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FOREWORD


Thank you, good reader, for picking up Clutch and Claw. This is the final novel in the Fire and Fang series, though I may be tempted again to visit this world one day.

I hope you’ve enjoyed the stories and that you’ll also have fun with this one. After many dark days, Syla and Vorik should be able to end things on a happier note. And Wreylith and Agrevlari? You’ll have to read on to find out.

Before you jump in, please let me thank my beta readers, Cindy Wilkinson and Sarah Engelke, for their encouragement and suggestions. Thank you, as well, to my editor, Shelley Holloway, and to my narrator for the audiobooks, Vivienne Leheny. I’d also like to give a shout out to my cover designers at Deranged Doctor Design, who’ve worked on many of my books, all the way back to my Dragon Blood series (I’ve been doing dragons for a while, as you can see!). Lastly, thanks to my regular typo hunters Genevieve, Rick, Andrea, and Cyd for perusing early copies for flubs. We try to catch most of them!

Now, good reader, I’ll let you continue with the adventure…


PROLOGUE


Cold salty water washed over General Jhiton’s face and dampened his lips. He woke and instinctively tried to lift his head, but tremendous weight pressed down upon him and kept him from moving. Awareness of intense pain from his abdomen came to him, making him want to gasp for air, but with water smothering his face, he could not. The memory of the fight with his brother came to him, of Vorik’s sword slipping past his defenses and stabbing deep into his gut. After that had come the explosion, the ceiling of the salt mine collapsing and burying him.

Had he woken only to die?

More water trickled in from somewhere, and his lungs called out for air. Yes, unable to move, he faced the end. He closed his eyes against the pain, the reality. It would have been better if he’d never woken, but so be it. He’d lacked the skill to defeat his brother, and, as with wild animals no longer strong enough to survive against predators, his end was inevitable.

You will not die yet, a voice spoke into his mind. I have a task for you.

Jhiton assumed it was a dragon communicating telepathically from beyond Bogberry Island’s barrier, but he did not recognize the voice. It did not belong to Ozlemar, his bonded companion of many years.

Vaguely male and sonorous, the voice repeated, I have a task for you.

It did not ask if Jhiton agreed to whatever the task was. Maybe the speaker assumed he would do so. It had to be a dragon. Who else would speak telepathically and so presumptuously to him?

Bestirred by the communication, Jhiton again tried to push at the crushing weight atop him. Since water was getting in, his tomb couldn’t be completely sealed.

His gut wasn’t the only thing that sent agony through him at his efforts. Everything from a crushing headache to broken bones afflicted him, but, with the need for air driving him, he shoved with all his strength.

Enhanced by his bond with Ozlemar, Jhiton had more power than most humans, and anger and frustration toward his brother over his choice further fueled his muscles. But when rocks—no, those were chunks of salt—shifted aside, he sensed that more than his own strength was responsible for their movement. What, he couldn’t guess, since no dragons had been able to fly to the island or enter the mine, but the pile above him shifted.

Some of the salt crumbled in his hands, eroded by the water. Where in the storm-cursed lands had it all come from? The sea?

No, he realized. That lake. The engineer woman had been drilling up into it. She’d intentionally flooded the mine.

With a snarl that filled his mouth with briny water, Jhiton shoved again. More chunks of salt shifted aside, and more of the lake flowed in, keeping him fully immersed. But enough detritus had tumbled away that he could pull himself upward. He clawed his way past eroding chunks of salt and through water, but he worried his efforts wouldn’t matter in the end. If the entire mine had flooded, he wouldn’t be able to get out before he ran out of air. He’d run far from the entrance before finding the engineer woman. He’d been looking for Queen Syla Moonmark and the shielder. He hadn’t even wanted this encounter.

Though it might be futile, Jhiton kept pushing and paddling upward. Just when his lungs couldn’t tolerate the lack of air for another second, he broke the surface. Darkness kept him from seeing anything, but cool delicious air touched his face, and he gasped it in. Breathing hurt his abdomen, but he didn’t care. He endured the stabs of pain to take in great gulps to satisfy his lungs.

You will heal, and then, when the time comes, you will complete the task I have for you.

Jhiton didn’t answer, not wanting to be bound by a promise to do something that hadn’t been defined. Making deals with dragons was rarely wise, and… what if this wasn’t a dragon? His mind shied away from what else might be speaking to him, and he focused on more immediate concerns. Like escaping. He swam in the dark, though he was disoriented and didn’t know which direction to go to find the vertical shaft he’d used to enter the mine.

You will complete my task, the sonorous voice said firmly, whether you wish to or not.

An image of Vorik and Syla holding hands in the throne room at Garden Castle entered his mind. Again, Jhiton didn’t answer, but he sensed the power in the speaker’s voice and had a feeling it was right, that he might not have a choice but to obey.

First, he had to survive the day. How long he swam, he didn’t know, and he ran into the ceiling of the mine in places where the water had nearly reached it. Eventually, he caught the scent of fresh air, touched by the forest and bogs near the entrance buildings, and it guided him.

Thank you, Ozlemar, he thought, knowing his sense of smell was enhanced because of their bond. A normal human might not have found his way via his nose.

You live, Jhiton, came a distant reply.

Now, that was Ozlemar. The black dragon sounded far away. Perhaps on one of the other Kingdom islands. Had he believed Jhiton dead? He almost had been…

Yes, Jhiton replied, his head pounding from the effort of projecting his thoughts telepathically. Barely.

I did not think you would awaken.

Neither did I.

Many of your kind have died. Most of the Kingdom humans have departed. They took stormer prisoners.

They won the confrontation, then. And kept us from taking the shielder?

Even before Ozlemar answered, Jhiton knew the answer, and Vorik’s face filled his mind again.

That is correct. I believe the artifact is now submerged and inaccessible. Vorik departed with the Kingdom queen.

I’ll bet. Jhiton didn’t try to rein in his bitterness. If his brother hadn’t turned, the outcome might have been different.

Light ahead took his mind from the thought, and he swam toward it. He’d found the shaft, and that was daylight seeping down from above. It had been night when he’d arrived, so he must have been unconscious for many hours. His salty tomb must have been airtight at first, keeping the flood from engulfing him—drowning him—and only after the salt had eroded had water made its way in.

When Jhiton had entered the mine, there had been a lift and chains in the shaft. Now, when he looked up, he saw neither, but he was surprised to sense someone familiar up there, someone with magical power.

Captain Lesva? Had she also survived the flood and climbed out? Or had she been dragged out and chained as a prisoner?

Can you tell if there are guards above me, Ozlemar? Jhiton sensed the dragon was now flying high overhead, just above the island’s barrier.

The last of the Kingdom troops are leaving in wagons. A short time ago, a sinkhole in the road swallowed one of their conveyances, so they decided the ground was too unstable to remain. How tedious it must be not to have wings.

Very tedious, yes. Jhiton was about to ask the dragon if he saw Lesva, but she’d been on the move and had disappeared from his senses. He could have spoken telepathically with her, but his head was still throbbing and the thought of making the effort made it worse. He wanted to crawl under a tree, curl up on his side, and lie there until he recovered—or he died.

But he had to climb out first. With no other way to escape, Jhiton found a handhold on the side of the shaft and started a laborious ascent. His pain grew more intense at the effort, and he almost passed out. But power flowed into him from somewhere, dulling the agony and giving him strength that his nearly fatal wound had sapped.

You will survive. It was not Ozlemar but the same voice that had spoken to him earlier.

To complete your task, Jhiton said, answering for the first time.

Yes. Laughter rang in his mind. It sounded mad.

Your brother has betrayed you and also betrayed all stormer-allied dragons, Ozlemar said as Jhiton climbed. Will you kill him?

Thinking of the other speaker, Jhiton had a feeling the task he’d been saved so that he could perform would require it.

Yes.
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Queen Syla Moonmark plucked seaweed off the marble post of the weapons platform strapped to the deck of the Fanged Whale, one of five ships Lord Oyenar had lent to her for the return voyage to Castle Island where her usurped throne waited. She bared her teeth at the thought of dealing with the upstart Lord Favrik Fograth, who’d taken advantage of her being away, fighting dragons and stormers invading her kingdom. He’d swapped out her family’s flag on the castle and presumed to anoint himself… whatever he was calling himself. King? She didn’t yet know.

“Will it perform less adequately if it’s draped in seaweed?” Dragon-rider Captain Vorik asked as he walked up behind her, his hands clasped behind his back, his wrists free of shackles.

Over the course of the day’s voyage, Major Hixun had attempted numerous times to try to talk Syla into chaining her prisoner. Even now, the uniformed officer stood nearby, eyeing Vorik balefully, a set of shackles draped over his shoulder in case she changed her mind.

“I’ve seen it dropped a thousand feet by dragons, assaulted with explosives, and sunk to the bottom of Prominence River. I’m positive a piece of seaweed won’t keep it from firing magical projectiles at enemy dragons.” Syla plucked off a clump of dried grass. The adornments were courtesy of the recent river-sinking.

“It’s a good thing we don’t have any of those around here.” Untamed black hair tousled by the wind, Vorik looked toward the wheelhouse.

The great red dragon, Wreylith, perched there, gazing suspiciously at another dragon. A few minutes ago, Agrevlari, the green dragon bonded to Vorik, had dared soar close, but he hadn’t presumed to land on the ship. Instead, he’d settled behind it, lying on his back and floating on the waves, his fanged maw fastened lightly to a rope dangling from the stern of the Fanged Whale. In the aftermath of numerous storms, the sun was out, and Agrevlari appeared to be tanning his belly. Could scales tan? Perhaps not.

“Also, for your edification, a single explosive tucked into one of four massive cannon-like columns,” Vorik said, waving at one of the posts supporting the bed and canopy of the marble structure, “doesn’t qualify as an assault.”

“We could check a dictionary when we get back, but I’m fairly certain the flinging of even a single explosive does indeed count as an assault.”

“My people have an oral tradition. We don’t use dictionaries.”

“So, you can make up and adjust the definitions of words on the fly?”

“Yes, it’s delightful.” Vorik smiled, though there was a haunted aspect to his emerald-green eyes that had been there since he’d pulled himself from the flooded mine, and he gazed past his sunning dragon toward the horizon. Bogberry Island, where her people had battled his, was no longer in view, but he was probably thinking of his lost brother.

Syla wished she could say something to help Vorik deal with the choices he’d made. She’d already told him that she loved him and wouldn’t say the words again while Major Hixun, Sergeant Fel, and several Royal Protectors stood within earshot. Aunt Tibby was also present, sitting cross-legged on the weapons platform with a book in her lap and the collection of magical components for repairing Harvest Island’s ancient shielder beside her. She, too, occasionally lifted her head to shoot Vorik baleful looks.

All the crew might have preferred if Syla had put him in a cell, but she didn’t truly consider him her prisoner, and she had no doubt he would be able to help when they arrived at Castle Island. She didn’t yet have a plan for reclaiming the throne, so she would have to… wing it. That was the dragon term, wasn’t it?

“That spot may need your attention.” Vorik pointed at dried mud caking a corner of the weapons platform.

“Maybe you should wipe it off.” Syla offered him the kerchief she’d requisitioned from Fel for the job. “It might think more fondly of you if you polished it.”

“Oh, I don’t think touching it in any manner whatsoever would be wise. Not for me. The peeved aura it’s giving off makes me think… It may have, like you, classified my small explosive placement as an assault.”

Syla considered him. “Are you being funny or can you sense that it’s… peeved with you?”

Since the gods-crafted weapons platform had, not that long ago, knocked her unconscious to give her a vision, she wasn’t surprised by the idea. It had feelings of a sort. Even an intelligence. An unpredictable one. Earlier that morning, she’d touched one of the hand marks, hoping to receive another vision, maybe one letting her see what was going on in the castle, but it had merely thrummed cheerfully under her palm, as if it were happy to be heading back to the island.

“Oh, it’s absolutely peeved with me. A bit like Ozlemar when I respond to Jhiton’s orders by saying something insouciant.” Vorik started to smile, but it faltered, and he looked toward the horizon again.

Syla hadn’t seen their final confrontation, but she knew Vorik had fought his brother on her behalf, and to save Aunt Tibby as well. She clasped his hand. “So, it’s emanating the same displeasure as a grouchy black dragon.”

“Precisely so.” Vorik returned the hand clasp. “I’ll leave cleaning it to you.”

“Queens aren’t supposed to clean weapons,” Fel grumbled. He was also looking toward the horizon but in the opposite direction, toward where Castle Island had come into view, the shoreline lush and green in contrast with the pale blue sky. From this side of it, they couldn’t see Sky Torn Harbor and the capital—or the dozens and dozens of Kingdom ships that had been summoned from the various islands, apparently to defend the interests of the usurper.

“Queens aren’t supposed to man weapons platforms to battle dragons either,” Aunt Tibby said, “but Syla has done both this week. She’s atypical for her role.”

“I won’t be a queen if I can’t get the castle back.” Syla waved toward the island ahead of them. “I’ll have to go back to being an atypical healer and nothing more.”

“Should you look wistful when you say that?” Vorik murmured.

“Probably not, but I can’t deny the feeling.”

“We’ll get your throne back. You’ve the assistance of a dragon. Look, she’s surveying the island now.” Fel pointed at Wreylith, who had indeed turned from glowering toward Agrevlari to considering the way ahead. That morning, she’d flown to Castle Island and confirmed that all the ships Vorik had seen the day before were indeed in the harbor—all of them and more.

I believe that back portion of the island there—see where the seagulls are flying about the rocky outcroppings?—may be a possible place for me to establish a cave residence, Wreylith stated, her telepathic voice booming in Syla’s mind. The water looks shallow in the area. Is there a lagoon? Do you think venomous sword iglets might be found on that side of your island? I know they proliferate in the shallow eastern waters.

“My dragon ally is distracted today,” Syla said.

Wreylith’s words must have been shared with her alone because Fel raised his eyebrows.

Doubtless familiar with people adopting absent expressions as they communicated with dragons, Vorik didn’t look confused. “Simply having Wreylith present should deter many of your enemies.”

“I hope so,” Syla said.

“And she can eat the ones it doesn’t deter.”

“She prefers sword iglets to humans, from what I understand.”

Vorik opened his mouth to reply but paused and cocked his head. “Agrevlari agrees that sword iglets are delicious and wishes that he could fly over the lagoons of your Castle Island to fish them out of the protected waters. They’re rare elsewhere.”

“I don’t think the gods were thinking through all the ramifications of what would happen when they shielded these particular islands.” Syla waved to encompass the entire chain that made up the Garden Kingdom, though it sprawled over hundreds of miles and most of it wasn’t visible. “There are too many fish and animals that dragons find delicious on and around them.”

“What they didn’t realize was that dragons would hunt them to extinction anywhere they weren’t protected,” Vorik said. “There used to be iglets in a lot of lagoons, and let’s not even talk about elioks.”

Elioks, Wreylith purred into Syla’s mind. I would enjoy one of those later today. I also find myself craving the eggs of the giant two-fanged turtle. It’s unfortunate that it is not nesting season. Perhaps I might enjoy the meat and then munch on the turtle shell. Yes, something crunchy sounds appealing. Are there giant Sea of Storm lobsters in the area?

“Are turtle and lobster shells edible?” Syla caught herself answering aloud.

Fel’s eyebrows climbed higher.

“I suppose if you’re a dragon, anything is edible,” Syla said.

“I once saw Agrevlari floss his teeth with a cedar snag. It didn’t seem to bother him that slivers went down his gullet.” Vorik held his hands out wide to demonstrate the size of the slivers. “He said the fiber helped him process his meal. I understand that without proper processing, bones and such can come up, like owls hawking up pellets.”

Fel’s eyebrows hadn’t descended. Maybe this wasn’t the kind of conversation he’d expected dragon riders to have. To be fair, Syla hadn’t expected it either.

“It’s good that you’ve joined me, Vorik,” she said. “I need an experienced rider in my life to inform me on dragon-related matters that I wouldn’t otherwise have known about. I’ve read widely on numerous topics, and you know of my love for anything related to medical history, but our science books cover less on dragon processing than you might expect.”

“I knew you needed me.” Vorik inclined his head. “That’s why I came.”

“You came because ten archers stood at the top of the mine shaft with their bows pointed at you when you crawled out,” Fel said.

“Of course,” Vorik murmured, with a smile.

Syla snorted. They both knew Vorik could have escaped if he’d wanted to. And Fel, who’d fought Vorik numerous times, knew it too—even if he didn’t want to admit it.

“Are turtle shells what Wreylith is in the mood for?” Vorik asked.

“She said she would prefer turtle eggs,” Syla said, “but it’s not the season.”

Vorik gazed up at the top of the wheelhouse, then looked toward where Agrevlari continued to float, letting the ship pull him along like a very large fishing lure. “Interesting. Do you think…”

He trailed off when Major Hixun walked up with Captain Vonla, her uniform crisp and her black hair pulled back in a flawless bun. Though she had a few bruises on her face, and her forearm was bandaged, part of the wrap visible under her sleeve, she looked impeccable, especially given the days at sea, the battles, and the sinking of their original ship.

Syla, who’d lost her trunk of clothing to the river, felt less well-groomed. She’d borrowed a few serviceable items from Lady Abrya, since she doubted she would be able to walk straight up to her suite in the castle, but wished she could go home to her closet, her bathtub, and her books. Reading historical accountings of castle coups and battles for the throne was far more appealing than being involved in them.

“We’ll round the point soon, Your Majesty,” Major Hixun said. The fleet commander had died in one of the battles, and Hixun seemed to be jointly in charge with a senior officer that Lord Oyenar had sent along. “We’ve surprisingly not yet seen any ships out patrolling even the protected waters along the coast of Castle Island. Is there any chance the information you received about dozens of Kingdom vessels being summoned from other islands could be in error?” He looked toward Wreylith.

Syla had been letting people assume her dragon ally had been the one to originally report the changing of the flag on Garden Castle and the status of the fleet in Sky Torn Harbor. It was Vorik and Agrevlari who’d flown over the area and reported the news to her. She, of course, believed Vorik fully, but others might not consider her prisoner a reliable source. It amused her that they believed her sword-iglet-distracted dragon to be one.

“I don’t think so. Hold on.” Syla held up a finger as she silently asked, Wreylith, will you fly ahead again and get an update on what we’re in for when we arrive?

Certainly. Do you wish to accompany me?

Yes, but my bodyguard might object.

Wreylith stretched her neck toward them, startling Syla by plucking her up and tossing her onto her back. It happened so quickly that Syla barely had the chance to flatten her spectacles to her face so they wouldn’t fall off.

“Your Majesty!” several alarmed voices cried.

Even Vorik blinked in surprise.

Fel swore and reached for his mace before seeming to realize he couldn’t attack his charge’s dragon ally. “Where are you going, Syla?” he barked, dropping the Your Majesty.

“To scout,” Syla called as Wreylith bunched her muscles and launched from the top of the wheelhouse.

Syla flattened her palms to the dragon’s scales and extended tendrils of magic like anchors to hold herself in place.

“Queens don’t scout!” Fel called.

“I’ll go with her,” Vorik said and ran toward the stern of the ship.

“Prisoners don’t scout either,” Hixun said, and waved for men to intercept them.

Vorik called upon his magically enhanced strength and agility to somersault over the heads of the men racing toward him. He alighted on the railing, then leaped overboard as Agrevlari rolled onto his belly. Vorik landed on his back a second before the green dragon flapped his wings rapidly, momentarily looking more like a duck, as he took off from the water, than a majestic predator. Once he gained altitude, his wingbeats grew calmer and more powerful as he flew after Wreylith.

The red dragon turned her head and roared at him. It didn’t sound like an invitation.

Agrevlari roared back. It sounded… playful.

“I believe our dragons are flirting,” Vorik called as Agrevlari caught up with Wreylith so that they could fly side-by-side toward Castle Island.

“Your dragon is flirting. Mine wants to tear his tail off.”

“I don’t think so.” Vorik shook his head. “She let him catch up.”

Wreylith roared again and breathed fire in his direction.

“It’s easier to roast someone who’s nearby,” Syla said.

Vorik shook his head, smiling slightly, like someone who knew a secret.

The two dragons didn’t fly together for long. Wreylith cut toward the island to fly across it instead of around, the way the ships would have to travel. She and Syla passed through the translucent barrier, the magic briefly rippling over skin and scale but doing nothing to keep them out. Agrevlari had to fly upward so that he could soar over the island above the barrier.

They flew over the farms, fruit and berry orchards, and small towns between the southwestern shoreline and the northeastern side of the island where the populous capital sprawled along Sky Torn Harbor with the castle perched on the bluff overlooking it all. Since they were coming in from the back side, Syla didn’t see the flag at first, but she trusted Vorik had reported accurately, that her royal-blue Moonmark banner had been replaced by the yellow of Fograth’s family.

What she did see immediately was the fleet. With every mooring spot along every dock occupied and dozens more warships in the protected waters nearby, it looked like all the vessels in the Kingdom fleet had been called to Castle Island.

Syla glowered and fumed. “While we were fighting stormers and dragons at Harvest Island and Bogberry Island, and could have used help, the island lords were sending their ships here for a cursed coup.”

If another rules your kingdom, Wreylith said, will you still be able to acquire a cave for me and start a horn-hog farm?

“Probably not.” Syla would be busy dodging assassins that would be sent to ensure she wasn’t an ongoing threat to the new ruler.

That’s a problem.

Wreylith’s cave wasn’t Syla’s primary concern, but she had told the dragon that she would find something on land owned by the crown that would suffice. “I know. We’re not going to let Lord Fograth remain in power. Trust me.”

She’d never wanted the throne, but she wouldn’t stand by while someone stole it from her family. The Moonmarks had ruled for centuries—since the gods themselves had given the magical moon birthmarks to her ancestors and placed them in charge. Besides, she would do a better job for the people than someone ambitious enough to stage a coup.

Shall I fly down and set fire to all those vessels? Wreylith angled toward the harbor.

By now, people had noticed the dragon in the sky. Syla couldn’t hear the shouts, but she could pick out soldiers on the castle walls and in the watchtowers around the harbor as men ran to weapons stations.

“No. Those are our ships.” Syla touched her chest. “We’ve already been devastated by the stormers—and they’ll probably attack again once they recover from the last battle. We can’t further destroy ourselves and our ability to withstand invasions by sinking our own ships and killing our own people.” Frustration burbled in her as the truth of her words made her realize how difficult it would be to take back control. If Fograth had the loyalty of the Royal Fleet…

A boom came from below.

They presume to fire at me! The cannonball sailed past far to the side, but Wreylith roared with indignation.

More booms came from below.

“Better get out of there, Syla!” Vorik called from above, the words barely audible across the distance.

Instead, Wreylith dove toward the harbor, smoke wafting from her nostrils.

“Don’t attack,” Syla blurted, pressing her hands harder into the dragon’s scales. “Please. We’ll find another way.”

Wreylith continued to dive.

“I’ll handle this,” Syla hurried to say, instinctively willing magic into the dragon, not only anchors but power meant to make her words resonate, to sway her ally. “I’ll take back the throne, find you a cave, and get you all the livestock you can eat. Just don’t set fire to my capital or my fleet.” The doubt that she could rightfully call either hers anymore crept into her mind, but she wouldn’t accept defeat or give up her title without a fight. “Please!” she added. “I have a plan!”

She did not, but she would come up with one quickly. She had to.

Wreylith growled, but she did rise from her dive.

Syla sensed that it was more her magic than her words that swayed the dragon, convincing Wreylith to bank and fly back the way they’d come as more cannonballs lofted past around them. Syla wasn’t sure what she’d done, as she knew a dragon’s power was far greater than a human’s, even a human with the gods-gift, but Wreylith headed back toward the Fanged Whale. She didn’t look pleased about it, however, and flapped her wings hard, her back stiff.

Smoke continued to waft from her nostrils, and she gave Syla a cool look over her shoulder, her golden eyes glowing, before descending toward the ship. Instead of landing, Wreylith tilted sideways, startling Syla again. The dragon’s magic sliced through the tendrils keeping Syla mounted, and she fell toward the deck, crying out with alarm.

Fel cursed and ran over to catch her. As big and sturdy as he was, her weight dropping from the sky sent him to one knee. Though he’d softened her landing, he ended up spilling her onto the deck, and she rolled to an ungainly stop before the weapons platform. Still sitting on it, Aunt Tibby gaped down at her. The entire crew was gaping at her, and heat flushed Syla’s cheeks as Wreylith flew off without a word.

“What happened?” Captain Vonla looked from Syla to the departing dragon, who banked and headed in the direction of Harvest Island.

“Wreylith wasn’t pleased that I asked her not to light the fleet on fire.” Syla grabbed the weapons platform for support and pulled herself to her feet. Silently, she admitted she had done more than ask though she wasn’t certain how her magic had affected the dragon.

A shadow fell over the deck. Vorik jumped off Agrevlari’s back a moment before his dragon landed calmly on the wheelhouse. There wasn’t any smoke wafting from his nostrils.

“I think it’s more than that.” With his keen hearing, Vorik must have caught her comment.

“I know,” Syla said, though she was surprised he’d been able to sense her using her magic from that far away.

“You know?” Vorik regarded her curiously. “She told you?”

Wait, were they talking about different things?

“Told me what?” Syla asked.

“I believe your dragon is pregnant.”
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Pregnant? Agrevlari was the one to respond first to Vorik’s comment.

Syla merely gazed at him, her jaw descending.

You don’t think so? Vorik asked his ally. A dragon craving eggshells and bones is common with pregnancy. They need the nutrients in them to form their own shells to protect the embryos, right? And doesn’t Wreylith seem a touch… moody?

A dragon has many moods, and Wreylith has always been intriguingly tempestuous. From his perch on the wheelhouse, Agrevlari looked in the direction Wreylith had flown, though she’d disappeared from view over Harvest Island.

Vorik hoped Wreylith didn’t run into any trouble over there. The last he’d heard, Freedom Faction dragons had been fighting against stormer-allied dragons, vying over the only Kingdom island without a barrier to protect it. At least for the time being. Vorik glanced at Syla’s aunt sitting with her book beside the magical components that Syla had stolen from his camp. He smiled at the memory of her temerity. She hadn’t admitted it to him, but, more than once, he had wondered if she’d let him kidnap her so that she would learn where the components were and could retrieve them. That almost hadn’t worked since Jhiton had extracted the location of the Bogberry Island shielder when he’d questioned her, but she’d still come out on top. It was almost as if Syla had designed it that way from the beginning, knowing she could lure Jhiton and other stormers to their demise when her aunt had flooded the mine.

Oh, Vorik doubted it had been that premeditated, but Syla had proven herself capable of outmaneuvering him enough times that he wouldn’t want to cross her. Vorik lamented that his brother had. Jhiton had been too obsessed with obtaining the Kingdom islands, and he’d paid the ultimate price. Many of their people had.

Vorik shook his head, wondering what the chiefs and whoever would be promoted to lead the Sixteen Talons in Jhiton’s absence would decide to do. If they were wise, after losing so many fighters in the mine—not to mention all the dragons that had been killed by the weapons platform—they would send a party to negotiate a peace treaty with the Garden Kingdom. But with Chieftess Shi and other leaders with strong voices—strongly bellicose voices—remaining, his people might not make the wise choice. Unfortunately.

“I didn’t think…” Syla said, finally recovering from Vorik’s statement. “I mean, I thought Wreylith was older. Past the age of having babies. Er, laying eggs. She’s said she’s lived many centuries. She knew my great-great grandmother.”

“Dragons are long-lived.” Vorik spread his arms, not having further details, probably because he was bonded to a male dragon rather than a female. Had he been like Lieutenant Yarvorin, who kept getting left out of missions because the fecund—and promiscuous—female dragon he rode was always taking time off to lay eggs and care for her young, Vorik might have learned more on the topic. Agrevlari’s contribution to the creation of offspring was rather brief and limited. “This wouldn’t be their typical breeding time of year, but…”

“The cactus flowers,” Syla said.

Fel grimaced and looked away from Aunt Tibby, though she was immersed in her book and didn’t appear interested in the conversation.

Ah, the cactus flowers, Agrevlari rumbled into Vorik’s mind.

“The cactus flowers,” Vorik agreed, a flush creeping into him as he remembered Syla with her dress hiked up against that rock formation, and him… doing the hiking. And other things. “Erm.”

He looked away, aware of numerous crew watching them from within hearing range. Didn’t that major and captain have a fleet to command?

As if Vorik’s look had summoned him, the major stepped forward. “Are you all right, Your Majesty? We heard the cannons. You and your dragon were spotted, I take it.”

“And fired upon, yes.” Syla gazed toward the point on the end of the island. With her small fleet sailing inexorably toward it, it would be visible to the ships in the harbor before long. “I have a feeling our vessels might receive the same welcome home.”

“We could fire back.” Instead of looking at the cannons mounted along the railing, the major pointed to the weapons platform. “Effectively.”

“Wreylith is effective too, but I stopped her from attacking. I don’t want to attack our own ships.” An aggrieved expression crossed Syla’s face. “I need to take back the throne, but we’re going to have to find a way other than sailing directly into the harbor, disembarking, and walking up to the castle.”

“I could have told you that wouldn’t work earlier,” Fel said. “Whoever is behind this—was it Lord Fograth from the beginning, or did your cousin Relvin or another scheme it up?—has had days to plan. Maybe weeks if they started before you left.”

“Before I left to try to take back Harvest Island. And save Bogberry Island.” Syla looked in exasperation at Vorik, and he braced himself to be blamed for the attacks. His people had been behind them, after all. But what Syla said was, “I’m affronted that they were staging a coup while we were defending the kingdom.”

“That does seem rude,” Vorik offered, not sure how much he should advise or suggest when he was, as the officers kept pointing out, nothing more than a prisoner from an untrusted people.

“Very.” Syla turned toward the major. “Do you think Fograth would think to have put ships in the Lyvoran Freight Harbor?” She waved toward another section of Castle Island.

“Maybe, maybe not, but there are always two military ships stationed there to guard the cargo that’s loaded, especially now that we’re deep in harvest season. Though, the last I heard, the delivery of potatoes and grains to the southern islands has been paused because of the stormer threat. The harbor may be packed full of cargo vessels waiting for an opportunity to depart.”

“It’s always busy this time of year. There may be a way for us to slip in, barely noticed. From there, we could go overland and sneak into the castle and… figure out a way to get the throne back.” Syla looked at Vorik again.

“Are you going to throw your prisoner at them?” the major asked.

“With a sword and dagger in his hands, maybe,” she said.

“I would be happy to make myself useful,” Vorik said, “by challenging your usurper to a duel and slaying him.”

“Lord Fograth wouldn’t accept a challenge from anyone who could defeat him,” Fel said.

“Well, I’m less eager to participate in an assassination,” Vorik said. “I find them dishonorable, but, for Queen Syla, I might kidnap someone.”

“You’ve kidnapped me,” she said.

“Yes. I’m more practiced at such methods than my honor would like.” Vorik’s smile was rueful.

Syla returned his smile, equally ruefully, then looked to the south. “I wish my dragon hadn’t stormed off. It would be handy to have her check the freight harbor. How long do you think my ally is going to be moody?”

“For dragons, the gestation period is about two months,” Vorik offered. “And then it takes another two to three months for the eggs to hatch.”

“Goodness, that’s not very long compared to humans.”

“They’re magical beings,” Vorik said. “The rules don’t apply. Though I understand many lizards have similar gestation and incubation lengths.”

Lizards! Agrevlari said. We’ve discussed before how dragons are not like lizards.

“I believe with chickens, the whole process only takes about three weeks,” Vorik said.

We are even less like chickens! Agrevlari lowered his head to glare sufficiently at him.

“I hope I have time to resolve the monarchy problem,” Syla said, “and find a suitable cave—and a soon-to-be-built horn-hog farm—on Castle Island for Wreylith.”

“Please tell me that’s not the motivation for your actions,” Aunt Tibby murmured while turning a page. Apparently, she was paying more attention to the conversation than her immersion in the book had suggested.

“It’s a motivation,” Syla said. “Wreylith is important, and her assistance has been a great boon. I want her to be happy.”

“It’s crucial that a dragon feel his or her bond to a human is reciprocally beneficial.” Vorik waved at Agrevlari, pointedly ignoring his glare. “We can scout that harbor for you.”

“The town of Lyvoran has a glassworks, doesn’t it?” Tibby looked up. “With one of our distant moon-marked relatives running it.”

“Is that the artisan Tabuvar?” Syla asked.

Tibby nodded. “He makes magical baubles from time to time as well as mundane glasswares. I wonder… He might have special tools that could help with our project.” She patted the shielder components.

“In case we can’t get to the tools in the castle?” Syla asked.

“I’m afraid neither of us would be welcome there at the moment.”

“Or even able to reach the front gate,” Syla said grimly.

“Ships ahead!” a crewman called from the crow’s nest.

Vorik spotted three Kingdom warships cruising around the point that Syla’s small fleet was heading toward.

The major swore.

“We outnumber them,” the captain said, “unless there are more coming after those three.”

“Yes, but we don’t want a fight,” Syla said firmly. “Turn us around and start toward the freight harbor, Major Hixun.”

“Turning tail and running won’t help you get the throne back, Your Majesty,” the major said. “And they’ve already seen us.”

Syla hesitated. Not from fear, Vorik knew—if anything, she was far too willing to risk her life for the good of her kingdom. But when it came to battles with her own ships—her own people—even if she won, she would lose.

“They’ve sailed outside of the shield.” Vorik pointed to the trio of vessels. “Agrevlari and I will scare them off.”

“By streaming gouts of incendiary flames at them?” Syla shook her head.

“Lighting people on fire is an excellent way to scare them off.”

Her face turned pale.

Vorik lifted an apologetic hand. The joke had been in poor taste, especially when he remembered the explosives that her team had thrown in the mine—and what they’d done to people. Syla probably didn’t have the stomach for more carnage.

“We’ll gently light portions of their ships on fire that aren’t currently occupied,” Vorik said.

Dragons do not know how to gently light things on fire, Agrevlari said.

It’s time to learn. Precision is valuable.

“Look.” At Syla’s skeptical expression, Vorik pointed toward the lead vessel. “That one has a figurehead that thrusts far out, practically inviting a lightning strike. Or a gout of dragon fire.”

“That’s a depiction of the sun god spreading his brilliant rays from a precipice,” Syla said. “You can’t light it on fire. That’s blasphemous.”

“Those ships will be within firing range soon,” the captain said—the major had jogged off and was ordering the cannon crews to make ready.

“Cannonballs knocking it off wouldn’t be less blasphemous. Or if you have to jump onto that thing.” Vorik couldn’t keep the distaste from his voice as he pointed at the weapons platform. The memories of how many dragons had died to it—some taking their riders to the depths of the sea with them—would haunt him for the rest of his life.

“I know. You’re right.” Syla nodded at him. “Scare them away if you can, Vorik. Even if we run… we’ll have to do something to keep them from following. If they see us sailing into the freight harbor, the fleet will sail down the coastline to deal with us there. And we don’t want a battle in those waters. Destroying the harvest as well as our ships…” She shook her head again. “This is all loathsome.”

“Yes.” Vorik stepped toward Agrevlari as the dragon hopped down to the deck, causing the crew to scatter. “Do you want to come with me, Syla? We can scout your harbor afterward.”

“No,” Fel said as the captain rocked back.

Major Hixun had been jogging about, giving orders, but he must have caught that because he stopped so fast that he almost tipped over. “You can’t fly off alone with our prisoner, Your Majesty.”

“I can if his dragon plucks me up,” Syla said. “I will go with you, Vorik, to guide the gentleness of Agrevlari’s fire.”

How does she intend to do that? Agrevlari wondered.

I don’t know, but her having a dragon bond in addition to her gods-mark gives her some interesting power.

I might call it alarming, rather than interesting. And if you attempt to engage in a mating session while on my back⁠—

We won’t. I know your feelings on that.

Which doesn’t keep you from⁠—

Please don’t say anything about sex orifices.

Agrevlari issued a noise between a growl and a harrumph.

Syla arched her eyebrows.

“He’s eager to be guided by your divinely blessed touch,” Vorik translated, then hopped onto the dragon’s back and offered her a hand.

“Your Majesty.” Fel stepped forward to stop her.

But Syla moved quickly these days, a byproduct of her bond with Wreylith, and slipped away from his reach and grasped Vorik’s hand.

“This won’t take long,” she said as he pulled her onto Agrevlari’s back behind him.

Fel drew his mace as if he might smash the dragon on the flank to keep him from taking off with his charge, but Agrevlari gave him a baleful look and growled fiercely, no hint of a harrumph mixed in.

“What am I supposed to do?” Fel spun toward Aunt Tibby as Agrevlari sprang into the air.

“Solve problems with tools other than a mace?” she suggested.

“You don’t think a mace is the appropriate tool to use when a dragon is kidnapping your queen?”

“Gargoyle-bone blades are more effective,” Vorik called to the bodyguard as Agrevlari flew over the railing.

Fel turned his back to Aunt Tibby before making an obscene gesture toward Vorik.

“Your bodyguard hasn’t warmed up to me yet,” Vorik observed.

Syla settled behind him, her arms wrapped around his waist. “Not many of my allies have. Until recently, you’ve been determined to work with the enemy.”

“They are my people.”

“I know.” She squeezed him, then adjusted her spectacles and rested her cheek against the back of his shoulder.

Vorik hadn’t expected her to hop onto Agrevlari with him and wished they could fly off in such an embrace for a long, leisurely flight followed by a picnic somewhere, but the three ships were firing range-finding shots with their cannons. Sighing, Vorik touched Agrevlari’s shoulder, though the dragon didn’t need any guidance—except perhaps when it came to gentleness.

Dodging cannon fire, Agrevlari flew toward the lead ship. Vorik wished he had his bow, but he’d lost it during one of the battles and had only his sword. He drew it in case Agrevlari dove close enough for him to use it, but, with Syla behind him, he planned to let the dragon handle the attack.

And Agrevlari gleefully whipped, banked, rolled, and dove, biting and slashing with fangs and talons whenever he flew close enough.

“Aim for the hull, please,” Syla called. “Not people! I know you have good aim, Agrevlari.”

Vorik looked over his shoulder, curious about what she referenced.

“Well, I assume he’s the one who, uhm, impregnated Wreylith. If your guess is right and she is… with egg? Is that what you would say?”

“With eggs, yes, you could say that. I’m not sure that act is quite the same as loosing arrows at a target on an archery range.”

“So, aim wasn’t required?”

“I suppose I’ve not had the exact experience so shouldn’t attempt to speak with authority.”

What Agrevlari thought of the conversation, Vorik didn’t know, but the dragon did dive low and target the hulls of the ship with great bites that tore into the wood. He could easily have streamed gouts of fire onto the decks, but he refrained. Unfortunately, the crewmen didn’t refrain from targeting him. In addition to cannonballs, arrows and crossbow quarrels launched from the ships. Syla tensed behind Vorik.

Using his sword, he deflected an arrow, glad for the magic that made such an act possible, since he didn’t have another way to defend Syla. Interestingly, the projectiles focused more on Agrevlari than on his riders. As they flew from ship to ship, the dragon biting to leave holes in hulls and snap masts in half, not all of the crew raised the weapons they held. Several were whispering to each other and pointing at Syla, despite officers running around, ordering all hands to fire and, “Bring that dragon down!”

“This may not have been wise,” Syla said as Vorik deflected another arrow, one that had been streaking toward her head.

Not all of the crew were hesitating to fire at her.

“Your bodyguard did imply that,” Vorik said. “I may be a bad influence on you.”

“You’re a scandalously bad influence.”

“And yet, your arms are tighter than ever about me.”

“I’m trying to mold myself to your back to use you for a shield.”

“Stop firing, men!” someone called. “That’s the queen!”

“But she’s dead!” someone else called.

“I thought she was kidnapped!”

“No, the newspapers said dead!”

“Your people aren’t that filled in on what’s happening,” Vorik observed as Agrevlari ripped the previously discussed sun-god figurehead off its mount and flung it to the deck before arrowing away, just avoiding two cannonballs blasting toward him.

“I may not be that filled in either,” Syla said.

Cannons boomed from her small fleet, and her aunt stood on the weapons platform, hands on the marble posts. Alarm quickened Vorik’s heartbeat. Unlike with cannonballs, a dragon couldn’t dodge the awful magical projectiles that thing fired. The memory of the time Tibby had launched one of them at him surged into his mind.

“Turn back,” an officer on one of the enemy ships called. “Get us back under the shield!”

Agrevlari flapped his wings and gained altitude, allowing the vessels to change course. There was a smug sashay to his tail that reminded Vorik of the young orange dragon, Igliana.

The cannons stopped firing, and Vorik found it encouraging for Syla that her people weren’t all eager to kill her. If she could find and deal with the usurper, maybe she could reclaim the throne without starting a civil war.

Only two of the three ships made it back under the shield. The third, with gaping holes in the hull, listed to the side as it took on water.

Agrevlari could have finished it off, but he flew higher without guidance. Vorik gave him a pat, glad the dragon had gotten the gist of the mission. While his attacks hadn’t been gentle, he hadn’t carelessly killed people.

Good work, Vorik said.

My work is always excellent. I will head to the freight harbor that your mate desires us to scout. Agrevlari flew high enough to soar above the Castle Island shield as he turned inland.

“Thank you, Vorik and Agrevlari.” Syla loosened her grip enough to brush the side of Vorik’s neck with her fingers, then pat the dragon on the scales. “As soon as I’m able, I’ll reward you both.”

“With blackberry cobbler?” Vorik asked.

With horn-hog cobbler? Agrevlari asked. Wreylith has spoken of that creature’s sumptuousness and availability on your Castle Island.

“I think blackberry season is over,” Syla said, “and any recipes involving baking horn hogs would be for casserole or possibly pot pie rather than cobbler, but I can find suitable food rewards for you both. It’s interesting that you’re motivated by the same desires.”

“We’re simple souls,” Vorik said.

As they flew over the center of the island, he spotted a wagon of Kingdom soldiers traveling along the main highway. Though they were too far away to represent a threat, they peered up at the dragon, not missing their passing. It might not be safe for Syla anywhere on her island. Her goals wouldn’t be easy to accomplish.

Vorik didn’t know how much help he could offer, but he would give it. With her arms still wrapped around him, it was easy to squeeze her hand, then let his fingers linger, offering support. With the warmth of her body and her soft curves pressed into his back, he thought of offering even more, but he was so numb from his brother’s passing and all the colleagues he’d lost that sex wasn’t prominent in his mind. Not that he hadn’t been able to rouse himself in the cabin of her ship the night before. He smiled at the memory.

When Agrevlari reached the northern coast, he flew west along it, away from the capital. They passed a couple of coves, and Syla murmured to herself and pointed to ones that didn’t have any ships anchored in them. They would be possible places for her small fleet to sail into long enough to let her disembark.

“There’s Lyvoran Freight Harbor.” Syla pointed between Agrevlari’s horns toward a town around a larger cove with a couple of docks. Numerous large ships were moored, but they were, as she’d mentioned earlier, cargo vessels. “And the two warships that Hixun correctly said would be there. But I don’t see any more of the fleet.”

“If you don’t want a confrontation of any sort, one of the empty coves would be a better place to put ashore.”

“Yes, but Aunt Tibby needs to visit the glassworks in Lyvor. And I think… I don’t think we’re going to anchor five ships anywhere around the island without them being swiftly discovered.”

Syla said more, but something in the distance caught Vorik’s attention, and he peered out across the Sea of Storms. A dark-gray dragon was flying parallel to the island with a rider on its back.

Can you tell who that is? Vorik asked Agrevlari.

They were too far in the distance for him to identify by sight, but dragons could sense and identify magical beings from farther away than eyes could see.

That is Lieutenant Wise riding Tonasketal.

Ah. Vorik didn’t ask Agrevlari to reach out to the other dragon. He’d been told to remain in the stormer camp, not visit Bogberry Island, and certainly not descend into the mine, kill his brother, and help the Kingdom queen escape. Even though he would have to one day deal with his people and accept the responsibility for his choices, he dreaded that.

I now sense many stormer-allied dragons in the area, Agrevlari said. I believe your people are trying to figure out what happened at the Island of Bogs. From what I gathered, few escaped the chaos and reported back, and we dragons could never fly close to see details. Of course, we could see the sinkhole that the lake turned into from above the barrier, but even I do not know what happened underground. One of Agrevlari’s silver eyes turned back toward Vorik.

Nothing good, my friend. Nothing good.

Sooner or later, his people would figure out exactly what had happened. The chiefs might exile Vorik. Or… for taking down the leader of the Sixteen Talons, they might decide he should be killed. And Agrevlari, as he was well aware, couldn’t fly through the barriers around the Kingdom islands. There would be no protection for either of them if Vorik’s people decided to hunt him down.
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From Agrevlari’s back, before returning to the Fanged Whale, Syla saw another set of fleet ships leaving the capital. With a salty breeze filling their sails, they headed along the coastline in the direction of Lyvoran Freight Harbor.

Syla grimaced. Was it chance? That they were navigating toward the harbor she’d just checked on? Maybe they were simply being sent out to circle the island and find her fleet, wherever it dropped anchor. Lord Fograth didn’t have the help of a dragon to scout, but Castle Island wasn’t so large that ships could hide for long, not even in a quiet and unpopulated cove.

By the time Agrevlari glided toward the deck of the Fanged Whale, Syla decided that Aunt Tibby would need to be dropped off at the glassworks in Lyvor. Syla could take Vorik and Fel along to guard Tibby while she worked, but the five ships couldn’t stay in the area and risk having to confront the entire Kingdom fleet.

Syla dearly hoped the glassworks had the magical tools that Tibby would need to craft a new shielder. If they could get Harvest Island back, that would help Syla gain the support of the people. Not that she believed the people were against her. It was the scheming bastards who wanted the throne for themselves—and unfortunately the military willing to go along with them.

Major Hixun and Captain Vonla were waiting on deck when Agrevlari landed. Tibby remained near the weapons platform, though she was no longer poised to fire if need be. For the moment, no ships beyond their five were in view.

I will return to your vessel soon, Wreylith spoke from somewhere to the south. Harvest Island, presumably.

Excellent. Syla didn’t comment on moodiness or pregnancy possibilities. In your absence, I had to ride on Agrevlari.

An inferior mount, I have no doubt.

He’s all right. And it gave me an excuse to wrap my arms around Vorik. Syla hadn’t even clasped his hand during the day’s journey to Castle Island. She’d felt inhibited by having so many people around. It wasn’t that she couldn’t refrain from touching him for a day, but she would have enjoyed being able to hold hands or lean on him for support and comfort.

I haven’t observed that you need an excuse to do that. I am hunting sea-kelp marauders. I had an urge for their rubbery tentacles.

Those are related to squids, aren’t they?

They are like large squids with powerful tentacles and suckers that can pull the scales off a dragon.

They sound dangerous.

Sometimes, dangerous food is appealing. I have been hungry lately—no doubt due to all the battles we’ve fought—but I will eat my fill and return soon.

“Do dragons have pregnancy cravings?” Syla whispered to Vorik as they slid off Agrevlari’s back. It was possible hunger rather than moodiness had driven Wreylith to depart abruptly. Or at least in addition to moodiness. “Aside from the turtle eggs and shells, I mean. Like, do they eat seemingly strange things during that time?”

“They eat strange things all the time.” Vorik patted Agrevlari.

I cannot imagine to what you refer, the dragon said, including Syla in his response.

“Earlier, you wanted a horn-hog cobbler,” Vorik said.

And that is stranger than a blackberry cobbler?

Vorik arched his eyebrows toward Syla.

“It is, yes.” She spotted Major Hixun and Captain Vonla approaching and faced them.

Fel also stood nearby, scowling at Agrevlari and Vorik, doubtless irked that they’d swept Syla away. Since she and Vorik had been fired upon by cannons, bows, and crossbows during the short excursion, Syla admitted it had been foolish of her to go along, but she hated standing idle while others endangered themselves on her behalf. Besides, she’d wanted to see for herself what the Kingdom ships were up to.

“Major,” Syla said, “I’d like you to find a quiet cove along the northern shore and drop me off with Aunt Tibby, Sergeant Fel, and Vorik.”

“Vorik,” Hixun said. “Your prisoner.”

“My prisoner who likes to defend me like I’m a precious gem, yes. With his many skills, he eagerly risks his life on my behalf. An incursion across the countryside wouldn’t be practical without him.”

Vorik lifted his chin, appearing pleased by the words.

“I do those things too,” Fel grumbled. “When you stay on the ground and let me.”

“You do them excellently, yes,” Syla said. “And I’m appreciative.”

“It’s why you’re on the incursion team.” Vorik nudged Fel with an elbow.

Fel gave him a look that could have withered the suckers off a sea-kelp marauder. If not the scales off a dragon.

Vorik merely smiled.

“Your Majesty.” Hixun looked at Vonla, who was shaking her head. “You’ve got a dozen Royal Protectors as well as all the soldiers you want from the crews that you can take with you, and what do you mean by incursion?”

“We need to get Aunt Tibby tools for repairing the shielder, and I need to figure out a means by which to confront Lord Fograth and reclaim the throne.”

“And incursioning across the countryside is how you intend to do that?” Hixun asked.

“It would be wise of her to collect intelligence before walking into the capital,” Vonla said.

Syla nodded to her, glad for the captain’s support. “Judging by the reception I’ve received thus far, I wouldn’t be able to sail into Sky Torn Harbor and stroll up to the castle even if I wanted to. Instead, I’m going to have to be stealthy, gather information, and come up with a plan.”

“You could remain safely onboard while sending a team ashore and having others gather information on your behalf, Your Majesty.” Vonla placed a hand on her chest. Volunteering herself for such a team?

Syla hesitated. It would make sense for her to send trained soldiers rather than stumbling around herself, but… “Aunt Tibby has to go.”

“How lovely for Aunt Tibby,” Tibby murmured.

“And I need to go with her,” Syla said.

“Why?” Hixun asked. “Unless I missed a report, you’re a healer, not an engineer.”

“I have other talents.” Syla glanced at Vorik but then wished she hadn’t, certain he would mention her ability to bake cobblers, since that had so recently been on his mind. Or, worse, he might share that she had learned to use her power for self-defense and even killed people. That was something she preferred not to share with the world.

“Queen Syla has proven herself resourceful in many ways,” Vorik said. “In addition to receiving enhanced powers from her dragon bond, she has been cunning and a serious threat to my people. Even General Jhiton acknowledged that before… the end.”

It wasn’t the accolade Syla had expected, and she caught herself touching his hand in thanks for backing her up before she remembered all the eyes upon them.

“Oh,” Hixun mouthed.

Vonla nodded firmly, as if she’d believed all along that Syla had value. Maybe she had. She’d been on Syla’s side even before Syla had fought beside the soldiers at Harvest Island, risking herself to keep firing the weapons platform. Syla nodded back to the captain, again glad for her support.

“We’ll have to be careful about putting ashore though,” Syla said. “We saw from above that the fleet is sending more ships out to monitor the coastline, probably to figure out where we’ll anchor. And I expect there will be teams on land, as well, watching for trouble.”

“Watching for you,” Fel said.

“I believe I am their trouble, yes.”

“You’re a lot of people’s trouble,” Vorik murmured with a smile.

Syla returned the smile but with a tinge of glumness. When she’d been a healer, people had known she could help them and had appreciated her for that. Now… Well, there was nothing keeping her from healing someone, but it would never be her dedicated job again. But she had another equally important duty to focus on.

“I have been, yes,” Syla said firmly. “And I will be again to anyone who stands in my way. A cove, Major.”

He sighed but didn’t protest again, instead heading to the wheelhouse.

“Your Majesty,” Captain Vonla said, “I won’t object to your right, maybe your need, to go ashore yourself, but you should consider sending other parties—military parties—to scout and figure out what’s going on. It’s already obvious that a lot has changed since we departed last week.”

“Has it even been a week?” Tibby murmured. “So much has happened.” She and Fel looked at Vorik. “All of it bad.”

“I don’t think she’s going to forgive you for sinking our ship while she was on it,” Syla told Vorik.

She didn’t know why she’d forgiven that. People had died during that attack, but her soldiers at least recovered the weapons platform. And, in a way, Vorik might have helped Syla. If she’d remained in the palace, she might have been there when Captain Lesva returned and kidnapped Lady Abrya. Syla might also have been taken. By the eyes of the moon, she hoped that woman hadn’t found a way out of the mine.

“Absolutely not,” Tibby said.

“She hasn’t forgiven me for the minor grievance of dismantling her tractor,” Fel said, “even though it was attacking me at the time.”

“You ripped the gearbox off and threw it in the canal like a savage,” Tibby told him.

“The woman holds a grudge,” Fel said to Vorik.

“In my case, I don’t blame her,” Vorik said.

Tibby lifted her chin in satisfaction.

Fel squinted at her. “I blame her.”

“Your Majesty?” Ignoring the side conversation, Vonla was watching Syla intently. “Let me take a team to the capital while you and your aunt work on the shielder. I’ll gather information and bring it back. I could even… Oh! What if I wore a cloak, a regal cloak, and took a couple of Royal Protectors with me? If there are spies in the countryside, they might mistake me for you. I could try to make sure they did so that they would focus on my party and you could move about more freely. Being watched might make it harder for me to gather information, but I could send one of my lieutenants ahead. Or there could be two parties…”

Syla appreciated the woman’s initiative and was more inclined to trust Vonla than the crewmen and soldiers she barely knew, but… “It might not be conducive to your health to pose as me. People have rudely been trying to kill me lately. Often.”

Syla considered Vorik, though Captain Lesva was the person who popped into her mind. She also recalled the black-masked soldiers who’d tried to assassinate her a few weeks earlier.

“Don’t look at me,” Vorik said. “I’ve been trying to keep you alive.”

“I do appreciate that.”

“I’m well-trained, Your Majesty,” Vonla said. “I’m not afraid of soldiers coming after me, and I wouldn’t be foolish enough to walk out in the open when snipers might be about. Also, if we were surrounded by soldiers, I could push back my hood to show them who I really am. Underneath the cloak, I’d be wearing the same uniform as those looking for you.” Vonla shrugged. “We’re all supposed to be on the same side.”

“We will be again,” Syla said. “I do have a few people in the capital who are supposed to be keeping an eye and ear out on my behalf. Contacting them might prove fruitful.”

“It wouldn’t be a bad idea to send someone else in to do that first,” Fel said.

“Someone you can trust,” Vorik said quietly, arching an eyebrow and glancing at Vonla. Since he hadn’t interacted with the woman, he probably didn’t have any idea if she was trustworthy.

Of course, Syla couldn’t truly know either. She hadn’t been through battle after battle with the woman the way she had with Fel and Vorik and even Aunt Tibby. Vonla might want to be put ashore so she could immediately report to a superior officer loyal to Lord Fograth about Syla’s plans, and Syla had been speaking openly enough about them that Vonla would have something to report. She didn’t mistrust the woman, but…

“I think Captain Vonla is the right person for the job, but will you let me heal your wounds first, Captain?” Syla pointed at the bandage visible under the woman’s sleeve. “You’ll want to be fully fit if you do run into trouble.”

“Magically?” Vonla asked.

“Yes.” Syla watched the captain’s eyes. If the woman held any secrets or had any thoughts about working against her, a magical healing might leave her feeling more loyal afterward. Even if it didn’t always work like that, people being aware that it could have that effect sometimes changed how they acted—what they revealed.

“I’d like that, Your Majesty.” Vonla held up her arm. “Corporal Dedric put this bandage on. He’s had some medic’s training, but his last patient died of gangrene, and he was spitting chaw while binding this up.”

“Not on the wound, hopefully.” Syla waved for Vonla to step aside with her, and they found a spot to sit down while the Fanged Whale headed around the north side of the island.

“No, but it didn’t seem sanitary. In the temples, they’re always scrubbing floors and telling people to scour everything.”

“It is true that studies have proven that wounds are less likely to be infected if they’re kept clean.”

“I knew it.”

Vonla didn’t hesitate to stick out her arm when Syla waved for it, and her belief that the captain didn’t have anything to hide grew stronger.

“This won’t take long,” she said, almost relieved to send her magic into the woman’s body to heal. As she’d just been thinking, so often of late, she’d used her power for self-defense—to hurt others. Healing was what she preferred.

“Thank you, Your Majesty. I knew… I mean, I figured you’d be, you know.” Vonla shrugged, her cheeks growing pink. “I always respected your mother. Your father too, but I like women who aren’t afraid to wield a sword.”

“That’s something I’ve not tried yet.” Syla almost mentioned that she might attempt juggling first, but Vonla wouldn’t understand the reference.

“No, but you wielded that weapons platform in the middle of all the chaos of battle. And you stayed there even when it was dangerous. Really dangerous. You’re a lot like your mother.”

The words made Syla tear up, and she stared at Vonla’s arm as she worked, trying not to let emotion overcome her. The chaos of all the stormer attacks and her own quests had kept her so busy since she’d lost her mother and siblings that she had often been too distracted to think about them. Sometimes, she even forgot they were gone and imagined them back at the castle, waiting for her to finish up her quests and return. But their deaths were all recent. Raw. When all this was over, Syla would take a suitable time to grieve and recover.

“I never got to speak with Queen Lia,” Vonla added after a time. “I always wanted to. She was one of the reasons I became a fleet soldier. Women have always been allowed to join, but it’s not that encouraged.”

“You’re doing a good job as an officer,” Syla said when she found her voice again. The lump in her throat lingered, but she managed to finish healing the wound.

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“I’ll give you a list of people who should have been keeping an eye out for me while we’ve been gone. If you can visit them, maybe they can give you reports.”

Probably not formal reports, Syla thought, remembering that she’d recruited Celena, a prostitute from a brothel.

“Yes, Your Majesty. That was smart of you to cultivate spies.”

Syla didn’t mention that it had been Fel’s idea. “I didn’t have time to put anything sophisticated in place, so it’s mostly healers from the temples around the capital. And a, uhm, worker at Sailor Services near the docks.”

Syla didn’t think a military officer would think anything odd of turning a prostitute into a spy but still felt a twinge of discomfort because of how it had happened, with Celena promising her loyalty after a healing. However inadvertent, it had been Syla’s magic that had enraptured the woman.

“My mother worked at a brothel,” Vonla said. “Those weren’t the kinds of swords that I was interested in handling, but it doesn’t bother me.”

“Good.” Syla smiled and leaned back. “That should feel better now.”

Vonla rotated her wrist and flexed her fingers. “Much better. Thank you.” She looked toward the coastline where a few houses were visible in green grass along a bluff overlooking the sea. “I’ll grab some gear. And a cloak.”

“Good.” Syla sensed Wreylith approaching and stood up.

Agrevlari launched off the wheelhouse to fly away. At first, she thought he was vacating Wreylith’s spot out of respect, but the Fanged Whale sailed through the barrier, a magical buzz making her skin tingle, and she realized the green dragon would have been forced off one way or another.

I’ve consumed enough food for now, Wreylith told Syla as she soared along the coastline, the barrier allowing her in. Do you wish to fly somewhere? I’m most eager for you to reclaim your throne.

So we can set about the important tasks of settling the kingdom and finding you a cave?

Especially the latter. Wreylith alighted on the wheelhouse.

Since my party will be greater than two, I believe I’ll have to go ashore on foot, but… Syla tapped her chin as she gazed at the dragon. Perhaps you could also be a diversion.

Dragons aren’t diversions. Our greatness makes us the sublime focus of all.

Would you like to draw people’s focus by flying around near the capital? Perhaps you could scout for a suitable cave where people are likely to notice you.

When I did that earlier, soldiers fired cannonballs at me.

That didn’t seem to disturb you overmuch.

They are not as deadly as the magical projectiles of the death launcher. Wreylith bared her sharp fangs at the weapons platform.

A couple of crewmen on the deck near it skittered away, probably worried her ire was for them.

You wouldn’t have to get close enough to invite cannon fire, Syla thought, but if people saw you flying about, they might think I’m nearby.

And you do not plan to be nearby?

My aunt Tibby has an urge to visit a glassworks about ten miles west of the capital.

Wreylith turned her eyes toward Syla; fortunately, she’d put away her fangs. This will aid you in regaining your throne?

It will, yes. I need to make sure my aunt is protected while she works.

Yet you’ll send me away? I am the superior protector on this island.

I don’t doubt that, but you’re also very noticeable. If people see you perched on the glassworks building, they’ll know I’m there. I need to act stealthily for now.

Like the dragons on the Island of Eliok.

Er, what? They’re being stealthy? The last Syla had heard, stormer dragons had openly driven off the Freeborn Faction allies she’d left behind on Harvest Island. She wasn’t surprised that some lurked in the area, hunting and who knew what else.

Many are congregating in caves of the dormant volcano. While I was hunting on the island, I attempted to determine what they were doing since I sensed… I am not sure precisely what I sensed, but it was strange. They were using their inherent magic and seemed to be pooling their power to do something.

Were there any riders with them? Syla considered Vorik, wondering if the dragons were partaking in a stormer scheme that he would know something about.

Not that I observed. The riders went to the Island of Bogs for the attack there, but since the dragons couldn’t accompany them…

They were left to their own devices? Syla wondered what kind of devices dragons might be up to in a volcano cave.

They couldn’t use their power to make it erupt, could they? Even if they could, why would they? They’d already caused the shielder there to be removed and had access to the island. Most of the Kingdom population lived on the opposite end from the volcano. Some farms and orchards might be damaged if lava flowed far past its slopes, but the wild forests where elioks and other dragon-favored prey lived would also be disturbed.

It would seem so, Wreylith said. I also spotted wyverns and cloud strikers in the area. Even a manticore. Usually, they do not fly across the sea, but something drew those beings.

A love for eliok? Syla asked but doubted it.

Few eliok remain on the island. The dragons grew very secretive when I asked about their affairs, but that is not surprising. They’ve not confided in me since I started associating with you.

A puny bespectacled human on the other side.

You are not entirely puny anymore. You are gaining power from me and learning how to use that with which you were born with more versatility.

Yes, I look forward to learning more about how to fully use my dragon-gifted power as soon as there’s time. Back at Bogberry Island, it helped me dodge some arrows.

That is a proper use for power.

I would think so.

Vorik joined Syla near the railing. “Are you gazing across the deck at my profile because you’re enraptured by my handsome masculinity?”

“I was wondering if your people are up to something.”

“Usually.”

“And if you knew anything about a dragon gathering on Harvest Island. Wreylith thinks they’re scheming.”

“I do not know about it,” Vorik said, “and I’m disappointed that you were thinking about scheming dragons while gazing at me.”

“I’m sorry. I would be happy to be enraptured by your masculinity tonight if we can find some time alone together.”

“I look forward to that. As to the rest, I’ve not communicated with my people since leaving the camp on the mainland. Other than those we encountered in the mine. Eventually, I’ll have to speak with my leaders, but I’m… avoiding that. One of my lieutenants saw me riding over Castle Island with you, and once word gets back to my chiefs that I’m alive but haven’t returned, there will be questions. Or assumptions. Probably correct assumptions.” Vorik frowned.

“Would it help if I put you in shackles? So they think you really are a prisoner?”

Vorik sighed. “Only if I want to prevaricate with them, and I do not. When they ask… I’ll speak the truth.”

“What exactly is the truth? You haven’t decided to turn against them, right?”

“That’s correct, but I won’t help them continue with their war. I’m here to help you regain your throne, and then… then I don’t know. I won’t fight against my people, but I am hoping that there’s a future where there can be peace. Or at least a treaty and cessation of hostilities. I’m sure you’ll tell me that we can’t expect genuine peace after initiating the war and killing so many of your people, but I do hope for something besides eternal conflict.”

“I hope for that too.” Syla clasped his hand, his sword-calloused palm warm against her fingers. “And I may be more enraptured with you than I admitted.”

“I thought so.”

Vorik returned her hand clasp, but, as the ship sailed for the mouth of a quiet cove, he looked to the north. A gray dragon was flying in the distance, a rider visible on its back.

“Do you think,” Syla asked, “your people will let you go without trouble?”

“It depends on how mad they collectively are after the defeat at Bogberry Island.” Vorik lowered his voice. “And the loss of Jhiton.”

Syla wanted to say that the general’s death wasn’t Vorik’s fault, but, according to Vorik, it absolutely was. And Tibby, who’d glimpsed some of their fight before trying to bring the mine ceiling down on both of them, had implied the same.

“We might both have assassins after us going forward,” Syla murmured.

“How fun for us to share a common predicament.”

“Undoubtedly.”


4




After dinghies carried Vorik, Syla, Fel, and Tibby to shore, Vorik tried to get the group moving quickly. Steep, rocky slopes surrounded the cove on three sides, leaving only a small pebbly beach and a couple of trails leading to the top of a bluff. In such a vulnerable spot, enemies could easily look down upon them. Or shoot down upon them. Worse, twilight was creeping over the island. That would make it easier for enemies to hide.

Vorik didn’t know the route to the town of Lyvor and the glassworks Tibby wanted to visit, so he couldn’t jog off in the lead, but he felt urgency to help Syla’s quest along as quickly as possible. Though he and Syla had joked about the stormers sending assassins after him, Vorik wasn’t positive that it had been a joke. After seeing Wise for a second time—had he been assigned to circle the island and search for him?—Vorik worried that he would have to deal with his people sooner than he’d like.

Another party was heading off from the landing spot as well, so it took time for everyone to get organized. The fleet captain who’d said she would attempt to lead the locals to believe she was Syla stood nearby, now wearing a hooded cloak. Further, the major had come ashore and drawn Syla aside, pointing at Vorik and whispering. Understandably, the man didn’t trust Vorik, but Vorik chafed at the delay. The open beach left him feeling uneasy, and he kept glancing toward the sky—a habitual stormer tendency—only to remind himself that, aside from Wreylith, he wouldn’t spot any dragons or wyverns here.

Unlike on Harvest Island, where more was apparently going on than he’d believed. The dragons convening in a cave had to be plotting something.

Agrevlari, are you in the area? Vorik asked.

Yes, pining with loneliness because I can’t follow you onto the island.

Because you can’t follow me or because you can’t follow Wreylith?

She flirted with me earlier. Did you see?

Was that when she roared and showed her fangs?

Indeed.

Are you sure that was flirting?

Undeniably. I have not yet asked her if your hypothesis is correct.

That she’s with eggs?

Yes. I am, however, thinking much upon it. If it is true, it is possible that I am the sire. Do you believe she would wish the assistance of a male in raising her young?

I don’t know, Agrevlari. Have you spoken with Tonasketal? Vorik was more concerned about what the stormer-allied dragons were doing than Wreylith’s egg-laying proclivities. I saw him flying off the coast with Lieutenant Wise again.

None of our ally dragons have spoken to me, despite my clear presence in the area.

Have you tried to speak to them? Vorik wondered if Agrevlari felt the same dread at explaining their disobedience. No, it had been more than that. The memory of Vorik’s battle with his brother filled his mind often.

But Vorik had been behind all that. His dragon ally shouldn’t feel that he’d done anything wrong. From what Vorik had observed over the years, dragons rarely felt in the wrong even when they arguably were.

I have not, Agrevlari said, but— Ah.

What is it?

Wingleader Saleetha is flying around the Island of Bogs. I can sense her powerful presence, and I believe… Yes, she is with Chieftess Shi’s bonded dragon Uxtar. I wonder if Ozlemar is there also. I do not sense him.

Vorik grimaced. His brother’s dragon probably knew exactly what had happened in the mine. After Jhiton’s death, he might have gone off to grieve, inasmuch as dragons did for humans, but he would inevitably share news of Vorik’s betrayal. And Vorik couldn’t pretend it had been anything but that.

Movement atop one of the bluffs surrounding the beach drew his eye. A cloaked man with a bow crouched up there. And another, ten feet away, also leaned out over the cliff. That man raised a crossbow.

“Fel,” Vorik barked, running toward the cliff, and added, “Down, Syla!” as he started to climb.

With instincts and power that had grown more keen since her bonding, Syla dove behind one of the beached dinghies. Fel ran to protect her as the first arrow landed, clinking into the pebbles in the spot where she’d been standing.

Anger surged through Vorik, propelling him up the cliff. These people dared shoot at their queen when they should have been sworn to protect her, when she’d given everything to protect them. The ungrateful bastards.

In seconds, Vorik climbed forty feet, finding foot and handholds that barely existed. The crossbowman fired at him, but Vorik moved so quickly that the quarrel clipped off a rock instead of striking him. Before the sniper could reload, Vorik sprang over the edge and grabbed him, spinning the man and hurling him toward the drop. He screamed, losing his weapon as he pitched over the edge, but the second sniper had nocked another arrow and was aiming toward the beach again.

Vorik sprinted toward him, drawing his sword. The archer got off his shot but was rushed, glancing in fear at Vorik’s rapid approach. Even without seeing the beach, Vorik knew the arrow had flown off-target.

The archer jumped back from the edge and swung his bow like a staff, trying to crack Vorik in the head. The cumbersome attack didn’t come close to hitting him. After ducking it, Vorik bowled into the man, driving him to the ground. Still angry, he almost beheaded the would-be assassin but decided Syla might want to question him.

Rocks clattered behind Vorik. He grabbed the archer, pulled him to his feet, and whirled, intending to use him as a shield if another attacker had crept out on the windswept bluff.

The female captain—Vonla—was crawling over the edge with a sword in hand. One of the Royal Protectors pulled himself over after her. A moment later, two fleet soldiers from the ship appeared—they’d used the trail to come around the long way.

“Walk,” Vorik told his prisoner, standing behind the man and forcing him toward the troops. “And thank whichever god you pray to that I didn’t break your neck.”

“You’re a stormer,” the man blurted, glancing down at the beach as their route took them along the edge of the bluff.

“Yes, I am.”

The other sniper had bounced down the rock face to the beach and wasn’t moving. Fortunately, Syla appeared uninjured. She’d stayed behind the dinghy, with Fel standing protectively over her with his mace, though her fingers twitched as she looked toward the unmoving sniper.

Vorik wouldn’t be surprised if she wanted to see if the man had lived and, if so, heal him, but shouldn’t those who tried to assassinate their monarch be executed? What was wrong with these soldiers that they so easily gave their loyalty to a usurper? Didn’t they know that Syla had been away fighting for their people these past weeks? They should all believe her a hero.

“Thank you, uhm, Captain, isn’t it?” Vonla met Vorik’s eyes as she waved for the Royal Protector to search the prisoner and take him down the trail.

Hopefully, he could be questioned and Syla’s people could learn something helpful.

“Just Vorik now,” he said, letting them take the man. “I’m… Well, I suppose my demotion—if not exile—isn’t official yet, but only because I haven’t been home.” He smiled though there was no humor in the gesture.

“I see.”

Vorik found a faster if much steeper route down the cliff than the trail and half-hopped and half-climbed back to the beach. Even though Syla was all right, and her aunt had also effectively taken cover, he wanted to return to her side right away. He didn’t feel he could trust her soldiers to protect her. She needed him.

“I’ve seen mountain goats that would have hesitated to scramble down that slope,” Syla said when Vorik joined them.

“Kingdom mountain goats must be soft,” Vorik said. “Understandable, I suppose, since you don’t have any real mountains on these islands.”

“Harvest has the volcano.” Maybe thinking of the dragons she’d asked about, Syla looked off in that direction, though they couldn’t see the island from their location.

“Does it also have volcano goats?” Vorik asked.

“I believe there are some, yes. But not as spry as you.”

Fel groaned.

“Were you injured, Sergeant?” Syla touched his arm.

“I’m pained by listening to you fawn over your prisoner.” Fel curled a lip at Vorik.

“He did save my life. Again. And you know he’s not my prisoner.”

“I suspect your sergeant is upset because he is no longer spry,” Vorik whispered to her.

“He doesn’t do badly for someone who was supposed to retire last month.” Syla patted Fel on the shoulder, then gripped Vorik’s hand. “Thank you for your help.”

She frowned past his shoulder. Captain Vonla and the other troops had arrived with the archer.

“I don’t recognize him,” Syla said, “but he’s wearing a Kingdom enforcer uniform under his cloak.”

“We’ll find out what his orders were, Your Majesty,” the major said firmly.

“I don’t think they were a mystery,” Vorik said.

“We’ll find out who gave them.” The major joined the captain, and they drew the archer aside.

“I may have been naive to believe I could make it ashore without being spotted,” Syla said, “and accomplish anything stealthily.”

“I don’t think you have a choice.” Tibby eyed the tops of the bluffs as she joined them. “You can’t retake the throne from another island.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t have sent Wreylith to fly about as a distraction. If people are going to find me anyway, I might as well ride around the island on her back.”

“I think you should,” Vorik said. “Nobody will fire arrows at her.”

“The crew of the ships we encountered fired arrows—and cannons—at her two hours ago,” Syla pointed out.

“Nobody who wants to live will fire arrows at her.”

Syla snorted.

“Let me get to the glassworks, ideally without drawing attention, before you call her,” Tibby said. “It may be hard for you to avoid attracting attention, Syla, but it’ll be better for our plans if your enemies don’t know what I’m up to. Even though everyone in the Kingdom should want the islands protected again, I have a feeling they won’t want you—or an aunt associated with you—to accomplish that.”

Keep an eye out, Vorik, Agrevlari warned from a rock formation beyond the shield.

At first, Vorik thought his comrade had spotted more snipers, but when he saw the dark-gray dragon flying past in the distance, he realized that was the reason for the warning. Unlike the first two times that Tonasketal had cruised along the shoreline, he didn’t have a rider.

Vorik groaned.

“What?” Syla also looked first toward the cliff tops.

Vorik pointed at the dragon beyond the barrier. “Someone may be coming to see me. That’s Lieutenant Wise’s dragon—and he’s not on him.”

“Wise? That’s the stormer who stole the shielder components when you knocked me off the weapons platform, right?”

“Yes.”

“And who wanted you to kidnap me back in the rainforest ruins.”

“Also yes.”

“I don’t like him.”

“Depending on why he’s here, I may also develop a distaste for him.” To Agrevlari, Vorik said, Has Tonasketal spoken to you?

He asked what I knew about Jhiton’s death.

Ah. What did you tell him?

To ask you. He didn’t say anything else to me. Vorik, I suspect we have been ostracized.

I know. I’m sorry. If you leave me to bond with another human, I’ll understand. My actions suggest… Vorik almost said that he wasn’t worthy of a dragon ally, but he didn’t want to admit that. His people might disagree, but it was hard for him to feel that he’d made a mistake. He loved Syla, and he’d chosen to protect her. That wasn’t wrong, damn it. I would understand, he repeated to finish the thought.

Wreylith has also been ostracized, Agrevlari said casually. He didn’t sound that distressed, not that much distressed dragons. We have that in common. As she grows lonely from a lack of social interaction with other wild dragons, she may come to treasure my company more.

“Are you talking to Agrevlari?” Syla guessed.

“Yes. He’s less upset to be ostracized than you might imagine.”

Her brow crinkled, but the major returned before she could ask for clarification.

“Our captive is reluctant to identify who gave him orders, saying only that a superior officer did, but we’ll get the information out of him. In the meantime, we’ll take him prisoner on the ship so that he can’t report your whereabouts to his superiors.” The major waved toward two men leading the enforcer, now shackled, to one of the dinghies.

“Thank you, Hixun,” Syla said. “I’m hoping this won’t take long.”

Captain Vonla pulled her hood over her head, tucked her sword under her cloak, and nodded toward the two Royal Protectors and a pair of soldiers who would accompany her. Fit and lean, more like a stormer than a gardener, she didn’t look much like Syla, but maybe from afar, people wouldn’t be able to tell.

Vorik hoped the woman wouldn’t fall to a sniper’s bow. At this point, he supported anyone who supported Syla.

“Meet back here, sir? Your Majesty?” Vonla asked.

“In two days,” the major said, but Syla held up a finger.

“Actually, Captain, meet us at my cousin Teyla’s estate. Her family lives off the King’s Highway near Lake Ferringtar, and there’s no reason her father’s property should be monitored. If anything, he supports Relvin, who I know has kept company with Lord Fograth. I’m not sure if my cousin is staying there or in the capital, but Teyla is someone I’ll want to talk to as part of our intelligence gathering mission.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Vonla said.

“If there are troops there, our backup plan will be to meet at the royal farm. You know the spot? It’s between Lake Ferringtar and the capital.”

Vonla nodded. “I do.”

“I can’t sail my ships to an inland estate to pick you up, Your Majesty,” the major said dryly.

“I just need you to keep your ships from being captured by the fleet over the next two days. When we’re ready for you—for that—” Syla pointed toward the weapons platform on the deck of the Fanged Whale, “—Wreylith and I will come find you. Just don’t let it fall into enemy hands in the meantime.”

“We’ll do our best.” The major looked out toward the ocean, and the gray dragon flying past again, like he might be more concerned about their kind than the Kingdom fleet.

It was true that Vorik’s people would happily target the weapons platform if they got the opportunity, but they had to be disheveled and busy regrouping. If Vorik were the major, he would worry more about his own people right now. They had a lot of ships with which to monitor the waters around Castle Island.

“Here.” Hixun waved to a man who pulled a couple of flares out of a dinghy. “Light one of these off when you want us to pick you up.”

“Thank you.” Syla gestured for Fel to take the flares. “And I’ve something for you, Major.” Syla delved into a pack she’d brought along, including the same medical kit she’d carried to the stormer camp. “Hydra-scale powder. You can use it on the prisoner to induce chattiness.”

“Are you sure you won’t need that?” Hixun accepted the small jar but looked at Vorik. Did the dull man still believe Syla considered him a prisoner?

“No,” she said, “Vorik is already chatty.”

“That is true,” he said. “All she has to do is give me a cobbler or a tart, and I’ll burble all my secrets to her.”

“If only that were true. Your chattiness tends to hide secrets.” Syla tapped her spectacles, maybe thinking of their conversation in her throne room where they’d discussed vision and juggling instead of what his people had really been up to on Castle Island.

“Not anymore,” Vorik said firmly and walked beside her as she pulled a hood over her head, and their party headed up the trail. “I don’t have any further secrets to withhold from you.”

“Because you’ve realized your heart requires you be honest with me in all matters or because your people won’t tell you anything anymore?”

“The heart thing would make me sound more loving and devoted, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then that’s in there.” Vorik bumped shoulders with Syla but also eyed the bluffs as they climbed the trail. The captain had left a guard up there to stand watch while the parties left, but Vorik doubted a Kingdom soldier would spot Lieutenant Wise if he was lurking in the area.
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Night descended upon Castle Island as Syla walked along the coastal highway with her party, stepping into the grass along the side when the occasional horse-drawn carriage or, more commonly, wagon filled with harvested goods passed them. The Royal Protectors had gone with Captain Vonla, and nobody did more than glance at Syla’s group, especially since she kept her hood up, and by night, it was too dark for people to realize what Vorik’s black riding leathers signaled. Her group didn’t speak when people passed, aside from Fel grumbling that Syla should have an armored carriage and they shouldn’t be walking all over the countryside. Judging by the number of times he paused to knead his thigh or stretch his calf, his old injuries were the reason he wanted that carriage.

Wind gusted across the highway, rustling the grass and sending clouds scudding across the night sky. Earlier, stars had been visible, but another storm was brewing.

“In more ways than one,” Syla murmured.

Tibby tripped over a rock and cursed. Fel steadied her.

“You’re making me nervous with how often you’re looking behind us,” Syla told Vorik after he did precisely that for the twentieth or thirtieth time.

Ahead, lanterns were visible, concentrated around the highway as it descended toward another cove. They ought to indicate the town of Lyvor, but Syla had never traveled across the countryside at night and wasn’t positive. Behind them, the way was too dark for her to see anything.

“My apologies.” Vorik turned forward again and pointed off at an oblique angle. “Would you be more at ease if my glances were in that direction?”

“No. Do you have a reason to believe there are more Kingdom troops out here searching for me? Or is it something else? Your lieutenant?”

If his concerns had to do with his people, she wasn’t positive Vorik would answer. Despite his claim that he wouldn’t hold secrets from her any longer, she didn’t know how honest to expect him to be when it came to the stormers. He would help her—she had no doubt about that—but if he noticed his people were up to something tangential, would he point it out?

“I think he’s on the island, yes,” Vorik said. “He may not be the only stormer here.”

A man with a wagon came up behind them, horses whuffing and probably eager to reach their destination and dinner. A lantern hanging beside the driver’s seat illuminated his broad face with a dark well-trimmed beard and mustache.

“You folks need a ride?” he asked. “Got some weather coming in.”

“No,” Fel said as Aunt Tibby said, “Yes.”

“No,” Fel repeated, glaring at her.

“Yes, we’d love a ride,” Tibby told the driver, “and so would he.”

Fel glared at her.

“Especially his calves and hamstrings,” she added.

“You two married?” the driver asked dryly, stopping his horse team. He looked at Vorik and Syla as well, though the darkness and their hoods ensured he couldn’t see much about them. Or… could he? Syla sensed a hint of magic to the man. Was he one of her moon-marked relatives? If so, he was a distant one because she didn’t recognize him.

“I’d never marry someone who prefers wielding weapons to books,” Tibby said tartly, climbing into the back of the wagon without consulting Syla about whether or not they should.

“I think my aunt took over our incursion,” she murmured to Vorik.

Fel climbed in after Aunt Tibby, and Vorik grunted an agreement. “I’m surprised a random passerby is offering to help strangers when your kingdom has been embroiled in a war.”

“He may sense that we’re not that strange. Or at least I’m not.” Syla waved her hand, certain Vorik’s vision was keen enough to make out her moon-mark even in the dark. Her own night vision had been sharper of late, and she assumed that was a gift from Wreylith.

“Your people don’t consider you strange?” Vorik asked lightly once they were settled in the back of the wagon, resting on what felt like sacks of potatoes. “Would your allies agree?”

“No, but they’re strange too.”

The wagon lurched into motion, and Tibby slid off her potato sack and into Fel. He caught her and helped her settle in a less precarious spot. Was it Syla’s imagination, or did she lean voluntarily against him? And not shift away?

“I won’t disagree.” Vorik looked back along the highway again.

Syla wondered if he’d glimpsed Lieutenant Wise. If her memory was correct, the rider didn’t have the magic of a dragon bond, so she doubted Vorik would sense his approach, but little escaped his notice. He’d spotted the snipers atop the bluff before anyone else had.

“You heading to Lyvor?” the driver called back.

“Yes, please,” Tibby said. “The glass district.”

The driver looked back. “Tabuvar’s Glassworks, by chance?”

Yes, the man must have sensed their moon-marks and be familiar with the marked glassmaker as well.

Though Tibby had seemingly taken charge, she looked at Syla before answering. Not certain they should share their exact destination?

“If you’re going by there, yes.” Syla doubted they had much to fear from the driver.

“You’ll want to be careful.” The man lifted his hand, then patted something on the seat next to him. Was that a crossbow? “Lord Fograth’s agents have been busy rounding up our kind, and Lyvor houses quite a few of us.”

“What do you mean rounding up?” Syla assumed their kind referred to their birthmarks and shifted uneasily at the thought that Fograth was targeting her kin.

“Just that, my lady. We’ve witnessed enforcers that he sent surrounding moon-marked folk and carrying them away in wagons. The enforcers don’t give reasons why, and none of their captives have returned to talk about it. People who are many generations removed from the royal family are still being taken. At first, it was figured that Fograth wanted to make sure he had someone who could access the shielders, on account of him not being marked himself, but he’s made a lot of people disappear. We’re worried… he wants to get rid of us and may have already started. Like he doesn’t want any magic left in the Kingdom, anything that might be used against a mundane human such as himself.”

“I’ve got a dragon I’ll use against him if he’s hurting my relatives,” Syla muttered, keeping her voice too low for the driver to hear.

Or so she thought. But maybe part of his gift helped his hearing because he gave them a long look back.

“I thought I recognized you, Your Majesty,” he said.

Syla bit her lip. So much for the hood hiding her identity.

“Are you here to take the throne back?” The driver sounded hopeful, not like a threat she had to worry about. “And keep Fograth from rounding up more of our kind?”

“Yes,” she said firmly.

“Starting at Tabuvar’s?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll swing by there. It’s not like these potatoes can start their journey to the other islands while dragons are attacking freight ships anyway.”

“I’m going to take care of them too.” Syla hoped it was the truth.

“I heard about the big marble bed that can shoot them out of the sky. Hope to see that for myself one day. Did you bring that weapon with you?” His tone was hopeful again, and he looked back, as if she might have the massive weapons platform in her pocket.

“It’s nearby.”

“Good. It’s… an uneasy time. We need someone who can… We need you.”

Syla swallowed, daunted but also relieved that some people were hoping for her to return and take over.

Vorik squeezed her hand.

“As if the threat of the stormers wasn’t enough,” the driver added, “did you hear that Fograth had Teyla Moonmark arrested yesterday? Because she’s the heir after you? We all thought— Well, her brother, Relvin and their father were supposedly a part of helping Fograth take the throne. You’d think that would make them all allies and that nobody would target a young woman. She’s just an academic, anyway, isn’t she? But I reckon people change once they get what they want. Or maybe it’s just that they let their true selves stand on display.”

“Teyla was arrested?” Syla had almost taken her cousin with her when she’d departed with the fleet, but, after Teyla had finished translating the runes on the weapons platform, there hadn’t been a reason to risk her in sea battles. Maybe that had been a mistake. “By enforcers? To be taken with the other moon-marked people?”

“I heard she’s being held on her family’s estate and that— Well, there are rumors that Fograth wants to wed a moon-marked woman with a tie to the throne. It would further legitimize his claim, and he probably needs someone around who can access the shielders and other ancient artifacts that only respond to the gods-gifted.”

Syla thought of the weapons platform. “What’s Relvin up to?”

“I don’t know that, Your Majesty.”

“You can call me Syla. I assume we’re related.”

“I’m Jibbs, Your Majesty. And I’m not sure that would be proper. It’s been about eight-hundred years since my family had any kind of tie to the throne. I use my power to develop hybrid strains of vegetables. My only claim to fame is that my father was the one to cross cauliflower with turnip greens to make broccoli, which has become a popular vegetable in the Kingdom.”

“We like relatives who use their powers to be useful,” Tibby said.

“I might not like one who invented broccoli,” Fel muttered.

“You’re a heathen,” she told him.

“Who prefers meat to vegetables.”

“Heathenishly,” Tibby said.

“You two sure you’re not married?” Jibbs asked.

“Quite positive,” Tibby said, though she still hadn’t shifted away from Fel. It almost looked like she was in his lap, but who could tell in the dark?

The highway widened as the wagon entered the outskirts of Lyvor, houses lining the way and dogs in yards barking as they passed. Ahead, an arch over the road marked the official entrance to the harbor town, and two stone guard towers rose to either side. Since it was after dark, the men on duty might pass the wagon through without question, but Syla wouldn’t bet on that.

“We may need to hide you under sacks of potatoes,” she whispered to Vorik.

“You could tie my hands and claim I’m a prisoner,” he said.

“Nobody believes that.”

Vorik snorted softly and lay down so he wouldn’t be visible from the distance. Hopefully, the guards wouldn’t bring lanterns and search the wagon. “Your major had some delusions.”

“He must not have come by your prison cell when we were chatting without shackles.”

“Chatting.” Vorik took her hand and pulled her down beside him. “That’s not what we were doing.”

“Words were spoken.” Syla let Vorik draw her down, agreeing that the guards might be less likely to stop the wagon if the driver didn’t appear to have passengers, but it wouldn’t take much of a search to reveal them all.

“Words were cried out in the throes of passion,” Vorik murmured, wrapping an arm around her.

“We may have to retrieve Teyla.” Syla snuggled into his warmth. Fel and Tibby had also lowered themselves below the sides of the wagon. “I wouldn’t think she would be in danger from her father—Relvin may be more doubtful—but I’m not as positive as I’d like to be. Even if she’s safe, as I was saying to Vonla earlier, it would be a good idea to speak with her. Teyla was probably in the capital when Fograth made his move and will know as much or more than the healers and prostitutes I sent Vonla to visit.”

“How far is her estate from here?” Vorik asked.

Syla pictured a map of the island in her head. “About ten miles. Maybe twelve.”

“A short flight by dragon. Maybe you could have Wreylith take you over there while your aunt works.”

“I like that idea, especially if you’ll come with me.” Syla realized she’d been burbling her thoughts and plans to him as if he’d been her confidant for years. Maybe it was that she’d needed a confidant like him, if not for years, then since this had all started, since her life had been uprooted and so many of her family and friends had been slain. She still wrestled with knowing he’d been part of the initial invasion, but… that didn’t change her feelings for him. And that he was easy to talk to.

“Wreylith does adore having me on her back,” Vorik said, “but she may be unwilling to carry three, should you succeed in retrieving your cousin.”

“True, but I would only need to unlock Teyla’s door, not fly her away by dragon. If she’s on her own property, she can grab a horse if she needs to flee.”

“A horse is far inferior to a dragon.”

“I don’t disagree with that, but I seem to recall that her father races some of his. They’re from good stock.”

“Dragons occasionally eat horses.”

“Are you telling me that to emphasize their superiority? Or as a warning that Wreylith might eat one of my uncle’s thoroughbreds?”

“If he locked up your cousin, he may deserve having his horses eaten.”

“The horses wouldn’t deserve that,” Syla said. “Remind me to instruct Wreylith on which livestock are and are not raised for eating.”

The wagon was slowing, and Vorik didn’t answer. A call of, “Halt!” promised the guards were on duty.

Syla shifted lower among the potato sacks. Vorik extricated his arm so that he could wrap a hand around the hilt of his sword. She gripped his wrist, not wanting him to attack the town guards unless they had no choice.

“I’m protecting you from anyone with rounding up in mind,” Vorik murmured.

“Your potato deliveries are getting later and later, Jibbs,” a guard who’d come out said, and Syla didn’t answer.

“Days are starting to get shorter. I’m just hoping we can get the cargo shipped before things start to spoil. You know how uppity Island Lord Absok gets about potatoes with eyes.”

“His people just turn them into vodka anyway.” The guard lowered his voice. “The enforcer agents are in town. If that’s why you came in late, you’re wise. Take Dog Butte Drive. They’ve got the Baker Fountain intersection staked out regularly, and someone came by earlier, specifically asking about you.”

“Thanks, Doffmor. I’ll leave a sack of potatoes with your wife.”

“See if you can arrange some vodka to come our way too.”

The wagon trundled into motion, and Syla let out a sigh when nobody leaned over the side to peer in.

“The glass district is off Dog Butte Drive,” Jibbs called softly back once they’d left the towers. “I’ll drop you off along the way.”

“Thank you.” Syla thought about sitting up again, but if there were agents lurking in the city, it would be wise to remain out of sight. Besides, after the long day, it felt good to lie in Vorik’s arms. Though a soft giggle startled her. Had that been… Aunt Tibby? Did Aunt Tibby giggle?

“I believe romance is happening elsewhere in this wagon,” Vorik murmured.

“That can’t be right,” Syla whispered, more stunned than she probably should have been. But she’d never imagined her aunt having romantic urges. Especially toward Fel. “They’re… older. And he doesn’t have enough books.”

“Oh? Have you surveyed his collection?”

“I’ve never been in his quarters.”

Had Fel’s room in the castle even survived the initial stormer invasion? She had no idea. Before all this had begun, he’d only been her bodyguard for a couple of weeks, a supposed last duty for him before retirement.

“It may contain shelves stuffed with books,” Vorik said.

Another giggle came from the other side of the wagon.

“It must,” Syla whispered.

Vorik shifted closer to her, resting a hand on her hip. Did he have romance in mind too?

Jibbs directed his horses around a corner, and they passed under a lantern burning on a post. Scant seconds later, a thud sounded as something hit the side of the wagon.

Startled, Syla started to sit up, but Vorik whispered, “Stay down,” and used his hand to keep her in place.

Fel swore and lurched upright. Jibbs cursed. Another thud sounded, and an arrow lodged into the wagon side opposite Syla, an inch below the top, the fletching quivering.

“Stay down,” Vorik repeated before ignoring his own advice and vaulting to the street, his sword in hand before he landed.

Fel stayed in the wagon but lifted his crossbow, quarrels already loaded. He fired at someone in a dark alley between two buildings.

“They’re enforcers,” he said. “I saw a gray uniform.”

Syla clenched her jaw and stayed down, but she also wanted to do something. And to punch Fograth. If only he were there.

“Get everyone with a moon-mark!” someone shouted as uniformed men charged toward the driver.

Jibbs lifted his crossbow, leaped off the bench, and tried to find cover behind the wagon, but enforcers were running up from both sides of the street.

“There are two women in the back too!” someone yelled.

“Look out for the guy in black. He’s—” A clash rang out, swords coming together, and drowned out the rest of the statement.

I may need your assistance after all, Wreylith, Syla called out telepathically.

To do more than be a distraction? The dragon still sounded indignant.

Yeah.

A horse squealed in fear and reared up. The wagon lurched, tossing Syla across lumpy bags of potatoes. Jibbs swore and jumped back as the horses took off down the street. Fel also swore, his aim disrupted.

Syla risked lifting her head over the edge of the wagon. By the light of street lanterns, Vorik was visible, dodging arrows and slashing his sword through crossbow hafts and bow staves. He kicked a man trying to get close but wasn’t trying to kill anyone.

“He deserves a medal,” Syla said. “This isn’t even his fight.”

“I deserve a medal,” Fel grumbled, reloading his crossbow.

Jibbs charged after the wagon, trying to reload his own crossbow as he ran, but two gray-uniformed men sprang out of an alley, and one tackled him. Fel fired, catching the second enforcer in the shoulder before he could help. Jibbs managed to keep his feet and whirled, using his crossbow like a club to strike the closest attacker. By then, Vorik had disarmed or knocked out the rest of the enforcers, and he sprinted up in time to grab Jibbs’s foe and hurl him into a brick wall.

Two more uniformed men stepped out of a building with a woman gripped between them, her nightdress flapping around her ankles, her feet bare. Fury burned in her eyes as she struggled. Was that a moon-mark on the back of her hand?

Indignant, Syla almost leaped out to help the woman herself, but Fel fired a crossbow quarrel into one of her captors’ shoulders. Releasing his prisoner, the enforcer wheeled away. The other man pulled the woman in front of him to use as a shield.

Furious, Syla launched herself out of the wagon. The enforcer half-drew a sword but must not have believed a woman in a cloak could be a threat.

“Release her!” Syla demanded as her moon-mark flared silver, adding power to her voice.

“Another one!” the man blurted, looking at her hand.

Syla rushed forward, darted around the woman, and gripped the enforcer’s wrist. He hadn’t drawn his sword fully and started to push her away, but her power flowed into him, and she clenched it around his throat in warning—and to scare him.

Eyes widening, he released the woman.

“Run,” Syla told her, keeping her grip on the enforcer so her magic would continue to affect him.

“Yes, my lady.” The woman darted to the side, but she glanced back, almost tripping as surprise widened her eyes. Syla’s hood had fallen back, and the woman corrected herself. “Yes, Your Majesty!”

A shadow at Syla’s side made her jump, but it was Vorik. She released the enforcer. Gagging and gasping, the man ran back into the building.

“Didn’t we decide you should hide in the wagon?” Vorik touched Syla’s back and guided her toward it—it had run up onto a wooden sidewalk, gotten stuck, and the horses were neighing protests.

“I was needed elsewhere.”

“There is a lot of danger to deal with on your island.”

“I’m noticing. Trust me. Thank you, Fel,” Syla added when she and Vorik reached the wagon. Jibbs had also caught up to it. “I’ll help you find a nice retirement property once I’m back on the throne.”

Syla looked toward the cloudy night sky. Thanks to Vorik and Fel, she might not have needed to call Wreylith to help, but she could sense the dragon approaching.

“I didn’t realize that queens performed such services,” Tibby said, clutching the shielder components to her chest. The wagon had tipped sideways, and she looked rattled.

“Oh, yes. I’m also finding Wreylith a cave.”

“Do me a favor,” Fel said, “and make sure my retirement property isn’t next to that cave.”

“Are you sure?” Syla asked as a great roar came from the sky nearby.

The stone and brick buildings along the street kept them from seeing the dragon, but Wreylith was, without a doubt, approaching. The remaining enforcers scrambled away and disappeared into alleys. The horses hitched to the wagon squealed in alarm as the red dragon landed on a large adobe building at the corner of the next intersection. It had an ornate door in the front, with a sign above it, as well as tall carriage doors on the side for deliveries. The sign read Tabuvar’s Glassworks.

“My poor horses.” Jibbs tried to settle the team as he looked warily toward Wreylith.

An enforcer stepped out the front door of the building, jaw descending as he looked up at the roof. Wreylith’s talons were curled over the edge, and she opened her maw, and plucked the man up before he could jump back inside.

Syla lifted a hand, not sure if the enforcer was part of the raid—or whatever it was. But she wasn’t fast enough to stop Wreylith, and the dragon flexed her neck and tossed her captive over three buildings. A cry of pain came from the alley that he disappeared into.

Vorik touched Syla’s shoulder and pointed into the doorway of the glassworks. A couple of lamps burned inside, and she could make out someone’s legs sticking out from behind a workbench. Was that… Tabuvar?

“They must be trying to round up everyone in the city with a moon-mark tonight.” Jibbs looked stunned, even though he’d been the one to warn them that such activities were ongoing. The earlier raids must have been on a smaller scale.

You are welcome, Wreylith stated. I hope you’ve learned tonight that dragons are a necessity, not a distraction.

I have learned that, yes. Syla didn’t point out that they’d been doing all right on their own. If a dragon was willing to help, one shouldn’t downplay her contribution. Syla assisted Aunt Tibby down from the wagon, and they walked toward the glassworks with Fel and Vorik, the men’s weapons still out as they eyed their surroundings. I’ve also learned it was pointless for me to think I could sneak around Castle Island.

Queens are also a necessity, not a distraction. They should stride regally with their heads high, not sneak, like furtive rats scurrying about in the back of a cave.

I’ll keep that in mind.

You clearly need a dragon advisor familiar with history to assist you in this endeavor.

Clearly.

“Tabuvar?” Jibbs called through the doorway. “I brought you visitors. Are you… alive?”

The legs twitched, and an angry, muffled voice spoke—or tried to speak.

Fel walked in first, checking the various work areas and cabinets and nooks for threats. Despite the late hour, a furnace and kiln in the back of the spacious front room burned, putting out heat that spread throughout the building. Syla sensed magic about the place and hoped Tibby would find the tools she needed to start work.

Once Fel waved that it was safe, Syla went to the fallen man, a sturdy white-haired fellow that she recognized once she saw his weathered face. He’d visited the castle a few times when she’d been a girl, installing the chandelier in the dining hall and beautiful blown-glass lanterns in the library.

“Are you injured, Tabuvar?” Syla touched his shoulder and used her magic to check for wounds.

“More angry than injured,” he said, though blood oozed from an abrasion on his jaw, and he touched a lump on the back of his head. “But that surly thug was rough. I thought the stormers were invading at first, but he was an enforcer, no doubt. He…” Tabuvar paused as his gaze settled on Vorik.

“I’m not rough,” Vorik offered. “My touch is practiced, precise, and adequate to a task.”

“You’re Captain Vorik,” Tabuvar said.

Syla didn’t know if the glassmaker had recognized her yet, so his identification of Vorik surprised her.

“That’s right,” Vorik said.

“You and your brother sank the last ship I served on when I was in the fleet.” The man’s gaze slid to Syla, his brows drawing together before he seemed to realize, “You’re Princess Syla.”

She almost corrected him, but she hadn’t held the title of queen for more than a few weeks before Fograth had usurped the throne. She wasn’t much of anything right now. Not until she could get it back.

“Yes, and we need your glassworks, please. My aunt is going to make a new shielder for Harvest Island.”

Tabuvar blinked and looked at Tibby. “Lady Tibaytha? It’s been a while since we spoke, but isn’t your field… agricultural equipment?”

“Yes, it is. When I’m done with the new shielder, it may have an integrated plow, tiller, and hydraulic lift system.”

“I… Is that a joke? I forgot your side of the family is known for quirky humor.”

“Just quirk in general, yes. May I look around?” Tibby waved toward shelves and pegboards full of tools, many of them having magical signatures.

“Anything to help the Kingdom. And Syla. Little Syla. You’ve grown up so.” Tabuvar gripped her arm. “We need to keep you alive. Fograth took the castle, and he’s arresting everyone with a moon-mark.”

“I know. We’re going to stop him.”

“Thank the moon god.”

A stormer approaches, Wreylith told Syla.

She looked toward the door, but Vorik had disappeared. Had he gone back outside?

Is it Lieutenant Wise?

The man has white hair and lacks magical power. It is only by the scent of his leathers and the dragon he rides that I noticed and identified him. Your mate is approaching him now.

Syla stood up, tempted to hurry out and join the conversation—or spy on it. But it wasn’t as if she could sneak up on Vorik. Besides, Wreylith’s words about not scurrying about like a rat came to mind. If she went out there, it would be openly and regally. But should she? Or should she let Vorik meet with his old colleague without interference? She trusted him fully, didn’t she? She bit her lip.

Tabuvar tried to push himself to his feet but had to steady himself on the workbench. Wincing, he touched the back of his head again.

“If you’ll let me use my magic, I can heal you,” Syla said, nodding to herself. This was her duty. She would trust that Vorik was on her side and would tell her if anything relevant came out of his meeting with the lieutenant.

“That sounds wonderful.” Tabuvar slumped down on a stool. “I’ll make you a new chandelier for the castle once you reclaim your throne.”

“People don’t usually promise to do things for me until after I heal them.”

“Your timely arrival kept me from being tossed into a jail wagon—or worse. There are rumors about what Fograth is really doing to those with moon-marks. Nothing good.”

“We’ll put a stop to that,” Syla reassured him, then focused on healing him and determinedly did not let herself pepper Wreylith with questions about Vorik’s meeting. As she’d decided, she would trust him fully, even if her curiosity made her want to charge out there.

“It won’t be easy,” Tabuvar warned. “Fograth has a lot of allies.”

“I have a dragon.”

“I… imagine that would be useful.”

“Very useful.”

Smugness emanated from Wreylith’s perch on the roof.
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“What can I do for you, Wise?” Vorik called softly, spotting his lieutenant in an alley a half block from the glassworks factory. He’d been keeping an eye out for him all evening, a challenging task considering how many distractions there had been.

Vorik would have left the stormers sooner if he’d realized how much danger Syla was in from her own people. All the time. She needed a legion of bodyguards. If Wreylith hadn’t arrived, Vorik might not have slipped away to speak with Wise, but he had to find out if the lieutenant represented another threat to Syla. Or to himself, for that matter. Was it possible his people had decided to punish—or even assassinate—Vorik for killing Jhiton? Admittedly, the magic-lacking and somewhat academic Wise wouldn’t have been anyone’s first choice as an assassin.

“There you are, Captain,” Wise blurted in relief. “Hullo.”

That relief made Vorik lower his tense shoulders an inch. Whatever had brought Wise, it hadn’t been an assassination mission. When the lieutenant turned to face Vorik, his hands weren’t near his weapons.

“Here I am, yes, and here is where I need to stay.”

Wise digested that for a moment. He didn’t sound surprised when he said, “You’re not a prisoner.”

“No. I came to help Syla.”

“I figured that was the case, sir, and I’m not— I don’t blame… Well, what I think isn’t important. Still, if it matters to you, from what I know of the Kingdom history—its rulers, in particular—I believe she would be better for us to negotiate with than someone else.”

“I think so too.” Vorik cocked his head. “Are our chiefs thinking of negotiations now?”

Wise hesitated. “It’s complicated.”

“It usually is.”

“Since General Jhiton ordered you to stay back at the camp on the mainland—” a raising of Wise’s eyebrows, barely noticeable in the faint light from a streetlamp burning nearby, was his only acknowledgment that Vorik had not obeyed that order, “—I don’t know how much you know about how our forces did on Bogberry Island, but it was devastating.”

“I’m aware. I was there when the flood started.”

“Ah. Then… is what Captain Lesva is saying true, sir? I had my doubts, but…”

Vorik rocked back. He’d seen Lesva swim away, so of course he’d known she might have survived, but she’d gone deeper into the flooding mine when he and Syla had been climbing out. And, as far as he knew, there hadn’t been another way to escape. The mine shaft had been guarded by Kingdom men, so he’d assumed… Well, he and Syla hadn’t stuck around for long. It was possible Lesva had climbed out later in the night. And if she had… she could have handled the troops left guarding the shaft. Handled them by leaving them dead.

“When did she get back to the camp?” Vorik asked. “Her dragon was killed, so…”

“Chieftess Shi spotted her waving a burning brand on a beach and, er, she actually sent me in with a collapsible kayak with two seats.” Wise grimaced. “I got an earful after I picked her up. It didn’t take me long to paddle her out to the barrier, fortunately. Then Shi picked her up on her dragon.”

“I imagine that was an unpleasant ride.”

“She’s a hard woman. And she was giving Shi an earful, too, as they flew away.”

“I’ll bet.” Vorik closed his eyes.

Lesva hadn’t witnessed his fight with Jhiton, but he’d later battled her to protect Syla, which had also ensured that Lesva couldn’t destroy the shielder. By now, all the stormer tribes might have heard and be calling him a traitor.

“I understand that you have feelings for Queen Syla, sir,” Wise said, choosing his words carefully, “but I don’t understand… was Lesva telling the truth? That you helped keep her away from the shielder?”

“Syla had already gotten the door closed when I arrived, and she’d… she and Lesva were actually locked in a battle of wills—of magic and wills.”

“Oh, and you rescued the queen from Lesva? No wonder the captain is so pissed.”

“Actually, no. Syla had—she’s gotten quite powerful, and from what I could tell, she’d managed to get the best of Lesva and knocked her back. When I came to Syla’s defense, it made Lesva nuts, and she challenged me to a duel. I’m not positive Syla even needed me.”

“I hadn’t realized… I guess since I don’t have magic of my own, I can’t sense her power. I wouldn’t have guessed she was a match for Lesva.”

“She has her gods-gifted power—you’ve seen the moon-mark on her hand—and now she has the power from Wreylith’s bond too. If I were you, I wouldn’t cross her again.” Vorik blinked, realizing Wise might have been sent for the shielder components. Did his people know that Syla had not only acquired them but was toting them around Castle Island with her aunt? Were the components still a priority for his people?

“I’ll keep that in mind, sir. Is that why, er— Are you drawn to her power?”

Vorik remembered Syla naked in his arms the night before and her voluptuous curves on display for him, available for his hands, and barely caught himself from quipping that he was drawn to her boobs, not her power. But Wise wasn’t a close confidant, nor did Vorik want to be crude about Syla. There were many things about her that drew him.

“There’s a lot that I like about her,” Vorik said. “Did you know she’s had a number of opportunities to poison me or help others kill me, and she never has?”

He smiled, not expecting Wise to understand, but the lieutenant scratched his chin. “From the beginning, you were sent to plot against her. She should have poisoned you.”

“Yes, she should have. But she’s never taken advantage of those opportunities.”

“She could have killed me.” There was a note of realization in Wise’s voice. Either this hadn’t occurred to him before, or, more likely, he’d forgotten that moment when she’d been touching him—stopping him from sweeping her up. “In those ruins.”

“Yes.” Vorik nodded, wondering if this could be an opportunity to bring Wise over to his side. Or rather Syla’s side. Not that Syla wanted Wise, but Vorik longed for his people to understand her value. He hadn’t betrayed them for no reason. Syla was worth it. “Even though you were going to kidnap her, she didn’t try to kill you.”

“I wonder why not.”

“Because she’s a healer at heart. Trust me, it wasn’t your charm.”

“No, no woman has ever said I had that.”

“You might have more luck if you didn’t start your relationships with them by threatening kidnapping.”

“That’s good advice, sir. I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Seeking advice on women isn’t what brought you here.” Vorik looked in the direction that he could sense Wreylith. She was still on the roof of the glassworks. Keeping an eye on him with her senses? When he’d slipped away, Syla had been busy with the glassmaker, but she had probably noticed his absence. He hoped she wouldn’t think he was out here colluding with Wise for nefarious purposes. No, she knew him better than that. He was sure of it. But he didn’t want to linger out here, especially not when people kept coming after her. She needed him close. “What did bring you, Wise? Did Chieftess Shi send you?”

“No. I came on my own. Sort of to gather intelligence—that’s what I told Colonel Ankvorth—but kind of because… I needed to know, sir. If you’re… Lesva says you betrayed us all, but you’ve always been honorable and good to the men, sir. I didn’t want to believe her.”

“Thanks for coming to ask me. I never worked against our people. I’ve just been trying to help Syla. For the reasons I said, she deserves my help. She doesn’t deserve… what we gave her.”

“You mean killing the rest of the royal family?”

“Her family. Yes.”

“It might get worse again for her.”

“How so?” Vorik asked warily.

“There’s going to be a big meeting with all the chiefs soon, but Lesva has been talking, and so have Chieftess Shi and Chief Tenilor. They’re trying to sway our people into attacking again, into taking everyone to Harvest Island, claiming it with brute force, and then using it as a launching point to get more islands.”

Vorik leaned a hand against a cool brick wall. “Didn’t our people suffer enough at Bogberry Island?”

“I… some others do think that, sir. They’re starting to question everything, whether this was a good idea from the beginning. We all want food and not to have to slash and claw so hard to survive, especially through the winters, and some want a sanctuary from the wyverns and dire vultures and manticores—badly—but it’s more than that. Some of the tribes are saying that we underestimated the Kingdom. We’re better fighters—nobody is arguing that—but they have so many more people than we do. They can afford to lose soldiers. But we… Like I said, sir. Bogberry was devastating. Who could have foreseen that lake turning into an epic whirlpool and sucking people under? It was like a tale from when the gods walked the world.”

“I know.”

Vorik sensed an increase in magic coming from the direction of the glassworks, more than the tools he’d noted when they’d first reached the building. Had Tibby started doing whatever special engineering it would take to assemble the components into a working shielder?

“The big tribal meeting is going to be in three days.” Wise, who couldn’t sense the magic in the world around them, looked at Vorik. Expectantly?

“What? Do you think I should come? If Lesva has been telling everyone I’m a traitor and spreading her version of what happened in the mine… everyone with a bow will shoot me.”

“Yes, sir, a lot of them might.”

“So, naturally, I should attend that meeting.”

“While you were a prisoner of the Kingdom…” Wise raised his eyebrows as if to ask if he ever had been.

Vorik didn’t answer, only gesturing for him to continue.

“While you were a prisoner, General Jhiton came around to the officers to offer a few encouraging words before the battle. He said to promptly follow orders, no matter who gave them, but he also admitted to a few of us that you might challenge Chieftess Shi for leadership of the Wingborn Tribe. He even sounded kind of… I’m not sure I’d say hopeful. He never shows much emotion, nothing like that. But he didn’t sound like he disapproved of the idea. Maybe he even wanted it to happen and had a reason to expect it.”

As Wise gazed steadily into Vorik’s eyes, as if he wanted it too, Vorik leaned more heavily against the wall. Of late, he’d felt he had been doing nothing but irking Jhiton, disappointing him. He well remembered the conversation when Jhiton had said that if Vorik had a problem with the tribe’s leadership and where Shi was taking them, Vorik should challenge her. Jhiton had said it would be the honorable thing to do, rather than intentionally or subconsciously sabotaging their missions from within.

Vorik hadn’t disagreed, but he also hadn’t been enamored with the idea of trying to become chief. He’d never had that ambition. Not that it had mattered. He’d never had an opportunity to challenge Shi. In the mine, he’d been forced to take matters into his own hands to save Syla and her aunt. In hindsight, for the good of their people, he shouldn’t have saved Tibby from Jhiton, since that would have stopped the drilling and the mine wouldn’t have flooded. The stormers wouldn’t have lost so much. But could Syla have forgiven him for standing back while his brother slew her aunt?

“Jhiton always spoke well of you,” Wise offered into the silence. “I think he believed you would ultimately do the right thing.”

Vorik closed his eyes. He hadn’t. Maybe he had for Syla, but he hadn’t for his people.

“I wanted to let you know about the tribe meeting,” Wise continued, “in case… Well, it would matter now.”

“What would?”

“If you did challenge Shi, and you bested her and became chief, and you voted for a cessation of hostilities, I believe, based on my calculations and what the rumors are about what various chiefs have said… that would change the outcome of the vote. The vote that’ll be made at the meeting by our tribal leaders. Right now, there’s one more chief in favor of continuing to fight and try to secure Harvest Island for our people for the winter than there is against the idea. But if the Wingborn Tribe vote shifted from for to against…” Wise held out his palm.

“The tribes might split and do what they want, votes regardless. Our people aren’t known for banding together. We’re free and independent sorts and have only been working together because of this greater goal. I don’t have to tell you that.”

“No, but these are unprecedented times, and the mutterings from the men and women in the Storm Guard and Sixteen Talons—” Wise touched his chest to include himself, “—are that if the tribes are split, we wouldn’t be successful in securing any of the islands, not as long as the Kingdom has that weapon that can slay dragons. Tonasketal says the dragons are having the same mutterings, inasmuch as dragons mutter. He kind of hissed like a snake. Anyway, their numbers are far, far fewer than ours. Their kind aren’t as prolific as humans. The losses they’ve taken so far have also left them less inclined to continue to fight. As much as they love hunting on Harvest Island and long for access to the others, they’re great predators, the strongest in the world, and they’re not as concerned about starving—or being killed by cloud strikers and wyverns—as we are. Anyway, all that is to say that many believe it would take all the stormers and their allies to accomplish what Shi and Tenilor are advocating. So, if you became chief of Wingborn, it might make a difference in our collective future. A big difference.”

“Yeah.” Why did Vorik feel numb at the idea?

Because if he returned to his people and became chief, he would have to stay and lead the Wingborn Tribe. He couldn’t remain here at Syla’s side. There wouldn’t be a future together for them.

But… could there have been anyway? They’d been so busy fighting the war and finding what scarce moments together they could that they’d never contemplated a future together. Maybe because neither believed it was possible. As a queen, Syla would have to marry an appropriate lord from her nation, wouldn’t she?

Of course, she would have to reclaim control of her monarchy before worrying about any of that. That, he reminded himself, was in question at the moment. Even if Tibby successfully crafted a shielder—and Vorik could sense magic continuing to grow and fluctuate from the glassworks building—it wouldn’t necessarily change anything regarding who sat on the throne. The civilians might support Syla if she returned a shielder to Harvest Island, but they weren’t the ones who chose their ruler, and they weren’t the ones sending troops to round up moon-marked people and to kill Syla.

“I’ll think about what you’ve said, Wise. But with so many people believing me a traitor now, it might not matter even if I returned, managed to dodge the archers, and defeated Shi in a challenge. Our people might not—probably would not accept me as a leader or count my vote.”

“That is possible, sir.”

More than possible. Likely. Of all people, Wise was smart enough to know that. Yet, he’d come anyway to relay this information. With hope.

“You should have challenged her when General Jhiton was still alive,” Wise said. “He would have watched the sky for you—and the space between your shoulder blades.”

“Yeah,” Vorik whispered, his throat tightening.

His brother had always watched the sky for him. And how had Vorik repaid him? By sliding a sword into his gut and letting a mine collapse on him.

Vorik bent forward and gripped his knees, tears threatening. He didn’t want to cry in front of Wise.

“You’d have to have a plan if you returned, sir,” Wise said. “A way to sway the people. Lesva isn’t exactly liked, so don’t assume everyone will believe everything she’s saying.”

Did it matter? What she was saying was… close to the truth. Vorik had betrayed their people.

“Three days, you said?” he asked. “Until the tribes vote?”

“Yes, sir. They’re meeting at the new Wingborn cave camp.”

“Nothing like a camp where cave crawlers and krakens attack while you’re making dinner.”

“Well, that’s most cave camps that are available in the world,” Wise said dryly. “There are reasons we’re fighting so hard for these islands.”

“Oh, I know.” Vorik surreptitiously wiped his eyes, then straightened. “You’re right that it would be suicidal to return without a plan. I think… well, maybe if Syla successfully were to regain her throne, that would matter.”

“To our people?” This time, Wise’s eyebrow arching conveyed skepticism.

“She’s open to a treaty. Far more open than Queen Lia was, and the new lord that took charge… I have no idea what he wants, but I doubt he’s open to anything favorable for the stormers. Why bother? The Kingdom must feel it has an advantage after our defeat at Bogberry Island and because they’ve got that weapons platform. And they might be correct. But Syla has been willing all along to see both sides and understand why we’ve chosen what we’ve chosen. I don’t think she’d ever consider giving us an island, or even could, but be willing to trade for food? Yes. She may even offer refuge for those who want to camp under the protection of the shields.”

“After we, uhm, took her family from her, do you really think that, sir? That she would help us?”

“She shouldn’t, but she didn’t poison me, remember. She’s not vindictive. She’s…” Vorik sighed. “Wonderful.” Realizing that sounded lovestruck and wouldn’t appeal to Wise’s math-calculating mind, Vorik added, “She’s practical and, like I said, not vindictive. She’s probably our only hope for a treaty.”

“All right, sir.” Wise didn’t sound convinced.

If he wasn’t convinced, what were the odds that the chiefs would be?

“I’m not sure yet if I can do… what Jhiton apparently thought I should do, but I’ll keep it in mind. Thanks for letting me know what’s going on.” Vorik thumped Wise on the shoulder. “I thought you’d come to assassinate me.”

“I’m not who would be sent for that.”

“You have been an apt spy.”

“That’s actually what Chieftess Shi thinks I’m doing right now.”

“Will you report to her what I’m up to?”

“I don’t know what you’re up to, sir. I saw you snuggled up to the queen while riding in a wagon full of potatoes.”

Vorik snorted, certain Wise had figured out more than that, but did it matter? If the lieutenant reported back that Vorik was trying to help Syla regain her throne, it wouldn’t surprise any of his people.

“Leave out the snuggling part, if you don’t mind,” Vorik said. “Lesva has already made copious comments about me being led by my… lower regions.”

“Yes, she has, sir.”

Vorik grimaced. “If you have to report, say we’re taking the throne back and that Queen Syla should be ready for treaty negotiations soon. She adored meeting Chiefs Tenilor and Shi and looks forward to resuming chats.”

This time, Wise snorted. “Will she sit on that weapons platform for their next chat?”

“Oh, I have no doubt. While fondling the posts with the magical controls.”

“I’ll pass that along, sir.” Wise saluted him before walking out of the alley.

Vorik exhaled slowly, glad Wise hadn’t been there to kill him but not feeling better about anything. Knowing that his people needed him when he’d vowed to himself to help Syla left him more conflicted than ever.

A shadow at the end of the alley stirred, and he almost jumped since he hadn’t heard or sensed anyone approaching.

“It’s me,” Syla said, walking forward.

“You’re getting better at creeping around stealthily,” Vorik said, not sensing her innate magic over that coming from the glassworks and the dragon perched atop it. He thought over his conversation with Wise, hoping he hadn’t said anything he would be chagrined by if Syla had heard, and wondered how long she’d been there without him noticing. Maybe she’d slipped in when he’d been bent over, trying not to cry.

“I’m seeing better in the dark lately, and I didn’t trip over anything on the way here.”

“Must be your dragon powers blossoming.”

“They can keep you from tripping?”

“Certainly. When was the last time you saw a dragon stumble over its own feet? Or wings?”

“It’s rare.” Syla clasped his hand. “I finished healing Tabuvar and came to see what you’re up to. He offered me a room in back of the glassworks. I think Tibby will be working for days, so we’ll have to leave her here. In the morning, I want to find Teyla and make sure she’s all right. I also long to ask her if she can tell me anything useful about what’s been going on here—besides her arrest. Her knowledge could be helpful.”

“Yes.” Vorik squeezed her hand. “I’ve thought about suggesting that we could fly on Wreylith’s back straight into your castle and fight our way to the upstart usurper and take him down, but I can understand why you’d want to gather information first.”

“It is tempting to simply confront Lord Fograth, but even if we landed in the middle of the castle courtyard, we’d have to fight a lot of our own—my own people—to reach him. While having arrows and crossbow quarrels shot at us—and cannonballs fired at Wreylith. People would die. We might die.”

“Nah.” Vorik pulled Syla into his arms. “We’ve had lots of practice. We have to dodge arrows and cannonballs all the time. We even did it this morning.”

“It was harrowing.”

“I found it exhilarating.”

“But you’re odd.” Syla leaned into him.

“I am that.”

“So many of my people have died already these past weeks fighting the stormers. I want to avoid having more die. And, if I’m not careful, things could escalate into a civil war. That’s not how I want to start my rule of the Kingdom. Besides, even if we could fight our way to the throne room and stand before Fograth, I don’t have it in me to kill—to murder—him.”

“I do. He’s a conniving, ruthless schemer who cares nothing about people dying.”

“You’ve never met him.”

“And yet I’m certain I’m not wrong.” Vorik caught himself noticing her curves and her warmth through their clothing and wondered if this alley would be a safe place to let his hands wander. Could he entice her into a kiss? Surely, with Wreylith so close, nobody else would dare attack tonight.

“I suppose not,” Syla said. “I don’t know him well, but…”

“Actions define a man. He stole your throne while your entire kingdom should have been focused on the external threat.” Since he was a part of the external threat—or had been—Vorik felt strange saying that, but it was true. “There’s no question that he’s lower than a snake’s balls.”

“I don’t think snakes have balls.”

“They do, actually, though they’re internal. And their penises are inverted.”

Syla leaned back to look at him. “You’re very knowledgeable on this matter.”

“Stormers spend a lot of time in nature.” Vorik shifted his arms to encourage her to lean closer again; he’d been enjoying having her chest molded to his. “Especially trying to avoid being eaten by the nature. If a giant boa constrictor or mangaloran death snake strikes at you, it’s important to know how to kick them in the balls so you can escape.”

“I’m… not certain you’re joking.”

“My life is interesting.” Vorik brushed a lock of hair away from her cheek and let his fingers linger. “Did you say there’s a room where we could… discuss this further?”

“I’m less keen to learn more about the subject of snake balls than you’d think.”

“I thought you were something of an academic. Every woman in your family totes books around like others carry water and snacks.”

“On select topics, I’m a voracious reader.”

“And snake anatomy isn’t one of them?”

“Strangely, it hasn’t called to me.”

“I can’t believe you think I’m the odd one.”

“Oh, I’m odd too. I always have been.” Syla turned her face to lean into his touch.

“I like your oddness. And having your body pressed against mine. Especially…”

“My boobs?”

“They are two of my favorite parts of your body, yes.” Vorik let his eyelids droop and his gaze drift to her mouth, thoughts of kisses lingering. “Your lips are also most magnificent.”

“Vorik?” she whispered. “Are you going to leave?”

He’d been halfway to touching his mouth to hers but paused. “What?”

“To go back and challenge your chief for leadership of your tribe?”

“Not right at this moment.”

“But soon?” Did she sound distressed by the idea? She’d once said she thought he would be capable of leading a tribe—probably more capable than he himself believed—but now that he was here with her, maybe she liked having him by her side. Maybe she wanted him to stay.

“I don’t know. I want to keep you safe and help you get your throne back.” He especially wanted to keep her safe and caught himself tightening his arms around her, the need to protect her as great as his interest in her anatomy. “You’ve been attacked twice in the short time since we landed. You’re at great risk.”

“You’d be at great risk too if you went back to your people.”

“I would be, yes.”

“So it would be unwise for you to do so.”

“Yes.”

“I think… you might feel compelled to try to help them anyway.”

Vorik sighed. She did know him well.

He looked in the direction Wise had gone and sighed again. “Yes.”
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Syla wrapped her arms around Vorik’s shoulders and kissed him, a tinge of desperation making her grip tight, her body already aware that she might lose him. When she’d come out to check on him and tell him about the sleeping accommodations, she hadn’t intended to spy on the second half of his conversation with Lieutenant Wise, but when neither had seemed aware of her peeking around the corner from the end of the alley, she hadn’t announced her presence. It had touched her that Vorik had said she was wonderful, and it heartened her that he was the same person with his men as he was with her, but dread had crept into her when Wise had spoken of how Vorik returning and challenging his chief for leadership of his tribe could change the future for both their peoples. Right away, she’d realized that he would feel compelled to attempt that, even if it killed him. Even if it didn’t kill him, it would take him away from her. Maybe forever.

Tears threatened to flood her eyes as she kissed Vorik. She didn’t want him to leave. She’d just gotten him, damn it. Hardly any time had passed since he’d stuck a sword in Jhiton and walked away from his people. But if he made the choice to return to help the stormers, she would have to let him go. She would have to support him in that endeavor. How could she honorably do anything else?

At first, Vorik seemed surprised by the emotion in her kiss, the tightness of her grip, but her intensity swiftly ignited his passion. Soon, he kissed her back with equal fervor. He pulled her against him with one arm while his other roamed, his strong fingers rubbing her back, then trailing to her waist and up her side. Even through the fabric of her dress, his touch tantalized her, arousing awareness and exquisite sensation.

He was already aroused, something their clothes couldn’t hide, not when they were so close. As they kissed, Vorik catching her lower lip and sucking, a wave of desire shot to Syla’s core. She reveled in his touch, already growing breathless as she gripped and stroked him with her hands while tasting him with her mouth.

It crossed her mind to suggest the room, especially since wind gusted through the town, promising rain soon, but they would have less privacy in the glassworks. And they would have to part long enough to walk there. It was only a half block away, but as Vorik leaned Syla back against the wall, the hardness of the bricks capturing her on one side and the hardness of him on the other, she knew he didn’t want to stop for that long.

“The dragon watches the sky?” he asked as his hand shifted down her leg, pushing up her dress.

“She won’t let anyone… attack us.”

When his fingers brushed her through her underwear, she pressed into him, always eager for his attention, but she also wanted to give him a reason to stay. Even if she knew he couldn’t—shouldn’t—a part of her wished she could be so enticing that he wouldn’t be able to leave her.

She slid her hand to his groin, tracing the outline of his cock, grazing him through the fabric of his trousers. He thrust toward her, almost involuntarily, as if his penis had a mind of its own.

“Syla,” he rasped with need.

She kissed him again as she found the button for his trousers, then freed him, catching him and stroking him with her bare hand. His heat was palpable, the pulse of his blood, of his desire. He thrust into her grip again, groaning against her mouth. When he lifted his hands from her to plant them against the wall to either side of her head, the muscles of his arms—of his entire body—quivering, she knew he could think of little more than how good her touch felt. And she knew how to make it even better.

As she lowered herself to her knees, she briefly regretted not suggesting the room—and a rug—but he would love this. It would make him want to stay. With one hand around him and the other sliding higher, nails scraping over his taut abdomen, she took him into her mouth. He groaned again, need and desire mingled in his voice, her name in the mix.

Hearing it with such need pleased her as much as it aroused her. He’d helped her in the mine, in the storm god’s laboratory, and in the sea battle against his own people. Every time she’d needed him, he’d come to help her, and she wanted nothing more than to reward him.

Her spectacles bumped against him, and she removed them, impatient. She made herself set them carefully against the brick wall, though she wanted to fling them aside, to hurry to remove any obstacles between them.

Then, sucking, licking, and stroking, she took him in and out, matching him as his thrusts grew faster, fuller of need. She would take him like this every night if he would stay with her, if they could be together forever.

If only she could command him to stay. She was the queen. Why couldn’t she give that order?

But he wasn’t her subject—he was a wild dragon rider from the enemy people. All she could do was give him this.

Muscles taut, Vorik threw his head back as he drew closer and closer to his climax. Even though he’d stopped touching her, his arousal excited her. She’d meant to take him like this, take all of him, but he lowered his hands to her head to start rubbing and kneading her scalp, and her own lust flared even greater. She scooted closer as her core tightened, heating with need, and she panted around his shaft. She lowered a hand, slipping her underwear down and touching herself as he’d started to touch her earlier, wanting to come even as he did. Her plan had been simply to pleasure him, to make him want to stay, but she longed to have him within her. She wanted⁠—

Vorik looked down at her, their eyes meeting, and she was almost embarrassed to have been caught touching herself as she stroked and sucked him, but his eyes flared with lust and… was that satisfaction? Maybe he wanted his body to arouse her, even as hers aroused him.

He shifted back and lifted her to her feet, almost fierce as he backed her into the wall again and moved her hand away from herself. His soon replaced it, strong calloused fingers pushing down her underwear, then sliding into her.

Such pleasure swept through her that she moaned and arched into him, gripping his shoulders.

“We’ll both come,” Vorik whispered, his steamy gaze holding hers. “Every time.”

He kissed her hard as his hand slid into her, rubbing her swollen center, each brush exquisite. She grasped his shoulder, feeling the need to hold on, but she found his cock again too.

“I need you,” she rasped, gripping his thick length, drawing him toward her.

“Good.” He stroked her, making sure she was ready, but she was always ready for him, and she pushed toward him, wanting him so badly. “Good,” he added in a satisfied growl, his fingers shifting away, making room for his shaft as he lifted her against the wall.

So eager it was almost painful, Syla bucked into him, meeting his first thrust. They both growled, or maybe she cried out. She was so overcome with need and desire and pleasure as they came together that she was barely aware of her actions, her thoughts, their surroundings. She wrapped her legs around him, pushing off the wall so she could take him deeper and deeper, relishing how he filled her, the friction wondrous as they came together again and again.

She wanted this—him—every night. Somehow, someway, they had to find a way to be together. For more than a couple of days. She wanted him to be hers always, just as she wanted to be his. They belonged together.

“Yes!” Vorik cried, as if he were thinking the same thing.

Then they came together, their ecstasy matched perfectly as they exploded into each other. A growl that had turned into a cry might have become a howl. Before him, Syla had known nothing like this, and she couldn’t lose him.

As he poured himself into her and waves of satiating pleasure washed over her, she clung to his shoulders, her legs still wrapped around him, and she buried her face in his neck. He cupped the back of her head, the gentleness in contrast to his fiery thrusts from moments before, and he pulled her from the wall, holding her in his arms. Gentle. Beautiful. Perfect.

“I need you,” she repeated her earlier words, emotion thickening her throat, then added, “to stay.”

Vorik didn’t answer, other than to kiss the side of her face and stroke her head. And she knew he couldn’t answer, couldn’t promise that he wouldn’t leave. But she also knew he’d enjoyed this, and she hoped that it—that she—would be enough.

“You said there was a room?” Vorik murmured after a time, the first droplets of rain falling.

Syla laughed. “Yes. Should we visit it?”

“You might enjoy a bed more than a wall.”

“A brick wall.”

“I was thinking earlier about suggesting the room.” Vorik smoothed her dress, then fastened his trousers, and picked up her underwear and spectacles and handed them to her. “But then you grabbed my penis and all thoughts spilled out of my brain.”

“You did seem to find it stimulating.”

“I find you stimulating.” Vorik caught her by the hips and kissed her, then surprised her by sweeping her into his arms. “Let’s find that room, shall we?”

“Do you want to be stimulated again tonight?”

“Oh, yes.”
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Syla woke up hungry but not wanting to leave Vorik’s arms, especially not when the memory of the conversation he’d had with Wise came to mind. She wondered if he’d felt the hint of distress in her lovemaking the night before, first in the alley and again when they’d snuggled into the bed in a spare room behind the studio. Even as Syla had acknowledged Vorik would likely leave—and rationally, she believed he should leave—her body hadn’t wanted to accept that, and she’d been almost frenzied at the thought of losing him. It had probably come across as heated lust and intense frenetic need—something that might have flattered him more than alarmed him—but she’d been keenly aware of her feelings, her desire to be sated but also to sate him. Gloriously. In the back of her mind, she may have believed that if she was good enough, that if she gave him enough wondrous pleasure, he wouldn’t leave.

With his arm snaked around her waist, her back against his chest, and his chin resting on her shoulder, Vorik looked quite content. Syla could almost believe that he would choose to stay. But she knew he felt as loyal to his tribe as she did to her kingdom, and he’d also been raised and trained to do his duty, to help his people.

But, as she gazed at his profile in the light coming in the window—light partially blocked by a red tail dangling from the rooftop—Syla couldn’t help but wish they could be together forever. But Wise had told Vorik he had only three days before that tribe meeting. That wasn’t even enough time for her to get her throne back, was it?

As if aware of her studying him, Vorik opened his eyes.

“I do enjoy waking up to find a beautiful woman gazing at me,” he murmured.

“A beautiful woman? Any one will do?”

“I am partial to this one.” He brushed her shoulder, sending a tingle of warmth through her, then shifted the blanket to reveal her bare breast and smiled as he cupped it. That sent more than a tingle through her, heat zinging to her core, anticipation awakening again.

“Those are your favorite body parts, aren’t they?”

“Two of them, per our previous discussion.” Vorik kissed her while fondling her, his thumb deft as it stroked her.

“What are the others?” she asked against his lips.

She could hear voices and thumps elsewhere in the building and figured they should get up, but she caught herself shifting onto her back, giving him more access to her body.

“Hm,” he said as if contemplating it, then trailed his fingers from her breast, down her abdomen, to rest on her thigh.

She parted her legs in case he wanted to explore further, her anticipation already building.

“I love how eager and ready you always are for me,” he breathed.

“Your touch makes me so,” she whispered. “I⁠—”

A thunk against the window startled them, and they both lurched up to look. The dragon tail was twitching. In irritation? Or was that an absent tic?

Daylight has come, the rain has stopped, and I grow hungry again, and this perch is not comfortable, Wreylith spoke into Syla’s mind. Should you wish me to take you to rescue your relative, we should leave soon.

“—may have a dragon problem,” Syla said, aware of Vorik’s eyebrows rising as he doubtless waited for her to finish the sentence.

The thunk sounded again. Fortunately, the glass had some magic in it—probably everything that Tabuvar crafted did—and withstood the muscular twitches.

“I wouldn’t have guessed,” Vorik said mildly.

“I suppose yours, being out beyond the barrier, isn’t a problem,” Syla said aloud, then silently added to Wreylith, I’ll be ready to leave soon, but I need to check on Aunt Tibby’s progress first. Why don’t you go for a hunt and return when you’ve sated your hunger?

She is asleep near the kiln. Monitoring her progress is not what you’re engaged in.

Syla’s cheeks warmed. I might not have that much time with Vorik before he has to leave. I’m… enjoying his company.

You enjoyed it last night. Twice. It is surprising that the vocalizations didn’t lead more enemies to the door to attack you. Or to the alley during your first set of noisy, thrashing gyrations. Humans are strangely loud when they mate.

“Oh, he speaks to me regularly.” Vorik shifted his hand from her thigh to her waist.

That was disappointing, but with Wreylith’s attention toward them, Syla felt inhibited and supposed she shouldn’t want him to prompt her to thrash, gyrate, or vocalize. Those terms couldn’t possibly be accurate, could they?

I know for a fact that dragons get vigorous too, Syla replied to Wreylith. That rock formation over our heads almost fell off when you and Agrevlari were joining in the desert.

Of course dragons are vigorous when mating. We are strong and supreme predators with great stamina combined with explosive power. You are fortunate the rock formation did not snap and fall upon your frail body. As I recall, some lingering power of the gods made it sturdy.

“Does he speak to you about sex?” Syla made a face.

“I don’t encourage that, but it comes up more than I’d like. This morning, when I woke at dawn and was admiring your form, Agrevlari smugly informed me that, if our hypothesis is correct, it only took him one mating with Wreylith to get her with eggs.”

Syla made another face—was that really the expression? “Is he sure he’s the only one she’s mated with? As to the rest, Wreylith hasn’t mentioned to me that she’s pregnant, so we’re only guessing at this point, right?”

I crave ostrich eggs wrapped in eel skins, Wreylith announced.

Vorik blinked—had Wreylith shared the words with both of them? Or possibly everyone within range who might satisfy her craving?

“It’s more than a guess,” Vorik said.

“Well, I won’t make assumptions until she tells me. As to the other thing, I’ve been taking vynglar tea and yerathma root since I met you and we started… randiness.”

“Those are contraceptives, I assume.”

“Yes.”

“You need two?”

“One is an ongoing medicine to make the womb inhospitable for sperm, and the other is for afterward as extra protection. Maybe I should add a third contraceptive. You seem virile.”

“Tell that to Agrevlari, will you? That if not for your healer’s knowledge of herbs, my great virility would have doubtless caused you to become with eggs—with child—many times by now.”

“I don’t want to discuss pregnancy with your dragon.”

“I suppose that’s understandable. He would probably bring up your sex orifices.”

“Wreylith has kindly not discussed those with me recently.”

“As males, we’re possibly more enthralled with them than females.”

“I suspect that’s true.” Syla thought about suggesting that he lower his hand again and that they resume kissing, but the tail thunked against the window once more. It seemed Wreylith didn’t care that Syla might have only limited time with Vorik. “I’ll see if I can find us some breakfast.”

There aren’t any ostriches in this part of the Kingdom, Syla told Wreylith.

But elsewhere on your islands there are?

Yes, there are some on Kola Nut Island at the southern end of the chain. Ostriches like dry climates. I’ve read that they used to be all over the plains of southern Droha, but dragons, wyverns, and other predators hunted them to extinction there.

That is correct. Once you’ve reestablished your rule, you will take me to visit all the islands in your kingdom. By learning more about them, I can better help you protect them.

You just want to hunt on them all.

Ostrich eggs are delicious.

Oh, I’m sure.

“Do you ever feel like your dragon is using you for access to food he can’t get on his own?” Syla put on her spectacles and climbed out of bed. When she caught Vorik admiring her butt as she bent over to grab her clothes, she decided she might ask him later for a list of the rest of her body parts that he liked. It always made her feel sexy to see evidence that he found her appealing.

“Agrevlari loves smoked salmon,” Vorik said. “He also enjoys when I sing ballads about the magnificence of dragons to him while he eats that salmon.”

“So… yes?”

“Never believe dragons ally themselves with humans because they adore us. They’re not hounds. They all want something.” He winked at her.

Syla finished dressing, used the lavatory in the back of the glassworks, then went to the main room up front. She found Fel standing in the hallway where he could see the work area as well as the hallway leading to the bedroom. Syla’s cheeks warmed as Wreylith’s comment about vocalizations came to mind. At least Fel hadn’t followed her outside the night before when she’d gone to check on Vorik. He’d tried to, but she’d pointed out that, with people hunting moon-marked individuals, Tibby was in as much danger as she, and Wreylith would keep an eye out for her. That almost hadn’t convinced Fel, but when she’d mentioned she hoped to have a private conversation with Vorik, he’d agreed to stay behind. Maybe he’d guessed where that conversation would end up going and hadn’t wanted to be a witness to it. She hadn’t intended to have sex in an alley with Vorik, but Fel’s guess hadn’t been without precedent.

He lifted a hand as she bade him good morning and started to pass him.

“Your Majesty?” Fel asked.

She stopped. “Yes?”

He glanced toward the front room. As Wreylith had suggested, Tibby had fallen asleep at some point during the night. She lay on the floor next to a workbench amid glowing tools and her components with several books open around her. Someone had tucked a pillow under her head and draped a blanket over her.

“I must apologize for my inattentiveness last night,” Fel said.

“Uhm?”

If he’d missed noticing that she and Vorik were enjoying themselves, Syla was glad, not upset.

“In the wagon on the way here,” Fel explained. “I was inexcusably slow at readying my crossbow when there was a threat, due to my… allowing myself to become… distracted.”

“Oh.” Syla remembered Tibby’s giggle when she and Fel had been close in the wagon. Syla hadn’t noticed that Fel had been slowed down by anything. He might not have vaulted out of the wagon as quickly as Vorik, but Vorik was half his age. Besides, Fel had brought his crossbow to bear and done fine in the fight. He’d done much more than she had. “It’s all right, Sergeant. And we all survived. I don’t think any of us were even wounded.”

“Someone could have been. You could have been, and it’s my duty to protect you.”

“Yes, and you’re doing a great job. Especially since you were supposed to retire last month.” Syla smiled at him.

His expression remained glum. By the eyes of the moon, was he going to chastise himself for taking the time to appreciate Tibby’s feminine assets? Syla didn’t want him to feel guilty about that. She had no idea if Fel and Tibby were a good match—they exchanged more vitriolic comments with each other than Syla did with enemies who were trying to kill her—but there was no reason why they couldn’t explore that together.

“Vorik and I were distracted twice last night,” she offered. “Even in emotional and chaotic times, people need each other.”

“I’m a bodyguard, not a normal person. I have duties that I’m sworn to do.” Fel waved to her.

“Well, I’m a queen—though that’s probably debatable at the moment since someone else’s butt is polishing the throne—and I consider myself a person with needs, the same as anyone else.” Syla patted his arm. “You’re doing a good job, Sergeant. I appreciate you.”

“Because you’re complimenting me, I won’t point out that it would be better for the Kingdom if you were distracted by someone less… stormery.”

“Yeah, but would it be better for me?” Syla thought of the lineage of arranged marriages in her family and how few tales there were of any of them being more than civil.

Fel sighed. “Probably not. Even if he’s completely inappropriate for a queen, has slain more Kingdom soldiers than we can count, and was involved in the devastating invasion of our homeland, he… protects you.”

“I’ll let Vorik know of your growing adoration for him.” Syla patted Fel’s arm again, then walked into the front room, the kiln and furnace still radiating heat, and woke Tibby. “Sorry to disturb you when you were probably up all night, but how are things going?”

Tibby sat up and looked blearily around. She found her spectacles folded atop a book and hooked them over her ears. “It will take some time.”

Syla thought of Vorik’s three days. She also thought about how every day that she didn’t challenge Lord Fograth was another day for him to entrench himself as the ruler of the Kingdom.

“A couple more days of work, at least,” Tibby said.

“Oh, days sounds promising.” Syla had envisioned her aunt slaving away like a forge worker for months to craft the artifact.

“Not if it involves sleeping on the floor every night.” Tibby massaged her back.

“Did we get the only spare room?” Embarrassment warmed Syla’s cheeks. Her aunt was thirty years older than she and probably had more need for a mattress.

“Yes, but we all preferred that you were locked away in there anyway. Nobody wanted to hear…” Tibby waved vaguely. “More than we heard.”

Wreylith’s commentary came to mind, and Syla’s cheeks warmed even more. To change the subject, she said, “I’m thinking of taking Vorik and Wreylith to go free Teyla from imprisonment on her estate while you finish here. Fel can keep an eye out for you.”

“Fel is assigned to guard the queen.” He frowned at them from the hallway.

“Yes, but Tibby doesn’t have a dragon or a rider,” Syla said. “She needs protection.”

“You both need someone watching over you,” Fel grumbled, probably thinking of more than external threats.

“It shouldn’t take us long to reach Lake Ferringtar and collect Teyla.” Recalling the two-person-per-dragon problem, Syla added, “Or at least free her and put her on a horse heading away from her father, who was probably part of the plan to keep her locked up while her brother schemes.”

“I doubt she’s in that much danger,” Tibby said, “other than being mortally offended by being imprisoned by her own family.”

“We don’t know what’s being done to moon-marked people. Also, it sounded like Fograth is thinking of forcing Teyla to marry him. And who knows what Relvin is plotting? Regardless, Teyla was here while we were gone. She may know more about what’s been going on behind the scenes.”

“More likely, she knows about what was going on in the library while we were gone. When last I saw her, she was studying the scrolls and tools you two brought back from your desert adventure.”

Syla waved an acknowledgment, but she still felt obligated to get her cousin. “You can have the spare room here while we’re gone. You and Fel. I’m sure his back gets sore from sleeping on the floor too.”

Looking wistful, Fel let his hand stray not to his back but to his hip, and he rotated his torso to alleviate an ongoing ache.

Syla resisted the urge to suggest she could leave liniment from her first-aid kit on the bedside table for them to share. That might prompt baleful glares rather than gratitude.

“As soon as the shielder is working, we’ll take it over to Harvest Island and figure out a way to shoo away the dragons before activating it.” Syla remembered the report that wyverns and manticores had shown up over there as well as dragons. Hopefully, whatever they had been up to was finished and wouldn’t be an ongoing threat. “We’ll have to take the weapons platform with us, I suppose. I hope Major Hixun is successfully avoiding being captured by the fleet.”

“As do I.”

Since she’d promised Vorik food, Syla wandered around until she found a small kitchen near the bedrooms in the back. Tabuvar’s door was shut, so he was presumably still sleeping, but she opened an ice box and found salted meat, cheese, and apples. Sadly no tarts, cobblers, or other baked goods that she could have delighted Vorik with, but Tabuvar had probably been too busy dodging enforcers rounding up the moon-marked to visit a bakery.

Not certain how ravenous dragon riders were when they woke, Syla grabbed a knife and a log of salami, a brick of cheese, and four apples while making a mental note to send payment for groceries to Tabuvar when she was back in power and had access to the Kingdom coffers. Right now, she didn’t have any coin at all. If she needed some along the way, she would have to put an offering urn out with a sign saying she could heal people for donations.

When she reached the door to the spare room, a few faint grunts sounded from within. Was Vorik performing morning exercises? She lifted a hand to knock but sensed Wreylith departing and paused.

Are you going to hunt, or is a threat approaching?

You are preparing to journey across the island while leaving your kin here. I will scout around this small population center to look for trouble before we depart.

Thank you. That’s thoughtful, especially since Tibby will be back here with Fel.

Yes. I will also visit the fishing boat that just sailed into the harbor. I smell stormy sea turtle eggs—I’d forgotten that they lay their clutches this time of year. Do you believe the fishermen will make an appropriate offering to a dragon?

Syla wondered how much of her dragon’s thoughtfulness was motivated by food. I think if you land on their boat in all your large magnificence, they’ll offer you anything you like.

Excellent. That is the appropriate response when a dragon comes near.

The wise response, certainly.

Yes.

The noises inside had subsided, but Syla knocked anyway before entering.

“Syla?” came Vorik’s voice.

“Yes.”

“Come on in.”

She entered with the food in her arms and found Vorik shirtless, barefoot, and upside-down on his hands with his heels against the wall. His tousled hair hung to the floor like a thatch broom.

“Handstand pushups,” he explained to her puzzled expression. “I usually start the day with exercises. Do you think Fel would spar with me?”

“I don’t know. Would it be upside-down sparring?” With daylight flowing through the window and highlighting his physique, Syla paused to admire him.

“Not necessarily, though the riders do sometimes have handstand races through the woods. It’s good for keeping your balance, something that comes in handy while on a dragon.”

“Dragons do like to tilt and roll and dive, don’t they?”

“Often. And those who aren’t bonded have to figure out how to stay on without magic.” He pushed off his hands and landed on his feet.

“They’re brave souls. Apple?”

Vorik accepted all four and, as she sliced pieces of cheese and salami, he juggled them. First, he tossed and caught two in each hand at the same time, and then he shifted the pattern so that all four flowed through his hands in a large circle. With his shirt off, the interplay of his relaxed muscles as he practiced was mesmerizing.

“I do enjoy a show while I’m dining,” Syla murmured, starting to wish she’d ignored the dragon tail against the window to stay in bed with Vorik longer.

“I would offer to give you your first lesson, but it sounded like you’ve another quest for us to go on.”

Not surprised that a closed door hadn’t kept him from hearing her conversation, Syla nodded. “I could use some help rescuing Teyla from her family before… while you’re still here.”

Vorik caught the apples and set three on the table before sitting on the bed to look at her. “I haven’t yet decided if I’ll go back to the tribes and put my life in danger in an attempt to lead them to a better future by assuming a position I don’t wish to have.”

Syla smiled sadly as she nibbled at a slice of cheese. “Yeah, you have.”

Vorik opened his mouth, as if he might protest, but then closed it again.

“Your honor and your duty will compel you to,” she added.

“It’s interesting how well you’ve come to know me.”

“You’ve come to know me well too.”

“We’re in… almost the same situation. Except that you’re supposed to rule your people. I’m supposed to ride a dragon, hunt, and follow orders like an obedient soldier.”

“Those are the things you’re comfortable doing, not necessarily that you were meant to do.”

“Meant to do?” Vorik took a bite from the apple and cocked his head. “Like by the gods?”

“I feel them guiding me from time to time.”

“Yes, but you’re special. I’m…” He took another bite, and apple juice dribbled down his chin to land on his pectoral, following its curve before he wiped it clean.

“Sexy and desirable?”

“Well, of course, but the legends don’t mention the gods caring much for such things.”

“You’ll do what’s best for your people, regardless of how the gods feel about it, and I… I feel compelled to try to do the best for mine. And also to bop Relvin in the nose and knee Fograth in the groin. I barely know him, but he took my throne, had Teyla imprisoned, and is hunting down my moon-marked relatives.”

“His groin deserves the attention of your knee.”

“No doubt.”

“The gods will approve.”

“I think so.” Syla took a piece of salami and sat on the edge of the bed with Vorik, her shoulder leaning against his. “I think they’d approve of you becoming chief too.”

“Jhiton and I wondered if… Well, there have been signs to suggest that you really are blessed, if not being actively helped, by the gods. It’s crossed my mind that they might not be pleased with our people for attacking yours.”

“Since the gods made the shielders to protect humanity, if they still monitor our lowly world, they might be displeased about someone destroying their artifacts.”

“That makes sense. Maybe they’d like it if we could all figure out a way to live in peace and enjoy the protection of the shields.”

“History tells us that was their original intent,” Syla said. “Before some rebellious sorts got squirrelly and left.”

“The rebellious sorts craved freedom from an oppressive regime and departed to find it. Or were exiled because they failed to obey laws.”

Syla bit into one of the crisp, tart apples. “Should I succeed in my goals, I want the regime to not be oppressive.”

“If the current lord remains in charge, oppression seems guaranteed. Especially if he’s hunting down his own people.” Vorik rested his hand on hers, his thumb brushing her moon-mark.

“That’s why I plan to get rid of him and take charge again.”

“Via the knee-groin method?”

“Absolutely. Do you doubt that I can succeed?” Syla asked it lightly, in the same joking tone as the rest of the conversation, but when she met Vorik’s eyes, she realized it was a serious question. She wanted, maybe even needed, him to say he believed in her.

“Not in the least,” he said without hesitation.

“Thank you, Vorik.”

The fisher humans have laid out an entire buffet of stormy-sea-turtle eggs for me! Delicious! Oh, one is bringing up fresh sturgeon too. And fast-fanged shark. Their flesh has an appealing pungent tang to it. It’s one of my favorite foods.

You’re not scaring them into flinging their entire week’s catch at you, are you? Syla asked.

I merely arrived and perched on their wheelhouse while informing them on the appropriateness of making offerings to dragons.

Syla suspected that meant yes, she was scaring the fishermen, and sighed.

They recognized me, Wreylith added, as your ally and said they hope my presence means you’re alive and nearby and will regain the throne soon. None of them like the usurper who has claimed it.

“Well, that’s encouraging,” Syla murmured.

At least the people were behind her.

“Hm?” Vorik asked around a mouthful of apple, a smile curving his lips as he enjoyed it.

“Wreylith is feasting, and then she’ll be ready to go.”

“We should do the same then.” Vorik removed the two unclaimed apples from the table to rest on the bed beside him.

“Are those for juggling?”

“Into my gullet, yes.”
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I’m a man conflicted, Agrevlari, Vorik told the dragon telepathically as he rode away from Lyvor behind Syla with Wreylith carrying them inland.

Agrevlari remained off the coast of Castle Island, not far from the barrier, as if he expected Vorik to be ready to leave at any moment. After what Wise had told him, shouldn’t Vorik be ready to leave? If the stormers were to have a future of peace—and enough food to see them through the winters—wouldn’t it behoove him to try to take control of the Wingborn Tribe and vote with those whose thoughts were in line with his?

Because you are riding on a dragon that you are not bonded with, Agrevlari asked, and you feel it is a betrayal to me?

It’s not a betrayal. It’s not my fault you can’t come in here.

I believe you do not mind riding the mighty Wreylith with your mate nestled between your legs.

I never mind having Syla nestled, no. As they climbed in altitude, Vorik had a view to the south where Harvest Island was visible on the horizon. Dark clouds hung low around the volcano, a contrast to a few hazy white ones floating high in the blue sky over the surrounding sea and the rest of the island. The previous night’s storm had come and gone, but over Harvest Island… Was it his imagination, or was there a tinge of something almost otherworldly about those dark clouds? Maybe even a slight menacing green tint to the heavy gray? Is something going on over there, Agrevlari? Are dragons still doing… whatever they were doing near the volcano?

I was not permitted to come close to investigate.

Not permitted? By whom?

Ozlemar was over there when I approached. Other dragons as well, all stormer-allied. They’ve reclaimed Harvest Island and, from what I could tell, driven off the Freeborn Faction dragons.

Are there riders with them? I assume Ozlemar is alone— Vorik grimaced at the reason why, —but what of the others?

I am uncertain if there are riders present. The dragons have been inside a cave on the slope of the volcano. From what I can sense, there are still about ten of my kind there. Most of the stormer-allied dragons returned with their riders to the mainland after the failed attack of Bogberry Island. Only these remained to do… as I’ve said, I am uncertain what they are doing. Last night, I observed red lightning crackling among those clouds, and I sensed magic as well. Ominous magic.

Dragons don’t find many things ominous.

As sublime apex predators, we do not, no.

Syla was looking pensively toward the south as well, but her attention shifted downward when they flew over a lake nestled among grassy hills at the core of Castle Island. She pointed toward a stone manor sprawling along the shoreline, the largest of only a few homes around the body of water. A dock, a stable, and a few other outbuildings were near the manor, all surrounded by pastures supporting placid-looking horses chomping grass.

“That’s Teyla’s home, Wreylith.”

I will descend shortly, the dragon told them but continued to the far end of the lake toward a couple of craggy hills. They were more rock than grass.

Several goats nipped at tufts of vegetation growing among the boulders, and Vorik thought Wreylith might want food before dropping them off. But she weaved in and out over the rocky terrain, peering at gaps—was that a cave?—and paying little attention to the goats, the creatures wisely fleeing at her approach, or marmots that popped out of holes to squeak angrily at her.

Syla looked back at Vorik with pursed lips. “We’re on a rescue mission, and my dragon ally has paused to shop for real estate.”

“She may be experiencing a… nesting imperative.”

“I’m experiencing an imperative to rescue my cousin.”

I will descend shortly, Wreylith repeated, more tersely this time.

“Moodiness,” Vorik mouthed.

Syla nodded.

Fortunately, it didn’t take Wreylith long to investigate the caves. She declared them too small with insufficient access to morning sunlight.

Vorik suspected there were better caves along the coastal cliffs but didn’t bring it up, not wanting to distract the dragon further. Wreylith soared over the lake toward the manor. A road meandered away from the main keep, passing the outbuildings and a guard tower before eventually meeting up with the main highway that ran through the center of the island.

Dogs barked as Wreylith approached, her wings spread wide. The formerly placid-looking horses showed impressive spirit as they galloped into their stable. A woman hanging laundry on a line rushed indoors almost as quickly.

Wreylith landed atop the guard tower, lowering her head on her long neck to peer into one of four narrow windows overlooking the lake and countryside. A man inside cursed.

“Don’t attack anyone, please,” Syla hurried to say.

Wreylith’s head was too large to fit through any of the windows, but whoever had cursed must have leaned out to fire, because the dragon plucked out a crossbow and flung it into the lake fifty yards away.

If a human presumes to shoot at me, she said tartly, I will defend myself.

“Just disarm them. That’s fine, yes.” Syla gazed toward the crossbow sinking under the surface. “This estate belongs to my relatives, and most of the people living here are probably not our enemies.”

“You don’t think that lady hanging laundry is involved with nefariously keeping your cousin captive?” Vorik asked.

“No, she’s probably washing Teyla’s underwear and has nothing to do with restraining people.”

“Strange, nobody who’s captured me has ever laundered my undergarments.”

“When you were my captive, you didn’t ask for that service.”

“I assumed it wasn’t an option.”

“Next time, I’ll send a bag for you to fill for the laundry steward.”

“You’re a thoughtful captor.”

I do not believe anybody is imprisoned in this guard tower. Wreylith lifted her head. Do you wish for me to capture a human to forcibly question about the location of the captive? Does the stone abode have a dungeon?

“I don’t think so,” Syla said. “We’ll knock on the front door and ask first before interrogating people. I think this might be the kind of captivity where you’re simply confined to your room with the door locked. Maybe a guard outside. If the rumors are true and Fograth is thinking of arranging a wedding with Teyla, he wouldn’t want her treated too badly. Will you put us down on the lawn, please, Wreylith?”

With a single hop, the dragon descended, landing before glass windows at the front of the manor. A door thudded shut somewhere inside, and someone shouted, “Dragon!”

“I guess we’re not sneaking in.” Vorik slid to the ground and lifted a hand to help Syla down, but she also slid off easily, with agility she hadn’t always possessed.

“I gave up on the notion of sneaking when Wreylith became my ally.”

“I occasionally sneak with Agrevlari.”

“Effectively? Even the unobservant tend to notice a giant fire-breathing dragon approaching.” Syla started for the front door but noticed several books in the damp grass under a window at the end of the keep.

“The sneaking is helped along if people are sleeping.” Vorik watched as Syla—was that a horrorstruck expression on her face?—ran toward the books. “Are you going to rescue those as well?”

The wet grass was an unusual resting place for paper-based items. Had someone thrown the books out a window?

With his hand on his sword hilt, Vorik walked after Syla, eyeing the various places around the manor where one might lean out with a weapon. Probably deterred by having a dragon rip his crossbow out of his hands, the tower guard hadn’t made an appearance.

Syla gathered the damp books, straightened crinkled pages, and looked at the titles. “Proper Etiquette for Court. A Guide to Manners, Courtesy, and Polite Behavior. How a Lady Can Please Her New Husband.” She looked up at a second-story window. “I’m beginning to see why these might have been cast out.”

“Not typical books in your cousin’s library?” Vorik hadn’t spoken much to Teyla, since they’d been on opposing teams on the quest to find the shielder components, but she’d wielded a sword and joined in with Sergeant Fel against the gargoyles. She hadn’t struck him as the type to care about etiquette—or pleasing a husband.

“History and archaeology are her passions and what filled her shelves the last time I visited. Admittedly, this one does look old.” Syla brushed grass clippings off a tome with yellowed pages. “Maybe, if Fograth is thinking of Teyla as a potential wife, he sent these over for her to read.”

“If that’s true, the delivery person may be fortunate that your cousin threw the books out the window instead of at him.”

“That sounds right.”

Syla eyed the titles as if she might return the books to the damp lawn. Instead, she tucked them under her arm and carried them to the front door. Maybe she didn’t approve of the mishandling of any books, even those on unappealing subjects.

“If that’s your cousin’s window—” Vorik pointed back to the second-story room, “—maybe we should climb up, open it, and extract her that way.”

“Climbing walls isn’t my forte. Or trees. Or ropes. Anything, really.”

“Did you forget that your fortes have been expanded?” Vorik pointed toward Wreylith, but she’d moved away from the tower and was sniffing at the stable doors.

“Horses aren’t for eating, Wreylith.” Syla lifted a hand to knock on the front door, but it stood ajar.

They smell like prey, the dragon replied, including Vorik.

“I’ve had this discussion before with Agrevlari,” he said.

“How did it turn out? For the horse?” Syla lowered her hand and frowned at the door before pushing it fully open.

“We came to an agreement that only wild horses should be preyed upon. Those being groomed and trained by humans aren’t permissible for consumption.”

“Hello?” Syla called into the dark foyer inside, travertine tiles stretching toward windows and glass doors in the back that overlooked the lake. To one side of the foyer, wide stairs with a blue carpet runner led to a balcony and rooms on an upper level.

The air smelled of recently baked bread, and Vorik’s nostrils twitched with appreciation. Maybe after they completed their mission of rescuing the cousin, they could also rescue edible goods from the kitchen. It would be a shame to leave them in a captive state.

Nobody answered Syla, and she stepped inside. She hadn’t gone far when a scream came from upstairs, startling her into dropping the books. Vorik surged to her side, sword in hand as footsteps thundered in an upstairs hallway beyond the balcony. Whoever had screamed didn’t come in their direction. It had sounded like a woman.

“Teyla?” Syla called, not sounding certain. “Anyone?” She looked around the downstairs before her gaze shifted to the balcony again. “Do you think someone glanced out a window and saw Wreylith?”

“That’s possible.” Vorik didn’t add the thought that came to mind, that the red dragon might have been in the middle of plucking a horse from its stable.

Syla took a step toward the stairs but paused.

“I don’t sense anyone magical in here, do you?” She raised her moon-marked hand.

“Just you.” Vorik tried to remember how distinctive her cousin’s aura had been. She’d been an attractive young woman, but she hadn’t emanated as much power as Syla. Would he be able to sense her if she was in the manor? He wasn’t certain.

“Hm.”

Vorik walked at Syla’s side as she climbed the stairs. He thought about walking in front of her—Fel would approve, surely—but he trusted he could react quickly to any domestic trouble they might run into in a lord’s manor.

They passed a couple of open doors, some leading to guest rooms and sitting rooms and one a library, but they didn’t see any occupants. After the arrival of a dragon, the staff had cleared out.

Vorik and Syla left the balcony and entered a wide hall, and she waved toward the end. “Teyla’s room is down there right before her father’s suite. It was her parents’ suite, but her mother passed some years ago. She was the one who inspired Teyla to become an archaeologist.”

“Are all the women in your family academics?”

“There are a lot of us, but no.” Syla stopped before a closed door but glanced toward open double doors at the end of the hall, then turned back for a longer look. “Is that…”

Feet in socks were visible—someone lying on the floor to the side of the door. Someone lying and not moving. A pile of linens lay in the threshold. Dropped by a maid who’d intended to walk in and change the bedding?

Syla veered in that direction, sucking in a startled breath when the rest of the man’s body came into view. His throat had been slit, and blood spattered the cream-colored rug that he’d died upon. Clad in only the socks and a nightshirt, he looked like he’d been startled awake in the middle of the night by whatever intruder had done this. A fireplace poker lay on the floor near the linens.

“That’s Lord Abbingdar.” Syla gripped the doorjamb. “Teyla’s father.”

Vorik walked into the room, one of several in the suite. He looked behind furnishings and into closets, but he believed the murder had happened several hours earlier. The blood had dried. Had nobody gone looking for the lord earlier that morning? Maybe he regularly slept in.

“Teyla wouldn’t have done this.” Still in the doorway, a stunned expression on her face, Syla sounded like she was convincing herself.

Vorik finished his search without finding anyone and returned to her side. “Even if he was the one keeping her captive?”

“I’m sure she wouldn’t have killed her own father. They weren’t that close, but she didn’t dislike him.”

“What if he was the one to deliver those books to her?”

Syla shook her head. “She would have had caustic remarks for that, not daggers.”

“What if he agreed to marry her to Fograth?”

“Teyla might kill him but not her father.” Syla returned to the other door in the hallway and reached for the knob, but she changed her mind and knocked first.

Vorik arched an eyebrow but didn’t blame her for being rattled and not sure what to do. Nobody answered the knock, and Syla tried the knob. It was locked.

“This is grounds to force our way in, right?” She looked at Vorik, back to the suite and the fallen lord, and then to him again.

“I don’t know proper Kingdom etiquette in such matters,” he offered.

“I’ll give you that book to read later. Will you?” She gestured to the door and stepped back.

Vorik thought about pointing out that she could likely force it open, but Syla probably hadn’t had much opportunity to explore her new dragon-gifted power. He kicked the door, and wood snapped as it flew open, revealing a spacious bedroom with walls painted in pinks and yellows with a mural of books with wings flying past clouds on the ceiling. The many bookcases along the walls were also painted pink, as was a rocking horse in one corner.

“I don’t think Teyla came home much after she finished her studies and started working at the university,” Syla murmured, though she waved at a sword mounted above the fireplace, the one masculine item in the room. Raising her voice, she called, “Teyla? Are you in here?”

“Maybe she killed her father and fled,” Vorik suggested.

“She didn’t kill him.” Syla bit her lip and walked around the room.

“Are you sure she was ever here? And a captive? It was just the glassmaker who said that, right?”

“It was, but he seems reputable. He lent us his building and gave me a spare room, after all. Despite the questionable company I keep.”

“I’ll assume you refer to Wreylith.”

“My people are more offended by you. Trust me.”

“I don’t hurl people’s weapons into lakes and breathe fire at them.”

“But you’re no innocent.”

“No.”

Vorik couldn’t deny that he’d been more of a thorn—a very prickly thorn—over the years to the Kingdom subjects than Wreylith had. Before the wild dragon had crossed paths with Syla, she probably hadn’t paid much attention to the Kingdom or humans at all.

“We know Teyla was here.” Syla opened an armoire to peek inside. “The maid wouldn’t have thrown those books out a window. Ah-hah.” Near the bed, Syla found kerchiefs that Vorik had noticed but not thought much of. “She might have been tied up with these, though I was imagining a guard standing outside her door, not that she was bound and gagged in her own room. Teyla?” she called again.

The room was smaller than the suite and didn’t take long to search. They didn’t find the cousin. And, as they looked around the rest of the manor, they didn’t find any of the staff either. Out a window, Vorik spotted a couple of people on the dock climbing into a canoe to paddle away. They looked like staff, not home invaders, and Vorik suspected that the lord’s murderer had come and gone hours earlier.

Since everyone had departed, Vorik liberated bread and cookies from the kitchen. Syla didn’t reprimand him, instead taking a cookie for herself before heading outside where she checked the stable. Wreylith remained in the area but hadn’t tried to eat any of the horses.

“It looks like a couple of the carriages are gone,” she murmured. “Maybe Teyla escaped after her father was killed and went… where? Into the city? She must have heard about the moon-marked people being rounded up and known she would be in danger there.”

“She was in danger here too, wasn’t she?”

“I suppose so.” Syla looked up the winding drive that led to the highway. “I may need to go to the city.”

“Your captain is there gathering intelligence for you, right? Maybe you should return to the glassworks and help your aunt.”

“I don’t have any engineering skills to lend. Unless I can heal a sky shielder into existence, there’s little I can offer her except to hold her tools. Fel is probably handling that for her.”

“I’ll come with you to watch your back wherever you want to go.” Vorik nodded to her.

“You’re a good friend, Vorik.”

“Friend?” He offered a smile. “Was it our friendship that prompted you to cry my name repeatedly last night?”

“No, that was your fingers. And your tongue. They’re very… prompting.”

“Indeed.”

Syla headed for Wreylith.

“Where to next?” Vorik asked. “You told Captain Vonla to meet you here, right?”

“Yes, but not until tomorrow. I think it’s time to visit the capital.”

“The last time you flew near it, people fired cannonballs at you and your dragon.”

“You say that as if it’s a unique experience.”

“Well, it’s not for me.” Vorik flattened a hand to his chest. “But as a healer, you might have endured less of that kind of treatment.”

“I do miss the days when people brought me sweets and left coins in the temple offering urns.”

“That’s far more appealing than being shot at, I’d imagine. You’re the only one who’s ever brought me sweets.”

“Maybe you could have been lured over to our side earlier if Kingdom soldiers had tossed cookies at you instead of arrows and cannonballs.” Syla shimmied up Wreylith’s side with a mix of magic and newfound strength and pulled herself astride.

“Much earlier.” Vorik vaulted up to ride behind her.

After all the violent incidents they’d had with her people, he had misgivings about heading to the capital, especially during daylight hours, but he also felt an urgency to help Syla resolve her problem before the meeting with the tribes. If he could tell them he was aligned with the Kingdom ruler, maybe it would make a difference in swaying people to his side.

Sadly, thinking one could reclaim a throne and vanquish one’s political enemies in two days was probably naive. But, aside from having his assistance, Syla had a dragon to help. Maybe that would be enough.
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There is a matter I must speak with you about, Wreylith said as she flapped her wings, following the road away from Lake Ferringtar and toward the highway. Clouds had rolled back in from the sea with rain threatening again.

Do you have any idea who murdered Lord Abbingdar? Syla was gnawing over that in her mind, not wanting to believe it had been Teyla—she wouldn’t have killed her own father, even if he’d been complicit in her confinement. But who else would have attacked him? Abbingdar had been aligned with the people who’d taken power.

I do not know who that is.

Teyla’s father. The man we found dead on his bedroom floor.

Granted, the dragon had been by the stable and hadn’t seen inside the manor, but Wreylith always seemed to be monitoring Syla’s conversations, and sometimes even her thoughts, through their link.

At that time, I believe I was contemplating how the flavor of domesticated equines might compare to the undomesticated variety.

The wild ones are more of a challenge to hunt down. I’m sure they taste much better. You’d better stick with those.

Indeed. The matter on my mind… Wreylith banked to follow the highway past farms and small villages as it headed toward Sky Torn Harbor and the castle. I believe you may have already suspected this, but I will lay a clutch of eggs this winter.

Yes, there have been some signs. Syla smiled at Vorik’s term, nesting imperative.

Hm. It is unexpected. This is an atypical time of year for dragons to lay. Further, as an older female, I’m less fertile than I once was. My last clutch was many, many years ago. Long before you were born, certainly.

Have you, uhm, mated much since then?

I enjoy sexual encounters regularly. They are stimulating and rejuvenating.

Ah. And you don’t usually employ any kind of… er, contraceptive? Syla removed her spectacles so she could rub her face. Had her cheeks grown warm? She’d never expected to discuss such a topic with a dragon. A few months ago, she’d never believed she would ever speak to a dragon.

I do not.

Do you think it was from when you joined with Agrevlari?

There have not been other encounters since then. Fewer males than typical have approached me since I bonded with you.

I’m sorry. I had no idea— Er, I didn’t mean to put a damper on your sex life. Syla rubbed her face again.

Vorik touched her shoulder. “Are you all right?”

“Wreylith is chatting with me about… personal matters.”

“Ah, that explains your facial expressions then. Agrevlari has a tendency to get personal too.”

“How can you see my facial expressions from behind me?”

“I’m gifted. Your shoulders are hunching too. I thought you might be distressed by the death of your cousin’s father, but that wouldn’t turn your cheeks pink, presumably.”

“No. I am distressed by that. We weren’t close, but I’m tired of losing family.”

“Understandable.” Vorik rested his hand on her shoulder.

She leaned back into his touch but didn’t let herself cry, reminding herself that there would be time to mourn once she reclaimed the throne and ended the war with the stormers. She would make sure of it. She needed it.

It matters little who fertilized my eggs, Wreylith continued, probably not concerned about the passing of Lord Abbingdar. Among dragons, the males rarely play a role in laying eggs and raising hatchlings.

They don’t help hunt or anything? I bet Agrevlari would be delighted to bring you some of the interesting foods that you crave.

He is not whom I wish to discuss.

Sorry. Is there… something I can do? Syla wondered if Wreylith was about to tell her that she would need a few months off for a maternity period.

Since I am more mature in years, the egg laying may be more difficult than when I was younger. As powerful and magical as we are, dragons can suffer from stress-induced infections and egg binding.

Do you think the services of a healer might be helpful? Syla touched her chest.

A puny human, whether healer or not, is never needed by a dragon, certainly not to deposit her clutch.

Of course. I should not have thought that.

No. But… you may be present in the cave when I lay my eggs. I will allow you that honor.

Shall I have my medical kit on hand?

Wreylith flicked a dismissive wingtip.

I’ll bring it just in case.

Do not allow it to contain anything slimy or unctuous this time.

I will keep your preferences in mind when choosing appropriate medications.

Do so.

A woman’s yell came from the road ahead, and Syla leaned forward to peer between Wreylith’s horns. Was it her imagination or had that voice sounded familiar?

A carriage is being set upon by men in gray uniforms, Wreylith said as another angry yell came from the road.

“Enforcers again,” Syla said grimly. “Let’s help, please, Wreylith.”

“Do you think they’re rounding up more people with moon-marks?” Vorik asked.

“I think I recognize that voice, and she does have a moon-mark…”

As the dragon flew closer, soaring low over a clump of trees, Syla spotted the carriage stopped on the road. Gray-uniformed men with swords and maces had pulled an enforcer wagon across the highway to block the way, and two troops stood atop it with crossbows pointed at a coachman. Two more enforcers had yanked open the door of the carriage and were trying to extricate someone who… kicked one of them in the chest. After the man stumbled back, a woman sprang out with a sword in her hand, her brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Cousin Teyla.

The crossbowmen glanced at each other, as if asking if they were supposed to fire at her, but one spotted Wreylith and stumbled back, almost falling off the wagon as he pointed at her. The other man swore, his eyes bulging, and jumped off. As Teyla slashed and stabbed at one of the enforcers who’d been trying to extricate her, Wreylith soared over her carriage with smoke wafting from her nostrils.

“Try not to kill anyone, please,” Syla called.

Without hesitation, Wreylith blasted a gout of fire toward the road.

The men who’d been on the wagon had time to spring away and flee, but it burst into flames. The dragon’s accuracy had been pinpoint, and the horses hitched to the wagon weren’t burned, but their reins were incinerated, and they fled into the countryside. Though the carriage hadn’t been damaged, its terrified horses also took off. Their reins were still attached, so they dragged it and its startled coachman off the highway behind them.

Soon, with her foes fleeing along with the others, Teyla stood alone on the highway. She gawked at Wreylith as the dragon circled the area, but she didn’t run.

Syla lifted a hand toward her cousin. Teyla returned the wave and waited for them to land, though she gazed across a field in the direction her carriage and horses had taken off, maybe wondering if the rest of her journey would be on foot. Was she heading to the capital? Did she know her father was dead? Had she, despite Syla’s belief to the contrary, been responsible?

With questions threatening to bubble over like boiling soup, Syla slid off Wreylith’s back.

“Are you all right?” was the first thing she asked.

“Yes.”

Teyla turned in the direction the enforcers had run—none of them looked like they would return—and then regarded Vorik. She hadn’t sheathed her sword yet, but she’d seen him slay a gargoyle that had nearly killed her and Fel, so she couldn’t think challenging him would be a good idea.

“The last time I saw Captain Vorik,” Teyla said, “he was working against us.”

“Actually, we were working together to achieve a common goal,” Syla said.

“After its achieving, he and his man took off with the prize.”

“Well, I’ve suborned him since then, and he’s fully on our side now.” Syla waved for Vorik, who’d dismounted but hung back, to join them. “I also reclaimed that prize, and Aunt Tibby is in the process of building a new shielder as we speak.”

“Oh.” Teyla brightened. “You got the components back from the stormers? How?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Does it involve how Captain Vorik became… suborned?” Teyla looked him up and down as he approached, as if clues about that might be on his form. He still wore his black riding leathers, his dark hair tousled by the wind, and his weapons in sheaths at his waist, so he looked the same as usual. Maybe even fiercer than usual, though Syla deciphered the set of his jaw as he gazed toward the coastline as pensive more than anything else.

“Not exactly. Vorik kind of suborned himself.” Syla didn’t point out that he was contemplating returning to his people to try to wrest control of a tribe. Suborned probably wasn’t the appropriate word for what Vorik was.

“Because of Syla’s influence,” Vorik said without disagreeing with the usage. “Good morning, Lady Teyla.”

“Uhm, hi. It’s good to see you, Syla. I thought—well, I didn’t really believe it—but Lord Fograth, who is now calling himself King Fograth, if my father can be believed, said you were dead.”

“Ah,” Syla said. “Not surprising, since it’s easier to claim a throne when its occupant is deceased, but… about your father, Teyla.”

“Yes?” Teyla peered in the direction from which Wreylith had flown. “Did you come from Lake Ferringtar? Did you see him? I’m sure he realized first thing this morning that I was gone. Is he irate about my disappearance?”

“I, uh, don’t think so.” Syla scrutinized her cousin, trying to tell if the questions were an act. She’d never considered Teyla a duplicitous sort, not like her brother, Relvin, who, if his mouth was open, was lying. “He’s dead, Teyla.”

She frowned at Syla. “Who is?”

“Your father.”

“What? How?” Teyla rocked back and looked at Vorik, as if he were a likely suspect. After a heartbeat, she shifted her gaze to Wreylith, who’d perched on a log and was nipping at scales under her armpit like a preening bird—or a dragon with an itch.

“We don’t know,” Syla said.

“We know the how,” Vorik murmured.

“Well, yes.” Syla made a throat-cutting motion over her own neck. “After hearing you’d been taken prisoner and that Fograth—I will not call him king—wanted to force your hand in marriage… we came to rescue you.” In Syla’s mind, the word king brought to mind her own father—her kindly father who’d always made time for his children, even the youngest by many years who’d so often been left out of things. She had no interest in changing that association. “You were gone, and your father was dead in his suite.”

“I don’t understand,” Teyla whispered. “He was… I spoke to him before bed. Well, we exchanged yells more than speaking, but that’s not my fault. He agreed to that marriage without asking me. I thought he was angling for Relvin to get the throne, but he threw his weight behind Fograth in the end. I didn’t realize why until the marriage thing came up. And babies.” She touched her abdomen. “Having Fograth’s babies would be even worse than getting pregnant from—” Teyla looked around. “Where is Sergeant Fel? Is he all right? Is he still with you?”

“Yes, he’s fine. Aside from the usual stiff hips and tight calves.”

“He moves more agilely than you’d think for a man with all those issues.”

“I’ll take your word on that.” Syla frowned, not wanting to think about her bodyguard having a sex life—even a magical-cactus-flower-induced one. “He’s with Aunt Tibby, making sure nobody disturbs her while she works. Were you aware that enforcers are rounding up people with moon-marks? And imprisoning them? Or worse?”

“Yes,” Teyla said emphatically, then waved in the direction the uniformed men had fled. “That’s what those idiots were doing. Or so they said. But do you think it was just chance that they saw my carriage and stopped it on the road to search for people like us?” Teyla held up her marked hand. “The carriage has my family crest on it, so they could have guessed one of us was in it, but I don’t know. How long have you been back? I was locked in my room for two days, but before that, I was in the capital, trying to dodge the chaos. Castle Island feels like a lagoon full of electric eels right now. You have to be careful where you go and who you talk to. I don’t know how everything fell apart so quickly. It’s like Lord Fograth was poised and ready to swoop in as soon as you left. He basically did. That very afternoon after you sailed away with the weapons platform. Oh, do you still have that? The rumor he’s spreading is that the stormers sank the ship carrying it, and you went down with it.”

“Someone did sink that ship.” The memory was strong enough that Syla couldn’t refrain from giving Vorik a perturbed look. Even if she trusted him fully—he kept saving her life, and he was working with her now—it would be hard to entirely forgive all his past indiscretions.

“My apologizes, my queen.” Vorik managed a smile, which always dashed away his stormer fierceness and turned his face brilliantly handsome, and he bowed to her. “Orders, you understand.”

“I do. And, yes, Teyla, the weapons platform is… Well, I hope Major Hixun has managed to avoid the fleet and has retained possession of it.” Syla admitted that she’d given him a tall order in regard to that. The fleet had so many ships it could send after him, and if the handful of vessels her team had brought from Bogberry Island ran out of room around Castle Island to flee and maneuver, they would have to sail into the unprotected sea. Whatever those dragons were doing around the Harvest Island volcano probably wouldn’t keep them from noticing vulnerable ships nearby, and there was nobody on board who could fire the weapons platform. “Teyla, I’m sorry about your father’s death, but I need to know everything that’s been going on in the capital. There’s not much time.” Again, she looked at Vorik. Time was of the essence for many reasons.

“I was heading that way when the enforcers waylaid me. You said you came to rescue me?”

“Yes, but from your locked bedroom. We didn’t know about the enforcers. Did you get away from your manor when… You said you were there this morning? How did you get away?”

“I had a guard outside my door for the last two days and nights, one of my father’s loyal men, someone who couldn’t be suborned by flirtatious smiles. I did try, but Jokam is an old stick, and he always believed the lies Relvin told about me when we were growing up. I’d be less disturbed if he’d been slain, though I guess I won’t wish for that.”

Teyla didn’t appear that disturbed about her father’s death, and a niggling part of Syla wondered if her cousin was telling the truth. But she also knew it had been her mother that Teyla had been most alike and close to, not Relvin or their father.

“We didn’t see a guard,” Syla said. “Just some staff doing laundry who ran off when we arrived.”

“Were you on your dragon’s back?” Teyla asked.

“Yes.”

“It’s not shocking then that they didn’t stick around to chat. Anyway, Jokam was gone this morning when I looked out, planning to go down for breakfast. I didn’t question my luck. I grabbed a few things and sneaked out. I kept expecting someone to spot me, but it was early enough that most of the staff wasn’t working yet. Only the coachman was in the stable, and he was willing to put together a team and a carriage for me.” Teyla waved across the field. At the far end, a fence had stopped the mad run of the horses—maybe the animals had believed they’d gone far enough to escape the dragon. “I thought about taking a single horse, but he happened to be in the stable and is on my side, agreeing that my father locking me up was egregious. Besides, it’s harder to hide your face on a horse than from inside a carriage, and I knew about the enforcers searching the cities. I hadn’t realized they were also scouring the countryside.”

“What were you going to do when you reached the capital? If that’s where you were captured, I’m surprised you wanted to return.”

“I was going to try to find out if you were really dead, and, if not, see if there was anything I could do to help you. I also want to find the moon-marked people and free them. Syla, a lot of them are our relatives. It’s bad enough you lost… everything you lost.” Teyla swallowed and looked at Vorik again.

He’d dropped his smile and didn’t try to deflect the implied accusation.

“They’re technically all our relatives,” Syla said with a nod, “if you go down the family tree far enough.”

“Oh, I know. I did a genealogy study when I was in school.” Teyla tucked an escaped lock of hair behind her ear. “We have to stop Fograth—I’m afraid he only wants to keep one moon-marked person, so that he can get into the magical doors around the Kingdom, and get rid of the rest. As if I would marry someone who did that. It also crossed my mind to… take care of him if I get the opportunity.” Teyla hadn’t sheathed her sword, and she lifted it and made a stabbing motion in the direction of the capital.

“Lord Abbingdar didn’t have a moon-mark,” Vorik said.

“No, Mom was our link to the royal family,” Teyla said.

“So, whatever he was murdered for, it didn’t have anything to do with that.” Vorik raised his eyebrows. He didn’t give a significant look to Teyla, but he had to also wonder if she’d been responsible.

Even if she had been, Syla doubted her cousin was a threat to her. If bloodlines were followed as they were supposed to be when determining succession, Teyla was in line for the throne right after Syla, but Syla didn’t believe Teyla wanted the position. If she did, she had hidden that ambition well. Just a couple of weeks ago, she’d spoken longingly of taking an archaeology team back to the Dire Desert to further investigate the storm god’s laboratory for interesting relics. It was hard to rule a kingdom while scouring the world for artifacts.

“I don’t know who could have wanted my father killed, or why,” Teyla said. “He’s on the right side. Well, not the right side, definitely not that, but the side that’s currently in power. Until you show up with your stormer and your dragon and fix everything, Syla. That’s the plan, right?”

“Yes, but I don’t possess either of them,” Syla said dryly, knowing Wreylith, in particular, would be affronted by the notion.

“You can possess me,” Vorik said easily.

“Until it’s time for you to return to help your people?”

“Well, yes. I would need breaks from your possession for such activities.”

Syla kept herself from saying that she wished he wouldn’t return to his people. As amazing of a fighter as Vorik was, he was only one man, and she worried that, after the choices he’d made, every stormer except the lieutenant who’d come to speak with him would stand against him. Storm god’s wrath, she didn’t even know if the lieutenant was on Vorik’s side. What if he’d come to lure Vorik back, knowing the rest of the stormers would kill him?

“Alas,” was all Syla said. “Let’s get your carriage and continue to the city, Teyla. I want to accomplish all the same things you do. We can work together.”

“You also want to cut off Fograth’s penis?”

“Well, maybe not all the same things.”

“Decapitation is the appropriate historical precedent for usurpers, I believe,” Vorik murmured, “though I’m not as familiar with your history as that of my people.”

“There have been decapitations in Kingdom history, yes, but, for a man who wants to force me to marry and have children with him, dismemberment would be more satisfying.” Teyla made a slashing motion with her sword.

“I’d rather be beheaded,” Vorik murmured.

“I’m not letting Fograth vote,” Teyla said. “Syla, if he’s been doing more than rounding up our kin, he’s as bad as the stormers.”

“I know. That’s why we have to get to the city as soon as possible.”

“It would be easier to slip in by night,” Vorik said, “unless you’re going to openly and brazenly fly to the castle astride Wreylith.”

The red dragon used a tiny stream of fire to incinerate mud on her belly scales.

“As powerful as she is,” Syla said, “even she might not be able to dodge all those cannons and deposit us in the courtyard where we’d also have to dodge fire from dozens of men. I think we’ll have to approach with stealth.”

“Is that what you were doing when you flew down and turned the enforcer wagon into an inferno?” Teyla asked. “Using stealth?”

“We hadn’t started the stealthy part of the plan yet, no,” Syla said. “Am I naive to think we could sneak into the city? Even at night?” Syla pushed her hand through her tangled hair, wishing for a relaxing bath.

“With a dragon, yes,” Vorik said, “but, as to the rest, your capital doesn’t have a wall around it. It’s not difficult to sneak into. The castle may be more challenging. Though the last time I was there, there was a new entrance into the tunnels underneath it.”

“That your people blew open from the cliff near the harbor, yes. I ordered that sealed before I left.”

“Before I got an opportunity to explore the old laboratory down there that the stormer incursion revealed,” Teyla said a little tartly. “From what I heard of the description from the men who found it, it was probably also left by the storm god.”

“That’s a good reason to leave it alone and buried,” Syla said.

“Or excavated and explored as a place of historical significance,” Teyla said.

Syla shook her head. “We can’t get in that way, Vorik.”

“Unsealing the tunnel wouldn’t be feasible? For someone with explosives? Or a dragon?” Vorik arched his eyebrows and looked toward Wreylith.

“She’s not going to fit down there.” Syla realized she’d never seen the access point in person but presumed she was right. “The stormer team didn’t excavate a dragon-sized hole for their incursion, right? My people would have noticed a huge new gap in the cliff as they sailed in and out of the harbor.”

Vorik scratched his jaw. “The entrance is very narrow, yes, but if it could be expanded, Wreylith might be able to get in. The laboratory itself had high ceilings and was made within a cavern. With a little excavation—” Wreylith used her fire to remove more mud, “—or incineration, she might be able to get in. And if you have any explosives…”

“I used all the ones I had in the mine, and I’m sure Aunt Tibby hasn’t had time to make more. She’s prioritizing the shielder. Besides, people in the castle can hear explosions down there.” Her tone turning dry again, Syla added, “Unless you’d like to bring one of your highly suspicious dragon-headed ships into the harbor to light off fireworks for a holiday celebration.”

“I don’t think it would be healthy for my people to visit your harbor right now.”

“No. I’ll keep that cave in mind, but let’s find the missing moon-marked folks first. Not only because they’re our relatives—” Syla waved to include herself and Teyla, “—but because it could be handy for us to rescue people—people with magical gifts—who’ve been rounded up from all over the island and are in the same place.”

“In the same place and pissed,” Teyla said. “Trust me, I know.”

“Because you’ve recently been imprisoned?”

“Yes, and that was in my own room with all my books and projects to keep me entertained. If they’re in a dank dungeon—or worse—they’ll really be irate.”

“True. I doubt Fograth sent them a copy of How a Lady Can Please Her New Husband to keep them occupied.”

“I could lop off his penis for that alone.” Teyla jammed her sword into its sheath and strode across the field to retrieve her horses and carriage.

“I don’t think she read the book on courtly behavior,” Vorik observed.

“Definitely not,” Syla said.

“You want to go to the capital now?”

“Tonight. I think you’re right and that our best bet is sneaking in under the cover of darkness. We can wait at the royal farm outside the city. Maybe we’ll get lucky and Captain Vonla will have finished her reconnaissance early and meet us there before we leave.”

“Do you think the ingredients are still in the farm’s kitchen to make blackberry cobbler?”

“The blackberries won’t be, but there might yet be a few late-season apples and pears dangling in the orchard.”

“Excellent.”
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Vorik scraped his fingers through his damp hair and rubbed away water dripping down the back of his neck. The clouds had thickened and rain fell as Wreylith flew toward the royal farm, leaving Teyla and her beleaguered coachman to follow in the recovered carriage.

Judging by the dragon’s leisurely pace, with numerous stops to peek into valleys and at rock outcroppings—any spots that might have caves—Syla had told her she didn’t need to hurry. She probably wanted to match Teyla’s speed in case her cousin ran into more trouble on the highway.

Understandable, but, with his deadline in mind, Vorik itched at the idea of dillydallying. He considered volunteering to go ahead and sneak into the city himself. He might be able to manage during daylight hours. Then he could gather intelligence—if not slip into the castle and assassinate Lord Fograth. Oh, his honor would prompt him to challenge the man instead of sneaking up behind him with a dagger, but if the challenge weren’t accepted, he would strike anyway. Better his tarnished honor than to allow the man to continue to plot Syla’s death.

But Vorik didn’t know if he could sneak all the way into the castle and find and kill the man before being caught. Though he’d fought numerous Kingdom soldiers before and knew he could handle multiples of them at once, the capital would be on high alert, and Vorik didn’t even know what Fograth looked like.

Syla shifted and looked back at him. “Wreylith has finished cave hunting and is taking us to the farm now. I’ve been thinking of our first day there together.”

“And the delight of baking that cobbler for me?”

“Actually, I was remembering how Aunt Tibby almost shot you, and you tried to convince me of how earnestly you wanted to protect me.”

Vorik hadn’t been remotely close to being shot, but all he said was, “So, you’re dwelling on fond memories.”

“There are worse ones that could be in my mind. You also earnestly told me how you were a member of the Freeborn Faction. Strange how, the first time we encountered them, they drugged you and wanted to use you in a prisoner trade.”

“They’re a fickle group.”

“You don’t have any idea where they are now, do you? I haven’t heard from them since stormer dragons forced their winged allies away from Harvest Island.”

“I haven’t heard anything about them lately, no. If I do, should I invite them to the big stormer tribe meeting?”

“You should, but do you have the authority to hand out invitations?”

“Not in the least.”

We approach the farm, Wreylith informed them.

Syla rested a hand on her back. “Before landing, fly around and make sure there aren’t any enforcer wagons on the premises, will you, please?”

I will take care of them if there are.

“Don’t forget those are my people. Please don’t light any more of their wagons on fire than necessary.”

Your people keep trying to slay you.

“I know. It’s complicated. At least the fishermen who gave you food aren’t against us.”

They were most pleased to learn that you lived. When I informed them thusly, that was when they brought out the sturgeon. And did I mention there was caviar too? Such small little eggs barely register to a dragon’s palette, but the nutty and briny taste did carry through as they used an oar to smear the eggs over my tongue. Most delectable.

Vorik wondered whose job it had been to smear fish eggs on a dragon’s tongue. Someone either very brave or… very low in rank.

“I don’t know if I talked her out of lighting wagons on fire or not,” Syla said over her shoulder.

“Dragons do what dragons wish to do. For that matter, queens should be able to as well.”

“If only.” She smiled wistfully. “May I speak with you, Vorik, of more than memories? Of the future? As a representative of my people talking to a representative of your people?”

“Can we do that? You’ve been ousted from your throne, and I… I’ll be placed in exile if not slain outright as soon as I show my face back at our camp.”

“You’d better make your challenge for the chief position quickly then. Before they can formalize your status.”

“All right. I’ll plan to blurt the words out as I’m jumping off Agrevlari’s back upon landing.” Vorik cocked his head. “What do you want to say? As a representative of your people?”

“Well, I’d like to give you… I’m not sure I can make a promise yet, but I’d like to make an offering or at least a suggestion that you can take back to your people, something that might help you convince them to make peace with the Kingdom.”

Vorik doubted he would end up in a position where he could convince them of anything but nodded for her to continue.

“I could write and sign something to send along,” Syla said, “but if your people don’t read, that might not be useful.”

“Some of them can read. Jhiton even likes it. Liked it. But, yes, we do consider oral oaths more binding than words on papers. Go ahead.” Vorik was curious about what she would propose.

But Wreylith had reached and was circling the farm, and Syla paused to look down. Though harvest season hadn’t ended, no workers were out in the fields. Vorik didn’t know if normal operations had resumed in the weeks since the invasion, but he would have guessed so. Did the stillness signify trouble?

Do you wish to land near the human abode? Wreylith asked.

“Take us down near the machine shop, please. If someone does come up the road, they’ll check on the farmhouse first, and, unless it’s Vonla’s team, we don’t want to be checked on.” Syla touched Wreylith on the back again. “After you let us off, will you fly around the island for a while again? If you appear all over the place, the reports that come in should confuse Fograth and the military leaders.”

I will scout along the eastern coast for caves. That is far from your castle and perhaps not ideal, but I do enjoy morning sun exposure and have not yet perused that area.

“Good idea,” Syla said as the dragon descended toward the road in front of the large barn-like structure she’d called the machine shop. The tractors that Fel and Agrevlari had damaged—in self-defense, of course—had been moved, so someone had been working on the farm in the past weeks.

After Vorik and Syla slid to the ground and Wreylith took off, they pushed open the doors of the building so they could step out of the rain.

“What next?” Vorik asked. “I might think you wanted to get me alone for frisky adult activities, but you were speaking of formality and written documents, so I expect plotting and scheming are more on your mind.”

“Yes. Also, I’m wet from the rain and expecting Teyla before long. Friskiness isn’t in my thoughts.”

“A shame.”

“Is it on your mind?” Syla plucked at his damp tunic.

“Usually. Especially when I’ve been riding on a dragon with you nestled just so.” He waved toward his inner thighs.

“Oh, Vorik.” She let out a noise somewhere between a laugh and a moan of distress and slumped against him.

He wrapped his arms around her. “Tell me about your scheme. We can get frisky later, when we’re dry and your possibly murdering cousin isn’t apt to walk in on us.”

Her second groan didn’t have any hint of laughter in it. “I don’t think she murdered anyone.”

“Even though she casually spoke of lopping off the penis of your enemy?”

“Even though. But I do have a hint of a doubt. I wish I didn’t.” Syla let herself lean fully against him, but she also took a resolute breath and said, “All right. Here’s what I’m thinking in regard to your people. As I told you—and your chiefs—there’s no way I can give up one of our islands. Further, I’m going to be blunt and say I don’t think they’re in a position to assume they can take any of them at this point. You’ve lost your general, a lot of dragons, a lot of riders, and between the shielder and the weapons platform, we’re on the verge of reclaiming Harvest Island.”

She looked at his face. To see if he would argue against her?

“I do believe we’re in a less strong position than we were the first time our chiefs visited you and were confident.”

“They were confident, condescending, and scheming.”

“Yes, such activities are recommended in war. Should my people be willing to admit that they’ve lost some of their advantages… what would you propose? We endure hard lives. We don’t give up easily.”

“If food and respite from the climate and all the storm god’s minions is truly what you want, then you don’t need to take over the entire Kingdom, right?”

“That’s right. Jhiton wanted it all because he’s… Well, he liked a challenge. But he agreed that if we could get perhaps your three northernmost islands and claim them… that would change the course of history for our people. It would be enough to keep our children from starving.”

“Well, like I said, I’m not giving up any islands, but what if the Kingdom agreed to allow stormers to create camps or even towns, if you wanted something permanent, within Kingdom borders? Within the protection of the shields, more specifically. Perhaps on some of the less populated but still fertile islands, we could find places where you could have independence and continue to live and rule by your laws. You would, of course, have to agree not to break any Kingdom laws if you traveled out of whatever borders we established for you, but I understand that your people have no interest in being under the rule of mine and that was one of the reasons so many left.”

“Are there such places where the land isn’t already claimed and used by Kingdom subjects?”

“There’s land on all the islands that is owned by the crown.”

“Hospitable lands that one could farm, forage, and hunt on?”

“If we don’t allow dragons in, there might be enough land for hunting, but… we raise livestock for a reason. There are some wild animals, yes, but I think if you wanted to live here, your people would have to do some animal husbandry. You’d still have your dragon allies, presumably, and they could take you to the mainlands to hunt.”

“I… actually don’t know if we would still have our dragon allies. All along, they’ve been willing to work with us because we always told them… Well, gaining access to the protected Kingdom islands has long been a goal of our people. If we said hello to your proposition, we might be saying goodbye to our dragon allies and a huge part of our culture.” Vorik didn’t release Syla, but he looked grimly out at the land, the cloudy sky growing darker with the approach of twilight. Even though this was a far better offer than any ruler of the Garden Kingdom had ever made to his people, Vorik felt bleak at the thought of losing so much of what it meant to be a stormer. Without Agrevlari’s bond, his magical power would dwindle to nothing. That would be true for all of the bonded dragon riders. And beyond that admittedly selfish interest, Vorik would miss Agrevlari terribly. He would miss all of the dragons, even the crusty ones like Ozlemar. Well, maybe not Ozlemar.

“The Freeborn Faction riders aren’t after our islands, and their dragons have stuck with them,” Syla pointed out.

“Some of them have. Some have left.”

“But not all left. In my brief time with a dragon, I’ve learned that what they say they want and will endure doesn’t always match up with what they do. It’s possible Agrevlari likes you for you.”

“I do sing to him and give him smoked salmon. Though I haven’t done that for a while. I’d better see if I can find some delicacies from Castle Island to take back to him.”

“I’ll help you look in the farmhouse stores, though I’m afraid this isn’t the place to find sturgeon caviar.” Syla shifted in his arms to face Vorik more fully and rested a hand on his chest. “I wouldn’t expect all of your people to agree to live in camps on our islands. What if we just made it an option? Of course, I would want there to be a formal treaty so that we didn’t allow some of your people in and leave others out to scheme and plan another invasion that the next generation would have to deal with.” She winced. “Am I naive to consider this at all? When nobody in history has suggested it before? You don’t seem enthused by the idea. Will your people reject it?”

“I think some of them would be interested. And the Freeborn Faction would love a spot under a shield. I could foresee problems though. Our cultures have deviated a lot over the generations.”

“You’ve allowed yourself to be infected with dragonness.”

“Says the person wearing a bright new red tattoo on one hand.”

“I accepted Wreylith’s bond for the good of my people.”

“Oh, I have no doubt. Did she warn you about the clothing incineration during the ceremony and that it’s wise to disrobe beforehand?”

“She didn’t warn me, no. Fortunately, that dress was already damaged from the road—the gargoyle-littered road.”

Vorik brushed hair back from her face, feeling warmth for her. For her humor and also her willingness to try to find a solution that would benefit his people. “You’re not naive, I don’t believe, but you’re more gentle and accommodating than those who’ve ruled before you. I would say it’s possible that someone—or a group of people—would try to take advantage of that, but Wreylith is neither gentle nor accommodating, so I think anyone who challenges you would run up against that. And you… you certainly have the wherewithal and determination to act for the good of your people if necessary.” He winced as he remembered the mess at the mine.

“It was only my idea to use the water to cut off access to the shielder,” she said, as if she could read his thoughts. With the event so recent, maybe it was obvious what he was wincing about. “Lord Oyenar was the one who wanted to drown every stormer who would walk into that trap.”

Vorik winced again.

“Sorry, that was blunt. I know you lost friends and your brother, but the stormers have taken so much from me that I couldn’t bring myself to detest Oyenar for desiring that outcome. After Lesva destroyed part of his city and kidnapped his wife, he probably felt justified.”

“War is difficult. We all make choices that we wouldn’t otherwise. If I get an opportunity, I will mention to the tribal leaders that you might be open to allowing stormer camps on some of the islands. Assuming they can offer something in exchange. You’d want that, wouldn’t you?”

She started to shake her head, but he held up a finger.

“If they have to bargain hard and give up something for it… it’ll mean more. They’ll want it more, and maybe there’ll be less plotting later on. Gifts aren’t cherished as much as something that is fought, clawed, and striven for.”

“That’s a fair point, although you cherished the first blackberry cobbler I gave you.”

“Oh, I worked for that cobbler. The thorns scratched up my hands while I was gathering berries, and I had to save your life a couple of times before you had any interest in baking for me.”

“Another fair point.”

“I’m an excellent pointer.”

“I never had to do a lot of negotiating in the temple. I may need more practice.”

“You’ll learn. Especially if you have to deal with our tribes on a regular basis. We’re difficult.”

“Really. I never would have guessed.”

Vorik smiled and contemplated kissing her, but the whinny of a horse drifted across a field to them.

“Someone’s here,” he said.

“It should be Teyla.” Full darkness had fallen, and Syla stepped outside to peer across the field and canal toward the road leading to the farmhouse. “Yes, there’s her carriage, but…”

Vorik joined her outside. “She picked up followers. Enforcers?”

There weren’t any lights burning around the farmhouse or on the road leading to it. He could make out silhouettes—several riders on horses followed behind the carriage—but couldn’t tell if they wore uniforms.

“It’s possible enforcers stole Teyla’s carriage and have already arrested her,” Syla said.

“I’ll check on it,” Vorik said as the horses pulled to a stop at the fence in front of the farmhouse. The carriage door opened, and someone hopped out.

“Syla?” came a distant call.

“Oh, good. That is Teyla.”

Syla didn’t immediately call back though, not until Teyla added, “Are you out here? There’s a fleet captain with me who says she’s in your employ. She has two Royal Protectors with her, or I might not have believed her.”

“It’s Captain Vonla, Your Majesty,” came another familiar voice.

“I’ll be right there,” Syla called back across the field, then lowered her voice to add, “Now that all the farmers in the area know I’m here.”

Vorik snorted, but the parcel of land was so large that he doubted people on neighboring farms had heard the calls. “Your people aren’t being that helpful with your attempt to make a stealthy trip across your island.”

“I think the stealth plan blew up when Wreylith lit an enforcer wagon on fire.”

“Possibly so. Per our previous discussion, it can be challenging to engage in stealth while riding a dragon.”

Syla headed down the road instead of cutting across the field in the dark, and Vorik started after her, but an uneasy sensation crept over him. His instincts told him that he was being watched. Was someone out there spying from the fields? Maybe the calls had been unwise after all.

As Teyla and the captain headed up the road to meet Syla, Vorik stopped and looked all around. He also looked up, a lifetime of experience reminding him that threats often came from above. He almost admonished himself since that wasn’t the case on the shielded island, but he scanned the night sky just in case.

The rain had stopped, but the clouds remained dense, so no moon or stars brightened the expanse, but he spotted movement high above. A dragon flying over the barrier, looking down upon Castle Island. And was that… a rider? As keen as Vorik’s eyes were, he struggled to make out the dark figures against the dark clouds.

Agrevlari? Are you still near?

I’m not far but not close. The dragons that were meeting on the Island of Eliok are departing, heading to Froha, likely for the great congregation of the tribes. One dragon has chosen a route that carries him over Castle Island. One who is not pleased with either of us.

Ozlemar? Vorik was too far below the dragon to sense him, but the blackness of his scales seemed absolute.

Yes.

Is someone riding him? Was it his imagination or was a cloak flapping behind that rider? It couldn’t be…

Jhiton, Agrevlari said with certainty.

It can’t be. He’s dead. I slid my own blade into his gut an instant before the ceiling collapsed on him. And then the entire mine flooded.

Nonetheless, that is who rides Ozlemar.

Vorik shook his head, unable to believe that even a rider gifted with the magic of a dragon bond could have survived all that.

You already knew that Captain Lesva found a way out of the mine, Agrevlari pointed out.

Yes, but I didn’t drive a sword into her or watch tons of rock drop on her head.

The black dragon continued past without slowing, but Vorik couldn’t believe the trajectory had been accidental. Somehow, Ozlemar had known where Vorik was and had been checking on him. Jhiton had been checking on him.

For a moment, Vorik started to feel relief and even delight that he hadn’t succeeded in killing his brother—he’d never wanted that—but… if Jhiton was alive, he would be pissed at Vorik. Very pissed. And if he was heading to the meeting of the tribes, he would add his voice to Lesva’s in explaining in precise detail how Vorik had betrayed him and their people.

Vorik bent and gripped his knees. He felt compelled to fight for the tribe and try to sway his people, but that seemed more of an impossibility than ever.
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When Syla had mentioned that Celena from the brothel might be a good person to speak with, she hadn’t expected Captain Vonla to bring her along. But, glad for any information she could get, she stood with the group in front of the farmhouse and listened intently as Celena spoke.

“I’ve heard that Lord Fograth visits the castle, Your Majesty, but he hasn’t taken up residence there. He’s just presumptuously hanging his family’s flag from the battlements. So presumptuous! From what people are saying, he’s not staying in his manor at the edge of the capital either. I figure the military men he orders around know where he is, and I’ve been listening for details, the way I told you I would, but I haven’t caught his location yet.”

Captain Vonla stood in front of the carriage and horses, also listening, though she’d probably heard the information already. One of the Royal Protectors walked around, lighting lanterns on the fence and farmhouse to go along with two mounted beside the carriage door. There was enough illumination for Syla to see Celena’s lean, tired face but also the bright earnestness in her eyes as she spoke.

Even though the magically-induced gratitude and desire to please should have worn off in the weeks since Syla had healed her, Celena had fallen to her knees with relief when she’d walked up. Apparently, Fograth had not only been spreading rumors that Syla was dead, but he’d had Relvin publish an article to further convince people of the falsehood. An obituary. Thanks to Vonla, who’d found a copy of the newspaper in the capital, Syla held it under her arm. She hadn’t been that tempted to read its lies yet. Or see what Relvin had written about her life when he’d penned the obituary.

“If he’s not staying in the castle, I suppose flying over the courtyard walls on a dragon, jumping down inside, and fighting my way to the throne room to deal with him wouldn’t work.” Syla had thought that sounded suicidal, but when Vorik had suggested it, she’d allowed herself to grow wistful at the idea of a simple solution.

“I… wouldn’t think so, Your Majesty,” Celena said. “Are you a brilliant sword master? Like your mother? And your sisters were known to challenge soldiers to practice too.”

“I’m not, but I know a brilliant sword master.” Syla looked back toward the machine shop.

For some reason, Vorik hadn’t followed her to the farmhouse, but she sensed that he was still over there. Maybe he’d spotted Celena on one of the horses and worried the presence of a stormer would alarm a woman not familiar with him.

“And you have a dragon. That brilliant and beautiful red dragon.” Celena looked around. “But she’s not here, is she? She’s been spotted flying around the countryside without a rider, and people are afraid that means the obituary is true, that you did die in the fighting at Harvest Island. They think she’s trapped here forever, not able to escape the barrier without a link to you. Some think she’ll haunt all the people on Castle Island for all eternity.”

“She would more likely haunt their livestock.” Syla paused to consider that Wreylith might be trapped on the island if someone succeeded in killing her. Even with Syla still among the living, the dragon’s ability to fly through the Bogberry Island barrier had come with difficulties. The shielders, it seemed, were persnickety. “Maybe she would have to find someone else with a moon-mark to bond with so she could escape.” Syla smiled at the thought of Aunt Tibby riding on Wreylith’s back, though the dragon would be more likely to pick someone like Teyla. “She would find a way out, I’m sure.”

“Your Majesty?” Celena asked.

“Sorry. I’m musing to myself. Wreylith is elsewhere on the island, distracting people for me.” Syla decided not to mention her dragon’s interest in searching for caves.

“Did you hear any news in the city about my father?” Teyla asked Captain Vonla as much as Celena. “About his death and why someone would have killed him in the first place? It sounds like… from Syla’s description, it wasn’t an accident.”

“It was not,” Syla said.

“But nobody on the estate should have had a reason to kill him,” Teyla continued. “He wasn’t always my most staunch supporter, especially when he locked me in my room with those stupid books, but he wasn’t cruel in general. We were never that close, especially after Mother passed, but he didn’t collect enemies. Relvin rubs a lot of people the wrong way, but Father was subtler about his ambitions.”

“I didn’t hear anything about that, my Lady,” Vonla said.

“His death was recent,” Syla pointed out. “This morning, we think. So the news probably hasn’t made it to the capital yet.”

“I suppose,” Teyla said, “but if some of the staff left, news like that could spread rapidly.”

“It sounds like I’ll have to go to the capital myself to search for Fograth.” Syla had planned to head there anyway. She was more concerned about getting the throne back than anything else; once she had control again, she could have the murder of Teyla’s father investigated. But how would she find Fograth if she had to skulk around and worry about being spotted at every turn?

“Wherever he’s staying, he’ll have troops around him. You should take me if you go.” Vonla lowered her voice to a whisper to add, “I’ve never ridden on a dragon before.”

“It’s probably not quite like what you expect. I wonder if I should return to Lyvor and check on Tibby’s progress with the shielder first. I’ll have an easier time convincing General Dolok and other military men to support me if I can return protection to Harvest Island before…”

“Walking up to Fograth and punching him in the face?” Teyla asked.

“I don’t usually punch people,” Syla said.

“I would be happy to do it for you.”

“Can’t the dragon bite off his head, Your Majesty?” Celena sounded more enthused than horrified by the idea.

“That might be more effective than my punches,” Teyla said, “though I’m not bad at them. Remember our sergeant of the estate, Hyak? He taught me how to rotate my body and put all of my power into a punch. I even learned to break a board.”

“A dragon can snap an entire tree in half,” Celena said.

“There’s no technique I could learn that would allow me to match a dragon for power,” Teyla said.

“I think Celena wants to see Fograth beheaded.” Syla didn’t know what to think of all the vengeful, bloodthirsty women around her.

Celena nodded. “I don’t want a scheming minor lord to have the throne. They’re all… even if Fograth isn’t a regular at the brothel, most of the ones who come down there are self-important and loathsome. Besides, Your Majesty, you’re the best person to rule the Kingdom. And you’re the rightful one.”

“Thank you.”

“I have more news, Your Majesty,” Vonla said.

Syla braced herself. “Go ahead.”

“Fleet ships are searching the waters all along the Castle Island coastline. They have orders to find the vessels that brought you here and capture them, especially the one carrying the weapons platform.”

“Those are Island Lord Oyenar’s ships, not enemy vessels,” Syla said, though she’d already assumed the fleet had those orders.

“Nonetheless, they carried you here, so…”

“Fograth is ordering them to be treated poorly?”

“Captured is what the orders supposedly are. Not sunk. Fograth mostly wants that weapons platform.”

“Doesn’t everybody?” Syla murmured, though the stormers had wanted it sunk, not to acquire it for themselves. “Do you think he knows that only Tibby and I can operate it?”

“Probably not.”

Syla could technically make it so someone else with a moon-mark could use it, but she had no plans to help Fograth gain power.

“He may only want to make sure you can’t use it,” Teyla told Syla.

“If I were using it, it would be to take back Harvest Island, something everyone in the Kingdom should want.”

Teyla spread her arms, then looked up the road.

Syla sensed Vorik approaching so wasn’t surprised when he appeared at her shoulder, but the grimness on his face was darker than it had been earlier.

“Everything all right?” She wondered if a conversation with his dragon had been the reason for his delay.

“It is not, no.”

“Bad news?” she asked.

Vorik waved to the side, silently requesting privacy.

Syla nodded and held up a finger, telling Vonla, “We’ll go back to Lyvor before heading to the capital. Teyla, I need to royally requisition your carriage.”

“You can have it,” she said, “as long as I can come along.”

“Of course,” Syla said before the niggling doubt about Teyla possibly being her father’s murderer returned to her mind. But even if she had done it, that didn’t mean she couldn’t be an ally to Syla in dealing with Fograth. “Grab some supplies out of the farmhouse. There should be plenty of food in the kitchen. Maybe even tarts and cobblers.” She smiled in Vorik’s direction.

He’d stepped to the side and his face remained grim, not brightening even at the mention of desserts.

“I’ll handle it, Your Majesty,” Vonla said, then headed into the house with Teyla.

“What happened?” Syla asked when she joined Vorik, speaking softly since the Royal Protectors remained outside with them.

“Jhiton is alive.”

She blinked. “Agrevlari told you that?”

“Yes, and I saw him.” Vorik pointed toward the cloudy night sky. “He flew over Castle Island and looked right at me.”

“Did he communicate with you?” Syla had hoped Jhiton had been dead, but after learning that the magically enhanced Lesva had survived, she wasn’t that surprised by the man’s resurrection. He’d seemed as powerful as Lesva and Vorik, if not more powerful.

“No, but I think Agrevlari spoke to Ozlemar and that he and Jhiton are heading to the meeting of the tribes. If I show up and want to challenge Chieftess Shi for leadership and deliver your message, I’ll first have to face Jhiton—and explain to everyone my actions in the mine. Lesva has already told people what happened, and Jhiton will back up her account. He knows exactly what I did.”

“What you did was save Tibby’s life. And probably mine too. Lesva wouldn’t have stopped trying to kill me.”

“My people won’t appreciate those choices.” Vorik shook his head bleakly.

“Maybe I should send Agrevlari with a letter to your leaders, saying I’m open to negotiations, and you should stay here.”

“A letter wouldn’t do anything to sway the vote among the stormer chiefs and bring this war to an end.”

“What would? It doesn’t sound like your people will listen to you even if you’re allowed to challenge your chief to a duel and win.”

“I know, but… I have to try, don’t I?” Vorik rubbed his head, not looking that certain. “I would rather stay with you and help you take back your throne, but then what? If there’s not a resolution between our peoples…”

“We can figure that out later. Maybe if I give you political asylum here and later send you as an official envoy with diplomatic immunity, you could walk into your camp and not be immediately slain. There is a precedent for that. Your people and mine have recognized diplomatic immunity in the past.”

“Yes, I’m aware, but exiled stormers were never the ones who received that immunity. They were Kingdom diplomats that your people sent to negotiate with mine.”

“Well, this would be a first, then. Would you like me to have a special robe made for you? Our diplomats usually wear blue with silver-fur trim with the Garden Kingdom emblem on the chest.”

“That’s two crossed scythes, isn’t it? And a wheat stalk? Wearing grain on my chest would surely impress Jhiton and keep him from running me through.”

“I could send tarts along for you to give people too.”

“That might sway some of the chiefs, but Jhiton would skewer a tart with his sword.”

“He really is an animal, isn’t he?” Syla almost told herself not to speak ill of the dead, but he wasn’t dead, she reminded herself. Throwing insults at a living enemy seemed permissible.

“A ruthless predator.”

Syla remembered the cold eyes of the man who had, without any hint of sympathy, ordered that drug injected into her vein and questioned her. Even worse than that, he’d been the one to lead the initial invasion of the Kingdom, to order the royal family be slain.

“Stay here, Vorik,” Syla whispered. “I’m afraid that even if you show up with my emblem and my tarts, the stormers will kill you instead of listening to you or giving you a chance to challenge your chief.”

“I think if I show up with your emblem, they’ll especially kill me,” he said dryly.

How could he sound even slightly amused by the prospect?

Syla gripped his arm, afraid he would go even if it was unwise. No, even if it was suicidal.

“Don’t go.” She gazed into his eyes, almost tempted to draw upon her magic, to try to make him obey the order. But she’d tried to use her power on him before, and it hadn’t worked. For good or ill, he had power of his own, and he couldn’t be manipulated. Not by magic. “I’ll make you ten tarts,” she tried instead. “And a cobbler. Five cobblers.”

“That sounds magnificent.” Vorik smiled sadly and touched her jaw.

“But you’re not going to stay.”

He patted her hand, letting his rest on hers, though he was poised to step back and out of her grip. “Not if there’s a chance that, by going, I can help our people find a peaceful way forward. And maybe if I can convince the stormers to want to vie for peace and make it clear we’ll only negotiate with you, that might also help you in your quest for your throne.”

Syla wanted to try again to change his mind, to tell him that having him fighting at her side would be the best way to ensure she could retake the throne, but she recognized that she wouldn’t sway him. Maybe, after the choices he’d made in the mine, he had believed he would walk away from his people, but things had changed.

With her throat tight with emotion, Syla said, “Then I’ll request that you be careful and not do anything foolish. Have a plan before walking in. I’ll agree to whatever within reason you offer your people to entice them to negotiate with mine. As long as they let you live.”

Vorik didn’t point out that she wasn’t yet in a position to offer him or his people anything on behalf of the Kingdom.

“I’ll keep your wise counsel in mind.” He kissed her, then slipped out of her grip and turned.

“Wait,” Syla blurted, tears threatening to creep into her eyes.

Vorik turned back, his eyebrows rising.

Syla wanted to make one more attempt to sway him. Images came to mind of Jhiton leaping out of the shadows and slitting his throat as soon as Vorik walked into their camp. But his jaw was set with determination. He didn’t need her breaking down and weeping to make things harder.

“You can’t go without any food,” she said, then held up a finger and jogged into the house.

Teyla and Vonla had already gathered jars, jerky, and bags of dried fruit and vegetables from the pantry. Syla grabbed a large bag to pack for Vorik. Realizing he would have to walk and then swim before reaching his dragon, she didn’t select as many items as she might have otherwise, but she picked a number of tasty foods, including persimmons, a rarer fruit grown on the farm that he might not have had before. She also selected a few jars of jams, trusting he and his people might find them novel and flavorful, and a loaf of bread, a brick of cheese, and a few bags of dried fruit. When she spotted sugar-sprinkled, dragon-scale cookies, she almost filled a sack with them. If he got tired of carrying so much food… well, he could snack along the way.

“Do you need help with anything, Your Majesty?” Celena asked from the doorway as Vonla and Teyla walked out with their own provisions.

“Just selecting foods suitable to buy the love of stormers.”

Celena looked toward Vorik, who waited by the carriage.

“Not that one,” Syla said, “though he’ll definitely eat some of this.”

“I actually brought a few sweets along if you want to send them. I wasn’t sure how long I’d be away from home but didn’t have much time to pack so grabbed what I was working on in the kitchen.”

“If you have anything particularly delicious, I’ll send it.”

“All of my food is delicious, Your Majesty.”

Syla recalled that Celena had dreams of starting a bakery. “Of course. I remember the cookies.”

“I have some of those and some chocolates and also chocolate nut butters. Those don’t take any baking, and my kids love them. Adults do too.”

“I have no doubt.”

Celena hurried to the carriage, then returned with tins of cookies and jars of the nut butters. Vorik gripped his chin and watched in bemusement as she and Syla maneuvered everything into one bag, then brought it to him. His nose twitched a few times as he peered in.

“The dragon-scale cookies and persimmons are for you,” Syla said. “And maybe the bread since that doesn’t stay fresh for long. I wrapped it in oilskin so that it’ll stay dry if you have to swim. The rest of the stuff you can share with your people. Maybe that’ll entice them and make them want to explore my proposal.”

“I would think so.” Vorik accepted the bag with a bow.

“I also tucked in one of my new salves. I’ve been using my power to imbue healing formulations with magical power.”

“Excellent. I may need such a salve.”

“Everyone needs such a salve. Oh, but I forbid you from giving anything to your brother.”

“Nothing at all? Not even a cookie? How will we sway him to our side?”

“Is that likely to happen?”

“Probably not. And I doubt he’s going to be in the mood to accept anything from me.” Vorik grimaced.

Syla wished she hadn’t brought Jhiton up. She didn’t want Vorik to leave feeling grim.

“You can give him a cookie if you think it will help.” She gripped his shoulders and kissed him. “That’s in case…” In case he didn’t survive this and she never saw him again. But she didn’t want to say that. That was even grimmer than the reminder that his possibly vengeful brother would be waiting for him. “Just in case,” she said.

“Yes.” His return kiss promised he understood the unspoken as well as the spoken.

It was tender and sweet rather than raw and passionate, and tears threatened Syla’s eyes again. She was the one to withdraw and whisper, “Goodbye and good luck, Vorik.”

“I’ll bid you the same luck. No, better luck.”

“Thank you.”

He bowed again to her, arranged the sack over his shoulder, and walked off into the night.

“Where’s he going?” Teyla asked, walking past with water jugs in her arms.

Syla barely resisted the urge to blurt the words, To get himself killed.

She hoped that wasn’t the case. Even if it was, she wanted to be supportive.

“Back to his people,” was what she said, “to challenge his chieftess for control of his tribe.”

“Huh.” Teyla, who didn’t yet know what had happened in the salt mine, didn’t know what an impossible task that would be. “Do we want that?”

“I think, for the future of the Kingdom and the stormers, we should, yes.”

“Huh,” Teyla repeated.
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“Does it seem strange to you that you’re riding in a carriage with a wobbly wheel when you have a dragon?” Teyla asked as the horses took them down the highway toward Lyvor. She, Syla, Captain Vonla, and the Royal Protectors all rode inside. Celena, perhaps not wanting to squish in with everyone else, had volunteered to sit with the coachman. “Sorry about the wheel, by the way,” Teyla added. “That happened when it went careening off across a field after your dragon toasted the enforcer wagon.”

“It’s fine.” Syla looked out the window at the dark countryside, already missing Vorik.

They hadn’t seen him along the way, or Syla would have offered him a ride to the coast, but he could run fast and had probably traveled miles before the carriage had departed the farm. She hoped she hadn’t laden him down with so much food that he would struggle to swim out beyond the barrier and reach Agrevlari. No, Vorik could probably manage that feat while carrying an entire kitchen pantry on his back. Or maybe a pie safe filled to the brim. She smiled at the thought.

Syla herself had been tempted to ride on a horse, but the carriage hid them from the curious eyes of travelers—and spies. That was why she’d ordered the Royal Protectors, with their signature gold-trimmed blue uniforms, to ride inside with them, though the broad-shouldered men made it a tight fit.

“I’ve ridden in all manner of conveyances lately,” Syla added, thinking of the armored carriage in which she’d been taken prisoner back on Harvest Island—and the handsy sergeant who had wanted to force an heir upon her. “This isn’t the worst, by far.”

“It was quite nice before the wobble,” Teyla said, then fell silent again.

She had also been gazing pensively out the window for much of the trip. Thinking of her father’s passing, perhaps. A few times, she’d started conversations, and it had seemed like she was trying to distract herself. Haunted by the deaths of so many of her family members, Syla understood all too well the need to do so.

She rubbed her eyes and yawned. The group had rested for a few hours before taking off, but everyone had agreed that traveling in the dark would make them less likely to be spotted—or intercepted by enforcers—so they’d departed after midnight.

“Wreylith is still on the island, right?” Teyla asked. “In case we need her?”

“Yes. She’s soaring about to vex and confuse the spies.” Syla didn’t mention that Wreylith was hunting for real estate—cave estate—and probably ignoring the humans on Castle Island completely. She didn’t know if the dragon would appreciate her informing everyone about her pregnancy.

“Maybe she should soar over the capital,” Vonla suggested, “in case she spots Fograth traveling to or from the castle.”

“A beheading-by-dragon would be the most efficient way to remove your competition from the throne, Syla,” Teyla said.

“You don’t think a dragon slaying someone in a public city street would alarm the populace?” Syla asked, though she might not be that upset if Wreylith efficiently removed Fograth for her. Too bad there were so many other ambitious people who wanted the throne. Such an act wouldn’t necessarily end the problem.

“It would alarm them,” Vonla said, “but you might want that.”

Teyla nodded. “Others would be less likely to attempt to usurp the crown if they knew being chomped on by a dragon was a possible repercussion.”

“I never would have expected that my female advisors would be my most grisly.”

The Royal Protectors had been looking out the windows for trouble and not presuming to partake in the conversation, but one did nod.

“Sergeant Fel is pretty blunt too,” Teyla said. “You need people who say things like they are.”

“I’m not an advisor, Your Majesty,” Vonla said, “just a lowly captain, but I would be pleased to offer counsel whenever you wish.”

“I’m happy to advise you.” Teyla waved at herself. “As a relative, I think it’s my right. I need to make sure you stay alive and get your throne back, because who else would approve an archaeological expedition to the Dire Desert, with me as the team lead and perhaps a dragon to go along with me and eat any wyverns that think humans are delicious?”

“I was going to say you’ve the finances to put together your own team,” Syla said, “but if you want dragon assistance… money can’t buy that.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Enough elioks and horn hogs might.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Your Majesty,” one of the Royal Protectors said, “we’re descending toward the coast and Lyvor, but you may want to rethink visiting the town.” He pointed out the window on his side of the carriage and leaned back so she could see out.

After all the chaos she’d endured, Syla half expected to find the city had been attacked and was in flames, but it looked peaceful enough sprawling along its protected harbor as dawn approached. In the wan, early-morning light, it took her a moment to realize that more ships had arrived. Warships. Her stomach sank.

“I suppose I should have expected that. The enforcers we fought had to have glimpsed me. I hope I didn’t endanger Aunt Tibby by leaving her there, but she needed the magical tools and raw materials at the glassworks to have a chance at creating a shielder.” Syla bit her lip, second-guessing herself. “Fel stayed with her at least.”

“Your bodyguard is an earnest warrior,” Teyla said, “but not a match for the entire fleet.”

“Major Hixun gave him a couple of flares.”

“You think that would turn the tide?”

“No, but Fel could have signaled to Hixun to pick them up at the cove where we landed if he spotted trouble in the city.”

“Those ships may have just arrived,” Vonla said, also peering out the window.

“Let’s hope so and that the fleet hasn’t had time yet to search the city,” Syla said. “I don’t know how far along Tibby will be, but maybe she can borrow tools, and we can move her and her project back aboard the Fanged Whale and take her… hm. As strange as it seems, it might be safer to sail her over to Harvest Island.”

“You plan to do all that without the fleet seeing?” Teyla asked. “And capturing your Fanged Whale?”

“With luck, yes. Otherwise, one of the fleet ships will have to give us transportation.”

“And your accommodations would be where? In their dungeon?”

“We’d have to take over the ship, I suppose,” Syla said.

“Like… capture it?” Teyla asked.

“Essentially.”

“Shall we ride up to the dock in our wobbly carriage and send your two Royal Protectors out to confront a crew that includes dozens of armed soldiers? And is surrounded by other warships with similar crews?”

The Royal Protectors exchanged looks with each other from opposite benches in the carriage.

“Of course not,” Syla said, though with Wreylith’s help, she might be able to take over a ship. But even if the timely arrival of a dragon cowed the men, she would need a willing crew to sail her to Harvest Island. “There would have to be suborning, I’d imagine.”

“The way you suborned Captain Vorik?” Teyla asked.

“Not… exactly.”

Wreylith? Syla reached out telepathically, sure they would need the dragon’s assistance before the morning was over. Maybe before the hour was over. We could use your help back in Lyvor.

“Captain Vorik does seem suborned,” Vonla mused.

“Smitten,” Teyla said. “I think by Syla’s boobs. He looks at them a lot when he doesn’t think she’s looking. And also when she is looking.” Teyla lowered her voice to whisper, “I think she likes it.”

Syla’s cheeks warmed. “I had no idea you spent so much time watching him when we were on that expedition.”

“I was trying to determine if we could trust him. I actually thought, after all that chest inspecting, that we could, but then he took our components in the end anyway.” Teyla shrugged.

“His lieutenant took them. Vorik—” Syla glimpsed a streak of orange in the sky to the east of the city and peered in that direction. Her first thought was that Wreylith had arrived already and streamed flames at a target, but that had been too narrow to be dragon fire, and it had been over the cove where Major Hixun had let her group off.

“That was a flare,” Vonla said.

Syla nodded. “It must be one of the ones that Hixun gave to Fel. If that’s him, and he wants to call our ship back, it makes sense that he would fire it from the cove, but… if he’s over there, who’s guarding Aunt Tibby?”

“Maybe she’s not in danger right now.”

Syla eyed the warships in the harbor, wishing she had a spyglass. Many were anchored in the water, but a few of them were docked. What if fleet soldiers were even now charging into the city and knew to check the glassworks?

Afraid she’d made a mistake by leaving Tibby there, Syla called to the coachman to pick up the pace. The carriage jerked and jolted as it increased speed, the wobble of the damaged wheel more pronounced, and it jostled the women about.

The caves on this island are insufficient in size for a dragon of my stature, Wreylith finally replied.

Is there any chance that means you’re on your way?

I do not care for their tubular nature and the way so many that would be large enough for me to fly into also extend deep into the core of the island. One does not want enemies to be able to attack from behind when one is nesting in a cave. Your islands were formed by volcanic activity, yes?

Most of them were, yes. We’re going to need your assistance soon, please. There are fleet ships in the Lyvoran Freight Harbor, and Fel just called for Hixun to charge in with our ships. They’re going to be captured if we don’t help.

Yes, yes, I will come to assist you. Oh, that cave right by the waterline is most intriguing. Are those stalactites? That would imply limestone, yes? Perhaps that was formed over the eons by an uplifted coral reef.

Syla groaned.

“Sorry.” Teyla gripped the seat back as the carriage bounced and wobbled its way down the road and into town. “I didn’t mean to elbow you.”

“It’s all right. That’s not why I was groaning. Our dragon ally is… distracted.”

“Does that mean she’s not going to help you suborn a warship?” Teyla asked.

“I think she’ll come eventually, but it may not be as promptly as we’d like.”

“Look out!” the coachman’s voice rang out from the bench. The road had flattened out as they entered town. “Get out of the way!”

“Maybe I should have suggested a stealthier incursion,” Syla said as someone outside cursed him, a man with a cart hurrying to get out of the way.

“Sorry!” came Celena’s voice. “Here! Have a cookie!”

“Is your brothel spy pelting people with baked goods?” Teyla asked.

“It looks like she was aiming at the cart. She wants to start her own bakery business one day.”

“It bounced off that man’s ear. That’s an interesting method of distributing free samples.”

Syla pressed her cheek to the window to eye the route ahead, hoping she wouldn’t see enforcers or fleet soldiers. A man walking a couple of hounds scurried out of the carriage’s path and waved a fist at them.

“It’s hard to be stealthy and hurry at the same time,” Vonla observed.

A loud kerthunk accompanied a lurch that tilted the carriage sideways amid scraping noises. Bumps, jolts, and gravity sent Syla sliding into the door, with Teyla, Vonla, and the Royal Protectors crushing against her. A lot more than an elbow jabbed her. She gasped as the carriage came to a stop.

“What happened?” one of the Royal Protectors asked, pushing himself away from the door.

“I think the wheel finally fell off,” Teyla said.

“We have to get to the glassworks.” As soon as the others shifted off her, Syla opened the door.

“I’ll go first, Your Majesty.” One of the Royal Protectors leaned over to grip her shoulder and keep her from exiting, though gravity almost sent Syla tumbling into the street anyway.

Vonla was the first one to slip out, landing on her feet with her sword in hand as she looked all around. Syla tried to climb out after her, but both Royal Protectors eased her aside to ensure they went out first. At least they seemed loyal to her. It had been some time since one of her own people had tried to assassinate her.

“Not that such things will matter if the crews of those warships find me,” Syla muttered, finally able to climb out with Teyla, who also landed with her sword in hand.

Other than a few street vendors and pedestrians gaping at them, the area was surprisingly calm, not conveying the urgency that Syla felt after seeing all those ships. And Fel’s flare.

“This way, Your Majesty.” Vonla jogged away from the carriage.

Syla realized this was the road leading to the glassworks. With the Royal Protectors on either side, she, Teyla, and Celena followed Vonla, leaving the coachman to tend the horses. Nobody intercepted them as they ran toward the glassworks. The large carriage doors on the side of the building stood open with Tabuvar leaning against the frame and looking down the street perpendicular to theirs, one that led in the direction of the harbor.

“Where’s Aunt Tibby?” Syla called when Tabuvar noticed them coming.

He pointed down the side street. “Right there.” He must not have seen the crash of their carriage or have learned about the warships in the harbor because he sounded calm. Even amused. “Hoping the way is downhill all the way to the docks.”

His words made sense as soon as Syla reached the intersection. Aunt Tibby and a gangly apprentice wearing an apron with the glassworks name on it were pushing a huge sphere wrapped in canvas down the center of the street. Twine crisscrossed it in dozens of places, holding the canvas in place like a giant Winterberry Festival package.

That could only be the shielder artifact. Had Tibby completed it?

Syla couldn’t sense any magic from a block away, but she remembered that the artifacts didn’t give off much of a signature when they were dormant.

“Your bodyguard is getting a wagon, I believe,” Tabuvar told Syla, “but he’s been gone longer than Lady Tibby expected. She decided to start pushing it on her own.”

“Fel must have seen the warships. Tibby can’t push it to the harbor, or the fleet will get it. We have to go back to that cove.” Syla recalled the road out of town and how it went uphill for at least a mile before flattening out for another mile or two before turning downhill into the cove. “We’ll need a wagon. A large wagon.”

Syla lifted a hand, intending to call to Tibby, but two enforcers in gray uniforms ran into an intersection a block ahead of the sphere. They paused and gaped, first at Tibby and her wrapped load, but then they spotted Syla. Their eyes widened with recognition, and, too late, she thought of springing into the glassworks building to avoid being seen. The enforcers waved and called to someone out of sight back on the street they’d been patrolling.

“Look out, Aunt Tibby!”

“Defend the queen,” Vonla barked at the two Royal Protectors, then ran toward the enforcers.

“Get inside,” Tabuvar called to Celena, Syla, and Teyla.

Two fleet soldiers joined the enforcers, and the troops ran up the street toward the wrapped shielder. Tibby’s pushing assistant darted into an alley, leaving her alone to try to maneuver the sphere. Syla didn’t have a weapon, and her instincts told her to obey Tabuvar and hide inside, but she couldn’t leave Tibby in the middle of the street with the very prize they’d fought for weeks to be able to construct. Vonla had almost reached Tibby, but she couldn’t fight four armed men by herself.

“We have to help guard my aunt,” Syla told the Royal Protectors, then hurried toward the sphere.

But the enforcers and soldiers didn’t attack Tibby. They ran past the sphere as they drew their weapons, with their eyes locked upon Syla.

“Stand down, men!” one of the Royal Protectors called. “This is your queen.”

“You should fall to your knees,” the other said.

“I’d settle for them putting their swords away,” Syla murmured.

The troops didn’t slow down or sheathe their weapons. They knew exactly who Syla was and clearly had orders to make sure she didn’t keep roaming the countryside, plotting against Lord Fograth.

Vonla intercepted the troops, engaging with one of the men in front while angling herself so the others couldn’t easily flank her. But only the soldier she attacked paid attention to her. The others continued on with zealous determination in their eyes.

A roar came from an alley before someone leaped out and attacked one of the enforcers. Fel had returned.

By the time the remaining men, a soldier and enforcer, reached Syla’s group, the numbers were equal, and the two Royal Protectors stepped out to meet them. As swords clashed, the noise ringing from the brick walls of the surrounding buildings, Syla stepped back into the glassworks doorway. Tabuvar had wisely disappeared inside with Celena. Teyla remained at Syla’s side.

“I guess I’m your bodyguard until Fel finishes that enforcer,” she said.

“Or we could both hide inside,” Syla offered, though she hadn’t moved to do so. If she could touch one of the men, she wasn’t without power that she could use to defend herself. But hopefully that wouldn’t be necessary.

She leaned out to look up the street they’d come down, wondering about acquiring a wagon, but swore when she spotted an entire squadron of fleet soldiers marching toward the glassworks. Their leader saw the fight and must have guessed at the significance of the Royal Protectors.

“That way!” the man barked and ordered his troops to charge.

“So much for the numbers being even.” Syla reconsidered hiding in the glassworks. There was a back door out of the building by the living quarters, but she didn’t want to abandon Tibby and Fel—and she certainly didn’t want to leave the shielder in the middle of the street.

Someone fighting outside grunted in pain and pitched to the ground. Fel’s opponent. Fel spun to look at Tibby, but nobody had stopped to pick a fight with the fifty-something bespectacled engineer, leaving her and what they had to consider a giant mysterious package to deal with later. Fel ran toward the troops battling the Royal Protectors, but the fleet squadron had arrived, swelling the enemy numbers.

Tabuvar stepped up to Syla’s shoulder, grim-faced and now holding a crossbow. “Hide in the tool closet, Your Majesty. I’ll⁠—”

The shattering of glass came from the front of the workshop. Syla winced, expecting an explosive, but the enforcer responsible had used a sword hilt. He reached through and unlocked the front door of the shop.

Cursing, Tabuvar lifted his crossbow. “They’re coming from all sides.”

He fired at the enforcer opening the door, making the man pause and back out of sight for a moment. But more uniformed troops were visible through the broken window.

Wreylith? Syla asked. Is there any chance that you’re nearby?

Syla groped for a way she could help if the dragon wasn’t anywhere around.

I am nearby, Wreylith boomed, the power of her telepathic voice promising that she was indeed close. Tell your people to extricate themselves from among the enemy forces.

That’ll be hard for them to do.

Fel was in the middle of fighting two men at once, and the Royal Protectors were entangled with their foes as well.

Don’t light anyone on fire, please, Syla added, guessing what Wreylith had in mind.

The dragon harrumphed into her mind.

A moment later, her red-scaled form came into view, flying low over the buildings as she headed toward them. With a great roar, she landed on the rooftop of the glassworks, turning so that she could see the surrounding streets and the combatants.

The clangs of swords faltered as men paused to look up. Smoke wafted from Wreylith’s nostrils.

Two men swore and ran into alleys, but the fleet leader yelled, “Stay, men! Get the women!”

His troops held their swords uncertainly toward Wreylith.

Her long neck flexed, then snapped like a whip, and her head darted down with viper-like speed. Her jaws snapped, and she knocked the leader’s sword out of his grip as she picked him up in her great maw. She flung him screaming over buildings to disappear into a street a block away. Without pausing, her head snapped down toward another target. Someone dared fire a crossbow at her. The quarrel glanced off her shoulder without doing noticeable damage.

“My people, get out of the street!” Syla waved for Fel, Tibby, and the Royal Protectors to join her inside.

Even as Wreylith plucked up or outright crushed men, more smoke was wafting from her nostrils. She wanted to roast someone. Probably because of irritation that the men had interrupted her cave hunt.

Fel and the Royal Protectors ran into the glassworks, dodging Wreylith as she attacked another man, one who tried to swing his sword at her before she plucked him up. Unlike the stormers’ gargoyle-bone blades, the metal edge didn’t pierce her scales, and Wreylith ignored the attack. She tossed the man over a building in the same direction as the first.

As the Royal Protectors entered the glassworks, pushing Syla gently but determinedly back from the carriage doors, she lost view of some of the fight, but she realized that Tibby hadn’t abandoned the sphere. Worse, two newly arrived enforcers were charging toward her. Maybe they’d realized Syla wasn’t reachable at the moment—and that Aunt Tibby was. Or maybe someone had grasped the significance of the sphere.

“Look out, Aunt Tibby!” Again, Syla waved for her to come join them. The sphere, if it had been made as sturdily as the others, could surely withstand damage if the men reached it. As she’d just noted, they didn’t have magical weapons to hurl at it.

“I haven’t had an opportunity to make more explosives,” Tibby cried in frustration as the men advanced.

“Just get out of there!” Syla yelled as Fel ran out of the glassworks and toward her.

The choice to do so almost resulted in his death. With the street clear of allies, at least from Wreylith’s perspective on the roof above, she started streaming fire onto the enemies around the glassworks.

Fel cursed and sprinted sideways, surely feeling the heat from the flames as they struck the street, cracking cobblestones with their intensity and engulfing men. Syla winced and gripped a post for support, wanting to cry for the dragon to stop, that those were Kingdom men. But they’d been trying to kill her, so how could she blame Wreylith for treating them like enemies?

Try not to kill them, Syla urged the dragon, though screams abruptly cut off, and the smell of scorched flesh promised some men had already suffered that fate.

Fel, the back of his uniform singed, reached Tibby and the sphere. The two men who’d been running toward her had already stopped, not because of Fel but because they were gaping at the dragon fire, and flames erupting in awnings and from anything flammable on the nearby buildings.

“Where’s my wagon?” Tibby demanded as Fel reached her side with his mace.

“I thought getting help was more important,” he said.

“Getting this out of here and to Harvest Island is more important than anything.” Tibby slapped the side of the sphere.

“Not anything.” Fel glared at her.

Their would-be attackers turned and ran away. All the remaining troops were doing the same, and, as the fires died out, Wreylith punctuating the event with another roar, Syla risked slipping past the Royal Protectors to step outside and look around. One of the men reached for her, intending to pull her back to safety, but Wreylith surprised everyone by lowering her maw and gripping Syla.

She squawked and held her spectacles to her face as Wreylith lifted her above the rooftop and tossed her toward her back. Twisting in the air, Syla barely managed to angle herself to land without falling off. She drew upon her power to magically anchor herself to the dragon’s scales, and none too soon. Wreylith launched into the air.

“Where are we going?” Syla blurted. “I can’t leave our allies.”

Unburdened by having to protect you, they should be able to reach your ships.

“I’m not a burden,” Syla said, offended, even if the soldiers and enforcers had been trying to reach her. To kill her.

You ride on my back and are the literal definition of a burden. Wreylith flew above the street toward the sphere.

“Well, you put me here.” Syla closed her mouth on further protests, reminded that Wreylith was doing her a favor.

It is your place. Wreylith lowered her talons and snatched up the giant sphere, startling Tibby and Fel.

Her wings beat rapidly, and she snarled and even roared as she exerted a great deal of effort to lift the huge, heavy object. Had the twine not wrapped it, she wouldn’t have been able to find purchase to grasp something so large, but with grit and more roaring, Wreylith lifted it above the rooftops.

I cannot carry this all the way to the Island of Eliok, she said.

Can you get it to our ship, the one carrying the weapons platform? We’ll need that to drive the dragons off Harvest Island before we can place the shielder. Syla looked back toward the glassworks. And I think we’ll need Aunt Tibby to activate it too.

I will carry no more weight, even for a short journey!

Understandable. Thank you for your help.

“Where are you going?” Vonla called, her voice faint as the dragon flew away.

“The cove!” Syla hoped Major Hixun had seen Fel’s flare and was on his way there. She also hoped that he could maneuver around all the fleet ships and reach the cove. “Meet us there!”

Wings beating hard and rapidly, muscles in her back straining, Wreylith flew over the rooftops and out of the city. Syla gaped as she had a view from above of the harbor and the streets around them. Many more fleet troops were streaming off gangplanks and into the city, all heading in the direction of the glassworks.

“The entire military is against us,” Syla whispered and hoped Tibby and the others could escape the city before the legions of men reached them.

The puny humans follow orders and nothing more. You will again command them, and they will follow your orders as easily as they have another’s.

Syla hoped that was true—and that she hadn’t abandoned Aunt Tibby and the others to a dreadful fate.
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You don’t need to fly so quickly, Vorik said as Agrevlari carried him across the Sea of Storms. The morning sun shone upon their faces as they navigated toward the coast of Froha and the camp Vorik hadn’t thought he would return to—not after he’d made his choice in the mine. And yet… here he was, only a few days later, on his way to face the ire of his people.

I am flying at a leisurely pace, Agrevlari said, while contemplating the future. In particular, my future.

Are you thinking about what you’ll do if I’m killed or exiled?

I am wondering if Wreylith will realize that I have many fine merits and wish me to be involved in the raising of our offspring.

Oh. I guess it was self-centered of me to think it was our future that you were pondering.

I have considered what I might do if you are no longer a stormer serving in the Sixteen Talons, as I do enjoy our many battles and adventures, but now that I’ve learned that Wreylith is with eggs, I find that occupying my thoughts.

Understandable. Vorik grimaced as the verdant coastline came into view ahead. If I were to become a father, it would be on my mind a lot too.

It is not a dragon tradition for males to be involved in the raising of offspring, but a female who feels a bond toward a male will sometimes accept assistance. For example, she might allow him to bring meat to her in the days before the laying of the eggs and also during the hatching and raising. Sometimes, though it is somewhat rare, the male may even be trusted to sit with the eggs or hatchlings while the female hunts. More typically, a female relative may take that role, but… I do not know how many relatives Wreylith has, do you? She has outlived many of her kin. The orange dragon, Igliana, is a niece of sorts, is she not?

I think so.

Vorik cared about Agrevlari’s musings regarding the future, but he caught himself wiping his palms on his trousers, nervous about how his people would react to his return. What would he say? Would he be allowed into the camp? What had Lesva and Jhiton said about him? Vorik dreaded facing them, but he assumed they would both be there. From what Agrevlari had reported, a few dragons lingered near Harvest Island, but most had departed with their riders—those riders who’d survived—after the mine disaster.

Igliana is young and likely inexperienced in the ways of motherhood, Agrevlari said. Wreylith might prefer my assistance.

Oh? Are you experienced in the ways of motherhood?

Fatherhood, certainly. Many cycles ago, I sired offspring, but I did not have a long-lasting bond with the female I mated with, so I was not involved in the raising of the hatchlings.

You have children, Agrevlari? You never told me.

We’ve not encountered those that have survived over the years. My mating and their raising was in the Southern Hemisphere, and their mother has passed, but I believe they remain wild dragons with little interaction with humans.

Fascinating. As they sailed closer to the coast, Vorik eyed the bare rocky ledge where he and Jhiton had fought over Syla. He spotted a rider on watch out there, someone gazing toward him without obvious surprise.

Since dragons could sense each other from a distance, Vorik assumed his approach had been reported. He looked warily up and down the coast for Ozlemar or any other dragons that might appear and impede their landing, but Agrevlari was the only winged being in the sky. Since the cave camp in the dense trees wasn’t accessible to dragons, that wasn’t too surprising, but Vorik also wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d been met with a barricade of fire and fangs.

If Wreylith is wise, she’ll accept your help and realize that you have many fine attributes. Though hatchlings weren’t his primary concern, in case Vorik didn’t survive the day, he wanted to say something positive to Agrevlari. His loyal dragon companion had often teased him about his relationship with Syla, but he’d never suggested it was stupid—or that Vorik was stupid. You’re a good friend, Agrevlari.

Yes. Do you believe the hatchlings will have Wreylith’s magnificent red coloring or mine? Or perhaps neither? Colors can be a wondrous surprise when it comes to dragons, but her brilliant, fiery scales would be most appealing in offspring.

I hope I live long enough to find out. Will you put me down where we landed last time? That little beach between the cliffs.

Certainly. I should warn you that Ozlemar and three other dragons are hunting inland over the meadows beyond the coastal forest. They are aware that we’ve arrived.

I understand. I hope they won’t take their vexation out on you. I was solely responsible for… my choices in the mine.

Oh, I’ve told them that repeatedly.

Vorik snorted. Your honesty is always appreciated.

They’ve suggested that your betrayal is a human matter, and they’ll let your people handle you.

The words your betrayal made Vorik wince, but he couldn’t deny their accuracy.

Apparently, Ozlemar has considered chomping you in half though.

That’s not surprising.

Agrevlari spread his wings and glided over the waves, seagulls and shark-beaked fulmars flying away from their perches in the cliffs as he approached. Nobody waited on the beach or the trail overlooking it.

After the dragon landed, Vorik braced himself and slid off, taking his weapons and the large sack of food that Syla had given him. With numerous jars inside, as well as the many other items she’d packed, it had a lot of heft. Maybe it was good that he hadn’t managed to retain any changes of clothing or other personal items during his chaotic night on Bogberry Island.

Wish me luck, Agrevlari.

If you don’t return, I’ll pine for many hours.

Only hours? Not even a day or two?

Since I’ll need to depart to offer my services as a father to Wreylith, there won’t be time for extended mourning. Hatchlings are born, and life goes on.

You’ll be a good father.

If she’ll let me be involved, certainly.

As Vorik climbed the trail leading toward the top of the bluff, his instincts told him that he was being watched, even though he didn’t see or sense anyone. Nerves wrestled in his belly. The animal path that led along the forested top of the bluff was quiet, save for the distant shrieking of a crying godbird and the nearby chattering of a fanged squirrel.

When he turned off the trail and toward the well-hidden cave, Vorik didn’t see anyone perched atop it—a customary watch station—but he continued to feel that someone was observing him. That wasn’t surprising, but something hinted of danger. His instincts knew it, and he had to fight away the urge to draw his sword. Instead, he kept his free hand out to the side, away from his weapons. He might be in danger, but he would not approach as an enemy.

I was not permitted to name any of the offspring from the last clutch I sired, Agrevlari said. Perhaps Wreylith will be open to my input on the matter. At least for male hatchlings. Females always think males are inferior, anyway.

We both know that’s not true. Outside the cave, Vorik eyed the branches overhead and gazed at ferns and brambles growing between the densely packed trees. He could hear voices inside, but someone was out here with him. Certain of it, he set the sack of food aside.

Of course, Agrevlari said, but female dragons have high opinions of themselves.

Deservedly so. You’ve a high opinion of Wreylith too.

She is magnificent. I have not contemplated names for some time. I will consider what might be appropriate. Unless you’ve some ideas from the many ballads you’ve memorized.

Can we save this discussion for later? I’m approaching my camp. In addition to hearing voices, Vorik was close enough to the cave entrance to sense people with power inside. Riders bonded to their dragons. Chieftess Shi was present as well as a few chiefs and chieftesses that he recognized but hadn’t seen for a while. Presumably, they’d arrived early for the meeting of the tribes.

At Vorik’s request, Agrevlari fell silent but only for a moment before adding, See if your people have any suggestions for male dragon names.

I’m certain that’s the first topic they’ll want to discuss with me.

Vorik was in the middle of rolling his eyes when his instincts shouted for him to get out of the way. Glimpsing movement above and to the right, he rolled left, somersaulting through the ferns. He drew his dagger instead of his sword and came up, spinning back toward the path.

A young stormer rider sprang toward him with a dagger of his own. Vorik dodged three rapid slashes before he identified his foe.

“Warrim,” he blurted, reluctant to counterattack.

But the twenty-year-old warrior was relentless, leaping over ferns and logs to try to cut Vorik down. “Traitor!”

“Yes. I came to discuss that. Give me a chance.”

Warrim leaped, feinted at Vorik’s face, and stabbed for his heart. But Vorik had recovered from the initial surprise and was fast enough to dodge the attacks. Though talented, his foe wasn’t enhanced by a dragon bond.

“You tried to kill the general!” Warrim swiped again, frustration more than cunning guiding his movements. “And everything was ruined because of you. Dragons died. Riders died. Yivonna died!”

As Vorik dodged a swipe for his throat, he recalled that was a female rider in a tribe Wingborn met with regularly.

Vorik shook his head. “I’m sorry, Warrim, but I’m not the reason everyone died. I want to explain and propose a future in which⁠—”

Another flurry of attacks forced him to break off. This was not the way to have a rational conversation.

The next time Warrim surged forward, slashing toward Vorik’s neck, Vorik dodged but also sprang toward the younger man. He bowled into Warrim before he could draw his arm back for another attack. Warrim didn’t give up. As he stumbled backward into the ferns, he jerked his arm in, trying to angle his dagger to stab Vorik.

Vorik caught him by the wrist and squeezed. Warrim gritted his teeth, struggling not to let go, but when Vorik applied more pressure, the young rider ultimately gasped and released the dagger.

Vorik grabbed the weapon, hoisted Warrim to his feet, and noticed that one of the people he’d sensed in the cave had come out.

Jhiton leaned against the side of the rock entrance, his bronze skin unusually pale with pain pinching the corners of his eyes. It hadn’t been that long since Vorik had delivered what he’d believed had been a fatal wound, so it was more surprising that Jhiton was upright than that a hint of pain showed on his face. He wore his twin long swords in their customary sheaths but hadn’t drawn them, and he showed little expression as he gazed at Vorik.

Vorik released Warrim and stood with his hands out. Tense, he waited for his brother to rail at him, to snarl in disgust, to complain about the betrayal, and to accuse him of… all that Vorik deserved to be accused of. Warrim looked back and forth between them, then scooted out of the way.

All Jhiton said was, “Come inside, Vorik. Tell us about this future you propose.”

The words didn’t drip sarcasm, as they might if someone else had delivered them, but an eyebrow twitch promised Jhiton wasn’t predisposed to be receptive. Vorik doubted anyone else would be either, but he set his shoulders, picked up his bag, and walked into the cave after Warrim.

More than a hundred sets of eyes—young, old, and all ages in between—looked at Vorik as he ducked past the stalactites in the entrance and stepped inside, the air heavy with the scent of burning wood and roasting meat. Some of those eyes were confused, some were disapproving, and a few were outright hostile.

Chieftess Shi stood with Chiefs Tenilor, Foxlon, and Velesh, as well as Chieftess Marvola and General Amalia of the Storm Guard. They were all in the back of the cave, their arms folded over their chests as they glared at him, and Vorik second-guessed his decision to return. The only good thing was that Lesva wasn’t there, at least not yet. He didn’t see anyone from her Moonhunt Tribe. But it might not matter. Nobody else was happy with him, and the chiefs looked like they might order all the riders and fighters in the camp to attack him at any second. And then there was Jhiton.

Jhiton leaned his shoulder against the cave wall and didn’t look like he would offer any support. That was fair—honestly, Vorik was surprised his brother’s gaze wasn’t more hostile—but it made him feel entirely alone.

Why were he and Syla doing this? Her people were trying to kill her, and his appeared to be on the verge of adopting the same stance toward him. Why hadn’t they instead flown off on their dragons together and left the Kingdom and stormers to figure things out on their own?

A boy with a ball near the front of the cave shifted, his eyes curious and concerned.

Vorik sighed. That was why he had to make this effort. For innocent people and for the future. And because he felt his duty and obligations keenly. He and Syla cared. They couldn’t give up. Either of them.

“Why have you returned, Vorik?” Chieftess Shi asked, her gray-blonde hair drawn back in a tight braid that made her lean face more severe. “You made your position clear when you disobeyed orders, joined our enemy, and attacked our people.” She extended her hand toward Jhiton. “Your own brother. Does his life mean nothing to you? You were willing to trade it for an enemy female who cares nothing for our people.”

Vorik bristled, tempted to defend Syla, but that would only make everyone angrier with him. “My brother’s life means a lot to me,” he said instead, “and I’m relieved that he survived the mine collapse.”

“And the sword in the gut,” Jhiton murmured.

Yes, that was the greater betrayal. Vorik had done that with his own hand.

“I apologize for that, Jhiton.” Vorik spoke loudly enough that everyone could hear. He couldn’t be defensive here or people would resent him. He had to be humble and apologize, and it wasn’t hard. He felt he was in the wrong, at least when it came to Jhiton. “In the heat of battle, decisions were made— No, I made a decision that I regret.” If Syla had been with her aunt and Jhiton had intended to attack her, Vorik wouldn’t have any regrets, but, in hindsight, he wouldn’t have made the choice again to stop his brother for the aunt’s sake. Especially since she’d been in the process of sabotaging the mine. By the gods, if he’d had another minute more to figure that out and confirm that Syla hadn’t been in the area, Vorik might have gone after Tibby himself. “I shouldn’t have attacked you. I never meant to strike a fatal blow.”

Vorik lowered his gaze toward Jhiton’s abdomen, still surprised that hadn’t been a fatal blow, especially since Jhiton had been buried afterward. How had he survived? And gotten out of the mine before it flooded?

“I was as surprised as you that you could land one,” Jhiton said dryly. “You’ve been practicing.”

Vorik’s throat swelled with emotion at hearing the customary dryness. “My older brother told me to.”

“Your transgression is not forgiven.” Shi frowned at Jhiton, as if irritated he wasn’t railing.

“Why have you returned, Vorik?” General Amalia asked as two of the chiefs conferred behind her.

The whispered word, “Exile,” floated to Vorik’s ears.

“Because…” Nervous, Vorik licked his lips and looked around the cave, at all the gazes upon him. “Because we—our people—have gone down the wrong path. We’ve made a mistake. We thought the gardeners were soft, that they would be an easy target. If we could get past their shields, we could easily destroy them or… even take them over and enslave them.” Eyebrows twitching, Vorik looked at Chief Tenilor, but he didn’t pause, not wanting to be interrupted. “Maybe deep down, we thought that because they’ve been protected for so long and don’t have to survive what we have to that they don’t deserve what they have. We’re better than they are. We should have those islands, right? But their people have been crafty. They’ve repelled us. I don’t have to tell you that we’ve suffered great losses. I believe that if we continue down this path—that if we keep underestimating them while overestimating ourselves and assuming we’re better—we will lose.”

Power flared in Jhiton, and his hand twitched toward one of his swords.

Vorik only saw it out of the corner of his eye, but, for a moment, there was something strange and unfamiliar about his brother, something far different from the calm familiarity of seconds before. Anger and raw power emanated from him.

When Vorik looked squarely at his brother, the unfamiliar power seemed to vanish. Jhiton appeared normal, his hand by his side, not on the hilt of a sword. It was as if Vorik had imagined the brief change.

“Your faith in our people’s abilities is inspiring,” Shi said, then looked back at the two chiefs who’d been discussing casting him out and nodded.

Vorik pushed aside concerns about his brother and continued before they could make his exile formal.

“To choose an unmarked and unknown path only to learn later that it was a mistake is understandable,” Vorik said. “Only the gods have the foresight to see the future and know which routes are wise to take and which are not. But once you know you’re on the wrong path, one that will lead to devastation, if you continue down it just because you’ve spent a lot of time and effort to do so already, then it’s stupidity.” Vorik lifted his chin. “We must abandon our course of action—this war with the gardeners—and choose a new path forward, one that can gain us the prosperity that we seek but that won’t kill any more of our people.”

For the first time, murmurs broke out in the cave. Vorik didn’t yet know all who’d died in the mine—and had more stormers been killed when those boats had been sucked under the lake?—but he suspected most people here had lost kin.

“Is your queen promising you that?” Shi sneered.

“She’s promised me nothing, but I know she’s flexible and open to alliances, more so than her predecessors. Even though we’ve lost people to the Kingdom, and they have—she has—suffered great losses to us, the queen doesn’t want an eternal war. She doesn’t want more death on either side. You should realize that.” Vorik pointed at Shi and Tenilor. “She invited you to negotiate on behalf of our peoples, but we chose treachery instead of accepting that invitation in good faith. Even so, she’s still willing to negotiate. I say we explore that path. It would be folly to remain set on a route that’s thus far brought only suffering and loss.”

“We got some fruit,” a boy whispered. “Pears and apples, and they were so good.”

The kid with the ball elbowed him. “But you lost your uncle. And Jahkim’s leg is broken and he can’t play.”

“Oh, yeah.” The first boy slumped.

“What you have to say matters nothing to us,” Shi said, ignoring the children. “Vorik, under my authority as chief, I⁠—”

“I challenge you,” he blurted to interrupt her, to keep her from formally declaring his exile.

The words startled everyone to silence, even Shi. Against the cave wall, Jhiton stirred, though he didn’t say anything. Once, he might have wanted this, but would he still?

“Chieftess Shi, I challenge you,” Vorik repeated in a more measured tone, “for your position as leader of the Wingborn Tribe.”

Fury flashed in her eyes, but Shi didn’t continue to declare his exile. If she did it now, it would look like she feared to fight him and wanted to get rid of him for that reason rather than because of the choices he’d made.

Did she care? Vorik didn’t know, but the way she looked around the cave made him think she wanted to save face, to make sure nobody had a reason to doubt her ability and right to lead the tribe.

Vorik sensed someone in the forest outside of the cave, a rider with the power of a dragon bond. Recognizing her, Vorik barely kept from groaning. He should have known Captain Lesva would be around for the meeting of the tribes.

Maybe Shi sensed her at the same time because some confidence returned to her face, and she stepped forward, her hands near her weapons.

“I accept your challenge, Vorik.”
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The Fanged Whale was sailing into the cove when Wreylith reached it, the canvas-wrapped shielder still gripped in her talons, but her wingbeats were growing weary. Twice on the way to the inlet, she’d dropped low enough that the sphere had scraped against the rocks. With a growl, she’d beat her wings harder, gaining altitude again.

Five ships had sailed from Bogberry to Castle Island with Syla, but only three entered the cove. She hoped the others had headed off in another direction to distract or lead pursuers away, and that they’d not been attacked and sunk.

Distant booms reached her ears. Cannons. They came from the direction of Lyvor, which was far closer to the cove than Syla would have wished, but, for the sake of her straining dragon, she was glad it was a short journey.

Wreylith plummeted, seeming almost out of control, toward the deck of the Fanged Whale, the weapons platform still strapped down on it. Syla leaned forward, hands plastered to the dragon’s back, worried they would crash. Even for a large magical creature, the shielder was a heavy load to carry. The crew must have been worried too because they scattered.

A few feet above the deck, Wreylith dropped the sphere. Syla winced. Since it had been made by her aunt and not yet tested, she worried the shielder wouldn’t have as great a durability as those that had been crafted by the gods.

The bigger problem was that, as soon as it struck down, it bounced and rolled.

“Stop that from hitting the railing!” Syla shouted as Wreylith’s momentum carried them past the ship. She envisioned the sphere crashing through the railing and falling into the sea.

Fortunately, it bumped into the weapons platform. Strapped down, the marble structure didn’t budge. The sphere, however, started rolling in the other direction.

Major Hixun was on deck and must have heard her, because he rushed toward it, yelling for crewmen to help him stop it.

Meanwhile, Wreylith banked, the tension leaving her body now that she’d dropped the heavy load. Almost sedately, she flapped her wings to fly back to the ship and land on the wheelhouse.

“Are there more people coming, Your Majesty?” Hixun looked toward the shoreline and the trail leading inland from the beach. “There are fleet ships all over out there, and some saw us and will head this way.”

“I think they’ll come, too, yes. Send a few dinghies to the beach, please.” Reminded of the predicament in which she’d left Tibby, Fel, and the others, Syla touched Wreylith’s back. I’m sorry I’m going to ask you to burden yourself again, but will you fly back so we can help the others?

Are there any more loathsome giant balls to carry?

No, and shielders are wondrous, not loathsome.

It was a far greater burden than a rider. Than even two riders. Wreylith growled, lifted a talon, and flexed it.

Did you break a nail? I have a salve for that.

Dragons do not have nails like feeble primates. The look Wreylith slanted back at Syla was baleful. I broke several claws.

You’ll like my salve then. It has magic in it to improve its potency. I’ve been working on learning to use my power to imbue medical substances to amplify their efficacy so they can help people to a greater extent even if I’m not around.

Is it slimy?

I wouldn’t consider it unctuous.

Slimy, Wreylith corrected. Many of your salves are slimy.

Dragons may experience tactile sensations differently than humans, but I maintain that nothing I craft is slimy. And the nail salve speeds the healing process, I believe by as much as three times the usual rate. Once all this chaos is over, I hope to perform a few tests on the new formulation to prove that, but I’m sure you’ll appreciate— Oh, never mind. My medical kit and my pack are still in the carriage. Damn, I could use both for the next stage of our journey. Will you⁠—

Wreylith sprang into the air. You are a most needy rider.

It’s your broken claws that I’m thinking of, but, uh, please prioritize finding the others so we can help them.

“Launch the dinghies,” Hixun called as Wreylith headed inland again.

Without the heavy sphere, the return trip went quickly. Smoke wafted up from burning buildings near the glassworks, but the fire didn’t look to have spread. Good. Syla didn’t want Tabuvar to be financially ruined—or be hurt himself—because he’d dared help them.

Uniformed men continued to flood the streets of Lyvor. Most of the civilian citizens had wisely hidden themselves indoors. Wreylith flew over the glassworks, but Syla didn’t see Tibby, Teyla, or her other allies below. Had they already left for the cove?

Near the guard towers at the entrance to town, shouts and the cracks of hand cannons rang out.

“That way,” Syla urged, guessing her comrades were at the heart of the chaos.

They soon came into view on the road heading out of town. Fel and Vonla had gotten a horse team with a wagon and were charging toward the towers, with Celena, Tibby, the Royal Protectors, and the numerous packs from the carriage bouncing in the back. The eyes of the horses were wide with fear—had they been running in a less confined area, they might have taken off, fleeing all the chaos of the city. Instead, they galloped toward the towers—and four squads of men crouched there with their weapons out.

Try to knock them out of the way without killing them, please, Syla told Wreylith as they flew closer.

The way the red dragon flapped her wings harder, arrowing toward the troops with smoke streaming from her nostrils, made Syla worry she would do things her own way. Maybe her broken claws were irritating her.

“Get out of the way!” Syla shouted toward the guards.

Wreylith opened her maw to roar.

The men glanced in her direction, then sprinted to the sides of the road. Wreylith flew low over the spot they’d vacated and roared again, but she didn’t spew fire. The horses pulling the carriage saw her and tried to veer to the side, but they were too hemmed in by buildings and the towers. They ran through the vacated area, sweat gleaming on their coats as they tore out of the city and toward the highway.

Some of the guards ran out from under cover, as if they might follow, but Wreylith turned around. She flew down and landed in the road, facing them and roaring.

Behind her, Syla’s allies continued away from the city. From the top of one of the towers, someone fired an arrow at the wagon. It hit the tailgate, embedding in the wood. Wreylith twisted her neck and sent a gout of fire toward the tower. The archer flung himself out of view. The troops in the street also decided not to stick around with a dragon blocking the way. They disappeared into the city.

Once the wagon was out of view, hurrying on its way to the cove, Wreylith sprang into the air again. She followed it, flying leisurely high above, but not so high above that the horses didn’t notice.

“Those poor creatures,” Syla said, glad they didn’t have to travel far. They would work themselves to death if they had to run far at that speed. She was amazed that Fel and Vonla were keeping them going in the right direction.

Cannons boomed in the distance, and Syla grimaced. “That sounded like it came from the cove.”

Shall I fly back in that direction or accompany your minions and their wagon? Wreylith asked.

They’re my friends, and we’d better check on our ships.

Is your medical kit among the bags tucked into that wagon?

I hope they grabbed it.

Perhaps we should accompany it to ensure it reaches its destination.

So I can tend to your claws?

I am a mighty and powerful dragon, and my claws will heal adequately on their own.

But you’d endure a little salve if it promoted good health, right?

A minute amount, providing it is not slimy.

More booms thundered. Yes, curse the storm god, the cannon fire had indeed come from the cove.

Fly back to the ships, please, Syla said. It won’t take the wagon long to reach the cove, but if the ships we’re planning to take to Harvest Island are in the process of being sunk—with the shielder on one…

Wreylith let out a sigh and looked longingly toward the wagon, but she did fly along the rocky shoreline and toward the cove. When it came into view, Syla groaned. The Fanged Whale and its two allies were firing at eight ships that had sailed into the mouth of the cove.

Shall I attack those vessels? Wreylith asked.

Eight ships firing cannons may be too much for even you to handle.

I can handle much.

Yeah, but you don’t want to endanger your incipient eggs.

Ah, that is a valid point. I should take care.

Absolutely. Land on the wheelhouse of the Fanged Whale, please. I’ll… think of something.

What she would think of, Syla didn’t know.

There were two dinghies on the beach, with pacing crewmen waiting for her comrades, but they kept looking nervously toward the newly arrived ships. They had to want to depart, but was it already too late? The cove wasn’t large, and Syla couldn’t imagine trying to sail away when they would have to pass between ships firing cannons at them.

“The others are coming in a wagon,” she called down when Wreylith flew over the crewmen by the dinghies.

One had been pointing inland, as if trying to suggest they all abandon their duties and run to safety instead of returning to their ship. Syla couldn’t blame them but hoped they would remain where they were.

“Once my friends arrive, take them out to the Fanged Whale,” she added over her shoulder. “I’ll handle the rest.”

At the moment, the Fanged Whale was returning fire, launching cannonballs at the warships.

“Cease fire,” Syla called, spotting Major Hixun on deck as Wreylith landed on the wheelhouse again. “And get me a megaphone.”

Hixun blinked in surprise. “Your Majesty?”

“Those are my people. I’m going to remind them of that.”

More cannons boomed, and a ball splashed down right beside the bow of the ship. Wreylith roared in the direction from which it had come. Bolstered by their numbers, the crews of the fleet vessels didn’t appear cowed by the dragon’s arrival.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Hixun ran into the wheelhouse.

I can deliver your message telepathically to all in the area, Wreylith said.

“I think I need to do this myself,” Syla said.

She did, however, remain mounted on Wreylith as Hixun returned and tossed a megaphone up to her. Hopefully, while positioned astride a dragon, she would look regal, powerful, and like someone worth listening to.

“Good crewmen of the Kingdom,” Syla called toward the warships. “I am Syla Moonmark, the rightful queen of the Garden Kingdom. As you can see, my death was falsely reported. Just as false is Lord Fograth’s claim on the throne. He is not your supreme commander. I am. Further, it is foolish to fight amongst ourselves when we have greater enemies to deal with. We must protect the Kingdom from the stormers, as I’ve been striving to do since before my coronation. My engineering aunt has, with rare magical materials we gathered from around the world, made a new shielder artifact. I command you to cease fire so that I may carry it to Harvest Island.”

A cannon boomed on one of the warships, but it was the only one. Whether the crews were ceasing fire because she’d requested it or they were curious about what she was saying—and what her dragon would do—she didn’t know, but Syla took advantage of the relative calm and pressed on.

“As your rightful queen, I request that you join us instead of firing upon us. We must travel to Harvest Island as a united fleet if we’re to have a hope of driving away the dragons that remain camped there, savagely hunting all the game to extinction and destroying farms and orchards.”

You are fortunate that I do not object to the word savage in describing my kind, Wreylith said.

It’s somewhat accurate; you must agree.

We are apex predators. Wreylith roared. Savagely.

Syla opened her mouth to continue but noticed someone familiar glowering at her from the deck of the adjacent ship. Lord Ravoran from Harvest Island. She hadn’t realized he’d come along with her little fleet when they’d departed Bogberry Island. She told herself that it didn’t matter. They would soon have a shielder back on Harvest Island. Once he realized she was speaking the truth about having one to mount there, he would hopefully set aside his ire.

“We have with us,” Syla continued, calling out to all in the cove and trying to will her innate power to help her, to add magical influence to her words, “the weapons platform that was made by the gods themselves and is capable of defeating—of even killing—enemy dragons.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Syla glimpsed her comrades arriving on the beach and willed them to hurry to row the dinghies out to the Fanged Whale. She had no idea if her speech would result in anything, so they needed to be prepared to fight their way out of the cove—ideally before anymore warships arrived.

“But many enemies—many dragons—linger on Harvest Island,” Syla continued, heartened that nobody was trying to drown her out. At least not yet. On one of the warships, an officer strode toward a cannon, pointing for crewmen to load it. “We need your help to drive away the dragons and restore a shielder to protect the island and to make our kingdom whole again!”

A few people cheered on her own vessel, but on the warships blocking the way out of the cove… Syla couldn’t tell if the men were doing more than looking at her with skepticism. The officer at the cannon barked an order, and his crewman ignited the fuse.

Wreylith surprised her by springing from the wheelhouse. Syla almost dropped the megaphone as she hurried to anchor herself to the dragon’s back. As the cannon boomed, Wreylith flew over the cannonball’s arc. It had been heading straight toward her and sailed over the wheelhouse, splashing down on the other side of the ship.

Good job dodging that. Syla looked back and caught Hixun’s men loading their cannons to return fire.

There will be others. Instead of flying away, Wreylith arrowed toward the warships. Actually, she was flying straight toward the officer who’d given the order to shoot.

“Don’t fire yet!” Syla called back to Hixun and held up a finger.

Wreylith crossed the cove so quickly that the officer, seeing his danger, didn’t have time to run far. More cannons boomed on his ship, forcing Wreylith to zigzag and fly up and down to avoid them, but she managed to reach the deck and pluck up the officer before he reached the door to the hold.

“Shoot!” someone cried, and archers fired at Wreylith.

The arrows bounced off her scales, but Syla, who had no scales, flattened herself to the dragon’s back and tried to make herself as small a target as possible. Wreylith sank her fangs into the officer deeply enough to make him scream. Syla winced. Wreylith didn’t snap the man in half but hurled him over the railing and far out into the sea beyond the cove.

Before leaving the area, she flew about, plucking up men at the cannons with her talons. She also tossed them into the sea.

An arrow glanced off Wreylith’s scales only a few inches from Syla’s leg.

Let’s go back to our ship, please, she said.

Wreylith roared, sounding like she was enjoying hurling their enemies into the water, but she did bank to fly back to the other ships. Syla risked turning and raising the megaphone. Again, she called to her magic, needing her power to help with what she’d had little practice doing before—leading people. Coercing people into following.

This time, as she spoke, the back of her hand warmed, and her moon-mark glowed silver. “We will sail out of the cove, and you won’t try to stop us unless you want to irk my winged friend, but I implore you to consider what I said. Ignore the lying usurper who thinks he’s taken my throne—I assure you I will return shortly for it—and join us in taking back Harvest Island. Let the history books remember you as heroes who helped drive out the stormers and their dragons, not as puppets who obeyed someone who was never the rightful heir.”

You are garrulous with your enemies, Wreylith observed as she landed again on the wheelhouse.

Hixun as well as a number of his crewmen were gaping at them.

I’m trying to remind them that they’re not our enemies. They should be our allies.

I sought to do the same.

You almost bit that officer in half before flinging him out into shark-infested waters.

Thus to convince him that it would be smarter to align with you than defy us.

I’m sure he’ll be thinking loving thoughts of alliances while the sharks are eating him alive.

If he cannot out-swim a few puny sharks, he is not a worthy ally.

The whale sharks around our islands can be sixty feet long.

But they eat plankton. It is the great blacks and razor-finned, both species which were tinkered with by the storm god, that one must be wary of. And they are rarely larger than twenty feet long.

So, they’re basically puny.

Compared to a dragon, certainly. I’ve eaten great blacks, though their flesh is not particularly delicious.

Not compared to horn hogs.

Oh, certainly not.

Booms came from one of the warships—the one Wreylith had denuded of a few of its officers.

“I guess that one isn’t going to join us,” Syla muttered.

Maybe none of them would.

“Your Majesty!” came Fel’s voice from the deck. The dinghies had arrived, and he was the first to surge over the railing and hurry to the wheelhouse. “As your bodyguard, I forbid you from charging toward manned cannons again.”

“We flew at them more than we charged,” Syla said.

Face red, Fel pointed at her. “If they’d had the presence of mind to shoot at you instead of your dragon, you’d be dead.”

“The flight wasn’t my idea. Just the speech.”

A cannonball splashed into the water two feet from the side of the Fanged Whale.

“Which was clearly effective.” Fel glared at Wreylith, as if all this were her fault.

Her golden eyes glowing, she lowered her neck so she could effectively glare back at Fel. A testament to his frustration, he bared his teeth at the dragon instead of running away. Syla placed what she hoped was a calming hand on Wreylith’s back in case she was thinking of tossing him overboard to see how he fared with the sharks.

Major Hixun dared to jog up, though he stayed back from the glaring match. “Everyone is on board, Your Majesty.”

He looked toward the vessels barricading the cove. Not all of them were firing—indeed, only the warship they’d visited was—but none of them had moved in invitation for the Fanged Whale to depart.

“It’s time to secure the shielder and sail away, Major,” Syla said.

“I don’t suppose you’d like to come down here and man the weapons platform.” Hixun waved to it in invitation.

“If it’s necessary, I will.” Again, Syla frowned at the thought of attacking ships in her own fleet, but they had to get to Harvest Island one way or another. The effort it had taken Wreylith to fly to the cove with the shielder gripped in her talons ensured she wouldn’t be able to carry it all the way to another island.

“Good.” Hixun nodded, then jogged off to give his crew orders to depart.

Syla slid off Wreylith’s back and hopped down from the wheelhouse. Tibby and Teyla, looking harried, with their hair falling out of their buns, waited for her. The Royal Protectors, their blue uniforms rumpled, also looked frazzled. Surprisingly, Celena had also come along, and she peered around the ship with wide eyes. Maybe it made sense that she hadn’t wanted to stick around in Lyvor when the fleet had been invading the town. Syla hoped Tabuvar wouldn’t get in trouble for helping them.

“Do you know how much magical energy remains in the weapons platform?” Tibby asked quietly.

“No.” They’d been linked together when Syla had first received an image from the gods-crafted device that suggested it had a reservoir of the energy it used to fire its projectiles and that it was being further depleted with each battle. Syla hoped the weapons platform had a way to recharge itself when it wasn’t used for a while, but that was possibly wishful thinking. “We can try to check on the way to Harvest Island.”

“Better to know than not to know,” Tibby said. “And to not use more than is required.”

“I agree.” Nobly, Syla refrained from pointing out that Tibby needn’t have fired at Vorik back at Bogberry Island, but he’d survived that attack, so she didn’t mention it.

She hoped he would be as lucky in surviving the next attack that came his way and couldn’t help but look off to the west, in the direction of Froha and the stormer camp. Had he arrived yet? Was he dealing with his people even as she dealt with hers?

A cannonball slammed into the hull of the ship next to theirs, and Syla yanked her thoughts back to her own predicament.

“I don’t suppose the shielder could be activated to protect our little fleet?” she asked Tibby.

“I thought of that, but I had to embed the dimensions of Harvest Island into the sentience of the artifact while I was crafting it. Per the instructions in the scrolls we recovered. Nothing suggested the dimensions could be easily changed, and since the shielder creates such a large barrier, it would include our enemies as well as our fleet if we activated it here. I’m also not sure what would happen if you created a barrier within a barrier.” Tibby waved upward to indicate the shield around Castle Island. “It could result in a minor bumping of magical energies. It could result in something catastrophic.”

“Ah. We’ll do without then.”

Wreylith sprang off the wheelhouse and headed again toward the warship firing upon them. More tried-and-true methods are sometimes called for.

Feeling compelled to keep the dragon from utterly destroying the vessel, Syla jogged to the railing to call through the megaphone again. “Stand down, or you will not survive your next encounter with my dragon ally!”

Fel came to her side and glowered at her. “Can you not stand behind cover when you yell at armed enemies?”

“I suppose if you want to move in front of me, I could.”

“A veteran bodyguard who wants to continue living pulls his charge behind a stout object rather than being a stout object.”

“That must be how you’ve survived so many years.”

“Yes.”

“We’re heading out, Your Majesty,” Hixun called.

Syla lifted a hand in acknowledgment, but her gaze was locked onto Wreylith.

As cannons fired at her—why couldn’t the officers in that ship learn from the poor choice their superior had made?—she again zigzagged, managing to get close without being hurt. This time, her ire stoked by the last encounter, she blasted fire onto the ship instead of bothering with plucking up crewmen. On the first pass, she scorched the masts and sails. On the second, she poured flames onto the deck and hull.

Syla closed her eyes, her stomach turning at the screams of men. Would she have to employ Wreylith to destroy all of the warships in order to escape?

The cannon fire halted. Wreylith, her task finished, flew higher in the air and circled around the fleet. In the stillness that came over the cove, Syla could hear the waves lapping at the hull of their ship.

As the Fanged Whale and accompanying vessels sailed toward the sea, and Wreylith flew menacingly above, three of the warships participating in the barricade broke ranks. They sailed away from the cove and in the direction of Lyvor. The burning ship was too damaged to sail anywhere. Four others shifted away from the Fanged Whale but didn’t leave the area.

When their ship drew even with them, Syla held her breath and watched the crews. Some men glanced warily at Wreylith, having pointedly stepped back from the cannons. Others looked across the waves at Syla. Several nodded toward her. A few saluted. Two officers on one ship even dropped to one knee.

“Does that mean they’re joining us?” Syla murmured. “Or simply acknowledging that they won’t impede us?”

“We’ll see,” Fel said as the Fanged Whale sailed out of the cove.

The crews on the remaining ships jogged about, lifting their anchors and adjusting their sails. As they worked, more than one man looked over at the burning vessel, a few crewmen remaining on its scorched deck. Nobody else touched a cannon. In the end, four of the original eight warships sailed after Syla’s fleet.

“They’re following us,” Hixun said a few minutes later, wonder in his tone as he and Captain Vonla joined Syla and Fel.

“You had doubts?” Syla smiled, though she’d been full of doubt herself.

“About their wisdom and common sense, many. Not about you, Your Majesty.” Hixun bowed to her. “You proved yourself when you first battled the dragons and their riders with us.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m afraid we’ll all have to prove ourselves again though.”

“We’ll do so.” Syla nodded firmly. “We finally have the means to fully secure the Kingdom again.” She waved toward the shielder and glanced up at Wreylith as she alighted on the wheelhouse and lifted one of her legs to examine her talons. “We just have to scare away a few dragons first.”

“Always a delightful task,” Fel muttered.

“Will you feel better about it if I promise to stand behind a stout object?” Syla asked.

He looked sourly at her. “You’re going to stand out in the open. On that thing.” He pointed at the weapons platform.

“Yes, but the posts are stout.”

“But not wide enough. General Jhiton almost perforated you with arrows the last time you stood on it.”

“Yes, but he’s…” Syla almost said dead before remembering that Vorik didn’t believe that he was. “He won’t be there,” she said, reasonably certain that was true.

“We’ll see,” Fel said grimly.

Syla saw Lord Ravoran, still glowering, going back belowdecks on his ship. Hopefully, he would stay there, but something told her he might be a problem later on.
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Aware of Lesva approaching the cave, Vorik moved so that his back wouldn’t be toward her as she entered. After all their clashes lately, he wouldn’t put it past her to hurl a dagger between his shoulder blades without a challenge.

By moving, Vorik ended up standing next to Jhiton. He shifted a step to the side, uneasy after that strange flare of power he’d sensed from his brother. Even if it had only been for a moment, and Jhiton appeared his calm, usual self now, Vorik didn’t think it had been his imagination. Usually, Jhiton wasn’t one for deception with his men, but maybe he was feigning that calm and was as furious with Vorik as he had every right to be.

When Lesva stepped into the cave, she looked immediately at Vorik. Even though her dragon had died the week before, her power hadn’t yet faded, and she’d doubtless sensed him as easily as he’d sensed her.

“I can’t believe you had the gall to return,” Lesva told him before glancing at Jhiton, then sending a longer look toward the chiefs.

Her eyebrows went up, as if silently asking them why they’d allowed Vorik into the cave. Or maybe she wanted to know why he wasn’t already exiled. Or dead. Vorik didn’t know if Warrim’s attack had been a personal choice or if someone had sent him out to keep Vorik from walking into the camp ever again. But if that had been the chiefs’ intent, they would have chosen a rider who was Vorik’s equal or better in fighting skill.

“I’ve returned to challenge Chieftess Shi for the tribe so I can lead our people down a path toward prosperity.”

Shi laughed without humor. “You would have us be the ones enslaved or accepting handouts from those who see themselves as our masters.”

“The gardeners have never said they see us that way,” Vorik said. “If anything, they spend very little time thinking about us at all. We’re the ones obsessed with their islands. Now, do you accept my challenge, Shi? If so, it’s your right to choose where we’ll duel and with what weapons.”

“I’m aware of the rules.”

“Excellent.” Vorik bowed to her, though he kept Lesva in view, more worried about her. He didn’t think she wanted to duel him again, since their previous skirmishes hadn’t gone well for her, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t like to see him disappear. “How am I doing?” he murmured to Jhiton as he straightened.

“I predict your imminent death,” Jhiton said quietly.

“Because Shi will kill me or everyone else will after I win?”

“The latter, though it’s possible Lesva will hurl a knife into your back while you’re fighting Shi.”

“I don’t suppose you’d like to watch her to make sure that doesn’t happen?”

“Actually, I was contemplating hurling a knife at you if she doesn’t.”

Jhiton sounded dry, like it might be a joke, but Vorik wasn’t confident of that. Once, he would have been, but this last week had changed things. That saddened him, even if he had only himself to blame.

“If someone is going to do it, I would prefer it be you.” Vorik eyed Shi, whose head was bent as she conferred with Tenilor. The other chiefs remained nearby but seemed to be seeing how she would handle things rather than offering advice or support. “But here, Jhiton,” Vorik added, “Maybe this will change your mind and warm your heart toward me.”

He slung the bag of foodstuffs off his shoulder, untied it, and delved in. He held out a jar of jam, the loaf of bread, and a block of cheese. When Jhiton didn’t open his arms to accept the items, Vorik placed them on the floor next to him.

“Oh, and here’s some dried fruit. I think these are apricots. They smell delicious, even dehydrated, don’t they?” Vorik held one up to his nose, then offered it to Jhiton.

Though he had ignored the other food, after a brief hesitation, Jhiton took the apricot. Maybe he’d never had one, for he held it to his nose for a sniff.

“This is supposed to warm my heart to you? Or to your queen? I trust she’s the one who gave you these bribes.”

“They’re gifts, not bribes.”

“Gifts calculatingly designed to warm hearts.”

“Oh, just eat that apricot or I’ll stuff it up your ass.”

Jhiton arched his eyebrows.

“Remember, I’ve been practicing. I might be capable of that.”

“We will duel with daggers on the bluff overlooking the sea,” Shi announced, facing Vorik again. “There is room there for all who desire to observe and contemplate the worthiness of the winner and the fairness of the fight.”

“Oh, good,” Vorik murmured. “Some of my blood is still on those rocks from where you stabbed me, Jhiton.”

“Does remembering that pain make you want to retract your ass threat?”

“A little bit, yes.”

A couple of the boys had noticed the food on the floor of the cave and, after making sure Jhiton wasn’t glowering down at them, crept closer. Vorik pretended not to see as they picked up the bread and jar of jam, sniffing and turning over the items.

“Are my conditions acceptable to you, Vorik?” Shi asked.

“Yes, I accept your proposal of weapons and location, Chieftess.” It occurred to Vorik that the dragons would be able to reach them and possibly interfere if they fought out on the bluff in the open. He imagined Shi’s Uxtar as well as Ozlemar teaming up to ensure Vorik didn’t walk away from the battle. If the dragons ganged up on him, would Agrevlari show up to pluck him up and carry him away, the way Igliana had swooped up Syla?

What do you think of the name Agrelorish for a plucky male dragon? Agrevlari asked.

It sounds similar to yours. Vorik had a feeling his dragon was too distracted by his imminent fatherhood to stage a rescue. How distressing.

Yes, it was the name of an ancestor of mine—what you could call a grandfather, I believe—and my name was inspired by his.

A soft clink sounded. The boys had opened the jar and were poking fingers into the jam.

“I think you spread that on slices of the bread,” Vorik whispered to them as a girl crept over and picked up the cheese, then nibbled at the corner.

She stuck her finger into the jam jar too and seemed to prefer that, noshing happily. All the kids did, smearing it on the bread or eating it plain. They’d had fruit and vegetables that the stormers had gathered from the fields and orchards on Harvest Island, but Vorik didn’t know if any of his people knew how to turn grains into flour and bake, nor had anyone brought back cows to milk so they could make cheese. Until recently, Vorik hadn’t even known what cheese was.

“Come, Vorik.” Shi strode toward the front of the cave, waving for him to follow. “Let us end this so that it does not delay the tribal meeting where those who are loyal to our people and care about our future will debate how to go forward.”

Shi gave Vorik a scathing look as Lesva joined her, and they walked out together. The eyes of those remaining in the cave turned toward Vorik. He was tempted to look to his brother for guidance but instead steeled himself and walked out after the women. He glanced back, hoping Jhiton would follow. He’d meant it when he’d said that if his people were going to kill him, regardless of how the fight went, he would prefer Jhiton wield the blade. His brother was nibbling on the apricot. Vorik sighed, not certain if that boded well or not.

I may need your help, Agrevlari, Vorik said, aware of others following as he exited the cave. I’m going to duel Shi on the bluff. I don’t expect you to get involved with that, but if… He trailed off, sensing other dragons entering the area. A lot of other dragons. They’d been inland somewhere, but Shi must have requested they come to witness this. To witness it or be involved? Well, if I win, but the dragons all try to tear me to pieces, you swooping in to rescue me wouldn’t go unappreciated.

There are approximately twenty dragons in the area. So far.

That’s why a rescue would be appreciated. Fabulously so.

If I interfere, I might not get to name any of my offspring—or live to see another sunrise.

If I survive this, I’ll ask Syla to suggest that Wreylith invite your input on names. And to accept any gifts of fresh meat that you bring after the young hatch.

I expect your queen is not without influence on Wreylith. I will consider your offer.

If you decide not to risk your life because my end is inevitable, I forgive you for not coming to my aid.

Vorik glanced back at the people trailing him, young and old. It looked like the entire camp, including all the gathered tribal leaders and soldiers and riders, would come to witness this. He managed a faint smile when he saw the jam jar changing hands, people poking in fingers and taking samples. And there was the rest of his bag in the back, various arms reaching in to extricate dried fruit and more jars.

“This is so good,” someone whispered, licking red jam off a finger. “It’s made from berries, obviously, but there’s more. It’s sweet.”

“Yum. Share.”

“At least Syla’s gift is being well-received,” Vorik murmured.

“Bribe,” Jhiton said from a few people back. He was coming along, swords and knives at his belt.

Good. Vorik wanted to survive this, but if he couldn’t…

Shadows found them as they exited the forest and walked upon the rocky bluff, the shadows of dragons flying in front of the sun. Many dragons. Ozlemar, the great black, was among them. Leading them?

Vorik sensed Agrevlari soaring up and down the coast, but if everyone turned on Vorik, his odds of surviving would be better if he ran into the forest where the trees grew too thickly for dragons to follow. He wasn’t here to flee into the woods, however. He had to make sure he won and survived. For the sake of his people’s future. And because he wanted to see Syla again.

Per the mandates of a duel for tribe leadership, Shi had brought her fur-trimmed cloak and ceremonial headdress. She handed both to Chief Tenilor, silently marking him as her sky watcher for this, a duty that, during a duel, included observing those around to make sure nobody tried to unfairly assist the challenger. Shi murmured something to him that Vorik didn’t catch over the sound of the surf. Probably that she expected the items back soon.

Vorik removed his weapons belt, drawing only his dagger, then hesitated before holding his sheathed sword out toward Jhiton. He wouldn’t blame his brother if he didn’t want to accept it—and the implied duty of watching his back for fair play. But Jhiton accepted the belt and scabbard without a pause.

“Do you have a plan, Vorik?” Jhiton asked as Shi also removed a few bracelets and a seashell necklace, then bounced around, loosening up her arms. She moved easily and well for a woman of fifty.

“Beyond beating her?” Vorik asked.

“One that includes beating her, I would hope, as she may have tricks ready to deploy. It should also include what to do after the fight in case you win and there are objections.” Jhiton tilted his head toward the many onlookers and also glanced at the circling dragons.

“I’m hoping you’ll handle any objections.” Maybe foolishly, Vorik wasn’t that worried about what would happen right after the fight. It would be during the night while he slept that someone might want to eliminate him as chief. “Do you still care if I die? After…” He waved toward Jhiton’s gut.

“After Father’s passing, I spent years training you to be a competent fighter and rider.”

“So you’d hate to see all that wasted if I died?”

“I’d prefer not to be embarrassed by having my pupil fall to a fifty-year-old woman.”

“Ah. I understand.” Vorik didn’t point out that Shi’s dragon bond meant she was as magically enhanced as he was. Instead, he bowed to his brother and added. “I’ll do my best not to shame the family.”

“Good.”

Vorik was about to turn away when Jhiton gripped his wrist, making him pause. That strange flare of power he’d sensed in his brother before rose again, and the grip tightened. Hard.

Vorik lifted his dagger, alarmed. Would he have to defend himself? After he’d just given Jhiton his sword belt?

His brother’s cheek twitched twice, and he shook his head. As if he was wrestling with himself for control. That was alarming. Jhiton had always been the essence of control. Only during their fight in the mine had Vorik finally pushed him too far and seen Jhiton give in to frustration and anger. But that had been understandable. This… Vorik didn’t know what this was, but it scared him.

Jhiton smoothed his face and loosened his grip.

“Are you all right?” Vorik asked.

“I’m fine.” Jhiton lowered his arm. Speaking quietly, he continued. “You may remember that when Shi challenged her predecessor for the tribe, she threw a stinging powder into his eyes. She was surreptitious about it, but I saw it. It was enough to rattle the chief, and she took advantage and won.”

Vorik remembered the fight but not the powder. Shi must have been surreptitious, indeed.

“She hasn’t had time to prepare—I doubt she expected your challenge—so she might not have anything like that with her, but don’t trust her to be honorable.”

“Oh, I won’t.”

“Let us get this over with, Vorik,” Shi called, still bouncing about, warming her muscles. “Your brother cannot fight this battle for you.”

No, Vorik had suggested to Jhiton that he should be the one to challenge her and lead the tribe, but Jhiton hadn’t been interested, saying that the people preferred their military leaders and tribe leaders not be one and the same.

“After what you did,” Shi continued, “I’m surprised he’s talking to you at all.”

Face masked again, Jhiton stepped back with Vorik’s sword belt and nodded for Vorik to get going. And probably for him not to be an embarrassment.

Dagger in hand at his own side, Vorik walked onto the bare rock bluff to face Shi. The onlookers gave them room to maneuver, but it still felt claustrophobic with so many people gathered around. And the dragons flying overhead didn’t make it any more comfortable. Vorik picked out the blue dragon, Uxtar, and vowed to keep that one in his awareness during the fight.

“Try this,” someone whispered behind Shi.

Chieftess Marvola of Starlion Tribe had acquired one of the jars. With the contents more brown than berry-colored, it wasn’t jam. What was the term Syla’s female ally had used? Nut butter?

“It’s made from almonds, I think, but sweet,” Marvola added, tilting the jar toward Chief Tenilor, who stood to the side with several other chiefs. A few also stood with Marvola, a noticeable gap between the groups. Maybe where the leaders had positioned themselves here represented how they planned to vote.

Tenilor sneered and lifted a hand in refusal. But Chief Velesh leaned over, curious, and poked a finger in. He was standing in Tenilor’s group but not scowling as much as some of his colleagues.

Marvola noticed Vorik watching them and gave him a gesture of encouragement for the duel—or maybe that indicated approval for the treat.

Watch out, Agrevlari warned.

Without preamble, and doubtless because he was looking in another direction, Shi attacked.

Vorik leaped lightly to the side as she rushed, her long dagger slashing toward his chest. Landing in a crouch, Vorik brought his own blade up, his free hand guarding it. Shi turned and rushed again, throwing numerous feints while trying to back him toward the ledge—toward the hundred-foot-drop to the sea below.

Again, Vorik leaped to the side, fast enough to avoid her attacks, though she had far greater speed than a normal opponent her age—or any age. As he’d predicted, her dragon bond lent her power, stamina, and speed.

Mutters came from the crowd as Vorik dodged again. Since he had initiated the challenge, he would be expected to attack soon, but he’d never fought Shi before and wanted to get a feel for her favorite moves and her blade skill before he rushed in. He also wanted to gauge whether she had some of that powder that his brother had mentioned. She wore leggings without pockets and had removed most of her accoutrements of fashion and rank, leaving only a single bracelet, the bauble loose enough to slide up and down her wrist with each dagger slash. A small knife remained sheathed in her boot. He doubted that had been an accidental oversight.

After one of Shi’s swipes came close to taking off his ear, Vorik turned from the defensive to the offensive. Instead of dancing away when she slashed again, he darted in, using his free arm to knock her dagger hand wide. She was almost fast enough to yank it back and avoid his touch, but he caught her, opening up her chest briefly. He stabbed for her shoulder instead of her heart. She spun her torso away so that the blade merely sliced open her tunic, then brought her opposite knee up toward his groin. He pushed into her while her leg was in the air, suffering a glancing blow as he used his weight to shove her backward. The maneuver unbalanced her, and she slashed wildly toward his head. He caught her wrist before the dagger reached him, gripping it hard as he knocked her back again. He forced her arm into a painful twist, and she gasped and dropped the dagger. He released her and she fell to the ground, turning it into a roll that took her away from him and gave her time to spring to her feet again.

Vorik could have followed, leaping upon her to keep her down, but he picked up her dagger instead. In a duel, disarming an opponent was usually seen as a victory.

“Bastard,” she growled. “You’ll not betray our people because you’ve fallen for some enemy female.”

“She’s their queen, not some enemy, and she’s wonderful. Do you yield?”

Snarling, Shi rushed in, flinging her arm toward him as she used the other to yank the knife from her boot. Gasps went up from the observers.

Reminded of his brother’s warning, Vorik leaped back as powder flew from her hand, forming a small green cloud in the air. He shut his eyes and turned his face away. Even so, the air around him pricked his skin, immediately raising pain as if he’d rolled through a clump of dragonfire thistles.

Fortunately, he’d closed his eyes in time to save them. When he sensed Shi charging close, he spun and kicked her in the gut before she could swing the knife. She must not have expected him to recover so quickly because he caught her square in the abdomen, hitting her hard. She flew back, managing to twist in the air and get her feet under her, but, this time, Vorik didn’t hesitate to leap after her.

Without a chance to fully catch her balance as she landed, she slashed wildly, trying to keep him back. But he easily dodged the swipes and knocked her arm wide, then caught her and bowled her to the ground, pinning her under his weight. Before she could bring her blade back in close, Vorik pressed the edge of his dagger to her throat.

Watch out, Agrevlari warned again.

Vorik sensed his winged ally diving toward the bluff, but another dragon was closer. Uxtar. Even though Shi had clearly cheated, her ally dove toward Vorik’s back with his talons extended.

Vorik pulled Shi up, spun her, and thrust her toward the descending dragon. Not positive Uxtar could stop his dive in time, even if it meant striking his rider, Vorik scrambled to the side.

A wing almost clipped him in the head as Uxtar swooped in low. He didn’t strike Vorik, though, instead plucking up his rider and swinging her onto his back. Even as Shi landed athwart the dragon, she threw the knife she’d drawn at Vorik.

Her aim was accurate, but he saw the attack coming with enough time to spring to the side. The blade clinked off the rocks where he’d stood. He picked it up and thought about throwing it back at her, but Uxtar was already flying into the air. Once he’d achieved sufficient height, the dragon banked and prepared to dive at Vorik again with his maw open.

This time, Uxtar would breathe fire. And people were cheering.

Vorik gritted his teeth, annoyed that the tribes would root for a cheater, even if they had reasons not to want to see him win. He crouched, debating which way to dodge when the inevitable dragon fire came. All around, people were backing away.

Agrevlari swooped in from the side, reaching Vorik just before Uxtar unleashed a torrent of flame. Even as talons wrapped around him and plucked him into the air, Vorik felt the intense heat. He swung himself up onto Agrevlari’s back as his dragon roared. Some of those flames had caught him.

“Sword!” Shi called to someone as the flames stopped and her dragon glided over the onlookers.

Chief Tenilor tossed a gargoyle-bone blade up to Shi.

“As if that woman doesn’t have enough weapons,” Vorik growled, looking down for his brother.

Jhiton still held Vorik’s sword, but would he throw it up? Yes, he’d unsheathed it and didn’t hesitate to toss it up hilt-first when Agrevlari passed over his head.

Vorik leaned over and caught it, glad that his brother, whatever he felt toward him after their last encounter, would always strive to keep a duel fair. This one had started with daggers, but it would end with swords and dragons.

Uxtar roared. So did Agrevlari. The two dragons circled, then, like spear sharks prepared to clash over a tender squid, flew at each other at top speed.

Shi held her blade aloft, prepared to go for Vorik’s head. He raised his own sword.

As the dragons flew together, talons extending, maws opening to tear into each other, Vorik saw Shi shift her weight slightly. Though she kept her sword raised in her right hand, she drew another weapon with her left. A throwing knife? Where had she secreted that?

Her dragon roared and spewed flames at Agrevlari. Guessing what Shi would do, Vorik sank low on Agrevlari’s back, only keeping his head up enough to see.

The throwing knife sped through the flames and over Agrevlari’s head, right between his horns. It would have struck Vorik if he hadn’t anticipated the attack.

“This woman does not know how to fight fair,” he said as the dragons came together, talons slashing, flames dying down as jaws snapped for each other’s throats.

Though Agrevlari’s back tilted and turned wildly, Vorik managed to throw the knife Shi had attacked him with earlier. It spun toward her chest. As practiced at defending from a dragon’s back as he, Shi leaned sideways enough to avoid it. Vorik threw another weapon right behind it, his own dagger. She wasn’t as prepared for that one, and it caught her in the shoulder.

She screamed as her dragon roared. Uxtar had been biting for Agrevlari’s neck, but, when his rider cried out, he beat his wings rapidly and lunged upward toward Vorik.

Hooked by his leg and hanging on with his magic, Vorik dropped low on Agrevlari’s far side, but he also swept upward with his sword. The gargoyle-bone blade had enough magic to cut into Uxtar’s jaw as the dragon snapped for him. Even as it bit deep, Agrevlari banked hard, almost rolling onto his back as he slashed upward with his talons to rake Uxtar’s belly.

Only magic and sheer willpower kept Vorik from falling off. A good thing he had both because the battle had carried the dragons out over the bluff. Sharp rocks and churning water were all that lay below—far below.

The dragons flew apart, wings flapping hard as they recovered, returning to flying upright. They both bled from numerous wounds, and Shi… Vorik gaped. Sometime during the slashes and bites, she’d jumped—or fallen—off her dragon’s back.

She clung to the side of the cliff twenty feet below the ledge, blood saturating the shoulder of her tunic and her face twisted with pain. Was she too wounded to climb up?

Several people had run forward to look down, and Chief Tenilor shouted for someone to bring a rope.

But Agrevlari wasn’t ready for the fight to end. When Uxtar flew toward Shi, probably intending to pluck her up, Agrevlari sped toward the blue dragon at full speed.

Uxtar flew faster, trying to reach Shi before Agrevlari reached him. Not deterred, Agrevlari roared, his battle lust fully roused, and he also flew faster. Shi glared at Vorik with utter hatred. But, at this point, he had nothing to do with the battle and doubted he could have stopped Agrevlari even if he’d shouted for the dragon to abate.

And there wasn’t time for that. With the cliff looming ahead, Vorik could only brace himself. It appeared inevitable that the dragons would crash together—and then hit the rock face. They didn’t quite, but Agrevlari’s left wingtip did brush the cliff as he smashed into Uxtar. The other dragon had surely seen him coming but hadn’t been willing to give up on rescuing Shi. Between Agrevlari’s momentum and weight, he hit the blue dragon solidly enough to knock Uxtar into the cliff.

Bone crunched audibly, and the jolt of the collision was almost enough to hurl Vorik from Agrevlari’s back. Again, only magic and willpower kept him from flying off. But while Agrevlari bit and tore into his foe, Shi produced one more weapon. Another throwing knife.

Gravity caught up with the dragons and, even as they bit and clawed, they started falling toward the sea. Shi threw her knife.

Vorik flattened himself to Agrevlari’s twisting and tilting back. The blade sliced through his side, laying open clothing and flesh, but didn’t sink in deep. And the move cost Shi. She’d only been hanging onto the cliff by one hand, and the rock or maybe her grip gave way. As the dragons struggled to extricate themselves from each other and find enough room to flap their wings and fly up before hitting the rocks below, Shi tumbled past them.

Uxtar saw her falling and tried to turn to retrieve her, but he wasn’t fast enough. She landed on a jagged rock that might as well have been a spear. It killed her immediately.

Vorik slumped to Agrevlari’s back as his dragon flew away from Uxtar. Looking away from the bloody rocks, Vorik didn’t know whether to be horrified or relieved by Shi’s end. He told himself that she’d brought it upon herself, that he’d only wanted to take charge of the tribe, not kill any of his own people.

As Agrevlari flew upward, Vorik grew aware of all the dragons that had been circling above the battlefield, watching but not interfering. At least until now.

Agrevlari landed on the bluff. The stormer onlookers had backed to the trees, silent, as if they all knew something else was coming. And it was. Though Uxtar had flown off down the coastline, probably too wounded to confront Vorik and Agrevlari further, most of the dragons landed on the ledge. Vorik feared the battle wasn’t over, at least not for him and his ally.

A couple of other dragons, including Wise’s Tonasketal, alighted near Agrevlari and faced those at the edge of the bluff, as if saying they would stand by him. But far more landed with their backs to the sea, facing Vorik and Agrevlari, their fangs on display. In the end, only two dragons stood with them, and sixteen opposed them. Some of their eyes glowed. None of them looked happy.

I don’t think the dragons wanted to see me win, Agrevlari.

They believe you will sway your people to seek peace with the Kingdom.

And they don’t want that.

They always supported what Jhiton and other prominent stormers before him promised: an end to the shields that protect the islands on which they desire to hunt.

Are they willing to kill me if I oppose that? Vorik asked.

Oh, they’ll kill you for much less than that.

Wonderful.

I will stand with you. Even though you have chosen a flight path that may bring our deaths, you have brought me many delicious meals of smoked salmon, sung wondrous ballads to me, and supported me in my attempts to court Wreylith.

Despite his predicament and possible imminent death, Vorik blinked with emotion, touched. Thank you, Agrevlari, but I believe I should tell you to step aside and save your own life as I face that which I’ve wrought.

Oh, you should, but I will ignore your suggestion, regardless.

As you’ve ignored many of my suggestions in life?

Indeed.

The dragons advanced, and Vorik said nothing more to Agrevlari. If he was to save his own life, he would have to think of something to say to all the irate dragons.

But what?
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Using the megaphone and standing on top of the wheelhouse with Wreylith at her side, Syla called out to other fleet ships as they sailed along the coastline. In several cases, those ships had been moving to intercept; in others, they had been observing her passing without shifting course. She made similar speeches as before, telling the Kingdom crews that she not only had the weapons platform to use on the dragons but that she possessed a new shielder to place on Harvest Island. Again, her moon-mark glowed silver as she spoke, and she sensed that her words had more power than usual.

Not every ship joined them, but none of them fired upon the Fanged Whale. Of course, that might have had more to do with Wreylith’s presence than Syla’s words, but seeing the dragon hadn’t kept the earlier ships from blasting cannons in their direction. Syla had a feeling it was more that she was gathering forces as she went, her little fleet swelling from the original few vessels to more than twenty by the time she sailed around the western end of the island and turned south.

Aware that dragons likely remained on Harvest Island and might be flying about between the landmasses as well, the fleet continued to hug the coastline of Castle Island until they were in a direct line with their destination. Only then did they venture into unprotected waters.

Doubting they would pass more Kingdom ships after they left the shield, Syla hopped down from the wheelhouse and returned the megaphone to Hixun.

“I don’t know what the history books will say about these events in the end,” the major said, “but nobody will accuse you of lacking verve.”

“You don’t think so? All those books ever said about Queen Erasbella was that she was respected, well-liked, and excellent at needlepoint.” Having read The Secret Life of Queen Erasbella, Syla knew her ancestor had been good with all pointed objects, especially swords. Sometimes, she wondered if even that hidden text had given her the entire truth.

Hixun blinked. “Is that not correct?”

“Her life was a little more storied than most books suggest. It seems that historians write down what the influential of the time approve of rather than the complete truth.”

“Huh.”

“Truth is open to interpretation,” Aunt Tibby said, walking up with Fel.

“An undeniable truth,” Fel said, “is that it’s difficult to be a bodyguard for someone who leaps on and off the back of a dragon that’s prone to fly off at any moment.”

“You’re a good and noble man for trying to do so anyway,” Syla told him.

“You wouldn’t think so,” Tibby said, “if you’d been the one left standing next to him and listening to his curses. Syla, we need a plan for when we arrive.”

“Beyond driving off the dragons? And dealing with that, uhm, weather?” Syla pointed toward Harvest Island, now dead-ahead as the Fanged Whale sailed through choppy waters toward it. In most directions, the sky was clear, but ominous clouds loomed over the island, dark gray with a strange green tint. The clouds hung so low over the volcano that its top was lost in their mist. A branch of lightning flashed as she watched, and Syla jumped. “Is that… natural?”

“No,” Fel said. “But it was like that yesterday too. I think the dragons cursed the island or something.”

“Wonderful.” Syla couldn’t see any of their winged adversaries in the sky ahead but had no doubt that some lingered in the area. Before her Freeborn Faction allies had left, they’d reported that the stormer-allied dragons had driven them away from the harbor, leaving the island once again undefended. When lightning flashed again near the volcano, Syla sighed. “I think you’re right. That weather has to be due to a magical influence.”

“An evil magical influence,” Fel said.

“These ships and the weapons platform are for dealing with the dragons, I assume.” Tibby didn’t look that concerned by the prospect of evil magic, but maybe it was because she had other concerns on her mind. She pointed to the large canvas-wrapped sphere, now strapped down on the deck next to the weapons platform. “After that’s done, we’ll have to get the shielder onto land and to a safe place where I can set it up.” Tibby lifted her gaze toward Wreylith. “Your dragon didn’t have an easy time carrying it out of town.”

“No, and that reminds me. Did you by chance bring my medical kit?”

“We brought all your gear.” Tibby waved to where Teyla was chatting with Captain Vonla by the railing, bags and packs on the deck between them. Celena had made it on board with everyone but must have gone belowdecks.

“Thank you,” Syla said. “I need to find a salve for someone.”

Tibby arched her eyebrows. “Does that mean that someone won’t carry the shielder again?”

“She might, but it looked every bit as heavy as I remembered from pushing the other one.”

“That’s because of its sizable outer core. It’s comprised of thick glass woven with magical strands made from the teal ore. That’s what gives it its durability.” Tibby wiggled her fingers to suggest she’d done the magical weaving herself. “We’d better clear the way of dragons and know exactly where we need to put it before asking your red-scaled ally to tote it again.”

You’d better clear the way, know the location, and place numerous large and meaningful offerings out for me to dine upon, Wreylith said. It takes a great deal of energy to carry something that large.

Did you provide offerings to the four dragons who flew the weapons platform across the sea to Castle Island? Syla asked.

I did not, but perhaps you should volunteer several delicious meals to them once you establish the horn-hog farm.

I’ll keep that suggestion in mind.

“Syla?” Tibby prompted.

“Yes, I’m discussing the transportation situation with Wreylith. As to where to put it, does it need to go into a permanent location right away, or can we activate it as soon as it’s on land?” Again, Syla remembered awkwardly rolling the other shielder across the lava-rock landscape while dragons flew overhead. Last time, those dragons had been distracted by a desire to hunt. This time… they would attack if the weapons platform couldn’t drive them back sufficiently. And who would man that? Syla would have to send Tibby to place the shielder, so that meant she would have to stay behind and do it.

“You remember the mount, right? The magical silver framework that the shielder rests in?” Tibby drew branches in the air spreading downward and upward.

“I remember, yes. The frameworks are similar at all the shielder locations.”

“They’re conduits that assist the artifact in sending its power out in all directions to activate the shield around the entire island.”

“So, they’re necessary.”

“To provide the kind of coverage we need, yes.”

“It sounds like we need to put the shielder back in the same place it came from then,” Syla said. “At least for now. In the future, maybe a new chamber and framework could be made, but…” She spread her hands, not certain if that was true. They hadn’t yet moved the shielder on Castle Island because the chamber—all of the chambers—had been made by the gods and were part of what protected the artifacts.

“The stormers know where that chamber is,” Tibby said, “and it’ll be a lot harder to guard than the one right under your castle.”

Syla started to nod in agreement but paused. “That might not be true. I know Vorik was following you and Fel and saw where you went underground, but he’s the only one, right? Lesva was busy, er, torturing me.”

“Vorik probably told his people all about it,” Fel grumbled.

“I suppose he could have reported the chamber’s location, but he also might not have. After the shielder was gone, would there have been any point in him drawing a map for his people?”

“I would prefer to place it somewhere that nobody knows about,” Tibby said, “but the framework was undamaged there, so it does make the most sense, at least for the time being. Assuming the dragons and stormers haven’t found the chamber in the weeks they’ve had access to this place. If they have, they could have sabotaged it.”

“We closed the hidden door before we left,” Syla said.

Actually, it had magically closed itself after they’d removed the shielder and walked out.

“Yes,” Tibby said. “Let’s hope it has remained closed.”

“Dragons ahead!” a crewman called from the crow’s nest. “Four of them are flying this way. Fast!”

Soon, everyone could see them, a yellow, two grays, and a green. None carried riders.

Stormer allies or wild dragons, Wreylith? Syla headed for the weapons platform. Do you know?

Those four are aligned with the stormers. I have not seen wild dragons for a week or more. The island has been over-hunted, so it is less of a draw now for those who do not have political reasons for being here. Wreylith managed to convey a telepathic snarl of condemnation with the last words, political in particular.

Syla lamented that even one of the Kingdom islands had become over-hunted and hoped that enough animals had managed to survive to repopulate the various species.

“I’ll take care of them,” Syla said firmly as Wreylith launched into the air. “Keep sailing toward the island, Major.”

“We will.” Hixun’s tone suggested he’d never intended to turn aside. He ordered men to the cannons.

A nearby ship was already opening fire.

Syla’s people were determined. Good. So was she.

Two more dragons flew out from behind the volcano and headed toward them. Syla climbed onto the weapons platform and rested her hands on the marks. The magic flared to life, tingling under her palms and filling her with energy, but an image also came to her. As she had seen once before, a vision showed the platform on which she stood as a reservoir with magical energy inside. Last time, it had appeared to be two-thirds full. This time, it was only about one-fifth full, and nerves twanged within her gut. How many shots was that? She didn’t know, but she would have to be careful and make each one count.

Focusing on being aware of the sea, the rails, and the sky in her peripheral vision, as Vorik had once suggested, Syla willed the first projectile to launch. Without hesitation, it flew toward the yellow dragon in the lead.

A screech sounded, and the creature banked and flapped its wings hard, trying to escape. But the projectile arced to follow it, then slammed into its backside. Silver light flashed as it struck hard enough to send the dragon target tumbling tail over head. Once its momentum faded, it plummeted into the sea.

On the decks of the nearby ships, cheers went up. Someone cried, “Queen Syla!”

The remaining dragons slowed their approach, but Syla didn’t relent. Without pausing, she launched a second projectile. Normally, she would be content to let enemies live as long as they stopped attacking, but her team couldn’t have dragons harrying them as they tried to place the shielder. She needed to either kill their enemies or convince them to leave the island.

The second projectile sped toward one of the gray dragons, but lightning flashed in the dark clouds around the volcano. A white branch of electricity shot out from their stormy depths, extending miles to slam into the projectile. It exploded, startling Syla and making her wince and look away from the blinding light.

The cheers and calls fell silent.

Syla wiped her damp palms on her dress, reminding herself that something similar had happened before. Their last big battle had been during a storm, and lightning had struck a projectile that had been targeting Jhiton and his dragon. That storm, however, had appeared much more natural.

A gust of chill wind blew off the island, and the air smelled of sulfur. Strange. Syla didn’t remember catching that odor before on Harvest Island. She hoped the volcano hadn’t become active, especially not when her party needed to venture up its slopes.

Bolstered by lightning saving it, the gray dragon roared and led its winged comrades toward her ship. Wreylith flew out to greet them, her fangs on display as she issued a roar of her own.

Cannons boomed, and Syla hoped the crews were careful with their aim. After wiping her hands again, she returned them to the posts and summoned more projectiles. The silvery balls shot out, targeting dragons that weren’t close to Wreylith. Two new ones were flying in from the far side of the island.

Glad for targets that were nowhere near her ally, Syla sent the next projectiles toward them. She hoped all the dragons in the area came out to confront them. It would be ideal if, when Aunt Tibby placed and activated the shielder, there weren’t any left to disturb her—or be caught inside the barrier when it went up.

When a projectile slammed into the chest of one of the new arrivals, knocking it somersaulting back, Syla admitted surprise that the dragons were attacking at all. Already, she’d downed three, their bodies floating upon the waves, and Wreylith was tearing into the neck of a fourth. Distracted by trying to dodge the projectiles, their enemies had even been hit by cannonballs. Those weapons didn’t seem capable of killing a dragon, but they did damage. One flew awkwardly away with a broken wing.

“You’re doing great, Your Majesty!” Hixun called with encouragement. “Keep slaying those storm-cursed spawn!”

Syla nodded an acknowledgment, though she would have preferred if the dragons left. Why did they keep fighting when⁠—

Thunder boomed around the volcano, and a streak of blue-white lightning shot out across the sea. Before Syla could react, it slammed into the weapons platform. Magic and energy surged all about her, and pain blasted her palms where she touched the posts. Power knocked her backward, and she tumbled off the platform, hitting the deck hard as white light beamed from the weapons platform, so brilliant it hurt the eyes. Her heart beat erratically in her chest, and the fear of dying filled her as she waited for it to stop beating altogether.

She was vaguely aware of people running over and kneeling beside her and of others cursing, but it sounded far away. She managed to clasp a hand to her chest, willing her heartbeat to return to normal. Her moon-mark flared silver, and she felt protective power flow into her body. Healing power.

Someone gripped her other hand. “Syla?”

That was Aunt Tibby. The white light from the platform—why was it glowing so brilliantly?—outlined her form.

Teyla and Fel knelt on Syla’s other side. He rested a hand on her shoulder, and Syla felt relief that people who cared were around her. She wished Vorik were there too but remembered that his life might also be in jeopardy. They might not see each other again. Tears threatened, partially from her bleak thoughts and partially from the pain. Despite the healing power flowing into her body, everything hurt.

“She’s awake,” Fel said. “Maybe just stunned?”

“We need a healer,” Teyla said.

“She is the healer,” he said.

“I know that, but there has to be someone else.”

“I’m all right,” Syla rasped. The light coming from the weapons platform was fading. She didn’t know if that was good or not. What if it had been destroyed? That lightning hadn’t been natural. She’d felt the magic in it even as it had struck. “Is it… What happened?”

“You were hit by lightning,” Teyla said with awe.

Syla struggled to sit up. Tibby lifted a hand, as if to hold her down, but Fel helped Syla up, his hand behind her back for support.

Black dots danced across her vision, and Syla didn’t try to get up. Captain Vonla stood behind Tibby, looking down at Syla but also eyeing the volcano. Wreylith circled overhead.

“The dragons are leaving!” someone called as Syla craned her neck, trying to spot them.

The ones that had survived the battle had gathered together and were flying off like a flock of geese, heading out across the sea and away from Harvest Island. If they didn’t divert, their route would take them toward the mainland of Froha. Were they heading toward the stormer camp?

“But why leave? After that, they should have felt they had the advantage. Or could at least use my distraction to strike blows.” Syla looked at the weapons platform.

To her eye, it appeared normal again, the white marble not bearing even a crack, but she worried it might have taken internal damage.

“They probably got tired of being shot at,” Fel said. “All the ships have been firing cannons, and Wreylith has torn up a couple of them too.”

“They also might remember that you’re not the only one who can use the weapons platform.” Tibby touched her own chest.

“Or maybe they were called back for some reason,” Syla murmured, watching the dragons growing smaller in the sky.

“Maybe they worried lightning would strike their asses too,” Fel said.

“It’s possible,” Syla said, though she’d been thinking all along that the dragons were responsible for those clouds—for whatever was going on around the volcano. They should have been bolstered by the lightning strikes attacking their enemies.

Hand shaking, she rubbed her face. Whatever the reason, they needed to take advantage of the dragons’ departure.

“Sail close to shore, Major Hixun. We need to send a team to plant the shielder.” Syla extended her hand toward Tibby. As the only person who knew anything about its workings, and who’d been the one to remove the other one, she was the logical choice to head that team.

Tibby didn’t deny that, but she grimaced and asked, “Are you coming?”

“I’d better stay here in case the dragons come back. Assuming…” Syla eyed the weapons platform. “Let me make sure it’s still operable.”

Another rumble came from the clouds around the volcano. They seemed to writhe with malevolence and even anger.

“I don’t think you should stand on that again,” Tibby said.

“Not if it’s attracting lightning strikes,” Fel said.

“It… shouldn’t. Marble doesn’t conduct electricity, right?”

“No, but there’s more to it than marble,” Tibby said. “It’s full of magical energy.”

“Which does conduct electricity?” Fel asked.

Tibby spread her arms.

“I don’t think that was a chance lightning bolt.” Syla summoned her strength and rolled to her side, wanting to rise to her feet and check the weapons platform.

“You think something directed it?” Tibby asked with skepticism.

“I do.” Syla swayed, the black dots sweeping back into her vision, and was glad Fel continued to support her.

“Like what?” Tibby asked.

“I don’t know.”

After a moment, Syla grew steadier and didn’t feel like she would pass out. She touched the weapons platform before climbing on, half expecting it to spit electricity at her. The smooth marble was cool, the same as it always was. At first, she didn’t sense the power within it that she usually did, and her gut twisted with concern, but then she grew aware of it, almost as if it had gone dormant and was waking from hibernation. Or… unconsciousness? Had it been knocked senseless too?

“I know the feeling,” Syla muttered and climbed onto the platform.

When she rested her palms against the marks on the posts, an image of the tank reservoir formed in her mind. She winced, certain it would be empty, but it wasn’t quite. The reservoir held less energy than before, but she’d also fired several shots. She didn’t think the lightning had depleted it further. Unfortunately, she also didn’t know if there was enough energy left to shoot more than a projectile or two. If the dragons returned…

“We’ll be in trouble,” she muttered.

“What is it?” Tibby asked.

She and Fel were sticking close.

“I don’t know if there’s enough magical energy left to fire more projectiles.” Syla lowered her hands and searched the sky for dragons. She didn’t see any, but there could be some lurking inland. The ships had sailed close enough to the towering black cliffs along the north side of the island that they blocked the view in that direction.

Wreylith? Syla asked. Do you sense any dragons remaining in the area?

I do not.

Will you take a quick flight around the island and check? I need to send Tibby in with the shielder, but I don’t want her to walk into a trap.

A shadow blotted out the sun. No, those were clouds. The fleet had sailed under the influence of the mass of them covering the island, and a cold wind whispered across Syla’s cheeks.

I will, yes. I do not like those clouds though. They reek of magic and malevolence.

Considering one knocked me on my ass, I agree. Be careful. Your wings wouldn’t look good charred black.

Nor would I look good crumpled on the lava rock after being struck by lightning.

I concur.

“Where’s she going?” Fel asked as Wreylith flew inland.

“To scout. When she returns, if she confirms that the dragons have all left, I want you to take Aunt Tibby to the shielder chamber and watch over her while she mounts and activates it.”

Syla braced herself for Fel to object to the idea of leaving her side to guard Tibby instead, but her aunt was the one to protest.

“You’re only giving me one man to protect me on an island possessed by dragons and lightning-hurling clouds?”

“Wreylith is checking on the dragons. Hopefully, they’re all gone.”

“The clouds aren’t. What if that lightning strike had hit you instead of the weapons platform?”

“Then I wouldn’t be here arguing with you. I’m going to send the two of you with Wreylith, assuming I can convince her to carry you and the shielder. It’s only a couple of miles to that chamber, but… I may have to promise her two horn-hog farms. And a sheep ranch.”

“I suppose if the dragon comes with us…” Tibby murmured. “We do need to mount the shielder, and I’m the logical choice for that.”

“Yes. And Wreylith will protect you.”

“I was thinking more that she’s so large that she would be the most likely of us to be struck.”

“You’re going to be the one fiddling with that giant lightning rod of a sphere,” Fel said.

“It’s mostly glass, and glass doesn’t conduct electricity.”

“Teal ore was one of the ingredients. I was there for the quest. I know.”

Tibby sighed and looked at Syla. Earlier, she had said she’d fused some of the metal into the glass. But maybe she wouldn’t admit Fel had a point.

“Have the dragon drop us off right next to the tunnel to the chamber so we can get underground right away,” she said.

“I will.” Syla had been thinking the same. Even burdened, Wreylith could fly them across such a short distance quickly. Hopefully, that would be enough.

Syla was tempted to send troops inland, too, to protect Fel and Tibby, but, assuming Vorik hadn’t blabbed the shielder chamber’s location to his superiors, not many people ought to know it. Maybe the artifact would be safe there for a time. The fewer people who knew its location, the more likely that was.

“I don’t have the tools from the chamber under the castle,” Tibby said, “so it may take some time to set it up.”

“Fel, grab a flare from the ship’s stores,” Syla said. “If you need help, let us know. In the meantime, if any dragons come…” She waved to the weapons platform. “I’ll do my best to take care of them.”

“How much energy is left in the reservoir?” Tibby asked.

“Enough,” Syla said firmly, even if she didn’t know if it would be. “And we have lots of cannonballs.”

“Which have proven so very effective against dragons,” Tibby murmured.

“They ought to fare even better against clouds,” Fel said.

“You two are my most obstinate and least optimistic troops.”

“I’m an engineer. We’re rational, not optimistic.” Tibby looked at Fel.

“I’ve been a soldier or a bodyguard for forty years,” he said. “Trust me. I’ve learned not to be optimistic too.”

“You two will get this done. I have faith.” Syla smiled and gripped their shoulders. “This is all we need to win this war for the Kingdom. Once the dragons no longer have access to any of our islands, there’ll be nothing for them out here. And the stormers won’t continue to harry us if their powerful allies can’t help. More, after sending them all flying away, taking back the throne will be a simple matter. Even if it’s not… we’ll have saved the Kingdom from more carnage and destruction.”

“She’s young and naive,” Tibby said as she and Fel walked off, unimpressed by her little speech.

“Very young and naive,” he agreed.

“And yet we’re following her lead.”

“She is our queen, and I’m sworn to be her bodyguard.”

“I’m not sworn to be her anything,” Tibby said. “I was there when the maid sprinkled baby powder on her butt.”

Syla slumped and looked around, hoping nobody had heard that comment. But both Captain Vonla and Teyla were nearby.

“You’re doing fine, Syla,” Teyla made a circle in the air with her thumb and fingers, the moon-shining-bright gesture. It was encouraging until Teyla smirked and added, “And your butt must be fine too after such assiduous care during your formative years.”

“You’re a dreadful cousin.” Syla looked warily at Vonla, though she didn’t think the captain had known her long enough that she would tease her.

“You are doing fine, Your Majesty.” Vonla nodded firmly at her. “You drove off dragons and survived an evil lightning bolt. All in the same hour.”

“Let’s hope we can survive whatever happens next.”
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With sixteen irate dragons facing him, Vorik sheathed his sword, slid off Agrevlari’s back, and walked out onto the bluff. Though he appreciated the support of his ally, and the two other dragons who’d landed beside Agrevlari, he didn’t want them to be hurt because they chose to back him. More likely, they were friends of Agrevlari and backed him, but the result could be the same.

Aware of his people watching from the trees but not stepping forward to interfere, Vorik stopped in front of the queue of dragons and spread his arms. What he would say to them, he didn’t know, but his gaze locked onto Ozlemar.

The black dragon stood in the middle, his eyes glowing more brightly than those of any of the others, and he exuded great power. His maw parted, and smoke drifted from his nostrils as that power seemed to intensify.

Vorik readied himself, prepared to dive to the side and hope he could avoid an attack right there, but Ozlemar looked to his left.

Jhiton stepped out onto the bluff. His gait was stiff from his wounds, but he kept himself from touching his gut as he walked. He didn’t come to stand beside Vorik but did place himself nearby, almost between Vorik and the dragons.

In the way of our people, Jhiton spoke telepathically to all gathered, including the dragons, Vorik has challenged a chief for leadership of a tribe and won the confrontation. He is now the rightful leader of Wingborn. While dragons are not bound by our laws, it would be incongruous with our history and the ways of both of our kinds for you to slay him.

He tried to slay you. Ozlemar smashed his tail down behind him, slapping the rocky ground.

And he mates with the enemy queen, she who seeks to keep dragons from hunting where they wish, another dragon said, and there went another tail smash.

Agrevlari has also joined with an enemy and should be punished, spoke a third. He mates with the dragon that is no longer wild and has aligned with the human queen.

Wreylith is a mighty female, yet another dragon said. To join with her, given the opportunity, is understandable. She takes few mates.

She has declared herself an enemy!

She has only defended herself and her claimed human when we have attacked. She did not otherwise seek out those of us aligned with the stormers.

Yes, but she claimed an enemy of the stormers.

Wisely so, though, yes? Because of her bond with the human queen, she can now hunt on any of the islands. The young male dragon who said that sounded wistful rather than angry.

Vorik didn’t point out that it wasn’t as easy as some might believe for Wreylith to fly through the barriers on the various islands. He merely stood with his arms spread to look unthreatening while the dragons debated. Or whatever this was. They seem to have gotten off track, and Jhiton looked at Vorik with an eyebrow raised. Chieftess Marvola was back to eating from the nut-butter jar, watching raptly as she enjoyed the contents.

If you believe Wreylith is an enemy, Agrevlari said, it is only because you’ve chosen to make her one.

“You might want to stay out of this,” Vorik murmured to him.

Jhiton lifted his arms. Dragon allies, I beseech you to allow our kind to determine Vorik’s fate, and I remind you that we have not yet had our tribal meeting. We await the arrival of a few more chiefs, and, even if Vorik now speaks for Wingborn, the future is far from decided. Our people will not forget that dragons have been our allies for many generations and that their opinions matter greatly. We invite you to listen in and contribute to the meeting as we decide how to go forward and obtain at least some of the islands for ourselves—and our allies.

Jhiton finished the talk by clenching his fists—his entire body. The tendons in his neck stood out, and the power that Vorik had sensed in him earlier returned, dark and dangerous. Vorik almost took a step back.

Ozlemar’s eyes, which had already been glowing, flared brighter. The black-dragon tattoo on Jhiton’s hand also glowed.

Vorik stared. His tattoo had never done that. He’d never seen any rider’s tattoo glow, not like the moon-mark on Syla’s hand.

As he had before, Jhiton seemed to rein in the strange power, to get whatever it was under control. The dragons must have sensed it though, just as Vorik had. Several of them had glanced at each other, and now they all looked toward Ozlemar.

We dragons, the orange male bonded to Chief Tenilor said, will have our own meeting, and we will let you know what we decide.

Unlike lesser dragons, we will not allow our ambitions to be deterred or our outlook swayed by lust for a female. Ozlemar looked at Agrevlari and then down the line toward the young wistful male, who, wisely, did not retort. I will remind you, Jhiton, that events have already been set into motion. At least one of those islands will not return to Kingdom talons. It is possible that none of them will, no matter what the human female does.

Without explaining further, Ozlemar turned and sprang off the bluff. The other dragons followed, soon banking to fly inland, over the forest to find a place for their meeting.

“What events is he talking about, Jhiton?” Vorik asked quietly, glancing at his brother’s hand.

The tattoo had stopped glowing, but it still struck Vorik as more ominous than it had before. And Jhiton’s gaze wasn’t warm when he turned to regard him.

“We will discuss it at the tribe meeting.” Jhiton walked back toward the cave, the onlookers parting to let him pass, then trailing after him.

Numerous people looked back at Vorik as they left, their expressions ranging from curious to hostile. Nobody stayed behind to congratulate him, and he feared the way ahead would be as fraught as he’d suggested to Syla that it would be. He doubted many of his people had wanted a new chief. Even if they had, they hadn’t wanted it to be Vorik, not after the choices he’d made.

Have I made a mistake, Agrevlari? he asked silently.

Oh, many, yes. Agrevlari breathed hot air onto his shoulder and used the bottom of his jaw to buff his scales. You are fortunate that I continue to stand with you.

I am very fortunate. Thank you. Vorik took a step after the others but paused. Do you know what events Ozlemar spoke of?

Remember the dark clouds around the Island of Eliok? That reek of long-forgotten magic?

I remember the clouds but didn’t notice the reeking.

Human senses are so inferior. I don’t know exactly what went on in the caves around the volcano, but the dragons who were gathered there were powerful and were doing something for a long time. I suspect Ozlemar is referring to that.

Meaning the tribe meeting may be the least of my problems going forward?

That’s a safe assumption.
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On the deck of the Fanged Whale, Syla paced back and forth in front of the weapons platform. Aunt Tibby, Fel, and Wreylith had disappeared from view, and she kept wondering if she’d made a mistake by not going to the island with them. But she also felt that she needed to remain by the weapons platform.

Though Wreylith hadn’t sensed any more dragons in the area, they couldn’t be positive that more wouldn’t show up. Some of their enemies had to have been bolstered by the supernatural lightning strikes that had taken down a projectile—and almost killed Syla. With those clouds still roiling overhead, the fleet would be vulnerable if any dragons returned.

Between those clouds and occasional flashes of lightning over the volcano, Syla couldn’t help but feel uneasy and worry about Fel and Tibby.

“Dragon dropping, Your Majesty?” Celena asked, coming up with a tray.

“Er, what?” Syla looked at the contents, a few dozen brown lumps with what looked like oats mixed in.

“That’s what I’m calling them. For the occasion and the company.” Celena peered in the direction of the volcano, though Wreylith was no longer in view. “My grammy taught me the recipe and called them no-bake-chocolate-oaty cookies, but my name is better, don’t you think?”

“It’ll certainly catch the attention of customers.” Thinking a little sugar might help replenish her reserves, Syla selected one. “Are you still thinking of opening a bakery?”

“Oh, that’s a silly dream, Your Majesty. I could never afford the cost of equipment and leasing a space, and I don’t know anything about running a business.” Celena looked wistfully at the tray.

A crewman walked past with his mouth full and chocolate smudged above his lip. He paused, glanced at them, then darted in and took what must have been a second cookie. Maybe a third. “Thanks, Celena. These are amazing!”

Syla bit into hers and was surprised by the delicious blend of warm flavors beyond the chocolate and oats that she’d expected. “Your dream might not be that silly.”

“You know what I do for a living, Your Majesty. I didn’t have much schooling, and that’s all I know. I admit it’s not ideal to raise my children in the brothel, but… like I said. It’s all I know. I’m not sure how I ended up out here.” Her second look toward the volcano held unease. Understandably so.

“You made the mistake of volunteering to help me.” Syla didn’t actually know why Vonla had dragged Celena across the countryside instead of simply questioning her, but maybe they’d had to leave the city in a hurry. She hoped a trusted colleague at the brothel was keeping an eye on Celena’s children. “Sorry about that.”

“Oh, I’m happy to help, Your Majesty. I wish I could be more useful.” Celena swatted the hand of the crewman as he returned, wanting another cookie. She did allow someone at his side, who apparently hadn’t had any, to take one. “Supplies are limited. I had to scrounge in the mess cabinets to find enough to make these.”

“That’s useful.” Syla pointed at the tray, then dared take another cookie, wondering if Celena would swat her if she got too greedy.

“I didn’t want to leave home with the kids and lose a day’s pay or— how many days do you think this will take? But your Captain Vonla was insistent. I think she saw someone lurking outside of the brothel and was worried they’d seen us talking. I’m not sure. Do you think my children will be all right?”

“Nobody should want to harm them. And I’ll make sure you’re paid for what you lost.”

“Oh, you don’t need to do that, Your Majesty. I’m not doing anything except eating the food and trying to stay out of the way. I didn’t mean to whine.”

“Maybe you can help the cook if you feel you need to do more.” Syla chomped on the second dragon dropping, then joined Teyla at the railing.

Her cousin was alternately looking pensively toward the volcano and running her finger down a page of a book. It looked like one of the titles that Aunt Tibby had been dragging along with information on artifacts made by the gods.

“I have a bad feeling about that.” Teyla pointed toward the clouds.

But Syla spotted a dinghy rowing toward them from one of the original ships from Bogberry Island. Was that Lord Ravoran standing among the rowers? She groaned. She didn’t want to interact with him until after they’d successfully activated the shielder for his island. Even then, he probably wouldn’t be a delightful conversationalist—not with her. Not after his island had endured so much destruction with winter storehouses raided and the lands over-hunted, as Wreylith had said. People had died there too. Far too many people.

“I have bad feelings too,” Syla said. “Trust me.”

“I would think you’d have an especially bad feeling after that.” Teyla shifted her pointing finger toward the weapons platform.

After being hurled away from it by the lightning strike, Syla was surprised the marble wasn’t cracked and charred black.

“I’m trying to maintain an optimistic outlook to counter the lack of optimism in those around me.” Syla remembered Fel and Tibby discussing her naiveté as they’d walked away, but when Ravoran climbed aboard, already glowering at her, she decided the words applied to almost everyone around her. Vorik hadn’t been gone even a day, and she already missed his support.

“I’ve found a few passages about strange weather phenomena in this book.” Teyla tapped the pages.

“A book on magical artifacts discusses the weather?”

“There’s a chapter on objects where the power of dragons was funneled into the making. There’s also a chapter discussing the power of the gods.” Teyla looked at her with significance, then flipped to a section in the back. “This page has a snippet about how, when the Kingdom was first being established and the gods still walked among men, the storm god, who had, until that point, been busy in his laboratories, realized that the other gods were a threat to his beloved creations. He sometimes hindered his fellow deities in their efforts to protect mankind from them. He wanted to protect his creations.”

Syla eyed the dark clouds and the shadows they cast. Out over the sea, the sun was sinking below the horizon, the blue of the sky deepening everywhere but around Harvest Island.

“Do you think that’s a hindrance?” Syla waved toward the cloud-shrouded volcano.

“I think that’s a big hindrance.”

“What exactly do you believe the dragons did?” Syla pointed at the text. “I know they’re powerful, and in the early days, they reputedly changed the courses of rivers and struck down the tops of mountains, but I always assumed most of their magic involved pure force. This is… weird.”

“It feels more like the work of a god than a dragon, doesn’t it? Dragons can’t hurl lightning bolts.”

“You think… a god is present in the world?” A few times along the way, Syla had wondered if the moon god or another benevolent deity was watching over her, but it had seemed arrogant and self-centered to believe they would concern themselves with her, even if they had returned to the world in some manner.

“If one is, we both know which one would create something like that.” Teyla glanced at the clouds. “Maybe the storm god was irked with us for tearing up his laboratory.”

“All we did was take that orb. The dragons and those giant security bugs were what did most of the damage.”

“You did use the weapons platform to blow up the magical cannon-things shooting from the walls.”

“That was self-defense.”

“Yes, but you can’t claim you didn’t do any damage. Maybe the storm god saw it and is holding a grudge.”

That was an alarming thought. Syla rested a hand over her heart, feeling more grateful than ever that the lightning bolt hadn’t struck her directly. It could have slain her instantly.

“It might just be that the dragons got together on the volcano,” Teyla said, “and collectively had the ability to call out to their maker, not that the storm god was hovering about, watching his centuries-abandoned laboratory. One would think gods have more important things to do with their time.”

“Quite,” Syla murmured. “But if that happened, now that he’s awake… Well, he never had any love for humans. He made all those creatures that like to gleefully kill and even eat us.” The memory of wyverns scavenging for food among the dead in the castle courtyard would haunt Syla forever. “And he might be holding a grudge because the other gods helped humanity by making the shielders.”

“He might not be pleased we’re replacing one that was damaged.” Teyla gave her another pointed look.

Syla gripped the railing. “Maybe I shouldn’t have sent Fel and Tibby in alone.”

She hadn’t wanted more people than necessary to learn of the chamber’s location, and Wreylith couldn’t have carried more, regardless, but she shifted uneasily, again worrying that she’d made a mistake. She should have at least sent some of the fleet soldiers in on foot afterward so they would be in the area if something happened to Fel and Tibby. Of course, that would have meant more people in the area to be hurt or killed if something catastrophic happened, such as if lightning bolts started raining down and slaying anyone near the volcano.

“Maybe,” Syla said, “I should⁠—”

“I will speak to Syla Moonmark,” Ravoran growled from ten or twelve feet away.

Captain Vonla had appeared to deter him, lifting a hand toward his chest, her other hand resting on her sword hilt. Ravoran didn’t look as furious as when Syla had last spoken to him, before Tibby had made a new shielder, but his face also didn’t beam with happiness. Further, he was armed, a mace and a long dagger belted at his waist.

“It’s Queen Syla Moonmark,” Vonla said, “And she’s in a meeting.”

Syla was starting to like that woman.

“Not untrue,” Teyla murmured.

“She’s reading a book with her cousin,” Ravoran said, “and Lord Fograth has taken over the throne, so she’s not the queen of anything anymore.”

Vonla raised her chin. “She is the rightful heir, and she will retake the throne as soon as she’s not busy defending the Kingdom.”

Syla sighed and lifted a hand, though she would have preferred to remain in a meeting, even if the subject matter was dark. “Let him come over, please, Captain.”

As Ravoran approached, Syla cast another worried look at the volcano. Fel hadn’t fired his flare yet, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d sent Tibby and Fel off into danger.

Wreylith? Syla called telepathically. Is there any trouble?

I am being rained on, the wind is gusting, and the dark clouds keep crackling with lightning.

Is there any trouble that’s a concern to Fel and Tibby?

Some time has passed since they disappeared into a cave that is too small for me to enter. I can sense your moon-marked relative. She has not moved from her position recently.

She must be affixing the shielder to its mount then. All right, thank you for the update. If there’s any trouble… come get me, please.

I could come get you now so that you could enjoy the rain and wind.

I might prefer that to speaking with the island lord who’s glaring at me.

Syla made herself smile at Ravoran. “Greetings, Lord. You came over here with urgency. Are you in need of healing?”

“I’m in need of knowing what, by all the stars in the sky, is happening to my island?” Ravoran thrust his hand toward the cloud-smothered volcano.

Syla blinked. Was that what he’d come over here about? He thought she knew?

“I’m not sure, Ravoran, but I’ve sent a team in with the new shielder. Hopefully, once that’s in place and there’s a barrier around Harvest Island, the sky will return to normal.”

“How is a barrier going to make those clouds go away? I saw one shoot lightning out and almost kill you.” Ravoran sounded more irritated that the weather phenomenon existed than that she’d almost died.

“Yes, that distressed me as well. I think⁠—”

“What I think is that you’ve been pissing off dragons left and right with that contraption, and they decided to take revenge. On my island. They set that… that into motion, whatever it is, and now they’ve left it to escalate into who knows what. The volcano is probably going to erupt and kill us all.”

“That particular volcano has been dormant for thousands of years.” Teyla held up a book, though it had nothing to do with geology. “It shouldn’t erupt.”

“I’m sure it can easily erupt,” Ravoran said, “in a world full of dragons and magic. Dragons whom our youthful would-be queen has irritated into acting.”

“They invaded your island and killed your people and decimated your crops,” Syla said. “I didn’t think irritating them—or killing them outright—would offend you.”

“If there are repercussions for that, it offends me. And my island wouldn’t have suffered all the rest if you hadn’t stolen our shielder.”

Syla lifted a hand to make a placating gesture, but Ravoran surged backward.

“Don’t you touch me again.” He pointed at her, his eyes wide as he glowered at her moon-marked hand. “When we get back, I’m throwing my weight as an island lord behind Fograth. He’s a pompous ass and probably someone’s toady, but he’s still better than a girl who sleeps with the enemy and makes choices to save her island while leaving the others to suffer.”

“We’ll have the shield restored to your island soon.” Syla lowered her hand and debated how to get rid of Ravoran. She shouldn’t have allowed him to argue with her out in the open. Dozens of crewmen were watching with wide eyes. “If you’ve nothing further to contribute, you may return to your ship.”

Sneering again, Ravoran glowered at the volcano, but he did leave, stalking back to the dinghy. He shot a glare over his shoulder at Syla before disappearing over the railing.

“I don’t think I’m ever going to win him over as a supporter,” Syla murmured.

“Don’t blame yourself for that,” Teyla said. “He’s a walking penis. He was loyal to the king, but he never supported your mother either. I don’t think he likes women at all, definitely not being subordinate to one. You should replace him. It’s time for that anyway, isn’t it? The island lords are supposed to either retire or be reassessed for how they’re doing their duties every five years, right? It’s not a hereditary and certainly not a permanent position.”

“That’s tradition, yes. I’ll have to take back the throne before I can reassess any of the island lords.”

“That’s the plan anyway, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but first…” Syla turned back toward the volcano, lightning flashes in the dark sky drawing her eye. Had the clouds grown denser in the brief time she’d been speaking with Ravoran? After talking to Teyla, she imagined she could see a similarity in them to the cloudy image that had appeared in the laboratory to speak to them. A part of the storm god’s magical security system. “I’m going to ask Wreylith to pick me up and take me over there to help things along.”

“What are you going to do to assist in installing an artifact? You’re the only one around who can operate the weapons platform.”

“I don’t know, but I’m worried that someone may need healing shortly.”

Even as she started to call out to Wreylith again, lightning struck the cloud-shrouded top of the volcano, a huge white-blue branch that lasted far longer than the typical flash. Rocks shattered and flew away from the rim of the crater, and a rumble sounded. Did it come from the clouds? Or from the ground below? Syla couldn’t tell, but boulders tumbled down the slopes, and crevasses split open with great snaps of lava rock.

“They’re underground,” she blurted, envisioning the tunnel around the shielder chamber collapsing with Tibby and Fel in it.

A shriek came from the volcano, and Wreylith appeared, flying away from the continuing lightning bolt. Syla swore. Had she been struck?

Are you all right?

This place is cursed by the gods!

No lightning bolts shot toward Wreylith, but the ongoing energy pouring into the ground through the one behind her was alarming enough. More boulders flew, the earth rumbled, and smoke hazed the air. Or maybe that was a cloud of pulverized rock. There wasn’t much to burn on the bare slopes of the volcano.

Just one god. Are Tibby and Fel all right? Fear for them hunched Syla’s shoulders, and she struggled not to prematurely believe she’d lost them, but the thought that she’d already lost so much of her family washed over her. And she’d sent Fel and Tibby over there. If they died…

I do not know. They were in the ground.

As Wreylith neared the ship, her scales damp from the rain falling on the island, the lightning finally stopped. The wind gusted, blowing mist that smelled of charred rock and sulfur out to them. Syla removed her spectacles to wipe them—and her face. The crewmen barely noticed Wreylith landing on the wheelhouse. They were all staring at the volcano while murmuring and making superstitious gestures over their chests.

Will you take me over there? Syla asked, more certain than ever that Fel and Tibby would need a healer.

That would be unwise, said Wreylith, Wreylith who regularly flew fearlessly into battle against impossible odds. She perched with her tail wrapped around her body and her head uncharacteristically low. I believe the storm god has returned.

I think that’s possible too. But I still need to go over there. Syla wondered if she would need to order Hixun to row her to shore in a dinghy. Tibby and Fel and the shielder⁠—

The shielder will do nothing to keep out a god.

Yeah, but it’ll keep out the dragons who called him.

Syla didn’t know if Teyla’s hypothesis about that was correct, but Wreylith didn’t argue with the statement, saying only, Dragons are not the problem. Not now.

I’m sure they’ll be one in the future. Regardless, I need to get Fel and Tibby. Will you fly me over there, please? You don’t have to stay. Syla wanted the dragon to stay, not only for protection but because it would be hard to get back without her, but Wreylith must have been right by the lightning when it struck with its alarming power.

My ear canals are bleeding, Wreylith said. The energy— The noise!

I have a salve that can help.

Wreylith growled and lifted her head to glare at Syla.

There’s your spirit. Will you fly me over there now?

Yes, but come quickly. I believe that snarling mess will grow worse rather than improve.

Maybe activating the shielder will do something to help, Syla said hopefully, though she was more worried about Tibby and Fel at the moment.

When she started toward Wreylith’s perch, Teyla lifted a hand. “Where are you going?”

Captain Vonla stepped into Syla’s path. Though she didn’t ask it aloud, Vonla had the same question in her eyes.

“To join Fel and Tibby and make sure they can finish setting up the shielder. It may help with that problem.” Syla waved toward the clouds, though she had nothing but hope at this point, no evidence to support the idea.

“You can’t go alone, Your Majesty,” Vonla said. “We just saw how dangerous it is over there.”

“She’s crazy to want to go over there,” a nearby crewman whispered, making the moon gesture over his chest.

“Or brave,” another whispered.

“A dragon can carry two, right?” Teyla asked. “I’ll grab my sword and go with you, Syla.”

“I am better trained to protect her,” Vonla said.

“But I’ve read a lot of books on the gods and learned from historical accountings and messages left in ancient ruins of past civilizations. I’m the logical choice.” Teyla jogged to the door leading belowdecks. “I’ll be right back.”

“Your Majesty,” Vonla said. “Take me. I’ll protect you. Your bodyguard may be injured.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Vonla gazed expectantly at her.

Syla hesitated, not wanting to delay but also torn between whom to take. “I think… you’re a wonderful officer, Vonla, and I appreciate your support, but whatever I need over there, I doubt swords and fighting will be involved. Teyla’s knowledge may be helpful. And here…” She remembered her confrontation with Ravoran that so many had witnessed. She also remembered that many of the ships that had accompanied her fleet had only decided to join her a few hours earlier. “Someone might decide to cause trouble while I’m gone—or decide I should be left here so they can go support Fograth. Will you stay here and help Major Hixun make sure there’s not anarchy while I’m gone?”

Judging by the set of her jaw, which reminded Syla of the way Fel so often mulishly set his jaw, Vonla didn’t want to stay and help Hixun. She wanted to make sure Syla survived the approaching night.

“I’ll have Celena bring you cookies as a reward,” Syla added.

Vonla snorted. “I don’t want cookies, Your Majesty. I want you to survive and retake the throne so that assholes aren’t in charge of the Kingdom.”

“I want that too. I plan to survive.”

Teyla returned with her sword and a pack stuffed with books. She’d also grabbed Syla’s medical kit. After tossing everything up, Teyla climbed onto the wheelhouse, already certain she was going along.

“Very well, Your Majesty.” Vonla sighed.

“They’re really good cookies.” Syla lifted a hand in thanks and also climbed onto the wheelhouse.

“I didn’t disagree with that,” Vonla called after her.

As soon as Syla and Teyla maneuvered onto Wreylith’s back, the dragon took off, flying into the rain and wind. Lightning flashed within the dark clouds.

“Are we going to survive this?” Syla murmured.

“We’d better,” Teyla said. “I’d like more cookies too.”
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Cold rain fell, and wind gusted across the slope of the volcano. Full darkness smothered the island when they landed, but Syla could make out the clouds roiling above, and every time lightning flashed, it brightened the terrain enough to see in detail. Even though Syla had previously visited the tunnel that led back to the shielder chamber, the landscape had changed drastically. It had probably just changed during that extended lightning strike.

Nearby, a chasm had opened, stretching from the rim of the volcano to the cliffs overlooking the sea two miles away. Upheaval in the ground had thrust up piles of rock in some places while, elsewhere, sinkholes cratered the earth, making walking treacherous. It took Syla a long moment—and numerous lightning flashes—before she was certain where the tunnel entrance was. No, where it had been.

Her gut clenched, and she tightened her grip on her medical kit. The entrance had collapsed. If it had collapsed all the way back, was there any hope that Fel and Tibby had survived?

“Yes,” she told herself. “As long as they were in the shielder chamber, that would have been protected.”

Despite the firm assertion, she looked at Teyla, hoping for confirmation.

Her cousin, who probably hadn’t been here before, was peering uneasily around the landscape and also eyeing the lightning flashes. With no trees growing on the rocky slope of the volcano, there wasn’t any protection. Now that they were right under the phenomenon, Syla could sense magic in the air. Malevolent magic. Teyla probably felt it too.

“Do you regret coming?” Syla asked.

“Not yet. After I get hit by lightning, I might. I think they could be protected down there, yes, but they may be trapped.”

Syla pointed at what had once been the entrance.

“They’re definitely trapped,” Teyla said. “You should have brought explosives.”

“I don’t think Aunt Tibby has had time to make more.”

“Maybe you should learn to use your power to make them.” Teyla waved at Syla’s hand.

“I don’t have the engineering knowledge.” Syla walked over the rockfall, trying to sense Tibby through her moon-mark, but she could only sense Wreylith, the dragon’s power far greater—and more noticeable—than that of a human. “Or maybe it’s chemistry knowledge that’s needed to know what mundane materials to mix with magic and how. Tibby’s explosives are more sophisticated than anything made with black powder.”

“Given how your queenhood is going so far, maybe you should learn chemistry and what things to mix together to blow up usurpers and other threats.”

“I can’t argue against that. I have gotten more versatile with my magic. These past few days, I’ve been working on putting it into my tinctures and salves to give them extra healing power.”

“How is that versatile? That’s more of what you already do.”

“No, I heal people.” Syla poked around the rock pile while she spoke, searching for gaps that might hint of a way in. “This is creating salves to heal people.”

“Explosives may be beyond you.”

“I think so, yes.” Not finding any openings, Syla slung her medical kit over her shoulder on its strap and walked farther up the slope.

She tried not to feel like her weight might be adding to that burying Fel and Tibby. She reminded herself that they were likely in the shielder chamber. And if they weren’t… her weight wouldn’t matter next to the tons of rocks.

I sense that the moon-marked one lives. Wreylith shook rain droplets from her wings and glowered up at the clouds, baring her fangs toward them. The dragon hadn’t yet taken off, despite Syla’s promise that she could depart.

“Thank the gods,” Syla said.

Not all the gods, Wreylith said as Teyla raised her eyebrows.

“Wreylith says they’re alive. And they’re under here, right?” Syla looked toward the dragon.

Wreylith took a few hops farther up the slope, then walked about, her head tilted toward the ground, as if she were listening. Maybe she was using that sense as well as her ability to detect magic.

How are your ear canals? Syla asked.

Stay away from me with your slimy salves.

A soothing formula might feel good if they’ve been damaged. And something unctuous might even insulate them if there’s more loud noise.

This time, Wreylith bared her fangs at Syla.

“Did your dragon just hiss?” Teyla asked.

“I think so, but don’t be alarmed. It was directed at me, not you.”

“I’m standing next to you. If you’re drawing a dragon’s ire, I’m absolutely alarmed.”

“She doesn’t like the viscosity of some of my medicinal salves.” Undeterred, Syla navigated around boulders and over scree to join Wreylith, who’d stopped moving.

The dragon flexed her talons over the ground. It is difficult to pinpoint her location, but I believe the moon-marked one is below here. I can also faintly detect the artifact that she made, but it has not yet been activated, so its signature is weak, and it’s also muffled.

Good. That must mean they’re in the chamber. It insulates the magic of the shielders so enemies can’t detect them easily.

Yes. It is surprising I can sense anything. Perhaps the door was open when the lightning struck.

Syla bit her lip, hoping that didn’t mean that rocks had tumbled inside, enough rocks to hurt Tibby and Fel.

“We need to get in there.” Syla switched to speaking aloud since Teyla had joined her. “Wreylith, do you have a way to excavate these boulders?”

Excavate? I am a dragon, not a digging tool.

“Yes, but your jaws are large, and you’re very strong. I’ve seen you pluck up humans and fling them about. Couldn’t you do the same with these boulders? And then the ground underneath…” Syla paused, realizing the rock above the shielder chamber would be solid, not loose. Removing that would take more than a few lifts and flings. “Can dragon fire split rock? Or, uhm, incinerate it? Or does rock melt? Like ore?” Syla looked at Teyla.

“That’s not the kind of information I expected you to need when I volunteered my expertise and to come along.”

“The ruins left behind by ancient civilizations don’t illuminate you on such matters?”

“The Hazondi ruins in Southern Droha have a carving of a blacksmith forging a copper bracelet. Nothing about rocks though.”

Rocks do melt at various temperatures, Wreylith stated. We are standing on a volcano. What do you think magma is?

“Molten rock?” Syla asked.

Precisely. And prolonged exposure to dragon fire can melt rock, yes, but it’s easier to keep a stream of flames flowing for long enough to raise its core temperature if another dragon is assisting and they can take turns. We breathe the fire, which means we have to inhale and exhale.

“It’s too bad Agrevlari isn’t here,” Syla said.

Wreylith exhaled in a way that smoke wafted from one of her nostrils.

“Are you warming up to try or irritated that I brought him up?”

I would accept his help if he were here. Let me attempt to move the rocks first. That chasm and the other cracks suggest this whole area was loosened. Stand back.

“All right.” Syla scooted back. “Thank you, Wreylith.”

“I don’t think you’d want to melt the rock surrounding Fel and Tibby anyway.” Teyla joined her in scooting back. “That sounds like a way to roast humans. Especially if the door to the chamber is open. You’d turn the whole area into an oven.”

“Good point.”

Lightning flashed, striking down twenty feet away. Rock shards flew, pelting down on the wet ground all around. Even Wreylith jumped.

“I feel so vulnerable out here.” Syla looked around, but there was nowhere to take cover. “Especially if you’re right, and if a god is somehow directing the lightning bolts.”

“So far,” Teyla said as Wreylith chucked the first boulder away, “the lightning strikes have either seemed random or drawn by magical energy.”

“Does that mean you don’t think the storm god is guiding them?” Syla wiped rain droplets from her spectacles.

“I’m hoping that’s the case. We’d better not do anything to attract lightning.” Teyla eyed her moon-mark. Wondering if the magic within them might be enough to bring the lightning? If that were true, the dragons would have been targets for it too. Of course, their kind might be protected. The storm god presumably wouldn’t have wanted to destroy his own creations.

“That’s always sound advice.” Syla eyed her medical kit, thinking of the magic she’d infused into some of her salves. She’d poured quite a bit into a jar of burn ointment, but small magical substances wouldn’t be enough to draw lightning, would they? “Hopefully not,” she murmured to herself. “They’re in glass jars, and glass doesn’t attract lightning, anyway.”

Syla had no idea if that would matter, but she was reluctant to set down her medical kit and risk losing it. If they found Fel and Tibby, they would likely need medical attention.

As Wreylith threw more boulders aside, Syla groped for a way to help. The dragon growled with each toss, either because of the effort required or because she was irritated by the lowly task.

Thank you for your help, Syla told her. If you like, I can try to make healing salves that are especially suited to dragons and have less viscosity. Since you seem not to care for, er, anything with a slime-like texture.

Wreylith threw a boulder the size of an elephant.

“She’s strong,” Teyla observed.

“Oh, yes.”

Do not worry about special salves for dragons. We are a mighty species and not in need of such things.

I’ll start work on the project as soon as we’re able to settle down.

Good.

Wreylith lifted another boulder but paused and cocked her head. Her eyes flared golden as she tossed it out of the way, then peered to the south, toward the forested lands stretching away from the base of the volcano, the area where the dragons had been hunting eliok. Was she looking even farther away than that? Toward the distant shoreline and the sea beyond the island? In the dark, it was hard to tell. When the lightning wasn’t flashing, her golden eyes were the only illumination.

Two dragons approach, Wreylith said.

Stormer dragons? Syla squinted into the night but couldn’t see anything but darkness. I was hoping we’d scared them all away.

Maybe scared wasn’t the right word. Even though she’d killed three dragons with the weapons platform, they’d seen the lightning strike it, which should have bolstered them. The way they’d taken off made her think they might have been summoned. To plot new attacks on the Kingdom? Syla hoped they’d only been called to that big tribal meeting Vorik had mentioned.

They are wild dragons, Wreylith said. Sisters that I have encountered before. I would not consider them allies.

Does that mean they’re enemies?

In the past, they have been rivals for males that were more attracted to me than to them.

Definitely enemies.

They are flying straight toward us.

I don’t suppose they could be convinced to help you dig.

Wreylith turned her golden eyes toward Syla. Would you assist one who was a rival for your mate’s attention?

I’d like to think I’m mature and gracious and would.

You are not a dragon.

Puny humans, a powerful female voice boomed into Syla’s mind.

“Is that us?” Teyla asked, hearing it too.

Puny humans, we have learned that you seek to replace the odious magical barrier that keeps dragons from hunting on this island, this island where the delicious and sumptuous elioks live. Further, it is a restful spot for a dragon to relax upon during a flight across the Sea of Storms from one great land to another. You shall not take it from us. We will not permit it.

Lightning flashed, slamming down near the top of the volcano. Boulders tumbled down the slope, and Syla grimaced, not reassured by Teyla’s belief that the strikes were random. Even if they were, randomness could get them killed as easily as divine intent.

“If the dragons don’t get us first,” she murmured.

I will attempt to deter the sisters. Wreylith sprang into the air.

“How’s she going to deter two dragons when there’s only one of her?” Teyla asked.

“She’s powerful and fearsome,” Syla said.

A branch of lightning streaked down from the clouds, passing just scant yards in front of Wreylith. She shrieked and banked hard. Fortunately, the lightning didn’t hit her and wasn’t like the continuous strike from earlier. Regardless, Wreylith roared her vexed defiance at the clouds.

Syla rocked back, realizing that if Teyla’s hypothesis was correct, and magic could draw the lightning, the earlier extended strike might have been a result of Tibby activating the shielder artifact. Syla couldn’t sense its power now, but maybe Tibby had deactivated it when they’d been buried under rocks? Or…

Syla bent over and gripped her knees. What if the lightning had managed to destroy the shielder? And if Fel and Tibby had been nearby, it could have gotten them too…

No, Syla reminded herself. Wreylith had sensed that Tibby lived.

Roars and shrieks came from the trees to the south. Syla straightened, reminded of the immediate threat.

Lightning flashed, and she saw the combatants in the air, Wreylith already engaging with a blue dragon. A green was flying past the confrontation, continuing toward Teyla and Syla.

Swearing, Syla hurried toward the pit that Wreylith had thus far excavated.

“Take cover!” she called to Teyla.

If only there were more cover. While Wreylith had dug out many rocks, there wasn’t yet anything like a cave that they could hide in. Groping in the dark, Syla scrambled into the pit, but, even crouching low in it, she feared the dragon would easily spot her.

Teyla drew her sword, but she also ran, not foolish enough to believe she could best a dragon.

Shrieks of pain came from the aerial battle, but Syla dared not lift her head over the edge of the pit to check on Wreylith. It didn’t matter. The green dragon found them anyway.

Lightning flashed above it, but no branches streaked out to blast it. The storm god probably wanted one of his creations to stop Syla and her team.

As if the green dragon knew who she was and that she was in charge, it folded its wings in to dive at Syla.

“Look out.” She backed away from Teyla, not wanting her cousin to be injured too. At the same time, she fumbled for the buckle of her medical kit, wanting to pull out a scalpel. Such a tiny blade wouldn’t do much to a dragon, but it was all she had.

Syla didn’t have time to open the kit, not with her hands shaking and the dragon’s talons extending as it arrowed toward her. She flung herself to the side of the pit, hoping that she would be lucky enough to avoid being plucked up.

Teyla leaped in front of her, swinging the sword. The dragon jerked its leg out of the way, avoiding the slash. It still managed to snatch up Syla, and she gasped as strong talons wrapped around her, plucking her up. They tightened painfully around her torso but didn’t slay her outright.

I have one of the puny humans, the dragon boomed to all in the area. As the female flapped her wings and flew out of Teyla’s reach, leaving her cursing and swinging her blade at only air, she added, I sense that she has a small amount of magical power. That makes her important to her people, yes? Could she be bartered to them for the destruction of the shielder artifact? The Island of Eliok must remain free for all dragons!

Syla squirmed, trying to free herself, but as soon as the dragon flew higher, she stopped. The last thing she wanted was for her captor to release her so that she plummeted to the hard rocks below.

The strap of the medical kit slid off Syla’s shoulder. She slapped it to her side, not wanting to lose it, then remembered her thought to pull out a scalpel. Maybe if she managed to stab the small blade between the dragon’s toes, the spot would be vulnerable enough to convince it to release her.

Lightning flashed again, revealing the ground below. The dragon hadn’t flown high into the air—instead she seemed to be heading toward the sea—and the drop was about fifteen feet. Syla might survive such a fall…

Slay all the humans, and get this red monster off me! the other dragon cried. If they are dead, they can’t— Shrieks split the night.

Busy with her battle, Wreylith wouldn’t be able to help Syla. Careful not to lose her medical kit, she delved into it, groping for the scalpel. But she brushed something that tingled with magic. The jar of burn ointment she’d been thinking about earlier.

She almost dismissed it—ointment couldn’t help in her predicament. But lightning flashed again, a branch striking a boulder below and splitting it. Again, she thought of Teyla’s words.

“Attracted by magic,” she whispered.

You are not valuable enough to barter? the dragon carrying her asked.

I’m the queen of these people. I’m very valuable. If you put me down, we can negotiate.

I must fly back to assist my ally. Wreylith is strong.

Yes, she is. Syla fished out the jar, closed her medical kit, and struggled to get her arms close enough together to reach and remove the lid. And she’s my friend. If you don’t let me go—er, lightly set me down—she’ll come and slay you.

I will slay you first. You presume to keep dragons out of lands which dragons wish to visit.

The gods gave these lands to humans. As a gust of wind spattered cold rain onto her cheeks and whipped at her clothing, Syla got the lid off the jar. She slid her fingers in, then stretched them upward with the ointment. All she could reach was the side of the dragon’s leg, but she managed to smear the goop on.

What is that?

Burn ointment. Syla realized it was probably pointless, that the magic couldn’t possibly be strong enough to attract lightning. If it were, one of the bolts would have struck her medical kit already.

The dragon shook her. Cease touching me with that. It is slimy.

If Syla hadn’t been in such a predicament, she would have laughed—maybe all dragons shared Wreylith’s disdain for unctuous substances.

Yes, it is. Syla smeared more onto the dragon’s leg as well as its foot and talons. Maybe, even if lightning didn’t strike, the ointment would cause the creature’s grip to slip.

But the talons tightened, and the dragon roared in irritation.

A pained shriek came from Wreylith’s battle. Lightning flashed on the south side of the volcano, and Syla glimpsed the blue dragon plummeting to the ground. With a great roar, Wreylith flew toward Syla.

The green dragon must have seen the threat too. She’d already been heading toward the sea, but she flapped her wings harder. Syla slipped in the creature’s grip. Even though she’d wanted that, it startled her and made her gasp in fear. She glanced down, hoping she was over water, not land, but in the darkness that had returned, it was hard to tell.

Reaching up, Syla grasped the foot gripping her, rethinking her plan. It would be better to wait for Wreylith to catch up and help than try to be dropped.

But as she grabbed the ointment-covered foot, her hand sliding, her moon-mark flared silver. Even though she didn’t try to draw upon her power, it flowed out of her and into the dragon, as if it was using the ointment as a conduit. The dragon roared in irritation and surprised Syla by releasing her.

A split second later, the clouds roiled, and lightning flashed. As Syla fell, she witnessed it striking the dragon—right where she’d smeared the ointment. The creature shrieked in utter pain, but Syla could feel no triumph as she plummeted to certain death.

She had the wherewithal to smash her spectacles to her face so they wouldn’t fly off but was startled when, instead of slamming into the ground, she fell past the black cliffs and dropped into the sea. Hitting the water knocked the air out of her and stung almost as much as she’d expected from hitting rock. The icy cold sea enveloped her, invading her throat and nostrils. Only the strap of her medical kit kept it from being torn away.

When she surfaced, gasping and coughing for air, something sharp brushed her, then fastened around her. She almost screamed as more talons wrapped around her, but she recognized Wreylith’s aura and tried to relax as the dragon drew her out of the sea. Dangling and coughing to get water out of her windpipe, she found relaxing difficult.

Cheers went up, confusing Syla. She adjusted her spectacles, but water droplets covered the lenses, and, in the night, she could barely see anything but bright yellow spots. Lanterns? Oh, the ships. The dragon had dropped her between the fleet and the cliffs.

Do you require medical attention? Wreylith asked as she gained altitude. I will take you to your vessel.

No. I’m fine. Syla coughed up water, somewhat belying the assertion but added, Can you take me back to Teyla? Wait, are those wild dragons still⁠—

Dead.

Both of them?

I slew the one I intercepted, and then hurried to fly after the one that captured you. Before I reached her, a tremendous branch of lightning came straight down from the clouds and slammed into her leg. More, it split and wrapped all around her body. You are fortunate that she dropped you first. Wreylith flew over land toward the buried shielder chamber. I had almost convinced myself that the lightning, if these clouds were conjured by the storm god, would not strike a dragon.

I may have helped that along.

I sensed… something. A flare of magic.

That was me. I smeared some of my burn concoction on the dragon and then tried to enhance it, to either make it draw the lightning or to make her grip slip so she would drop me. Neither might have been wise, given my position well above the ground—the sea—but it’s hard to think clearly when a dragon has you in her clutches.

So, your slimy goo led to the end of that dragon’s life.

It was a magical burn ointment.

I will attempt to remain hale in your presence so that I don’t need you to treat me again.

Under normal circumstances, the ointment would be soothing, healing, and restorative.

You will not put goo on my eggs when they are laid.

I wouldn’t dream of it.

Wreylith spread her wings, coming in to land next to Teyla, and brought Syla to the ground.

“What happened?” Teyla had climbed out of the pit and still held her sword.

As Wreylith returned to pulling out boulders, Syla said, “My dragon ally has forbidden me from using anything out of my medical kit on her eggs.”

“I meant over there.” Teyla pointed to where the other dragon had been struck by lightning.

“We may have proven your hypothesis true.”
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Vorik walked around the cave, distributing the last of the goodies from Syla’s bag. Particularly popular were brown discs of a creamy sweet substance with dried cranberries embedded in it. The kids kept rearranging their positions in the cave to pretend like he hadn’t yet given them anything, and some had managed to snag three or four treats. Since Vorik was distracted by watching the chiefs talking in the back, as well as newly arrived tribal leaders walking into the camp, he barely noticed.

“You aren’t going to be able to bribe people to change their votes on plans for the future,” Jhiton said as Vorik passed near him.

“I know.” Vorik pressed another dried apricot into his brother’s hand.

Jhiton’s eyes narrowed, and Vorik expected him to reject it—if not pelt him with it. Instead, Jhiton growled and put it in his mouth.

“Sweets do have a lot of allure though,” Vorik murmured.

“All the tribal leaders who are able to come have done so or sent proxies to vote for them as we decide future events,” Chieftess Marvola said. She’d assumed the role of spokesperson with Shi gone.

A group had gone out to retrieve Shi’s body for a funeral pyre, but nobody had suggested a delay to the meeting or the voting. People wanted a resolution regarding the war and their future, one way or another.

With his sack empty, Vorik headed to the back of the cave. Maybe he should have reserved more sweets to offer the chiefs. A few of them, including Marvola, had appeared in the line to claim some personally. Tenilor and the rest had sneered with contempt.

Wish me luck, Agrevlari, Vorik thought, sensing his dragon ally remained near the bluff.

You’ll need a talented tongue, not luck.

I do have that, though less when it applies to talking and more to… other activities.

Sexual acts?

Never mind.

Vorik followed the chiefs as they headed through the tunnel at the back of the cave. At first, he thought they might want to hold the meeting around the lake where the kraken had appeared when Syla had been present, but they turned into the very nook where Jhiton had questioned her. It wasn’t spacious, but it was divided from the main cave and private, with enough room for a couple dozen people.

Regardless, Agrevlari said, you’ll need to use your tongue to sway those chiefs, and you might want to do it quickly. Several dragons have arrived from the Island of Eliok. None spoke directly to me, but not everyone was pinpoint with their telepathy, and I caught a few words. They spoke of your queen reaching the island with a wrapped sphere that is thought to be a new shielder artifact. The dragons mentioned believing they had the backing of the storm god but nonetheless lost allies to the death launcher. They are irritated anew with its presence in this world.

Understandable. Even if Vorik was glad it sounded like Syla had survived an encounter with more dragons, he couldn’t help but wish he’d managed to destroy the awful weapons platform. It was too powerful—too deadly to dragons—to exist in the world. Syla’s aunt must have been able to complete the shielder she was working on.

Yes. The dragons have some faith that the storm god won’t allow her to place it on the island, but they didn’t stay to watch the attempt, not after losing comrades. Also, they felt it important to update the chiefs and their dragon allies before your tribal meeting.

Vorik grimaced. That news might sway some people who’d been borderline on which way to vote.

They’re talking figuratively about having the backing of the storm god, right? A sinking sensation took over Vorik’s stomach as he remembered those clouds. They’re not expecting a god to show up there, are they?

That is unclear to me.

Any chance that you can make it clear? Do a little more spying?

Dragons lack the furtive and secretive nature of spies.

Just plop down in the middle of their gathering and buff your scales.

Someone brushed Vorik from behind. He’d paused a few steps into the nook, thinking he was the last of the chiefs, but Jhiton and General Amalia were joining the group. She saluted him with a half-eaten sweet. Jhiton didn’t do or say anything to Vorik, simply stepping inside and leaning against the wall. His wound had to be making him miserable, and Vorik wished he could suggest that he lie down, but even if that was wise and a healer advised it, Jhiton never would.

Chief Tenilor stepped into the middle of the nook, as if he would take charge. Vorik didn’t want that and stepped forward, smiling and bowing to everyone present.

“Mind if I say something before we begin? As a new chief, I’d like to greet everyone and make my position clear.”

“Oh, we know your position,” Tenilor said. “Directly under the Garden Kingdom queen.”

“Actually, I prefer to be on top. From the beginning, that was the plan, after all.” Vorik extended a hand toward Jhiton, but his brother’s frosty don’t-include-me-in-your-scheme look didn’t suggest he would provide backup.

“You killed Chieftess Shi,” Tenilor said, rudely refusing to ask for details on the plan.

“No,” Marvola said. “She killed herself. I was looking down when she chose to throw that knife at him and lost her grip. You can’t blame Vorik for that.”

“He’s the one who challenged her!”

“Which is his right to do.”

“He betrayed our people and his own blood brother,” Tenilor said. “He has no rights. Shi was about to exile him.”

“Let me speak.” Vorik lifted his arms. “I have a plan for the future, one that will feed all of our people and let us end this war without losing more of our kin. When I’m done, if you decide it’s all nonsense and not worth listening to, I’ll stop arguing and go along with whatever the combined tribes decide is best.”

“The combined tribes want you to leave,” Tenilor said. “Or to die.”

“I want to hear his plan,” General Amalia said. She sounded weary, like she might not have slept since before the Bogberry Island invasion.

How many people had she lost there, Vorik wondered. Since he’d been gone, he didn’t know what the death tally had been, but Agrevlari’s description of the whirlpool in the lake sucking boats under had made it sound devastating. And he’d seen for himself what had happened in the mine, with the Kingdom soldiers not letting his people climb out after the flooding began.

“I do too,” Marvola said.

“Imagine that,” Tenilor grumbled at the chieftess. “You’ve got whatever bribe was in that jar staining your tunic.”

“I told you they’d all consider it a bribe,” Jhiton murmured.

“A promise of what the future can hold,” Vorik said, speaking loudly enough for everyone to hear.

Though he wore a sullen expression, Tenilor fell silent.

“When General Jhiton tasked me with seducing then-Princess Syla,” Vorik said, “he sought to learn the locations of the shielders, but I realized right away that Syla had the mettle needed to lead her people and would inevitably become the queen that her blood—and the gods—destined her to be. Unlike some of her predecessors, she’s not a warrior, nor was she trained as a diplomat, but, as a healer, she has heart and is willing to work to help all people, not only her own.”

Vorik hoped nobody present had yet figured out that flooding the mine had been Syla’s idea, or they would scoff. He hurried on so that they wouldn’t have time to think too much about his claims.

“I was a poor choice for the general’s mission, since I wasn’t able to wheedle much information out of her, but I did manage to charm her, just a bit.” He smiled and tried to look self-deprecating as he held up his thumb and index finger with little space between. “We’ve spoken together of a possible future that would benefit our people without disturbing hers further. She has suggested that she might be open to giving our tribes territory of our own within the Kingdom, on lands that currently are wild and belong only to the crown. Of course, we would have to promise to cease the war and that there would be no further hostilities from stormers. We would essentially have to be good neighbors, but we wouldn’t be under Kingdom rule, and we could come and go as we pleased, enjoying the protection of the shields when we want it and hunting and foraging on the wild lands there. Our dragon allies wouldn’t be able to fly through the barriers, but we could construct floating docks anchored to the sea floor outside of them and kayak in and out to meet them whenever we wished to hunt together. And we could bring them offerings of the fine meats that we might acquire within the Kingdom. For those of you who’ve enjoyed the jams and nut spreads, I’m sure the gardeners could be enticed to share recipes or even trade their goods with our people.”

“Oh, well,” Tenilor said, “if they’re sharing recipes, then of course we’ll end the war.”

A few people snorted. Maybe it was only in Vorik’s imagination that others looked wistful. Marvola did look wistful. That wasn’t Vorik’s imagination. And, surprisingly, nobody had scoffed at the idea that he could charm a woman.

Jhiton was wearing his masked expression. Nothing wistful there.

“My point is,” Vorik said, “that this is an alternative to an eternal war that we probably won’t win. Also, I am in a position to help us negotiate for it.”

“Our latest intelligence,” General Amalia said, “is that a usurper has taken the throne and is claiming that Queen Syla is dead.”

“She’s not dead,” Vorik said. “She’s just been busy. She’ll easily get the throne back when she’s done dealing with, well, we’ve been keeping her busy. But, as I said earlier, we’ve not done what we hoped to do. Since the initial invasion and destruction of most of the royal family, we’ve not had a victory. And we’ve had a lot of losses. Syla found that weapon made by the gods, and she may be blessed by the gods herself. If we continue on, we’ll have more losses. I’m offering what I think is a more appealing alternative than continued futility that would include more death and suffering. It’s also a more appealing alternative than continuing on with our status quo, only having what we can scrounge up in an increasingly harsh world.” Vorik waved in the direction of the underground lake to remind them of the kraken and cave crawlers.

“But is it your alternative to offer? Or hers?” Amalia didn’t sound belligerent and was asking the questions calmly. And they were fair questions. “If she doesn’t control the Kingdom…”

“She will,” Vorik said firmly. “She’s dealt with every threat so far, many far more onerous than ambitious human usurpers.” His next wave was toward the sea to indicate all their dragon allies. “Of course, if we want to ensure the throne will be controlled by someone sympathetic to stormers, we could support her as she returns to reclaim it.”

That did elicit a number of scoffs, and not only from Tenilor. Vorik hadn’t truly expected anyone to leap onto that idea. A couple of faces, however, did continue to appear more wistful than adversarial at his ongoing suggestions.

Vorik looked at Jhiton and Amalia since they had a lot of sway with the chiefs. “She is the only potential ruler who’s going to be sympathetic to us.”

“She’s sympathetic to you,” Jhiton said.

“Yes, but I’m a stormer.” Vorik almost added that he was now a stormer chief, but he didn’t want to rub people’s hackles the wrong way, not when Shi had died as a result of his challenge. “Assuming nobody exiles me,” was what he finished with.

“I wouldn’t assume that,” Jhiton said.

“Have I said lately what a delight it is being your brother?”

“You forgot to mention it while driving your sword into my gut.”

Vorik winced but could hardly blame Jhiton for the words. It was a wonder that his brother was speaking with him at all. “That was inconsiderate of me.”

“Yes.” Jhiton leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes.

His wound probably pained him more than the conversation, but Vorik regretted that his brother’s sense of duty had him here, standing upright when he should be resting.

Vorik turned to look at the assembled chiefs, groping for a way to finish his talk in a manner that would leave them inclined to vote for a cessation of hostilities.

The storm god is rising, the voice of a dragon boomed into their minds. Ozlemar. It is time.

“What?” Silently, Vorik added, Agrevlari?

Another dragon has arrived with information, Agrevlari replied. Apparently, he stayed behind at the Island of Eliok, out of sight of the queen and her ships, to monitor the situation. He says he sensed the power around the volcano growing stronger and believes the dragons succeeded in the ritual they performed to call to the storm god. As the greatest of his creations, they believed they had the power to reach him and draw him back to this world. It seems they were correct.

They performed a ritual? That’s information you failed to give me earlier.

I’m only learning of it now. Since you disobeyed orders, I’ve not been kept in the know.

All the dragons must go to him, Ozlemar boomed. To our creator, he who made dragons, he who knows dragons should rule the world and hunt wherever they please.

Numerous people exchanged uneasy looks with each other. The stormers had been allied with dragons for a long time, and those dragons had always openly spoken of their love for hunting and their desire to access the Kingdom islands, but Vorik hadn’t heard many speak of ruling the world.

Jhiton turned to walk away from the meeting.

“Where are you going?” Vorik called after him.

The storm god calls, Jhiton replied telepathically.

To the dragons, maybe, but not to us. He hates humans, and we don’t worship him. We certainly don’t answer his beckons.

The power that he’d sensed before again flared up and roiled off Jhiton. When he gave Vorik a long look back over his shoulder, it was in his eyes, like swirling dark clouds.

Deeper unease pooled in Vorik’s gut as Jhiton disappeared into the tunnel. Whoever had just left… Vorik didn’t think it was his brother, not fully. Maybe it wasn’t Jhiton at all. Maybe he’d died in that mine, and this was… Vorik didn’t know what this was.
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It was deep in the night, with rain continuing to fall and Wreylith complaining that she needed to hunt and replenish her reserves, before she’d excavated enough rock to reveal the shielder chamber. Perhaps feeling triumphant after completing the arduous task, she threw her head back on her long neck and roared.

A muffled scream of concern came from below.

“Aunt Tibby?” Syla thought she recognized that voice.

The scream stopped as Syla crept to the edge of the great hole Wreylith had cleared and peered down. The lava tube that they’d once walked through to reach the chamber was unrecognizable. As they’d guessed, the door was jammed partway open, rubble half-filling it. It was Fel rather than Tibby who poked a head out.

“Thank the gods,” he said.

Wreylith lowered her head to gaze down at him.

“And your dragon,” he added.

Syla and Teyla climbed down to join Fel and peer through the doorway. The chamber, lit by two lanterns burning on the floor, was recognizable. Other than some rubble that had pushed in around the entrance, it appeared unchanged from the last time Syla had been there.

Aunt Tibby knelt beside the new shielder. No longer wrapped in canvas, it was mounted between the silver branches of the frame, as the other had been, and appeared little different from the original, though it didn’t yet glow like a moon. Thinking again of that long lightning strike, Syla worried the shielder might not work, but she was relieved Tibby and Fel were all right.

“That air is wonderful.” Fel tilted his face toward the sky.

“It smells of sulfur and electricity and rain,” Syla said.

“And dragon breath,” Tibby added, pushing herself to her feet, “but the air down here was getting stale, so we’ll take it. Come, lend me your hand, Syla. This might go better with two people to activate it, and the heir in particular.”

Syla did so, leaving Fel to stand guard. “Did you try to activate it before?”

“Yes, but a great crack and boom came from above, and the magic seemed to… retreat. That’s the word that comes to mind. Then the roof caved in, and I didn’t blame the magic for going into hiding.”

“A lightning bolt struck up there.” Syla waved toward the ceiling.

“We thought it might be something like that.” Tibby pressed her hands against the surface of the sphere and nodded for Syla to do the same.

Before she touched the artifact, her moon-mark started glowing. Hoping that was a good sign, Syla stood next to her aunt and planted both hands on the smooth surface. Magic flared within, as if it had been waiting for her.

“That’s promising,” she murmured.

“Yes.” Tibby closed her eyes, summoning her own magic, and her moon-mark also glowed.

Syla let her guide the way while standing close and lending her power to the effort. Outside, thunder rumbled and lightning continued to flash as angry rain fell and wind gusted. Thankfully, the chamber offered them protection.

Teyla sat in a corner, closing her eyes to rest. Wreylith hunkered down in one of the caves nearby, keeping an eye on them but also keeping her scales from moldering, as she called it.

Hours passed with Tibby manipulating the magic, as if she were tying threads together, or maybe weaving them together. She drew often on Syla’s power to assist her, and, by the time morning came, Syla was exhausted. But with the arrival of dawn came a thrum of power from the shielder. It started glowing silver, like the one under the castle back home.

“Eyes of the moon, I think it worked.” Tibby stepped back and clasped her hands to her chest, the magical light illuminating her weary face.

“As the creator, should you be so surprised?” Syla stepped over to hug her.

“As the creator, I’m especially positioned to be surprised. I put it together with desperation, vague instructions, and chicle.”

“Chicle? Gum?”

“Tabuvar had a bunch in his workshop. It’s how I stuck a few pieces for the core together while we welded more permanent solutions.”

A ripple of power swept outward from the sphere, making Syla’s skin tingle as it passed over her. It felt exactly like when she sailed or flew through one of the barriers, and she stepped out of the chamber to look upward with hope. Since the shields were always translucent, she couldn’t see anything except the clouds in the sky, but she thought she sensed the magic extending outward from the shielder chamber.

Wreylith? Syla asked. Did you notice that?

The barrier has returned, the dragon replied. You may have to inform it that I am to be allowed through when we leave. I do not wish to be trapped with these angry clouds as you sail away.

I’ll do so. Syla eyed those angry clouds as they continued to spatter rain. Daylight hadn’t done much, if anything, to brighten the sky directly over the island.

The shield had passed through the lower layers of clouds as it had expanded and settled into its usual spot, extending a thousand feet above the highest point on the island as it created a dome over all the land. The clouds hanging low around the top of the volcano were within its new protection, and lightning continued to flash, a branch striking the ground nearby.

The barrier isn’t going to make the clouds disappear, is it? Syla asked Wreylith, afraid she was right but hoping the dragon, from her higher vantage point and with her greater senses, would say the phenomenon was changing, maybe even waning.

There is friction where the two magics meet. I can sense energy sparking, but I do not believe either is being lessened by the other.

At least if it keeps out dragons, that’ll be something. We’ll figure out another solution for this… other problem. Syla remembered Ravoran’s irate accusations and wished this had been the answer. Maybe in time, it would be. She hated the idea that these clouds might be a permanent fixture over Harvest Island.

Are you ready to return to your ship? Wreylith asked.

Lightning struck down above their excavation area, and scree tumbled to the ground around Syla. Fel gripped her arm and pulled her back into the chamber.

More than ready, Syla said.

“I’m exhausted.” Tibby peered skyward and curled a lip at the clouds. “After all that effort, I was hoping those would disappear along with the dragons.”

“Maybe you should have used more chicle,” Fel said.

“Hilarious,” she told him.

“As all bodyguards strive to be.”

When Wreylith arrived, Syla sent Fel and Tibby back first so they could start their well-deserved rest. Weariness filled Syla as well, but she didn’t know how much sleep she would be able to find. Once they confirmed that the shield was in place and that there weren’t any dragons trapped within its confines, they would have to return to Castle Island.

“Where my problems have only just begun.” Syla wanted to slump against the wall while waiting but forced herself to push rocks aside to clear the swing path of the door. They didn’t want to leave the chamber open and the shielder vulnerable.

“Are you feeling sorry for yourself?” Teyla rose to help her.

“I’m… tired and overwhelmed. Do you think there’s any chance that Ravoran and Fograth will be so delighted that we’ve gotten shielders back up around all our islands that they’ll acknowledge my wondrous right to rule and return to their previous lives of their own accord?”

“No. You’re going to have to deal with them, one way or another. At least you’ve got a dragon.” Teyla pointed to Wreylith, who was already returning.

After closing the door to seal the chamber, Syla and Teyla climbed out and onto the dragon’s back for the quick trip to the fleet. The ships had sailed out beyond the barrier, probably to put distance between themselves and the dangerous clouds, and Syla had the opportunity to sense the tingle of flying through it. She closed her eyes, telling herself to be pleased. This was a major victory, one she’d been working toward for weeks—after all she’d endured, it felt like months, if not years. Even if she wasn’t able to get the throne back, she’d done her duty to protect the islands from dragons and scheming dragon riders.

Wreylith flew toward the Fanged Whale, but they spotted Major Hixun waving from the deck of another ship. Was that the one Ravoran had been riding on?

Captain Vonla stood next to Hixun, and their faces were grim. Syla worried something had happened while she’d been gone. Had lightning strikes killed crew members?

Take us down there, please, Syla said to Wreylith.

The dragon banked and alighted on the wheelhouse of the ship.

When Syla climbed down, Hixun met her and said, “We have a new problem, Your Majesty.”

“Oh, good. I was afraid we’d solved all our issues and the rest of the week would be a bore.” Syla snorted since the ominous clouds wreathing the volcano were clear in the background beyond the ship.

Not smiling at the bad joke, Hixun pointed toward a door leading belowdecks. “Normally, I wouldn’t take you to see this in person, but as a healer, you’ve presumably seen death.”

“Often, yes.” Syla sighed and followed him, though she didn’t want to. Just because she was familiar with death didn’t mean she wanted to see more of it. She wanted to sleep, preferably without adding more fuel for nightmares.

“I’m not a huge fan of death,” Teyla called after them, “so I’ll wait up here.”

Syla waved an acknowledgment. Vonla trailed after her, silently assigning herself Fel’s duty as Syla’s bodyguard.

A soldier stood outside an open door to one of the officers’ cabins.

“Have your men found anything yet, Gerig?” Hixun paused to ask. “Anyone willing to confess to being responsible?”

“Not yet, sir. It must have happened in the dead of the night. Nobody has reported seeing anyone slip into the cabin, nor did anyone hear anything over the rumble of that weird storm.”

“All right.” Hixun stepped into the cabin, then made room for Syla to follow. “We figured you’d want to see, Your Majesty, and thought your magic might tell you something, so we haven’t moved the body.”

“I…” Syla trailed off as the body came into view. By then, she’d guessed that someone had been murdered, but she hadn’t expected Lord Ravoran to be lying dead on a rug, his throat slit in the same efficient manner as that of Teyla’s father. By an expert. “I see,” she finished softly.

Hixun and Vonla gazed at her. Expectantly?

“I don’t think… My magic can’t tell me anything about this. It doesn’t give me visions about what happened in places or anything like that.” Syla remembered the weapons platform carrying her mind to Vorik’s camp, and admitted that had been similar to a vision, but it had been of the present, not the past. “You’ll have to do an investigation, Major. Or assign someone to do one. It’s a serious crime to murder one of the island lords. The perpetrator is not only supposed to be executed but, further, if the perpetrator’s family owns lands, they’re taken back and given to the crown.” Syla didn’t care about any of that and mostly mumbled the information because it came to her tired mind.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Hixun exchanged looks with Vonla. “I was wondering… Well, given the circumstances, that Lord Ravoran was threatening to back the usurper, would this be treated like… I mean, as queen, were you planning to leave him in that position? As island lord?”

Syla hesitated. “If this had happened after I got the throne back, I might have removed him from his position, but he is—was—still island lord as of this time, so I think the law would punish the perpetrator to the fullest extent. And aside from that, he’s a Kingdom subject and was murdered. That’s not something we can allow to go unpunished.”

“Yes, of course, Your Majesty.” Hixun bowed to her. “I’ll make sure the investigation continues.”

“Thank you.” Syla stepped outside.

The soldier in the corridor had left, and she leaned against the wall and removed her spectacles to clean the lenses and gather herself. Did it mean anything that Ravoran had been killed in the same way as Teyla’s father? Or was it a coincidence?

Inside the cabin, Vonla murmured, “That’s what I expected.”

Syla was surprised she caught the soft comment, but her hearing had been improving since she’d bonded with Wreylith.

“I just wasn’t sure if she would want the investigation,” Hixun said in an equally soft tone. “He was an ass to her, and it crossed my mind that she…”

“She didn’t do this,” Vonla said dryly. “Even if the queen wielded blades, she was over on the island all night.”

“Oh, I know. But I thought… Well, she could have given the order. I wouldn’t blame her for getting rid of someone who openly said he would support the usurper.”

“No, but I doubt she did that.”

Syla shook her head. She most certainly had not. Even if she believed murder was a legitimate way to solve problems, Lord Ravoran had been so low on her list of concerns that she wouldn’t have even thought about it.

“Hm,” was Hixun’s noncommittal response.

Syla was tempted to rush in and make sure the major didn’t believe she’d had anything to do with the murder, but what could she say to convince him otherwise if he already believed it a possibility? Sighing again, Syla headed topside. She was wearier than ever.

“Everything all right?” Teyla asked when she arrived.

Syla remembered that she’d wondered if her cousin might have killed her own father. Given the circumstances of her home arrest, that had seemed plausible, even if Syla had never believed Teyla had it in her heart to murder someone. But it would be an even greater stretch to believe she might have gotten rid of an island lord she barely knew. Besides, Teyla had been with Syla on Harvest Island all night.

“Very little is all right, I’m afraid,” Syla replied. “Very little.”
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“We’ve got more than twenty ships with us,” Fel told Syla as they stood on the deck and the Fanged Whale sailed away from Harvest Island. “A few more came in during the night to lend their support. If they stay loyal, now that they’ve seen us place the shielder, it may be enough to deter the vessels lurking in Sky Torn Harbor from attacking us. They would be attacking their own allies, after all.”

“It would be ideal if they allow us in unopposed,” Syla murmured.

“Do you have a plan for if they don’t?”

Syla should have been contemplating that and figuring out how she would take back the throne, but as they stood in the stern, she looked toward Harvest Island instead of toward Castle. The dark clouds had not disappeared with the establishment of the barrier. Instead, they had spread, hanging low across the entire island and stretching out over the surrounding waters. Lightning continued to flash in their forbidding depths, and, even from a distance, Syla could sense the two powers clashing, almost as if the magical clouds were trapped and wanted to get out. She still didn’t know what exactly they were dealing with but feared Teyla was right and those clouds had divine origins. If so, what if they destroyed the barrier and kept spreading?

And what about all those who lived on Harvest Island? In the weeks the barrier had been down, some refugees had transferred to Castle and other nearby islands, but others hadn’t. Some people had hunkered down, determined to defend their orchards and farms and homes. With lightning striking down all over the island now, they weren’t safe.

“Your Majesty?” Fel prompted. “We’re not that far from home.”

“I know. My plan is…” Syla extended a hand toward Wreylith.

She perched next to the wheelhouse instead of on top of it and was rubbing her scaled flank against a corner. A few red scales lay on the deck underneath her. She seemed to be molting or whatever the dragon equivalent was. Syla didn’t know if that was normal for them or had to do with the pregnancy.

“As fearsome as she is…” Fel’s eyebrow twitched as the red dragon shifted to rub her back, like a bear scratching an itch against a tree. “I’m not sure how effective she’ll be for the precision maneuvering you must now do.”

“I thought blunt force might work with Lord Fograth and General Dolok.”

“You’ll have to find them first. Isn’t Fograth lying low?”

“That’s what I’ve heard, yes,” Syla said. “But Dolok can’t be doing the same, not if he’s the one commanding the combined military forces. And if he is, I’ll feel no qualms about unleashing Wreylith on him. Someone has not only been sending out the fleet to hunt down our ships but has also ordered enforcers to capture moon-marked people.”

Syla shifted her attention forward, telling herself that she needed to focus next on Castle Island and freeing those individuals. For now, she would have to leave the clouds of Harvest Island behind and hope that, whatever the storm god ultimately planned to do, he would kindly keep them from being fully unleashed until after she’d reclaimed the throne.

Captain Vonla walked up with Major Hixun, the megaphone in his hand. He raised his eyebrows and offered it to Syla.

“Do you think I should address the rest of the fleet as soon as we sail into Sky Torn Harbor?” she guessed.

“Before they open fire on us, ideally.”

Syla accepted the megaphone. “I’m hoping that won’t happen since we have so many of their sister ships with us.”

None of them were veering off on the way back, something that bolstered Syla. With luck, she had proven herself to the crews by doing what she’d promised. That didn’t mean they would stay loyal once they were within earshot of their superior officers, but if she could take charge quickly enough, maybe…

“I’m hoping for that as well,” Hixun said, “but we should be ready for conflict.”

“Oh, I’m always ready for that these days.”

“We’re about to sail around the point,” Vonla said. “Will your dragon ally also be ready for conflict? Or is she going to continue… molting?”

“I think that’s shedding.” Hixun waved at the scales.

“I’m not sure what the proper terminology is.” If Vorik had been there, Syla could have asked him, but she didn’t mention a longing for his company to her allies. She also didn’t tell them that Wreylith was pregnant and this might have something to do with that. Did dragons have hormones that fluctuated during that time and affected their scales? Syla had no idea.

When the Fanged Whale rounded the point and the castle and lighthouse on the bluff came into view, three Kingdom ships were sailing into Sky Torn Harbor ahead of them. At first, Syla assumed they were some of the vessels from Lyvor that hadn’t joined them.

But one of their borrowed crewmen from Bogberry Island called, “The warship in the lead is the Wave Cruiser. Lord Oyenar sails on it when he goes out on maneuvers.”

“Would he have come here in person for some reason?” Hixun wondered. “You’d think he would be busy trying to get his city and entire island back in order.”

“We’ll find out soon,” Syla said.

Since Oyenar had provided her with the ship she was sailing on after hers had sunk in the river, she believed him an ally—his wife had made it clear that she wanted him to be—so Syla wasn’t that concerned by his arrival, but she did wonder what he intended to do. She hoped he wasn’t bringing bad news. She couldn’t handle any more of that.

As the Fanged Whale led the way into the harbor, where they found no fewer than thirty warships docked and anchored within its protected waters, the crewmen on the deck shifted uneasily. Per Hixun’s orders, they were manning the cannons, and many crossbowmen held their weapons ready in case a battle started. Crews were out on the decks of the warships ahead of them as well, some near weapons, but nobody had yet shouted orders to fire. Hundreds of sets of eyes watched the approach of Syla’s fleet.

Though nervous, she climbed onto the wheelhouse and raised the megaphone to address them. The news about the shielder couldn’t have traveled to Castle Island yet, and she wanted to make sure everyone knew about it before deciding… whatever they would decide.

“Brave troops of the Garden Kingdom,” Syla called, “with the help of my engineering aunt, Lady Tibaytha, and my other allies, I’ve managed to return a working shielder to Harvest Island. Dragons will no longer be able to attack our people in their own homes.” She almost added that the ominous clouds might still be a threat but refrained, not wanting to suggest that she’d failed in some way.

The Fanged Whale was close enough to some of the warships ahead for her to see startled faces as crewmen looked at each other. And did some of their expressions shift from surprise to relief? Syla hoped so.

“In case you didn’t yet hear, we also defeated the stormer threat on Bogberry Island,” Syla continued, trusting that Dolok and Fograth hadn’t been quick to share news of events that might shine a positive light on her—by the eyes of the moon, they were probably still telling people she was dead. “We ensured that no enemies will ever threaten the shielder there again.”

On the docked warships, a few cheers went up at the news, though superior officers rushed around the decks and quashed any cries that grew too enthusiastic. Even if the troops were relieved, they probably wanted to wait and see if Syla was able to reclaim that throne before throwing any support behind her. If she failed, they could be punished for that.

That was fine. Syla planned to do this on her own anyway.

Ah, but was that Lord Oyenar who’d come out onto the deck of his ship? He wore a Fleet uniform, so she hadn’t recognized him at first, but that was his white hair and bushy eyebrows, as well as a paunch that made the buttons tight across his abdomen. It didn’t look like he’d worn that uniform for some time. Since he’d retired years earlier to become an island lord, she was surprised he was here and wearing it at all.

“We don’t know if the stormer threat is completely gone,” Syla called through the megaphone, “so please stand ready in case we need to sail out as a united fleet to ensure the Kingdom remains safe going forward.”

“Stormer threat or strange black-cloud threat?” Teyla asked as Syla climbed down from the wheelhouse.

“We’ll see. I’m not sure either threat has truly been vanquished.”

Fel, Teyla, and Aunt Tibby had come topside during Syla’s brief speech, bringing their packs with them. Teyla also wore her sword belt.

“Ready to storm the castle?” Syla asked her cousin.

“That’s your job.” Teyla pointed to her and also at Wreylith, who was now scratching her tail and had left a few more scales on the deck. “I do want to talk to you about something if you have a minute.”

Syla nodded and joined her cousin in a relatively private spot along the railing. The Fanged Whale was sailing toward a couple of open slots along the docks, with Oyenar’s ship maneuvering to slide in ahead of them.

“I thought you should know that people are talking.” Teyla waved toward crewmen on their deck and also on nearby ships.

“About… me?”

“You’re a fascinating subject to discuss, yes.”

“For more reasons than because my dragon is molting, I suppose.” Syla didn’t want to be the subject of discussions, but that was inevitable these days.

Teyla leaned around her to peer at Wreylith. “Do you think her scales are magical? And would make a nice souvenir? Or maybe an addition to a museum? If you survive and reclaim your throne, you’re going to be historically significant, you know. And, of course, your dragon ally will be too.”

“You don’t think I’ll be historically significant even if I don’t survive and reclaim the throne?”

“Well, your reign was so brief. You might be turned into a footnote in the pages of history books.”

“Disheartening after all we’ve done.”

A dragon’s scales are as magical as she is, Wreylith said, commenting on her grooming for the first time. You should be honored that I’m tending myself in your presence. Usually, a dragon only risks shedding old scales deep in the wilderness where potential enemies aren’t likely to stumble upon them. They can be used to create krendala and other magical idols and tools that a dragon may not wish to have made from a portion of her essence.

I’m always honored when you’re in my presence, Syla replied, especially when you’re helping me thwart enemies.

As you should be. When I finish, you may remove the scales and toss them into the sea or place them in such a place that they cannot be taken and used inappropriately. It is a sign of my trust that I will allow this.

Oh, thank you.

“You’ve got a strange look on your face,” Teyla said.

“Wreylith is letting me know I’ll be honored to pick up her scales. She’s apparently shedding them, not molting them. In case you were wondering about the appropriate term.”

“That makes sense. Dragons are more like lizards than chickens.”

Dragons are like neither lowly creature. Wreylith flicked her tail, and a scale flew over the railing. A crewman gaped as it disappeared into the waves.

“Of course,” Teyla said. “My apologies, mighty dragon.”

“She’s been a little temperamental of late,” Syla whispered, the word moody floating through her mind again. “But what did you want to talk about? More than that there’s gossip, I’m sure.”

“I do actually want to talk about the gossip, the content of it specifically.” Teyla raised frank eyebrows. “There are people wondering if you ordered Lord Ravoran killed.”

“Oh.”

“If his head had been snapped off by a dragon, they would be sure you’d done it, but the throat-slitting has left the event open to debate.”

“Why would I have ordered him killed?” Syla felt defensive, but she remembered that many people had seen Ravoran yelling at her and threatening to throw his power behind Fograth. “Never mind. I can guess.”

Teyla nodded. “He essentially declared himself your enemy in front of witnesses.”

“But I’m a healer, Teyla. I don’t order people killed. Even enemies.”

“I know that, but others aren’t as familiar with your personality and what you might and might not do.”

“You would think they would assume that anyone who’s a healer would have a non-murder-ordering personality.” Syla noticed her fists had clenched, and she loosened them, but it was hard to make her frustration go away. It came both from moral grounds and because she worried there would be personal and political ramifications. If her enemies succeeded in convincing others that she had murdered someone who’d gotten in the way, they could claim she ought to be thrown in a dungeon or executed, not returned to the throne.

“I have to apologize because I may have made matters worse,” Teyla said.

“You? How?”

“I’ve spoken to Captain Vonla and Major Hixun and a few others about my father’s death and how it’s upsetting and I don’t know who was responsible. Hixun asked how he’d been killed, and I said what you told me, that his throat was slit. This was before Ravoran’s death. I had no idea another person would be killed in a similar manner and that someone might link the two murders.”

“I don’t see how there can be a link between the two,” Syla said, even though the same thought had crossed her mind.

Teyla raised her eyebrows. “They were both supporters of the other side. Your opponents, essentially.”

“So, naturally, I killed them.”

“People don’t think that. Just that you had them killed.”

“That’s so much better.”

Teyla spread her palm toward the sky. “I wanted you to know in case someone in power hears the rumors and tries to cast… aspersions.”

“All right. Thank you for letting me know.”

Teyla gazed toward the city as their ship drew closer to the docks, crewmen readying ropes. “I admit I’m a little concerned for Relvin, that he might be targeted too.”

Syla opened her mouth, but she didn’t know what to say. Since she had no idea who’d killed the others, and if there truly could be a link with them being her opponents, she couldn’t assure Teyla that her brother would be fine.

“He’s an ass, and we don’t adore each other, but I wouldn’t want him murdered. With Father already passed…” Teyla blinked to clear moisture from her eyes.

“It’s hard to lose your family,” Syla said.

“Yes, you know that better than anyone.” Teyla swallowed.

“Unfortunately, I do. Well, in case it needs to be said, I didn’t order anyone killed and am not after your brother.” Syla hated that she felt the need to state that, and it was especially strange after she’d wondered if Teyla might have been responsible for her father’s death. How unsettling to have people now wondering about her motives.

“Oh, I know you didn’t and aren’t. But, like I said, I wanted to warn you that others who don’t know you well are spreading rumors.”

“Thank you.”

Before long, the ship had docked and Fel waited by the gangplank with several Royal Protectors and Captain Vonla.

“Your Majesty?” Fel called, then pointed toward the dock.

Lord Oyenar waited at the bottom of the gangplank with several uniformed troops of his own as well as a senior officer Syla recognized from the war room where they’d met before the stormer invasion.

Wreylith had finished her grooming and hopped onto the wheelhouse again. Syla held up a finger and jogged over to pick up the discarded scales. Each was about the size of a teacup saucer though much thinner than a plate. They were sturdier, too, with faint magic detectable in them. Most were a faded red, almost translucent at the edges. Though they weren’t as vibrant as the new scales that must have grown in to replace them, they were still attractive with an almost iridescent quality about them. It would be a shame to toss them into the sea so Syla carried them to the gangplank.

“What are you going to do with those?” Teyla asked.

“I don’t know yet.” Syla wondered if any of her historical alchemy books had formulas for medicinal substances that called for dragon scales. She wouldn’t suggest that aloud since Wreylith might object if they were used in a salve, especially one that might have the attribute of being slimy.

“I bet they’re strong,” Teyla said.

“They look like appetizer plates.” Fel stepped onto the gangplank to lead the way down.

“You’ve got enough for a matched dinner service set,” Teyla said.

“I’m not making plates out of dragon scales.” Syla followed Fel onto the gangplank.

“People might pay for them,” Teyla said, coming after her, with the Royal Protectors following them. “If you’re not able to get the throne back and need to find another way to make a living, you could sell them in one of the street markets.”

“One would hope ten years of experience as a healer would get me a job that doesn’t require selling my ally’s body parts.”

By then, they’d reached the dock, and Lord Oyenar must have heard the last comment because he wore the expression of a man who didn’t know what to say.

“Welcome to Castle Island, Lord Oyenar,” Syla said. “I’ve appreciated the use of the ships that you lent me for what turned into a rather indirect trip home, but I wasn’t expecting you.”

“When the ships didn’t come back, and nobody sent a report, my wife suggested I come check on things in person.”

“While wearing your old uniform?” It hadn’t occurred to Syla to send a report back to Oyenar, but maybe it should have. She would have had to send away one of the ships for that, though, and she’d been outnumbered from the beginning.

“My wife always finds me dashing in it.” Oyenar looked toward the head of the dock. Two squads of gray-uniformed enforcers were marching in their direction. “It might be more correct to say that she always found me dashing in it. It doesn’t fit as well as it once did, and there may have been teasing when I got it out of the closet and put it on.”

“I’m sure it was good-natured ribbing and nothing more. You two seem to have a healthy, loving relationship.”

“Yes. And I ribbed her back, as is appropriate.”

The enforcers marched straight toward Syla, and she couldn’t hold back a grimace, well aware that the last enforcers she’d encountered had tried to capture her. She almost hid her moon-marked hand behind her back as they approached, but it wasn’t as if they didn’t know all about her—and her hand. She had allies with her, but… maybe it had been a mistake to return directly to the harbor.

Fel shifted to stand in front of Syla, his hand dropping to his mace. Lord Oyenar also stepped forward to force the squads to halt.

“Are you here to escort Queen Syla and myself to speak with Lord Fograth?” he asked.

“We are here to arrest Qu— the moon-marked lady.”

Goodness, Syla had been demoted all the way down to the moon-marked lady? Maybe she should have risked coming to the capital sooner.

“That’s not going to happen.” Fel stepped forward to stand beside Oyenar and create a front the enforcers wouldn’t be able to pass.

“You will speak respectfully of and to Queen Syla,” Oyenar said.

The enforcers eyed each other, some reaching for their weapons while others considered all the Royal Protectors and soldiers gathered behind Syla. The enforcers didn’t look like they wanted to start a confrontation. No doubt some nebulous orders had sent them on this mission.

“You can escort us to see Fograth,” Syla offered, rising on her tiptoes to look over the shoulders of the taller men.

“We don’t know where he is, ma’am.”

Oyenar scowled and drew his sword.

“Your Majesty,” the enforcer blurted.

“Is he perhaps in the castle?” Oyenar asked. “Where a pompous lord would normally reside after attempting to usurp the crown?”

“He hasn’t been living in the castle. We don’t know where he is today.”

“What about General Dolok?” Oyenar asked.

“He’s not in town. He and Colonel Mosworth went to the lighthouse to use the telescope to look at Harvest Island. People are saying there’s a chaotic vortex of evil that spawned from the volcano.”

Syla wished she could refute that, but all she could say was, “It’s more like roiling clouds than a vortex.”

“Who is in the castle and claiming to rule the Kingdom today?” Oyenar sounded disgusted.

Syla imagined storming up there with her allies only to find the throne room, the royal suite, and all the offices empty save for signs that read out to lunch. Or maybe out to see the chaotic vortex.

“Lord Relvin was there two days ago,” one of the enforcers in the back offered.

“That little twerp can’t be in charge of anything,” Oyenar said.

“I didn’t know your family had visited Oyenar on Bogberry Island before,” Syla murmured to Teyla.

“We’ve been and stayed in the palace there, but it wasn’t recent,” she said. “Relvin may have gone on a personal recruiting mission at some point during these past weeks.”

Remembering the lords he’d gathered for his dice game, Syla could envision that.

Your method of storming into your city and reclaiming your throne is far too filled with nattering chitchat, Wreylith observed from the wheelhouse.

Humans like to talk. We’re a garrulous species.

It’s a flaw. And boring to observe.

If a fight breaks out, will that be more interesting? Syla hoped that one wouldn’t. So far, the enforcers hadn’t tried to get past Fel and Oyenar. They kept eyeing the lord’s uniform—that was a general’s rank insignia on his collar—and giving each other significant looks.

Probably not. Aside from the dragon riders, who are somewhat more capable due to the magic they receive from their bonds to my kind, witnessing humans fight is like watching ants scrabble over discarded pieces of meat.

You’re in a persnickety mood today. We’re forced to act politically and diplomatically since we’re dealing with our own people. I can’t order my troops to slay these enforcers to move things along more quickly. Given how many crewmen were observing, both from the decks of the warships that had been in the harbor all along and those that had accompanied her to Harvest Island, Syla especially felt that was true. She couldn’t risk killing Kingdom enforcers.

“We’ll see General Dolok first,” Oyenar decided, then looked over his shoulder at Syla to add quietly, “I’ll have the most sway with him.”

“Oh?” She looked hopefully at Oyenar. Since Dolok commanded all the armed forces, he’d been one of her largest obstacles, even when he hadn’t outright opposed her. “Did you serve together?”

Oyenar smiled tightly. “He served under me.” He faced the enforcers again. “Step aside. We’re going to see General Dolok.”

“I’m… afraid we can’t do that, my lord. We need to arrest… anyone with a moon-mark.”

“You’re not arresting the queen,” Fel growled.

Syla sensed Wreylith on the move a moment before a shadow flew over them. The enforcers gaped skyward and started to skitter back, but they weren’t quick enough. Wreylith landed on the dock in the middle of them and roared while spreading her wings. She bodily knocked some of them into the water. The others leaped off to avoid her. Soon, other than the large red dragon standing on the dock, talons curled over the edges, the way was clear.

Dragons care neither to be diplomatic nor political, Wreylith said. Grab your assistant, and climb onto my back. I will take you to your lighthouse so that you may confront one of the ignorant fools presuming to plot against you while you are in the midst of defending the very kingdom that they live in.

“Are we… safe?” Oyenar asked, eyeing Wreylith.

“Yes,” Syla said, “she’s offering us a ride to the lighthouse.”

“Us?” Oyenar asked.

Fel lifted a hand, as if he might try to claim the other spot on Wreylith’s back, but he lowered it. “Yes, you should go with the queen to speak with Dolok, my lord. I can take Tibby, Teyla, and the others to the castle. If there are any twerps there, we can deal with them.”

“As I recall from previous visits, there are many twerps in that castle,” Oyenar muttered.

“I’ll go along too,” Captain Vonla said, lifting an envelope as she joined Fel. “Major Hixun gave me a report to take to his commander in the castle.”

Syla wondered if that was the officer who’d originally ordered Hixun to step aside if assassins attacked her. A lot had happened since then, and Hixun seemed loyal to her now, but she almost objected to that report being delivered. But maybe if the military officers here learned what she’d accomplished, they, like Hixun, would be less inclined to go along with future assassination attempts.

Less speaking, more climbing, Wreylith boomed.

Using her magic for assistance, Syla hurried to pull herself onto her back. Oyenar sheathed his sword but didn’t look like he knew how to mount a dragon. Wreylith solved the problem by grasping him around the torso with her maw. When her fangs reached for him, Oyenar almost dove off the dock to avoid that fate, but he wasn’t fast enough, and she tossed him into the air. He remained athletic enough to twist and land on her back behind Syla, though his face had turned ashen in the brief time that had taken.

Not apologizing or even waiting for them to settle, Wreylith sprang into the air.

Are you feeling all right? Syla asked. You seem more impatient than usual.

I ache to find a suitable cave so that I might settle myself for the coming month.

For the delivery of your eggs? Syla didn’t know if that was the right term.

Dragon gestation does not take as long as human gestation. Of course, our hatchlings must finish developing in their eggs, which requires an attentive mother with few distractions.

In other words, you’d like to get the business your claimed human is involved with settled as soon as possible so you can focus on maternal things.

I’d like to find my cave.

I see where your priorities are.

Quite. Instead of heading straight to the lighthouse, Wreylith flew above the capital. The eyes of all below tracked her, and when she roared as she glided over the city streets, it reminded Syla of when she’d first arrived with Wreylith.

The human queen has returned to her land, the dragon boomed. With the assistance of the gods, she has slain many stormers and their dragons in order to protect you. She has restored a shielder to your Harvest Island, and she has fought off attempts by your enemies to claim another of your islands. Meanwhile, a puny and conniving usurper has sneaked onto her throne like a rat skulking out of a hole in the middle of the night. This pathetic being has ordered those with moon-marks, blessings bestowed by the gods, captured so that he may slay them. He will be vanquished forthright. The queen has returned to protect her people and to ensure a bounteous future for all who walk in her shadow and swear their allegiance to her and her kingdom.

As Wreylith spoke, the telepathic words carrying far, more and more people came out into the streets. When their faces turned toward her, Syla lifted a hand. As she’d done before, Wreylith circled the city and delivered the message more than once. At first, people gawked in stunned silence, but then cheers went up.

“I should warn you that the last time Wreylith did this,” Syla said over her shoulder, “a sniper fired at me. You may want to be ready to duck.”

Oyenar was gaping. Syla didn’t know if it was because it was his first time flying and everything was amazing—she understood that emotion well—or because he was surprised Wreylith was addressing the entire city.

“She tends to be direct,” Syla said.

“I… yes. I see. Are you instructing her to say those things?”

“Wreylith is nobody’s puppet.” Syla laughed at the idea.

Wreylith roared, and did it have an indignant tinge?

“I’ll admit,” Syla said, “I hadn’t realized she was monitoring my situation that closely. She’s been a little preoccupied of late, and, as she reminds me often, humans are puny and barely worth paying attention to.”

“She must pay attention to you somewhat.”

“I promised her a horn-hog farm.”

Another reason to end the shenanigans of your would-be usurpers, Wreylith said, the words only for Syla. It is likely difficult to raise livestock while one is battling enemies.

I’ve heard farmers say that, yes.

As Wreylith circled the city one more time, more cheers going up, Syla eyed the rooftops and streets for snipers. They didn’t appear. She did spot Teyla, Tibby, Fel, and the others leaving the waterfront to head toward the bluff and castle.

“We’d better go to the lighthouse now.” Syla patted Wreylith, wanting to deal with Dolok quickly in case her allies ran into trouble. Relvin might be a twerp, but he’d had a lot of time without supervision, and who knew what he was up to? And where under the eyes of the moon was Fograth? She hadn’t had a conversation with the man in years and had no idea if he was a figurehead or a mastermind.

“Riding on a dragon is exhilarating and terrifying,” Oyenar said. “There isn’t any kind of harness. I don’t think my wife would approve of this.”

“She doesn’t like for you to go into danger anymore?”

“She does not. She keeps trying to get me to retire since island lords can be targets for political malcontents. And, apparently, dragon riders trying to invade one’s island.”

“I can’t argue about either.” Syla had no idea if a political malcontent had slain Lord Ravoran, but she would hate for the same fate to befall Oyenar.

Wreylith banked and flapped her wings to climb in altitude. As they flew over the castle and toward the lighthouse on the point beyond it, Syla started to look down to see if Relvin might be on the courtyard wall, watching them, but her gaze snagged on the southern horizon.

From this height, Harvest Island and the spreading black clouds were visible. In the short time since she’d last looked, those clouds had descended, half-swallowing the visible landmass. Lightning streaked about in the writhing gloom, branches striking the ground and also shooting out toward the sea. Syla hoped the barrier was still up. Even if it was, it wasn’t stopping those lightning bolts from streaking out. And was something forming in the clouds above the volcano? It reminded her uncomfortably of the ugly face-like thing that had been visible in the small cloud in the storm god’s laboratory.

“That’s hideous,” Oyenar said, following her gaze. “And scary. It keeps spreading. I’m worried Bogberry Island will be at risk.”

“I’m worried all of our islands are at risk.”

Oyenar looked sharply at her. “Do you know what it is?”

She had an inkling, but all she said was, “Nothing good.”
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After his brother left, Vorik walked out of the cave and toward the bluff. A couple of the chiefs that had been more amenable to his speeches followed him. Others had left ahead of Vorik—maybe mounting their dragons and heading off… wherever Jhiton and Ozlemar had gone. To the Kingdom and that cloudy island, Vorik feared.

He sensed that some dragons remained in the area, and Agrevlari was off to the north.

We need to return to the Kingdom and warn Syla that she’s in danger, Vorik told him. Again. All of her people might be.

When I asked Ozlemar where he was going, he told me to stay out of it.

Then we absolutely need to warn her. She’ll need help. Vorik grimaced at the thought that he might end up fighting his brother again, but was that truly his brother? If only he knew. If Wreylith is there and fighting with Syla, she may need your assistance.

A dragon with eggs should not engage in battle.

She’ll do it anyway, and you know it.

Yes. She and your queen will doubtless be at the forefront of the battle.

I think so too.

“Vorik?” Chieftess Marvola asked, numerous riders and a few other chiefs with her. “Tenilor left with General Jhiton. The rest of us… Well, many of us weren’t as dismissive of the idea of carving out a home on one of the Kingdom islands. As long as we would have the freedom to come and go as we wished, and they would let us govern ourselves, that is all many of us ever wanted. Room to be unrestrained while enjoying the safety of a protected sky above.”

“I’m glad,” Vorik said, but he had to force a smile. A day ago, he would have considered this a great triumph, but if the storm god was about to be unleashed on the Kingdom, there might not be any protected skies left there in the end. “We may need to fight for that future though.”

“Fight the Kingdom?”

“Fight the dragons who thought bringing the storm god into the world was a good idea.”

“Some of our people rode off with them.”

“I know. Trust me, I know.”

Marvola sighed but didn’t outright object to the idea of fighting them.

“More than that,” Vorik said, “we may need to battle the storm god himself. If that can even be done.”

“Some of our legends from the past speak of men who challenged the gods. It never went well for them.”

“I know. We may have to leave that for Queen Syla. She’s… Well, I think the other gods like her. More than they like me anyway, judging by the assistance she’s received along the way. They may not know I exist.”

“The legends also suggest it’s better to go unnoticed by the gods.”

Vorik grunted. “It may be too late for that. I think if we—and I appreciate you not turning your back at the mere suggestion that we be a we—” Vorik waved toward Marvola and then himself, “—stop the dragons who are now flocking to the storm god, maybe that’ll be enough.”

Marvola looked pensively through the trees and toward the sea.

“Are you willing to do that? Are your bonded dragons?” Vorik looked not only at the chieftess but at the others who’d been listening in.

“Hymarlin would be if our land ended up being near a place where sword iglets might be acquired and brought out to him regularly,” one of the riders said of his dragon. “I’d do it for some more of that nut spread.”

Marvola chuckled. “Me too.”

“Let’s see who we can round up and take to the Kingdom to help. Does anyone know where the Freeborn Faction is camped now? We could use the assistance of their dragons too.” As it stood, Vorik had a feeling that more dragons had gone to answer the storm god’s call than had stayed. Unless his side could gain more allies, they would be outnumbered.

“Are you going to talk them into helping you?” Marvola asked. “After we’ve been battling their dragons these past weeks?”

“I’ll have to. I know Chieftess Atilya fairly well. Maybe she’ll listen.” Vorik didn’t point out that his most recent interaction with the faction leader had involved her drugging him. “If nothing else, I think Igliana will listen.”

“Who’s that?”

“The young orange dragon. She’s a relative of Wreylith’s, I believe, and she must like Syla. She rescued her from Jhiton.” Vorik nodded to himself. If he could learn where they were camped, maybe he would go straight to the faction dragons and bypass Atilya.

“I don’t honestly know how many of our people—and dragon allies—will be willing to fight our own kind for a camp in the Kingdom, but I’ll stand with you when you suggest it.” Marvola pointed back into the cave to suggest Vorik should speak to all the stormers, not merely a few chiefs.

“I think we’re going to be fighting for the future of the world, not only a camp. I can’t believe unleashing the mad storm god is going to be a boon for anyone, not anyone human anyway. If the dragons that left want to fight for his return, it’s because they wouldn’t mind our lives being ended.”

Marvola’s expression turned grim, but she didn’t argue.

“All right. Let’s go back and talk to the others.” Vorik turned back toward the cave but paused, spotting and sensing a powerful female dragon flying down from the north and heading in the direction Jhiton and the others had gone. She had a rider with silver hair. “It looks like Captain Lesva has found another dragon.”

Was she heading to the Kingdom to help Jhiton? Or to again attempt to kill Syla?

“Come, Chieftess,” Vorik said, breaking into a jog. “We don’t have much time to round up allies.”
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When Wreylith reached the lighthouse, gliding in for a landing, a white-haired man in uniform stood on a platform at the top in front of a large telescope pointed across Castle Island toward Harvest Island. That had to be General Dolok. From the elevated position, the volcano was probably visible. Without a doubt, the forbidding dark clouds were.

The face that turned toward them as Syla and Oyenar climbed off Wreylith’s back and onto the platform didn’t appear surprised by their arrival. Yes, that was General Dolok, but his customary stern and disapproving expression was missing.

“That’s an interesting position from which to command a fleet, Dolok,” Oyenar said, standing at Syla’s shoulder to face the general.

“I’m sure his troops can find him and deliver reports and carry away orders,” she said, though she didn’t see any sign of troops. A solitary horse was tied to the hitching post below, snorting and looking up at Wreylith with concerned eyes. “I guess this isn’t where Lord Fograth has his base of operations.”

“It’s not.” Dolok had also been eyeing Wreylith, his hand near the hilt of a sword belted at his waist, but he didn’t draw the weapon. He took a bracing breath and focused on Syla and Oyenar.

“I’m here to exchange a few words with you, General,” Oyenar said.

“I suppose, based on the reports I’ve received, it’s not surprising that you’ve come on her behalf.” Dolok tilted his head toward Syla and said with a sort of bleak politeness, “Good afternoon, Your Majesty.”

His willingness to use her title surprised Syla.

“She shouldn’t need people to intercede on her behalf,” Oyenar said. “This coup, when the Kingdom is at war, is ridiculous, and you’ve been a part of it, haven’t you?”

Dolok gazed at Syla instead of answering Oyenar. He almost seemed to be gazing through her, lost in thought, and Oyenar reached out to grip his shoulder.

“What’s been going on here, Dolok?” he asked, forcing the general’s gaze to him. “Who’s been whispering in your ear, and why have you, of all, people been listening? You’ve forsworn your oath to defend the royal family.”

Syla kept expecting belligerence from Dolok, but he sent a haunted look toward Harvest Island, then opened the door to the lighthouse. The great beacon inside glowed with magical intensity as it pointed out to sea.

“Let me speak with you alone, my lord.” Dolok tilted his head toward the interior. “For a moment.”

“You’ll not drag me over to the side of traitors,” Oyenar said.

“I suspect not.” Dolok stepped inside.

Oyenar rolled his eyes heavenward but held up a finger to Syla, then stepped in after the general and closed the door.

This isn’t what I expected, Syla thought to Wreylith and peered through the telescope. It was, indeed, pointed toward Harvest Island, the bottom portion of the volcano visible as well as the sea where the fleet had been anchored while Syla and Tibby had worked on the shielder. Since they’d departed, new crevices and craters had appeared in the lava rock, and an angry lightning bolt struck down as she observed.

Have you a way to reach out to your gods? Wreylith was also gazing to the south, probably not needing the telescope to see everything in detail.

We pray to them, and some people think they answer or send signs for us to interpret, but it’s more widely believed that they left this world after battling the storm god, directing humans to these islands, and creating the shielder artifacts.

One has returned. Or is at least in the process of coming fully into this world.

The storm god, Syla said, not surprised by this point. That’s what the stormer dragons were doing in those caves, right? Performing some ritual to call him?

I believe so. I’d not known that was possible, but there are elders who’ve survived since the time when the gods were among us, and they may have recalled how to reach out to them. To him.

Wonderful. It would have been a shame if that knowledge had been lost.

Visible through the window of the lighthouse, Oyenar and Dolok spoke, the lord righteous and animated, Dolok barely reacting. What had happened to the general in the weeks that Syla had been gone? Before, he’d been determined and condemning as he strode about, barking orders. Maybe he, too, knew what the clouds heralded. Did he believe the storm god would bring an end to the Kingdom? To all those who lived within? Did he think they were doomed and that there was no point in fighting? No way to fight a god?

Syla wasn’t ready to believe that. They had managed to defeat the creatures he’d left behind to guard his laboratory. There had to be a way to defeat him too. Or at least drive him away.

His return is imminent, Wreylith continued, not remarking on Syla’s thoughts if she was monitoring them. That is why I ask if you can call to the other gods for assistance. Dragons are powerful, but only a god may fight a god. Even if all the dragons together could fight one, they will not.

They called him. This is what they want.

Some of them, yes. They want someone to end the threat to their kind.

Syla wanted to scoff and say no human was a threat to their kind, but her gaze was drawn to the harbor. She couldn’t see the Fanged Whale from her vantage point, but she had no trouble envisioning the weapons platform strapped to the deck. Its reserves and ability to fire its powerful projectiles had dwindled, but the dragons probably didn’t know that.

I can try praying and willing my words to reach the moon god—or any of the other gods. Syla eyed the moon-mark on her hand. But I have no idea where in all the heavens they went after leaving our world. There have been a couple of times when it has seemed like some divine influence has helped me in my various quests, but… that may have been a coincidence and nothing more.

If I were you, I would try your praying.

I will.

Thinking of the weapons platform again, Syla wondered if praying from it might enhance her ability to reach the gods with her words. If nothing else, maybe it could send her mind across the sea again to speak with Vorik. He probably didn’t have the sway to tell the stormer dragons to call off their summons, but maybe he would have some idea about how to influence them. If nothing else, if the end was coming, Syla would prefer to face it with him.

The door opened, and Dolok stepped out onto the platform. Oyenar had gone down the interior stairs, disappearing into the bowels of the lighthouse.

That surprised Syla—she’d assumed he would remain close in case Dolok tried something—but with Wreylith perched right above, maybe Oyenar didn’t believe that necessary.

Dolok walked to the railing on the side opposite the telescope to look toward the cliffs and the churning sea below. Since the lighthouse was perched outside of the harbor, the waters that swirled and frothed, crashing against the rock face, were rough. Syla had never learned if the stormers who’d fallen while fighting Vorik had survived. Later, she’d found out that the various confrontations he’d engaged in to supposedly protect her from the stormers had been for show, but people had genuinely fallen.

“I saw you on your ship, using that marble structure to send out projectiles that slew dragons.” Dolok turned to wave toward the volcano. “Later, I saw a flash of light as you activated the barrier, but it doesn’t seem to have an effect on those clouds, on him.”

“The storm god? No, I think gods can go where they please and send their magic through anything.”

“Yes. Never would I have expected…” Dolok turned haunted eyes toward her. His short hair stuck up in all directions, as if he’d pushed his hands through it often that day. Hollows under his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept much. “If I’d known you had… that kind of mettle… I would have— I should have supported you from the beginning. If we hadn’t opposed you, maybe a shielder would have been restored to Harvest Island before the dragons had a chance to do that.”

Syla resisted the urge to say, I told you so. She was relieved, if not outright delighted, that Dolok seemed to be acknowledging the error of his ways. Unless this was an act meant to catch her off-guard. Even if he was genuine now, she reminded herself that he had committed crimes. Had he been the one to send orders to collect moon-marked people? She didn’t know yet if those people were alive and safe somewhere, or… the opposite.

“Who sent the assassins after me?” Syla asked quietly.

Dolok shrugged and looked toward the volcano again. “Whoever gave those orders was probably pressured from the aristocracy, from those who sought to replace you with themselves. That person might have been told that if he chose the wrong side, his legacy—even his family—would be destroyed, that history would remember him as a traitor, as someone afraid to stand up to tradition and back someone with the power to end the war. But that person probably didn’t know that those who claimed to be better choices would be so distracted by their desire to consolidate power that they would leave the Kingdom to suffer.”

“There are more aristocrats than Fograth, right? Is Relvin involved? Where’s their headquarters? Apparently, that’s a mystery.”

His gaze still toward the distant island, Dolok didn’t acknowledge her questions. He looked numb, almost in shock. As a healer, she’d seen it before. Not sure what he’d endured these past weeks, she was tempted to be sympathetic, but she needed answers and the time to make a plan to deal with the storm god. However that might be done.

“Who sent the assassins after me?” she repeated.

“There were no good choices,” Dolok said. “That’s probably what the person felt. And with threats delivered, he may have caved to the pressure, to their demands. He may have let his colonel write the orders they wished.”

“Colonel Mosworth?” Syla guessed, longing for straight answers.

Finally, Dolok looked at her, but it was to ask another question instead of answering hers. “Could you ever forgive the one who sent the assassins?”

“Sergeant Fel would say I shouldn’t, but I probably could. We’re going to need every capable soldier and officer to deal with that.” Syla pointed toward the south. “Don’t you think?”

“I wonder. I always thought you a gentle soul, that you had no place making the hard decisions that a ruler must when leading a nation. But the reports… the rumors…” Dolok glanced over the railing. Below, Oyenar had walked out of the lighthouse, but he merely leaned against the wall, waiting for them to finish. “From what I’ve heard, you’re more ruthless than I would have guessed.”

Remembering Teyla’s suggestion that people thought she’d ordered the death of Ravoran, Syla winced. She wasn’t ruthless, and she didn’t want people to believe that of her.

“Oyenar says you came up with the plan to flood the mine and kill the stormers,” Dolok said.

Syla shook her head, but he wasn’t looking at her.

“That’s not quite how it happened,” she said.

“They say General Jhiton died in that mine.”

“I wouldn’t bet on that.” Syla trusted that Vorik hadn’t been imagining things when he’d seen his brother fly above the island on his dragon.

But Dolok didn’t seem to be hearing her. He walked across the platform to look through the telescope again.

“They say you’re favored by the gods,” he murmured. “You must pray for us.”

“I will.” Syla glanced at Wreylith, half-wondering if the dragon had put that thought into his head. Maybe it was growing evident to everyone that they were going to need divine intervention. “But I need to take full control of the Kingdom again. We can’t be divided, not now. Where are Fograth and the others, Dolok?”

“I don’t know.”

She gripped his arm. “Truly? You must.”

“Last week, they were in and out of the castle, but these past few days, orders have been appearing on the desk in the royal suite. People have looked all over but not found Fograth or the other aristocrats in any of the rooms.”

“Nobody’s seen them going in and out through the gates? That’s the only way into the courtyard and the castle. There must be guards on duty there, right?”

“There are, yes. Nobody has seen Fograth. Pray for us, Your Majesty.” Dolok pointed to the south. Were the clouds creeping closer? Stretching across the Sea of Storms toward Castle Island?

“General, I’m going to need your support. Give new orders to the troops. Tell them you made a mistake, that I’m in charge, and I need their help. We’re all going to need their help.”

“Pray for us, Syla,” Dolok whispered, not taking his eyes from the telescope.

Frustrated, she released his arm and stepped back. This wasn’t getting her anywhere. Maybe he wasn’t in shock as much as affected by a malaise brought on by the knowledge that he’d made mistakes and that they might have played a role in allowing the storm god to return to the world. She didn’t know but would hope that once he got some rest, he would come to his senses.

“I will,” Syla said again, then asked Wreylith to take her and Oyenar to the castle.

It occurred to her that Fograth, Relvin, and whoever else had been ordering the military officers around might be in the tunnels underneath it. Since the stormers had sneaked into them to attack the shielder twice, the underground passages weren’t as much of a secret as they had been, but it was possible Dolok hadn’t thought to search them. He didn’t have a reason to look that hard for those who’d been pressuring him, did he?

But Syla had a reason. She would find them, question them on where the moon-marked people had been taken, and then she would arrest them and officially take back the throne. If she was going to have a chance to stop the mad god, she would have to.
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Vorik hadn’t been as successful at rounding up allies as he’d hoped, and he and Agrevlari were flying toward the Kingdom islands by themselves. Oh, Chieftess Marvola and the others who’d remained in camp hadn’t opposed his desire to help, but their dragons, in particular, had been unwilling to engage in a fight with their ally dragons and the storm god. Not on behalf of the Kingdom. Marvola had given Vorik a pat on the shoulder before he’d left, saying they would be open to negotiations if the Kingdom survived the week, and had wished him luck.

“We’re going to need a lot more than luck, I’m afraid,” Vorik muttered while trying not to feel the situation was hopeless. And that Syla was in the middle of it.

Will you fight your brother again when we catch up to the others? Agrevlari asked.

Vorik sighed. I may not have a choice.

I believe his spirit is commingled with that of the storm god.

Yeah, I got that feeling too. Do you think he voluntarily did that?

If he was near death when the god reached out to him, he may not have had a choice.

Do you think there’s a chance that he would return to his normal self if we could drive the storm god out of this world?

One does not drive out a god, Agrevlari said. Even dragons do not have the power to do so. Humans certainly do not.

Syla will try to find a way. She’s determined.

I hope her determination will not result in Wreylith being killed while she is with eggs. That would be dreadful.

I agree, but if the storm god unleashes his fury on the world, I expect there’ll be a lot of death.

Likely so. Agrevlari didn’t point out that the deaths would more likely be human than dragon since his kind were the storm god’s creations.

Vorik was glad his ally was willing to take him to the battle and fight with him. As one of those creations himself, Agrevlari could have chosen to stay on Froha—or even to have answered the call that so many others had, to join forces and help the storm god.

I would not have gone with them, Agrevlari said.

Because the storm god is mad and evil and not worth helping?

Because Ozlemar is leading the group, and he is peeved with me.

Vorik snorted. So that’s the main reason you’re not going to jump in.

I also would not desire to battle Wreylith, who will doubtless fight with your queen. She would most certainly not allow me to name the male hatchlings if I came at her as an enemy again.

Are you sure? Wasn’t it after you attacked her and drew blood at Bogberry Island that she started talking to you again?

Hm.

Maybe Vorik shouldn’t have pointed that out. The long silence that followed that hm was a little disquieting, and he peered toward the horizon. The Kingdom islands weren’t yet in view, but did he see gray clouds in that direction? If they were the ones that had blanketed the Harvest Island volcano when he’d left, they had spread.

Two dragons have come within range of my senses. Maybe Agrevlari’s silence had been because he’d been trying to determine who else was out over the sea with them. They are flying to the east of us and heading in the same direction.

Have we caught up with a couple of stragglers from Ozlemar’s allies?

I do not believe so. Their route suggests they came from the north rather than the northwest, as we did. Is that not… the young dragon from the Freedom Faction? Igliana?

Vorik peered to the east but couldn’t yet see anyone else.

The other with her I also recognize, Agrevlari said. The green dragon, Venvarlorin, who is bonded with Chieftess Atilya.

Oh? Vorik straightened with hope. Veer in that direction, will you? I doubt those two are going to join in against the Kingdom. Maybe they’re flying down to help Syla.

It is unlikely that two dragons will make a difference against what we face.

Maybe they have friends coming. Vorik knew Agrevlari would have sensed other dragons if they were in the area and mentioned it, but he allowed himself to feel hopeful anyway. Even two allies would be better than none.

When the green and orange dragons came into view, only Venvarlorin had a rider. Chieftess Atilya lifted a hand toward Vorik, but it was Igliana who reached out telepathically to speak to him.

The Garden Kingdom is in danger!

Yes, Agrevlari and I are flying to help with the problem.

The storm god has been called to this world. That is more than a problem! Some dragons are pleased about it, but it sounds scary to me. He was—and probably still is—mad!

Yes.

To Vorik, Igliana always sounded young, and he seemed to remember Wreylith mentioning that she was indeed that and still obeyed her parents, but he appreciated her sentiment. Maybe the young dragons who’d been born long after the storm god existed in the world were more likely to see him as the threat that he was. For all Vorik knew, Ozlemar might be old enough that he had been present in the world when the gods still walked it. Maybe he’d even been hatched in a laboratory instead of from a lain egg.

“That could explain much,” Vorik muttered to himself.

I believe the lady Teyla is on Castle Island with Queen Syla, Igliana said. If the Kingdom is going to be destroyed, I am going to offer her a ride to safety.

Only Teyla? Vorik managed a smile, remembering that Syla’s cousin had flown on the orange dragon during their quest for the shielder components.

The gruff bodyguard could come too, but he isn’t the one who regaled me with tales of early dragon and human history.

I don’t think he’s ever regaled anyone with anything except his mace.

“We’re flying to Castle Island to deliver a warning,” Chieftess Atilya called as Agrevlari flew close enough to the green and orange dragons for her and Vorik to speak.

“She already knows about the threat,” he said. “Agrevlari and I are going to help her against… Well, many of the stormer-allied dragons have decided to fight for the storm god.”

“That’s disheartening but not unexpected. I think that’s why nobody was willing to come with me.”

Not nobody, Igliana said with indignation.

Atilya managed a fleeting smile. “Almost nobody.” She patted her own dragon and waved toward the orange. “When our spy first observed Ozlemar and his allies performing the Ritual of Calling, I sent most of our people to the Arctic Archipelagos to stay away from the chaos that the coming of a god could bring. Venvarlorin is only taking me to visit and deliver our warning. He refuses to fight the storm god.”

I will fight him, Igliana said. I will bite him on the tail!

“Gods don’t have tails,” Atilya said.

Noses?

“They’re kind of amorphous, I believe.” Atilya’s gaze shifted to the south, to the dark gray-green clouds roiling on the horizon. “We may have an opportunity to find out soon.”

“Lucky for us,” Vorik said.
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I sense dragons arriving in the area, Wreylith said as she flew Syla and Oyenar toward the castle. Many dragons.

Stormer-allied dragons? Syla’s first reaction was alarm, but barriers once again protected all the islands. The Kingdom should be safe from invading dragons. If only she were confident about that.

Yes. Their flight path takes them toward the Island of Eliok.

Are they the same dragons that did whatever it was they did to stir up that magic?

I believe many are the same, Wreylith said. When I told them the islands are again all shielded and asked what they sought to achieve, they warned me to leave the area if I wanted to live. Or join them as our creator would wish.

Your creator? The storm god?

I was hatched from an egg by my mother, but some do credit him with life.

How are we going to fight all that, Wreylith?

I am uncertain. Perhaps we should both leave the area.

You know I can’t do that. Though… if you’re pregnant, maybe you should. I wouldn’t blame you. You don’t want to risk losing your eggs.

Wreylith didn’t answer right away. Maybe the thought had already occurred to her.

I will stay, she ultimately said and descended toward the castle.

“Your Majesty!” a guard blurted as soon as Wreylith landed in the courtyard, the dragon looking around with her glowing eyes, probably determining if anyone present would be a threat. Since Teyla, Tibby, and Fel should have already arrived, Syla hoped not. She should have been expected.

“Yes?” she asked after sliding off Wreylith’s back.

Oyenar landed with a grunt behind her and straightened his uniform.

The guard blinked at him, then saluted before turning back to Syla. “There’s been an incident, Your Majesty.”

“Another one?” Syla felt some of Dolok’s bleakness.

“Sergeant Fel said to get you when you arrived.”

She’d only taken a few steps across the courtyard when Fel appeared in the doorway of the barracks. Face grim, he lifted his arm toward her, then led the way inside.

“What incident has there been now?” she asked.

“Another murder. It just happened.”

“Before you arrived?”

“After.”

“Who was killed?” Syla didn’t think it had been Tibby or Teyla, or Fel would have been more distraught, but she didn’t look forward to encountering another body.

He led her through a hallway to an office, the door already open. Captain Vonla and two of the Royal Protectors who’d come with them from the ship waited outside. A uniformed man lay on the floor inside, one with short gray hair. Syla stopped by a desk that had been knocked askew, a chair tipped over, and stared down at Colonel Mosworth’s body. As with the others, his throat had been slit.

“Who is doing this?” she whispered.

“It has to be someone who’s traveling with us,” Fel said quietly, keeping his voice low so that those in the hallway wouldn’t hear.

“That’s not that many people.” Syla looked at him. She didn’t want to make an accusation, but he was the only person who’d been around her when all three bodies had been discovered. No, that wasn’t quite true. He’d been on Harvest Island when Ravoran had been killed. He couldn’t have been responsible. Her mind circled back to Teyla, but she’d also gone to Harvest Island with her. Admittedly, Ravoran could have been killed earlier, before Teyla and Syla had gone over to join Fel and Tibby. Was her cousin trying to end the threats to Syla? She rubbed her face. Even if Teyla prided herself on learning swordsmanship, it was hard to imagine the academic and cheerful woman murdering people. “Where is Teyla now?”

“She said something about looking for her brother, Relvin.”

“Do you think it’s possible she had time to do this when you arrived?”

Even if Teyla had had time, why would she have charged into the barracks and singled out Mosworth?

Syla thought of her conversation with General Dolok and the implication that the colonel had carried out the writing of the assassination orders, but would Teyla have known that? Maybe. She’d been in the capital while Syla had been at sea.

Fel shrugged. “Do you want me to go find her?”

Something in his neutral tone and the gesture made Syla hesitate to answer. He didn’t sound like he wanted to go find her.

“Whoever’s doing this is doing you a favor,” Fel added quietly.

“Murder isn’t a favor. It’s a crime.”

“They’ve all been your enemies, either openly declared or through their actions.”

“Fel.” Syla groaned and bent over to grip her knees. She didn’t want to confront her cousin and accuse her of murder, but she also didn’t want to condone this.

“If your dragon had eaten your enemies, would you call that murder?” Fel added.

“That’s not⁠—”

Agrevlari approaches and is speaking to me, Wreylith stated from the courtyard.

He’s not joining the others, is he?

No, he nears Castle Island with his rider.

Vorik. Relief filled Syla at the knowledge that he was alive. If he’d challenged his chieftess for leadership, he’d survived.

Yes. He says Vorik needs to speak with you and wants to know if he can swim through the barrier and come up to the castle.

I dearly want to hear whatever intelligence he has to give me. Will you go retrieve him at the barrier so he doesn’t have to swim? No, wait. I need to try something on the weapons platform first. Syla had promised she would pray to the gods for help, and if there was any chance that would work, she had better try sooner rather than later. Will you take me to the Fanged Whale, then pick up Vorik and bring him to me?

Yes.

You’re an excellent dragon.

Obviously.

“Syla?” Fel prompted.

“I need to go to the weapons platform.” Syla didn’t mention praying, since a man of action such as Fel might not think it an appropriate time for that. Besides, she didn’t know if anything would come of it. “Wreylith says the stormer dragons have returned and are heading to Harvest Island to… I don’t know what. Commune with their god. Or join forces with him. Either way, I need to be ready at the weapons platform.”

“What about Teyla?”

“Let’s leave her be for now. Later… if we all survive until tomorrow, we can figure out the rest then. Gather some men you can trust, though, and be ready to search the tunnels. From what Dolok said, I’m guessing Fograth might be down there.” Syla debated if locating him and getting her throne back should fall into the figure out the rest later category. “If you find him, arrest him.”

“You should have a guard with you on the ship, especially if you’re going to use the weapons platform and be out in the open.”

“I’ll have Wreylith with me. And—” Syla brightened, “—Vorik.”

Fel issued something between a grunt and a growl. “I’m going with you. Not all of your enemies have been killed.”

She grimaced, glancing at Mosworth. While she hadn’t had any love for the man—especially if he’d sent assassins after her—she wouldn’t have desired this fate for him. For any of them.

In the hallway, a soldier jogged past the doorway, and Captain Vonla stepped into the office. She grimaced when she looked at Mosworth’s body but saluted and reported to Syla. “I received news that many dragons were sighted flying toward Harvest Island, Your Majesty.”

“I know. Thank you.”

“Should we do anything? The clouds are also spreading and coming this way.”

“I know about them too. I’m going to the weapons platform in case it can help us deal with the threat. All the threats.”

If only there were more magical energy left in its reservoir…

Syla looked at Fel. “Would you rather I assign her to the tunnels so you can come with me?”

She thought she would be safe with Wreylith and Vorik but didn’t object to Fel coming to watch her back while she operated the weapons platform.

“If that scheming lord is down there,” Fel said, “he’ll have troops with him. Maybe a lot of troops.”

“I know how to handle such people,” Vonla said dryly.

Syla nodded. The captain was more than capable.

Fel considered her, then also nodded. “Let her handle Fograth then. I’ll protect you, Your Majesty. The dragons will target you. The storm god might too.”

“Lucky me,” Syla murmured, then gave Vonla orders to gather trusted men and look for Fograth and whoever else might be skulking in the tunnels with him. It was possible nobody was down there, but it seemed a more likely spot than others.

In the courtyard, Wreylith plucked up Syla and Fel. The sun had disappeared behind dark clouds that now covered the island. Syla peered at the sky in all directions as they flew toward the harbor. The north remained clear but little else did. Like a tarp being unrolled outward from Harvest Island, the ominous clouds now stretched for miles.

Lightning flashed in the sky near the lighthouse. Syla hoped General Dolok hadn’t stayed out on that platform.

I can see Agrevlari, Wreylith said. I will place you on the ship, then meet him at the barrier.

For smooches and proclamations of love?

Dragons do not smooch.

But they proclaim, certainly.

When a dragon is teased, she is less likely to lower her rider gently to the deck of her ship.

Don’t forget you need me for the delivery of your eggs.

A dragon does not need a human for a natural act.

But you want me there. Presumably alive.

Wreylith descended, alighting on the wheelhouse long enough for Syla and Fel to slide off. On the deck, Major Hixun waved with relief.

As Wreylith took off to pick up Vorik, Hixun jogged up to Syla. She hoped nobody else had been killed.

He pointed at the sky. “Your Majesty, is the barrier going to protect us? Lightning is starting to strike down in the sea along the coastline.”

“I…” Syla tried to remember if lightning had hit the ground after they’d raised the Harvest Island barrier. Probably. “I wouldn’t assume we’re safe.”

“I was afraid of that.”

Fel also pointed upward at dragons coming into view against the dark sky.

“Those must be the ones Wreylith warned me about.” Syla removed her spectacles, wiped them, and put them back on to try to determine if she recognized any of them. Some had riders; some did not. A large black one… did. Was that Ozlemar and General Jhiton? A vibrant yellow dragon flew next to him, also with a rider, one with silver hair. “By the gods, will nothing kill that woman?”

Since she’d seen Lesva swim away from them in the mine, Syla wasn’t surprised that she’d turned up again. Disgruntled and frustrated, maybe, but not surprised.

“I thought you didn’t want people killed,” Fel said.

“As a healer, I shouldn’t, but I might be less distraught than I should be if we stumbled across her with a cut throat.”

“I would happily do it myself.”

Syla looked at him.

“I’m not a healer,” Fel said simply.

“You’d better drive the dragons off with the platform, Your Majesty.” Hixun pointed at it.

“I did come to use it, but I’m hoping we’ll be safe from the dragons as long as the shield is up.” She didn’t mention the nearly depleted reservoir and how she worried there weren’t many shots left.

“Can you shoot through the barrier?” Hixun asked. “It would be best to take the dragons out if at all possible. They can’t be up to anything good.”

“No, but they may not yet know the Harvest Island barrier is back up. If there’s no place for them to land, they won’t linger in the area.” Syla jogged to the weapons platform and climbed on, resting her palms against the marks on the posts. An image came to her immediately of the reservoir, again showing how little magical energy remained within. “I’m just here to pray,” she murmured.

That was something she’d usually done in the temple while kneeling before a candle, or from a dying patient’s bedside, never expecting an answer. But she needed one now, at least some kind of response, something to indicate the gods—the friendly gods—were paying attention and could help with the storm god.

She willed her power into the posts, trying to send her thoughts toward the heavens and also into the weapons platform, to wake the essence she’d sometimes sensed within it. Dragons have called the storm god back to this world, and I’m afraid he’s a grave threat to humanity. Is there a way that the gods who oppose his ways can assist us?

The voice that had spoken to her before in the desert laboratory sounded in her mind. Protect humanity. We never meant for this to be, for our children to be threatened by his creations. Use this power to defeat him.

Syla’s heart sank. They were the same words that she’d heard before, as if they were an old message being read from a scroll.

It’s not his creations that we’re worried about now, Syla said. We think he’s coming. Lightning flashed in the sky not far away. If he’s not already here. Is there anything you can do to help? I think this weapons platform is almost out of power.

“The dragons continued on toward Harvest Island,” Fel said from the deck beside her. “Except for that green one. I think that’s Vorik’s.”

Hoping to receive an answer, Syla didn’t shift to look.

Protect humanity. We never meant for this to be. This time, the words stopped there and showed her a vision of herself, limned with silver light.

I don’t have the power to stop a god. I don’t think I can even deal with any more dragons. The reservoir is almost empty.

This vision shifted, showing her again, this time standing on the weapons platform while she was limned in silver. She was shooting magical projectiles out from all four cannon-like posts.

We are far away, the voice said. In time, perhaps we can reach you, but you must protect your people.

Syla was heartened by what sounded like a real answer rather than an old message but also frustrated. How? I⁠—

Fel cursed as white light flashed. Syla looked up in time to see a great bolt of lightning shoot down from the clouds and strike the lighthouse atop the bluff. The stones shattered and exploded, rubble flying in all directions and splashing down into the sea. She gaped at what remained, only a few feet of the stone wall around the base. She hoped poor General Dolok hadn’t been up there.

“That answers my question,” Hixun said, staring. “The shield won’t protect us from the mad god’s ire.”

“And we’re out in the open on ships,” Fel said grimly, but he didn’t move from Syla’s side.

“I wish I knew how to fight back,” she said. “The gods seem to think I should be able to.”

Fel gazed at her, and she realized how silly that would sound to a normal person. He couldn’t know that she’d heard from what she could only assume was the moon god or another deity.

“I wonder if there’s a way to charge the weapons platform, to refuel it, like pouring whale oil into a lantern’s reservoir,” Syla said, more to herself than Fel. “Do you think that would be possible? I should have brought Aunt Tibby out here.”

Overhead, several dragons that had flown past the island soared back into view. They circled below the clouds, fearless.

“She’s better where she is.” Fel eyed the dragons. A number of them were flying over the castle and the bluff and peering down through the barrier. Maybe they’d seen the lighthouse destroyed and found it a promising omen for them.

Syla wished the lightning would strike the enemy dragons.

Wreylith approached, wings spread wide and Vorik on her back. She swooped low, and he jumped off, landing on the deck. Smiling, he started forward, as if he would leap onto the weapons platform to hug Syla, but maybe he thought better of touching her while she was on it.

She hopped off to hug him, though distractedly. She was mulling over how she might recharge a reservoir of pure magical energy for a weapon created by the gods themselves. It wasn’t anything like a lantern.

“I’m relieved you’re well,” Vorik said, returning her embrace, “but we have a problem.”

“We have a lot of problems.”

Vorik looked out toward the sea beyond the barrier. Two of the enemy dragons were arrowing toward Agrevlari. He roared in defiance but was outnumbered and had to fly away.

“I wish he could have come through the barrier with me,” Vorik said. “The tribes are split now, much like the dragons. Some want to answer the storm god’s calling and others… I promised them what you offered, Syla. There was interest.”

Lightning struck again, this time hitting the island farther up on the point. At least it hadn’t blown up the castle or any buildings in the city—yet. Back on Harvest Island, most of those strikes had seemed random, but were they still? After one had blown up the lighthouse, she wondered. With that ugly face in the clouds, it would be easy to believe the storm god was guiding those strikes.

“I’m glad,” Syla said. “If we can survive this, maybe we can find a way to end the war and have our people live in peace.”

“If we survive this.” Fel pointed upward again. “That’s looking doubtful.”

Syla assumed he was emphasizing the ongoing threat again, but the yellow dragon that Lesva rode had descended from where the others flew about. “Is she…”

“She’s below the barrier,” Fel said with certainty. “Or where the barrier should be.”

Syla’s gaze swung to the bluff, toward the cliffs as she envisioned the tunnels under the castle and the shielder chamber. Had Fograth or someone else down there sabotaged the artifact again?

“The barrier is still present.” Vorik pointed upward but farther out to sea. One of the dragons that had chased off Agrevlari had tried to fly toward the harbor, but it bounced away, sparks appearing where the barrier was. “Lesva must have found a hole.”

“A hole?” Syla asked. “There aren’t any holes. It’s magical.”

“The lightning,” Fel said. “If it has the power of the gods, and the gods made the shielder artifact…”

Syla groaned and rocked back. A hole. A storm-cursed hole. If she couldn’t figure out how to refuel the weapons platform, the dragons and the storm god would destroy all of Castle Island. Maybe all of the Kingdom.
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Vorik drew his sword as two more dragons slipped through the hole in the barrier. He couldn’t see or sense it, but they clearly could.

Surprisingly, Syla stood still with her chin on her fist. A moment earlier, she’d hopped onto the weapons platform, placing her hands on the posts, but she’d soon dropped them and stepped back, her expression bleak.

“You’re going to have to put that thing to use.” Vorik pointed his sword at it, hating that more dragons would be killed, but if they’d summoned the storm god, they’d brought this upon themselves.

“I can’t. It’s out of energy.”

“Out of energy?” Vorik mouthed.

“There’s a reservoir in here.” Syla tapped her foot against the platform she stood upon. “And it’s been gradually depleting over the course of the various battles. I thought there was a little energy left, but I’m not able to send out another projectile.”

Fel, who stood beside Syla with his mace in hand, cursed.

A week earlier, Vorik would have rejoiced to hear that the powerful weapon was out of commission, but now… as more dragons found the hole in the barrier and swooped through it, he groaned with dread. They would target Syla, and he couldn’t defend her against so many.

Wreylith roared and sprang into the air. No doubt, she would try to keep them from reaching Syla, but she couldn’t defend against such numbers either.

“The storm god is sending the lightning,” Syla said slowly, as if she were thinking something out, “so it’s not natural, right? It’s magical.”

“I’m not sure about the lightning,” Vorik said, “but I’ve been able to sense magic in those clouds.”

One of the dragons flew at the castle, breathing fire. Cannons boomed from the courtyard walls, and crossbowmen ran out of the towers, but their weapons wouldn’t be strong enough to defeat the aerial invaders.

Agrevlari? Vorik asked. Is there any chance you can sneak through the hole and get me? I can’t do much from the deck of a ship.

Those who were once my brothers have declared me an enemy.

I know, but sneak through anyway. Please. I need you. The dragons that have flown in are going to figure out soon that the weapons platform isn’t a threat, and they’re going to come for a visit.

You are a very needy human.

Yes, I am. Bring Igliana if she’ll come. Vorik didn’t ask about Atilya and her dragon—it had sounded like Venvarlorin had already decided that he wouldn’t join in the battle.

She and Venvarlorin went to the Island of Eliok to see if anything might be done at the volcano where the ritual was performed but found the barrier is back in place.

Well, the one here has a lovely hole in it. Tell them about it.

“My medical kit.” Syla snapped her fingers. “Where did I put it?”

“We’ll need that soon.” Fel hefted his mace. Two dragons were arrowing toward the ship—toward Syla and the weapons platform.

One was a gray without a rider, but the other was the yellow that Lesva had talked into carrying her. Wreylith flew toward the gray and roared. They engaged fifty feet above the ship, jaws snapping and talons slashing, but the yellow kept coming, wings folded in for a dive.

Vorik sprang atop the canopy of the weapons platform, risking the thing’s ire to better defend Syla. Lesva lifted her sword, but it was her dragon that delivered the first blow. Its great maw opened, and fire spewed toward the ship.

“Look out!” Vorik called down to Syla.

As he jumped out of the way, flames scorching the air, he threw a gargoyle-bone dagger. It struck the dragon’s cheek instead of the eye he’d targeted, but it lodged between scales and was enough to make the fire cease and the dragon screech. As it flew over the ship, Lesva threw a knife at Vorik. He rolled to the side, barely avoiding it. He might not have but another dragon swooping in from the side made the yellow twitch.

“Agrevlari!” Vorik yelled in relief as he leaped to his feet.

The green dragon crashed into the yellow, knocking it and Lesva away from the ship.

I was already on my way through the hole when you requested my presence. Agrevlari sounded smug.

Because you’re a wonderful dragon.

Yes.

And you wanted to help Wreylith too, I assume.

She is with eggs!

Wreylith must have defeated the gray, because she roared and dove for the neck of the yellow dragon. As she and Agrevlari teamed up on their foe, Lesva twisted and had to leap into the water.

Vorik looked around for Syla to make sure none of the flames had caught her. When he didn’t see her on deck, he swore with concern. Fel was looking for her too. Had she been knocked over the railing?

No, she ran back out on deck with her medical kit clutched in her hands. “I hope I’ve got enough left.”

“Enough what?” Vorik asked as Agrevlari extricated himself from the battle to bank and fly toward the ship. “And for what?”

Without answering, Syla dug into the contents and pulled out an unassuming jar.

You will ride me, yes? Agrevlari asked when Vorik didn’t leap up to catch his leg and swing himself onto his back. We can stay close and defend the ship.

Yes, but I’m trying to figure out what Syla is doing.

She appeared to be applying whatever was in the jar to the stout marble posts. She also smeared some onto the platform and, as if it were oil to be rubbed in, spread it all around.

The ways of females are inscrutable, Agrevlari said.

Wreylith roared as she chased after the now-fleeing yellow dragon. They flew upward into clouds that were descending lower and lower, making the harbor hazy, as if a dark fog had drifted in.

Not usually that inscrutable, Vorik replied.

“I don’t know if this will work,” Syla said as she continued to smear the substance around, “but it’s all I can think to try. The last time lightning struck the platform, it didn’t do anything to the reservoir, but maybe if the strike were extended, if something magical could draw on it to continue…”

“Do you need help?” Vorik didn’t know exactly what she was plotting, but he was here for her.

“Try to buy me some time, please.” Syla glanced toward the barrier—the hole above the destroyed lighthouse—though it had grown difficult to see that far in the haze. Lightning continued to flash, but it barely lit the area. It was as if night had come early to Castle Island.

Ozlemar and Jhiton found the hole, and the big dragon flew through. Jhiton looked straight at the ship—at Syla. And were his eyes glowing? Maybe it was the light. They had a weird glint though. Poor Jhiton. He didn’t deserve this.

Swing by again, Agrevlari.

“Is that your brother?” Syla dug the last of her substance out of the jar and climbed onto the platform to apply it to the top. “And are his eyes glowing?”

“He’s not himself. Stay under cover.”

This time, when Agrevlari soared low over the deck of the ship, Vorik sprang into the air so he could catch a limb and climb onto the dragon’s back. The crews of the Fanged Whale and surrounding warships had been startled by the unexpected invasion of their harbor and had been slow to react, but cannons boomed now, coming from the vessels as well as the castle and watchtowers. Agrevlari had to dip and dance to avoid friendly fire.

Syla needs us to buy time, Vorik told him.

He spotted Lesva in the water, clinging to a piece of wreckage. Blood dripped down the side of her face, and she looked dazed. Since she could—and would—recover quickly, it crossed his mind to ask Agrevlari to dive down and breathe fire on her, or let Vorik get close enough to swing with his sword, but the idea of attacking someone wounded in the water did not appeal to his honor. Not that she couldn’t dive and avoid both threats…

Ozlemar is aiming for your queen, Agrevlari warned.

That drew Vorik’s attention from Lesva. As he looked up to locate the threat, lightning flashed, and a jagged branch slammed into the bluff under the castle.

The vertical rock face was about where Vorik, Jhiton, and other stormers had exited the passageway they’d created to the mad god’s abandoned laboratory. Syla had said access to the nearby tunnels had been blocked and that one couldn’t get in that way again, but what if the lightning blew away a bunch of rocks? That hit had been so precisely in that area that it made Vorik wonder if an intelligence had guided it. Did the storm god want to open access to those tunnels again? To his old laboratory?

Ozlemar descended toward the Fanged Whale, and Agrevlari flew upward to intercept him, leaving Vorik no more time to muse about the bluff. He gripped his sword and met Jhiton’s eyes, his glowing inhuman eyes. Yes, there was definitely an intelligence involved here.

As more lightning branched down, striking buildings in the city and masts in the harbor, Vorik had no doubt of that. Sword in hand, he prepared to battle his brother again as Agrevlari and Ozlemar clashed.
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There were dragons everywhere. Cannons boomed, lightning struck all around, and fire streamed through the cloudy haze, flames erupting on ships, docks, and buildings.

From the deck of the Fanged Whale, Syla shouted in frustration at the sky. When she’d used her magical ointment on that dragon, it had drawn a lightning strike almost immediately. She had no idea if her plan would work, if it was possible for magical lightning to recharge the reservoir of the weapons platform, but it was all she could think of that might. She’d spread it liberally on the reservoir, hoping that a direct strike would be more effective than the random blast at Harvest Island that had nearly killed her.

Remembering that she’d also willed some of her power into the ointment when she’d applied it to the dragon, Syla leaned her hand against a post and tried to do that again.

“Are you sure that’s not going to blow up if lightning hits it again?” Fel asked after she explained what she was doing and why. He glanced at her, though his gaze kept returning to the battle overhead.

Vorik and Jhiton were slashing at each other every time their dragons were close enough. And Agrevlari and Ozlemar attacked each other, too, using talons and fangs, each trying to tear great chunks of scaled flesh from the other. Their necks whipped about, their tails snapped, and they roared between bites, as if they were mortal enemies locked in battle for what had to be the last time. Vorik’s face was far more conflicted, his expression pained as he cut with determination for his brother. Jhiton’s face, aside from the eerily glowing eyes, was a chiseled mask of stone. There was no sign of humanity in it.

“I’m not sure at all, no,” Syla said, still trying to add power to the magic of the ointment, still hoping.

“Comforting. Where did the crazy silver-haired woman go?”

“I don’t know.” Syla had seen Captain Lesva fall into the harbor, but as the battle between brothers—and their dragons—grew more frenzied, Syla couldn’t look away from them for long.

What if Vorik had come back to her only to die scant minutes later? She’d barely gotten to hug him and hadn’t had a chance to ask him how his duel for the tribe had gone. Or to tease him about his love for blackberry cobbler. Damn it. She dashed tears from her eyes.

Agrevlari tumbled past just above the ship. Ozlemar sped after him, the dragons even more savage in their battle than their sword-wielding riders.

As if they’d been frustrated with each other for ages, they gyrated in the air, talons raking into each other’s flanks and chests. When he caught up, Ozlemar bit for Agrevlari’s head, almost breaking a horn. On the black dragon’s back, Jhiton leaned over with both swords and swung for Vorik’s throat. Vorik contorted himself, half sliding off Agrevlari on the far side, to avoid the slashing blades. How he didn’t fall off, Syla didn’t know, but he popped back up as the dragons batted their wings to fly apart and regain lost altitude. Agrevlari circled, reached a higher position, then dove for the back of the black dragon, giving Vorik an opportunity to slash Ozlemar’s tail. After drawing blood, he threw a knife toward Jhiton’s back. But his brother hadn’t lost track of him and turned, using a sword to knock the blade away.

A great rumble came from the clouds above the harbor, shaking Syla to the bone.

Watch out! Wreylith warned, disengaging from a battle of her own to fly toward the ship.

Syla echoed the warning to Fel and the crewmen as she jumped down and backed away from the weapons platform. Before she’d gone more than two steps, a huge branch of white-blue lightning shot from the clouds. It caught Ozlemar, making the black dragon screech in pain, on its way to the ship. Then it struck the weapons platform, and the air crackled and buzzed with tremendous magical energy.

Afraid she had made the wrong decision and the great marble artifact would explode, Syla jerked an arm protectively over her face. Fel did more than that. He knocked her to the deck and used his body to shield her.

The air kept sizzling, the intense power squarely striking the reservoir of the weapons platform, overwhelming Syla’s senses. Silver light flared from it, mingling with the crackling energy from the clouds. The lightning continued streaming into the weapons platform, and Syla risked squirming out from under Fel. None too soon. Wreylith had arrived, and she snatched Syla up.

If that receives more power than it can hold, it may blow up with such force that it destroys the ship, Wreylith said as she slung Syla onto her back. It may blow up all the docks and vessels in your harbor and some of the city around it.

Syla cursed and yelled for the crewmen to abandon the Fanged Whale. With the brilliant lightning pouring down from the low clouds, many already had.

Fel had started for the railing but turned as a lone person climbed over it near him. Lesva, sword in hand, dripping water onto the deck, peered around. Fel glared at her and raised his mace. Lesva lifted her sword toward him as she gaped at the lightning, but she also kept looking around until she spotted Syla on Wreylith flying upward to help Agrevlari and Vorik. Despite lightning glancing off the black dragon, Ozlemar continued to fly. If anything, he looked invigorated. Jhiton retained both of his swords, and his eyes gleamed with swirling power as he urged his mount to fly at Agrevlari and Vorik.

“Crazy bastards, both of them,” Syla said, though she was sure the mad god’s hand guided them.

Agrevlari fights with us, Wreylith observed. Even though the rest of his kind are against us.

Yeah, I appreciate his help too.

If only they weren’t still so very outnumbered.

On the deck of the ship, Fel advanced toward Lesva, though he probably didn’t want that fight. She wasn’t looking at him. Her injured yellow dragon had returned, and it swooped down and plucked her up. Once she was astride its back, they flew toward Wreylith even as Wreylith flapped her wings in another direction, trying to catch Ozlemar.

Without a weapon, Syla could only flatten her hands to Wreylith’s back to anchor herself on.

The lightning branch finally extinguished, the harbor growing darker without its brilliance and with the ominous clouds lower than ever, the fog thicker. It couldn’t quite dim the silver glow of the weapons platform, but Syla’s eye was drawn away from it. Near the bluff, a strange funnel of those clouds was arrowing toward an opening in the rock face.

“I think it’s refueled!” Vorik shouted to Syla as Ozlemar and Agrevlari engaged again, each clawing for the other’s belly as they also bit for necks.

Syla considered the weapons platform as Wreylith, with the yellow dragon arrowing for her from behind, was forced to turn around and deal with that threat. The Fanged Whale hadn’t been destroyed, and neither had the marble gift from the gods. Even from high above, Syla could sense power radiating from it. Maybe Vorik was right. Maybe her idea had worked, and its reserves had been replenished.

I need to get back down there to use it, she told Wreylith.

But Wreylith was fully engaged with the yellow dragon now, fending off an attempt to bite her in the tail. She whipped it at her foe’s flank, her back tilting as she turned in mid-air to breathe fire.

Lesva calmly tilted to the side to avoid the flames, then straightened when the dragons were flying past each other close enough that she could swing her sword at Syla. It came so swiftly that the white blade blurred, but Syla reacted quickly enough to flatten herself to Wreylith’s back. Her dragon banked, flying away, then roared, unwilling to take Syla back to the ship while an enemy was after her. If only Syla had a way to help Wreylith.

At least Vorik was still alive, his dragon clashing again and again with his brother’s. Unfortunately, more dragons had found the hole and were pouring through it, attacking the castle and the city as well as the ships in the harbor. Syla spotted an orange dragon in the mix, one that was biting and snapping at those around it. Young Igliana. She was trying to help the Kingdom, but she could only do so much.

The weapon is again ready to be used, the ethereal voice of the platform said into Syla’s mind.

Good to know. Thanks. “I just need to get down there,” Syla muttered as the dragons clashed again.

When Wreylith’s back tilted, and only Syla’s magic kept her astride, she thought about letting go and swimming back to the ship, but they were high above the harbor now, and much wreckage bobbed on the surface of the water. Falling would be dangerous.

Any chance I can fire you remotely? Syla thought toward the weapons platform.

She didn’t expect an answer, certainly not the somewhat amused tone of the words that came. One who is linked to one of the mad god’s creations as well as marked by the moon has powers unknown even by us.

Is that a yes?

The voice didn’t respond.

Even as she had to duck low to avoid another swipe from Lesva, Syla imagined herself pressing her hands to the marks on the posts. Two dragons were flying over the docks, dodging cannonballs and breathing fire at ships. Furious that they’d gotten through, that the capital was under siege again, Syla willed the magical projectiles to fire.

To her surprise, all four posts shot out silvery spheres of pure energy. Two sped toward each dragon and slammed into their heads and torsos. The dragons didn’t even have time to screech before they crashed into the docks, wood snapping, and wings dislocating as they hit. One flapped a leg feebly, but the other had died before striking down.

Relieved cheers went up on the ships.

Lesva cursed, and Syla was close enough to hear the words that followed. “There’s nobody on the platform. How did they—” Her furious eyes locked onto Syla. “You.”

“Me,” Syla agreed quietly as Wreylith flew toward the yellow dragon and roared.

Lesva curled her lip and rose up on her dragon’s back so that she could shift her sword to her left hand and pull out a throwing knife with her right. As she drew her arm back to hurl it, Syla commanded the gift of the gods to fire again. Lesva threw the knife as a silver sphere sped up from below. Again, Syla was fast enough to duck. A good thing or the knife would have struck her between the eyes.

The yellow dragon saw the magical attack coming and tried to bank, but the projectile arced to follow. It slammed into Lesva and blasted her from the dragon’s back. By the time she landed in the water, she was dead, charred beyond recognition.

Though the sheer power of the weapons platform awed and terrified Syla, she didn’t hesitate to fire it again, aiming at the other dragons that had invaded the harbor. As the projectiles sped after them, she looked around for Vorik and Agrevlari. They were flying near the cliff, both dragon and man peering toward it. Ozlemar had disappeared—no, there he was flapping his wings to speed through the hole in the barrier to escape the area. He dripped blood as he flew, and one of his wings had a lopsided hitch to it.

But where was Jhiton? He wasn’t on the dragon’s back.

Syla followed Vorik’s gaze toward the cliff and spotted Jhiton climbing toward the same gap that clouds were twisting and writhing into. The entrance that led back to the ancient laboratory under the castle. Lightning flashed toward Agrevlari and Vorik, driving them back from the cliff.

Syla glared at Jhiton’s back, determined to target him with the next projectile, but he shimmied through the entrance and out of sight. She almost fired anyway, thinking the great silver spheres might blow open the side of the cliff—and him with it. But that cliff was under the castle. She dared not try to destroy the perch on which it rested.

As more lightning flashed in the clouds, fresh fear swept into Syla. She’d sent Captain Vonla and however many troops she’d taken with her down into the tunnels near that laboratory.

Agrevlari flew to Wreylith’s side, and she roared at him. He roared back. Their vocalizations sounded more like the war cries of comrades than anything antagonistic.

Vorik called over to Syla. “He’s going to that laboratory. Or maybe to destroy the shielder.”

Probably both.

“I need to get down there,” she called back.

Vorik nodded, not questioning her. Syla was more worried about Jhiton killing everyone in the tunnels than anything about the laboratory specifically, but having the storm god access one of the places where he’d once created wyverns, dragons, and other fearsome creatures might have bad repercussions. And Jhiton had visited the shielder chamber before. He knew where it was.

After making sure the weapons platform had either killed or scared away the remaining enemy dragons that had invaded the harbor, Syla touched Wreylith’s back. Take me to the castle, please.

“Your Majesty!” Fel called from the deck of the Fanged Whale as Wreylith flew toward the bluff.

Syla lifted a hand toward him, knowing he wanted to come along, but after watching Jhiton slither into the cliff to do who knew what, she didn’t want to take the time to pick up Fel. She urged Wreylith to fly faster, glad Vorik was at her side, and hoped they wouldn’t be too late. Her dragon ally wouldn’t be able to help her in the tunnels.
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The soldiers manning the cannons on the castle wall didn’t fire as Agrevlari glided in behind Wreylith, but Vorik urged his dragon ally to stay close to her. Syla slid off as soon as Wreylith landed in the courtyard and ran toward the keep without waiting to see if Vorik followed. He did. Since Jhiton had slipped through the entrance in the cliff that led to the laboratory—and ultimately the tunnels and shielder chamber—Vorik was disappointed in himself for not stopping him. Syla had said that her people had walled off access to the tunnels, but with the mad god guiding Jhiton and all that power crackling in the air and possibly available to use, he might be able to blow his way through any obstacles.

A few startled guards shouted as Vorik ran after Syla, but he waved to them and called, “The queen has commanded me to help her!” Nobody fired crossbow quarrels at him, but several did wave their weapons in his direction while glancing at Syla. “I’m still her prisoner!” Vorik added when she didn’t pause to back up his assertion.

Given the potential for disaster below, Vorik didn’t blame her. By the time she neared a doorway that led to a theater with an entrance to the tunnels—he’d followed her that way before—he caught up.

“Thanks for helping,” she said as they ran inside.

“Always.”

When they passed guards at the theater entrance, Syla lifted a hand. Intending to call for them to follow her down?

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Vorik asked.

She glanced at him, a question in her eyes.

“Jhiton is down there, and he’s…”

“Dreadful and supposed to be dead?”

“Not entirely himself,” Vorik said.

“His eyes were glowing.”

“Yeah, that’s one of the clues that he’s not himself.”

Without calling to the guards, Syla ran toward the secret door under the stage. Some men, seeing their unarmed queen rushing through the castle with a stormer, were following her anyway. Vorik didn’t try to stop them. It might be useful to have some soldiers down there in case more enemies than Jhiton waited.

Jhiton and the storm god, Vorik reminded himself. The man he’d battled on dragon back over the harbor had possessed all of his brother’s skills and fought just as he would, but there hadn’t been any recognition in his eyes, nor had the expression on his face ever changed.

After Syla used her moon-mark to open the trapdoor—it had been repaired since Vorik had forced his way in weeks earlier—they charged down the stairs and into the stone tunnels. Surprisingly, they were well lit with wall-mounted lanterns burning all along the way.

“Who else is down here?” Vorik asked when Syla didn’t appear surprised by the illumination.

Breathing hard now from running, Syla said, “At the least… Captain Vonla and… some soldiers that she rounded up.”

Vorik grimaced, wondering if they were already dead. And what of the shielder artifact? Was that what the storm god had sent Jhiton to destroy? Or was there something in the centuries-abandoned laboratory that interested him?

Since the storm god had pierced the shield with his lightning, it didn’t seem he needed to worry about the shielders. Of course, if Jhiton was still aware, he would want to destroy the artifact. There had to be some of him still in his own mind, right?

The hair on the back of Vorik’s neck rose as they traveled deeper into the tunnels. A hint of magic lurked in the air, and that soon turned into fog, an eerie fog that made him think of the dark clouds spreading outside.

Wreylith and I are waiting atop one of the castle towers in case you need assistance, Agrevlari informed him. Also, Igliana has retrieved the bodyguard, Fel, and he said he would follow the queen into the tunnels.

Thanks, Vorik said. Unless you can lose a lot of weight quickly, I don’t think you can get in these tunnels to help us.

I am fit and well-proportioned with no desire to lose mass.

Wreylith must be pleased by your sublime physique.

We are on the same tower. Agrevlari sounded smug, but then added, She is not interested in discussing names for her future hatchlings at this time.

We are in the middle of a chaotic storm-god invasion. Are the rest of the dragons staying outside the barrier now?

Oh, yes. They were most alarmed to discover that your queen can launch the deadly projectiles without being near the platform.

I’m not sure Syla knew she could do that either.

They turned at an intersection, running down the tunnel that led to the hidden entrance to the shielder chamber and dead-ended at an alcove full of tombs. Two soldiers in Kingdom uniforms stood in front of the stone wall that held the hidden door. It wasn’t open, and Syla exhaled in audible relief. But rubble was strewn about in the alcove, and Vorik suspected that wall had been breached again.

“Captain Vonla went that way, Your Majesty.” One of the soldiers pointed toward the alcove while frowning at Vorik.

“Thank you.” Syla waved as she ran past, only slowing when she and Vorik reached the alcove.

He blinked in surprise at a machine that had been assembled near the tombs, a great horizontal drill bit comprising half of it. It reminded him of the mining equipment that Tibby had commandeered on Bogberry Island.

“Jhiton didn’t bring that,” Vorik said while looking at a hole in the wall.

He’d been here before when there had been a hole in that spot, but broken bricks all over the place promised it had been walled in after the stormers had visited. Now, however, it stood open again, a new hole formed with dense fog rolling through. Vorik sensed power ahead, great power. The last time he’d been here, the laboratory had been covered in dust, any artifacts within long gone dormant.

“Fograth must have had that drill assembled down here,” Syla whispered, creeping forward.

“Your usurper?” Sword in hand, Vorik walked at her side.

“The throne thief, yes. Apparently, he didn’t feel safe staying in the royal suite.”

“But the mad god’s old laboratory was a cozy place to camp?”

“I guess so.”

They eased into a tunnel beyond the alcove, the fog swirling about their legs. There were no lanterns on the walls here, but a sickly green glow from ahead provided illumination enough to see more rubble on the ground.

Vorik sensed so much power ahead that he couldn’t pick out Jhiton’s aura, but his brother had to be in there. Unless he’d left, there was nowhere else he could be. Vorik would prefer it if Jhiton had left, and he wouldn’t have to battle him again, but they wouldn’t be that lucky. He knew it.

The fog grew denser, swirling through the green light. A gasp of pain came from the laboratory.

Vorik picked up his pace to jog ahead of Syla so that he could better protect her. In the dense murk, he almost missed seeing a figure lying on the ground. A man. Vorik stepped in fresh blood that had pooled under him.

“I think that’s Fograth,” Syla whispered, waving at the misty air. It didn’t clear much.

“Your usurper?” Vorik asked, though she’d already clarified that. “If my brother did it, you owe him a kiss.”

“I most certainly do not. He⁠—”

Several rapid clangs rang out—sword strikes. A thud followed, and a woman groaned. Power flared.

Vorik rushed ahead of Syla. He entered the dusty laboratory, stepping past a camp complete with a bed, chairs, and a desk, to peer into the fog. He could pick out the origin of the green glow. It came from a spacious alcove in a stone wall to the left, the large entrance framed by two looming wyvern statues. The glow seemed to stretch between them, creating a barrier over the alcove, and a surprising number of people were trapped inside. Dressed in all manner of clothing—more than one person wore a nightshirt—the men and women didn’t look to have anything in common. No, that wasn’t true. Every hand he could make out had a moon-mark on the back.

The people—the prisoners—were all peering through the green barrier toward the center of the spacious cavern of a laboratory. Three uniformed men lay dead on the ground, and a sole woman, also in uniform, was on her knees and trying to rise, blood streaming from multiple wounds as she leaned on her sword while gripping her side. Captain Vonla. Vorik worried they were already too late to help her. In the shadows not ten feet in front of her stood Jhiton, his eyes glowing as he stared at Vorik and Syla, his face somehow scarily intent and devoid of emotion—of humanity—at the same time.

Even as Syla entered and blurted, “Captain Vonla,” Jhiton pointed his sword at the woman.

They were nowhere near touching, but power flowed from his blade and knocked into her. Vonla flew back, landing near Syla and Vorik.

“I’ll handle Jhiton,” Vorik said, though he had no idea if he could. “Help her, and free your people.”

Taking a bracing breath, Vorik sprang past Vonla and charged at his brother. No, at the storm god inhabiting his brother.

As Jhiton watched him come, he raised both of his swords. Black energy crackled around the white blades. As if the gargoyle-bone magic hadn’t been bad enough…
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Syla knelt beside Vonla as Vorik charged across the laboratory to confront Jhiton. Again. Such power emanated from the stormer general that Syla worried Vorik was running to his death. She didn’t know if the mad god was inside Jhiton or merely feeding power into him from whatever realm he inhabited, but, either way, they weren’t facing a mortal enemy. Not this time.

“Your Majesty,” Vonla gasped, pain contorting her face.

“It’s all right. I’ll heal you.”

Vonla shook her head weakly, and as Syla rested a hand on her shoulder, intending to use her power to knit together what looked like multiple stab wounds, a familiar voice yelled, “No!” from an alcove she’d barely registered.

It was Relvin. His shoulder-length blond hair was lank and greasy, and a yellowing bruise marred his cheek. He was imprisoned behind a glowing green barrier with dozens of other people. Syla recognized some of them, and realized they all had moon-marked hands. These were the prisoners Fograth had been rounding up. But hadn’t Relvin been working with the lord? Not against him? Maybe they’d had a falling out…

“Queen Syla!” several people called in recognition and relief.

“That captain killed Lord Fograth!” Relvin yelled over them. “She ran in and slit his throat before he knew what was going on.”

Syla looked down at Vonla but didn’t hesitate to send healing magic into her.

“To clear the way for you, Your Majesty,” Vonla gasped. “The throne… was meant to be yours.”

Focused on trying to heal her injuries, Syla didn’t respond. There was something wrong with the sword wounds. She sensed a malevolent dark energy about them, almost like an infection. An evil magical infection.

“Fograth was in the way,” Vonla whispered, already sounding weaker. “They all were.”

Distressed, Syla tried to use her power to drive out the taint within the captain. Meanwhile, the two men battled.

The clash of swords and Vorik’s grunts and curses, in contrast to the utter silence of Jhiton, made it hard to concentrate. Worse, the malevolent magic within Vonla writhed and twisted away from Syla’s attempts to stamp it out. And it was spreading. There were multiple sword wounds, multiple places that sent the dark energy flowing inward, seeping deeper into Vonla’s body. A thick trail of it headed toward her heart.

Fear crept into Syla, the fear that, for the first time in a long time, she wouldn’t be able to help a patient. And Vonla had been standing with her since they first met, since before Syla had proven herself to the other officers. All along, she’d had faith in her.

Sweat ran down the sides of Syla’s face. Sweat from the run down here, sweat from panic.

“Fight it, Vonla,” she whispered, though she didn’t know how the captain could.

Footsteps sounded behind Syla, some of her soldiers reaching the laboratory. But the eyes in the statues of the wyverns flashed, and green energy appeared where the tunnel led into the laboratory. It hadn’t been there before, but it was now. A barrier that kept the men from entering.

Again, Syla willed her power into Vonla, trying to push out the magical infection. Her moon-mark flared silver, and the dragon tattoo hummed with power. Soon, all of Syla hummed, but it still wasn’t enough. Jhiton may have delivered the sword blows, but a god had guided him, and a god had infused those swords with angry storm power.

Vonla’s face twisted in pain, and she gasped, then gripped Syla’s arm. “It was worth it, Your Majesty.”

“You shouldn’t die because you helped me,” Syla said with distress, even though she realized that Vonla must have been the one who’d slit all the throats. Even that of Teyla’s father? Had she gone there before heading to the capital? Before Syla and Fel had reached the estate?

“Worth it,” Vonla whispered. “Just… find a way… stop the storm god. Then… rule, my queen.”

Vorik yelled in surprise and pain, and Syla looked up in time to see him fly across the laboratory, black energy crackling in the air around him. He struck a marble workstation, and a dusty artifact on it flared to life. Angry purple energy shot out, almost like the lightning bolts outside. One sizzled past Vorik’s nose as he landed in a crouch; then it slammed into the high ceiling. Rock tumbled down.

His face impassive, save for the eerily glowing eyes, Jhiton strode toward Vorik.

Vorik used his sleeve to dash sweat from his forehead before bracing himself to meet his brother again.

“Free those people, Syla,” he said, glancing over. “Then get out of here. I don’t know how long I can keep him busy.”

More purple bursts shot out from the awakened artifact. One darted across the laboratory and struck Syla in the shoulder before she could shift away. Pain blasted her as the power knocked her backward. She struck a wall as another sizzling lance of purple energy flashed past.

Wreylith, Syla said as she crawled on hands and knees back toward Vonla who lay disturbingly still now. I need a dragon’s help. I need your help.

Yes, Wreylith said, as if she were monitoring the battle. Maybe she could see it through Syla’s eyes.

But they both knew the dragon couldn’t get in. When Syla confirmed that Vonla had died, tears threatened her eyes, but she made herself hurry to the prisoners. Vorik was risking his life to buy her time to free them, a thought punctuated by a curse of pain as he went flying again. Even as she searched for a way to shut down the barrier, a new fear slammed into her. If Jhiton cut Vorik with the same befouled blades as he’d used on Vonla, he would also be infected by the magical taint that Syla didn’t know how to heal. Didn’t have the power to heal.

“Don’t let him cut you!” Syla shouted, patting along the stone wall and checking the wyvern statues for levers or switches.

“I’m trying!” Vorik groaned as Jhiton strode toward him again.

At least the device hurling purple bolts had stopped. For the moment.

“It’s over there.” Relvin pointed across the laboratory to a workstation with a black dome on it. Like so much down here, it emanated magic. “It took a moon-mark to activate it.” Relvin held up his hand. Was he silently admitting that he’d helped set things up to imprison these people? Probably. “But it’ll knock you on your ass. It didn’t like the moon-mark. Any magic might have brought it to life.”

Syla followed the wall toward the device, giving the battle a wide berth. Vorik managed to kick Jhiton away, ducking to avoid slashes from the glowing swords, but he bled from several wounds including a gouge in his side. Syla’s stomach churned with the fear that her warning might have come too late, that Jhiton, powered by a god, was too great a foe for Vorik and had already infected him.

“Syla!” came Teyla’s voice from the tunnel.

She and Fel had made it down and stood with the soldiers, but they couldn’t get in. When Fel swiped at the barrier with his mace, it flashed green and knocked him backward.

As Syla continued to the dome-shaped device, hoping it could bring down both barriers, she also looked around for other artifacts. There had to be some way to help Vorik. Could she call upon the weapons platform to send a projectile in here? Without blowing up the cliff and dropping the entire castle into the harbor?

Maybe it would be worth it to kill Jhiton and stop the storm god. But she had to get everyone out of here first.

Bracing herself, she touched her moon-marked hand to the black dome, willing it to bring down the barrier restraining the prisoners. But, as Relvin had warned, a tremendous burst of power came from it, and it flung her backward.

She struck the wall so hard that it knocked the air out of her, and she crumpled to the ground. Jhiton delivered a similar blow to Vorik, and he flew across the laboratory. He somersaulted to land on his feet, but he staggered as he did, a pained slump to his shoulders. Blood spattered the floor around him.

Syla cursed. Was she going to be too late?

Groaning, she pushed herself to her feet and returned to the device. A muffled roar came from a tunnel on the far end of the laboratory, the one that led out to the cliff near the harbor. Syla sensed Wreylith and Agrevlari near the exit, the spot where Jhiton and all the cursed fog had entered. Unfortunately, the hole wasn’t large enough for dragons. Too bad. If they could come in, they could help turn the tides, and there was plenty of room in the laboratory itself for their kind.

Again, she thought of trying to call to the weapons platform to launch projectiles, but dozens of her moon-marked kin might be killed. All those in the castle might also be in danger if the great power weakened the bluff above.

When Syla lifted her finger toward the device again, it hummed angrily at her, and she paused. “Are you sure it was a moon-mark that activated it, Relvin?”

These were the storm god’s artifacts, after all. Why would they respond to magic granted by the other gods?

“It might have been my ring,” Relvin called after a moment. He held up his hand to show an emerald bauble on a gold band. “But I can’t get it to you.”

Dragon roars sounded as swords clanged, Vorik again clashing with his brother.

We are tearing away and attempting to melt the rock to widen the entrance, Wreylith said, but it will take some time.

Thank you. Hurry as best you can.

Once more, Vorik tumbled away from Jhiton, who didn’t hesitate to stride after him. He’d also been injured and wept blood, but Vorik’s blades weren’t infected with evil magic.

We need dragons, Syla added to Wreylith.

Then she blurted, “Oh, dragons,” to herself as realization swept over her.

Syla dropped her left hand onto the dome, the one marked by Wreylith’s tattoo. This time, the device responded to her, flaring green, the same green as that of the barriers.

“Lower those,” she whispered and attempted to telepathically share the order with the device. A crackle of energy radiated from the dome along with a sense of indignation. “Lower them, or I’ll hurl you into the sea, and you’ll be forgotten forever,” she growled before she could consider that bribery and cajoling might work better than threats.

But the device listened. The barriers disappeared, and the light level dramatically lowered in the laboratory. Only the glows of a few artifacts and Jhiton’s foul swords gave off illumination. But it was enough for the prisoners to realize they were free and to hurry out of the alcove.

“Go up to the castle,” Syla yelled, waving urgently at them. “I’m going to—” She almost said blow the place up, but she caught Jhiton looking over at her.

Vorik was on one knee a few yards from him, his sword raised as he struggled to rise again, but Jhiton didn’t continue his advance toward him. From the beginning, he’d been focused on Vorik, but now he turned and strode toward Syla.

“I’m going to follow you!” she yelled to the prisoners, not wanting to give away her plan. Just because Jhiton was possessed didn’t mean he didn’t understand. She didn’t want to warn him.

“Syla,” Fel barked, rushing into the laboratory with Teyla.

“You need to get out of here too!” Syla waved for them to return to the tunnel. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Fel looked at Jhiton and kept coming.

“Don’t let him cut you!” Syla yelled. “It’ll kill you. I can’t heal it.”

More roars came from the direction of the cliffs.

You and Agrevlari need to get out of the way, Syla warned as she reached out with her mind toward the weapons platform.

She was farther away now. Would it hear her? Would she be able to command it to fire again?

You need our help! Wreylith replied.

I’m going to fire a projectile from the weapons platform at the cliff. And that hole.

Wreylith roared again. With defiance? Frustration? Either way, Syla hoped it included acquiescence. The prisoners reached the tunnel and hurried away, Relvin in the lead, eager to escape. Maybe he had a sense of what would happen.

Fel reached his target, but Jhiton moved with such speed and power that he knocked Fel flying in an instant. It had happened so quickly that Syla hadn’t even seen Jhiton’s attack. Behind him, Vorik rose to his feet. Bleeding from myriad wounds, he rushed at Jhiton once more.

Syla felt the weapons platform acknowledge her and respond.

“Stay back from him, Vorik!” she yelled, trying to add power to her voice so that he would obey.

But Jhiton had almost reached Syla and lifted his swords. As she skittered back, she commanded the weapons platform to launch. Four projectiles sprang forth and sped toward the cliff. She couldn’t see them but sensed them and their routes.

Vorik swung at Jhiton from behind. Jhiton spun, deflecting his slash, then kicked and knocked Vorik away once more.

Good. Three of the projectiles slammed into the rock around the tunnel entrance, blowing huge slabs of the cliff free, but one found the opening and entered.

Blazing silver, it sped into the laboratory. Jhiton must have sensed it because he spun and threw one of his swords at it.

Syla swore, afraid that might intercept or deflect the projectile, as he’d once used a knife to knock aside an explosive she’d hurled at him. And the two powers did meet, not ten feet away from him. They blew up with a huge blast of light and energy. It flung Syla against the stone wall again, and her head struck, pain lancing through her skull.

This time, she couldn’t recover and slumped to the ground, unconsciousness threatening. She tried to push it away, afraid that Jhiton hadn’t been struck and that he would survive and kill her and Vorik. She might never waken again, never get a chance to thank Vorik for helping and say once more that she loved him. But blackness won out, and, as magic swirled in the air all around her, she lost consciousness.
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Each breath brought pain, but Vorik managed to stay conscious as he lay on his side, his vision slowly clearing after the tremendously bright and powerful blast. Had that attack come from the weapons platform? It must have.

He could make out Jhiton, down to one sword and lowered to a single knee. He’d kept the projectile from hitting him, but he’d been so close to the blast. It had to have hurt him.

Vorik tried to summon the strength to rise but couldn’t. He could feel malevolent energy in him, oozing through his body from all the places where Jhiton had bypassed his defenses and stabbed or slashed him. It would kill him, he realized numbly, but he needed to save Syla first. She’d been knocked into a wall and wasn’t moving. Her bodyguard was down too, and all the prisoners had escaped and fled. Vorik had wanted that, but now there was nobody left to help Syla. She would be an easy target.

But Jhiton struggled to rise, and Vorik sensed Agrevlari and Wreylith approaching. Earlier, they’d been outside the cliff, unable to get in, but now they were entering. Had one of those projectiles blown open the way?

Stop Jhiton, he told Agrevlari. Please.

Stones cracked, and thuds sounded. Maybe the way wasn’t entirely clear.

Jhiton rose and turned toward Syla with his one remaining sword. He looked dazed and confused, but then determination solidified on his face.

“No,” Vorik rasped and again tried to rise.

She has proven herself, a feminine voice said.

That wasn’t Wreylith, and Vorik couldn’t tell where it came from.

Many times, a gentle male voice said with a laugh.

That couldn’t be the storm god, could it? No, it sounded kindly rather than malevolent and mad.

She will again unite humanity, the female voice said.

She is the one to do so, the male agreed.

A silver glow started up near Syla—no on Syla. Jhiton paused.

The glow intensified, outlining her body and then growing so bright that Vorik could no longer see her through it.

Jhiton stepped back, but some of the silver light flowed toward him. He turned and tried to run for the exit, but Wreylith appeared with Agrevlari behind her. She roared, and Jhiton paused. He lifted his black sword, but the silver glow caught him, enrobing him fully, and soon he also disappeared within it.

Would he be killed? Sorrow filled Vorik, but he reminded himself that his brother should have died in the mine. Maybe he even had died there and only his body and a few memories, that which had been needed to serve the whims of the storm god, had survived.

Are you alive? Agrevlari asked, turning his head as the silver light brightened.

Barely, Vorik replied, and I don’t know if these wounds will kill me. They⁠—

Some of the silver light spread toward him, and Vorik gasped as a rush of pure divine power filled him. He almost blacked out as the magic seemed to tear through his body. It wasn’t healing magic, and he wondered if he was to be killed because he was a stormer, because he’d acted against Syla’s people. But as he continued to breathe, he realized the silver magic was driving out the black magic, the infection that Jhiton’s swords had delivered. Was it eradicating the storm god’s magic within Jhiton too? Vorik couldn’t tell. If it did that, Jhiton might soon be dead. It could be all that was ambulating him.

The magic left Vorik, the silver light all around growing less intense, and he could see the laboratory again. The fog was being swept out, and he sensed the vestiges of the storm god’s magic disappearing with it. Above the islands, above all the Kingdom, the clouds were dissipating, and the sky was returning to normal. And did he sense that the hole in the shield had been repaired?

Movement brought Vorik’s focus back to the laboratory, and he groped around for the sword he hadn’t realized he’d dropped. If Jhiton was coming after him…

No, Jhiton lay on the ground in the spot where the silver light had enveloped him. Though it had also faded there, he wasn’t moving.

It was Syla who was crawling toward Vorik, exhausted weariness emanating from her, but her eyes were bright with awareness and lingering power. She reached his side and rested a hand on his chest.

“You’re alive,” she whispered.

“Yeah.” Vorik’s throat hurt—everything hurt—but that didn’t keep him from adding, “I wanted to see you again.”

“I’m glad. May I use my magic to heal you?”

She didn’t look like she had the energy left for that, but worry filled her eyes, and he suspected he was in bad shape.

“Yes, of course,” he said.

One of her eyebrows twitched. “It wasn’t always of course.”

He remembered their night in the temple, how he’d told her not to use her magic on him because he hadn’t wanted to risk feeling beholden to her and sharing his people’s secrets.

“It is now,” he said firmly.

Syla smiled. “Good.” The pleased relief in her eyes suggested she’d also been thinking of that time. “Good,” she said again and patted his chest.

Much gentler magic than the gods had used flowed from her fingers and into him, and he closed his eyes, feeling safe with her. Always.
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“Syla?” came Teyla’s voice, seemingly from a distance.

At a touch to her shoulder, Syla blinked herself out of the trance she’d fallen into to heal Vorik. Maybe it had even been a doze. His eyes were closed, and she slumped at his side, almost lying down with her spectacles drooping down her nose. Worried she’d left the job half-done, she used her power to examine him. Ah, good. She’d succeeded in knitting together the many sword cuts and punctures he’d received, and there was no sign of the malevolent energy that had killed poor Vonla. It would have killed Vorik too if the gods hadn’t intervened.

Syla rubbed her eyes and adjusted her spectacles. Yes, the gods had arrived, hadn’t they? She’d managed to use the weapons platform to stop Jhiton, but, in the end, they had been the ones to drive out her divine enemy. Thankfully. Her gratitude would be in her prayers for the rest of her life.

“Syla?” Teyla asked again. “Are you all right?”

“No.” Syla looked around, her gaze falling on Vonla’s body, and she regretted that she hadn’t been able to help the captain. But at least the moon-marked prisoners had escaped. Fel and a few soldiers had entered the laboratory, and Wreylith and Agrevlari also stood on the far end, the cavernous space large enough for them to fit comfortably. Between their efforts and the projectiles from the weapons platform, the cliff entrance must have been opened enough to allow them inside. “But I will be. I think.”

“That’s good. Since Fograth is dead, you’re going to have to take charge of the Kingdom again.”

“That was the goal. Though I’m surprised your brother isn’t claiming he should be in charge.”

“He lost those who might have supported him and pissed off just about every moon-marked person on Castle Island. He’s going to have to be content with his career as the editor of the Kingdom Journal.”

“Does he know how to be content?”

“No, but maybe he can learn.”

Syla snorted.

“Your Majesty?” one of the soldiers asked. “This stormer is still alive. Should we… What should we do?”

At first, Syla thought he referred to Vorik, and she rested her hand protectively on his chest. They weren’t going to do anything to him. Then she realized the man stood over Jhiton, who lay on his back, his swords on the ground near him but no longer in his hands. Syla eyed them as warily as she did Jhiton. The weapons appeared normal now, as normal as gargoyle-bone blades could be.

“That’s General Jhiton,” Fel said.

“Oh.” The soldier stepped back, as if he’d realized he was standing next to a viper’s den. “We should kill him then. Before he wakes up.”

“Yes.” Fel drew his dagger and strode toward the downed general.

“Wait.” Syla lifted a hand, though, after using her power, dizziness rushed into her head, and she struggled to get to her feet.

Teyla steadied her.

“You’re not saving him too,” Fel stated, though he did obey her order to wait.

“I’m…” Syla looked at Vorik.

He was unconscious as his body recovered from the healing. If she let Fel kill Jhiton, Vorik need never know the gods themselves hadn’t been responsible. Except that he might ask to see the body to prepare it for a funeral, and what would she say? The gods wouldn’t have used a dagger to slit a man’s throat. If she let Fel kill Jhiton, she would have to tell Vorik the truth.

And then there were the dragons. Feeling their gazes upon her, she looked at them. Wreylith wouldn’t care and would probably even approve. But Agrevlari… would he let her kill a stormer? The brother of his bonded rider? They were watching her, but neither offered an opinion that she heard.

“I’m not sure,” Syla finally said.

“It’s bad enough your scheming cousin survived,” Fel said. “You can’t let Jhiton live. He killed your mother and your siblings. Even if it wasn’t by his hand, he ordered his people to do it. And we weren’t there so we don’t know what happened. He might very well have been the one to kill them.”

Captain Lesva claimed credit for killing several of them, Agrevlari stated.

And she was finally dead in the harbor.

I believe General Jhiton directed the troops and ordered the invasion, Agrevlari added, as you have guessed, but did not personally slay members of the royal family.

“He’s no less responsible,” Fel snapped. “He’s more responsible. Entirely responsible.”

The tribal leaders were as responsible as the general, Agrevlari said.

“They’re not here for me to kill,” Fel growled. “I would happily do so.”

Syla sighed and slowly walked toward Jhiton, still conflicted.

Fel offered her his dagger.

Did he truly think she would cut his throat?

She would not, but she caught herself accepting the dagger. It felt less suicidal to approach a viper with a weapon in hand. Teyla came with her, drawing her sword. She probably had similar thoughts.

Jhiton’s eyes were closed, but Syla could envision him springing to life and strangling her before she could do anything. Before crouching beside his head, she used her toe to nudge the swords farther away from his hands. Fel came over and picked them up, then gave them to a soldier and waved for him to take them farther away. All the while, Syla watched Jhiton.

He didn’t emanate the dark power that he had before, but he retained the magic of his dragon bond. Some blood dampened the ground near him, but his breathing was even, without a hitch. She had a feeling it wasn’t injuries but having the storm god’s essence ripped out of him by the other gods that had knocked him out. It looked like Vorik had only managed to land a few blows.

“Being possessed by a god gives a man an advantage,” Syla murmured.

Jhiton’s eyes moved under his lids. She tensed, her grip tightening on the dagger. Willpower rather than instincts kept her from springing away like the soldier had.

“He’s awake,” Fel stated.

Teyla pointed the tip of her sword at Jhiton’s face and nodded to Syla that she was ready if he tried anything.

Jhiton opened his eyes, looking past the sword and straight up at Syla, as if he’d known exactly where she was. Of course he had. With his power, he would be able to sense her, the same as she could him.

She held out her arm, showing him the dagger. His gaze acknowledged it, then flicked toward her shoulder. Fel stood there. Teyla was by her other shoulder.

“If we let you live,” Syla said, drawing Jhiton’s attention back to her, “will you agree to stop trying to kill me and stop attacking my people? Today and forever?”

“Is Vorik alive?” Jhiton rasped.

“Yes.” Syla pointed to Vorik, hoping he looked relaxed and healed rather than like a corpse. A lot rode on this, she suspected.

Jhiton followed her pointing finger with his gaze, then looked back up at her. “Is he alive because of you?”

Syla considered whether to take credit for Vorik’s life. In the end, the gods had been responsible for stopping their mad kin. But she’d been the one who’d launched the projectile that had struck Jhiton and kept him from killing them both.

“Yes,” Syla said with a nod.

Jhiton’s gaze shifted toward the ceiling of the cavern as he considered his answer. Syla watched his eyes intently and monitored him with her senses. If she got any hint that the storm god remained within him, she would drive the dagger into his heart herself.

“I will not attack you again,” Jhiton said.

“And my people? My kingdom?”

“I remain a soldier sworn to obey my tribal leader, so I cannot promise never to attack your people again if the stormers determine that is necessary, but I… will not argue for it.”

Syla started to shake her head, not finding that enough reassurance, but she paused, realizing he’d used the singular, speaking of only his specific tribal leader.

“Vorik won the duel for your tribe, right?” she asked.

The faintest hint of a smile touched Jhiton’s face. “He did.”

“Well, I think I can keep him from ordering another attack on my people.”

It was probably only their positions, with him on his back and her standing by his head, that made it look like Jhiton glanced at her chest, before he said, “Yes.”

“This could be a huge mistake, Your Majesty,” Fel said.

“I know.” Syla thought it meant something that Jhiton had taken a moment to consider his answer instead of swiftly promising yes to save his life. But could she trust him to be honorable in the long-term? The way she did Vorik?

Sighing, she set the dagger down. She didn’t know if this would turn out to be a mistake, but she wouldn’t kill Jhiton or order his death.

“Do you want me to heal you?” she asked him.

She was exhausted and groaned at the idea of expending more energy, but if it was possible the magic would make him feel kindly toward her, even temporarily, and she could then ask him again if he’d spoken the truth, it would be worth it.

Jhiton snorted softly, no doubt guessing the precise reason for her altruistic offer.

“Perhaps just some stitches and bandages,” he murmured.

Syla wasn’t surprised. Vorik might not care anymore if he felt bound to her, but Jhiton, despite giving his word not to attack her again, couldn’t be pleased about how things had turned out.

“I should warn you that my needlework isn’t as gentle as my magic.” Syla made suturing motions in the air that looked a little like fencing strokes.

“So be it.” Jhiton closed his eyes and let out what sounded like a long sigh of defeat.

Maybe it was her imagination, but she thought there was acceptance in it as well. She hoped so. She wanted to believe she’d made the right decision.
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Vorik woke on a blanket on the stone floor of the laboratory with Syla sitting next to him, holding his hand. The only thing better would have been if she’d been snuggled up beside him, perhaps under another blanket, but there were other people around. Soldiers, mostly, but Vorik surprisingly sensed Wreylith and Agrevlari in the space with them. Though cavernous, the laboratory wasn’t that spacious, and they filled the area toward the back exit. They must have widened that hole in the cliff during the fight. Vorik had been too busy trying to keep his brother from killing him to pay attention to their actions, but he did recall hearing dragon roars.

As if thinking of him had summoned him, Jhiton walked up and gazed down at him. Since Vorik hadn’t seen if he’d lived or died after all that light and magic had descended upon him, he smiled with relief. It was strange, however, seeing Jhiton standing calmly in the same area as men and women in Kingdom uniforms. He wasn’t wearing his swords, but he also wasn’t in shackles. That was surprising.

Syla looked up at Jhiton without alarm. While Vorik had been unconscious, they must have exchanged some words. Maybe she’d elicited a promise from Jhiton that he wouldn’t attack anyone else today?

Syla released Vorik’s hand, then stood up and stepped back. To let them speak privately?

Since Vorik and Jhiton had tried to kill each other multiple times in the last week, Vorik didn’t know if he wanted to speak privately with his brother. At least there wasn’t any malevolent magic swirling about him.

“You look dreadful,” Jhiton stated, his tone flat, his face as hard to read as always.

“Oh?” Vorik asked. “You look a lot better now that your eyes aren’t glowing.”

“I don’t have any memory of that.”

“It made you look villainous. Even more so than when your cloak is flapping dramatically in the wind and you’re fondling your swords.”

“If you’re able to tease me, I suppose that’s a sign that you’ll live.”

“Due to Syla’s fine healing, I believe I will. I can tell from your tone that you’re ecstatic.”

“I am…” Jhiton gazed around. None of the soldiers were venturing close, though Sergeant Fel watched them darkly from a spot near the tunnel entrance opposite the dragons. If Jhiton had been confused when he’d woken, maybe not remembering how exactly he’d come to be in a cave on Castle Island, he’d had time to recover. “I am not displeased that you live.”

“Oh? Even though…” Vorik waved toward Jhiton’s gut, wondering if he’d had time to heal from the initial sword wound that had almost killed him back in the mine. Maybe Vorik shouldn’t have reminded him of it.

“I believe we discussed that there comes a natural time when the student surpasses the teacher and that it’s bittersweet but also a sign that the tutelage was successful.”

“You said that didn’t apply to brothers.”

“Perhaps I did not wish to accept that it may.”

“Well, you kicked my ass here.” Vorik waved to indicate the laboratory—their last battleground.

“I remember none of that. I was not… myself.”

“You were possessed by a crazy asshole of a god.”

“And thus not myself.”

“You cackled maniacally with glee as you stabbed me.”

Jhiton’s eyebrows twitched. “I do not believe you.”

“If you don’t remember our encounter, how do you know?”

“I know. Your queen would have stabbed me in the heart if I had been that openly inimical.”

“Did she have the opportunity to do so?” Curious, Vorik wished he’d seen what had happened when the magic had faded and Jhiton returned fully to his own head.

“She did. I woke with her standing over me with a dagger, contemplating my life.”

“I love her.” Vorik grinned.

“I’m aware.” Jhiton’s eyebrows twitched again, and he looked toward the dragons. “You do little to hide your feelings. We’re all aware.” He probably meant the entire stormer people, not only the dragons.

Vorik didn’t care. He kept his grin and added, “My feelings are a strength. I’ll show you the next time we fight. I’ll bet they allow me to defeat you, assuming no gods interfere.”

“We can find out once you’re fully healed.”

“I look forward to it.”

“You’ve never shied from challenges.”

“No, I haven’t,” Vorik said. “Speaking of challenges, do you remember my duel with Chieftess Shi?”

“I… do, yes, but everything from the time I woke up buried and half-drowned in the mine until less than an hour ago is hazy. Like it was all a dream. I didn’t come fully back to myself until the clouds disappeared.”

“I’d ask you for more details about your possession, but I might not want to know.”

What was it like being controlled by a mad god? Vorik shuddered.

“I think not.”

“I ask if you remember the duel,” Vorik said, “because I’m supposed to be chief of Wingborn now, but I never did feel that qualified for the position, and I’m not sure the people will accept me.”

“Half of them were eating from your bag of bribes while watching you duel.”

“You remember that.”

“I remember the apricots. They had an appealing tartness.”

“Even the stone-cold Jhiton can be moved by a sweet.”

“A tart sweet.”

“I’d expect no other kind to entice you. My point is that you would be a better leader for the tribe.”

“Queen Syla isn’t going to negotiate with me,” Jhiton said dryly. “After I recovered suitably enough to inquire about your health status, she said you were fine, you’d wake up soon, and that she regretted that I’d survived all our encounters.”

“Don’t you adore her honesty?”

“She has many attributes desirable in a mother of warriors.”

“Compliments like that make women swoon.”

“As you know, that is always my goal. No, Vorik. I will not attempt to take leadership of the tribe from you. You won it, and it is yours to defend. Besides, it may behoove you going forward to have a title that conveys power.”

“I’ve always been fond of captain.”

A couple of newly arrived soldiers came up to Syla, drawing her farther aside and asking her questions. They were deferential and called her Your Majesty. Vorik hoped that meant that her accomplishments combined with the usurper’s death had ended all questions about whether she was the rightful leader of her people. Surely, there couldn’t be any doubt. He was proud of her but also sad since it meant she would never come live in a cave with him and be his mate.

Jhiton followed his gaze. “When you wed, will you join in the Kingdom way? With a ceremony and feasting? Or in the stormer way? With mock battles, tales, and our ritual? Perhaps you should partake in both traditions to satisfy both peoples.”

“I, er, when we wed? We’re not… I mean, we haven’t discussed… We’ve been too busy to talk about anything like that. Besides, she’s not going to come live with me in a cave. Or a little camp on one of her islands if we can negotiate for that.”

“You can go back and forth from the castle to your camp. You do both have dragons.”

“Well, I wouldn’t want to assume⁠—”

“A wedding and offspring would be the natural and ideal way to cement an alliance between our two peoples,” Jhiton said. “I can’t believe this hasn’t yet crossed your mind.”

“I… assumed Syla wouldn’t want to come share my nomadic lifestyle when she has a castle. And it’s huge. Our entire tribe could live in the throne room alone. Three tribes.”

“Marry the woman, Vorik.” Jhiton looked toward Syla as she finished talking to the soldiers and returned with a mug of tea. The stern look she gave to Jhiton suggested she believed he’d spoken long enough with Vorik. She set the drink down for him, scents of lemongrass dominant over what were doubtless medicinal herbs. “I trust she wouldn’t object,” Jhiton added.

“Object to what?” Syla asked as Vorik gingerly pushed himself into a sitting position so he could take a drink.

Thanks to her healing, the movement didn’t hurt as much as he’d expected. By the gods, what a wonderful gift she had. He should have let her magically heal him long ago.

“Marrying Vorik,” Jhiton said. “Do you object?”

“No, that sounds lovely.”

Jhiton shot Vorik an I-told-you-so look and walked away. He was rarely one to mutter under his breath, but Vorik heard him do so, saying, “I should have had that be the ultimate goal for the seduction plan in the beginning.”

Syla gazed at Vorik. “Is your brother seriously trying to arrange our wedding?”

“I think so. Haven’t I told you that he’s mentioned before that he wouldn’t have objected if you’d shown up in our camp, wanting to be my mate?”

“He’s tried to kill me. Numerous times.”

If Jhiton was to believed, the only time he’d loosed arrows at her, he’d only been attempting to keep her from firing the weapons platform. Vorik decided not to seek to convince her of that.

“You’ve tried to kill him numerous times too,” was what he said. “He has a running total.”

“So, naturally, we should become in-laws.”

“It wouldn’t be that unusual in a stormer union. Much like the savage dragons that we ride, we are a somewhat aggressive and combative people.”

“Really. I hadn’t noticed.”

“It’s because I’m so charming and properly behaved in your presence.”

“The last time we had sex, you howled like a wolf. After you roared like a lion.”

“Did you not consider that proper behavior?” Vorik smirked.

“Proper, no. Somewhat flattering, yes.”

“If you send your soldiers away, perhaps I can flatter you again.”

She looked like she might consider that, but one of those soldiers walked up to her. “Apologies, Your Majesty, but what should we do with…” He extended a hand toward Jhiton, who stood next to Teyla, Fel, and two other soldiers near the exit.

Jhiton was close enough to Fel that he could have tried to take his swords back—tried and likely succeeded, even injured—but he hadn’t yet. He looked… tired. Vorik felt bad for him, but he should, by all rights, be dead. This had to be a better outcome than that, surely?

“Is he going to be your prisoner?” Fel asked, an eyebrow arching.

Vorik laughed, recalling how many times Syla had classified him as that.

“No. He’s…” Syla looked at Jhiton, then at Vorik.

Vorik raised his own eyebrows, not sure what he could presume to request. He didn’t even know what his status was to be here in the Kingdom yet.

“The military representative of the stormer chief who is here for diplomatic purposes,” Syla decided on.

Fel looked balefully at her. “That means we can’t put him in a dungeon cell.”

“That’s right, Sergeant. Ask the chamberlain to have a room prepared for him, please.”

“With guards, right?” Fel asked.

“That won’t be necessary. He’s given me his word that he won’t attack me or the Kingdom at this time.” Syla lifted her chin, meeting Jhiton’s eyes.

Jhiton held her gaze and inclined his head once before turning to follow the soldiers out.

“He still likes you,” Vorik said, grinning again and not surprised that Syla had finagled Jhiton’s word out of him.

“He’s still loathsome.”

“Even though he’s trying to set us up to get married?” Vorik wasn’t sure whether to be pleased that Jhiton had been the one to suggest that. It didn’t seem proper. The stormer tradition was to either sing one of the joining songs or to compose a ballad of one’s own to serenade the woman with while requesting that she mate with him. Vorik would still do that, and admitted it would be a relief to know the answer ahead of time, but this wasn’t how such things traditionally went. “You said you approve of that, right?”

“I do.” Syla clasped Vorik’s hand. “Despite the dubiousness of the originator of the idea.”

“Now that we’re alone, perhaps we could celebrate our victories today.” He recalled that she’d lost people and amended his words. “Or at least that we survived the day.”

A clunk sounded in the rear of the cavern, a rock knocked to the side. The dragons were walking around together, poking their snouts into nooks, drawn to investigate the space for some reason.

“We’re not entirely alone,” Syla said.

“True. Someplace where we could have complete privacy might be more ideal. Did your castle survive this cliff being pummeled by magical projectiles?”

“From what I’ve heard, yes. Fortunately, save for the projectile that almost incinerated your brother, they only blew open the area around the entrance to that passageway.” Syla waved to the darkness beyond the dragons. “I suppose that’s one more reason that I’ll have to work with Aunt Tibby to find a new and less exposed place for the shielder.”

Vorik opened his mouth to reply, but Agrevlari spoke into his mind.

I have a problem, Vorik.

Wreylith is talking to you, and did I just see her tail touch yours? What could possibly be perturbing you?

Her tail touches have been delightful, and I appreciate that she’s let me share my opinions on the suitability of this cave, but the gods repaired the shield around the island before they left.

Suitability for what? Vorik asked before the ramifications sunk in. Oh, that means you’re stuck here.

Wreylith could come and go because she was bonded to the queen of the Kingdom, but Agrevlari… His bond with Vorik would convey no such special privilege. If anything, he was lucky the barrier hadn’t zapped him as soon as the gods had repaired it.

She has been seeking an appropriate domicile on the queen’s island, a safe and suitable place to lay her eggs, Agrevlari said.

I suppose now that the entrance has been widened, this is a decent size for a dragon mother. Vorik gazed upward, more concerned about how he would help his faithful ally escape eternal imprisonment than about Wreylith’s upcoming clutch. He did have a bemused moment as he imagined dragons hatching right under the castle and growing and learning to fly around the harbor and the capital city.

Maybe Syla was receiving similar news from Wreylith because her jaw had sagged open. And had her face gone a touch pale?

It is of a good size, yes, Agrevlari said as Wreylith wandered into the main laboratory, pausing to glower at a wyvern statue.

“But do you want to lay your eggs and raise them here?” Syla asked aloud. “In the former workspace of a mad god?”

Yes, Wreylith must indeed have delivered the news to her. Syla looked at Vorik as if he might have a suggestion. Maybe she was also envisioning alarmed people gaping at hatchlings flying throughout the area.

“There are evil artifacts all over the place,” Syla added. “They might negatively impact your young as they grow.”

Wreylith shifted, and power surged from her as she smashed her tail down on the artifact that had hurled out dangerous purple bolts of energy earlier. Syla skittered back as shards tinked to the stone ground. Wreylith’s strength and magic had been enough to destroy the artifact.

A few renovations will be required, the dragon stated.

Agrevlari walked up beside her, opened his maw, and chomped down on the head of one of the wyvern statues. The stone broke, pulverized pieces tumbling to the ground.

Syla stared.

That improves the view, Wreylith said with approval.

“I guess I’m glad they’re getting along now,” Syla murmured, though she still looked dazed at the revelation that her bonded dragon had finally selected a cave—directly below the royal suite in her castle.

“They’d better get along,” Vorik said. “If we’re right about the hole in the shield being repaired, Agrevlari is stuck in here.”

“Ah. I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Unless he raids your farms for livestock, which I assume will be frowned upon, it’s going to make it hard for him to go out and hunt for Wreylith while she’s nesting.”

“Did she ask him to do that?” Syla’s skeptical expression suggested she knew Wreylith wouldn’t ask anyone for anything.

“I believe he was going to volunteer,” Vorik said as Agrevlari demolished another wyvern statue. “He wants to be involved in caring for her and the hatchlings, I understand. Also, he’s hoping she’ll let him name the males.”

“Does he have names picked out?”

“He’s musing at this point. He asked me for suggestions.”

“Nothing that rhymes with spectacles, I hope.”

Vorik grinned. “I don’t think he’d consider those rhymes appropriate.”

“Wreylith wouldn’t.”

“No.”

A rumble came from one of the dragons. Or maybe both of them? Were they growling at each other with plans to fight about something?

No, their tails were still touching, so Vorik realized…

“We may want to give them some privacy.” He tapped Syla on the back and nodded toward the exit tunnel.

She set the tea mug on a workstation, then let him guide her toward the tunnel as more growls emanated from the dragons. Now, the tips of their tails were intertwined.

“Are they…” she started, looking over her shoulder.

“Going to make this officially Wreylith’s cave now? I think so.”

“I thought they were concerned about whether Agrevlari would be able to leave the island.”

“It’s possible he won’t remember to be concerned about that until tomorrow morning. Or tomorrow night. Dragons have vast stamina, you know.”

“I seem to recall that from the desert, yes.” Syla quickened her pace.
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After leaving the laboratory and passing through the alcove of tombs, Syla stopped sooner than Vorik expected. Her bodyguard and most of the soldiers had escorted Jhiton and Teyla—presumably mostly Jhiton—out of the tunnels, but the two who’d been tasked with guarding the hidden door to the shielder chamber remained.

“You two can go up to the castle.” Syla tilted her thumb back toward the laboratory. “Nobody is going to come in from that direction right now.”

One of the dragons roared. Vorik could tell it had nothing to do with battle, but the soldiers’ eyes widened with concern.

“Wreylith is claiming the laboratory for her new cave,” Syla added, not mentioning Agrevlari or what was about to go on in that cave. “She won’t let anyone pass.”

“The red dragon, Your Majesty? She’s magnificent.”

“Yes, she is.”

One of the dragons roared again, and the soldiers hurried away. They might believe a dragon magnificent, but that didn’t mean they wanted a duty station that was adjacent to one’s cave.

Vorik expected Syla to follow after the men, but she paused and touched her fingers to the wall with a thoughtful expression on her face.

“When I first came here after bonding with Wreylith, she was able to fly through the shield without trouble, but we had some difficulties on Bogberry Island.”

“I remember,” Vorik said.

“Eventually, I was able to communicate with the shielder there and convey that she should be given access.”

“You spoke to an ancient artifact of the gods? And it spoke back?” Maybe Vorik shouldn’t have been surprised since she’d just been visited by the gods.

“Something like that. I wonder if there’s any way we could get permission for Agrevlari to come and go.”

“He’s not bonded to you in any way, and I’m… I doubt your shielder thinks much of me. If it’s met your weapons platform, it definitely doesn’t think much of me.”

He’d meant the words as a joke, but Syla turned her thoughtful expression toward him. “I’m not sure about that.”

“I tried to blow it up.”

“Well, I doubt it approved of that, but, a couple of times while interacting with it, I’ve received visions that had you in them.”

“Were they like the time you visited me in my cave, and I thought it was a dream, but it was…” Vorik spread his hand, not sure what it had been exactly. “Something else.”

“Yes. Then another time it showed me your face. It knows who you are.”

“Comforting.”

Syla twitched a shoulder. “Let’s see if the shielder wants to chat.”

“Chat,” Vorik mouthed as she rested her moon-marked hand on the wall to open the door.

“The shielder artifacts have a sentience too. They may all be linked. Who knows?”

Vorik did not, but he followed her into the tunnel and eventually the catacomb that held numerous ancient sarcophagi as well as the giant silver-glowing orb that was the shielder. It touched him that Syla would walk in here now with only him, trusting that he didn’t have anything nefarious planned. Of course, if he lost his mind—or was possessed by a god—and tried to destroy the shielder, she wasn’t without the power to thwart him. And if the gods themselves were keeping an eye on her, that would make her even more difficult for enemies to defeat.

The thought made him look back to make sure Jhiton wasn’t lurking in the tunnel. Since Vorik hadn’t been awake to hear the deal they’d struck, he didn’t yet know if his brother was truly done attacking the Kingdom. Later, he would get the details from Jhiton.

The magical door had already swung shut, leaving them alone with only the silver glow of the artifact to illuminate the way. When Syla stopped in front of the shielder, that glow bathed her face like moonlight, making her appear like a goddess herself, though it also reflected off the lenses of her spectacles, and Vorik smiled at the humanness they lent her.

As he walked closer, he admired her form, her curves, and the cute slant of her nose. It crossed his mind that they now had the privacy he’d suggested earlier.

But they’d done battle in this chamber, both against others and against each other. People had died where they now stood. Syla’s own sister had been killed in this chamber, assassinated by one of his people, and she’d been the one to find the body. This place wasn’t going to put her in the mood for romance.

When he joined her beside the shielder, she clasped his hand and leaned against him. It was support she needed. He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb and kissed the side of her head.

Having her warm body pressed against his did make him hope that they could spend time together—romantic time—before he needed to leave to go back to his people and explain… He didn’t know how he would explain what had happened. Maybe if Jhiton went with him and helped, Vorik could do what he’d suggested before his duel with Shi. Find a peaceful way forward for their peoples and a less perilous future for the stormers.

Of course, in order to return to his camp and propose that to everyone, Vorik would have to figure out how to get Agrevlari out from under the barrier. Otherwise, he would have to swim out with Jhiton and get a ride back on Ozlemar’s back, and, after he and his brother had battled in the harbor, Vorik did not want to be in that close proximity to the black dragon. Even before his fights with Jhiton, Ozlemar had been old and crotchety and best avoided. At the first opportunity, the dragon might snap his jaws and bite Vorik in half.

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help,” Vorik said, the grim thoughts doubling his desire to help her find a way to free Agrevlari.

Syla, who was already gazing at the artifact—and trying to communicate with it?—nodded to him, then touched her moon-marked hand to the glowing surface. She closed her eyes.

Expecting it to respond to her and ignore him, Vorik was surprised when a vision popped into his mind. It was a lurid vision of him entwined with Syla and writhing naked against the stone wall in between two sarcophagi as they⁠—

Syla cleared her throat. “That can’t be how we free Agrevlari.”

“Did it also show you, er…”

“Yes.”

“Why would the artifact want us to have sex? Here? Or at all?”

“I doubt it’s particular about the location. As to the rest, I’m not sure, other than… well, like I said, I’ve had the notion that you—we—mean something to the artifacts. Or even the gods, though it seems arrogant to believe that. But I’ve gotten the gist that someone—” Syla lifted her gaze heavenward, “—wants us to work together.”

“That was more than working together.” His body flushed with heat at the vivid memory, and his awareness of Syla leaning against him intensified.

“I know.” She glanced at him and bit her lip.

He found the gesture enthralling and arousing but looked away. He’d already dismissed the idea of the two of them getting romantic here. Besides, the idea of having a joining instigated by an outside influence would probably disgruntle her. Maybe it should disgruntle him too, but it wouldn’t be the first time that it had happened. The memory of their joining in the desert while drugged by the cactus flowers came to him. That had been amazing.

“We’re hoping there’s a way we can allow the green dragon, Agrevlari, to come and go, the same as Wreylith is now allowed to,” Syla said to the artifact.

It pulsed, the light flaring a brighter silver for a moment. Then the imagery returned to Vorik’s mind, showing the same act of joining as before, though this time, he noticed their hands were clasped, pressed together against the wall as they enjoyed themselves. Vigorously. His groin tightened at the thought of emulating the vision, but he made himself focus. What was the artifact trying to tell them?

That was, he noted, his dragon-tattooed hand that was clasped to Syla’s moon-marked hand. Magic seemed to swirl in the air around their entwined fingers.

“That’s how we opened the door in the desert,” Vorik pointed out, assuming she continued to receive the same vision.

“I remember.”

Syla’s cheeks had grown pink, and she kept glancing at him. Was the vision putting randy thoughts into her mind too? If her version was as vivid as his, it would be hard not to start getting ideas.

“Maybe,” she added, “it’s suggesting that by mingling our two types of magic, I could transfer what my link with Wreylith conveys, in regard to the shields, to you and your link with Agrevlari.”

“And we need to have sex for that mingling?”

“It’s not my idea.”

“No. Your artifact is manipulating us.”

“Oh, I’m aware.” Syla gave it a tart look, but she also shifted her body more fully toward Vorik, pressing her chest against his.

A thrum of excitement coursed through him. Syla clasped his hand with hers and gazed up at him, her lips parting.

The heat of her body, the brush of her fingers, and the beauty of her full lips made his body more than thrum. He grew hard and eager at the thought of celebrating all that they’d achieved—all that they’d lived through—with the woman he loved.

“Are you… willing to go along with its manipulation?” Vorik asked before presuming to kiss her.

Syla managed a smile. “For the good of your dragon, I must.”

Vorik snorted. “Agrevlari will be delighted to learn about the noble sacrifice you’re willing to make on his behalf.”

“Are you willing to go along with this?”

“I’m always willing and eager—most eager—to make love to you. Even if a salacious artifact is watching. I do wonder why it cares.”

“I think we were meant to bring our people together, Vorik.”

“By having sex?”

“By getting married.” She rested her free hand on his chest.

“Like Jhiton suggested?”

Her nose wrinkled at the mention of his name. Vorik made a note not to bring up his brother when they were on the verge of intimacy.

“If it could aid in an alliance,” was what Syla said, “one that brought a lasting peace to our people and offered all of humanity the protection of the gods… that was what they’ve always desired.”

Another vision wafted through Vorik’s mind. He and Syla were still naked, but they were flying away from the harbor and out to sea, he on Agrevlari’s back and she on Wreylith’s. They sailed through the barrier together without a hitch and headed off on some adventure.

“So manipulative,” he murmured.

“But it’s offering us what we want.”

“Everything we want,” he agreed and lowered his lips to hers.

Without hesitation, Syla shifted her hands and wrapped her arms around his shoulders as she returned the kiss. Eagerly. Yes, the visions had made her randy too.

Hot desire swept through him as they molded their bodies together, tongues tasting, hands exploring. Even if the artifact was manipulating them—even if a god was manipulating them—Vorik couldn’t bring himself to object. He wanted Syla. He always wanted her.

As they kissed and stroked, he guided her toward the wall, as the vision had shown them. Let the gods have exactly what they wanted.

She pushed her hands under his tunic, rubbing the taut muscles of his chest, avoiding the places where he’d been cut, though her expert healing ensured the wounds didn’t hurt much. He slid his hands down her sides to the hem of her dress, lifting it so that he could stroke her bare flesh.

The magical silver light of the shielder washed over them, gleaming on their bodies, as they removed each other’s clothing. Love and lust mingled equally in Vorik as he relished their touches, their kisses, their excited movements.

“I think…” Syla whispered against his lips, “I’ve realized something.”

“My magnificence?”

“I knew about that all along.”

“Good.” Vorik wanted to return to kissing and more, but when she glanced toward the artifact, he made himself pause and ask, “What?”

“Why it wants us to join.”

“For peace.” That had been her hypothesis, but he was happy to go along with it.

“Yes, but I think there’s only one reason the gods might care about sex.”

“Our intense satisfaction and eternal happiness?”

“That’s why we care.”

“One of the reasons.” He smiled and cupped her breast.

She leaned into his touch, her lips parting as she looked at his mouth, wanting, he suspected, to return to kissing as much as he did. “Yes, but you should know… I think it means for us, for me to get pregnant.”

“Are you sure? We haven’t before.” The words sounded silly once they came out. Of course he knew that sex didn’t always lead to babies, but they’d joined often enough that it seemed it could have come about before.

“As I’ve shared with you before, I’m taking a contraceptive.”

“Yes, but is that guaranteed to work against divine influence?”

“It’s not guaranteed to work at all. It’s just… mostly effective.”

“Except in extreme circumstances?”

“Probably except when the gods want you to get pregnant.” Syla’s brow creased as she studied his face. “Would you… I mean, we haven’t even married yet. Would it matter to you?”

“My hand is still holding your breast. What do you think?”

“Your other hand is between my legs. I think you just like to have them on me.”

“I do indeed.” He smirked and kissed her again, not moving his hands except to stroke her, to heighten her pleasure, but, sensing that she wanted a real answer, he added, “I would like to have a baby with you. And to marry you.”

“Not only because your brother suggested it?”

“Despite him being the one to suggest it.”

She smiled and set her spectacles aside. “Yes. I… even if we’re being manipulated, I want that too. I want a life with you. And I want your hands… right where they are.”

“Perfect,” he murmured.

Ignoring divine influence and everything else for a time, they returned to kissing. Kissing and stroking, and, oh, he loved the feel of her soft, warm skin. And, as she shifted and pushed into his touch, he loved her eagerness for him, that all the machinations of all the beings in the universe didn’t matter to her. She wanted him, whether others were trying to influence them or not. Just as he wanted her. From the beginning, she’d aroused him and impressed him, and he’d been drawn to her. Maybe it had been meant to be. Maybe she was the one for him and always had been.

She grasped him, her hand delicious and stimulating on his shaft, oh, so stimulating. As she guided him toward her core, he groaned, and all thoughts save for the purely physical vanished. With her back against the wall, he hooked her leg over his hip. Her hands shifted to grip his shoulders, and she hung on as she arched toward him. As he slid into her, their eyes met, her gaze as charged with love and lust as his.

Intense pleasure accompanied his movements, and animalistic thoughts took over as he drove deep again and again. She met his every thrust as she gripped him, and he loved the way she hung on, even as she gasped and pushed, as if she would never let him go. Just as he wouldn’t ever let her go.

As they built toward their climax, they remembered the vision and clasped their sweaty hands together. Zings of magic swept through them as well as raw physical sensation. Their pace quickened, magical light bathing their damp bodies. As their breaths grew ragged with their frenzied need for release, the apex coming closer and closer, that magic seemed to fill the entire chamber. The divine artifact and even the long dead in their tombs anointed the living, approving of their joining and the creation of life.

With an explosive release, they came together, exquisite pleasure crashing over them both. After all the pain they had endured of late, it was wondrous, and Vorik kissed Syla as their bodies relaxed, satisfaction filling him in the aftermath. He lowered her to the ground, wishing they had soft furs to relax on, but he used his body to pillow hers and stroked her hair.

Slowly, the magic and some of the light died down, leaving them feeling alone together. Unmonitored. Maybe the gods had gotten what they wanted and no longer felt the need to manipulate and spy. He supposed only time would tell if Syla would become pregnant because of their joining, but there’d been a certainty when she’d spoken of it that made him believe it would happen. They would have a child, and he looked forward to it. He would teach it juggling and many other things.

“You were wonderful,” Syla murmured, her head settling on his shoulder. “You are wonderful.”

“I felt the need to perform adequately,” he said. “I’ve never had divinely monitored sex before.”

“It was stimulating, but, maybe later, we can go to my suite and have private sex that’s entirely our idea.”

“I’m most amenable to that, but, when the gods are concerned, can one ever have true privacy?”

“I think they got what they wanted and are probably done keeping an eye on us for a while.”

“Are you glad for that? For everything?” Vorik hoped she was, but she’d mentioned taking a contraceptive, which implied she hadn’t wanted a baby. But maybe that had only been while their peoples were at war and the world had been in flux—in chaos.

“I am glad.” She lifted her face to meet his eyes. “For that and for you.”

“Will you allow me to name the baby if it’s a boy?”

“Are you trying to arrange the same deal with me as your dragon is with mine?”

“Yes. I believe he’s promising to bring Wreylith sword iglets to secure her agreement. What may I bring you?”

“If you can find some juicy berries that haven’t yet gone out of season, I’ll make you a cobbler and let you suggest names for a baby, whether it’s a girl or a boy. But I want veto rights. You might have something weird in mind. Like naming the child after your loathsome brother.”

“That wouldn’t be weird. Jhiton has been a favored name among my people for many, many generations. There are myths older than the Kingdom about a great warrior called Jhiton who saved sailors from the wrath of epic storms spat by the sea god.”

“Pick another name, or you’re not getting a cobbler.”

“Perhaps one of your relatives would be more agreeable to you.” Vorik knew she’d adored her father, but he supposed they should wait to see if she had a boy or a girl to decide.

“Perhaps,” she murmured, “I’ll make you two cobblers.”

“Oh, good. You’re going to be a wonderful wife, mother, and queen.”
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Syla watched with a smile as Vorik whistled and walked around the new Freeborn Faction camp on the west end of Castle Island. It was a mixture of coastline and rugged, rocky terrain that had never tempted farmers, but there were some relatively flat and open areas where the new inhabitants could try their hand at gardening. Of all the stormers, Chieftess Atilya’s people had shown the most interest in that, and Syla would be curious to see what they planted in the spring.

The late-fall wind that whipped in off the sea didn’t lend itself to thoughts of gardens at the moment, and she pulled her fur-lined cloak tighter about herself as Vorik walked from person to person, handing out wedding invitations. Technically, they were small jars of chocolate-hazelnut butter from Celena’s recently opened combination bakery and sweets shop. As Vorik had explained, since most of his people didn’t read and write, small gifts were traditional, rather than the wax-sealed calligraphy-filled cards that Syla had distributed to her friends, family, and the island lords.

“A winter wedding is an atypical choice,” Sergeant Fel said from her side, where he’d been looming and scowling at any uninvited souls who wandered too close, “but I suppose I can guess the reason why.”

“To hasten the official union of our two peoples.” Syla extended her hand toward the Freedom Faction men and women and the huts they’d erected around a sheltered cove where they’d moored a few fishing vessels.

Theirs was the only tribe, if one could think of their coalition that way, that she’d offered land to on Castle Island. The rest of the stormer tribes had been given spots evenly distributed throughout the Kingdom islands, all near coastlines so it would be easy for them to paddle out to reach their dragons so they could go hunting. With a challenging smile, she’d looked Jhiton in the eye as she’d proclaimed that his Wingborn Tribe would receive the lightning-decimated lands around the volcano on Harvest Island. She’d included the forests to the south of it where the dragons had hunted the eliok and trusted his people could find spots to garden and practice animal husbandry, but she believed the significance of the choice hadn’t been lost on the general. He and his surly dragon had been entirely responsible for the battering of that land; now, they could be a part of healing it.

Vorik hadn’t minded; he’d been delighted that his tribe would be close to Castle Island, and he might have had delight in his eyes when he’d pointed out how easy it would be for him and Syla to visit his kin, especially his brother. Syla hadn’t said anything, but she distinctly looked forward to not visiting Jhiton.

“Yes, I’m certain that was the reason.” Fel wasn’t so pointed as to look at her abdomen, and, after so few weeks, she wasn’t yet showing signs of pregnancy, but Syla had shared the news with Tibby, Teyla, and a few others, so she wasn’t surprised that he’d heard. Given how often she and Vorik had shared romantic interludes with her bodyguard nearby, he probably could have guessed even if she hadn’t said anything. “It suits me though.” Fel gave her a sidelong look. “I was thinking I might retire after seeing you safely through your wedding.” He arched his eyebrows.

Asking if she would object? No, she’d been meaning to ask him if he wanted to go. It was just hard. As crusty as he was, he’d been such a faithful bodyguard—a faithful friend and advisor—along the way that she would miss having him around.

“Are you sure you’re ready for that? You’re not even sixty yet.”

“My body assures me that’s a suitable age for retiring from being bashed by weapons, hurled against walls, and having dragons try to light you on fire.” He shifted to lean against a nearby tree, sticking his calf out to stretch it. “My muscles hurt, my joints ache, and old wounds throb. And that’s on a good day.”

“I do believe a less vigorous lifestyle might be nice for you, but I was thinking of offering you a position. As you’re aware, some have… opened up.” Syla couldn’t keep from grimacing. Even though she now knew who’d been responsible for the murders, she hadn’t succeeded in convincing the various lords and military officers she interacted with that she hadn’t played a role in them. As both Fel and Vorik had pointed out, that wasn’t a bad thing, since everyone had fallen into line and nobody seemed to be angling to dispose of her at the moment—not when they worried they would be targeted for the next throat-slitting—but she’d never wanted a reputation for being a ruthless killer.

“Not General Dolok’s position, right?” Fel asked. “I know he’s requested retirement, too, but you’ve left him in command for now.”

“Yes, he did tell me he hasn’t recovered from his various ordeals and wants to leave the office, but I wasn’t going to ask you to take over his job, no. Fortunately, he does seem to be done scheming against me. When lightning utterly destroyed that lighthouse not thirty seconds after he walked out of it—he was lucky there—he took it as a sign that the gods wanted him to live in the Kingdom under my rule. It probably helped that we drove out the storm god too.”

“Good. It’s been twenty years since I served in the military, and I wasn’t an officer then.”

“I was thinking… Harvest Island needs a new island lord, someone who won’t be intimidated by having General Jhiton living on the other end of the island.” Syla doubted Jhiton would spend that much time there—he and his dragon had flown off together after they’d both healed, and she’d only seen him twice since then—but she would like someone who could handle a lot and whom she could trust unconditionally as island lord there.

Fel’s mouth drooped open. “I’m not a landowner or lord or a former officer. Those are the people who are appointed as island lords. And… and… don’t they have to do the accounting for the whole island? And send reports to the monarch?”

“You’d have an accountant to handle the books.”

“What about the reports?”

“Goodness, Fel, you’re an intelligent man. I’m positive you can write me a little note to tell me about the crops for the year and to let me know if the stormers are behaving. And think how much your muscles will enjoy a life without constant battle and strife. I bet dragons would hardly ever try to light you on fire.”

“Island lords are considered politically important.” Fel looked darkly at her. “History is filled with accountings of them being assassinated.”

“But not by dragons.” Syla smiled brightly. “Once it’s fully repaired, the palace there will be lovely. It’s on a hill overlooking a beach. You wanted to retire someplace by the beach, didn’t you?”

“So I could walk naked on it without a care in the world. Island lords can’t be seen outdoors naked.”

“Yeah, but nobody wanted to see you that way anyway.”

“It was going to be a remote beach,” he grumbled.

“If you don’t want the job, it’s all right. I just thought I’d offer it. I suppose Relvin could take it if you don’t. I hear he doesn’t want to return to his family estate because his father was killed there. Bad omens abound.”

“You’ll not put that twit into a position of power. Besides, he certainly couldn’t handle General Jhiton showing up at his palace. He would wet himself.”

“Probably.” Syla clasped her hands behind her back and watched as Vorik, having finished delivering jars of treats, ambled up the slope toward them with Chieftess Atilya at his side. “Did I mention that Aunt Tibby is heading to Harvest Island to help with the reconstruction of the city? A couple of dams were destroyed, too, and that’s caused flooding of some of the orchards near Hazel Harbor.”

Of course, Tibby’s first order of business would be creating a new hidden chamber and moving the shielder to a location that the stormers didn’t know about and wasn’t near their camp; trust only went so far, after all, and Syla didn’t want to tempt any future insurrectionists. She’d already worked with Tibby to move the shielder on Castle Island. As safe as it probably was with a dragon occupying the nearby cave, too many people had known its location for Syla to sleep comfortably.

“The dragons and stormers had a lot of time to do a lot of damage there,” Fel said.

“Yes. I expect Tibby will be busy there for years.”

“Hm.”

“How was the meal you two enjoyed at Servanik’s Fine Dining the other evening? Did she call you a troglodyte?”

“She did not. I will consider your proposal.”

“Excellent.” Syla lifted a hand toward Atilya. “Good afternoon, Chieftess. I hope your people are settling in and find this area acceptable.”

“Any area that isn’t attacked regularly by wyverns and cloud strikers is acceptable. I understand there aren’t even lake krakens on any of the Kingdom islands.”

“There are not.”

“What a wondrous place. I’m pleased that you and the stormer tribes were able to come to an agreement.” Atilya watched as Vorik stopped beside Syla and clasped her hand. “I accept the invitation to your wedding. I suppose I should have known your marriage would be inevitable when you helped Vorik escape from my camp.”

Vorik raised a finger. “I refrained from drinking your drugged beverage and would have escaped on my own.”

“Afterward, you rudely forgot to tell your brother that you were safe and that he didn’t need to hunt us down and attack us.”

“Well, I was on another mission.”

“He was stealing shielder components from me,” Syla said.

“Yes, I’d say it’s strange that you’re going to marry him, but it makes sense politically.”

“Yes, political reasons are what draw her to me,” Vorik said.

“It can’t be your wit.”

“I have other desirable attributes.” Vorik gave the chieftess a dazzling smile.

Not looking dazzled, Atilya told Syla, “I’m almost regretful that all my people weren’t there to witness and help in your battle with the storm-god-possessed General Jhiton and his dragon allies, but I am glad that you were able to handle the situation with aplomb on your own. I suspected you had the ability to deal with your enemies without our help, and I thought your reign would be more secure—that more people would believe you deserved the position—if you managed on your own.”

“I wasn’t entirely without help.” Syla nodded toward Fel and squeezed Vorik’s hand. “And the gods gave me tools to facilitate protecting my people.”

“The gods give us all tools; not everyone uses them to their fullest.” Atilya pointed to the floating dock that her people had anchored beyond the barrier. A blue dragon and an orange dragon were alighting there as two of her people kayaked out to it. “Igliana mentioned that she would like to attend your wedding. Will dragons be allowed?”

“I… had planned to have it in the castle courtyard. That’s customary.”

“The stormers might be more inclined to come if it’s on a ship. And then you could have all kinds of dragons flying about, flinging fish at you.”

“Pardon?”

“Stormer tradition,” Vorik said. “Well, actually more of a dragon tradition that we’ve adopted into our culture, especially for riders who are bonded with one of their kind. They often deliver offerings of game and fish to mating ceremonies, thus to ensure the new couple has plenty to eat and can focus on procreation for a time.”

“Perhaps Igliana and those dragons who are curious could simply fly over the castle while we’re having our ceremony,” Syla murmured.

“While dropping fish from above the barrier?” Vorik raised his eyebrows.

“It wouldn’t be the first time a dragon has dropped something edible into the courtyard. I can have someone with a platter stand out there.”

Atilya looked over their heads.

Syla sensed Wreylith and Agrevlari approaching. Though the green dragon had been able to come and go since Syla and Vorik had joined in the shielder chamber, Agrevlari hadn’t departed that many times of late. He was sticking around, bringing offerings to Wreylith, and they’d frequently been seen flying around the island together.

“This is a new start to your kingdom, isn’t it?” Atilya asked. “A new future for humanity.”

“I hope so,” Syla said.

Atilya nodded at her, then headed back to her people.

The time of laying approaches, Wreylith announced.

“Oh,” Syla blurted. “I’ll get my medical kit.”

“You’re going to be involved with that?” Fel asked.

“She’s assured me that a dragon does not need a human’s help in laying eggs, but I promised I’d be there with my medical kit, just in case.”

Wreylith plucked up Syla while Agrevlari flew close enough for Vorik to leap onto his back. Together, the dragons flew toward the cave under the castle.

“I wasn’t envisioning that I would be involved with the egg laying,” Vorik called over to Syla.

“You’re the bonded human of the father. Aren’t you expected to bring an offering?”

“I have two jars of chocolate hazelnut butter left over, but dragons don’t generally want sweets.”

“You can give them to me. I find myself craving interesting things lately.”

“Like turtle eggs?”

“No. More like sweets. We should visit Celena in her bakery later. To make sure her new career is off to a good start.”

“And stock up your pantry for the winter with delectable goods?”

“Oh, yes. I expect I’ll want those often.”
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With Vorik trailing her, Syla hurried from the royal suite down to Wreylith’s lair with her medical kit and A Guide to Chicken Anatomy and Egg Laying. She’d tucked her finger into the book to hold a page with a diagram. Despite Wreylith’s numerous assertions that dragons were nothing like chickens, lizards, or any other inferior egg-laying creature, Syla had wanted some kind of reference material that might clue her in if Wreylith needed help. Unfortunately, there hadn’t been any books in the library on dragon anatomy. She supposed their kind rarely passed where scientists could gain access to the body for a necropsy.

“You probably won’t need to do anything,” Vorik assured her as they entered the laboratory-turned-lair. “Dragons are inherently magical beings.”

“You think magic ensures everything will go smoothly? You’ve mentioned before that dragons can have digestive issues if they don’t get enough fiber. That implies they’re as prone to health maladies as the rest of us, and Wreylith said that because of her age…” The dragon had come into view, so Syla lowered her voice, not certain her winged comrade would appreciate her maturity being discussed. “She’s a little old for this, I understand. As she’s informed me, she doesn’t need the assistance of a human, but… she did ask that I be present.”

“For moral support, only, I’m certain.”

“Let’s hope.”

Wreylith turned toward them. She was walking—almost squatting—as she maneuvered around the back of the cave. To get things started? She hadn’t allowed Agrevlari to come in, saying this wasn’t a matter for males, though she didn’t forbid Vorik’s presence. Maybe the great and powerful Wreylith hadn’t wanted her mate to witness her in a vulnerable state.

“I brought my medical kit.” Syla lifted it to show her as they approached.

I am certain that will not be necessary. What is that book?

Syla shifted it so the title wouldn’t be visible. “Just some reading material for me in case this takes a while.” She stopped by one of the workstations, opening it to the held page so the diagram would be easy to reference if anything happened. “Do dragons have an infundibulum?”

The look that Wreylith leveled at Syla, her golden eyes flaring with inner light and power, was a touch baleful. Is that a book on chickens?

“I’m reading titles related to animal husbandry,” Syla said, “since I’ve promised someone that I’ll start a horn-hog farm nearby.”

I am certain that horn hogs do not have the internal apparatuses necessary for egg laying.

“No, but I’ll want to have a variety of livestock on the farm, thus to satisfy the varied desires of my dragon ally.”

Wreylith issued what Syla thought was more of a grumble than a growl and turned away from them to continue what looked like an uncomfortable walk. Before long, she headed for a nest she’d made out of seaweed, driftwood, and the smashed-up remains of some of the storm god’s artifacts and statuary. It didn’t look comfortable in the least to Syla, but dragons didn’t seem to crave warmth and softness the way humans did.

“Is that a wyvern head sticking out of the side of her nest?” Vorik murmured, leaning his elbows on the workstation Syla had chosen.

They should have brought a couple of chairs down, but Wreylith might have objected to humans creating a waiting room in her lair.

“Half of one, I think,” Syla said.

“I wouldn’t want to rest my butt on that horn.”

“You’re not a dragon.”

“Thankfully, no.”

“I’ve taken their preferences into consideration for my latest formulation.” Syla opened her medical kit and pulled out one of several jars, the substances within emanating magic. Though her duties as the queen kept her busy, she’d found time to work on her latest hobby, imbuing known medicinal substances with her power.

You have not brought slimy substances to my lair, have you? Wreylith skewered both of them with her golden-eyed gaze again.

Vorik lifted his hands in innocence.

“I’ve created a few tinctures and salves that distinctly aren’t slimy. They’re astringent, dry quickly, and sting like necrotizing fasciitis.”

Vorik raised his eyebrows.

“Flesh-eating disease,” Syla translated, though his eyebrows remained up, so maybe that wasn’t what he’d been curious about. “I asked Igliana what kind of salve would make a dragon comfortable,” she added.

“And that’s what she suggested?”

“Apparently, something with an enjoyable sting is appealing.” Syla gestured to the wyvern-statue horn in the nest.

“Interesting. Agrevlari hasn’t mentioned desiring sting. He loves to sun his belly and be rocked in the sea by gentle waves. He seems to like the same types of comforts that I do.”

He is male, Wreylith said, as if that explained everything, and gave a dismissive tail flick before rotating and shifting in her nest. The first egg comes.

Vorik picked up one of the jars. “I can sense this one is more magical than the others. It even has a feel of… I don’t know… dragonness about it.”

“Yes. I…” Syla glanced at Wreylith, but she appeared distracted, fangs on display as she grunted and shifted about, glowering at a wall. “I found some magical tools and ground up her discarded scales from when she was shedding, then mixed the powder into a known formulation for a healing tincture. It’s a bit of an experiment to see if it enhances the medicinal qualities.”

“Huh. Maybe it will. Dragon magic is powerful.”

Disgruntled growls emanated from Wreylith, and Syla worried that the process wasn’t going well, but when she stood to peek into the nest, she spotted the first egg. A faintly glowing golden oval, it was much larger than any egg Syla had ever seen.

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” she breathed.

Wreylith growled, shifting and probably trying to lay the next one. It might be some time before she could appreciate her future offspring.

“I think it’s wonderful anyway,” Syla said, then asked Vorik, “How many eggs do dragons lay at a time?”

“Usually only a couple, but I’ve heard of up to seven or eight, and your Wreylith is magnificent, so I would expect her to produce a high number of quality eggs.”

I do not object to your marriage to that one, Wreylith said. He is appropriately respectful of dragons.

“Agrevlari has taught me how to honor your kind.” Vorik inclined his head toward her.

I would think Ozlemar a more likely instructor and disciplinarian.

“He’s taught me when it’s a good idea to avoid your kind,” Vorik said.

“It seems like it would always be a good idea to avoid him,” Syla said.

Vorik nodded at her. “Unless you are like my brother and enjoy pain.” He picked up one of the jars she’d pointed out as astringent and stinging. “If you ever need to give him a present, he might like this.”

“He’s not on my gift list.”

“How strange.”

Wreylith grunted and circled in the nest again, careful not to step on the first egg, though it looked like it would be sturdy. Was that slight magic that already emanated from it? It was hard to tell around her powerful aura.

“This is less dramatic than I expected,” Syla admitted after a time. “Human women often scream and clench things while cursing their husbands for getting them with child.”

“Are you planning to do that?” Vorik glanced at her abdomen.

“It is tradition, but I would have to curse the gods, since they were behind things.”

“I did play some small role,” he said.

“Your role was magnificent.” She leaned forward to kiss him, but Wreylith startled her with a roar. A great gout of fire streamed forth, bathing the wall, splitting rock, and spreading heat that they felt at the other end of the laboratory.

“You said you wanted something more dramatic?” Vorik asked dryly.

A second egg has been laid, Wreylith stated.

In the end, there were eight, and the fortunately sturdy stone wall was bathed in fire several more times. Looking exhausted, Wreylith settled onto her nest.

You may inform Agrevlari that the eggs were successfully laid, she said, glancing toward Vorik. When they hatch, if there are any males, perhaps I will allow him to name them. They are, after all, inferior.

“He’ll be delighted,” Vorik said, not commenting on the rest.

“Can I get you anything, Wreylith?” Syla closed the chicken book, relieved she hadn’t needed to assist with stuck eggs or anything else daunting. “Are you sore from passing all those? Do you want a soothing salve?” She smiled, not expecting the dragon to accept.

A trickle of smoke wafted from Wreylith’s nostrils as she looked over. At least her eyes had stopped glowing. And was that a… considering expression?

Bring the astringent healing substance. I will test it and inform you if it is suitable for dragons.

“All right.” Syla donned gloves from her medical kit since the stuff was unpleasant against mere human skin. “Do you want me to apply it to your, uhm...” She waved in the direction of the dragon’s cloaca.

That is what is sore, Wreylith said, though, naturally, a dragon can endure discomfort of all kinds and has no need of human intervention.

“Naturally.” Syla grabbed the jar and headed toward her.

“Maybe I’ll leave to give Agrevlari the news now.” Vorik headed for the exit. Quickly.

“You don’t want to help me smear healing salve on a cloaca?” Syla called after him.

“It’s possible you have a greater bond with your dragon than I do with mine.” Vorik called back.

Males, Wreylith said. So inferior.

Syla thought about arguing that Vorik was, in fact, quite superior, but she might not be able to convince the dragon of that. At least she’d called him appropriately respectful. That was high praise from one of her kind.

After admiring the eight golden eggs, Syla set to work with her tincture. She tried to ignore the long neck crooking so that Wreylith could watch her, and were those eyes laden with suspicion? Maybe she expected the tincture to be slimy, as she always called Syla’s healing concoctions. But this one could not possibly be labeled so.

Syla applied the new substance carefully since she couldn’t imagine wanting anything stinging or astringent near her birth canal, but Wreylith let out a contented sigh. Several sighs. Then, her body relaxing fully, she laid her neck and head down.

Finally, you have created a substance acceptable to dragons.

“I’m glad you’re content.”

That feels magnificent. Wreylith let out a soft rumble, almost like a cat purr.

“I had no idea this would have the ability to mellow a dragon,” Syla murmured.

Another contented rumble came from Wreylith as she closed her eyes and went to sleep.
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Vorik smoothed his hand down his newly made set of black riding leathers, ceremonial wyvern-scale-and-sea-shell bracelets rattling on his wrists. Numerous sets of eyes—mostly Kingdom guests that Syla had invited to the wedding—were turned toward him, and he felt self-conscious. Earlier, he’d let the castle staff shave his jaw closer than he’d ever managed with a knife, and they’d also scrubbed him down with an abrasive sponge while trimming his fingernails, his toenails, and his hair before attempting to comb the wildness out of it. They hadn’t been entirely successful there, but he expected his people would tease him later when he and Syla flew to Harvest Island for the stormer version of their wedding. A few dragon riders and Freedom Faction men and women were in attendance here in the castle courtyard, but most would go to the ceremony that was more familiar to them. And where nudity rather than painstakingly cleaned, ironed, and fussed-with clothing was expected. He’d warned Syla about that, and she was probably as nervous about appearing like that for his people as he was like this for hers. Maybe they should have simply declared themselves wed and flown off together on their dragons.

Sergeant Fel stood nearby, looking similarly out of place in what the Kingdom subjects called a frock coat and a high-collared shirt that he kept tugging at. He was, Vorik had been told, there as a newly appointed island lord, not as Syla’s bodyguard, but he was wearing his weapons belt with his mace and dagger close at hand. After all he’d been through in her wake, he probably believed trouble could break out at her wedding. Understandable. Already, a few people who weren’t on the guest list had tried to sneak in, but the guards had caught them and turned them away.

Vorik looked wistfully toward the gate. The last time he’d seen his brother, he’d shared the wedding date and asked him to come. Though Jhiton would be more likely to show up at the stormer ceremony, Vorik couldn’t help but wish he would stride into the courtyard. Jhiton had been, even if he hadn’t meant to be, instrumental in Vorik and Syla coming together. But he’d been scarce since the peace treaty had been signed. He’d been around more often in the beginning, rounding the riders up for training sessions, but he’d been perturbed to realize people wanted to enjoy some time off, as they’d said, and get used to their new lives. Riders, Storm Guard soldiers, and regular stormer civilians had been delighting in wandering around under the islands’ shields and not watching the sky. As a lifelong military man, Jhiton had seemed a little disgusted by it all, and he’d flown off with Ozlemar for long hunts.

Vorik was as happy as his non–sky-watching kin and wished Jhiton could be happy too. After all he’d endured, didn’t he deserve some happiness?

Two kitchen staff in white uniforms whispered to each other as they hurried past carrying… were those bird cages? And… tongs? Vorik watched them for a moment before understanding dawned.

“Ah,” he said. “I did warn Syla that dragon hatchlings are quite adventurous and not that prone to staying in their nests, even if they haven’t yet learned to fly.”

Fel gaped as the tong-wielders paused to look behind the foundation and under cloths dangling from long tables laden with food. “Are you saying those little dragons might be up here? They were just born, er, hatched the week before last, weren’t they?”

“Dragons are relatively small when they come out of their eggs, but they’re not helpless. They hatch with scales, talons, and tiny fangs. Tiny sharp fangs. Like piranha teeth.”

“So… they may not only be up here but the guests might be in danger?” Fel asked.

“In danger no higher than their ankles. Knees at the most. Hatchlings can be prone to biting anyone and anything though. At least they’ve probably not developed the ability to breathe fire yet. That’s not until the fourth or fifth week, if I recall correctly. Though it’s probably a good thing this courtyard and most of the castle are made from stone. Once they do develop that ability, they take great satisfaction in employing it liberally. In all directions.” Vorik considered the material of Fel’s trousers but didn’t point out that it looked flammable as well as bitable.

“I’m going to talk to the new head of security.” Fel strode off.

Vorik spotted Lieutenant Wise and several other men from his squadron who’d been brave enough to come to the castle and lifted an arm. They were sticking together while browsing at the end of one of the long tables—Vorik wasn’t the only stormer man who’d found he had a love for sweets. He started toward them but glimpsed someone in black entering through the courtyard gate and stopped.

Jhiton strode in, wearing his sheathed swords, his riding leathers, and the fur-trimmed cloak of his general’s position. Numerous guards reached instinctively for weapons but paused when he looked balefully at them.

A senior officer said, “He’s on the guest list.”

Ignoring someone else saying, “But is he supposed to be armed?” and the way dozens of other conversations halted, Vorik grinned and waved for Jhiton to join him.

As usual, his brother’s face held little expression and could have been carved in stone. He did not grin. Vorik hoped he had come to watch the ceremony and enjoy himself, not bring or report trouble. His eyebrows did twitch slightly when he took in the trimming that Vorik had endured.

“Did you come to tease me about having combed hair?” Vorik asked when Jhiton stopped at his side, putting his back to one of the stone walls and letting his gaze rove over the crowd, as if he were the head of security.

“That’s not why I came, no, but I will do so. You look like one of their aristocratic dandies.”

“A servant scrubbed my back earlier. It felt better than I should admit.”

“You’re letting them bathe you?”

“Not regularly, but this is a special occasion. Someone’s going to paint a portrait of Syla and me afterward. They want me to look nice.”

“They want you to look domesticated.”

“You did come to tease me. I’m touched.” Vorik grinned again, refusing to feel shamed by his brother’s mockery. The eyes of the moon knew he’d teased Jhiton many, many times in their lives, so he probably deserved some payback.

“I came because…” Jhiton trailed off as the kitchen boys jogged past again. Was that smoke wafting up from the corner of the courtyard near the stable? Maybe one of the hatchlings had matured precociously and could light things on fire.

“You care about me, despite our recent differences, and want to support me in my new life?” Vorik suggested.

Jhiton squinted at him. Vorik expected a snarky comment, especially since recent differences didn’t properly convey that they’d almost battled to the death—multiple times.

Surprisingly, Jhiton said, “I do wish to do that.” He gazed over the crowd again, this time pausing when he spotted Syla, who’d stepped outside with an entourage of female attendants. “Even though you attempted to kill me, and your fiancée has tried to kill me nine times.”

“Are you sure that’s an accurate count? I feel like you might have lost track by this point.”

“I have not. My memory is excellent. I also came because she sent word, via the dragon relay system, that she has a position she wants me to consider.”

“Kneeling and apologizing for the many times you’ve vexed her and her people?”

“I don’t kneel to anyone.”

“With an attitude like that, you may never again know the adoration of a woman.”

Jhiton sighed at him.

“Sorry,” Vorik said. “I know it’s difficult having an irreverent and occasionally disappointing brother.”

Jhiton grunted and looked toward Syla again.

“You’re supposed to say I’m not disappointing,” Vorik said. “That I actually haven’t done half badly for our people.”

“Do you think I should report my arrival to her?”

“Jhiton.”

This time, Jhiton was the one to grin, however briefly.

“You’re a bastard,” Vorik said. “No wonder Syla keeps trying to kill you. And, no, I promise you, based on all the people staring at you as they move to the other side of the courtyard, she knows you’re here.”

“They move because I am not domesticated.” Jhiton eyed Vorik’s trimmed head of hair.

“I won’t tell you what else they wanted to trim. I did draw some lines. With my sword. One man called me a savage as he fled the bath house.”

When Syla looked over, Vorik beamed a smile at her and waved away whatever response Jhiton might have made.

She was as primped as Vorik, with her auburn hair swept up in a swirling style above her head and her spectacles without a smudge on the lenses. She wore a vibrant red-and-orange dress that a tailor must have made to honor and somewhat emulate Wreylith. The colors did bring to mind her scales—and the fire she could breathe, and the fabric hugged Syla in eye-catching places while being voluminous in others. It didn’t look that comfortable though. Certainly not practical for running, riding, or going into battle. Later, Vorik would enjoy getting her out of it, and not only for the nude stormer ceremony.

As Syla started in their direction, her cousin, Teyla, appeared out of the crowd. Though she was also dressed up, her hair elegantly coifed and a pretty green dress wafting about her calves, she carried an open book, her finger marking a passage. She pointed elsewhere too. First skyward and then to the east. In the direction of Droha and the Dire Desert? More than once, Vorik had heard her mention an interest in returning to the storm god’s laboratory for an archaeological dig.

Vorik couldn’t imagine having a desire to go back there and was glad the dragons had destroyed the vestiges of the storm god’s devices and statuary under the castle. Whether it had happened intentionally or as they’d rolled around while mating, he didn’t know, but Agrevlari had been smug now for weeks straight.

Jhiton eyed a slight movement of a cloth that draped the closest buffet table all the way to the ground. The wind, no doubt. Jhiton returned his attention to Syla as she approached, and Vorik wondered if he was genuinely curious about whatever position she had in mind. Vorik would have expected someone who scoffed at haircuts and domestication to promptly dismiss the idea of working with the Kingdom, even if they were all supposedly allies now.

“Did you know,” Teyla was saying as she and Syla walked closer, “that we found an ancient drydella—an idol for the storm god first made by the Magendella civilization—in the laboratory below? Before the dragons destroyed everything? I didn’t get a chance to see if any existed in the desert laboratory, but having one found here suggests those people were seafaring as well as coastal visiting. The current academic belief is that their dug-out canoes wouldn’t have allowed them to cross the Sea of Storms. Can you imagine paddling out into such a vast and dangerous body of water before modern sailing technology and knowledge came into play? I’m aching to go back and thoroughly investigate and catalog everything in the desert laboratory.”

“I’m aware—though I believe you tried to entice me by promising you’d investigate the medical tools and medicinal substances that might be found.”

“Oh, of course those would be prioritized.”

“Either way, I haven’t tried to forbid you from taking the trip.” As she spoke and walked, Syla’s gaze remained on Vorik, her expression suggesting she believed he looked quite handsome with his new clothing and trimmed hair. Maybe the bath house had been worth it. “I’m just not sure about sending troops simply for… scholarly purposes, and it would be dangerous for you to go with only a team of colleagues. I believe wyverns especially enjoy eating professors and other academics.”

“I’m sure, but I think it would be worth the risk. And you could send a small squad of troops. I’m not that hard to guard. Really. Oh, but maybe send a dragon too. Wyverns are terrified of dragons.”

“It’s not as if I have a fleet of those available. My only dragon ally is busy with her new hatchlings.”

“What about Vorik’s dragon? It’s not like that green one does much besides sunbathe in the harbor and babysit now and then.”

“I don’t think it’s called babysitting when they’re your own children—or hatchlings. Parenting might be the appropriate term.” Syla touched her abdomen, a reminder that she would have personal experience with such things before long. Vorik looked forward to it.

Teyla waved dismissively. “Either way, if one of them could…” She seemed to notice Jhiton for the first time and trailed off.

Vorik didn’t think his scarred, muscular, and cool-eyed brother looked any more forbidding than usual, but Teyla said she needed to check on something and hurried back into the crowd. She almost tripped over one of the kitchen boys carrying a birdcage.

“You’re supposed to smile at women, not scowl and scare them,” Vorik murmured.

“I didn’t scowl.”

“Are you sure? Your normal expression is scowly. The scar makes it so, I think.”

Jhiton gave him a flat look. “That woman was holding a sword at my eyes when I woke up in the laboratory. If she departed, I suspect it was because she didn’t want to speak with me, not that she’s scared of me.”

“Her name is Teyla, Syla’s cousin, and if a woman hurries away to avoid a conversation with you, that’s also not a good sign.”

“I’m not seeking conversation,” Jhiton stated, though he gazed expectantly at Syla.

“There’s not much hope for you, is there?” Vorik asked, then noticed an orange dragon flying high overhead, above the barrier.

Was that Igliana? Probably so. She’d promised to attend the stormer ceremony later, part of which would be held on a ship beyond the barrier, so that dragons could be in the area—and fling fish if they desired.

Teyla came into his view again when she stepped onto the edge of the fountain and gazed up at the orange dragon. Still holding her book, she touched the corner thoughtfully to her chin. Maybe she was scheming about how she could get a dragon to go with her to the desert. Igliana was adventurous and might be game.

“You look wonderful, Vorik.” Syla touched his arm, smiling at him.

He focused his attention fully on her. “You look even more wonderful.”

Jhiton sighed at their gooey-eyed gazes.

Syla lowered her arm and stepped back to consider him. She opened her mouth, as if looking for something complimentary, or at least polite to say to him, but he surprised her by darting toward the table.

A little surprised himself, Vorik stared as Jhiton swept the tablecloth aside to reveal a dragon hatchling. Its scales were so new that they were pink instead of the red they would one day turn, and its small wings were a little lopsided since they were still in the process of forming. Its sharp, pointy teeth worked fine, though, as proven by the bites torn out of a turkey leg clutched in its small grip. It emitted a tiny roar at having its hiding place revealed and turned to run farther under the table, but Jhiton swept it up, holding it out with both hands.

“Oh!” one of the kitchen boys cried triumphantly, running over with his cage and tongs. “I’ll take that, sir. The chef said the little scoundrel had gotten into the smokehouse, but he wasn’t able to catch it.”

Jhiton calmly held out the dragon, shifting his grip to avoid being bitten, but he shook his head at the boy. “One does not cage a dragon.”

“Er, but if you grab it, it bites you.”

“That is what dragons do.” With deft hands, almost as if he were juggling, Jhiton kept the dragon’s teeth from finding his flesh.

“How do you get rid of them, sir?”

“Call the mother.” Jhiton looked at Syla.

She nodded. “I’ve let her know. She’ll be here shortly.”

A roar came from below the cliffs, announcing Wreylith’s approach.

“Oh.” The boy saw the red dragon soar over the courtyard wall and scurried away, attempting to hide the large cage as he disappeared into the crowd.

Not batting an eye as the great dragon swept down on them, Jhiton merely held his captive aloft. Like a mother cat plucking up a kitten with its jaws, Wreylith took the hatchling from him. Then, instead of flying back to her cave, she settled on the roof of one of the towers overlooking the courtyard.

“Wreylith will stay for the wedding.” Syla looked at Vorik. “We’re to be honored.”

“Oh, I am. Agrevlari says he’s observing remotely while he watches the other seven hatchlings. It’s going to be utter chaos, you know, when they’re all capable of escaping the lair and running around the castle and the city.”

“In hindsight, I possibly should have argued more vociferously when I asked Wreylith to choose a cave location a touch farther from the city.”

“Possibly,” Vorik said blandly and almost suggested that he’d seen some nice-looking caves over by the Freeborn Faction camp. Sending the hatchlings to pester Atilya seemed like a fair return after she’d tried to drug him.

“General Jhiton,” Syla said, “thank you for coming today. We’re as honored by your presence as we are by Wreylith’s.”

“You spoke of a position.”

“My brother doesn’t believe in small talk,” Vorik said.

“I see. Yes, General, I did.” Syla took a bracing breath and looked at Vorik for a moment.

He nodded supportively, though he had no idea what she meant to offer Jhiton. Nor could he imagine what position within the Kingdom Jhiton would possibly accept.

“My current General of the Militaries,” Syla said, “who oversees the enforcers and protectors, as well as the Royal Fleet, is retiring. Since he was involved in some of the assassination attempts on my life, I wasn’t motivated to implore him to stay, but that leaves me with a vacancy that needs filling.”

Vorik’s jaw sagged open as he realized where she was going.

“Typically, I understand,” Syla said, “one promotes another officer from within the military, but… I don’t know many of those men and women well yet, and I gather there was a lot of complicity insofar as writing up the orders for assassination attempts. If you’re interested, I would like to offer you the position of General of the Militaries.”

“Why?” Whether Jhiton was surprised, repulsed, or honored, it didn’t come out in his flat tone.

“I’ve seen you fight.” Syla smiled faintly, though this had to be hard for her. How many times had she said that she hated Jhiton? Jhiton who’d been responsible for the deaths of her family. That was as great a crime as trying to have her assassinated, surely.

“My record in leading men to victory has not been impressive of late.” That had to gall Jhiton to admit, but his face remained hard to read, his tone flat. “My competence shouldn’t tempt you to desire my leadership for your military.”

Vorik wanted to object to there being anything wrong with his brother’s competence and say that the gods themselves had been among those working against him, but he waited to hear Syla’s response.

“A wise man—” she looked toward Sergeant Fel, “—said I should put into office those that I can trust rather than those with the most exemplary records.”

“And you trust me?” Jhiton’s eyebrows twitched upward.

Vorik scratched his cheek, somewhat fascinated by the conversation.

Syla looked toward the tower where Wreylith perched, using talons and her maw to keep her wayward hatchling between her legs.

“I think I’m getting a feel for where you stand,” Syla told Jhiton.

Jhiton gazed at her, as if he was trying to read her mind. Or maybe he was debating if he was actually interested?

“I would need to continue to train the Sixteen Talons to ensure they remain fit and don’t give in to gluttony and sloth.” Jhiton eyed Vorik’s squad mates noshing at the end of the table.

“Of course,” Syla said. “I have no doubt that you’re capable of handling both duties.”

“Is flattery how you’re recruiting other candidates for leadership positions?”

“I bribed my new island lord with the company of a woman.” Syla glanced at Fel again.

“So you adjust your tactics based on what you believe will entice the individual.”

“I think about what the individual needs, yes.”

“And you think I need flattery?” Jhiton asked.

“I think… you’ve lost what was giving you purpose and need a challenging new duty.”

He continued to gaze at her. Thoughtfully? Despite his probes, it wasn’t a hostile gaze. Vorik could tell that much.

“I will consider your proposal,” Jhiton said, then walked toward the men at the table.

Vorik lowered his hand. “I’m a little stunned.”

“You don’t think he’s the right man for the job?”

“Oh, I think he can do it and that your soldiers, should any with hostile thoughts toward you linger, will be terrified to cross him, but I can’t believe you trust him.”

“I don’t think he’ll assassinate me after he gave his word that he wouldn’t, and it would be wiser to have him here, supporting us, than meandering around the Sea of Storms simmering with discontent.”

“That’s smart and probably true.”

“Thank you.”

As an official called out that the ceremony would begin soon, Vorik decided that if Syla could win Jhiton’s loyalty, it could be an even greater step toward solidifying the peace between their peoples than marrying a chief.

“Could be?” Vorik murmured to himself, looking fondly at Syla. No, it definitely would be.

They clasped hands, and he kissed her.

THE END

Thank you for following along with the adventures of Syla and Vorik. I hope you liked the story!

If you would like to see more adventures set in this world, please consider leaving a review or sharing word of the books with friends who might enjoy them. It really helps. Thanks!
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