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EPIGRAPH

Herein lies first-hand accounts from the dragon Everen Emberclaw and the human Arcady Dalca during the events of the Dragon Scales Prophecies. I have re-created additional perspectives via scrying and telepathy. In some instances, I have asked for added input from those still living or willing. Braiding a narrative is not so different from setting down a vision sent by starfire and fate. Many do not understand how strange it can be to dip a claw into someone’s life for a spell. To feel as they feel, to dream as they dream.

There is a trick to emerging from it all, scrysilver falling from fangs and the taste of lightning on the tongue. It is difficult to pour oneself back into one’s own bones. To wonder if, each time, we might come back changed. All Seers learn this, to their sorrow.

I digress.

Pray humor me for taking the liberty of filling in some gaps, but I wished to create a complete and thorough account of this tumultuous period. The official reports are so very dry. A copy of these volumes is stored herewith in the archives for as long as they remain standing. Let us hope it will be a long time yet before fate reaches the tail and begins again at the head.

—The Twelfth Archivist of Vere Celene
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PART 1:

COLLISION

Pray to the five gods:

Kalsh, the blue dragon of the sea, who shifts luck, fortune, and form like waves.

Piater, the strong god, metallic gray, who moves that which is heavy as stone.

Zama, god of clarity, indigo-black, with power over wind, storm, and the magic best left forgotten.

Jari, the green god of new growth and healing, who knits the world back together.

Aura, the dragon red as blood and full of might, who burns it down again.


1.

EVEREN:

THE FALL

I will share how I fell. But first, I must tell you what it is like to fly. Let me try, though it is still another thing I should have shared before it was too late. Most humans will never experience flight. Though I pity the creatures for many things, it is perhaps that most of all.

Imagine running with all the speed your four legs can ­muster. Launch from the top of a cliff with a last push of talons into solid earth. There is nothing but the deep dip in the belly. The angling of your head toward gray-green water. The rocks grow close, impossibly fast. Wind whistles along your scales, ruffling the feathers at your wing and crest.

There is a trick to drawing the eddies of your magic tight, holding it close as you sense the thermals as sure as the currents of the waters below. You will know the perfect time to spread your wings with a—

Snap.

Your chest muscles strain, but have faith the thermal will catch you. With a stroke of your wings, you can draw yourself, steady and sure, up into the sky. From above, any world seems so much smaller and larger at the same time.

I remember other dragons circling the bone-pale cliffs, beginning their hunts. Their wings catching the fading glow of the sun. Purple, blue, green, gray. Some as red as my own scales. They all hoped to come back with full claws.

(As I write this, I can imagine flying back to the pryde of Vere Celene to share my cuts with my mother and sister before claiming my own portion. Fire and stars, but I did not know how much I would miss it. Gliding over those white cliffs, the scent of sea salt and sulfur on the air and in my lungs. I can almost taste the fatty, oily meat, the blubber against my tongue. Forgive me; I have been so hungry for so long.)

On another cusp of evening, I would have joined them, flying over acidic seas in the hopes of a successful hunt. If I had plucked another thread of fate, perhaps that was what I did.

But that night, I did not seek anything made of blood and­ sinew. I searched for something far more elusive.

I hunted a prophecy.

I was the last male dragon, born to know the past, the future, the gossamer of fate that spread in all directions like a dew-caught spiderweb. Prophesied to be a great Seer who would save our kind from ruination. My whole life, the weight of that expectation had been so heavy, it was a wonder I could fly at all.

And yet, the prophecies passed without even a tugging of the web. Each scrying pool showed me only my reflection. I was a failure, and I could not bear it.

I was meant to be more than this.

I worked my wings harder, passing over the edge of the island’s peninsula. A few centuries ago, an ancestor had used precious magic to carve the earth into the shape of a dragon—the effort killed her.

She was magnificent, the Lady of Vere Celene. Her earthen muzzle snarled at the setting sun, her sharp teeth blunted by centuries of harsh weather. Her eyes were the entrances to the inner caves. The gentle swell of her skull led to shoulders topped with scorched grass. Her wings were tucked tight against her body, the tips tall enough to provide protection from the worst of the sun. The main bathing pool rested between her shoulder blades, and dragons of flesh and bone would sprawl in the shade after bathing and scrubbing their scales with sand.

We are not meant to see the writings about ourselves, not since the last male dragon was driven mad by them. Prophecies are kept locked away. Only Miligrist, the old Seer and Archivist, has access to all. My sister helped her, and would one day be Archivist, Seer, and Queen.

So, earlier that evening, I had finally stolen the key and searched for secrets. It had been too tempting, knowing my whole life might be written within.

Prophecies can take many forms. Some are careful rhymes, their somber rhythm lending them an extra air of portent. ­Others are only strange fragments, cryptic even to the Seer who wrote them down. Still more are as ephemeral as the dreams and visions that birthed them. It is nowhere near an exact art. And yet, dragons still strive to untwist fate.

One of the first writings I found was almost delightfully straightforward and meant to come to pass that very night. Surely fate—that cruel, fickle mistress—had passed it right to me, like fat prey on an open plain.

And so I made the best and worst decision of my life. I had to know if it was another broken promise from the future.

I chanted the stolen prophecy in my mind as my wings brought me closer to the horizon.

On the Night of Locked Tombs,

when the last male dragon has come of age,

the Lady of Vere Celene points the way.

A Veiled storm and a golden chime

will guide him to the fading light of home.

I glanced behind me.

Red wings caught the flames of sunset.

—Everen, my sister called, her flying desperate. She must have followed as soon as she’d realized what I’d done.

—Leave me be, Cassia.

I flew faster, my eyes desperately searching the dimming horizon. But there was no Veiled storm, no golden chime, whatever that meant. Only the ever-present gray of volcanic smoke.

—Everen! Cassia called again. You cannot do this.

—If the prophecy is dead as the others, then you have nothing to fear, I challenged.

—I have everything to fear! You do not know what you risk.

—Do you?

—I know better than to meddle in this.

—Perhaps fate should have told you to keep a better eye on your key, then, sister mine. I was giddy with the potential spread before me.

She roared her indignation. I ignored her.

There.

I felt it before I saw it. A whisper of magic in the air, like the sharp scent of rain just before it breaks. A rushing hiss of the wind. A Veiled storm.

Rips in the Veil between worlds were common enough, but most were only small enough for magic and visions to sneak through, guided by the pools. This one was large.

Large enough for a dragon.

I chanced another glance behind me. My sister’s scales glinted as she glided onto a thermal, bringing her closer. Did no part of her want to see how this might pass?

—Your way has not worked, Cassia, so let us try mine. My shoulders burned with every movement of my wings.

—Everen, she pleaded. We might lose you.

—And you would be the only one to mourn.

—That is not true.

I had been the golden son. The hope of all dragons. But the opposite of hope is despair. For with every year that passed, this world became hotter, and dragons grew hungrier. I was meant to see how to save us. Every time they looked at me, they saw their own demise reflected. It all confined, like skin that would not shed.

Cassia keened in frustration, circling wide, wary of the storm’s pull. She would never be brave enough, fool enough, to try to follow me through.

—I love you, Cassia, I said. But if I am to be a master of fate, then I will take it.

And with that, I dove.

The rip in the Veil grew closer. A slice of the darkest, starless night.

Something within me caught—a thorn ripping at tender flesh.

I fell toward the schism with all the grace of a wounded bird. My body shifted and changed, wings flapping uselessly as magic rippled along my hide. The wind whipped over my melting flesh. My body shrank, curling into itself, my bones shortening, my muscles weakening. Red, scaled hide smoothed to a pebbled near-white. My muzzle pulled back, teeth dulled but for my smaller fangs, talons shifted to blunted digits.

I had just enough thought left to deeply, deeply regret what I had done before the pain chased all away in agonizing waves. I opened my mouth to roar, but instead I screamed. A high, pitiful sound.

The darkness cupped me in its palm, clenching into a fist, ­taking my old world with it.

I was in a bruised, liminal space. Lightning moved in impossible directions, too bright against the deep purple and blue. Wind roared. Raindrops hung suspended, as if frozen in time.

For a moment, I worried I had died and was waiting for my mother and sister to sing my soul onto whatever came next.

(Would they, still? After what I have done?)

The keening of the tempest grew louder. Time broke. I could have been there for a span of seconds or a handful of days. Somewhere, in the black, I felt more than saw something move, sinuous and impossibly large. It paid me no mind, as if I were nothing more than another raindrop. I had never felt so small, so insignificant. I almost swore I heard whispers, and far off, a deeper sound, like a dragon’s roar. Panicked, I tried to pull myself back from the darkness’s wake, to resist the current. The edges of myself began to blur.

In the darkness, I sensed a pinprick of gold. A ray of sun through storm clouds. A distorted echo of a scream turned into a high-pitched ringing, and the gold drifted away, like a feather on the wind. I needed it. That I knew. If I wanted to live, I needed to make my way to that little speck of gold.

A Veiled storm and a golden chime will guide him to the fading light of home.

With all my effort, I forced myself away from the pull. When I broke free, I swam or flew through the storm. Did I even have a body in that place? I imagined one, and it was so. My wings pulsed, displacing the floating drops of water. The wind had fallen. The ringing rose again to some high, haunting cry. The tiniest part of my soul reached out and answered—

And I fell, hard, onto stone.

I gasped through new crests of pain, gaping like a fish out of water. For a moment, I could only try to fill my lungs.

Soon, the cold settled into my marrow. Vere Celene was always hot, the air thick and humid. Even in the depths of the caves, the coolness was never chilled.

I forced myself upright. I was unbalanced. With dawning horror, I realized I was still in my diminished preterit form. One of my wings had been wrenched by the fall. My left shoulder throbbed. My weakened body shivered.

It took time to settle into a preterit. We took this shape when we did work too delicate for talons. Many saw it as an abomination, a distorted echo of what we hated most. Several in Vere Celene had never transformed at all.

I’d helped my sister and Miligrist enough in the parts of the archives I was allowed in that some deep corner of my brain couldn’t help but catalogue details. My nostrils flared with the scents of stagnant water and stale air, ancient stone, and back notes of decay. To my right was a faint pulsing of gold. I twisted my head and was hit, full force, with newer smells. The bitterness of a recently spent flame, the stink of magic, and something un­­deniably alive.

My eyes adjusted to the near darkness, taking in the sprawled hump on stone. I crawled forward on all fours, not yet trusting myself on two. My lips drew back from barely pointed teeth, my hiss echoing through the darkness.

I knew what I would see. Some ancestral part of me recognized the scent. The creatures that had hollowed us out, nearly destroyed us, and banished us to a dying world. A flame of hatred sparked bright in my chest, my hands clenching to fists.

It was a human. The first I had ever seen in the flesh. I reached out, one fingertip hovering above its cheek. When I think back to that moment, it, too, seems suspended in time.

For that human was, of course, you. And this is our story, Arcady.


2.

ARCADY:

DO NOT FEAR THESE BONES

There were only three times in my life I had prayed to the five gods with every part of my being. The first two times, no one listened. On the Night of Locked Tombs, I should have known the dragon gods would never give one cold shit for the likes of me.

The full moon rose above the City of Vatra, bright as a coin, as
I belatedly honored the last promise I’d made my maire.

I wove through silent streets, clad in my nicked priest robes, all embroidered with bronze scales. The Citadel, the seat of the Lochian government and the home to the University of Vatra, loomed above me. I’d seen this confection of pointy spires every day these last nine years, but I’d never dared climb the hill. Not with the life sentence­
I had hanging round my neck.

I took the steep path, carved through the rocks, rather than the gentle slope for the carts and litters. Winter-night jasmine bloomed, and I crushed the petals as I passed with shaking fingers. My paire had liked that scent.

I wouldn’t be going into the Citadel. I was going behind, beneath, to steal something that shouldn’t exist.

Hours earlier, a gaggle of students would have gone into these catacombs for the Night of Locked Tombs. A rite of passage, to strike fear into any little arsewipes tempted to rebel.

By that age, I’d already lost pretty much everything I’d known not once but twice. I’d been twelve when I’d slunk back to Vatra, broken and alone. And now I was about to be confronted with all those memories I’d buried deep.

To distract myself, I imagined the students jostling each other as they formed an untidy queue to the openings of the caves, wrangled by a harried priest.

“D’you think one of them will pop out of a tomb?” one might ask in a scandalized whisper.

“Don’t be daft,” the friend would reply. “They all died hundreds of years ago.”

“The Plaguebringer didn’t,” the third might whisper, and they would hush, aflutter with nerves.

I reached the gatehouse, pulling my dragon mask over my face. The horns, black and polished ebony and edged with gilt, curled over my ears. The golden scales glittered at my cheeks.

The nodding-off acolyte on duty startled awake as I entered.

“Wings keep you,” I said, trying for the educated tones of a priest and holding up my hand, fingers splayed wide to the five gods. It only shook a little. “I have come to pray, to seek clarity during the Spirit Moon.”

The acolyte blinked sleep from Their eyes. They were probably a few years younger than me and a few years older than the students who had just traipsed through these caves. Sixteen, maybe. An easy job for an acolyte, as long as They weren’t afraid of the dark and the bones.

“Dragons welcome you,” They said, passing me a torch. Anyone who visited the caves had to leave their seal at the door, but they didn’t ask it of priests (or supposed priests). While the Citadel had posted guards just after the Plaguebringer had been interred, they had grown lax in the years since. There was magical security, of course, but it been ­lightened so the children could touch the tops­
of the tombs and be suitably scared.

No one had ever stolen from the Locked Tombs. There was nothing in there but the hated dead. Who would be foolhardy enough to risk such wrath from the gods?

Only yours truly.

I nodded my thanks, grateful They didn’t seem to wonder why a priest would carry a small rucksack into the caves. The dark maw of the opening gaped before me. Nothing for it.

I’m not afraid. There’s nothing to fear but old bones and nightmares.

I stepped inside.

The air grew colder with every echoing step. The light of my lone torch could never hope to reach the ceiling. Above me came the chirping and rustling of thousands of bat wings. The air reeked of bat shit and damp.

I reached the first cluster of tombs. Many of them were carved from the large stalagmites growing out of the cavern floor in simple, oblong coffins, the flat tops wet with dripping water.

The priest would have made Their charges pause as They
told the story of each of the pariahs of Locmyria. I ran a hand along the carved letters on the nearest lid. All these villains, their deeds deemed so evil that their bodies couldn’t be burned. After all, their tainted smoke could never be allowed to rise toward the firmament.

The younger members of the Marricks—that band of thieves I’d once run with—had come here when they were twelve, since they’d grown up in Vatra. Brev, Aby, Driscoll, Joana, and Lightfinger said that at one point all the torches were doused, to show the children what pitch black was truly like. Even the darkest places usually had a sliver of moonlight through the curtains or shutters, or the faint flame of a lamp in the next room. But in pitch black, closing or opening your eyes is one and the same. I felt a pang somewhere behind my ribs at the thought of Lightfinger in particular. Their wide grin, the little gap between their front teeth.

I ran my hand along another coffin lid, reading the inscriptions by torchlight. Here lay Laen the Ignited, the last Monarch of Locmyria. The Mad Monarch who starved Their subjects and sent so many off to an endless war with Jask to the south. Some say the Ignited demanded a sacrifice a day, bathing in young blood to keep Themselves immortal. They lived to nearly three hundred. Even the richest nobles who could afford to go to healers every week usually conked out at one hundred and fifty. Turned out Laen the Ignited proved mortal enough when the axe sliced through Their neck twenty-seven years ago.

With the Monarch’s death came the Schism. Locmyria cleaved right down the middle like a pig corpse in the abattoir. Royalist sympathizers to the east claimed two chancelleries and called them Myria, with Laen’s cousin propped up on the throne. To the west, Loc installed a Consul of three Chancellors. They melted down monarch coins and replaced them with suls: one side still had the same old dragon in flight, but the other had the three prongs of the council instead of Laen the Ignited’s profile.

Already, a mini stalagmite had formed on Laen’s tomb. The limestone was rich enough with nutrients that they grew faster here than in many other caves. One day, in the not-too-distant future, it would be tall enough to kiss the stalactite above.

I edged forward along the path, tentative. Some buried down in these caves had simply played a bad hand against power and lost.

The newest tomb was deep in the cave. The limestone was still pale, the inscriptions crisp and unoiled by curious fingertips. Few would be brave enough to touch this coffin. There were no bats this far in, and all was silent.

My heart hammered in my chest. The hand that held the torch shook. Fear and fury were fist-fighting, and I hated that fear was better at the uppercuts.

Mouth dry, I placed the torch in the small holder next to the tomb. I banished the simpler spells of stay-backs, cantrips, and linger-nots, feeling the answering pulse in the stone around my neck. I placed my palms on the lid of the tomb of Barrow Eremia.

The Plaguebringer.

The most hated person in Loc and the larger world of the Lumet.

The Plaguebringer had once been the Consul’s most trusted ­advisor. A genius who had invented new spells and ways of doing magic. Yet they said the Plaguebringer’s experimental magic became so corrupted that it rotted him from the inside. That his evil spread, jumping from one seal to the next, killing a fifth of the population. That’s the story, in any case. The first Strike of the plague hit
eleven years back, when I was nine, and then the second hit only three years later. We mourned the fallen, but the threat of a third wave hung over us like an executioner’s axe. Maybe it would fall. Maybe it would not. We were tense about it, just the same.

I cast another couple of spells, muttering the words in the Old Tongue, but there were no obvious locks on the lid itself.

I steadied my breath and, grunting, pushed hard. The heavy lid barely budged. I went to wipe the nervous sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand but forgot the mask in the way. I ripped it from my head and let it clatter to the ground. Rummaging in my rucksack, I took out my iron crowbar.

Levering it against the lid, I braced my feet against the ground. On the next try, my groan was loud in the dark. Again, no luck.

Lightning strike me. I’d have to use more magic. Blue Kalsh was my chosen god, so shapeshifting was what came easiest. But my paire had been blessed by Piater, and he had taught me the basics. I was well out of practice. For years, I’d done as little magic as possible except for my shapeshifting.

The small, cylindrical amulet around my neck grew ­hotter still, flaring silver instead of blue as I pushed again with both body and magic. There was a hiss as the seal of the tomb broke, along with the faint ripple of magic and a gut-churning stench.

I stumbled back, heaving, drawing the robe up over my nose. I leaned against the cave wall, not yet ready to face what was inside. The foul smell made my eyes water. I was half-afraid I’d hear the clatter of bones, the howl of something unholy, but beyond my panting and the hiss of the torch, there was only the silence of the dead.

My heartbeat eventually slowed, magic settling back into my skin. I reached into another pocket of my rucksack and took out a sweetsphere—the honey and seed confections kept on hand by all  magic users for emergencies. Cramming it into my mouth, I chewed greedily, holding my nose against the smell of the cave and trying not to gag.

When the honey had steadied me, I forced my gaze into the depths of the tomb, illuminated by the flickering torch.

The Plaguebringer was now nothing more than wet bones and sodden scraps of cloth. I swallowed back more bile. The former advisor had been tortured, exposed overnight in front of the Citadel for all to see, and then buried alive. No one had heard last words. No one had said the rites. The Traitor of the Lumet had been all alone.

I blinked quickly and moved the torch closer, searching for what I needed.

The seal and its metal setting had fallen through the rib cage to rest against the puddle of muck covering the spine.

I couldn’t help it: I whimpered. At least there was no one to hear.

“I do not fear these bones,” I said aloud, over and over, as if I could speak it into truth as I put on my gloves. “I do not fear these bones.”

I reached into the stone coffin and yelped when my hand brushed against a rib. My fingers scrabbled through the muck and clasped the seal, dragging it out.

With a spare bit of cloth, I wiped it clean as I could with the aid of the flask of alcohol I’d brought, still struggling with my rising gorge. I took a long pull from the flask before tucking it away and bringing my prize closer to the torch’s light.

The metal seal setting was stamped with seashells. I followed a familiar whorl with my fingertip. I popped the carved seal out and held it in my palm.

These bits of stone help funnel and enhance magic. Before the Strike, and even after the Schism, only the noble drakines or wealthy merchants had them. Yet after the plague burned through the country like kindling, Loc needed magic to help rebuild. For the last eleven years, a priest whispered the blessing to every new citizen of Loc and gave them a seal carved with their name and the stars of their birth. Most were blessed within three days, unless they lived somewhere well rural.

No one could give away or steal another’s amulet; most magic could be traced back to its owner. Even if most people didn’t have much power, a seal was still an indelible, unshakable piece of identity. They were pretty enough, I supposed, for dragonstone looked like opalescent quartz. No one save the Order of the Dragons knew where the stone came from, or how to create the seals and tie them to their owners.

Like everyone else, I’d worn my own seal every day since I was a babe, but unlike most everyone else, I hated it. I was a pariah by association, for while I wore it, I had no chance at a proper life.

This was the secret that no one knew, not even the priesthood or the Consul, or they’d never have left it down here: the Plaguebringer’s seal was different. My maire hadn’t dared tell me until she was dying, blood bubbling along her lips, her breath hot against my cheek.

“Even death can’t stop its song,” she had said, her teeth stained pink. “You have to take it. He would want you to.”

I couldn’t help looking into the coffin again, though I knew it’d be better for my future sleep if I didn’t.

The flames lit the grinning skull, throwing it into sharp relief. It was easy enough to imagine the flesh that had once laid over those bones. Older, with smile lines around the eyes, looking at me as he crouched down and held out a hand to a wyvern.

“Come on,” the one who would be named Plaguebringer had said on that long-ago sunny afternoon, dangling a bit of ­gristly meat my paire had saved from dinner. We had been in the courtyard of our old, grand house just below the Citadel, with its warm yellow stone and trellises of green plants. The fountain in the center had sent out a fine mist to protect us from the worst of the summer heat.

The little wyvern had considered the outstretched palm and then hissed, darting out and biting a finger, drawing tiny beads of red blood. I’d raised my arm to swat at the winged lizard, but a hand had caught my wrist.

“Don’t be mad at the creature for biting any more than you’d be mad at a river for flowing or a tree for losing its leaves come autumn,” he had said. “It’s the way of these things.” By the end of that last, warm summer in the capital when I was six years old, the wyvern had perched on my shoulder as I did my chores.

We had fled that house not long after, when the neighbors set it aflame, hoping we were still inside.

I could never believe that a person that kind could release such an evil upon the world. I refused to. He was not wicked. Never had been. I’d do whatever it took to prove it.

I swore I could almost feel my grandsire, my taie, there in the cave. Another presence just behind the veil of the living and the dead.

“Taie?” I asked.

The flame flickered and I sucked in a breath. But there was nothing more.

“I’ll spend this life well,” I told his bones. “I’ll get the truth out. I promise. The world will remember you as Barrow Eremia once again.” Not the Traitor of the Lumet. Not the Plaguebringer.

That ember of hatred I’d nursed for those who had destroyed my life had often been the only thing keeping me going these past few years. The Consul had used my taie as a scapegoat. My parents had thought so, too. He was an easy person to pin all the world’s ills on. He’d been a villein, a peasant who had dared rise through the ranks too far, too fast. But it was only in the last year I’d realized there might be a chance to help find out what truly happened. To actually set things to rights.

Even after the pieces fell into place, I still almost hadn’t come. Too afraid my maire had been wrong and there was no chance to take a new life after all. Sometimes, it was better to leave your hopes as dreams, because then they could never disappoint.

Most of all, I’d delayed because I didn’t want to face what my taie had become.

“I do not fear these bones,” I whispered thickly.

With another spark of magic, I dragged the lid of the coffin, sealing him back inside with a sob I was grateful no one could hear. I wished I had enough power to set the bones aflame. To let the smoke curl through the cave, eventually finding its way out to the night, to the sky and the heavens.

I took my old seal from around my neck. Thanks to the carvings on this little bit of stone, I hadn’t been able to go to school, or apply for an apprenticeship or traditional job. For any path on the straight and narrow, I’d have to roll my seal in ink along vellum or parchment or clay, signing my contract with magic. If anyone chanced a look at my records, I would be revealed as the supposedly dead grandchild of Barrow Eremia. A ghost who should not exist.

I’d been thieving in Vatra for nearly a decade. But a year ago, after my life yet again went pear-shaped, I’d struck out on my own. Searching for closure, I’d headed back up to the mountains and broken into the locked-up cabin where once upon a time I’d hidden with my family. People thought the building was cursed. No one else had broken in. After a systematic search, I had found my maire’s old notebook. Dusty, stained, but whole.

I’d read it over and over the past six months, until the cheap binding had nearly given way. She’d done her research well. The instructions for a spell that must have built on an initial bit of magic from my taie. The new engravings I must imagine belonged to someone around my age who had died in the first Strike. A child from a noble but unremarkable line that had been all but wiped out by the plague. Even had the same first name, since it was common enough. But this Arcady was noble enough to present themselves at court without inviting too much gossip. It was all there. Knowledge from my taie, refined by my maire.

I stood in front of the Plaguebringer’s tomb, my old life in one hand and my chance of a new one in the other. I whispered the words my maire had written, trying not to trip over the unfamiliar pronunciation of the Old Tongue.

Kjetim-lei ak ar-dźakain,

lei-turei, iév-turo.

Ar-réal vanok vaugain

śajak val jain reno.

Dźo eje loj el-dźakain

fanas arfan lo.

I wasn’t sure if I was pronouncing them correctly, nor had any idea what they meant. All I could do was close my eyes and try. Usually, spells were just the odd word in the Old Tongue—only masters up at the university would know full phrases. But my taie had been brilliant. He’d been able to see what others couldn’t. In magic, and in life. It was what made him so dangerous to the Consul.

I felt the magic leaving my old seal, traveling along my arm, across my chest, and down the other, power sizzling through my veins.

I imagined the carvings and spoke my new name: “Arcady Dalca.” I said the stars of a dead person’s birth. With this, I would become a drakine who was afraid of nothing and no one. A damn sight braver than Arcady Eremia.

The magic of my new seal flared gold as the sun, throwing the cave into stark relief. Above me, an unseen wind roared. I raised my arm to my head, squinting. Somehow, the world itself opened.

I screamed at the storm raging above me, harsh and fierce and angry. My hair lashed against my forehead. Not even the person in the world most blessed by Zama, the weather god, would be able to create such a thing. The raging wind hurt my ears, smarted my watering eyes. I was drawn to the swirling dark, stark against the gold. Part of me wanted to cower, but another wished to reach up and touch it. Raindrops fell on my face. Some were ice, others almost burned. I should have been afraid, and yet, I wasn’t. There was something familiar about it. Almost comforting. Like that moment as you drift off, caught between the real world and the dream.

I swayed, my magic nearly spent. As the spell burned away the last of who I used to be, another scream tore its way from my throat.

As I slumped to the ground, my vision darkening, I swore I saw the shadows of wings.
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