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All around him, everything was collapsing to ash. Why shouldn’t the people of Kondorra believe he had as well? A martyr would be as good as a living prophet. Better perhaps.

So he staggered away, through the tattered ruins of his tent, past the scurrying guards just coming alert to the chaos at the heart of their camp, and off into the night to find somewhere he could bleed in private for a while.
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“Come not between the dragon and his wrath.”

—King Lear, William Shakespeare


PART 1:

DRAGONS RISING
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1

Big Thaumatobiologist on Campus

Quirkelle Bal Tehrin dreamt of fire. It kindled in her sleep, licked at the feet of her desires and fears, then rose—wings spreading—to the sky, tearing through her subconscious. It was a roiling ocean of flame, obliterating everything in its wake. She would come awake in the cot she kept in her garret above the Tamathian University, sheets soaked with sweat, her palm prints scorched into the sheets.

She had yet to work out if the racing of her heart was a symptom of terror or pleasure.

And yet, despite this confusion, there were some things Quirk was certain of in life. That she knew more about dragons than anyone else alive. That such knowledge made her position at the Tamathian University more secure than a princess’s chastity belt. And that the Tamarian Emperor’s palace was not quite as impressive as he thought it was.

She sat now at his dinner table, two seats away from the man himself, flanked by his daughter and the Empress.

The Emperor was a small man, in his late fifties, balding, and with his remaining hair cropped to short gray stubble. He was wreathed entirely in gold. Great swirls of fabric encircled his arms, his torso. A great gold neckpiece—that probably weighed almost as much as the birdlike Empress—wreathed his neck. His deeply lined face, emerging from its depths, appeared somewhat inadequate in comparison. Religious iconography dangled from him. A medallion inscribed with the scepter of Lawl, king of the gods, bobbled over the neckpiece. The open palm of Klink, god of commerce, was etched into his broad earrings. The wheat sheaves of Toil, god of fertility and the field, was upon his rings.

He had invited her here, as was now his weekly custom, to dine with his family, several highly esteemed courtiers, and a smattering of visiting dignitaries. At first she had served more as a conversation piece than as a source of conversation. Still, over time she had managed to become something much more integral to the gatherings.

At that precise moment, his eminence was attacking a small roast partridge and coming off the worst of the two combatants. More than once he had needed to signal for a bodyguard to throw an elbow into his sternum so he could hawk up whatever bone had lodged in his throat. On the plus side, he had not yet called for the beheading of the chef. He knew now that Quirk did not like that.

“So,” the Emperor said around a mouthful of gristle, pointing a partridge thigh at her like a miniature rapier. “What is it that you make of this business with the elven king?”

Quirk felt thirty pairs of eyeballs come to rest on her. Nobles, lords, ladies, the Emperor’s cousin, two of his bastard children, three ambassadors, and a visiting dignitary from Verra. They all watched her and they waited.

The truth was, of course, that her limited knowledge of the world made her woefully inadequate to answer the question. She had, for most of her life, lived in seclusion, first as the personal weapon of a murderous demigod, and then as a hermit-like academic lost in the warrenlike tunnels of the Tamathian University. The one time she had ventured out into the world she had witnessed the death of seven dragons and just over ten thousand of the inhabitants of Kondorra. It was not a period in her life she would necessarily describe as successful.

And yet, they all waited. They all wanted to know what the world’s leading thaumatobiologist and expert on dragons would say.

She wondered if any of them had actually read her papers. Had attended her lectures. She could not imagine the Chancellor of the Exchequer really getting to grips with the inner workings of Varanus draconis’s digestive tract. He was having enough trouble getting anything other than alcohol into his own.

On such things, she thought, the fate of nations fall.

The specific matter the king was referencing was the death of a white hart at the hands of several of his huntsmen. The hart had wandered from the forests of the Vale—which the Elven Court claimed as their own—and into the path of the several huntsmen looking for boar in the Emperor’s abutting forest. Not being the sort of men to question providence when it stood in the way of a full purse, the huntsmen promptly shot the hart, skinned it, and sold the hide for a profit that would make even a city merchant blush. Which was all well and good until the elven king delivered a message stating that the hart was his sovereign property, that the huntsmen were thieves, and that unless they were handed over to him for execution, the consequences would be dire.

Well … that was if she paraphrased the specifics of the elven dialect. More directly the message had read: “So-called Emperor of the so-called empire of Tamar: give me the round-ears who stole my hart, or I shall come and fuck you. His highest eminence, master of the bowstring, slayer of the round-ears, commander of the Vale forces, fine-aspected Todger IV.”

“Well,” Quirk said, as delicately as it was possible to, “given the tone, and content of the letter, I do not honestly believe that King”—she hesitated—“Todger,” she managed as gracefully as she could, “should be entertained in this manner. And furthermore, I do not believe that he can necessarily follow up on his threat to, erm”—she hesitated over this one—“to violate you.”

“So screw him,” said one of the nobles, and brayed with laughter. Several other followed suit. There was much stamping of feet, and pounding of golden goblets on the red velvet tablecloth.

Quirk winced, and not just because she was being reminded of the red velvet tablecloth. Sometime she really did need to speak to the Emperor about that particular detail. She raised a delicate finger to indicate that she was not quite done.

“However,” she said, but no one was listening anymore.

The Emperor coughed loudly. All noise stopped. All attention returned to the richest, most powerful man in the room. He glared around at them, then looked back to Quirk. “You were saying?” he said.

Small he might be, but it was rumored that the Emperor had personally throttled two assassins after they had killed the rest of his personal guard.

“However,” Quirk said again, “there doesn’t seem to be much point in purposelessly angering King … Todger. And while he cannot … violate anyone here, his forces can certainly make things difficult for your border patrols, and nobody wants to actually go to war with the elves.”

“I wouldn’t mind,” said one lord, who then seemed to realize people could hear him.

“Truly, Lord El Sharred?” said the Emperor. He had a harsh, nasal voice. “You would like to take your cavalry into thick forest, and have arrows rained down upon you, while you chased men who disappeared like ghosts among the branches?”

Lord El Sharred appeared to vacillate momentarily between whether he should capitulate to his lord’s greater wisdom, or if he should attempt to preserve face in front of his peers. He chose wrong.

“We should burn the place down around their ears,” he said defiantly.

There was more pounding of goblets. The Emperor rolled his eyes. Quirk smiled at him. A question about fire, she could answer.

“Have you ever tried to burn living wood, Lord El Sharred?” she asked. “To be honest, I doubt you’ve even tried to burn dry wood. You have people to do that for you, after all.” She smiled sweetly and watched as the insult passed over the man’s head. “Living wood does not burn like the fire in your hearth at home. It is slow, and smoky, and reluctant. If you were able to get one tree to burn before the elves turned you and your men into novelty pincushions, I would count you very good at your job.”

Now finally the Emperor laughed. And when he laughed, everyone laughed. Even Quirk. Lord El Sharred turned very red, and nodded, and managed a quick “I daresay I am” before retreating to his goblet.

“As ever,” said the Emperor once the general mirth had died down, “you have proven yourself of greater wisdom and experience than many of the men who sit here, Professor Bal Tehrin. I ask again, and pray that you can answer without interruption, what would you advise?”

“Merely to send him ten of our own harts, slain, and ready for roasting so that he may feast at our expense. Lives will be spared, and honor will be satisfied.”

The table held its collective breath as the Emperor considered this. Finally he clicked his fingers. Instantly a servant was at his side, eyes angled obsequiously low.

“Tell the huntsmen to kill ten harts and prepare them for delivery to King Todger along with a message expressing my deepest regrets at the unfortunate situation.”

The servant nodded and backed away. The Emperor picked up the last of his partridges, looked at it distastefully, and cast it over his shoulder. “Let’s just get to the gods-hexed dessert, shall we?”

This time no one disagreed.

After the meal there was of course music, and dancing, and the overwhelming desire to get away.

Quirk knew well that it was an honor to be invited to the Emperor’s palace so frequently. She was aware that many looked upon her with envy, if not outright jealousy. She knew that she ate here better than she could ever hope to eat at the university, and that her opinions could have significant sway in the way the country was run. But she also knew that what she truly desired was a quiet night with her scrolls, and her notes, and a full pot of ink.

Unfortunately, though, the visiting Verran dignitary had managed to trap her in a corner. What was worse, he seemed willing to keep her there—by force if necessary—until she managed to vomit up an opinion on his proposed trade agreement.

“But, don’t you see,” he pressed, “that a two-point-six percent reduction in the import surcharge on Verran cotton could significantly change the landscape of the entire textile export industry here?”

“No,” said Quirk, who was by now well past the point of pretending polite confusion.

“Oh,” said the dignitary with a genial grin, “then I better explain again.”

Quirk wondered if the Emperor’s favor would be enough to acquit her of murder. Then she reminded herself she was a pacifist.

A pacifist partly responsible for the death of seven dragons and approximately ten thousand inhabitants of Kondorra …

Fortunately, just as the Verran was sucking in a lungful of air that would put a foundry bellows to shame, a disturbance at the stairs distracted him. He turned around, and virtually squealed with pleasure. “It’s here!” he told her, a grin spreading across his face like a wine stain across a tablecloth, and he skittered away.

“Your eminence!” the dignitary called to the Emperor, in breach of all kinds of decorum. “Your eminence! It’s arrived!”

The Emperor squinted at the Verran. Quirk didn’t think much for the chances of his trade accord.

Four servants were shuffling down the stairs, staggering under the weight of some vast burden shrouded by a purple sheet. They just about made it down to the ballroom floor, stumbled right three paces, then set their burden down with a crash.

“Careful, you dolts!” hissed the Verran.

The Emperor rolled his eyes.

The Verran struck a pose of significant pomposity beside the shrouded bundle. It was almost as tall as he was. Asymmetrical protrusions thrust out, lumpen beneath the folds of fabric.

“May I present to you,” he said in grandiose tones, “a token of Verra’s esteem.” He bowed deeply.

He meant a bribe, of course. I give you this, and in return can you make it cheaper for me to import my cotton? And let’s neither of us talk about the large number of cotton plantations that I have back in Verra, and instead pretend this is for the good of all.

The one good thing about the Emperor’s gaudy display of wealth, Quirk thought, was that it reassured her that he would be very difficult to bribe.

The Verran tugged on the curtain shrouding the object. It got stuck on one of the protrusions. He yanked again. There was a ripping sound, the snap of fabric pulling taut, and then the sound of the Verran stamping his foot. He heaved again, realized it wasn’t going to work, and went to fix the snag. His smile had become something of rictus. Finally he worked everything free, tugged again, and revealed the …

What word best summed it up?

Obscenity?

“May I present to you,” said the Verran dignitary, with another deep bow, “The Conception of Cois.”

The statue—cast in gold—depicted Lawl, king of the gods, lord of law and order, bending his son Toil over, and plowing him like a field. So, the popular legend went, Toil—god of fertility and the field—became pregnant with his father’s seed, and later gave birth to the hermaphroditic god(dess) of love, Cois. A burst of pearls where the two deities conjoined graphically indicated that this was indeed the exact moment of conception.

Love, lust, violence, betrayal, and rape, all wrapped up in a tasteless, ostentatious display of wealth and power. Quirk supposed it was as relevant a way to attempt to seal a trade agreement as any other that had occurred to her.

She, along with the others, had just turned to see the Emperor’s reaction to this masterwork of depravity when their collective silence was shattered by the sound of slow hand claps coming from above.

Every eye turned.

A man stood at the top of the stairs that slowly swept new arrivals down into the ballroom. He wore a simple but voluminous brown robe, the hood pulled back to reveal a bald head and a face lined like a cartographic map. His skin bore a dark tan, but he still seemed pale among the sea of Tamarians. He wore gold earrings, and a sinuous curving tattoo unfurled over his forehead, coming to a point between his eyes. The Emperor’s guards flanked him, but instead of appearing confined, the man stood as if he were the one in command.

Quirk’s childhood at the hands of the barbarous demigod Hethren had bred into her an immediate and violent suspicion of all strangers. As part of her long rehabilitation, she had learned to push that suspicion away just as instinctively. And yet, looking at this man, she found she did not like him.

“What is the meaning of this interruption?” snapped the Emperor, though Quirk suspected he was as glad as any of them for a chance to ignore the Verran dignitary.

The court marshal bustled forward, looking harassed and put out. “My most sincere and humble apologies, your eminence. May I present—”

But the man interrupted him. “I am Ferra, emissary of Diffinax, and I come to beseech your fine court.”

Diffinax.

While Quirk would be the first to admit that there was still much about dragons that she had yet to learn, she knew enough to recognize one of their names when she heard one.

What sort of man would give himself a dragon’s name?

The sort of man, she supposed, who would have an emissary who thinks it’s all right to burst into an emperor’s ballroom and interrupt a private dinner.

But Ferra was still talking, even as he started down the stairs, the court marshal flapping ineffectually in his wake.

“And I see,” the emissary continued, “that I arrive only just in time. I arrive as the filth, the depravity, the chaos of the so-called pantheon attempts to worm its sordid fingers around your heart more tightly. I arrive as your senses are assaulted and insulted by this …” He paused mid-stride to regard the Verran dignitary’s sculpture with a look of disgust that bordered on hatred.

Obscenity, Quirk filled in silently.

“Vileness,” said Ferra.

Impertinent ass, he might be, Quirk thought, but I can’t question his taste in art.

The Verran dignitary had different ideas, however. “Who are you?” he spat. “How dare you enter here—”

“How dare you?” Ferra spat back. “How dare you hold up this wantonness, and worship it? How dare you call this desecration sacred? How dare you insult this man, this emperor, by telling him this is what he should emulate? Is this what you think of him? That he is a rapist? That he is a sodomizer? That he is the father of hermaphrodites?”

“Nothing wrong with a little bit of sodomy,” commented the Emperor’s cousin, with a shrug.

Ferra visibly twitched.

The Emperor, who had been watching with increasing interest, leaned forward, head cocked to one side. “And you,” he said, “you are one who would dare to speak for me? You are one to presume my opinions of sodomy and hermaphrodites?”

Quirk was almost completely sure that the word obsequious had never once entered Ferra’s mind. She was not disappointed.

“I am one,” he said, “who sees a man beset by a world of filth, a man born into a world of excrement. I see a man with the power to lift his people out of the slurry. I see a man who can elevate a whole world. I see a man Diffinax wishes to save.”

The Emperor leaned back. “So,” he said, with a slight curl of contempt to his lips, “you are a man who presumes to speak for a man who presumes I wish to be saved.”

“He presumes nothing,” said Ferra. “Whether or not you desire it or not, you need to be saved.”

“He dares presume my situation now?” The Emperor’s smile was spreading. Quirk, though, had the distinct impression that it was the smile a cat gave a mouse.

“He dares presume the situation of the whole world,” said Ferra without hesitation. “There is nothing he does not dare.”

The Emperor chewed on that like a mouthful of partridge bones.

Ferra was on the ballroom floor now, leaving the still-spluttering court marshal and Verran dignitary behind him.

“Your master is a daring man, it seems,” said the Emperor at last.

“My master,” said Ferra, with a smile to rival the Emperor’s, “is no man.”

And that brought a pause to the conversation. The Emperor was caught flat-footed, suddenly uncertain.

As she spoke, Quirk thought her voice sounded small and timid in the large room. “Diffinax,” she said, “is a dragon’s name.”

Ferra turned to her, and graced her with a smile as thin as a stiletto blade. “Quirkelle Bal Tehrin,” he said to her. “Your reputation precedes you.”

Inhaling seemed to take forever.

The Emperor looked at them both, back and forth, hesitated, then chose to address Ferra. “Your master, is he a dragon?” He did not sound tentative. Recent years of bloody civil war had ensured that no emperor of Tamar would dare show temerity for generations to come. But neither did he sound anxious to know the answer.

“My master,” said Ferra, yanking his attention away from Quirk like a man twitching a blade out of a wound, “is the solution to the madness of this world. My master is a balm to this world’s wounds. My master is the answer to all the prayers that the gods have ignored for too long. My master—”

“Your master is fire and domination.” Again, Quirk’s voice seemed too small in the large room. But she could see it in front of her. That ocean of fire that haunted her dreams, spreading across the world.

“My master,” said Ferra with savage intensity, eyes not leaving the Emperor for a second, “is peace. Long sought after. Long fought for.”

“He is a dragon,” the Emperor repeated, less of a question this time.

“He is many things. One of them is a dragon.”

There was a quiet gasp from the assembled nobles, all but forgotten in the heat of the exchange.

“Dragons kill,” Quirk said, quietly, almost to herself. “They dominate. Dragons are … no, cruel is not the word. That’s a human emotion, and they do not have those.”

She had interviewed hundreds of women and men who had lived under the rule of dragons in Kondorra. She had witnessed firsthand the squalor in which they had been forced to live.

Ferra shook his head. A look of something like sadness crossed his face. It seemed out of place on his harsh features. “Oh, Ms. Bal Tehrin, how misled you have been. How much you have led others astray. For what? Personal fortune? For the favor of powerful men?”

For a moment, Quirk truly did not understand what the man was saying. The implications were utterly foreign to her thoughts.

“You … I … What?” was all she managed.

“But how can I blame you,” said Ferra, voice dripping with false pity, “when all the gods in the heavens themselves do is mislead us? When no one sets a better example? When you have not yet accepted the wisdom of Diffinax into your life and your soul?”

“These,” said the Emperor as Quirk still reeled, “are serious accusations.”

Ferra waved a hand dismissively. “I do not deal in accusations. Diffinax has taught me to be above such things. I deal in truths. I deal with the world as it is, not how I wish it to be. I see it, accept it, and I question, what will change truly require? How can I leave a legacy of change? How can I make the people look up and remember me with love?”

It was shameless pandering. It was a low, craven pantomime of political seduction. And from the look upon the Emperor’s face, Quirk could see it was working.

“You think I am here for fame?” she said. It was not the right way for her to start her argument, but she could not help herself. Ferra’s accusation was too brazen, too false to ignore.

Ferra finally turned to look at her. His look was one of utter contempt. “I truly do not care why you are here, Quirkelle Bal Tehrin. Maybe it is for the self-aggrandizement. Maybe it is so you can feel superior to your colleagues. Maybe it is so you can impress some dark-eyed student with tales of the Emperor’s table. Maybe it is simply that you enjoy the food. All I know, all I care for, are the lies you use to poison the Emperor’s ear, to keep him turned from the truth and the light of Diffinax.”

Quirk almost laughed in the man’s face. “I do not beg him to worship a dragon, and therefore I am the one clouding his vision?”

Ferra’s mouth twisted in a smile. “And you ask nothing of him? You do not try to steer him toward one course of action over another? You do not stand there and try to use your influence to turn him away from my master?”

“I try to turn him away from enslaving himself to the teachings of an inhuman beast with a psychotic desire for power and wealth.”

She could, she felt, go toe-to-toe with this man. He had caught her off guard at first, but he was as petty, and stupid, and poorly informed as all the other ambassadors and dignitaries, too caught up in his own agenda. He had caught the Emperor’s attention with his boldness, but she had long ago won the Emperor’s respect.

Ferra took a step toward her. It was a move designed to intimidate. Instead she stepped toward him, closed the distance.

He leaned toward her, lowered his voice. “Did you tell him?” he asked. Almost conversationally. Almost intimately. She suppressed a shudder at the thought. “Did you tell him about how you came about your knowledge?”

“Everybody knows how—” she started, not seeing the angle of the attack, because everybody knew of how she had gone to Kondorra. It was why she was famous.

But Ferra continued. “Did you tell him of the people you burned? The women you left as widows? The children you left as orphans? Did you tell him of your dreams of fire?”

Quirk’s breath caught in her lungs. Suddenly the vast ballroom felt too small, too tight, everything pressing in on her.

An ocean of fire, spreading from horizon to horizon.

And no dragon stood at that ocean’s heart. She did. Flame poured from her hands. Her flames wiped men, and women, and children from the world. Her flames stripped the flesh from their bones.

She remembered a night in Kondorra, in a cave, standing before a dragon, flame streaming from her palms, and killing, and killing, and killing.

No. No, she had not told the Emperor about that. She had told no one about that. No one outside of her companions in Kondorra had known about that.

How in the Hallows had this man known that? This ugly, twisted, shit of a man.

“You want to burn me now, don’t you?” Ferra continued, his voice still lowered in that ugly parody of intimacy. “I know you do. I have spent my life with dragons. I know creatures of fire, Quirkelle Bal Tehrin. Part of you wants to watch us all burn.”

“No!” she shouted. She couldn’t help it. Because she had to. She had to deny it. She could never let herself acknowledge the fact that he was right.

The Emperor was staring at her. His Empress. His daughter. His court. All of them. Even poor, golden Toil—captured bent over and humiliated forever—was staring at her. All of them sharing that same look of horror. Because they knew. As soon as she had shouted they had known. She was a liar.

She turned and she ran.

She checked her flight at the palace gates. Servants were staring at her. Guards were looking around for some sign of disturbance. Her hands were smoking.

She breathed, long and shaky, pulling the chill night air into her, trying to get the coldness to sink into her core.

Arsehole. She couldn’t believe what she’d just let happen. But how had he known? How could he have known?

She should go back there. She should show him just how afraid she was of him.

She should make him burn.

No.

She was too worked up, too close to the edge to plead her case tonight. She would only make things worse. She should go back to her garret, to her cot, to her papers, and her ink. She should find her calm again, her peace.

Be the surface of the lake. Tranquil. Unmoving. She ran through the old meditation techniques the priestesses of Knole—goddess of wisdom—had taught her.

She couldn’t even picture the gods-hexed lake right now.

With a grimace, she pushed out into the night.

The Tamathian University was a reassuring bricolage of stone, mortar, and wood all rammed together in a myriad of disparate architectural styles. Flying buttresses crashed into sterile cliffs of brick. The gentle curves of domes were punctured by angular spires of jutting stone. The gas-filled observatorium bobbed above the dining hall, caught in its mess of tethering ropes.

The gatehouse, one of the oldest structures in the place, was done in the early Brutalist style. A forbidding mass of iron spikes and disruptive stone tumors, making the entrance look more like a wound than a gateway, yet the light that spilled out of it was soft and yellow, and the sight of it filled her with the warmth of home.

Tamper, the doorman, was sitting on a stool inside the gate holding a cudgel that was almost as old and gnarled as he was.

“Mistress Quirk,” he said with a touch of his finger to his forehead.

“Tamper,” she said with a nod and a smile, and the simple ritual of it stilled the trembling that yet touched her hands.

“Mistress Afrit was looking for you.” Tamper’s voice sounded like a door creaking open.

Quirk sighed. That was the last thing she needed. And then, as if summoned by the utterance of her name, like some fairy-tale genie, there was Afrit, bustling across the grass of the courtyard, calling, “Quirk! Quirk! You’re back!”

Quirk closed her eyes, turned to Tamper. “Thank you,” she said to the old doorman. He nodded in return. Possibly off to sleep.

Then Quirk turned to Afrit and assembled her face into something that was as close to a smile as she could manage. “Yes,” she said. “I am back, and it is late, and you are still up.”

Afrit smiled. “I’ve been grading papers,” she said, “and despairing about the youth of this nation.” She was young, dark-skinned, her hair worn long and pulled back into thick braids. She favored the same sort of loose robes that Quirk wore, though whether that was a recent affectation, or simple coincidence, Quirk wasn’t sure. Honestly, she and Quirk had never exchanged more than a few words before Quirk’s fateful trip to Tamathia. But since her return, and the publication of her folio on dragons, Afrit had flocked to the light of Quirk’s flame like a peculiarly suicidal moth.

“How was the Emperor’s this evening?” Afrit went on unabashed, asking the question Quirk had least wanted to answer.

“Exhausting,” Quirk said. It seemed her best bet for escaping the situation.

“Of course,” Afrit said. “I’m sorry. I forget how late it is.” She smiled and stepped back a little.

For a moment, Quirk dared to hope she would be left alone. But then Afrit pushed on.

“No papers to keep you up late tonight?”

Quirk tried to avoid sighing audibly. “The Chancellor gave me another month off teaching. My lecturing schedule is still quite full though.”

Afrit smiled more broadly. “I shall have to become famous myself one day. It seems to be full of perks. Though I think perhaps I would miss teaching. Don’t you?”

Quirk shrugged helplessly. “Mostly I am just finding fame to be simply tiring right now.”

Afrit had the decency at least to look embarrassed. “I’m sorry. You have needed to tell me twice. I shall let you get to bed.”

Quirk shook her head insincerely. “I’m sorry. I am sure I will be much better company in the morning.”

Afrit nodded. “And I shall do a better job of picking up on obvious social cues.”

Quirk’s smile was at least half-genuine at that point. “Tomorrow,” she said, albeit grudgingly.

“Tomorrow,” Afrit agreed, and a moment later Quirk was finally alone.

Quirk’s garret was long, low, and smelled of dust and paper. She sighed as the door closed behind her. In the darkness she went to where she knew her tinderbox lay, and lit the first candle.

Finally, as she slowly went through the ritual of lighting the garret’s other candles, Quirk felt the last vestiges of her encounter with Ferra sloughing away. Her own space. Where she could be herself without judgments. Where she was not famous, or aloof, or wise, or anything but a thaumatobiologist. The candles by the door lit, she pulled off her cloak and the tall, uncomfortable boots that were popular in the Emperor’s court. She pushed the pins out of her hair, collecting them on a table where a hair-brush and small piece of polished tin lay.

She could have a larger room, she knew. The Chancellor had offered one to her. But this was her home. This was the refuge she had longed for all the time she had been in Kondorra. Now that she had reclaimed it, she could not give it up for all of Avarra.

In the shadows, something creaked.

She looked up, the sound unexpected, not fitting into the usual concert of creaks and moans that filled old space. It came from somewhere near her desk, in among the piles of papers and notes, down at the unlit end of her garret.

“Pettar?” she called. Sometimes a gray feral cat would wander in and beg for scraps. But it preferred the daytime hours, when the light came in through her windows and puddled on the wooden floor. “Pettar, is that you?”

Silence. Enough of it that she thought she was making a fool of herself.

And then the misplaced creak came again.

She stepped toward the darkness.

“Pettar?”

Silence.

But then—

“Not exactly.”

She knew that voice. Knew it clearly and well. Had listened to it only an hour before as it insinuated and berated, as it revealed secrets she had not shared.

Ferra.

Fire burst out of her before she knew what she was doing. An instinctive, blazing rush of fear and hatred. Her hand slashed the air. A ribbon of fire ripped out of the cage that she pretended kept it locked up in her soul and coursed across the room.

For a moment, everything was illuminated. She saw candles catching fire, wax running free. She saw pages of her notes curling. She saw the dragon’s talon she had brought back from Kondorra and had yet to mount on the wall, glistening warmly. She saw her desk, its shadow racing up the wall trying to flee the scene. And she saw Ferra, wreathed in his robes, hood pulled high, about to die at her hands.

All this, she glimpsed in the moment it took the fire to race across the room. All this, and just time to think, How will I explain this tomorrow?

Ferra drew his hand up in a vicious slashing motion. There was a crackle and fizz. White and cold filled the far end of the garret. Her ribbon of fire smashed into a dazzling spire of sparkling white.

Her fire died.

“No,” she breathed as much in disbelief as in shock, as Ferra stepped toward her and flung out his own hands.

She saw icy hands form in the air in front of her, massive replicas of Ferra’s own, knuckles bulging, and thick, ropy sinew standing out on the backs of the palms.

The fingers closed around her arms, her chest. She gasped at the cold, driving into her, penetrating her. They clenched and she gasped again as the breath was driven out of her by the force of their pressure. Her vision blurred.

Ferra was advancing down the length of her garret, hands still outstretched, still squeezing. “As much fun as it is to watch you squirm at the Emperor’s court,” he was saying, “I am afraid I shall have to end our acquaintance now.” She could barely make out the words over the sound of her own rattling breaths.

Cold was taking her. She could hardly feel where the fingers pressed into her anymore.

She grasped for fire. So eager to race out of her a moment before, now it was cowed and cowering inside her.

Fight back! she roared at it. Do not capitulate to this thug. This bully.

Flame quivered. She roared at it. Burn his world!

Flame flared once more, a corona cocooning her. The icy hands sprang apart as if scorched, already melting. Ferra grunted, staggered back, arms flung wide. Quirk sucked down lungfuls of warm air.

With a roar, Ferra slashed his hand through the air. Something frozen and savage smashed into Quirk’s left side. She reeled across the room. But her corona of fire protected her from the worst of the cold.

She had almost recovered when Ferra’s next blow came from the right, batting her back across the garret like some child’s plaything. Her cocoon of fire quivered. She stumbled into his next blow. She staggered. He hit her again. Again.

Fuck explanations. Fuck Ferra. Fuck dragons. Fuck fear. This man was going to burn.

She lowered her head, bull-rushed him. The corona of fire stretching out in front of her, becoming a lance, a battering ram.

She heard him yell, made contact with … no, not with him. With a grinding wall of ice that pushed back, held her still.

She grit her teeth, poured all her power into the space in front of her. Her feet slipped on the floor, skidding over the rough wooden grain. She fought forward one step, two. She drew level with the old dragon talon. Icicles lined its surface.

Ferra redoubled his defenses. She felt his wall of ice stretch up, thicken. She felt her forward progress grind to a halt.

And then, slowly, inexorably, he began to push her back.

He was stronger than her. That was the detestable, unavoidable truth. He had chased her out of the Emperor’s palace, chased her back to her garret, and trapped her here like a rat. And now he would overpower her, and he would kill her. It was as simple as that.

Quirkelle Bal Tehrin was the world’s leading thaumatobiologist, the foremost expert on dragons in all of Avarra. She had been present for the Kondorran uprising, and played a critical role in the death of seven dragons. She had been a living weapon for the demigod Hethren, and had killed more men, women, and children than she could count. And all of it counted for naught in this moment.

But she would not give up and die for this man.

She dropped her defenses, her assault, let it come crashing down. And for a moment she felt Ferra hesitate, thrown off, searching for the next lance of heat.

It didn’t come.

Quirk threw herself to the left, rolled across the floor, through the scorched ashes of her research notes, skidding over patches of freezing ice.

She came up beside the dragon’s talon, scavenged from the blasted waste that lay before the Hallow’s Mouth volcano. A treasured possession. A source of awe and fear. And without ceremony she grabbed it and launched it at Ferra.

She could see him, in a beam of moonlight that streamed through a window. Could see the outline of his hooked nose as it turned in the direction of her grunt of effort. But she could not see his eyes, could not see if they went wide, or narrowed with concentration, as the talon smashed into his side.

There was a gout of blood. A yell.

She didn’t care for the rest. She was already charging, balling fire around her fists.

There was a flash of white light, a flare of freezing wind, the sound of glass breaking. Quirk threw up an arm to protect her eyes. Wind lashed at her face.

When everything cleared, she was alone. Ferra was gone. Only ice and a broken window showed that he had ever been there.

Her fragmented research notes shuddered across the floor, and Quirk pulled her robes tightly around her as the night’s cold air rushed in.


2

Shedding His Skin

Balur had the very strong urge to bite someone’s face off.

To be fair, this wasn’t an entirely unusual state of affairs for him. Back in the Analesian deserts where the lizard man had spent his formative years, faces were considered a delicacy, peeled from the skull and roasted over an open fire. Admittedly, that was how the Analesians cooked everything. They were desert nomads. It wasn’t as if they had an abundance of cooking options available.

Now, though, he sat in the heart of the grassy plains of Kondorra, his scaly posterior balanced upon a throne carved from a dragon’s skull, set at the center of a vast tent made of swooping red cloth. Outside, birds whooped and called, and horses stomped. And yet still he imagined the taste of blood on his tongue.

Also, in his defense, the Vinlander ambassador standing in front of him at that precise moment was being very insulting. Or condescending. Or both. Balur still wasn’t entirely sure about all the nuances of human interaction.

Further compounding the issue was the fact that Balur had about twelve inches and three hundred pounds on the ambassador. Plus, the ambassador was entirely lacking a skin of stony scales to protect himself. Or a tail for balance. Essentially he was asking to have his face bitten off. He might as well have come in with a silver platter and a napkin in hand to make the process that much more civilized.

But he hadn’t done that. He’d come in here with an enormous army at his back instead.

“We recognize”—the ambassador slurred on, with … was it disdain perhaps?—“the great service the people of Kondorra perceive you, their so-called prophet, to have gone about doing when you killed off the Dragon Consortium. But the weight of those actions ends at your borders. Extant trade agreements do not stop there. Quite the opposite. Kondorra made some promises to Vinland—regardless of its rulership—and we expect them to be honored.” The ambassador burped.

That was, Balur suspected, staggering bullshit. He had spent enough years in mercenary armies, working for corrupt barons, earls, and lords, to know that nobody expected a new ruler to honor the agreements of the old one.

He also knew that the ambassador didn’t give a shit. Kondorra could muster a fighting force of about fifteen thousand warriors. Vinland could throw more than ten times that number at him. The math was simple: He was Vinland’s bitch.

It didn’t help that the ambassador was staggeringly drunk. The scent of alcohol reeled off the Vinlander in thick waves. Every time Balur licked the air he could taste it, heady and intoxicating—both an insult and a call to battle. Still, his advisors had told him that drunkenness was to be expected. The ambassador was from Vinland, after all, an entire nation dedicated to the worship of Barph—god of drunkenness, excess, and revelry. Being sober was a great religious offense in their eyes.

Balur would like nothing better than to be drunk. Unless possibly he could be drunk and arse-deep in concubines. But if he was drunk he suspected the few restraints he placed upon himself to stop him from removing the man’s face and slurping it down raw would be severed. And in doing that, he would condemn the entire nation of Kondorra to becoming so much fermentation materials in the Vinlander brewing pits.

So instead, he rumbled, “And if those trade agreements are lacking any paperwork, and are seeming to be incredibly detrimental to my nation, and are being brought to me on the hearsay of …” He chewed on a number of insults before reluctantly selecting “… you.”

“You question the divine word of the Vinland High Priesthood, dribbled down from the slack jaw of Barph into the waiting ears below? You question the slurry of his wisdom written large upon this world by his holy bartenders?” There was fire in the ambassador’s voice. He was, Balur had to admit, an incredibly high-functioning drunk. If the man hadn’t pissed himself halfway through the discussion, Balur would almost have been impressed by him.

When Balur had seized control of Kondorra it hadn’t seemed like it was going to be this way. He had been at the head of an army of sixty thousand, the apex of an uprising of the people. They had screamed his name, screamed for the prophet, and they had sworn their lives to his rule. He was going to forge them into a force red of tooth and claw. He was going to take them sweeping through the world, burning, and pillaging, and forging a new empire in his name.

Except what they had actually done was sober up from their bloodlust, gone back to their farms and forges, their shops and their sheep, and they had tried to rebuild the lives that had been stifled by thirty years of oppressive rule by the Dragon Consortium. And while the people of Kondorra still worshipped him with a near-religious fervor, the true pantheon of Avarra had not set a great example for what religious fervor meant. A nod of the head and a tip of the cap seemed to have been sufficient obeisance for most of the gods in the pantheon. At least for all of them, it seemed, except bloody Barph. How the drunk god was the only one who managed to elicit slavering zeal out of his followers was beyond Balur.

There again, a lot was beyond Balur these days. Like how in the Hallows he was going to deal with this Vinlander bullying.

He could go to war, of course. Part of him wanted to do that. It would mean the annexation of Kondorra and the death of tens of thousands, but it would be an absurdly impressive way to be killed. To wade into battle heinously outnumbered, to kill until he was walled in by the dead, and then only finally be overwhelmed when they collapsed the walls of his own kills upon him. Bards would sing some really epic ballads about that. They would use them to pick up a considerable number of attractive young people with self-esteem problems. It would be everything Balur had ever dreamed his death could be.

Really the only thing stopping him was that he suspected it was exactly what the Vinlanders wanted him to do. Drunk they might be. Idiots they were not. So he could either suck up a trade deal that would bankrupt him, or march into a war it was impossible to win.

The trade deal would at least buy him a few months to figure everything out.

He actually found himself wishing Will was there. Will liked all this thinking nonsense. He was the one who planned everything.

In fact, truth be told, Will was the prophet Balur was pretending to be.

Or … well, he wasn’t the prophet. There was no prophet. It was bullshit they’d sort of used to deceive the Kondorrans into rising up against their dragon overlords, and then he’d perpetuated the lie to stay in power. Not that any of that troubled Balur. He didn’t see the lie hurting anyone. Plus, he’d killed a dragon single-handedly, riding its corpse out of an exploding volcano. He’d earned everything he got.

Except what it had gotten him was a morose populace and this belligerent, drunken ambassador.

“Fine,” he sighed. “We’ll—”

“Piss on your deal! To the Hallows with your deal. With your lies! You swaggering stain on the britches of humanity! The prophet spits at you and sprays a lot of people standing around you! That little fine spittle that gets everywhere!”

Balur sighed even more heavily. Because the other thing posing as the prophet had gotten him was his very own High Priest. Firkin, the old farmhand who had grown up with Will, who had ruined pretty much everything from beginning to end with his huge, drunken mouth.

If the alcohol fumes were a fugue around the ambassador, they were a full orchestral composition around Firkin. Balur could taste them, redolent on the air. The old man half-fell across the room, waving a wineskin at the ambassador and shouting incoherently.

“… and … piss … and … fucking with … twelve well-bred sheep … some chicken feathers … ate a stew … your mother!” was about as much as Balur could make out.

The Vinlander ambassador reeled around to face his verbal assailant.

“And who,” he said, trying to look down his nose and going a bit cross-eyed, “is this human arse-sore supposed to be?”

Balur braced himself before he said it. “My High Priest, advisor to the throne, the most vaulted Firkin, esteemed by all.” The people for some gods-hexed reason loved Firkin. They hung on his every word. And it hadn’t taken Balur long to realize that keeping Firkin happy was an expedient way to get things done. And what made Firkin happy this week was stupid, stupid titles.

“He’s a dick,” said the ambassador.

“Yes,” Balur agreed.

“Must be why I was in your mum last night,” said Firkin with regrettable clarity.

The ambassador visibly bristled.

“Firkin,” said Balur, through gritted teeth, “don’t you have a speech you should be delivering?”

“No,” said Firkin, taking time out of a violent bout of flatulence to answer.

Balur wondered if he could kill Firkin, blame it on the ambassador, and use the ensuing outrage to rile up the populace enough to give the Vinlander army a proper fight. He gave the ambassador a contemplative stare. Would the people be believing that he had been biting Firkin’s face off?

He decided against it.

“We are agreeing,” Balur said as loudly and as quickly as he could. “We are agreeing to the whole stupid deal. It is being fine. Whatever. You are having the bigger dicks today. We are congratulating on the might with which you are swinging them.”

“The piss we are!” Firkin roared. “We are cramming the deal very, very, very, very—”

“Shut up!” Balur roared. Everything had been far simpler when he hadn’t been a ruler.

“You!” Firkin yelled. “You can take your ‘shut ups’ and cram them very, very, very, very—”

Balur finally rumbled out of his throne and advanced on Firkin. “I shall be removing your spine from your body and shoving it very, very, very, very—”

“I shall be shoving myself into your mum very, very, very—”

“Oh be quiet!”

Both Balur and Firkin turned to stare at the Vinlander ambassador, who was looking at them with distaste and swaying slightly as he pulled a flask from his robes and tipped it down his throat.

“Bunch of nattering biddies,” he muttered to himself. “Get your shit sorted out and get me an answer before I make it back across the border to Vinland or I’m coming back with an army.” He made several hand gestures that his bearing would suggest were usually beneath him, and staggered back out of the tent.

“Oh that is being brilliant.” Balur threw up his hands.

“I was wondering”—Firkin stabbed a finger at him—“have you seen your balls anywhere?”

The taste of just one delicious face …

Except the problem was, Firkin was right. Running a nation was a constant exercise in emasculation. He was confined by this absurd need to look out for the well-being of others, by the need to keep them alive so that he could … what? Look out for their well-being some more?

He was getting old and soft. And in no way was that more evident than in the fact that he didn’t eviscerate Firkin on the spot, but merely head-butted him into unconsciousness, and then went off to blame it on the drink so no one would get mad at him.

Hours later, Balur watched the fire die disconsolately. His personal tent was smaller than the one in which he had met the Vinlander ambassador, though still large enough to contain several small houses. He could hear his horsemen outside, settling the camp. He had assembled them when he was still planning to sweep across the plains carrying out lightning raids, taking what he could, burning the rest.

It was hard to raid somewhere that welcomed you as a conquering hero. It took all the fun out of burning a building to the ground when everyone just stood around and clapped.

He reached for his flagon, took another swig, and found that he’d emptied it again. He considered calling for another but the obsequiousness of the boy who came bearing them was grating on his current mood. He flung the tankard away, picked himself up, and stumbled toward his cot. The ale already had the tent spinning around him at a good rate. He didn’t need more ale anyway. Piss on ale.

Gods … Piss on ale? What was he thinking? Ruling Kondorra really had gotten him turned around. What he was needing was a fight. A good old-fashioned fight.

At that exact moment, a blade slipped six inches between his ribs.

Despite this staggering coincidence, Balur did not take any time to appreciate the irony of the timing. Instead he roared and twisted away from the violent flare of pain.

The blade was razor sharp, and the tip was barbed. A professional’s weapon. It tore at the skin as he pulled away, and the wielder twisted the blade, opening the sides of the wound, trying to maximize the damage and the blood flow. On any normal man it would have been an incapacitating blow, quite possibly fatal. Given what the blade told Balur about its owner’s professionalism, he guessed that the blow was meant to drive him to his knees so that his throat could be cut more easily.

Which meant that they had underestimated him.

As it was, the blade had only made it a few inches through his thick armor-plated skin, and at worst had nicked the edge of his lung. Infection was a concern, but not until long after he had crushed this fool’s skull. Free of the blade, he lunged and punched.

He struck nothing.

A shadow moved in the dying light of the fire. Another blade stuck him in his other side. Either his assailant was inhumanly fast, or he had friends.

Balur changed tactics. He didn’t want to be bleeding from too many wounds. Two was not too many, but it was the start of a bad trend.

Before his attacker had time to twist and remove the blade, he stepped into the attack. He felt a satisfying “oof” as his greater bulk collided with their lesser one. Balur dropped to one knee, feeling the smaller figure caught beneath his weight. There was a satisfying scream as the attacker’s pelvis shattered beneath him.

I am still having it.

Then he felt the whisper of the first attacker’s movement, closing in while he was still off balance. He felt the edge of the knife click off a thick scale where his chest met his neck.

Maybe not having all of it …

He lunged out with an open palm even as the blade skittered toward the more delicate flesh of his throat. He felt the whoomph of air as the attacker folded around his hand.

Balur grunted, heaving himself to his feet, but even as he did, his attacker slashed again and again at his arm. Ribbons of flesh curled between hacked chunks of scales. Balur roared.

Then another knife. Lancing into his back. A throwing blade from the weight and the penetration. He’d been hit with enough of them to know. Considering the second assailant was still screaming on the floor trying to work out what parts of her arse still held together, that meant a third knife wielder in the fight.

Who in the Hallows had he pissed off this much?

The answer, he supposed, was obvious. The Vinlanders. Which was insane because he hadn’t even put up resistance.

No. Firkin had. Lawl’s black eye upon that little shit stain. The old man ran his mouth, and now lunatics with knives were trying to kill him.

He reached back, snagged the knife from his back, and flung it back in the vague direction it had come from. There was a distinct lack of a satisfying grunt.

That was always being Lette’s trick anyway.

He satisfied himself by stamping down at where the first attacker had fallen, but the figure had rolled away off into the shadows.

There are being too many gods-hexed shadows here.

He needed more light than a dying fire could provide. And grabbing a log to use as a torch would just ruin his night vision further. He needed something, something to shift the balance of this fight.

Gods, three men with knives and they were having him on the back foot. He truly was going to seed running this armpit of a nation.

Someone came at him again, from the left this time. He let them come, felt the blade go in and out once, twice—

Be coming on. Be getting greedy.

—a third time. He grabbed his attacker bodily, crushed her to his bleeding side. A grunt of surprise. Balur seized her by the back of the skull and squeezed. She died with a scream.

Two down.

Someone else came at his right side. Gods, he could not keep this pincushioning bullshit up.

Just as he grabbed the attacker’s wrists another throwing knife landed in his back.

There were being four of them now?

Fuck this. Balur knew exactly where he could get some more light.

Dragging his yelling attacker by the arms, Balur ignored the next two knives that landed in his shoulder blades and hurled the man into the last embers of the fire.

The man leapt up with a yell, but it was already too late. Fire was creeping up his arms and legs.

Why you should not be using pitch to be blackening your clothes, thought Balur. Not so professional after all.

The man, now a scribbled stick figure of flame, staggered across the room. Balur could see his remaining attackers clearly. Three of them arrayed around the room, two men and one more woman unless he missed his mark. But they did not look like Vinlanders. They did not sway drunkenly. They held themselves tall and alert.

One of the men held a fistful of throwing knives. “For Theerax,” he said, cocking an arm.

And that whoreson, Balur decided, would be the first to die.

Then the red came, and occluded his vision for a while.

When it cleared he was hacking in the smoke of his flaming tent, holding a loop of gut that was threatening to spill out of his midriff, and he had the unmistakable taste of someone’s face in his mouth.

It is still being as good as I was remembering at least. This is not being a total waste of a day.

Just a total waste of a life.

The flaming attacker had managed to tangle himself in the wall of the tent before he died, and the canvas itself was on fire. Balur was breathing heavily, though. Too many cuts had gone too deep. Too much blood was running down his sides.

Old and fat. Slow and dead.

What had he even been fighting for? The Vinlanders—or whoever it had been—would just send another attack. And another. He would post guards, and that would stop some of it, but not all of it. And then eventually he would live long enough to see the Vinlander army coming to smash him into oblivion.

And that was it, in the end. He was achieving nothing here but his own slow death. It had tried to come at him more quickly tonight and he had almost allowed it. Allowed it through his maudlin, pathetic attitude. He was Balur, slayer of dragons, prophet of the Kondorra valley. He was an Analesian. He seized life by the throat and he shook it. He did not wait timidly for it to dole out its next beating.

All around him, everything was collapsing to ash. Why shouldn’t the people of Kondorra believe he had as well? A martyr would be as good as a living prophet. Better perhaps.

So he staggered away, through the tattered ruins of his tent, past the scurrying guards just coming alert to the chaos at the heart of their camp, and off into the night to find somewhere he could bleed in private for a while.
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