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				He laughed and smote with the laughter and thrust up over his head,

				And smote the venom asunder, and clave the heart of Dread;

				Then he leapt from the pit and the grave, and the rushing river of blood,

				And fulfilled with the joy of the War-God on the face of earth he stood

				With red sword high uplifted, with wrathful glittering eyes;

				And he laughed at the heavens above him for he saw the sun arise,

				And Sigurd gleamed on the desert, and shone in the new-born light,

				And the wind in his raiment wavered, and all the world was bright.

				But there was the ancient Fafnir, and the Face of Terror lay

				On the huddled folds of the Serpent, that were black and ashen-grey

				In the desert lit by the sun; and those twain looked each on each,

				And forth from the Face of Terror went a sound of dreadful speech:

				“Child, child, who art thou that hast smitten? bright child, of whence is thy birth?”

				“I am called the Wild-thing Glorious, and alone I wend on the earth.”

				—William Morris, The Story of Sigurd the Volsung
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				The Dark Road Ahead

				The Queen looked into Avalon’s Mirror and the mists parted to show her what she needed to see: the future as only she could shape it, the various roads ahead, the consequences of every decision.

				She saw great armies in battle, shining cities laid to ruin, smoking and destroyed. Blood spilled on a great tundra of white. Bodies piled in stacks, burning.

				The whole world on fire, hope lost, civilization a memory.

				Every path, every possibility, led to devastation, to the end of everything.

				The end of the world.

				Every path, save for one.

				The only way forward to a new beginning led to a golden ring inside a gray tower.

				But if she chose that path, that future, everyone she loved would die.

				No one would survive.

				Not even her.

				She studied the mirror at length and stepped away, closing her eyes. Things were what they were. Avalon could not save the future from itself.

				Only one person could do that, she knew.

				And in that moment, everything was decided.
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				PART THE FIRST

				BATTLE AND PORTAL

				The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.

				—SUN TZU

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ONE

				The ruins of the White Temple burned in the hazy distance, and from high above in the clouds, Nat could see the unholy city of New Kandy covered in a blanket of smoke, its tall towers now mere black skeletons.

				The city was on fire.

				Death was in the air, all around her. Nat could feel the grim grip of fate cutting deep into her bones. She knew it by the stench of the ash, the burning cinders in her eyes.

				Ruination had come for them, for all of them.

				Then the buildings’ silhouette seemed to sway, as the vision wavered, flickering in and out of sight. Nat blinked her eyes and gritted her teeth, forcing the connection to return. For months she had used her drakon’s powerful gaze to scan the horizon for enemies, to prepare for any hidden ambush, to notice changes in the battlefield that no mortal eye could hope to observe. That was the nature of her duty, the right of her destiny.

				Or so it had been.

				But now the thread between them was fraying fast, as a new bond was being forged between drakon and rydder. Helplessly sidelined, Nat found herself not where she should be—high above the clouds with her mount—but rather, sitting on the deck of a ferryboat, watching as her one true calling was stolen from her.

				Because an imposter rode atop Drakon Mainas.

				An imposter, and a murderer. A threat not just to Nat, but to the entire world, and any hope for its future.

				Not to mention, a danger to the drakon itself.

				Eliza.

				She was to blame. The Lady Algeana, formerly known as Eliza Wesson, the child who had been stolen from her home by the people of Vallonis in order to save their world. But Eliza was the wrong child and she had grown up to become no one’s savior.

				Quite the opposite. She had taken what was not hers to take, and now everything lay in ruins as the result.

				Nat could feel Eliza’s heels digging into Mainas’s hide, urging the creature to fly faster and higher away from the battle, fleeing from its true mistress. Nat fought back, desperately attempting to regain command of her drakon.

				Mainas! Stay!

				Do not leave me!

				You’re making a mistake!

				You don’t know what you’re doing!

				Nat felt a rage burn in her core as hot as the flame that swirled around the drakon’s heart—and for a moment Eliza’s hold slipped and the drakon reared, frantically attempting to buck her off her seat, lashing with its head and tail, shrieking with anger and pain.

				But only for a moment.

				Nat was too far away, and Eliza too strong, and every thunderous beat of wings and passing second widened the gap between them.

				I am your mistress now. Eliza’s calm voice cut through the smoke and fire. You are mine to command.

				Nat could barely sense her drakon anymore, had to strain to hear the sound of the wind rushing beneath its wings, to feel the cold air around its scales. The thread between them was tearing, like fibers quickly spinning apart, unraveling what had been fiercely knitted together.

				She held on as hard as she could to the drakonsight, gazing down upon a dark, burning landscape, at the remnants of a broken city, where at its edges, a battalion of tanks rolled across the blistered earth like ants converging on a hill.

				Then it was gone. No…not yet… She had to hold on to her drakon. Drakon Mainas! she called again. To me!

				Nat followed the slender line that led back to the mind of the monstrous green-eyed and black-scaled creature that was her own twin soul. She burrowed into its thoughts, screaming for it to hear her, to recognize her as its avatar.

				We are one and the same, drakon and rydder! I am Anastasia Dekesthalias. The Resurrection of the Flame. The girl on your back is an imposter. You have been deceived!

				Return to me! Mainas!

				There was no response—only the dull weight of loss.

				And then, abruptly, it was over.

				The connection between Nat and her drakon snapped, and her vision disappeared into complete darkness. Eliza had finally succeeded in cutting the cord.

				Nat lost her drakonsight. She no longer felt the pounding of the creature’s heart, the strain of its muscles; its fury was no longer hers to command and unleash. The drakon was gone and Nat was alone.

				She had lost her mount once before, had willingly sent it deep into the ground, to heal after a fierce firefight during her guardianship of Vallonis. But this was different. Something elemental was now broken and torn inside her—as if a piece of her very being had been taken away, and she was blinded, rendered deaf and mute. Senseless.

				Drakon Mainas!

				She screamed, even though she knew he couldn’t hear her.

				A moment later, Nat opened her eyes to the world around her. Everything looked fuzzy and gray, now that she had lost the keen eyesight of her drakon.

				Reality was not something she wanted to come back to. Not yet. It was too hard and too cold and too painful. She had lost too much.

				Where am I?

				Snow was falling. That was one clue. She could smell it, even taste it. It was in her hair, on her filthy clothes, mixing with the ashes from the battle. She heard the tanks rolling through the streets from the sound of the rattling treads.

				Beyond that, she could pick out the slightly higher pitch of the drones buzzing in the air above them. Like flies gathering around her location as they would around a dead body. Which was what Nat herself would soon be, if she stayed here where they could find her.

				And where is that again?

				The deck of a ferryboat.

				Nat’s eyes snapped into focus, and she found herself staring up at the stricken faces of her small, tired crew. Shakes crouched next to her while the smallmen, Brendon and Roark, held on to each other. Liannan’s head remained bowed, her golden-blond hair falling across her face. Farouk stood frightened and grief stricken, his hands clenched at his sides.

				And something else. Someone else. A dead body.

				She looked down at the boy in her arms. Ryan Wesson lay motionless, blood crusting on his cheek, his face as frozen and gray as the floor beneath him.

				It all came rushing back to her—the battle with Eliza, Wes using his newfound powers to dispel his sister’s illusions. Victory and escape were in their grasp, until Eliza suddenly reappeared on Drakon Mainas’s back while Wes had collapsed on the deck. Shakes had tried to jump-start his heart by pounding on his chest, but nothing had worked.

				“Wes!” Nat cried, her tears making tracks through the dirt on her face. It seemed unreal, this moment. His lifeless face. The weight of his still body.

				This couldn’t be happening. Just a moment ago, we were kissing—how can this be? Now his lips were blue and his eyes were closed. He had saved them from Eliza, but at what cost? Magic had consequences to its use. He couldn’t wield its power without hurting himself, and no one could have imagined the toll it would take on him.

				I didn’t think it would do this. He couldn’t have known, either.

				Not that it would have made any difference to Wes, she knew. Nat stroked his cheek. He would have fought for her to the death, no matter what. But he didn’t have to. She didn’t want him to.

				He didn’t have to die.

				He can’t.

				“Stay,” she said, telling him the same thing she had said to her drakon not too long ago. “Don’t leave me.” She put a hand on his chest, willing whatever power she had left to flow into him, to keep him alive even just a moment longer.

				Nothing happened. There was no spark of life in his pale face.

				It was useless. She was useless.

				“Nat, he’s gone, and we need to move—they’ve spotted us,” said Shakes gently, with a hand on her shoulder. “Roark—help me cast off the lines; Brendon, to the wheel; Farouk, see if you can get that engine running.”

				The boys exchanged uneasy glances as they swiftly carried out Shakes’s orders.

				Liannan caught Shakes’s pleading look and moved quickly toward Nat. “Hey,” she said softly. “There’s nothing you can do for him anymore. And we need your help if we’re going to get out of here alive.”

				Nat said nothing. Ashes in her mouth. Numb. Spent.

				“Wes would want that, Nat. Don’t make his sacrifice meaningless. He needs you to be strong. He wants you to live.”

				Nat ignored her. She ignored them all. They’d all given up on Wes, but she wasn’t going to. He couldn’t be dead; he couldn’t leave her, not now. Not so soon after they’d found each other again.

				She pressed harder against his chest, willing his heart to beat. Willing him to make his way back to her side.

				She could live without drakonsight, without drakonlimb, without drakonwing. But she could not live if Wes did not.

				The deck vibrated underneath her as the boat’s engines sputtered to life—and then died just as quickly. Shakes cursed. “What the ice is going on back there?”

				“Pipes are frozen solid,” yelled Farouk from below. “And we can’t get a fire started in the coal bin!” The ship had been retrofitted with a steam engine when its owners hadn’t been able to fix its electric one.

				“Nat, come on,” cried Liannan, running toward the stern of the ferry. “Help me conjure a flame!”

				Nat was made of drakonfire, but she remained still. She was sure that without her drakon, there was no fire left in her. She was unable to move, unable to breathe, as Wes’s heart remained silent underneath her palm.

				His heart had stopped and now hers was shattered.

				She was no use to anyone. She couldn’t keep him alive—she had no drakon, no fire, no power of her own. She was nothing; she was nobody.

				Dimly, she heard the RSA forces swarming around the burning city, recapturing the marked who were once prisoners in the White Temple, the very people Wes and his crew had just set free. Rounding them up one by one.

				It was all for nothing.

				A gunshot cracked in the distance, and Nat jumped. She turned to see—and from afar, she saw a body fall to the ground with a hard thump.

				No. They weren’t rounding up the prisoners.

				They were executing them.
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