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Tamri spun the Watermight out of her fingertips. The silver liquid curled through the air as if it were a salt adder, sinuous and deadly. She split it into two spirals. Then three. Four. The coils flowed apart, spreading and dividing, growing brighter.

The magical substance lit the walls of the Royal Archive of Soole, casting shadows over the compartments stretching from the sandstone floor to the pale-blue ceiling forty feet overhead. Each neatly labeled cubbyhole contained a single bound book or a carefully preserved scroll. Delicate wooden platforms hung on chains, which could be raised and lowered with pulleys to reach the upper compartments.

Tamri stood at the edge of one such platform, clutching the chains, and guided her Watermight spirals closer to the labels. Her body thrummed with nerves, and a disapproving silence whispered through the vaulted space. She wasn’t supposed to be in here alone.

She hadn’t expected it to take so long to find a book without the help of an archive steward. The platform swayed and creaked as she strained to read the labels, spreading the Watermight thinner to illuminate the compartments. Rain lashed the narrow windows between the columns, and it was as dark as night, even at midday.

It has to be here somewhere. Tamri could hardly believe so many books existed on the whole continent. She leaned out farther, scanning the column on the opposite side of the nearest window.

“Don’t let the head steward catch you Wielding so close to the books.”

Tamri jolted at the unexpected voice, and her platform swung against the wall with a loud crack. She scrambled back to the center, crouching low to regain her balance, and peeked over the edge.

The Fire Queen, Dara Ruminor Amintelle of Vertigon, looked up at her calmly from the sandstone floor. A glowing sphere of Fire floated beside her, illuminating her golden hair and fine black coat. That sphere would cause far more damage to the delicate papers than Tamri’s Watermight spirals, but Dara was in no danger of losing control.

“I was just looking.” Tamri jerked the Watermight back into her hands, extinguishing its light. The power flowed beneath her skin and crept along her bones, filling her with icy strength. “It’s dark in here.”

Dara glanced at the rain-smeared windows. “The stewards will lend you an Everlight, you know.”

“Didn’t want to bother them,” Tamri said quickly.

Dara grinned. “They scare me too. They’re very fierce.”

Tamri engaged the pulley and lowered her platform, scanning the vast hall to make sure no one else had slipped in behind the Fire Queen. She was afraid of the archive stewards. A particularly grumpy one had chased her out with a penknife the last time she fetched a scroll for Dara. True, Tamri had used a whip of Watermight to snatch the scroll from an upper level, but that wasn’t the point. The stewards didn’t trust her because she was from Pendark. They’d trust her even less if they knew why she’d snuck into the archive alone that morning.

The platform reached the floor, and Tamri locked it in place with a lever. She joined the Fire Queen, brushing book dust from her red Wielder school coat and combing her fingers through her thick hair.

Dara examined the column Tamri had been searching. “You’re looking at Pendarkan folktales?”

“Uh . . . yes.” Tamri thought fast. “These ancient scholars we keep studying are so vague and confusing. They never just say what they mean. I thought the old storytellers might have written simpler tales about the Lightning.”

“That’s a good idea,” Dara said. “I’m impressed you’re still focused on this when you’re leaving tomorrow.”

Tamri flushed. “I didn’t find anything useful anyway.”

She’d actually been looking for a copy of The Legend of Teall and Darran to steal for Gramma Teall. Tamri’s grandmother had used that book to teach her to read, and it had been her most prized possession until it disappeared from their stilt hut years ago. Tamri suspected her old friend Pel had swiped it to sell. Books were valuable. Even now, Tamri itched to tuck a few manuscripts into her coat pockets. Queen Rochelle of Soole had granted them unrestricted access to the royal archives to work on their Lightning problem, but that wouldn’t save Tamri if the stewards caught her stealing books. It’d be worth it to see Gramma Teall’s reaction, though.

Tamri forced down a wild surge of worry for her grandmother, rubbing the toe of her boot over the mosaics set into the sandstone floor. The pattern showed an ancient ruler of Soole facing down an enormous desert creature known as a bullshell. Tamri had thought the things were myths until she discovered a shell bigger than a horse on display in another part of the archive. The place was a wonder, but Tamri couldn’t enjoy it while Gramma Teall was in danger. She couldn’t wait to be on her way.

Dara was still scrutinizing the folktale section. The Fire sphere rotated slowly beside her, shining brightly on the dusty labels. Wind gusted against the windows, rattling the frames. The Fire Queen wore a familiar look of intense focus.

“Did you need me?” Tamri asked.

“Latch just arrived in the workroom,” Dara said, pulling her attention from the books. “He’s ready to talk.”

“What? Now?” They’d been waiting on Lord Latch Brach for three weeks, ever since they arrived in the Soolen capital city of Sharoth. His ordeal at Thunderbird Island had rendered him too weak and ill to give a full account of his time as the Lightning’s thrall. Tamri hoped he could help her understand her own encounter with the newly discovered magical substance. But she couldn’t delay her departure for Pendark. “Are you sure he’s up for this?”

Dara shrugged. “Selivia gave the okay. She’s been stricter than a jailer about his recovery.”

Tamri herself hadn’t been fit to travel after she pulled Lord Latch away from the Lightning chasm. Every muscle and bone in her body had felt brittle, and she could barely hear out of one ear. She would still have set out for Pendark the day her Watermight oath broke if the Cindral dragons hadn’t needed to recover too. Heath guarded their health as diligently as Selivia did Latch’s. He’d finally declared the creatures strong enough to carry them across the sea. Why couldn’t they have left a few days ago, while Latch was still safely in bed?

The wind howled louder outside the archive, echoing Tamri’s dismay. Lightning flashed, sharpening the colors of the mosaics.

“Maybe Lord Latch needs another week or two of rest,” she said.

“He’s already here.” Dara’s mouth tightened. “So is Crown Prince Chadrech.”

Tamri cast about desperately for another excuse. “But he must—”

Suddenly, the wind rose in a fierce gust, and the nearest window blew inward with a great crash. Tamri ducked, shielding her face as glittering shards of glass showered her. The wind shrieked through the jagged opening, whipping books and scrolls out of their compartments. Priceless papers swirled through the air like startled songbirds, and rain cascaded onto the mosaics.

Dara immediately flattened her Fire sphere into a thin shield to block the broken window. Rain hissed against the golden substance, and steam rose around the edges. But the damage was already done. As the wind cut off, the swirling papers plummeted to the wet floor, ink smudges spreading like blood.

Tamri rose from a crouch, embarrassed that she’d dived for cover instead of trying to help the Fire Queen. She also could have used the Watermight in her body to shield herself, but she still wasn’t used to having easy access to it. She flicked bits of broken glass from her damp coat.

“Are you hurt?” Dara asked, sounding as calm as if they were still discussing ancient folktales.

“No. But the storms are getting worse,” Tamri said. “Ever since we left Thunderbird Island, they—”

The doors banged open, and a swarm of archive stewards charged into the hall, exclaiming in horror at the sight of the water-damaged documents. They rushed to rescue the books and loose papers, using their long vests and flowing trousers as towels. In the ensuing commotion, Tamri was pushed away from the Fire Queen.

A young steward called Quell glowered at her as if blaming her for the storm damage. Or maybe she was just noting Tamri’s Pendarkan appearance—olive skin and dark hair. Soolens typically had dark-brown skin, and both men and women often wore their black hair long. The southern coastal lands of Pendark and Soole had always competed over trade from the lands beyond the Bell Sea, and recent clashes in contested waters and raids along the coast had increased their animosity. Tamri was under the protection of the Vertigonians, Soole’s allies, but that didn’t mean the Soolens wanted her there. She took shelter behind a hanging platform. Maybe she could sneak out before anyone noticed.

Lightning flashed, and Tamri stiffened. She counted her heartbeats until the distant thunder rumbled. It was still far away. This storm would get worse before it got better.

At least it was ordinary lightning, not the magical substance—she hoped. Tamri and Dara had spent the last three weeks combing through all the available information about the Lightning substance with the help of the archive stewards, Princess Selivia, and the Wielder-scholars she’d met on Thunderbird Island. They needed to learn how the substance functioned in order to keep it from spreading. Tamri’s experiences had proved useful, but no one would know more about it than the man who’d been ensnared in its intoxicating glow. The man Tamri had pulled from its jaws. She was curious about what he’d say.

“Let’s get to the workroom before Latch changes his mind,” Dara said, joining Tamri by the platform when the mess from the broken window had been cleared up. Someone had secured a heavy shutter over the broken window in place of Dara’s temporary shield, and the Fire sphere floated beside her once more. “Thunderstorms have to make him nervous.”

That makes two of us.

They left the archive hall and hurried down a columned portico bordering a large flooded courtyard. Wind howled across the sloping roof and sent rainwater cascading over the stone walkway. The courtyard must be a nice place for the stewards to read in good weather, but Tamri hadn’t seen any of that since arriving in Sharoth. The storms assaulting the coastal city reminded her too much of those desperate moments inside the cavern. She’d hurled the Lightning away, acting on instinct, on pure terror, and forced its white-hot beams to strike the stone wall instead of her flesh. When she could no longer resist, it had crackled through her body, sparking along her skin, making her hair frizz.

Ever since that day, Tamri had found herself wishing for another taste of the Lightning’s fizzing intensity—its blazing, shrieking power. Most of all, she wanted to know if she could still control it.

“Tamri.” Dara stopped at the door to the workroom and rounded on her.

She jumped—then tried to pretend she hadn’t. “Yes?”

“Our alliance with Queen Rochelle and Crown Prince Chadrech is delicate.” Dara lowered her voice as Quell and a group of stewards swept past her, still fretting over the damaged papers, and entered the workroom ahead of them. “They’ll be watching for signs we might break our promise to seal the Lightning back in the chasm. Latch was unconscious when we agreed, so we need to be careful.”

“You think he’ll still want to use it?”

“Possibly,” Dara said. “Or he may want to continue investigating the substance. We can’t encourage him.”

Wind gusted over the portico, misting their faces, and thunder rumbled in the distance.

“Don’t you want to try the Lightning before we lock it away?” Tamri asked. “Just to see what it’s like?”

Dara looked at her seriously, making Tamri feel as if her brain were being peeled open and examined, all her intentions and fears and wishes laid bare.

“The more I learn, the more certain I am that it’s far too dangerous to touch, even for a moment,” Dara said. “Don’t you think so?”

“Right. Of course.” Tamri tucked her thick hair behind her ears. “I was just curious.” In truth, Tamri had imagined bringing Lightning back to Pendark to Wield against King Khrillin. He would have to let Gramma Teall go then.

“Just be careful what you say in there,” Dara said. “The Soolen royals will stop you from leaving tomorrow if they believe you’re heading to Thunderbird Island to disturb the chasm. I’d hate for you to be delayed when—”

“Wait. Tomorrow?” Tamri interrupted. “You’re still letting me go?”

Dara blinked in surprise. “Of course. I promised to help you find your grandmother. I put her in danger by forcing you to break the oath bond like that.”

“I . . .” Tamri swallowed, not sure what to say. The Fire Queen had put her grandmother in danger, but it was thanks to her that she was free to try rescuing her too. Despite Tamri’s past betrayals, Dara treated her as a true apprentice. She was strict and demanding but also fair. She didn’t hold what Tamri had done while under Khrillin’s oath against her. Still, part of her hadn’t quite believed she’d be allowed to go. “You don’t need me now that Lord Latch is awake?”

“I think we can manage for a few weeks,” Dara said. “Let’s learn what we can from him now then send you on your way before Heath decides the dragons need another week of bed rest.”

“Right. Let’s do it.”

Dara put her hand on the door, which was carved with scrolls and desert roses. “You’d better give me your Watermight. Prince Chadrech dislikes Pendarkans enough without you going to meetings armed.”

Tamri withdrew the Watermight reluctantly, feeling weaker as the silvery-white substance passed from her hand to Dara’s. The Fire Queen formed the Watermight into another sphere, keeping it separate from the Fire. The substances looked similar only in shape. The Watermight was light and ethereal, its icy glow somehow both sharp and insubstantial. The Fire blazed hot and insistent, molten gold that could cling and burn. Tamri still wasn’t used to the latter, despite the Fire Queen’s teaching.

But the Lightning? That, she might still master. Only one other person in living memory had used it with as much success as Tamri had, and he was waiting on the other side of that door.

She took a deep breath. “Let’s see what Lord Latch has to say.”
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Tamri followed the Fire Queen into the workroom, which was far more crowded than usual. Scholars occupied every chair around the long table, and Wielder-soldiers in slate-gray uniforms gathered along the walls, hiding the elegant tapestries depicting scenes from Soole’s history. The archive stewards were still worked up over the storm damage in the main hall, and the murmur of voices competed with the drumbeat of the rain.

Princess Selivia and Lord Latch sat at one end of the table, and Crown Prince Chadrech lounged at the other, his shiny black boots propped on the polished wooden tabletop. A young scholar leapt from his seat halfway between them and offered it to Dara. The others shuffled papers and whispered to each other, not bothering to make room for Tamri. They tended to view her with skepticism when they weren’t ignoring her altogether. She took up a position by Dara’s chair and met their stares as defiantly as she dared.

Princess Selivia caught Tamri’s eye and winked. She’d split her time between the archive and Latch’s sickroom over the past few weeks. During their rare study breaks, she and Tamri had tried strange foods together, puzzled over odd Soolen customs, and teased the stodgy scholars. Selivia always treated Tamri as an equal, even though her upbringing in a mountaintop castle had been vastly different from Tamri’s in a Gutter District stilt house.

Today, Selivia looked every inch the princess. She wore a fine green vest in a flowing Soolen style, and little Firegold feathers were woven in her curly dark hair. Her longtime bodyguard, a soft-spoken, muscular redhead named Fenn, hovered behind her chair with a hand on her short sword, watching Prince Chadrech and the Wielder-soldiers grouped behind him as if they might overturn the table and launch themselves at the princess at any moment. The alliance was delicate, as Dara had said.

“So good of you to join us,” Chadrech said, adjusting his boots on the tabletop. Thin-faced and not quite as handsome as he thought he was, the Crown Prince oozed arrogance with every word. “Shall we finally hear the account we’ve been awaiting with such patience?”

“Good afternoon, Your Excellency,” Dara said, ignoring Chadrech’s rudeness with admirable restraint. She turned to Latch. “It’s good to see you up and about. How do you feel?”

“I won’t be winning any duels against you anytime soon, but I’m mobile.” Latch Brach was a broad-shouldered man in his midtwenties, with dark-brown skin, close-cropped black hair, and grave brown eyes. His face was clean-shaven today, making him almost unrecognizable as the gaunt, wild-eyed figure Tamri had freed from a sphere of pulsing, jagged power.

“You couldn’t beat me even before you got sick,” Dara said lightly.

“Maybe not with steel,” Latch said. “I still say I’m better at Watermight combat.”

Dara grinned. “Maybe we should test that.”

“Neither of you take injury or illness seriously enough,” Princess Selivia said. “And you’re too competitive for your own good.”

Prince Chadrech gave an audible sigh and muttered something that sounded like “wasting my time.”

Tamri suspected Dara was chatting casually like this to remind Chadrech she didn’t answer to him. She’d be polite to her host, but she was a powerful queen in her own right.

Wind rattled the workroom door, as if urging them not to delay. The Fire and Watermight spheres hanging above Dara’s chair flickered.

“Are you ready to tell us about the Lightning cavern, Latch?” Dara asked. “We’re all eager to hear what happened to you.”

The scholars leaned forward, quills poised above parchment. Tamri’s heartbeat kicked up a notch. Prince Chadrech stopped admiring his fingernails.

“I’m afraid I must disappoint you,” Latch said. “I have some gaps in my memory from when I was close to the chasm.”

Dara frowned. “Gaps?”

Latch lifted his shoulders. “I vaguely remember studying in the cavern, but most of the research is a blank void.”

An uneasy murmur rippled through the onlookers. Prince Chadrech twisted around to exchange looks with the leader of the Wielder-soldiers, a heavyset man called Captain Boorn.

Dara took the alarming development in stride. “We’ve read your notes, and Sel and Rosh filled us in on the theories you were developing.”

An older scholar with silver-dusted hair inclined his head. Rosh had spent months at Thunderbird Island with Latch and Selivia. Over the past few weeks, he’d opposed using the Lightning again even more emphatically than Dara herself. Sometimes Tamri wondered if she was the only one tempted by it.

“You probably know more about the Lightning than I do at this point,” Latch said.

“Do you remember Wielding it at all?” Dara asked.

Latch thought for a moment. “I can recall touching tiny quantities. We were careful.”

“At first we were,” Rosh said grimly. “Until the princess arrived.”

Selivia straightened in her seat, and awkward tension beat through the room. She’d explained how Latch started drawing in more Lightning than they thought safe in order to protect her. That was what had started his downward spiral.

Quell the archive steward cleared her throat and dipped her pen in a jar of ink. “Could you describe how those small quantities of Lightning felt to you, my lord?”

“It . . . crackled,” Latch said. “It was this vibrant, energizing sensation, like pure light inside my skin. It made me feel invincible.” Latch paused, frowning at his palms. “Watermight can get that way, too, but it’s easier to keep in check than the Lightning was.”

“But you controlled it, didn’t you?” Tamri said, speaking up for the first time. “At least for a little while.”

Latch met her eyes over Dara’s head. “You must be Tamri.”

“Oh. Uh, yes.” Tamri fidgeted with her sleeve. She’d risked her life to save Lord Latch, but they didn’t actually know each other. She’d done it for Princess Sel and for the information she hoped would buy her freedom from King Khrillin, not for Latch himself. But as they studied each other, a tremor of understanding passed between them. Only they knew what the Lightning had really been like in those final blazing moments.

“I wasn’t in control,” Latch said at last. “The Lightning took hold of me and did as it wished.”

“I’m not sure that’s accurate, my lord.” Rosh held up a stack of parchment. “Our sources discuss the ‘malice within’—sometimes translated as the ‘monster within.’ We believe the substance responds to and amplifies the most malicious feelings of the Wielder.”

Latch’s brow furrowed. “You’re saying the Lightning reacted to my intentions? I became the monster?”

“I’m afraid so,” Rosh said.

Selivia fiddled with the Firegold feathers in her hair, appearing troubled.

“Those effects must have been strongest when I drew in larger amounts then,” Latch said after a long pause. “My memories are sparsest from those times, and I don’t remember feeling malicious.”

“Convenient,” Prince Chadrech said.

“Hardly.” Latch looked at the Crown Prince levelly then back at Dara. “Sel told me I used the Lightning to control the island’s thunderbird population and somehow sent them after the men who were attacking us.”

“My men.” Prince Chadrech dropped his boots to the floor with a thud and sat forward. “Loyal men of Soole who were serving their country.”

Latch bowed his head. “I regret that, but as I said, I have very little memory of it.”

Several Wielders muttered angrily to each other behind Tamri, something about “excuses” and “traitors.” Fenn shifted closer to the princess, knuckles whitening on her sword hilt. The weapon wouldn’t do much good if the Wielders demanded retribution for their comrades. Lord Latch’s thunderbirds had killed a lot of people. Tamri inched nearer to the Watermight sphere.

“Urgency appears to be a factor in controlling the Lightning,” Dara said. She sounded utterly calm despite the thickening tension in the room. Tamri had no idea how she did it. “A powerful need to protect Sel and your work from harm may have been enough. That’s not necessarily malicious or monstrous.”

“Urgency,” Latch said. “That sounds familiar.”

It sounded familiar to Tamri too. She had told Dara about her desperation as she flung the Lightning bolts aside in the cavern, the powerful need to stay alive. The thought brought it all rushing back. For a moment her body quivered, and her ears ached as if thunder were battering her once more. A hot metal taste seared her tongue. White light flashed and flickered before her eyes.

The sensation departed as quickly as it had come. Tamri wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead, hoping no one had noticed her reaction. The wind was still howling outside the workroom. The unsettled weather was putting her on edge.

That’s all it is. The weather. Tamri tried to pick up the thread of the conversation.

“Let’s talk about the last day,” Selivia said to Latch. “When did you become aware again?”

“When I hit the ground,” Latch said. “I get these dreamlike flashes of the rest of it, but I know how it felt to land on the stone floor after Tamri pulled me free.”

Everyone turned to stare at Tamri then, making her flinch.

“Did the Lightning try to pull you back?” Dara asked.

“Maybe,” Latch said. “My teeth felt like they were being jarred from my mouth, and everything was swimming around me. I’m not sure what was real and what wasn’t.” He looked up at Tamri. “Did you shout at me to wake up, or was that in my head?”

“I shouted it,” Tamri said. “I couldn’t carry you out by myself.”

She remembered shaking him awake beside the Lightning chasm. For a second, she’d thought a large eye was blinking at her from its incomprehensible depths. That massive ball of Lightning had thrashed wildly above them, incensed that she’d pulled Latch free, and all she could think about was getting away from it. Jagged Lightning bolts had hit her as she fled, singeing her hair, making her nerve endings fizz and spark. But the Lightning didn’t strike with the same precision after Lord Latch was no longer directing it.

“Tamri showed remarkable bravery,” Dara said. “And she realized something I failed to see. The Lightning reacts defensively. We made it worse by attacking with Fire and Watermight. We’re lucky she was there.”

Tamri scuffed her boots on the floor, a hot bubble of pride welling up in her at the Fire Queen’s words. “What about afterward?” she asked, trying to direct the group’s attention back to Latch. “Do you remember leaving the cavern?”

“That’s in flashes too,” Latch said. “More like the early days. I remember a final glimpse of the cavern, a bit of the tunnel, then a cloudy sky. I understand a Cindral dragon carried us to safety, but I couldn’t pick it out of a flock. Then I saw Sel.” He turned to his betrothed, smiling for the first time.

“You said something to me.” Selivia didn’t return his smile. “Do you remember what it was?”

“All I remember is your face.”

Prince Chadrech snorted.

“You said, ‘None of us are safe.’” Selivia glanced at Tamri then back at Latch. “We’ve been trying to figure out what you meant.” They had debated that phrase for hours. What would make them unsafe? The spreading Lightning? The thunderbirds?

Latch considered this, rubbing the back of his neck. His arm looked thin, as if he still hadn’t regained all his weight and muscle. “I don’t know,” he said. “The island was a dangerous place. Perhaps that’s all.”

“The Lightning looked as though it was spreading outward from Thunderbird Island when we sailed away,” Dara said, watching Latch intently. “The weather has been like this ever since.”

As if to punctuate her words, thunder rumbled, and wind rattled the workroom door. The stewards covered their papers reflexively. Tamri rolled her shoulders, feeling a prickle along her spine.

“You think we unleashed it somehow?” Latch said.

“The Lightning certainly never left the island before you started meddling with it,” Chadrech said acidly.

Latch whipped around to face the Crown Prince. “You’ve made your opinion of my actions clear enough, Your Excellency,” he said angrily. “If you have more to say, why don’t you—”

Suddenly Latch winced and shut his mouth. Based on Selivia’s very innocent expression, she had just kicked him under the table.

“I believe Rosh has a theory about how the Lightning behaves without a Wielder,” Selivia said, deftly steering the conversation away from Latch and Chadrech, who were staring daggers at each other. “Rosh?”

“My theory is that the Lightning is like the Air,” Rosh said. “It issues from the earth and moves around at random, unlike the liquid forms of Fire and Watermight. Sensors can use the Air only if they coax it to them in large quantities. If no one does that, it will not become concentrated enough to harm anyone.”

“I still think its actions are deliberate,” said a bespectacled scholar named Melloch, who had also been at Thunderbird Island. “The Lightning has its own agency.”

“Then why have we never encountered it outside the East Isles?” asked Captain Boorn of the Wielder-soldiers.

“Maybe we have,” said Quell. “It’s possible more records of the Lightning were destroyed than we first realized.” From her tone, the archive steward took this as a personal affront.

“Maybe the Lightning has always been around,” put in another scholar, chewing on the end of a feather pen thoughtfully, “and we never realized it.”

“Impossible,” Melloch said. “It feels distinctive. You weren’t there.”

Another scholar spoke up. “Then maybe we should all go to Thunderbird Island and—”

“No.” Prince Chadrech slapped the table with a sharp crack, shocking the scholars into silence. “I forbid it. The power is not worth the risk.” He rounded on Dara, and the scholars leaned out of his sightline as if it were the path of a crossbow bolt. “We have given you every resource to address this problem. We must contain the Lightning immediately.”

“We will, Your Excellency,” Dara said. “And if some of the Lightning has escaped the island, we’ll capture it again. But we can’t act rashly. We know how the Lightning affects Wielders who get too close to it.”

Everyone turned to look at Latch again. He accepted their scrutiny with a tired sigh. He might regret consenting to this interview so soon after regaining consciousness.

“We all agree the Lightning needs to be sealed up,” Princess Selivia said, forcing a bright tone with visible effort. “Shall we get back to figuring out how?”

The Soolen scholars and Wielder-soldiers didn’t move, watching the prince closely after his outburst. Tamri held her breath.

At last, Prince Chadrech slouched back in his chair and propped his boots on the table again. “You heard the princess. Get to it.”

A flurry of activity rippled around the workroom, and soon the furious scratching of pens competed with the patter of the rain outside.

Latch and Selivia opened a roll of parchment between them and were soon immersed in its contents. They’d all worried Latch’s ordeal would irreparably damage him, both in mind and in body. He looked a little grave, a little haunted, but he gave no sign that he still felt the pull of the Lightning.

Tamri did, though. She couldn’t admit it to the others, but she sometimes dreamed about the purple-white flicker of the power, dancing and twirling in that faraway chasm. Despite the pain it had caused her, she itched to reach out to the Lightning again. She feared it was more than curiosity. What if the Lightning already had its claws in her?

She wanted to discuss her concerns with Dara and Latch, but they might stop her from leaving Sharoth. For now, traveling farther from the Lightning’s source was her only hope of alleviating its effects. No matter what, she couldn’t let it get to her.

Dara turned and beckoned to Tamri. “You should get some rest for your journey tomorrow.” She flicked her fingers, and the sphere of Watermight floated back to Tamri’s hands. “We can handle things here for now.”

“Okay, thank you.” Tamri twisted the Watermight sphere into a coil around her wrist. She wondered if there was still time to snatch that book for Gramma Teall. Probably best not to destroy any goodwill Dara and Selivia had managed to build up here. Judging by how the discussion had just gone, Tamri knew they were going to need it.

As she left the workroom, lightning lit the sky, and two seconds later a peal of thunder shook the archive. The storm was almost on top of them. Tamri wouldn’t let the weather delay her again, no matter what a certain tall, stern dragon rider had to say about it. It was past time to be on her way.
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As she left the royal archive, Tamri spread the Watermight into a paper-thin dome to keep the rain off her head. She’d picked up this trick from watching the Soolens over the past few weeks. They were notoriously secretive about their Wielding practices. Until recently, the rest of the continent didn’t even know they had Watermight vents of their own.

With the Watermight umbrella floating above her, Tamri hurried across the avenue separating the archive building from the palace, splashing through puddles and counting the seconds between lightning and thunder. She unbuttoned her heavy Wielder school coat, which had been made for frigid Vertigonian winters. The temperatures in the capital of Soole were no worse than cool, even with the relentless rain.

Sharoth was a city of clean lines, white walls, and tasteful accents in the form of painted doors and carved screens. Apparently, it was beautiful in the sunshine, but Tamri had seen precious little of that since her arrival. The storms had transformed the city into a pale-gray world smelling of wet sand and desert rain.

At the palace gates, the guards verified her identity then admitted her to the main courtyard. Incredibly, this was the third home to royalty she had visited in the past six months. She couldn’t wait to tell Gramma Teall about it.

If she remembers me. Tamri shoved down the thought, as she had many times since parting with her grandmother. The closer she got to reuniting with her, the more she feared that Gramma Teall wouldn’t recognize her. She’d forgotten Tamri’s name a few times during their last year together, and people with memory sicknesses seldom recovered. The woman who had raised Tamri since her mother died might not be herself anymore.

First, you have to find her. She’d worry about the rest later.

Tamri crossed the rain-soaked courtyard, meeting the suspicious and contemptuous glances of passing nobles with defiant glares. A lord with long, silky hair brought a scented handkerchief to his nose in a rather pointed manner, and Tamri bared her teeth at him. He gave a satisfying start and hurried indoors. The Soolens all knew Tamri was with the Vertigonians, but they treated her as if she were either a secret assassin or the worst sort of canal scum.

She headed for a stone arch on the far side of the courtyard, which opened into a smaller garden where the dragons were staying. She hoped to find Heath and confirm they were actually leaving in the morning.

Lightning flashed, making her skin prickle. One second later, thunder rumbled. It was definitely getting closer. But they couldn’t postpone, no matter how bad the weather got.

Inside the dragon garden, a large woven-reed shelter had been set up for the ten Cindral dragons still in Sharoth. The rest had left with Dara’s husband, King Siv, and Lady Vine Silltine on a secret errand a week ago, along with Tamri’s friends and Wielder school classmates Kay and Dentry. Most of the dragons were hunkered down in the shelter now, avoiding the rain and the growing storm, but a handful shuffled along the gravel walkways between the drowned flower beds. Cindral dragons had reptilian heads and necks, scaled bodies, and wings covered in long feathers like birds of prey. Originally from Cindral Forest, they could transport vast quantities of the volatile Watermight substance in their bellies.

The largest of the flock was Boru, a beetle-blue creature with elegant wings covered in bright-white feathers. He lounged at a trough by the shelter, eating a desert deer carcass with the same calm dignity with which he did everything.

He turned his magnificent scaled head to mark Tamri’s arrival, and a slightly smaller dragon with violet wings and silky gray scales tried to snatch the deer carcass from beneath him. Boru blocked the attempted theft with a quick snap of his powerful jaws and shouldered the violet dragon aside, ignoring the smaller creature’s snarls.

A chittering sound came from the reed shelter, and a sea-green dragon called Laini bounded toward Tamri like an eager kitten. She nuzzled her affectionately, nearly knocking her off her feet. Tamri pushed her Watermight umbrella higher and hugged Laini’s arching neck.

“Hello to you too.” She stroked Laini’s damp sea-green feathers, enjoying the weight of her head resting on her shoulder. “Are you ready for our adventure tomorrow?”

Laini snorted and shook out her feathers, sending water droplets flying.

“I know the weather’s bad,” Tamri said, “but we can’t wait.”

Lightning flashed, followed immediately by a thunderclap, and Laini gave a disgruntled gurgle.

Tamri pulled back to look into Laini’s beautiful golden eyes. “Gramma Teall needs us.”

Laini sighed, her meaty breath wafting through Tamri’s hair, and bobbed her head in assent.

Tamri chuckled. “I’m glad you agree at least.”

A throat cleared gruffly behind Tamri.

She turned as Heath Samanar emerged from the dragon shelter. His shirtsleeves were rolled back, and the blue uniform coat marking his status as a Vertigonian dragon rider was slung over his arm. A cudgel hung at his belt, glowing with inner Fire. He pushed his thick bronze hair back from his forehead, revealing matching bronze eyes.

Tamri hadn’t seen much of the chief dragon rider since Thunderbird Island. Things were still complicated between them. Part of her wanted to race into the palace and hide in her little guestroom instead of speaking to him now.

She realized she was just standing there staring.

“Hi,” she blurted.

“Hi.” Heath adjusted his coat on his arm, splitting his gaze between Tamri and the wet gravel at her feet. His expression was stern, but she’d learned that that sometimes masked his shyness rather than indicating disapproval. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”

“Queen Dara has been keeping me busy.”

“Of course. Good. You’re back to being her student.”

“For now, anyway.”

Heath looked up at her, rain dripping into his eyes and down his face. Lightning flashed, and Tamri felt an answering jolt in her belly.

A great deal remained unsaid between her and Heath. Tamri didn’t even know whether he still had feelings for her. She had rebuffed him at every turn because of Khrillin’s Watermight oath, and now that it was broken, she didn’t know how—or if—she should tell Heath how she felt about him. Partly because she wasn’t sure how she felt. Well, she cared about him. That was obvious. But she didn’t have the faintest idea what was next.

Laini nudged Tamri hard with her snout, pushing her out from beneath her Watermight umbrella. The rain hitting her face and soaking her hair brought her to her senses. They couldn’t just stand here staring awkwardly at each other all day.

She joined Heath by the reed shelter, spreading the umbrella thinner to cover them both. Laini shot the dragon equivalent of a grin at her. Tamri pretended not to see it.

“Are we okay to fly tomorrow?”

“I don’t like this weather,” Heath said, “but the dragons are as rested as they’ll ever be.”

Over by the trough, the gray dragon with violet wings continued hassling Boru for his meal. Boru finally lost patience and snarled loudly enough to compete with the thunder. The smaller dragon snarled right back.

“That gray-and-purple one, Althor, has been acting odd lately,” Heath said. “A few of the others too.”

“Odd how?”

“They’re more aggressive than normal,” Heath said. “It may just be the weather and the strange surroundings.”

“It’s a good thing we’re getting out of here then,” Tamri said, trying to keep her tone light. The weather again. She didn’t like this.

Heath frowned, rubbing the back of his neck. He hated putting the dragons in danger or asking too much of them except in the direst circumstances. The dragons were his calling, as he’d once told her, and he was fiercely protective of them. He’d risked his favorite, Boru, to pull Tamri out of danger back on Thunderbird Island. He had to feel something for her still.

Lightning and thunder crashed together, lighting up the rain-drenched garden. The dragons shuffled uneasily. Tamri wished she could hurry the storm along.

“It’ll clear up by morning,” Heath said, as if sensing her thoughts. “I know you’re worried about your grandmother. Boru and Laini will get us there as quickly as possible.”

“Thanks for coming with me.”

Heath rolled his shoulders. “I need to find out what Khrillin knows about the Lightning for King Siv, anyway.”

“Right. Of course.” Tamri had been the one to inform King Khrillin of the existence of a fourth magical substance, and his scouts, Pel and Gyra, had witnessed the Lightning in action on Thunderbird Island. “You have a mission.”

“I do,” Heath said. “I also need to determine whether we can continue purchasing Watermight from Pendark. This trip has thrown off our schedule. The Whirlpool back in Vertigon must be almost empty by now.”

“Is that where King Siv took the other dragons?” Tamri asked. “Maybe with Watermight from the Brach vent?”

“I’m not supposed to say,” Heath said. “It’s best if Khrillin doesn’t find out.”

Tamri blinked. “You don’t think I’m still reporting to Khrillin, do you?”

Lightning flashed, and a boom of thunder overpowered every other sound.

“No,” Heath said.

Had he hesitated? Tamri wasn’t sure. Trust was a fragile thing between them. It had been broken and restored and broken again. Tamri doubted that could happen many more times before they ran out of chances.

A snort like ripping cloth came from the dragon shelter. A dragon with dark-red scales and scarlet feathers had emerged to glare at Tamri through the curtain of rain. He ruffled his wings like an irritated chicken and growled as if the storm were all Tamri’s fault. She sighed. Rook had never forgiven her for trying to steal his Watermight stash in Pendark. She couldn’t expect him to trust her.

But Heath was another matter. He knew she’d had no choice but to spy for Khrillin. Tamri refused to let him hold it against her.

She put her hands on her hips and glared up at him. “Heath, you can’t—”

A loud squawk interrupted her. The violet-winged dragon pestering Boru for his meal had finally gone too far. Boru hauled the deer carcass away with a ferocious twist. The violet dragon growled viciously, slavering as if he’d gone rabid. He snapped his jaws and scratched at the mud, not backing down.

“What’s the matter with you, Althor?” Heath muttered. “Step back, Tamri. I’d better see—”

Boru roared, forcing the smaller dragon to retreat a few paces. Althor’s eyes rolled wildly, and he shrieked, a sound of pure rage that made Tamri’s skin crawl. Other dragons shuffled out of the reed shelter, stirred up by the confrontation. Rook squawked accusingly at Tamri. Laini cooed nervously over by the flower beds. The crashing thunder added to the cacophony.

Althor must know he didn’t stand a chance against Boru in a fair fight. He thrashed his head, looking for another target for his fury. Lightning flashed, glinting off his cruel teeth. He gathered his thick haunches beneath him.

Tamri gasped. “He’s going to—”

Abruptly, Heath shoved Tamri to the side. She slid to her knees in the mud, too shocked to catch her balance.

The next instant, Althor charged. Violet feathers swirled and mud splashed as he streaked through the spot Tamri had occupied a second ago, heading for Laini. Tamri gave a wordless shout.

Althor lunged for Laini’s throat. She twisted just in time, making him miss by inches. Althor gnashed his teeth in fury and attacked again, snapping at her sea-green wings, clawing at her scaled hide. Laini writhed, desperately trying to fend off the attacks.

Heath rushed toward the pair, brandishing his Fire cudgel and shouting commands. The dragons were so caught up in their fight they barely noticed him. He couldn’t force the huge lizards to do anything. Tails swung, and wings churned. Heath fell back a step to avoid being knocked over.

Tamri scrambled to her feet, casting about for a way to help. Laini was the smallest Cindral dragon, and it was all she could do to keep Althor’s jaws from her throat. She tried to take flight, but Althor caught her leg and pulled her back down into the mud.

Tamri started forward.

“Don’t even think about it, Tamri,” Heath shouted.

“She needs help!”

“Not from us.”

Tamri scowled at him, but he was right. They couldn’t interfere, or they’d be crushed like water beetles. The dragons fought on, twisting and churning, making the ground shake. The storm was directly above them now. Lightning flashed and thunder sounded simultaneously, adding to the confusion.

Two other dragon riders, Taklin and Reya, rushed into the garden. They took in the commotion and immediately went to calm the other dragons—no easy task. The huge beasts stamped and shuffled, tossing up gravel and dirty rainwater. A few took flight, risking the storm to evade the chaos in the garden.

Heath signaled to Boru, urging him to get control of the situation. Violet and sea-green feathers scattered in the mud. Lightning flashed on scales and rolling eyes. Laini tried to take off again, and again Althor yanked her back down.

The cacophony brought still more people to the garden—soldiers, nobles, stewards, all of them Soolens. They gathered in the archway, hands clutching weapons, eyes wide. No one dared get too close to the sparring beasts. Taklin and Reya could barely keep the other dragons from getting into their own fights. Rook chattered and whined, deeply affronted by the whole affair.

Then Laini whimpered, drawing Tamri’s attention back to the fight, which had migrated to a wide flower bed. Bedraggled plants were scattered everywhere, along with far too many sea-green feathers. Althor still had the upper hand, and his attacks were becoming more aggressive, as if he scented blood. Tamri clenched her teeth. She couldn’t let Laini get hurt, no matter what Heath said. She had to do something.

Thunder boomed, hurting her ears, and she wiped rain out of her eyes. The Watermight umbrella was still suspended where she and Heath had been standing a moment ago. Tamri yanked it toward her, spinning the Watermight into a thin silver rope.

While Heath was busy instructing Boru, Tamri crept forward, catlike, getting as close to the scuffling dragons as she dared. Then she whipped the Watermight rope at Althor. The end flicked his neck, and he jolted his head up with a snarl. Tamri whipped the magical substance again, this time striking his snout.

Althor bobbed his head like a sea snake, unsure where the blows were coming from. While he was distracted, Laini managed to disentangle her wings and get her feet under her, wheezing with fear and fatigue.

Tamri spun the Watermight whip over her head, preparing for a third strike. Before she could release it, Althor lunged. His teeth caught Laini’s shoulder where her left wing extended from her body, and he bit down hard.

Laini wailed, the pitiful sound boiling Tamri’s blood. Abandoning the whip idea, she spun the Watermight into an even thinner coil and threaded it between Althor’s jaws, which were clamped shut on Laini’s shoulder. The silvery magic slithered past her feathers and scales, picking up drops of blood, and caught in the dark gray hide at the edge of Althor’s mouth. Tamri hardened the thread and jerked it tight.

Althor howled. Tamri braced herself and pulled back on the Watermight, forcing the razor-sharp thread against the dragon’s mouth as if it were a horse’s bit. Her physical strength wouldn’t be enough to move the dragon an inch, but her Wielder strength was another matter.

She pulled harder on the slick cord. With a mad roar, Althor released his hold on Laini and scrambled back, trying to relieve the pressure of the Watermight bit in his mouth.

Laini scurried for safety, taking refuge behind Heath, who was advancing through the chaos with dragons on either side. Boru rose on his haunches at his right, bright-white wings spreading wide. Lightning flashed on his feathered crest, making it look for an instant as if he wore a white crown. Zorya, a large golden dragon with black-tipped wings, prowled at Heath’s left, growling deep in her chest. Althor hissed in fear.

At a wave of Heath’s Fire cudgel, Boru barreled forward and pinned Althor’s wing to the gravel with his full weight. Another swing of the cudgel, and Zorya rushed forward to take the other wing, helping Boru control the rogue dragon. Althor struggled against the two bigger creatures, but he couldn’t escape.

Heath watched the trio closely for a moment, his expression as grave as stone. “You can release him, Tamri,” he said at last. “They’ve got him.”

Tamri pulled the Watermight back toward her, zipping it through the air like a cut fishing line. It didn’t make sense. These dragons had lived and worked together for years. They might not always get along, but they shouldn’t be attacking each other.

Tamri was about to ask Heath what could have caused this when she caught sight of Laini. Forgetting everything else, she dashed toward her sea-green friend.

Laini had retreated to the far side of the garden, away from the other dragons and onlookers. She was shivering like a newborn puppy. Rainwater dripped from her feathers and mixed with her dark-silver blood. Tamri hadn’t realized Cindral dragon blood was that color, like a heavier, darker sort of Watermight.

Scratches from teeth and claws marred Laini’s scales, but the severest wound was on her wing-shoulder. Four long gashes cut through the feathers and scales and into the thick hide below, as if Althor’s teeth had ripped as Tamri forced his jaws back. Darkly glimmering blood gushed from the wounds.

Laini gazed up at Tamri with pained, confused eyes. Tamri was about to touch her when Heath appeared at her side, catching her arm.

“Careful,” he said. “She’s injured. Her self-preservation instincts might take over and make her lash out.”

“She won’t hurt me.”

“She could kill you before she even recognizes,” Heath said. “Just go slowly.”

He released Tamri’s arm and stepped forward, cooing to Laini in a gentle voice.

“Easy there, girl,” Heath hummed. “You’ll be all right. Let me take a look.” He reached into his pocket for a honey cake wrapped in wax paper. “I have something for you.”

Tamri’s heart lurched painfully. Laini looked so sad. But Heath’s gentle words soothed her too.

“I know it hurts. You’ll be okay. That’s it.”

Heath gave Laini the honey cake while he examined her wounds. He inspected the deep gashes in her shoulder then rotated her wing carefully to check its range of movement. The dragon let out a pitiful whimper and jerked away.

“Sorry. I won’t do that again.” Heath eased toward her once more and pressed his coat against her shoulder to staunch the bleeding. “You’re doing so well, Laini.”

“How bad is it?” Tamri whispered. The shimmering silver blood soaked through the fabric of Heath’s coat much too quickly.

“He got a good grip on her,” Heath said. “She may have a ripped tendon. Do you have any Watermight left?”

“A little.”

“Can you seal up this wound? Watermight healing will work better than anything I can do.”

“I don’t know how to fix tendons.” Tamri had only ever repaired cuts and scrapes with Watermight before.

“Just stop the bleeding for now,” Heath said. “We’ll see if any of the Soolen Wielders are up to the task.”

“I’ll try.”

Heath shifted aside, supporting Laini’s wing with a steady hand. Tamri squeezed in as close as she could beside him, drawing the Watermight to the tips of her fingers. She smelled metallic blood and damp wool mixed with a clean-leather-and-honey scent that was all Heath.

She drew in a deep breath. “Ready.”

Heath removed the blood-soaked coat, and Tamri quickly flushed the wounds clean, the silver-white glow of the Watermight guiding her. She remembered how Heath had rejected Watermight healing for himself when she accidentally sliced his arm open. She’d had to sew him up with a needle and thread, and he still bore a scar. He didn’t turn down Watermight healing when one of his dragons was injured, though.

After cleaning the four gashes, Tamri used the magical substance to seal them shut. The storm began to lift as she worked, the rain becoming light and fitful. The thunder rumbled less frequently as the lightning passed on, making it easier to concentrate.

When she was done, Heath leaned in to check the seal, taking care not to jostle Laini’s wing. Tamri stayed close, wedged between Heath’s side and the dragon’s neck.

“Will she be able to fly?”

Heath hesitated. “I think so but not anytime soon.”

Tamri’s stomach sank. “Another delay,” she said miserably. “I should have set out in a rowboat the day the oath bond broke.”

“We’ll still leave tomorrow,” Heath said. “But Laini won’t be able to come. One of the other dragons can take her place.”

Laini gave a dejected gurgle.

“I’m sorry, sweetie.” Tamri turned and hugged the dragon’s head to her chest. “I wish I could stay with you.”

Heath put a comforting hand on Tamri’s shoulder then removed it, as if not sure whether it was okay. Tamri went still, her heart beating against Laini’s cheek. She used to flinch whenever someone who wasn’t family touched her. Yet she wished he’d put his hand back on her shoulder. Instead, Heath stepped away from her, clearing his throat.

“I need to figure out what’s wrong with Althor,” he said. “This kind of behavior isn’t normal.”

“Is he sick?”

“Maybe. But I’ve noticed irritability in some of the others too, now that I think about it.”

Heath turned to survey the garden. Reya was still trying to placate Rook and the other dragons while Taklin worked with Boru and Zorya to chain Althor to the far wall. The Soolen guards, stewards, and nobles muttered to each other by the stone archway. They didn’t look pleased that their dragon guests had turned violent. At least the storm was passing.

“We can’t take any chances,” Heath said. “I’d better separate the ones who might be affected. See you here in the morning?”

Tamri looked up at him, still cradling Laini’s huge head in her arms. “Are you sure you can leave right now?”

Heath hesitated, and Tamri braced herself for disappointment. The dragons were Heath’s life, after all, and they needed him, almost as much as Gramma Teall needed Tamri. But she had no idea how she’d complete her journey without Laini and Heath.

She drew a deep breath. “You don’t have to—”

“I’m still coming with you,” Heath said.

Relief spun through her with dizzying speed. “It’s okay if you change your mind.”

“I won’t.” Heath tucked his Fire cudgel back in his belt and started toward the dragons. “I have work to do now, though. Be ready to leave at dawn.”


4




The walls of the Royal Palace shimmered like pearls as the storm lifted. Princess Selivia crossed the broad avenue in front of the gates, supporting Latch by the elbow in case his balance failed. Her betrothed had endured the long hours of discussion—and interrogation—with admirable stoicism, but he leaned heavily on her now. Selivia’s bodyguard, Fenn, shadowed them at a moderate distance, alert for any threats that might lurk in the alleys of Sharoth.

Selivia had refrained from holding Latch upright where the others could see. Showing weakness around Prince Chadrech in particular would be a mistake, even though they were allies. Selivia had feared the whole alliance would collapse when Latch revealed the gaps in his memory.

She rolled her shoulders, trying to alleviate the stiffness in her muscles after hours of nervous tension.

“You okay?” Latch said.

“Oh, yes. That went well, all things considered.” Selivia tried to force a bit of brightness into her tone. “I think the storm is over. Look at those beautiful clouds! What a pretty shade of blue.”

Latch slowed. “You don’t have to do that, you know.”

“Do what?”

“Pretend everything is going to be okay all the time,” Latch said. “You’ve been doing a great job of keeping my spirits up over the past few weeks. But you really don’t have to.”

Selivia blinked. She had been trying to keep things light and cheerful. In truth, Latch’s memory loss distressed her more than she wanted to admit. Huge chunks of their relationship were now missing, as far as Latch was concerned, and she didn’t know if they’d ever get them back. She’d been pretending everything was okay for her own sake as much as for his.

Footsteps splashed behind them. They turned as Dara jogged out of the royal archive, her head bare and her eyes focused on the route ahead.

“Is she going for a run?” Latch said.

“She hates being cooped up,” Selivia said, grateful for the change of subject. Dara waved briskly to them and Fenn and disappeared around the corner. “Paperwork is her least favorite part of being queen, and research is even worse.”

“Sounds like someone else I know,” Latch said.

“The studying is growing on me,” Selivia said. “It really is interesting to read what all those old scholars had to say about the magical substances. And the newer research is fascinating.”

“I wish I could remember my own discoveries,” Latch said. “I might be more useful then.”

Many of the documents they’d gone over today were written in Latch’s hand, yet he’d looked at them as if they contained stunning new revelations. It must sting to suddenly be less informed than everyone else about the subject that had been Latch’s passion for years.

Selivia squeezed his arm. “Now that you’re better, we’ll find a solution in no time.”

Latch’s mouth twitched. “There you go sounding optimistic again.”

“I’m not pretending,” Selivia said. “We have to succeed. It’s as simple as that.”

They reached the palace gates as stray beams of early-evening light stole a path through the clouds. The pearlescent gleam of the rain-washed walls really was lovely. A few weeks ago, Selivia had been on the verge of despair as her betrothed was consumed by a power she could neither understand nor access. He’d become irritable and distant, wholly absorbed in the Lightning. Their problems might not be over, but at least Latch was his usual thoughtful, courteous self again. Even the weather looked better than it had for most of the day. Selivia felt confident that everything would be fine.

Then they walked through the gates and found the palace in chaos.

People dashed about the courtyard or gathered in eager clusters beneath the porticos. The clamor of agitated voices filled the air. The Soolens, generally a reserved people, were fluttering around like hens that had just spotted a povvercat. Fenn moved closer to Selivia, her hand going to her sword hilt. The stoic bodyguard had become extra protective ever since Prince Chadrech separated them back on Thunderbird Island.

Selivia flagged down a passing steward, an imperious older woman named Piersha. “What’s going on?”

“It’s those beasts in the gardens, my lady,” Piersha said. “They turned on their keeper.”

“What?”

“Not their keeper,” called a noblewoman named Lady Nille, huddling beneath a blue umbrella nearby. “Each other. The dragons tried to eat each other.”

“They don’t do that.” Soole was close enough to Cindral Forest that its people ought to know more about dragons. The creatures ate mammals, fish, and even birds when they could catch them. But they were not cannibals.

“They were fighting,” Lady Nille insisted. “I saw it myself.”

Selivia looked up at Latch. “I have to see what’s wrong. Can you make it back to your rooms alone?”

Latch raised an eyebrow. “I’m not going to collapse just yet.”

“There’s Heath, my lady,” Fenn said. “He’ll explain.”

“Oh! Good.”

The chief dragon rider had just marched through the stone archway from the dragon garden. Dark-silver dragon blood stained his shirt, and he wore an even sterner expression than usual. The Soolen onlookers shied out of his path as he crossed the courtyard.

Selivia waved him over. “What happened, Heath?”

“Hello, Princess. Fenn. Lord Brach.” Heath nodded at the bodyguard and offered Latch a stiff bow. They didn’t know each other well yet. Heath always took a while to warm up to people, and Latch hadn’t exactly been sociable lately. “It’s not good. Althor attacked Laini.”

Selivia gasped. “He wouldn’t!”

“I’m afraid so,” Heath said. “Without provocation. They had quite a scuffle.”

“Is Laini all right?” Fenn asked, concern in her musical voice. She’d ridden Laini often when Selivia was with her true dragon companion, Mav.

“She’s wounded,” Heath said. “We patched her up with Watermight for now.”

“But why would Althor attack her?” Selivia asked.

“He has been acting aggressive lately.” Heath frowned at the stone archway, where Taklin, another of the dragon riders, was sending away curious onlookers trying to see into the dragon garden. “And Althor’s not the only one. I first noticed some odd behaviors about two weeks ago. I thought the weather was making the dragons irritable. But Althor tried to pick a fight with Boru before going after Laini. That’s not ordinary moodiness.”

“What do you think is causing it?” Latch asked. “A disease?”

“Possibly,” Heath said. “We’ve isolated Althor and the others who’ve shown signs of aggression, in case it’s spreading. So far, four may be affected.”

“Did this only start after we left Thunderbird Island?” Selivia asked.

Heath grimaced and rested a hand on his Fire cudgel, not quite looking at Latch. “Yes.”

“The Lightning?” Latch asked.

Selivia met his eyes, unable to hide the dread spinning through her. “We’ve seen what it can make people do.”

“Could it have spread this far, though?” Latch said. “I haven’t felt it.”

“That doesn’t mean it isn’t out there.” Selivia thought of the huge storm that had just torn through the city and damaged some windows in the royal archive. “And you’ve been unconscious a lot lately.”

She didn’t add that Latch might not be the most reliable witness. He hadn’t realized what was happening to him last time, either. She tamped down hard on the fears that rose with that thought. She couldn’t lose Latch to the Lightning again.

“We fought through a powerful storm to reach the island,” Heath said. “The Lightning might have injured the dragons then. This could be a delayed effect rather than some kind of active influence.”

“Let’s hope so.” Selivia glanced at the sky, where amber and purple light streaked the clouds. It had been a while since she heard any thunder. “What are we going to do about Althor and the others?”

“I want to send word to Cindral Forest for advice,” Heath said. “They’ve worked with dragons longer than any of us. If this is an illness, they’ll know about it.”

“That’s a good idea,” Latch said. “The Cindral Folk also have an excellent understanding of the dragons’ complicated relationship with the magical substances. Will you go in person?”

Heath hesitated. “That would help, but I . . . have something I need to do first.”

“I’ll go!” Selivia said at once. “Mav can get me there in a few days.” If the Cindral Folk knew about the magical substances, maybe they could help figure out the Lightning problem. Latch’s memory gaps had been a setback. They needed to approach this from a different angle. Excitement bubbled up in her chest at the prospect of an adventure.

“Mav could be affected by these behaviors too,” Fenn said grimly. “Traveling with him may not be safe.”

“Oh, he’s always moody,” Selivia said. “But he’s about as aggressive as a newborn kitten.”

The true dragon had moved out of Sharoth when the Cindral dragons occupied the garden. He didn’t like the coastal city, and he was making a permanent nest in the mountains above it.

“It’d put my mind at ease for you to speak to the Cindral Folk directly,” Heath said. “You know the dragons better than anyone. I’ll write down the specific behaviors I’ve noticed and prepare a letter with questions.”

“Excellent,” Selivia said.

But Latch was shaking his head. “Fenn is right, Sel. I don’t think it’s safe to travel with a dragon right now.”

Selivia shrugged. “Heath thinks it’s fine.”

“Does he.” Latch gave Heath a flat look, and a tense silence passed between them. If Selivia didn’t know better, she’d think Latch was standing a little straighter, as if trying to shrink the height difference between them. He couldn’t be jealous of Heath, could he?

“Just keep a close watch on Mav.” The dragon rider glanced around the courtyard and lowered his voice. “The Cindral dragons can keep each other in check, but a rogue true dragon would be a serious problem.”

“Shouldn’t you go to Cindral Forest yourself then, Heath?” Latch asked, his voice a bit terse. “You are the expert.”

“No.” Heath didn’t react to Latch’s hostility. “I’m sure the princess will do a fine job.” He cleared his throat. “I’m sort of . . . busy.”

Latch blinked. “Busy?”

“Heath is going to Pendark with Tamri,” Selivia said.

“Can’t another dragon rider do that?” Latch said.

“No, Tamri needs him,” Selivia said quickly. “I’ll go to Cindral Forest.”

Heath looked at her in surprise, his cheeks turning as red as a soldarberry. She winked. So something was going on between Heath and Tamri. The pair hadn’t spent much time together since arriving in Sharoth, and Selivia had begun to doubt her theory.

“Okay. Right. Good.” Heath patted the dragon blood on his shirt, as if noticing it for the first time, sounding flustered. “I have work to do. I’ll prepare the letter by first light.” He bowed. “Princess. Fenn. Lord Brach.”

He hurried away across the courtyard, dodging the palace guards and Soolen nobles trying to pester him with questions.

Latch watched him go in silence. “What was that about?” he asked at last.

“Heath is in love with Tamri, even if he doesn’t know it yet,” Selivia said.

Fenn gave a quiet chuckle.

“They have to go together.”

“Oh. I see.” Latch relaxed visibly, and Selivia had to shake her head. He ought to know better than to be jealous of Heath after all they’d been through together. Not that he remembered it.

She offered Latch her arm, and they continued into the palace.

As they strode down the elegantly decorated main corridor, he asked, “So when do we leave for Cindral Forest?”

“We?”

“I’d like to speak to the Cindral Folk too,” Latch said. “Last time I was there, they gave me copies of their writings that reference the Lightning substance, but that was before we knew about the connection to the thunderbirds. If other creatures are affected, they may know more than I thought to ask.”

“You’re not fully recovered.”

Latch walked a little faster, as if proving his vigor, his boots squeaking on the pale floor tiles. “Getting out of the city would do me good.”

Selivia wanted to argue, but she rather liked the idea of setting out on dragonsback with Latch. She had spent months poring over ancient manuscripts and debating theories about the magical substances, but that was Latch’s world. It was time to show him hers.

“I guess we’re going to Cindral Forest then.”

Latch grinned, and she recognized the boyish excitement he often displayed when he had a new idea for his research. She had missed that. Latch had sought out the Lightning in the first place because he thought it could power all kinds of innovations. It must sadden him that all anyone talked about now was how to seal it away for good.

“Before we leave,” she said as they rounded a corner near Latch’s quarters, “you should ask the healers about—oh!”

Selivia had nearly walked straight into someone in the next corridor. To her horror, she realized it was Queen Rochelle herself. She leapt back, nearly pulling Latch off his feet.

“Hello, Your Excellency. I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t see you.”

The sovereign ruler of Soole sniffed, not impressed with Selivia’s babbled apology. Queen Rochelle had dark-brown skin, muscular arms, and thick black hair threaded with gray, which she wore piled on top of her head, adding to her height. She didn’t suffer fools. It was a wonder she could have a son as insufferable and vain as Prince Chadrech.

“So, you’re on your feet again,” Queen Rochelle said to Latch.

“Yes, Your Excellency.” Latch bowed, managing to look dignified, even though he wobbled slightly. “The palace healers have taken outstanding care of me.”

“I expect nothing less.” Queen Rochelle looked down her nose at Selivia. “Has your brother returned?”

“Not that I know of, Your Excellency.”

“He told me he’d be back before now.”

Selivia winced. “Siv didn’t inform me—”

“I will ask Queen Dara then,” Queen Rochelle said dismissively. “That one has a strong presence. I can see why Lady Vine admires her.” The queen looked Selivia up and down, as if pointing out that she lacked the same strength of presence. “I was disappointed you chose not to wed my son, Princess Selivia.”

Selivia blinked. “I—you were?”

Queen Rochelle turned her attention back to Latch. “We must discuss the restoration of the Crown’s ties with House Brach. You are joining with the Amintelles of Vertigon in marriage, after all, and that’s an important development for Soole. You will dine with me and my son in my private chambers this evening.”

“Yes, Your Excellency,” Latch said.

“It would be an honor,” Selivia said quickly. She wasn’t sure if she was invited, but she was part of this marriage alliance too. The whole thing had been her idea.

“Hmm.” Queen Rochelle pursed her full lips and gazed down at Selivia as if she were an overeager purlendog. “Very well. Don’t be late.” Then she turned on her heel and strode away, taking the last of Selivia’s pride with her.

Selivia’s shoulders slumped. “She hates me.”

“You’ll win her over,” Latch said. “You always do.” He gave her a teasing nudge. “You even won over that clay lizard Chadrech.”

Selivia snorted. “Don’t insult innocent clay lizards.”

She had come to an unexpected understanding with Crown Prince Chadrech. They agreed the Lightning power must be contained at all costs, and he was sticking to his commitment. She believed he was sincere too. He understood that the Lightning corrupted its wielders, so he’d given up the wealth and advantages it might have brought him. None of that made Chadrech more pleasant to be around, but Selivia needed his support. She needed to win Queen Rochelle’s respect too. Soole was one of Vertigon’s most important allies and a vital part of the peace agreement holding the continent together. They couldn’t afford to put a foot wrong.

“Should we tell the queen we’re going to Cindral Forest?” Selivia asked. “She might stop us.”

Latch considered for a moment. “I was wrong to keep my research secret before. I don’t want to make the same mistake. She’s right about us needing to mend the relationship between the Brachs and the Crown.” He squeezed Selivia’s hand. “Will you remind me of that if I look like I might punch Chadrech?”

“I’ll try,” Selivia grumbled. “What do you think the chances are he’ll get eaten by a dragon before supper?”

Latch chuckled. “Maybe we should introduce him to Althor.”
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Selivia and Latch arrived at Queen Rochelle’s private dining room after the sun slid below the horizon. Like everything else in the palace, the room was decorated with an understated elegance. Pale-rose tiles covered the floor, and carved wooden screens revealed snippets of the indigo and lavender clouds beyond the windows. Delicate vases were displayed on pristine columns along the walls, making the room feel more like an art gallery than a dining room.

On the table, two huge platters held rawfish arrayed in thin slices of pink and white and pale yellow. Several varieties of seaweed were served on smaller dishes, some steamed, some pickled, all giving off a pungent aroma. A copper bowl as large as a washbasin held long grains mixed with vegetables and chunks of spicy meat. The drinks were served in elegant clay cups whose reddish hue brought out the colors of the meal. Everything was so artfully arranged that Selivia hated to disturb it by actually eating.

But of course she ate. Cooking was one of the many fine arts the Soolens had perfected, and every bite made her want to sing.

The company was much less pleasant than the food. Chadrech and Latch barely managed to be civil to one another, while Queen Rochelle spent most of the meal bombarding Selivia with questions—about their progress on the Lightning problem, about how much longer they would be staying in Sharoth, about what was wrong with the Cindral dragons. Selivia answered as well as she could, but nothing she said seemed to satisfy the Soolen queen.

“You must get those creatures under control.” Queen Rochelle ate a delicate sliver of rawfish off the end of her knife and pointed it at Selivia. “This afternoon’s incident was displeasing.”

“I’m terribly sorry, Your Excellency,” Selivia said for what felt like the tenth time. “We’re doing everything we can.”

“This is why we usually keep the beasts out of the capital,” Prince Chadrech said.

“Have you had problems with aggressive dragons before?” Selivia asked, hanging onto her polite tone by her teeth. The Soolens had worked with dragons longer than the Vertigonians had. She didn’t see why she alone had to answer for them.

“Not in the palace gardens themselves,” Queen Rochelle said. “Too much isn’t known about the creatures.”

“It was Brach’s fool notion to get the Cindral Folk to teach us their ways.” Chadrech picked a bit of seaweed from his teeth. “You see where that’s gotten us.”

A muscle moved in Latch’s jaw, but he didn’t respond to the dig. His father, Commander Brach, had used Cindral dragons to transport Watermight across the continent in a bid to conquer the land of Trure. He had taken his armies through Cindral Forest and stolen a large number of the creatures. Latch had worked hard to repair relations with the Cindral Folk in the years since the war, but it was still a touchy subject.

“We’ll find out what’s wrong with the dragons,” Selivia said. “Latch and I are planning to travel to Cindral Forest to ask the Folk for their guidance.”

Queen Rochelle and Prince Chadrech exchanged glances.

“More departures?” The queen tapped a long nail on her dinner knife. “I do not appreciate my guests coming and going as if my palace were an inn.”

“We can’t delay the sealing of the Lightning chasm,” Chadrech said. “Surely this little jaunt can wait.”

“The Cindral Folk might help us understand the Lightning,” Selivia said. “There could be a link between it and the dragons’ behavior. It could lead to a breakthrough.”

Chadrech leaned back from the table, stretching his hands behind his head and tipping his chair onto two legs. “Perhaps I should accompany you then.”

“The trip will be quick.” It took all of Selivia’s willpower not to beg him to stay behind. She’d had quite enough of traveling with Prince Chadrech. “There’s no need to trouble yourself.”

Queen Rochelle raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t given you permission to leave.”

Selivia’s stomach sank. Her first impulse was to fly off on Mav no matter what the queen said, but they needed this alliance. The peace of the continent was still new, and she’d already given up so much to preserve it.

“Your Excellency,” she said, “the Cindral dragons have never acted like this in the five years I’ve known them. They must be lashing out at each other now for a reason.”

“They’re animals,” Prince Chadrech said. “You shouldn’t be surprised when they act according to their nature.”

“This isn’t their nature,” Selivia snapped. Latch nudged her under the table, warning her to moderate her tone. She drew a deep breath. “They’re not just beasts. They’re intelligent individuals with the ability to make their own decisions. There’s a reason behind what happened today. We just need help finding it. Please, allow us to make this trip.”

Queen Rochelle studied her across the table, sipping thoughtfully from a fine clay cup. Chadrech examined his fingernails as if they were the most interesting things in the room. Selivia tried not to fidget. What if the queen never let her leave Sharoth again? Their alliance was important, but Selivia couldn’t stand being trapped here forever.

At last, the queen set down her cup with a decisive thud, and Selivia knew the answer would be no. But before the queen could speak, a knock came at the dining chamber door.

The queen’s steward, Piersha, glided into the room and spoke quietly to Queen Rochelle, then she beckoned to someone waiting in the corridor. A Soolen woman in her thirties entered, wearing soaking-wet traveling clothes. The rain never let up for long these days.

“Your Excellency, please forgive my state,” the messenger said. “I have urgent news from the coast.” She looked at the queen’s guests uncertainly.

“You may speak freely here,” Queen Rochelle said.

“Yes, Your Excellency.” The messenger bobbed her head, flinging water onto the pale-rose tiles. “There has been an attack three days’ ride to the east. Two large birds set upon a fishing boat and killed one of the fishermen.”

Chadrech sat upright, dropping his chair legs onto the floor with a thud. “Birds?”

“Aye,” the messenger said. “I didn’t see them myself, but I hear they had wingspans as long as a man is tall, and their feathers were gray with flecks of white.”

“Thunderbirds,” Latch said softly.

Selivia shuddered. She remembered the creatures all too well, with their flashing, intelligent eyes and their cruel talons dripping with blood.

“You say these creatures were off the coast of the peninsula?” Chadrech said. “Not on the East Isles?”

“That’s correct, Your Excellency,” the messenger said. “The fishermen came from Coral Harbor.”

If Selivia remembered her Soolen geography correctly, Coral Harbor was a small village on the mainland just north of Thunderbird Island.

“Thank you,” Queen Rochelle said. “You may go.”

The messenger departed, leaving a trail of rainwater on the floor tiles. The queen turned to her guests. “So. The thunderbirds have left Thunderbird Island. That is where these attacks came from, correct?”

“There are a handful of thunderbird colonies in other places,” Chadrech said. “They could be a different group than the ones who killed my men.” He didn’t sound convinced. In fact, he looked ill, and his hands shook on the table. He’d seen the worst the thunderbirds could do.

To Selivia’s surprise, guilt surged through her for her uncharitable thoughts about the Crown Prince. She was sorry for what he and his men had endured in that horrid place—especially because it had been Latch’s doing.

“It’s no coincidence,” Queen Rochelle said. “The creatures never attacked humans before all this began. What say you, Lord Latch?”

Latch grimaced. “Both the thunderbirds and the Cindral dragons were exposed to a great deal of Lightning. I suspect these incidents are connected. I don’t know if it’s an injury or if the substance is still active, though.” He paused. “I can’t feel it anymore.”

Queen Rochelle studied him closely for a moment. “Your journey to Cindral Forest is well timed,” she said at last, “if the Cindral Folk do indeed have answers.”

Selivia sat forward. “We can go?”

“You may go,” Queen Rochelle said, “providing Queen Dara remains here. Someone must uphold our bargain.”

“Oh yes,” Selivia said quickly. “She’s not leaving until the job is done.”

She didn’t envy Dara bearing the brunt of the queen’s attention until Siv and Vine returned. She’d be going for runs three times a day before long. Dara was better with direct challenges than the subtle art of maintaining complicated relationships. Once, Selivia had thought charming influential acquaintances was one of her strengths, but Queen Rochelle and her son put her competence to the test.

“Don’t delay your departure,” Queen Rochelle said, as if she hadn’t been about to deny them permission to leave in the first place. “I expect a full report on everything you learn from the Cindral Folk.”

“Yes, Your Excellency,” Latch said. “We’re honored to serve you.”

Selivia echoed the sentiment, putting on her most agreeable smile. This could get them back in the queen’s good graces. Selivia would be a Soolen resident for the rest of her life, and she needed to make the arrangement tolerable.

Despite this positive development, the messenger’s report worried her. The thunderbirds were leaving their island, and the dragons were attacking one another. If the Lightning was truly causing all this, their effort to contain the substance might already be too late.
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The weather still hadn’t calmed when Tamri arrived in the palace courtyard the next morning. She wore a plain brown tunic and boots, and she’d donned the black-and-white-striped scarf Kay had given her to protect her from the chill wind. The sky was the gray of ram’s wool, coarse and heavy, and a steady downpour had flooded the courtyard overnight. The stewards worked diligently to drain the walkways, but the water just kept coming.

Tamri had slept poorly thanks to the rain hammering her window and her worries about Laini. Despite her Watermight healing, the sea-green dragon couldn’t fly with her injured wing. Leaving her behind felt like an unlucky start to the journey.

Tamri considered cancelling the trip entirely when she saw the substitute Heath had chosen to carry her to Pendark.

“Rook,” she said flatly. “You want me to ride Rook.”

The scarlet dragon glowered at her, lashing his tail and splashing muddy water on a passing steward.

“He’s strong enough to handle the stormy weather,” Heath said as he adjusted the leather straps crisscrossing the dark-red scales on Rook’s powerful chest and tightened the girth straps under his scarlet wings and belly. The harness would hold Tamri’s travel pack in place and give her something to grab during what was sure to be a bumpy flight. “And he hasn’t shown a hint of aggression.”

Rook caught Tamri’s eye and gave a low growl.

She edged back a step. “Are you sure about that aggression thing?”

“He’s always like that,” Heath said.

“Great,” Tamri muttered. “This is going to be fun.”

Rook flicked his scarlet wings at her in a gesture that was probably meant as an insult. The dragons had their own way of communicating with humans, but Tamri and Rook hadn’t talked much since she tried to steal Watermight from him back in Pendark—and sort of accidentally kidnapped him in the process.

Boru waited patiently beside Rook, rainwater shimmering on his beetle-blue scales and snow-white wings. He gazed at Tamri and the red dragon with his soulful, jet-black eyes, as if he, too, found Heath’s choice perplexing. Tamri walked over to offer him a sweet roll she’d stolen from the kitchens. Boru accepted the roll courteously and pressed his nose to her cheek, his meaty breath ruffling her hair. Tamri had more sweet rolls stashed in her pockets, but she didn’t give one to Rook.

Heath finished with the harness and turned his full attention to Tamri. He’d cleaned the dragon blood from his coat, and he looked neat and tidy despite the rain.

“I have something for you.” Heath pulled a slim metal stick about the length of his forearm from his pocket. A sphere of Fire glowed at the end, like a more delicate version of his Fire cudgel. “You can use this to signal me in flight.”

Tamri took the Firestick, warmth spreading through her fingers from the magical substance solidified within it. There was a raised design on the end, a glowing golden dragonfly.

Tamri drew in a breath. “Where did you get this?”

“I asked Queen Dara to make it,” Heath said. “You wear that pewter dragonfly in your hair sometimes.” He scuffed his boots in the wet gravel and cleared his throat gruffly. “If you don’t like it—”

“I love it.” Tamri showed him her oilskin travel pack, where she’d secured the pewter pin that morning. “That dragonfly is my grandmother’s.”

“Oh. Well, good.” Heath grinned, as pleased as a boy who’d just caught his first krellfish. “Do you remember all the signals?”

“Uh . . . maybe?”

“But we need those to communicate while we’re flying,” he said worriedly. “They’re very—”

“I know, I know. Very important. Here’s the one for danger.” Tamri brandished the Firestick, and light blazed between them, pushing back the morning gloom. “And this one means . . . uh . . . fly lower.”

“Descend.”

“Right. And this one . . .”

Tamri demonstrated all the communication signals she remembered from her first dragon journey. Danger. Descend. Steady on. Scouting ahead. Heath corrected her movements and taught her additional signals specific to a flight over open water. They wouldn’t be able to hear each over the howling wind.

By the time they finished, the rain wasn’t falling quite as heavily. The dragons huffed and snorted, eager to be on their way.

“Are you sure I can’t ride Boru?” Tamri asked as Heath attached his own travel pack to the beetle-blue and white dragon’s harness.

“He’s particular,” Heath said. “You and Rook will be fine. I have faith in you.”

“Doesn’t mean I deserve it,” Tamri muttered.

Heath blinked, and Tamri wished she hadn’t said anything. He didn’t need reminding of how she’d betrayed his faith in her before. She’d spied on the Vertigonians for months on King Khrillin’s orders, and now that they were flying back to Khrillin’s realm, Heath had to be wondering whether she’d consider returning to his service, Watermight oath or no Watermight oath. After all, he’d chosen the one dragon least likely to let her escape.

“I want to make progress before the rain picks up again,” Heath said. “Go ahead and mount.”

Tamri pivoted the Firestick, forming the Ready symbol. She was as ready as she’d ever be.

She took a deep breath, wrapped her scarf a little tighter around her neck, and approached the red dragon. Rook was larger than Laini, with sharper teeth and a worse personality. The crest of scarlet feathers on his head rose warningly as she drew near.

“Please don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

Rook stared at her, his bronze eyes reflecting the light from her Firestick. She tried not to think about how terrifying their first flight had been as she reached for the harness.

Suddenly, Rook sneezed. Tamri leapt back in surprise, raising the dragonfly Firestick defensively. But she couldn’t keep her balance on the slick ground. Her feet flew out from under her, and she fell, landing squarely in the middle of a puddle.

Rook chortled—and not in a friendly way. Tamri gritted her teeth and picked herself up out of the mud. She refused to let him bully her. She marched to his side and seized the harness.

“Hold still, you big—”

Rook shuffled backward, dragging Tamri off her feet. She clung to the harness, boots filling with sludge as he hauled her across the courtyard.

“Stop!”

Rook stopped going backward and switched to sidestepping then rocking on his haunches, making it impossible for Tamri to get her feet under her.

“Don’t do that, you—” Scarlet feathers swept across her face, making her nose itch and sticking to her tongue. She spluttered and coughed. The harness cut into her hands. More mud clumped in her boots.

Rook wheezed, finding the whole thing terribly funny. Tamri would show him something funny. But he wouldn’t stand still long enough for her to haul herself up. He started toward a particularly deep and muddy puddle, cackling madly.

“Rook!” Heath’s sharp voice cut through their antagonistic little dance. “Behave.”

Rook stopped dragging Tamri around the courtyard and shot a petulant look at Heath. Tamri was surprised he wasn’t sticking out his tongue. Heath made a signal Tamri didn’t know, and Rook hunkered down with an insolent huff.

As soon he settled onto his belly, Tamri scrambled onto his back as fast as she could, accidently pulling a few feathers loose in the process. Rook squawked and shook his wings, sending water droplets flying into Tamri’s eyes.

“It’s your own fault,” she hissed. “Now hold still.”

When she was finally astride behind his wings, she hooked one hand tightly around the harness and pulled off her boots to empty out the muck. Instead of putting the boots back on, she wedged them under her travel pack and tied them to the harness by the laces. She could get a better grip on Rook with bare feet, anyway. She was going to need it.

She curled her toes, getting the eerie sensation that she was reverting to the barefoot, grubby urchin she’d been when she left Pendark. But Tamri was not the same girl anymore. She’d faced deadly challenges and learned a lot in the world beyond her birth city. She intended to use every bit of that experience to save Gramma Teall.

“Are you and Rook okay?” Heath asked. “If this isn’t going to work—”

“We’re fine.” Tamri wouldn’t let this big red bully get the better of her. She hated being pushed around. “Let’s get going.”

Heath frowned, but he went to mount Boru without questioning her further. Boru bowed his head regally for his rider, looking especially dignified with his silky white wings and not a speck of mud in sight. Rook made a rude gurgling sound in his direction.

“Wait! Don’t leave yet!”

Princess Selivia darted into the courtyard. She wore long, flowing trousers, which she hiked up out of the mud, and her hair was pulled into a knot on her head. Lord Latch followed more slowly behind her, still a little unsteady on his feet.

“We have a gift to help you on your journey,” Selivia said, skidding to a halt between the two dragons.

“You don’t need to give me anything,” Tamri said. “You’ve already—”

“I insist,” Selivia said. “It’s the least we can do after you saved Latch.”

Lord Latch caught up with her, slightly out of breath. A silvery glow showed beneath his fingernails, and silver-white film covered his brown eyes. He was carrying Watermight—quite a lot, Tamri judged by the thrumming of her senses.

Selivia gave a triumphant flourish. “Here’s your gift, Tamri.”

Latch raised his hands as if offering a blessing, and Watermight spooled out of his palms in a thick current. The magical substance flowed like starlight, cold and brilliant and ethereal, casting shadows on Latch’s hollow cheeks and making Selivia’s eyes dance.

Tamri’s mouth dropped open. The stream of magic just kept coming. That must be all the Watermight Latch could hold at one time, a stunningly expensive quantity.

Latch guided the twin streams toward the dragons, and Boru and Rook lapped it up, accustomed to transporting the liquid power. It wasn’t enough Watermight to slow the large creatures, but it would help immeasurably in Pendark. Watermight was currency and weapon in one there. Tamri wasn’t sure which she’d need more.

“It’s too much,” she said when the dragons swallowed the last of the power. “Thank you, Sel.”

“Don’t thank me!” Selivia said. “This was Latch’s idea.”

The Soolen lord approached Rook’s side and looked up at Tamri gravely. Despite his obvious fatigue, he seemed healthier than he had yesterday, less gaunt.

“I owe you my thanks, Tamri of Pendark.” Latch patted Rook’s neck. The red dragon didn’t seem to mind him. “This isn’t enough to repay you fully for my life and freedom, but please know you’ll always have a friend in House Brach.” He glanced at Selivia, who’d gone over to speak to Heath, and smiled. “Two friends.”

Tamri raked her fingers through her hair, embarrassed at the praise. “Thank you, uh, my lord.”

“Take care with King Khrillin,” Latch said. “He doesn’t let go easily. Don’t let him learn of the strength you’ve developed. He will try to use it for his own ends.” Latch grimaced. “I have personal experience in the matter. It’s best if he thinks you’re less skilled and knowledgeable than you are.”

“I’ll remember that,” Tamri said.

“Good.”

Selivia skipped over to join them, tucking a letter Heath had given her into her pocket. “Farewell, Tamri. And hurry back! I’m excited to meet Gramma Teall.”

“She’ll love that.” Tamri smiled at the princess, but worry twanged in her chest. She’d told Gramma Teall all about Princess Selivia the day they met. Would she remember any of it?

Tamri would find out soon enough. First, she had to reach Pendark. There was a decent chance Rook would drop her into the sea before they made it five miles.

The red dragon snorted, as if he could read her thoughts, and twisted his head to look at her. She bared her teeth. She might be afraid, but she wasn’t going to admit it to him.

Heath raised his Fire cudgel, and Selivia and Latch stepped back to give them room. Then Boru took three graceful leaps and soared into the air. He glided once around the pale stone walls overlooking the courtyard, the sweep of his wings sending ripples across the puddles, then he rose into the steely clouds.

Not waiting for Tamri’s command, Rook gathered his muscular legs beneath him, raised his scarlet wings, and bounded into the air after Boru with much less grace. The rush of flight swooped through Tamri’s body, and her senses reeled, stomach sinking, blood racing, heart throbbing in exhilaration. Rook’s wings pulsed around her, carrying her higher.

The wind blew harder as they ascended, the electric feeling of a storm filling the air. The courtyard below was a clouded mirror, more water than earth. Tamri got one last glimpse of Selivia and Latch’s upturned faces before Rook soared over the palace roof and circled the high white-stone walls. The palace guards pointed and stared, still awed by the magnificent creatures no matter how many dragons they’d seen.

As Rook and Tamri completed their circuit, Boru and Heath fell in beside them. Heath waved his cudgel in the signal that meant Stay low, then he and Boru started across the city, which sprawled down a gradual slope toward the sea.

Rook followed eagerly, skimming over the peaked roof of the royal archive almost close enough for Tamri to touch the red tiles. She thought of the book she hadn’t managed to swipe for Gramma Teall and the workroom where Dara and the scholars were tackling the Lightning problem. Hopefully they would figure out how to keep it from ensnaring anyone else by the time Tamri returned. She’d miss being part of the solution, but it was a relief to be flying away from the Lightning’s eerie pull. It couldn’t get to her in Pendark.

They soared over the rooftops of Sharoth and headed down toward the circular harbor, the buildings becoming denser as they got farther from the palace. They passed a row of watchtowers with flat stone tops that appeared at regular intervals along the waterfront like tall, blunt teeth. Tamri glimpsed faces at their windows and waved farewell, happy to be leaving the unfriendly Soolens behind.

As if catching her mood, Rook glided lower over the ships in the harbor, taunting the sailors in their riggings, reveling in the freedom of flight. He let out a jubilant roar, his whole body vibrating beneath Tamri’s legs. Shouts of surprise rose on the wind. Then they were climbing again, soaring out over the billowing sea.

The dragons picked up speed as they left the city behind, eager to fly after their long rest. Or perhaps they wanted to get farther from the magical infection spreading among their compatriots.

Tamri looked back only once, just making out the lumpy outlines of the East Isles. Thunderbird Island itself was much too far away to see. But she felt it, a looming presence at the edge of her mind. It was almost as if the Lightning was calling to her, summoning her back.

Well, Tamri had never liked following orders, and she no longer had a magical bond on her neck. She would decide her own fate.
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Selivia and Latch departed for Cindral Forest the day after Heath and Tamri left for Pendark. Selivia would have liked to give Latch a few more days to build up his strength, but Heath’s list of the Cindral dragons’ aggressive behaviors convinced her they couldn’t afford to wait.

In addition to describing Althor’s attack on Laini in careful detail, Heath’s letter told of the dragons scratching restlessly at their shelter at all hours, refusing to perform their normal exercises, and stealing cuts of meat from each other, as if they suddenly believed there wasn’t enough food, even though Heath had always pampered them. He included an inventory of scratches and torn feathers he’d noticed on the dragons, evidence that they’d been tussling when he wasn’t nearby. Cindral dragons squabbled occasionally, but this was something else altogether.

Selivia could sense Heath’s concern through the ink and parchment, and the sheer quantity of issues alarmed her. Fingers of unease tapped along her spine, urging her not to delay. Then, as she was packing her leather satchel for the trip, a report arrived of a second thunderbird attack farther down the coast. Two massive birds had swooped down upon a group of miners walking home to their village and attempted to peck out their eyeballs. The miners defended themselves with pickaxes and shovels, and no one was killed, but two attacks suggested a pattern.

They needed answers from the people who knew the creatures of the southern lands better than anyone else. So it was with a renewed sense of urgency that Selivia and Latch climbed onto Mav and set out for Cindral Forest.

She watched for signs of aggression in the true dragon, but Mav was no more belligerent than usual. Three times bigger than most Cindral dragons, Mav had scales of dark green, vast leathery black wings, like a bat’s, and glittering cobalt eyes. A crown of black spines rose from his head, and his body blistered with inner Fire. In short, he was a terrifying monster—and Selivia loved him dearly.

Their flight from Sharoth was an exhilarating, furious, magnificent ride. Mav swooped and dove and barrel-rolled through the air, making Selivia’s heart tumble through her body and Latch clutch her waist tight enough to hurt.

Cindral Forest was located north of the Granite River, a four-day journey from Sharoth. They flew over rocky mountains, red-sand deserts, and scrubby hills pockmarked with mines. The weather improved the farther they got from the coast, and Latch got stronger every day. Selivia enjoyed having time alone with him to get reacquainted. Well, mostly alone. The enormous true dragon made it difficult for them to have any real privacy. But Mav helped them hunt for scurrying desert creatures to supplement their meals of dried fish, bread, and cheese and contributed his Fire to their campfires at night.

On the fourth day after leaving Sharoth, they stayed in the village of Mirror Wells, where Latch’s family’s Watermight vent was located. The next day, they crossed the Soolen border and soared over the canopy of Cindral Forest itself.

The vast woodland was dark and mysterious at ground level, a place of secretive people and furtive, near-mythical creatures. But vibrant flowers topped the green canopy, even in the depths of winter. The colorful blooms made it feel as if they were flying over a vast garden, the occasional clearing providing the only hints that another world awaited them on the forest floor.

The subtle curves of little rivers guided them across the sprawling forest. Precious few roads penetrated the thick undergrowth. Even the fastest Truren horses wouldn’t make good time here. The reclusive Cindral Folk preferred it that way.

They had become warier than ever since the war. Six years ago, the Cindral Folk had refused to let Latch’s father use their dragons for his invasion of Trure. He’d marched on the forest to take the creatures by force. After the conflict ended, the Cindral Folk withdrew into the wood, allowing the brush to grow wild over their roads and avoiding contact except for necessary trade. Latch and the surviving Brach family members were trying to salvage the relationship, but the Cindral Folk wouldn’t trust again lightly.

Fortunately, Selivia had friends among them, including an ally whose ties with her family were stronger than iron. This friend would know who to talk to about the dragons’ behavior—if they could find him.

“We’re almost there, Mav.” She leaned into the wind to call to the dragon. “Head for that large tree with the vermilion flowers.”

Mav spread his leathery wings wide and soared down toward the spot.

“Are you sure Berg will be there?” Latch asked, putting his chin on Selivia’s shoulder so she could hear him.

“That’s where his sister lives,” Selivia called. “Either she’ll help us herself, or she’ll know where to find him.”

Mav reached the vermilion-decked tree, which was taller than the ones around it, and circled it until he came upon a dark shadow indicating a space relatively free of branches. Mav dove for the gap like a fishing bird targeting an eel.

Branches lashed at Selivia’s face as they descended sharply. Mav seemed to be trying to take half the tree down with him. She leaned back, Latch holding her tight around the waist, and laughed at the heady mix of delight and terror.

The forest floor raced to meet them. At the last possible moment, Mav spread his wings, slowing just in time, and landed with a jarring thud.

“Well, that was terrifying,” Latch said.

Selivia laughed. “Wait until you try it without a safety harness.”

The clearing was larger than it looked from above the canopy. Dried needles and dead leaves littered the forest floor. The tree marking the spot had a skirt of branches arranged at the base. Mud packed the gaps between the branches, and a sturdy door was set into the side, low enough to suggest that part of the structure was built underground. Similar dwellings appeared among the roots of all the trees ringing the clearing. Some were little more than doorways into the earth, while others looked like houses with trees sprouting from their roofs. Lights glowed in the windows of many of the dwellings. Even in the daytime, darkness cloaked the depths of Cindral Forest.

Selivia slid off Mav’s back as people emerged from the shadows and appeared at the windows. The Cindral Folk wore clothes in earth tones—green and brown and ash-bark gray—to blend into the woods. The men kept their facial hair long and carefully combed, and the women wore intricate flowers in their braids. No one smiled.

Mav grumbled deep in his chest and scratched at the dirt. Selivia patted his snout, soothing both their nerves, and searched the cautious faces for one she recognized. The Cindral Folk were one of just two peoples on the continent who didn’t speak a form of the common language. The Far Plainsfolk also used a unique language, which Selivia spoke rather well, but her Cindraltongue needed work.

Before she could embarrass herself with a stilted greeting, a middle-aged woman hurried up a nearby footpath, holding her skirts out of the way of her soft brown boots. She was short and squarish, with sad eyes and a kind smile.

“Princess Selivia,” she cried with just a hint of a Cindral accent. “You are most welcome here.”

“Belna!” Selivia said.

They embraced. Belna smelled of fresh-baked bread and cedar, reminding Selivia of cozy visits to her home beneath the trees.

“It has been too long.” Selivia gestured Latch forward. “Do you remember Latch Brach?”

Murmurs scurried through the other Cindral Folk at the mention of the Brach name.

Belna hesitated a second before clasping Latch’s hands warmly between hers. “You are welcome here, too, Lord Latch.”

“Thank you, madame,” Latch said.

Mav huffed indignantly, his hot breath stirring their clothes and sending the dried leaves swirling.

“I am not forgetting you.” Belna greeted Mav by touching her forehead to his snout formally then patted his neck, making him gurgle with pleasure.

“We did not expect you to visit our woods so soon,” Belna said to Selivia. “How are the preparations for your wedding?”

“Oh, right. The wedding.” Selivia and Latch were supposed to wed that spring at a grand feast attended by all their friends and allies. Recent events had entirely supplanted wedding planning in her mind. “We’ve had some trouble in Soole. I’m not sure the wedding will happen on schedule.”

Latch shifted at that, but he didn’t contradict her.

“Oh dear,” Belna said. “This trouble brings you to us?”

Selivia nodded. “The Cindral dragons are behaving strangely. We’re seeking advice about what could be causing it. Can you help?”

“I must discuss this with my colleagues.” Belna tucked a strand of graying hair behind her ear nervously. “Some are . . . unhappy that so many of our dragons now live outside the forest. They may not wish to share more of our knowledge.” Her gaze flitted to Latch, and the implication was clear. They wouldn’t want to share more of their knowledge with a Brach.

“It’s urgent,” Selivia said. “Lives could be in danger.”

“This may be so,” Belna said. “But it will take time.”

“But—”

“Time and patience, Princess,” Belna said.

Selivia swallowed her retort and forced a smile. The Cindral Folk had every reason for caution, but they needed answers.

“What about Berg?” she asked. “Is he here?”

Belna’s mouth tightened. “My brother is causing trouble of his own sort. Come.”

They left Mav in the clearing as the other Cindral Folk moved in to offer him greetings and refreshment. Their wariness of outsiders wouldn’t stop them from welcoming a real live true dragon. Mav settled on his belly and began chomping happily on the fruits and pies they brought him.

Selivia and Latch followed Belna down a path thick with undergrowth. Ferns scratched at Selivia’s ankles, and she had to push aside branches to keep up with the shorter woman. She probably wouldn’t have noticed the path if she’d crossed it on her own. Birds sang in the trees, and the earthy aroma of the forest welcomed her in. The whole place was alive with rustles and scratches and unseen creatures.

“Can I ask what’s wrong with Berg?” Latch called as he tramped through the brush behind them.

Belna sighed. “He is spending so much time in Vertigon that it is hard for him to be here now.” Her accent thickened, betraying her worries. “He returned to find peace after his wanderings, but it is not so easy for him as he hoped.”

“You said he has been causing trouble?” Selivia said.

“Aye. This forest is not one for fighting. It should always be so, but Berg does not know how to give up his sword.”

Selivia stumbled over a root snaking across the path. “He’s been getting in fights?”

“No, not fighting like this.” Belna tugged irritably at her skirt. “I will show you.”

Selivia felt a little queasy at the thought of something being wrong with Berg. He had saved her siblings’ lives more than once, and he was deeply important to her family. She hated the idea that he hadn’t found the peace he’d been seeking when he left Vertigon to return to his homeland. But what kind of trouble could he get into here? She had a brief vision of a drunken Berg tumbling out of a tree-root tavern, big fists swinging. It couldn’t be that bad, could it?

At last, Belna stopped and tugged a screen of branches aside, revealing another clearing. A patch of sunlight shone on the center, where Berg, a man in his early sixties with big square shoulders, close-cropped hair, and a bit of a gut was marching back and forth in front of a group of small children.

“You are not showing the discipline,” he said in a gruff voice. “You must rise each morning early and show you are serious.”

A young boy of about nine raised his hand. “But Berg—”

“Coach!” Berg barked. “You will call me Coach when we are training.”

“Yes, Coach Berg,” the boy said quickly. “I thought this was a sport.”

“Sport is serious business,” Berg growled. “You are not children now. You are athletes.”

The boy muttered something under his breath, poking at the ground with a straight stick—clearly a stand-in for a dueling rapier. All the children were armed with similar sticks, and the variation in size and polish suggested they’d cut the makeshift weapons themselves. Berg was the only one with a real sword, which he whipped through the air to emphasize his words.

“We will do the footwork exercise again,” he said. “This time two times as fast.”

The boy started to grumble until a sharp look from Berg made him think better of it.

“Now. On your guard.”

The children fell into a motley line, raising their sticks to a guard position.

“Ready? Advance!”

The children started across the clearing, their steps inexpert but enthusiastic. Berg moved along the line, correcting their form and offering encouragement in his gruff and vaguely terrifying manner. Most of the students looked under the age of ten, but Berg wasn’t letting that hold them back. He had spent years as one of the best dueling coaches in Vertigon. He appeared to be single-handedly trying to bring the sport to life in his native Cindral Forest. Selivia fought a smile, relieved that this was the fighting Belna was so concerned about.

“Retreat!”

The children reversed, some tripping over their soft boots.

“Faster! Now advance. All together.”

Half the children started forward, while several went backward another few steps before noticing what was happening.

“You are needing focus,” Berg said. “Retreat! Advance! Keep your hands steady and—”

Abruptly, Berg caught sight of Selivia, Latch, and Belna waiting at the edge of the clearing.

“You will keep doing this exercise, ten times across the clearing,” he said to the students. “When you are finished, do thirty lunges each. They must be perfect.”

“Yes, Coach Berg,” the children chorused.

Berg harrumphed then marched over to greet Selivia and the others. He looked and sounded like a mountain bear, but he was quick and nimble when he needed to be, and he had an enormous heart beneath his forbidding exterior.

“I was not expecting you here so soon, Princess,” Berg said. “Is your family well?”

“They are,” Selivia said. “Dara is in Sharoth now, and Siv will be back soon.”

As briefly as possible, she explained the events that had brought her family south so far ahead of schedule. Berg’s face became grimmer by the second as she described what had happened at Thunderbird Island and their subsequent concerns about the dragons’ aggression. She also told him about the worrisome reports of thunderbirds wreaking havoc near the coast.

“We think the Lightning is responsible, but we’re not sure how,” Selivia said. “Or how to stop it. We need the knowledge of the Cindral Folk.”

“This is no small problem.” Berg frowned at Latch. “New magics are not a thing to take lightly.”

“We’re past that point, unfortunately,” Latch said. “I take responsibility for awakening this threat. I thought I was being careful.”

Selivia frowned. Something about Latch’s words snagged at her senses. Awakening this threat. Why did that phrase make her feel she was missing a key detail? He had opened the Lightning chasm and allowed the substance to spread. Was that the same thing as awakening it? And if so, why did it feel so significant?

“Right now, we want to focus on fixing the problem,” Selivia said. “And we need to know how the dragons’ behavior is related. We were hoping you and Belna could convince the dragon keepers to help us.”

“We will be seeing about that,” Berg said slowly. “Take your rest now, and I will speak to my countrymen. Some are not so cross with me that they will not listen.”

“Why are they cross with you?” Selivia asked.

“I am bringing knowledge of the sword to our forest,” Berg said. “They are not understanding that it is a sport that is not only used for killing. They fear I am bringing my violence here.”

Belna coughed and brushed a few twigs from her skirt. “They are not so wrong.”

Sadness crossed Berg’s face at his sister’s words.

“Maybe it’s time you returned to Vertigon,” Selivia said, striving for a bright tone. “Dara and Siv miss you.”

“Perhaps,” Berg said. “I am missing your family, too, but I am not so ready to give up on my home yet. And I fear they may need knowledge of the sword again one day.”

“I hope that will never be necessary,” Latch said fervently.

Berg studied him, his gruff face unreadable. “We will be seeing, Lord Brach,” he said. “But I am making them ready anyway.”

Selivia looked at the children, now in the midst of their thirty lunges. It wouldn’t be the first time Berg’s sport-dueling students would need to learn the ways of war. But the trouble creeping their way this time had nothing to do with swords or steel.
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Tamri and Rook were not getting along. She’d hoped they might bond on the way to Pendark, building camaraderie amidst the rigors of travel. Instead, with every day they spent flying over the sea, fighting through squalling wind and driving rain, they resented each other more.

The red dragon had decided it was well worth using up extra energy to make Tamri uncomfortable.

“Just stay upright for one mile, won’t you?” she begged as Rook came out of yet another flip that left her organs spinning.

She’d tied herself to the harness after Rook dumped her in the sea on their first day of travel. She could swim, but it hadn’t been pleasant to ride for hours afterward drenched in saltwater. She stayed firmly tethered at all times now, still clinging reflexively to the harness every time Rook demonstrated his acrobatics. Riding like this left her feeling exhausted and sore at the end of each day.

The sea wind howled over them, chilling Tamri’s ears and fingers. She eased her grip on the leather harness and flexed her blistered hands, attempting to get the blood flowing. She wore her striped scarf around her face at all times, little protection against the endless rain that soaked her clothes and made Rook’s scaled back slick. At least she no longer felt the twanging, insistent tug of the Lightning. It hadn’t spread as quickly as the dragons could fly.

Abruptly, she felt the surge and dip in Rook’s wings that meant he was going for another barrel roll.

“Not again.”

She seized the harness just in time. Rook crowed and swooped into a front flip, his wing tips skimming the sea swells. Tamri nearly lost her last hardtack meal as her stomach tried to squish into her lungs. The world blurred around her.

Then Rook came upright again, and the sea spread broad and sapphire beneath his scarlet wings. It was amazing how different the ocean looked depending on how much sunlight struggled through the clouds and how much wind and rain dappled its surface. Sometimes it was a dark, obsidian mirror. Other times it was blue fire, dancing and raging and spitting. Today it was a rolling plain, disturbed by occasional jewel-bright splashes and white froth.

A flash of gold caught Tamri’s eye. Heath was gesturing at her from Boru’s back, asking if she was all right. She waved, lacking the energy to pull the dragonfly Firestick from her pack for a more coherent message. She would need a week of sleep to recover from a few days with Rook.

Heath gestured with the Fire cudgel again, signaling something more complicated than the usual check in. She wiped her eyes on her scarf and focused on the motions.

Halt ahead, Heath signaled. Go left. Descend.

“Descend where?” Tamri squinted through the drizzle. They had camped on desolate rocks and friendly trade ships whenever they could find them throughout their journey. The dragons could rest and even sleep while floating on the waves, but they risked being pulled far off course by the current.

It was a little early to be stopping, anyway. The sun was only halfway to the dark storm clouds on the horizon, and no rocks or ships interrupted the swells that Tamri could see. She wondered if she’d misunderstood Heath’s signals. Not for the first time since their departure, she wished they were riding a single dragon together.

Abruptly, the low, dark clouds in the distance took on new meaning. They had a brownish tint rather than the relentless blue-gray she’d been staring at for days. They weren’t clouds at all. A coastline had appeared on the horizon. Pure relief rushed through her. We made it.

Rook picked up his pace, as eager as she was to reach land. He followed Boru toward the coast, bearing to the left, and didn’t even try to toss her into the waves for once. Tamri relaxed her grip on the harness as her homeland grew large before them. Her heart pulsed with a dizzying combination of joy and dread.

The eastern Pendarkan landscape consisted of scrubby, sparsely populated lowlands dotted with olive groves. The dragons flew over a deserted beach of tan-and-black pebbles and descended toward a grove that would provide a little shelter from the fitful rain.

Boru alighted in a clearing between the olive trees, his elegant wings settling around him like gentle snowfall. Rook landed beside him with a grunt, knocking over two young olive trees and scaring a flock of birds into the sky.

Tamri untied herself from the harness and scrambled off Rook’s back as fast as her aching muscles would allow. She staggered away from the dragon, grateful to have land under her again, and braced herself against a tree trunk, taking in deep breaths of loam-and-olive-scented air.

“I don’t think I could take much more of that,” she said.

Rook snapped his jaws and bashed her with his wing.

“What?”

He flicked her with his wing again and shuffled his shoulders, drawing attention to the harness and travel pack with an insistent whine.

“I’ll get them in a second, you spoiled gutterbird. Let me get my feet under me.” She began stretching out her limbs and combing her fingers through the seaweed tangle her hair had become.

Rook gave a huff and marched over to where Heath had dismounted Boru with much more grace than Tamri had managed. The red dragon chattered and complained as if Tamri had personally insulted every one of his feathers.

“Be patient, Rook,” Heath said. “We’ve all had a rough journey.”

Heath didn’t look nearly as tired as Tamri felt. He removed his pack from Boru’s back and began rubbing down the beetle-blue dragon’s joints with his usual careful attention. Tamri sighed and followed his example, even though she just wanted to collapse beneath the olive trees. Rook accepted her ministrations with bad grace.

The olive grove had a whispery sort of peace after the constant roar of the sea, and the ground beneath the branches was relatively dry. They might actually get a proper night’s rest. Tamri’s eyes drooped just thinking about it, until a snap of Rook’s jaws brought her attention back to her task.

“We should reach the city tomorrow afternoon,” Heath said as he examined Boru’s wings for signs of muscle strain. “Do you know where to go first?”

“Pel claimed Gramma Teall is in a Jewel District care home,” Tamri said. “I thought I’d start with her house in case her neighbor, Saul, knows where the place is. If that doesn’t work, I could try following Gyra. She’s the one who took Gramma Teall away.”

“Wasn’t Pel your friend?”

“Sort of.”

Heath glanced over at her. “Do you trust him enough to ask him for help?”

“No.” Tamri didn’t even need to think it over. “He’d sell me out. Again.”

She’d been considering her strategy whenever she wasn’t focused on Rook’s efforts to unseat her. She still wasn’t certain whether or not King Khrillin knew she’d broken the Watermight oath. If he didn’t, Gramma Teall should still be in the care home. If he knew, it might already be too late.

“I should go into the city by myself to scout out the situation,” Tamri said. “Boru and Rook will draw too much attention.”

Heath didn’t answer at first. He finished with Boru and knelt on a dry patch of land to unload damp packets of food from his travel pack.

“I suppose you’ll want to take the Watermight Lord Latch gave you,” he said after a moment, his voice carefully neutral.

“It’s enough to buy information,” Tamri said. “Khrillin’s people are afraid of him, but they’re not too loyal for bribery.”

“There would probably be enough left over to support you two for a while,” Heath said. “If that’s what you wanted.”

Tamri realized what he was getting at. She squatted on her heels beside him. “I’m not planning to run off with the Watermight after I find her, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“I’m not implying anything.” Heath looked up at her. “But I wouldn’t blame you for making that choice. I just hope you’d go off on your own rather than joining Khrillin.”

“I don’t want anything to do with Khrillin,” Tamri said fiercely. “If you think I’m going to betray you the minute I’m back in Pendark—”

“I don’t think that.” Heath returned his attention to the food packets, rearranging them on the ground as if searching for clarity. “I’m trying to say I’d understand. And I hope you’ll be free of him even if you don’t come back with us.”

“Oh. I see.” Tamri tucked her still-tangled hair behind her ears. “I do want to go back with you.”

“Oh.” Heath’s cheeks reddened. “Okay. That’s . . . that’s good.”

Tamri wondered if he’d been worrying about this ever since they left Sharoth, contemplating whether she was planning to slip away for good. The difficult conditions as they crossed the sea had made it hard to talk.

Heath fell silent, concentrating more intensely than ever on organizing the food. Tamri left him to it and went to gather kindling for a campfire. Most of the branches scattered on the rocky ground were green and damp, and it took a while to find enough for a decent fire. She collected ripe olives to eat and offered some to Rook and Boru, who were stretched out on their bellies to rest. Boru accepted politely. Rook took an olive and spit it at the nearest tree trunk.

Heath got the fire going despite the poor materials, and Tamri sat down across from him as he fed olive branches to the sputtering flame. He appeared deep in thought. The curtain of night wrapped around them, and silence descended over their camp. The olive trees swayed in a gentle wind, revealing hints of the black sky. Tamri had never been to this coast in her seventeen years living in Pendark. It smelled clean and fresh, utterly different from the canal city of her youth. She didn’t feel as though she was home yet.

She wondered if she had even the tiniest chance of getting out of this alive. She wanted to talk to Heath about her worries—and about everything else. She had always wanted to be honest with him. Even when the oath bond restrained her, she’d confided in him about her struggles at the Wielder school and how she missed her grandmother. His stern demeanor hid a compassionate ear. But now that the limits on what she could say to him had vanished, she couldn’t figure out how to begin.

“What will you do while I’m looking for Gramma Teall?” she asked, breaking the long silence.

“I need to meet with Khrillin about the Watermight trade agreement,” Heath said. “But I can wait outside the city for a few days so as not to get in the way of your scouting. Then maybe we can time my visit to distract him while you get Gramma Teall out.”

“That would help a lot,” Tamri said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Heath poked at the fire and added kindling from the bundle she’d collected. A small log hissed and broke apart. The smell of smoke drifted around them. A bird chittered in the olive grove then fell silent.

Suddenly, Heath seemed to come to a resolution. He crunched a bundle of kindling in his hands and looked straight at her. “Tamri, is there any chance you still care about me? As more than a friend, I mean.”

Tamri gaped at him. The directness of the question stunned her. Heath’s features were like granite in the firelight, but his eyes were hopeful, even vulnerable.

“Of course I care about you!” she blurted, feeling suddenly panicked that she’d almost missed her chance. Heath had gone to great lengths for her, but she hadn’t been nearly as clear about her feelings.

Heath looked as if he almost didn’t believe her. “You do?”

“Yes!”

“Oh. Good.” Heath tossed the last of the kindling on the fire and stood. Sparks swirled around him, dancing with the olive branches. He strode resolutely around the campfire, took Tamri’s hand, and drew her to her feet.

Her breath caught as she looked up at him. He was so tall. But his physical strength and stern manner only made his gentleness more apparent. He somehow made her feel safe and utterly terrified at the same time.

“Tamri—”

Suddenly, Rook started upright with a snarl. Tamri whirled toward him, ready to give him a piece of her mind. He’d made the past few days hard enough. He was sorely mistaken if he thought she’d let him interrupt this.

But Boru was on his feet too. The larger dragon faced the darkness beyond the olive grove, growling a warning. Rook clawed at the dirt and lashed his tail, eyes blazing.

Tamri’s heart clenched. “Something’s coming.”

Heath dropped her hand. “Run.”

He dove for his cudgel, which he’d left on the other side of the campfire, much too far away. The world seemed to slow as he hit the ground, knees skidding on the dirt, reaching for the cudgel. Then a stream of Watermight whipped out of the darkness and wrapped around his wrist.

Tamri snarled as fiercely as Rook and seized the stream of power, pulling it toward her with all her strength. Heath was yanked off balance, nearly landing in the fire. Tamri gritted her teeth and pulled harder on the Watermight, grappling with its unseen Wielder. With a great heave, she forced the silver stream to uncoil from Heath’s wrist and zipped it toward her, sucking the magical substance into her body. The magic sang as it filled her blood, and she felt a moment of triumph at overpowering the other Wielder. Heath snatched up his cudgel.

Then a shout came from the olive grove, and a hundred Watermight ropes shot out of the darkness like a battalion of silver vipers.

Tamri knocked the glowing silver streams away from her and Heath and the dragons as quickly as she could. There was no time to think, only act. Attack after attack rained down from all directions, forcing Tamri to Wield as she’d never Wielded before. There had to be a dozen enemies out there—and they were strong. Tamri caught some of the streams, pulling Watermight into her body until her teeth ached, and whipped others back at their attackers. But the blows just kept coming.

The enemy Wielders began to move into the firelight, pressing their advantage. Five. Ten. Tamri couldn’t fight so many. Their eyes glowed silver-white, and Watermight curled from their fingers like talons. Most focused on the dragons, who snapped at the Watermight streams, trying to snatch them from the air before the coils fell around their necks. The Watermight in their bellies—Latch and Selivia’s priceless gift—was useless against so many foes.

“Fly!” Heath shouted to them. “Get out of here, Boru!”

The dragons didn’t listen, intent on trying to help their friends. Their claws churned the earth, and their roars shook the trees.

Then it was too late. Wielders flooded the clearing and wrapped the dragons in dozens of Watermight chains. Rook thrashed and snarled, only pausing to cast a hateful glare at Tamri, as if this was all her fault. Boru pulled against the chains with his incredible strength—and it wasn’t enough.

Tamri fought as fiercely as the dragons, but the other Wielders overwhelmed her through sheer numbers. They sucked away her power and forced her and Heath to their knees, binding them in solid silver before Tamri could fully register that she’d lost.

Boru gave a mournful growl, and the earth trembled at the sound of his despair. Rook howled angrily, until the cords of power wrapped around his legs and wings and flowed up to muzzle his jaws. It was over. They were captured.

The silence after defeat was sudden and staggering. Tamri gasped for breath, and she could have sworn she could hear Heath’s heart pounding. The campfire had been kicked apart in the chaos, but the Watermight provided plenty of light to see by. The Wielders gathering around them all had black hair and olive skin like Tamri’s—Pendarkans.

“Looks like I lost a bet. It really is the little gutterfeeder.”

Tamri stiffened as a familiar man swaggered into view. Brik was a foul Waterworker in King Khrillin’s service. Too weak to set up as a Waterlord in his own right, he terrorized Khrillin’s subordinates and doled out his punishments as often as he was allowed.

A bolt of visceral fear shot through Tamri as Brik leaned close to examine her.

“Thought you could sneak into the city with those big ugly lizards, did you?” His lip curled, showing off his rotting teeth.

“Let me go, you salt-addled fishmonger,” Tamri said, pulling back as far as she could with the cords slicing into her arms. “You have no right to—”

“Shut up,” Brik snarled, a bit of spittle landing on Tamri’s face.

Heath spoke through clenched teeth. “If you hurt her—”

Brik backhanded Heath with a sharp crack. “Filthy Vertigonian.”

Heath’s stony scowl didn’t waver as a red handprint bloomed on his cheek.

“There’s more of that coming when we reach the city.” Brik rubbed his hands, sounding gleeful. “Oh yes. We’ll have the both of you strung up like—”

“Enough.” A woman’s curt voice interrupted Brik’s tirade. “We aren’t here for theatrics.”

Tamri recognized Gyra’s shaved head and harsh, expressionless face. She was the one who’d taken Gramma Teall away. It took all of Tamri’s willpower not to demand Gramma Teall’s whereabouts at once. Gyra wasn’t as cruel as Brik, but she wouldn’t tolerate insolence. And she might be able to lead them to her grandmother. Tamri needed to be smart about this.

She took stock of their situation. Two dozen Waterworkers filled their camp, most focused on restraining the Cindral dragons with an impressive array of Watermight bonds. The two creatures looked furious, but they were no longer struggling. Hopefully they were conserving their energy, waiting for their moment. Tamri could do the same.

“What’s with the ambush?” she asked as calmly as possible.

Gyra ignored the question. “How many more dragons are coming? How far back is the rest of the invasion?”

“It’s not like that,” Tamri said. “There’s no invasion, and we’re not here to cause trouble. I swear.”

Gyra snorted. “Your word means nothing, turncoat.”

A sharp spike of fear speared Tamri’s chest. How did Gyra know about her defection? She’d still been bound by the oath when Gyra and Pel left Thunderbird Island. If Khrillin had known all along, he could have been torturing Gramma Teall for days, maybe weeks.

Focus, she told herself desperately. Be like Queen Dara. It was possible Khrillin didn’t know. These Wielders had been guarding the coastline, clearly expecting trouble, but that didn’t mean they knew about her.

Tamri forced a laugh. “I hope you didn’t get that turncoat idea from Pel. You’re too smart for that, Gyra. You know I can’t betray you.” She gestured to her neck. Gyra had been there when Khrillin placed the oath bond.

Brik picked at his uneven teeth worriedly. He’d been there too. But Gyra was unmoved.

“How far away is the main force?” she asked. “When is the invasion?”

“There’s no invasion.” Tamri risked a glance at Heath. He was staring at their captors with a stoicism she could only dream of emulating. She hoped his trust in her would hold a little longer.

“I’ve been on a special mission for King Khrillin.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “I’m here to report in person because I couldn’t send letters for a while. I had to pretend to work with the Vertigonians, but I’m still on your side.”

Heath shifted a hair beside her. Please let him understand.

“Oh, you’ll report to the king,” Gyra said. “But you won’t talk me into releasing you. Save your breath.”

She snapped her fingers, and the Watermight bonds pulled Tamri and Heath to their feet. Tamri tried to seize control of the Watermight wires digging into her skin, but she couldn’t make them budge. There would be no escape.

“Put them on the wagons,” Gyra said to the others. “And keep those dragons secure. If so much as a claw gets loose, I’ll feed you to the beasts for dinner.”

Rook growled through the thick silver band holding his jaws closed, glaring at Tamri. He blamed her for their capture. She could only hope Heath didn’t feel the same way. She needed him to play along. Convincing Khrillin she’d never meant to break the oath bond might be their only chance of getting out of this alive.
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Tamri tried to get as much rest as possible on the journey to the city. She needed her wits about her. Unfortunately, being gagged and tied up in the back of a wagon was even less comfortable than riding a cantankerous dragon. Heath lay beside her, but she couldn’t see him during the long night, and they couldn’t speak to each other with the gags in their mouths. She thought he slept a little. If only she hadn’t gotten him into this.

Amidst the jolting and swaying of the wagon, worries about Gramma Teall consumed her. Khrillin must have inflicted terrible suffering on her in the weeks since Tamri took the Vertigonians’ side. Gyra had dashed her hopes that he didn’t know about the broken bond. Tamri felt sick and shaken, and every time she dozed off, images of the worst possible scenarios assaulted her dreams: Gramma Teall’s thin wrists in chains, her bones sticking through starved flesh, her wrinkly olive skin scored with slashes. And it was all Tamri’s fault.

The journey took all night and most of the next morning, which she could judge only by the light seeping through the burlap covering the wagon. It felt like days. Tamri was so frazzled with worry and fear that she almost didn’t notice the sounds and smells of Pendark at first.

Then, all of a sudden, the familiar sensations overwhelmed her. She breathed in the swampy aroma of the canals, muted by the winter cool. Barges and ferries creaked past, and little creatures splashed through the shallows. People shouted in familiar accents, hawking smoked fish and winter vegetables, thimblefuls of Watermight and fabrics from across the Bell Sea. Once, the clash of weapons and bloodthirsty cheers of a Steel Pentagon match reached her. She was home.

But it wasn’t the same Pendark she’d left behind. Her perception had changed. She’d seen a world where all people prospered, not just those powerful enough to possess Watermight vents or vicious enough to achieve victory in the pen fights. She had spent months in a place where the rulers were beloved rather than feared. She had been a stranger and a spy in Vertigon, but it had taught her a city didn’t have to be this way. Even Sharoth, with its austere civility and clean streets, had been better than her brutal, hardscrabble home.

The wagon halted, making her lurch against Heath. People argued above them, discussing the fare to transport the wagon on a ferry. Tamri tried to sit up so she could see over the side, but her muscles had gone numb. Then they were moving again, clattering down a wooden ramp. The wagon shuddered as the brakes were engaged, then a different sort of motion began. Water rushed beneath them. Tamri heard splashes, curses, shouts to give way. The ferry was speeding down one of the many waterways veining the city.

Tamri hadn’t heard anything from the dragons in hours. She had a feeling the ferrymen would have had noisier reactions if the creatures were still nearby. Boru and Rook must have been carted to another location for safekeeping. Tamri hoped they wouldn’t be hurt. Even Rook didn’t deserve that.

As the ferry carried them deeper into the city, Tamri squirmed and shifted around until she was facing Heath.

He looked far calmer than she felt. Red lines appeared on his arms where the bonds chafed his skin, and Brik’s handprint showed on his cheek above his gag. Anger surged through Tamri at the sight. He shouldn’t be a prisoner at all. A mere six months ago, he had been Khrillin’s honored guest, a representative of the trade agreement between Vertigon and Pendark. This treatment of him confirmed the agreement was broken—soundly. Tamri wondered if the information she’d sent Khrillin was responsible for this too.

Heath’s bronze eyes filled with concern as Tamri and Heath gazed at each other over their gags. If Tamri knew him, he worried more about her safety than his. She wished they’d said what they needed to say to each other sooner. She replayed the moment by the campfire, when he’d taken her hands and pulled her to her feet. Just a little too late. She shifted her knee forward to touch him. His eyes crinkled in a sad smile, and he shifted forward to rest his forehead against hers.

The ferry banged against a dock.

“We’re here, little gutterfeeder.”

The burlap was ripped from above them, and Tamri blinked in the sudden glare. Brik leered at her over the side of the wagon, leaning close enough for her to smell his stale breath.

“Time to see if King Khrillin will let me have you after all.”

Suddenly, Heath was up, lurching to his knees despite the bonds around his wrists and ankles. He lunged across the wagon and cracked his forehead into Brik’s skull.

The Waterworker’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped out of sight.

Tamri stared at Heath, who swayed on his knees beside her. He looked down to meet her eyes for one heated moment. Then he was yanked from the wagon by a dozen pairs of hands.

Alarm shot through Tamri, and she struggled violently against her bonds. She didn’t care if they knew her loyalties had shifted. She wouldn’t let them hurt Heath.

Rough hands grabbed her arms and wrenched her upright. She glimpsed Heath’s bronze hair as uniformed guards dragged him onto the dock. Brik was still lying on the ferry deck beside the wagon, out cold. Tamri felt a moment of satisfaction at the sight.

Then someone hoisted her onto their shoulder, and the world turned upside down. She saw the edge of the wagon, the deck of the ferry, then a flash of murky green water through the gap between the ferry and the dock. She craned her neck, trying to see where they were going.

The familiar spire of King’s Tower rose ahead. The narrow column of stone was the tallest building in Pendark. Balconies jutted from the upper levels, and stone battlements ringed the lower wall. A group of men hauled Heath through the open gates.

Tamri’s heart tried to batter its way out of her chest as she was carried closer to the gates, closer to her doom. She shuddered at the thought of coming face-to-face with Khrillin. She hated how afraid she felt. She had broken free of the constraints he’d placed on her, but her freedom hadn’t lasted long in the end. She could only hope that whatever he did to her, Gramma Teall had suffered less.

The gates to King’s Tower swallowed her up.
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Tamri’s captors carried her up an endlessly spiraling staircase. With every step, hope drained out of her like water through a sieve. She wouldn’t escape this place alive. Heath probably wouldn’t, either. Their captors had taken him in a different direction after entering the building. She had no idea what would become of him.

The last time Tamri had been dragged before King Khrillin, he was in an austere audience chamber surrounded by lackeys. But as they climbed dozens of flights of stairs, Tamri realized she was being taken to the king’s private quarters at the very top of the tower.

They stopped at an elegant stone archway, where Gyra spoke quietly to the guards then led the way through a pair of gilded doors. Tamri’s world flipped again, and she was dumped on her knees in the center of an expensive Firegold rug. Gyra flicked a razor of Watermight at her, slicing away her bonds, and snaked a silver cord around her shoulders to keep her from toppling over.

Tamri swayed as the blood rushed to her head, and black spots swam before her eyes. She wanted to throw up. She had vowed to become powerful enough not to let anyone push her around again. She had vowed to rescue Gramma Teall. She couldn’t believe how badly she’d failed.

“Well, well.” A deep voice rumbled through the room like thunder. “You have returned.”

The King of Pendark was much as she remembered—tall and grand and impeccably dressed. He wore all green today, the poisonous shade setting off his piercing eyes and the emeralds woven into his luxurious black beard. Rings flashed on his hands, and silver crescents at his fingertips hinted at the Watermight he held.

Gyra released Tamri’s shoulders, and she caught herself just before pitching onto her face. She wouldn’t bow to Khrillin no matter how badly she’d failed. She refused to let him see her fear, her despair.

She struggled to her feet and looked him directly in the eyes. “Why are you treating me like this?”

Khrillin chuckled. “Someone has grown a backbone on her adventures.”

“I work for you.” Tamri fought to keep her voice from shaking. “I’m here to report.”

“Are you?” Khrillin purred. “Impressive. Very impressive indeed.”

Tamri clenched her fists at his tone. “I’m not a criminal. I shouldn’t be hauled around like one.”

“Is that so?” Khrillin said. “How could I have made such a mistake?”

Tamri blinked. “Huh?”

“Leave us,” Khrillin said sharply.

Gyra departed without a word, leaving Tamri alone with the king. She stiffened as he walked toward her, wanting to lash out, to make a run for it.

“You have done well, young Tamri.” Khrillin dropped a heavy, bejeweled hand on her shoulder. “I enjoyed the tales of your studies immensely. I have so been looking forward to chatting with you in person.”

“Uh, right.” She flexed her hands, confusion rippling through her. What did Khrillin have to gain by mocking her like this?

Trying to buy a little time to think, she studied her surroundings. The large sitting room was furnished with elegant darkwood chairs padded with silk cushions, and a low darkwood table held a silver tray, a pair of glass tumblers, and a gleaming bottle of amber liquor. Sunlight flooded through a thick glass door leading to a balcony.

“Where are my manners?” Khrillin squeezed Tamri’s shoulder hard. “You must be dying for refreshment after your journey.”

He strolled over to the table and poured the amber liquor into the tumblers. Then he held one out to her.

“Have a drink, sit, and tell me of your recent adventures,” Khrillin said grandly.

Tamri took the tumbler without a word and sat opposite the king, feeling winded. She didn’t understand why Khrillin was suddenly treating her as a guest. She drank two sips before she even considered that the drink might be poisoned. It burned her throat and jolted some sense into her. Khrillin always had an agenda. He was allowing her to pretend she was on his side for a reason. She could play along until she found out what it was.

“I’m sorry it has been so long since my last report, Your Majesty.”

Khrillin smiled at her over the rim of his drink. “And I am sorry about that whole captive business. Terrible misunderstanding. You must allow me to make it up to you.”

“That’s kind of you, Your Majesty,” Tamri said politely.

Khrillin arched an eyebrow. “You’ve acquired a layer of polish during your time with the Fire Queen. Tell me: how is Dara and that charming husband of hers?”

“They were well the last time I saw them,” Tamri said.

“Any sign of offspring in their future?”

Tamri’s stomach lurched. “None that I know of.”

“Pity.” Khrillin chuckled. “They will make adorable babies, don’t you think?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Khrillin’s smile became predatory, making Tamri shiver. She had informed him about one of Dara’s few vulnerabilities: if she ever chose to have a child, she would have to stop Wielding Fire for the duration of her pregnancy. Tamri didn’t think it was common knowledge—at least among Pendarkans—that Vertigonian Firewielders had to take this precaution in case their babies didn’t have the ability to handle Fire in their veins. She dreaded to think how Khrillin would use the information.

Tamri swallowed another harsh sip of liquor, wishing Khrillin had offered her water. She had bigger concerns than a hypothetical pregnancy right now.

“Did Pel tell you the Vertigonians found out I was reporting on them?” She was sure he had. “That’s why I haven’t sent a report in a while.”

“Alas, the arrangement could not have lasted forever,” Khrillin said. “But you stayed with them longer than Pel, perhaps long enough to witness more of this intriguing new magical substance. Pel called it Lightning.”

Heat thrummed in Khrillin’s voice, and his grip tightened on his glass. And all at once, Tamri understood exactly what he wanted, why he was bothering with this charade. Khrillin would have no greater ambition than to gain control of the new magical substance—and Tamri knew all about it. He was luring her in, letting her think he would be lenient in order to squeeze every last bit of Lightning knowledge out of her.

“I saw some of the Vertigonians’ experiments with the Lightning,” Tamri said casually. “I don’t suppose you’re interested in all that?”

“You saw the power in action?” Khrillin sat forward. “They didn’t hide it from you?”

Tamri took a sip of the amber liquid. “They didn’t think I was a threat.”

“Did you see how they control it?”

“It’s complicated,” Tamri said slowly. Khrillin’s expression was hungry. He wanted this information, perhaps more than he had ever wanted anything. She had to be careful. “It will take time to describe how it works.”

“Of course it will.” Khrillin sat back and stroked his beard. “You will want to see your darling Gramma Teall, I expect. She means ever so much to you.”

White-hot hatred surged through Tamri’s chest. She curled her hands tighter around the cold glass, wishing she could throw it at Khrillin’s smug face.

“Is she okay?”

“You may ask her yourself,” Khrillin said. “She is my guest right here in the tower.”

“What?” Liquor slopped onto Tamri’s hands. She set aside the glass with shaking hands. “Can I see her?”

“All in good time.” Khrillin leaned toward her again, a predator claiming his prey. “But first, tell me more about the Lightning.”

Tamri stared at him, not moving, not breathing. She didn’t want to betray the Vertigonians, nor did she want Khrillin to go anywhere near the Lightning. But Gramma Teall had always been her first priority. She was within reach now, perhaps only a few floors below where Tamri sat. Really, it was no choice at all. So she drew in a deep breath. And she talked.

She tried to share only information Khrillin could have inferred from Pel and Gyra’s observations at Thunderbird Island. She told him about the lightning bolts and the storms and the thunderbirds. She told him about the power’s negative effects on its users. She described its terrible thunder, its hot metal scent. But she didn’t tell him she had used it herself. Lord Latch’s warning stuck with her. Tamri couldn’t let Khrillin know she had direct experience controlling the Lightning. She couldn’t let him learn of her strength. She couldn’t let him use her.

Concealing information proved difficult the longer they talked. Khrillin was adept at ferreting out information. As the afternoon wore on, Tamri let a few things slip. A stray line from secret Soolen writings. A reference to the hours she’d spent working at the queen’s side. A suggestion that there was so much more to learn. Sunlight progressed across the floor of the sitting room, making the Firegold rug shine, and her voice grew hoarse.

“You’re holding out on me, Tamri,” Khrillin said playfully—if a povvercat toying with a mouse could be considered playful. “Your letters from the Wielder school were more detailed than this.”

“I’m tired from the journey, Your Majesty.” Tamri yawned elaborately behind her hand. It was too warm in the sitting room, and sweat tickled the back of her neck.

Khrillin chuckled. “I suppose a bath and a nap could help you conjure up more details.”

“I’m sure they could,” Tamri said. “But I’d like to see my grandmother first.”

“We are not quite finished, young Tamri.” Khrillin raised his fingers idly and allowed tiny jagged bolts to dance between his fingertips.

Tamri started forward in surprise. But it was just Watermight artfully deployed to look like Lightning. She really was tired.

Khrillin smiled knowingly at her reaction. “Before I reunite you with your grandmother, we must discuss what incentive you have to stay on here.”

“Incentive?”

“What is to stop you from running back to the Fire Queen? The Amintelles can be charming when they wish, and there is this matter of your broken oath.”

“It wasn’t my fault.” At some point during the day’s interrogation, Tamri had told him Dara broke the oath bond on her neck, neglecting to mention how the Lightning had weakened it first.

“So you said.” Khrillin gave a theatrical sigh. “But I was a businessman before I was a king. I am sure the Fire Queen tried to buy your loyalty.”

“Not really.”

“No? She offered you knowledge, didn’t she? A chance to learn at her side?” The bolts of Watermight dancing between Khrillin’s fingers multiplied, their silvery glow reflecting in his eyes. “Knowledge can be intoxicating.”

“I guess.” Tamri tugged at the neck of her tunic. Why was it so stuffy in here? “She said I could keep studying with her.”

“And what would you say if I offered you a similar arrangement?”

“I don’t understand.”

Khrillin flicked his fingers, shooting the Watermight across the drinks table to her. Tamri caught it without thinking. The Watermight pooled in her palm, the cold shocking her awake. It irked her that Khrillin was so confident in his superiority that he’d toss her a weapon to play with. She wanted to turn the Watermight into a blade and whip it at him, but she didn’t stand a chance at victory.

“I was rather inspired by your tales of the Fire Queen’s school,” Khrillin said. “Apprentices trained together from a young age could be valuable assets.”

Tamri let the Watermight twine around her fingers, flowing like a silver snake. “I could return to Vertigon and continue reporting on the school. We could come up with a story to explain why you let me go back.”

“Ah yes, a story.” A cruel smile spread across Khrillin’s face. “You could tell them about how you were only pretending to be on my side to save your own skin.”

Tamri froze. “I—”

“No, no, Tamri. I will not return you to Vertigon under any guise. Quite the opposite.”

Khrillin yanked the Watermight back, stinging her hands. He’d been toying with her. He knew she was just pretending to cooperate. Her heart raced wildly.

But instead of using the Watermight to end her misery, Khrillin whipped it toward the balcony door and flung it open, allowing a fresh breeze into the sitting room. They were so high up that the canal stench didn’t reach them. Tamri gasped for breath, feeling as if she were falling through thin air.

Then Khrillin stood, silhouetted against the early-evening sky. “I am pleased to tell you, young Tamri, that I am setting up my own Wielder institution in Pendark.”

“What?”

“The information you’ve sent me these past few months has been a useful a model.”

“You’re starting a Wielder school based on Queen Dara’s?”

“Up to a point.” Khrillin strode to the balcony and looked out at the city. “I have enlisted an impressive roster of instructors, experts in both Watermight and Fire, who are among the most dangerous and powerful Wielders ever to walk the continent. Our accelerated program will match the Fire Queen’s little academy in no time. I fully expect to surpass it.”

Tamri thought of all the letters she’d sent Khrillin over the past six months, filled with every observation, every struggle she’d endured, every triumph. She’d never expected he would use them this way.

“You see, young Tamri,” Khrillin turned away from the balcony. “I have a great deal to offer you. My institution will allow you to continue your studies with an emphasis on Watermight. Despite your efforts, you really aren’t suited to Fireworking.”

“You actually want me to be your student?”

“In exchange for your Lightning knowledge, of course.” Khrillin wagged a ringed finger at her. “I know there’s more in that stubborn little head of yours.”

Tamri swallowed. “I don’t know.”

“Why ever not? This Wielder institution will be located in your home city, meaning you can care for your grandmother without forcing her to relocate. I’m afraid her condition has deteriorated since you left. You wouldn’t want to risk her comfort at this delicate time.”

Tamri fidgeted in her seat, at a loss for how to handle this. She’d been sure any encounter with Khrillin would end in suffering and death. He had promised it as surely as if he’d taken a Watermight oath of his own. But now he was offering her a version of the very thing Dara had given her—a chance to learn, to become powerful. And she could keep Gramma Teall safe at home.

The offer was tempting, even though there must be a catch. Tamri almost wished Khrillin had just put her up against Brik and let her fight him instead. It would be less confusing than this. She wanted to do what was best for Gramma Teall, but she had to remember Khrillin was untrustworthy. Worse, he was cruel.

Khrillin strode back to the sitting area and loomed over her, forcing her to lean back. “Think it over. We can continue our chat another day. I am certain we’ve only begun to dig into your knowledge of the Lightning.”

Before Tamri could think of a response, Khrillin snapped his fingers, and Gyra returned to the sitting room. The bald Waterworker took Tamri by the arm, as expressionless as ever, and hoisted her from the chair.

“Give my regards to Gramma Teall,” Khrillin said as Gyra hauled Tamri toward the door. “I am sure she will be delighted to learn you have returned home for good.”
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Tamri felt disoriented after her audience with Khrillin. She had spent months fearing his wrath if her reports displeased him, shuddering at the icy fist of his Watermight oath around her throat. She’d dreaded what would happen when he learned of her broken oath, imagined all the terrible things he would do to her grandmother. She hated him for what he’d done to them. She had never dreamed he would offer her a version of the life she’d come to love since leaving Pendark.

Gyra led a stumbling Tamri back down the stairwell to a floor near the middle of King’s Tower. Plain wood doors set close together populated this level, many of them standing open to reveal narrow beds and simple furnishings. They appeared to be entering a servants’ living quarters rather than the prison Tamri had expected.

“Stay on this floor,” Gyra told her. “You’re still in custody until the king says otherwise.”

“Okay.” Tamri counted the doors as they walked down the curving hallway, trying to map her surroundings. A woman in a maid uniform peeked out of a doorway to watch her pass.

Gyra stopped at the ninth door from the stairwell.

“Your grandmother is in here,” she said. “You’ll have the next room over. Wash water and food will be brought to you.” She scanned Tamri with a critical eye. “You look like you need it.”

“How is she?” Tamri was a little afraid to open the door.

“I don’t have time for this,” Gyra muttered.

“Please. You’re the one who brought her here, right?”

“I took her from that hovel to a care home in the Jewel District,” Gyra said. “Someone else fetched her here a month ago. The king’s healer has been seeing to her personally. If her health isn’t to your liking, you can take it up with him.”

“Thank you.”

Gyra gave a stiff nod and started to march away, but Tamri blocked her path. “One more question.”

“Well? I have family of my own to get to tonight.”

Tamri blinked. “You do?”

Gyra made an irritated noise in her throat. “Is that your final question?”

“No, sorry. I just assumed you didn’t—never mind.” Tamri raked her fingers through her tangled hair. “What happened to the man I was with when you picked me up? And the dragons?”

“Important to you, are they?”

Tamri shrugged, hoping Gyra couldn’t hear her heart thundering. “Dragons are useful. I just wondered.”

“The beasts are somewhere secure,” Gyra said. “The young lad too.” Her lips twitched, almost forming a full expression. “It wouldn’t shock me if he got an extra ration or two in his cell from the guards who were at the dock this morning. I’d give up a pitcher full of Watermight to see him head-butt Brik again.”

Tamri huffed a laugh, a strange sound given the day she was having. She wanted to ask where Heath’s cell was located but decided not to push her luck with Gyra. It was enough to know he was alive—for now.

She looked up at her. “Thank you for—”

Gyra turned on her heel and marched away before Tamri could finish.

There was nothing to do now but face the door. Gramma Teall was on the other side. Tamri would finally find out how much her memory sickness had progressed. She didn’t dare hope the king’s healer had managed to reverse the damage of the past few years.

Tamri drew in a deep breath and pushed open the door, the hinge giving a loud squeak. At first, she thought the room was unoccupied. It was small but well furnished, with a bed piled high with blankets and a small table holding a cup of tea and a plain white vase.

Tamri took two steps into the room—and a pillow came flying at her face.

“I told you to leave me alone, you old bag of fish scales. If I wanted to be poked and prodded all day, I’d have signed up for the pen fights and got myself a battle axe. Now get out of here before I—”

“Gramma Teall!” Tamri shouted, interrupting the old woman’s tirade.

Gramma Teall sat perched on the bed among the piled-up blankets like a wrinkled and very angry baby bird. She clutched another pillow in her thin hands, as if preparing to throw it too. She looked smaller than Tamri remembered, her skin hanging a little looser at her neck and wrists. Her steel-gray hair was a matted tangle around her shoulders, making her appear slightly deranged. Her eyes were as sharp as ever, though. She glared at Tamri with unmistakable suspicion.

“It’s me,” Tamri said, fighting the tightness in her throat. Please let her know me. “It’s Tamri. I know you m-might not remember—”

“Of course I remember you, girl,” Gramma Teall interrupted. “Didn’t I tell you not to come back to Pendark? Or did I?” Her grip tightened on the pillow. “If not, I ought to have raised you with enough sense not to walk back into this deathtrap.”

Tamri’s shoulders sagged, and hot tears welled up in her eyes.

“You told me,” Tamri said. “I didn’t listen.”

She approached the bed, not sure what to make of Gramma Teall’s state. She seemed on edge, as if she expected a fight at any moment, and she wore a linen nightgown, even though the sun hadn’t set yet. But she sounded lucid, and she held that pillow as if it really were a battle axe.

“Are you okay?” Tamri asked softly. “They said a healer was taking care of you.”

“Care.” Gramma Teall snorted. “You could call it that. The cad thinks he’s a lot cleverer than he is. Always wanting to try out new cures on my brain. It’s not going to get better, child, and I’ve accepted that.” She reached out and poked Tamri’s arm with a stiff finger. “You can remind me I’ve accepted it next time he comes around and shoots his magic at me without so much as a ‘by your leave.’”

“I’ll make sure he doesn’t mistreat you,” Tamri said.

“Mm-hmm,” Gramma Teall said. “I’ve heard that before from that slimy young salt adder who thinks he’s a king.”

“Khrillin?” He couldn’t exactly be called young.

“Is that his name? It never seems to stick.” Gramma Teall tapped her forehead. “I only have room for people I like in here these days.”

Tamri lunged forward to gather Gramma Teall in a hug, nearly bursting into tears at the feeling of her soft bones and the tea-and-saltwater smell of her hair.

“There, there,” Gramma Teall said softly. “No need for that.”

“Have they been giving you enough to eat?” Tamri asked into her shoulder. “Are they hurting you?”

“The food’s the best I’ve had in years. I’ll say that for them.” Gramma Teall pulled back to examine Tamri from head to toe. “You’ve put on a bit of meat. That’s what I like to see. But you smell of drowned pigeon. Didn’t I ever teach you to wash up properly?”

“I’ll clean up soon,” Tamri said, wiping away a few tears. “I had to see you first.”

A knock sounded on the door, and a serving boy entered with a tray piled high with food.

“The wash water’s next door,” he said sullenly. “It’ll get cold.”

“Go on then,” Gramma Teall said. “I’ll still be here when you’re presentable.”

Tamri washed up in the nearly identical room next door and changed into a dark-blue tunic that had been placed there for her. It was simple but of a finer fabric than she’d worn for most of her life. She wondered what had become of her travel pack. She didn’t care about her spare clothes, but the pack also contained Gramma Teall’s pewter dragonfly pin and the Firestick from Heath. The thought of losing either item made her gut twist painfully.

She was tempted to lie down for a quick rest, but she’d probably sleep straight through to the next morning. She ignored the call of the narrow bed and returned to Gramma Teall’s room.

They sat at the little table for a much-needed meal of long-grain rice, grilled eel, and steamed seaweed. It tasted as good as Gramma Teall had said, and the portions were generous. The small window set high in the wall let in just enough evening light to enjoy it by. They couldn’t see or smell the Gulf from here, but Tamri finally felt like she was home.

“I’m still cross that you returned,” Gramma Teall said at length. “But since you’re here, I hope this is a rescue.”

“You don’t want to stay?” Tamri asked around a mouthful of grilled eel.

“Why would I want that?”

“You have a comfortable room, good food, and people to look after you. I was afraid you were being tortured.”

Gramma Teall sniffed. “Not unless you count the cad who keeps trying to heal me against my will.”

“The healer. Exactly.” Tamri shoveled another bite of food into her mouth. “Khrillin’s starting a school for Wielders here, and he offered me a spot. If we stay, I could take care of you again.”

Gramma Teall narrowed her eyes. “Are you trying to talk me out of my own rescue?”

“I’m just trying to figure out what’s best for you.”

“And you think staying in this tower while you work for Khrillin is it?” Gramma Teall gave a sharp, reedy laugh. “I don’t trust that king as far as I can kick him.”

“I don’t know what else to do,” Tamri said. “This isn’t what I expected.” She piled another helping of eel onto Gramma Teall’s rice. She had only picked at her meal so far.

Gramma Teall frowned at the plate for a moment then pushed it over to Tamri. “Just what were you expecting?”

“To sneak in and find you without ever seeing him.”

“That would have been convenient.” Gramma Teall chuckled. “But enough about Khrillin. When are you going to tell me what you were doing out in the wide world?”

Tamri poured more tea and recounted her adventures since leaving Pendark. She had addressed countless letters to Gramma Teall during her time in Vertigon, but Khrillin hadn’t passed on a single scrap. So she told her grandmother how she’d traveled across the continent with Heath and the dragon riders, how she’d arrived in Vertigon and found herself outmatched by the Fire, how she’d struggled through her lessons with the Fire Queen and eventually started to make headway, then how she’d been caught and unmasked as a spy for Khrillin.

They finished their meal while Tamri was still speaking and moved to sit on Gramma Teall’s bed, their backs against the wall and the many blankets covering their legs. Tamri told of how they’d left the snowbound mountain kingdom and traveled south to the East Isles beyond Soole to help Princess Selivia. She even told of how she’d gone into the mountain to save Lord Latch and get a look at the mysterious new Lightning substance, hoping the information would free her from Khrillin.

“And did it?” Gramma Teall said.

“Did what?”

“Did the secrets of this Lightning convince him to let you go?”

“I didn’t tell him all of it,” Tamri said. “But the Fire Queen helped me break the oath bond. She forced me to defend myself after the Lightning weakened the bond, and I cracked right through it.”

“I see. That was helpful of her.”

Tamri nodded, remembering the blinding flash of pain, the sudden release, the mix of joy and horror as the oath bond melted away. “It was.”

“And that brings us to now?”

Tamri smiled and squeezed Gramma Teall’s hand. “Nearly. I came here to get you—”

“Even though you promised not to.”

“Well, yes. I was planning to take you to join the Vertigonians in Soole. The Fire Queen says I can return to the school and continue to learn Wielding from her, but now Khrillin is offering me a chance to study, too, and . . . I’m actually considering it.” Tamri couldn’t guarantee good meals and a comfortable bed for Gramma Teall on the journey, much less a safe way out of King’s Tower. She still wasn’t sure how fragile her grandmother was. “I don’t want to make you travel if you’re not well.”

Gramma Teall waved a hand, dismissing the suggestion outright. “What about this young man of yours, this Heath? Tell me more about him.”

Tamri’s cheeks warmed. “I didn’t say anything about him being my young man.”

“No. You described him as stern and good with his dragons and very tall,” Gramma Teall said dryly.

“Yes . . .”

“And he flew here with you on this foolish rescue mission of yours.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re fidgeting like a canal squid because you’re worried about him. You can’t fool me, girl.”

Tamri forced herself to stop twisting the blankets. “It’s complicated.”

Gramma Teall chortled. “It always is.”

“I’ll try to help Heath escape,” Tamri said, hoping to change the subject. “But I don’t know if I should accept Khrillin’s offer. What do you think?”

Gramma Teall raised an eyebrow. “You’re asking me whether you should choose the person who forced you to be his flunky or the one who taught you what you needed to know to free yourself?”

When she put it like that, the choice sounded simple. But nothing was ever simple when Wielders were involved. “I think it’s actually a choice between you staying safe here in Pendark or risking a trip across the sea on a grumpy dragon.”

“Oh, all about me, is it?” Gramma Teall poked Tamri in the ribs with a gnarled finger. “What would you do if neither your young man nor your old granny were a factor? Would you choose the Fire Queen or the Watermight King?”

“I can’t answer that,” Tamri said. “I—”

“You do as I say,” Gramma Teall said sharply. “You can’t make all your choices based on me. I won’t be around forever, and you’ll have to start taking care with your own life.”

Tamri didn’t respond. Of course she would prefer to study with Dara over Khrillin. She’d never forget the way he’d threatened Gramma Teall and forced Tamri to do his dirty work. Being Dara’s prisoner had been better than whatever Khrillin would have done if he didn’t want her Lightning knowledge so badly. And she had come to enjoy the life and friendships she’d built in Vertigon.

But her personal preferences didn’t matter, regardless of what Gramma Teall said. Tamri refused to put her in danger again. And if the most comfortable place for Gramma Teall was King’s Tower itself, Tamri could grit her teeth and work with Khrillin.

Speaking of comfortable places, Gramma Teall’s bed was remarkably soft. The events of the past day were catching up to her. Tamri’s head drooped, and she had to focus on keeping it upright.

Gramma Teall chuckled softly. “We don’t need to decide anything right this moment, sweetie. You lay your head down now. Everything will be clearer after a good night’s sleep.”

Tamri tried to protest, but instead she found herself slumping down to lay her head on Gramma Teall’s lap. She’d just rest for a minute, then she’d figure out what to do. Gramma Teall needed her.

Bony hands brushed her hair back from her forehead, and Gramma Teall began to whisper the Legend of Teall and Darran over Tamri like a prayer. She remembered it after all. Tamri pulled the blanket up to her chin and dropped off to sleep.
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Sunlight was pouring through the small window when Tamri awoke. She scanned the unfamiliar room groggily, taking in a table with a white vase and a steaming platter of food. Blankets were piled on top of her with a cozy weight. She must have slept all night. Her body ached from her long journey, and hunger gnawed at her belly.

Gramma Teall wasn’t there. She must have taken the room next door after Tamri fell asleep on her bed.

Tamri’s stomach gurgled impatiently. She dug her way out of the blankets, staggered to her feet, and stretched her stiff muscles. She grabbed a warm bread roll off the table, planning to find Gramma Teall as soon as she took the edge off her hunger. The bread, made of olive and rosemary, was one of the most delicious things she’d ever tasted. She collapsed into a chair, reaching for another roll.

Tamri was halfway through her third helping when the door squeaked open, and a skinny man in a burgundy tunic entered with Gramma Teall on his arm.

“Oh, hello. You must be the granddaughter.”

“Who are you?” Tamri snatched a teacup from the table in case she needed a weapon.

“I’m Ollian, the healer.” The man was all jutting bones and long limbs, with protruding eyes that made him look vaguely amphibious. A strip of white in his dark hair contrasted oddly with his smooth, youthful skin.

He patted Gramma Teall’s hand. “I found her wandering on the lower levels again. I’m pleased to see her hip has improved enough to allow such an excursion, but she still gets confused.”

Tamri narrowed her eyes, wondering if this Ollian was the same healer who’d been trying out treatments on Gramma Teall—the one she’d called a cad.

“Are you okay, Gramma?”

Gramma Teall shied back from the hand Tamri offered her, clinging tighter to Ollian’s arm. She wore the same linen nightgown as the day before, and her eyes were unfocused and frightened.

“Gramma, it’s me. Tamri.”

Gramma Teall swung her head back and forth, as uncertain as a baby bird. “What is this place?”

“You’re safe here,” Ollian said soothingly.

“Oh.” Gramma Teall looked between the two of them. “Have you seen my daughter? She’s about as tall as my waist, and like as not, she’s covered to her earlobes in mud. She loves playing in the canals.”

Tamri’s heart gave a painful spasm. Gramma Teall’s daughter, Tamri’s mother, had died twelve years ago. Tamri remembered little of her, just the feel of warm hands on top of her head and the way her mother threw her head back when she laughed. This wasn’t the first time Gramma Teall had believed her daughter was still alive. Tamri had hoped this wouldn’t happen anymore after seeing how lucid she’d been the night before. She should have known better.

“Your daughter sounds delightful,” Ollian said, trying to guide Gramma Teall toward a chair. “Won’t you sit down and have a cup of tea?”

“Tea.” Gramma Teall shook him off irritably. “I don’t want tea when my daughter is missing.”

“We shall look for her for you,” Ollian said. “Sit for a spell, won’t you?”

Gramma Teall blinked at him then scrutinized Tamri, as if realizing she ought to know her face. But she allowed Ollian to settle her in a chair and pour her a cup of tea.

The healer’s tender mannerisms surprised Tamri. After the way Gramma Teall had talked about him, she’d imagined someone more like Brik.

Ollian caught Tamri’s eye and nodded to the door. She followed him out to the hallway.

“I should fill you in on your grandmother’s condition,” the healer said, somewhat perfunctory compared to how he’d been with his patient. “I’ve been caring for her for several weeks now and—”

“She said you’re experimenting on her,” Tamri interrupted. “Poking and prodding with Watermight. If you’ve made her worse, I’ll—”

“Miss, your grandmother has a memory sickness,” Ollian said. “She is a sharp lady, but she is not in possession of her full faculties. I’ve been doing everything I can to slow the progress of her disease.”

“Using Watermight?”

“That’s correct.” Ollian raised a bony hand and allowed a stream of Watermight to flow from his fingers and curl through the air, forming the rough shape of a human skull. “I performed a procedure to slow her deterioration. It’s like a Watermight bandage on her brain. I check on it regularly to record her progress, but that’s all. No mad experiments.”

The thought of Watermight seeping through Gramma Teall’s brain made Tamri queasy. But it was nothing compared to the fact that her brain was slowly breaking down. Tamri swallowed a lump in her throat.

“And her hip?”

“That is better news.” Ollian’s eyes brightened, making him look even more like an overgrown frog. “I healed the breakage entirely. She still has some soreness, mostly because she keeps sneaking out for walks. I think she’s trying to run away.”

Tamri scowled. “From you.”

“Sometimes from me,” Ollian said patiently. “Sometimes from people who’ve been dead for decades. More often she is trying to find the people she loves. Now that you’re here, I hope she will be more peaceful.”

Tamri straightened her wrinkled tunic, feeling ashamed for her earlier rudeness. Ollian seemed to know what he was talking about. His expertise would have been far too expensive for them to seek a year ago. Gramma Teall needed rest and care. And she needed it here.

“What can I do for her?”

“Talk to her,” Ollian said. “Be patient with her. Sometimes she will seem to live in the moment, without a full sense of who or where she is. Sometimes she will believe it’s another time. Childhood. Last week. Her years as a young mother. And sometimes she will appear almost normal. My goal is to maintain the latter state as often and for as long as possible.”

“Can you show me how to take care of the bandage thing on her brain?” Tamri asked. The silvery skull still glowed between them, the white strip in Ollian’s hair reflecting the light. “I’m a Waterworker too.”

Ollian studied her with those froglike eyes. “Perhaps in time. Caring for the brain requires years of study and an exceedingly delicate touch. It is a complicated instrument.” He made the skull dissolve and drew the Watermight back into his veins. “I may have the opportunity to teach this skill in the near future. Until then, you mustn’t try anything on your own.”

He bade her farewell and departed, his burgundy tunic billowing around his thin frame. He must be one of the experts Khrillin had recruited for his new institution. Sadly, Tamri believed what he’d said: caring for Gramma Teall’s brain was beyond her abilities.

A heavy stone settled in her stomach as she returned to the little room.

“Hi, Gramma,” she said as brightly as she could. “I hear you went for a walk.”

“I had to find . . . someone.” Gramma Teall squinted at Tamri as if trying to see her through smoked glass. “I’m not sure now. What is this place?”

“You’re safe here,” Tamri said, echoing Ollian’s response to the same question. “And they have good food. You shouldn’t be wandering around, though.” She cleared her throat, which suddenly felt as tight as if she still had the oath bond. “This is where it’s best for you.”

Gramma Teall sipped her tea absently. “Perhaps it is.”

Tamri combed her fingers through Gramma Teall’s steel-gray hair, gently working through the tangles. Her grandmother had been right yesterday when she said everything would be clearer after a good night’s sleep. Tamri couldn’t embark on a dangerous journey with Gramma Teall when she didn’t know what state she’d be in on any given morning. For all Tamri knew, Gramma Teall had marched out to prepare for their escape while she slept. It would be like her. But Tamri couldn’t endanger her when she had a chance at a comfortable life, even one under Khrillin’s roof.
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Tamri put Gramma Teall to bed and finished breakfast, though the food didn’t taste quite as good as before. Then she tucked a dull butter knife into the pocket of her tunic and ventured out to explore their corridor.

As she’d surmised yesterday, this level of the tower was a servants’ living area. Frazzled maids rushed about with their arms full of linens, and footmen and kitchen boys sprinted to their morning duties without giving Tamri a second glance. The fact that she and Gramma Teall had been put here showed they were neither guests nor prisoners in Khrillin’s eyes—though that gave her little comfort.

No one paid attention to Tamri as she wandered the corridors, but when she reached the stairwell, a guard with stringy hair and a thick neck stepped into her path.

“This is as far as you go,” he grunted. “Gyra’s orders.”

“I just want to look around,” Tamri said.

“Don’t care,” the guard said. “The old lady already went walkabout this morning, and it’ll be on my head if I let another one through.”

“What exactly did Gyra say?” Tamri asked. “I just have to stay on this level?”

The guard grunted. Tamri took that for a yes.

“How high up are we?” Tamri asked.

“Level thirteen.”

“Is the whole thing a servants’ area?”

“Aye. Waste of guard resources to watch it, not that anyone asks me.” He glared down at her. “Got any other questions?”

“Yes, actually,” Tamri said. “Is there a level with prison cells or a dun—?”

“I was being sarcastic.”

“Oh.”

“Go bother someone else.”

“Right.”

Tamri wandered back up the corridor. Level thirteen. She had hoped they were a little closer to the ground. The windows in their rooms were small and set high in the walls, and even if she squeezed through, she couldn’t jump thirteen floors. She wasn’t planning to escape now that she knew Gramma Teall’s true condition, but she needed to find Heath. She wasn’t even sure if he was somewhere in this tall tower or he’d been carted off to another prison.

Forcing aside her worries for him, Tamri continued exploring the servants’ quarters. The corridor spiraled around the circumference of the tower with several turnoffs leading to the inner stairwell—all of them guarded. At least security didn’t seem too tight. Gramma Teall had managed to wander to another level earlier. Tamri might have a shot at sneaking past a less vigilant guard.

As the morning rush cleared out, she began ducking into rooms in search of a spare servant’s uniform to steal. Once, she surprised a plump maid lying on her back for a snooze. The young woman reached for a heavy candlestick, and Tamri had to dash back out before she swung it at her.

At last, she found an empty room with a maid’s dress lying on the back of a chair, still damp from a recent washing. She stuffed the wet garment beneath her tunic and hurried back to her own room. When she flung open the door, Gyra was waiting.
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Tamri froze in the doorway, the damp maid’s uniform cold against her belly. Gyra had been facing the window, running a hand over her shaved head, but she didn’t so much as jolt in surprise when the door cracked against the wall.

“What are you doing here?” Tamri asked.

The Waterworker turned. “The king wants to talk to you.”

“Right now?”

Gyra raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Yes, now.”

She marched out the door and down the corridor without pause. Tamri stuffed the maid’s dress under her bed as fast as she could, checked to make sure the stolen butter knife was still in her pocket, and jogged to catch up.

Tamri hoped she might find an ally in Gyra. Despite her cold, expressionless manner, she had almost smiled at the way Heath knocked out Brik. It wasn’t much to go on, but Tamri had to try.

“Are you going to be part of the new Wielder school?” she asked as they passed the thick-necked guard and began to climb the stairs.

“Yes,” Gyra said.

“As an instructor?”

“What other roles are there at schools?”

Tamri shrugged. “You don’t seem like the teaching type, to be honest.”

Gyra snorted. Tamri couldn’t tell if she was amused or irritated.

They walked in silence for a few minutes, passing a landing leading to a corridor lit by elaborate silver candelabras. Finer and larger doors than the ones in the servants’ quarters lined this hallway. Tamri wondered if this was where Khrillin’s guests stayed. They continued up the steps, their footfalls echoing in time with one another.

Suddenly, Gyra spoke. “I will teach Watermight combat at the king’s new institution.”

“Really?”

“I’m very good.”

Tamri grinned at the unmistakable pride in Gyra’s voice. That had to be the most emotion she’d ever displayed.

“How did you learn?” she asked eagerly.

“Practice,” Gyra said.

“During the Watermight conflicts?”

Gyra jerked her head in a nod. Watermight conflicts occurred when powerful Wielders warred over access to the coveted vents that produced the substance. All too often, innocent civilians got caught in the turmoil.

“Have you always worked for Khrillin?” Tamri asked. “Or did you have your own territory?”

Gyra ran a hand over her shaved head. “Khrillin is good at recognizing talent.”

That wasn’t quite an answer. Tamri knew that before he became king, Khrillin was famous for hiring his rivals or their most skilled employees to strengthen his position. If Gyra had a family to protect, she might choose working for him over constantly having to defend herself against his cronies. But plenty of Waterworkers maintained their own holdings. Khrillin’s power wasn’t absolute yet.

“I’d love to learn from you,” Tamri said carefully. “Do you think you could—”

“We’re here,” Gyra said.

She’d stopped at a broad darkwood door—much sooner than Tamri expected. They were only two levels above her room.

“We’re not going to the king’s chambers again?”

Gyra didn’t bother answering. As quick as a whip, she seized Tamri’s collar as if she were a kitten and pulled the butter knife from her pocket. She must have known it was there all along.

Tamri tried to wrestle free of Gyra’s impressive grip. She hated it when people pushed her around. But Gyra barely seemed to notice. She tucked the stolen utensil into her own belt without a word and steered Tamri through the doorway.

The room they entered was huge. Light spilled through the many tall windows and shone on the hardwood floor. Thick black paint outlined a large pentagon in the center, with chairs and tables arranged along the sides. It smelled of sweat and wood polish and wine.

Tamri ceased her futile struggle. This must be a private Steel Pentagon, where select guests could gather to watch death matches away from the mud and squalor of an ordinary arena. Tamri had heard of such things, but she’d never seen one. Fighters warmed up in one corner, thrusting weapons at wooden targets and dummies in armor. Thuds and crashes echoed through the room, mixing with excited conversation. Well-dressed people lounged at the tables, drinking from silver goblets. Others hovered near the warm-up area, making bets on the fighters as they waited for the blood match to begin.

King Khrillin stood in front of a large table with an excellent view of the pentagon. He was dressed all in red, down to the shiny red leather of his boots and the rubies glittering in his beard. His guests cast frequent glances at him, some curious, some envious, all wary.

He turned as Gyra ushered Tamri over to him and spread his arms wide. “Ah. There you are, Tamri. I trust you slept well.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Tamri smoothed her tunic—still damp from the maid uniform she’d stolen—and met Khrillin’s gaze steadily.

“I’m so pleased. As you can see, I’m having a little gathering. Do you enjoy the Dance of Steel?”

“Sometimes.”

“I find nothing gets the blood flowing like a little blood sport.” Khrillin smiled expansively. “I’ve invited a few people with whom I haven’t always been on the best terms. In fact, they rather resent my successes. But they wouldn’t pass up the chance to see a private Dance in my company.”

Tamri recognized a couple of Waterworkers among the guests, including one of the port lords, an excitable fellow who’d been struggling to hold onto his Watermight vent when Tamri left the city. She wondered what Khrillin hoped to gain by entertaining his rivals here.

“Let us talk business before the fun begins.” The king snapped his fingers, and a servant rushed forward with a tray of silver goblets. Khrillin handed one to Tamri without asking if she wanted it. “Have you considered my proposal? Will you be joining my new institution?”

Tamri held the goblet with both hands to keep it steady and met his gaze. “If I do, can my grandmother stay in the tower and continue to receive healing?”

“Of course.” Khrillin gave her a vulpine smile over the rim of his own drink. “But you know I don’t just want you as a student, though I’m sure you’ll be studious enough.”

“You want to know more about the Lightning. You think I can help.”

“There is nothing like an eyewitness.”

Tamri clutched her goblet tighter, the wine quivering inside it. He still didn’t know she had used the Lightning herself. She intended to keep it that way.

“Go on,” Khrillin prompted. “What else do I want?”

Tamri took a deep breath. “More information about the people who currently control the Lightning. The Soolens and Vertigonians.”

“Ah, that would be valuable indeed.” Khrillin sounded delighted. “Do we have a deal?”

Tamri hesitated, the silver goblet warming in her hands. All she could think about was how lost Gramma Teall had looked this morning. She couldn’t drag her around the continent in such an uncertain state. The choice was simple.

She straightened her back and looked Khrillin dead in the eye. “Only if you promise to give me final say over Gramma Teall’s treatments and don’t let the healer do anything without my permission.”

“Done!” A cruel smile crossed Khrillin’s lips. “Shall we swear on it?”

“No, I don’t think so.” Tamri had information Khrillin wanted, which gave her a small measure of power over him. He wouldn’t force another oath out of her. “Not unless you swear an oath too. That you’ll never harm me or my grandmother for all of our days, for example?”

“That won’t be necessary.” Khrillin chuckled, sending a chill down Tamri’s spine. “I see you’ve learned a thing or two since our last meeting. I look forward to our partnership.” He clinked his goblet against hers. Then his grin widened triumphantly, and he looked over his shoulder. “See, Lord Samanar. I told you she would say yes.”

Tamri’s heart plunged into her gut as Khrillin stepped aside to reveal Heath sitting at the table behind him.

“You didn’t really expect her to choose Vertigon over her homeland, did you?”

Heath looked up at her, his expression stony. He wore his uniform coat, still dirty from their journey, and bruises stood out on his cheek and forehead and across his knuckles. Two guards stood beside him, and Watermight shackles bound his wrists to the table. He had heard everything.

“Our dragon rider friend has been demanding to know which part of the dungeon you were in,” Khrillin said. “He didn’t believe me when I told him you and your grandmother were my guests. He made a rather valiant escape attempt this morning.”

Tamri felt sick. She wanted to explain why she had to stay for Gramma Teall and reassure Heath that she would withhold every scrap of information she could about his beloved king and queen, no matter what she’d told Khrillin. She didn’t want to put any of their friends in danger.

But Khrillin was watching her closely. All she could do was stare at Heath’s solemn bronze eyes and the bruises on his face.

“It’s a pity all that effort was for nothing,” Khrillin said. “You really ought to have known better, Lord Samanar. She’s not your friend. Are you, Tamri?”

Tamri felt as if precious droplets of Watermight were slipping out of her grasp. She couldn’t show Khrillin that Heath’s fate mattered to her. He’d clearly engineered this moment to gage their reactions to each other. Even knowing that, it took all her willpower not to throw her arms around Heath anyway.

“Vertigonians can be too trusting,” she said hoarsely. “Making friends made it easier to get information for you.”

“Indeed,” Khrillin said. “And what a marvelous job you did.”

Heath blinked slowly at that. Tamri tore her gaze away from him so Khrillin wouldn’t see how difficult this was. She was done giving that monster leverage over her.

“Can you tell me more about the Wielder institution, Your Majesty?” she said. “I’m excited to begin my studies.”

“All in good time,” Khrillin said. “I mustn’t neglect my guests.”

The seats around the Steel Pentagon were filling up with prominent Waterworkers. The Red Lady of the Market District herself had taken the spot nearest the exit. She was a forbidding woman, with thick dark hair winged with white and a face that became more beautiful with each fine line and wrinkle.

“A spectacle is always useful.” Khrillin surveyed the room, stroking his luxurious beard. “My guests will be delighted to learn I’ve decided to stop selling Watermight to the Vertigonians. Young Lord Samanar is here as proof.”

The Red Lady was staring across the pentagon at the king and the Vertigonian man shackled to his table, one sculpted eyebrow raised. Would she approve of ending the trade agreement with Vertigon, where her daughter, Shylla, was in school? This was all a power move, one Tamri didn’t fully understand. She hated being Khrillin’s pawn. She’d thought that ended the day her oath bond shattered.

The first pair of fighters strutted into the pentagon.

“Can I go now, Your Majesty?” Tamri asked.

“What’s the hurry?” Khrillin patted her shoulder, making her flinch. “Have a seat, young Tamri. It’s not every day you get to watch such skilled fighters.”

Understanding she had no choice, Tamri sat at the king’s table, only a few feet away from Heath. She felt a bowstring of awareness pull tight between them as the event began.

The first combatants were two of the more famous fighters in Pendark. Gull Mornington, whose weapon of choice was the saber, had been renowned for the precision and elegance of her movements since Tamri was a child. Her hair had gone gray, but she was as lithe and strong as ever. Her opponent, Yaro the Avenger, was the hot new talent in town, a big blond Truren who always wore white, except for his shiny snakeskin dueling boots.

The fighters saluted, and Khrillin raised his goblet to begin the fight. Immediately, Yaro bellowed a war cry and charged at Gull. She met his attack with a clean parry and a smirk. They danced across the hardwood, exchanging blows, and the clash of steel and the thud of boots filled the room. The crowds cheered and jeered and called to their favorites, coins jingling as they tossed down bets.

Gull drew first blood with a swipe to the wrist and followed the attack with precise cuts to Yaro’s arms and legs, reddening his limbs one by one. Yaro swore, blood and sweat dripping, and retaliated by nicking Gull’s cheek and taking a slice out of her ear. The crowds roared.

Tamri slumped lower in her seat as the fight grew vicious. She’d forgotten how bloody the Steel Pentagon could be. In addition to sabers, combatants could compete with knives, rapiers, broadswords, and axes. When five fighters on teams used all five weapons, the event was called the Dance of Steel. Each weapon did more damage—and elicited more cheers—than the last. Tamri had hunted through crowds at many an open-air Pentagon for spare bits of Watermight to siphon away while the spectators were occupied, listening to the squelch of steel entering flesh and the thud of bodies hitting the dirt. Though gruesome, the Dance was part of life in Pendark.

But after seeing so much bloodshed when the thunderbirds attacked her friends, Tamri had a harder time watching it for fun. She tried not to think of Pevin as the blood bloomed on Yaro’s white clothes. Even with Watermight healers on hand, some fighters wouldn’t walk away. It was a far cry from the good clean fun of a Vertigonian dueling tournament.

In the end, Yaro’s youthful aggression was no match for the legendary Gull. After enough action to sate the audience, she ended the fight with a stab to Yaro’s gut. Cheers rippled around the room as the big Truren collapsed on the hardwood, and Watermight healers rushed in to stop the bleeding. Ollian was among them, the white stripe standing out in his hair.

While the healers worked their magic and the next round of fighters got ready, Khrillin strolled around to speak to his guests. He pressed hands and clinked goblets with people who might slit his throat in other circumstances, his laughter booming through the room, and delivered a congratulatory goblet of wine to Gull Mornington with a flourish.

While Khrillin schmoozed, Tamri remained at the table with Heath and his guards, an unfriendly pair of Waterworkers. She didn’t dare mess with the Watermight shackles they were maintaining on Heath’s wrists. She waited until the guards’ gazes drifted to the other guests before risking a direct look at Heath.

The bruises on his face made her wince, but to her relief, he didn’t scowl at her. Instead, he glanced down, directing her attention to his shackled hands. He waved his thumbs in an odd configuration, the same pattern over and over again. She recognized the movements, used to seeing him make them with a Fire cudgel. He was signaling.

Danger, Heath signaled. Dragons to the north.

Tamri checked on the guards, her pulse racing. They were watching two axe fighters swagger across the pentagon.

She focused on Heath’s hands.

Orders?

Orders. That was the signal Heath’s subordinates used to ask for further instructions. He thought she had a plan. He trusted she hadn’t thrown her lot in with Khrillin. Despite what he had seen and heard today, he was reaching out to her again. This time, she wasn’t going to pull back.

Tamri put her hands on the table, trembling slightly, and twitched her fingers, doing her best to communicate with the limited signals. Scouting ahead. Wait for orders. Danger.

She needed to get Heath out of here. She may not be able to leave with him, but she wouldn’t let him and the dragons languish in captivity.

Khrillin had said something about Heath demanding to know which part of the dungeon she was in. A dungeon implied he was being kept underground—hopefully right here in King’s Tower.

Descend? She quirked an eyebrow, hoping he’d understand the question.

Descend, he signed back. Then he tapped two fingers on the table.

So his cell was two levels underground. She had no idea how to get to him there, but it was a start.

Steady on, she signaled.

Heath’s mouth twitched, just a hint of a smile, and he clasped his hands together and squeezed them. That wasn’t a dragon rider signal, but Tamri understood. Her heart expanded painfully in her chest. Despite everything, he was with her.

Khrillin returned to their table to watch the axe fight, forcing them to be still once more.

As the pen fights continued, Khrillin’s guests looked over at Heath often, as if to confirm that the man who’d once been an honored emissary was really shackled to a table. Khrillin was showing off about the breakdown of his relationship with Vertigon and the Amintelles. He must be even more upset about Dara and Siv working with the Soolens than Tamri had thought.

She’d worry about that later. For now, she’d learned several important facts: the dragons were being kept somewhere to the north, the dungeon was two levels underground, and Heath trusted her. She wouldn’t let him down.
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Selivia and Latch stayed in Belna’s cozy home beneath the trees while Belna and Berg worked to convince the dragon keepers to share information. This process involved endless debates in a meeting hall built among the roots of an ancient bitterwood. The Cindral Folk recoiled at the prospect of exposing themselves to the outside world again. It didn’t help that they were making the request on behalf of a Brach.

Though reluctant to share their knowledge, the Cindral Folk proved to be excellent hosts. They fed Selivia and Latch their best forest fruits and made them gifts of fine paper, their primary export. Cindral paper was the color of good cream and butter soft in texture, and it could be made thick and luxurious or as thin as moth wings. The craftsmen and craftswomen let Selivia watch the papermaking process, a mysterious alchemy that smelled of wood pulp and hot presses and made her skin itch.

The Cindral Folk treated Mav like a king, bringing him more food than he could possibly eat and crowning him with woodland flowers. Within a day, he was giving children rides and contributing his Fire to cutlery repair projects. Selivia suspected she’d have a hard time convincing him to leave if they ever got the answers they needed.

With the combination of good food and forest air, Latch grew stronger each day. He joined Berg and his students in their dueling exercises, sharing his knowledge of swordsmanship even though he could barely keep up with the ten-year-olds at first. By the end of the first week, he was robust enough for brief sparring sessions with Berg. It would be a while yet before he could match the old sword master—if ever—but his progress was encouraging.

Selivia liked to see Latch putting his energy into something that wasn’t the Lightning. It had been his sole pursuit for so long, but he was finally letting it go. In fact, Latch’s whole demeanor became lighter and freer than it had been for most of the time Selivia had known him. When she saw him correcting a young child’s footwork or listening intently to Berg’s advice, she filled with hope so buoyant she could have floated up to the treetops. But she couldn’t forget how easily the Lightning had stolen him from her or shake the fear that it wasn’t done with him yet.

No matter how idyllic their respite in Cindral Forest was, she also couldn’t ignore the problems creeping through the world.

“There have been two more thunderbird attacks,” Latch said one evening, striding toward the mossy bower where she sat. “A messenger arrived as we were finishing practice.”

Selivia set down the reed fruit basket she’d been repairing—part of her ongoing efforts to ingratiate herself with the Cindral Folk.

“Where were the attacks?”

“Coastal towns, both farther west than before,” Latch said. “The birds are still mostly staying around the islands.”

“How many were there?”

“Two each time.”

Selivia twisted two reeds together thoughtfully. It wasn’t the first such message they’d received since arriving in the forest. The birds had been sighted on their own or in pairs almost every day since the first attack near Coral Harbor. “Why aren’t they ever in larger numbers?”

“Maybe they’re looking for food.” Latch sat beside her on the moss, shifting his sword out of his way. “Perhaps the fish population around the East Islands has been reduced for some reason, and they’re looking farther inland for sustenance. It could be a coincidence.”

Selivia raised an eyebrow at him. “After everything that’s happened?”

“Okay, maybe it’s not a coincidence.” Latch picked up a bundle of reeds and began braiding them together. “But I don’t know what to do about it. We—I disturbed the creatures at Thunderbird Island. But I’m not controlling them anymore.”

“Are you sure?” Selivia said. “Could you be doing it without realizing?”

Latch frowned, giving the question serious thought. Selivia appreciated his willingness to be wrong. He wouldn’t discount the notion that he was still using the Lightning—or the Lightning was using him—just because he wasn’t aware of it.

“I don’t think so,” he said at last. “The gaps in my memory complicate things, but I don’t have any new gaps since we left the island.” He lifted his shoulders. “The thunderbirds could just be pests.”

“I hope you’re right,” Selivia said. “But with the dragons acting the way they are, we can’t make any assumptions. I wish the Cindral Folk would hurry up and help us.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, each focusing on their reeds and their thoughts. The evening hush closed around them, the shadows deepening in the twilight. Selivia cast about for a way to get the dragon keepers to relent. They needed to be diplomatic, but they were wasting time.

“Maybe I shouldn’t be here,” Latch said at length. “The Cindral Folk would be more willing to help you without me reminding them of my father’s betrayal.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true.” Latch concentrated on his hands. “Besides that, you’re great with people, Sel. Normally they bend over backward to help you. I’m getting in the way.”

Selivia’s cheeks flushed. “We have to heal things between you and the Cindral Folk somehow. I hope we can restore the Brach name. I’m going to be a Brach, too, remember?”

Latch looked up at her. “Are you sure that’s what you still want? I’ll understand if you don’t after . . . everything.”

Selivia hesitated, studying the way the evening light shone on Latch’s skin and deepened the liquid pools of his eyes. Her stomach fluttered uncertainly. The truth was that yes, she still wanted to marry him, but only if he wanted it too. Their partnership was going to require work and sacrifice. By offering her a way out—something he’d done before—he made her doubt whether he actually wanted to go through with it. “I—”

A branch snapped nearby, and they turned as two people approached through the trees. One was Belna, and the other was an older man with a long brown beard streaked with gray. Diba was the head of the Cindral dragon keepers—and the biggest opponent of giving them the help they’d requested.

Selivia leapt to her feet, relieved not to have to answer Latch’s question right away. “Hello, Belna. Diba.”

“Princess Selivia.” Diba glanced at Latch, who’d gotten to his feet as well, but didn’t greet him. “The dragon keepers will help you in your quest for information.”

“Thank you.” Selivia clasped his hand warmly, making Diba blink in surprise.

“You must use our knowledge only to pursue peace and restoration,” Diba went on. “We are needing your promise.”

“We promise,” Selivia said at once. “The Cindral dragons are our companions. We only want to help them.”

“I hope that is so.” Diba looked at Latch again. “For all our sakes.”
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Selivia spent the next few days in the shadowy hollows where the Cindral dragons lived, talking with Belna and Diba while dozens of the beautiful creatures cavorted around them. The dragon keepers were as worried about the increased aggression in the dragons in Sharoth as Heath had been—and they’d had prior experience with such behavior.

“They were showing such agitation five years ago,” Diba told Selivia after asking her to read the letter describing the dragons’ aggression for the third time one morning. It was creased and annotated after being passed among the dragon keepers. “It was lasting for weeks.”

“Five years ago?” Selivia asked. “You mean when the true dragons invaded Vertigon?”

“This is so,” Diba said. “The Cindral dragons sensed their cousins stirring far to the north. The agitation ended the day the true dragons were thrown back to the Burnt Mountains.”

“I remember it well,” Belna said sadly. “When the threat was defeated, they were knowing it in their bones.”

Selivia rested a hand on her shoulder. Belna’s husband, Gidon, had led a group of Cindral dragons carrying Watermight to help oust the true dragons from Vertigon. Several Cindral dragons, keepers, and Gidon himself had been killed in the battle.

Selivia remembered Vertigon drenched in ash and smoke, overrun by true dragons like Mav. They’d killed hundreds of people during their brief and brutal reign, their vast leathery wings cloaking the mountain in shadow. In the end, Dara had thrown them out in an unprecedented display of magical power.

Selivia drew a deep breath, fighting to keep her voice steady. “You don’t think the Cindral dragons’ behavior means the true dragons have returned, do you?”

“The dragons in our forest are behaving normally, living in peace and serenity.” Diba gestured around the hollow, where dragons lounged in patches of sun, fanning their broad, brilliant wings across the forest floor. They were as docile as doves. Whatever had affected her dragons in Sharoth hadn’t reached here yet.

“Perhaps your dragon companions should return to the forest for a rest,” Belna said. “We can take care of them.”

“They should never have gone to Vertigon in the first place,” muttered Diba.

“That was necessary,” Belna said sharply. “But perhaps the time has come to end this experiment.”

Selivia shook her head. The dragons had agreed to fight to save Vertigon. They were more comfortable with violence than the peace-loving Cindral Folk liked to admit. You couldn’t force animals to go against their natures any more than you could do it with people. And since the war, they had brought Watermight trade, healing, and unparalleled innovation to Vertigon. They had helped to foster new relationships between the various lands of the continent. Selivia didn’t want to undo all that progress.

“We need to get to the root of the problem regardless,” she said. “We think the Lightning could be causing this behavior. Do you have any idea how that might be happening?”

Diba switched to Cindraltongue to confer with Belna. It was easier for them to discuss the nuances of the situation in their own language. Selivia suspected Diba was also trying to limit how much information she picked up. By now everyone knew her command of the language wasn’t as strong as it could be.

Selivia gave them a little space to talk and went for a stroll around the hollow. The rich forest air and the musky aroma of the dragons helped to calm her mind. Several young dragons were wrestling, playfully snapping at soft feathers and biting with toothless jaws. They acted much like the baby cur-dragons Selivia had raised in the castle in Vertigon when she was young. They were trying out their strength and tussling with their friends, but it was nothing like the aggression Althor and the others had displayed back in Sharoth.

At length, Belna summoned Selivia back. “You are wanting to understand how the dragons interact with the magical substances?”

Selivia nodded eagerly and sat on a log at their feet.

“You know already that Cindral dragons can carry Watermight and speak through the Air,” Belna began. “And true dragons like your friend Mav produce a Fire that is indistinguishable from the Fire that flows through Vertigon Mountain.”

“Yes.”

Belna looked at Diba, who sat with his arms folded in disapproval, as if she’d persuaded him to share more than he wanted. She laid a hand on his arm, and he sighed.

“As you wish,” Diba muttered. He fixed his gaze on Selivia. “Our traditions say the first dragons were born of the magical substances. It produced them, and they commune with it all their days. The dragons of Fire live at the source of the substance in the Burnt Mountains, the only known source on the continent. They need it, they are made of it, and they produce it.”

“Think of it as water is to us humans,” Belna said. One of the baby Cindral dragons trotted up to her, and she scratched it behind its fluffy wings. “Our friends here are not so obsessive about the Watermight as the true dragons are with Fire, but it is in their essence.”

“When the true dragons awakened,” Diba said, “and spread their Fire over the north, our companions sensed it here. It was a foul miasma spilling across the continent. They are hating the Fire, and it made them act with such agitation.”

Selivia frowned. “So our Cindral dragons could be irritated by the presence of the Lightning, like they were with the Fire, and that’s why they’re lashing out at each other?”

“Correct,” Belna said. “Especially if it now flows loose like the Air.”

Selivia thought of Rosh’s theory that the Lightning spread like the Air. She picked at some moss on a nearby tree with restless fingers. There was a missing puzzle piece.

“You are not looking reassured,” Diba said.

“It makes sense.” Selivia assembled her thoughts carefully. “Dara always says the magical substances aren’t compatible. Fire and Watermight consume each other unless a Wielder can combine them in a specific way. Creatures made of the substances must not like other substances.”

“That is so,” Diba said.

“But what about the thunderbirds?”

Diba combed his gnarled fingers through his beard. “The birds are preferring to live in the islands, and we do not often see them here. Perhaps they, too, commune with the magical substances, and the Lightning is theirs.”

“We thought Latch was controlling them after the Lightning awakened his most jealous and aggressive impulses,” Selivia said. Her betrothed had used the birds to do some horrific things. Even though he’d been defending her, she hated to think of the results. “I don’t like the idea that all that was inside Latch all along. Is it possible it might not have been his fault? Maybe the thunderbirds were irritated, too, and it was all just a misunderstanding.” She wanted to believe that something innate about the power had produced all that horror, not something innate about the man she loved.

Belna didn’t answer for a moment, and Selivia wrapped her arms around her knees, feeling hopeful despite herself.

“We believe violence is a corruption.” Belna gestured at the woods around them. A breeze whispered through the trees and disturbed the insects singing on their branches. “We do not allow violence in our forest, and we believe those who use it are tainted, more likely to be aggressive, jealous, and cruel.”

“Even Berg?”

Belna sighed and folded her work-roughened hands in her lap. “My brother has shed a great deal of blood in his life. I love and cherish him, but he will never be the same person he was. It is why he grows restless here.”

“And now he is bringing the sword to the forest,” Diba said, a scowl contorting his features.

“But only for sport,” Selivia said. “Dueling is very popular in Vertigon, and it’s a peaceful land too.”

“It was,” Belna said. “But after violence returned to your mountain, your armies were marching to war within a year. It is a corruption that cannot be easily removed.” She leaned forward to take Selivia’s hand. “Your betrothed has shed blood too. He may wish to be a better man than his father, but he is already infected.”

“So you believe the malice really came from Latch,” Selivia said, pulling her hand away. “You think everything I saw was his violence, and the Lightning only amplified it?”

Belna bowed her head. “That is how we would interpret what happened.”

“We know the rest of the continent does not follow our traditions,” Diba put in. “But perhaps you understand now why we didn’t want to give our knowledge to one such as him.”

Selivia was finding it difficult to catch her breath. Her first impulse was to dismiss the notion. She couldn’t accept that Latch, Berg, and everyone else who’d had to shed blood in the war were corrupted, doomed to a life of violence, jealousy, and aggression. She had to believe they had a chance at redemption. No, not just redemption. She believed they were right to stand up and fight to protect the people they loved.

But she also knew you couldn’t come in contact with violence without being affected by it in some form. She recalled a phrase she’d found in the notebook of the last Watermight Artist to attempt a serious study of the Lightning.

The Lightning nurtures aggression. It is a jealous mistress. Anyone who Casts it must be pure of heart and purpose lest it corrupt them.

That scholar would surely agree with the Cindral Folk. Wherever the original malice came from, the Lightning—the power—had aggravated it in Latch. And it would do so in others unless they could stop it.

“Okay, let’s say all that violence came from Latch back on Thunderbird Island,” she said at last. “And the spread of the Lightning is irritating the Cindral dragons because they’re primarily compatible with Watermight. That means the best way to help them is to get it out of the atmosphere. But how do we stop the thunderbirds from attacking people without using the Lightning?”

Belna pursed her lips. “Have you considered the possibility that someone else has already taken hold of the Lightning—and therefore the birds?”

“Another Wielder?” Selivia hadn’t considered that. Rosh and Melloch, the Wielders who’d been with them at Thunderbird Island, had spent the past few weeks in the royal archive with her, Dara, and Tamri, working on how to solve this mess. They couldn’t have snuck away to take Latch’s place at the Lightning chasm. “I don’t think so, unless they can do it from a distance.”

“It is worth investigating,” Diba said. “Perhaps a new malicious presence has emerged.”

Selivia picked up a handful of soft baby dragon feathers that were scattered among the dead leaves at her feet, thinking of King Khrillin and the spies he’d sent to Thunderbird Island. Could they have developed enough control over the Lightning to send thunderbirds to the Soolen mainland? She didn’t think they’d had time any more than Rosh and Melloch had.

Still, as she continued to talk over solutions to the thunderbird issue with Belna and Diba, she couldn’t discount the notion that someone apart from Latch was now directing the Lightning.
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Tamri smoothed the skirt of the stolen maid uniform as she walked down the servants’ corridor, hoping no one would notice it didn’t fit her. She wore her hair in a bun today after leaving it loose around her shoulders for the past three days. The change to her silhouette would help disguise her.

She maintained an unhurried pace. A single guard stood between her and the stairwell, and she couldn’t draw attention to herself. Fortunately, King Khrillin didn’t view her as enough of a flight risk to warrant stricter guards. He knew she wouldn’t leave Gramma Teall.

Tamri had been studying the guards posted around the servants’-corridor exits for the past week, learning their habits and figuring out which ones were the least vigilant. Fortunately, the servants’ quarters were busy enough that she could sneak around without eliciting comments.

But spying on guards from a bustling corridor was different from walking directly past them. She had to try, though. Today, she was going to rescue Heath.

Tamri adjusted her skirt, checking that the dinner knife she’d stolen from another maid’s room last night was still in her pocket. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it was better than the butter knife Gyra had taken from her. She might need it to tackle the lock on Heath’s cell if she couldn’t get her hands on some Watermight between here and the second level of the dungeons.

Fifteen floors. The prospect made her queasy. Fifteen opportunities to run into someone who knew she wasn’t supposed to be wandering around the tower. She didn’t know Khrillin’s plans for Heath now that he’d ended the Watermight trade agreement, but she couldn’t let him stay a prisoner.

Tamri adopted a purposeful stride as she neared the corridor guard—an older fellow who always looked as if he was thinking about his retirement. Going too slowly would make him wonder why she wasn’t working. Sneaking and tiptoeing would give away the fact that she was doing something wrong.

The guard sneezed, making her jump.

Easy. Don’t make him look twice at you. She just had to stride past him—then make it down another fifteen floors. Easy. Right.

She was three steps from the stairwell. Two. The guard took out a handkerchief to wipe his nose. Tamri picked up her pace. He turned away to sneeze again, veins bulging beneath his age-thinned skin.

And just like that, she was through. Tamri resisted the urge to break into a run. Charging down the stairs like an escaped prisoner would ruin everything.

She descended through the core of King’s Tower, her footsteps echoing through the stairwell. The tower was busier than it had been when she arrived, and the crowds made it easy to blend in. Khrillin was setting plans in motion, according to gossip she’d overheard in the servants’ corridor. Waterworkers who had always been at odds with Khrillin were being invited for meals and performances and pen fights. Some even stayed overnight, enjoying the austere luxury of King’s Tower and Khrillin’s famed hospitality. Word had it he was planning a large party to which every Waterworker in the city, powerful or not, was being invited.

Tamri touched the dull knife in her pocket and counted the floors as she descended from the thirteenth level.

Twelve.

Eleven.

Sweat trickled down her forehead and dampened her collar. She wished she had some Watermight.

Ten.

At the ninth floor, Tamri had to duck into a side corridor to avoid a pair of Waterworkers employed by two different port lords. She’d had to flee from both after stealing Watermight from their bosses. They each carried some of the substance now, and they were having a tense, whispered argument. Tamri briefly considered snatching a bit of their power while they were occupied. But she had a lot of floors to go. She couldn’t risk getting caught.

She passed more Waterworkers as she continued her descent, including several she’d never expected to see within a hundred feet of Khrillin. He was winning over his rivals with astonishing speed.

Tamri suspected these maneuvers were related to Khrillin’s new training institution. His fellow Waterlords and Waterladies would have to cooperate if he was going to educate the city’s young Wielders from now on. Consolidations of power invariably raised eyebrows among powerful Waterworkers in Pendark. A move like this could lead to the outbreak of a new Watermight conflict. The usual skirmishes would be nothing compared to what would happen if Khrillin started training all the people with the potential to be Wielders without the cooperation of other Waterworkers.

Tamri felt as if she were watching the beginning of Dara’s Wielder school in a watery mirror. The important difference was that the Fireworker population of Vertigon had been decimated in the war, and they’d been struggling to meet the demands of the Fireworking industry without worrying about training young apprentices. They were only too happy to combine their efforts. Khrillin’s situation was more complicated.

The children at Dara’s school lived like an unruly family in one big greathouse while their permanent school was being built. They relied on the generosity of sponsors and sporadic lessons from the busy Fireworkers. If Khrillin managed to unify the Waterlords behind his school, it wouldn’t take long to match them.

Tamri pushed aside the thought, trying to focus on the task ahead.

She passed the eighth level.

The seventh.

Her heart pounded, and her skin felt a little too tight. She was almost halfway there.

Then, just before she reached the sixth level, she heard a familiar voice.

“I told you everything I know. I swear.”

Tamri stumbled in surprise. That was Pel coming up the stairs. He’d betray her in an instant.

Tamri turned and dashed back up the stairwell, hoping to find somewhere to hide on the seventh floor. Her footsteps sounded thunderous in the enclosed space.

“You aren’t even close to paying off your debt to me,” said a woman on the stairs behind her. Tamri recognized the deep, melodious voice of the Red Lady of the Market District. “I expected you to be more proactive.”

“I was only a prisoner for a few hours,” Pel said. “I told you every word I heard on that fish-gutted island.”

Island? Tamri slowed, distracted.

“Tell me about the thunderbirds,” the Red Lady said.

“They were big, scary birds,” Pel said. “What else is there to say?”

Tamri made it to the seventh floor and ducked into the nearest corridor. An open door nearby revealed a guard barracks cluttered with sparring gear and smelling of feet. Tamri crouched out of sight of the stairwell just as Pel and the Red Lady reached the seventh-floor landing.

“Did the thunderbirds shoot out these lightning bolts?” the Red Lady asked, pausing almost close enough for Tamri to touch her.

Pel sighed. “Those came from inside the mountain, like I said a hundred times.”

“Impossible.” Suddenly, shoes scuffed the landing, and Pel squealed, as if the Red Lady had stepped forward to seize his ear. “Don’t expect the king to save you if I find you’ve held anything back. Tell me the truth.”

“I am,” Pel whimpered. “Please.”

Tamri cringed at the plaintive sound. Gutter kids like her and Pel had never stood much chance against the powerful Waterworkers in Pendark. She didn’t like to hear him being bullied. But she edged closer, pressing against the stone wall, needing to learn more.

“I keep telling you, the Lightning was inside the mountain,” Pel said. “The Vertigonians were talking about how to control it. They hadn’t got it right yet, but—”

“Are you sure they couldn’t control it?” the Red Lady interrupted.

“Yes! It was keeping their friend hostage or something. They were going in there to rescue—”

The thud of boots in the corridor behind Tamri was her only warning. Then someone tapped her on the shoulder and spoke directly in her ear.

“You Rudwin’s girl?”

Tamri whirled around, reaching into her pocket for the dinner knife. A guardsman had emerged from the nearby barracks, and he blinked in surprise at her sudden movement. He was young, with pockmarked olive skin and dark hair cut unevenly across his forehead. Tamri tensed, her hand still in her pocket, debating whether or not to strike.

Then the guardsman grinned, the expression splitting his homely face in two.

“Rudwin said you were as cute as a mushroom, but I didn’t believe him.”

“Uh, right. Rudwin.” Tamri glanced at the doorway to the landing, where Pel and the Red Lady were talking just out of sight. She could no longer make out their words.

“Rudwin’s not here right now,” the guardsman went on cheerily. “Got dungeon duty today.” He smoothed back his hair and squinted at her. “Say, you got any friends I could meet? My momma’s on my case about not being married yet. I could sure use some help meeting nice gals like yourself.”

“Uh, I don’t know . . .” The voices in the stairwell were fading. Pel and his interrogator were climbing to the higher levels. Tamri wanted to know what else they’d say, but she couldn’t follow them all the way back upstairs. This might be her only chance to reach Heath. What she needed was a clear path to the bottom of the tower.

She turned back to the guardsman, plastering on a smile. “You said Rudwin has dungeon duty? Do you think you could walk me down to see him?” She batted her eyelashes in what she hoped was a flirtatious manner. “I could tell you about my unmarried friends along the way.”

The guardsman’s cheeks reddened. “Sure thing. My shift just ended. What’s your name again? Trudi, right?”

“That’s right.” Tamri batted her lashes faster. “I’m Trudi.”

The guardsman’s name was Lyl, and he turned out to be the most talkative person Tamri had ever met. He could challenge her friend Kay in a chattering competition.

“The last gal I went with had another fellow over in the Smokery District,” Lyl told Tamri as they headed down the stairs. “It wasn’t too pleasant when we learned about each other. I spent weeks moping in my cups afterward. Would have lost my job if Rudwin hadn’t pulled me out and dried me up. Before that I was seeing a tailor in the Garment District, but she was after a richer man than me.”

Tamri murmured sympathetically, ducking behind Lyl whenever anyone approached from the other direction. They passed the sixth level. The fifth, descending without trouble.

“Then there was a water taxi girl.” Lyl sighed wistfully. “I spent hours talking to her on my way to visit my momma on Turndays. She started avoiding me after a while. I reckon I talked too much for her.”

Tamri didn’t blame the girl for wanting to pole her taxi along the canals in peace, but she didn’t say so. Lyl wasn’t letting her get a word in edgewise, anyway.

They passed the fourth level.

“I want to meet someone who likes to listen as much as I like to talk,” Lyl said. “That’s my ideal girl. Someone with a sweet face and a kind ear. Someone my momma will like but who won’t mind my guards’ salary. Someone serene and honest.” Lyl looked at Tamri hopefully. “Someone like you, I reckon, if you weren’t already sweet on Rudwin.”

Tamri coughed. She may have some good qualities, but serenity and honesty weren’t among them.

Lyl didn’t notice her reaction. “Are any of your maid friends like you?”

“Uh, sure.”

“Well, go on.” He nudged her arm playfully, making her stiffen. “Tell me about them.”

“Right. Uh, my maid friends.”

As they descended past the third level, Tamri described her friends from school, reinventing them as tower maids who might want to get to know Lyl—Kay, with her energetic chatter and her passion for dueling; Lacy, with her love of gossip and romance and pretty clothes; Shylla, the Red Lady’s daughter, a talented healer who had been dismissive of Tamri from the first day but who might have warmed to her in time.

Why was Shylla’s mother interrogating Pel about the Lightning behind Khrillin’s back? Did she plan to make a play for the substance herself? Or could she be the Vertigonians’ ally? She was the first Pendarkan to send her daughter to study at Queen Dara’s school. She might object to Khrillin’s decision to sever his good relationship with the Vertigonian rulers. Maybe Tamri could use that.

They passed the second level.

“Your friends sound grand,” Lyl said. “Maybe we can all go to the floating markets some Turnday. You, me, Rudwin, and one of these friends of yours. Or maybe all of them! I gotta meet as many gals as possible if I’m going to have a chance. That’s what my momma says. Meet enough women, and eventually one of ’em will decide she doesn’t mind having you around so much.”

Tamri felt a little sorry for Lyl. His chatter might turn people off, but he seemed kind. She regretted using him like this, even as hope played a drumbeat in her chest. They were approaching the ground floor. They were almost to the dungeon—and to Heath.

She wouldn’t find Boru and Rook in the dungeon. The dragons’ arrival in Pendark had caused a stir, and Tamri had listened to enough maids’ gossip and asked enough careful questions to guess the rough location of their prison. Only a limited number of places could hold a pair of angry dragons, anyway. Heath would have to find some way to free them and get them out of the city on his own.

The main stairwell corkscrewing through King’s Tower ended at the ground level. Tamri and Lyl crossed another corridor to reach the stairs to the underground chambers. Lyl told her the dungeon was broken into two floors, with a large guard station on the upper one where those on duty could relax. The upper level also had cells for minor prisoners, especially those without Waterworker abilities.

The lower level, Lyl explained as he fumbled for the right key to unlock the guard station, was where they kept the extra-dangerous prisoners and those they expected to keep in custody for longer periods. Tamri pictured Heath tapping the table with two fingers. She would find him on the lower level, if she could make it through the guard station.

“Are there many prisoners down there?” she asked Lyl, trying to sound casual as her pulse raced. She put her hand in her pocket, touching the warm knife blade.

“A fair few.” The lock clicked at last, and Lyl held the guard station door open for her. “Though King Khrillin pardoned a couple Watermight thieves who tried to steal from one of his vents just last week. They’re staying in guest chambers upstairs now, if you can believe it. I hear he invited them to the—”

“Lyl!” A muscular young man with a thick mustache started up from a wooden table as Lyl and Tamri entered. A quick scan confirmed he was the only other person in the guard station, which was long and thin, with shelves along one wall and barred cells on the other.

“What are you doing?” the muscular guard demanded. “You can’t bring lady friends down here.”

“Aw, I won’t tell, Rudwin,” Lyl said. “Trudi here was waiting for you all forlorn like, so I brought her to see you. She’s going to introduce me to—”

“That’s not Trudi, you imbecile,” Rudwin cut in.

“Not Trudi?” Lyl started to turn.

As quick as a flash, Tamri whipped the knife from her pocket, seized Lyl by the back of the collar, and jabbed the dull blade against his lower back.

“Don’t move, or I’ll carve out your kidneys,” she hissed in his ear.
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“Trudi, what are you doing?” Lyl sputtered, standing very still. Fortunately, he didn’t notice the dullness of Tamri’s knife. She would have a hard time breaking his skin, much less truly hurting him.

“Lyl, you half-witted guttersquid,” Rudwin said. “You deserve it if she guts you.”

Rudwin had drawn a knife from his belt, but he was too far away to use it. His gaze flitted to a halberd leaning against the guard station wall, the long blade glinting in the light. Tamri tensed, but Rudwin didn’t try to grab it. He didn’t actually want her to gut his friend.

“Let’s not be hasty now,” Lyl said. “There’s no need for threats and such. Maybe we can all sit down for a minute. Have a cup of tea and a chat and—”

“Stop talking,” Tamri said. “How many guards are downstairs?”

Lyl gulped. “There’s supposed to be two on duty here at all—”

“Shut up, Lyl,” Rudwin snarled. “There’s ten men down there. Now drop the knife before—”

“So you and one other guard,” Tamri interrupted. “Where is he?”

Rudwin didn’t answer. Tamri risked a glance behind her to make sure no one was sneaking up on her. She, Lyl, and Rudwin were still the only people in the guard station. Lyl hadn’t locked the door, which would make it easier for someone to surprise her while she was fetching Heath. If only she had some Watermight.

She scanned the empty cells, cluttered shelves, and mildew-patterned walls for an idea. The guard station was remarkably well lit for being underground. She glanced up. Three Vertigonian Firebulbs were hanging from the ceiling.

Fire. Tamri ground her teeth. It would have to be Fire.

Keeping a tight grip on Lyl’s collar, she took a deep breath, reached out with her senses, and tried to call the Fire in the bulbs toward her.

Nothing happened. She tried again, sensing the spark of heat at the edge of her senses, drawing it toward her, struggling to concentrate.

Rudwin glared at her, knuckles whitening around his knife, gaze occasionally flitting to his halberd. If he dove for it, she probably couldn’t stop him. She couldn’t overcome Lyl, either, now that she’d lost the element of surprise. Both men were much bigger and stronger. She was quick, but speed alone wouldn’t save her.

She forced herself to focus on the Firebulbs, striving for the calm Queen Dara had taught her. She needed the power those bulbs contained. It was her only chance. The Firebulbs shuddered, swinging on their chains. The light flickered.

Tamri had never been good at Wielding the Fire. It didn’t respond to her as naturally as Watermight did, despite all that time working with the Fire Queen. Even the Lightning had been easier to fling about, its crackling intensity a better match for her slapdash abilities. She needed all the steadiness she’d practiced at the school, all the discipline she’d learned.

She concentrated harder than she’d ever concentrated in her life, ignoring the sweat glistening on the back of Lyl’s neck and the way Rudwin kept looking at the halberd. She thought only of Heath one level below her. The Firebulbs swayed toward her. Then, slowly, they began to bulge out of shape.

Tamri’s heart pounded as she drew the Fire from the bulbs. The liquid magic beaded like condensation on the outside of the metal. She drew out more of it. And more.

She didn’t pull the Fire through the air yet, not wanting to reveal her advantage. The substance clung to the outsides of the three bulbs now, the molten magic just waiting to be released. The light continued to flicker, and she feared the guards would notice. Too much time had already passed.

Lyl couldn’t take the silence any longer. “Why don’t you tell us what you want, Trudi,” he blurted. “Maybe we can all—”

Suddenly, Rudwin dove for the halberd. Tamri seized the Fire she’d drawn from the bulbs, spun it into a rough spear, and hurled it across the chamber. The spear streaked golden light through the air and stopped a hairbreadth from Rudwin’s jugular—just as his hands closed on the halberd. He froze, Tamri’s Fire spear hovering at his throat.

“Put down the weapon,” Tamri ordered, moving the Fire spear closer to his neck. Rudwin winced at the heat. “Now.”

He dropped the halberd with a clatter. Lyl hadn’t moved, even though Tamri had eased up on his collar. He gaped at the fiery blade at his friend’s throat, at a loss for words for once.

“Where is the last guard?” Tamri asked.

“He had to, you know, relieve himself.” Rudwin blushed. “He’ll be back in—”

A door at the back of the guard station began to open. Tamri didn’t wait. She split the Fire spear in half and shot one part toward the door just as a ruddy-faced man emerged, still doing up his belt buckle. Tamri whipped the Fire into a rope and looped it around his neck.

“Don’t move, or that’ll go straight through your throat,” she said.

The newcomer blinked at the scene in the guard station and lifted a shaky hand to his neck. He touched the Fire collar and his fingers gave a faint hiss. He yanked his hand back.

“What do you want?” he asked hoarsely.

“For you to open one of those cells over there and climb in with your friends.”

Tamri gave the noose of Fire a tug for emphasis. The ruddy-faced guard obeyed, walking stiffly to the barred cells lining the guard station. He opened one, placed the key on the guard station table as carefully as if it were made of spun sugar, and walked into the cell.

Tamri forced Rudwin and Lyl into the cell after him, using a combination of the Fire and her little knife to encourage them to hurry. She searched them for extra key rings and slipped the ones she found into her pockets. Then she closed the cell door with a decisive clang.

After locking the guards inside, Tamri pulled the Fire from the spear and the noose into a single glowing sphere in the air. It was a little lopsided, and sparks sputtered from it at random. Tamri would have to draw the Fire into her skin to make the substance more malleable, but she didn’t have time to deal with the accompanying pain. The erratic sparks made the Fire look wild and unmanageable, which worked in her favor here. The three guards stared at the sphere as if it would come to life and attack them.

“Here’s what’s going to happen.” Tamri surveyed the guards through the bars of the cell. “I’m going down to the lower level to get my friend. While I’m gone, I expect you to stay quiet.” She squeezed three tiny droplets of Fire from the sphere and hung them in the air in front of the cell. They sputtered and crackled, casting odd shadows through the bars. “If you make any noise, these beads will shoot right at you, burn through your brains, and come out the other side. Understand?” She hoped they didn’t realize she had no idea how to make the Fire beads do that.

“You want us to be quiet,” Lyl said. “You got it, Trudi. Whatever you say.”

“She’s not Trudi,” Rudwin muttered.

“Very good,” Tamri said. “If you do as I say, I won’t hurt you, and I’ll even leave the keys where you can reach them when I go. If not, I’ll leave you here for your superiors to find.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lyl said. “We’ll keep quiet.”

Tamri looked at the third guardsman. The ruddy-faced fellow had said very little since emerging from the water closet. “Well?”

He flinched. “I’ll be quiet too.”

“Rudwin?”

“Fine.” Rudwin sat down at the back of the cell with a scowl. “But you can forget about me introducing you to any new girls, Lyl.”

Tamri left the guards to gripe at each other, taking the remaining Fire with her. The sphere was smaller than her fist now. She needed the substance to cooperate if such a meager amount was going to get her all the way out of the Tower. With a sigh, she split the sphere in two and drew the Fire into her palms. It felt like tiny burning thorns blazing a path through her veins.

Gritting her teeth against the pain, Tamri dug through the keys jangling in her pockets and found a large one that opened the door to the lower dungeon. A thick, musty smell greeted her as she descended, making it difficult to breathe.

The lower prison corridor was quieter and darker than the guard station. Firebulbs set far apart in the ceiling provided the only illumination. The Fireworks were better for the underground chamber than candle lanterns, which would produce too much smoke for such a poorly ventilated space. The dungeon must be tightly sealed, a necessity for underground structures in the swampy city. A tight seal would also make it harder for Waterworker prisoners to pull Watermight through any gaps in the stone.

But whoever built this dungeon hadn’t accounted for a Waterworker who could also Wield the Fire. Tamri pulled the light from the Firebulbs on the ceiling as she stalked down the corridor and let the Fire pass into her body for as long as she could stand the molten heat. When her veins felt as if they were blistering, she pulled the substance back out, slowly recreating her glowing sphere as she searched the cells.

Each iron cell door had a small barred window, high enough that Tamri had to stand on her tiptoes to see inside. She made eye contact with several prisoners, who must be curious about the commotion above. Others ignored her. Hopefully they’d all keep quiet. Even with her growing supply of Fire, she’d never get Heath out of here if the rest of the tower was alerted. She also needed to return to her room in time to pretend she had no idea what had happened to him.

At the seventh cell she checked, she found Heath sitting on a cot by the wall. The sleeves of his shirt were folded neatly back from his elbows, and his feet were bare. Judging by the layer of grime on his hair, he hadn’t been allowed to bathe since his arrival, and the bruises on his face had gone a little green. He’d never looked so good.

“Heath!” His name came out as a gasp of relief.

Heath looked up, blinking at Tamri as if he didn’t believe his own eyes. Then he vaulted to his feet and strode to the door, his tall form filling the little window. “Tamri, are you okay?”

He stuck his right hand through the bars as far as he could, and Tamri clasped it tight. His skin felt cool and firm against hers, soothing the pain of all the Fire she’d drawn in.

“We don’t have much time,” she said. “Your guards are in a cell upstairs. Someone could walk in any minute.”

“Do you have the key?”

Tamri shook the mess of keys she’d taken from the guards. It could take a while to find the right one.

“I have something better.” She floated the Fire sphere up so Heath could see it then used a thin stream of the magical substance to break the lock. By the time she opened the cell door, Heath had pulled on his boots and his coat, and he was ready to go.

They stared at each other for a moment, taking each other in properly now that the door no longer stood between them. Heath’s bronze eyes burned, and the Firelight emphasized every line of his stern, beautiful face. Tamri felt a frisson of something in her chest, like lightning cracking between storm clouds.

Heath released a long breath. “Tamri, I—”

“There are weapons in the guard station,” she interrupted. She didn’t want him to say something he’d regret when he learned she wasn’t leaving with him. She turned on her heel and headed back up the corridor, the Fire sphere lighting the way.

Heath jogged to catch up and fell in beside her. “Is that all the magic you have?”

“Yes. I couldn’t get my hands on any Watermight.”

“Understood. Where’s our exit point?”

“Our best chance is the east-facing sally port,” Tamri said. “I saw it from my window. It’ll have fewer guards than the main gate.” She spun the Fire sphere between them. “If that doesn’t work, I’ll break through the wall with this.”

“Good,” Heath said. “Helps to have a backup plan.”

Tamri paused at the door to the guard station and looked up at Heath. “You don’t seem all that surprised.”

“That you rescued me?” Heath frowned. “Why would I be surprised? I’ve told you before that I don’t underestimate you.”

Emotion surged through Tamri’s chest. One day, maybe, she’d actually match up to Heath’s esteem. She gripped his hand, feeling his pulse beating in time with hers. Then she split the Fire sphere into ten tiny darts.

“There could be an ambush in there. Ready?”

Heath squeezed her hand. “Let’s do it.”

They burst through the door together.

There was no ambush in the guard station. The three guards waited obediently in their cell, the tiny beads of Fire still hanging in front of them. Tamri waved as she and Heath hurried past. Only Lyl waved back.

Tamri grabbed Rudwin’s halberd while Heath searched the shelves along the wall.

“I spotted our travel packs last time they hauled me through here,” he said. “Ah, there they are.”

He pulled two familiar leather satchels down from the highest shelf and retrieved his Fire cudgel from one of them.

He hefted the weapon. “I missed this.”

“Better put it back until we’re out of here,” Tamri said. “We need to sneak.”

“I’m a little tall for sneaking.” Heath returned the cudgel to his pack and slung both his and Tamri’s satchels over his shoulder. He grinned at her, brushing his bronze hair back from his eyes. “Lead the way.”

Tamri took a deep breath and drew the Fire darts back into her body. The pain made her shudder, but it was the best way to keep the glowing substance concealed. “Let’s go.”

“Wait!” Lyl shouted from the cell. “Aren’t you going to let us out?”

“So you can raise the alarm?” Tamri said. “Don’t think so.”

“Please, Trudi,” Lyl begged. “I can’t afford to lose this job. My momma will kill me.”

“Shoulda thought of that before you brought her down here,” Rudwin grumbled.

Tamri set down the halberd and approached the cell, expelling the Fire from her skin temporarily and forming a new sphere. The last three beads still hung in front of the bars. She didn’t know how to make them fly at the guards if they tried to escape unless she was in the room. She’d been counting on it taking them a while to figure that out, but maybe she could try another tactic. “I’ll let you go on one condition.”

“Anything,” Lyl said.

Rudwin jabbed him with an elbow. “Wait ’til you hear the condition before you promise anything, dimwit.”

“Oh, right.” Lyl rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Good point.”

Tamri held in a sigh. “The condition is this: don’t tell anyone what I look like. Tell them it was a Vertigonian who broke into the dungeon.” She was conscious of Heath’s eyes on her back. She hoped he wouldn’t realize why she was doing this. “You can describe a pale man with, uh, dark-red hair and a broken nose. Say he had a whole bunch of Fire, and you didn’t even have a chance to fight him.”

The guards conferred amongst themselves. Tamri tapped her foot, every second feeling like ten. She worried about the quiet, ruddy-faced one, but she was gambling on him not wanting his superiors to know he’d literally been caught with his pants down.

“Okay, Trudi,” Lyl said at last. “We won’t tell anyone it was you.”

“Not Trudi,” Rudwin muttered.

“We won’t tell ’em it was a gal then,” Lyl said. “Promise. Now will you move those fiery death pellets and give us the keys?”

“Deal.” Tamri dropped the jumbled key rings on the floor outside the cell, far enough that they’d have to strain and perhaps get creative with their clothes and boots to reach them. Then she added the Fire droplets to her supply, braced herself, and pulled it into her body once more. It was risky to leave the men alive, but she wasn’t interested in killing anyone, especially fellow Pendarkans just doing their jobs—albeit poorly. Hopefully they’d repay her by not giving her true description to anyone.

She snatched up the halberd again and grabbed Heath’s hand, and they hurried out of the guard station together.

They kept to the shadows as they worked their way through the sprawling ground floor of King’s Tower. A huge kitchen occupied much of this level—one of several in the tower. The heat and clamor issuing from the kitchen helped to cover their retreat. Tamri had to pause every few minutes to pull the Fire out of her body while Heath blocked the light, as if she were carrying a boiling kettle in her bare hands and needed to set it down often.

Eventually, they found a doorway leading to the large exposed courtyard between the main tower and the outer wall. Guard towers loomed at intervals around the outer battlements. Tamri felt as if every eye atop those walls were pointed straight at her and Heath. With luck, the guards would focus their attention outward.

Evening was falling. The setting sun turned the light hazy and surreal. It would almost have looked like a trick of the golden evening light if Tamri had carried the Fire in her palms. She was tempted to try it. Most people would be looking to their suppers rather than worrying about escaped prisoners carrying foreign magic across the courtyard. Instead she took one more furtive break then pulled the Fire back in again.

The heat beneath Tamri’s skin aggravated her nerves as they crept toward the eastern sally port. But she quickly realized the gate had more guards than she’d seen from her bedroom window.

“This isn’t going to work,” she whispered to Heath, pulling down on his shirt collar so she could speak into his ear. As she brought her face close, his familiar scent surrounded her, scrambling her thoughts. Dragon musk and sweat and prison grime couldn’t fully obscure the smell of leather and honey cakes. She wished she were running away with him after all. “We have to try the wall.”

Heath nodded. “I saw a place back there where they might not see us from the guard tower.”

“Show me.”

They backtracked to a shallow depression in the outer wall. The main tower’s shadow lay thick across it, making it a darker spot than the rest of the courtyard. A bit of stone jutted outward from the wall, hopefully enough to obscure Tamri from view while she worked.

Heath kept watch while Tamri pulled the Fire out of her skin, shuddering with relief as her pain eased. Then she stretched the substance into a golden wire and began cutting a doorway big enough for Heath to fit through.

It was slow work. She had never bored through stone this thick before, and the energy of the Fire was used up faster than she expected as she forced the razor-thin thread deeper into the stone. She would barely have enough to slice through the wall. Sweat rolled down her back, and her eyes burned with the effort of following the thin, bright line.

The Fire ate into the stone, separating it fragment by fragment. The line deepened, pressing so far into the wall that she could barely see it. The world smelled of dust and rock and heat. Her muscles seized and trembled. She was almost through.

“I’m pretty sure the dragons are in a large redbrick stable in the Boundary District not far from the Darkwood Road,” she told Heath when she sensed she was nearing the end of her task. “I’ve only heard rumors, so I don’t know exactly where it is. If you travel due north and ask around, someone will point you in the right direction.”

Confusion flashed across Heath’s face, followed by alarm. “You’re not coming.”

“I can’t,” Tamri said. “Gramma Teall isn’t well enough to travel. Go back to Sharoth and tell Queen Dara and King Siv that Khrillin is uniting the Waterworkers and planning his own Wielder school. I think he wants to go after the Lightning too. You have to warn—”

Heath took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. “I’m not leaving without you.”

“You have to.” Tamri gripped his wrists tightly. “I don’t want to work for Khrillin, but I can’t take Gramma Teall on the run.”

“Then why did we come here?”

“I thought Khrillin was hurting her!” Tamri said. “He still might if I cross him. She has a comfortable room, regular meals, and a good healer here.”

“Tamri—”

“We don’t have time to argue.” Tamri removed his hands from her shoulders, wishing she’d touched him more often when she had the chance. She blinked rapidly as stone dust caught in her eyes. “You need to get Boru and Rook. And don’t let any other dragons come near Pendark.”

Heath’s mouth set in a stubborn line. Before he could say anything, they heard voices. Someone was coming toward them.

Tamri hurled all her strength at the wall, forcing the Fire to cut through the final few inches of stone. The last drop of Fire dissipated as it broke through to the outside. She pushed Heath toward the door-shaped outline she’d traced in the wall. Or tried to. He was as immovable as the wall itself.

“Go!” Tamri pleaded. “Unless you want them to catch us both.”

Heath scowled, looking as fearsome as Rook for a moment. The voices drew nearer.

“You owe it to the dragons.”

Heath grunted, as if the mention of the dragons were a punch to the gut. Then he followed her orders, putting his shoulder against the door-shaped block of stone and shoving outward. The stone slid on the muddy earth, making an awful grinding sound. He pushed harder. A bit of light appeared around the block, then it fell outward, revealing the canal on the other side of the wall.

Heath paused in the new doorway. Tamri was about to shove him through when he turned and reached out to touch her face, his broad thumb sliding along her cheek. Tamri’s nerves endings came alive, and her breath caught. Then he broke contact and turned to crawl away through the tunnel.

Tamri didn’t dare linger. As soon as Heath was through the doorway, she hurled the halberd after him and dashed back toward the tower. She couldn’t wait to see if someone spotted him. She had to get back to the thirteenth floor before anyone realized she’d been gone.
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Selivia would have loved to stay in Cindral Forest, enjoying a simple life with Latch and her dragon keeper friends and avoiding the pressures of the Royal Palace. But news reached them of more thunderbird attacks, one within half a day’s ride of Sharoth itself. The pattern was undeniable. With the latest report, Queen Rochelle sent a strongly worded message demanding that Selivia and Latch return to the capital.

“She’s not going to be happy with our findings,” Selivia said as they prepared to depart Cindral Forest on a breezy morning two weeks after they’d arrived. “All we’ve learned is we’re right about the Lightning affecting the animals. We still don’t know how to stop it.”

She was trying to push a bundle of fine paper into her travel satchel, but it wouldn’t quite fit. She gave it a frustrated shake.

Latch looked up from where he’d been organizing their rations for the return journey. “Easy there. That stuff is fragile.”

Selivia gave up on fitting the papers into her satchel. “I thought we’d know what to do by now. We can’t just return the dragons to Cindral Forest and hope all will be well.”

“We’re still gathering information,” Latch said. “That’s often how research is. You could spend years compiling material before you’re even certain you’re asking the right questions.”

“That’s why you’re the researcher, not me,” Selivia grumbled. “I want to fix this.”

“We will.” Latch came over and tipped her chin up to look him in the eye, the new sword calluses on his hands scraping her skin. “Sel, we’ll figure it out.”

“I don’t want to waste time when people are getting hurt.”

“It’s not wasted,” Latch said. “You never know which bit of information you learned here will prove to be vital. This idea that the dragons are reacting badly because the Lightning is incompatible with the other magical substances, for example. As soon as we figure out how to contain it, we might be able to draw it from the creatures like poison and return it to the ground.”

Selivia frowned. “That would mean you’d have to use it again.”

“It wouldn’t necessarily be me,” Latch said. “Perhaps several Wielders can share the burden.”

Selivia doubted it would be that simple. Latch had become increasingly territorial when Rosh and Melloch tried to use the Lightning back at Thunderbird Island, even in tiny quantities. Sharing the burden might not be possible. Someone would have to expose themselves to the lure of the Lightning—probably alone.

She hoped it wouldn’t be Latch. He seemed so much more at peace than he had when they left Sharoth. The stay in Cindral Forest had been good for him, healing his mind alongside his body. Each day, he remembered more of their time together at Thunderbird Island and the closeness they’d shared, and she no longer felt the need to be cheerful around him all the time. Being with him was becoming natural, cozy, like discovering a part of herself that had been there all along. Selivia would hate to undo all that progress or risk awakening the malice that still might lurk behind his solemn eyes. She was determined to keep the Lightning away from him for good.

When it was time to depart, they met Mav in the clearing at the center of the village. His harness was loaded with bundles of fine paper and baskets of fruit to take back to Sharoth, gifts from the Cindral Folk leaders for the Queen of Soole. His belly looked a little rounder after all the treats the Cindral Folk had given him, and he wore a crown of vermilion flowers. Mav had enjoyed their visit even more than Selivia and Latch.

Berg and Belna came to the clearing to see them off.

“You will send for me if you are needing me, Princess Sel.” Berg took Selivia’s hands in his large square ones. “Any time.”

“I know we can count on you.”

“This is so.” Berg looked around at the Cindral Folk who had gathered to bid a final farewell—mostly to Mav. “Perhaps I will visit soon. It is not so easy to be here as it once was.”

“You’re doing well,” Selivia said firmly. “I know you can find peace again.” She respected Cindral Folk tradition, but if anyone deserved redemption, it was Berg Doban. And she had to believe the corruption of violence didn’t last forever.

“We will be seeing,” Berg said. “I am not so young as I once was.”

“You’re still an excellent dueling coach,” Latch said, coming over to shake Berg’s hand.

Berg grunted. “Take care with the princess, or you will be seeing my real dueling.”

Latch blinked. “Yes, sir.”

Selivia hugged Berg around the middle then thanked Belna for all her help with the dragon keepers. Diba himself came to wish her a perfunctory farewell and remind her that the dragons were more than welcome to return to the forest. Selivia hoped that wouldn’t be necessary.

They finished their farewells and were about to climb onto Mav’s back when a messenger—one of Berg’s young dueling students—darted through the trees.

“There are riders on the West Road, Princess Sel, Lord Latch.” The boy bent over to catch his breath, hands on his knobby knees. “They’re asking for you.”

“From Sharoth?” Selivia asked.

“No. They are coming from the northwest.” The boy’s face split in a wide grin. “Their horses are like . . . like songs!”

Selivia and Latch exchanged glances. Cindral Forest’s northwestern border opened directly onto the plains of Trure, a land renowned for its majestic horses. Trure was her sister’s queendom.

“Are the riders far?” Latch asked the boy.

He shook his head, dancing on his toes as if he couldn’t wait to return to the horses.

“The West Road is narrow,” Belna said. “It will not be easy for Mav to land there.”

Selivia patted the true dragon on his flank. “Mav, will you meet us at the edge of the forest? You can scout the road ahead.”

Mav huffed out a hot breath then lurched into the sky, knocking leaves onto their heads as he ascended. He glided once around the clearing, sunshine gleaming through the membranes of his wings, then he soared out of sight.

Selivia smiled at the little boy. “Take us to see these pretty horses.”

The Cindral boy led the way through a particularly dense thicket, disturbing a flock of birds and sending them chittering into the sky. Selivia’s embroidered coat snagged in the brambles, and she was grateful for the thick material of her riding breeches, designed to protect her from the heat of Mav’s body. Latch tramped behind her, sounding like a terrerack bull compared to the nimble boy.

The child took them to the West Road, which was little more than a hard-packed path. A dozen horses and riders were waiting in a narrow strip of sunlight. At their head stood Selivia’s brother, Siv, the King of Vertigon. He had long limbs, merry eyes, and high cheekbones marred with scars. He wore a blue coat covered in road dust and a fine sword on his hip, and he held the reins of a gorgeous black stallion. Next to him, leading a graceful, long-legged roan with a star on its forehead, was a short young woman with light Truren eyes and round features. A simple diadem adorned her curly dark hair—the same shade as Selivia’s. It was her older sister, Queen Soraline of Trure.

“Sora!” Selivia sprinted toward her and caught her up in a hug. “What are you doing in Cindral Forest?”

“I decided to come a little early for your wedding.” Sora squeezed her tight then pulled back to study her, her expression growing serious. “And to make sure you’re all right.”

“Never better,” Selivia said brightly.

Sora didn’t look as though she quite believed her, but she let it go, turning to Selivia’s companion. “Hello, Latch. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

“Queen Sora.” Latch bowed, but Sora waved aside the formal gesture.

“There’s no need for that.” Sora gave him a hug and a warm smile. “You’ll be my brother soon enough.”

Siv tossed his stallion’s reins to a guard and strode forward to shake Latch’s hand. “You looked half dead last time I saw you.”

“Only feel about a quarter dead now,” Latch said. “Berg Doban has been putting me through my paces here.” He frowned at the rest of the traveling party, which consisted mostly of Trurens and their fine horses. “Did you lose your dragons?”

“I sent them back to Vertigon with the Wielder students and some castle guards,” Siv said. “Dara contacted Vine with the Air while we were in New Rallion and warned us about the Cindral dragons’ anger management problems.”

“How were yours behaving?” Selivia asked. “Did they act strange on the journey?”

“No more than a bunch of feathered flying lizards can be considered strange,” Siv said lightly. “They’re better off on the mountain until we get this problem sorted out, though.”

Selivia supposed that put to rest Heath’s theory about the Lightning injuring the dragons when they flew through the storm to reach Thunderbird Island. Otherwise, at least some of those who’d left Sharoth with Siv would be experiencing the same effects by now. The behavior had to result from the Lightning’s current activity in Soole rather than their prior exposure to it.

“Where is Vine?” Selivia searched for the Vertigonian noblewoman among Sora’s attendants. “Did she return home too?”

“She’s consulting the Air Sensors in the Far Plains.” Sora lowered her voice so only Selivia, Latch, and Siv could hear. “She’s seeking their help with the Lightning.”

“Siv told you everything?”

Sora nodded, her gaze flitting to Latch for the briefest moment. “That’s really why I’m here. I need to discuss the matter with Queen Rochelle in person. A new magical substance affects all of us.”

“I hope you’ll have better luck with her than I have,” Selivia muttered.

Sora blinked. “Queen Rochelle and I get along very well.”

Selivia sighed. “Of course you do.”

Sora was four years older than Selivia. A bookish but ambitious girl, she’d grown into a wise and empathetic queen. She stepped in to lead Trure, their mother’s homeland, after it was sacked in the war and the king, their grandfather, was killed. Their mother, Tirra, had revoked her claim to the throne in favor of Sora.

Selivia had always admired Sora’s sharp mind and the way she understood the nuances of politics and court intrigues. She inspired people to follow her despite her quiet ways, and she always seemed to know what people needed. But having a wise and powerful queen for a sister made it difficult to match up. It was hardly a surprise that Sora had succeeded in winning over Queen Rochelle where Selivia had failed.

“We’re not getting any closer to putting this situation to rights by standing around,” Siv said. “Are you riding?”

“Mav is waiting for us down by the Granite River,” Selivia said.

“Let’s carry on then,” Siv said. “He isn’t exactly famed for his patience.”

They set off down the forested road, the Truren guards leading the horses behind them. While Siv and Latch talked over the reports of thunderbird attacks on the coast, Sora fell in beside Selivia and took her arm.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Sel? You’ve been through a lot over the past few months.”

“It has been a little rough.” Selivia hesitated, wondering how much of her struggles she wanted to admit. “And I’m having trouble getting used to Soole.”

“You have plenty of time for that.”

“I know.” Selivia tugged irritably at the embroidery on her coat. “It’s just . . . I can’t get Queen Rochelle to respect me.”

“Your new role here is complicated, Sel.” Sora squeezed her arm gently. “It’s okay to give yourself a little grace if it doesn’t go perfectly at first.”

Selivia wasn’t sure they had room for grace. Protecting the continent from the Lightning depended on their continued partnership with the Soolens. Winning over Queen Rochelle was going to be harder than saving Latch from the Lightning, and if she failed, the consequences could be even worse.

“Where’s your handsome consort?” she asked Sora to change the subject. “And my adorable nephews?”

“Kel and Mother will bring the twins for the wedding in the spring,” Sora said. “I wanted to make sure it was safe first.”

“That’s good.” Selivia didn’t get to spend as much time with Sora’s two toddler sons as she would like, but she would fling herself directly into a Lightning chasm before she let anything happen to them. “How are the little ruffians?”

Sora filled her in on the news from New Rallion, where her days were full of politics and building projects and her sweet little boys. Her husband, Kel, was already teaching the twins to duel with reeds, though they could barely keep their chubby legs beneath them. Selivia could tell her sister was happy, though she was busier than ever. She wondered if she’d ever feel at home in Soole the way Sora did in Trure.

The path widened as they approached the edge of Cindral Forest, and more light found its way through the trees. As the woods gave way to bushes and rough grass, a loud roar sounded, making the horses shy back, whinnying and dancing and tossing their heads.

A wide shadow spread across the road, and Mav soared down to land on the path in a cloud of dust. He gave the skittish horses a derisive snort. Then he focused his vast cobalt eyes on the humans.

“He looks like he has something to say,” Sora said.

“What is it, Mav?” Selivia called. “Did you see something?”

Mav huffed and clawed at the ground, pulling up tufts of grass.

Latch walked forward to place a hand on Mav’s flank. He listened for a moment, using the mysterious link between Wielder and dragon that neither Selivia nor her siblings possessed. Sometimes they could convey words to each other, if there was enough Air in the vicinity.

“He says he felt the Lightning,” Latch said at last.

Selivia glanced up at the clear blue sky reflexively. “Here?”

Latch conferred with Mav for a moment. “He scouted about twenty miles south before he noticed it.” Latch frowned. “He says it’s the Lightning presence he felt at Thunderbird Island.”

Selivia and Siv exchanged confused glances. “What?”

Latch glanced up at Mav looming over him. “That’s what he says.”

“I don’t understand,” Selivia said. “I thought you were the malicious presence. Does he just mean the Lightning substance has spread this far?”

Latch laid a hand on Mav’s snout and listened again. “He’s still calling it ‘the presence’ not the substance.”

“This presence defended Thunderbird Island, right?” Sora asked. “That’s why Mav wouldn’t go there originally?”

“Yes,” Selivia said. “But that was Latch. He defended the island by sending storms and thunderbirds against anyone he saw as a threat. He was the presence.”

“So how is Mav sensing it now?” Siv asked. His hand went to his sword hilt. It was just for a second, but they all saw it.

“I don’t know,” Latch said crisply.

No one moved for a tense moment. Selivia’s heart pounded, and she found herself calculating how many steps she’d need to put herself between her brother and her betrothed.

Then Mav nudged Latch hard with his snout, urging him to listen again.

“He says he sensed hints of it before we left Sharoth, reaching out tendrils, but it wasn’t anywhere close then. It’s more confident now.”

“Confident?” Selivia asked. Goose bumps prickled along her arms. “He still makes it sound conscious.”

“Conscious or not, I don’t like how far and fast it has spread,” Siv said. “This stuff pulled you in, Latch. If it can reach this far, even in little tendrils, it can get at Dara in Sharoth.”

“With me, the effects were gradual,” Latch said. “And I made the choice to use it over and over again. I think Dara will be sensible enough to resist that.”

“I should have brought her with me.” Siv rubbed the scars on his cheek. “I don’t like the way this stuff manipulates people.”

Sora put a hand on his shoulder. “Dara has already given up a great deal of power once in her life. She can do it again.”

Siv grimaced. “She shouldn’t have to.”

Selivia understood her brother’s concern. Siv was absolutely besotted with his wife, and he knew what it had cost Dara to defeat the true dragons before. Her mastery of the magical substances came with its own dangers and complications, and Siv would do anything to ease them for her.

“We’d better get to Sharoth quickly then,” Sora said briskly. She summoned her leggy roan and turned to Selivia. “Can you and Latch fly ahead on Mav and tell Dara we’ll be there as soon as we can?”

“Will do.” Selivia squeezed her sister’s hand, wishing they could keep strolling down the path without a care in the world. “Be careful.”

As Selivia joined Latch at Mav’s side, a breeze picked up, smelling just slightly of rain. Clouds had begun to gather on the distant horizon.

Latch brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. “We’ll be okay,” he said quietly. “I won’t let the Lightning change me again.”

“I know.” Selivia looked back at her siblings and thought of Dara and the others hard at work in Sharoth. “We’re not alone this time.”

Mav snapped his jaws at them, eager to be on the way. As they climbed onto his back and settled between his wings, Selivia felt an unexpected twinge of fear. Mav would never hurt her, but he was very large. She hated to think what would happen if the Lightning started affecting him the way it affected the Cindral dragons.

She forced her voice to sound bright as Mav spread his wings wide and prepared to launch into the air. “Have a safe ride. We’ll see you back in Sharoth!”
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In the days after Heath’s escape, Tamri kept to the servants’ quarters with Gramma Teall. She couldn’t sleep for the first few nights, certain Brik and Gyra were about to burst in and arrest her for freeing him. Her hands ached from holding so much Fire, and her skin was red and shiny in patches. But as the days passed, no one questioned her about Heath’s disappearance or noted that she’d been missing from her room that day.

The guards did an excellent job of embellishing the story of the powerful Vertigonian Fire sorcerer who stole the prisoner—despite their heroic efforts to fend him off—then blasted a hole through a ten-foot-thick wall. Tamri overheard the maids discussing the sorcerer’s bloodred hair, glowing eyes, and grotesquely broken nose in the corridor. One particularly pretty maid suggested they should ask the guardsmen for a drink to get the full story. Tamri hoped it worked out for Lyl in the end.

She tried to focus on caring for Gramma Teall. She made her finish all her meals and took her for walks around the servants’ corridors to strengthen her hip. Gramma Teall would grip Tamri’s arm and shuffle along with grim determination on her wrinkled features, snapping at anyone who got in her way. Soon the maids and guards alike were greeting her with respectful nods.

In the evenings, Tamri told stories from her childhood, hoping they would aid her grandmother’s memory or at least make her laugh. Gramma Teall chuckled at the tale of when Tamri accidentally stole Rook as if she’d never heard it before and followed it up with a madcap story about a tentacled sea beast getting trapped in the Black Gulf. It could have come from her own childhood or a long-lost folktale. Tamri cherished Gramma Teall’s lucid moments and worked to hide her worry whenever she got confused.

Ollian checked on them often, and Tamri actually grew to like the frog-faced healer, who was both meticulous and compassionate. She scrutinized his movements when he probed Gramma Teall’s skull with hair-fine streams of Watermight and filed away every detail. Ollian’s healing methods were far more complicated than anything Master Loyil had taught them in Vertigon. Tamri believed his assertion that it would take years of study to learn to care for Gramma Teall properly. She was getting used to the idea that she would be continuing her studies right here in Pendark.

Tamri was determined to remain on her best behavior until she heard some whisper or snippet of gossip confirming that Heath had found the dragons and left the city. She stopped sneaking around and discarded the stolen maid uniform under a bed in a random room—though she kept the dinner knife. She only left the thirteenth floor when Khrillin summoned her.

The king had many questions about the Vertigonians and their dealings with the Soolens and about the Lightning. Tamri kept her story straight, never letting on that she had touched the substance herself. She also tried not to say anything that would endanger her Vertigonian friends. Khrillin never once asked her about Heath. She wasn’t sure what his game was there, as he had to consider her a prime suspect. He must be saving the accusation for when it benefited him the most. It kept her on edge, as if he had his fist in her hair and he was waiting for the right moment to give it a yank.

Fortunately, the king was busy, leaving him little time to interrogate Tamri. He continued meeting with the city’s most powerful Waterworkers, even those who had long been rivals. He entertained them and flattered them and served them lavish food and drink. Most importantly, he invited them all to his grand feast.

The maids talked of little else as the day of the feast neared. Tamri couldn’t walk down the corridor to the water closet without hearing a dozen different rumors about the event. It would be the first time in living memory that all the Waterworkers in Pendark would be in the same place. Maybe the first time ever.

“I heard none of the Waterlords are going to eat in case there’s a mass poisoning,” said one gawky maid who wore her hair in long braids. Tamri slowed down to listen.

“That means we get to eat the leftovers!” Her companion pressed her hands to her heart. “The food will be grand, and those fancy magic-workers will be too paranoid to enjoy it.”

“But Trudi, what if it’s really poisoned?” the gawky girl asked.

“I’ll take that risk.” Trudi gave a dreamy sigh. “I’ve seen the menu.”

Tamri assumed she’d hear all about the feast from the maids afterward, poisoning or no poisoning. She was surprised when Gyra banged on her door and told her she would be expected to attend.

“The king wants you to describe the Lightning for his guests,” the bald Waterworker said. “He expects details.”

Tamri had leapt to her feet at Gyra’s knock, and her heart was still pounding from the rush of adrenaline. This news didn’t help. “He wants me to give a speech?”

“I suggest you practice.”

“Why me?” Tamri said. “You saw the Lightning when you were at Thunderbird Island too.”

“I’ve worked for Khrillin for a decade,” Gyra said. “They will hear any word I say as if it came from his mouth.”

“I’m supposed to be more believable?” Tamri asked incredulously. “The girl he threatened within an inch of her life? The one whose grandmother he’s holding hostage?”

Gyra snorted. “Most people have no idea who you are. And they don’t care.”

She had a point. “I take it I don’t have a choice.” Tamri folded her arms, eyeing her. “Are you planning to eat the food at the feast?”

Gyra stared at her. “The food?”

“Yes, I heard it might be poisoned.” Tamri thought of Trudi and her friend gossiping in the hall. “I wondered if I should—”

Gyra rolled her eyes and marched out before Tamri could finish, slamming the door behind her.

Tamri mulled over the fact that Khrillin wanted her to speak to his guests over the next few days. She wondered if this was a sign that he didn’t suspect her of helping Heath escape after all. The king knew she had no choice but to stay at his side, and he clearly intended to use her information about the Lightning for some larger scheme. She was still surprised he trusted her enough to say what he wanted at the feast, though.

Gramma Teall was skeptical of his motivations too. “That fellow uses people up and spits them out,” she said when they discussed it over a shellfish supper. “Don’t let him charm you with fancy parties.”

Tamri cracked open an oyster. “I don’t think he’s charming.”

“But you can stomach working for him, can you?” Gramma Teall rapped an empty shell on Tamri’s knuckles. “How are my rescue plans coming along?”

“Uh . . .”

“Did you think I’d forget, girl?” Gramma Teall said. “You should have more respect for your elders.”

Tamri had hoped Gramma Teall would forget the rescue. She’d overheard her asking Ollian about guard rotations and how often the outer gates were opened. She wasn’t the type to give up quietly.

“You’re safer here,” Tamri said.

“I’ll decide where I’m safe,” Gramma Teall said. “Anyway, what about that young man of yours? You’ve kept him cooling his heels a bit too long if you ask me. Not that making a man wait hasn’t been known to work a time or two. Oh, I used to get your grampa in a strop.” Gramma Teall chuckled. “But it’s not much fun being locked up in a dungeon.”

Tamri hadn’t told Gramma Teall she already rescued Heath and sent him on his way. A week had passed since then. He must have found the dragons by now, though the gossip in the corridors still hadn’t mentioned their departure. That worried her. It likely meant Heath hadn’t succeeded yet.

Or maybe he had and someone had covered it up. Maybe Khrillin wanted to keep the escape quiet in the lead-up to his party. Cindral dragons were more valuable than ever now that the alliance with Vertigon was broken. He wouldn’t want anyone to know two had slipped through his fingers. The Waterlord King hated being embarrassed more than anything else in the world.

Tamri couldn’t discount the third possibility, either: that Heath had tried to save the dragons and failed. He could have been hurt or killed in the attempt, and she might never hear the news. She didn’t like to dwell on the idea.

“Are you ignoring me?”

Tamri started. Gramma Teall was studying her with a piercing gaze.

“Oh, uh, no. It’s just that we can’t escape while all these people are here for the feast.”

Gramma Teall narrowed her eyes. “That sounds like an excuse, girl.”

“I’ll work on a plan for when the tower is less busy.” Tamri set aside her oyster and took her grandmother’s hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”

“I never doubted that,” Gramma Teall said, her grip tightening like a vise. “Never doubted it one bit.”
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The preparations for the feast soon reached a fever pitch, and the maids’ chatter became frantic with anticipation. Everyone was so jumpy about the prospect of all the Waterworkers gathering in one place that Tamri was surprised fights didn’t break out every time people bumped into each other in the corridor.

Khrillin might be trying to unify the Waterworkers, but he certainly didn’t trust them. He forbade his guests from bringing so much as a single drop of Watermight into King’s Tower on the day of the feast. His loyal Waterworkers, led by Brik, would greet each individual at the gates and check them over thoroughly before permitting them to proceed to the upper levels.

Of course, no Pendarkan Waterworker was foolish enough to actually attend the king’s feast unarmed. A furious trade sprung up in the final days before the event as the Waterworkers bribed servants and guards to conceal bits of the magical substance they could access if needed. The rival Waterlords and ladies would enter the tower empty-handed, but power would still be within reach if trouble broke out.

In the servants’ corridor, the maids compared the bribes they’d received and boasted about who had come up with the best method for hiding Watermight. Trudi wore a necklace with a glass vial tucked into her plump cleavage. An older maid with a face like an anvil concealed a total of four flasks beneath her skirt—each for a different Wielder. Another planned to portion out measures of Watermight in silver wine goblets and carry them around on a tray alongside ordinary beverages.

Tamri was surprised to learn that some of the servants—including the gawky girl with the braids—were Wielders themselves, capable of holding Watermight in their own bodies even if they’d never be rich enough to own much. She wondered how her life might have been different if she’d gotten a job cleaning linens and serving drinks instead of spending her youth chasing after the magical substances. She’d never have gone to Vertigon, that was certain. But she also never would have earned enough to pay a healer like Ollian to take care of Gramma Teall.

With all the smuggled Watermight around, the party promised to be as tense as if everyone were attending with naked swords in their fists, knives in their belts, and wicked hangovers. Tamri hoped the whole thing would go quickly. As she practiced what she’d say to the Waterworkers about the Lightning, she felt herself praying that a fight would break out. Holding her own in a brawl with nothing but her stolen dinner knife would be easier than speaking in front of a crowd.
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When the day of the feast arrived, Tamri tucked Gramma Teall into bed, kissed her forehead, and hurried to meet Gyra by the stairwell. Tamri wore livery that Khrillin had provided, a silk tunic in the deep midnight-blue shade he favored for his flags. The message was clear: she was one of his lackeys, not a guest. At least the tunic had a pocket, where Tamri concealed her stolen dinner knife.

Gyra wore an identical midnight-blue tunic and her usual expressionless stare, and her head was freshly shaved. She gestured for Tamri to follow her without commenting on their matching outfits.

They ascended the crowded stairs to a large ballroom on the seventeenth level of King’s Tower, a few floors below Khrillin’s private chambers. The ballroom occupied the entire floor, flowing seamlessly around the central stairwell, and large windows stood open on all sides, allowing light and air to circulate through the crowds.

The setting sun was casting a rosy glow across the pale floor tiles when Tamri and Gyra entered. Musicians played a lively sort of dance music on a raised stage, though no one was dancing. In truth, it didn’t look like much of a party.

The guests stood in tight, suspicious clumps, all trying to stare each other down. The more powerful Waterlords and ladies were surrounded by hangers-on, both Wielders and non-Wielders, and the flunkies looked even more eager to fight than the Waterlords themselves.

“Stay out of the way until it’s time for you to talk,” Gyra said, then she marched off to patrol the ballroom, her boots tapping smartly on the floor tiles.

Tamri breathed a sigh of relief. Gyra hadn’t checked her pockets for weapons this time.

From the side of the dance floor, Tamri surveyed the guests. Two of the three port lords had already arrived, each occupying their own corner of the room. One was drinking from his own hip flask, while the other kept tugging on his earlobes and smoothing his somber coat. Not far away stood the Waterlady who’d asserted herself in the Garment District after Khrillin left it for the Royal District. She wore a purple dress with a cinched waist and an ankle-length skirt with multiple petticoats, perfect for the energetic, swinging kind of dancing popular in Pendark. But her expression said the first person to ask her to dance would have his tongue cut out. Another Waterlady with wild red hair, an unusual shade for these parts, stalked back and forth in front of the south-facing window, muttering instructions to a trio of morose-looking bodyguards in party clothes.

Tamri sensed hints of Watermight here and there, like the touch of icy fingertips at the edge of her mind. The bribery efforts had been a success. Tamri guessed up to a third of the servers and guards in the room had a cupful or two of Watermight concealed somewhere on their persons. If anyone started trouble, this place would erupt like a geyser.

“It’s a shame we must be so suspicious of one another. A true shame.”

Tamri whirled to find King Khrillin himself standing beside her. He was dressed in white from head to toe, except for his usual collection of rings and the multicolored gemstones woven into his beard. He looked resplendent, like some ancient deity.

“I used to host magnificent parties at my manor in the Garment District,” he said mournfully. “My guests would dance until the sun rose and eat until they needed to be rolled down to the canal boats. And they always wore the most marvelous and fanciful creations.” Khrillin sighed and raised a silver goblet to his lips to drink deeply, rings flashing on his fingers. “Those who came to my parties often left with new business partners, new lovers, new opportunities of all kinds.”

Tamri fidgeted with her tunic, not sure how to respond. “It sounds like you miss it.”

“One must make sacrifices when one undertakes a kingship.” Khrillin went on in the same melancholy tone. “I have consolidated my power to an extent, and now all my former friends, rivals, and nemeses believe that is always my aim. Look at how dour they all appear tonight. Truly, it is lonely at the top.”

Tamri snorted—a little bit too loudly.

“Oh, do speak your mind,” Khrillin said dryly.

There was no way to go but forward. “You can’t mind it that much,” Tamri said. “Aren’t you consolidating power again with your new Wielder school?”

“Perhaps, perhaps. I am a man of ambition, young Tamri. My friends, rivals, and nemeses have that correct. But my ambitions are not for my own edification.” Khrillin tapped his fingers on the goblet, gold rings chiming against silver. “I do not want to keep all the Watermight to myself, despite what my guests appear to believe.”

The Red Lady of the Market District glided past them in a bloodred gown, her train sweeping dramatically across the floor tiles. That was definitely not a typical Pendarkan style of dress. A group of associates followed as closely as they could manage without treading on the Red Lady’s gown, looking ready for battle.

Khrillin watched his rival secure a spot for her entourage in one of the few remaining open spaces in the ballroom, not far from the east-facing window. His lips twisted in what could have been a sneer or a grimace.

“No, young Tamri,” he said. “My ambitions are not to hold all the magic or all the gold. My ambition is for Pendark itself. I want this to be a grand and prosperous city, where our native magic is not used to tear each other apart again and again.”

Tamri looked at him in surprise. “You want peace from the Watermight conflicts?”

“I want unity.” Khrillin’s tone said the two were very different. “I want Pendark to be the power on the continent, something that cannot be achieved while we fight amongst ourselves. I am not so arrogant as to think I can do it alone.”

“So you invited the Waterworkers here to ask them to work together?”

“Ask. Perhaps I’ll ask.” Khrillin’s lip curled. “Or perhaps I am arrogant enough to believe they must do as I wish regardless of whether I ask nicely.” He looked down at her, his eyes glittering. “When I tell my colleagues that Soole and Vertigon have allied against us and they are planning to attack us with the deadly new Lightning substance, they will see they have no choice.”

A chill went down Tamri’s spine. “But that’s not true. The Vertigonians and the Soolens are trying to contain the Lightning so it doesn’t hurt anyone.”

“That may be so,” Khrillin said. “But my friends here don’t know that.” He dropped a beringed hand on Tamri’s shoulder and gripped hard enough to make her wince. “When I call upon you to give your account of the Lightning, you will say nothing of containment. You will describe the vile power of the Lightning and how it turns its Wielders to aggression. You will tell them of the horrors of the thunderbirds. You will tell them how the king and the queen of Vertigon are even now staying as honored guests of the queen of Soole. You will give them all the information they need to realize the threat. I shall do the rest.”

“But—”

“You are wise enough to pick your battles,” Khrillin said. “I’ve seen as much. So I don’t need to remind you of your darling grandmother’s status as my guest, do I?”

“No.” The noose of powerlessness tightened around Tamri’s throat—an all-too-familiar feeling. She thought briefly of the knife in her pocket, knowing it would be worse than useless here. “I’ll do as you ask.”

“Excellent.” Khrillin smiled. “Come, have some food. It looks as if no one else is indulging, but I am rather fond of the selection. It would be a shame to let it go to waste.”

Khrillin strolled off toward a cluster of high round tables along the west-facing side of the room. The sun was sinking fast now, changing the light spilling through the windows from rosy gold to bloodred and bitterfruit orange. Khrillin’s all-white outfit looked as if it were burning in the sunset glare.

Tamri wiped her sweaty hands on her silk tunic, ignoring the suggestion that she eat. She didn’t know what to do. She had to obey Khrillin’s orders to talk about the dangers of the Lightning, but now she knew how he planned to use what she said. She didn’t want to help him unite the Waterworkers against Vertigon.

In truth, she didn’t object to all of Khrillin’s plan. She’d seen far too much bloodshed at the hands of Waterworkers. Pendark could accomplish so much if its Wielders worked together the way the Vertigonians did instead of constantly warring over the magical substance. The Waterworkers were perfectly capable of reducing poverty, looking after the city’s orphans—many of whom were orphaned in the Watermight conflicts—and offering their healing to any who needed it. Tamri’s childhood would have been less of a hardscrabble nightmare if its Wielders weren’t so obsessed with hoarding far more power than they needed.

But that wasn’t the kind of unity Khrillin was talking about. He wanted the Waterworkers to waste their talents and resources attacking a foreign land. This fabricated threat would force the most influential people in the city to fall in line, strengthening his chokehold on the city.

And I’ll be his pawn again. Anger seethed through Tamri like Fire in her veins. She had to fight this somehow.

The ballroom was becoming crowded as more guests arrived. Tamri had to convince them not to unite behind Khrillin. But how could she sabotage his efforts without endangering her family?

She pictured Gramma Teall tucked beneath piles of blankets in the servants’ quarters. She was comfortable and well fed, far away from the damp and squalor of the Gutter District. But she had raised Tamri in that Gutter District, surrounded by people who’d been at the mercy of the Waterworkers all their lives. Their neighbor, Saul, had lost his son to a Watermight conflict. Her sometimes friend Pel had tried so hard to pull together his own little Watermight empire before succumbing to Khrillin. They deserved better than a king like him.

A flash of scarlet caught her eye. A shift in the crowd revealed the Red Lady, standing apart from her hangers-on. She was surveying the ballroom as if she were the monarch here. Tamri remembered how she’d interrogated Pel about the Lightning that day on the stairs, clearly suspicious of Khrillin’s plans for it. The Red Lady was still Khrillin’s most formidable rival—and she had been the first person to send her daughter for training in Vertigon. If someone would oppose Khrillin’s plans to strike at the Vertigonians, it was her.

Tamri made sure Khrillin and Gyra were occupied with other conversations then started toward the Red Lady. A few people glanced at her warily as she crossed the ballroom, noting the midnight-blue livery marking her as one of Khrillin’s people. Tamri couldn’t do anything about that now. She steeled herself to enter the Red Lady’s orbit.

“Excuse me, Madame, uh, Red Lady.” She winced. The woman had a name, but she couldn’t remember it for the life of her.

The Red Lady studied her with an imperious gaze. “What do you want?”

Her tone sounded uncannily similar to the one her daughter, Shylla, often used: unfriendly and bored, expecting you to prove yourself ten different ways.

Tamri forced herself to breathe steadily. “I was wondering if I could talk to you?”

“About?”

“Do you know why King Khrillin gathered everyone here?”

“That’s why I’m here,” the Red Lady said. “So he can tell us his plans.”

“Oh. Right.” Tamri adjusted her silk tunic, hands grazing the knife in her pocket. “The king wants to unite the Waterworkers for a campaign against Soole and the Vertigonian royals staying there. He’s going to use the threat of the new Lightning substance to recruit you.”

The Red Lady studied her without speaking. Tamri tried not to fidget.

“What is the purpose of informing me now?” the Red Lady asked at last. “If he wants me to feel I have privileged information, he’ll have to do better than sending his minion to whisper in my ear ten minutes before revealing his intentions to the assembly.”

“I’m not his minion,” Tamri snapped. “Well, I sort of am, but he didn’t tell me to talk to you.” She straightened her back. “I’m speaking for myself.”

The Red Lady raised an eyebrow. “Really.”

“The Soolens and the Vertigonians aren’t planning to attack Pendark, not with the Lightning or any other weapon,” Tamri said. “They’re trying to stop the Lightning substance from spreading because it does strange things to the people who touch it. Harmful things. If we move against them, we will be the aggressors.”

The Red Lady pursed her lips. Tamri couldn’t tell what that meant. Maybe all this wasn’t even news to her. Maybe Khrillin had shared his whole plan during her earlier visits to the tower and she was already in favor of starting this war. Tamri began to feel very foolish.

Then the Red Lady hissed in frustration, as if giving up on a puzzle she’d been trying to solve. “Is this some sort of reverse manipulation? Does the king expect me to speak against him so he can unify the Waterworkers against me? Some would take his side just to spite me.” She looked down her elegant nose at Tamri. “And he sent a child to tell me this information so I wouldn’t think it came from him.”

“He didn’t send me.” Tamri bristled at being called a child. She may be short for her age, but she would be eighteen years old soon. “I don’t want you to start a war.”

“Why?” the Red Lady said. “You have some affection for Soole? That’s unusual.”

“It’s not about Soole,” Tamri said, “though I don’t think we should fight them.” She hesitated, unsure how much to reveal. She hadn’t wanted the Waterlady to pay attention to her, only to what she had to say.

“I’m a friend of Shylla’s,” she blurted.

That was only half true. Tamri and Shylla were classmates with friends in common at best. Hopefully Shylla hadn’t been writing home as diligently as Tamri had.

“I studied with her at the Wielder school in Vertigon. I got to know the Fire Queen a little bit, and I know she doesn’t want to use the Lightning to attack anyone.”

The Red Lady’s expression didn’t change. Sweat dripped down Tamri’s spine. She began to wish she’d gone off to sample the food as Khrillin had suggested—poison or no poison—instead of beginning this conversation.

Before she could mutter an apology and slink away, the Red Lady spoke again. “Do you know how many times Fire and Watermight have been Wielded against each other?”

“Huh?”

“You said you study.” She snapped her fingers impatiently. “Do you know the history of conflict between the magical substances?”

“Uh, the war five years ago was the first time it had happened in a century?”

“And why is that?”

Tamri swallowed. “Ma’am?”

The Red Lady made an irritated noise in her throat. “Do they teach at that school, or don’t they?”

“It’s because of Watermight,” Tamri said, gathering her thoughts. Master Loyil had taught her about this. “Because it loses potency the longer it’s outside of the vents. And until five years ago . . .”

“Go on.”

“Until five years ago, most people didn’t know about the Cindral dragons.”

“Precisely,” the Red Lady said. “Pendark had never presented a serious challenge to the continent because Watermight couldn’t be transported fast enough. Even if a Pendarkan Wielder tried to reach Soole in a Watermight-propelled ship, it would require an unprecedented amount of the substance to move the ship fast enough for the rest of the Watermight to be usable at the end of the voyage.”

“So the Soolens kept the secret of the Cindral dragons to protect themselves from Pendark?” Tamri asked.

“Correct,” the Red Lady said. “But now the Vertigonians use the dragons to carry Watermight to their distant mountain.” She took a step closer to Tamri, her red silk skirts shuffling along the floor. “What will Khrillin need if he truly wishes to be the power on the continent?”

“Dragons,” Tamri said. “He would need to get his hands on dragons of his own.” And more than just Boru and Rook.

“And where do dragons come from?” the Red Lady pressed.

“Cindral Forest.”

“Correct. Cindral Forest and Vertigon have developed close ties over the past few years. If Khrillin means to spread his influence beyond Pendark, he will need dragons, which means at some point Cindral Forest will be threatened.” She leaned toward Tamri, looming as if she were a dragon herself. “Now, if you were King Siv or the Fire Queen, would you allow Khrillin to come anywhere close to Cindral Forest?”

“No, but—”

“And if you were aware Khrillin posed a threat, wouldn’t you do everything in your power to protect your allies and thwart his efforts to expand his powers, even if it meant making a preemptive strike—”

“I don’t—”

“And if you had access to a magical substance with the potential of the Lightning, wouldn’t you at least consider making use of it, even temporarily, to protect your dragon-keeping allies?”

Tamri’s head spun. The Red Lady was playing a complex strategy game, like a mijen player thinking seven moves ahead. She made it sound as if Dara and Siv would have no choice but to engage with Khrillin on one battlefield or another, using the Lightning as a necessary tool. She made the conflict sound inevitable.

The image of Gramma Teall tucked into her blankets rose before Tamri again. She had sworn to do whatever it took to protect her. She would even risk using the Lightning, if it came to that. The Fire Queen loved her family just as much. If they were threatened, wouldn’t Dara do anything to protect them, up to and including using the Lightning she’d sworn to contain? Of course she would. She could be drawing the Lightning from the chasm right now, preparing to move against those who might threaten her home in the future. If the Fire Queen and Khrillin both thought that way, what did it matter who made the first move?

“I can see you find this upsetting.”

Tamri jumped at the Red Lady’s words. She’d almost forgotten the woman was there.

“I warned my daughter not to be charmed by the people she meets abroad,” the Red Lady said. “She admires the Fire Queen, too, but that doesn’t mean the woman is infallible. I advise you to be wary.”

Was that a hint of sympathy in the Red Lady’s tone? That couldn’t be right.

“I’ll be careful,” Tamri said. She looked the Red Lady in the eye, trying not to cringe at her cold gaze. “What are you going to do about Khrillin’s proposal?”

“I have no desire to fight the Fire Queen,” the Red Lady said. “Conflict may be inevitable, but I pick my battles. I will always choose the right course for myself and my family. However, I also cannot afford to defy Khrillin at this time.”

“But—”

“Your keeper is approaching,” the Red Lady cut in. She jerked her chin toward Gyra marching across the ballroom toward them. “I suppose you will need to explain why you were talking to me.”

Not offering any suggestions, she strode away before Tamri could say another word.

Tamri braced herself as she turned to face Gyra.

“What are you doing?” Gyra demanded.

“Talking to the Waterworkers about the dangers of the Lightning.” Tamri widened her eyes innocently. “Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do?”

“In your speech, not one by one,” Gyra said. “Come. It is time to begin.”

Sweating at the close call, Tamri followed Gyra toward the stage. The Red Lady had vanished. The woman said she would pick her battles, but Tamri still wasn’t sure whose side she was on.

The musicians finished their song and stepped down from the stage, taking their instruments with them. The sudden quiet drew the guests’ attention to the stage—though no one moved any closer to it. The Waterworkers stood like little islands, the stretches of tile floor separating them like the canals and rivers between their districts.

The murmur of conversation, which had been low and nervous all evening, cut off completely when Khrillin climbed onto the platform. He surveyed the crowd, silhouetted against the last flare of sunset light.

“My friends and colleagues,” he began in a sonorous voice, “thank you all for joining me on this momentous occasion. I am pleased to see Watermight Wielders from all across our fair city-state getting along so well.”

The guests looked at each other furtively, moving closer to their allies and widening the spaces between their factions. Several made significant eye contact with the servers they’d bribed to smuggle in bits of Watermight.

“I shall not bandy words, although you know how I love the sound of my own voice.” Khrillin chuckled self-deprecatingly, but his guests didn’t join in. The silence thickened among the rival Wielders. “I have assembled you here to discuss the grand future of Pendark, a future I think you will agree is long overdue.”

Then Khrillin launched into a speech extolling the virtues of unity. He decried the damages the Watermight struggles had caused over the years, as if he hadn’t been directly responsible for several of those conflicts. He spoke of the greatness Pendark could achieve if its people combined their formidable powers and worked toward a unified goal. He spoke of a new world. A Pendarkan world. One they would all lead together.

Now that the sun was down, lanterns were being lit all around the ballroom. They cast a flickering glow over the crowd, making the sky outside the windows look even darker. Tamri tried to gauge the people’s reactions to Khrillin’s address. Their expressions remained stony, and their fingers twitched, ready to call upon their smuggled power. The Waterworkers hadn’t survived this long by being gullible. They were waiting for Khrillin to get to the real point.

At last, his voice slowed, taking on new weight. “I am afraid this new and unified Pendark is already under threat. That threat . . .” He unrolled a dramatic pause. “Comes from none other than our ancient enemy: Soole.”

Murmurs rippled through the crowd.

“I know. I know.” Khrillin raised his hands placatingly. “You have all heard the mutterings about their bold encroachments on our waters, their disregard for the sovereignty of our borders. And now . . . now, they have awakened an ancient evil, a power deadlier than any we have yet faced, and they are preparing to Wield it against us.” Another long pause. “It is called Lightning.”

The murmurs died, and the guests leaned in, listening closely now. Khrillin described the discovery of the power, making it sound as though his intrepid spies had seen the Soolens and Vertigonians forging magical weapons in the heart of Thunderbird Island and cackling about invading Pendark.

As Khrillin urged the Waterworkers to unite against this threat, Tamri finally saw the point of the work he’d done before tonight. All those invitations to dine and drink and watch private pen fights were paying off. The port lords, who rarely agreed on anything, were nodding along with every word Khrillin said. The Waterlady from the Garment District wore a fierce smile, her eyes gleaming at the prospect of a fight. A Boundary District Waterlord bounced on the balls of his feet, his yellow coattails swaying, as if he wanted to set out for Soole at once.

Plenty of the others looked skeptical or downright hostile, but no one questioned Khrillin’s story or demanded explanations on the spot. He’d treated them with hospitality, and they repaid him by hearing him out. Because of this, he successfully held the attention of the assembly for the entirety of his speech.

It was very dark outside now. The candles blazed brighter, uniting the people in this room against the world. The Waterlords, despite their deeply held mistrust and animosity, were falling under Khrillin’s spell. Then the moment Tamri had been dreading arrived.

“You needn’t take my word for it on the magnitude of this threat,” Khrillin said. “Let us hear from an eyewitness to the Lightning’s horrors.” He extended a hand toward Tamri, rings flashing in the candlelight. “I would like you to meet young Tamri. She is herself a child of the Watermight conflicts. Like many of you, she has been forced to fight for her survival, to sacrifice to protect the people she loves.”

Tamri stiffened. She hadn’t expected that part, which hit much too close to the truth. She tried to ignore the hundreds of eyes on her.

“Tamri here wants a good and prosperous future for all of Pendark,” Khrillin went on, a touch of false empathy in his voice, “and she has firsthand knowledge of its enemies. She observed the terrors of the Lightning with her own eyes. When you hear her account, I hope you will see the necessity of dealing with this threat swiftly and decisively. Pendark must prosper for the sake of all its young people.”

Khrillin beckoned to Tamri, his eyes like chips of obsidian in his smooth face. Gyra shoved her to get her moving, and she stumbled up to the stage.

“Tell us your story, young Tamri,” Khrillin said softly. “Don’t leave anything out.”

Tamri stared out at the crowd, feeling as if someone had seized her lungs to stop them from filling. She’d never had this many people staring at her before. Their faces showed skepticism. Hostility. Dismissal. Contempt.

Her body was rigid with fear. She couldn’t breathe. She hated being the center of attention even in a small group. This was so much worse than she’d imagined. She fought against the swell of terror, fought to slow her racing heart. She didn’t want to be Khrillin’s puppet, telling a curated version of the truth to serve his ambitions. She didn’t want him to use her struggles to get his way. She wouldn’t let him.

A breeze swept through the large, open windows, ruffling Tamri’s tunic and making the candlelight dance. The king watched her with a razor-sharp gaze, his fist clutched tight around another wine goblet. Gyra caught her eye and shook her head slightly, as if sensing she was tempted to go off script. The rest of the assembly watched her, waiting.

Tamri knew Khrillin’s particular hatred for those who embarrassed him, but she wanted to say he was wrong. She wanted to tell these Wielders that going after the Lightning would doom them all, warn them not to start a fight that would end in destruction, beg them not to let Khrillin manipulate them. As she looked out at every Waterworker in the city, she realized this might be the only chance she ever had.

Tamri took a deep breath, filling her lungs with pure Pendarkan air. “I saw the Lightning in action at Thunderbird Island,” she began, her voice sounding stronger than she expected. “I will tell you what it does. But first you need to understand that it’s not what the king—”

Someone screamed on the far side of the ballroom. Heads whipped around as people looked for the source of the commotion. There was another scream, then another. An older man crumpled to the ground, his knees giving out. Tamri whirled around on the stage, trying to figure out what was going on.

“Look at that!” one of the port lords shouted. He was leaning out an east-facing window. “There, on the side of the tower.”

People rushed toward the windows, craning for a look. The shouts competed with one another, impossible to understand. Another breeze swept through the ballroom, as if something very large had just flown past the open windows.

Then the yellow-clad Waterlord from the Boundary District raised his voice so he could be heard above the crowd. “Holy gutter-swimming sugar mushrooms! It’s a dragon!”
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The ballroom erupted in chaos as the guests surged toward the eastern side of the tower, all trying to get a look out the windows. Tamri was too far away to see what was going on.

Guess my speech is over. She leapt down from the stage.

“Treachery!” someone nearby screamed, loudly enough to hurt her ears. “The king is trying to murder us all!”

“Not the king,” someone else shouted back. “The Vertigonians are attacking us with their dragons.”

“What dragons?”

Flashes of silver Watermight appeared in a dozen hands as the Wielders retrieved their hidden stashes from the servants. Some were already spinning razors, preparing to cut their way out of this place. No one seemed to know whom to fight, though.

“I can’t see anything.”

“There are a dozen beasts attacking the tower.”

“I only see two.”

“It’s Khrillin, I tell you. He’s betrayed us!”

Tamri tried to force through the crowd of bigger and taller people. A Waterlord broke through the horde nearby, clearing a path with frantic spurts of silver. Tamri ducked to avoid his wild attacks, wishing she’d managed to store some Watermight for herself.

Around her, the voices piled on top of each other. Screams and stomping feet added to the cacophony. More and more people shouted that magical word: dragons.

Tamri spotted an older maid with a face like an anvil searching for the Wielders who’d bribed her to hide their Watermight. She was the one with the hip flasks. Without pausing to think, Tamri seized the Watermight and used it to crack the flasks as if they were eggshells. She whipped the power into her body, Wielding so fast the maid couldn’t see who’d robbed her, and dove into the roiling crowd. Icy strength spiked along her bones, making her feel faster, stronger, more confident. She wasn’t afraid.

People were still trying to look out the windows amidst the chaos. Tamri squeezed through the gaps between them, dipping beneath elbows and trampling silk skirts. She didn’t dare use her stolen Watermight yet. She had to find out what was happening.

At last, she pushed her way to a window. An indigo sky greeted her, a hint of purple at the horizon where the sun had long since disappeared. The city below was a murky garden of lights and silver waterways. It looked entirely different from the seventeenth floor than it did from the gutter. There was no sign of the threat that had sent the partygoers into a nervous frenzy.

“Were there really dragons?” Tamri asked the person next to her—then realized it was the healer Ollian. He wore a midnight-blue tunic just like hers.

“There’s two of them out there.” His froglike eyes protruded in his excitement. “I saw one a moment ago.”

Tamri scanned the darkened sky, hope and trepidation warring in her chest. The stolen Watermight was a torrent in her veins.

“There!” Ollian shouted, pointing downward. “Is that one trying to claw into the tower?”

“It is!” the person on his other side squealed. “It’s trying to get inside!”

“Someone kill it!”

Before Tamri could spot the shape in the darkness, a sharp elbow jabbed her ribs. A thick-necked guardsman shoved her aside roughly and took her place at Ollian’s side. Tamri gritted her teeth and shot a tiny needle of Watermight at him. He jolted as if she’d pinched his bottom and spun around, searching wildly for the source of the poke.

While he was occupied, Tamri squeezed back into her place at the window. She hoisted herself up beside Ollian, leaning out of the window as far as she dared.

Then she saw it. A beetle-blue dragon with brilliant-white wings was clinging to the side of King’s Tower below them. Boru. He hung on to the sheer stone like a large and rather beautiful bat, paying no attention to the people gawping at him from the seventeenth floor.

“What’s he doing?” she muttered.

Boru was busy with some task, biting and scraping at the stone, as if trying to claw his way through a small window—a window on the thirteenth floor.

Abruptly, Tamri realized what was happening. That was the servants’ level. Boru was trying to get through an east-facing window in the servants’ quarters. This wasn’t an attack. It was a rescue.

Tamri dropped to the floor and hurled herself back through the crowd, lashing out with her stolen Watermight when people didn’t leap out of her way fast enough. She couldn’t let this happen. It wasn’t safe for Gramma Teall. She had to stop this.

A few people stared at her as she hurtled across the ballroom—the Red Lady, Trudi the maid, a handful of confused Waterworkers. Everyone else remained focused on the dragon outside. Tamri couldn’t see Khrillin or Gyra, but she couldn’t afford to slow down to look for them.

She burst out of the ballroom and sprinted down the stairs as fast as she could. She didn’t care who saw her. Panic raged in her chest. The dragons should be on their way out of the city by now. This wasn’t supposed to happen!

Tamri reached the thirteenth floor, gasping from the exertion, and barreled past the stairwell guard. She charged along the servants’ corridor, barely keeping from falling on her face, skidded to a halt at Gramma Teall’s door, and flung it open. She dashed into the room—just as Gramma Teall’s heels were disappearing through the window.

“Don’t!” Tamri dove forward, trying to stop her grandmother from climbing out of the tower. The window was bigger than it used to be. Chips of stone littered the floor where Boru had ripped away the wall so Gramma Teall could fit through.

When Tamri reached the opening, Gramma Teall had cleared the gap, and she was settling into place on Boru’s shoulders. Heath sat behind her, holding her firmly around the waist.

“What are you doing?” Tamri hollered. “Put her back right now!”

Gramma Teall laughed riotously. “Isn’t this magnificent,” she said, sounding as delighted as a little girl on her birthday. “I could get used to this.”

“Gramma, get down from there!” Tamri shouted. “You’re not well enough to travel.”

“Don’t tell me what to do, sweetie,” Gramma Teall said. “It’s about time I had an adventure of my own.”

Tamri was rigid with fear at the thought of Gramma Teall falling. And she was so furious at Heath she could barely look at him.

“Rook will pick you up,” he called to her. “Meet us in the Darkwood if there’s any trouble.”

“Don’t you dare—”

But it was too late. Boru launched off the side of the tower, sending more stones flying. The last thing Tamri saw of Gramma Teall was her steel-gray hair blowing back from her delighted face as she soared away on the back of the dragon.

Tamri was going to kill Heath. He had no right to do this. She searched the sky for Rook, so angry her eyes were filling with tears. Through the blur, she spotted the red dragon far above her, gliding back and forth through the night sky. Whips and darts of Watermight shot at him, and he dodged them gleefully. He must be near the seventeenth floor, where Khrillin’s party guests were leaning out the windows, trying to strike him down with their magic. Rook spun and wheeled and scolded, taunting them merrily.

“Get down here, Rook!” Tamri hollered. “I have to go after them. I have to stop—”

The squeak of the door hinge was her only warning. Tamri turned as Gyra entered the room and spun a whip of Watermight at her.

Tamri jolted back as the razor-sharp end of the whip passed within an inch of her eyeball. She dove to the side, feet sliding, and tried to seize control of Gyra’s Watermight. But Gyra wrenched it away with impressive force and split the whip into a dozen smaller strands, each tipped with a tiny blade of ice.

Gyra hurled the strands at Tamri, wielding them like a dozen glowing vipers. Half the Watermight blades found their marks, punching deep into Tamri’s skin. She screamed at the sudden pain and dropped to her knees. The Watermight blades curled deeper into her flesh, catching her like fish hooks. They were in her arms, her cheeks, clinging to her tunic.

Gyra pulled the strands of Watermight tight, forcing Tamri to her feet. She gasped at the pinpricks of pain.

“I didn’t think you were this stupid.” Gyra sounded disappointed. “All you had to do was keep your head down, and Khrillin would have let both of you live in peace.”

Tamri felt something fierce and feral rising in her chest. “No, he wouldn’t,” she snarled at Gyra. “He’d have controlled us forever. I don’t care if it’s stupid. I want to make my own gutter-bleeding decisions.”

“Well, this one was the wrong decision,” Gyra said. “He wants control, but at least he usually has good reasons for what he does. And he isn’t as cruel as some.” Gyra scrubbed a hand over her shaved head with a grimace, perhaps not entirely believing her own words. “You can say goodbye to any leeway you might have had as an apprentice at Khrillin’s school after this, though.”

Tamri bared her teeth. “I don’t want to be Khrillin’s apprentice.”

Gyra shrugged, as if she couldn’t be bothered to respond to Tamri’s declaration. She pulled on the strands of Watermight to draw Tamri closer. Tamri still had a little Watermight left, but she didn’t stand a chance against Gyra in one-to-one combat. The difference in their skills was obvious.

But Gyra hadn’t accounted for one thing. Tamri was a thief. She’d stolen that flask-full of Watermight up in the ballroom—and she’d also stolen a dull little dinner knife.

Tamri grabbed the knife from her pocket and threw it at Gyra’s face, making her jerk back. At the same time, she spun the Watermight into a silk-thin plate and swept it in front of her, slicing through all the Watermight strands at once. They twanged back toward Gyra like cut bowstrings.

Then Tamri turned and hurled herself out of the broken window. She fell and fell and screamed as if her life depended on it. She caught sight of the murky canal and the jagged lower battlement where she was about to land. Then there was a flash of scarlet, a fearsome roar, and Rook soared beneath her just in time.

She thudded onto his back and seized his feathers to keep from falling. He squawked angrily at her, even as he spread his wings wide to slow their descent. He beat his vast scarlet wings one, twice. Tamri held on, finding her balance on his muscular back, surrounded by wind and feathers and night.

Then they were soaring across the canal, skimming over the tops of the nearby buildings, gaining speed and altitude. Rook’s wings beat powerfully around her, filling her with a familiar and glorious sensation—freedom.

Gyra’s Watermight ice hooks were still buried in Tamri’s skin. She forced them to soften and become rough seals to hold her wounds closed until she could examine the damage. She had more important things to worry about than her injuries.

Boru rode the wind in the distance, flying north as fast as he could with two passengers perched between his snowy wings. Rook charged after him, crowing in defiance, in exhilaration, as they crossed the Boundary District and left Pendark behind.
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Tamri and Rook caught up with Boru in the Darkwood, where he’d landed in a secluded clearing cloaked in shadows. When Rook alighted beside him, Heath was helping Gramma Teall down from his back as if she were a lady exiting a carriage. She wore a radiant smile.

Tamri certainly wasn’t smiling. She started shouting before Rook had time to get his feet properly on the ground.

“What are you doing, you enormous ox-brain?” she hollered at Heath. “I told you we weren’t leaving. I told you I couldn’t drag her across the continent in the middle of a war! I told you to go!”

She scrambled down from Rook’s back and marched across the clearing, already raising her fists. She had a little Watermight left, but she wanted to feel this in her knuckles.

“You think you’re some kind of hero?” she yelled. “You should have trusted that I know what’s best for us. You had no right.” She reached him and swung her fist as hard as she could.

Heath caught it easily, as calm as anything. She swung her other fist, and he caught that too. She went for his groin next, but he twisted, anticipating her movements, and allowed her to kick the air with all the strength she possessed.

“Didn’t I teach you manners, girl?” Gramma Teall asked dryly. “You should only hit people who deserve it.” She stood beside Boru with one hand on his flank as if they were old friends.

“We have to go back to the tower,” Tamri said, giving up on trying to pummel Heath. He kept hold of her wrists so she couldn’t strike him. It was a good thing too. She wasn’t finished with him.

“I’ve had quite enough of that place,” Gramma Teall said.

“This will only make things worse,” Tamri said. The combination of fear and anger and adrenaline was making her vision blur. “Khrillin will never be done with us.”

“Perhaps not,” Gramma Teall said. “But that doesn’t mean we ought to make things easy for him.”

Tamri couldn’t believe this. She had worked so hard to protect Gramma Teall. She had bitten her tongue and agreed to work with Khrillin so her grandmother could stay where there were healers and regular meals. And now Gramma Teall wanted to throw her life away?

She scowled up at Heath, who was accepting her outburst mildly. This was his fault.

“Why didn’t you do what I asked?” she demanded.

“I couldn’t leave you.” Heath’s voice became as rough as sandpaper. “And I couldn’t let you sacrifice your life as if it doesn’t matter.”

“That wasn’t your choice to make,” Tamri said.

“No,” Gramma Teall cut in. “It was mine. I know what you were trying to do, Tamri, and I couldn’t let it continue. I’d have walked out of that tower myself to force your hand if I could.” She patted Boru on the shoulder. “This way was much more exciting.”

The dragon gave a pleased gurgle. Gramma Teall turned to stroke his feathers, and Tamri noticed a dull glint in her hair. She was wearing her pewter dragonfly.

“Where did that come from?” Tamri asked, momentarily distracted.

“I found it in your pack,” Heath said. “I showed it to your grandmother when I came to the window to let her know I was a friend.”

Gramma Teall chuckled wickedly. “He thinks I’m wise and cautious on account of my impressively advanced age, but I’d have climbed out that window for any handsome young man who offered me a ride on a dragon, be he scoundrel or friend.”

“I did ask,” Heath said. “Tamri, I asked her if she wanted to leave the tower.”

Tamri yanked her hands out of his grasp. His earnest, reasonable tone only made her angrier. Why wouldn’t these two let her protect Gramma Teall the best way she knew how? They couldn’t just go on the run. Gramma Teall may seem lucid now, but she could lose track of herself in moments. And even if her memory were perfect, she was too old to sleep rough and sneak through the forest.

Tamri glared at the little clearing. A pair of tents had been set up to one side, with a neat pile of supplies and an unlit campfire beside them. Heath had clearly been staying here for several days, making careful preparations.

“How did you free the dragons?”

“I waited until tonight when most of the Waterworker guards would be at Khrillin’s feast.” Heath was still watching her as if he expected her to launch at him again. “The four they left at the stable weren’t the strongest or brightest. I knocked out two from behind, then the dragons were able to break through the Watermight cords of the remaining two.”

Rook chortled. He hadn’t managed to escape a Watermight cord Tamri had made, so it must have pleased him to break through another Wielder’s bonds. Tamri stuck her tongue out at him.

“Why are we in the Darkwood?” she asked. “Shouldn’t we be heading east?” She wasn’t ready to admit it aloud yet, but they had no choice but to carry on now.

“That’s the way Khrillin will think we’re going,” Heath said. “They captured us a little too easily before. We need to take a route they won’t expect and avoid their patrols altogether.” He hesitated. “I also wasn’t sure if your grandmother would need time to recover from the strain of the escape. We can rest here for as long as necessary.”

“Then?”

“We fly north then east along the Desolate Coast,” Heath said. “We can sleep on land each night to make the journey less strenuous.”

Tamri sighed. He had thought of everything.

“Okay. You win.” She shot Heath a fierce glare. “But if anything happens to her, I’ll hold you personally responsible.”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic, dear,” Gramma Teall said. “Shall we have supper? All this adventure is making me hungry.”

Heath started the campfire and prepared a hot meal while Tamri tended to her small, stinging wounds from Gyra’s attack. Soon the smells of burning darkwood and sizzling root vegetables drifted around them. A pair of nightbirds sang in the trees, welcoming them to the forest.

Gramma Teall puttered around the camp, chatted to the dragons, and flirted shamelessly with Heath. Already, she seemed healthier and in better spirits than she had been in her little room.

Tamri wished her grandmother’s excitement at the prospect of an adventure would actually be enough to heal her mind. But it didn’t work that way. The fog would return, and even her bright memories of the flight on the dragon would slip away. And Ollian would no longer be around to monitor the Watermight bandage on her brain. Heath and Gramma Teall may be pleased with themselves now, but Tamri knew what was at stake.

“I meant to ask you something, dear,” Gramma Teall said as they pulled sturdy logs close to the campfire and started on their meal. “You said we’re fleeing in the middle of a war.” She tapped a spoon on her tin plate. “Who’s at war again?”

Heath looked up, too, firelight flickering across his grave features.

“You didn’t forget,” Tamri said. “It hasn’t started yet.” She filled them in on Khrillin’s plans to unite the Waterworkers against Soole and the Vertigonians using the threat of the Lightning. She wasn’t sure how the day’s events would affect matters. If anything, the attack on King’s Tower by two foreign dragons would likely make it easier for Khrillin to rally the Waterlords and ladies to his cause. Heath had endangered more than just Gramma Teall tonight. Judging by his grim expression, she knew Heath understood the implications.

But Gramma Teall didn’t look worried. “All the more reason for us to leave this place,” she said brusquely when Tamri finished talking. “We need to warn your friends.”
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Something was wrong in Sharoth. Selivia sensed it as Mav swooped toward the sprawling city. It was raining—apparently now the permanent state of the Soolen coast—but that didn’t explain how empty the streets were. Boarded-up windows and barred doors were evident on many of the houses, the hastily assembled planks obscuring their pretty window screens.

Uneasiness tugged at Selivia’s gut. She grabbed Latch’s hand, which had been resting on her hip, and pulled his arms around her waist as if to fend off the feeling. After their four-day flight from Cindral Forest, she’d been looking forward to a hot bath and a visit to the dragons. But something had clearly changed in her absence.

They approached the shining walls of the Royal Palace and found that the number of guards had tripled. The Soolens carried heavy crossbows in addition to their usual swords or spears. Mav growled low in his chest at the sight of the thick crossbow bolts, some tipped with icy Watermight. The guards watched them closely, offering neither greeting nor challenge, as the true dragon soared over the walls and splashed down for a landing in the flooded courtyard.

“Something bad happened here.” Latch climbed off Mav’s back and reached up to help Selivia down.

She didn’t need the assistance, but she took his hand anyway, holding onto him as she surveyed the courtyard. The stewards and nobles who used to lounge about at tables here were nowhere in sight. The blue umbrellas were stacked in a corner, drooping like dead flowers in the rain. More guards lurked beneath the porticos, tension in the set of their shoulders and the way they touched their weapons. A few wore fresh bandages.

“Everyone looks so nervous.” Selivia wiped the rain from her eyes. “Like they’re expecting an attack.”

“Do you think the Cindral dragons lost control?” Latch asked.

Selivia’s heart clenched at the thought of Laini and the others rampaging through the city, as vicious as the true dragons who’d invaded Vertigon. Could it have gotten so bad so quickly?

“We’d better find Dara.”

Latch squeezed her hand. “If you want to check her rooms, I’ll head over to the archive and—”

“Sel! Latch!”

They turned as Dara herself strode out the palace doors. She carried a sword in her hand, and she radiated power, as if she were brimful of Fire—and maybe Watermight too. Her golden hair was tied back in a sensible braid, and she had on trousers and dueling boots instead of the finer clothes she’d worn around the palace before. Fenn marched at her side, carrying her short sword and scowling at the rain. The bodyguard had a bandage peeking out from beneath her red hair.

“Come inside,” Dara called. “It’s not safe in the open.”

Selivia and Latch exchanged glances and joined Dara and Fenn beneath the portico. Mav took off in a spray of mud and water, probably not wanting to squat in the middle of all those crossbows. Selivia caught a final glimpse of him as his vast wings disappeared into the clouds.

She turned to Dara. “What’s going on here?”

“The thunderbirds have been attacking.”

Selivia gasped. “Here? In the city itself?”

“Yes. And other coastal towns.” Dara’s hand moved restlessly on the hilt of her Savven blade, the black sword gleaming. “Towns. Beaches. Roads.”

“It’s an infestation,” Fenn said.

Selivia looked out at the sky, which the rain had turned into a murky lake. “Should we call Mav back?”

“He’ll be okay,” Dara said. “He’s probably the reason you made it back without trouble. It’s bad here, but it’s worse on the roads.”

Selivia thought of her brother and sister out there with nothing but a few Truren guards for protection. “Tell us everything.”

They went to Dara and Siv’s quarters, a large guest apartment with an antechamber furnished with low couches and potted desert plants. The boarded-up windows made the space feel gloomy and neglected. Fenn summoned a nervous-looking steward, who brought Selivia and Latch a bowl of wash water and spiced tea to warm their hands and bodies. After ushering the steward out again, Fenn took up a guard position near the windows rather than her usual place by the door.

While Selivia and Latch freshened up, Dara explained what had happened while they were in Cindral Forest.

“It began slowly.” Dara paced as she talked, occasionally pausing to peek through the cracks in the window boards. “We got reports of pairs of thunderbirds attacking people in the East Isles and along the coast. At first, they just carried away livestock and harassed humans on their own—in boats and on remote roads. The incidents were worrying but isolated.”

“We heard about those,” Selivia said. “Queen Rochelle sent word to the forest.”

“It started happening more frequently,” Dara said. “And more people died. They killed two children in Starry Cove.” She stopped and drew in a breath, her hand flexing on her sword hilt. “And the pace of the attacks accelerated. There were more deaths. The number of thunderbirds working in each group increased—systematically.”

Selivia suddenly felt as if her dragon had gone into a barrel roll without warning. Systematically. That implied intention. And control.

Dara strode to the window to look through the gap in the boards again. Rain thundered down outside, the storm holding Sharoth in its grasp. “Rosh, Prince Chadrech, and I were preparing to return to Thunderbird Island to see if we could figure out what was going on. I sent a message to Cindral Forest about it a few days ago.”

“It must have arrived after we left,” Latch said.

“I figured as much,” Dara said. “The Air has been unreliable, or I’d have warned you that way.”

“Unreliable how?” Selivia asked.

Air, the most ethereal of the magical substances, was concentrated in Trure, where it was produced, but Soolen Wielders could usually summon enough of it to use for communication.

Dara glanced at Latch, something unreadable in her expression. “Why don’t you take this one?”

“It’s the Lightning.” Latch took a deep breath and cracked his knuckles with a sharp pop. “There’s much more of it around than when we left, enough to keep the Air away. I’ve been feeling it since yesterday morning.”

Yesterday? “You didn’t tell me that,” Selivia said.

Latch didn’t quite meet her eyes. “I didn’t want to worry you, especially after what Mav said.”

Dara frowned. “What did Mav say?”

Latch explained what the true dragon had told them about the Lightning presence back by Cindral Forest several days ago.

Selivia watched him out of the corner of her eye. Why would Latch hide that he had started sensing the Lightning again? They already knew it was in the air. Had he kept it from her because it still tempted him? Could he be thinking about returning to that faraway chasm of purple-white light?

She thought of Belna’s words about the corruption taking hold of Latch, never to release him. And she remembered how he’d blithely acted as if the Lightning didn’t affect him at Thunderbird Island, long after he was already ensnared.

Latch finished his explanation about Mav and looked over at her. This time Selivia was the one who didn’t want to make eye contact.

She sat forward, focusing on Dara. “So you didn’t end up going to Thunderbird Island?”

Dara shook her head. “Three days ago, a flock of six thunderbirds attacked Sharoth itself. They return several times a day, always six, always in formation, always striking in a different location. We’ve been fighting them off with Fire, Watermight, steel—anything that works.”

Fenn touched the bandage on her head. “They’re difficult to kill.”

Selivia shuddered, picturing the flashing talons, the vicious beaks, the Lightning glinting in their predatory eyes.

“What do they want? Did they get a taste for humans?” She’d heard of such things happening with sharks in the Bell Sea and with velgon bears in Vertigon. The creatures invariably had to be hunted down, even though their behavior was only natural.

“We don’t know,” Dara said. “They’re too organized. It’s like they’re scouting, testing our defenses.”

“Preparing for a larger assault?” Latch asked.

“That’s our fear,” Dara said. “But that doesn’t explain why they’re also bothering the coastal villages and harrying people on the roads. I don’t know what else they might be planning.”

“Planning!” Selivia leapt to her feet, knocking over her empty teacup. “How is this possible? They’re birds!”

“Someone could be controlling them,” Dara said.

Latch stiffened. “That sounds familiar.”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Dara pulled her golden braid over her shoulder and twisted it around her hand. It looked messy, as if she hadn’t had time to comb her hair or care for herself since the attacks on the city began. “The other possibility is that the substance itself makes them like this.”

“We think that’s what’s happening with the Cindral dragons.” Selivia quickly filled Dara in on what Diba and Belna had told her about the dragons reacting to an incompatible magical substance. “The thunderbirds’ behavior sounds different, though. It’s too coordinated. I think you’re right that someone is using the Lightning to make them do this.” She rubbed her eyes, which felt itchy from days in flight. “How are the Cindral dragons responding to all this?”

Dara rolled her shoulders. “They don’t like it, obviously. Queen Rochelle ordered that they all be chained up over a week ago.”

“She what?”

“Their aggressive behavior was getting worse,” Dara said. “They could have hurt someone or even joined up with the thunderbirds. I can’t blame her for—”

“I can!” Selivia wanted to charge straight to that horrible woman’s room and demand that her friends be released. “How dare she treat them like animals.”

Dara grimaced. “Well, they are—”

“They’re not!” Selivia said. “They’re intelligent individuals who’ve agreed to work with us. Allies. They shouldn’t be shackled as if they were rabid cullmorans.” This never would have happened if Heath were here. For that matter, it wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t gone to Cindral Forest.

“Sel,” Dara said, “we cannot upset Queen Rochelle right now. Our alliance is already hanging by a thread. If we’re going to salvage this whole situation, we need her support.”

Dara wore a focused, intense expression Selivia had seen many times. She admired her sister-in-law a great deal. Dara and Sora both made Selivia want to be a stronger, braver woman, one who remained in control of herself at all times. Even Fenn wore calm like a mantle, though she loved the Cindral dragons too.

Selivia dearly wanted to march off to confront the Soolen queen, but she needed to follow their examples. She drew in a deep breath. “Do you have a plan?”

“We neutralize the Lightning as quickly as possible,” Dara said. “I want to return to Thunderbird Island and test the theories we’ve developed at the chasm itself. Prince Chadrech has offered us the use of his ships again. But Queen Rochelle objects.”

“Why?”

“Sealing up the Lightning could take dozens of Wielders. Queen Rochelle fears they will all end up its slaves, just like the thunderbirds.” Dara brushed a strand of golden hair out of her eyes, not quite looking at Latch. “She wants us to stay here and defend the city rather than handing the Lightning more foot soldiers. Prince Chadrech has been trying to talk her around.”

“I guess I can try to help.” Selivia doubted she could sway the Soolen queen if Dara and Chadrech had already failed. It was still jarring to realize that the thread holding their alliance together was Chadrech himself. Maybe Sora could help her figure out the right approach for the Soolen queen since they got along so well.

She remembered with a jolt that her sister and brother were still out on the road, unaware of the threat in the skies.

“We have another problem.” Selivia told Dara how they’d met Siv and Sora back in Cindral Forest. “They’re traveling more slowly on horseback. They don’t have any dragons with them. If the thunderbirds spot them—”

“Which road did they take?” Dara interrupted, snatching up her coat and tightening her sword belt.

“The West Road,” Latch said. “They ought to be nearing Silvermine Bay by now.”

“Can Mav handle another journey?” Dara said. “I’d rather not take a Cindral dragon.”

“He’ll rally,” Selivia said. Mav had gotten plenty of rest in Cindral Forest. “I’ll come with you.”

Dara shook her head. “I should bring another Wielder in case we encounter any thunderbirds.”

“I’ll go.” Latch stood. “How’s the Watermight supply?”

“Queen Rochelle has been generous with the palace vent,” Dara said. “She knows we’re trying to help.”

“Good.” Latch turned to Selivia and took both her hands in his. “Please stay indoors. I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you.”

For a moment, he looked like the gallant young soldier she’d first met, as if his illness and the Lightning had never happened. Selivia wished she could be certain he really was the same person. She studied his liquid brown eyes, looking for hints of jagged light.

“We don’t have time to delay.” Dara was already at the door. “Those birds could be descending on the West Road as we speak.”

“What can I do to help while you’re gone?” Selivia asked, not wanting to let go of Latch just yet.

“Assure Queen Rochelle that I’m not abandoning her,” Dara said. “I can’t leave Siv and Sora out there. They don’t know how much danger they’re in.”

“Will do.” Selivia stood on her toes and quickly kissed Latch on the cheek. “Be careful out there. And hurry back!”
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The sun was setting over Sharoth by the time Dara, Latch, and Mav took flight. Fenn hovered close at Selivia’s side, as if she suspected the princess might mount a Cindral dragon and take off after them. Selivia watched Mav disappear into the saffron-smudged clouds, stomach clenching tight. She trusted those three to save her brother and sister, but she hated that she couldn’t help.

Their departure left her alone to face Queen Rochelle, who hadn’t grown fonder of Selivia in her absence.

“They should have asked my permission before departing,” Queen Rochelle said when Selivia visited her music room to explain where Dara and Latch were going. The queen stood beside a tall harp, looking as if she were considering bashing Selivia over the head with it.

“It was an emergency, Your Excellency,” Selivia said. “Siv and Sora don’t know the thunderbird attacks have gotten so bad.”

“I could have sent soldiers to retrieve them,” Queen Rochelle said. “For that matter, I am sure the Queen of Trure didn’t travel all this way without bodyguards.”

“They have guards,” Selivia said. “But not Wielders. Dara and Latch are some of the most talented Wielders on the continent.”

“I’m well aware of that,” Queen Rochelle said shortly. “All the more reason why I don’t want them coming and going from my palace as they please.”

Selivia smoothed the pale-green sheath dress she’d changed into before coming to speak with the queen. She was beginning to wish she’d donned armor instead. This alliance was important, but she was tired of cowering.

“Dara is a queen in her own right,” Selivia said. “She doesn’t need your permission to leave.”

Queen Rochelle raised an eyebrow. “And Lord Brach?”

“Well, he—”

“He is one of my subjects.” Queen Rochelle advanced toward her, looming in that way she had that made her look so much taller, even though they were almost the same height. “Yet he follows the Fire Queen’s orders over those of his own liege. This cannot continue.”

“It won’t, Your Excellency. Latch is loyal to Soole.” Selivia forced herself to stop messing with her dress. She tried not to look at the decorative sword hanging on the wall above the queen’s flute collection. “He should have cleared his departure with you. None of us want to damage our relationship with the Crown.”

Queen Rochelle pursed her lips. “So you admit he acted in error?”

“Yes.” Selivia hoped Latch wouldn’t think her disloyal. But the queen was right. He shouldn’t act as if his first loyalty was to Dara and Siv, not unless he wanted to be exiled from Soole altogether. They might be his friends, but he had duties to his own country too. “I hope you understand he meant no disloyalty. The circumstances were dire, Your Excellency.”

“They are dire here too.”

“But you have many fine Wielders in your service,” Selivia said, thinking of Rosh and Melloch and Captain Boorn and all those soldiers with silver Watermight knots on their uniforms. “They will defend the city. I’m sure you can spare Dara and Latch for a few days.”

“It seems I have no choice.” Queen Rochelle put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes to study Selivia.

Her gaze held new consideration. Had Selivia finally managed to stand up for herself in front of this formidable queen? A candle flame of hope ignited in her chest.

“You will remain at my side until your royal siblings and your betrothed return, Princess,” Queen Rochelle said. “I will not tolerate desertion.”

“That’s reasonable, Your Excellency.” Selivia had never intended to abandon Sharoth to the Lightning or to the thunderbirds. “I will stay until—”

“I didn’t ask whether you thought it reasonable,” Queen Rochelle cut in. “If they do not return to repair the problems they caused, you will not leave these walls. Do I make myself clear?”

The candle flame of hope guttered out as quickly as it had appeared. “Yes, Your Excellency.”

“Good. Now, I understand you play the harp. Music is the only thing that soothes me since these infernal attacks began. Play for me.”

Selivia stopped just short of dropping into a curtsy. She inclined her head and strode to the instrument. The last thing she wanted was to play the harp after days on dragonsback, but she couldn’t push back against the queen—now her unofficial jailer. She had been used as a hostage before. She could play a little music if it meant preserving their alliance.

She sat at the harp, and her fingers found their long-neglected paths over the strings. Queen Rochelle settled onto a lounge chair, barely seeming to listen to the melody. Her attention was on the wooden shutters covering the windows and the night beyond. Somewhere out there, the thunderbirds were flying through the storm, preparing for their next move. Selivia hoped Mav would fly like he’d never flown before and bring Latch and her family home soon.
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Tamri insisted on traveling slowly to avoid straining Gramma Teall. They took a convoluted route, flying north over the Darkwood then turning east before Fork Town to traverse the sparsely inhabited vineyards and outer farmlands of Pendark. Then began the long, careful flight along the Desolate Coast, a narrow strip of land between the Bell Sea and the Linden Mountains. They would cross into Soole near Silvermine Bay before heading due south toward Sharoth. All told, the return journey would take twice as long as the trip from Soole to Pendark.

To Tamri’s annoyance, Heath still refused to admit he’d been wrong to force the rescue. The way he’d disregarded her wishes and endangered her grandmother made her taut with rage. She found it difficult to sit at the same campfire as him without shouting.

The anger was strangely cathartic at first. Tamri had needed to be so cautious around Khrillin, who’d threatened her grandmother far more directly than Heath. It had taken tremendous effort to act harmless and allow him to control her. Now she was free—and her true feelings were spilling out in a torrent. All that effort had been for nothing.

The dragons sensed the tension between her and Heath and stepped lightly, not arguing when they stopped to rest long before dark each day. They often curled up to sleep apart from the humans’ camp, as if expecting an eruption at any moment.

The only member of their party who objected to the cautious pace was Gramma Teall herself.

“Do we have to stop now?” she called one afternoon when Tamri directed Rook to land. She was seated behind Tamri, a tether around her waist tying her to the harness. “We can make it miles yet before dark.”

The sun had barely begun to sink toward the horizon, but Rook responded to Tamri’s signal by descending sharply, the wind whistling through his feathers and making Tamri’s eyes water. The furious rush rendered conversation impossible until the dragon came to an ungainly halt on a broad plateau overlooking the Bell Sea.

“The dragons need to rest.” Tamri climbed off Rook’s back and helped her grandmother down. “They’re not used to carrying two people.”

Rook snorted, giving away the lie. Tamri shot him a look, and he became very interested in the ants scrambling across the hard-packed dirt. Rook had been rather impressed by her anger with Heath. He hadn’t caused her nearly as much trouble since they left Pendark.

Tamri escorted Gramma Teall to a rocky outcropping and urged her to sit. The waters of the Bell Sea spread broad and empty below their plateau, the late-afternoon light giving the white-capped waves a golden sheen. The Desolate Coast was far more beautiful than its name implied.

“We’ll reach Silvermine Bay tomorrow,” Heath said, coming to join them with Boru’s harness slung over his shoulder. “You can just about make out where the coastline starts to curve ahead. We can rest in Silvermine for a few days. They have several inns.”

“If we keep stopping for rests, I’ll forget why we left in the first place,” Gramma Teall grumbled. “I want to see Sharoth before I die, you know.”

Heath smiled down at her. “Sharoth is only a day’s flight from Silvermine. I promise not to let you die before then.”

“Hmph. See how patient you are when you’re a hundred and four.”

Heath grinned and caught Tamri’s eye. She stopped herself before she could grin back at him and bent to search her pack for tea and jerky. It was hard to stay mad at Heath when he and Gramma Teall were getting along so well.

She dug deeper into her pack, certain she had one last bundle of tea leaves in there. Her fingers touched something warm and metallic, the Firestick embossed with the intricate little dragonfly that she used for signaling. She didn’t like to look at it, as if it was staring back at her, urging her to forgive him.

Gramma Teall wore her dragonfly pin in her hair all the time now. When Tamri suggested it might fall off and be lost while they were in flight, she’d said, “It’s just a thing, child. You don’t need to worry so much.”

But Tamri was worried. Gramma Teall tried to hide it, but her memory problems were still very much an issue. She became confused sometimes, staring in consternation at the dragons and curling in on herself as if the outside world was too much to process. She called Tamri “child” and “dear” more than she used to, and Tamri suspected it was because she couldn’t always remember her name. Despite Ollian’s efforts to slow the deterioration of her memory, the strain of travel might be making it worse. This reality made it so much harder to accept what Heath had done.

They fell into their usual evening routine, brewing tea in a small tin kettle, caring for the dragons, and settling in to watch the sun descend. A slight chill in the air reminded Tamri that it was still winter. But something felt different about this particular night.

Tamri frowned, trying to figure out what was bothering her. The air didn’t feel quite right, as if a storm were coming. In fact, the hair was rising on her arms and the back of her neck as if a thunderous tempest were almost overhead. That didn’t make sense. A handful of clouds smudged the southeastern horizon, over toward Soole, but the rest of the sky was clear.

Tamri stood, rubbing her arms briskly, and walked to the edge of the plateau. She scanned the sea, the clouds, the distant coastline, trying to spot any flash of lightning. Or Lightning. That was what it felt like. A mere hint of the crackling energy that had filled her body inside the cavernous depths of Thunderbird Island. Could trickles of the Lightning have spread this far already?

Footsteps crunched on the dirt, and Heath strode up to join her. Tamri avoided his gaze. Gramma Teall was still perched by the fire, chatting to Boru and Rook as if they were old neighbors.

“Can we talk?” Heath asked quietly.

Tamri wished he didn’t sound so patient, as if he were addressing an agitated Cindral dragon. Being mad at him would be so much easier if he would lash out too.

“About what?” she asked, staring determinedly out at the sea. “I didn’t want to take this risk. If you didn’t listen to me before, what’s the point of talking now?”

“You have a right to be mad, but—”

“I know. That’s why—”

“Please let me finish,” Heath said. “You have a right to be mad, but I also had a right not to do what you asked. I spent days trying to convince myself to leave you while I was preparing to free Boru and Rook. I couldn’t do it, Tamri. Not without . . . I just couldn’t.” He cleared his throat. “So I came to your window to offer you another chance. You weren’t there, so I asked Gramma Teall’s permission to—”

Tamri whirled to face him. “Don’t blame this on her!”

“I’m not.” Heath looked down into her eyes with that infuriating calm. “But she had a right to choose whether or not to take this risk too. And she agrees with me that it wasn’t right for you to sacrifice your freedom to protect her. Again.”

Tamri scowled at him, unable to escape the vise-grip of her anger. Heath was speaking sense, but she felt sick at the thought that his feelings for her had put Gramma Teall at risk. Her skin crackled with heat, and she wondered if the Lightning really had reached her.

But that was just an excuse. The more she thought about it, the more she understood it wasn’t anger making her blood run hot and her skin tingle, but something more like fear. It terrified her that someone could care for her enough to risk everything the way she would risk everything for Gramma Teall. And it scared her even more that she wanted to return his affection.

She had to put an end to this. She could only devote herself to one person—and that person was Gramma Teall. She couldn’t let Heath become essential to her too.

She drew in a deep breath and made her tone as distant as she could. “I understand you were doing what you thought was best. Thank you for your assistance.”

He blinked at her, taken aback by the formality in her tone.

“Uh, it’s okay. I’m not asking for thanks. I just don’t want you to be angry at—”

“I’m not angry!”

“That . . . doesn’t sound even remotely true,” Heath said, his mouth starting to turn up in a grin.

Tamri felt a flash of annoyance then smothered it. Annoyance, anger, passion—it all meant he mattered to her. And that was what had put Gramma Teall on this desolate bluff, using a rock for a pillow and hoping the Watermight patch on her brain would hold.

She drew a deep breath. “Yes, well, you’ve been wrong about me before.”

Shock flared on Heath’s face, like she’d bludgeoned him with a Fire cudgel. Tamri winced with shame. Before she could take back the words, she spun around and returned to the campfire, leaving him standing at the cliff’s edge.

Gramma Teall narrowed her eyes as she approached. “Did you just break that nice young man’s heart?”

Tamri dropped to the ground by the fire and pulled her legs close, resting her chin on her knees. “He should know better than to give it to me by now,” she muttered.

“What was that? Speak up, girl, my hearing isn’t what it used to be.”

“No, Gramma,” she said louder.

“Well, good. I can’t think of his name at the moment, but I rather like the cut of his jib.”

“Me too,” Tamri said.

Both of the dragons were watching her. She stuck her tongue out at Rook, but her heart wasn’t in it. The red dragon snorted derisively and turned his attention to preening his feathers. Boru merely looked at her, his jet-black eyes like deep pools, then he shuffled over to join Heath, who was still standing on the cliff’s edge, silhouetted against the distant storm clouds. They watched the waves together for a long time.
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The following day, they broke camp without much conversation and began the flight to Silvermine Bay. The weather worsened gradually, and Tamri felt those electric hints in the air, traces of Lightning that danced and scattered across her skin. The substance was definitely spreading. She hoped the Fire Queen would have a plan to stop it by the time they reached Sharoth.

They flew over the gray and restless sea all morning and descended toward Silvermine Bay an hour past noon. A sprawling town overlooked the water, all white plaster walls and tiled roofs. It was probably beautiful when the sun was out, but the gloomy weather made it look washed out, like a faded drawing on water-damaged parchment.

To their surprise, another dragon had beaten them there. At first, they saw only a pair of leathery black wings rising from the surface of the water not far from the shore. As they flew closer, a massive head crowned with black spikes emerged from the sea. The vast green-scaled body visible beneath the surface was three times the size of the Cindral dragons.

“That’s Mav,” Tamri said into the wind. “What’s he doing here?”

“What?” Gramma Teall shouted in her ear.

“That dragon,” Tamri shouted back. “I wonder what he’s doing here.”

“Looks like he’s going for a swim,” Gramma Teall said.

She was right. Mav was splashing around in the shallow waters of Silvermine Bay, occasionally dunking beneath the waves and making silver droplets cascade over his wings.

Despite the unsettled weather, people had gathered on the beach to watch the enormous creature cavort in the bay, many looking as if they’d dropped whatever they were doing to run down to see Mav. One man had flour all over his hands and clothes. Another hadn’t even put on shoes. Children bobbed excitedly among the adults, tugging on their parents’ hands in an effort to get closer to the dragon.

A smaller group stood a little apart from the townsfolk, leading horses laden with saddlebags for a long journey. Tamri recognized a tall woman with a long golden braid among them. The Fire Queen herself was here. That couldn’t be good.

Tamri pulled the dragonfly Firestick from her belt to signal to Heath. He acknowledged her with a perfunctory reply, arguably the most they’d communicated since last night.

They landed on the rocky beach not far from where Mav was bathing. The true dragon splashed closer, crowing at the Cindral dragons as if inviting them to join him. Boru gazed at his larger cousin with a dignified sort of disdain, but Rook looked like he wanted to go for a swim too. He glared at Tamri when she dismounted, as if it were all her fault he still had on a harness and the travel packs.

Dara and her companions strode over to greet them. Tamri recognized Lord Latch and King Siv, but there were a bunch of people she’d never met before. Most had tan skin, light eyes, and hair the color of straw or wood. Trurens. Mav’s usual rider, Princess Selivia, was missing.

After exchanging greetings, Dara introduced a short young woman wearing a fine green riding habit as Queen Sora of Trure. She and her brother, King Siv, shared the same dark hair, but the round-cheeked woman looked much more serious than the merry-eyed king and Princess Sel. She also had light eyes that must have come from their Truren mother.

“I’m surprised to find you all here,” Heath said after bowing to the king and both queens and nodding brusquely at Lord Latch. “Is everything well in Sharoth?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Dara said. “Small flocks of thunderbirds have attacked the capital and a dozen different towns around the coast. Latch and I flew up here to make sure Siv, Sora, and the others make it back to the city. The roads are no longer safe.”

Tamri and Heath shared tense glances. She didn’t have to say what she was thinking out loud. She didn’t want to put Gramma Teall in the path of any thunderbirds, whether on the road or in the capital.

“We haven’t seen any sign of the birds yet,” Queen Sora said. “But we would be glad of your company for the remainder of the journey, Lord Samanar. And especially your dragons.”

Heath inclined his head politely. “Of course, Queen Sora. Boru and Rook can protect us.”

Tamri grimaced. Of course Heath wouldn’t refuse a direct request from one of the Amintelles. He was unfailingly loyal to all of them.

“Did these dragons exhibit any unusual aggression on your journey?” Latch asked.

“None,” Heath said, apparently not considering Rook’s cantankerousness unusual. “How are the dragons we left behind?”

“Worse,” Dara said. “Queen Rochelle ordered that they be chained until the matter is resolved.”

A muscle tensed in Heath’s jaw. “Chained?”

“It’s a necessary precaution,” Dara said.

“They’re not dogs.”

Dara blinked at Heath’s sharp tone then exchanged glances with King Siv. Tamri was surprised too. Heath was always professional and respectful toward the king and the queen. He must truly be upset. Then again, the thought of Laini in chains bothered her too.

“We met with the Cindral Folk about the cause of the aggression,” Latch said, picking up the frayed thread of the conversation. “It’s the Lightning, as we feared, but we hope the effects will end as soon as we have the substance contained. I can fill you in along the way.”

“Thank you.” Heath rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at the king and the queen. “Forgive me, Your Majesties, I—”

“Already forgotten.” King Siv clapped him on the shoulder. “Your arrival is well timed. We were just letting Mav cool down in the sea before heading out. He has been flying hard these past few days.”

“What of your journey?” Dara asked, turning to Tamri. “It was a success, I take it?” She smiled at Gramma Teall, who remained half hidden behind Rook’s wings.

“Oh, yes. I mean no,” Tamri said. “We have a lot to tell you. We learned some important information about King Khrillin’s plans. You’re not going to like it.”

“Can we discuss it on the way?” Lord Latch said. “Sel is back in Sharoth, and I don’t want to leave her any longer than necessary.” He rubbed his arms, and Tamri wondered if he, too, sensed the Lightning in the air. He looked much more robust than the last time she’d seen him, but he knew the dangers of the magical substance better than any of them.

“Agreed,” King Siv said. “Let’s tell Mav to stop flopping about like a baby krellfish and be on our way.”

Tamri hesitated, considering whether to insist on staying behind in Silvermine Bay with Gramma Teall. But those white-plaster houses didn’t look especially sturdy, and none of the gawking townsfolk looked like soldiers. Tamri didn’t like their chances if a thunderbird attacked here. The safest place for Gramma Teall was behind the stone walls of the Royal Palace in Sharoth. All they had to do was make it there before the thunderbirds found them.
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Selivia was drinking mint tea with Queen Rochelle in the music room when the warning bells clanged. She’d been expecting a thunderbird attack since her return. Two days had passed since Dara and Latch’s departure—and she’d spent most of that time in Queen Rochelle’s company.

As the bells rang, they set their cups beside the ceramic teapot and rose as one. Early-evening light slanted through the window, the planks nailed across it disrupting the pattern of the pretty wooden screen. The bells grew louder, and a distant scream filtered through the clamor.

“What do we do now?” Selivia clutched at her pink silk dress, fear flashing through her. For an instant, she was fleeing the vicious creatures on Thunderbird Island again, gasping for breath, stumbling, ripping the skin on her knees and palms, desperately trying to hide in the ruins. She smothered the memory.

“My soldiers know their duties,” Queen Rochelle said regally. “We mustn’t get in their way.”

“You just want to stay here?” The decorative sword hanging on the wall above the queen’s flute collection caught Selivia’s eye. A fat ruby on its hilt glinted like a bloodshot eye. She wished she had a weapon.

“I prefer to know what’s going on,” Queen Rochelle said, not sounding afraid at all. “We can go to the tallest tower and—”

Suddenly there was a crash, and the boarded-up window screen shuddered violently, as if a massive object had been hurled against it. The patterned light danced across the floor.

Selivia whirled to face the window. “What—”

Another crash sounded, followed by a horrible cracking sound. The nails holding the boards in place creaked dangerously. A huge shadow moved behind the screen, blocking out the light.

“Get away from there!” Queen Rochelle shouted. “It’s—”

The screen exploded inward in a torrent of splinters. Selivia flung up her hands to protect her face as a giant bird burst through the shattered screen, tearing apart the wood as if it were fine Cindral paper.

The creature had massive wings, storm gray flecked with white, and eyes that glowed like hot coals. It opened a hooked beak the color of polished bronze and screeched, the terrible sound shaking the walls and freezing Selivia in her tracks. The thunderbird was inside. They were supposed to be safe in the palace.

The thunderbird shook its wings to clear them of splinters, knocking over instruments with a wrenching musical cacophony, and scanned the room with those horrible glowing eyes. As its gaze fell on her, Selivia finally remembered how to use her feet. She hiked up her skirt and dashed behind a flat string instrument suspended on four legs. Queen Rochelle took cover behind a bookcase on the opposite side of the room. Neither of them was anywhere near the decorative sword.

The bird scuttled farther inside, talons clacking against the tile floor. A crest of white feathers stood erect on its head, and it seemed to radiate energy. The same crackling sensation Selivia had noticed at Thunderbird Island thrummed in the air, making the hair rise on the back of her neck.

Screams sounded outside, harmonizing with the warning bells. There were more thunderbirds out there—many more.

The thunderbird’s gigantic form was blocking Selivia’s path to the door. Queen Rochelle, still crouching by the bookcase, was close enough to make it out. Selivia met her eyes past the creature’s huge wings, silently urging her to run for it while she had the chance. Maybe Selivia could escape through the broken window to the courtyard.

A gut-wrenching scream sounded just beyond the window—and was abruptly cut off. Okay, going outside is a bad idea. The door to the inner palace was their only option. But Queen Rochelle didn’t retreat. She looked at the door to safety then back at Selivia, who was trapped on the other side of the room. Then she snatched up a book and hurled it at the thunderbird.

“Get out, you foul beast,” Queen Rochelle shouted. She grabbed another book. “Begone from my palace!”

The first book had missed the thunderbird’s head and thudded to the ground. The second scored a direct hit on its beak. The bird shrieked and rushed at the queen faster than Selivia thought possible. Even scrambling on its talons instead of flying, it was terrifyingly swift.

The thunderbird struck, pecking at the queen with its razor-sharp beak. Queen Rochelle blocked the first attack with a book. Then the next.

As she raised the book a third time, the thunderbird caught it with its beak and ripped it from her hands. Before she could grab another book, the thunderbird struck at her arm, gouging a deep furrow above her elbow. Blood gushed from the wound, and the queen staggered backward in shock. Her back hit the wall, and she slid to the ground, attempting to stem the blood flow from her arm. The thunderbird reared back, preparing for a final strike.

Selivia moved. She couldn’t stand there and let that monster peck the queen to death. She snatched up the nearest thing to her, the queen’s harp, and hurled it at the thunderbird’s back with all her strength.

The harp hit the creature across the shoulders and cracked in two. The thunderbird shrieked and turned to rip at the wood and strings of the ruined harp in a fit of rage. Selivia snatched up the large ceramic teapot. It was still half full, and she caught a whiff of mint as she threw it at the giant bird. The pot shattered, hot tea hissing against the thunderbird’s feathers.

Now the beast was angry. It flapped its wings wildly, gray-and-white feathers cascading across the floor. Selivia could no longer see Queen Rochelle. Hopefully she was grabbing more books. Selivia was running out of weapons.

She grabbed the silver tray the teapot had been sitting on, but before she could throw it, the thunderbird lunged at her, fury giving it strength. She raised the tray just in time, and the thunderbird’s beak struck it like a gong.

Arms trembling from the impact, Selivia scrambled to the side, using the tray to fend off the bird’s renewed attacks. The tray had a huge dent in the center, and each time she blocked a strike, it bent further. Her breath caught in her chest, her heart pounding along with the creak of the metal. It was all she could do to keep that razor-sharp beak from her skin.

She had to end this. Gathering her strength, Selivia planted her feet and swung the tray with both arms. The blow landed, a direct hit to the thunderbird’s head. Elation surged through her as it staggered. She brought the tray upward for another swing—and it snapped in her hands.

Selivia stared at the useless pieces of silver for a beat, panic flooding her veins. The thunderbird glared at her, triumph in its beady eyes. It ruffled its feathers and clicked its break, preparing to gouge her exposed flesh.

Then a book struck it in the back of the head. Another, splaying open as it careened threw the air. Another, catching the thunderbird’s beak as it turned.

Queen Rochelle was on her feet again. She’d tied a strip from her dress around her wound, and she was once more hurling priceless books at the thunderbird with bloody hands.

The thunderbird looked at the queen then back at Selivia, as if deciding which had caused the most trouble. It turned its gaze back on Queen Rochelle, the feathered crest on its head standing taller. Then it raised its wings wide and used them to propel itself forward, beak and talons flashing.

Selivia didn’t know what else to do. She couldn’t let the queen die trying to save her. They didn’t even like each other. She grabbed a teaspoon from the floor, clutching it so the narrow handle pointed outward, and hurled herself at the thunderbird’s back.

She grabbed a handful of feathers, and a shock went through her body. She held on, using the feathers to anchor herself to the giant bird, and jabbed with the handle of her teaspoon, trying to stab through its tough skin. The thunderbird spun in a circle, screeching furiously, trying to shake her off.

The feathers pulled loose in Selivia’s hand. She grabbed another bunch farther up the thunderbird’s back. Her skin crooned and ached with that strange energy.

She jabbed the spoon harder, but the bird’s tough breastbone resisted her attacks. This wasn’t working. She pulled herself farther up its back and reached forward, trying to get at the bird’s throat.

As her arm moved within reach, the thunderbird struck, its beak cutting into her as if it were a knife blade. Selivia cried out. Hot blood gushed down her forearm, and she lost her grip on the spoon. Her hold on the feathers was slipping too. She couldn’t fall. The thunderbird would go for her throat next. Blood slicked her fingers, making it impossible to hold on. She scrambled frantically for a better grip.

Suddenly, the thunderbird stiffened and gave a great shriek, panicked rather than angry. Its wings flopped open, fanning across the tiles, and it staggered sideways, nearly knocking Selivia from its back. She twisted, trying to figure out what was happening. Then she saw it.

A sword was sticking out of the thunderbird’s breast, the decorative hilt and egg-sized ruby lit with a crackling glow. Queen Rochelle had managed to grab the sword from the far wall above the flutes while Selivia clung to the creature’s back, then she’d darted close enough to ram the blade deep into its body.

The crackling light faded from the sword hilt, dying out like lightning on a distant sea. The bird gave a final cry and collapsed, sending Selivia tumbling to the ground. She scrambled away on hands and knees in case it had one more bite left in it. But the ornamental sword had done the trick. The thunderbird gave a feeble quake, then it lay still.

Silence filled the music room. The thunderbird looked smaller than it had when those talons were flashing, though its wingspan stretched as long as Selivia was tall. She shuddered at the sight of the dead monster. Her nerve endings quivered from the shock of touching the thunderbird’s feathers, and every muscle and patch of skin ached.

Queen Rochelle had a deep gash on her cheek, where the bird must have struck her face as she ran it through. The wound was perilously close to her eye. She had risked her sight—and her life—to save Selivia, just as Selivia had done for her when she jumped on the thunderbird’s back.

“Come,” Queen Rochelle said. “Others will need our help tonight.”

She held out a hand to pull Selivia to her feet. Her palms were slick with blood, and determination as fearsome as that of the thunderbird burned in her eyes. She studied Selivia appraisingly for a moment, holding her hand in a firm grip. Then she nodded.
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Selivia and Queen Rochelle emerged from the music room as a group of Soolen soldiers rushed up the corridor toward them. Prince Chadrech led them, and Fenn ran at his side, her short sword clutched in her fist. They skidded to a halt when they reached Selivia and the queen.

“The thunderbirds are breaking through windows all over the palace,” Prince Chadrech reported, his usual indolent manner nowhere in sight. “They are—” He cut off as he realized his mother was bleeding. “What happened? You were attacked?”

“The princess and I dealt with it,” Queen Rochelle said briskly. “How many are there?”

“Hundreds,” Chadrech said. “The soldiers and Waterworkers are holding them off as well as they can.”

Hundreds? It was worse than Selivia had feared.

“There are more than we prepared for,” Prince Chadrech went on. His eyes flitted to Selivia, taking in her bloodied forearm. “Possibly even more than we encountered at Thunderbird Island. We are taking heavy losses.”

“I see.” Queen Rochelle rounded on Selivia. “What do you suggest?”

“Me, Your Excellency?”

Queen Rochelle clicked her tongue impatiently. “Well?”

“The dragons,” Selivia blurted, not wanting to lose the respect she’d won in that music room. “The Cindral dragons are still chained up in the garden. We need their help.”

“They will fight for us?”

“Yes.” She hoped what she’d learned in Cindral Forest was correct. The Lightning aggravated the dragons, but it wasn’t being used to control them. “They’re on our side.”

Queen Rochelle studied her for a beat then nodded. “Unchain them. I will gather everyone who can’t fight into the catacombs beneath the palace.”

She turned to her son.

“You must go out into the city. Bring the people here, or find them shelter wherever you can. We must protect our people.”

“Yes, Mother,” Chadrech said. “I won’t allow Sharoth to fall.”

“I know. Be careful.” Queen Rochelle touched Chadrech’s cheek briefly. Then she turned her formidable gaze on the soldiers. “You have your orders. Move!”

The soldiers rushed to obey, leaving a handful of guards behind to accompany the queen. Two more joined Fenn to escort Selivia to the dragon garden.

As they were about to depart, the queen wavered on her feet, her dark skin taking on a gray tinge. Selivia grabbed her elbow to steady her.

“You’ve lost a lot of blood. Will you be okay?”

“That’s not important,” Queen Rochelle said. “You must chase those beasts out of my city.” She squeezed Selivia’s shoulder, her grip still strong despite her injuries. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Selivia said. “The dragons and I will stop those creatures.”

“Good,” Queen Rochelle said. “And take care out there.”

“I will,” Selivia said, pride welling up inside her. For the first time, Queen Rochelle seemed to believe in her capabilities. All it took was slaying a monster together.

Selivia waved for Fenn to follow and rushed toward the gardens to rally the dragons. Despite her recent shock and her fear of facing the thunderbirds again, a thrill of excitement swept through her. Dragon riding was something she knew well. She’d finally have a chance to use her real strengths.
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Astorm raged over Sharoth. Thunderbirds wheeled back and forth through the clouds, lightning flashing off the white in their feathers, the gold in their eyes. They moved in formation, an airborne military responding to some unheard command. Crossbows twanged again and again from the palace walls, but the soldiers were running out of ammunition. And the thunderbirds were not retreating.

Selivia rushed across the flooded courtyard, the pouring rain washing the blood from her forearms and drenching her dress. Fenn and the two Soolen soldiers stayed close, bare steel in their hands and grimaces on their faces. They headed for the stone archway.

Thunder shook the earth, transforming the courtyard into a shattered mirror. Thunderbirds careened overhead and attacked the guards on the walls. Two soldiers fell from the heights, knocked down by the vicious creatures. One didn’t get up. Selivia detoured around the fallen man, steeling herself for the task ahead.

Inside the garden, the eight Cindral dragons were working themselves into a frenzy. They squawked and shrieked and pulled at their chains. They knew something terrible was happening, something that went against the natural order of the world.

All the dragon riders remaining in Sharoth were trying to calm their feathered companions, but they didn’t dare get too close. It had bothered Selivia when the Soolens chained all of the dragons, not just the ones who’d shown signs of aggression earlier, but at the sight of the huge creatures thrashing in the mud and crowing to the skies, she understood why the Soolens feared them.

Despite her earlier confidence, there was no telling whose side these dragons would be on if they were unleashed. What if they joined the thunderbirds? What if they, too, decided they had a taste for human flesh?

Selivia hesitated. Belna and the Cindral Folk believed the Lightning affected the dragons like an irritant. But what if they were wrong? What if the Cindral dragons were being enthralled and controlled, just like the thunderbirds? Just like Latch?

Screams rose beyond the walls, punctuated by the deadly shrieks of the birds. This couldn’t go on much longer. Sharoth would fall before the sun set. And they didn’t even know who was behind it all, whose urgent direction was turning the thunderbirds into an invading army.

This was no time for speculation. Selivia swallowed her fears and hurried over to the nearest dragon rider, Heath’s second-in-command.

“Taklin! I need the keys to the dragons’ chains.”

Taklin brushed his rain-soaked hair out of his eyes. “You’re letting them out, Princess?”

“We need them to fight for the city, if they’re willing.” She tamped down her uncertainty, trying to channel Queen Rochelle’s brusque confidence. “They’re the only ones who have a chance against the thunderbirds.”

“Are you sure—”

“Just do it,” Selivia said.

Taklin clicked his heels and pulled a key ring from his belt. He handed her and Fenn a few keys each, and they set to freeing the dragons.

Selivia started with Laini. If the dragons had truly gone Lightning-mad, she trusted the small sea-green dragon to resist the urge to attack her the longest. Laini was quivering, as if she sensed the wrongness in the air. Selivia stretched out a hand, speaking to her with calm confidence.

“I’m going to unchain you. Can you fly?”

Laini flexed her wing, showing her injury was mostly healed.

“Good.”

Selivia knelt in the mud by Laini’s scaled ankles and unlocked her shackles. The chains fell away, and Laini gave herself a shake and rose on her hind legs. Selivia took a step back. Laini might be smaller than the other dragons—practically a cur-dragon compared to Mav—but she was still big. And like the rest, she, too, had claws and rippling muscles and sharp teeth. Please don’t turn on me.

“Ready to get rid of some pests?” Selivia asked, trying to sound more optimistic than she felt.

Laini crowed in response and gave her a dragonish smile. More confident now, Selivia gestured for Fenn to attach Laini’s safety harness and moved on to the next dragon.

It only took a few moments to unchain the remaining Cindral dragons. Selivia hesitated only when she reached Althor, the gray dragon with violet wings who had injured Laini. Althor was shuffling his feet, eager to be free. They needed all the help they could get. Selivia met his eyes for a moment, praying she wasn’t making a terrible mistake. Then she unlocked him quickly before fear could take hold again.

“I’ll ride Zorya,” she told the dragon riders when all the creatures were free. The burnished-gold dragon had gold wings tipped in black, as if she’d dipped her feathers in ink. With Boru and Mav away, Zorya was the most dominant member of the flock. “Stay close to me. Let’s clear the palace and work outward.”

“You got it,” Taklin said. He tossed her a spare Firestick, squared his shoulders, and went to mount Althor himself.

The other dragon riders followed their leads, their jaws clenched and eyes wide. Reya kept tugging at her wild red hair, her stiff movements betraying her fear. Selivia was scared, too, but now wasn’t the time to show it. She needed to be bright and optimistic and brave, no matter how she felt. She needed to be the princess who had started Vertigon’s dragon-riding program—the princess who’d inspired these men and women to risk their lives in the skies.

She kicked off her slippers, which the mud had ruined anyway—and climbed onto Zorya’s back, pulling her rain-spattered dress above her knees to keep it out of her way. Fenn climbed onto Laini—after reassuring her repeatedly that she’d take good care of her. Selivia caught her bodyguard’s eye, and Fenn gave her a brave nod. They could do this. Then Selivia raised the Firestick and led the charge into the sky.

The rain pounded her face as they soared upward. Zorya’s wings buffeted her, beating to a different rhythm from Mav’s. It took Selivia a moment to adjust to the rapid surge of her muscles, the way her body moved through the air. The other dragons took flight after her, struggling to gain altitude in the fierce wind.

Selivia wiped water out of her eyes and tried to get her bearings. Then lightning flashed, setting the city alight. Selivia’s stomach lurched at what it revealed beyond Zorya’s golden wings.

The thunderbirds were everywhere—hundreds of them, just like Prince Chadrech had said. They were attacking the palace walls, chasing people through the streets, dive-bombing the watchtowers along the harbor. It looked as if every thunderbird from Thunderbird Island to the distant Ammlen Coast was here. Prince Chadrech’s warning was nothing compared to seeing the horde with her own eyes.

Watermight flashed in places where Soolen Wielders fought back, but there wasn’t nearly enough silvery-white magic to combat the sheer numbers of the attacking flock. At the palace itself, the Wielders were already in danger of being overwhelmed. The non-Wielder guards huddled beneath the battlements or took shelter in the guard towers, unable to stand against the nightmarish creatures trying to pluck them from their posts.

“Defend the walls!” Selivia screamed to her companions, waving the Firestick to signal the command. “The palace first. Quickly!”

The riders and the Cindral dragons obeyed. Roaring with fury, the dragons dove at the thunderbirds. The men ducked as the dragons approached, as if not sure whose side they were on. Selivia herself wasn’t certain the dragons remained loyal until Zorya caught the first thunderbird in her teeth.

The bird shrieked and tried to jerk its wing loose from the Cindral dragon’s jaws, but Zorya was relentless. She shook the thunderbird like a dog with a pigeon until it went limp. Then she spit it out and wheeled around to snatch another thunderbird from the sky. Selivia held on tight, letting Zorya find her own way through the chaos. The harness chafed against her hands, but she didn’t dare let go.

All around her, the dragons tore into the thunderbirds, chasing them away from the humans, catching them in their teeth, swiping at them with their claws. Their aggression was directed at the right targets now, and they fought back against the Lightning’s servants with glee.

Selivia struggled to keep track of what was happening in the tumult. It was growing darker. The sun would set soon, if it hadn’t already. The darkness would only become more oppressive. She needed to see what was going on.

She called to Zorya, and the golden dragon rose higher above the palace, allowing Selivia to survey the battlefield. Many of the thunderbirds had retreated from the palace walls when the dragons joined the fight. But a group of six remained, intent on attacking one of the guard towers. Shouts filtered through the rain. That tower was full of men.

Selivia watched in horror as two thunderbirds began hurling themselves at the guard tower door, attempting to break it open. The door was sturdier than the carved window screen in Queen Rochelle’s music room, but it wouldn’t hold for long under the barrage.

The other four thunderbirds in the company swirled around and around the tower, forming a tornado of gray feathers and flashing beaks, preventing any of the soldiers from escaping through the windows.

“We have to save them,” Selivia shouted to Zorya. “Head for that tower!”

Before Zorya could obey, the four thunderbirds turned as one. Lightning flashed, reflecting off their wicked beaks. Malevolence and intent glowed in their eyes. Then, still moving in sync, they streaked straight for Zorya like arrows loosed at a target.

Selivia screamed, ducking low so her cheek pressed against Zorya’s neck. The Cindral dragon dove to avoid the thunderbirds, and energy crackled through Selivia’s hair as the birds passed directly overhead.

Zorya pulled out of the dive, wings flaring, and the thunderbirds swerved, reacting instantly to her movements. Their coordination was impeccable, as if the flock were one gigantic bird controlled by a single mind.

Zorya’s powerful wings beat at the storm, her maneuvers not quite fast enough. She roared in frustration, the flock tracking her every turn, getting closer. Selivia felt the strain in her muscles, the desperation in the churn of her wings.

Then all at once the thunderbirds were upon them. They ripped and tore and bit, trying to dash them from the sky. Selivia gasped as talons and beaks found her skin, tore into her flesh. Stinging pain bloomed across her arms, her cheeks, the back of her neck. She waved her Firestick wildly, trying to keep them off. Blood spattered her dress, and nausea lurched through her, amplifying the pain. The harness kept her in her seat, but only just.

The birds focused on Zorya, the injuries to her rider incidental. They pecked and clawed and snapped at her scales, her wings, her eyes. Selivia had once seen a flock of cur-dragons defeat an enormous true dragon exactly the same way. With their hundreds of razor-sharp strikes, they could bring Zorya down.

Tears streaming down her face, Selivia tried desperately to protect her mount with her Firestick. But it was no use. There were too many thunderbirds, and they were far too strong. Any second now, they would tear her and Zorya from the sky.

Then, in a flash of sea green, Laini and Fenn were there. Laini fought back against the thunderbirds attacking Zorya, defending her larger sister with gusto. Fenn wielded her short sword, teeth bared, pure terror giving her strength. The cut beneath her hair had broken open, spreading blood down her temple. At her command, Laini caught the thunderbirds’ wings in her teeth and tossed the birds from the sky. She swiped them away from Zorya and Selivia with a whip of her tail. She squawked and chittered as she fought, terrified and delighted to be ripping into the swarm of thunderbirds.

Zorya rallied with Laini’s assistance. She gave a great roar, heedless of her injuries, and rejoined the fight. Together the two dragons routed this flock of thunderbirds, forcing them to retreat beyond the palace walls. The dragons trumpeted their victory to the clouds, and around the city the other dragons called in response. But the battle wasn’t over yet.

Lightheaded from pain and bloodied from dozens of little gashes, Selivia clung to Zorya’s harness and surveyed the rain-soaked scene below. Soldiers were emerging from the guard tower she’d just defended, carrying armfuls of crossbow bolts, fighting still. In the streets beyond the palace, the Cindral dragons were fighting, too, ripping at the thunderbirds and forcing them farther from the walls. Watermight flared from the watchtowers, spinning into arrows and nets to pull the birds from the sky. But elsewhere in the city, the thunderbirds were gaining ground. They swarmed through Sharoth, spreading terror wherever their wings carried them.

As Selivia took in the nightmarish scene, she noted the thunderbirds moving systematically, attacking larger buildings in concentrated groups. Nowhere did they work alone, aware of the dangers posed by humans with swords and spears and magic. The battle might look chaotic, but that was an illusion of the storm and the wind and the flashing lights. This was a coordinated attack.

Selivia had held out hope that the Lightning was making the thunderbirds aggressive, as it did the Cindral dragons—aggressive, nothing more. But as she watched the birds turn as one and direct their attacks at specific targets again and again, she became more certain than ever that someone was controlling them, the way Latch had on that faraway island. Someone had found the Lightning and forced it to their will. Someone had sent this thunderbird army to Sharoth. Someone knew exactly what they were doing.

And despite the efforts of the Soolen soldiers and the Cindral dragons, the thunderbirds were winning. There were too many, and they were too fast, making them difficult to catch near the ground with a sword or flying through the air with an arrow or a crossbow bolt or a snap of the jaws. Blood ran in the streets along with the rainwater, and people cried desperately for someone to help them against this horrific enemy.

“I’m not giving up,” Selivia said through clenched teeth. This might not be her homeland, but she had agreed to become a lady of Soole. She wouldn’t let these foul beasts destroy the city. She wouldn’t let her adopted people fall.

“Rally to me!” she shouted, and Zorya echoed her call with a wordless roar. “Dragons and riders! We will not give up. We will fight. We will throw these enemies out of Sharoth or die trying! Rally!”

She doubted the other riders could actually hear her words through the wind and the storm, but she didn’t care. She waved her borrowed Firestick and screamed with all her might. And the dragons and riders responded.

They formed up around Zorya and Laini, their scales and feathers showing damage from the fight. Selivia signaled for the dragons to pair up so they couldn’t be overwhelmed by the swarm. They would work outward from the palace together, cutting a broad swath through the enemy. They didn’t have enough dragons to protect the whole city, but they would keep fighting for as long as they had strength to stay in the air. Selivia would make sure of it.

For a moment, she wished she were a Wielder. But wishing for magic had never helped her before. Besides, she was a dragon rider at heart. She would fight the only way she knew how, even if she didn’t make it through until morning.

Selivia raised her Firestick, gave a wordless shout, and led the dragons into the eye of the storm.
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Selivia lost all concept of time as they fought. Her muscles ached from holding onto Zorya, and her fingernails were broken from gripping the harness. Gashes covered her, her arms cut to ribbons. It was a flat-out miracle she hadn’t lost an eye. But no matter how hard the dragons fought, no matter how many thunderbirds they hurled from the sky, the creatures kept coming. They were going to lose, Selivia realized with a hazy sort of resignation. It wouldn’t be long now.

Even the Soolen Watermight Wielders were faltering, their flashes of silver-white light growing faint. They must have drawn on every drop of Watermight they possessed. Only a handful of vents existed in Sharoth itself, and their supply of the magical substance wasn’t enough to keep up with the thunderbirds.

All was surely lost. Night had fallen, and the black sky bore down on Selivia, as if it, too, were trying to drive the dragons into the ground. Flashes of sea green and violet and ripe bitterfruit and indigo caught her eye. The Cindral dragons had put up a valiant fight against overwhelming numbers, but they wouldn’t last much longer. And the thunderbirds were still attacking, still compelled by that unknown power, that malicious presence that wanted Selivia and her people dead. It would get its wish soon.

She didn’t even know why. Who would benefit from slaughtering the citizens of Sharoth and taking over its buildings with murderous birds? She was too tired to figure out the puzzle. She had to keep flying, keep directing the dragons and waving her Firestick and leading the last resistance against their unknown enemy.

The rain cascaded over her, making her blood run pink. It matched her dress, she noticed drowsily. The Firestick slipped from her fingers and fell, briefly illuminating the tiles on a roof below before rolling away. Selivia blinked, even that taking tremendous effort.

She was vaguely aware of the thunderbirds assembling for another attack. She tried to call for the dragons to answer it, but the words had trouble forming on her tongue. No matter. This was it. She wouldn’t survive another assault.

Then, just when consciousness was about to slip through her fingers, Selivia heard a familiar roar.

At first she thought she was hallucinating or too tired to tell the cries of the dragons apart. But no. She knew that roar like her own heartbeat. She’d heard it countless times in the five years since she first met its owner. Mav. Mav is here.

Selivia shook herself, blinking tears and rainwater from her eyes. She couldn’t pass out yet. She grasped for a little more strength and searched the sky for her friend. Mav, who had been her stalwart companion through the years. Mav, who was powerful and temperamental and funny and loyal. Mav had returned to help her fight.

The roar sounded again. She searched the sky but saw only feathered wings, fluttering and flaring as thunderbirds and Cindral dragons fought around her. Lightning flashed, and thunder made her aching body tremble. Where was he? Had she imagined it?

In the distance, a blaze of golden Fire lit up the night. It really was Mav. He was here to save her.

The blast of light came again, closer this time. A fierce reptilian head stood out against the glare, then vast leathery wings and a body thrice the size of the largest Cindral dragon. Selivia smiled.

Mav opened his mouth and released more Fire, spewing a majestic torrent from the furnace within. He breathed true Fire, the pure molten magic of Selivia’s homeland. It was his essence, as Belna said, his lifeblood and his power and his joy.

Mav sprayed Fire at the nearest flock of thunderbirds. They shrieked as the liquid magic clung to their feathers, sizzling against their strangely charged bodies. The smell of burning feathers filled the night.

The Fire didn’t spray randomly. Every time Mav unleashed a blast, his rider pulled bits of the magical substance from the stream, spun pinwheels of Fire, and sent them zipping toward the thunderbirds. The pinwheels whirled, faster and faster, each one finding its target, each one cutting another thunderbird from the sky. Only Dara could Wield like that. Selivia felt a wild rush of love and relief, almost powerful enough to make her lose consciousness at last.

Mav and Dara advanced, and the thunderbirds fell back, the tide of the battle turning fast. They screeched in defiance at the burning magic, but they couldn’t scare Mav. He spewed Fire faster than ever, his attacks throwing the thunderbirds out of formation, frightening them the way they’d frightened their human victims. Dara’s magical projectiles formed and dissolved, confusing the birds, breaking their ranks. Screams of rage filled the night. The thunderbirds’ perfectly coordinated assault on Sharoth melted into chaos now that Mav and the Fire Queen were here.

Two more dragons flanked Mav, joining in the battle with vigor that Zorya and the others had long since used up. Selivia recognized Boru’s gorgeous white wings glowing in the night. And the other must be Rook, scarlet-winged and furious. A small, dark-haired girl clung to Rook’s back, and she, too, was taking snatches of Mav’s Fire and hurling them inexpertly at the thunderbirds, more like paint splatters than pinwheels. Selivia grinned. Tamri had returned, and she was Wielding with all her might at Dara’s side.

Boru soared closer to Selivia. She raised her bloodied hand to wave, surprised she no longer had her Firestick. She expected to see Heath astride Boru, his faithful companion. But instead, Lord Latch Brach himself rode the white-and-jewel-blue dragon.

Like Tamri and Dara, Latch was Wielding feverishly as he joined the city’s defenses. He drew Watermight from where it had scattered in the streets and spun it into the air, harrying the thunderbirds, forcing them farther from the exhausted Cindral dragons. In his expert hands, each drop of magic became a dart, a whip, an arrow of silver-white light.

This, at last, was the Latch Selivia knew. Not the scholar. Not the servant of the Lightning. Not the injured and weakened man. This was the brave young soldier she’d first seen hurling Watermight at a true dragon on the slopes of Vertigon.

Latch held her gaze as Boru soared toward her, and Selivia shouted a greeting in triumph, in exhilaration. She felt consciousness escaping at last. Her body was covered in wounds, and she didn’t know if Zorya’s harness would hold her, but it didn’t matter. She had held on for long enough. The city was saved. And Latch was there to catch her and carry her home.
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Tamri and the others learned Sharoth was under attack while they were several leagues from the city walls. The Lightning in the air had intensified as they rode down the coast from Silvermine Bay, pressing against Tamri’s skin, plucking at her nerves, making her back teeth ache.

By the time the Fire Queen mentioned the strangeness in the air, Tamri’s hair was full of static, and her skin tingled as if she’d been out in the sun all day. The sensation was stronger than it had ever been, except inside the Lightning cavern itself.

“It wasn’t this bad when I left Sharoth,” Dara told her. “Something’s happening.”

At sunset, they encountered a family fleeing Sharoth in a farm wagon, the older children sitting on top with bows and arrows while the younger ones huddled inside. Their father slowed the wagon just long enough to report that hundreds of thunderbirds had attacked the city.

As the wagon carried on up the West Road, the queen’s party leapt into action. Knowing they might already be too late, they agreed the Wielders should fly ahead on the dragons to help while the rest followed on horseback.

“Tamri, are you comfortable Wielding Fire?” Dara asked her after conferring briefly with King Siv. “I know it has been a while.”

“I can do it.” Tamri tried to sound more confident than she felt. “I got some extra practice in Pendark.”

“Good.” Dara sized up the dragons. “You can stay with Rook, but keep close to Mav. He’ll give you as much Fire as you can handle when we reach the city.”

“I’m ready,” Tamri said.

Rook gave her a doubtful look, which she ignored.

“Oh, are we going into battle?” Gramma Teall asked. “You do know how to show your grandmother a good time.”

“You’re not going anywhere near the battle.”

Tamri helped Gramma Teall down from Rook’s back, where she’d been riding throughout the day. To her surprise, Heath offered to let Lord Latch take Boru. Tamri had assumed Heath would be flying into battle with them. But they needed Latch’s Wielding skills, and they couldn’t slow the dragons with multiple riders.

As Heath finished shaking hands with Latch and warning him to look after Boru, Tamri brought Gramma Teall over to him. She looked up at him, stomach churning with nerves, and tried to find the words to ask him to help her one more time. She started and stopped twice, her cheeks growing warm under his steady gaze.

But she didn’t need to say anything. Heath simply bent down and offered his arm to Gramma Teall. “May I escort you the rest of the way to Sharoth?”

“You can escort me wherever you please,” Gramma Teall said with a chuckle and rested her small, birdlike hand on his arm.

Tamri’s throat tightened. She couldn’t speak. Heath just nodded, and his fingers formed the dragon-riding signal for Be careful.

Then—all too quickly—Tamri was mounting Rook, waving farewell, and setting off to follow the Fire Queen into battle.

They covered the final leagues to Sharoth at a fast pace, Dara and Mav leading the way. Latch rode beside them on Boru, his face a grim mask. He must sense the crackling Lightning too. He’d have his own reasons to fear this encounter.

As they neared their destination, a dense curtain of rain fell over them, glistening in the darkness. Soon they were drenched and shivering. The Lightning taunted them, daring them to come closer.

When they reached Sharoth, Tamri feared they were too late. The city was overrun. Thunderbirds soared from rooftop to rooftop, their beaks and talons stained red. Soolens crouched in windows and atop battlements, desperately hurling arrows and crossbow bolts into the sky. The Cindral dragons were fighting, too, their efforts valiant but their numbers outmatched. Lightning flashed off colorful wings and scales, providing just enough light to reveal their many wounds.

Mav began spewing Fire as he crossed the city boundaries, and Dara siphoned some off to make weapons of her own. Clinging tight to Rook, Tamri followed Dara’s lead—or tried to. Seizing the magical substance as it sprayed through the air proved to be extremely difficult. She had no chance to draw it into her skin to make it easier to use. So she just grabbed the fiery droplets, formed them into spikes, and flung them at the birds, hoping some would find their mark. As often as not, the Fire spun out of her control, the darts disappearing into the night or splattering erratically across the ground.

Meanwhile, Dara was making fancy pinwheels of Fire that cut into the birds like razors. Tamri couldn’t figure out how to copy her on the fly. Once, she succeeded in producing a Fire Blossom, like the ones Madame Mirri created back at the Wielder School, but it twirled harmlessly away from her and skittered into the street.

Tamri tried making whips of Fire after that, which worked a little better. The thunderbirds shied away from her, unsure what to make of the flailing snakes of molten gold. The whips were crude but effective as long as she was close enough to her targets.

The crackling energy in the air intensified as Tamri fought, shocking her system. She’d almost forgotten the Lightning’s siren call while she was in Pendark, but it was stronger than ever here. The Lightning was trying to communicate with her, to draw her in. It played along her skin, humming in time with the beating of the thunderbird wings, tempting her to let it in.

No. She needed to concentrate. She gritted her teeth and pushed the Lightning away as hard as she could.

Abruptly, the nearest flock of thunderbirds swerved out of her path. Tamri stared. Tail feathers flared as the thunderbirds retreated. They’d turned at the exact moment she was trying to push away the Lightning. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

She focused on the electric dance of the power along her skin, letting it stir her blood once more. The sweat on her forehead sizzled at the strange heat. She concentrated on another flock of thunderbirds, trying to force them to turn aside. The thunderbirds churned their wings irritably, sensing the disturbance. Tamri concentrated harder. Go away.

Instead of obeying her command, the thunderbirds screeched angrily and wheeled around to face her, as if they knew she was tampering with their power. Before Tamri could react, the whole flock dove at Rook, shrieking madly.

He met the assault with a roar, biting and snapping and dodging, nearly knocking Tamri off his back. Then he performed an acrobatic flip and soared down into a wide avenue. He twisted and turned through the streets, his wings scraping against stone walls and snagging on balconies. Tamri clung to him with all her strength, closing her eyes when they flew too close to the ground or turned sharply to squeeze into alleys. An adrenaline rush replaced the fizz of the Lightning in her blood.

Thanks to Rook’s quick maneuvers, they narrowly escaped the attacking horde. When they were clear of that particular flock of thunderbirds, Rook soared above the rooftops again and cast a reproachful glance over his shoulder.

Tamri flushed, still catching her breath from the furious flight. He was right. She shouldn’t be messing around with the Lightning. She knew the dangers. Yet it was so easy to let that crackling power in, so easy to just try something, purely out of curiosity, just in case it helped.

She shook herself, gripping Rook’s harness tighter. That was how Latch had been ensnared—curiosity. And just enough arrogance to think he could handle it. Tamri couldn’t let it get her too. She was supposed to be Wielding Fire right now anyway.

She scanned the skies above the city until a flare of gold told her which way to go. Mav wasn’t too far away, and he’d just unleashed another blast of Fire. Tamri pulled on the substance, allowing it to enter her blood for a few painful seconds. Then she fragmented it, forming a curtain of burning droplets that mimicked the rain. She swept the curtain across another battalion of thunderbirds, propelling it with all her might. The birds shrieked, and the smell of burning feathers filled the air.

Tamri pulled in more Fire, shuddering at how painful it still was, how unruly and difficult. But at least it was working. She might become a Firewielder yet. She prepared another whip, ready to crack it across the sky when the next group of thunderbirds attacked.

But instead of renewing the assault, the thunderbirds rose in a great swarm above the city, swaying and banking like starlings on a breeze. They cried, singing to the clouds in voices like thunder. Then the whole furious horde turned as one and soared back out to sea. They were retreating from the city. The battle was over. Sharoth had survived. Tamri had survived.

Just before the swarm of thunderbirds flew out of sight, Tamri felt a twang across her skin, as if whatever force was directing the Lightning wanted her to know it had felt her efforts to seize control. It knew she was there. The only question was whether that odd twang was meant as a warning or a greeting.
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After the last thunderbirds disappeared into the night, Tamri and Rook spent hours scouring the city for survivors and bringing the wounded to the Royal Palace for care. They could only take the worst cases, those who wouldn’t survive without Watermight healing. The city’s supply of the substance was all but exhausted after the fighting. The healers had to wait for it to bubble up from the earth bit by bit before sealing the worst of the wounds.

It was sobering, exhausting work, but the task wasn’t quite enough to keep Tamri’s mind off the Lightning. Had it called to her? Had the thunderbirds truly obeyed her command? She could have imagined the whole thing, lost in the urgency of the fight.

She found herself wondering what it would be like to try again, even though she knew where that path led. You are not going to be another Lord Latch, she told herself. You can’t go forgetting yourself, especially now that you have Gramma Teall back.

Tamri tried to put thoughts of the Lightning aside as she helped wounded Soolens onto Rook’s back and transported them to the palace. The rain had stopped, and a brisk sea wind was pushing the storm clouds away. They might have clear skies by morning.

In the darkest hours before dawn, Tamri returned to the palace for the last time, assisting a carver who’d taken a nasty talon wound to the leg. She brought the fellow to the catacomb-like lower corridors of the palace, grunting under his weight. Groaning, bloodied people lay on cots all over the fine tile floors, and healers walked among them, sealing wounds with dabs of Watermight or motioning for their assistants to use needle and thread where the damage wasn’t as severe.

Prince Chadrech himself oversaw their efforts. Blood marred his fine clothes, and exhaustion painted dark shadows under his eyes. But when he noticed Tamri struggling under the carver’s weight, the Crown Prince rushed over, looped the man’s arm over his shoulder, and personally escorted him to the nearest available cot.

Tamri’s knees wobbled with fatigue as she returned to the upper level of the palace. She thought wistfully of her bed in the little guest room where she’d stayed before her departure, but she needed to find Gramma Teall before she could collapse into it. King Siv’s party had arrived sometime during the night and immediately joined the recovery effort. From Rook’s back, Tamri had spotted King Siv and Queen Sora helping to arrange shelter for those whose homes had been damaged. She’d been too far up to ask them about Gramma Teall.

The pounding of hammers echoed through the upper palace, where guards and stewards were boarding up all the archways and windows. The place was designed to allow light and air to flow freely through its halls, which had given the thunderbirds too many ways to get inside and wreak havoc. Feathers and blood splattered the floors in places—the bird carcasses had already been hauled away—and much of the fine artwork on display was damaged.

Tamri was stepping over a shattered vase when someone called to her. She turned to find Taklin limping toward her. His roguish brown hair was messier than usual, and thick bandages looped his arms, spots of blood soaking through in places. His wounds must not be bad enough to warrant Watermight healing.

“Good to see you made it,” Tamri said.

“Likewise.” Taklin gave her a tired grin. “You and the Fire Queen got here just in time.”

“It was mostly her,” Tamri said.

“I don’t know about that. You and Rook make quite the team.”

Tamri snorted. “That’s one way to put it.”

Taklin chuckled. “Anyway, Heath said to tell you your grandmother is well if I saw you. He put her to bed in the room you stayed in before.”

“Oh. Thank you.” Tamri hesitated. “Where is Heath?”

“With the dragons.” Taklin’s expression grew serious. “We lost two, and another’s wing got so badly torn up I doubt he’ll ever fly again.”

“Two dragons are dead?”

“Althor and Queenie. Poor beasts.”

Tamri’s heart sank. “Is Heath okay?”

“As good as can be expected.” Taklin rubbed the back of his neck wearily. “I’d better find a bed before I pitch onto my face. You should get some rest too. Heath’ll be fine.”

Tamri watched Taklin limp away, not at all reassured about Heath. The dragons were his life, his calling. He would blame himself for not being here, though he couldn’t have saved the dragons from this fate.

He wasn’t here because he was helping me. This was what happened when you let people who weren’t family get too close. Tamri and Heath were better off leaving each other alone. She could take care of her grandmother, and he could take care of his dragons.

It would be easier for everyone, she told herself. Yet her tired feet carried her to the dragon garden anyway.

Rook had returned here after dropping Tamri and the injured carver near the doors. He raised his head to look at her when she tramped through the mud and drowned plants. She met his eyes, too tired to make a face at him or deal with his rancor. But he simply nodded at her and settled down to sleep against one of the garden walls, scarlet wings draping around him like a cloak.

The other Cindral dragons were resting, too, worn out by the events of the long night. Laini roused herself and trotted over to offer a sleepy greeting. Tamri wrapped her arms around the sea-green dragon’s neck, enjoying the cool press of scales against her cheek.

Laini had new wounds where scales had been wrenched away and feathers torn off in chunks, but her wing shoulder looked much better. She would recover her full range of movement, if she hadn’t already.

“I’m glad you’re okay, sweetie,” Tamri whispered.

Laini gurgled affectionately in response.

“Have you seen Heath?”

Laini sighed, her meaty breath ruffling Tamri’s hair. Then she bobbed her head at the reed shelter.

Tamri stepped over a pile of discarded shackles by the doorway and entered the shelter. More dragons were asleep here, their bodies telling the story of the battle in scratched scales and bandaged wounds. The space was warm and dry, and it smelled of musk and meat and the metallic zing of dragon blood.

Heath sat in the dirt with his back resting against Boru’s side. The dragon’s wing was curled around Heath, who was gently stroking the long white feathers.

Boru looked up as Tamri approached. Fierce passion flashed in his jet-black eyes in place of his usual calm dignity. That dragon loved Heath, and he’d protect him from anything—even from Tamri. He lifted his lip in just a hint of snarl, as if warning her not to hurt his friend.

Tamri sat down across from the pair, aware of Boru’s forbidding stare. Heath didn’t look up.

“I’m really sorry about the dragons.”

Heath’s blunt fingers moved along Boru’s wings, smoothing the feathers, picking off bits of mud. He looked like a boy tending to a kitten, rather than the strong young man he was. He didn’t speak.

Tamri cleared her throat. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No, not really.” Heath wiped his nose with his sleeve, still not looking at her.

“Do you want me to leave?”

He didn’t answer. Feeling suddenly foolish for coming here, Tamri started to stand. But Heath thrust out a hand to stop her, gripping her wrist as if she were a lifeline in a storm. He released her almost as quickly, as if he hadn’t meant to reach out to her, his body acting on pure instinct. She sat back down.

They sat in silence for a while, except for the heavy breathing of the dragons. Heath’s eyes were downcast, and his bronze hair fell over his forehead, shadowing his face. A part of Tamri cracked open at the sight of his quiet grief.

She had tried to create distance between them, to protect herself from caring too much. Heath’s care for her had endangered Gramma Teall and taken him away from his dragons in their hour of need. She should walk away for both their sakes. But Tamri didn’t know how to disentangle herself from him anymore.

So instead, she edged closer. She’d pushed him away too many times, but Heath was so sad, and she couldn’t do it again. She scooted right up beside him and, holding her breath, lifted his arm over her head and tucked herself in beside him. He stiffened, and she wondered if it was too late, if she’d already lost her chance. Every part of her screamed to abandon this vulnerable position.

But then Heath’s body relaxed, and he drew her closer, slipping his arm down to her waist, pressing his cheek to the top of her head. She felt the rise and fall of his chest beneath her hand, heard his unsteady breaths. She couldn’t bring back Heath’s dragons, but she was his friend, and she could sit with him in his grief. For now, that was enough.
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When Heath had fallen asleep beneath Boru’s wing, Tamri returned to her room to curl up at Gramma Teall’s side. She didn’t awake until the following afternoon.

The recovery efforts had continued in a flurry of bandages and window boards and hurried meals. Tamri fetched bowls of rice with dried fish for her and her grandmother and managed a few quiet minutes with her amidst the pandemonium. She found some sewing to keep Gramma Teall occupied—and out of trouble—and headed back down to the main floor of the palace.

Tamri had some idea of bringing honey cakes to Rook as a peace offering—and a thank you for getting her through the battle. Before she made it past the entryway, Dara intercepted her, wearing the same clothes as yesterday and clutching the intricate black hilt of her sword as if she expected to draw it at any moment.

“We’re meeting to discuss the thunderbirds and work out our strategy,” she said brusquely. “I think you should be there.”

“Really?”

“You witnessed their behavior from the frontlines.” Dara brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. “I also have to explain the situation with Khrillin and may need your input.”

Tamri winced. She’d almost forgotten Khrillin in the chaos. “I’ll do my best.”

Dara nodded, expecting nothing less. “By the way, you did well yesterday. I’m glad you’re back.”

Tamri followed the Fire Queen with an extra spring in her step as they descended to an underground chamber beneath the palace. Tamri had never been down here before. To her surprise, Watermight was bubbling up in the center of a large sandstone basin.

“This is the palace Wielders’ main source of power and the biggest vent in Sharoth,” Dara told her quietly. “Usually this pool is completely full.”

The sandstone basin was big enough for several people to swim in, but the silvery magical substance bubbling up in the center wouldn’t fill a bathtub. Depleted during the attack and subsequent healing efforts, the Watermight was replenishing itself, pumping slowly from the depths of the earth.

After her long night Wielding Fire and soaring through the Lightning-tinged air, Tamri sensed the Watermight more acutely than usual. She longed to draw on the power she’d used in a slapdash, desperate manner since she was a little girl. It always made her feel stronger.

She needed that strength now. The thunderbirds might be gone, but they were not defeated.

Tamri sat on the floor at the edge of the basin and allowed her legs to dangle above the vent as the others gathered for the meeting. Dara joined King Siv, who looked travel-stained and weary, as if he hadn’t slept since his return to Sharoth. He smiled at his wife, though, and gave her braid a gentle tug.

Prince Chadrech was fast asleep in a chair on the other side of the vent. Dried blood smudged his clothes, evidence of his efforts after the attack. Sleep softened his usual arrogant demeanor, and Tamri liked him a little better after seeing him care for his people with his own hands. It was impossible to imagine Khrillin doing the same.

Boots scraped heavily on the steps, and Tamri turned as Lord Latch carried Princess Selivia into the Watermight chamber. Silver marks covered the princess’ body, Watermight seals holding closed dozens upon dozens of wounds. Some were small, pecks and scratches that would likely heal without a trace. But many of the gashes were deep. They would leave scars.

Princess Selivia had led the dragons and dragon riders who defended Sharoth until the Fire Queen’s arrival. She rallied them to keep fighting when all hope seemed lost. Everyone agreed the city wouldn’t have survived without her. Selivia had lost so much blood that she’d collapsed as Zorya returned her to the palace courtyard. It was a wonder she was conscious now.

Lord Latch settled Selivia on a pile of cushions next to Tamri at the edge of the vent, avoiding jostling her wounds as much as possible.

“Hello there, Tamri,” the princess said brightly. “How was your—”

“Sel!” King Siv strode over to them. “What are you doing here?”

The princess shrugged. “Getting ready for the meeting.”

“It has been less than a day since you got chewed up like a morrinvole in a cullmoran nest,” King Siv said. “You should be in bed.”

“I got plenty of rest,” Selivia said. “And the healers already worked their magic on me.”

“But—”

“I refuse to miss this discussion.” Selivia gave her brother a defiant stare. “If you want me to leave, you’ll have to fight me.”

King Siv threw up his hands and glared at Lord Latch, clearly blaming him for his sister’s presence. Latch didn’t notice the king’s exasperation, too busy gazing at Selivia as if she commanded the sun.

Siv looked as if he wanted to order Selivia back to bed anyway, and her mouth set in a stubborn line as she prepared for battle. Fortunately, Queen Sora arrived at that moment and immediately picked up on the tension between her siblings.

“Queen Rochelle is on her way,” she said. “I don’t need to remind any of you how important it is that we all remain levelheaded during a time such as this, do I?”

Selivia blushed, and King Siv rubbed the back of his neck, looking abashed.

“We’ve had a long night,” Siv said. “And I saw how you looked after you got off that dragon, Sel. I thought you . . . Just take care of yourself, okay?”

The princess looked chastened, and she reached up to squeeze her brother’s hand. “I will. I promise.”

Tamri stared at the three royals, who had no problem letting others see their affection for each other. She wondered what it would be like to have a brother and sister who looked after each other and became upset when the others were hurt and spoke their minds when their siblings were in the wrong. They must be as devoted to each other as she was to Gramma Teall, yet they also cared for their partners and the countries they ruled with equal fervor. It was a revelation to see that kind of love in action. Maybe Tamri had been wrong about whether it was possible to devote so much of yourself to more than one person.

Sora looked between Selivia and Siv and gave a satisfied nod, then she took a seat on Tamri’s other side and asked politely after her grandmother. Tamri no longer felt quite as surprised when these powerful people treated her with respect, and she managed to answer without stuttering.

Before long, Queen Rochelle swept into the sandstone chamber. Silver Watermight bandages marked her cheek and arm, the wounds somehow making her look queenlier than ever. She roused her son from his slumber and took control of the meeting at once, planting her feet beside the Watermight basin and staring them all down.

“Until now, the thunderbird attacks have been small and isolated.” Queen Rochelle’s voice echoed imperiously in the underground chamber. “Why did this happen? You must have learned something during the fighting.”

“They were definitely being controlled,” Princess Selivia said. “I could tell by the way they moved. Someone made them attack us, just like back on Thunderbird Island.”

“Using the Lightning?” Queen Rochelle asked.

Selivia glanced at Lord Latch. “It has to be that.”

“I felt it,” Tamri said. She straightened her spine when they all looked at her. “I sensed the Lightning in the storm, and there was something—or someone—behind it.”

“I felt it as well,” Dara said. “An antagonistic force. A presence, just like Mav says.”

Tamri frowned. The Lightning hadn’t felt entirely antagonist to her. She remembered the birds swerving away at her command and that strange twang of warning or farewell as they departed. She had felt the Lightning presence offering her something, tempting her. It wasn’t simply an enemy. Lord Latch remained quiet, and Tamri wondered if he had experienced it too.

King Siv began to pace, his mud-caked boots treading a path along one side of the Watermight basin. “So, someone snuck behind our backs and took over the Lightning. One of Khrillin’s minions maybe?”

“I don’t think so.” Dara filled everyone in on Tamri’s time in Pendark and Khrillin’s plans to use the discovery of the Lightning to unite the Waterlords and Waterladies against Soole.

Prince Chadrech sat up straighter at this news, his face becoming grayer by the minute. His mother listened in stony silence.

“Khrillin will almost certainly try to take the Lightning for himself, too,” Dara finished, “but I don’t think he could have sent someone to Thunderbird Island and figured out how to use it in time to be behind this particular attack.”

“What about that bald woman who was snooping around Thunderbird Island?” Prince Chadrech asked. “Maybe she stayed and has been working out how to control the creatures ever since.”

“Her name is Gyra, Your Excellency,” Tamri said. “But she was in Pendark the whole time I was there. Pel too.”

“Who else would it be if not the Pendarkans?” Queen Rochelle frowned at Dara and Tamri. “They wish us ill. That much is clear.”

“I think it could be someone in Sharoth,” Selivia said reluctantly. “Perhaps one of the Wielders who was with us on Thunderbird Island? No one else would have had time to learn enough about the Lightning to use it the way they did last night.”

“Someone in Sharoth,” Queen Rochelle repeated.

“Yes.”

“A Soolen.”

Selivia hesitated. “It’s possible.”

“Ridiculous,” Prince Chadrech muttered.

The others shifted uncomfortably, and Tamri and Dara exchanged glances. They’d worked beside the Soolen Wielders while studying the Lightning—scholars like Rosh and Melloch and Wielder-soldiers like Captain Boorn and Lieutenant Kech, who were part of Prince Chadrech’s personal guard. They couldn’t make accusations lightly.

“But why?” King Siv said. “I understand what you’re saying, Sel, that some sort of . . . thunderbird queen bee is behind the attacks. But what motivation could they have for terrorizing the city?”

“No Soolen would do such a thing.” Queen Rochelle’s gaze swept over the non-Soolens in the group and lingered on Tamri.

Tamri had debated about telling them she’d made the thunderbirds swerve away from her during the fight. Now she was glad she hadn’t.

“There is another possibility,” Queen Sora said, speaking up for the first time. Tamri got the sense that she was an active listener, busy making connections and observations while the others talked. “What if the Lightning is controlling itself?”

Siv turned to look at her. “What do you mean?”

“The Sensors of Trure and the Far Plains often speak about the Air as if it is a conscious force,” Sora said. “Dara, I believe you’ve felt the Air’s agency after a fashion.”

“I have, though I don’t claim to understand it,” Dara said. “I combined the Air with both Watermight and Fire to end the true dragon invasion of Vertigon, something that had never been done before as far as I know. The three substances together created the kind of power no single person should ever use.”

Tamri looked up at that. She had heard that combining Fire and Watermight created an incredible burst of power. The Wielder school students insisted it was a difficult and dangerous skill, one none of them had mastered. When it was done improperly, the substances simply consumed each other. But Tamri had never heard of combining all three magical substances.

Dara gripped her black sword hilt without seeming to realize it. “I made a promise to the Air in that moment, swearing I would never do it again if it would aid me.”

“You were talking to some sort of consciousness?” Prince Chadrech asked.

“That’s how it felt,” Dara said. “I was desperate, acting on instinct. Vertigonians have never thought of our Fire as conscious. There is an emotional component to Wielding, but it’s not the same.”

“What about Pendarkans?” Sora asked, turning her attention to Tamri.

“We don’t believe the Watermight is conscious either,” Tamri said. “At least, I don’t think we do.” She frowned. “Our Waterworkers don’t like sharing knowledge. They hate giving anyone an advantage over them.” She looked at the silver-white liquid burbling beneath her feet. She’d never felt anything that suggested Watermight was alive, certainly nothing like she’d felt from the Lightning. “I say it’s just a tool.”

“And Soolens?” Sora asked. “Latch?”

The Soolen lord shifted as the young queen turned to him. He had been quiet throughout the discussion, as if trying not to draw attention to himself. A shiver of unease went through Tamri at what that could mean.

“We view Watermight as a tool as well,” Latch said slowly. “But that has not always been the case. I’ve seen ancient writings that describe the magical substances the way many Air Sensors still do.”

“The Air is difficult to understand even for the most practiced Sensors,” Sora said. “It is possible they see their substance as conscious only because that makes it easier to grasp.” She looked around at the others seriously. “But if the magical substances do have some form of consciousness, isn’t it possible the Lightning decided to attack us all by itself?”

No one answered, considering the implications of Sora’s suggestion in tense silence. Queen Rochelle frowned suspiciously at the Watermight vent. King Siv resumed his pacing, as if he could tread out an answer to his sister’s question. Selivia put a hand on Latch’s arm, her eyes showing concern. Latch himself looked a little woozy. Prince Chadrech slumped in his chair, as if he might drift back to sleep despite everything.

Tamri studied Queen Dara. Dark shadows under her eyes suggested she hadn’t gotten any rest since the battle. She’d Wielded a lot more magic than Tamri as they chased the thunderbirds from Sharoth. By the sounds of things, last night’s impressive display didn’t even come close to when Dara had used Fire, Watermight, and Air together in one powerful strike. Khrillin was right to be wary of her. Tamri wondered what would it feel like to Wield that kind of power herself, even just for a moment.

Abruptly, King Siv stopped pacing and faced them all. “I don’t know if the Lightning is acting alone or if a human with a grudge against Sharoth has mastered it. The important question is: how do we stop it?”

“Seal the chasm,” Latch said promptly. “That’s the first step.”

Tamri frowned. Did he seem especially eager to turn the conversation away from the human with a grudge, the one who could be functioning as some sort of “thunderbird queen bee,” as King Siv had called it?

Tamri pictured the flickering cavern where she’d first met Latch—and the Lightning. The purple-white light dancing across the walls. The crackle in her skin. The eye that had seemed to gaze at her from the depths. Part of her still wanted to see it again. She could only imagine what it was like for Latch to have the Lightning reaching its tendrils this far. He might even succumb to them again. Or maybe he already had.

Tamri shuddered. If anyone else had the same suspicions about Latch, they didn’t voice them.

Dara, as usual, turned her attention to practical concerns. “We know how to get close to the chasm thanks to Tamri’s success, but reaching it will be harder with the thunderbirds standing guard. We will need as many Wielders as possible. Dragons too.”

“No one is going anywhere with my Wielders until we shore up the city’s defenses,” Queen Rochelle said.

“Of course, Your Excellency,” Dara said quickly. “We’re trying to prevent further damage to Soole.”

Queen Rochelle folded her muscular arms. “A fine job you’ve made of it. I will not send more of my soldiers to that blasted island to die.”

Dara’s eyes flashed, but Siv touched her elbow to forestall a heated response.

“We will not move without your approval, Your Excellency.” He met his wife’s gaze briefly. “The dragons need time to recover anyway.”

“You’ll also need to gather up all the Lightning that’s already loose so it stops agitating the dragons,” Selivia said. She looked at Latch. “And everyone else.”

Tamri raised an eyebrow. Maybe she wasn’t the only one suspicious about Latch. She would feel terrible for the princess if her betrothed turned out to be behind the attacks.

“And what of the Pendarkans?” Queen Rochelle turned on Tamri, her gaze pinning her like a moth to a board. “How soon can we expect a visit from King Khrillin?”

“He still has to unify the Waterlords, uh, Your Excellency.” Tamri thought of the Wielders staring each other down at the feast, their fingers itching to draw on their hidden stashes of magic. “I think it’ll be months before he can do anything drastic.”

“We’d better assume it’ll be weeks then,” King Siv said. “Khrillin loves surprising people.”

“He will not get far if he means to encroach upon our territory,” Queen Rochelle said. “The thunderbirds frighten me, I am not ashamed to admit, but my armies are more than a match for Pendark’s.”

King Siv inclined his head. “As you say, Your Excellency.”

The Wielders agreed to reconvene in the archive the next day to plan their defense of the city and their return to Thunderbird Island—which would not commence without Queen Rochelle’s approval—and the meeting came to an end.

Queen Rochelle went over to Prince Chadrech to urge him to rest, touching his forehead in a surprisingly tender manner. King Siv and Queen Sora conferred about what messages to send back to Trure and Vertigon to explain their extended absences. Lord Latch lifted Princess Selivia in his arms and whispered to her as he carried her out of the Watermight chamber.

The Fire Queen fell in beside Tamri as she left the Watermight chamber. Despite the new dangers they were facing, Tamri liked being back at her side. She would have stayed with Khrillin to give Gramma Teall a better life, but Dara treated her like a person rather than a pawn. She wondered if she should tell the Fire Queen her qualms about Latch.

“Is something on your mind?” Dara asked quietly as they climbed the sandstone steps to the upper level of the palace. “Maybe something about Khrillin you didn’t want Queen Rochelle to hear?”

“It’s not that.” Tamri slowed, allowing the others to get farther ahead.

Selivia laughed at something Latch whispered to her, the sound tripping down the stairs behind them. Tamri hoped Latch was innocent. She’d much rather fight some mysterious Lightning consciousness than the man her friend loved.

“Something about the Lightning then?”

“No.” Tamri cast about for a safer topic than the people who might or might not be using the Lightning in secret. “Could you tell me about the time you used all three magical substances?”

“It was five years ago, when the true dragons occupied Vertigon,” Dara said. “They nearly destroyed it. You probably heard stories and saw the damage. Or the repairs from the damage. There were dozens of them, most as big as Mav or bigger, all of them spewing Fire. Combining all three powers was the only way to get rid of them.”

“It must have been incredible,” Tamri said.

Dara’s eyes became distant. “It was.”

“Why did you promise not to do it again?”

Dara looked down at her, focused once more. “Power is a tricky thing, Tamri. And magic amplifies its temptations. Each Wielder needs to reckon with that at some point, even those with relatively modest abilities.” She studied Tamri in that intense, brain-peeling way of hers. “That kind of power should only be used once in a lifetime.”

Tamri tried not to fidget under her scrutiny. “But you combine Fire and Watermight?”

“I do,” Dara said, “and even that is a tremendous weapon that can’t be taken lightly. I worry about whether I should teach it all the time. I’d hate to see that skill being used against other humans if the current peace is truly over.”

Tamri combed her fingers through her hair nervously. Once, she’d imagined mastering that skill and sharing it with King Khrillin. She was glad now that she hadn’t.

“What if combining Air, Watermight, and Fire is the only way to defeat the thunderbirds? Would you keep your promise not to do it then?”

“I would.” Dara rested a hand on Tamri’s shoulder, her duelist’s grip firm. “But it is my promise alone. I understand how important it is to defend the people you love. If you’re ever tempted to use a power like that, just be prepared for the consequences.”

“I understand, Your Majesty,” Tamri said, though she wasn’t sure she did. Having too much power had never been an issue for her. But Dara hadn’t ordered her never to try combining the magical substances. Perhaps that was a tool she could learn to use now that she was the Fire Queen’s apprentice once more.

King Siv caught up with them as they reached the top of the steps.

“Can I carry you the rest of the way, Dara?” he asked, looping his arm around his wife’s waist. “Latch is making me look bad.”

“We can’t have that.” Dara touched his scarred cheek gently then smiled at Tamri. “You’d better rest up. We have a lot of work ahead of us.”
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In the following days, Tamri worked with Dara and Latch in the royal archive. She stayed in the palace and crossed the avenue each morning to spend hours among the scrolls and pens and stacks of parchment, just like before she left for Pendark.

But the city itself had changed. Soldiers patrolled the streets, armed with crossbows, and the citizens mobilized to replace the city’s supply of arrows and crossbow bolts. They reinforced all the windows and doorways, using up every spare scrap of wood in Sharoth in preparation for the next attack.

As the Watermight vents replenished their supplies, the Soolens dispersed the magical substance evenly throughout the city. They needed to be able to meet an assault from the air at any point rather than storing it along the borders and in the harbor-front watchtowers, as was their usual practice.

The Cindral dragons were no longer chained up in case they had to face the vicious birds again. Less Lightning seemed to be in the air to aggravate them anyway, as if it, too, needed to replenish. Heath and the dragon riders made sure they got lots of rest so their wounds could heal. They needed the dragons at full strength for the assault on Thunderbird Island—if not before.

The expedition couldn’t depart until Queen Rochelle was confident Sharoth was safe, so while most of the Soolen Wielders focused on improving their defenses, Dara, Latch, and Tamri prepared for the assault on the Lightning’s source alone. It was just as well, given that they still didn’t know the identity of the thunderbird’s queen. Anyone could be responsible for the attacks. But figuring out who was using the Lightning wouldn’t necessarily help if they couldn’t seal the substance back in the chasm. They concentrated their efforts on this task.

“Remember the Heatstones you learned to make in Vertigon?” Dara asked one day when Tamri arrived at the royal archive.

The sun had just risen above the rooftops, but the Fire Queen looked as if she’d spent the whole night in the workroom, probably without sleeping. The room smelled of strong tea and old parchment.

“I remember,” Tamri said. “What about them?”

“We solidify the Fire to keep it in the stone indefinitely.” Dara allowed a bit of Fire to flow from her fingers. Her eyes glowed as she formed the liquid gold into a sphere, then she dropped it onto the table with a thunk. “There is no equivalent process for Watermight.”

Tamri caught the now-solid sphere before it rolled off the table. “Waterworkers turn it to ice, but that doesn’t last.”

“True,” Dara said. “If we can solidify the Lightning somehow, we can use the substance itself to seal up the chasm. We already know we can’t bring Fire and Watermight near it. We’ve wasted too much time trying to puzzle out a way around that over the past few weeks.”

Tamri twisted the Fire sphere in her hands, warmth seeping into her skin. “What would solid Lightning be like?”

“That’s what we need to figure out,” Dara said. “Maybe we can force it into metal or stone if we can’t make it solid on its own.”

“The Lightning would reinforce its own seal,” Latch put in, emerging from behind a stack of parchment.

Tamri jolted in surprise. She hadn’t realized he was there. Ink stained the sleeves of his fine silk shirt, and he looked as rumpled and overworked as Dara.

“It would get stronger with each passing year,” Latch went on. “If someone did find the chasm again, they couldn’t open it without digging up the entire island.”

Tamri tried to picture it: a glowing barrier of purple-white light that thickened year and after year, like a river dam collecting mud and silt.

“Do you know how to do it?”

“We have some ideas.” Dara nodded at the stacks of parchment covered with notes and diagrams that surrounded Latch. “We’re mapping out the different ways to solidify Fire and Watermight in case those strategies work with the Lightning too.”

“Doesn’t that mean someone will have to use the Lightning to create the seal?” Tamri asked.

“Yes.” Dara shot a look at Latch, as if they’d been debating this point before Tamri arrived. “There’s no avoiding that.”

“I’m worried the substance will make whatever Wielder we choose not want to do it.” Latch absently shredded a feather pen in his fingers. “Even if they know exactly what to do, they may find themselves refusing. I lashed out with the Lightning to keep people and other magical substances away from the chasm. If I were planning to render the Lightning inaccessible for all time, I believe the Lightning, conscious or not, would wipe the desire clean out of my head.”

“What if you did it very quickly?” Tamri asked.

Latch’s forehead wrinkled as he thought. “I became more ensnared the more power I used—but it was gradual. On the other hand, the quantity the seal would require could accelerate the ensnarement.” Latch noticed the shredded feather pen with a start and tossed aside the fragments. He looked at Tamri. “You are the only person we know of who has been exposed to a huge quantity of Lightning all at once rather than in steadily increasing amounts. You’re our best chance of understanding the effects.”

“That’s a good point.” Dara turned toward her. “Have you felt territorial over the Lightning at any point since Thunderbird Island?”

“Territorial?”

“The scholars call the Lightning a jealous mistress,” Latch said. “It makes its Wielders want to hoard it for themselves. Did you feel anything like that, either in the chasm itself or later?”

Tamri thought of the Lightning in the air around Sharoth and the sense that it was communicating with her. Taunting. Greeting. Warning. Whatever it was, she couldn’t pretend she felt neutral toward the Lightning. But just because she felt its pull didn’t mean she was its servant.

“I don’t feel territorial.”

Latch frowned, sitting up straighter. “Do you have any gaps in your memory around when the thunderbird attacks happened?”

Tamri stiffened. “What?”

“It’s possible our mystery Lightning Wielder doesn’t realize what they’re doing.”

“Wait, you think I’m doing this?” Tamri’s hand tightened reflexively on the Fire sphere in her hand. “That I’m the thunderbird queen?”

“No,” Dara said. “That’s not what we were getting at.”

“Why not?” Latch stood and came out from behind his stack of parchments. “I didn’t know I was being controlled. Tamri’s quick Lightning exposure could have had worse consequences than we thought.”

“How do you know it’s not you?” Tamri blurted, taking a step back.

“It could be,” Latch said. “I have considered the possibility.”

Tamri blinked. “Wait, really? You think you’re the thunderbird queen?”

“I said I could be.” Latch went to the sideboard to pour tea from a ceramic Firekettle. “I’m not ruling anyone out. But I was away in Cindral Forest when most of the attacks occurred, and I haven’t experienced any memory loss since my recovery.”

“Well, I don’t have memory gaps, either,” Tamri said heatedly. “And I was with Heath and Gramma Teall in Pendark, not sneaking off to Thunderbird Island to serve some Lightning mistress. They’ll tell you.”

Latch calmly handed her a cup of tea. “Again, we have to consider every possibility.”

Tamri clutched the teacup without drinking, not sure what to think. Could someone really be the thunderbird queen without realizing it? She met Latch’s gaze, remembering when those brown eyes had been filled with crackling, feral light. He hadn’t known what was going on then. It could be happening to either of them right now.

“Let’s get back to the issue of the chasm seal,” Dara said, breaking the tense silence between them. “Tamri, you were exposed to a huge amount of Lightning, and you escaped unscathed. That bodes well for our plans, if we act quickly enough.”

They returned to sorting through the diagrams and organizing the different solidifying methods, making their way through more ink, tea, and parchment. Tamri helped as much as she could, aware she hadn’t told the full truth about her enduring feelings about the Lightning. The power had left a mark. She might not be the one channeling it to control the thunderbirds, but she wasn’t unscathed.
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The trio worked feverishly on their task, all too aware the thunderbirds could return at any moment. But when the next attack came, it didn’t hit Sharoth. Nor the one after that.

Instead, the creatures resumed their assaults on small mining towns, fishing villages, and farms, where the citizens were ill prepared for their arrival. They swarmed the settlements in flocks of twenty or more, setting upon anyone unlucky enough to be outside, or tearing through roofs to reach the people hiding within. Children were carried off, and adults were slaughtered, all seemingly for no purpose but to spread terror.

Refugees headed for the capital in a steady stream, many suffering horrific wounds from beaks and talons. They were given lodging, Watermight healing, and safety—or as much safety as their leaders could promise under the circumstances.

Queen Rochelle ordered Dara to delay the mission to Thunderbird Island yet again and sent her Wielders out to escort people from their isolated communities to the capital. Defending them all in one place would be easier than trying to predict where the thunderbirds would attack next. The Soolen Waterworkers traveled to any villages that lacked big, secure structures and offered them shelter beneath the red-tiled roofs of Sharoth.

By the second week of this, the city was bursting at the seams. The Royal Archive of Soole itself transformed into a safe house, with blankets and cots spread all over the floor and atop every hanging platform. The archive stewards nearly had apoplexy every time their guests sneezed near the books or let their children pull bedtime stories from the shelves, but none would even think of refusing shelter to the refugees.

Gramma Teall insisted on helping with those who’d been displaced. She was less steady on her feet than she’d ever admit, so she armed herself with a needle and thread.

“Just keep that mending coming, child,” she’d tell Tamri when she left their shared room in the mornings. “I’ll sew until my eyes pop out if it means those little ones have warm socks and clothes without slashes in them.”

Tamri dropped off Gramma Teall’s offerings for the refugees staying in the archive each day on her way to the workroom. The venerable old building now smelled of damp clothes, dried fish, and too many bodies, and it was filled with the chatter of anxious voices. The displaced Soolens were proving resilient, but this couldn’t go on forever.

Tamri and the Wielders had to make an attempt on the Lightning chasm soon, even though it meant leaving the overcrowded city with fewer defenders. Otherwise, the danger would never end.

Dara decided Tamri should be the one to Wield the Lightning and create the seal on the chasm. She’d had the most success with the substance apart from Latch—if his experience could be called success. He insisted he was recovered, but the Lightning would likely have an easier time ensnaring him again. If Tamri could keep it away until the last moment, she might succeed in completing the seal.

“Are you sure you don’t want to try first?” Tamri asked when Dara offered her the assignment. “You’re a much better Wielder.”

“I can’t expose myself to that much power, Tamri,” Dara said. “I made a promise.”

“You didn’t even know the Lightning existed then.”

“It’s the same principle.” Dara tapped a diagram they’d made of the cavern. “There’s enough power in that chasm to crack open the world. I don’t trust myself to touch it.”

“But you trust me?”

“Yes,” Dara said simply. “I do.”

Tamri’s chest suddenly felt too tight for her heart. She hadn’t realized how much she’d wanted to hear that. “Why?”

“Gramma Teall is in Sharoth,” Dara said. “I know you’ll do anything to save her.”

“That doesn’t mean I can resist the Lightning.”

“Actually, it might.” Dara set aside her papers and picked up her sword, which had been lying on the table beside her. She turned it slowly, tracing the intricate metalwork on the hilt as she talked. “Remember when we talked about the emotional component to Wielding? I first figured out how to combine Fire and Watermight during an attack on Siv. The visceral need to protect him helped me make a breakthrough. When I combined all three magical substances, I was desperate to protect all of Vertigon.”

“But I’m not as strong as you.”

“You might be surprised what you can do when the people you love are in danger.” Dara grinned, a competitive light igniting in her eyes. “Also, you’re very fast.”

Tamri appreciated the Fire Queen’s faith in her, even if she wasn’t sure she could pull this off. She was right about one thing: Tamri would do anything to save Gramma Teall.

So every day, she practiced solidifying Fire and turning Watermight to ice in case those skills helped in the final moments. Even Air could be stiffened to hold people still, steal their breath, or batter them, though these actions required active maintenance.

Dara tried to reach her friend Lady Vine Silltine, who was currently staying with the Far Plains Air Sensors west of Trure, to find out if they had a more permanent solidifying method. But there wasn’t enough Air remaining in Soole to create a successful communication link. They’d have to rely on what they knew of Fire and Watermight alone.

With Dara and Latch coaching her, Tamri’s Wielding improved noticeably. The Fire Queen was a tough but encouraging instructor, and Latch knew a lot about Watermight combat. He taught Tamri how to squeeze Watermight into a stone wall to make it explode, a trick she doubted many Pendarkans knew. Dara focused on speed, believing that would be Tamri’s primary advantage when she entered the cavern. She challenged her to create dozens of little Fire beads in a flash, to melt bars of steel and re-form them into hard sheets in less time than it took to walk across the workroom, and to switch between multiple solidifying tasks without slowing to think. They had no idea what would work, and she had to be ready for anything.

Tamri enjoyed the lessons, though they left her exhausted at the end of each day. Amidst their efforts, she couldn’t forget a fact she’d learned in her first Fire lesson back in Vertigon: the magical substances were different. You couldn’t assume that what you knew about one would apply to the others. All the planning and Wielding practice in the world might not help when it was time to create the seal.
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“We depart in three days,” Dara announced one cloudy morning when she and Latch returned to the royal archive after a meeting with Queen Rochelle and Prince Chadrech.

Tamri had spent their absence blasting little holes in the wall with Watermight then switching to Fire as fast she could and hardening it across the gaps. Dara raised an eyebrow at the shimmering golden pockmarks but didn’t comment on them.

“Queen Rochelle is allowing us four ships and their crews.” Dara reached for the tea, sounding as if the negotiations had taken a lot out of her. “We’ll load them with as much magic as we can carry, twenty Soolen Wielders, and half the Cindral dragons. Latch?”

The Soolen lord shook open a map showing the many islands scattered between the Soolen peninsula and Thunderbird Island and pointed at one. “We’ll head to the waters off Highcliff Isle and try to draw the thunderbirds to us.”

“Then what?” Tamri asked.

Latch gave her a serious look. “The rest of us will fight the creatures while you continue on to Thunderbird Island and seal up the Lightning.”

Tamri swallowed. So much depended on her in this plan. “So you and all those Wielders and dragons and ships will be a diversion?”

“That’s the idea,” Dara said. “It worked before, in a way. Our first attack on the cavern failed, and you were able to sneak in afterward to pull Latch out. This time, we’ll do it on purpose, and the thunderbirds will be drawn much farther away.”

“What if our mystery Wielder is there?” Tamri asked.

Latch nodded to the Fire Queen.

“I will go to Thunderbird Island with you, Tamri,” Dara said. “If there’s a Wielder at the chasm, I’ll draw them out and force them to fight me while you work on the seal. Between the two of us, I believe they’ll assume I’m the greater danger.” She took a sip of her tea. “Hopefully they won’t realize how skilled you’ve become until it’s too late.”

Tamri was glad she wouldn’t have to go alone, but her chances of success were still far too slim. For all her practice and all their theories, she wouldn’t know whether she could really solidify the Lightning until she was back at the chasm and brimful of its electric power.

“I’ll do my best.” She took a deep breath, trying not to let her doubts show. “But if anything happens to me—”

“We’ll take care of Gramma Teall,” Dara said. “I’ll arrange for Sora to take her to New Rallion if things go poorly. She’ll get plenty of fresh air in Trure, and it’s far away from both the Lightning and the Waterlords.”

“Thank you,” Tamri said. “She’s all I care about.”

“She’ll be okay.” A slight smile crossed Dara’s face. “But I don’t think she’s the only person you care about. You may want to have a talk with Heath Samanar before we go.”

Tamri tucked her hair behind her ears and scraped her boots on the floor. “I— Heath isn’t— We don’t—”

“It’s okay, Tamri.” Dara chuckled then grew serious. “I’m just saying if there’s anything you’ve been meaning to say to him, you should do it soon. I don’t want you to have any regrets.”

Latch made a sudden movement, and the map of the East Isles fluttered to the floor. He picked it up and fumbled with the parchment, trying to get it to fold. Tamri had never seen the solemn lord look flustered before.

Dara raised an eyebrow. “She’s in the mosaic gallery.”

“Right,” Latch said gruffly. Tossing aside the crumpled map, he stood, offered them each a neat bow, and marched out of the workroom.

Dara turned back to Tamri. “What about you? I’m sure Heath would appreciate the chance to say what he wants to say too.”

Tamri mumbled that she would consider it, but she didn’t plan on having a we-might-die-soon conversation with Heath. She hadn’t told him she would be the one going to the Lightning chasm. Let him think she was merely helping to fight the thunderbirds.

Heath always insisted Tamri didn’t value her own life enough. He might be right about that, but risking herself now would save both Gramma Teall and Heath Samanar. She wasn’t going to let him stop her.
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Selivia walked the length of the mosaic gallery, moving gingerly so as not to disturb her mostly healed wounds. They itched incessantly, and it took all her willpower not to scratch off the Watermight bandages. She paused to contemplate a scene depicting a sea monster emerging from a glittering black sea. The light glanced off the tiles, making them look like shards of obsidian.

The palace’s mosaic gallery was open to the air, with large gaps between its fluted columns—too big to board up easily. It was one of the few rooms in Sharoth not being used to house refugees. Selivia had the place to herself today, giving her a rare opportunity to walk and think and admire the artwork in private.

She’d gotten lots of rest over the past two weeks—her brother had been right about how much she needed that—and she hoped she’d be well enough to join the others on the journey to the East Isles. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong with the plan.

She strolled over to a jade-and-saffron design showing some long-extinct plant larger than a house. A faint babble filtered toward her, babies crying, a hammer pounding an anvil, the repeated twang of crossbow practice. They were the sounds of a city on edge, a city with far too many people waiting for disaster to strike. Even the pretty colors couldn’t distract her entirely.

They still hadn’t solved the mystery of who was controlling the Lightning. Dara believed the person’s identity didn’t matter. Whether it was a Soolen Wielder, a Pendarkan infiltrator, or someone they didn’t suspect, Dara expected to be a match for them if they showed up at the Lightning chasm while Tamri was working on her seal. Selivia admired Dara’s confidence, but she worried they were all missing something.

She still hadn’t ruled Latch out as the mysterious Wielder who’d caused so much destruction. It would mean he’d organized the first thunderbird raids while he was traveling with her. Her stomach churned as if she’d eaten too much Fireroot. She couldn’t let her affection for him blind her to the possibility. But something else was amiss, and she couldn’t put her finger on it no matter how many quiet walks she took across the mosaics.

Purposeful footsteps sounded on the gallery floor. Queen Rochelle strode toward her as if going into battle.

“What’s wrong?” Selivia asked, automatically checking the sky for signs of thunderbirds.

“I do not like Queen Dara’s plan.”

Queen Rochelle planted herself in front of Selivia. She finally seemed to respect her after what they’d been through together, but the Soolen queen’s esteem came with additional responsibilities.

“Tell me your honest opinion.”

“I’m not sure about the plan, either,” Selivia confessed. “It’s the Thunderbird Queen—whoever has been controlling the birds—that worries me.”

Queen Rochelle nodded. “Dara is formidable, make no mistake, but too much hinges on her ability to defeat this ‘Thunderbird Queen.’ She has said she can’t or won’t use her most powerful weapon. What if she loses?”

“Maybe she’ll make an exception.” Selivia knew what it would cost Dara to go back on the promise she’d made not to Wield the three magical substances together. But she couldn’t believe she would let a powerful Wielder continue to terrorize Soole, either. “We have to trust her.”

Queen Rochelle’s expression remained stony. “If she refuses to use the full extent of her power and the plan fails, the Thunderbird Queen could become enraged. She will take it out on Sharoth. My people will suffer.”

“I don’t want to put them—us—in any more danger,” Selivia said. “This is my home now too.”

“Perhaps it is.” The queen loomed closer. “You risked your life to fight for its safety.”

Selivia raised her arms, showing the wounds covering her body, Watermight bandages shimmering. “I did.”

“And if your betrothed is killed? Will you return to the mountain with your dragons and leave us to the danger he awakened?”

Selivia swallowed, running a slipper over the nearest mosaic. There was still so much she didn’t understand about Soole, its people, and its customs. She could probably spend a lifetime trying to make it her true home. But risking her life for the people of Sharoth made her cherish it in a way she hadn’t expected. She met the queen’s eyes steadily. “Even if Latch falls, I will not abandon you or your people. I swear.”

Queen Rochelle put her hands on her hips, studying her closely. Once, Selivia would have been intimidated by her scrutiny. But they had fought side by side. She had proved her mettle. And she meant every word. Soole was her home now, and she would not abandon it, even if it meant she and Mav had to spend the rest of their lives defending it from the thunderbirds.

“I accept your pledge,” Queen Rochelle said. “Now, we must have a contingency plan if the city falls. You will help me develop it and lead the evacuation if it comes to that.”

“Yes, Your Excellency,” Selivia said. She hoped Sora could help her with that task. She had experience evacuating a city under fire. “Are there secure places in the mountains where we can retreat if—”

The gallery door opened, and Latch marched in. He wore such a look of grim determination that Selivia once more checked the skies for signs of an attack.

Latch halted at the sight of Queen Rochelle. “Excuse me, Your Excellency. I had hoped to speak with the princess alone.”

Queen Rochelle looked him up and down. Selivia worried she was going to ignore his request for privacy entirely. She and Latch hadn’t gotten nearly enough time alone of late. Despite her concerns, she missed him.

At last, the queen sniffed. “You will come to my chambers to present your contingency plan this evening.” Not waiting for Selivia to agree, Queen Rochelle loomed closer to Latch. Loomed, even though she was several inches shorter. How does she do it?

“Lord Brach, I expect you to prove yourself worthy of Princess Selivia.”

“Yes, Your Excellency,” Latch said, dipping his head in a polite bow.

Queen Rochelle pursed her lips, ignoring the formality. “You’ve already given her a lot of trouble.”

Latch looked up, abashed. “I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to her.”

“Hmm.” Queen Rochelle studied him for a moment more. “See that you do.”

Then she swept out of the mosaic gallery, leaving Latch and Selivia alone.

“What’s this about a contingency plan?” Latch asked as the queen’s footsteps faded into the babble of the palace.

“We need a way to get everyone out of the city,” Selivia said, “in case our mission fails.”

“That’s wise.” Latch studied a mosaic wrapping around a nearby column, falling silent. A breeze whispered through the columns, ruffling his silk shirt. He seemed so much more grounded than he had when he was falling under the Lightning’s sway. He couldn’t be the one behind it all.

“What did you want to talk about?” Selivia asked. “I really do need to get to work on that contingency plan.”

Latch turned toward her suddenly, his expression intense enough to make her take a step back.

“Marry me, Sel.”

“What?”

He took her hand. “I want you to be my wife.”

Selivia’s cheeks flushed. It was silly. They’d been betrothed for years. “You’re just saying that.”

“I’m really not.” Latch brushed a strand of hair from her face, careful not to touch her wounds. “Let’s do it before we go to the East Isles.”

“Are you serious?”

“I’m always serious,” Latch said. “Whether we marry in ten years or this very night, nothing would make me happier.”

Selivia laughed. “We can’t do it tonight. I don’t have a dress!”

“Tomorrow then,” Latch said. “Whatever happens at Thunderbird Island, we’ll be tied together.” He lowered his voice, his eyes burning. “Let me be the person you don’t have to pretend to be happy around. Let me make up for what I’ve put you through.”

Her breath caught. “Latch—”

“This is what I would want even if I’d never heard of a marriage alliance. I love you, Selivia Amintelle.”

She stared at him, feeling lightheaded, off balance. She wanted so badly for him to be sincere. She wanted to know he was truly hers. All her fears about Lightning and malice and corruption and violence cascaded through her. She might never find the line between what Latch did because of the Lightning and what he did because it was a deep part of himself. But she knew he was trying to be better. He’d fought to protect people, fought to right his father’s wrongs, fought to be better. If the malice was part of him, he chose to deny it each day. She could choose to join that fight with him.

And so, feeling as if she was taking a dragon into a steep dive, she said, “I love you too. Let’s do it.”

No matter what happened on Thunderbird Island, she wanted Latch—flawed, gruff, brave Latch. He was her home now too. She tipped her face up and kissed him.

They lingered for a moment after the kiss, foreheads pressed together. The mosaic gallery held its breath around them, and the noises of the overcrowded city faded away.

“Are you sure about this?” Latch asked softly.

“I am.”

Then Selivia pulled away and gave him her sunniest, most genuine smile. “I’d better find my sister,” she said. “We have an emergency escape route and a last-minute wedding to plan.”
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They decided to hold the ceremony in the palace courtyard the following afternoon. They’d have to sprint for shelter if the thunderbirds appeared, but the skies were clear and bright for once, and Selivia wanted to get married in the sunshine.

She donned a pale-blue gown Queen Rochelle had produced from her own dressing room. Gramma Teall had altered it to fit her, refusing the help of younger seamstresses with nimbler fingers.

“The princess saved my Tamri,” she’d said when they offered. “Don’t you take away my chance to do this small thing for her, or I’ll sic a dragon on you. I happen to know several.”

Selivia hugged Gramma Teall tight after she put on the dress and saw how beautifully it fit. Wounds from the thunderbird battle still covered her body, but she decided the silvery Watermight holding her skin together looked magical against the blue silk.

“Don’t go fighting monsters in that dress, girl,” Gramma Teall said. “It’s fine work, if I say so myself. Remind me I did it, if I should forget later.”

“Yes, Gramma Teall. I promise.”

Selivia’s room was a flurry of stewards and seamstresses and noblewomen while she dressed, but Sora shooed them all out when it was almost time to proceed to the courtyard. Then she wove tiny white flowers in Selivia’s hair, the way Selivia had done at Sora’s wedding three years ago.

The Amintelle sisters had known they had to marry for political advantage all their lives. The stability of their home kingdom depended on it, even during the hundred-year peace before the war. Selivia had hated the idea when she was little. She wished for a grand romance like the ones in her favorite stories. Sora, ever the pragmatist, insisted it was their duty to strengthen Vertigon’s alliances. Moreover, such marriages were the only way they’d ever wield political influence. Selivia hadn’t cared a wit about political influence, and she’d dreamed about running away to marry a commoner. She didn’t have a particular commoner in mind. It was the idea that counted.

But after the true dragons nearly destroyed Vertigon, practical, political Sora had been the one to eschew a strategic marriage and wed the man she loved, a popular duelist turned Castle Guard without a drop of noble blood. Sora and Kel were desperately happy together, despite meeting under difficult and traumatic circumstances. Selivia hoped for half of that happiness with Latch.

Sora’s hands were tender as she twined Selivia’s curly dark hair around the flower stems. Neither of them could have predicted that Selivia would be the one to make a vital political marriage—nor that she would fall in love with her groom after all.

“Are you sure about this?” Sora asked as she finished the last flower and examined her work. “Latch can wait, if you need more time.”

“I’ve never been surer of anything,” Selivia said. “Is that foolish? Do you think I’m romanticizing this and don’t know what I’m getting myself into?”

“Of course you don’t,” Sora said with a chuckle. “Marriage is harder and more wonderful than you can imagine. No one knows what they’re getting themselves into. That doesn’t make it foolish.”

Selivia squeezed her hand. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Me too,” Sora said. “I love you, Sel.”

“I love you, too.”

“And me!” The door opened, and Siv strolled in to join them, wearing his best coat and all his sharpest weapons. “Don’t forget about me. I’m highly lovable.”

“Really, Sivarrion,” Sora said. “Don’t you ever knock?”

“That tends to take the fun out of dramatic entrances.”

Siv leaned on the table next to them, studying his younger sisters fondly. He had scars on his face, wounds long since healed. Sora had scars, too, though hers were less visible. They had all put themselves in danger to protect their people again and again. Selivia was about to adopt a new people, and she was grateful to have such good examples to follow.

“Are you ready?” Siv asked, and she knew he wasn’t just asking if she was finished doing her hair.

Selivia drew in a deep breath. “Yes.”

Her brother held out his arm. In the absence of their parents, Siv and Sora would escort Selivia to her wedding. She wished her mother could be there. And her father, who had died even before Siv and Dara were married. She swallowed a lump in her throat. The three of them had been through so much, both together and apart. It filled her with joy to share this day with them, and she wanted to savor the moment.

“Hurry up, will you?” Siv said when she didn’t stand. “I want to get you safely to the courtyard before I burst into tears.”

“Yes, let’s go. No one wants to see that,” Sora said, tears already glistening on her cheeks.

Selivia stood, the blue silk flowing against her legs like water. “Let’s do this.”
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The wedding wasn’t quite how Selivia had dreamed it would be. There was no dancing, no fine feast. The vows were simple and the ceremony short. Guards lined the walls, watching for thunderbirds, and Cindral dragons prowled in the background, ready for a fight. The attendees could only stay briefly before resuming their preparations for their journey the next morning. Clouds began to gather in the blue sky one by one, a reminder of the threat they faced.

But Selivia didn’t mind. It wasn’t raining, and she was surrounded by people she loved—her brother and sister. Dara. Mav. Tamri and Gramma Teall. The remaining dragons and dragon riders. Even Heath came to watch the ceremony, alternating between keeping an eye on the dragons and beaming at her. Queen Rochelle and Prince Chadrech were there, too, representing the country she would one day come to love as much as Vertigon.

Then there was Latch. He wore a fine Vertigonian-blue coat, a symbol that he was joining her family and her country just as she was joining his. More importantly, he didn’t take his eyes off Selivia from the moment she entered the courtyard until they sealed their union with a kiss. He smiled as if he were the luckiest man alive and swore to love and protect her for the rest of his days. He didn’t cry, but his voice grew hoarse as he whispered poetry in her ear, and that was even better.
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Tamri paced back and forth outside the dragon garden after Selivia and Latch’s wedding. Everyone had darted off to continue their preparations for the mission—except for Selivia and Latch, who had disappeared into the palace together. Tamri had never been to a wedding before. She supposed they weren’t all like that, quick and sweet with the threat of an attack by vicious magical creatures hanging over their heads.

She recited her list of possible ways to solidify the Lightning as she paced. They’d carefully selected the order in which to try each method, hoping she’d land on an effective one before the Lightning stopped her. Layer the Lightning over the chasm. Force it into metal or, if that failed, stone. Weave it as if it were a curtain. Spin it like a whirlpool. Compress it into sheets. She recited the steps each method took, moving her hands through the air as she imagined the processes. Maybe the repetition would help even if the Lightning impaired her judgment.

Tamri intended to spend this evening practicing everything one more time, but she couldn’t bring herself to cross the avenue to the archive yet. She’d be boarding a ship in the morning for a mission she might not survive. Heath still didn’t know she would be the one going to the Lightning chasm. She had to talk to him. No, she wanted to talk to him. She summoned her nerve and walked beneath the stone archway.

Heath knelt beside Zorya, checking a spot on her shoulder where her golden scales had been chipped away. He had the final say on which dragons were healthy enough to join the expedition. The chosen ones would ride on the ships to preserve their strength until it was time for the big diversion.

Heath pressed Zorya’s injury gently, watching her reaction. It was amazing how well he understood the dragons, even though they couldn’t speak to him in words. He worked his way along the dragon’s shoulder, treating the huge beast with incredible tenderness. Tamri couldn’t believe she’d thought him stern and disapproving and even hateful when they first met.

Suddenly, Heath looked up at her. “Are you here to talk to me or just to stare?”

“Oh, uh, hi.” She walked over to join him. “You knew I was there.”

“I noticed you didn’t dart away the minute the wedding ended. You’ve been dashing around a lot lately.”

“We’ve all been busy,” Tamri said.

“That’s true.” Heath patted Zorya on the flank and moved over to check on a dragon with feathers the color of ripe bitterfruit. “I picked five dragons well enough to board the ships tomorrow. They’re still annoyed the Soolens kept them shackled while we were away.” He inspected a cut near the dragon’s eye. He was always more talkative when his hands were busy. “If they weren’t itching to get their teeth into some thunderbirds, they might choose not to fight with us.”

“We need them,” Tamri said. “They’re the only reason Sharoth survived the first attack.”

“I know,” Heath said. “And so do they. They won’t let us down.”

Heath continued checking the dragons’ injuries, and Tamri picked up a stiff-bristled brush to help him comb their feathers.

The dragons had recovered quickly thanks to the Watermight healers. Soolen healers weren’t nearly as advanced as Pendarkans like Ollian, but they’d done their best with the creatures. The worst injuries were on the soft membranes of their wings. The Wielders planned to use Watermight to strengthen the dragons’ wings during the upcoming fight, the way Tamri had learned to do on their first flight to Thunderbird Island.

The Cindral dragons’ aggressive behaviors had ceased now that most of the Lightning that had flickered through the air was being used on the thunderbirds. If they succeeded in defeating the thunderbirds and their queen without sealing the chasm, the Lightning might start affecting the Cindral dragons again. If necessary, the Wielders could use the Watermight strengthening the dragons’ wings to restrain them until the Lightning was under control.

They setting sun cast rosy light over the garden as Heath and Tamri finished tending the dragons. Tamri sat beside Laini, stroking her sea-green feathers and letting the dragon nuzzle her hair. Heath began repairing a leather harness with a thick needle and a strip of rawhide. He seemed aware Tamri had something to say, but he let her take her time, as patient as if she, too, were an agitated dragon.

Evening fell, bringing with it the cool scent of distant rain. It was nice to sit in silence. The calm before the storm. Tamri had had precious little calm in her life since the day she first laid eyes on a Vertigonian. This Vertigonian in fact. But Heath had been the source of much of the calm she’d found, his stern face and quiet manner a bastion against the gale.

Laini nudged Tamri’s arm and looked pointedly at Heath. Even the dragon knew Tamri had come here to speak. She had to say the thing she would regret not saying if things went poorly at Thunderbird Island. She hadn’t wanted him to matter to her as much as Gramma Teall did, but it was already too late.

Trying to channel some of the Fire Queen’s directness, Tamri shifted around so she faced him head on, both of them sitting cross-legged in the dirt. She clenched her fists and pressed them into her knees as if bracing herself.

“Heath.”

He looked up, his hair shifting across his forehead, and met her eyes steadily. “Yes, Tamri?”

“Thank you for taking care of Gramma Teall. You were right that she’s better off here than under Khrillin’s thumb.”

“You don’t need to thank me,” Heath said. “I gave her a choice. I shouldn’t take credit since I didn’t accept the blame.”

Tamri raised an eyebrow. “Okay, I won’t give you any credit then.”

Heath chuckled, and at her back, Laini did as well.

Then Heath carefully set aside the harness he was repairing and took Tamri’s hand as if it were the simplest thing in the world.

Tamri held her breath. Heath’s hands were rough with the particular calluses left by a dragon harness as he gently uncurled her clenched fist. She felt as if her whole body were spinning, and he was the only thing anchoring her to the ground.

She had tried to push Heath away, believing she couldn’t care about him without risking Gramma Teall. She hadn’t wanted him to risk himself for her again, either. But Gramma Teall was safer thanks to him. And tomorrow Tamri would risk her own life, something he cared about too.

She breathed out, letting her hand relax into his. Heath’s expression was expectant, even hopeful, as he studied her in the fading light. She could kiss him. She’d thought about kissing him often, even when she was furious with him. If the look in his eyes was any indication, he wanted to kiss her too. She thought about telling him how much she cared about him. She might even love him. But Tamri wasn’t sure what love meant apart from the kind she and Gramma Teall shared, the kind that made her lungs spasm at the thought of anything happening to her.

But that wasn’t the truth she had come to give him tonight, the truth that meant more to her and left her more exposed than love and kissing and everything that went with it.

She squeezed his hand tight, drawing strength from him in order to reveal the truth that she couldn’t go to the Lightning chasm without speaking aloud.

“Heath,” she said again.

“Yes, Tamri?”

She steeled herself as if drawing on Fire. “I trust you.”

Heath’s whole face brightened like a sunrise. “Thank you.”

“I mean, I really trust you,” she said fiercely. “I would put Gramma Teall’s life in your hands anytime.” She glared at him, making sure he understood how serious this was. “I don’t just say that to anyone.”

“I understand how much it means.” Heath looked closer at her, as if starting to suspect why she was making such a grand declaration now. “You’re going to survive this mission, Tamri,” he said. “We have strong allies and a good plan. The dragons will watch out for everyone when the thunderbirds appear.”

“I know.” She took a deep breath. Trusting him meant being honest with him, even though he’d object to what she was going to do. “But I won’t be in the thunderbird battle,” she said. “I’m going to the Lightning chasm with the Fire Queen. I’m the one making the seal.”

Heath went very still. She waited for him to object, to ask her not to risk it. He looked as if that was exactly what he wanted to do. She prepared herself to argue that she really was the best person for the job, even if she still doubted that fact.

But instead of arguing, he laced his fingers through hers. “Take Boru.”

“Heath—”

“I can ride another dragon during the fight. Boru is strong.” He paused as something like thunder rumbled in the night. “He’ll get you out of there if things go poorly.”

Tamri’s skin warmed as if it were filled with Lightning. She should have known he wouldn’t try to talk her out of this. Heath didn’t underestimate her. He was one of the only people in the world who never had.

“Thank you.” She gripped his hands hard enough to hurt, hard enough to communicate everything she didn’t yet know how to say. “I know how much that means too.”
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The weather took a turn for the worse the next morning. Tamri woke early to find the wind rattling the boarded-up window and howling through the cracks. As she donned her red Wielder school coat and prepared to head down to the harbor, she got the eerie but unmistakable feeling that something was wrong. Weather like that was never a good omen these days.

“You should go stay underground,” she told Gramma Teall as she kissed her goodbye. “There are chambers down there where you’ll be safe.”

“Safe.” Gramma Teall snorted. “More like trapped if I can’t find my way out again.”

“I’m serious,” Tamri said. “I’ll be away for a week even if things go perfectly. I don’t want you taking any chances.”

Gramma Teall frowned, picking at the edge of her blanket with gnarled fingers. “Where are you going, child?”

Tamri hesitated. She’d explained the mission several times already, but it didn’t seem to stick. Was that a sign of further memory deterioration? She wished she could check on Ollian’s Watermight bandages, but she didn’t want to make Gramma Teall worse accidentally.

She forced a smile. “I’m taking a ship loaded with dragons and two kinds of magic to complete an impossible task with a Firewielder queen and a bunch of Soolen soldiers.”

“Soolens!” Gramma Teall chortled as if she’d made an excellent joke. “Imagine that. Run along and play, child. I think I’ll have a cup of tea.”

Tamri kissed her once more, trying to ignore the wind howling beyond their window boards, and left Gramma Teall to her tea. She’d send someone to bring her down to the underground chambers whether she liked it or not. Tamri couldn’t take chances today.

When she reached the harbor, the ships, imposing schooners loaded with all the magic, dragons, and soldiers they needed, were waiting. Mav had spent the past two weeks producing as much Fire as he could, and an impressive quantity of the substance was now packed in steel barrels on the ships’ decks. The Cindral dragons would carry Watermight from the palace vent in their bellies. The supply had been strained to its limits in order to leave enough to defend against another attack. Hopefully the force traveling to Highcliff Isle would draw the thunderbirds away from both Sharoth and the Lightning chasm, but Wielders were posted throughout the city just in case.

Prince Chadrech, clad in slate gray like his soldiers, was overseeing the loading of the nearest of the four ships, called the Silverliner. King Siv stood beside him in blue, a determinedly polite smile plastered on his face, as if he didn’t particularly enjoy teaming up with the Soolen Crown Prince. Both men wore swords on their hips and boots polished to a shine, a matched pair despite their differences.

Queen Dara, dressed in a practical black coat and gray trousers, was speaking to Heath beneath the shadow of Mav’s vast wings on the next vessel. Heath glanced over at Tamri and smiled slightly before turning his attention back to the queen. Boru, Laini, and the other Cindral dragons lounged on the forecastles of the remaining ships, watching the soldiers and sailors with jewel-bright eyes.

As Tamri walked along the dock, a harsh wind kicked up, carrying hints of rain. Heavy clouds sat low above the city, almost reaching the watchtowers that lined the harbor like blunt teeth. In the harbor itself, the great ships swayed and dipped as if they were living creatures.

Tamri paused at the railing between the third and fourth ships, studying the sails lashed tightly to their masts. She didn’t know much about sailing, but she hoped these brisk winds would help speed them along on their voyage. Watermight could be used to propel ships, but that took a great deal of power, far more than they had to spare today. Most of the Wielders accompanying them were Waterworkers who couldn’t use those barrels of Fire. They needed the wind on their side to make it to Highcliff Isle.

“This is what the weather was like the day of the thunderbird attack.”

Tamri looked up as Selivia joined her by the railing, her bodyguard, Fenn, trailing behind her. The princess wore dark-green breeches and an embroidered riding coat, though she wouldn’t be coming on the expedition. Selivia, Queen Sora, and Queen Rochelle would lead the defense—and maybe evacuation—of Sharoth if the worst happened.

“Do you think another attack is coming?”

“Perhaps.” Selivia touched one of her mostly healed thunderbird wounds absently. “It’s an uncanny coincidence for it to be today.”

A chill wind stirred Tamri’s hair, and the ships scraped ominously against the dock. “Gramma Teall says only fools believe in coincidences.”

“Maybe the Thunderbird Queen is trying to stop us from charging off to the islands,” Selivia said. “The weather could be a warning.”

“That would mean they know our plans,” Tamri said.

“Exactly.” Selivia fiddled with the embroidery on her coat. “I don’t like this.”

They still feared the person controlling the Lightning could be one of their own. They’d kept the details of the plan secret from most of the Wielders as a precaution, but the storm building in the distance wasn’t reassuring.

“Do you think we should call off the mission?” Tamri asked the princess.

The soldiers were already boarding the ships, and the dragons prowled among the barrels of Fire. Latch himself stood on the deck of the farthest vessel, his face turned toward the sky. A hint of Watermight showed at his fingertips. Selivia’s newly minted husband had made a point of checking in with Tamri and Dara often to make sure he didn’t have new memory gaps when he might be communing with the Lightning unaware. After seeing how happy Latch and Selivia were at their wedding, Tamri hoped he didn’t turn out to be the one after all.

“I don’t know if we can afford to delay,” Selivia said, watching Latch with a slight frown. “I think—”

Suddenly an alarm bell sounded, ringing loudly over the water. Tamri and Selivia exchanged glances then immediately looked up, searching the sky for the threat. All along the harbor and aboard the ships, people leapt into action, grabbing weapons, rushing toward the dragons, shouting orders. The bells clanged louder.

Tamri scanned the low-hanging clouds. The last hints of blue had leached from the morning sky, replaced by stubborn gray. She clenched her fists, waiting for the vicious cries that would announce the arrival of the thunderbirds.

But no storm-gray wings appeared, no fierce eyes or flashing beaks. Tamri saw only wind-tossed clouds and a distant shimmer of rain. Moreover, despite reaching out with her other senses, she couldn’t feel any Lightning at all. It didn’t add up.

The alarms rang on behind her, and boots hammered the dock, vibrating through her hands. Sailors scurried into the riggings of the tall ships. She couldn’t figure out what had kicked off the commotion.

Then Selivia clutched her arm. “Look!” She shook Tamri’s arm to get her to stop staring skyward. “There, out to sea. To the west.”

Tamri switched her focus to the churning waves, the white caps dancing across the steely water. And she saw it.

The threat wasn’t coming from the cloudy skies or from Thunderbird Island far to the east. It was coming from the misty western sea. From Pendark.

A fleet of ships was approaching the city. Tall darkwood prows pierced the mists. Black sails billowed in the fitful wind. Watermight flashed and shimmered around the hulls, propelling the vessels through the swells. Those were Pendarkan ships. Tamri had seen their like in the Black Gulf all throughout her childhood. She had imagined sailing away on one of them to a world where she and Gramma Teall wouldn’t have to sneak and steal and fight in the gutters to survive.

Now, her gut twisted with dread at the sight. For in the prow of the foremost vessel, beneath a midnight-blue banner emblazoned in silver, stood King Khrillin himself.
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The Pendarkan fleet filled the mouth of Sharoth’s harbor, with Khrillin’s ship in the lead. Tamri lost count at twelve ships.

She gripped the dock railing until her knuckles turned white. “I didn’t think he’d get here so soon.”

“Neither did I,” Selivia said. “We’re not prepared for a sea invasion.”

Though the four ships chosen for the expedition were ready to launch, the bulk of the city’s Wielders were spread evenly throughout Sharoth’s tall buildings, watching for an attack from the sky. Silver glinted in the harbor-front watchtowers, a sign of defenses being readied, but the towers weren’t as well manned as usual. And the city was bursting with refugees. The timing couldn’t be worse.

The lead Pendarkan ship sailed closer, leaving the rest of the fleet to block the harbor. King Khrillin stood tall in the prow, clad in burgundy as dark as congealed blood. His luxurious beard whipped about in the wind, glinting with gems. Mists swirled around his sails and midnight banner, and the sea frothed beneath the darkwood hull of his ship.

The vessel paused close enough for Tamri to make out the activity on deck. More Waterworkers were arrayed behind the king, their hands and eyes glowing with Watermight. Tamri recognized Brik, the excitable Boundary District lord, and the Waterlady with wild red hair who’d been glowering suspiciously at everyone at the party. Apparently, Khrillin had won her over after all.

Tamri squinted at the other ships, wondering if Gyra, Pel, and the Red Lady were out there too. How had Khrillin gotten so many Waterworkers to agree to this? They must have used Watermight to propel the ships for the entire journey in order to get here so quickly. It would have taken a colossal amount, requiring unprecedented cooperation and investment. She shook her head, hardly believing what was right in front of her.

Khrillin certainly looked pleased with himself. He surveyed the uproar his arrival had caused along the harbor with a satisfied smirk. Then he raised his hands, and a swirl of Watermight curled around his throat and mouth like a silk scarf.

“Greetings, greetings,” he boomed, the Watermight amplifying his voice so everyone in the harbor could hear it. “I wish to speak with King Sivarrion Amintelle, the Fourth Good King of Vertigon. I understand you are hosting him in your fair city.”

Tamri spotted King Siv speaking earnestly to Dara and Prince Chadrech a few paces farther up the dock from her, Selivia, and Fenn. They all looked deadly serious.

“I propose a parlay,” Khrillin went on in that magically amplified voice. “Approach, good King Siv, and we shall talk on my ship.” His vessel edged forward, farther from the rest of his fleet. “You will be within reach of your Soolen allies, so you needn’t fear for your safety.”

“Don’t trust him,” Tamri said, half to herself.

Selivia glanced at her. “It’s a good sign if he wants to talk. We can’t afford a fight right now.”

“He didn’t come all this way to talk,” Tamri said.

“Maybe he’ll agree to a temporary truce,” Selivia said. “We have to deal with the Lightning. If we fight, we’ll use up all the magical substances before we even see a thunderbird.”

Tamri didn’t think they had a choice. No matter how hard she’d tried to convince Khrillin of the Lightning’s dangers, he wouldn’t believe they weren’t planning to use it against him. And somehow he’d convinced the Waterworkers of Pendark to unite for a preemptive strike.

“Come now, Sivarrion.” Khrillin’s voice rolled over the water. “What is the delay? Bring your lovely bride if you are afraid to speak with me. I daresay she can protect you better than a whole battalion of soldiers.”

Farther along the dock, it looked as though Siv and Dara were disagreeing on whether to accept the parlay. Siv gestured to Khrillin’s ships then clapped Prince Chadrech on the back, speaking passionately to his wife. Tamri wished she could hear what they were saying.

“He’s invoking the alliance,” Selivia said.

“Huh?”

“Siv. Look at him. Our nations promised to defend each other. He’s trying to convince Dara to let him risk his life on behalf of Soole.”

Chadrech looked almost as surprised at the Vertigonian king’s actions as Tamri was. The Crown Prince had questioned their commitment to the alliance over and over again. But it seemed that when King Siv promised aid, he meant it.

At last, Dara gave a short nod and marched over to Mav to collect some of his Fire. Chadrech and Siv looked at each other, momentarily united in triumph. Then they seemed to realize what they were doing and hurried away in opposite directions to prepare to meet Khrillin.

Soon Dara, Siv, and Chadrech were climbing into a narrow longboat manned by a dozen Soolen soldiers. They raised a white flag in the prow and rowed toward Khrillin’s ship, which floated well away from its escort. Dara was facing away from Tamri, but she could imagine the look of intense focus in her eyes. Prince Chadrech gripped the gunwales, looking as if he already regretted joining the parlay. King Siv stood in the prow, the wind blowing his dark hair back from his face and ruffling his coattails as he went to meet Khrillin.

Tamri didn’t like this. The situation felt wrong, as if malice tinged the very air around them. Didn’t Khrillin have a grudge against Siv for a long-ago deception? Why were they trusting him, even for a moment?

Tamri couldn’t stand idly by. She waved to Laini, summoning her from the deck of a ship that was supposed to be on its way to the East Isles by now. Her sea-green belly bulged with the Watermight supply she was carrying for their mission.

“What are you doing?” Selivia asked sharply as the sea-green dragon joined them on the dock.

“Taking precautions.” Tamri patted Laini’s snout, taking comfort as her cold, Watermight-tinged breath ruffled her hair. “Can I have some of your Watermight supply?”

“Tamri,” Selivia said urgently. “The parlay—”

“I’ll just hold it,” Tamri said. “In case anything goes wrong.”

Selivia frowned, but she didn’t interfere when Laini opened her mouth and allowed Tamri to withdraw some Watermight from her belly. The silver-white substance sank into Tamri’s skin and iced along her bones, lending her its strength. She would be ready for anything. She glanced at Heath, who stood with Boru on another ship. He had his Fire cudgel in hand, and he was watching his beloved king and queen as if he, too, was ready to fly to their defense.

The longboat carrying Dara, Siv, and Chadrech drew closer to Khrillin’s ship. The darkwood hull loomed above them, making them look like children in a rowboat. Tamri could barely breathe as the longboat stopped and bobbed in the roughening waves.

Khrillin looked down his proud nose at them. Tamri couldn’t guess what he was thinking. He held a grudge against King Siv, and he was no friend of Chadrech and his mother. But Dara was holding Fire—and maybe Watermight too. Khrillin wouldn’t dare cross her.

The Watermight around his throat convulsed, and he spoke in that loud voice once more.

“It has been too long, my friends. I trust you are well?”

King Siv raised a hand in greeting, saying something Tamri couldn’t hear. She rested her hand on Laini’s neck, feeling as tense as a crossbow string.

“What I want?” Khrillin said in response. “Oh, Siv, my lad. I see you haven’t learned after all this time.”

Khrillin smiled, and a massive viper of pure Watermight emerged from the sea behind the longboat. The vast coil of the substance shimmered with ethereal light, blocking Tamri’s view of the longboat and its passengers. Her heart stopped dead in her chest as the substance hardened to ice in the air above the queen’s head. Then the Watermight viper crashed downward.
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Gold and white flared so fast Tamri almost missed it. The Watermight viper recoiled, half of its length disintegrating. Dara must have hurled some of her Fire at the last moment, the substances consuming each other in a flash.

But the damage was already done. The longboat splintered beneath the weight of the remaining Watermight, hurling its passengers into the sea.

Dara’s head popped out of the water first, her eyes glowing with Fire. The Watermight viper re-formed, smaller now, and swayed before her as if it were a living thing, daring her to launch her Fire at it again. Tamri’s heart pounded as if she were the one waiting for the next strike.

The sailors began to surface around Dara, struggling against the churning waves, grasping for pieces of their ruined vessel to help them stay afloat. Siv and Chadrech appeared, the latter bleeding heavily from the temple. Siv swam toward the prince, pushing aside debris from the longboat.

The Watermight viper slid closer to Dara, bobbing and weaving, taunting her. Then its head turned to ice and struck at her face. She blasted Fire at it, and the ice shattered into tiny silver shards, which pelted the sea, some disintegrating on impact, others re-forming into a still smaller viper.

Dara treaded water, preparing for the next attack. But while she was distracted, wrist-thick ropes of Watermight zipped from Khrillin’s ship and plucked the other members of the would-be envoy from the sea. Chadrech and Siv were hauled through the air, dripping water and blood, and dropped onto the deck at Khrillin’s feet.

Dara still fought the Watermight viper, destroying it bit by bit with Fire as she struggled to keep her head above water, each time using up more of her power. Finally, all too quickly, she raised her hand, and nothing happened. The last of her Fire was spent—and a final sliver of the Watermight viper remained. It seized Dara around the waist and pulled her from the sea. She thudded to the deck next to Siv and Chadrech. Minutes after they’d left the dock, they were at Khrillin’s mercy.

Abruptly, Tamri remembered herself and the magic flowing in her veins. She scrambled onto Laini’s back. She wouldn’t let Khrillin hurt the Fire Queen.

“Tamri!” Selivia called. “It’s too dangerous!”

Heath shouted something from the nearby ship. Tamri ignored them both. She had to stop this before it was too late.

“Fly!” she shouted.

At Tamri’s command, Laini’s muscles bunched beneath her, and she launched off the dock, catching a gust beneath her wings. They soared over the tops of the Soolen ships and ascended over the harbor. The wind whipped through Tamri’s hair, smelling of rain and lightning. She held tight to Laini’s harness, the Watermight in her body giving her courage, and directed the dragon toward the Pendarkan fleet.

She focused on the lead ship, where Khrillin was speaking to his captives. Dara wasn’t trying to seize his Watermight. Tamri couldn’t tell if the Fire Queen was biding her time, or if she didn’t think she could defeat Khrillin and his many Waterworkers. Either way, Tamri wouldn’t leave her to fight alone.

As they drew nearer to Khrillin’s ship, a great burst of wind swirled Tamri’s hair into her eyes. She looked up as Mav soared directly over her head, the draft from his powerful wings forcing Laini downward.

The massive true dragon quickly outpaced Laini and reached Khrillin’s ship before her and Tamri. He flared his leathery wings wide and soared down to perch on Khrillin’s mast. The wood crumpled beneath Mav’s weight at once, and he thudded down onto the deck in a billow of sails and splinters.

The Waterworkers shouted in surprise and scrambled away from the huge dragon in their midst. Brik tripped over a rope and went sprawling. Even Khrillin stumbled back, awed by Mav’s sheer size. Tamri leaned out over Laini’s shoulder as the scene unfolded below, looking for her chance to dive into the fray.

The Waterworkers recovered quickly from their shock. They took shelter behind barrels and began shooting Watermight darts at Mav. The red-haired woman led the barrage, her eyes glowing white and wild as she hurled her silvery weapons. But the power glanced off Mav’s scales as if it were regular water.

They tried to go for his eyes next. At that, he gave a furious roar and rose on his hind legs amidst the wreckage of the mast, spreading his wings like a new pair of sails. Heat radiated from his chest, and his throat glowed golden. Then he leaned forward and sprayed liquid Fire all across the ship.

Sails and railings ignited at the Fire’s touch, and flames raced through the rigging. Sailors and Wielders shouted and screamed, almost drowning out Mav’s roar. Smoke billowed into the air, obscuring Tamri’s view of the action.

She and Laini circled the burning vessel as Mav spewed more Fire, which spread across the deck as if it were burning oil. Whenever it hit stray puddles of Watermight, the two substances ignited in a flash of white light. Tamri didn’t dare join the fight with all that Fire around. She had to use the Watermight Laini had given her sparingly.

Khrillin’s Waterworkers couldn’t afford the same caution. They launched attack after attack at Mav, working themselves into a frenzy. Their Watermight evaporated in bright-white flashes, taking Mav’s Fire with it. But he had plenty more. He let the Waterworkers waste their power, blast by blast, and the flashes lit up the sky like a lightning storm.

As Laini wheeled above it all, Tamri finally caught sight of Dara. The Fire Queen had made it to the starboard side, where she sheltered beneath Mav’s vast wing. She was drawing his Fire toward her in golden threads, filling her blood with magic.

The red-haired Pendarkan Wielder hurled a Watermight net, attempting to snare her before she could unleash all that Fire. But Dara raised a hand and calmly snagged the silver net out of the air. She spun it around her wrist, melding the individual threads back together so a thick silver snake briefly encircled her arm. Then she sent the Watermight flowing upward as if were a fountain and began to swallow the silvery magical substance in large gulps.

Tamri realized what she was doing. Dara had once showed Tamri how swallowing Watermight made it easier for her to use. And she was already filled to bursting with Mav’s Fire. Dara was going to Wield the two powers together.

This was it. Tamri would finally witness that incredible power in action. After seeing the Fire and Watermight consuming each other all across the battlefield, it was a wonder that anyone could manage the exceedingly delicate balance required to use them together.

While the Fire Queen drew in the power—Watermight down her throat and Fire through her hands—Prince Chadrech and King Siv joined her beneath Mav’s wing. Siv was supporting Prince Chadrech, who looked to be having trouble standing. Blood flowed down the Soolen prince’s face, and he barely seemed aware of his surroundings. Dara stopped swallowing Watermight long enough to shout something at Siv.

The king nodded and hauled Chadrech to Mav’s side to help him climb onto his back. Siv climbed up behind him—then ducked as a lasso of Watermight nearly snatched him from his perch.

The Waterworkers were closing in again, trying to prevent their erstwhile captives from escaping on Mav. Brik was the one who’d tried to snare the king.

Tamri saw her opening at last. She didn’t want to interfere with Dara’s Wielding, but she could still help.

She whipped the Watermight from her body and lashed downward, knocking Brik over before he could hurl another lasso. Not giving him time to react, she used the Watermight whip to catch him by the ankle and toss him overboard. He landed in the sea with a satisfying splash.

Laini crowed her approval and flew closer to the ship, allowing Tamri to seek out her next target. She spotted one of the port lords’ thugs trying to sneak up on Dara. With another flick of her power, she threw him into the sea after Brik.

They circled back toward the starboard side, where Dara was swallowing the last of the Watermight, her fingertips glowing with Fire. She quivered with power now, as if the magical substances were cascading through her body, on the verge of igniting or of tearing her apart.

The Waterworkers were still trying to get to Dara. Tamri knocked down another—a kid who had to be younger than her—but the others had realized she was there now. They began to take aim at Laini, forcing her to pull back. Tamri tried to fight the red-haired Waterworker, but the woman blocked her whips with shields of solid magic. She and Laini flew higher still to avoid her counterstrikes. But their intervention bought the Fire Queen a little time.

Dara shouted at Mav, and he took off from the deck, making the ship sway violently. Siv and Chadrech clung to his back, the king holding onto the injured prince to keep him from falling.

Mav looped once around the ship, his wings stirring the smoke from the many fires. Then he dipped downward, closed his claws around Dara’s shoulders, and lifted her into the air. His great wings heaved as he carried her away from the burning ship. Tamri felt a moment of pure relief.

Then a figure in dark burgundy caught her eye. Khrillin was striding across the deck of his ship as the true dragon absconded with his captives. His fingernails glowed silver as he prepared a net to snatch them from the sky. Tamri got ready to counter it from higher up, hoping she still had enough Watermight to cut through Khrillin’s attack. But before either of them could make their move, Mav turned in a great loop and brought the Fire Queen around to face the ship.

Still suspended by her arms, Dara fixed her gaze on Khrillin’s ship. Then she took a deep breath and closed her hands into fists, and a wave of pure pressure exploded out of her.

The wave struck the ship, and it crumpled as if it were made of paper, sending the people on its decks sliding into the water. Screams and shouts of confusion rose to meet Tamri, and burning beams cracked and splintered. Her mouth fell open at the sheer destructive power in the blast.

Then a second wave burst from the Fire Queen, more concentrated this time, and pushed down on the ship like a giant hand. The surface of the water bent as the ship sank lower and lower, pressed down by that invisible fist.

Khrillin had fallen to the deck at the first blast and grabbed a Fire-drenched beam to keep from going overboard. He looked up at the water towering around him as his ship was forced toward the bottom of the harbor. A flare of silver showed in his eyes, a flash of fear.

Then the fist of pressure disappeared, and the sea rushed in to fill the gap, burying the ship in a torrent of churning water and debris. The sea hissed as the flames were extinguished, and hot steam rose above the water.

Tamri couldn’t believe it. In a matter of seconds, the Fire Queen had pushed the ship underwater and drowned it as if it were a bug.

Tamri had underestimated how powerful combining the magical substances would be. It was an incredible weapon. And that was only two magical substances. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to see the Fire Queen use three. This was why Dara Ruminor Amintelle was feared across the continent. She had to be the most powerful Wielder who had ever lived.

Mav gave a triumphant cry and circled the churning whirlpool where Khrillin’s ship had been. Siv and Chadrech still clung to his back, and Dara’s boots swung beneath him.

At her higher altitude, Tamri shifted on Laini’s back, brushing tangled hair out of her eyes. Her skin crackled uncomfortably. She needed to focus. The fight hadn’t ended with the sinking of Khrillin’s ship.

The rest of the Pendarkan fleet had moved toward the city while Tamri concentrated on the fight on Khrillin’s ship. They were engaging with Soolen ships all across the harbor. Watermight flashed and sparked as the Soolen Wielders defended their city, using the power they’d gathered for the journey to Thunderbird Island to hold off the surprise Pendarkan invaders.

Did Dara plan to sink all the Pendarkan ships the same way? Mav was carrying her closer to one that was tangling with a Soolen vessel. The thought of the destruction the Fire Queen was about to unleash made Tamri squirm uncomfortably. Those were still her countrymen, and even though they’d attacked first, this was no longer a fair fight.

But then something moved in the waves below. A figure was emerging from the churning sea where the first ship had gone down—a figure clad in blood-dark burgundy. Khrillin was still alive.

The King of Pendark rose out of the water on an ice-hard platform made of Watermight. Steam curled across the silver disk, making Khrillin look like an otherworldly being. His beard was drenched and limp, and he wore an expression of tight-lipped fury.

Lightning flashed in the distance, and thunder rolled over the sea. Tamri’s skin prickled. She watched, transfixed, as Khrillin rose higher on his Watermight platform. He scanned the sky, looking for the woman who had sunk his ship. Something about him struck her as strange. She couldn’t figure out what it was. A silver-white film covered his eyes, indicating he held an immense quantity of Watermight, and his fingers were glowing.

Tamri gasped. That was what was wrong. His fingers were glowing gold, not silver-white. In addition to all that Watermight, Khrillin was holding on to Fire.

No. Desperately, Tamri spun Watermight from her fingertips. She had to knock Khrillin into the sea or warn the Fire Queen or do something. But she was too late.

Khrillin raised his hands, and a wave of pressure every bit as strong as Dara’s exploded outward. It hit Mav from behind and sent him tumbling end over end, hurling Dara around so violently that Tamri feared every bone in her body would break. Siv and Chadrech fell from his back and crashed into the sea. Mav roared in pain, struggling to stay airborne and keep his grip on Dara. His black wings beat frantically, trying to catch the air.

Tamri opened her mouth to shout for help, instructions, anything. Then Khrillin’s wave of pressure hit Laini with a sickening crunch. Tamri desperately tried to hold onto the harness, but the pressure was too much. Her fingers slipped free, and she plunged from Laini’s back and dropped toward the raging sea.
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Tamri struck the water hard, the impact forcing the breath from her lungs. She fought the urge to inhale, kicking and struggling, trying to find the surface. She’d plunged farther down than she thought. Murky darkness surrounded her. She was disoriented, confused. Her lungs burned, and saltwater stung her eyes. Was she even going the right way?

Then lightning flashed, making the water glow. Tamri swam toward it, using the light to guide her to the surface. She broke through the barrier between sea and air and sucked in an enormous breath. Then a swell hit her in the face, making her gasp and choke. She treaded water, trying to force air into her lungs despite the choppy sea.

As Tamri gulped down as much air as she could, she tried to get her bearings. Storm clouds filled the sky above her, their billowing shapes illuminated in flashes of lightning. The wind howled over the water, whipping the waves to a froth, freezing her cheeks.

A plaintive cry broke through the wind. Laini was thrashing about not far from Tamri, the seawater weighing down her feathers.

Tamri swam to the dragon and wrapped her arms around her scaled neck, trying to calm her. “We’re alive,” she choked out, dizzyingly relieved that Laini had survived their fall. “Easy, sweetie. Can you get airborne?”

Laini whimpered and flailed her wings feebly, struggling to escape the water’s clutches. But the sea was rough, and her wing was still weak from her injury. Beating at the waves would only make it worse.

“Wait, let me help you.”

Tamri drew more Watermight from Laini’s belly and directed it along her wings, strengthening them with braces of silvery magic.

“Try again,” Tamri said.

Laini pumped her wings, straining, determined. Tamri concentrated on the Watermight braces, helping Laini to beat her wings harder, to overcome the weight of the water.

“You can do it,” Tamri urged, putting all her Wielder strength into the braces. “One more big push.”

With a mighty surge, Laini rose out of the water at last. She flew in a wobbly circle above where Tamri floated, water droplets cascading from her feathers. The Watermight braces shone along her wings like silver bones.

“Can you carry me?” Tamri called. The water really was cold. Her skin was prickling, and her teeth chattered.

Laini squawked and soared down for another pass. Tamri threw a lasso of Watermight around her neck, spreading the loop into a wide band to make it more comfortable for the dragon. Then Laini gave a great heave and pulled Tamri out of the sea.

Tamri used the Watermight cord to haul herself up to her usual spot on Laini’s back and tied herself to the harness so she wouldn’t fall again. She pressed her face to Laini’s scales, breathing deeply. Her whole body felt tender, and she was in for a blinding headache. As the wind tore around her, the cold worsened, so sharp she felt as if her skin were burning.

The weather had deteriorated awfully fast. The clouds blocked out the sun entirely now, rendering it as dark as night. Laini climbed higher into the sky, struggling to gain altitude in her exhausted state, and Tamri tried to figure out what was going on in the rest of the harbor.

Khrillin’s terrible blast of power had pushed them away from the main battle. Tamri squinted through the darkness. Gold and silver glowed ahead, evidence of the magical substances still in play. It was difficult to make sense of the moving, fragmenting lights.

Then a bolt of lightning struck the sea, illuminating the entire scene. Ships were locked in battle all across the harbor. Watermight whipped back and forth as the Soolen and the Pendarkan Wielders tried to rip holes in each other’s vessels. Cracks and splashes and explosions rent the air. One of the Soolen ships had sunk already, and its soldiers had retreated to the docks, where they continued to hurl Watermight at their attackers.

Thunder boomed, rattling Tamri’s eardrums. Wind and rain buffeted her, and she shivered violently. Another flash of lightning. The barrels packed with Mav’s Fire for the mission were floating on the waves. One had broken open, creating an eerie golden glow in one patch of the sea.

Thunder reverberated through Tamri’s body, making her head ache. Another flash. She couldn’t see Khrillin or the Fire Queen or Mav anywhere. More thunder. The storm was close, almost on top of them.

Sharoth was an indistinct shape on the shore. None of the Pendarkans had gained a footing there yet. Tamri briefly considered returning to the palace and carrying Gramma Teall away on Laini. But her grandmother would be safe behind the high palace walls—as long as Khrillin didn’t come anywhere near them.

More lightning flashed, and Tamri spotted the Waterlord King on that icy platform of Watermight. He was propelling himself along the top of the water, heading for a Soolen ship. Fire glowed in his hands.

When had he figured out how to Wield Fire and Watermight together? He couldn’t have learned it from Tamri’s reports, as she didn’t know how the process worked. This was an utter catastrophe. With that power, he could destroy every ship in the harbor.

But where was the Fire Queen? Surely only she could defeat him now. Tamri searched the skies for Mav, hoping another flash of lightning would reveal his vast shape in the mist.

But Khrillin was almost to his target. If he sank that ship, he would have a clear path to the city. A clear path to Gramma Teall. Tamri had to stop him.

She directed Laini to fly closer, approaching Khrillin from behind. She needed to take him by surprise. She didn’t stand a chance against him in direct combat with one magical substance when he had two.

Below her, Khrillin raised his hands, which were glowing gold and silver, as he prepared to blast the Soolen ship with the combined powers. Tamri hurled Watermight at him with all her strength, turning it into a huge fist of ice.

Khrillin turned at the last instant, eyes widening at the sight of Tamri’s Watermight bludgeon. He flung up his hands just in time. A burst of pressure shattered the icy fist into a million crystals.

The pushback from the blast knocked Khrillin off balance, and he sank knee-deep into the sea before regaining control of his Watermight platform. But he still had magic left.

He scanned the skies for his attacker, a scowl twisting his features. His eyes fell on Tamri, and a jolt of pure terror shot through her.

Laini must have sensed it because she turned, wings beating frantically, and streaked toward the harbor mouth. They had to get out of range before Khrillin’s counterattack. The combined powers were too strong.

“Fly, Laini!” Tamri shouted, looking over her shoulder as the dragon struggled to put distance between them and Khrillin. “Go higher!”

Khrillin raised his hands, eyes and fingernails glowing. A cruel smile crossed his face.

The whole world seemed to freeze. Tamri’s heart pounded, as loud as thunder in her ears.

Then Khrillin slammed his hands together and unleashed his terrible new weapon. Tamri screamed as the blast of pressure struck them, catching Laini under her Watermight-reinforced wings. They flipped over and over, spinning out of control. The Watermight harness kept Tamri from falling this time, but she felt the impact in every inch of her body. Black spots flooded her vision.

“Keep going,” she shouted to Laini, hoarse with fear and pain. “We have to get out of his range!”

Laini obeyed, riding the surge of Khrillin’s power as it pushed them farther from the battle, farther out to sea.

When they slowed at last, still miraculously airborne, all they could do was coast on the wind and try to catch their breaths. Tamri’s ears rang, and every part of her ached. She didn’t think they’d survive another direct hit.

They’d been forced farther out to sea than before, past the harbor mouth, giving them a panoramic view of the city. The jam of ships in the harbor was making it difficult for the Soolens to maneuver and defend the waterfront. Vessels from both navies were drifting beneath the swells, their sails waving listlessly. Cindral dragons darted through the clouds, some with riders and some without. One of the dragons dove to pluck something from the sea, probably an injured sailor, and carried them to shore. None of the Cindral dragons were engaging directly with Khrillin after witnessing the damage he could do.

Watermight combat raged between the Wielders on the ship decks, across the docks, and even between the watchtowers and the ships. Silver weapons curled and struck, highlighting the progress of the battle. Tamri could feel the zing of power in the air even from so far away. At least, she thought it was Watermight.

Tamri frowned. The storm was directly overhead now. Lightning strikes punctuated the flashes from the Watermight, and thunder harmonized with the battle screams. She’d been so focused on Khrillin that she’d dismissed the worsening weather as a mundane thunderstorm. Now that she was removed from the heart of the battle, she wasn’t so sure.

There was something in the air, out here on the open water. Something more than the crackle of ordinary lightning, more than the icy wind, more than the shudder of the Fire and Watermight by the docks.

As she acknowledged the sensation, her skin came alive, as if someone were tapping their fingers along her arms. Her hair and clothes were drenched, but she still felt a crackle, like static on a dry day. A prickle of cold.

Then she felt it—a presence, calling a greeting through the shivering air.

Tamri understood what Mav and Dara had been talking about. It was a consciousness, something with its own desires, its own need to defend, to control. It was stronger and sharper than it had ever been.

Tamri realized she’d met this presence before. She’d sensed those same desires that day in the Lightning cavern. At the time, she’d believed it was Lord Latch using the Lightning to protect himself without really knowing what he was doing.

Dread turned her stomach to ice. Where was Latch right now? He’d come down to the docks with Princess Selivia. Tamri had seen him standing at the railing of one of the ships. But she hadn’t seen him since Khrillin’s arrival turned their attention from the Lightning entirely.

Could Latch be the Thunderbird Queen after all? What if they’d never freed him from the Lightning in the first place, and he had been biding his time? Maybe he’d known what was happening and claimed memory gaps to excuse himself. Now, when the magical substances they’d gathered to use against the thunderbirds were being frittered away against Khrillin, had Latch decided to make his move?

A thunderous crash sounded, jerking Tamri’s attention back to the harbor. Khrillin had loosed another blast of power, hurling a Soolen ship against the dock. The hull broke apart on impact, and the sailors plunged into the icy waters. In the confusion, two of Khrillin’s ships surged forward, and his followers began leaping onto the docks, preparing to take control of the waterfront. Khrillin was leading his Waterworker force into the city itself.

He likely had no idea of the real threat they faced. The Lightning was here. The Thunderbird Queen was here. Tamri could feel it in her skin, in her bones. It had come for its final victory. It didn’t care about Soolens and Pendarkans and Vertigonians. It wanted the city, and no one could stand against its power.

Tamri needed to find Latch, to stop him if she could. He wouldn’t want to destroy Sharoth if he were in his right mind. The place was full to bursting with his people. His bride was probably rallying the citizens to meet the Pendarkans and keep them from gaining a foothold in the city. And Gramma Teall was there. Tamri imagined her adjusting the pewter dragonfly in her hair and taking up a pair of knitting needles to defend herself.

“Laini!” Tamri shouted. “Laini, we have to go back!”

Clearly exhausted, Laini gave a pitiful cry. Tamri hated to put her through this. She splayed her hands on Laini’s shoulders and relinquished the last of the Watermight she’d been holding to add yet more strength to her wings. She would need it when she found Latch, but she could ease Laini’s strain in the meantime.

As the last drop of Watermight left Tamri’s body, that crackling energy wrapped closer, as if it had been waiting for her to put aside the other magical substance. It sang to her, asking to be admitted in the Watermight’s place, offering her anything she desired—safety, knowledge, power.

Tamri’s head spun as the Lightning spoke to her. It promised that even Fire and Watermight combined was nothing compared to the power it would give her. Khrillin was nothing. The Fire Queen was nothing. All Tamri had to do was say yes.

I’ve heard false promises before, Tamri snarled as the Lightning tried to creep its fingers into her mind. I don’t trust you.

The Lightning pulsed, a living being reacting to her rejection with unfathomable emotion.

It occurred to Tamri that she could use the Lightning in one specific way without drawing it in. She could follow its strange crackle, its voice in the air, and find its source. Let the Lightning take her to its Queen. Tamri had to find out for certain whether it had been Latch all along.

Praying this would work, Tamri opened herself to the Lightning just a little bit. It sang along the top of her skin and tugged at her hair, almost playful, as if it knew precisely what she was up to. It drew her along, invited her to follow.

Tamri called directions to Laini, and they pursued the strange pulse into the storm.

“You can do it, Laini,” Tamri called as the dragon skimmed over the sea on her reinforced wings. Rain cascaded over them in fits and starts, and Tamri’s whole body tensed with anticipation. This had to work. “We’re almost there.”

They began curving around to the south and east instead of heading toward the docks as Tamri had expected. The presence grew stronger as Laini flew eastward. They were getting farther from the thick of the battle but closer to the Thunderbird Queen.

As they left the harbor behind, Tamri allowed herself to hope that the Thunderbird Queen wasn’t Latch after all. It was some faceless Wielder she didn’t know well. Someone her friend didn’t love. She would try to defeat them if she had a chance, no matter who it was, but she still hoped.

She might not have a chance, though. The sheer quantity of Lightning the presence carried was becoming apparent the closer she got. The Lightning chasm itself contained more, but that was still enough power to obliterate Sharoth entirely—and Gramma Teall with it. Tamri gritted her teeth and curled her hands tighter around Laini’s harness.

The clouds ahead shifted, as if a dark shape was moving through the mists. Tamri frowned. They were still pretty far from the shore, but the Lightning’s presence was near. The mysterious Wielder—the Thunderbird Queen—wasn’t in the city. They were approaching through those clouds from farther out to sea.

The dark shape moved again. Tamri squinted, trying to make it out through the storm. It was big, three or four times as big as Laini.

Tamri gasped as a new thought occurred to her. Could that be Mav? The same Mav she had last seen carrying Dara in his claws.

What if she’d been working alongside the Thunderbird Queen all along, but it wasn’t Latch? What if it was Dara herself? Could they all have gotten it so wrong?

Tamri’s hair stood on end, and Laini’s feathers seemed to crackle as they flew closer to the vast shape in the clouds. The glow of Watermight along Laini’s wings made her look skeletal, an unearthly being flying to meet an unstoppable force.

They were almost there. It was too late to turn back. The presence was undeniable now. The dark shape moving through the mist was the source of the power, the overwhelming presence that controlled the Lightning, the Thunderbird Queen that had sent its foul servants to terrorize the city.

Tamri drew in a deep breath, hoping she was wrong, hoping that wasn’t Mav carrying Dara, hoping it wasn’t Latch, hoping she hadn’t put her trust in all the wrong people.

Then a great blast of Lightning lit the stormy sky, and the clouds parted, revealing the truth at last. Tamri’s mouth opened in a scream.

She had been wrong. It wasn’t Dara and Mav. It wasn’t Latch. It wasn’t one of her friends who’d succumbed to the Lightning’s power. It wasn’t even human.

Lightning flashed again, making the air sputter and spark, and a great eye opened wide, looking straight at Tamri—the same eye she’d thought she’d imagined deep in the Lightning chasm.

The Thunderbird Queen wasn’t a Wielder.

It was a dragon.
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Tamri barely had time to register the vast wings of pure silver, the spines rising from an arching back, the hooked, beak-like snout. Then the dragon blinked its huge jeweled eyes and opened its mouth wide.

Purple-white light blazed. Jagged bolts danced from silver tooth to silver tooth. Lightning crackled and lanced in the dragon’s throat exactly as it had inside the Lightning chasm. The chasm where this great beast must have lain sleeping for centuries—until Tamri woke it up.

She remembered the moment as if it were yesterday. She’d pulled Latch out of the blazing ball of Lightning holding him prisoner, and he’d fallen to the ground at the edge of the chasm. She shook him, Lightning crackling into her, filling her body. Then she shouted for him to wake up.

She shouted, and this vast beast must have heard her. It had stirred in the depths of the Lightning, the power it now reveled in, and it awoke at her bidding.

The horror of the truth cascaded into her. This monster must have crawled from the chasm after they departed and rallied its winged servants, the thunderbirds. It must have used them to assault the land where those who disturbed it had come from, those who’d threatened it and tried to take its power. Now the dragon had arrived to take possession of their city—or to destroy it for good.

The Lightning dragon’s throat blazed, white and blinding. Tamri tried to shield her eyes, and purple flared across her vision. She felt as if she were floating, suspended in the sheer power of the Lightning. She couldn’t feel Laini’s harness in her hands anymore. Something familiar thrummed inside her, greeting her like a long-lost friend.
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Tamri struck the water with a crack.

She flailed to the surface, struggling for breath, shuddering at the sudden cold. She was in the sea for the second time that day. Why was she in the sea?

She panicked, feeling utterly disoriented. She had no memory of falling, no memory of whatever had thrown her back into the waves.

She tried to swim, barely keeping her head above water. Purple light shivered across her vision, and she tasted salt and blood. One of her teeth must be loose. All of her bones ached.

Tamri frantically tried to piece together what had just happened. She and Laini had been flying through the storm, searching for whoever was controlling the Lightning. She’d seen a shape in the clouds.

The memories slammed back into her. Silver spines and wings and teeth. The chasm of the Lightning dragon’s mouth opening up. The glare of jewel-bright eyes. Laini’s harness being ripped away.

The creature must have hurled a Lightning bolt, knocking her from the sky and scrambling her senses. It was miracle she was still alive.

Laini.

Tamri searched the dark swells around her. Where was the faithful dragon who’d been her first ally, her first friend? The dragon who had wrapped her wings around Tamri when she needed comfort and carried her through storm after storm.

Tears mixed with seawater in Tamri’s eyes. There was no sign of Laini’s sea-green wings, her bright-gold eyes. She glimpsed a feather floating on the waves, but it was gone before she could grab it.

Then a beam of light passed over Tamri’s head. A crackle seared her already tender nerves. She looked up.

The Lightning dragon was gliding back and forth above her, so big it blocked out the clouds. Power skipped along its shining scales, and when it snapped its jaws, spidery bolts of Lightning shot from its teeth. The silver wings looked nearly translucent against the stormy sky, and the veins in the wing membranes glowed as if they were filled with Watermight.

The pale expanse of the Lightning dragon’s belly was exposed to Tamri. She wished she had a crossbow. A sword. Even a rock to throw. She wished for a drop of Watermight, a cupful of Fire, even a breath of Air. She had no way to fight the huge beast, no weapon or magic that might stop it from continuing toward the city, toward Gramma Teall.

But the Lightning dragon didn’t fly on to the city. It swooped in wide circles, watching Tamri struggle in the swells as if she were some curiosity, some odd little bird it wanted to investigate.

“What do you want?” Tamri screamed. Or at least she tried to before a swell hit her in the face, making the scream come out as more of a splutter. She beat the waves with her fists, terror and frustration coursing through her.

The dragon banked sharply, giving her a good view of its back as it turned. Lightning shivered from spine to spine, prancing between the tines as if they were made of steel. Some looked as if they’d been broken off, leaving the ends jagged. More Lightning danced at the dragon’s jaws. The creature must produce the stuff, the way Mav produced Fire. It was one with the Lightning, its commander and originator. Its jealous mistress. Its queen. Perhaps only the Lightning could slow it down.

A bolt flicked off the mass of silver spikes at the end of the dragon’s tail, splintering through the air. Tamri didn’t hesitate. She lunged with her senses and tried to catch hold of that purple-white magic, the way she’d done back on Thunderbird Island. She knew the dangers of drawing in the substance, but she didn’t expect to live long enough for it to matter.

As the Lightning lanced away from the dragon’s tail, Tamri seized it and tried to direct it back the other way. The bolt bent a hair out of its path before dissipating.

Encouraged, Tamri tried again, seizing wildly at the Lightning. Each time a fragment crackled off the dragon’s body, she tried to grab it, to pull it to her.

At first the Lightning bolts merely flailed in her general direction. The dragon watched her inquisitively, as if wanting to see what she would do. It didn’t stop her from pulling at the Lightning.

She had to keep trying. Urgency surged through her. Fear. Desperation. Pain. Hope.

At last, Tamri managed to yank a large beam of the power toward her. It struck the sea nearby, making her whole body clang like a bell. White light obliterated her vision, and thunder numbed her ears.

Tamri shook her head to clear it and tried again. The dragon, still watching her curiously, allowed a little more Lightning to shiver over its body.

As the next white-hot beam cracked off its spines, Tamri attempted to pull it to her rather than letting it strike wildly. The Lightning plucked at her skin, charging her blood. She tried to embrace it. Her bones shuddered and creaked at the sensation, at once familiar and strange.

She tried to throw the power back at the sky, using every ounce of control she’d practiced with the other magical substances, every drop of focus, praying those skills would help.

To her surprise, a hair-thin beam of pure-white light shot upward from her hands and disappeared into the clouds.

It worked!

She’d directed a flow of Lightning through her body and out again. Maybe she could use it. She could fight with it. Or she could solidify the substance the way they’d talked about doing at the chasm and use it to stop this monster for good.

Tamri’s triumph was short-lived. Mere heartbeats after she released that hair-thin Lightning bolt, the dragon dove toward her, curled its talons around her arms, and lifted her into the sky.
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The city was in danger of falling. Selivia felt it in the shudder of the sandstone beneath her feet, heard it in the frantic calls of the Soolen commanders. On any other day, the Pendarkan invaders wouldn’t have made it past the harbor. But Sharoth’s soldiers, both Wielders and ordinary fighters, were spread evenly throughout the city, ready for an aerial assault. By the time the far-flung defenders learned of the attack, the Pendarkans had already gained a foothold on the waterfront.

Selivia, Fenn, and a handful of soldiers had retreated to one of the harbor watchtowers when the Pendarkans took the docks. Now, Selivia stood at a window in the tower’s highest level, surveying the ebb and flow of the battle.

It was difficult to see anything except when the lightning flashed. A storm had arisen while everyone focused on the disastrous effort to parlay with King Khrillin, rendering it as dark as night. When Selivia leaned out the window for a better view, rain drenched her hair and ran down the back of her neck.

After Khrillin’s treacherous attack on the envoy, Mav had come to the rescue, drenching Khrillin’s ship in Fire and plucking Siv, Dara, and Chadrech from the deck. For a moment, Selivia had hoped all would be well. Then Khrillin unleashed a massive blast of power that sent Mav reeling. Selivia shuddered at the memory of her friend tumbling through the air like a furlingbird in a blizzard. Somehow, Khrillin had figured out how to Wield Fire and Watermight together—and Mav had delivered a bunch of Fire right to him. It was a cataclysmic development, one none of them had anticipated while they fretted over the Lightning.

Selivia had lost track of Mav and the others when Khrillin turned his attention on the city. The Pendarkan king single-handedly sank three ships to gain the docks. Meanwhile, several of his vessels attacked the understaffed borders and poured more fighters into Sharoth from the flanks.

Selivia sent Cindral dragons to reinforce the borders, carrying Watermight and Wielders to prevent more Pendarkans from entering the city. She herself stayed on the ground, giving up a spot on a dragon so they could transport additional Wielders.

Latch had rallied the Soolen Wielders who’d gathered for the mission to the East Isles. They fought valiantly against the Pendarkan attackers, first on the docks then from the shadows of the waterfront buildings. They harried Khrillin himself from the rooftops and rainy avenues, never presenting clear targets for his devastating new weapon.

Khrillin’s forces had only made it a few blocks into the city so far, but Selivia feared it was only a matter of time before they’d have to consider evacuating. Khrillin had brought an astonishing quantity of Watermight with him, and the united Waterworkers of Pendark were proving to be formidable foes.

Selivia wiped the rain out of her eyes and scanned the darkened skies for Mav. She wondered if Dara was holding him out of the fighting intentionally so he wouldn’t supply Khrillin with more Fire. They could use his help right about now. But Dara was patient. She would strike when it made the most sense.

If she’s still alive. Selivia forced aside the thought. Dara, Siv, Latch, Mav—they would all make it through this. She had to believe it. After the brilliant joy of her wedding day, she refused to lose anyone she loved.

She turned her attention back to the city, hoping for a glimpse of Latch. It had been too long since he’d come near her watchtower.

Lightning flashed more frequently now, revealing flickers of the action. The fighting was moving closer in a cacophony of screams and explosions and stamping feet. People darted through the streets, many with silver showing at their fingertips. Mundane weapons glinted, too, crossbows and swords and even kitchen knives. The Soolens wouldn’t give up easily, even though this wasn’t the enemy they’d expected to fight. This was their home to protect.

Suddenly, the wind gusted, and something hit the watchtower hard. A wave of pressure knocked Selivia back from the window. She landed on the ground, stunned, ears ringing. The tower shuddered beneath her, and the window doubled and tripled before her eyes.

She blinked to clear her vision, head swimming. She tried to get up and nearly vomited. Pressing her hands against the floor, she breathed deeply, trying to regain her balance. At last, she managed to scramble to her feet.

She returned to the window and found Khrillin himself standing directly beneath it, cruel and deadly in blood-dark burgundy. He must have struck the tower with one those terrible blasts of power. He was trying to enter through the ground-level door.

Soolen soldiers defended the entrance, shooting arrows and sending shards of ice at Khrillin. The Pendarkan king brushed aside the darts as if they were zur-wasps. Fenn shouted a rallying cry down below, and Selivia’s heart seized with worry for her friend. The defenders wouldn’t keep Khrillin out for long.

Selivia estimated it would only take a minute or two for Khrillin to defeat her protectors and discover her here. He might only want the watchtower for the vantage point it provided, but that would change once he spotted her. He would capture her, use her as leverage. She was a lady of Soole, a princess of Vertigon, and sister to the Queen of Trure. She would make a valuable prisoner.

Selivia briefly considered leaping from the window to stop Khrillin from taking her. The consequences of her capture could be far worse for her family than her death. But she refused to give up without a fight.

She searched the room for weapons, finding only crossbows and a few spears in a barrel in the corner. Such weapons wouldn’t trouble a Wielder as fast and powerful as Khrillin. Selivia couldn’t let him see her coming.

She grabbed a crossbow and a handful of bolts and crouched behind the trapdoor leading to the lower levels of the watchtower. She left the trapdoor open so the closed door wouldn’t warn Khrillin someone was up here. Positioning herself so he would be facing away from her as he climbed the ladder, she inserted a bolt in the crossbow and cranked it back. Selivia wasn’t an especially good shot, but at this range it shouldn’t matter.

Shouts and crashes and the sound of shattering ice reached her. She rested the crossbow on her knees so as not to waste her strength and tried to interpret what was happening in the cacophony. The soldiers and Wielders in the lower tower weren’t making this easy for Khrillin. Hopefully he wouldn’t recognize her bodyguard and realize Selivia was upstairs.

Please let Fenn survive. Selivia hadn’t kept her bodyguard as close since she started hanging around with dragons, but she loved her kind, stoic friend. She’d been at her side, protector, travel companion, and confidante, since before Selivia could remember. The thought of Fenn getting hurt made her heart ache.

The watchtower shook, and Selivia felt the vibrations through the sandstone floor. She clutched the crossbow so tight it gave her splinters, barely noticing the dull sting.

Her defenders were putting up a valiant fight, but they couldn’t last forever against Khrillin’s horrible power. They must be dying down there, unable to stand against the Waterlord King.

The cacophony below ended abruptly. Selivia adjusted her crossbow, sweat dripping down her forehead. She said a prayer for Fenn, hoping she’d fought well.

The silence in the tower was deafening. Selivia swallowed. This was it. The fight for the watchtower was over. She raised the crossbow and pointed it at the trapdoor.

Boots pounded directly beneath her, making her jump. The ladder sticking out of the trapdoor quivered as a heavy person climbed onto it. Selivia put her finger on the crossbow’s trigger. Her arms shook with the effort of holding up the weapon. She drew a deep breath. She couldn’t miss.

The footsteps on the ladder got closer. Closer. Selivia pictured the soft spot at the back of Khrillin’s neck, where she’d bury her bolt before he knew she was here. Her heartbeat raced wildly, but she was ready.

A crown of short black hair appeared in the trapdoor entrance, then the full shape of a man’s head.

Selivia jerked the crossbow to the side at the last second, her finger squeezing the trigger reflexively. The weapon bucked in her hands, and the bolt cracked against the stone wall and ricocheted to the floor. The man in the trapdoor entrance turned to face her, brown eyes wide. It was Latch.

Selivia tossed the crossbow aside and hurled herself at him, nearly knocking him back down the ladder. Relief flooded her so fast she felt lightheaded. “You’re alive!”

“Barely.” Latch sat at the edge of the trapdoor and hugged her tight. He smelled of blood and sweat and himself. “You were going to shoot me?”

Selivia gave a shaky laugh. “I thought you were Khrillin.”

“Good thing your aim is poor then.”

Selivia smacked his arm. “I recognized you. You should be happy my reflexes are good.”

Instead of arguing, Latch grabbed her face in both hands and kissed her, making her head spin in whole new ways.

“I was worried about you,” Latch said when he released her.

“Never mind me,” Selivia said breathlessly. “You’re the one fighting. What happened to Khrillin? Is Fenn okay?”

“Yes, she’s helping an injured soldier down below,” Latch said.

Selivia’s shoulders sagged. “I was afraid—”

“I know.” Latch squeezed her hands. “I was close by when Khrillin started attacking this tower. I think he was looking for a tall structure to climb. He could do a lot of damage from up here.” He glanced toward the window with a grimace. “My men told me you were in here, so we came to help. We forced Khrillin back before he made it inside.”

“So he’s still alive?”

Latch nodded grimly. “Let’s see if we can spot him.” He drew Selivia to her feet and over to the ladder that led up to the tower’s roof. “I might be able to hit him from above.”

“Do you have Watermight left?” Selivia asked as she climbed up the ladder after him.

“Only a little.” Latch reached up to open the trapdoor to the roof. “I’m going to try to signal one of the dragons while we’re up . . .”

He trailed off as he stuck his head through the opening. Selivia tapped his boot, urging him onward.

“What’s wrong? Latch? What is it?”

He moved aside as if in a trance, climbing from the ladder to the flat tower rooftop. Selivia scrambled up beside him. Tall battlements ringed the roof, and rain danced on its shimmering surfaces.

Latch was staring at the sky, fists clenched, body rigid. Rainwater cascaded onto his face and dripped down his neck and shoulders. The clouds were dark and soupy, and at first Selivia couldn’t tell what he was looking at.

Lightning flashed, and a boom of thunder shook the tower. The storm was right on top of them. Selivia’s hair rose on the back of her neck. Standing on a rooftop in the middle of a thunderstorm might be a terrible idea. She touched Latch’s arm, about to suggest they go back inside. Then an enormous dragon broke through the clouds above the harbor.

Selivia screamed, the sound lost in a great thunderclap. She stumbled back in shock, nearly toppling through the trapdoor.

The unfamiliar dragon soared across the sky, lightning pulsing across its scales and illuminating the cruel silver spines on its back. Vast translucent wings spread wide, as wide as Mav’s, as the dragon unveiled itself for all to see. The creature glided over the harbor toward Sharoth. Lightning crackled from its body in jagged bolts, and a purple-white blaze lit up the city, casting shadows over everything.

Selivia stared, struggling to make sense of this new dragon’s appearance. Had Khrillin brought the creature, his answer to the Cindral dragons? Where did it come from?

Suddenly, Latch seized her hand and squeezed it tight. His whole body was stiff and quaking. He gazed at the dragon as if unable to look away.

“Latch?”

His grip on her hand tightened, and his jaw clenched, a muscle twitching in his cheek. He still didn’t look away from the dragon. “It’s her,” Latch said through gritted teeth.

“Her?”

“Lightning.” He spoke as if every word cost incredible effort. “Chasm.”

A lightning bolt split the sky, casting its light across Latch’s face, reflecting in his captive eyes.

Selivia gasped. This dragon hadn’t arrived with Khrillin. It had emerged from the Lightning chasm, where Latch had been ensnared for so long.

She remembered a passage from her studies.

The monster is drawn to the power. It revels in the Lightning, as if it were a thunderbird. Once awakened, it cannot be sated.

Most scholars had translated the line as The malice is drawn to the power. They had dismissed the idea of a literal monster, focusing on the malicious intents of the Wielders, the monsters within that were awakened by the Lightning’s intoxicating power.

Now Selivia realized the substance alone wasn’t what had entranced Latch. He hadn’t truly been controlling the power or using it to direct the thunderbirds. He’d been held captive, enthralled by a malicious presence—by the monster now gliding through the storm-ravaged sky above them.

This Lightning dragon must have been behind it all—the aggression, the defensiveness, the thunderbirds, Latch’s imprisonment. This was the Thunderbird Queen, Latch’s jealous mistress. And now it had come back for him.

“Fight it, Latch.” Selivia shook her husband hard, trying to break him out of his trance. Latch was hers now, and she refused to give him back to the Lightning or its queen. “Fight her.”

Latch was fighting. She could see it in the tautness of his muscles, feel it as he gripped her hand hard enough to hurt. But he couldn’t tear his gaze away from the dragon swooping across the sky. Jagged points of light showed in his eyes as more Lightning erupted from the creature’s throat.

Selivia drew back her arm and slapped Latch as hard as she could. His head snapped to the side at the impact, his eyes closing for the first time since the Lightning dragon appeared.

“Stay with me,” Selivia said. “I won’t let her have you again.”

She drew back for another slap, but Latch caught her hand in his. He drew her close to him, and she feared the Lightning had control again. But he pressed his forehead to hers, his breathing ragged, and held both her hands to his chest. His heartbeat thundered against her skin.

“I’m with you,” he said. “But she’s strong. She uses the Lightning to snare and control her servants. I couldn’t remember before . . .”

“How do we stop her?”

“I don’t know.”

Latch’s voice sounded horribly strained. Selivia had to get him off this rooftop until they figured out what to do. He was fighting the pull of the Lightning now, but it was only a matter of time before the queen regained control.

Selivia dragged Latch toward the trapdoor and urged him to go down ahead of her. He moved stiffly, as if resisting a force trying to pull his face skyward. Selivia didn’t feel the same pull, but as Latch descended the ladder, she looked up to see what was happening.

The Lightning dragon was soaring over the harbor, spewing Lightning in a white-hot blaze. Her roar shook the city with the power of a thousand tempests.

As the beast swooped nearer to the watchtower, Selivia glimpsed something hanging from its claws. The dragon was carrying a person. Small and dark in a red coat, the body hung limp beneath the dragon’s vast silver belly.

Latch had reached the bottom of the ladder, but Selivia hesitated. The Lightning dragon flew closer, its great wings beating like thunder. It opened its mouth to unleash another blast of Lightning, momentarily illuminating the figure hanging from its talons.

That’s Tamri!

Selivia glanced down. Latch crouched on the tower floor below, fighting the pull of the Lightning with all his might. She’d done all she could for him. Selivia slammed the trapdoor closed, sealing him inside, and ran to the battlements at the edge of the rooftop.

The Lightning dragon spiraled above the city, as if surveying it. Tamri hung from the creature’s talons, her thick hair frizzing wildly around her face. Her slight frame swung like a rag doll in the hands of a child, and her eyes blazed with the same purple-white light that crackled along the dragon’s spines. Tamri must be filled with the Lightning, as brimful as Latch had ever been at the chasm.

The dragon’s movements became jerky and uneven. Selivia knew enough of dragons to recognize that wasn’t natural. It was almost as if something was hampering the creature’s flight, trying to turn it away from the city.

Selivia clutched the battlements hard enough to bend her fingernails. Tamri must be fighting back somehow. She was drawing on the Lightning, using it to disrupt the Lightning dragon’s flight.

Come on, Tamri. You can do it! Selivia had no idea if that was true. How long could one young Wielder apprentice slow a beast like that?

A flicker of silver and gold caught her eye in the city below. She jolted in surprise. Khrillin stood in the street not far from her watchtower, gazing up at the Lightning dragon. Silver Watermight spun around his wrists, and gold flashed at his fingertips, as if he’d been preparing a new attack when the creature appeared in the sky.

Now, he simply stared at the dragon, mesmerized. The Pendarkan king didn’t look caught in the Lightning’s snare the way Latch had been, but he was enchanted. Khrillin gazed at the Lightning dragon as if he’d never seen anything more beautiful or wanted anything more intensely in all his long years.

Then he blinked and narrowed his eyes, noticing the person hanging from the dragon’s talons. Did he recognize Tamri, the girl he’d threatened and controlled, the girl who’d slipped through his fingers? Tamri had told Khrillin she didn’t know how to use the Lightning, but he would see the truth now.

The dragon continued to fly in that jerky way as it careened over the city, so close to wreaking havoc. Gradually, bit by bit, it was moving back toward the sea.

Wild hope flared in Selivia’s chest. Tamri had been the one they thought could seal the chasm, the one who’d saved Latch from the Lightning’s grasp. If anyone could use the Lightning to keep this terrible creature from destroying the city, it was her.

The dragon took a turn over the harbor, stirring up the smoke from the burning ships. Selivia clutched the battlements tighter, urging Tamri to keep at it, to push the creature farther out to sea. She couldn’t tell who was in control right now. But she knew Tamri had to keep fighting, or all would be lost.
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Tamri’s senses ached in a hundred colors. Her body keened like a wind at sea. Her vision danced and breathed and sparked. She tasted metal and smelled ice and heard fire. She had no sense of reality, of time or space or her own self. She crackled and roared in the Lightning’s grasp.

She didn’t know where she was. Who she was. Heat fizzed through her body, alien and familiar, terrifying, enticing. And through it all, a presence loomed.

She knew this creature, this beast who seemed to toy with her even as she tried to comprehend it. The presence was ancient. A goddess. A monster. A force both malicious and enchanting. She was mad and wise and vengeful all at once. She was chaotic. She was beautiful. She was powerful.

Tamri couldn’t tell where she ended and the dragon began. She had only the vaguest sense of pain in her arms and head, of the taste of salt and blood on her lips and the cold press of rain and wind on her skin.

A thought fought its way to the surface, a thought shaped like a pewter dragonfly.

Gramma Teall.

She was in the city.

What city? Where am I?

Tamri struggled to remember how to move the disparate parts of her body. Her wings churned. Her scales creaked. No. That wasn’t right. She wasn’t a dragon. Yet she could feel the pulse of those huge muscles, feel the thrum of the wind against her wings and the sizzle of power along her back. Her talons curled tighter around the strange little bird she carried.

Tamri inhaled sharply as the pain in her arms intensified. Her arms, not the dragon’s. She was swinging from its grasp, cruel talons digging deeper into her shoulders. A nimbus of light surrounded her, as if she were inside a cold white sun. But she was herself. She was Tamri.

The dragonfly thought buzzed against her cheek, bringing her back to herself. The dragon had her in its grip, but she wasn’t its servant yet.

Tamri focused on the thought of Gramma Teall in Sharoth. She had to stop this dragon from inflicting her rage on the city.

Lightning was crackling and flowing through her body, as if she was a conduit between the dragon’s claws. She had managed to direct the substance skyward while she flailed in the sea. She had flung its bolts aside in the chasm. She had turned its thunderbird servants from their paths. But could she stop it from obliterating the city?

She peered through the blazing light, struggling to see where they were going. A landscape of clouds surrounded her, towering shapes of gray and white and silver and gold. The clouds swirled and churned as the Lightning dragon flew among them. The mists layered moisture onto Tamri’s skin, sizzling and hissing in the heat of the Lightning.

Tamri had no idea how long they’d been flying. She could have been in the Lightning’s grasp for days. She could be flying toward Thunderbird Island, where the Lightning dragon would take her into the chasm, holding her prisoner the way she’d done with Latch. The dragon must have been using Latch as some kind of deputy, channeling her power through him to protect her resting place—until Tamri came along and woke her up.

But the dragon wasn’t trapped in slumber anymore. She no longer needed a proxy. She would consume Tamri completely, making her into another servant, another bird to do her bidding. A bolt of fear shot through Tamri’s chest. She couldn’t lose control of herself. She couldn’t lose her hard-won freedom. She had to fight it, even though she had no idea how much time had passed or if the slimmest chance of victory remained.

The storm clouds roiled around her, boiling and churning and breaking apart. Tamri glimpsed something solid through them, different from the ephemeral shapes of the clouds. She lost sight of it for a second. Then the dragon dipped a little lower, and there it was again—a ship, manmade rather than cloud-formed.

The vessel was on fire, and it was listing sharply to the left, sinking. But it was a real thing, evidence of the battle Tamri had left behind when Khrillin hurled her and Laini away with that blast of power.

Abruptly, the Lightning dragon snapped its wings to its sides and dove. Tamri’s arms felt as if they were being wrenched out of her shoulders. Then she and the dragon broke through a cloud bank, and the sprawl of the harbor was revealed below them.

More ships, some half-sunken, some on fire, jutted up to greet them. Beyond the flapping sails and smoke, the city of Sharoth spread like a painting. Flooded streets. Sandstone towers. Red-tiled rooftops. White houses with boarded-up windows. Near the docks, people were running, fighting, falling. Jets and whips and darts of Watermight tore through the air. No one seemed to notice the monster soaring toward the city—the city where Tamri had brought Gramma Teall.

Above her, the dragon opened its mouth, preparing to cast Lightning at the unsuspecting humans. Without pausing to think, Tamri seized the substance, grabbing as much as she could and hurling it to the side, directing it away from Sharoth.

The dragon lurched, momentarily losing the steady beat of its wings. Not taking time to consider what this meant, Tamri did it again, seizing the Lightning as it was cast from the dragon’s mouth and throwing it aside. Thunder boomed around her, rattling her ears.

Again, the dragon lurched in the direction Tamri had thrown the Lightning. She wasn’t just controlling the substance. She was forcing the dragon to move. So she did it again. And again.

The dragon roared in frustration as Tamri upset its efforts to fling its Lightning at the city. Each time she seized the power, she didn’t pull it in. Her body was already so full of the substance that her bones creaked and moaned and sang. She cast the excess Lightning this way and that, trying to throw the dragon off balance.

And it worked, at least for a few moments, a few heartbeats. Tamri was controlling the Lightning. She was controlling the dragon. She was thwarting its strikes, interrupting its flight. She was fighting back.

The more Tamri’s actions affected the dragon, the more she sensed of it. The presence, the sense of “self” became clearer with each thunderclap. This was a creature with goals, intelligence, personality. And for a few heartbeats, it went where she commanded.

The dragon turned, its wings carrying it out over the harbor again instead of farther into the city. Tamri experienced a heady burst of hope.

Then the dragon figured out what was happening and wrenched control of its body back, affronted that Tamri would dare attempt such a thing. The Lightning dragon was swollen with power from generations trapped in the chasm. It wanted vengeance for its imprisonment. It wanted freedom to fly through the air and rule any little beings who thought they could control it.

Tamri had no right to think she could do such a thing. She was one girl, an apprentice, a scared little urchin who’d found herself facing forces far stronger than her. But she had worked hard. She had gained power of her own. Others had put their trust in her, and she was determined not to let them down. More importantly, she was starting to see herself as someone worthy of trust.

Her control might not last long, but dealing with her slowed the dragon down, preventing it from pouring out the worst of its fury on the city. The longer Tamri could keep this up, the more chance Gramma Teall had of escaping.

She reached out again, and this time instead of grabbing the Lightning with her mind, she tried to seize the Lightning dragon directly. She reached for that ancient presence, that unstoppable will, that living, raging being. She stretched her senses into its Lightning-born soul and tried to force it to obey her will instead.

She felt the articulated wings as if they were her own, the curling claws, the spiny back and spiked tail, the jaws opening wide in surprise, in anger. She blinked, and for a moment she viewed the world through ageless, jeweled eyes. She saw the little city with its little boats, the thousands of souls waiting for a mistress, waiting for her to subjugate them the way she’d done with the pretty birds.

But she felt the sparks of magic, too, of wrongness. How dare those little souls Wield the ancient magics, the substances they couldn’t possibly comprehend. Fire. Water. Air. Lightning. They weren’t worthy of them. But she feared the creatures, too, feared what they had learned to do by pulling the magics into their frail, fleshy little bodies.

It made her so angry. She wanted to destroy them, to prove how dangerous the magics could be, to frighten them away before they could figure out how to turn their power on her. She wouldn’t risk that. She’d seen what happened when the little beings mastered the magics generations ago, when they had imprisoned her and her brethren in stone. She was free now. She wouldn’t let them capture her again.

She snapped her jaws, feeling the power building in her throat, her mouth. The Lightning was hers, only hers. She was jealous of it. She was its queen. And she would show them how terrible it could be.

Her jaws creaked as she opened her mouth wide, and she felt the pleasant shudder of thunder in her veins. Then she unleashed her Lightning.

A ship blew to pieces beneath her. Sweet screams rent the air. Slivers of wood scattered on the waves. Blood spattered like rain. This would show them. They wanted to use their magic against her, but she wouldn’t let them get anywhere close. She wouldn’t let them learn of her fear.

The Lightning built inside her again, filling her mouth with music. She released another blast, and jagged bolts flew from her tongue, scattering across the waterfront. People fell, some with silver magic in their blood. Those were the ones she feared, those who risked their fragile bodies to commune with the ancient powers. There were too many in this world.

Yes, they had learned a bit about power, but they were no match for her. She was here to destroy, to remind them of their ancient goddess, long forgotten. She would not let them drink the power of the earth and spin it for their own ends any longer.

The city was waiting for her. She had sent her thunderbird servants to prepare this place, to learn its contours and weaknesses then to herd more little souls into it. This was to be the start of her dominion. She would reclaim her rightful place. The city was ready.

The city.

The city.

Sharoth.

Gramma Teall.

She shuddered, her wings jerking unnaturally. Something wasn’t right. There was some flaw in her resolve, some little bug buzzing at her even as she hurled a third bolt of Lightning, striking a waterfront tower. The structure crumbled into a pile of white-hot stone, but still that little wasp, that insect, that dragonfly nudged at her senses.

She was confused, conflicted. This should be her moment of triumph, when she destroyed this city that had sent its magic Wielders to disturb her. Why was some tiny, powerful part of her arguing that she should fly away from this place and never return?

Before she could examine the sensation, she sensed a new presence, a powerful being who was rival and kin and enemy in one. She looked up. Another dragon was soaring toward her, as big as she was, with leathery black wings and dark-green scales. She knew about other dragons from her thunderbirds, but this one was nothing like the feathered cousins she’d dismissed before. They were annoyances, pests who could hamper her plans, especially since they had allied with the humans, but who were not true threats. But this dragon was not some feathered pest.

The newcomer opened his mouth and shot a blast of Fire at her. She knew that magic, had felt its bite before. She met the attack with a spurt of her own Lightning, and the substances ignited, turning the world white.

The pressure pushed them both back. She caught herself on outstretched wings, riding an updraft of hot air. The city was burning in places thanks to her Lightning. But it had a defender, a true Fire dragon from the lands to the far north, one who ought to have been imprisoned the same way she was. He must have awoken before her. But she wouldn’t let him throw her out of the city she’d claimed.

She soared in a great arc, her wings carrying her back over the sea, allowing the Lightning to build up in her belly. The Fire dragon swooped above the city, trying to guard it, to lay claim to it, though it was rightfully hers. She was surprised it had such power, such fiery strength. She had underestimated Mav.

Mav. The name struck her oddly. Why did she know it? What did she care what the Fire dragon allowed itself to be called? She felt that buzz again, the annoying little fly that tugged at her, interrupting her thoughts.

The momentary distraction gave the Fire dragon, this Mav, a chance to build up his own magic. He spewed the foul Fire substance at her, attempting to scorch her soft wing membranes. She just managed to dodge aside. Her wings still weren’t at their full strength after her long sleep.

But as she evaded the Fire, the droplets didn’t fall harmlessly into the sea. After the spurt missed its mark, the Fire curled upward, forming a sinuous coil in the air.

She stared. No dragon could do such a thing with its magic. How could the Fire move like that? Unless . . .

She beat her wings to circle around the coil of Fire, studying the rival dragon. One of the little creatures sat on his back, a female one with long golden hair and hard eyes. She was the one directing the Fire.

The burning coil looped through the sky, attempting to catch the Lightning dragon around the neck. Only a blast of Lightning kept it from snaring her. Once again, her power disintegrated against the Fire.

Now she was angry. This Fire dragon thought it could work with the little creatures, did it? Wait until it saw how fragile they were, how malleable. Their bodies broke and burned so easily, and their minds were so simple, so ripe to be seized. They wanted power, and they fell to its temptations every time. She would show him exactly how easy it was to destroy his little rider, his golden-haired friend.

Dara.

She shuddered as the force of the name threw her off balance.

Dara. Mav. Gramma Teall.

What were these names? These faces? Why did they make her want to turn away, to expose her back to the Fire dragon and leave the city she’d come to claim?

Annoyed, she allowed more Lightning to build inside her. She would take the creature with one massive blast. The Lightning might not penetrate the Fire dragon’s scales, but she could incinerate his rider at least. No mere human could stand against the incredible power she was about to unleash.

The Fire dragon flew closer. The human on its back was leaning forward, shouting something. The wind and the rain and the crackle of light made it difficult to hear. Not that the Lightning dragon cared what the human was saying. She would be dead the moment the Lightning struck. The power built inside the dragon, singing through her veins and filling her senses with effervescence.

The golden-haired human was still screaming. “Tamri!” she shouted. “Tamri! Fight it!”

Tamri? Whose name was that? Surely the human didn’t mean her, the Lightning dragon who was above names, who shouldn’t be troubled by these petty sounds, these petty chirpings.

“Tamri!”

There it was again. That name. Even with the Lightning building inside her, the name resonated, a plucked harp string, a tap on the shoulder, a hand in hers.

A hand. She didn’t have hands, yet she could feel them, clutching other hands—wrinkled old hands, large calloused ones. Gramma Teall. Heath.

Tamri. I’m Tamri. I AM TAMRI.

Tamri gasped, wrenching the core of herself away from the dragon. She still hung from its talons. Her arms were numb from being suspended for so long, but they were hers once more. She clenched her hands into fists, blinked her own eyes, felt the blast of the wind, the cold on her skin.

The Lightning dragon had had her. She had been the dragon. She’d controlled it for a few moments, then its presence had consumed her so completely that she all but ceased to exist.

She drew in deep breaths, her throat hoarse, and looked up at the smooth expanse of scales above her, the vast wings. She felt the Lightning in the creature, that vast power that it was building up, planning to strike Mav down, to kill Dara for daring to Wield the Fire against her.

“No!” Tamri screamed, and she pulled down hard on the Lightning as the dragon opened her mouth to cast it at Dara.

The Lightning seemed to rip a hole in the world as it spewed from the dragon’s throat, hotter than heat, whiter than white. Tamri knew it would obliterate her, but she pulled it toward herself anyway, diverting it from Dara and Mav and the city with all the strength she possessed.

Once, she never would have presumed she had a chance at affecting that much Lightning. But after spending a few minutes believing she was an ancient and powerful dragon, she trusted herself, trusted her own strength, trusted that she could protect all the people she loved.

The Lightning arched across the sky, bending, crackling, blazing. Beyond it, Mav was briefly illuminated, wings straining as he swerved to avoid a power strong enough to cremate the whole of Sharoth.

Tamri pulled, yanked it off course just enough, and instead of hitting Mav and Dara and the city, the massive Lightning bolt struck the sea, struck deeper than the sea, drilling into the bedrock beneath the churning, boiling waves. The Lightning dragon recoiled at the force of it, shocked that its power hadn’t gone precisely where it was directed.

Then, seeming to realize at last why its power wasn’t as obedient as it should be, it opened its talons and dropped Tamri into the sea.

As she fell toward the boiling waves, Tamri glimpsed Dara raising her hands, one glowing with golden Fire, the other with silver Watermight. She brought them together and unleashed her own blast of earth-cracking power.

Then Tamri crashed into the sea, and the world turned finally, blessedly dark.
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Selivia gripped the watchtower battlements as Dara’s wave of power hurled the Lightning dragon backward. The vast silver beast tumbled wings over tail, unable to stand against that eruption of strength.

The tower shook beneath Selivia’s feet, cracking ominously. The whole thing could fall beneath her, and she still wouldn’t look away from the Lightning dragon as Dara’s attack forced it farther out to sea. The clouds swept back before it, white highlighting their swirling edges, and jagged lightning bolts scattered in its wake.

At last, the Lightning dragon stretched out its wings and righted itself. Then with a cry like distant thunder, it wheeled over the water and flew away toward the east. It had lost this battle. The city was saved.

Selivia sagged against the battlements and rubbed her eyes, which ached after seeing that massive Lightning bolt strike the water just before Dara’s final attack. Her hair stood on end, and electricity crackled in the air. The watchtower next to hers had been obliterated in another of the dragon’s strikes, its remnants still smoldering.

The smoke from the burning buildings parted gradually, revealing what had become of the harbor. The water churned and spun in an erratic whirlpool, as if a great crack had been opened in the sea floor, creating a new underwater landscape. Debris from capsized ships swirled through it, breaking into smaller and smaller shards before disappearing altogether.

Movement caught Selivia’s eye near the water’s edge. A tall man dressed all in burgundy was climbing into a singed rowboat beneath the half-destroyed dock. Khrillin’s black beard looked less sleek than before. He was shouting orders at the people crowding into the rowboat after him, who were drenched with blood and seawater.

Khrillin was retreating. His forces were scattered, their magic spent. Many of his ships had sunk, including one blown apart by the Lightning dragon. He probably believed the Lightning dragon was one of the Vertigonians’ creatures. He’d sold the attack on Sharoth to the other Waterlords by claiming the Soolens and Vertigonians planned to use the new Lightning substance against them, and nothing he’d seen today was likely to contradict that.

They’d have to worry about Khrillin later. For now, the Waterlord King was sailing back to his own city, and the Thunderbird Queen was gone.

A thump came on the trapdoor.

“Sel? Are you okay up there?”

“Latch!”

Selivia opened the door to admit her husband to the rooftop. Sweat drenched his shirt, and he had red marks on his palms and arms, as if he’d dug his fingernails into them as he resisted the pull of his erstwhile mistress. But his eyes were clear, and he was still himself. Selivia hugged him around the waist so hard he grunted.

“Easy on the ribs, love.”

“What happened to you?” Selivia asked into his shoulder. “You went all rigid.”

“The dragon was calling to me.” Latch stroked her staticky hair with a shaking hand. “It all came back. She chastised me for deserting her and tried to reel me into her service again.”

“So that dragon was controlling you back on Thunderbird Island?”

“I think so.” Latch spoke slowly, as if the memories were still hazy. “She imposed her will on me somehow, getting me to use her Lightning to protect the island.”

Selivia pulled back to look at him. “I was really worried you were the one sending the thunderbirds. Even if you didn’t realize it.”

“So was I.”

“But you weren’t? She hasn’t been secretly talking to you?”

“I don’t think so,” Latch said. “Just now, she was a real, conscious presence speaking to me. It felt different from how it did back on the island.”

A loud cry sounded, and Selivia looked up as Mav’s great shadow passed overhead. He was carrying a drenched and clearly unconscious Tamri in his claws.

Selivia clutched Latch’s hand. “Do you think she’s okay?”

“She’s tough,” Latch said. “If I survived, I’m sure she will too.”

Mav soared on toward the palace. Dara sat on his back, her golden braid streaming behind her. She’d take good care of Tamri. Selivia wasn’t sure what Tamri had endured in the Lightning dragon’s grasp, but she’d seen how much damage the substance could do. She feared for her friend.

“You said the presence was different this time,” Selivia said, turning back to Latch. “What do you mean by that?”

He frowned, considering the question in his usual careful manner. “Before, it was more like the dragon was urging me to do what she wanted through pure emotion. I don’t think she could control the thunderbirds or protect the island on her own. It’s like she was asleep. This time, she was definitely awake.”

Awakening. That was the word that had struck her oddly back in Cindral Forest. They hadn’t awakened a dormant magical substance. They had awakened a dragon. And it wasn’t the first time.

“The true dragons were sleeping in the Burnt Mountains,” Selivia said. “They were there for centuries, until the Fireworkers started drawing on too much of their Fire and disturbed them. They must not have been the only sleeping dragons out there.”

“That would explain a few things,” Latch said. “We’ll have to look at all our research in a new light.” A note of boyish excitement sounded in his voice. He did love a challenging research question. “If someone put the true dragons to sleep before, I bet we can figure out how to do it again. We should study the—”

He broke off as a Cindral dragon and its rider came in for a landing on their rooftop. It was Boru and Heath. The dragon’s white wings looked a little ragged, and his scales were scratched, but he bowed his jewel-blue head in a dignified greeting.

“Are you okay, Sel?” Heath called without dismounting. “And Lord Latch?”

“We’re all right,” Selivia said, relieved to see her friend. “Where have you been?”

“We had a run-in with some thunderbirds,” Heath said. “They tried to attack from the north, but they left when that blasted dragon did.” He shook his head, as if still coming to terms with the creature’s appearance. It was rare to hear him curse. “We’ve been pulling survivors from the sea.” He paused for a beat. “I found King Siv and Prince Chadrech.”

Selivia’s stomach lurched unpleasantly at the serious look on Heath’s face. “And?”

“The king is fine,” Heath said. “He’s rallying the healers by the docks. He was working up a grand speech when I left. But Prince Chadrech is dead.”

Selivia clapped a hand over her mouth. The Crown Prince had been among her least favorite people, but he was the reason the Soolens had decided to work with the Vertigonians to contain the Lightning. She had started to appreciate him. His loss could be catastrophic for their alliance. “What happened?”

“It was the fall from Mav that did it,” Heath said. “When Khrillin sent that huge blast of power.”

Latch released a breath beside her. “So it was Khrillin, not Mav who killed him.”

“Yes,” Heath said. “King Siv tried to save him. He swam most of the way back to the docks with the prince’s body.”

Selivia and Latch exchanged relieved glances. He must have the same worries she did about the alliance. This would help a little.

Immediately, shame filled her, and a sour taste coated her tongue. A man was dead, and she was worrying about alliances. Her first thought should have been for the people who cared about him. “Does Queen Rochelle know?”

“I’m not sure.” Heath glanced toward the royal palace then back out to sea. “If you’re well enough to walk back to the palace, I need to keep searching the water.”

“Go,” Selivia said. “We’ll be fine.”

Heath didn’t direct Boru to take off yet. His knuckles whitened on the harness. “Have you seen Tamri and Laini?”

“Tamri’s on her way back to the palace.” Selivia couldn’t bring herself to tell Heath how bad Tamri had looked, especially as his shoulders slumped in relief and he relaxed his grip on the harness.

“And Laini?”

“I don’t know,” Selivia said. “Tamri was with Mav.”

Heath’s face fell. “I shouldn’t have allowed Laini out today.”

Selivia thought of the sweet Cindral dragon, the smallest of the flock. She hated the thought of her going snout to snout with that terrible Lightning dragon, even with Tamri to help her. “Do you think she’s—?”

“I’ll find her,” Heath said firmly. “Will you carry the news of Prince Chadrech to the palace?”

“Of course.”

Heath nodded, then he and Boru took off to search the still-churning waters around Sharoth for the missing, wounded, and deceased. Between Khrillin and the Lightning dragon, there were many casualties today. It was difficult to say which had done more damage. Their enemies might have retreated, but Selivia couldn’t see this as a victory.

“We’d better go,” Latch said, taking her hand gently. “Someone needs to tell the queen about the death of her only son.”
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The recovery from the battle of Sharoth wasn’t easy. They spent their days caring for the wounded and cleaning up rubble—crushed white stone, cracked red tile, splinters of painted wood. They spent their nights preparing the dead for burial beyond the city boundaries. Selivia learned the Soolen funeral rites, another necessary part of making this new place her home.

The losses were heavy, and none was felt more acutely than the Crown Prince of Soole.

“Queen Rochelle blames us,” Dara said when Selivia, Latch, Siv, and Sora gathered in her antechamber during a rare break in their work. All of them looked tired, having slept little since the battle. Dara pulled up a wooden chair and rested her elbows on her knees. “She’s not shy about letting me know.”

“How is this our doing?” Siv asked, leaning against the table behind her.

“We helped stir up trouble on Thunderbird Island,” Dara said. “The dragon may never have roused if we hadn’t gone there with so much magic to help Latch and Sel.”

“We couldn’t have known,” Siv said. “And her son was the one who attacked the island and put them in danger in the first place.”

“She won’t appreciate that reminder.” Dara rubbed her face, looking as if she wanted to lie down for a nap. Latch had fallen fast asleep on the low couch the moment he sat down. Selivia slumped beside him, occasionally pinching herself to keep from drifting off while her siblings talked.

“What will the queen’s blame mean going forward?” Sora asked, stifling a yawn. She was curled up in an armchair, for once not looking quite like the formidable queen and mother that she was. “What are our next steps?”

“I think we should return home.” Siv pushed off the table and paced across the antechamber with something short of his usual energy. “We’ve been away too long, and our presence is exacerbating the tensions between Queen Rochelle and King Khrillin. She doesn’t need that while the Lightning dragon is out there.”

“I don’t think Khrillin will be back anytime soon,” Dara said. “The Waterworkers are not going to be happy about how his grand invasion turned out.”

“Anything that sows division between the Waterworkers is useful right now,” Siv said. “We can’t have them sailing around conquering other nations, especially now that Khrillin can do that Fire-and-Watermight trick. That was a surprise.”

“He’s known about it for years,” Dara said. “I should have realized he would figure out how to adapt to using a little Fire eventually.”

Selivia shifted on the couch, remembering those terrible blasts of power. Khrillin might have succeeded in taking the city if the Lightning dragon hadn’t arrived. He had gone from trading partner to enemy all too quickly, and she couldn’t help feeling she should have paid closer attention to his growing hostility.

“He could still unify the Waterworkers more closely against us,” Sora said, hiding another yawn. “They’ve seen the Lightning in action now, which strengthens Khrillin’s case even though his invasion failed.”

“Or some ambitious Waterlord could decide this is a good time to usurp a king,” Siv said grimly. “It has happened before.”

Selivia sat up straighter, careful not to disturb Latch’s sleep. “You think there will be a coup in Pendark?”

“Or an assassination.” Siv scratched the scars on his face, some of which he’d gotten in Pendark. “If I were a different kind of king, I might order it myself. Khrillin has become too dangerous.”

“If you were a different kind of king,” Dara said, “we wouldn’t have as many allies as we do. The rest of the continent trusts us.”

Sora brushed at a smudge on her skirt. “Let’s hope they still do after they learn what happened here.”

“We didn’t attack anyone,” Selivia said.

“I know.” Sora reached past Latch’s sleeping form to squeeze her hand. “But it’s complicated. The Lightning is out there now, and not everyone will believe we’re trying to contain it.”

“Can you do some damage control with the Far Plains Council, Sora?” Siv said. “I can meet with the Cindral Folk on my way home, try to explain what happened.” He went to the window and peeked out through the boarded-up screen. “And I’ll get in touch with our friend the Red Lady in Pendark. She’ll tell us how the other Waterworkers respond to this.”

“Be careful with her,” Dara said. “Tamri told me the Red Lady has been spending time in King’s Tower.”

“Noted.” Siv went to the sideboard to pour a goblet of spiced wine. “How is Tamri?”

“Still unconscious.” Dara sat back with a sigh. There were dark shadows under her eyes. “She took in far too much Lightning during the battle.”

“Do you think she can do it again, if the Waterworkers take things too far?” Siv asked.

Dara went still. Selivia and Sora exchanged glances, and Latch shifted in his sleep. The only sound was the clink of the wine pitcher on Siv’s glass.

“I hope she won’t have to.” Dara met Siv’s eyes calmly. “But yes, I believe she can.”

“Good.”

Selivia stared between the two of them. She couldn’t believe what they were suggesting.

“We can’t ask Tamri to use the Lightning,” she said. “Look what it did to Latch!”

“I don’t want to,” Siv said. “But we need to know our options.”

Selivia didn’t like this one bit. It was becoming too easy to rely on the magic substances. They were far too powerful, far too dangerous. Her brother should be more cautious after everything he’d seen, after everything Dara had endured. The rest of the continent trusted the pair because they’d both given up power in the name of peace. They couldn’t compromise that conviction now.

Selivia remembered the stoic expression Queen Rochelle had worn as she broke the news of Chadrech’s death. When Selivia finished speaking, the queen had put her head on Selivia’s shoulder and cried. She could still feel that strong, intimidating woman shuddering with grief at the loss of her only child.

They couldn’t go back on the promise they’d made to contain the Lightning, the promise Chadrech had fought for. Selivia would protect his legacy, if no one else would. She would make sure their agreement not to use the Lightning held. She was the tether between Soole and Vertigon now, and she would make sure both lands were protected.

She stood. “Using the Lightning against other humans is not an option.” She drew herself up as Siv looked over at her. “It has already done too much damage.”

“It may be the only way,” Siv said.

“We cannot accept that.” Selivia loved her brother, but she wouldn’t bend on this. “Even if we just use a little bit here and a little bit there, it will still give the Lightning dragon a way in.”

Siv brushed a hand through his hair. “If some Wielders can resist her—”

“They can’t,” Selivia said. “If the dragon got into Latch’s head when she was asleep, think what she can do awake. Anyway, you all committed to sealing up the Lightning.” She glared at them, taking in Dara and Sora too. “I won’t let you break your promise.”

Siv looked as if he wanted to argue. He turned to Dara, seeking assistance. Selivia believed he had good intentions, but this was too important. This decision was every bit as vital as Dara’s vow not to use Fire, Watermight, and Air together.

Fortunately, Dara understood that. “She’s right, Siv. Even with . . . everything, we have to keep that promise.”

Siv and Dara looked at each other intently for a moment. Selivia wasn’t sure what Dara meant by “everything,” but her words seemed to convince Siv.

“Fine.” He took a long drink of his wine. “We won’t ask Tamri to use Lightning against the Waterworkers. But we need to do something about that dragon. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of it.”

“It’ll need time to recover,” Dara said. “I hit it with everything I had. We’ll send patrols to the East Isles to keep an eye on it, and Tamri and I will talk about what to do next as soon as she’s well.” Dara met Selivia’s eyes. “Hopefully she learned something that’ll help us contain both the magical substance and the dragon.”

Selivia sat back down beside Latch, but she couldn’t quite relax. The Lightning dragon had been a match for Mav himself, and while it roamed free, they might never be able to seal the Lightning back into the earth. But that didn’t mean they could compromise their agreement.

Selivia had a clear mission, a clear purpose for the days ahead. The Lightning was too dangerous to use. She would do whatever it took to keep the Thunderbird Queen from ensnaring anyone else. And if Siv and Dara disagreed, no matter the reason, Selivia would stand against them too.
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Tamri awoke to the sound of Gramma Teall’s voice. It wasn’t soothing, exactly. It had the sharp, reedy quality Tamri had heard in many lectures over the years. But the familiar rhythm helped her find her way back to consciousness.

Tamri’s whole body felt like one giant bruise, and her mouth tasted of old seawater. She struggled to open her eyes, feeling as if she were cracking open a dusty tea canister. She turned her head with a groan and found Gramma Teall sitting in an armchair beside her. She looked healthy, with her hair neatly combed and the pewter dragonfly in its proper place behind her ear. Tamri’s throat tightened at the sight.

Gramma Teall was reading The Legend of Teall and Darran aloud from a stack of crumbling parchment. She stopped when she noticed Tamri was awake.

“They say it’s an original copy, but I’m not convinced.” Gramma Teall shuffled the ancient manuscript as if it were a shopping list. “So you’re awake.”

Tamri rubbed her eyes. A purple smudge marred her vision, making it difficult to focus.

“The healer says your eyes will recover,” Gramma Teall said, “as long as you rest them properly.”

“How long have I been asleep?” Tamri croaked.

“I can’t say for sure.” Gramma Teall reached for a mug of water on the small bedside table and helped her drink. “I have a memory sickness, you know.”

Tamri swallowed the water gratefully, washing away the sea salt taste. Rose-gold light slanted through the boarded-up window at a sharp angle, suggesting it was early evening.

“A handsome young man came to visit you several times,” Gramma Teall said. “He told me his name. Now, what was it?”

“Heath?”

“Hmm, maybe.” Gramma Teall tapped a gnarled finger on her chin. “Or Hender? Harth? Anyway, he seemed eager to tell you something last time I sent him away.”

“Tell me what?”

Gramma Teall shrugged.

Tamri tried to sit up, but her grandmother placed a firm hand on her shoulder. “Not so fast. You’ve been taking good care of me lately. It’s my turn. I won’t have you darting through the canals until you’re fully recovered.”

“The canals!” Tamri shot upright, believing for one horrible moment that Khrillin had carried them back to Pendark. Then she recognized the pale-blond wood and understated decorations of their room in the Soolen Royal Palace. Gramma Teall must be confused. Her head throbbed, warning her she wasn’t in any fit state to be moving around, canals or no canals.

Gramma Teall raised an eyebrow at her as she clutched her head. “Didn’t I tell you not to dart?”

Tamri slumped back with a groan. The bed was softer than the cot she’d slept on in King’s Tower and her bunk at the Wielder school, but the movement ignited all her aches and pains.

“What happened?” she asked. “I only remember bits and pieces.”

“Welcome to my world,” Gramma Teall said dryly.

“Did we seal the Lightning back in the chasm?”

She knew she was supposed to do something important. She’d practiced a list of ways to try solidifying the Lightning until she found the right one. Somehow, she didn’t think she’d even gotten close.

“I don’t know about any chasm,” Gramma Teall said, “but Khrillin was here. You know that pompous Waterlord from the Garment District?”

“Uh, right.”

“Seems he was causing trouble out there, and you helped chase him away. You’re a proper heroine, just like Teall.” She shuffled the parchment in her lap again. “And Teall didn’t get to ride a dragon the way you did. I know I’d remember that part of the story.”

“A dragon.” The memories returned then, hitting her like a blast of sea air. Khrillin had attacked Sharoth before they could even make it onto the ships for their expedition. In the midst of the fight, a massive dragon had arrived and started spitting Lightning at everything in sight. Tamri had fallen from Laini and ended up in the dragon’s grip. Then she’d controlled it for a few moments. She’d stopped it from killing them all. “Where’s Laini?”

“Laini, dear? Who’s Laini?”

Tamri’s eyes welled up, and she pictured a sea-green feather floating on the waves. She feared she knew the answer even if Gramma Teall didn’t.

There was a knock on the door.

“Well, come in then,” Gramma Teall called.

Heath entered, looking much too large for the small room. He had Tamri’s dragonfly Firestick in his hand. It had two creases in the middle, as though it had been bent out of shape then repaired.

“Ah, here’s your young man now,” Gramma Teall said. She stood up slowly, her bones creaking, and shuffled past Heath toward the door. “I think I’ll find some tea. Come fetch me if I don’t return, won’t you, Hender?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Heath held the door open for Gramma Teall as she departed. He let the door swing shut and turned to face Tamri, turning the Firestick awkwardly in his hands. “How are you feeling?”

“Is Laini okay?”

Heath’s face crumpled, sad and joyful at the same moment. He crossed the room in two strides, knelt beside Tamri’s bed, and seized her hand.

“She’s going to be fine,” he said thickly. “Boru and I found her on the shore below Sharoth. She was hurt badly, but she managed to swim to safety. Rook and Boru helped me carry her back to the palace.”

Tamri let out a long breath, tears stinging her damaged eyes. “Can I visit her?”

“Of course. I’d bring her straight to your window, but I don’t want her flying for a few months. I’m going to send her to Cindral Forest to recover for a while.”

Tamri smiled, imagining Laini relaxing beneath a shady tree. “And the other dragons? Are they still fighting off the thunderbirds?”

“The birds have retreated for now.” Heath pulled back a little, as if salvaging his dignity after diving to his knees at her bedside, but he didn’t let go of her hand. “We think the Thunderbird Queen is regrouping. You and the Fire Queen dealt her a serious blow.”

“The Thunderbird Queen?” The name meant something to Tamri, but she struggled to connect it to the memories cascading through her. Heath’s hands encircling hers made her feel warm and sleepy, as if she didn’t have to worry about anything.

“It’s what they’re calling the Lightning dragon.” Heath looked her over closely. “I’m sorry. How much do you remember?”

“Too much,” Tamri mumbled.

Heath brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it. “Well, you were amazing,” he said. “You held the dragon back from the city long enough for Mav and the Fire Queen to get to it. We pieced together some of the story, but everyone wants to know how you did it. Gramma Teall and I will keep them all away until you’re ready to talk, though.”

“Thank you.”

Heath grinned then turned his attention back to her hands, massaging them lightly. They ached as much as every other part of her, but his touch was gentle, and she knew she was safe with him.

“What happened to Khrillin?” she asked.

“He went back to Pendark to lick his wounds.”

“Do you think he’ll give up?”

“No,” Heath said. “But you can beat him, Tamri. I know you can. You got rid of a Lightning dragon!”

“I’m not doubting myself,” Tamri said.

Heath smiled. “Good.” Then he leaned in and kissed her.

It took her by surprise. Or more accurately, her reaction took her by surprise. Mere heartbeats after his lips touched hers, she was tangling her fingers in his hair and pulling him closer. She had spent so long being wary of physical contact with anyone who wasn’t family that she had no idea how much she craved it. Even though her lips were cracked from the saltwater and her whole body ached, she wanted nothing more than to feel more of Heath’s skin against hers. To her great surprise, this made her feel powerful too.

She pulled back from Heath’s embrace and studied the lines of his stern face. His bronze eyes looked a little hazy, as if he were drunk on spiced cider. She brushed an unruly lock of hair back from his forehead, marveling at how it felt to be looked at that way. She’d worried about allowing other people to matter to her as much as Gramma Teall did. But she was finding that she had a greater capacity for love than she’d ever imagined. Just like with her Wielding skills, maybe this was only the beginning.

Tamri had meant what she’d said about not doubting herself. She could hold her own against Khrillin and his goons if they tried to come for her and the people she loved again—as long as she had access to the Lightning.

But that was a problem. She was no longer certain that sealing away the Lightning was the right thing to do. For that matter, she wasn’t sure she wanted to lock up the Lightning dragon, either.

Tamri knew how it felt to be trapped. And she knew what it was like to fly through the sky with the wind in her face and feel free for the first time. The Lightning dragon might be a malicious creature who’d sent the thunderbirds to attack, but she was also a living being trying to defend herself. She had lashed out. She had sought revenge against those who’d threatened her. But that didn’t mean she deserved to be caged.

Tamri had controlled the Lightning dragon for mere seconds, but she felt a kinship between them. They had shared the same power, a power that made her feel truly strong for the first time in her life. The others would never understand. But Tamri didn’t necessarily take orders from them anymore. She would decide what to do with her newfound strength.


Epilogue


Dara waited outside Tamri’s room for Heath to depart, tapping her boot on the tile floor. She didn’t want to interrupt her apprentice in what was probably the last peaceful moment she’d have for a long while. As soon as Tamri recovered, they had work to do together.

Dara was worried about Tamri after her encounter with the Lightning. She knew how it felt to Wield power on that scale. When she started her Wielder school, she’d committed to helping her students with such temptations. She wanted to protect them from the magical substances as well as instruct them in their use.

Dara flexed her hands, which were still raw from gripping Mav’s harness. She had come very close to breaking her own promise out there. In the final moments before the Lightning dragon struck, she’d been about to call on the Air. She was disturbed by how tempting it was to combine Fire, Watermight, and Air into a single weapon again. She worried the Lightning would be even more seductive.

The low rumble of Heath’s voice cut off inside the room. Dara was about to open the door and go inside when she felt a sharp tap on her arm.

“Give those young’uns a moment alone. They deserve it.” Tamri’s grandmother had appeared at her side. The old woman wore a long vest in the Soolen style, and she had a steaming pot of tea in her hands.

“Hello, Madame Teall,” Dara said. “How are you feeling?”

“Never mind that,” Gramma Teall said sharply. “What are your intentions for my granddaughter?”

Dara blinked. “My intentions?”

“I want to know why you were staring at that door so keenly,” Gramma Teall said. “What were you thinking about? Out with it, child.”

Dara suppressed a smile. It had been years since someone spoke to her that way. Gramma Teall reminded her of another fiercely intelligent Pendarkan woman she’d known long ago.

“I was thinking about how to help Tamri learn to control her abilities,” she told the older woman. “Even if it means giving up some of them.”

“Hmph.” Gramma Teall leaned closer, her eyes weighing and measuring. Dara met her gaze directly, though it made her feel very young. She rested her hand on her sword, its familiar heat reminding her who she was.

“I like that you want to help her learn to control her power, rather than telling her what to do with it,” Gramma Teall said at last. “But don’t you make her give up parts of herself while she’s at it. She’s still figuring out who she is, and I won’t have you disrupting that.”

“I understand a little of what your granddaughter is facing, Madame Teall,” Dara said calmly. “You don’t need to worry about her.”

“Someone has to.” Gramma Teall glanced down at the teapot in her hands, and a hint of sadness entered her reedy voice. “This magic business is beyond me. Always has been, even when she was a little one and I was more myself.” She looked up at Dara, the fierceness returning. “I won’t always be here for her. I want to know she’s putting her trust in good people.”

“I’ll look out for her, no matter what happens,” Dara said.

“Hmph,” Gramma Teall said. “See that you do.”

Dara kept her expression neutral as Gramma Teall scrutinized her once more. She fully intended to help Tamri as much as she could. But her first loyalty was to her family. She had to make sure Tamri’s progress didn’t put them in danger.

Especially because she had discovered something this morning, something she should have recognized before using the magical substances in battle. She couldn’t risk Wielding again for a while—and not just because of the dangers of using too much power.

She moved her hand from her sword and placed it on her stomach.
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The Dragonfly Oath Preview


Tamri rode the scarlet dragon into the storm. Watermight pulsed in her veins, and the leather safety harness cut deep grooves into her palms. Rook’s wings spread wide on either side, dark-red feathers fluttering in the wind. His long neck arched beneath her, bobbing in time with the churn of his wings and the beat of her heart.

Heavy raindrops skittered across Rook’s scales and dampened Tamri’s cheeks. She poured Watermight from her fingertips and stretched it along the bones of Rook’s wings. The silvery-white magic strengthened his muscles and supported his joints as he fought the storm.

The loss of the icy power reminded Tamri her body was still weak. She gritted her teeth, holding tighter to the harness. She’d finally convinced the Fire Queen she was healthy enough for scouting missions. She wouldn’t let a little storm slow her down.

Zorya, a large golden female dragon with black-tipped wings, flew to their left. Melloch rode her today. Rain coated the Soolen Waterworker’s spectacles, and his long black hair whipped around his face, freed from its leather tie. He followed Tamri’s lead, using his Watermight to strengthen Zorya’s wings.

The sea below roiled, white caps dancing across the waves. The weather had turned when they were only halfway through their patrol, and they still had a long flight ahead of them. Tamri didn’t mind. She had been confined to her bed for weeks after the attack on Sharoth Harbor. She’d feared that Dara, Heath, and Gramma Teall would never let her fly again.

A sliver of shoreline appeared ahead, its rocks shiny with seawater and rain. That should be Caraway Island, one of a dozen scattered landmasses making up the East Isles archipelago.

Tamri took her Firestick from her pocket, fingers warming as she touched the glowing knob embossed with a raised dragonfly at the end. She signaled to Melloch in case he couldn’t see the landmark through the mist. They needed to inspect Caraway Island quickly and return to headquarters before the storm grew worse.

Melloch acknowledged her with a quick wave then clung tighter to Zorya’s safety harness. The Soolen was a skilled Waterworker and a capable scholar, but he wasn’t used to flying.

Tamri twitched the Watermight lining Rook’s joints, and the dragon folded his wings against his long, scaled body and dove. They streaked toward the island, faster and faster, the wind becoming a roar. Tamri grinned, her heart racing. The furious rush of flight filled her up like a magical substance and made her feel as free as the storm itself.

As Rook soared past the outer spur of Caraway Island, Tamri scanned the rocky landmass for signs of thunderbirds or Pendarkan Waterworkers. Tiny green sprouts were beginning to appear among the rocks on Caraway Island, evidence spring was finally on its way. It should be warmer here by now. Soole was as far south as Tamri’s native Pendark, and it was past time for the heat to return.

Stormy weather made everyone nervous. It had heralded the thunderbird attacks on Sharoth. The creatures hadn’t struck again since their queen was thrown back from the Soolen capital, but Tamri and her friends couldn’t relax whenever dark clouds blotted out the sky.

Tamri and Rook soared along the island’s eastern coastline, searching for campfires or shelters that might indicate Khrillin’s goons were lurking. The Waterlord King of Pendark had suffered a catastrophic defeat after trying to invade Sharoth a month ago, but he’d seen the Lightning in action too. He’d want to steal the incredible new power. The Fire Queen had moved their base of operations from the Soolen capital to Starry Cove, the largest settlement in the East Isles, as a precaution. If Khrillin tried to reach the Lightning, they would stand in his way.

Caraway Island looked deserted, all sparse rocks jutting from the sea and sprigs of green emerging from sandy soil. Tamri was about to signal to Melloch and Zorya to head for home when a flicker of white caught her eye.

She leaned forward over Rook’s shoulder, scanning the ground. It could be a bit of seafoam the storm had tossed up, but she needed to know for sure.

Another flicker. Something was moving down by the water’s edge. They flew closer, and Tamri’s stomach gave a nasty lurch. A large storm-gray bird was perched on the rocks by the waterline. White flecked its wings, and a tall white crest rose from its head—a thunderbird.

The creature looked up. Cruel eyes flashed in the half-light of the storm, and blood dripped from the end of its curved beak. The thunderbird crouched lower over a bloody mess on the rocks and dug into it, ripping off chunks of flesh. The carcass had a long, slick hide clearly meant for gliding through the water.

“It’s an animal,” Tamri said, relief flooding her veins. “Probably a sea gorlion or something. It’s okay.”

Rook snorted and flew in a wide circle above the thunderbird and its prey for a better look, anyway. Tamri had seen enough. Thunderbirds were supposed to eat animals—fish, sea mammals, even little desert deer. They only needed to worry if the thunderbirds attacked people. That would mean they were being controlled again—obeying their queen.

The queen of the Thunderbirds was a Lightning dragon, a previously unknown variety of true dragon. Her minions had terrorized the Soolen coast for months, then she’d tried to blast Sharoth right off the map. Tamri had hampered the dragon’s efforts to destroy the city and even controlled her for a few heady moments. But then the dragon’s electric power, her overwhelming presence, had consumed Tamri so completely she’d struggled to remember her own name.

Dara had joined the battle and hurled the Lightning dragon back out to sea, defeating it soundly. But weeks later, Tamri couldn’t shake the experience. The dragon haunted her dreams—vast silver wings, creaky scales, and spines rising from a broad silver back. Her tail ended in a bristling ball of spikes, and when her enormous jaws opened, purple-white Lightning jittered from tooth to tooth. Tamri could still feel the articulated wings as if they were her own—and the utter confidence of a creature that believed it deserved to rule the world. Tamri was the dragon in her dreams, with thunder in her veins and the little world cowering beneath her wings.

She’d hoped riding Rook again would chase the images from her brain, but the churn of his powerful wings and the storm wind on her face only brought the encounter back more vividly. The Lightning dragon had returned to Thunderbird Island, the easternmost of the East Isles, and no one had laid eyes on it in a month. Had it recovered from its loss? Was it preparing another strike? No one believed it was gone for good any more than they thought the Waterlord King was vanquished. Their biggest concern was whether Khrillin or the Lightning dragon would make the next move.

Tamri had suggested to Dara that they try using the Lightning to control the dragon. It had to be possible, if she’d managed it even for a few seconds. The prospect of mastering such a skill filled Tamri with an eagerness she didn’t dare voice. But Dara had committed to sealing up the Lightning. She wanted to bury the magical substance and chain the dragon back in its chasm.

Such a waste. Tamri had learned so much already, and she wanted to go further. She wanted to experience that fathomless confidence again. She wanted to feel the Lightning jittering in her veins and scrambling her senses. There had to be a way around the dangers Dara was so worried about.

Down on the island, the thunderbird finished its meal and snapped its beak, spattering blood and viscera across the rocks. Tamri searched its eyes for any sign of the Lightning, any hint it was being controlled. But it was just a bird.

She signaled to Melloch and Zorya to move on, leaving the thunderbird to its carrion.

As they continued west toward Starry Cove, the wind blew harder, whipping Tamri’s hair around her face and driving rainwater through her coat. She adjusted her position on Rook’s back, groaning at the soreness in her muscles. Her encounter with the Lightning had left her bones fragile and her skin as raw as if it were sunburned. She had mostly recovered, though a purple afterimage still affected her vision sometimes, and she tired easily. She released the safety harness with one hand then clenched and unclenched her fist to ease the cramping. She had to admit she was looking forward to curling up on her cot in the room she shared with Gramma Teall.

The visibility was worsening by the second. The clouds darkened, churning and boiling around her. Rook flew higher so they wouldn’t accidentally collide with a cliff.

“Hang in there, Rook!” Tamri shouted. “We’ll be home soon, and Heath will have a nice treat for you.”

Rook tossed his head and rolled his eyes. He was far too proud to admit he was struggling. Tamri pushed the last drops of her Watermight along his wings, lending him a little more strength.

As the silver-white power left her body, Tamri felt something in the air, a twang against her skin, a sensation at once familiar and startling.

She glanced back at Melloch and Zorya, who were a mere smudge of gold through the rain. The sky dimmed rapidly, but no flashes of lightning—magical or ordinary—interrupted the gloom. It’s just a rainstorm, she told herself firmly. There’s no Lightning here.

Then the sensation struck again, that tingle in the air, that presence, electric and strange. It tapped and tugged at her as if trying to get her to guess where it came from.

Fear shot through her, and she started to reach for the Watermight. Holding the magical substance in her body had fended off the Lightning’s touch before. It could protect her from the tempting little buzz playing along her skin.

But she hesitated. After all her chaotic, Lightning-tinged dreams, Tamri couldn’t help wondering what the Lightning wanted. She was curious about the substance and its terrifying mistress. She kept the Watermight on Rook’s wings, leaving herself open to the other magics.

For a moment, nothing happened. That strange buzz tiptoed along the edge of Tamri’s senses, distant and indecipherable.

Then a voice spoke directly into her mind. “Hello, Little Bird.”

Tamri jolted in surprise, yanking reflexively on the safety harness. Rook cast an irritated look over his shoulder. She patted his neck reassuringly and opened herself a bit more to that electric burr.

“Hello?”

“You have returned to the sky.” The voice rumbled in her head, somehow as loud as a shout and as soft as a whisper at the same moment. “You have nerve.”

Tamri swallowed. “Who are you?”

No answer. The storm raged on. Rain drenched Tamri’s clothes, and her skin chafed against Rook’s scales. The shadow of another island passed beneath them.

They were almost home, but Tamri wanted to hear the voice again. Could it really be the Lightning dragon herself? The creature hadn’t spoken to Tamri before. She had experienced its presence as a torrent of pure emotion, pure self. The Lightning dragon was surer of itself than anyone Tamri had ever met, including Khrillin and Dara, the most powerful human Wielders on the continent. But it hadn’t talked to her.

She cleared her throat. “Are you there?”

Nothing.

Tamri strained to listen, reaching toward that crackling power. Opening her senses to the Lightning dragon was dangerous, but they needed to know as much as possible about the beast. Whether they decided to contain or control it, they needed to understand it.

Lightning flashed in the murky sky. A low rumble, not much louder than the roar of the sea, reached Tamri a few seconds later. It was far away, maybe as far as Thunderbird Island itself. Was the dragon speaking through the storm from its distant roost? Or could it be nearby?

Up ahead, the clouds thinned. They were approaching the outer edge of the storm, which didn’t cover Starry Cove. They couldn’t go back yet. They needed answers.

Another flash. Tamri counted her heartbeats, waiting for the thunder, waiting for the dragon to speak.

Instead she heard a vicious shriek, far louder and harsher than thunder. Dread flashed through her, and she fumbled for her Firestick. Then Melloch screamed.

Tamri looked back. Their companions had fallen far behind. Melloch lay plastered against Zorya’s golden neck, his spectacles hanging askew. Two giant thunderbirds hovered above him, pecking at his head and arms. Gray wings flared in the storm, and beaks and talons flashed.

“Help me!” Melloch wailed. He pulled Watermight from Zorya’s wings and flung it at the birds, but he was too terrified to strike accurately, and his power spurted away. Zorya tried to catch the smaller creatures in her teeth, and the thunderbirds evaded her nimbly.

Without pausing to consider the wisdom of it, Tamri reached for the thunderbirds, as she had in the skies above Sharoth. Lightning zinged through the creatures, in their hollow bones, in their blood, fizzing through their little bird brains. Tamri seized hold of that Lightning and pulled hard.

The thunderbirds shrieked in anger and confusion. Tamri held on to the Lightning within them, forcing it toward her. Rook flared his wings and turned sharply to confront the threat. As they changed direction, Tamri’s muscles groaned in protest, and sparks erupted in her veins. But she held on, drinking in more of the Lightning’s crackling intensity—and the thunderbirds responded. They stopped attacking Melloch and flapped their wings erratically, struggling to stay airborne. Tamri drew them toward her, thunder rumbling in her mouth and in her gut. Purple-white splotches filled her vision, and her skin fizzed and sang.

Melloch’s eyes were wide and rolling. Blood slicked his dark skin and mixed with the rain. For a moment, he looked afraid of Tamri, not just of the birds. Then Zorya went into a dive, swooping beneath Rook and carrying Melloch to safety.

The distance between Tamri and the thunderbirds closed much too fast. She tightened her grip on their minds and shoved them back, desperate to keep their talons from her flesh. The birds tumbled through the air, spinning and squawking, and Tamri glimpsed a flash of scarlet dragon feathers, storm clouds, and blazing light, as if seeing through their eyes.

She couldn’t afford to hesitate or doubt herself for an instant. She drew deeper on the fizzing, electric sensation, filling every pore and muscle and eyelash with power. Then she gritted her teeth and gave a great push, hurling the thunderbirds as far from her and Rook as she possibly could. The creatures spun and tumbled like leaves in the wind before finally righting themselves. They turned as one to soar away to the east.

As quickly as it had begun, the attack was over. Tamri took a shaky breath and clutched at Rook’s feathers and his sleek scales, trying to get her senses back in order. She felt dizzy. Had she really looked through the thunderbirds’ eyes for a moment?

“Impressive, Little Bird.”

Tamri jerked at the sound of the voice. The Lightning dragon was in her head again.

“What do you want?” she demanded.

“I’m not the one who wants something.”

Tamri peered through the rain, searching for any sign of the beast. “What does that mean?”

A shiver of something, confusion or laughter or madness, crawled through Tamri’s mind. Then the dragon’s presence faded, dissipating into the wind and the storm.

“Hey!” she shouted. “Come back!”

But the presence was gone, leaving nothing but the rain and a few thunderbird feathers spinning in the wind. Tamri pushed the last crackling vestiges of Lightning away with a shudder. The dragon was out there, reaching its tendrils into the world.

And it remembered her.

Download The Dragonfly Oath to keep reading!
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