the sand, to find such trees.

      It was a bittersweet moment, but she shoved it down and rushed to the towering trees. They were so many different shades of green. Light, dark, brilliant, speckled with white, speckled with amber. There were so many different types, and yet none of them were the same as she had spotted in the woods with Crispin.

      It was almost like she was in another world—one where she didn’t have a strange power within her, one where tribes didn’t burn their daughters, and where sand didn’t scour even the roughest of stone smooth.

      Hey, are you going to stop drooling and actually eat one of these things?

      A world where she didn’t have a talking bird companion that apparently only she could hear.

      “You can help yourself,” Athar said, stopping a tree or two behind her and reaching up to a greenish fruit that looked kind of like a tear drop. “This is a pear.”

      “Pear?” she repeated, tentatively taking it from his large hand.

      The corners of his eyes crinkled as she held it tenderly, and with one last uncertain look to both him and Crispin, she lowered her head to take a bite.

      By the old spirits, it was so…so…juicy!

      She couldn’t help a giggle as liquid burst out around her teeth, filling her mouth and dripping down her chin. It was messy, but she didn’t care. If they had more fruit like the pear in her desert, folks would never go thirsty!

      “You like that?” Athar said with a hearty laugh. Strange… From most other people, it would sound like he was mocking her, but it just seemed like he genuinely enjoyed seeing her have a personal revelation from the fruit in his orchard. He took a few large strides to a different row and plucked another fruit. “Try th-this one.”

      “Ah nof done wif twis one,” she answered, mouth full.

      “I’ll finish it,” Crispin said, plucking the pear from her hand. “Because that’s a peach, and you definitely want to try that.”

      Ukrah nodded, feeling borderline overwhelmed by everything. She didn’t think there was a time in her life where people around her insisted she eat more, that she try everything she wanted just for fun. Food was a precious, valuable resource in the desert and needed to be respected. Not taken lightly.

      “There’s a big stone in the middle,” Athar said, handing the small, pink and orange thing to her.

      “A…a rock?” she repeated. She never heard of a plant that was able to grow a full stone inside. What kind of magic was that?

      He said something else between soft laughs, but she didn’t catch it. A quick look to Tayir had her an answer, however.

      Not literally a rock. There’s a seed in there. Thick and big. Some folks in the south call it a pit.

      Ukrah nodded—that made much more sense to her—and took a hearty bite.

      The texture was different from the pear, and she didn’t think it was possible for the fruit to be even juicier, but that was exactly the boat she found herself in.

      This time, she had to laugh outright, more juice going down her chin and making her lips sticky, while Athar looked as pleased as could be.

      “Come along now,” he said once she swallowed. “You can try more another day. In the meantime, we should get you to Mrs. Kaldonner so she can clean you up.”

      “We need to be cleaned?” Ukrah asked, taking another overly large bite of the fruit before handing it to Crispin. In truth, she could have wolfed the whole thing down, but it didn’t seem right not to share with the boy who had brought her to safety.

      Crispin took it gratefully, the pear already gone, and he practically inhaled it. She found herself wondering whether his thin lankiness was natural or more the result of cruel masters who were stingy with feeding the humans they were supposed to provide for.

      “You’re a little road rough.”

      Ukrah didn’t really know quite what that meant, but she put together the context clues. She had bathed in that stream a day or so before. How much dirt could they have accumulated in just that time?

      Oh well, it wasn’t like she was going to argue with the giant of a man. If he wanted them to get all cleaned up, she would do just that.

      She was so in her own thoughts about the cleaning thing that she didn’t even notice as a shadow loomed over them. Looking up, she saw a truly massive house standing in front of them.

      “It’s not th-the biggest estate,” Athar said, walking right up to the giant front doors. Were those made of wood!? Why did these people use so much wood for everything? Surely that took far too many trees. “But it does well by us.”

      Ukrah looked over the large building. It was many people tall and sprawled in both directions with what looked like a stable to the side of it. Her whole tribe could have lived in there and had folks who ended up getting lonely.

      “Small?”

      “Yeah, Eist and I don’t actually spend much time here, and her family never had a manor to inherit, so this is plenty for us. Not like we have little ones underfoot, and we only hire two workers to keep up the estate when we’re busy.”

      She nodded as if that made perfect sense even though she had no idea how the looming building in front of her could be considered anything but intimidatingly large. Sure, the grand palace she had just been in was bigger, but that was a palace that also held hundreds of people. In front of her was a ‘home’ meant to hold four people.

      Four!

      They stepped inside, and it was like being in a smaller version of the palace. There were plenty of windows, leaving the place well lit, even as they walked down a long hall to what appeared to be a kitchen.

      Ukrah had heard of civilized kitchens, how they were completely indoors and rarely used the earth as an oven. But it was one thing to hear of them and another thing entirely to see one in person. It was a large, very warm room with even more windows and what she guessed was an oven against one wall, judging by the red-hot coals visible in front of it.

      There was a woman standing close by the thing, stirring a pot as she looked over a bottle in her other hand. She was older, judging by her grayish hair and gently-wrinkled face, but stood strong and firm.

      “Mrs. Kaldonner,” Athar announced, giving her a polite nod. “We have guests who will be joining us for dinner tonight.”

      The woman turned to face them, never pausing in her stirring, and looked them over. For a moment, Ukrah felt a bit self-conscious, like she was being judged against some standards that she didn’t know.

      “They’ll need to wash up. I’ll not have them at the table covered in road grit.”

      “Aye, of course. And you’ll have clothes for them once they’re clean?”

      “Well, I very well ain’t gonna have them running about the manor naked now, will I? Would be a terrible sight for Lady W’allenhaus, wouldn’t it?”

      “Somehow, I th-think she’s seen worse.” Despite his teasing, Athar led the two young ones out, chuckling to himself as they walked down to the end of the long hall and turned left.

      Ukrah had no words for the other rooms behind the open doors they passed, but she was nearly overwhelmed with the urge to break away from the giant man in front of her and investigate each one. It was like she had been whisked away to an entirely different world, and she didn’t know what to think of any of it.

      Finally, they reached the end of the hall and a door that was different from all the others. It was thicker looking, and a darker wood, with a different handle as well. There was a small sign hung on it, with what she guessed were worlds scrawled across it.

      Not that she could read it, of course. She knew a grand total of two of their symbols, neither of which were used on the door.

      “So, th-this is where you can bathe. We don’t have hot springs like the academy, but we do have a large cavern system we had built down there during the rebuilding after the war. That’s usually where all the rider-less brindles hang out with Fior and Ethella. Occasionally th-their other friends will doze down there too, but since the laying season is about to start, don’t expect hot water all the time.”

      “I…do not understand,” Ukrah said slowly. Why were there dragons underground and why did that effect bathing?

      “Ah, right, you might not understand. Alright, so, the best I can explain is we built this room over a pond that was already here, sectioning about a quarter of it off for ours-s-selves. We stoned it up, then below we made a sort of fire pit and regularly go fill it with wood and trees. The dragons light it up mostly for themselves and to have fun, but it warms the water and makes it a nice treat for us up here. Sometimes I th-think that Fior does it just to make Eist happy, but it works out.”

      He opened the door and stood to the side. “You’ll have to go one at a time, but please wash yourself in one of the wooden tubs to the side, and then you can get into the spring part.”

      “I…” Ukrah looked to Crispin to see if any of the explanation was some sort of joke, but the boy just looked excited to go inside. “Do you want to go first, Crispin?”

      The boy’s eyes went wide at that. “What? Are you sure? You don’t wanna, uh, just hop right in?” Ukrah shook her head, and he smiled brightly. “Alright, well, I’m not gonna argue with a gift horse, or whatever the saying is.” He moved past the giant man and into the bath, his eyes somehow even wider when he eventually turned to shut the door.

      “I’ll make sure to have them bring clothes for the two of you, since Mrs. Kaldonner can be a little particular about the dinner table. Once you’re done here, I’ll show you to your rooms.”

      “Rooms?” Ukrah asked uncertainly. She was new to his language, but she was pretty sure that he used a plural word. “Not one?”

      “Well, I know Eist and all of us skirted the rules a lot when we were younger, but it’s not exactly proper for boys and girls of your age to be sleeping in th-the same room, so we’ll probably house you separate.”

      None of that made sense. Whole families slept in the main tent of her tribe, and there were people of all ages there. “…why?”

      The man chuckled a moment before he seemed to realize that she was serious, then his expression grew decidedly uncomfortable. “I… uh, I… You can ask Eist when you s-s-s-see her later,” he said, giving her a quick nod before walking off at an impressive rate given his bulk.

      And then Ukrah was standing in the hall, alone, even Tayir was off somewhere she couldn’t see. Everything around her seemed utterly impossible and strange, but she lacked the words to even describe most of them.

      For the first time in days, it was really sinking in that she was in an entirely different place. The civilized world. A land of dragons and mansions and so much water that probably no one ever went thirsty. With so much water that they had bathing rooms for their own pleasure.

      Suddenly, she wished very much that she could go home.

      …except home wasn’t really there anymore, was it?
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      Ukrah stared hard at the clothes in front of her. She was dripping wet, all relaxed and contented from her time soaking in the amazingly warm water, and her rags had been taken from her.

      What had replaced it was clean, that much was for certain, but they were utterly foreign to her. She was pretty sure she saw a shift, but it was so long and had complicated sleeves she didn’t understand. And there was so much other stuff that she just felt entirely intimidated.

      A soft knock sounded at the door, and Ukrah jerked sharply.

      “Who!” she cried, suddenly afraid that Crispin or someone else would just launch himself in even though he had always been quite respectful of her privacy back at the creek

      “Hello?” It was a soft, feminine voice that answered, barely getting through the door. “I thought… Need help?”

      Ah. Help. Yes, Ukrah understood that. “I do,” she answered, picking up the shift-looking thing and holding it in front of herself just in case.

      But instead of an enemy, or anything like that, it was a small, thin girl who stepped in, closing the door firmly behind her.

      She was the epitome of everything Ukrah had ever heard about the otherworldliness of some in the settled lands. Her skin was whiter than stone and dappled with faint little dots ranging from dark brown to a light brown. As her eyes settled on Ukrah, she realized that they were a blazing green, like a mystical gem. Greener than any human had a right to have.

      And then her hair.

      It was red. Blazing like the sun, or fire itself. It fell in long tresses, some of it reaching past her slim hips, but mostly braided intricately in complicated patterns about her head. She wore a fine dress, and Ukrah was able to suddenly understand what some of the neatly folded clothing was.

      She didn’t look real. She didn’t look like she belonged. And yet in the land that Ukrah was in, this strange girl fit in more than any desert folk ever would.

      “Hello, I’m Cassinda. Can I help?”

      Ukrah nodded and held out the shift-thing to the girl. Just like she had supposed, it did indeed go on first, followed by more and more clothing that seemed entirely superfluous. If the climate was anything like the desert, Ukrah would have been keeling over in a sweaty pile. But as it were, she was quite comfortable as she exited the room, Cassinda right behind her.

      “Wow!” Crispin said once she was out, scrambling up from where he had been sitting on the floor. “You look…”

      He said something long that contained far too many fumbling words, but the boy was smiling so she figured it was a positive.

      “Thank you,” she said, giving him a short nod.

      Shouting suddenly sounded from down the hall, followed by crashing and other hurried commotion. The next thing Ukrah knew, Tayir was fluttering around the corner.

      You just left me outside! I brought you all the way from the desert, the least you could do was not leave me behind in the orchard!

      “It’s not my fault you got distracted filling your beak with fruit,” Ukrah answered in her own language. “Are you ready to translate again?”

      Ugh, is that all I am to you now? Not a friend who saved your life, but just a tool to understand all these fine, pale folks?

      “Don’t act so dramatic. It’s not like—”

      “Ah, this is your bird, I take it?”

      That voice was familiar, and Ukrah’s head snapped up to see none other than the God-Woman herself standing at the end of the hall, a large pot in her hand.

      “Y-yes,” Ukrah answered uncertainly, feeling her whole body grow rigid.

      Sure, she had just met the woman an hour or so before in a much more mussed state of dress, but it was like being introduced to royalty all over again. No, greater than royalty. A hero. A legend.

      A god.

      Ukrah squeezed her eyes shut and told herself to calm down. Even with her white hair and intense gaze, Eist was still human.

      …or at least Ukrah thought so.

      “Cute. My husband has a stutter too, but you already know that. Where did he go, by the way?”

      Tayir dutifully translated, but Crispin spoke up before Ukrah could answer. “He dropped off clothes for us then said he was going to make sure the dragons were fed before Mrs. Kaldonner was ready with what she was making.”

      Eist snorted. “Please, the dragons can get food whenever they want. Either he was feeling stressed from all the attention or he wanted to spoil them, as usual.”

      Ukrah had never heard a legend snort before, but that was something that had definitely just happened. So strange to think that the woman in front of her, the woman who had saved the word and banished the usurpers and returned magic to how it was supposed to be, was a short little thing that made very human noises.

      “Well, shall I show you to your rooms?”

      “Rooms?” This time it was Crispin who questioned it, looking quite surprised.

      “Of course. I realize you came here together, and I’m one to talk considering how much time Ya—uh, me and my friends spent the night in each other’s dorms, but it’s more proper to have you in separate rooms, as it were.”

      “I, just… I…” Crispin shook his head, as if trying to gather his words. It was strange to see the boy so speechless. “I thought you were just being kind and giving me a wash, then dinner before sending me on the road. I’m not magic. Not like Ukrah.”

      Eist looked at Ukrah. “Do you want him here with you?” she asked flatly.

      Ukrah nodded as emphatically as she could. Maybe it was strange, considering that she had just met the boy by chance, but he had risked his life for her. He had brought her food and made sure that she had everything she needed when he had no reason to. He made her feel safe and like she had someone to trust since the insane turn her life had taken.

      “And do you want to be here?”

      Crispin nodded too. “I mean, I… You should know that I’m a runaway servant. Of the indentured kind, ya know. I… I stole stuff from my last lord. A lot of stuff.”

      Eist’s eyes narrowed ever-so-slightly, and Ukrah didn’t like the thought of her getting the wrong idea. “He stole for me! To help me get here. To you.”

      “You wanted to find me?”

      Of course, that was what the God-Woman focused on. It wasn’t something Ukrah necessarily needed to be a secret, but it wasn’t something she wanted just blurted out either.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, that works out then. We can talk it all out at dinner. For now, your rooms, as I said.”

      “Just like that? You’re letting me stay with you just like that?”

      Eist rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I realize this is probably a momentous thing for you, but I don’t want to take the time to make it a whole big deal. So, in short, yes, you can stay here however long you want, as long as you don’t steal from us or try to hurt anyone. I don’t care what you may or may not have done as a servant. Now, I’m quite hungry. Can I show you your rooms so we can eat and discuss what all of us really want to?”

      There was a murmur of agreement all around and then they were walking.

      They went down another hall, this one lined with less doors and instead with open rooms. What their purpose was Ukrah couldn’t guess, but they moved past them quickly until they reached the strangest thing she had ever seen.

      It was like a hill, but it was inside, and it wasn’t a smooth slope, but a series of planks of wood one after the other in a very geometric pattern.

      As if it was the most normal thing in the world, the God-Woman, Crispin, and Cassinda just walked right up them. Ukrah stared openly, watching their feet go one right after the other, the wood below their feet creaking rhythmically.

      “Oh hey, are you coming?” Crispin said, looking back to her.

      “What this?” she whispered back hotly.

      Really? This is what gets you? Not the idea that there’s dragons in a man-made cavern system below your feet? These are just steps, Ukrah. They’re not important.

      “It’s called a staircase. Have you never seen it before?”

      She shook her head, ignoring Tayir. She knew that what was in front of her wasn’t mystical or even that terrifying, but it was so out of place that she couldn’t just roll with it.

      “Huh, well, that’s interesting. But think you can walk up ‘em?”

      “Hey, what’s the holdup down there?” the God-Woman asked. “Are you alright?”

      Ukrah didn’t want to look weak in front of her, so she just nodded and hurried up after her, Crispin following.

      The whole experience didn’t last long, and their group soon came to the top of the thing. Then it was down a much shorter hallway that ended in a large, open chunk of floor that was outside any of the walls. They turned as she stared at that, and then the God-Woman led them to several smaller doors all next to each other.

      “These are our rooms for wards.”

      “So, what, you collect us?” Crispin asked, smiling in that charming way of his.

      “Not usually, but like Cassinda, we provide lodging for those who might need magical protection or help but aren’t a good fit for the Witch Academy.”

      Crispin looked doubtfully to the young, slight girl beside him. “Why aren’t you a good fit for the academy?”

      Cassinda didn’t answer, keeping her eyes firmly ahead, and the God-Woman just cleared her throat.

      “Anyway, your rooms. Here ya go.”

      She opened the door closest to her and stepped back. Ukrah peeked in and her mouth immediately dropped.

      There was a fancy cot there, with a thick mattress different from the straw bedding she saw at the slaver encampment. There were other pieces of furniture, as well as fireplaces for cold nights. Thick, expensive-looking blankets and pillows crowded the cot, making the whole thing look expensive and exceedingly comfortable.

      “This is mine?” Ukrah said quietly.

      “Either yours or the boy’s. I don’t particularly care.”

      “My name is Crispin, uh, by the way.”

      “Right. I’ll try to remember that, but I’ll probably need you to remind me about a dozen times. You understand how it is.”

      “Uh…sure.”

      “Anyway, here they are, do you want to look around or—”

      It was all so much for Ukrah. Somehow, she had gone from being tied to a stake, to a slave, to having her own room in a mansion. “Dinner?”

      “Right. We have a lot to talk about. This way.”

      The woman gave them a nod and led them right back down the stairs. It was all so bizarrely commonplace while still being entirely extraordinary that Ukrah hoped the few minutes of retracing their steps would give her a few minutes to collect herself.

      They didn’t.
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      “What are you?”

      Ukrah looked up from the bowl of warm, steaming soup in front of her. It was filled with things she didn’t recognize, but had smelled so nice that she’d dug in as soon as Crispin had given her the nod that she was alright.

      “I…” How was she supposed to answer that?

      “Eist, maybe expound on th-that.”

      “Hmm, right. Okay, do you have any idea why I might have felt you?” Her husband cleared his throat. “Fine, right. I’ve been spending too much time around Dille. I don’t have to overexplain everything to her.”

      “Dille is a witch who lived three different eras and traveled through time with you.”

      Wait, what?

      “You’re right. You’re right.” The God-Woman sighed and rubbed the thick bridge of her nose—which looked like it might have been broken once or twice. “Alright, so…imagine that magic is all around us. Kind of like water. It has an ebb and a flow and a current. I used to be able to see the little tendrils of it everywhere. But, for reasons which are too complicated to go into right now, I was cut off from all of that. For the past five years, I haven’t felt any of it.

      “Until you. I can’t explain it. One moment, I was just standing in front of that stupid tailor’s mirror, the next I could feel something…calling to me, I guess. I followed it, and the next thing I know, you’re right there. It’s interesting to know that you were looking for me too. If I didn’t know better, I would think that you were calling for me purposefully.”

      “I… I don’t think I was,” Ukrah said after Tayir translated.

      “But you do have magic, yes?”

      “I…”

      “She turned several guards to ashes, but not the horses,” Crispin blurted suddenly, and Ukrah gave him an intense look. He mouthed an apology to her, but what was said was already said.

      “I’m sorry, you what? You killed men?”

      Ukrah felt her cheeks burn. Surely this was how she was to be kicked out and turned over to someone who could rid the world of her. “They… They were going to hurt Crispin.”

      The God-Woman looked to him and he nodded. “I got caught stealing things so Ukrah could get to you. They were going to hang me.”

      “So you saved him?”

      Ukrah nodded.

      “And have you done this before?”

      She hesitated but figured if she wasn’t going to be honest with the God-Woman, there was no reason to have sought her out. So, she nodded.

      “When? What was happening?”

      Ukrah knew she should probably tell her, but she didn’t want those words to come out of her mouth. She’d mostly been able to tuck away the whole thing in the back of her mind, so narrating them for the God-Woman would bring all of them to the surface again. After a long pause, she shook her head.

      “No? What do you mean, no?”

      She made several sounds that might have been words, but didn’t really make sense in either of their languages. Crispin, the clever boy that he clearly was, quickly stepped in. “You were protecting someone, right? Someone or something was threatening you?”

      She supposed that was correct and nodded.

      “And that was the only other time?”

      Another nod.

      “Alright, fine. I’ll take it. Clearly, you’ve got a magical connection, but it’s interesting that you’re only able to use it in defense, and that you were powerful enough to kill men without intending to. I don’t think I could have done that until I was at the height of my power.”

      “You mean when you were a god?” Ukrah asked before she could stop herself.

      That made the table grow very quiet, and Ukrah looked right back down into her soup.

      “I’m not a god. And I never was. I was…a vessel, at best, and I put things the way they should be, nothing more.” Her lips pressed into a thin line. “Or at least I tried my best to. Not sure how successful I was.”

      “What do you mean—”

      “In any case, we need to have you assessed.”

      “Assessed?” Her mind shot back to that slave cabin and how her worth was appraised by those old men who saw her as a thing and not a person.

      “Yes. Dille has a series of tests. Of course, I’d love to give them myself, but again, no magic. Except—” She cut herself off and shook her head. “Tomorrow. After we break the fast.”

      “What will I do?”

      “I’m actually not entirely sure. Dille usually handles the tests, and I deal with other things.”

      “…it hurt?”

      The woman looked startled at that. “What? No! No, it shouldn’t at all.” She winced and shook her head before recovering. “I’m sorry, I tend to get ahead of myself lately. Let me explain things.

      “No matter whatever it was that drew me to you, you are a guest here. Not a prisoner. Not a slave. Not a servant. No one here will hurt you, and you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. If at any point you’re scared, or need something explained to you, we can stop everything until you feel ready to go again. I apologize. I tend to treat things as a matter of course.”

      “Like being in the path of a hurricane,” Athar remarked quietly before his wife shot him a look.

      “You’re not helping.”

      “I’m not?” he asked with a playfully shocked expression.

      “You’re lucky you’re so handsome,” the God-Woman muttered before looking back to Ukrah. “In short, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. I just believe that fate has definitely brought us together for a reason, and I think this test of ours might put us on the right path to figuring out exactly what it wants.

      “And maybe all it wants is for us to teach you ways to make sure you don’t accidentally ash people anymore. That would be fine. I just want to make sure you know that none of this is going to be forced on you. Do you understand that?”

      Ukrah was overwhelmed by a lot of different feelings. Relief. Curiosity. Worry that she would somehow ruin it. But there, curled low in her belly, was hope. It had been a while since she’d felt it so brightly, and it started to flow through her, ebbing all the worry and fear that had been tinging all of her thoughts.

      “I do.”

      “Very well then. Now, once we’re done eating, how about I introduce you to our dragons?”

      Ukrah’s heart jumped and her eyes snapped wide at that. “N-now? Today?”

      “Well, I’d like to finish my meal and I’m sure they would as well, but once we’re done.”

      Ukrah nodded so emphatically that she almost knocked over the goblet beside her.

      “Alright then, sounds like a plan. But don’t go wolfing down your food to get to them faster. You don’t want to upset your stomach and bring it all up. I imagine you’ve been through quite a bit to get from the desert to here.”

      That was one way to put it.

      “Yes,” Ukrah said before digging into her soup with renewed enthusiasm. It was delicious and warming, but she hardly tasted it over her own excitement.

      Finally, after her whole life hearing about them, after months of dreaming about them, she was going to meet one in the flesh.
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      They walked across a wide, grassy stretch that was just so big that Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder what possible use they could have for all that space. There was a city just beyond the gate, and it seemed plenty crowded, so why was there so much open space around them? Where were the other witches and the refugees?

      She didn’t know, and she didn’t linger on that thought, because the God-Woman let out a whistle and a deep rumble issued from below their feet. Ukrah stumbled, Crispin catching her by a shoulder, and the next thing she knew, several massive shapes were flying up out of a large building just a handful of strides away.

      Ukrah covered her eyes, ducking away from the noise and shadows on instinct, but a moment later, she untensed. Looking up, she saw several wheeling silhouettes that were absolutely unmistakable.

      “Dragons,” Ukrah breathed, her eyes locked upwards.

      Oh sure, drool all over them, the big brutes. They’ve been around forever but ooooooh, how magnificent. Yeah, because blowing fire is so impressive.

      Ukrah ignored Tayir’s grumbling as two of the dragons gracefully circled downward. They were both truly large, blotting out the sun at certain points, although one of them was much bigger than the other. By the time they reached the ground, they well and truly stole Ukrah’s breath away.

      They both were beautiful—one a giant, scarlet being with truly massive wings and brightly polished scales. There were a handful of scars and slashes across its breathtaking, shining flanks, but they didn’t take away from its splendor. As soon as it landed, it trundled over to Athar and pressed its massive nose to the man’s upper body.

      “Haha, that’s my girl. Looking for more treats?”

      The dragon wuffled happily, continuing to nuzzle the man, and Ukrah’s gaze drifted to the other dragon.

      While the first had been massive and bounding, with wide wings and plenty of girth to her, the second was the complete opposite. Sure it was big, all dragons were, but it was slight and very clearly built for speed as opposed to the other one. Its head was more shovel-like, rounded, rather than the long, almost canine jaw of the other dragon, and its scales were something else entirely.

      Small, rounded, and perfect, Ukrah could spot shining bronze, glimmering copper, deep, dark umber along with the slightest hint of rusted red. It was an impressive combination, one that reminded her of when she had knelt in front of her tribe’s offering at the last pilgrimage they had taken to the great kingdom when she was very young.

      The beast let out a lilting chirp, practically bouncing over to the God-Woman and knocking her over with a playful lunge. Ukrah let out a gasp, but the two of them were all laughs and squeals.

      Wait… Could a dragon laugh?

      Ukrah just stood there, watching, but she was sure that she heard two tones of mirth, even though only Eist was laughing.

      As if it could hear her mental question, the dragon stopped enthusiastically licking the God-Woman’s face and looked over to Ukrah curiously. Surprisingly, the creature’s eyes weren’t green or red or blue or any of the other colors one might expect. Instead, those eyes were a shining, iridescent crystalline, staring right through her.

      There was a moment of stillness, some meaning hanging between the two of them, and then the dragon was stalking forward. It reminded Ukrah of a cat approaching something it might not be sure of, something it was hunting, and she wasn’t sure if she should run or go on the offensive.

      But instead of either of those, she just stood in place, waiting until it reached her. Its breath was warm, so warm, across her body and smelled faintly of roasted meat and greenery. It was taller than her, because of course, but not that much more. Its head was wider than her, however, and its head pressed into her abdomen before sliding upwards.

      “Huh, that’s odd,” the God-Woman remarked, standing and wiping off her hands. “He normally doesn’t…” Whatever she said and Tayir translated faded out of Ukrah’s perception as the dragon lowered itself so their eyes were level.

      Old Friend

      That voice! It was barely there, just curled around her ear, and more of a breath than anything. It wasn’t like Tayir’s words. More like a fleeting idea that glanced across her mind. It was gone as soon as it was created, fleeing in the wake of a rough, slightly barbed tongue sliding up her entire face.

      “Fior! I…” Suddenly, Eist was beside her, pushing both of her small hands against the dragon’s shovel-like head, urging him backward. “I’m sorry, he really doesn’t act like this normally. At least it was friendly, right?”

      She laughed uncertainly, but all Ukrah could do was stare at the two of them, trying to figure out how much of that was real and how much was just in her very weary head. She’d built up meeting dragons in her head for ages, but none of those imaginings had involved a strange, dreamlike sigh in her mind.

      “Well, the good thing is that he likes you. If Fior isn’t fond of someone, they’re not anyone I’d want to trust.”

      Ukrah nodded slowly, her words thick on her tongue, before a cry sounded above them. Glancing up, she had completely forgotten that there was a group of six or seven dragons above, all circling at the God-Woman’s whistle.

      “What do you th-think they’re on about?” Athar asked before the group started wheeling downward just like the original two dragons.

      “I don’t— This isn’t normal,” Eist murmured before the dragons touched down, one right after the other, forming a ring around them.

      No, forming a ring around her.

      It was bizarre and important all at once. Abruptly, she found herself staring into the eyes of several dragons and feeling the intense breathing of the rest of them. They closed in on her, slowly, intently, but not menacingly.

      “Uh, should we be worried?” Crispin asked, his voice high and barely on the edge of her mind.

      “Shhh,” the strange girl, Cassinda, whispered. “Something is happening.”

      Was it?

      Ukrah stood stock still, and soon the dragons were all close enough to smell her, and they did so, one at a time. Gentle but thorough, she found herself sniffed from nose to toes. No one spoke while the entire event happened, and she didn’t hear any more sighing voices.

      It couldn’t have taken that long, and yet it felt like an entire eternity, all of them locked into that moment in the grassy yard.

      Well, this is interesting.

      One of the dragons, with their shining, crystalline eyes, snapped its teeth closed right in front of the bird, as if it had heard the irreverence in his tone.

      That’s just rude! the bird exclaimed, taking to the sky and wheeling away to a safer distance. I didn’t even do anything.

      Ukrah doubted that, but she didn’t answer him, her eyes locked on the dragon in front of her, her senses reeling from the ones surrounding her. They were all the same type as Fior, all compact and built for speed with their shovel-like heads, yet each one was different. One was very small, with an undertone of black all along his belly. One was larger, and his eyes were far more cat-like than any of the others. Little things, but they all added up to make each one an individual.

      And then, just as abruptly as it all had started, Fior let out a huff and the dragons scattered, each of them taking to the sky so quickly that the sudden downdrafts battered the humans gathered there.

      There was a beat of silence once they were all gone, as if everyone was trying to puzzle out what had just happened, but the God-Woman’s dragon let out a strange, happy sort of chirp and trotted back to Ukrah, sitting right beside her and curling his tail around her feet.

      “Yeah,” Eist murmured, the first one to talk out of anyone and sounding absolutely gobsmacked. “Definitely need to get you to Dille first thing in the morning.”

      Ukrah nodded, heart beating in her chest. She had no idea what had happened—apparently, she wasn’t alone in that—but some part of her couldn’t help but think that something incredibly important had just happened. Something life changing.

      Maybe even something she could never come back from.
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      Ukrah licked her lips nervously, feeling like she could fall over at any second. She’d never been antisocial with her tribe, but she’d never really been in the limelight either. Not until…well, that night.

      But as she stood in the center of a room, Governess Dille, the God-Woman, and her husband standing in a balcony above, she couldn’t help but feel as if there were thousands watching her.

      There weren’t, of course, just the three. Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling all the same.

      She wished Tayir was visible, his constant stream of complaining sounded just on the edge of her mind, but he seemed to be perched somewhere outside. No, she was completely alone in this large room.

      And it was a strange room as well. Large and circular, the floor was a swirling stone that made her a bit dizzy. There were lanterns hanging by each pillar surrounding the perimeter of the place, swinging gently. There was the door she came in, several windows set high above her, the balcony the three were standing on, and the only other thing was a table in front of her with a cloth draped over it.

      “What do I do?” she called up.

      “Whatever you feel is right,” Governess Dille said, looking down with an inscrutable expression. She was dressed in surprisingly plain clothes compared to the very official getup she had on when Ukrah first saw her, but then again, she supposed the circumstances were quite different.

      Just do what felt right? What felt right was going back in time before that night she was grabbed up. Back when things were hard, but simple. Back when she didn’t feel so very alone, torn from her people and thrust into something she didn’t understand.

      That wasn’t an option—except that Dille and Eist had both done so—which meant she had to do something else.

      But what?

      Was she just supposed to sit there and do nothing, showing them that she was patient and ready to learn?

      Was she supposed to grab something? Go to the table? Sing a song? She had no idea. It just felt like so much pressure was on her shoulder that she might burst right then and there.

      It was too much. Surely, she wasn’t anything special. The time in her village and the time with the guards were just…mysterious flukes. Unexplainable happenings that actually had nothing to do with her. She wasn’t magic. She wasn’t special.

      Her inner spinning was distracted by a steady thrum from in front of her. Ukrah’s thoughts faded away, leaving only the strange sound thumping in the back of her head and tingling down her spine.

      Her body moved on its own, shuffling forward as her hand reached out. What was on the table? It seemed imperative that she knew. Like the whole world was mounting on what was under that sheet.

      Her fingers touched it, and instead of some sort of explosion, or magical rush, it just fell away. Slipping to a puddle of fabric on the floor, the table was laid bare before her, several objects across its length.

      Leave it alone, girl. None of that is any good.

      Ukrah heard Tayir’s stern command, but she ignored him, taking a step forward. There wasn’t anything that spectacular in front of her. No idols or ceremonial daggers. There was just a large bone—a horse’s maybe—a plain silver basin filled with water, and another container that held…dirt? How strange.

      Another step forward, but the thrumming grew more insistent. It vibrated through her teeth and her bones, making her feel as if she was starting to rattle. She needed… She needed… What?

      She reached the center of the table, where the basin sat, and looked at her reflection in the still water. Except, there was nothing there.

      Well, there was the water itself, but no reflection. Just a shimmering layer of blue-silver, perfectly still in every way.

      The sheer wrongness of it made her skin crawl, a strange counterpoint to the thrumming that was still steadily beating at the back of her skull. There needed to be a reflection there. There needed to be…

      She reached over to the bone, her fingers gliding along the porous material. It was old, so old, and a strange taste bloomed on the back of her tongue as she touched it. It reminded her of…wide open skies, and the heat of battle. Of pure joy and bitter fear. Of times long, long passed, but longing to come back.

      That was far too much to get from just a bone, and yet that was exactly what she felt. Idly, she picked it up with her left hand, bringing it to her chest and holding it here. What was she even trying to do?

      She didn’t have an answer, but the world seemed to be winking out all around her, leaving just her and the basin. Her and all the whispers telling her that she needed to do…more.

      For the first time in minutes, she looked up to the God-Woman and her friends, but they weren’t there. The balcony was cloaked in shadow, with burning red eyes staring down at her. They weren’t malevolent, but there was something utterly intense about the gaze. As if those crimson portals were just waiting to see what she would do.

      The shadows should have been terrifying, but they weren’t. They were familiar, all dark and warm and comforting. Like old friends she hadn’t seen in so long. She felt like if she listened intently, she would hear the whispers coming from them, giving her advice that she didn’t know if she should or shouldn’t listen to.

      Ukrah, step away from the table. You’re not ready.

      Wasn’t ready for what? She didn’t know, but she had to. She had to.

      There was a small sound beside her, and she realized that her other hand was on the container of dirt. Picking it up, she hugged that to her chest too.

      The thrumming grew to an all-out furor and the world cracked. Piece by piece, it fell away into the void, until there was only the shadows and eyes on the balcony, the table, and Ukrah.

      “What do you want me to do?” Ukrah heard herself say, words coming out without her even thinking about it.

      There wasn’t an answer, per se, more like just a rush of feeling, and the next thing she knew, she was removing the top of the dirt container.

      She couldn’t say why she did what she did, or even if she had that much of a choice. It was like she was both outside of her body and inside of it at the same time. She wondered if this was what it had been like when she’d been tied to the stake, before she’d fallen unconscious.

      She didn’t think so. What was happening in front of her seemed so entirely different. She was a participant, whereas previously she had been more of a puppet, something terrifying and powerful doing things without her permission.

      Without another moment delayed, she dumped the dirt into the water, ruining the sparkling, pristine color it had been. But that wasn’t enough. The thrumming was so loud now that she felt like it was in her heart, changing the way it beat. Changing her.

      Her other hand moved with the bone, dipping down into the water and stirring it. And stirring it. And stirring it. She didn’t stop, going faster and faster, until suddenly the water went from muddy and dark to a vibrant, unflinching gold.

      She dropped the bone into the water, stepping back in surprised, only for the length to disappear as soon as it hit the liquid. That seemed to be some sort of catalyst. A burst of gold dust exploded out of the basin and hit Ukrah right in the face.

      She stumbled back, swearing and coughing, tears streaming from her eyes.

      But then all her worry about what she inhaled faded as there was a burst of light from the bowl and….something came rushing out at her.

      It was hot, scalding hot, and she scrambled back on her hands, scuttling like a scorpion. Her lungs felt like they were on fire, her eyes watering even more, but she managed to look up to see there was something in the golden eruption.

      Or maybe…many somethings.

      She couldn’t make out one solid shape. In fact, she wasn’t sure that it even had a shape. It was massive and all encompassing, and the thrumming in her head was an all-out assault, making her entire body thump with its power.

      Look what you’ve done! Ukrah! Get back!

      It was just so much. It was everything. It burned out all her senses and scorched the world around her. And yet, as much as it was hurting her, as much as it was threatening to tear everything apart, she didn’t sense violence or anger from it. It wasn’t trying to bring her harm. But like an ant caught on the boot of a hunter, she was just caught up in something utterly beyond her.

      Something that seemed connected to the tiniest building blocks of what made her world. It was beautiful, really, in a truly spine-chilling way.

      But just as Ukrah was sure she would succumb to it, the eyes on the balcony moved, merging in the shadows and flitting down the wall, then along the floor, until it made a circle all around her. Instantly, a cooling, soothing rush filled her body, and for the first time in minutes, she could finally breathe.

      Her panic eased and her lungs filled, her eyes drying and her heart calming. And the more she relaxed, the more the shadow resting below her began to fill until it lifted from the floor, surrounding her like a comforting blanket.

      A blanket which lifted her to her feet, lifted her into the air. When she looked down, she could see those burning red eyes in the dark mass under her, supporting her.

      Protecting her.

      The whispers were louder now, telling her that she wasn’t alone, and she was safe. That she could challenge the brilliant cloud of gold in front of her. It was in that moment that she realized that the many things in the cloud didn’t like being there either. They wanted to be free.

      They needed her to free them. They were begging her. As beautiful and powerful and amazing as they were, they needed her.

      But she wasn’t powerful enough. She was just a girl. Granted, a girl who was surrounded by a strange, soothing darkness, but a girl nonetheless.

      More whispers, followed by a rumble that seemed to coat her heart. It told her all she had to do was ask, and she would receive. She just needed to reach out and…

      She moved her arms, unsure of what she was grasping for, but she soon received her answer as all the shadows being cast by the nearly blinding golden light flooded to her, making her feel that much calmer. That much safer.

      That much more powerful.

      It built and built, rushing up inside of her, filling her, pouring out of her mouth and fingertips only to go into the mass below her. And as the seconds passed, the shape grew bigger and more defined, until she was sitting right on top of a dragon made of shadows.

      “Free them,” she ordered, her voice coming from somewhere primal and terrifying within her.

      The form she was perched on let out a soul-shrinking bellow, blasting right into the center of the gold. Bits of the shining brilliance were blasted into the air, shooting far beyond her perception, and a shriek sounded from the rest of the cloud.

      No! What are you doing!?

      “Ukrah! Stop!”

      She paid those voices no mind, reaching out and grasping more power. She needed to free all those shapes. They wanted her to! They—

      “E Abierut!”

      Like someone snuffing out a candle, or taking their last breath, everything vanished in a flash. Ukrah found herself staring at the ceiling, very much there and not shattered into a thousand pieces.

      Her stomach churned and she rolled onto her side, gagging harshly. She was laying on the floor next to the table, which had been cracked in two. But other than that, there was no sign of everything she had seen.

      …had…had that all been in her head?

      “…what happened?” she asked blearily, her head spinning.

      She was surprised when the God-Woman knelt right next to her, taking the young girl’s face in her hands and looking her over. “You tell me. I could feel that something was happening. But I couldn’t see any of it.”

      “Athar.” It was the governess who spoke next, standing in the doorway with an ashen pallor to her face. “Take this girl to her bed and see to her. Feed her, make sure she drinks. Eist? I need to talk to you.”

      “I’d rather stay—”

      “Now, Eist. That wasn’t a question.”

      “Geez, make a woman a governor and suddenly she thinks she can order you around.” Dille made a frustrated sound, and the God-Woman relented. “Fine, fine. We can go to my war-room. Goodness knows we barely use it nowadays.”

      Ukrah didn’t want to be picked up. She wanted to stay and talk about what happened and how different their perspective was than hers. But her head was still spinning, and her tongue was thick in her mouth.

      She knew something important had happened, something that would maybe explain everything that was going on, but she didn’t understand it. Surely the head of the witch refugee program or the God-Woman would be able to explain things to her. Give her a reason why everything had happened to her.

      Despite her wanting all of that, Athar scooped her up like she was little more than a child. How strong is he?! Without so much as a single question asked, she was carted out of the room and back to Eist’s manor.

      It wasn’t exactly a quick journey. They were in the heart of the newly-built grand palace, someplace down several staircases and tucked behind several long halls. Nevertheless, by the time Athar put her in her new bed, he wasn’t even breathless.

      “Here, let me get you some food,” he said softly, his voice a pleasant rumble that reminded her of the shadows that had rested under her.

      But darkness was bad, wasn’t it? It was where evil and danger lurked, and it needed to be done away with. And yet, when she replayed what had happened in her head, she found no malevolence in the black. Only companionship. Like an old, old friend who had been waiting entirely too long for her to visit again.

      She shook her head. None of that made sense. She needed to know what actually happened before she burst.

      Athar returned shortly, a slab of toast, a hunk of cheese, and a large canteen all in tow. Despite her previous nausea, Ukrah found herself suddenly ravenously hungry and very much interested in what he was holding.

      “Whoa there, take your t-time,” the giant said, laughing slightly. “Don’t want to make yours-s-self sick.”

      Ukrah nodded, but she didn’t exactly listen. She wolfed down the food quite quickly, draining most of the canteen until her belly was well and truly full.

      When she set it to the side, a bone-deep sort of exhaustion flooded her, her eyelids fluttering slightly. Athar chuckled and was about to say something, when the door burst open.

      “Ukrah! You’re back! How was—” Crispin skidded to a stop, his lanky body going through an entertaining series of motions before he came to a full stop. “Is everything alright?”

      “She’s just exhausted from th-the test,” Athar said, standing and taking the empty tray with him. “Let’s get her some rest while I rustle up you and I a noon meal, how about th-that?”

      Crispin’s bright eyes flitted from the large man to Ukrah, as if he wasn’t sure, but she just motioned for him to go along. Goodness knew the rail-thin boy should eat whenever he felt the urge.

      The two had just barely exited when there was a flutter at her window and Tayir came diving in through the curtains. He landed on the table and let out a loud squawk before the words came pouring in.

      You are an idiot, you know that? And idiot with absolutely zero sense of survival!

      Ukrah narrowed her eyes at him, his declarations coming back to her. “Perhaps I would have a better idea on what to do if you told me things instead of pretending to be a bird.”

      What do you mean pretending? Do you see these feathers? These wings? Pretty sure I am a bird.

      “Birds don’t speak.”

      I’m not speaking.

      “But I can hear you!”

      Can you, really? Ukrah frowned, unsure of what he was trying to say, and he let out a frustrated sound in her head. Never mind. Look, we came here to protect you and to unlock the power within you, not—

      “I don’t want to unlock anything inside of me! You’re the one who’s obsessed with me having some sort of power.”

      Oh yes, forgive me for wanting you to succeed. I’m your guardian, after all!

      “Guardian? Who gave you the ri—”

      He suddenly flew over to the bed, startling her. Hush. I heard something.

      “Don’t change the subje—”

      They’re talking about you. Come on.

      “Who?”

      Eist and Dille. Hurry! And keep quiet!

      Despite how tired she had just been, Ukrah nodded and slid out of bed. She still had more to talk about with Tayir, but that would have to wait. Hopefully, she might be able to snoop enough to get some answers.

      She slipped out of her room, Tayir on her shoulder, peering each way to see if Cassinda or Athar or anyone else was around to stop her. When the view seemed clear, she crept down the hall to where Tayir pointed with one of his wings.

      It was slow going, but eventually, she made it to a staircase leading up. It hadn’t been a part of her manor tour, but she could tell by the wear on it that it was used regularly enough. Or at least it once had been. Each step seemed to make a noise as she ascended, but no one came flying out of the wings to stop her.

      After a few more tense moments, she made it onto a landing. There was another large balcony that led outside, with soft, translucent curtains billowing in the wind. Ukrah didn’t know what they did in the infamous ‘winters’ she had heard so much about, but she supposed that particular question didn’t matter at the moment.

      No, her focus was entirely on the door to her left, where she could barely make out voices coming from the other side.

      “—what happened. You’re cut off from magic, Eist.”

      “Yes, I am acutely aware of that fact. You want to tell me something I don’t know?”

      “I don’t understand why you’re not taking this seriously! I’m telling you, that girl channeled something ancient in there. Something dangerous and powerful that we’re not supposed to touch.”

      “She was just lying there, Dille. I know that some things look different on the outside than what might be happening on the inside, but I’m familiar with world-ending things. That wasn’t it.”

      “Not world ending, maybe, but it was definitely world changing! Eist, why are you being so stubborn about this!? Is it because she let you feel magic again? Are you willing to risk everything for just a taste of power?”

      Ukrah’s stomach flipped. She had heard stories of how the God-Woman and her witch friend were two sides of the same coin, inseparable and powerful together. Women who had lived outside of time. And yet they were just a few feet away from her, arguing because of her.

      That made something ugly rise within Ukrah. Tinged with guilt and responsibility. Was it now her destiny to sow conflict wherever she went?

      “What are you trying to say, Dille?”

      “I’m saying that you’re not looking at this with a clear head, Eist. She’s dangerous.”

      “And we aren’t?”

      “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      “By the old spirits, Eist, you’re being ridiculous! Look, you basically caused our world to be born anew. You got rid of the Blight. You absorbed the Three and returned all the magic from the veil. Yes, things are flourishing, yes, dragons are getting bigger and more powerful. But there are bound to be growing pains.”

      “And you think that girl is one of them?”

      “For the lack of a better metaphor, yes. I do.”

      “So, I’m guessing you won’t teach her then?” Eist’s voice was so sharp it could cut air.

      “I will teach her control, how to hide herself, things to survive, but no more than that. She does not need to be any more powerful. If it weren’t so dangerous for magic folk at this time, I would seal whatever fuels her magic inside of her so she could never touch it again.”

      “You’d do that? Just go into someone’s soul and rip away what’s meant just for them?” Ukrah didn’t think it was possible, but there was so much heat and edge to the God-Woman’s voice that she was surprised the door didn’t burst into flames right then and there. “After seeing what that’s done to me ever since that day?”

      “Look, I’m sorry that when you banished the Blight you seemed to also banish away whatever gave you power, but this is entirely different. I’m telling you: we could be seeing the birth of the next great threat to our world. There’s a darkness in her, one that’s very, very old and very, very patient. You know how evil loves a recently vacated spot.”

      “She’s just a child.”

      “And weren’t you when the Blight almost killed you the first time? Or even when Fior chose you out of everyone?”

      Ukrah could feel her throat tightening while her heart thundered in her ears. She was…bad? Evil? She had come all the way to the God-Woman to prevent herself from being anything like that, but apparently, it was too late.

      How had it all happened?

      “Look, I know it’s hard, but nature doesn’t care about how young or how able someone is. I’ve made my decision, Eist. I need you to respect that.”

      Ukrah knew the conversation was winding down, so she forced herself to creep away as quietly as she could. It wasn’t easy, considering that tears were burning her eyes and she wanted to make frustrated sounds of desperation, but somehow, she made it back to her room without detection.

      See? Tayir said, sounding more upset than condescending. I told you not to approach the table. We need to leave before the governess wheedles into Eist’s head.

      “Where would I even go?”

      I’m not sure. Just somewhere. I’ll watch out for you and help you unlock the beautiful thing that’s inside of you. It’s not evil, I swear it. I wouldn’t be your guardian if it was.

      “How do you know-”

      Before she could finish her question, the God-Woman burst into the room. Her face looking stormy but determined. Ukrah’s heart dropped, and she was sure that somehow Dille had convinced Eist to follow her advice.

      “Tomorrow, we go to the Dragon Council. Have Cassinda help you dress if you need it.”

      Wait… The dragon council? That didn’t make any sense.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m going to submit you to the academy, and I want you to look your best.”

      Tayir seemed reluctant as he translated her words for Ukrah. “Submit to the…academy? I do not understand.”

      “Well, it’s pretty simple,” the woman answered with a shrug. “I think you should be a dragon rider.”
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      Ukrah shifted uncomfortably as what felt like hundreds of eyes gazed down on her. It wasn’t actually that many, but the fact that all of them were Dragon Council members certainly added weight to their gazes.

      She was standing beside Eist, wishing the God-Woman was taller than her so she could provide some sort of cover in this large room that was built more like an amphitheater than a gathering room. While there were seats for several hundred people, there were perhaps only thirty or so filled, multiple dragon heads peeking or hanging through the large, open windows at the roof.

      She had heard that there had once been many of them, and that they worked together to help aid the realm, protecting the weak and participating in wars. But after the great battle with the Blight and the subsequent fallout, only a scant few remained.

      And that number seemed to dwindle, as only one class of dragon hopefuls had even managed to graduate since them. Sure, there were more and more eggs being laid, but those eggs had to hatch and mature and find a rider who also had to grow up before they could ever be considered for such a prestigious seat.

      “Eist of W’allenhaus,” a woman said, breaking the silence that had fallen over the room ever since the God-Woman had announced herself and strode in, Ukrah in her tow.

      But even though Ukrah was unsure of these people, she knew without a doubt that the speaker wasn’t just any woman. She had white hair, just as Eist did, and her eyes were a pale violet. Ukrah didn’t think that people could have that particular color, but there was no denying the amethyst that stared down at them.

      “You haven’t graced our courts since you turned down your summoning to join our ranks,” the woman continued, calm, but with a slight upturn to the corner of her mouth. Perhaps the only thing more intimidating than her was the large dragon head high above her, resting on an outcropping platform built into the wall with its eyes closed.

      Oh.

      Like everything else, Ukrah had heard stories of the great white dragon. Of its beauty and power and wisdom. But what she didn’t expect was her own visceral reaction upon seeing the beast.

      Beautiful didn’t even begin to cover it. The giant creature was utterly breathtaking, its scales so white and shimmering that she almost looked entirely smooth, and there were iridescent waves wherever the light hit her. If it weren’t for the intense stares of the rest of the council, she knew she would have stumbled forward to reach for the dragon, even if she was far out of Ukrah’s reach.

      “Like I said before, I was flattered, but I’ve spent pretty much my entire life fighting one thing or another. Concentrating on protecting the magically inclined is enough to keep me busy.”

      “I see.” The woman’s gaze slid to Ukrah, and it was like cold water being dumped over Ukrah’s head. She was intimidated, but drawn in just as she had been with the white dragon only mere breaths earlier. What was going on?

      “Who is this?” the woman asked. “Do I know this girl?” Her violet eyes narrowed, and Ukrah felt as if the woman was looking straight through her. “She seems familiar.”

      “I don’t know how someone like me could ever be familiar to someone like you,” Ukrah breathed without thinking, her face flushing as she felt the woman observe everything about her.

      There was the slightest roll of laughter from those watching, and Ukrah felt herself blush harder. She wished Crispin was around. He was so much more charming and good with people than her. Even Tayir wasn’t really helping. Dutifully translating, but keeping his opinions to himself. Ukrah would wonder if he was mad at her, but too much of her mind was occupied by the woman in front of her and the dragon above her to care.

      “Why have you come here, W’allenhaus? You know my council and I look on you with favor, but we do feel perhaps a bit…avoided.”

      Ukrah stiffened at that. Her council? Was she looking at the leader of the council? The lauded Elspeth, who was hundreds of years old and had fought with the God-Woman’s parents!?

      She felt slightly dizzy and maybe shuffled a little closer to Eist than was necessary.

      “I’ve just been busy. You know how it can get with the recovery and everything else going on. Plenty of people still want to kill Dille and me. But that’s beside the point. And the point is that I’m coming to you now to submit this girl to the academy. She’s fourteen and learning the language quickly. She would have been here for the start of the year if not for slavers intercepting her and holding her prisoner.

      “She’s a quick study, and I have no doubt she could catch up quickly. I offer my full sponsorship of her for anything else she might need.”

      Silence again. Ukrah wanted to look around, to observe the faces around her to see what they thought, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from Elspeth.

      The woman seemed neither pleased nor unhappy at the suggestion. In fact, she only seemed to be considering it carefully before she finally spoke.

      “It is fascinating to see you so invested in a rider hopeful. Often in these past years, I wondered if you perhaps held a grudge against us.”

      Eist shrugged. “So, a good chunk of you wanted to execute me as a witch. What’s a little murder between friends?”

      The woman’s lips curled again, and Ukrah wondered exactly what kind of relationship these two women had. There was a lot of history there, but none of it was in the legends and whispered stories that she knew.

      “As much as I appreciate this moment for bringing you back into our halls, we’ve already started the year and the initiates have all chosen their eggs. There’s nothing left. If there was, I would happily trust you and your judgement. Unfortunately, your girl here will have to wait five years. Unless the next hatching comes early. Which, at this rate, it could.”

      Well.

      There went that.

      Ukrah wasn’t too broken up about it, but when she glanced to Eist, the woman did not seem happy. “No.”

      “No?” Elspeth sat up, looking interested more than annoyed. “I wasn’t aware that anything I said constituted a ‘no’.”

      “There’s still an egg for her. I know it.”

      “Are you calling our leader a liar?”

      It was a man who jumped to his feet, complete with beard and long, brown hair. He was layered with muscle and Ukrah instinctively stepped back, but Eist just rolled her eyes.

      “Baeltross, you were added to this council after I already had saved the whole thing. Sit down and let your elders speak.”

      “You are not even a quarter century, and you dare to—”

      Eist drew herself up, her shoulders squaring. Her voice took on a tone Ukrah wasn’t familiar with, but it made the hair on the back of her neck raise. “I have lived through centuries, outside of time and within it. I have seen our world wither and come back. I have devoured gods and birthed the new world on which we stand. So, you will be seated, or I will make you sit.”

      It was as if the room had darkened as she spoke, and suddenly Ukrah understood all the legends about the God-Woman. Even cut off from magic as she supposedly was, there was a power to her. Something that was not to be taken lightly.

      The man sat down quickly, and a happy, bubbling laugh sounded throughout the room. Looking back to Elspeth, Ukrah was surprised to see that the woman seemed to be entirely amused.

      “There’s my girl. I did ever so miss your tact. Now, without any more interruptions, tell me what you mean by ‘no’.”

      Eist drew a breath, shrinking back down until she just looked like a regular, muscled woman and not some sort of strange, intimidating deity. “I’m sure there’s still an egg for her. Just like Fior found me, there’s something like that waiting for her. I can feel it.”

      “I…believe you, Eist, I do. But we cannot take your girl in and train her on just your word. It would be an insult from all those we have sent home for not having an egg available.”

      Eist nodded, chewing on her thumb as if she was thinking. “What… What if I trained her independently? Tutored her myself until summer and then, if there’s not an egg waiting for her, she’ll wait until the next hatching.”

      There were disapproving noises from several of the other council members that quickly grew in volume, but Elspeth held up her hand for silence.

      “How quickly you all lose faith. Have you forgotten all that Eist has done for us? How many she’s saved?” She gave the room a hard look before returning her attention to Ukrah. “Come. Step forward. I wish to look more closely at you.”

      Ukrah swallowed. Ever since she had arrived in the city, she had been surprised by thing after thing. It seemed that her experience with the Dragon Council would be little different.

      With one last questioning look to Eist, she shuffled forward, struggling to keep her gaze on Elspeth’s face. She didn’t manage very well, however, her eyes locked somewhere around the woman’s middle.

      She took one step. Then two. Then three. But as she rose on the first step leading up to the leader’s seat, there was movement above her, drawing her attention upwards.

      The white dragon was moving, her head lifting and her eyes fluttering open. Unlike snakes or other lizards, many dragons actually had eyelids, and it was almost adorable as she fully awoke.

      But the cuteness quickly faded into outright awe as the white dragon slowly lowered her head, her long neck and relatively slender shoulders dipping down, down, down, until she was so close that Ukrah could have reached up and touched her.

      …it was happening again.

      Her mind went to the incident with all the brindled dragons from before, and she was only faintly aware that the entire room went completely silent. Her entire field of view was just the white dragon, amethyst eyes so big and shining.

      The dragon’s breath washed over her, warm and…inviting? That didn’t seem right. And yet it was. Her cheeks warmed and her heart felt like it skipped a beat. Or a few.

      She felt drawn to the dragon the same way that she had been drawn to the table, but without the stupor-inducing thrum. Tentatively, she did indeed reach upwards, her fingertip gently brushing against the beast’s scaled nose.

      Warm.

      It was so warm and smooth, filling her with a sort of contentment she couldn’t describe. She felt safe. At home. Like she had felt sitting astride that shadow in her test that had gone so poorly.

      “I… I haven’t seen her approach someone like this in centuries.”

      If it had been any other situation, Ukrah would have jumped, but she was transfixed by the peace and calm of the white dragon.

      “Hey, she liked me plenty,” Eist said, joining Ukrah on her other side.

      “This is different.” Ukrah was faintly aware that Elspeth rested a hand on her shoulder. “We’re…connected. I think. Where did you find this girl, Eist?”

      “She found me, actually.”

      “I see.” Elspeth stepped forward, pressing a kiss to the bottom of the white dragon’s chin. “I think, if you stick around, she might even tell you her name.”

      “Her name?”

      The woman just smiled, then hopped up. Almost too quick to see, she was suddenly on top of her companion, tucked just behind her head and her crystalline series of horns. “You have a deal, Eist. We find her an egg before summer, and she can join the academy on whatever schedule she wants.”

      “I knew you’d see things my way.”

      “I’m sure you did.” Elspeth winked, actually winked, at Ukrah, then clicked her tongue. The white dragon’s tongue flicked out, gently ghosting over her face, before drawing up and flying off in the distance.

      “Well, I’ll say one thing, girl. You sure know how to make an impression.”
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      “Alright, first things first, show me what you know for self-defense.”

      “Self-defense?” Ukrah echoed dubiously.

      It’d been a couple of days since their meeting with the council and for a little while, she had thought that the God-Woman had forgotten about her. But then, just after her morning meal, the woman had swept her and Crispin right up and ushered them outside.

      It was strange, to have several sets of clothing, so much food in her belly every day and water whenever she wanted, but it was even stranger to have the God-Woman strapping thick cottony things to her body.

      “Yeah, self-defense. I need to know where we’re starting in order to know where we need to go.”

      “I… What do I fight? You?” The thought of sparring with the God-Woman, the warrior who had slayed hundreds if not thousands of abominations, made Ukrah a bit nauseous.

      “No, no. Not me. I… Just no. Not me. Actually, I have a friend for you who will be an even better teacher than I could ever hope to be. She’s just late, as usual. Why don’t the two of you do warmups.”

      “Warmups?” Ukrah looked to Crispin, but he just shrugged.

      “Why am I here again?”

      “Because if you’re going to be the best friend of a girl that has a bit too much magic in her fate, you’re going to need to defend yourself. Besides, you could use a little muscle on that frame of yours. You look like you’re going to break in two.”

      “Hey, I’m built of hardy stuff.”

      “I’m sure.” Eist looked past them and a broad grin spread across her face. She waved, which made Ukrah turn around to see who was approaching.

      The sun was behind them, stopping her from seeing their features, but she made out the distinct outline of Cassinda and her long, long hair along with someone else who was quite tall.

      When they were finally close enough to make out features, Ukrah realized that the very muscled woman was vaguely familiar, but it wasn’t until Crispin spoke that she recognized her fully.

      “Hey, you’re that dragon rider we saw on the pass.”

      “Come again now?” The woman looked between the two of them. “I apologize. I see a lot of people. Unless you’ve killed me or saved my life, faces tend to blend together.”

      “No problem,” Crispin said, looking dreamily up at her. “I’m fine with doing all the remembering.”

      “How old are you, child?”

      “Actually, I am a man.”

      “As adorable as it would be to watch all of this play out…” Eist interrupted. “Ukrah, Crispin, this is Ale’a. Ale’a, this is my charge and her bodyguard.”

      “See! Bodyguard. Because I’m a man.”

      “I see. And I assume these are the two that I’m tutoring.”

      Eist nodded. “Your lessons are one of the only reasons I was able to keep up after my injuries made me miss so much time. If anyone can help Ukrah catch up and have a solid base, it’s you.”

      “Aw, well, that’s sweet of you to think of me. Good to know that you haven’t forgotten us little people after becoming a literal legend.”

      “I don’t think anyone in the history of this world has ever called you little.”

      “Fair enough.” Her eyes landed on Ukrah. “So, you’re from the desert, right? I’m guessing you already know some stuff.”

      Ukrah nodded, not sure what else to say. She was needing Tayir’s translation less and less, but she could use his help to actually say the right word and he seemed reticent to talk to her more than he had to. Either he was still mad about the whole table thing, or something in the council room had set him off.

      “Did you have a weapon of choice? Dagger? Bow and arrow?”

      “Staff.”

      “Alright, good. I just so happen to have that.” Ale’a reached behind her and pulled the weapon from her back, tossing it to Ukrah. She barely managed to catch it, fumbling with it for a moment before straightening.

      Huh, it had been so long since she’d been armed. Before she was caught by the slavers. It was a source of familiarity that made her feel stronger, more settled. Ever since she’d been brought to the civilized world, she’d always felt a step behind. Just a little too helpless. Just a little too naïve. But a staff? She knew what a staff was and how to use it.

      “Alright, let’s begin. Come at me and try to land a hit. Then I’ll try to land a hit on you.”

      Oh, I think I’ll keep some distance for this show.

      Ukrah nodded to them both, not sure what to expect. But she was familiar with the staff so how bad could it be?
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      “Owww,” Ukrah groaned as she sat at the eating room table, too sore and tired to make it up the stairs to her room. It was another argument for why the strange structures were ultimately ridiculous and everyone should just stick to one-story homes.

      “Boy, she really did work you over,” Crispin said, sounding somewhere between pitying and in awe.

      “Oh, I’m surprised you were able to notice that around staring at the woman.”

      “Huh, you know, as you learn more common, you sure get more snarky.”

      “The price of knowledge.”

      It was her second time training with the muscled dragon rider, and Ukrah felt like she was going to fall apart. Her lessons hadn’t even been back-to-back. Apparently, Ale’a had her hands full at the academy with the initiates and could only come on the first day of the week and one of the days the students had to recoup.

      But it wasn’t like all the time in between was spent just resting. The God-Woman woke her up every morning, fed her, then had her and Crispin run. And run. And run. Ukrah always finished panting and ending up feeling like her heart would explode while Crispin was usually laying on the ground and trying not to vomit about two-thirds of the way through.

      Then it would be a short rest, more food, and more exercises. Sometimes the dragons would join them, forming lazy circles around to watch, Fior sticking especially close to Eist. It was always harder to concentrate then, and she couldn’t help but wonder what they were looking at. Her specifically? Or just a couple of younglings making fools of themselves?

      “Ah, glad to see you survived another training session.”

      Ukrah tried to crane her neck to look at what had to be Athar as he strolled in, but her body protested at the movement.

      “Looks like you’ve got a couple of good whollups th-there.”

      She didn’t need to glance at her arms to know which bruises he was talking about. Although it was very obvious Ale’a wasn’t trying to hurt her in any of their training, Ukrah had still taken some solid blows. Granted, half of them were from herself—either overshooting a blow or not controlling the rebound off a hit.

      “Mmmhmmm.”

      To think, you can lay an entire group of murderers to waste and you’re busying yourself with trying to learn to hit hard with a stick.

      “Huh?” Crispin asked, turning toward where Tayir was perched in a window. “Is Mrs. Kaldonner here? I thought I heard something.”

      Well, that’s certainly interesting.

      Athar smiled. “How about some food. I think we still have a bit of salted pork down in the cellar.”

      Ukrah nodded, that effort taking entirely too much energy all on its own. She ended up slumped against the table.

      “Right. And maybe some nice tea too, then a trip to the baths.”

      Ukrah could feel the large man amble off and Crispin let out a low whistle, plopping into a chair across from her. “I gotta say, my friend, these people are a far cry from the nobles I’ve known all my life.”

      She tilted her head just enough to look blearily at him. “How do you have so much energy?” While he wasn’t fighting with Ale’a like her, Eist didn’t let him just sit around. Ukrah had noted him going through basic drills with hand-to-hand and other strengthening things.

      “Oh, that’s simple. I just don’t try like you do.” He grinned crookedly at her. “So what if they all think I’m a weakling? Doesn’t bother me. I’ve gotten this far by people underestimating me, and I don’t see how I can’t keep riding that wave.”

      Ukrah frowned. “The God-Woman and Athar are taking care of us, the least you could do is give them full effort.”

      “Aw, come on. When you say it like that, I sound like a jerk.” Ukrah raised an eyebrow, even if it took a precious amount of energy. “For someone not fluent in common, you sure know how to say a whole lot with just your face.”

      “Talent.”

      Oh sure, talent. And certainly not a guardian who you routinely ignore.

      “Huh?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Are you sure? I swore you—”

      “No salted pork, but I did get some jerky and preserves. I’m pretty sure Mrs. Kaldonner has some fresh loaves in the kitchen, so we should have a f-f-f—” Athar stopped a moment as he laid his findings out on the table. “A fairly decent not-quite-a-meal to hold us over.”

      Ukrah wasn’t quite sure why the man stuttered. It wasn’t something she had ever heard before, but since no one else ever commented on it, she figured it wasn’t her place to either. “Thank you.”

      “Of course. I remember back to my beginning days of training. Some-t-times I felt like I could just swallow up some of my fellow initiates whole, I was so hungry!”

      Looking him over, it was believable that he could do just that. Sure, maybe the massive man was smaller back when he was a young lad, but Ukrah was certain he had probably always towered over his peers.

      “Thanks for not eating us then.”

      “You’d make a horrible meal,” the God-Woman said, coming in surprisingly quietly, considering her stocky nature, and placing a loaf of bread on the table. “Come on now, eat quickly. We want to get out of here before Mrs. Kaldonner gets back for evening meal or she’ll use this as an excuse to feed us less.”

      “Oh, the horror,” Athar teased, crossing to his wife and pressing a kiss to her cheek. It was sweet how she stood on the tip of her toes without even seeming to think about it and how he bent at the waist, like their affection was so second nature to them it was muscle memory. Ukrah wondered what it was like to have that sort of connection with anyone. She had no siblings of which to speak, her mother was dead, her father long before that, and she was far too young for romance. Even before she had been singled out that fateful night in the desert, she had often felt a little…removed.

      But the moment passed quickly and soon they were all sitting to eat their impromptu meal. There was casual conversation, most of which Ukrah could catch on her own, and for the most part, it was quite sweet. She felt a contented sort of peace that was becoming more and more familiar as the days passed.

      “Oh, by the way, starting tomorrow, I’m going to have you start reading and writing lessons with Dille.”

      What!?
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      “This is our alphabet,” Dille said, opening a book in front of Ukrah. “Each of these symbols represents a sound, or sounds. I’ve heard that the desert language uses runes like our old tongue, so this is a bit different. While your pictures represent different words and ideas that all influence each other to create meaning, all of these letters influence the sound each one makes, and that’s how we comprise our words.”

      Ukrah tried to keep her eyes on the governess, she really did, but their learning environment wasn’t exactly…traditional.

      Apparently, the woman so rarely had time outside of the open court for refugees and her other duties that she’d decided to have two tables set up next to her throne-like seat for her students to study. Ukrah felt decidedly self-conscious with the long line of people staring at them every time the woman paused to explain something to them.

      “Cassinda, will you go over what the sounds are? Have them repeat after you and go through it ten or so times.”

      The redhead nodded, and Ukrah finally understood why the quiet girl had followed along when Eist had led them to their schooling. While they all lived in the same house, Ukrah found that she barely interacted with the strange, otherworldly-looking girl.

      Why do you have to learn at all when I’m here translating for you? Tayir asked grumpily from up above.

      “Because maybe you won’t always be there,” Ukrah said in her own tongue, trying to pitch it to sound like she was just thinking to herself out loud.

      Nonsense. You’re stuck with me.

      Yeah, that much definitely seemed true.

      “So this is a sound you make by sticking your tongue between your teeth and then blowing out. It’s what Athar has the most trouble with,” Cassinda said calmly, pointing to a curling shape with a couple of lines to it. She made the sound, and Ukrah recognized it instantly. “Now you try.”

      They both did, and Crispin rolled his eyes. “I know how to speak the language. I don’t need you to tell me how to pronounce ‘th’.”

      “Oh really? So you know what each and every one of these letters are then?”

      Crispin looked to the book her long nails were resting against and his face flushed a bit. “…no.”

      “You may speak the language, but that does not mean you understand it. There’s whole worlds and histories hidden between the pages of books, legends and secrets and powerful things. Your previous masters kept you illiterate because it made you weaker and easier to control. Believe me, this is a strength you don’t want to take lightly.”

      Crispin swallowed, and Ukrah stared as Tayir translated. That was the most she had ever heard Cassinda speak, and the girl had such an intense way of speaking. All measured tones and specific beats. Almost like she was playing an instrument or something such as that. “Right. Okay.”

      “Very good. Let’s continue with another difficult sound. This is the ‘ch’ sound, which is made by touching your tongue to the roof of your mouth and exhaling quickly.”

      Bit by bit they went through, going over each letter until Ukrah felt like her head was too crammed with foreign sounds. But just when they finished, Cassinda poured herself a glass of water from the canteen on their table and started all over again.

      They were just barely started on their fourth time through and Ukrah was sure that her mind had turned to mush when Cassinda suddenly jolted upright, her hand jerking away from the book. Before either of them could ask her if she was alright, she whipped around and screamed.

      The sound shook Ukrah to her core, setting the table to rattling and her and Crispin falling out of their chairs.

      Everything was chaos for a moment, and it took a few minutes for Ukrah’s vision to clear after she fell onto her back. But she did see one man dressed entirely in black fall from a window while another loosed an arrow straight at Dille.

      No!

      Ukrah felt something buck up within her, something screaming to protect, to stop the five men who were suddenly all firing their crossbow bolts at once, but it never even had a chance to build. One moment, Dille was sitting in her seat, her ledger in front of her, and the next, she was standing, all of the bolts hovering in the air before her and glowing a brilliant blue.

      “You come into my house,” she said, her voice layered with power that stung at Ukrah’s ears. “You threaten the safety of my people, and yet you chose to use pointy sticks as your weapons?”

      She waved her hand and the arrows all fell to the ground, bursting into little clouds of ash once they settled. There was a roar from outside and two distinct thumps, and Ukrah guessed Dille’s pair of red dragons had just landed on the roof.

      But the men didn’t even have time to respond to that particular threat, because Dille raised both hands. Her seat rattled for a moment, foreboding and loud, before ten daggers slid out of the back of it, rising in the air before flying out at the men as they all tried to reload their crossbows. They tried to dodge, one of them jumping backward out of the window, but a loud scream, followed by a crunch and then a dragon’s shadow flying by spoke of his fate.

      As for the rest of them, they all fell forward, each hitting the ground with resounding splats that made Ukrah a bit nauseous. One began to rise, having been hit only in the leg and shoulder, but a familiar redhead was beside him before he was even fully on his feet.

      “Cassinda, no!” Dille shouted, reaching out.

      A strange surge of blue rushed from the governess’s hand, shooting toward Cassinda, but the girl rested her hand on the man’s shoulder before it could reach her.

      “This is my home!” she hissed before he suddenly began foaming at the mouth, gagging. Dille ran toward her, whatever spell she had cast obviously not stopping the girl. Little vines began coming out of the man’s eyes. Then his ears. He was choking, Ukrah could hear it even from where she was. “You cannot take it again.”

      “Cassinda! I said stop!”

      But the girl paid no heed, her fingers biting into his shoulder more. The vines continued to grow, turning red, and soon a coppery scent filled the air.

      Blood.

      “This time, it’s you who dies.”

      That was the only warning any of them had before the man burst into a million pieces, spraying blood in every direction. Ukrah screamed. Crispin screamed. She was pretty sure everyone was screaming.

      Except Cassinda, of course.

      No, she looked pleased with herself, turning to lock gazes with the desert girl. “I know you,” she said absently, tilting her head with partial recognition.

      Ukrah was horrified, but she couldn’t deny the familiarity bubbling up within her as well. It was something that had been happening far too often lately, and yet she still had no answer for it.

      Cassinda reached out, as if she was trying to shake Ukrah’s hand. “Will you help me kill them?”

      “Kill who?”

      “All the ones who hurt us.”

      Ukrah found herself taking a step forward without intending to, her own hand coming up. She didn’t get much farther, however, because Dille had reached Cassinda and placed both of her hands over the young girl’s eyes.

      “Sleep.”

      The girl dropped instantly, her eyes shut, and the thrall over Ukrah faded. But even as it left her, she found herself staring into the apprehensive gaze of Dille.

      …that probably didn’t help the governess’s opinion of her at all.
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        * * *

      

      No one spoke of the assassination attempt. In fact, everything about it seemed to be old hat, except for the whole Cassinda thing. And although Ukrah did try to ask about the girl initially, she was brushed off so many times that she just gave up.

      Clearly, the girl had something inside of her. Just like Ukrah did. And it was also abundantly clear that that was the reason why she was staying with Eist and Athar, just like Ukrah.

      If Tayir had anything to say about it, he didn’t. In fact, he said less and less to her as the days went on, and she realized she was using his translation less and less. She had a feeling it wasn’t natural to be able to become so fluent in a language in just two months, but the words came to her more and more easily.

      In fact, everything was growing easier. The training with Ale’a hurt her less. The lessons with Dille made more and more sense. She was even growing somewhat used to the dragons that would often come out and inspect her if she was outside.

      But never inside. The only dragon that ever came in was Fior, and he could only fit in the main hallway and sitting room, and on the very third floor upstairs. All the other dragons were too big or uninterested, it seemed.

      Her days began to settle into a sort of rhythm, and bit by bit, the terrible things that had driven her to the God-Woman and her home began to fade into the back of her mind. They were still there, still leaking into her nightmares, but it wasn’t the ever-present horror that haunted every waking thought.

      It helped that Crispin was always there with her. Although he wasn’t nearly as lost as she was, there were still plenty of things he didn’t understand or was surprised by, and that made her feel less like an idiot. He also had a way of joking about everything, which sometimes made her laugh, but sometimes distracted her just enough to stop her chain of worry.

      Her confidence started to come back to her, bit by bit. She was becoming stronger. Smarter. …but she didn’t really have that many more answers. She didn’t know why or how she had done what she had done that night in the desert or again to the guards. She didn’t know why dragons responded so strangely to her and why the white dragon herself had reacted in such an unusual way. Perhaps what was more frustrating was that no one seemed to care to even try to answer any of her questions either.

      Either that or she didn’t know how to express them properly, and Tayir wouldn’t help her.

      So she threw herself into her studies and workouts and training as hard as she could. She didn’t really care much about being a dragon rider, but if the God-Woman wanted her to do that, then she would.

      Of course, that meant she hit her bed every night and slept harder than she had in years. She didn’t dream, either, her exhaustion seeming to blank even that out. So naturally, when a soft hand shook her shoulder, she let out a low groan.

      “Hush.” Some part of her mind recognized that it was Cassinda’s voice speaking to her and that was enough to draw her back to consciousness. “Come with me.”

      “Why?” Ukrah groaned, her whole body protesting as she tried to sit up.

      “Because all of Lady W’allenhaus’s tribe is here, and I knew that we should listen in.”

      Ukrah didn’t need to ask the girl how she knew that. If anyone understood what it was like to have sudden and strange compulsions, it was her. “Her tribe?”

      “Yes. Governess Dille, Lord Ain, and of course Lady and Lord W’allenhaus. You haven’t met Lord Ain yet. He is…particular. I think his dragon is in here as well. He and Gaius are rarely parted.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “Because I have been here for two years. Ever since I…” She frowned, her bright, bright green eyes looking over Ukrah as if she was making some sort of decision. “…hurt people.”

      Something about her tone, the uncertainty of it, the vulnerability, made Ukrah’s heart thump. She knew that tone and exactly the kind of feeling it came from.

      Ukrah couldn’t meet her eyes. “Part of my village dragged me out of my tent in the middle of the night and tried to burn me at the stake. I didn’t mean to, but I think I killed them all.”

      “All the people who were hurting you?”

      Ukrah swallowed. She supposed that she had never told the whole story to anyone. Or admitted to it, at least.

      “No. All of them.”

      “I see.” The girl took a long breath. “There was a drought in my village. I’m from Baeldred, and because of the things that happened to the mountain range during the war, all the closest streams just dried up. We were starving, and it hurt so bad. I… I remember wishing every night that I could do something about it.

      “And then, one day, our farm’s pig died from the thirst. People and animals can go a long time without food, but not without water, and relief from the cities kept being intercepted by bandits. The dragon riders were supposed to come, but for some reason, they didn’t. Maybe they weren’t getting our messages. Maybe they were just spread too thin.

      “I remember crying. I cried and cried and cried until it felt like I might just pass out. But then, water started bubbling up from my feet. And it didn’t stop. Soon the whole yard was flooded, and then the dead meadow by us, until it reached the dried-up streambed.

      “Of course, word got around. A witch who could summon water in a drought is quite valuable. So, they came in the night, and they tried to take me. I was scared, but I managed to scream. My father burst in, and then they killed him. Right in front of me. I don’t remember the rest, but I woke up very far away and in a river. When I got to shore, I walked to the closest village and I found out what I had done.”

      “You killed the men who were trying to hurt you.”

      The girl shook her head and a sense of comradery flowed over Ukrah. “No. All of them.”

      They shared a nod, and an understanding that few else would, but it also brought up more questions. It seemed Cassinda might be suffering from something similar to her. Sure, she wasn’t turning anyone to dust, but something powerful and dangerous was inside of her. She had hurt people she didn’t mean to and didn’t even know how.

      Fascinating stuff.

      Isn’t there a conversation you should be eavesdropping on?

      Oh, right. That.

      “The lords and ladies?” Ukrah said softly, not quite wanting to break the mood, but Tayir had a point.

      “Right. Let us go.”

      The two of them crept out, reminding her of the other time Ukrah had snuck after Eist, and they followed much of the same path. It wasn’t too long before they were crouched outside of the same door, this time to listening to much calmer voices.

      “Maybe he’s not coming back.”

      “He just went to fetch some wine from the cellar. He’s been on the road for a long while.”

      “And whose choice was that? All of us here are helping with the rebuilding, even Ale’a, and he takes off for six months?”

      Ukrah’s brows furrowed as she heard Eist and Dille address each other. Although Dille sounded annoyed, it was still very obviously a conversation between friends. “Who are they talking about?” Ukrah whispered.

      “Me,” a low voice said behind her.

      Both girls jolted, Ukrah letting out a startled yelp, and whirled to see a man standing behind them.

      He was indeed in dragon rider armor, although it was covered in dirt and grit from the road. He had fairly tanned skin, a scar across his handsome, chiseled face, and a shock of blond hair so bleached by the sun it was almost as white as Eist’s and Elspeth’s.

      “Lord Ain,” Cassinda murmured, offering him a bow. “I apologize for—”

      He waved his hand, quieting her. “Would you to like to come in? And your bird, I guess.”

      “W-what?” Ukrah sputtered.

      “You two are the witches that Dille wrote to me about, right? I figure you ought to be a part of this conversation as much as anybody else.”

      “Uh, if it…if it pleases you, Lordship,” Cassinda said, sounding nervous for the first time since Ukrah had met her.

      “Just Ain. I haven’t much cared for lordship since I was seventeen. Come now.”

      He walked between them to open the door, and they dutifully walked inside. Ukrah saw the pinch of Dille’s lips and Eist’s surprised gaze before both women recovered.

      “I’m surprised to see you out of bed,” the God-Woman remarked in amusement. Ukrah’s cheeks burned, but she just gave a half-hearted shrug. “Don’t worry. When I was young, I snooped plenty myself. Come, sit.”

      “Should they really be here?” Dille asked flatly, eying them over. “They have enough weight on their shoulders, yes?”

      “Like keeping us in the dark ever worked,” Ain said, collapsing in a chair and kicking his legs out. He wasn’t a mountain of muscle like Athar, but it was very clear that he was a warrior. Even if it weren’t for his scar, his posture and the way he moved spoke of many battles survived and many wounds received. “Maybe they’ll have some insight. Eist did figure out how to free her grandfather from the green dragon gas stupor at their age, and that was back when I was harassing her all the time.”

      “That story was true?” Cassinda asked, sitting up straighter from the bench that she and Ukrah had settled onto.

      “Which one? The one where she took on a Blight-possessed acolyte all on her own or where I used to try to bully her?”

      “You didn’t try to bully me. You were often successful. I just was good at making sure you got your just desserts.”

      “Oh, is that what it was?” He let out a dry laugh. “I remember when your little Fior nearly blasted my ears off my skull.”

      “Ah, childhood,” Eist murmured before taking a long sip from her goblet. Unlike the others, it seemed she was drinking water instead of wine. Come to think of it, Ukrah didn’t think that she had ever seen the woman imbibe any sort of spirit.

      Was there a reason for that?

      “Let’s move on,” Dille said. “Before we all grow too tired to remember why we’ve even met.”

      Athar leaned forward. “I can confirm that every single measurement I’ve been able to take from the caves at th-the academy has steadily increased over this past year. And while it was just inches over months before, now it seems to be happening exponentially. Ethella’s h-h-head is a hand wider than last year. Fior’s a finger’s length. Their tails are heads longer, and their wings have grown my arm’s lengths. Although it varies by dragon, it’s all th-the same. Growth. And that’s not even going into their fires or secondary abilities. Th-those too are becoming hotter, more powerful. More dangerous.”

      “And you, Ain?” Dille asked, her tone layered with something that Ukrah didn’t quite understand.

      “Same in the outlands. All the far-reaching dragon riders, even the rogue ones, told me that their dragons are changing. I wish that were it, but magic is spiking just about everywhere, from what I can figure. I know I’m not one of you guys, but there’s whole oasis’s building in the desert. The wild lands are becoming fertile, more full of life. The lack of abominations and monsters is letting populations of all sorts flourish.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a bad th-thing.”

      “It doesn’t, until we realize that those creatures worked as sort of a natural barrier for our kingdoms. I flew as far as I could, farther than any of our maps, but I just found more and more lands. And the further I flew, the more signs of magic I found, thicker and stranger. Like it was searching for something, so it was building a barrier to contain all of us.”

      It’s because the world is still trying to find balance. That woman you worship so much broke the entire framework those false gods had built up and the evil that the Blight created. That’s what everything’s about, you know. Living and dead, right and wrong, happiness and sorrow. Every point has a counter point, because that’s what creation needs.

      Ukrah swallowed. While she often didn’t respond to Tayir in the company of others, she knew this wasn’t something that she could ignore.

      “It’s because the magic is trying to find the old balance it had before,” she murmured, her voice squeaking embarrassingly a couple of times.

      As if synchronized, all eyes were on her.

      “What do you mean by that?” the God-Woman asked, looking far more intrigued than Ukrah was comfortable with.

      But she just shrugged. “I do not know. I just…do.”

      It wasn’t a very well-said argument, but they seemed to buy it. Maybe they too were used to things not making sense and yet still being pressed upon their minds.

      “Balance, huh? I do remember knowing about the old spirits, long ago,” Dille said, standing and beginning to pace. “They were the ones who blessed us with magic and dragons. The ones who kept the balance, I… I think.”

      “Which lifetime?” Ain asked, pouring himself what Ukrah guessed was mead and leaning right back in his chair.

      “M’baya, I’m fairly certain.”

      Ukrah looked quickly between the three of them. Which life? So those rumors were true too? She was beginning to think that maybe all the amazing, fantastical legends she had heard about the people in front of her were true.

      She was learning so quickly, but it felt like there was so much more to go. Swallowing down the anxiousness rising in her, she listened to the adults discuss which magical spots they knew of, and the ‘roots’ that Eist used to see connecting everything below the earth.

      The young desert girl wasn’t even remotely keeping track of the time, even when her eyes began to flutter, and her head began to nod. She had no idea when she fell asleep, but it was to the sound of their concerned talking that she finally drifted off.

      Once more, she dreamed of flying across the land.
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      Breathe.

      Sweep staff up, change grip. Spin. Kick high. Kick low. Step back and find balance.

      Don’t forget to breathe.

      Ukrah ran through her drills, trying to engrain them into her very bones. Ale’a had left perhaps an hour or so earlier, and Eist was off somewhere with her dragon, and Athar wasn’t around either, meaning she had time until the next meal.

      “Shouldn’t you stop? You’ve been going at it for quite a while.”

      Ukrah didn’t spare a glance to Crispin, going through another drill as soon as she stilled. “I’m fine.”

      “Come on, at least have some water. You’re sweating buckets there.”

      She was. She could feel that the cloth band across her forehead was absolutely soaked, but she didn’t want to stop. A sort of energy was building under her skin. One that made her feel restless and uncomfortable. One that made her want to do more to be worthy of the kindness she had been shown.

      After all, if Eist wanted her to be stronger, faster, and better prepared than all the initiates who had a head start on her, she had a long way to go.

      “Later.”

      “Ukrah, come on. Just take a break. The tiniest break. Like…three breaths or so.”

      The tall boy wheedled at her from where he was standing, a canteen in his hands. While he indeed had been putting in much more effort than he had before, he still didn’t push himself to the brink like Ukrah did every time.

      And that was what she intended to keep doing. Turning, she went up on one leg to perform a jumping kick that she’d been struggling with. But as she pushed off the ground, something went wrong, and the next thing she knew, her knee jolted, and she fell to the earth.

      Crispin was at her side in a moment, helping her sit up.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      Ukrah went to growl that she was fine, but a sharp stab of pain in her leg had her gritting her teeth instead. Looking down, her knee certainly did not look normal.

      “Ow,” she managed to wheeze.

      “Oh no, I’ve seen this before.” Crispin moved so that he was able to gently rest his hands on either side of her knee, his touch featherlight. “You’ve dislocated this. Do me a favor and take a really, really deep breath, okay?”

      Ukrah nodded. Simple orders were good. She could do that. Drawing it in through her nose, she barely finished dragging air into herself before Crispin suddenly moved, his hands clamping down and jerking her leg roughly to the side.

      The scream she let out was real, and for a moment, pain swamped everything. But it cleared quickly, followed by a strangely warm sensation and a dull throbbing in her knee.

      “There you go. It’s gonna be stiff for a while, and probably pretty hot from all the blood rushing there. Come on, let me get ya up to your bed.”

      Ukrah paled at that. “I don’t think I can make it up the stairs.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll carry you.”

      Ukrah looked at the man dubiously. Although he was definitely taller than her, he was so thin. Basically, skin and bones and a charming smile. She doubted he could pick her up, let alone carry her up an entire flight of stairs. Again, another reason why the structures were completely stupid and all dwellings should have just one floor.

      “I don’t think—”

      “Up ya go!”

      She didn’t have time to object because he was gripping her hands and helping her to her one good leg. She let out a yelp as the movement made pain shoot through her, and Crispin gave her an apologetic look.

      “Sorry. This part is probably going to be real lousy for you. Just remember to keep breathing and don’t stop.”

      “How do you know all this?” she asked breathlessly, still gripping his hands to keep her shaky balance.

      “Fell off a loft in the barn once when I was a little lad. Messed up both my legs pretty good. Luckily, Miss Crysanthia was around to set them for me, but I still remember how very much not fun that was.”

      “Ah.”

      “Alright, do you think you’re ready?”

      Ukrah drew in several deep breaths through her nose, then nodded. “Alright, we can at least try.”

      “Alright, good.” He let go of her and went through some strange maneuvers and ended up crouched in front of her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Come on, get on my back.”

      “What?”

      “I said get on my back. You telling me no one has ever carried you piggyback?”

      “Pig? Piggy what?”

      “Piggyback. Ya know, hop on.”

      Ukrah looked at his back dubiously. She was just supposed to…get on? It was like how a child would be carried, but she was no child. She was far too big for that.

      “Hey, this isn’t exactly easy on my knees. Could you hurry it up a little?”

      Ukrah gave his back one more look before clambering on. It was awkward with one leg, but he grabbed her other one and actually managed to rise to a standing position. The movement surprised her, and she let out another startled sound, her arms wrapping hard around his head.

      “Hey, hey, try to hold onto the shoulders. The shoulders! With your hands.” Ukrah managed to do as he asked, but the ground suddenly seemed so far below her. “You know, if you’re gonna be a dragon rider like Lady W’allenhaus wants, you better get used to being high up.”

      “Whatever, just get me to my room before you break in two.”

      “You’re not that heavy, ya know. Now, Miss Ale’a, I bet I wouldn’t be able to carry her.” He said that last part with such admiration that something strange curled in Ukrah’s chest.

      “By the way you talk about her, one would think you were smitten with my tutor.”

      “And if I was?” he huffed, walking along. The movement was alarming at first, but then thrilling, and Ukrah found herself leaning into his back. “She’s tall, pretty, strong, and has a dragon. What more could a guy want?”

      “I thought men were obsessed with small and delicate woman.” If there was anything that was the antithesis of the mighty Ale’a, it was that.

      Crispin made a strange movement which she guessed was probably a shrug. “Maybe the nobles do, but I ain’t a noble. Most of them don’t have a lick of sense. Not that someone like her would ever notice someone like me. Her bicep is probably the size of my head, and I look like I might get carried away on the wrong wind.”

      “And yet you are carrying me.” And he was. Although she could feel his body warming quickly wherever they touched, he was walking along at a fine pace and able to keep up a conversation with her.

      “Yeah, I’ve got that deceptive sort of string-bean shape, but that’s nothing compared to her. Or even you. I bet you could throttle me good if you wanted to.”

      “Probably. But I’d need my other leg.”

      He chuckled lightly and then they were inside, trudging toward the stairs. “Yeah, otherwise it wouldn’t be a fair fight at all.”

      She chuckled, some of the pain ebbing, and finally relaxed the rest of the way. Her heart was beating a bit harder than it normally would, but other than that, she felt fine. Taken care of. Even if Crispin wasn’t able to carry her as steadily as Athar could. But, well, no one was as big as Athar.

      Finally, they got to the door of her room and Crispin was beginning to heave a little. She could tell that he was trying to hide it, but she wasn’t deaf or blind.

      “Here, let me down and I can hop the rest of the way.”

      “No, I can—”

      “Crispin.”

      “Alright, alright,” he conceded, leaning against the door and kneeling. It wasn’t exactly the smoothest descent, but Ukrah managed to get off while only slightly jostling her leg.

      Crispin kept a hold of one of her arms as she hopped toward her bed, using furniture to steady herself. Eventually, she made it onto the soft mattress and fell back onto her pillows.

      “Here, let me get your legs up. Deep breath now.”

      She did as he asked, and he gently lifted first one leg, then the other, moving them toward the center of the bed until she was settled. But as she adjusted herself into a sitting position, pillows behind her back, the boy clicked his tongue disapprovingly.

      “That’s some pretty bad swelling,” he said, his hand gently gliding over her knee. “And yeah, a lot of heat like I thought. I’ll tell you what, I’m going to go out to that herbalist just outside the new castle and see if they have some willow bark paste or powder to help bring this down.”

      “Should you?” Ukrah asked uncertainly. “Maybe Mrs. Kaldonner has some?”

      He shook his head. “Nah, I’ve done a fair bit of both talking and snooping. She’s got quite a bit for cooking, but not much for healing. I imagine they might have it for all those witches though, so I’ll see if I can ask one of the serving folk at the governess’s place.”

      Ukrah nodded, feeling a little bit safer with that option. Maybe it was silly, but they had only ever left the estate for their meeting with the Dragon Council, and that had been only an hour or so’s journey with the God-Woman and her dragon beside them. There was a whole scary world out there, and one that seemed to be in quite a bit of upheaval.

      “Okay, you don’t have to, you know.”

      “I know I don’t, but I’m going to anyway. Let me get you some water and then I’ll be off. Will you be alright?”

      Ukrah nodded. “Yeah, I have some writing work to do for Governess Dille as it is.”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me.” He laughed and patted the top of her head. Ukrah pushed his hand away, sticking her tongue out at him, but he just caught it between his fingers, which made her jerk back and sputter. “In case you were curious, that was how I got the lord’s dog to stop nipping,” he teased before sauntering out the door.

      Ukrah might have pouted, but it was a bit funny so instead she let herself have a chuckle before reaching for the work she had left on her nightstand. With any luck, she might get it done before he came back.
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        * * *

      

      “Huh, I haven’t heard the manor so quiet in weeks. Are you still alive in there?”

      Ukrah roused, not aware that she had even fallen asleep, and looked blearily to her door as Eist stepped in.

      “Oh!” the woman said, clearly surprised to see her charge in bed. “This is an unusual sight.”

      “I hurt my knee,” Ukrah groaned, looking out the window to see that the sun was beginning to set. Goodness, maybe she really had been pushing herself too hard. “Didn’t Crispin tell you?”

      “Crispin? No, I haven’t seen him.”

      That didn’t seem right, and she roused a bit more. There was a flutter as Tayir settled on her windowsill, and he sounded worried as he spoke.

      I’ve been watching for him for a few hours. He hasn’t come back.

      “At all?”

      “No, why?”

      Ukrah was confused for a moment before she realized that the God-Woman had thought that she was talking to her. Oh well, it worked either way.

      “Crispin went out to get some willow bark. He should have been back by now.”

      “Hmmm, that’s unusual. Maybe he just got distracted and decided to treat himself for a bit. I know he still has a bit of coin in his pocket, and he has been cooped up in here for quite a while.”

      Ukrah’s stomach twisted and she tried to stand. Her knee hurt too much, however, and she sank to her sheets with a groan.

      “You don’t think he… he…”

      “That he what?” the God-Woman asked, coming closer and sitting on the edge of the bed.

      “That he…left, do you?”

      Eist’s eyes widened before a knowing smile crossed her face. It wasn’t a broad one, but there was a strange sort of comfort to the curl of her lips. “Oh, child. I understand. I won’t lie to you and say there’s no chance of that happening. After all, he’s a young man who’s basically been a slave his whole life and there’s a large world full of adventure, fun, and temptation out there. But I will say that that seems very unlikely. It seems that you saving his life has definitely bonded the boy to you. I’d say it would take some pretty serious acts of magic or gods to separate the two of you.”

      “You think so?”

      Eist nodded. “I do. And I’m a pretty excellent judge of character.” Something dark crossed behind her eyes and her smile faltered ever-so-slightly. “Well, most of the time.”

      Ukrah wanted to ask what she meant, but the woman stood, her voice forcefully cheery. “Well, I don’t want you tumbling down the stairs, so I’ll send Cassinda up with some dinner for you. I’ve noticed the two of you seem to be on your way to friendship.”

      Were they? It wasn’t something that Ukrah particularly noticed. Ever since that one night they had eavesdropped together, most of the time they spent in each other’s presence was studying silently. But she wasn’t about to argue, so she just nodded.

      “Alright. I’ll go see what Mrs. Kaldonner is up to. She got a bit of a late start today because Fior insisted she scratch under his wings for a good long while. I think she has strong nails or something like that.”

      “Uh-huh.” Strange to think that the savior of the whole world was babbling to her about a cook’s nails. But either way, Eist left and Ukrah tried to tell herself that Crispin had just been delayed and would be back soon. Probably before she and Cassinda could even finish their shared meal.

      Yeah. She had nothing to worry about. Or at least that was what she told herself repeatedly.
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        * * *

      

      Crispin did not come back before they finished their meal. He didn’t come back during the evening either. Even late into the night, when the sun had long since set and Mrs. Kaldonner was lighting the hall lanterns, there was no sign of him.

      Unlike most nights, both Eist and Athar visited her before her sleep, assuring her that Crispin was probably just out having fun or visiting a friend in the governess’s castle. But their eyes spoke differently. They thought he had left her.

      To be honest, she thought that too.

      And it stung. It stung sharper than it had any right to, but if there were only that, she would have been able to endure it. The thing was, it wasn’t just abandonment churning in her belly.

      No. There was worry there too. Fear. What if something had happened to him? What if he had fallen, gotten lost? Robbed even? Would she ever know? Would anyone know? What if he was laying in some alley, injured and unable to get to her?

      Those thoughts in addition to her earlier sleep kept her up even later. She knew that she would be exhausted the next day, but she couldn’t ease her mind. Every moment that ticked by was another moment where more bitterness seeped in.

      When she finally did manage to fall asleep, there was no relief.

      It seemed like her eyes had just closed when a murky scene slowly swirled into being around her, like a painting swirling to life. She was…somewhere dark. Crowded. Indoors? She puzzled over it, her mind straining, but soon a thud drew her attention.

      There, in the center of the dark room, was Crispin. He was on his knees and doubled over, his hair matted with blood and his breathing ragged. Suddenly, all of Ukrah’s worst fears rushed her, and she ran forward.

      Only to move right through him.

      She skittered to a stop on his other side, whirling to see another man materialize and punch the boy across the face. He let out a defeated sound, slumping to the ground. The man who had struck him grabbed his shirt, hauling him up and hissing something she couldn’t hear.

      He was wearing armor that was vaguely familiar to her. It was nothing like the complete and amazing sets she had seen the dragon riders in, but it was more than any peasant could hope to afford. She racked her mind, trying to recall where she knew those colors from, when he drew back his fist again.

      “Stop!” Ukrah cried, rushing forward once more, arms raised to protect her friend.

      Only to fall right out of bed.

      She hit the floor and shock jolted through her, followed by a wave of pain from her swollen knee. She let out a single bark of surprise before her mind cleared and realization snapped to her.

      Crispin hadn’t left her.

      He had been taken.
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      Ukrah pelted down the hall as quickly as she could considering how stiff and painful her knee was. She pressed through it, however, with a singular mantra running through her head.

      Crispin was hurt. He needed her. She had to save him.

      Just those three things, over and over and over again. She knew that any other person might dismiss the nightmare as just that, a nightmare, but she knew better. From the bottom of her feet to the top of her head, she knew without a doubt that someone was hurting her closest, and really only, friend.

      He hadn’t abandoned her because of her neediness, or her foreignness, or even because of her strange power. He hadn’t been overtaken by wanderlust or greed or whatever it was young men got all preoccupied with in their transitions from children to men.

      No, he was in danger.

      She had to save him.

      Ukrah burst into what she was fairly certain was the W’allenhauses’ bedroom, but she was surprised to see absolutely no one there. Just a large, large bed with a canopy and several rumpled blankets.

      Strange sounds drew her to a slightly ajar door in the corner with a slow glow around it. She rushed forward, even though she was aware that she was being more than a bit rude, but she didn’t have time for politeness. Ukrah gripped the door and opened it to reveal the God-Woman in her nightgown, kneeling on the floor over her chamber pot and throwing up for all she was worth.

      “Lady W’allenhaus!” Ukrah exclaimed, uncertain what to do. Seeing the woman sick to her stomach and on the floor was possibly the last thing she had expected.

      “What are you doing here?” the woman rasped when her stomach was done heaving.

      “C-C-Crispin,” Ukrah sputtered, but she didn’t have time to get further before Athar rushed in, a pitcher of cool well water in his hands.

      “Here, drink this,” he said, crouching beside her. “You haven’t been sick in a couple years. Do you think you ate something off?”

      The woman shook her head, taking the water and chugging it down before looking to Ukrah with bloodshot eyes.

      “What about Crispin?”

      “I-I had a dream,” Ukrah said uncertainly. She felt like she had definitely violated their privacy, but she knew that every second wasted was a second more that Crispin was being hurt. “Someone took him. Was hurting him.”

      The two shared a look, and Eist held out her hand. Her husband helped her to her feet, and she wiped her mouth. “Alright then. Given your history, I’m willing to bet that it’s a vision rather than a nightmare.”

      Ukrah let out a breath of relief. They believed her. She had almost expected them to scold her for bursting in their room in the middle of the night. “We have to save him,” she said urgently, the only thing she could think of.

      “Alright,” Athar said, his voice surprisingly calm considering that in a very short order his wife had gotten sick in their chamber room and their charge had basically broken into their sleeping quarters. “Then we’ll go find him. But do you have any idea where he might be? Did you see anything telling?”

      Ukrah shook her head. “He was in a small room, dark, but that was all I could see. I… I don’t know where he is.”

      “Yes, you do,” Eist said tiredly, crossing to the bed and sitting on the edge of it. “You just need to accept it.”

      “I… I do not understand.”

      Eist sighed, taking another long swig of water before looking at Ukrah frankly. “Look, you’ve been hiding from whatever brought you here since you got here. You treat the magic that clearly is fueling you like a foreign entity rather than another part of yourself. If you had a vision about Crispin, you know where he is. You just have to let yourself.”

      Ukrah stared at her uncertainly. It was the closest she had ever gotten to a reprimand, and it made her stomach twist. The magic was a part of her? She already knew where Crispin was?

      Athar looked from Ukrah to Eist. “Why don’t you and Ukrah go out on Fior to the west and I’ll go south with Ethella. Maybe grab Dille and her girls?”

      “I can’t,” Eist said with an aggravated sigh. That certainly got both of their attention and they stared at her.

      “Why not?” Athar asked, his tone a very practiced neutral.

      “Because…” Ukrah tried her hardest not to stare, but she couldn’t really help it. It felt like they were balance on a pinhead, waiting for the end of her sentence. “Because I’m not supposed to fly right now.”

      Athar let out a long breath, and Ukrah imagined that he’d had to deal with Eist’s stubbornness many, many times. If there was one thing the legends had all agreed on, it was that the woman was as relentless as they came. “Why can’t you fly, Eist?”

      Ukrah didn’t know what she expected. The entire day had gone any way except what she would normally anticipate, for all she knew the woman could say that she was actually a ghost or had forgotten where up was.

      But instead she just crossed her arms and looked more irritated than Ukrah had ever seen her before.

      “Because I’m pregnant, Athar. I am with child. Are you happy now?”

      There was a moment where no one said anything, the both of them staring at her like she had just started speaking in tongues. But then Athar let out a shout and caught her up in a gentle hug. “Are you certain!?” he asked, practically bellowing with happiness.

      “Yes. I didn’t want to tell you until I was certain. I’m just beyond three moons, as far as we know.”

      “We?”

      “Well, I have been going to see the healers, you know. I’m stubborn, but I’m not that stubborn.”

      “I can’t believe it!” the man said, practically shaking with excitement, which certainly was a sight to behold. “I’m going to be a f-f-father!”

      “That really is wonderful,” Ukrah said cautiously. “But Crispin?”

      “Ukrah, you go get dressed. You too, Athar. Meet me down at the entryway as soon as you’re both decent.”

      Ukrah nodded, her heart jumping at the thought that they were moving toward saving Crispin, and she rushed off toward her room.

      She chose one of her training outfits instead of the two dresses she had. Besides, she still usually needed Cassinda’s help to get into that sort of fare.

      She dressed faster than she ever had before, sprinting down to the entryway to see Eist standing there in her night dress and a pair of breeches with soft-skin shoes on her feet.

      “Of course, you got here first,” she said. “Come on, Athar will catch up with us. He knows where we’re going.”

      “Where are we going?” Ukrah asked, hurrying along after the woman. It felt like her mind was still trying to catch up with itself, and it wasn’t until they were well across the yard that she realized that Tayir wasn’t with her.

      Right, he had taken to sleeping on the roof, or at least that was what he told her. He wouldn’t be awake for several hours, and she certainly had no desire to climb onto the roof and get him.

      That was fine. He would probably just be a crank anyway. While he constantly complained about Ukrah wasting her time studying to be a dragon rider instead of ‘nurturing the power within herself,’ he certainly liked always having water and easy access to food.

      But all her thoughts about what she should do with the strange talking bird that translated for her fell when she realized exactly where she was.

      They were standing in front of what she recognized as the house that the dragons had come out of that fateful day when she first met them.

      “Fior! Ethella!” Eist called out.

      There was no response for several moments, then an almost comical yawn. Footsteps sounded behind them, and Athar joined them just as two shapes stepped out from under the large tapestry that Ukrah guessed was the dragons’ version of an entrance.

      By that point, the duo was familiar to her and she recognized both Fior and Ethella as they trundled over. Well, trundled wasn’t the right word for Fior, who was prancing forward happily and nuzzled up to Eist the moment he was close enough.

      “Yeah, yeah, that’s my boy. You haven’t been sleeping up on the balcony much, I was starting to think you were too cool for me with all of your new dragon friends.”

      He let out a trill, and Ukrah was almost certain that he understood every word of the God-Woman. She was no expert herself, but supposedly dragons were only supposed to know a handful of phrases and their rider’s intent. But the brindled beast in front of her definitely seemed to comprehend everything she meant.

      “Listen, I know I haven’t taken you flying in a while, but it’s going to be a lot longer before we can do any of that. What I need you do to is take Ukrah here and help her find her friend. You can do that for me, right? Go easy on her and all of that?”

      The dragon’s beautiful, crystalline eyes flitted from her to Eist, as if he was deciding. There were a couple of breaths of uncertainty, but then he wuffled in a way that seemed like he was asking her how she could ever doubt him.

      “That’s my boy,” Eist said, clapping her hands to either side of his wide head and bending it down for her to kiss. “I remember when once you were smaller than me. It seems like forever ago now, doesn’t it?” They shared a happy sound, and suddenly Ukrah understood why Eist wanted her to be a dragon rider so intensely.

      Ukrah had been living with the woman for almost three months, and she rarely saw her interact with anyone outside of her small tribe from the war. Even though she was friendly enough, there was always a closed-off air to her, like she had built fortress walls around herself and only certain people were ever allowed a peek inside. But with her dragon… Well, it was like she was fully open. Trusting and happy. Although Eist obviously had that with her husband, and maybe even Dille, it had to be comforting to know that she had her dragon no matter what.

      What a comfort indeed.

      Ukrah wouldn’t mind feeling like that. Like she would always have a soulmate to confide in and lean on. Another half. Maybe the dragon rider thing was something she could be invested in too, instead of just doing it because it was what she thought Eist wanted.

      “Before you get on, let me armor you up. And I’m not letting you go out with just a staff, so you’re going to have your very first experience with a pike. Don’t worry, it was my first real weapon too so I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “Eist…” Athar said warningly. But the woman was already heading into the building the dragons had exited from. Ukrah followed her, expecting just a wide, barnlike room, but what she was greeted by was entirely different.

      Sure, the building was large and lofty, just like one would expect from a place that was supposed to hold dragons. But there was also a deep drop in one half of it, disappearing into a rocky tunnel that was wide enough for even Ethella to get through comfortably.

      To one side was a fairly lush garden surrounded by piles of hay, while to the other stood several chests, and both an armor and a weapons rack!

      And not even racks for humans, but rather at least four different sets of armor made specifically for the dragons. They were huge, beautiful pieces, even those that were damaged by battle, and they stole her breath away.

      “Now, we’re going for covert, so Fior’s going to stay as he is, but I think you could use some chest pads and maybe some bracers. Definitely something for your thighs.” She crossed over to the chests and started hauling things out, putting some to the side then tossing others back at Ukrah.

      It was an entirely surreal experience, made that much more so as Fior bounded in, sidling up beside Ukrah and rubbing his head against her. Athar soon joined his wife, picking out dark, leathery-looking armor rather than shining metal pieces.

      Soon they both seemed to have everything they wanted, and Athar set about armoring himself while Eist helped Ukrah put things on. There were a lot of straps and buckles and things she didn’t understand, but she watched the God-Woman’s movements carefully, trying to memorize it.

      “Alright,” Eist said when they were all done, patting her shoulder. “Are you ready?”

      Ukrah nodded. Part of her felt plenty of fear, but she didn’t have time for that, so she just shoved it away. After all, Crispin was waiting for her.

      “Then let me help you onto Fior. It’s time to save your friend. I believe in you, you know that, right?”

      Ukrah nodded again. “Although I’m not sure why. I’m just a stranger to you.”

      “Yeah, maybe some people would say that, but let’s say I’ve got a feeling.” She winked, before seeming to consider something. She continued to wear that expression as she helped Ukrah up onto Fior’s back. “I know there’s a lot of myths and lies out there about me, but do you want to know a secret?”

      “…yes?” What kind of strange question was that?

      “I’m hard of hearing. I can catch tones sometimes, and loud noises. If someone’s talking loud enough right beside me, I’m usually able to catch most of what they say, but often I watch people’s mouths and feel vibrations. Ain outed me when I was younger, hoping to have me kicked out of the academy, but most people don’t seem to believe that someone like me could ever be almost deaf.”

      Ukrah stared at her with wide eyes. She’d met a youngling once who had lost their hearing due to a terrible fever. They couldn’t speak and often threw terrible temper tantrums, frustrated by being so cut off from the world, no doubt. But Eist was nothing like that. She was strong, and she was certain. She’d saved the entire world.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Well, it’s not something that’s very known, so it’s almost like a secret. And friends share secrets.”

      “But you’re my sponsor.”

      She let out a huff. “Fine. Maybe friend wasn’t the exact right word, but I basically want you to know that you can trust me, alright? And I know there’s a scary something within you that you don’t understand right now, but I promise, I feel good things coming from it. Now, go save your friend. And if that power rears up, don’t be afraid to use it.”

      “What if I hurt people?”

      “Sometimes you have to in order to protect the ones you love. As long as it’s not what you default to, you’ll be fine.”

      “O…okay.”

      “Take care of her, Athar,” Eist said, stepping away.

      He bent to kiss the top of her head before swinging himself up and onto Ethella’s back. Seeing the massive man move so quickly was almost alarming, and abruptly Ukrah understood how he might have caught the God-Woman’s eye. “Of course I will. We’ll find him, and I’ll bring ‘em b-b-both home safe. Promise.”

      “You better.” She nodded then looked to Fior. “Go ahead now, let her lead you.”

      “But I don’t know—”

      “Trust yourself. Find that part of you that knows Crispin’s in trouble and hold onto that for dear life.”

      Ukrah wanted to say more. She wanted to ask what that meant and how she was supposed to separate that feeling from everything else swirling inside of her, but then Fior was striding forward and she had to clamp down hard with both thighs while holding onto his harness.

      Fear swamped her, followed by the even colder knife of terror. She was reminded of when Crispin had carried her on her back, but it was ten times more intense. Just when she was sure that she would be thrown from him, his wings began to beat, causing huge updrafts of air, and then they were taking to the sky.

      The fear dropped out of her stomach and an excited laugh burst from her throat. She was flying. Flying! After all those dreams, she finally was on the back of a dragon, and it was absolutely thrilling.

      Ukrah let go of her death grip on the harness and spread her arms wide. The cool night air caressed her skin and the moon shone brilliantly above her. It was a beautiful, peaceful moment, but that came crashing to a halt when Athar rode up beside her.

      “So, which direction?”

      Oh.

      Right.

      She was flying to save her friend because something terrible was happening to him. Guilt flooded her, and she couldn’t believe that she had forgotten that even for a moment.

      “I…” She couldn’t say that she didn’t know, so instead she took a deep breath, closing her eyes and trying to reach within her for whatever it was that was so sure that Crispin was in danger.

      She was startled by the heated, fizzing feeling that rushed through her, filling her limbs and squeezing her throat. She pushed through it to find the steely sort of certainty that flicked up her spine and coated her head.

      Without thinking, she began to lean. It was subtle, but Fior noticed it, however, and soon they were veering off in another direction, heading out of the city.

      In fact, they seemed to be going in the same direction that she had taken to find the God-Woman. If Athar thought anything of that, he didn’t say so, but Ukrah wasn’t even sure if he knew the details of their journey. It wasn’t as if she and Crispin had sat down and told them every trivial fact.

      They cut through the night, covering a distance that had taken her two days before, but Ukrah couldn’t enjoy the movement. She kept her eyes closed and her entire mind focused on the feeling within. She couldn’t waver for a moment and risk going the wrong way. Crispin was waiting on her.

      Finally, she saw it. Even though her eyes were shut, it blazed gold right below her—a small circle of trees within the thick forest.

      “There!” she hissed as quietly as she could while still making sure that Athar could hear her. “We need to go there.”

      He nodded, choosing to communicate silently, and they both descended as quietly as possible.

      While Fior was able to flit between the trees silently, Ethella was clearly not going to be able to do anything like that. Ukrah had no idea what they would do until the dragon lowered herself as close to the trees as she could before turning upside-down, allowing Athar to drop from her back into the canopy.

      Somehow, although it seemed impossible, he made it to the ground before she and Fior did. He held a finger to his lips as soon as they landed, however.

      “I think I see a hunting sh-shack a bit away. It’s hard to say.”

      “Hunting shack?”

      “It’s meant to be shelter for trappers and th-th-the like who might come out here and need rest or who are caught in a storm. But lately, we’ve been finding a lot of th-them have become outposts for all sorts of illegal activity.”

      Ukrah’s breath hitched. “I think that was what I was kept at.”

      “What?”

      “When I was with the slavers. It was a very large hunting outpost once. I think, at least. I still am learning your customs.”

      “Slavers?” The strain in his voice was audible, even through his whisper. “How long were you with th-them?”

      “Too long. But they got me across the border, so they did what I needed.”

      “Wait, you make it sound like you were captured on purpose.”

      She shrugged. “It made sense at the time. I did manage to also free many others.”

      He shook his head. “You and Eist really are alike.” That thought was so utterly preposterous that she just stared blankly at him. The God-Woman was a literal god-woman, and Ukrah was just a very lost girl. “Alright, we need to approach this carefully. I’ll come at it from the north. You go straight ahead. I want you to listen, as hard as you can, and signal to me how many you hear ins-s-side. We want to make sure who is actually hurting him and go for him, not s-s-some innocent people who got caught in the middle. Stay behind Fior and let him do any f-f-fighting if you need. Your goal is to grab Crispin and run.”

      “Why don’t we just go in, dragons blazing?” That seemed like the far easier solution, especially considering that they didn’t know who was holding him.

      “Because if it’s a raider camp or anything like that, th-they’ll slit his throat and run. Is that what you want?”

      Ukrah’s stomach churned. “No.”

      “Exactly. Trust me, I’ve done my fair share of sneaking th-throughout my life.”

      “And what is your goal?”

      “To make sure no one’s able to chase you if that comes down to it.”

      “I understand.” For some reason, she very much missed Tayir and wished he was there with her.

      “Good, give me about ten b-b-breaths of a head start and then move in.”

      She nodded and the large man crept off, able to move through the forest surprisingly silent considering his massive size. He was taller than many of the saplings struggling to grow through the canopy.

      She waited, each moment feeling like a pinprick along her skin, before finally creeping along. Fior joined her, huddled impressively low to the earth, his shovel-like head parting foliage instead of breaking it noisily.

      The two of them made it up along the rickety, moss-and-vine-covered wall of the shack. Ukrah didn’t want to think about all the bugs or other creatures that were in the structure and leaned in to press her ear against it.

      She couldn’t make out solid words most of the time, but she did hear voices. One, then two, then four. She waited several beats, but that seemed to be it. Four men, that wasn’t so bad considering she had a dragon and Athar on her side.

      But then two more voices joined in. Alright, six wasn’t that great, but still…dragon. She was all set to raise her hand and signal to wherever Athar was, when she heard the distinctive sound of metal hitting soft flesh and an anguished cry.

      She knew that voice too.

      Crispin.

      It was like the world winked out of being for a second. One moment, she was standing there, listening to a terrible sound that she didn’t want to hear, and the next, she let out a shout and the wall in front of her burst into a cloud of ash, leaving her staring at a room of men.

      And Crispin.

      The boy was huddled on the floor in even worse shape than she had seen him in her vision. His bright, blond hair was matted with brown and red, and what little she could see of his face was both swollen and bruised like someone had beaten him.

      “Who the hell is this?” one of the men asked, stepping forward with a look of shock on his face.

      “This must be the chit he was stealing all those things for. I told you he never could have killed all those guards on his own.”

      That was when recognition fully hit her, making every bit of her body turn rigid in shock. These men were wearing the same thing as the guards that she had killed. They had come for Crispin, even after all the months that he’d been gone.

      “A foreigner, huh?” another asked, stepping forward. That was also when Ukrah realized that there wasn’t six of them but ten, and there was an open hatch that looked to lead to a cellar below where she could hear noises. That didn’t bode well. “So you’re a blood traitor on top of a thief?”

      The man kicked out and caught Crispin in the ribs. The boy let out a sob and the next thing Ukrah knew, she was rushing forward.

      She barely managed to pull up short before she nearly impaled herself on several spears and swords that were suddenly produced by a line.

      “Let him go.”

      “Sorry?” one of the men closer to Crispin asked, producing a dagger from his pants. “Who are you and why should we listen to some little sand flea?”

      Athar’s words echoed in her head about how they could slit Crispin’s throat at any moment and they wouldn’t be able to stop them in time. Had her impetuousness just killed her friend? The thought made her burn with so much anger that her hands began to shake. The men seemed to take it as fear, however, and laughed at her.

      “You don’t want him,” she said instead of rising to his bait.

      The man approached Crispin, flipping his dagger as he did so. Ukrah assumed that Athar was biding his time, trying to figure out how to save the situation since she had messed it up. But she couldn’t fail Crispin. She needed him. She had lost everything in her life, and he was the first person who was kind to her. He had saved her with food and water. He had risked his life to get her the supplies she needed to get to Eist.

      She wouldn’t let him die for her.

      She’d die first before she ever allowed that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Breaking the Seal

          

        

      

    

    
      “Surely one young boy who stole a few supplies isn’t worth all this effort,” Ukrah said, trying to keep her tone even. Part of her hoped that she could somehow convince them of their folly, but another part of her hoped that she could stall enough for Athar to save the day.

      “Stole a few supplies? He killed our men!”

      “No, that was me.”

      The man let out a sound that was something like a snort, and several of the others laughed. Crispin sounded like he groaned some sort of warning for her to go, but that just earned him another kick.

      Ukrah had no idea what spurred her to speak, but her tone was low and dangerous when she did, her accent intensifying. “Touch him one more time and I will feed you your own hand.”

      He laughed again, sitting in a chair and continuing to flip that dagger. “You know, I think you really believe that. You’re awful uppity for a slave, aren’t you?”

      “I am no slave,” Ukrah hissed. “I’ll give you one more warning. Let him go and you all can leave. I’ll forgive everything you’ve done so far.”

      “Oh, you’ll forgive us? How gracious.” He stood, shaking his head like he was thoroughly amused. “I tell you what we’ll do. We’re going to kill your friend here and drag his body behind our horses all the way home. As for you, well, I like you, so I think we’ll just take you to a slaver’s post. Minus a tongue, maybe. I think you’d probably catch a higher price if you couldn’t mouth off so much, yes.”

      “Shame though,” another said, lowering his spear ever so slightly. “That seems to be at least half of her charm.”

      “What’s the other half? Certainly not her face.”

      She didn’t know who said that, but they all shared another laugh. But they could mock her all they wanted as long as they didn’t hurt Crispin.

      The leader let out a snort. “This has been fun, but I need a good night’s sleep for our ride home tomorrow. So, let’s finish this, yeah?”

      He took a step toward Crispin and everything seemed to happen at once. Ukrah dove forward again, but the row of sharp weapons responded, causing her to slide to a stop and fall onto her own rear. A roar sounded outside, and abruptly, a massive red jaw was bursting through the wall while Fior came barreling in seemingly from nowhere.

      “Dragons!”

      “She brought a rider with her!”

      Everything was a full-on cacophony as nearly a dozen men came pouring out of the cellar—which definitely wasn’t just a cellar, considering how many of them were in there—and the sounds of a real fight started to fill the place.

      Of course, such a burst of action was plenty enough to distract the men, and she took that moment to dash between them, intent on getting to Crispin.

      It was risky, she knew as much, but she didn’t care.

      “I’m here, I’m here!” she cried as she dove the last bit, rolling over to him. “I’ve got you.”

      He tilted his head ever-so-slightly, and Ukrah almost choked. His eyes were so swollen she couldn’t see any of the white or the color, just swollen and bruising flesh with far too much blood dripping and encrusted in rivulets around it.

      “I know it’s gonna hurt, but we gotta go.”

      She grabbed him, wincing at his breathless groan, and pulled him up to his feet. He swayed pretty heavily, and she had to bear the brunt of most of his weight. Granted, he wasn’t exactly a big guy, so it wasn’t that egregious of a task.

      But getting them both to safety without getting stabbed just might be.

      Ukrah kept low, doing her best to dodge between folks. It helped that Fior was spinning and snapping up a storm, kicking holes in the wall and throwing people with his tail, while Ethella’s whole head was trying to make it in the hole she had created. As for Athar… Well, she didn’t know exactly where he was, but she did hear sword hitting sword, so chances were that he was in the fray as well.

      He was probably going to be pretty mad at her for ruining the plan, but she couldn’t help it. Seeing someone who mattered so much to her in such terrible pain, seeing him get hurt, burned her in a way that she couldn’t describe. She’d had to do something.

      There was no way they were making it out of the same hole she had burst into the wall, which meant they were going for the front door. For several moments, she didn’t think she would make it. The shack was so crowded, and the fight was beginning to spill into the trees. Several times, she had to kick or push someone out of the way.

      But somehow, they made it, running out of the door and taking to the woods. Ukrah had long since found that she didn’t see well at night in the civilized lands, that their trees and buildings blocked too much of the moon that she was used to guiding herself by. Nevertheless, she still hurried. Still went as fast as she could while Crispin’s feet dragged behind her.

      Every moment that passed, she was afraid he would stop breathing. That he would be gone, and she would just be hauling his lifeless body along. But she couldn’t stop to check on him either, because even a second’s pause was a second wasted. All she needed to do was get him far enough to be safe.

      She tripped over a root, and they both went to the ground. Cursing, she pushed herself to her knees, looking around for where Crispin fell. He was just a few feet from her, rasping intensely, and the sound made her wince.

      “I’m sorry! It’ll be okay, though. We’re almost there!”

      “Hoof….beats,” the boy barely managed to whisper. Ukrah didn’t even have time to ask him what he meant before suddenly five men burst from the trees, all on horseback and all looking a little worse for wear from what she could make out.

      “You insipid little wench,” one of them hissed, and she recognized the knife-flipping man who had been so assured before. It really was a shame that he hadn’t been killed or sidelined in the shack.

      “I did warn you,” Ukrah said steadily, standing and moving so she was over Crispin’s body.

      “Aye, ya did, didn’t you. It really is too bad for you that you didn’t actually kill me then.”

      He nodded to something behind her and the next thing she knew, there was an explosion of pain. She stumbled, almost collapsing on Crispin, but she managed to right herself. When she was somewhat steady on her feet, she looked down to see a crossbow bolt right through her middle.

      Oh.

      “Such a shame it had to end this way, but consider it a compliment. You were too dangerous to let live. Krasic, grab the boy. The lord will have our ears and jobs if we don’t get ‘im back.”

      Ukrah opened her mouth to object, and maybe also tell them where they could shove their swords, but no sound came out. She was just staring at them, open-mouthed, trying to breathe slowly even though her whole body was tensed in indescribable pain.

      “What’s a matter? Cat got your tongue?”

      No, no, it couldn’t be ending like this. She couldn’t be failing Eist, Crispin, and everything all at once. But as much as she wanted to draw poison words to her lips, none came. With the last of her energy, she drew spit to the front of her mouth and launched it right at the man.

      It hit his chin rather than his eyes—pity—but she didn’t get a chance to see his reaction because she was falling to the side. She hit the ground but was barely aware of the impact, watching silently as Crispin was picked up and thrown over a horse.

      Gone. He was gone, and she was leaving too.

      Eist was going to be so disappointed…

      Cold creeped into her, starting at her skin and sinking deeper and deeper until there was barely a drop of warmth in her. She was reminded of once when she was younger, and she’d wandered all night to safety after her mother had died. It had been so cold that her teeth had been chattering and her hands had been numb by the time she was found. The emptiness sweeping over her now was much worse.

      The horses disappeared from her vision and she was left alone, having amounted to nothing. Maybe everything would have been better if she had died that night on the stake.

      You leave me for a few hours and this is what you get up to? I swear, it’s like you want to die.

      Tayir?

      That wasn’t possible.

      Do I have to walk you through this again?

      She wanted to snap at him, but all she could do was wheeze. She had so little energy left. Why was he being mean to her?

      In fact, he was always kind of mean to her. Condescending. She hated it. She hated feeling so helpless. She hated that those stupid men thought they had a right to her life and Crispin’s.

      Are you really going to let them get away with that? They hurt you. They hurt him. Come on, you know what you want to do.

      The flame of anger flickered in her and her hand stretched out, pressing into the earth. The heat was rising in her, burning too hot to contain. The more she breathed in, the more her rage built until suddenly she was on her feet.

      There was a flash of pain, and then it was just…gone. She glanced down in time to see the crossbow bolt in her middle turn black, then burst into ash.

      Good.

      She was full of energy, so much that she might burst into a star or brilliant sun. But first, she had to save Crispin.

      You better hurry up. They’re getting pretty far.

      No, they weren’t.

      She held out her hand, feeling that same burning, raging power swirl around it. A moment later, there was a crash through the trees and Fior landed beside her.

      Ukrah turned to him, wondering if she was shaking or just the whole world was vibrating. The dragon was looking to her curiously, his head tilted to the side. It was a question if she ever saw one, so she reached out to him.

      And he acquiesced, just like that.

      She knew in the back of her mind that it probably wasn’t supposed to be so easy or simple to ride a dragon not her own, but maybe Fior was just brilliant that way.

      Or maybe it was her.

      Either way, it didn’t matter. She settled onto his back, crouched low, and let out a hot breath.

      The brindled dragon took off without a moment’s hesitation, bursting through the canopy and racing in the direction of the horses. How he knew to go that way, she didn’t know, but she didn’t care. She trusted him, and that was all her mind needed to know.

      They cut across the sky like a hot knife through lard, silent and fast. Soon enough, she saw the men.

      “Put us down in front of them,” she hissed.

      Fior let out an argumentative chirp, but she just pressed both hands to the top of his head. “Trust me. Do it.”

      He did, but she had a feeling the only reason he obeyed was because of Eist’s orders. He tucked his wings in then dove, going in a smooth swoop that had them setting down a half a field’s length in front of the fleeing guards.

      The horses whinnied in panic, and now it was their turn to pull up short, eyes wide and giving startled shouts as they skidded to a stop. There was so much bucking and whinnying that it seemed to take the men several seconds to realize what exactly was standing in front of them.

      “You,” the same man hissed, sounding like he didn’t believe it himself.

      “I warned you,” Ukrah repeated, sliding from Fior’s back. He let out a discontented wuffle, but she held up her hand to him. “Watch,” she ordered simply.

      And for some reason, he listened.

      She took a step forward and some of the men shuffled back on their mounts. But not the dagger-flipping man. No, he stared at her with so much hate and bewilderment that it might have been intimidating if she wasn’t about to kill him.

      “It’s not possible that you’re alive. I saw that bolt pierce your gut.”

      His certainty that he had won, the sneer on his face, all of it made her so angry, so ready to hurt. She felt whatever it was clamoring inside her, wanting to protect. Wanting to defend. Men like him were dangerous. They’d hurt her. They’d hurt Crispin. They’d probably hurt dozens of others that she didn’t know about.

      “This whole world is full of things you don’t understand, and you’ll never get a chance to.”

      There was a now-familiar sound and a crossbow bolt flew toward her. She stood still and felt the tip of the bolt scratch her forehead before bursting into ash.

      Now that definitely upset all of the men, and there was a declaration of prayers and curses.

      “A witch!” the man hissed, his expression going wild. “A caddin’ witch.”

      “Those are terrible last words,” Ukrah remarked before stepping toward him.

      He was still a good ways away from her, and yet all it took was that step to reach his side. She grabbed his foot and yanked him from the saddle, taking comfort in the sound of alarm he made as he hit the ground.

      One of his men rode for her, sword drawn, but she just looked to the man, releasing some of her grip on the broiling, churning inferno inside her. One moment, he was galloping in her direction, and the next, he was gone, and his horse was screaming into the woods without a rider.

      That seemed to be the final straw, and a true cacophony broke out. The rest of the guards all went in different directions while the man holding Crispin dumped him to the ground. But seeing her friend, the boy who had saved her, hit the ground so carelessly just made her burn hotter, and the darkness in her bubbled up and over.

      She could almost see the shadow around her, red eyes and full of teeth. It didn’t crave violence for violence’s sake, but it demanded justice. Retribution. It was both her and not her, connecting her to things she didn’t know or understand and fueling her with something she couldn’t contain.

      But she didn’t need to contain it. In fact, she was in the perfect position to let it out.

      She glanced to one rider that had almost made it out of sight. He cried out, then fell from his horse, writhing in a pain she didn’t understand but knew was there. Her eyes flicked to another, and he burst to ash right there. Another one, and he simply went still and fell to the side. Another, his horse bucked him off and he slammed into a tree before slumping to the ground.

      It was then that she realized that those screeching voices in the darkness, along with those alluring whispers, had changed. They no longer burned and blazed without consideration. They didn’t bring justice indiscriminately. She didn’t know if it was because of her guilt, or that she had accepted its presence inside of her, but it was suddenly sparkling clear to her that they had changed. They were judging each person by some sort of criteria. Maybe the blood on their hands, maybe the choices they had made, maybe just on what was within their hearts. Whatever the process was, it wasn’t something she was a part of. She felt like more of a conduit than a practitioner of magic. She didn’t feel like it was some out of control spell, but rather that it was a force within her that she was housing.

      Maybe she wasn’t a witch at all.

      Or maybe she was. Who could say? The important thing was that she was no longer petrified of the bubbling black inside of her. If she was able to do all of that in just four or so short months, what more could she do with a year? Or two?

      The thought made her pride and the magic within her swell. She felt connected to the entire world, all that was and all that would be. It flowed through every part of her, scrubbing out all the fear, uncertainty, and unbelonging that she had ever felt. She wasn’t just a girl anymore, she was something else. Something old and new and forgotten all at once.

      There was another whinny, and she realized that another rider had gotten a good distance away. Funny how the whole thing had only happened over a few moments, yet so much more happened in her mind. It was almost like time was stretching out, slow and languid like molten earth.

      She punished that rider. Then the next. Then one last one before they were all taken care of. That need to protect throbbed within her, telling her that there was more yet to do.

      The man who she guessed was the captain must have realized that he was alone, because he tried to crawl away. Ukrah approached him, slow, steady, and almost detached considering how full of fury she was.

      “W-w-what are you?”

      Ukrah didn’t think about what she said next. In fact, she wasn’t even sure if her mind had actually comprehended his question as he tried to scuttle backward. Nevertheless, words left her mouth in a deep, rich tone that was layered with so much that she didn’t understand.

      “I am balance,” she answered simply before letting all that was churning inside of her burst from her skin.

      It was just like that night in the desert, but this time, she wasn’t afraid. She didn’t force herself to be unconscious rather than face what she was doing. She watched, intent, as the man was completely swallowed by the burning, churning swell that had brewed within her.

      He didn’t scream, and he didn’t curse her. He just let out one small gasp, and then there was nothing.

      She stood there over the spot where he once was, silent and still. She was aware that she should probably feel something about what had happened, but all that was left in her was a cold sort of peace. The danger was gone, and there was balance.

      A groan sounded from behind her and she jumped, needle-sharp spikes of alarm flaring up right beside her need to protect. Crispin!

      Her eyes jumped around, looking for his crumpled form. It took her longer than she would have liked to spot him, he blended in so well with the tall grass and roots, but she ran to his side as soon as she had.

      “Hey, Crispin,” she said breathlessly, gently rolling him over and partially into her lap.

      By the old spirits, he did not look good. His face was a swollen mass with splits and welts, and there were thick, brown spots in several places on his clothing, which was torn and caked in wet dirt from the forest floor. Had they already dragged him behind their horses a bit? It seemed as much.

      But she didn’t verbalize any of that. She didn’t want to alarm him. “I’ve got you now. We’re going to get you home and take care of you.”

      He moved his lips slightly, the swollen, split things bleeding even more. She could tell that he was trying to make words, but the pain that flashed across his face was too much to bear.

      “No, no, it’s alright. You don’t have to say anything. I’ve got you.” That white-hot knife rose within her. Wanting to protect. Needing to protect. It filled her whole vision and mind until there was only him.

      “You…came…for me,” he rasped, his words slow and faint, barely audible over his wheezing.

      “Of course I did,” she laughed. “How could I not?”

      But he just repeated the same thing, his voice trailing off somewhere in the middle. For a moment, she feared the worst, but his shaky wheezing kept going even as his eyelids fluttered.

      She didn’t know where the strength within her came, but she slid her other arm under the boy and hauled him up. He groaned, and she hated it, but she needed to get him to safety. The longer they were out on their own in the night, the more danger he was in.

      “Hold on,” she ground out, walking to Fior, who was still patiently waiting right where she’d left him. “Can you help me?” she asked the dragon, unsure of what he would think of her display or the waves of energy she could feel radiating off herself.

      He appeared to think for a moment, his crystalline eyes containing so much, before he flattened himself to the earth.

      “Thank you,” she breathed, hoisting Crispin onto his back and then sliding in behind him, her arms bracketing him as they found handholds on either side of Fior’s neck. The young man slumped back against her, his head leaning against the crook of her neck and shoulder, letting sticky and alarmingly cool blood dribble down her shirt.

      But she paid it no mind. She had him secure. She had him safe. That slaked the burning heat in her head enough for her to concentrate, and she squeezed her knees to let Fior know she wanted to fly.

      She wasn’t sure if that was the proper way to do it, but he definitely understood because the next thing she knew, they were taking to the sky.

      The first rays of sunlight were just beginning to touch the very bottom of the horizon as they rose to the clouds. It was beautiful, and it brought a pleasant sort of warmth that countered the burning, uncomfortable heat inside her and the rapidly growing exhaustion that was trying to break through where she had walled it off.

      But she held herself firm. She would be able to relax once Crispin was safe. That was all that mattered.

      Her internal mantra was interrupted as the sound of large wing-beats filled the air. Craning her neck, she saw Athar rising from the tree canopy on the back of Ethella.

      He… He didn’t look happy.

      “Th-that was not the plan,” he said tersely, looking more upset than she had ever seen him.

      “I’m sorry,” she said flatly. She knew she should be a bit more capitulating, but she didn’t have the energy. It was like her entire being was dedicated to the boy in front of her, to making sure he was safe and sound and taken care of.

      “You’re s-s-sorry? You burst into the shack without thinking, causing us to be ambushed, and when you managed t-t-to get him out of there, instead of calling Fior and fleeing, you tried to make it on f-f-f-foot!” Even though he was yelling at her, Ukrah couldn’t help but feel relieved. If the giant man was there with his giant dragon, that meant they had made it. She was going to get Crispin back to Eist’s home and he would be safe. “If you had just stayed calm and done as I’d instructed, you w-w-would…” He trailed off, his eyes going wide. “You’re bleeding.”

      Ukrah waved him off then gestured to Crispin’s head. “It’s just from him.”

      “No,” Athar said slowly, as if he was afraid his words would somehow harm her. “I can see it seeping through the back of your tunic right now. Were you hurt?”

      What?

      Nudging Crispin forward enough to look down her body, she saw that the hole in the middle of her tunic was indeed covered in bright red and more was seeping out after it. But…but she had made that go away, hadn’t she?

      Apparently not, because suddenly, as if a lever had been pulled within her, she went from strong and full of the ardent need to protect to very much in pain.

      She heard herself let out a little whimper and all the strength left her body. Her eyelids fluttered, and suddenly, she was no longer the arbiter of justice or balance. She was just Ukrah, and she was so, so very weary.

      “I…” she whispered, trying to put together an explanation, but her thoughts just wouldn’t connect to each other.

      “Ukrah, are you alright?”

      Her mouth opened, she breathed, but no words came out before she slipped under into a dark respite.
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      Hurt.

      Discomfort.

      And she was cold. So cold.

      Consciousness rolled toward her like an inevitable wave, and every time it crashed to her shore, it brought some new sort of discomfort with it. It started deep within her, then radiated out until eventually the push of it all was enough to have her eyelids crack open.

      Or at least attempt to, but they were sealed with such a painful layer of crust that all she could do was whimper.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I’ve got you,” a familiar, but thick voice said, as if the speaker was talking through a mouth full of cotton. She knew who it was, but her mind refused to supply the answer, entirely preoccupied with how she couldn’t open her eyes and what it would be like to be blind forever.

      She flinched as a cool cloth was placed over them, but settled soon after once she realized what it was. It helped that her whole body felt so heavy and weighed down with pain and exhaustion that every movement took monumental effort.

      After a few moments, the voice came again. “Alright, let’s try again now.”

      The cloth was removed, and slowly she was indeed able to open her eyes. The world swirled for a minute, hazy and undefined, before solidifying into her regular view.

      “Ah, much better, right?”

      Her gaze swung to the voice, and she saw a figure sitting next to her that probably looked a lot like Crispin, but only if his face and hands had been swollen up with too much air and painted in shades of black, purple, blue, and red.

      “C-Crispin?” she whispered, her voice cracking around just how dry her tongue and mouth were. By the spirits, she felt like she could drink a whole barrel of water and then some. “You look terrible.”

      He laughed, although it was a quiet sound, one side of his lip swollen up so much that it was touching his purple and red nose. “You should have seen me when these healers first got their hands on me. Apparently, I was quite a sight.”

      “Healers?” Confused, Ukrah tried to sit up, but her body protested and she wretched so violently it almost felt like her throat tore.

      “Whoa, whoa there. Just take it easy! Here, let me get you water.”

      He did just that, grabbing a pitcher from the stand next to her cot with hands she noticed were also mottled with bruises, then poured a good amount into a wooden cup. He slid one hand under her head, helping her sit up enough to drink when he held it to her mouth.

      She didn’t like being babied normally, or at least she didn’t think she did, but she was immensely grateful for his help as she swallowed gulps at a time.

      “Hey now, not all at once. Don’t wanna make yourself nauseous.”

      She tried to listen, but it just tasted so good and right that she drained the glass very quickly.

      “We’ll wait a bit on the next one,” he said once it was all gone. She let out a faint protest, but she was already feeling more human now that she had liquid in her.

      “I don’t understand,” she mumbled, feeling like someone had stuffed her head with cotton and thrown it up into the sun. “Where are we?”

      “Oh! We’re in the healers hall in the academy. It’s real nice here, ya know. If you end up getting in, I’ll have to sneak in and visit you all the time.”

      Ukrah frowned. Crispin would live with her there, wouldn’t he? She didn’t want to be separated from him. But then she had another thought that chased that unhappy line of thinking away.

      “Wait, you were so hurt. How are you so…”

      “Spry?” he said with a very dry laugh that ended in a wince. “They’re good at what they do here, I guess.”

      “But last night you were—” She cut herself off, not wanting to picture exactly how he had been. So lifeless, with his face swollen beyond recognition, covered in so much blood. The thought made her feel sick and angry, and all she wanted to do was rest.

      “Last night?” the boy said, giving her a curious look. “Ukrah, Athar brought us here four days ago.”

      Her eyes went wide, and she was filled with cold shock. “F-f-four days, that’s not possible. How… How did I miss four days?”

      The boy tilted his head, looking somewhere between bewildered and unhappy. “Ukrah, you were shot clean through the belly. As far as I know, you died, and they were just barely able to get you breathing again with some sort of…of…air bladder or something. They kept you asleep for two days after that for your safety or recovery or something, I guess, and only recently took you off whatever the potion was for you to wake up on your own.”

      Shot in the belly?

      She remembered that happening, but she also remembered the crossbow bolt bursting into ash. She remembered following Crispin and taking care of all his attackers. She remembered…

      Fueled by her fear and surprise, Ukrah did manage to reach down and pull her long, cotton tunic up. It wasn’t the one she was wearing before, but that barely registered over her panic.

      “What are you doing? Hey, you should leave that alone.”

      But she couldn’t. She hiked the cloth to above her belly button, where surely enough, she saw a red, jagged ring of a wound that was stuffed with a strange, gauzy sort of material. If she pulled it, she knew she would be staring at an open hole in her own body.

      The thought made her dizzy, and she looked to Crispin, desperately hoping for some sort of answer.

      “I think they said because it was an open wound, then needed you to heal from the inside out. They’ve been, uh, I think it’s called ‘packing’ it twice a day. You’ve got a similar thing going on behind you.”

      She didn’t understand. She had a hole running through her entire body, but she had managed to lift Crispin and put him on Fior. Things weren’t adding up, and she was beginning to wonder what was real and what wasn’t.

      “But I… I…”

      Crispin leaned forward and suddenly his face was in such clarity. She could see where his swelling had gone down, where the very tips of his bruises started to feather into yellow, and she could also see where the blood from others was pooling, leaving blackened, purplish masses that looked so painful to the touch.

      His voice was barely above a whisper when he spoke. “I saw what you did to save me. You’re not crazy.”

      Her eyes went wider, and she skipped a beat. She had killed people…again. Hadn’t Eist told her that she shouldn’t go straight to violence? And yet that was exactly what she had done at the first chance.

      Had he told them? Were they going to round her up and jail her? Kick her out? She was obviously too dangerous to be trusted. She—

      “Hey, hey, I can see that look. Calm down. I didn’t tell anybody. I don’t think they would understand. I just wanted you to know, you’re not crazy. That really happened. And it looks like I owe you my life again.”

      Ukrah fought to steady her breathing. She felt like she had just gone through several fairly large shocks in a very short span of time. Her head was spinning, and she was just so very tired.

      “How are you not scared of me?” she murmured, staring at the boy in wonder.

      He shrugged. “Because I don’t see you as someone to fear. I’ve had a couple of folks at the manor look out for me ever since my parents died, but nothing like what you do. I gotta say, you have a way of making a man feel safe, ya know? Protected.”

      As soon as the words exited his mouth, she felt a happy rush within her. One that was definitely disproportionate to the moment.

      “You feel safe?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. There’s a lot of bad stuff in this scary world, but none of it can touch me when you’re around. It’s a pretty nice feeling.”

      But…but that didn’t make sense. He had been beaten within an inch of his life. The only reason he was in trouble was because of her. She had effectively ruined his life.

      As much as she wanted to say all that, her body was too busy reacting to the warm, satisfying sort of contentment that had filled her from his words. He felt protected. He felt safe.

      That meant she was doing things right, and that was apparently all she needed to know in order to blissfully drift back to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ukrah’s next few days were hazy and filled with people she didn’t know. Apparently being shot through the middle was usually a death sentence, either because of infection from her innards being nicked and leaking waste into her own body, or because a puncture of her stomach meant she couldn’t eat or drink and the acid would leak into her body.

      She wasn’t dead, however, and that was only because the arrow that had run her through had somehow missed everything that was important inside of her, only barely scraping the outer edge of her spine.

      The healers were calling it a miracle, but she didn’t know if it was really that or if it was the strange…thing inside of her.

      She also didn’t know if it was inside of her or a part of her. When she was saving Crispin, it very much felt like they were one, but now that she wasn’t in battle, wasn’t trying to save someone, she couldn’t feel more detached from it.

      Used, almost.

      She didn’t get much time to worry about it, however, as she was constantly busy. It seemed that healing was actually a process that required a lot of work.

      Her wound was cleaned out and repacked twice a day, which took plenty of time on its own. Every time they rolled her onto her side, she thought she was going to pass out, and if it weren’t for Crispin crouching by the side of her bed, talking to her, she was pretty sure she would have.

      As if that weren’t enough, a healer would also come by twice a day to move her arms and legs in specific exercises that were supposed to stop her muscles from atrophying. She liked the idea of them, because she liked having muscle, but found the actual practice pretty darn awful.

      Then whenever she needed to use the chamber pot, that involved a female healer erecting a screen around her bed and maneuvering her into an embarrassingly shaky position to do what she needed, then more cleaning before she was allowed to lay back down.

      There were also apparently things called bed sores to be watched out for, and her sheets were changed every other day, and lots of other little things that often left her feeling frazzled and frustrated by the time night fell. If she had known being wounded would take up so much effort, maybe she would have tried harder not to be pierced.

      At least everyone visited her often.

      Well…everyone but Tayir. The bird was MIA, and by the fourth day, she began to worry. She was sure that she had heard him in the woods, but she had never seen him. Was he even real?

      “Hey there, you’re supposed to be taking it easy.”

      Ukrah blinked, pulling herself from her thoughts, and looked to see Eist approaching her cot, a package in her hands. “I’m…just laying in bed.”

      “Yeah, but that was one strenuous expression you were wearing.” She reached the side of the bed and pulled up one of the stools. “I guess history really does repeat itself.”

      “What do you mean?” Ukrah asked, trying to sit up a bit. The woman tsked at her and stuffed enough pillows behind her to help her before answering.

      “It’s almost summer. Around this time when I was your age, I also was in the healers room after almost dying. Weird, huh?”

      Although it was a grim topic for sure, Eist seemed amused. And her pleasant smile was enough to put Ukrah at ease that the God-Woman wasn’t mad at her. “I suppose it is a bit peculiar.”

      The woman let out a short laugh then nodded, dumping her package on Ukrah’s knees. She expected a lance of pain from that, but the parcel was surprisingly light and soft.

      “I was saving my grandfather, you know. He was going to die, but I just couldn’t let that happen. Ended up taking on a woman who was possessed by the Blight. It… It didn’t go well for me.”

      Ukrah nodded. “I heard the story. But you beat her. You saved the day.”

      The woman let out a sound that was something between a laugh and a huff. “Not quite.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I basically just clung to life and made as much noise as possible until there were too many witnesses and fighters around her. And the only real reason I was able to buy myself that much time was because I peed on her.”

      If it was possible for her eyes to bug out of her skull, Ukrah’s did so right then. “You… You…”

      “Yup. Peed on her. Note to you, if you’re ever being carried somewhere, or someone has you pinned down and you can’t get free, making yourself as gross as possible is the way to go. Urine, vomit, whatever it takes, assault all of their senses. It certainly saved my life.”

      “I… I don’t think I’ve ever thought of that.”

      “Yeah, because most people want to maintain some superfluous level of dignity. They don’t realize when it’s coming down to life or death, the only thing that matters is staying alive.” She let out another huff. “Besides, most warriors assume everything comes down to a test of strength, but that’s not it. Sometimes, it’s just who’s better at surviving.”

      Ukrah felt like she was learning so much in such a strange way, but she appreciated it, nonetheless. The God-Woman was certainly nothing like she expected. Guarded, yes, intense, yes. But she was kind, and funny, and surprisingly human. No wonder she had such a tight unit of people who loved her.

      And Ukrah had disappointed her. “I’m sorry that I’m not going to become a dragon rider yet like you wanted.”

      “What do you mean?”

      It was difficult to meet her gaze, but Ukrah forced herself to. “You said it’s almost summer, and I’m injured. There’s not enough time for me to train, and it doesn’t sound like there’s an egg for me either.”

      To her surprise, Eist just waved all of that away. “Trust me, I was in much worse condition. I’m telling you, I have a feeling.”

      But Ukrah had a feeling that she was wrong. Although…it had been pretty nice riding on top of Fior, high up in the sky and filled with a sort of power that was ancient and wonderful.

      “Anyway, are you going to open your present or not?”

      Oh right, the parcel was still sitting in her lap, wrapped in a simple dark cloth and tied in twine. She reached for it, and slowly undid the knot, letting the fabric drop away to reveal a plush, silken pillow.

      “It’s down feather,” Eist said, almost sheepishly. “The healers said that you were up and walking so you can come home soon, but you’re still going to be on a lot of bedrest, so I figured you might as well have something to make your bed comfy.”

      “This is…” Ukrah searched for the right words. “This is very kind of you, Lady W’allenhaus.”

      “Please, I think we’re to the point of where you can call me Eist. I’ve never been much of a one for titles anyway.

      Ukrah didn’t know if she could do that. That was treating the God-Woman with a level of familiarity that seemed almost disrespectful. Thankfully, she was saved from having to say anything as an elderly man burst through the door.

      He wasn’t some sort of frail figure, however. No, he was grizzled and layered with muscle that came from years of hard work. He had a long, long gray beard and his peppered hair was pulled up into an intricate braid that started at the center of his hairline and hung halfway down his back.

      “Eist!” he called, striding forward. “Eist, you and the girl have to come now!”

      The girl? Was that Ukrah?

      “Grandfather! We were just talking about you a little bit ago.”

      That was her grandfather!? Ukrah couldn’t help but openly stare at the man. When Eist had just mentioned him, she had assumed he was dead. After all, the God-Woman was almost in the latter half of the twenty-years, so the man certainly had to have been around for a long time.

      Then again, she had heard that dragons extended the lives of their riders. Was… Was he an ancient warrior?

      “We need to hurry.”

      “What’s going on?” Eist said, standing up. Concern was evident in her voice. “Is there something wrong in the caves?”

      In the caves? So not a warrior, but a caretaker. That was a heady, important responsibility. Eist’s lineage really was the stuff of legends. Ukrah didn’t even know who her parents’ parents were.

      “No, better. Bring your girl, hurry!”

      Eist let out the giddiest laugh Ukrah had ever heard from her and clapped her hands. “You don’t mean— Ah! I knew it! I knew it!” She whirled to Ukrah, all gentle hands as she helped her up. “Come on now, let’s go for a bit of a walk.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ukrah said while complying. “What’s going on?”

      “What’s going on,” Eist said, her grandfather coming up along Ukrah’s other side to support her, “is exactly what I hoped would happen.”
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      Ukrah was covered in sweat by the time they reached a cozy cabin built into the mountain. It was bigger than the average city home that she had seen, but certainly nothing like the manors or estates of the nobility and dragon riders.

      If either of her supporters noticed her shaking, they didn’t say so, and that made her feel remotely better. While she knew there was nothing shameful in recovering from her wound, she still felt a bit ashamed at being so weak and needing help to walk a very short distance. She never would have even made it to the cabin if Fior hadn’t trotted over right after they exited the academy, letting her sit on his back and lean against his head as they made their way over the grassy knolls.

      But he couldn’t make it through the front door of the cabin, so it was her job to walk from his back to inside.

      A more difficult task than one would think.

      But she trusted that the God-Woman wouldn’t have taken her on such an intense jaunt if it wasn’t worthwhile, so she bit her tongue and kept trudging forward with the two of them supporting her. Boy, Crispin was going to be so upset when he came back from getting food to find that she was gone.

      She felt a flash of guilt, but that quickly faded once they walked from the homey interior of the cabin into a wide, lofted cave.

      Ukrah’s jaw dropped, stunned by the beauty of it all.

      The cavern was huge, going far above her head and deep into the mountainside. There were tunnels going who-knew-where higher up, and she could see the remainder of several nests where dragons had rested before and after laying their eggs.

      While there were torches everywhere, there were also glowing crystals embedded in the stone, coating the room in a swirling layer of soft light that was so incredibly peaceful.

      No wonder the dragons wanted to come here to leave their young. There was something so welcoming about the place, drenched in a slippery-sweet layer of bubbling magic.

      It was strange. It was like in the back of her mind, she could see hundreds of eggs all around her for a moment, stretching out across generations, so much potential and power blessed upon the world. But as soon as she blinked, all of that was gone, and she was left looking at a hay-covered floor.

      Oh. So that was where all those initiates had met their new soulmates. Ukrah felt an uncharacteristic rush of jealousy. If she had just been a little earlier, she could have a connection like that too.

      “This way,” the man said, pulling Ukrah to the left toward a back wall.

      Eist made a strange sound before speaking. “This is the direction I went to find Fior.”

      “You remember that?”

      Ukrah wanted to pitch into the conversation, but she was just so exhausted.

      “Every second of it. You never forget when you first meet your dragon.”

      Was that true?

      Wait… Was that why they were there? But all the dragons were gone. Everyone had said so. The whole floor was empty, with not even broken shells remaining.

      And yet the grandfather kept walking, leading her deeper and deeper into the cave. Oddly enough, the supports and structures seemed newer as they went deeper, as if the part they were in had been rebuilt within the past decade or so.

      Finally, they stopped, and Ukrah wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t a thicker and deeper layer of hay.

      “Grandfather, there’s nothing here.”

      “That’s what I thought at first too.” He let go of Ukrah and both of Eist’s arms wrapped around her shoulders to support the desert girl. The elderly man knelt, pushing hay aside until a very, very old piece of wood was revealed. “Until my toe caught the edge of this.”

      Eist shivered, and that certainly got Ukrah’s attention. “Is this…what I think it is?”

      “It is.”

      Ukrah looked at the board, trying to understand its significance. It looked to be normal at the edges, but the center had obviously been burned, the middle as black as night. The cracks running out from its middle, tiny and intricate, almost reminded her of lightning.

      “That can’t be.”

      “It is. I swear it. Now set her down in front of it and help me lift it for her.”

      Ukrah had never really heard someone tell Eist what to do, but the God-Woman hopped to it almost instantly. There was a bit of maneuvering, but eventually, Ukrah was seated on the hay in front of the debris, and the two were standing on either side of it.

      “On the count of three.”

      It was an awful lot of pomp and circumstance for just a board.

      “One.”

      Wouldn’t it be so silly if there turned out to be nothing under there? She’d heard so many stories about the intricate way the caretakers nurtured the next generation of dragons. How could they have missed an egg just because of a bit of wood?

      “Two.”

      That was as if someone lost a chest full of gold just by putting it under a blanket. It just wasn’t believable.

      “Three!”

      The two of them heaved, and with a groan, the board did indeed lift from the ground, sending dirt and bits of old, gray hay raining down. Ukrah watched, ready for only disappointment, but that feeling stopped dead in her stomach when her eyes landed on a scarlet, shining egg sitting in the middle of a crater.

      “I… I… I…” What were words? What was language, even? She didn’t know. The entire world narrowed down to just the resplendent, blood-red oval in front of her. Light shimmered across it, whispering of life, strong and vital and perfect in every way.

      “By the spirits, I knew it! I knew it!!”

      Eist was screaming, Ukrah was faintly aware of that, but it hardly mattered. No, only the egg mattered. It was her egg. She could feel it all the way down into her every bone, into her soul. It was stitched into the very fiber of her being.

      “Wait, what kind of egg is that? It’s much too red for—”

      Ukrah stopped listening. Their words didn’t matter anyway. Her body was filled with a new sort of energy, one she hadn’t felt since before she was speared through with a crossbow bolt. Her hand came up, reaching out toward the egg.

      She wanted to touch it. She was drawn to it in a way that made her feel like she would explode if she wasn’t touching it. And yet, there was also an uncertainty, a sort of fear of everything that could be.

      The moment seemed to be suspended in time, just like it had with the guards. So much energy flushed around and through her, connecting her to everything. It wound around her, into her, centering on the egg in front of her.

      Finally, her fingers touched it. It was surprisingly rough for how smooth it looked, hatched into a scaled sort of pattern. She dragged her palm across it, feeling it cut into her skin, but that seemed so right. A blood sacrifice to the thing that was reaching into her soul.

      Eist was right, there wasn’t a single moment of seeing her egg for the first time that she would ever forget. She could stare at it for all of eternity, never moving from her spot.

      “It… It isn’t hatching,” Eist said, her voice leeching back into Ukrah’s mind. “Shouldn’t it be hatching? Dragons always hatch when they touch their rider.”

      “It seems healthy enough. There shouldn’t be anything wrong with it.”

      “What if it’s a dead egg?”

      “It’s not a dead egg, Eist. It wouldn’t shine like that if it was. I tell you, there’s a living creature in there.”

      “Then why isn’t it hatching?”

      “Because he’s not ready,” Ukrah said, finally pulling her palm away from the egg. When she looked at her skin, there was a series of scratches in it, thin lines of blood bubbling up from the surface. But as she watched them, they scabbed instantly, then those scabs fell off, leaving long, white lines all across her skin.

      It should have been horrifying, but it was anything but. It was beautiful, a visual symbol that she was connected to the egg in front of her. A mark that reflected what she felt pressed into every bit of her body.

      “What? What do you mean?”

      She shrugged and got to her feet. The others jumped to help her, but she held out her hands. She didn’t need help to take care of her soulmate. She was once more drenched in those same feelings of needing to protect and nurture.

      It hurt to not be touching her egg, so she bent down and picked it up. It was quite heavy, but at the same time, it felt perfectly right. Strong and secure in her arms, warm against her chest. It was her whole future.

      “You shouldn’t be carrying that,” Eist said, coming forward and arms outstretched.

      Ukrah didn’t know what possessed her, but she took a step back and snarled at the God-Woman, teeth bared. The woman slowed, quickly raising her hands.

      “Okay, hold on, I’m not going to hurt you. Are you sure you’re okay to carry it on your own?” Ukrah nodded, her hackles fully raised. She knew that Eist definitely wasn’t going to hurt her, but she didn’t want the woman to touch it. She didn’t want anyone touching her…child? No, that wasn’t it. Her partner. Her soulmate.

      Her dragon.

      She had lied to herself when she had thought she didn’t care much if she got into the academy. That she was only doing it for Eist. She knew now, to the deepest core of her being, that she was meant for the little guy that was in her egg.

      She couldn’t wait to meet him.

      But first, she needed to take care of him. He couldn’t nest in the hatchery all alone anymore. That was too lonely, too cold. There was a reason he had laid so quietly under that piece of wood. He needed warmth. Love.

      Protection.

      Yes. That was it. She would go home. She would build him a nest. She would make sure that the world was warm and cozy and perfect the moment he hatched.

      Driven by that purpose, she took a shaky step toward the door. Then another. As she built momentum, she found it easier to go along, the hole in her middle hardly even throbbing.

      Eventually, she made it into the cabin. And then out of the cabin. There, Fior was waiting for them, pacing. But he wasn’t alone.

      “There you are!” Crispin said, taking a couple of quick steps toward her before he seemed to realize what she was holding.

      “Is that—” He let out a happy sound. “Did you find your egg?” he yelped, rushing toward her. For some reason, he didn’t make her react like Eist did, and she only smiled softly as he joyously gripped her arms. “I can’t believe it! You have your own egg! And it’s so big! And shiny!”

      His happiness was infectious and although the need to protect was pulsing in her chest, she also let his mirth fill her. She was never going to be alone again. She had a best friend and companion who had been born just for her. How lucky was she? All that pain, all that fear from before softened, coated in the knowledge that somehow, someway, she was meant to get this far.

      “I do. I really do!”

      Crispin let out a hoot, which had to hurt his face, before he looked to Ukrah with such earnestness that her breath caught.

      “Can I touch it. Please?”

      That gave her pause. She hadn’t let Eist touch it. The thought of anybody daring to touch it made her want to punch and kick and tear. But as she looked Crispin over, she realized she didn’t feel any sort of reluctance at all.

      “Yeah, you can,” she said with a nod.

      The beaming smile on his face was truly brilliant, and gently—as if he was touching the finest of glass—he pressed his palms against the surface of her egg.

      Ukrah had no words for what happened next. One moment, the two of them were standing there, and the next, everything changed.

      The same energy that she had felt in the desert and both times with the guards in the forest erupted from her. But instead of being on the offensive, it was… It was celebrating.

      It wasn’t alone either. There was another type of energy right with it, rushing and surging and full of life. It soothed and cooled while at the same time being so bubbly and happy that it was almost impossible not to laugh.

      The two magics grew and stretched, wrapping around each other, bucking, sparking in their dance. Ukrah was surprised that her feet didn’t lift from the ground, the feeling was so full of levity. Of happiness.

      “What in the spirits’ name is going on here?”

      It was only the shocked voice of a grizzled old man that managed to interrupt the happy, intoxicating celebration, and suddenly, all of it vanished, leaving Ukrah staring into Crispin’s swollen eyes.

      They were both breathing hard and both still touching the egg. They stood there, panting, until Eist whistled.

      “I realize that this should be very alarming, but it’s hard not to think that it’s kind of beautiful.”

      “Beautiful?” Ukrah asked.

      Ukrah tore her eyes away from Crispin and went to object, but the words died on her tongue. That was mostly because, spread out in a circle around them, was a thick burst of flowers, shrubbery, and plants that had most definitely not been there before.

      “We didn’t do that, did we?” Ukrah asked only to have a vine crawl forward and up her foot, almost like a child reaching for its mother. Once it touched her, it burst into a beautiful length of flowers.

      “I am almost certain you did,” Eist said, shaking her head. “Alright. So, this has been quite the day. Why don’t I have Grandfather and Fior get you back to the healers while I go talk to the council about how you’re both going to join them next year.”

      “But I’m not magic!” Crispin objected. “I’m not a witch, or a legend, or anything like you guys.”

      “Well,” Eist said with a shrug that most definitely didn’t make sense in the situation. “The evidence points to otherwise. If I were you, I’d get ready for a lot of changes coming up.”

      “I don’t understand how you can be so calm about this!” her grandfather objected, his eyes darting around like he was trying to catch up with the situation. Ukrah didn’t blame him, because honestly, she felt a bit like that too. Suddenly, she had gone from recovering from a strange wound that she thought she healed to having a dragon and also some sort of strange, magical reaction to Crispin.

      It was all a bit much, and she just wanted to get her egg to safety.

      “Well, I did once have to pretend to be the All-Mother to talk to my own mother before she had me, and also myself, so let’s say this isn’t nearly the strangest surprise I’ve had. Anyway, once I’m done with the council, I’ll talk to the healers about taking you back home tomorrow. I’m sure you want to build a nice little nest for your egg.”

      Ukrah nodded, and that was that. They all went about fulfilling Eist’s orders, even though it certainly did take a good chunk of time to get Ukrah up and into her cot. The healers were all fairly upset that she had been gone so long, but each of them fell silent when they saw what she carted in with her.

      They were actually pretty nice about it. They brought over a basket that was normally used for linens and filled it with hay and soft scraps of cloth. It would do for overnight, but Eist was right: Ukrah would want better for her dragon, whenever the little guy was ready to come out.

      In the end, Crispin also ended up pulling up a cot on the other side of her egg, claiming he was too exhausted to make the journey back to Eist’s estate. Ukrah believed him, but she was also sure that he was at least a little influenced by both the egg and whatever had happened between them. She couldn’t quite tell if he was scared or hopeful, but that was probably because her mind felt like it was coated in a thick layer of sleepy syrup, brought on by the sheer exhaustion within her.

      The last things she remembered before she drifted off, hand on her egg, was a little desert finch flying in and landing on her chest.

      I see you’ve found another one. Who would have known that it was hiding under our noses the whole time?

      “What?” She was relieved to see Tayir. Although she wouldn’t admit it, she had missed the little guy and his grousing. She felt like what he was saying probably made sense, but she was too bleary and overwhelmed from everything that had happened.

      Your world is being reborn, Ukrah. There are powers to be wrought and taken. Just make sure that you guard it carefully, because there’s so many people who would wrest it from you.

      She tried to answer, but her eyelids were already so heavy. She felt herself slipping under, but she still caught Tayir’s words as he spoke.

      You have to protect them, Ukrah, or we all die.
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      Ukrah couldn’t believe that the academy break was almost over and she was about to start on the path of becoming a dragon rider. The days had rushed by ever since she had gotten her little charge, and even though he hadn’t hatched yet, her life was busier than ever.

      Apparently, everyone and their mother was interested in her scarlet egg because no one could really identify it. The initial assumption was that it belonged to a red dragon, but it had a scaled pattern that wasn’t like the smooth shell of those massive dragons, and the tips of each scale were turning a smoky gray. Even Eist’s grandfather was uncertain of what it could be, as he’d never seen one like it in his entire time working in the hatchery.

      Ukrah didn’t mind the visitors too much, however, as long as they didn’t touch him. She was fiercely protective of her little unhatched guy, almost like she could already feel him right next to her heart. The only people she really let touch it were the W’allenhauses, Fior, and of course, Crispin.

      As soon as she thought of the boy, it was like he heard her, because he burst into her room.

      “Look at all these new clothes the tailor just delivered!” he said excitedly, rushing them over to her bed. “They’re for you and me. We had perfectly good clothes already, but Lady W’allenhaus got us these just because!”

      He was so happy that she couldn’t help but smile, his cheer as infectious as always. It was like nothing had changed between them since that bizarre moment outside of the hatchery.

      Too bad no one else seemed to be able to let go of it like Crispin had.

      To her, it felt like everyone was suddenly obsessed with that moment. Dille had him go through the same magical test she’d gone through, and he just sat there in boredom. Eist and Athar delved into a deep research jaunt and did their own tests…nothing. Even Cassinda would randomly surprise the boy around the corner or try to touch him through her magic. Ukrah didn’t know how, but she’d sensed that latter one immediately and snapped at the girl to stop.

      Even Tayir was different. He was less snappish about the boy and his comments were more praising. Well…praising by the bird’s usual standards. Despite his complaints about only being used as a translator, the less Ukrah needed him, the poutier he became. Most of the time it seemed like he was waiting impatiently for something, irritated that it hadn’t come yet.

      “I assume that the academy will put a lot of wear and tear on all of our things. From what Lady W’allenhaus described, it’s intense.”

      “I’m sure it is, but her view might be a bit tilted considering she was almost murdered several times on the premises, and I think the great evil attacked them directly there twice. Or once. I don’t know, it’s hard to always know what’s real and what isn’t.”

      Ukrah nodded absently, running her hand over her egg where it was nestled in its own little nest. It had been a couple of months and it still hadn’t hatched. She knew her little guy was going to come out eventually, but she couldn’t help but wonder when.

      All the other trainees were going to have hatchlings already. Meanwhile, she was joining them at the start of their second year with no baby to show for it yet.

      Oh well. It would all happen in time.

      “Here, let me hold the guy while you pack.”

      “He’s fine in his nest,” Ukrah said with bemusement, turning away from her writing to look at the boy. But he was already halfway over to her, arms outstretched.

      “Why settle for fine when he could have better?” Crispin retorted with a mischievous grin, picking the egg up and hugging it gently before slowly sitting down. Like always, Ukrah was filled with a soothing sort of warmth when she saw the two of them together. Her friend and her little guy, gently rocking back and forth while Crispin hummed.

      The last time she had known tenderness like that had been back when her mother was alive. When she’d had some semblance of a family left.

      It wasn’t that her village had been unkind to her, at least not until that fateful night, but they’d never been particularly soft with her. When her mother died, it was almost like she had become an adult in their eyes at the ripe old age of nine dry seasons. They took care of her, taught her, but they were never soft with her.

      And soft described Crispin perfectly, despite his lanky arms. Despite all the food he constantly ate, he was still a slender, gangly young man. Only his face had really filled out, which further added to his genial look. His big hands cradled her egg perfectly and his voice was always soothing. He told stories to her little guy, and partially to her, and sometimes slept over in a bedroll on her floor.

      It was nice, to say the least.

      “Hey, I know I’m handsome, but stop staring at me and look at the clothes. We should come up with some way to thank Lady W’allenhaus later.”

      “Yeah…” But what did one get a god-woman who had everything, including a secret pregnancy? Although her stomach was just starting to grow swollen, as far as Ukrah knew, she’d been able to keep it under wraps. “Do you think we’ll be allowed to pack our own things, or will they have aides to do that too?”

      He shrugged. “I dunno. And does it matter, really? As long as we’ve got the three of us, isn’t that all that matters?”

      Ukrah smiled, turning to her clothes, but Tayir let out a scoff from the window.

      It’s not going to be just the three of you for long.
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      Ukrah stared up at the open gates of the academy, a flood of students all around her. While Eist had wanted her to go in just like all the other dragon hopefuls to help her blend in, it was hard to feel like she did considering she was riding in a fairly sturdy wagon.

      She wasn’t the only one, thankfully, but it was still clear that most of the students were traveling on foot. Ukrah was tempted to get out and hoof it, but Crispin looked like he was having so much fun that she was loath to spoil it.

      So, she stayed put and took everything in. Like usual, she was overwhelmed by the sheer amount of wood in the settled lands. No wonder they were always fighting each other or finding new ways to kill and enslave their fellow men. They didn’t have to spend so much time harvesting resources and conserving what little vegetation there was.

      They rolled through the gates, eventually stopping and getting out in a large crowd of other people mostly their age while the aides took their belongings off to wherever they were staying. But as she stepped down onto the ground, Crispin handing her the egg, she had the distinct feeling of unbelonging.

      She had thought she’d grown used to being the only desert dweller around, but the point was emphasized as she looked at everyone else. As far as she could tell, almost everyone was native to the land, with only three or four Margaidians, ranging from her skin tone to deeper and darker than Dille.

      One in particular stood out, her skin so pitch that it appeared almost blue when the sunlight hit her high cheekbones. Ukrah had never seen someone like her before, tall and stately and royal. If the desert girl had to guess, she would say the woman had to be approaching her twenties. How odd to have started her journey only now.

      Maybe she wouldn’t be as alone as she thought.

      But perhaps it was a little soon to say. There was a grand speech, but instead of being given by Elspeth, as Eist had told her would happen, it was a tall man with multiple scars and fiery red hair. Ukrah wondered if he had any relation to Ale’a, or if red hair was just super common in the northern civilized lands.

      Apparently, Elspeth had been gone for nearly a week with two others to deal with a crisis in the south. The speaker was a man who was on the Dragon Council, but she had no idea who he was. He seemed to emphasized Elspeth’s absence, saying that if anyone was joining their ranks for a life of glamour or riches that they were on the wrong path. It was a life of fighting and protecting and hardship, and most of them would die before they could ever enjoy the life-extending benefits of their dragons.

      All in all, pretty grim stuff.

      The mood lightened a bit as she and Crispin were taken on a tour of the dragon academy by Ale’a. It truly was massive, with multiple floors and balconies, wings and rooms, enough to make her head spin. She had no idea how she was supposed to remember it all, as the building seemed almost too large to even be real.

      But nothing, absolutely nothing, prepared her for the giant room that was the cafeteria.

      She stared in wonder at the table that was just starting to be loaded with food, barely listening as Ale’a explained where dragons ate, as well as mealtimes. There were just so many tables, one right after the other, and she couldn’t imagine what it would be like full of students, staff, and all the food it would take to feed them.

      As for those students, none of them ever really said anything, even as they passed by the tables. Ale’a spoke to a few, checking in like Ukrah imagined a guardian would, but they all seemed decidedly distracted and uncomfortable. She hoped that it wasn’t her…but she had a distinct feeling that it was.

      By the time Ale’a finished explaining everything and got all their supplies in a pack for them, Ukrah was utterly exhausted. And that was even with Crispin carrying the egg for half the time. It was like maintaining mental walls against all the side-eyes and whispers had taken a physical toll on her.

      “Wait, where are we going?” she asked, realizing they were going up a staircase that she had never seen before when she was sure she had spotted other students and their dragons going in a different direction for their quarters.

      “Your sponsor is here and wanted to help you get settled into your new quarters. And also probably some sentimental reasons.”

      “Sentimental reasons?” Crispin piped up. “What do you mean?”

      Ale’a shrugged. “I don’t actually know. I’ve known Eist since she was a child and I still don’t really understand how her mind works.”

      “So, she was strange before all that stuff?”

      “That stuff?” Ale’a repeated with a chuckle.

      “You know, the mystical powers, her ability to commune with the gods…become them even?”

      “When I first met Eist, she was outrunning every single other initiate on those short, stubby legs of hers. I didn’t know it at the time, but she was trying to survive her first year by watching people’s mouths and teaching herself anything she missed at night.

      “She was a bit mean, definitely closed off, and didn’t trust anyone, so of course, I liked her right away. And at the end of her first year, when she was shot with that arrow and almost died from poison, I decided then I was going to do everything in my power to make sure she didn’t fall behind.

      “And even with all that, the woman is still a mystery to me.”

      Ukrah didn’t know what to think of that. For all her idolizing of the powerful god-woman, for all her dreams of the woman bathed in fire, Eist had seemed almost entirely normal during the few months that Ukrah had known her. Sometimes it was hard to unite the idea of the infamous god-woman with the stern but kind Lady W’allenhaus. It was also easy to forget that the woman struggled with hearing and made Ukrah wonder if she had some incorrect notions about what crippled folk could or couldn’t do.

      “Gee, she’s intimidating enough without someone like you building a narrative like that all around her.”

      “Someone like me?”

      Ukrah couldn’t help but smile as Crispin blushed vibrantly. “You know, because you’re all, uh, warrior-y and accomplished.”

      “Aw, young man, if I didn’t know better, I would say you were complimenting me.”

      “Well, I’m certainly not insulting you, that’s for certain.”

      “Good, because then I’d have to kill you, you know.”

      Crispin sputtered, but a chuckle sounded from the top of the stairs. “Don’t kill one of my charges, Ale’a. That would be a terrible way to end our friendship.”

      Ale’a laughed as they joined Eist on the landing. “I can’t deny that logic. Do you have it from here then?”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “Alright, I’ll leave you to it. I’m sure that you might want a few minutes to yourself.”

      Ukrah wanted to ask why she would need a moment to herself for just showing them their rooms, but she didn’t ask. Instead, she followed as the woman led them down a different hall, up a different flight of stairs, and then to a series of doors that were fairly far apart.

      “These don’t look like dorms,” Crispin said. Ukrah didn’t know what made a dorm or not, so she just nodded.

      “That’s because they’re not. These are the suites for interim professors or folks like Ale’a.”

      “Then why are we here?”

      “Well, because the two of you need to stay together, but it’s against the rules for you to stay in the same room. Ergo, you need a place with two different rooms.” She pulled a key from her belt and opened the door for them, revealing what looked like a house all on its own.

      There was a large, open room with places to sit, a small table to eat at, and three other doors that were closed.

      “You guys can pick your bedrooms as you like. The third room is supposed to be for a chaperone, but honestly, I don’t think you guys need one.”

      Ukrah looked around, feeling grateful but a bit overwhelmed. “What about this is sentimental for you?”

      “Well,” the woman murmured, her expression far away. “This was where my parents stayed when they went through the academy.”

      “What?” Crispin said. “You mean the dragon riders, right? The ones that banished the Blight before you?”

      Ukrah tried not to look overly eager as she listened. She actually didn’t know much about the god-woman’s parents. In the desert, stories ranged from her being born from a dragon egg to falling from the sky. And while of course the woman had to have been birthed by actual humans, Ukrah had just never really thought about it.

      “Yes, them. And the weird thing is this very room was where I visited my mother, pretending to be something I wasn’t.”

      “Wait, you met your own mother?”

      “Yes and no.” Eist shrugged. “I wasn’t exactly myself. I mean I was, but I wasn’t. It’s…kinda hard to explain the experience of being a being outside of time and existence itself. Sometimes I feel like I remember all of it, and sometimes it’s like my mind can’t understand any of it.”

      “That sounds confusing.”

      She shrugged again, still looking around. Her eyes were everywhere but on them, her hands tracing over things that weren’t there. “It was…is…it’s a part of my life I just have to accept, you know, otherwise it makes living in the now impossible.”

      Ukrah had never thought of that. The world Eist had grown up in, the things she had experienced, were all things that no child should go through. And yet she had, and now she had to live a normal life like she hadn’t ascended to a plane no mortal should go to.

      The young girl’s heart thumped in her chest, almost as if in understanding, and she walked to join the god-woman. “Can you still feel them here?”

      Eist spared her a glance before closing her eyes and breathing deeply. “No. They’re gone. They sacrificed every bit of themselves, every echo of their souls, to seal the Blight. And when I devoured the Three and banished that thing, I had to release the last of them from our realm.”

      Ukrah stiffened, trying to imagine that. She couldn’t imagine releasing the very essence of her mother from the world, and yet Eist had done just that. She looked at the woman in a new light, seeing all the tragedy and misery that wound around the incredible things she was supposed to have done.

      Was that what happened to those that had power? Responsibility? It was beginning to seem so, and at fourteen, Ukrah felt far too young to deal with that.

      But she had also been just fourteen when she wiped out her entire village, so perhaps her age didn’t matter.

      “Are you going to stay the night with us, Lady W’allenhaus?” Crispin said, walking to join them, completely oblivious to the serious nature of the conversation it seemed. “Be our chaperone on this first night in this scary place?”

      “No,” Eist said after another deep breath, and everything seemed to snap back to normal. “No, I think I’ve spent enough time in this room. You two have a good night.”

      Ukrah watched her go, and she couldn’t help but wonder if the whole interaction was an omen for how her time at the academy would go. There was a whole history there, a history that wasn’t hers and she didn’t know.

      She was going to have to learn fast if she wanted to make it.
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      “And who can tell me the siblings that established the first official dragon riding militia? You, desert girl?”

      Ukrah stared at the hawk-nose woman, her arms folded across her chest. She hadn’t raised her hand—she never raised her hand—and yet the professor had called on her anyway.

      “I don’t understand why she has to have a translator here. All she does is sit there quietly.”

      Ukrah didn’t even bother to turn. She knew exactly who was piping up, because it was the same girl who had taken to bothering Ukrah her entire first week of being at the academy.

      Melithindre was her name—a very old, traditional name, apparently—and she was a well-to-do girl from a long line of dragon riders. Slender, with long blond hair and pretty doe eyes, she was the opposite of everything Ukrah was.

      It also didn’t help that she seemed to have a whole gaggle of students in her thrall. They too would pester Ukrah, trying to gain Melithindre’s approval.

      It was nothing direct, of course, because Ukrah would have defended herself. No, it was always some sly thing, comments she didn’t always understand until later, or quietly being shut out, backhanded compliments that weren’t compliments at all. The list went on and on.

      “Miss Ukrah has a special situation that has been arranged by the council. Do you, Lady Phyrra, think you know better than them?”

      “No,” the girl responded, and Ukrah could practically hear her batting her eyelashes and giving the professor an innocent look. “I understand that certain exceptions need to be made for some students, but certainly not calling her by her family name is a bit forward, yes?”

      Ukrah rolled her eyes, but if she didn’t know better, she would say that the teacher almost looked amused by Melithindre’s passive aggressive comment. Ukrah certainly wasn’t pleased.

      “As far as I know, Miss Ukrah does not have a family name. Is that correct, Miss Ukrah?”

      She just continued staring at the crone of a woman, training her face to be as impassive as she could. She would not let them rattle her, since that was what they were so clearly trying to do.

      “That’s correct,” Crispin answered for her.

      “Oh, that seems so strange. Certainly, they have family names even in the savage lands!” Her tone of false concern was grating and Ukrah pressed her fingertips into the table, the only reaction she would allow herself.

      “It’s the wilds,” Crispin corrected. “Funny that you sound so surprised considering the governess of our own city has no family name. Or are noble’s daughters just that ignorant?”

      There was a chorus of surprised whoops and hollers with a few people yelling in shocked defense of Melithindre before the professor yelled at them to settled down. Eventually everyone did, and Ukrah looked to Crispin gratefully.

      True to his nature, the boy just winked and kissed the top of her egg where it sat between them on her desk.

      She may have been weird to all other initiates around her, but at least he was just as odd.
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      At least she always felt at home in the cafeteria, loading up her plate with so much food every day she was surprised she didn’t get sick. But even as much as she stuffed herself, Crispin ate twice as much while remaining a beanpole, and he didn’t even have to do all the running and other exercises that were required of the dragon rider hopefuls.

      “Thank the spirits,” he said as they dragged themselves toward the massive table that held so much food. It still shocked her the absolute wealth of resources they had in the civilized lands. Often, she thought they had it too easy and that was why they wasted time on war and bullying. Or why there was such a high demand for slaves. Of course they wanted people to do all the work for them when they were so unused to struggling on a day-to-day basis. “I thought I was going to starve.”

      “We just ate this morning,” she said, although her stomach was aching as well. However, she wasn’t sure if that was from all the crunches their field trainer had her do or her hunger.

      “This morning was forever ago. Also, they didn’t have these delicious biscuits. Have you tried one of these?”

      Ukrah looked to the round thing in his hand, completely unimpressed. “That is a circle of bread.”

      “What!? Clearly you’ve forgotten the last time you had a good biscuit, otherwise you would not say such things. Here, open up, I’m going to remind you.”

      Ukrah gave him a look. “I’m not going to—”

      But then his hand darted forward and the biscuit was in her mouth, warm, buttery, soft, and wonderful. She was so distracted by the pleasant flavor and comfort of it that she didn’t even bite at the boy’s fingers like her instincts told her to.

      “Ooh muh gushnnss!” she said around her mouthful, knowing her eyes were wide, but she didn’t care. She had never known that such a treat could be so simple but so satisfying. Swallowing it down, she motioned to her plate.

      “More!”

      “Yes, m’lady. I think I’ll help myself to some as well.”

      They did indeed give themselves three of the delicious circles each. Ukrah was tempted to take more, but she reminded herself that there was a whole massive building of others who would probably want them too. She still struggled for a bit after that because, frankly, she didn’t think most of them deserved a treat so nice, but she managed to restrain herself in the end.

      “Oh hey, you there, desert girl!”

      A voice called her from the long cutout in the wall that allowed the kitchen staff to see what needed to be replaced. Ukrah was beginning to hate the term ‘desert girl,’ but she was relieved when she turned and saw a smiling face instead of a suspicious or disapproving one.

      “Hey, yes, you! You’re Eist’s girl, right?”

      She relaxed instantly, crossing over to the truly large man leaning out of the window. While he wasn’t a mountain of impossible muscle like Athar, he was nearly as tall, with a barrel chest and a large belly that almost made him look friendly.

      “Lady W’allenhaus is my sponsor, yes.”

      The man let out a large, jovial laugh. “Lady W’allenhaus! So funny to hear her be called by that name when I’ve known her since she was a wee lass. Well, I suppose for all her years, she’s still wee.” The man grinned broadly at her, the scars on his face flushing with color. “Never met a youngling who appreciated a good meal as much as that lass and her friends, so any of her kin is good in my book. You ever want something special, you just come right up to ol’ Braddock. I only work here during supper now, as her husband helped me open my own bakery in the city, but I’ll make sure to keep you fed. I see you’ve already had my biscuits. Those are right nice, aren’t they?”

      Finally, a friend! Ukrah’s first week had been so rocky and people had been so standoffish that she had wondered if the whole idea had been rotten from the start. “Thank you, Sir Braddock. That’s very kind of you.”

      “What? I thought you weren’t supposed to speak common that well. You speak plenty fluent for me!” He laughed again, but it wasn’t like he was making fun of her. No, it was something else entirely, something that made her spirit lift and her toes curl in her shoes. “But it’s just Braddock, ya wee lass. I spent far too much time in the stocks to be any sort of sir.” Another boisterous, hardy laugh. “You know what, I’ve been trying a new recipe on this here brisket I’ve been smoking out back. You wait here and I’ll have ya try it out for me. Only my best of friends get to taste-test my recipes.”

      The man hurried off, leaving Crispin and Ukrah to stare blankly at the spot he had just been occupying. The boy opened his mouth a few times as if he was going to say something, but nothing came out. Before they knew it, the man came back, holding a plate piled high with delicious-looking meat.

      “Here you are!” he said, putting generous portions on both their plates with a slightly rusty-looking set of tongs. “You come back when you’re done and tell me how you like that n’ I’ll make sure you get lots of tasty things.”

      “T-thank you,” Crispin sputtered while Ukrah just stared at her plate that was practically drowning in meat. “We appreciate it.”

      “Ain’t nothing for family. And Eist is definitely family, so you are too. Now go on, before your food gets cold.”

      Ukrah nodded emphatically, and the two of them rushed off to a table. Somehow, they managed to find an empty one, and they never really had to worry about people crowding them. It’d been a whole week, and no one had ever tried to sit with them.

      “You don’t think that it’s poisoned or something, is it?” Crispin asked. “I’ve never met anyone that friendly.”

      But Ukrah took a page out of Eist’s book and just shrugged. “If he’s the one who made the biscuits, I think it’s worth dying for.”

      “You know, you may have a point. Besides, the day I say no to food is the day you can bury me right then and there.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Ah, that’s it!” Crispin suddenly snapped his fingers with a look of realization on his face. “Braddock was the cook whose food we ate just after arriving in the city! I knew those biscuits tasted familiar. I bet his brisket is just as good.”

      They dug in, and just as they suspected, it was absolutely delicious. The meat melted in her mouth like butter and whatever he flavored it with lingered on her tongue and the back of her throat just right. The biscuit was the perfect complement to it, and she found herself wiggling happily in her seat.

      “I can’t wait until our little guy hatches so he can try all this,” Crispin blurted out.

      “Our little guy?” Ukrah teased, eyebrows raised.

      “Well… yeah. I mean, I know he’s your dragon, but I dunno. I feel like I’m at least helping a little, you know?”

      “Yes, you’re very motherly to my egg, and I appreciate it.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. I’m the egg’s mama and that’s that.”

      Ukrah chuckled, shoving more food into her mouth as she thought. “Whatever you say, Crispin.”

      “Yeah, that’s right, whatever I say. Because I’m definitely the one running this show and not the girl who had Governess Dille shaking in her breeches.”

      Ukrah did smile at that. It was funny that Crispin thought she was running the show, because she rarely ever felt in control. There was some sort of class politics going on all around her, and she was still trying to figure out some of the basics of a properly civilized life.

      Alright, if the two of you are done with your banter, perhaps you could break off one of those biscuits for me?
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      She was flying again. High in the sky and free, unattached from all the responsibilities on the ground. She still couldn’t quite make out the details of the dragon beneath her, as cloaked and as shadowed as it was, but she knew without a doubt that it was her little guy.

      Except he wasn’t so little anymore. No, he was so big that his back hurt her thighs a bit with how they were stretched, and her hands were barely large enough to grasp the spines going up his neck and all the way to the crown of his head.

      The ground moved below them—desert, marshes, the settled lands—but none of it mattered. They were above it all.

      Her mount grumbled, slowing from its speed moving forward and instead hovering in place. Shielding her eyes from the bright sun, Ukrah scanned the horizon to see what had stopped him.

      It was that same cloud of gold from her magic test. Undulating, pulsing, flickering with so much inside.

      And yet…it was smaller than before, fragmented, with large parts of itself falling off and crashing to the ground.

      Those spots glimmered, bright and shining and pulsing…and dangerous.

      Her stomach flipped as those five flickering lights called to her in a way she couldn’t describe. That thrumming grew inside of her then, making her vision shake with its vibrations and even her heart skip in its rhythm. She needed to…do something. She wasn’t sure what, but she felt the need to gather up all those burning bright points in her arms until they were safe.

      She squeezed her knees just as she had done with Fior, and they pitched forward, sweeping down as if she could just scoop them up in her hand. But before they even made it halfway, the very earth shook, fissures forcing their way through the ground and splitting it open.

      Her dragon reared up, shadows wrapping around the two of them, but Ukrah fought to see what was happening. Fire and burning, liquid stone bursting from the cracks, an apocalypse in full incendiary fury, but there was something else in the flames. Something she could barely glimpse, sliding between green and gray and purple in her peripheral vision.

      But even though she could hardly see it, she could feel it, and those strange, sliding colors trickled through the chaos until they were surrounding each point of light.

      And then, one by one, they swallowed up the lights. Winking them out until there was only fire left. Ukrah stared, unable to do anything. With every bit of light that faded, she felt like her heart broke.

      She didn’t understand what was happening, but fear flooded her, drenching her in cold, cold ice as the last of the lights winked out. Those little greedy tendrils became much more solid, much more menacing, growing more visible as they coiled together, forming something that she didn’t want to meet.

      One arm formed, then another, both pressing into the burning, molten ground as if it was going to lift itself to meet her. Ukrah allowed herself one loud scream before she threw herself from her own body.

      

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      The young woman sat up so fast that her back cracked and her shoulders twinged in response, a ragged gasp escaping her mouth. Her eyes looked about wildly, seeing only darkness and unfamiliar shapes, until her eyes landed on Crispin.

      Oh, right. She was in her room at the academy. She was safe.

      …but it certainly didn’t feel that way. Dread, leaden and heavy, sat in her belly. Her entire body seemed covered in a thick layer of chilling sweat and her heart was pounding so hard inside her chest that she worried about breaking a rib.

      “Here, I brought you some water.”

      Ukrah blinked again, looking at the glass of water he extended to her like it was going to attack her. Eventually, however, she managed to take it with a shaking hand.

      “Bad dream?” he asked, leaving her side only to return with a damp cloth that he patted her face with. Where he had gotten the fabric or the cool water was beyond her, as she remembered drinking the last out of the heavy jug in the room. Surely, he hadn’t gone all the way to the well-bucket at the very end of the hall to fill it and then brought it back just for her?

      “Yeah,” she answered, taking a slow sip. It felt good down her parched throat, cooling her burning insides even though her outsides were so clammy.

      “You haven’t had one of those in a while.”

      “How do you know that?” Their rooms were separate back at Eist’s home, and while they were across the hall from each other, the wood and stone of that manor was far too thick for him to have heard her tossing and turning.

      “You talk in them in your native language. Or at least I’m assuming it’s desert talk. Not exactly a linguist myself.”

      Ukrah flushed at that, embarrassed, and finished drinking her water.

      “Do you wanna talk about it?” Crispin asked, taking the empty cup when she was done and setting it on her nightstand. Ukrah shook her head. She was so bone tired and sore from her day of training and learning, but when she thought of just laying alone in the dark, her heart began to hammer. Funny how the darkness of real life was so different from the shifting, active shadow she saw in her visions. She liked those shadows. But the pitch around her, looming and hiding who knew what? Not so much. “Alright then. Do you want to just go to sleep?”

      She sat there a long moment, unsure of what to do. She really was uncomfortable and scared at the thought of being isolated in her room. But eventually, her exhaustion won out.

      “I’m really tired.”

      “I don’t blame you. Alright, scoot down then.”

      “What?”

      Before she could really ‘scoot’ anywhere, Crispin was clambering onto the bed. He sat all the way up against the headboard, the outside of one of his thighs pressed against it while his back was against the wall. His long legs made his feet hang off the edge, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      “Alright, come ’ere.”

      Ukrah stared at him with owlish eyes. While she thought much of the ‘civilized’ traditions around the separation of the sexes was bizarre and benign, she’d never had a boy in her sleeping area since she was old enough to really notice and understand the difference between them. Surely she hadn’t given Crispin the impression that…

      “What are you waiting for?” he asked, patting the bulk of his thigh, which was not much bulk. “Rest your head here and I’ll sing you a lullaby and brush your hair.”

      He… What? “You don’t have a brush.”

      “That’s what you think.”

      He smiled and bent forward, sliding open the drawer in her nightstand to reveal a brush that she definitely hadn’t put there. “Wait, my thighs aren’t nearly as big as Elizeth, who used to do this for all us kids if we had nightmares after something happened to a parent.” He looked around a minute as if puzzled, before grabbing one of her pillows and putting it in his lap.

      “There! Perfect. Now come settle down and we’ll see if we can get you to drift off nice and easy. Our little guy needs his rider to be strong and rested, right?”

      Ukrah still stared at him for a few more beats before doing as he said. Shifting, she scuttled back a bit more then turned her back to him, letting herself slowly lean until her head made contact with the pillow.

      There was still more shuffling and adjusting, and after a few minutes, she was laid out on the bed with her head in his lap while he gently unbraided her hair and brushed through it.

      She was stiff at first, unused to this kind of affection and worried that…something terrible might happen. But the more moments that passed, the more she felt at ease, until finally her eyelids started to flutter, and she didn’t feel so anxious.

      Crispin was humming something, his voice surprisingly low and soothing. She only caught every few words, as common when sung was quite different from spoken common tongue. But even without knowing the words, it was quite lovely. Something about the water and dancing and happy, happy times.

      Nightmares forgotten, she sank deeper and deeper toward sleep, tension draining from her body and safety replacing it.

      “Don’t you worry about anything, okay? I know you’ve had to look after yourself for a long time, Ukrah. But I’m here for life. You saved my life, ya know. And I don’t take that lightly.”

      She wanted to reply, maybe tell him that he was the one who saved her first, but her thoughts were syrupy sweet and relaxed, pulling her down into a blissful sleep.

      She just hoped she could remember his kind words in the morning.
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      This idiot has no idea what he’s talking about. Magic wasn’t born out of dragons; dragons were born out of magic.

      “Be quiet,” Ukrah whispered to Tayir heatedly. Normally, she could ignore him like second nature, but he was perched on her shoulder, twittering right in her ear.

      “What was that, Miss Ukrah? Did you have something you wanted to share with the class?”

      Ukrah’s jaw tensed as she glanced to the professor at the front of the room. According to Eist, he had only started the year before, and it was clear he was still trying to make a name for himself by how overly strict he was.

      “No, Professor.”

      “Alright then, I’ll thank you not to continue disrupting the class in the future.”

      “But, Professor, how can we not be distracted when she’s allowed to bring a wild animal into class?”

      If Ukrah wasn’t staring right at the professor, she would have rolled her eyes. Of course, Melithindre would think of some way to interject herself into the conversation. It figured that she had to be in almost all of Ukrah’s classes and training sessions.

      “Wild animal?” Crispin sputtered. “You mean this tiny little finch is bothering you somehow?”

      “It doesn’t matter how small it is, it’s a creature that shouldn’t be in the classroom.”

      “You literally have dragons all around you.”

      “Yes, and Miss Ukrah has an egg, further proof that perhaps she isn’t ready for this level of training yet, especially considering how many exceptions are being made. This is a dragon rider academy, not an egg-rolling one.”

      You know you could destroy her without lifting a finger, right? I think she’d probably deserve it. A little bit of annihilation never hurt anybody.

      It took almost all her willpower not to chuckle at that. As tempting as it was, Ukrah didn’t want to hurt the girl…and least of all like that. Sure, maybe a punch or two was in order, but calling upon the thing that was using her body was definitely going multiple steps too far.

      “She’s already got you, her translator who doesn’t actually translate,” Melithindre said. “Why the animal too? Just because her sponsor ran around never following the rules or answering to anybody else doesn’t mean that she also gets a pass.”

      “Must be convenient to think you know the whole world like that,” Crispin retorted. “It’s a shame you don’t actually understand anything, otherwise it might be impressive.”

      “Students, enough. We don’t have time for your petty rivalries.”

      “Please, like I’m going to be lectured by some nameless servant boy. I’m sure you’re very learned on history from all those classes in alleys where you skulked out from.”

      Ukrah tensed at that, her fingernails biting into the wood of the table, but Crispin just put his hand over hers.

      “Better a street urchin than a complete—”

      “Enough! Ukrah, Melithindre, see me after this session. I’ll not have you monopolizing our time any longer.”

      That shut Crispin up, but Melithindre let out several grumbles. Ukrah just kept staring straight ahead, forcing herself to be perfectly still. One thing was for certain, though: the more she got to know the world of dragon riders and the civilized kingdoms, the less she wanted to be a part of it.

      And that feeling didn’t lessen as the professor proceeded to lecture them once everyone else had left. Of course, Melithindre tried to blame it all on Ukrah, and instead of the teacher telling her that she was full of it, he tried to treat them like they were both equal parts of the problem.

      “But she didn’t even say anything,” Crispin argued. “I’m the one who responded to Lady Venom-spit.”

      But the professor didn’t even address the boy, telling Ukrah if she was going to have extra support in class due to her circumstances that she needed to make sure those things didn’t interrupt the environment.

      “Boy, wasn’t that just a load of something?” Crispin groused when they were finally released, Melithindre disappearing into the throng dutifully waiting for her while Ukrah headed in the opposite direction on principle.

      “I’m not familiar with that phrase, but it sounds negative, so I will say yes.”

      “Ugh, I know Eist told me that she got bullied pretty badly, but it’s just never-ending. I don’t know how you just sit there all stoic-like.”

      Ukrah shrugged. “Your tongue is not my native one. While I might know how to cleverly respond in my own language, I probably couldn’t in yours. And she would use that as an excuse to call me stupid.”

      “Ugh. I guess you’re right. At least one of us is logical.” He wrapped his arms around her egg, which he was carrying in a harness on his front. “Isn’t that right, little guy?”

      “Why do you talk to him in that strange voice?”

      “Strange voice? What are you talkin’ about?”

      “You know…” She looked to him with furrowed brows, trying to imitate his raised and silly tone. “Like this, all sweety-weety.”

      “Okay, first of all, I do not sound like that. Second of all, it’s called baby-talk and I happen to think it’s cute.”

      “Why would you talk to baby in such a way?”

      “Because they’re cute and sweet and make you feel all caught up in it. Come on, Ukrah.” He turned to her, grabbing her hand and putting it on top of her egg. “Are you telling me you don’t just look at him sometimes and feel so caught up in how adorable he is and will be that you’ve just gotta express it?”

      She gave him one of her dubious looks. “You speak to a child to teach them, yes, so why would you want to teach your child to speak incorrectly?”

      Crispin groaned. “Ugh, you know what? I’m not letting you ruin my fun with the baby. Come on, little guy, let’s go back to our rooms and I can read you a book while your oh-so-serious rider studies.”

      Ukrah didn’t point out that Crispin struggled with reading common even more than her, instead just following along after him, her mood considerably different. What would she have done if he hadn’t stumbled upon her in that lake in the woods?

      She didn’t know, but her life would be so much emptier.

      And she was pretty sure her little guy would be down a mama.
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      Surprisingly, school fell into a kind of rhythm after that. It wasn’t exactly a pleasant rhythm, but it was one that the three of them managed to adjust to fairly well.

      The bullying of the other students never really relented, but it did become background noise as Crispin engaged less and less. Eventually, it seemed like they were no longer the new and shiny toys for kids to mess around with, because even Melithidre bothered them less by their third month.

      However, it was hard not to be jealous of the other initiates and their dragons. Ukrah was always watching, either out of the corner of her eye or over a scroll that she was supposed to be reading, and she caught so many tender moments.

      The tall, stately Margaidian she had noticed on the first day had a beautiful green dragon who just drooled everywhere, and it was utterly adorable to watch her try to clean up after him. It would probably be less adorable when his drool started to transition to its more acidic nature, but he had a year or two before that.

      There was also this broad blond boy who reminded her a bit of Athar, and unsurprisingly, he had a red dragon. But his little—not little at all—gal was about the laziest creature ever and insisted on being carried everywhere or she would just cry and cry and cry until somebody—literally anybody—picked her up.

      There was a set of blue dragons that were just as interesting as the twins they had chosen, a silver dragon that was obsessed with hair, and a copper dragon that apparently had gotten his hoarding instinct early and was always stealing little bits and bobs whenever he could.

      She wanted that, and she knew that she would get it eventually, but she couldn’t help but wonder again when her little guy was going to come meet her.

      She felt like his egg pulsed with a little more life with each passing day, and his once vibrant, ruby red coloring with smoky edges to his tips had transitioned into something much, much darker. Not quite black, but definitely heading there.

      Ukrah wasn’t particularly worried that no one knew what her scarlet egg was holding. That didn’t matter to her. After all, Eist had ended up with a dragon that no one had known about and apparently one of her closest friends had had an incredibly rare purple dragon, which was only born every few generations.

      Although Ukrah had never met that friend or heard Eist talk about them. Perhaps they’d died in the war? It didn’t seem like something she should ask about. If Eist had wanted her to know, surely she would have said so in their months together.

      “So, I don’t think many people are buying that I’m here to translate for you,” Crispin said as they walked back from the cafeteria one night.

      “That’s probably because you never actually translate.”

      “Well, how am I supposed to do that? I don’t know your language and you’ve got that bird translating for you, don’t you?”

      Ukrah stopped dead in her tracks. “Pardon?”

      “Aw, come on, let’s not play oblivious. It took me a while to put it all together, but it’s the only thing that makes sense. Is that a…familiar thing? Or is he just special?”

      Just when Ukrah thought she had some secrets, that she had some small corner of her world pinned down and all to herself, someone always seemed to figure it out.

      “I don’t know, to be honest. He appeared one day and that was pretty much that.”

      “Huh. That’s something.”

      She nodded. “But if he’s a familiar, he’s not like any that I read about. Usually those are just supposed to protect their witch and maybe be a conduit for power, or at least I think that’s what Cassinda explained to us, but Tayir isn’t like that at all.”

      Are the two of you talking to me like I’m not right here in your knapsack?

      “Well, if you don’t like it, why don’t you tell us what you are,” Crispin retorted before his annoyed expression turned to one of shock. “Wait. I understood him. Like really understood him. That’s never happened before.”

      Huh, well, what do you know. You really are an interesting fellow, aren’t you? I’m rather glad Ukrah saved your life.

      “You and me both.” He laughed and shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m talking to a bird. Ya think we should tell Cassinda about this?”

      “Huh? Why would we?”

      “Well, she writes to us every week. It’s only polite.”

      “I don’t think there’s any rules in etiquette about having to tell an acquaintance that you’re regularly stalked by a talking bird that no one else can hear.”

      “An acquaintance? That’s all you think Cassinda is?”

      Ukrah blinked at him. “Why? Is she more than that to you?”

      “I dunno. I just thought since that whole watching her take out a bunch of assassins and then that whole eavesdropping thing you told me about, that you guys might have grown close.”

      “If I was more like you, then perhaps.”

      “More like me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Ukrah chuckled at his dramatically suspicious tone. “You make friends very easily. You know that.”

      A crooked grin lit up his features. “I do have a certain sort of charm, I’ve been told.”

      “Oh yes, I am sure of that much.”

      They slipped into more idle conversation as they moved through the academy. They were almost to where they would turn to reach the suites when Crispin held out a hand.

      “You smell that?”

      Ukrah looked up from where she had been digging through her pack, looking for the key to the extra locks Eist had installed on their door. She wished she didn’t need them, but something told the desert girl that Eist was right about being better safe than sorry.

      “Is that…pee?”

      “Yeah, but it’s not human. It’s either cow or dragon.” Grabbing one of the torches on the side of the hall, he brought it to the middle to reveal a large puddle of liquid.

      “That’s disgusting,” Ukrah groaned. “Is there any chance that this is an accident?”

      “I… I wish it was, but I’m thinking no.”

      Ukrah let out a frustrated sound—how could she not—and if she was younger, she might have stomped her feet. But she managed to stay relatively still, her fingernails biting into the palms of her hand.

      There was the sound of laughter, and suddenly, a door opened behind them. Ukrah turned just in time to see none other than Melithindre and her little horde spill out into the hall.

      “Really?” she asked them, the only word that came to mind.

      Actually, that wasn’t quite true. An entire diatribe in her native tongue wanted to force its way out of her mouth, but it would be wasted on the likes of them.

      “Oh, what happened here?” Melithindre asked innocently, batting those absurdly innocent eyes of hers. “Did you have an accident?”

      “Come on now,” Crispin said, turning to them with one of the most annoyed expressions that she’d seen him wear in ages. “This is utterly ridiculous, guys.”

      “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “Like hell you don’t.”

      The girl smirked and one of her lackies came forward to say something Ukrah didn’t understand.

      “What does that mean?” Ukrah asked Crispin, knowing that it was an insult but not understanding what he was actually trying to convey.

      “Nothing!” Crispin said, his face going red. “Look, all of you need to get out of here. This is going too far, and I’m not gonn—”

      “What, you mean little pampered desert girl finally needs something translated for her? Go on, Crispin, you tell her exactly what—” The woman repeated the phrase with a different emphasis and twang to it that Ukrah just couldn’t catch, then one of the boys next to her added onto that.

      And then suddenly everything exploded.

      Or at least it felt that way. One moment, Crispin was standing next to her, staring them down, and the next, he had closed the distance and was slugging one of the guys across the face.

      Oh.

      It was like she was plunged into a memory, one she hadn’t allowed herself to visit in years, and yet she could see it as clear as day—an abomination a few feet away from her, her leg bleeding from several teeth marks, her mother in front of her, a scythe in hand.

      All the details of the moment swamped her, filling her with emotions that she hadn’t been expecting, as she watched the mess of six students swarm Crispin, Melithindre just standing there, smirking with her arms crossed.

      She had just laid there back when she was a child, cold and quickly losing consciousness, until her mother had managed to kill the beast. She had been so sure that they were safe then, but when she had awoken, her mother’s body had been next to her, long dead.

      She wouldn’t let that happen. Not again.

      One of the boys managed to get a grip on Crispin’s arms, pulling the thin boy into a hold while another circled around his front to punch him in his stomach. That wouldn’t do at all.

      Ukrah set her egg to the side, patting the top of it as she placed him in his harness against the wall, then rushed the group.

      For once, it felt good to know what she was doing as she did it, her mind driving her actions instead of some unknown force giving her terrifying powers. She slid into the student holding Crispin’s arms, hitting the back of his right knee with her heel. He went down hard, letting go of her friend, and she yanked him out of the way.

      “What are you—”

      That was the boy who had been about to punch Crispin’s stomach. She lunged forward and used her momentum to bring her fist up just under his chin.

      He too crumbled like a bag of bricks. She had a feeling that these young ones, while they had been training a year longer than her, had never been in a fight for their life before. They didn’t live in the wilds, with abominations and beasts and bandits and slavers. They had been coddled, protected, and while Ukrah was no expert fighter, she certainly was more equipped than any of them.

      A girl leapt at her, scratching at her face, so Ukrah just bit her hand as hard as she could. Naturally, the girl shrieked, but the desert girl didn’t have a chance to chop her hand at her throat before fingers buried in her hair and yanked her backwards.

      It hurt, but it wasn’t that bad, so she reached behind her to grab the wrist belonging to the hand accosting her, then bent. It was enough of an angle that she was able to twist and thrust herself back, headfirst.

      She felt someone’s breastbone connect with her scalp. Ouch, a bit higher than she had hoped, but it was still enough for them to topple to the floor.

      “Stay down!” she ordered to the girl, placing her foot on her middle. She glanced to Crispin to see him standing there, looking a little stunned. “Melithindre, why don’t you call your little flock off? This isn’t doing either of us any good.”

      Ukrah had hoped that the woman might be a little contrite, but the blonde just looked at her levelly. “Of course, the barbarian would turn this into a brawl.”

      Crispin drew in a sharp breath like he was going to argue, but Ukrah just held up her hand. “Come on, there’s no point. Let’s just go back to our room. I’ll make sure that the cleaning staff finds out who they have to thank for all this extra work.”

      Finally, the other girl reacted, her face flushing. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Why not, you’re the one who made this mess, right?”

      “It… It was Solomon! He refuses to train his hatchling.”

      The biggest of the guys, who was just picking himself up off the ground, sputtered. “Me!? You’re the one who made me carry around a bucket—”

      Ukrah smirked, sensing a whole argument was about to begin, and went to grab her little guy.

      Hah, not bad. Turning them against each other.

      Ukrah didn’t say anything, but she nodded. Crispin, however, seemed enraptured by the chaos, and she had to grab his hand to pull him away. They were going to have to go the long way around, so she preferred to get out of earshot of what was sure to be a doozy of a falling out as quickly as she could.

      “That was amazing, you know that, right?” Crispin said once they were far enough.

      She shrugged. “You probably shouldn’t assault my classmates. Especially not when one of my professors has specifically addressed that.”

      “I guess so. But I feel like if we let them keep walking all over us, things will never improve.”

      “You know what they say, it has to get worse before it gets better.”

      “They do? Sounds depressing.”

      They reached their door, and she was surprised when he stopped, placing one of his large, skinny hands on her shoulder. “I know you could have really, really hurt those kids, and you didn’t. That’s something to be proud of, because they were right cads.”

      “They really are, aren’t they?” she answered with a small smile, feeling the warm glow of approval soak through her.

      She was still scared of whatever it was inside of her that made her destroy people, and it still felt like it could take over at any moment, but she hoped that the whole thing was a sign that she was growing.

      She could only hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            What’s in a Name?

          

        

      

    

    
      Surprisingly, her tactic of using the staff of the academy to threaten Melithindre into behaving a bit more worked. Also, her little clique of worshipers seemed to have mostly abandoned her, going from a solid group of almost ten to about three.

      Although she and Crispin still weren’t ‘welcome’ by any stretch of the word, people were certainly less antagonistic, and Ukrah found herself enjoying how much less energy she had to put into surviving each day.

      The days began to pass more quickly, and she felt as if any day could be the one she met her little guy. It wasn’t something she could quite explain. It was just a simmering feeling full of anticipation and hope.

      And yet each night went by without a hatchling, and she would wake up with her egg still at her bedside.

      “Hey, haven’t you heard? This is supposed to be your day off. Do they not have that in the desert?”

      Ukrah looked up from the scroll she was reading to see Eist standing in her doorway, dressed in a simple jerkin and some breeches. Her white hair was pulled into a bun atop her head, making her look more feminine than Ukrah was used to seeing her.

      “This might be my last visit for a while,” she said, leaning against the door.

      “Oh?” Ukrah placed her scroll to the side. “Are you going on a mission?”

      She chuckled at that. “Hardly. I’m just starting to show, and I don’t really want people to know just now.”

      Ukrah tilted her head. Birth was always a cause for celebration for her people. “Why?”

      She made a vague gesture. “I’m not entirely sure. Maybe it’s because so much of my life has become common knowledge that I just want to hold onto this little bit of privacy that I have.”

      “I would have thought it was for your protection,” Crispin said, coming up behind her with a tray full of food. Normally, meals weren’t really supposed to leave the cafeteria, but when Braddock heard how much extra Ukrah had to study because she was still learning how to write and read common tongue, he’d taken to sending Crispin to her with quite a spread on their days off. It was so sweet, and it really did give her extra time to get more work in. “If people know the god-woman is indisposed, maybe they’ll try things they normally wouldn’t. Or even think it’s a good time for revenge.”

      “The god-woman?” Eist repeated in confusion before a look of resignation and disappointment crossed her face. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.” Ukrah felt a flash of guilt as the woman hastily changed the subject. “Since when has there been a meal service here?” Eist asked, chuckling and grabbing a biscuit from the top because she’d be insane not to. “How’s your stomach holding up, by the way?”

      “My what?”

      You were shot by a crossbow. Remember? Tayir said, swooping in from the window and also scooping up a biscuit. They were lucky that Braddock had sent her so many, or she might have started swinging just like she had to break up Crispin and Melithindre’s gang.

      “It’s fine. The scar hurts when the weather’s bad, but that’s about it.”

      “Good, good. No reopening? No tears?” Ukrah shook her head and the god-woman collapsed into the only chair in the room.

      “That’s good! I’ve never seen anybody heal so fast from an abdominal wound. I thought the training here at first might have been too difficult for it, but Ale’a tells me that you never have trouble with that aspect.”

      “I have found that my day-to-day life has helped me greatly with all the physical endurance needed here.”

      “That makes sense. I hear the wilds are better since the Blight left and took all the abominations with it, but it’s still not an easy world to live in.” Her eyes leveled with Ukrah. “Do you ever worry about getting soft?”

      Ukrah raised her brow, unsure of what that meant. “I…have always been a slight bit soft. I’m stocky, built to survive.”

      “That’s not what I meant. I meant do you ever wonder if this place is making you weaker rather than strengthening you?”

      Ah, now that was a question that Ukrah didn’t know the answer to. She paused, considering, trying to give an honest answer.

      “I’m not entirely sure. I am learning things, important things. And Ale’a pushes me to be stronger, but it’s not nearly as difficult as when we sparred together at your manor.

      “Reading and writing is its own power, and I can see how this will help me, but it’s not easy and I feel like I’m already behind so many people.”

      “I see. Those are all fair points. Sometimes I worry that maybe this was a mistake, and I pushed you to follow my path too much.”

      “…I worry about that too sometimes.”

      Eist chuckled at that, nibbling her biscuit. “Well, this is what happens when you stop flying by the seat of your pants and start trying to have a thought process. On my next nameday, I’m going to wish that I could have the same reckless confidence I had when I was younger.”

      Ukrah nodded, her mouth full of food. She didn’t know what the woman meant, but it sounded reasonable enough, and the food in her lap was too delicious to ignore.

      “Speaking of which, when are your namedays? Perhaps I can have Braddock make you a pie or a cake. He’d probably be over the moon for it.”

      “Uh…” Crispin said, his eyes shifting back and forth. “I, uh, don’t really know my nameday.”

      “What is a nameday?” Ukrah asked, swallowing finally.

      Eist stared at her blankly for a solid beat before shaking her head and continuing. “Please tell me the both of you are joking.”

      Ukrah waited for Crispin to speak first, hoping he would give her some clue as to what a nameday was and why there were sweets involved.

      “Eh, I remember celebrating it when I was younger, but then my pa died after he got a nasty infection and it just seemed wrong to celebrate anything after that. Not that there was much to celebrate with other than a cookie nipped from the kitchen.”

      “Ah, right. I’m sorry.” Eist sighed. “For all the things I’ve seen, I still forget how terribly some lords treat their servants. It’s not supposed to be like a legal version of slavery.” She chewed her lip for a moment. “Maybe that will be the next thing I set out to change.”

      “Maybe you should have your babe first, Lady W’allenhaus. That sounds awful stressful.” Crispin shuddered slightly, and she was pretty sure he was remembering the guards that came to fetch him.

      “I still am not sure what a nameday is. Is this a ceremony where you’re given a…new name?” Ukrah asked. Had Crispin not always been Crispin? Had Eist not always been Eist? That didn’t make sense.

      Don’t ask me. I’ve never heard of it. Must be a human thing.

      “What, birds don’t have name-days?” Crispin retorted, causing the god-woman to give him a strange look.

      “What?”

      “Uh, nothing. I was just spouting off.”

      “…right. Anyway, a nameday is a celebration of the day you were born, and that you managed to survive another year. It’s supposed to be a fun, happy day where everyone treats you extra nice.”

      “Oh,” Ukrah said, thinking that over. “…that does sound nice.”

      Eist nodded and seemed to recover from the shock. “So, wait, what you’re telling me is that one of you hasn’t had a nameday since you can remember and the other one of you has never had one at all?”

      “That does about seem to be the situation, Lady W’allenhaus,” Crispin said with a wink.

      “Well, that won’t do at all,” she said with a frown. “I’m not going to let my charges go without a nameday.” The women’s expression turned resolute and she nodded determinedly. “That’s it then. We’re throwing a nameday celebration for the two of you. Next week should give me enough time to plan all of it out. Something small, intimate, with only your friends here. Tell me, which kids aren’t little monsters?”

      Ukrah and Crispin shared another look. While there were a handful of friendly initiates that they talked to every once in a while, she couldn’t think of a single one she was close enough with to invite to something as important sounding as a nameday celebration.

      “Huh, really?” Eist said after a tick too much of silence. “That bad, huh?”

      Ukrah attempted what she hoped was a shrug, but she ran out of momentum halfway through it. “I spend most of my time studying and practicing my reading and writing while they’re working on training dragons that have actually hatched.”

      Eist huffed in a way that told Ukrah she completely saw through that, but she was nice enough not to argue. “Alright then, no younglings. I bet if I asked Braddock, he’d be nice enough to let us have it in his tavern.”

      “I thought he had a bakery.”

      “Both, actually. Athar helped sponsor him for the first and that did so well that he opened up the tavern all on his own. It’s actually pretty amazing how far that man has come. Maybe if Athar hadn’t snatched me up, I’d be making doe eyes at him.” She threw her head back and laughed. “Don’t tell Athar that. He gets awfully self-conscious sometimes and is under the impression that he doesn’t deserve me.”

      “I… Why would I tell him that?” Ukrah asked in confusion.

      “It’s just an expression. Anyway, obviously our whole little family is coming—”

      Ukrah’s heart skipped a beat and she did her best to stay very still while her emotions flared within her. Family. Their whole little family.

      It sung in her, bright and happy and accepted, making her eyes sting a bit. For years, she had felt like a burden. A young orphan with mediocre hunting skills and a knack with the staff wasn’t exactly a boon to her people. She’d known Eist, a literal legend, for less than a year, and the woman had already fed her, clothed her, and decreed her as kin. It was… It was certainly a heady feeling.

      “I’ll invite Ale’a too, maybe see if Elspeth is back, introduce you to Fjorin. I wonder if Ale’a can bring what’s left of the outer riders I flew with for a couple years…” the woman continued to talk to herself, voice going soft as she got more and more into the plan. Ukrah knew better than to interrupt, and she looked to Crispin, who was picking at his plate, eyes suspiciously red.

      Ah, so he knew it too. The feeling of being unbelonging, unwanted for so long, of being a burden, and then being swept away in the torrent of peace that came from Eist’s offhanded comment.

      Why is the air so heavy in here? Ugh, human emotions are taxing. I’m going back outside where the coop is.

      Ukrah ignored the bird, as she was often wont to do, and returned to her food. For all the bad that was happening around her, all the stress from the other students, it couldn’t nearly compare to all the wonderful things in her life.

      Who would have thought, that day when she fled her empty village only to run into slavers, that she would end up on a path that would lead her to a real family, who didn’t view her as a curse or abomination? She certainly hadn’t ever thought that was possible.

      And it seemed like she had even more to look forward to.
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      In the end, it took about a week and a half for Eist to declare that she had everything planned, but then they had to wait until the next two-day break for them to actually celebrate. At first, Ukrah had just been content with the feeling of acceptance she had been filled with, but that had quickly grown into a mild streak of curiosity and anticipation. Then that had grown into all-out excitement, so by the time the actual day rolled around, she was practically vibrating with energy.

      “You alright?” Athar asked as they headed into town. She had half-expected them to take a carriage in, but it was Lord W’allenhaus that had shown up at her door and said he was there to escort them to their party.

      Ukrah remembered when she’d first met the couple, she had thought that Eist had taken his family name as was tradition here. But apparently Athar had taken her legacy on when they wed. She didn’t know why that made her happy, but it was a pleasant little factoid she liked to think of every now and then.

      And contemplating it was the only thing that kept her from getting antsy as they went deeper into the city. Well, that and Ethella waddling along beside them. It was strange to think of such an easygoing, lovable dragon being a beast of war, but she had the scars to prove that she had seen many a thing. It reminded her a bit of both the W’allenhauses in a way.

      “I know it was months ago that those guards snatched me, and none of them are alive to find me again,” Crispin said as they walked through the crowded streets. “But I can’t help but feel like I’m on edge.”

      “Well, I can promise you that no one is waiting right inside the door to pop out and yell surprise,” Athar said.

      Ukrah paused mid-step. “Do… Do people do that?”

      “Occasionally, but we’ve never really been t-t-the type to appreciate random folks jumping out at us w-w-without warning.”

      “Huh, I’d love to see the fellow who jolts you without a warning,” Crispin muttered, kicking at a rock.

      “I’m not really the one people have to worry about. Eist is.”

      That actually startled Ukrah into a laugh. “You know what, I can see that.” If only the god-woman had been around to deal with those bullies. Not that Ukrah needed her to handle them for her…but it would have been pretty satisfying to see what she would have done to put Melithindre and her minions in place.

      “We’re almost th-there,” Athar said as they moved into the most crowded part of the city, one she recognized as the ring of streets right outside of the walls that surrounded what had once been the grand castle of the Lord of the House, but now was Dille’s home and where the witch refugees stayed. And just a few minutes later, they arrived at a nice-looking tavern.

      Well, Ukrah didn’t actually know what constituted a ‘nice’ tavern or not, but it looked good to her. And that feeling only continued as she went inside, the plethora of windows making the place bright and cheery while several people she knew turned to greet them.

      It wasn’t overwhelming, as she had feared it would be, but rather reaffirming as they walked through the room, Athar making sure they saw each person and had a small conversation with them. That actually took a good bulk of time considering that pretty much everyone Eist had told them about had shown up.

      Including, of course, Ale’a.

      She was in conversation with a rough-looking man when she turned to them, a bright smile on her face. Her normally sensibly-braided hair was loose and flowed all the way down her back, and she was dressed in a very flattering blue dress with silver embroidery all around the edges. It was so incongruous with the normal way she presented herself that if it weren’t for her flaming locks, Ukrah might not have recognized her at all.

      “Lady A-a-ale’a,” Crispin stammered as she beamed at them and wished them a happy nameday. “You look lovely today.”

      “I’m glad you approve. This is the only dress that I own, would you believe.”

      “That isn’t true,” Cassinda said, coming up alongside them, also in a lovely, lavender frock that was much finer than what she had normally worn around Eist’s manor. “I happen to know that Lord Ain has bought you a dress every single winter solstice.”

      Ale’a’s eyes flashed at that. “Clever girl. Then I’m sure you also know then that those dresses are incredibly hideous, and he goes out of his way to find a worse one every year.”

      “Why would he do that?” Crispin asked, looking up at the woman like she was the sun. Ukrah felt a strange, bitter sort of feeling in her chest, but she quickly dismissed it. The day was going far too well to worry about it.

      “Just an old, old joke from when we danced around the idea of him courting me.”

      Ukrah had to admit, it was pretty entertaining watching the litany of expressions that crossed the young man’s face at that response. “You two courted?”

      “Oh, come now, you don’t want to hear old people gossip. You should be concerned with who in the academy is dating who and the like.”

      That seemed to stop the conversation and they moved onto the next person. But before they could, Cassinda looked to Athar with wide eyes.

      “I’m thirsty, but I can’t reach the tankard with apple nectar. Could you get the nameday twins and me some glasses?”

      “Of course. Keep them out of trouble.”

      “Will do, Lord W’allenhaus.”

      He gave them a nod, then headed off and Cassinda looked to them conspiratorially. “So it was three years ago that Lord Ain and Lady Ale’a were dancing around the thought of courting each other, but she ended up breaking it off with him because he was in love with someone else and couldn’t get over her.”

      “What?” Crispin asked with wide eyes while Ukrah just looked around to see if she could spot the very blond man. “Who was he in love with?”

      “I don’t know completely for certain, but if I had to guess, I would say it was probably—”

      “Here you are, th-th-three glasses of apple nectar, the hardly sweet and spiced version of cider,” he grumbled dryly. “How you drink this stuff, I will never know.”

      Cassinda looked disappointed that she couldn’t finish her story, but she flashed the giant a smile as she turned to him. “Not everyone has a sweet tooth like you, Lord W’allenhaus.”

      “Which is probably a good th-thing, otherwise Braddock would never be able to keep up with the city’s demands.”

      “Speaking of which.” Finally, it was Eist herself who walked up beside her husband. She too was dressed up, although it was in a matching formal tunic to her husband and very clean-looking hose. “I heard that he’s about ready to present the cake now that the guests of honor are here. Are you going to be able to contain yourself long enough for them to get a bite?”

      “I’m not a complete animal,” he argued with a grin. “But…it’ll be a struggle.”

      “I’m sure. I’m also pretty sure that you’ve shown these guys to enough guests. Let them look at the best part and let the anticipation ramp up.”

      “What’s the best part?” Ukrah asked, eyebrows shooting up. She had a cool, delicious juice in her hand, cake in her future, and people she actually liked all around her. What was supposed to top that?

      “Oh, my dear charge, I forget that you don’t know. The best part is the presents.”

      To Ukrah’s great surprise, the god-woman gently gripped her wrist and pulled her along, Crispin and Cassinda following, until they reached the back table. Except one could hardly tell that there was a table there at all because it was so overflowing with packages, parcels, and sacks all tied up with neat ribbons and cloth.

      “W-w-w-what is this?” she heard herself sputter, almost feeling outside of herself for a moment.

      “Normally, it isn’t this overboard, but we figured we’re making up for a lot of missed years. So don’t get used to it.”

      Ukrah didn’t think she could. The idea that the entire table was loaded up with things for just the two of them was completely mind-boggling. No wonder people from the civilized lands were so spoiled.

      But for once, she was excited to be spoiled too. No worries of it making her weaker, or soft. Just sheer happiness and excitement and wonder for whatever was in those prettily-wrapped packages.

      “You really didn’t have to do this,” Crispin said, and Ukrah was grateful that one of them was actually able to make coherent statements.

      “Of course I didn’t. But I went about ten years without celebrating my own nameday because it felt wrong to after my parents died, just like you said before. So maybe I’m also making up for myself missing out on a decade of fun.” She let out a soft, soft laugh. “Indulge me, if you will.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to have a problem doing that.” Ukrah nodded eagerly in agreement with Crispin’s assessment.

      “Alright then, I hope I didn’t show you them too soon, because no presents until after the cake.”

      “Why?” Ukrah asked without thinking, her hands itching to get her fingers on those gifts.

      “It’s tradition. Besides, misery breeds character, or something like that. Now come on, I want you to meet Fjorin.”

      It took a great deal of effort to leave that glorious, glorious table, but somehow, Ukrah managed and tottered off behind the god-woman to meet a truly large man.

      Again, no one really could compare to Athar, but the rider in question was clearly a warrior. He had a long, thick beard and his hair seemed to be almost as long as Ale’a’s, done up in a set of complicated braids that twisted in particularly pleasing patterns.

      He was friendly too, bellowing happily like Braddock and sweeping the two of them up in a hug. Ukrah hadn’t been ready for the physical contact, but he put her down quickly when Eist cleared her throat.

      From that point on, there were a few more introductions and conversations, but Ukrah was only half-paying attention, looking repeatedly back at the gift table. Occasionally, she’d catch Crispin looking too and a thrill of anticipation wound through them.

      “Huh, you know, I’m almost jealous that I had a loving family that celebrated my birth every year,” Cassinda remarked teasingly after about the dozenth or so time she craned her neck to check the impressive pile.

      “Almost?” Crispin prodded.

      “You’ve paid a pretty hefty price. I’m about fifty-fifty on whether it’s worth it.”

      Ukrah sobered and was about to tell her that it wasn’t nearly, no matter how excited she was for the presents, but before she could, there was a massive cheer and people suddenly started singing.

      She stiffened, balling her hands into fists, but she relaxed when she realized what was going on. It seemed that Braddock had indeed finished the ‘cake’ and was now bringing the confection in from a side door that she hadn’t noticed before.

      It turned out that the civilized lands had a very different idea what a cake was. Ukrah had been expecting a log-like loaf filled with dried fruits and sweet grains, but instead was treated to a towering creation that looked like two circles placed right on top of each other before being coated in a thick layer of paint.

      The folks finished their song as Braddock put the thing on the table, and Ukrah found herself being shuffled forward to the center table along with Crispin and a wide, triangular knife was put into her hands.

      “I… I don’t understand,” she sputtered, feeling a bit put on the spot with the massive food plus the singing and all the staring.

      “We cut the cake,” Crispin said gently, grasping the handle of the knife over her own hand. “We’ll do it together.”

      She gave him a nod and a grateful smile, allowing him to guide her hand. She wasn’t sure what to expect when they did slice through it, but she was pleased at the aroma that filled the air as they did.

      It turned out that the cake certainly was a masterpiece. It was some type of airy dough on the top and bottoms and center of each circle with a layer of custard and jam between them. She had no idea what fruit was used to make the compote, but once she was given a plate, she was happy to find that it was absolutely delicious.

      Happiness flooded her as apparently only a name-day cake could, and she sat down to savor each bite. Eist was right about her husband, however, as the man cut off a truly impressive slice and proceeded to devour it with gusto.

      “Man,” Crispin groaned beside her, taking another bite of his own cake. “If I knew we were going to be treated to this, I would have pretended it was my nameday long ago.”

      Ukrah agreed, although her mouth was full, and Cassinda remarked that she would ask for the same on her own birth celebration in the winter. Ukrah couldn’t help but feel a bit guilty that she had never considered the girl her friend, because the redheaded, green-eyed young woman was certainly nice enough.

      Certainly nicer than any of the students at the academy.

      It really was a lovely celebration, and sometime after the cake, someone started singing a lively song, and soon everyone was clapping or singing along, generally enjoying themselves. Ukrah let herself get swept up in all of it, feeling like she was somewhere between wanting to cry from happiness and doing a jig on the table.

      She should have known it couldn’t last.

      The revelry was so loud and boisterous that she didn’t notice the loud chanting at first. But then the door slammed open and about a dozen people poured in.

      Everything came to a screeching halt, and Ukrah could feel the tension suddenly ramp up. Looking to the sudden guests, it was easy to tell that they were not invited.

      “The tavern’s reserved,” Braddock said, a bland but friendly smile on his face. “Sorry if yer group was looking to rest here today, but I’m afraid you’ll have to go elsewhere.”

      They were all dressed differently, but there was something about their formation that made it very clear they were a group. And while they didn’t have weapons drawn and they weren’t yelling, there was a clear air of animosity going on.

      “We do not come here for revelry,” the man who she assumed was their little leader said before raising his hand and pointing at Eist. “We have come to condemn the heretic, and the vile, evil rhetoric she has spread throughout the land like poison!”

      Heretic? What?

      The moment cracked, however, as Eist let out a sharp bark of laughter. “Oh, great, it’s a whole little clutch from the Church of the Three. Your gods literally confessed to coming here and messing up the balance on accident. And, as much as I would love to have a whole go around with you here and now, this isn’t my party, so let’s not make this about me.”

      Ukrah looked between the group and Eist, the former all bristling while the god-woman was standing casually by the cake, her plate on the table and the triangular knife still in her hand.

      “Enough blasphemy! You have defamed the gods long enough. We come with a word of warning, heretic: repent and beg them their mercy!”

      The whole room tensed collectively, wound so tightly she was surprised that folks weren’t combusting right then and there. Eist held her casual demeanor, but she did saunter past her husband, past the other guests, until she was practically in the leader’s face.

      “You can’t beg mercy from things that are dead.” The man flinched, baring his teeth at her, but Eist continued blithely. Suddenly, Ukrah could see the young girl of legend. The one who told off ancient spirits and never found a fight she didn’t like. “Except they’re not really dead so much as they just don’t even exist anymore. And you know how I know that? Because I devoured them. Swallowed them right down like a hot soup.” She made a smacking sound with her mouth for dramatic effect. “Is that the kind of life you want? Worshiping an old meal that I digested and left in a chamber pot five years ago?”

      Ukrah was outright impressed at how casually the woman completely eviscerated the man’s faith. She didn’t even look like she had to think about it. The god-woman half-turned to Dille, chuckling as she made a gesture to the man. Mocking him and his followers.

      In fact, Ukrah was so busy admiring the way Eist dismantled the man that she didn’t see him move until he suddenly slapped the woman across the face.

      It was like lightning struck right through her core, and Ukrah was on her feet without even realizing it. Eist, however, just let out a long sigh.

      “Come on now, I’m tired. All of you need to get out before you cause any trouble.”

      Her voice was calm, but all Ukrah could see was red. The man from the Church of the Three had struck not only a revered leader and her new family matriarch, but also a woman who was pregnant.

      Ukrah was sure that Eist could take them down without breaking a sweat normally, and maybe even would have done so already, but the woman was several months along and had to protect her child.

      There was a noise beside Ukrah as she only barely realized that Cassinda had knocked everything in front of her out of the way to vault herself up and over the table before charging the group. Somehow, Eist seemed to know this without seeing, and she held her hand out to stop Cassinda from starting a real fight.

      “See? I’m being gracious. Giving you a head start when I’m sure my charge would love to tear your entire head off.”

      The woman next to the leader spat at Eist’s feet, taking a step forward with her hand raised, then smashing the vial in it against the ground.

      “Be cleansed in the name of the Three!” she shouted as purple smoke began to fill the room, thick and acrid.

      And that was just about enough for Ukrah.

      She blinked, and the next moment that the desert girl opened her eyes, she was in front of the leader with her hands wrapped tightly around his throat. She was squeezing, her fingers cracking from the effort, but she didn’t let up.

      There was noise all around her, some things she was able to identify easily in the back of her mind while others melded into the rushing of her ears. She picked out Athar grabbing Eist and pulling her to the back of the room. Dille cursing and the rushing of wind gathering all the smoke and ushering it out. People drawing weapons, and Braddock celebrating a real brawl.

      There were more than enough people in the room to handle the fight without Eist even lifting a finger, but that wasn’t enough for Ukrah. They had disrespected her sponsor. They had laid hands on the god-woman. Threatened her. They still carried the sigils of the gods who nearly killed the world, screaming of cleansing but not understanding that they were the ones who needed to be washed away.

      The man was bigger than her, stronger, but he couldn’t escape her hold. He turned purple, and then red, and it wasn’t until he shoved her back with both of his hands that she finally released him.

      Stumbling back, she felt hands on either side of her, steadying her, and realized that it was Cassinda and Crispin there to support her.

      She could feel that they were just as mad as she was, and it was instinct that had her holding her hands out to them. They gripped hers immediately, and she felt energy rush violently out of her.

      It was like that vision she’d had in the magic test, but so much more. Heat, anger, and power burst from them in waves that were invisible to her gaze, but she could feel them cutting through the air.

      It was like someone had silenced the world. One moment, everyone was fighting and there were cries of sacrilege and the Three filling the air along with battle shouts, and the next, every single one of the followers was violently thrown back into either the walls or out the door and into the street.

      Someone gripped her hands, tearing them from the hold of her friends, and Ukrah blinked back to the real world to see Dille right in front of her. Others were calling to get the town guard while some were subduing the sect members left in the tavern, and Ukrah suddenly had a hard time believing that she was capable of causing anything that had just happened.

      “Hey, is everything okay here?” Eist said, rushing up beside them.

      Dille’s face was grim as she shook her head. “We need to discuss something. Tonight.”

      “Really, Dille? Is now the time? Their first nameday has been ruined.”

      But the governess looked just as firm as ever. “Yes, this is the time. Waiting even a single day would be doing them a disservice. This is urgent, Eist.”

      The god-woman let out a heady sigh. “I thought the dramatic part of my life was over. Fine. I’ll bring her to your estate tonight. Happy?”

      “No. And I think it might be quite a while before any of us are again.”
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            It’s What’s on the Inside that Counts

          

        

      

    

    
      Ukrah looked around the living quarters they were in, trying to take in every detail so she could keep her mind off of why she was here and what was going on.

      She didn’t know how she had physically moved those sect members. It wasn’t like she had done something like it before. Even when she had rescued Crispin from the guards, it had been a sort of entity outside of herself, rooted in her but with branches reaching far and wide to do whatever it wanted.

      But what happened in the tavern was definitely led by her. She had been upset that they had struck Eist, that they had disrespected the woman she was coming to see as her mother. They were threatening the safety of an unborn child. All those things had her need to protect burning hot and bright within her.

      She’d moved people, with her mind. It wasn’t even like the wind that Dille had summoned to whisk that choking smoke away. No, it had been more like a force. One that came out of her, Crispin, and Cassinda as one.

      But that didn’t make any sense, and the fact that it didn’t make any sense made her nauseous, so she tried to concentrate even more on the mundane details around her.

      Except…Dille’s living quarters were anything but mundane.

      They were obviously in her sitting room, furniture surrounding them that was created from dark wood and deep, deep purple wool. It was what Ukrah guessed was a more Margaidian style, judging by what little she knew of their faraway kingdom.

      There were multiple lanterns hanging about, one dangling from each arched window that led out into the night. Ukrah couldn’t help but think about those as chances for more assassins to get in, but they were high enough up that maybe it wasn’t all that much of a threat. Besides, going into the lair of one of the most powerful witches in recent history did seem like a pretty hefty gamble.

      And Dille definitely was a witch. It was easy to forget while watching her do official duties, dressed how she usually was as one of the civil servants of the city. But beyond the sitting area that was obviously sectioned off with the nice furniture was what Ukrah could only describe as a full witch’s workshop.

      There was an overly large fireplace in which hung a giant cauldron, with two smaller ones also on the same sturdy spit. There were four or five shelves filled with jars that looked to be full of everything from dried herbs to bones to crystal-like rock and animal parts. There was another table with all sorts of vials set up and complex measuring tools as well. She spotted a writing desk, several bookshelves crammed with books and scrolls, and a small rack of staffs, each one quite different from the next.

      “You’d think with how she pitched a fit for us to get here as soon as we could that she wouldn’t leave us waiting,” Eist groused, rubbing her stomach in small circles. “And don’t think that things are over just because some little theatrics happened. You still have your gifts to open.” She paused and looked to her feet, which were propped up on one of the low tables. Ukrah couldn’t be certain, but it seemed as if her ankles were swollen. “…tomorrow. Maybe I’ll have Mrs. Kaldonner make you a roast. I’m sure I could get a boar from Braddock…”

      Ukrah recognized when Eist was sinking into her plans and only half-listened. She was beginning to think that the woman took comfort in sussing out every little detail, considering that the baby growing inside of her was a complication all on its own. And while Ukrah hadn’t seen the woman once express excitement for her coming child verbally, it was easy to see in her actions, and how she protected it, that she loved whoever was being made by her body.

      Suddenly, one of the doors on the far wall of the room slammed open, and Ukrah glimpsed bookcase upon bookcase as Dille strode in, scroll in hand.

      “I thought it seemed familiar, like the ghost of a memory of a sensation, but I couldn’t put my finger on it,” the governess said as she practically thrust the scroll in Eist’s face.

      “You have far too much energy. You know that?”

      “Read this. Read this and tell me that it doesn’t remind you of your charge.”

      Like usual, Dille spoke of Ukrah right in front of her like she wasn’t there. She found that she liked it even less now than she had when she first met the woman. Ukrah knew that she and Eist were thick as thieves, having traveled through time and realms together, losing allies and friends, but the desert girl didn’t think she liked Dille very much.

      Eist finished with the scroll and rolled it back up, tapping it in her palm several times. Ukrah felt like her own heart was syncing with the rhythmic thumps, one right after the other.

      “I can see some parallels, but what’s your point? This is old, old magic. Dead magic from before even your oldest life. Are you trying to say you think that it’s coming back and Ukrah is just particularly sensitive to it?”

      “You’re focusing on the wrong part. We already know that old magic is coming back, but what we didn’t think about is the void you created when you absorbed the Three and banished the Blight.” Dille’s eyes flicked from Eist to Ukrah. “M’baya knew a lot about the old spirits, had a sort of connection to them. They were barely hanging on by a thread back in your parents’ time, and in the five hundred years or so since, they’ve disappeared completely.”

      Oh, is the little witchling finally getting it?

      Ukrah’s head snapped to Tayir, not realizing that he had perched himself in her window. She wanted to ask him what he could possibly mean by that, but of course she couldn’t without arousing the suspicion of Dille and Eist. And the last thing she wanted was for Dille to turn her intense gaze onto her.

      “Actually, I feel like we talk about that void all the time. Over and over and over again. It's not like we had a choice, so I don’t see what the point is in going over it yet again.”

      “Then you’re not following me.”

      “By all means, then, Dille. Enlighten me.”

      “I think that it’s not just the old magic coming back, but also the old spirits themselves.”

      There was a beat of tension between the three of them, and Eist swallowed. “Alright, that’s an interesting theory. But let’s say they are, what does that have to do with Ukrah?”

      “They’re spirits, Eist. They can’t just reanimate as they please. You know how magic is. They’re scattered throughout everything you freed from the veil, across all of time in a way that we can’t see. If they want to manifest themselves, they need a host.”

      Ukrah tensed at that. A host? She was pretty sure that nothing good ever started with being a host for something unknown.

      “Say it plainly, Dille.”

      “I’m saying that I think they’re either channeling their power through Ukrah to give themselves root or they’re using her as a vessel entirely.”

      The desert girl pressed her lips into a thin line, her stomach twisting. Vessel? Host? Old spirits? She felt like an entirely new vocabulary had been thrown on her and she didn’t know what they meant. All she knew was those words carried a strange sort of weight. One that hung deep in her belly with dread.

      “That’s a pretty heady theory,” Eist said slowly, her tone surprisingly casual considering how Ukrah felt. “Walk me through your reasoning.”

      “It didn’t really click until just now. I mean, I knew there was something familiar about it, but I couldn’t identify what it was ‘til I saw how she channeled magic today. In her magic test, you remember how the magic she was channeling wasn’t coming from her core, but rather seemed to erupt from something else inside of her? We discussed catalysts or maybe some sort of savant syndrome, but I’m almost certain that what she tapped into then was the force that’s inside of her.”

      “You think an Old Spirit is inside of me?” Ukrah asked unsteadily. It made sense, especially considering how she often felt detached in those moments, or like something else was driving her body.

      “Yes,” Dille answered plainly. “Or multiple. Maybe all of them. I’m not exactly an expert on how this works. Or maybe it’s only just a tiny fraction of one that manifested inside of you.”

      “What about the party today made you put it together?” Eist said, leaning forward with a concerned expression.

      “Because the magic that was used today came from a completely different source inside of her. I could feel it, and if I had to guess, I would say that was her actual magic instead of whatever is inside of her.”

      Ukrah didn’t know what to say, her heart was pounding, and she felt like she was beginning to sweat.

      And finally, you’re starting to realize exactly what you are, aren’t you? I told you, you were created for a glorious purpose.

      “What do you even mean by that?” Ukrah snapped, thoroughly frazzle by the bird and everything that she had just learned.

      Of course, Dille took it to be addressed to her, and Ukrah didn’t object. It was enough to find out that she was potentially housing some sort of parasitic power within her, it was another to also have to explain how she had a bird following her around that only she and Crispin could hear who also had a knack for encouraging the power within her.

      “What I mean is that you’re definitely a witch, with your own power and receptions to the magic refilling our world. But there’s something else within you, a power much greater than anything you could ever produce on your own.”

      “Let’s say that you’re right,” Eist cut in, her face grim. “And Ukrah is housing some part of an Old Spirit or even multiple spirits that want to return to our world. What does that mean for us? What are the consequences? What would we need to do?”

      “…that…I do not know.”

      At that, Ukrah felt her frustration peak and she jumped to her feet. “Then why tell me this? You say I have something inside of me, but cannot tell me if it’s dangerous, or if I might hurt someone, or anything?”

      Dille rubbed her temples, a habit of hers. “This isn’t exactly something that we’ve had experience with before. I have a lifetime of M’baya in my mind, but memories bleed together, mix and melt into each other. I need time to research. To have you do tests. There’s so much information that I need, I don’t think I can…” She shook her head and composed herself.

      “I know you have the academy going on, but I’ll need you here for at least one day for every week break that you have. Understand?”

      There were very few times in Ukrah’s life where she whined, but she heard herself do exactly that as she responded. “But that’s my study time! I need it in order to keep up with all the classes!”

      “You’ll have to find a way to make it work.” Dille looked to Eist, and Ukrah’s sponsor sighed before nodding.

      “I hate it, but I think Dille’s right. We need to follow up on this theory of hers if we want to figure out why I was able to sense you and how you were led to me.”

      Ukrah felt her heart fall, disappointment flooding her as she sat right back down.

      Aw, cheer up, little girl, this is just the beginning. There is so much more you’ve yet to learn.
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      She was surrounded by fire, blinding and choking. It singed her hair, filled her lungs with smoke. She felt like she was drowning and being boiled alive all at once, but no matter how she flailed, she could not break free.

      Ukrah cried out, but the noises that escaped her mouth weren’t human. They were eldritch and tortured, making her ears ring.

      But she wasn’t alone in that screech. She heard another cry, and then another. Another and another. Four in total, all crying out in anguish.

      The only thing that rose from her pain was the need to save them. Those cries cut her down to her soul and that need to protect filled her once again.

      But how could she protect anything in the blaze that was devouring her? Turning her to ash even as she twisted in pain this way and that. She had to do something, but she was powerless to do anything but sob, her tears sizzling off her face the moment they rolled from her eyes.

      Conflict churned within her. She just wanted to do something, anything, but she was stuck in her own torture.

      Or at least she was until a shriek rattled her entire frame. Glancing up, she saw a dark shadow diving toward her, plummeting closer and closer until dark claws wrapped around her and wrenched her up from the ground.

      They spiraled upward, and the dark shadow sprouted wings, which flared wider and wider until they eclipsed her view of the sky.

      The coolness was a blessed relief on her skin, slicking away the burning pain, but as they took to the sky, she saw all the carnage that laid below her.

      The whole world was engulfed in flame, molten and terrifying. Those same points of golden light shone at her, sparkling in the horror, and Ukrah could hear the cries issuing from them too. She had to save them, but how?

      As if the fire wanted revenge, the entire hellscape below her shook, more fissures cracking through the ground and sending pillars of liquid fire shooting up. The shadow holding her, her dragon, screeched and hauled her up. Toward safety.

      But she didn’t want safety. She needed to save them. There was no point if she couldn’t save them!

      An anxious chittering drew her attention, and she looked to the sky above. There, she saw a familiar shape, beaming with copper, bronze, and golden light.

      “Ukrah…”

      “Eist!” she called, reaching for the god-woman. She was dressed in that same perfect white that the desert girl had first seen her in. “Eist, we have to save them!”

      “You have to put the fire out,” she answered, her voice sounding far away and right next to her at the same time. “I found the key, but you must unlock the door.”

      Unlock the door?

      Ukrah didn’t know what that meant, and she was consumed with fire before she could figure it out, the inferno swallowing her cries.
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      Ukrah woke up and promptly rolled off her bed, stomach heaving so hard that she lost what was left of her dinner right there on the floor.

      “Oh, hey, hey!” She vaguely heard Crispin in the back of her mind, but she didn’t pay him much attention. Her mouth filled with bile, and her stomach squeezed painfully. “Here, I’ve got you some water. Can you drink? You need me to get you some bread?”

      She made a faint gesture with her hand, not really knowing what she meant by it, but Crispin seemed to understand. He patted her back gently, gripping her hair and holding it back so it didn’t fall into her mess.

      “You all done?” he asked when she was finally still for a few minutes. Ukrah nodded, sitting up and leaning against her bed, while Crispin busied himself with cleaning up the mess.

      “You don’t have to do that,” she panted weakly, sipping the water he had gotten her.

      “What, like I’m going to let you sit here in your sick? Not on my watch. You seemed like you were having a pretty hard time of it.”

      “Nightmare,” she answered weakly. She could still feel her blood rushing through her veins, so sure that she was about to die. The pain of her dream was still vivid to her, and when she looked down at her hands, she almost expected to see burned flesh.

      “You’ve been having those a lot lately.”

      “Have I?” she asked, using the corner of her sheet to wipe her face. But Crispin just tutted at her and snatched the fabric away, replacing it with one of the cool cloths he had run to fetch.

      “Yeah, you used to have ‘em maybe every other week, then once a week, but now you’re to every other day. Sometimes they wake you up, sometimes they don’t, but they don’t seem to be very fun.”

      “They’re not,” Ukrah said with a sigh. She thought of all the ways that she’d been burned, dropped or otherwise tortured in her dreams since she had found out that she might have some sort of ancient entity inside of her. Obviously, it was messing with her mind. “Not even remotely.”

      “You want to talk about it?”

      I told you, you need to accept what you are. You’re still fighting it. The longer you fight, the more unrest your spirit will have.

      “Now is not the time, Tayir!” Crispin snapped. “I like you a lot better when you’re condescending to the know-it-all teachers here.”

      And I liked you better when you weren’t around to dramatically yell anytime anyone dares to affront our friend.

      “You know, if we were actually friends,” Ukrah muttered, “I’d think that you’d be a little nicer to me.”

      The feathers on Tayir’s chest puffed out and it looked like he was about to say something, but he froze before anything came out. Wings fluttering, his pebbly little eyes flashed a curious look.

      Do you two hear that?

      “Hear what?”

      I… It’s… More wing fluttering. When was the last time you checked on your baby-to-be?

      “My wha—” Realization hit her like a sandstorm. “The egg!” She scrambled over to his little nest at the foot of her bed, and sure enough, a ripple went through the little scaled thing.

      “Is what I think is happening actually happening?” Crispin asked in excitement, rushing around to sit at the other side of it.

      “I think it is!” Ukrah cried, all the fear and exhaustion being replaced with sheer excitement. She was going to meet her little guy! Finally!

      She placed her hands on either side of the egg, feeling its rough texture press into her palms. She knew that plenty of people had been cut by his sharp little edges, but he’d never once hurt her.

      “By the spirits,” she whispered the moment they touched. Her heart felt like it swelled to twice its size in happiness and her eyes grew a bit damp. “He’s doing it! I can feel him!”

      It was a rhythmic sort of pulse, going through him like a heartbeat. Thump, thump, thump. She felt her own body syncing with its rhythm, making them one.

      “Uh, how long is it gonna take?” Crispin said, nearly surprising her out of her skin. She had forgotten that he was even there.

      “Shhh,” she hissed, not taking her eyes off her little guy. “He’ll come out when he’s good and ready.”

      She’d waited plenty of time already to meet him, what was a few more minutes, or an hour? What mattered was that she was going to see her dragon. Her soulmate. Her companion that she had dreamed about so often, with his great wings that covered the sky and entire continents.

      She could see it in her mind’s eye right then, her perched on his back, both decked in armor and shimmering in the sun. They were mighty and strong, there to help the weak, the mild, and the hurting. They would protect them all.

      She was so caught up in her fantasy that she almost missed the first crack. But the sound affected her viscerally, making her anticipation spike that much more.

      “It’s happening! He’s coming out!” Crispin cried, clapping his hands.

      Ukrah nodded eagerly, feeling like she was already soaring. Another crack formed, then another, until they were lacing through the entire shell.

      “Come on, little man. Come out and say hello.”

      The tiniest squeak of a sound reached her ears, and she almost squealed. She managed to control herself, and that turned out to be a good thing as the first little piece of shell tumbled down to the ground.

      If Ukrah wasn’t absolutely out of her gourd with excitement, she might have been embarrassed by the sound that had escaped her throat. But as it was, she felt like she might just pop right then and there like a goat bladder.

      A bigger piece broke next. Then a bigger one. And the next thing she knew, a little snoot was poking up out of the thick, viscous yoke.

      “My spirits! Little guy! You’re here! You’re really, really here!” Words tumbled out of her mouth as more of the head pushed forward, until finally blazing opal eyes were staring up at her.

      In that moment, the rest of the world vanished, all of it falling to ash because none of it mattered. The entirety of existence was in the blazing orbs right in front of her, and nothing else.

      “My baby!” she breathed, holding her hand up for him. To her absolute delight, a delicate, breathy little sound escaped him as he wiggled farther.

      “Oh my god, I swear I’m gonna implode if he keeps on going.” Crispin said, hugging himself and rocking back and forth. Ukrah had the feeling that he was resisting the urge to just reach in and grab her little guy to haul him out of the egg. First of all, Ukrah would not take kindly to that at all, but secondly, the hatching was a vital process to a baby dragon. They needed to go through the act of breaking through their little shell or their growth could be stunted.

      But she didn’t mind. It was a beautiful, glorious process to watch. Every breath was a new experience, a new revelation. That feeling of protection surged inside of her so strongly she almost choked on it. She suddenly understood why Eist wanted this for her. Why the god-woman had fought for her to have such a beautiful soul in her life. She knew, she had to know, what it was like to have struggled and battled on her own for so long to know that she would never have to feel that way again.

      All too soon, it happened, several more pieces fell to the ground and his perfect little claws crested the edge of the egg, then his perfect little feet. Then he was tumbling forward and crashed right into her lap.

      “Little guy!” she cried, both tumbling back from his momentum. The back of her head smacked against the floor and she didn’t even care, her arms wrapped around him as he happily bathed her face in lick after lick after lick.

      It was euphoria. Happiness, sweetness, and light. She was glowing from her inside out, and she was smiling so hard, she thought her teeth might crack.

      “Little guy! Little guy! Little guy!”

      She was just repeating things as she rocked back and forth, but she didn’t even care. She might never be angry again.

      “Would you two stop rolling around? Let me get a good look at him!”

      Crispin scuttled over to them, but he had the good sense not to try to touch her baby boy. It was too soon; they were still deep in the imprinting on each other.

      “Holy… Wow. He really is a handsome little guy. Are they normally supposed to be that big right out of the egg?”

      Ukrah stopped rocking back and forth and loosened her grip enough to look down at him beyond his beautiful eyes, and she realized that Crispin was right.

      Normally, a fresh hatchling was cat-sized, with the metallic dragons likely to be even as small as a chicken. But her little guy wasn’t so little. He looked like a middle-sized dog, his two front paws on her chest and his lower body taking up most of her lap, his tail wrapping around her hip.

      And he was just a beautiful shade of ruby, with his tiny little horns, spines, and scales turning into a smoky-lavender color at the ends. It was similar to his egg, but shinier and more elegant in transition.

      “You really are a handsome guy, aren’t you, my little one? Goodness, I have been waiting so long to see you! Do you know that? Could you tell how excited I was to meet you?” More things dripped from her mouth, but she didn’t have it in her to be embarrassed. She was too happy.

      Was it stupid to be so in love already? Because she was sure that she was. She wanted to wrap herself up in everything that was her boy and never let go.

      “Can I… Can I hold him yet?”

      Ukrah looked uncertainly to the boy. Her best friend. The young man who had literally given her water and patted her back when she’d been scared sick from a nightmare.

      “Yeah, you can,” she said finally. “If he’ll go to you.” She sat up fully and let go of her new best friend. “Do you want to meet Crispin?”

      The dragon’s little, adorable, perfect head swiveled completely around—which was startling in and of itself—to look at Crispin. He let out a curious, musical sort of thrum before slowly turning and making the tentative climb from her lap to his.

      “Oh… Oh… Oh, I have been waiting so long to meet you. Do you recognize me? I’m basically your mama. I know I’m not as important as your rider, but a mama’s pretty cool, right?”

      Her little guy pushed his face right up to Crispin’s, the two of them looking intensely at each other, and the blond began to hum that lullaby he’d used on Ukrah several times. That lasted for a few more moments before the dragon let out a happy little sound and licked his face.

      “Well, look at that,” Ukrah said with a laugh. “Turns out you really might be his mama.”

      “And I’ll be the best one you’ve ever seen.” He laughed as the little guy rubbed his face all over the young man’s hair. “Do you think he knows how lucky he is? He’s got you for a rider, a literal god-woman as his rider’s sponsor, and me for a mama.”

      “That’s a pretty full family for a bunch of orphans.”

      “That’s the beautiful thing about family, don’t you know? If you don’t have one, you can always build your own.”

      As if her heart hadn’t taken enough that day, Ukrah looked at him through her lashes. “Are we family, Crispin?”

      “Of course,” he answered, handing her back her little guy, who was already starting to kick around like he wanted to play. “Family’s people you’d die for, right? You know, when you get sick to your stomach at the thought of ever living without them.”

      Her throat squeezed, and her voice was barely a whisper. “You feel that way about me.”

      He looked at her and gave her a smile that almost rivaled the wonder of her little guy, full of light and an emotion that she was entirely unfamiliar with. “Of course. And maybe if I’m a real good mama and translator, someday you can feel that way about me too.”
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      Normally, Ukrah would have had to wait until the next break to go visit Eist in her home, the woman no longer able to come to the academy and still keep her pregnancy under wraps, but she knew that the god-woman would kill her if she kept the latest addition to their family away from her for three whole days.

      So she sought out Ale’a at the crack of dawn—after staying up all night just being with her little guy—and the dragon rider went to the headmaster to get Ukrah the day off. But not before cooing and cuddling with her little guy. He really was a charmer.

      “Huh, you and Eist really are alike,” the dragon rider had said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “No one knew what her dragon was when he came out, and I have to say that I have no idea what this guy is either.”

      That conversation had lingered in her mind the entire way to Eist’s manor, and it was only affirmed as the god-woman marveled at what he could be. Athar mused as well, telling them that Dille would love to see it.

      The whole day had been a whirlwind from that point, with Ukrah having to fight for the chance to hold her own dragon. Of course, everyone asked for little guy’s name, but she wasn’t sure yet. She felt like it would come to her, but even as the hours passed, it was still blank.

      Naturally, there was plenty of kerfuffle at school. Melithindre made some snide comments about more special treatment, but most people just wanted to fawn over little guy.

      And he loved it. It seemed her baby dragon was quite the attention hog, hamming it up in front of students and nuzzling anyone who had a treat. It was hard not to be jealous of him loving up on everyone, but she had to remind herself that there was a line between being fiercely protective and overbearing.

      It was a whirlwind of activity, and very abruptly, Ukrah was no longer the pariah of the academy. The strange brown girl from the wild lands who needed a translator and hauled a large egg around turned into the charge of the W’allenhauses with a new mystery dragon.

      However, it was a bit much, and sometimes, she hid herself in her room so she wouldn’t be swarmed. And thankfully, when she was in the halls, she always had Crispin, who worked hard to run diversions for her whenever he saw her being a bit overwhelmed.

      It took about a week for it to die down, and Ukrah was relieved when it did. She liked the improved attitude, but she could do without all the eyes, the questions, and the healers demanding to examine her little guy every way possible from tip to tail.

      “You know, he’s going to be thirteen days old tomorrow,” Crispin said as they sat at a cafeteria table. They hadn’t been able to eat in the room considering all the hubbub around the hatching of the little guy, and it was their first time back. “We really should name him.”

      “We?” Ukrah repeated, giving him a look. “I think you mean I need to come up with a name. And I don’t know. It just hasn’t hit me yet.”

      “Well, that’s alright. I haven’t had any issues coming up with plenty of nicknames for our little bean.”

      “Our?”

      “Would you stop doing that? I think we’re to the point where we can agree this is a joint venture. You’re the rider—”

      “And you’re the mama,” she said with a chuckle. “Not the father, specifically the mama.”

      “Being a father implies that I’m the one who has to go out and risk his life for the lord and lady, and if either of us are doing that, it’s you.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Their little guy let out a sharp sound, the one she’d learned meant that she hadn’t paid attention to him for a solid five minutes. She loved him, and she felt like she could look at him forever, but he certainly was a needy little guy. Sometimes it made her feel all warm and bubbly inside, and sometimes it made her wonder if he was looking for something. After all, the guy hadn’t hatched for so long. It wouldn’t surprise her if he had some special requirements.

      They sank into a fairly innocuous conversation, both inhaling the delicious spread at a probably unhealthy speed. She was enjoying a particularly good pheasant leg when the doors at the opposite end of the cafeteria slammed open with considerable force. Ukrah’s eyes snapped to the movement, as did several others, because it certainly was something to see Elspeth striding down the main aisle with an intimidating sort of energy to her.

      Perhaps half of that was because she was still covered with road grit, dried blood on her forehead, and a serious chink in the straps on one of her pauldrons.

      Ukrah stared openly. She’d never seen the Head of the Dragon Council in full armor, and it was clear to see how the woman could strike fear into the hearts of her enemies. The desert girl couldn’t help but wonder what Elspeth and her dragon would look like in their entire set of war armor. That would have to be something.

      Someone else ran in after Elspeth, looking even worse for wear. “Elspeth! What’s going on? We still need to debrief the council.”

      It was clear that they were trying to be discreet, but there was no avoiding at least the people around them overhearing. Elspeth didn’t pay them any mind, however, still determinedly heading somewhere very purposefully.

      …actually, she seemed to be coming toward Ukrah’s table. She and Crispin almost always sat by the main food table, as it was one of the seats closest to a door that would lead to one of the stairwells closer to their suite, so maybe the woman was just really hungry? Ukrah got that way from time to time.

      “Uh, is it just me or is Elspeth walking toward us?”

      Ukrah opened her mouth to tell him that definitely wasn’t possible, but before she got even a word out, Elspeth’s eyes landed on her and it was like the woman froze her in place with just a look.

      “You…” she breathed, voice shaking. “Did your dragon hatch?”

      That seemed like an awfully strange thing for the woman to have rushed in for. Sure, Ukrah had been thrilled when her little guy finally decided to make his debut, but he was her dragon.

      Once more, she didn’t even get a chance to speak, because the little guy let out a shocked little chuff and rushed out from under the table to basically hurl himself at the woman.

      Ukrah felt horror swamp her, eyes wide in shock, but the woman threw her eyes open and caught the good-sized hatchling, falling to her knees as she did. The desert girl jumped to her feet, rushing forward, only to find that instead of angry or upset, Elspeth was laughing.

      Or was she crying?

      Ukrah couldn’t tell. She didn’t get a chance to figure it out, however, because a massive bellow sounded from outside, low and haunting, but powerful enough to shake the very floor of the academy.

      Ukrah stared in abject shock as the full situation set in on her. The Head of the Dragon Council was kneeling on the floor, hugging the little guy with both arms and making a happy, tortured set of sounds while what had to be her white dragon outside cried out in a way that made goosebumps raise all along her arms.

      “Elspeth!” the other rider said, looking just about as confused as Ukrah felt. “What’s going on? Are you hurt? Why are you crying over this dragon?”

      “Don’t you recognize him?” she said, not even looking up. She didn’t seem to know or care that she was causing quite the scene. All of the students were staring at them. Ukrah wondered if that was how she’d looked when she had first met her hatchling. “I felt it back when we were in Baeldred, but I didn’t think that it could be possible. So many years. So, so many years.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean, sir,” the rider repeated.

      “I can’t believe it. I can’t,” she said, finally looking up with red eyes and a flushed face. “I thought we were going to be alone forever. That we were doomed to be unbalanced forever. But we’re not. He’s here. He’s right here!”

      “Who’s here?” The rider sounded frustrated and bewildered, and Ukrah couldn’t help but agree with them.

      “Can’t you tell?” Her breath hitched. “He’s a black dragon.”

      WHAT?
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      Ukrah watched as Eist paced the entryway of her house, rubbing her stomach idly. The woman’s form certainly had grown, and if it were any different situation, Ukrah might have asked if she could listen for the baby. After all, the child of a god-woman and a mountain of a man had to be something else, something once in a century. A millennium even.

      “Is she absolutely certain?” Athar asked for what had to be the tenth time. “He’s not even black. What if she’s wrong?”

      “Elspeth was married to the last black dragon rider, and it’s said that their dragons were bonded too. They were together for two hundred years before he betrayed them to the Blight. If there is a single soul who would know a black dragon, it’s her. He will turn black, have no doubt.”

      “But why now? Why all of uh-uh-uh— Why so suddenly?”

      “What does a black dragon even do?” Cassinda asked curiously from where she was rubbing the little guy’s belly on the floor. He had developed quite the appetite for belly-rubs and would roll over practically any time Ukrah laid eyes on him.

      “So much,” Eist answered. “It’s often called the King of the Dragons. It doesn’t technically have a secondary ability of its own, like other dragons, but he has immunity to fire and any of the other secondary abilities his subjects have. Green dragon gas doesn’t knock him out. He can move through a red dragon’s shield. A blue dragon’s storms won’t touch him. The acids of the metallic dragons would only polish his scales. He’s basically invincible to anything but physical damage.

      “And he’s meant to rule with the white dragon side by side, not as a tyrant but as a protector of all the other dragons. They choose him and the white dragon to lead. They trust him so much that he can siphon the energy and magic from one dragon to give to another. He can’t keep it for himself, of course, it has to be passed on, but there are so many legends of him saving lives and winning narrow victories by strategically shifting energy amongst his brothers and sisters.”

      Ukrah had known some of that, but it still made her blood rush in her ears to hear the god-woman say it so matter-of-factly. Like it wasn’t believable.

      Then again, not much about her situation was believable.

      It felt strange that she was even at Eist’s manor. For a moment, she had been afraid that she wasn’t going to make it out of the academy.

      The aftermath of that scene in the cafeteria had been something else. The moment those fated words had escaped from Elspeth’s lips, Ukrah could practically feel the murmuring start. Shock. Disbelief. Scorn. She could feel it prickling up her spine and crawling along her skin in toothy little waves.

      It took several minutes for the other rider to urge Elspeth to her feet, and even then, she wouldn’t let go of the little guy. She’d started to walk outside, the dragon in her arms, but that was a line Ukrah wasn’t willing to indulge.

      “Lady Elspeth!” she had cried. The woman had gone stock still at the shout, but the hatchling hadn’t. He let out his choking trill that Ukrah had learned meant excitement, then had wiggled out of the woman’s hold and run back to his rider.

      Ukrah didn’t think she would ever forget the hazy, dreamlike look in the woman’s eyes, or how it shattered when he leapt out of her arms and tottered toward the desert girl. It was like heartbreak, but crueler. One that she looked guilty for even experiencing.

      After that, she hadn’t said much. Just told Ukrah that she’d like to meet the little guy again, in a more private environment. Then she’d turned on her heel and marched right out, leaving Ukrah to deal with all the stares of the other students.

      She had just gotten herself out of pariah status, but now she slid right back into it.

      Of course, even with all that, she was still surprised the next morning when Athar rapped on her door, telling her she needed to come home. If it were any other situation, her heart might have skipped at that simple word, but she was far too surprised and anxious for that.

      Apparently, the leader of the council wanted to meet with her at Eist’s manor and had gotten Ukrah excused from her classes again. The young woman had no idea what the woman wanted or what she would do. Her reaction in the eatery had been so strange, so visceral and intense.

      Would she demand he be given to her? Say he rightfully belonged to her somehow? Ukrah would allow many things, but that was nowhere on the list. She felt a connection to her little one in the deepest parts of her soul. It was like he’d always been there, and she had only recently noticed him.

      She’d die before she let someone take him away.

      “Relax,” Eist urged. “I know Elspeth. She’s the oldest one of us still alive, and if it weren’t for her, I would have been executed long ago. She’ll be sensible.”

      “Whatever you s-s-say,” Athar groused. Ukrah noticed that his stutter increased when he was worried or anxious. “Just of all the p-p-p-people to get all the dragons, it had to be the girl you’re d-d-d-drawn to who gets a black dragon hatchling.”

      I don’t know what all the fuss is about, Tayir said from where he was sitting on her little guy’s tail. I like this boy. He’s a bit overeager, but earnest.

      Crispin choked on the water he was drinking, and Ukrah was tempted to express shock that the bird had anything nice to say at all, but they both kept it in. They were in yet another moment where it wouldn’t be beneficial for the others to suddenly find out they had a talking something for a companion that nobody else could hear.

      Fior stuck his head through the window, chirping in that way she had only ever heard him be able to do. Of course, the little guy perked his head up at that and trotted over to the brindled dragon, sniffing at him then barking in approval.

      “He really does just get along with everybody,” Eist said, chewing on her thumb. Ukrah wasn’t sure if that was better or worse than her rubbing her swelling stomach. “Even Fior had some people he wasn’t sure about and liked to investigate other hatchlings before befriending them.”

      “He is a charming little fellow,” Crispin said, going to the front door. “Think I can let our little guy out? Seems he wants to play with his uncle.”

      “Uncle? Is that how this family tree is going?” Eist chuckled and shook her head. “Don’t answer that. I was about to say that I’m too young to be an aunt, but I realize that I’m about to be a mother so…” She frowned at that. “Huh. I’m going to be a mother.”

      Thankfully, Ukrah was spared from having to deal with that particular reaction as the sound of beating wings filled the air, and her little guy raced toward the door, whining and jumping at the knob. Once more, she felt the tiniest twinges of jealousy to see him reacting like that for someone besides her. Someone he had just met the previous day. She was able to dismiss it relatively quickly, however, and moved on.

      The moment that Crispin opened the door for him, he did indeed bound outside, bouncing along like he could already fly. Ukrah was not surprised to see the great white dragon touching down, then Elspeth slide from her side.

      Ukrah was prepared for many things to happen. In fact, she had spent almost the entire morning steeling herself to what could happen. But instead of demands to take him away, or anything like that, Elspeth went to her knees again and let little guy throw himself at her for the second time.

      They hit the ground and rolled back and forth, reminding the desert girl of when she had first held her boy, and she could hear their laughter from where she was standing. A truly beautiful, melodic sound issued from the white dragon as she swung her head to the moving pair, sniffing at them as if she couldn’t believe what was in front of her.

      It was actually quite touching, the three of them wrapped up in a bond that Ukrah could never know. She watched, eyes stinging, as the trio reconnected in a way that only old friends could.

      Strange, she had always thought that every single dragon was different from the ones before it, that a green dragon from a long line of green dragons wouldn’t have the same memories or connections that its parents had. Because dragons weren’t very maternal or paternal at all. They trusted the care of their eggs and young to the workers and dragon riders.

      And yet it was impossible to deny that her dragon seemed to know exactly who Elspeth and her white dragon were. He seemed intrinsically bound to them, just as happy to see them as they were to see him.

      She wasn’t sure how long she stood there, just taking the scene in, but eventually, Elspeth stood, with the little guy bounding around her legs like an excited dog. In fact, he reminded Ukrah more and more of a hunting hound every day. Even just a little past a week after hatching, he looked bigger, rounder, plumping up in the way that only babies did before they had their first growth spurt.

      “I apologize,” she murmured, drawing up to Ukrah, “for making that scene in the academy. I realize, now that the shock has worn off, that I might have made complications for you. I hope you know that I sincerely didn’t mean to.”

      Ukrah blinked at her a moment, not sure how to react to those words. The woman was apologizing to her? What a truly strange world.

      “What I want to know,” Eist said, stepping out of the doorway where she had been leaning during the touching reunion, “is how you even knew her egg had hatched. We certainly didn’t put word out.”

      “Like I somewhat mentioned before, when we were in Baeldred, I just felt that the—” She paused, her pale brows furrowing. Only then did Ukrah notice that the woman had a stitched cut over her eyebrow. What had been going on during that mission? “Are… Eist. Your stomach.”

      The god-woman looked down and swore. “Would you believe that I forgot about that for a moment?”

      Now it was Elspeth’s turn to looked shocked and unsure. “This has… This has been a week of discoveries, hasn’t it?” It was the first time she seemed interested in something other than the little guy since she had suddenly swooped in. “Can I… Can I feel?”

      Eist sighed. “Why not. It’s not like anyone else really has since we’ve been keeping this under wraps.”

      The woman closed the distance between them while the little guy began playing with both Fior and the white dragon. Gently, uncertainly, her hands hovered over Eist a moment before settling over her soft dress. “Why are you keeping it a secret?”

      “Why do you think?”

      She nodded. “Right. That makes sense.” She took a deep breath, her eyes closing, and for the first time since she had met her, Ukrah could see all the responsibilities weighing on the woman.

      Huh.

      According to what Ukrah knew, Elspeth was somewhere around six hundred years old, give or take, being sixty some-odd years older than Eist’s legendary parents. That made her the oldest surviving dragon rider and the Head of the Dragon Council for almost five hundred years. She’d been through two wars, the banishment of the Blight, the defeat of it, the reformation of the entire world, and the return of magic. She’d lived through the outlawing of witches and the rise of the Church of the Three. She was a leader, a matriarch, and held onto knowledge that had long been forgotten. She was one half of a whole that had been split since well before Ukrah or even Eist were born.

      How exhausting.

      “I can’t wait to meet her,” the woman whispered, eyes closed with a pained yet happy expression. It was bittersweet incarnate. Melancholy, with notes of anticipation.

      “What makes you so sure it’s a her?”

      The woman gave a wan smile, removing her hands from Eist’s form. “Just a feeling. The W’allenhaus women have always been saviors in times of need.”

      Ukrah wanted to argue that Eist already had a daughter, but she realized how presumptuous that sounded. She wasn’t a daughter. She was a charge, that was all. And she wouldn’t have even been that if Eist hadn’t sensed whatever strange magic was inside of her.

      So she bit her tongue, and just moved to the side as Elspeth leaned against one of the pillars of the entryway then sank to the ground. It was bizarre to see such an illustrious figure just melt into such a casual sitting position. Like she wasn’t a vital piece of history in and of herself.

      “I suppose we have a lot to talk about.”

      “Do we?” Athar asked. “Seems to me th-that-that saying hello should be relatively s-s-simple.”

      “I wish it were that simple.” The woman sighed, and Ukrah felt her heart lurch. “The black dragon hasn’t been reborn ever since the last one…fell. I thought perhaps it was because the line had been wiped out. Cursed or…punished, even, for what he had done.

      “So, you can imagine my shock when I felt something I hadn’t in centuries. I… I can’t explain it. At first, I thought that my worst nightmare was happening. But then I realized it wasn’t like…like it had been then. It was new. Pure. It wasn’t corrupted.

      “So, I immediately flew here. I was sure that I was wrong. That I was just overly tired and confused and maybe my head injury was getting to me. But then I saw you, and I knew it had to be you, and then there he was.” She took in a shuddering breath, and Ukrah tried to think of what it could be like to be Elspeth. To be in that sort of position.

      She couldn’t imagine it. Nothing in her very short experience in the world really compared. And yet her heart ached anyway, attaching itself to the pain in the woman’s voice and burrowing deep within her.

      It’s quite a thing, isn’t it? She really is a relic of times long past. The Three came here a thousand or so years before she was born, but she was alive when they finally realized their folly. By then, it was too late to turn back time, of course. The things your people could learn from her if they were only willing to listen.

      “I just want you to know, I am aware he’s not Vaelfangor. I understand that. But he’s also not entirely…not Vaelfangor.”

      “What do you mean?” Ukrah asked, the first words she had spoken since Elspeth had arrived.

      “I’m not entirely certain, because I’ve only ever known one white dragon—my own—and one black dragon, but from what I can tell, they’re not like other dragons. All white and black dragons are linked in a way. It’s not straight reincarnation, or at least I don’t think it is, but judging by my research, they share some sort of bloodline memory.”

      “So…so he has all the memories of the last black dragon?” Ukrah didn’t miss the concern in Eist’s tone and the bitter tinge of fear coiled on the back of her tongue. What if her boy was already corrupted? What if he somehow brought some part of the Blight back without even meaning to? What would she do?

      “No. Not all of them, I think. Just some. I’m fairly certain he knows who I am, and Sleipffynor, but not what happened in the…the end.”

      “Sleipffynor?” Ukrah echoed before realizing who Elspeth was referring to. It sounded like an old name, in the common that was barely spoken on the fringes of the civilized lands and by traders in the wilds. She’d never heard the white dragon’s name spoken aloud before, and it was so cumbersome on her tongue that she wasn’t sure she could actually say it. “Oh.”

      “I’m not sure if you know this, but white dragons and black dragons are always linked. Bonded for life, as it were. I’m not going to ignore that connection, and neither will Sleipffynor, but I also know that he’s a new hatchling with his own personality and life.”

      “So you just want to be a part of his life,” Ukrah murmured. She could live with that. In fact, it was much nicer situation than she had expected. “You don’t want to take him?”

      The woman’s eyes went wide. “Take him!? What! No. You’re his rider. That would traumatize him beyond belief. Maybe pervert the connection.” She shook her head and stood, offering her hand to Ukrah. “Consider this more of a… I don’t know if it’s entirely accurate, but this is more in-laws introducing themselves. We’re family now, and although it’s rather sudden, we really only want what’s best for him. And you, as his rider.”

      “Family?” That word was coming up more and more often, and not in a negative way. She was an orphan, and a village slayer, and yet she had an entire circle of people around her that provided for her, cared for her, and generally liked to talk to her.

      “I hope that’s not too assuming,” the woman continued. “And if you don’t mind, my girl would like to, uh, speak with you. As much as a dragon can speak with anyone.”

      Ukrah swallowed at that. She hadn’t interacted with the white dragon since their interaction in the council room. The thought was intimidating, but she wasn’t about to tell Elspeth no.

      “A-alright.”

      She wasn’t expecting Crispin’s hand to wordlessly slide into hers, and she looked up at him in surprise. But he just grinned in response, face lighting up in that way only his could.

      “Don’t worry. I’m here for you.”

      She squeezed his hand gratefully then walked forward. The little guy and the white dragon were still occupied with each other, the younger bounding around like a very happy puppy while the elder swung her giant head back and forth gently, almost as if they were playing blind man’s bluff. They both stopped, however, as Ukrah drew closer, their eyes swinging to her and Crispin.

      She stopped a little bit away from them and the little guy happily bounced over, tongue lolling out of his ruby snoot. Ukrah noticed that some of the scales around his nostrils had turned black and there was that same blushing of lavender-gray around them. It was hard to imagine that he would one day be fully black from tip to tail.

      The white dragon was much more graceful in her approach. She turned her body only slightly, her long, serpentine neck bringing her head down and right in front of Ukrah.

      Oh.

      Once more, she was struck by the beauty of the very old, very wise beast in front of her. Her large, amethyst eyes shouldn’t have been able to convey so much, and yet they did just that. Staring through Ukrah like parchment paper.

      “Wow, this is intimidating,” Crispin remarked.

      In response, the white dragon huffed in his face, sending his blond hair flying back. Ukrah chuckled at that, but then suddenly the creature’s snout was pressed against her forehead, breath entirely too warm and wet over the desert girl’s hair.

      The white dragon breathed deeply. In. Out. Ukrah found herself falling into the rhythm of it. It was clear she was being scented, but there was something else to it. Like if Ukrah stood still long enough, they could just meld into one being.

      They were two halves of the same hole. Opposite sides of a coin. Light and darkness. Protector and nurturer. The taker and the giver.

      And then, like a thought had been implanted in her mind, she realized that the white dragon had known exactly who she was from their first meeting. Before Elspeth. Before Ukrah. She had known, and she had waited ever-so-patiently.

      That was certainly something to comprehend, and Ukrah let go of Crispin so that she could place her hands on either side of the white dragon’s mouth. The beautiful being wuffled gently at the contact, and they shared a moment of deep quiet and peace together.

      When they finally broke apart, Ukrah realized that Elspeth had approached them. “No wonder she liked you so much. She’s always been better at reading people than I have.”

      Ukrah nodded and bent down to pick up her little guy, who was winding around her feet. Already, he was getting almost too heavy for her to hold, which seemed unfair considering how long he had taken to hatch.

      “Well, she’s been around a while,” Elspeth said with a laugh. “And hopefully you and, uh… What is his name anyway? I realize that I never asked.”

      Ukrah almost said that she wasn’t sure yet, just out of habit. But then a word popped into her head, and she didn’t know if she had ever said anything with such certainty. “Voirdr,” she answered, looking down at her little guy. “I think… I think it means a sort of protector.”

      “That’s a good name. Old tongue, just like my Sleipffynor. I have a feeling he’ll certainly grow into it.”

      Ukrah hugged him close, feeling his smooth scales press into her skin. A sort of happy security filled her now that she finally knew what her charge was going to be called. Like it made him more real. “Yeah, I think so too.”

      There was a quiet moment, and Ukrah felt so present in it, unlike the sort of drifting feeling of unbelonging she’d had over the past month or so at the academy. But it was quickly interrupted by the sound of beating wings as a large red dragon descended.

      Ukrah watched as Ale’a practically vaulted from her dragon and bounded over.

      “Elspeth, Eist,” she gasped, chest heaving. “You need to come to the academy right now.”

      “We’re a bit occupied,” Eist said, ducking behind Athar. “And I’m not exactly in the position to—”

      “I already know you’re pregnant,” the redhead blurted all in one breath. “Your gait changed months ago.”

      “Wait, you wh—”

      “We don’t have time. We need to get to the academy now. Apparently, word has gotten out about a new black dragon, and people are not happy.”
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      Ukrah wasn’t quite sure what to expect as they flew to the academy on Ethella’s back, Athar riding with Eist in Dille’s carriage, but it certainly wasn’t a large throng of people outside the gates, banging on the wood and generally making a ruckus that could be heard from even as high up as they were.

      And what she heard was anger, bitter and vile, sharp as a knife. It was a familiar sort of sound, and she was reminded of that night.

      Though could she ever really forget that night? It was written into her very bones, scratched into the fiber of her like a scroll. She would always find echoes of it as she moved through life. Or at least she would as long as there was hatred in people’s hearts for people different than them.

      “It’s okay,” Crispin said softly, rubbing her arm. She didn’t know when he had gotten so tactile with her, but she certainly didn’t object. So often in life in the kingdom of Rothaiche M’or, touch seemed like a rare commodity unless it was an act of violence. Even though she had never really been beloved by her village, she still slept close with other orphans, held sick children while the crones brewed a medicine, played hand games or just sat close to each other around the fire when nights grew cold and the storyweaver’s tales grew long. Sometimes it felt like she was starving for contact in a wasteland of affection. “I’m sure Elspeth can explain everything to everyone. They’re just scared, ya know?”

      Ukrah sighed, a deep and hollow sound. “I know, but I am so tired of people being scared of me.”

      “I imagine Lady Ale’a goes through at least some of the same stuff.”

      “I think you just imagine Lady Ale’a in general.”

      Crispin cleared his throat and continued like she hadn’t said anything. “And didn’t people try to kill Lady W’allenhaus a couple times just for having magic and the like?”

      “Yeah. And she still saved them.” Ukrah wondered how gracious young Eist was, because she didn’t think she would be as gracious if put into a similar situation.

      “Exactly. And she became a hero for all people.”

      “And had a group of them try to attack her at our nameday celebration.”

      “You know, I’m trying to comfort you here. You don’t have to make my job more difficult.”

      Ukrah gave a bit of a chuckle at that. She was probably being a bit mean, but it did make her feel better to tease the tall, skinny boy. Perhaps it was a bit silly, but she liked the way the top of his cheekbones would flush pink, making all his freckles darken.

      She didn’t get to enjoy that expression for long, however, as Ethella landed on one of the ramparts leading out from the council room and let them climb down. Surprisingly, Cassinda had demanded that she come along, and Ukrah once again felt guilty that she didn’t have a stronger connection to the girl. Clearly, the redhead felt some sort of loyalty to her that she didn’t quite understand. Ukrah kept telling herself that she should try to get to know the girl better, but considering she lived at the academy and Cassinda lived on Eist’s estate, time kept slipping away from her.

      Elspeth was already there, waiting for them with a grim expression. To Ukrah’s surprise, the woman marched up to her, arms extended, and she took both of Ukrah’s hands in hers.

      “I need to warn you. This will not be pleasant.”

      “I surmised as much.”

      “I’m sure. People are going to say cruel things. They’re going to accuse you of being evil, of crimes you were never around for. And, I have to be honest, there will be those who will malign Lady W’allenhaus. I need to know if you’ll be able to handle that.”

      Ukrah sent the woman a sharp look. “Why would they do that? She has nothing to do with a black dragon choosing me.”

      “I know that, and you know that, but what you must understand is that, while many nearly worship Eist for what she has done to save all of us, there are those who think…less of her. I’ve heard that you met some of them at your nameday celebration.

      “We tend to live in a protective bubble at the academy, where folks either know the truth and accept all the changes that have happened, or they’re too busy trying to ingratiate themselves to the governess and the council for power. Outside of the academy, it can be quite different. Witch hunters, sects of the Church of the Three, or even just predators in general all live and breathe and look the same as normal folks. We’re all about to see the ugly side of those already ugly people, as well as everyone else who they embolden.”

      “That’s a grim picture.”

      “It is a grim situation.”

      Ukrah wished that was an understatement, but it certainly didn’t seem to be. For once, she wished that things could just go normally.

      Then again, what kind of normal journey started with surviving being burned at the stake?

      Voirdr let out one of his attention-seeking sounds as he wound about her feet. Ukrah bent down to heft him up, knowing she was probably spoiling him but not particularly caring. Looking at her little guy, she tried to find the big, scary monster that most of the yelling people probably saw, but she couldn’t find that anywhere.

      There was only his beautiful, opal eyes, shining and shimmering like a rainbow. His cute little smile with his tongue hanging out between his little nobby teeth that were only barely pressing up from his pink gums that were dappled with black spots. His too-large paws and his overly long tail and snout. His cute little spines were just going into their hardening stage, transitioning from floppy to erect.

      He was a baby, in every sense of the word. A cute, charming, lovable little baby who had stolen her heart, and she had no desire to have it back.

      “Come. This way,” Elspeth said, leading them down to a flight of stairs and eventually the ground. “This should be a good enough place to wait for Eist to arrive.”

      “Do you think she’ll be here soon?”

      “Perhaps,” Elspeth answered calmly. “But it doesn’t really matter. Eist would kill me if she knew that I took you into the council without her. In fact, I’ll probably have to leave you for a bit to go up ahead and calm them.”

      Ukrah nodded, trying not to listen to the angry screams and other things that she could hear from all the way out at the wall surrounding the academy. It was too close to a memory. Reminded her too much of things that she didn’t want to think of, and the more she stood there, the more her heart began to pound and stomach began to twist.

      What if they all managed to break down the wall? What if there was a coup? What if… What if… What if…

      So many thoughts churned in her head, most of them frightful, and Voirdr definitely seemed to pick up on it, licking at her chin and nuzzling into her neck.

      “It’s okay, little one. It’s going to be okay.”

      Goodness, she hoped she was right.

      Elspeth stayed with them for quite a bit, quiet and with a furrowed brow. Ukrah wanted to ask her things, so many things, but it wasn’t the right time. Besides, she doubted that she would be able to actually listen to anything the woman had to say, considering all her ears seemed to focus on were the chanting and banging.

      When Ale’a ran up the stairs to join them, Ukrah could tell that she did not bring good news.

      “Several of the students and teachers are now gathered outside of the council. Do I have your permission to clear them?”

      Elspeth sighed. “None of this would have happened if I’d just thought things through for a moment.”

      Ukrah could feel the guilt rolling off the woman and she reached out, resting her hand over Elspeth’s arm. “I understand. I know what it’s like to be drawn to something and not be able to think about anything else.”

      “Thank you. Comforting, but at my age, I really should know better.” She let out another long, long sigh. “We can’t clear them. We need to hear them out, if only to tell them that their concerns are unfounded. Just because one dragon was corrupted, that doesn’t mean they all share the same fate. The Blight has been banished.”

      She looked to Ukrah and Crispin, grimacing. “You two wait here. I’ll have Eist and Athar meet you here. Ale’a, with me. The good part of listening to their hatred is it will let us stall without seeming to.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Oh, and no punching anyone.”

      The redhead stopped mid-step, almost stumbling down the stairs. “…are you certain?”

      “Yes. You’re a council member now. You can’t be seen fighting students or professors.”

      “…as you order, Elspeth.”

      The two women descended the stairs together, shoulders tense, leaving Ukrah, Crispin, and Voirdr alone.

      “Well, this isn’t the best situation, is it?”

      “No,” Ukrah answered honestly. “It’s a bit too familiar, if you ask me.”

      “Ah, you’ve dealt with angry mobs before, have ya?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You know, for someone who is basically my closest companion, I don’t know a lot about your life.”

      “It wasn’t much of a life,” she answered with a shrug, hugging Voirdr closer. However, her arms began to ache, and somehow, Crispin seemed to just know and held his arms out. She debated a moment, but she didn’t want to be weak and trembling by the time it was her turn to stand in the center of the council again, so she handed him over.

      Voirdr trilled happily, however, and clung to Crispin’s lanky front. Seeing them together made Ukrah feel a little easier, but only slightly.

      “That doesn’t matter. You’re my friend, Ukrah. I want to know everything about you.”

      Ukrah shifted uncomfortably. “Perhaps… Perhaps a time when there is not an angry mob to contend with.”

      “Alright, fair enough. But don’t think that I’m going to forget. When all this is settled down, we’re gonna go back to our suite, stuff ourselves with Braddock’s biscuits, and laugh at how silly all these bloviating folks are. Or, uh, were. Whichever.”

      “I… I’m not so sure that it’s going to be that easy.”

      “I never said that it was easy. Just that, one way or another, we’ll get through this. I mean, advantages are stacked in our corner. We have the Head of the Dragon Council, the god-woman, her husband, and the governess all behind us.”

      “I think you are perhaps making the situation less dire than it is.”

      He shrugged. “Call me an optimist.”

      She smiled wanly at that. She couldn’t remember the last time she had ever felt optimistic in any form. At least she had the lanky boy to balance her.

      “I wish that was what the crowd was calling us.”

      “Ignore them. They’re just misinformed. Eventually, they’ll find out the truth and then they’ll slink home, embarrassed.”

      “Like that sect that interrupted our nameday?”

      “I mean, they certainly didn’t seem to enjoy being thrown into a wall.”

      “We can’t throw an entire mob into a wall. Or the academy.”

      “Why not?” She gave him a look, and he huffed. “Alright, fine, fine. You may have a point about that one, but I’m telling you, it’s going to be okay. You’ve got me, little guy, and all the rest of us behind you. What more could you need?”

      She didn’t have an answer for that, so she just gave him an appreciative smile. It was about all she had the wherewithal for.

      Thankfully, it didn’t take too much longer for her to spot the carriage quickly approaching the main gates. Unfortunately, Ukrah could also make out the crowd moving in two specific forms of motion. One shifting toward the carriage to block its path, and the other crowding the gates to try to shove in when they opened for the W’allenhauses. She started and took a step back toward where they had landed, but that turned out to be quite unnecessary.

      Because at that moment, Fior swirled down from the sky, landing in front of a carriage and letting out a roar that made Ukrah’s heart skip even from all the way where she was. The people around him scattered pretty quickly, but there were still others by the gate.

      That didn’t last for long either, however, because more of the brindled dragons landed, lining either side of the path to the gate, rumbling with a sort of power that made the hair on the back of Ukrah’s neck stand up.

      Unsurprisingly, the couple didn’t have any trouble getting into the gate and having it close behind them without a single person from the panicked mob getting in. In fact, Ukrah was pretty sure she saw a good chunk of them scatter through the hills and leave. That made sense, in a way. It was one thing to yell at some unknown black dragon, it was another to have a hero of the realm and her mount show up and make a scene.

      It would be too easy if that made them all go away, however, and a good number of the mob was still there. At least they seemed slightly less angry and more uncertain than anything else. She couldn’t hear them chanting anymore.

      “Should we go down to the gates and meet them?” Crispin asked, shifting Voirdr in his arms.

      “No, Elspeth told us that we would meet them here, so we should meet them here.”

      “Uh, are you sure Lady W’allenhaus will be able to make it up the stairs? Her babe is getting big inside her.”

      “If not, she’ll send Athar up to fetch us.”

      He flashed her a crooked grin. “For someone who broke a whole bunch of laws to save me, you sure do suddenly seem to like the rules a lot.”

      “We’re in this situation because I keep seeming to break all the rules that people are supposed to live by and look where it’s gotten us. Maybe we should try following them for a bit.”

      “Ugh, sounds boring. Besides, I trust you more than I trust any of these people. Especially considering that some of these folks apparently wanted to execute Lady W’allenhaus back in the day.” He shuddered. “I can’t imagine how they live with themselves knowing that they tried to murder the only person who could save their sorry rears.”

      “Me neither,” Ukrah murmured, watching the carriage.

      Despite her decision to follow the rules, she did wish she was down there with Eist as the carriage finally stopped and she stepped out of it. As if they were connected, the woman looked up and their eyes locked.

      Ukrah wasn’t sure what she saw in those eyes, one pupil blown out and the other quite small. Apparently, in her heyday, magic had eventually shifted to give her two witch’s eyes instead of one, but that had left her when she’d exiled the Blight and given up all of her connection to the power of the Three and the life-stream of their world.

      But one thing was certain, and it was that there were definitely many intense emotions there. Ones that Ukrah could feel burning right through her. She just hoped that the god-woman wasn’t mad at her. She certainly hadn’t meant for any of this to happen.

      Then again, if anyone understood what it was like to have strange and impossible things happen to them that were completely out of their control, it was the god-woman.

      Unsurprisingly, it was indeed Athar who came up the stairs, worry lines etched into his broad forehead. He looked at them and just gave a nod before turning back around.

      Ukrah took that as their cue to follow him, and they silently headed down the stairs. Instead of him assuaging her anxiety, she found it building within her, twisting in her stomach. He looked rattled. Worried. And if anything could make the mountain of a man truly concerned, then it was certainly something to be worried about.

      They managed to reach the landing without any sort of grand attack or apocalypse, and she would have breathed a sigh of relief if it weren’t for Eist waiting for them at the bottom, a stormy expression on her face.

      She had both hands on her stomach, the corners of her lips downturned. Her hands never seemed to still, rubbing in gentle circles as if that would ease the unpleasantness written in her expression. Tension was visible in her shoulders, and her cheeks had a flush to them Ukrah wasn’t used to seeing.

      “Idiots,” she hissed. “All of them. I thought I was done with all of this, but the stupidity of people always surprises me.”

      “Sorry…” Ukrah muttered, her gaze sliding to the ground.

      “Sorry? Don’t be sorry. None of this is your fault. It never is.” The woman started to pace, and the air seemed to stifle around her. “You and I are pieces of some big puzzle, pushed into places by things out of our control, and they want to punish us for it. They’re scared because we’re not abiding by all these neat little rules they’ve applied to the world.” She let out a frustrated sound, and there was a sharp trill from above them.

      “Fior,” Eist breathed, stopping and closing her eyes. “He’s here, isn’t he?”

      Athar nodded, and Ukrah felt confusion flow through her until she remembered that Eist had difficulty hearing. It was so easy to forget considering how well the woman had adapted to the world, but it did make her admire her that much more.

      Soon enough, the brindled dragon lumbered down the stairs, barely squeezing through and only able to because of his relatively small size. His crystalline eyes slid over them before landing on Eist. She seemed to deflate, almost, much of the tension leaving her body, and she held her hands up.

      The rest of them had the good sense to get out of the way as they bounded to each other. Ukrah watched as the dragon killed his pace once he was near her, gently nuzzling her while she hugged him.

      The two held each other for a moment, and Ukrah felt her heart warm a bit. She was looking forward to having that bond with her little guy in time.

      Granted, she hoped she didn’t have to go through what the god-woman and the brindle had in order to forge that bond. Time-hopping and devouring gods and the like was a bit much, in her opinion. She had enough to deal with Tayir, being a vessel, and being the rider to the new black dragon.

      She did wonder where the bird was, however. He’d declined to come with them, citing he wasn’t interested in more human squabbles, but Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder if something else was going on with her feathered friend.

      Well… ‘Friend’ was perhaps stretching the truth a bit.

      Eventually, the two parted and the god-woman looked to Ukrah. “I want you to remember that these folks are scared, and scared people say stupid things. You’re going to hear a whole lot of those stupid things in there, and your job is to not listen.”

      “I… I understand.”

      “Good. It’s not easy, I know, but you have to act like you’re above them all, no matter what they say. But remember who says what. I’ve never tried for revenge or anything like that, but I don’t give my back to a single soul that cried for my execution.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t think they’ll call for her execution, do you?” Crispin said with no undue amount of alarm.

      Eist didn’t say anything, instead just clicking her tongue for Fior to follow her down yet another long hall. The academy seemed far too full of them, and yet somehow, they were in one she didn’t recognize. Even though she had already been to the council once.

      Eist and Athar navigated it like second nature, though, and Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder if she would ever feel as at home like they did. To her, the academy was a strange and unwelcoming world that often left her feeling more stressed than she thought was necessary. Although she was learning it, and there were bright spots, she didn’t feel like she belonged. Not like Athar and Eist did.

      But maybe that would change in time. Ukrah had heard the stories about how relentlessly Eist had been bullied by Ain, and he had become one of her greatest allies. There were good things that could come from the bad, she just didn’t really seem to have gotten to that part yet.

      And when they finally arrived in front of the large council room doors, Ukrah realized that she still was a very long way from that point.

      While there wasn’t a crowd like she had heard from Ale’a, there was still a dozen or so students all standing around, their dragons in their arms or on their shoulders, and their heads seemed to turn collectively as they approached.

      Of course, Melithindre stepped forward to speak, but Eist just cleared her throat and affixed her with a mismatched stare. “Do you need something?” the god-woman asked sharply.

      For having no magic, the air certainly did seem to crackle around her. “Nothing, m’lady,” Melithindre answered quickly, stepping right back.

      Ukrah allowed herself exactly one moment to gloat before forcing herself to hold a blank face. Unfortunately, Voirdr hadn’t really developed a social sense, so he jumped out of Crispin’s hold and went to the floor, trotting toward the other dragons as if he expected to play.

      But play wasn’t really possible for him. As soon as he advanced, most of the students scattered back, picking up their hatchlings and pressing themselves against the wall. Of course, Voirdr noticed it then, pausing to sit on his haunches with his head tilting curiously.

      She didn’t know what to say to him or how to explain it or if he was even capable of understanding. So instead she just stepped forward and scooped him up.

      He let out a long whine, his head swinging back and forth over the group. Some of the other dragons returned his whimper, but their humans held them tightly.

      “It’s alright, little guy. They’ll come around.”

      Before anyone could object to her comforting him, the doors opened and Ale’a stepped out. Ukrah wondered if the woman was some sort of errand-girl for the council or if she just happened to volunteer for duties that kept her moving. It was hard to say.

      “You’re up,” she said to Eist.

      The god-woman nodded and headed toward the door the woman was holding open. Ukrah followed, but she didn’t miss when Ale’a turned to the students watching them so intensely, her tone terse.

      “If you have enough energy to stand here and perpetuate fear, then I must not be pushing you enough during training. I can schedule an impromptu session right now, since all of you seem so eager to be doing something instead of your assigned classes.”

      There was the quick and obvious noise of young students scattering, and Ukrah allowed herself a smile. Crispin was right. For all the things stacked against her, she certainly had some powerful allies on her side.

      However, that feeling faded as she stepped into the council room. Unlike her first time, it was almost packed to bursting, with an absurd number of the dragon riders present as well as much of the faculty of the academy lining the walls.

      Stomach dropping, Ukrah realized that perhaps the situation was even worse than she thought.
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      Elspeth didn’t have to call for silence. No, every single person seemed to go still and quiet as soon as her group entered, maintaining it as the six of them walked to the center of the room. Voirdr was all happy, panting and winding tail, thinking he had just gotten the biggest audience to play with, but Ukrah tried to shush him as best he could.

      It wasn’t fair. He was so sweet, so happy to see everyone. Why were they scared of her sweet little guy being possessed by the Blight when the Blight didn’t even exist anymore?

      She suspected there wasn’t an answer she would like. After all, why had her village chosen to drag her out of her tent and burn her at the stake? Because she was different, and different was to be feared. It was an old, old song and dance, and she was quite tired of it.

      Elspeth’s face was a mask of calm, but her tone sounded so weary as she spoke. Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder what had happened while she was waiting to enter the room and what she’d had to listen to or say. Maybe it was best the young desert girl didn’t know. “Lady and Lord W’allenhaus. Ukrah of W’allenhaus. Crispin of—”

      The door slammed open and none other than Dille strode in. She was dressed as Ukrah had never seen, in a formal sort of leather jacket meant for fighting as well as lightweight armor that a witch might wear to battle. She wore dark breeches and had tall, scaled boots that clinked emphatically as she strode in. Two large thunks on the roof, one right after the other, indicated that her pair of red dragons had arrived as well.

      The whole room seemed to tense even further.

      “Governess Dille. Good to see that you were able to join us.”

      “Of course,” the woman said tersely. “In addition to being Governess of the Kingdom of Rothaiche M’or during the rebuilding, I am also the guardian of all witchfolk and magic users. If there is to be some sort of inquiry or…” Her voice went low, and Ukrah swore she felt the air grow colder around them. “…threat against one of those in my protection, I will be there to make sure things are resolved properly.”

      There was a murmur among some of the crowd, and Ukrah recognized the new professor who she sincerely disliked. “Surely this isn’t a matter of thr—”

      Elspeth’s head jerked so quickly in his direction that Ukrah was surprised that her neck didn’t pop. “The council floor has not been opened. Recognize your privilege in standing here when you do not bear the title of a dragon rider, Professor.”

      Ah. Suddenly, Ukrah had a very good reminder of exactly why Elspeth was the Head of the Dragon Council.

      The professor cowed and quickly sat down, but the tension ramped up that much more. Ukrah wondered if she would ever be able to breathe properly again, her chest was so tight with everything happening around her. She felt like a raw nerve, flayed and oversensitive to every little stimulation.

      “Now, we are gathered here because some of you have raised concerns about a new generation being brought back—”

      She was interrupted as another rider—with long, dark hair and a full beard—shouted. Ukrah didn’t know where these folks got the gall to talk to their leader as they did or endure the sharp stare and growl from the white dragon above.

      “You couch the issue! This isn’t just a matter of a new generation. The black dragon has been wiped out of existence because of its sin against its own kind as well as us. There’s a reason that there hasn’t been one in hundreds of years!”

      “You have not been called upon,” Elspeth said, baring her teeth. “Need I remind all of you that I am your leader and have been for centuries, before most of you were born. I have seen the rise and fall of political families and religions. We will keep this conversation civil, do you understand me?”

      Another stood, and while her tone was more even, Ukrah still felt the ripple of discontent among the crowd. She couldn’t be certain, but the woman looked like one of the trainers or guards at the academy rather than a rider.

      “We understand and respect your authority. But considering the connection between you, your mount, and the black dragon, how can we be certain that you haven’t been influenced?”

      Ukrah did not think it was possible, but the strain in the room ramped up that much further, making her mouth go dry. Elspeth tensed and everything seemed still for a moment, hanging on the precipice of what could happen.

      The woman’s fingers moved first, gripping the armrests of her large, throne-like chair. Then she rocked forward, standing to her full height. While she was no Ale’a or Athar, she was indeed tall, her limbs sinewy with the kind of strength that came from living through centuries of battle.

      “You dare to question my allegiance?” she said, voice low. “After I have carried us through two different apocalypses? After I stopped all of you from rushing forward and trying to execute the child sent to save us? You are young and terrified, but I will not have you question my loyalty.” She took a step down, her hand going to her blade, and the white dragon bared her fangs.

      “I gave the final word on the plan to kill my bondmate because it was what our people needed. It was my mount and I that released the final blow that ended their lives. So, you do not have permission or authority to stand there and tell me that I might be influenced like some noble being bribed!”

      Voirdr let out an unhappy sound and fought out of Ukrah’s arms. She tried to catch him, but he had a mind of his own and scampered right over to Elsepth.

      Letting out a warble, he wound around her feet affectionately, clearly trying to calm and comfort her.

      Because of course.

      The woman stiffened, absolutely knowing what it looked like, and Ukrah was hyper-aware of it too. The two of them shared a look, and Ukrah hoped the woman could feel how embarrassed she was.

      “Elspeth,” another council member said, standing. He was an older one, looking to be somewhere in his forties. He must have started his journey later than most. Which wasn’t unheard of, but still plenty rare. “I respect you greatly, but if I recall right, you almost exiled the first Lady W’allenhaus when she brought you concerns of your husband’s corruption and that he was able to get away with so much that we lost nearly half of our number to his betrayal.”

      Elspeth’s mouth pressed itself into a thin line, and Ukrah saw her fingers tighten on her sword. “Yes, I faltered. But I learned my lesson and did what needed to be done. As I will now.”

      “I believe that you believe that in every sense of the word. But, Elspeth, you have been my friend and leader for nearly two hundred years now, and I have never seen you this affected. The dragon is but a child now, who knows of its power once it grows. If we are to have an impartial, fair discussion to assuage the fears of our members, the academy faculty and students, and even the citizens of Rothaiche M’or, then I believe you must recuse yourself from what may unfold here.”

      “Recuse herself?” Eist asked sharply. “This is clearly a power grab. As if some of you haven’t been vying to displace her since she took a stand for magic folk.”

      Elspeth stood stock still, her brow furrowed but silent. Ukrah watched the woman, feeling like she was learning something important on how to handle a crisis. “Is this the will of the council?” she asked with an impressive levelness to her voice.

      “Elspeth, you can’t be—”

      The white-haired woman held up a hand. “Not now, Eist.”

      “Shall we put it to a vote?” the same council member asked.

      “Yes.” The woman almost seemed to sink into her throne. “We shall put it to a vote. You know the rules, two-thirds of the majority must agree to override me.”

      “Of course.” The man turned to the room. “Fellow riders, we face a situation that is new. There is no protocol. There is no precedent. Some of you believe that our leader cannot give an unbiased decision about a dragon she is tied to, and some of you believe that even if she does remain impartial, that there will be those who will not accept that.

      “We have brought up the question of recusal to maintain the dignity of whatever decision we conclude. All those in favor, stand and state your name.”

      Ukrah felt tension crackle up her spine. Surely, they wouldn’t vote that. Not after everything Elspeth had done for them.

      But then a rider stood up, declaring their name and voting aye. Then another. Then another. They started to speak with more and more speed until far too many were on their feet.

      Ukrah didn’t have to count all of them to know. She could just feel it. In just a few moments, one of their biggest lifelines had been severed.

      “As it stands,” the woman said, only the slightest of waver to her voice. “I recuse myself from this decision. I hand the discussion to you, and I pray that you remember that justice is not the easiest answer, nor is it a straight line.”

      The woman’s purple eyes slid to Ukrah, and the desert girl saw so much there. Anger, of course, but failure and shame were wrapped up in it too. Perhaps, if she was anyone else, there would have been tears as well.

      And in that moment, Ukrah understood a little of all the pressure that must have been on her. Her heart ached for the woman, and she wished that she could do a lot of things. Tip something over. Punch someone. Make a scene. But she also knew that was the last thing that would help them, so she stayed quiet.

      It seemed that since she had already been removed from the conversation, Elspeth didn’t care much about keeping up appearances, because she gave a small whistle. To Ukrah’s surprise, Voirdr’s head perked up and he skittered into her lap.

      The white dragon let out a little purr, her head dropping down to rest atop of the throne-like chair. They made quite a picture, and Ukrah felt amazed that she was even remotely a part of it. She was just an orphan from the desert. The wilds. She barely knew how to read and write in their language. And yet there she was, looking at the woman and two dragons her fate had suddenly become so wrapped up in.

      The man who had declared the vote began to speak. “Now, we must bring to head the discussion. I believe the crux of the matter is that some of you believe that this hatchling is evil reborn. Some of you believe this is proof that our world is repairing itself, rebirthing everything that was lost to the corruption of the Blight. Some of you believe that this is the Blight finding a foothold to come back. But I ask you, all of you, my brothers and sisters, do any of you have proof of your suspicions?”

      Oh. Ukrah hadn’t expected him to actually be impartial. She thought that all of it was a grab for power, just like Eist had said.

      Another member stood. It was the dark-haired one again. “If we wait until we have proof, it is already too late. It is a risk that is far too great! The dragon is clearly unnatural, considering where it was found and how long it laid in its egg.”

      He had barely finished when yet another member stood—Fjorin, if Ukrah recalled correctly. “We’ve all seen evidence that magic is being reborn, our world trying to return itself to how it was before it was corrupted unknowingly by the Three. The black dragon, the king of all dragons, has been returned to us, and that is a reason to celebrate!”

      “But you can’t deny that the temptation for abuse is there. The black dragon can transfer power from any of our mounts to any other, and he’s in the hands of a foreigner!”

      “My mother was a foreigner,” Eist snapped. “She faced enough scrutiny being from Baeldred and yet she saved all of your skins and sacrificed her very soul to lay the groundwork for me to be able to save you all again. She watched as you made her kind illegal. She helped hide other magic folk and get them to safety, but she never turned her back on you. All of you are alive because of a foreigner, so you can shove that line of thinking right up your—”

      Dille laid a gentle hand on her shoulder, interrupting what was sure to be a thrilling line of epithets from the small woman. They shared a look and whatever the god-woman had intended to say remained unspoken.

      “The wild lands were only forbidden to us because the abominations had taken hold.” This time, it was a woman who spoke, and one Ukrah might have recognized from her failed nameday celebration. “When our nations were formed, our ancestors didn’t have the natural strongholds there to combat the Blight and abandoned it. This girl is old enough to have survived years with those beasts. I do not think we need to worry about her corruption or being weak.”

      It was surreal to hear them discuss her like she wasn’t there. It just cemented how much she wasn’t a part of them. How she was a stranger in their land. Too alien, too strange for even the benefit of the doubt.

      How exhausting.

      “She was born and raised in the land of the Blight! How can we be so sure that she didn’t survive it so much as become possessed by it?”

      “Your paranoia grows tiresome. If I recall right, did you not warn that opening a refuge for witches still suffering persecution would bring ruin to our own city?”

      “And have I yet been proven wrong? Assassination attempts, raids, there was even an attempt to poison our entire water supply!”

      “That is not what you meant, and we all know it. You are old and let your narrow view of the world cloud your judgement!”

      “And you would have us flout all the rules and laws that our ancestors fought and bled for?!”

      “Why are we arguing? We should be a united front. There’s no way we can know that the dragon is or isn’t corrupted already, so we should err on the side of caution.”

      “It already wields too much power!”

      “So what? We kill a child? A babe of a hatchling?”

      “What if our world is repairing itself and we throw it into chaos yet again, opening ourselves to corruption?”

      It was rising in volume and furor, banging on Ukrah’s ears and her patience. At least half of the riders were standing up, calling out their random insults or support, and many of the professors were too.

      “She already is heavily favored by her connection to Lady W’allenhaus! Such nepotism absolutely corrupts!”

      “We have been worshipping at the feet of W’allenhaus when we’re still not even certain that they’ve done everything people credit them before.”

      “Come again?” Eist hissed. “You were there at the final battles. Don’t tell me you’ve been suckered in by what’s left of the Church of the Three.”

      “There is no harm in listening to all sides.”

      Eist’s face shifting into an expression that was borderline murderous. “Yes, there is. One side is the truth, and one denies that me and people like me should have the right to live. I held my best friend as he died in my arms, but that sect would have you believe that it was all for show. You dishonor him and everyone else who died so that you all could sit here and harass a young girl who is more valuable than any of you could ever know!”

      “But that’s just it, W’allenhaus. We don’t know because you and your clan run off to do your will no matter what your council or peers prefer! You are a nation unto yourself and you cannot blame us for being cautious in lending even more power to your sphere of influence.”

      “That’s always what this comes down to, isn’t it? A woman, a witch, and an invalid dared to do what I was never supposed to, and now my charge, a foreigner from lands that you’ve all been too afraid to travel to—” She stopped short, her hands going to her stomach. “Ow.”

      Athar was at her side in less than a breath, his hands about her waist. “Are you alright?”

      “I… Just cramps. I think. I— Ow!”

      “Enough of this!” It was the most adamant thing that Ukrah had ever heard him say, and suddenly, he was lifting the woman in his arms like a bride. “I will not stand h-here and have you malign my wife after she has given everyth-th-thing up for you.”

      “Athar,” Dille murmured, laying a calming hand on him too. “She’s going to be fine if she calms down. Breathe deeply for me, Eist.”

      The god-woman nodded, groaning slightly, her face flushed. Ukrah’s eyes fluttered from the concerned crowd to Elspeth to her sponsor. Was she alright? What was wrong?

      “I know you want to fight for your charge, and I know this reminds you far too much of what we’ve already endured, but have you considered that maybe this isn’t the path for her?”

      “What?” Ukrah asked, stepping forward. She’d always thought Dille was a bit against her, but it seemed the woman was suggesting…

      But the woman’s dark, darks eyes landed on Ukrah and there wasn’t concern or alarm or mistrust like there usually was. Instead, there was a certain sort of resigned commiseration there, one that made the desert girl freeze mid-step.

      “Your dragon has already hatched, and you’ve bonded to each other. They cannot take him from you no matter what, and we will not allow them to harm either of you. I believe most of this council doesn’t wish you violence, only exile.

      “So perhaps you just…leave. Perhaps you’re not meant to walk the same path as Eist. Your own story to forge.”

      Oh.

      Oh.

      Ukrah stood there, her mind spinning. What if she…just…left?

      “They wouldn’t talk Voirdr away?” she whispered, trying to catch up with the sudden information.

      “No. He is yours. That is one of the reasons why rogue dragon riders are so dangerous. Their mounts cannot be taken away from them, so there is almost always a fight, and there is almost always a death.”

      “Ukrah…” It was Eist who spoke, and she shook her head. “Athar, put me down. I’m fine. I just lost my head.”

      The mountain of a man looked reluctant to do so, but after a few beats, he did as she asked.

      “Ukrah, do you want to remain here? Because I will fight for you tooth and nail, and I’ve never lost once. But if you don’t want to be here, I won’t force you to stay.”

      Ukrah stared at the woman, trying to think. She felt like she had been presented with a wealth of options that she was never aware of before.

      She knew she was meant to meet Voirdr. It was carved into her very bones. But she had thought that he and the academy were a package deal. That she had to deal with all the bad in order to deserve the overwhelming good that was her little guy.

      But she…didn’t have to? She could have him but not all the rest?

      “She has come this far to get him, but what if that is as far as she is meant to go?” The governess stepped closer and her voice dropped so low that Ukrah could barely hear her. “She is a vessel, Eist. Something never seen before. She needs to hone her magic, and perhaps the academy isn’t the best place to do that. You know how few riders have magic. They haven’t really made any improvements in these past five years for them.”

      “I get that, Dille. You don’t have to tell me.”

      “I’m not saying it for you.”

      The riders around them all continued to argue, anger mounting as their volume did. It was intense, but Ukrah could only stare at the two women gazing at her.

      “Right. Ukrah, I’d like to tell you that you don’t have to decide now, but unfortunately, a good number of these idiots are forcing our hand.”

      She swallowed hard, her cheeks feeling too warm and her blood rushing past her ears. Voirdr must have somehow sensed it, because he let out one of his little barks behind her and soon, she felt his head pressing against the back of her legs. The pressure was comforting, grounding, so she closed her eyes and breathed deeply.

      No more Melithindre. No more professors. No more furtive looks or passive aggressive remarks. She wouldn’t be a foreigner in a land she didn’t belong to. She wouldn’t be constantly reminded of how she didn’t belong. How she was other.

      But she would be giving up an entire destiny. She’d never be a dragon rider, like Eist wanted for her. She’d never sit on the council to help someone like her that might end up in a similar situation.

      She took one last look at the faces around her. Red cheeks, bared teeth, voices poison. There was so much heat and tension filling the room that she thought her ears might pop. Who would want to be a part of that?

      “I…” She paused to lick her lips, feeling Crispin’s wide eyes on her. Eist’s. Dille’s. Athar’s. “I don’t want to be some place that doesn’t want me.”

      Eist let out a long breath, closing her own eyes and pressing her fingers to just over her brows. For a moment, Ukrah feared that the woman was going to disown her, to ask her how dare she just give up, but instead, she just drew in a few more long drafts of air.

      When she finished, her face smoothed and she stepped forward, her hand wrapped firmly in Dille’s.

      “I motion to have the dragon and rider in question removed from the academy, sentenced to live within the city where both can be checked on monthly by a member of the Dragon Rider Council. The two will remove themselves from the rider path, never to be a part of any official armor, and they will remain in my custody.”

      Almost all the yelling faded at that, with the stragglers quickly going silent soon after. Ukrah’s gaze swung to the original council member who had taken over after recusing Elspeth, to see that he looked surprised too.

      “You do not wish to defend your charge?”

      “I am defending her. My job is to make sure she is happy and healthy. I do not believe living in this place where you have all made it clear you do not want her would be conducive to either. So, fine. We leave. We go back home, and we let the lot of you come and check on us whenever your suspicious, cowardly little hearts want to. Is that enough, huh?”

      “Eist…” Elspeth murmured, brows furrowed. But Ukrah managed to catch her gaze and nodded, willing the woman to understand that this was what she wanted.

      And the more moments that passed, the more Ukrah became sure of it. The academy wore her down. When was the last time she had even been happy? Sure, she had flashes of joy, such as conversations with Braddock, or training with Ale’a, or when Crispin would hold her after a bad nightmare. She had even more now that she had her little guy.

      But if she could have all of those without the awful parts of the academy that weighed her down, then why not? She didn’t feel compelled to stay. In fact, she definitely felt as if she was being pushed out.

      Somehow, the woman seemed to understand and settled back, reaching up to scratch the chin of her white dragon, who was also watching ever-so-intently.

      “Who supports my motion?” Eist barreled forward in what Ukrah was beginning to learn was true Eist fashion. “All those in favor, stand and state your names!”

      It was such a power move, and once more, Ukrah felt like she was learning exactly how the legends of the god-woman were built. She was truly fearless, staring at the people around them with fire in her mismatched eyes, back ramrod straight and hands on her stomach. The desert girl had never thought of pregnant women as particularly terrifying, but there was definitely something intimidating about Eist, swollen with child and daring the entire council to take her on.

      Ale’a was the first to support, unsurprisingly. Then Fjorin. Then others. Ukrah saw those who had just said terrible things about her stand. She saw those who had defended her stand. It seemed their support was drawing from two very large wells, one being those who trusted Eist and the others who feared her but didn’t want to hurt what they didn’t understand—just lock it away.

      By the time the calls of support ended, nearly the whole place was standing, with the professors and dissenting riders sticking out like sore thumbs. When Ukrah looked to them, she saw only hatred in their eyes. Furious that they were technically getting their way, but not the violence they craved.

      “The council has spoken. On this day, the black dragon and his human will be removed from the academy. They will be denied the privilege to become riders, and they will submit themselves to checks of approved council members. They will reside within the limits of the city, so they may be monitored, or called upon in time of need. This decision is agreed to willingly by Ukrah of W’allenhaus, daughter of the living sands.”

      A streak of confusion went through her at the additional title. Daughter of the living sands? Why had he said that? Was he trying to make her seem greater than she was?

      She didn’t know, but she had the feeling that the man was more of an ally than she had thought. Maybe he knew that things were doomed to go poorly if Elspeth had been residing over the decision, that it would cause damage because far too many didn’t believe that she could be impartial. Maybe he’d done what he’d done to watch out for her.

      But she had no way of knowing, did she?

      “Thank you for your council,” Dille said, her voice diplomatic but edged in poison. “I will say, to my fellow riders who spoke ill today, your words do so closely echo the same fears as those who have the blood of generations of witches on their hand.” She tipped her head. “With Lady Elspeth’s permission, I request dismissal.”

      “You may have it,” the woman said, looking so exhausted.

      Dille nodded and strode out. Eist held out her hand to Ukrah while Crispin grabbed her other one and moments later, they were all walking out.

      How strange to think that she was never going back to the academy. Never going back to her suite.

      To be perfectly honest, she didn’t think she was going to miss it.
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      “May I talk to you, Ukrah?”

      She looked up from the floor, not realizing that she had been staring at it so intently. It seemed that things were suddenly rushing forward by leaps and bounds again, so she had to struggle to keep up with it all.

      Eist was in the kitchen, discussing things hastily with Mrs. Kaldonner. Ukrah guessed it was the news that suddenly there were two new mouths to feed again. Athar was outside and she could hear him talking in a low, rumbling voice to his dragon as he paced. Clearly, the events of the council had upset him, but he seemed to be dealing with it in a very Athar way.

      As for Crispin, he was laying on the floor, petting Voirdr’s back as the hatchling sprawled along his torso while Cassinda took her time tying pretty ribbons around his tail and still-hardening horns.

      Her stuff would be arriving soon, she had been told, with workers from the academy packing it all up and loading it onto a wagon for her. She’d heard that Eist’s grandfather was spitting mad, which meant that many of the riders were going to suddenly find lackluster food waiting for them at meals, unshined armor, and poor service at the rider tavern within the academy. Apparently, the workers were quite tightknit, and they were taking it as an affront to them all.

      Maybe it was because most of them didn’t come from wealthy families. Maybe it was because many of them were foreign themselves. Maybe it was just because Eist was an adopted daughter to all of them. For whatever reason, Ukrah almost wished she could be around to experience the mayhem.

      “In private, that is,” the governess continued, pulling Ukrah out of her thoughts.

      “Y-yes. Of course.”

      Ukrah wasn’t thrilled to talk to the dark-skinned woman, considering the nature of most of their interactions, but after what happened at the council, she found herself uncertain if the woman was someone she needed to fear or to trust. It was all so complicated, and she rather wished it wasn’t.

      She rose to her feet and followed Dille outside, past the still-pacing Athar and to a gazebo by the orchard that Ukrah had missed so dearly. There was hardly any fruit there, the growing season having long gone, but it was still such a peaceful place.

      As they entered the gazebo, Dille settled on one of the benches, the sound of flapping wings soon filling the air above them. Moments later, her truly massive red dragon and slightly less than massive red dragon both landed, settling on the ground and leaning against the sides of the simple structure.

      The woman didn’t move to speak, and a moment later, another form joined them. Ukrah was surprised to see that it was none other than Fior, who looked to the pair of lazing red dragons, then the humans, before squeezing himself into the gazebo and curling up on the ground.

      He took up almost all of the space, his tail trailing outside the structure. His wide, shovel-like head rested partially on the bench and partially in Ukrah’s lap. She stared, stock still and completely shocked, until he let out a little wuffle.

      “He likes his cheeks and under his chin scratched or rubbed,” Dille remarked coolly.

      Tentatively, Ukrah did just that. His scales were surprisingly warm to the touch, much warmer than Voirdr’s, and they were so smooth. Instead of being like interlocking arrowheads all layered on top of each other, they were rounded. Stones in a riverbed, worn by the progression of water moving over them.

      He let out what was almost a purr, and Ukrah felt it relax her.

      “He likes you. That’s saying something. He’s grown much less open as he’s gotten older.”

      “Why is that, do you think?”

      Dille made a vague gesture. “Stories for other times. His early life was difficult, and the five years since the great war have not improved much. Battles have become assassinations, subverting villainous plots has become trying to navigate political machinations. It’s exhausting.”

      Ukrah nodded, not sure what to say. She wondered what it would have been like to know the great four during the final fight against the Blight. It had clearly forged several intense, strong people, and yet they all were so different. They were almost a study in trauma and how it could mold a mind and soul.

      “I need to ask a favor of you, child.”

      Ukrah’s head snapped up at that. “A favor?”

      What could the Governess of the Kingdom of Rothaiche M’or, the patron of all witches, protector of refugees, possibly want from an orphan girl from the desert?

      “I need you not to discuss what we speak of tonight with Eist.” Ukrah’s heart skipped a beat at that. What could that possibly mean? “She wants to protect you.” The woman chuckled. “She wants to protect all of us, she’s always been that way. But you are young and precious and brought to her, so that makes it that much more intense. She doesn’t want you to be afraid like she was when she first discovered her magic. She wants you to have at least a little bit of a childhood.”

      It was strange to hear Dille speak so freely of Eist while saying something so…kind. She was precious? Did Eist really think that? And did the governess believe that?

      “And I understand why she wants those things, considering that by the time she was nineteen, she’d been tortured by the Blight, used as a pawn by false gods, gave up her last connection to her family, and held her best friend as he died in her arms. She doesn’t want that for you. But…”

      “But?”

      “I fear you are destined for such a rocky path.”

      Ukrah swallowed. “You think I’ll have to fight a war?”

      “I do not know that for certain, but that does seem like what these things always come down to, doesn’t it?” She let out a very dry laugh, but Ukrah didn’t join in. She didn’t think she could find an ounce of humor in the situation. “But even without war, your life has become dangerous, Ukrah, and I need you to understand it to protect both yourself and whatever’s inside of you.

      “As I’m sure you’ve heard me say many times by now, when Eist returned this world to the original path it was supposed to be on, she created a sort of empty space that our deities and the Blight occupied. Nature abhors empty space, so it is rushing to fill that right now. That is why I believe you are here. The old spirits are returning as best they know how.”

      “Yes, you’ve said this before.” It was daunting, that was for certain, but she didn’t understand why it caused such a grim expression from Dille or the need for a private conversation.

      “I have. But what I haven’t communicated is that there are other things, other forces, that will want to fill that emptiness instead. To use it as an opportunity for gain.”

      “What…kind of things?”

      “That I cannot answer. My memories of the old knowledge is fleeting at best. Sometimes, it seems so solid in my mind that I could read it like a scroll, and other times, it’s like I dreamt all of it. But I can tell you that they are there. Lurking on the periphery of our knowledge. I wish that was the only thing you had to worry about, some phantoms that may or may not exist in the dark, but there are much more practical and probable threats as well.”

      “There are?”

      “Yes. You are Eist’s charge. Even if we manage to keep your nature completely a secret, you are a target. You could be kidnapped for ransom, killed for revenge. You are a known witch, although the nature of your inclinations isn’t public knowledge. It would be easy enough to leak your status as magic folk. There are witch hunters, slavers. Those who would kill you for daring to hail from the desert, and those who would want to steal your dragon simply for profit.

      “People are cruel, vicious, and greedy when they want to be. You will be afforded no mercy because you are young, or because forces greater than yourself are moving you. Eist herself was shot with an arrow at this age. So have you. It will only increase from there.”

      Ukrah’s palms felt clammy, her tongue thick in her mouth. “You really think that…that many people would want to kill me?”

      “Yes. Absolutely. You are a powerful woman in a strange land, and that breeds hate in the mind of those looking to hate. Eist has saved this entire world, and occasionally, she is still spit at in the streets. You’ve been there for an assassination attempt on myself. Even Athar runs into trouble, although people seem less likely to confront him.”

      The woman leaned forward, and Ukrah found herself caught up in her dark, intense gaze. “What I need you to understand, Ukrah, is that you could be killed. And I know you are aware of that, but I don’t think you understand that you must not be killed.”

      “I… What?”

      “You are a vessel for something powerful. Something that could help fix our world and make sure no usurpers come in to claim a stake. You must live, and you must find out the reason for your creation, or possession, or whatever it was that brought you into this position. You cannot fail. I need you to understand that.”

      Ukrah felt so much weight across her shoulders, pressing her down into the earth. Even with Fior’s head in her lap, she felt like she was being buried under all of it. “And…and what if I don’t?”

      “I do not know. I have a theory that perhaps the old spirits will find another host, but I do not believe it. There’s something special about you, there has to be. I do not believe that they could just find another one of you, or create another avatar so easily.” She heaved a long breath. “Then again, it’s all conjecture on my part. But my heart feels that, should you perish, so our world will with you.”

      “That’s… That can’t be true.”

      “Maybe it isn’t. But you can understand why I needed you to know. There is something great and terrible coming, Ukrah. I need you to be prepared for it, not protected.”

      Ukrah nodded, not knowing what kind of words could follow that. Because how could someone reply to the governess of all witches telling them that people were going to try to kill them, and their death could ruin everything?

      “Do you need a moment, or would you like to return before Eist can begin to worry about you?”

      Ukrah drew in a shaky breath. “Yes, let’s do that. I… I need to think.”

      “I understand.” The woman stood and the dragons roused, taking their own leave. “And one last word of warning. I’ve heard from Eist that you dreamt of your friend when he was taken. Pay attention to those dreams. Often our sleep is the only time that we are able to escape our perception of how time works.”

      “I… Alright. I will try to do so.”

      “Good. Now, inside. I’m sure you could use a good meal after the stress of today. I wouldn’t be surprised if Braddock swung by tomorrow to bake off his aggression that somebody dared stress any of his little ones.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Please, all of us are Braddock’s little ones. He’s the only person I’ve met who’s more of a mother hen than Eist, and that’s an impressive claim.”

      “I suppose you have a point.”

      “I often do.”

      They shared a small, tentative smile, and Ukrah began to wonder if maybe she had even more allies than she thought.
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      I take a single nap atop this house and then you go and get yourself expelled. Sometimes, I think you do these things on purpose.

      Ukrah’s eyes opened and she rolled on her side, looking to the window of her old room to see Tayir perched there, looking at her with his little head tilted.

      “I thought you would have been happy that I’m no longer going to be distracting myself with being a dragon rider?”

      Oh, I am happy. But that doesn’t mean that I’m not surprised by your propensity for getting yourself into trouble. I would almost think that you have a propensity for mobs considering how often you seem to accumulate them.

      “That’s not funny, Tayir.”

      Good, I wasn’t attempting to be so. I am happy, however, that you will be concentrating on what you are meant to be concentrating on.

      “And what exactly would that be?” she snapped.

      A groan sounded from Crispin, and Ukrah stilled. While she was in her old room again, the young man had refused to return to his. Despite Mrs. Kaldonner’s disapproval, he demanded that they put a cot in the corner of her room so he could room with both her and Voirdr. For some reason, she didn’t want him to know exactly what was going on.

      Maybe she was protecting him just like Eist was protecting her.

      Oh, do you still have questions on that? I would have thought that would have been obvious by now.

      “And why would it be obvious?”

      Because you know your true self. You are a vessel. A spirit reborn.

      “…and? What does any of that mean? What am I supposed to do?”

      I don’t know. I am simply a guardian, not a manual.

      Ukrah groaned and rolled away from him. “You have a real knack for giving the most unsatisfying answers of anyone I know.”

      Thank you. I live to serve. Ukrah let out a grumble, and he chuckled. The only thing I want is for you to understand yourself and accept what’s within you. The more you give yourself to it, the more you’re likely to understand what your purpose is.

      “And what if I don’t have a purpose?”

      Of course you do. I wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.

      “What do you mean?”

      I’m a guardian, my dear. I was created specifically for you the moment you were awoken. I knew nothing beforehand, and when you succeed, I will return to nothing.

      Ukrah blinked at him, completely taken aback by the revelation. “Wait, you die if I succeed in whatever it is I’m supposed to do?”

      What? Die? No, guardians do not die. We just disperse to become what’s needed next. He ruffled his feathers. It’s shaky in my head, but I know in the olden days, we had many powers. We were mighty and connected to the magic of the world. I remember grand days of protecting heroes and banishing spirits that had been corrupted. I had seven heads and four wings, or at least I think I did. Now… I’m just this.

      “I… I’m sorry, Tayir. I had no idea.”

      I know. There is a reason why I never mentioned it before. I do not need your pity, Ukrah. I need you to succeed so our world can heal, and I can return to the nothing. If I return to the nothing, then the next time I’m needed, I can return to my former glory.

      “I… What if I fail, Tayir?”

      You will not. I have known many heroes in my time, and you are the one I have the most hope for. You are so close to unlocking your true potential.

      Ukrah rolled back to him, smiling softly. He wasn’t that bad, even if he was cranky most of the time. “Thank you.”

      But one more thing, Ukrah.

      Her smile fell at that.

      “Yes?”

      Remember that your potential is a gift, not a right, and it can be taken away should you prove yourself unworthy.

      “What does that mean?”

      Exactly what you think it does, Ukrah. Do not ruin the gift you had been given.

      Her brow furrowed at that, but he fluttered off back to his nest up on the roof, leaving Ukrah to stare into the darkness until she fell into slumber.
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        * * *

      

      Fire.

      She was so tired of her dreams being consumed by fire.

      At least she was above it this time, looking down on the burning hellscape and the strange color slinking maliciously through it.

      She was atop the shadowed dragon again, but she finally understood it wasn’t really shadows at all, but rather black scales upon black scales, glistening rainbow in the flickering light of the inferno.

      Voirdr. Her little guy. He was there. He had been there all along.

      Despite the horror all around her, she felt her heart swell. She had never been alone, had she? He’d always been there, waiting for her to reach him.

      She reached down and stroked the scales below her. They were soft and cool and so very much him that tears appeared in her eyes. No matter what happened, she would always have him with her.

      “Sister!”

      Ukrah jerked her vision away from him and down to the inferno below. Just like every other time she’d had a similar dream, the gold cloud broke into its different parts, which fell to the chaos far below.

      But instead of staying little balls of shimmering energy, they began to grow, merge, take shape. Ukrah watched, mouth open, as they seemed to take on the shape of humans.

      Not solid enough to be defined, neither feminine nor masculine, but inherently human. They stood there, arms reaching up to her.

      “Sister!” one cried again.

      “Sister!” another said, flashing brightly as it called to her.

      “Help us!”

      “We’re lost! We cannot find the light!”

      Ukrah stared at them, that feeling of protectiveness rising so fast and hot within her that she nearly lurched forward. They needed her. They needed to be saved from the flames!

      “Ukrah!”

      The girl looked up to see Eist and Fior in front of her again, the woman dressed all in white once more. “It’s too late to stop the fire,” she said gravely. “It needs something to burn.”

      Ukrah tightened her knees, pushing her dragon downward. “I can save them! I have to save them!”

      “It is too late!” Eist called after her. “The fire must burn!”

      But Ukrah continued to hurtle down toward them, arms outstretched. Just when she had almost reached the closest, the fire burning the hair on her arms and face, everything vanished, leaving her right back in the sky again.

      “I told you,” Eist said, her face grim and eyes glowing gold. “It is too late. You must find them before the first steps begin, or this can’t be stopped. The fire must burn once it begins.”

      “I don’t understand. What do you—”

      “Save them, Ukrah. Find them. Save them.” The golden silhouettes appeared behind her, all reaching out and calling for her. “You have to find them.”

      “You’re not really Eist,” Ukrah said, clutching Voirdr’s back. “What is this? Who are you?”

      “I am exactly as I need to be. Save them, Ukrah. Time is running out.”

      And without another word or image, Ukrah was flung back through what seemed like time itself until she slammed into her bed, panting and shaking and covered in sweat.

      “Ukrah? Hey, hey, Ukrah, are you alright?”

      The desert girl looked wide-eyed to Crispin, who was holding Voirdr and gazing down at her in concern.

      “I…” She took a ragged breath and sat up, trying to collect herself. She felt like she was on the verge of death, her mind scrambled until it was inside-out, and it was only after several beats that she was able to remember everything that happened to her.

      As if it hadn’t been a full enough day, she realized exactly what she needed to do.

      “Come,” she said, getting to her feet and swaying slightly. By the spirits, she was so dizzy. That could stop at any moment and she would be grateful.

      “What? Where are we going? What are we doing?”

      “We’re going to wake up Lord and Lady W’allenhaus.”

      “Why?”

      “Because,” Ukrah said, throwing the door open and finding herself unsurprised to see Cassinda standing there, dressed in her nightclothes and clutching a very worn doll. “I finally know what I need to do.”
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      Ukrah probably should have knocked when she shoved open the doors of the W’allenhauses’ bed chambers, but she didn’t think of it. She was driven by a singular purpose, still fueled by the echoes of her dream.

      She had to beat the flames. Something dangerous was happening, simmering just below the surface of their world, and she had to beat it or everything would burn. Just like speaking words, it couldn’t be undone once it was released into the world.

      Of course, Eist sat up in an instant, knife in her hand, while Athar jumped to his feet with his massive fists raised. Yes, Ukrah definitely should have knocked first.

      She pulled up short and they both seemed to realize exactly who she was and that she was flanked only by Crispin and Cassinda, not assassins of the night.

      “What’s going on?” Eist asked, sounding so worn and exhausted that Ukrah almost felt a flicker of guilt.

      “I had a dream.”

      “What? Was it a n-nightmare?” Athar asked, sitting back on the bed and yawning. It was only then that Ukrah noticed he was dressed only in a pair of sleeping pants, his broad, barreled chest bare. She felt her eyes grow wide and her jaw slacken at just how big he truly was, only for a hand to cover her eyes. A beat later, she realized it was Crispin, and she didn’t know whether she should be grateful or pull his hand down and gawk some more. She’d never seen someone with so much muscle, and it was almost enough to distract her.

      Almost.

      “Perhaps we could discuss this in the drawing room?” Crispin said, his voice much higher pitched than usual. “Give everyone a moment to get decent?”

      “No,” Eist practically growled. “My feet are too swollen and if I try to stand, I’ll get sick. Whatever you needed to wake me up for when I’ve finally fallen asleep, tell me now.”

      Crispin’s hand was still over her eyes and she did bat it away, only to find that Athar had grabbed his tunic from where it was on the floor and pulled it over his head. He certainly did move fast for being so large. She wasn’t sure why she felt a pang of disappointment, but she definitely did.

      Weird.

      “Well?” Eist asked, drawing her back to the matter at hand. “You had a dream.”

      She nodded. “I realized that I’m not the only vessel out there.”

      The woman’s expression seemed to transition from crankiness to surprise. “Come again?”

      “There’s more of me. A handful or so. We’re scattered across the world, and if I know it, so do other people. I have to get to them before…”

      “Before w-what?”

      “Before anyone else can get to them.”

      “And what if we don’t get to them first?”

      Ukrah frowned, her stomach twisting at the idea. “That would be a very, very bad thing.”

      “So what th-then?” Athar asked. “Do you know where they are? Who th-they are?”

      Ukrah shook her head. “No. I’m not even sure how to find them. I just know that I have to.”

      “You want to go on a mission. To find them.” Ukrah nodded, and the woman sighed. It was such a weary sound, tinged with far too much regret. “I can’t go with you. I’m too far along. Even if it wasn’t a matter of not being able to fly, I’d slow you down.”

      “I…”

      She waved away whatever Ukrah had been planning on saying. “It’s fine. I’ll get Dille. I just need to know, are you absolutely sure about this?”

      Ukrah was tempted to tell her about the full dream, about seeing her in white and how she somehow knew the danger lurking, but something made her hold back. She couldn’t say why, it just sat inside of her chest, keeping the words locked behind her teeth.

      “I am. I can tell. I have to find them. I have to.”

      “Alright then,” Eist said, her words going faster as she went along. “Planning it out can wait until morning, right? There’s plenty to prepare for, so there’s no use in worrying about it tonight.”

      “That’s it?” Crispin sputtered. “You’re signing off on us going off on some mission to who knows where to find people we don’t know when we don’t even know how to find them?”

      Eist shrugged and laid back down. “When I was your age, I read forbidden texts and got into a one-on-one fight with a vessel possessed by the Blight. People like us don’t get to be careful or cautious or have childhoods. We just have destinies.”

      The woman’s eyelids were already fluttering, and Ukrah guessed it was because her baby needed her rest. Despite the excitement and fear churning in her stomach, she backed up and let the woman sleep.

      “Goodnight, Lady W’allenhaus, Lord W’allenhaus.”

      She closed the door behind her and headed out, ending up in the hall with Cassinda and Crispin.

      “Look, Ukrah, I don’t know what you mean about vessels or anything, but I’m really not sure about thi—”

      “I want to go with you,” Cassinda cut in before he could finish.

      Eist turned and looked at the young girl to see that she was staring at her intensely, her green eyes blazing.

      “I’m not sure Lady—”

      “You need me. I… I’m good in a fight. In the sense that I’ve never been in a fight longer than a moment because I am…efficient at ending them. But I need to come with you. I can feel it.”

      Ukrah wanted to say no—that she didn’t know where they would be going, how dangerous it would be, or if it would even be fruitful—but something about the girl’s expression stopped her. The desert girl thought back to how Cassinda had handled those assassins so easily, not even breaking a sweat as she dispatched them with a simple word. If they couldn’t have the god-woman, maybe having someone like her on their side could indeed be a boon.

      “We will see what Eist says in the morning. Like she said, there’s lots of planning to do on a journey like this.”

      “She will agree,” the girl said confidently. “But for now, how about we got to your room and you explain to us exactly what you mean by ‘vessels’ and there being more than just you.”

      She walked forward primly, her doll still clutched in her hands. Crispin and Ukrah exchanged looks while Voirdr just wiggled out of his hold and shuffled after the girl, happy that she was at least walking back in the direction of his bed.

      “You know, I wouldn’t be opposed to a little explanation either.”

      Well, they both probably had a right to a little more information, but for some reason, Ukrah’s stomach twisted at the idea of them knowing everything. Like she wanted to protect them from the stress and uncertainty of it all.

      She guessed that she really did understand Eist more than she thought.

      “Alright, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”
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      Ukrah’s butt hurt.

      No one told her that riding atop a dragon’s back for hours and hours would leave her backside feeling like she’d had her hide tanned well and good, like it hadn’t been since she was a child. By the time they finally set down, her whole lower half throbbed, and her legs shook as she clambered to the ground.

      “Ow…” she groaned, mostly to herself, only to hear Crispin share the sentiment. He had to be feeling it even more than her, considering his lanky frame and complete lack of any sort of cushioning.

      Cassinda and Athar, however, seemed to be just fine as they climbed down Ethella’s much broader back. The younger girl was completely unruffled and immediately moved to setting up a makeshift tent against a tree to roll out her bedroll.

      Ukrah couldn’t help but think back to the girl’s face the week earlier when she’d been told about the vessels. Calm, attentive, but completely unsurprised, as if everything Ukrah was saying made sense and wasn’t some random smattering of words and ideas strung together. After that, she’d been even more insistent on riding along.

      And, as Ukrah watched her move matter-of-factly through the field they had set down in, she couldn’t help but think that having the redhead there could only be a good thing. Even if she was a little…peculiar.

      Or maybe she wasn’t actually peculiar at all. Maybe Ukrah’s understanding of what was normal and what wasn’t was still a little shaky. Either way, the quiet, intense girl was along for the ride.

      Although, Ukrah wasn’t exactly sure where they were riding.

      She did know that she was supposed to be able to focus, concentrating on her energy so she could lead them to the other vessels she sensed, but they had a different stop first. Athar had mentioned something about a city and some sort of…of…gossip vines? She wasn’t quite solid on what he had meant by that, and Tayir had offered no explanation.

      In fact, Tayir hadn’t said much at all lately, other than advising her on what to bring for their journey.

      “You, Crispin, gather enough kindling and sticks for a fire. Try to make sure th-they’re dry.” Athar gave the order casually, but the two of them hopped to it, scrounging around the field and the edge of trees to the west.

      It was very strange, if Ukrah actually slowed down to think of what was happening. Not too long ago, she had been going through her routine at the Dragon Riders Academy, and not too much before that, she’d been one of the orphans of her tribe, filling in for odd jobs and learning as best she could without a direct family. It felt like her life kept flipping over anytime she started to get steady.

      Maybe one of these days, it would flip over to something actually nice.

      “Hey, Ukrah! Look at this!”

      She turned to see that Crispin had found a little twig shaped like a wishbone and placed it between his lips and nose, scrunching his face so that it stayed without his hands touching it.

      “Who do I look like?”

      “Professor Jonaton?” she said with a troubled sigh despite how amused she was.

      “You got it!”

      Alright, maybe there were some parts of her life that were nice, that she would never want to give up, but there were certainly parts she could do without.

      Like the rumbling, unsteady power growing within her, making it so that she didn’t know where she ended and it began. She was a vessel. She understood that on a basic level, but there was still so much that she didn’t understand. Was she going to have this power in her forever? What happened if she found all of the vessels? What happened if she was killed?

      It all seemed too much for a girl of fifteen years to handle, and yet that was supposedly what she was doing.

      Handling it.

      …sort of.

      They both filled their arms with branches and twigs and large chunks of bark before heading back to the circle. Ukrah was more than familiar with building fires, but she was still getting used to the different sorts of circumstances folks in the civilized lands had to deal with.

      For example, it seemed that often things were wet. Or ‘damp,’ as Ukrah had been told. In the desert, she’d only had to worry about maximizing the efficiency of materials. But in the land of Rothaiche M’or and Baeldred, there were plenty of supplies. Those supplies were just usually covered in dew or rain or any other form of water that made things difficult.

      So naturally, she sat and watched as Athar expertly made the fire. It was fairly large, as far as campfires went, but she supposed it was to last them through dinner and the night. It was unlikely that anyone would attack them with two fully grown dragons in their party, so they didn’t have to worry about others seeing smoke. Might as well be nice and toasty all night long.

      Once it was all built, he gave a look to Fior, who was laying there and looking over his shoulder like he was trying to see all the way back home. Ukrah felt bad that he was separated from Eist, but she was grateful for his presence.

      She’d heard stories of how dragon and rider were hardly ever separated, and that being apart could be physically painful for both. She figured Eist wouldn’t have told him to carry Ukrah along if it was going to endanger her or the baby growing inside of her, but she still couldn’t help but worry.

      She was always worried.

      Fior was oblivious to her fretting, however, and just let out the faintest of whistles as he turned to the structure of sticks, very small logs, and twigs.

      A thin stream of fire flashed out, almost too quick to see, and the collection of wood blazed to life. Voirdr chirped happily in her lap, his ever-growing wings flaring with excitement.

      Huh. It seemed all the time she had spent learning about the peculiarities of building a good blaze were going to be next to useless with a black dragon by her side.

      “Thanks, old friend,” Athar said, leaning over to rub the top of Fior’s shovel-like head before grabbing one of his packs. As he went about preparing the food, Ukrah couldn’t help but let her mind wander. They were on a journey that was the stuff of legends, but she didn’t exactly feel legendary. Would she ever? Most of the time she felt like a very little girl who had been caught up in too many things she didn’t understand.

      I can hear you thinking from here.

      “Aw, come on, leave her off it,” Crispin muttered, sitting next to her. “It’s been a long day.”

      This? A long day? This is nothing compared to how she got here.

      “Yeah, but Ukrah doesn’t really like to talk about that, so let’s not.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Cassinda asked, settling down beside them with grace that the desert girl just didn’t possess.

      “Just Ukrah,” Crispin said quickly.

      “Really? To me, it almost seems like you’re talking to the bird.”

      Tayir looked to the girl, his little head tilting. Please tell me that there’s not another one of you that understands me. My communications with vessels are supposed to be sacred, you know.

      “He’s got quite the little attitude, doesn’t he?” the girl asked, her voice as level as ever.

      Ukrah looked uncertainly over the girl’s features, trying to figure out exactly what she meant. “Do you… Do you understand him?”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I… Nothing. But yeah, he’s a snarky little thing.”

      “I sensed as much.”

      The conversation stilted a bit after that, but then the food was ready, and they were ripping into it with enthusiasm. Ukrah had definitely been spoiled by too much food too often, because her stomach was pinching from only eating a ration that morning. For all the scary things looming on the horizon, she sure had let herself get soft.

      How unfortunate.

      Night fell soon after that and then they were sliding into their bedrolls. Voirdr was curled up against Ukrah’s front while Fior was circled around the three young ones, his wing over them like a blanket. She felt so secure, especially with Athar in the tent next to them and Ethella on the other side. Despite being away from the manor, she didn’t feel like she was in danger.

      At least…not yet.
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      It was another day’s ride to get to the city where Athar needed to touch base with his contacts, and they arrived just as the sun was setting, turning the sky an ombre mix of oranges, blues, and purples. It really was pretty, but Ukrah felt a shiver of apprehension up her spine.

      “So, where are we going?” Crispin asked, stretching and making his back pop all the way up. Ukrah responded by cracking her neck and fingers, leaving Athar shuddering.

      “Would you all stop that? It’s disgusting.”

      “I heard that you once ripped off a man’s arm with your teeth,” Crispin said idly. “Are you telling me you’re grossed out by a few crackles?”

      Athar’s eyes went wide. “A man’s arm with my teeth? Why would I—” He paused, then rubbed his chin. “Ah. Eist once bit off a man’s finger in the heat of battle. That’s probably where it came from.”

      “I’m sorry, she what?” Ukrah asked.

      But Athar was already striding away, seemingly satisfied. Ukrah knew that the god-woman’s life was intense and full of stories, but she’d never thought about the woman literally biting a man’s finger off. Also, what was a man’s hand doing that close to her mouth?

      Ukrah shuddered at the thought and instead turned her attention to the small city around them. She’d never been in one aside from the city of Rothaiche M’or, so it would do her well to try to observe.

      Everything was smaller than Rothaiche M’or, reminding her of the slum area, never growing bigger. Perhaps her perspective of what the civilized world was like was just a little bit skewed, as well.

      Ducking her head down, she kept quiet as they walked along. While she saw the occasional Margaidian, almost everyone looked to be native, making her stick out a bit like a sore thumb.

      At least she had a sun scarf over her head, tucked partially into her hair to obscure her face, and long riding gloves. They hadn’t been intended to disguise her, just to protect her from the sun on her first long dragon ride, but she wasn’t upset about the surprise benefit.

      She wasn’t sure where they were going, expecting an inn or something like Braddock’s tavern, but instead they walked toward a building that looked suspiciously like a church.

      Ukrah wasn’t sure how she knew that. It wasn’t like she had ever been to a holy place in the civilized lands, and yet that was the distinct impression she got as they neared it.

      She couldn’t help but balk slightly, her mind going back to her and Crispin’s nameday celebration. Was this somehow a trap? Was Athar betra—

      Well, no. That was the silliest thing she had ever thought. Athar would as soon as stop breathing before he did anything to possibly hurt his wife or go against her wishes.

      “You alright?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at her. She licked her lips, eyes flicking toward the building, and he seemed to understand. “Don’t worry. It’s safe.”

      “If you say so,” Crispin muttered. “But that’s definitely a Church of the Three building if there ever was one.”

      “Sometimes the best place to hide is in plain sight.”

      Cassinda, however, just kept striding forward calmly. “Come, we are wasting time.”

      Ukrah wanted to snap at the girl, but she and Athar were already walking again.

      Swallowing, she hurried after them, Crispin coming up along beside her, his free hand intertwining with hers. His other arm was holding Voirdr, who was sleeping peacefully, his red head tucked into the crook of Crispin’s neck. The black was creeping along the edges of his scales, and she wondered if, when he reached his first great shed, he’d turn completely obsidian, or if it was going to come in waves throughout his maturity.

      She wished she could ask Elspeth, but she supposed there were more important things at stake at the moment.

      Surely enough, a moment or so later, they were stepping into the church and Ukrah felt her tension mount. But instead of religious iconography or a cult or anything of the sort, there was what looked like a larger version of Eist’s planning room.

      A man stood up, his hair silver and an eyepatch a stark black against his pale face. He smiled broadly, striding forward to grip Athar’s arm.

      “Lord W’allenhaus. I haven’t seen you in a great while.”

      “Yeah, we’ve been occupied. You know how th-things are.”

      “Annoyingly political?” he said with a huff, looking from Athar to the rest of his company. “You’d think we were back in the times before the Blight, when everyone was trying to deny that it existed. I thought we’d be through with that during our reconstruction, but it’s just gotten worse.”

      “You know how it is. When a great power leaves…”

      The silver-haired man waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah, others rush to fill it. Save me the lecture, I’m living it. So, what brings you back to our little edge of civilization? Last I heard, we don’t have any slaver ports or spots of violence to save the common people from.”

      “Actually, that’s why I’m here. Right now, there is an active slaver line coming through what’s supposed to be your territory.”

      The man straightened. “What? I assure you, we’ve been vigilant—”

      “You flew over us,” Ukrah said, blurting out words while her mind flashed back to those days not too long ago. “Or at least some of your riders did. They were hiding in an old…farm maybe? Some place with lots of room for horses.” She licked her lips, her mind suddenly full of everything that had happened since then. “We burned them down, but I’m sure they’ve found a new place to house their wares. They had quite a few interested parties there.”

      “You’re kidding. That was you? I remember that blaze. Took out a good chunk of the forest to the west. We were aware of those old stables, but we’d scouted them several times. They were safe.” His remaining eye narrowed as he looked over Ukrah. “You said ‘us.’ You were one of their slaves?”

      “I was someone they kidnapped, yes.”

      “Hmm. Good on you getting out then.” He looked to Athar. “To be honest, I’ve been running a lot of scouting and replenish missions up north. You’d be better with Di’nira and Lokus. They’ve been helping any runaways and doing a lot of the patrolling out that area.”

      “Alright. And where are they?”

      “Out hunting, last I knew. Rations tend to be a little scarce around here, so they usually try to bring the town back some meat if they can.”

      “Ration lines choked by bandits?”

      “Not that as much anymore, but you know how far we are from the capital. A lot of the times, the best stuff has been picked over and bought by closer places before it gets here. The ground’s still recovering from a lot that happened with the Blight, doesn’t produce much.”

      Athar nodded. “When we get back, I’ll see if I can get some sort of direct line of provisions to these people.”

      “From your mouths to the gods’—” The man paused, seeming to think. “Huh, we don’t really have gods anymore, do we? Guess I’m back to swearing on my mother’s grave.”

      “If I recall right, your mother was cremated in Baeldred tradition.”

      “Exactly.”

      Athar sighed, and Ukrah had the feeling that the two had a long history together. It seemed funny that, as many legends as there were about the god-woman’s exploits, there were relatively few rumors about her mountain of a husband. Just that he and his dragon were both giants, guarding over her and keeping her safe.

      “Do you have a way to signal to them? To call them here?”

      “No need. They’re due in today, actually. We stick to a pretty strict schedule to make sure that there’s always protection for this town and I’m heading out on the morrow. Stay, rest for the night, and you can all discuss it once they arrive.”

      “Alright th-hen. You have enough rooms for us?”

      “You and then some. Our forces used to be a lot more, back in the day.”

      “Yeah,” Athar agreed with a sigh. “They really were.”

      Ukrah heard the hurt there, the nostalgia. Sometimes it was easy to forget just how many people died against the Blight. Not because no one ever discussed it. Everyone had lost someone to the war. The struggle. Some people lost several someones.

      But it was one thing to lose someone finite, someone personal, then to comprehend the loss of thousands. Hundreds of thousands. Ukrah didn’t even think she knew a thousand people in total.

      “We might as well settle in th-then, I guess. I don’t suppose your cooking has got any better?”

      The man let out a bark of laughter. “Don’t you worry. I haven’t been allowed in the kitchens for a couple of years. We had an orphan boy come into our fold who handles all of that for us. He’s got a mouth that would make even that wife of yours blush, but he’s never made anything that wasn’t outright delicious.”

      “Good to know. He around?”

      “Nah, probably out playing with a pig-bladder with the other orphan kids. He’ll be here soon though. Everyone in town knows they can come here if they need a good meal.”

      Athar nodded. “Rooms in the same place as usual?”

      “You betcha. I’m too lazy to move things around, and the rest are all too busy.”

      “You’re the last person in the world I would s-say is lazy. You’re just old.”

      “Hey, watch it now. I’m your host, but I can still whoop you in a fight.”

      “Is th-that so?”

      The older man looked over Athar’s muscles on muscles, the corner of his mouth going up in a grin. “Maybe. Maybe not. Let’s not find out just yet, huh, big guy?”

      Athar gave him a nod and motioned for everyone to follow. Ukrah did, but her gaze stayed on the older man.

      So, he was part of the corps that governed the lands toward the wilds? The keepers of the borderlands? She’d heard of them, because it was impossible not to considering who she lived with, but they too had been abstract ideas in the back of her head. Ghosts that flew in the sky but weren’t connected to anything real.

      The bedrooms were waiting for them a few doors down, with multiple cots in each. The three young ones took one room, while Athar took the one next to them, pushing two cots together to fit his bulk. Not too long after that, there were sounds of greeting from below, and Ukrah guessed that either the orphan cook or the other riders were back.

      But she was bone tired, her back and behind still sore from the ride. Even Voirdr was sleepy, cuddled against Crispin’s front.

      “You lot can stay up h-h-here until the meal, if you want. Rest up.”

      Ukrah nodded wearily and slid into a cot, holding her arms out for her little boy. He draped over her frame, warm and heavy, then Cassinda and Crispin were also settling down beside her.

      It was the first step of their journey, and absolutely the easiest, but she was smart enough to know that things were going to get much more complicated as it continued.
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      They left the small city the next day with full bellies and feeling much more refreshed. Or at least Ukrah did. Athar, for all his quiet nature, looked wearier than ever.

      She didn’t know what kind of conversation he’d had with the other riders when they arrived late into the night, but it seemed to be productive, because he assured her as they ate their morning meal that the riders were going to increase their patrols in the area until they found the men who had been a part of the caravan that had claimed her.

      But thinking about that time of her life, about being dragged along behind the wagon, chains tethering her to them, made her wrists ache. She still believed that it had been her best bet at getting to safety, but that didn’t mean it had been easy.

      Unfortunately, they didn’t get to ride for long. It was maybe sometime in the afternoon that the dark clouds rolled in, and only an hour or so later that thunder began to rumble.

      “We need to land,” Athar said, grimacing.

      “Are you sure?” Ukrah shouted over the noise of the growing storm.

      “We don’t have a blue dragon around, so it’s not safe.”

      “What about Ethella’s shields?”

      “I think you’re underestimating just how m-m-much power is behind a lightning strike, especially from this high up. And she’d have to hold it for our entire ride and make sure that it covered Fior and you too.”

      Ah, all that made sense.

      She nodded and they began to set down, whirling in an ever-shrinking circle until they breeched the canopy. It wasn’t as convenient as an open field, meadow or stream, but the thick trees would at least hold off most of the torrent pouring down.

      They set up their tents but didn’t go about building a fire. Ukrah assumed it was because even a dragon’s fire couldn’t hold out for that long with the storm coming down even harder. Voirdr whined the entire time, trying to burrow himself under her or Crispin’s tunic while they set things up.

      They did eventually manage, however, and then they were all changing into their only spare set of clothes that were bound tightly in their packs and helping themselves to rations. It wasn’t exactly a good night, but it wasn’t the worst, especially since their own body heat did well to keep the hide and canvas tent fairly warm.

      Not exactly the stuff of myths or legends, but she supposed it was always the banal details that were left out. For instance, when the history books described Eist and her child, she doubted that any of them would mention how many times the god-woman was doubled over her chamber pot, turning her stomach inside out.

      But just as she started to sink into sleep, her muscles going loose and her mind relaxing, she felt an intense sort of vibration.

      “What was that?” Cassinda asked, sitting up. If it were any other time, Ukrah would have marveled at how different the girl looked with her long, long hair done up in a series of braids and her tiny, lithe form cloaked in a jerkin and breeches rather than her usual lovely dresses.

      Ukrah didn’t have time to even guess, her blood rushing in her ears, because the next moment, Athar was throwing open the front flap of their tent.

      He was still dressing, buckling his weapon belt on. “We’re s-s-surrounded,” he stated flatly.

      “Surrounded?” Crispin asked, scrambling to his feet.

      “Get dressed. Get ready for an attack. It’s either s-slavers or dragon traders.”

      Ukrah was already on her feet and putting her wet boots back on, the laces biting into her hands.

      “How did they even find us?” Crispin asked, scrambling too, which was difficult considering that Voirdr was trying to wind up in his legs, barking complaints that his sleep was disrupted.

      “Seems awfully convenient that they’ve found us right after we left the city,” Cassinda murmured idly, stretching and causing a series of pops to sound from her back.

      “I’m well aware.”

      Oh. That did not bode well.

      “Where’s Fior?” Ukrah asked, realizing that neither his head nor his tail were in the tent. Usually, he had either one or the other in the shelter as a social thing, she guessed to make sure that they were safe or maybe even because he missed his rider, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      “If I had to guess, he’s up in the canopy. Ethella’s a deep sleeper, so I’m pretty sure he’s the one who alerted her.”

      “Was that rumble Ethella?”

      He nodded. “You three get to the woods. We’ll draw the attack.”

      “We can fight,” Ukrah and Cassinda said at the same time.

      “The old spirits h-help us if I end up needing your help, little ones.” Athar sighed. “We can’t question them if they’re ripped to pieces by plants or…” His gaze slid over to Ukrah. “…whatever it is you do to people.”

      She swallowed hard, wondering what he would think if he knew what she did to those men who had kidnapped and hurt Crispin. Nothing good, she was sure.

      “Okay.”

      “But make sure you have your weapons on you. You c-c-can never be too s-safe.”

      “Yes, because compared to having an ancient power housed within me, it’s my staff that’s gonna be my best defense.”

      Athar sighed again and went to step back out of the tent. “I think things were easier before you knew h-h-how to speak common better than m-me.”

      From anyone else, it would have been rude. But from kind, self-deprecating Athar, it was just sweet. But then, just as easily as he said it, he was back outside of the tent.

      “Come on,” Crispin whispered, throwing one of the dark blankets from their roll over himself. Considering how bright his blond hair was, it was a smart move. Cassinda mirrored him, cloaking her pale skin and flaming red tresses. “I think I saw a sort of gully by a fallen tree as we were setting up.”

      Ukrah nodded and let him lead them out into the night. Despite Ethella’s continued rumbling, she couldn’t spot anything different about the night air. No sense of warning or foreboding. While she was no trained warrior like Eist or Athar, she wasn’t exactly naïve to the ways of the world.

      And yet there was nothing but forest around them.

      Were they really surrounded? Everything seemed so peaceful. It seemed like she had a lot more to learn.

      They crept over to a fallen tree, and then Crispin was sliding into the earth like a spirit. Despite knowing that he was going into a gully, she still almost yelped when he disappeared from sight. Voirdr let out a soft whine, distressed that his mama was gone, and Ukrah shushed him gently.

      Holding her little guy tightly, she slipped right down into the gully too. It was dark and damp, with the top of the fallen tree blocking them mostly from view and a cluster of thick ferns disguising their backs. Ukrah didn’t even want to think of what kinds of creepies and crawlies were surrounding them. If there was one thing that the civilized lands had too much of, it was bugs.

      Wet, slippy, slimy, and bitey. They seemed to come in every shape and color, and most of them were designed to make humans’ lives terrible. Between the stinging, or venom, or biting, or whatever, Ukrah was more scared of them than she was of the other strange creatures she had heard about.

      Then she finally heard it—a strange snap several yards from her that sounded too crisp and too bright in the night air. She sucked in a breath, looking to Cassinda and Crispin beside her even though she couldn’t see anything past their outlines.

      And then a roar sounded.

      Suddenly, Ethella burst from the ground, roaring and flaring her wings. She shot fire right up into the sky, going with such a force it punched through the canopy and went up toward the stars.

      And then it was like the world broke in two and evil poured out.

      Several riders burst through the tree line, holding spears and nets and crossbows. These were definitely the weapons and tools of people looking to capture, not murder.

      Her stomach dropped as Athar swung himself up onto Ethella’s back and charged forward, brandishing his sword. They swooped upward, spiraling out of the thrown nets and ropes.

      Ukrah guessed that he was trying to gather them, trying to get them to group together as they aimed for him. And it worked, because they rushed forward, calling out orders for each other, shooting up more ropes and bolts and nets.

      And just when they were at their tightest formation, a strange, heart-stopping sound cut through the air, gathering in force and beating down on the group of men.

      It pulsed inside of Ukrah, making her ears ache and her teeth set on edge. Voirdr let out an unhappy sound, but she urged him to quiet, scratching behind his tines.

      The men who attacked them were faring much worse, some sort of strange force hitting them and forcing them down to the earth. The foliage beneath their feet rippled and bent, rippling as if some sort of great wind was rushing directly down on them.

      It was Fior’s power, she realized. Somehow, he was able to make sound into a force of its own, a solid but invisible object that could rip through buildings or crush a man’s skeleton from the outside.

      Her jaw dropped, shocked to see what she had heard spoken of in such hushed whispers on display right in front of her. It was just as impressive as she had imagined, but that much more terrifying in the fact that she couldn’t see it.

      It was clear that the battle was going to be over before it began, the men all collapsed to the ground and trembling, when she heard a great and terrible clap of thunder above their heads and the sound of teeth and claw sliding against scales.

      What was happening?

      Fior’s blast of sound stopped, making her body stop rumbling and her brain stop feeling like it was about to tumble into nothingness. The men started to pick themselves up, but the brindle ignored them, shooting into the sky.

      “What’s going on?” Crispin whispered. “He had them…”

      “Listen,” Cassinda hissed over the pelting rain and curses of the attackers. “That’s a dragon fight if I ever heard one.”

      “Dragon fight!?”

      Cassinda nodded. “They’re either rogues or slavers who managed to get their hands on dragons that were lost during the war and the Blight’s last great plan.”

      “I thought a dragon would die without its rider or if they were separated for too long,” Ukrah said. The very thought of being separated from Voirdr for any length of time made her sick to her stomach.

      “Most dragons, but not all. And there are some riders who have strayed from the fold, who abuse their power for themselves. The riders try to deal with it, but with the reconstruction, there’s so many other things to do. A lot of them seem to be able to slip through the cracks.”

      “And you’re telling me there are dragons up there fighting Ethella and Fior?”

      “If I had to guess.”

      “They’ve gotta be trying to distract Athar,” Crispin added, his voice still hushed. “Keep him busy with their fight so the ground troops can set up their nets and all that.”

      Ukrah looked to Cassinda. “We can’t let them do that.”

      “No,” she answered grimly. “We can’t.”

      “Hey now, we’re supposed to stay hidd—”

      Ukrah shifted, turning to press Voirdr into Crispin’s hold. “Stay here,” she said, urging him to press into the corner of the gully, the part most hidden by the tree and lip of earth above. He opened his mouth to object, but she fixed him with a pleading look. “You’ve gotta watch him, okay? Keep him safe.”

      “Come on,” the boy groused, clutching Voirdr close to him. “I can help. I can fight.”

      Ukrah’s mind flashed back to that time in the clearing, when whatever was inside of her had taken care of his would-be kidnappers one by one. The thought of him being hurt like that again, of being broken or beaten, made her sick. She had to protect him.

      “Please?” she murmured before Cassinda was gripping her wrist and pulling her up.

      “I can handle the ones at the edges of battle, but that will take most of my energy. You’ll have to take care of those in the center.”

      Ukrah felt her anxiety rising, danger and heat thick on her tongue. “Okay.”

      “But first, I need you to strike me.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not angry enough, I can’t get a grip on anything. I need you to hurt me.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Ukrah hissed quietly. Just like with Crispin, the thought of causing the girl discomfort, of her being hurt or struck, made her nauseous.

      “Just slap me! Trust me, it’ll work. I have a terrible temper.”

      “Cassinda—”

      “We don’t have time for this! There’s a whole battle right there!”

      Ukrah licked her lips, knowing she couldn’t hit the girl but also knowing that the proper thing to do was to help her along. But before she could force herself to do something that she didn’t want to, a small shape swooped down from the tree and went at Cassinda’s face.

      The girl swore and stumbled back, Ukrah reaching out to grab her, before realizing that it was none other than Tayir, flapping his wing and scratching and screeching. It lasted only a few breaths, but his attack quickly stopped when a branch leaned down from one of the trees above and slapped the bird out of the way.

      “Okay,” Cassinda said, breathing hard. “That works.”

      Without another word, she strode toward the battle, her posture intense and unyielding. Despite the noise of Tayir’s attack, none of the men were looking toward them, their eyes trained on the skies as they reloaded their various traps.

      She took a silent step toward them and raised her hands. Ukrah felt the snap of something along her skin and then the ground was rippling and buckling under her feet. That was all the warning she had before roots burst up from the earth, gripping several men and dragging them down. Their cries filled the air, and soon everyone who wasn’t grabbed was looking right at the redheaded girl.

      Ah, that was what Ukrah was there for.

      “Come on now,” Cassinda said, looking to her. Except what looked at Ukrah wasn’t any sort of normal expression. Instead it was something entirely foreign and cold, bloodthirsty and tinged with the smile of a true predator. “Tear the rest of them apart before I do.”

      Ukrah swallowed hard, hearing the malicious glee in her words. And yet, as terrifying as they were, as dangerous as they seemed, she knew that there was an edge of familiarity to it. Something that made the back of her mind prickle with recollection.

      “You! Girl!”

      “It’s a witch!”

      That was her cue. Ukrah rushed forward, trying to call on that energy in her that she hadn’t in so long.

      Strange, in every other situation, she’d never had to really think about it. If anything, she’d had to fight its pull. But as she barreled forward, whatever it was that popped and sizzled within her didn’t pop or sizzle. It just kinda…sloshed.

      Realizing there wasn’t going to be any sort of burst of magic as she collided with the man swinging a sword at her, Ukrah tipped herself so that she could slide under him, coming to a stop behind him and ramming her heel into the base of his spine. That sent him stumbling back, and she jumped up to her feet, pulling her shortsword from its sheath.

      Just in time too, because there was a crossbow aimed straight at her. She used her blade to knock it aside, kicking for the man’s groin, only for something to be flung across the fight to slam him into a tree.

      Oh… It was a whole other man. That had to be Cassinda’s doing.

      A cry sounded from the edge of battle, not one of aggression or fight, but one of alarm. Whipping around, Ukrah saw that two of the men had found the gully and were reaching down to where she had tucked Crispin and Voirdr.

      No.

      That absence of rage within her, the subtle sloshing of that darkness, suddenly spiked into unerring fury. How dare these men touch what was hers!

      Snarling, she stepped forward, grabbing one of the men and whipping him back into the fray.

      Of course, she wasn’t strong enough to haul a fully-grown man who was nearly a foot taller than her off his feet. But that didn’t seem to matter, because one moment, he was there, and the next, he collided with her as a cloud of dust. Coughing and sputtering, she stumbled back in the dark ash, wishing that she had a hold on the virulent energy pouring out of her.

      “What kind of witch are you?” the remaining man snarled, lunging toward her, his sword slashing this way and that.

      The glint of it in the scant moonlight reminded her of something, of how an arrow shining like it had looked as it pierced through her belly, impaling her through and through. It made her stomach drop and fear rush through her. She had survived that, but she never wanted to go through something like that again.

      Barely bringing her sword up in time, steel hit steel and the weapon was knocked clear out of her hands. She let out a curse, trying to call on the power within her.

      But it seemed distracted, unwieldy. Like she couldn’t get a good grip on it. It slipped and broke around her, almost as if it was upset with her, wanting to stick to the corners of her mind.

      She wasn’t going to have a mind much longer if it didn’t get on board and save her.

      Reaching behind her for the staff she’d haphazardly shoved into the strap-harness on her back, her fingers closed around the smooth wood. It wasn’t a sword, but it was time to see if all of Ale’a’s training and honing would pay off.

      The sword cut right down toward her head, like the man was trying to cleave her in two, and she brought her staff up in two hands to block him. The blade bit into the hardened, polished wood, but Ukrah used that opportunity to bring her knee up between the man’s legs.

      It was fighting dirty, but both Ale’a and Eist had told her that there was no fighting dirty when fighting for one’s life. Every opportunity was equal and needed to be taken advantage of, especially when one was younger, smaller, weaker or less experienced.

      The man stumbled back, so she whirled her staff around to crack his head. He stumbled back again, reeling, and she finished him off by slamming the butt of her staff into his middle. He let out a pained huff then collapsed, picking himself up to his elbows before sinking right back down where she wanted him.

      She whirled, intending to charge back into battle, but something slammed into her and the next thing she knew, it was her who was slammed into the ground.

      Her vision spun, her body thrashing of its own accord. It took almost an entire breath for it to clear, and she realized that there was a man atop her, a long dagger in his hands.

      His hand went to her throat, squeezing and pinning her there. She called on the magic within her, bubbling and black and powerful, but it didn’t cooperate.

      What are you doing?! Tayir demanded. Best him!

      Ukrah wanted to tell him that she couldn’t, that she was certainly trying and nothing was happening. Normally, she had to shove the magic down, to fight it from taking over her. But after so long without it, it seemed like it was mad at her. Fighting, pulling away.

      Are you— You can’t die like this! We have too much to do still! You still have the other vessels to find!

      Ukrah managed to bring one of her hands up to slug the man, landing on the side of his jaw. He reeled back, cursing, but managed to keep his hold and squeeze tighter.

      She could feel her body starting to crave air. He didn’t have the best grip on her, but it was enough to leave her lacking. She wanted to buck up under him, to throw him off, but he was just so heavy, and the magic in her wasn’t doing anything.

      There was a thunk, and the hold on her neck was gone and the man was folding over.

      “Ukrah, come on! What’s going on with you?”

      She was pulled to her feet, stumbling slightly, and it took her yet another moment to realize that it was Crispin looking at her, one of his hands gripping her and the other holding a heavy-looking rock.

      She didn’t have an answer, her tongue heavy in her mouth, her breath rasping in and out. But she did see a crossbow behind Crispin, aimed right toward them, gleaming in the night. She wanted to cry out, to warn him, but it was already firing.

      No.

      That feeling boiled up inside of her, bright and hot, slamming out behind him like a wall. They couldn’t hurt him. They couldn’t touch her family.

      The bolt hit…nothing. Shattering into jagged little pieces as it slammed into the barrier she had thrown out. She didn’t know if anyone could see it—she technically couldn’t see it—but she knew it was there, swirling in her vision and at the back of her head, flaring bright at the thought that anyone would try to hurt one of her charges.

      The man yelled something, beginning to notch another bolt, and two of the men beside him came charging forward, yelling with weapons drawn. Ah, so they probably didn’t see the barrier.

      Crispin yelped and jumped to the side, but Ukrah stood firm, staring them down. They hit the wall almost at the same time, one right after the other, and burst into ash right before her eyes.

      That feeling began to grow hotter, rushing through her and filling her up as if it was a punishment for pushing it down for so long. She took a step toward the crossbow and the man holding it, unsure of what she would do but knowing that whatever happened to him, he absolutely deserved it.

      He would be punished. He would burn. Just like those villagers who had tried to hurt her, who had hurt so many other people who couldn’t help that they were born with the seeds of their new world within them. Just like those men who had tried to take Crispin back to that fief that had treated him so poorly.

      She was going to bring justice to all of them. Unrelenting, unbiased justice.

      The errant had been in control of the world for too long, the natural balance had been pushed and used and corrupted. She was the rebirth, the herald of what should be, and she would strike all of those who continued to pervert it.

      She was ready to attack the man, ready to leap forward and let whatever his punishment was happen, when more plants burst from the ground. Just like that time during Dille’s failed assassination, he was dragged down into the earth, thorny vines biting into his flesh.

      Ukrah blinked, that bubbling, raging hotness within her petering out to nothing, making her feel hollow and more than a bit nauseous.

      “You were taking too long,” Cassinda said, stepping out from the trees, her face alight with malicious glee. She didn’t sound like herself still. So full of anger and hate and pride. “I’d almost think you were enjoying this. Shame the fight’s over.”

      “Over?”

      Cassinda nodded, gesturing to the battlefield, where only a few stray bodies remained. Not a single man was on his feet, ready to fight or run.

      If Ukrah hadn’t already witnessed so much death, she might have been afraid or ashamed of the scene in front of her, but then there was a cry from above, pulling her attention upward.

      “The dragons are still fighting,” Crispin said, voice tight.

      Cassinda wavered for a moment, blinking several times, and when she spoke again, she only sounded weary. “I… I don’t think I can do anything about that.” She looked around and heaved out a breath. “I haven’t… That was the most people I’ve ever…”

      “It’s alright,” Ukrah said, her stomach twisting. She didn’t quite understand what sort of strange magic the girl wielded, but she understood what it was like to come back to oneself and realize just how much carnage had been wrought while in a fugue. “I think I can help them.”

      Looking up, she pulled on that sliding energy again. This time, she didn’t want it to fight, or hurt, or do anything particularly impressive. She just wanted flashy. Something that might intimidate whatever was going on above the canopy. She could only see occasional blasts of fire, or the shadow of a wing or tail cutting off the starlight. Maybe… Maybe if she made a scene big enough, they would know that their compatriots were dead and flee to wherever they came from.

      The magic within her slid around her fingers again, seemingly uninterested in her call. But when she heard the pained cry of a dragon above, when she thought of returning to Eist and telling her that somehow, they had gotten her soulmate killed, that was enough to have the ancient whatever inside of her bubbling up.

      Energy shot up and out of her, piercing through the trees and going into the sky. She couldn’t see it, but she could feel it as it burst in a ripple of light and heat. She had to close her eyes despite the fact that she couldn’t see it at all, ducking down as if dodging a plume of fire herself. Cassinda let out a curse and slid to the ground, while Crispin just looked upwards in awe.

      Ukrah wasn’t sure what she expected, but it certainly wasn’t for a massive dragon form to come crashing down through the trees, colliding with the earth just a bit away from them. The impact of it sent her off her feet, slamming into the ground and driving her breath from her body.

      She didn’t have much time to regain it, however, because a cracking sound filled the air, and then a tree was falling right toward her.

      She let out a yelp and rolled to the side, not stopping until a branch slammed right into her ribs and shoulders, leaves raining down all around her.

      Pain exploded just behind her eyes, making her thoughts scatter for a moment. She sat there, but then a tail slammed down just a few feet away from her head, sending dirt and pebbles and grit flying into the air.

      She threw her arms up, trying to block her face, but that didn’t stop a rock from pelting her pretty good in the side of her head. She needed to get up. She wasn’t sure if it was Fior, or Ethella or the enemy, but it didn’t matter if she got hit with one of their errant limbs while they were thrashing about.

      “Ukrah! Give me your hand!”

      Wiggling, Ukrah looked through the thicket of branches she had suddenly been enveloped by and saw what had to be Crispin’s hand. It took a bit more work, but she was able to grip it, and he helped pull her from the debris.

      When she scrambled out, her head was spinning, and her stomach was twisting, and she didn’t understand why she felt so…so…mortal.

      There was another dragon-ish shriek, and the creature flailing managed to get its footing under it, shooting into the air and taking off. Fior, who apparently was the antagonist in that particular fight, stayed on the ground, looking around as if trying to locate all of them.

      It was only a couple of moments later that Ethella descended through the trees, Athar on her back looking more than a little worn. When he landed, he slid from the back of his girl, patting her side lovingly.

      “Everything okay down here?” he asked, looking over the scene.

      And what a scene it was. The foliage was suddenly three times denser and several trees were uprooted or overturned. Vines covered almost everything, and there were five or so dead bodies littered around.

      “Voirdr!” Ukrah exclaimed, realizing there was someone very important missing. “Where’s Voirdr?!”

      “It’s okay. I tucked him away when they were trying to pull me out,” Crispin said, leading over her to the gully. “There was a bit of a badger hole.” They reached it, and he flopped down onto his belly. “Hey, little guy. Mama’s here. Come out, okay?”

      There was a wary chirp, but Ukrah heaved a sigh of relief when she saw the telltale glint of red and then those beautiful eyes staring up at her.

      “Oh, there you are, my little guy!” she heaved, leaning down to haul him up. Her body protested, her head throbbing a bit, and it was only then that she realized that of all the men who had tried to attack her, it was the tree that had really managed to damage her the most.

      There was an irony in there that she would normally laugh at, if her head wasn’t being so mean.

      She hugged her not-so-little-guy to herself, wobbling slightly, when she heard Athar call to them.

      “You lot start a fire. We all need to t-t-talk.”

      “What are you going to do?” Cassinda asked.

      “I’ll get our aid kits and tend to the dragons, then pack up. It’s not safe to camp here the rest of th-th-the night.”

      Ukrah nodded vaguely, prepared to haul Voirdr around while she gathered firewood, but Crispin’s hand was insistent on her arm. “Come on, you sit down while we set things up. I’m gonna take care of you.”

      “Take care— I’m fine.”

      “Sure you are, but this isn’t negotiable.”

      Ukrah was stubborn, but she knew when there wasn’t space for argument, so she just nodded and let him sit her down on one of the fallen trees. Voirdr was wuffling and chirping anxiously, sniffing her over like he was worried about what had happened. And he probably was. It was the first bit of violence that he’d ever really been in, and he’d basically gotten shoved into a hole.

      The first of many, unfortunately. Especially if she wasn’t able to get her magic in check.
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      “To think that there was a whole field full of men trying to kill us, and it was a tree that roughed you up.”

      Ukrah laughed as Crispin knelt in front of her, wetting a small cloth from their waterskin and dabbing her face. It came away quite dirty, and she wondered when she’d had time to get mud all over her.

      “Would you believe me that I was just thinking the exact same thing?” she murmured, letting her eyelids droop.

      She was coming off the thrill of a fight, and with the roaring campfire behind her, she was starting to feel heavy and languid with fatigue. She couldn’t rest though, because as soon as they finished patching themselves up and everything else, they were going to ride somewhere else. Somewhere hopefully safer.

      “I believe it,” Crispin said with a huff. “I suppose I should be grateful that you didn’t get yourself impaled with a sword this time.”

      “Exactly. See, I’m learning.”

      He gave her a deadpan expression that perfectly communicated how much he didn’t believe her, then continued cleaning her wounds. Cassinda was busy cooking some of the tubers that were in their packs while Athar was tending to the dragons, patting them over and saying soft things Ukrah couldn’t hear from where she was standing.

      It was hard not to lean into Crispin’s touch, to seek out the comfort there. She had never been a tactile person before, always afraid of upsetting someone or being too needy, but her best friend was different. He was…safe. Which was probably a strange thing to think considering that he was a skinny orphan who she’d had to save more than once, but she was long past questioning it.

      “I’m…mad at you, you know.”

      Ukrah’s eyes flew open at that and she looked to Crispin in concern. The pleasant floating feeling she had vanished, leaving her to blink at him in confusion. “You’re mad?”

      He nodded. “I’m not useless.”

      She blinked some more, confusion seeping into her mind. “Why would you—”

      “You shoved me into a hole and told me to hide,” he said, a bitter sort of edge to his voice. “I know I’m not like you, or Cassinda, but I can help. I helped you twice just this time. I know you see me as this…this affable little skeleton who trots after you, but I can help. I’ve survived a lot of years without you around, and I aim to keep on surviving.”

      Ukrah swallowed. Crispin was rarely ever upset with her, so she was unused to the sting in his voice. And what was worse: he wasn’t even yelling at her, wasn’t raising his voice. No, even when he was upset and hurting, he still treated her far better than she ever deserved.

      “But…” She licked her lips, feeling her grasp on common failing her. She looked up, spotting Tayir in a tree, but he just ruffled his feathers.

      Don’t look to me about this. Not my responsibility.

      “But I need you to be protected.”

      His lips tucked downward. “I understand if it’s some big magic fight full of witches and you vessels and all the other insane things that seem to be happening. But this was just a bunch of guys in the dark. I need you to treat me as more of an equal and less of a kid you have to babysit.”

      “I… But we’re not equal,” she said without thinking. The boy’s eyes went wide, and she rushed to continue. “If I’m hurt, or if I die…” She shrugged, making a vague gesture. “But when I think of something happening to you, or Voirdr, or Eist or Athar…” She shuddered. “I just… I can’t. It makes me sick.”

      He swallowed thickly, his hand falling away from her face. He tilted forward, his forehead resting against her shoulder, breathing steadily.

      Ukrah held still, unsure of what he was thinking or feeling. She could be patient, if that was what he needed.

      She couldn’t say how many moments passed before he tilted his head, looking up at her with so much written on his face. “You can’t think that way, okay?” She opened her mouth to respond, but he kept on going. “Ukrah, you’re just as important as the rest of us. Maybe more important because of that vessel thingumajig you got going on.

      “But that’s really sidetracking what I mean. What I’m saying is, I understand you have this strange thing inside of you that probably makes all of us around you seem small, weak, and in need of protection, but I’m going to need you to not listen to it all the time. Okay? Let me fight. I promise if things are too far beyond my means, I’ll hide as much as you want.”

      He didn’t understand. He hadn’t seen himself when she had saved him from those kidnappers. All beaten, bloody, and swollen. He hadn’t seen himself during his long healing period, where colors painted across his face and the whites of his eyes were stained with blood for far too long. He didn’t get that she had lost everything that she ever had, and he was the only one who knew her from before she met the god-woman. He didn’t understand how he was the only true friend she had. He’d been with her during her ill-fated time at the academy. He’d risked his life multiple times for her even though he was almost assuredly going to lose.

      Someone like him was invaluable. Vital to her survival.

      But with the way he was looking at her, all concerned and caring and wishing so hard for her to agree, she found the argument too much for her.

      “Yeah,” she agreed weakly. “I’ll try to be better.”

      He breathed such a heady sigh of relief. She wanted to tell him that he was getting far too wrapped up in what she thought of him, but she couldn’t bring herself to. The fact of the matter was that Crispin was more important than he could ever know, and she was probably going to continue to treat him as such.

      “Good, that’s all I can ask.”

      They went quiet after that, and she was glad for the reprieve. She was almost back to that floaty, contented place when Cassinda approached her.

      “What was with your magic?” she asked, setting some roasted potatoes next to them on a cloth.

      Ukrah grimaced. “What do you mean?”

      “You know exactly what I mean.”

      “I… I’m not certain. I just know it wouldn’t answer to me.”

      “Any reason why that you can think of?” It seemed like Cassinda was back to the usual terse, intense way of holding herself from back when she had first met them.

      “I don’t—”

      “I think it’s probably Voirdr,” Crispin said, not even looking up as he palpated the aching spot on her ribs. The two of them looked to him in surprise.

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Well, black dragons can absorb and direct the energy of all the other dragons, right? Well, this little guy is young and probably can’t really control or call upon that yet purposefully, so instead we’ve got a…a…leaky sort of interference with what you do.”

      “If that’s true, why did it only effect Ukrah and not me?” Cassinda asked.

      “Probably because she’s his rider and he’s closer to her than anybody else. I’m sure if I had magic, I’d feel something too.”

      Ukrah looked down to her little guy, who was sleeping over both of her feet, his side pressed into Crispin’s knees. Her heart squeezed with affection for him even with the revelation that he had maybe kinda almost inadvertently gotten her killed.

      “Huh. Is there a way we can test that out?”

      “Perhaps later,” Cassinda said, her lips turned in a frown. Thankfully, Ukrah knew her just well enough to be aware that the expression was her ‘thinking face’ rather than a sign of actual displeasure. “Once we return home with these other vessels you say are out there.”

      “If we make it home,” Athar grumbled. “T-t-those bandits were definitely sent by one of the riders at the last city we were in. Which means at minimum one of our allies isn’t an ally at all.” He heaved a breath. “Have you had any more of an inkling of which direction we should be heading in?”

      Ukrah shook her head. “I haven’t gotten any more of a premonition or dream.”

      Have you even tried? Or have you been caught up in the grand adventure of all of this? Tayir accused.

      “Well, it might help if you did,” Athar said. There wasn’t any malice to his voice, but a sort of weariness that she wasn’t used to hearing from him. “I feel like I’ve gotten soft. There was a time where a fight like this wouldn’t even be worth remembering.”

      “That’s a good thing then, right?” Crispin asked. “Being safe enough to get soft?”

      Athar grinned wanly. “It’s nice, but I don’t think it’s something any of us can afford right now.”
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        * * *

      

      When Ukrah went to bed that night, she told herself that she had to dream, no ifs, ands, or buts about it. With Crispin’s words fresh in her mind, she convinced Voirdr to cuddle with him instead of curling along her side, but she missed his weight as she tried to slip under.

      It didn’t help that dawn was just starting to lighten the horizon, the sky transitioning from its unending obsidian into the slightest shades of purple and cobalt. They’d flown a good two hours west of where their camp had been and had found a small rock formation with an outcropping that was just large enough to mostly shelter them from any bandits flying above for a rematch.

      At first, Ukrah had been so sure that she wouldn’t be able to sleep at all, but then Fior had curled around their tent, his tail over her and his head under the hide flap to press against Cassinda, and that, combined with the steady breath of her companions, helped her fall under.

      And just like she had needed, she dreamed.

      

      She was flying, fire stretching below her as far as the eye could see. It was chaos and destruction and everything awful all at once, an echo of everything that had been plaguing her in the year since she had arrived in the Rothaiche M’or. But instead of mounting in a crescendo, instead of swallowing her as it usually did, everything began to race backward. As if time itself was flowing in reverse.

      The flames dwindled down, receding into the earth. The very ground repaired itself, coming together in rippling waves that reminded her of the ocean.

      She still sat across Voirdr’s fully-grown back, watching as plants burst into life, rising from ash and covering everything in green. And then, just when the world was right again, a golden line shimmered into being.

      Ukrah leaned forward, following its line with her eyes. It stretched farther than she could see, leading her to…to what?

      Exactly what she needed.

      Who she needed?

      She didn’t know, so she squeezed her knees. Voirdr dipped down, his massive wings tucking in as they fell into a deep dive.

      Her stomach jumped in elation as they picked up speed. In all her dreams, it was the first that they ever flew without duress, only a goal—a bright, shimmering light—to guide them.

      They were only touching the ground when she touched the line, wrapping her fingers around the ray of light. There was a snap, and suddenly it was as if the string wound around her, squeezing so tightly that she couldn’t even breathe.

      She didn’t even have time to panic before it sank into her, the tension releasing. But as she drew in another breath, she could feel the string lancing out of her, tugging her in the direction she needed to go.

      Perfect.
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      They woke sometime just before midday, and Ukrah told the others what she had learned. Athar didn’t seem surprised when she spoke to him of the string, as if he had already gone through something pretty similar, and just let her lead the way.

      It was similar to how she found Crispin, and yet not. With Crispin, she just knew. With this, it was like someone was calling out to her, beckoning her to find them, to save them. To gather them under her arms and protect.

      Goodness, she was getting tired of that word. It seemed to fill her mind and mean far too much. Like she would fall to pieces if she didn’t find everything and everyone she was supposed to and ship them off somewhere they would be safe. Sure, she’d always cared about her friends, about her allies, but it seemed with every day that passed, her driving need to protect was ramping up more and more. She didn’t even want to think of what it could be like if it got worse, and yet that was the boat she was in.

      Nevertheless, she followed the string dutifully. It was strange to think that a fully-grown dragon could fly from Rothaiche M’or to Margaid in one full day or night, but the haphazard, southwestern path they had taken was going on double that. To her, it seemed that the supposedly civilized lands had clustered themselves too close to each other, all lingering on the north and southeastern parts of the land, leaving far too much open and wild for ne’er-do-wells.

      In the borderlands, the wilds, everyone was spread out, with many of the tribes or people being nomadic in nature. They rarely crossed one another, and when they did, it was purposeful. There were few wars, most of the people caught up in just surviving. And even after the cleansing, when the Blight and all those terrible monsters had disappeared, the various civilizations were all adjusting to a new way of life.

      Which was exactly how her own tribe had gotten so wrapped up in witch hunting.

      That thought put Ukrah in a place that she didn’t want to give any more energy to, and she tucked it away. The past didn’t matter at the moment. Her awakening wasn’t the focus of attention. The only thing that mattered was finding whatever vessel she was locked onto and bringing them to safety.

      They flew for hours, and after the first few, she began to wonder if she was full of it. Even with Crispin, she could feel that they were getting near, feel the sundial above her head progressing mercilessly. But with this, it was just a golden line. No feeling. No connection. Just…a direction.

      To everyone else’s credit, they didn’t voice their doubt, just dutifully followed along, Crispin holding Voirdr behind her and occasionally reminding her to drink from their waterskin.

      But then, as the sun was just beginning to set, she saw it. The golden string leading to a bright, shimmering spot. She let out a cry despite herself, and they approached the target until a small but homey-looking village appeared.

      “You sure?” Athar asked, looking down uncertainly.

      “Yes,” she answered without hesitation. Finally, she could feel it in her bones. Her fellow vessel was down there, just waiting to be found.

      “It f-figures,” Athar said with a sigh, taking a long, long drink from his own waterskin.

      “Why?” Crispin asked as Fior began to set down. “You know this place?”

      “I know of it from Ain. The purple, white, and red roofs on opposite sides are pretty dead giveaways. Th-this village is at the merge point.”

      “Merge point?”

      He nodded. “This is where Baeldred, Margaid, and Rothaiche M’or all touch. After the wars, there was a treaty that towns like th-these wouldn’t belong to any one kingdom, and rather work as their own, small self-government. This particular one is flying the colors that belong to a pretty large…” He grimaced. “…guild, we’ll call them.”

      “By that, you mean brigands,” Cassinda said sharply. “Like the ones that attacked my village.”

      He nodded tersely. “We’ll have to be careful. We’ll set down just outside of town and announce ourselves. Hopefully, th-these folks won’t be against rolling out the welcome wagon.”

      “Do you have bad blood here?” Ukrah asked as they landed.

      “No, actually. I haven’t heard any reports about particularly troublesome merge villages in this area. Granted, who knows considering we were just attacked after leaving one of our outpost cities. B-b-b-but if I had to guess, I would say this is probably just a fencing town.”

      “Fencing?” she muttered with confusion. “I don’t see any kind of barrier.”

      A chuckle from Crispin sounded behind her, his forehead pressing against the back her shoulder. “Fencing means buying stolen goods and making them eligible to sell legally in shops and stores or with traveling merchants.”

      “Oh.” That plucked at something familiar in her head. “So this entire village is sort of a…black market in your language?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m guessing.”

      “Except I don’t think they’re doing much selling here,” Athar continued. “This is likely where they just collect and distribute, if I had t-to guess.”

      And you’re just going right into it. Better get a better handle on your power, girl. I’d hate to lose you after we’ve gotten this far.

      Ukrah could feel Crispin roll his eyes at the bird’s words behind her, but she said nothing. Cassinda tilted her head slightly, as if she could hear him too, but the curious look on her face quickly faded as they slid to the ground and walked the path to the village.

      It was too small to have a gate or anything official, but as they walked past the first couple of shacks, a pleasant-looking man stepped out from one of them and casually approached the group.

      “Greeting there, strangers. We don’t get a lot of visitors here. Y’all got business with our little merge point?”

      “Actually, we were just passing th-through,” Athar said coolly. “We got attacked while we were on the road and were hoping for a nice place to rest and recoup. You get attacked much h-here? H-h-hassled?”

      The man shook his head. “I’m real sorry to hear that.” But then his expression morphed into a pleasant enough smile. “But I’m glad you found us. We’ve got a nice tavern for travelers such as yourself, and you can definitely rest up! I’ll walk you there, if you need. Even got a stable your dragons can hang in.” He gave Ethella a bit of a look. “Well…your guy there might be a bit big for it.”

      “She’s a lady, actually,” Crispin corrected. “But you’d be surprised how much she likes to curl up.”

      “Is that so? Well, food for her might cost a pretty penny, but we should have enough stored up.”

      Athar nodded. “You’re not low on provisions here?”

      “Nah, we have enough traders, and ever since the cleansing, we’ve had plenty of wildlife come back, so hunting’s good. Not to mention that we don’t have to worry about those monsters coming in and killing our livestock anymore.”

      “Yeah, that will certainly do it.”

      “Thoughtful of you to ask, though. Most wouldn’t think about what kinda food supply we had around here.”

      Athar just shrugged, letting the compliment pass over them as they strode toward the tavern. When they reached it, it was quite a bit smaller than Braddock’s, but homey enough. The man opened the door for them, then gave them a bit of a bow before walking off again.

      Ukrah wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t a warm sort of room with two sections, one wide open with tables every so often and people enjoying food while another seemed to be a sort of…game area? She could see cards and dice, and people laughing as well as huffing in anger.

      “What is that?” she asked, pointing blatantly.

      “Gambling,” Athar said, his tone tight. “We won’t be going over th-there.”

      “Aw, why?” Crispin said with a bit of a whine. “Nothing like a good ol’ game of dragon claw to get the blood pumping.”

      “There’s a problem when I can’t stop p-playing it,” Athar said. “Come on now, let’s get some food and a room.”

      He walked over to the bar, where a few patrons were nursing tankards. Ukrah noticed how some of the men leaned away from the giant, their eyebrows going up. It was weirdly gratifying in a way, but she didn’t exactly have a reason as to why.

      “You lot look like you’ve seen some better days,” the tavern-keep said with a bit of a laugh as Athar rested his large elbows on the counter. “Did something happen to your lady?”

      “My lady?”

      He gestured to the three of them behind him. “I’ve never seen a dragon rider out with a haggle of runts without his old lady. She alright?”

      Athar let out a dry huff. “Yeah, she’s just with child. Couldn’t quite make the journey.”

      “Pregnant, huh? That’s a bit of a gap you have there.”

      “We’re not his,” Crispin said, hopping onto the stool next to Athar. “We’d all be a lot taller and—” He glanced to Athar’s long, long dark ponytail, his square jaw, and thick, hair along his muscled limbs. “—different looking.”

      “War orphans?”

      “Something like that,” Cassinda said, sitting on the other stool more gracefully. “You see many of us out here?”

      “Heck, half of our town have been war orphans. You’re in good company.”

      Ukrah was surprised at how friendly everyone was being. After learning that it was some sort of black market-like town, she had assumed everyone would be guarded and shady. Maybe she didn’t quite understand this whole fencing business after all.

      “Good to know. You g-g-g— Have any rooms here?”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty far out of the travel season, so I’ve got a large room up there with three beds. Or I can get ya two of our smaller ones, but they’ve only got one cot each.”

      “The large room will be fine. We prefer to stick together in new towns.”

      “Well, that works out with me.” The innkeeper explained the price, but as Athar reached into his purse, the man tsked his tongue. “Looks like you’ve got a pretty bad rip in your breeches there. You guys really did have a rough time getting here, did you?”

      “Wasn’t exactly easy.”

      “Well, I’d offer you a spare, or I’m sure a townfolk would sell ya something, but you’re not exactly a typical size around here.”

      “That’s not the first time I’ve h-heard something like that.”

      The man laughed. “I’m sure of that. Ya know, it’s a bit late now, but we actually have a real good tailor in town. She’s just about magic with the needle and thread. I betcha if ya went to her, she could have your things right as rain before ya gotta get back on the road.”

      “Th-thanks. That’s good to know. I guess all we need now is something to fill our bellies.”

      “Lucky for you, I’ve got plenty for that kinda situation. I’ve got a good stew here and a roast. Pick ya poison.”

      Athar looked over them, turning to catch Ukrah’s gaze. “Come and sit,” he said evenly. “We’re not going to get any f-farther before morning.”

      She frowned. She didn’t want to stop and stay at a tavern for the night. She was so close to the other vessel that she could feel it in her teeth. “I… I’m not ready to settle in for the night.”

      “We didn’t exactly get a good night’s sleep last night. Let’s not push ourselves too far and end up in trouble.”

      She wanted to argue with him—in fact, the words were right on the tip of her tongue—but he affixed her with one of his rare stern looks and those words died before they could ever leave her mouth.

      “Alright then.” Clambering on the stool beside Crispin, she settled down. Voirdr let out a happy sound and clambered into her lap, resting his head in the crook of her neck. He was already almost too big to sit there, his tail curling around her leg and his feet on either side of her lap.

      “That’s quite a young one you have there,” the innkeeper said as he handed her a heated cider. “Shouldn’t you be at the academy?”

      Ukrah looked up at the man. She realized that she hadn’t really spoken to anyone outside of the academy or Eist’s manor since she had arrived there. And to her, the stranger was far too similar to the slavers and customers who had been trying to buy and sell her people.

      She took the drink but didn’t say anything for several beats. It was only when Crispin elbowed her gently that she realized she was probably being rude to a man who had been nothing but polite to her so far.

      “I’m a special case,” she ground out eventually.

      “Ah, I see there. That’s quite the pretty accent. Are you Margaidian?”

      She looked to Athar, not quite sure what her answer should be, but the giant man just gave her the slightest nod.

      “Yes. I am Margaidian.”

      “Ah, you’re one of the paler ones I’ve seen! I guess our winters up here aren’t exactly easy on ya coastal folks. I’ll get you lot that food you wanted then get out of your hair.”

      He left through a door, and Ukrah just held her Voirdr tighter. The interaction was pleasant enough, but she felt like she was sitting on pins and needles. Somehow, they were in the same town as another vessel. Someone who had their fate and body snatched up by an old spirit that was trying to return to the earth.

      She just hoped she could find them before anyone else did.
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        * * *

      

      When morning came, she was raring to go. She woke up first, of course, and took care of her morning business before visiting Ethella and Fior in the stable.

      Thankfully, no one had bothered them, it seemed. It was Fior who cracked a crystalline eye and looked her over, wuffling slightly in an adorable dragon way.

      “Good morning,” she said, scratching at his head. “You want some food?”

      He yawned, stretching out his beautifully brindled limbs, and slowly stood. Eist let out a chuckle and went about getting him food, getting gold from the purse Athar had in their room.

      She was just heading back out when people started waking up. Voirdr, of course, wanted to cling to unconsciousness, chirping anxiously at the movement.

      Crispin looked to her blearily, rubbing his eyes, but Ukrah just told him that she was tending to things. He gave her an understanding look, flopping backwards as she ducked out.

      All in all, it took her longer than she would have liked for them to all get up and get going, but they did manage to get directions to the tailor just as the sun finished its morning climb. She felt like her skin was itching, her stomach jumping up and down as they walked to the tailor. The sooner they got Athar’s clothes mended, the sooner they could go and find whoever the vessel was.

      She couldn’t believe it. She was going to find another vessel.

      Would they be an orphan like her? Someone who had been betrayed and had the power choose them at the moment of their death? Were they a warrior, brave and strong? Were they a grand witch or scholar? A thief? A bandit?

      The ideas began to build inside of her. Mounting on top of each other and expanding with excitement. Her mouth was dry, her palms sweating. Maybe while the tailor was sewing, she could sneak away and go looking on her own. Surely the vessel had to feel her too? Maybe they had dreams as well. Maybe they were looking for her just like she was looking for them.

      Athar stopped in front of a small, comfortable-looking shack and gave the sturdy door a couple of knocks. Ukrah was only barely paying attention as the entryway opened, but the whirlwind that came out of it was impossible to ignore.

      “Oh, hello there! I haven’t seen you lot before! Are you passing through? Oh! I see you have quite a rip there. Have you come here for some mending? No, I dare say that needs a patch!”

      Ukrah blinked several times, taking in the woman who was chattering at them with quite apparent glee. She was a Rothaichian, alright, with a rotund and womanly figure. She looked to be middle-aged, at least a handful of years older than Eist and Athar, and her frizzy brown hair was done up in a bun.

      “Goodness! It looks like the four of you could all use a little tendin’. Oh! And is that a hatchling I see? Why, this is a wonderful morning!”

      “I, uh… We…” It made Ukrah feel a bit better that Athar was just as blindsided by the rosy-cheeked and smiling woman as she was. “We’ve been on the road a while. We only have one change of clothes, and those are still a bit damp from the storm yesterday.”

      “Oh yes, that was quite a drencher, wasn’t it? My rain barrel right overflowed and I was worried that it was going to seep right under my door! Come in, come in! I’ll set some tea on and put your clothes to dry. I think I have some robes for you so you’re not indecent while I work.”

      She stepped inside, her steps quite spry and bouncy considering her large frame. Ukrah had heard this about some women here in the civilized lands, how they had curves upon curves, their bodies layered with muscle and fat and soft skin that only came from bounty and broad frames. She remembered hearing some warriors discussing it in tones that she was too young to understand, but now that she was older, she could see why they might admire a figure like the seamstress’s.

      “I hope you don’t mind elderberry tea. I’m out of my rooted and herbier ones. I’m afraid there was an awful sort of sickness going around just a fortnight ago and I ran right out tending to all of the sick ones in our little village.”

      “B-berry is fine.”

      “Wonderful!”

      Like something out of a story, the woman began humming cheerily to herself as she buzzed around her small kitchen. No one said anything as they just stood in her sitting area, which didn’t have enough seats for all of them.

      Ukrah guessed that she was indeed getting spoiled by Eist’s sprawling home. She could see the woman’s bedroom from where she was standing, curtains hanging in the entrances instead of doors, drawn to the side with little strips of ribbon.

      Other than that, there was only one other door, which Ukrah guessed had to lead to her workroom. Yet despite the small space, it wasn’t crowded at all. It felt welcoming, bright, with bolts of fabric and thread all around, along with hanging circles that she was pretty sure were something Eist had once called noble-lady stitching.

      Ukrah didn’t know what could possibly be noble about the stitching, but she liked the pretty pictures they made. She even recognized some of the common words stitched on them as well. In fact, the longer she stared at them, the more at ease she felt. Her anxiety about finding the vessel and the attack on the road drained from her in gentle waves.

      “Ah, I’ll just set that to steep for a bit. Now, I think I have some jerkins and hose for the lot of you that you can wear while I tend to your things.” She looked to Athar and let out a hearty laugh. “You, however, will have to accept one of my robes. I have to say, I don’t think I’ve ever had to tend to someone of your stature. I’d love to make you a full ensemble someday!”

      “T-t-t-that won’t be necessary,” Athar murmured quietly. Ukrah couldn’t help but raise her eyebrow at that. A four-stutter? That was rare for the large man. He had to be quite nervous.

      For some reason, the thought of the hulking man being intimidated by the soft, happy woman in front of them almost made Ukrah giggle, and she barely hid it with a cough into her fist.

      “Oh dear! I hope you’re not coming down with an illness as well. Come, come, you can change in my room. All of you give me your wet things from the storm and I’ll go hang them on the line outside!”

      There didn’t seem to be any saying no to the woman, so Athar removed their wet things from the separate pack they had brought. From there, Ukrah found herself ushered into the woman’s room, where she did indeed shove a loose cloth tunic and some gray hose into her hands before bustling out and closing the curtains.

      It was strange to change in a stranger’s home, but Ukrah did as she was asked without any fuss. Besides, she kind of wanted to see what this seamstress could do. She wasn’t really like anyone Ukrah had ever met. She wasn’t scarred from the war or full of the grim dark that came from losing someone in the battle. She didn’t seem traumatized or worried. Even the ever-cheerful Ale’a always had a sort of weight to her presence.

      When she joined the others, the woman was still outside, but Ukrah could hear her humming happily again. While the humans were sipping tea, Voirdr had already made himself at home on the one plush chair, curled up into a little ball and chewing lazily on the piece of rawhide that was also in the pack.

      “Make sure you behave yourself,” Ukrah reminded him. “We’re guests here.”

      He made a sound that could almost be taken as offense that she would ever insinuate that he could be anything other than well-mannered, but quickly returned to his chew.

      “Alright! I’ll tend to those clothes once they dry. To be honest, I would love to give them a thorough wash, but I can tell by your stance that you don’t have that much time.” She gave them a blinding grin. “That is, unless you don’t mind sticking around a bit longer?”

      “We actually are in a b-bit of a hurry,” Athar said sheepishly, his cheeks coloring.

      Her face only fell ever-so-slightly, but she continued to bluster on. “As I thought! Let me get a move on then and get you out of here!”

      She strode toward the one closed door, throwing it open and—sure enough—there was what looked every bit like what Ukrah thought a tailor’s room would. There was a table to set things flat on, then there was a tool board with all sorts of scissors and measuring tapes and other small, metal instruments that Ukrah couldn’t name. Fabric was all around too, with another board that was completely full of spools of thread and twine.

      “Looks like yours just needs a little mending, nothing too big! But there’s a lot of stress on the center seam here, I think I’ll just let it out a little and resew it. Nothing like being preventative to make clothes last longer!”

      Ukrah just nodded along, going to sit on one of the stools that were against the wall, and the others followed her. They didn’t say much, but that was probably because the woman started singing lightly to herself while they all sipped tea.

      It really was lovely, warm, and soothing down her throat and filling her belly.

      Despite the woman’s cheery nature, her hands moved with precise, specific movements. Exact and crisp, with the kind of assuredness that only came from years of practice. Ukrah leaned forward, watching her as she threaded the needle, then took another tool to the seam of her breeches. The woman stuck the needle through one of the straps on her apron, then busied herself as she sung.

      Warmth continued to fill Ukrah, starting at her feet and bubbling upwards, filling her with a pleasant sort of ease. The woman’s movements set up a rhythm that swept in and out, making Ukrah sway.

      The seamstress finished with the seam and went on to mending the worn parts. The warmth in Ukrah grew more heady, beckoning her to come closer, to revel in the soft happiness. To be warm and safe and comforted.

      Licking her lips, she blinked, and suddenly, she was a bit closer to the woman. She didn’t quite understand why until she realized that she had stood and taken a step toward the seamstress. The woman’s song didn’t pause, continuing and wrapping around her head, sinking into her like happy little breaths.

      If anyone thought it odd of her to walk forward, no one said. Or maybe they did, but she just didn’t listen. It didn’t seem to matter. She was so relaxed, so happy and content. She couldn’t remember there ever being such a smooth sort of ease to her body, and she just wanted more of it.

      So she stepped forward, and forward, until she was right next to the woman. If the seamstress thought anything of Ukrah standing there, staring down at her work, she didn’t say so. If anything, her singing just grew more soothing.

      And so, the desert girl just stood, letting herself enjoy the moment, letting herself just be. When was the last time she had ever just stood and existed? She’d been trying to find the god-woman or riddling her existence out or trying to make it at the academy for what felt like ages. She was so worn, so exhausted, even though she had slept in a tavern with a relatively nice bed.

      She felt like a bunch of warm wheat noodles all piled on top of each other when the woman turned slightly, reaching up to pat her cheek.

      Ukrah closed her eyes, ready to lean into the sweet, wonderful comfort, but as soon as the woman’s hand touched her, the world cracked open.

      Or at least that was what it felt like. The temperature seemed to change all around them, wind whipping Ukrah every which way. A gold light blasted her while energy, warm and powerful and elated, burst through her very core.

      She stumbled back, breathing hard, and when she looked up, the woman was also on her feet, looking disheveled and shocked.

      “What in the ancestor’s name are you?” she gasped, her once-rosy cheeks drained of all color.

      But Ukrah still couldn’t speak, her wits escaping her for a moment. Because she knew without a single shadow of a doubt that the seamstress was none other than the vessel they had been searching for.

      She’d found her, and it was time to take her home.
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      Ukrah looked guiltily to her companions, who all looked just as flustered as she felt. After whatever had happened when the seamstress touched her, it had taken a few minutes for everything to calm down again and the desert woman to be able to speak.

      “Don’t worry,” Cassinda said soothingly, her voice low. “I felt it too. I can’t imagine how powerful it was for you.”

      Ukrah nodded, swallowing before looking back to the woman. They were standing in her kitchen now, the seamstress shakily drinking a cup of tea as she eyed them suspiciously.

      “You’re a witch?” she asked breathlessly. “I don’t mind witches, but I won’t abide you magicking me without my permission.”

      “Not really,” Ukrah said slowly, softly. “Or at least I’m not. But I wasn’t magicking you. I actually… Uh, I think it was you who was magicking me.”

      “What?” the woman asked with wide eyes. “But I’m no witch. I don’t have a lick of magic in me, I tell ya. No spells or calls to the moon or…or whatever it is that makes a person a witch.”

      “That’s not how witches wo—”

      Ukrah held up her hand, cutting Cassinda off. It wasn’t the time or place, especially considering that the woman definitely looked more than a little alarmed.

      Because Ukrah didn’t want her to be alarmed. She wanted the woman to be just as pleased as Ukrah that she had managed to find her. It was almost uncanny, how they had been drawn together by fate, but Ukrah certainly wasn’t going to question it.

      “We’re not saying you’re a witch.”

      “Then—”

      “Here, have a seat. Let me explain. I’m sure you can feel that I’m no harm to you, right?”

      “I…” She looked over Ukrah, her eyes wide with uncertainty, before her shoulders dropped. “Yes. You seem safe to me, and I don’t know why.”

      “It’s going to be alright.” Ukrah offered her hand and the woman took it, her tankard of tea shaking in the other. Together, they walked into the sitting area, and the desert girl shooed Voirdr from where he was still taking up the chair.

      Once the woman was seated, Ukrah crouched in front of her, looking up into the woman’s brown eyes and seeing the fear there, the alarm, but also dozens of questions.

      “So I’m sure that, at this point, you know about the Three and how they were beings from some other world that tried to escape the Blight by coming here?”

      “Aye, I heard the tale. It was the god-woman who used their power to cause the great cleansing.”

      “Exactly. But the catch is, when the world was cleansed, there was a big empty spot left where they once were. A spot that used to be occupied by the old spirits.”

      “The ones who helped form our world, yeah. Gave birth to dragons.”

      “Yes. Our world needs something to keep all the magic going as it’s supposed to. The world is flooding with energy right now, what used to be sucked up by the Three and the Blight, and the sheer power of it could tear everything to pieces. Turn our world inside-out.”

      “T-that doesn’t sound good,” the woman murmured.

      “It most certainly isn’t. Our world needs guides to channel the magic, return it to its rightful cycles, so the old spirits are coming back—or at least trying to. But the issue is that coming back from nothingness isn’t exactly easy.”

      The woman swallowed more tea, her cheeks slowly growing in their red color again. That was good. It meant she was less frightened, that she believed at least a little of what Ukrah was saying. But she had always assumed that the seamstress would, that the vessel part of her would sense the truth and not fight it.

      “It doesn’t sound like it would be.”

      “You’re not wrong. But the spirits have to come back, otherwise their energy has just been swirling uselessly in the life-stream of our world. Burning bright, but without purpose. So that energy sought out vessels. People who, for whatever reason, are capable of holding these spirits and channeling them, helping them to be reborn exactly as they’re supposed to be.”

      “And you’re saying that I’m…that I’m…”

      “One of those vessels? Yeah. Absolutely. I am too. I came here to find you and take you to our home.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” Ukrah repeated, blinking at her in surprise.

      “Yes. I understand the whole vessel thing, believe it or not, but why does it matter if we’re together or not?”

      “We all need to be gathered together. I think, maybe, once we are, that the Spirits can all be released and the world can really start to heal.”

      “I…” She closed her eyes and drew in a steady breath. “All of this is unbelievable, but I can’t help but think that it makes sense. I’ve been having these weird nightmares, full of fire and things I don’t understand, and when I wake up, I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      “And when I’m awake, I keep getting this strange feeling like if I don’t fix or sew something, I might crawl out of my skin and go absolutely mad. I know things, but I have no idea how I know them, and lately, I’ve been slipping into languages that I don’t understand if I’m not careful.”

      “The dreams are pretty terrible,” Ukrah said with a knowing sigh. “The rare occasions where I get a normal night’s sleep are pretty few and far between. It’s exhausting.”

      “You have to know how ridiculous this sounds.”

      “Oh, I do. But you can feel that it’s true, can’t you?”

      The woman didn’t answer, instead she just held her hand up tentatively. Ukrah knew what she meant and pressed her palm to the woman’s.

      That same warm, fizzy energy filled her. Making her feel at home and cherished. It was hard not to laugh, Ukrah was filled with such happy thoughts and sensations that she could almost burst. She wanted to stay in it forever, contented and safe, but the woman pulled back.

      “You, uh…you sting.”

      Ukrah swallowed, feeling her mood drop a bit. “I do?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, like I’m sticking my hand in too hot a pot of water, but it doesn’t hurt either. It’s just…sharp.”

      “Huh. That’s good to know, I guess. You feel nice.”

      “Nice?”

      “Soft. Bubbly. Comforting.”

      She smiled broadly at that, finishing off her tea and standing. “Alright. So, I’m a vessel. Very interesting. Let’s get back to sewing then, shall we?”

      “Sewing?’ Cassinda asked, clearly confused. “I, uh… Do you not understand that we need to go? We need to get you to the safety of the manor before anyone else finds you.”

      “I understand that, I really do. But unfortunately, I can’t.”

      Ukrah just stared at her, all those warm and fuzzy feelings fizzling out entirely. “What do you mean?”

      “Look, I understand that you are on some grand, important quest. And I realize that my issues no doubt pale in comparison, but my fate is here, in this merged village.”

      “I— How— I don’t understand.”

      “You see, although our town is friendly, it’s owned by a gang. You probably haven’t heard of them wherever you come from, but they’re quite powerful here. They own everything. They have men all over this entire territory and control several other villages.”

      “Do you think they’ll be angry if you leave?”

      “Oh, I’m most certain of it. Angry doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

      “Why would they care? I understand you’re a great tailor, but certainly they don’t have that great of a need for your skills th-that much.”

      “Perhaps you would be right, if I didn’t belong to them.”

      She said it so casually that Ukrah almost didn’t catch onto the implication. But then her mind caught up and her stomach fell right out of her.

      “What do you mean, you belong to them?”

      “I mean it quite literally. I sold myself to them a couple years back in exchange for my son’s life. If I leave, his life is forfeit. I’m sure you can see how that wouldn’t be agreeable to me.”

      Ukrah stared, too many thoughts stuttering back to how she had come to the civilized lands. “But slavery is illegal,” she murmured, feeling foolish even as she said it. And yet, everyone she had seen in the flesh trade had been one of her kind. Never a civilized person. She had thought…had thought…

      “We’re a merged village. We don’t belong to any one nation, so we sort of just fall through the cracks. The gang owns this town, and that’s that.”

      “Then where’s your son?” Crispin asked, coming to her side and pouring more tea into her tankard. She sent him a grateful look but shook her head.

      “Look, you all are lovely people, but I’m not willing to risk his life. Maybe that’s selfish, but it’s not so bad here. The gang treats me with respect, they value my services, and my son’s every need is taken care of. Neither of us go hungry, and it’s not like we help them hurt others. I just mend their clothes.”

      “But do you really?” The woman blinked at her, and Ukrah continued. “You told me that sometimes you feel as if you don’t sew something, you might burst. Once you’re done fixing, or mending, do you feel better? Like some of that energy is gone? And you can breathe easier?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “You’re putting your magic as a vessel into it. Your gifts are obviously a lot different than mine, but it seems that you bless the fabric, as far as I can tell from what the tavern-keep said. You protect them. Make their ventures more profitable.”

      “I… That can’t be true.”

      “Look me in my eyes and tell me that I’m wrong.”

      The woman did, but she quickly heaved a sigh. “I… I never asked for this. And I won’t risk my son.”

      “That’s alright,” Cassinda said matter-of-factly. “We’ll just buy you from them.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible. The gang is…is fond of me. And now that you mention it, I’m fairly certain that they can sense at least a little that my work helps them. I don’t think they would ever give me up.”

      “At least let us try,” Ukrah urged. “Us asking to buy you certainly won’t put your son in danger, and if they say no, we won’t press it.”

      The woman eyed them suspiciously. “Really, just like that, you’d accept a no?”

      Ukrah couldn’t blame her for being doubtful. “I give you my word that we won’t do anything to risk your son’s life.”

      “Alright then,” she said after a long, shaky breath. “I suppose, if you’re going to buy me, you should at least know my name. I’m Helena. Lovely to meet the lot of you.”

      Right, they hadn’t introduced themselves at all. Poor manners on their part, but she hadn’t expected to get so caught up in the woman. In fact, she had been trying to rush through even going to the tailor because she was so anxious about finding the vessel.

      “I’m Ukrah. This is Crispin, Cassinda, and Athar. That little guy is Voirdr, and we have Fior and Ethella back at the stables.”

      “Well met.” Helena took another long breath before looking to Ukrah with uncertainty etched across her pleasant features. “Perhaps I could finish fixing your clothes before we go attempt this purchase?”

      Ukrah reached out and squeezed her hands. “Sure. Whatever you want.”
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      Helena ended up writing out very specific directions for them to get to where the gang apparently liked to gather. Ukrah had thought that they would all go together, a united front, but the woman explained that it would be better if she was there first, mending clothes and acting like everything was business as usual. Apparently if any of the gang thought she was purposefully conspiring, it could endanger both her and her son.

      Ukrah didn’t like it. It made her skin itch and made her shift from foot to foot. Now that she knew the woman was a vessel, she needed to protect her. To make sure no one ever harmed her in any way. She knew it was a silly thing to think considering the woman had at least two decades on her, but that was how she felt, nonetheless.

      But she knew she couldn’t bully the woman into just leaving her son. It wouldn’t be right. Even if the whole world was at stake, Ukrah knew that she couldn’t force any of the vessels to accept their fates. Which left her in the sticky spot of not knowing what to do if a vessel didn’t want to help, but at least Helena’s situation was solvable.

      She hoped.

      But as they strolled toward the unassuming building at the other end of the small village, she couldn’t help but feel her gut twist. Nothing was ever easy for her, and walking into a den of thieves, smugglers, and people who would purchase a human being in exchange for another human being’s life seemed like a good way to get into trouble.

      Oh well. When things did inevitably kick up, she just hoped her magic would be less slippery.

      Wouldn’t that be nice?

      As they approached the door, they were greeted by two guards who looked like anything but. One was a young man on a barrel, peeling an apple, while the other was an older gentleman reading a thick tome. While both were obviously meant to look like standard villagers, Ukrah could feel their sharp gazes and pick out the tension to their posture.

      “What brings you here?” the one on the barrel asked, looking them over quickly. “Isn’t often we get city folk.”

      Athar gestured to the three of them. “Hoping to move some merchandise.”

      Ukrah tried not to react to that, not knowing if he was referring to them or Voirdr. But it made sense to use them as a cover, even if it made her nauseous. She looked at the ground, holding her hatchling more tightly to her.

      “Slavery is illegal, friend.”

      “Who said anything about slavery?” Athar said smoothly. His voice was different and there was hardly any of his usual stutter. “We’re all stand-up folk here. I just heard that this is a good place to get goods moved to people they wouldn’t otherwise get to.”

      The older man looked him over before nodding slowly. “I think I heard about you. Couple of our cousins bragging about a new acquisition in the forest.”

      Athar grinned mildly. “I wouldn’t exactly call it bragging.”

      “Right. Of course not.” Standing, he took a key from around his neck and unlocked the door, pushing it open for them. They went in, Ukrah trying hard to keep her eyes trained on the floor, but she couldn’t help but jump when he slammed it shut behind them.

      “I know I may be young,” Crispin whispered hotly. “But I don’t think that’s ever a good thing.”

      “No, it’s not,” Athar agreed, back to his normal voice.

      Nevertheless, they strolled forward and down a small staircase that quickly opened into an area that wasn’t unlike the tavern.

      Except it was way bigger, stretching out even farther than Braddock’s. And just like the tavern, there were some men eating and drinking, some men playing cards and dice, and even some others throwing knives at a target.

      She risked raising her head farther and took in the other details of the room. She could also make out others divvying up what looked like gems and other precious objects, some sharpening or polishing their weapons. And then there, in the corner, was Helena, dutifully darning several pairs of socks.

      She had a handful of men around her, a couple sitting on the floor and most in chairs. They seemed to be having a pleasant conversation, all of them laughing and smiling. She couldn’t blame them. Now that she’d had a taste of the woman’s presence, she found herself wanting more again. Helena was just so happy and warm. Something that seemed to be a rarity with everything that was going on in the world.

      Suddenly, Ukrah got the impression that maybe the bandits wouldn’t be willing to give Helena up no matter how much gold they offered.

      That didn’t bode well.

      When they reached the bottom of the stairs, another person stepped forward, holding out a hand to stop them. Athar stepped in front of them, doing his best to seem genial, but not quite coming across that way in Ukrah’s opinion.

      “What’s your business here?”

      “Just wanted to talk,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “Interested in an acquisition.”

      “Yeah? And what is it that you want to acquire, exactly?”

      Athar opened his mouth to respond, but then someone was calling out from across the room. “Who is tha— Is that a man over there or a bear?!”

      The man in front of them stepped aside to show the caller, who was sitting on what had to be the gang’s approximation of a throne, furs and bones all around him. It was another man, tall and muscular, but nothing like Athar.

      “Huh, you really are that big. I thought I had too much of Kellick’s ale!” The man stood, all broad smiles and wide arms thrown open as if they were all old friends. “Who are you and what business does a giant have callin’ on little ol’ us?”

      “I…” Athar took a deep breath, and Ukrah could feel something simmering just under his skin. She could guess that it wasn’t usual for him to be the speaker in any group, preferring to listen instead, but he’d had to talk quite a bit lately, and to a whole lot of strangers.

      But surprisingly, it was Crispin who slid in front of the man, smiling broadly. “You’ll have to forgive us. We were a part of a bit of a racket back up north, but we got in a little trouble with some of those pesky riders that apparently have nothing better to do. We split for it, but now we’re all on our lonesome. We were hoping that maybe you might be willing to tell us about somewhere south that might be looking for, well, a motley crew with a lot of small fingers?”

      “A bunch of pickpockets? Well, we’re far too small a town for anything like that, but I think I might know a couple of families looking for some new kids. And…a very large man.”

      “I’m worth my int-take. Or so I’m t-t-told.”

      “Ah, not much of a speaker, huh? Probably works out for the better. Well, I have a caravan coming through in a couple of days. You lot could head out on that, if you like.”

      “Really?” Crispin asked with a blinding smile. “It’s that easy?”

      He shrugged. “Why not? You found us here, and I’m always for helping a fellow thief in need. Besides, it’s not like there are any city guards or riders that would be comprised of a foreign girl, a northern girl, and a skeleton like yourself. Speaking of which—” Suddenly, Ukrah found his gaze square on her. “That’s quite an unusual hatchling you have there. I don’t suppose he’s for sale?”

      “Sorry, but he’s our ticket into wherever we end up going.”

      The man licked his lips, and Ukrah could feel everyone around them tense. “What if I said I wanted him in exchange for your passage?”

      Crispin hesitated before giving a casual shrug. “Tell you what, let’s play for him.”

      The leader’s eyebrows raised at that. “What kind of game?”

      “Pick your poison. I’ve never been very fond of knives, but I see you’ve got—”

      The man snorted. “Please, you think I’m going to let a pickpocket wager on a game that requires dexterity? No. We play dice.”

      “Dice?” Crispin said, sounding contrite, but Ukrah knew him far too well. He was playing at something, but she certainly wasn’t comfortable gambling on the ownership of her soulmate. “I prefer a game of skill over luck, but sure, we could do dice.”

      “I think you’ll find,” the man said as they approached one of the tables the thieves were playing at, “that dice requires its own set of skills.”

      “If you say so.”

      Ukrah’s stomach was flipping as they sat down. Would Crispin really dare to bet Voirdr on passage they didn’t need? That certainly didn’t make sense, which meant he had to have a plan. But she just couldn’t figure out what that plan might be.

      “So, what’s your bet?” Crispin asked. “If I’m putting a dragon hatchling down, then you should be putting up something worth the price.”

      “I thought it was your safe passage.”

      “Nah, see, that doesn’t make sense. If I lose this, you get the dragon and give us safe passage in return. If I win, I keep the dragon, but you…what?”

      “Give you passage anyway, free of any charge with our full protection.”

      “On the honor of your guild?”

      “I wouldn’t give anything less.”

      “Alright then, what’s your dice game?”

      The leader said a name that Ukrah didn’t quite catch, but that was probably because she was trying to understand why he was still betting on a passage. Why not just ask for Helena? She was right there, still sewing and conversating away like nothing was happening just beyond her small circle.

      Crispin was smart, though, so she needed to trust him.

      Even if it felt like it was physically hurting her.

      The leader put the dice into a cup, shaking them in his hand before throwing them across the table. Those around him let out an appreciative rally of cries, so she guessed that was good.

      Really, all of this is coming down to probability and chance? Tayir asked, his voice muffled from inside Ukrah’s pack. Which didn’t make sense considering that she knew that the words he made technically weren’t audible.

      “Oh wow,” Crispin muttered. “That’s a pretty good roll.”

      “Like I said…” The man smiled broadly, leaning back in his chair. “It’s a skill.”

      “Well, I’d ask the Three for guidance, but we all know how that would go, so just wish me luck.”

      “Luck,” Cassinda murmured, earning an appreciative glance from Crispin.

      But then he was putting the dice into the cup and shaking it, and shaking it, and shaking it until he dumped it upside-down on the table, the rim of the cup flush with the wooden surface.

      “Here goes nothing.”

      He lifted the cup and the dice came tumbling out, their movements feeling like they had physical weight and pressure along Ukrah’s spine. She forced herself to be still, clutching Voirdr tightly, and waited.

      She didn’t have to wait long. The dice stopped moving, and it was like the air crackled around them. A few men hissed, some gasped, and a majority swore. The leader, however, sat there a moment. Quiet.

      “You’re not cheating now, are you, pickpocket?”

      Crispin just smiled crookedly. “Sorry, friend, I value my life too much for that. But I’ve got the dragon’s claw, so I guess we’ll be keeping our little guy. You can test the dice if you want, you know, but they are yours.”

      The man looked over them, eyes narrowed. He was still affecting a pleasant sort of host persona, but there was an edge to it. Like he was suspicious of what exactly had brought them there.

      “How about double or nothing?”

      “No offense, my friend, but I don’t see how risking our safe passage is worth anything else you’re free to offer us.”

      “You underestimate all that we have then. We may be more movers than hoarders, but we do well enough by ourselves.”

      “That so?”

      “That’s so.”

      “Alright then. How about…permission to look for opportunities on the edge of your territory.”

      The tension in the air ramped up, definitely sparking all around her. Ukrah kept her eyes down, but she was just beginning to catch on. Crispin had always been smooth, but it was easy to forget with how earnest he always was around her.

      “You want a portion of our territory?”

      “Sure. It would help us on our travels. You know how it is, being a pickpocket. You need to stay on the move. We don’t have the luxury of being established like you lot are.”

      “You’re not trying to swindle me, are you, little boy?”

      Crispin just grinned cheekily at him. “Just making the best of an opportunity. Safe passage plus a little safety in your territory versus the dragon and the giant.”

      The man licked his lips. “You telling me you’d leave your muscle behind?”

      “Let’s be honest, he eats a lot and he doesn’t exactly work for the pickpocket lifestyle. He was great guarding our last home, but he’s a simple type. All this running around makes him anxious.”

      “You could just give him to us then, if it would be better for him.”

      “Oh no,” Crispin continued with a smirk. “People like us don’t give something for nothing. So, do you wanna bet?”

      There was another long, long tense moment, then suddenly, the man was laughing. “You’re brazen, I give you that. Alright, I’ll take your bet then. Maybe I’ll even give you something nice when you lose because you’ve been so entertaining.”

      “I do try my best,” Crispin said wanly. “Loser gets first strike?”

      “How gracious of you.”

      The man picked up his dice and placed them in the cup, shaking several times before rolling them out on the table. When they came to a stop, there wasn’t really any sort of noise or all, bad or good.

      “It’s a hatching,” the leader sighed.

      But Ukrah could only take so much anticipation. “What’s a hatching?” she asked, leaning forward to whisper in Crispin’s ear.

      “Oh, so she does speak!” the leader said, smiling smarmily at her. “And here I thought she was working the mute orphan angle.”

      But Ukrah ignored him completely as Crispin answered. “It means we go down to two dice each. The first person to land exactly on twelve wins.”

      “But you have to get two sixes to do that.”

      “Exactly. The best strategy is to roll as quickly as possible without losing track of the dice. No one else can touch them, so if one rolls away, you have to go get it.”

      This is ridiculous! You’re wagering all our lives on a silly mortal game! We could just fight them all, seamstress’s son be dam—

      Ukrah jostled her pack, cutting the bird off as the leader called for another cup. It took a moment of the strapping men all around him scrambling—which probably would have been comedic in any other circumstance—before someone was able to place it in his hand.

      “Ready?” he asked, eyes glinting.

      “Ready,” Crispin confirmed.

      “To the hatchin!”

      They both grabbed two of the dice and put them in their cups, almost immediately turning them over. The pair were almost lightning quick, their moves parallel to each other like a dance. They went once, neither had twelve. Twice, neither had twelve. Five times, neither had twelve. But then, somewhere around the tenth row in less than a few breaths, Crispin calmly set his cup to the side.

      “Twelve.”

      “That’s… That’s not possible,” the leader said, sounding both breathless and amused. “If these weren’t my dice on my table, I’d say you were cheating, boy.”

      Crispin just kept that same pleasant smile on his face. “Like you said, it’s a skill.”

      The leader cocked his head to the side at that, his jaw tensing. “I’m beginning to think I’ve been fleeced. Let me guess, you’re not any good at darts or dagger throwing at all, are you?”

      Crispin shrugged. “I wouldn’t know, I’ve never tried. But can you blame me for trying to swing things in my own favor? You did the same when you steered me away from a game you thought I would have an advantage at.”

      The man laughed, but there was a bitterness to his tone. “Ay, but it’s only clever when I do it. Otherwise, it’s just annoying.”

      “My apologies then,” Crispin tilted his tilted and went to stand. “I’ll just collect our winnings and—”

      Suddenly, there was a dagger right between his fingers where his hand was splayed out on the table, the leader having lunged forward to bury it there. His face was still sweet, still charming, but there was that violent edge in his voice as he spoke.

      “One last game, now that we’ve placed all our cards on the table. Winner takes all.”

      “Seems a waste to play for the same stakes,” Crispin said, sliding back into his seat. “Surely there’s something you want to raise the ante?”

      “You like playing with fire, boy?”

      “I may have been accused of that before. Ma always said I had too much of a green-eyed monster in me.”

      The man licked his lips, not in a lecherous way, but Ukrah began to understand it was a sort of tell. It meant he was thinking, evaluating the situation and trying to set it up to his advantage. Somehow, Crispin had learned enough to set up the man before anyone else had caught on.

      “The girl, the pale one. We could use better bait on a few of our staking spots.”

      Cassinda drew in a sharp breath, but Crispin just held up a hand. “Alright, the dragon, the giant, and the girl. Almost poetic.”

      The leader let out a huff at that. “Almost. And what are your stakes?”

      “Oh, that’s easy. Safe passage, a little free reign toward the south, and…” He paused, his voice casual. “That lady over there. We could really use the soft-mother angle to help us slip by discerning eyes.”

      If Ukrah thought that the room was tense before, it nearly doubled. She could feel the hairs all along her arms stand up, and even Voirdr untucked his head from her shoulder to look around and see what had caused the silent fuss.

      For a moment, she thought that maybe he had pushed it too far. That the ceiling was going to collapse on them, and the world turn inside-out as they were swarmed. But instead, the leader just took a long breath.

      “Strange, to ask for her. She’s nothing important.”

      “Maybe not to you, but you gotta admit, someone motherly like her makes a lot more sense as our guardian than this lovable oaf here. And he’s not exactly the best talking.” The smile dropped off his face, and suddenly, Crispin seemed to be someone else entirely. Someone sharp and entirely too smart for their own good. “But she’s been talking over there the whole time. And look at all those smiles? Obviously, she’s got a way about her. A way that could be very useful to a little ragtag group like us orphans.”

      The man huffed a bit, shaking his head. “Something tells me that you weren’t just a part of a group of northerners. It was your little ring they busted, wasn’t it?”

      Crispin grinned toothily, still nothing like himself. It was bizarre. Ukrah knew he was acting, using some of those skills that had kept him alive all his life before she met him, but it was so counter to everything she knew of him. It made chills go down her spine at the same time it made admiration rise within her.

      “You flatter me. I’m a bit young for all of that, but I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I was being groomed to take things over. You know, back when there was something to take over. Now I’m looking at making a name for myself all over again in a place with hopefully a few less guardsmen and a few less dragons, so can you blame me for trying to secure whatever I can?”

      “You remind me of myself. No, I guess I can’t. Alright then, boy, last game. Winner takes all.”

      The man shook succinctly then rolled. Again, there wasn’t a cry one way or another, and he looked down casually. “Nineteen,” he said tersely.

      “Not the best roll,” Crispin said flatly as he put the dice in his own cup. “But not the worst either. I’ve lost to less.”

      “Have you?”

      “Of course. Everyone’s had a bad roll before.” He shook then released, and there was that same terse silence. “…nineteen,” he said after a beat.

      “Dragon’s battle,” one of the men whispered, and Ukrah swore that the slightest noise would have the entire scene spinning away. She risked a glance back at Helena to see that the woman was standing ramrod straight, her eyes forward. The conversation around her had faded, all the thieves having turned around to look at the game.

      “Dragon’s battle?” she repeated in a whisper, leaning toward Crispin once again.

      “We both get three rolls. Whoever has the highest score at the end wins. If you get a dragon’s claw on any of the rolls, you automatically win.”

      “As the declarer, I’ll go first,” the leader said, looking as excited as he did tense. Picking up the dice, he filled his cup and rolled.

      “Twenty-six,” he said, his smile crooked. Ukrah knew enough of arithmetic to know that was quite a high number.

      Another roll. “Twenty.”

      His last roll. “Twenty-two.”

      He sat back in satisfaction, like the cat that had the canary. He watched as Crispin leaned forward to scoop up the dice, licking his lips again. “Sixty-eight. Going to be a hard number to beat.”

      “I am aware.”

      Crispin took the cup and shook, then rolled, his long, slender fingers looking elegant as he worked. Then, a flick of his wrist, and the dice rolled out.

      “Twenty,” he said calmly, and Ukrah swore her heart skipped a beat. He went into his next roll, but when the dice all came to a stop, he frowned.

      “Eleven.”

      The leader’s mouth crooked upward in a wicked grin. “Eleven, huh?’ he said, looking at the five twos and a single one. “That means it’s impossible for you to roll high enough to win. You know that, right?”

      Crispin paused, his hand over the dice, just sitting there for a moment. “Not quite. I can always roll a dragon’s claw.”

      “Yeah, but the chances of that are—”

      “Why discuss the chances when we can just see for ourselves? Last roll, shall we?”

      “By all means,” the leader said with a grin. “I hope you lose as graciously as you up the ante.”

      “And I hope the same for you.”

      Crispin shook, and shook, and shook before finally, he rolled. This time, it seemed like they were going to bounce off the table, scattering every which way until they disappeared into the ether. But then, they all came to a stop.

      A one, a two, a three, a four, a five, and a six.

      “Would you look at that,” Crispin said with an innocent grin. “A perfect dragon’s claw.” His gaze flicked back to the man across from him. “So, that was winner takes all, right?”

      It was like a lever was flipped within the leader and he suddenly threw the table to the side, rising to his feet and stomping toward Crispin.

      “You cheated!” he hissed, grabbing the boy’s collar.

      “How could I have?” the boy countered casually. “They were your dice on your table in your place.” He held up his hands, wiggling his fingers. “You wanna check my sleeves? My pockets?”

      The leader snarled and withdrew his sword. “How about I check your guts when I spill them across our floor?”

      He pulled his blade back to strike and that was when Ukrah lunged forward, grabbing it with her hand. She could feel the metal bite into her flesh, but it barely was able to pinch in discomfort before heat rushed through her.

      “Put that down,” she ordered, the metal of the blade growing dark and hot until the man was forced to drop it. Stumbling back, his lips pulled back from his teeth in a familiar snarl. One that she was oh-so-tired of.

      “Witches!” he cried, stepping back to let his man swarm around him.

      And that was really when the fight truly began.

      The men swarmed in all at once. Athar surged to life behind her, and she could hear him draw his weapon. Cassinda let out a curse too, and it was her tiny hand that whipped out to grab Ukrah.

      “There are hardly any roots I can reach here,” she hissed. “The earth is dead.”

      And that was all she got out before they were completely embroiled in battle.

      Ukrah gripped the energy within her as best she could, pulling her staff from her harness. She couldn’t summon the energy, the all-encompassing fury that could destroy her enemies, but she could feel at least something.

      She dove forward, blocking a man who dove for Crispin and kicking another. She whirled, spinning her staff, and she sent out a rippling blow of energy from her core.

      She didn’t have time to track her hits, or who stumbled from what. All she could do was dedicate herself entirely to protecting her family.

      A blade flashed toward her and she held her staff up, catching and deflecting. She tried to parry so she could move onto another, but the attacker reached out and gripped her wrist.

      Before she could even react, there were claws biting up her back and then suddenly a heavy weight was leaping off her shoulders. The next moment, Voirdr was slamming into the face of her attacker, his full weight hitting them square on.

      Naturally, they toppled backward, the hatchling biting and clawing at them before he tilted his head back and keened his victory. Ukrah would have glowed with pride if someone didn’t suddenly slug her across her face, sending her sprawling.

      She rolled as soon as she hit the ground, dodging stomps and weapon strikes alike. She was already beginning to breathe hard and was suddenly acutely aware of exactly how young and inexperienced she was.

      She’d been spoiled with what had happened with her village, with the guards, with the men in the clearing. She wasn’t used to having to try. But with Cassinda’s power checked without plant life and hers only barely sparking, she found herself having to actually fight for her life.

      Maybe she needed to stop taking their abilities for granted. After all, even if she had an ancient spirit inside of her, she was still human.

      …she hoped.

      She hit the wall and pushed off it, using the roll to get to her feet. She did it just in time to get a knee to her gut, and pain exploded behind her eyes.

      She didn’t let it swamp her, however, and threw her elbow. She didn’t know where her staff went, so her other hand lashed out, her finger biting into skin.

      “Stop,” she ordered, her vision clarifying enough to stare into the eyes of what looked to be one of the burlier thieves.

      Immediately, his motion halted, black rushing down her arm and going into his face. It slithered under his skin like little snakes through his veins before his eyes filled with it.

      He let out a scream then ripped away from her, dashing out of the room like his pants were on fire.

      And who knew, maybe to him they were.

      The room was still so full of enemies. Athar was holding off a good number, Cassinda and Crispin tucked behind him and throwing random pieces of broken furniture. She couldn’t see Voirdr, but she knew that she would be able to feel if he was in trouble, so hopefully, he was fine. Or as fine as he could be, considering the situation.

      A good number of men rushed the other group, and Ukrah tried to call up her magic to protect them, but it slid through her grasp like water. Thankfully, a row of thin, knotted vines burst up through the cracks in the floor and began to fight off the thieves.

      But it wasn’t going to be enough. Ukrah could tell. If she didn’t get a grip, they would—

      Voirdr let out another long, loud keen, drawing far too much attention to himself from where he was hiding next to an overturned table.

      Ukrah made a mad dash for him, diving over a man who went to tackle her, but she never quite made it.

      However, that was because a large chunk of the roof caved in, and suddenly, Fior dropped inside of the room, snarling on impact. A moment later, Ethella joined him, erupting through the ceiling with a mighty roar.

      Well…her upper half did.

      Ukrah knew better than to wait for what they were about to do. Diving the rest of the way to Voirdr, she picked him up and launched the two of them behind some of the overturned tables, clapping her hands over her ears.

      She felt Fior’s roar before she heard it, the sheer blast of sound making her brain shriek and ears rattle even with her fingers pressed into them and her hands over them. It made her entire mind spin, and she curled around Voirdr as tightly as she could.

      It only lasted a couple of breaths, but when it stopped, Ukrah still couldn’t move. She had no idea how many beats passed while she laid there, but she was quickly motivated to move as an arrow pierced the table right by her hip.

      Her eyes locked onto the thief on the stairs holding a loaded crossbow in her direction. Their gazes met for a moment as both realized he’d missed, then he hurried to load another bolt.

      Ukrah knew she only had moments. Jumping to her feet, she raced forward and launched herself off a chair.

      They collided in a mass of limbs and rolled down the stairs. Ukrah was aware that several parts of her body hit hard, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. Pain was temporary. She needed to alleviate the threat. She had to be healthy and whole in order to protect. And her whole life was to protect them. Her family. The people that meant the most to her.

      The man punched her, full in the face, and she responded with a slug of her own. They continued rolling down the stairs until he was flat on his back on the floor, her posted over him.

      So she punched him again. And then again. She punched him until someone grabbed her and threw her elsewhere.

      Despite the slippery grip she’d had on her magic, she felt it well up in her. Her vision started to slide, and darkness seeped into the edges. It was like that night in the desert all over again.

      That same acid burned on her tongue as ash rose in her mouth. It was so tempting to let go, to have the whole room crumble. But she realized if she let go, if she gave into that urge to smite the room with all the justice that they were owed, that every single person who wasn’t a vessel would turn to ash. Just like the children in her village. Just like all those innocents.

      That wasn’t justice.

      She shoved that feeling down, down, down, down and rolled to her feet just in time to catch the punch flying toward her.

      It bit into her palm, the pressure making her arm ache, but that was good. That grounded her. She brought her knee forward, missing him, but she followed through with a headbutt. He blocked that, so she bit his arm.

      He ripped it away, throwing her to the ground again. He took a step toward her, but his next one was halted as a brindled dragon tail slammed right into his ribs. He crashed into the wall and slumped down to the floor.

      Finally, she managed to get onto her feet, and when she stood, there was no more attack. No tackles or punches. Her jaw hurt. Her whole face hurt. Scratch that, her whole body hurt.

      Looking around the room, she saw a few stragglers running, and just a handful of thieves still trying to fight, but for the most part, the floor was awash with their fallen enemies.

      She didn’t want to see how many were alive, how many were just knocked out. How many were wounded irreparably and how many would heal. There were already too many deaths in her history, and she didn’t have time to think about that at the moment.

      Her gaze flicked over to where Crispin, Cassinda, and Athar were. There was a veritable pile of folks around them, along with broken furniture and dropped weapons. Ukrah wanted to move toward them, to look over all of their bruises and cuts, but she stopped when a short cry sounded out.

      Ethella’s jaws snapped just in front of someone before pulling back. It took a moment to see who she had trapped against the wall, but then the leader came into view.

      Except he wasn’t alone. He had a hold on Helena, an arm around her neck and a dagger resting just under her eye.

      “Don’t any of you move,” he snarled, his eyes wide and blood trickling down his forehead.

      That was possibly the worst choice he could have made.

      For a moment, the world blinked out entirely, and when it came back, vines had burst up from the floor, shooting him up toward the jagged ceiling.

      He was hurtling straight toward the jagged and broken bits, all bent to impale him. And perhaps they would have if he hadn’t let out a strangled cry before bursting into a cloud of ash.

      They stood there a moment, watching as dark bits gently rained down over the vines and Helena fell to her knees, breathing hard.

      “What did you do?” she whispered, not even willing to look up at Ukrah.

      “Protected you,” the desert girl answered honestly, approaching the woman and offering her hand. “Where is your son?”

      “He’s… He’s one of their runners. I don’t know how to find them.”

      “That’s alright,” Athar said, his loud steps sounding behind them. Ukrah looked over her shoulder to see he had a bruised cheek and some cuts across his arm, but he was otherwise alright. “We have resources. We can find him. I promise. He’ll be safe, just like we promised.”

      A broken sound came out of Helena’s throat as she allowed Ukrah to pull her to her feet. “I can’t believe it. They’re… You beat them all.”

      “That’s the kind of power you have inside of yourself too.”

      “I… That’s a lot to take in.”

      “That’s alright,” Crispin said gently, taking the woman’s other arm and placing it over his shoulders. “You’ve got time. For now, let’s go rest up, then we’ll take you to your new home. I guarantee you’re gonna like it.”

      She nodded and they led her out. There were no longer men standing guard at the door, and Ukrah guessed that they had joined the fray when things had escalated. Poor choice on their parts.

      They made it back to the woman’s hut, sure that the town would have no idea what they had been up to for another hour or two. They let Helena lay in her bed, giving her water and some bread from her small larder before going about packing up her stuff and placing it onto Ethella.

      It was only after several trips walking back and forth that Ukrah had the mind to stop Crispin, her hand on his arm.

      “You alright?” he asked, his eyes flicking to her. She was sure that she looked plenty busted, but there wasn’t time to tend to any of their wounds. It grated her nerves, especially considering that he had a welt on his forehead and a dreadful gash on his lip.

      “You tricked that leader.”

      “Well, it wasn’t exactly hard. Pride comes before a fall and all that. I just thought that maybe he would actually keep his word.”

      “But how did you know you would win every round?” she asked, finally able to voice the thought that she had turned over and over again while the game was going.

      “Oh, that?” He shrugged and gave her a rueful grin that was so entirely him. “What can I say? I’ve always been real lucky with dice.”
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      As much as Ukrah would have liked to let Helena sleep for the rest of the day and into the night, she knew that they needed to get out of town before word got around of what they had done. Maybe the town would be grateful, maybe they wouldn’t, and they were all far too weak to have to fight off an entire village.

      So it was only a couple of hours later that they were taking off into the sky, Crispin and Voirdr crowded behind Ukrah again while Cassinda, Athar, and Helena were on Ethella. The great red dragon was flying a bit slower, weighed down by the seamstress’s belongings, but they would still be able to put good distance between them and the village.

      “We’re going a different way,” Athar said as they flew along. “I don’t want to risk running into the same spot we had trouble before. It should only add a half-day to our journey.”

      “Why, are you in a hurry?” Helena asked, her voice ragged and groggy. Ukrah felt her stomach twist at that. She didn’t want the woman to sound in pain or tired or hurt like she did. She wanted Helena to be happy. After all, she was found now. That was important…right? All of them being together? It felt important.

      “Yeah. My wife is with ch-child. I’m anxious to s-s-see her again.”

      “A child?” The woman’s face brightened a little at that. “Oh goodness, I do so love a babe. I’d be happy to help her. I remember when my boy was a little one. They grow so fast!”

      “I hope ours will get the chance to.”

      Athar’s haunted tone just twisted the knife of Ukrah’s emotions. Would the god-woman be upset how Ukrah had endangered him, or was it just par for the course? At least they were coming back in one piece. Even if they were a bit battered for their efforts.

      “Hey, relax,” Crispin murmured behind her, his arms coming around to grip her waist. She could tell that he would have been hugging her, but the thick bulk of Voirdr was wedged happily between them. “You did it. You found the vessel. She’s safe.”

      “I know,” Ukrah murmured back, sure that the others couldn’t hear her over the wind and beating of the dragon’s wings. “But we were too messy. We all got hurt. I can’t help but feel, as we find the others, it’s going to get harder and harder. More dire.”

      “Then we’ll handle it. Yeah, maybe we’ve been flying off the cuff a little, but it’s not like we’ve had much time to plan. From what Lady W’allenhaus has told me, sometimes she and her friends would spend whole weeks studying and researching to find clues. I don’t think we had that kind of time.”

      “No,” Ukrah agreed, but that guilt still pushed at her middle. “We didn’t.” She needed to get a better handle on her magic. She couldn’t vacillate between being not able to do anything and murdering everyone in sight. There had to be a middle ground. One that she could consciously find, not end up there after a knee-jerk reaction to a threat.

      But how could she control a magic that nobody understood? It wasn’t even her magic, really. Rather an ancient, primordial entity that sometimes took over her and did whatever it wanted. It… changed her mind sometimes, but it felt so natural, she didn’t notice it until it was already happening.

      “I can feel that you’re not relaxing.” She felt a gentle pressure on her shoulder and then his blond hair was just in her peripheral vision. He was leaning his head in the crook of her neck. She could feel his warm breath against her skin. But instead of being annoying, it was comforting, reminding her that he was with her. That he was safe.

      “I don’t know if I can until we’re back home,” she breathed. Even though they were in the sky, a place that was usually so safe for them, she couldn’t help but feel like there were threats all around them.

      “Hey, you have all of us here around you. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but when we’re all together, we’re pretty unstoppable.”

      “I don’t know if that’s the right word for it,” she muttered back. “You remember that once I was shot by a crossbow and you almost lost your eye?”

      “Yeah, but that was when we were all separated, see?” His hands squeezed her sides gently, the closest he could get to a firmer hug. “Come on, take some deep breaths for me, and when we set up camp tonight, I’ll let you patch me up and then I’ll patch up everyone else. Sound good?”

      Ukrah smiled slightly at that. “You have gotten fairly good at field aid.”

      “All my practice from when you were at the academy. You sure did have a knack for getting banged up.”

      “Again, I was recovering from an arrow wound. It caused some balance issues.”

      “Uh-huh. I’m sure that was it and not the fact that your feet are like…two times too big for your body.”

      “I’m going to grow into them!”

      “You’re fifteen. Aren’t ladies supposed to be done with the upwards part now and just go outwards?”

      “Since when have I been a lady?” Ukrah huffed, a little indignant. It was only after a beat that she realized he was distracting her, her shoulders relaxing slightly.

      “Could have fooled me.”

      Ukrah huffed a little louder. “I’m not soft or pretty or noble. So, not a lady.”

      “What are you talking about? Being soft or noble doesn’t make a lady. Ale’a’s a lady and she’s not soft. Helena’s a lady and she’s not noble. And you’re definitely pretty.” He laughed ever-so-slightly behind her and the breath across the back of neck made goosebumps raise along her arm. “Especially when you get that look in your eye.”

      “That look?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t,” she said, wishing she could turn around to face him, but she knew that Fior wouldn’t like the movement on his spine. “What look?”

      “Oh, you know, when the odds are against us and there’s someone threatening one of us, and you just get this look in your eye like you’d turn the world inside-out to make sure we’re safe. It’s… It’s a good look on you.”

      Ukrah flushed at that, her heart seeming to beat a little too hard in her chest. “That look is dangerous.” Especially considering that look often preceded her killing or punishing a massive amount of people.

      “Huh, that explains it then.”

      “Hmm?”

      He turned his head to the side, snuggling further into her, Voirdr letting out a hum of approval at the comforting pressure. “I guess I’ve always had a thing for danger.”

      “Some would claim that foolhardy.”

      “Yeah, but those same people probably wouldn’t have helped a wild desert girl in the middle of the forest.”

      “…I suppose you have a point.”

      “Exactly. So maybe turn down the guilt and anxiousness for a bit and let’s just fly. It’s just us up here.”

      “Yeah,” she murmured, trying to tell herself to relax. “Let’s just hope it stays that way.”
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        * * *

      

      True to Crispin’s words, he did go about patching them up once they landed. Of course, Ukrah made him attend to her last, after she put what they had on his bruises and wiped his cuts.

      Helena sat beside her as she did, offering to help every few beats, but Ukrah managed to convince her to just sit back and watch. She needed to be proactive in taking care of them. It was her fault that they had been hurt in the first place.

      But Helena’s presence did calm her. Soothed her frayed nerves. It wasn’t the same warm happiness that she’d felt in her house, but it wasn’t bad either. In fact, it was rather lovely.

      “Gosh, Ukrah, you’re gonna have some nasty swelling,” Crispin said as they traded places. “You really took some bad hits.”

      “Here, let me tend to them,” Helena said, reaching forward.

      But the boy pulled the cloth away. “Hey, you’re really great, but this is… This is our thing. We have a pattern.”

      “Oh?” the woman asked, thankfully not looking offended as she sat back. “Do you get beaten up often?”

      The two of them exchanged a look. “Actually…probably a bit more than we should.”

      “Huh, a couple of troublemakers, are you?”

      The twinkle in her eye belied her humor and Ukrah let out a mild chuckle. “Maybe. Crispin did once tackle a student over a puddle of dragon pee.”

      That seemed to be about the last thing Helena expected. “What now? Dragon pee? That sounds like a story.”

      “Oh, was it,” Crispin laughed. “But he definitely deserved it.”

      “Why don’t you tell me then?” She looked to the fire where a bandaged Cassinda was cooking some rations. “Keep me occupied so my mind doesn’t get ahead of me.”

      Ukrah knew exactly what she meant by that and nodded to Crispin. He seemed to think for a moment, dabbing at some point on Ukrah’s face that hurt quite badly, before he seemed to find the words he wanted to say.

      “Might as well tell you our whole story, then. It all started when I was just going to do some washing for one of the maids that was sick at my old manor…”
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        * * *

      

      Somehow, they managed to sleep through the night without any interruptions, rising with the dawn and heading out again. Ukrah was sure that all of them were just as sore as she was, shoulders and rears aching along with all the bumps and bruises from their battle. She had a good number herself from what she could see, and she was sure she had even more on her face judging by the upset expression Crispin had every so often when he looked to her.

      Helena, for never having ridden a dragon or even a horse before, was doing particularly well. Then again, Ukrah wondered if it was because the woman had a bit more padding than she or Crispin. Another advantage to that column. Maybe she would let herself eat a few more of Braddock’s biscuits next time she had the chance.

      Her mouth watered at that and she ended up calling over to Helena and telling her all about the massive Baeldred cook. He was almost as old as Elspeth, which was impressive in and of itself, and nearly as big as Athar. Perhaps not the wisest thing to do, but Helena certainly seemed to perk up at the mention of all the delicious food.

      And that conversation went on for most of the morning, transitioning into Athar telling stories of how the academy used to be during his training there. It wasn’t until nearly afternoon that Helena suddenly interrupted him from one of his rare musings.

      “Wait. Are you… Is your wife the Lady W’allenhaus?”

      Athar’s cheeks colored adorably as she said that. “Uh, yes. Was th-that not obvious?”

      “I just, when the young lady told me about the god-woman last night, I didn’t add it together. But I’ve heard about the tiny woman that saved our entire world and her giant of a husband. Is her name really Eist?”

      Athar made a strange sound. “What’s wrong with the name Eist?”

      “Oh, nothing particularly! I just… I figured I would have known if she had a traditionally Baeldred name. I thought she was some hero from Rothaiche M’or noble pedigree.”

      “Her mother was actually from Baeldred. Her father was a lesser noble’s son. But legends don’t care much about history.”

      “No, I suppose they don’t.” The woman seemed to think for several long moments, and Ukrah felt anticipation rise inside of her. But then Helena just chuckled and sat back on Ethella’s broad back. “Well, I’m just that much more excited to meet her.”

      “S-soon,” Athar said with a heady sigh that only someone lovelorn and homesick could make. “Granted, after I get to say hello to her, of course.”

      “Oh, naturally,” she laughed outright. “I wouldn’t dream of interrupting you.”
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        * * *

      

      For the first time since she started to realize the depth of her journey, one of their plans went exactly how it was supposed to go. After another full day’s ride, they saw the outline of Rothaiche M’or in the distance, the spires of the city cutting through the sunset behind it.

      It really was beautiful, but Ukrah was a bit too anxious to enjoy it. She wanted to be in her bed. She wanted to talk to Eist. She wanted to introduce Helena to the god-woman and Mrs. Kaldonner and then swaddle the woman in blankets until she was impervious to all harm.

      But Helena didn’t know that, and Ukrah heard the appreciative gasp that slipped past her lips as they approached the city at full speed.

      “It’s beautiful,” she breathed, her hands over her heart. “I heard that Rothaiche M’or was large, but I… I never quite imagined it’d be like this.”

      Ukrah couldn’t help but grin slightly. She remembered her first time ever being in the city, all overwhelmed and in awe of the structures. It was almost sad that she had lost some of that wonder, but she supposed that she really had spent too much time in the pale-face lands to find them as overwhelming and foreign as she once did.

      Maybe, when everything was done and this vessel business was taken care of, she could just travel around and observe things for herself. Just experience the wonder and beauty of the strange, wet land without a mission hanging right over her head.

      She could only hope.

      “I can’t believe that I’m going to the house of the world savior,” Helena said with a long breath. “The woman who cleansed the land. I… I feel like I’m a bit underdressed.”

      Athar laughed at that. “The day my wife cares about w-what someone’s wearing is the day I know she’s finally gone mad like s-she’s always threatened.”

      “Really?” Helena asked. “She’s not one for decorum?”

      Even Ukrah had to snort at that. “Hardly. In fact, most of the time, I think decorum irritates her.”

      Does anyone else find this conversation incredibly banal considering you have found a literal ancient spirit housed within a woman?

      “Nope,” Crispin answered quietly. “And why do you have to be such a wet blanket about everything?”

      “He was the same way when I first found him,” Ukrah said, just as softly. “I think it’s just how he shows affection.”

      I am a guardian of what was and what will be. I do not show affection. I am here to help you on your journey and that’s it.

      “And what a help you’ve been,” Crispin muttered.

      “Who are you two talking to over there? I can hear someone.”

      The two of them exchanged a look, but it was Cassinda who answered strangely enough. “It’s their little bird. I would say he was a familiar, but he’s far too pissy for that.”

      Tayir let out an indignant sound and pushed himself out of the pack he was in. What, can everyone hear me now? This is a sacred language! For vessels only!

      “Bird?” Athar asked, glancing behind him. “What are you all talking about?”

      “You can’t hear him?” Cassinda asked, sounding completely surprised.

      “Hear who?”

      “Nothing,” Ukrah said quickly. “Look! I can see the manor!”

      That was enough to kill the conversation right then and there, Athar shouting out an order that made Ethella shoot forward, her wings tucked in.

      “Well, Fior,” Ukrah asked. “You wanna go see your rider? Take me to her.”

      The brindled dragon let out a happy sound and dove. Ukrah’s hair flew back and her lips pulled away from her mouth. It was thrilling in an innocent way, the type of way that she didn’t get to enjoy much in her life. Too many times it seemed excitement was tied to her doing something that was directly threatening her life.

      But as they rushed toward the ground, it quickly became clear that something was wrong.

      Happiness and excitement shifted to dread.

      The front windows were shattered, sparkling in the grass like miniature stars. Even before they landed, Ukrah could see furniture hauled out of the house, the door hanging from its hinges.

      Athar didn’t even wait for Ethella to fully land. He jumped from her back, rolling as he hit the ground. He was on his feet a breath later, calling for his wife.

      Ukrah didn’t think she would ever forget the terrified tone of his voice as he bolted into the house. She thought she had seen and heard Athar in about every flavor and tone he came in, but the utter heartbreak and fear was entirely new. It struck through her, and when Fior landed, she found herself sliding to the ground and staring in horror at the completely ransacked manor.

      Fior let out a high, mourning keen, rushing over to the barn that led to the underground where the other brindles were.

      “What is happening?” Crispin whispered behind her. “This isn’t possible.”

      “I take it this was not the welcome you were expecting,” Helena added, Ethella finally having landed and Cassinda having helped her down.

      “No,” Ukrah said, fearing the worst—that they would go inside and Eist would be dead, murdered in her weakened state. That it would be her fault that they had left the god-woman alone and vulnerable.

      She walked toward the door as if possessed, terrified of what she would learn, but unable to bury her head in the sand. Then Athar burst right back out, breathing hard, his broad face paler than a sheet.

      “She’s not here,” he gasped, his voice sounding absolutely ragged.

      Ukrah and Crispin both rushed forward to steady him, his massive form wavering. “What do you mean, she’s not here?” Ukrah asked, her head spinning.

      “I mean sh-she’s gone. S-s-s-someone’s t-t-taken her.”
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      Ukrah had never imagined that she would end up bursting through the main doors of Dille’s room, but that was exactly where she and the rest of her party found themselves when they recovered from the shock that Eist was missing.

      But perhaps it would have been wise to knock first.

      Doors flew open from what Ukrah guessed was the bedroom, weapons flying out in a wall of silver. Ukrah held up both of her hands, barely calling a barrier up in time for the weapons to burst into little clouds of dark black.

      The governess stepped out a moment later, a loose robe around herself and wearing a long, soft-looking sleeping shift. Yeah, they had definitely woken her up. Hopefully she would understand.

      “What…is the meaning of this?” she asked before her gaze flicked to Athar. “Something is wrong.” Her eyes went to Helena. “But you have the vessel?”

      “Eist is gone,” Athar said, stumbling forward and gripping Dille’s dark shoulders. Ukrah had never seen him so completely weak, every ounce of fight taken out of him.

      “Gone?”

      “They took her. Someone took her.”

      Ukrah thought that her heart was already squeezed as tightly as it could be, but it tightened that much more as he collapsed to his knees, clinging to Dille. “You have to find her. You have to.”

      “Whoa there, breathe for me, my friend. Eist is gone? Are you sure she didn’t flee? You know how strong she is.”

      “The other brindled dragons are gone,” Ukrah offered. When Dille shot her a sharp look, she swallowed and explained. “Fior went to check in the barn. When he came up with no one with him, I figured that meant they were empty.”

      “Right.” Dille stroked Athar’s head before gently pulling him to his feet. “Take me to your manor. If she fled, I’ll know. If someone did take her…” The witch’s eyes flashed. “We’ll find them and make sure they find out just how bad of an idea that was.”

      Athar nodded and they were rushing right back out, Dille snapping her fingers as they moved through the halls. A moment later, a dark cloak sank down from the ceiling, connecting to Dille’s shoulders and covering her from the chill of the night air.

      “Is she a vessel too?” Helena asked, a bit breathless as they strode back to Eist’s estate.

      Dille actually looked back at that, smiling toothily. “Hardly. I’m just a witch.”

      “Just a witch,” Cassinda muttered. “She’s the Governess of Rothaiche M’or and one of the holy four.”

      Helena’s eyes went wide. “The Dille. Of course. In the future, will I get more warning when I am about to meet literal legends?”

      “Probably not.”

      And that was that until they reached the manor. When she saw it, Dille sucked in a breath. It was getting harder and harder to see with the sun having completely set and the stars beginning to shine above, but that didn’t seem to bother her at all.

      “This… This is bad,” she breathed, going up to the door. Her hands slid along the entryway, and the hair on the back of Ukrah’s neck raised as something filled the air.

      A moment later, a greenish-blue mist started to rise from the ground, spreading out like water all around them. Ukrah stepped closer to Crispin, searching for Helena’s comforting presence, but the feeling of apprehension faded as the mist settled closer into the ground, coalescing into tighter concentrations until they settled.

      And it was hoofprints that they revealed, glowing with the shifting, cloudlike magic.

      “There,” she said, letting out a shrill whistle. A breath later, there were two distant roars. “We’ll follow these. Your dragons must be exhausted, so let them follow along behind us. We’ll ride mine.”

      “She really does have two?” Helena squeaked, her question being answered as two truly massive shapes approached them at a high speed.

      But Ukrah didn’t have the time to enjoy Helena’s shock. No, in fact, it felt like she had no time at all, her fear bundled tightly in her middle.

      All things considered, they moved quickly, barely wasting a single moment. And yet each and every breath seemed to pass too quickly, everything ramping up into a frenzy of fear.

      Eist couldn’t be missing, and yet she was. The god-woman hadn’t devoured the Three and banished the Blight and saved everyone just to end up the victim of a random robbery. But if it wasn’t a random robbery, that meant she was targeted, and that whoever had targeted her had been smart enough to actually kidnap the woman.

      Because even though Eist was with child, Ukrah knew she would have put up a fight. Even swollen and nauseous and tired as she was, the god-woman was a formidable foe.

      And yet there were no bodies that Ukrah had been able to see. No blood. Had she been tricked? Or had something else happened entirely?

      She had no idea, and the fact that she had no idea drove her mad. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. Sure, her life had seemed to be one terrible fight after another, but she was never supposed to have to worry about someone kidnapping her hero. The woman who she still dreamed about saving the world.

      And yet they followed the hoofprints dutifully, no one saying much as the red dragons rushed forward. While neither of them had the outright insane bulk that Ethella did, they were incredibly long and tall, cutting out entire sections of the night sky as they raced along the path that Dille’s magic had revealed.

      Even though it was barely a handful of moments, it still took far too long before the prints all stopped in front of a building fashioned in a familiar style. Ukrah was entirely ready to land when Dille and Athar both let out their own streams of curses.

      “What?” she asked, eyes darting around, trying to figure out what she had missed. “What’s wrong?”

      “I know this property,” Dille hissed. “It belongs to the Sect of the Three.”

      Ukrah’s stomach dropped. She remembered those folks and how they had interrupted her and Crispin’s nameday. “So, we go in there with weapons drawn. Make them pay.”

      To her surprise, it was Athar who shook his head. “She won’t be there.”

      “What, why?”

      “Because if they took Eist here, it was to deliver her to witch hunters. Humans wielding magic is illegal and sacrilege under the Three.”

      “But she doesn’t even have any magic!” Cassinda argued. “At least not anymore.”

      “No, but she is the one who returned magic to the world. Caused the rise of heathens, as they say. They must have somehow known she was alone and compromised.”

      “Which means we have a spy.”

      “Or multiple spies.”

      “What do we do then?” Ukrah said, her voice pitching higher in her distress. Eist was in the hand of witch hunters? What if… What if they tried to do to Eist what Ukrah’s village had tried to do to her?

      Despite all the time that had passed, Ukrah’s mind flashed with what it had felt like to burn alive. To be surrounded by heat and smoke and people who hated her so much that they wanted to expunge any evidence of her existence from the world.

      The thought of Eist and the little human inside of her going through that made her nauseous, and before she could stop herself, she was retching over the side of her borrowed mount.

      “Whoa, whoa there,” Crispin soothed behind her. “It’s gonna be okay. We’re gonna find her.” She could feel his head move as he looked to Dille. “Right?”

      Ukrah managed to get it together enough to see the governess nod, her mouth a thin line. “Yes, we will. But if we’re going to take down a group of witch hunters, we’re going to need to arm ourselves. Also, one of your visions would certainly come in handy.”

      “Why?” Ukrah rasped. She wasn’t sure she could just call one up like that. She wasn’t sure she could even stand. She was so wracked with guilt and horror at what had happened.

      “Because witch hunters are pretty smart. They use old religious talismans and certain charms to keep them from being tainted by the ‘corrupted energy flow’ of our world. There are too many of them to just look for the blank spots, so finding specific ones can be…difficult.”

      “And you think I can help?”

      “If there’s an old spirit in you, I’m almost sure that you can.” She whistled again and then they were turning, flying speedily back toward the great building that had first welcomed Ukrah onto the insane path her life had taken.

      It was different arriving there as the full darkness of night set in, landing on what could only be a large roost built for all the dragons that might need shelter there, then heading into a side door.

      The corridors were dark at first glance, but the sconces on the wall would pop into bright flame as they approached, causing a ripple of light as they moved along that winked out once they passed.

      In any other circumstance, Ukrah might have been able to be impressed by it. Charmed. But her mind was solely focused on Eist.

      What if she couldn’t summon a vision? She had managed to dream with Crispin and Helena, but those two instances were almost a week apart and had plenty of buildup before them. In both of those situations, she hadn’t already been battered and bruised.

      Voirdr made a grumbling sound as they walked along, winding in between her legs. He could clearly tell that something was wrong, that everyone was tense with barely withheld emotions, but his little dragon mind probably couldn’t wrap around what was bothering him. She wished that she could catch him up and cuddle him, cooing in the sappy way he liked, but there wasn’t time.

      What if their time was already up and they didn’t even know it yet?

      That thought made her shudder and she shoved it from her mind. She had to cling to hope. She had to.

      They ended up in a room entirely similar to Eist’s planning room, but twice as big with several different maps attached to the walls, different colored lines and markings on them.

      Dille saw her look and quickly spat out names as she pointed to each one, striding across the room to a large table with yet another map on it.

      “Those are known energy lines we’ve found. Those are raiding hot spots. There you have magical dead spots and ancient repositories we’ve found. That one’s a relief map.”

      She reached the table and pulled off her cloak, dropping it to the floor. Like some sort of wind was blowing, the piece of fabric picked itself up, spinning across the room to land on a hook. “One of you go into that red cabinet. Grab me four candles, two of the incense sticks from the jar with the purple labels, and one of the charcoal drawing sticks.”

      Crispin rushed to do so, because of course he did, and moments later, he was returning to the governess with the items that she’d asked for. Quickly, efficiently, Dille laid them out at the corner of the tables, holding the sticks in either of her hands.

      “You, come here.”

      Ukrah did as she asked, coming around the table to stand next to Dille. The woman handed her an incense stick, closing the desert girl’s fingers around it. “Hold this. Breathe it in. Let the warmth and the smell fill you, okay? Make it take up all the space in your mind that you can.”

      Ukrah nodded, uncertainty lancing through her, but she gave herself over anyway. Dille nodded, then snapped her fingers.

      The incense in Ukrah’s hand burned hotly for a moment before fading entirely, leaving only a smoldering, glowing tip. Like Dille had ordered, she breathed deeply, letting her nose fill with the citrusy, woody scent and taking it in.

      It was warm, heady, and she tried to concentrate on making it slowly unfurl within her. It was difficult considering that her mind was so full, that she was so anxious about finding Eist that every moment seemed like she was one step closer to having the world spin out of control.

      “Deep breaths. Listen to my words, but don’t focus on them. You only focus on that scent. Let it take over you while my voice drifts.”

      Ukrah tried to do just that. Not to hold on too tightly to reality. Her head was beginning to feel heavy and thick, like it was full of syrup. Her limbs were letting go, the tension in her muscles dripping down her to puddle on the floor.

      You’re connected to the people around you, aren’t you, Vessel?

      Ukrah blinked blearily, the words barely registering as Dille’s voice. It was so similar to Tayir’s at the moment. That was… That was strange…right? But she couldn’t quite figure out if it was. Instead, she wanted to tell the woman that ‘vessel’ was not her name, but that would interrupt the incense. Interrupt the warm floatiness she was drifting in.

      That’s right, you are. She means a lot to you, doesn’t she?

      Why was the governess asking such silly questions? The god-woman had sensed Ukrah the moment she’d arrived. Eist had been a part of her dreams, pushing her, coaxing her along. Leading her to the path of her destiny.

      I want to find her, but she’s hidden. Do you think you could help me find her?

      How so? Ukrah could hardly think. She could only smell the incense and feel it all in her head.

      Place your hand on the map, keep yourself all nice and soft for me. Just smell the incense, okay?

      It was probably the sweetest that Dille had ever spoken to her, but Ukrah didn’t have the wherewithal to comment on that. Instead, she watched as the governess placed her small palm against the map, then dopily copied her.

      It seemed like nothing happened, but that was okay. Ukrah didn’t worry about it. It wasn’t her job to. All she had to worry about was the pretty smell. So warm and happy and nice. It reminded her of Helena. Where was Helena anyway? Ukrah wanted to hug her. A hug from Helena would probably feel so nice.

      She let out a slight giggle to herself, but it fell off as the map under her began to change. The color drained from it, sweeping toward the sides and dripping off the table like spilled ink. She watched, fascinated, as it went from lovingly woven and painted in a plethora of shades to a dull gray.

      That’s right, Ukrah. Just breathe. Nice and deep. That’s all you have to do right now.

      That was good, because Ukrah was beginning to think that she couldn’t do anything else. Or maybe she couldn’t even think at all. It was all confusing, most of her head being taken up by the delicious, soothing scent.

      But then, bit by bit, points of bright white began to dot the map. Most were small, barely bigger than the prick of a pin, but soon larger ones began to appear. The size of a tear. The size of a fingerprint. There was nothing bigger than a gold coin, but there were just so many of all those little white spots. Practically an army but scattered to the four corners of what the pale-faces considered their lands.

      Wait… No. She could see them even in the borderlands, and then the wilds beyond that. What was once her home. Was that how her own tribe had gotten onto their anti-magic track? Were the witch hunters just there to hunt down those they considered abominations or spread their doctrine of hate?

      For that matter, how many witches were even in the desert? How many young or old souls had suddenly found themselves connected to something they never asked for? How many had the cleansing inadvertently sentenced to a life of hardship? A life of being othered, a target?

      Anger started to expand in her mind. Taking up space that the incense was supposed to fill. How dare they! What gave all these little white spots the right to hurt others? It wasn’t right!

      Hold on there, you’re slipping. I know it’s hard but breathe in deep. What the white spots are, what they do, doesn’t matter. You don’t need to worry about that right now.

      But how could she not worry? Those spots were witch hunters, or maybe it was just all the people who were still part of the sect. The cult. The idiots who still clung to the doctrine of the Three even though it had been proven false by those gods themselves. They were all wrong. All the enemy. How was she supposed to protect, to right the world, if there were so many foes striding to destroy everything?

      Breathe, Vessel, breathe. They are only spots on a map. That’s it. Just spots on a map. Breathe in the incense. Float for me. I need you to float. Can you do that?

      It was difficult, but Ukrah tried to push down the rising anger and instead took another deep breath. Just spots on a map. That was it.

      It took some moments, but then she was settling into that headiness again. Her mind going slack. They were just white dots. Boring little white dots.

      There you are. I knew you could do it. Now, what I need you to do is find Eist. She’s hiding in one of those white spots, I promise. That’ll be fun right? Almost like a game.

      A…a game? Ukrah liked games. Was Eist hiding? Blind man’s bluff in the map? That was… That didn’t make sense.

      But maybe it wasn’t Ukrah’s job to figure out if something made sense or not. All she had to do was find Eist. It would be fun.

      But how to find the god-woman? How to find a legend? Ukrah didn’t know, but it was exciting that she didn’t. She liked new things. She liked being challenged.

      The incense coiled in her head, making her thoughts heavy. But she didn’t need light thoughts to figure things out. No, she could stay all warm and comfy and in her head and still find Eist.

      After all, there was only one Eist. She was all power and longing and melancholy. For being the hero of the entire world, she sure didn’t seem to be happy very often. Or at least any time she had to face anything outside of her own door.

      It was something that Ukrah had never wanted to address directly. She admired the woman more than anyone else, and the more that she learned about Lady W’allenhaus, the more impressed she became. But there was an underlying truth that someone couldn’t devour gods and see outside of time itself without it having some sort of consequence.

      And one of those consequences was a clear detachment from everything around her.

      Because how could she have connections? From what Ukrah knew, the woman had lost her parents when she was young due to the Blight. She’d lost one of her best friends in the war. She’d been betrayed, violently wounded, and the council had at one point tried to have her executed.

      Even now, people were trying to wipe out witches like her. And even though she didn’t have magic, she still was a witch in their eyes.

      No wonder she didn’t trust anyone outside of her very small circle. Ukrah couldn’t blame her, and she didn’t trust anyone outside of Eist’s circle either, but that was also so lonely.

      Lonely enough for it to ripple out all around her.

      Actually, that was probably a good way to find her. Just search for the loneliness. Because Ukrah wanted to soothe it, to wrap that woman up in blankets too until she was coddled and safe. In fact, why not just cocoon all her friends? Make sure they were surrounded by softness and comfort and never had to hurt again.

      Yeah, that was a good idea. Ukrah would find her, and then she would protect the god-woman. It was her turn to take care of things.

      She pushed some of the incense out of her mind, searching through more of the white. Eist was there. Her loneliness was there. All Ukrah had to do was find her, and then she could spoil and protect the god-woman.

      How she was supposed to spoil the woman who let her stay for free in her home and didn’t accept help from everyone was a bit beyond Ukrah, but she could figure that out when it came to it. First, she had to find her.

      So, she searched, and she searched. The white dots on the map burned into her eyes, all starting to blend together until she thought that her eyes might cross. But she continued, time belonging somewhere else, and she scoured over every single spot.

      And finally, she found it. The bitter, acidic tint of loneliness. Like a beacon to everything that was the god-woman. A human that gave up everything for those around her and still ended up as something that didn’t quite belong.

      “She’s there,” Ukrah said headily, resting her face against the map. She could almost feel Eist. Right there. Right in the white. “I found her.”

      “She’s alive?” Athar asked, his voice barely a whisper. The sheer pain in it crowded some of the floaty feeling out of Ukrah’s mind and she blinked at him.

      “We already knew that, Athar,” Dille said calmly. “Fior wouldn’t be pacing outside if she was dead.”

      Athar closed his eyes, and Ukrah came a little bit back to herself as she noticed tear tracks down his large cheeks. “I know. It’s just…” He trailed off, and it was clear that no one expected him to finish his thought.

      “Alight then, Ukrah.” Dille’s voice was back to normal. Less like Tayir’s, more real. “Get your wits together then, we’re about to head out.”

      “Goodness,” Helena said, her eyes wide enough that the desert girl was beginning to wonder if they would get stuck that way. “I guess we’re just going to go save the savior of the world. Nothing to make a fuss about.”
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      It was definitely past the pitch of night when they flew out again, Ukrah sitting in front of Dille, Crispin and Voirdr safely perched on the other dragon with Athar behind them. As for Helena and Cassinda, they were riding on Ethella, the small redhead seemingly confident as she stood in for the giant.

      It was strange to see everyone mixed about, but it was to their advantage. Ethella had been going for so long, carrying all that weight, that asking her to haul the considerable bulk of Athar was going to make her almost useless if it came down to a fight.

      And it was going to come down to a fight—Ukrah was sure of it—because that was what her life had become. A series of fights against people who wanted to make the world worse.

      “Are we still on the right path?”

      Ukrah blinked, drawing her thoughts back to the moment at present. Right, she was leading them toward the feeling she had latched onto. It wasn’t quite like the golden thread. It wasn’t quite like finding Crispin, who she felt so connected to that he was basically another part of her. This was different.

      But not so different that she couldn’t do it.

      Because while the god-woman was intimidating and a legend and had been through things that Ukrah couldn’t imagine, she did feel a connection with Eist.

      Maybe it was because they both had so much blood on their hands from such young ages. Maybe it was because they both had been caught up in magics and gods and fates beyond their hands. Maybe it was because they were somewhere between human and something else, straddling the line so that they could survive things that humans weren’t meant to survive.

      But who knew? She supposed at the moment, it wasn’t important. No, the only thing that mattered was finding Eist before…

      She didn’t finish that thought, just nodding to Dille and refocusing on the path.

      Her body was aching, but she dismissed that too. She was a vessel. Sometimes vessels got cracked or damaged, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was her purpose.

      Thankfully, the ride was not long. The closer they drew, the more the pull increased, until she almost felt as if she was going to be yanked off their mount.

      But Dille’s strong, thin arms wrapped around her middle, pulling her back against the woman’s chest. The governess’s heartbeat steadied her, giving herself something solid and sturdy to hold onto.

      “Thank you,” Ukrah whispered, closing her eyes and trying to focus only on the path.

      “Just breathe. You’ll get us there, and we’ll find her, and then we’ll get her to safety.”

      “It’s just that easy, huh?”

      The woman offered possibly the driest chuckle that Ukrah had ever heard. “It’s just that easy.”

      They fell into silence after that, and not much later, mountains began to bloom on the edge of what Ukrah could see ahead, the faintest rays of sunlight making the peaks glow umber.

      “We’ll set down here,” Dille called, directing her mount to descend toward the thick tree line. “We don’t want them to see us and flee. Or…do anything rash.”

      Ukrah didn’t need to ask what ‘anything rash’ was. She just swallowed down her fear and steeled herself for battle.

      Because she would fight. She’d fight to the death for Eist, and she hoped the woman knew it.

      How could she not?

      She found herself only half-listening as the others planned what they were going to do. She knew she could concentrate, but it felt like she was still shaking much of the fog from her head. Whatever trance Dille had put her in to see the map had been strange, that was for certain. Ukrah wondered if that was how people felt when they were drunk, because it wasn’t anything she liked at all. She had far too much to do to be standing there all emptyheaded and listless. Even as the plan was laid out in front of her, it just washed over her like water, nothing to hold on to or take root in.

      The same thing just kept playing over and over in her head. She needed to get to Eist. They needed to save her. And that was that.

      They crept silently through the thinning trees that led up to the small mountain range. Ukrah knew that they were north. So far north that there weren’t any city or villages left and if they rode just another hour more, they would be in the unlivable lands of the frost.

      No one lived in the frost. It wasn’t like the wilds of Ukrah’s home. It was so cold, so bitter, that dragons couldn’t survive there, neither could plants or animals. Just intense cold, snow, and biting winds.

      It was a good place to keep a magic user with a dragon, where few were going to know the area or were even liable to go. It made her wonder how many of the witch hunters were on the northern rim. She hadn’t seen many white dots there, but the mountains she was staring at had been on the very, very edge of the map. What if there was more beyond there?

      What if indeed. Maybe she and Dille would have to talk at about it once Eist was back home safe and everything was all said and done. She just had to hold onto the thought and not let it disappear into the spirit in her head.

      They moved carefully, quietly. She was only half-present for it as they scaled up a short set of rocks and up onto a ledge. From there, Dille had them flatten down on their fronts, pointing to a couple of lumpy shapes just a bit in the distance on another, much smaller ledge.

      Ukrah had to blink several times before she realized those lumpy shapes were actually heavy cloaks that had been meticulously painted to look like the rock surrounding them.

      Lookouts.

      The desert girl pressed her head against the rock, feeling the rough, cool texture against her cheek. She couldn’t figure out how they were supposed to get to the three shapes without giving themselves away. It wasn’t like the city, where they had essentially conned their way in.

      For one, these men weren’t in the business of letting anyone through, she was sure. Secondly, they were religious fanatics, crazy enough to want to wipe out an entire group of people just for existing. They knew all their own number and no doubt had secret signals and codes.

      But her worry faded as Dille reached out, pressing her hand into the rock to their side. Ukrah couldn’t see anything, but she could feel something spark through the air.

      A beat later, the three shapes stood ramrod straight, one of them tumbling out of their hiding spot. There was no noise, no furor, and the next thing Ukrah knew, they had all collapsed.

      “Localized sleeping spell,” Dille whispered. “It doesn’t always work. We got lucky.”

      “What would have happened if it hadn’t worked?” Crispin muttered.

      “Then I would have had to use a spell that wouldn’t allow us to collect them and interrogate them later.”

      Ah. Right. She would have killed them. Ukrah was so tired of all the death, all the killing, but with enemies mounting and things going so wrong, she didn’t see it dying down any time soon.

      “Come, we should hurry. We have no idea where they are in their watch shift changes.”

      And so that was exactly what they did, scrambling over the rocks and hauling the men off to the side. Dille took their cloaks, handing them to Athar, Cassinda and Crispin, then tore one of the men’s tunics to make bonds for their hands and feet.

      Ukrah knew why she didn’t get one. Her darker coloring made her less of a target than the pale faces of her companions, or Crispin and Cassinda’s bright hair. It was too bad they didn’t have something for Helena, but at least her dark hair and ruddy coloring wouldn’t have her sticking out like candles.

      Crouched low, they slid through the entrance, which was a craggy gap in the rock barely wider than Ukrah’s shoulders. Athar certainly didn’t have an easy time getting through, but eventually, they did pop out of the other side into a roughly-hewn tunnel. There were torches around, but it was clear that the formation of the cave was far older than any of the equipment lighting it.

      Dille held her finger to her lips, not that she needed to, and they moved forward again.

      They didn’t have to go far. The hall dropped off suddenly, the ledge overlooking a wide cavern. They all went to their bellies again, crawling forward to look over the lip.

      There were indeed men down below, all armed and in full regalia of what she would imagine witch hunters would look like. And then there, in the corner, sat Eist.

      And she was not looking good.

      She wasn’t beaten, as far as Ukrah could tell, her face only sporting a split lip, but she was covered in sweat and her face was deathly pale. Dark circles under her eyes were visible from even across the cave while her breath seemed to be coming hard. She was in her night clothes, and they were stuck to her like a second skin, like she had either sweated through them or someone had poured water over her head.

      Athar tensed beside Ukrah, but Dille caught his arm. “Hold on. We need to get down there without any of them getting to Eist. They will kill her rather than letting her be taken.”

      “Why haven’t they killed her already?” Helena murmured. “If these are people from the sect, she’s enemy number one, isn’t she? The woman who killed their gods?”

      “If I had to guess, I would say a ritual. Either a sacrifice to the Three or some form of revenge. It’s why they’re holding out, but if that opportunity lapses, I don’t think they’re above just slitting her throat right here and now.”

      “That’s my wife,” Athar hissed, a surprising amount of vehemence packed into his quiet hiss.

      “And that’s my best friend that I’ve been destined to meet over three lifetimes. Doesn’t change the facts. We need some way to get over to her.”

      “I can do it,” Crispin said, pulling his cloak tighter around his shoulders as he wiggled a little farther forward. “I’m pretty lucky.”

      “Crispin, you literally were kidnapped by people who wanted to kill you the first time you went into town on your own. You nearly died, nearly went blind, and nearly got Ukrah killed.”

      “That was different. Those people were looking for me and had the whole area staked out. These guys have no idea that I’m here.”

      “So what?” Ukrah asked, feeling that familiar anxiety rising within her. “You’re just gonna jump down and sprint for it?”

      “Nah,” he said with a shake of his head. “Figure I’d climb. The only part I’m worried about is coming down the wall behind her. I’ll probably need a distraction.”

      “A distraction, you say?” Dille’s full lips parted in a smile that belied just how young she was. “I think I might be able to manage that.”

      “Are you sure you’ll be able to climb that?” Ukrah asked, looking at the expanse between them and Eist, who was leaning forward and breathing even harder. The walls and ceiling were certainly uneven, formed by hundreds of thousands of years of natural processes. There were hanging rocks and crannies and all sorts of things a climber could use to their advantage.

      But since when was Crispin a climber?

      She might have said as much, because then he was chuckling beside her. “When times were real bad, sometimes I’d sneak up to the kitchens to filch some scraps before they were given to the pigs. The only way up there to make sure I didn’t get caught was climbing up from the second balcony in the patrol’s blind spot.”

      Ukrah didn’t comment on the preposterous idea of feeding livestock before starving humans and just nodded. He had asked her to trust him more often, to stop treating him as delicate, and it seemed exactly like the time to honor that.

      “Alright then. Be careful.”

      “Come on now, when aren’t I?”

      If they weren’t crouched low on a ledge, in the middle of a mission to save Eist, Ukrah might have reminded him of when he first met her, or when he stole supplies to help her, or when he fought an entire group of students just to defend her honor. But it wasn’t the time, so she watched as he crept over to the closest wall and started clambering up.

      It was harder than she thought to sit still and just watch him go. He moved quickly, efficiently, crossing easily from the ledge’s wall to the main chamber.

      Her eyes flicked from him to the men over and over. They really seemed to have no idea that they were sitting right there, watching them. They only had two guards on Eist, and even they seemed distracted.

      Maybe that was because her hands were bound behind her back and there was a gag over her mouth and a shackle on her foot that connected to the wall. Or maybe they were just underestimating the pregnant woman. Ukrah didn’t know, but whatever their reasons were, it certainly benefited said woman’s rescuers.

      Crispin continued his climb, finding handholds and footholds that Ukrah never would have spotted, occasionally swinging himself across gaps in a way that made her heart jump.

      The cloak on his back did do quite a lot in the way of camouflage, keeping his pale coloring from shining like a beacon. If she hadn’t been following him from the beginning of his trek, she no doubt would have had issues tracking him.

      But as it were, she kept her eye on him all the way until he reached the wall where Eist was. That seemed to be Dille’s cue, because she stood up and threw off her cloak.

      “In the name of the Interim Government of Rothaiche M’or, I place all of you under arrest for crimes against the people!”

      Well, if she wanted to get their attention, that was certainly one way to do it.

      It was like someone had shocked the men all at once, and they jumped up and shouted. Ukrah saw crossbows come up and other people draw their swords, but she also saw the guards leave Eist to confront them.

      Crispin moved too.

      Quickly, he clambered down, reaching behind the god-woman just as the first volley of crossbow bolts sailed toward Dille.

      Ukrah jumped to her feet, ready to throw up a barrier, but that wasn’t even necessary. Dille raised her hand and the arrows all burst into flowers, raining bright pink petals down on the men below them.

      “I am Dille M’Baya of the past and present, and you will lay down all of your weapons now or face the full brunt of Rothaichian law!”

      Of course, that just brought on a wave of the men screaming about witches and sorcery and suddenly, they were all rushing toward the ladders leading up to the ledge.

      Yeah, so it was time for a fight.

      But it seemed, however, that the witch hunters hadn’t given much thought to their setup. Because while the group couldn’t get down to them without the ladders, the hunters couldn’t get up to them without climbing up those same ladders.

      Ukrah reached out for the closest ropes binding the ladders to the side of the ledge and sank her finger into it. She felt like she was rushing high with the thrill of the fight, the thought that Eist was almost free fueling her. It didn’t take much for the magic to spark up and out of her, making the ropes turn to ash.

      Oh right, they had left Voirdr with Mrs. Kaldonner and several other of Dille’s most trusted acolytes. There was no strange diffusion of her magic. No slippery handholds or fizzing pops. Just solid energy right at her fingertips. Waiting for her.

      She let out a giddy laugh and lunged over to the next ladder, arrows bursting into flowers above her head thanks to Dille. For a moment, Ukrah couldn’t imagine how any of these folks fought before they had such a solid grip on magic. Just with swords and bows and primitive weapons.

      Perhaps she was spoiled.

      But whether she was spoiled or not didn’t matter. At least not in the fight at hand. Instead, she grabbed the second to last ladder and made that one vanish too.

      That left a single way up and the hunters seemed to understand the terrible position they’d put themselves in. Several of them tried to lay down covering fire with their regular bows and crossbow bolts while a few tried to rush up the single ladder left.

      Of course, that didn’t work though, and Athar reached down to pick up the man who was trying to scramble onto the ledge. It was quite a sight to see the man stand to his full height, holding one of the attackers by the straps of his armor.

      “Call off this attack now,” he said, his voice low and dangerous despite the impressive volume he put out. His words filled the entire cave, jolting nearly everyone from what they were doing. “End this, and we’ll take you into custody. Keep on, and I can’t guarantee you’ll all live.”

      For a breath, it seemed that they were going to ignore him, to continue trying to fight. But then another, calmer voice rang out.

      “Halt, men.”

      That seemed to do it, and the men on the ladder slid back to the ground while the others lowered their crossbows. From the middle of group, a man stepped out of the formation. Athar and he seemed to lock gazes, and the giant threw the hunter he was holding down into the group.

      “This need not end in violence,” the man said. He was dressed in lovely armor, all polished and covered in important-looking engravings. He had to be a high-ranking hunter, or even their leader. He reminded her exactly of the men she had seen on her nameday, all pompous and full of the smug righteousness that came along with thinking they were blessed by gods that were no longer alive.

      “We only want to bring our world back to balance. We need balance, you see. And we understand that you may think that helping this woman is what you need to do, but you are most certainly wrong. You see, this woman is an agent of chaos. She was sent to our world to test us, and we have failed horribly. We have to right this, and in order to right this, we just need you to let her go. We won’t even pursue your witch. The one who houses all those other…perversions in her roost. We just want peace. To save us all.”

      “You s-see,” Athar said, sounding surprisingly calm. “I th-think folks like you are under some sort of misconception about me and my wife. I can’t really blame you, all th-things considered.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Athar walked right up to the edge, where he would be a prime target if any of the men started to shoot again, but he just crouched down, smiling tightly.

      “The way I figure it, folks think th-that I’m some sort of bodyguard. There to watch over my wife and make sure that no one can lay a hand on her when she is weak. But it’s n-not really like that at all. You see, I’m not here to protect her from all of you, I’m here to hold her back from ripping you all apart piece by piece.”

      The man let out a short bark of incredulous laughter. “Am I supposed to—”

      He stopped short at that, his breath rushing out in a gasp. Ukrah imagined that was probably because a spear was sticking out through his front, reflecting the torches on its red-covered tip.

      He stumbled forward, collapsing in a heap, and the rest of the hunters turned in the direction of the spear.

      Only for several more spears to come flying at them, taking out another three of the men. There, at the opposite end, stood Eist, covered in sweat and already with another spear in hand.

      “I told you s-so,” Athar said with a crooked smile.

      She threw another spear and the men tried to run toward her, bringing up their crossbows. That was another cue for those on the ledge, because Ukrah and Athar dropped behind them.

      Dille joined them a moment later, her descent much more graceful, and the three set upon the remaining hunters.

      The battle didn’t last much beyond that, fading into a rush of flashing magic and blows. They were clearly too much for the hunters, who weren’t expecting an unleashed god-woman at their front and a trio of rescuers at their back.

      When it was all over, when the last one had been knocked unconscious or killed, Ukrah felt as if she could cry. But she didn’t let herself, because they had to get the god-woman home before anyone could unravel and think about what had just happened.

      “Eist!” Athar cried, rushing forward to catch his wife up in a hug. But she held her hand up at the last moment, forcing him to come to a halt. “What? What is it? Are you hurt?”

      “Not hurt,” she gasped, her hand gripping the front of his dirty, battered tunic. “But hurting.” She looked to Dille and offered the woman a sweating, ragged smile. “Would you believe these cads set on me right after my water broke?”

      “After your water what!?
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      “How is this p-possible!” Athar cried as they crowded Eist onto Ethella’s back, the woman still groaning and holding her belly.

      “Well, you see, when a mother and father decide that they love each other very much—”

      “Oh gods, not now, Dille,” Eist groaned. “Make fun of him later.”

      Ukrah had no idea what to do so she just followed along, feeling like her eyes were permanently affixed in wide wonder.

      Eist was having a baby.

      Eist was having the baby.

      “Here, let me up there with you,” Helena said, pushing Dille to the side and getting on Ethella with Athar. The dragons had flown to the entrance of the cave the moment the governess had called all of them, but Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder if that had been fast enough. “Breathe, my dear. Sorry to meet you this way, but I’ve helped some wonderful ladies birth before. Right now, let’s just try to slow things down so we can get you somewhere safe. Huh?”

      “But this is early,” Athar continued to argue as they took to the air. Fior let out an agreeing chirp, trying to crowd close to Ethella’s back where the god-woman was.

      “Oh, hey there,” Eist murmured, her eyes catching the brindle’s. She reached out with a shaky hand, as if to touch him, and almost rocked off the red dragon. Of course Athar and Helena caught her, but it was still a jolt that none of them needed.

      “Two moons early!” Athar continued. “Can the baby even…even…” It was like he couldn’t bring himself to say the words they were all thinking. Could a baby survive that? Or had fate swept in with her cruel, cruel claws and ended something before it had even started?

      “Hey, let’s not give up hope now,” Helena said, wrapping her hands up in Eist’s clammy ones. “There’s all sorts of things that can happen. A lot of young ladies I know didn’t even realize they had missed their first monthlies until their baby came a whole moon ahead of time. Others have had bad falls or sickness that made their babes come a season early. All of these were scary things, yes, but they all lived. They all went on to be happy and healthy little terrors, don’t ya know.”

      Eist seemed soothed by that, which helped Ukrah breath more steadily. At the moment, she felt like she was going to be ripped to pieces by the emotions swirling inside of her. She wanted to hold Eist’s hand. She wanted to tell the god-woman that she would be alright and there was nothing that could go wrong. But she was also intensely aware that the woman was experiencing something that was supposed to be incredibly private. Something between her and her husband and whoever else she trusted. Instead, she was sweating and panting on the back of a dragon in front of her three charges, the governess, and a seamstress she had never met before.

      “By the way,” Eist said before her voice cut off in a low whimper. “Who are you?”

      “Oh me? I’m just good ol’ Helena, love. But don’t you mind that. How about you just breathe with me for a few minutes while I get all this hair out of your face. That sound good?”

      “Sure.” The god-woman let go of her death-grip on the woman’s hands, but Helena quickly motioned for Athar to hold them instead. Then the seamstress went on to start gently getting her sweat-soaked strands out of her face. “Oh, I like you. You feel nice.”

      “You know, you’re not the first to tell me that. Like to think I have one of those kinds of presences, ya know?”

      Eist just made a sound of agreement as they continued to rise. With every second that passed, Ukrah was sure that her heart was about to beat right out of her chest. The road was no place for a child to be born. The back of a dragon was no place for a child to be born.

      Eist let out a terrible sound, nearly curling forward right into Athar’s lap, and Helena’s soothing presence just doubled. It was probably the only thing that kept Ukrah vaulting from Fior’s back in her anxiety or the dragon from picking her up and whisking her off himself. Strange to think that if they hadn’t been off finding her, Eist probably never would have been taken, but if they hadn’t found her, Eist could have gone into a surprise labor somewhere else entirely—at the academy, or even in Dille’s sanctum. After all, she was still two months away from when she was due. No one was expecting the babe yet.

      “Come on now, breathe with me, love. Nice and easy. I know this part isn’t very comfortable, but your body is still getting ready for things so we just gotta let it. Nice and easy. Just let it do what it wants to do.”

      “Well, what it wants to do hurts like a—” Eist was cut off as another terrible sound ripped from her mouth.

      It was enough to drive Ukrah insane. How could a woman put herself through something so awful? She wanted to rip her own ears off so she couldn’t hear any more while also run to the stars and back to get anything that would make Eist feel better. Milk of the poppy? Green dragon gas? The sun itself? Anything if it meant the god-woman and her soon-to-be-child would be alright.

      “Hey, take it easy,” Crispin whispered from behind. “I can hear your heart beating through your back.”

      “But she’s hurting,” Ukrah whispered. She had to whisper. Had to be quiet. Because this moment wasn’t about her. It was about Eist and her husband and the life they were building together. But by the spirits, if it didn’t pull at her and push her in ways that she had never imagined.

      “I know she is, but it’s a good kind of hurt, you know. Like the ache after a good run, or when Ale’a raps you real good and you know not to make the same mistake again. I think Helena will tell us if the hurt goes somewhere bad.”

      “But she’s hurting,” Ukrah repeated as if that explained everything.

      Because to her, it did. The magic within her was boiling and bubbling, worked up into a frenzy because the god-woman was in pain, but there was nothing to save her from. There was nothing it or Ukrah could do. Sure, they had saved Eist from her captors, but it was readily apparent that the small band of hunters hadn’t been her problem at all. No, the child trying to get out of her was.

      “Look, I know you want to look after all of us, and that whatever is in you gets real possessive, but this isn’t for you to interfere with. This is life, pure and just as it’s supposed to be. So you need to sit back and only do what she asks of us.”

      Ukrah nodded, comprehending his words but not sure if she could follow them.

      They made sense—most of her knew that—but it was so hard to shut out the buzzing in her ears. The furor that insisted she needed to do something.

      Another cry sounded from Eist, and Crispin’s arms wrapped around Ukrah’s middle—this time with no Voirdr between them. His lithe, bony form against her solid one grounded her, reminded her that in the grand scheme of things, she was still so much a child.

      “She’s cramping too close together,” Helena said sweetly, as if she wasn’t announcing something that sounded absolutely horrifying. “We need to get to ground because this baby is coming soon.”

      “No,” Eist groaned, voice cracking. “I can hold this. We need to get to the city.”

      “I respect that you’re a right strong lass and have seen things I could never dream of, but I tell ya that right now, you’re gonna end up trying to push a child out on a dragon’s back and I don’t think the air is right up here for that.”

      “Fine,” Eist gave in with a groan. “Set down. But if you’re wrong, I maintain the right to complain about this for as long as I please.”

      “Sounds fair enough to me, m’lady.”

      Athar nodded and they began to set down, circling lower into the trees. The panic that Ukrah had been managing to hold back with Crispin’s arms around her ramped right back up.

      The woods were no place to have birth. Would the woman who saved all of their world end up laying on the dirt in the dark, nothing to protect her or swaddle the new child?

      The thought nearly made Ukrah dizzy with anger. She wished that she could conjure things, or just summon a blanket to where she was, but her magic didn’t work like that. No, whatever was inside of her made her only good for destruction and ash. She couldn’t build, only take down.

      They landed and Athar lifted Eist’s sweating form. More than ever, she looked so small in his arms, shivering and sweating and breathing so hard Ukrah wondered that her lungs didn’t seize up right then and there.

      “Here, lay the cloaks out to make a sort of bed. We can use the blankets from under Ethella and Fior’s harnesses for padding. Someone here, make a fire, a hot one. I’m going to need someone to find water and another one to make bandages.” She was interrupted as Eist let out another long scream. “A lot of bandages.”

      They scattered to do as she asked, and time took on a funny sort of tilt. The miracle of birth was supposed to be wonderful, exciting, and full of happy tears, but all Ukrah could feel was absolutely terrified out of her mind.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Eist was supposed to be home, in her bed, with the best healers around her. Instead, she just had the motley group surrounding her.

      “I’m calling for reinforcements, just so you know,” Dille said breathlessly as they rushed to set things up. “I’ve sent out three spells. I’m sure they’ll get to someone.”

      Eist nodded, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. The split in it was growing worse, and Ukrah was beginning to think that none of the hunters had given it to her at all and the small wound was actually from herself.

      But that thought just made her work harder, faster, trying to collect as much as she could to make Eist’s birthing a bit easier. Somehow, they managed to get everything that Helena had demanded, boiling the water in a rock that Dille had used magic to shape into a wonky-looking cauldron.

      Helena hadn’t exactly been sitting idle either. There was a close approximation of a bed below Eist and a cloak draped over her bottom half for modesty. Her sleeping gown was pushed up to her waist, still completely drenched with all the sweat she was losing. Her groans were coming more and more frequently while increasing in volume. Helena had moved to post herself between the god-woman’s short legs, which she was gently stroking while whispering comforting things.

      Athar was at Eist’s side, one of her hands between his oversized ones, curling close to her and also saying soft, encouraging things. It was beautiful, in a very scary sort of way, but Ukrah didn’t give herself time to cherish it. She had to keep the fire going. Keep the water full. Dip the bandages in the boiling liquid.

      And Crispin was there next to her all the while. Telling her it would be alright. She wanted to object, to say that she wasn’t the one who needed comfort, that Eist was, but he would just nod and keep on working beside her.

      “Oh, by the spirits! Something’s changed! The pain, it’s changed!” Eist’s panicked cry ripped through the rhythm they had fallen into during the passing minutes and Ukrah nearly pitched forward into the fire. Crispin caught her sleeve, however, and hauled her backward to safety.

      “I’m gonna go ahead and take a feel, alright?” Helena calmly said.

      Eist nodded, panting hard. “Do it. For the ancestors’ sake, just do it.”

      Helena reached under the modesty cloak and did something before her expression grew more serious. Ukrah could swear that she felt the honeyed warmth that the woman exuded nearly double, pouring over their small area in a lovely little wave. “Your babe is on the move, Lady W’allenhaus. I think it’s gonna be coming right soon.”

      “They better,” the woman said breathlessly. “Because this hurts!”

      “Does it hurt worse th-than when that possessed healer threw you through a d-door?” Athar asked, stroking her forehead.

      “Yeah, definitely worse than that.”

      “How about when your arm was broken?”

      She winced at that. “Nope, not as bad as this either.”

      “How about when you got shot through the sh-shoulder with an arrow and it poisoned you?”

      Eist let out a long, low groan. “Actually, I think that hurt worse.”

      “Huh, that’s something then, isn’t it? This isn’t the worst thing you’ve been through, but it’s up there.”

      “Do you have a point in all that?”

      “Nope, just d-distracting you. Is it worth it?”

      Ukrah watched as the god-woman let out the weakest chuckle. “Yeah, it’s helping.”

      Helena reached under the cloak again. “Oh goodness! You’re coming along perfectly, Lady W’allenhaus. I expect we’ll be seeing a head soon.”

      “You hear that?” Athar asked with a smile. “Our little one is coming into the world. If you think about it, it’s exactly what a child of yours would do.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Eist wheezed breathlessly, eyebrows pinched in pain. Ukrah had never seen the woman so weak, so exhausted and thoroughly spent and yet still fighting to do what her body wanted. It was inspiring. It was terrifying. It was amazing.

      To think that women had been doing something so painful, so dangerous, for years and years, dedicating themselves to bringing life into the world even though it risked theirs so much… It made strange feelings rise in Ukrah’s chest. Like she was personally responsible for making sure that the world was a better place for all the babies being brought into it. That she made it a place worth all the struggle of every mother.

      But the god-woman kept on, unable to hear Ukrah’s internal monologue. “Are you insinuating that our baby would make this intentionally difficult?”

      “They obviously t-take after your side,” Athar murmured, voice so low, so sweet. The love between them was borderline painful to watch, it was so true and pure. “Everyone knows th-that I’m the reasonable one.”

      “The boring one,” Eist countered.

      “Someone needs to cancel you out.”

      “Rude,” the woman accused, laughing slightly. “Is that any way to talk to the mother of your child?”

      “That depends.”

      “Oh, yeah? On what?”

      “Ya gonna let me name it?”

      She snorted at that and the sound was so mundane, so everyday, that it stood out in sharp contrast to the scene in front of them. “Excuse me, I’m the one who’s let this creature grow inside me for all these moons. I get to name it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Eist let out another loud cry, and surprisingly, Helena did too.

      “The head! The head! By the spirits, I see the head! Your baby is coming!”

      “Ugh!” Eist cried. “They would come before anyone from the city could make it. How far are we, even?”

      “The spells might not have made it through. You know they don’t go well over long distances.”

      “Hey, where’s your little dragon?” Eist asked, teeth gritted as she looked over at Ukrah. It was the first time she had acknowledged the desert girl’s presence and it startled her. “He didn’t get…taken, did he?”

      “No, no,” Ukrah soothed, taking this chance to come forward and kneel at the woman’s side. “He’s safe in Dille’s quarters with people she trusts. He’s not so good at being quiet, so we thought it would be better if he was kept somewhere safe.”

      “He’s probably going crazy right now over you being gone. Sure could use him now. Maybe have him call Elspeth.”

      “Yeah,” Ukrah agreed. “We could have.”

      Surprisingly enough, the woman held up her remaining hand. It was shaking, and Ukrah could see that it was covered in clammy sweat, but she gripped it anyway. “Warning to you, I’m about to squeeze this really hard.”

      Ukrah smiled softly, feeling something lovely grow within her chest. “That’s okay. Squeeze as hard as you need.”

      “Alright, m’lady, I want you to push down as much as you can on my count, alright? Like you are going to use the chamber pot.”

      “Mostly, I just puke in the chamber pot,”

      “That is most definitely not what I mean, but glad you still have a sense of humor about you. I’ve heard some right foul words out of women when they reach this stage.”

      “Eh, I’ve said enough curses in my lifetime. This hurts, but it’s going to be worth it.” Eist let out a truly horrendous cry. “For once, the pain is going to bring something good. I… I need that good.”

      That struck something with Ukrah, and she nodded. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      “Alright then, go ahead now. Push!”

      Eist let out a long sound, and Ukrah could feel her whole body tensing. Everything seemed to be rising to a crescendo again, building up to something truly magical.

      “Okay! Good. Stop, stop! Just breathe now. Short and meaningful. Give yourself a minute to recover.”

      “I don’t want to recover! I just want it out!”

      “You can’t rush these things, love. You might hurt yourself. Look at me, listen to me, okay? We’re going to breathe together.”

      More of that perfect happiness flowed out of Helena, and Ukrah risked a glance to her. She wasn’t surprised to see magic crackling in the air around the woman and that her eyes were glowing with a gentle white light. It was like the opposite of Ukrah’s gift, all soft and welcoming and reparative.

      She had to be the vessel for something truly loving. Ukrah wished she knew more about the spirits of old, the kind of power they wrought and what they did. There had to be at least some record of them somewhere.

      But of course, there were more pressing matters at hand.

      “Alright, push! Really push! This is the shoulders and it’s going to be the worst part, I promise you.”

      Helena was right. The sound out of Eist was completely horrific, louder than anything else that had come from her throat. It would have made the desert girl shrink away, but she had to be strong for the woman. After everything Eist had done, after how much she had gotten hurt for others, how much she had given up, Ukrah could at least be there in her moment of need.

      And what a moment it was.

      Everything built up in noise and crying and wetness until Helena let out a triumphant shout. There was a smacking sound, and then suddenly, a baby’s cries filled the night sky like a symphony.

      “Is that it?” Eist said, her voice jagged like glass. “Oh dragons, let me see! Is my little one here?”

      “Congratulations, Lady W’allenhaus. That might be the most beautiful baby girl I’ve ever seen.”

      And then she was handing the child to Eist, all gross and covered in blood and mucus, but also beautiful in every way. She was still crying, wailing really, but it was a wonderful sound compared to the fact that they thought they weren’t going to hear it at all.

      “Oh, my baby. My little baby girl. She’s here. She’s finally here.”

      “She is.” Athar’s voice was warbling, the giant man brought to tears by the life in front of him. Ukrah’s heart swelled, wonderful and warm, and it wasn’t just because of Helena. “What do we call her? Do you know?”

      The woman didn’t even look at him, her eyes locked on the newborn in her arms. “I’m… I’m not sure you’ll like it.”

      “Eist…” He bent forward to press a kiss to her sweaty cheek. “You could n-name her anything you want.”

      “I was thinking… Yacristjin. After…you know.”

      Athar let out a little sound that was full of so much Ukrah couldn’t possibly understand. “Yeah, I know. I th-think that’s perfect.”

      “Well then,” Eist said, shuddering slightly. Suddenly, there were tears pouring from her eyes and down her cheeks, and Ukrah didn’t know if they’d always been there or if they were new. “Welcome to the world, little Yacristjin.”

      Welcome to the world, indeed.
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      “Ukrah, could you help me out and take Fior for a flight around the city later? He’s getting all cooped up, and I just can’t with how needy the baby has been.”

      Ukrah looked up from her scroll where she was practicing her writing. After everything that had been happening lately, she felt like she hadn’t had the chance to study in ages. It was good to finally settle down and work on her literacy, but when she looked up to see Eist standing in her doorway, thoroughly exhausted, Ukrah found herself nodding.

      “Sure, whatever you need.”

      You are a vessel to rebirth the world, not a nanny!

      “Oh dear, what are you doing here, standing like a waif?” The unmistakable sound of Helena coming down the hall made Ukrah smile. In the months that had passed since little Yacristjin had been born, the woman had been a true blessing to the house.

      She mended clothes, helped Mrs. Kaldonner, and even spruced up the manor in ways that Ukrah couldn’t quite put her finger on. She still occasionally caught the woman sighing to herself with melancholy rolling off her in waves, though, and Ukrah knew that the woman was thinking of her son. A couple of riders were still searching for him. Once Helena realized that Ukrah was there, however, she would just pretend that everything was alright.

      Ukrah never pointed out otherwise to her. It seemed rude. Especially since the woman had already risked so much just to join them. Sure, it was their destiny to bring the vessels together, but that didn’t mean Ukrah didn’t feel a little bad about how the woman had ended up with them.

      Not that she often had time to actually feel anything. Between training and working on magic, in addition to there being a baby in the house, there wasn’t exactly a lot of idle time.

      Also, there was a bit of…politics going around that she didn’t quite understand. She knew it had to do with the dragon riders that had attacked them on their way to Helena’s village, as well as a faction of the Sect of the Three getting into the city and being able to get past the guards to ambush Eist.

      Ukrah supposed she would know more if Eist ever talked about the situation, but she wouldn’t. At least not to any of them. She wouldn’t say how they surprised her, or how they got her into bonds. Wouldn’t say if she recognized any of them, wouldn’t talk about if any hurt or mocked her. She wouldn’t even say how they had chased off all the other brindled dragons or if it was coincidence and they’d all gone on a flight together, as they did occasionally, being rider-less and outside of time as they were.

      “No! That is not how you should treat your mama!”

      Ukrah looked back at Eist, her expression falling. The god-woman, however, seemed amused. “Sounds like your little guy is giving Crispin a hard time.”

      “Yeah, he’s not so little anymore,” Ukrah said, getting to her feet. “I’ll be out with Fior in a bit.”

      “Thanks. I’ll go feed my girl and check back in with you.”

      “Thanks,” Ukrah said, rushing past the woman and heading to where she assumed Crispin was.

      Because, of course, Voirdr apparently had some sort of non-verbal competition with the new baby to grow as fast as possible. Already, in just four months, he was about the size of a pony, with a ridiculously long tail and wide wingspan. His appetite had grown in relation to his size, yet he still acted like a giant baby more often than not.

      Crispin theorized that he was used to being the precious little one of the group, the youngest and the most spoiled, with people cooing over him all the time. But ever since Yacristjin came home, he’d had to share some of the attention.

      And apparently that was the worst thing in the world.

      “Hey, no, young man! You get the treat when you follow commands. You don’t— Give me my satchel back!”

      Ukrah finally made it out of the front to see Voirdr and Crispin standing on the lawn, the former with his long, saw-like snoot in a satchel while Crispin tried to yank it away.

      “Hey, why are you not behaving?!”

      Voirdr jerked toward her—quite an entertaining sight with a bag over his head—and trotted over, only kinda-sorta managing to shake the satchel off his face. However, the strap was thoroughly encircling him, and the bag slid down to hang against his chest, thumping as he trotted over happily.

      “Don’t come over here and act all sweet. You know you need to be nice to Crispin. He’s been with us since the beginning.”

      “That’s right!” the boy huffed. “I’m just trying to give you a foundation that’s gonna make being the king of all dragons a little more tolerable, ya know?”

      “You know that won’t necessarily happen, right?” Ukrah asked in a low voice. “A lot of people are angry he’s even alive. I don’t think they’re going to be giving his position back anytime soon.”

      “Well, they’re definitely not going to give it back if he’s going to keep this attitude.” Crispin crossed his arms, and Ukrah tried not to stare at the corded muscle in his limbs. That was…strange.

      “You’ve hurt Mama’s feelings,” Ukrah said calmly, looking at her cheeky boy. “Apologize.”

      She was well aware that some thought the way she and Crispin were raising the dragon was a little strange, but she didn’t quite care. It worked for them, and that was that. She knew that most dragon riders were expected to be able to care for their hatchling on their own, and she supposed if push came to shove, she wouldn’t falter at having to do so, but having Crispin there to help her made things so easy. He had a knack for making sure Voirdr got his meals on a consistent schedule, and he was also pretty good at getting the stubborn little dragon to eat things he wasn’t overly fond of. If Voirdr had his way, he would eat nothing but salmon all day, every day.

      If Helena was warmth, comfort, and soothing, then Crispin definitely projected compassion, concern, and growth. Perhaps it was silly to think of such things coming from a normal human—not that Crispin could ever really be considered normal.

      Voirdr’s head sunk a little and his eyes grew half-lidded. Ukrah knew that was an intentional sort of expression considering that dragons usually used their second, clear eyelid to wet their eyes. Crispin knew it too, and after another moment of standing there with his arms crossed, he let out a sigh.

      “Alright, you’re forgiven. But the best apology is changed behavior, so let’s not do this again, shall we?”

      Voirdr chirped, a sound that was getting deeper and deeper with each day, and trotted back to where Crispin had been working with him.

      “He did that on purpose, you know,” Cassinda said, stepping out to join Ukrah while Crispin followed Voirdr.

      “Who did what on purpose? Crispin?”

      “Hardly. Your little boy has a head on him. He wanted you to come be with him instead of inside studying, so he made a scene until you arrived.”

      Ukrah looked from Voirdr to Cassinda and back. It hadn’t been long since their journey together, just four short months, but the girl looked like she had leapt a few years ahead. She’d grown so she was evenly matched with Ukrah, although she still had a delicate, willowy frame. The round childness of her face had faded, leaving finer, pointed features. She was as ethereal as ever, but with a hint of danger under the surface. Like a flower that was a bit too beautiful or a bird with plumage a bit too illustrious.

      “He’s not even a year old. You think he could do that?”

      “I think your dragon can do many things. He just plays helpless because he likes being treated like a baby. For being an orphan from the wilds, you sure do seem to coddle everyone around you.” Ukrah opened her mouth to protest, but Cassinda just laughed. “It wasn’t an insult. Kindness comes at a premium around here. It figures it would take a foreigner to come along and show how easy it would be to give it away for free.”

      Ukrah didn’t know what to say to that, so she remained quiet. That wouldn’t last, however, as Cassinda rocked back and forth on her heels.

      “I heard that Dille came in late last night from one of her scouting rides. I bet you anything she’ll send for us tonight.”

      “You think?” Ukrah asked, barely suppressing a groan. Not that she didn’t appreciate the magic lessons and what they allowed her to do with her abilities, with the control that they allowed her, but she was just so tired and busy. It wasn’t the bone-weary fatigue that came after days of the hunt in the desert, it wasn’t even like the weak sort of ache that came from being close to starvation when supplies ran thin, but nevertheless, it was a persistent sort of exhaustion, one that wound around her limbs and made her mind sluggish.

      “I’d put money on it, if I had any.”

      “I’m sure that if you ask Athar, he would give you some coins.” Not too long ago, the thought would have been impossible to her—just the thought that money and supplies were available in abundance, able to be picked up whenever one needed or wanted. That not everything had to be carefully gathered and stored and made to last for as long as it possibly could.

      “He would, wouldn’t he?” She let out a little bell-like laugh that was so incongruous with how she would use her magic to tear men limb from limb. “Too bad that means I’d have to go somewhere to actually spend it.”

      Ukrah huffed at that. She knew exactly what the girl meant. It was unspoken amongst the lot of them, but no one really ever wanted to leave the manor after what happened the last time. Sure, enchantments had been placed, Ale’a and others had been visiting and spending the night more often, but there was still that foreboding sense of ‘what if.’ What if the sect got in again? What if they hurt Eist or the baby? What if it was someone else, someone more dangerous and more willing to kill?

      The thought made Ukrah’s stomach churn, bile rising in the back of her throat. She had almost failed the most important person she had ever known, as well as the innocent child inside of her. She had no intention of ever coming close to that again.

      “We could always bet our chores,” Ukrah mentioned, thoughtfully.

      “Please, like you ever do them anyway,” Cassinda scoffed.

      “I take offense to that.”

      “Uh-huh, I would too if it wasn’t so fun to watch Crispin try to sneakily do them while you’re distracted.”

      The corner of her mouth crooked up at that. She was well aware of how, when she would sweep, she would come across a floor that had clearly been done before she had a chance to get to it. Or how the water barrel in the kitchen would be half-full when she was sure it had been near empty earlier. Chamber pots would be emptied, things dusted—it was always something.

      The truth was, Ukrah was well aware that Eist and Athar could afford a whole host of servants, but they only had the two besides Mrs. Kaldonner, and they were more actual staff than what Crispin had explained to her from his manor. Eist had said that it kept them humble, reminded them that they were human and not above everyone. Also…something about responsibility. At that point, Ukrah had sort of stopped listening. She had no problem doing chores. They were simplistic, everyday things that were manageable, instead of world-ending rebirth, hosting a vessel, and dealing with the Sect of the Three wanting her and her kind dead.

      “You’re welcome to try to stop him,” she said instead, chuckling.

      “Please, I know when something is a lost cause.” Ukrah felt Cassinda’s blazing eyes shift over to her. “You were studying, yes? You want to work on it together before you need to take Fior on that flight?”

      “Sure,” Ukrah said with a nod. “I’ll take you on his back if he’s game.”

      “Really? You don’t have to.”

      “It’s fine,” Ukrah waved her concern away. “Let’s go study. I’m struggling with some of the writing stuff.”
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      Cassinda had been right.

      Ukrah had only barely returned from their ride with Fior, Voirdr whining that she had been gone for so long, when one of Dille’s acolytes came to fetch them. Ukrah supposed that she should probably learn the person’s name, considering she saw them about once a week, but for some reason, that always seemed to slip her mind.

      So, as the sun set firmly behind the hills, their little cadre trundled over to the governess’ castle. Ukrah, Crispin, Voirdr, Cassinda, and Helena—two vessels, a witch, a mortal, and a dragon, all in step together. Such a strange mix, and yet it worked so perfectly.

      Granted, Dille was always trying to get Crispin to stay at Eist’s manor, but the boy refused. He usually used Voirdr as an excuse, saying that someone needs to watch him while Ukrah was busy learning to harness herself. Everyone pretty much saw through that, and yet he somehow wound up at the lessons anyway.

      Crispin had a strange charm like that.

      They made their way up to Dille’s quarters, the acolyte leaving them at the door. Ukrah didn’t know why they didn’t meet in the large room they had before, but she guessed it probably had to do something with the assassination attempts, as well as the whole Eist-getting-kidnapped thing.

      They were hardly there for more than a moment when the door opened and they were greeted by Dille in her casual robes. It was still somewhat strange not to see her in her formal clothing, but Ukrah was getting used to it.

      Apparently the loose, flowing pants and long dress-like shirts with extended sleeves were a popular style in Margaid, where Dille had grown up. Ukrah would like to visit there someday, but she doubted she would get a chance before all this vessel business was solved.

      Then again… She had no idea what would come after the vessel business, or if there was even an after at all. It seemed like her life was so bound up in the destiny of the world and preventing something terrible that it all would end there.

      But Eist was proof that there was a beyond. That there was a story after the story.

      Or at least Ukrah hoped.

      “Come, sit,” the governess said, stepping to the side and letting them all file in. “I made that tea you blended for me, Helena. It was lovely.”

      “Aw, I wouldn’t have been able to make it without Cassinda’s lovely herb garden. She really has a lovely selection.”

      “I should come over and peruse it sometime. Or better yet, have you come tend our personal gardens here. Goodness knows they’ve suffered since you’ve stopped visiting as often.”

      “There has been quite a lot going on, hasn’t there?” the redhead said, gracefully folding herself onto one of the divans and tucking her dress under her.

      “That certainly is true. Reminds me of my younger years.” Her dark eyes flicked to Crispin. “You are aware that you don’t have to attend these, yes?”

      Crispin just looked to her with a blithe smile. “Sure, let’s say I am.”

      And that was the last of it, because soon they were all sitting in their spots, with Dille hauling over several large tomes.

      There wasn’t anything too surprising about that. It seemed at least a third of their lessons involved learning ancient rituals or magic theories. But what was unusual was the fact that the book was so old that it looked like it might crumble into dust just from them looking at it.

      “I think I know what you are,” Dille said, snapping her fingers. A bottle flew from the other room and into her hand, her thumb popping the cork right from the neck so she could take a long swig.

      Helena and Ukrah exchanged glances. “We’re vessels.” That part was already thoroughly established.

      “Yes, yes, we all know that. What I mean is, I’ve been trying to reconnect with the old spirits.”

      “Wait, reconnect?” Ukrah knew her habit of interrupting was pretty rude, but it wasn’t her fault that people regularly said insane things around her.

      Dille continued without faltering. “In my…past life? My future adult life that never happened? I’m not sure what you’d want to call it, but when I grew up as M’baya, I was a shaman of my people. I had a tenuous connection with the spirits.

      “But me as Dille never really had that. I’ve been trying to connect to everything that M’baya experienced, but it’s been difficult. Sometimes, it seems all three of us are one, but sometimes, it seems like we’re completely separate.”

      “So…you’ve already met who we’re supposed to be?”

      “Yes and no. I never really met any of them, but I was aware of them. They sent me dreams and on errands. I knew what they wanted, but I definitely had a choice whether or not to listen. They blessed me with a few things as well, which I both can and can’t remember.”

      “…I feel like I am missing a chunk of the story,” Helena said softly, her eyes on the bottle of wine. Dille didn’t miss that and handed it right over, and the plump woman didn’t hesitate to help herself.

      “Don’t worry about it. Just understand that Eist and I have experienced life in a nonlinear way. It can be…confusing.”

      “Non-linear?”

      “Yes,” Dille said without explaining anything at all. “But anyway, we are straying from the point, which is I believe I recognize you, Helena.”

      “Me?” the woman sputtered, setting the wine bottle back down. “But you hardly know me.”

      “Perhaps it is ironic. Now, mind you, I’m not entirely certain, but I recall that my mother had something like you as a patron. A warm and happy spirit that was about safety and comfort. If I had to guess, I would think you were the spirit of life and compassion. Often associated with motherhood, healing, and care. You were one of the most beloved amongst my people.”

      “Spirit of… Oh, goodness. That certainly is a lot.” The woman sat back with a flush in her cheeks. “Sometimes I find it hard to believe that I’m anything other than just a plain tailor.”

      Ukrah knew how she felt. If she hadn’t caused her entire village to vanish in a cloud of ash, she might not have believed this of herself. Even still, deep into the night, when she was laying in her bed, she wondered if it was all a strange sort of dream and she had indeed died at the stake.

      “Well, it seems you’ll have plenty of time to come to terms with it since Ukrah still hasn’t sensed another.” Dille’s gaze rested on her one more, heavy and solid. “Or has there been any update on that front?”

      “No,” Ukrah murmured, looking down at the book. She didn’t recognize the language, but she could sense the words were about the old spirits. Particularly the one housed within Helena beside her. “Nothing.”

      Something slick and uncomfortable began to curl in her middle. Helena still felt like an imposter because her skills were all latent. Who had nightmares about saving people? About sewing blessings into their clothes or making them happy. Maybe if Helena had killed everyone around her on accident, she would—

      Oh.

      Ukrah was jealous.

      She chewed at her lip, not liking the feeling within herself. Jealousy helped no one and hurt most people, so it was not something she cared to indulge. And yet the feeling still rose in her, coiling up her spine and seeping into her mind.

      It just seemed a bit…unfair. Sure, Ukrah was handy in a fight, but the abilities within her often seemed like they were driving her more than she was driving herself. That wouldn’t be so bad if the power’s first inclination wasn’t to smite everything in sight and figure out the consequences later.

      Her stomach pinched, and the normally dormant feeling within her bubbled a bit, as if insulted. That was interesting.

      “Ukrah?”

      “Huh?”

      “I was just suggesting that we try some specific trance work to get you in a state to find them again. And that having you and Helena do it together might increase your ability to find the others.”

      “Oh, yeah, if you think that would be best.”

      “Yes, but perhaps not tonight.”

      Ukrah blinked at her, unaware that she had been so distracted. “Uh, why not tonight?”

      “It’s a new moon. Bad time to try connecting to the new magics still establishing themselves.”

      Cassinda perked up at that. “Why is that?”

      “I’ll explain another time. For now, I’m interested in finding out who you are, Ukrah. Try as I might, I can’t connect you to anything in my memory. And yet you were the first one we found, who was directed to us, so there has to be some significance there.”

      “So how are you all gonna puzzle that out?” Crispin asked from where he was sitting on the floor, Voirdr curled in his lap. “I know we’ve all improved on our written common, but something tells me that book ain’t even close to the same.”

      “There are ways for us to see if you have a connection without you being able to read the words themselves,” Dille answered to Ukrah like she was the one who’d asked the question. “We’ll start at this one and work our way through the rest. Hopefully, we’ll find something that sparks a recollection or impulse in you sooner rather than later.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me. There can’t be too many of these anyway, I imagine? They look older than dirt.”

      “Because they are. Or at least the first few dozen layers of dirt. And to sort of answer your question, we’ll go through all of them.”

      “All of them?”

      “I lost count somewhere after fifteen.” She waved dismissively and handed the book to Helena. “You look through this for now, see if any of it feels right or familiar.”

      “Sure. It’s not like I could read it if it was common anyway.”

      That gave the room pause, and surprisingly, it was Crispin who spoke first.

      “You know, Cassinda and Eist helped teach both of us to read and write. If you’re interested, we could teach you.”

      “I s’pose it would be helpful, wouldn’t it? It’s not like there’s much Baldred script around here. Although if you ever need any mining instructions translated for you, I’m your gal.”

      “As much as I love this discussion of scholastic achievements, perhaps another time. I know I don’t have long before all of us are too exhausted to do anything more, and I would like to get through at least one of the other tomes.”

      Ukrah nodded, pushing down the last of her jealousy. She was what she was, and that was the way it was. It would just be a waste of energy to want to be anything else.

      But still…it would be nice.
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      Three acolytes escorted them back home, their little group thoroughly exhausted at such a late hour. Ukrah would have chuckled at herself if she wasn’t so exhausted. She remembered once when she could go nearly a day and a half without sleeping, making sure she utilized her travel time as much as she could. But under the god-woman’s care, she had grown soft, so much so that staying up well into the night and waking up as the sun rose left her feeling exhausted and groggy throughout the day.

      It was so late that she was surprised to see Eist sitting in one of the chairs in the sitting room, Athar passed out on one of the thickly-furred divans. She was patting her baby’s back, something Ukrah had learned was ‘burping,’ and there were dark circles under her eyes.

      “Oh no, this won’t do at all!” Helena said the moment the god-woman was within sight. “How long have you been up? Do you need a drink?”

      “I’m fine. I dozed this evening while Ukrah was out with Fior.”

      Nevertheless, Helena bustled over and gently lifted the babe from Eist’s arms, already cooing sweet and motherly things.

      “How was your lesson?” the god-woman asked, yawning deeply. Ukrah would be lying if she didn’t agree with the sentiment. She was quite tired.

      “Oh, you know, lesson-y,” Crispin said, draping his arm over Ukrah’s shoulders.

      “Considering the lessons aren’t for you, I suppose I should have expected that.”

      “It was fine,” Helena said, already headed toward the kitchen. “We learned that I might be the spirit of motherhood or something.”

      “Not exactly surprising,” Eist said with another nod, and that sharp spike of jealousy struck through Ukrah again. How inconvenient. She hoped that went away soon. “Maybe it would be better to talk about your namedays tomorrow.”

      “Whose nameday?” Ukrah asked in surprise, trying to remember if she had been told about a celebration and forgotten. While she still wasn’t nearly as excited about such celebration as folks in the civilized lands were, it was still plenty of fun to gather round and rejoice about someone’s existence.

      Eist just gave her a strange look. “Yours, of course. And Crispin’s. Don’t tell me you forgot after how…eventful your first one was.”

      Ukrah blinked, trying to do all the math. Eist was already with child at that party…and it was four months since the birth, but the babe was early so that meant… How many months was that?

      “Uh… When exactly is it again?” Crispin asked sheepishly, saving Ukrah the embarrassment of having to inquire.

      The god-woman gave them such an incredulous look that it did quite well at making Ukrah feel a bit guilty. “Trust the two of you not to remember your own nameday. It’s in about two and a half moons. I don’t like to rush things, so I’d like to talk out what you two would like soon so we can get that underway.” She let out a very soft laugh. “Huh, I never really thought I would get to a point in life where a nameday party would be such a concern. I really am becoming my father’s girl.” Her gaze softened at that, housing a bittersweet sort of longing that Ukrah wasn’t used to seeing on the god-woman’s features. But just as quickly as it was there, it vanished, and she was back to her normal self.

      “Alright, to bed with the lot of you. I’m going to follow Helena and see if I can learn something before I pass out again. Night.”

      There was a chorus of responses from the three as well as a sleepy chirp from Voirdr, then they all headed to their beds. Ukrah didn’t even have it in her to change into her nightclothes, falling face-first into her bed while Crispin slid into his pressed up against the wall with a curtain around it. Although Mrs. Kaldonner and a few others had let it be known that they were scandalized about Crispin and Ukrah staying in the same room, Ukrah didn’t particularly care, and Eist just shrugged every time it was brought up. At least that was one battle that the desert girl wouldn’t have to fight.

      Voirdr, apparently having his fill of Crispin that day, slid into Ukrah’s bed and draped himself over her. Sometimes it made it hard to breathe because of his considerable girth, but the comforting press of him was nice. And it was with her arm slung around his neck that she drifted off, wondering at the fact that time was moving so quickly and yet sometimes she still felt as lost as when she’d begun.
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      Voirdr was a brat.

      No, he was beyond a brat. He was like a teenager who also happened to have several hundred pounds on her and the ability to breathe fire.

      “Would you stop!” she snapped, jumping up and trying to grab her boot from where it was solidly lodged onto one of his teeth.

      Oh yes, this is definitely it. Exactly how you should be occupying yourself when there are more vessels to be found out there.

      “Would you shut it, Tayir?” Ukrah bit out, not even turning to look at him. Not that she even knew where he was perched. “If the magic whatever doesn’t tell me where they are, I don’t know what you want me to do about it.”

      It just doesn’t make sense that they haven’t awakened yet. Can’t you feel it? There’s something coming, and time is running out.

      “Time is always running out,” Ukrah muttered before jumping again. But Voirdr just reared up onto his hind legs, keeping her shoe just out of her reach.

      It was getting down to just about one month before their nameday celebration, and Ukrah wanted to make sure that her little guy wouldn’t be a terror during the event. So far, however, nothing along those lines seemed to be happening. Voirdr had turned into a veritable nightmare on four legs, albeit of the obnoxious variety rather than lethal.

      It was like a switch had flipped within him. He went from being a spoiled but happy chubster who just wanted to be held, to a rampaging miscreant who got into anything and everything.

      Suddenly, anything containing food in the house had to be padlocked, the larder trapdoor was reinforced and had a sliding bar to hold it into place, and things were bolted down and locked up. And still Voirdr found a way to destroy things.

      It was like he was determined to be a nuisance. He would trumpet around the house well before the crack of dawn, purposefully waking everyone up—including little Yacristjin. He had taken to tearing up pillows and down mattresses if he was left alone too long. Once, Athar had accidentally stepped on his tail, and while everyone was occupied, the dragon had peed on the W’allenhauses’ bed.

      That had been particularly mortifying, and Ukrah felt terrible about it. But Voirdr seemed to find any form of reprimand either funny or endearing, because it almost always ended with him purring and cuddling whoever was yelling at him. And the desert girl wasn’t about to raise her hand against him beyond a soft swat on the nose, and it was clear that soft swats weren’t going to do anything to curb Voirdr’s rampage.

      She had been in the middle of taking him out on some pre-flight training to try to tire him out when he’d tackled her, ripping her boot from her foot, and was now playing keep-away with it. Which was what led her to hopping up and down, trying to yank it from his mouth.

      Some vessel and would-be dragon rider she was. She couldn’t even get her shoe back!

      “Come on, Voirdr. You don’t want to be a pain, do you? What’s causing all this?”

      But he seemed completely oblivious to just how stressful he was, hopping around her and letting out little barks. Was she not spending enough time with him? Was this the fates’—or whatever was still alive in their world—way of telling her she never should have had a dragon in the first place? That she was a mistake?

      Ukrah felt her temper about to crack, and had no idea what would happen when it did, but before that happened, soft footsteps sounded beside her.

      Glancing away from Voirdr, she saw Fior standing there, looking on in disapproval. Voirdr didn’t stop at the other dragon’s presence, instead bouncing and continuing to bound around.

      “What am I doing wrong?” Ukrah asked the brindled dragon, feeling absolutely pathetic.

      Fior tilted his head, his crystalline eyes so sharp and bright. She was still amazed that the beautiful guy ever let her ride him while Eist was pregnant and recovering.

      Maybe you should just get rid of the thing. It’s more trouble than it’s worth.

      Ukrah was just about ready to tell him where to shove his tail feathers when Fior suddenly stood on his hind legs and let out a low howl. Ukrah could practically see how it rolled across the ground, moving the grass until it reached Voirdr.

      The red-and-black dragon paused and tilted his head before quickly shaking it off. Ukrah didn’t think she had ever seen Fior look so stern, and suddenly he was charging the much younger dragon.

      Voirdr wasn’t even paying enough attention to react, and the next thing Ukrah knew, Fior was crashing into his side. The two of them went tumbling, wings over back, until they ended up with Voirdr on the ground and the brindled over him, sharp rows of fangs bared.

      Oh, now isn’t this interesting?

      Fior let out another rumble, one that Ukrah could feel all the way up her spine, and finally the younger dragon seemed cowed. His eyes went half-lidded and his limbs went slack, her boot finally falling out of his mouth.

      They stayed there for several moments, seemingly caught up in some sort of silent dragon conversation that she didn’t understand, until finally, Fior slid off and trotted to the side.

      Ukrah went over to grab her boot, but it was so thoroughly full of dragon spit that she wasn’t about to put that on.

      “You, stay here,” she ordered, pointing at Voirdr, who was glancing uncertainly between her and Fior. “I’m going to see if Cassinda has any shoes that might fit. Behave yourself.”

      Stalking back toward the house with only one shoe on, Ukrah couldn’t help but think that the life of someone meant to ‘help balance the world’ would be a bit more glamourous.
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        * * *

      

      Fior’s lesson only did so much. There was no more peeing on things or tearing things up, but Voirdr still only listened when it suited him, preferring to play and play and play, and getting indignant when anyone wanted him to do anything else.

      He was still a cuddly little beast at night, going between Ukrah’s and Crispin’s bed, which made it pretty complicated for both Ukrah and Crispin, who felt like they were on their last legs with him. Even Helena didn’t really have a calming effect on him, her warm, honeyed presence just making him more likely to tackle and wrestle with someone instead of trying to play tug-of-war.

      “Oh, we have a visitor?”

      Ukrah looked up from where she was standing, Crispin taking his turn with Voirdr so she could hold the baby while Eist scrubbed Fior. Of course, anyone in the manor would do that for her, but the god-woman insisted on doing it herself. Ukrah got the feeling that she missed her dragon half, considering all the time she had to spend with the baby. Plus, Fior seemed plenty interested in the baby as well, wanting to smell and cuddle it as much as Helena seemed to.

      Sure enough, there was a shadow blotting out the sun, one that quickly grew as the dragon descended. It didn’t even have to get close for Ukrah to recognize the unmistakable shape of the white dragon.

      It had been ages since they had seen each other, Elspeth only stopping by for a single visit soon after Yacristjin’s birth. She seemed to have taken exception to the name Eist had chosen, and after a heated, but quiet, conversation in Eist’s war-room, she had left quickly. Ukrah didn’t really know why the name gave several people pause, but she assumed that it wasn’t for her to know if the god-woman hadn’t told her.

      “Greetings, Eist, Ukrah, it’s been a while.”

      “It has,” Eist said, cautious but not unfriendly. That made Ukrah feel a little bit better, because she wouldn’t know what to do if her sponsor and mentor was at odds with the other half of her dragon’s matching. Assuming that Voirdr and the white dragon matched someday. She supposed it didn’t have to happen, but in some ways, it felt like an inevitability. “Sometimes, I wake up and a whole week has gone by.”

      “I understand that sentiment. Do you have time for a visitor’s call, or should I try another time?”

      “No, we have plenty of time. I was just scrubbing Fior’s scales. We haven’t been able to just be with each other for a while.”

      “Oh, I’m sure. Never had a babe myself, but they certainly do seem to require a lot of work.”

      “Probably why most women dragon riders choose not to have them.”

      “Yes, you and your mother are similar in that way, I suppose.” Elspeth finally slid to the ground, giving the side of her dragon a quick kiss. “Do you want any help? If I recall right, he certainly likes scratches right where his skull meets his neck.”

      “Sure, if you’re so inclined.”

      Ukrah almost heaved a breath of relief before cutting herself off. Despite the terse conversation the last time, the two women seemed to be on good footing. That was one less things she had to—

      Several things happened at once. First, a black-and-red streak came hurtling toward Elspeth, Crispin yelling and dashing after it at a much slower pace. Then the white dragon moved, her head snapping to the side. Ukrah barely had time to blink when suddenly Voirdr was pinned to the ground by the much bigger dragon’s open mouth, her teeth shining brilliantly against his darkening flanks.

      She wasn’t biting into him, wasn’t hurting him, but the threat was clear. Suddenly, all the relief Ukrah felt was gone, and she was dashing up to the dragons.

      “Spirits! I’m sorry! He doesn’t— I mean, he—”

      But Elspeth was already walking up with her hands on her hips. “And what do you think you’re doing, young man?” she snapped, her lavender eyes right on Voirdr. Seeming to sense that her physical force wasn’t needed anymore, the white dragon straightened, but the young hatchling stayed where he was on the ground, staring up in pure terror. “What, you think just because you’ve gotten so big so fast that you don’t have to respect us? That because we’re small and fleshy that we’re your playthings?”

      Her tone was one that Ukrah had never heard before, not even when she was disappointed in the council. It was all barbs and bites and warnings. How a particularly strict parent might sound after their child disappointed them.

      “That’s not how this works. We are all allies together, and Ukrah there is your partner. You are equals, two halves of a whole. But right now, you are just a baby and we are not, so you need to listen to us and behave. Do you understand? I know you do.”

      Voirdr let out the most strangled little warble, and Elspeth just nodded before looking to Ukrah. “He’s really gotten big,” she said more pleasantly. “This happens sometimes when their body grows faster than their brain and they haven’t developed enough yet to understand the consequences of their actions.”

      “I’m sorry!” Crispin shouted breathlessly, finally reaching them and breathing hard. “Is everyone okay?”

      “And speaking of growing,” Elspeth continued with a playful smirk. “This can’t be Crispin in front of me, can it?”

      Of course it was Crispin! What kind of strange question was that? But then Ukrah looked at the lad—really looked at him—and realized that a lot had changed in the months since Yacristjin’s birth.

      He had grown about a full head, now standing even taller than Ukrah. He had filled out as well, a few muscles evident on him and his frame looking less like a walking skeleton. His blond hair had grown out too, touching his tunic collar instead of the jagged cut she had first seen him in. Was he going to grow it out like Athar’s long, long braid? Or keep it shorter as Eist did?

      “Yes, it’s me, ma’am. Is Lady Ale’a with you?”

      The leader of the Dragon Council chuckled, and Ukrah felt that same lick of jealousy within her. “No, she’s busy helping the students prepare for their physical training. But I’ll be sure to tell her that you miss her.”

      “I didn’t say—”

      “Anyway, not to be presumptuous, but once we’re done giving Fior a good once-over, are any of you hungry? I was too busy to break the fast this morning, and I find myself a bit peckish.”

      “Please, you don’t know what the word peckish means,” Eist laughed. “Crispin, go tell Mrs. Kaldonner that Elspeth is here so she has time to prepare something.”

      “You make me sound like a dragon.”

      “Who knows, you might be. I’m pretty sure I saw you swallow a chicken whole once.”

      “Only during my monthlies.”

      “Alright, I’ll go tell Mrs. Kaldonner!” Crispin said quickly, rushing right back the way he came.

      And that was how Ukrah ended up watching the god-woman and the leader of the Dragon Council wash a very happy brindled dragon while the baby in her arms dozed.

      Despite the two women taking their time, Fior’s scrubbing seemed to end too soon. But, because he apparently was the epitome of maturity, he only pouted for a couple of minutes before shaking himself off and returning to the other brindles in the barn. No doubt going for an afternoon nap since he was so relaxed.

      And it turned out Eist was only mildly exaggerating about Elspeth’s appetite. Granted, the woman hadn’t eaten a morning meal, but she certainly was able to wipe out almost everything that Mrs. Kaldonner had made, out-eating both Eist and Crispin.

      Although Ukrah’s own appetite wasn’t exactly meager either. She’d always been a good eater, but lately, it was like she was never satiated, always on the edge of being hungry.

      In fact, on top of her stress about Voirdr and finding the other vessels, her body hadn’t exactly been kind to her. She felt like she was always in pain, with her joints hurting and her skin feeling too tight. In several parts of her body, she’d developed these tiny little fissures across her tanned flesh, almost like pale lightning. Several times, she’d been tempted to ask what they were, but usually she was too distracted by a magic lesson or something else.

      And that was nothing compared to the strange squeezing feeling she had every now and then in her abdomen. It reminded her of when she had once been struck by an illness that had run through her whole tribe, except a bit…throbbier, if that made any sense.

      Out of nowhere, she was beginning to understand why grown folks were always complaining. So far, everything was in a steady decline, and she wasn’t even sixteen summers yet.

      “So, now that we’re all fed, maybe Voirdr can spend the day here with some brindles and we could go for a ride.”

      “Well, I need a couple moments to pack up her satchel—”

      “Actually, Crispin,” Elspeth interrupted gently. “I thought that Ukrah and I might fly the countryside by ourselves. Just to touch base, dragon rider to dragon rider.”

      Crispin’s eyes went wide at that, his lips pressing together. “You want to go…alone?”

      “Yes, I hope you don’t mind. It’s just we have a bit to catch up on, and I’d like for Sleipffynor and her to get a chance to bond. I know you two are close, but perhaps the three of us can ride together another time.”

      Crispin looked pleadingly to Ukrah, and she knew exactly what he was thinking. The last time they had been separated off-manor, the boy had gotten kidnapped and nearly beaten to death while she had been shot with an arrow while rescuing him. Sometimes, her abdomen still ached from the wound, and her skin would occasionally tug painfully during training.

      “Just this once,” she murmured, reaching out and placing her hands over his. Only then did she notice his long, elegant fingers had grown too, branching hers even more than they had before. “I’m sure I’ll be safe with the queen of the dragons and her rider with me.”

      “Yeah, of course.” She could tell that he was trying to sound nonchalant with his tone, but he didn’t quite make it. “I have some things I need to catch up on here anyway.”

      “Then it’s settled. You won’t need a pack. I can’t imagine we’ll be much more than an hour or so. A waterskin might be advised, though. It’s been quite dry lately.”

      “The change in seasons,” Eist said while she worked on burping Yacristjin. “It makes Athar’s knuckles crack like you wouldn’t believe.”

      Ukrah nodded, getting up to go fetch the skin and fill it from the water barrel. Granted, that also took a lot longer than usual because they’d had to put a locking mechanism on the top of the barrel to stop Voirdr from sticking his whole head into it.

      But once she was ready, Elspeth was already standing at the door, smiling. If Ukrah stopped to think about it, it certainly was amazing that the most famous member of the Dragon Council was waiting around to ride with an orphan girl from the wilds. But, as it was, she didn’t have much time to waste, and picked up the pace to head out the door.

      Elspeth’s long legs forced Ukrah to keep up as they strode out the front. There, the white dragon was laying down, the brindles gathered around her and making conversational sounds. It was quite cute, if she was being honest. It reminded her of the time she herself had been surrounded by the beautiful dragons, all copper and gold and deep umber.

      In the hours upon hours of magic lessons, she faintly remembered reading something about brindles being tied to magic more than any other dragon. She couldn’t quite recall why. Something to do with…sound? Or resonance? She was pretty sure it had something to do with their invisible yet somewhat tangible roars.

      “Hey there, you lot. Still trying to figure out where you belong in time?” Elspeth asked cheerily. The brindles parted for her, lazily spacing themselves more.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Elspeth just shrugged. “A story for a different time, perhaps.”

      Ukrah nodded, but she couldn’t help that her mind was taking off. Once she actually thought about it, it didn’t make sense for there to be so many brindles. Because when Eist was first in the academy, brindles had practically been wiped from human memory, causing none at the academy to recognize her mount. Surely that wouldn’t have been the case if there was anywhere between five to ten of the pretty dragons running about.

      …so where had they come from?

      The question remained unanswered, however, because they were climbing up onto the white dragon and taking to the sky.

      Ukrah tried to ignore how her heart was beating hard in her chest at being so close to an important figure of their history. It was one thing to have her visit the manor once in a while, it was another entirely to be right behind her on the white dragon’s back. The stories the woman could tell, and the knowledge that had to be held in her mind… Sometimes, it seemed impossible that the woman was hundreds upon hundreds of years old, but that was the healing power of dragons.

      The woman didn’t speak until they were well into the air, flying over the city faster than Ethella or Fior normally took them. But when she did, it was almost impossible to catch what she said.

      “So I wasn’t entirely honest down there on the ground,” was what Ukrah could make out, and instantly, her stomach dropped.

      “You weren’t?”

      “No. I mean, yes, I think Voirdr is acting out because he’s getting too big, but I don’t think that’s the only thing.”

      Ukrah swallowed. Her fears of being inadequate, of being not enough, flared up something fierce. “You don’t?”

      Elspeth must have heard the change in her voice, as much as she had tried to disguise it, because the woman stiffened. “Maybe this should wait until we land. There’s a nice knoll to the west at the edge of where the mountains of Baeldred start to rise. Let’s go there.”

      Ukrah nodded even though the woman couldn’t see her. Her stomach felt like it was in knots, twisting this way and that at the woman’s words. She almost wished that Elspeth hadn’t said anything at all until they landed. There was already so much weight on Ukrah’s shoulders, and she felt like she just wasn’t good enough.

      I wake up from a nap and find myself absconded. How rude.

      Ukrah almost flung herself from the saddle, jolting at the familiar sound of Tayir’s voice. Reaching into one of the packs on the white dragon’s side, she saw none other than the desert finch inside, cuddled up on what looked like some extra clothing.

      “Of all the places, why did you have to sleep there?”

      “Who are you talking to?” Elspeth asked, twisting backwards.

      “Just my bird. He mostly does what he wants.”

      “Ah, yes, I heard of your little familiar. He certainly gets into things, doesn’t he?”

      I am not a familiar, and you are not a witch. Besides, I like this dragon. She’s soft and warm and sings prettily. Best sleep I’ve had since finding this form.

      “I think he likes your dragon,” Ukrah answered the woman instead of replying to Tayir. But he was used to her half-responding to him in front of other people and just settled himself further into the pack.

      It’s cold out there. Close the flap, if you please.

      Well, if there was one creature she didn’t particularly want around during a vulnerable time, it was probably Tayir. Oh well, when Elspeth inevitably told her that she was ruining everything, at least the bird would remind her it was all because she was straying from her duty as a vessel or something like that.

      Thankfully, it wasn’t even an hour before they began to lower, right onto a large, grassy knoll covered in trees. As they descended, she realized Elspeth was aiming toward a sort of rocky outcrop that was cut across by a rushing stream, a waterfall spilling over the side and down into the thick forest below.

      …was that the waterfall that fed into the stream she had hid in all those months and months ago? It would still be a fair way off, but the direction was right. But no, that would be an uncanny level of coincidence. Not every stream or brook she saw from the west of the city led to the one that had brought her to Crispin.

      Still, she couldn’t help but wonder, and once they landed, she headed over to the side of the brook, as if that would help her decide.

      “I didn’t mean to worry you,” Elspeth said, joining her. “I just didn’t think this was a conversation we wanted to shout over the wind and all of that.”

      “I appreciate that,” Ukrah tried to say evenly. Which was more difficult than she thought, considering she was about to get her own behind handed to her.

      “Goodness, you’re so tense, I’m afraid you’ll snap. You’re not in trouble, Ukrah. Surely you must know that?”

      “Do I?” the desert girl asked, risking a side glance through her lashes at Elspeth.

      “Yes, goodness. Come sit with me. I come to you as a friend, not someone who would punish you.”

      Well…that was a hopeful start. Following her, Ukrah let her spread a blanket over a fallen tree then sit on it.

      “No, what I wanted to say is that Voirdr might be acting out because, and I do only mean this out of concern and not reprimand, you’re not entirely connected to him.”

      “What do you mean?” Ukrah couldn’t help the alarm in her voice. She loved Voirdr right down into the deepest places of her heart. He made her feel loved and happy, and she hoped he felt that way right back, even if he was being an absolute terror. “He’s my world.”

      “He’s your world, yes, but you’re not just you, are you?” Ukrah blinked at her a moment, trying to piece together what that meant in common tongue. “Yes, you are Ukrah of House W’allenhaus, but you are also something else entirely, aren’t you? Something not quite human.”

      Ukrah nodded slowly. She wasn’t sure how much the woman knew about the rebirth of the old spirits and vessels and the like, but it seemed she was at least a bit knowledgeable. “I have…something inside of me that’s not me, but it takes over me every now and then. I’ve been having trouble reaching it how I want to because Voirdr’s abilities have been, uh, masking it, I guess?”

      She nodded. “That makes sense. Very clearly, he recognizes it and is seeing it as competition. Something taking you away from him. Tell me, please, do you feel like something is pulling the two of you apart? Or causing any sort of rift?”

      In truth, Ukrah hadn’t given much time to any of those thoughts, but suddenly, they all came rushing to the surface, like Elspeth’s words had given the phantom feelings solid form. “I…” A deep breath, parsing everything bombarding her into her own language and then common. Normally, the process was so streamlined that she rarely noticed it, but she found herself struggling with how to express the concepts forcing themselves to the forefront of her thoughts. “I suppose I feel a bit caught.”

      “Caught? How so?”

      “As in…” She licked her lips, fearing recoil from the woman, but she just looked at her with a concerned, lavender gaze. “As in caught between what my destiny is supposed to be as a rider of the black dragon and my destiny as a vessel of an ancient spirit, before the Three came to our world. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, how to balance the two, or why I’ve been given such gifts. I feel like I’m supposed to be either one or the other, and that being both is somehow mutually exclusive.”

      Elspeth took a deep breath. “I see. That certainly is an awful lot to put on a single person’s plate. Especially one so young.” For some reason, just being told that she wasn’t an idiot for being so mixed up about things helped Ukrah immensely. She sank a little, the tension easing out of her bones. “I can’t even say where the line is or what you should do either way. But what I do know is that I have felt a strange sort of absence in my heart lately. Nothing lethal, nothing even too worrying, but it is a steady ache, nonetheless.

      “It’s familiar, though. Just something I thought I was done with long ago. I forgot what it was like to be one part of a half, but now that there is another black dragon, now that I know you, I would like to be a bigger part of your life. Maybe that will help you find balance, maybe it won’t, but I’d like to try.”

      Huh, what a world where she was sitting here, with the leader of all the Dragon Council looking at her with a lonely sort of admiration that Ukrah understood, perhaps a bit too much. To think she had started out being an extra to her village, an unnecessary part.

      “I wouldn’t mind seeing you and Sleipffynor a bit more. Especially if it helps Voirdr behave.”

      Elspeth grinned brightly, looking quite young for a moment. “Thank you. I know things didn’t go well in the academy for you, but if it makes you feel better, both Ale’a and I have been expelled at one point or another.”

      Ukrah’s eyes went wide. “What? Really?”

      The woman nodded, her lips curling into a cat-like smile. “Ale’a’s dragon ate a well-to-do young noble. Or at least most people thought he was well-to-do. He really was a predator that hunted amongst the poorer girls of the city. Girls he thought no one would miss. And maybe they wouldn’t have, if Ale’a wasn’t poor herself and visiting her mother at the time.”

      “And what about you?”

      The woman shrugged slightly. “It was another time. One where women had only been added as dragon riders for a couple of classes, not even a generation yet. Some of the staff and classmates took exception to that. I got into a lot of fights, had people try to sabotage me. Then someone took it too far, and I made sure it ended there.”

      Ukrah swallowed, the woman’s serious tone saying so much, and yet she found herself wanting to know more. “What happened? How did you end it?”

      “The details are not important. What is important is that he’s dead and I am here. We do what we must to survive, and I am sure that you will do the same.”

      “I don’t think I’ll—”

      Elspeth waved dismissively. “The details of our situation may be different, but whether it’s you, Mryidepf, Eist or me, we’ve all gone up against things that seemed impossible at the time. I’m not stupid. I know that the birth of another black dragon means the world is trying to prepare itself for something. Trying to heal and grow power before whatever the next Three or Blight or whatever is. Your journey is just beginning, and I have no doubt that you will face many truly awful, unspeakable things.”

      Ukrah found herself swallowing again. “At least you’re not trying to deny it.”

      “Not at all. I am guilty of doing far too much of that back when Eist was young, and we all paid for it. Maybe, if I had been more proactive, less locked into not making the same mistakes I did before, Yac—” She stopped short, shaking her head. “The past is the past, and while we can learn from it, I don’t think it would be wise to dwell there. What’s done is done.”

      Ukrah nodded. She understood that feeling. Sometimes it was the only thing that kept her from giving into the guilt that still rose from her nightmares. Guilt over what she had done and the fact that she’d had to exile herself from her own homeland.

      “To a different sort of future then,” Ukrah toasted.

      “Yes, definitely, and hopefully one with no gods.” Elspeth let out a dry chuckle. “I’ve had my fill of false deities, thank you.”

      “I can imagine. I was young when Eist cleansed them, so I didn’t live for centuries with them.”

      “Yes, it was quite a shock to hear that the All-Mother that I had dedicated my life to was from another world, a dead world, and had escaped to our realm to try to outrun the Blight. The kind of shock I hope to never go through again.”

      “But could you imagine?”

      She laughed outright at that. “Please, I do not want to. If I think it, it might come true, and I will not be responsible for the end of the world.”

      “Fair enough.”

      They sat there for a moment, and Ukrah pulled out her waterskin to share. They both sipped at it and for a moment, it was so easy to sink into the peacefulness all around them. Sure, it would have been nice if Voirdr or Crispin were there, but it was rare that Ukrah ever had such a quiet series of breaths, to just think and feel and look out at the beauty of nature.

      Even after all her time in the civilized lands, she still found the tall things so beautiful. They were green and strong and just so wonderful to look at, especially when there were a bunch of different types all around each other. She was beginning to develop favorites, but she still appreciated all of them.

      If she could ever go home, she would bring them a tree just so they could look at it. Granted, it would probably die on the journey if she took it by wagon, so she would probably have to wait for Voirdr to be big and strong enough to carry it there.

      But she probably was never going to be able to go back to the desert, so there was no point worrying about it.

      They drank back and forth until the canteen was almost empty, Sleipffynor coming up behind them and settling against their backs, giving the two women something to lean against. It was strangely lovely, and Ukrah turned her face up to the sky, letting the breeze touch it.

      She loved the bit of moisture that was always in the air, making sure nothing ever got as dry as the desert. She loved that she didn’t have to worry about sun-bleached hair or burning cracks into her lips. Ever since escaping, she’d never had blisters on her shoulders or even really known what it was to be truly hungry.

      “Wait, what is that?”

      Ukrah jerked back to attention, but she was a bit light-blind from tilting her head upward for so long. Rubbing at her eyes, she blinked them rapidly until she could make out a small form far below, cutting through the trees.

      They wove in and out of sight, the bracken keeping them from being visible in a straight line. Ukrah was no expert but she was pretty sure that was a human shape, most likely a hunter or some sort of trapper.

      Except hunters didn’t usually have dogs trapping them.

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Elspeth said, jumping to her feet as the dogs jumped into view. They were large and vicious things, armed with sharp teeth, and no doubt sharp claws. They were gaining on the runner, who only seemed to be out of their maws because they had a head start on the beasts.

      “Come on!” Elspeth ordered, practically vaulting onto her dragon. Ukrah tried to follow her, but she wasn’t nearly as graceful, so the woman stretched out her hand, gripping the desert girl’s arm and hauling her up. The moment Ukrah’s butt touched the thick leather saddle, they were off, swooping down so sharply that she started to feel herself rise.

      Letting out a very undignified yelp, she wrapped her arms around Elspeth’s strong waist, holding on for dear life as they hurtled downward.

      Whoa! What are you doing out there!?

      But Ukrah didn’t have the wherewithal to tell him what was happening, her heart in her throat and her eyes on the figure as they ran. As they came closer, more of them came into view, and it became clear it was a young woman, clad in a dress that once might have been brightly colored, but now was faded and encrusted in dirt. There were tears in it, but whether they were scratches from the trees or from an attack wasn’t clear as she vaulted over fallen trees and dove under rocky outcrops.

      She certainly had stamina, that was for certain, but stamina wasn’t going to be enough to get her away from the snarling hunting dogs. No, Ukrah may have not been from the civilized lands, but she still knew that the girl would not enjoy what those beasts would do to her if they caught up.

      Elspeth clearly knew that too, and the next moment, they were crashing through the canopy and down to the ground. They landed with a resounding jolt, shaking the ground and making Ukrah’s spine rattle. Sleipffynor lowered her head, opening her jaw wide and letting out a snarl that was truly haunting.

      The dogs didn’t need a second warning. They skidded to a stop as a pack, letting out petrified sounds before fleeing, their tails tucked between their legs. But neither Ukrah nor Elspeth were dumb enough to think that was the end of it. Where there were hunting dogs, there were hunters, and it would do no good to have the girl where they could find her—whoever they were.

      “Get on!” Elspeth cried to the girl, who was caught in a thick bramble of thorns, her foot clearly wedged between two rocks.

      “I can’t!” she answered breathlessly, finally turning to them.

      It was the first time Ukrah got a good look at the girl, and she was the last thing the desert girl had expected. She had long, long raven curls that looked impossibly neat considering all that she had gone through, and big brown eyes that looked like honey in the bright sunlight. Her skin was impossibly pale, so she couldn’t be a slave…right? But then why was she running like a slave?

      Ukrah didn’t understand it, but she didn’t get an answer, because soon crashing sounds issued from the trees closest to them, and several men who had to be slavers burst into sight.

      “Put down your weapons!” Elspeth ordered, sitting up to her full height while Sleipffynor spread her white, luminescent wings. The men all looked to each other, as if uncertain, but it was one on the end who spoke.

      There was something familiar about his stance and his crossbow, but Ukrah couldn’t put her finger on what it was. Perhaps he echoed in some part of her memory that was still connected to when she had been brought to the pale lands. Perhaps she was just crazy.

      “Just give us the girl. We mean no harm, we just need to collect her.”

      “And what legal reason could you possibly have to bring this girl in?” Elspeth asked, her voice grave and full of ice. Although Ukrah had seen her be serious many times, it was another thing entirely to see her fully turn on her dragon rider demeanor.

      “She has a bounty on her head.”

      “That’s a lie!” the girl cried. “They kidnapped me! Said they’d kill me if I ran!”

      “Oh, did they now?” Elspeth asked, her tone accusing, but the panic in the girl’s voice set Ukrah off.

      She knew those threats. She knew that fear. She had no doubt in her mind that they were slavers. Slavers who chased down and set dogs upon anyone who dared to escape them. Slavers who took what they wanted and didn’t care who they hurt.

      Anger and protectiveness surged through her, so white hot that she was surprised she didn’t combust right there on the spot. Her vision went white, except she could still see all the men, standing there like glowing points that she needed to crush. Obliterate.

      She needed to protect.

      “I said, put down your—”

      Maybe Elspeth finished her sentence, maybe she didn’t. Either way, it didn’t matter, because without the interference of Voirdr, the inky darkness within her bubbled up, declaring justice from the slavers in front of her.

      It hit them with such a force she was sure that even her ancestors felt it, burning bright and rushing through them like they were parchment. By the time Ukrah’s vision cleared, the air where they had been was full of ash, and everything was deathly quiet.

      There it is! Scrubbing the world of filth, righting the wrong, protecting the innocent. This is what you were meant to do! Doesn’t it feel good? Doesn’t it feel right?

      “Ukrah…” Elspeth worried, her tone indicating too many things for the young woman to catch all of them. “Did… Did you just do that?”

      Her tone was a direct opposite of Tayir’s, and the juxtaposition made a strange feeling bloom in her chest. She didn’t like it. Why was everything so complicated?

      “I don’t abide slavers,” was all she could answer, and even still, her voice sounded wrong, too laden with all the layers of everything within her.

      “Right. We’ll need to talk about that…later. For now, you, girl, come with us.”

      But the girl just pressed herself deeper into the bracken, the thorns biting at her pale skin and leaving behind little pricks of scarlet red. “No! We can’t go! We have to save them!”

      Elspeth definitely didn’t miss her wording there and straightened.

      “Save who?”

      “The witches,” the girl practically sobbed. “They have so many of us, and I think they mean to kill us all.”
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      Somehow, they had gotten the girl to relent enough for them to fly her up to the same knoll they had just been on, although it was clear she didn’t quite trust them despite them saving her. Her big, brown eyes were wide with uncertainty as they flicked repeatedly to the woods.

      “Alright,” Elspeth said once they were on land and most likely out of the range of fire if any more of the slavers could find them. “Tell us everything that happened. Where they are, how many of them there are, how many witches they have.”

      “I-I don’t know how many of us they have. Only a few of the captives are witches who can use magic, most of us are just witch-accused or marked.” Her voice was just as strange as the rest of her, low and raspy and barely above a whisper. Ukrah guessed that maybe it was hoarse from screaming, but then that made her think about what could have made the girl scream so hard that it damaged her voice, and that just had her seeing white again.

      “There are a lot of us. So many of us. Maybe a hundred? Maybe more. It’s hard to say. I’ve been there a week and they always seem to be finding more of us, every day. Bringing more and more of us down into their caves.”

      “I’m sorry, did you say a week?” Elspeth hissed. Meanwhile, Ukrah was pondering the word caves.

      She nodded, her sharp chin casting a striking shadow across the earth. “I was traveling in a caravan from northern Baeldred. We were disguised as a typical sort of affair, with families and traders, but it was actually entirely populated by folks looking to get to Rothiache Mo’r and their refugee center. It’s dangerous out here for anyone who might be changed by the cleansing.”

      “What happened to the caravan? Were you attacked?”

      She shook her head, those ringlets bouncing. “No, not at all. We were all eating a meal that had been cooked for us by one of the leaders of the caravan, and the next thing I knew, we all woke up chained together in the back of a wagon, going over much bumpier roads. For the couple of us who could do magic, they had…” her voice warbled. “They’d been b-branded, I think. Some sort of rune, or runes in their palms. Whatever it was, it wasn’t anything in our language and it stopped them from being able to do any magic. At all.”

      Elspeth turned away from the escapee and cursed, beginning to pace.

      “They’re underground, you said?”

      The girl nodded. “It’s manmade, from what I can tell.” Ukrah didn’t have to ask a girl from Baeldred how she could discern that. “And they’re always adding to it. If I had to guess, they’re hoping to make a sort of stronghold here, under the earth, close to a lot of the travel routes to Rothaiche M’or.” Her lips trembled again, her features somewhere between the chubby sort of boyishness of youth and when young women began to really look like their mothers. “I think they mean to take a lot more of us as well.”

      “I don’t understand all of this,” Ukrah said, worrying at her lip. Part of her wanted to go down wherever these men were and burn them all to a crisp, to snap her fingers and have them turn to ash. But another part knew that wasn’t a possibility, at least not yet. Apparently, there were a whole lot of people who needed to be rescued or they could be put in harm’s way. “If it’s slavers, they usually want to move merchandise as fast as possible and then set up an auction in less than a week once they have enough. It sounds like they have more than enough captives, so why are they trying to get more before moving what they currently have?”

      “Because these aren’t slavers, Ukrah,” Elspeth said slowly, her tone completely serious. Before the young woman could even ask, she continued, “They’re witch hunters. Like the ones who took Eist.”

      Ukrah paled at that. Of course she knew of the threat of witch hunters, especially considering the ordeal they’d gone through with them less than half a year ago. And yet she had somehow forgotten they were a real, tangible thing that haunted so many folks in the civilized lands, not just Eist.

      “Witch hunters?” the girl said, sounding horrified and shocked. “But they don’t act like any witch hunters I’ve heard of. They’ve barely even killed any of us. Just most of us who…” She swallowed, and the movement made the bruising along the side of her neck more noticeable. “…made trouble.”

      “It’s got to be the Church of the Three. From what Eist has told me about the time they held her, they definitely are planning something.”

      “What is the Church of the Three?” the girl asked, her face ashen.

      “A group of fanatics who believe that the Three were our true gods, and that Eist is a blasphemer sent to lead us all to death and a vestige of the Blight that the Three barely managed to banish. From what we gathered, they wanted to use her and her newborn as blood sacrifices to restore the power of the Three.”

      Ukrah didn’t think it was possible, but the girl paled further. “T-they didn’t say anything about rituals, as far as I know, but they did seem like they were searching for something from us. There were these tests they had, and times they made us repeat words. I mostly tried to hide and blend in, but I watched a lot. They made us hold crystals or other things. They always seemed angry though, like they weren’t getting what they wanted.”

      Elspeth rubbed her face, letting out more quiet curses that Ukrah couldn’t quite catch. It was at that point that Tayir finally hopped out of the pack and made his way to the white dragon’s back.

      I hope you’ve learned from the past and aren’t going to just rush in recklessly. That hasn’t exactly worked well for you in the past, has it? Especially considering your little lizard’s temper tantrums.

      The girl let out a sharp sound and jumped back, her face pulled into an expression of confusion more than horror. “Why is the bird talking? I am almost certain I heard that bird talking.”

      “What? No one is talking.”

      Tayir let out an exasperated sound. What is the point of being blessed with divine communication if everyone can understand it?!

      “Divine communication? What does he mean? And why…” She licked her lips. “Why does he feel so rude?”

      What? I am practical and forthright. I am not rude.

      “Actually, Tayir,” Ukrah interrupted, “you are pretty rude.”

      He let out an incredulous noise again, but this time, it was Elspeth who spoke. “What exactly is going on here?”

      “That bird is talking,” the girl said, pointing with a shaking hand. “Can’t you hear it?”

      “No,” Elspeth said dryly, her gaze going to Ukrah. “But apparently you can?”

      Ukrah shrugged slightly, feeling her cheeks burn. “Uh, it’s a familiar thing?”

      I am not a familiar!

      “Uh-huh. Remind me to tell Eist to work on your lying. You’re terrible at it. But let’s return to the matter at hand, shall we?”

      Wait a moment, actually, Tayir said, flying over to the girl. She made a soft sound of alarm, but the next thing anyone knew, he was landing on her head. That boy of yours and even the bright-eyed girl took quite a while to be able to hear me. But you could right away. Don’t tell me that you’re… he trailed off but then a soft song emanated from him, one that started off as the simple chirping of a bird but quickly built into something heady and enticing.

      “What is happening?” Elspeth asked, alarm clear in her tone.

      “What is that?” the girl asked, her eyelids drooping heavily. “It’s so pretty… I… I think I recognize it?”

      The song cut off, and Tayir let out a caw of triumph. Ukrah, she’s one of us! She’s a vessel!

      “I’m a what?”

      She must not be awakened yet, that’s why you didn’t sense her, why you two weren’t drawn to each other, but I’d know a vessel blindfolded! Ukrah did not point out that he didn’t know she was a vessel, at first. This is brilliant! We just need to whisk her to safety so she can awaken and—

      “No! We have to save the others.”

      Elspeth stood there, frowning, with her arms crossed. “So I’m not exactly certain what’s going on here, but I do agree that we don’t have time to fly her to the city and come back before they start to get suspicious about some of their men going missing while their dogs returned to them with no prisoner. These people are wily, and I wouldn’t put it past them to add two and two together. If we do something, we need to do it now.”

      Her gaze hardened. “But I don’t think taking an untrained, battered, and weak civilian into a hostile situation is wise either. So, you show us where everything is, help us make a plan, and then we’ll get you all out of here.”

      “No.” The girl answered so resolutely that Ukrah thought she must not recognize the legendary woman in front of her.

      “No?”

      “No,” she repeated just as firmly. “Look, I know what it’s like in there. I’ve been watching the guards and understand who is who and which men will do what and what others will let slide. I’m more familiar with the terrain than either of you, and I’m known. Me staying out while the two of you go in doesn’t make any sense, so let’s get over that part and get to planning something that will actually save my brothers and sisters in there.”

      If it were any other situation, Ukrah might have been impressed with the battered girl so firmly standing up to someone, but at the moment, it felt a bit foolhardy. Elspeth was just trying to protect the girl, who was obviously exhausted, and maybe a little beaten too. It wouldn’t do anyone any good to put her in the line of danger only for her to end up passing out from overexertion, or worse, ending up dead.

      “You are a refugee. I’m not using you to—”

      “You’re not using me at all! And the longer we stand here and argue about it, the closer we come to them maybe realizing that something is amiss. So perhaps we can stop this silly debate and get down to planning something that will actually help?”

      Elspeth took a deep breath. “When this is all said and done, you and I are going to have a very long talk about risk, reward, and respect. But for the moment, I agree. So, tell us all that you can about their set up and the personnel. We have to have some semblance of a plan or else a lot of people could die. I know Eist’s style is to rush in and ask questions later, but that rarely works in hostage situations.”

      Ukrah had no doubt that the last part was for her benefit. Nodding, she looked at the girl who seemed surprised that Elspeth had relented.

      “The entrance isn’t that far from here, sort of hidden between some rocky outcrops and a thicket of dense pines…”
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      Ukrah crept forward on her belly, trying to stay as close to the earth as she could. The ground was damp, and no doubt had all sorts of crawly bugs in it, but she tried not to think about that.

      And it turned out not to be that hard to put those thoughts out of her head once she saw the lookouts that the girl had warned them of, cloaked similarly to how the guards had been at Eist’s kidnapping.

      They had talked quite a bit on what to do with the dozen or so men she had told them were posted at various points. Apparently, after a week of watching and learning their routes and habits to avoid them, she had still managed to be spotted during her escape. That didn’t exactly bode well for three of them trying to get past these guards without raising any sort of alarm.

      So they’d decided to set off an alarm before they tried to get in.

      Thankfully, that wasn’t particularly difficult considering that they had the white dragon traveling with them. She was ordered to fly low, to linger just long enough to draw attention, then land just far enough for the sect to not know that she had found them but close enough that they couldn’t resist sending out some of their men to investigate, or, if they were really lucky, a whole cadre of men to try to take her down.

      Of course, Sleipffynor would fly away before any real trouble happened, or before they could figure out she was without her rider, but it would be enough to get a good number of the armed men out of the caves and make rescuing all the captured witches that much easier.

      Or at least they hoped that’s how it would happen.

      It was just pretty hard to believe that the sect would be able to resist taking Elspeth captive. Sure, she was no god-woman, no herald of the Blight, but it was well known that she was Eist’s ally and had been an advocate for the increasing number of witches. She’d even helped overturn the law making witchcraft illegal, although that had faced plenty of pushback in the two years following the cleansing.

      Having her in their clutches would be a huge boon. It might even help them with their ‘plans,’ whatever those were. Of course, there was always the risk that they might be suspicious, but it seemed one worth taking, given the potential benefits.

      Ukrah looked to her side, vaguely making out the shape of Elspeth up in the tree she had pointed out earlier. Even though Ukrah knew she would be there, the woman was hard to spot, as coated in mud and dirt as she was. The desert girl had been surprised when she had started to coat herself in grit, but she had explained that her white hair and pale skin made her stick out far too much for any stealth mission and that she needed to disguise herself if they didn’t want to be spotted instantly.

      Granted, once they got inside, that was probably going to make blending in a bit more complicated, but the girl seemed confident that they could get her cleaned up just enough to not stick out.

      Ukrah supposed she should have asked the girl her name instead of just thinking of her as ‘the girl,’ but surprisingly, it hadn’t come up. Or maybe that wasn’t surprising at all. Their entire conversation had been so centered around how to save the rest of the captives that they hadn’t really learned much about the fugitive. Even how she escaped was mostly left unsaid, although Ukrah was sure there was a story there.

      Perhaps another time, when everyone was safe and warm without the worry about anyone being killed.

      There was a strange and yet somehow familiar sound above, then a shadow passed overheard. Only a moment later, Ukrah realized that it was the white dragon making that noise, almost as if she was singing to herself, or perhaps to Elspeth.

      The thought was surprisingly heartwarming as Ukrah wondered if that was exactly what Sleipffynor did on long journeys, making a humming sort of dragon melody for her rider of so many centuries. Would the desert girl ever have that sort of bond with Voirdr? She certainly hoped so. After so much of her life feeling removed from the whole, it was comforting to know that she would have a soulmate for the rest of her existence.

      However, that was less comforting when she realized that she was yet again doing something to put her existence in jeopardy.

      A habit she couldn’t seem to shake.

      Her self-critical thoughts ebbed, however, as nearly a dozen different figures suddenly stood, looking toward the sky. The sun was setting, giving the three women the advantage of the light changing between day and twilight, without all the added guards that would no doubt be on the night shift. It also helped with the lookouts becoming light-blind as they scanned the sky, staring after the alabaster dragon.

      Ukrah held her breath, waiting to see if just a couple of the guards would head off after the white dragon, or if their bait would be a bit more successful than that. The wait seemed to take an excruciatingly long time, as if the men weren’t quite sure of what they were seeing, but after an eternity, one of them ran down into some rocks and out of sight.

      More waiting, but she could tell the cloaked men were just as anxious as she was—albeit for many different reasons.

      And then it sounded, a low but resonating horn that reached her ears but wouldn’t travel much beyond the thick trees surrounding them. She didn’t have to wonder what that sound was for, because not too much later, around twenty men in semi-familiar armor began to practically seep from the ground, trickling off into the forest after Sleipffynor.

      “That’s good,” the girl murmured beside them. “That’s got to be close to half of them.”

      “Half?” Ukrah murmured. “You said there were only a couple of handfuls of them.”

      “Is fifty or so not a couple handfuls? Sometimes, it’s hard to tell how many there are. A lot of them come and go.”

      Ukrah withheld a groan, knowing it might have given away their position. But she knew why the girl might have been reticent to admit just how many enemies were there. If she told Elspeth that there were fifty or more of them, with more rotating in or out, Ukrah was sure that the dragon rider would never let the girl accompany them back into the makeshift prison.

      Admirable, if a bit foolish, but Ukrah felt like that could describe both her and Eist more often than not.

      Either way, they kept themselves pressed low to the earth, tucked in between bushes, watching as the witch hunters disappeared beyond the edge of their vision. When the last one vanished from sight, there were only two left, the hoods of their cloaks pushed back as they too watched their companions go.

      Two was much more manageable than a dozen, and Ukrah tilted her head back up to Elspeth’s hiding spot. The woman was already on the move, quietly climbing to another tree then lowering herself to the closest rock.

      “Do we help her?” the girl whispered, her hand over her mouth and muffling her words so much that Ukrah barely understood them. But she just shook her head. Elspeth would no doubt handle herself, and if she wanted their help for the duo remaining, she would have asked for it.

      Sure enough, the woman moved like a shadow, slipping along the plants and rocky footfalls until she was just above one of the men. There was a moment of stillness, and Ukrah had no idea what she was doing, until suddenly the woman dropped down, one arm going around the man’s neck and the other slapping over his mouth.

      They both went down, Elspeth on top of the man, but there was hardly any sound. He struggled a moment, but then she grabbed his hair and slammed his head into the side of a rock until he shuddered and stopped fighting.

      Ukrah heard the sharp suck of breath from the girl beside her, and she understood. It was strange to see someone that was so often perceived as good, kind, and noble be so brutal, but it was something she was beginning to understand. After all, she’d done some pretty gut-wrenching things herself, but they were almost always to protect someone, to right some wrong.

      Hadn’t Elspeth said herself that sometimes there would be a situation where it was either kill or be killed? If Ukrah had the choice, she was pretty sure she would prefer the former.

      “What is she doing?”

      “Taking his cloak,” Ukrah murmured with a quick glance over the rest of the area. “Even if she already has one down, it won’t matter if the other one spots her before she does anything.”

      “Ah.”

      And sure enough, the muddy woman took the cloak and put it to the side, then relieved the man of some of his leather armor and the various straps he had for his weapons. Ukrah was always a bit hazy on what those were called in common tongue—she vaguely remembered the things that held swords was called something similar to a scab—but she knew their purpose. It was a bit strange to see Elspeth quickly don everything she could, then straighten and observe her surroundings for the second lookout.

      Just in time as well, because the shape of the other guard, barely visible against the trees, finally turned around to return to his post. Thankfully, his comrade’s body was hidden from view, but Elspeth quickly turned away from him, as if examining the opposite thicket of trees. Her gait was different as she ambled forward, and Ukrah guessed that was to appear masculine, more like the man she had incapacitated.

      But the remaining scout called out a name and began walking toward her, making Ukrah’s stomach drop. Even if Elspeth pretended that she didn’t hear him and walked away, eventually he would get to the point where he would be able to see his friend’s body.

      “Can you believe we got stuck here while they’re out about to get their hands on a piece of history?” Ukrah heard the woman give a noncommittal grunt to accompany her shrug, but the man persisted. “I mean, do you think that really is the white dragon? I know that witch-lover flies around all over trying to enforce their corruption, but it’s hard to believe that she’d be out here alone.”

      Another shrug, and Ukrah could tell by the man’s slight shift in posture that he was beginning to grow suspicious. They had moments maybe, and she didn’t miss the small horn that was dangling from his waist. If he sounded it, not only would sect members no doubt pour in from the underground prison, but all those men who had run off to find Sleipffynor would return.

      Ukrah’s mind went through almost a dozen different scenarios in less than a blink, turning over what could happen. None of them were very good, and she knew without a doubt the man needed to be stopped before he reached Elspeth.

      But her angle was wrong. If she rushed to jump him, he would most definitely see her coming and yell. If she waited for him to walk past her so she could sneak up behind him, he would definitely see the body of his friend. If she laid there… Well, that wasn’t an option at all.

      She supposed that the best strategy was a surprise. She carefully patted the ground until she found a pebble that looked like it would make a sharp enough sound. She felt like any movement she made would tip him off to her location, but she hoped their cover was enough to keep him from spotting her while his eyes were on Elspeth’s back.

      Then, turning the rock so it was settled properly in her hand, she whipped it as hard as she could toward the edge of the rocks.

      It hit true, and the man whipped around, his crossbow raised.

      “What was that? Another one of those gill-wrecked critters infesting the caves?”

      That seemed to be all Elspeth needed, because she rushed forward, closing in on the man so fast that Ukrah only blinked and the woman was practically on him. Once more, she caught him up in a chokehold, her other hand clapping over his mouth while her foot kicked out the back of his leg.

      He didn’t go down as easily as the other one, no doubt because Elspeth didn’t have the same drop on him as she had before, but he couldn’t pull himself out of it either. They struggled, and Ukrah finally popped up to her feet to help.

      It turned out the woman didn’t really need it, as she tightened her hold and threw her weight backward, hauling the man off his feet.

      Ukrah skidded to a stop, watching with a sort of morbid fascination. She had fought people violently before, and she’d been in plenty of violent fights with her companions. But it was entirely different to stand there, relatively safe, and watch Elspeth make short work of a man with at least fifty pounds and several inches on her.

      Ukrah heard soft footsteps and then the girl was beside her, her breath sharp from her mouth.

      “You made that look easy,” she whispered as the man stopped struggling and Elspeth shoved him away.

      “Considering some of the scrapes I’ve been in, it was. Come now, help me drag them out of sight.”

      Ukrah nodded and went about grabbing the boots of the closest one. The girl went to his hands, and they quickly pulled him to the side, throwing sticks and fallen branches over him while Elspeth dealt with the other one.

      “Alright then,” the woman said once they were done. “Lead the way in, but be careful. We can’t be sure how many of them are still in here or near the entrance.”

      “I doubt there are any,” the girl said, leading them back toward where she said the entrance was. “There are always so many of them dealing with the witches to make sure that none of us escape. I doubt they have any to spare for the upper floor when so many are off chasing your dragon.”

      “Good. Let’s hope you’re right.”

      The three of them crept forward, and Ukrah was acutely aware of how badly everything would work out for them if they did run across a few of the witch hunters before they were properly disguised. Just like with the lookout approaching Elspeth, all the possibilities flew through her head, one right after the other.

      That was a bit stressful.

      She tucked that out of her thoughts, however, and forced herself to concentrate on the moment. The girl led them towards the center of the rocks sticking out of the earth, covered in thick foliage. There, tucked between two half-boulders, was a schism in the ground. It wasn’t until they were practically on top of it that she saw the roughly-hewn stairs leading down, made of a combination of wood, dirt, and stone in a way that made them naturally camouflaged. Ukrah wasn’t sure she would have ever spotted them if it wasn’t for the girl’s prior knowledge.

      Silently, she led them down, crouched low. Ukrah wasn’t sure what to expect as they went down the sort of hidden staircase, but she was pleased when they ended up on a short landing void of any people.

      There were a couple of torches lighting the area, and she spotted another staircase, much more purposefully and traditionally made. But of course, they were ridiculously creaky, and the three of them had to spend far too much time carefully picking a path down, step by step.

      It seemed an age until they finally made it to the first level of the cave system. It wasn’t the biggest, but there was a nearly empty weapons rack to one side, a couple of benches around a firepit, a stony ramp in one corner, and two open doorways that led to who-knew-where.

      “This way,” the girl murmured, motioning with her hand. “We have to get you out of those clothes.”

      “What’s wrong with our clothes?” Ukrah asked as they slipped toward one of the openings.

      “You’re dressed too nicely and have Rothaichian armor. Or at least she does. If you want to stick out like a sore thumb, that’s the way to do it.”

      Ukrah supposed she hadn’t really thought about that. Back when she was taken as a slave, they didn’t seem to care what any of them were wearing. She remembered several of them being scalded by the sun, even with all the traveling they did at night.

      She hadn’t given much thought to what the girl could possibly be leading them to, but she certainly hadn’t expected a large pile of clothing, shoes, and satchels.

      “What… What is this?” Elspeth asked, concern lacing her quiet inquiry. Ukrah felt like the woman knew the answer, and that she herself probably knew the answer too, but they were both hoping that the girl would say something, anything, to disprove what they were thinking.

      “They say the dead don’t need clothes,” the girl said simply, shrugging as she dug into the pile.

      …that was a lot of clothes.

      “They…” Elspeth took a deep breath. “I thought they were keeping you here, trying to find something. They’ve been killing you?” Her eyes flicked to the pile. “This many of you? I didn’t see any freshly-dug graves aboveground.”

      “They burn us.”

      She said it so absently, like she wasn’t even paying attention as she pulled out a worn dress and then a tunic and breeches. Looking them over, she nodded and held them out for the two women to take.

      Ukrah specifically tried not to think about the fact that every article of clothing in front of them once belonged to a living, breathing human who had apparently been burned. Her mind flashed back to that night in the desert, the night that started everything. She remembered the fear, the smoke, the air rushing away from her. She remembered begging someone, anyone, to help her, to stop the pain. The incredible heat.

      She remembered what it smelled like as she cooked, her skin crackling in the heat.

      “Hey, are the two of you alright?”

      Naturally, it was Elspeth who recovered first. “Forgive us for being a bit shocked at hearing about the wanton murder of so many people. Wearing the clothes of the dead isn’t exactly…comfortable.”

      That was one way to put it.

      Ukrah was fine with doing what was needed to survive. In fact, she had done plenty of uncomfortable things to make it through the day in the past. And yet her stomach was still twisting at the idea of putting on the clothes of some witch who had been ruthlessly murdered just for being born a little different. Would her spirit still be there? Lingering in the fibers like so many ghosts? Would her soul sense the disrespect? Would Ukrah be able to stop the boiling, black protectiveness in her from welling up and destroying every single witch hunter they ran into?

      Then again, maybe turning all of them to ash would just be fair play.

      She shook away that thought as she shucked her clothes off and put on the dress the girl handed to her. It was a bit large, but Elspeth was quickly lacing her up so that it wouldn’t look too conspicuous. Ukrah chose to keep her good boots and hose on, hoping that they wouldn’t give her away, but not wanting to wear any of the simple cloth flats that were tossed in a pile in the corner of the room.

      Elspeth changed after her, finger-combing her hair to get some of the mud out, but her tresses were now a shade of light, sandy brown instead of their normal shock-white. It certainly did quite a bit to disguise her appearance, but Ukrah wondered if it was enough to distract from her bright violet eyes.

      She supposed that she would find out, one way or another.

      Once they were all dressed, Ukrah thought they were ready to go, but then Elspeth held up a finger, picking her belt back up and pulling out several thin blades that the desert girl had no idea were there at all. Expertly, she tucked them into her outfit with deft fingers, hiding them so completely that Ukrah couldn’t tell where they were even though she had watched the woman do it right in front of her.

      “Well, that was impressive,” the girl said, letting out a low whistle. “I guess I really am lucky I ran into you.”

      For the first time since they had found the young girl, Elspeth flashed a blinding smile. “You have no idea.”

      That quick bolt of levity was exactly what the moment needed, breaking Ukrah out of the spiral in her head for just a moment. It was enough, however, and she felt herself slide into the mission.

      They were there to save the witches. The young women, the young men, the mothers, the fathers. All of them.

      And then, maybe once they managed to get all the information out of the witch hunters who survived the event, she could take out everything she was feeling on whoever remained. Probably wasn’t healthy, but it wasn’t like she was heading toward a long haul anyway. She was a vessel, whatever that meant.

      “We just have to get down the ramp without being caught. The area just under here is where they keep a lot of the younger or weaker prisoners. The injured too.”

      Ukrah nodded, not wanting to lose the concentration she had. When Elspeth also gave an affirmative signal, they headed back out, checking to make sure that no one has snuck in or up while they were disguising themselves. Thankfully, no witch hunters were there.

      In fact, there didn’t seem to be any anywhere. Even with their white-dragon diversion, that was a little nerve-wracking.

      But perhaps Ukrah needed to be grateful for that, considering that the stony ramp was possibly in the worst position for any sort of cover as they moved down it. All it would take was one man trying to ascend it and they would be spotted for sure.

      So naturally, it was not quick going as they almost crawled down the thing, trying to keep pressed into where the wall met the jagged floor, in case someone glanced their way. It was uncomfortable and Ukrah felt more than a little silly doing it, but that latent embarrassment faded as a couple dozen heads came into her view.

      Witches. They had found them.

      Even though she had objectively known she was going to find a whole massive group of scared and hurt people, it was another thing to see them all chained together, not unlike her fellow desert brothers and sisters with the slavers. But instead of being huddled together in a wagon, chained to the floor, the men and women were instead bound to the rocky cave floor, ankles to ankles and…something on their face?

      As they moved closed, Ukrah realized that most of them were blindfolded in some way. The thought horrified her. It was one thing to be a prisoner, to be tied up and bound like property, but it was another thing to be denied even sight.

      Ukrah wanted to save them all right then and there. To rip their bonds apart and chuck all of them to the freedom of the aboveground. But they had discussed otherwise before they had even started their little rescue mission.

      Yes, while there was a good number of witches right in front of them, there were more in lower floors, according to the girl. Not to mention that sending a bunch of the refugees blindly up into the woods ran much too high a risk for the scouts that went after Sleipffynor running into them. Which had plenty of disastrous complications on its own.

      So instead, they had to pretend to be prisoners, get down to the lower levels, incapacitate a majority of the witch hunters, then return to the above ground to make sure none of those hunters were returning to hurt anyone.

      But even with their plan, the waiting made her chafe. She had done too much waiting when she was a slave, and after so much time with Eist and her friends, she found that she had lost much of her patience for tolerating those who abused others.

      They made it down to the bottom of the ramp, and the girl quickly hurried off to one of the chests pressed against the opposite wall. Ukrah wasn’t entirely sure what she was doing until she pulled out a couple lengths of chain with manacles attached to them. Of course, she knew right where they were.

      Elspeth merely raised her eyebrow and nodded, moving to join the end of the huddle. It made Ukrah’s heart ache that hardly any of them even reacted to their presence, either out cold from exhaustion or just resigned to their fate. Even in the low light of the flickering torches, she could make out bruises on many of their faces and a certain gauntness to them. When was the last time they’d even had water?

      She didn’t know, and for the moment, it would have to remain that way. But soon, so soon, she would make all of their captors pay.
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      They sat there for much too long.

      When they had first discussed their plan, Ukrah knew that there would be a period where they would just have to sit there until some witch hunters came around and they were able to start some trouble. But at least several hours had passed with them sitting there, completely unattended, and she couldn’t help but wonder if these witches even wanted to be free.

      There was no one around. No guards. No one to make sure they were in check, and yet hardly any of them moved. It didn’t make sense to her. When she had been captured, she’d used every moment of being unsupervised to plan for herself.

      Then again… She had also planned her whole capture. Used the slavers as a means to move herself quickly across the border before any survivors of her people found her and tried to burn her again. She had largely been in control of her situation and had some sort of talking guardian bird thing to help her.

      The people surrounding her were considered not a threat by the witch hunters, or at least according to the girl. They were weak or injured. They’d been starved, had their lives ripped out from under them. Beaten. They’d seen their friends killed. Maybe even their families. Most of them probably couldn’t even harness their magic for any sort of defense. It seemed terribly cruel to be cursed with something that made people want to kill them, but didn’t give them any benefit. Maybe Ukrah could use a bit more empathy toward their situation. Maybe.

      She couldn’t say how long it was until a group finally came up in the darkness, her blindfold making her guess that there were anywhere from three to five of them. They were talking with each other, laughing and telling some sort of joke about a merchant from Margaid. It was such a normal, banal sort of conversation that it gave Ukrah a strange sense of displacement, like two parts of reality weren’t matching up. But then the men came closer and their tone quickly shifted.

      “Look alive, heretics. It’s time to water the garden.”

      Now that was much more familiar. Ukrah recognized that sickly sweet, condescending tone that some of the slavers had used on the slave group she was part of. Especially that man in the shack that had inspected them. She heard the faint sloshing of water then sluggish movement from some of the bodies around her.

      “Come on now, on your knees if you want to drink. Supplication if you want to survive.”

      Ukrah tried her best not to gag at that, instead focusing on hoping that they would start at the other end. Because if they started with her group, she and Elspeth were going to make a scene and that would no doubt end with no one else getting water. Even if it was necessary for their rescue, she hated the thought of denying any of the ragged prisoners around her the chance to quell their thirst at least a little.

      She held her breath, laying on her side and just staring into her blindfold, as they walked across the room. It was hard not to sigh in relief when the men did indeed start on the other side, taking the sloshing with them.

      They approached what she guessed was whoever was at the opposite end, and Ukrah heard something dip into the water. She hadn’t entirely been expecting one of the men to speak, but she supposed she should have known better.

      “Do you reject your curse of blood and accept the light of the Three into your soul? To give yourself to the love of the All-Mother, to accept the righteousness of the Storm and go willingly with the Grandfather?”

      The words were weighted heavily and hit Ukrah at her core. There was so much malevolence to his act, to making whoever was kneeling in front of him worship gods who apparently had nothing against witches but were too weak to fight when the Blight’s machinations led to outlawing them. Ukrah knew from Eist teaching her the history of their world that that had been a huge blow in weakening the Three and had pretty much lead up to the confrontation that killed the god-woman’s parents. And these idiots wanted witches to be proactive in their destruction.

      “I swear it,” came the raspy voice of the prisoner, so quiet, so broken, that the magic within Ukrah began to crackle violently. She had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep it down, reminding herself that any sort of interference too early on her part would result in more innocents killed than saved.

      “Then enjoy their blessings.”

      There was quiet for the moment, then the sound of desperate gulping.

      “Whoa there, not too fast. You drink too quickly, and you’ll get sick all over my shoes. That would certainly be a waste, wouldn’t it?”

      There was only a ragged sound as a response, then footsteps indicating the man was moving on. A few moments later, the same words were said, but by multiple witch hunters at the same time. It was hard to pick out their tones when rage was ringing so violently in her ears, but she guessed that she was right about there being three of them. Not that it quite mattered considering she was just hoping to make a nuisance rather than overpower them, but it made her feel better that they weren’t going to be completely outnumbered when they were hauled away.

      The men moved down the line methodically, their words becoming a sort of buzzing in the back of Ukrah’s skull. Her nails were biting into the palms of her hands, forcing herself to behave when all she wanted was to destroy them. By the time they made it to her, she was nearly reverberating with the effort of keeping it all inside.

      They hadn’t planned it when they had attached themselves to the limp body at the end of the line, but Ukrah was the first that they reached with the girl beside her and Elspeth on the end. When they did finally step in front of her, their presence loomed over where she lay, dark and foreboding even though she couldn’t see them.

      “Get up, witch.”

      She could hear the sneer about his lips as he said that, even with the blindfold. There was a slight moment where she panicked internally, wondering if they could tell that she wasn’t someone that they had caught, but then they were grabbing one of her arms and hauling her onto her knees.

      “If you want to drink, you must beg for forgiveness.”

      Ukrah said nothing. If she wasn’t bound and blinded, she would have been staring at them with all the balefulness she was feeling inside. But since she couldn’t do that, she let the heat inside her simmer a bit longer.

      The man started saying the words, the same ones he had said to all the other witches, but they burned through her, bouncing around in her head like a drum, echoes all building on each other one right after the other.

      But when he finished, she didn’t say the words back. She just sat there, daring them to do something.

      And they certainly did.

      The man let out a tsk and then suddenly a hand was in her hair, ripping her head back. Before she could so much as snap at anyone, another hand—clad in thick leather—clapped over her mouth and gripped her chin, effectively forcing it closed.

      She wasn’t sure what the point of snapping her mouth shut was when they were trying to make her say their vile words, but the answer quickly came to her as water was dumped right over her nose.

      Funny how such a simple act caused such an instantaneous and violent effect on her body. One moment, she was relatively fine, and the next, her mind was screaming at her that she was drowning, her body thrashing violently.

      Funnily enough, she’d never drowned before. There’d never even been a threat of it in her life. She was from a desert, where a scarcity of water was the threat.

      “Hey, let her go!”

      Suddenly, the hands holding her went away. There was noise, and Ukrah pulled her hands up to rip off her blindfold.

      Elspeth had lunged forward and tackled one of the men holding her while the girl was biting into the thigh of the other. Ukrah didn’t hesitate and joined the fray, gripping the man reaching for Elspeth and wrapping her chains around his outstretched arm.

      It was stupid how they had chained up their prisoners, binding their ankles together and leaving their hands mostly free. Ukrah understood that they were supposed to be the weak, the young, and the wounded, but it was clear that the witch hunters were far too overconfident.

      The magic within Ukrah, the spirit that she housed, reared up. It wanted to tear into the men. Rip them limb from limb. But she shoved it down yet again. She needed to bide her time. She had to lose.

      Ukrah wasn’t sure where the line was between fighting hard enough and not enough, but when Elspeth let out a wounded sound followed by a desperate whimper, she figured that was as close to a signal as she was going to get.

      Slackening her grip, Ukrah allowed the man she was struggling with to yank her over his hip, sending her crashing to the floor. It didn’t feel great, but she’d had worse, and she pushed herself up weakly—pretending to fight back. But then the man’s boot was on the back of her neck, pressing down into her and forcing her further into the floor.

      “If you have enough energy to be such trouble, then maybe you have enough energy to answer some of Roaric’s questions.”

      Ukrah could practically feel the jolt of concern that rolled through the witches around them, who seemed absolutely shocked that anything had happened at all. Well, some of them seemed shocked. Many of them were so out of it that they could waver slightly in place, as if they were trying to catch up with reality.

      The man above her stepped down a little harder, and Ukrah was reminded of just how fragile human necks were. She couldn’t help it as she let out a groan, and again it took all of her control to keep the spirit within her from lashing out.

      “Hey, careful there. You want to end up like Pranor? What if you kill one of the ones they’re looking for?”

      There was a disgruntled sound above her, but the pressure eased up. “Ugh, seems like a waste to care so much about these heretics.”

      “They don’t care about them. But there’s something awakening all of these creatures and one of them apparently has some sort of secret in them. You can defy the elders if you want, but I’m not interested in any of that.”

      “Whatever. Let’s just get them down there.”

      Success. They were roughly yanked to their feet, and their bindings were rearranged until they were connected in a shorter line. Ukrah wasn’t still one hundred percent certain why it had been necessary for the subterfuge and to be physically brought down rather than sneaking down themselves, but she was relieved that it was happening, and she was barely bruised from it. Considering her luck, she had been anticipating a lot worse.

      They started moving soon after that, moving to the other end of the room where she saw another ramp not unlike the first stretching downward, illuminated by quite a few flickering torches. And it was as they went down the slope that she realized how their faux capture was absolutely necessary.

      Unlike the first little landing, this ramp was deep and long, seeming to go on for much more than it ever should. There were also guard stations built into it, four in total, and Ukrah counted at least ten men posted there before they hit bottom. Each station was outfitted with what looked like an alarm bell and far too many weapons, and was in sight of at least two other postings.

      It would have been impossible to get down there without being spotted, and any of the witches from the lower floors that tried to escape wouldn’t be able to get up. They would be sitting ducks for all those crossbows unless Ukrah was able to use the spirit inside of her to eliminate them all at once.

      But she was pretty sure that wasn’t possible, because in all the times she had called on her power, it had only been able to go after people she could actively see, or at least had seen within the last few breaths. She wasn’t sure how it would work in a cave full of enemies who she didn’t know and who had far too many hostages at their disposal.

      She was so caught up in the guards and in their path down the rocky slope that she didn’t quite realize when they hit the bottom. Looking around, she began to understand that the first floor really was for just storing the witches that were close to death, because the scene in front of her was like something out of a nightmare.

      There were cages and cells lining both sides of the walls, all differing sizes. Some were large and reminded her far too much of the cells back in that barn, but others were so small there was only a single person crammed in it, their hands or feet cruelly chained outside. The witches inside these prisons clearly were not like the ones upstairs, all broken and wounded and too worn to so much as think of fighting. The prisoners in front of her were practically radiating malevolence and fight.

      “Put them on the wall,” the leader of the three men in their little escort said, gesturing to the side. Before any of them could even so much as ask what ‘the wall’ was, Ukrah was being roughly yanked to the side by her arm.

      They went just past the cages where the room suddenly opened into a wide expanse, several paths leading to different areas, but they didn’t take her to any of those. Instead, they shoved her up against one of the rocky walls, her head hitting the hard stone and making things spin.

      There was the sound of rattling chains and her feet being released from the bonds that connected her to the others, then her hands were being forced up into other manacles. But these ones were different from the others. Instead of being sharp and rusted, worn with the passage of time, they were smooth and almost blindingly cold. She let out a hiss, but that was quickly covered up by something going over her mouth.

      She thrashed, trying to snap her head to the side, but then too many hands were holding her still. Panicked and more than a bit confused, her muscles spasmed as she tried to fight. But she knew she had to lose this fight too, so it was only a few moments later that they finished placing a strange sort of metal muzzle on her—a thick band of metal in a strange shape that was as blindingly cold as the manacles.

      Something about it made her dizzy, like the world had suddenly gone soapy and she was trying to hold her balance on it. The connection she had to the churning, often blindly zealous force within her dimmed, reminding her of Voirdr’s effect on her, but ten times worse.

      She didn’t get much of a chance to dwell on it, however, because then the chains binding her wrists were hauled upwards, lifting her all the way onto the tips of her toes and leaving her swaying slightly.

      It hurt her shoulders and her feet, but she couldn’t voice any of that because of the strangely cold muzzle. She couldn’t even curse or spit at the men. That, combined with the strange, slipshod feeling, made for a heady mix of confusion.

      “Ukrah, are you alright?”

      She wanted to rub her eyes, but couldn’t with the way her hands were bound. Instead she could only blink woozily and watch as the girl and Elspeth were chained right next to her. The men were struggling to put the muzzle on Elspeth, who was fighting them as best she could by wiggling and throwing her head from side to side—snapping her teeth when she could—but that only lasted a handful of breaths before they had her muted as well.

      But Ukrah had enough of her wits about her to see that the woman wasn’t affected like she or the girl. Her eyes remained bright and were shuttling about, taking in everything she could. That didn’t make sense to the desert girl at all, but after a few more beats, she put it together.

      There was something about the muzzles that was specifically for witches, something to dull their connection to magic, keep them passive. It was the only thing that explained the heavy, addled feeling coursing through her, and why the girl next to her looked to be half-asleep, swaying back and forth.

      Ukrah didn’t even know that was possible. Sure, Dille had taught them about counter-curses, siphoning energy, and affecting people’s connection to the magic inside of them, but there had been no mention of anything about magic-suppressing muzzles or anything of that nature. Did the governess not even know? Ukrah wasn’t sure. Her relationship with the woman was still tenuous at best, although it had gotten better since they had started to be more serious about her lessons. She was sure that finding out what Ukrah actually was had probably settled the woman and the sense of foreboding Dille had towards her.

      “Ah, not so feisty now, are we?” one of the men asked, pushing Ukrah so that her back hit the wall again, only to send her swinging back and forth.

      Her shoulders were screaming from the pain, but she couldn’t work up the energy to care. Everything was so hazy, so soft around the edges and blended into each other. The only thing Ukrah had it in her to do was glance at Elspeth, trying to convey exactly what she needed to about the muzzles.

      Somehow the woman seemed to catch it, and her eyes went half-lidded and sleepy as well, leaving the three of them just swinging there, on their toes, quietly.

      “It’s almost no fun when they’re like this. They’re not even scared. They should know that their reckoning is coming.”

      “They will soon enough. You know how Roaric makes everything a bit clearer.”

      They shared a laugh, and Ukrah would have rolled her eyes if she had the ability. But she couldn’t, so they just waited there.

      It didn’t take long for them to grow bored and wander off, leaving the trio there, strained on their toes. Time was hazy, as it so often went in her life, but she noticed the more moments that passed, the more she came back to herself. The more the coldness in her manacles and muzzle started to warm and her head began to clear.

      But the more her head cleared, the more she observed, and the more she observed, the angrier she got.

      There were at least three large cages stuffed with at least ten witches each. She didn’t see a single face that wasn’t damaged in some way, featuring bruises, busted lips, cuts, and bumps. They were all bound, hands and ankles in manacles, but only a few of them had muzzles on. Ukrah didn’t know what made some of them dangerous enough to silence and others not, but she didn’t have it in her to puzzle it out.

      No, the edges of her mind were too full of rage for that. And that anger only grew as she looked at the dozen or so smaller cages, most of them barely big enough for a dog. And yet there were young women and men shoved into them as well, their hands and feet chained together outside the bars to keep them in cruel positions. They were definitely hurt the worst, and gazing over them made Ukrah’s eyes blur with tears.

      She saw one girl with a bloody bandage wrapped around her head, blocking out one of her eyes. There was another with their arm purpled and twisted at a weird angle. Yet another with what looked like part of their head viciously shaved with little caution. It was all so much violence, so much hatred, that it made Ukrah just as sick as she was angry.

      How could any of it actually be happening? How could people be willing to hurt other people just for being born? None of them had asked to have dragon’s blood. Many of them had just been normal, magicless people before the cleansing. And yet none of that seemed to matter. The witch hunters and followers of the sect didn’t even see them as human. Just things to hurt.

      But they weren’t things. They were people. They deserved to live. And not just live, but prosper. To be safe and secure and surrounded by people who loved them. But all of that was being ripped away, and for what? For what?

      For gods that weren’t even alive anymore, devoured whole by Eist to restore the world.

      She worked herself into such a frenzy that by the time another guard game close to her, she was fully awake. She was all ready to swing her legs up and try to hurt him, to make him feel even an iota of what she felt, but then she felt something tapping against the back of her knee.

      It was just enough to break her conversation and she glanced down to see that the girl had reached one of her feet over and was trying her best to get Ukrah’s attention. The desert girl gave it to her, and the girl just shook her head slowly.

      Ukrah wanted to argue, to say that she was done with playing around and trying to do things stealthily, but she couldn’t. The stupid muzzle kept her silent.

      Why hadn’t the girl warned her about them? Surely, she had to know about them! She should have warned them, should have told them about the strange bonds the witch hunters used.

      But maybe…maybe she didn’t know? Although Ukrah was almost certain that she was a vessel, it was clear that she wasn’t ‘awakened’ in any form. Although it was obvious she was affected by the spells, it didn’t mean she understood it or was even aware.

      That was enough to cool her and the magic inside of her simmered just a bit. She could do this, if only for all the witches around her. Because, as awful as the scene in front of her was, she had a feeling there were more witches to see.
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      Ukrah’s entire upper body ached by the time they were approached again, guards coming out from some hallway and passing the men who were eating and drinking at a small table. There were more than three of them this time, nearly a dozen, and Ukrah had to wonder if the men they had sent on a wild goose chase with Sleipffynor were still out or had returned while she was incapacitated. She really had no way of knowing, considering how occasionally different witch hunters would just wander through, but she felt like there would have been more to-do if they hadn’t returned emptyhanded from their great dragon hunt.

      The moment her wrists were let down from the pully that kept her on her toes, she was falling forward. No one moved to break her fall, and she found herself crashing onto her numb, burning arms.

      If she had control of her mouth, she probably would have let out a long, long line of curses. But instead, she could only make a muffled sort of cry before she was hauled roughly to her feet.

      The girl and then Elspeth came soon after, but it wasn’t just them that were rearranged and chained into a line. No, apparently, they needed company, because the men wrangled four more witches from their cages, all of whom struggled at least a little. It wasn’t enough to break free, but it was enough to show that they were much more alive than any of those upstairs.

      Ukrah didn’t want to think about what could happen to any of the people chained behind her to make them become the borderline husks that were in the room above. She was doing a whole lot of ‘not thinking’ lately.

      There wasn’t much pomp or fanfare as they started moving forward, going through an entryway that led deeper into the cavern.

      It would have been impressive how large the manmade space was if it weren’t used for such incredible evil. They passed several rooms, and she saw the rough makings of a camp kitchen, another armory, and a couple of barracks.

      Then the floor started to slope down, similar to the ramp, but wider. It was a very short descent, however, and then they were being walked through one more hall between rooms and finally into another large room.

      Except it was clear from the moment they stepped inside that it was the last room they wanted to be in.

      Several other witches were lined against the wall, on their knees with their heads down. There was at least another dozen guards standing casually about, their eyes affixed on the small campfire in the center of the room, a waist-high table next to it.

      And yet it wasn’t the fire that demanded attention, but rather the man who was standing in front of a witch, a young man bound to a chair while the other stood over him.

      Ukrah swallowed hard, her gut dropping as she knew they were about to witness something she would not like at all. The witch was quite battered already, one of his eyes swollen shut, and blood down his chin. His entire face seemed to be one big bruise, or at least layers and layers of bruises all on top of each other.

      The standing man knelt, in profile to Ukrah. He wasn’t a massive man by any means. He wasn’t overly thin either. He was decidedly average, with a nose that looked like it had been broken when he was younger and a shock of dark, dark hair. Freckles were dappled across his rather extreme cheekbones, giving his otherwise chiseled features a more boyish charm.

      And yet there was nothing charming about him as he grabbed the witch’s hair and jerked his head down to look at him.

      “Look, I know you didn’t ask for this. I know you don’t want to be corrupt, but it’ll be so much better for us if you could just help us find what we’re looking for.”

      “I…don’t know…what you’re talking about,” the young man rasped, far braver than Ukrah would expect anyone in his position to be.

      “You see, that’s where I think you’re lying. I think you, or at least something in you, knows exactly what we’re looking for. And I think it’s hiding that thing. So you and me are going to have a little talk until you tell me. Sound good?”

      The young boy put his lips together, the muscles in his jaw working like he was going to spit. But before he could, the man backhanded him, the witch’s head jerking to the side.

      The man had to be Roaric. She knew it without a doubt. Especially as he reached toward the table and pulled a metal length from it. But what she didn’t know was exactly what he was going to do with it. It was just a blunt stick, after all.

      Until he set it in the fire, that was.

      Her spine jolted straight, even when she was being pushed into a kneeling position on the floor. He wouldn’t… He couldn’t!

      And yet the distinct scent of overly hot metal filled the large room, sizzling and popping in the fire. The witch bound to the chair began to try to writhe away, his eyes flicking between Roaric and the fire. As his panic grew, so did Ukrah’s, until she could feel a cold sweat.

      The man reached back toward the fire and grabbed the stick out of it, the red tip glowing brightly. Like he was doing something banal, he brought it close to the witch’s face, letting it hover just over his cheek. Ukrah could see the skin reddening, beginning to welt even without the metal touching him.

      “Are you going to let me know your secrets yet or not?”

      “I don’t have any secrets,” the boy spat valiantly.

      In response, Roaric just sighed and pressed the length of metal to the young man’s cheek. The resulting sound, the resulting smell, made Ukrah retch, and she was lurching forward before she even knew what she was doing.

      Only to get smacked right back down with the back of a gauntlet. The magic in her sparked up, fighting the hold the muzzle had on her, and she urged it on. No more waiting, she was going to destroy every last one of the witch hunters.

      The young man’s screams were awful, ragged and pained and crying out for some sort of relief. Just when Ukrah was sure she was going to explode from the cry, Roaric pulled away and set the small pole back on the table.

      “Now, would you like to try again?”

      He was so calm, so collected, that it was utterly horrifying. Ukrah didn’t think he could be human. She had seen a lot of awful things in her time, but usually when someone was hurting someone else, there was a malicious sort of glee to it. But the man in front of her just seemed mildly amused at most and slightly inconvenienced at worst. There was no enjoyment. There was no reveling. It was just collected, pleasant, and entirely unnerving.

      The witch didn’t say anything, although Ukrah could hear the whimpers and sounds of anger from the others kneeling around her. They all knew that whatever was happening to the man was liable to happen to them next.

      And clearly that thought didn’t sit well with any of them.

      “No? Still nothing? That’s a shame. I really thought you had potential, with how you almost managed to kill one of my men with your curses.”

      “He murdered my sister!” the witch spat, trying to surge forward. But Roaric just stood and kicked the young man square in the face, knocking him against the back of the heavy, almost throne-like chair.

      “No, not quite. You see, murder implies a human life, and I think we can agree that you and your kind aren’t human at all, are you? No, you gave that up when that heathen’s curse entered you.”

      The witch opened his mouth to retort, but suddenly, Roaric was surging forward, a dagger laid across the man’s mouth so that the witch had to snap his teeth shut across the blade to keep it from cutting his cheeks.

      “No, no, no, you don’t get to speak now. I know it’s not fair, because you didn’t ask for her curse. But somehow, it got inside of you and this is where we are now. I understand resenting it. I understand wanting to be anything else. I can help you find that absolution you’re looking for, but I need you to help me too.”

      Roaric pulled the knife from the witch’s mouth, letting him spit blood before trailing it down his sleeve and to his hand. There, the man let the blade rest over one of his fingers, pressing down just enough to make a line of blood well up.

      “So I’m going to make this simple,” Roaric continued, voice dryly pleasant. “You have ten fingers. I see that as ten more chances to reach deep inside of you and grab onto what you’re hiding. And if we run out of fingers, well, I suppose our conversation is over, isn’t it?”

      Ukrah couldn’t take anymore. She wasn’t about to let the young men lose his fingers to a witch hunter. She surged forward again, but before she could so much as headbutt the man closest to her, the girl beside her ripped off her muzzle and screamed.

      The sound was so sharp, so piercing, that the entire room seemed to shake for a moment. Those who were unbound clapped their hands over their ears and stumbled slightly. The witches all either flung themselves to the ground or tried to lean away, falling back onto their rears and scuttling as far as their chains could let them.

      But Ukrah… Well, Ukrah could only stare, a strange, completely foreign feeling filling her. Because she knew, without a single doubt in her mind or body, that she was seeing a vessel awaken right in front of her.

      And it was beautiful.

      For a moment, she was whisked away somewhere else, and yet she didn’t move at all. Her vision bloomed gold and sparkling and vibrant, as if magic itself was bursting to life in front of her. It was like her dreams all over again, but instead of them calling out to her in terror, this golden spot was burning bright in her vision.

      And just like that, the real world blinked right back in, leaving Ukrah kneeling in a room while the girl was standing at full attention, her body crackling with energy.

      And then there was silence, the kind of uncertain quiet that came from everyone being too shocked to understand exactly what happened, as quickly as it was unfolding. But then the man, Roaric, lunged to grab something from his little torture table and it was like something snapped.

      “Stop,” the girl hissed, her chains falling to the ground. “I think it’s time for you to be afraid.”

      Roaric’s lips curled like he was going to smirk, but then a ripple flowed through the room and it froze on his face. In fact, every guard in the room was suddenly stock still, with different looks of shock and horror splayed across their features.

      “Boo,” the girl said before breaking into a manic, haunting sort of laugh.

      And it was as if her words triggered something. Out of nowhere, the men started screaming, some flinging their arms up as if to protect themselves, while others just turned and ran. There were even some who stood completely immobile, their faces turning grayer and grayer until they fell over into unmoving heaps.

      It was chaos. Screaming, thrashing, and weapons being drawn. The witches all pressed themselves against the wall, huddled down to be the smallest targets that they could, trying to avoid the flailing, the running, the swords clashing against stones.

      It was beautiful to watch, in a macabre sort of way, but her awe and rapture quickly decreased when one of the panicked men picked up a crossbow and fired it into nothing.

      Except right behind that nothing was a group of huddled prisoners.

      Ukrah grabbed that burning energy within her with both hands and yanked it upward, casting what felt like a wide net over the figures. It was the first time that she had done anything like that in ages, and for a brief moment, she was absolutely sure that it wasn’t going to work, but then the arrows hit the shield and popped into ash.

      Relief flooded her, but she didn’t let herself relax, because the cacophony around her just seemed to be ramping up that much more. A man ran by them and slammed himself into a wall, falling back and trembling. Another pitched himself right on the fire. There were three fighting each other, cursing and saying things that didn’t make any sense.

      And the sound was only growing louder.

      It didn’t take any sort of soothsayer or seer powers to know that whatever spell the girl was casting, whatever curse she was enacting, was spreading out to the other levels of the underground prison.

      “Come on,” Elspeth said, gripping Ukrah’s wrist and pulling her out of her reverie. “Let’s get these witches out of here before something bad happens.”

      Ukrah nodded, not quite sure what to say. She wanted to stay and watch, to revel in the power the girl was giving off, and to see from the outside what it was like to watch an old spirit work so intensely through a vessel. But it was important to get the prisoners free. She needed to protect them, after all.

      Hurriedly, she helped Elspeth free the witches one by one. The woman used a pick that she pulled from who-knew-where, and Ukrah gripped the chains to turn them to ash. It fought her a bit, and she felt the metal bite at her skin, but she ignored the pain until all of them were free.

      “Follow me,” Elspeth said, unclasping the back of a gag from the witch nearest to her. “We need to free the others as well, but try to stay out of the paths of the guards.”

      “What is happening?” the just-freed witch gasped, her face pure white. “Are you all witches?”

      “Something like that,” Elspeth said quickly, motioning for them to march forward, all of them still crouched low, but moving quickly. Ukrah brought up the rear, and she stopped when she noticed that the girl wasn’t moving from her spot.

      “Hey, come on!”

      But the woman didn’t budge, rooted to the spot with her hands partially raised. Ukrah could feel the power pouring from her, flooding the air around them with so much…so much…fear.

      It wasn’t aimed at her, but if she concentrated, she could taste it, black and rancid on her tongue. It was malicious and angry, rolling out around them like whip cracks.

      Ukrah almost wondered if she should leave the girl to do what she needed. After all, Ukrah had certainly done her fair share of nonsensical and violent things in the grips of her spirit. But then a massive explosion rocked the entire floor and they were both thrown from their feet.

      She managed to catch herself, rolling like Ale’a had taught her so she hardly took any damage. But the girl didn’t fare as well, seemingly completely unaware that she was even falling until she slammed face-first into the ground.

      “Hey, are you alright?” Ukrah asked, rushing to her side. She helped the girl sit up and her stomach twisted when she saw blood trickling down from her nose.

      “W-w-what happened?”

      Before Ukrah could even open her mouth to reply, a figure crashed into the girl, sending them both to the ground. She dove forward, gripping the shoulders of who she realized was Roaric and yanking him back with all her might.

      She supposed she could have just used magic to turn him to ash right then and there, but she wasn’t thinking. She just needed to get the man off the girl.

      But as soon as they stumbled backward, the girl was on her feet, her eyes glowing with energy and her teeth bared.

      “You,” she hissed, and Ukrah was all too familiar with the tone of an old spirit speaking through its vessel. “Torturer.” Then her hand was on his face and she jerked his chin down to look right into her eyes. “Your trade is using fear and pain to get what you want. I wonder, though, how well you would react to the same being done to you.”

      She let go and shoved the man back, where he stumbled into the pile of implements from his table. Ukrah felt like she was watching some sort of bizarre play unfold, the kind that were only performed rarely in the capital and would be the talk of the city for months.

      Ukrah wasn’t sure what she expected, but it certainly wasn’t for Roaric to grab a long, slender spike and hold it threateningly toward her. The girl paid no mind, however, straddling his lower legs and looking at him intensely.

      “I can see your fear, you know. What coils in your belly and burns in the back of your mind. You’re so scared of being less than, of being weak, and yet weak is exactly what you are, isn’t it? You’ve always been weak, haven’t you? And what happens to the weak?”

      The man’s face grew ashen, his hand shaking. Slowly, the long, slender spike in his grip lowered and turned until he was pointing it at his own face. “The weak must die.”

      “That’s right. And you’re so weak, so terribly weak. You can feel it, can’t you? Rotting inside of you. Everyone knows how weak you are. They mock you, laugh behind your back. There’s no way to come back from that, you have to know that, right?”

      “That’s… That’s not true.”

      Ukrah’s tongue grew heavy in her mouth as she watched the scene unfold. She felt like she needed to stop it, but at the same time, she had watched the man ruthlessly torture a witch right in front of her. She also knew that there had been many others; she was wearing the clothes of some of them.

      “It is. They all know. The only way out is to end it all now. End it all now, Roaric.” The man’s shaky hand grew closer to his face, that sharp spike headed right toward his eye. “Go on, you can do it. It would be so easy. And then you’ll prove that you’re not as weak as they all say you are.”

      “I… I’m not weak.”

      “Then prove it, Roaric. Show me that you’re not.”

      He licked his lips and his muscles tensed. Ukrah didn’t think that she had ever moved so quickly in her life. One moment, she was crouched there, enraptured, and the next, she lunged forward, grabbing the man’s hand and forcing the spike to the side.

      “I have to do it!” he screamed. “I have to prove I’m not weak!”

      Ukrah knew that maybe she had no room to talk considering all that she had done, but she couldn’t just sit there and watch as the girl made a man kill himself. That was a line that shouldn’t be crossed during her awakening. Ukrah wished that there was someone who had been around when the old spirit had first welled to life inside of her.

      “Stop this! You stop this right now!” The girl looked to her, her eyes flashing, and she snarled. Ukrah just responded by pushing her off the man and crowding her. “I understand you have every reason to be angry, and that he deserves to die, but not like this. You got that?”

      The girl just stared at her for several long moments, like she was thinking, and Roaric whimpered at their feet. But as the entire room shook again, dirt and dust raining down, she shoved past Ukrah and gripped the man again.

      “I changed my mind. You can’t end things now, there are too many people here to meet you. Your victims, all of them, are all in here. Every single face is here, looking at you. Waiting for you. And I want you to look at every single one of them as they do to you exactly what you did to them.”

      “What? No! That’s not possible. I—” The man was looking around frantically, seeing things that Ukrah couldn’t see, but soon, he was screaming raggedly, his voice broken and truly terrified.

      Ukrah wanted to ask her if she had put that illusion in his mind or if she had indeed summoned all the spirits of his every victim. But once more, she didn’t have a chance to act, because there was another booming sound and stones fell around them again.

      But unlike the other times, it didn’t stop. It picked up, with whole chunks of the ceiling crashing down.

      “Look, old spirit inside of that witch right there, I realize you’re probably a bit drunk on being alive, but if you want to continue to be alive, we need to get out of here now.”

      The girl stared at her for another moment, but then the room shook again, and she flickered back to normal. Or at least to what Ukrah assumed was her normal, given they’d only known each other for a couple hours.

      “I… I’m so tired,” she whispered, her voice raw and broken. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ll explain later. But come on, we need to go.”

      The girl nodded and took Ukrah’s offered hand. Fingers solidly intertwined, they raced through the underground levels in what was clearly a full collapse.

      And just like the room, everything was an utter cacophony. Men were running around, fighting each other, screaming, looking behind them as if dashing for their lives. It was like they were all living their worst nightmare, locked out from the rest of reality.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw chains and weapons littering the ground, but not a single witch. Good. That meant Elspeth and the others were getting them out.

      Surely some of the witch hunters were escaping too, but Ukrah had no doubt that they would be easy to pick off. Especially if Sleipffynor had managed to fly back to Rothaiche M’or and bring more riders. She wondered in the back of her mind if any rescuers would be too confused by the crazed men for their first few moments.

      But that was a thought for once they were out in the open, not underground in a rapidly-collapsing set of rudimentary floors. Rocks were falling all around them, sending up clouds of dust. It was making running up the ramp much harder, with both falling back every few steps or having to dodge to the side.

      Yet she persisted, wishing that the bubbling magic within her that allowed her to turn men to ash at the drop of a hat allowed her to move as fast as a blink or even fly. But all she could do was run as fast as she could, pulling the dazed vessel behind her.

      Finally, they were up past the empty guard posts, past where all those witches had been huddled so listlessly. Yet despite how listless they had been, all of them were gone, leaving only their chains.

      If it were any other situation, Ukrah’s heart would have soared at the revelation. But she couldn’t feel anything but panic until they were out in the forest again.

      Finally, it was in front of her, a shining sliver of an entrance just visible between the stumbling and screaming witch hunters all around them. She put the last of her energy into a final burst, trying to get them out in time. It consumed her mind, spurring her body to move faster, more urgently.

      “Wait!”

      The girl’s grip on her hand tightened, yanking Ukrah off her feet and backward. She had no idea how the girl had so much strength, considering her relatively slight form and everything she had been through, and yet her back hit the earth and she slid several feet down the steep incline.

      Suddenly, a support beam from where they had been collapsed, sending rocks descending all around them, blacking out the rest of the world.
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      Ukrah would have thought being buried alive would have been more silent, but as she laid there, curled in a little ball, she didn’t know if she had ever heard anything noisier. There were booming sounds and scraping sounds, thunderous crashes and shaking. It was like the world was turning itself inside-out, shrieking and exploding all around her.

      She laid there, hands over her ears, trying to protect herself with some sort of shield. It was hard to tell if she was even doing anything or not, because everything was pitch-black around her.

      Her heart was in her throat, beating so hard she almost felt like she might gag. But as the moments passed, and the terrifying sounds began to slow, she realized that she still wasn’t dead. Still wasn’t crushed into a fine paste.

      And then, after what felt like an eternity, it was finally quiet.

      She laid there for several more moments, her breathing slowing down, but it was hard to completely put aside her panic when it was so dark. She couldn’t see anything, and even if she could summon her magic for mundane tasks, she didn’t know how the bubbling, vindictive blackness within her would help illuminate anything.

      She closed her eyes, realizing there was no difference if they were open or not, and tried to think of anything that would help. But the more she thought, the more she felt the walls closing in on her, her tiny space becoming less and less until she was squeezed into nothing. She was going to die! Buried under all that rock and rubble with not so much as a—

      “Sorry, I think that’s me,” a familiar voice rasped, barely audible even in the perfect silence.

      And yet it was enough to snap Ukrah out of the spiral that she was quickly falling into, and just like that, most of the fear vanished.

      “Is that you?” Ukrah asked, hoping it was the girl but almost unable to believe that she had survived too.

      “Yeah,” she said, but she sounded so weak, her voice wavering on the edge of audible.

      “What did you think was you?” Ukrah asked, just catching her actual words after the shock had worn off that she was alive.

      “You were afraid just now, weren’t you?”

      Ukrah nodded, before realizing that no one could see her move at all. Right. “Yes.”

      “That’s what I meant. Somehow… I think I make people afraid. Like, really afraid. Enough to make them sick or hurt themselves. Maybe even others.” Her voice hitched, and Ukrah started to slowly scuttle toward her. “I’ve never heard of a witch being able to do that.”

      “That’s because you’re not really a witch,” Ukrah said matter-of-factly. “Or you might be, but that’s not what’s going on.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s… It’s a bit much to explain now. But you’re like me, and I’ve been looking for you.”

      “What? For me specifically?”

      “Well, uh, I didn’t know it was you, but I was searching for exactly what— I mean, who you are. I, ugh, like I said, it’s a bit complicated and we have had a very long day.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m worried the day might not end up all that long for me.”

      A spike of alarm surged through Ukrah. “What do you mean?”

      “For the most part, it appears that a lot of me has been crushed.”

      That alarm spread right into full-blown horror. “What?! Are you alright? Can I help?” Those were both fairly stupid questions. Of course she couldn’t help. She couldn’t see a thing and it wasn’t like she could lift rocks. She had no idea if they were buried under tons of rubble or just a few feet, and if she started trying to move things around, she could end up causing further collapse.

      And of course the girl wasn’t alright. If any part of her body was in any sort of position that could be called ‘crushed,’ that was a pretty strong indicator that things were the opposite of alright.

      “I… I don’t think there’s much to be done. I…don’t think I’m bleeding? I’m not sure. There’s not that much feeling. I’m just kinda…pinned, I guess?” Her breathing was slow, sluggish, along with her words, as if the very act of speaking was exhausting. Ukrah wished more than anything that she had a light, some way to see the girl, but there was nothing but rocks around her.

      “I’ve gotten so used to hanging around dragons that I forgot to bring anything for a light source,” she said, trying to pitch her tone towards levity. She didn’t think she quite made it there, because there was not a whole lot that was funny about being trapped in a cave with one of them pinned under who-knew-how-much debris.

      “Wait, I think I can…I think I know something for that. Hold on.”

      “Don’t tire yourself out. It’s not that—”

      But then light shimmered into being around them. It wasn’t anything as powerful as a fire, or even a full witch-light, but it was a gentle sort of glow that veined across the rocks, and compared to the perfect pitch darkness, it was a blessed relief.

      Or at least it was until she saw the girl.

      She was indeed pinned, one of her legs jerked to the side, and her arm not visible below the bicep. There was some blood trickling around the limb, but not much more than the parchment cuts Ukrah got when her hands were particularly dry. Strange.

      “Hey there,” the desert girl said, crawling over to her. “There you are.”

      “So, how bad does it look?”

      “Honestly…not great. But not the worst.”

      The girl chuckled weakly. “What would be the worst?”

      “Well, once I was shot in the stomach with an arrow.”

      “What? That’s not possible.”

      “It is, and I’m here just fine. All I got is a scar from it, so not entirely awful. I’m sure you’ll be just fine.”

      “Ah, I see you’re an optimist.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been accused of that before.”

      She laughed gently again, but it tapered off into a groan. “First time for everything.”

      They drifted into silence for a moment, Ukrah’s eyes adjusting to the light. Although she hadn’t said as much to the girl, she wasn’t certain about either of them surviving. They were who-knew-how many feet underground with no food, no water, and magic geared more toward destruction than life.

      “You know, I don’t think I ever told you my name and asked yours.”

      “Oh, right… That definitely didn’t happen. I’ve been calling you the tall one and the short one in my head.”

      Ukrah gave the girl a sharp look. “I am not short. I’m taller than most women, and I’m not even done growing.”

      “It wasn’t meant as a commentary on your character. She’s just taller than you. It made it easy. I know she’s some high-ranking leader of you dragon folks, but I don’t recall her name. Not exactly important where I come from.”

      “And where is that?”

      “Very northern Margaid, practically Baeldred, to be honest.”

      “Ah, I don’t think I’ve ever been there. Well, her name is Elspeth, and I’m Ukrah.”

      “Well met, Ukrah. I’ll look forward to telling Elspeth the same.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea. She’d like that.”

      “Well, my name is Marcellin, just for your information. What have you been calling me in your head?”

      “Just the girl. I’m not the best with common, and I don’t even know what Margaidians speak, but isn’t Marcellin a boy’s name?”

      “You’re really asking me about that? I would have thought the cat would be out of the bag by now.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Huh, it must be worse than I thought if you haven’t even looked at my face or anything else.”

      “I don’t…” Ukrah trailed off, finally taking a moment to really look at the girl since the lights came on. Her face was covered in dirt and it looked like she had a sharp cut over her brow. A brow that she hadn’t been able to see so much of before, because it had been covered by her thick, black hair.

      But there wasn’t any black hair to be seen. Instead there was just a short shock of curly, honey-brown hair framing her very pale face.

      “I—” Ukrah swallowed, beginning to wonder if she was missing something obvious. “I don’t entirely understand. Why did you wear fake hair?”

      “By the ancestors, I know I’m pretty, but I thought the answer would be obvious by now. I’m a boy.”

      Ukrah just sat there a moment, trying to puzzle it all out. “You’re a…a what?”
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      “This is not that hard to get. I’m a boy! A man! Of the male persuasion! I’m aware that it was a good wig, but can’t you tell now?”

      Ukrah looked over her—his?—dirty, battered face, and he didn’t really look much different to her beyond his hair. “I… I’m still learning pale faces, I suppose. Do you look particularly masculine for a southern Margaidian?”

      “Do I look?” he huffed for a moment, clearly offended, but it quickly broke into a soft bit of laughter. “Look at me, getting all ruffled over something so silly. No, I suppose I’ve never looked like what most would consider a man. I’ve always been a bit too slender with features that were too much like my sister’s. I always considered it a curse until…well, until recently.”

      “Why were you dressed as a woman if you aren’t one and don’t want to be one?”

      “My sister’s idea, actually. I got into a spot of trouble, if you will, and we needed a way to hide me until she could find a way to get us out of the province. Ergo, she suddenly had a little sister with some very pretty hair.”

      “What kind of trouble could you get into where you would need to disguise yourself as a female?”

      “Well, the sort of trouble where you make a man run into a wall repeatedly until he stops moving entirely.”

      “Oh.” She sank down next to him, careful not to jostle his body. “It sounds like there’s a story there.”

      “Isn’t there always?”

      “Do you want to tell it?”

      “There’s not much to tell. The brother of our village chief had it out for this particular family. I… I suppose you could say I had a bit of a crush on the middle daughter, so I visited their farm more often than not. They didn’t mind any of us orphans dropping by.

      “I was bringing her flowers, her favorite that I happened to find when I was looking for mulberries by a creek in the woods. I just happened to stumble across her and her youngest sister in the barn. They were cornered by the chief’s son, and he was screaming and waving a knife. It looked like he had already hurt them, at least a bit. They were crying, and the way she looked at me… Well, I don’t think I’ll ever forget that.

      “We fought, because what else was I going to do? But he was so much stronger than me. We ended up on the ground, and the next thing I knew, a knife was going into my neck. But I didn’t die. In fact, I was perfectly fine. The only thing was that I couldn’t control my body, not really. It was like someone else was in charge and I was just there, watching.

      “But at the same time, I agreed with everything it was doing. I grabbed the man and told him that he was going to experience everything he had done to anyone he had ever hurt. He then started screaming and got off of me. The next thing I knew, he was running into the closest wall, again and again and again. The girls tried to stop him, because none of us wanted to deal with being by the dead body of the village chief’s son, but we couldn’t. And after only a few good runups, he fell backwards and stopped moving.”

      Ukrah could picture it clearly in her head. And, as awful as it was, she also felt a bit of relief. After so much time in Helena’s presence, it was hard not to feel like some sort of decrepit monster. While the round, happy woman filled places with love and light and comfort, Ukrah felt like she didn’t bring anything positive to the table. No, all she did was turn people to ash.

      Probably not the healthiest thing to think, but it was what it was.

      “I couldn’t let them find him there, it could ruin their family. So, I dragged him away. I was planning on dropping him somewhere in the woods, as far as I could get from the farm. I thought maybe I could drop him in the creek and people might think he got drunk and fell in.

      “But I was intercepted by trappers. It was awful. I barely managed to get away, but by then, they’d gotten a good enough look at me so that I was definitely going to be found out in the morning. That was when my sister came up with the idea to hide me in plain sight. Our village was just bordering on the size of a city and spread out enough that no one would question another girl’s presence.

      “It just turned out that she had this wig that she had made when she was an apprentice in the city. The client had never showed up after paying for the materials, so she had always kept it, saying she had a feeling it would come in handy someday. And it did.”

      “She was an apprentice to a wigmaker?”

      He nodded. “When we were younger, yeah, before fever took away our mother and father. She’s six years older than me, ya know. We used to have a middle brother and sister, but the fever took them too.”

      Ukrah swallowed hard. She knew what it was like to lose someone she loved, but she couldn’t imagine watching as four of her family members succumbed to sweat and sickness. “I’m sorry. She sounds amazing. Where is she now?”

      He was quiet again, and she could almost hear his heart cracking a little inside his chest. “She’s gone.”

      “Oh.”

      She wanted to ask more. She wanted to find out who had hurt him and why, what they had done so she could exact justice on them. She felt that familiar burn of righteousness in her belly, but she shoved it down.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged, or she assumed it was some sort of shrug. It was hard to tell with his body pinned as it was. “I’ll have plenty of time to think about it later. I mean, I always kind of assumed I’d get a later. Now, I’m not sure there’s going to be one, but that’s a lot to think about.”

      “There will be,” Ukrah said fiercely, much more than she had intended to. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Oh, you got some special power then that involves miraculous rescues?”

      “No, mostly I just kill people.”

      He seemed startled by that. “Come again?”

      “A lot of times I just poof—” She made a gesture with her hands. “—them right into ash. Sometimes it’s other things. I’ve tried to call on it purposefully with mixed success. When it does take over, it wants to destroy anyone it deems as deserving. Heavy stuff.”

      “Huh, and here I thought I was the messed up one.”

      That startled a sharp bark of laughter from her. “My sponsor is literally the god-woman. I spend most of my days surrounded by damaged and scarred people.”

      “Well, good to know we fit right in together.”

      They shared a bit of a chuckle, but it tapered off. They fell into a sort of quiet, with Ukrah decidedly trying not to think of stories she’d heard about people in the wilds being trapped in small caves or caverns and slowly suffocating to death. That only made her heart beat faster and her mouth suck in more air.

      She might have even slipped into something like sleep, or at least the meditative state that Dille had taught her, it was hard to say. All that she knew was that things were calm and quiet in her mind for a bit, then suddenly she was being shaken thoroughly.

      She jolted and came back to herself just in time to see more dirt and grit raining down around them.

      Another collapse!

      She threw her body over Marcellin’s as best she could, protecting him from the worst of it. But then, to her side, she saw more rocks tumble away, revealing a path barely visible through the soft glow.

      “Marcellin, I have to ask you a question, and it’s serious,” she cried over the noise rising all around them.

      “In this situation, are there any non-serious questions?”

      Maybe she would have laughed, but what was about to come out of her mouth was making her absolutely sick to her stomach. “I want to drag you out of here—”

      “Well, that sounds like a great idea to me.”

      “But you’ll have to lose the arm and leg.”

      He was quiet again a moment, and it was accompanied by the rumbling and a rock falling right beside them. “I guess you can say I’m a little attached to them. You got something to make them, uh…less attached?”

      “Remember that ash thing? I’m pretty sure I might be able to, uh, get rid of them.”

      “Pretty sure? Um, you have that kind of control? No offense, but I don’t exactly want to be the person you test it out on.” Another rock fell, landing right next to his head. “You know what, I trust you. Get me out of here.”

      “Alright. I have no idea if this will hurt or not, but I’ll try to make it as quick as possible.”

      “Thanks… I guess.”

      She nodded and placed her hands on the flesh of his leg and arm just above where were pinned under the rock. The limbs were swollen and heated, feeling less like something real and more like an overstuffed pig-bladder.

      He was right, she didn’t know if she had a good enough level of control to attempt what she was about to do. She’d never really used her abilities for such a specific purpose, unless one called obliterating arrows in mid-air specific. But as the small space they were in rumbled all around them, she couldn’t see them surviving if they stayed still, and she certainly wasn’t going to leave him to die on his own.

      So, she closed her eyes and concentrated, calling on the dark, bubbling force within her. It was so obsessed with protecting, right? Well, she needed it to protect the innocent in front of her. A boy who was probably around her age that had also seen too much in his relatively short life.

      Besides, he was another vessel, yet another piece in the puzzle that would have them saving their world, healing it from the inside-out. If the spirit inside her wanted to ever be reborn as it should, it needed to do exactly what she was asking of it.

      And to her vast surprise, it started to react to her, rolling up from within her and sliding down her arms and into her fingers. She felt it go down into his limbs, rushing into the parts she couldn’t see, where it pooled and pooled until she could see the faintest of outlines of his broken arm and leg in the edges of her vision.

      Then, with the slightest of squeezes, she felt the magic heat and expand before fizzling out entirely.

      “I… I think that worked,” Marcellin said breathlessly, a tear streaking down his cheek. “Pull me away now before we’re both crushed to death.”

      “Did it hurt too badly?”

      “Who cares? Just pull.”

      She didn’t need to be told twice, she gripped the side of his dress and yanked him to the side, turning him so that she could switch to his shoulders and pull him backward through the small gap.

      It wasn’t easy, and she was knocked off balance several times as she backward-crawled through the small space. She felt rocks digging into her knees and cutting at her arms, but she didn’t care. She pushed herself as fast as she could in the awkward position, until she finally toppled out.

      She was bewildered for just a moment, almost having expected the small, cramped space to last forever, but she recovered quickly and lurched forward to yank Marcellin the rest of the way out of space. He followed quickly, and, as if being pushed by fate, the rocks tumbled shut right where his bottom half had just been.

      “By the spirits…” Ukrah wheezed, falling backward so that she was prostrate, breathing harder than she had in a while. “I cannot believe that worked.”

      “Would it be rude of me to say me too? I don’t even know how I’m alive right now.”

      “It’s probably the magic, if I had to guess. You did just lose two limbs.”

      “Yeah, I’m trying not to think about that. And I’m not looking either. But for that matter, why am I even able to see? Pretty sure my little light spell didn’t extend out here.”

      Ukrah craned her neck, looking for the source of illumination. “There are a couple of broken, overturned lanterns on the ground. I think I see an old firepit I can probably light up before they go out.”

      “Well, get on it then. It’s not like you’ve been busy with anything else.”

      She huffed out a laugh. She was tired, hurting, and covered in dirt. She was pretty sure she was bleeding from at least a couple places, and her chest ached something fierce. And yet, considering how bad it could have been, she wasn’t doing half-bad. “Alright, let me get right on that.”

      It took a bit of effort to crawl out from under Marcellin’s upper half. For being so slender, he certainly had a fairly solid weight to him. But she managed to extricate herself and stumble toward the empty pit.

      She must have hurt her hip somewhere along the way, because she was definitely limping as she stumbled along. Despite that, it didn’t take that long to get enough scrap to have a good base for the fire and then use the lanterns to set the tinder ablaze. A few moments later, she had a reasonable burn going—enough to see most of the area.

      Finally, they weren’t trapped in a tiny space. They were in the corner of what had been the first floor, a small part of the ramp partially visible, and she was pretty sure they could probably wiggle under it to go deeper into the prison.

      Except she definitely didn’t want to do that. Deeper meant less likely to ever get to the surface. Less likely to ever get rescued. Besides, she didn’t know if there were any other survivors down there, and considering that Elspeth had rescued all the witches, anyone she ran into would be a hunter who most likely wouldn’t be happy to see her.

      “You know, I feel like I should be in a lot more pain than I am. If we survive this, something tells me it’s all gonna hit me at once later.”

      “That’s usually how it works. When I was run through, it only hurt for a bit, then the spirit took over and I was fine until it went dormant again.”

      “Spirit?”

      “It’s, uh, complicated.”

      “Complicated how? Like, we’re possessed by something evil?”

      “Uh, no. But also yes. A little? Don’t worry about it now. Worry about it if we get aboveground.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Hey, you know this place pretty well. Are there any supplies around here? Food, water?”

      “Um… There might be a cask of water, maybe some dried rations in a chest. But I’m not really keen on moving right now, so good luck finding them.”

      “That’s alright. You just rest. You’ve earned it.”

      “You’re darn right I have. I’m just gonna…close my eyes for a minute, okay? I promise, I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me.”

      Another dry chuckle and then she was up again, searching much more intently than she had before when she had been lightly going around looking for burnable debris. Although it was brighter with a fire going, it was difficult to spot things in the flickering light.

      Despite her time of sleep and/or meditation before, she found her eyelids beginning to droop and her shoulders sagging. Ah, so perhaps she had been going into a sort of injury shock before and it was finally wearing off. That was unfortunate timing.

      She was so absorbed in getting any sort of supply, whether it be sustenance or medical, that she didn’t hear the rock scraping and footsteps rushing forward until something slammed right into the side of her head.
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      She stumbled back, the entire world swirling around her. She crashed hard, only barely remembering to kick her leg out blindly.

      She connected with something, however, and there was a wild snarl. She tried to scramble to her feet, but she felt like she could hardly see, her head throbbing like it hadn’t in a long time.

      Was she bleeding? It felt like she might be. But she couldn’t put her thoughts together enough to raise her hand and check. She was so scrambled, something she hadn’t been in ages. When was the last time that someone had gotten such a physical drop on her? She couldn’t remember ever being hit in the head so hard. In fact, she couldn’t remember much of anything.

      She did, however, feel something rushing toward her. Not enough to roll away from it, but she was able to bring her arm down in time to take the greater force of the kick on her bicep. It hurt, oh it most certainly hurt, but it was better than if she had directly taken it to her ribs.

      And for some reason, the pain worked as a sort of jolt, and her head cleared enough for her vision to stop spinning and her fight-or-flight to kick in. Another kick lashed toward her, but this time she did manage to roll, reaching out to grab his ankle and yank him off his feet.

      He landed hard and she finally got a good look at him. It was a witch hunter, but one she barely recognized. Not that it mattered, because he would kill her just as well as anybody else.

      She tried to roll again, to get to her feet and fight him. She tried to call up her magic, to do anything, but before she could, a heavy weight was slamming into her back and pressing her down into the ground.

      “In the name of the Three, I bind you!”

      Ukrah opened her mouth to snarl something, to let him know exactly what he could do with his words, but then something pressed into her neck. It was blunt, too dull to be a knife, but then a sharp, burning pain rocked through her whole body, making all of her limbs spasm.

      “St-stop!” she managed to gasp out. But once more, she found her tenuous grip on her magic fizzle out completely, skipping straight over slippery and hard to grip right down to completely frozen within her.

      Whatever he had done was still burning through her, racing over all her skin. It itched just as much as it scalded her, and she bucked up with all of her might, managing to get just enough of a gap under her to get to her knees and scuttle to the side.

      The man lunged after her, his face covered in blood and one of his lips swollen to a nearly comical level, but she had enough of her wits about her to pull her fist back and catch him right in his swollen mouth.

      He fell backwards and she took her chance, diving on top of him. Grabbing a rock, she raised it above her head and tried to bring it down on his skull. Except she was either too slow or he was hopped up on the same survival instinct she was, because he dodged his head to the side and brought his fist up into her ribs several times in a row.

      It put her off balance, her breath leaving her in a rush, and then they were rolling again with him on top. He was bigger than her, and stronger, and it didn’t take him long to grab both of her hands in one of his.

      She could tell his other was going toward her throat. She didn’t know if he had that burning stylus in his grip again or a knife or if it was just his bare hand, but none of that mattered. He could choke her just as easily as he could stab her. Her blood rushing in her veins, she managed to sweep one of her legs up and almost to her head, catching his arm in the crook behind her knee.

      She put everything she had into resisting him, in trying to break his grip and somehow free herself. She had fought without magic plenty of times. Even if she was cut off completely, she wasn’t going to be helpless.

      But it was hard not to feel that way as her muscles began to ache and her whole body shook. He was beginning to use his weight against her, tiring her out until she had to give in, and they both knew it.

      But one thing he didn’t seem to take into account was just how sweaty their fighting got her. His attention fully on forcing his way toward her throat, he took enough of his concentration off her wrists for her to yank one out and slam the base of her palm into his nose.

      He let out a choked sound and she pressed her luck, jabbing him again in the throat and reaching for the rock she had dropped with her other hand. Her fingers latched onto it, but before she could raise it, he was back onto her and pressing that burning stylus into her hand.

      She screamed, her whole body locking up again as she burned. She didn’t think she had ever felt a pain so invasive, sinking through every part of her and smoldering like a fire was set in her skin.

      When her muscles finally released, it was too late. His hands were around her throat and he was squeezing hard, too hard. It was only after several over-loud beats of her heart that she even realized he was saying something, words tumbling from his mouth in a frantic stream.

      They sounded…holy, in a way. Was he preaching the ordinance of the Three to her? What a horribly cruel thing to do while killing her, a bit like rubbing salt into the wound. It really was a shame, to have come so far, only to get destroyed by someone who was so thoroughly entrenched in their propaganda that they would murder their fellow man.

      Well, she wasn’t going to go complacently into the night. With all she had left, she drew up the energy to slash her fingers down his face, leaving deep tracks in their wake. But he didn’t let go. If anything, his grip got even tighter.

      Well, that wouldn’t do.

      So, she tried again, this time going right for his eye. He tried leaning away, but he wasn’t willing to give up his grip on her neck, so he did nothing to stop her. If the mere threat of her scratching his eye wasn’t enough, she saw no reason not to escalate.

      With all the force she could muster, she shoved both of her fingers right into his good eye, nails first. He howled, boy did he howl, and she tried not to think about the textures she was feeling, but he didn’t let go. The world was spinning away further and further while the fire was slowly dying within her.

      She was falling further than she had before, further even than when she was being burned at the stake. She kept waiting for her magic to react, to obliterate the man just like it had obliterated anyone who had tried to kill her. But every time the boiling black tried to rise within her, it was tramped right back down by the two burning points in her body.

      How disappointing.

      But when the world had reduced itself to a single small circle of sight, he was suddenly ripped away from her. Air flooded down her throat, making her wretch and gasp while all of reality flashed white.

      Her body was wracked again, this time with rasping coughs, and before she stopped, several strong bands wrapped under her and she was pulled upward.

      Since when could she fly? She didn’t know, and she didn’t get an answer until her head finally caught up with everything that was happening and her vision was filled with only soft, white underbelly. And she was cold too, and not in the about-to-suffocate way, but rather how she felt whenever she was high up in the air on a dragon.

      She was being rescued!

      If her throat hadn’t just finished being completely abused, she would have laughed giddily. Instead, she just let out an incomprehensible sort of wheeze that no one heard.

      Craning her abused neck, she saw a green dragon descending into the same hole that she had been pulled up out of. She’d had no idea that the dragons were right above her, digging down to her salvation. She wondered if they had been doing it the whole fight and she had just been too absorbed to notice.

      She supposed that she would find out eventually. The only thing that really mattered at the moment was that she could see Marcellin rising from the debris too, completely limp in the green dragon’s gasp. Was he alive? Had he succumbed to his wounds? From what she’d done to him?

      She didn’t know, and all the fatigue she had been pushing off hit her all at once. Somehow, they had survived again, and she had found another vessel.

      And maybe also killed one.

      She hoped not, because wouldn’t it be a shame if Marcellin had escaped first and caused all the other witches to be rescued, only to die before anyone knew his name?

      Her eyes grew heavier and her stomach twisted, but the thoughts wouldn’t ease as she drifted into sleep. Hopefully, when she woke up, she’d hear good news.

      She and Sleipffynor drifted to the ground where she saw at least a dozen dragons who were being loaded up with prisoners. There was also a circle of tied-up or chained hunters, all of whom looked either unconscious or spinning off into madness. Clearly, Marcellin’s hold was still strong on several of them.

      Good. She hoped it followed them into death. Goodness knew that they all deserved it.
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      Ukrah woke slowly, and she’d been injured enough to realize when she was slowly coming up from a drug’s influence, so she didn’t try to force it. Instead, she just relaxed and let her body do what came naturally to her.

      The first thing she noticed, though, besides the fact that it felt like her eyes were pasted shut with scum, was that her body ached all over. It wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but it was still unpleasant.

      She let out the slightest of groans and then there was a soft huff of surprise beside her. The next thing she knew, someone was pressing a glass of water against her lips, lifting her up slightly so she could drink deeply.

      “Hold on, let me get your eyes for you.”

      She relaxed when she heard none other than Crispin’s voice. She hadn’t realized how much she had missed him, and her heart ached for a moment. What would he have done if she had died underground? Thinking about it made her feel far guiltier than it probably should have, so she pushed it from her mind.

      Which wasn’t hard to do considering she felt like she was about five steps behind whatever was happening in front of her.

      But then a cool cloth was resting across her eyes, feeling refreshing. She hadn’t realized how dry they were, even though they were covered in crust. Had she been out that long? It didn’t feel that way, not like when she had been run through. That had felt like her very bones had been buried and she’d only been brought back up after a hundred years.

      But eventually, the crust and the cloth were pulled away, leaving her looking up at Crispin’s very bleary, concerned face.

      “Oh hey, there you are,” he said, relief so evident in his voice it made her heart ache again. “I was worried I’d never see you again. Not awake at least.”

      She smiled, although she winced when her lips cracked slightly.

      “Oh geez, let me get that. Here, hold on a minute.”

      The cool cloth was back, resting over her bottom lip, and then her top, before he traced the edges of it. At first, it just seemed like a standard act of kindness, but then his hand movement slowed until it was nearly still.

      She glanced up, examining his face. He didn’t seem to notice. His own eyes were so intensely locked on where he was gently dabbing at her mouth. His expression was almost too sweet, too tender for her to bear, and she had to flick her gaze away.

      After being so long disconnected, it was still strange to have someone value her so much more than she thought was possible. She hadn’t really done that much for Crispin. She’d saved his life once, but usually endangered it more often than not. Got him into trouble. Involved him in things that were scary—no, terrifying.

      She wasn’t particularly gracious or kind. She still struggled with so much of common, laughing too late at certain jokes, or waiting too long while Tayir translated.

      But none of that seemed to matter to him.

      “How long was I out?”

      “Not long, just a day and a half, but the healers said your throat trauma is pretty bad.”

      “Healers came to the manor?”

      “Yeah, they wanted to take you to the academy, but Eist pitched a real fit. Practically brought the whole team here.”

      “You’d think the god-woman wouldn’t have to pitch a fit to convince anyone to do anything.”

      “Well, a lot of them are pretty mad at the stunt she pulled with you and the good ol’ black dragon.”

      Oh goodness! How could she have forgotten about Voirdr? “Where is he?” she asked, startling herself.

      “Whoa, whoa, it’s okay. He’s asleep right now under your bed. He just passed out, so I would let him be still for a while.”

      She settled, feeling slightly less like a terrible parent. He must have been worried sick about her. Even though their bond was relatively new, she had heard about dragons being able to tell when their rider was hurt or sick, when they were in pain. It must have been awful for him to sense those things but not know where she was or what to do about it. In that moment, she swore to herself that they would never be separated again, no matter how trivial the amount of time apart would be.

      Well…except maybe trips to the chamber pot. He was just so big and always knocked her over, which made things much worse than they had to be.

      “What about… What about Marcellin?”

      “Marcellin? Is he the lad you brought in all dressed up like a lass?” She nodded, fearing the worst. “He’s alive, but uh, he’s in a rough spot. Maybe you can see him later once you’ve had a chance to recover, but it’s more likely than not the healers won’t even let you in his room.”

      “That bad?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not quite sure. I just know that they’re being very quiet about his condition and there are some awful sounds coming out of there sometimes.”

      “Do you…” She licked her lips, hoping she wasn’t asking too much of her friend. “Do you think that you could find out for me? Or at least see if you can get any information?”

      “Yeah, sure, I can do that. But first let me go get the healer and make sure you’re okay? You’ve got some bruising around your neck and you took some pretty bad blows to your head, from what they tell me. You might want to avoid mirrors for a while.”

      “I was never overly fond of them anyway.”

      “Pfft, now I know you hit your head. You’ve always been the mo— You know, you must be starving right now. Let me go fetch that healer and see if I can’t get the go-ahead to put some broth in you.”

      He hurried out at that, leaving her puzzled at his very sudden shift. Then again, that really wasn’t outside of Crispin’s normal mode of conduct whenever she was injured. It just so happened that this time, she was the only one wounded instead of both of them being beat up, so he had more energy and wherewithal to focus on her.

      You really did it. You found the other vessel and brought them home.

      Ukrah turned her head, her neck protesting violently at the action, and saw Tayir sitting in her window, grooming his little brown feathers.

      “Aren’t you mad at me for risking my life?”

      While you are frustratingly headstrong, in this situation, you did what was right. The world is being reborn, and if things are going to be set right, we can’t have zealots wiping out the children of dragon’s blood. He swooped over to the bed, and if Ukrah wasn’t so used to him being cranky and rude all the time, she would have sworn that he sounded affectionate. That’s the beauty of our realm, you know. It’s supposed to be humans, dragonbloods, and dragons all working together. We all need each other for the cycle that makes our world blossom and grow. That was why the Three were so dangerous, even though they meant well enough. They broke the order.

      Ukrah nodded. “I feel like it should be obvious that killing each other is wrong, or that wiping out an entire chunk of the population for no reason is just plain murder, but apparently that line of logic is less common than I thought.”

      Oh, they have a reason, or at least they think they do. Carefully crafted reasons by the Blight, who used their greed and need to be superior to its advantage. That’s what’s so insidious about it. Evil never presents itself as evil. It’s always wrapped up in order and pride and pretty bows.

      Something in those words made a shiver go through Ukrah, far too able to understand what he meant. “Tayir?”

      Yes?

      “Am I evil?”

      That is a very strange thing to ask.

      “I don’t mean literally. I know that I, the person, Ukrah, am not evil. But what about the spirit inside of me? The only thing that’s really keeping me alive? Helena has comfort and light and protection, but all I seem to have is death and violence.”

      That’s not true. You saved the vessel you found.

      “Barely. And instead of healing him, or taking his pain, or even giving him an iota of comfort, my only option was to turn two out of his four limbs to ash.”

      You seem decidedly pessimistic right now.

      “Look, I’m pretty sure you know what spirit is inside of me. Even though Dille can’t remember, you’re a guardian. You have to know. So why don’t you just tell me what I am?”

      It’s not for me to tell. It’s something for you to discover. The spirit is a part of you and your journey with it shouldn’t be—

      “Well then, I’m discovering it by finding the information in you! What am I, Tayir? Am I evil? Am I… Am I death?”

      The last of her words came out in a tremble. She knew that death was a necessary part of life. She also knew that death could be a relief for many people, embracing them like a lover or an old, old friend. But that didn’t mean she wanted to be death. But sometimes, when the bubbling blackness inside of her was especially virulent, it was hard to see herself as anything but some reaper trying to cleanse the land.

      No, you’re not a shepherd. Those aren’t really old spirits, but more like guardians.

      “Wait, shepherds?”

      See, this is what I mean. You need to find this on your own!

      “By all of the ancestors, if you don’t—”

      Calm down. I’ll tell you, if you’re going to make yourself sick over it. While all of the old spirits were considered equal, there was one considered to be a…leader figure, of sorts. An elder. It was the spirit of justice, protection, and order. It was called upon to settle disputes, and to make sure punishments were just. It was the patron of all those downtrodden and called upon everyone to help their fellow man. Protector of the small, the blind, the deaf, and the cripple, guardian of all those who had nothing, and the executioner for those who willfully and purposefully abused the weak.

      You, Ukrah, are the vessel for that old spirit and all that it entails. You are justice, unyielding and absolute. You are protection, fierce and devoted and relentless. And you are order. That is why I was awoken as your guardian. That is why you can sense the other vessels. I think that is even why you and the black dragon have become intertwined.

      You are not evil, Ukrah. But that does not mean that your burden is any less heavy with this knowledge.

      Ukrah sat there a moment, her jaw moving like she wanted to say something, but her brain supplied nothing.

      That was… That was a lot of information for her to understand and contemplate all at once, and it felt like her emotions were flying in a million different directions.

      She wasn’t evil. She wasn’t! The darkness inside her wasn’t really malevolent and didn’t want to rain down destruction for destruction’s sake. She didn’t have to worry about the things that the Sect of the Three accused her of, that lingered in the back of her head in doubtful whispers.

      But still… Being a leader of the old spirits? Leader of the vessels? Essentially responsible for the success of their destiny? That was… Yeah, a heavy burden was right. Ukrah could already feel the weight of it pressing into her, laying on top of all the responsibility she already felt. The rider of the black dragon, the spirit of justice and protection, the lynchpin of the rebirth of their world.

      And she wasn’t even sixteen yet.

      Surely there had to be some sort of mistake. There had to be some sort of strapping, brave, smart warrior out there who was meant to have such a position. Not an orphan from the wilds who still occasionally pronounced “animals” as “aminals.” Who was she, in the grand scheme of things? Who had looked at her and thought that she was appropriate to lead so many toward something so important?

      Although she had always empathized with Eist and the incredible position she was in, Ukrah finally felt like she understood it. Despite everything that she had been through, Eist was still a mortal trying to live a mortal life. She had run along the edge of destiny and flown headfirst into the apocalypse, but now she was changing diapers and trying to get her baby to say Mama before Papa. Human, and yet something entirely beyond, with all of history etched into her face, her bones, her very existence.

      How exhausting.

      “Hey, you okay there? Sorry I took a few moments. The healer said you could have some clear broth if you want, so I went down and had Mrs. Kaldonner warm you up some chicken stock from the larder.”

      Ukrah pushed her thoughts down for a moment to see Crispin at the door, a tray in his hands with a steaming bowl in the center and a small pitcher of what she guessed was water. The cold that had been rising in her, the sparking stress, all quieted slightly.

      “Think you can manage something?”

      “Yeah,” she managed with a weak smile. “I can manage.”

      “Good. Because if something ever happens to your appetite then I’ll know I should be real worried.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “You know that’s not true.” He sat beside her and placed the tray over her lap. Her hand went for the spoon, and that was when she noticed the bandage wrapped around it. That was strange. She hadn’t hurt her hand…had she? “What’s wrong?”

      “Uh, what’s this for?” she asked, gesturing vaguely.

      “Oh. That. There were these, uh, marks I guess, burned into your skin. Dille said we had to get them off. That they were sealing away your magic or something? So they, uh, they… They just cut the skin off. Apparently, it’s the only way to get them off that they could find before it, well, it did something bad.”

      It was unusual to hear Crispin trip over his words so much. He’d always had a charming way of speaking, effortless and joking, but it also touched something inside of her. He must have been so scared for her.

      Ugh, there was that responsibility again.

      “Oh. I guess that’ll scar.”

      “Probably. Nasty stuff. I should have been there.”

      Such a short sentence, but it was filled with so much emotion. Tentatively, she laid her hand over his. “Hey, it was just supposed to be a short ride. A picnic. There was no way we could have known.”

      “You say that, and yet I feel like I should have.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s just silly. And who has time to waste on being silly?”

      “Certainly not any of us,” he responded with a small smile, knowing the answer she was looking for.

      “Exactly.”

      “Alright then, point made. Eat your broth.”

      “Yessir.”

      She happily did so, even though her hand was trembling. Huh, hopefully that would fade in time. The shaking was quickly forgotten as the delicious liquid coursed down her throat, soothing the ache. It ended up being a struggle to go slow, but Crispin was a good nurse, making sure to catch her when she started speeding up too much.

      But as a result, by the time she finished, she was feeling warm and sleepy again. It felt so selfish to just slip off into sleep again, so she looked drowsily to Crispin.

      “Marcellin?”

      “The healer said maybe tomorrow. He’s gotta rest, and so do you.”

      “Okay. Tomorrow then.”

      “Yeah, tomorrow. For now, just sleep.”

      She nodded, already slipping away. She just hoped once more that she didn’t awaken to bad news.
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      “So, I guess that wasn’t just a nightmare, huh?”

      Ukrah’s tongue laid heavy in her mouth. It ended up being three full days before she was allowed to see Marcellin, and she only got a full explanation on the second day because she had threatened to storm his room herself.

      His injuries were severe. Beyond losing his limbs, several ribs had been broken, turning inward to stab into his important innards. His head had taken several hard blows as well, all of which were serious on their own, but in concert had bordered on lethal. If he hadn’t been a vessel, Ukrah didn’t know if he’d even be alive.

      “I mean, it was pretty much a nightmare. It just also happened to be real.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good way to put it.” He turned his head to look at her finally, and his face was still so bruised and swollen. “I know I should probably thank you, and I want to, but I just woke up this morning and I’m still coming to terms with being about half a man now.”

      “You’re not half a man.”

      He rolled his eyes and went to move his arm as if he was going to wave her words away, but then he hissed. “Ow. You know what I mean. Let me grouse for a bit. I don’t need inspirational words quite yet.” He let out a bitter chuckle. “It figured, I finally get to be in breeches again, and I can’t even fill them.”

      “I’m… I’m sorry.”

      “No, you don’t have to be sorry. I… I wouldn’t be alive if you hadn’t done what you did. It’s just…” He took in several deep breaths. “It was easy to accept that in the underground, where everything was dark and hot, and we were dying. But now that I’m up here, in the light, it’s slightly harder to come to terms with.”

      Ukrah nodded, crossing shakily to sit in one of the healer’s chairs beside his bed. She had to be careful, because once Voirdr had realized that she was awake, he had refused to be separated from her for even a moment and had taken to winding against her legs insistently. Normally, it wouldn’t matter, but she was still weak herself, only having been switched back to solid foods the day before.

      Maybe one day she wouldn’t end up horrifically injured every half a year or so, but she certainly hadn’t reached that point in her life yet.

      “So, we really saved a whole bunch of witches, didn’t we?”

      Ukrah nodded. “A little over a hundred, from what I hear. Dille and the others are taking care of them at the rebuilt palace and Witch Academy. They’re running out of rooms very quickly over there, I hear.”

      “Yeah, well, it seems like more and more of us are popping up everywhere. Except…you said we aren’t witches?”

      “Well, we may be. For all we know, it’s dragon blood that allows us to be vessels.”

      “Wait, you’ve said that before, haven’t you? What are vessels? Why are we different?”

      “Hold on, one question at a time. Look, maybe it’s a little soon to dump this all on you, but basically, before the Three came and upset the balance of the world, there were these old spirits that basically made sure the cycle of life continued uninterrupted. They weren’t gods, per se, but more energies tied to the magic of our world. Think of them as sort of…facets of our world’s personality.

      “Well, with our realm cleansed of everything that had altered it, the old spirits are trying to be reborn. But they can’t just pop into being on their own. They need vessels, for us to introduce them to the world and let them integrate through us, then do…something, I’m not quite sure, to unite all of us and bring them out again.”

      He blinked at her, and his look was so incredulous that she almost laughed. “So… There’s a big angry spirit inside of me from thousands of years ago? I’m basically a host?”

      “Essentially, yes.”

      “I don’t like that. I want it out.”

      “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “It doesn’t? Why not? Who said?”

      Calm down, Vessel. It is a great honor to be chosen as a savior of this world.

      Marcellin didn’t like that, and he lurched upward as if he was going to sit up. But with only one arm to push himself, he overcompensated and ended up pushing himself forcefully to the side.

      Crispin was inside of the door within a breath, catching him and helping him right back into the bed. Ukrah sighed, rubbing at her temples. While she definitely appreciated his intervention, it seemed a bit invasive that he was standing there just outside the door. But while he had agreed to give the two of them privacy, he had refused to be more than a couple yards away.

      “Hey, there you are. It’s gonna be okay. Just try to rest for right now, though. You’ve been through a lot.”

      “And who the hell are you?” Marcellin snapped.

      “Oh, me? Just one of the many folks Ukrah has saved. I just happened to be lucky enough to get to stick around.”

      The one-armed boy looked to Ukrah uncertainly, and she just shrugged. “This is Crispin. He helped me when I first came to the civilized lands. Without him, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “She’s modest,” the blond said with a laugh. “She definitely would have found a way to survive one way or the other.”

      “I…see. I would say well met, Crispin, but that’s definitely not the case.”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t take it personally. Anyway, I’ll give you your space again if you like.”

      “What’s the point, if you’re just gonna wait in the hall anyway? At least sit down.”

      Crispin just gave him his charming smile, the same one that she saw him use on Mrs. Kaldonner to get more dark meat every time she roasted a bird. “Thanks, don’t mind if I do.” After a moment, he went on, “So, I know I’m not a fancy vessel like the rest of you, but I do have a theory.”

      Ukrah looked to Crispin in surprise, not having expected him to speak and certainly not anticipating that. “A theory?”

      “Yeah.”

      Oh, the jester has a theory? I’m sure this will be just as informative as his stories on the kraken.

      “Hey, you,” Marcellin said, looking at the bird. “You’re too small to be such a cad, so shut up for a bit.”

      Ukrah didn’t know it was possible for a desert finch to look so affronted, but he absolutely did.

      “Thanks, friend. I think we just get used to the bird’s sourness. Side effect of being a powerful, enchanted being stuck in a tiny body.”

      “I can see that,” Marcellin said, giving the blond boy a look that seemed half-amused and half-exasperated. “By all means, enlighten us on your theory.”

      “Well, I think there are a lot of people who could be vessels. Hundreds, maybe even thousands. Something about all of you has the potential to be called on by a spirit, but something specific triggers it.”

      That made sense to Ukrah, and she found herself growing more interested. “What could trigger it?”

      Crispin licked his lips. For someone who always loved being the center of attention, he didn’t seem to know what to do with it in such a serious situation. “Well, to be perfectly frank, I think it’s death.”

      “Death?”

      “Yeah. Death. I think all of you were supposed to die, and it was that moment that allowed a spirit to go into you.

      “See, it doesn’t make sense to me that these old spirits would just usurp a person’s life when that was exactly what was done to them. If anything, that would be the exact opposite of what they want to do.

      “So, there has to be some sort of reason they would do that. And looking at all of your stories, I’m beginning to think that it’s because you all should be dead.” He looked to Ukrah. “You should have died that night at the stake. No ifs, ands, or buts.”

      “Wait, what about a stake?”

      But Ukrah just shrugged again. “My village found out I was a witch before I even knew and tried to burn me at the stake one night.”

      “What? Are you serious?”

      “That doesn’t seem like something to joke about.” She thought back to what he had said to her in the underground prison. “That night, when you fought that man in the barn, you were supposed to die then too, right? He stabbed you in the neck.”

      Marcellin’s eyes widened. “Yeah… I suppose I was.”

      “Maybe that’s when the old spirit entered you, and it kind of went dormant until the night we helped the witches escape.”

      They were silent for a moment while they all thought over this new revelation. Then Ukrah started thinking out loud.

      “I wonder if Helena had an experience like that. She was awakened long before we ever got to her.”

      “Helena?”

      “Another vessel,” Ukrah explained. “The spirit of happiness and comfort basically. All that’s bright and sunny and wonderful. They’ll probably pull her in here soon enough to help you get on the up and up.”

      “Wow, no wonder you have a complex.”

      Ukrah laughed. “Yeah, exactly. Now you get it.”

      “I think I’m starting to. Look, I don’t know about all of this vessel business, but I’m pretty sure I trust all of you.”

      “Thanks, Marcellin,” Crispin answered. “We’re here for you. I know you don’t really know us from anyone else, but we look out for each other. You know, like a disjointed little family.”

      Crispin said it much better than Ukrah could, but she smiled too, glad that the tension was ebbing. “Your only job now is to rest and recover. Then we can worry about vessels and destiny and the like.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” He settled a bit before shifting uncertainly. “So, uh, I know I just woke up, but do either of you know if the healers said anything about getting me some food?”

      Crispin laughed outright at that. “Alright, I’ll go see what I can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Celebrate While Able

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe that we’re having a nameday celebration,” Ukrah muttered while she carefully walked down the stairs.

      It was only a week and a half since she had arrived from their sudden rescue of the witches, and she had been surprised when Eist had continued with their nameday planning like nothing was amiss.

      At first, Ukrah was a bit mystified by the whole thing and wanted to tell the god-woman that it was more than a little unnecessary. But then she realized that the celebration was just as much for Eist as it was for her and Crispin. A sort of grab at normalcy that she had been denied for so long in her life.

      So Ukrah hadn’t said a thing and just focused on healing.

      “I would complain about the fact that I’m being carried down the stairs like a babe,” Marcellin said from behind her, “but I’m so glad to be out of that room, you could probably toss me down the stairs in a sack and I’d still be pleased.”

      Athar, the man carrying the boy, laughed at that. If there was one thing Marcellin really had going for him, it was that he was able to crack the driest of jokes that made almost everyone laugh. Ukrah had gotten to know him pretty well in their time healing—he was her age, had an ardent love of cats, and hated being pitied more than almost anything else.

      “I’m no healer,” Athar said with his low, rumbling mirth. “But I’m pretty sure th-that might negate a whole lot of the healing you’ve just got done.”

      “I’ll trust your judgement on that.”

      They made it to the bottom of the stairs and down the hall to the relatively modest party. Unlike their first one, there were even fewer folks there, with just Ale’a, Eist’s grandfather, Elspeth, and Dille as the only guests from outside the manor. But Ukrah didn’t mind. It felt safe, secure. She didn’t have connections with many people out of her newly-formed family, and having a bunch of strangers around when she was so vulnerable would have made her feel unsettled.

      As it was, the crowd was just the right size.

      The festivities kicked into gear quickly, with both Crispin and Ukrah being given sashes and crowns made of flowers and twigs while Mrs. Kaldonner explained the rules of several different games. Blind Shepherd, Fool’s Choice, and something that Ukrah didn’t quite catch the name of.

      There were Braddock’s biscuits despite the man not being there, a delicious-looking roast, and, of course, plenty of fruit. Ukrah had brightened at that. Perhaps it was strange, but it made her feel particularly wanted that those closest to her understood that she wasn’t much for baked sweets and that her favorite food was definitely all the amazing fruits that grew in the civilized lands.

      It was fun, it was sweet, and for a moment, it was easy to forget everything else outside the walls. The witches, the hunters who wanted to harm them, the vessels, the old spirits, and everything else. For just a moment, there was just each other.

      Granted, a good chunk of her contentment was probably due to Helena and all the mending she had done on their clothes, but Ukrah wasn’t objecting to her latent ability.

      The whole affair was lovely, going until much later into the night than Ukrah was used to, and in the end, she curled up on one of the settees next to Marcellin’s custom-built chair.

      “Hey there, you asleep?” he whispered to her just when she was about to drift over the edge of consciousness.

      “Almost,” she murmured, barely able to hear the two of them over the happy chatter and music. Was that Athar singing? Funny, he didn’t have a stutter when he sang. That didn’t seem right.

      “These are good people here. You’re all good people.”

      “Glad we convinced you,” she answered drowsily.

      “Yeah…” He licked his lips, and she gained enough consciousness to gather that he was about to say something serious. “I wasn’t completely certain at first, but I know that now… I probably should have told you this from the moment I said I trusted you, but, well, I guess I wanted to be sure I could trust the rest too.”

      “What?” she asked, concern blooming in her middle as she sat up. What could he possibly have to say to her that made him look so uncertain?

      “I know what Roaric was looking for. I know why they’re going after all of the witches.”

      “You do?”

      He nodded. “They said there were special witches, different from everybody else, and if they found them, they could bring the Three back. I wasn’t sure at first, but the more I think about it, the more I’m certain that they know exactly what the vessels are and are looking for them too.”

      “Oh sh—”
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      Ukrah was thrown out of bed, the heavy and hard weight of Voirdr coming down right on top of her. She let out a breathless gasp, her mind spinning and trying to figure out exactly what was going on.

      She had been dreaming of summer, of swimming in a pond again with her friends around her. It had been peaceful and quiet. So naturally, it was quite a scramble to be suddenly enveloped in a cacophony.

      Another massive boom and she was thoroughly rattled. As it faded, she fought to her feet and scrambled to the window.

      She had seen and experienced many things, but she didn’t think any of them prepared her for what she saw out in the night.

      Fire, first of all. Far too similar to her dreams. It flared virulently and viciously not too far from where she stood, shooting into the air and sparking in wide arcs. She could feel the heat of it across her face.

      And that was probably because it was the new palace itself that was burning.

      Ukrah stared, her heart seeming to stop in her chest, as she took it in. The castle was shaking with parts crumbling to the ground while flames shot up into the air through newly-created gaps in the stone. It was an assault. An all-out assault that was impossible. Impossible!

      And yet it was happening. She could hear screams, ever-so-faintly, and the whinnying of horses. Narrowing her gaze, she saw riders charging at the beleaguered building. What more damage could they hope to do? The new crown of the city was already alight!

      Ukrah scrambled to get clothes, her eyes on the window as she threw on hose and a winter robe. Although the coldest of months had passed in the sixth moons since the latest vessel had been found, cold still lingered in the earth and night air. She wouldn’t be any good to anyone if her hands were too cold to hold a weapon or throw a punch, and with Voirdr continuing to go through his period of rapid growth, her magic was just as fiddly as ever.

      This is not good.

      She didn’t know if Tayir was somewhere just outside her window or inside her room, but she nodded anyways. “No. It’s not. They’ve assembled enough forces to launch a full attack on the building that houses much of our new government. They didn’t even try for stealth.”

      No. They really didn’t. Although I am curious what exactly you expect to do about it?

      “I can’t just do nothing!” she objected as Voirdr wound around her, nearly knocking her over. In the six moons that had passed, he had grown taller, his back reaching her chest and his head growing both wider and taller. But even in that time, he had yet to learn not to get underfoot and trip her at the worst times.

      Her door banged open and Crispin rushed in, dressed in just his nightclothes. She would have asked where he was in the middle of the night if there wasn’t a generous smear of Mrs. Kaldonner’s freshly-made apple jam across one of his cheeks. “What’s going on!?”

      I’m not telling you to do nothing. I know that’s a lost cause. But you live in a house with the chosen woman and her husband. Perhaps at least a little bit of a plan or advice might be in order before rushing in.

      For once, he actually had a point, because Cassinda erupted in, dagger in hand, with Eist and Athar not even a breath behind.

      “There’s an attack,” Eist said, her voice strangely calm considering that her eyes were wide and her face was ashen. Her hands were trembling, so much so that it was the large Athar who was carrying their little girl. “On the palace. The palace that we’re still not done rebuilding.”

      Before anyone could reply, several roars rumbled through the air.

      “Dragon riders!”

      As if all of one mind, they rushed to the window, looking out into the night sky to see several shapes already over the burning palace.

      “They responded so fast!” Eist breathed, sounding relieved. “I don’t even know if I could have gotten my armor on that qui—”

      She was cut off—not because of a noise or someone interrupting her but because one of the flying, serpentine forms opened its jaws and breathed fire directly onto the in-progress castle.

      I could be wrong, but that is the opposite of what they are intended to do, yes?

      Eist let out a series of curses that Ukrah didn’t even know existed and spun on her heel, bolting out the door without a word. Seemingly less than a breath later, Athar was carefully handing their daughter over to Crispin.

      “You take her, and you hide her. You don’t come out until we come to get you ours-s-selves, alright?”

      Crispin nodded, his expression as shocked and concerned as Ukrah’s. Everything was going much too fast, with important things seemingly being decided in less than a blink. But then Athar was out the door too, no doubt following his wife into danger.

      Ukrah looked out of the window to see that there were six dragons above the palace, only two breathing fire while the others seemed to be swooping down and doing…something? She couldn’t quite place their movements, but they looked purposeful.

      Everything about the experience was so surreal that she stood there for several beats, trying to get her sleep-addled mind up to speed, until Yacristjin’s soft hiccup spurred her into action.

      “We have to get Marcellin,” she said, snapping to herself. If she wanted to lead, if she wanted to protect, she couldn’t do that as she watched the people who were supposed to be on her side attack her witch brothers and sisters.

      It didn’t make sense. Why would dragon riders be attacking their own city of Rothaiche M’or? Ukrah knew that there were rogue riders, those that fell to the lust of gold and fame and abandoned the council. She knew that one job of the council was also to hunt down and either bring in or kill rogues that grew to be too much of a threat.

      But the dragons in the sky didn’t seem like rogues. Their armor was too nice, too new, and she could see the emblem of Rothaiche M’or emblazoned on it when the firelight hit them just right. These riders were supposed to be her allies, were supposed to be protecting the witches. Not attacking them.

      More roars filled the air, and she heard the distinctive shriek of brindled dragons. No doubt Eist and Fior were leading the rider-less beasts to the battle, where hopefully they would be able to deal with the assault quickly.

      But she couldn’t think about that. She had a job, and that was to protect everyone in the house. And considering that one of them was a toddler and the other was a still-recovering vessel that couldn’t quite walk yet, she needed to get moving.

      It certainly wasn’t for a lack of effort on the young man’s part. But his injuries had been so severe, and he’d been so lacking in nourishment, that his healing process had been…complicated at best. And that was even with the help of Dille and other witches. There had been infections, fevers, and a solid week where this disgusting, whitish pus oozed up from his arm and his leg and the cut on his head, but he’d somehow survived that too.

      Tayir said it was because of the spirit housed within him, helping him last through what he shouldn’t. Crispin and Ukrah didn’t understand why it could help her survive being shot through her gut but couldn’t do more to help him with everything going on with him.

      Once more, the guardian explained it was probably due to the pervasive state of his injuries, but honestly, Ukrah felt like he was mostly talking out of his feathered butt. Sometimes she felt like he was as mystified by the unknowns of being a vessel as the rest of them were.

      “Children, lovelies, what is going on?!”

      Ukrah was almost surprised to nearly crash into Helena as she stumbled out of her room. The woman was a heavy sleeper, but the desert girl had no idea how she was just now rising to her feet. In answer, she merely clutched the woman’s arm and continued leading her to Marcellin’s healing room/bedroom.

      “Hey, there you are! Thought I was going to have to crawl across the floor.”

      For being in the middle of an attack, Marcellin was surprisingly calm, sitting up in bed and trying to put on the wooden leg that he had just started using a couple weeks earlier. His eyes were still a bit heavy with sleep and his short hair was mussed. He had shaved his head entirely a few days into his recovery, saying his thick waves reminded him too much of the wig he’d had to wear for so long, and it was just beginning to grow back.

      “What are you talking about? It’s just a normal night, like any other.”

      “Uh-huh, sure. We’re all just going for a walk, right? Because we all know how much I love those.”

      Crispin offered a chuckle and handed little Yacristjin to Cassinda, who gave the baby in her arms a bewildered look before handing her quickly to Helena. Before anyone could question him, he went around the side of the bed. Ukrah wasn’t exactly certain of what he was doing until he crouched down next to the bed, his broad back to Marcellin. When did he get so big? She knew in her head that nearly two years had passed since they had met—or wait, was it longer—but so many times, she still saw him as that rail-thin, lanky boy who had saved her in the woods.

      “Ugh, you know, if I wasn’t so secure in myself, I’d feel a bit self-conscious about being toted around everywhere,” Marcellin said, draping his one arm around Crispin’s shoulders, his thighs going around his waist despite his lack of a calf. If anyone noticed how Crispin had to reach behind him and support the other young man’s bottom since he couldn’t grip with two of his limbs missing, no one said anything. There were some things that didn’t need to be commented on.

      They made it down the stairs quickly. Mrs. Kaldonner and one of the house workers—Phillyp, if Ukrah recalled correctly—met them at the bottom, both dressed in their nightclothes. The third worker wasn’t there, and it was only after a jolt of alarm that she remembered that the woman had traveled to visit her family in Baeldred.

      To the older woman’s credit, Mrs. Kaldonner didn’t say much. She simply tipped her head in greeting before turning on her heel and leading them toward the kitchen. Ukrah didn’t ask, just followed as she headed straight for the hatch that led to the larder.

      They piled in, the lot of them, although Voirdr was whining the whole time.

      “Huh, not exactly a lot of room down here,” Marcellin huffed as jovially as he could. But then another explosion sounded right as Cassinda shut the trapdoor and supplies began to tumble off the shelves.

      It wasn’t safe enough. The larder wasn’t enough, and all of Ukrah’s mind clamored for it. She needed to protect her family. Her ragtag, late-found, destiny-wrapped family. She could try to make a shield, to keep anyone from coming in, but she needed to do more. She couldn’t just hide underground like an animal while who knew how many refugees were fighting for their lives in the crumbling remains of the new palace. She couldn’t…

      “Help me move this shelf,” Mrs. Kaldonner said firmly, pushing her graying hair away from her face. “It’s heavier than I remember.”

      Move the shelf? Ukrah didn’t bother to question it but hurried to do so with Phillyp grabbing the other end. They moved it only a few inches, but it was enough for Mrs. Kaldonner to slide her arm behind it and press at something Ukrah couldn’t see.

      A moment later, there was a horrible grating sound, then part of the wall was swinging forward. Not much, but enough to bump into the back of the shelf. Then Mrs. Kaldonner did something else, and a series of lanterns illuminated in the small sliver of space, showing a staircase leading down.

      “We will be safe down here. But someone has to stay and put the shelf back.”

      Ukrah saw her opportunity and jumped at it. “I will.”

      “Uh, what?” Crispin tacked on quickly. “No, you don’t. You’re going to run off into battle as soon as we’re all inside. No. Nope. I’ll do it.”

      Ukrah rolled her eyes. In the six months since she had returned with Elspeth, Crispin had only grown more attached. “I am a literal vessel of protection. You are Marcellin’s legs. I stay.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Cassinda said quickly, ushering the others toward the small entryway. “Mrs. Kaldonner, Phillyp, Helena, Marcellin, and the baby will all stay here. They will hide and won’t come out until one of us comes to get them. The three of us will all go out into the battle. I know all of us want to, and I know that the four of you know that it’s fruitless to stop us.”

      “I have to admit,” Helena said quietly, gently rocking Yacristjin. “I do not like this plan. I do not like this plan at all.”

      Cassinda sent her a smile with too much teeth, and Ukrah was reminded of how…wild the girl could get when there was a possibility of a fight on the horizon. “The good thing is, even if you don’t like it, you know better than to interfere.”

      “She’s right. We don’t have time for this. Do what you must.” And with that, Mrs. Kaldonner was disappearing down the staircase. Phillyp stayed for a moment, allowing Marcellin to be transferred to his back. Ukrah could see the cloudy expression across the young man’s features, but she hoped he understood.

      “I want to do things to those people out there,” he said nonchalantly as he was getting settled. “I can’t describe this feeling in my gut, but I just want to…go out there and ruin their lives. And I think I could. I could have them all screaming and crying and locked into some sort of nightmare like it was so easy.”

      “I know,” Ukrah said, patting his cheek. Maybe she should have been more alarmed by his sentiment, but she had felt the same thing so many times, who was she to judge? “But you’re still healing, so your protection is more important.”

      “Yeah, says the spirit of protection. Not like you’re biased.”

      She allowed him the smallest huff of a laugh and that was that. He was being carried down the stairs, Helena following, her arms full of baby. Once they were all in, Ukrah and Crispin went about shutting the door then moving the shelf in front of it. Once that was done, they looked to Cassinda, who was already up the ladder and pushing open the trapdoor.

      “Well, you coming or what?”
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      Ukrah was aware that they were woefully inadequate to have any sort of impact on the battle, and yet they rushed forward, pelting across the estate to get to the fight.

      There were more roars above them as dragons kept joining the fray. A quick look up saw great beast attacking great beast, and Ukrah felt the tiniest sliver of relief that it wasn’t all of the riders or council that were trying to kill them. That at least some of them were on the side of good and protection, fighting for all the witches being attacked.

      Ukrah had never seen a dragon battle before. She’d never heard of one either. Sure, one-off fights, but never a couple dozen of the vicious creatures, coming together in great clashes of wings, teeth, and claws.

      “Do we have any idea what we’re going to do?” Crispin panted from beside Voirdr.

      “Well, I was planning on trying to summon the spirit inside of me and see how many of these witch hunters I can instantly end. You’re the one who insisted on coming along with no plan.”

      “Uh-huh, and have you managed to successfully summon your abilities since you’ve been back?”

      Ukrah didn’t answer that.

      The truth was, since her return from her intense trip with Elspeth, Voirdr had been on his best behavior. He rarely left her side and only if Crispin was with him, and all of his toddler acting out had stopped. Unfortunately, as he continued to grow wildly, he still didn’t seem to have a handle on his secondary abilities, and Ukrah found her grip on the bubbling darkness inside her growing more and more muted.

      “I think they’re close enough to the gardens to make things interesting,” Cassinda muttered, teeth flashing. “I’m—”

      She cut herself off, barely diving to the side as a man on a horse went rushing by her. Ukrah jolted, surprised by the hasty retreat, only to realize that he wasn’t alone on his mount. No, there was a young man behind him, bound up and covered in soot.

      She was pretty sure that was a witch.

      “Stop!” she cried, rushing toward him. But the horse was going so fast, she could see the whites of his eyes even as he gained distance. “We need to stop him!”

      Cassinda scrambled to her feet, but before she could even do a thing, Voirdr was bounding forward in impressive strides. He caught up with them quickly, coming around the side and tackling the beast to send both of them flying.

      Crispin rushed for the fallen witch, who had hit hard and bounced across the ground with a pained groan. But Ukrah’s eyes were on the witch hunter. Too many people had been hurt by the virulent men for her to give him even a second to recover.

      But when she reached him, he was laying there, gurgling quietly. Ah, it was unlikely that he was going to get anywhere before he was collected by a rider or a lawman or just died. She had a momentary desire to bring her foot down on his head, but some part of her felt it was wrong to do that when he was so clearly already downed. Besides, if he survived long enough to face the law, he might have valuable information.

      “Hey, are you alright?”

      She glanced to Crispin, who was untying the witch and removing his gag. When the young man looked up, she could see the same anti-magic brand burned right into the center of his forehead.

      “They’re trying to take us,” he gasped, spitting out soot and blood. “You have to help the others.”

      Crispin nodded solemnly. “You know where the god-woman’s manor is, right? Run there and hide. Go into the kitchens and find the larder. Go down there and wait, okay? We’ll be sending more your way.”

      “I… I should fight.”

      “Look, I’ve seen those markings before. Even if you were a heavy hitter before, you’re not gonna be doing much now. Please, go be safe.”

      The boy nodded and might have said something else, but Ukrah heard more footsteps.

      “For the spirits’ sake,” Cassinda hissed, darting forward, hitching up her night dress to scramble up onto a small wall that separated parts of Eist’s estate from the new palace. Ukrah could feel her power ripple and snap, then there was the sound of a whinny up ahead followed by a solid thump.

      Crispin was already on his feet again, the dagger he had used to free the first witch out and flashing in the firelight. Ukrah would have gone to help too, but then she heard another horse not too far from her.

      Three in less than a few moments. Although she could hear that there was an intense battle going on, they didn’t have a whole army, which meant that wherever they were taking the witches was close enough for them to take multiple trips.

      The thought made her stomach twist. There was some place in the city where vulnerable witches were being dumped so they could be shuttled off into the hands of the fanatics. And it was someplace these hunters felt so comfortable with that they were running back and forth while battling dragons and magic users alike.

      Where was Dille? How had they gotten the drop on her? Ukrah had seen her react to an assassination without even breaking a sweat. It was hard not to think that she, Eist, Fior, and Athar couldn’t have ended the battle all on their own. They had certainly done similar in the past.

      Which meant either she was severely underestimating their enemy or all of them had gotten soft in the years since the great cleansing.

      That seemed unlikely.

      And yet her thoughts returned to that as they worked their way to the raging battle, their progress slowed multiple times as they rushed to stop any of the witch hunters that rushed past them, a few escaping from their grasp even with a dragon and two magic users in their group.

      They saved somewhere over a dozen in total by the time they were close enough to the battle to make out actual details. All the guesswork, all of the horrors that her mind had been cooking, were laid out before her, backlit by the inferno of the castle.

      “Uh, now would be a good time to summon that power you were talking about,” Crispin said breathlessly, his voice cracking.

      She didn’t blame him. The scene in front of them was surely…something.

      Giant creatures clashed overhead, screeching and roaring. Fire issued from their jaws, igniting clouds of green dragon gas. Lightning cut through the air from blue dragons, followed by the thunder from their twin. It was a pure cacophony above, echoing the tumult on the ground.

      Ukrah didn’t even know if tumult was the right word. It was so much more than that. There were bodies scattered on the ground, and she couldn’t tell which side they belonged to. Everything seemed burnt and smelled of something unnatural, cloying at her nose and making her stomach rebel. She could see a few witches standing, casting spells and throwing up defenses as best they could. But no Dille. There weren’t even any of her most trusted apprentices that Ukrah knew.

      But there were horses. So many horses. How had they gotten so many there? There seemed to be more than there were actual witch hunters, which would make sense if they had been planning their mass kidnap to involve multiple trips and possible mount injury.

      People were also running everywhere. She saw a witch and hunter wrestling on the ground, rolling this way and that as each one tried to get the upper hand. She saw a couple of younglings that had clambered partially up a trellis, kicking at a hunter who was reaching up for them.

      All of that was just what she took in in less than a moment, filling her mind with so much information. It was overwhelming, and she felt the bubbling, bright, burning mass of rage inside of her start to react despite Voirdr’s influence. They were all innocents, all refugees trying to escape from fear, pain, and death. They hadn’t done anything wrong; they hadn’t asked to be what they were, and yet they were all running for their lives yet again.

      She stepped forward, willing herself to call on that power, to make it ripple out in a wave and abolish any of the men who thought their hate gave them an excuse to hurt others. But she never got that far.

      Not because she couldn’t or that someone distracted her with an attack, or even that she lost control of her magic. No, it was because one moment, she was striding forward, and the next, something slammed into the ground just in front of her, sending her flying backwards.

      She landed against Voirdr, all sharp spikes and hard scales, scrambling to her feet to fight back. Except there was nothing to fight back against, because it was the body of a dragon that had crashed in front of her. It had fallen right out of the sky and collided with the ground at a speed that no one could survive.

      “By the spirits,” Crispin whispered, the only one of them able to speak as they all realized what had happened.

      It was a green dragon, green oozing across the ground around it. Its sides weren’t moving; there was no sounds of gasping breath. Ukrah didn’t know if it had died in the sky or had passed on impact, but either way, she was certain that the noble creature wasn’t alive in any way, shape or form.

      A burdened, rasping wheeze somehow made it to her ears despite the roar of battle, and she moved around the beast. Voirdr pawed at her, trying to keep her still. But for some reason, she needed to see.

      She could feel her little guy pacing behind her, making chirping sounds of distress, and she rounded the fallen dragon to see his rider.

      Well…part of his rider. Only the man’s upper half was visible under the dragon’s bulk. Ukrah had no idea how he was alive, but it was clear that he wasn’t going to remain that way for long.

      She didn’t know the man, but by what she could see of his clothing and armor, he was definitely part of the witch hunters. Had he always been a rogue? Or was he an official dragon rider? Was he a part of the council? She had no way of knowing, she supposed. The only thing she was certain of was that the man was probably in intense pain and there was no saving him.

      Not that she would.

      “I don’t like this,” Cassinda said, her voice wavering. “Dragon fighting dragon just seems wrong. Worse than humans fighting humans.”

      Ukrah wasn’t sure she agreed. She was so tired of everyone hurting each other, all the violence and destruction. When she looked up, she felt just as much pain as when she looked all around her.

      There was another terrible, terrible sound from above, and then another winged figure was falling to the ground at the other end of the gardens. Its impact shook them, not as virulent as the explosion, but carrying a heavy sort of finality to it.

      Another dragon dead. And there were sure to be more. As sure as there was a battle overhead.

      A sharp sound bubbled up from behind her, sounding like a heartbroken sob, only to increase in volume as she turned until she realized that it was Voirdr.

      He was sitting there, huffing as that pitiful sound escaped him, his beautiful eyes staring at the fallen green dragon. She took a step towards him, hand raised to comfort him, but then his mouth dropped fully open and he keened.

      Maybe keened wasn’t even the right word. It was a horrible noise, wracking and desperate. It was like the howl of a wolf but wounded. Dripping with sorrow and so, so loud. It rushed over her and then the battlefield like a storm, powerful and unmissable. She felt it right down to her toes and for a moment, she wondered if she was feeling his very pain itself.

      But then it was like lightning broke within the sound and suddenly something was rushing out of him.

      It stole her breath, making her stagger back. Cassinda and Crispin seemed likewise shocked, Cassinda clapping her hands over her ears like she could keep him out that way.

      It wasn’t quite painful, but it was almost like…a pressure on them. Something commanding them, compelling them to do what it bade, but she couldn’t understand what it wanted. Her whole mind filled with it, the blood in her veins thrumming from the power.

      It lasts only a few breaths at most, and yet it seemed to take nearly a lifetime. And when it finally tapered off, the battle was surprisingly still.

      “What… That did something, right?” Cassinda gasped, her face white. “I… I felt something.”

      Ukrah opened her mouth, feeling like she had forgotten how to speak, and her voice only came out as a wheeze. She didn’t even know what she would say anyway, as she wasn’t even sure what had happened.

      But then another surge came from Voirdr, different from the first, and there were responding whimpers and howls from all around them. And then, just a moment later, mighty roars thundered through the air, reveling in power and strength.

      Looking up, she saw half of the dragons rapidly sinking toward the ground or shakily retreating while the other half seemed to be swirling or surging with unchecked energy. For the briefest of moments, she was afraid that the falling one were all dead, but then she realized they were descending much too slowly for that.

      “I think…” Crispin came up beside her, his tone hushed. “That your little Voirdr just used his big boy powers to end this entire thing.”

      “Voirdr…” she trailed off, realizing what he meant. Voirdr’s secondary ability as the black dragon was to take energy away from some dragons and give it to others. It was part of what was messing with her ability to use her own magic. But there was no way that he could influence an entire battle with over twenty dragons.

      …could he?

      The dragons above roared again, knowing that the battle was won, and they began to descend as well. It was then that the witch hunters seemed to finally understand that it was over, and thus began a mass exodus.

      No. That wasn’t going to do at all.

      She shut away all the emotion, all the things she needed to think about and understand, and she focused everything on making sure that not a single man escaped. She was tired of these hunters living to hurt another day. She wanted them to face justice. And she wanted those who had betrayed their trust to learn that there was no forgiveness for that.

      “Cassinda, help me make a barrier.”

      “A barrier?”

      Ukrah nodded. “We can’t let them go. Not a one.”

      Cassinda smiled broadly, her eyes flashing again. “Right. Give me your hand.”

      Ukrah reached out, Voirdr whining and pressing himself into her legs as their fingers twined together. She wasn’t surprised when Crispin gripped her other hand, squeezing her tightly.

      “Alright, Voirdr, let us do this. Let us make sure they don’t get away, ‘cause they might hurt us again.”

      Voirdr let out a warble and pressed himself further into her. He was getting so big that soon he was going to knock her over on accident. But she tucked that from her mind and concentrated on making one of her walls. Her shields. Anything to keep the fleeing witch hunters from getting away.

      She built it up in her mind, block by block, piece by piece. She could feel the connection with Crispin and with Cassinda burning bright on either side of her, encouraging her to be stronger, to blaze brightly and protect each and every charge they could.

      She pushed her energy out and out, further and further. It was like a net, but unforgiving. No one would be able to pass through. Everyone would face justice.

      She sank into it, further and further, letting it wind up her legs and slip up her spine. And yet she continued, weaving, pushing, building. Urged on by the thought of all the witches that were taken already, and all the witches that had yet to be saved.

      Cassinda and Crispin stayed beside her, rooting her into the spell. She could feel the vibration of Voirdr’s warbles as he…encouraged them? Worried about them? She couldn’t quite tell which without risking her concentration on the shield.

      She began to hear thumps, then curses. She felt impacts, deep within her, and she was certain that was hunters slamming into the wall.

      Would those on her side be able to pass through it? Witches who were still fleeing? She wasn’t sure. She didn’t even know if that was safe. So, she just kept on letting it grow, rippling out in a circle around the still-burning palace.

      It took over her mind, the most she had been able to grip it in what felt like months. And she didn’t fight it, didn’t push it to violence. She just stood, and let it use her as its…its vessel.

      And it was just like that that she sank into the black.
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      Ukrah woke with a jolt, not even aware that she had fallen asleep. Confusion lanced through her and she couldn’t remember why she felt so pumped full of excitement and dread. Like there was something that she was supposed to be doing, and yet she—

      A soft whimper sounded beside her and she craned her head to see that she was in the back of a wagon, Cassinda and Crispin to either side of her, completely unconscious.

      But of course even her slight movement was enough for Voirdr to hear, who apparently was pacing at the end of the wagon. He bounded up, flattening his considerable weight onto her front.

      “Whoa, whoa, boy. It’s okay. I’m awake. It’s fine. It’s fine.”

      “Hey there, little one, let her breathe.”

      Ukrah was surprised to hear Elspeth’s voice, and a moment later, Voirdr was clambering clumsily to the ground to greet the woman. Ukrah sat up with about the same amount of grace, looking around blearily.

      There was no fire. The sun was just beginning to rise, painting the sky in creamy golds under the receding line of twilight. There were still so many people around, more than during the battle, and none of it made sense.

      “What happened?” she murmured, trying to piece things together.

      “You took a page out of my book,” Eist said, coming up from behind Elspeth and looking worse for wear. She was covered in soot and had a large scratch across one of her shoulders. Athar wasn’t that far behind. He had what looked like a lightning burn down one of his massive arms, but he was otherwise unscathed.

      “Where’s th-the baby?” were the first words out of his mouth, and Ukrah felt a flash of grief.

      “She’s safe,” Crispin groaned, also sitting up shakily. “We left her with Mrs. Kaldonner and Helena, safe in that secret passage that I would have liked to have known about maybe a little ahead of time.”

      “You shouldn’t be here at all,” Eist cut in. “But I’m glad that you are.” She let out a long breath. “Apparently, your little one there managed to put a halt to the entire battle. Can’t say that I’m not grateful. The barrier was pretty impressive. Dille said you guys put down enough of a foundation for her to finish it off from any who wanted to come in for another round.”

      “Where is Dille?” Cassinda asked, her eyes cracking open but not moving to sit up. There was a vulnerability there, one she wasn’t used to hearing. “Is she alright? They didn’t… They didn’t kill her… Did they?”

      Elspeth shook her head. “It would take more than that to kill the witch of three eras. She was in the palace for most of the time, preventing the total collapse of it while most of the refugees managed to get into the tunnels.”

      “Wait, tunnels?” Crispin asked.

      Eist just continued right over him. “I… Look, I understand the three of you just woke up after expending a whole lot of magical energy, but I want the three of you to know that you saved a lot of lives. We’ve always been prepared for a lot, but never…never for our own kind to betray us outright.”

      “So they were dragon riders?” Ukrah asked, her heart twisting. “Not just rogues?”

      Elspeth nodded, her mouth a thin line. “There was a number of them, and two of our own council members.”

      “And I guarantee you there are others who hold the same beliefs. Told to wait in the wings in case this was a failure. We’re not safe, Elspeth. We underestimated how much the old hate is still here.”

      “I don’t know how much of it is hate for witches, and how much is just hate for you, a woman who overturned everything.”

      Eist rolled her eyes. “Idiots. They act as if I had a choice for most of what happened. Not like there were gods and spirits and an inter-realm monsters set on total destruction involved. I don’t even have magic any longer.”

      “So, what do we do now?” Ukrah asked, pressing her palm to the top of Voirdr’s head. His cool scales grounded her, making her feel a little more secure. “Were there many witches taken? How many did we lose?”

      Neither adult woman answered for several beats, Elspeth chewing at her bottom lip. Ukrah was about to repeat her question when she finally spoke.

      “We don’t know, and probably won’t know until we finish all of the cleanup. There are probably some that are…buried.”

      “Oh.”

      Ukrah laid back, closing her eyes against the bitter sadness that wanted to seep in. They didn’t know how many were saved, and they didn’t know how many were lost. How could she save them if she didn’t know?

      “Just rest for now. We’re going to have to do a thorough investigation of the entire council.”

      “And find a safe place for the witch refugees and the palace staff. I think, after three attempts to rebuild, it might be cursed.”

      “You may have something there.”

      The conversation faded around her, her mind sliding away. They had survived the battle, with so few of them even being hurt, and yet it didn’t feel like a win. Where was going to be safe and who could they trust? She didn’t know, and in some ways, it felt like she was just coming out of the desert again.
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      Whatever feeling of security they had created was torn away in one month. Entire wings of the academy had been sectioned off to house the witches that had survived the attack, but it put them in a tenuous position as no one was sure if there were more riders or council members who would betray them again.

      And as the weeks passed, nothing eased. If anything, it grew worse. There were investigations, interrogations, and trials. There were all sorts of things that Ukrah probably wasn’t supposed to be privy to, but she still overheard from living in the god-woman’s estate.

      Dille had moved in, along with several of her acolytes. In fact, the whole manor was packed almost to bursting, with Cassinda, Helena, Ukrah, and Crispin all sharing a bedroom, and Marcellin moved into the smaller room that had been meant for the baby when she was ready to sleep on her own for an entire night. The servants were all back, but so were Ale’a and someone else that Ukrah didn’t know but clearly was on good terms with Athar, and they slept most nights in the sitting room in shifts.

      Most lessons were suspended, leaving Ukrah to study on her own, but she didn’t mind. She needed to make up time with Voirdr and also get her head on straight. She couldn’t help but feel like time was passing too quickly, events all stacking up on each other because she wasn’t doing what she was supposed to be doing.

      But she didn’t know what she was supposed to be doing at all. She tried meditating, she tried redoing the same rituals that had helped her find Helena, but her dreams led her nowhere. There was just fire, flashes of memories, and twisted apparitions of those she had killed.

      She was running out of time, but she had no idea of how much time she had at all or what even was coming, and most days, it left her teeth set on edge.

      “Hey, could you help me with this? I’m trying to get the straps right, but I’m pretty sure I have them twisted.”

      Ukrah looked up from the scroll she had been studying, trying to understand how to write more complex phrases in the common tongue, to see Marcellin in the doorway, his wooden leg in hand. As far as she knew, it had been enchanted by Dille and several of her proteges, but she didn’t know to what extent. It certainly couldn’t move like a real leg, and didn’t look anything like one, but it was supposed to be better than the peg legs she saw on some.

      “Kinda cruel for them to give something with straps to a man with one hand, huh?” he asked wryly, leaning against the frame. “Or does being a witch mean losing a bit of common sense?”

      “I think they’re making you an arm that’s supposed to give you at least some function back,” Ukrah said, standing and crossing over to him. Kneeling, she took his leg for him and lined it up with what was left of his stump, trying not to stare.

      But not staring was so difficult, as she was only a few breaths away from the very injury that she had caused. The end of his thigh was wrapped in special fabric that was supposed to be soft and protect the sensitive, regrown skin from chafing against the leather cuff that was made to attach to him, but she knew what the scars looked like under there.

      It was a bit strange that he didn’t seem to harbor any ill will toward her when she had taken away half his limbs, and she had been so sure that he would once the shock of his new life wore off and everything set in. But it had been over half a year since she had dragged him out from under those rocks and he hadn’t so much as made a snide comment about it.

      He was a better person than her. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t be so forgiving.

      “Do you understand it? I swear, after spending so much time in girl’s clothing, you’d think I’d be a bit better at all these straps and fiddly things, but I’m really not.”

      Ukrah offered him the slightest smile. “I have a feeling that when you were in your disguise, you didn’t pay much attention to the whole process.”

      “True. Mostly I was just scared for my life.” He heaved a sigh as she finished up, pressing his weight down onto the fake limb. “Huh, that feels alright. Thank you.”

      “Of course. Anything I can do.”

      He grimaced and shifted, still holding onto the doorway. “Don’t do that.”

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Get all groveling and sniveling. Like you’re guilty of something.”

      “But I—”

      He held up a hand. “I have a feeling I know what’s going to come out of your mouth and don’t. Just don’t. You saved me and that’s that. I don’t want to get into some blame spiral where you say everything is your fault.”

      She pressed her lips together, willing herself not to speak even though she very much wanted to. “Alright.”

      “Good, thank you. In any case, I came to ask if you wanted to go on a walk with me. Maybe once around the manor? I need to test this on uneven ground.”

      “Are you sure you’re up for that?”

      His eyes flashed teasingly. “Why, you think I’m weak?”

      “No, she’s just the worst mix of mother and vengeful spirit,” Cassinda said, setting aside the tome she had been reading. “Always worried and willing to smite anyone who dares do anything wrong.”

      “I am not the spirit of vengeance, actually,” Ukrah said somewhat primly. “I’m the spirit of justice and protection.”

      “Uh-huh, and that matters so much in our day-to-day lives.”

      “Actually,” Marcellin said with a bit of a crooked smile. “I think I might be that.”

      Ukrah blinked at the young man, surprised. “Excuse me?”

      “Well, you know, spending a good few months on death’s door had me reading a lot or otherwise floating through delirium. And in those patches, I kind of got to know the, uh, spirit inside of me a bit. So I think I might be pretty strongly linked to vengeance. Or maybe it’s retribution? Not sure which, or if it even matters. I would have thought I was justice if you apparently didn’t have all of that going on inside of you.”

      “We should ask Tayir,” Cassinda said, standing and stretching. Ukrah noticed that she was no longer wearing her beautiful gowns like she always had when they’d first met, instead taking after Eist’s fashion with breeches and jerkins or tunics. The desert girl found it interesting but didn’t comment on it. “Where is he?”

      “Probably out in the orchard,” Ukrah said. “He’s been more and more concerned since the attack.”

      “I don’t blame him. We all know that they did it to try to get more information on where the vessels are. They’re hunting us and our others down.”

      “That seems particularly bad,” Marcellin murmured. “I’ll admit, I’m not overly understanding of this whole situation still, but that doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s not. There’s a lot of power within all of us, and if it fell into the wrong hands, or if we failed in general… I suppose it’s world-ending stuff.”

      “Great, that’s exactly what I wanted on my plate.”

      Cassinda came forward, wrapping her arm around Marcellin’s waist like it was the most natural thing. “Come on, Crispin and Voirdr happen to be napping at the same time as Helena and the baby. Let’s go on that walk of yours.”

      Ukrah came up along his other side. There would have been a time where touching him would have made her nervous. Some pale-faced boy from the civilized lands who she didn’t know that well. A lot had changed since she was fourteen, it seemed.

      The three of them headed out, taking their time. They made it down to the stairs and almost to the door before Marcellin needed to sit for a minute on the chaise and Cassinda ran to fetch him some water. Ukrah didn’t mind, however, but perhaps she stared at the young man a bit too hard as she studied him.

      “Do I have something on my face?”

      She blinked and felt herself flush. “Uh, no, sorry. Just lost in thought.”

      “I imagine you have a lot to think about.”

      “I certainly do.”

      “So…you know, I never really heard the story of how you came here.”

      Ukrah gave him an uncertain sort of sidelong look. “I am fairly certain I told you about—”

      “No, I know about your village. I mean, how did you get from there to here? That’s a long journey to make by yourself.”

      “I had help. I ran into some slavers and let them kidnap me to take me across the border of the wilds. I don’t know if I would have made it without them, ironically, because they almost killed me several times.”

      “Huh, you’ve been through it, haven’t you?”

      She shrugged. “All of us have our stories.”

      “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”

      The conversation faded, and they sat there a while until Cassinda returned with the water. She wasn’t in a rush however, and enjoyed the moment of quiet, just watching the clouds pass outside the window.

      She didn’t often get a chance to just stop and be a normal girl, looking out at the pretty sky. She always had something to do, or something to worry about. A threat looming over her or someone in her little family on death’s doorstep. It was an awful lot, and she was beginning to wonder if that was affecting her more than she would like.

      Eventually, however, Marcellin voiced that he was ready to try to walk out to the trees and back, and the three of them headed out. The air was cool against her face with the warmth of the sun streaming down gently. Ale’a and the other large dragon rider weren’t around, and she guessed that Eist was either in her planning room with Dille or at the site of the attack.

      None of them were allowed to go back to the grounds where the palace had been. Ukrah had no idea how much was still standing. She imagined there couldn’t be much left considering everything, but for some reason, she did want to see for herself.

      Not that she needed physical evidence to be any angrier. Every time she thought about that night, and the hate and greed that had caused it, her blood would heat.

      “I can feel you tensing right next to me,” Marcellin mused as they struggled along. “Either you really hate me, or you’re thinking about things you probably shouldn’t be.”

      Ukrah huffed a laugh, but it was Cassinda who spoke. “We’re always thinking about things we shouldn’t be. It’s the nature of the times.”

      Marcellin made an agreeing sound. “It’s a shame, that’s all.”

      “That it is,” Cassinda said with a sigh. “Maybe, when this is all over, we’ll all travel across the country and actually be young ones.”

      “If we live that long.”

      “Well, I don’t know about you,” the red-haired girl said, “but I plan on having a long, prosperous life just to spite everyone and everything that tried to shorten it.”

      Ukrah felt herself laugh in surprise at that. What a sentiment! She could get behind that, even if she couldn’t imagine life beyond her mission. She didn’t really have anything outside of being a vessel and the rider of a black dragon.

      The conversation lightened a bit after that, with the two bantering back and forth about things they would like to do while Ukrah listened. It was a nice break, even if it was short. Marcellin was beginning to tremble by the time they reached the trees.

      “Hey, can we sit down for a moment?” the boy asked breathlessly. A quick look at his face showed that he wasn’t ashen, but he was beginning to sweat.

      “Sure, let’s take in the day. It’s not often that everyone is conked out all at once.”

      They set him down against one of the sturdier ‘apple’ trees then arranged themselves on either side of him. There wasn’t any fruit laying around considering how early it was in the growth season, but she wasn’t hungry enough to be miffed about it.

      Sun-soaked and comfortable, she felt her eyelids flutter shut. She wasn’t quite napping, she was just…being. And it was nice.

      “Hey, do you hear something?”

      That was all that was said before a shadow crashed over them and once more, a dragon slammed into the ground a few lengths away.

      Instantly, Ukrah was thrown back into that battle, the sky flashing dark and all of the screams and burning around her. Her arms went up instinctively, trying to protect herself from things that weren’t there.

      “Is that Master Ain’s dragon?” Cassinda asked, her voice tight, bringing Ukrah back to the moment. She wasn’t in the battle. In fact, that battle was over. The fire was put out. Everyone who could be saved was saved. Those that couldn’t be saved were laid to rest.

      “Well, what are the two of you waiting for? Go help him!”

      Oh, right. Ukrah probably shouldn’t just be sitting there, staring at the golden dragon laying on the ground, sides heaving.

      Compared to the battle they had just lived through, the dragon hadn’t hit as hard as the fallen beasts had during the attack. Which was probably a good thing, because Ukrah didn’t know what she would do if she was about to witness the death of one of those that had ousted the Three. He and his mount were a piece of history.

      She and Cassinda scrambled to their feet, dashing over to the site. The sheer noise of it must have reached the manor, because from the corner of her eye, she saw Crispin leaning his entire upper body out of his window. But she couldn’t waste any breaths trying to call to him. Her entire mind was focused on the two in front of her.

      They were both breathing, thank the spirits, but neither were in good shape. Lord Ain’s dragon let out a particularly heart-wrenching groan and slowly rolled onto his belly rather than his side, sniffing for his rider.

      But Lord Ain… Well, Lord Ain wasn’t moving.

      They crouched on either side of him, watching his armored chest rise and fall. Ukrah quickly documented his injuries in her head, sure that others would be rushing to them in just a moment.

      His shock white hair, bleached just as colorless as Elspeth’s, was almost pink from all the blood. Some had dried to a rusted, earthy brown at his roots and along the deep gash in his forehead, but most looked to be less than a day old. His armor was scorched and slashed, with one of his bracers and pauldrons missing. Both of his eyes looked blackened, but one had swollen completely shut and was a deep purple.

      She couldn’t be sure, but she thought she even saw a couple of human-shaped bites on him, like he had been in such an intense fight that it had come down to teeth and claws to survive. She wanted to ask him what happened, and oddly enough, if he was alright. She bit her tongue, however, knowing that he absolutely wasn’t.

      “You, desert girl,” he hissed through his swollen lips. She couldn’t be sure, but she was fairly certain that she saw some of his teeth broken inside of his mouth. “Get…your mother.”

      Before she could correct him at all, he let out a gurgling sound and Cassinda was screeching something, pushing at the man frantically. It took a beat for Ukrah to understand that she was ordering her to help roll him onto his side.

      Once her mind caught up with everything, she grabbed at the bit of his chainmail under his armor and pulled with all she had. Between the two of them, they got him onto his side so he could spit up whatever was filling his mouth.

      It turned out to be a mix of blood, bile, and spittle that made Ukrah’s stomach churn. She had seen worse, true, but it was still strange to see a man that was a literal legend reduced to such a state.

      It wasn’t much longer before footsteps sounded behind her, Crispin and Voirdr, the latter nudging and circling around Gaius, the golden dragon, while whining. Ukrah would pay attention to them, but while the dragon was obviously hurt, he was in much better shape than his rider. Besides, it wasn’t like she could help that situation much when she was busy holding onto Ain’s clothing, making sure he didn’t roll onto his back and asphyxiate.

      Crispin didn’t even have to ask what to do. Taking care of Ukrah had apparently taught him plenty, because he was taking Ain’s head in his hand and supporting his neck without forcing him into any damaging position. She wished that Helena was there, because she could feel the stress pouring from Ain, filling the air and making it taste of blood and ash.

      “Spirits! Ain, what happened?!”

      She let out a breath that she hadn’t even been holding when Dille and Athar reached them. She didn’t trust herself to move, or look at them, so she just stayed holding him until Athar was moving her to the side and laying out a blanket where she had been.

      She was confused as she stumbled to the side, giving the giant a wide-eyed look. But he busied himself with gently rolling his friend onto the cloth then grabbing the corners.

      “Crispin. Get th-the other side. Walk smoothly and carefully with small s-steps.”

      The young blond nodded and then two of them were hauling him towards the manor, Eist and Helena coming out with Yacristjin crying slightly. Ukrah didn’t have to look at their faces to feel the horror that rippled through them, and it was only Cassinda’s grip on her shoulder that stopped her from bolting toward them.

      “We should get Marcellin,” she said, her face gray. “We won’t be any help to them right now.”

      “Yeah,” Ukrah agreed, although her eyes didn’t leave them. When she finally turned, she saw that the brindles, Fior, and the three red dragons that now lived at the manor all standing around Gaius. She wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but they all were in a sort of bowing posture, Voirdr walking in a circle around them with a purpose.

      “I think he’s trying to save Gaius,” Cassinda whispered.

      “I think you’re right.”

      “Hey, as much as this is important to watch, I would definitely like to be off the ground and inside before things start getting any more dramatic,” Marcellin said quietly.

      “Right. Sorry.”

      She understood his sentiment. It would be the perfect time for someone to make off with him or kill him, provided how distracted everyone was. And considering that witch hunters had managed to infiltrate the city enough to launch a successful attack against the palace, it wasn’t worth taking the risk.

      So she and Cassinda hastily helped him to his feet and walked back inside. But as they did, Ukrah couldn’t help but feel that the incident with Ain was far from over.
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      For the first time since she had come to the manor, they didn’t have enough rooms for everyone. The arrival of the bruised and bloody Ain triggered another shuffle, with Marcellin finally added to Crispin, Voirdr, Cassinda, and Ukrah’s room. It was mildly crowded, but the desert girl found that she liked it. It reminded her of how she was raised, with her and the other orphans all clustered together during dark nights and bright days.

      Strange, how much of her culture she seemed to have lost, to have grown away from, and yet something so simple put her at ease. She swore that she slept deeper, more restfully, which was saying something considering that she couldn’t get her mind off the wounded dragon rider just a few rooms away from her.

      She wasn’t allowed to see him, however. None of them were. While part of Ukrah knew that grievous and life-threatening injuries were just part of a dragon rider’s life, she couldn’t help but fear for the man.

      She didn’t even know that much about him. Only what everyone knew, really. That he was strong, and brave, and had dozens of eligible maidens lusting after him. That he didn’t seem to have any interest in marriage and was incredibly protective of his mother and siblings, who lived in Margaid. And yet she still felt attached to him in a way. He was one of the few people that Eist trusted. That Dille trusted. He had been with them through the worst of the worst and was still around. Still fighting the good fight.

      And it was because of that bizarre attachment that Ukrah found herself creeping toward his room after the sun went down, a pitcher of water in her hands in case he needed a refresher. She knew that technically she wasn’t supposed to go anywhere near his room, but it had been three days since he had crashed into the ground and all the healers had pretty much left.

      They’d given direction to the adults on how to take care of him, so she knew that he needed medical care, but it was general enough for them to be in charge of it on their own with all of their experience. She also knew that cleanliness was a huge part of healing and making sure that he didn’t get sicker, so they went through quite a bit of water with cleaning his bandages. Not to mention it was important that he drink often and plenty.

      His door was cracked as she approached it, no doubt so any of the adults could hear if he needed anything. She approached it, all ready to slip through and just place the pitcher and get out of there as soon as possible. But as she approached, she heard low voices speaking and she stopped right there by the open door. The frustrated voice of Dille came through the crack.

      “What, were you jealous of Eist getting all the attention?”

      “Yeah, that definitely was it,” Ain groaned, his voice raspy. “You know me, I just love attention.”

      “You could have died, Ain.”

      “I am aware. From what I hear, so could you.”

      Ukrah could practically hear the grimace in her voice as she spoke. “It will take more than just an attack on the palace to end me. If I wasn’t so busy protecting all of the younglings, I would have destroyed that entire army.”

      Ain let out a dry huff. “I know you’re strong, but you’re not bring-down-over-a-dozen-dragons strong.”

      “How would you know? You’ve hardly been around in the past few years. Being around vessels has increased my abilities exponentially.”

      “Ugh, not this again. You know how the world is out there. I’ve got duties.”

      “I’m aware,” she said, echoing his words. “I was simply stating a fact.”

      “Your tone was saying more than your words did. Let’s not play naïve.”

      “I’ll stop playing naïve when you do, or are we still pretending it’s your duty keeping you away from Rothaiche M’or and not your fear of what happened between us?”

      “Nothing happened between us.”

      “Oh, is that so?” Ukrah was intensely regretting her idea. She wanted to just set the pitcher down, but then they would know she was there. She debated backing away without leaving the water at all, but she felt rooted to the spot. “Then you won’t mind that Prillich inquired if I would be open to courting.”

      “Prillich is an idiot and politician,” Ain practically snarled, the vehemence in his normally-cool voice surprising Ukrah.

      “You say that about anyone who asks to court me, which is few and far between.”

      “Yeah, because most of the eligible bachelors around here are silver-spoon-fed buffoons that wouldn’t know how to treat the most powerful woman on the continent.”

      “For caddin’ sake, Ain! You need to either let me go or be willing to make some sort of commitment with me. I can’t stand… We live in dangerous times. If something happens to either of us, I need things to end knowing that we either could or couldn’t be.”

      “… you were just waiting to spring this on me until I was stuck in a bed, weren’t you?”

      “Is it my fault that you constantly run anytime anyone brings up seeing you leave my room in the early light of the morning?”

      “I—” She heard him pause and wondered if he was swallowing. “I’m trying, Dille, but you know how it was. The war…messed all of us up. You have your issues, and I have mine. I just… You saw what happened to Eist when she had to hold Yacrist as he died. You were there while she had to mourn him but also celebrate that he was gone. Not to mention how wounded Athar gets anytime something happens to her. I don’t want to open myself to that. I don’t want to open you to that. If I die, which is pretty likely considering everything that’s going on, I can’t have it effecting your life.”

      “And you’re telling me, if I died right now, that it wouldn’t affect you at all?”

      “…no.”

      “You need sleep, and I don’t like how these conversations make me feel like I’m badgering you. Focus on healing, but I’ll need an answer before you leave this manor again.”

      “Huh, an ultimatum then?”

      “It’s been years, Ain. I want to either have something or nothing. No more of these half-measures.”

      He chuckled, and Ukrah didn’t miss how bitter it was. “Alright then. No more half-measures. You really want to add one more thing to your plate?”

      “If it’s you.”

      He groaned, and Ukrah felt like it was time to creep away. “I still don’t understand how you could ever want to hitch your cart to me.”

      “I’ve always had terrible taste.”

      Their voices faded as she continued to back down the hallway and into her room. But as she set the pitcher down and slid in beside Voirdr on her bed, she couldn’t help but wonder why romance with adults seemed so incredibly complicated.

      She hoped she never ended up in a situation like that.
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      It was yet another day before Ain left his room, and it was at noon meal that he finally joined them at the table, Athar and Dille on either side. Eist finished nursing little Yacristjin before looking expectantly to the man.

      “Your face says you have news.”

      “I do. And I swore that I told you earlier, but apparently that was the milk of the poppy talking.”

      “You were very adamant that the healers needed to sing. Or at least that’s what we thought you were saying.”

      “Right, I suppose that makes sense.”

      “It does?” Dille asked, helping herself to a truly large portion of the stew that Mrs. Kaldonner had made. Ukrah had never seen someone so slender eat as much as Dille did. She managed the same as Athar most of the time, and he was nearly three times her size.

      “Yeah. I’m almost certain that I found another vessel down deep, deep in southern Margaid.”

      That gave nearly everyone at the table pause, and it was Crispin, surprisingly, who spoke. “…and that has to do with singing how?”

      But Ain just continued without answering, which was a fairly Ain thing to do, from what Ukrah could tell. “I was doing protective runs for some of the supply chains they have down there for witches who are on their way here when I laid over in one of the smaller cities along the coast. There I saw a group of traveling performers, but I recognized a couple of them as brigands I’ve chased off or taken in once or twice.

      “So, I went to the show they were spreading the word about, expecting some kind of shake-up, but no, they had an actual whole show going on.”

      Eist let out a sound that was somewhere between a snort and a chuckle. “Huh, maybe they just decided to finally hit the straight and narrow with…performance arts?”

      “You know, I was looking around, wondering if it was that or I had just stumbled into one of those parallel realms y’all talk about.” His eyes flicked to Dille and there was a story there that Ukrah found herself wishing once again that she knew. “But then the grand finale hit, and I got it.

      “This girl came on, you see. Pale as parchment, maybe even paler, with pure white hair and these gray eyes. She had the type of coloring that only comes from the frozen wilds at the edge of the world, the kind I’ve only seen a couple times in my entire life.

      “But sure as ye wish it, she came on the stage and started singing. You would understand it if you were there, but I knew almost immediately that she was one of your lot.” His eyes flicked back to Ukrah’s side of the table and she found herself flushing. Did he know that she had eavesdropped on him or was his gaze always that intense? “Her magic had this kind of…inevitability to it. And it wasn’t trying to hurt anyone, or blow anything up, or make men run mad and kill themselves. It just wanted us to listen and enjoy. Relax and be happy.”

      “Oh, so she’s like me?” Helena said, and Ukrah bit her tongue to stave off that now-boring rise of jealousy.

      “A bit. But it reminded me of drinking a little. People started laughing more, being a little looser with their coin until they were practically throwing it. At that point, I beat it and decided to tuck myself in a nice place where I could watch their routine after the show. I staked it out for three days, and I was sure that I had their number. But when I finally made my move into their camp one night, I stumbled into the middle of a whole sect base.”

      “Sect?” Eist asked, her hand freezing in the middle of burping her child. “They’re witch hunters?”

      “And worshippers of the Three. I think they’re trying to use her to lure more vessels to them. I imagine that you all might be even more sensitive to her magic than I was. Almost like a beacon. Anyways, the only reason I even got out is because she helped me. If she hadn’t interfered, I’m pretty sure that I was dead right then and there. They took me so deep into this cellar that Gaius couldn’t get to me.”

      Ukrah swallowed, going over his words in her head. “Do you think she’s awakened?”

      “No, probably not. Not if you couldn’t sense her. But she’s gotta be close by the levels of power she was putting out.”

      “Then we have to go save her, don’t we?” Marcellin asked before seeming to realize what he said. “I mean, all of you have to go save her. I’ll stay here and practice…walking.”

      Ukrah could tell that he was trying not to sound bitter, but he didn’t quite manage. “I’m aware that after the last adventure, you’re all going to want to leave us behind, but you really shouldn’t go out to collect one of us without another vessel with you.”

      “And let’s be realistic,” Helena said, looking to Yacristjin. “I’m going to be near useless in this situation and should probably stay here with the little one.”

      “So that leaves you,” Ain said with a wry sort of smirk, like he’d known where the conversation was going from the beginning. Which, admittedly, he probably had.

      “You’re not going without me,” Crispin said sharply. “We did that once. We’re not going to do it again.”

      “I’m not sure it’s safe for Eist to leave the manor,” Dille said. “Not with everything that’s going on. And I need to stay and take care of the witches. A lot of them are terrified, and I need to up their learning of how to defend themselves.”

      “Then we’ll send Athar.” Eist glanced up at her husband and gave him a pat on his broad arm. “I’m sorry, love.”

      “Don’t be. I understand. Ain can’t. You c-can’t. It has to be at least one of us.”

      “Well, you’re not going without me either,” Cassinda said with a shrug. “We wouldn’t have gotten out of the last situation without all of us working together, and to be honest, you need a heavy magical hitter on your team that isn’t going to be thrown off by their dragon.”

      “Hey,” Ukrah objected. “He’s gotten a lot better at that.”

      “Yeah, I never said he hadn’t, but a lot better could still get you killed if it’s just you and Athar and lovesick out there.”

      Crispin started at that. “Hey—”

      “Alright,” Eist said, interrupting all of them with a sort of finality. “Except…I’m going to come too.”

      “What, but you just said—”

      “I know what I just said, and now I’m saying otherwise. Dille will stay here. Helena will tend to Yacristjin. I’ll try to make sure she has enough milk on hand for the baby, and if not, we can hire a wetnurse. I… I need to do this, alright? I’ll send word to Elspeth and Ale’a and make sure they both spend all of their nights here instead of trading off with Barlchyk.”

      Athar nodded, his jaw tensing like he wanted to say something, but nothing came out of his mouth. Instead, Eist just continued.

      “I want us well supplied, well armored, and well rested as we go. Ain, I’ll have you ready us a map of the area. I want nothing taking us by surprise if we can help it. As for the rest of you, brush up on what Margaidian you can. Athar and I are too well known to be making many public appearances, even in disguise, so you’ll be leading much of the reconnaissance.”

      Ukrah nodded, her blood thrumming.

      Well, would you look at that. The lot of you are actually thinking things through and making sure you’re prepared for a fight. Because there will be a fight. There always is.

      Marcellin looked to the bird but before he could say anything, Crispin casually flicked the core of the apple he’d been eating right at the bird’s face. The desert finch dodged, of course, but not before giving him a scathing look.

      How rude.
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      Ukrah smiled to herself as Voirdr’s head stuck up as high into the air as it could while still remaining secure on Ethella’s back. It was strange to be riding alone on the back of Athar’s dragon, but she was the only one large enough to bear Voirdr, who couldn’t even glide let alone fly.

      As for the giant himself, he was riding on the biggest of the brindles, and still almost too large for that. But thankfully, the mount seemed strong and sturdy despite the long haul. Crispin and Cassinda were behind her, of course, unable to ride a dragon on their own. While non-riders could fly on a dragon’s back in emergencies and short bursts, it usually didn’t work out over such long distances. Ukrah didn’t know if it was because there wasn’t a bond, or because they’d never been taught how to ride a dragon, but apparently, the beasts were just as liable to fly home rather than listen and make camp.

      If she had to guess, it probably had something to do with having dragon blood in them, but she’d never gotten around to asking anyone if that was true.

      However, it was Eist who seemed to be having a great time. She sat at the head of their little formation, her arms out and her head tilted back.

      Ukrah supposed that it had been a great while since the woman had been able to ride for so long on her Fior. Tales of how close the two were, of how they got each other through impossible situations over and over again, quickly played through Ukrah’s mind. And that was just what she had heard out in the wilds, away from the civilized lands where the god-woman lived. It must have been painful, being pregnant and unable to take to the sky, then having such a young babe that took up so much of her day.

      Perhaps that was why most dragon riders didn’t have children. It made them divide their attention in a calling where divided attention often caused one’s death. Voirdr was enough of a child for Ukrah to deal with; she couldn’t imagine a toddler on top of it.

      No, she had far too much to worry about without bringing new people into the world. Besides, she wasn’t sure how morally right it would be to bring a child in the world when she wasn’t even sure if she was alive or not. Sure, she lived and breathed as much as anybody else, but considering Crispin’s theory, it was hard to say if she was more of a possessed corpse or a human given new life.

      And she had no idea how to test that theory.

      Surprisingly, the rest of their journey to their first camping spot was uneventful. Although they could have made it to Margaid in just one day without a break, they needed to conserve their energy. They had no idea how much flying they would need to do along the southern coast, and they didn’t want to be exhausted as soon as they arrived.

      No, that wouldn’t do well for anyone.

      So, it was when the sun was just beginning to set that they made camp on the very edge of the Rothaichian border. It wasn’t in thick woods, as Ukrah was used to, but rather in a large, plain-like area where several other caravans were stopped to spend the night.

      It was a popular spot for cross-continent travels, apparently. Not so busy that they would be crowded and word of a group of dragon riders would get around, but enough so that it was unlikely they would be attacked. Unlikely, however, didn’t mean impossible, and they still rotated a watch.

      And that was how Ukrah found herself staring across the campfire only to have Eist sit right beside her.

      “I can’t remember the last time I was up this late of my own volition,” she said with a chuckle, stretching out her short arms and legs. “Although I definitely remember being woken up right about now with cries from my hungry baby.”

      “Do you miss her?”

      Ukrah didn’t know what made her ask that. She knew that Athar most certainly did. But apparently it was the wrong thing to inquire because Eist’s face tightened a bit.

      “Of course I do. I just didn’t realize how much I also missed the open sky. And Fior. I’ve been neglecting him lately, and I don’t feel good about that.”

      “He understands. And he loves Yacristjin, obviously.”

      “Yeah, obviously.” She chuckled again, but it was much drier than the last one. “I’m sorry that I haven’t had as much time to spend on your training either. I know that things have been…difficult lately.”

      “That’s a mild way to put it. But I don’t mind. I am happy that I am able to be around to see the birth of the next great legend.”

      “Oh, spirits, please don’t put that destiny on my child. There’s been enough of that in my bloodline.”

      “Sorry,” Ukrah apologized quickly, her cheeks burning slightly.

      “No, it’s fine. You don’t have to be sorry. It’s just…” She heaved a breath, as if she was going to cut herself off and leave it at that, but then she continued. “I would be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about doing the same thing to my daughter that my mother did to me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Ukrah knew the horrifying details behind the deaths of Eist’s parents—that they had sacrificed everything of themselves, including their souls, to cage the Blight and give Eist enough time to grow into her destiny. Ukrah didn’t know if their souls had been freed when the prison was broken, or when Eist shattered the veil, and she wasn’t even sure if the god-woman knew. It wasn’t exactly the thing that one could ask out of the blue, so it looked like it was going to remain a mystery.

      “I mean in having a purpose, a duty, that will take me away from her. I always thought that I would never have a child. I mean, I never thought I would even get married. The thought of leaving anybody behind like my parents did to me…” She shook her head and then suddenly she was on her feet. For being such a short, stocky woman, she moved unreasonably fast. “They did it to save me. They did it because they loved me. But I don’t want anyone that I love to have to go through that.

      “When my grandfather came home and told me that he was sorry, that something had happened, and I was never going to see them again… Something…broke inside of me. I can’t explain it. And I spent years of my childhood putting myself together, piece by piece, learning what it was like to grow up with this gaping hole inside of my chest. And that hole let a lot of resentment grow inside of me. Hate, cold, and bitterness. I built these walls to protect myself and that…that wound, and it made me into a person that I didn’t like.”

      Her voice broke in a way that made Ukrah’s breath stop. Like her body wanted to cry but the god-woman wouldn’t let it. “So, when I think of doing that to Athar, to my little, little baby, my blood runs cold. I just… I just can’t do that to them. The thought of it absolutely kills me.”

      “That’s…” Ukrah tried to find her words, going once again through that divide between her own language and common. “That’s a lot.”

      “It is. It makes me want to hole up and never leave the manor. It makes me afraid. And I can’t be afraid. Being afraid will kill me. I didn’t fight through everything I could, I didn’t survive the Blight and absorbing three deities that weren’t even from our world, I didn’t suffer and do all that just to become a hermit.

      “So what do I do, Ukrah? The sky calls me. Fior calls me. I miss battle and fighting and saving lives. But at the same time, it terrifies me more than I can say.”

      The way she looked at Ukrah, so honest and open, more vulnerable than perhaps she had ever seen her. The young woman didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know what was expected of her. “I… I…” Deep breaths. She needed to swallow and organize her thoughts. “I don’t know what to say, or if there even is anything I can say in this situation, but from what I know of you, Eist, you always try to do what’s right. And what I’ve learned, after everything that’s happened, there are too many people who don’t care about the good. About anyone outside of themselves. So as long as you keep trying to do your best, keep trying to be the loving, wonderful woman you are, I think that’s the best you can do.”

      “Huh, not bad advice there. Have you been talking to some elder spirit I don’t know about?”

      “No, just reading a lot. I still have so much to learn.”

      “Don’t we all?” She sat back down, resting her head on her knees. “You’re a good kid, Ukrah. I wish you didn’t have to go through all this. You don’t deserve it.”

      “Do any of us?”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “You should get some rest during my watch. You’ll need it for tomorrow.”

      “Ah, I’m used to only getting four hours at most. I couldn’t sleep now if I wanted to. I think I’ll stay up for a bit with you. Four eyes are better than two, after all.”

      “Okay, then. I’d like that.”
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      Ukrah hadn’t been prepared for the trees to change so much.

      Sure, she knew the long, towering palms and stately cactuses of her home were different from the trees she’d run into in Rothaiche M’or, but she never thought that there would be differences leading down to the southern part of the civilized lands.

      But there absolutely were.

      Often shorter, their stalks were long and a deep tan, with strange branches at the top that were more like palm fronds than actual leaves. There were also viney ones, and short, squat ones whose tops were eruptions of green spikes.

      It was beautiful, and so what if Crispin teased her for how obsessed she was with the things? She still thought trees were amazing and completely bizarre, and he wasn’t going to make her feel bad about that.

      But then she saw the ocean.

      It was so. Much. Water!

      She had thought that she’d been dazzled flying over lakes in her time with Eist, but that was nothing compared to all the blue stretching out to their side.

      It was truly massive, indefinable. No wonder the world cut off there, hidden by so much water it was practically an impossibility that her desert home even existed. It glistened beautifully, sparkling at her like liquefied gems. She wanted to dive into it, to let it swallow her up until she was cutting through it the same as she had that stream when she’d first escaped.

      Voirdr, however, seemed unimpressed.

      “Do you see that?” she asked, pointing excitedly from Ethella’s back. “That’s the ocean! We’ve read all about that, haven’t we?”

      He looked back at her, his expression flat. His eyes flicked once to the water before his shoulders wiggled dismissively and then he was looking forward again, as if pretending he could fly.

      Oh well, Ukrah could be excited enough for them both.

      “We’re only a bit away from the city Ain had marked. They’re liable to have moved on since then, but probably not far if he ended up in a sect base.”

      “What if… What if there are more than one sect base?”

      “If they’re staging multiple performances all around, there probably are.” Eist sighed. “You know, as being the Three’s chosen soul to save this world, it’s some sort of irony that now most of my life is spent worrying about their followers killing me and oh, right, destroying the entire world that I just saved.”

      “It’s s-something, alright,” Athar agreed, leaning forward. “Here, on the map, there’s a smaller city to the west. We should try there first.”

      “Why?”

      “If they had a big fight with Ain, they’re probably going to want to put s-s-some distance between th-themselves and that location before more dragon riders come to investigate. Or at least th-that is what I would do if I was a criminal.”

      “Thank the ancestors you’re not one,” Eist said wryly. “Our love story was tragic enough without any of that added in.”

      Athar let out a sharp bark of laughter and that subject quickly settled. They flew along for a bit—away from the shore, much to Ukrah’s dismay. Crispin wrapped his arms around her waist and tucked his chin into her shoulder. Ugh, when did his head get to be so heavy?

      “Don’t worry, once we have this vessel all safe and collected, we’ll make sure to get you down to the ocean so you can have a good swim.”

      She fidgeted, not sure if she appreciated his gentle hold or not. On one hand, the contact was nice, securing, but on the other hand, she knew that pale-faces viewed touch quite differently and was a bit self-conscious about him being so casual in front of the others.

      Of course, no one said anything. Not that they would of. Ukrah could have been mistaken, but she was pretty sure that she might have heard about Eist and her friends regularly sharing personal space and even beds. Not in a salacious way, but like members of a tribe or their own little community. If anyone would understand the necessary touch of friendship, it would be them.

      “You’re just saying that because you want to see her dripping head to toe in water,” Cassinda remarked casually behind them, as if remarking on the weather.

      Crispin, remarkably, stayed quiet, his arms just tightening a little around Ukrah’s solid waist. She didn’t say anything either, and the little remark slid right on by.

      It only took about another hour for them to end up outside of the city, tucked into what Eist described as a little lagoon between the rocky clefts of a hill.

      That was beautiful too, and most importantly, hid them from view. While Athar might be able to get around the city with his red dragon without drawing too much attention, Eist was completely out. There were only three brindled dragon riders in existence, and two of them had disappeared several years back. Ukrah should probably ask Eist about that and if it was more time shenanigans. If there was anything that a couple of years with the god-woman had taught her, it was that both she and Dille hadn’t experienced time in a linear fashion—which was nearly impossible for her to wrap her head around, but she did the best she could.

      “Hey, how about that swim?” Crispin asked as he slid to the ground, Voirdr bounding after him. As if he understood, the black dragon went right for the blue-green water and dove in.

      Ukrah let out a shout of concern—did he even know how to swim?—but it was cut off as his head came back above the water, an undeniably happy grin on his face.

      “Don’t get used to that,” Eist chided him as Fior dove in right beside him. “You’re going to get to be too big to do that soon enough.”

      “I didn’t know dragons could swim…” the desert girl remarked. She should probably know if that was a thing, right? Because she was a dragon rider and that certainly seemed like pertinent information.

      “Most can’t,” Athar said, still unloading much of their supplies from Ethella. “Especially not ones as large as m-my g-girl here. But purple dragons, and most of the s-smaller dragons can. Some of the medium-sized ones can paddle in shallower water. Oh, and I t-think the white dragon can.”

      “Purple dragon? I thought those were an ancient myth.”

      Something in Athar’s expression changed, but Ukrah couldn’t quite put her finger on it. “No, there’s been one within this last generation. Just the one, th-though.”

      “Really? I’ve never seen or heard of one. Did—”

      “They’re gone.”

      And then he was walking around the other side of his dragon to set up their tents. Ukrah knew a dismissal when she saw one, but she wondered what she had said.

      Once more, she felt like there were gaps in her knowledge, gaps that she should be ashamed for having. It wasn’t a good feeling, so she decided to just push it all from her mind and go to the edge of the water where Fior, Voirdr, and the other brindled were all playing. She wondered if Ethella was jealous, but a quick look to the massive red dragon saw her collapse onto her belly and sink into a relaxing-looking nap.

      No, definitely not jealous.

      Ukrah rolled up the legs of her breeches, ready to wade in a little, when suddenly Eist was vaulting past her, down to only her linen under-tunic and breeches. When had she even taken off her riding boots?

      Ukrah didn’t know, and she certainly didn’t get any answers as the woman splashed into the water, disappearing under the surface for only a second before bouncing back up. The water could only be six, seven heads high at most, and that gave the desert girl some courage.

      Although she’d practiced floating plenty in the heated spring baths of the manor, and in that stream Crispin had first found her in, she wasn’t exactly a strong swimmer. Or a swimmer in general. But she could probably handle water that was only a hand or so taller than her. …probably?

      “Should we really be doing this right before a mission?” Cassinda asked, looking to the water uncertainly. For a moment, Ukrah was reminded of how properly the girl used to hold herself, all bound up in beautiful dresses and protocol. She supposed it had been a way for the girl to control her strange, vicious powers.

      Hopefully it was a good thing that she didn’t need that measure of control anymore.

      “Why not? We all have to split up and get into disguise anyways. Washing up a bit will only help.”

      “Well, I don’t need any more convincing than that,” Crispin said, also peeling off his jerkin, boots and socks to rush in.

      Ukrah tried to avert her eyes and act like everything was normal, but she wasn’t prepared for the broad display of pale flesh as he streaked toward the shallow water. When had he filled out so much? When had he gone from starving to almost muscled? She knew in the back of her head that it had happened, and yet she was still stunned by his practically luminescent display.

      Goodness, he was…pretty? No, that wasn’t the right word. He was…something. He was Crispin. And everything that entailed. He was concern and pushiness, sly wit and charm. He was tall and supportive and often annoying. He was—

      She should really stop staring.

      Clearing her throat, she managed to avert her gaze before he turned back to her, gesturing her to get in. “Come on, you never know when we’re going to get another chance, so we might as well do it now.”

      Alright, maybe he had a point.

      Carefully, she went about removing her outer layers, leaving her in a loose, linen shirt that went to her hips and her riding breeches. It would be uncomfortable to walk in them if they were thoroughly soaked, but she already knew her city disguise involved a dress.

      It probably took her longer than it should have to reach the edge of the water, but no one commented on it. Instead, they busied themselves with playing with the dragons until her feet finally submerged themselves.

      Oh, goodness. It was much warmer than she had expected, although not as heated and harsh as a bath. There was a refreshing quality to it as her feet sank slightly into the smooth sand, only occasionally interrupted by a polished stone. She took another step, and then another, but by the time she was up to the middle of her shins, Crispin apparently decided that he’d been patient enough.

      Because that was right when a giant splash of water smacked right into her face. She sputtered for a moment, her vision obscured, but when she wiped the water away, she saw the young man laughing, readying for another splash.

      Only to have Eist kick at the water, causing an impressive wave to crash into his side.

      And that was how Ukrah got involved in her first water fight.

      There was so much laughter, and frantic movement, she forgot all about her worry over the water being too deep. She forgot about the other things that weighed on her. And for a moment, she was just a girl, playing with her family.

      After all, what had Ain called Eist? Her mother? Maybe that wasn’t exactly the case, but Ukrah saw her as so much more than just her sponsor. And she was pretty sure that Eist felt the same way. Otherwise, those nameday celebrations didn’t make any sense at all.

      They didn’t stay in the water long, and soon they were all laid out on the bank. If Cassinda and Athar felt a bit miffed that they had been setting things out while the others played, they made no mention of it, and soon their whole group was sitting around a fire to discuss their next steps. They had already decided on the plan before they left the manor, but it never hurt to make sure everyone was still on the same page.

      And so, sun drunk and a bit soaked, Ukrah committed every last part of their plan to her memory. As much fun as she had just had, finding the next vessel was their top priority.

      After all, the world depended on it.
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      Ukrah tucked her head covering a little more tightly behind her ears, the loose hairs falling out from under it tickling the back of her neck.

      She wasn’t entirely certain of the strange clothes she was wearing, but Cassinda had insisted that they were what was in style for the late spring of Margaid. A head covering for protection from the sun while traveling, a soft and breathable top that ended just above her belly button, and loose, flowing skirts with long slits in the side and linen breeches underneath that were also similarly loose. It was an outfit designed for keeping both cool and protected from the sun, but she couldn’t for the life of her figure out why they needed it. Although southern Margaid was much warmer than Rothaiche M’or, it wasn’t anywhere near the heat of the desert. Ukrah could go around in probably anything except for her heavy winter coat and still be comfortable.

      The others, however, didn’t seem to share her sentiment. Especially Cassinda. Even in their lightweight Margaidian disguises, they were all covered with a thin sheen of sweat.

      “It’s almost sundown, how is it so hot?” Cassinda grumbled, trying to cool herself with a dainty fan. Her getup was even stranger to Ukrah than her own. Apparently, she and Crispin were too pale to pass themselves off as southern Margaidians, so their clothing echoed the elaborate fashions of those all the way north toward the capital city.

      Which meant Cassinda was wearing a complicated veil rather than a headscarf and that she had a fake piercing and chain that led from her nostril to her ear. She had several necklaces of different lengths, and she wore a dress that covered her from head to toe. But it was comprised of what looked like three layers of sheer, flowing cloth meant to shed sunlight and heat, with only the bottommost layer being solid. Sandals adorned her feet, with rings along her fingers and toes.

      Crispin, however, wore the longest, lightest tunic that she had ever seen, going practically down to his knees with long slits to his side. His breeches were similar to hers, but looser and longer, ending in a tighter ring right at his ankles instead of mid-shin.

      They certainly made an odd-looking trio, in her opinion, but as they entered the city, she began to realize that they blended right in.

      Well, as much as three young adults traveling on their own in relatively nice clothing could be normal.

      Part of her wanted to look around and see if she could spot Athar, but she knew that was a bad idea for multiple reasons. First of all, if she spotted him, it would risk his cover. They were all trying to be covert and staring at the muscled man—who already stuck out plenty on his own—wasn’t a good way to do that. Secondly, they were supposed to arrive in lapsed intervals, meaning her search would most likely be a waste of energy.

      The only one who wasn’t going to be in the city was Eist, who was just too recognizable with Fior, and it wouldn’t really be prudent for them to be separated at the moment. No, instead she was running patrols through the areas outside of the city, making sure that there weren’t any massive reinforcements or other nasty surprises to sweep in once night fell.

      They had a couple of hours before night was supposed to fall and the criers would begin to try to rouse up attention for the show. It was enough to walk around, pretend to shop, and get a layout of the land. Which they definitely needed. Although they had the general maps that Ain had given them and had studied them extensively in the three days since they had decided to go after the vessel and gotten all of their supplies together, they didn’t have much information on each of the small cities and villages that they would be visiting.

      Naturally, that required a lot of on-foot reconnaissance. Not that Ukrah minded. She was actually pretty excited to learn more about the southern culture of the civilized lands. So far, her experience had been pretty great.

      They strolled around the local market, which was fairly empty for it being so late in the day, but still plenty populated for such a small city. It had nothing on Rothaiche M’or, but it was quite grand for being less than a quarter of the size.

      She saw plenty of beautiful things, as well as some delicious-looking fruits that she didn’t recognize. She bought one, chewing it happily as they continued around the market. Cassinda seemed especially interested in the fabrics, but Ukrah was all caught up in the sharp, bright taste of her fruit.

      She tried to keep her attention on the streets around them as well, remembering where certain allies were and how things connected. She was sure she didn’t have a perfect map in her head, but between the three of them, surely that would be enough.

      Or at least she hoped enough. And she tried to listen as best she could to any sort of street talk that might have useful tidbits, but she didn’t speak enough Margaidian for that to be of much use.

      “Oh, Ukrah, let’s go into this shop!”

      She looked up at the sign and didn’t recognize the writing, but the symbol was of a hammer, anvil, and what looked like a very sparkly gem. “Why would we go in there? We don’t need any armor.”

      “They have a jeweler here too. Come on!” Crispin grabbed her hand and pulled her to him, his mouth right by her ear. “I think their kiln room leads right out into a really good back alley that’s connected to several important junctions. I just want to check if that’s the case.” And then his lips brushed against her cheek like he had just been pulling her in for a playful kiss the entire time.

      Ukrah nodded, trying to keep her expression neutral, but her heart was racing so quickly she thought it might burst. She knew he was just holding their cover, being convincing as three young folk exploring a city away from their families. But by the spirits, if that hadn’t made her feel somewhere between nauseous and some sort of elated.

      How bizarre.

      But then she was being pulled inside of the store before she could center herself. Sure enough, there was indeed jewelry inside, with one half dedicated to what she expected to see from a blacksmith and the other half being full of gems, silver, and other filigreed finery.

      “There! Come look at this!”

      Ukrah followed, feeling like her mind and body were still stuck several minutes earlier with what happened by the doorway. But then they reached the display he was pointing to and she saw a pretty circlet there.

      Oh.

      She’d seen them a couple times, on visiting Baeldred travelers who were fairly higher class. It was a pretty, delicate thing, but instead of being made of silver—the stereotypical color of Baeldred—it was a strange kind of gold that wasn’t quite the right color.

      “Oh, rose gold,” Cassinda said, leaning over it. “The chains and stones are pretty too. It’d look great against your complexion, Ukrah.”

      The desert girl just blinked at it. “Why?”

      “It has something to do with the coloring of your skin and the color of the jewelry,” Crispin answered. “I heard a lot of the ladies at the manor talk about such things. You should get it.”

      Was he trying to just be extra dedicated to their disguise? “What use would I have for that?”

      “It’s not about uses, Ukrah. Just about having something nice. Come on, do you own anything outside of the clothes our mentors specifically gave us or your staff?”

      “I don’t…need anything. We all have everything we want at—” She caught herself from saying ‘the manor,’ afraid that she might reveal something to anyone eavesdropping. “—home,” she finished lamely.

      “Aw, come on, surely you’ve earned something nice.” She studied his face, trying to figure out why he seemed so invested. “Do you not think it’s pretty?”

      She looked at it again. It was definitely pretty, and if she looked at it hard, she would even say that she liked it. “I do. I just suppose that I’ve never thought about it.”

      “How have you never thought about it?”

      “I don’t know. Haven’t we had plenty of other pressing matters at hand lately?”

      “Well, yeah, but what about before?”

      “Before what?”

      “Before—” He gave her a knowing look and made a strange gesture. “—all this.”

      Oh, he meant before she had become a vessel. Before her life had completely turned itself inside-out.

      “Back then, I just wanted water, and maybe more food, and a larger tent perhaps. I missed my mom, and the other orphans who grew older and set out on their own rather than stay with the village.”

      “Huh. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of anybody who never wanted anything. No wonder you’re always so weird on our nameday celebrations.”

      “We’ve only had two, what do you mean always?”

      He just shrugged. “You should think about it, you know, things that you might like. Silly, simple, pretty things that have no purpose.”

      She nodded, but thankfully, it was Cassinda who saved her from his intense look. “You know what, seeing Ukrah eat that fruit has made me hungry. Let’s get something from a vendor, yes?”

      “Yeah, sure. What’s a holiday without a full belly?”

      They left without looking at anything else, and if the shopkeeper thought anything of that, they didn’t say. Soon, the trio was on the streets and helping themselves to some grilled meat on small, thin sticks. They were tasty, but Crispin finished his far before the other two and quickly excused himself to go relieve himself.

      “He likes you, you know,” Cassinda said as they finished theirs more slowly. The young man had really inhaled his. It was suddenly a lot more reasonable that he had managed to put on enough weight to look like he was fed on a more consistent basis.

      “I hope he likes me; we practically share parentage of my dragon.”

      Voirdr let out a little sound at that, having been seemingly distracted by all the hustle and bustle of the city.

      She had thought that maybe she wouldn’t have been able to bring him in, but thankfully, his reddish coloring didn’t scream black dragon. Sure, his paws were black, and his muzzle was too, while some of the other parts of his body were shifting into a pearlescent sort of in-between of scarlet and obsidian. Most people would assume he was just a small red dragon going through a difficult second molt, or at least that was the hope. Of those that knew that a black dragon had been reborn, they no doubt expected an actual black dragon. Not a…dappled one.

      “That’s not what I mean. Don’t play naïve.”

      “I’m not,” Ukrah said around her meat. “He’s my best and closest companion, no offense.”

      “By the spirits, and here I thought the two of you just liked being coy. He likes you.”

      Ukrah just gave her a puzzled look and before the girl could elaborate further, Voirdr began to whine for another meat-stick of his own.

      Well, Eist had given them plenty of coin—something she and Crispin were still adjusting to—so she went ahead and bought them all another one. Younger her would be so shocked at wearing such nice clothing and having a full belly every night.

      Crispin returned not too much later, adjusting his clothing, and sent them a bright smile. “It’s almost night. Should we head to the main quarter?”

      “Is this city even big enough for a main quarter?”

      “Down, Cassinda. Not everything needs to have bite to it.”

      “Says you.”

      Their banter continued, but Ukrah just ate her food while they walked, her mind on what Cassinda had said. Sometimes, it felt like she was trying to fit so much into her life at once that she was missing the finer details. Was she being particularly dull to not understand what the redhead was talking about?

      Perhaps, but that worry quickly faded from her mind as the sun began to sink and all the criers of the town began to come out and advertise their various enterprises.

      It didn’t take long to hear the one they were looking for, and yet they went about acting surprised and interested and arguing whether they could go or not. Maybe it was over the top, but it was in front of the crier himself so Ukrah felt like they couldn’t be too cautious.

      After all, they’d recognized Ain from the crowd and then knew enough to set a trap for him. That spoke to them paying far more attention than it seemed, and she didn’t want to give them any more clues than she had to.

      As far as she could tell, the crier didn’t think anything of them, continuing with his trying to get attendees for the show. It turned out not to be that far from them, tucked into a large tavern that looked pretty full.

      There weren’t any seats at tables left by the time the three of them entered, but they sidled up to the bar. Crispin asked for two ciders and an ale for him, clinking their glasses together like they were just excited vacationers.

      He really was good at the subterfuge, which made Ukrah wonder what he had experienced in his life before she had met him, but she wasn’t left with much time to wonder about it because the lanterns along the wall were being blown out and the makeshift curtain was drawn aside. Ukrah’s heart clenched in her chest, but that feeling quickly left when she realized that it wasn’t a pale singer taking to the small stage.

      It was…some jugglers?

      Not what she expected, but it made sense that a whole show wouldn’t be based on one person, and that they wouldn’t want her out right at the beginning. No, they would build up to her.

      Ukrah didn’t realize just how much they would be building up to her. There was a sword swallower after the juggler, and a fire dancer, and then a couple of other dancers. Ukrah didn’t know how they got so many performers, but she was fairly strung-out with anticipation by the time the ringleader of the little show came on and made some big to-do about the final act.

      Ukrah perked up. Although Ain was certain, Ukrah still wasn’t sure if it was an actual vessel they were about to see. After all, he could be wrong. They could have come all that way for nothing.

      Well, it wouldn’t be for nothing, if they were freeing a woman being held against her will, but it wouldn’t be the same.

      But then the remainder of the lanterns were extinguished, with little ones on poles gently flourishing to life above their heads. It was certainly a pretty effect, but then the curtains were drawn to the side and a figure was stepping forward.

      Ain had been right in his assessment. It was definitely a woman, one that didn’t look much older than Ukrah herself. She had long, long white hair, whiter than even Elspeth’s, and her eyes basically glowed from within her face. Her features were all pleasantly arranged, full and round and pouty in a way that probably was meant to help her survive the cold but gave far more to her beauty.

      She was small, as short as Cassinda, and she was such a mismatch of extremes. She was slender on top, but with corded muscles clear along her shoulders and arms in the scant clothing she wore, but her bottom half was curvaceous enough to match a woman three times her size. She was barefoot, with far more jewelry than seemed necessary. Her pretty features were exaggerated by her makeup, and Ukrah found herself leaning forward before the music even started.

      But then the musicians began to play, and everything hit the desert girl at once.

      All the performer did was raise one hand and sidle forward in a motion that would have looked ridiculous in real life but looked graceful and alluring on stage. There was a sway to her body, a sort of coy movement that had the entire place growing quiet. Ukrah could feel magic pouring from the woman, sloshing all the way out to the walls before rushing right back in, coating everyone in her appeal.

      It took a great amount of effort to wrench her eyes away from the young woman to look at Cassinda and Crispin. Both seemed just as entranced as she had been, practically leaning off their stools in their interest.

      She fully intended to examine the rest of the room, to see who was affected by her and who wasn’t, but then the woman opened her mouth and she was caught up again.

      The first note was full of so much, beckoning them forward, to listen to her. There was a sort of melancholy to it, beseeching them to listen, asking for comfort. Ukrah wanted to reach out to the woman, to tell her it was alright, maybe invite her to a warm meal and make it so she never had to worry about anything again.

      But before Ukrah could get to her feet and rescue the girl right then and there, the song changed, sliding into a sort of…a plot? The desert girl found herself swaying back and forth, caught up in the plan of it all. The singer’s tone was a bit mischievous, speaking of things they shouldn’t do and trouble that they could get into. It became conspiratorial, something that bound her together. Something fun, and maybe…dangerous?

      She stepped off the stage, going into the crowd. Other women spread out behind her, holding baskets that they gestured for people to put money into.

      And boy, did they put money into them.

      The song didn’t last much longer than that. The girl did one straight walk to the end of the cleared path and back. But as she returned, her melodic voice slipping over them enticingly, Ukrah swore her eyes flicked to the three of them, their gazes locking.

      But then the moment was gone, the song was over, and the show was dismissing everyone, telling them they would be in place for three more days before they would depart to more travels.

      Three days. They had three days to observe and put together the best plan. Because if one thing was for certain, it was that their slave was absolutely a vessel.

      “Alright,” Crispin whispered breathlessly. “Let’s spread out and find out everything we can to fill in the gaps on our knowledge.”

      Ukrah nodded. An excellent plan.
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      They watched. They followed. And on the penultimate day, they decided that was when they would make their move.

      Originally, she thought they would wait until the third day, their final one, but they all decided together that was too expensive. And that, if they failed or something went wrong, the group would already be packed up and ready to go.

      So no, that wouldn’t do at all, and thus the second day was picked. Ukrah could feel the energy swirling within her when they entered the city again, this time in different outfits and a different arrangement.

      Cassinda and Athar were a father and daughter traveling together while Ethella waited on the edge of the city with Eist and Fior. Ukrah and Crispin were separate, dressed more like street urchins than the richer folk they had been before. Eist had explained that once, only a generation or so ago, it would have been unusual to see children of their complexion running around the streets, but as travel had increased, so had intermingling. Apparently, Ain’s own mother had remarried a prominent Margaidian merchant and had two beautiful, healthy babies together and they weren’t shunned from society.

      That had certainly been a surprise to Ukrah, who had been enslaved simply because of the color of her skin and her foreignness, but she guessed that some progress was better than none.

      Not many would think twice of her slinking into the show, no doubt guessing that she was either trying to pickpocket some marks, snitch some food or just enjoy a bit of revelry for herself. And that was if anyone noticed her. One of the benefits of being a scamp in a city was that most people were more than willing to overlook a hungry orphan.

      She hoped it was enough to keep people’s eyes off them. She hoped that they hadn’t all already been made by the sect members holding the vessel hostage. But even if they were, she knew there was no way that she would back down on trying to rescue the girl. Anytime she thought about how they held her captive, about how they used her magic to benefit themselves and fund their persecution of witches, her blood began to boil in her veins in a very particular way.

      “Hey, clear out of here!” a loud voice startled her, and she jumped, seeing the vendor from the meat stall she was idling by leaning over his elevated counter to yell at her. For a moment, her heart froze at the fact he was using Common with her—how did he know?—but then he said more in what she vaguely recognized as Margaidian, then more in something else.

      Okay, that was a mild relief. Ukrah knew that many people used the Margaidian coast for their holiday, so it made sense a vendor would know how to tell someone to bugger off in multiple tongues. If anything, it made sense for him not to pick just one to berate her in.

      Still, it was far too much attention, so she scurried off to try to act more naturally.

      It wasn’t the easiest. She wasn’t outright begging like Crispin was, but she did need to look like she was actively looking for food or coin. But she also didn’t want to annoy anyone enough to draw too much attention to herself.

      After all, there was always a bit of a risk that someone would recognize her by her coloring. She was somewhat similar to a more light-skinned Margaidian, but there was a difference to her eye shape and a bit of how her face sat over her features. Not enough for most people to care, but maybe enough for a sharp-eyed spy.

      And it was with that constant ball of anxiety that she spent the next few hours, stretching out her senses and trying to take in as much information as she could. When darkness started to fall and the criers came out, she was already borderline exhausted.

      She made her way toward the tavern, drifting as close as she could to folks without being noticed, hoping it made her look like she was picking marks. She wasn’t, of course, but they didn’t need to know that.

      Finally, she made it in, going against the wall and trying to blend in. It was easy enough to tuck herself in a dark corner, and soon the show was beginning.

      It was much the same as the previous time, with jugglers and the fire dancers and everything else. She paid careful attention to the announcer, making sure he wasn’t giving off hints of being distracted or anticipating an attack. But as far as she could tell, they had no idea that a group of riders from Rothaiche M’or were about to steal their big coin-maker.

      The rest of the lanterns went out once more and then she was striding out again.

      She was dressed in something different this time—a small, delicate outfit with golden chains and jewels all over her. Her feet were still bare, and Ukrah didn’t miss the slave’s cuff around her thick ankle.

      She was moving more than last time, her voice low and velvet. It called to Ukrah, wrapping around her and asking her to help, asking her to stride in and save the day. And boy, did the desert girl want to. Probably more than anything she had wanted in ages.

      But she couldn’t. She had to stick to the plan. Tayir was right—she needed to stop rushing into things and just relying on her magic and uncanny luck.

      Besides, it was Crispin who really had all the luck.

      The music slowed to a nearly impossible crawl and the woman sank into dance movements that Ukrah didn’t think she had ever seen before. She was on her knees, moving her hands and arms, her spine bent so far backwards that she was practically folded in two.

      The magic was so thick around her, filing her lungs and swirling around her mind. She found herself licking her lips, strange desires rising inside of her. Suddenly, she wanted a meal full of pheasants and potatoes, and a warm bath. Maybe also someone to brush her hair and tell her that she’d done good. She wouldn’t mind being in a soft, comfortable bed and having Voirdr curled up beside her, all—

      Ukrah shook her head, drawing herself out of the relaxing pull she had been so caught up in. She blinked and looked across the room to see that the young woman was no longer on the stage, instead having walked to the very edge of the audience. She was staring right at the desert girl.

      Ukrah met the singer’s gray gaze and saw so much in her stare. She had no doubt that the vessel absolutely knew who she was and why she was there. The desert girl just hoped that she didn’t give anything away.

      But then she blinked and started singing again, making her way back to the stage with a sway to her wide hips.

      It was hard to watch her get back on stage and for the curtains to close, but Ukrah had to. And it was in the fervid cheering and movement that came from the final applause that she slipped toward the back.

      She had to play her cards carefully. Too quickly, and someone was sure to catch her and know she was up to no good. But if she was too slow, she would clearly be suspicious, and someone would spot her who she didn’t want to.

      Chewing her lips, she waited for her moment then finally ducked in after a couple of the tip girls and made her way to the back-storage room.

      It was due to their days of watching that they knew the girl’s exit. Well, for the most part. She always had at least two guards with her, and while Ukrah didn’t know exactly what happened between the stage and the storage room, she did know that they would lead the girl there, bundle her all up, then haul her to an innocuous-looking building that she guessed was another sect hideout.

      Their job was to disrupt that transfer and get her out before anyone in the sect even knew what was happening.

      Ukrah clambered upward, looking for a dark spot in the rafters. After all, people rarely ever looked up, and with the dark rags she was wearing, she would certainly blend in. It helped that the lanterns were set down toward eyes level, where they could be easily grabbed for someone to look at supplies late into the night.

      She just had to be patient, calm and quiet.

      …admittedly, several traits she wasn’t exactly strong on.

      She felt her magic bubbling up, Voirdr’s influence significantly reduced since he was out with Eist. While he had been good for the first day of collecting info, he was far too unique-looking to be with her for their big plan. Besides, the last thing she wanted was for him to end up kidnapped while she was caught up with trying to rescue the next vessel.

      Because they were so close to being done. According to her dreams, there were only two…maybe three vessels left in total? Not many. And if they rescued the singer, that meant there was only a single one left, maybe two at most.

      That thought made her chest swell, but she had to tamp that feeling down. They weren’t there yet.

      It felt like ages had passed while she was tucked into the rafters, tucked in a way where she could escape easily if worst came to worst, but she wasn’t exhausting her muscles. Because, even if their plan went completely perfectly, she was going to have a lot of running to do.

      Finally, the door slid open and sure enough, two hulking men walked in with the singer. They stopped her in the middle of the room, where they put a collar on her and ran a chain through the loop at her neck through the loops on her cold bracelets. Ukrah hadn’t even realized that they had been manacles; they were certainly the prettiest, most jeweled restraints she had ever seen.

      Not that it made them any better.

      Once she was all chained up, they put a thick headscarf on her then wrapped her up in a blanket. From there, they were right out the door.

      It took all Ukrah’s willpower not to jump down and stop them, but that wasn’t her part of the plan. And she needed to stick to the plan.

      She waited until they were out the door and she was sure no one was following them before clambering down herself. From there, she had a choice: to risk opening it and being caught or sliding through the window on the blind side.

      She decided to take a chance and slide out the door. But first, she pressed an ear to it and listened.

      She heard nothing at first, but then it drifted to her—Cassinda’s voice, high and cloying.

      “What are you talking about? We have plenty of coin! I want to buy your slave.”

      “She’s not for sale.”

      “What kind of slave isn’t for sale? My father wants her to perform for our tavern in the capital. She would bring in so much more there! What do you need, a stipend? A percentage?”

      Her voice was growing shrill by the end, but it was clear the guard’s eyes were solely on Athar. Ukrah couldn’t blame them; Athar was absolutely a physical threat.

      Too bad he wasn’t the physical threat they needed to look out for.

      Ukrah waited until Cassinda was at her peak, gesturing and putting her finger in one of the men’s face. Then she darted forward, jumping on the closest one’s back and wrapping her arm around his throat.

      Despite the fact that she hadn’t fought anyone seriously in over half a year, her body still knew what to do. Her thighs clamped around his middle, doing their best to pin his muscled arms to his side, and her hand tucked into her other arm’s elbow, using the bend of her arm of tighten the pressure against the man’s throat. It was a chokehold one of the hunters in her village had taught her and worked on almost anything with a throat.

      She heard a yelp of surprise, but it was quickly cut off as Athar slugged the other man right under his jaw. He crumpled to the ground, and only a few non-breaths later, her target fell too.

      “Are you— Are you—”

      Ukrah was surprised by the woman’s voice. It was lower than she expected, and a bit raspy. Instantly, she felt drawn to her again, and she reached out to grip her wrist.

      “Come on, we have to get you out of here.”

      She looked wildly to the three of them, but Athar were already dragging the two fallen guards back into the storage room, where they would no doubt be hidden for at least a while. But they couldn’t stick around for that part. Ukrah and the vessel’s job was just to run and get to where Ethella or Fior could sweep down and haul them up.

      Which was easier said than done. Although the city wasn’t anywhere near the size of Rothaiche M’or, the buildings were still far too tight together for one of them to land without significant civilian casualties.

      Which they didn’t want, of course.

      So they booked down the alley that Crispin had scouted the day before, running as fast they could. To her credit, the young woman didn’t say much, just bolted after Ukrah as best she could even with her bare feet and chains.

      They reached a main road quickly, but that didn’t guarantee their safety. As far as Ukrah could tell, the alarm hadn’t been sounded yet, but they had to have moments at best.

      “This way,” she said, hauling the woman across the main road and down another set of alleys. It was away from the sect hideout, but still so far from where they needed to be.

      “Wait, I know of a better way!”

      Ukrah wanted to turn and tell her that it was alright, that they were about halfway there, but then a figure jumped down in front of them.

      She let out a shout and jumped back, hands raised to fight, but the instinct to fight quickly vanished when she realized it was Crispin.

      “Holy— You scared me, you oaf!” Ukrah hissed, slapping his arm.

      “He’s one of yours?” the woman asked, sidling toward him. Crispin looked down at her with wide eyes, and it was interesting to witness her influence on others close up. The young man’s eyes went from fully open to half-lidded, and he was leaning toward the slightly older woman like a fish on a hook. His breathing sped up, and Ukrah could see the flush rising to his cheeks.

      Who was this vessel? One thing was for certain—her abilities were nothing like Helena’s but also nothing like Ukrah’s or Marcellin’s either. She wished Tayir was around so he could explain what was going on.

      “We should go,” Crispin said slowly, tearing his eyes away from her to glance at Ukrah. “It’s only—”

      He was cut off as a series of shouts sounded back where they had come from, and Ukrah was fairly certain she heard Athar’s bellow.

      They needed to hurry!

      “Come on!”

      She took off again, tugging the woman. She ran along with them for a few beats before digging her heels in. “What are you doing?”

      Ukrah whipped around to look at her. “Getting you out of here, thought that was obvious.”

      “Then why are we heading right toward one of their garrisons?! Come this way!”

      She pulled Ukrah in the opposite direction and the desert girl resisted for a moment, but then gave in, letting her lead. After all, the girl had been in the city longer than Ukrah had and been with her captors even longer. She earned some measure of trust.

      “Wait, why are we going this way?” Crispin asked, easily keeping up with them. “This feels like very much the wrong way.”

      “You don’t understand how many posts they have set up. They’re hoping to catch people like you, like that blond man who was here before. I’m just as much bait as I am a coin-grabber.”

      Ukrah swallowed hard, a strange feeling while running as fast as she could. “So, they plan for people trying to save you on the regular?”

      “Yes. I tried to help when I could, but we’ve never gotten this far. You’re the first who have thought to get me out so close to the tavern.”

      There was a shout behind them, and Ukrah glanced over her shoulder to see three nefarious-looking men exiting a building and pointing at them. Drat, it seemed that their luck had run out.

      But they had plenty of a head start, and she was sure they were almost to where Eist would be able to swoop in and pick them up.

      “We’ll lose them this way!”

      The girl jerked her to the side, ducking into a narrow space between two buildings. They all had to turn sideways, but she figured that it would stop any of the men from barreling down after them.

      They erupted out of the gap and onto another main street, where the woman yanked them between two vendors and down another alley. Ukrah was so turned around that she had no idea where they were going, but she kept running at full speed anyways.

      She wished that they had had more time—that she knew the woman’s name, or anything about her—but all of that could wait until they were up in the sky on a dragon’s back.

      They jerked down another alley, and then another. She could hear shouts and footsteps wherever they turned, it seemed—not quite on them but close, too close to let up.

      “This way! We can cut through the butcher’s yard and then we’ll be out past their circle of influence!”

      “A-are you sure?” Crispin asked. “I don’t know how I’m so lost. We scouted all of this—” He cut himself off with shout as a sword burst through a shuttered window beside them, followed by a heavily-muscled arm. How were they losing ground so quickly!?

      “Here! This door!”

      The girl rammed into a solid partition that actually gave way to her. Ukrah and Crispin quickly followed, barging into a place that smelled of blood and guts. “Quick! Block the door!”

      They rushed to do so, grabbing nearby barrels and shoving them over. The girl herself grabbed a length of wood and shoved it against the hidden door at an angle before yanking Ukrah’s hand again and going down what looked like some sort of waste tunnel.

      “This was built so they could discard of certain parts that were useless for everything. They drop out into a large pit on the very border of the city, where the farmers come and collect them to enrich their soil. I found these the first time I escaped, but I had to turn back because it was night, and predators certainly love to hang around the pits after dark and find delicious food for themselves.”

      Ukrah nodded, even though the girl couldn’t see her. The tunnel was far too dark, and Ukrah was behind her. What kind of stories did the woman have? First escape? That implied that she had tried many times. How long had they had her? And had she always been their honeypot, or had she been subjected to horrors like Marcellin?

      The thought made Ukrah’s insides rage again, the magic bubbling up. For the first time since they had started running, the girl came to a stop.

      “Is that you?”

      There was no point in denying it. “Yeah, sorry.”

      She paused for only a moment more before continuing. “No need to apologize. Just glad to know I’m not the only one like me. We’re different, aren’t we?”

      “Oh, you have no idea,” Crispin muttered from the back of their little train.

      Perhaps the conversation would have continued, but the sound of splintering wood filled the air behind them. It seemed that the secret entrance had been found and they were working their way through the mini barrier that the escapees had erected.

      “Hurry!”

      They hadn’t exactly been leisurely in their escape down the dark and rotting tube, but they went from carefully moving along to full-on running. It wasn’t exactly easy footing on the slippery, definitely decomposing ground cover.

      But they barreled forward relentlessly. Ukrah wasn’t about to let them get as far as they had without getting the latest vessel to safety. She had a hundred-percent success rate as of yet and wasn’t looking to change that.

      “There! I see light!”

      She was right, and although looking right at it was blinding, it did allow them to see their footing more easily. Ukrah rushed forward, her stomach squeezing hard. They were so close, so close, so—

      They rushed into the light like arrows out of a crossbow and although the air wasn’t fresh or crisp, instead smelling of rot and death, the blinding light shone across her face and she could feel its warmth.

      Or at least she could until something slammed into the back of her head.

      What?

      She stumbled forward, only to trip over something in front of her. She crashed to the ground, hearing Crispin let out a cry behind her, then a now-familiar burning sensation was pressing right into her spine.

      No. No! They couldn’t be caught. They couldn’t!

      Struggling, she tried to get up, only to feel a foot press on her spine right where she had been burned, then another blow to her head.

      The world swirled around her, heady and thick. Craning her neck to the side, she saw Crispin wrestling with the two men trying to pin him down.

      But the singer was nowhere to be seen.

      “Hurry up, already. It took you long enough to catch up. If I hadn’t redirected them, we’d all be long gone.”

      That voice. But it couldn’t. That didn’t make sense.

      With the last of her consciousness, she tilted her head up to try to see where it came from. Sure enough, bare feet were in front of her, leading up to shapely, muscled calves. Ukrah couldn’t look up any further, but the woman crouched so that the desert girl could see her face.

      “Sorry we had to meet this way, love. But it was good to meet you.”

      Ukrah opened her mouth to say something again, but then something was pressed right under her nose and she drifted off into nothing.
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      Ukrah awoke slowly, her head spinning and her stomach squeezing to make entirely uncomfortable counterpoints of sensation. It hurt, and she wanted to vomit more than anything else, but she couldn’t quite remember what had happened or why she felt so sick.

      She rolled to the side to hear the rattle of chains and her mind tried to figure out what was going on. Suddenly, she was back in that caravan, bound to her fellow wild folk as they waited to be transported and sold.

      Wait, no, that was a long time ago. She was older now, and far away from ever having to worry about being a slave again. But if she wasn’t being sold, then why was she—

      Reality snapped back to her, and her eyes flashed open. Everything was a wash of gray, brown, and green for a moment, but slowly, it began to solidify into something that made sense.

      The worst kind of sense, but sense, nonetheless.

      They were in some sort of basement or underground room, the walls made of old stone with dirt simply used as the mortar between it. While it wasn’t the massive hideout of the thieves’ community that they had broken up, or the cave where worshippers of the Three had kept a pregnant Eist, it was still large.

      There was a bit more pomp to it, however, with carpets being thrown across the stone floor and fancier lanterns hanging from the old, roughly-hewn ceilings. There were about three dozen men, some of them watching carefully and others tending to various tasks. But at the center of it, up on a little dais that had obviously been carefully made, sat a throne. And on that throne was none other than the singer.

      She wasn’t dressed in her small, jeweled performer outfit anymore. No, not at all. Instead she was dressed in a pair of plain Margaidian breeches and a long, long tunic similar to the one Crispin had been in before. Her hair was tucked up under a practical scarf and all her jewelry was gone.

      “I… I…” She didn’t have words. She could tell simply from the layout of the people in the room that the woman they had tried to save was actually the woman in power, but that was making her thoughts blink out.

      A groan sounded from beside her and she realized that Crispin was beside her, a sigil burned right on his cheek and blood caked to the side of his face. Was he alright?

      Obviously not. They were chained together and to the floor, their bonds going through steel loops that had been welded to the stone. Had the sect members put those there just for Ukrah and Crispin, or had they already been there?

      She didn’t know. She felt like she didn’t know anything, and that feeling was only amplified when she realized that they had drawn a circle around the two of them, runes drawn all around the edges. She could pick out what certain ones meant, barely, but she didn’t need a full translation to know that it was definitely a binding circle.

      Did they really need that on top of the sigils burned into them? Once more, Ukrah felt completely cut off from her magic, and it made her sick. She hated it.

      “Get her some water. I’m sure she needs it.”

      Ukrah was surprised at the order from the woman. It was so different from how she had spoken before. There was no fear, no tremble. No, she was cool and collected, as if everything was normal and exactly as she had planned.

      Which, actually, it probably was.

      A man rushed forward, tankard in hand, and he pressed it to Ukrah’s lips. A moment later, her mouth was filled with some sort of cider, but she responded by spitting it back out in his face.

      “Really?” the woman asked, sounding disappointed.

      But everything in Ukrah boiled over, and since her tongue had been wetted, she found her words spilling out rapidly. “You’re a vessel! And you know you’re a vessel! Why are you doing this? Why would you work against your own kind?!”

      Ukrah wasn’t sure what she was anticipating, but it certainly wasn’t for the woman to laugh, her voice drifting down and wrapping around the desert girl like more ropes. Except they were bindings that Ukrah didn’t mind being wrapped in. They urged her to relax, to just enjoy herself. She deserved nice things, right? She worked so hard all the time.

      “I’m not working against anything, love. Not even you, really.” She sat forward, her face pleasant but serious. “You see, part of the reason why the old spirits were tamed so easily was because they were divided. Separate, even. They had rivalries, and disagreement. Their worshippers picked specific aspects of them to praise, to celebrate, causing a sort of competition for their affection.

      “You see, worship is important to deities and spirits and all those sorts of creatures on their level of existence. It’s almost like food to them, replenishing their energy so they can continue the cycle of shepherding the world. And I understand why things might have been that way before, our world is so young. But it’s already almost killed us once, so I’m ending that risk.”

      “That risk?” Ukrah swallowed, trying to catch up with what was happening. “What do you mean?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I’m going to unite the power of the old spirits and rebirth this world without such a glaring flaw. We’ll be stronger than ever, less fallible. We’ll never have to worry about the Blight again, or any invaders for that matter. We will be a strong, unified front against anything that might threaten us.”

      That actually didn’t sound like that awful of a plan, and perhaps Ukrah would have been more swayed by it and the beautiful, strange woman if her followers hadn’t bashed her in the head multiple times and kidnapped her.

      “And how do you expect to do that?”

      “Simple, I’ll absorb the spirit within you and then, once we’re all united within me, I’ll go through the ritual that will rebirth the old spirits. They’ll be molded as one, and me with them, and our world will finally be safe.”

      “That’s it, just absorb the spirit? Let us go back to normal?”

      “Well, not quite that. You see, the giving of power requires a certain sort of sacrifice. When you give your power to me, you will need to give up your bond with it. When I unite all of the spirits and bring them back into being, I will have to give up my bond to my physical form.”

      A chill went down Ukrah’s spine. “And how exactly do I give up my bond with it?”

      “Aw, come now, we don’t need to go in the grisly details, do we? You know as well as I do that all of us vessels are only vessels because we were supposed to die. So, in order to free the spirit within you, you must give up the part of you that’s using its power to live.”

      “So we have to die.”

      “Well, specifically, I have to kill you. Goodness, you’re supposed to be the leader, aren’t you? The smart one? No wonder you ended up here in front of me.”

      Ukrah stared at the woman, feeling anger and incredulity in equal measures. “You can’t be serious. You’re just going to kill us and take our spirits to get unlimited power? That’s the big plan?”

      “It’s not about having power, it’s about making sure we’re united like we haven’t been in the past. We need to be one, not broken up into ideas like justice and vengeance and comfort. Going back to the way things were will only put us in a vulnerable position again!”

      Ukrah looked at the men surrounding them. Half were dressed as citizens while the other was wearing the familiar colors of the Sect of the Three. Since the woman had started speaking, all of them had turned to pay attention, looking up to her with a mix of emotions that Ukrah couldn’t entirely read.

      “So you aligned with people who killed witches. Who are actively killing witches as they speak!? How do you even know this insane plan of yours will work?”

      “Come now, I know I was masquerading as a slave when you first met me, but I’m not some uneducated, abused lost sheep. You think that I would have this whole elaborate trap set up if I didn’t know that it would be prudent?”

      “But…but if you know, then…” Ukrah trailed off, her whole body turning cold.

      “No, you’re not the first vessel that I have met. There was another, before I truly knew the greatness of what we needed to do. We worked together, uncovering ancient passages and secrets about what we were.”

      “And where are they now?” Ukrah didn’t know why she asked. She knew. She knew. And yet her mouth was opening and closing, asking for exactly what she didn’t want to hear.

      The woman just pressed a finger over her bosom. “In me, right where he belongs.”

      Ukrah stared openly, trying to understand. The thought of hurting another vessel made her physically ill. She felt as if her entire purpose was to protect and shelter the others. To make sure that they were never hurt, and if someone did dare to hurt them, that they faced justice.

      And the woman in front of her was sitting, smiling sweetly, as she discussed killing and absorbing one of their brothers.

      “You can’t do this! You…you can’t be serious! That’s murder! You killed one of us? That’s madness!”

      The woman laughed again, only it was more bitter than her first peel of mirth. “You may think so, but why would I listen to anything that you say when you can’t even tell who is a vessel and who isn’t?”

      “I— What do you—”

      The woman gestured and two of the men closed in on them. Ukrah steeled herself, ready to bite and struggle, but they completely ignored her and went to Crispin instead.

      “What are you doing?” she snarled, trying to lunge at them but was jerked back by her chains. She felt helpless, separated from her magic and pinned in the worst ways possible. “Stop! Leave him alone! I’m the one that you want, you—”

      “You’re only embarrassing yourself at this point, really.”

      The thralls brought Crispin to her dais, the young man waking up as they dragged him across the ground. His eyes fluttered open, and Ukrah was so awash in emotion that she couldn’t think.

      Fear, anger, desperation, it all welled up in her with a huge surge of denial. What was she doing with Crispin? Sweet, annoying, mothering Crispin? She couldn’t be hurting him. She couldn’t!

      “If you’re trying to prove a point, you don’t need to! Either kill me and go through with your insane little plan or let us go!”

      “Would someone shut her up? I need to concentrate.”

      They forced Crispin to his knees in front of her throne, holding him still as he tried to struggle. A strange, rageful howl filled the room, and it took her a minute to realize that it was her.

      Hands gripped her from behind, yanking her back. Suddenly, the ceiling was filling her view as she was slammed into the ground, and she realized that they were trying to shove a slave muzzle over her mouth.

      She kicked out and fought. Her heart was in her throat, and she felt more trapped than she had in ages. She barely managed to get out of his hold, but then more hands were on her and suddenly every limb was pinned.

      She clamped her lips shut as tightly as she could, pressing them into a thin seam. But then a finger and thumb pinched at her nose, cutting off her air.

      She held on as long as she could, because if they were focused on her, they weren’t hurting Crispin. But she could only go without air for so long, and eventually, her body forced her to open her mouth in a desperate gasp.

      She tried to snap it shut as quickly as she could, but they were already shoving the bit into her mouth, then lifting her partially to buckle the clasp behind her head. They pulled it too tightly, mashing her nose against her face and pushing the bar inside of her mouth too far past her teeth, before shoving her forward.

      She barely managed to catch herself on her hands and knees, her chains yanking her off-center. Breathing hard, she looked back up at the throne, trying to show the woman with her gaze how much rage she was feeling.

      But the singer hardly paid her any mind. She had Crispin’s face in her hands, studying his features as if committing his features to her memory.

      “It is a shame that you’re so young,” she murmured, stroking his blond hair. “But I am glad the spirit was able to give you what extra time it could.”

      He jerked against her, but the men were still holding him steady. Ukrah could see their fingers biting into his arms, forcing him to stay in place for her inspection. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but I’m just the useless servant boy. A nanny at best.”

      “Aw, it’s a shame that you think that. But it’s alright, I’ll show you. Just listen to me, okay? You’re useless if you’ve not woken up.”

      “I have no idea what you mean, you— ” He opened his mouth further, lips curling back to no doubt spill curses at her, but then she began to sing.

      The result was instantaneous. His eyelids drooped once more, and he leaned forward, practically in her lap. The guards on either side of him let go, because he didn’t need to be coaxed to stay in place anymore.

      Ukrah screamed as hard as she could, wanting to reach out, wanting to fill the room with burning and ash until all of them paid for their crimes. But no sound came out and her magic stayed safely locked inside of her, the sigil on her spine burning so brightly that it was hard to see. She thrashed, she kicked, but all of it was in vain.

      The woman’s voice quickly filled the space, sliding against Ukrah’s ears and dipping her in that headiness again.

      Relax.

      Let go.

      Enjoy things for once instead of fighting so hard. Revel in the things that made her happy.

      But she fought it, her temper lancing, trying to overpower the urge to give in and just listen to the song.

      She was so engaged in her frantic struggle that she almost didn’t hear the quiet chirp behind her. It was familiar, and yet so totally unexpected that for a moment, she couldn’t be sure she’d heard it at all.

      The chirp sounded again, barely audible, so she risked a glance over her shoulder, where she saw a small, innocuous desert finch right between her feet.

      Tayir?
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      He didn’t say anything, but Ukrah was sure that was because the other woman would hear him. Instead, he hopped right up to her back and gave a solid peck to her spine.

      She jolted forward, surprised, pain lancing through her like he’d hit her with a knife. Her first instinct was to snap at him and demand to know what he was doing, but as he pecked again, she understood.

      He was breaking the sigil. All it would take was a solid cut along the outermost barrier and the binding magic would be broken.

      But all he had was a tiny beak and he was trying to get through her thick rags and skin. Would she even have enough time?

      It didn’t feel like it. The magic was beginning to build up, speaking of desire, of wanting and needing more. It washed over everything, drenching it in its influence. It crested in her, making it hard to concentrate, hard to hold the same level of hatred.

      It entered its final crescendo, her heart seeming to beat in time to the pulses of her enchantment. The voice was so sweet, so kind and soothing. It called to all of them, and the entire room was caught up in the beauty of it.

      Then, like the string of a bow pulled too taut, it suddenly snapped and there was a bright outburst of energy.

      Ukrah closed her eyes against it, her whole body reacting viscerally to the burst. She knew it. She had felt it before.

      A vessel was awakening.

      Her eyes adjusted, and she looked to see that Crispin was still in the singer’s hold, but he was gasping, his body trying to curl into itself while still being held in place.

      “I… Ancestors… Am I really a vessel?”

      “Good to see you awake, my brother. Now rest, you’ve more than earned it.”

      It took all of Ukrah’s will power to keep herself still as Tayir delivered peck after peck to the burn in her back. She needed to save Crispin. She had to. She couldn’t just sit there, chained, while her best friend was murdered right in front of her!

      “Just relax and breathe with me, alright? I won’t waste our destiny.” She hauled him even further into her lap. His manacled hands went to the arms of her throne, gripping tightly, but he didn’t seem able to pull himself away. He was practically doubled over in her lap, his face upturned toward hers, almost as if they were sharing a kiss.

      Except there was no kiss. Only the shared hiss of an exhale and then an inhale, their gazes locked on each other.

      Ukrah’s stomach dropped, full of coal and lead. She screamed, lunging forward again, only to be yanked back by the chains.

      She heard the faintest disapproving chirps from Tayir and then the stabbing was right back up again. But it wasn’t enough to distract her from what was happening. From the horror going on right in front of her eyes.

      Crispin and the woman’s breaths were matching each other beat for beat, as if they were connected. But the more they moved together, the weaker Crispin’s inhalations became while the woman’s grew stronger. Eventually, the bands of Crispin’s muscles relaxed, and he was practically draped over her body with only her hands holding him up.

      Everyone in the room seemed absolutely entranced by what was going on, but Ukrah would give anything to stop it. Even from where she was, she could see that Crispin was turning paler. And paler. And paler…until he was practically gray.

      And the sounds coming from him were awful. What had started as breathy gasps had grown into pained rasps. And then wheezes, until becoming a patchy, desperate sort of half-scream that sounded every time the murderous vessel drew a breath.

      No, no, no! It couldn’t happen like this. Crispin wasn’t even a vessel, and yet somehow, he was. And he was being killed right in front of her, because she had somehow been too stupid to realize he was right beside her.

      But how!? How was that possible? Ukrah had felt Helena from halfway across the continent, bright and shining and beckoning to her. How had she lived with Crispin for this long and never even suspected?

      She wanted to scream at Tayir to hurry. She wanted to rip her own arms off if it would get her up off the ground. But she was helpless, so frustratingly helpless. What was the point of anything if she couldn’t protect those that she loved? Why even make her the spirit of justice and protection if she couldn’t protect?

      Wheezing, whining, Crispin tried to pull back. Ukrah could feel his magic bubbling just under the surface, foreign and new and yet somehow vaguely familiar.

      “Oh, no, no, none of that now. Just relax. Let me make you feel good, alright? And I promise you, you will feel so good if you just let go.”

      She was stroking his hair again, their partnered breathing interrupted as she tried to soothe Crispin back into whatever trance she had him in. And Ukrah could see the young man slipping right back under.

      But he couldn’t, and she tried to shout as much into her gag. He needed to keep fighting. If he just gave her and Tayir a couple more moments, they could be free and end the disgusting attack right then and there.

      But the pecking, as much as it hurt, didn’t seem to be relenting, which meant that Tayir was still fighting to get through sigil and free her magic. Which meant she was running out of time.

      Crispin’s eyes went all soft again, and she saw the resistance drain from him. The woman started her breathing again, the young man following her, his magic draining from his form and into her.

      He had moments, at best. And it wasn’t going to be enough.

      A sob pushed its way up Ukrah’s throat only to be pinned in place by the slave’s muzzle at her jaw. Her eyes burned with tears, and she could feel her skin splitting as she fought against her bonds.

      It couldn’t be happening. It just… It just wasn’t possible. Her nails bit into her palms, slick with her blood, her stomach churned, and she knew that she was watching her best friend, the first true companion she’d ever made, die a horrific death.

      She was ready to throw herself against her bonds until she was strangling herself when a thunderous clap interrupted everything, startling even the woman and rousing Crispin from his stupor. But it didn’t come from above, as thunder was supposed to. Instead, it rumbled right up from the ground below them, malevolent and growing.

      It all happened so fast, and was such a shock, that Ukrah had truly no idea what it could possibly be. But possibly the last thing she ever expected was for Cassinda herself to rise from the soil, dirt off her as she straightened.

      How…

      The woman sat up, tossing Crispin to the side, who fell at the foot of her dais. “Who in the underbelt do you think you are?” she asked, her honeyed voice turned to vinegar. “How did you get in here?”

      Cassinda smiled and her teeth were a sparkling, wolfish white compared to the dirt smeared across her skin. “Just someone who woke up too.”

      “You’re a—”

      She never got the phrase out. Cassinda raised her hands, and if Ukrah thought that she had ever seen the girl let chaos reign before, it was nothing compared to what was unleashed now.

      Vines burst out along every wall, vicious, tearing, and moving on their own while other massive plants erupted from the ground. Tree roots tore their way through the roof, breaking off entire chunks and sending them crumbling down.

      Ukrah let out several frantic noises, hoping that Tayir could tell she was begging him to keep going while everyone was distracted. She didn’t know if he understood, but he kept going.

      And so did Cassinda. Her other hand raised and the floor itself started to ripple, buckling under her influence. The sect members, with their weapons and burning sigils raised, stumbled, barely able to fight against her onslaught.

      But the woman paid none of them any heed, her eyes locked on Cassinda’s form.

      “You. You’re a vessel.”

      “Seems so,” the redhead said, taking a step forward. Defiant. Ready for blood. Ukrah wanted to warn her not to underestimate the woman, that her power was sneaky and easy to fall into, but her mouth was still muzzled, and she couldn’t do anything beyond make frantic noises. “And you are too.”

      “That I am. We’re allies in all this. Really.”

      “If that’s so, then why is one of my friends in chains and the other unconscious on your floor?”

      The singer smiled, her full lips cracking into the slightest of smirks, and then suddenly she was rushing forward.

      She leapt off the dais, her hands gripping Cassinda’s shoulders. Ukrah felt the pulse of her magic from where she was, but the redhead just knocked her hands away.

      “What— How did you—”

      “Do you really think you can seduce me with your lazy magic when I’ve got the thrill of battle all around me? Lady, you far overestimate your appeal.”

      Cassinda drew her hand back as if she was going to punch the singer, but the woman blocked it and her other hand gripped the redhead’s braid, yanking her face closer. It was similar to how she had held Crispin, except Cassinda looked like she was completely refreshed and ready to give her the fight of her life.

      The singer sneered. “Huh, how did the spirit of war end up in someone like you?”

      But Cassinda gave her an equally vicious smile, her teeth seeming to be somehow sharper than usual, the grin of a predator. “Oh, you don’t understand how perfect of a match we are.”

      And then she headbutted the singer.

      She stumbled back, tripping over her own stairs and landing on her back. Cassinda advanced, born forward on a wave of plants, but before she could land over the prostrate woman, the singer rolled off the dais, landing on her hands only to flip backwards and end up on her feet.

      Ah, right. Suddenly her fluid dance moves very much made sense. Cassinda closed on her once more, but she held up both of her own hands, and the advancing vessel bounced off some sort of shield.

      I’m almost there, Tayir said, his voice frantic over the rise of battle. Some of the sect were figuring out how to fight off the wild attack of the plants and were starting to close in on Ukrah and the unconscious Crispin.

      That was no good. And Cassinda was so caught up in the bloodlust of fighting a worthy opponent that it seemed unlikely she would be saving them anytime soon. Not unless Ukrah got her gag off and screamed for her.

      Or if Cassinda defeated the other vessel first.

      But that seemed unlikely. Every time a vine or vicious flowers with pointed teeth burst from the ground, the singer would either acrobat herself out of the way or use a shielding spell to block it. Ukrah could feel how powerful she was and that she wasn’t even being drained.

      Had they ever faced an enemy of that caliber? No, Ukrah didn’t think so, and when the woman lifted her hands so that several of the dead men scattered across the ground rose up to guard her, she switched right over to being certain of it.

      “She can raise the dead?!” she breathed. Or at least that was what she would have said if she wasn’t muzzled.

      Did… Peck. Peck. Peck. I swore I just felt the shepherd of death. But that isn’t possible. That’s the spirit of desire, ambition, and dreams you’re fighting. She’s greed and drive and resolve all wrapped up in one pretty package.

      Ukrah wanted to tell him that she had killed and absorbed one of the vessels, since apparently, he had arrived too late to hear that part, but her words stayed frustratingly trapped within her mouth. She needed to think of a way to circumvent the sigils, because they were proving to be far too great a threat.

      Almost there. Almost there.

      All around them more bodies began to rise, moving with a disjointed sort of cadence, as if someone was hauling them around like marionettes rather than actually being resurrected. That was when Ukrah understood that the singer wasn’t bringing people back to life, just using their bodies as mindless, soulless thralls.

      While most of them were crowding around Cassinda, trying to break through her barrage of living plants, several were heading straight for Ukrah and Crispin.

      She made more frantic sounds, trying to warn Tayir. She wished that Athar and Eist were there, with their incredible fighting skills and swords, but did they even know where they were? And for that matter, how had Cassinda known where they were? Had she just been called by the vessel’s song, or had they somehow tracked them down? Had Voirdr sensed where she was?

      It was hard to calm herself enough to reach out for him, to see if she could feel him searching for her, but all she felt was the burning sigil in her spine and how Tayir was steadily trying to peck out enough of it to release the bind.

      How had she survived ever being so weak? So disconnected from the burning swirls of energy all around her? No wonder so many young witches were dying before they could ever learn to defend themselves.

      I can hear them approaching. I’m trying, I’m trying. Curse this little beak! If I had my claws, or my several heads, I could just tear the skin from you!

      Ukrah never thought she would wish for someone to be able to rip her skin off more easily, but she closed her eyes and hoped for it fervently. Granted, hopes and dreams didn’t amount to much in such a situation.

      Three of the bodies were almost upon her, one raising its sword above her head. Ukrah couldn’t stay still any longer, lifting her hands and catching the downward blow on the chain between her wrists.

      Ow!

      It hurt, it rattled her and threw her off balance, but it stopped the blade from coming down on her head. Too bad that trick was probably only going to work once, because the other was raising their arm to attack as well.

      The blade flashed, this time coming straight toward her belly.

      I’ve got it! Is that enough? Is it!?

      Ukrah didn’t reply, of course. Her breath was ripped away as all of the magic that she had been calling for, been desperately reaching for, hit her at once, nearly overwhelming her with the power of it.

      But it did hit her, and finally, she could do something.

      She jerked her hands up, willing all the anger, all the helplessness she had felt, into her bonds, and they burst into ash. It was intoxicating, really, and she felt a giggle force its way up her throat only to get caught at the muzzle.

      Yeah, she was sick of that.

      She grabbed the blade heading toward her stomach, feeling it bite into her palm before her magic rushed up it, making it crack, then shatter into a fine layer of dust.

      Ukrah rose to her feet, ready to fight, but as she stepped forward to annihilate them, she was slammed into by a crushing force.

      The room flashed by and then she was slamming into a wall, the pain whiting out her thoughts for a moment, before she fell to the floor in a heap.

      At least she landed on top of someone.

      A groan sounded from below her, and Ukrah barely had the mind to roll off and to the side before a series of arrows buried themselves into the wall where she had just been.

      Scrambling to her feet, she realized it was Cassinda who had crashed into her, and she offered her hand to the girl. The redhead took it, spitting out the blood first, and then they were both on their feet and facing the singer.

      “Come now, do you have to make this difficult?” the woman asked. She made a sweeping motion, and Ukrah felt her ripple of magic flow over the room. But every time it touched one of the woman’s vines, the plant withered and died, wiping out their advantage. “We both want the same thing. We need the world to be healed. We need to protect everyone. We can’t let another Blight happen, or the Three. Too many have died, yes?”

      “If you really cared about our realm, you would stop trying to alter the natural ritual for your own benefit!”

      “Please, don’t lecture me when you don’t even know what the ritual is. You had the last two of the vessels in your presence and you had no idea! When I first saw you, I thought that maybe, maybe you were worthy of joining me, of sharing in the responsibility, but you have proved that you’re nothing. You’re worse than nothing. You’re wasting what’s been given to us!”

      She gestured forward again, and the thralls began a rush. Despite everything that she had been through, it was still quite intimidating to see a horde of dead, soulless bodies rushing toward them with weapons raised.

      Intimidating, but Ukrah was so tired of it.

      “Stop,” she ordered, mentally pulling at her magic with both hands and thrusting it outward. She could feel it hit the attackers like a wall, and they began to burst into little clouds of ash. It kept going until it hit the back wall, but she had forgotten something important.

      Not every witch hunter in the room had been dead.

      Her only warning was a battle-cry, and then a group of ten men were barreling through the ash beside her, weapons ready, and on the other side, even more were rushing Cassinda. Ukrah threw her arms up, trying to get a hold on her magic to send them flying back, but she had just used it and it was all still coming back to her.

      “Don’t worry, I have this,” Cassinda said, holding her hand out.

      Ukrah took it, and she could sense the power bubbling out of the young woman. A moment later, Cassinda was glowing so brightly that Ukrah had to shield her eyes. The next thing she knew, they were surrounded by a bubble of thick, thorny vines.

      The desert girl raised her eyebrows appreciatively and almost commented, before realizing she was still wearing the muzzle. With her free hand, she ripped it off her head and threw it against the wall where it caught on a thorn and then another, then was ripped to pieces by their writhing movement.

      Ukrah coughed, the sudden absence of the bit in her mouth and the leather over her lips shocking her. She knew there was drool going down her chin and that one of her lips was definitely split, but she didn’t care. It felt so good to be free of it that she would take all the spit and rush of air that she could get.

      “I bet that feels good,” Cassinda said, that wolfish grin back on her face. Her voice was different again, similar to when she had lost control in the woods before. “But watch this.”

      She flicked her hand and the vines all whipped out at once, gripping some of the men and slicing into others. It was pure devastation. Cries of pain and surprise sounded all around them, a hellish cacophony when backed with the singer’s warning shout.

      But Cassinda just laughed, caught up in the fervor of bloodlust, and Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder if they were actually on the side of good or not. After all, she reveled in repeatedly ending lives, and the young witch beside her was clearly caught up in the rush of pain and battle. Maybe the singer was right. Maybe the spirits being split as they were only brought chaos and danger.

      Wake up, young man! Come, isn’t it time for you to say something pithy while you do something impossibly lucky! Come on, come on!

      Her gaze drew to Crispin’s body, tucked safely against the dais, snapping plants all around him like guardians and a weeping willow sprouted straight through the stone platform, ripping it in two. Tayir was hopping all over his hair, pecking at his forehead and cheek to rouse him.

      Against her will, the image of the singer draining the life from him, of holding him like a lover while she took what she wanted, flashed through her head, and all her worries about being on the wrong side of things vanished.

      If she wanted to kill the people Ukrah loved, then she was going to have to kill Ukrah first.

      “You know, I’ve never fought one of us before. It’s amazing, isn’t it? You can feel my power and I can feel yours. But we’re divided, weakened. Imagine how many more we could save if we were one.”

      “Oh yeah?” Cassinda snarled, every bit of her propriety fallen to the wayside. “Then why don’t you come over here and let Ukrah absorb you? Give up your life, your hold on your power, for the greater good.”

      The singer just let out a demure sort of sound, taking a couple of graceful strides toward them. Even in the midst of battle, there was something enticing about her. It went beyond attraction, or the appeal that adults often shared in the night. There was a gravitas to her, the charisma of a leader but also the promises of happiness and gain and so many good things. Ukrah could see how she might have been able to convince whatever other vessel she had known to give in to her temptation.

      “That’s the thing, I just might have if I could trust any of you to be competent enough. But you’re all inept. This entire fight has proven as much. Two of you against just me, and you can’t even scratch me. The third is basically dead on the floor. All it would take is one more little push and—”

      “Don’t touch him!” Ukrah heard herself scream, surprised by her voice as she let another wave of her power out.

      This time, it didn’t hit like a wall of ash. It didn’t burst or ripple. It lanced out like a bolt of lightning, crackling black and revolving spikes, aiming straight for the center of the woman.

      It was going to hit; she was sure of it. But just when it would have made contact, the woman jumped up, her body beginning to glow.

      “Enough of this playing. If you won’t see reason, won’t see the futility of this, then I’ll just have to show you.”

      Cassinda just cracked her knuckles, appearing for all the world like one of those cocky fighters in underground rings. “And here I thought you were trying to show us this whole time. Come on, love, try and teach me a lesson.”

      “As you wish.”

      This time, when the ground began to rumble, Ukrah didn’t think it was going to be a good thing.
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      All around them, what little floor that hadn’t already been busted up and burst through began to rattle and quake. Cassinda didn’t seem to care, her plants picking her up and carrying her over the bodies to fight the singer directly.

      But Ukrah cared. She could feel apprehension prickling up her spine, telling her to watch out. That something dangerous, lethal even, was coming.

      She knew better than to ignore herself.

      But for the first time since the battle had started, she wasn’t being attacked and she wasn’t bound. She took one last look to Cassinda and the singer again as they clashed, before running to Crispin.

      “Hey, hey, wake up. Please be breathing,” she heard herself beg as she reached his side, falling to her knees and hauling him into her lap. It was silly. She knew he was breathing, because she also knew she would be able to feel if he was dead. And yet the fear was still there anyways, coiled in her gut. “Crispin, can you hear me? You still in there?”

      She looked down in him in the scant light, most of the lanterns having been knocked down or over, the only illumination coming from wherever they had landed and whatever they had managed to set alight. But he looked less gray than before, a flush retuning to his cheeks and bruising growing more saturated where he had been struck.

      He didn’t answer her, but she was relieved nonetheless that he was in her arms. That he was breathing. She had lost so much… She wasn’t sure what she would do if she lost him too. He was her best friend, her partner in raising her dragon, but he was also more than that.

      He was almost a bit of a symbol. He was the first person she made friends with on this side of the border. He had saved her, and if it weren’t for him, she never would have made it into Eist’s home. Never would have learned what she was. Never would have saved Helena or Marcellin. Never would have even saved Eist when she was kidnapped, and never would have freed an entire stronghold of captured witches.

      He was the start of it all, and she didn’t know if she could keep going without him.

      It was a sweet bubble to be in for a moment, all the elation that he was alright, that there was still a chance of getting him out, but it quickly popped when all the rippling and bucking of the floor suddenly stopped.

      That couldn’t be good.

      And it wasn’t. A hand burst out of the ground a bit away from her, mottled with the slashes of Cassinda’s vines. And a few feet from that, another hand burst up—although there was barely any flesh clinging to the darkened, soil-stained bones.

      All around them, more and more body parts rose from the ground. The top of a skull there, an arm there, a shoulder, until what looked like an entire army was scrambling to their feet in jerking, unnatural movements.

      It was clear that it wasn’t just the witch hunters that Cassinda had dispatched in the early part of the fight. There were complete skeletons, as well as bodies that looked like they were only barely held together. It was a broad lesson in decomposition, and Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder how powerful the other vessel would have been if they hadn’t fallen into the singer’s clutches.

      “Crispin, I need you to wake up right now!”

      She could feel her power racing through her, trying to give her energy, but even with that, she wasn’t entirely sure she could carry the young man. He had grown so much since they were younger, over a head taller than her and broad, his body filling out with muscle. She could drag him a bit, or maybe use her magic, but she had the feeling she could end up accidentally impaling him on some sort of debris before she succeeded in whisking him to safety.

      The soldiers didn’t pay any mind to Cassinda or the singer, instead their heads seemed to turn at once, homing in on Ukrah and Crispin.

      Well, it seemed she was going to get to see just how much she could call on her magic after it was sealed off from her.

      She reached down inside of herself, trying to call on the bubbling magic, the anger. The need to protect. It was like when Voirdr was young all over again, slipping around her fingers and withering to somewhere inside of her.

      “I swear to the spirit inside of me, if you don’t buck up and help me get out of here then what’s the point of all of this!?”

      That was when Crispin’s eyes fluttered open, and his hand came up to weakly grip hers. “Today has been wild, hasn’t it?” he rasped, his gaze unfocused but that smile still there.

      “It has. And it might be ending in the next couple of moments.”

      “Nah, luck’s on our side, you’ll see.” He let his head drop back and alarm shot through her, but she realized that he was just taking an upside-down survey of the ghouls closing in on them. “Hold them off for a couple of minutes, okay?”

      She almost asked him why, or what he was planning, but she realized there was no time. She just needed to trust, although trusting another vessel hadn’t exactly worked out so well recently.

      Nodding, she set him back on the ground and stood. Looking around, she saw a fallen shortsword not too far away from her. She grabbed it, focusing her magic and trying to form a shield on her other arm.

      The two-handed sword and barrier style wasn’t her strongest style, but both Ale’a and Eist had made sure that she practiced it. She would have preferred to have a glaive or a staff, but she didn’t trust her magic to be able to take repeated blows like a staff would need to.

      “Alright, let’s see what we can do.”

      The first undead rushed her, all shambling limbs and empty eyes. She brought up her sword, thrusting it forward and trying to cut across his torso. Her blade cut through him like he was little more than parchment paper, and instead of blood or gore, there was just a cloud of putrid air released from his core.

      Oh, that was disgusting.

      She ignored the urge to wretch and instead brought her magic shield up, blocking a blow behind her. She spun, swinging her blade in an arch, pushing her magic out again.

      It hit several of the thralls around her, making them burst into much less disgusting clouds, but then there were more behind them. And more behind them. And her grip on her magic was still somewhat uncertain.

      Great.

      She raised her blade again, parrying one blow and whirling to deflect another. She swept at an arm, and then a leg, snapping one bone and cleaving off a barely-there limb from another. But unlike a human opponent, the dead continued on as if nothing had happened.

      Of course, a dead person wouldn’t feel pain. She should have known that. The only way to take them down was to immobilize them or just make them stop existing with her magic.

      She jumped to the side, back to Crispin, bringing her sword down on the skull of a very broad skeleton with only a bit of flesh still on them before slamming her shield into another. There was no moment to rest, and she kicked the skeleton off her blade before falling to a knee and thrusting her blade into a fresher one.

      She sank into her movements, almost in a meditative way, taking down soldier after soldier after soldier. They really were in a range, from just having died a few minutes earlier to ones that looked hundreds of years old. How were they supposed to fight someone who could reanimate the body of the dead so easily? Although Ukrah couldn’t spare enough of her attention to look to Cassinda and the singer, she could hear that their fight was still raging.

      The creatures were closing in more and more, however, and her pulses of magic were beginning to do less and less. Were they acclimating? Or was the singer shielding them on top of herself?

      Ukrah didn’t get an answer. What she did get was an entire path cleared as a huge ball of writhing plants went flying by her, taking out a swath of the thralls before it lost momentum.

      When it finally did still, the plants fell away to reveal a swaying Cassinda. She was somehow even dirtier than before, sweat and blood mixing with the filth on her.

      “Alright,” she murmured, advancing again. “Maybe I’m starting to get tired.”

      Ukrah’s gaze flicked to the singer, expecting a response, but she too was leaning against one of the only remaining upright pillars of the room, breathing hard. “You have so much wasted potential.”

      “I don’t know about that. I seem to be using it just fine against you.” The singer snorted, and Cassinda just wiped at her brow, smearing dirt and blood. “So, you want to tell us your name before I put you down?”

      The woman’s gaze flicked from her to the others, head tilting. “You really think that you’re going to win this, don’t you?”

      “Considering that it’s three of us versus just one of you, yeah, I can say I’m pretty confident.” Cassinda pulled her hair back, braiding it casually as if they were just talking about taking a ride out to the orchard. “We have a cute little birdie too. All you’ve got is minions who already died once. Not exactly the best cavalry.”

      “Foolish. Foolish, foolish, foolish. But I suppose I can do you the honor of my name before we are reunited. I am called Lystri of the Shattered Claw Tribe, and I will be the one to save our world.”

      “Huh, a presumptuous title.”

      “Actually, not at all.” She stood once more and raised her hands. Ukrah could feel her magic lance out again, but it was different from her enticing melody. It was more dead rising, she was sure of it, but she could feel it stretching out far beyond the room. It was leaching into the entire city.

      Ukrah didn’t even want to think of how many dead there could be buried in and around a city that had been around since long before she was born. Far too many for any of them to handle, even if they were refreshed. Maybe Ukrah could have done something if she still wasn’t coming off the effects of a sigil, but as it was, she was lucky that her shield was only flickering slightly.

      “Cassinda,” she hissed, turning to fight off the advance of another group of undead. “We won’t survive that onslaught. We’re not even through with this onslaught.”

      “Don’t worry,” Crispin said, gripping her ankle. “I got this.”

      Ukrah looked down, surprised that he had somehow ended up beside her. She hadn’t gone far from the dais, so she could protect him, but she thought that she had traveled further than she had.

      “What are you—”

      But then she felt it. His magic trickled out, not like a wave or a cloud or a wall, but something much more mischievous than that. It skittered along the floor, sinking in before rushing up the walls and then covering the ceiling.

      But the singer seemed unperturbed, standing in one spot as she continued her complex spell. “Really? And what is the spirit of fortune and hope going to do in the middle of a battle?”

      “I don’t know about the middle of the battle,” Crispin said, squinting as he looked past Ukrah up at the ceiling. “But I’m pretty sure that I’ll be plenty useful in ending one.”

      The singer snapped back, Ukrah could see her mouth open and her lips move, but a truly thunderous crack filled the air, cutting off all other sound.

      “W-what are you doing?” the woman asked, sounding truly surprised for the first time since Cassinda had shown up out of the earth itself.

      “You gave such a good performance tonight, you really did. In fact, you could almost say that you brought the entire house down.”

      It was such a non sequitur that it startled a laugh out of Ukrah. Looking down, she saw the broad grin across the boy’s features. “Really?” she asked.

      Give the boy a gift to be akin to a reincarnated god and he uses it to make puns. No wonder none of us could tell what he was for so long.

      Another intense boom and the entire ground shook violently, throwing everyone from their feet, including the singer and the undead. Ukrah held out her hand and Cassinda scrambled over to her on hands and knees,

      “You… You’ll kill us all!” the sin— Lystri cried, fighting to get to her feet, but the dirt under her bucked, throwing her back onto her own behind. “Do you want to doom our whole world?”

      “No, just you,” Crispin said, looking up again and furrowing his brow.

      The result came quickly, the ceiling shaking even harder as huge chunks began to fall. Huge fissures broke into the wall, lacing up the sides like fingers coming to crush the entire room.

      “There’s no way you’ll— You’ll die! All of you!”

      “No, I got a pretty good feeling we won’t.”

      The singer turned and ran toward the exit—a set of stone stairs that Ukrah hadn’t noticed earlier. But before she could get more than just a few steps up, a huge piece of the hall collapsed, cutting off that exit.

      “Huh,” Crispin remarked, his face growing pale once again. Ukrah could feel that his hand around her ankle was growing clammy. “That’s some bad luck, isn’t it?”

      He let out a weak chuckle, as if he was the funniest thing in the world, before the ceiling gave one last crack and descended in a wall of debris.
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      For a long series of moments, Ukrah’s entire world was darkness. It wasn’t a quiet, peaceful sort of darkness either, but one full of screeches, crashes, and rumbling collisions. It reminded her of the cave collapse, but worse, because she knew that she should be crushed into a fine pulp. But her heart kept on beating, and with every beat, she kept on surviving.

      It seemed to last for eons, just a cacophony in the black. She could feel Crispin still gripping her ankle, and Cassinda’s body under hers, the three of them huddled together in the storm. If it weren’t for them, she almost would have wondered if she were already dead.

      But eventually, the tumult ended, and after that, the noises halted. For the first time in ages, there was quiet, and all Ukrah could hear was the sound of their ragged breathing.

      “So…we’re alive,” Cassinda murmured from below Eist. “But also buried alive. Mixed bag here.”

      “Don’t worry,” Crispin said, his voice sounding quiet, like he was barely holding on. “We’ll be fine.”

      “You’re handling this very well.”

      “Eh, I think I’m too dead to overreact. Once we’ve had a good rest, I’m sure I’ll have plenty of time to panic.”

      “You seem very sure that we’ll be alright.”

      “Yeah, well, I got a feeling. And so far, my feelings have been pretty darn accurate. But we probably shouldn’t talk so much. We don’t exactly have a ton of air, I’m guessing.”

      “You know, it would be a certain kind of irony if we survived everything just to end up suffocating to death here,” Cassinda remarked idly, not sounding upset at all.

      “As long as that other vessel is dead too, that’s all that matters.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Ukrah murmured, mindful that she was using up precious air as she spoke. “If we all die, that’s an awful lot of vessels that are suddenly gone. The world could end before they find others to inhabit, if they’re able to inhabit any others at all.”

      Besides, she didn’t put it past these witch hunters to not have set some sort of failsafe up like consecrated ground, or a rune that allowed them to snatch up all the vessels anyways.

      But then she felt something in her chest, a familiar, soothing sort of camaraderie that made the sinking feeling in her stomach stop. “Voirdr?” she asked, looking up as if she could see anything. Which she absolutely couldn’t.

      “You feel your little guy?” Crispin asked, his voice barely audible. “That’s good. It’s gonna be my turn to sit in the healer’s room while everyone waits on me.”

      “Am I the only one who doesn’t regularly get horribly destroyed during these little adventures?” Cassinda asked.

      The dirt above their head began to shake, some of it raining onto Ukrah’s hair. “In fairness, you’ve only gone on about half of the jaunts that I have, and I was mostly fine after Eist was kidnapped.”

      “Right. I’ll remember that one time right after I finish counting all the bones you’ve broken while out and about.”

      How bizarre that they were joking around while the floor above them continued to shake. They had no idea what was on the other side—it could just be more witch hunters come to destroy them—but Crispin seemed happy, and she could feel her connection with Voirdr growing bit by bit. It was a far cry from fighting for their lives, and the change of it made her a bit giddy.

      A particularly large clod of dirt pelted Ukrah right on top of her head, but before she could sputter an exclamation, a single ray of light broke through.

      It was followed quickly by more and more light until an obsidian paw was reaching down, claws just above their heads.

      Ukrah reached up, grasping the extended claws with both hands, allowing to it to pull her up and into the fresh air.

      She gulped down huge drafts of it, not knowing just how stale the air had been where she was huddled. Rolling onto her stomach, she looked down into the hole she had been pulled out of to see that one of the pillars had fallen sideways, making a little pocket of protection that had saved the three of them from being crushed into a fine paste.

      Huh, how lucky.

      Ukrah was all set to watch her two friends be rescued when she heard an excited yip behind her and then suddenly, she was pounced on. She knew better than to be alarmed, however, and laughed as Voirdr licked every bit of her face.

      “I’m so sorry I keep doing this to you,” she said, petting his sides, minding his growing spikes. “I really don’t mean to, I promise.”

      He just whined, pressing himself into her further, licking and licking. She was going to have one hell of an abrasion on top of everything else, but she didn’t mind. Especially since, for a moment there, she’d been certain that she was never going to be able to see him again.

      There was a plop next to her and Voirdr finally stopped bathing her face only to do the same to Crispin. Because, of course, he was worried about his mama.

      “Be delicate with him, little man. He’s been through a lot,” Ukrah said, covering her eyes against the blinding light of the outside. Hadn’t it been nighttime when they’d last been outside? How long had they been unconscious? How long had they been fighting for their lives!?

      A shadow fell over her, and she pulled her hand away to see Eist, hand extended. She took it, allowing the slightly smaller woman to pull her to her feet. The desert girl wobbled a little, but otherwise managed to stay upright.

      “What exactly happened down there?”

      Ukrah opened her mouth as if she was going to respond, but then she realized that she just didn’t have the energy to explain it all. “Later,” she said with a breath. “Maybe once we’re all home.”

      “But what happened to the other vessel? Is she alive? Do they still have her?”

      All Ukrah could do was shake her head. Had everything that had happened been real? It didn’t feel like it could be. A vessel killing other vessels to absorb their power? It seemed far too cruel, too convoluted, to be true. “Later.”

      “Alright, but I’m going to hold you to that.”
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        * * *

      

      Ukrah sat up in her bed, looking out at the stars that dotted the night sky. Much to her surprise, they hadn’t gone home. No, they’d used what was left of the day to fly to the capital, where they found the house of Ain’s family.

      It was an older woman, at least in her fiftieth year, who greeted them, smiling and seemingly pleased as punch that they were there. Ukrah figured that she must not know how close her son came to death, and she didn’t intend to tell their hostess.

      Her smile only diminished when she realized how hurt they were, and she instantly busied herself with sending for healers and ushering them to her guest rooms. That was how Ukrah found herself in a fresh, soft bed in a large room, Cassinda and Crispin asleep on either side of her. Voirdr was asleep at her feet, snoozing happily since he was once again reunited with his rider.

      She really did need to stop getting separated from him. It was going to give him a complex. But at the same time, being away from him and his magical influence in a battle certainly gave her more of a fighting chance.

      Perhaps it was something that they would put a bit more work into, because it was definitely becoming more and more of an issue. Eist had never been so separated from Fior when they were younger, and he was still a hatchling. Then again, Eist didn’t get into any grand-scale battles until Fior was capable of flying on his own. And while Fior was clearly a legendary dragon, it wasn’t quite the same as being responsible for the first black dragon since the last one had betrayed their kind.

      Huh… Betrayal seemed to be a common theme. That was something to think about when she wanted to be particularly upset.

      Despite the fact that she hadn’t taken many hits, the redhead had passed out almost the moment she’d laid down and had slept through the entire day and into the night. It seemed that the fight had consumed up far more energy than the girl would normally expend, and her body was forcing her to recoup it.

      Crispin was much the same. The healers had cleaned him and gotten him into bed, telling him that he just needed to stay up so they could remove his sigil, but he passed out as soon as he was flat on his back.

      They’d managed to still get it off, somehow without disturbing him, and since for once Ukrah was the least hurt, she found herself fielding questions while the two of them were passed out.

      But she didn’t give many people answers. She wanted to talk to the other two and all come to a consensus about everything that had happened. Because, somehow, Cassinda and Crispin had both been vessels the entire time and somehow not even Tayir had known.

      Ukrah chewed at the bread that had been brought to her, thinking hard. There was no way that the singer had survived, and yet she must have. Ukrah was fairly certain she would have been able to sense if another vessel, even an enemy, had fallen. She was sure that she would have felt the world lose two spirits at once.

      But that carried its own set of connotations.

      For the record, I’m amazed that we’re all alive.

      Ukrah dragged her gaze from the Margaidian sky to see Tayir sitting on the windowsill. He was looking worse for wear as well, with his feathers ruffled and some scratches on his beak.

      “You’re not the only one,” she answered. Taking a deep breath, she affixed him with the most serious stare her body could manage. “Did you know?”

      Did I know what?

      “Any of it. That Cassinda and Crispin were vessels. That another vessel was out there, trying to hunt us down. That vessels could even absorb each other.”

      No. None of it. The spirits have always been separate because there are checks and balances. There have been fights, disagreements, of course, but there was balance. It was the disruption of that balance that began our decline.

      “So, what, did no one ever think it was possible or did literally no one know about this before? She said she found the ritual, which means that there was some record of it somewhere and yet you, a guardian, didn’t even know about it?”

      It appears my knowledge was incomplete. Perhaps an enemy of the spirits is the one who came up with it. Perhaps it won’t even work.

      “I don’t know. It seemed to work pretty well when she was animating people from the dead using the magic of another vessel.”

      You have a point there.

      “Ugh, I could hear you in my dreams,” Cassinda groaned, rolling onto her side. Ukrah looked over to her to see that the woman’s eyes were still closed, although there was a grimace clear on her features. “Could someone get me some water? It feels like I’ve been sucking on wool.”

      “Sure, give me a moment. I’m a bit stiff.”

      “Huh, how’s it feel to come back from an adventure and still be on two feet?”

      “It’s a novel experience.”

      Ukrah walked to the stand in the hall that Ain’s mother made sure to keep filled constantly. Well, her servants did. Unlike Eist and Athar, who had a rather modest manor, Ain’s family had somewhere around ten servants of various ages who lived in their own wing of the large building.

      It was easy enough to fill one tankard, but she thought better of it and ended up grabbing three, figuring that Crispin might be up soon enough and would be similarly cotton-mouthed.

      Sure enough, as soon as she handed Cassinda her drink and went to set Crispin’s down next to his cot, he let out a pained groan.

      “Hey there, you alright?”

      “…no,” he grunted, blindly groping for the cup. She ended up putting it in his hands and he greedily gulped it down.

      “Whoa, what’s that you always tell me? Slow down there, you’re gonna make yourself sick or cough it up.”

      He waved her off, which she might have considered rude under any other circumstances, then handed her the glass for more. She thought about refusing him—because too much water all at once could certainly make him sick —but decided that he’d been through plenty and deserved some more to drink.

      So she got up, refilled his cup, and handed it to him again, settling down on the ground between their two cots.

      “So,” she murmured after a bit. “You two are vessels, huh?”

      “Seems so,” Cassinda said with a bit of a shrug. “Not the most surprising thing.”

      “And you honestly had no idea?”

      Cassinda shook her head. “No, and if I had to be honest, I was a bit jealous that I wasn’t. I thought that it didn’t make sense that I had these strange powers that no one had ever heard of before, and yet I wasn’t one of you. I know Dille tested me, but for some reason, I failed.”

      “We have to tell Eist, you know. I’m not sure what she’s going to think of that.”

      “What is there to think? It’s not like we did it on purpose.”

      “No, but I think it’s going to be a bit of a shock, don’t you?”

      “Probably,” Crispin said, stretching and then wincing. “But maybe she’ll be happy. What did that lady say? That we were all accounted for? That’s a good thing, right? It’s not like she’s going to come right up to the manor and try to take us.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past her, actually.”

      “Wouldn’t put it past who?” Ukrah jolted and looked at the door to see Eist standing there, arms crossed. “My baby daughter happens to live there, so if there’s anyone threatening her survival, I’d like to know.”

      “I don’t think she will, at least not right away. Unless she’s real desperate.”

      Eist crossed over, grabbing a chair and lowering herself into it. “Who’s she? I’m taking it that this has to do with whatever got the three of you underground in just about the opposite direction of where you were supposed to be?”

      Ukrah nodded. “It was the singer. She wasn’t a slave; she was actually the ringleader of it.”

      “Really? So she wasn’t a vessel?”

      “No, she was.”

      Eist blinked for several moments, as if Ukrah had just said something she couldn’t make sense of. “Wait, she was a vessel working with the witch hunters and the Sect of the Three?” Ukrah nodded. “I… It’s not that I don’t believe you, but how in the name of all our dear ancestors does that work?”

      “She was using them,” Crispin said, slowly sitting up. Ukrah got to her knees to help him, probably concerning herself far too much with fluffing his pillows. “She had this sort of…allure to her, I guess you could say. I felt like I trusted her, and that making her happy was going to make me happy in a way that I hadn’t been before. It was, uh… It was something alright.”

      Eist raised both eyebrows, and Ukrah wondered if Crispin sounded a bit too much like he was just describing an especially pretty lady. Which certainly wasn’t the case at all. While the woman had been beautiful in a strange, colorless sort of way that didn’t quite seem natural, that hadn’t been what pulled people to her.

      “She’s the spirit of desire, apparently. And a bunch of other stuff that makes people want to please her or do her wishes. Also happiness, so isn’t that something?”

      “Wait, so you’re telling me that the literal embodiment of passion and attraction is working with the very people who want all of us dead?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She must have had some army down there, for you to need to pull the roof down on them, Ukrah. A move out of my own book, if I do say so myself.”

      “Actually, she didn’t so much have an army as she raised an army, and it was Crispin who brought the place down.”

      “Yeah, didn’t even know I could do that. I just had a feeling.”

      Eist was once again looking back and forth, her expression clearly confused. “I… Wait, what? There were too many things that happened in that last exchange for me to voice all of the questions that I have.”

      “Oh, right. So, part of why this woman is paired up with the sect is because she wants to absorb all of our powers and unite us in her body.”

      “And by absorb your powers…”

      “Yeah, she means kill us and drain the old spirits from our forms.”

      “Are you… I… One of our own, a vessel, trying to kill other vessels.” She leaned back in her chair, rubbing her temples. “It’s always one of our own we have to look out for, isn’t it?” It didn’t seem like she was looking for an answer to her question because she kept right on going. “Alright, so that answers about who you were fighting. Now, what do you mean about raising an army?”

      “Oh, that. Apparently, the one vessel that she had already managed to kill was the spirit of death or something. And could reanimate corpses.”

      “She brought people back to life?” Eist nearly shouted that part, and Ukrah couldn’t blame her. It was fairly alarming to hear.

      “No, not quite. They were very much dead and not actually there. It was more just that she gave their empty body orders and they did it. They didn’t feel pain or exhaustion. They weren’t the smartest, fastest or strongest, but they just kept going unless you took out their legs or removed their head.”

      Eist just sat there a moment, as if she was taking that in. “So, theoretically, she could besiege the city with an entire army of undead?”

      “I… I suppose. But that would take quite a bit of energy. I sensed that just reanimating the ones she did took a lot out of her. That was why she ran at the end instead of trying to counter Crispin.”

      “Right. That’s the tricky thing about power, though. It grows.” Eist took a deep breath through her nose, as if forcing herself to calm down, but the woman seemed perfectly composed. “So that’s the second time you’ve mentioned Crispin somehow doing something. I think there’s an explanation owed there.”

      “Oh, that one’s easy at least,” the boy answered cheekily, grinning with his split lips. “I’m a vessel. I used my magic whatever to make the entire building we were in collapse.”

      The god-woman had been startled several times that night, but that clearly took the cake. “You… You’re a vessel.”

      “Yup. In the flesh. Although apparently, I very much almost wasn’t.”

      Eist licked her lips, seemed to think about it for a moment, then looked to Ukrah. “What?”

      “It seems that Cassinda and Crispin are both vessels who somehow were hidden, we don’t know why. The slave—her name is Lystri—said she had to awaken Crispin in order to absorb his spirit, so she did, and then she tried to kill him by draining the old spirit from his body.”

      “And you managed to stop her? I noticed you had a sigil burned into you. Looked like it had been cut to disrupt the magic?”

      “That was Tayir.”

      “Tayir? Your little birdie friend?” Ukrah nodded, and the woman let out a very dry chuckle. “I feel like I’m going to need all of you to start inscribing reports of what happens when you all disappear, because every time, it’s just about unbelievable.” She wiped her hands on her pants, got up, and grabbed some water. When she returned, she sat down with a huff.

      “Alright, so let me see if I understand. You got tricked into a trap by the slave girl, who is indeed a vessel who is trying to kill other vessels to absorb their spirits.”

      “Yes.”

      “And she is doing this why?”

      “Because she said that the divisions among them were what caused them to be ousted by the Three originally and that we all needed to be united within her.”

      “Of course. It’s always someone with a god-complex.” She rolled her eyes, drinking more water. “So, you lot managed to escape because Crispin brought the entire building down, because Crispin is a vessel and so is Cassinda, and that was how she disappeared right into the ground where Athar and I were, only to pop up in that hole with you?”

      “Yes, that sounds accurate.”

      “Alright. And in all of that, you and Crispin were both marked with sigils and a bird managed to disrupt yours while Crispin…” She made a gesture as if she was waiting for someone to finish her sentence, but Ukrah actually didn’t know. She looked at Crispin, and he seemed surprised by the question.

      “Oh, right… I think a stray thorn gave me a little cut. Must have been right on the sigil.” And then a slow smile was curling on his lips. “Guess I just got lucky.”

      “Why are you smiling? Why are you saying that as if it’s a joke?”

      Ukrah groaned and thankfully, Cassinda had herself put together enough to answer. “Apparently, he has the spirit of fortune and hope inside of him. He’s literally got luck magic.”

      Eist gave him a look before sighing. “Of course you do. If anything about this whole mess makes sense, it’s that. Certainly, more sense than your tiny bird friend following you here, somehow managing to get underground, and somehow saving you. I’ve heard of incredibly useful familiars, but that’s something else.”

      Ukrah chewed on her lip, feeling a bit bad that Eist still didn’t know what the finch really was, and she figured if there was ever a time to be open and honest, this was it.

      “Actually, he’s not a familiar.”

      “Pardon?”

      “He’s what’s called a guardian. Something that used to exist in ancient times and is meant to help shepherd us to our destiny.”

      “I don’t understand. Did vessels exist before and need protecting?”

      No. But there were other things for us to do. Mostly we worked as protectors of the old spirit’s choosing and their followers. We were their hands on the physical plane.

      Eist jumped to her feet, and Fior growled from where he had been waiting by the narrow doorway. Ukrah hadn’t even realized that he was there, the brindle had been so quiet. “Who was that? Why did I hear them? That was in my head, right?”

      “Tayir, I thought you said only vessels could hear you.”

      Perhaps I should have phrased it differently. Only you were supposed to hear me. But as time went on, it seemed that those who were young, magically-inclined, and close to you could hear me. I assumed that was your influence, considering your culture emphasized communication and a tightly-knit family unit. However, I’m beginning to think it’s something else entirely.

      “Like what?”

      I am your guardian. Only people who you want to hear me can hear me. You must have wanted vessels to be able to hear me, so they did. I just never connected it before because I didn’t sense a single ounce of spirit within them.

      “This is entirely unnerving,” Eist said with a sigh. “Is there anything else that you young ones want to tell me?” It was immediately followed by another, more intense sigh. “Now I finally know what Elspeth and all of my teachers felt like when I was young and headstrong. Goodness, I was obnoxious. I just didn’t realize it until now.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ukrah murmured. “I didn’t mean to keep it a secret. But I wasn’t sure how to tell you when we first met, and by the time I did know, I had been quiet for too long.”

      Eist nodded, running both of her hands through her hair and straightening. “So, in summary, Cassinda and Crispin are vessels, of luck and—”

      “War, battle, and the warrior’s spirit,” Cassinda cut in happily, her smile broad.

      “Oh, of course. That’s exactly what you would be. I swear, the three of you will be the death of me.” She shook her head. “Alright, so Cassinda and Crispin are the spirit of luck and battle, another vessel is trying to kill you and she has the spirits of desire and death, and your bird isn’t a bird or a familiar, but rather a guardian sent to help you all complete whatever ritual that’s supposed to save the world, but we still don’t know what that is yet and he, for some reason, doesn’t either.”

      “That’s pretty much the long and the short of it.”

      “And did this vessel die in the building collapse? The way you describe her tells me no.”

      “I’m fairly sure she didn’t,” Ukrah said slowly, almost worried that by speaking it, she was making it come to fruition.

      “And why do you think that? Did you see her run? Did she taunt you as she escaped?”

      “No, but I do feel like if she died that I would know.”

      Eist waited, as if expecting more of a reason, but Ukrah just kept her gaze steadily on the god-woman. “Is that it, just a feeling?”

      “Hey, my feelings have been pretty accurate so far. If Ukrah thinks that she would sense if another vessel died, then I believe her.”

      “If that’s the case, why didn’t you sense when the spirit of death got absorbed or whatever?”

      “Probably because it happened before any of us were vessels. That woman had far more control over her abilities than even Ukrah. If I had to guess, she was the first awakened.”

      “Which makes me wonder… If she was the first one awakened, does she have her own Tayir?”

      The bird ruffled his feathers. I do not know. I haven’t sensed the presence of another of my kind. As far as I know, I am the only one who was awakened.

      “Well, alright. We have a lot we need to plan and discuss when we get home. Which, by the way, we’re leaving on the morrow. We need to prepare for whatever we can to deal with this new threat. Because, from what you’re telling me, she is certainly a threat.”

      Yes. If a vessel as powerful as her is our enemy, then she will not stop until we are dead and absorbed. We are her mission, what she believes to be her destiny. And now that she knows that all of her kin are under Ukrah’s protection, I have no doubt that she will escalate.

      “Well,” Cassinda said, that wolfish smile back on her face. “I guess we just have to stop her first.” She settled back onto her bed then paused, sitting back up as if she was worried that they hadn’t quite understood. “And by stop her, I mean kill her. That came across, right?”

      “I—” Eist cut herself off and seemed to change what she was going to say. “Is this what you’re always going to be like now that you’re, uh… What’s the word?”

      “Awakened.”

      “Right. Awakened.”

      Cassinda shrugged. “I don’t see much of a difference.”

      “You don’t see—” Eist sputtered then rose to her feet. “You know what, rest for now. I think I’ve heard as much as I can today and need to fill in Athar. Don’t think you’re going to get out of explaining all of this over to Dille when we get home. I have a feeling that she’s going to kick up your training twice over to make up for all this.”

      There was a chorus of resigned sounds, and Eist left. She paused at the door, however, and looked over them with her hazel eyes—the one blown-out pupil and one standard one giving her a concerned sort of expression. “For the record, I am very glad that all of you are alive. I would like it if you stayed that way.” She gave a little nod and then was out. But as she left, Ukrah couldn’t help but agree.

      She just didn’t know how feasible that was, all things considered. It seemed like she had finally found the threat hovering over their heads, the big struggle that could prevent them from being reborn and righting the world.

      She almost wished that she had never found it at all.
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      Seven months.

      It had been seven months since they found the last of the vessels. Seven months since they discovered that Crispin and Cassinda had been vessels all along. Seven months since they found out that they were being hunted down by one of their own.

      And yet, sometimes, it felt like hardly any time had passed at all.

      Ukrah sighed to herself as she laced up her boots. She had grown again, resulting in the cobbler coming by and making her another pair. She hated them. They needed to be broken in, and they were too fancy. Like something a lord or lady would wear and nothing at all like the sandals or hide shoes she would wear to cut across the desert.

      She was taller than Eist, Helena, and Dille now, with no signs of stopping, though at least she had the comfort of knowing she would probably never beat Athar’s size. It wasn’t that she was entirely opposed to growing, it was just harder to be stealthy or silent when her legs kept getting longer, her hips wider, and her chest fuller.

      That part…she definitely hated.

      She had always been rather squat. Squarish. Too stocky to be a willowy beauty, too compact to be a curvaceous vixen. But that seemed to be changing by the day, with fat layering on top of her muscles until she was a strange mix of hard-earned striations and rippling, squishy bits.

      Her days had somehow settled in a handful of patterns depending on other people, and she wasn’t sure how being in the possible end-times could be dull, but that was exactly where she was.

      Since they all knew what and who they were looking for, everyone in her trusted circle was out looking for both the sect and the spirit. It was three of the remaining followers of the Three who had boosted themselves up from prejudiced heretics all the way to enemies of the state.

      Of course, all of that was slowed by the fracture in the council, with accusations, investigations, and new inquiries taking over entire days sometimes. Ukrah had thought that would ease after the trial of those who had attacked the capital—the first executions since the eradication of witches. That turned out to be completely wrong.

      It’d been a horrible affair. She’d attended, of course, because she felt it was her responsibility. She had caught some of the sect that were sentenced to death, and Voirdr’s cry had caused the capture of many of the riders. It felt like it was her duty to see it through, she was the vessel of justice, after all.

      She really wished she hadn’t.

      The thrill of battle, of exacting justice on those who transgressed, on those who hurt the innocent, was completely absent. Instead, there was just anger from the crowd. Wounds that were raw and open and looking for some sort of salve. But Ukrah didn’t think they’d find it as the perpetrators were walked up to the execution pyre, or even as the white dragon breathed her cleansing fire. Instead, the whole thing was haunting. Depressing.

      She didn’t like it.

      Those days were definitely the worst, made only more so because Dille, as governess, was the one who had to orchestrate and attend the proceedings the most often. Ukrah may have been young, and maybe they weren’t the closest of friends, but she could see how the events wore on the woman, leaving her too drained to do much about their lessons or researching what to do about a vessel turned murderous.

      “Hey, what did that wall ever do to you?”

      Ukrah blinked, looking to her door to see Marcellin standing there, a smile across his handsome features.

      Recovery had continued to be good to him. His cheeks had filled out and his shoulders broadened. He’d started to put muscle on, but still had the careful build of a dancer or one of those rope-performers Ukrah had seen during a walk through the city when she and Crispin had stumbled across some sort of traveling show.

      Now when she thought of traveling shows, she mostly wanted to shudder.

      “Pardon?” she asked, standing up to stretch. How long had she been sitting there? It had been a while since she’d been so lost in her head.

      “You were just glowering. I have to say, I know you pretty well and I was still intimidated. Hate to think how the wall feels.”

      She offered him a wan smile. “I was just thinking about my boots.”

      His eyebrows went up to his thick, curly hair. Interestingly enough, he’d chosen to keep growing it out after his initial cut following the whole wig ordeal. She guessed a little over a year had allowed for it to not bother him as much anymore. Not that she minded, his mop of thick and wild curls was endearing, but while he seemed to be growing and flourishing, she just felt like she was stuck in a rut.

      “Goodness, I thought they were nice. I’ve heard about women and their shoes, but—” Maybe it was something about her face, maybe it was just his time living as a girl himself, but he just shook his head to interrupt himself. “It’s flying lessons today, right?” Marcellin asked a beat later.

      Ukrah nodded, and as if in response, there was a crashing sound that could only be Voirdr slamming into something near the window of her room.

      “The lessons don’t seem to be taking, if I’m honest.”

      That startled a short but dry chuckle from her. In the seven months since the battle, her little boy had hit another growth spurt—one that finally strengthened his wings enough for actual flight. There was hardly anything he loved more than working himself up to a fast, urgent run then launching himself into the air. He did it so often that he practically had it down to a science, and it was lovely to watch his graceful leap into the sky.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to get how to do anything else.

      He had a hard time turning, banking, slowing down or, perhaps most importantly, landing. It was funny to see him switch from self-assured and soaring to a gangly-legged mess as he tried to figure out how to coordinate his limbs, but it was much less amusing whenever he ran face-first into things. Or clipped them. Or slammed them with his tail.

      Ukrah was worried most of all that he’d hurt himself. Wouldn’t that be something? Finally blessed with the black dragon only for him to die young from a head-on collision with a wall. That would be a horrible waste of destiny if there ever was one.

      “At least he’s not hitting the ground with his head when he lands anymore. Or belly-flopping. I’m hoping when things calm down a bit that Elspeth will be able to visit again.”

      “Hah, I suppose that makes sense. What’s the point in being bonded to the oldest and wisest dragon rider there is if you can’t use her for some lessons? Don’t hurt that she’s easy on the eyes.”

      Ukrah nodded absently, grabbing her satchel to fill with treats for when Voirdr got things right. “She is, yeah.”

      “It’s the hair, isn’t it? I think I’ve heard at least a dozen bard songs dedicated to her long, starlight tresses. You know, Lord Ain has hair almost as white as hers, but you don’t hear songs about that. Or Eist either, really. Her hair has apparently been white since the whole saving the world thing.”

      Ukrah tried to listen, she did, but her mind was so full, and she felt like sometimes Marcellin just liked to talk because he had been forced to be silent for so long when he was in hiding. “I think it’s the eyes.”

      “Oh, true. They’re lavender, right? Like her dragon? Heard a tale about that too. Something about how she and her dragon drank from a pool of water in the moonlight after barely surviving a battle together? One they had both bled into. Personally, that sounds like it would taste horrible to me.” He paused as Ukrah double-checked that she had everything she needed. It wouldn’t do to get out there and realize she’d forgotten her canteen or her sun cloak. Which wasn’t even for her, by the way, but Crispin always insisted on standing outside even when his pale skin started to pinken, then turn red, so Ukrah had long since learned to bring something for him since the stubborn boy refused to bring it for himself.

      “It makes you wonder what kind of songs they’ll make about you.”

      That gave her pause, and she sent a dubious look over to the young man. “Nobody is going to write a song about me.”

      “Sure, they are. Why wouldn’t they? You’re restoring the old spirits to our dying world, or something like that. I’ll admit the details are kinda fuzzy since my first months here involved a lot of poppy’s milk and green dragon gas.”

      “First of all, we’re restoring the old spirits. We’re all vessels. Secondly, most people will never hear about us. We’re not fighting a war, like Eist did. We’re not killing some massive evil that had tormented our world for hundreds of years. If we do this right, no one will ever know what we’ve done.”

      “Oh… That’s a bit depressing.”

      “Is it?” For the first time since he’d entered, she gave him her full attention. “I’m looking forward to it. Look how Lady W’allenhaus lives, the troubles she still has. She doesn’t leave this manor unless it’s necessary, and even then, you can tell she’s often more uncomfortable than not with people’s attention to her. And can you blame her when some of them curse her name? Call her an usurper? A god-killer? Beg her to bless their babies or their finances or free them of some debt?”

      “Well, when you say it like that…but I’m sure there’s plenty of upside.”

      “Maybe there is, but I’m looking forward to slipping into anonymity. Maybe I’ll grow a garden, travel the world. Learn more magic that isn’t related to controlling the power inside of me. Not having a power inside of me that can kill people in just a snap and is so tempting to give into.”

      He swallowed, and she watched the column of his throat bob. “Is that what it’s like for you?”

      She shrugged. She never told the others how her spirit felt. About the voice demanding justice and punishment, how her soul screamed if it thought that anyone in need of protection was hurting. How it would be so easy to just let go and let the bubbling black in her consume everything and anyone who dared to do evil.

      But she knew better. And if anything, watching the executions of those who had betrayed their people, who had attacked the witches’ refuge, had burned the idea solidly into her mind. She was not judge, jury, and executioner, no matter who or what she was a vessel to. If she killed, it was only because it was necessary.

      There would never be another repeat of her village. Not if she could help it.

      But Marcellin was still standing there, staring at her with an apprehensive expression.

      “Does it matter if it is?” she asked plainly.

      He moved to her quickly, or at least as quickly as he could considering he was still getting used to his new leg. It was a beautiful thing, a real work of art that apparently Dille had commissioned specifically. After hiring the best wood carver in the capitol, she and her closest students who were still alive had worked charms on it, making the socket of it softer, the bend of it better. Ukrah hadn’t been actively involved in the process, but she’d heard that the ankle itself had taken over a month and hundreds of different enchantments and charms.

      They said, in time, nobody would be able to tell it was false at all and his spine would stop hurting from the uneven gait that often came with a wooden leg. Although it had only been barely more than a moon, it was clear he loved both his new leg and his arm.

      “Yes,” he said when he was almost to her, his wooden hand resting on her shoulder. Dille had worked on that too, of course, and called it her crowning glory. The fingers moved, although sometimes creakily, and Marcellin said he could feel certain things through it. Temperature, texture, to an extent. Ukrah remembered the day they had first attached it to him then uttered the spells that activated it. He’d wept, openly wept, and it’d been wonderful, heartbreaking, and lovely all at the same time. “Because I thought I was the only one.”

      That surprised her, and she felt herself relax slightly. “Sometimes I forget that you’re not like Helena or Crispin.”

      He laughed at that. “The spirit of all that’s warm and fuzzy and the spirit of luck? I wish. Instead, I get the spirit who likes to collapse caves on people.”

      “If you hadn’t, those men would have gone on to hurt a lot of people.”

      He shook his hand, waving her concern away. “Oh, I’m not upset I killed them. Those men deserved a lot worse, believe me. It’s just… I suppose it’s hard not to be jealous when you see how Helena and Crispin’s magic works.”

      Ukrah let out a long breath. She didn’t think that she had ever expressed that sentiment to anybody, but she’d felt that way ever since she’d first been enveloped in the wonderful embrace of the plump woman. “I understand exactly what you mean.”

      For some reason, a bit of color filled in the boy’s cheeks and he turned around to take a few steps back. It might have been a bizarre movement in anybody else, but she knew he had a very difficult time walking backwards, even with his new prosthetic, and that he was still practicing how to do so.

      But when he did turn to face her again, the smile on his face was sweet. “Good to know I’m not alone.”

      “No, I suppose none of us are alone really. Not anymore.”

      That was certainly a thought, and it hung heavy in the air for a moment. It was clear that both of them had lost so much, had survived traumas that maybe they would have been better off not surviving, but at least they would never have to worry about being isolated from the world again. They were connected, by their souls and by their destinies.

      “Well, anyways, songs and legends aside, I was wondering if I could come to your flying lesson?”

      Oh.

      That was the whole reason she was dressed in her sparring clothes and new boots. For a moment, she’d almost forgotten. Clearing her throat, she gave him a nod. “Sure. As long as you’re ready to dive out of the way if Voirdr makes a wrong turn?”

      “If?” he teased as they walked toward the door together.

      “Hey, don’t tempt fate. Goodness knows we do enough of that already.”
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      “Hey there, are you out to another flying lesson?”

      Ukrah looked up from the plethora of treats she had been shoving into her satchel. Marcellin lounged against one of the barrels in the larder, idly eating a pear. His gaze on her had been much too intense, much too weighted, so she was glad for the interruption of Cassinda above.

      “You know she is,” Marcellin answered around a mouthful of fruit. “The only reason she ever goes outside is either for flying or an execution.”

      “That’s not true,” Cassinda said with an arch to her brow. “Sometimes she goes out to fight Ale’a.”

      “And lose repeatedly,” Ukrah added. She did enjoy her sparring sessions with the older woman, but it was frustrating to be almost always outmatched. She did tell herself repeatedly that Ale’a had about a decade on her and a whole war, but it still itched her pride a bit.

      “Well, she is one of the champions of the academy,” Cassinda said. “Although I heard that she wasn’t allowed to be added to the council until the end of the war.”

      “Let me guess,” Marcellin said, jumping off the barrel and tipping for a moment. He pinwheeled his arm before catching himself on the edge of a shelf and pretended that nothing had happened. Both of the girls allowed him his fantasy. It was the polite thing to do. “Crispin was the one who told you that.”

      Cassinda let out a short laugh. “How did you know?” she said, pushing herself off the door and heading off, Ukrah assumed to go put her own boots on. While the redhead used to prefer formal, beautiful dresses, she had taken to wearing more rough-spun boots and breeches after her awakening.

      Marcellin shot Ukrah a crooked sort of grin. “What is it with him and the big lady, by the way? She looks like she could crack his neck with just one of her thighs if she wanted.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing she doesn’t want to do that then.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so. Lady W’allenhaus sure does know how to pick out allies, doesn’t she?”

      Ukrah gave a cursory nod, finishing filling up her pack and heading back up the tight, narrow stairs that led into the kitchen. Marcellin followed, much surer on his feet than he would have been a half-year earlier.

      “I’ve heard some wild stories about her too.”

      “From Crispin as well?”

      “Not only from him. The healers that were around love to gossip, you know. It gave me something to listen to, at least.”

      Ukrah thought to what she knew of Ale’a, and all of the semi-false or outright lies that people told about Eist. “I would take everything they say with a grain of salt.”

      “Well, that’s not fun.” He clambered up through the hole, his hand extended. Ukrah took it out of habit and helped him straighten to his feet. She didn’t expect for him to keep his hold on her arm. “Mind giving an old man some support?”

      “You’re younger than me.”

      “By a couple of seasons maybe. At most. Anyways, we shouldn’t be late, should we?”

      Arm in arm, they strode forward until they were out on the grass and heading toward where Crispin was already standing, Voirdr circling him.

      Well, circling was a generous term. The black dragon was clearly trying to do something involving a roundabout movement, but there was a lot of flailing going on. He did manage to look gorgeous as he did it, however. A lot of his red scaling had faded, slipping into onyx, hinting at the great beast he was supposed to become. At least if he couldn’t do things well, he could at least do them stylishly.

      There was always an upside to everything.

      “I hope you’ll remember me when you’re a hero of all the land,” Marcellin said with a laugh. “It’d be a shame to be forgotten by someone like you.”

      “What do you mean, someone like me?”

      “Stop distracting her with your flirting,” Cassinda said, arm-in-arm with Helena. It was rare to see the woman away from the baby, but Ukrah guessed that even the spirit of comfort and kindness needed a break once in a while.

      Especially since Yacristjin could now crawl and also almost shatter things whenever she cried.

      “Flirting?” Marcellin said with mock offense. “Just giving respect where it’s due. Flirting would be telling you that the blue you’re wearing looks lovely against your skin.”

      Helena laughed, a bubbling, encouraging sound. “Goodness, I’ve met young men like you back in my day,” she said. “Luckily, I had the good sense to avoid them.”

      “My lady, I am hurt.”

      “Ain’t a lady, and you ain’t hurt. Anyways, I was promised flying dragon shenanigans, and that’s what I’m here for.”

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised I can’t compare to a dragon.”

      Ukrah listened, a sinking feeling in her stomach. She didn’t know why it was there, or what it meant, just that it hung sort of heavy on her shoulders.

      “Did you remember to grab the dried pumpkin?” Crispin asked, striding over.

      Ukrah shot him a look. “I know you’re his mother, but Voirdr is my dragon, you know.”

      “So you remembered the pumpkin.”

      She sighed. “Yes, I remembered the pumpkin.”

      “Good,” he said, flashing her his trademark grin. “Let’s see if all his landing work is paying off.”

      It didn’t.

      But at least Voirdr didn’t crash into anything but a tree. Crispin let out a whoop and rushed over to give him a treat, telling him how good he did. Ukrah watched, amused by his enthusiasm.

      She was less amused when she realized that Crispin had seemed to grow just as much as Voirdr. He was no Athar, but he was taller than Lord Ain even and no longer looked anything like a walking skeleton. His figure had filled out as well, but with lean muscle and sinew, not soft layers of squishiness like herself. He looked like an adult, with blondish stubble appearing on his sharp chin pretty regularly if he didn’t shave often.

      “Maybe you should try banking a bit,” Helena said. “When my son was learning to sail, he said figuring that out helped everything else.”

      To her credit, her tone only grew a little melancholy when she mentioned her son. For all their searching, they still hadn’t managed to find him. Although no one said it, most of them shared the thought that he had been killed long before they had ever rescued Helena.

      If he had ever been captured at all.

      “Alright then, are you ready to try that?” Crispin asked Voirdr with an overly affectionate tone. But Ukrah liked it, if only because it made her little guy wiggle like he was a hatchling again. “Banking, so you can turn better? That sounds fun, right?”

      He was growing so fast, she wanted to hold onto every moment she could. Elspeth said that he would age quickly, as white and black dragons couldn’t afford to spend seven to ten years reaching maturity. That didn’t seem fair to her, but she also understood that having him be young was vulnerable. He had his entire dragon people to look after.

      Voirdr lowered his head, wiggling his hindquarters, then took off to the air in a rush that had wind buffeting most of them.

      “How are we supposed to teach him to bank again?” Ukrah asked, coming up alongside the young man.

      “I…don’t actually know that part. But doesn’t he look happy up there?”

      Ukrah shook her head. They really were her funny boys. “Yeah, he does.”

      And soon, if they managed to live long enough, she would be up there with him.

      “You know,” Marcellin said, joining them and putting his arms around both of their shoulders. He certainly was a touchy one. Probably the result of having a lower arm again after losing one. “Almost makes me wish I could have a dragon friend. I suppose it’s too late for me to be a rider?”

      Ukrah shrugged. “Who can say? I’m expelled from the academy, and I’m doing just fine.”

      “Huh,” the young man said, rubbing his chin. “That’s good to know.”

      Crispin chuckled lightly and clapped the other boy’s back, who shot the bigger vessel a look that Ukrah couldn’t read. “It’s always good to have a dream. Gives us something to fight for.”

      Yes, Tayir’s voice floated from a tree. Because saving the known world certainly isn’t enough of one.

      But Ukrah wasn’t in the mood for his grandfatherly grouchiness. “You know, sometimes it’s not. Sometimes, you need to dare to want for something more.”

      Careful, Ukrah. Sometimes desires are the way we poison our contentment.

      Marcellin let out a low whistle. “For a bird, you certainly can bring a mood below the soil. Let’s go back to watching the pretty dragon be happy, shall we?”

      “Yes,” Ukrah said, giving Tayir a hard look. “Let’s.”
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      “Does anyone else feel like our entire life has just become a series of lessons one after the other?” Marcellin murmured, sprawled across the floor between Dille’s two settees, pillows strewn around him. The rest were sitting upright on the floor, their polished lap-desks prepared for whenever Dille arrived.

      The governess was supposed to be there already. Although Eist helped, Dille was the one who taught them with much of their channeling. A lot of it was boring meditation and learning the fundamentals of how the energy within them flowed, but there was also a whole bunch of research from ancient books and tomes.

      Okay, so that was boring too.

      But it was better than constantly resisting the urge to turn people to ash, so Ukrah didn’t complain. Unfortunately, Marcellin and Crispin didn’t feel that same compunction.

      “If she doesn’t show up by the time the candle reached the next score mark, can we go?” one of the young men asked as if he had heard her thoughts.

      “This isn’t like her,” Helena murmured, pausing in her paging through the books. She was, by far, the best reader out of all of them. “She hasn’t been late since we started these lessons here.”

      ‘Here’ was in Eist’s war and meeting room. Since the attack on the palace, Dille had moved many of her things into the W’allenhaus manor. While officially she housed with the rest of the witch refugees in the empty wings of the academy, she ended up sleeping at Eist’s more often than not. Ukrah wasn’t entirely certain, but after months of investigations and executions, on especially awful nights, she was pretty sure that Dille crept into bed with her two best friends.

      Personal, yes, but it made Ukrah feel better about her own sleeping situation. She and Crispin still slept with their cots pushed close to each other, mostly because Voirdr used to cry and pace if they were too far apart. Cassinda had seemed to inch closer by the day, until hers was barely a breath away.

      Voirdr was too large to lounge in the room now, instead choosing either the roof or the balcony or the caves below with the brindled dragons, but none of their little trio had spaced their beds apart. It was too easy to feel small and vulnerable in the middle of the night. Knowing that her fellow vessels were just an arm’s reach away made it better.

      “I’m sure she’s safe,” Cassinda said, looking to the window. “We’ve all seen her do more than any of us combined without breaking a sweat. She’s lived through three ages. Sometimes, I feel like she might live through all the rest.”

      “Oh, don’t say that,” Helena said wearily. “I couldn’t wish a worse curse on anyone.”

      “What do you mean?” That was Marcellin.

      “Part of living is dying. The completion of our circle. Wishing her to walk forever while everything she knows and loves withers, well… It’s one of the cruelest fates I can think of. Why do you think that no dragon rider has lived longer than Elspeth? They don’t want to.”

      Spoken like a mortal. Helena reached over and gently scratched at the top of the bird’s head, and he fluttered his wings, a happy sound escaping her throat. Stop that! I am a guardian. I’m not meant to…to… Chirp.

      “You say that,” Helena murmured, turning the page of her book with her other hand. “And yet you sound so adorable.”

      I am not adorable! I am a vestige of knowledge and— Oh, oh, that does feel quite nice.

      Helena just smiled to herself, and the little finch settled down to roost. It was a cute moment, one that showed that her feathery friend was more than all his pecking and taunting.

      Ukrah returned to her scroll, reading something that seemed like it might be about the old spirits, but it spoke in half-truths and metaphors she didn’t have a good enough grasp of the language to decipher.

      As the minutes passed, boredom lapping at her feet again, she wondered how their lives could be so relatively innocuous. Surely Eist never had to spend hours trapped over dusty books, trying desperately to find the tiniest factoid to help her.

      Oh well, soon they would find the dancer, and somehow they would make her stop. Then they would all unify and…and…

      Ukrah wasn’t sure on that part, but she trusted they would find the answer when they needed.

      Well… She hoped they would, at least.
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      Somehow, despite the trials and investigations, the uncertainty and the looming threat of the sect, despite everything on their plates… Eist still insisted on Yacristjin’s nameday celebration.

      Ukrah didn’t get it, and for a while, she was sure that the woman was just joking. But as they gathered food, decorated, and sent out invites, she realized that the god-woman was entirely serious.

      If there was anything more disconcerting than a woman called a god-killer debating over whether they should have venison pies or other game pies while deciding on the colors of the linen streamers Mrs. Kaldonner was making, Ukrah had yet to see it.

      After the first few weeks of flutter, she had been about to say something, to remind the woman that there was a vessel out there who had already killed one of them and was actively looking to do the same to the rest of them until she held all their power, but Cassinda had taken her aside.

      Ukrah would never forget what the redhead said. Never one to be overly emotional, her voice had been soft and understanding. She’d explained that Eist was probably going all out on her baby’s first year of life celebration because the god-woman thought that there might not be any more namedays any time soon.

      And there wouldn’t ever be if Ukrah failed.

      That had shut the desert girl right up and she’d gone on to do whatever Eist asked her, no matter how odd it seemed. But as the day grew closer and closer, she couldn’t help but wish that she could find somewhere else to be while the party happened.

      “You look like you’ve swallowed a lemon.”

      Ukrah looked down at the laces in her hands. They belonged to the back of the dress she was wearing, but she couldn’t figure how she was supposed to bind it all up when the closures were behind her and her arms were in front of her. How did noble ladies do it?

      “What’s a lemon?” Ukrah asked with a long sigh, letting the strings drop.

      “Here, let me get that for you.” Cassinda approached her and soon she felt tension around her middle and up her chest. “Stand up straight. Let’s see if you’ve managed to outgrow this one too. I swear, you’re as bad as Crispin.”

      Ukrah looked down to see her chest, pushed up and loosely covered with the beautiful, maroon fabric, much different than how she preferred to keep them when she was fighting or training. “I can think of two ways how I’m worse than Crispin.”

      Cassinda made a confused sound behind her before a laugh crept out. “You may have a point there. You keep going, you’ll give Helena a run for her money.”

      “I don’t want to give Helena a run for anything.”

      “Why not? Crispin clearly likes women with bounty.”

      Ukrah’s stomach did that snarly thingy. “And why would I care about that at all?”

      “Rea— I— Fine. I see we’re still going to play blind. Alright. Look, I know we’re all in a time where our bodies are changing without our permission, and that’s disturbing to a controlling person like yourself.”

      “I’m not controlling.”

      Cassinda finished the last of the lacing with a harsh tug that drove the air out of Ukrah for just a moment. “Sure, you aren’t. Anyways, as I was saying, I understand if you’re upset that things about you have changed. Your body is supposed to be your body, but we’ve got old spirits inside of us that can take over when they like. The only reason you and I are wandering around being ourselves is because they happen not to be terrible, evil entities.”

      “…I’m not sure where you’re going with this.”

      “Where I’m going is just that I get it. Everything is changing, and we have no control of it, but if it’s any consolation…” She walked around to the front of Ukrah and a broad smile filled her elfin face. “You look stunning.”

      Ukrah felt herself blush from her décolletage to her forehead. “Uh, thanks. I’ll try to remind myself of that.”

      “Hey, if you really hate them, I’m sure we can find a spell so that you can give them to me.” She gestured to her own willowy form, all pale limbs and pointed features. “I’ll put them to good use.”

      Ukrah chuckled at that, her sour mood easing just a little. Funny how once she had thought Cassinda was cold or quiet. The young woman was no chatterbox, that was true, but she simmered and joked and ached just like the rest of them. Although less so since she had become a vessel. Ukrah couldn’t guess why that was, but she didn’t ask either.

      “Alright, are you ready to head downstairs?”

      Ukrah looked herself over in the looking glass that Athar had brought to their room for the occasion. She was dressed just as well as Cassinda, her shoes soft and a goldish color that complimented the intricate embroidery on the bodice of her dress and the decorative combs in her hair. Her long, long black hair was done up in a braid that circled around her head before joining together at the nape of her neck to go down her back.

      “See?” Cassinda asked, stepping into the reflection beside her. “Absolutely lovely.”

      Ukrah smiled, for once not feeling like some sort of ogre or oversized desert worm next to the slighter woman. Although Cassinda was still a sight, as always. She was in a lighter ensemble, a combination of cream and forest green, with pale pink roses embroidered into the sleeves, shoulders, and hem. It was intricate and delicate, a perfect counterpoint to her blazing, cat-like eyes. Ukrah couldn’t say for certain, but she felt as if the pale girl’s green gaze had grown even more intense since they all discovered she was a vessel.

      “I’m sure the others are waiting for us. Let’s not keep them.”

      Another nod and they joined arms, heading downstairs and to the celebration that had already started. If Eist thought anything of their tardiness, she didn’t say so, already in a corner with a couple of people Ukrah didn’t recognize, showing off her little girl with so much love that it almost made all of the preparation worth it.

      Almost.

      Ukrah’s eyes scanned the room, noting who was there. She recognized some and not others, and even though only those who had invites could come and they’d kept those invitations under thirty in number, she still couldn’t help but be suspicious.

      What if one of the attendees was a mole? Or an assassin? Who was going to betray them next? There was still no capital building, no palace. There was a ruin in the middle of the city that was still being cleared, full of fallen architecture and burned remains. How could anyone feel safe if it was dragon riders themselves who were betraying everything they were supposed to respect?

      She didn’t know, and answers certainly weren’t forthcoming. Especially not when one of Eist’s friends approached her. He was a large man with a truly impressive beard, one who was always polite to Ukrah, but she couldn’t remember his name. Fjord? Foreign? They talked enough where it felt rude to ask so she mostly kept quiet.

      Thankfully, that conversation didn’t last too long and then she was moving on to another. Her eyes kept scanning for Elspeth, but it seemed she hadn’t arrived yet. Then again, Ukrah wasn’t sure she would even come. Apparently whatever tiff that Eist and the head of the council had over Yacristjin’s name was more important than Ukrah had originally thought.

      Everything was so awkward and uncomfortable, but she pasted a smile on her face and was polite. It was the least that she could do for Eist, who clearly cared about the day. Nevertheless, when Crispin finally came up to her, she was relieved to see a familiar face.

      “You know, the night just started, and you already look like you want to turn tail and run.”

      “That’s probably because I do,” she said, heading to the table and looking for more of Braddock’s biscuits. She was sure they had already been entirely picked over, but she couldn’t help but hope. “Still not much for parties.”

      “Come now, they’re not all bad. We certainly have had fun at our two namedays.”

      “During the first one, religious zealots came in and tried to assassinate Eist while she was pregnant.”

      “I said what I said.” When she didn’t laugh, he put a hand on her waist, a warm and gentle pressure. “Aw, come on. If you’re going to be this glum, at least dance with me.”

      No biscuits. Drat. Turning to him, she gave him a bit of a look. “I don’t follow your logic.”

      “You’ll get it once I step on your toes about a dozen times in a single song.”

      “Ah, I see. Such a convincing argument.”

      He leaned into her and suddenly her vision was so full of him. She could make out so many details of his face. His chin and cheekbones were still as chiseled as ever, but his skin seemed less taut over his features. Amazing what not starving for a while could do for a young man.

      “Please?” he asked, his tone dropping lower as he took a step closer to her. “It’d crush a man’s ego to be turned down by one of the prettiest ladies at this party.”

      “I’m not a lady,” Ukrah objected by rote, her cheeks flushing at the other part of his statement.

      “Semantics.”

      His other hand slid into hers and he was pulling her to the other room, the one that had been cleared out for dancing. It was nothing like a ballroom, barely enough room for six couples while the bard and a couple court musicians played, but it was enough.

      Ukrah felt her blush intensify as they stepped onto the floor and Crispin guided her arms up. A jig had just finished and there was a slower song starting, thank the spirits. She didn’t know a single fast dance or ditty and the thought of trying to learn in front of all the important people around her made her blanch.

      “See, this isn’t so bad, is it?” Crispin asked, smiling as he led.

      But all Ukrah could do was nod, her gaze only flicking up occasionally as she stared at her feet. Despite his earlier self-deprecating comment, he didn’t even come close to stepping her toes, but she certainly didn’t pay that favor in kind.

      “Sorry,” she said quietly after the first three times she felt the bottom of her shoe step down on the top of his boot.

      “It’s fine,” he murmured, his voice barely a rumble out of his chest. It drew her gaze to his, and that was probably a mistake. “It’s a price I’m happy to pay.”

      He was looking at her again, in that way that only he did. It was an intense sort of gaze, different from Cassinda’s, if only because he was normally so jovial. Sometimes she felt like he could stare right through her, seeing all the things that curled and rotted inside of her. Sometimes she felt like he looked at her and only saw the sun.

      It made her want to run and hide, in a way. Made her heart rush and her cheeks go hot. No matter how much she told herself it was all in her head, those protestations fell by the side whenever he looked at her like that.

      “You flatter me,” she managed to whisper after a long moment. Too long. That strange bubbling was rising in her chest again, making her blood feel hot and her head giddy. How embarrassing.

      “Well, maybe you deserve flattery.”

      “Hardly.”

      One of his hands moved from where it had been resting on her sturdy waist and gently cupped her chin. Ukrah felt him carefully guide her to look up at him again and, for some reason she couldn’t name, she let him.

      “I wish you could see yourself how I do, and maybe you could understand how you deserve every breath I spend complimenting you.”

      Oh goodness, that was so much. Too much. She didn’t know how to react to that. Those feelings churned harder in her, and she couldn’t help but wonder if there was something wrong with her chest. Surely that was it. Perhaps she should see a healer.

      “I…” What was she supposed to say? And what gave him the right to look at her like that?

      His hand that was still at her waist slid around until his wide, broad palm was resting at the small of her back. He pulled her closer, until their bodies were touching as they moved, her front against his.

      Oh.

      Ukrah never heard of any dances where bodies were so close, and her breath caught in her throat. It felt like her heart was about to bully its way out of her ribs, thundering harder than the worst storms of the summer.

      “Is this alright?” he asked, his head dipping down so that his lips were right by her ear. She could feel his breath rasping across her bare collarbone and down her neck. Warm, but weighted, with promises of things she didn’t quite understand. Why did she feel both sick and excited at the same time?

      “It’s, uh…” She swallowed. “It’s alright. It’s fine.”

      “Just fine?” he murmured, gravelly tones drifting over her soul. “Cause to me it feels like… Like…” She watched as his eyebrows furrowed, his eyes becoming unfocused as he looked for the right word. “Like lightning,” he finished, gaining speed as he continued to speak. But every word had an effect on her, making her blood rush in kind. “Or a storm. Making my hair stand on end and my skin prickle. Like something good is coming, or something terrible.”

      “It sounds terrifying,” she rasped, her breath barely coming to her. How did he have such an effect on her? She’d survived battles and impossible odds, and yet it was just a young man with his arm around her waist that was making the whole world feel like it was spinning off in some unknown direction.

      “It is. But maybe that doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      They were hardly speaking now, and if they weren’t so close, she knew she wouldn’t have been able to hear him. His head pulled away from her ear ever so slightly, but then he was tilting her face up again and his was looming barely a breath from hers.

      “I don’t think so.” He licked his lips, and her eyes went to his mouth. She’d never really thought about them before, but for some reason, they suddenly seemed so important. “But I do think…” he trailed off, his head dipping down that much closer until she was sure if she blinked that her lashes might brush his face.

      “You think?” asked. Everything inside of her felt like it was spinning. Churning. Rushing together and bleeding together until it was just noise and the only clear thing was Crispin in front of her.

      “I think I’d very much like to k—”

      “There you are!”

      Marcellin’s voice, far too loud compared to their hushed conversation, broke through the strange spell between them and Ukrah jerked back, nearly headbutting Crispin on the way. Craning her neck behind her, she saw the young man holding a platter of biscuits.

      “Turns out there are benefits to hanging in the kitchens and listening to old war stories. This is a fresh batch.”

      Part of Ukrah wanted to stay in Crispin’s arms until he finished his sentence. But too much of her was exhausted and intimidated by everything that had happened, everything that she was feeling, so she gratefully broke away to take one.

      “You’re a poor sport, Marcellin,” Crispin said from behind her, sounding irritated. But the curly-haired young man just blinked at him.

      “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “Sure, you don’t.” He cleared his throat and then one of his hands was on Ukrah’s waist again. “I’m going to go check on Voirdr then Yacristjin and her mother. I’ll see you later tonight.”

      She nodded, and the blond walked off, leaving her mouth full of biscuit. She was both relieved and…disappointed? That didn’t make sense.

      “You know, sometimes I feel a bit miffed that I don’t sleep with you guys in your room anymore, but the nightmares just aren’t worth it.”

      That managed to catch her attention and she looked back to the boy, tearing her attention away from Crispin’s retreating back. It was true that their whole group had stayed together for a bit after the attack in the city, but it turned out that laying too close to others in a dark room took Marcellin back to the caves, back to his time as a slave and a little more. Ukrah understood and didn’t begrudge him, but she did occasionally feel bad that he was alone in the same room he had spent so many months healing in.

      “He’s started snoring,” she said, hoping to make the young man feel better. He hid it well, but she could tell there was still sadness, still melancholy that lingered at the edges of him when it came to barely escaping with his life and only about half of his limbs.

      “That so? Maybe soon it’ll be you in my room instead of his.”

      There was something…off about that idea, so she just smiled and excused herself to look for the others. She only had another hour or so before she could politely retire to bed. And goodness, if she wasn’t looking forward to it.
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      She was in a manor, one built of materials she wasn’t familiar with. Rocks, but shining in a way they shouldn’t, and colored as well. Some white with black racing through them, some of shining silver, some even red like blood. It made no sense and yet it was beautiful, surrounding her in an open, lofty room that looked meant to greet weary travelers pausing in their journeys.

      She looked down, but her hands were not her own. They were pale. Small. She was wearing a loose, flowing dress that would not have been unwelcome in the desert, but was different enough in style to know it was foreign. White, belted at the center with brown leather, covering a body that was definitely female.

      Ukrah wished that she could find a reflection, but the body she was in had other ideas. It seemed that she wasn’t the one guiding it, merely observing wherever it was going.

      How curious.

      Those same feet walked through a small hall, one that seemed lit by far too many lanterns of ornate gold, each one only a few feet from the last, hanging from jeweled chains attached to the ceilings. It was foreign and familiar all at once.

      She was caught up in the beauty of it all when she entered what could only be called a throne room, complete with vaulted ceilings, a dais, and an ornate, oversized chair at the center.

      And in that chair was none other than the dancer herself.

      The spirit of desire. Of ambition. Of dreams themselves.

      She looked just as beautiful as before, if not more so. She wore a long, elegant gown made of sheer fabric, layered upon each other in a way where the bodice and bottom half covered everything those in the civilized lands considered modest, but revealing her arms and legs. Her hair was brushed out and flowed down her back and her eyes were lined with coal. However, her dancer’s jewelry and baubles were gone, replaced with an armored gauntlet on one of her hands and a layered bracer on the other.

      Yet the body of Ukrah didn’t go to her, and the woman paid it no heed. Ukrah was aware that she was bowing, then quickly hurrying to kneel at the feet of two other men in clothing she recognized as sect colors.

      A slave.

      Was she seeing through the eyes of a witch? Ukrah felt her magic bubble up, hot and sharp, but that quickly faded when the dancer’s eyes shifted toward her. She didn’t know if she was seeing into the past, seeing into the future, or experiencing something as it happened, but she did know that—if the other vessel could sense her—it would be better to remain undetected.

      Ukrah waited, breath caught, hoping for some vital tidbit of information. But the woman on the throne simply finished reading her scroll before sighing.

      “I thought these trials were supposed to all but shut them down. They seem to be doing a fair job of hassling our scouts and hunting down our travel lines still.”

      One of the men closest to her spoke, and Ukrah wondered if she had met him before, if he had somehow managed to escape in any of the times she had faced off against one of his order.

      “We were missing vital information. None of our scouts or soothsayers were aware that the black dragon had hatched.”

      “How is that possible? He’s the black dragon. One would think he would stand out like a sore thumb.”

      “Well…” He swallowed, and Ukrah wondered if maybe reporting failure to the vessel was a good way to get killed. Why not? She had already murdered and absorbed one of her own. What would stop her from doing the same to them? “He’s not black.”

      “What?”

      “The black dragon. Apparently, they don’t truly turn black until they reach the age of majority. First or second molt.”

      The dancer sat up, looking somewhere between amused and irritated. “The black dragon isn’t black?”

      “The black dragon isn’t black right now,” he confirmed.

      “Pray tell, what color is he, then?”

      “Red, for the most part.”

      “I… You pale-faces are quite strange with your language. In the north, we are much plainer. It’s part of why you all fail so easily.” If any of the men surrounding her took any offense to her comment, they didn’t say. Although Ukrah wasn’t sure if that was out of respect or outright fear. “I want more chaos in the city. We have the misfortune that all the other vessels have found each other. It will be difficult to get them to see reason with Justice filling their ears with the same drivel it’s been pushing since our creation.”

      The woman stood, stretching a bit before rubbing her temples. “I need rest. I can still feel that governess of hers banging at my head. Who knew that she would have such a talent for scrying?”

      “Some say that she can move through time itself,” another supplied. If he only knew the truth of it.

      “Pfft, legends and myths by those who will never amount to anything, so they make up impossible details about others.” She made dismissive gesture. “Enough tales. I need sleep. That’s what’s real.”

      She swept out, and the body housing Ukrah rose with her masters, following them out of the chamber and what could only be called a war room. It was much like Eist’s, only filled with more maps and items that reminded her vaguely of what she knew of the Three.

      Almost as soon as she was in the door, she felt a blow to the back of her head and the body she was in stumbled forward, catching herself on her hands and knees.

      “Curse that witch,” one of them spat as soon as the door was closed. “She orders us about like she’s above us.”

      “Peace, brother, it will only be a matter of time,” another soothed, crossing over to the map. “Soon we will have all of the artifacts that we need, and we can use her to open the door.”

      “But are we so sure that the door will open? What if it doesn’t? We have brought ourselves low for a runaway slattern. What would the All-Mother think?”

      “Do not think to put yourself in the goddess’s shoes. We are her children, but we are not her equal. Trust in her and— Get out of the way, you useless heretic!”

      A kick to the body sent her tumbling to the side. Before she could recover, a boot slammed down onto her head and the dream winked out entirely.

      Ukrah sat up in bed, her heart pounding. That had been a dream, yes, but it wasn’t like any of her others. There was no fire, no discordant imagery. There wasn’t even Eist or Voirdr, who were regular visitors of her visions. Just a single scene.

      A single scene with so much to puzzle out.

      The spirit of desire clearly saw herself as some sort of queen, that much was obvious. And Ukrah had bought into it. When they had first faced off, she had been so sure that all of the soldiers around her had been under the woman’s thrall.

      But…what if they weren’t? Because their words blatantly indicated otherwise.

      Opening the door? Clearly that didn’t bode well for the vessel. But what did that mean? And how was she able to see through the eyes of whoever she had been in at all? It wasn’t a skill she had ever experienced before. And if the body she’d been in was an enslaved witch, then she was sure that whoever they were had been burned with a sigil.

      “Hey, you alright there?”

      She looked over to see one of Crispin’s eyes was open, barely visible over Voirdr’s tail that was through the window and laid right between their beds. “I think I might have just seen something I very much wasn’t supposed to.”

      “In a bad way? Or a good way?”

      “I’m not sure yet. But I’m pretty sure it’s going to change a whole lot.”

      Crispin sat up too, giving quite the yawn before swinging his feet over the side of his bed. “Sounds like that’s not a thing that wants to wait until morning.”

      “It’s not. Or at least probably not.”

      “Well, it’s been a while since you’ve had a wake-the-house-in-the-middle-of-the-night vision. Maybe we were overdue.”

      At least he had a good attitude about it. “Maybe we don’t have to wake everyone. Just… Governess Dille maybe?”

      “Ah yes. She’ll certainly love that. Granted, that’s if she’s even asleep. Sometimes I think she goes days without.”

      Ukrah tried not to think about that. “And Cassinda too. You know she’ll be livid if we don’t.”

      “Aye, I’ve learned as much.” And then he was standing, towering over her and offering a hand down to her. She took it, and he pulled her off her cot until they were both standing over Voirdr’s tail, still in his sleep. “Let’s be lively, then. We have a world to save.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            At the Precipice with Naught but a Rope

          

        

      

    

    
      Perhaps finding out that their mortal enemy and greatest threat could possibly be facing a coup would have encouraged any other group, or even been a cause for celebration. But when both Eist and Dille were informed of everything that Ukrah had seen, there had only been tension.

      The sect was planning something, that was for sure. And even if it rid them of the dancer, it would do no better if they were suddenly empowered. It didn’t help that the vessel had the powers and imprints of two old spirits within her. That power could allow for many unsavory spells.

      Spells that could turn the tide of things in the sect’s favor.

      And so that was how Ukrah and the rest of the vessels found themselves in the academy library, going over books that were so old and frail that they seemed like they might crumble to dust at a harsh breath. Lady W’allenhaus seemed to be having a lovely time, bouncing her daughter on her knee while poring through page after page. Lord Athar was more reserved, of course, but there was definitely an air of familiarity about him.

      Everyone else, however, was clearly less enthused.

      “You would think they would have at least dusted down here,” Dille murmured, waving her hand over another shelf so that all the filth skittered way. “Considering that some of the secrets we found in these tomes helped us kill the Blight.”

      “Yeah, but learning that I spent three months practically living in this library whenever I could doesn’t make for a good bard’s tale or legend,” Eist said, closing one book and going on to another. Ukrah watched out of the corner of her eye. The god-woman had only grabbed that tome less than an hour earlier. Surely, she hadn’t managed to go through all of it already!? “They want to think that I just inherently knew everything, or I was blessed by the powers-that-be. No one wants to research.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s because this research is giving me a headache,” Marcellin joked from where he sat. “Perhaps a window in here would improve things significantly. I feel like I’ve been buried alive in the world’s dustiest tomb.”

      “Sunlight bleaches the pages and causes other weathering damage. Windows also leak, let in moist air,” Eist said, clearly only half paying attention as she continued to turn through pages quickly. There was no way she was reading that fast…was she? “So no windows and a cool, underground, temperature stable room is best.”

      “Hmph, like all these candles and torches are good for the books,” he grumbled. “Sounds like a pick-and-choose to me.”

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      She gave an absent nod, cooing to her little girl. She was already at least a dozen or so pages in. That wasn’t possible. And yet Ukrah was seeing it with her very eyes. Would the desert girl ever get to be that fast at reading? For her, every sheet of paper was a dedicated journey that took her quite a while. Was she always going to be behind?

      How depressing. She wished she had scrolls or tablets in her own language. She remembered the grandmothers of her village teaching her and other younglings how to read in the communal tent. It wasn’t something that most of them would use often, but it was still considered a useful trait to have. Could she even read her own tongue anymore? She hoped so. While she’d had to flee from her home, while there had been things about it that she didn’t love, she didn’t want to lose her culture entirely.

      “It would help if I knew what we were looking for,” Helena said with a sigh, even her natural warmth and soothing nature unable to penetrate the discomfort of their surroundings.

      It didn’t help that Ukrah didn’t exactly have pleasant memories of the academy. Sure, no one really bothered her now, as she walked around with the god-woman or sat in the library, but she hadn’t forgotten how it had been. Crispin clearly hadn’t either, judging by how his eyes kept sliding to the door, irritation and apprehension clear across his features.

      “It would help if we weren’t looking for a way to save a woman that’s clearly out to spill all of our blood,” he grumbled tersely.

      “It’s not saving her,” Dille said, sitting down with an armful of scrolls. “It’s preventing our enemy from gaining even more of an upper hand.”

      “Yeah, I know, I get the reasoning. Just not a fan of it or this location.” He huffed and went back to his book, although Ukrah noticed that his eyes would always stray back to the door. Like he was waiting for someone to burst in and start trouble.

      Seeing him so keyed up reminded her of that time in the hall, when her tormentors had covered the path to her room in dragon’s piss and insulted her. He’d thrown the first punch, and he’d shown them he was far more vicious than anyone would ever think. He’d cared enough for her to do so.

      Had that been a turning point in their friendship? No, she didn’t think so. It seemed since they first met, they’d been saving each other. From him giving her food, clothing, and advice, to her destroying the guards that were about cut off his hand and take him to be killed, all the way to his getting her to the capitol. Over and over again, they watched out for each other.

      It was a straight line, their friendship. A reliable one that she could depend upon in a world that seemed so happy to uproot everything she knew.

      The only question was, where was that straight line leading?

      “I’m going to fetch us some water and food,” Cassinda said, standing suddenly. “I need to stretch my legs.” Considering that it was the first time she had paused since they’d arrived, no one objected, although Ukrah could tell that the boys definitely seemed tempted if they could come along. Perhaps they would have asked, but Ukrah knew Marcellin was wary of uneven ground and so many stairs in an unfamiliar place while Crispin was probably worried about leaving her alone. So instead, they all just sat and continued to research as the minutes went by.

      And they did go by, ticking slowly as Ukrah worked her way through her book. She didn’t find anything about opening doors or vessels or the old spirits or really anything. She did find out about the granddaughter of the mother of all witches, and how she spilled her own dragon’s blood across an altar to unknowingly save all of the enchanted folks that were suddenly coming into their power as their bodies first began their transition into adulthood. It was an inspiring tale, sure, and even a bit scary considering that when magic folks first started appearing, they would sometimes be consumed from the inside out by their own power, but it wasn’t exactly useful.

      That night ended with a tense carriage ride back to the manor, and in the morning, they rode right back to the library. Ukrah wondered why they didn’t just spend the night, but she supposed with all of the witches clustered in the spare wing the academy had enough going on without the addition of the god-woman and her brood of…actually, Ukrah was sure that almost no one outside of the manor and Elspeth knew that all of them were vessels. Oh, maybe Ale’a? She wondered what they thought of their strange figuration then? Four young folk just on the cusp of reaching their second decade, a portly woman who always made people smile, a baby, and three of the four young heroes of the Blight war. It would have been quite bizarre to see such a crowd descending the stairs together.

      But despite how odd she was sure they looked, no one bothered them, and they spent another day poring through texts, with both Elspeth and another arriving to deliver more ancient books that they had scrounged from…actually, Ukrah didn’t quite catch that either. It seemed strange to her that there were just receptacles of ancient knowledge dotting the civilized lands that she had never heard of. Wasn’t knowledge best used when everyone had access to it?

      Hmm, maybe not, because she had access to a whole lot of knowledge right in front of her and mostly, she found herself dolefully going through the pages when she should have been invigorated that they had another clue.

      She did learn more about the world, however. So much more. Even some about the barely inhabited lands to the north, beyond the mountains where tribes of folks would live on floating ice shelfs and rocky crags. Interestingly enough, there seemed to be two different type of northerners—one so white they were like the snow themselves, with long pale hair and bright eyes, then a darker-skinned counterpart with dark, dark hair and aquiline features. According to the records she went through, there wasn’t much documented animosity between them. They even intermarried, which Ukrah was surprised by. If there was one thing she knew humans liked to obsess over, it was how different people looked.

      She also learned that once, long ago, they had lived on the other side of the mountains, on the natural barrier that cut off the kingdom of Baeldred. But apparently they had been easy pickings for slavers, and they had moved farther out to the frigid waters.

      It seemed that taking prisoners and treating people as property had been a problem for generations. And even though it was supposedly illegal, Ukrah still saw so many signs of it around her. Nobles and their fiefs away from the castle. Lords and how they treated their servants, the very folks they were to provide for. Rich merchants with pockets far too deep, having run out of nice things to buy and instead seeking out thrills in owning another. It was all so twisted. No wonder the Blight had found so much to feast upon.

      If Ukrah succeeded in whatever she was doing, and their land finally knew a moment’s peace, she liked to think that she would be able to do something about the underground peddling of flesh and souls.

      And by do something, she mostly meant wipe out anyone who dared to debase another like that.

      But, as it were, she was very much stuck researching. The second day faded into the third, the third into the fourth, and by that fourth day, she was ready to ram her head into the walls until her mind stopped fizzing.

      It was like the first time she had come to the civilized lands all over again, her head stuffed to bursting and threatening to leak out of her eyes and ears. She felt short, jittery, and just about ready to explode. Suddenly, she knew about the formation of the council and the twins who the dragon riders were built off of. She knew what town Elspeth was born in and her nameday. She knew that the founder of the academy was allergic to tree nuts. She knew so much and hardly a drop of it was useful.

      She swore, if she read one m—

      “Wait, I think I found something.”

      The surprised declaration came from Marcellin, who was draped in a chair in a way that it probably wasn’t intended to be sat in. All their heads perked up, like little desert dogs looking for a meal, and Dille quickly crossed to him.

      “What is it?” she breathed. Ukrah got the feeling that all the research was getting to her too. The only one who still seemed unperturbed about the whole thing was Eist.

      “It’s just a poem, something this archeologist found from the first cultures.” He grimaced. “You know, the ones the first of us chased out.”

      “I am familiar. What does it say?”

      “Um, hold on, it uses really old letters, I don’t know all of them, but I think I can piece it together.” He cleared his throat, actually looking nervous for once, before he began to speak.

      “Lo when the world did wax

      and we knew not which the threat we faced

      the spirits, unbowed, unaged, did give themselves

      in slivers, in portions, in cuts

      until the evil was pushed back, to slumber in its defeat.

      But those gaps must be filled, and filled they were,

      by the spoils of their victory.

      Rotted, fair won, but insidious, those spoils did indeed.”

      “That doesn’t even rhyme,” Crispin said dubiously. But no one paid him much mind.

      “Dille?” Eist asked. “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. It sounds like, to me, they gave parts of themselves up to defeat the Blight the first time. I… I think I remember that.”

      Ukrah’s gaze went sharply to the governess. It wasn’t often that she heard about the woman’s adventures in other times and eras, so she always sharpened her focus whenever it seemed like a detail was about to be dropped.

      “Yes, I remember that battle, when magic was still so new to the world and we were all still learning. We called upon the old spirits to help… Of course, then they weren’t old at all. They were just our guardians, and the Three were just newcomers. We asked… We asked….” She furrowed her brow. “I can’t remember.” She let out a curse and slammed her fist on the table. “What is the point of living all these lives if I can’t use any of it?!”

      But Eist was right by her side, hugging her taller friend.

      “It’s alright. We have a piece of the puzzle and it’ll help. I think we’ve all earned a bit of a rest.” She looked to the rest of their weary faces and nodded. “Sometimes I forget that not all of you enjoy this like I do.”

      “No one enjoys hunting th-through the archives like you,” Athar said, also standing and crossing to his wife. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head then took Yacristjin from her arms. “I th-think it has been a while since either of you have spent any sort of decent time with your mounts. Why don’t you go, take a flight togeth-ther, and I’ll tend to the babe for the afternoon?”

      “Yes, yes. That’s a great idea.” The god-woman looked to her friend again, a bright expression across her features that Ukrah felt like she hadn’t seen in ages. “Up for a race, maybe?”

      Dille nodded, although her expression was much grimmer. “Please. If I don’t get out of here soon, I’m afraid you’ll have to scrape bits of me from the floor.”

      “Let’s not have that. Elspeth would kill us if we got fleshy bits all over the antiquities.”
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      Ukrah’s stomach was churning.

      No, churning was an understatement. It was twisting, writhing, bunching, and doing a resounding imitation of a mouse trying to balance on top of a mudslide. Part of her was just tempted to be sick and have it done with, but she also knew that wouldn’t relieve the discomfort.

      If anything, considering how tightly she was clustered with others, it would only go to make others sick too, and that was really the last thing she wanted. The situation was awful enough as it was.

      I will never understand why you humans turn death into such a spectacle, Tayir murmured from where he sat on her shoulder, and for once, she agreed with him. It seems a bit cruel, to be honest. If they are too dangerous to let live, if their punishment must be death, be quick about it.

      “Some people want justice,” Crispin whispered sourly, although it sounded like he didn’t even believe his own words.

      “This isn’t justice,” Ukrah murmured, watching as another man walked from the cart to the executioner’s block.

      “No,” Marcellin added, equally hushed. “It’s revenge.”

      If anyone would know that, it was him, and so none of their group argued. Not that they would anyways, the weight of the event pressing upon them all.

      It was another execution, for the last of those who were captured during the battle at the capitol. None of them wanted to go, but none of them wanted Dille to be there alone either. And since it was the last of all those who had attacked them, Ukrah felt that same responsibility all over again.

      The executions were being held in the area that had been cleared so far in the ruins, and it felt like half the city had come out. Some were jeering, laughing, like the whole thing was entertainment to them. Some were crying, for their loved ones, for the security of their city maybe. Some stood stock still like her, watching, acutely aware that history was happening right in front of them.

      A bloody, tragic history.

      Part of it felt right to Ukrah, and perhaps that was the most terrifying thing. She didn’t know if it was her, the spirit within her, or some combination of both, but there was no denying it. Another part of her—and apparently a part that was in very good communication with her stomach—felt sick.

      She wished she could turn the few men and women awaiting their deaths to ash. Quick. Maybe painless. Somewhere out of sight where it wouldn’t be a spectacle for those who enjoyed the drama of death far too much. Maybe one of the reasons she was bothered was because she knew the lives of countless witches and magically-inclined were ended in the same spot. Maybe she was just so very tired of it all.

      The man reached the execution block, and Dille listed off his crimes. When she offered him the rites of a last declaration, he declined, stoic in the face of his end. Ukrah could almost admire that, if he hadn’t been a part of a plan to kidnap, torture, and kill dozens of innocent young witches.

      Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the pile of shoes in that cave. She saw the fear in the eyes of the captured. She saw the defeat in those that had just laid there. She heard the screams of the young witch that had been bound to a chair and tortured. Even when she opened her eyes right back up, those visions lingered, sending her thoughts chasing each other again.

      These people deserved death. The citizens, the witches, all deserved justice.

      But her heart still ached.

      Dille accepted the man’s silence and read out a final rite, one of the Three. Ukrah was surprised by that, but she supposed it was sacrament to read the last blessing of whatever religion the sentenced chose. But still, what a slap to her face. She had been there when the usurpers were exposed. Her own best friend literally devoured them and became a goddess herself for a short time.

      But then the last rites were done, the man was kneeling, and the executioner was stepping up. One moment he was there, living and breathing, and the next, he just…wasn’t. Ukrah forced herself to keep her eyes open, to watch how the executioner brought his sword down, and everything that happened after that, but she didn’t want to.

      No, she didn’t want to at all.

      “Spirits,” Crispin breathed from beside her. “It never gets any easier, does it?”

      “Nor should it,” Helena said, tears beading at the corners of her eyes. “If it does, that’s when you know you’ve truly lost.”

      Ukrah swallowed hard. At least she had that to hold onto. As long as it still hurt her, she wasn’t too far gone into the bubbling blackness within her. She opened her mouth to thank the woman, and maybe ask if she could hold her hand, when a whistling sound cut through the air.

      A half dozen things seemed to happen at once. Dille reached up casually, catching what looked like it might have once been an arrow but was outfitted with dangerous barbs and a strange cylinder around its middle. She looked at it, as if bored, then made a motion with the fingers of her other hand.

      The not-arrow rose, encased in a bubble of soft blue, and then the bubble was filled with what could only be described as a small explosion. Cries of alarm sounded from all around them, but Dille still just looked bored.

      More shouts, and then fingers pointed up at more archers. Another burst from where a window once was in the ruins of the palace behind Dille, rushing her with a dagger in hand.

      Of course, Ukrah felt alarm, of course she wanted to help, but there wasn’t a chance before the one on the ground was knocked backward by just a hand motion from Dille and her two dragons descended to snatch up the archers and their exploding arrows.

      It was yet again an assassination attempt, and a lackluster one at that. All of it wrapped up in less than a few breaths, leaving Dille looking over the crowd with her hands on her hips.

      “Enough,” she declared. “It is clear, yet again, that our city is not safe. To your homes. I swear, I will protect you all and eliminate this threat. It is my duty to all of you, I swear it.”

      There was a mix of grumbles, fearful chatter, and positive support, but Ukrah didn’t pay any attention to it. Instead, her eyes were on the governess, who looked like she had been forced to swallow a whole lemon and pretend it didn’t sting at her.

      That couldn’t be healthy.

      It took a while to clear out, and then the guard was doubled on the prisoners as they were led back to their keep below ground. Ukrah didn’t know if there was even a point to that because, like Dille had said, it was clear that they were still sinking with moles digging at them and finding ways in for the enemy.

      Was she ever going to be able to trust anyone outside of her circle again? It seemed unlikely.

      Then again, she did have a pretty powerful circle to fall back on, which was the only thing that made her feel better as they headed back to the academy to regroup. Ale’a, Fjord-something, and Lord Ain joined them as escorts. She hadn’t even known that the platinum-haired man was in town, but he and his golden dragon were unmistakable as they swooped into formation above Eist’s carriage.

      And what a carriage it was, with Voirdr perched on top and Fior flying just high enough to not be literally on top of the young black dragon. At least no one would want to attack Eist and her baby there.

      …hopefully.

      Ukrah supposed it helped that very few outside of the academy even knew about Yacristjin. She was sure word had leaked a bit, what with there clearly being moles and traitors, but it helped that the general public and many of their allies out in the field didn’t know.

      They arrived at the academy without incident, but they didn’t leave right away with a good-bye to Dille as they usually did. Instead, they had the staff of the place take care of the horses and carriage while the dragons went off to associate in the caves and the rest of them went to Dille’s rooms.

      “Are you alright?” Lady Elspeth greeted as the governess approached the door to her new quarters. She was right smackdab in the middle of all the relocated witches, in quarters that apparently had once belonged to the assistant dean of the school, back when there was such a position because there were enough dragon potentials to fill the whole campus. Those days were long gone.

      “If you’re asking if I’m wounded, I’m perfectly fine. But that’s because nothing was going to happen anyways.”

      She snapped her fingers and her door flew open, banging against the wall in a way that echoed all the way down the hall. That wasn’t like the governess, and Ukrah found herself exchanging an uncertain look with Crispin.

      “But still—”

      Dille was already at some sort of cabinet, yanking open the door to wrench an ornate bottle out of it. Another gesture with another hand, and a goblet was flying to her from who knew where. She caught it, took one look at it, then tossed it behind her and drank right out of the bottle.

      “It wasn’t an assassination attempt, Elspeth.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It was a distraction. They make a mockery of us. They’re telling our citizens that we’re failing them. And they’re buying time to try to free those we already have.”

      “It’s chaos,” Ukrah breathed, her mind going back to that strange, strange dream that she had had through another woman’s eyes.

      “What was that?” Eist asked, coming forward and resting a hand on Ukrah’s shoulder. Athar was holding their baby, allowing his wife to continue moving forward and pick up the discarded goblet. Reaching for a different pitcher on a table, she filled it with what smelled like a fruit juice.

      “From my vision. I remember the dancer ordering them to find a way to make you stop scrying for her. To…distract you.”

      Dille laughed, and it was a bitter sound, before taking another long swig.

      “See? As I said. A distraction. A distraction to show us that no matter how many of us die, no matter how many of us bleed, there will always be someone else there to demand more.” She glared at them, and Ukrah couldn’t help it when her stomach dropped. “Do you know how many refugees I’ve lost in this year alone? Children, young men and women that I swore to protect?”

      Eist approached her friend, taking the bottle from her and handing her the juice. But Dille just flicked her fingers and a different container flew from the cabinet and poured itself messily into her cup.

      “You couldn’t have known, Dille. We’ve had our fights with the council before, but nothing like this.”

      “No, nothing like this,” the governess agreed with bite to her tone. “Once, we needed only worry about Yacrist. And before that, Elspeth only had to worry about the love of her life.” Wait, Yacrist? What did she mean by that? “Even just one person had been devastating and almost ended us each time, and yet now…now there are so many. Every time we find one, another appears.” Another long, long drink and she was on her feet again.

      “I don’t understand it. They were there. They saw. They lost their families and their loved ones and their homes, and yet now they side with the very usurpers who caused everything. Even the Three didn’t like their own religion by the time the end came. It’s why they offered themselves up to you.”

      “I know, I know it’s frustrating,” Eist said, looking to her husband. He gave a quick nod and stepped out, but Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder what those two had just silently said to each other. “But there’s always going to be someone who wants to hurt people for gain.”

      “No, they don’t want to hurt people,” she hissed. “They want to hurt us. Witches, vessels, the magically-inclined. Even though we know now that our outlawing was the work of the Blight, they still believe the lies. The propaganda. And that’s because they want to. They want us to be the disgusting villains and monsters so that they have someone, anyone, to blame but themselves.”

      She drained her glass and Ukrah just watched, with no idea what to do. It was Helena who spoke first, clearing her throat and stepping forward, warm waves of comfort and acceptance flowing from her.

      “We will—”

      A single word whispered from Dille’s lips and they were all shoved back several feet. Helena stumbled, and if it hadn’t been for Marcellin catching her, she might have fallen over entirely.

      “Leave me be,” Dille snapped, looking down into her cup. Another gesture and Ukrah could see it refilling again. “I just… I just need to rest.”

      “Dille…” Another shove and the door slammed against the wall again. If that wasn’t a cue to leave, Ukrah didn’t know what was, but Eist stood her ground. Or at least she did until there was a throat-clearing at the door.

      Looking over her shoulder, she saw Ain standing there, another large pitcher in his hands. “I brought honey mead,” he said matter-of-factly. “I heard we were drinking away the terrors of humanity.”

      “Finally,” the governess breathed. “Give it here. Come on.”

      He crossed to her with that saunter that Ukrah had seen him use before, but it seemed performative at best. His shoulders were clearly taut with worry and there was an uncertainty to his step. But he nodded to Eist as he passed, and she relaxed as well, finally joining the rest against the door.

      “Come on,” she said to them with so much weariness in her voice that Ukrah had to wonder if it was worth it to try to be the hero. Because it seemed once someone stepped up to that mantel, the pain and unhappiness never ended. “Let’s get us all fed and see if there’s somewhere we can stay the night. I have a feeling Dille will need us in the morning.”

      “We really should discuss what happened,” Elspeth said. “Get a drop on these leaks and figure out who’s betraying us now.”

      “Tomorrow,” Eist said more firmly. “Tonight, I think we all need a break from this.”

      Elspeth looked like she wanted to argue, but she held her tongue. “Fair enough. It will give me time to catch up with my other half anyways.” She gave Ukrah a small smile, but it was worn at the edges from everything else going on. “Would you care to take a walk through the hatchery with me after we all eat our fill?”

      “Sure,” Ukrah said, swallowing to try to wet her mouth. Her eyes were still on Dille, who was draining her cup yet again. It was strange to see one of her idols so effected.

      Sad.

      Terrifying.

      “Good. Well enough.”

      There was another murmur of agreement, then they were out in the hall, Elspeth saying she would check if they had lodging for them. But as they walked away, Ukrah couldn’t shake the haunted look in Dille’s dark eyes.

      If that was the price one paid for victory, she wasn’t so sure that she wanted to win.
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      “I’m surprised you lost your tall and lanky shadow,” Elspeth said as Ukrah reached the bottom of the stairs. “After the last time, I thought he might never lend you to me again.”

      Ukrah managed half of a chuckle. While it was true that Crispin was protective, he was well aware that he couldn’t tell her what to do any more than he could explain banking to Voirdr. So instead of fighting, he just asked that she make sure she never left the academy grounds and that she carried a small scrying mirror about her neck in case of emergency.

      Ukrah didn’t mind indulging him in that. She knew he was scared. And she knew that he hated watching her be in pain and recover over and over again. So, if she could do something to ease that, why not?

      “So, I hear your little one is a little clumsy.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.”

      “I remember, although it was very long ago, how much we struggled with both of our dragons.” She didn’t have to explain who ‘we’ meant. “I think it’s that they grow so big, so fast, that they don’t know what to do with themselves. You can’t train them like we do the other dragons, because most dragons are maybe the size of large dogs when they first start to stretch their wings out and glide.”

      “Yeah, Voirdr never glided at all. One moment he was earthbound, the next he was launching himself up into the air over and over again until he got it.”

      “Sounds about right. I remember once, my girl climbed to the top tower of the academy while I was training and then just jumped off before anyone could get her down. Don’t get me wrong, she glided beautifully and landed just like a cat that was far too satisfied with itself. But she just about made my heart punch through my chest.”

      It was strange to think of Elspeth as a teenager once. Although reports of her age were dubious at best, they ranged from five to seven hundred years. She was the oldest of all the dragon riders in existence, and was one of the oldest ever, with only a few beating her out back in the early days. To think that she’d once had to deal with getting her first monthly bleeds, with pimples and growing pains, was borderline impossible.

      “Thankfully, he hasn’t taken to leaping off of the top of the manor. Although I’m sure it’s just a matter of time.”

      “Most likely. Maybe I can show you some tricks that helped me.”

      Ukrah nodded and they walked to the caves. It was a large, interconnected route of chambers that hadn’t been made by the academy but were the very reason the founders had chosen to build where they had. When dragons grew too large to roam the halls or squeeze into dorms, they often went there.

      Granted, there were always dragons sleeping on roofs and reclining on balconies, but dragon riders tended to give that space to the students so they could still be close to their growing mounts. Although Ukrah knew from experience that the council meeting room ceiling was only for those on the actual council.

      It didn’t take long to find their dragons. The white lady was sprawled across the floor of the first chamber with Voirdr right atop her smooth neck, his legs draped to either side. It was entirely adorable, and for a moment, she loathed to wake them.

      But Sleipffynor must have sensed her companion, because her lavender eyes flicked open and she shook herself, slowly rising. The dozen or so other dragons scattered around her also roused, some of them grumbling sleepily.

      “Hey there, my love,” Elspeth said, going forward and pressing her forehead against the dragon’s. It was so tender that Ukrah almost felt like she was peeping on something intimate and quickly looked away. Of course, all that ended when Voirdr bounded up to her, tackling her to the ground.

      “He hasn’t done that in ages,” she said hurriedly to Elspeth, not wanting the woman to think that she’d slacked on the young dragon’s discipline with everything that was going on.

      “It’s alright. The academy can be exciting. All these new scents, dragons, and people.” She bent down and scratched the little guy’s chin, so of course he rolled over and his tongue lolled out like he had never been loved before.

      Once Elspeth was done, she stood and gave the rest of the dragons a solid nod, as if they were more of her troops. Which, in a way, Ukrah guessed they were.

      “Alright, let’s head out to the training field. It’s late enough in the evening that we won’t have to worry about many there.”

      Ukrah nodded and followed along. She certainly hoped there wasn’t a crowd. Because lately, she was beginning to think there was an enemy in every one of them.
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      Morning came at the same time as always, but Ukrah didn’t rouse at the crack of it like she usually did. None of them did. It was as if the events of the day before had worn them all out equally.

      Not that Ukrah minded. Especially since she woke up in time for the last bit of breakfast as it was served down in the common hall. They would probably all be much crankier if they had to go about on empty stomachs.

      Then again, Elspeth would probably just have the cooks make them something, but Ukrah preferred no special treatment. Goodness knew she’d gotten enough accusations of that when she attended the academy.

      It was weird to be back, but good in some ways. For too long, the long halls and classes had been a sort of specter hovering over her. A place that had defeated her and made her turn tail. Returning to it was almost like some sort of triumph, even if she did get certain…looks.

      But looks hadn’t killed her before and they weren’t going to at any time in the foreseeable future.

      No, she had other much more real threats to deal with.

      Shaking her head, she put those kinds of thoughts out of her mind and busied herself with loading her plate up with food. There was richer, heavier fare than Mrs. Kaldonner cooked, necessary for all the men and women who were growing while training themselves to become elite weapons. She would be lying if she didn’t say she got perhaps a little more than she could eat but shoved it into her cheesecloth-lined satchel.

      It wasn’t stealing, really. It was just…packing provisions for later.

      At least she was able to eat with all of her friends, the conversation a bit quiet between them, but there nonetheless. Mostly because Marcellin was looking around in wonder at everything while Crispin kept glaring over in different locations.

      “Let it go,” Ukrah warned after he sent an especially poisonous glower over her shoulder.

      “Don’t you remember how these people treated you?” he murmured, ducking his head so only she and Cassinda beside her could hear.

      “It’s not something I’m liable to forget,” Ukrah responded calmly. “But we have bigger worries now.”

      “But what if some of them are our moles? Spies? They leaked that you had the black dragon quick enough.”

      “If they are, then the investigations will reveal it. We won’t gain anything by fighting in the middle of the mess hall.”

      “I don’t understand how you’re being so calm about this.”

      But Ukrah just leveled him with a calm gaze.

      “Really? You can’t think of any reason why I might not care about these childish bullies?”

      You’ve got bigger problems now, vessel, Tayir added. It’d do you well to remember that.

      “Yeah, well, I remember how some of their faces feel under my fist, that’s what I remember,” Crispin grumbled. He gave one last dark look to another table before settling, and Ukrah appreciated that he at least tried.

      The rest of the meal went quickly after that, with no disruptions. Or at least none until Eist appeared toward the end, gently touching Helena’s shoulder and whispering in her ear. The woman’s face grew concerned before that same maternal smile crossed her features.

      Nodding, she got up, and the two walked off together.

      Ukrah couldn’t help her curiosity at the exchange. She was almost certain that it had to do with the governess, and for some reason she didn’t want to let things lie. So, she waited a few moments before excusing herself to the privy, then ghosted after them.

      She didn’t have to follow them that tightly, and she was sure that if she had Eist would have known she was there. But she knew her way about the academy well enough to find her way to the witches’ halls, and then Dille’s quarters in the center.

      Her door was ajar, which was the only reason Ukrah felt comfortable letting herself in. As soon as she did, she could hear voices in another room deeper into the suite, so she carefully shut the doors behind her.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” she said, entering what looked like another sitting room, but with more books and bookcases.

      Dille let out a long groan, her hands over her ears. “Quiet, please. For the love of all that is sacred.”

      Ah, Ukrah had heard about this. The governess, the leader of the witches, one of the four young heroes of the Blight war, the second most powerful woman of her generation, had a hangover.

      What a time to be alive.

      “Ukrah, you needn’t have come,” Eist murmured softly. “But since you’re here, fetch the blue vial from her cabinet toward the door, would you?”

      “Must all of you speak so much?” Dille snapped before groaning again. “I swear, this is worse than being devoured by a rift portal.”

      “Perhaps if you hadn’t drunk both yourself and Lord Ain into a stupor, you wouldn’t be feeling so awful,” Eist mused from behind Ukrah.

      “I don’t need lectures, I need healing. Please, fetch me a healer before I succumb to all this.”

      “No one ever died from a headache, Governess,” Helena chided gently, her hands gently brushing against the woman’s back, no doubt soothing away her aches.

      “Then I shall be the first.”

      It was hard not to let a laugh slip out. Ukrah had never heard the governess be so…human. It was like she was too drunk to hold up all the walls she had erected so carefully about herself, and for the first time Ukrah was getting to see the girl that had been Eist’s one and only friend for a long time.

      But amused or not, she still hurried to get the vial that the god-woman had described and hurried it back to her. She went to hand it to Eist, sure the woman was going to pour it into some sort of concoction for her friend, but instead, Dille just swiped it right out of her hand and swallowed it down.

      “By the ancestors, a little relief.” She sank down so that her head was resting on the table again, one hand under her cheek and the other holding the empty vial up.

      None of them could have guessed that such a simple action could have such consequences, but Eist and Ukrah both reached for it, no doubt out of habit of looking out after others.

      The three of their fingers touched, with Helena’s hands still firmly on Dille’s back, and the result was instantaneous. Energy burst out of them, hot and blinding, and then the very air itself ripped right in two.

      One moment, the world was just that—the world—but the next, there was image after image flashing so fast that most of it was an impossible jumble.

      Ukrah cried out, but she couldn’t pull her hand away, couldn’t move. She could only watch. Image after image.

      Battlegrounds. Her mother. A young couple looking down at a baby. A crow flying. The dancer, chained and screaming, blood down one of her temples. A dark, bulbous mass that shifted on itself, reversing and billowing, clawing its way across the land. A young man with dark hair and bright, blue eyes. That same man screaming silently then turning to ash. An old man dying. A storm. Waves crashing then receding and then, finally, fire.

      It was just like her dream. The earth cracked, flames shot up. It devoured everything in a blaze and then, just as abruptly as it had started, all of them were flung away from each other.

      Ukrah’s back hit the wall and she barely managed to catch herself on her feet, reaching out and using one of the elegant curtains to steady herself. Blinking, she saw that Dille’s chair was now on the floor, the woman still seated in it with her legs hooked over the seat. Helena was sitting soundly on her bottom, looking absolutely winded, while Eist was crouched by one of the shelves.

      None of them said anything for a moment, all of them exchanging glances like they weren’t sure if they were insane or if everyone had been witness to what had happened. But after a few beats, it was Eist who spoke.

      “Why, in the name of all these spirits, false gods, and monsters,” she hissed, “did I just see the Blight?!”
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      Ah, good to see you fed and up. I saw you with that dragon elder last night. I—

      Tayir was cut off as Eist slammed a basket over his head, trapping the bird in his spot on the wide windowsill. She also knocked over a delicate, gold flower trough, but she didn’t seem to care in the slightest.

      What is going on here? Is this one of your childish pranks? Unhand me! I am a guardian!

      Eist looked to Dille, who seemed a whole lot less hungover all of a sudden, and she waved her hand over the basket. With a terse nod, Eist removed the basket to reveal the little desert finch.

      A binding spell? Really? I am not some familiar you can—

      “You’ve been lying to us.”

      That stopped the bird right in the middle of his complaint, and he blinked at them.

      I beg your pardon?

      But Eist was in no mood for his etiquette, it seemed, because she leaned down and bared her teeth close to him. “Withholding vital information, information that might help us, is a lie of omission. And you’ve been holding back. You know what the sect is up to, and for some reason, you’re not telling us.”

      Oh. I see. He hopped one way and then back the other. It was strange. Ukrah tended to forget that it was unusual for a guide to be in the form of a bird, he had been a part of her life for so long that she’d gotten used to his presence. But as she looked down on him and his tiny feathered body, she couldn’t help but think it was a bit cruel that this was the form he was stuck in.

      Something has happened, hasn’t it?

      “You’re caddin’ right it has,” Eist spat. Ukrah hadn’t heard her so incensed in quite a long while, but she supposed seeing an image of her worst enemy had put her into a bit of a sour mood. “When Helena, Dille, Ukrah, and I all touched, we saw visions.”

      Visions? Ukrah has visions all the time. And you used to as well.

      “Not visions like these,” Dille cut in. “There were just…disjointed flashes of thoughts. Not things that will happen, but memories, dreams, and ambitions. Plans. Ideas. For some reason, we caught onto some sort of stream-of-consciousness thought. Thoughts of a lot of people.”

      I see.

      “And one of the things we saw was the vessel-killer, and another was the Blight. And, wouldn’t you guess it, the sect was in there too. They’re planning something, and you know what it is, so why aren’t you telling us?”

      One has to be careful with knowledge, in my position. Too much in one direction can—

      Eist slammed both hands on the table, snarling at him. “Are you the mole!? Are you the one betraying us? I swear I will roast you right now and see if ancient guardian tastes just as delicious as a fresh pheasant!”

      Oh. Goodness. Ukrah felt like maybe she should intervene, but also that might just be suicide.

      “Tayir’s not the mole,” she said calmly, ignoring the withering look Eist gave her. “But he has been lying to us. And I don’t understand why.”

      The little bird sighed. Because, if I tell you, I know that you’ll try to save her. And if I lose any of you to her, I don’t know that this world can be saved. Two is a tragedy, but three? Three would be devastating to everything we need to do.

      “What do you mean, save her?” Helena asked. “She’s the enemy. She wants to kill us.”

      Yes, and it would do you well to remember that when I tell you what they plan to do with her.

      Eist straightened, her arms crossed over her chest. “What do you mean? What are they planning?”

      They’re going to sacrifice her to summon forth the Blight. They wanted all of you, but now that they know so many of you have clustered together under the god-woman and governess’s protection, they’re hoping just two spirits will be enough.

      “What!?” Dille practically shouted, wincing a moment at herself. “How would that even work? A vessel’s blood won’t bring back that creature. Not when Eist destroyed it. Every single piece of it. Every particle. There’s nothing left!”

      Not…quite true. When all eyes flicked to him, Tayir ruffled his feathers again, clearly uncomfortable with the intense stares. You see, young Eist destroyed every single piece of the Blight in existence, through all the time-stream that she was able to touch. But she couldn’t touch the spirits, not when the Three had used them to form the veil and power themselves.

      “I don’t understand how that would help this ritual.”

      It’s just like what young Marcellin read. In the first war, the spirits gave of themselves to help in the fight. It worked, but what they didn’t know was that bits of the Blight that they cut off found their way into the gaps of the spirits. They burrowed there, feeding off of them, weakening them further and further. That was why they agreed to give power over to the Three, in the end. It was the only way they could see themselves being rid of what had spliced itself onto them.

      And so, when they were taken by the Three, they were gone, and so was the Blight within them. But now that the world has called them back, tried to rebirth them into being through vessels, there is a chance that that same magic could be used to summon the Blight from nothing as well.

      Ukrah wasn’t sure what she expected Eist to do. Cry. Scream. Maybe try to wring the little bird’s neck… But none of them were for her to stand up straight and walk away, going over to the only chair that remained upright and practically falling into it.

      “So that’s it then. All our fighting, everything we’ve been through, it’s all for nothing.”

      No, I wouldn’t say that. For what it’s worth, I don’t think their spell will be successful, and then once the spirit’s vessel is killed, both of them should be released back into the ether and we can try to restore the old ones back to their rightful places.

      “You want to risk everything on your hunch that their plan just won’t work?”

      …well, it does seem unlikely, does it not? You are the one who scattered and banished that creature. Destroyed every bit of it. Do you think that they’ll be able to conjure it back to fruition with nothing but desperation and an old legend?

      “I’ve had less and still managed to win at the end of the day.” Eist took in a long breath, then let it out. She looked so defeated, shock written across all her features. It was very easy to understand why her hair had turned white after she defeated the Blight. “Underestimating them would be our worse mistake.”

      Ukrah hadn’t planned on saying anything, and yet the words came right on out anyways. “Then we save her.”

      “What?”

      “If we don’t want to take the risk, we save her. We tell her that her underlings are about to betray her then get her out of there.”

      “And how are we going to do that?” Dille asked. “We have no idea where she is. All of our attempts to reach her have failed, and the only reason you know anything at all is because of some sort of a fluke vision on your part and a freak communal experience.”

      But Ukrah’s mind was already ticking off different details, going through everything that she had crammed into her head lately. “Part of the difficulty with scrying, and trying to connect with her, is making sure the connection doesn’t go two ways, right? You have to put so much into being covert or having defenses strong enough that she can’t get through. And that’s why you haven’t been able to get through, because anything that’s sneaky enough wouldn’t be strong enough, and something strong enough isn’t sneaky enough.”

      “Well, if you want to completely simplify it, yes.”

      “So what if we…don’t?”

      Eist sat up, looking less like she wanted to murder someone. “What if we don’t what?”

      “Stop her from getting through. What if we poke at her, really bright and really strongly? In a way that she has to know it’s us. And what if we let her see through my eyes for a bit.”

      “I don’t see how that’s right helpful,” Helena murmured. “Isn’t that the opposite of what we want?”

      “Not if we control what she sees,” Eist said, standing and nodding, her hands starting to rub together as if she were building a fire. “We give her false information, let her think that she’s got the upper hand. That gets us close to her, and then we can…can…contain her maybe. Or just get her far enough from them to make her see reason.”

      Or just kill her. Let the spirits within her be released back into the world to be reborn again.

      “We should give her at least a chance,” Ukrah said quickly.

      That seemed to catch Dille’s attention and her brows went up. “And why is that? Last I knew, your last battle had all of you trying to rip her limb from limb and bury her under a crumbling building.”

      “Well…” Ukrah took a breath. “I’ve been reading about the north, and why their people are usually here. We don’t know her history, what made her what she was, but what I saw in my vision, it made me think it wasn’t kind.”

      “Neither was yours, but as far as I know, you haven’t murdered other vessels to absorb their spirit.”

      “No, but I killed my entire village. Every man, woman, and child that was there that night.” That brought both women up short. Ukrah hadn’t uttered a word about that night in ages, but the shame came back just as hotly as it had flowed then. “It could have been so easy to give into the voice in my head. Tayir certainly didn’t discourage that.”

      They looked to Tayir, and the bird ruffled his wings.

      I encouraged you to do what you needed to be safe and protect yourself from those who were trying to hurt you. They were burning you at the stake, they deserved the fate they wrought.

      Helena picked up another chair just to flop into it. “By the ancestors, and I thought how I came to know all of you was unfortunate. All this happened when you were how old?”

      “Thirteen,” Ukrah answered before straightening her shoulders. “But that’s in the past. What I mean is that it’s easy to judge her. And I’m not excusing her. But maybe if we show her that we’re on her side, that she can trust us, she might be savable.”

      “Ukrah…” Eist’s voice was gentle, so different from how she had been just moments earlier. “We’ll do our best, but you do need to keep in mind that sometimes, no matter how much you want to, you can’t save people.”

      There was a weight to her words, and Ukrah wondered what the story was there.

      “I know. But I have to try.”

      Eist nodded, patting her cheek. “You wouldn’t be yourself if you didn’t.”
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      “Are you ready?” Dille asked, wringing a cool cloth out over Ukrah’s head. The desert girl could smell lavender and goldenrod, twisted together to make a pleasant smell.

      “Yes.”

      “Are we sure this is the best way to do this?” Crispin asked nervously, looking down at the symbols painted on the front and back of his hands. “That woman nearly drained the life out of me. And while it didn’t seem that bad at the time, it, uh, it definitely was.” He shuddered. “Trust me when I say none of you want her to do that to you.”

      “Trust me,” Ukrah said, taking his hand and intertwining their fingers. “It’s our best shot.”

      “I’m still not sure why you need all of us,” Cassinda said idly, standing on her other side. She was wearing her more casual breeches and a blouse again, meaning she expected there might be a fight. Hopefully, there wouldn’t be anything of the sort.

      But if there was, what a fight it would be. The god-woman, the governess, and all the vessels but the dancer gathered together in the war room of Eist’s home. Athar, Yacristjin, and the staff were at the academy or their homes, leaving only the magically-inclined on the premises. If the dancer did somehow come sweeping in immediately, the battle would probably be bigger than anything Ukrah had experienced before.

      And she’d certainly been in some battles.

      “We were able to see flashes that we shouldn’t have because our power connected the four of us when we touched,” Dille said patiently, still drawing runes across the wooden floor. “It made us into a conduit far more powerful than what any of us could channel individually.”

      “So,” Eist continued, grabbing Cassinda’s hand and Marcellin’s. “If all of us work together, we should be able to summon up the power for all that we need.”

      “But I thought you lost your magic?”

      A strange expression crossed Eist’s face. “I lost my ability to use it, and to sense it, for the most part. But it’s still in me. I’m still connected. I may not be able to channel like I once could, but I’m still a lightning rod in the storm.”

      Meanwhile, Ukrah stood quietly, trying to control her breathing and center herself. They were taking a risk, she knew. The safest thing to do would be to strike down the murdering vessel before she could sink her fingers into anyone else.

      But for some reason, she wanted to give the woman a chance. See if they could reach her. Maybe she was getting soft. Or maybe it was because, when she closed her eyes, she saw that proud man standing at the execution block, and then his head falling away from him.

      “Alright, the final runes are in place. Remember, all of you, our goal is to mask everything but Ukrah, she will control the rest. We want it to seem as if she’s alone and trying something that she very much knows she shouldn’t.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound like Ukrah at all,” Crispin quipped before earning a glare from Dille. Chastised, he looked down quickly, but the desert girl could still see the faintest of smirks about his lips.

      “Breathe in for the count of seven, hold for the count of seven, then release for seven. Say nothing. Ready?”

      There was a chorus of positive answers from all around, and then Dille was closing her eyes. The candles that had been placed around the edge of the circle flared to life, the fire of their wicks burning brightly before suddenly switching to a cool, soothing purple. The lavender permeated the air that much more, making Ukrah’s head feel a bit hazy.

      Dille began to chant, and the desert girl closed her eyes, trying to think. She was the one setting the stage for the vessel-murderer to burst into, so it was up to her to sell it. She imagined that she was huddled in her room, the place dark. Huddled over a small candle, whispering words that she didn’t know. She thought about how she’d feel if Dille and Eist had forbidden her from reaching out. The fight that would have happened. She tried to summon up all the energy she would feel. The emotions.

      She didn’t open her eyes, didn’t allow herself to think about what was going on around her. She dedicated all of her mind to the scenario in her head, building it up, fleshing it out. If she wanted to fool the dancer, to set up the first part of the trap, she would need to be convincing.

      After the first part, she wouldn’t have to, of course. That was the whole point of their plan. But in order to get there, she had to man the first part on her own.

      Hopefully, it wouldn’t be one of those easier said than done things.

      Tucking that worry away, she bowed her head and concentrated harder. She could feel the magic flowing in the air with Dille’s every word, rising, happy to have a focus after so much time just spent toiling in the air, looking for something to fit into.

      She couldn’t tell where it entered their circle of joined hands first, only that it did, then it began to spread out its tendrils through all of them. It reminded her of lightning, except gentler. A soft squeeze instead of a burning strike, but rushing and virulent, nonetheless.

      Her breathing grew labored, each rise and fall of her chest taking more effort as the magic grew. Binding them all together, linking them, building up in all their bodies like…like…

      Like conduits, her mind supplied.

      Yes, like that. Just as Eist had said.

      It was such a heady connection. Ukrah could feel all of them in a way that she never had before. They were all separate, and yet together, bound together by the magic that was so relieved to have found a channel it could dig itself into.

      She could feel Crispin, bright and sparkling and full of light, in a way that she had never quite understood before. She could feel Helena, a warm, comforting blanket that exuded home and happiness. But there was something else there, a sort of melancholy. A sad sting of loss.

      There was a sharp hunger from Cassinda, like the gnawing of a stomach that had been denied food for days. Ukrah couldn’t say what she was hungry for, but it was persistent, followed by a rushing, burning rumble of power just beneath.

      Then there was Marcellin. He was burning with a surprising amount of anger, bubbling just below his surface. Anger and jealousy and resentment. She couldn’t tell who towards, or if it was even at anyone specific, but the intensity of it all startled her.

      And finally, both Dille and Eist. They were something else entirely. A pair of somethings, and yet completely different from each other. Dille was just…so old. And not in the way an elderly person might be, or even Elspeth. But something about her was similar to the books that Ukrah had been reading in the archives, ancient and important and mostly forgotten. It was an unsettling kind of feeling, if only because it seemed like she didn’t belong, like she wasn’t in the right time.

      But perhaps it was Eist who was the strangest. Because, despite having lost her magic, she was burning so brightly, so hotly, that Ukrah was reminded of the sun. She had to work to shut the god-woman out of her perception, Eist glowed that radiantly. Energy rushed from her, hot, strong, powerful, and it fueled every word that Dille spoke.

      If that was what she was like after being cut off for over half a decade, what had she been in her heyday? The thought was certainly an interesting one.

      And then there was her. She couldn’t really sense herself, but she knew that the others could. What were they seeing? More importantly, what were they feeling? Was it the storm building up between them? Cracking and popping and begging for relief?

      She had no way of finding out. But perhaps she didn’t need to. Digging deeper into her mind, she buried herself in the story she needed to sell the dancer.

      And then it happened. One moment, she was standing there, and the next, it felt as if her very soul was being flung away from her, rattling through time and space, until suddenly she was in a room that she had never seen before.

      Well, not really there. She was present, but just…floating.

      The walls and ceiling were similar to the architecture she had spotted earlier in her strange not-a-vision, and she wasn’t entirely surprised when she spotted a familiar, soft figure curled under a set of luxurious-looking blankets.

      It was the dancer.

      Ukrah hovered closer, looking down at her face. Funny… In her sleep, the woman almost looked…normal. Defenseless. Her face was lax, and she was wearing a soft nightshift that would have been right at home in the desert. Considering she was from the north, Ukrah wondered if the reason she wore light clothing was because she was always too hot.

      What was the woman’s story? What could make a vessel want to kill another? The very idea made Ukrah’s stomach churn. She felt the innate need to protect all of them, even this one, who had hurt one of her charges and killed another. Was there even a right thing to do in a situation like the one she was in?

      Ukrah reached out, not quite with a hand but with what would be if she had any limbs. She just wanted to brush the woman’s hair out of her face, to see her soft features not twisted in rage or anger. Not lit up with the adrenaline of battle. Because when it came down to it, she was just a year or so older than Ukrah, maybe three at most. They weren’t really so different—

      “Really? Did you finally get desperate enough to do something truly stupid, or are you just naturally that way?”

      One of the dancer’s eyes opened and slid to where Ukrah was hovering. She felt a chill go down her spine, but that was all the warning she had before the woman sat up, her hands snapping out to grab at Ukrah.

      Except they shouldn’t have been able to grab her at all. She wasn’t actually there. She was just projected, a sort of complicated scry that allowed her to see where the dancer was and what she was doing.

      Yet the vessel-killer did grab Ukrah, pulling her right down onto the mattress, right down out of her nothingness, until it felt like her physical body was in the room with the dancer, the woman’s hands gripping Ukrah’s hair and neck.

      “You come to me, in my home, with nothing better than a child’s spell?” the woman said, voice smooth and low from sleep. If it weren’t for the firm grip on her, Ukrah would have thought that the spirit of desire was just casually asking if there was food ready for her.

      But she wasn’t asking that at all, and the bite of her fingers into the desert girl’s flesh spoke of ill intent. Ukrah couldn’t help if she was a fool for wanting to try to save the woman.

      Well, maybe she was a fool, but at least she was a fool who cared.

      “I h-have to w-warn you,” Ukrah sputtered. It was a strange thing to stutter while not technically drawing air, technically not being there. Just as it was strange that the hand on her neck was definitely there, but unable to choke her considering she wasn’t actually there.

      Magic was a bit wild.

      “What? That you’re going to come for me? Put to rest all of my little plans? Make sure that I don’t think I can get away with it?”

      Ukrah felt the magic in her waning. The others were cutting her off, which they were supposed to do, but it was very hard to keep her mind from that exact fact like she was supposed to.

      “Not…safe,” Ukrah managed to rasp. A moment later, the magic fueling the spell was gone entirely, and she was fading back into the ether.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Whoa, hey there, are you waking up?”

      Ukrah groaned and looked up into Helena’s concerned face. She was in the healing room. How did she get there? “What… What happened?”

      “I have to say, love, you put us through a right bit of worry, you know that?” She handed a goblet of water to Ukrah, which she hastily drank up. Her mouth was so dry, like she had been asleep for years. “When you didn’t come down to break the fast, Crispin went looking for you. Found you out cold in the middle of the orchard. Pray tell, what were you doing out there?”

      Right, none of them were ‘supposed’ to know. Ukrah had been forbidden from trying to reach out to the dancer. And she had.

      “Nothing,” she answered quickly. “Do Eist and Dille know?”

      “You needn’t mind that. Lord Athar thought that perhaps you didn’t need any more punishment than whatever you had already dished out to you.” She paused, getting a cool cloth from the table at the bed and dabbing Ukrah’s forehead. “Unless there’s something you need to tell us?”

      Ukrah swallowed thickly. “Uh, no. Nothing.”

      “Alright then. But if you don’t want the lady and governess to get suspicious, perhaps you need to cover that mark on your neck.”

      “My…neck?”

      Helena nodded, passing over a hand-mirror. Ukrah took it and glanced to where the woman was pointing on her neck.

      There, on her tanned flesh, were three very visible fingerprints.

      That… That shouldn’t have been possible.

      She knew what Helena was doing: trying to ask if she was alright without asking. They all had to play their roles very carefully, because it had to be assumed that the dancer was now watching everything. “Oh…”

      “You know, I remember being wild and young, long ago. I understand what it gets like when the passion is rushing through you, but perhaps a little caution, yes? Lest you wind up finding yourself falling asleep in random orchards.”

      Ukrah felt herself blush. “I wasn’t— That didn’t—”

      Oh, Helena was playing it well. Making Ukrah sputter like she was lying. The woman was pretty good at the subterfuge thing, despite her normal genuine nature. No wonder she had managed to survive so long on her own with a gang of merciless thieves.

      “It’s alright, I’m not scolding you. Just an old woman trying to give you some advice that I wish someone would have given me.”

      She leaned down and pressed a kiss to Ukrah’s forehead. The intent behind it was obvious, a comfort and assurance that she would be alright.

      She just hoped that the woman was right.
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      “Tell me again why it is we have to go on a ride outside of the city walls on one of the hottest days yet?” Marcellin grumbled, looking over his shoulder at Ale’a.

      “Because Eist said I needed to learn to swim. It wouldn’t do for the vessel of justice to end up dying because she can’t maneuver in water, so here we are.”

      “Yeah, I get why you’re here, but not me. And where’s your blond shadow? You don’t even have your dragon on you.”

      “Crispin is taking a much-needed afternoon with Voirdr and Elspeth. The last lesson I had with her helped me understand dragon flying so much, and Crispin needs much of the same.” She leveled a look at the young man riding beside her. “As for you, you haven’t gotten into the water even once with your new limbs. Dille wants to make sure that you’re properly enchanted, so here you are.”

      Marcellin grumbled again, and Ukrah got the feeling he thoroughly enjoyed hamming up his role. That wasn’t a bad thing at all. The more convincing he was, the more likely the dancer was to believe what she was seeing.

      And she had to have seen quite a lot. It had been a full day since Ukrah had been ‘found,’ and living a life as a known mole was interesting. The desert girl wanted it to be done sooner than later, and since she hadn’t been able to get her warning done in a vision, she was hoping that she could get it done face to face.

      “I’ve never heard of a dragon rider who shares their mount with anyone,” he said. “Just saying, should be Crispin here and not me.”

      “Our arrangement is…special,” she said, hoping that the dancer picked up on it—that she heard how vessels could work together. How they could be a family, protecting and caring for each other. “Crispin helped me hatch him, defended him, carried him everywhere when I was exhausted from the academy. He’s Voirdr’s mom if there ever was such a thing.”

      “And what, that makes you the father? A bit backwards, yeah?”

      Ukrah chuckled. Trust Marcellin to ask it plainly. “I’m his rider,” she answered without hesitation.

      But the dark-haired boy just tilted his head back to laugh. “You know, one of these days I’m gonna get on top of a dragon and maybe I’ll get why you always puff up with pride every time you say that.”

      “I hope you do.”

      “Alright, enough flirting, you two,” Ale’a said with a teasing smile. Unlike Ukrah and Marcellin, she wasn’t on a horse, but rather sitting comfortably atop the back of her massive red dragon. Ukrah liked the beast, personally, but there was something a bit more dangerous, a bit more off-putting, about the redhead’s dragon than any other the desert girl had met. Almost like a warning.

      But a warning for someone that wasn’t Ukrah, so she didn’t mind.

      Of course, Marcellin just looked back at her with a cheeky wink. “Really? Would have thought you would like it if I took out the competition so you could have your pale lover-boy all to yourself.”

      Ukrah wasn’t expecting the woman to huff knowingly. “If anything, I welcome the distraction from his attention. Please, don’t take away my last safeguard.” She looked pleadingly to Marcellin, and if it wasn’t just the funniest expression that Ukrah had ever seen on the warrior of a woman.

      “You know about Crispin’s crush on you?” she asked, startled. She had always thought Ale’a was blithely naïve to the younger man’s longing, which always made Ukrah feel a bit… Well, she didn’t know the word for what she felt, but it wasn’t really something she would describe as pleasant.

      The woman just laughed again. “Crispin doesn’t have a crush on me.”

      “Ye—”

      “Shush, let me finish.” Ukrah’s mouth snapped shut. “The boy appreciates looking at me, sure. It’s clear exactly what he has an affinity for and who he enjoys watching go about. But as for who he has feelings for?” Her smile was all too knowing as she glanced to Ukrah. “Well, I think we all know it’s not me.”

      Ugh. What a terrible conversation.

      “Are we almost there?” Ukrah asked quickly.

      Somehow, both of her traveling companions were kind enough to not comment on her segue. “Yes, almost there. Just beyond a thicket of trees with white bark that peels, almost like parchment.”

      “That doesn’t sound real,” Ukrah remarked dryly until they came across a dense bunch of trees that looked exactly like that. “Huh.” Even after several years in the civilized lands, trees never failed to amaze her. If there was ever a testament to magic and the impossibility of it all, it was trees.

      And then, just beyond it, was the swimming hole that Ale’a had talked about at length for the past day. Which, of course, was absolutely necessary, all things considered.

      “Finally,” Marcellin said, getting off his horse and tying it up to a tree. “I didn’t fill up my canteen nearly as much as I should have. I thought I would die from thirst.”

      “You know, it usually takes three days to die of dehydration,” Ale’a remarked idly, sliding down from atop her beast.

      “Yeah, well, that’s because they got all their limbs to store water in. I haven’t got nearly as much time.”

      “That’s not how that works.”

      “Says who?”

      “Most apothecaries. Healers. People who have critical thinking skills.”

      “Are you trying to say something about me? That I don’t think critically?”

      “Haven’t met a man under his second decade that does.”

      “Hey, why now—”

      Ukrah let their voices fade to the background, looking over the water in front of her. It reminded her so much of the first stream that she had ever run into Crispin in, all that time ago. Another life, another Ukrah, and yet it was a part of her story. Interesting, how certain things always seemed to come full circle with her. Maybe that was a vessel thing. Or maybe it was just life.

      The swimming hole wasn’t identical to the other, however, in that it didn’t have the drop-off with a small, person-sized waterfall. Didn’t have the dip at the other end either, just beyond a fallen tree that helped collect debris and dam up the area. It didn’t have the weeping willows or towering oaks. But it was beautiful, and Ukrah found herself itching to get the lay of the land.

      So she walked along the edge where she could, straying a few feet away when she needed to go around a boulder or a tree that was right on the perimeter of the land. She listened, and she felt, trying to feel the same sense of wonder that she used to at how water just laid around all over, feeding plants, feeding animals, and giving humans a place where they could submerge their whole bodies.

      She remembered being young and hearing stories of warriors who found drops deep, deep into the caves that their people hid in during the brightest hours, when the sun beat the most mercilessly on the ground. In those drops, there would sometimes be massive pools of cool, clear liquid, illuminated only by the torches those warriors had. The water wasn’t drinkable, too high with salt and the other minerals that leeched from the rock housing it, but it was deep and broad enough for the warriors to go into it.

      She’d always thought those stories impossible. Fantastical. Legends made up so that she could imagine what it was like to be cooler and away from the hot sun. And yet here she was, standing in front of a swimming hole that was probably twice as big as any drop found by someone in her village generations ago. She wished that she could tell them of her adventures, regale them with all the amazing things that she had learned and experience. Except there wasn’t any of them left. She’d wiped them all out.

      But despite all that, she’d been given a second chance. So maybe the dancer deserved one too.

      Ukrah shook her head as she reached the other side of the body of water. There was a rocky sort of outcropping in that portion of it—a perfect place to climb up and jump down from, allowing for a deep splash into the water below. The thought excited her just as much as it intimidated her. What would it feel like to go so far under? Down, down, down until her feet touched the bottom? Would she even be able to get up?

      Probably, but the thrill of it was still there. And, as an added benefit, the large, thick rocks cut out much of the argument/banter that Marcellin and Ale’a were still embroiled in. No wonder Eist had chosen the two of them to be Ukrah’s escorts before any of the rituals and scrying got started.

      Wait, she wasn’t supposed to think about that, just in case.

      Ukrah shoved it from her mind emphatically and went back to thinking about the water. She was here to practice swimming. She needed to be better. What if something happened—

      She was about halfway around the rocks when she heard the first noise. A cracking twig and nothing more. But it was enough. She slowed, expanding her senses, reaching out for whatever was there.

      Another crack, and she felt a strange sort of pressure. With a gasp, she called up a wall of her magic just in time for an arrow to hit it and bounce off, falling uselessly to the forest floor. Not even a breath later, another plinked right behind her and dropped on the opposite side of its brethren.

      So, she was surrounded.

      Perfect.

      She focused, calling up her magic. Without Voirdr around, it was easy to get a good grip and mold it to her shape. She didn’t send out a blast of black, although it would be so easy, because that wasn’t the point of what she was doing.

      Instead she pulled up energy to her hands, spreading her fingers out to let it expand. More arrows rained down, but they bounced off just like the other ones had. However, it did allow for her to catch the trajectory of a few of them, and she reached out, sending her magic barreling toward them.

      The surge hit the trees, of course—not exactly what she meant to do, but it did have the added benefit of making the branches they were standing on crumble to ash. Another time, Ukrah would have felt a bit guilty about hurting the plants, which hadn’t done anything wrong at all and were goodness knew how old, but she tucked that thought away to focus on the battle.

      Even it if was a battle that she was supposed to lose, she had to make the show convincing.

      The archers fell, but before they even hit the ground, a line of soldiers was rushing at her. Ukrah took a page out of Cassinda’s book and spread her power down into the earth before yanking it up toward the sky.

      It wasn’t quite as flashy as when the redhead did it, nor did plants burst from the ground, but it did cause a chunk of dirt and rock to shoot up like a short wall, tossing back the line of advancing soldiers.

      Of course, that did nothing to slow the soldiers coming in behind her, and she barely had a moment to dodge to the side before a sword came down where her shoulder was. Right, the dancer wanted her alive, but nothing about that said Ukrah needed to keep all her limbs. She needed to be careful.

      She kicked out, catching him in the knee, then used his bent back to vault over it and kick another in the throat. He stumbled back, but she saw a sword hurtling toward her face and concentrated her shield right in front of her.

      It clashed, but the sheer force of it knocked her back, making her stumble. Someone got a rope around the top of her head, and then she was yanked harshly around the neck.

      The burn and bite of it was awful, and just compounded when her spine slammed into the earth, driving the breath from her body and leaving her unable to take another with the bond around her throat.

      She could tell that they were closing in on her, so she slammed her palms into the ground, ordering the black, bubbling energy inside to launch her upward. It was irritated that she was holding it back, keeping it in check while she tried to put on a convincing performance, and it launched her up.

      A little too far. Suddenly, she was halfway up the rock, stumbling to catch her balance, and there was a group of around fifteen men below her. And a total of two women, it seemed. Ukrah didn’t know what about the sect seemed to appeal to males more than females, but it wasn’t exactly a riddle she had time to solve.

      Alright, the spirit of desire would be suspicious if she didn’t take advantage of such an obvious boon, so Ukrah reached out, channeling the coiling, bitter blackness into the ground below them. It wanted to bite, it wanted to punish them for daring to come and attack her in her own home. For wanting to hurt her kind. For all the terrible things they had done.

      It spread fast, happy that she had let up on the leash a little. It didn’t take long until it covered the entire area below her, and she hauled it up again.

      But instead of making a wall or a wave or anything of that nature, the ground turned sloppy, causing the men to sink down into it.

      Naturally, that caused quite the clamor. They broke their formation, some even dropping their weapons, and began to scramble for cover. Ukrah allowed herself a single moment to laugh, watching them scurry as they did, but that single moment was all that was needed.

      Apparently, someone had had the foresight to stay up in the trees because they swung down, their feet slamming right into Ukrah’s chest. The desert girl was knocked backward, the breath driven from her body again, and then she was falling right over the other side of the rock.

      She hit back first, the water incredibly hard for something that people were supposed to swim around in, and then she was sinking, dragged down by the weight of all her clothing. Since when had her boots been so heavy?

      She struggled for the top, fear lacing through her. She floundered, knowing that she needed to get up to the surface. To air. When the plan had been for her to have swimming lessons, there had definitely meant to be much more of a learning curve for her.

      Ukrah didn’t allow herself to panic. Panic was how people died. She stopped thrashing and forced herself to concentrate her magic. She might not be able to swim her way up, but she had other talents to make up for it.

      She reached up with her hands, sending her magic out. It latched onto the earth above her, starting to vault her upward. But as it pulled, quickly gaining momentum, she felt a rush of energy below her, and the water lit up a blinding green.

      Ukrah looked down, because how could she not? But she couldn’t see anything beyond the light. She knew that there was no way the illumination was good, however, and dug deeper into her magic to fling herself up.

      And maybe she would have made it if the burning bite of a sigil hadn’t pressed through the back of her leg, just above her boots.

      Instantly, her magic cut off and she was hauled down by cold, unflinching hands. She flailed, her lungs burning, but there was no mercy.

      Then the hands turned into arms, embracing her almost like a lover. Ukrah opened her eyes, shocked but also not shocked at all to see none other than the dancer there. The woman seemed fine, for being underwater, and grinned a grin that was far too full of teeth. That was the last thing Ukrah saw before they sank further, falling into the blinding light below them.
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      Ukrah wasn’t surprised to find herself locked within a cell when she awoke. Nor was she surprised that she was still soaking wet and shivering. In fact, she was almost relieved at the state she was in, because being cut off from her magic by the sigil meant that she didn’t have to worry about the dancer being able to see into her head anymore. The spell that had connected them was severed, which meant Ukrah could finally act and think freely.

      Slowly, she stood up, taking inventory of where she was. Clearly it was a place that had never been meant to be a prison, with storage shelving and a larder tucked into the corner, meaning the sect were probably the ones to do all of the renovations. She took that into account and tucked the detail into the back of her mind, in case it could be useful later.

      The real questions were where was she, and how far had they taken her from the outskirts of the city? As far as she could tell, the hunters and their leader had fallen for everything hook, line, and sinker, which meant that hopefully everyone who was supposed to was following along via the tiny, almost impossible-to-sense enchanted button on the top of Ukrah’s boots.

      It wasn’t anything special. Not a protection charm or even a scrying tool. It was something completely unique to Helena, a sort of sense she was able to put into the things she made that only she could feel. She said it was her way of making sure the people she cared about were safe, and cared for, and so that she could send them what she thought were ‘well-wishes’ whenever she sensed that they were troubled. Now that she was aware of what she was and what she could do, she’d apparently realized that she was sending them magic.

      Even though they had all watched her snip the buttons off Ukrah’s new boots and replace them with silver ones that she rubbed lovingly with her palms, none of them could sense anything amiss. And yet Helena had assured them that she could feel them just the same. Like little bits of moonlight at the back of her mind.

      If they ever had a moment of peace, Ukrah was going to sit the woman down and see all that she could do. Because, as one of the few spirits that seemed to have such positive abilities, she really could help change the world for the better.

      But one thing at a time, she supposed. They did have an awful lot on their plates at the moment.

      Thinking of plates turned out to be a terrible idea, however, because her stomach rumbled in violent protest. She had eaten quite a broad meal before they’d rode out of the city, anticipating that it might be a long while before she got another, which meant that she had indeed been out for a while.

      But how long was a while? Certainly, no more than a day, but definitely more than a few hours. She supposed she was about to find out just how long the sigil lasted on someone like her without reapplication.

      If she lived that long, of course. Part of their gamble revolved around the dancer not trying to instantly drain her. But Ukrah had the feeling that a woman like her, one who had clearly fought to be where she was and loved power so much, would be too curious to kill her without finding out what Ukrah had meant when she’d tried to warn the woman.

      And it seemed her gamble was correct when there was the sound of a door opening, then light footfalls coming down the steps. Sure enough, it was the woman in question, the vessel that did not want to be saved but desperately needed it.

      Lystri.

      “You are up. That makes things more convenient.” She was carrying a tray of food. Nothing too impressive, a small bit of bread and an even smaller hunk of cheese, as well as some sort of dried meat ration. But more importantly, there was a pitcher of what looked like water, and Ukrah’s dry mouth longed for it.

      “Does it?”

      “Of course. If we’re going to have a little chat, I do need you conscious.” Her eyes darted toward the cell door with purpose, and it swung open. Ukrah knew better to rush it, instead taking a step back and allowing the woman to set the tray on the floor then exit. The door swung shut again, and Ukrah could hear the click of the lock. “What you did was foolish.”

      “I’m aware,” Ukrah said cautiously, walking forward and sitting in front of the tray. The singer needed to think she was defeated, hoisted on her own petard, as it were.

      “You’ve been cautious for months. Months. For a few days there, I was thinking that we would have to try to storm your home again to get all of you. Except this time have it be a real attack instead of a fruitless kidnapping by underlings who thought they knew better than me.”

      “A lot of you would have died.”

      “No, a lot of them would have died. You and me would have been just fine.”

      Ukrah affixed her with a look. “You’re actively trying to kill me and my friends.”

      But the woman just rolled her eyes. She waved her hand, and a chair shot over to her from the other side of the cellar. “Dramatic. You would be freed from your vessel to be absorbed into me so we can all unite and rebirth the world. You know that.”

      “No. I would be dead, murdered for your gain, and the spirit within me would be captured against its will by you.”

      “Well, if it’s as glum as you say, then why the sudden change?”

      “Guess I got impatient.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and Ukrah was reminded yet again of what it felt like to be so small, so helpless in the face of a predator. It wasn’t a feeling she particularly enjoyed, but goodness if it wasn’t familiar.

      “No, that’s not right. You were trying to tell me something.” She leaned forward, her icy eyes scaling Ukrah up and down. “You were trying to tell me something so badly that you were willing to go against your precious god-woman and all your friends. You were willing to risk them, and I know enough of you to be keenly aware that you’re not the type to do that lightly.”

      Well, that was probably enough dodging. She wanted Lystri to feel like she’d managed to ferret the information out of the desert girl. If it was hard-earned, maybe she would believe it.

      “I…” Ukrah paused and licked her lips, which were just as dry as her mouth had been before she’d drank from the pitcher. “I was trying to warn you.”

      “Warn me?” The woman sat back up, crossing her legs in a way that made it clear that she didn’t think Ukrah was a threat. “If you really feel like I’m out to murder you and all of your friends, what could you possibly want to warn me of that I didn’t already know?”

      Another swallow. Ukrah could feel sweat begin to bead at her brow. What a tricky thing, to be telling the truth but feeling like she was lying because of how she presented it. But she knew that if she said it outright, the woman would never believe her. Because she had to believe her.

      If she didn’t, the only option was killing her before the sect could. And outside of the heat of battle, Ukrah didn’t really want to kill her at all. They had already lost one vessel. Wasn’t that enough?

      “You’re in danger.”

      The woman chuckled softly at that. “Oh, love, we’re all in danger. All the time. And maybe we can change that if we all unite together, but only then.” She let out a tsk sound. “And something tells me you haven’t had a sudden change of heart about our unification, so you mean something else.”

      “Your followers,” Ukrah said slowly. She wanted the dancer to believe her, but she also needed to stall for time, in case Lystri didn’t. She wished she had a way of checking in with them, but without her magic, she just had to stall, stall, stall and hope they arrived in time.

      “What about my followers?”

      “They’re plotting against you,” Ukrah said in a rush. “They want to spill your blood and use the power of the two spirits inside of you to summon the Blight back.”

      “The Blight? Why would they want that?”

      “Because they believe that the Blight was a product of witches, and in the end wielded by Eist. If they are able to harness its power, they’ll be able to harness her, and then call the Three back.”

      “That’s…” The woman swallowed, one of her hands pushing her long hair back. “That’s one of the stupidest things I’ve ever heard, and I once had a master who ordered me to stop my monthlies because it was inconvenient.” She seemed agitated, but only for a moment, her emotions quickly reining in. “None of that makes sense. How would using the energy of two of the old spirits, who existed before the Blight ever came here, allow them to bring it back?”

      Good, she was asking questions. That gave Ukrah some hope, it was better than being dismissed outright. “During the very first grand battle against the Blight, when they were able to exile it to the borderlands—”

      “You mean our homes.”

      Ukrah nodded, surprised by the amount of feeling the woman was able to put into that small handful of words. “Yes, they exiled it to our homes. But the only reason they were even able to do that much is because the spirits gave up parts of themselves, huge swathes of energy, to fuel all the witches and sorcerers and everything else that existed back then.”

      The dancer huffed again. “Ugh. See what I mean? More of that wasteful, shortsighted thinking. The very thing we need to come together to get rid of, so it doesn’t happen again.” She uncrossed her legs and sat forward again, eyes bright. “Let me guess, this tactic backfired in some way?”

      “The voids they created within themselves gave a space for bits of the cutoff Blight to sneak in. Those little doses of energy were enough to poison them, weaken then, and that is why they ended up agreeing when the Three offered up their solution.”

      The woman cursed, pressing the flats of her bare feet against the floor and rocking back before coming right back forward again. “Idiots. How were we such idiots.” She paused, her brow furrowing. “How were we such idiots? I’m not really sure how it goes sometimes. How much of us are them and how much of them are us.”

      Ukrah nodded, feeling encouraged. “The line is nebulous, at times.”

      “I think that’s why we’re chosen. All of us have at least something inside of us that aligns us with our spirit, let’s us bond together as two separate entities into one.”

      Ukrah couldn’t believe it! The dancer was believing her. Listening to her. They were talking about what it was to be a vessel and all the gray that came with their lives.

      “Yeah, yeah, I think so.”

      The woman stood, then began to pace. Ukrah watched her carefully, wishing she could tell what was going on in her head, but after a few moments, she turned.

      “Congratulations. That’s a very pretty tale.”

      “What?” No!

      “If anything were to sway me, were to give me pause, it would be exactly what you just told me. I’m no stranger to the duplicity, the selfishness of men. But that’s all it is, isn’t it? A pretty sort of last effort to keep me from taking you into myself.”

      She reached the bars and smiled, her expression so saccharine but the meaning anything but. “My hold on the pitiful zealots is unbreakable. They worship me as the one who will bring them their Three back. And should any of them break from my influence, I surely would have known.”

      “We’re not gods,” Ukrah snapped, frustration bubbling up in her. It had felt like she was so close. What had happened? “We can be tricked. Fooled. Even humans can get the drop of us, without a lick of magic.”

      She let out a dry noise. “You, perhaps. But not me.”

      “You think we’re so different?”

      “Oh, I know we’re different,” she said, her voice dropping lower. More honied. “I came to this land in chains, I experienced the worst they have to offer, and yet I’ve risen to the top.”

      Ukrah’s heart thudded in her chest. There. That was something. Something she could work with.

      “I came here in chains too.”

      That seemed to catch the dancer’s attention and she gave Ukrah a curious look. “Hmmm? I’m not speaking in metaphors, love.”

      “Neither am I. I was brought here in a slaver’s caravan. Chained up, denied water, and readied to be sold like cattle. I saw awful things, things I will never forget. If I hadn’t gotten away…”

      “I see.” The woman leaned against the bars, her expression admiring. “You got away?”

      Ukrah nodded. “Before I was sold. That’s when I met Crispin, and he helped hide me. I didn’t know at the time he was a vessel.”

      “You were drawn to each other and you didn’t even know it. Proof that we are meant to come together.” She took a deep breath, sagging more into the bars, her soft form molding to them. Ukrah knew she could rush the woman, and that it would be a fool’s errand if there ever was one. “I didn’t get away,” she whispered, barely audible, and Ukrah still wasn’t sure if she had caught that correctly.

      “What?”

      Lystri straightened, but her expression was still pleasant. “I didn’t get away. I wasn’t awakened yet, so I stayed bound in chairs right up until my first master bought me, and even then, for quite a while.” That grin grew sharp. “You see, I had a problem with discipline, so I couldn’t be trusted for quite a while. And even after they unchained me, the muzzle stayed.”

      “The muzzle?”

      She gave a dramatic bite, her teeth clicking together. And that was all the answer Ukrah needed. “You see, with that first master, I fought, and I fought, and I fought until there was almost nothing left of me. In the end, he always got what he wanted, and I always ended up beaten. Except for my face, of course. Couldn’t have me not be pretty. That was the whole reason I was there. Just a pleasant-looking toy or sculpture, something to be looked at and then put away whenever my master or his family wished.

      “It was maddening, you know. I was a singer for my clan, trained to recite all of our tales and record our history. I knew how to fight, sure, but I wasn’t a warrior. I was so soft, and they used that against me. It took, oh, maybe almost a year of trying to break me when I realized I was going about everything all wrong.”

      Ukrah swallowed hard. A year of being a purchased slave? She had only been a slave for a moon at most and it had been a horrifying experience. She couldn’t imagine what it would have been like if she had been bought, if she hadn’t awakened to her own power yet. Horrifying.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was playing their game by their rules, and those rules always assured that I would lose.” Her smile grew wistful, as if she was recalling fond memories. “They were stronger than me, better armed, better fed. They slept on plush beds and wore fine clothes. I only got the things I needed when they gave them to me.

      “What’s that phrase? One fetches more flies with honey than with vinegar? Well, I decided to be honied. I behaved, I learned what he liked, what he didn’t. I ingratiated myself to him and stroked his ego until he was so sure that I was unequivocally his. He died not too much later than that.” She didn’t need to elaborate that his death wasn’t natural.

      “Of course, I foolishly thought that would be it. The man was dead, had no heirs, surely I could go free.” She snorted, and Ukrah could feel the bitterness of it right down into her bones. She was transfixed in place, listening to the woman explain everything. How she had formed and what had caused her to be. “Instead, they sold his estate, and I found myself owned again.”

      She started to pace, but it was much more leisurely than before, her hand stroking the bars of the prison cell. “It was a nice family, at least relatively so, but their hands wandered, and they relied so much on the whip that soon they died too. Apparently, they were some sort of noble family, so there was a big to-do, and before I could escape, I found myself rounded up with the rest of the slaves and moved to another manor.

      “Did you know that so much of the north practices slavery? It’s supposed to be illegal. These are supposed to be good people. It seems, as long as their chattel are foreigners or brown, they still feel in the right. Feel like they have a right to us.”

      Ukrah knew exactly what she meant. What it was like to be less-than just because of where she was born or the color of her skin. “They… They were wrong, for what they did.”

      “Oh, I know that, believe me. And so, the new master ended up dead too and finally, finally, I escaped.” She chuckled, then was back to her chair. “But what I didn’t know was that the very slavers who captured me, who sold me, didn’t like that I kept killing some of their best customers. It had taken them three times to realize it was me, but apparently, that third time was the charm. They hunted me down, without me even knowing it until they had me cornered.

      “I tried to outrun them, I really did, but they had me outmanned and outplayed. You know how that is.” Ukrah nodded. “They captured me, and I begged them not to take me back, but they told me slaves that killed their masters, slaves that ran, didn’t get to go back. Then they tied ropes around my wrists, my neck, and my ankles, and attached the other end to their horses. That’s a thing they like to do, I found out. And for a moment, I couldn’t understand the point of it, until they told all of their mounts to run.”

      Ukrah’s stomach jolted. She could picture the scene far too vividly. “And that’s when you awoke?”

      “No, actually. The next thing I knew, the horses just…fell over. And then the men did, with this strange, yellow pus coming up out of their mouths. It was one of the grosses things I’d ever seen, and I was so sure I would die next.

      “But I didn’t, because wouldn’t you know, this little girl walks up and asks if I’m alright. I knew it the moment I saw her that she was different, special, and that we could help each other. I felt like it was the first time I’d met an ally since I arrived in these godforsaken lands.”

      “That was death. That’s how you met.”

      She nodded. “We were so young then. She hadn’t even hit her flowering, and I was sixteen of your years, maybe seventeen. It was so hard to count in those early days.” She paused, looking to Ukrah. “How old are you, dear?”

      “Sixteen soon.”

      Her grin grew broader. “I see. Can you believe I hit my second decade just a few months ago? You’re just a scant four years younger than me, but we’ve both seen so much, haven’t we? And young girls like us will continue to see so much, too much, unless we stop all the sickness and depravity that this world is so steeped in.”

      It was easy to believe her fervor, the passion of her voice. But the trick was that Ukrah knew what happened to the vessel that Lystri had met. “What happened to her?”

      “Hmm? Who?”

      “The girl. The other vessel?”

      “Oh, well, we became best friends, of course. I got her over the mountains with my knowledge of the cold and how to find food. How to use the snow and thin air for you instead of against you. And when we got to the marshes, she taught me how to survive there. Nasty place, that part of the forbidden lands. Unsurprisingly, I wouldn’t recommend you go there.”

      “She was from the marshes?”

      The dancer nodded again. “She was, poor thing. Had belonged to a clan that was stricken with some sort of plague. It wasn’t until they were all dead and she was taken in by a traveling band and they started to get sick too that little Aiphurat realized she was causing it. She ran into the night, wandering, until she met this little swamp rat. And that swamp rat led her right to me.”

      “She had a guardian?”

      “Oh yes. I don’t think you understand how the spirit of death is so important to the balance of things. We’re all equal, yes, but in different ways. Without her, the whole cycle of life crumbles. So she got a guardian and you got a guardian, without enough energy left for the rest of us.

      “Not that it mattered, because once we were together, he was practically our guardian. We wandered a long while, seeking knowledge from shamans and others, staying away from the civilized lands. The guardian encouraged us to learn as much as we could and grow stronger, as we were the only ones of our kind. You see, you hadn’t woken up yet. None of you had. So it was just the two of us, bringers of the new age, two very scared and lost little girls.”

      She pulled up her loose, flowing top, revealing a rounded burn scar on her side. It was so incongruous with her story that for a moment, Ukrah could only blink at her. “We got rid of my slave brand too, a bit of a hack job, but it worked well enough. Funny how even that hasn’t healed after fully coming into my power.”

      “So why did you kill her?” Ukrah said, done with the story, done with the theatrics. It was clear that Lystri viewed the entire conversation as some sort of performance. Something to gratify her and give her the attention she so craved. Ukrah had heard of a ‘captive audience’ before, but the woman was clearly taking it to the extreme.

      “Why are you so certain I’m the one who killed her?” She neared the bars again, energy radiating from her like a threat. “We were two girls wandering around on our lonesome, the full breadth of our power locked away from us while all the spirits inside you lot slumbered comfortably. There were threats. Dangers. Sometimes she would lose control and then bad things would happen.

      “That’s how I was awoken, you know? I accidentally swung a door into her at this abandoned hovel we found. I hadn’t meant to. She was just such a quiet walker and it was so early in the morn, I thought she was asleep. It was an innocuous thing, really. But the door slammed her in the face, and the next thing I knew, I was choking.

      “I would have died. She couldn’t stop herself, you see. But then the power inside of me woke up and she couldn’t kill me. At least not before I tackled her.”

      She laughed, and Ukrah was sure she was finally going to hear what happened. If she killed her friend in self-defense, could she be blamed? If they were both caught up in the rush of being possessed, of being awoken, were either of them wrong? Ukrah had done worse, that was for certain.

      So far, every person the woman had described killing had been for good reason. They had been people who hurt her and would hurt others. And if her final kill, the kill that had started it all, was in defense of her life… What did that mean?

      “And you killed her?”

      “Goodness no. That little rat intervened, managed to distract both of us enough for it to fizzle out. After some apologies and a blood oath to never lose our control like that, we journeyed again.

      “We made it all the way to the edge of the known lands, can you believe it? And it was only there that we found a witch to help us. She was old. Impossibly old. With skin like leather and just as dark. She wasn’t quite all there, not nearly, but she fed us and then taught us. She had vast swaths of knowledge, this woman. And so many books, tomes, scrolls, you name it. We spent a year there before she told us that it was her time to go and just like that, she vanished.”

      “Vanished?”

      “Well, crumbled to dust and blew away on the wind. It was…shocking to say the least. We went from wandering runaways to having our own ancient keep. And we did keep it, for another year, but that was when you lot all started to awaken. A bit late to the game, yes?” She stopped, both of her hands gripping the bars. Ukrah wondered if she could break those bars with her bare hands if she wanted to. “The rat started insisting that we go to you. That we needed to be together to do some ritual or other. That it was our destinies. But we had everything we could ever want all around us, and what had any of you done for us? So I said we should stay, where it was safe, where we had everything we wanted, and Aiphurat agreed.

      “Or at least, she did at first. But that little rat worked at her, and worked at her, until finally she gave me an ultimatum. Either leave with her, or she would venture out on her own. She couldn’t ignore what we were made for.”

      The woman’s tone grew bitter and her eyes rolled. “She was so self-righteous. You should have seen it. She completely bought into everything that little rat told her.”

      “So you told her no, then, and you fought?”

      The woman clicked her tongue again. “Have you learned nothing, love? I wasn’t playing by other people’s rules anymore. I told her I would go, that she convinced me, and asked for one more night to pack up everything I loved and make enchantments to protect the place while we were gone. And of course, she said yes. We were inseparable. She was just three years younger than me, but I was her sister.

      “So I went about packing, and pacing the home that I’d come to love. After so many years of having nothing, there was nothing I resented more than someone trying to force me to do what they wanted. And that little rat, wouldn’t you know, he came to me in the middle of the night to gloat. Sure, he said he was checking in on me, that he was so happy I’d decided to protect Aiphurat. That I was one of the strongest humans he knew. But I was acutely aware of what he was doing.”

      “I… I don’t understand. What was he doing?”

      “Like I said, gloating. Rubbing my face in it.” What? How did that work out? Even by her own words, he didn’t sound anything like that. “With every word, the unfairness built up inside of me, the anger, until I was practically shaking.”

      She stopped, and if that wasn’t the worst place to do so, Ukrah didn’t know what was. “And then?”

      “And then I killed the cadding thing and threw it out the window.” She laughed again, but it was different from the other times—loud and wild and terrifying. “Guardian of all of us, but it just took a knife and a couple of good stomps to shut it up. Would you believe?” She recovered, sobering slightly. “But of course, Aiphurat had to feel it, you know, being death and all. I didn’t even make it down the stairs before she accused me. I was hurt, of course. I was her best friend. How could she think such a thing of me?”

      “But…you did kill it.” Ukrah felt like she was comprehending the words coming out of the woman’s mouth, but they weren’t translating correctly in her head. None of it made sense.

      Sure, Tayir was a cranky little guy, and sometimes she wanted to put him in a cage and put him somewhere he’d be quiet, but she couldn’t imagine killing him. The thought made her heart twist. He’d been there with her from the first moment. If he hadn’t, she didn’t know if she would have been able to stop herself from dying that very first night.

      …even if he maybe had kind of encouraged her to lose control.

      “Yeah, but she didn’t know that. Only that he was dead.”

      “You were the only one there, just the two of you living on the edge of the world! Who else could it have been!?”

      “Hush.” She made a casual flick of her fingers and then Ukrah was flying back, slamming into the wall. It seemed that not enough time had passed for that part of her to be less sore. Good to know, less good to find out. “If you can’t enjoy the story, I won’t finish it. And you’re so very close to the end.”

      Ukrah wanted to hiss at her that she didn’t need to hear anything, she already knew how it ended, but she couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move her mouth. Gone was the hazy, sort of comforting pull of the dancer. Instead, there was only cold reality.

      “Anyways, as I was saying, she was standing there, yelling at me, asking me how I could do that, saying he was part of her family. She just wouldn’t shut up. And then I felt her power spiking. You never forget an experience like that, you know? Your stomach foaming until bile and pus pour out of your mouth. The taste is quite distinctive. I knew I couldn’t go through that again, so I flung her much like I just flung you.

      “Of course, she didn’t have her magic sealed away. At least not yet. And you see, that’s the trickiest part. It turned out that little rat of a guardian was suspicious of me the entire time, and he taught his little favorite how to make the very first burning sigil. She stabbed me with it, right in my face, and suddenly all my magic was gone.

      “She thought that was it, that I was done for. I could feel that in her. But she did the same thing that everyone else before her had done: she underestimated me. I bit her wrist, as hard as I could, then ripped that little toy right out of her hands and slammed it into her forehead before she even knew that happened.”

      “You won,” Ukrah breathed, her jaw relaxing only enough for the tiniest of breaths to get out.

      “I did. Without magic, I was the bigger one, the stronger one. So, I wrapped my hands around her throat and squeezed and squeezed. You ever strangled someone, love? Ever watched as they fight so hard to draw a breath but they can’t, and eventually, the light just…fades from them?”

      Ukrah shook her head. She was going to be sick. She was. “She was just a little girl.”

      “She was a dead girl, actually. And I was finally going to get to stay home. Where I belonged. I had my own little chunk of the world, all to myself.”

      “…but…you’re here.” It was hard to get the words out, and Ukrah had the feeling she only did because Lystri liked to gloat.

      “Brilliant powers of observation there. Yes, I’m here. And I’m here because the moment that brat finally gave up, that her heart stopped fluttering, I felt all the power that was inside of her start to rush up, seeking some sort of refuge. I remembered reading something about transference, once, and about how the god-woman had devoured the Three by opening herself to their plane. So, I opened myself, or at least I tried, and suddenly all of that power was in me.”

      “Just like that?” That didn’t seem possible. The world wasn’t that easy.

      “Well, no, not just like that. I was laid out on the floor for about three days, sure that I was going to die. But bit by bit, I chipped away at it, wore it down, until finally, it accepted me. And just like that, I could feel like I had both spirits inside of me. Of course, I then threw myself into researching all I could there, almost frantic with it. I didn’t sleep, I hardly ate, but eventually, I found the information I was looking for. In the old woman’s diary, incredibly. I thought it was just the rantings of a senile old witch, but with the proper context in my head, all of it made sense. Like my own personal explanation if you will.

      “I learned how to make the sigil better. I learned how many of us there were. I learned what could happen if we all failed. And I learned about the old spirits. How Justice and Vengeance used to be rivals, always vying for the top. All the tricks Luck liked to play, at the expense of mortals. How Bounty and War were over-worn with duties, all stacked on top of each other.

      “And that was right about when I realized the whole system needed to be redone. The flaws, the ego eliminated. Instead of many, it needed one. And that was when I set out for these lands, to find all of you.

      “So, in the end, I suppose that’s the difference between you and me. I’m willing to do whatever it takes, whenever it takes, to make the world so there won’t be any more like you and me, but you, sweet little girl, are so obsessed with the now that you only care for those around you.”

      “You… You murdered a little girl. You choked the life from her. How can you wrap that up as something good in your mind?”

      “She was going to kill me. Surely you understand self-defense. How many of our soldiers have you ended? Sent to the great, veil-less beyond?”

      A crushing sort of realization came to Ukrah. She had hoped that the woman could be saved, that there was a reason for her viciousness, her bite. And while Lystri clearly thought she did have good reason, it was clear that it was her lust for power at the helm. She could do anything, hurt anyone, and find a way to justify it to herself.

      Sickening.

      “That’s different, and you know it. All of them were trying to kill me and everyone like me. Innocents. You are trying to kill us, our brother and sisters, under some misguided thought that you are somehow superior to the lot of us combined. Spirit of ambition? Spirit of greed, more like it.”

      “Huh, and we were having such a great conversation,” the dancer murmured. She flicked her fingers again and Ukrah fell to the ground, heaving now that she could draw in another breath. “If you’re not going to be polite company, we can just end things here then.”

      Her hand moved again, and the door flew open. Ukrah scrambled to her feet, pushing against the back wall of the cell. But before the woman could so much as take a step forward, the basement door flung open and two sets of footsteps filled the space.

      “Something wrong?” she said, turning and looking to the stairs. It was two of the men that Ukrah remembered from her not-a-vision, but when she tried to warn her, she was just flung right back into the wall. But harder.

      “Yes, we have a concerning report.” They came closer, dressed in fine clothes, their riding cloaks the telltale blue color of the Three. “You haven’t finished this one off yet?”

      “No, trying to see if we could have a meeting of the minds. No such luck, I’m afraid.”

      “She looks so young, to be as dangerous as you said she was.” One of the men walked forward, coming just up to the open door and staring at her. Ukrah was tempted to try to get up and tackle him, but the woman’s words echoed in her head.

      Don’t play by their rules. They’ll win.

      “Don’t let her fool you. I was younger than her when I killed the first heretic of your kind.” Lystri walked forward, all confidence and power. Ukrah did rise at that, ready to at least go down fighting.

      “You don’t have to do this. We can still rebirth the world, but just do it together.”

      “Please, begging is unbecoming of you.” She took another step forward, her hand raising. Ukrah tensed, fists clenched and teeth bared.

      But then instead of ending her existence, the woman just let out a soft little gasp. “What…” she breathed, looking over her shoulder at the man standing just behind her.

      It took Ukrah a moment to understand, and then everything was moving all at once. Lystri stumbled forward, snarly, but both men were on her. A dagger was sticking out of her back, and Ukrah could see that a sigil press had been molded to the underside.

      She had no magic.

      The other man let out a cry and the basement door flew open again, dozens more steps rushing down. Ukrah leapt forward, kicking at the closest man, but then the other was rushing her.

      She was hungry and tired, but the dancer was refreshed. Lystri blocked his hit and ducked under him, throwing him over her back. Ukrah was on him a moment later, stomping on his chest then bouncing his head off the ground when he tried to rise again.

      “I told you!” Ukrah cried, going back to back with the woman. The murderer.

      “Do you really think this is the time for that?!”

      “Maybe not, but I don’t know if we’re going to get another one!”

      Part of her was tempted to leave the dancer to her fate, but she knew she couldn’t. The Blight was a far worse threat. And she couldn’t just kill the woman before the men got to her, because then they would just use her for whatever they were planning.

      So, they needed to fight together, hold them off until her friends arrived or until they could escape. Then, once they were all away, they could figure out what to do with the vessel-killer.

      They both dove for the door, but the man slammed it shut. Ukrah snarled, crashing into the bars, and Lystri let out an enraged cry. They found themselves looking out at about a dozen men, all with swords and other weapons drawn.

      “What are you doing, Maelcrest?” the woman hissed. She felt so much…different without her power. Less threatening. Less beguiling. She was still as beautiful as ever, but there was a certain…glow missing from her.

      “Righting the order of things. Did you really think we would let a northern harlot lead us to righteousness? That you even could? This has always been and must be the order of things.”

      Lystri opened her mouth, no doubt a litany of curses to come out, but then someone else threw a vial against the ground in their little cell and both of them fell back, coughing.

      Well, it looked like it was up to her friends now.

      Then again, it really always had been. Because Ukrah trusted them, even with her life.

      And that wasn’t liable to change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            The Easy Part

          

        

      

    

    
      Ukrah was tired of finding herself awakening in different rooms than she had passed out in, and yet she found that exact same thing happening again.

      She was tied on top of an altar in what could only be an old Baeldred cathedral, no doubt the same one she had seen in her not-a-vision and had been meant to be a housing refugees before the Church of Three started their attacks. Perhaps ironic, then, what the sect was hoping to use it for.

      Ukrah looked over to see the dancer already awake and struggling against her bonds. Little rivulets of blood were dripping from her wrists in evidence of her struggle.

      There was a fire burning between the two of them, and identical grooves in the floor that led to it. Runes were painted in gold, spiraling outward to cover the entire floor.

      Oh yeah, it was definitely not a setup that could have happened quickly. It must have taken them at least a month, if not more, to arrange everything. She wondered what Lystri thought of it, if she was burning at the knowledge that Ukrah had tried to warn her and she’d thought herself too clever to ever be tricked.

      It wasn’t the time to ask, however. Ukrah looked around, trying to see what was happening. Her neck was chained to the stone top of the altar, but she saw movement on the edges of her vision. People hurriedly going about tasks. Had she woken up early? Did she have her magic back?

      She tested that theory, stretching out her senses. But there was no feedback there, no bubbling darkness in her.

      That was too bad. They must have refreshed her seal while she was out again. For all that she had been unconscious, she would have thought she’d feel better rested than she did. But she felt wrung out and ready for everything to just be over. The first part of her plan had gone off without a hitch, but the second part had gone downhill from the moment those men opened the basement door.

      But how had Ukrah known that they would have jumpstarted whatever they were going to do to Lystri right then and there? Her presence must have bumped up their timetable. They had three spirits, instead of two. In their minds, it was easy to see how that might increase their chances.

      Before she could even worry about whether they were right or not, or whether Tayir had been correct all along, she saw a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye.

      Careful not to turn her head too far and give it away, she saw the faintest shadow against the edge of one of the stained-glass pictures. She didn’t know if she would have seen it at all if there hadn’t been a piece missing from the translucent mural.

      Her friends were there.

      Relief rushed through her. Not that she had doubted them, but there had been a bit of a sticky hitch in the plans there. They had hoped the dancer would have listened, and they had planned on first saving Ukrah then kidnapping Lystri if they had to. Then kill her at worst. None of them had stopped to think that maybe, just maybe, the heretics would start the stupid ritual they were so obsessed with.

      Now it didn’t matter if the sect was right or not. What mattered was that Ukrah didn’t want to die. Without her, would the rest even be able to complete whatever it was they needed to do to rebirth the world? Would Voirdr survive? She had heard what happened to dragons whose riders were killed, and he was so young. Would he ever rise over the trauma?

      She needed to focus. Speculating was going to get her nowhere.

      Stilling, she tried to shift her gaze to the people rushing about her, to see if there was some way she could help. It turned out that she didn’t really need to worry. A thundering crack sounded outside, shaking the entire place and making a couple of the windows crack, dust raining down.

      Shouts filled the air right after, with many of the people in the room drawing weapons and running out. Or at least Ukrah assumed they were drawing their weapons, unless most of them had suddenly developed a strange love for rubbing steel against hard leather all of a sudden.

      Most of them rushed out, leaving just a select few. Ukrah could hear them hissing to each other, asking what was going on and if they should help, while others replied for them to shut up and stay put.

      A good plan, or at least it would have been, if the floor hadn’t bucked up under them after a few moments of quiet, vines bursting up through a hole in the center. Ukrah shouldn’t see exactly what was going on, but she didn’t really need to. She’d known Cassinda plenty long enough to figure out exactly what was happening.

      Besides, a moment later, Crispin’s face was just over hers. “Hey there,” he said with a soft grin. “Did you miss me?”

      “You’re late,” she answered instead, earning a laugh from him.

      “Ya know, I don’t recall a set time for our rescue. Now let me get you out of here.”

      “Is this really the time for your banter?” Lystri hissed. “These chains and locks are enchanted, even the strongest of our spells couldn’t—”

      She was interrupted as the locks on Ukrah’s wrists fell to the floor, and Crispin held up a set of lockpicking tools. “Who said anything about magic? Just need a little luck, that’s all.”

      If the woman thought anything of that, she didn’t say, and the blond went about hurriedly finishing up with Ukrah. When she was finally free, she sat up, throwing off the chains.

      “Alright, my turn,” Cassinda said, quietly rising out of the ground behind Crispin. Ukrah wasn’t quite sure how the boy had gotten in, but a rope hanging from a window in the corner of her vision answered that. “This is going to hurt,” the redhead said, resting her hand over Ukrah’s middle. “Do you know where they got you?”

      “Was my leg at first. Don’t know if it’s still that one or if they got me again.”

      “Alright. Let me look. Ah, yeah, I see the hole in your breeches. Relax, this will burn.”

      Easier said than done, but Ukrah stilled and let the girl curl her pale hand under her thigh. She could feel it as Cassinda’s small fingers pressed into her flesh, and then without another second of warning, it felt like someone pressed a torch right to her skin.

      She yelped, jerking away, and Cassinda gripped her arm with her other hand. “Be still.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Ukrah hissed through clenched teeth. To distract herself, she tried to focus on what Crispin was saying and doing. He had reached the dancer and had unlocked two of her manacles but had stopped.

      “What are you waiting for?” she hissed. Gone was the composed, theatrical woman that had been bloviating for several minutes about how she was so much better than Ukrah.

      “You promise you’re not going to just try to kill me the moment you’re free?”

      “I’m not an idiot. The priority is getting all of us out of here and then maybe we’ll see where we are after that.”

      “Alright, good enough.”

      The burning pain in Ukrah’s thigh stopped, and any memory of the hurt faded as her magic came rushing back to her, happy to be present again. It bubbled and popped, allowing Ukrah to bounce off the table.

      “Now, how about me?” Lystri asked, sitting upright.

      “No,” Cassinda said, tilting her hand to the side. “I don’t think I will.”

      The dancer’s eyes went wide, and she hopped to her feet. “What?”

      Cassinda closed in on her, teeth bared. Ukrah had never noticed just how sharp the smaller woman’s white incisors were. “You want out of here? Then you’ll have to rely on us. No magic, no sudden disappearing acts. Just a whole bunch of trust. Think you can handle it?”

      There were nearly a dozen different expressions that crossed Lystri’s face, but eventually she settled on simmering contempt just below the surface. It would have been a pretty intimidating look across her soft features if Ukrah wasn’t aware that she had nothing up her sleeve for once.

      “You’re going to come to regret this.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Alright, the three of you find your way out. I’m going back to the fight outside. You’d think they had every single one of their backwards members here.”

      “They do,” Lysteri said bitterly. “If they were planning on trying to bring the Blight back, they definitely called all of them home.”

      “Right,” Ukrah said, taking a breath. “Then we’ll wipe them all out at once. Two birds with one stone, as it were.”

      “Too bad I’m one of the birds,” Lystri hissed.

      Cassinda gave a little salute and then walked toward the hole her plants had burst from. All she had to do was step on it, and the dirt rushed up, coating her up to her knees before gently gliding her down below Ukrah’s sight.

      “Alright, since we’ve decided on blatant idiocy, then why don’t we get out of here?” the dancer hissed, clearly still upset.

      “Lead the way,” Ukrah answered, crossing to one of the vine-wrapped men and wresting his sword away from them. At least one of them needed to be armed, magic or not. The woman noticed the movement and copied her, although she chose daggers from two different men.

      “Let’s see just how much of a distraction those friends of yours were.”

      They jogged out, Lystri’s feet padding softly across the polished stone floor. It was strange to think that a woman dressed only in a light, desert-like dress and bare feet was someone who had struck fear into the hearts of so many and had contributed to the deaths of thousands of witches. Ukrah was sure there was quite a bit to be taken from that, but it could wait until they were all back at the manor.

      Ugh. What would they even do with Lystri once they got her away? Execute her like those men in the city? Ukrah didn’t know if she could do that.

      But could she justify not doing it?

      A door burst open beside them and a young knight rushed out, sword raised. Ukrah whirled, kicking him once square in the chest and knocking him back. She didn’t even have a chance to close in on him before Crispin punched up and across the man’s chin.

      He went down like a sack of potatoes, and Lystri gave him an appraising look. But Crispin just shrugged, as blithe as ever. “Lucky shot,” he answered her silent questions with a grin.

      The dancer just rolled her eyes at that, and they were moving again.

      It was easy, almost too easy, to continue their press. Ukrah had expected something far more fraught, with enemies pouring out of every hole and hall, and the three of them fighting for every scant inch. But they made it through chambers, corridors, and even down two flights of stairs with interruptions from only a handful of folks, and never more than two at a time. But then their little trio burst through the final set of doors that led to the main service room, where sermons would have been held back in the day, and suddenly, Ukrah knew exactly where everyone was.

      The front wall of the building was practically gone, scraps of it burning along the ground, and the wall perpendicular to it wasn’t faring much better. And yet the room was packed with members of the sect, all in blue, and Ukrah could see at least a hundred more outside.

      There was a dragon’s shriek above them, and part of the roof gave way, falling onto the fighters below it. Most of the men weren’t even battling any of Ukrah’s friends, but rather shadowy figures and the lashing tails of three red dragons.

      “That way!” Ukrah said, pointing to a path that had more corpses than fighters, with several wrestling a particularly twisted and vile-looking tree that was covered in thorns. Ukrah had never seen a fighting tree before, and if it were any other time, she would have loved to watch it. Maybe if they all survived, she could ask Cassinda to show her later.

      Also, perhaps with a better temperament.

      The three of them descended into the chaos, picking their way over to the jagged hole in the wall that Ukrah had spotted. It wasn’t nearly as easy a progression as it had been moving through the cathedral, especially since the red dragon tails and swiping claws seemed to disappear for moments at a time. The attack on the roof had halted as well, leaving Ukrah to wonder what exactly was going on.

      A sword descended toward her head and she blocked, taking the brunt of the blow on her blade like she would have on her staff. She wasn’t supposed to do that, but it seemed Ale’a still hadn’t been able to break her of that habit.

      Oh well, the warrior woman could yell at her later.

      The force of the blow made her hand sting, then go numb, reminding her of exactly why she wasn’t supposed to do that. But then Lystri launched herself at the man, sinking her dagger into his neck then hopping off.

      “Remember that,” she said, offering a hand to help Ukrah up from where she’d gone to one knee. “And if you’re going to fight with a sword, perhaps learn to use one properly.”

      “Perhaps learn to use one properly,” Crispin mimicked behind them. “Save your poison for after we rescue you. Could always give up midway.”

      Empty threat and she knew it. The dancer gave a completely unconcerned shrug, and then they were pushing through again.

      It seemed to take far longer than it ever should have to reach the gap in the wall, but they did. As they barreled out, Ukrah was amazed that she wasn’t as winded as she thought she would be, wasn’t wrung out like a damp cloth. She had been right to try to reserve her magic as much as possible, because it looked like the fight had gone well beyond the chapel.

      She just didn’t realize how beyond.

      “Watch out!”

      She dove under a shortsword as it went slicing toward her head, sliding forward on her knees and blinding herself for a moment with the dirt. She was going to have scores and grooves there from all the rubble, but at least her head was still attached to her body.

      She rolled forward once her momentum slowed enough, then popped back to her feet, ready to fight. The thing was, she hadn’t had a clue exactly the fight she was walking into.

      Yeah, there were at least three hundred sect members spread out across the mountainside, battling all of Ukrah’s allies. Well, almost all of them. But shrieks and clashes in the sky had her looking up and realizing that riders were fighting each other as well. It seemed the last of their moles, spies, and betrayers had come out of the woodwork for the ceremony. There were at least eight, from what Ukrah could see, and who knew if more were coming. They were fully armored—just as Eist, Athar, Ain, Dille, and Ale’a’s mounts were—meaning the dragons were outnumbered.

      Several hundred soldiers. Eight dragons. Ten human allies. Six winged allies. And one vessel-killer who had no magic for the protection of all of them.

      They were going to need a whole lot of luck to get through this.
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      It was time.

      It had been over a year since Ukrah had fully let go of her powers and ages since she even could, but she knew that was what she needed to do.

      The only issue was that her allies were in the fray. Cassinda, Helena, and Ale’a were all on the ground with her, Crispin, and Lystri. Ale’a’s dragon was going at the cathedral like she had a vendetta against it. If she fully let go, she’d hit them too.

      “You need my power,” the singer hissed from behind her. “I have the strength of two spirits inside of me, so let me loose.”

      “We’re not that desperate yet,” Crispin said, sidestepping one blow then dodging another. Two arrows whizzed by him, seeming like they would absolutely hit, but the wind kicked up and dropped them before they could. “What’s the plan here, Ukrah?”

      “I’m trying to figure out how to kill all of them without hurting any of you.”

      That gave the young man a moment’s pause, and Ukrah could practically feel the interested look Lystri gave her. “You’re talking about that thing you do?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You haven’t done it in a long time.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “As much as I love this fully formative conversation,” the vessel-killer cut in. “Are you saying that you can do something like Aiphurat? You get a little angry, and people just start dying?”

      “Who in this world is Aiphurat?” Crispin hissed, dodging again while Ukrah followed up behind him to dispatch that attacker with her sword.

      “No one you need worry about,” she answered quickly before addressing the dancer. “And something like that.”

      “But you don’t know how to control it?”

      “No. Not really.”

      The woman huffed then handed her daggers to Crispin. “I need you to defend us. We’re going to be relatively helpless and there’s only a matter of time before they notice we’ve made it out.”

      “I— What?”

      But the woman was already rounding on Ukrah, looking quite serious as she held her hands out. Ukrah just stared down at her, brows arched.

      “Come on, I don’t have any magic, just grab my hands and use me as a sort of conduit. I’ll walk you through it.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “One, because I want to survive. Two, I kind of want to see exactly what kind of destruction someone like you can cook up.”

      “Someone like me?”

      “Caddin’ sake!” she hissed, grabbing Ukrah’s hand. “Close your eyes and just feel for a moment, would you?”

      Despite all her instincts, Ukrah did so, reaching out with her magic. All she felt was the thrum of battle all around her. All she could hear was the screeching of dragons above her head and the shouts from everyone. Blade hitting metal. Blade hitting scales. The whipping of plants, and the screaming of those that were injured. Glass vials shattering against the ground, and arrows cutting through the air.

      “Concentrate already!”

      Right. Concentrate. She could do that. Ukrah breathed deeply, trying to settle. It was easier said than done, naturally.

      “Spread out. Feel for your friends. You should be able to find them pretty easily, considering how much you lot likes to glow around like little stars.”

      Feel for her friends? She could do that. She focused on Crispin first, who was fighting just in front of them, daggers flashing. It was like the circle all over again, but so much more. It seemed the heat of battle, the thrill of it all, made their energy burn that much brighter. That much easier to call up.

      “Don’t forget to add me to that now,” she warned. “Would be a shame to kill your guide while you’re lost to it, ya know?”

      Ukrah didn’t answer, but she trusted that the woman could tell she understood. She grabbed one of them in her mind, one by one, all after each other. To her, the progression seemed slow and meticulous, but Lystri certainly didn’t complain, so the desert girl figured that perhaps time was going all syrupy and slow.

      “You have them all?” This time, she did manage a nod, and the woman let out a breath. “Okay, good. Now I want you to scrub them out of existence in your mind. They’re not there. Your magic can’t touch them. They are voids in the fabric of reality, untouchable.”

      Alright, she could do that. Just wrap up their energy and shove it out. It was like when she’d been under that spell to lure the dancer to her. She just had to do the same thing.

      Except a bit more difficult. And with more people. In the middle of a battle.

      No sweat, really.

      But she pushed, nonetheless. She scraped them out of her mind and tucked them away. She would bring them back later, back into her mind, but for a moment, they needed to go away. She needed to be alone.

      “Alright, once you have them all safe away, you find all the energy that’s left. Humans don’t shine so bright, but you should still pick them up. They’ve got all that greed, that ambition. All those wants that make them so easy to maneuver. You won’t be able to feel all of them, there’s too many, so don’t try. Just do what you can until it feels like your head is buzzing, alright?”

      Their whole conversation took a moment, maybe less, but it seemed like such a long time to Ukrah. She felt around for everyone around them, there were so many, before realizing that maybe, just maybe, the best targets for her weren’t on the ground.

      The magic inside of her was bubbling, boiling over hot and virulent. It knew it was about to be freed in a way it hadn’t in ages, and it thirsted for it. It was a wonder she had ever been able to keep it contained, and she was pretty sure that it was only because of Voirdr that she had.

      So she coaxed it up, goading it, building the pressure until finally, she let it go in one massive burst.

      Oh.

      It was like her core was ripped out of her and launched into the air. She screamed, or at least she thought she did. Her feet were pushed back several steps. Her whole world was devoured by the heat, by the demand for justice, justice, justice!

      Everything was so burning hot, scalding her skin, her soul. She felt the hunger, the thirst demanding blood payment, retribution. She wasn’t supposed to be the spirit of vengeance, and yet that was exactly what she was feeling.

      It was a rushing cacophony of power and might, searing out her insides, and then suddenly, it was all over.

      She fell forward, completely drained. She was sure that she was going to hit the ground, unable to stop herself, but instead, she was caught by soft, small hands.

      “Oh, wow. That was impressive, love. I really have been underestimating you this whole time, haven’t I?”

      Ukrah couldn’t answer the dancer’s soft compliment, she was too busy catching her breath. Gently, she was rolled to face upward, and she saw ash raining down from the sky.

      Oh. Her plan had worked.

      “How many?” she rasped.

      “Four. You took down four dragons on your own. And a good chunk of them around us.” She looked behind her then hauled Ukrah to her feet. “But look alive, there are plenty left and they’re going to take real interest in us if you look like you’re about to fall over.”

      Ukrah looked up, and what the dancer said was true. There was a small ring of ash and fallen weapons around them, not nearly as wide as Ukrah’s village or the few other scenes that she had let loose, but she supposed that couldn’t be blamed considering she had taken almost a handful of dragons down herself.

      But beyond that circle of destruction was a whole group of soldiers that most definitely took notice of her.

      Right, the battle wasn’t over.

      “You know, it’s not too late to give me my magic back. Just one nice cut across my back, and we wouldn’t be cornered now.”

      “I have faith in my friends,” Ukrah said, standing fully and brandishing her sword. She felt dizzy and like she might tip over, but she didn’t need them to know that.

      But of course they knew, because they weren’t idiots and they had eyes. A whole group of them rushed her, and Crispin braced himself in front of the two women.

      They didn’t quite make it, however, because something crashed down in front of them and let out a roar so mighty that Ukrah had to clap her hands over her ears. Her eyes snapped shut on instinct, and she didn’t open them again until the thunderous, rattling sound stopped.

      “Wow,” Lystri breathed from beside her in the briefest moment of quiet.

      Ukrah just let out a heady sort of laugh. In front of her was Eist, in her full regalia, with her brindled dragon. Fior stood proudly, his barrel of a chest broad and his head raised. He took in one large breath, and then was bellowing again.

      Now that she was prepared for it, she didn’t need to cover her ears or shirk away. Instead, she watched as the beautiful dragon roared with that strange power of his, knocking soldiers into the air and sending them flying.

      It cleared the field plenty, giving the trio more space. And that would have been more than enough, but it was clear that it wasn’t enough for Eist or her dragon when they both went barreling into the crowd.

      Fior’s claws lashed out, his jaws snapping, and Eist was merciless with her pike. They cleaved through enemies like a broom through dust, and Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder what it would have been like if the woman still had her magic.

      The battle would have probably been over already.

      Except the battle wasn’t over, and Ukrah needed to pull herself together and join the fight.

      She reached for the energy inside of her, bubbling and calm. It was sated in the aftermath of what she had done, the demanding need inside of her for justice ebbed for just a moment. She tried to churn it up again, but it wasn’t responding as it should.

      Maybe one less of a dragon, and she would be fine. But if she had taken out one less dragon, perhaps Eist wouldn’t have been able to come down and join the ground battle.

      “You’re all getting exhausted. Help me get the sigil off and I can put this whole thing to rest.”

      “No,” Ukrah hissed, striding forward. Crispin fell in step beside her, and she could tell that he was breathing hard. He had done a great job, a perfect job, defending them while she had attacked, but she could tell it had taken a toll on him. And he wasn’t like her, he didn’t have an offensive burst like she did. He couldn’t turn whole towns to ash or make plants spring from the earth like Cassinda.

      “Look, I’ve gotten you this far, haven’t I? I’m not going to attack you in the middle of a battle, or right after it. But I need all of us to survive if we’re going to get through this. So—”

      She cut herself off as a warhammer swung over her head, pushing Ukrah forward as she went. It clipped Crispin’s shoulder, however, and the boy spun off and to the ground.

      No, that wouldn’t do.

      Ukrah spun, bringing her sword down, but the man blocked it with his hammer then thrust it up, trying to catch her under the chin. He was joined by two more, and she summoned up the energy to blast them back.

      They did stumble, one of them dropping their weapons, but it wasn’t enough. And more were coming out of the hole, apparently having given up on the inside of the chapel. Or maybe now that the dragons weren’t struggling to keep up the fight in the air, they were setting their sights on completely destroying the building.

      The reason didn’t matter. All she knew was that they were outnumbered, and she needed a few more minutes to recover. To get a grip on her magic and send out another wave of power. She just. Needed. A minute.

      Ukrah’s body reacted before her mind could go through all of it. Her hand darted out, grabbing one of Crispin’s daggers, then she whipped around and slashed across the dancer’s back.

      Lystri let out a startled cry, stumbling forward a step, but that was it before she straightened back up.

      “Finally,” she breathed, and then she was raising her arms to the sky, and everything changed.

      Ukrah had thought she’d felt great and terrible displays of power before. She thought she knew what it was like to feel a spirit burst from someone and desolate the area around them. But nothing, absolutely nothing, prepared her for what Lystri let loose.

      There was an intense sort of sucking sensation, like the air around them was trying to force them all to her. Some of the soldiers tripped forward, caught up in the rush. It reminded Ukrah of the tide at the oceans of Margaid, but much more demanding. Vicious.

      Threatening.

      Ukrah dug her fingers into the dirt, grabbing onto Crispin to root him in place too. She could feel them sliding, but then vines sprouted up from the ground. Not many, but enough to wrap around her middle and pin her there. Ukrah had no idea where Cassinda was, but she was grateful, nonetheless.

      Then the pull reached its zenith and there was another moment of quiet. Ukrah had a fleeting thought, wondering if Lystri was scrubbing them out the same way she had instructed the desert girl to.

      That question was answered quickly as the moment snapped, and power burst out like an explosion.

      Both Ukrah and Crispin were thrown backward, ripping the vines tethering them right out of the earth. They bounced a couple of times, until Crispin was able to stab one of his daggers into the ground and anchor them there.

      Oh, if Fior’s roar had been intense, the blast out of Lystri was that much worse. It rattled Ukrah’s ears and made her sick, her stomach twisting in and out of itself. Her head felt like it was pounding, and her ears were full of so many screams.

      Inhuman screams. Screams that scratched at her soul and wound around her spine, feeling like they were going to choke the life out of her.

      It lasted long, too long, an age. Ukrah looked up, her eyes watering against the force of it all, and tried to see what was going on.

      That was probably a mistake.

      She couldn’t make out much, with the dirt flying into her face and wind whipping around like a maelstrom, but what few sect members she could see were clearly not having a very good time of it.

      Some were on their knees, while some were doubled over, and all of them were dying. Ukrah could see the telltale yellow pus coming up out of their mouth, out of their eyes. She could smell it. Like sulfur, sickness, and bile, all bound up in each other and amplifying their awfulness.

      She felt herself gag, and for a moment, she was sure the woman had betrayed them, that she was about to kill everyone, take their spirits, and go. But then it was only regular vomit—a phrase she never thought would be relevant before—and she managed to lean to the side enough to not be ill on herself.

      It was only as she finished her spasming that the rush of everything stopped, and there was quiet once again. Ukrah looked up from the mess she made just in time to see Lystri topple forward, not entirely unlike how the desert girl had fallen herself.

      Except there was no one close enough to catch her, so she hit like a sack of potatoes, not even a sound of surprise escaping her.

      Ukrah struggled to her feet, her head spinning. Taking inventory of everything, she saw that there wasn’t a battle anymore. There was just death.

      So much death.

      There was only a couple dozen sect members still on their feet, and they were on the outskirts of the battle. Most of them were making a run for it, but Ale’a’s dragon was already charging after them. Ukrah got the feeling it wasn’t the first time the creature had chased men down in such a manner.

      She had done it. She’d ended the battle.

      Ukrah knew she couldn’t trust the woman, that she’d murdered a child in cold blood, but at the moment, she couldn’t help but be grateful for her interference.

      If interference was even the right word for it.

      So Ukrah moved toward her, cautiously, expecting some sort of trick or twist. But the woman just laid there, even when the desert girl knelt beside her prone form. “Hey,” she murmured, gently rolling her onto her back. “You still with us?”

      Lystri’s eyes fluttered open, and she looked more worn than Ukrah had ever seen her. Not that they had exactly spent much time together, but the dancer’s face was pretty burned into her mind considering everything that had happened.

      “It seems so,” she whispered. “I’ve… I’ve never been able to do that much before.” She sat up slowly with Ukrah’s help, looking at the carnage all around her. Unlike most awful smells, the one coating the battlefield didn’t fade with time or allow her to get used to it. “I guess you just bring that out of people, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      There was a strange, muted sort of laugh between the two, and then Ukrah was helping her to her feet. Lystri swayed a bit, and Ukrah wasn’t exactly steady herself, but they both managed to stay upright.

      “I… Did that just happen?” Crispin asked, shakily walking up to them. There were a couple of slams as the few attacking dragons that had been in the air came crashing down, but they didn’t land anywhere near the three.

      “It did,” the woman gasped, holding her hands up. “I’m all tapped out at the moment, so I trust you lot won’t slit my throat right here and now.”

      “It’s not like you wouldn’t deserve it,” Ukrah muttered. “Would you have given Aiphurat that kind of chance?”

      “No, but that’s why I’m here and she isn’t.” She unwound her arms from Ukrah’s and pushed her hair back. She was streaked with dirt, and a bruise was already blooming on her fair cheek. For a brief moment, it was so easy to see the scared slave girl who had been hauled away from her people to be used and abused by the northerners. “So, what now?”

      Ukrah looked around, taking in the true expanse of it. It was impressive and horrifying all at the same time, but it did bolster her to see her friends standing up amongst the waste. There was Cassinda, breathing hard as she descended from a tree. Her intricate braids had been pulled loose and her hair was a mess about her head. Ale’a was examining those around her, flipping them over with her sword one by one. The two witches that Dille had brought were leaning against each other, one of them with a hand over a cut in their side. Even Helena was there, standing against a wall and looking ashen with a crossbow shaking in her hands.

      Ukrah hadn’t even known the woman could shoot.

      And at the center of it all was Eist, looking up as Dille, Ain, and Athar all descended. She looked majestic, atop Fior with the sun shining down on her polished armor. No wonder she had been fighting and intimidating the enemy since she was younger than Ukrah.

      The only people missing were Elspeth, Marcellin, and a few others of their outer allies. They had been tempted to attack with their entire armada, but didn’t want to leave the capitol so unattended. Vulnerable. Just in case they were wrong about their plan and the sect attacked Rothaiche M’or.

      “I don’t know,” she answered finally. “I suppose we go through, bit by bit, and make sure everyone is either dead or bound so that we can take them back to the capital to face justice.”

      The dancer rolled her eyes. “You and your justice. But I suppose it’s apropos. Tell me…” She took a step forward but stumbled, her eyes going wide as she stared at them. Time stopped for a moment, just a moment, but then a blade was sticking out from her middle and blood was bubbling out from between her lips.

      No!

      Ukrah didn’t know quite what happened. Her brain couldn’t catch up. What she wasn’t seeing couldn’t be real. Couldn’t be…

      The woman fell forward again, Crispin rushing to catch her, but Ukrah felt like she couldn’t even move. Behind her was a soldier, yellow caked all around his mouth, his eyes bloodshot. His hand was connected to the long blade sticking out of Lystri’s middle. He gave a final sort of possessed gasp, then practically crumbled right back to the ground.

      “Isn’t that just something,” the dancer laughed weakly, spattering blood on Crispin’s arms. “Looks like someone else did your dirty work for you.” Her eyes flicked up to the young man holding her. “That’s some luck, isn’t it?”

      “Hey, don’t look at me. I didn’t do this. I wouldn’t—”

      She weakly waved her hand and Ukrah still stood, spellbound. The woman’s blood was spreading out onto the ground, making a pool below them. It was macabre, awful, and entirely too much. The woman deserved it, and yet…and yet it felt like someone had stabbed Ukrah herself.

      “Oh, shut up. I don’t want the last words I hear to be yours.” She hacked again, more blood welling up. She was almost gray. Ukrah could hear the others approaching, seeing what had happened, but the desert girl couldn’t tear her eyes away. “Looks like you did it, love. You defeated the big bad, and now you’re going to get to rebuild the world the way you want to. By their rules. At least no one will ever be able to say that about me. Think about that, when you absorb everything that I am.”

      Ukrah opened her mouth to protest, but then the woman was letting out a rattling breath. Her lips curled into a smirk that was more a snarl than anything else, and then she was gone.

      The desert girl could feel the moment it happened. Like a lever being pulled. Crispin set the woman’s body on the ground, stepping around the stream of blood that was trickling down the slope of the hill. Although she had been expecting it, although Lystri had told her about what happened after a vessel died, Ukrah was surprised by the drama of it all.

      The ground began to glow, shimmering brighter and brighter, until light was shooting out of it. Ukrah opened herself up just like the woman had said, trying to call the power into herself. It wasn’t as strong as she expected, probably because she had exhausted herself so thoroughly by ending the entire battle, but Ukrah could feel it, nonetheless.

      So, she reached for it, reached through the light, winding her fingers in it and pulling it toward herself. She tried not to think about how Lystri had told her that it’d taken her days to absorb everything, how painful it was. She couldn’t afford to be distracted.

      Because it was almost the end of their journey, and she couldn’t afford to trip at the finish line. True, she needed time to think, to recalculate everything, and to find out how they were supposed to finally rebirth the spirits. She would survive absorbing two spirits, she had to, no matter how painful it was. No matter how it seemed like it might rend her apart.

      Even with her eyes shut, she could see the bright beams of light shooting up from the ground. It reminded her of the flames in her dreams, and how they had erupted from the cracked earth. Was this what everything had been leading up to? The grand climax of their story was just standing over the corpse of an enemy who had backhandedly saved them all?

      She supposed she would find out.

      With one last fleeting thought about those around her, she let go of the last of the walls within her, shepherding the woman’s power inside of herself.

      Except…

      Except it didn’t come.

      Ukrah gripped it harder, furrowing her brows as she concentrated, but it ignored her. It stood steady for a moment before it started to actively pull away.

      That was not good.

      Panicking, she scrambled to get a hold of it, to close her fingers around it and yank it to her. She had to contain it. It was her destiny! If she failed, if one of the sect somehow contained it, or used it in the ritual that they all had fought so hard to prevent, then everything would be for nothing.

      She couldn’t allow that to happen, so she spread her little remaining magic out farther, trying to fuse it with the bubbling glow in front of her. Tried to demand that it return to her. Go where it rightfully belonged. But it fled faster and faster, flowing like water in reverse until finally, with one last violent heave, it ripped itself from Ukrah’s senses entirely.

      “No!” she cried, careening forward, crashing into the waiting arms of Crispin.

      “What is it? What’s going on?”

      She could hear the concern in his tone, but she didn’t answer. Her eyes twisted around, trying to find where it had all gone. It couldn’t have just disappeared. Even though Lystri had been weakened, that kind of thing didn’t just vanish.

      But then she felt it—a small bead of the woman’s magic, pulsing like two different heartbeats. Her head turned toward the feeling, leading Ukrah’s eyes back to the woman’s corpse. Was she not really dead? Had she somehow managed to pull her magic back into herself?

      No. She was most definitely dead, her skin gray and her body still. But what wasn’t dead was the little desert finch sitting on her chest, much of its body red from her blood.

      “Tayir?” Ukrah asked in disbelief. What was he doing there?

      But the little bird just let out a whistle sigh, a ripple going through its feathers. Finally, he breathed, so full of relief that it would have almost been cute if Ukrah wasn’t suddenly flooded with a terrible feeling.

      Crispin’s hands on her tightened. “Hey, what’s the—”

      He never finished the sentence. Right in front of them, the finch exploded into a ball of light, flinging them back into the corpses from Lystri’s last stand. Ukrah was blinded, the wind driven from her yet again, and her entire body was screaming at her to get up. To run while she still could. But another part of her was telling her that it would be alright. That Tayir was her friend, her guardian. That he had a plan and that plan wasn’t going to hurt her or anyone else.

      But then the light cleared, and she could mostly see, only dark spots dancing in her eyes to obstruct her vision. Standing there, over Lystri’s body, was a creature that Ukrah had never seen before, never even dared to dream of.

      It was as big as a dragon with a head like a lion next to the head of beast she didn’t have a name for. Fur and scales along its flanks with long, insidious tines down its back. A tail longer than her and Crispin with large spikes on the end. Claws that were too big. Meant to maim and kill.

      “Tayir?” she asked shakily. “What have you done?”

      It turned to her, that same expression on his face that she was so used to was suddenly terrifying.

      Isn’t it obvious, my puny little friend… His voice was almost the same, only reverberating louder in her head. It was enough to send her stomach sinking further. What was happening in front of her was real. It was him, her companion for the past few years.

      I am reborn!

      He let out a bellow, then wings sprouted from his back, filling the air with the sickening sound of rending skin. Gripping Crispin, Ukrah turned tail and ran to Eist and Fior, who had stopped their advance and now stood with weapons drawn, obviously sensing that things were not going the way they were supposed to.

      “What is that?” Eist asked as they rejoined her, Fior flaring out a brindled wing to protect them.

      “That’s Tayir.”

      “The bird?”

      Ukrah nodded. “Yeah, the bird.”

      Eist let out a huff of a sound, pulling a short sword out in addition to her pike. “It never ends, does it?”

      No, it seemed it never did.
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      This can’t be happening!

      Ukrah swallowed as she stared up at the massive beast that Tayir had become. She was panting and covered in sweat. Exhaustion was starting to set in, leaving her aching and cold. They’d just been through one massive battle, and yet she could feel they might have another coming on.

      “Tayir?” she called, voice trembling. “What are you doing?”

      Isn’t it obvious? I have told you again and again that you must focus on your destiny, and yet you risked it all to try to rescue a lost cause. If you refuse to take your responsibility seriously, then I will.

      “I knew I never liked that bird,” Crispin hissed, reaching toward the armor on Fior’s flanks and pulling a short sword from its scabbard. “Really wish I could do some of those impressive, blowy-up things that you can do.”

      But Ukrah was only barely listening to him, her eyes on the towering beast in front of her. His hair was a coarse black, with what looked like tines hidden throughout it. The entirety of him seemed slick, as if he had been rubbed with oil or some other viscous substance. His teeth were frightfully long, and whenever his mouth cracked open with his great, beastly panting, she could see several rows of them.

      “This is a test, right?” she called. “We’ve found all of the vessels and you have two inside of you. This is how we’re going to do the ritual, right? This is all some test!”

      He took a step toward them, and his massive paw made the ground shake.

      The test has been all these years you had your power, little one. Had and wasted it. Had and fought it. Now you will witness the true might of a guardian, and I will remake the world in its proper image. Suddenly, his tail came swiping toward them and they dodged, the others going to one side and Ukrah to the opposite. The spirits were infatuated with you, their little children that they formed themselves around. And that is their downfall. Because you’re not children, are you? You’re selfish, violent, vile little monsters who will kill and torture each other over scraps of metal or even false gods that you know aren’t real!

      “That’s not everyone!” Ukrah knew it was pointless to argue. Looking up into the face of the monster in front of her, she saw no sympathy, no kindness. She saw nothing of the little finch that had been her guide for so long. “You’ve lived with me! I know you’ve seen kindness, laughter, compassion! You’ve seen little Yacristjian! You’ve seen how much Athar and Eist love each other. How can you sit there and say you want to throw all of that away?”

      Actually… He lowered his head, more burning, orange eyes opening on either side of his face until there were nearly a dozen staring at her. I don’t think I’m sitting at all.

      Great. She was in for the fight of her life and he wanted to use a terrible pun. It was clear that he didn’t take any of them seriously, which made her wonder how much of their lives together was just an act. Had this been his plan from the beginning? Or had it evolved after she kept telling him no, kept doing things that he hated and told her not to do?

      She supposed it wasn’t the time for those kinds of questions, barely dodging to the side again as his tail whipped out. He moved impossibly fast for being so large, and she could see his other paw hurtling toward her from the corner of her vision, heading for exactly where she would probably land.

      She braced herself, trying to call magic to her fingertips to shield herself from the inevitable blow. But the paw stopped and jerked away suddenly, allowing her to see that Ethella had flown down and grabbed the limb before it could hit Ukrah. Her massive body was struggling to pin the limb down, and the desert girl had to wonder just how much power and force Tayir had in his new body. Although it was obvious that it was probably more than her body could withstand taking a direct hit from.

      Ukrah wasn’t going to waste the opportunity given to her. She dashed back to Eist, leaping over the jagged crack Tayir’s tail had created when it slammed down the first time. She landed, and Fior let out a chuffed sound, his crystalline eyes on her before flicking back to Tayir.

      Dille’s dragons had also taken the opportunity that Ethella had created, one of them wrapping their taloned feet around the thickest spike from his back while the other sank their teeth into the base of his tale. Tayir let out an awful sort of sound, flailing, but the three kept their hold.

      Ukrah watched as they lifted him upward, the trio of red dragon’s wings beating in tandem. But he was just so heavy, she could tell that they were struggling to get his bulk up.

      But then Fior was darting forward, sliding into the space underneath the once-guardian before he let out one of his mighty roars.

      The sheer force of it was incredible, and once more, Ukrah was slapping her hands over her ears, Crispin too, and she was pretty sure she saw Cassinda doing the same in the corner of her vision. The only one who seemed relatively unaffected was Eist, who was pulling a short bow from her back and loosing the bolts toward Tayir’s head.

      Er…heads.

      Together, the four dragons were able to lift their enemy higher, then higher. Ukrah knew what they were doing. It was a tactic from the old wars, back when the Blight had been at its strongest and been able to create great and terrible beasts as large as Ethella. They were planning to draw him as far up as they could and then let him go, allowing his own weight and mass to dash his body against the ground.

      Ukrah braced herself, knowing it would be messy. An inglorious end to a traitor, and yet it didn’t make her feel any better. She didn’t know if there was anything about the situation that could.

      Just when he was high enough, they did indeed let him fall. Their talons all let go at once, and he plummeted downward. It was a sharp descent, and Ukrah could almost feel the air as it was suddenly shoved out of his way by his large mass.

      But then a terrible rending sound filled the sky, somewhere between Helena tearing a seam and flesh being ripped from bone. And then, in a great and awful display of anatomy, wings burst from the creature’s back, not stopping it from slamming into the ground, but slowing it enough that it wasn’t a lethal fall.

      The three dragons circled, descending upon him again, but the creature stood on its rear legs and opened its gaping mouth. For the briefest of moments, nothing happened, but then a rumbling sound began to grow. The color of his mouth grew lighter and lighter, until finally a beam was shooting out of it, widening into a cone the farther it went forward.

      It moved fast, impossibly fast, faster than anything Ukrah had ever seen before. The entire sky seemed to go white and she could feel the hair along her arms curl at the heat. The amount of power behind it was incredible.

      And something so quick, so mighty, was almost impossible to dodge. Ethella did, barrel-rolling to the side, and one of Dille’s dragons did as well, the one that she was perched on. But the other, the slightly bigger one with the large scar on its side, couldn’t and the blast of light hit a good chunk of it.

      Dille let out a scream, barely audible over the sizzling sound of the dragon as it shrieked and writhed. It was a horrific scene, terrifying, but it was all over in a moment.

      Ukrah wasn’t sure what she expected to see. Half of her hoped that it was Dille’s dragon only wounded so she could slither away to somewhere safe. And for just a moment, it seemed like that might actually be the case.

      But then the smoke cleared, and the desert girl saw that everywhere the light had touched was just…gone, leaving ash raining down in morbid little drifts.

      And then the dragon fell.

      “No!” Dille screamed, diving down toward her plummeting mount.

      Athar and Ale’a were quick to provide her cover, rushing at Tayir’s face.

      It was fairly clear that the blast had taken it out of him. He sank back onto all fours and his sides were heaving with labored breathing. Both of the dragons hit him with massive plumes of fire, but Ukrah could already feel that it wouldn’t be enough.

      “Go,” Eist ordered, getting back on top of Fior and adjusting her grip on her pike. “Get Helena and Crispin and get out of here.”

      “But I can fight!” Ukrah objected. She needed to fight. It was her guardian who was threatening everything, who had betrayed them all. She was responsible—

      “I know you can fight, but if he wants to kill all of you and take your spirits, then you’re the ones who need to get out of here. So go!”

      Ukrah opened her mouth to argue, but then Crispin was grabbing her hand and pulling her along.

      “Come on. It doesn’t take being the spirit of fortune to know that it would be bad to stick around here!”

      Against her will, Ukrah let him tug her along, giving one last look at the violent battle behind her, full of fire and screeches and talons on scales.

      The two of them picked up speed as they ran, and Ukrah could see Helena emerging from behind a boulder that she must have ducked behind when the light blast had happened.

      “Where’s Cassinda?” she called, pointing her bow toward the direction the plant girl had been. Ukrah scanned the area as much as she could while running, but the redhead was nowhere to be seen.

      “I don’t know,” Crispin called back. “But we need to get you out of here.”

      “But wha—”

      They had almost reached her, almost, but then that stupid, spiked tail crashed between them and magic erupted from it, knocking the three of them in different directions.

      Ukrah managed to roll, catching herself on her arms and sliding across the rocky ground. She could feel the gravel and jagged bits scoring her flesh, digging into her and tearing chunks away, but at the moment, none of it mattered.

      She slowed enough to kill her momentum, then rolled onto her back. She’d managed to protect her head, for the most part, but her forearms were grated and bleeding. Less than ideal, but she was sure it could have been worse.

      “He’s trying to stop us,” Crispin rasped. Ukrah nodded, getting to her feet as quickly as she could and helping him up. “Eist is right. The best thing is for us to get away from here.”

      “I know.”

      “Children!”

      Helena’s panicked cry had Ukrah’s head jerking in her direction, and she saw how the ground was crumbling, trying to crack open between them like it had during Tayir’s first strike. Ukrah didn’t know what kind of magic he had to affect the literal side of a mountain, but it was clear that it was something he did with ease.

      Neither of them needed any more encouragement. They sprinted for it, trying to cross the gap before it became uncrossable. She wasn’t sure if they would be able to go around or not, and she wasn’t willing to test it.

      They were almost there, almost there, when the ground shook below them again, making her trip a bit, and then fire was erupting from the crack in the earth.

      “What in the blasted name of whatever gods are real is happening?” Crispin cried, skittering to a stop, his hand jerking Ukrah up.

      It was like her dream. It was just like her dream.

      Well, maybe not just like, but close enough to make her head spin and her heart race. What was going on? Had everything that was happening always been meant to be? Or had her dreams been warning her all along?

      The fire dissipated, vanishing back into the earth. But when she looked back to where Helena had been, there was only crumbled earth.

      “Children!”

      Her voice was just a bit away from them and coming from below. Taking a few steps back, she took a deep breath and then raced forward.

      “Ukrah! What are you doing?!”

      But then she was leaping through the air, throwing her arms forward. She managed to catch the lip of the crevasse with her bleeding limbs and pull herself up.

      “Helena!” she called, looking around for the woman.

      “I’m here! I’m down here!”

      Ukrah raced in the direction of the answer, coming to one of the rifts that spidered out from the main one. Sure enough, there Helena was, gripping onto a ledge below, her pleasant face red and covered in sweat.

      “Here!” Ukrah called, reaching down. But her fingers didn’t reach. Even with her growth, her limbs weren’t quite long enough. “Hold on, just hold on, I can—”

      “I’ve got you,” Crispin interrupted, suddenly beside her. His long arm reached past hers, and Helena was able to reach up and grab it. “Ukrah, hold onto me. Be my anchor and help haul me up.”

      Ukrah scrambled to do as he said, wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing herself into the ground. Helena was shorter than both of them, but heavier. And they had leverage working against them. If only Cassinda was around, she could probably just summon roots to haul the woman up.

      “I’ve got you, don’t worry, I’ve got you.” Ukrah couldn’t see into the crevasse anymore, but she could hear that Crispin’s voice was strained. His other arm was gone from her sight, no doubt also reaching for Helena. “I’ve got her! Pull me up!”

      Ukrah tried to sit up, but she was so heavy and so far down. They couldn’t do it with just their bodies alone, not when she was dressed for battle and equipped with heavy things. It wasn’t like she could just undress while she was hanging, either.

      So Ukrah reached down with her magic, feeling it slither like tendrils across the ground. They followed Crispin, wrapping along his arms, traveling further until they were able to find Helena’s warm, welcoming presence. Clamping down on them with all of her concentration, Ukrah yanked her upwards.

      The sudden lack of strain against them had her tumbling back onto her own behind, but she didn’t care, because suddenly Crispin and Helena were both on solid ground, panting but safe.

      “Let’s go,” Crispin reiterated, getting to his feet and offering his hand to Ukrah. She took it, and then he was offering his other to Helena. She let out a grateful sound, blowing her hair out of her face, and gripped his hand.

      It took her a bit of effort to stand, but she was barely on her feet before her eyes went wide. A startled shout escaped her mouth, then she brought her hands up in a jerky motion.

      Once more, Ukrah and Crispin were thrown backwards, but instead of some sort of violent smack, it was like something warm and wonderful wrapped them up and carted them backward.

      Then, as they were moving, Ukrah saw it: the bright beam of light hit right where they had been.

      Hit Helena.

      They were dropped out of the air suddenly, landing harshly, but that hardly registered over the smoking, ashen spot where Helena—the spirit of comfort, healing, and all that was good—once stood.

      No.

      No.

      “Helena!”

      She didn’t know if it was her or Crispin who cried her name, but then a shadow was passing over Ukrah’s head and she brought her hands up.

      Her magic, stretched out but not entirely exhausted, shot up her arms and spread out, barely making a shield just as one of Tayir’s massive paws smacked down. It would have been right on top of her if not for the barrier, and even still, she was pressed into the ground.

      There was that same bright, heated release from there Helena had stood, and Ukrah realized what it was. Her magic, the spirit inside of her trying to return to the ether, or whatever Tayir had said just a few days prior. Even from her pinned position, she could see Tayir’s head dipping down, trying to snatch it all up like he had with Lystri.

      No, that couldn’t happen. If he was already overwhelmingly powerful with two inside of him, reacting with his guardian magic, she couldn’t imagine what three spirits within him would be. Unbeatable, that was for certain.

      “Traitor!” she cried, trying to spike up with her magic, to make his paw hurt, to bleed. It didn’t, of course, but then the pads on the bottom of his foot began to part, and suddenly a round, sucker-like mouth shot down and tried to adhere to her shield.

      If that weren’t terrifying enough, the sucker opened, revealing row after row of tiny, oscillating teeth. It was like something out of her worst nightmares, just with less fire.

      Quiet, child. Do not resist the inevitable. We will rebirth the world together, and make sure none have suffered as you.

      “You know, I’ve been sold on that line before,” she hissed, sending her power out again.

      It wasn’t enough to knock him back, or even make him stumble, but the hiss that issued from him proved that it did do something, as did the smoke rising from his furred and scaled legs.

      Come, enough with this foolishness. You never wanted this destiny anyways.

      She didn’t. She hadn’t. And yet it was hers, nonetheless. Sweat beaded across her forehead and her arms were beginning to ache, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that two pale hands had shot up from the earth where Helena had stood, and a red head was just beginning to emerge.

      Cassinda. If Ukrah could buy her enough time, she could absorb Helena’s spirit and stop Tayir from getting it. But it would be painful, and it would take her out of the fight.

      Her intense, cat-like eyes finally breached, and they locked with Ukrah’s from her strained position. They shared the tiniest moment of silent communication before the desert girl nodded.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll do it!” Ukrah gasped. “I hate this world anyways. All it’s done is try to kill me and people like me, and I’m tired of fighting to save it when all it does it spit in my face.”

      The foot on her let up and then his face was hovering just above her. It was a strange perspective, with her laying on her back, making him appear to be upside-down as she looked up at him, but that didn’t make it any less terrifying.

      You’re lying.

      Yes. “No, I’m not. I just… If I’m going to give up, I’m going to need some things.”

      And what, pray tell, could you possibly want if the world is being completely remade in a perfect system?

      “I want to live again, in your new world. And I want all of us to live too and be friends with each other. I want witches to not be hated and no one to care about people’s skin color, or size, or what country they’re from. I don’t want rich or poor, or any of that. I just want us all to be equal.”

      Who says that the rebirth of the world will have humans or witches at all?

      “It’ll have something, some sort of intelligent life. That’s how the magic of our realm is supposed to cycle, isn’t it?” He didn’t answer right away, and Ukrah swallowed. She needed to keep his attention wholly on her. She couldn’t imagine that Cassinda was already done drawing Helena into herself. Surely Tayir would have been able to feel that, no matter how convincing Ukrah was being.

      Perhaps. I’m still…working out some of the finer details. There are certain intricacies to rebuilding the cosmos.

      “Then why do this all now? Why can’t we sit down and discuss things? We’ve known each other for ages. You don’t have to do things this way, Tayir.”

      He huffed and his long, spotted tongue came down to lave along her shield. There were undulating little feathers of flesh along in, like the mouth of those biting turtles that Eist had warned her about on one of their first trips to some of the greater rivers around Rothaiche M’or. It was disgusting, and the smell that seeped through her shield was even worse.

      You make it sound so easy, little one. Like all your little friends will agree to it and not use it as a time to subvert me, like you yourself wouldn’t betray me.

      “Like you’re doing to me right now?”

      An awful chuffing sound escaped from him, which she guessed was a laugh. Clever g— He cut himself off suddenly, and his head whipped in the direction that Ukrah knew Cassinda was in. Her own glance cut to the redhead to see her half out of the ground, her hands stretched out and her forehead pressed to the earth. She could feel the power whirling around Cassinda, sinking into her back and trying to find root in the girl, but it wasn’t in there yet. Not by a long shot.

      A swear erupted from Tayir and he lunged forward in a mighty leap. But he was still in the air when something barreled into him, and he was knocked to the side by a thunderous roar.

      Ukrah dropped her shield and rushed to her feet, dashing over to Cassinda. She didn’t know where Crispin was, but she hoped wherever he was, he was safe. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Tayir start to rise, but Fior was posted in front of him, readying another bellow while Eist stabbed forward with her pike.

      “I’m here,” Ukrah said, sliding to her knees before the redhead. A silly comment, because of course Cassinda knew she was there, but she didn’t know what else to say. “I’ve got you. You just have to open up your, uh, your…heart? And absorb the spirit.”

      “I…know…” the other woman ground out, her face still pressed into the dirt. That didn’t exactly bode well.

      She glanced back at the battle to see that Athar and Ale’a were rounding on Tayir from the air while Dille was racing forward on foot with her dragon. Her two disciples she had brought with her were nowhere to be found.

      Tayir’s gaze landed on her, and she could practically feel the rage in him. He snarled, his body tensing like he was going to lunge forward, but then Fior was roaring right at his side again, pushing him backward as the other dragons roasted him.

      But Ukrah had the feeling that it wouldn’t last for long. Keeping her hands on Cassinda’s shoulders, she called up another shield, focusing as hard as she could, trying to make sure that it was solid and strong and as powerful as it could be. It wasn’t a quick event, but the others bought her enough time.

      Just enough time.

      But just as she knew he would, Tayir managed to get away from them, and suddenly, he was landing right in front of her and Cassinda, his teeth snapping against her shield and making her teeth rattle.

      The battle was just beginning.
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      His teeth snapped down again, his jaw stretched impossibly wide over her shield. His tongue was laving against it, his thick, yellow spit coated the entire surface.

      Ukrah could hear the others rushing toward them, shouting that they were coming, but she couldn’t rely on them. She had to hold strong, because even if they were able to get Tayir to concentrate on them, there was nothing stopping his tail or back legs from doing damage to Cassinda or her. Especially if it split the ground like it had the two times previously.

      But he had to be getting tired…right? Twice, he had blasted light from his mouth powerful enough to kill a dragon and wipe a vessel off the face of the earth. He’d grown wings. He’d bit and snapped and jumped and been hit by Fior’s mighty roar multiple times. Surely, they had to have at least dulled his edge.

      But it didn’t seem like that, especially when it took both red dragons closing their jaws around his necks and jerking him away to even get him to break his stare with her. At least it gave her a momentary reprieve from his rancid breath, which had coated the two of them like a blanket.

      “Cassinda, you really need to hurry up.”

      “I’m trying,” she gasped, her voice trembling. “But it’s a lot. And it’s so…different.”

      Ukrah imagined it was. While Cassinda was all offense, attack, and fire, Helena had been everything soft and sweet. Comforting and welcome. Lystri had said that their natures were complementary to the spirits within them, and although Ukrah liked Cassinda very much, the girl was nowhere near sweet or abiding.

      “You can do it. I know you can. It’s just letting your walls down and not fighting it.”

      “Easy for you to say, you don’t have two ancient spirits inside of you that don’t exactly get along like old chums.”

      Ukrah would have nodded, but then both of his paws were slamming down on her barrier with full force. She felt her knees indent into the ground and several muscles in her spine twinge, sharp spikes of pain biting up her body and making her head light up.

      But she held it, gritting her teeth and locking her muscles. She could do it. For Cassinda. For Helena. For everyone. She could hold a measly little shield.

      She had to.

      She had another slight reprieve as the rest of them all set in again on Tayir. They tackled him again, and while he batted one red dragon away, there were too many of them coming from all directions to fend them all off.

      Round the battle went, with all of them attacking him, trying to distract and weaken him, while Cassinda stayed half below the ground, her upper half pressed into the dirt while her fingers twitched and cracked. And all Ukrah could do was kneel above her friend and hold her shield.

      Some leader she was. Some champion of justice and battle. All that power, all that turning villages and enemies to ash, but in the end, it just came down to how long she could protect her friend.

      Tayir must have sensed that Cassinda was getting close to absorbing all of Helena’s spirit. Ukrah had no idea what to do with the young woman once that happened—especially considering that Lystri said she had laid there for days—but she would deal that when it happened.

      If it happened.

      Because Tayir was wise to the pattern and suddenly, he shot to the sky. The dragons gave chase, all of them. Athar, Dille, Ale’a, and Eist moved together in a flawless formation, showing why they had been so fearsome in the war against the Blight.

      And for what it was worth, they were giving Tayir quite a challenge. He finally seemed like he was getting tired, his sides heaving, his eyes bloodshot. His turns weren’t as sharp, and his wings were beating more slowly.

      But it wasn’t enough. Who would have known that little Tayir, the desert finch, knew how to move in battle? Ukrah remembered once how he had boasted he’d once been a fearsome and respected guardian. Suddenly, she understood that he hadn’t been exaggerating at all. In fact, he may have been underselling himself a bit. Which was something she didn’t think was possible.

      He was in the air, surrounded by them, all of them coiling around each other and attacking in flashes of speed and scales, when Ukrah felt something…wrong above her.

      She looked up again, tearing her eyes away from Cassinda. Tayir was in the center of it all, but he was curled into a small ball, his form smoking and bleeding in a few patches. Ukrah’s stomach sank, something in her telling her that the shaking of his frame wasn’t a good thing, wasn’t some sort of sign of backing down.

      “Cassinda…” she warned, the hair on the back of her neck raising.

      “I know. I can feel it too.”

      Ukrah took a deep breath through her nose, in then out, shoving more of her energy into her shield. The bubbling, boiling, demanding black inside was much more sated, less fizzy and ready to go, but it cooperated, nonetheless. She wished that she had trained her magic more for longevity instead of focusing so much of her training on being able to hold it back and how to access it when Voirdr was around, but she supposed hindsight was always so much more discerning.

      Then it happened. His vibrating reached a peak and then he straightened, and light shot out in spikes from his form.

      Ukrah let out a shocked shout, because how could she not? And she was sure that all of them were dead. But when the haze and smoke cleared, she saw everyone was in the air like they were supposed to be, circling around to attack again.

      And that Tayir now had an uninterrupted path to her and Cassinda.

      Their eyes met again, and she could almost see the smile curl across both of his faces, then he was launching right at them.

      “Cassinda!” she warned one more time. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to hold against the full force of him.”

      “I know,” Cassinda gasps. “I think… I think you need to take some of it.”

      “What?”

      “Take the magic, split it. Use it to hold the shield.”

      “Is that even possible?” Cassinda didn’t answer, but that was because they had maybe a breath or less before Tayir was colliding with them. The rest of their friends were trying to cut him off, trying to divert him, but they couldn’t catch up. That blast of light had been a ploy to buy distance. And it certainly had bought it.

      Ukrah tightened her grip on Cassinda’s shoulders, spreading out her senses as she had during the ritual to reach the desert. She could feel the redhead below her, bright and simmering as she always was, but it felt like Helena was right there too, calm and loving, and that made Ukrah’s heart squeeze.

      That just wasn’t fair. And she was supposed to take that into herself? The reminder that she had failed one of her charges and hadn’t even had a single moment to mourn her? To really comprehend her loss?

      But Ukrah shook that out of her head. She could let herself feel when everyone was safe, and at the moment, not a single one of them was out of danger.

      She reached for Helena, the wonderful, syrupy comfort of her, the sense of protection and peace. Ukrah could sense that most of it was coiled inside of Cassinda, trying to scrape out a home for itself, building roots and pathways to connect itself to her.

      But there was more all around her, popping and sizzling and trying to find a home. There was just so much, and Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder if that was how it was inside of her and Cassinda as well.

      She also hoped that they would never find out.

      Less than a breath now. Opening her mind, letting down her defenses, Ukrah called the energy around them into herself. Willed it to feel that it had a home within her, that it was welcome to take hold and find a place.

      She could feel that it was confused, in a way, that most of it was trying to shove its way into Cassinda, that it wasn’t necessarily keen on the idea of being split apart. But Ukrah coaxed it, trying to make herself seem as appealing and easy as she could. Sure, there was probably an edge of desperation to her plea, but if anything, that seemed to help convince the magic. Er…what was left of the spirit.

      The transition seemed to happen suddenly. One moment, she was spreading herself out, hoping it would bite, and the next, the energy all snapped and rushed her, barreling right into her chest. Or that was how it felt, at least.

      She couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t move, but she didn’t need to. Every one of her senses was filled with the sheer surge of power that the spirit gave her. She could feel disparate fractions of it trying to orient itself within her, trying to map out how she worked and take hold. It was painful, like it was scooping out bits of her and rooting around inside of places that shouldn’t be touched. No wonder she had passed out when she had first awoken. If she didn’t have a murderous guardian barreling right at her, maybe she would have even now.

      But she did have a murderous guardian barreling after her, and she was acutely aware that he was about to collide with her shield. Her mind could see flashes of what would happen. Her shield shattering, the three of them being driven into the ground, the great beast standing up with bits of her in one mouth and bits of Cassinda in the other. It would be bloody and awful, and then he would have all of the vessels but two.

      No. She couldn’t allow that to happen.

      Ukrah grabbed a hold of the magic trying to sink into her, of the spirit trying to take root, then channeled it through her arms and up into the shield. It was happy to be of purpose, even if it didn’t quite understand what the specific purpose was, and it rushed along. Ukrah pictured it thickening, strengthening, becoming so hard that not even lightning could crack it. It was connected to the earth and drew strength from the ground itself.

      There was more she wanted to do, spikes she wanted to add to the front of it, but there was no time. She was in mid-thought when Tayir collided with her shield with all his might and momentum, and her entire world rattled.

      Rattled didn’t even cover it, really. It was more like someone had taken the entire realm and flipped it upside-down, then continued to spin it around violently while shaking it. Her stomach roiled, her head throbbed, and her heart felt like it was going to thrust out of her chest all on its own.

      But as the shock and confusion mounted in her, the new spirit partially inside of her reacted, sliding up and down her limbs, soothing her, reassuring. It was a cooling sort of presence that rooted her to the moment, rooted her to what was happening, and she recovered enough to make sure that she didn’t lose her grip on her shield.

      It took a couple more moments for her vision to recover, and when it did, she saw that Tayir had both of his front paws against her barrier, his teeth snapping at it. It was so much pressure, and without the assurance of the new spirit bonding to her, she knew she never would have been able to hold it on her own.

      But even with the strength of it, she could feel her arms shaking, her head throbbing. There was something warm and wet trickling from her nose, and she didn’t need a looking glass to know what it was. She had to keep holding her shield, though. Just to buy her and Cassinda a little time. Just…a…little more time.

      “Hey, ugly!”

      A cry cut through the furor in her brain, and she saw Crispin holding onto Fior’s neck as he shot across the sky, dropping down to catch onto one of the many horns on Tayir’s right head. With a flourish that Ale’a probably would have scolded him for taking the time to do, he stabbed a dagger into one of the creature’s many eyes, slicing it across his face.

      Tayir roared, rearing back and shaking his head from side to side. Ukrah gasped as the young man was flung into the air, but as luck would have it, it sent him sailing over Tayir’s right head so he could land on the left one, and he brought his dagger down there too before leaping to his feet and flinging himself right over the side of the beast.

      Of course, Fior was there just in time, catching Crispin and going out of Ukrah’s view, no doubt depositing somewhere safe. Sure, the blond boy couldn’t turn a village to ash, or summon a horde of plants at his whim, but having fortune itself within him certainly didn’t seem to be hurting.

      “I’ve got it!” She heard the tiniest declaration behind her, breathless and weary, but she didn’t need anything more than that. Digging her fingers into Cassinda, she helped haul the young woman up and out of the ground.

      Although Ukrah had taken some measure of the spirit into herself, it was clear the redhead had absorbed the brunt of it. Her skin was ashen and dripping with sweat, the veins beneath her skin standing in stark comparison to her pallid visage. Ukrah could have drawn a macabre map of them, if she was so inclined, but it wasn’t really the time for that.

      “Come on,” she said instead, hauling her companion to her feet. Cassinda stumbled, her knees buckling, and Ukrah draped one of the girl’s arms over her shoulders and gripped her waist. “I need you to walk with me. I have to get you out of here.”

      “I… I can’t,” Cassinda whimpered, an entirely alien sound to come out of the girl. “I’m… My body… I-I-It’s not mine.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s your body and I need it to stay in one piece, so you are going to walk with me right here, right now, until I get you tucked away somewhere safe.”

      There was a shriek in the sky as Ethella tackled Tayir while the others bit into his tail, almost like they were trying to draw and quarter the beast. Cassinda let out the tiniest huff of a breath that Ukrah recognized as something kind of like a laugh.

      “Where around here could possibly be safe?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ll find it. Just keep that magic inside of you, okay? We can’t let Tayir get it.”

      Cassinda didn’t say anything further, her feet somewhat following along as Ukrah half-ran to some cover under a half-collapsed rock shelf. It wasn’t perfect, and it could possibly crush the girl if it crumbled further, but Ukrah had the feeling that falling rocks would be the least of Cassinda’s problems.

      “I…need to help…the battle.”

      “You need to hide and absorb the spirit. That’s it. That’s your goal. Let us handle the rest.”

      “I…” She didn’t finish her sentence, her head lolling back while her body struggled to move along. But Ukrah did manage to get her to the little gully under the collapsed debris and unceremoniously half-helped, half-shoved her under there. She didn’t say anything further, her face going even paler and her eyes fluttering shut as she laid there. In any other situation, Ukrah would have worried that the woman was dead, except she knew from Lystri that it was all part of the process.

      Well...mostly knew. She was actually inferring quite a lot. But she had to hope that the process wasn’t going to kill Cassinda, because then there wasn’t going to be any defeating Tayir at all.

      There was a massive crash behind her, and the ground rattled. She needed to get away from the spot before she drew attention to it and ruined the whole point. Her head clearing of some of its fog, she bolted back toward the edge of battle, looking for some kind of weapon.

      But what weapon would even be useful against a giant creature such as Tayir? A sword? What would a sword even do? No, she needed to call upon the magic in her, to tap into the new energy she had called into herself, but that was easier said than done when she felt like a worn-out dishcloth.

      But she had to, there wasn’t a choice. She needed to dig into the same levels of virulence and ardent protection that she had felt when she had first awakened.

      It was a cruel trick to have been more powerful when she had just found her magic than she was now. But it seemed her years of working on control and with Voirdr dampening her abilities had made it harder to grip her magic, to make her do what she wanted it to do.

      Sure, she wasn’t accidentally turning anyone to ash anymore, she didn’t feel like a spell about to explode and let loose on everyone around her, but she wasn’t able to do enough to protect those around her.

      And Helena had paid the price.

      That brief moment of time, that flash of terror, played through her mind again as one moment, Helena was there, and the next, she wasn’t. She’d given her life for Ukrah and Crispin. She’d sacrificed herself and wasn’t even the spirit of protection.

      Ukrah had failed her. She was failing everyone.

      That made the magic in her react, starting to bubble up from the emptiness that had been filling her. It wasn’t much, but it was enough, allowing her to draw it up and fan its flames. She needed to protect. If she didn’t protect, what even was she?

      Her eyes locked on the battle. Tayir had managed to get out of the hold he had been in and had wheeled around to catch Ethella’s wing in its right maw while the other was trying to snap onto Fior. There was so much shrieking and awful noises, with lightning striking down on the evil creature’s side, that Ukrah knew no one would pay her any mind.

      So, she stood to her full height, gripping that magic, feeding it all of the frustration and fear inside of her. That she wouldn’t be enough, that everyone she loved was going to die. That it would be all her fault and the world was going to crumble until there was nothing left at all.

      Another awful sound issued from Ethella as her wing tore, the thin skin between the thicker bones of it tattered and bleeding. She shot away, but her course was fumbling, and she landed hard only a few yards away from the brawl. Both of Tayir’s heads turned to her, on the ground and panting, and Ukrah could see the moment he decided to attack to try to finish her off.

      That was when she struck.

      She sent out everything she had, all of her magic. Just like before, when she had cleared an entire chunk of the first battle of sect members who wanted her and her kind dead, she put all the heat into it she could, all of the darkness that so wanted to protect, avenge, and demand justice. Maybe it was foolish to empty herself in one big release, but she had to stop Tayir. And the only way she knew how to stop something of his power was to hit it with every ounce of power she could muster.

      Unlike before, it wasn’t an invisible force rushing outwards. It wasn’t a ripple or even an inky sort of steam. Something about absorbing that little bit of Helena’s spirit had changed how her own magic fizzed and popped. Suddenly, smoke was pouring from her, from her mouth, her eyes, even her pores itself it seemed. It rushed out of her in thick, virulent fingers, hazy and nebulous, partially obscuring her vision.

      And then all those tendrils snapped forward, coiling around themselves and forming thicker whips as they shot across the battlefield. For a moment, it looked like they wouldn’t reach Tayir in time and everything would be for naught, but then the swarm hit the beast with full force.

      They wrapped around him violently, hungrily, writhing with so much heat that she could almost feel it from where she was standing. In fact, she was still connected to the mass, and it made her stumble forward as he fought against the bonds.

      Abruptly, there were cool hands on her, and she realized it was Crispin. How he had gotten to her, she didn’t know, but she’d learned not to question his tactics since the battle started.

      “I’ve got you,” he said, his strong, corded arms wrapping around her waist as she was jerked forward again. She could feel all the magic inside of her trying to tie Tayir down, to bind him and crush him, to make him suffer as he had made all of them suffer.

      They were different than before too, instead of the energy just leaving her and burning all that was in their path, they were connected to her, feeding off her. She had more control than she ever had, connected to her own ability in a way she hadn’t been able to be before.

      She spread herself along those tendrils, and she was acutely away that—even with all of her strength—she wasn’t going to be able to crush Tayir outright.

      No, but maybe she could make him a bit more vulnerable.

      Part of the reason dragons were so feared in battle was because they had a method of movement that others did not: the air. But with Tayir’s wings, he’d taken away that stark advantage, made things more equal than they should have been.

      What if Ukrah made them a little bit…unequal again?

      That idea bloomed brightly in her mind, and she felt her lips pull back into a wolfish smile all on their own. Those tentacles, smoke billowing from them, shifted all at once and then another terrible rending sound filled the air, along with the smell of acrid, bitter burning.

      An unearthly shriek escaped from Tayir and then instead of shooting toward Ethella, he crashed to the ground, a huge cloud of debris shooting up all around him. The tentacles coiled further, trying to press their advantage while the rest of the dragons closed in.

      They had him, he was on the ground, and she could feel that his wings were gone. She didn’t know if it was because they had been ripped off, turned to ash, or something else, but that didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that they were gone.

      For the first time since the whole battle started, she felt like they finally had it. He may have been powerful, and he had pulled out plenty of tricks, but he was bleeding and downed and very obviously exhausted. Especially considering the sheer force with which he had hit the ground.

      The magic within her was waning, burned through so sharply with how she had wounded him, but there was enough to continue swarming him, to bind him to the earth. She held up her hands, trying to channel the energy as best she could. It was like it was a mix of her, but also both of the spirits within her, all three of them working together to move coherently.

      She could feel energy rumbling within Tayir. He was going to fight back; it was cresting inside of him. But there was no way it would finish before everyone reached him. She could already sense fire shooting forward, wanting to envelop him in a burning, vicious blaze.

      But they never reached them. One moment, they had him pinned. The victory was theirs to claim. And then…it just wasn’t.

      It was like the whole world snapped in two, and both she and Crispin were thrown backwards. They hit the ground hard—again—and she tried to hop back to her feet, but Crispin kept his hold tightly around her waist. Fleetingly, she wondered why, but that question was answered when what seemed to be a dozen spears shot by and buried themselves in the ground not too far from where they were.

      “What…” she murmured before he let her go and they were both scrambling to stand.

      The spears turned out not to be spears at all, but rather long, tawny colored spikes with acidic-looking green liquid dripping from them. It was thick and viscous, dripping down into the ground that was smoking lightly.

      Tines. Tayir had shot out thick tines that were nearly as long as she was tall. How many forms of assault did he have?

      She turned away from the spiky projectiles to look over the rest of the battlefield. She hoped that the others were as lucky as she and Crispin had been. It was just spikes, after all. Surely none of the greatest warriors of their time could be taken down by something so plebian.

      She saw Dille still in the air, but her dragon was sporting a spike through its leg, snapping at it to try to pull it out. Fior was high in the air, apparently having wheeled out of the way. Ale’a was closer and holding her side as blood poured down her breeches while her dragon rushed away to a safer distance.

      But Athar.

      Oh, Athar.

      A scream issued from Eist almost at the same moment that Ukrah’s eyes landed on where the rider and his dragon had been grounded. The whole world went foggy for a moment, her mind not able to quite comprehend what it was seeing.

      Ethella and Athar were right where they had been before the attack, pinned in place by dozens upon dozens of the spikes, sticky green and deep, deep red mixing together onto the ground.

      It was a gory, horrific scene, and Ukrah knew that it was going to be burned into her mind for the rest of her probably-short life. Athar was impaled through his shoulder and middle, held in place against Ethella’s broad side. Both of his massive hands were gripping the tine through his middle, as if he couldn’t believe that it was there.

      Another awful scream sounded from Eist as she dove toward him. Ukrah didn’t even realize that she herself was running too until she tripped, nearly stumbling. The whole world was muted, as if sound couldn’t get through her ears, like she had been dunked under water and no one was allowing her to come up.

      It had to be a dream, it had to be. Reality couldn’t be what she was seeing. It just didn’t fit.

      Eist landed as Crispin helped Ukrah back to her feet. Her legs felt like pudding, making her wobble a little and cling to the young man’s front. It couldn’t be. It just…couldn’t.

      The god-woman’s sobs filled the air, sharp and so utterly wrecked that Ukrah felt tears spring into her own eyes. She practically collapsed against the front of her husband, her hands pressing against the hole in his middle.

      “No, no, no, no,” Ukrah could hear her sob, her voice cracking. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you, love. It’s okay. I can save you. I can!”

      Blood leaked between Eist’s fingertips, running down her arms and dripping onto the ground below them. Ukrah felt like she could feel her pain from across the battlefield, seeping into every part of her mind and making her numb.

      Helena. Athar. Two dragons. They had lost so much, and she couldn’t even tell where Tayir was. He wasn’t around, but neither was his body. Which meant he’d probably just retreated so he could heal his wounds and return again. They’d bought themselves a respite, but at what cost?

      A gurgling, bubbling sound issued from Athar, one of his hands slipping out from under hers so that he could cup the side of her face. His palm was so large that it covered almost half of her head, pressed there for a few ragged breaths. But then a wheeze sounded from him and the hand fell away, leaving nothing but red in its wake.

      “No!” Eist cried. “You keep breathing! You have to keep breathing!” Her movements grew frantic and she pressed harder into his middle. Ukrah could see that his chest wasn’t moving, and that the seeping of his wounds had lightened considerably. Already he was losing almost all of his color, and his eyes were staring dully ahead of him.

      “You can’t leave me here, Athar! You promised me! You promised!”

      But he didn’t move. He didn’t breathe. He didn’t suddenly rouse to life and cough up something that had been blocking his breath. He just hung there, pinned by those cursed spikes.

      Ukrah stopped her run, staring at the scene. She felt shocked right down to her core, separated from what was happening around her. Without any warning, she had just had to watch one of the four great warriors of the Blight War die without ceremony.

      By the spirits, he had a little girl, a baby! And a wife! He wasn’t even in his third decade, and he was gone. Snatched away by a greedy little guardian who thought he knew better than all of them.

      Ukrah wanted to burn with rage, with the need for justice, but the only thing she could feel was a gaping hole in her chest that made it seem like all of her insides were spilling to her outsides.

      “Ancestors…” Crispin breathed from beside her, his hand over his mouth. “I…” But of course, he trailed off, because what could be said? What words could possibly staunch the torrent of agonized, rage-filled cries tearing out of Eist? She didn’t know. The battle may have been won for the moment, but it had taken everything from too many of them.

      Or at least that was what she thought until the ground suddenly burst in front of her and a gaping mouth full of teeth suddenly rushed toward her, flashing in the light.

      Oh, so the battle wasn’t won after all.
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      She didn’t have time to move, didn’t have time to run. Tayir’s head had erupted from the ground in front of her, like he’d buried himself in the aftermath of her attack, and he’d just waited for the perfect moment. There was no dodging. It was her end.

      Ukrah braced herself, trying to call a shield up, but then something was cutting across her and shoving her onto her rear.

      She’d ended up in that position too many times in a single fight, and yet she found herself in exactly that position again as she stared up at the space that had been Tayir’s mouth but was now filled by Crispin’s back.

      Oh, no.

      “You!”

      Eist’s cry sounded like some sort of faraway shout, and then the woman was leaping onto Fior and barreling at Tayir’s side again. He let go of Crispin, rounding just in time to take a mighty roar right to his face.

      But that only barely registered in Ukrah’s mind. Her own heart seemed to stop beating in her chest as her arms jerked up of their own accord, catching Crispin as he fell backwards.

      He was so much heavier than she thought and landed with quite a bit of force onto her legs. But she hardly noticed that either, her eyes taking in the mess of his front.

      Or what was left of his front.

      It seemed that Tayir had taken a large chunk out of it.

      “Crispin…” was all she could whisper, her voice not wanting to work. It was the same nightmare as Athar but worse, because it was happening on her, and because it was him. “Crispin, no. Why did you do that?”

      But he just grinned up at her, like there wasn’t blood spattered under his chin and more seeping out around them. It was soaking into her pants, no doubt getting into her boots. That was too much blood. How could one person have so much blood!?

      “Couldn’t have anything happen to you, could we?” he asked, voice just as small as hers. Just like Athar, he reached up, but instead of cupping her face, he gripped her hands. “You have to get out of here. You can’t let him get you.”

      “But, Crispin, if he absorbs you, it’s much of the same.” It couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t. Crispin was the spirit of fortune. Nobody ever touched him. He was lucky like that.

      “Of course, but you’re not going to let him absorb me, are you?”

      She didn’t quite catch what he meant at first, but then the cold reality of it sank in. He meant that he would die, and he wanted her to absorb his spirit. To become a vessel for fortune and everything else that resided within his soul.

      “No, you’re gonna live. I’m going to get us both out of here. Do you hear me?” She placed her hands on him and tried to push her magic into him, to staunch the bleeding or at least cauterize the part of him that was wounded. Maybe she couldn’t heal, maybe she didn’t know medicine, but she knew that stopping the bleeding was the first thing she needed to do.

      “Ukrah…” he rasped, still smiling up at her. “No, I’m not. I can’t, not if we wanna keep all of our good stuff away from him.”

      There were shrieks and roars above their head—Dille, her lone dragon, Fior, and Eist. It was impossible to tell which shrieks were spells and which were cries from animals or from the two women. It was a violent maelstrom, but it barely made it into her senses as background noise.

      Instead, her whole world was the boy in her lap. The boy that she had known since she had escaped. The very first friend that she had ever made. The boy that maybe, she had been in love with.

      “No, I’m not going to let you. Do you understand?” She curled her arms under his, trying to force herself up and drag him away. “There’s too much we still have to do. Have to see. I’m going to get you back to the manor and the healers are going to see you and—”

      Her foot caught on a rock, causing her to go right back down again, Crispin in her lap. There was just so much blood. That wasn’t right. She needed to stop it!

      But then Crispin was pulling her hands over his chest, to the side of the chunk of him that was missing. She could feel his heartbeat there, beating slow and sluggish and growing more so by the second. “I know, Ukrah, I know. But you’re going to have to live and do those things for me, okay?”

      She was angry. She was sobbing. She felt like she was going to die, and yet nothing was wrong with her. But the boy in her arms was dying and that made her hurt that much more. Hurt wasn’t even the right word for it. It was something deeper than that, something that made her heart feel like it was being crushed within her and that someone was ripping her stomach out.

      “Why did you do that?” was all she could ask, tears flowing down her face. “You should have let me take the hit.”

      “Aw, but what kind of a man would I be if I let the woman I love be grievously injured?” When she only stared at him, he let out a small, pained laugh. But that just made the blood from his side pump out that much more. “I wish I had said that before, but I thought that maybe we had more time. There’s never…” His breath got caught and for a moment, she was afraid that it would be his last one. “…enough time, is there?”

      “No,” she agreed as a sob bubbled up her throat. She could feel her nose starting to run, and her vision was starting to blur with the thickness of her tears. “There’s never enough.”

      He was gray as he smiled up at her, his lips basically a white line in his pale face. “I think you knew, though, didn’t you? You had to.”

      Ukrah thought back to all the things he had said, of how they laid together every night. Of how he was Voirdr’s mama and how he had fought for her at the academy. Had there ever really been a time where he hadn’t been a reassuring and loved presence in her life?

      Probably not.

      “I guess maybe I did. I was just a little bit afraid too.”

      His eyes were so wide, so full of longing and sadness, as they looked up at her. “All that wasted time.”

      “Maybe not wasted. We were still there, still together.”

      “Yeah, I guess we were.” His smile grew wan as his breathing became more labored. “Maybe then, a kiss before I go?”

      “You’re not going anywhere!” Ukrah insisted emphatically. Maybe with more bite than she meant to, but she was desperate. She needed him to live just as she needed water or air.

      But his hands just squeezed her wrists gently. She knew what he was saying—he had to go, but he was wrong! He didn’t have to do anything. She could just pick him up and haul him away. And just not stop until she was down the mountain or back in Rothaiche M’or.

      “Ukrah, I have to. Take my spirit, okay? You and I both know that’s going to take a minute and Dille n’ Eist can only hold Tayir for so long.”

      “But you’re not dead yet.”

      “No…” There was that gurgling sound. She wasn’t sure if it was coming from his chest or his side or his mouth, but it was awful no matter what. “Guess I’m still holding out for that kiss.”

      “Well,” she sobbed again, and it felt like the force of the sound was going to crack her ribs. What was a world without Crispin like? “How can I refuse a request like that?”

      “Ya can’t.” There was that smile again. So charming, so sweet. It was the same one that he’d used to flirt with plenty of girls, so why did it feel so special when it was pointed at her? “That’s the whole point, right?”

      “You cad,” she managed to eke out between gulps of air. She wiped her nose and mouth, too shattered to be grossed out by all the liquid there, then bent forward. It should have been so much different, their first kiss. Should have been warm and full of hope and maybe butterflies. But instead there was so much pain, and loss, and the curling sense of dread at what was about to happen.

      And yet she kissed him anyways, not caring if he was upside-down compared to her. Not caring that his lips were cold and too firm against her mouth. But then he was sighing into her, and his hands lifted shakily from her wrists to wind in her hair. She could tell that he wanted to put passion into it, that he wanted to hold her there against him and remind her that he was never going to leave. Except…he was going to leave. She could feel it as every rise of his chest grew that much slower.

      They broke apart, and he was so white he was practically parchment. His breath was barely even a rasp out of his mouth.

      “Wow,” he whispered, his lips curling again. “I guess that might have been worth waiting for.”

      “You guess?” she teased. Or at least tried to. She wasn’t even sure if she was making audible sounds, but judging by Crispin’s weak grin, he at least understood a bit. “Guess you’re not getting a repeat performance.”

      “Guess I’m not.” He laughed, ever-so-slightly, but she couldn’t join in with him. She felt like was flayed open, bits of her spread across the entire battleground and ground into the dirt. How was she going to ever laugh again? How was she going to survive? “Hey, Ukrah?”

      “Yeah?” she murmured, stroking his face. Despite his layering on muscle and gaining weight, the features of his face were still sharp and chiseled. Perfect to trace her calloused finger across in a lazy sort of path. How many times had she awoken in the middle of the night to see him across from her and wanted to do the same thing? Too many times. Why had she never done it? Why had she been so afraid to admit what was happening within her? So much time lost.

      “Best of luck.” She couldn’t believe it. She gave him an incredulous look, but he just gave her a wink. She wanted to tease him more, to ask him how he could dare pull off a pun like that when he was dying in her arms, but then his face relaxed and both of his eyes went glassy, unfocused far beyond her.

      Oh.

      He was gone.

      That wasn’t fair! It had happened so fast! He couldn’t be gone already. He had just— They had just—

      She couldn’t even complete the sentence before the sheer force of his spirit hit her at full force, making her nearly topple forward over his body. She caught herself on her elbows, barely reminding herself to open up just like she had told Cassinda to.

      It was one thing to tell Cassinda to do so, and another to absorb the tail end of Helena’s energy, but it was a completely different experience to face the brunt of an entire spirit trying to burst into her body as quickly and violently as possible.

      It was too much, along with the grief, the sorrow, and the rage pulling at every piece of her, she felt as if she might burst right there. It didn’t help that there was a full-on battle right above her head, a cacophonous affair that she couldn’t even lift her head up to see.

      How had Cassinda even been able to talk? Ukrah felt like her mind and soul were being crammed into the tiniest of boxes, all that was a part of her pressed so tightly that one more bit of pressure would condense her right out of existence.

      But she forced herself to breathe through it, even when it felt like every breath was scraping her insides raw. She wasn’t going to let Crispin die for nothing.

      Then again, there was one tiny thought that rose in the back of her mind. If she did manage to absorb him in time, take the entirety of the spirit of fortune within herself, how was she supposed to get away? Cassinda could hardly move afterwards, and Ukrah had taken a chunk away from that. But the desert girl had her own spirit, plus a chunk of Helena, and now she was supposed to add all of Crispin too.

      It was too much to ask of her, an impossible hope in an impossible battle, and yet what choice did she have? The thought of Crispin’s spirit being snatched up by Tayir was heinous to her. Outright disgusting. Even if it wasn’t really his, even if it was some ancient entity housed within him, she wasn’t going to let that traitor bird get his greedy hands on it.

      But it hurt, in a way she never knew was possible. She felt like she was being turned inside out and also spread across the entire world, a burning, stabbing, rushing, all-encompassing feeling.

      She had no idea how much time was passing. It felt like years. Maybe centuries. The thrall of battle faded even further; her mind was inundated by all that was the spirit of fortune.

      It was so different from her own. Different from Helena’s. While Ukrah’s bubble and burned, while it demanded justice and to protect, while Helena’s was soothing and soft, rushing like a stream and sturdy, fortune was completely different. It was like a constantly churning cloud above her head, a soft, cushy sort of padding that made her feel a bit protected. Like everything was going to be alright and nothing could really touch her.

      No wonder he got away with so much. No wonder he got away with things that no one should. No wonder he even thought of doing half the things that he did.

      But it was all just so much. It was more than a single person could bear. It was going to scoop out all of her and leave nothing left. Tayir was going to be able to absorb the both of them. He would have enough power then to destroy everyone else instantly, and the entire world would be remade in his image.

      Would that be so bad? It seemed that most of her life had been struggle, had been pain. And now Athar was gone. Crispin was gone. Ale’a was probably bleeding out. Cassinda was hiding under a tumbled rock while Ukrah herself was being crushed into nonexistence. If she just gave up, that would be so much easier. But then she opened her eyes long enough to see his cold, stiff body below her, staring up at her with those empty eyes, and she realized that Tayir would have Crispin.

      And that was unacceptable.

      It was almost as if she could feel his hands sliding over hers, his strong arms hugging her. Hear his terrible, offkey humming in her ear. By taking his spirit into her, she was keeping him as close to her as she could. Even if it wasn’t really him. Even if the vessel part of him was gone, she would keep that scrap with her.

      And so, it rushed into her, just as virulent and painful as when it started, until eventually she could breathe again. And then breathe a little more. And then, like a torch being put out, she fell right onto her back, gasping and covered with sweat, feeling like she was almost dead.

      But she wasn’t dead. In fact, she was so full of energy that it almost felt like she was shaking right then and there with the full power of it. But when she tried to lift an arm, to sit up, her body just couldn’t move. It was like someone had removed all of her muscles and bones, leaving her just as a sack of skin that was only inflated by the sheer amount of power in her.

      At least she could see the world again. Blinking slowly, she saw that the battle was no longer right over her. Tayir had clambered to the top of what was left of the cathedral and was swiping at both Fior, the remaining red dragons and their riders. Well, rather just Dille and Eist. Ale’a was still in her saddle but completely toppled forward, her body lolling to one side or another as the dragon flew. So, she was gone too. Or at least close to it.

      So much death all stacked up on top of each other, too much to wrap her head around. But if she wanted it to stop there, she had to move.

      But she couldn’t. Her whole body wasn’t answering her. It didn’t even feel like hers anymore, actually. Like someone else was at the helm and all she could do was sit in the little corner that she had been shoved to, simmering with energy and magic that wasn’t hers.

      Tayir did more incredible things while fighting the other two, and they did incredible things back, but she was just so tired. Couldn’t all the fighting stop? It seemed—

      Why is it so quiet?

      She tried to raise her head, to see where the others had gone, but her body wouldn’t respond. She could only flick her eyes down her body and above her head, but it was enough to see that Tayir had clambered down the cathedral and none of the others were in sight.

      …what had even happened?

      Worry started to pump through her, replacing some of the confusion and detachment. Making her more aware of the pain that she was in and just how battered she was. But the sensation was good, even if it was unpleasant, because it brought her back into herself more and more.

      But it wasn’t quite enough. She could move only her finger, and maybe then a second one, before she saw the giant beast turn toward her, its gaze locking with hers once again.

      The irritation—no, the rage—was apparent. He knew what she’d done, that she’d snatched another spirit away from him while he was occupied. And once more, he was racing forward, both of his jaws wide open to snatch her up.

      She didn’t have enough of a grip on her magic or Crispin’s or even Helena’s to call up a shield. She didn’t have a weapon that could fend him off. She couldn’t even get up and run.

      She was going to waste Crispin’s sacrifice. The whole world was going to be destroyed, and it was all her fault.

      What a terrible place for it all to end, with her prostrate on the ground, dripping with sweat, tears, and snot. Not a legend after all.

      And yet, impossibly so, before the beast reached her, a great and terrible roar sounded between them, knocking him backward. It reminded her of Fior’s roar but a higher pitch, warbling more as it seemed to physically connect with him. It cut off almost as quickly as it started, but then another roar hit it. And then another. And another…until Tayir was pushed a good distance away from her.

      Then something really impossible happened. A soft, fuzzy sort of blanket seemed to flow over her, calming the raging, overstuffed maelstrom in her head and almost returning her back to normal.

      That… That was strange.

      But she wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth, and she forced herself to sit up. Just in time for a shadow to pass over her then a heavy thump land right next to her.

      “Come on! Grab my hand.”

      …what?

      Blinking, she looked over at the shape beside her to see it was a brindled dragon. Not Fior, of course, but one of the several that did their own thing at Eist’s manor. And sitting on that dragon’s back was none other than Marcellin, with Voirdr right in his lap.

      “Ukrah! Grab my hand and let me get you out of here!”

      He wasn’t supposed to be there. They had left him behind. And yet he was there, and so was her little baby boy. Maybe the world might still be salvageable. Reaching out, she gripped his wooden hand and allowed him to yank her over the back of his dragon, draped over it like a sack of potatoes. The other brindles were all circling Tayir, hitting him with volleys of roars to drive him further and further back.

      They were buying them time.

      “We have to get Cassinda!” Ukrah barely remembered to yell in time. They couldn’t leave her there and let Tayir snatch her up.

      “Already covered.”

      That was Eist’s voice, but Ukrah didn’t even see the woman as her mount streaked by. A moment later, Dille was flying along their other side, Ale’a and her dragon just behind her.

      “Follow me,” she said tersely, raggedly, with the voice of someone who had seen the worst life had to offer and had been scarred by it. Of course, Marcellin obeyed, and Ukrah could only watch, upside-down, as they rushed away from the battle and the brindles that were still holding Tayir at bay, raising up clouds and clouds of grit and debris so they wouldn’t be easily trackable once they finally relented.

      Ukrah’s heart twisted tightly in her chest, knowing that they were leaving so many bodies behind. Bodies that would never be buried with honor. Never receive funerals. And sure, they were getting away for the moment, but she didn’t even know if that would really do anything. They were at an impasse. They had to stop Tayir, and Tayir had to stop them. But of the two groups, only Tayir knew whatever the ritual was that was supposed to restore the old spirits back to their original places.

      It was hard not to feel like the battle was lost already, drenched in the blood of the corpses of their loved ones they’d had to leave behind.
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      “What are you doing!?”

      A sharp shout was the thing that roused Ukrah back to reality. She hadn’t been unconscious, hadn’t been sleeping, but she’d been floating somewhere between what was and all that had happened. She kept seeing the flashes of the dead, and how they had died. Then how they had lived. All her memories with each of them. She had been faintly aware of Marcellin’s hand on her back and Voirdr pressed into her, his muting effect on her bringing her closer and closer back to normal, but that was about it.

      Ukrah blinked and realized that they had landed, all of them in a ragged, haphazard circle, outnumbered by brindles. The person yelling was Dille, who had both of her hands wrapped around Eist’s leg, who was still perched on Fior with Cassinda on the ground beside them, sprawled out like she was boneless. Ukrah knew that feeling all too well.

      “Let me go, Dille. I have to go back for him.”

      “He is dead, Eist. And his dragon is dead.” Ukrah had never heard Dille sound so sharp, so intensely realistic, even in her firmest of lectures. “Going back is only suicide, and you still have a child to live for!”

      “I have to try!” Eist ripped her leg away, kicking at her best friend. It was startling to see, unnatural, and Ukrah felt more of herself coming back as alarm unfurled within her. “I can’t just leave him there.”

      “So you’d leave your child with two dead parents instead of one!” Dille reached up again, and Eist kicked her again. Right in the shoulder. It was too much on top of everything else that had happened, and Ukrah just wanted all of it to stop. “Eist, stop and think for a moment!”

      “I can’t think, Dille. Maybe you don’t understand because you’ve never loved someone like I loved him, but let. Me. Go.”

      “No, Eist. I’m not going to do that. I know you don’t actually mean that.”

      “I don’t have any magic. There’s nothing I can do for you.” She kicked her leg again, but this time, Dille just caught her with her other hand. The next thing Ukrah knew, there was a flash of light and a small, blue burst of light formed underneath them, then all three of them dropped out of existence.

      “What… What in the name of the ancestors was that?” Marcellin asked, his tone sounding alarmed. Ukrah didn’t answer, busying herself with trying to sit up. Although she had control of her body again, her muscles felt like salt-candy, drawn too taut for too long until it dried out and crumbled. She could use a million and one baths and oh, maybe someone to rip her heart out.

      Because she was fine some moments, when she was trying to catch up with everything and just observing, but when she recalled everything that happened, it would just put her into a dark spin again, spiraling down, down, down into the loss and the grief and all of the awful.

      Tayir had betrayed them. Tayir had killed them. In just one fight, she’d lost everything. Or at least it felt that way.

      Marcellin’s exclamation went unanswered, if only because another pool of blue popped up a moment later, tucked between two trees, shimmering just like the other one that had already disappeared.

      “Come with me,” Dille said after emerging from the pool, looking even more worn and sporting a blacker eye. Had more time passed than Ukrah had thought?

      “Come with you? Where?”

      “You’ll see,” was all she said while she crossed over to Cassinda, helping the girl to her feet the same way Ukrah had in battle. The redhead glanced to the desert girl, her skin still alabaster pale, and a bitter smile pressed across her features.

      “Wish I had a dragon baby to suppress the magic inside myself,” she said in a way that Ukrah could tell was a try for humor that missed by quite a margin. Oh well. They’d had a rough day.

      “Oh, is this one of the portals I heard about?” Marcellin said, sounding too bright, too energetic compared to the rest of them. But he didn’t understand. He hadn’t lived it. But Ukrah ignored that too, instead looking over to the one red dragon that wasn’t moving toward them, instead whimpering next to her rider.

      “What about Ale’a?” Ukrah asked, looking over to the redheaded warrior. She was sprawled on the ground, unmoving and gray, with her dragon’s head resting on her middle.

      Dille looked at the woman and her gently-weeping dragon before her dark eyes returned to Ukrah with such resignation. “She’ll be taken care of by her mount. We’ll do her no service bringing her with us.”

      “But what if she’s—”

      “She’s not.”

      If it was anybody else, Ukrah might have argued. But she couldn’t with Dille. The governess clearly knew without a doubt that the large warrior woman was dead and cold on the ground just a bit away from them.

      Ale’a, her two apprentices, Athar, Helena, Crispin. And that wasn’t counting the dragons they had lost. How could they rebuild their world with so many gone? Leaders who had been figures during the great Blight War. The greatest heroes of her time.

      And the boy she loved.

      It all hit Ukrah again, and she could do nothing but fall back against Marcellin’s chest. If he thought anything of it, he didn’t say, and the dragon they were on slowly ambled into the portal behind Dille.

      Ukrah was reminded of the time that Lystri had pulled her down through the water and for a breath, she panicked. But then they were stepping onto the other side and she realized that, for the moment, they were safe.

      “Where are we?” Marcellin asked, again with the questions. Ukrah didn’t have it in her to verbalize anything, instead staring out at the room she was in. It was vaguely familiar, like an old religious room that had crumbled apart then been reformed too many times, with parts of walls missing and opening up into jagged rocks and dirt. It was clearly far larger than it was ever intended to be, large enough for all of the dragons and humans to fit in.

      “An old place,” Dille said flatly before walking over to a far wall and collapsing. “A place that isn’t supposed to exist anymore. And in a way, I suppose it doesn’t.”

      Ukrah didn’t ask what that meant. Instead, she looked at Eist, who was sitting against the opposite wall. She had been thoroughly beaten up in battle, with multiple scratches across her face but what looked like new blood trickling from her swelling lip. Something had definitely happened when the two best friends had toppled through the portal.

      “What all happened there?” the young man continued to ask, sliding off the brindle and holding up his arms for Ukrah to let him help her down. But she just sat there, looking between her two heroes, trying to figure out what they were supposed to do now. When no one answered him, Marcellin cleared his throat. “Right. Well… Are there any beds around here?”

      Again, there was no answer, but he was right. A bed sounded nice. Finally, Ukrah moved, and Voirdr let out a happy chirp at the motion. Time and life went blurry for a moment, and then she was on the ground, stumbling toward a far wall that had a bit of a dirt pile beside it. Dirt seemed like the perfect place to lay down when she thought about it.

      “Alright, I guess I’ll get Cassinda from where you set her down.”

      “I’m fine. Just let me lay here.”

      “Um…okay. I can’t help but feel like I missed a whole lot. Where is everyone? Did you lot get separated in the battle?”

      How… He had to have heard, right? How could he have not with Eist and Dille’s argument? He’d seen Ale’a’s corpse himself. Did he think they were the only two lost? Was he dense?

      “They’re gone,” she managed to answer before nearly collapsing into the dirt. She was right, it was soft and cool. Like a grave. “They’re all gone.”
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      When Ukrah woke up, she wanted everything to be a dream. Or rather a nightmare, and one of the worst nightmares that she had ever had. But as consciousness slowly rolled toward her, her pains matched up with far too much of what she remembered.

      Nevertheless, when she opened her eyes, she was hoping that she would be back in her bed at the W’allenhaus manor with Crispin’s pushed close to hers, and Voirdr’s head or tail stretched between them as a warm and welcoming pseudo-barrier. But while her dragon was there, Crispin wasn’t. Because he was dead.

      That thought hit her all over again and she squeezed her eyes shut, tears already welling up. It felt like there should be a rule against crying immediately upon waking, but the salty tracks didn’t stop trickling down her cheeks.

      “Hey, would you like something to eat?”

      Ukrah didn’t want to open her eyes again, didn’t want to face the grim world that was waiting for her. But she didn’t really have much of a choice, so she slowly looked up to see Marcellin sitting next to her, holding out a dried ration.

      “I’m not hungry,” she managed to murmur, but her raw throat protested in agony. She didn’t know if it was from all the screaming, or absorbing an entirely different old spirit, but it felt like her body had been pummeled by a thousand different pugilists all with their own vendetta against her.

      “You should eat something. From what I hear, it was a hard battle.”

      “Later.”

      She rolled onto her side and even that seemed to take monumental effort, her whole body shaking from the exertion. But that jolt of pain had her sliding more and more into being awake, so she knew she wasn’t going to be able to drift back into the blessed nothingness again. A pity.

      Looking around, she saw that Dille had made a fire in the center of the room and most of the dragons were puddled around each other and taking up the far half of the underground chamber. Because they were definitely underground. She could tell from the pressure against her ears and the stifled air movement. If it weren’t for the governess’s ability to make portals, they would be in quite the pickle.

      Thinking of the witch made Ukrah look for her, and she saw the woman silently sitting next to Eist, scribbling something furiously on one of the walls with what looked like charcoal from the fire. Ukrah only recognized a few of the symbols and wondered what the woman could be doing.

      A spell was the obvious answer, but what kind of spell could get them out of the situation they were in? What could she think of that would negate the horror they’d lived through? There was no bringing back those they had lost. All of them had to live with the gaping holes in their chests.

      If they lived at all, she supposed.

      As for Eist, she was sitting right by the fire, staring into the flames. If Ukrah didn’t know better, she would think the woman a statue, carved out of fine stone and frozen for the ages. Her chest barely even rose and fell with her breath, and she looked so small next to the discarded pile of damaged armor beside her.

      “Come on, none of you will eat, and we need to be strong for the next plan of attack. I know you’re all hurting, but just a bite, okay? A single bite.”

      Ukrah sighed, not bothering to roll over and look at him again. “And why aren’t you hurting? How can you think of food?”

      His tone was quieter when he answered. Less arch and bright. “Because in situations like these, you tuck away the things you can’t fathom and deal with the tangible. You have to tend your wounds. You need to eat. You need to drink.”

      A scoff came from somewhere else in the chamber.

      “And what would you know of our pain? You hardly even noticed the others were dead.” Cassinda’s voice was practically acid. “You weren’t there. You didn’t— You didn’t see.”

      “Do you think it was easy, down in those caves? Watching what they would do to our kind? Seeing us abused and tortured and killed? Do you think that it didn’t hurt to hear what they did to my sister as they took her from me? All that death and hatred, it would have been easy to give up like those witches all on the top level. But I refused to, because I knew doing so was letting those monsters win. Let them get what they wanted.”

      Marcellin stood, and this time Ukrah did turn her head to look up at him. His expression was firm, unyielding, but there was a softness to it, a sort of pleading to listen to him. “I know it hurts more than anything else in this world, but we have to stop whatever it was that did this to all of you. So, you eat now. You drink now. And then we plan. We do not sit here and rot like we’ve already been defeated. We do not get the luxury of that option. It’s not fair, and it’s awful, but it’s our responsibility. So, take a bite of a ration, alright? It just starts with one bite.”

      Ukrah stared up at him, surprised by his speech. It was so unusual to see the boy speak with anything other than levity since his long recovery had started. But he was right… He was right, and as tempting as it was to just sit in her stupor, she couldn’t do that.

      Dutifully, she opened her mouth slightly. It seemed almost instantly the boy was beside her, tearing off a small chunk of ration and placing it on her tongue.

      It took more effort than she would have liked to chew it and swallow, the young man being able to make it all the way around the room before returning to her. She could tell he wanted her to take another, but it was too much. With the world spinning and her stomach churning and so much magic fizzing inside of her, she still felt strange. Even with Voirdr’s influence.

      “Water then?”

      She nodded, and he helped her sit up. The canteen he pressed to her lips wasn’t hers, meaning he must have brought it himself. How many supplies had he packed? How had he known to come to their aid? For that matter, how had he managed to not only ride a dragon, but lead an entire fleet of unbridled brindles?

      All questions she could ask, but she couldn’t quite rouse up the wherewithal to do so. Maybe later. Then again, no one in their entire realm was guaranteed a later.

      Time went slippery after she slowly sipped at the cool liquid. Marcellin moved on to the others, spoke to them. He didn’t get Dille to stop frantically sketching and writing, but he did get her to chew while she did so at least. The only one who didn’t respond was Eist, who continued staring at the fire, her blinking the only sign that she was alive.

      Was Ukrah witnessing the demise of the god-woman? It was something she thought would have been impossible before, but as she stared at the woman’s blank, empty face, she couldn’t help but wonder.

      Could their world exist without Eist of W’allenhaus? Ukrah knew there was a time where the woman didn’t exist, most of history in fact, but so much of her world was shaped by the brindled dragon rider. The woman who had saved the world. Devoured the usurpers. Banished the Blight.

      The woman who watched her husband be murdered in front of her. And he was far from her first loss. Ukrah could see all of them weighing on her, hanging from her more than they ever had before.

      It hurt to look at her, and it scared Ukrah, so she didn’t. Instead, she laid there, listening to Dille’s faint scratching, Cassinda’s rattled breathing, and the gentle thrumming of Voirdr right beside her. She didn’t like the quiet either. It made it too easy to think of what Crispin sounded like. Or of Athar’s stutter. She could practically hear Helena lovingly lecturing her that she was a growing warrior and needed to eat up. Or Ale’a telling her to tuck her elbows in.

      Moments melded into other moments, all of it a haze of pain. She knew she couldn’t lay there, she couldn’t just give up and be defeated. But what else was she supposed to do? She had tried everything and look where they were.

      The fizziness inside of her began to level out, and some of the dull throbbing within her passed. Slowly, she sat up again, then eventually worked herself to stand.

      …and just kind of stay standing there, swaying gently. She wanted to walk over to Dille, to see what she was doing, but her legs weren’t quite ready to work. Or at least they weren’t until Voirdr gently nudged her, making one of her feet shuffle forward.

      From there, it was easier to get momentum, and she slowly crossed the room. She went to Cassinda first, who had been moved closer to her and was splayed on the ground almost like how a child would draw a star.

      “You alright?” Ukrah asked, looking down at her. While she wasn’t dripping in sweat, she was still definitely slick with it and her color wasn’t that great.

      “Not in the slightest. But it’s waning.”

      “Her magic is a lot?”

      It looked like the young woman tried to nod and only half-succeeded. “Yeah. It’s sweet and calming, but it’s also just a lot. It keeps trying to fight with how I normally feel. Like it’s cleaning me up inside. But I don’t want to be cleaned up.”

      Ukrah’s lips curled ever-so-slightly. “I understand what you mean. I felt you before, during our fake scrying ritual. You don’t exactly radiate happiness, warmth, and comfort.”

      “You know, that almost seems like it could be an insult.”

      “Almost, but you also know that I’m just the same way.”

      A very soft sound escaped her. Maybe it could have been a chuckle, but she couldn’t quite make it there. “Yeah. You are. How about you?”

      “Crispin’s magic is…different. His spirit is nicer. It doesn’t want to change me or do anything. I can feel it trying to fit in and be comfy. But it also makes me feel… I don’t know…strange. I’m so used to having this great and terrible thing inside of me that I have to suppress, watch out for or unleash. But his just kind of…leaks out and constantly fills the air around him. Almost like a cloud to cushion him.”

      “Figures how he got away with so much stuff. Almost makes you wonder how the sect originally got their hands on him.”

      “I don’t think he was awakened yet. Or if he was, luck can only take you so far.”

      Another kind-of-nod and then it was quiet again. Ukrah was almost going to turn and continue her journey to Dille when Cassinda spoke again.

      “He’s really gone, isn’t he?”

      She didn’t need to say who she meant by that. It was obvious. Ukrah didn’t answer right away either. Instead, she swallowed, fighting to keep her breathing steady. She wasn’t all that successful, but she managed something of an answer.

      “Yes. He is.”

      “Can you feel him, inside of you? You have to, right?”

      Ukrah wanted to tell her that she did, that he was there, nestled inside of all the magic that he had given her. But she didn’t have it in her to lie. “No. It’s the spirit he was housing, but that’s it. I don’t… I don’t feel him or anything.”

      “Maybe it’s too soon. Maybe he’ll be back in time. I feel like if I’m quiet enough, and still enough, I can almost feel Helena right there.”

      “Yeah…maybe.”

      At that, their conversation really did fade. Ukrah lingered a few moments more, watching as Cassinda’s eyes fluttered shut and her breathing evened out. Lystri wasn’t kidding about not being able to move or do much for days. Strange to think that if Ukrah didn’t have Voirdr, she would have been in the same position.

      Slowly, she turned and headed toward Dille. She fully intended to bypass Eist, the woman still silent and motionless, but her feet led her right beside the woman anyways.

      Well, that was awkward.

      Of course, Eist didn’t say anything, didn’t even acknowledge her, just kept right on staring into the fire. Ukrah faced the flames as well, watching as they flickered and danced. There was something fairly hypnotic about it, and she let herself go quiet again.

      “I can’t imagine what you’re going through—” she started, because where else could she start? But then Eist cut her off with a sharp shake of the head.

      “Don’t. If anyone understands it, it’s probably you. Sure, you weren’t married to the guy, but he’s been by your side since you were barely done with your first decade. I didn’t even talk to Athar that much until I was more than halfway past my time at the academy.”

      “Really?”

      She made a small, agreeing sound. “Yeah. He was the shadow of Lord Ain back in the day, and for my first two years at the academy, Ain was trying to relentlessly bully me into quitting the academy.”

      Ukrah’s eyes went wide, and she felt like she was learning things that she wasn’t supposed to know. “Lord Ain used to bully you?”

      “Yeah. He even had a very small thing for me for a very short window. I was the only person who really stood up to him or could keep up with his wits. No, it was just me, Dille, and…” She paused and finally her eyes slid from the flames, regarding Ukrah carefully. The desert girl was surprised to see that the direct contact was worse, her eyes dark and haunted within her pale visage. “And Yacrist,” she finished finally, her words weighted and dark.

      “Yacrist?” Ukrah repeated, as if she wasn’t quite sure that was what she heard. “Like… Yacristjian?”

      “That’s who she’s named after, yes.”

      Ukrah swallowed, her mind spinning. It wasn’t a huge mystery in her life, but it was a question that had popped up from time to time in different forms. “And Elspeth doesn’t like that you named your daughter after him.”

      “No, she doesn’t at all.”

      Ukrah wanted to ask her more, and about a million things all at once, but she somehow managed to wait. It was painful, every second a knife under her skin, but at least it distracted her from everything else weighing on her.

      And finally, Eist continued to speak. “Yacrist was my best friend next to Dille. He was the son of the Lord of the House and should have been a complete snot, but he wasn’t. Sure, he was a little dramatic, a little clingy, but he saved my life too many times to count. We might have even been a bit in love.”

      Revelations. Ukrah couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Athar and Eist were synonymous with legendary couples. They were loving and sappy and clearly madly in love with each other. The thought that the god-woman, even if she was a youngling, could be with someone else was mind-boggling.

      “Might have been?”

      “Well, he was definitely in love with me. But I wasn’t sure if I was there all the way yet with him. I had feelings for him, and he mattered so much to me, but I had feelings for Athar too.”

      Ukrah nodded. “So you chose Athar?”

      She had the faintest of smile, bitterness written into the lines of her face. “Not at first. At first, I chose neither of them. I was fighting the Blight, after all, I didn’t have time for anything else. I just thought that all of those things could wait until we won, or we died.”

      Now that was a line of thinking that made plenty of sense to Ukrah. “What changed your mind?”

      “I didn’t. The choice was just taken away from me.”

      There was that squeeze of her heart again. “What do you mean?”

      “The Blight possessed Yacrist and used him to betray all of us. It used his feelings for me, and all of his knowledge, to work against us. He even imprisoned me at one point, tried to convince me that I loved him just as much as he loved me. Tried to pretend that we were a couple by visiting me every night and forcing us to eat dinner together.”

      Oh. That sounded completely awful. But if that was true, why would Eist name her child after him? “Clearly, that didn’t work.”

      “Clearly,” she agreed. “I escaped from him, or at least tried, and then he caught me and broke my arm. After that, he thought he had me beat by capturing my friends and giving me the offer to save one of my friends, and one only, in exchange for submitting to him.”

      “…submitting?”

      “It’s exactly what you think it is. Of course, in his Blight-addled head, he thought it was romantic, I’m sure. The Blight was sure we were destined for each other in some way, and I suppose it was a bit right. But anyways, my friends tricked him, we had a big battle, and then I killed him.”

      Ukrah was staring. She knew that much. And yet she couldn’t stop herself from doing so. That wasn’t anything like the legend she had heard. Never that Eist had been captured. Never that there was some member of her group that was possessed by the Blight. And the son of the Lord of the House? She didn’t even know what that was. Was that a leftover from the government that had fallen during the war with the Blight?

      “So…you named your daughter after him.”

      There it was, finally, an actual smile. “Yeah. Because in reality, he was my first friend to die for me. The moment that the Blight went into him, the boy I knew and maybe loved was dead. I had hoped that I would be able to bring him back somehow, but in order to destroy the Blight, I had to give up on that idea.

      “So, I suppose naming my daughter that was a way to bring him back. He deserved better than what he got. Sure, maybe he was a bit selfish. Athar thought he was more than a bit possessive of me, but it’s so hard to say when the Blight first started to influence him and what was just a young man being a young man.

      “And maybe I liked to think that it was a way to honor the love that could have been. Not romantic, but something even more pure. Elspeth disagrees, naturally, and I can’t blame her. It is what it is, and I know I can’t change her mind, but that’s how I feel.” And then her tone dropped, her voice growing sourer. “But now I can’t help but wonder if I’m doomed to lose everyone I’ve ever loved. First Yacrist. Then Athar. Will I do the same to my daughter that my parents did to me? It’s always been one of my worst fears, and now her father is dead.”

      “But her mother isn’t,” Ukrah supplied. Which felt stupid in her mouth and yet that was what tumbled right out. “And that has to mean something.”

      “But for how long? Tayir isn’t going to give up.”

      “No, he isn’t,” Dille said from behind them. Ukrah craned her neck to see that the governess had finally stood up from the wall, wiping her hands. “But he needs us to complete the ritual. Or at least needs the three of you.”

      “Really?” Marcellin asked from the other side of the room. “All three of us? And you said that Tayir absorbed two of them already, so wouldn’t he just need like a…majority or something?”

      “I suppose a majority could work. I don’t know enough about what this ritual of his entails. I would figure he needs more of you within him than there are opposing him, and if the three of you are technically housing five spirits between you, he would need either Cassinda or Ukrah to just barely eke out ahead.”

      “So what do we do?” Ukrah asked, and not for the first time. In fact, it felt like it had repeated over and over in her head since she had awoken.

      “I’m going to send you to somewhere he can’t reach. It should confuse him that he can’t sense you and buy me enough time to figure out what this ritual is and how to subvert it.”

      “What do you mean, somewhere he can’t reach? He’s a giant monster with all the powers of a guardian and two spirits.”

      “I suppose I should have said sometime instead of somewhere, because the place will mostly stay the same.”

      That actually had Eist moving, and she twisted to look back at her friend. “What? Dille… You’re not…are you?”

      “What choice do we have? If we wait here, he’ll find them, and we don’t have the time or the supplies or even the means to find out what kind of supplies that we need.”

      “But we haven’t done that since… It’s been almost a decade. And I don’t have magic anymore.”

      “I know. That’s why I’ve been wracking my brain since we all arrived yesterday. And I think I have most of it. There’s still some stuff we’ll need to get, certain substitutes since we don’t have you and your connection to the Three or the Blight. But we have the old spirits on our side and I’m sure I’ll be able to use that.”

      “You’re sure.”

      She gestured at the wall behind her. “Look for yourself.”

      It seemed for a moment that the woman would remain right there, but then Eist was standing up and walking over. She was quiet at first, her hand on her chin as her eyes roved over it. Ukrah thought that a few moments would be all she needed, but they ticked by, and by, and by.

      “Well, while we’re waiting,” Marcellin said, crossing over to them, “how about some water and another bite of ration?”

      Unlike the first time, there was much less pushback as he made his rounds. They were all too busy staring at Eist, who was staring at the wall. There was a whole lot of staring going on.

      Eventually, however, she took a breath. “This looks like it might work.”

      “Your vote of confidence is noted, but unnecessary. I’m going to leave here and try to gather what I can, see if I can cast some dispersions to lead him off our trail long enough. The only reason he hasn’t found us here is because of the history of this place.”

      Eist nodded, looking around as if she knew every brick and cracked bit of rock. “So many different ones, all collected here. Almost as if it was intentional. Maybe it is,” Eist said with a shrug. “At this point, it’s hard to tell what’s fate and what is history repeating itself.” Finally, she looked at her friend with an expression that wasn’t dry or scathing. “I’m sure even more so for you.”

      “You’ve made a correct assumption.” Dille rubbed her temples. “I’m going to try to be back by morning. Get—”

      “Wait.” That was Cassinda, who tried to sit up with a groan but mostly just managed to roll onto her side. “What are you talking about? Sometime he can’t reach?”

      “I thought that part was self-explanatory,” Dille answered matter-of-factly. “I’m going to open a portal through time and send you back to when the old spirits were still bound up with the Three. There’s no way he would ever be able to find you or get to that length of time.”

      “But…but time travel isn’t real. Those are just legends and myths told to make people feel better about maybe being able to fix their old mistakes.”

      Both Dille and Eist looked to Cassinda, eyebrows raised, and their gazes remained for a beat before they continued with their conversation.

      “As I was saying, get rest. Ukrah and Cassinda have to be sent back, but we’ll decide who else will accompany them from there.” The governess gave a curt nod and then moved a bit to the side, waving her hand and calling another portal to it. The blue light flashed, and then she was stepping out, her remaining dragon rushing to follow her.

      “This is somehow you guys being funny, right?” Cassinda continued to ask, her eyes on Eist. “You’re not actually talking about sending us through time. That’s not how the world works.”

      Eist just huffed and returned to the fire, curling back into her huddled position. But there was a little more strength to her stance, a little less listlessness to her posture. “You’re not even on your eighteenth winter, the only thing you really know about the world is that you know nothing at all. None of us do.”
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      There was something that Ukrah didn’t realize about her situation, and it was that waiting in an underground lair cobbled together by magic and spite with a vicious guardian out for her blood was more than a little nerve-wracking. Every time a bit of dirt trickled down, it was cause for alarm. Every bump, every shift could be either the entire thing coming down, or Tayir finally swooping in to finish what he started.

      Because if he did, Ukrah wouldn’t be able to fight him. And neither would Cassinda. And Eist didn’t have any magic. And Marcellin’s only power display so far had been collapsing an entire cave system, and Ukrah wasn’t too keen on that happening again.

      So, they needed Dille back but had no way of telling when Dille would be back or even if she was alive. Ukrah could maybe reach out to her if she had any of her magic under control, but then there was the risk that Tayir would sense it. So, they could only sit quietly, try to recover, and have Marcellin try to feed and water them like houseplants.

      Naturally, when the governess’s portal did suddenly pop into being, Ukrah let out a startled shout. After so many hours and a full cycle of sleep just being quiet and waiting, it was quite the surprise. She jumped to her feet, her body responding much more normally to things, but was relieved when it was Dille herself coming in as well as her dragon.

      “Did you get everything you need?” Eist asked, standing and helping Cassinda up. The woman had finally started moving again after their first full night in the crumbled space and had been rubbing the redhead’s legs. Apparently laying still for over a day on the cold floor hadn’t done wonders for the young woman’s body.

      “Yes, for the most part. I did manage to get back to the academy and warn Elspeth of what’s coming. She has all of her most trusted searching every archive we have on the continent to see what we can find.”

      “And the dispersions?”

      “I have over a dozen of my best and brightest scattering themselves about. If they do the spells how I have taught them, they should be able to pass Ukrah and Cassinda’s presence back and forth several times before Tayir is any wiser.”

      “Our presence?” Ukrah murmured. She felt like there was still so much she didn’t know. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Simple. In teaching all of you how to access or use your magic, I learned your profiles very well. How your magic feels, how it moves through the world and interacts with the growing magic of our own realm. It was easy enough to make reliquaries that echo those same sorts of imprints and task my charges with spreading them across the continent.”

      “You… You can do that?”

      “Oh, there are many things that I can do, and I learn more with every day that our world continues to build up too much uncontained power with no way to channel it. Now, I’ll prepare everything and then we can discuss the rest of the details of our plan.”

      “What is there to discuss when apparently traveling through time is an option now?” Cassinda said, rubbing at her temples.

      “You are stuck on that detail, aren’t you?”

      “Well, yeah, it’s time travel! It’s not possible!”

      Again, the two women just continued with their conversation.

      “I should go,” Eist said. “I don’t have magic and I’m of no use to you. I can protect them and help them navigate that world.”

      “Yes, I’m sure sending through a young girl from Baeldred and a desert girl from the forbidden lands could put them into a fewer tricky situations. You know more of what the political scene was like there from our visits, as it were.”

      Eist nodded, and Ukrah was reminded of what it was like to be very young and have two adults discuss something in front of her knowing that she didn’t understand. “And I’m assuming you can’t go because you need to stay here and run the spell to transport us there?”

      “And back, yes. I also need to orchestrate my apprentices and make sure that my charges are still protected. If there’s any of the sect left, they’ll know when we’re distracted is the best time to go after our young ones.”

      “As if you didn’t have enough on your plate.”

      “What about me?” Marcellin asked. “I know I’m one of the vessels and that’s important, but I’m also kind of the only person who’s managed to get these guys to fly since the other two riders during the war. I think…and I don’t mean to sound full of myself, but I think you need me here.” He smiled, but there was a toothiness to it. “Besides, if he manages to kill and eat me up, you lot would still have the majority, right? So it would be close, but not a complete loss.”

      “He’s not going to kill or absorb you,” Ukrah said on instinct, her tone harsher than she meant. “No one else is dying to Tayir.”

      “Besides,” Cassinda added. “I think you’re the last of us he’ll go for. Especially since he knows that it would only take one of us to change the tides, but no matter what, it would take you and, well, one of us.”

      “Right. See, being the invalid came in handy. Besides, I’m not even sure he knows it was me who rode in with the brindles. He might think they followed Fior’s call or did it of their own accord. Tayir never did think too much of me.”

      “No, he didn’t, did he?”

      “Well, at least that will work to our advantage.”

      “So then it’s agreed,” Dille said with a nod. “We’ll send the three of you back. The rest of us will stay here. Once we’re sure you’ve gone, we’ll return to the academy.”

      “I… I have a question,” Cassinda said, already sounding regretful that she had even spoken.

      “Hmm?”

      “What if something happens to you? Like Tayir realizes what we’ve done, or even just attacks the academy because he thinks it would draw us out? What if you’re dead and there’s no one to bring us back?”

      “Then I hope you’re prepared to live through a very turbulent but relatively safe period of our history.”

      “You mean we’d be stuck there.”

      “More or less, yes.”

      “We won’t be stuck,” Eist said.

      “But if we can go to the past,” Cassinda continued. “Why don’t we just go to right before Tayir turned and wring his little neck?”

      “That would make things easy, wouldn’t it?” Dille said with a knowing sigh. “But it has to do with the magic of things. Our spell is based on how our world worked when the Three were in power. I can send you back because I’m here and now in time. I can call you back to me, because I’m here and now in time. But I can’t send you to any period after the Three were destroyed because the way we made the guiding mechanism of the spell relies on their balance.”

      “Why don’t you just—”

      “Make a new guiding mechanism for the spell? Oh goodness, I never thought of that! Let me just—” Eist placed a gentle hand on her friend’s arm, and the governess took a deep breath. “Right. We didn’t create that part of the spell. It was one of the things we found. We shifted around some other things, but all this writing you see on the wall? That was me modifying it even more to be able to send you from this time. And the real crux of things is that I can’t even control where I send you, really. Only that it’ll be any time where the Three are in power.”

      “I…” Ukrah licked her lips. “This sounds risky.”

      “Because it is. But it’s less risky than leaving you here and letting Tayir snatch you up.”

      “Right. Okay then, what do we do?”

      “You all sit and be quiet out of my way. I have to prepare the circle, some wards and other protections. Eist, you remember the runes, right?”

      “I do.”

      “Alright, you help me crush up the paste to draw it.”

      “I’m assuming you’ll need my blood, of course. I’ve got plenty of scabs to pick.”

      “No, actually.” That seemed to surprise the god-woman and she gave her friend a curious look. “I need theirs. Cassinda and Ukrah’s.”

      “How much blood?” Cassinda asked coolly.

      “Just a few drops. A prick of the finger should do.”

      “After everything we’ve gone through in this past week, a pinprick will be nothing.” Ukrah said, trying for levity. She might have actually made it that time, even if her joke wasn’t that humorous.

      The two women just nodded, then went about preparing the ingredients that Dille had brought. With nothing much to do but watch, Ukrah guessed it was the best time to sit with Marcellin and the other dragons, Cassinda and Voirdr at her side.

      Because with the way things were going, it could be the last time she saw most of them.
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      “Have all of you eaten?”

      Ukrah answered affirmatively, as did Cassinda. Eist didn’t say anything else, of course, and Marcellin was pressed against the back wall, watching with sharp eyes.

      It had taken the two women the rest of the day to set up everything they needed to, and that wait might have actually been worse than the wait for Dille to get back. Everything the women did seemed both so simple and so complicated, with the two of them drawing specific runes on the floor in a large, intricate circle.

      They had indeed pricked both Cassinda and Ukrah’s fingers, mixing their blood into the grayish paste they had made from the jars and plants that Dille had brought with her. Somehow, even with those red drops, the medium remained a milky sort of color, which now covered most of the floor in specific patterns.

      The strangest thing was that the more they drew, the more Ukrah could feel…something shifting around her. It was a feeling unlike any other that she had experienced, and she had been experiencing a whole lot of unique things since absorbing her fallen brethren.

      “You have your supplies? The tethers for Voirdr and Fior?”

      Of course they did, but Ukrah didn’t mind that Dille was double-checking. Apparently, there was a chance of their dragons not coming with them or being separated during the spell. Well, mostly just Voirdr, as the governess explained that Fior had once been sent through a portal with her and they had navigated the strange streams of magic together.

      Thankfully, the witch had the wherewithal to bring enough ingredients to make a lead that was supposed to make sure that Voirdr stayed with Ukrah, not separated by whatever it was like to be pulled to another time.

      “Now remember, you’re going to a time where the old spirits are barely existent, most of them being used to create the veil. You most likely won’t have any abilities where I send you, and you won’t be able to feel them like you’re used to being able to.”

      “But you’re not sure that will happen,” Cassinda added, just as she had added every other time they had spoken on it.

      “It’s a hypothesis,” Dille answered blithely before continuing. “Are all of you ready? Once we join hands and begin the incantation, none of you can stop.”

      “Ready,” Ukrah and Eist said in unison.

      “I still can’t believe that our best plan involves traveling to the past.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Do the impossible thing, why not?”

      “Then we join hands. Ukrah, Cassinda, I need both of you to relax and breathe deeply. Pour yourselves into the channels below your feet. I know they’ll feel strange, unnatural, but trust me. You must trust me.”

      She was reiterating things that she had already explained, but Ukrah didn’t think there was harm in it. She would be lying if she said she wasn’t nervous. And by nervous, she meant downright terrified.

      But she shoved that down within herself. After everything else she had survived, how hard could a little…time travel be? It wasn’t even like they were traveling back to stop someone or get something. They were just…hiding out for a bit. Almost like a vacation.

      …a vacation where they were just stuck with themselves and the thoughts of how the people closest to them were all dead.

      Crispin would have loved it. Thought it was brilliant. But if Crispin was around, they probably wouldn’t even need to go, would they? Ukrah knew there was no point in thinking of the what-ifs, because what was done was done, but she couldn’t help it. Especially since she was suddenly aware that it was possible to loop backward through their reality, she couldn’t help but wonder if there was a way to go back and stop that battle from ever happening.

      Surely there wasn’t, because if there was, the god-woman and the most powerful witch in known history would have been able to find it. But still… What if?

      “Ukrah, concentrate.”

      The desert girl barely managed to clamp down on her startle and nodded, pressing her lips together as she internally reprimanded herself. If she wanted to make sure Crispin’s death wasn’t a waste, she needed to make sure their travel spell worked. And in order to do that, she had to focus.

      Dille began speaking the spell, old words that Ukrah didn’t even remotely understand for the most part, but they quickly began to resonate within her, all building inside of her with the magic that was still so foreign. She didn’t mind that, however, and let the two mix, the warming thrum of the floor almost seeming to draw some of the pressure out of her.

      She felt lighter, less stretched to the extreme, less like she would combust at any moment. Her thoughts became clearer, but in that clarity came more realization of everything that had happened.

      Of course, she was acutely aware of everything that had happened in the battle, all who they had lost. But it was one thing to comprehend that from the haze and stupor that intense trauma could induce, and another entirely to realize it with a fully-functioning mind.

      Well…almost fully functioning. Ukrah gasped, and it was only a tight squeeze from Eist’s hand in hers that led her mind back to the path it was supposed to be on.

      Well…almost to that path. But she couldn’t help it as emotion swirled within her. They’d all lost so much. They were all hurting, and she didn’t think anything was going to fix that. She wished there was something, a sort of salve that could make all of them not hurt so badly. Surely impossible, a fleeting sort of hope, but she wished it anyways. Surely that couldn’t be so wrong.

      The warm, thrumming allure of the floor drew Ukrah down into it and she felt herself spread out like a puddle. Dille’s words formed a strange sort of rhythm that told her where to go and where to linger. Her body fell away, washed off in the rush of magic and energy and everything else around them.

      Maybe it was supposed to be scary, but it wasn’t. It was almost a relief, if only for the escape it was providing. Ukrah would have sighed contentedly if she was able to do so, but—

      A crash sounded above them, and dirt rained down on her head, reminding her of her boy and snapping her back into it. Suddenly, the warmth was disconnected from her, and the thrumming was hardly audible.

      “He’s here.”

      “I thought your students were supposed to have the rela-whatevers,” Marcellin objected.

      Dille let out a curse, dropping Ukrah’s hand. “It must not have fooled him. Or he’s impervious to my wards here.” The last of the spell fled from the desert girl and she was filled with the same misery and mourning that she’d had earlier.

      But the governess was already continuing on, her tone flat an authoritative. “Marcellin, I need you to distract him. Keep him occupied enough for me to finish this.”

      “Dille, you can’t stay here if he’s here. Let’s escape and then we can do this again,” Eist argued, letting go of Cassinda’s hand and reaching for her shortsword.

      “No. There’s no guarantees.” The governess waved her hand and a portal appeared against the far wall, shimmering blue. Marcellin was already on his feet and leaping onto the closest brindle. There was a rush of wind and noise as they all took running leaps through, and then the shaking above their heads increased tenfold.

      “Dille, you won’t be able to finish in time.”

      “You underestimate how far down we are.” She reached out her hands again, snatching Ukrah. “It’ll be enough to get you out of here.”

      “But what about you? He won’t take kindly to you spiriting us off.”

      “That is for me to deal with and you not to worry about. Eyes closed. I’ll need you to repeat the invocation calls after I do and don’t stop until you’re gone. Do you all understand?”

      Ukrah nodded. For being the supposed leader of all of the spirits, she felt so powerless. Without the knowledge or wherewithal to do anything but listen as she was ordered about. And yet she continued, bowing her head and focusing.

      The words started up again, steady and warm. It wasn’t quite like before, especially with the dirt and rocks raining down all around them. A rock hit Ukrah on the head, cushioned only by the thick braids that Crispin had wound into her hair days earlier…so many days earlier. How bizarre to think that that had been before she was kidnapped by Lystri and her men. It almost seemed like another lifetime.

      A lifetime where Crispin was alive, and their possibilities were endless.

      Now they were just ended.

      That raw wound within her chest cracked open again, flooding her with so much grief and sorrow. Had there been anything in her life that hadn’t resulted in horrific loss? Her mother dying, sacrificing herself to an abomination to save Ukrah’s life. Her village, with half of them innocently sleeping in their beds when she had ended all their lives. Being a dragon rider, then being expelled due to the fear of a foreigner armed with the return of the black dragon. Helena. Athar. Crispin.

      It didn’t seem fair. It didn’t seem right. Why introduce such wonderful, warm things and feelings and people into her life to just snatch it away?

      …was that how Eist had felt her whole life? Was she scared that her daughter was going to be ripped from her like the rest?

      How awful.

      As Ukrah slipped deeper and deeper into the rush of magic, she just wished that Eist could have something that stuck.

      And then a huge boulder crashed right into the center of the circle, roars sounding from above. The entire room shook more violently, and she could feel the ramshackle roof above them groaning in protest.

      Dille’s voice grew louder, faster. She was trying to rush it. But Ukrah could sense the cracks in the floor caused by the fall of the boulder. She could feel that debris had hit all their bodies violently, and soon they would be knocked off their feet by the force of the blow.

      She didn’t even have a breath, or a blink. But she couldn’t let the spell go. Then everything would be for nothing.

      She pushed out all the magic she had a grip on, whether it was her own or the sliver of Helena’s or Crispin’s. She shoved it through the lines, through the drawings and runes, rushing to complete all of it before it crumbled apart. It zipped along, faster than she could see, feel or think. But she was acutely aware the moment all of it connected, and the heady, thrumming magic below their feet turned into a raging tidal wave.

      “So mote it be,” she heard herself say before everything was erased in a blast of blinding white light.
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      Ukrah was falling, except there was no direction, no up or down or sideways. She was buffeted this way and that, not exactly flying but also no threat of collision with the ground. Because there was no ground. There was just rushing magic and energy and swirling colors that she couldn’t discern.

      Her body felt stretched out beyond capacity, like someone was holding her head, someone else was holding her feet, and they were pulling and pulling until she was basically a long, thin rope that used to be a human. And yet, strangely enough, she could also feel that she was still holding onto Voirdr, her arms wrapped around his neck while his wings were wrapped around her, cocooning her body from the swirling vortex.

      She felt nauseous, she felt dizzy, and she also felt…muted? It was hard to put her finger on exactly what the sensation was, low and dull in the back of her head. But she’d grown used to sharing her body with an energy that wasn’t her own in the years since that fateful night in the desert, and she was feeling it slowly slip away from her.

      That, combined with the whipping around—the whirling, the churning, the burning brightness—made everything else scramble. There was no time, no thirst or hunger. There was just the colorful, insane void that she was tumbling through and that was it. It was her whole world, her whole mind, her whole—

      Without any ceremony, she was dumped out hard onto something solid, her entire body jarring at the impact. Pain lanced through her, but it had to compete with so many other sensations that it hardly even seemed to be of note. She was also faintly aware of four other thuds beside her, followed by some groans and an indignant snort.

      Oh, and the sounds of metal on metal and people shouting at each other.

      Pushing herself up with shaking arms, she realized that the five of them had landed in the middle of a grass patch in the forest, and also—probably more importantly—right in the middle of a battle.

      Ukrah was on her feet in a moment, but her head swam at the motion and she stumbled right back onto her knees. She felt…strange. So very strange.

      She felt human. And that was it.

      But Voirdr was still Voirdr, thankfully, and lunged in front of Ukrah, his tail thwacking an errant arrow from its path toward her middle. He was different too, bigger, his head longer, his eyes sharper. And she could…feel him in a way she hadn’t before. A sort of bright, shimmering bond wrapping around the two of them and binding them together.

      She didn’t have much time to be comforted by the sensation however, because his roar drew far much more attention than was healthy. Ukrah saw a couple of heads turn toward her, and she knew that absolutely wasn’t good.

      But then a small hand was gripping her wrist, pulling her even farther back. Ukrah stumbled a bit but managed to catch herself as Cassinda stepped in front of her, holding her hand up like she was summoning the forest itself to attack the men.

      Except nothing happened.

      Cassinda brought her hand to her face, looking at it as if there was something terribly wrong with it, then thrust it out again, splaying her fingers so hard that they shook.

      And again, nothing happened.

      “I don’t understand. I-I—”

      By now, nearly a dozen men had broken away from the other cluster of the battle and were rushing them. Their armor was all different, pieced together and mismatched, and they favored different weapons as well. Ukrah guessed that they were a sort of thieves’ guild, but it certainly figured that her group had to happen upon them while they were already in the middle of a fight with something else.

      Voirdr snapped his head forward, one of the men diving to the side to avoid the horns atop his skull, but that was only one out of around twelve. But then a metallic color streaked by them and Fior vaulted into the center of the charging group, Eist already on his back.

      “Halt,” she ordered, raising her sword. “In the name of the Dragon Council, I demand you retreat. We will not give chase.”

      One of the men yelled something that sounded like it might have been a curse insinuating Eist’s bed had plenty of visitors, but his accent was strange and some of his wording was wrong. Were they not in Rothaiche M’or?

      But the god-woman paid him no mind, her other hand pulling a dagger from her boot and throwing it right at him. It hit true, burying itself in the center of his forehead, and he toppled over just as the rest reached her.

      But Fior was right on top of that. He whipped around in a tight circle, tail whipping and mouth snapping. Less than a breath later, all of the men that had broken off to attack them were on the ground. A few scrambled away, clearly trying to run, but most seemed down for good.

      That, however, left the rest of the battle, with at least twenty other men between the trees, but all of their focus was toward two others who were fighting back to back.

      It didn’t seem like good odds until a dragon’s tail swiped down from above the canopy, lightning crackling down it and slamming into the earth with all the force that one might expect from lightning. The men all around it were thrown back, while the others tried to rush forward to take advantage of the distraction.

      Except the riders clearly must have expected that because this time, a dragon head ducked down, much too far away from the tail to be attached to the same beast, and it opened its mouth.

      Instead of fire shooting from its open jaw, it was almost as if fog came out, rolling in thick, cloying waves until both of the riders were completely obscured in a dense cloud.

      “Blue dragons,” Ukrah breathed. She hadn’t seen any since her time in the academy. They were one of the rarer types, always coming in twos.

      “Blue dragons?” she heard Eist whisper from beside her. “No, that… That’s not…”

      She didn’t finish, letting out a battle-cry and charging forward. It was only then, seeing her running through the star and moonlight, that Ukrah realized something had changed about the woman. Nothing too dramatic but noticeable, nonetheless. Instead of her normal gray-and-white hair that barely went below her shoulder, she had long, long blonde tresses that almost seemed to float behind her like a cape as she streaked between the trees.

      “Stop!” she cried, her sword flashing to catch the light too.

      Ukrah felt it happen before she saw it, a sharp crack through the air, and then the men let out cries of agony and fell to their knees. It wasn’t a pretty chorus of sounds, but it died out quickly, fading into pained groans. However, all the rough breathing spoke that they weren’t dead, just incapacitated.

      But that hardly mattered compared to what was happening with Eist. Ukrah’s jaw dropped as she regarded the woman, whose sword fell to the forest floor with a thump.

      “I’m… What’s happ—”

      She never finished her sentence, light suddenly rushing along her hands then up her arms until it seemed to burst from her. Her body went slack and was pulled over, floating into the air above Fior.

      “What is happening?” Cassinda asked, her hand snatching up Ukrah’s. But the desert girl didn’t know. And clearly neither did Fior, considering his worried whining from below the god-woman.

      And she definitely seemed to be a god-woman at the moment. She was like a star, beautiful and bright against the comforting purple velour of the night sky, deep greenery serving as a backdrop that only emphasized how celestial she looked in the moment.

      Ukrah had no idea what was happening, but she knew it was important. Perhaps lifechanging. That she was seeing something that no one would probably ever witness ever again.

      Then it cut off, and Eist was dropping back to the ground. Ukrah rushed forward, but it was the two riders who had been fighting that caught her, lowering the stocky woman down to the earth more easily.

      Panic shot through Ukrah. What if the riders were evil? What if they thought that the three of them were the enemy?

      But they didn’t move to strike Eist, or act threatening in any way. As Ukrah sped closer, she saw that they were wearing incredibly old-fashioned armor—the kind that she had studied during her short time at the academy. That meant they most likely wouldn’t attack a fellow dragon rider immediately.

      Granted, Ukrah had never been much for depending on a ‘most likely.’

      One of the figures took off their gloves, wiping Eist’s now-long hair away from her sweat-drenched forehead. Despite the rather dramatic happening, the god-woman looked much more full of color, full of life than she had since…well, since Ukrah had ever known her. Her skin was a tanned sort of peachy-gold and her cheeks had a youthful blush to them, even her eyelashes looking longer and thicker as they fluttered.

      “We’re allies!” Ukrah blurted, sliding to a stop as she neared them, hands up to show that she wasn’t a threat. “Don’t—”

      Her plea was cut off as Eist’s eyes opened, locking onto the two faces hovering over her. Well, not so much faces as polished helmets, the type that older riders used to wear with cotton padding inside. Trembling, her own hand caressed the metal, streaking the oil and grit of her hand across it.

      “Mother?” she whispered. Her voice was so quiet that Ukrah almost didn’t hear it.

      The figure used their other hand to pull off their helmet, revealing a woman’s face and dark blond hair drawn up into a haphazard bun atop her head.

      “Hello, darling,” she breathed, sounding so happy that Ukrah’s heart squeezed in her chest. “I have been waiting so long to meet you.”
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      Ukrah looked from Eist to the woman and the other rider and back again. Then one more time to make sure that what was happening in front of her was actually happening and not just her mind coming up with a hallucination due to head trauma from a rock demolishing her skull.

      “You’re Lady Myridepf of W’allenhaus?” Cassinda gasped from beside Ukrah, asking the question that the desert girl couldn’t quite formulate.

      “Well, I haven’t been given that particular title just yet, but it’s good to know that’s what’s coming. I have so few surprises left nowadays.” She looked to the figure beside her and gave them a gentle nudge with her elbow. “Come now, love, introduce yourself to our daughter and her children.”

      The children comment made it through Ukrah’s shock a beat too late, because then the other one was removing their helmet to reveal a handsome rider with dark hair and bright eyes. Well, that explained how Eist got her intriguing mix of features. Both her and her mother had a certain strangeness to them, with parts of their face that shouldn’t have matched with the others but did, while it was clear she had her father’s eyes.

      Er…eye. He didn’t have a witch’s eye like the god-woman did. Although apparently, she had once had two, but Ukrah didn’t know if that was true or false anymore considering all that she had been learning lately.

      “Father,” Eist breathed.

      “Hey there. I’m sorry, I haven’t seen you as Myridepf has, but I am so happy to meet you now. Seems a bit funny, huh, to see you like this before ever seeing you born, isn’t it?”

      But Eist didn’t seem to hear his words or react to them really. Instead, her hand was moving over to his face as well, resting against where his beard was growing in. “You’re alive.”

      “That we are,” the Lady of W’allenhaus assured softly. Ukrah couldn’t believe it. While Eist was the god-woman, her parents held their place in history as well. They were prolific dragon riders who had lived for nearly five hundred years and had been instrumental in their war against the Blight. Sacrificing themselves for the entire world.

      Apparently, that ran in the family.

      “You’ve had a bit of a shock, haven’t you?” Lady W’allenhaus continued, gently squeezing her daughter’s arm. “The details are a bit fuzzy, but I believe you’ve come from a time the All-Mother can’t reach at all, and now you’ve got your connection to all of them back. A bit shocking, I imagine.” She looked to the Lord of W’allenhaus at her side. “Would you be able to pick her up? Let’s fly her to our outpost and get her food and drink.”

      “I… I can get up myself,” Eist protested hazily, trying to do just that. But her mother just made a shushing sound and gently guided her back into her father’s arms.

      “Indulge us, if you would. We won’t get to hold you for another two hundred or so years, by my estimate.”

      “…the Lady of W’allenhaus is a seer?” Cassinda breathed from beside her. “But I thought that…”

      Lady W’allenhaus looked up, her kind eyes landing on them. “Oh, forgive me, my grandchildren, in being so caught up with our little girl and not introducing ourselves properly.” She held onto her daughter’s hand until her husband stood fully, Eist in his arms. It was strange, how small she looked in his grip. He wasn’t quite as muscled or broad as Athar, but he was a tall, intimidating figure of a man. And yet the way he held Eist was so tender…so sweet that Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have a father care that deeply for her.

      “I am your grandmother, Myridepf, and this is your grandfather, Pravik. We have so been looking forward to your arrival as well, but… Well, we weren’t sure you were coming.” She crossed over to the two stunned young women, wrapping the both of them in a hug. She was shorter than them, Ukrah realized belatedly, structured incredibly similarly to Eist, but with less muscles and more squared features. “And no, I’m not a seer, not in the literal sense. There was just a, uh, an incident where I had a choice to make, and the All-Mother blessed me with seeing certain things.”

      She smiled so warmly, so sweetly, like she’d known them for years. “But you lot have been so in and out and hazy.” Her hands slid down their arms before comfortingly squeezing their own palms. “But… Usually, I’ve seen more. Where are the rest of our grandbabies?”

      Finally, Ukrah was able to speak, but then words were just blurting out of her mouth without thought. “We’re not her children. Her daughter is back…back somewhere safe.”

      But the woman just shook her head. “Oh, the babe? That is good. We sadly knew she wouldn’t be here. She never was. But there… I thought there were four of you. Four of her children and a…an almost auntie of sorts. I got to see flashes of all you growing, becoming a family. It’s…” She frowned. “Something has happened.”

      That was so much to respond to. The Lady of W’allenhaus was still looking at them like they were precious to her, and she said ‘family’ like she wasn’t mistaken. Like she knew none of them were blood but still saw them as her daughter’s children. As her grandchildren.

      “Yeah,” Ukrah managed to say finally, although her voice was raspy. “The worst has happened.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If someone told Ukrah that one day she would be sitting in a large, wooden cabin built into a thicket of trees in the forest outside of Rothaiche M’or with the Lady and Lord of W’allenhaus just across a table from her, a heaping spread of food in front of her, she would have asked what cavern mushrooms they had eaten.

      And yet Eist and Cassinda were on either side of her, right in the middle of the rustic home. Fior and Voirdr were just a few feet away, sprawled out on a massive sort of landing that spread between four mighty oaks, the blue dragons happily grooming them in that strange way that only dragons had.

      “Crispin, he was the tall one? The blond? Almost like your bully-friend, Eist.”

      Ukrah nodded, her hand shaking as she drank the water they’d given her. It had taken quite a while to explain everything, the three of them needing to take turns. It was utterly bizarre to watch the faces across from her crumple as they learned more. They were acting like they knew her and everyone else, yet she had never met them.

      But Lady W’allenhaus had been seeing them for over a hundred years and told her husband about everything along the way. So, to them, they did know her. To them, she and all the others were absolutely their grandchildren, as hazy and vague as they had been.

      “The Three are gone, aren’t they?” Myridepf asked suddenly, surprising Ukrah. While they had told details, they’d left out the old spirits, the vessels part, and the demise of the usurpers. “That’s why I have such trouble seeing you beyond you defeating the Blight. And why I can’t see how you do it.”

      Eist seemed to hesitate a moment, her spine ramrod straight, before she nodded. “Yes. They’re gone. They weren’t from here, actually.”

      “They weren’t—” The woman cut herself off, shaking her head. “I’m getting distracted. They don’t matter right now.” That same feeling of bizarreness flooded Ukrah as the woman’s voice cracked. “I’m so sorry, darling. I… I so wanted to meet your giant of a husband. He seemed lovely.” Pravik reached over, squeezing her hand, but her tears still started rolling down her cheeks. “I’m being selfish, I’m sorry. But I…I never got to meet them. Any of them. I’ve been… For so long. I just…” She shook her head again, wiping her face. “I’m sorry. This isn’t about me. I’m making your pain about me.”

      Eist was staring at her again, and Ukrah could see the woman’s throat bob as she swallowed. “It’s okay. It’s nice… It’s nice to know that you know. Makes me feel…”

      “Less alone?”

      Eist nodded and her mother was reaching across the table, taking her hands in hers. “I’m so sorry we’re going to leave you alone too. I am so, so, so sorry. But please know that we’re only going to do it because we believe in you and everything that you can do. That you will do.”

      “Wait,” Cassinda cut in, the first time she had spoken since the forest. “You know what will happen to the both of you?”

      Myridepf nodded, the action so similar to her daughter’s it was uncanny. “I’ve known since I was your age. I told Pravik on the night he asked me to wed him. We’ve been preparing and trying to find the information ever since. Granted…” She winced. “It’s grown much more difficult considering that magic and witches have been outlawed.”

      “So that happened,” Eist grumbled. “At least that gives us a better idea of when we are.”

      “Yes, I imagine that can be confusing. The Blight’s machinations are at their worst right now. Elspeth and us have been fighting it for nearly two decades, and yet—”

      “No, they’re not at their worst yet. That’s still coming.”

      Lady W’allenhaus pressed her lips together. Not as if she was disagreeing, but as if she hated hearing that. “I see. Those are the parts I imagine I wasn’t shown.” She let out a bitter sort of sound and wow, it was amazing how much she had influenced the actions of her daughter when she had left Eist’s life so early. “You’d think that sacrificing my life and soul for the knowledge to save our world would be more comprehensive. But the more I learn, the more I’ve begun to think on my own that the Three need us much more than we need them.”

      “Because that’s the truth. They’re usurpers. They came here, running from the Blight that destroyed their own realm, and took the power from the old spirits.”

      “The old spirits?” Her eyes went wide. “How could I have forgotten! Your friend! She came with you, right? That’s where she was sent to.”

      “I’m sorry? Who—”

      “M’baya! The witch we knew when we were younger. She saved our lives. I saw that she was with you, that you found each other.”

      “She goes by Dille right now. She’s doing alright, but she’s…complicated.”

      “I imagine,” Pravik said, just about as verbose as Cassinda. “She fell through a portal that was never supposed to exist. It was supposed to summon the Blight right then and there from exile, but Myridepf altered it.”

      Eist’s gaze cleared a bit, and Ukrah recognized the keen expression on her face. “Altered it how?”

      “I couldn’t tell you, to be honest. I wasn’t exactly…of my own mind at the moment. I was guided. But I could draw it for a moment.” She heaved out a breath. “It’s not like every moment of that night isn’t branded into my memory.”

      Ukrah knew exactly what she meant. She felt if she closed her eyes, she would be able to perfectly recall everything about how Crispin had laid in her lap, bleeding out and yet smiling at their first and last kiss. It was torture, and yet she didn’t want to lose a single detail.

      “I’d like that…” Eist murmured before quiet fell. Clearly the five of them were all lost in thought, traveling down completely separate paths, and yet they all led to the same sad, lonely destination. Finally, the god-woman cleared her throat and reached for some of the food, piling on her plate with the large fork stuck into what looked like a boar. “So, I suppose my display in the field and my hair changing back is because I’m connected to the Three and the Blight again?”

      Myridepf blinked at that. “You’re connected to the Blight?”

      “Long story, but yes. Don’t worry about it. All it means is at the moment, I’ve got my magic back.” She looked down at her fingers, curling and uncurling them. “I’d almost forgotten how it felt…to be connected to everything.” Then she was letting her eyes glide around the tree-nestled home, her expression something that Ukrah couldn’t read. “I can see again, really see. All the shimmering gold.”

      Gold? Ukrah didn’t really see any gold. She didn’t feel anything special or magical either. It was beyond what it had been like even before she was awakened, making her wonder just how magic-starved the world had been before she had been born.

      “I don’t mean to panic you, but I see your second eye is changing as well. Two goddess’s blessings.”

      “Only one is, actually,” Eist said. “The other’s from the touch of the Blight.” That expression was on Lady W’allenhaus’s face, but Eist just shook her head. “Again, long story. Not necessary to the right now.”

      “Right, of course. I suppose there are even some things now that I need not know.” She looked to Ukrah, then to Cassinda, and then back to her daughter. “As much as I would love to keep you here and get to know everything you could ever possibly tell me, you’re here for a reason, aren’t you? You need something.”

      “To be quite honest, we were mostly just looking for a place to hide.”

      “Oh? Is that all? Well, you are more than welcome to stay here with us at the outpost.”

      Finally, Ukrah found her words again. “That’s the second time you’ve called it that. What is this place for?”

      “Well, with the new law against witches, many are fleeing, so our official capacity according to our missive by Rothaiche M’or is to catch any refugees and bring them to the capital for cleansing.” That was about the last thing that Ukrah had expected and nausea rose in her. They weren’t— They couldn’t— The Lord and Lady of W’allenhaus couldn’t be witch hunters, could they?

      “But funnily enough, there’s a cave system southwest of here that so many escape to, getting themselves to safer, hidden communities. Uncanny, really.”

      Myridepf was grinning somewhat wryly at her husband as she joined in. “And such a high casualty rate for all those magic-stalkers who want the gold from witch heads.” She clicked her tongue. “A true tragedy.”

      The pressure in Ukrah’s chest let up. “You’re…you’re ferrying refugees to safety? Y-you’re breaking the law?”

      Lady W’allenhaus shrugged. “What is the law when it is unjust? I’d rather care about what is right.” Her face grew more serious. “We do our best. Us, along with Elspeth and two others that we trust. But there’s only so much that five of us can do. It’s… It’s truly awful here. I cannot imagine it getting darker, and yet I know that it must become so.”

      Eist nodded. “The weight of knowing what is to come is often too great for the now.”

      Her mother chuckled. “That it is.” She heaved another deep breath then piled her own plate up. “Enough of that then. If you want a place to hide, then we don’t need to dwell on the serious. Let us all enjoy each other’s company. If there is one thing that I have learned, it’s that there are few things more precious than the current moment.”

      “Now that, I can agree with.”

      And that seemed to be it. Everyone moved toward their plates and began to serve themselves. Ukrah didn’t think that she could eat much, she was still so stretched and shocked from everything that had happened. But once everyone else was eating, she forced herself to, and she was surprised by the warmth and comfort it brought her. In fact, it almost reminded her of Helena, carrying a sort of security that Ukrah hadn’t felt in days.

      After that, it was easier to eat more, and to talk, and to speak of good things. Funny stories from when Ukrah was learning common. Stories of Eist’s own coming of age, told to her parents instead of from them. Tales of Fior and Voirdr, and of course of Crispin’s hopeless crushes on Ale’a and Helena. He had a type, which made Ukrah wonder what he saw in her. She was shorter than him, and not nearly as muscled as the redhead or with an overflowing figure like Helena. By all accounts, she shouldn’t have been enough, but when she thought of how he looked at her after they kissed, he made her feel like the whole world.

      That same stabbing pain shot through her, but she forced herself to face it, to weather through it. If she wanted to remember the good, all the wonderful and perfect things about him, then she had to endure the bad. And he was worth all of the bad, even if it cut her just as deeply every time.

      They all were.
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      They ended up staying at the table for hours, until all of their backsides hurt from sitting in the old, wooden chairs, and then they moved out to the massive landing made of roughly hewn logs, connected to the surrounding trees and then anchored at the four oaks Ukrah had seen earlier. All four dragons were getting along famously and seemed to take the company as a chance to play around.

      Before she knew it, dawn had long since come, and then midmorning, and finally all of the panic and excitement bled off just to leave her utterly exhausted. Cassinda was yawning too, leaning against the wall connected to the cabin, her eyes opening and closing.

      Eist seemed as energized as ever, like she didn’t need to sleep at all. And who knew, maybe with her magic churning within her for the first time in years, she didn’t. But of course, Myridepf noticed, and she ushered the two young women inside.

      Ukrah had followed dutifully, but was surprised when the woman moved aside the table, unrolled a rug, and opened up a hatch revealing a small stairway. She apologized that most of their sleeping arrangements were hidden in the underbelly of their outpost, but Ukrah had been comforted by it, knowing that the witches fleeing their executions had somewhere safe and secure to sleep.

      And it was safe and secure. There was lighting, fueled by glowing stones pressed into the walls that brightened at Myridepf’s touch and faded a few moments later. She led the two to a room with four cots, and Ukrah could tell there were at least two other quarters like it.

      She’d told them where they could relieve themselves and that she would leave the hatch open so they could come and go freely. There had been warm hugs and kisses on the forehead, then the two of them practically collapsed into bed.

      But sleep didn’t come.

      Ukrah laid there for so long, utterly exhausted and wanting nothing more than to escape to the nothingness of slumber. But Voirdr couldn’t fit down the hatch and Crispin wasn’t there, so everything felt so wrong.

      She laid there, trying to force herself into oblivion, but even as darkness fell again, it eluded her. Eventually, she sat up. Looking over to Cassinda, she saw that the redhead was out cold.

      Grumbling to herself, Ukrah rubbed her eyes. She just wanted to sleep, but it was clear that wasn’t coming. Gripping the blankets and practically swaddling herself, she headed back up through the hatch and out onto the landing, the ache in her waning a little as she saw Voirdr sitting at the edge of it, looking up at the stars.

      “Hey, handsome,” she murmured, crossing over to him. He didn’t turn his head, but his wings flared and bent, a clear invitation for her to come sit under them and lean against his side. Once more, he seemed bigger than before. Which had to be impossible, but she was beginning to be used to impossible things happening more and more often.

      “Are you looking for your mama?” she asked him, tears lingering at the edges of her words. Would she ever be able to speak normally again? Or would all of her words be weighted by loss? Buried in the dirt and pressure of the grief that haunted her mind?

      Voirdr let out a soft sound, a sorrowful one, and Ukrah let her head fall against his side. “Do you understand what’s happened? Have I ever even really told you about death? Or is that something that animals just…know?”

      He finally looked down at her, his eyes so deep and full of emotion. He’d always had a personality, but she didn’t know if she’d ever seen as much as she did in that moment. He was so young, not even four years old, and yet he had already seen so much. She knew she tended to baby him, to treat him like her little (not so little) scamp, but he really was the king of dragons.

      She was surprised that neither Lord or Lady W’allenhaus had said anything considering that they both gave up their lives to stop both the Blight and the current black dragon, but maybe seeing all of that for centuries had dulled them to the oddities of the situation. Ukrah didn’t know what she would do if she suddenly knew exactly how she would die.

      Except they didn’t just die, did they? They gave up everything about themselves, including their afterlife, their energy, to give the world a hope for tomorrow. To pave the way for Eist.

      If that wasn’t love, Ukrah didn’t know what was. If it came down to it, she didn’t know if she would be so brave. Her soul was the only thing that was well and truly hers, with even her body being shared and occasionally taken over by a celestial force older than anyone in her bloodline.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured finally. Voirdr let out another wounded sound, and then they were quiet, just staring up at the stars. There was a veil up there that wasn’t supposed to be there, and that was where the old spirit within Ukrah was trapped, why she couldn’t feel anything or access any magic. How bizarre.

      She wasn’t sure how much time had passed, only that her skin was growing cold and that the night sky was growing more and more pitch by the moment, stars blooming into magnificent luminance, the purple-pink colors of the far-off heavens swirling around in a way that one couldn’t see from the city during her time.

      Eventually, however, footsteps sounded behind her. Much like Voirdr when she didn’t come out, she didn’t turn her head. She almost expected Eist, or Cassinda, but instead it was Pravik who sat beside her, his long legs hanging over the edge of the landing.

      “I thought you would be asleep longer.”

      “I haven’t been able to sleep at all.”

      His voice was low and rumbling as he talked to her, not pressing her to do anything, not demanding. Just there and soothing. “That’s surprising, considering how much you look like you could use some.”

      “You’re telling me,” she agreed.

      Another lull, but it was a comfortable one. There wasn’t a pressure for her to speak or think. Until he spoke again, that was.

      “I’m not particularly a man of words, not anymore really, but I do know what it’s like to hurt.” At that, Ukrah did look to him, catching his strong profile in the illumination from the stars. He did seem like the cut of a hero. No wonder legends had been so prolific about him and his wife. “The hurt never really goes away. You just learn to live with it in the background of your life. What does get better is the good. So if you hold onto that, those moments eventually can overpower all of the others until the pain is almost tolerable.”

      “That’s the secret then? Just to live long enough for the good memories to win the tug-of-war?”

      “And collect new ones,” he said with the smile. “The world is a massive, incredible place, for as much as it feels hopeless sometimes. All you need to do is search for the right things, and you’ll find what you need.”

      His words were sweet, and did offer her some comfort, but then something about them slid against the back of her head.

      Wait.

      All she had to do was look.

      “The archives!” she practically shouted, jumping up and startling even Voirdr. He let out a sharp bark, leaping to his feet as well. “You have archives right now, in this time, right?”

      “Archives? Do you mean the repositories that we’ve been building in each of the main cities? We’re still finishing them, but now most of the books in them are technically illegal, so we’ve hidden a good number.”

      There it was, blooming inside of her mind with a bright light. “You have hidden books?”

      “Not many, but we’re trying to get more. It’s difficult because we can’t use magic, as they have ways of finding spells and wards. Myridepf says it will be at least another hundred years before the hunting fervor dies down. Nothing current, of course, but mostly dealing with much of the old magic and the way things might have been before. A lot about the first witch and humans who have dragon’s blood within them.”

      That was it! That was it! “We have to get those books,” Ukrah said, grabbing his shoulder. “Where are they?”

      He sent her a curious expression but seemed otherwise unruffled. “In the academy, of course. No one would think to raid there.”

      …well, no one for a long while.

      Ukrah nodded, her eyes bright. “I think I might have figured out a way to save all of us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            Echoes of the Past become the Present’s Hymn

          

        

      

    

    
      The archives that weren’t quite the archives yet were nothing like Ukrah expected. Maybe that was silly considering she knew they were hundreds of years before her time, and yet she was surprised anyways.

      Because there were no shelves, there were no old lanterns or broad tables. Instead, there was just lush, overstuffed furniture, thick tapestries on the walls, and furs on the floor.

      “What is this?” Eist asked, her eyes landing on the corner of the room, the only place that looked remotely familiar. There were only three cabinets full of books and a couple of desks.

      “It’s the communal study room. Although it hasn’t been used much since the war really started. Our studies have become more about surviving and less of learning history. Plus, with all magic courses being eliminated… Well, our curriculum is still trying to find a balance,” Lady W’allenhaus answered, walking forward. “We figured if anyone did try to raid the academy, or if the entire faculty ended up being indoctrinated by this new false order from the Three, that none of them would think to look in here.”

      “But you thought cabinets would be enough to dissuade them?” Eist asked, already striding toward them.

      “Cabinets? Wha— Oh, no. Nothing important is there. Or at least, nothing forbidden. We’re not quite that trusting that no one will go hunting through here.” The blond woman looked past them, as if triple-checking that no one was with them, then crossed quickly to the center of the room, where a truly thick and luscious fur was in the middle of a circle of velvet-covered chairs.

      Although the academy had certainly been lovely and impressive when Ukrah had studied there, it was nothing like how it was currently. The furniture was all ornate and fresh, polished in a way that Ukrah had never seen once during her studies. The stones seemed fresher, less coated by the cracks and darkening that came with age. It gave her the uncanny feeling of being somewhere familiar but also utterly foreign.

      Meanwhile, Pravik moved the chairs, picking them up and then setting them down in a very particular order across the floor. And every time he set one down, Ukrah swore that she heard the click of a locking mechanism, which didn’t make sense at all.

      But then Myridepf finished removing the heavy fur, revealing a smooth slab of floor. Her gaze flicked to her daughter briefly, and for some unknown reason, her cheeks flushed.

      But then that reasoning became apparent when she knelt to press her palms against the smooth stone and uttered three words like a prayer.

      “Eist of W’allenhaus.”

      There was a ripple through the air, and the stone glowed a brilliant gold for a moment then faded. The three newcomers were left looking to the couple in surprise as the stone disappeared entirely.

      “The spell needed a lock,” Myridepf said finally with a bit of a blush. “I wanted a word that no one else could possibly know but we could never forget.”

      Eist did smile brilliantly at that, and Ukrah felt that now-familiar squeeze to her chest. True, they had survived some of the worst things that life could throw at them, but it was so nice to see something truly good happen to the god-woman for once. She was getting time back with her parents who had been stolen from her so early. Surely that had to mean something.

      “Thank you, Mother.”

      “You don’t think me terribly mushy for it?”

      “Oh no, you’re practically goo on the floor, but you’re my goo-mother, and that’s what matters.”

      The look on the woman’s face shouldn’t have been so happy, shouldn’t have been so glowing about being compared to goop on the ground, yet it was. “Yes, I suppose it is. Shall we descend?”

      Eist nodded and then their group was heading down the narrow stairs, their dragons bid to guard the opening. Ukrah was a bit worried about someone coming in after them, but once the last of them was safely down the wooden stairs, the entire space closed up again.

      “So tell me,” Cassinda said, her voice less raw and scratchy after her full night’s sleep. Ukrah wished that she could say the same for herself, but she still hadn’t been able to slip peacefully into slumber. “What came first? The false bottom of the outpost or this place?”

      “The outpost,” Lady W’allenhaus admitted. “We knew it was important to protect all this knowledge for the future, but we needed to save lives too. We made a choice. Luckily, most of these books were left untouched. We lost a few tomes, but that was it.”

      “Where are they from?” Ukrah asked as they walked down a narrowly hewn hallway, torches bursting to life as they traveled along.

      “All over. In this location, mostly the north and western parts of the continent. We hid some in Baeldred, and Elspeth is working on one in Margaid with the princess there. She’s a witch, you know, and is running her own underground ring to undermine the false new edict of the Three.”

      There was a lot of information in that little blurb, but one thing stuck out in particular to Ukrah, perhaps because of her own dragon above her head somewhere. “Does… Does she know yet?”

      “Know what?” Myridepf asked blindly before she seemed to understand. “Oh. She… She doesn’t yet. We’re… We’re trying to see if there’s something to do to save him, to stop all of this before it ever has to happen. But, since you’re here, obviously we do not.”

      “You’re going to have to tell her, aren’t you?”

      Ukrah wished that she could meet Elspeth, to look at the woman when she was hundreds of years younger, before she was betrayed by her lover and partner, the other half to her own coin. Would she recognize Ukrah? Would she be able to tell that the desert girl was the rider of the new black dragon? But since the woman had never mentioned seeing Ukrah before, she knew that meeting wasn’t going to happen.

      “I will, eventually. But when I first do, she won’t believe us. It will destroy our friendship.”

      “You get it back, though,” Eist said, almost as a matter-of-factly.

      “No,” Pravik said mildly. “We die.”

      That stopped Ukrah in her tracks, Cassinda bumping into her back. Eist stilled as well, although the desert girl didn’t know if that was of her own volition or not.

      “What?”

      “It’s the truth,” Myridepf said softly. “I’ve seen it happen several ways. And in every one of them, when we first tell her, she doesn’t believe us. It results in over half of us dying. By the time she does believe us, we have to scramble to make our last hurrah. And then we die, never really able to make up.”

      Ukrah swallowed, looking quickly between the lord and lady. How could they say it so calmly?

      She guessed that they had been aware of it for over a hundred years, but still… It seemed so bizarre. Like she would have fought with everything she had to change it. Then again, if they changed too much of it, then Eist would never have the path to do all that she needed to do. Never have all of the things happen to her that made her her. What a tricky situation, and Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder if the All-Mother’s ‘gift’ to Myridepf had been more of a curse than anything else.

      “I… She never told me that.”

      “Elspeth, for as kind as she is, has made many mistakes. I’m sure she does not wish to reminisce on them any more than we like to on ours or you on yours. But come now, what’s done is done, what will be will be. For now, let’s get you that information your daughter says will help you.”

      Ukrah didn’t know if she would ever get over the original Lady of W’allenhaus calling her Eist’s daughter so factually, but she certainly wasn’t complaining about it.

      “Right. Let’s.”

      They did indeed continue walking and eventually, the hallway led into a room that didn’t look much different from a root cellar. Except instead of larders and shelves full of food, plus barrels, it was full of bookshelves, chest and scroll-racks, all polished and lovingly organized.

      “Here we are,” Pravik said with a gesture. “All the forbidden knowledge we’ve been able to get our hands on so far.”

      Eist let out a breath. “You know, moments like these always remind me of the time I was frantically trying to find out how to wake up Grandfather.”

      “Oh, Father?” Myridepf asked. “I don’t think I’ve seen that story.”

      “I’ll tell you later. For now, let’s get started. I’d like to say that my vision is leading me somewhere, but everything here is bright gold.”

      “Well,” her mother said. “I guess the best place to start is the oldest and work our way from there.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”
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      Life fell into a strange sort of rhythm that shouldn’t have been possible considering that in their present time, Tayir was up to who-knew-what. With every day that passed, Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder if something had happened to Dille and if the three of them were trapped in the past forever. She also couldn’t help but wonder if time was passing concurrently, if a day with Eist’s parents was the same as a day passing there, or if it was different. What if they were called home and twenty years had passed? A hundred? What if it was only a few hours?

      She tried not to let those thoughts occupy her too much, considering almost every hour of their day was supposed to be spent pouring through the information in the hidden not-quite-an-archive-yet. Well, every hour of the night, rather. In the spirit of being clandestine, they had taken to rooming in one of the suites, sending a messenger to Elspeth in Margaid that they needed her to man the outpost for a little bit. They would sleep most of the day, waking at supper to eat and then slip down to the ‘study room.’ It did waste time to have to return the scene and furniture to their exact spots every time, and to have to wait until dark, but it was what was necessary to make sure that no one accidentally stumbled upon them.

      During the day, when they couldn’t go down to search for the answers they were looking for, Ukrah spent time with Voirdr. Mostly because he had to stick to the back halls and the caves, lest anyone recognize him as a black dragon. That would certainly cause quite a stir considering that there was only supposed to be one at a time, and the current one was very much flying around as a prominent public figure. Ukrah was pretty sure that they would have been up a creek without a paddle if he didn’t still have so much red to him. If he was old enough for his final molt, surely someone would recognize him.

      Or even if it was closer to when the black dragon had been born, but that had been long enough ago that everyone seemed to have forgotten that they started out as different shades of scarlet and maroon. Humans were funny that way, she supposed.

      “This feels wrong,” Cassinda said, breaking the silence for a moment. Lady W’allenhaus was gone to relieve herself while Eist and her father had run up to the kitchen to fetch food and drink, leaving the two of them alone.

      “How so?” Ukrah tried to keep on reading, feeling like she had been getting somewhere, but to be perfectly honest, her eyes were beginning to cross. She had been practicing Common for so many years that it was almost the language she thought in, but the older the book, the stranger the words were. The vowels were in all the wrong spots, and they seemed to abuse consonants like they had a vendetta against breathing.

      “We left Dille and Marcellin fighting for their lives, and we’re sitting here, our backsides growing soft, as we pore over books.”

      “It’s not the first time we’ve had to do as much.”

      “No, but it feels even more incongruous now.”

      “Incongruous?” Ukrah repeated. “You have been reading too much.”

      She huffed, shoving the books off the table and watching them tumble to the ground. “This doesn’t feel right. We should be doing something.”

      “We are doing something. We’re finding old knowledge.”

      “But what knowledge? You say there’s something here that will help us, but you haven’t even said what.”

      “I’m not sure. But if there’s anything about defeating a guardian, or the ritual to return the old spirits to power, it’ll be here. I know it.”

      “But how? It’s not like you or I have magic anymore.”

      “I don’t mean the spirit told me. Or even magic. I just know.”

      Cassinda let out a frustrated sound and stood, storming as she paced. “I just… I keep going back there. To that battle. And sitting here, doing nothing, makes me feel like…like…” She made a broad, frustrated gesture, her hand knocking into one of the shelves. It wobbled only slightly, drawing their attention, but it quickly stilled.

      “Be caref—”

      Ukrah cut herself off when a resounding thump sounded from the back of the room. “What…was that?”

      “I don’t know,” Cassinda said. “It was probably nothing.”

      “If it was nothing, then why does your face look like that?”

      “Because, knowing us, it’s probably not nothing.”

      Swallowing, Ukrah stood and walked toward the sound. Cassinda followed, and together, they crept toward where the thunk had come from.

      Ukrah wasn’t sure what she hoped for, whether she wanted it to be nothing or something. It definitely was something, she realized, when she saw an old book sitting in the middle of the floor between two shelves.

      It was even older than most of the other books. The cover was roughly-sewed hide, and the binding looked like a spine that had been lovingly painted in gold. Carefully, Ukrah approached it, then picked it up.

      “There’s no way that book should have fallen.”

      “I know.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Right. Alright then. So we don’t have magic anymore, but it’s clear that magic isn’t done with us.” Cassinda let out a breath. “Let’s read it, shall we?”

      “Assuming this isn’t some elaborate trap, yeah. Let’s go back to the table.”

      They did, arm pressed to arm like they were afraid that something would separate them. Together, they opened it, then started to flip through it.

      “Do you understand this?” Ukrah said. The words in it were not familiar, interspersed with shakily-drawn runes and diagrams.

      “Yeah, this is Old Baldaren. I don’t know much of it, but I recognize some of the runes.”

      “Did someone say Old Baldaren?”

      They both looked up to see that Myridepf was coming out of the hall, straightening her tunic. “We found a book.”

      “In Old Baldaren? That’s unusual. I thought we were still in the tomes from the formation of the three cities.”

      “We, uh, skipped some. Can you translate for us?”

      “Yes, of course.” She crossed over to them, smile on her face. That grin quickly faded as her eyes flicked over the words. “Oh, this isn’t from Baeldred.”

      Cassinda started. “But I’m sure—”

      “No, you misunderstand what I meant. It’s in Old Baeldred, but it’s a scholar’s translation of a religious text. From…from the marshes of the forbidden lands, it looks.” She made a soft, intrigued sound. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like this.” Her fingers slid down the page. “This is about the formation of the world.”

      “What?” Ukrah had heard so many things, from how the Three had built it from hand to that it was already in the works when the old spirits formed themselves, but never anything definitive. Never anything she could believe without a doubt was true. “What does it say?”

      “It… It’s not very clear. From what I can tell, it says that our realm is just one of an uncountable number that exist, more than what exist in the stars. Some of them are impossibly different, some of them just alike.” She turned the page. “It doesn’t say what made these realms, or how they’re connected. It just lists different theories. Just energy drawn into each other. The breath of the ultimate deity. An explosion that came from nothing and made everything. Oh, this one said they were all born from the broken heart of the void.”

      “The broken heart of the…” Cassinda breathed. “What is that?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never heard of it, to be frank.” She turned another page. “Oh, this is talking about the birth of the old spirits. M’baya taught me some of this. It says that there was too much energy, our world simmering with all the magic of new creation but with no way to channel it. It was all turmoil and fire, with portions of the world exploding, then crumbling away, then reforming every moment of every day.”

      Another page turn and they were looking at a drawing that crossed both sides of the parchment. Instantly, Ukrah recognized it, as if she was there when whoever it was had translated the book.

      “I know this,” she heard herself say.

      “What? You do?”

      Ukrah nodded. “I’ve dreamed about it. A lot.”

      She paused, looking the desert girl over. “Oh really? And what happens in those dreams?”

      Ukrah told her, explaining how the world was on fire, of how Eist was there occasionally. How the other spirits had been calling to her, begging her to find them. And how when she couldn’t, everything would destroy itself.

      “So you’ve been dreaming about the beginning of the world…” the woman murmured, looking at the book. But then she let out a sharp gasp and jumped. “Or the end of it. Both, at the same time. Oh! Oh!”

      Abruptly, she was running down a different path of shelves, riffling through scrolls before pulling out an especially-yellowed one and bringing it over. Spreading it out, and then another right beside it, she pointed to another writing that Ukrah couldn’t read.

      “These are some of the oldest papers we were ever able to find from the true north, where those pushed out to the waters by the Blight tried to record everything they possibly could in case they were truly destroyed.”

      “Can you read it?”

      “Yeah. After being alive for over a century, you pick up some languages. You see, this scroll talks about the north’s beliefs of circles.”

      “Of circles?” Cassinda asked. “I wasn’t aware that was something that needed to be believed in. Are there people who deny that circles exist in the north?”

      “No, not quite like that. Their religion, if you could call it that. It might be more of, uh…philosophy? Science? Law of magic? It’s hard to say, but in any case, they teach that a circle is the holiest shape, and everything relates back to it. That’s why most summoning and warding spells are all circles. Why many of the most powerful runes are round as well.”

      “What does this have to do with the book? Or Ukrah’s dreams?”

      “Well, you see, their teachings are that everything is a circle, including our lives, including time. So although we experience time in a direct sequence, one event right after the other, it’s actually nothing like that at all. Rather it’s a circle of experiences, all on top of each other, constantly repeating itself over and over again.

      “To them, the end of the world is the beginning of the world. One in the same. And your dream… Your dream reminded me of that.” Her finger went to the middle of the scroll, where there was indeed an ornate series of circles all arranged within each other and intersecting with complicated lettering that most definitely wasn’t Common or Ukrah’s native tongue. “This is supposed to be the symbol to represent how all of life both started and ended.”

      “I… I don’t understand.”

      “It’s not just a symbol, it’s a spell. I don’t think they knew it at the time, but this is an invocation if I ever saw one. All we need to do is find out what guardian this Tayir was, and we can end him just as he began.” She paused, her brow furrowing even further. “In fact, if you did that and it worked, I think you could shift it again and rebirth the old spirits themselves.”

      “Really?” Ukrah asked, hope blooming in her chest. “You think so?”

      “I do.” She started rapidly flipping through the other book with her left hand, using both of them at the same time. Ukrah didn’t think she had ever seen someone do that. “It has to be in here. This is all about them.” The rate at which she pored through it, her eyes flitting over each bit of parchment, was faster than even Eist. No wonder the god-woman had been able to rush through so many books during their short research stint before.

      Both of them waited in rapt silence, watching her, only to be disappointed when she let out a sharp breath at the end, swearing in a language that Ukrah didn’t know but didn’t need to translate to realize it was a curse. “This cuts off right before the guardians. Take me to where you found it. There has to be another.”

      They practically ran over, all of them grabbing any books that looked similar. There weren’t any with the same golden binding and rough hide, but she hoped they might find something useful anyways. By the time Eist and Pravik returned with full trays, the three of them were frantically searching each tome they’d pulled from the shelf.

      “Did something happen here?” Eist said, and Ukrah could hear the caution in her tone.

      “We think we’ve found a possible sealing spell for your Tayir fellow,” Lady W’allenhaus said without looking up. “We just need to find out which guardian he is and how he was formed.”

      “Wait, what? Really?” Eist set the tray down and rushed to her mother’s side. “Is this the sealing spell?”

      “Yes. It’s supposed to represent the circular nature of time, but it’s a spell that brings things to both their end and their beginning. A little tweaking, and it would return him to how he was before he was formed, and from there, it would be easy enough to banish his…uh, energy, I suppose you would call it…from our realm. We think the same type of spell could be used for you to do that ritual you all say he knows and you don’t. Restore the balance and all that.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Eist said, a truly genuine smile crossing her features. “Here, hand a book over. Father, you want one?”

      “Of course.”

      Then they were all bent over the table, searching for some clue. There had to be some legend, some detail, that would tip them off as to who Tayir was.

      “I found it!” Ukrah said, nearly wrenching her back as she suddenly stood up straight. The response was almost instantaneous, with the rest of her group rushing beside her. “This is another rough translation of an old record by someone, but it says that there was once a guardian who grew tired of protecting the people it was sent to shepherd and tried to claim power for itself.”

      “That certainly sounds familiar,” Eist grumbled.

      Ukrah just nodded, continuing, “It does say that they were punished and banished to a sort of… I, uh… I don’t really understand this. A…in-between place? And that they would remain there for eternity, or until the old spirits changed their mind.”

      “Why would the old spirits change their mind?” Cassinda asked. “If this is Tayir, why would they let him out?”

      But Ukrah understood instantly.

      “It was because he was already formed.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I remember something he said when I first escaped. The world had been so starved of magic for so long, most of the guardians faded into nothingness and wouldn’t arise again until they were needed.

      “When I was awakened, there were only two vessels and they had a guardian with them. Summoning one from nothingness must have been an incredible strain on those two. So, when I was dying at the stake, the unawakened old spirit within me scrambled for the first thing it could find. And that was a still-awake guardian that just happened to be in a bit of a prison.” For a moment, Ukrah felt accomplished at putting the pieces together, but then the reality of what she said hit her.

      “Ancestors… I caused all this. I’m the one who set him free.”

      She must have blanked out for a moment, because the next thing she knew, she was already inside of a warm, strong hug.

      “No, it wasn’t your fault, Ukrah.” It was Eist’s voice in her ear, sure and strong. “The spirit within you that you had no control over summoned it. You didn’t even know what a guardian was.”

      She was right, in a way, but that didn’t stop Ukrah’s mind from zooming off in an entirely different direction. She hadn’t just killed her village; she’d killed everyone. Of course, she hadn’t known it at the time, there was no way she could, and yet that was the truth. Whatever she had done that let the village’s matriarch know that she had dragon’s blood within her, that she was magic, was what had doomed all her circle to their deaths.

      If she’d just been a little smarter, a little more observant, maybe she could have masked herself enough so that she hadn’t been dragged out of her tent in the middle of the night. Then she wouldn’t have been facing certain death. And her spirit wouldn’t have had to scramble to latch onto something to help her awaken and let it do what it so wanted to do. Tayir would still be in his prison.

      “Ukrah,” Cassinda murmured.

      “Don’t,” the desert girl said flatly. “You almost died too, and you didn’t summon an ancient, locked-away entity.”

      “I…” The redhead shook her head, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Enough. Yeah, this is sad, and I’m sure you can heap it on top of that lovely savior complex that seems to come with your spirit, but we need to focus. Does this book say his name? Does it tell us who he is?”

      For some reason, that worked for her. She was wasting time lamenting over what was said and done instead of what they needed to do. How selfish. “Yes. It does. Tayir, our once-feathered friend, is Kanlo’a, guardian of sailors of the coast and a guide to water in the desert.”

      “Then we have it,” Cassinda said. “So we do the spells and we defeat him!”

      “It’s not actually that easy,” Eist cut in. “We have the information, yes, but it won’t do us any good right now. There are no old spirits right now, and he’s locked away in limbo. We have to get back to our time in order for this to work.”

      “But Dille won’t call us back to our time until she has a way to defeat him,” Ukrah pointed out, her heart sinking. She’d been so caught up in finding the information that she’d forgotten about what came after. “And if you had no idea about this place, then I doubt she does.” She looked to the lord and lady. “Is there anywhere else she could find this information?”

      “That’s impossible to know for certain,” Myridepf answered. “But it seems very unlikely.”

      “What do we do then?” Cassinda asked. “This can’t be it. This can’t be the hurdle that gets us. We have the information. We just need to get it to her.”

      “We could tell Elspeth,” Pravik offered. “Have her tell Dille what is happening.”

      “No, you can’t risk her partner finding out. Or anyone else for that matter,” Eist said. “I memorized the spell… Do you think, with our magic combined, that we could send us back? I haven’t cast a spell myself in almost a decade, but it’s…it’s worth a shot, isn’t it? I’m not a spell-smith like Dille. I don’t really get the rules of magic for the most part because when I had magic, no one taught me how to use it and I just brute-forced everything until it worked.”

      “No wonder the All-Mother was so fond of you, even though she knew you would be her end.” Myridepf nodded, eyes full of love, and wow, if that wasn’t a heady expression. “If you believe that will work, then I trust you. What do you need?”

      Eist closed her eyes, seeming to take a long, steadying breath before replying. “Do you have a quill? It’s going to be a bit of a list.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Hit the Wall

          

        

      

    

    
      Ukrah had been in many strange situations in her life. Many that sounded impossible, made up, and like someone had jumbled too many words together in a sack and then pulled them out at random. But standing at the edge of a spell circle, her dragon’s enchanted lead wrapped around her wrist, one of her hands gripping one of Cassinda’s and the other gripping the original Lady Myridepf of W’allenhaus’s while her daughter, the god-woman herself, began to chant so that they could get back to their time and inform Dille of where the vital information was hidden, definitely had to be the strangest of them all.

      After so many days trapped in that hidden alcove of ancient knowledge, getting everything that Eist needed didn’t take that long. And after a very short sleep, they cleared room in the suite and finished the preparations rather quickly.

      Of course, there had been the good-byes then. Those were bittersweet, and Ukrah still didn’t know how to feel about it. She had never had much of an emotional attachment to the legend of the W’allenhauses. She respected them, admired them, but they were legends—not real people. But meeting them, having them call her their granddaughter, the way they looked at her with pride and affection like they’d know her for an age… It was something she could have gotten used to. How different would her life have been if they had lived and been able to know her from when she first came to the civilized lands?

      She couldn’t imagine it.

      And that was why the thought that she would never, ever see them again made her feel unsettled and raw again. Like she was losing something she’d never known she wanted.

      As for Eist, it was the last time she would ever see her parents alive. Although they would have almost nine blessed years with her after a couple more centuries of waiting, the god-woman had already experienced that. They were approaching each other from reverse timelines, and Ukrah couldn’t imagine the bizarre sort of heartbreak from it.

      One chapter closing, another waiting to continue, stories intersecting on paths traveling apart from each other.

      “Are we ready?” Eist asked.

      Would they ever be? Ukrah couldn’t imagine that there was something that could properly prepare them for being flung back into the heart of their own danger, or for leaving the possibility of a warm, hopeful life with Eist’s parents. So, she just nodded, tightening her grip on both of the hands intertwined with hers.

      “Alright, I’m going to begin. I’m going to… I’m going to…”

      “Just take another moment. You can do this,” her mother assured, voice still warm. “We all know you can.”

      “Right. I’ve done it before, when I was still a child. I can do this now. Everyone close your eyes. Cassinda, Ukrah, try to feel the beat of the magic through the circle and go with it. It’s going to be very different from before.”

      Of course, Ukrah’s eyes were already closed, but she let out a small sound of agreement. There was another pause, but she had the good sense to wait for the god-woman to start speaking. And she did, her words familiar, yet sounding strange in her voice instead of Dille’s.

      The magic did indeed start to pour out, sliding along the floor and following the path of the runes and lines. And it was indeed different than before. Instead of a warm, welcoming thrum, almost hypnotic, it was instead a sort of pulse with deep pauses between it. Almost as if it was a heartbeat.

      And maybe it was a heartbeat. The slow and waning thump from a trio of deities whose powers were running out. But the magic spread nonetheless, thick and syrupy below her feet. There was something greedy about it, clinging to her feet and trying to soak up into her, but the white lines of the spell circle kept it at bay.

      It felt a bit unnatural, but she relaxed, letting her energy spread over it. Except…she had precious little energy to give. Barely even a drop. But she hoped that it would be enough—that Eist really only needed a bit of them to guide her spell and not power it.

      But then the magic started to pick up, and that rushing feeling returned to her. Eist’s words grew louder and louder until suddenly, everything snapped, and they were rushing back into that colorful, tumultuous void.

      Ukrah braced herself, although there was nothing to brace against, but almost as soon as it happened, they were violently thrown right back to the ground.

      They couldn’t have traveled that fast, and when Ukrah pushed herself off the ground, she saw Pravik and Myridepf helping the others up.

      “What happened?” she groaned, pushing herself up to her feet.

      “There was a wall…” Eist answered, sounding equally pained. “I couldn’t get past any time after I devoured the Three.”

      “How is that possible?” her mother asked, brows drawn up again in concern.

      “I don’t know. Is it possible that Tayir…warded it somehow?”

      “Can he do that?” Ukrah asked. “Is he really that powerful?”

      “He does have the power of two old spirits within him as well as everything that comes from being a guardian, which we actually know very little about.”

      “Then how do we get the information to Dille?” Cassinda asked, her tone bordering on hysterical. “We can’t be beaten this easily.”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t expect him to be able to do this. And I don’t even know if he is purposefully doing this, or if it’s a side effect of me having the Three and the Blight back in me.”

      “You mean…”

      Eist swallowed, nodding. “It was one thing, me coming back here with no magic. But it’s a very different thing to try to send me back with everything back inside of me.”

      “We’re not leaving you behind.”

      “You will do what you have to. Even…even if it means I have to leave everything behind.”

      “But what about your daughter?” Ukrah argued. “You told me one of your greatest fears was leaving her alone like you were left alone.”

      “One of my greatest fears, but I’m far more terrified of her dying a terrible death. And if this is what it takes for that not to happen, then it’s worth it.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Cassinda argued. “You think we could defeat him without you?”

      “Yes. I’m not a vessel. In our time, I’m not even a witch anymore. I’m barely useful. And if it gets the two of you back to Dille, it’s worth it.”

      “Eist…” Lady W’allenhaus murmured.

      But Ukrah’s mind was spinning. That couldn’t be. Leaving the god-woman behind? Eist may have said that she was useless, but there were so many times she had been vital in battle. Not just in Ukrah’s life but in so many others. If it came down to a final rumble with Tayir, she wanted both Eist and Fior there.

      Besides, Ukrah felt that she owed it to Yacristjian, who was still so young and had a whole future with her mother left ahead of her.

      But the information had to get to Dille. It had to. They couldn’t wait and hope that she would be able to find it out on her own, only for decades or even more to pass. Or for her to be killed and never find out at all. There was too much riding on it.

      How could they get the information to Dille if they couldn’t go back, though? Their only path was cut off, whether on purpose or by—

      Wait.

      “We already answered this,” Ukrah said, realization washing over her like a refreshing rush of water.

      That disrupted the growing tension, and Ukrah felt all of the eyes in the room on her. “Come again?” Eist asked, eyebrows arched.

      “This whole plan is based on this ‘everything is a circle’ thing, right? Well, if the beginning is the same as the end, then if we can’t go forward, we go back.”

      “I’m not following,” Cassinda said, staring at Ukrah like she had a second head.

      “Dille is supposed to have lived in multiple times, right? I’ve heard mention of at least three different lives and her issues with separating them. So if we can’t go in a straight line to where she is in time now, then we go back to the older her. The very first one, back before the Three, back before the old spirits resigned themselves.”

      Eist’s eyes went wide, a broad grin quickly growing across her features. “That’s it. By the ancestors, that’s it!” She let out a laugh then grabbed both of their hands, bringing them back to the circle with their dragons. “I know where to send us.”

      “Don’t we need to change the circle?”

      Eist shook her head. “No, just the words and the channeling, but you can leave that to me.”

      “You’re going to see M’baya then?” Myridepf asked. “Before she was even M’baya?”

      “Technically, it’s after she was M’baya, then halfway through her being Dille.” The woman shot her daughter a look, but Eist just shrugged. “It’s complicated.”

      “Yes, as these things often are. Let’s try again then.”

      This time, there was no hesitation, no uncertainty. Eist seemed emboldened by the new plan, and before Ukrah knew it, she was saying newer words, although the desert girl still couldn’t recognize them very well.

      Unlike the previous attempt, the magic wasn’t slow or thick or syrupy. Instead, it started to rush out by the second invocation, flooding the room like a tidal wave. Ukrah felt like she was practically toppled over by it and was surprised when she still felt her hands tightly gripped by the others.

      All too quickly, everything was rushing around her, trying to wrest her from the ground with a vengeance. And then, just when it all seemed too much, reality snapped away again and she was back in the void.

      Hopefully, this time wouldn’t have any surprise obstacles.
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      The time hurtling through the void seemed to be an age. Ukrah played through her entire life once, twice, three times, and then lost count. She visited her favorite memories even more than that, playing her first nameday with Crispin, and the time when he had broken one of his toes accidentally when sneaking into the larder late one night during the summer after she’d been expelled from the academy. She thought of how he had once baked a cake for her in the middle of the night when she’d gotten her first monthly bleed, and how he’d boiled water to put in a skin to rest against her abdomen.

      She recalled the strength of Helena’s kindness, how she was unrelenting in her warmth. She recalled the smitten way that Athar would look at Eist or his daughter, his cheeks flushed from way up where he was standing. She recalled all of the good things, letting the bad sort of fade away to pull out less often.

      When she finally was thrown out of the spinning, rushing colors of the nothingness between time, she felt as if she had aged a millennia, and that feeling only increased that much more when she slammed into an onyx back that could only belong to a black dragon.

      Her black dragon.

      “Voirdr?” she murmured, sitting up and rubbing her head. Her vision took several moments to focus, her eyes struggling to track beyond the patch of pitch-black scales right below her, but she would recognize his responding chortle anywhere. “You got big.”

      That was an understatement if there ever was one. Voirdr had gone from being slightly larger than a horse with a long jaw and thick tail to being bigger than Fior. All of his red was gone, leaving him as dark as the night sky, his darkest of scales reflecting a sort of iridescent luster.

      He was beautiful, and he was just how she had dreamt of him. But how had that happened? He had been so much smaller a few moments earlier.

      “You know, I have been wondering if I would ever receive visitors, but I don’t think this is quite the best place for it.”

      The voice was familiar, but younger, softer. Looking around the suddenly quite-thick neck of her dragon, Ukrah’s vision focused enough to see a dark-skinned woman with her hair in long, intricate braids that were swept up atop her head like an immaculate crown.

      “Dille!” Eist exclaimed, already on her feet and rushing forward. But she was intercepted, however, as a stream of metallic color burst through the doors and physically tackled her. Of course, Fior reacted instantly, jumping at the attacker so that they both rolled across the floor, sending scrolls flying and breaking a desk in two as they tussled.

      They slammed into a wall, knocking over a bookcase as they both fought their way to their feet. Finally, having slowed down enough to get a good look at them, Ukrah realized that she was looking at two brindled dragons.

      No, not just two brindled dragons. Two Fiors.

      “What in the name of…” Ukrah trailed off, gaping openly at the pair. Sure, one looked a bit smaller, a bit younger, but otherwise, they were completely identical. The exact same brindled dragon occupying the same time.

      The pair seemed to notice it a beat after all of the humans, drawing up short and staring at each other with as much shock as Ukrah felt. They were still for several long, long breaths before they slowly began to circle each other.

      “Fior…” both young-Dille and Eist said at the same time, and that seemed to snap them out of it. Suddenly, they both let out a happy bark and lunged at each other once more, this time playfully, rolling across the floor and knocking over more furniture. When they came to a stop again, they danced around each other, playing like puppies. It would have been absolutely adorable, awe-inspiring even, if they hadn’t very clearly wrecked the room they were in.

      Voirdr let out a whine, as if hurt he was being left out of the play, but Ukrah just soothed him and slid to the ground, proud that she wobbled only slightly once her feet hit.

      “Hello,” Eist said, finally addressing her friend fully. Ukrah couldn’t blame her for being a little thrown. The desert girl had no idea why Fior was with her so far in the past, but she guessed that it had something to do with that time she’d been told he went through a portal he wasn’t supposed to. “Long time no see.”

      The young woman looked over Eist with her intensely-dark eyes, roving over her face and every other inch of her. “You’re my friend,” she murmured finally, her tone certain. “From the time both before and after.”

      “Yeah.” The god-woman heaved a sigh of relief. “It’s me. Eist. Last we saw each other, you two were sucked into that portal Valatos made.”

      The woman’s face pinched, as if she was trying to remember. “I… I think I remember that. It’s…been a very long time.”

      “Has it? Not that long for me. Little over a decade, maybe.”

      Dille nodded. “I see.” She approached Eist slowly, still searching over every bit of her. The tension in the room started to rise, amped up that much more by each moment of quiet and each step forward. Finally, Dille stopped short of her friend, staring down at her face. “I… I think you got old.”

      And there it was. The tension snapped as Eist let out a sharp bark of laughter. “Old? I’m not even in my thirtieth year. And how are you still a youngling if you’ve been here for so long?”

      “I…haven’t. I don’t think? A couple of years at most. But I was…between places for a very long time. That’s how Fior grew, but I didn’t. I still don’t understand that part.” She shook her head. “Have you come to take me home?”

      At that, Eist frowned, the levity in her expression falling away. “Uh, no. You come back at the perfect time and end up saving my hide. To me, it was a few moments later, but to you, well, you never could quite express how long you were here. But I got the impression it was a very, very long time.”

      “…I see. Well, I suppose I am glad you are here then.” The woman nodded and took a few more steps toward the door, walking over the debris from the brindled dragons like they weren’t even there. “Why are you here? If not to bring me home?”

      “That, actually, is a bit of a long story. Do you have somewhere safe to sit and talk?”
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      Once more, Ukrah found herself sitting at a table across from someone she never should have been able to meet. It was uncanny, to say the least, and she had no idea what to think of it.

      But young Dille wasn’t anything like Ukrah expected. She lacked the hard edges of the Governess of Rothaiche M’or. She was rail thin and looked like a strong breeze would blow her over. Even her hair was different, not worn in the beautiful, thick mane of tight curls that Ukrah had always known her for. She was almost a different person entirely.

      But the more they talked, the more Eist explained, the more Ukrah could see that bright flash of understanding in the young witch’s eyes. It was like she was slowly waking up from a daze, although her memory seemed spotty at best.

      “So, all you need me to do is remember where these archives are?”

      “Yes,” Eist said, heaving a sigh of relief when it was all said and done. It had been one lengthy explanation.

      “Well, that is simple. But are you not concerned that I will try to stop the other things you’ve told me and put you into another situation all together?”

      “No,” Eist said simply. “Because you’re not going to remember.”

      Her dark brows furrowed, her lips pushing out. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a source of eternal frustration for you, having centuries worth of life here and not being able to remember more than flashes. If I rely on just telling you now, you’re never going to find the hidden archives my parents made.”

      Ukrah didn’t miss how the young woman’s hands squeezed the tankard in her hands. “Then why come here to tell me at all?”

      Yes, Ukrah very much wanted to know that part, and why the god-woman had never mentioned that before. If Dille couldn’t remember, what was the point of the entire flinging them so far back into the past that the very first dragon riders were just being named?

      “Because I wanted your consent to place a spell on you as well as your help to make it work.”

      Dille licked her lips, leaning forward in interest. “A spell?”

      “Yes, think of it as a sort of…human reliquary we make inside of you, one that will only open under specific circumstances, circumstances that we decide so that future-you will get the information exactly when we need it.”

      “And how do you plan on communicating your message?”

      “A dream, perhaps, or even a vision when she’s scrying? Or maybe just a bit of psychography as she’s taking notes or reading? Whatever would work.”

      “I think… I think we could bury it in my subconscious. But it would take a specific word or trigger for her—I mean, me—to remember it.”

      “And how do we make sure that someone says that exactly when we need it? None of us can return to our time because of the wards that Tayir has put up, and anything too general will have the reliquary opening too soon, and since that certainly hasn’t happened in our experience, we could possibly make it impossible for us to return by altering the timeline too much.”

      “I think that I actually have the answer for this,” Cassinda said, leaning forward just as Dille had.

      “Oh?” Eist questioned.

      “Yeah. The very last thing that was said was ‘so mote it be’.” Her bright eyes slid over to Ukrah, crinkling at the corners. “I listen to you more than you think.”

      Ukrah let out a rush of air. “Can we make me saying that the trigger for it? That will have her remember everything?”

      Dille nodded. “It is…complicated magic, but it should be doable enough. I have been studying the mind, mostly to try to keep my memories that I seem to lose more and more of. I haven’t been that successful, but planting something so specific so deeply shouldn’t be an issue.” The woman cocked her head to the side, her eyebrows drawing up again. “Where is Yacrist?” she murmured finally. “And Eth… Afte… Athar?”

      Ukrah’s heart skipped a beat. but Eist managed to weather the question with only a tight press of her lips. “Don’t worry. You’ll see them soon enough, and everything will be fine.”

      Dille was quiet a moment, staring at her friend. “Almost no memories left, and yet I still recall that you always were a terrible liar.”

      “Hey, I got people to think I was a regular hearing person for years, didn’t I?”

      “Did you? I don’t recall.” But something about the young woman’s tone was faux-haughty enough to break the serious moment. Eist clicked her tongue, nudging her younger friend’s arm.

      “I missed the sassier part of you,” she said, standing. “Now, where is it that you figure out your spell things? M’baya had her own spell room. You used to have almost a whole castle. So where—”

      “A whole castle?”

      Oh, right. While Eist’s parents were relatively unsurprised by the future, having traded their lives and souls for that knowledge, Dille had no such intuition.

      “Uh… Just forget I said that. It’s not important.”

      “Since when is a castle not important?”

      “Let’s just figure out the spell that can give the future-you the knowledge she needs and worry about the rest later.”

      “You’re only saying that because you know I’ll forget.”

      “Yup. Absolutely.”

      Dille laughed, a loud and unfettered sound, throwing her head back with her white teeth flashing. It was so joyous, so different from anything that Ukrah had ever heard from the woman, that she found herself staring again. That was probably rude, but she couldn’t quite help it.

      “I think I missed you. Well, come along. I might as well enjoy your company while I remember who you are.”
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      “Dille, I have a question?”

      “Yes?” she murmured, looking up from where she was combining things into a boiling pot.

      “You’re older.”

      “Pardon?”

      “You’re not as old as you should be, but you’re older than when you came back and saved me. By at least a couple years.”

      “Perhaps you’re just misremembering.”

      Ukrah paused in her playing with Voirdr, her eyes sliding to the two women as they bent over their work. It had been a solid week of trying to do their spell in the ancient castle that they were in, and they didn’t seem to be that much farther for the effort.

      “That’s what I thought at first. But the longer I’m around you, the more I realize you’re older.” She paused, and Ukrah could feel her apprehension rising. “You’re missing a scar too. On your hand from when I accidentally rapped you on the hand in sparring and split your knuckle. It probably would have healed alright, but then Yacrist accidentally closed a door on it and you were too busy studying to go to the healers to have them re-stitch it. And there’s a burn scar from your inner elbow that’s missing, from when you flew through a group of abominations and one managed to live long enough to scratch you while you were on fire.”

      “I…”

      “You’re Dille, I know. But you’re not my Dille. You’re not M’baya. So, who are you?”

      At this point, Cassinda stopped her sword practice and came up alongside Ukrah. Voirdr pressed into their backs and whined about his sudden lack of attention. Although he had grown a good bit through the portal, it was clear that some parts of him had never changed.

      “I… I don’t know.” Dille said finally, crossing to a chair and slumping into it. She held her head in hear hands, looking so defeated that Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder if it was a trick. “There’s so much time in my head and it’s hard to keep it all straight. I remember flashes, images of what was, what will be, what is right now, all from different eyes that are still all my own. I can’t… I can’t keep it straight. I know you. But I’ve never seen you. I have your dragon because I woke up once and he was beside me, trying to wake me up.

      “If I’m not your Dille, the girl who went through the portal, then I don’t know who I am.”

      “Where did you awaken?”

      “I… I don’t know. It was someplace very far away. On the edge of the world, even. Just me and him, all alone in a stone outpost with nothing in it but papers and quills.”

      Wait… A stone outpost at the edge of the world?

      Ukrah had heard of that before. Where had she heard that before? It seemed far more important than it had any right to.

      Then it came to her. Lystri. The old witch who had taught them everything then disappeared. But that couldn’t… But Dille was…

      “How long were you at this place?” she asked, approaching the two. If Eist was annoyed by her interruption, she certainly didn’t say as much. “This outpost at the edge of the continent?”

      “I don’t know. It seemed like a lifetime. Maybe it was.”

      “And were you alone the whole time?”

      “Uh, no. There were… There were a couple of young women around the time that Fior left me.”

      “Fior left you?” Eist asked sharply.

      But not-Dille just nodded calmly. “He had some things to do. But he returned to me later, as he always has. He was…much older than he is now, however.” She frowned. “That’s not right. People aren’t supposed to be older before they’re younger.”

      “No, they’re not,” Ukrah agreed, her mind spinning. But before she could put all the pieces together, before she could figure out what it all meant, she felt a vicious tug at her center, stealing her breath and words all in one moment. “What was—”

      Another jerk, this one so hard that she was knocked to her knees. A blurry look up revealed Eist was gripping the table, her face covered in sweat, and Cassinda was already on the floor.

      “Oh,” not-Dille murmured idly. “Our spell must have worked. Your version of me is calling you back.”

      “But…we didn’t even finish it,” Eist gasped before collapsing on the ground too.

      “It seems we did. Time is a fickle thing, after all.”

      And that was the last thing Ukrah heard before she was yanked right back into the void, thrown through the melting, blinding colors once again.

      She hoped when they came out the other side that it would be Dille waiting for them, and not something worse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  







            Circle of Time

          

          



      

    

    






Rise of the Black Dragon, Book 9

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Back Again and Worse for Wear

          

        

      

    

    
      Colors swirled, tighter and tighter, practically wringing Ukrah like a rag until she was roughly shot out the other side. She slammed into the ground, bouncing several times as she tried to curl into a ball and protect her head.

      When she slid to a stop, the whole world seemed to still spin around her. It wasn’t the most pleasant sensation, and she found herself rolling over quickly to make sure she didn’t mess herself as she vomited.

      It wasn’t pretty, and it certainly wasn’t quiet, but thankfully it didn’t last long. As she laid there, breathing hard, she heard similar sounds coming from her two travel partners.

      “It shouldn’t have been that rough,” Eist grumbled from behind her, the god-woman’s throat sounding raw and strained.

      “Guess Tayir really did have a good shield up,” Cassinda groaned, and Ukrah was pretty sure she could hear the redhead sitting up. Ambitious. “Or that the world really doesn’t like time travel right now.”

      “Six of one, half-dozen of the other,” Ukrah wheezed, pushing herself up as well. It took a couple minutes, but she managed to get her bearings as she sat on her own behind. “What now?”

      “Water,” Eist rasped. “Then we find out where we are and— Where are our dragons?!”

      Ukrah blinked. She hadn’t even realized her mount wasn’t around. Sure, she was dizzy, and her head was spinning, but that was no excuse!

      Panic flooded her, but before she could say anything, a portal opened above her head and two shapes came tumbling out, wings flailing until they managed to catch themselves and soar higher into the air.

      Oh.

      “There they are,” Eist breathed, shakily getting to her feet. Ukrah followed her, her eyes locked on Voirdr.

      “Um, I realize I’m still a bit affected,” Cassinda murmured, stumbling but managing to stand as well, “but is your guy, uh, bigger?”

      “A lot bigger.”

      The two came swirling down, and Eist let out a sharp breath. “Fior is too.”

      The pair landed in front of them, both bounding over to their prospective riders, and sure enough, they both were bigger. Fior’s slender frame had filled out, and his broad, shovel-like head was wider. His wings were bigger, and his tail looked even longer, his scales shining along the wagging extension.

      But Voirdr, her not-so-little guy, was almost a different dragon. He had doubled in size, all of his red scales gone to be replaced with cool onyx. When sunlight hit a scale directly, it flashed in iridescent, slick colors, and she wanted to run her hand along his muscled, expanded side.

      Except she didn’t get to do much before his tongue laved at her, rough and wet and half as long as her body. It smelled something terrible, but she laughed and hugged his head. Well, tried to hug. Her arms weren’t long enough to get entirely around his muzzle, but that didn’t matter as she laid her head against his snoot.

      “What even happened?” she asked, cracking one eye open to look at Eist. It was about all she was willing to risk, considering she still had dragon drool all over her face and that seemed like it would certainly sting.

      “They aged,” Eist breathed between kisses all over Fior’s head. Ukrah’s heart squeezed at the tender action. She didn’t have to guess what Eist would have done if she lost her husband and her lifelong dragon companion back to back. “It happened with Fior, long ago when he and Dille accidentally were taken into a portal. Apparently, he lived a whole life with her before he came back.”

      “And Dille came back the same?”

      “No, she was older too, in a way. Or at least different. But still Dille, if that makes sense.”

      “About as much sense as anything else in this situation,” Cassinda said with a sigh, walking around the lot of them. “This is just outright impressive. He looks almost full grown!”

      “No, he’s not,” Eist said. “I’m not an expert on black and white dragons, but they take centuries to fully mature. He’s basically towards the end of his second decade by my guess, if we’re comparing it to humans, that is.

      “And how long does that normally take?”

      “You’d have to ask Elspeth, but I think about sixty to seventy years. Maybe more.” The god-woman looked back to Fior. “I know that they’re not as slow as brindles, however. It’s supposed to take a century or two for them to reach their adult size. And even with two trips through those portals, I think my boy here only just now hit it.” She kissed the top of his head again. “You’re not gonna go ditch me to start a family of your own, now are you? I hear that the ladies do love a scar.”

      “Um…” Cassinda’s voice pulled Ukrah’s attention away from Voirdr. Slightly. He was just so big and pretty! “Looking around, I’m beginning to think that there might not be a whole lot of dragon ladies around.”

      “What do you mean…” Eist trailed off when she realized that while she and Ukrah were fawning over their boys, Cassinda had climbed a tree and was looking around.

      “Take a look for yourselves.”

      Foreboding building in her stomach, Ukrah climbed onto Voirdr’s back. She barely fit, her legs stretching to straddle the smooth spot between his back and shoulders. He’d been too small to ride before, and with the much larger Ethella she’d usually been perched in a saddle or laid out on the flat of the large dragon’s back.

      Voirdr made a happy noise and shot up, smooth as butter. It made her wonder how he was so used to his new body. To her, it seemed like he’d only been missing a few moments at max, but he didn’t appear to be surprised by his new body at all. No, in fact, he seemed to be quite used to it.

      Odd.

      Shaking her head, she put those thoughts aside for later. Maybe after she could meet up with Elspeth. At the moment, she needed to see why Cassinda looked even paler than usual, which honestly was a feat for the elfin-featured girl.

      For the first time, Ukrah looked past her now very large boy and saw where they had been spat out. They were in a deep sort of gully, with jagged shale walls stretching maybe ten or so feet upward. There were only about two trees in the gulch with them, one of which Cassinda had shimmied up.

      A beat later, they were shooting out of the gap and Ukrah’s breath caught in her throat. Part of it was because of the sheer rush of truly riding her dragon for the first time. But the majority of it was because of everything she saw.

      It looked like they were in what might have been a forest, but at the moment, all she could see was burned ground and charred logs, and the occasional jagged stump standing in a pile of ash. Parts of the ground were cracked and jagged, like someone had not only sucked the water out of it but the very life itself.

      “Did… Did Tayir do all this?” she heard herself ask, stomach twisting within her. Even though she’d literally traversed through time because of him, it was hard to believe that her grumpy gull of a mentor was razing the world to ash.

      “It seems so,” Eist said, her lips pressed into a thin line. “If he’s going to recreate the whole world anyways, there’s no point in caring about preserving what’s here now.”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Any idea where we are?” Cassinda asked, reaching out from the tree. Ukrah didn’t even have to ask Voirdr. He shot down, nearly scraping the ground, then flipped himself in a large circle so that he came up under the other vessel. If Ukrah hadn’t been holding on with her thighs, she might have fallen right off, but as it were, Cassinda was able to drop behind her and then Voirdr shot forward to end up right next to Fior.

      “Huh, guess that he knows how to bank now,” the redhead remarked.

      But Ukrah could only nod, her eyes wide and her heart pounding. Voirdr had just pulled out a fairly artful move without a word of direction. He was used to his new body, that much was clear, but what did that mean?

      He craned his head back so that he was regarding her, albeit upside-down, and he wuffled at her. Blinking once or twice, Ukrah realized that he was looking for a sign of approval.

      “Did… Were you showing off?” she asked, feeling her lips quirk into a smile that didn’t really fit the situation. Another wuffle and then she knew she was grinning. “That was amazing, baby boy.”

      “I don’t think he’s much of a baby anymore,” Cassinda remarked from behind her.

      “He’s my baby,” Ukrah retorted, leaning forward to pat his neck.

      “As much as I appreciate and understand the sentiment…” Eist said, staring off into the distance. “I think we’re southeast of Rothaiche M’or, about the northern tip of the Margaidian border.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Salt in the air, you can smell it if you take a minute. And these stumps, from what I can tell, aren’t the right type of wood for up north. And if it were towards either of the forbidden lands, I trust you’d probably recognize it.” She shrugged, as if it were so simple. “So, process of elimination, most likely northern Margaidian border.”

      “Huh,” Cassinda said before managing to move along. Ukrah was still impressed, however, and mused that even after so many years of knowing each other, Eist still had secrets up her sleeves. “So, where are we going then? Home?”

      “The academy,” she said with a nod. “If Dille managed to escape from that last attack, then she would have moved to protect the academy.”

      “Alright,” Ukrah said, tightening her knees against Voirdr’s sides. “To the academy then.”
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      Despite the fact that she was truly flying on the back of her mount, Ukrah’s mood sank the further and further they went. Occasionally there were patches of green and some signs of life, but for the most part, their journey involved flying over destruction and desolation, misery practically spread out across the ground like water. It was awful. It was rage-inducing. But most of all, it made her feel so very…

      Guilty.

      If she had been smarter, faster, if she had been better, stronger… If she had been any number of things, then hundreds upon hundreds of people would still be alive. It was like her village, but so much worse, and the weight of it hung on her every thought.

      It was as if Cassinda could hear her darkened thoughts, her arms encircling Ukrah to squeeze slightly. “You couldn’t have known. None of us had any idea. It’s not your fault.”

      In a way, Ukrah knew that. She wasn’t the center of existence. She wasn’t the thing for which everything did or didn’t happen. But nonetheless, she felt…responsible. And that feeling was making her sick to her stomach.

      Spirit of justice? What justice? All she could see stretched out below her was pain and loss.

      The only bright point seemed to be that the further north they went, the less damage there was, until finally a full line of trees came into view. Ukrah heaved a breath that she hadn’t even known she’d been holding, her gaze flitting over to Eist.

      But the god-woman’s face showed no relief, her expression one of grim determination. Feeling like a moron, Ukrah realized that she still didn’t know if her baby was alright. If Mrs. Kaldonner was able to care for the wee thing or if Tayir had gone straight to her home to enact vengeance.

      “Do you want to stop by your manor to check?” Ukrah called over the rushing wind as they flew ever closer to their destination.

      Eist just shook her head, and that was when the desert girl realized her hair was no longer white, but still blond as it had turned back in the past. That seemed…strange. “No time. We need to get to the academy. I’m almost certain Tayir has to know we’re back.”

      “But what about—”

      Eist’s eyes flashed and Ukrah could see the pain in them even from where she was. “The academy. It’s our duty to the people.”

      Ukrah didn’t argue further, even though she wanted to. Surely after everything that Eist had been through, she could afford an act of selfishness.

      Then again, if Tayir could indeed sense them, what if he attacked while she was holding her daughter? What if her daughter was hidden somewhere safe and they would just be exposing her to danger? Ukrah swallowed hard at that and abruptly understood much of Eist’s hard shutdown of her suggestion. Too risky, too selfish, too dangerous.

      Besides, they could end up flying there only to find the academy was nothing more than ash. And although Ukrah had had a truly awful time within those walls, she didn’t want all of it to be destroyed. There were hundreds of innocent people there, especially considering that was where the refugee witches had been hiding ever since the grand attack on the palace.

      Worries flitted through her mind, one right after the other, until finally the walls of the academy loomed in the distance, just southeast of the capital like they had always been, tucked into the side of the mountains and dragon caves.

      “Thank the ancestors,” Cassinda breathed, and Ukrah could feel the slighter woman’s muscles relax against her back. She buried her face right between the desert girl’s shoulder blades and heaved a long, long sigh. “If we go in there and it’s overrun by some sort of cretin or monster, I will officially resign from life.”

      “Isn’t that just death?” Ukrah muttered back, her eyes hastily scanning the environment for any signs of battle. As far as she could tell, there was no smoke, no debris. Almost life as usual.

      Which was far more concerning than it had any right to be, considering what they’d seen as they’d flown over the ravaged countryside.

      “You know, doesn’t seem like that bad of a concept right now. I’d get to see a lot of old friends.”

      Ukrah knew that Cassinda was playing at joking, but there was too much truth in her tone. “Steady, friend. We have to live for them.”

      “Do we?” she murmured with a sigh.

      Ukrah twisted in her seat, disrupting Cassinda’s resting spot for her face. “Do I need to worry about you?”

      She heaved another long sigh, her eyes closing. When she opened them again, her face hardened into an intense expression. “No. I’m not gonna rest until we make sure Tayir is so defeated that the universe writes him out of existence.”

      Ukrah felt herself smirk at that. “And I thought Marcellin was the spirit of vengeance.”

      “Guess he’ll have to share.”

      “I see dragons in the yard,” Eist said, either unaware of or ignoring their conversation. “Let’s land.”

      Ukrah urged Voirdr to rush forward from their careful circling pattern and he happily did so, letting out a chirp that sounded like he always had, except about five times deeper and it rumbled right up Ukrah’s back. Oh, that would be fun to get used to.

      Assuming she was alive long enough to get used to anything.

      As they drew closer, a gong sounded and for a moment, Ukrah was sure there was about to be some dramatic battle. But instead of anything like that, it seemed to be a welcoming party that responded to the call. The white dragon, several brindles, and Dille’s remaining dragon all scrambled onto the roof of the council’s meeting place, craning their necks up and letting out mighty bellows.

      “Dille is here,” Eist practically whispered, barely audible as she tucked down into Fior’s back and let him race forward.

      As soon as they landed in the yard, their mounts surrounded by companions. Sleipffynor practically tackled Voirdr, and the two went tumbling across the courtyard like a couple of kids at play.

      Not even a few moments later, Elspeth, Fjorin—or whatever his name was—and Dille all came forward. The entire trio looked weary and haunted, but Ukrah was so glad to see them she didn’t object in the slightest as the two women enveloped her in hugs one right after the other.

      “You’re here,” Dille breathed, her hand on her chest. “I summoned you back, but then you didn’t arrive, and I was so sure that I had lost you.” She rushed forward and threw her arms around her best friend, holding her tightly. “Where did you land?”

      “Some gulch about a half-day’s flight from here, near northern Margaid, I think.”

      “Hmmm.” The governess let go but stayed close. “Perhaps some sort of…temporal shift? I know when it was just Fior and I that we ended up outside and high in the air, and that was with just the two of us. Maybe all the added being of the three of you plus two dragons exaggerated that shift.”

      “Perhaps. But I’m assuming we’re here because you got our message?”

      “Yes, I did, but I am very curious as to how you did that.”

      The god-woman nodded before her eyes swept over the rest of the group. “How long have we been gone?” Eist asked, her voice practically a croak. Ukrah craned her neck from Elspeth’s tight hold to see that the god-woman was holding back tears.

      “Just three days.”

      “And my baby?”

      “Well, she’s been whining about her ma being missing, but other than that, she’s alright.” Ukrah looked toward the voice to see a young woman that she didn’t know walking towards them. Sure enough, little Yacristjian was sitting right up in her arms—as upright as a toddler could—with chubby arms reaching excitedly for Eist.

      “Thank the spirits,” Eist breathed as she rushed forward.

      It was a touching reunion, it was, and it made Ukrah’s heart ache in a strange sort of way. Somewhere between immense relief and a bitter reminder of all that was lost, intense in its sting. But her attention went to the woman holding the child. She couldn’t have been much older than her, with dark brown hair and eyes. Ukrah didn’t think she recognized her, but she hadn’t been in class at the academy in a long, long while. Was she a witch, perchance?

      “And who are you?” she asked, maybe less politely than she could have, but who could blame her, considering everything that had happened?

      “Who, me?” The young woman looked surprised to be addressed. “Oh, I’m Faelynda. I’m one of the refugees staying here now.”

      “A witch then?”

      “No, uh, I’m from the other refugees.”

      Their gazes went to Dille and Elspeth, looking for answers. It was the leader of the council who spoke first, her tone layered with exhaustion.

      “After Dille and your other young charge escaped from Tayir’s attack and he realized that you were somehow gone, he went wild. Attacked most of the center of the continent without any sort of direction. Burned things, destroyed, sowed chaos wherever he went.”

      “He stole the magic,” Dille cut in, her tone flat as if she didn’t even have the energy for emotion. “Somehow he was able to harness all the magic that’s been flooding the realm and use it up for himself. Everything touching it died when he did that—plants, animals, humans, even dragons. Drained them to ash.”

      Ukrah swallowed hard, the image so easy to picture given what she had seen on her short journey.

      “And he hasn’t come here?” she asked, throat tight.

      “Not yet. I’m assuming that will change now.”

      “Almost certainly,” Eist said with more firmness in her voice than Ukrah would have been able to muster. They’d just gotten back, but it seemed like it was directly into the frying pan on the roaring hearth yet again. “Do we have any idea where he is?”

      “He’s gone to ground. We assume maybe in Baeldred.”

      Eist’s head snapped back to Dille. “Do you think he’s trying to absorb the magic from deeper within the ground?”

      “You mean like the heart of Baeldred? Probably.”

      Eist clicked her tongue. “First the Blight tries to blow it up, now our enemy wants to devour it. Remind me to seal that away properly sometime.”

      “You think you can do that to one of the pulse points of our world?”

      “You think I can’t?”

      There was an underlying sort of challenge in the god-woman’s tone, but to Ukrah’s great surprise, Dille ignored it to stride forward, catching her shorter friend’s face in her hands.

      “You’ve changed,” the governess said, a bit of wonder finally creeping into her voice. “No, not changed. Come back.”

      There it was, finally, the faintest hint of a smile. “What gave it away? The hair?”

      Dille’s eyes widened as she looked to the blond tresses, her fingers winding through them, deep umber against honeyed straw. “This…this changes things.”

      “Does it?”

      She nodded. “I can feel it in my bones.”

      There was a moment of intensity and connection between them, something that clearly was just for the two of them and the two of them alone. Ukrah almost felt like a voyeur, observing them as she was, but it was Elspeth who cleared her throat and broke their staring.

      They jerked apart, gazes swinging to the woman. “Perhaps we should get inside and begin planning how we will defend ourselves.” Her face grayed and the seriousness of the situation set in that much more. “If there is any way to defend ourselves at all.”

      That was certainly a somber note, and they all headed inside. Ukrah wasn’t sure what to expect once they entered the semi-familiar halls of her once-school, but it certainly wasn’t dozens and dozens of people. Some of them were laying on cots, seemingly resting, while others were sitting in small circles playing games. More seemed to be reading. Ukrah found herself stopping dead in her tracks, only remembering to continue when Cassinda ran into her back.

      “Like I said,” Faelynda said with a wan smile before bowing. “I’m part of the other refugees.” When she rose, she hurried off, disappearing down another corridor.

      “Is it like this all over the academy?” Eist asked. Ukrah couldn’t help but wonder the same.

      “No, most are in the dorm areas and lower levels. These folks are just here to get some sun and fresh air. It’s getting a bit crowded inside.”

      “And I trust all the riders have been called to roost?”

      “Yes, but they’ve given up most of their quarters and are staying in the caves with their dragons. All rooms have been given to either the refugees or the witchlets.”

      “And there are still folks staying in the hall?”

      “Yes. Many, many folks.”

      Eist let out a quiet whistle. “You know, I thought I’d seen the end of the world before, but I’m beginning to think we’re already so much worse.”

      “I think you might be right. With the Blight, we were at least able to drive it back a couple of times. But this beast that’s here now… He seems unstoppable.”

      “He might be,” Dille murmured. “He just might be.”

      Not what Ukrah had hoped to hear. Things grew increasingly glum, increasingly hopeless as they walked closer and closer to the council’s meeting room. It seemed the further they traveled into the academy, the more folks there were. And the more folks there were, the more injured there were.

      It started with just bruised and battered folks, like they had gotten into a bad fight but were otherwise alright. Sure, they all had that same haunted expression of people who had lost too much too quickly, but they had all their limbs.

      The same could not be said for those on the lower forms. They were burned. Missing arms. Missing eyes. Missing legs. Missing half of their faces. It was macabre and gory and all kinds of awful. The only good thing that could be said was that they all seem to have been treated or were being treated by the healers, sporting bandages and salves and whatever else they needed.

      But finally, when they did reach the doors, there was one point of brightness waiting for them.

      “Ukrah! Cassinda!”

      It was none other than Marcellin, rushing forward and enveloping them in a hug. It was a bit…squished, but Ukrah sank into it, nonetheless.

      “I was so afraid that I was never going to see you again and I’d be stuck saving the world.” He let go of them, looking each of them over with a broad grin. Ukrah did the same, noticing that he had a deep gash on his forehead that had been sewn up, and bandages around his hand. “I’m not really the hero type, so you have no idea how relieved I am.”

      “I dunno,” Cassinda said dryly. “I do remember a certain someone riding in on a fleet of brindles and saving all our lives.”

      “Yes, that does sound familiar,” Ukrah said with mock seriousness.

      “Huh, sounds like a tall tale, if you ask me,” the young man said with a wink before hugging them again. “Thank you,” he whispered more quietly before Elspeth cleared her throat again.

      “Shall we proceed?” she asked.

      Ukrah nodded, not sure of how much help she would be. She felt outmatched, outdone, and outclassed. She was just a little girl in a big world that was falling apart. She was supposed to save everyone? She couldn’t even save her family, and that knowledge was making her feel sicker and sicker with every passing moment.

      Not many riders were gathered, but Ukrah hoped that was because the call to assemble had just been sounded rather than that the few folks around her were all that had survived Tayir’s razing of the countryside. That thought was nearly too much to bear, so she shoved it away and resolved to wait before she let her mind get ahead of herself.

      Thankfully, a gentle hand on her shoulder stopped her from getting too lost in her thoughts. Looking to the person it was attached to, she saw Elspeth standing just beside her.

      “Walk the dais with me, will you?” she murmured quietly. “There are plenty who are still arriving.”

      Ukrah nodded, allowing the older woman to link arms with her and stroll away. There wasn’t an abundance of room within the walls of the meeting hall, but there was a walkway that led to an outer path that was basically a very long, extended balcony. Normally, it was just a place for dragons to rest and listen to the council fight amongst themselves over human politics.

      But as they headed out to the walkway, Ukrah saw that it was hardly occupied, and most of the dragons on it were smaller, metallic dragons all huddled together in the few canopied parts. It seemed that most of them were sleeping soundly, so she kept her footsteps light as she walked.

      “Voirdr has grown.”

      “Yes,” Ukrah answered simply, even though Elspeth’s words weren’t spoken as a question.

      “I thought we had more time.”

      “Don’t we always?”

      Elspeth let out an amused sound. “True enough. Should we survive this, there’s still so much I need to teach you. About the strategy of using your mount’s power, of the…the…connection you’re going to feel to every dragon, not just your own. And what it’s like to live longer than anyone else you know.” A truly weary expression crossed her face.

      “You’re just realizing I might not have that last problem, aren’t you?”

      Elspeth leveled a knowing look to Ukrah. “You see through me too easily already.”

      “Is that something that happens, with black and white dragon riders?”

      “It is. Which was part of why it was so impossible to think that the last one was capable of betraying me. You spend enough time together and you stop being one person so much as all four of us were different parts of a single entity. I thought Sleipffynor and I were doomed to be alone for the rest of our lives, punishment for failing our people. To think, I finally found you again just for the whole world to possibly slip through our fingers.”

      Ukrah’s chest both squeezed and rushed at the same time. She couldn’t explain the attachment she felt to Elspeth. They hardly knew each other, despite their years in contact. Sure, they spent time together, they trained, Elspeth even helped Ukrah teach Voirdr how to fly and listen to commands. But it wasn’t like Crispin or Cassinda or even the god-woman.

      And yet it was.

      “We have to hope and pray that our plan will work.”

      “Yes, Dille tells me that you somehow sent her something? Some sort of spell to seal him away with…himself? I’m not quite sure I understand the deeper magics of it.”

      “Something like that. It’s all a circle.” Ukrah was quiet for a long moment as they walked. “I lost Crispin.”

      Elspeth didn’t answer right away, the only sound around them being the gentle snores of the dragons. “I know, my dear. And I am so incredibly sorry. I know there was…a great deal of affection between you two.”

      “And Eist lost Athar.”

      “Yes.”

      “Ale’a’s gone too. Did her dragon ever return?”

      Elspeth shook her head. Ukrah wasn’t surprised. If there was ever a dragon that would refuse to live after its rider died, it was the great man-eating red mount of the warrior woman.

      “We lost Helena. Dille lost one of her dragons. I think one of her apprentices too. Maybe both.” Ukrah felt a flash of guilt that she couldn’t even really remember, her mind that scrambled from the fight and subsequent leaps through time.

      “Dille informed me of what happened. Truly, I know the pain is deep, but—”

      “I didn’t say it to receive comfort,” Ukrah murmured. “I said it because I don’t know if I want to keep living in a world where all that happened.” Elspeth stopped, frozen in her path, and Ukrah turned to face her. “You’ve lost everything, your other half even, but you’re still here. How did you do that? How can you do that?”

      The only thing keeping Ukrah functional at the moment was the thought that there were still people she needed to protect. She couldn’t truly be sad, she couldn’t mourn, until she made sure she gave her all defending them from Tayir.

      And if there was nothing left after that? Well, it didn’t seem like that bad of an option at the moment.

      “At first it was because I had to stop him—no, them. The Blight and my partner, my lover and his mount, the bonded dragon of my dragon. Trying to defeat them took everything I had, so there wasn’t any room to worry about how I felt.

      “Then there was the rebuilding, dealing with the fallout of losing over half of my riders and two of the greatest heroes of our time. So, I didn’t have time to feel then. In fact, I think it was only when Eist was just joining the academy that all of it hit me. I disappeared to my ‘missions’ for a year or two, but mostly, Sleipffynor and I hid in the mountains. I didn’t come back, not really, until things with the Blight began to ramp up again.” She heaved a long breath. “It’s been a quarter of a century and I feel like it happened yesterday. But I’m having to put it off again because the world won’t stop trying to end. Maybe I’ll never have time to truly digest it.” Her amethyst eyes slid to Ukrah. “Does that help at all?”

      “No. And yes. Thank you.” Another pause between them. Surely the meeting hall had to be filling. “Do you ever wish…”

      “Do I ever wish what?”

      “That you hadn’t made it? That you’d died with them?”

      Elspeth closed her eyes, turning her pale face up to catch the sun. And for the first time since she’d known the woman, she finally looked old enough to be over five hundred. The things she must have seen, the people she must have lost…

      “Almost every day. Some are worse than others. But you find new things to live for. New things to give you hope. Finding you was like that for me. I only hope you can find yours.”

      “Yeah…” But Ukrah didn’t know if there was anything like that in existence for her. Losing so many vessels, one right after another, felt like it had ripped her apart. And without Crispin to help her put the pieces back together, she mostly felt like a gaping, ragged hole was steadily bleeding in her chest.

      “It is probably time for us to return.”

      Ukrah nodded. Of course it was. Because what had her life ever been outside of a battle?

      At least it was the one thing she was good for.
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      Ukrah sat atop Voirdr’s armored back, her body still trying to acclimate to him. Normally, riders had time to build up calluses, build up muscle, refine their riding technique. But beyond her short adventures on Fior or Ethella, she’d had no time to hone her prowess with a larger dragon. They were relying on the bond they had naturally in place, and Ukrah had a feeling even that wouldn’t have worked without Voirdr’s relatively sudden and obvious mental maturation.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” The Fjorin-or-whatever fellow asked from beside her, his long beard braided into meticulous designs. She didn’t remember him having those the day previous. Had he done all that overnight?

      “Do we have any choice?” she responded quietly.

      “Fair enough.” He reached over, surprising her when he clapped one of his large hands on her shoulder. “Have faith. Your mother has never failed before and she won’t now.”

      “She’s not my mother.”

      But the man just sent Ukrah a knowing grin. “Yeah, she is.”

      Ukrah didn’t reply to that, but she allowed the slight thump of her heart and the happy rush that came with it for a moment and then focused. She could feel the storm that was Tayir approaching, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. It was the last battle that she would ever have, whether she won or lost.

      All around her were dragon riders, supposedly every one that was alive and in fighting condition. Ukrah was sure there were others, flung to the far corners of the world that hadn’t gotten the call to gather. Would those folks ever get it? Would they have an idea that the world had come to an end at the hands of a power-hungry desert finch?

      She didn’t know, and even with all the city’s soldiers below her, it didn’t make her feel much better. Probably nothing would, not even the battle-ready witches and apprentices that were mixed in with the troops, carts of potions and other things Ukrah wasn’t quite certain of drawn up next to them.

      “At the ready!” Elspeth called, raising her sword to point to the sky. “Remember, your goal is to distract and to live. We need as many of you to stay alive as possible, so don’t be reckless.”

      Reckless, what a funny word. Exactly what she promised Crispin she wouldn’t be, and yet he wasn’t there, and she was.

      “This is it,” Eist said from beside her, Fior flapping steadily. She too was dressed in her full regalia, a newer set that wasn’t battered from Tayir’s attack. She had a short sword in one hand, a polearm in the other, and her uncovered face was grimmer than Ukrah had ever seen it.

      “It is,” Ukrah agreed, making sure the god-woman could see her lips move. It was so easy to forget that Eist had difficulty hearing, she masked it so well. Ukrah was just beginning to understand the life she must have led to develop such intense camouflage for something that others would consider an insurmountable weakness.

      “If I do not make it, you find my daughter and you make sure she doesn’t end up like me, alright? I want her surrounded by friends and family and knowing that she’s never alone.”

      “Who says I’ll live?” Ukrah countered.

      “You will. It’s your turn, your generation’s time to live.”

      Ukrah swallowed hard. “You’re not going to—”

      “Ready!”

      But then Tayir burst through the clouds from above and there was no more time for talk, only battle.

      He was bigger than before, just like Voirdr, and he had more limbs. More tails. He was a flailing, biting assault of arms, teeth, claws and blades, snapping his jaws towards Sleipffynor while roaring mightily.

      Ukrah leaned forward and Voirdr darted ahead. Like he’d been training for years, he cut around the side of Tayir and collided with his side front-legs first. Ukrah felt his claws bite into the flesh, pushing and tearing.

      At the same time, Fior took the other side, his second and third rows of teeth sliding out of his gums as he clamped down on one of Tayir’s necks. The heat of battle was too frantic, too intense for her to be able to count just how many heads, but the back of her mind seemed to settle on ‘a lot.’

      Tayir ripped himself out of their hold, spinning up higher. True, while Fior’s grip managed to separate what looked like some sort of reptilian head from his body, the guardian didn’t even seem to notice.

      You left me! he howled, wheeling around, and all of his eyes landing on Ukrah. And it was a lot of eyes. In fact, ‘a lot’ didn’t even seem to cover it. You abandoned your destiny, Ukrah. What would Crispin say, knowing that you chose to run away when he gave up everything?

      Ukrah knew he was trying to goad her, she knew it, but his words stabbed through her anyways. But before she could even object, Sleipffynor’s jaws clamped right onto his belly, Elspeth jumping off her mount’s back to clamber up one of Tayir’s many legs.

      That drew his attention away from Ukrah and she urged Voirdr on again. They didn’t need to talk, she didn’t need to point, they just moved, twisting and surging together to try to get at Tayir’s spine.

      He saw them, of course. Somewhat hard to miss a giant black dragon during a midday battle. But as several of his heads and arms reached back to fight them, Elspeth reached her destination.

      Ukrah saw her raise her sword high above her head. Higher. And higher still. Then she was shoving it down into the base where all Tayir’s necks joined his body, a cracking sound filling the air.

      He howled, truly howled, his many mouths opening wide. For a moment, Ukrah felt a small thrill of success, but then she saw the inside of every single one of those maws flickering with light.

      “Shields!” she cried, raising her own high into the air.

      Thankfully, they’d made sure that everyone knew that signal, and Ukrah felt it as magic flowed across her body. The three of them retreated, quickly rushing to get behind Dille. Not that they needed to be behind her considering that every magic user was casting the same shield spell at the same time, but it certainly didn’t hurt.

      Then it happened—there was the feeling of the air crackling, as if the energy was being drained from it, and then every single one of Tayir’s heads let out a blast of that lethal light.

      Ukrah called up all her power too, pushing it into the spell that Dille and her apprentices had already created. She didn’t need to focus on the intricacy, or on how to construct something that didn’t come naturally to her, she just lent them her power, protecting all of them and herself.

      She felt as each of the bolts hit, a sharp burst of pain in her mind’s eye. But it was over almost as soon as it began, and Tayir collected himself, rolling to the proper orientation and breathing hard.

      He did look worse for wear and Ukrah felt that same flicker of hope. But then, with a single crowing sound, his body began to repair itself.

      …and sprout two more pairs of wings.

      “Together!” Elspeth ordered, pointing her sword forward. “Swarm!”

      And swarm they did.

      Ukrah had been in some harried battles, had mountains collapse atop her, and turned whole swathes of enemies to ash, but none of that had quite prepared her for being in a battle with the entire dragon army around her.

      It was chaos, even though they had spent hours and hours planning—dragons swooping this way and that, trying to take bites out of Tayir, looking for openings to use their skills.

      Green dragons circled in tight spirals around his head, trying to use their gas to slow his faculties, maybe even knock him from the air. The metallic dragons were flying in opposite diagonals across the guardian’s back, spitting up their acid that hissed and popped as it hit Tayir’s twisted flesh.

      The blue dragons flew even higher, summoning lightning and thunder and icy rain. Red dragons had their shields, protecting each other from the offenses of their brothers and sisters, using their incredibly hot fire to try to burn off some of Tayir’s more dangerous limbs or tails.

      It was a cacophony. It was noise and violence and the desperation to live.

      And Ukrah was right in the center of it.

      She knew that Sleipffynor was using her connection to all her dragons to help them coordinate. What she didn’t know was if Voirdr had the same ability since his sudden growth spurt or if it was something he would need to develop still. There was really no way to check.

      And so she, Dille, Eist, Elspeth, and Fjorin pressed in at the center of it, trying to outlast.

      Because they weren’t going to win—at least not in the traditional sense—but winning wasn’t their goal. They just needed Tayir to grow weaker and weaker until he was finally susceptible for all they had planned for him.

      They just also had to hope that all of them lived long enough to get to that part of the plan.

      But as they fought, as they continued to batter at Tayir, she couldn’t help but be upset at how fraught their first battle had been. How many people they had lost. If they hadn’t been so blindsided, so unprepared, maybe Athar and Crispin and everyone else would still be alive. If she hadn’t been alienated from the academy, if more of the riders had been willing to overlook their fear of the black dragon, their hatred of witches and their loathing of dark-skinned foreigners, maybe she never would have been alone. She would have been able to trust. Her and her family wouldn’t have had to run off like heroes and singlehandedly bring down a violent cult that was trying to bring the Blight back.

      It all could have been so different.

      She spent too long in her thoughts, too long mourning, and those moments of distraction were enough for a claw to come swiping down at her. Voirdr dove, but the claws still racked across her armor, one of them catching in the gap between her back protection and her arms, biting into the flesh.

      She let out a shout and Voirdr twisted his neck, grabbing the limb and spinning with it until it broke off with a sickening sound. But it was clear that Tayir had scented her blood, and there was no distracting him now.

      She could work with that.

      Come now, Ukrah, he said as he broke away from the horde of dragons attacking him and his storm of limbs. Doesn’t it feel wrong, being so alone? Rejoin us. Your family is waiting for you.

      She gritted her teeth and hunkered down, pressing herself as flush to Voirdr as she could as they dove down, down, down toward the ground. The troops were parting, witches casting their own spells and throwing vials to create colorful clouds in the air.

      Clouds meant to help obscure exactly what was waiting on the ground.

      She looked over her shoulder, trying to parse out if Tayir was far enough but also close enough for her to pull off their next risky maneuver. But the same clouds that hid her from sight also foiled her, making it so she could only see him in small flashes.

      “Well, it’s now or never, my boy,” she whispered into Voirdr’s back, knowing that he could hear her no matter how quiet she was.

      A responding rumble went through him and he slowed, flipping onto his back as he did. Ukrah pressed one more kiss to his spine, hoping against all odds that they would fly together again, then she let go.

      Falling was a funny sort of feeling.

      Ukrah was plenty familiar with it. She’d toppled from trees, fallen from that rock down into the water when she was trying to be captured by Lystri. In her youth, she’d tumbled down easy climbs and accidentally pitched into hidden crevasses. And yet, as she plummeted through the air, she couldn’t help but think that it felt a bit like flying. Peaceful, serene even. Falling was kind of…nice. It was really only the sudden stop at the bottom that was the issue.

      Thankfully, Ukrah never got to that point. One moment, she was indeed heading toward the ground, and the next, it felt like she was pressing into a cushion. Then another. And then another until she was set gently on the ground, feet firm against the earth.

      “Thanks,” she said to the witches gathered around her, some of their brows covered in sweat. Ukrah didn’t think she was that heavy, but she had been falling at quite a speed. But she didn’t let herself linger on that unimportant thought as her eyes flicked over to Cassinda and Marcellin, who were standing at the center of the circle that had been carved into the earth itself the night previous. “Ready?”

      Cassinda nodded, smiling that toothy smile. “Think you could have all of the fun without me?”

      Ukrah allowed herself a huff of a laugh as she ran forward and joined hands with the other two. The witches around them also refined their circle, joining hands and chanting in a low, holy sound that made Ukrah’s ears burn a bit.

      But then she felt it. The energy they summoned from their words. The magic in the air, in the earth, in themselves, all spinning together and seeping out until it found the vessels’ feet. It was like lightning up her body, thrilling and empowering and full of life. And just when she was almost completely caught up in the rush of it all, she heard a heart-stopping, thundering roar that could only be her boy, Voirdr.

      “Now!” she cried.

      The witches not forming the circle made motions and the clouds of colors popped out of existence like they weren’t there. At the same time, Voirdr spiraled up, completely riderless, and the in-pursuit Tayir slowed in his confusion.

      It wasn’t much, but it was enough. Clenching their hands tighter, Ukrah could feel when Cassinda threw out all her magic, forcing it down into the earth and demanding it comply and comply fast. It was completely different from the desert woman’s power, fizzing and vibrant and happy to surge out in violent blooms of green.

      It was like a whole forest shot out of the ground, lush and out for blood. Vines shot into the sky, wrapping around everything they could find. It just so happened that the only real target within their range was Tayir.

      He snarled, he roared, and Ukrah could feel the magic that rolled off him. Some of the vines turned to ash, as did some of the trees that reached up, their branches trying to yank him in. But there were just too many, and it pulled him ever inward.

      Do you really think that some plants can defeat me? Tayir asked, his mental voice sounding much more amused than the wild roars issuing from his physical mouths.

      “No,” Cassinda said, her voice as firm as the very ore that could be found in the depths of Baeldred. Ukrah didn’t think even she would have been able to muster up that kind of mettle. Her teeth were clamped together, her muscles were straining, and she was pouring all she had into the redhead beside her. “But it can hold ya in place for a little.”

      The sound that escaped from him was almost comical. It was clear that he was so busy resisting the pull of the plants and Cassinda’s magic that he hadn’t noticed how all the dragons had landed, their intense assault of abilities halted. It was only a few moments, no more, but it was enough for Voirdr to call on that same power as he had done during the battle at the capital’s castle.

      Except this time, his call was much, much stronger.

      Although Ukrah didn’t pull her eyes away from Tayir, all her concentration boring into his writhing, jerking figure, she could feel the dragons around her all weakening, flattening further to the ground. There were some groans, but mostly they hummed in that way that only dragons could do when they were encouraging one another.

      What… What is that? Tayir asked, finally noticing that something was indeed happening around him.

      “Your end,” Cassinda said simply.

      And that was when Fior let out his mighty and destructive roar straight down onto Tayir with the power of the entire dragon’s fleet poured into him by Voirdr.

      The black and white dragons really were two halves of the same whole, one who could draw power from all the dragons and one that could give power to any dragon. Together, the two of them were able to call upon the collective power of the entire rider fleet and then pour it all into the one dragon who truly had the most powerful secondary ability.

      And that had been exactly what most of their plan had relied on.

      What—

      Fior’s roar hit Tayir, and Ukrah could see the physical impact of it somehow. Invisible, and yet entirely there, it hit with an impossible force, driving the beast of a guardian right into the earth.

      Let me go! You cannot hold me! No matter how much power you pour into one of your lizards!

      Ukrah ignored him, still holding Cassinda’s hand. The plants were practically obliterated from Fior’s continuing roar, the power of it making green fly out in a wave. Ukrah was fairly certain that she would be tasting grass for a week—if she lived. So instead, they switched the path of their energy, flowing into the earth and the runes carved there. And as their power flowed, the earth itself began to glow.

      And that light was enough of a signal for everyone else. One by one, every single person with magic joined in, adding their power, using the words that Dille had told them the night before. They were old words, words that Eist’s mother had taught them. They called upon magic and ideas and knowledge long lost.

      This is pathetic. You think you can hold me? You think you can—

      But Ukrah had enough. “We banish you!” she cried, feeling that black virulence bubble up in her. “We seal you outside of time, outside of your path. We take the moment where you were born, and we cast it into the abyss! This stops here!”

      Her words ended in more of a howl than anything sensible, and soon everyone was joining in. They worked together—one heart, one mind, breathing together, sharing the same battle-cry.

      And Tayir cursed, spitting poisonous words at length, but he couldn’t move. And bit by bit, his limbs began to lose their color, then they fell off, until only a smaller version of the first beast they had fought was left. And it didn’t stop there. First his paws turned gray, then hardened, until it was clear they had become stone. Like a slow, lethal wave, it crept along his body, ignoring his thrashing, ignoring Fior’s continuous roar, until he was completely covered from head to toe.

      And then he was still.

      It was over. They had finally sealed Tayir away. The world was saved.

      …so why didn’t Ukrah feel safe?

      It seemed that everyone in their entire army was staring at the still, gray body of Tayir. Like they were all afraid it was a trick. Fior landed, along with Eist, as did Voirdr, Sleipffynor, and Elspeth. The two humans walked beside the three vessels, gently pulling their hands from each other.

      Oh, Ukrah hadn’t even realized she was still gripping Cassinda’s palm with all her strength. It explained why all their digits were either blue or purple at the tips.

      “We did it?” Marcellin asked, blinking warily. “Did we win?”

      “It…it looks like it,” Eist said with a swallow. “Judging by the brand-new statue this field has.”

      “What if it’s a trick?” Ukrah heard herself ask. She’d been thinking those words, but she hadn’t been sure she’d be able to speak. The fact that her mouth was moving and sound was coming out was almost as much of a surprise to her as the fact that Tayir was actually stone in front of her.

      “I… I don’t think he can fake this.” Elspeth looked uncertainly to Ukrah. “Can he?”

      “It feels like he’s locked away.”

      “So we did it?” Marcellin asked, letting out an incredulous laugh. “We did it!”

      A cheer sounded all around them, people hugging each other and dropping their weapons. It was a celebration, one that meant the world was still going to live another day. There was crying. There was kissing. People singing and spitting on the statue. But Ukrah didn’t allow herself to relax, her eyes glued to her once-friend, once-enemy.

      There was something…wrong, something bubbling underneath the surface. Ukrah couldn’t put her finger on it, couldn’t bring words to it. Could only feel the horror twisting in her stomach as all the hair on her arms stood on end.

      “Wait a minute,” she breathed, feeling rooted to the spot. “I—”

      But there was more cheering, Marcellin calling for ale while Cassinda was shoving him and calling him a lush. Dille was already giving disbandment orders to her apprentices, and Eist was praising Fior. Even Voirdr and Sleipffynor were gabbing to each other, talking back and forth in excited chirps, warbles, and clicks.

      “I said, wait a minute!” That one was more of a snarl, but it quieted them. She could feel all of them looking at her, their eyes wide, but she couldn’t answer them.

      Reaching forward, she carefully took a step toward Tayir. The sole of her foot had barely touched the ground when a massive blast burst from the stone shape, sending her and the others flying back.

      Ukrah expected to hit the ground, but she was caught up against something wet and sticky. It was only when she was put back on the ground that she realized that Voirdr had caught her in his mouth.

      That was terrifying.

      “What in the name of the ancestors happened?” Elspeth snapped, having slid backward on her feet instead of being bowled over.

      Ukrah extended her hand toward Tayir again, but this time to point at a crack that had formed in his side, revealing colorful, bleeding flesh below. “I don’t think our seal is permanent,” she murmured.

      She knew the moment that Eist saw what she was pointing toward, her breath hissing in a sharp gasp. “Bloody hell!”
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      “Alright, so what do we do?”

      Ukrah looked blankly at Dille, who was pacing. Most of the soldiers and witches had left, dismissed to replenish themselves, but the leaders of the council were still there along with Dille’s most trusted students, all circled around Tayir and watching.

      The crack wasn’t moving, but it wasn’t reversing either. Whenever any of them tried to interfere with the magic, their efforts just bounced off into the scorched earth.

      That was decidedly not good.

      “So, what does this mean?” Cassinda asked. “Was it all worthless? Is there no way to beat him?”

      “There has to be,” Dille said, chewing at her thumb. The knuckle of the digit was already raw and bleeding. Ukrah wanted to tell her to stop, but Ukrah also knew better than to ever try to tell Dille what to do or not do. “I just… I just need to research harder. That library you sent me the location of, it had so much more information. I was sure that I found all that I needed, but I must have… I must have missed something.”

      “Or there is no winning,” Eist remarked from where she was sitting on the ground, resting against Fior with her head tilted back to look at the sky. The sun was just beginning to set, staining the sky in ripples of viridian down to a royal sort of blue. It was beautiful, really, although it wasn’t lost on Ukrah that it might be the last sunset she ever got to see. “And this is it.”

      “No,” Dille said sharply. “There has to be another way. I can feel it.”

      “Then by all means,” Eist said with a casual wave. “Research. Have you and all your underlings pore through every single book. Meanwhile, I’m going to take a nap.” She yawned, stretching then slowly getting to her feet. “Actually, I may just sleep the entire day away. Wake me up when the apocalypse is back on.”

      “Wait, Eist, you—”

      But the god-woman was already getting on Fior and flying away. Ukrah felt much the same and realized she wanted to follow the god-woman more than anything else. Looking to Cassinda and Marcellin questioningly, they both gave her a nod.

      “We’ll research tonight. You get next shift,” the redhead said. Ukrah gave them her own grateful nod then hopped on Voirdr. He seemed reluctant to leave Elspeth and her dragon behind, but Ukrah heaved a sigh of relief when he listened, and soon she was following in Eist’s wake.

      Ukrah landed not long after Eist, the former yanking her armor off to leave it in a pile on the balcony they’d set down on.

      “Don’t give me any rousing speeches about saving the world,” she murmured flatly. “I’ll be there, ready for yet another battle, but for now, I just want to sleep.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” Ukrah answered, pulling at the straps of her own armor.

      “Really? The girl who crossed a desert and brought down an entire slave ring has given up?”

      “I haven’t,” Ukrah said. “Like you, I’ll be there at the battle. No matter how much I’m hurt. No matter how hopeless it is. But for right now, I’m…”

      “You’re tired,” Eist supplied, understanding sweeping across her features.

      “I’m tired, and I’m scared of what it might be like to be back here and not sleep with Crispin beside me.”

      Her voice cracked at that last part, but she felt no shame. And judging by the increasing red in Eist’s eyes, she understood. “My bed hasn’t been empty since I married Athar. Even when he was gone, I’d have Fior or Dille, sometimes even Ale’a to sleep there beside me. I haven’t truly had to be alone since I was…” She took a steadying breath. “Since Yacrist captured me and held me prisoner for weeks. I’m spoiled now. I’m just so scared of being alone and remembering just how it felt to have the love of my life next to me while also knowing that I’ll never seen him again.”

      Ukrah nodded and took her hand. “I can’t promise any of us a tomorrow, but tonight, you don’t have to be alone. We can crawl into the bed of the room Elspeth set us up in and just sleep until someone has a solution or it’s time to fight again. Yacristjian can lay right between us, protected by pillows or whatever it is that you use. We’re family, Eist. You’re still not going to be alone.”

      And then there were the tears, rolling in slow tracks down the god-woman’s face. “Thank you, Ukrah. I’d like to think that, if my baby gets to grow up, she’ll be something like you.”
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      Fire.

      Ukrah hadn’t awoken to fire in so long that she was almost startled by the blaze. But then its familiarity crept in and she realized exactly where she was.

      Her dream. Her dream that she hadn’t had since she had found all the vessels. But why was it back?

      “Ukrah?”

      She looked down and realized she was on Voirdr again, except his body finally matched his actual size. Did that mean something? Was it a sign?

      “Why are we here? Where is here?”

      Wait, she wasn’t alone? Blinking, she looked past Voirdr to see that the god-woman was there atop her dragon, still dressed in white.

      Except…except she looked different. Her hair was blond, and the black centers of her eyes were very obviously different sizes, giving her an unnatural sort of countenance that made chills rise up Ukrah’s arms.

      “Eist, is that you?”

      She nodded, looking around. “Is this one of your dreams?”

      “Yeah. Um, this is you-you, right? Not my dream version of you?”

      “As far as I can tell, it’s me-me,” she answered with a bit of a rueful grin. “Maybe because we’re sleeping next to each other?”

      “Or maybe because you have your magic back.” Ukrah looked over her sponsor one more time, still dressed in white, flowers still in her hair, but there was most definitely something different about her. “You have it back still, right? Even though we’re in the right time?”

      “Yeah. It’s still back,” she admitted, looking down. The flames reflected off her face. “I haven’t said much about it because I keep thinking it’ll go in the next minute, but I can still feel it.” She took a deep breath, her eyes fluttering closed. “I’m so connected to everything again. After so many years being cut off, it’s…it’s nice. Like seeing again, smelling again. Tasting again.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you?”

      “No, but it seemed to be the thing to say.”

      Eist laughed, tilting her head back and letting the mirth spread much longer than Ukrah thought her deflated joke deserved. When she sobered, her expression was still amused. “So, you weren’t kidding when you said your dreams were fire and brimstone.”

      “No, I very much wasn’t.” Ukrah looked around again, absorbing the cracked earth and the fire bursting up from it.

      “So, what usually happens here?”

      “It varies.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Usually, this is where you expand on that idea.”

      “Oh. Right.” Ukrah frowned, trying to find her thoughts. Something was wrong, but she couldn’t quite place it, a situation she kept finding herself in again and again. “Sometimes, I crash into the flames trying to save one of the golden lights. Sometimes, you pull me away, but we end up just diving into a burning crevasse anyways. Sometimes, I try to fly and fly and fly away, but then everything is just dark, and we’re swallowed up by that. Sometimes, I almost get to the golden lights, but the dream just ends.”

      “And those lights were supposed to be the vessels you were meant to find? Your ‘kind,’ as it were?” Ukrah nodded in response. “Alright, so they’re not here because you found them all. Did anything—”

      “Sometimes, you almost seem to sacrifice yourself to the world and just let it swallow you up.”

      That stopped the god-woman seemingly mid-thought and her eyes flicked to Ukrah. “I do what now?”

      “It wasn’t something that happened often. Really only a couple of times, but once, you and Fior just…offered yourself, I guess, and then the flames burst through you and wiped out the entire world.”

      “And was that a good or a bad thing?”

      Ukrah blinked at her sponsor incredulously. “What do you mean?”

      “I would have thought the question was fairly clear.” Ukrah didn’t understand how Eist was being so casual about so many things. She acted like it was normal that she was being hauled into someone else’s dream. And then she didn’t even seem flustered hearing that she died in a horrific, violent way.

      “Alright, I understand that you’re caught up in the fire thing, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Maybe the world being enveloped in fire is a symbol for rebirth or burning away evil. These things aren’t always straightforward. Sometimes, you have to look for the meaning. Or at least that’s what I assume, considering this is more a vision than a dream.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Usually visions involve disastrous consequences and warnings that a normal mortal shouldn’t receive.”

      “How do you know which one is which? I’ve had nightmares where I’ve fallen into a cave or I’ve been stabbed in the stomach by some of the students of the academy.”

      “What, still?”

      Ukrah shrugged. “It was a very trying time in my life.”

      “Right, well, putting that concerning fact aside, usually you’ll know the difference right when you end up in some sort of life-ending situation that the dream was trying to warn you about. Or a god or spirit literally appears in front of you and tries to dump far more information on you than any one person should be able to handle.”

      “And I’m guessing by your tone that’s happened to you?”

      “Yeah, but they were false gods, so I suppose it doesn’t count. Well, not really false gods, but deities from another realm. Whatever. You know what I mean.”

      Ukrah nodded. She did. “So, what do we do now? Sit here? This isn’t how this dream ever goes.”

      “I mean… This certainly isn’t like any of my—” The god-woman stopped, looking down into the flames. “Hey, when I fall, is it somewhere around there?”

      Ukrah followed the smaller woman’s pointed finger where all the cracks in the earth seemed to be centered, the dry earth dipping almost like someone had already dug her grave. “Yeah, it looks like that.”

      “Alright then, wish me luck.”

      Before Ukrah could shout a warning, the god-woman was diving down, her dream dragon letting out a happy bark. They were practically vertical, heading straight for the grasping flames, and Ukrah heard herself scream.

      “Eist!” she called, perhaps one of the only times she had ever used the god-woman’s given name. Digging her knees into Voirdr, she urged him forward. “Eist! What are you doing!?”

      “If the vision won’t progress, then I’ll progress it,” she called back with a laugh that was a little unhinged. “If it wants me to sacrifice myself, then who am I to say no?”

      “You’re the god-woman!” Ukrah cried. Voirdr was faster than Fior, with his bigger wings and the sheer amount of power in him, but Fior had too much of a head start. Ukrah couldn’t reach them in time, even with her dragon stretching his neck, trying to snap his teeth into Fior’s tail.

      And just like that, Eist flew straight into the earth, disappearing in a rush of flames and sparks. Ukrah didn’t know what to feel. There was alarm inside of her, shock, but also a faint sort of curiosity and a strange undercurrent of relief that they were in a dream and nothing happening was real.

      She should pull back. She knew that. She needed to pull up on Voirdr and make sure he didn’t crash in right after her.

      But she didn’t.

      And then not even a breath later, she was crashing into the flames too, letting them swallow her up.

      Their heat certainly felt real, scalding her skin and singing her hair. For a moment, she couldn’t breathe, could only feel the flames biting into her skin. But then, almost as soon as she knew she was surrounded by the inferno, it was all gone.

      …and she was underwater?

      It didn’t seem possible, and yet that was exactly where she was, diving down into the depths with Voirdr still below her, cutting through the water like a bolt of lightning.

      And yet she could still breathe.

      …what?

      She blinked, realizing she could see perfectly fine despite the water all around her. And looking forward as Voirdr slowed, she realized that Eist and Fior were in front of her, floating in the liquid.

      Ukrah wanted to say something, but despite being able to breathe, water filled her mouth as soon as she opened it. Sputtering in surprise, she spit it out as she came up alongside Eist. The god-woman was staring at something, looking absolutely enraptured.

      No, maybe that wasn’t the right word. Enraptured implied joy. She didn’t look all that happy, but her attention was completely on something further into the depths.

      Ukrah looked down, and there was a slight light flickering well into the deep waters, golden in hue and sparkling invitingly. Ukrah didn’t know what it was, or how it was in the water, or how there was endless water that she could breathe in under the flames and the jagged earth, and yet that was exactly what was happening.

      Eist blinked and pointed forward, her eyebrows raised in an unspoken question. Ukrah knew what she was asking. Should they go down there? Part of Ukrah thought that no, it was too dangerous, but another part of her couldn’t help but echo Eist’s earlier sentiment.

      It was a dream, after all, so why not?

      With a nod, Ukrah took a deep breath and rushed forward, Voirdr tucking his wings in to dive deeper into the water. She could somehow hear Eist doing the same beside her and together, they barreled right toward the light.

      It grew rapidly, spreading like a sun rising, and yet it didn’t move from its spot. Instead, it grew brighter and brighter until it was practically blinding. Ukrah shielded her eyes but didn’t pull up, and she could see the bright light even through her covered face.

      It was beautiful, in a strange way—ethereal and bright—but then they were crashing into something solid.

      Eist let out a shout, her heart practically leaping out of her chest, but then they were breaking through whatever solid thing they hit, the surface bursting outward in tiny, delicate shards.

      And then they were spilling onto solid ground, their clothes soaked, but other than that, completely fine.

      Well, maybe not completely. Ukrah found herself coughing as soon as she hit the dirt, water pouring out of her mouth. That made sense, considering that she had tried to speak while underwater, but what didn’t make sense was that—when she finally looked around—she realized that she was in a strange looking forest.

      “If this is a vision, I don’t understand what it’s trying to tell me,” Ukrah muttered when she was done hacking.

      “I think I do.”

      Ukrah turned on her knees to see Eist kneeling not too far behind her, Fior nuzzling into her side. She was soaked as well, with a strange sort of shininess to the wetness surrounding her. However, that was far less interesting than the baby she was holding in her arms.

      “I… I think we just came out of an egg,” Eist said, looking over her shoulder. Ukrah followed her gaze and, sure enough, there was a massive, shattered egg behind them with more of that shiny liquid trickling out. There were two other broken ones on either side, but their dryness indicated that they were long since gone.

      “I don’t understand what’s happening.”

      “I think…” Eist paused, as if she wasn’t sure she should speak her thoughts out loud. But then she did, as Ukrah leaned forward to look at the strange baby in the god-woman’s arms. “I think this is Arwylln.”

      “Who?” Ukrah murmured, caught up in the baby’s face. Her skin was dark, so dark that it was almost as deep as Voirdr’s coloring, but her eyes were a wide, bright hazel. Her cheeks were rosy against the dark umber, making her look pleased as punch to be there in Eist’s arms.

      “Arwylln,” Eist repeated. “The first witch. The mother of all those with dragon blood.”

      “Oh, right. I remember that. The mother thing is metaphorical, right? One person surely can’t have given birth to every witch in all our history. That’s…incestuous.”

      Eist shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll make sure to ask the legend makers to be a little more precise next time.” She stood, but her eyes never left the babe in her arms. “I don’t know why, but she seems familiar.”

      “Familiar how?”

      “I don’t know, I just…” She walked a few more steps, and the world fell apart around them like sand, reshaping itself until it too looked like some place that Ukrah might have known.

      “This is Margaid,” Eist said, her tone laced with confusion. “What is your vision trying to tell us?”

      “I don’t know.”

      There was a happy sound from Eist’s arms and then that baby was no longer a baby at all, but instead a small girl with wild curls who hopped down and ran down the street.

      “Wait!” Eist cried, racing after her, both of their dragons having disappeared. “Come back!”

      Ukrah followed, but as they whipped around the corner, the streets of the random Margaidian city fell away until they were running through a hall of what seemed to be a castle.

      “What in the name of all the spirits is going on?” Ukrah asked, skidding to a stop. She was willing to tolerate a lot, but everyone had a limit and she was close approaching hers.

      “I… I don’t know.” Eist slowed too, looking around in concern. “I feel like I’ve been here too. Don’t you?”

      Ukrah nodded, looking to one of the tall, arched doors beside her. “It looks like where we stayed with, uh, M’baya, was it?”

      “…M’baya?” Eist breathed before rushing forward and throwing open the doors. Ukrah followed her, blinking rapidly in confusion when she saw that they weren’t in the castle anymore but rather in the middle of what seemed to be a mountain range.

      “Watch out!”

      Eist pushed Ukrah to the side just in time for them to watch a comet smash into the earth. Dust and smoke went everywhere, but when it dissipated, it was Fior and a very young Dille laying there, neither of them moving.

      “What. Is. Happening?” Ukrah hissed.

      “I don’t know. Is this when Dille was sent back through the portal?”

      “If it is, then why is that M’baya woman walking towards her?”

      “What now?”

      Eist followed Ukrah’s gaze to indeed see the warrior woman walking forward, dressed similarly to how her parents had been dressed when they’d visited the couple back in time. But before either of them could say a theory, or even deny that it was M’baya they were seeing, there was another pop of light and it looked like another, much older Dille was walking forward.

      They all converged on the youngest of them, who way laying on the ground completely still. Light surrounded the entire group, and once more, Ukrah had to shield her eyes.

      When it all cleared, the multiple women were gone. Fior was back on his feet, but it wasn’t the young Dille in front of him. Instead, it was the same baby that had just been in Eist’s arms a few minutes earlier.

      Ukrah didn’t understand any of it. In fact, her head was spinning, trying to make sense of what felt like a green dragon gas-fueled hallucination. The vision-Fior gave her no notice, however, and instead turned to fly off.

      “The baby,” Eist whispered, her voice sounding strange behind Ukrah. “It’s Dille… That baby…is Dille.”

      “Are you making sense of this?” Ukrah asked, feeling like she was going to need a map and several pieces of charcoal to map out everything that had happened.

      “I… I… The baby was Dille. M’baya is Dille. They’re all Dille.”

      “But I thought you said that baby was Arwylln?”

      Eist didn’t answer immediately, but when she did, she affixed Ukrah in a stare so certain that it made Ukrah’s heart jump. “I think she is.”

      That didn’t make any sense, and Ukrah desperately wanted to ask her mentor to explain, but then the ground collapsed underneath them, and they fell into darkness.
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      “Please tell me that you remember what we just went through and that wasn’t the most vivid dream I’ve had in years.”

      Ukrah groaned, trying to roll over and sleep more. The mess that she’d just been dragged through had left her more exhausted than when she had laid down and all she wanted to do was rest.

      “Ukrah! Wake up! We just might have discovered that my best friend is somehow the reborn version of the very first witch! This is not the time to sleep in!”

      Little Yacristjian let out an agreeing sound, like she was backing up her mother, and the desert woman gave up on being able to fall back asleep. “Does any of that help our current situation now?” she asked. “Do we have a way to prove it?”

      “I— Well, no, not yet. But come on, we need to get down to the archives my mother and father hid.”

      “Are you sure Dille’s not sleeping?” Ukrah asked, getting out of bed, her body aching in protest as she did. Eist just sent her one of her looks, and Ukrah nodded. “You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      They hurried down, making their way past dozens and dozens of refugees. Ukrah didn’t even try to guess how many of them were packed into the academy. It just made the risk that much greater if Tayir woke up while they were still so off center.

      And so far, it seemed like Tayir was still going to wake up. Ukrah could feel a sort of wrongness to the air, like the guardian was still fighting against his bonds. She was sure that if she flew to those watching over the statue, they would tell her that the crack had only increased.

      Would its progress be exponential? Or would it be a sure and steady progression toward their doom? Ukrah didn’t know, but she didn’t understand how their whirlwind of a dream or vision or whatever it had been was going to help the situation.

      She knew better than to stop the god-woman, of course, and soon Eist was bursting into the long room. It was packed to bursting with witches and riders alike, with dragons either waiting up in the library area or sticking their heads in from the balcony above, no doubt curious as to why their humans were disappearing down into the earth.

      Sure enough, Dille was there, sitting propped up against the wall, her feet pressed against one of the empty spots on a shelf. There was an actual mountain of books around her, and a pile just a bit away of delicate scrolls. Unsurprisingly, the governess had worked through the night.

      “Hey, can I talk to you?” Eist said, picking her way through the thick throng of people and approaching her friend. Ukrah had never seen so many people crammed into such a small area with all of them reading so hard that she could practically feel the steam rising from them. Was that what she and her friends looked like when they were clustered in their research? It certainly was a sight.

      “Can you read and talk?” Dille asked, handing over a book without looking up.

      “Dille, I’m serious.”

      “So am I.”

      Eist cleared her throat, and finally, the governess looked over. Her eyes were red, bloodshot from all the time she’d clearly spent in the same spot. “What?”

      “We had a vision.”

      “We?”

      Eist nodded. “I was pulled into one of Ukrah’s reoccurring ones.”

      “How long has it been reoccurring?”

      “Since I first arrived here. They were how I found the vessels before, even if I didn’t know we were vessels yet.”

      Dille finally lowered her book, although her finger stayed between the pages. “That is a long time.”

      “It is.”

      “Did anything new happen?”

      “You could say that.”

      Dille shot them both a glare. “I do not have time for dramatics. Out with it so I can get back to trying to save our people. Maybe, if you’re done with your nap, you might be so keen as to help out too.”

      “Alright, I admit walking off was pretty selfish, but—” Eist shook her head, waving her hand as if she was dismissing her own words. “Never mind. The point is, the vision went a little wild and basically showed us, uh…showed us…”

      “Showed you what?”

      “Well, that you might be the immortal soul of the very first witch, reborn throughout time to always try to restore the balance that she was born into and protect her children.”

      Finally, finally, Dille seemed to fully focus on them. Her face went very still for several seconds, and it seemed to be an unhealthy amount of time before the woman blinked and assessed them again.

      “…what?”

      Suddenly, Eist was kneeling next to her friend. “Think about it, Dille. You’ve lived in more times than any other human, and none of those times match up, do they? You were M’baya with my parents, older than you were when we were trying to save the world, but you didn’t have any memories of our time, which you would have had to experience because you were younger in this time.

      “But when you fell through that portal with Fior, he aged a couple centuries while you were gone. But you only aged a couple years. How could that be possible? How could you fight the first battles with the Blight? How could you have learned and studied magic as an acolyte but also been a rider?

      “You’ve been young multiple times, old multiple times. You’ve told me stories that aren’t from this life and you don’t even notice. Would it be so hard to think that maybe, maybe, this could be true?”

      Dille swallowed, her full lip caught between her teeth. “I— It’s not… But Arwylln is pale. You’ve seen her, you said. In a vision.”

      “Yeah, she’s a pale-face because everyone in our history is represented as a pale-face. But remember when the Grandfather chose a human form, he shared your complexion.” Wait, Eist had seen Arwylln in a vision? When had that happened? Ukrah had known her for years and she felt like she still was missing so much of the god-woman’s story. Maybe if there ever was a tomorrow, Ukrah could sit her down and have her explain everything. “Maybe I saw her that way because that was the only way my mind knew how to see her.

      “And the thing is, Dille, she didn’t have any eyes. She was blind.”

      “Why is that significant?” Ukrah asked, the first thing she’d said since they had arrived.

      “Because it could explain why Dille can’t remember her lives, or who she really is. Because she’s been blinded somehow.”

      “I— This is a lot, Eist. Even for us.”

      “More than finding out that the Blight buried a piece of itself in me and considered us destined for each other?”

      “You’re insinuating that I am a thousands-upon-thousands-year-old witch, who is deified by some and has lived multiple times. Yeah, I would say that’s a bit harder to believe.” She was still chewing on her lip. Ukrah was sure that it was going to start bleeding at any moment. If Helena was there, she would have offered an encouraging hand, filled the governess so she would stop. “…M’baya was connected to the old spirits,” she murmured. “The same ones who would have been the creators of the egg that hatched Arwylln.”

      “See? It’s possible, right? You can see it.”

      Dille nodded. “I can, but I really don’t think this is the time to research that. If it could help in any way, maybe, but so far, this is just conjecture.”

      Eist seemed to deflate a little. “How can’t it be important? If you are some sort of ancient entity that’s been traveling through time over and over again, that has to matter, right?”

      “Maybe, if I could remember any of it. But I can’t even tell you anything about my life before I was five winters, or the time I spent fighting the Blight the first time. I’ve barely gotten a handle on my flashes from M’baya and…whoever else it is I keep seeing. I’m not going to get any useful information for you.”

      “But—”

      There was a resounding bang as the door slammed open and nearly everyone jumped. It was Elspeth, breathing hard and her face even paler than usual. Which Ukrah didn’t know was a possibility considering how bone-white the woman was, down to her hair. And her dragon.

      Huh, was that because she’d been chosen by the white dragon or was it some sort of strange coincidence?

      An errant thought, but it was quickly fled as the leader of the Dragon Council spoke.

      “He’s cracking further. His entire front leg is open and he’s leeching the life from the earth itself.”

      The three of them exchanged a look before the entire room emptied, rushing out to the battlefield they had left behind. But as they all rushed, Ukrah couldn’t help but think, ‘Here we go again.’
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      Ukrah looked at the statue of Tayir, her stomach flipping, her blood rushing, and that familiar feeling of doom filling her. His front leg was indeed freed from its stone casing, and while it didn’t move, she could see the earth was gray and lifeless below it.

      He was absorbing magic. He was absorbing the very life of the world below him, and he was breaking free.

      “What do we do?” someone asked. Ukrah couldn’t even pick out who it was, but it didn’t seem to matter, because she was sure everyone was thinking the same thought.

      “I don’t have answers,” Dille breathed, her eyes squeezing shut as her hands pulled at her hair. “I just can’t find anything. This is supposed to seal him outside of time. He’s supposed to be cut off from any source of power. I followed the same steps that were supposed to exile him from existence the first time. He’s not even supposed to be dead, he’s just supposed to not exist!”

      “It’s alright,” Eist said, reaching up to put her arm around her friend’s shoulders. “We’ll just do the same ceremony again.”

      “But that won’t keep him, will it?” Elspeth said, her voice tight. “Especially if he’s absorbing even more power now.”

      “But it’ll buy us time,” Eist countered with a long sigh. “Not much. A day, maybe two. But then we’ll just do it again. We’ll do it again and again and again until we can find the answer.”

      “And here I thought you had given up.”

      Ukrah jumped, not having heard a rider come up right behind them. When she turned, she was surprised to see Lord Ain.

      Much like everyone else, he looked worse for wear. He had a bandage over part of his face that went down to cover one of his eyes, and a fairly intense bite mark was still healing on his arm. It didn’t look human, but didn’t look like a dragon either. If it were any other time, it would have been interesting, but as it was, the observance quickly slid to the back of Ukrah’s mind.

      “I just needed to rest,” Eist said, frowning. “It’s… It’s been a lot.”

      He nodded. “I heard about your—”

      “Don’t.”

      “He was a good man.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Fair enough.” He looked to Dille. “Who is absolutely vital to pull off the shorty’s plan?”

      “The vessels,” the governess answered, her gaze flicking guiltily to Ukrah then Cassinda and Marcellin where they were sitting by Tayir’s not-quite-a-corpse. “They’re the only ones who need to be there every time. They’re the connection to the old magic.”

      “Alright then, so we set up a camp, keep them here. Have them do the ritual every day or every other day until we find the answer.”

      “But what if we don’t?”

      “If Eist could find a single reference to the effects of green dragon gas on her own in our first year, then I’m sure all of us will be able to find some sort of clue. When has research ever failed us?”

      “Considering how many times the Three themselves came to hand-drop us information to try to get us to do what they needed? Often.”

      “Dille,” Ain said, putting his hands on her shoulders and gently turning the woman to him. There was a slight resistance, but then she was wrapping her arms around him and pressing her face into his chest.

      It was a sweet moment. A mournful one. But Ukrah couldn’t lend much of her mind to it. Mostly because her thoughts were stuck on the plan that was in the works.

      They wanted the three of them to cast that ritual every day. Or every other day. How it felt was still clear in Ukrah’s mind, bright and crisp against the intense night that she’d had. It wasn’t the worst thing that she had been through, but it had been so much. She still felt drained, like someone had scooped out everything that was in her and hadn’t put it back.

      And they wanted her to do that every day?

      She couldn’t imagine it. It sounded like the worst kind of torture. One of her days slipping into her nights just for the same thing to happen over and over again. What was the point of even being alive if all the days just cycled into each other? An endless circle of being wrung out and wrung out until either they found an answer or they—

      Wait.

      Wait.

      An endless circle…

      It had been in front of Ukrah since the moment Myridepf had translated that scroll. Circles. The beginning was the end and the end was the beginning. Just as Dille was reborn, over and over again as the world needed her, so was everything else. Magic. The guardians. The heroes that destiny chose to push forward.

      Guardians didn’t die. They rose and faded since their creation, that was how their entire world was designed. No destruction, just a constant cycle. If they wanted to truly, truly defeat Tayir, the only way to stop him was to make sure that he was never created at all. Once he was, once he was added to the circle, there was no ending him.

      “Wait,” Ukrah said, her voice practically a shout. After the previous incident, no one needed a second declaration to pay her mind. “I think I have something.”

      “What?” Eist asked, a look of hope crossing her features. “What can we do?”

      “It has to do with Dille. Well, all of us, but we’ll need Dille and just about all of your magic, Eist.”

      “But Eist doesn’t have—”

      “Actually, I do,” Eist cut in, interrupting Ain. “Long story.”

      “Ah, that explains the hair then.”

      “Yes, because the hair is the most noticeable and not the fact that my eyes are mismatched again.”

      “…right. To be fair, I was pretty distracted.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “What is your plan?” Dille cut in, gently pushing Ain out of her embrace.

      “We need to go back to the dawn of creation.”

      “We what?”

      “Are you being serious right now?”

      Ukrah ignored the chorus of objections of everyone around them. They didn’t get it.

      “I don’t think that’s something we can do,” Eist said more cautiously. “Just sending us back to my parents’ time took so much prep and power.”

      “That’s it, though, we’re not moving forward or backward in time.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s the end of the world, yeah? The end is the very beginning. It’s all the same. We don’t need to move in time because we’re already here.”

      “Am… Am I missing something?” Elspeth asked with concern.

      But the look of illumination on Dille’s face gave Ukrah hope. “The circle,” she breathed. “You’re talking about that scroll, right? From the north?”

      Ukrah nodded, but it was Ain who spoke. “What’s this about circles? Isn’t that what you used to do this ritual?” he asked. “Why would that same thing allow you to go back to the dawn of time?”

      “No, not going back,” Dille said breathlessly. “And we only used the part of the runes we thought would help us. But the entire thing…” She looked around, chewing her lip again. “It would take a couple days, but we could carve all of it into this field. There should be enough room. It’s a particular design, but it could work.”

      “We’ve had to deal with particular before,” Fjorin said with a nod. “We could do this.”

      “Hold on,” Ain said, holding up a hand. “What do you mean by particular?”

      When Dille didn’t answer, it was Eist who spoke up. “The full scroll consists of one larger circle comprised of northern runes. Within it are twenty-five concentric circles of various sizes with runes from all over the world and all through time. They intersect at different points and each one of those points requires words of power.”

      “Ah, so that particular.”

      “Yes, that particular,” Dille said, seeming to come back to reality. “But we can do this. I know it. It might be the only way we get ourselves out of this loop and still come out of the other side.”

      “Do you really think this could work?” Elspeth asked quietly. “Or are we reaching far beyond our abilities here on a last-ditch effort to come ahead?”

      Ukrah thought about all they had seen with Dille. Thought about how the same things kept repeating themselves. Thought of how Tayir refused to be done away with, even when he had been exiled by the old spirits themselves. The only thing that explained it was the impossible belief the northerners had written down. And as the god-woman had already proven many times, often what was considered impossible was just what those in power didn’t want their underlings to attempt.

      “We can,” Dille said with a nod. “It will be complicated, but I think it will be less of us traveling anywhere and more just…perceiving time as it is around us. Past, present, future.”

      Eist cleared her throat. “I, uh, I actually did experience that once. You know, when I was a god.” Ukrah could almost feel the large number of heads snap towards her. “And I, uh, I’m pretty sure I can harness at least a little of that again. Since I’ve got my magic and all.” Another clearing of her throat. “And I know how it feels to sacrifice all of that ability to make sure things get done.”

      So that was why she had white hair and had lost her magic. Sure, Ukrah had always known that it had happened in the last battle against the Blight, but she had never understood the why or the how. In all her years living under Eist’s roof, there never seemed to be an appropriate time to ask either.

      Elspeth stood there a long moment, seemingly staring at nothing. When she did move, she still didn’t say anything, instead turning to regard the riders and witches around her, then their dragons, before finally her gaze landed back on Ukrah and her group.

      “Then that’s what we do. Prepare for another sealing ritual to buy us the time. Assign whoever you need. Once that’s done, we draw the rest of it using this circle as our anchor point.”

      “Alright then,” Eist said with a nod. “Let’s try to stop the end of the world.”
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      Something about the human mind wasn’t meant to comprehend time like they were trying to comprehend it. Existence was supposed to be a straight line, a series of cause and effect with consequences that couldn’t be undone. People were born, they lived, they died.

      And yet they were treating time as some sort of thick soup, all floating and mixed up together and unable to be separated from each other. Even though Ukrah had traveled to the past, her perception kept trying to revert to the same comprehension she’d always had. She couldn’t imagine what it was like for all the witches helping carve out the runes into the ground around Tayir. She would have liked to help them, but she spent most of her time passed out on a cot in the makeshift tent that had been set up, Marcellin and Cassinda equally worn beside her.

      They’d done the ritual a total of three times in a single week and it was so much. Even being awake enough to eat and drink seemed to take up too much energy, but Eist would make sure to rouse all of them on a regular schedule to make sure they could restore themselves before the next time rolled around.

      The only thing that helped Ukrah really get through was the thought that they were working toward something. Sure, it was something impossible, but at least it wasn’t laying down and giving up. Besides, if Eist and Dille both believed in the idea, then the least she could do was believe in it too.

      Besides, doubting took energy, and that was just about the last thing she had. At least her sleep didn’t contain anymore dreams or visions. Just blissful peace.

      Peace that was most definitely interrupted when someone shook her shoulder. “Ukrah, you need to wake up.”

      She couldn’t even place the voice, she was so exhausted, and she grumbled something. Normally, she would at least roll over, pull the covers over her head and sick Voirdr on them. But she was too worn to move her arms, and Voirdr was asleep outside the tent, too large for anything other than his head or tail to fit in at the same time. Besides, lately he’d been spending most of his nights with Sleipffynor. And sure, that made Ukrah feel a certain kind of way, but it wasn’t like she was awake enough to be a good rider to him anyways.

      “Come on now, I have food for you. You need to wake up and sustain yourself.”

      It was… It was Dille?

      That was odd. Usually it was only Eist or an acolyte that brought them food, but it definitely sounded like the governess. With a great deal of effort, Ukrah opened her eyes to glare at whoever it was.

      Oh, yes, it was indeed Dille.

      Why did that seem so bizarre?

      “Here, let me help you sit up.”

      The governess put the tray to the side on a low table before her strong hands gripped Ukrah. It took a bit of effort, but eventually, she was sitting up and able to look Dille mostly in the eye.

      “Where’s Eist?” she rasped, wondering if some other cataclysmic thing had happened while she was sleeping.

      “Spending time with her daughter. You know, in case we don’t come back.”

      “Not back, but—”

      “Yes, I know.” Dille cut her off with a wave of her hand. “Believe me, I’m the last person you have to explain that to.” The woman reached for the tray and set it in Ukrah’s lap. There was certainly more on it than usual—a thick, grilled cut of red meat, some roasted gourd, and a heaping helping of what smelled exactly like Braddock’s biscuits.

      “Is that—”

      “Of course. How could I serve you anything else?” The smile on Dille’s face was a bit strange, if only because Ukrah was so unused to seeing it. “Please, eat up. And while you’re doing that…” She reached into the pouches on her belt and placed four small vials on the tray along with the food. “Drink these too.”

      “What are these for?”

      “To strengthen you. Give you some of your energy back. You’ll pay triple later for it when this is all said and done, but at least drinking them will give us a chance to have a later.”

      “Does that mean that it’s time?” That had Ukrah sitting up a little further, but her muscles protested vehemently.

      “Almost. They’re finishing up the last circle now. We have one more sleep and then it’ll be time.”

      Ukrah let out a long, long breath that made her feel even more deflated than she already had been. “I know that I should say some sort of clever comment about time, but I am completely out of puns.”

      “That’s alright, puns were always more of Eist’s thing.”

      “Since when?” Ukrah asked with a frown.

      Dille looked like she had been about to answer flippantly, but then she snapped her mouth shut and seemed to think better of it. “Right. Perhaps it was more when she was younger. It’s hard to live through an apocalypse and not have it change you.”

      “Yeah, I’m learning that.” An intense, bitter sort of sadness began to trickle up within Ukrah, making the back of her tongue taste like metal. “Besides, I suppose puns were always more of Crispin’s thing.”

      To her surprise, Dille’s hands came up to gently hold her face. The governess’s hands were dry but cool, and her thumbs stroked gently at Ukrah’s cheeks.

      “I don’t think that I ever had time to say this, but I am sorry. He was a good man. And I do believe he truly loved you.”

      “He loved me more than I deserved,” Ukrah muttered, feeling the tears that she had been ignoring for so long well up again. It was selfish to spend her time crying when the people of her entire world needed her energy. She knew that, and that was the only thing that had kept her from melting into a puddle. But with her face in Dille’s hands, the witch looking at her with a kindness that was too deep, too honest, Ukrah felt herself begin to tumble apart.

      “You don’t always have to be strong, you know. Eist may not be the best example of that, but you can rest on us.”

      “How can I do that when we’re the only ones who can keep Tayir docile enough for us to save everyone?”

      “By sharing your pain. It doesn’t have to be all yours. You can cry. You can be upset. You are allowed moments of weakness because, despite being chosen by some old, old spirits to do their bidding, you’re still a human.”

      If it were anybody else, Ukrah would have told the woman that she had no idea what she was talking about. But if anyone understood, it was the great witch of the Blight war. The one who had been at the god-woman’s right hand through everything. It would be the woman who was the rebirth of the first witch, the origin of dragon’s blood in human magic wielders.

      So Ukrah let herself cry. She let herself expend the energy that she’d been so desperately clinging to. Let her stomach twist, her eyes leak, and her throat let out broken, reedy sobs. She missed Crispin. She missed him so much, it was like every breath was a stab down into her.

      She let herself feel it, no more grandstanding, and was so lost in the tidal wave of it all that she hardly noticed as two more weights depressed the magic on either side of her. It wasn’t until her sobs started to wane that she realized it was Marcellin and Cassinda on either side of her, their arms wrapped up with Dille’s, the four of them huddled together as they mourned.

      It wasn’t enough time, it wouldn’t ever be enough time, but it could be the last time Ukrah ever got a chance to feel everything that she needed to feel about her best friend. Her first true friend. The man she was pretty sure she had been in love with. Briefly, she wondered if Eist had taken the same opportunity in her own time. Probably not, judging by Dille’s comments.

      Eventually, no more tears would come and Ukrah sat up, her body quickly becoming overheated from their little pile. They parted, although none of them went far.

      “Stay here,” Dille said, looking at the other two vessels. “I have trays for you too.”

      They nodded, and the governess carefully disentangled herself before heading back out of the flap of their tent. Looking to Marcellin and Cassinda, Eist picked up a biscuit and broke it in half for them.

      “Ready for our last meal?” she asked, handing them over.

      “Our last meal of this particular crisis,” Marcellin countered. “Not our last meal ever.”

      “Whatever you say.”
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        * * *

      

      Ukrah stood shakily at the center of the circle. She was surrounded by people, some important to her, some she didn’t know, but she couldn’t help but feel so very alone.

      Her hands were clammy as she gripped Cassinda and Marcellin’s. Even after so many times completing the sealing ritual together, she still was nervous that somehow, they wouldn’t be able to join their magics together. That something would go wrong, and everything would be ruined forever.

      Then again, it wasn’t like they were even doing the same ritual. No, they were attempting to jump to the beginning of the circle when they were at the end of it. Two opposite points of time that happened simultaneously.

      It was insane, it was impossible, but as she looked at the massive spell circle carved into the ground below them, she had to hope that it would work. Because if they didn’t have that, there was nothing. She couldn’t keep doing the ritual. She felt more closed off from her magic than she had ever been, even when Voirdr’s ability was at its worst. The great and powerful spirit inside of her barely more than a trickle.

      “I hope those potions kick in soon,” Cassinda remarked idly, her tone dryer than ever. Her eyes were locked on Tayir, whose front legs were both free from stone and the rock was cracking over his face. They’d never let the sealing spell decay so far, and Ukrah felt her skin itching at the possibility of danger.

      No, not possibility. The inevitability.

      Because there was something that she had never verbalized, and she wasn’t sure if Dille or Eist already knew of it or if they hadn’t thought that particular part out. But from what Ukrah knew of the spell they were attempting, it wasn’t meant as some sort of insane time travel spell or anything of that sort. It was meant for her.

      Well, not specifically for her, but for all the vessels. She had no doubt that it was the spell that Tayir refused to share with them. The one that was supposed to help them unify and do whatever was needed to rebirth the old spirits back into the world and the natural order.

      She wasn’t sure why she didn’t mention that to anyone. Maybe it was because she was wrong. Or maybe it was because she hoped—somewhere between defeating Tayir and disrupting the natural order of time—that the old spirits would take their leave of her and she would finally be left alone. No more destiny. No more wars. Just blissful normalcy.

      And if Lystri was right and the only way for the old spirits to be freed was for their host’s lives to end, well, that would just be the way it was. If she’d done her job, if she’d helped save the world, she could finally rest easy.

      If, if, if. Too many ifs and not enough detail. Ukrah desperately wished for someone to give her a concrete answer, or for her to be able to give them a straightforward response. But her life was all conjecture and relying on metaphorical legends. It was exhausting. Just like everything else was exhausting.

      “The crack is moving again,” Lord Ain said from somewhere behind her. “Prepare yourselves.”

      “We have eyes, ya know,” Marcellin grumbled, perhaps the crankiest of the three remaining vessels.

      The last three left of seven. More than half of them were gone. Four lost in violent, hateful ways.

      It wasn’t fair.

      “Steady,” Eist soothed while Voirdr tipped his head down to wuffle against Marcellin’s back. “They’re laying the lifeblood now.”

      The ‘lifeblood’ was a concoction that Ukrah didn’t know the exact composition of, except that it didn’t include any literal blood. It was a sort of liquid that Dille and her apprentices had designed specifically to enhance the circle, comprised of herbs and magic bits and ancient words that had been long forgotten until they’d found that scroll.

      It had taken three days, but they’d managed to make enough of it to pour into the carvings in the earth, flowing a deep purple along the deep lines. Ukrah wasn’t watching them, but she saw when the liquid began to move past her, rushing through the channels that had been so meticulously dug into the ground. It was pretty, and smelled slightly of lavender, but she felt like if she looked too long at it that she might slip right back into sleep.

      The pouring of it meant that the time for their last hurrah was coming close. They’d had to wait because if they let the liquid flow too early, it would just be absorbed by the ground and apparently that was a bad thing. For being a host to one of the original spirits of all creation, Ukrah really didn’t understand much about magic.

      If she ever got an ‘after,’ she was going to use it to study everything she could until she either knew everything or her mind imploded.

      A cracking sound filled the air and she didn’t need to pull herself out of her musings to know what it was. Tayir was freeing himself further. When the cracking stopped, she could faintly hear him starting to breath. Slowly at first, but building in speed until it was almost like what one would expect from a sleeping dragon.

      He was so close to living again. Did he know what was going on around him? Would he come out with all his power flaring, ready to wage war again? Or would he be confused, easy to work around while he tried to come back into reality?

      Ukrah didn’t know. She’d never had a sealing spell used against her. She couldn’t help but hope that it would be the latter over the former.

      “Take a deep breath,” Dille advised, and Ukrah knew that her words were going to everyone around her, not just the vessels. She was speaking to all the witches and the few council members that had volunteered or been chosen to help enact the ancient ritual they were trying to bend to their will.

      They weren’t alone, of course. There was such a thing as putting too many eggs in one basket. So, naturally, the armies of the capitol along with those that had managed to travel from Baeldred and Margaid were gathered outside of the circle, there to fight if those within failed, with most of the riders waiting alongside them.

      Eist, Dille, Lord Ain, Elspeth, and Fjorin were arranged in a loose circle, as were their dragons, interwoven with arrangements of witches. Ukrah thought she might recognize a face or two from the caves, but it was impossible to say. But they were all of dragon’s blood and all willing to spill that blood to make sure their world lived. If their plan failed, they would be right in the path of a furious Tayir, who had clearly been feeding the entire time they had been running around and exhausting themselves.

      “Feel the energy in the earth. How it moves like blood, pulses like a heartbeat. That is what connects us, all of us. Allow yourself to embrace it, root yourself into it, and no one will be able to take that from you. Not even a god.”

      Ukrah could feel as the witches and apprentices around her listened, could feel them reach out like she had done so many times. Like ripples in a pond, they all intersected, moving around each other and combining into something far more intricate before flowing downward.

      There it was, connecting to the natural web of things. That spiderweb of golden light that laced through all of existence. Ukrah had never been around so many people who were all locking into it at once, and the surge of senses made her dizzy.

      “Oh wow,” Cassinda breathed. “I… I feel that.”

      “What is it?” Marcellin asked, swaying slightly.

      “It’s everyone,” Ukrah breathed.

      “Recite the words,” Dille continued. “Let them shape the energy within you. Let them guide you. Do not stop. You cannot stop.”

      The chanting began, old words, ancient and buried in all the other knowledge that was lost in the onslaught of the Blight. Ukrah didn’t repeat them, but that was only because she had her own words to speak. Ones specific to Tayir.

      Because they weren’t binding him outside of time—no, not quite. They were using him as a marker to take him to his time. Hopefully having the possible spirit of Arwylln reborn through the most powerful witch in recent history would help.

      I can feel you out there.

      Despite all their preparation, Ukrah’s stomach jumped when she heard Tayir’s strange voice-not-voice drift up from his stone form. His toes wiggled slightly, which perhaps could have almost been cute if they weren’t claws that wanted to rip and shred her and her loved ones.

      What are you doing, little ones? Why fight? It need not be painful, you know. What we can do together can be quite lovely.

      No one needed to issue an order to ignore that voice, but Ukrah wasn’t even sure how many could hear him. Was it only vessels and those close to him? Or had his powers grown so much that every person within distance could hear him? Or only those he wanted to? It wasn’t like she could stop and ask around.

      Ukrah gripped her fellow vessels’ hands tighter, pushing her magic out into them. They did the same, filling her with their so different but so very familiar power. Together, they readied themselves, reaching down into their depths as Dille’s potion tried to restore all the energy that they had spent keeping him contained.

      Aren’t you tired? Why do you still fight me? I know you can feel it, the urge to be united. Why fight it any longer?

      Ukrah didn’t answer him. She couldn’t waste the breath. Instead, she coaxed her power higher, and higher still. Feeding it into her partners, Cassinda and Marcellin feeding it into her in turn, building it up between them like a force unstoppable.

      Because they wouldn’t be stopped. It was time to right the wrongs and balance their world.

      Once and for all.

      Another one of those thunderous cracks filled the air, his front legs pressing against the ground, claws burying themselves into the dirt to give him purchase. The fissures in the stone raced upward, reaching his more cat-like head, which roared in rage the moment it could draw breath.

      “Prepare yourselves!” Eist cried, her hands alighting on Ukrah’s shoulders.

      And the desert girl’s legs almost buckled right then and there.

      When she was first possessed as a vessel—or awakened or whatever word folks wanted to use for it—she’d felt limitless power. Truly depthless, virulent, and uncontrollable in its power. She’d felt completely unstoppable, a juggernaut of magic and deep, dark power that couldn’t be contained.

      But when Eist touched her, sent her magic flowing into her, Ukrah felt like she had touched lightning itself.

      It raced through her, arcing from her mind to her heart and through every one of her limbs. It was completely unlike anything she had ever felt, like it was from an entirely different realm, a different way of being. Ukrah felt like she was being torn apart and pushed back together, and it was awful, incredible, and mind-numbing at the same time.

      Then everything was happening at once. There was a bright blast of light and then stone flew through the air, shattered as Tayir launched himself from the ground. He didn’t get far, however, because that was exactly when Ukrah, Cassinda, and Marcellin reached out with their own magic.

      Together, they recited the words that Dille had taught them. Ukrah wasn’t used to attempting spoken magic, but the governess had explained that much of old magic relied on it to properly channel power. And if the scroll would work better if they shouted some specific words, well, Ukrah was just fine with that.

      “Tayir! Guardian of humans and servant of the old spirits!” Perhaps it should have been more alarming to speak as one, but it seemed natural to Ukrah. Like she was slipping into an old habit that she’d forgotten. “You have violated your oath. Broken your bonds. You have betrayed the purpose for which you were made.”

      What’s this? the creature asked, his voice sounding oh-so-smug as he grew more heads, more wings, more vicious, deadly appendages. What a strange little party you’ve arranged here.

      It was clear that he didn’t notice the runes on the ground, the purple liquid still flowing through them, or the witches pouring it into the ancient marks. That was alright. He would know soon enough.

      “We, the vessels of your creators, cast you to when you were born. When the world was not but ground and fire with no light. We cast you, we cast you, we cast you...”

      They repeated that mantra over and over, and Ukrah could feel the spell starting to work its way upward, weaving intricate lines of power, building up to something. But would it be what they needed? What they were desperately seeking?

      What are you trying, little ones? I dare say, it tickles. He swooped down, landing on the earth with such a force that Ukrah could feel the reverberations of it rattle her all the way up to her teeth. But she didn’t stop her mantra, and neither did those around her. And although their words were very different, they blended together, growing into something that was far more powerful than the sum of its parts.

      She also didn’t stop when his four heads all rushed forward to them, stopping just in front of the vessels and letting out a thunderous roar that pushed all of their hair back and wetted their faces with spittle. It smelled awful, like rotting meat, which was an interesting fact considering that, as far as she knew, he didn’t need to eat anything.

      Are you singing to me, little Ukrah? Do you really think that some cute little words will save the humans that you love so much?

      He was taunting them. He was so sure of his victory that he didn’t even take them as a threat. She wanted to scream at him, to take the dagger hidden in her boot and stab as many of his eyes as she could until he killed her outright. But instead, she looked him in his closest pair and channeled everything she felt through her gaze.

      So brave. You always cared more for others than yourself, and that was why it was so easy to manipulate you, even from the beginning. But don’t worry, I will do what you never could and make a world without fault. It will be perfect and without your violent, insidious humans to ruin it!

      You are nothing, any of you! You’ve had this world for centuries and yet you lost it to usurpers. You faded away to nothing until you had to rely on pitiful humans to rebirth you! Weak, worship-reliant spirits. Know that you tried, but it was one of your own servants who was more fit to creation than you were.

      It was an impassioned speech, sure, but it cut off as Eist’s voice cut above the rising wind and Tayir’s bellowing, awful, unnatural laugh.

      “You talk too much,” she said, perhaps the only person in the whole circle who wasn’t chanting.

      Wait, why are you—

      Ukrah could hear Eist’s smirk even though the woman was behind her. “Here’s the thing. If you’re going to take the time to monologue about us being pitiful humans, maybe you should make sure that you’re not talking to someone who devoured three celestial beings.” Ukrah didn’t miss the golden mist that started to curl through the air around her, making her shadow stand that much more starkly against the ground.

      When Eist spoke next, it sounded like she was in a different place. Still behind Ukrah, but…higher, somehow? And her voice took on an echoing tone, one that the desert woman was used to hearing from Cassinda when she went particularly violent.

      You don’t have magic. This isn’t possible.

      “Not possible for a human,” Eist remarked calmly, her voice somehow building in volume. “But I think that you forgot one important fact.” There was a slight beat of silence, and Ukrah could practically hear the churn of Tayir’s mind as he struggled to figure out what she meant. He’d always been so proud of his knowledge.

      “They call me the god-woman for a reason.”

      You can’t be—

      It was like something clicked in the air, and then everything exploded. Eist let out a cry and magic whirled out of her like a storm. Ukrah couldn’t understand how the woman had so much left in her when she had poured what felt like a lifetime’s worth into the vessels already. And she didn’t understand why Eist’s voice sounded so high above her, but she couldn’t turn her head to look.

      And she couldn’t turn her head, because everything was erupting into chaos.

      The magic that had been building suddenly surged, melding together into a sort of bubble. What wasn’t busy merging was racing along the ground, following the path that had been carved for it, turning purple into bright gold.

      It was incredible. It was painful. It felt like the world was being ripped apart, and so was her soul.

      But she didn’t stop. She kept chanting. Kept holding on to her mission.

      This isn’t— This can’t—

      But it could. The storm raged harder, the sky cracked open, and suddenly, everything disappeared into nothing.
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      Ukrah had spent an awful lot of time in voids lately, and she knew enough about them to know she wasn’t in one now. Not really. And yet she was nowhere and with no one, completely alone. That moment wasn’t even a breath, not even enough time for her to blink, and yet it felt like a lifetime. Several lifetimes. An eternity even, stretched out beyond what her mind could comprehend and beyond what her sanity would allow.

      And then, just as suddenly as it had happened, the world came rushing back in a plume of fire.

      Oh.

      The world was indeed an inferno, and the cracked, lifeless earth below her feet was familiar to her. There was nothing but pure, unfiltered energy biting hungrily for some sort of order around her.

      What… This isn’t possible. This isn’t!

      Ukrah had almost hoped that their spell might have reverted Tayir into some tiny, newborn version of himself, but no such luck. He still stood in front of them—many winged, headed, and limbed—but for the first time since she had seen his non-finch form, he looked scared.

      “It is,” Eist said, slowly lowering herself to the ground in front of him. So, she had been floating? That was something for Ukrah to wonder about later, if they all survived. “You can feel it, can’t you? Exactly where we are.”

      But you should be powerless here! Tayir cried, rising onto his hind legs. The usurpers are still in their realm, and the Blight is long, long removed from this world.

      “That’s true. But while they’re not here, they still exist, and so does my bond to them. So, I’m drawing power from them at the height of their power.” She raised her hand and bolts of golden light shot from the ground, impaling Tayir in multiple spikes of brilliant magic. “Life’s a circle, innit?”

      Tayir squealed and pushed himself up, blood spilling from his wounds as he ripped through the golden spikes. But those wounds healed before the gore grew to be too much, and even more limbs burst from his sides.

      This stops nothing. I will just end you here and save you all the suffering of ever being born!

      “Or you could just give up,” Eist said, Fior flying up from under her so she could settle herself on his back. In one of her arms, a golden pike appeared, made entirely of light, and in the other there was a burning, glowing sword. “This doesn’t have to be painful, you know.”

      You turn my own words back on me like you are an equal, Tayir hissed before opening his many mouths and letting out a blast of that iridescent, burning light that had killed so many of their dear companions.

      But unlike all the other times, instead of cutting through their shields or flesh, Eist held up her hand. All the beams bent, as if drawn to her, only to hit her arm and disappear into her limb.

      The woman glowed even brighter and let out a laugh that Ukrah had never heard from the woman before. She was suddenly reminded of when they’d saved a very pregnant Eist from a cave and she had gone on to beat almost all the witch hunters with just a staff. Ruthless and hungry for a fight. Hungry for blood.

      “Oh no, not an equal,” she breathed before turning that power right back and sending it at one of Tayir’s center heads. The bolt went right through it, turning that skull and its neck to ash. “Better. Much, much better.”

      Tayir snarled, and that was when the battle truly began.

      The two flew at each other, and the sky was lit with colors and magic and fire. Ukrah let go of the other vessels’ hands, looking to Elspeth for confirmation.

      The white-haired woman nodded, and then they were both running for their dragons, who were standing ready just behind them.

      Ukrah was fairly certain that Eist was reveling in her part as a distraction, cutting into Tayir, severing limbs and making him screech. He tried to get his hits in too, but between her shields and Fior’s skill, he wasn’t getting anything significant in. And it was clear the god-woman wasn’t allowing him the distance to summon any more of his blasting magic.

      For being a guardian that was supposed to protect early mankind from danger, Tayir sure didn’t have a lot of strategy in a fight.

      But Ukrah was certainly not complaining about that. Leaping onto Voirdr’s back, she urged him up into the sky, just like they had planned.

      He and Sleipffynor shot up, pushing off the ground with their powerful legs. The desert girl risked one more look at Elspeth before concentrating. The woman looked fierce. Determined. Completely unafraid in a way that Ukrah wished she could be.

      Maybe when she was five hundred years old, she’d be much more used to going through apocalypses. Because for the first time since freeing Lystri, Ukrah believed she just might have a future.

      Then again, what was five hundred years without Crispin in it?

      Some part of her bubbled at that, a wave of concern. Ukrah liked to think that it was him, trying to soothe her. Even in death, he was a part of her. But it wasn’t enough. Not for her.

      Later. Later. Her emotions and everything else had to come later. The only thing that mattered was finishing their plan and ending Tayir’s reign. There was still so much that could go wrong.

      But despite everything, Ukrah felt a thrill as she rode Voirdr up into the air, twisting past the attacks of both of the somewhat-gods to try to find purchase. They moved together, two spirits that were always meant to be. Yeah, Ukrah’s body and destiny may have been hijacked by an ancient spirit, but her connection with Voirdr was entirely hers. And it was her connection with him that was going to hopefully be the last nail in Tayir’s coffin.

      “Eist!” she heard Elspeth shout from the opposite side of Tayir, Sleipffynor letting out a distinctive keen. It drew Tayir’s attention, his many heads turning toward the white dragon, but before he could so much as swipe, Eist leapt from Fior’s back, barreling right into Tayir’s massive chest, where she stabbed her burning sword.

      “Hold still for a minute, would you?” she breathed, shooting Ukrah a cocky grin. The desert woman didn’t know how Eist seemed to be having fun, but she wasn’t going to question it. Instead, she took the cue and urged Voirdr forward.

      What are you doing? I can’t—

      “Move?” Eist remarked. “Yeah, neither can I. Kind of how this thing works. Would be a lot easier if you didn’t fight it, though.” There was the strain that Ukrah was expecting. When Eist had said she could probably hold Tayir on her own for several minutes, she’d been doubtful. She’d wondered if it was just the god-woman’s way of ending her life and going to meet Athar in the beyond. Clearly, Eist had been somewhat demure in explaining the depth of the magic that had returned to her.

      But they only had so much time, and judging by the sweat starting to trickle down Eist’s brow, it wasn’t a lot. Thankfully, it took both Sleipffynor and Voirdr only a couple of beats to reach the spiny hump at the base of Tayir’s many necks and bite into it.

      “Good boy,” Ukrah said, rising from her spot on his back and shimmying along his thick neck. When she was close enough, she reached down to press her hand right between where the two were biting. Her balance was precarious, and she almost slipped as Tayir cursed and his body rolled, resisting the paralyzing effects of whatever magic Eist was using.

      But a hand gripped her belt, holding her steady from where she hung. A quick crane of her neck revealed that Elspeth was also perched atop Sleipffynor’s long, elegant snout, her hand gripping the desert woman hard enough for the muscles in her forearm to visibly strain.

      “Don’t worry,” she said with a smile that Ukrah could only describe as genuinely loving. “I’ve got you. All three of us got you.”

      Ukrah nodded and returned to her task. “Voirdr, do your thing.”

      “You too, Sleipffynor,” she heard Elspeth murmur behind her.

      Once more, Ukrah could feel when the two of them called on their second abilities. The same ones that had stopped Tayir the last time. But instead of taking power from dragons and putting it toward Fior, they tried to cycle it through the three of them. Black dragon, white dragon, and errant guardian.

      A circle, like all else.

      It wasn’t how their magic was supposed to work. Tayir didn’t have a drop of dragon’s blood as far as she knew, but that was why she was there, pouring her power into the cycle they were trying to create. She was the bridge.

      Dragon blood, but also the old spirit. She was a combination of the old ways, magic long forgotten, and all the troubles that came from a post-Blight world. She was the rider of the black dragon and the vessel of the spirit of justice. She could do what no one else could.

      Voirdr pulled from Tayir. And pulled and pulled, trying to grip and drain out his magic faster than any of them could breathe. And just as quickly, Sleipffynor pushed it back in, locking the spirit into the process if he didn’t want to lose his magic. Besides, it wasn’t like either of the dragons could keep it. That wasn’t how it worked.

      Then again, neither was it meant to work how they were using it.

      Because both chains of the magic were drawn through Ukrah, rushing through her like fiery brands, scoring her insides. But she bit her lip and endured it, using her body to filter out everything that wasn’t his.

      It was barely noticeable at first, a scrap of soothing cold as it sped through her, but she gripped it, something within her knowing that it wasn’t Tayir’s. That it didn’t belong. So, she let it go, flitting it away into the air to wherever it wanted to be.

      Judging by Tayir’s increased howls, that was the right thing to do.

      The next scrap was bigger, warm and luxurious. Ukrah knew without a doubt it was Lystri’s spirit, scattered and torn within him.

      That went to the air too.

      No! Stop this! You don’t know what you’re doing.

      “I think we all know,” Ukrah remarked calmly, the only words she felt she could squeeze out considering how her body felt like it was being turned inside out. “And that’s why you’re scared.”

      He howled, his body thrashing again, and a pained cry sounded from Eist below.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can hold him!”

      “Keep on!” Elspeth cried from above Ukrah. “She’s almost got it.”

      The vessel had no idea how Elspeth could know that, but she didn’t question it. Instead, she dove back in, ripping and tearing away anything that seemed like it didn’t belong to Tayir. Anything he had stolen.

      She felt the burning ambition of Lystri. She felt the wounded betrayal of her friend that she had murdered. She felt tiny bits of Crispin’s hope and Helena’s love, which only made her temper burn hotter. Crispin and Helena were supposed to be inside of her and Cassinda. Tayir didn’t deserve to even touch their essence, let alone have it inside of him.

      She didn’t pause, didn’t blink. She wasn’t even sure she was breathing. She just held on and let the dragons channel everything through her.

      She had no idea how long it went on. Time was irrelevant. Her whole existence was narrowed down to reducing Tayir to his bare essence.

      And it was working. The more that she pulled out, the faster she went, until finally she could feel nothing but the roiling, burning energy that undoubtedly belonged to a guardian made by the old spirits in their prime.

      ENOUGH!

      That was all the warning Ukrah had before Tayir broke free of whatever spell Eist was using to hold him and a powerful blast of magic sent them all flying. Ukrah spun through the air, unable to stop her momentum as she flew into the distance. But before she could crash into the burning earth and either immolate herself or break her back, Voirdr’s thick paw reached out to grab her and yank her right against his underbelly.

      They hit, and they hit hard, and she heard the breath being driven from her dragon’s body. They bounced once, then twice, before he was able to spin and push himself back into the air.

      Somehow, Fjorin and Ain were already in the air, even though it seemed like they’d just been on the ground moments earlier. Cassinda and Marcellin were on the back of their dragons, hands outstretched and waiting for Ukrah.

      That was it. The last step of their plan to amass enough power to stop a guardian from ever being created. In order to reach the end, they had to start the beginning.

      They had to unify.

      She could feel the bits of Lystri and her murdered friend coalescing around the other two, already relieved of their mortal coils. With a simple tug of Voirdr’s leg, he tossed her into the air, gently catching her on his back before dipping down so she could join hands with the remaining two vessels again.

      “This is it, huh?” Marcellin asked with a wry grin as Tayir recovered behind them, his form much smaller as he took to the air again.

      “I’m going to miss tearing people limb from limb with plants,” Cassinda said with a sigh.

      “You know, I feel like there’s some things that maybe you should talk over when we get out of this.”

      “There are other things too,” Cassinda said with a roll of her eyes. “It’s just that’s a real nice one.”

      Ukrah allowed herself a smile. Sure, she would miss some things about being powered, about being able to turn those who hurt the people she loved to ash without much effort. But all in all, she was looking forward to some peace.

      “Ready?”

      What have you done? My magic, the spirits—

      “Are free from you,” Ukrah said, gripping the other vessels’ hands tighter. “And now they’re going to be free from us.”

      No! You can’t—

      But Ukrah just opened herself up, letting her magic flow back into the symbol still carved into the ground. “It’s the beginning of the world, Tayir. It’s time for unification.”

      NO!

      She didn’t hear him any further. Relaxing as best she could, she opened herself up in a way she hadn’t since that fateful circle with Dille and all the other vessels. Reaching inward, she found that burning, churning, dark core that had been her center for so long.

      “It’s time,” she told herself, chills going through her at the knowledge that it could be the very last time she ever heard her voice. “It’s the beginning of the world, old friend. Time for you to be born.

      “All of you.”

      There was a rush of magic that surged out of Ukrah’s core, with responding ones issuing from the vessels behind her. It was strange, feeling almost like her life itself was being drained from her bit by bit. And unlike Tayir, it wasn’t instantly being replaced.

      But there was also a soft sense of peace that rolled in after it. If she wasn’t a vessel anymore, she was just a young woman. An orphan. No one that needed to worry about the end of the world or powerful magics. Even as she grew colder, her eyelids fluttering, she couldn’t help but enjoy the sensation.

      I won’t let you do this!

      The roar was Tayir’s, but it barely reached Ukrah. She was somewhere else entirely, her whole body changing as her magic fled her.

      “Quiet.”

      That voice undoubtedly belonged to Dille, but Ukrah could only watch as the witch rose on her red dragon, raising her hands and slamming a whirling ball of fire into Tayir’s many faces. He spun back, circling, only for her to move her hands again and cause pillars of earth to slam into him like a clap.

      Perhaps Ukrah could have laughed at the beating, but she couldn’t. There was so little of her left, all her energy separating from her bit by bit by bit.

      She felt herself sway on Voirdr’s back, no Lord Ain or Fjorin to hold her steady. She was sure she was going to pitch over the side, but she couldn’t bring herself to care, not even when something dropped behind her with a thump and hands gripped her hips.

      “It’s alright,” Elspeth’s voice said from behind her. How had she gotten there? Ukrah couldn’t remember where she had been thrown in Tayir’s last mighty blast. “I’ve still got you. Okay? Vessel or not.”

      What a nice sentiment. But Ukrah didn’t even think there was going to be a her when the last of the spirit left her.

      Justice. Protection. She’d been so caught up with what she was, so intertwined in it all, what could there possibly be left? She could hardly remember what it felt like to be anything other than what she was. To be anything other than a host for something greater than herself.

      But then that last trickle of boiling black inside of her—the virulent, demanding energy—drained out of her and she was a vessel no more.

      Everything went fuzzy for several long moments, sinking into blackness. She couldn’t feel her body, couldn’t hear much of anything, or smell. Couldn’t see. But did it matter? Finally, after so long, she was free.

      And she could see Crispin again.

      What kind of afterlife was waiting for them when there was no veil? No one really knew. Was it a paradise? Or was it just an eternal slumber? Crispin would certainly hate the second one. He always got antsy if he was stuck in one place for too long.

      “Ukrah? Ukrah!”

      Someone was calling her name faintly, barely able to reach her over the dull roar in her ears, but she didn’t want to listen to it. There was a black swirl below her feet, and the call of the void was so sweet as it sang its song.

      All she had to do was slide in and she would have rest. She wouldn’t have to fight anymore. Never again know pain. Never again know hunger. She could never lose anyone else because they would all be right there.

      “I’m not going to caddin’ lose you too, dammit. This time, you’re all going to live!”

      Then she felt it, burning hot lightning racing along her skin. It wasn’t like her magic, wasn’t like the old spirits. It was something else entirely, blindingly bright and scouring her from the inside out.

      She sat up with a jolt, gasping and coughing and feeling like she was on fire. Had she fallen into the inferno?

      But strong hands around her waist told her no, Elspeth was still holding onto her. But someone was in front of her too, gripping her hands right over where her fingers were intertwined with Cassinda and Marcellin.

      “Eist?” she asked, confused.

      “Oh, thank the…whatever cadding thing we’re thanking lately. You’re here. You’re all here.” She kissed Ukrah on the forehead before leaning to one side then the other to do the same to the other two vessels.

      Except they weren’t vessels anymore, were they? When Ukrah reached into herself, she didn’t feel a lick of that bubbling black.

      No, there was only shining gold inside of her. Bright and impossible to ignore.

      “But…but we were dying,” Cassinda breathed, echoing Ukrah’s confusion.

      “Actually, all of us were already dead long ago,” Marcellin said, looking around. “Remember? That was why we were chosen. We weren’t lives cut short, we were extended. We all knew at least a little that giving up the spirits meant we gave up ourselves.”

      “The spirits!”

      Ukrah’s eyes went wide as she realized that she was in the middle of a battle. In the middle of a raging, scourging fire that would never be stopped with a power-hungry guardian who was intent on destroying them. But when she looked up, she saw no battle.

      No, she only saw seven glowing, swirling lights circling Tayir, who was cowering as best as one could in mid-air.

      You have broken your covenant, Tayir. Strange. There was no voice, and yet Ukrah knew without a doubt that it was the spirit of justice speaking, the great being that had been reborn through her. Somehow, she had done it. They had done it, together. A group of humans and witches somehow did the impossible.

      Have I? I was created to protect the humans. Can you blame me for protecting them from themselves?

      Enough, Tayir, another said, sounding similar to how Cassinda did when she was exasperated. It is over.

      What is over? Shall you exile me again? I will just come back. This cycle you’ve created, the one your little vessel dug up, is faulty. You’ve already fallen once. You will again.

      Oh, dear errant guardian, how we have failed you. And that sounded like Crispin. Ukrah watched, her heart thundering in her chest, and the shapes grew and grew, the fire from below feeding up into them in swirling pillars. They were harnessing the chaos of the world below them.

      Ukrah couldn’t help a weary, dreary wave of pride. It really was both the end and the beginning. The spirits were absorbing the chaos—the raw, unchecked magic that was destroying everything. They were creating the world as her people knew it.

      Had Ukrah always been a part of it? Had she always been there for the beginning of the world? Had they all?

      We are not the ones who created the cycle. Our world did. We are just the shepherds of it, the builders. Not the creators.

      Tayir gave the lights a bewildered look. But if not you, then who? Who are the gods to the gods?

      That is not a question for us to ask, the one that had to be justice answered. But be at peace, Tayir. For it is at the start of all things that you meet your end by never beginning.

      What are you talking about?

      This is the dawn of time, and we are reborn. But with our rebirth, we will make sure that yours never happens.

      What? You can’t! No! Exile me! Lock me away again!

      But the circle of lights began to spin, pulling more and more fire up into it. Ukrah could feel the energy burning against her, almost scalding, before the cooling caress of one of Eist’s shields slipped over her.

      The spirits resembled the sun more than anything else, fire sparking around and within them, their light growing brighter and brighter where they all mixed together. It was beautiful, but also quite frightening, the power radiating outward in staggered bursts.

      “Hold on tight,” the god-woman said, face tense. “I’m pretty sure there’s about to be a very big—”

      She never finished her sentence. When the last lick of fire was sucked up, leaving only ashy, cracked ground below, there was a small moment of peace and then the entire world exploded.
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      Or at least it felt like the entire world exploded.

      So many sensations, so many feelings all hit Ukrah with the force of an earthquake, and she was sent flying backwards. She was pretty sure that everyone was sent flying backward and that when she was finally able to open her eyes again they would be scattered across the desolate world. But when she did land, it was on something soft. And when her mind was clear enough to feel again, she realized something cool and wet was gently dripping onto her face.

      It took quite some effort for her to open her eyes, and when she did, everything was a foggy sort of gray. She blinked, then blinked again, then drew in a shuddering breath that had several worrying pops sounding from her chest.

      But after a few more blinks, her vision cleared, and she realized it was water dripping onto her, caught up in the leaves of the giant tree she was laying under.

      “What?”

      She sat up, her entire body protesting, to find herself in the middle of a lush patch of trees. There was the sound of rain, and then running water, speaking of a brook happily running by her.

      Wow, they had actually done it. The world was reborn.

      But where was everyone else?

      A confused trill from behind her sounded and she turned to see Voirdr unfurling from where he was tucked into the branches of two other giant trees. He was upside-down when his eyes found her, and he clumsily jerked himself free to land in front of her.

      “We made it,” she said, rushing forward to hug his perfect, beautiful head. “We made it, Voirdr.”

      But where was everyone else?

      “This way, little one.”

      Ukrah whipped back around to see Dille standing by a tree. She took a step towards the governess only for the woman to turn and walk off into the trees.

      “Hey, wait up!”

      She followed clumsily after, part of her trying to catch a trail and the other part staring in wonder around her. The trees were so different than the ones in the lands of the pale-faces, as well as in the forbidden lands. Some of them were twisted with long, long roots that made them look like they were on stilts. There were others that were so thick that Ukrah was sure she and all of the vessels combined couldn’t reach around their massive trunks. There were flowers that were as big as her and vines as thick as her waist.

      She hadn’t traveled far when there was the sound of movement through the trees. Readying herself for a fight, she was surprised to see Elspeth stumble out from between two trees, her white dragon’s head appearing behind her.

      “Is this real?” the woman asked, her amethyst eyes wide.

      “I think so,” Ukrah said hesitantly. “Otherwise the afterlife is a lot different than what I imagined.”

      “Where are the others?”

      “I don’t know. I saw the governess and was trying to follow her.”

      “Dille? I saw her too. Or at least I thought I did.”

      “This way.”

      Ukrah spun around again just in time to see the witch slide out of view down a hill.

      “…was she wearing a dress before?” Elspeth murmured behind her, but Ukrah and Voirdr were already moving.

      Once more, they hadn’t been moving long before they met up with Lord Ain, his dragon, and Cassinda. They were fairly banged up, but looked more alive than Ukrah had seen in a while.

      “Looks like they flung us really far,” Ain remarked with a crooked grin that fit his reputation as a heartbreaker back in his youth. “Did you all see Dille? We were following her, but we lost line of sight.”

      That… That was strange. But Ukrah didn’t remark on it, instead choosing to continue on.

      What was strange was that she felt like she was breathing better, her muscles going for longer without feeling fatigue. She wasn’t thirsty, she wasn’t hungry. She felt content, for all that she was very, very confused.

      Then finally the trees waned until they ended at an open field, grass nearly up to Ukrah’s shoulders. For a moment, she thought that they were horribly lost, but then she saw Fjorin, Marcellin, the dragon he’d been riding, and Dille along with her own mount erupt from the other side.

      “Wait, how did you get over there?” Ain asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Hey, everyone. You’re going to want to come see this.”

      For a moment, it was clear that none of them knew where the voice was coming from, but then a small, pale hand shot up from the center of the grass.

      Oh. Eist. She was rather short, wasn’t she?

      They all made their way over, no one quite running but they weren’t exactly walking either. And when they reached the god-woman, Ukrah wasn’t quite sure what to expect. It wasn’t until they were right beside Eist that she realized what the woman was looking at.

      “It’s the center of the circle,” Eist said with a resigned sort of sigh. “And that’s it. Nothing else.”

      “No, that…that shouldn’t have happened.” Dille knelt and pressed her hands to the markings. “I don’t understand. Why would the circle have been broken?”

      “Because the world was reborn,” Eist said, wiping her face. “There’s magic all around, but it’s busy remaking everything. Magic isn’t really a thing. There are no dragons. There isn’t any life beyond plants, really. It’s just us.”

      Not just you, children.

      “You all heard that too, didn’t you?” Cassinda asked from beside Ukrah.

      There were nods all around as everyone scanned for the source of the voice. But Ukrah couldn’t see anything, and when she tried to feel for them, all she could sense was the burning bright gold that Eist had stuffed her with. Was…was she some sort of demi-god now? Ukrah felt like she needed a scroll explaining the ramifications of having her life extended as a vessel only to lose it to rebirth her spirit, then get it again when a god-devourer literally shoved all the power she could into Ukrah’s body.

      It is us, old friends. We are the earth upon which you stand now. The water that washes on your face. We will be the animals that become your companions and the food that fills your bellies.

      The ground began to glow below them, gently unfurling up the grass in gentle little sparkles. It was beautiful, but entirely unworldly, and Ukrah realized she knew exactly who was speaking.

      “It’s the spirits,” Dille breathed, rising to her feet. “They’re all around us.”

      That we are, our child. That we are. Because of you, we have been able to birth the world that will birth you. As we have said so many times, it is a cycle.

      “So, this was always meant to be?” Eist asked, sounding doubtful. “All of this was predestined? From the Blight to my parents dying?”

      No, not predestined. We had hopes, we set paths, but everything was always your choice to pursue or not pursue.

      “Alright, so what now?” Cassinda asked sharply. Trust the redhead to have the kind of gall to snap at the creators of life as they knew it. “We did everything you asked, rebirthed you to start the cycle of life all over again, and now we’re just stuck here to what… Hang out?” Her eyes went wide. “We… We’re not the start of humanity, are we?”

      No, child, no. That won’t come for some time.

      “And what’s going to happen back in our time?” Fjorin asked, raising a question that Ukrah hadn’t even thought of. “If you are the same spirits that started the world, then you’ll be gone when we return…if we return?”

      Worry not. Life is a cycle.

      “You know, you keep saying that, but I don’t think I’m following,” Ain said. “This all seems like a paradox.”

      “You have to stop thinking of time as cause and effect,” Ukrah said with a sigh, her head hurting. “I think I might stop thinking about time in general. I am decidedly done with it.”

      Worry not, children. There is someone to guide you back. Just like the world was created now, it was renewed in your time. The end is the beginning, and the beginning knows to end.

      Ain threw his arms up. “Nope. I have enough riddles from all of you. Don’t need it from the ancient spirits.”

      “Who will guide us?” Eist asked, perking up at that. “Some other deity we don’t know about?”

      Oh no. You know our daughter well.

      “Daughter?” Elspeth questioned.

      But it was Dille who answered her. “I think… I think they mean me.” She took a tentative step forward. “Is what Ukrah and Eist told me true? Am I some sort of…of…rebirth of the first witch?”

      You are but one of many.

      “What—”

      But the grass dulled, and the voices stopped, the hum in the air fading. There was a boom of thunder above, and then rain poured down in a thick sheet.

      “Naturally,” Ain remarked, looking up as they all were soaked.

      Most of the group followed his gaze, no doubt watching the multitude of colors swirling through the sky as clouds were formed for the first time, mountains were created, and stars burst into view. But Ukrah didn’t pay that any mind, her eyes instead locked on a figure at the edge of the grassy field.

      It was Dille, only dressed differently in old-fashioned armor that would have looked right at home on Eist’s mother. Her hair was wild in thick, rich curls, but she wore stark ruby coloring on her lips.

      “Dille,” she murmured, reaching behind her for the governess, unable to pull her gaze away from the doppelgänger not that far from them.

      “What?”

      Ukrah could hear that the witch was mildly irritated, no doubt so wiped out from everything that had happened since they first invoked the circle, but Ukrah couldn’t think of a thing to say, especially not as another Dille walked forward from the forest.

      She was in a long, beautiful dress. She was taller than the others, and her hair was incredibly long, falling to her feet in intricate braids. She looked older, somewhere in her fourth decade, her dark skin just beginning to show the slightest of wrinkles.

      The sharp gasp out of the Dille next to Ukrah had Eist turning her attention away from the sky.

      “Is something— Holy… What’s going on?”

      But Ukrah had no answer as another Dille stepped from the trees on the opposite side. She was much shorter and much, much older, her face so leathered and wrinkled that it was almost like a deeply-tanned hide. She held a twisted cane in her hand and tottered forward with an assurance that Ukrah wished she’d have if she ever lived that long.

      One by one, more of them stepped out. All of them were a bit different. Either in hair, or stature, or their face. While one might have a broad, aquiline nose, the other had one that had clearly been broken. While several of them looked to have dark, deep eyes, Ukrah could also see a few with bright blue or blazing green. Some were darker, some were lighter, but all of them were unmistakably Dille.

      Or M’baya?

      Maybe…Arwylln?

      Then, when there were hundreds of them completely lining the entire edge of the field, they all lifted their hands at once and a strange melody drifted from their mouths while their lips moved as one.

      “Dille?” Eist asked, her voice raising in concern. “What’s going on?”

      The governess swallowed, and unlike usual, she looked so very young. “I think… I think I’m about to be born.”

      “What? That makes no sense!”

      Ukrah wasn’t about to point out the fact that so little in their lives currently made sense that it was an asinine phrase. Mostly because the governess was walking forward only for Eist to catch her arm.

      “Maybe you don’t have to go to them,” Eist said, her voice small.

      Dille sent her friend a look that Ukrah could barely understand. It was the type of look that only comrades who have fought in countless battles together, who had loved and lost together, could share. “…I think I do.”

      It was too soon into the new world to be in pain, but Ukrah felt it build in her chest as tears welled up in Eist’s eyes. “Don’t do this, Dille. I don’t trust them.”

      The witch suddenly turned, enveloping her best friend in a tight hug. “I think they’re me, Eist. It’s gonna be okay.”

      “I’ve lost everyone else. I can’t do this without you.”

      Tears began to prick at Ukrah’s eyes as Dille tenderly kissed Eist’s forehead. “You won’t be. I promise.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I just know.”

      Ukrah didn’t think she would have the willpower to let go, to trust whatever strange phenomenon was happening around them, but that was probably why she wasn’t the god-woman. Eist let her go, drawing herself up straight and giving her the dragon rider salute.

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      “Of course you would. I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

      They shared one last look, and then Dille was walking forward.

      But as she walked, so did the other Dilles, all moving together like they were one person. Their whole group watched, enraptured, as they all strode toward each other.

      Eventually, they all reached a point where they were shoulder to shoulder. Children, younglings, in their prime, and elder. All of them dressed in styles that spoke of different cultures, different times.

      “Alright,” Dille said with a nervous sort of grin. “Take me home.”

      She raised her hand just like them, and once more the wind picked up and light began to glow from each of them. It was the one that had to be Myridepf’s M’baya who turned a translucent blue before flying into Eist’s Dille, sinking into her skin and disappearing in a flash. Then it was a younger one, dressed in clothes befitting a wealthy merchant. They increased after that, one after another in rapid succession until there was just a blue, shining pillar in the center of where their circle had been.

      It grew wider, the wind beginning to earn a bite with its whip. But just as quickly as it built, it faded.

      Ukrah expected an explosion, because that was what things seemed to do lately, but instead, it dispersed in a shower of gentle sparks, almost like butterflies bursting from a cloud. And in the spot where that light had been sat a very, very, very large woman on a throne fashioned from what looked like a giant dragon egg.

      “Arwylln,” Eist breathed, taking a step forward.

      “Hello, my friend. I told you we would meet again, did I not?”

      Ukrah yelped when nearly all the dragons let out a happy sound, bounding forward to play and nuzzle at the woman’s feet. Only Voirdr and Sleipffynor were large enough to come up to her lap, which both tried to climb into at once.

      The woman was like a statue in an ancient temple. She had to be around ten lengths long, and the power that radiated from her could be felt even from where Ukrah was standing.

      “You remember me?” Eist asked, her voice trembling.

      “I remember all of my friends, but I could never, ever forget you.” A melodic, beautiful laugh issued from her mouth. “How could I ever forget how all of you helped me see?”

      She brought her hand up and gestured to her empty sockets, where there was only swirling black.

      “I was not meant to be scattered through time as I was. A terrible consequence of trying to invoke a spell to save all my children from that Blight that threatened to destroy us all.” She closed those vacant, empty sockets and when she opened them again, there were only sweet pools of welcoming hazel. “Oh, now isn’t that lovely?” She leaned down, gazing at all of them. “It is so good to see you with all my senses. You’ve all done me so very proud.”

      “I… Is this the last time I’ll see you?” Eist asked.

      “Yeah,” Ain cut in, surprisingly. “That’s something I’d very much like to know.”

      The giant woman’s eyes slid to the blond man, a knowing smirk on her face. “Why, because you love me?”

      Ain’s eyes went wide, and his mouth opened and closed as if he was going to object. But with Arwylln’s unwavering gaze, he quickly crumpled.

      “I may have feelings that I, uh, need to discuss with…you? Dille? I’m not quite sure on all of this.”

      “It’s still so fun to see you squirm.” The woman sat up, leaning back enough so that several of the dragons could hop into her lap, nuzzling and chirping like they were hatchlings again. “But all in due time. For now, it is time to take you home.”

      “How will that work?” Cassinda asked. “Are you going to do the same ritual we did? Or are we getting split through time like you did?”

      “I was separated as the result of a spell backfire when I tried to abuse my own power and the laws of our world. You have done no such thing, so you need not worry.” Her face grew serious. “However, I cannot just take you home.”

      “But—”

      “Oh, come on!”

      “That’s not what—”

      The giant woman held up her hand and the various outbursts stilled.

      “You have all been exposed to ideas you should not have, found power that no human should know. It would be incredibly dangerous for you to take that into your time, not to mention that you’ve already shared the information with so many others who wish to bring evil.”

      “How do you know who—”

      Her hand made the motion again and Eist snapped her mouth shut mid-question. “Do not ask the question I cannot answer. I’ve just found myself again, I would rather not scatter.” Gently, she picked up each of their dragons and set them next to the appropriate owners.

      “So what then?” Fjorin asked, a surprising voice of reason within the group. Ukrah wished she knew him as Eist did, as he seemed a trustworthy ally. He’d literally followed her to the end of the world and—well, not quite back yet. “How can we all unlearn what we already know? Are you going to wipe our minds? Make us forget all that?”

      “Oh no. If we have learned anything it is that the will of humans is far greater than any power or spell. You would uncover your memories one way or another, and considering there are still those who wish to summon darkness back to your world, it is not a risk we’re willing to take.”

      “If you can’t take us home, and you can’t wipe our minds, then how does any of this work?!” Cassinda snapped. Ukrah was pretty sure the redhead was wishing for her lethal vessel abilities. They needed to get out of there before she figured out how to wield the magic Eist had given her.

      “Hush, young one. You will be returned home, but I am not the one to take you there. I am but a guide.” She lowered her massive hand until it was in front of Ukrah, big enough for her to sit in the center of her palm comfortably. “A guide to one of you.”

      “I don’t understand…” Ukrah said, feeling the gaze of everyone on her. Her time of saving the world was supposed to be over. She was just supposed to sit back and let it play out while waiting for the day she was finally reunited with everyone she had lost. No doubt Crispin would chide her for not drinking enough water. Ale’a would challenge her to sparring. Athar would thank her for watching after his wife as best she could.

      Her mom would be there. Would she be proud? Ukrah hoped so. She’d tried so hard to be good. She’d saved the world. Even if she’d taken a lot of missteps along the way.

      “Come now, Ukrah, daughter of the desert. You will be the one who walks the path. You will complete the cycle, again and again.”

      Ukrah pulled herself up into her hand, and the giant woman brought her to her lap. It was strange to be held as such by another human, but she didn’t find it bad, her mind still churning.

      And then, in the blink of an eye, they popped away from the clearing and back into the void.

      Ukrah definitely was growing used to slipping in and out of existence, but what was happening with Arwylln was completely different. They were floating above everything. No, not above. Beside? Under? Through? She didn’t have a word for it. They were both a part of time and not, looking over it as it flowed like an ocean.

      Below, Ukrah could see all their actions laid out. How Tayir was sealed away then would rise again. How they would find out how to beat him and return to the dawn of their world. She saw loss and pain and wonder and delight. She saw alternate paths it could take. She saw what happened if they failed, who would be called to the helm to try to save the world.

      Is that it? Ukrah asked, her voice speaking without her mouth moving. A never-ending cycle? She couldn’t hide how bitter her voice was. I can never die? I can only do this again and again? How many times have I done this? Have I always been stuck in this purgatory?

      This is our world’s first rebirth, as far as I am aware. It is always hardest at the beginning of things, when we are still learning.

      But according to this, I’m always at the beginning of things. No matter what, I’ll always make the same choices, always watch the people I love die. And you said I’m supposed to forget somehow? That’s… That’s the worst punishment I can think of. What did I do to deserve something like this?

      They continued moving through the sea of time, passing battles, passing births. There was everything that had happened, could happen, and would happen all around her. She saw little Yacristjian growing up, being swamped in power that she wasn’t prepared to deal with. She saw Elspeth, laying in her death bed, old and wrinkled with her white dragon wound around her. She saw births. She saw deaths. She saw everything.

      But it all rang false. What was the point of seeing any of it when she would never actually get to be a part of it?

      Nothing, my dear. You simply had the luck of being chosen.

      What kind of awful fortune! I don’t want this, Dille. Or Arwylln. Whatever you wish to be called.

      Blast it.

      They stopped in their flight, the cosmos spinning around them, all the energy and potential of the world spread out in her peripheral vision, and Arwylln took her face in her hands—not unlike Dille had before. It was only then that Ukrah realized the first witch was the same size as her now, a much more reasonable six foot rather than over ninety of them.

      My dear, sweet girl. You’ve fought for so long and bled for so many. She leaned forward and pressed a kiss to one of Ukrah’s cheeks and then to the other. It pains me to hear you so wounded.

      How can I not be? This is torment. This is the end one would wish on a villain.

      Another kiss, tender and soft, to the top of her head. Such is the path of those destined to walk in glory. Ukrah wanted to object, she had every intention to, but then the first witch was shushing her and speaking again. You have sacrificed of yourself from the beginning to the literal end. Do you not think that it is time to live for yourself?

      What?

      Arwylln raised her eyebrows, a broad smile growing across her face. My creators would bid me to return you to the moment that you died there on that stake. To begin your journey again and again and ensure that all happened as it did before.

      Her words began to slowly track in Ukrah’s brain. But what if I…what if I…

      What if you… Arwylln prompted, waving her hand. And at the motion, the sea of time and events around them shifted, opening a bright green pool from which Voirdr vaulted out of. The dragon looked around, no doubt confused, his body growing and expanding before her very eyes as they lingered there.

      So that was how he and Fior both came back aged differently.

      What if I just…didn’t do that?

      There was that beaming, brilliant smile that Ukrah had seen Dille wear once or twice. What if indeed?

      Arwylln let go, and Ukrah didn’t waste a single moment more. Grabbing Voirdr, she swung onto his back and reached into the golden, burning light in front of her. Letting it flow through her, she looked around in the swirling, chaotic flow of everything around her.

      There, she said, finding the right spot. With a simple press of her knees into Voirdr’s side, they were shooting forward.

      Remember, Ukrah of W’allenhaus! Arwylln called from behind her. There is a terrible responsibility that comes from knowledge! And you will carry that to the end of your life.

      Ukrah would have called back, would have maybe exclaimed a thank you, but then a portal opened in front of her and the two of them burst through it at full speed.
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      They burst out into the midday sun, light glinting off Voirdr’s scales and blinding Ukrah for the briefest of moments. But she didn’t need her vision to know where they were. The sounds were burned into her memory, a scar that she would never forget.

      When she could see again, it only confirmed that she was exactly where she knew they would be, right above the great battle at the chapel, the last of the Sect of Three valiantly fighting against their own.

      So many ends, so many beginnings. So much blood spilled that would never be gotten back.

      Except Ukrah was very determined to make sure that this blood was never spilled in the first place.

      It wasn’t difficult to spot herself, Crispin, and Lystri in the far corner of the battle, just having escaped the beleaguered chapel and the dancer about to use her ability. Ukrah felt her heart almost split into halves, one rejoicing at seeing the sharp lines of Crispin’s face, the other seething at Lystri, knowing it was her machinations that allowed Tayir to put his final plan into motion.

      She didn’t hesitate. Swooping down, she gathered up all the air she had in her lungs and issued her order to Voirdr.

      “Destroy,” she hissed, allowing all her anger to land on the treacherous vessel.

      She needn’t worry about the other Ukrah and Crispin. If anyone would sense her dragon swooping in to attack, it was herself. And sure enough, Ukrah tackled Crispin to the side, rolling out of the way and cursing audibly as the desert woman bore down on the enemy.

      Voirdr, the brilliant, her beautiful boy, opened his mouth, sucking in air. Lystri looked up, her eyes wide and shock apparent on her face, before Voirdr let out the biggest plume of fire that Ukrah had ever seen.

      And Lystri burned. Her cries were terrible, as was watching her as she tried to take a couple of hobbling steps toward safety, but there was no ‘safety’ when it came to dragon fire. Within a few moments, she collapsed to the ground.

      Perhaps it said something of Ukrah that she didn’t hesitate to jump off Voirdr’s back and approach the flaming corpse. With a wave of her hand, that fire died, leaving a smoldering body.

      “What a waste,” Ukrah remarked before kneeling and pressing her hand into the vessel’s ashen back.

      With everything that she had gone through, she didn’t have any issue or pause with opening herself up and absorbing every bit of the spirit that was within Lystri. She had only been a not-vessel for a few moments, maybe an hour at best, and it came to her with the ease of an old friend. Warm, honeyed, and silken, it slipped over the gold burning bright within her. Lystri’s spirit made itself at home, filling out all the spare spaces that had been carved out by the previous spirit Ukrah had hosted.

      And then she stood. So many were still fighting, completely unaware of what had just happened at the edge of battle. A sect, anxious to kill her and people like her, thinking that they were important when there was a beast lurking in the shadows. A beast that wanted to kill all of them, witch and human alike.

      Grabbing every bit of the power Lystri’s spirt still had, she called it to her hands. It didn’t like the burning gold within her, didn’t like the way it sizzled and popped, but that was alright with her. She didn’t plan on keeping it long.

      “Enough!” she cried, sending all the magic in a wide blast across the battlescape.

      It went out not like a wave, but like arrows of shining, white light. Targeted, ruthless, they drove through armor and stone alike, felling enemy after enemy until there were only the surrendered and allies.

      “What is going on here? Why are there two of you?!”

      It was so lovely to hear Crispin’s voice again, and it was almost enough to distract her. But she had one last thing she had to do. If she was going to live for herself, there was an enemy yet.

      “I summon you, guardian,” she said, holding out her hand and sending out a pulse of Eist’s magic.

      Nothing happened and for a moment, she wondered if he’d escaped. But then a beat later, Tayir was hurtling toward them and landing in her hand with all the grace of a tiny desert finch.

      What’s going—

      She clenched her fingers, and he let out a loud squawk. The other Ukrah and Crispin were running toward her, no doubt think it was some sort of trick or devious ruse, but she just brought the little bird to her face.

      “You cruel, cruel little thing,” she hissed, bringing him level to her eye. “After all these years, you’d really kill all of us for a speck of power?”

      What are you— I would never— This is— He gave up with another huff and shuddered in her grip. What gave me away?

      “Nothing,” she answered honestly. “You won.” With that, she squeezed further, sinking all of her magic into him. His form began to buck and shift, growing in size, wings and limbs shooting out of him, growing into an amalgamation of all he must have been in the times he was allowed to roam the world.

      But Ukrah didn’t let go. Remembering what Eist had said about the Blight, she called upon all of that golden, burning power within her. And as it rose, she shoved it through Tayir, beckoning it to follow along everywhere he had ever touched, everywhere he had breathed, until every single scrap of him was carved from time and history. And then, when she finally reached the point where he was exiled, the point that she had just been to, she ripped all that away too and banished it from their world.

      It was a demanding task. She could feel herself begin to sweat, and her teeth chatter. As Tayir fought, cried, and howled, she refused to release her hand—even when she could feel the magic keeping her alive give way, used up in the effort to seal away something, someone with so much history.

      That was what Eist had done, after all. Severed her connection to all magic by giving it up and destroying the Blight. If the god-woman had taught her anything, it was that sometimes great sacrifices had to be made.

      Even if they hurt.

      And then it happened. She severed the last piece of Tayir and the struggling in her hand stopped. Ash floated away on the breeze, leaving her standing there next to her dragon.

      But not for long. She toppled forward, her head spinning and her body giving out. How strange, to die twice in a day. This time, however, she was sure that no god-woman with unimaginable power was going to swoop in at the last minute and save her.

      That was alright. She was going to save herself.

      “Crispin,” she murmured, her voice barely a gasp, reaching up for the dazed blond. He gave a concerned look to the other Ukrah, who seemed equally baffled, but then he carefully approached her.

      “You’re alive,” Ukrah murmured, pulling him closer when he gripped her hand. “You’re here, and you’re alive.”

      “Is there a reason why I shouldn’t be?” he asked, his brows furrowed together.

      But all Ukrah could do was laugh. She had done it. She had gone against the spirit’s wishes, she had changed time—the one thing that they weren’t supposed to do—but she would do it again in a heartbeat.

      “No, Crispin. There’s no reason at all.”

      Because the cycle was broken. Everyone was alive. There was no eternity of suffering. No endless loop of her making the same choices over and over again. Creating the world, ending the world, and returning to the stake.

      She caressed Crispin’s face, tracing the lines of it with her dirty, ash-covered hands. But he didn’t flinch away. If anything, his eyes narrowed as he seemed to accept that it was really her.

      “What’s happened to you, Ukrah? What’s going on?”

      But she was running out of time. She had broken the timeline, so technically, she didn’t exist. She’d never seen Crispin die. She’d never watched Eist cry over her husband. She’d never gone back to the beginning of the world and freed the spirits.

      And yet she had.

      It was a conundrum that couldn’t exist, a paradox, and so she was fading back into the swimming, churning miasma of time that she had left Arwylln in. Her eyes flicking to the other version of herself, the one that didn’t know what it was like to lose everything, she forced herself to get one more thing out.

      “The old spirits are all here. It’s time to let them go.”

      And with that, she felt the last of her energy leave her, dissipating as the cycle of the world tried to figure out what they were supposed to do with her. But Ukrah let herself sink into the happiness, knowing that she was going to get to have a real life, one without any powers beyond being a regular witch.

      She could get used to that idea.
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      Ukrah’s day was going very strangely.

      She’d woken up a captive, which was definitely planned, but her mortal enemy then telling her their life story certainly wasn’t. The escape was, but helping Lystri not be sacrificed and to escape with them wasn’t.

      A big ol’ battle was certainly anticipated, but another version of herself swooping in on a fully-grown black dragon definitely wasn’t anywhere near planned.

      And yet that was what had happened. Another Ukrah, one a bit thinner and much more haggard, had practically crashed into them, immolating Lystri, absorbing the old spirit housed within her, and sending that same spirit out to annihilate all their enemies. Then she’d killed Tayir, who apparently was going to betray them, and then just…died. Out of nowhere.

      Ukrah blinked down at where the other version of her had been lying, her body fading away into a gentle, gold shimmer. Crispin looked like he was going to say something, but at the last moment, that golden sparkle shot up and into Ukrah, barreling into her mouth, invading her body like an unwelcome plague.

      She stumbled back, sure that she had somehow just ingested something that would cause her death. But instead, something else entirely happened.

      She saw everything. A whole different version of their events played out in front of her, running at the highest speed and yet she understood every moment of it. She saw deaths, she saw them losing, she saw them traveling through time, she saw everything that had brought that other Ukrah in front of her and knew why she’d looked so happy when she faded to nothing.

      Except she wasn’t nothing, was she? That Ukrah wasn’t gone, just integrated into herself, leaving the young desert woman with two distinct memories and a haunting knowledge of what fate they had just narrowly missed.

      “What happened?” Eist asked, Fior gently setting himself on the ground. Her hair was white again. Shouldn’t it be blond? No, that was the other Eist. The one that watched her husband die in front of her.

      “She beat th-them!” Athar said, landing right beside his beloved with his giant dragon. Ukrah could almost cry at seeing them standing next to each other, filthy from the battle but smiling and alive. Strange, they’d never even come close to death and yet she felt the pain of his loss, nonetheless.

      Because he had died. Right in front of her. Right in front of Eist. But none of them in front of her knew that. As far as they were concerned, they’d won.

      “We need to do the ritual,” Ukrah said quickly, before realizing they wouldn’t know what she was talking about. She wasn’t even sure that she knew what she was talking about. She was shifting through so many memories that were beginning to meld together, forming a mish-mosh of what was and what was no longer. Was that how Dille always felt? No wonder she could be snappy.

      Wait.

      Dille.

      Dille wasn’t just Dille. An insane dream played over in Ukrah’s head, and she found herself scanning the sky for the governess. When she landed, she looked pleased but just as confused as the others.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but we were just in the middle of a battle, yes?”

      Should Ukrah tell her? It would be a strange thing to just blurt out. And she wasn’t entirely sure she understood it anyways. There was so much to sort through in her head, to put into order and decipher, but what she knew now was that she had to get their vessels out.

      And she knew how to do it without killing them.

      “We need to do the ritual,” she repeated, taking out her dagger and drawing it on the ground.

      “Uh, Ukrah, what ritual might that be?” She paused to look up at Crispin and sheer joy flooded her that he was just there. Alive and tangible right in front of her. That was something that she was definitely going to need to sort out.

      And had they kissed!?

      She shook her head. It was not the time. “To rebirth the old spirits. Now is as good a time as any with Lystri and her friend—” She made a vague motion to the air. “—around, I guess, and no enemies to stop us.”

      “Did Tayir tell you what it was?” Eist asked with interest, crouching next to where Ukrah meticulously drew shapes into the earth.

      Not just any shapes.

      Circles.

      “No,” Ukrah only half-answered, her concentration taking up by the task at hand.

      “But if not Tayir, then who?”

      “I… I think it was me.”

      Ukrah knew that she wasn’t making sense to them, but she didn’t need to. She kept carving into the earth, even as Cassinda and Helena ran up to her, the latter rosy-cheeked and very much alive.

      “What’s going on?” Cassinda asked, stopping short of crossing over one of Ukrah’s lines. “What are you doing?”

      “Apparently, we’re about to rebirth the old spirits,” Crispin said, and Ukrah could see his incredulous expression without even looking at his face.

      “What?! Here? Now?”

      “Sure, why not? Or at least that’s what Ukrah says.”

      “What about Marcellin? We’ll need him, won’t we?”

      “He’ll be here soon,” Ukrah said, not even looking up. “With all the brindles.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” Eist asked levelly.

      But Ukrah didn’t answer. She was at the center of the symbol, where the most circles intersected. It was direly important that she get it right. She hadn’t gone-but-also-not-gone through everything she may or may not have gone through just to foul up with poor penmanship.

      Finally, she finished, and just in time, because there was a friendly call from above. A few moments later, Marcellin was landing, a young and joyful Voirdr bounding over to Ukrah and barreling over.

      Oh. He was small again, her little teenager of a boy…or was it just that he was never big? Which life was real? The one she had lived or the one she was living? Both? It seemed like both. Another paradox if there ever was one.

      “Hey there, little guy,” she said, kissing everywhere she could reach on his head. Not the easiest task considering how much he was wiggling. “I have so much to teach you.”

      “You know, I was never really cut out for this hero thing, but I did imagine riding in on the backs of several dragons would be a little bit more, ya know, save the day,” Marcellin remarked ruefully. “I could have sworn I had the feeling that everything was going to go wrong very fast.”

      “Your feeling was spot on,” Ukrah said, urging Voirdr to move to the side so she could rush forward and throw her arms around the other vessel’s shoulders in a tight hug. “You arrived just in time.”

      “Did I?” he asked, returning her hug just as warmly. “Seems like we were just standing around a bit, not to pick at your strategy, or anything.”

      “We were just about to rebirth our spirits, actually,” Crispin said, suddenly much closer than Ukrah remembered him being. Was he… Was he jealous? After everything, it was almost a bit adorable.

      “What?! Here? Now?”

      “Why does everyone keep asking those specific questions?” Ukrah mused, letting go of the boy’s shoulders but still holding one of his hands. The other reached for Crispin, and his long, slender fingers slid between hers. A perfect fit.

      “Uh, Dille, do you mind stepping right into the middle of the circle I drew?”

      “Why?”

      How did she explain it? “Uh, because I need you.”

      The governess looked like she expected more of an answer, but when Ukrah didn’t offer it, she just shrugged and stepped forward as Ukrah had asked. It wasn’t the largest spell circle. If Ukrah laid across it, her head would stick out one side and her feet from the other. But it was enough for the rest of the vessels to gather around, and they all joined hands.

      “I need everyone to join hands and open themselves up like we did before when we were setting the trap for Lystri. Just follow my words and don’t fight it, even if it’s scary. Even if it feels like you’re dying.”

      “That’s not foreboding,” Crispin remarked idly.

      Goodness, she had missed that.

      “And what am I supposed to do?” Dille asked, her tone indicating that she was humoring Ukrah more than anything, but the young woman didn’t care.

      “You just hold onto everything you can of yourself, as tightly as you can. Try to draw as much of yourself into your core as you can. Don’t let a single bit get away.”

      “…okay. That is a very…particular set of directions.”

      “I know,” Ukrah said with a little shrug. “Everyone ready?”

      “I am,” Marcellin said with a squeeze of her hand. “I’m ready to get this thing out of me and be a normal kid again.”

      “You’re still gonna be a witch, ya know,” Crispin remarked.

      “Oh. Well. Better than someone who accidentally brings down a cave on themselves when they lose their temper. Chop-chop, let’s get to it.”

      “You heard the man,” Cassinda said wryly.

      Ukrah did indeed. With one last nod, she concentrated and tried to access those memories she’d just had shot into her in a cloud of golden dust. With a deep breath, she dropped her walls, opening the deepest parts of herself to reveal the bubbling, boiling, and very tired blackness that had been in her for so many years.

      “It’s time,” she said, repeating the words that were already in her head. “It’s the beginning of our new world, not yours. A whole new cycle. It’s time for you to be reborn. All of you.”

      And just like before, their magic surged out of them, boring down into the small circle that she had made. It wasn’t enough to contain it. Sparks in various colors flew everywhere, and the mountainside began to shake.

      It was the same and yet different. Ukrah could feel her power slipping away, the spirit within leaving her mortal body. She could feel her breathing slow and her eyelids droop, but she forced her mouth to move anyways, adding something new to the words she could so clearly remember.

      “We’ve forged our own path, Arwylln. All we ask is that you don’t let it end now.”

      There was no answer—not that Ukrah expected one. She grew weaker and weaker, and once more, that inviting black began to spread below her feet. It would be so easy to slip into it.

      She’d thought that before, hadn’t she?

      She was pretty sure she had.

      But then something else began to happen, something that barely registered in front of her dimming gaze. Light, blue and shining, began to emit from Dille, increasing in intensity until the woman was picked off the ground and began to float.

      “You did it,” the witch said, but her voice was not her own. And yet it was.

      “Arwylln,” Ukrah breathed, the corner of her lip barely able to curl. It had worked. Somehow, it had worked. After a good sleep, Ukrah was going to need to go through the wealth of memories that she had inherited and figure out what was what.

      “Technically, you should all die here. That is the path you chose.”

      “Uh, Dille? What’s going on? What are you talking about?” Eist’s voice sounded far away. Was Ukrah floating too? It seemed like something she would notice, but she couldn’t summon the energy to look down.

      “We helped you see,” Ukrah breathed. She felt like her words wouldn’t come out, thick and stuck to her tongue, but she managed one last rasp. She was running out of time. They all were.

      “I know. But I had to at least pretend to argue for a moment. Otherwise, what would my creators think of me?” Dille raised her hands in the air and a glowing ball of light began to grow between them. “I saved something that should not exist in this time. Don’t tell. I’d hate to be punished again when I just got out of the corner.”

      Ukrah wanted to ask what she meant. She also maybe wanted to demand the first witch get on with it. But she couldn’t speak anymore, couldn’t breathe anymore, and she fell right down into the black.
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      Ukrah awoke gasping and coughing, her body feeling like it had been dragged through a fire and then put on an ice block to chill for a while. Hands gripped her shoulders, trying to push her back down, and she fought them until she heard a familiar voice calling her name.

      “Ukrah! Calm down. It’s me, you’re safe.”

      That voice. She knew that voice.

      The desert girl opened her eyes—or at least tried to—only to stop when she realized they were caked shut. It was definitely painful, and she started to bring her hands up to rub them.

      “Oh no, don’t do that. Here, let me get a wet cloth.”

      A few moments later, there was indeed a warm cloth across her eyes. It sat there a moment while Ukrah tried to remember to breathe, and then it was gently pulled away.

      Finally able to really open her eyes, she saw it was Eist leaning over her, a gentle expression on her face.

      “Hey there, friend. Athar is bringing up food now that you’re awake. You’re the first one.” Ukrah blinked a few times, trying to understand what had happened.

      “I died,” she said finally, her throat sounding like it was scraped raw.

      “Only for a minute,” Eist said casually, lifting a tankard of what tasted like honeyed cider to Ukrah’s lips and not putting it down until she’d taken several small sips.

      There was something that didn’t match up about that, and Ukrah took a moment to look her over further. “Your hair is blond.”

      “A funny thing for you to notice.”

      At that, Ukrah sat up, although her body groaned in protest. “You have your magic.”

      Eist smiled crookedly, tilting her head to the side. “Amongst some other things.”

      “Your memories?”

      She nodded, and Ukrah reached out to grip Eist’s hand. “Are everyone’s…?”

      “No. Just us. I think it would be pretty traumatic for any of them to remember their deaths at the hands of Tayir.” Her soft, kind expression faded into a more bitter one. “He really did a number on us, didn’t he?”

      “That’s putting it mildly.” Ukrah took another sip of the honeyed cider when Eist offered it before settling. “What do we do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do we tell Dille? Or did that secret come out in the ritual?” Wait, she was missing several vital details. “The ritual! What happened with the spirits? Did it work?”

      “One at a time, love,” Eist shushed assuredly. “In order, no, I don’t think we should tell Dille, and no, that secret didn’t come out. Dille doesn’t remember what happened, and no one else outside of your circle understood what was going on.”

      “Not even Athar?”

      “Not even Athar. As for your other questions, as far as I could tell, the spirits were reborn. It wasn’t really something I can see, but I can feel that the magic of the world is channeling itself appropriately, and Dille says all the chaos is falling into order.”

      “That’s good then.”

      “Very good.” Eist squeezed her shoulder, her smile full of affection. “You’re probably going to need a few days to recover, but once you have, we should have a talk. Compare memories until we understand everything that happened.”

      “For what purpose? We’re not supposed to tell anyone, remember? Knowledge being a burden and responsibility and all that.” Alarm shot through Ukrah again. “Does everyone even know that it was you who brought us back to life with your god-magic?”

      “Technically not my god-magic, but the other Eist’s,” she huffed. “That’s confusing. But no, I’m fairly certain that everyone thinks it was Dille.”

      “And no one questioned the hair or the eyes?”

      “It’s been a busy day since all of you almost died. Besides, with all the magic finding its rightful place and the natural order of our world returning, I’m sure people will assume it’s just a sign of things returning to normal.”

      “So that’s it then? We saved the world, defied the orders of the old spirits, and we get off consequence-free?”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it that. You and I know what happened. We know old magic that we were never meant to know. And we told the current deities of our world basically where to shove it. There will be consequences, I am sure. But we’ll face them when they arise. You and me, Ukrah.”

      Ukrah nodded, feeling warmth in her belly. Finally, after so much time daydreaming about it, she was going to have some peace and quiet.

      “By the way, rest up when you can. In three days, there’s set to be a feast in the capitol to celebrate the destruction of the Sect of the Three, and we’re all the guest of honor.”

      Okay, maybe not peace and quiet, but Ukrah didn’t mind a party.
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      Party was an understatement.

      Ukrah had been to her fair share of shindigs during her time in the civilized lands, including her and Crispin’s namedays, but nothing quite prepared her for the city-wide celebration at the decree of Dille and Elspeth.

      Music was playing on every street, with colorful banners hanging from windows and flags from the roofs. There was dancing, drinking, and food everywhere as the entire city celebrated that they wouldn’t have to worry about anymore surprise attacks in the night, or being targeted for daring to house the witch refugees running from hate. It was lively, it was endless, and it was going on its second day without stop.

      “My feet hurt,” Ukrah said with a laugh as she flounced out of the house and hopped into the carriage meant to take them to the academy. Flouncing was not something she often had a chance to do, and she took pleasure in doing exactly that.

      Somehow, Elspeth had gotten her a dress made in the Margaidian style, the skirt featuring multiple layers of gauzy, light material while the top was more fitted and vibrant. Little crystals hung from the end of all her fabric, giving it weight that made spinning, hopping, and jumping much more fun than it had any right to be.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so bouncy,” Crispin remarked with a laugh, having no problem pressing into her side.

      Her cheeks flushed immediately at the contact, as she always did of late whenever they were around each other. Because the crux of the matter was that while Ukrah distinctly remembered what it felt like to kiss him, his reality was that they hadn’t even admitted their feelings for each other yet.

      That certainly made things awkward.

      It also didn’t help that he looked quite dashing in his outfit. It was a blue doublet and hose, with white stockings into fancy, leather shoes that looked brand new. The top was detailed with golden touches and braided rope, leaving him looking far more like a well-to-do lord than an orphan, thief, and runaway. His blond hair was as wild as ever, sitting in shaggy waves atop his head, but he’d had much of the length cut.

      Just looking at him still filled her with a strange conflict of feelings. There was the ache from seeing him die, from knowing what it would look and feel like to have him slip right through her fingers. But there was also a bubbling, giddy sort of happiness that he was alive. She really was so sure that she had lost him forever.

      “You’re doing that staring thing again.”

      “Oh, am I?” she murmured, quickly averting her eyes. It wasn’t like she could tell him that she wanted to look at him until her eyes fell out of her head. Wasn’t exactly a way to charm a lad. But even at night, when they laid with their cots pressed up against each other and only Voirdr’s tail between them, she found herself staring at him until she fell into slumber.

      “Yeah. Makes me think I have something between my teeth.”

      “Your teeth are fine,” she said, rolling her eyes. “As is the rest of you.”

      “Oh, just fine, am I? And here I thought I looked rather dashing.”

      “Don’t answer that,” Cassinda called from the entrance of the manor, rushing out with Marcellin behind her, both also dressed to the nines. Ukrah had no idea how Elspeth and the others managed to get enough clothing together for all of them to have new outfits for a multi-day feast, but she wasn’t questioning the gifts. “His ego is big enough already.”

      Especially when the gift made her feel so pretty.

      Funny, a younger version of herself would have laughed at the thought of caring about something so simple, but considering that Ukrah had lived through the end of the world and back, it was nice to be able to worry about something as uncomplicated as feeling pretty.

      “It really is a wonder he wasn’t a vessel for the spirit of vanity,” Marcellin remarked, hitting the side of the carriage to signal the driver to start moving. Eist and Athar would be coming along a bit later with Yacristjian, and no doubt leaving much earlier. Ukrah appreciated that they trusted their charges to enjoy a feast without chaperones, but she was still leery about any of them being out of her sight for a length of time.

      “Says the man who spends more time fiddling with his hair than Voirdr spends trying to con people out of treats.”

      “Speaking of your little man, where is he?”

      Ukrah leaned out of the carriage window and whistled. A moment later, there was a clumsy sort of thunk on the roof and then his red and black tail swung down into view. It was strange, seeing that coloring back when she’d just gotten used to him being black, but she would have plenty of time to get used to it.

      “So,” Cassinda said, her cat-like eyes glinting. “Are you looking forward to seeing Ale’a, Crispin?”

      The blond frowned from beside Ukrah, his leg bouncing. “What are you on about, Cassinda?”

      Ukrah did her best not to laugh. She’d always been a bit confused by Crispin’s moon-eyes at the muscled rider, but Ale’a had explained it fine to the other Ukrah, and now she just found it amusing. Sure, he had a type, and he liked to flirt, and he liked to look at women he found pretty, but he loved her. And whenever he finally admitted his affections to her, she knew no one else would matter. Crispin was loyal to a fault.

      But it was the getting there that was the issue.

      “I’m just saying, since Helena chose to hit the city with a new possible suitor friend, now you can spend the whole night staring at whatever undoubtedly pretty thing Ale’a’s wearing.” She turned to Marcellin and spoke conversationally, as if she wasn’t purposefully riling the blond up. “Have you ever seen Ale’a all dressed up? She has impeccable taste in fashion.”

      But the dark-haired boy seemed more than happy to play along. “Oh yeah, remember at Yacristjian’s nameday party? She had all those braids and then a traditional northern getup, fur-trimmed hose and all.”

      “I didn’t notice,” Crispin said flatly, crossing his arms over his chest and kicking at Marcellin’s knee. “Unlike some of us, I know not to ogle a lady.”

      “Oh yeah?” Ukrah murmured absently, like she wasn’t really paying attention. “And when did that happen?”

      “Hey now, I don’t know when this turned into a ‘pile on Crispin day,’ but we’re all supposed to be going to the academy for a feast together, not setting in on each other. Let’s try to present a united front while we’re there, alright? I don’t trust half these folks not to secretly be a sect member angry that we broke up their little cult.”

      Ukrah hid her smile behind her hand, trying not to preen that he still hated the people who had caused her such trouble. “Most of the people have grown out of that by now, I’m sure. The riders that were sided with the sect are dead now, judging by what Eist told me about when they went to bury the bodies.”

      “Well, that’s good to know. But still, I don’t trust them.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “The only thing I trust is that there will be good food and many drunk people to watch make a fool of themselves,” Cassinda said, sitting back. “Because if I can’t torment people with tripping vines, I can at least watch them trip themselves.”

      “You’ve got an evil streak in ya, you know that?” Crispin said, shaking his head. “Forget Tayir, I think we need to look out for our very own redhead.”

      “Nonsense,” Cassinda said with a nonchalant shrug. “I am very upfront about my dislike of absolutely everyone. It’s the ones that hide it that you have worry about.”

      “Ah, real friends stab you in the face, is that it?”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      He huffed, and the carriage fell into a friendly sort of banter the rest of the way to the academy. Ukrah tried to pitch in when she could, but mostly, she just listened. The new life she’d been given was a wonderful one, if only because all her friends were there. Seeing them alive, seeing them happy, did her more good than any amount of power or destiny.

      Although, as it were, she was still getting used to the absence of the old spirit within herself and the new shimmering gold magic that Eist had brought her back to life with.

      Wait… Were they still old spirits? Or were they reborn spirits? New spirits? She didn’t know. It wasn’t like they wanted anything to do with her since the other Ukrah broke their precious cycle and then the first witch used her powers to make sure all the vessels lived when they were most definitely not supposed to.

      She didn’t get an answer to that spirit question before they arrived at the feast, but she didn’t expect to. Almost immediately upon arrival, they were swept up with their friends, and it was so good to see all their faces. Especially Ale’a, who looked alive and happy, and definitely dressed impressively in an intricately-tailored jacket, a crisp shirt underneath, and delicately-embroidered hose. She was the only woman Ukrah knew that regularly wore pants to special occasions, but it looked right on the tall, muscled woman. Maybe the desert woman would try that sometime, if her hips and thighs ever stopped widening. It was ridiculous how many pairs of sparring breeches she’d gone through in just the past year alone.

      Predictably, as soon as their group was in, they headed straight to wherever the food was. It took a bit of navigating to get down to where meals were always held, and Ukrah whistled at the impressive amount of decoration that had been put up in the few days since their victory against the sect. Big banners, streamers, and Ukrah couldn’t be certain, but she was pretty sure she spotted a new statue being carved in the back of Dille and maybe Eist. None of her, of course, but she was just the upstart from the forbidden lands, so she didn’t expect much.

      She also didn’t expect a literal tower of Braddock’s biscuits in the center of the multi-table spread, and yet that was exactly what she was looking at.

      “Is… Is that what I think it is?” Crispin asked from beside her, his eyes about as large as the trencher he was using.

      “It is,” Ukrah answered, completely breathless as they both rushed forward.

      She couldn’t help the giddy laugh that welled up in her as Crispin reached much higher than she could to grab some of the higher biscuits and placed five right on her plate before getting himself some. She had no idea how Eist was supposed to—

      Oh right. Athar.

      Was that why the short woman had married him? It certainly was a perk.

      Ukrah shook her head and eagerly stuffed one of the fluffy, buttery biscuits into her mouth. It melted across her tongue in happy memories, but there was also the bitter tang of her most recent ones.

      Even though it wasn’t her, not really her, she could remember sitting across from a drained Cassinda and Marcellin, methodically chewing what was going to be their last meal.

      And yet there she was, eating them again, no spirits or sects or anything of the kind to worry about.

      “Whoa, hey, are you alright?”

      Ukrah blinked, her eyes flicking to Crispin, and she realized that tears had begun to well up over her eyelids, trickling down her cheeks. “I’m fine. The, uh, the biscuits are just really good.”

      “Look, I know we’ve always had a thing for food, but not that much of a thing.”

      But she just turned. “Let’s make sure we get some of the roasted boar before it’s cleaned down to the bones again.”

      Crispin had to know that she was dodging, but it wasn’t like she could tell him. She was very clear on the idea that no one but her and Eist could know what happened. Besides, what would telling Crispin that she’d watched him die do? Nothing. It was a memory that she never wanted to recall again.

      Even if it did like to pop up at different times, unwelcome and unsettling.

      But, like usual, Crispin just let her do what she needed, following along as she filled her plate to heaping, Voirdr happily dancing by the door to the stairs, waiting for her to come feed him some of the goodies.

      “Maybe you should get another plate for him,” Crispin remarked instead. “He is a growing boy, after all.”

      “He most certainly is.” If there was one good memory that had come out of all of it, it was the strong, beautiful dragon that he was going to turn into. Sure, she probably had at least fifty years before he got to that size and development again, but she was a dragon rider. She’d have plenty of time to wait.

      Taking Crispin’s advice, she did indeed load up another plate—this one with plenty of meat and a few fruits, then even more biscuits—and then they were heading to the upper floors to find a nice balcony to hang out on.

      Perhaps it was a bit counterintuitive to go to a feast and then spend the whole eating portion trying to get away from the crowd, but Ukrah did her best with socialization in spurts. She and Crispin could eat, enjoy each other’s company, and relax before returning to the fray.

      Besides, she saw that a part of the court had been sectioned off for dancing, and she wasn’t foolish enough to think that she was going to be able to dodge everyone who requested one. Especially since Cassinda had a surprising but ardent love for western jigs and demanded that everyone participate with her when the band began to play her favorite ones.

      It took a bit to find an empty spot, but it was because of rowdy revelers rather than displaced refugees. Ukrah appreciated the difference, the ghost of memories floating through her head, but she couldn’t share that relief with Crispin. She hoped the novelty of that, and the weight of having two separate timelines in her head, would eventually wane, because it was somewhat exhausting.

      She was incredibly grateful when they did spot a free balcony sticking out from one of the storage rooms with only a silver dragon draped over one of the statues in the corner. Going to the opposite side to avoid disturbing him, Ukrah and Crispin sat against the wall, their legs stretched across the stone floor. Voirdr perched on the railing, or at least tried to, losing his balance a couple of times before conceding and stationing himself at their feet.

      “That’s my boy,” Ukrah said before tossing him a pheasant leg. He caught it happily, hardly chewing before gulping it down. She remembered back when he couldn’t eat anything with bones, because he was so little. He sure had grown in their time together.

      “So, are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      Ukrah froze in the middle of stuffing another biscuit into her mouth. “What do you mean?” she asked around a mouth full of crumbs.

      “Something’s different.”

      “Well, yeah. The world was reborn. Old spirits became new.” She waved her hand. “You know, a lot of important stuff.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “Isn’t it?” she asked. She needed to change the subject. It was supposed to be a night full of fun and stuffing their faces, not more existential worrying.

      “Ukrah…”

      “Have you tried the boar? I think they must have roasted this one underground. It’s so rich.”

      “Ukrah.”

      Yikes. She did not like that he said her name that firmly. It reminded her far too much of the times she’d been reprimanded in her academy days.

      “What?” she asked innocently.

      “Something’s changed. With all of us. But mostly with you and Eist.”

      “Well, yeah, we died.”

      “Yeah, and how exactly did we come back? I thought that the reason we were chosen as vessels was because all of us died. Our lives ended and the spirits took our bodies as vessels so that they wouldn’t be disrupting the natural order of things. We just got to live a little longer as a bonus.”

      “Maybe they just decided that giving us a little bit longer wasn’t going to hurt anything.”

      “Ya know, I would believe that if I didn’t specifically remember dying.” Her head jerked up in alarm before she realized that he was talking about what happened after the ritual, not the time when he’d taken a blast straight from Tayir that left him bleeding in her lap.

      Right.

      For being under their second decade, they’d all died far too many times. Last she knew, it was supposed to be a one and done thing.

      “Maybe we had to die, and they brought us back. You know, the rebirth theme and all that.”

      “Ukrah…” There was that tone again. “What aren’t you telling me?” He was looking at her, she could sense it. She so desperately wanted to tell him, but she knew that she couldn’t. It wasn’t just that she wasn’t supposed to, it was that she didn’t understand every detail enough to explain to him, and she wasn’t sure what the consequences would be if she did.

      She was full of knowledge that the old spirits didn’t want humanity to know. She was living in direct violation of what they had ordered. And although Arwylln had interfered and helped plenty, that didn’t mean she would come swooping in and save the day if all of the reborn deities got a little angry.

      But she couldn’t lie to him. After everything that they had been through, lying was the absolute last thing she could do to him. He had died for her, but even before that, he’d ben her best friend. Her confidant. He’d protected her, looked out for her, listened to her. He helped raise her dragon. He’d saved her more time than she could count.

      So she set her plate to the side and turned to him.

      “If I could tell you, I would, Crispin. I promise you that. But please believe me that if I could tell you, it would hurt far more than it would ever help.”

      His brows furrowed and he set his plate aside too, turning as well so they were sitting cross-legged and facing each other.

      “You didn’t make any deals with some ancient evil entity and sell your soul to save us, did you?”

      “Wait, what?” Ukrah retorted without thinking. That was about the last thing that she had expected out of his mouth. “No! There were no deals. I just, uh, maybe broke some rules.”

      “And you can’t tell me about those broken rules?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “If I do, I risk all of this.”

      “This?”

      She made a broad gesture. “This tentative peace. Us being alive. All of us being alive.”

      “And the rules you broke are part of why I have this strange magic inside of me that I really can’t quite name?”

      “Yes.”

      He gave her a long look, studying the lines of her face thoroughly. It was difficult to maintain eye contact, but she supposed she owed him as much and did her best to hold her gaze steady.

      Her stomach was churning, and she wondered if it was going to be their first fight in the new world. She couldn’t remember the last time they had argued, and although she didn’t like it, she was happy that at least he was around to squabble with her. But was she was asking too much? He clearly knew her too well, and that was why he was asking those questions she couldn’t answer. But what if she was crossing a line of what was reasonable to expect?

      “Alright,” he said finally, sitting back.

      “Alright?” Ukrah repeated, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she had heard.

      “Yeah. Alright. If you can’t tell me, I trust you have good reason. So, until you can, I’m fine enjoying peace with you.”

      Emotion swept up in her. He was just so good. Before she knew what she was doing, she was rising onto her knees next to him, taking his pale face in her tanned hands.

      “Uh, Ukrah?” he asked, their gazes almost level with him sitting and her kneeling. “Whatcha doing?”

      “Trying to be half as brave as you are,” she said before lowering her face to his.

      She heard him suck in a breath, but when she hesitated, his hands flew to her waist and he pulled her right into his lap, her knees to either side of him. She didn’t even close the last gap of distance between them before Crispin was sitting up to crash his lips against hers.

      Oh.

      It was so much different from what was in her memory, that tender, weeping, all-important kiss that had been Crispin’s last request. So much different. His lips were demanding against hers, his hands moving from her hips so that his arms could wrap around her waist and yank her down onto him.

      It was heat. It was desire. It was everything that had built up between them coalescing all at once. One of Ukrah’s hands went to his shoulders, gripping the soft fabric of his doublet while the other went to the back of his neck, fingers winding through his freshly-cut hair.

      It was just a kiss, but it was so much more. She could feel his body against hers, warm and safe and alive, and the thought that he almost very much wasn’t made her want to press into him that much harder. To make sure that he was always safe and never went anywhere. She had seen what it was like to be without him, and even though that had technically never happened, she never wanted to go through it again.

      He kissed her breathless, he kissed her senseless, his strong arms the only anchor keeping her tethered to the world. When they finally broke apart, she was panting slightly and could only bother to be slightly embarrassed about it.

      That embarrassment eased, of course, when she looked down at Crispin to see that he looked absolutely wrecked. His face was flushed, his eyes looking up at her with a hazy sort of expression that made her heart thump. His lips were kiss-swollen, and his arms were still gripping her tightly.

      “What was that for?” he asked, his voice low and raspy. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      “Do I need a reason?” she breathed back. It was only then that she took inventory of the moment, realizing she was straddling Crispin’s lap, her dress pooled up around her knees and his heart beating an accompanying rhythm. If anyone walked out on the balcony, it would certainly be a scandalous sight.

      Then again, no more scandalous than a desert girl being added to the academy, or becoming the black dragon rider, or then choosing to leave the academy not long after that. In fact, it might have been the least scandalous thing she’d ever done, considering how incensed most had been about Crispin sharing quarters with her back when they were stuck in that suite set apart from the rest of the dorms.

      “No,” Crispin said slowly. “But, you know, a man wonde—”

      “I love you,” she said quickly. Sure, the words still terrified her even though she’d blurted them once already, in a time lost. But that didn’t mean that it wasn’t still hard for her to be open to him. Vulnerable. What if he wasn’t ready to admit how he felt yet? What if dying had been his catalyst and without that threat looming over him, he rejected her?

      She would deal with it, of course. They would still be friends through and through. But it would also shatter her heart in ways she didn’t think she knew how to mend.

      “You’re… You’re not playing a game here, are you, Ukrah? Trying to distract me or something? Because I already said I would stop asking questions.”

      “What? No!” Her first instinct was to be offended, but then she realized he sounded absolutely terrified, and his arms were pressing her that much more tightly into him. “I said it because I love you, and it was time. I don’t ever want to live in a world without you in it, and I want to hold you every night. I want to grow up with you, mama and papa to Voirdr, and I want us to get old and die together in some really boring way.”

      “You… I…” He closed his eyes, letting out a shaking breath, and Ukrah worried she’d said too much. She always was too much or too little, wasn’t she? Maybe one day she would find balance. But it certainly wasn’t in Crispin’s lap, wanting to pepper his face with kisses until he forgot what it felt like to ever be lonely or upset. “That’s real nice to hear,” he breathed shakily, then his eyes were opening and fixing her with a steady look. “I love you too, Ukrah, but I’m guessing you already knew that.”

      “Yeah, I had a little hint.”

      “You did? And here I thought I was playing it so cool, respecting boundaries and all that.” Ukrah raised her eyebrows, looking to the side of him. “Ah, one of those you can’t tell me things, huh?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Well, I’m not complaining.” His arms let go of her waist and his hands slid up her arms, gliding over soft fabric until he was holding her face much like she had his just moments earlier. “But I’d very much like to kiss you again.”

      “I think I can manage that,” Ukrah said with a breathy chuckle, pressing her lips to his again.

      It was slower than their previous one, sweeter, but then his hands were moving down her back and pressing her into him like he wanted them to be one person. It was all heat, desire, and things they had pent up for far too long, too caught up in fighting for the world and fate and not taking time to be actual young adults.

      It was so easy to get lost in it, caught up in all the new sensations. Drunk on the fact that she could touch, smell, and kiss her best friend and partner that she’d spent days thinking she lost. In fact, she was so caught up in it, she didn’t notice they had company until someone cleared their throat loudly behind them.

      Ukrah jolted back, looking around, only to realize that it was Voirdr. While they were busy, he had come up beside them and sat there, waiting not-so-patiently.

      “Did… Did your dragon just clear his throat at us?” Crispin asked, somewhat incredulously.

      “Don’t blame me,” Ukrah said, feeling herself flush all the way down to her toes. “You’re his mama.”

      “I may be, but I sure didn’t teach him none of that.” He narrowed his eyes and reached over to scratch under the boy’s chin. “It’s Cassinda, isn’t it? She would teach him specifically how to do that just to get a rise out of folks.”

      Actually, that was entirely plausible.

      “Well, he might have a point. Maybe we should get back to the event before we get, uh, carried away with things.”

      Crispin’s arms wrapped around her again and he nuzzled into the side of her neck. “Why, Ukrah, are you telling me that there’s a chance we would?”

      “No,” she said firmly, earning a chuckle from him. “But you knew that already, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe. I admit to nothing, but I’ve always been a dreamer.”

      Ukrah rolled her eyes and reluctantly pushed herself to her feet. She swayed slightly, her legs much more asleep than she had realized, but she managed to recover without toppling over and making a complete fool of herself.

      Once she was steady, she offered Crispin a hand and pulled him up to his feet. Once he was up, she stood on tiptoe to kiss the bottom of his chin.

      “Shall we maybe try the dancing thing, make a fool of ourselves and get it over with so then we can eat some more?”

      “You know me so well,” Crispin said with a laugh, his hand finding hers and gripping it tightly. “Lead the way.”

      She did.

      And even though the future was uncertain, even though she knew that there were going to be consequences for Awrylln’s actions, her own, and bucking the natural order… Even though she knew that she had broken her world’s first complete cycle before it could finish and created an entirely new one just so that those she loved could live… She was happy.

      Because, finally, all of them had really been given a chance at living a real life. One not destined or fraught with world-ending events and mysteries. Just a chance to live, to love, and to experience the world how others did.

      She couldn’t wait. She had a partner to kiss, a dragon to raise, and a family to learn and grow with. They would get to know what they were all like without the threat of death, or being hunted down by a power-hungry vessel, or an insane sect of usurped gods. Ukrah could spend time with Elspeth and learn more of what it meant to be a black dragon rider and how their connection worked. She could learn how to fish and maybe be as good as Athar was. She could watch Yacristjian grow up and see exactly the kind of person she would be.

      Maybe, someday, she would have a family of her own.

      “There you are!” Cassinda cried, cheeks as red as her hair as they walked into the court. “You’re just in time! They promised me they’d play the Lass of the Lake next!”

      “Please, dance with her!” Marcellin said, stumbling past them. “She hasn’t let me sit since we got here.”

      Ukrah and Crispin shared a look, giddiness bubbling in her, and then they were running forward to grab Cassinda’s hands and let her haul them off. After so much time spent fighting and crying, it definitely seemed like a good time to celebrate.
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      Ukrah had never been to a wedding in the civilized lands.

      It was…different. Much more pomp and circumstance, and so far, much less food. Eist kept assuring her that there would be quite the banquet afterwards, but Ukrah wasn’t entirely sure that wasn’t just something Athar told her to convince the again-pregnant woman to come out of the manor for the first time in weeks.

      “Pweffy,” Yacristjian said in her babbling half-baby talk, pointing toward the front of the chapel where two of Ukrah’s family were standing. Crispin gently put her finger down and bounced her on her legs, whispering to her that yes, it was very pweffy, but not as pweffy as her.

      He always did have a knack with young things. It was easy for Ukrah to see him rocking a baby that could be hers, could be his, skin somewhere between theirs, with maybe his pale hair and her dark eyes. He would be so good, so sweet. Better than she could ever hope to be.

      “It is in the eyes of the city, and your blood, that you promise these ties that bind.”

      Ukrah pulled herself away from her musings. She was getting a bit ahead of herself. She was about to hit her nineteenth summer. If the god-woman was anything to go by, she didn’t need to even think about babies for many more years. Besides, it wasn’t like Crispin and her were married.

      Actually, it was Dille and Ain who were. Or rather…were about to be.

      The two did make quite the pretty picture, standing up at the ruins of the castle, where flowers and fabric had been draped beautifully. In the year and a half since the sect was officially defeated, there hadn’t been much work done to rebuild the scarred land, but Ukrah guessed that was mostly because Dille was busy making sure the sect stayed stomped out and all of her charges were protected.

      Sure, there were still those that hated witches. Still pockets of witch hunters. Slavery was also an issue, but one that was finally being addressed more seriously by all of the three kingdoms instead of just fringe hero groups.

      “It is in front of the city, and my blood, that I promise myself to you,” Dille repeated, looking directly at her soon-to-be husband. She was gorgeous, dressed in a traditional Margaidian garb of red and gold, her hair covered by a beautiful crimson veil and so much jewelry dripping from her that she sparkled in the light. Someone had drawn strange but beautiful patterns all down her bare arms to her hands, cutting under the many golden bracelets she wore. Ukrah didn’t know what they were, but she certainly liked them.

      Ain too was dressed more elegantly than she had ever seen him. She’d forgotten he was wealthy. For all the handful of times she’d seen him in her life, he’d always been dressed for the road. But now, as he stood in front of his bride-to-be, he was dressed in expensive blues and whites, his outfit so resplendent it made Ukrah feel a bit grubby by comparison.

      “It is in front of the city, and my blood, that I promise myself to you,” the lord said, smiling in a way that made his eyes crinkle. Ukrah had almost forgotten that in the other time, he’d lost that eye, which would have been a shame. His smolder certainly wouldn’t be the same with just one of them.

      “Then, it is with the blessing of the city, that I declare thee wed. Kiss, and celebrate the bonds that tether you forever.”

      Apparently, wedding ceremonies had changed a lot in the civilized lands since the Three were exposed to be false gods, but Ukrah didn’t know better. She just clapped and cheered as the couple kissed, Ain dipping Dille in a dramatic way that she hadn’t expected from him but was lovely, nonetheless.

      And then the two were dashing down the aisle, laughing and bright-cheeked, racing for the carriage that would take them to wherever their honeymoon night would be. Ukrah had been told that they wouldn’t be attending their own wedding feast, as Dille had declared that the only wedding gift she wanted was to not have to deal with a large crowd of people for at least a full moon after all her wedding planning.

      Ukah thought that was pretty fair.

      But as she watched them go, the desert woman thought briefly about what it meant that a dragon rider was marrying the reborn spirit of the very first witch, but those were the kind of questions that got her into trouble.

      Because her life was peaceful, and they were happy, and that was all they had to worry about.

      “Come on!” Crispin said, linking his arm through hers and shifting Yacristjian expertly to his hip. “Let’s get to the food before everyone else eats it up.”

      Ukrah laughed and followed him, slipping into the comfortable habits they’d built up together in their year and a half of peace and rebuilding. She had never thought it possible, never thought there would be an after to being a vessel, and yet she woke up every day to more and more blessings, one right after the other.

      Eventually, Eist and Athar found seating at the large, open affair that was being held in the academy fields, and Crispin dropped their daughter off to them. Ukrah didn’t mind her, of course, but she wanted to spend time with her best friend without the distraction of the adorable girl.

      Granted, Voirdr still swooped down from the academy roof and demanded plenty of it.

      Nevertheless, it was a perfect time as they laughed and ate and drank and generally enjoyed themselves. Cassinda, Marcellin, and the others all filtered in and out of their bubble at different points, all of them their own people and pursuing their own paths, their own conversations. They didn’t all have to huddle together, their only allies against the onslaught of the world around them.

      Which was nice.

      Eventually, however, Cassinda did manage to pull them into a dance. And then another one. And then another one…until it finally slowed and Ukrah found herself embraced by Crispin, spinning in slow circles to something that sounded more like a lullaby than a festive jig.

      “You know, a fella could get used to this.”

      “What?” Ukrah murmured contentedly, her face pressed against Crispin’s shoulder. “Weddings?”

      “I more meant just holding you and being content with family all around us.” Oh, he had a point there. “But you may have a point about the wedding thing. I think I’ve always been a sucker for one.”

      She let out an agreeable noise, her eyes fluttering closed. She loved listening to his heartbeat, a reminder he was always there with her.

      “What about you?”

      “Hmm?” Was he still talking? She needed to listen better.

      “How do you feel about weddings?”

      Something about his tone caught her attention, and she pulled her head away from Crispin’s warm form to look up at him. “Why do you ask?”

      He flushed that adorable flush, the kind he did whenever he was being a little less cheeky and a little more vulnerable than he normally liked to be. “Just wondering. A man can dream, ya know.”

      He didn’t even know how he made her heart pound, did he? “Is that a dream of yours? Marrying me?”

      He swallowed, and she could almost feel it roll down his body. The poor man. She really should stop tormenting him. But it wasn’t her fault he made it so fun. “Maybe.”

      “Only maybe?”

      He closed his eyes and groaned before coming to rest his forehead against hers. “You take too much pleasure in teasing me, you know.”

      “I know.” She moved her hands from his shoulders to grip his face, tilting it gently so she could kiss it. “And if you’re asking me if I’d ever want to marry you, the answer is yes.”

      His eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Of course. I said I wanted to die old and boring with you. Seems like one of the necessary steps.”

      She expected him to laugh, she was aiming for humor after all, but instead, his cheeks only got redder. “How soon are we talking?”

      “How soon are you dreaming?” she countered.

      “Next harvest. And I want a big one. Pull all the stops, horses, doves, our dragons flying around dropping flower petals. I want you in a giant gown and me in something like what Ain had, with a full band and a dozen minstrels just for us.”

      Oh, he really had been dreaming about it. That was her Crispin, still surprising her in the best of ways. Spirit of luck? No, she was most definitely the fortunate one to have ever stumbled across him in the middle of the woods that fateful day.

      “Yes, except for the gown. I want to wear something traditional, from my culture.” Even though she had been living with the pale-faces for so long, she still missed her people. Still missed the home she had left behind. Sure, her time there had ended in terrible tragedy, but it was still part of her history. And she had to admit, as loved as she was, sometimes she felt like she didn’t belong to either land. Wearing something that acknowledged her past, her people, would make her feel steadier.

      “Yes, yes, that’s perfect. Whatever you want.”

      “Alright then.”

      “Alright?” He echoed her, just the way she usually did to him whenever he said something particularly outlandish.

      “Alright. We get married at next harvest. But let’s not announce it until a couple days from now. It’s a wedding. Stealing the attention for ourselves would just be…” She wrinkled her nose. “…uncouth.”

      Crispin tilted his head back and laughed, a loud, happy sound that blended in perfectly with the music of the band as it began to pick up. “Never did I ever think I would get to hear you worry about something like being ‘uncouth.’”

      “Hey,” she countered, her feet picking up to move in time with his. “It’s a whole new world, after all. The possibilities are endless.”

      “I guess I better prepare myself for anything, shouldn’t I?”

      She could feel her eyes spark as she beamed at him. “I guess you should.”

      Good thing they had the rest of their lives to get used to it.
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading the Rise of the Black Dragon Boxed Set. After so many battles, dangerous journeys, and losses, it’s time for everyone to get a little bit of well-deserved happily-ever-after.

      

      The story of Ukrah, Eist, their friends, and all the dragons is at an end, at least for now. There are many more stories coming, though, and we are super excited to share them with you. If you haven’t done so already, make sure you check out the Brindle Dragon series which started this grand adventure. The first book in that series is called Chosen and follows a much younger Eist and her original quest to become a dragon rider.

      
        
        Download Chosen here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07LCT7ZCN

      

        

      
        You can also get the entire series in the Brindle Dragon Boxed Set.

        amazon.com/dp/B084H6KS6C

      

      

      

      If you’ve read all the stories with Eist, Ukrah, and their friends already, you should check out the Dragon Oracle series which follows a normal girl trying to live a normal life… until she starts hanging out with dragons and having visions of the future. The first book in that series is called Oracle.

      
        
        You can get Oracle here:

        amazon.com/dp/B079KXS1SR

      

      

      

      We would like to thank you one more time before we part ways. We truly appreciate the time you spent with us and really enjoy hearing what readers think. So if you could leave a review for us on Amazon, that would be very much appreciated.

      

      Before you go, I wanted to let you know how you can get a free book! It’s an exclusive novella that you can’t buy anywhere, and we want to give it to you for free. All the details are on the next page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Fantasy Reads Newsletter

      

      

      
        
        Sign up and download your Free Book here:

        fairfieldpublishing.com/fantasyreads

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      We absolutely love sharing stories with our readers and we created our Fantasy Reads Newsletter with that purpose in mind. If you want to know when new stories are published and when we have special offers, this is the place to be. And as I mentioned before, we have an exclusive novella for you when you join. It features one of the characters from the Brindle Dragon and Rise of the Black Dragon series.

      And we have several more exclusive stories planned that you won’t be able to get anywhere else!

      

      
        
        Sign up and download your Free Book here:

        fairfieldpublishing.com/fantasyreads
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