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To the readers who told me Dragonfall and the Lumet did feel like home. 
It meant and means the world to me.
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Dear reader and scholar: contained within, please find a brief summary of the previous events of the Dragon Scales Prophecies, should the reminder prove useful to you. A glossary of terms remains at the end.

—The Twelfth Archivist of Vere Celene

[image: Decorative break.]

On the Night of Locked Tombs, Arcady Eremia, a desperate thief, broke into their grandsire’s tomb beneath the Citadel of Loc and recited a secret spell. On the other side of the Veil, Everen Emberclaw, the last male dragon, stole a prophecy and fell through the storm between worlds.

Though Arcady’s spell altered the carvings on their grandsire’s dragonstone seal to give themselves a new name and identity, they had one last barrier: money. If Arcady stole a rare dragon relic and sold it on the black market, they could afford university tuition and take the next steps to clear their grandsire’s name as Plaguebringer. Arcady also had another secret to hide: they were a survivor of the plague themselves, one of the Struck, meaning, according to Lochian society, they should be banned from using magic at all.

To his horror, Everen discovered he was trapped in his human-like preterit form, and that he had partially bonded with a human. When he scried his sister Cassia, she suggested he convince this human to trust him enough to finish the bond by the night of the Feast of Flowers, when he could drain the human’s magic and kill them to open a rip in the Veil. Then, and only then, could he hope to save his kind. But first: he had to find this human.

Sorin, a priest of the Order of the Dragons, had trained to be an assassin under the guidance of Magnes, the Head Priest, since she was a child. On the night of her first kill, she learned the act brought her no pleasure, but Sorin knew dragon relics must be kept within Loc’s borders. Magnes claimed that a false god had slipped through the Veil and must be destroyed to protect the world from chaos.

On the night Everen and Arcady’s paths finally collided, they discovered that, due to their half-bond, a wound on one of them would be echoed on the other, and they could not touch without Arcady stealing some of Everen’s magic and causing him pain. While Arcady initially wanted nothing to do with the stranger who claimed to be a prince from a land beyond the borders of the Lumet map, Arcady later decided they might as well make use of him.

Arcady trained Everen as a thief and recruited Kelwyn, their fence and the owner of the Last Golden antique shop, as well as two members of the criminal gang called the Marricks. Their leader, Larkin, was still furious with Arcady for stealing from the gang in the past, but the pile of wraithwright coins from selling the relic meant Larkin might be persuaded to forgive and forget.

As the human and the dragon worked together, Arcady gradually lowered their defenses, and Everen began to doubt fate’s path. Since arriving in the Lumet, Everen had been plagued by dreams of a set of dragon scales, with the human and dragon worlds hanging in the balance.

After Sorin’s assassination of a Jaskian captain who smuggled dragon relics drew too much attention, Magnes was furious with her. Later, he took her to the forest and they fought a wolf-like wraith that emerged from the Veil. Her injuries from its claws drove home the dangers if the Order failed its protection of the boundary between worlds—and if she disappointed Magnes.

In Vere Celene, the volcano known as the Reek rumbled. If it erupted, all dragonkind would fall.

On the night of the auction at Widow Girazin’s manor, Arcady disguised themselves as a noble merchant, Sar Ikari Dwell, and Everen pretended to be their guard. The auction grew heated, with a mysterious stranger competing for the dragon claw relic, but Arcady emerged the victor. Afterward, however, their disguise failed. To escape, Everen discarded his human disguise, spread his preterit wings, and jumped from the tower window with Arcady in his arms. 

Sorin, concealed as one of the guards, threw a knife after him, but couldn’t bring herself to make it a killing blow.

Arcady, reeling from the revelation that Everen was more than human, demanded answers. Everen gave some, but not all. Arcady eventually treated his wound and Everen revealed that Arcady had taught him well: he had pickpocketed the claw Arcady thought they’d left behind, so the night hadn’t been a failure. Upon their return to Vatra, Arcady instructed Kelwyn to set up the deal.

Arcady and Everen finally admitted their attraction to each other, and though neither fully intended it, their bond completed. Everen, knowing he could no longer kill Arcady, hoped to avert fate as the Feast of Flowers grew closer.

After Everen and Arcady awoke from a shared nightmare, Everen found a stash of notebooks and realized Arcady had been stealing his visions of the future for years. Everen, convinced it was deliberate, lost his temper and burned most of the drawings. Through the bond, Arcady discovered Everen’s secrets. Furious, Arcady banished him and pulled away from their connection.

Arcady, Larkin, and Kelwyn headed outside the city to a barrow hill to sell the relic to the real Sar Ikari Dwell, but Sorin arrived, killing the drakine and their guards.

Everen, in full dragon form, landed at the barrow hill and took Arcady to the rip in the Veil. Larkin escaped into the forest with the claw, but Sorin found her. Sorin took the relic, but let Larkin live if she promised to leave Loc behind.

As the Feast of Flowers arrived, Queen Naccara and her dragon warriors flew through the storm and fought to emerge in the human world, but both the Veil and the wraiths within drew them back.

Arcady and Everen’s shared magic was drained by the rip in the Veil, and Arcady lost control and turned Starveling. Arcady remembered nearly dying of the Strike and realized they and Everen had unintentionally first connected through the Veil as children.

Sorin arrived in the clearing and a Starveling Arcady attacked her. Magnes saved Sorin, and she gave him the claw.

As Everen fought dragons and wraiths, fate opened its eye. In all paths, one of the worlds fell. In most, both worlds were aflame. To save humans and dragons, Everen urged Arcady to speak the same spell they’d uttered on the Night of Locked Tombs, and as they did, Everen dived into the storm.

The severing of their bond was the greatest pain either of them had ever known.



Back in Vatra, a broken Arcady discovered Larkin had stolen both Ikari Dwell’s money and Arcady’s original seal. Though Arcady had lost nearly everything, they still had the money they’d started with. They decided to enroll in the university, even if they might not be able to stay longer than a year.

Sorin, though her faith had fractured, chose to become one of Magnes’s Eyes and guard the Veil away from the Citadel.

Magnes had worn many names over the years, but his first was Ammil: the previous last male dragon. With the return of his claw, he regained full access to his power and could enact the next step of a plan three centuries in the making.

Everen, imprisoned in Vere Celene, wrote to Arcady, lamenting all that had gone wrong. Yet, deep in the dark, he heard the golden chime of the bond, leaving him with a sliver of hope.
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Part 1:

Divisions

As above, so below.

As what was, so shall become.

Whatever you do, remember this:

you must not wake the Dreamer.

—Unsigned, undated half-burned fragment from the Vere Celene Archives, recovered from the fire begun by Ammil Aldwing

[image: Decorative break.]

One volume has closed and the next opened.

I wish I could promise that fate arced its way straight and true toward fairness and justice. If there is one thing I have learned, it is that life, especially when touched by magic, is never tidy.

Herein lie more accounts of the Dragon Scales Prophecies, gathered from written records, interviews, or by scrying directly into the past. I will not pretend it was comfortable to hear some of the innermost thoughts of people I know or once knew.

I cannot shy away from writing it all down, tempting as it is to burn certain pages. I made a promise that I would show it all. For better or worse, I must let it stand. Try not to judge us too harshly, dear reader.

There is a duality within these pages: hope and despair. Triumph and loss. Intimacy and betrayal. Life and death. Hatred, but also so much love.

This is the story of the dragon scales and whether humans and dragons found their balance.

—The Twelfth Archivist of Vere Celene





1.

EVEREN:

Without Breath

It is difficult, even now, to think back to my time imprisoned down in the dark. When my sister could no longer risk sending me parchment and ink, I wrote to you in my head, Arcady. Again and again, I apologized, but I heard only silence.

Three hundred years before I was hatched, Ammil, the last male dragon, went mad. At some point, in that black cave, I am sure I broke with reality myself. Those dreams I had of you early on felt so real. I clung to them because it was easier to step out of my empty life and into yours, even if it hurt. You thought me dead or gone for good. I knew I deserved every bit of your hatred and more, but I craved these tiny glimpses.

The sound of your boots hitting the cobblestones as you walked through the streets of Vatra at night, hands in your pockets and shoulders hunched. Going to a bookseller’s and purchasing blank journals, quills, pen nibs, and ink. And books. So many books. It was hard not to remember ­half-­burned pages dancing in a room, the smell of soot in the air, and the fear on your face.



I would awaken ashamed.

Sometimes, everything that happened in the human world seemed a dream. Had I truly been that desperate to prove I was everything dragons had foretold? In those months together, you were ­dragon-­like in your own way, hoarding your secrets, scaled defenses hiding the softness beneath.

You eventually trusted me, and it nearly killed you. I nearly killed you, and I would never forgive myself for it. All I could do was cling to the hope that what I had done was worth it. That the human world of the Lumet and the dragon world of Vere Celene were spared, at least for a time. The wounds in the Veil had stitched over, and I hoped the barrier would hold until I could find out how to save them properly.

When I was first imprisoned, I told Cassia of my dreams of a dragon perched on a set of scales and my visions of the end of all things. My sister searched the archives for any references or hints that might show us a way forward. Though I have trusted her with everything, my sister would be Queen one day. An Emberclaw’s duty must always be, first and foremost, to dragonkind over kin.

I stayed there, in the gloom, and I missed you as much as flight, as much as breath, as much as magic.







2.

MAGNES:

The Chancellor

Death lurked on dark wings.

The scent of sickness was thick in the air: astringent bandages, old blood, and wounds long gone sour. The curtains of the Chancellor’s room were kept closed against the fire of sunset. The mage lights were dimmed, the atmosphere hushed, almost holy.

Magnes had grown almost fond of Yrsa of Swiftsea over the years. He might hate her for what she and the others had done during the Schism, to him and to Monarch Laen, but Yrsa had largely done right by Loc as Chancellor these past ­twenty-­eight years.

“Magnes,” Yrsa rasped. “I’m sorry.” Despite the heat of late summer, Yrsa was swaddled in thick robes and blankets that did nothing to hide how much flesh she had lost the last few moons. Her face was little more than thin skin sagging over a skull. The hazel eyes were still bright and unblinking, whether from fever or the drugs the Master Healer had decanted down her neck. She heaved a wracking cough.

“For what, Yrsa?” Magnes asked when the worst subsided.



“For ­being . . . weak enough to die.”

With his sharp hearing, Magnes caught each stuttering heartbeat in that frail chest, counting down the time she had left. The tumors dotted throughout her brain and organs had grown too large for surgeons to remove and too stubborn for healers to shrink with magic.

It was a shame that humans lived for such a short amount of time. Only Monarch Laen, the human Magnes had once bonded with, had lived nearly three centuries due to their shared magic. He’d watched so many pass on to whatever came after ­death—­on the battlefield, by his hand, through illness, or simply old age and a body wearing out. He supposed time was relative. To a human, a sparrow living but three years seems short. A sparrow, in turn, lives so much longer than a moth. A dragon lived a long time, but not ­forever.

“You’re not weak. You’ve never been that,” he reassured her. Yrsa of Swiftsea had shifted the trajectory of the world nearly as much as a prophecy.

“Still. I ­wish . . . I wish I could have held on longer. The Consul ­has . . . successfully extended the mandate ­twice—­would they do it a third time ­in . . . two years?” She breathed hard from the effort of speaking.

Magnes had always admired Yrsa’s intelligence. Even through her illness, her mind had stayed as sharp as a dragon’s. It was Yrsa who dreamed up the ­ten-­year term for the Consul and worked in a legal loophole to extend the mandate in times of crisis. It was Yrsa who liaised with the Stewards of the Court on many of the day-to-day runnings of the country. She had never shied away from the heavy work. The ugly work.

She coughed wetly, blood staining her teeth.

Yrsa’s skin was so translucent the veins were stark as a plague survivor’s Struck marks. Her eyes were brighter and sharper than he’d seen in months. He straightened. He hadn’t thought it would be so soon. He knew that telltale shine. Dying animals often had a last burst of strength at the end.

“Yrsa,” he said, softly.

“I’m not afraid.”

“Do you want me to send for Carym and Ketrel?”

She shook her head. “Ketrel barely remembers me these days, and Carym will be too deep in his cups at this hour. It’s better, like this.” She smiled through cracked lips. “We had a good partnership, didn’t we? You, and I. And once, the others.” Another pause to cough. Blood splattered the blankets. Her breaths came short and fast, and he heard the hummingbird flutter of her heart.

“We were fearsome,” he said.

The last few months had been a delicate balance. Magnes had ensured the Citadel Court wouldn’t realize how weak the other Chancellors were. His faithful Eyes monitored the Veil. Jask remained a challenge: despite the Order’s best efforts, too many relics were finding their way south. His spies had helped plant seeds so the sightings of dragons on the night of the Feast of Flowers worked in his favor. Rumors were thick that the gods were foretelling the return of good fortune to Loc.

Yrsa’s wavering hand reached for his cheek, a fingertip resting against his skin. It was not the first time they’d touched, but this time, Yrsa’s seal surged, glowing purple. Her eyes widened as the magic flowed through her.

Once, her weather magic had been strong enough to call down tempests. The other side of the power of those blessed by the violet “god” was the latent ability to read the mind. Magnes had appeared as no less than three consorts at Monarch Laen’s side, working hard for generations to ensure that type of magic of the mind was ­well-­feared and forbidden. Yrsa had never nourished it, but even if she had, Magnes should have been plenty strong enough to push her away, especially now that he had his ­long-­missing claw and the power that came with it.

Yet there on the cusp of death, Yrsa saw flashes of countless thumb brushes against her wrist over the years. A ­well-­timed whisper nudging her or the other members of the Consul in the direction of his choosing. She saw right to the truth of him.

Who he’d been. What he’d done. What he was. Not a god. Something far more real than that.

Magnes jerked back, but it was too late.

“No,” she breathed. “You couldn’t—­you aren’t—” She struggled to sit up, remaining half in his mind despite breaking the physical connection. “Guards!” she cried out, voice surprisingly clear.

Magnes had long ago discovered each of the Chancellor’s greatest fears. Yrsa hated, more than anything, being played for a fool. And here, at the last, she had discovered that Magnes had used her for decades. Pulling the strings, shaping Loc in the way he thought was best. He had always been the one in control. This country was his. She opened her ­mouth—

Magnes pressed Yrsa into the bed, and her breath wheezed from scarred lungs. It would take no effort at all to break her ribs like kindling. He let himself unfurl, his human features fading to reveal orange eyes with slit pupils. Yrsa struggled, the whites of her eyes showing.

Magnes held a fingertip to the hollow of her throat, the nail darkening to a pointed talon. She dug into his mind, but there was no need to hide his secrets from her any longer. He felt every bit of her terror and pain as she tried to fight back. She’d resigned herself to dying, but not like this.

In his other hand, Magnes held a pillow, and he placed it, gently, over her face. He could use magic, but it might leave a trace. Simpler was often better. Her hands grasped his forearms, her brittle nails raking across his thicker preterit skin, legs kicking weakly beneath fur covers. He pressed harder.

It didn’t take long. All too soon, the feeble motions stilled.

Magnes raised the cushion. Yrsa’s face was awful: the tongue lolling, eyes ­half-­open, blood vessels burst around her blank eyes. Carefully, he closed her mouth and slid the eyelids shut.

“Thank you, Yrsa,” he whispered to her corpse, bending over and brushing his lips against her forehead. “You did your job well.”

Gathering himself, he exhaled, drawing up his human illusion before folding his features into an expression of heartbreak. “Guards! Healers!” he called, tinting his voice with urgency and grief. “Come quickly!”

“I looked away but a moment, and They were gone.” He let his throat catch on the words as the humans streamed into the room. The Chancellors always referred to each other in the honorific pronoun in front of others. Only in private had formalities fallen.

He rose, backing away as the healers tried, fruitlessly, to bring the Chancellor back from the dead. He stayed until they covered her face with a sheet, and he led a prayer as the healers bowed their heads.

“Their body remains, but soon we will send Yrsa of Swiftsea’s soul to the gods,” Magnes finished.

“May They fly on swift wings,” the Master Healer said, spreading their fingers wide in a benediction to the five gods. “Chancellor Yrsa died in the presence of Your ­All-­Holy Eminence, and I am sure it was a great comfort.”

“I leave the Chancellor in your capable hands, Healer Lordon.”

Magnes strode through the Citadel until he reached his tower, taking the steps two at a time. Once the door was shut behind him, he let his human form fall away once more. He bowed his head, his longer, darker, feathered hair falling into his face. He clenched his hands into fists. There was the barest white scar at the base of his pinkie finger, the sole sign that the digit had been missing for centuries. He opened the window, the cooler air swirling through the tower room, and forced his breathing to slow, his heartbeat to calm. Magic crackled along his skin.

He was meant to have more time, but already his mind spun. With luck, he could convince Loc to wait until the next election to select a new Chancellor, especially if he could find a distraction or delay.

After years of planning, everything was finally falling into place. A few more steps, and another delicate rebalance of the scales, and no one and nothing would be able to stop him.

Change was on the wind.







3.

ARCADY:

Dawn

I no longer dreamed of ­dragons—­I only dreamed about one.

I spent so much effort not thinking about him while I was awake that my sleeping self couldn’t lock the bastard out. Asleep, I didn’t always hate him. His arms would come around me from behind, with his fingers at my waist, dancing up my ribs. He’d press his palm flat against the metal of the seal setting in my chest, the tip of the index finger hooked over my collarbone, and he’d hug me tight, like he couldn’t bear to let me go. I’d feel his breath on my neck as he whispered into my ear.

“I will find my way back to you.”

Even asleep, I knew it wasn’t real, but there, in dreams, I let myself arch against him as his hands continued to drift. I let myself pretend we hadn’t broken, that he wasn’t dead and everything between us shattered to bits. I let myself be greedy.

But it was always the same. I’d blink, he was gone, and I was awake and tangled up in my bedsheets, skin damp with sweat. There, in the darkness, I was free to hate him once more. At least until I conjured him up the next night.  

[image: Decorative break.]

When dawn broke on my last morning at the Last Golden, I’d already been awake for two candlemarks.

After I’d dreamed of Everen, I’d fallen back asleep to nightmares of wraiths screeching against a night sky. By the time ­Kelwyn—­erstwhile proprietor, illegal fence, and ­friend—­was lured from his room by the scent of coffee percolating on the stove, I’d already poured him a cup. I added milk and stirred five times, first in one direction and then widdershins, just as he liked. Kelwyn took it, his eyes snagging on my fine clothes, the subtle paint around my eyes, the rings on my fingers, and the bag packed neatly by the door.

“You’ve certainly left it late enough,” he said, sipping carefully.

I lifted a shoulder, then poured my cup of coffee. “Saved a bit of coin by delaying taking up my dormitory as long as I could.”

Kelwyn blinked his way toward wakefulness as I made him breakfast, for once. A dollop of butter sizzled on the pan on the stovetop. I added sliced onions and garlic. The sliced sausages went in next, then mushrooms. I cracked the eggs last, ­one-­handed. Kelwyn toasted slices of bread above the open flames of the grate. We layered our plates and sat at the table by the window and ate in silence. The cobbled street below was quiet, in that lull between when the bakers had gone to work and when the shopkeepers had yet to unlock their doors. I took another sip of my coffee, already feeling a wistful nostalgia. Our morning routine had been perfected, and who knew when we’d next perform it?

Kelwyn leaned closer to the windowpane, the morning light catching his face as he tilted it toward the Citadel.



“Still can’t believe you’ll actually be up there,” he said. “Looking down on the rest of us like a proper member of the nobility like a little drakine.”

“Don’t fret, I’ll never be proper.” I aimed for lightness. “You’ll be glad to have the place to yourself again.”

I knew I hadn’t been an easy person to live with the last few moons.

The first time Kelwyn had taken me in after everything went to shit, over a year and a half ago, I’d just left the Marricks. Three months ago, my plan to steal and sell a dragon relic to cover all four years of university costs had imploded rather spectacularly. People had died because of my actions. There was no way to pretend otherwise. I’d lost myself on the night of the Feast of Flowers, and parts of me were missing.

No matter how much I polished myself up, I was sure the cracks still showed.

“Dunno,” he said, taking another sip of coffee. “I’ve almost grown used to tripping over you. It’s like having my own grumpy, hissing cat.”

Kelwyn and I hadn’t spoken about Everen. Kelwyn had run at the first sign of trouble, and I didn’t blame him for saving his own skin. He must have all sorts of ­suspicions—­had he seen a dragon take me up into the sky? So far, though, he’d kept them to himself, and I was pathetically grateful.

A fortnight after I’d moved back in with Kelwyn, my shirt had gaped open one evening. By the way his gaze caught on the hollow of my throat, he’d noticed that my black Struck marks had crawled a little further up my skin. He’d known exactly what that meant: at some point in the months since he’d fitted my new seal setting, I had turned Starveling. We didn’t speak of that, either.

Neither did we discuss Larkin, aside from acknowledging that she’d fucked us both by taking all that wraithwright and only leaving a couple of coins and a note to rub salt in the wound. Kelwyn had done some digging, but none of his contacts knew where she had gone. The other gangs had closed over the Marricks’ territory like a scab on a wound.

But Larkin was out there, somewhere, and she had something of mine: the old seal that said my true name, Arcady Eremia. That would come back to haunt me, one way or another.

Kelwyn tapped his fingers on the wooden table, bringing me back to that cozy, cramped room in the Last Golden.

“So what’s the plan?” Kelwyn crossed his arms. “Every time I ask you about money, you’ve fobbed me off, but I know you don’t have enough.”

Over the last few months, I had been clouded over with anger and grief. At night, I walked the city streets for hours. I’d spoiled for fights a time or two, just to feel something. Kelwyn never commented on the scraped knuckles, or that one black eye. Arnica salve would appear on my bedside table, and that was that.

In between drunken fights and fractured sleep, I’d done as many jobs as I could. Sneaking into homes to crack safes. Stealing at marketplaces, in taverns, in ­churches—­anywhere someone might have heavy pockets.

“I’ll figure it out,” I said, but in truth, I had no clue what I’d do. My best hope was to study my arse off, scour the library, and steal as much as I could on the side to buy more time. If I was lucky, I’d be able to limp along to the end of the academic year, and in that time, I’d find something of the truth. I had to.

“It’s not easy to keep up a ruse day-in, ­day-­out for so long.”

“Are ­you . . . seriously trying to explain how con jobs work to me, Kel?” I chewed my food, even as my stomach tightened. For this job, I would wear my true face. Arcady Dalca wasn’t a temporary identity I’d pick up briefly and set down. Unless I cleared my family name, I would never be Arcady Eremia again.



He waved a hand. “Yes, yes, you’re the expert. I forgot. I’m ­just . . . I expect it’s not worth warning you to stay out of trouble?”

“I seem to have a way of sticking my nose in it, no matter what I do.”

I made my way to the door, picking up my leather satchel. I’d already sent the rest of my things ahead to the Citadel via courier like a good drakine would.  

“You’ll still visit?”

“If you make your lavender biscuits.”

His mouth opened, and for a moment, I worried he’d say something too real, too honest for the both of us. I shook my head once, in warning. Kelwyn’s mouth closed. “Not ­good-­bye,” he finally said.

“Not ­good-­bye,” I agreed.

Yet the door clicked shut behind me with a horrible finality.

[image: Decorative break.]

Out on the street, it was too bright, and I squinted against the sun. I could feel Kelwyn watching me from the window, but I didn’t glance back. Squaring my shoulders, I made my way through the city.

I didn’t keep my fingers idle.

With a film of magic across my skin and a burst of salt on my tongue, I drew on one of my many false faces. My grandsire’s stolen seal glowed blue beneath my shirt. Since the night before the Feast of Flowers, my power was stronger than it’d ever been, but it wasn’t all ­mine—­it was hot and smoky, like I had a cinder in my throat. A dragon’s magic. Everen’s magic.

Don’t think about him.

A careful bump into a guilder on Ruby Street, and I had a bracelet for my trouble. Squeezing my way past a merchant in the close quarters of the Blackwell Market netted me a few coppers and a silver sul.



I shrugged off the shapeshift and slipped the silver and shell bracelet on my wrist. Might pay for an extra night or two of accommodation at the dorms. Maybe a sennight, if Kelwyn got a good enough price.

At the bottom of the hill, I nibbled a handful of nuts to refuel my magic. I passed one of my stolen copper suls to the driver and climbed into the ­horse-­drawn cart filled with other students, craning my neck toward the series of ramps leading up to the spires on top of the hill.

As the cart began the ascent, some students stared at me curiously. Most of those I’d be studying with were old money, with bloodlines that could be traced back to the founding of Locmyria under Monarch Erisyn the First. I swallowed down my nerves. My seal would match the Citadel Records. Arcady Dalca had once existed, though they had died in the first Strike along with the rest of their family. My maire had selected the name and woven it into my grandsire’s spell, but I didn’t know how well the false identity would hold if someone went digging.

I held my head high, even as my stomach fluttered. I couldn’t show weakness.

Finally, I was going to learn more of magic’s rules. I’d learned simpler spells not associated with the gods, like wards and cantrips. I’d demonstrated shape-shifting well enough to gain admission to the university, but barely touched my magic’s other side of waterweaving. I could light a flame, thanks to Everen, and I could just about move stone a little with my mind, thanks to the tutoring of my paire, who had been blessed by Piater. What else would I be able to learn with access to some of the brightest minds in Loc?

At the outer wall of the Citadel, I showed my seal to a ­stoic-­faced guard, who ushered me through the gate into the courtyard.

The sunlight made the Citadel’s yellow stone shine pale as new butter. The spires rose toward the sky, the Lochian flag waving from the tips. Columns carved with dragons kept watch with jade eyes, and mosaic panels on the lower walls depicted saints or scenes from myths. The morning light glinted off leaded panes of glass. I’d laughed the last time I was here when I’d realized the windows and doors weren’t that large simply to show off wealth. It had once been practical: so dragons could fit.

I was just about to find my dormitory when a gong echoed across the Citadel.

For a ­heart-­stopping moment, I thought it was a different, impossible chime, but others winced at the sound. Another klaxon, and a third. My throat tightened. Whatever it was, this wasn’t planned. I’d only just arrived, and something was about to change.

The mutterings around me rose, and people streamed onto the cobbles of the courtyard. Windows opened and others leaned out.

What would be important enough to bring the Citadel to a halt?

I chewed on my lip as I scanned the horizon and the sea, my mind racing with possibilities. The water was its usual slate gray. No red of a crimson tide, at least. The last of the toxic algae had been chased away by Kalsh, Zama, and Jari mages by ­mid-­summer, but it’d still devastated the harvests. Food prices were ­eye-­watering.

Reports of Starvelings were more common than they had been this time last year. What if war had broken out with Jask, or worse, the Strike was back? Maybe the Veil had frayed and wraiths had returned? Or dragons?

A stab of ­almost-­hope, quickly dashed.

Finally, the double doors of the balcony opened. Robed figures in wraithwright masks emerged. An ­emerald-­clad Citadel Herald came to the front, resting their hands on the stone railing. All waited, the wind whistling through the gaps in the buildings. The chill brought gooseflesh to my skin, the hair on my arms standing straight.

At first glance, someone might think the figures were the three Chancellors of Loc, but one wore the robes and the horned mask of the Head Priest of the Order of the Dragons. A Chancellor was missing. My fingertips went colder.

“Subjects of Loc,” the Herald began, their ­magic-­amplified voice reaching the corners of the crowd. “We have sad tidings. Even now, wyverns are being sent with missives, and heralds are gathering in the stables to help spread the news.” A pause, and the crowd held its collective breath. Somewhere, a babe wailed and was hushed by a parent.

“After a brief illness, we regret to share that Chancellor Yrsa of Swiftsea’s soul has been borne upon the wings of the dragon gods.”

Gasps and whispers whipped through the crush.

“Chancellor Yrsa of Swiftsea,” the Herald continued, “was a loyal servant of Loc for the past ­near-­thirty years, forging this country to utmost strength after the Schism and navigating us through the two Strikes of plague. Their untiring love and devotion for this land was clear, and we owe a debt of gratitude that we can never hope to repay.”

I swayed on my feet, dressed in mostly stolen finery. Though the Herald kept speaking, the ringing in my ears drowned out the words.

The Chancellors’ wraithwright masks, polished so bright they reflected like mirrors, swiveled back and forth as they took in the crowd. Around me, a few people began to weep. Some seemed performative, but I also spied genuine grief. Even if the Chancellors largely stayed hidden in their wing of the Citadel these last few ­years—­the excuse trotted out was that they needed to remain free of influence and distraction as they listened to the gods’ ­will—­many were loyal. I supposed it was easier to love whoever kept you rich.

I edged my way back through the crowd of strangers, my breathing quick and shallow. Despite the autumn chill, I was too hot. I shuffled toward the red sandstone university building, where I found a servant who led me to my room. When the door closed behind me, I dimly took in a bed, a desk, a fire, and a wardrobe. A tapestry on the wall had the University of Vatra coat of ­arms—­a wyvern in flight, its claws curled in front of a full moon. I leaned out of the open window, gulping in cool air. Below me lay a courtyard, clusters of students muttering among themselves as they took in the news. Ivy climbed up the stone walls, already turning a vibrant red as if trying to match the stone.

When I could finally breathe again, I leaned back, closed the window, and collapsed on the bed.

I’d been working toward this day for so many years. Since I’d found my maire’s notebook in the ashes of my old life up in the mountain hamlet of Atrel over a year ago, it had consumed nearly every waking moment. Yrsa of Swiftsea, along with the other Chancellors and the Head Priest, had dubbed Barrow Eremia the Plaguebringer. Somewhere far below my feet were the tombs of all the pariahs of Loc. My grandsire, my taie, had been buried more than ­half-­dead but still breathing. I shivered every time I remembered that pile of bones and his grinning skull.

Yrsa of Swiftsea had never answered for their crimes. Now, they never would.  

I’d dreamed of taking the whole Consul down in one fell swoop. Of being able to see the faces behind all the masks: the three Chancellors, the Head Priest, and as many of the other Stewards and advisors in power at the time as I could manage.

I knew the Chancellors were older, but I hadn’t even heard a whisper that Yrsa was ill. They’d kept that quiet. I hoped, with a fierce burst of fury, that the Herald had lied about it being brief. I hoped it’d been painful. I hoped they had suffered. I dug my fingernails into my palms.

I’d given up so much to be here. I’d had so much taken from me.

“Lal seu al-lei lutra,” I said. Even though our bond had broken, I still understood the dragons’ language in a way some Old Tongue linguists could only begin to dream about. I dragged my nails through my hair and along my scalp as the silencing charm took hold.

And I screamed.
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