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CHAPTER ONE
TATE ITCHED, HER fingers tingling with a mad desire. It was a struggle to ignore the irritant that had been plaguing her for the last hour, one she'd resisted valiantly. She knew she was doomed to fall to its temptation eventually. It wasn't a little itch. One that she could ignore. No. This itch had started as a small annoyance, easily brushed off, before it had grown, multiplying until her scalp practically twitched with the need for relief—the irritant consuming her thoughts. 
She blamed the wig. Ever since she had put it on, it had been driving her crazy. The disguise was heavy and cumbersome—a maid's outfit she’d been forced into because her friends thought she was too recognizable in the underground. 
Don't think she hadn't noticed how the other two had escaped the same fate, despite having faces even more recognizable than hers. She had a sneaking suspicion her maid's uniform was more about providing her friends with a good laugh than keeping her identity hidden. 
Meanwhile, she was stuck trying to think about anything but the fact that she wanted to rip this blond monstrosity off and bury her fingers in her hair. She might end up dead afterward, but she was almost convinced it would be worth it.
The blouse wasn't too bad, but the skirt would definitely be a problem if there was any fighting—its weight and length keeping her from an effective fighting stance. Not that this little jaunt was supposed to involve fighting, but one never knew. Stranger things had happened.
It was the Night Market. Anything was possible, and she'd learned to be prepared. The preferred destination of smugglers, thieves and murderers, the market did business in an underground cavern large enough to fit the Emperor's palace and a few other government buildings, with room to spare. Its maze of stalls with their brightly colored banners bustled with as much busyness as any market topside—if not more. Illegal goods were a booming business.
The biggest difference between here and topside was the air of furtive desperation and violence. Merchant and customer alike moved with a wary suspicion missing in the markets aboveground—eyes constantly on the lookout for their next mark, or conversely, those looking to take advantage of them. It was eat or be eaten, and there was always a bigger fish in these rough seas.
It wasn't the type of place where you went unarmed, and Tate fought the urge to check for her blade as a big fellow with a face not even a mother could love gave her a sideways glance. 
She looked around with a barely concealed grimace, asking herself how she'd let herself be talked into this.
Tate stepped closer to the stall she'd stopped at and pretended to be absorbed in the array of jewelry on display. No doubt most of it had been taken from the home of a wealthy merchant or noble. The shiny baubles failed to hold her attention for long, and she glanced at the stall to her right, focusing on the youth in front of it. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as the owner's face flushed, and he shook his head at a boy no more than sixteen or seventeen, with a face as fresh as dew on a crisp spring morning. 
Dewdrop's jaw tightened—the only sign that negotiations weren't preceding according to plan. Tate moved to the end of her stall. His contact—a man Dewdrop swore he'd had many dealings with in the past—wasn't supposed to be the type prone to violence, but this was the Night Market. It wouldn't be much of a stronghold for thieves if it wasn't as unpredictable as it was dangerous.
Tension threaded through Tate. It was harder to let him take point than she thought it would be. She waited, even as impatience niggled at her. Not yet. It wasn’t time. Dewdrop hadn't given her the signal they'd agreed upon—the one he was supposed to use if he got the slightest inkling something was off.
She lifted a necklace up to the small globe lights lining the stall's frame before putting it back down. Her attention veered back to the other stall for a moment before she glanced at the shadowed ceiling of the cavern, barely visible through the shadows clinging to it. 
"Buy something or move along, dearie," said a frail-looking woman with skin as fragile as tissue paper and hair a snarled gray mess around her head. She shuffled forward, hunched from a spine twisted by time. "Got no time for gawkers."
"I haven't found what I'm looking for yet," Tate told her. Not that she was really looking.
The old woman seemed to know it too. A dry laugh rattled her chest, and she spit a glob of mucous right next to Tate's foot. Her eyes held a sly twinkle. "Wasn't born yesterday, girl. You're no more interested in this junk than I am in a well-endowed man."
Tate opened her mouth to protest again, then closed it as a familiar figure caught her attention. She turned to watch as a tall man—dark hair brushing shoulders she'd recognize anywhere, their muscled, rigid definition impossible to miss—moved through the crowd. She knew if he turned toward her he'd have blue eyes, the type you could get lost in if you weren't careful, and a face rugged and fierce, the outward manifestation of the warrior inside.
He wasn't alone. A man, just as big and dangerous looking, stalked by his side.
"Damn and blast. What's he doing here?" Tate muttered. She glanced back at Dewdrop and then up at the ceiling cavern where Night, their other friend, hid. He wasn't visible, the waist-high bearcat a master of sneaking around undetected. He was their ace in the hole if things went sideways, but he was only supposed to reveal himself if they were in imminent danger.
She turned her attention back to Ryu and his companion. He had no business here that Tate knew of. Granted, he'd had dealings with the Night Lords in the past, but he usually kept such connections under the veil of secrecy. Striding as nice as you please through the middle of the market where anyone could see wasn't secret. 
She ducked her head and avoided his eyes when he glanced in her direction. While she wasn't technically doing anything that could be termed illegal—except for the fact that getting caught visiting the market was considered an admission of guilt—she didn't want her presence advertised. Not when he'd told her to drop her obsession with finding a certain brown-eyed murderer who’d indicated more than a passing knowledge of Tate’s origins.
Tate glanced back once she’d deemed it safe, her eyes drawn to movement behind him as the market heaved with disturbance. Black coats marched into view. Anybody in Aurelia would recognize that particular style. They were only worn by the Black Order—a sect that stylized itself as another branch of law but were little better than extortionists and bullies.
She looked back at the old woman, telling her, "If I were you, I'd pack up and get out of here."
The woman peered in the direction Tate indicated and let out a long string of curses that would have made a sailor blush. "Not another one," she muttered. She raised her voice as Tate turned away. "Get to packing. We’re being raided."
The other vendors scurried into motion, their wares flying off tables and into bags or boxes. Within moments, the market was a seething cauldron of activity.
She stalked toward Dewdrop, not bothering to hide her intent. Any need for subterfuge was gone now that the Order had decided to make their presence known. She didn't want her friends getting caught in whatever was going down. From past experience, she doubted the men wearing the black coats would be merciful. If they apprehended them, they'd treat them to the same hospitality they showed the rest of the riffraff they rounded up—or worse, given the history she had with that group.
"Time to go," she told Dewdrop.
"I'm not done," he argued.
She jerked her head toward where men from the Black Order were kicking over tables and riffling through the contents. "You're done. I don't plan on sticking around until they notice us."
Dewdrop's eyes went over her shoulder. Frustration flitted across his face. 
His companion cursed and turned to Dewdrop. "This is your fault. You brought them down on us."
"I did no such thing," Dewdrop spat back. He stepped forward and poked the other man in the chest. "And you know it, Scotty."
Scotty sniffed. "I know nothing of the sort. Not with you swanning about with your noble lady and her dragon thinking you’re too good for us regular folk."
Tate lifted one eyebrow even as a smile twitched at the corner of her mouth, amused despite the fact the Order was closing in on their little corner of the market. She'd never been referred to as noble before. Obstinate, yes. Stubborn, definitely. Low-class and a host of other things, but never noble.
Dewdrop exchanged a look with her. Scotty snorted, interpreting that look correctly and said, "Yeah, I've heard about you two. We all have. You're not going to convince anyone here to deal with you now that you've been blacklisted."
Dewdrop watched the other man with a cocky jaunt to his mouth. To someone who didn't know him, they would assume he couldn't care less about the revelation. To Tate, who now considered him the little brother she'd never had, she could see the information dismayed him.
His mouth firmed, and he stepped close and shoved Scotty back a step. "Good to know. I'll make sure the right people learn about that little problem you had two years back."
"Why you little—"
Tate grabbed Dewdrop by the arm and jerked him sideways out of Scotty’s reach. "As amusing as this is, I think it's past time we take our leave."
Dewdrop’s posture turned alert at the sight of the Black Order's men now only four stalls away. A man looked over at them and pointed, shouting, "Halt."
"You've got a point," Dewdrop said.
Tate so often did. 
She kicked Scotty's stall over, blocking the way, as she and Dewdrop ducked between it and another stall. They threaded through the market—not an easy task given the writhing mass of chaos it had turned into. The merchants here didn't take kindly to business being interrupted even when the Order shouted that they had the Emperor's authority. 
Tate felt a small amount of amusement when one of the merchants unsheathed a sword and advanced on the interlopers, crying, "You can stuff your Emperor up your duff.  The only authority we recognize down here is that of the Night Court!”
He wasn't the only one to grab a weapon. Now that the Order had lost the element of surprise, more and more of the merchants were turning violent, unwilling to let their stalls be destroyed. It was clear the Order was outnumbered. 
There was a loud clacking, the sound reverberating through the cavern.
"Creators curse it," Dewdrop snarled, sounding aggrieved. "They're calling in the Night Lords."
Tate followed her friend's slim back as he leaped across overturned tables and swerved around wrestling bodies. She echoed his sentiment. They didn't have long before the Night Market turned into a full battle. The personal guards of the individual Lords weren't like the merchants here, whose fighting experience was the sort picked up in back-alley brawls. 
No, the men and women being summoned made up the inner circles of the Night Lords' courts. Highly trained, incredibly deadly, and not the sort to spare a man just because he had a writ of arrest signed by the Emperor's Lord Marshall. These were the people who committed dark deeds in the dead of night. Assassins, soldiers and the like. Dewdrop had told Tate many had, in fact, been part of the Emperor's armies before realizing they could make a much better living on the other side of the fence.
Even as they dodged around another set of wrestling bodies, Tate could see men and women spilling in from holes above, using ropes or ladders to descend rapidly. 
A flash of movement caught her eye as Night leapt over a ledge, sailing through the air to land on a banner, then gracefully sliding down to bound across the cavern floor toward the two of them.
"So glad you could make it," Dewdrop shouted.
The Order's men have blocked off the entrance we used. We'll have to find another way. Night's mental voice was light as he ran next to them. He was having a good time—the threat of imminent danger not fazing him.
"This way," Dewdrop shouted.
Tate and Night followed, trusting he knew where he was going. Of the three of them, he had spent the most time down here, having been part of a court. He'd been a pickpocket when Tate met him. Since then, he'd parted ways with his former court—some of that may have been due to Tate's interference. She liked to think he was happier now, even if his life was a lot more dangerous.
Dewdrop swerved to the left, running down a narrow space between the back of the stalls and leaping over spilled wares. Tate followed, Night bringing up the rear. They were on the edge of the market—opposite of where they had come in. The stalls were tightly packed together here, slowing their momentum.
"Here," Dewdrop hissed, lifting a tablecloth up and gesturing under it. 
Tate eyed it with dismay. He really wanted them to crawl under there?
He made a face at her. "Hurry!"
Fine. She slid under the table, making room as Night crowded in behind her, followed quickly by Dewdrop. He crawled past them, making sure to stay under the row of tables, which had conveniently been placed in a long line. Night made a chirping sound of appreciation and padded after him. Tate was left with no choice but to crawl in their wake.
The table's skirt caved in as the people outside crashed into it. Tate slid over, barely managing to avoid getting a foot to the face. She grumbled to herself as she moved faster. Just in time for the table behind her to crash to the ground under the weight of two men.
Dewdrop came to the end of the line and paused, lifting the table's skirt to peer from under it. He turned back to them. "Coast is clear."
He didn't wait for a response, ducking out. Night followed without hesitation. Tate crawled out from under the table into a scene fit for a madhouse. ‘Coast is clear’ her ass. There were at least a dozen battling bodies around them. She flung herself forward as a pair fell into the space she was occupying. 
She scrambled after Dewdrop and Night as they darted across the space toward a small ledge above them. Dewdrop levered himself up, pausing to wait as Night cleared the ledge in a single bound. Dewdrop held his hand out to Tate, pulling her up after him.
"Now what?" she asked. They were above the fray, but that wouldn't stop some enterprising man from the Order looking to make a name for himself from crawling up after them. Nor would it stop any of the Night Lords’ men from shoving them off if they were noticed.
"This leads to one of the upper levels. There's a path that will take us to the surface from there."
"Isn't that Night Lord territory?" Tate asked. The cavern was constructed in tiers with several platforms and wide ledges overlooking the market. They were the domain of the individual Night Lords, none of whom welcomed trespassers.
"I don't have a better idea, do you?" Dewdrop asked.
Not really.
"At least their attention is focused on the market," Tate said.
Night yowled next to them, calling their attention. We have company.
Tate turned to look, then cursed as several men wearing black coats leveraged themselves up. 
"Upper levels it is," Tate said. 
Dewdrop grinned and took the lead, sure-footed and light on his feet on the narrow ledge. Night was just as at home on the uncertain path. Tate struggled more than usual, the skirts she'd been forced to wear making her balance a little more precarious. When she almost tripped off the side for the second time, she let out a stinging curse, grabbing her skirt in one hand and her blade in the other. There was a ripping sound as she stabbed the blade into the material and yanked, cutting a long slit in the skirt's front. 
There. That should do. Maybe now she wouldn't break her neck during this getaway. She darted after Night and Dewdrop. Catching up was simple when her stride wasn't constricted.
They raced up one narrow track after another, climbing when necessary, and leaping over wide spaces where the ledge had crumbled. The men from the Black Order quickly fell behind, not as at home on these type of pathways as the three of them.
They came to a wide platform overlooking the market. An archway marked an entrance to the tunnels and relative safety—from the market and its interlopers at least.
"We're nearly there," Dewdrop called over his shoulder.
A man stepped out from the shadows. Tall and lithe, with the grace of movement suited to an assassin, Blade considered them with eyes of pure black, marred only by the faintest trace of blue around his iris. He tilted his head and looked them over. His hair, so black that it appeared a deep blue in the right light, was cut so close to his skull that it looked like a shadow.
Though only half Kairi, Blade possessed their same lethal grace—the kind that said killing you would be easier done than said. Tate had seen him fight and had no wish to be on the opposite side of any battle from him. However, it looked like she might not have a choice at the moment.
Night crouched, and Tate's hand dropped to the knife she'd hidden in her belt. Blade's loyalty was always difficult to judge. He'd wavered between enemy and impartial party in the past, even appearing almost friendly at times. In the end, he was the right-hand man of the Luciuses, two Night Lords who shared the same name and identity to fool their enemies. He was theirs to command. If they'd marked Tate and Dewdrop for death, he would carry out his orders, no matter their history.
His lips twitched with amusement at their wariness. He jerked his head at the archway. "Best get going before they reach us."
Tate glanced behind them and cursed when she saw the men from the Order not far from the platform. Dewdrop stared at Blade, open disbelief on his face. Tate hesitated as well, searching for the trap.
Blade arched one eyebrow, the expression perfectly at home on a face as handsome as any noble’s. "Go, before I change my mind."
Tate didn't need to be told again. She tugged on Dewdrop's arm, forcing him to follow as they made their way swiftly but cautiously across the wide-open space; an area she suspected belonged to the Lucius’s court, hence the reason for Blade's presence. She was careful to keep an eye on Blade and the other threat as it quickly advanced from below. He might have said they were free to go, but this was the Night Market. Words were never to be trusted and betrayal was to be expected.
Blade turned his head to keep them in view as they made it to the archway. His black eyes seared Tate's with a hidden message, as if to say, 'you owe me, now'. Men spilled onto the platform drawing his attention. Blades appeared in his hands, the movement so quick that it was if they were called by magic. He gave the trespassers a fierce grin, his face ablaze with anticipation before he leapt to meet them.
Tate hesitated, not liking the thought of abandoning him to the Order's mercy, given he'd just spared them, but not really seeing a choice. Dewdrop grabbed her and tugged her through the archway, obscuring her view of the outcome. She stumbled before gaining her balance and running at his side. 
"He'll be fine," Dewdrop assured her, sounding slightly out of breath. "He's the best fighter Lucius has. A few of the Order’s men won't even give him pause."
A few? There were at least five men out there. For Dewdrop not to be worried, it spoke to exactly how fierce a foe Blade was.
They made a right turn, quickly followed by a left. By the third turn, Tate was well and truly lost, her sense of direction unreliable this far underground. Luckily, Dewdrop seemed to know where they were going, navigating the tunnels with ease. Neither of them carried torchlights, but that wasn't a problem given the soft glow the walls gave off, illuminating their way with ease. 
The entire labyrinth of twisting passages was man-made, the surface too smooth and edges too defined to be anything but. 
Their pace slowed as they put several tunnels between them and the market. Chances were the Order wouldn't follow them into the tunnels. One—because they were liable to get very lost down here without a guide. And two—because it was too dangerous. There were things that waited in this labyrinth. Things not seen since the Creators left this world, leaving their monsters behind—those judged too deadly to try to integrate with society.
"How often does the Order raid the Night Market?" Tate asked. She'd been under the impression that the market was largely left to its own devices as long as it didn't try to conduct business topside. There was an unspoken agreement between the Night Lords and the empire. One that said if the Night Lords and their people kept to their little fiefdoms, the empire wouldn't exert too much pressure. Stray to the world above, however, and they were fair game.
"Never. Not once in all the time I was part of the Court of Two Dawns," Dewdrop said, glancing behind with a frustrated expression.
"A merchant made it sound like this had become a regular occurrence," Tate said.
The Order has decided to make a name for themselves. They plan to start with the tunnels, Night said telepathically, stalking along at their sides, his barbed tail flicking lazily. An apex predator engineered by the same Creators who had likely built this place, he was sleek and deadly, his body a cross between a large feline and a bear. You would never see him coming, right up until his fangs were ripping out your throat. 
He angled his head up at them, his long ears and their tufts of fur making him seem more adorable than deadly. More than one child had tried to tug on those ears, an act that he tolerated a lot better than Tate ever would. Amber eyes peered up at her over a flat nose.
Dewdrop snorted. "Like that'll ever happen. They could throw every man they had at this place and never make a difference."
"When did you hear that?" Tate asked after a moment, her forehead wrinkled in a frown.
Night's whiskers twitched in feline amusement. Bear might have been in his genetic makeup somewhere, but he definitely favored his feline ancestors. Around.
Her eyes widened. "You've been spying on them again, haven't you?"
Night didn't answer, just padded along silently.
"You know if you're caught, they'll use it as an excuse to deny your application," she told him. He'd made moves to get his species recognized as sentient. It would afford him all the rights and protections of a human, making it illegal to treat him like an animal. 
Keeping an eye on my enemies is worth the risk. Night's tail switched back and forth, the only sign of his agitation.
"Unbelievable," Tate muttered.
He was risking everything. The Black Order already had it in for him, simply because he was made by the Creators. Such protections against being hunted or put down like a rabid animal should have been his by right. Not the case in Aurelia. Evidently some of the creatures left by the Creators were mad, unthinking monsters, consumed by bloodlust or driven to fulfill their original purpose. As such, the government had deemed it wise to create certain safeguards that would prevent such creatures from being elevated to the same status as the three main races—human, Kairi, and Silva. Groups like the Order had been the driving force behind those laws, and they would be only too glad to discredit him in any way they could.
Before she could make him see reason in that stubborn brain of his, a shadow sprang from an adjacent tunnel—completely hidden until now. That shadow grabbed Tate by the arm before she could do much more than squawk, slamming her into the wall and holding her there with a forearm pressed to her throat, her wig tilting precariously.
She didn't bother to struggle, already knowing the person who accosted her. She glared up at Ryu even as the presence inside her sent an excited shiver racing down her back. Ilith, the other being she shared her body with, acted like a cat in heat when Ryu and his dragon were near. It was an inconvenience—especially considering Tate wasn't entirely sure how she felt about the other man. Ilith's feelings muddied the water, making Tate's life even more difficult.
Dragon man, Ilith whispered in the back of her mind.
Yes, yes. He's the dragon man. Tate's thoughts were acerbic. She didn't dare try voicing them this close to Ryu. She'd learned earlier in the summer that most Dragon-Ridden—someone capable of forming a bond with a dragon and able to move between the two forms—did not communicate with their dragon beyond the stray emotion. To do so was a sign of dragon madness. Those afflicted were often put to death for their own good and the safety of others. 
It was best to keep that part of her a secret. Ryu knew, but others might be lurking about. Tate had no doubt that a thief’s stronghold would have many hidey holes capable of concealing listeners. 
Want, Ilith thought at Tate.
Well, you can't have him, she snapped back. By necessity, she'd been forced to learn how to communicate with her dragon telepathically. It was a work in progress. Not everything got through all the time.
This was not one of those times. Ilith grumbled and settled, her presence drawing back to a small corner of Tate's mind.
Ryu watched Tate with an intent gaze, suspicion in his as he waited for her to focus on him again. A wary look was in his eyes, one she'd started to notice he got anytime he suspected Tate was talking to the dragon.
"Ryu, what a surprise," she said with a cheeky grin as her wig gave up the battle and tumbled off her head.
He gave her a censorious look, not releasing the pressure he exerted. He wasn't hurting her, not yet, but the threat was there. "Yes, I’m sure it is, given the lengths you’ve gone to avoid me—but perhaps not as surprised as I, to see you dashing across the market, companions in tow. Imagine my shock."
Tate winced at the accusation in his voice, knowing he had every right to be irritated with her. Over the past few weeks, she’d gone to considerable lengths to dodge him, pretending to be out when he came around, ignoring his messages. 
"I take offense to that. No one tows me anywhere. If anybody was being dragged, it was her," Dewdrop muttered.
Ryu's gaze shifted to him, the warning in his eyes causing Dewdrop to clamp his mouth shut in a mutinous scowl. 
A man stepped out of the tunnel behind Ryu, surveying the three of them with an indifferent gaze. It was Ryu's companion from the market. Tall, with sandy blond hair, he had an aura about him that said he was not a man to be trifled with. His eyes had a weight to them that spoke to an older soul—one that had seen the passage of many years. He didn't seem the sort to suffer fools lightly, and a frown had taken permanent residence on his face. He arched one eyebrow, unimpressed. "Is there a problem?"
Ryu's hold on Tate loosened, and he straightened just slightly, not moving away. It meant that he remained uncomfortably close. "Lord Thora, have you concluded your business?"
The other man's eyes went to Tate, picking up on their intimate stance—the almost protective way Ryu stood in front of her. "I have. Who's your friend?"
Ryu sighed, the sound holding a thread of irritation as he stepped away from Tate. "Lord Thora, may I present Lady Tate Fisher, newly conscripted into the dragon corps."
Ryu's voice held an undercurrent Tate couldn't decipher. There was a warning there, but also a thread of concern. Whatever the emotion, it was put out of her mind when Thora's gaze sharpened, focusing on her with a sudden interest. He looked her over, his expression making it clear he found her lacking.
"This is the newest dragon?" he asked. He didn't wait for a response. "Somehow, I thought she'd be more impressive."
Tate lowered her chin and studied him. Ilith rose in her mind, using her eyes to look out. Old, she whispered.
"So sorry to disappoint," Tate returned after a long moment. 
Ryu turned back to Tate. "What are you doing here?"
She gave a nonchalant shrug. "Nothing much."
"Tate." Ryu's voice was a growl of warning. "What. Were. You. Doing. Here?"
Dewdrop stepped forward. "I was meeting an old friend. Thought he could help me with something. Tate just tagged along."
Ryu's head swiveled toward Dewdrop, his expression saying he didn't believe that excuse for a moment. Dewdrop kept an innocent look on his face. He often used his apparent youth and baby face to get away with all sorts of things. Normally people believed him, equating his youth with honesty. Unfortunately, Ryu was just as familiar with Dewdrop and his tricks as Tate.
Ryu's jaw ticked. "Would that something have anything to do with the man you call Brown Eyes?"
Tate and Dewdrop both shook their heads. Night gave a big yawn, showcasing his fangs, and plopped down so he was sitting. "Of course not," Tate lied.
"Because I gave you explicit instructions to drop that matter." Ryu's voice had a hard bite to it.
Tate still didn't understand why he'd tried to force her to drop it. The situation with Brown Eyes was far from over. She believed that down to her very bones. The man had an obsession with her. It was only a matter of time before whatever he cooked up wreaked havoc with her life. She'd prefer to be proactively searching for him and the secrets he said he knew, rather than waiting for him to strike at a time opportune to him.
"It had nothing do with that," Dewdrop said, stepping forward. "It concerned my situation and the debt I owe."
Ryu's face turned incredulous. "You thought a simple merchant could help you with the Night Lord?" His voice made it clear just how ridiculous he found that statement.
Dewdrop looked insulted. "They have eyes and ears, don't they? They're not useless."
"Do they?" Ryu's expression remained unmoved, not believing Dewdrop's words. "You picked his pocket. What did you take?"
"I'd never—" Dewdrop's protest ended in a squawk as Thora loomed over him, grabbing his shoulder and patting Dewdrop's pockets. "What are you doing?" Dewdrop snapped, flailing around as he tried to dislodge the other man.
"Enough, guttersnipe," Thora rumbled. He fished out a small item that was no bigger than Tate's pointer finger.
"Hey, that's mine," Dewdrop said as Thora tossed the item to Ryu.
Ryu snapped it out of the air, his hand a blur. He examined it, turning the item carefully in the air. It was made of wood and a material similar to other relics they’d seen. There were gemstones on either end. 
Thora stepped closer, looking at the item thoughtfully. "It's a reproduction," he said. "And not a very good one. They sell this sort of thing to fleece the unwary. Hardly worth the trouble of stealing."
Dewdrop swiped the trinket from Ryu's hand. "I didn't steal it."
Thora frowned down at her friend. "That’s worse. It's not worth the coin you paid for it. Even the gems on it are fake—nothing but paste." He turned to Ryu. "I question your judgment in getting involved with this lot. They hardly seem worth the effort."
Tate lifted an eyebrow. She'd found the other man mildly amusing until now. But not after that remark. She disliked it when others insulted her friends. "It's good no one asked your opinion then." She glanced up at Ryu. "Where'd you find this one?"
Ryu gave her a smile that bared his teeth. "He's part of the dragon corps."
"One of your superior officers, actually," Thora said with a smug glint in his eye, his hands clasped behind his back.
Tate's eyes widened as they shot back to Ryu's. "Then, that means—"
"Yes, he's dragon-ridden, like us." Ryu's face was guarded as he said that.
"Well, not exactly like you," Thora said. "I came by my dragon by legitimate means and have spent a lifetime serving the empire."
"So humble, too," Tate muttered.
"Don't anger him," Ryu cautioned in a tight voice only meant for her ears. "He can make life very difficult for you."
Tate kept her snort to herself. Fat chance of that happening. Tate angered people like him by simply breathing. She couldn't help it. It seemed to be a facet of her personality.
Voices came from the tunnels Ryu and Thora had appeared out of. One glance at Dewdrop's tense expression told Tate they were still in Lucius's territory.
"Ryu, if Lucius finds Dewdrop in his domain, it will not go well for us," Tate said. She didn't want to think of what consequences either Night Lord might extract from them.
Ryu hesitated, the urge to question them further written on his face. His lips firmed as he came to a decision. "Go, then." Dewdrop and Night didn't wait for him to change his mind, taking off down the tunnel and ignoring the sour expression on Thora's face. Ryu's hand on her arm held her back. "I'll expect you at our headquarters tomorrow morning. Be prepared to explain this little foray in depth. No avoiding me this time."
Tate didn't respond, shrugging off his hold and taking off after her friends.
"It won’t go well if I have to track you down, Tate," Ryu called after her, his words echoing off the tunnel and blending with the sound of her footsteps.
She held up a hand in acknowledgment. She'd be there. At least the delay would give her time to think of a better excuse for their visit to the Night Market.
 



CHAPTER TWO
THEY CAME OUT of the tunnels near the wharf—an area known for being under the thumb of the Night Lords. Warehouses dotted this section of the city, their nooks and crannies perfect for smugglers to hide their loot. 
Tate, Dewdrop and Night made their way along the docks, keeping an eye out for any of Lucius's men. The smell of fish and salt water was heavy in the air. It was one Tate was intimately familiar with, having spent much of the life she remembered on board a ship. Even now as she put down roots in Aurelia, she sometimes found herself missing ship life—the constant rocking of the boat, the breeze on her face. 
Tate's memory only went back a little over a year when she woke up in a glass cylinder with no idea of her past—nothing but her name—and a tattoo that could move. Lucky for her, a group of pirates happened to find her and conscripted her into their crew. If not for them, she would have probably wandered the cold, isolated spit of land she'd found herself on until she died, alone and forgotten. 
Tate dodged around a pile of fish guts and kept moving. The spot they'd come out in was relatively isolated. Probably a good thing when trying to stay out of sight and mind. They moved further down the docks, where it grew more crowded as fishermen, sailors, and those who had business in the area went about their errands. Today, the bay was full of ships, big and small, anchored in the harbor. Only those with special permits were permitted to dock. 
Aurelia was a strange city—its layout defying logic. The bay formed a crescent
with land sheltering the harbor on three sides. A tower on one end held a giant chain that could be strung across the bay in times of war. The part of the city referred to as the Lower nestled into the black cliffs at its back and welcomed the sea at its front. On the plateau above the cliffs perched the area known as the Upper. It was where the nobles and upper class lived, leaving the Lower to the merchants and poor. The Emperor's palace sat on the very edge of the cliffs by the sea, overlooking all. During daytime, the stone that the walls were constructed of sparkled like a million diamonds. 
Tate walked beside Dewdrop as he surveyed their surroundings. "What did you really take from Scotty?"
He slid her a sidelong grin filled with all the slyness a pickpocket growing up on the streets of Aurelia possessed. Dewdrop bent and slid a long, oblong object out of his boot. "That Lord should have known a pickpocket wouldn't store anything in his pockets. That's just asking to be robbed."
Tate gave him an appreciative smile as he handed her his pilfered goods. She turned it over in her hand. The thing was long and smooth. Not a relic. At least she didn't think so. She flipped it upside down, listening as something inside clanked against the metal.
"What is it?" she asked.
Dewdrop took it back from her. "It's a thief's catch." He arranged his fingers on either side, pressing against a hidden lever. The latch popped open. Dewdrop widened it, and using his forefinger and thumb reached in and pulled out a small, rolled up piece of paper. "We use them to hide messages when we don't want them being intercepted by nosy gits."
Tate gave him an interested look. "If it's such a common practice, it must not be very effective."
Dewdrop lifted a shoulder. "It's an old trick, not used very often anymore. Scotty likes it. Says it gives the toshes an illicit feel. Gets their blood flowing."
Tate figured tosh meant a noble or anyone considered genteel. Not a word she'd heard used before, but her grip on slang wasn't always the greatest. She might speak the language, but she didn't always understand its intricacies.
"You think it's from Brown Eyes?" she asked, curious. If it was, they'd tipped their hand by stealing it. He'd know they were on to him now.
Dewdrop shook his head, a thoughtful look on his face. "I doubt it. It's not his style. From what I've learned, he's not the type to trust a two-bit hack like Scotty. My sources indicated that whoever's working with Brown Eyes also has a connection to Scotty."
"And that will tell us what it is?" Tate asked. Seemed pretty convenient to her.
"No idea. He just seemed very protective of it."
"So, you stole it?"
He shrugged. "Seemed like a good idea at the time."
You and your good ideas. Night's voice was dry. Good thing the dragon didn't catch you with that.
"Good fortune or not, I'm still not off the hook," Tate said. "He's ordered me to their headquarters tomorrow. We have until then to think up a good reason for being in the underground." She raised her hand to forestall Dewdrop's objection. "Something better than using your contact to get to Lucius. I don't think he bought that."
Dewdrop shut his mouth, disgruntlement on his face. 
You couldn't come up with anything better? Night asked as his tail swished behind him.
Dewdrop leveled a hard look at their friend. "I didn't hear you making any suggestions."
Night's whiskers pointed forward. He lifted a paw and licked it before rubbing his face against it. Dewdrop cast his eyes to the sky and shook his head, knowing that was Night's way of saying he was done with a conversation. 
"Enough, both of you. What's on the paper?" Tate hoped it was something useful or else the entire trip down to the Night Market had been a waste of time, putting them all in unnecessary danger.
Dewdrop pressed his lips together but didn't argue, unfolding the paper. "It's a name." 
He turned it so Tate could see. Ron Shipperly. "Is that it?"
He flipped it over, looking on both sides. "All that I see."
"Let's see if we can find this Ron Shipperly then. Maybe we'll learn more once we know who he is," Tate said.
With that, the three turned toward home. The sun was beginning to set and Tate wanted to be away from this part of the city before it was full night. This wasn't the nicest area of town, and after dark it became a lot rougher as the sailors in port got rowdier and rowdier after visiting the pubs. Night's presence would discourage most from seeing Dewdrop and Tate as an easy mark, but not all. She didn't feel like another fight so soon after the excitement of the Night Market.
They made it several streets before someone yelled Tate's name. She turned to look, a frown on her face. Not many people knew her here, and of those that did, most would have gladly watched her drown rather than lend a helping hand. Hearing her name shouted so loudly was a surprise. She'd yet to determine if that was a good thing or not.
A head popped up out of the crowd and a hand waved madly. 
"Trent?" Tate's surprise morphed into pleased expectation.
"Friend of yours?" Dewdrop asked.
"He's part of Jost's crew," she told him, her voice distracted as she noticed a giant man trailing in Trent's wake, easily visible over the throng of people. They came into view, a third man at their back. "You know one of them," she said with a sly smile.
Trent came to a stop in front of them and grinned. "Knew that was you."
He'd grown since Tate had last seen him when he'd been a gangly colt who didn't know what to do with the sudden length his growth spurt had given him. Now, he looked more at home in his body, still a youth but some of the sharp edges had smoothed out giving a glimpse of the man he would soon be.
Behind him ambled a giant of a man with a face you wouldn't want to meet in a back alley. Danny had a square jaw covered in a thick beard and was packed with muscles. He looked like the type who would break your face for looking at him, but he was a gentle giant. Fierce and loyal, and sweet to those he considered his friends. He was her favorite among Jost's crew, and not just because he'd taught her all she knew about sailing. 
Ripley was the last to round out the trio. He had a sharp nose that didn't detract from his handsome face one bit. He was the lady's man of the group and could charm a matron out of her skirt.
"You're back in port?" she asked. The last she'd seen of them had been a few months ago when they'd set sail for the islands of Thoas. 
"Got back two days ago," Ripley said, his eyes going to her companions. "Friends of yours?"
Tate nodded. She'd forgotten he hadn't seen her in a while and wouldn't have met the other two. 
"These the two you were telling us about?" he asked Danny. The big man tilted his chin down in acknowledgment. 
Dewdrop observed the newcomers with a blank face, his body tense as Ripley looked him over. Tate looked between the two, not quite sure what to think. She knew Dewdrop wasn't the biggest fan of her old crew. Not since it had come out that they'd spied on her at the behest of the empire and Ryu—taken her on board because she was dragon-ridden, when there had been no new pairing in nearly a century and never to a woman. It had created some feelings of insecurity on Tate's part, made her question whether everything was just a lie, an elaborate ruse to lull her into letting her guard down so secrets could slip. Dewdrop was nothing if not loyal.
Ripley's face was hard as he looked over the other two, his thoughts hidden behind a serious expression. Night blinked slowly at him, his expression one of boredom. Despite being a feline, he always managed to leave no doubt as to what he was feeling at any given time.
Tate braced herself, the expression on Ripley's face making her nervous. Danny and Trent's were similarly serious.
He put one hand on Dewdrop's shoulder. "She's a difficult one—prone to finding trouble in the oddest of places—but you'll take care of our girl, won't you?"
"What?" The question was echoed by both Dewdrop and Tate. They looked at each other. Tate folded her arms across her chest and glared at Ripley. "I don't need anyone to take care of me."
"Dartmouth," Ripley said.
"Baskerton," Trent added.
"The discovery earlier this year." 
Tate gave Danny a betrayed look as he added that on.
"And the Red Lady’s cell where I first met you," Dewdrop finished. 
She glared at all three of them. Bad enough when Night and Dewdrop teamed up against her. To add the other three as well? She might as well just find a place to wait it out. "None of those were my fault."
"Excuses, excuses," Ripley said with an easy smile, the seriousness gone.
Tate's mouth popped open. "You're the reason for Dartmouth. I never would have ended up in that dungeon if I hadn't drawn them off while you were tupping the commander’s wife."
Ripley shrugged, not looking at all chastened. Dewdrop eyed him, looking impressed. Tate shook her head. Just what she needed—Dewdrop following in the footsteps of the charmer. 
"We're heading to the Crow's Nest. Would you like to join us?" Danny rumbled.
"Yes." Dewdrop answered before Tate could.
She gave him a suspicious look, one he returned with a meaningful one of his own. She mentally shrugged and turned to the others. "I guess we would."
Danny's smile was happy as Ripley and Trent took the lead, the two goofing around and singing off-color tunes as they capered down the street. Tate followed more slowly, mentally cursing the fact she'd said yes. She'd never gotten through a night out with these three without experiencing at least three pub fights and drinking enough alcohol to drown a fish. 
She sighed. They were in for a long night. 
 
*
 
Tate woke, feeling like someone had poured a gallon of sand in her mouth. Her eyes felt gritty and tired, and she had a crick in her neck. The pounding in her head was echoed by the one at the door. Dewdrop rolled over on the floor and groaned, sticking his head under the bed and curling into a little ball as if that would help with the noise.
"Get the door, Dewdrop," Tate croaked, without opening her eyes.
"They're here for you," he mumbled from under the bed.
"How do you know?"
"It's your room."
Tate lifted her head, finally managing to pry her eyes open, and looked around. Oh yeah. It was. She dropped her head back to the pillow. It wasn't long before the pounding repeated.
Tate groaned and stumbled out of bed, her hair sticking straight up, and her eyes barely opened. She paused as she noticed Night, sleeping upside down among the clothes she'd stacked on the table. "You ass, I just cleaned those."
His paws twitched, but otherwise he gave no sign that he'd heard. 
The person resumed their heavy knocking, and Tate stumbled over to her door. She cracked it open, squinting at the person on the other side. "What do you want?"
The man started, taking in her appearance with wide eyes, but was otherwise too well-trained to react. He wore the livery of the Emperor, a blue coat with silver lining. On the back would be the Emperor's crest, a dragon wrapped around a stone. 
He straightened and spoke, sounding as if he was reciting a message. "My Lord Ryuji has sent me to request your presence."
"What's the exact message?"
The man straightened, his face smoothing into placid lines as he recited, "Get your ass out of bed and hightail it up to headquarters now."
There was no 'or else' attached to the message. Tate wasn't surprised. Ryu was the kind of person who expected his orders to be followed without question. To be fair, not many would ever think about gainsaying the man.
"Can't you tell him I'm in no state to go jaunting about the city," Tate asked, leaning her head against the door frame.
"He said you might say that." Now that the man had gotten over his shock, a glimmer of amusement shone on his face. "He also said, 'I don't care how awful you feel. Next time don't get into a drinking contest with Ripley.'"
Tate gave the man a dour look as his lips twitched. His training won out and he managed to force his expression to stay serious.
It was pointless to keep arguing. Tate had a feeling he'd just resume his knocking if she tried to go back to bed. She gave a resigned sigh. "I'm on my way."
She didn't wait for a response, closing the door in his face. She leaned against it and ran her hand through her hair, grimacing at the snarls in the copper colored strands. The mass reached her shoulders, and she mostly kept it pulled back from her face, too impatient to do anything else with it. 
"Get up. We have to head to the Upper," Tate said. Ryu hadn't called for their presence, but if she had to suffer after the night they'd had, they were going to suffer as well—especially since Dewdrop and Night had been the ones to bet her she couldn't match Ripley drink for drink. The only silver lining in this day was the fact she'd won the bet and was now several taros richer. 
Dewdrop wormed further under the bed. She stared at the space where he’d disappeared, too tired to glare.
"Dewdrop, you're coming with me."
Night rolled onto his stomach and shook his head, hard, his ears making a flapping sound. He yawned and just lay there, looking around sleepily. 
From under the bed came Dewdrop's voice. "Don't we have that appointment to look at houses later?"
Tate's head dropped back against the door with a thud. She'd forgotten about that. When she'd been elevated to the status of the dragon corps, the Emperor had made it clear he found her accommodations lacking. She'd thought he'd been joking, but evidently not. Ryu had told her that if she didn't move by the end of summer, the building would be demolished and all those who called it home, evicted. 
It was an extreme reaction if you asked her, but since she didn't want to be responsible for a couple dozen people losing their homes, she'd decided it best to find a new place to live. It was probably the right move anyway. Two rooms for two people and three bearcats was getting a little cramped. Night and his offspring deserved their own space, as did Dewdrop. 
Colton's Place had always been a temporary measure. Now it was time to find something better—especially with the generous stipend Tate received because of her new role. 
There was only one problem—they were having trouble finding a suitable place. It had turned what should have been an easy process into something of a nightmare.
Tate turned and opened the door. The messenger still stood there, an expectant look on his face. She closed it again.
"I'm pretty sure Ryu's not going to let me get out of this," she said to the other two.
"Go. We know what we're looking for."
Better than you do.
"We'll go in your place," Dewdrop said, not missing a beat. "You can meet up with us after."
Tate groaned and ran a hand down her face. That would have to do. "Fine, the two of you get out so I can dress."
"I can't see anything from here. You're fine." Dewdrop's sleepy voice drifted from under the bed. He already sounded like he was halfway back to sleep.
Night blinked at her. This is my room.
She looked around, confused and half convinced. She glanced back at the desk and the clothes he'd used as his mattress last night. Her eyes narrowed. "Nice try. Everyone has three seconds to get out or they're coming with me."
Night jumped to the ground, the movement as graceful as if he hadn't spent all night out with a pirate crew. Dewdrop groaned but slid out from under the bed, his hair a nest of tangles. He and Night headed to the door, stepped around the messenger waiting outside, and ambled over to their room next door.
"I'll need another moment," she told the messenger, slamming the door again without waiting for a response.
Alone again, she wasted no time grabbing a pitcher of water and pouring it into the small basin on her desk. She splashed the water on her face and tamed her hair into some semblance of order before grabbing the first clean pair of clothes she could find. 
In a very short time, she stepped out of her room and gave the messenger a nod of acknowledgment, saying without words to lead the way. Ryu lacked patience with tardiness. She was already going to be in hot water over the fact he had to send a messenger to summon her. She'd prefer not to piss him off any more than was absolutely necessary.
 
*
 
"This way," the messenger said, his voice polite when Tate veered toward one of the elevators. They were often crowded, as most preferred using the elevators to gain access to the Upper city rather than expending the effort of climbing the steep passage up the hill. 
Tate followed the messenger, curious to see where he was leading her. Surreptitiously, she checked to make sure her blades could be easily drawn. He might wear the Emperor's crest, but how hard would it be for someone to pose as one of the Emperor's men as a means to keep her off-guard. For someone whose memory only went back about a year, she had a lot of enemies in the region. She wouldn't put an assassination attempt past any of them.
He led her to a recess in the cliffs, guarded by men bearing the emperor's crest. The sight allayed some of her concerns. One uniform would be relatively easy to obtain; a dozen would be considerably harder. 
The passage was fully illuminated with wooden beams bracing it. While well-constructed, it was obviously not part of the main tunnel system left behind by the ancients. He led her to an elegant set of doors before gesturing to a man standing at attention to the side. The other man gave him a sharp nod and turned to a lever, pulling it down. They waited as gears shifted behind the doors. 
Tate looked around, noticing how nice the place was. It was strange. She'd had no idea this was back here. She doubted many knew about it. It did lead to the question of what she was doing here. She’d never been to headquarters, but she couldn’t imagine them being near here.
The doors slid open soundlessly, revealing a gleaming cage of metal, much nicer than the ones available to commoners. 
"It's an elevator," she said, stunned.
The messenger started forward, Tate's surprise initially locking her in place. She stumbled after him, stepping into the small space moments before the doors swished closed behind her. Before she had even braced herself, they began to rise. Their ascent was almost silent, at total odds to the noisy, clunking affair of the outside elevators.
"How is this possible?" Tate asked, examining the elegant details of the cage as they rose.
"It's the Emperor's elevator, built with the latest magic from the Academy. Its use is highly restricted."
And they'd chosen to summon her using it? Why? More importantly, just how high up in the hierarchy was Ryu to be able to commandeer this thing?
"We could have just used the normal elevator," Tate said.
"This was faster. I've been instructed to bring you without delay." The messenger had a gleam in his eye that indicated he knew just how much this freaked her out, and that he found it amusing.
Tate's mouth snapped closed, and she stared straight ahead, determined not to give him another source of entertainment for the rest of the trip. She was sure he'd be telling this story to all his messenger friends for the next year. The hot mess of a dragon-ridden that had to be summoned to heel like a dog. She'd be embarrassed if she wasn't so tired and still slightly hung-over.
The elevator's stop was as smooth as its ascent. The doors whisked open and the messenger stepped forward with Tate following quickly at his heels. They stepped into a building made from stone of the deepest black which sparkled with a million lights when the sun’s rays touched it. The chamber was opulent with ceilings rising high above, supported by stately columns and great arches. 
Tate's mouth dropped open. Where were they?
The guards, clad in uniforms similar to her escort, stood at strategic places around the room and the wide hallway outside. An inkling of their location dawned on her.
Tate stepped close to the man and hissed, "Did you bring me to the palace?"
A slight tip of his head was the only acknowledgment she got before he preceded her through the enormous chamber, their footsteps echoing in the vast space. Left with no choice and not wanting to get lost in such a place, she followed close behind, constantly looking around, to take in a place most people wouldn't even dream of visiting.
To her relief, he led her out of the palace and across a wide expanse of level lawn, each blade of grass cut to the same exact height, with no rocks or divots to mar the surface. Tate looked over her shoulder to find the palace rising like a black behemoth in the sky behind her. 
Their feet crunched over gravel as he led her past several smaller buildings that were nearly as stately as the imperial palace. She tried not to let her surroundings intimidate her—
the well-trimmed hedges, the flowers sitting pretty in their beds, and the odd stranger, clad in the finest clothes and elegantly coiffed. 
It made Tate regret her rush to dress. She'd donned a wrinkled shirt and pants from two days ago. She sniffed at herself and grimaced. At the very least, she wished she'd taken the time for a full bath.
Her escort turned toward a tall building, one that looked like all the rest except for the dragon's head stamped in wood over the large door. After he entered the building, Tate looked up at the intimidating facade and frowned before looking back at the palace a short distance away. These couldn't be the headquarters for the dragon corps, could they? 
She knew the dragon-ridden were considered a step above nobility. They existed in a weird place outside the normal hierarchy of society. It was one of the reasons she was put on probation immediately after being discovered. You wouldn't want a crazy, power-mad dragon throwing the city into chaos, would you? Not when it was difficult to clap that same dragon in irons and subject them to the full extent of the law. But, she hadn't thought they warranted a special headquarters on the Emperor's front lawn either. 
She wiped sweaty palms on her pants as she followed her escort into the building and up two winding sets of stairs before stepping into a large room that looked like a cross between a library and a museum. Built-in bookcases stretched to the raised ceiling. Glass cases housing objects that whispered to Tate of memories just out of reach, dotted the floor throughout the space. She drifted to one and bent down, looking at it with an engrossed expression and forgetting her purpose for being here.
"You're late," Ryu said from behind her. 
She controlled her jump and straightened. She got her pulse under control before turning around. "I'm here now. As summoned."
One side of his mouth quirked. He was leaning against a case, arms folded over his chest in a relaxed pose. Ryu straightened and sauntered over to her, looking into the case before passing it. "You're lucky I let you sleep in as late as I did. You should be thanking me."
"What am I even doing here?" she asked. She'd learned it was best not to respond when he said something completely ridiculous. He seemed to love ruffling her feathers and reacting only encouraged the behavior.
"It's time to become more acquainted with your role in the dragon corps."
Tate folded her arms and considered him. It was about time. People kept telling her she was in the dragon corps, but no one had explained what it was or what it did, just that all dragon-ridden were required to serve a certain amount of time in it every decade. As near immortals, they were given a few years off between stints. Most of that information had been derived from Dewdrop—not exactly the most reliable of sources. 
"What does that mean?" she asked.
"You'll undergo training and be introduced to your handlers."
More training. It seemed that was all she did lately. 
Ryu accurately read her expression. "That was for your human side. This will develop your bond with your dragon further."
"Who are my handlers?" Tate asked, changing the subject. "Are you one of them?"
Ryu's response was interrupted by Thora's strident voice. "Lord Ryuji has devoted all the time he can spare to your existence. It's time he turned his attention to more important matters."
Tate gave Ryu a put-upon expression. He responded with a close-mouthed smile of amusement. "Lord Thora is the corps’ high commander. He oversees all of us when we're in Aurelia."
Thora stomped into view, glaring balefully. He looked even grumpier today then he had yesterday. 
"And a thankless task it is," he said, giving Ryu a sidelong glance. He stopped and looked Tate over, arching an eyebrow in disapproval at her apparel. "I see you're going to need a lot of work."
"More so than any other recruit you've had," Ryu said with an easy smile.
Thora's sigh was heavy. "She can't be as bad as you were at that stage."
"You'd be surprised."
Tate gave Ryu a deadpan look, letting him know his statement wasn't amusing. He hid a smile as Thora came close.
"How old are you?" Receiving no answer, Thora asked another question. "Where were you born?"
Tate glanced at Ryu. "He doesn't know?"
"He prefers to confirm such things for himself," Thora snapped waspishly. "Now, how did you come by your dragon?"
"I don't know. Everything except a short time before Jost found me is a blank. As I'm sure you are aware." Tate met Thora's dour gaze with a stubborn one of her own. She wasn't going to be pushed on this. Her past was a mystery, one she didn't plan on sharing with anyone else. Least of all an ancient dragon who'd made it clear he found her wanting.
He studied her with an impenetrable gaze, whatever thoughts he had on the subject hidden. "Let's see her then."
Tate gave him a blank stare.
"Your dragon, girl. Let's see her."
Tate looked from him back to Ryu. He wanted her to transform. In here? She looked around at all the breakable items, already imagining the chaos that would ensue should Ilith come out at the moment. Her dragon was not the most graceful of beings. 
Ridiculous. I'm like a gazelle in flight, Ilith sniffed.
Tate ignored that comment. 
"He means the incarnate." Ryu tapped his arm where the tattoo of his dragon lay sleeping.
That made more sense. Tate rolled up her sleeve seeing no reason not to show him. He'd see her soon enough, given Ilith wasn't content to stay in one spot, instead preferring to roam Tate's body like it was her own personal territory. She'd surprised and terrified more than one person with her sudden appearances. Most people weren't as understanding as Tate of a moving, lifelike tattoo—the embodiment of the dragon that dwelled in her soul.
Her movements exposed her other wrist, around which another tattoo of different sized rhombuses had formed after an unfortunate encounter with an ancient's artifact. 
"What's this?" Thora asked, placing a hand on her wrist and pulling it toward him to could get a better look at the symbols.
Tate's gaze went to Ryu and then back to the other man as he stared, fascinated, at her arm. Ryu looked equally interested, stepping closer so he could see the mark better.
"It looks like a relic’s avatar," Thora muttered as if to himself. 
Ryu's eyes met Tate's, a look of suspicion in them. "Is there something you forgot to mention about your adventure in the tunnels of the Bridled Swamplands?"
Tate gave him a stiff smile. "Did I? I thought I'd reported everything."
"Not this." Ryu tapped her wrist where the rhombuses etched a geometric pattern, encircling her wrist and her lower forearm like a very pretty gauntlet.
Both men stared down at the mark, Ryu grim-faced; Thora half-fascinated and half-appalled. 
"I may have accidentally touched one of the artifacts in the minor god's space, and it may have attached itself to me before manifesting as this."
"I've never seen one quite like this. The melding ratio is higher than any other I've encountered—nearly eighty to ninety percent." Thora said, his voice distracted as if his mind was a million miles away.
"Melding?" Tate asked.
Thora's expression was still distracted as he answered. "All relics require some degree of bonding. The greater the bond, the stronger the artifact. The highest rating I've ever heard of is close to sixty percent."
"So, these are common?" Tate asked in a hopeful voice.
Thora snorted, the sound that of an old man scoffing. "Hardly. Quite rare, in fact, but not one of a kind. They're quite useful when mastered. It is, however, going to cause considerable strife."
"Why?" Tate looked from one to the other.
They shared a meaningful look.
"Because you're already powerful enough with the dragon," Ryu said. "To add the weapon on top of it, they're going to worry you're getting too dangerous."
Thora gave her a humorless smile. "You're going to have even more enemies after this."
Tate grimaced. Just what she needed. It sometimes felt like she had more enemies than she did friends. She'd already survived one assassination attempt earlier that year, largely due to Ryu's interference. She had no desire to add more.
"It doesn't do anything useful," Tate said. She'd tried to get it to manifest since that first time, failing every time.
"You may have just not figured out the trigger," Thora said, his eyes avid as he tilted Tate's wrist. "The ancients never made anything that wasn't powerful. It's just a matter of figuring out how to use it."
Ryu's face was vexed as he stared down at her wrist as if it personally offended him. 
A thread of humor filtered into Thora's voice. "At least the Emperor will be pleased about this development. Another weapon in his arsenal."
"If he can be assured of her loyalty," Ryu said, not looking at all mollified.
Thora let her wrist go with a hum of agreement and reached for the other arm where Ilith curled, her face curious as she looked up from the tattoo at the other man. 
Tate didn't know how much Ilith saw in her tattoo form. She knew the dragon could use her senses, but she'd never been able to figure out if the tattoo was really Ilith or just a visual representation of her. Sometimes it hurt her head to think about it—the laws of common sense didn’t seem to apply here. That was what it meant to be dragon-ridden. Not a lot of it made sense. How could two souls coexist in one body? Even more confusing, how could they switch between two forms? Why would anyone create such a contrary being?
Thora made a surprised sound, for a moment losing some of the dourness in his expression. A silver dragon, bigger than either Tate's or Ryu's, ambled down his arm, its head snaking out to rest on the top of Thora's hand. It looked up at Tate in curiosity, its tongue flicking out, like a lizard testing the air. Thora blinked down at his dragon, as if seeing it for the first time.
An expression of surprise grew on his face. He looked up at Tate, something in his eyes she couldn't quite place. "Now, isn't that interesting?"
He drew back, tucking his hands behind his back as he fixed Tate with a contemplative stare. Even Ryu had the faintest expression of surprise under the usual indifferent expression that graced his face.
What just happened? Tate asked Ilith.
Predictably, the dragon didn't answer.
Tate looked between the two men, already knowing they wouldn't answer her questions about why they both seemed slightly off-balance. She kept her sigh internal. More mysteries. 
Thora turned to Ryu. "You have other matters to attend to. I promise not to terrorize her too much."
Ryu nodded, the gesture somehow begrudging. He took her by the arm and led her a few feet away, giving them some semblance of privacy. "Try not to cause too much trouble."
Tate craned her head back to look at his face. "Every time I think you're becoming less of an ass, you prove me wrong."
His grin was fleeting before seriousness took over his face. If Tate didn't know better, she would think he was worried. "He's not a bad sort, just set in his ways. He takes our reputation and honor very seriously so don't antagonize him."
"I'll be fine," she assured him. "I managed to survive several encounters with the Silva's doyenne and more than one conversation with the Kairi's shodon. I promise not to start a war I can't win."
"That is hardly confidence-inspiring," he said. 
Tate shrugged, seeing his point. Neither of those two experiences had ended quite the way she’d intended. 
"What are you involved in?" she asked, not really expecting an answer. Ryu kept secrets like others breathed air, as if they were a vital and essential part of life.
He surprised her when he hesitated, shooting a glance to where Thora watched them with a fixed stare before lowering his voice. "One of us has gone missing."
Tate bit down on her lip. That wasn’t good. "A dragon-ridden?"
He nodded, his expression grim. "Take care of yourself, will you? No stupid risks like going to the Night Market." He leveled a dark gaze on her, telling her without words he'd see through any excuses she thought up. "These people are very dangerous if they've taken one of us. You're the youngest and weakest. I don't want you to be next."
"You think they're after all of us?" she asked, not responding with her usual sarcasm. She couldn't, not when faced with the grave seriousness he was projecting.
He shook his head. "I don't know, but this has all of us on edge. Learn what you can from Lord Thora. He's a tyrant, but his age means he's forgotten more than the rest of us have had time to learn."
Tate nodded and looked back at Thora.
Thora's voice was impatient as he said, "If you've taken enough of my pupil's time, Lord Ryuji, I would like to get back to the purpose of her visit."
Ryu lifted a hand in acknowledgment, before sending another warning look her way. He took his leave before Tate could ask him any further questions. 
 



CHAPTER THREE
THORA AND TATE were left to stare at each other in Ryu's absence. She set her jaw as she fiddled with the hem of her sleeve, slightly nervous in the other man's presence now that they were alone. With the exception of Ryu, Thora was the first dragon-ridden she had met.
"Do we appear as tattoos on our dragons when they're in dragon form?" she asked before she could think better of it. She had so many questions. Now that it looked like some of them might be answered, they were bursting to get out.
It would make sense if the human side showed on the dragon. She wondered if it was a portrait of her that moved the same way the tattoo of Ilith did.
He frowned at her, even as he cocked his head. "I don't think so."
Her mouth pulled downward in disappointment.
Before Tate could ask more, a man peeked into the room. "Lord Thora?"
Thora's forehead wrinkled in a scowl. "What?"
The other man grimaced and stepped inside, his steps quick, though a tight smile betrayed his nerves. He was young—a little older than her—wearing a long shapeless robe of blue and silver. He blinked as he noticed Tate and paused as his gaze flitted around as if searching for a reason for her presence.
"I've been sent to look over the relic you recently acquired," he said from the edge of the room as if afraid to get too close without permission.
Thora's scowl deepened as he glared at the other man. He huffed and turned away, flicking his fingers in a beckoning gesture. The other man hesitated before hurrying forward. 
"I don't have time to humor you," Thora snapped as he made his way to the corner of the room where a large shape waited under a sheet.
The other man's face was pained as he tried for a smile. "I’ll try to be quick. The Grand Master just wanted me to catalog the item and determine its era."
Thora scoffed but didn't respond. 
"There was some debate when we read your notes. Such an object, if verified, would have far-reaching implications," the man said in a forcibly bright voice as he trailed after Thora. 
Tate drifted in their wake, interested to see what was under the sheet.
"Ah, I'm Grimsly. And you are?" he asked, turning to Tate with a curious expression.
"Tate." A beat passed, before she gave into her curiosity. “What is it?”
“It's a relic Lord Thora recently acquired,” Grimsly explained, a heady excitement on his face. “An important one, from the sound of it."
"And one your fellow guardians would no doubt like to get their hands on," Thora said, giving the other man a baleful look.
Grimsly flushed. "You know the guardians are entitled to catalog all new discoveries so that we may better understand our forebears."
"More like try to take the best for themselves," Thora muttered.
Grimsly straightened his shoulders. "Only in situations where there is a clear danger from the relic."
There was a history here. The argument seemed like an old one, both sides well versed in each other’s position.
A tense silence lingered after Thora's sharp words. He seemed to realize it too, because he grabbed one end of the sheet and pulled.
The other man rushed to help, the two sliding it off, the earlier disquiet forgotten as they both regarded the thing with sharp interest. It was larger than any relic she'd seen before—taller than her by several feet, when most were no bigger than her arm. 
She tilted her head with a frown. It looked like a mirror, the frame heavy and ornate, with symbols carved along its edges. The mirror itself looked like liquid silver, soft colors floating across its surface every few minutes.
"And you think it's not part of the current network?" Grimsly asked, his voice filled with a hushed anticipation. "That's an unusual assertion."
Thora stood back and studied it with an intent expression. "I'm still working through all the possibilities."
"What network?" Tate asked. "What is it?"
"The Saviors created five of these. Each linked to the other. At least, that we've found so far." Grimsly's face was alight with zeal as he explained.
"We believe they were used to communicate over large distances," Thora said, his expression distracted.
"Like the mirrors?" Tate asked. The ones she knew of were much smaller than this and were fairly plentiful. Most families who could afford it, had one.
"Those were created based off the ancients’ work, but we've never managed to get them quite right. The current mirrors are restricted to short distances—a few miles at most. The ancients could communicate across continents," Thora explained. 
"Handy." She could think of all sorts of practical applications for such a device.
"We've uncovered them all over Aurelia," Grimsly said from his spot next to the mirror. He leaned closer, setting one hand on the side of it as he spoke. He ran his fingers across the symbols. "They're interconnected, but from what I've read in Lord Thora's notes, this one doesn't function the same way. Lord Thora's theory is that it's on a separate thread."
"No touching," Thora cautioned with a frown. "We don't know what it’s capable of yet.”
Grimsly jerked back with an apologetic look. "Of course, I don't know what came over me."
Thora made a sound very like a harrumph, giving him a suspicious look before gesturing him to follow. "I have some additional notes. You might as well look them over now, so I don't have to waste time sending them down later." To Tate, he said, "Stay here and don't touch anything until I return."
Tate nodded, a gesture lost on Thora as he'd already turned away, Grimsly at his heels. Alone, she drifted closer to the mirror, its symbols whispering to forgotten memories. She peered closer, noticing the way the symbols were lined up. 
Words floated at the back of her mind, teasing her. She'd encountered these symbols before. They made up a language that floated just out of reach—recognizable and yet strange at the same time. 
It seemed so familiar, calling to her from a past shrouded in shadows. She couldn’t help but wonder at its purpose. She knew what Grimsly and Thora had said, but somehow their explanation just didn’t fit. The other mirrors she'd seen were no bigger than her palm, the biggest about the size of her head. This thing was taller than Tate. 
Why would they make something so unnecessarily big? Perhaps the other mirrors that could span continents were a similar size.
Still, something nagged at her, telling her it had a different purpose—that same instinct she’d encountered around other relics from the same era. She had some tie with that piece of history and the legacy left behind but had yet to put all the pieces together. If Brown Eyes was to be believed, her existence began when this thing had been created. It was a hard thing to believe when she felt so anchored in this time and place.
Something glimmered in the very depths of the mirror, drawing her closer as she tried to see its shape. She leaned in, resisting the urge to steady herself against the frame. She'd caused relics to react strangely before. She didn't want to risk anything happening here. 
Strange. The shape in the mirror was blurred, its edges indistinct. She moved, frowning as the object in the mirror didn't follow her motion. Not a reflection then.
She began to straighten. The ground shook under her, bucking and heaving as the room shivered and trembled, the items in their glass cases creating a racket. She stumbled into the mirror, one hand reaching out to keep it, and her, from falling. A spark jumped from it to her as the earth's trembles abated. One of the rhombuses on her wrist stretched a silver filament out to the frame before she could jerk back out of reach. Her wrist stung as she wrenched it away. 
One of the symbols along the mirror’s edge glowed an azure blue, its shape shifting and sliding into a new formation.
"Another earthquake." Thora sounded grumpy as he bustled around the room checking on his trinkets. 
"That's the third one this month," Grimsly said, looking around as if afraid the room would tumble down around him at any moment.
Before Tate’s eyes, the mirror swirled, its silver surface rippling, the colors that had danced in its depths draining away until it turned the color of the darkest night.
"I told you not to touch anything." Thora's strident voice came from behind her.
Tate stepped away from the mirror, her expression guilty as the two men rushed toward her. Thora looked thunderous while Grimsly looked excited.
"I didn't touch it," she denied. 
"You broke it," Thora accused, his eye going from the dark mirror to Tate.
"I didn't break it," Tate said. At least she didn't think she had broken it.
"My lord," Grimsly started.
"I told you not to touch it and you did. Do you disregard all orders given to you, Lady Fisher? Do you think you're special—that the rules don't apply to you?" 
Tate winced, knowing she didn't have a good defense on this one. She shouldn't have gotten as close as she did. She should have listened, but as usual, when her faulty memories raised their ugly head, she got caught up, forgetting about anything else. It had gotten her in trouble in the past.
Before she could apologize, Grimsly shouted, his voice filled with fear as he backed away, bumping into Tate.
"Grimsly, what's gotten into you?" Thora asked in an irritated voice as he switched his attention to the other man.
Grimsly didn’t answer, his eyes locked on the mirror. Tate stepped to the side to get a better look, her expression arrested as the surface rippled, flashing like lightning was trapped in its depths. It bulged, splitting to reveal a furred hand tipped in claws. Tate grabbed Grimsly's shoulder and backed away, drawing him with her. 
She had a bad feeling that originated from whatever was trying to come out of that mirror. She felt the need to put a little distance between it and her. Thora stayed motionless, his earlier anger forgotten as he watched the creature pull itself from the mirror's depths.
It towered above them by over a foot. Its shape was humanoid as it stood on two feet, but its knees were bent backwards. Its arms hung longer than any human’s, and its spine was twisted so it hunched slightly over. Red eyes fixed on them in an elongated face containing a snout and a mouthful of fangs. The being was very obviously male, and though he walked upright, he didn't wear clothes.
"I guess that's why the mirror is so big," Tate observed. She stepped in front of Grimsly, who shook with fear. She pulled her blades from her belt, one for each hand. She doubted they'd do much good against that thing. Its reach was twice hers, but she didn't plan to lay down and die.
"Ilith, you got any suggestions?" she asked her dragon in a low voice.
The tattoo shivered and then suddenly Ilith was there, crouched in her mind and using her senses. Feydor. Very nasty. Don't let it scratch or bite you.

"Poison?"
There was a feeling of hesitation as the dragon thought. Unclean. Very hard to treat.
Good enough for Tate. Don't let the nasty thing scratch or bite her and don't let it out of the room. Easy peasy. 
She tensed as it stepped forward, a strange sound building in its throat—a cross between a growl and a hiss. It was like nothing Tate had heard before, its wrongness a tangible thing.
A sudden roar filled the room, something felt as well as heard. It was a sound designed to leave no doubt as to who was top of the food chain—and it wasn’t them. Thora stepped in front of the two of them, his face crinkled in a snarl giving no doubt who had voiced that roar, as he faced the monster. The creature dropped its head and gave its own roar. Thora gave a second roar in response, no less intimidating than his first.
The feydor dropped to all fours and leapt forward, dodging nimbly out of Thora's reach as he charged to meet him. Thora was quick, but the monster was quicker, its movements powerful as if someone had replaced its bones with springs. 
Tate dragged Grimsly away, judging Thora to be better equipped to handle the beast. That thing would make mincemeat of the two of them if given half a chance. The movement drew its notice—the creature's eyes fixing on them. It let out an eerie warbling sound and bounded after them.
"Shit," she snapped. She pushed the other man in front of her, forcing him toward the door. If he made it out, he could at least bar the creature inside with them. It might provide safety for a short time. 
She turned to face the monster, telling Grimsly, "Run." 
She didn't wait to see if he complied, racing at the beast. She threw one dagger, the small weapon flying through the air and embedding itself in the creature's shoulder. The wound had little effect as the beast's long gait ate up the ground, its red eyes fixed on her. Its muscles bunched, and it leapt. Tate was in a full sprint toward it at this point and dropped to her knees, sliding under its body as it sailed over her. She popped to her feet, slashing at the creature’s back as it landed, before she danced away from its slashing claws.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Grimsly disappear through the door. Relief that the other man was out of harm's way was brief as she focused back on the problem at hand. He might have been safe, but she was not. She'd lost track of Thora and had no idea if he was wounded or just sitting back and watching. Either way, she didn't have time to check on him.
She backed away an inch at a time as the creature sniffed the air, its nostrils flaring. Another peculiar sound built in its chest as it stalked her with measured steps.
"Nice creature. You don't want to hurt me, and I don't want to hurt you," she said as she moved back. A black substance oozed out of its shoulder where her blade was buried, giving lie to her words. "Well, no more than I already have."
It made a crackling sound, saliva dripping from its fangs. No intelligence shown in those eyes, just hunger and rage. Tate didn't think it was likely to listen to reason. 
Tate backed into a table. The creature darted forward. Tate gave ground, sliding under the table just as it jumped on top. Its head appeared over the edge as she inched away, a wall at her back. There was nowhere to go as it followed her from above, shadowing her movements. One arm darted down, claws flared, narrowly missing her leg as she rolled out of the way. It moved a few feet down and swiped at her again. 
It was playing with her, like a cat with a mouse. Tate rocked side to side on her back, squirming her way down the table, avoiding its jabs. 
She waited for the right moment. There. Her dagger flashed, black dripping on the ground as an ululating wail came from above her. The table buckled as the creature leapt down, tired of its game. 
Damn. Maybe that hadn't been the best idea after all.
She watched with wide eyes as it slunk closer. "Ilith, can you kill this thing?" 
They didn't stand a chance with Tate at the helm. Ilith's tail thrashed from side to side as she crouched in Tate's mind, paws tucked under her as she used Tate's senses to watch the creature draw closer, its fetid breath almost making Tate gag.
Not enough time. It'd take too long to switch. 
She'd suspected as much. Ilith and she had only changed forms twice and neither time had been fast. Tate didn't want to take the chance now. They could be left defenseless between the two forms—easy prey for the monster. With the wall at her back, there was nowhere to go, no other choice but to face the creature. 
She reached into her boot and drew another blade. At least she'd make a good show of it.
"Come on then." She lashed out, trying to draw it closer. 
It batted at her, missing by the slimmest of margins, its fur brushing against her hand. She reversed her strike, drawing dark blood in a long line across its arm. A hiss came as it lost patience and gathered itself to attack. One paw lashed out, snagging a piece of her trousers and pulling her toward it. She kicked at it to no avail as she slid out of the table's dubious protection.
Its fangs came for her throat even as she slashed at it, her blades doing nothing to discourage it. It was like he didn't even notice the paltry weapon as she waved it in his face. She screamed as his claws pressed against her stomach, the pressure pushing the breath out as a rib cracked. She pushed through the pain, knowing if she didn't she'd be dead in seconds.
Her wrist tingled, the rhombus pattern on it spinning. A long silver filament snapped out, wrapping around the beast's snout. It reared back, both hands going to its nose as it tried to force the silver noose off it. 
Tate took advantage of the unexpected chance, plunging her blade into any defenseless spot she could find. It did little good, the blade cutting her as it bounced off the monster's thick, scaly hide. Its mortal spots were protected and difficult to penetrate with her puny daggers. Giving up on killing it, she rolled to her feet and broke away while she had this slim chance.
She was just in time as the creature got its fingers between the wire and its jaws, ripping at it. The silver broke, falling to the ground. Freed, the creature’s head turned until it focused on Tate, its red eyes enraged. She backed away, knowing her time was limited.
It leapt; she stepped to meet it, already slashing out. At the same time, a dark, winged shadow tackled it from the side, the two crashing into several tables. Tate stared at the empty space it had occupied moments before, unable to believe the reprieve she'd just been given. She'd thought her number was up.
She touched her stomach, shocked when she came away with no blood. How was that possible? She yanked up her shirt. Smooth flesh greeted her eyes. Silver was fading from the area, sucked back into her skin even as she watched. 
Tate didn't know what to think as the sound of battle drew her attention. The two creatures skirmished—her savior dwarfing her attacker and taking up a good portion of the room as its big body laid waste to the glass cases. A silver dragon with eyes of the brightest blue and a face full of rage bit its smaller opponent's neck, ruthlessly bearing down with the entire strength of its jaw. There was a sharp sound of pain from the feydor before the great dragon shook its head hard, its prey flopping about like a marionette with the strings cut. With one last shake, the dragon opened his mouth and spat the monster out. It hit the hard floor with a thud, lying limp and unmoving as black blood spread on the ground under it. 
The dragon snorted at the feydor before lifting a paw and nudging it. The dragon cocked its head, hooking one claw under an arm and lifting it before letting it fall back to the ground. Satisfied its foe was dead, the dragon lifted its head, piercing Tate with a gaze every bit as intelligent as a human's.
Tate gulped but didn't back away. Showing fear to a predator—especially one of this size and ferocity—never ended well. She just hoped the dragon wasn't hungry and in the mood for two-legged prey. 
Ilith made a trilling sound of approval before shoving forward in Tate's mind until it felt like there were two beings trapped in a tight space. It wasn't necessarily a comfortable sensation, sharing her mind and body with another, but she'd grown used to it in the time since learning of Ilith's presence. 
It would be hard to describe the experience to an outsider. It was like Tate's mind consisted of rooms; for the most part, she was in a room by herself—one that was perfectly sized for her consciousness, not too big or too little. She could hear Ilith and see her, but they were separated by invisible walls that preserved their sanity. 
When Ilith pulled her little melding trick, the rooms became one—a small, cramped space where you were always elbowing the other. It meant they were forced to mingle their core selves, their minds nearly meshing. Thoughts could become tangled, and Tate wasn't always sure whether an idea originated from her or her dragon. It was enough to drive a person mad, and it was easy to see how dragon-ridden of the past went crazy if they held such a state for very long.
Ilith/Tate stared up at the dragon as it padded over to her—its great body moving in a sinuous glide, its head snaking down until one eye peered at her.
Little queen, you have been gone a long time, the dragon's voice boomed in Ilith/Tate's mind—the sound at once painful and welcome.
If Ilith made some answer, Tate didn't hear it. After a beat, the dragon above her lowered its head and nudged her gently with the side of his jaw, a rumbling sound issuing from its chest. Ilith faded back, leaving Tate standing next to a dragon's fang-filled mouth as it made a noise very like a purr. Tate held very still as it rubbed its cheek against her, almost losing her balance because of its great strength.
She kept her hands at her side, not wanting to accidentally incite an attack—even as her fingers twitched with the urge to pet the scaled skin to see if it was as soft as it looked. His head retreated as he curled his legs under him and rose, looming high above her. If she stood on her tippy toes and stretched as tall as she could, she wouldn't even be able to brush against his chin. His belly, maybe—if she added a slight hop.
He shook his head as he ambled through the room, glass crunching under his paws. Tate trailed after him, cautiously keeping a huge gap between the two of them in case he changed his mind and decided she'd make for a tasty treat. Not that it would do much good. He could reach her from any place in the room with a single bound. She chanced a glance at the door, noting it was closed. If Grimsly had any sense, he would have barred it before going to recruit the person with the biggest weapon to this fight.
Thora's dragon seemed to have lost interest in her, nudging and pawing at a few objects on the ground before moving along. Now that she wasn't in imminent peril of being eaten, she took the time to study the dragon, fascinated and wondering if this was what she and Ilith looked like. 
Before, she'd only got an impression of a silver being, now she saw that while he was covered in silver, there were blue edges along his scales, creating just the faintest hint of a pattern. His wings were furled, but she could tell from their size that if he were to spread them, they would stretch from one end of the room to the other—an impressive feat in a space of this size. Silver and blue horns curled back from his head above soft-looking strands that almost looked like a mane. A ridge of sharp spikes ran down the length of his back and onto a tail that was nearly as long as his body. 
"Is this what you look like?" Tate asked Ilith, feeling a sense of wonder and majesty at the great being in front of her.
Ilith's tail lashed. Don't be ridiculous. I'm infinitely better.
Tate snorted, trying to keep the sound contained for fear she'd draw the dragon's notice again.
The door moving behind them made the slightest sound, attracting Tate's attention. Ryu stepped inside, a grim look on his face and fire covering both hands. His eyes sought Tate, shocked at the sight of her relatively intact, as she watched the dragon try to pull itself up to a shelf it was never going to fit on.
He mouthed her name, his eyes going from her to the silver dragon. In a controlled manner, he jerked his head at the door—signaling without words. She nodded and backed away, keeping one eye on the dragon. She was a quarter of the way across the space when glass crunched under her boot—the sound as loud as a shout.
She cringed, her shoulders curling up. Slowly, she looked back at the silver dragon to find him staring at her, his blue eyes fixed and intent as his head cocked. If he'd been Night, she would have said his posture asked what insane thing she thought she was doing. He wasn't Night, and the questioning look disappeared when he noticed Ryu. He gave a long sibilant hiss as he crouched, his head lowering as he stalked forward.
"Run to me," Ryu barked.
Tate burst into a sprint, trusting he knew what he was talking about. A stream of fire shot past her; the dragon roared in anger. She didn't look, knowing she couldn't spare even a second in lost speed. She dug deep, straining for more power in her stride. All the training the Academy had forced on her, paid off as her body responded with a burst of speed.
A wall of flame rose behind her as Ryu loomed large in front of her. He grabbed her arm, jerking her through the door. Only then did she chance looking backward as the dragon burst through the flames like some creature from the darkest parts of a Creator's imagination, its jaws gaping wide. 
 



CHAPTER FOUR
THE DOOR SLAMMED shut, bulging and buckling as the dragon crashed into it. An earth-shattering roar came from the other room. The sound of a creature enraged over having its prey snatched right out from under it. Tate jumped and stepped back, her eyes going to either side of the door in worry.
"He can't get through," Ryu assured her, his eyes locked on the door as well. "It's spelled for exactly this purpose. It'll hold until he calms down and reverts to human."
The fire at his hands still raged, and Tate couldn't help looking at it with concern. He noticed where her attention had gone, his expression uncomfortable. The fire extinguished moments later, not even leaving a hint of its presence. No charred, blackened hands or smell of smoke to say it had ever existed.
"Been a while since he had an incident," a fair-haired man with a beard said, stepping back from where he'd thrown a bolt on the door. He aimed dark eyes at Tate, consideration in their depths. "Interesting how she's still in one piece. What's your trick?" 
Tate startled, the adrenaline that had been fading surging forward again. "I don't know what you mean."
The other man nodded at the door as it shook and shimmied, threatening to give under the dragon's weight. "How'd you keep the old tyrant in there from killing you? That dragon's crazy. It tries to destroy anything that gets close to it. Only reason he hasn't been put down yet is because he's so damn old and rarely gives over to his dragon anymore. That, and everyone owes him."
Tate met his suspicious gaze with a stubborn tilt to her chin. "Didn't seem too crazy to me. He saved me. I'd have probably been in a few pieces by now if not for his intervention."
Or residing in that creature's stomach. Neither option sat well with her. Tate concealed her shiver, not wanting to appear weak in front of this stranger. 
Ryu ignored the other man. "Are you hurt?"
Tate shook her head and gave him a reassuring glance. "No, I'm fine—thanks to Thora’s dragon."
She stifled a grimace as her ribs gave a pulse of pain, reminding her that she wasn’t entirely unscathed. She ignored it. She didn’t see a reason to complain about minor injuries. Not when it could have been so much worse.
"What happened?" he asked as Grimsly ran up, panting from the exertion. 
The other man looked shocked to see her intact. "You're alive."
"Don't sound so surprised," Tate said in a dry voice. She might be insulted if she wasn't equally shocked to still be among the living.
"No, it's just—" he paused as if thinking of the right words. "Thank you for what you did for me. I don't know how I will ever repay you."
The stranger looked between them, interest shining on his face as he folded his arms across his chest. A dragon's head popped over his collar, the beast looking around sleepily before ducking back out of view. Tate blinked in surprise, peering more closely at the stranger. Dragon-ridden, like her. And Ryu. "Now, it gets interesting,” he said. “What'd she do for you?"
Grimsly blinked as if just realizing they weren't alone. He looked over at the other man and Ryu. His face tensed as he backed away, something very like fear and trepidation in his expression. "Lords, I- I—"
The stranger's hand snapped out, closing on Grimsly's shoulder and jerking him close. "None of that now. We've all had our midday meal today, so we promise not to eat you. Just answer the question."
"She saved me," Grimsly said, his eyes so wide that the whites could be seen around the iris. "She drew the monster off so I could escape."
Both Ryu and the stranger fixed Tate with considering looks. She couldn't read the thoughts behind either glance.
The stranger slid Grimsly a sidelong look. "And you abandoned her without a backwards glance."
"No—" Grimsly protested, looking appalled. His eyes sought Tate's as he shook his head.
"What was he supposed to do?" she asked, her tone arch. "Stick around and get eaten? He wasn't even armed. He did the best thing he could, given the situation—contain the problem and go for help." Her gaze swung to Ryu's. "I assume that's why you're here."
Ryu’s expression was grim. "Not exactly. I felt the earthquake and grew concerned. I thought I'd check on you; before I could, the alarm went off. There's a warning embedded in all of the rooms in case one of us changes. When it went off—" he hesitated and looked down as if struggling with the thought. "When it went off, I came as quickly as I could."
The stranger watched them with an enigmatic gaze, his face cunning. "Same here." He swung his gaze to Grimsly. “Since we’re the only other two in residence at the moment, it begs the question—just who did you summon for help?"
Grimsly looked between the two dragons as they turned dark looks on him. "Diorite James."
The stranger let out a low curse as Ryu's face soured. 
"Diorite?" Tate muttered. What kind of name was that?
Grimsly looked happy to help her understand. "The Black Order takes their titles from rocks that share properties with obsidian. Diorite is the third level in their hierarchy. Only Basalt and Obsidian are above him in their organization."
"What happened in there?" Ryu asked. 
Grimsly answered before Tate could. "There was a relic. It activated when she touched it. Something came through it."
Ryu and the stranger bent angry looks on Tate.
"I didn't touch it," Tate reiterated. Everyone always assumed the worst. It sometimes made her want to live down to their expectations. Only sometimes though. She held up her wrist. "A spark came out of the mirror and this reacted. No touching involved on my part."
Ryu's expression said he was onto her. "And where were you standing when this spark occurred."
She gave him a dour look. 
"That's what I thought." His lips twitched ever so slightly with amusement before returning to their grim cast.
The stranger lifted an eyebrow and turned his attention to Ryu. "This isn't going to make things any easier with that new adviser they saddled us with."
Ryu gave him a meaningful glance as a man in a black coat rounded the corner, looking like someone had just pissed in his breakfast. Even his footsteps managed to sound angry. "There's no reason we have to share any of this with him."
"You'll get no protests on my end." The stranger gave Grimsly a dark look. "It's the guardian you have to worry about."
Grimsly started, looking around at the three of them as if he couldn't understand why he was the center of attention. 
Ryu glanced at the stranger, his expression vexed. "I see your point."
"I'm sure the Diorite will understand given the circumstances," Grimsly said, his face earnest.
The stranger cursed. 
"He's not going to say anything," Tate said, taking a chance. She met Grimsly’s eyes with her own, trying to persuade him through the strength of her will. "All he saw was the monster. He left before anything else happened. Isn't that right?"
Grimsly looked cautious, his expression hesitant and unsure. 
"He wouldn't want to condemn a man because of what he thinks might have happened—not without all the facts. Isn't that correct?" 
He nodded slowly, his eyes flitting to take in all three of the wildly powerful people staring back at him. The color drained from his face as he realized exactly what sort of situation he was in.
Tate gave him a relieved smile, trying to ease some of the threat that had been present in her words. "I knew you were a good man."
Any response he might have given was forestalled by the arrival of the angry man.
"What is going on here?" the man asked, his cold eyes taking in the four of them.
"Diorite James, the earthquake caused a situation which has since been handled," Ryu said, his voice cool and collected. 
James—Tate refused to think of him as Diorite—tilted his head as he regarded Ryu. "I am well aware there is a situation. The alarm went off. Who slipped their skin without permission? As you know, there are strict rules governing the dragon form on palace grounds." His eyes ran over the three of them as his lips pulled down in a dissatisfied expression. "To my knowledge, no such permission has been granted."
There was a long pause as Ryu regarded James with a hard look, the sort that Tate used to go out of her way to avoid. No one rushed to provide the man with answers.
"Where is Lord Thora?" James fixed each of them with a look, his eyes flickered when he glanced at Tate briefly before moving on. "Lord Ryuji?" No answer. "Lord Blaise?" The fair-haired man regarded the stranger with a slight, half-smile that managed to be mocking. James turned an expectant look on Grimsly. "Guardian?"
Grimsly fidgeted, looking up at the two dragons by Tate's side with a hunted look before looking down again.
Tate glanced at Ryu. She was unsure of the waters here. There were hidden currents to be taken into account. Venturing forth without a full picture was unwise, the equivalent of walking into a snow cat's den blindfolded while wearing earmuffs. Ryu’s face was implacable and unreadable, giving Tate no clue which direction she should go.
She settled for trying not to draw more notice to herself than absolutely necessary.
James looked at the door they were all trying very carefully to ignore. "Is he in there?"
None of them responded. The Diorite gave a frustrated sigh, crossing to the door and grasping the handle. The fair-haired man flicked a glance at Ryu, asking without words if they were really going to let the man walk in without any warning of what waited. 
"What is it you hope to accomplish here?" Ryu finally spoke, his words carrying an arctic chill as he regarded the other man. 
James drew himself up to his full height, straightening even further than Tate thought possible given the strict posture he'd had until now. "I've been appointed by the Council of Lords as an observer. Given recent events, they've grown concerned that the dragon-ridden have lost their grip on things—that they have strayed from their purpose." A pointed look aimed Tate's way clued her in on what recent events he referenced. "They are worried about the possibility of other unaffiliated dragon-ridden popping up out of nowhere."
Blaise sneered at James, his countenance turning threatening. A sharp movement from Ryu stayed him and he settled back with a disgruntled expression.
Ryu fixed James with a grim look, his lips curving in a smile that looked more sinister than pleasant. "Yes, you're right. You're an observer. Only." James's head jerked back, Ryu's words scoring a point. "Your interference in matters is not appreciated, nor will it be tolerated."
James's expression darkened, and it looked like he might have a few pointed things to say before he caught himself, his gaze going briefly to Grimsly. His smile was strained. "As you say." He waited a beat. "As an observer, however, I'm entitled to go anywhere I please. I think Lord Thora will be the next to receive my attention."
He grasped the knob and shoved the door open before anyone could do or say something to stop him. Tate inhaled sharply, her eyes widening and a warning coming to her lips. She wasn't the only one who jolted forward at his rash action. The Diorite watched them all, a small victorious smile playing on his face.
None of them said anything as he lifted an eyebrow and stepped inside the room, coming to an abrupt stop at the scene of destruction awaiting him there.
"Shouldn't we stop him?" Blaise asked in a low voice. "You're the diplomat, but I'm pretty sure if the observer is eaten by a dragon it won't reflect well on the corps in the Council of Lords."
Ryu flicked him a frustrated look and stepped into the other room, his expression cautious as he looked around. Blaise stared after him, switching his glare to Tate when she joined Ryu.
They took in the destroyed room in silence. The order and tidiness gone. Most of the cases with their relics carefully displayed had been broken in the earthquake and following battle. The built-in bookshelves had been pulled down, giant grooves carved in the wood giving Tate a clue as to what had caused that. In all, it looked like a tornado had come through and thrown the room into chaos.
"Where is he?" Blaise muttered to Ryu.
"I don't know."
"He couldn't have got out?" Blaise didn't seem too sure as he stared around the large room.
"I don't see any dragon-sized holes," Tate said in a low voice. There were no windows for Thora's dragon to have escaped from. 
James stared around him in disbelief. "What happened here?" He looked back at them as anger suffused his face. "These all belong to the Emperor. There will be heavy consequences if you've damaged them." His eyes fixed on Tate, letting her know who would suffer the brunt of those consequences.
"Don't look at me," she said defensively. "I didn't cause this."
"They didn't break themselves," James returned. 
"Stop chiding the girl," a waspish voice said from a darkened corner of the room. Thora came into view, his movements slow and measured as he glared at the Diorite. "Even she can't be blamed for an earthquake."
James lifted a supercilious eyebrow as he gave a derisive look at the destruction. "An earthquake caused all this?"
Thora fixed him with a grumpy glare. "What else could have caused this sort of damage?"
James stared at Thora, knowledge in his eyes as he cast a significant look around the room, but for whatever reason he was unwilling to challenge the other man. 
"If you're done gawping, I have matters to attend to," Thora said in clear dismissal.
The other man's jaw ticked, but without a huge dragon to point to as the culprit, he had no choice but to back down. "Don't think I've forgotten about the issue in the Night Market." He pinned them with a hard look. "Several men in the Black Order described people of your description as being seen there."
That seemed intended for Tate. She gave him a simpering smile and batted her eyes. "I'm sure I'm not the only average height, copper-headed woman out there."
"Interesting you should mention that. You, oddly enough, weren't spotted."
That's right. She'd been wearing a wig.
"However, your two companions were seen with a blond-haired woman." He tilted his head as he looked her over. He delivered his final information with a twist of his lips. "The beast is quite distinctive."
She narrowed her eyes at him as her jaw tightened, not liking the trace of derision she detected in his words. Guess she shouldn’t expect much better from someone in the Order.
He turned his head toward the other two. "Men of your descriptions, Lord Ryuji and Lord Thora, were also taken from those we rounded up."
Ryu didn't look too worried at the accusation there in his tone. "The words of thieves and murderers will not hold up in court. As for Lady Fisher's friend, the creators never made just one of a creature. Without more definite evidence, I would be careful of slandering another—especially since the Emperor himself has taken an interest in Mr. Night's existence."
James’s lips tightened. "I'd be careful if I were you. There's a change coming. The type of behavior that might have been acceptable in the past will soon be ripped out at its root. I suggest you prepare yourselves."
He whirled, his long coat swirling behind him as he stalked out of the room. Grimsly looked between him and the rest of them. He gave an awkward head bow before following the Diorite.
They waited as the two humans shut the door behind them before the tension in the room dissipated. Thora wilted, like a flower under a harsh sun, leaning heavily against the desk next to him. Blaise leaped to his side, taking his arm and helping him into a chair. 
"Did I hurt anyone?" Thora asked, his voice subdued and quiet.
"No, somehow our little female managed to soothe the crazy beast," Blaise said, giving Tate a sidelong look. 
Thora face was filled with disbelief as he took in Tate. "How'd you manage that?"
She blinked at him, nonplussed. "You were there. You tell me." She'd be interested in hearing things from his perspective, since she still had no clue what had happened.
Thora's eyes narrowed. "I don't need smart remarks out of you."
Tate's blinked at him. She wasn't being smart.
Ryu stepped in before things could deteriorate further. "Lord Thora doesn't always remember what happens when his dragon takes over."
Tate looked at the other man, her expression troubled. That sounded horrible. If Blaise was to be believed, it was worse because his dragon seemed to want to crush anything in his vicinity. She'd seen as much when he'd tried to kill Ryu. She couldn't imagine living like that—not being able to fully trust yourself, because the being inside cared nothing for your thoughts, desires, or moral compass. 
When Ilith took over, Tate could still see and feel the world. Granted, those sensations were blunted, but she knew what was happening around her. She could communicate with her dragon, and Ilith seemed to take into account Tate's desires when she was ascendant, not killing indiscriminately.
"I don't know what happened," Tate admitted. "The creature that came through the mirror had me pinned, and then the dragon attacked it."
"Lucky he didn't go after you instead," Blaise said. He turned to Thora. "What could have possessed you to let the beast of Orlay out?"
Thora looked away, his face pale and exhausted looking. "I didn't. He ripped his way free."
Ryu and Blaise looked disturbed at that news, their faces uneasy at the admission.
"I got a sense of great urgency," Thora continued.
Tate shifted, wondering if she should share that the dragon had spoken to her. She disregarded the notion almost as soon as it occurred. If a sign of dragon madness was hearing your dragon, what would they say about her sanity if they learned she could now communicate with other dragons? Such an admission might cause more trouble than she had any desire to deal with.
Ryu's eyes sharpened on her, a thoughtful expression in them. "When I came in, you were standing unharmed while Thora's dragon ignored you. Is there something about this experience that you're not sharing?"
Tate fought the sense of guilt his question sparked. She shook her head, trying to look as innocent as possible. "After it killed the creature, it didn't seem interested in harming me. It did seem upset with all the relics on the ground, and it objected to the bookcases."
They all looked at the destroyed shelves, lying broken on the ground. There were several large puncture holes in some of the books that looked curiously like the dragon had sunk his teeth in them. 
Thora moaned, the sound pain filled as he took in the tattered book covers. "My treasures. This is a disaster."
"I wonder why he seemed so determined to eat them," Tate said, her tone full of curiosity.
Thora's glare fixed on her. "This is your fault."
"It is not." Tate gave him an affronted look.
"I told you not to touch the relic."
"What did you want me to do? Let it fall when the earthquake hit?"
The sound he made was a cross between a snarl and a huff. "That thing has existed for thousands of years. Five minutes in your presence and it's almost destroyed." He waved his hand at their surroundings. "Not to mention my library."
"I had nothing to do with this," Tate fired back. "That was entirely you and the dragon."
A growl issued from Thora, his eyes shifting just slightly toward dragon as scales ran under his skin.
Tate stared at him in fascination. The moment was cut short as Ryu grabbed her arm and dragged her off before she could see how far his shift would go. 
"I think that's enough for one day," he said.
"I don't," she protested. "He's blaming me for events out of my control."
He propelled her to the door. "It's best you go home and let me handle this. At least until this place is cleaned up. He's rather protective of his library and not likely to be reasonable while it's in this state." 
They reached the door and he shoved her out. She turned to face him, a glare at the ready.
"You're the one who wanted me here," she pointed out. Now, he was banning her? It didn't sit right. She'd learned more about what she was in the last hour than she had in the last year. Not to mention that she now knew of two others like herself and Ryu. She had no wish to be kept in the dark any longer.
"And now I'm telling you to go home," he stated in a calm voice. She might have believed him if not for the vessel ticking in his temple and the fact that his expression had turned stiff and unyielding again. Both signs that she was trying his patience. 
"I don't—" The door slammed in her face. "Know how to get back from here," she finished saying to the wooden panel. 
She sighed and turned away from the door. What a beginning to her tenure in the dragon corps. Truly, she had made quite an impression—not just pissing off the commander of the corps but also a powerful man appointed by the council. What's next? Insult the Emperor and make it a trifecta of awful?
She started back the way her escort had taken her, but once she stood blinking up into the sunshine outside, she had no idea where to go. She thought they'd come from the right, but that way led into a maze of gardens that ended in a wing of the palace. She'd like to avoid that place. Given her luck today, offending someone important was just too high of a possibility at the moment.
She set her feet in the other direction, hoping it would get her off the palace grounds and into the city proper. From there she could work her way home. The one good thing about being dismissed early was that she suddenly had a free afternoon. 
 
*
 
Tate was halfway home when it occurred to her that neither Night nor Dewdrop would be there—only the cubs. Exhaustion plagued her, and she would have given a lot to find a nice horizontal surface to catch a few hours nap. 
Unfortunately, the possibility of that happening if she went home would be slim. They would be with their day attendant—a woman in the building who looked after them for a couple extra taros—but the moment Tate entered her rooms, they'd sniff her out and it would be goodbye to any shut-eye.
Tate's rumbling stomach reminded her she hadn't eaten anything beyond a small piece of bread that day. She set one hand on it with a grimace. One more reason to take a detour before going home.
She decided food was her first order of business, and she knew just where she wanted to go. Little Harbor Market was a bit of a hike, but they had some of the best meat pies in the city. Affordable too, unlike here in the Upper where the food was as expensive and pretentious as the people and buildings. 
Tate bypassed the elevators ferrying people down to the Lower. She was tempted to use her dragon-ridden status to try the palace's elevator so she could avoid the lines but resisted the urge. Heading back into the palace again wasn't happening. Her luck just wasn't that good.
That left the long hill at the edge of the city. Known simply as the Hill by most, it was the line that divided the Upper and the Lower. This delineation was reflected in the people who made its steep curve home. Not nobles but not commoner either, those lucky enough to own a house on this street were squarely of the upper middle class—they didn't have enough rank or money to afford the costs above the cliffs, but they wanted better than the narrow, thin buildings of the Lower that were little more than death traps.
All of the doors on this street were brightly-colored, drawing attention to the steep staircases leading up to the homes. The gardens were well-tended, in some the plants and flowers spilled over the edges of their beds in a riot of color, while others were orderly and neat, the flowers and bushes arranged with a military precision. 
Despite the long climb up and down the hill on an almost daily basis, the street and its crazy buildings that defied gravity was one of her favorite locations in the city. She liked walking along it, the colorful doors to one side and the bay and Lower city to the other. She usually had it to herself as most people eschewed the long climb for the ease and convenience of the elevators. It suited her.
At the bottom of the hill, she turned right toward the harbor and the little marketplace that derived its name from the bay. It was only a short walk until she reached the normally bustling outdoor stalls. She'd missed the morning and mid-day rush so there weren't as many bodies clogging up the small walkways between the booths. Business wouldn't pick up again until the evening hours. 
Where the Night Market had a thread of tension underlying all transactions, Little Harbor was a colorful and chaotic experience, as vibrant as it was loud. The vendors shouted back and forth, some with insults for their competition, others with attractive offers as they tried to draw browsers to their tables.  
Tate liked the energy here and sometimes came just to watch things unfold. She'd sit on the balcony of one of the surrounding buildings and people-watch for hours as the market lived and breathed, changing and evolving from minute to minute.
The growing pain in her stomach said that such a move was a luxury she couldn't afford right now. Hunger, she'd learned, was not good for her kind. Since they supported another being inside their bodies, they burned energy faster than the average human. It would be all too easy to starve, and from what Ryu had told her, that could lead to losing control and either dying a painful death or massacring a lot of people. 
She made a beeline for the meat pie seller she favored, threading her way through the market and ignoring the hawkers as they tried to draw her attention to their wares. She ordered five meat pies and stood back to wait as he readied her order. 
She stuck her hands in her pockets, looking around the market in idle curiosity. The merchants were enjoying the lull in business, some standing outside their stands and chatting with one another. A furtive movement caught her eye.
An urchin boy dodged around a man and then under a table, ignoring the grumbles of irritation that trailed in his wake. His feet slapped against the cobblestone as he dashed down another lane. He darted past Tate and knelt on the ground next to a wooden wagon filled with beautiful, vibrantly colored flowers. He ducked under the white skirt the owner had pinned around the edges to hide the wheels, wiggling out of sight in seconds.
A clatter came from the direction the boy had taken as three men in black coats bearing the crest of the Black Order shoved their way through the market. They marched directly to the flower seller’s cart. A young girl, not much older than Dewdrop, stepped in front of them, blocking their way as she lifted her chin to meet their irate gazes with a calm one of her own.
The fists she clenched in her threadbare skirt, one that had seen better days, said that the calm was a show. Worry was expressed through those white knuckles.
"Where is he, girl?" the man in front asked, his face nearly purple with anger. "This is the last time. I'll see him in jail."
Caught up in the drama, Tate almost didn't hear her order called. Distracted, she handed over the money before drifting closer to the unfolding drama. She dug into her bag and pulled out a pie before stepping closer. This was better than some of the street plays Dewdrop made her stop for every time they passed one.
"I don't know what you're talking about, sirs," the girl said, her voice soft and diffident. "Can I interest you in a flower?"
She plucked one from her wagon and held it out to the man. He slapped it out of her hand with a sneer.
"Your brother. I want to know where he is. The little thief has stolen his last take. We have a witness this time."
"I haven't seen him," the girl said as her voice quavered. She was trying so hard to be brave. Meanwhile her hands were shaking, and her eyes darted around as if searching for help.
Tate took a bite of her meat pie and chewed, looking between the parties in fascination. 
The man glared at the girl as he ran his eyes over her in an insulting fashion. "Then you can pay for the crime in his place."
 



CHAPTER FIVE
TATE SIGHED AND paused before taking another bite of her meat pie. The Black Order officer had gone too far and judging by some of the dissatisfied looks from the rest of the merchants, they agreed. She brushed the crumbs from her fingers as she tried to decide on the best course of action. After the events of the morning, she knew Ryu would not thank her for causing another ruckus. 
Still, she recognized the girl. Dewdrop had a crush on her, and he'd made Tate stop and buy flowers from her on more than one occasion even though none of them particularly cared about flowers. 
The decision was taken out of her hands when the man in charge grabbed the girl, his grip painful as she cried out. 
"What are you doing?" the girl asked in a scared voice.
He shook her once. "I told you. Either you tell me where your brother is, or you pay for his crimes."
"Somehow, I just don't think so," Tate said, stepping forward. She took another large bite of the pie, knowing she'd need her energy for the coming confrontation.
The leader rotated his head slowly to look at her as she chewed, her cheeks slightly bulging from the big bite. He wasn't the only one as his cohorts also looked at her in disbelief. One of the other two looked rather amused at her interference, humor twinkling in his eyes, quickly smothered when the man in charge looked at them and the crowd as if to ask if they were seeing this.
They'd become the center of attention in this little piece of the market. Tate would have preferred for this incident to go unnoticed, since the amount of attention they were getting might make things difficult for her down the road. Yup, Ryu was definitely going to have something to say about this, and she had no doubt he'd find out about it somehow. The man had a network of informants that would put the Empire's to shame.
Tate swallowed and took another slow bite of her pastry, ignoring the way the man and his cronies stared at her as if she was some odd creature pulled up from the deep. At least she was used to it by now.
"What did you just say?" the leader asked, raising his voice. He looked around, noticing the crowd they had drawn and smirked, secure in the notion he would come out the winner. Tate almost pitied him. He had no idea who he was dealing with.
"I said, 'I don't think so,'" she enunciated very clearly this time. She didn't want to have to repeat herself a third time.
His smile was nasty. "That's what I thought you said." He looked at his friends. "Looks like we'll have three to keep the boys in the Deeps company tonight."
Tate lifted an eyebrow, unimpressed with the threat. "You're a bully."
One of the man's cohorts choked on a laugh. He composed himself when the leader turned to fix him with a hard stare.
"You'd best be careful, girl," he warned her.
"I hate bullies. They're just so unimaginative," she mused.
There were snickers from the crowd.
"Alright, I've had enough. You're coming with us."
Tate cocked her head. "Does that ever really work for you?"
He looked nonplussed. It was obvious most people didn't argue with him like this. "I don't think you realize who you're dealing with." He leaned forward as if sharing a secret. "We're from the Black Order. We can have you arrested and sent to a prison camp."
Tate gave him a grim smile. "I don't think so." She stepped forward and let some of her dragon peer out of her eyes. Ilith crawled up her neck, her lithe body curving across Tate's jaw, her head snaking onto her forehead. Her tongue flicked.
The man jerked back, his eyes wide with fear as the crowd gasped. 
"Dragon-ridden," one of the Order whispered as he made the symbol for the Saviors over his heart. The words were repeated throughout the crowd.
Tate glanced around, keeping her dismay off her face. She hadn't thought Ilith would take the opportunity to be so dramatic. She'd just hoped to scare them off a little, not create an incident that was sure to spread to people she'd prefer to keep out of her business. She sighed. Nothing for it, might as well go for broke now. 
"You can't interfere with the Emperor's business," the man in charge said, his expression uneasy even as he stood his ground.
So, the bully had a little backbone after all. 
"Let's review, shall we?" Tate said. She finished her meat pie in three large bites, dusting the crumbs off her hands before she continued. "You tried to arrest someone who hasn't committed a crime. Then, when an innocent bystander protested such a gross injustice, you threatened to send that person to the Deeps, despite the fact I have done nothing to deserve such a thing."
The man drew himself up, puffing with indignation. "She's aiding and abetting a criminal."
Tate gave him a disgusted look. Really? He considered a boy no more than eight a criminal?
"Jack isn't a criminal," the young woman said, her voice passionate. She looked at Tate. "Really, he's not."
Tate was willing to bet he was. That didn't mean he deserved to be sent to the Deeps, a prison that was pretty brutal from what Tate had heard. "What proof do you have that he's committed a crime?"
"Someone saw him steal a pocket watch from one of the Front Street vendors," he said, his expression anticipating his victory.
"Where is this witness?" Tate asked with a dour look at her bag of pies. There were only a few left. She hoped this wrapped up soon, so she could try the pastry stand down the way. They stuffed the fluffy bits of goodness with a chocolaty cream that she adored.
"Here, milady." A rotund man stepped from the crowd, his face red with exertion as he mopped at his brow. "The scamp took a pair of watches from me."
"And you saw this with your own eyes?" Tate asked, fixing him with a look. It was the one she leveled on Dewdrop when he was up to no good. It said she knew the truth already and was just waiting to see if he'd be brave enough to admit it.
His eyes shot to the man from the Black Order, who ignored him, his face stony as he glared at Tate. The merchant grimaced. "Not exactly."
She cocked her head as she gave him an incredulous look. "Not exactly? You're about to ruin this young boy's life and you didn't actually see him take it?"
"He was standing right next to it before it was stolen. I just assumed—"
"Right, I think I've heard enough." Tate cut him off. "You're not taking him just because someone 'thinks' he took something."
There was a murmur from the crowd as if they agreed with her. More than one person eyed the men from the Order with distaste, making Tate think this wasn't the first time they'd thrown their weight around and tried to lock up someone undeserving of the punishment.
The Order's man didn't back down, lifting his chin in challenge. "We have the right to search him. If he's innocent, he's got nothing to fear."
"I see." Tate studied him with a considering expression, her jaw moving side to side as she thought. A hint of movement on the roof of one of the overlooking buildings caught her eye. She turned her head, looking out at the crowd. What she saw there made her smile. She was careful to make sure the Black Order's men didn't see it. She nodded, once. "Let's ask our culprit then, shall we?"
The girl looked alarmed as Tate walked over to the cart. "I don't think that's a good idea."
The man scoffed. "Of course, you don't. Because he did it."
Tate lifted the table skirt and smiled at the boy waiting under it, his face guilty and rebellious all at once. "There you are. You're pretty small to have caused all this hubbub."
"I din't steal nuffin," he said.
"I don't believe I said you did." He was so thin, his bones pressed sharply against his skin. She tilted her head to the square. "Why don't you come out here so we can settle this?"
He gave her a dissatisfied look but crawled out from under the cart. Standing, he only came up to Tate's waist. He was much too young for the Deeps. He wouldn't last long, not unless he had a Night Lord's backing, which Tate doubted. As much as she disliked Lucius and his ilk, they took care of their people. None of their crews would have bothered with the negligible haul he was said to have made off with.
He hunched his shoulders and glared at the Order's men with all the defiance he could summon. Only Tate could see the way his body shook.
"What's your name?" she asked, trying to put him at ease.
He met her look with a fierce frown, folding his arms in front of him. He was a stubborn one, his body screaming his defiance despite him not speaking a word.
Tate hid her smile, keeping her face polite. She could empathize with him. Sometimes when it seemed everyone and everything was out to get you, your only option was to be as ornery as possible. It hurt less that way, when the world took a giant crap on you.
One of the Order's men snickered.
The girl stepped forward. "His name's Jack, Lady."
Tate gave her a smile of thanks, fighting the urge to set a calming hand on Jack's shoulder, knowing that he would take it as a sign of aggression. She turned to the Order and gave them a haughty look. "Well, get on with it. We don't have all day."
The leader snapped his fingers and gestured at one of the men. Tate watched, ready to interfere, as the man who'd controlled his laughter approached. He had kind eyes and a warm smile which he aimed at the boy.
"Hey boyo, I'm Ben. I'm just going to feel along your clothes, and then this will be over." The man waited a long moment as the boy just jutted out his chin before glaring at him.
Ben looked up at Tate before kneeling in front of Jack and running his hands along the boy’s pants before moving onto his torso and arms. The search was as professional as any Tate had seen done.
"Well?" the man in charge asked in a testy voice.
"He doesn't have anything, Smith," Ben answered. He winked at the boy.
"Check his shoes. Sometimes they hide it in the shoes."
Ben rolled his eyes at the boy and was rewarded by a slight smirk. He helped Jack take off his shoes, feeling around them and coming up with nothing.
"Nothing," Ben told Smith.
"There, we have our answer," Tate said. "I'll thank you to move along now."
Smith shook his head and pointed at the boy. "He could have stashed it somewhere."
"Could have, maybe, possibly. None of those words are proof he took anything," Tate said. "Next time, I suggest you be a little quicker to apprehend the suspect."
Smith swore, but with no evidence and no witness he had no recourse but to submit. From the rage on his face, he knew it too. He whirled on his heel and shoved his way through the crowd, issuing loud threats to any who got in his way.
Ben stood and gave them a smile that was more of a grimace before following in his cohort's wake. Tate sent a hard glare at the crowd until they gradually dispersed.
The girl rushed up to her brother, grabbing him by the arm. "Jack, what did you do?"
Dewdrop appeared out of the crowd, his head turned to watch the Order's men as they stalked off. When he reached her, he gave her a mischievous grin. 
"I should have expected you to be at the center of this," he said in a low voice meant only for her ears.
She aimed a smug look his way.
"I din't do nuffin. They was just looking for someone’s to blame. I just happened to be it," Jack protested. His accent was a lot more pronounced then his sister's.
The girl cuffed him on the ear. "Don't be lying to me or the Lady now. Not after she saved your hide. I know you've been hanging with the Baker Street boys."
"What lady?" he asked in a sulky voice, rubbing his ear.
"I believe she's talking about me," Tate said with a charming smile.
He looked her over and snorted. "Ye've got rocks for eyes. That's no lady."
Ilith made her way down Tate's shoulder and onto her exposed forearm, her movement lazy as she resumed her favorite spot on Tate's body. While she could move anywhere she wanted to, she seemed to prefer the arm she'd inhabited when Tate had become conscious for the first time. 
Jack's eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open. "Cor, you’re a dragon!"
Ilith preened, picking up one paw and licking it, much like Night when he was grooming.
"I din't think girls could be one of 'em."
"Guess there's a few things in this world you don't know yet," Tate said, watching him. Despite his apparent light fingers, she liked him. He reminded her of Dewdrop a little—from when they first met.
He snorted, the sound derisive. 
His sister's mouth firmed, and she cuffed him upside the head again. "Be respectful."
"Fine!"
"Now, what did you do with the things you stole?" she hissed in a low voice.
"I din't do nuffin with 'em." Her eyes narrowed in threat and she raised her hand again. He swayed out of her way. "I din't. I swears. A strange creature crawled under theres with me and took all my loot."
Tate's lips twitched as the girl looked up at her and Dewdrop with a slightly lost expression. Tate lifted one shoulder in a negligent shrug. "He's very good at sneaking about."
"See, she and her lot are the thieves," Jack protested, pointing at Tate.
"That's a strong accusation coming from the original thief," Tate said. "We simply re-appropriated stolen goods. That's not really stealing."
Dewdrop shook his head. "Why am I not surprised that you think that?"
She grinned, taking his point.
Dewdrop turned to Jack and the girl. "It might be best if you close up for the day. Ben's not a bad sort but Smith tends to hold a grudge. He'll make life hard for you, given half the chance. May want to lie low until he's had a chance to cool off."
"Who're you to tell us what to do?" Jack asked, looking Dewdrop up and down. "Just because you serve one of them fancy dragons."
Dewdrop gave him a razor-sharp smile. "You've been running with the Baker Street boys, haven’t you?"
"What's it to you?"
Dewdrop leaned forward. "They're the bottom of the barrel for the gangs. You'd do better to go with Dilly Lane or the Fivers if you want to learn proper thieving."
Jack's face grew watchful. "They wouldn't have me. Said I was too young." He looked Dewdrop over. "How do you know all the petty gangs?"
"Ran with the Banters for a time," Dewdrop boasted. "Before I moved up to one of the courts."
Jack's face lit up. "Really? That's where I want to be some day. Why'd you leave?"
Dewdrop glanced at Tate and away. "Found something better."
"Nothing's better than the Courts."
While they argued about that, Tate dug into her bag for another hot, crumbly pastry. Night appeared out of nowhere, rising on his back legs and snatching the meat pie out of her hand as she raised it to take a bite. Her growl was answered by a coughing chuff. 
"That was mine," she told him.
I worked for it. Besides, you know the rules. All's fair with food.
True. 
"Think he'll get her name this time?" Tate asked Night in a low voice as Dewdrop smiled at the pretty girl, Jack rolled his eyes at the two of them.
It's Daisy,
Night said, raising his head, crumbs caught in his whiskers.
She rolled her eyes. "We know that, but I doubt he does."
Night's whiskers pointed forward, his version of a laugh.
"I can't thank you guys enough," Daisy said with a sweet smile. "I don't know what I would have done if you hadn't stepped in."
Dewdrop shrugged in studied nonchalance. "No trouble. We were happy to do it."
Daisy's smile got bigger, and it was easy to see why Dewdrop was enamored. Her face was pretty, and she'd probably be quite beautiful once she'd matured into her bone structure. 
In the short silence, Night paced forward and rubbed his head against her skirt before sticking his nose into the nearest vase of flowers. His sides bulged as he inhaled deeply.
Dewdrop turned to Daisy, a stiff grimace on his face. "I apologize for my rude friend."
His words came just as Night let out a sneeze all over the flowers he'd been investigating. Mortification showed on Dewdrop's face as he bent a horrified glare on Night—one meant to incinerate the bearcat where he stood.
"I'll pay for those," Tate volunteered to keep Dewdrop from imminent violence. To Night, she said, "Get out of there before you put her out of business."
"It's alright. Those haven't been selling well today. I'm glad someone is enjoying them."
See. She doesn't mind. Tate looked down just in time to see Night take a giant chomp out of the flowers. Purple petals stuck to his face as he chewed and swallowed before bending and ripping off another head. 
Dewdrop made a strangled sound of horror.
Tate swallowed a laugh, knowing Night did it to get Dewdrop back for the prank last week when he'd put pepper on the stretch of floor where Night liked to sun himself. It had led to a sneezing fit that lasted hours.
Dewdrop flushed and looked up at Daisy.
She laughed, the tinkle a bright spot in the market. "Don't worry about it. They would have been thrown out at the end of the day anyway." Her smile died as she looked around. "I doubt anyone is going to want to buy flowers after that."
None of them argued, knowing she was right. The rest of the market would steer clear for fear of facing reprisal from the Order’s men. 
“We can help you pack up,” Dewdrop volunteered.
"What makes you think we need help from the likes of you?" Jack asked with a sneer. 
Dewdrop opened his mouth, looking like he was about to argue with the boy. Daisy stopped him when she cuffed Jack on the back of the head and leveled a glare that any mother would be proud of.
"Show your manners. They helped us when no one else would."
Jack rubbed his head and frowned at her but didn't argue. Before he could say anything else, his eyes widened, and his mouth popped open as he pointed. "Look, Avertines."
Tate turned to look at what had caught his attention. A pair of men dressed in long, colorful robes and faces painted porcelain white, like a doll's, moved through the market at a stately pace. Their expressions, particularly their eyebrows and mouth, had been drawn with dark lines, furthering the impression that they were wearing a mask. 
Dewdrop frowned at the men and turned away.
"Who are the Avertine?" Tate asked.
Jack's head jerked up to her. "You mean you've never heard of them."
She shook her head as he eyed her with a depth of skepticism only a child growing up in the gutter seemed able to summon. "Bet you have."
"Tate's not from around here. She really doesn't know," Dewdrop said in a distracted voice. He didn't turn and look at the Avertines, instead stepping forward to help Daisy pack up the cart.
Jack's eyes got wide and his mouth dropped open. "Guess I can educate you then."
Tate bent an amused look on him. "Can you now?"
He shrugged one shoulder. "They're traveling performers. They usually get a spot on the edge of the city in the Mason's Stew and set up for a show."
Daisy gave Dewdrop a shy smile. "I was planning to take Jack tomorrow to see them."
Dewdrop didn't pause in his motions, the movements quick and jerky, as he tied down pots and shifted flowers so they wouldn't get bent or their stems broken once the cart was moving. 
 Daisy's smile wilted slightly when Dewdrop didn't say anything. "The shows during the day are mostly free. If you wanted to—I mean—if you were already going, we could meet up there. Maybe. See one of their performances."
Her brother watched the two of them and rolled his eyes, pretending to gag.
Dewdrop frowned and looked away. "I'm not sure we'll make it. We're very busy."
"Not tomorrow," Tate interjected. 
"What about—"
"Ryu's given me a couple of free days," she told him with a meaningful glance. She wasn't sure how true that was, but he did say to let things cool down. 
I'd like to see if they're as adept at heights as I am, Night said, the tip of his tail flicking as he watched Daisy and Dewdrop with an unblinking stare. Tate covered her smirk at him inviting himself along. She'd planned to tail the other two, but this worked much better.
Dewdrop glared at him, before turning and giving Daisy a tight smile. "We'd love to see you there."
Daisy beamed at him, the confirmation making her glow. 
 



CHAPTER SIX
AFTER ESCORTING DAISY and her brother halfway to their house, Tate and her friends said goodbye and turned toward home. It wasn't far, but the differences between the two areas were stark. Gone were the streets littered with trash and waste, with buildings that looked like they were held up by a song and a prayer. Tate’s current home held the distinction of being on a well-groomed street that might not have been the wealthiest in the city, but it made up for it in cleanliness and tidiness. 
Tate’s building was nicer than anything else on the street—especially since the landlord had gotten around to fixing the charred black spot that had marked her window. A remnant of a previous attack and another reason for them to find new lodging. Their landlady had been very insistent this wasn't acceptable behavior in a tenant.
"How'd it go with the house?" Tate asked, reminded of the two's afternoon meeting.
For a long moment, neither answered. Tate looked between the two with a growing suspicion. 
"Dewdrop?" Her voice held a warning. Of the two, he was more likely to cave. Night would just ignore her or scale a building to escape annoying questions if he got it into his feline brain. 
"About that," he started.
Tate knew she had a thunderous expression as she fixed him with a steady glare. "What did you two do?"
Dewdrop could only hold her gaze for a moment before he looked away, one hand reaching up to rub his neck, guilt written all over his face. Tate knew him too well by now, not to know what that gesture meant. 
"The house didn't work," he said simply.
"And?" she asked, knowing that wasn't the end of it. If it was, he wouldn't look like he'd rather have his skin scraped off with sand than answer her questions.
"We may need to find a different agent to help us find a place," he confessed with a slightly ashamed expression.
Her mouth dropped open, and her gaze went to Night as he took the coward's way out and disappeared into their building. Dewdrop took advantage of her distraction to follow hot on his tail. Tate was slower to act, surprise rooting her in place.
She came unstuck with a vengeance, dashing up the stairs behind him. "What do you mean I need to find someone else?"
Dewdrop called over his shoulder, "He said he's not willing to work with us any longer."
He disappeared into her room and Tate followed. "Why?"
He pointed at his mouth which was currently stuffed with food. Her gaze swung to Night as he placed one paw on a cub and gave a few grooming licks before repeating the action with the other cub.
He called me an animal and Dewdrop a guttersnipe, Night informed her.
"He showed us to the servant quarters in the basement and told us the rooms there were too good for the likes of us but if 'Lady Fisher insisted on collecting strays, this would be at least passing respectable.'" Dewdrop's voice adopted a high sound as he mocked the agent’s voice. It was a spot-on imitation, and Tate struggled to keep her amusement contained. He needed no further encouragement. 
Tate let out a puff of air and folded her arms. Put like that, she couldn't blame them for whatever they'd done, knowing she would have done something similar.
"And what did you do in return?" she asked in a tired voice.
Dewdrop and Night looked at each and shrugged. "We simply showed him what an animal and guttersnipe were capable of."
Tate held her irate expression for half a second before her lips twitched. "Wish I'd been there to see that."
Dewdrop's smile was wicked, hinting at the lady-killer he'd be someday. "You should have heard him screaming. I didn't know a man's voice could get that high."
She chuckled before moaning. "What are we going to do now? He was the only one willing to help us."
Dewdrop's shrug was negligent. "We'll figure it out. We always do."
Night made a grunt of agreement.
"Are those rolls from Sina's?" Tate asked, changing the subject.
Dewdrop paused in the middle of reaching for another one, guilt on his face. Three pairs of eyes rotated to the plate of rolls waiting on Tate's dresser. There were four left. 
There was a mad dash as all four of them rushed the dresser. One of the cubs—Tate thought it was Willa—got there first, one paw reaching up to snag a roll. Tate body checked Dewdrop out of the way, using her body to shield the rest of the rolls.
"You don't need all those rolls, Tate," Dewdrop argued as he tried to snake a hand around her to the plate. "You already had like three meat pies at the market." 
Tate scoffed. It was more like four. "I didn't eat breakfast or the midday meal because I was playing with the damn dragons. I deserve at least four of these."
A bone chilling roar rattled the room. Tate and Dewdrop stilled to look over at Night. He sharpened his claws against the floor and pointed his whiskers at it, giving them a reproachful look. 
"You don't need one. You're a bearcat. You only eat meat," Tate argued, completely ignoring the fact that his children had ripped the roll Willa had stolen in half and had already scarfed most of it down. 
He exposed his fangs and dropped his mouth open. He'd roar again and wouldn't stop until he got his way. He'd done it before. Tate was actually surprised the landlady hadn't already started banging on her door after the first roar. Tate sighed, knowing an unwinnable situation when it roared at her. 
She threw one of the rolls to him, muttering, "Blackmailer."
It rolled to Night and one of his paws landed on it to stop it. He dipped his head, his long tongue flicking out to lick the butter and honey off the top. 
"You'd better eat the whole thing this time," Tate lectured. 
While she was distracted, Dewdrop slid around her other side and grabbed one of the rolls.
"Hey!" Tate cried.
He shrugged even as he licked the top. "You know the rules. If I gets, I eats."
Tate huffed at him and looked down at the plate. There was only one roll left. She loved these. Oh well, at least she got one. That was better than last week when the little scamps had eaten every single one before she could get to them.
Tate narrowed her eyes at the troublemaker. His response was a victorious grin as he took another bite of his roll, making a show of savoring the yeasty goodness.
Finished with his dessert, Dewdrop moved to one of the bags on her dresser, opening it and pulling out the pieces of meat and vegetables inside and dividing it onto plates. The cubs, finished with their roll went to stand on their back legs beside him, chirping as they nearly fell over each other in anticipation. Tate would have thought there was bird in their makeup somewhere, if she hadn't heard cats make similar sounds before.
Don't give it to them yet, Night's mental voice said as he looked up from the soggy mass of dough in front of him. They need to ask for it.
Dewdrop stopped, plates in his hands, and looked down at the adorable faces staring up at him. The chirping got more insistent, and Pax tottered on his back legs before falling onto his back. 
"Can you tell me what you want?" Dewdrop asked.
Night padded over to his cubs and nosed them, his mental voice silent in Tate's head, even as she got the sense he was talking to the cubs. With a final gusty chuff of frustration, Night told Dewdrop to feed them. They fell on the food like ravenous beasts, both making little hums of pleasure. 
Recently, they'd been trying to get the twins to speak mentally. So far, they hadn't shown any signs of the ability, and she knew it worried Night. 
The twins were intelligent. Tate knew that from the pranks they liked to pull. However, they worried that the twin's lack of speech might be a problem down the road when they tried to get their species recognized as sentient, which would entitle them to the same protections and rights as humans. If they couldn't prove the twins capable of sentience—the ability to communicate was a large part of the process—the courts might very well write Night off as an aberration and reject the application, leaving both him and the twins with few rights.
Thankfully, things hadn't reached critical mass yet and it remained a problem for another day.
Dewdrop handed her a plate of food which Tate took with a grateful smile. Their small family sat down to share the events of the day, the conversation broken by laughter at the twins' periodic antics. It was a welcome rest, given the activities of the previous night and the day's events. Despite that, Tate was grateful for the comfort of her bed by the time night rolled in. Sleep came fast and dreamless for once.
 
*
 
"This is the Mason’s Stew?" Tate asked as she stared at the scene before her.
"Yup, this is it," Dewdrop replied in a dour voice. "The Avertine are masters of illusion."
Tate would say so. She'd been to the Mason's Stew on more than one occasion. It was on the very edge of the city, a warren of alleys and unexpected clearings. It should have appeared dark and unwelcoming as it had every time she'd visited before. Instead it had been transformed into an unexpected paradise of color and movement.
From each of the buildings, a canopy sloped down, providing shade from the bright sun and sheltering stalls where children could play games. In the middle of the square was a giant tent, standing as tall as any of the surrounding buildings. Globe lights had been mounted to strings and radiated out like spokes on a wheel, anchored by platforms twenty feet off the ground that had smaller tents perched on them. Above, a maze of bridges branched from platform to platform, providing easy access for performers and visitors of the show to travel along. It looked delicate and impossible, like a stray breeze might knock everything down at a moment's notice. 
Among the crowd circled some of the Avertine troop, many with faces made up in a similar fashion to the ones Tate had seen yesterday. A few wore jewel-toned costumes that fit closely to their bodies, while others had ornate robes that held a passing nod to Kairi fashion. No matter what they wore, their faces held the distinctive makeup she was beginning to associate with the Avertine, the paint flattering their costumes while concealing their features and turning the wearer into something otherworldly.
"I don't see them, do you?" Dewdrop asked, standing on his tiptoes. Over the summer his height had shot up, so he stood as tall as her shoulder. She wasn't a short woman, but she could already see he would be taller than her in a few years. 
"No, not yet," Tate said. To be honest, she hadn't been searching all that hard, too surprised at the transformation in front of her. 
Night sat at their feet and regarded the place with a grumpy expression.
"Something wrong?" Tate asked.
His ears flicked. Too many scents.
Tate could sympathize. The sensory input from visuals alone threatened to overwhelm her. If she had to add a cacophony of scents too, she might have had to find a place to hide until she got used to it.
"Just make sure you don't go wandering off," Dewdrop warned. "These people would stick you in a cage and put you on exhibit while they charge every person who enters a fee to see one of the Creators’ rejects." 
Tate looked at him with a thoughtful expression. It wasn't like him to make snap judgments like that. Growing up on the street he was used to other people judging him without ever knowing him. He usually tried not to do the same, but today, his voice was bitter as he watched his surroundings with a level of suspicion he usually reserved for dealing with the nobility and the Night Lords. It made Tate wonder what past dealings he'd had with the Avertine. She had a feeling it hadn't ended well.
Tate glanced around, putting away her awe as she looked more objectively at their surroundings. Where before she had seen nothing but color and light, now she noticed the people waiting along the edges and above, somehow cast in shadow despite it being the middle of the afternoon. 
One man on the edge caught her eye because of the way he was staring at them. A youth stood beside him wearing the white face and painted expression of the Avertine. Both were looking in their direction. Both highly interested in her companions. 
"How about none of us wander off today?" she said, making a note of it so she could ask Dewdrop later. 
"She's late," Dewdrop said, distracting her. "Maybe we should just go."
"I'm sure she's here somewhere. It just may take a moment to find her," Tate said. 
Dewdrop shook his head. "This isn't a good idea."
Night made a coughing sound in the back of his throat and padded into the crowd. Dewdrop stared at Tate, his expression oddly torn. Tate shrugged at him and followed their friend. "We can take in a few sights while we look. If we don't find her soon we can head back."
There was a heavy sigh behind her before Dewdrop followed, his hands stuffed in his pockets as he glared at everything around him.
Tate forgot his grumpiness before long, consumed by the spectacle in front of them. The closest frame of reference she had were some of the street performers from the Donza festival when she'd first arrived in Aurelia.
There were performers juggling everything you could think of—from balls, sticks, knives, even flame. A few even showed off their knife-eating skills as Tate and her friends passed. 
Dewdrop was the only one among them who seemed less than impressed, his expression disinterested as he trailed behind Tate with obvious reluctance.
Night made a mrph sound and darted forward, winding his way through the press of bodies that had gathered around several performers. Tate pushed through the crowd to follow him. She stopped with a gasp, amazed at what was before her. Night plopped to the ground in front of her feet to watch a trio—one woman and two men, their airy costumes floating and swirling around them, the movements a perfect complement to the graceful dance being performed. 
That wasn't what held Tate spell bound. No, it was the water hovering in the air as it flowed and arced, following the dancers' movements like a painter with a paintbrush, a masterpiece with every gesture and swirl. A physical expression of the art their dance implied. 
"Water dancers," Dewdrop said next to her.
Tate was too engrossed in the show to ask any questions, watching as the woman and men flowed together. The woman lifted her hand and the water shot up in a graceful arc, towering above them, then falling as her hand fell. The men swept in, great swishes of water snaking through the air in time with their steps. 
The dance reached a crescendo, the lilting music rising as the water and dancers moved faster and faster, until it was hard to tell if it was the dancers moving the streams of water or the water was moving the dancers. Faster and faster, a whirlpool of movement.
There was a burst of sound and the water crashed to the ground, drenching the cobblestones on which they danced. A mournful note drew the song to a close, one thin thread of liquid rising before settling back onto the ground, ripples spreading from it.
There was a beat of silence as the crowd sucked in their breath and then a thunderous clapping. Tate joined in, beyond impressed by what she'd seen.
"It's not that great," Dewdrop muttered at her back.
"Hush," she told him, smiling at the Avertine who approached, copper bowl in hand. Taros and rostry from the crowd clinked against the metal. Tate was happy to add a few taros to the lot as the crowd dispersed around her.
Dewdrop stayed behind her, turning his face away from the performers.
"Tate," he said, nudging her as the man moved on. "Isn't that Lady Roslyn Spiritly over there?"
Tate turned to where he was pointing. Sure enough, the woman he gestured to was Roslyn, daughter of a Duke before she'd disowned her family and ancestors. A decision Tate may have contributed to in some small way. 
Roslyn was dressed simply, her hair pulled back in a smooth knot at the base of her neck. It was a style at odds with the complicated twists and loops she’d been known for at the Academy. There was a look in her eyes that hadn't been there the last time Tate had seen her. It indicated she hadn't had an easy time of it, that the world was a much less kind place than she had thought.
Ashwin stood by her side wearing finely cut clothes that were a credit to her trade as a seamstress and clothes maker. Her hair was ash blond and her features delicate. The two looked at ease with each other, confirming the friendship they'd only hinted at the last time Tate had seen them.
Before Tate could suggest they leave Roslyn and Ashwin to their own devices, Dewdrop made a beeline for the two women, leaving Tate to trail in his wake.
Ashwin noticed her first and touched her friend lightly on the arm. Roslyn looked around, eyes curious until they landed on Tate. A shutter dropped over her face, and Roslyn drew herself up, until she was standing ramrod straight with the bearing of a noble lady. 
Tate was left standing awkwardly with no idea what to say, or even if she should say anything.
Ashwin came to her rescue. "Lady Fisher, are you enjoying the performances?"
Tate's smile was relieved. "Yes, we watched the water dancers a few moments ago. It was beyond anything I've ever seen."
Ashwin lifted a cool eyebrow. "If that impresses you, you haven't gotten out much. Wait until the evening performances. They will make you think the Creators and Saviors walk amongst us again."
"I'll keep that in mind," Tate said. Her eyes moved between the two. "Have you two been to many of these?"
Roslyn came unstuck and shook her head. "No, this is only my second. Ashwin is a little more accustomed to these shows than I. It's a little overwhelming, I admit."
"This is Tate's first," Dewdrop volunteered. "I'm supposed to be meeting someone later, but I'm sure Tate would like company."
Tate swiveled to him with widened eyes. His superior smirk said this was payback for Night and her inviting themselves along to his day with Daisy. She narrowed her eyes at him for a moment before looking back at the two women.
Roslyn didn't miss the interchange, her thoughts hidden behind her normal poise. Ashwin just seemed amused.
"That would be lovely," Roslyn said with a stiff smile.
The only thing that kept Tate from trying to get out of their company was the fact that Roslyn had seemed sincere when she said it. Tate resigned herself to awkwardness for the afternoon and hoped the wonders around them would be sufficiently distracting.
Night yowled at her. When he'd caught her attention, he set off for another set of performers. Tate and the rest were left to trail behind, arriving just in time to catch the next wonder. This was repeated several times as they worked their way through the Stews. 
Before long, their laughter had turned genuine, the awkwardness of before forgotten.
"What are we going to do about finding a new house?" Dewdrop finally asked when they stopped to grab a stick of meat from one of the Avertine. This one was dressed in a much more simplistic version of the normal costume, though the person wore the same mask of paint as the rest.
"I don't know," Tate responded. "I think the person responsible for running-off our solicitor should figure that out." She gave him a pointed look. He gave her a sour one in return.
"You're looking to buy a house?" Roslyn asked, her face curious as she glanced away from her own stick of meat—she'd been giving it an odd look for a while now. Tate felt like warning her that if she didn't eat it, and soon, Night would do the deed for her.
"Rent. Our current place is getting a little cramped," Dewdrop said, glossing over the real reason. 
"And someone," Tate nodded toward the two culprits, "fixed it so we don't have anyone helping us look anymore."
"You agreed we were justified," Dewdrop told her.
She gave him a mocking look and ignored the statement.
"Were you paying this person?" Ashwin asked, a considering look on her face.
Tate nodded. "I assumed that was standard."
Ashwin’s expression turned thoughtful.
"The man was a flibbertigibbet," Dewdrop said, his face irate at the remembered slight.
"Maybe, but he was one of the few willing to work with us, given our reputation," Tate responded.
"Your reputation," Dewdrop muttered.
"Our reputation." She gave him a toothy smile. They were a team; their reputations were linked. Besides, she wasn't the one who'd driven him off. He frowned as he conceded her point.
"Roslyn can help," Ashwin said, stepping forward, her eyes determined. "She'll do it for half what you were going to pay him."
Roslyn looked startled at her friend’s words, her eyes widening as she found herself the sudden center of attention.
"Her connections are good, and she knows the city better any other person you might hire," Ashwin said, listing her friend’s qualifications.
Dewdrop stared at her with an arrested expression. "That could work."
"What?" Tate squawked. 
He gave her a meaningful look before turning his attention back to Roslyn. "Have you ever done something like this?"
Her eyes went to Tate, her expression torn with uncertainty. She seemed to come to some internal conclusion because she nodded once. "I have. I used to find places to house friends and business associates of my father when they visited the city. I'm also skilled at making travel arrangements and hosting formal dinners, as well as balls. It was an expected function in my role as daughter of a noble house." Her voice softened as grief touched her eyes briefly. "He thought it would be good training for the future.”
That future was now gone; another thing that could be laid partially at Tate's feet. When Roslyn had disavowed her house because of her father’s actions, she'd lost any privilege or power that might have been hers simply because of the name she carried.
It was the reason that Tate's shoulders bent, and she conceded that Roslyn was going to help them find a place to live, no matter how uncomfortable it might make Tate.
"We'd be grateful for your help," Tate said, mustering a smile.
Ashwin let out a laugh of excitement, and for the first time since Tate had seen her, Roslyn's mask cracked, and relief shone through. 
"Great, now that's settled, perhaps we can get back to searching for Daisy and Jack," Dewdrop said in a crisp voice.
We haven't investigated any of the tents yet, Night said as he looked at the large one in the middle. It was the second time he'd indicated an urge to go in. 
This time Dewdrop didn't argue, rolling his eyes and gesturing for his friend to lead the way.
The five of them ducked inside the large tent where two Avertine entertained visitors in the slow-moving line with funny gestures and feats of illusion. Dewdrop avoided both, staying in the middle of the entrance area and avoiding their gazes when they looked at him. Of the five of them, Ashwin and Night were the ones most willing to be entertained, actively engaging one of the Avertine. 
Ashwin tried to catch the bubbles the man threw in the air as he waved his hands in a theatrical flourish. She laughed when they popped on her gloves. Night stood and leapt, trying to bite one. The bubble elongated oddly, as if it was a balloon and the pressure was forcing the air into another shape, before popping. He shook his head, freeing his face of the soapy residue.
Tate laughed as one of the multicolored bubbles floated her way, inhaling and blowing hard at its bottom to get it to lift into the air again. Her eyes caught on a pair of familiar blue eyes, watching her with a hint of amusement combined with exasperation. She stilled, coming to an abrupt stop in the long funnel that would lead them to the stands that ringed the tent's edge.
Night paused where he'd managed to pin a bubble to the ground and looked in the direction that held her attention. He showed his teeth before making a small chirrup. How is it that man always manages to be where you are?
"That’s a very good question," Tate murmured as Ryu straightened from where he leaned against a railing overlooking them. 
He jerked his head. Tate got the message as he stepped away from the edge and into the shadows swirling around him.
You're being summoned, Night observed.
Tate fought a growl, biting back her instinctive reaction. "Keep an eye on the others."
Want someone to watch your back?
She shook her head. Ryu was many things, but she doubted he meant her harm. He had too much invested in her well-being at the moment. He might infuriate and frustrate her, but it was unlikely anything would happen to her with him near. 
She walked past the crowd and up into the stands overlooking a sandy corral. She paused when she reached the spot where she'd last seen him, looking around with caution. She caught sight of him seated alone in the top row. With a sigh, she climbed after him. The crowd was still filtering in, the seats toward the bottom slowly filling up. For now, they had the top tier to themselves.
She took a seat beside him and propped her feet on the bench in front of her. They watched the crowd for a long moment.
"What do you want?" Tate finally asked, still people watching. 
Dewdrop, Night, and the other two moved into view, their heads turning in a way that made it clear they were considering the best places to sit. Dewdrop's eyes lingered on Ryu and her for a long moment before he ushered the other two away from the section Ryu had claimed for himself. Night padded along in his wake.
"If you're not careful, I'm going to start to think you don't like me," Ryu said in a silken voice.
Tate arched an eyebrow and gave him a sour look. "Is there a reason you called me away from my friends?"
He ignored her question. "I was surprised to see all of you here."
Tate's gaze sharpened. "Why?"
Again, he didn't answer, his face turning forward. "Do you know the history of the Avertine?"
Tate took a deep breath, counseling herself on patience. Given she very much suspected he was being cryptic to get a reaction out of her, she resolved not to give him the satisfaction.
"They're traveling performers," she said, her voice flat.
His nod was slow. "Indeed. Their name is an overarching term to encompass all of the different tribes. Their origins are nearly as old as that of Aurelia, herself."
Tate glanced from the arena to him, her brow furrowed in thought.
"Avertine. It's a word from a bygone era," he said in a conversational voice. "It means sanctuary."
Tate's eyes went to where Dewdrop and the others were finding their seats as several things started to become clear. Her attention moved from her friends to the Avertine as they mingled with the crowd, seeing their masks and costumes in a new light. 
"They're descended from the sleepers," Tate said.
Night had been a sleeper. Tate too, she was beginning to believe. Called the sleepers because they'd been put into a long slumber after the Creators were driven from this place, a few periodically woke to a world much changed. Some never found their way out of the tunnels, content to spend the course of their life down in the dark where they'd been born, but others made their way to the surface. It wasn't always easy trying to integrate into a society that saw your kind as monsters, and it was even less so when you didn't look entirely human.
The heavy paint on their faces, the costumes that hid bodies that might not be human—it was all a subterfuge to give the sleepers a bit of safety when among the populace. A genius move, to hide the thing people feared right in front of them.
It also explained why Dewdrop hadn't been himself since seeing them in the market yesterday. 
"Not just descended," Ryu said. "They still provide sanctuary for those who find their way to their ranks."
She slid him a troubled glance, questioning his presence here once again. The fact that he'd let her see him and even summoned her told her he wasn't undercover. There was no subterfuge to break. Perhaps he was here to catch the show. She disregarded that notion almost as soon as it occurred. He didn't seem the type. There must be a reason somewhere.
"Does this story have something to do with your missing dragon?" Tate asked in a low voice.
He slid a dark look her way. "Let's not discuss private matters in such an open space."
Chastened, she sat back. The lights dimmed, eliminating any chance to find out why he was here. A pale light landed on the sand and a woman stepped forward. Her red costume clung to her upper body, leaving her arms bare except for bronze bands on her upper arms. The skirt was looser, falling around her in strips. 
A length of thin red silk descended from the ceiling as she began dancing, her movements slow and measured. The music was haunting and moody, produced by a wind instrument Tate couldn't place. The notes falling and rising as the woman bunched the suspended cloth in one hand, wrapping it around one forearm before leaping forward and letting it carry her off the ground in a gliding movement, giving the brief impression that she was floating.
As the music's tempo increased so did her dancing, each leap taking her higher and higher until she was hovering ten feet above the ground and spinning like a whirlwind. 
"The movements of the dance tell a story," Ryu said in a low voice next to Tate's ear, the breath against her skin making her shiver. "It's the story of Irial and Vervain, two forbidden lovers destined for heartache. Most don't know this, but Vervain was human, Irial a sleeper. He held power over storms."
Just then, a drum’s heavy voice sang out. A shadow shifted, unfurling as light glinted along his form. Briefly, Tate thought she saw wings. The shadow swooped and danced just outside of the light, its movements punctuated by the drum beat, the red dancer seemingly unaware.
"The dance describes the path of their love. First meeting." 
The dancer paused as if she heard something, hanging upside down and peering into the shadows with curiosity. She was good, every turn of expression selling Tate on the idea that she had just seen something that fascinated her.
"Connection."
Now the red dancer twirled as the shadow swept and turned around her in abandon, its form becoming more clear with each movement until Tate thought she saw a man with wings of darkest night as he danced with his love—her in the light; he in the dark. Even then, his wings and form glittered with a million different lights, like a starry night sky as he flirted with the dawn.
"Revelation."
The red dancer expressed shock with her entire body, falling into a heap on the ground as her love stepped partially into view, only the front of him revealed, horns stretched high above his head and dark swatches swept out behind him. He drew her up and they swayed together, before she climbed her silk ribbon and he rose to resume his flight.
"And death as the forces outside took hold." Ryu's voice held a note of sadness as the two whirled like a dervish, ending with the red dancer plummeting from her spot in the heavens to hang limp and suspended, barely a foot off the ground.
There was dead silence in the crowd, as if every person there was holding their breath. 
As the spotlight faded on the red dancer, Tate's eyes adjusted, seeing the rest of the arena with a bluish cast to it as the dark dancer crept and leapt in seeming madness, the music keeping tempo in a furious beat as he careened across the sky.
"But hope is present on the darkest of nights," Ryu continued to narrate, his voice an intimate brush in the shadows. 
Below, the spotlight flared slightly and then the red dancer moved, her love coming to her on silent wings, drawing her up and embracing her, before all light faded, signaling the performance had ended.
There was a long pause before a muted roar came from the crowd as a thunderous applause broke out. Tate joined, the performance having touched her beyond anything she'd ever seen. The aerobatics alone would have awed her. Having Ryu narrate the story behind the dance made it that much more touching.
As the lights rose, Tate turned to Ryu, her gaze searching. Why had he called her over? Why did he tell her the origin of that dance? His face was inscrutable, giving no clue as to his thoughts.
A stray voice caught her attention when she would have spoken, asked some of the questions plaguing her. It said a name—one she had run across quite recently. Ron Shipperly.
Her head swiveled as she caught sight of two Avertine as they made their way across a row slightly below them—too far from the other patrons to be doing their job. The smaller one looked in her direction and then away as he and the other put their heads together and lowered their voices.
Ryu's eyes followed hers. "What is it?"
Tate started to speak but caught herself. Ryu didn't know about the secret compartment in the thief's catch. He didn't know what they'd found or why they were so interested. He'd warned her more than once to stay away from anything pertaining to Brown Eyes. She had no doubt that if she said something now, he'd force her out of this tent and give her strict orders to leave well enough alone. Since they both knew it was only a matter of time before she'd disobey, he'd probably up the ante and put her under house arrest or something.
She shook her head. "Nothing, just thought I saw someone I knew."
His expression said he didn't believe her, and he looked back at the Avertine as if he could force the answer out of them with his glare alone. Fortunately for Tate, even if he'd heard the name, he'd have no frame of reference to put together all the pieces.
She stood before he could test that. "Never thought I'd see you here, but good talk."
He caught her arm before she could move off. "It might be best if you and your friends found other amusements for the next few days."
Her head spun back to him and it was her turn to look at him with suspicion. Such a warning meant there was something going on. Once again, she suspected it had to do with the missing dragon. Her eyes ran over him, noting his clothes—finely made and something a lord might wear. Not the sort of thing you donned when trying to blend in with a traveling group of performers. 
"What's this about? Does this place have something to do with it?" she whispered, stepping close.
He hesitated, the conflict clear on his face. "Things are not as they appear. There are some who think our mutual friend might have gone willingly."
He didn't need to tell her what would happen if that was the case. The Black Order weren't the only ones who'd shown themselves to be willing to rid the empire of all but humans. Aurelia stood on a knife's edge as more and more of her people grew increasingly intolerant of the other races. A dragon-ridden up to something would only add tinder to their flame. 
Not to mention, as dragon-ridden, they enjoyed many benefits, but there was also responsibility. A dragon who was thought to be treasonous to the Emperor would find their long lives cut very short, very quickly.
"Just be careful," he said. "And try not to antagonize any more of the Order's men." He cupped Tate's neck, his thumb drifting to caress her cheek where Ilith had made a display of herself the day before. 
"How'd you find out?" she asked.
"A little birdie told me."
Tate exhaled on a hiss. Of course, one had. He had spies everywhere. It'd be too much to ask for something to slip his notice
"You think I was wrong?" Tate challenged.
His smile was rare and wicked. "I would have given anything to see it in person."
His expression tugged at things inside Tate, things she'd rather not feel. She wasn't ready, and she still didn't trust Ryu's motivations.
"I'm not sure Lord Thora will feel the same way," he admitted, tilting his head.
Her shoulders slumped. Just what she needed, another black mark next to her name when it came to him.
"Did anything happen with his dragon?" he asked in an idle voice.
Her gaze shot up to his as his focus intensified. The corner of his mouth tightened as if she'd confirmed something. 
She looked away and pretended a nonchalance she didn't feel. "I told you what happened."
He was quiet a long minute, his gaze burning into the side of her face. She steadfastly watched the crowd mingle as they waited for the next performance to start. 
"There might be something else you'd like to share now that we don't have an audience." His voice was measured and calm, a thread of steel running under it.
She lifted one shoulder in a jerky shrug.
"Tate, this only works if you're honest." One hand came out to clasp hers where she was fiddling with her shirt.
She turned in an abrupt movement and opened her mouth to say something. What, she didn't know. Maybe to confess about the voice she'd heard or tell him to mind his own business. 
She never got the chance to find out. The earth rumbled under her, a muted roar reaching them before everything tried to shake itself apart. Screams rang out as the tent trembled and moved above them, looking like ocean waves for a brief moment. 
"Earthquake," someone screamed.
Ryu grabbed her arm, his face a grim mask as he tucked her to his chest, shielding her head and shoulders. His eyes manifested an ethereal glow as his dragon pushed to the forefront.
The earth stopped shaking, a brief respite as the world went silent. They stayed close and Ryu's hold didn't slacken. It was as if they were waiting, as if there was a deep indrawn breath and before she could let it out, the earth buckled and trembled again. There was a crack, the stands giving way under them as they plummeted.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
TATE’S STOMACH FLEW toward her throat as they dropped. Ryu jerked her close, his arms wrapping around her as he turned so he was on the bottom. They came to a stop with a sickening jolt.
Tate propped herself up as soon as she realized that her breath had simply been knocked from her and she wasn't really hurt. She pulled herself off Ryu and knelt above him. "Ryu, are you alright?"
There were screams all around as other sections crumbled. She looked above them, noting how they'd plunged almost twenty feet. The section next to them was still standing, though others weren't as lucky.
She turned back to Ryu, feeling along his neck and back as she checked for evidence of injury. She was afraid to move him too much in case there was internal damage.
"Ryu, wake up. I need you to talk to me." An air of desperation invaded her voice, and she fought to keep her thoughts from turning to grim scenarios, each worse than the last.
Ryu's eyes opened, the bright blue blazing at her as he cupped her head and pulled her close. Their breath mingled as he stared up at her—for a long moment, the hell the Avertine’s tent had turned into faded. There was a depth of feeling in Ryu's eyes, one Tate reciprocated. Her breath shortened and caught on a sob as her hands clenched at his shoulders, glad beyond words that he wasn't dead. 
He didn't say anything, one hand tangling in her hair as his gaze delved into her soul, finding things she'd prefer stayed hidden.
"The tent's not safe," Ryu said, his eyes finally going to their surroundings. "We need to get out."
Tate agreed, and she pulled against his hold as she tried to rise. His hands lingered for a moment, tightening before falling away. She sat up, steadying him as he stood.
"Careful, you might have injuries we can't see," Tate cautioned.
"I'm fine," he gritted out, pain tightening his voice and turning his face into a grim mask. "My dragon will heal me in time."
And in the meantime, he'd play the typical man and push himself beyond limits that were wise. 
"Let's go," he said.
Tate jolted, turning back to the chaos that reigned around them. They were on the edge, not far from the exit.
"Dewdrop and Night are still in here," Tate said. She was sure of it. Their section had been several over from theirs. 
Like Tate’s, theirs had partially collapsed, and it felt like someone had punched her in the middle when she saw what had become of where they’d been sitting. She started in that direction.
Ryu grabbed her arm and brought her up short. "We need to go."
"We can't. Dewdrop and Night are still in there," Tate said again, her gaze wild. Fear coated her tongue as the earth gave another mighty shake.
Ryu steadied her, his arms coming around her as the world rolled. 
When it stopped, he drew back, grabbing her arm and pulling her to the exit. "We're getting out of here. The tent could come down at any moment."
"I can't leave my friends, Ryu. They're all I have."
He didn't turn, didn't acknowledge he'd heard in any way, just towed her in his wake.
She knew he had a point. Although the ground had stopped shaking, it was possible there could be more aftershocks. Furthermore, the tent swayed and creaked ominously above them, poised to come down at a second's notice. The canvas, while appearing light, was heavy enough and could fall with enough force to crush those below.
It made sense. She could work all that out for herself. It still felt wrong to leave without her friends.
She jerked her wrist, rotating it while using her body to check his. Free, she ran in the opposite direction, ignoring the roar of anger behind her. She wasn't leaving without them.
She pushed through people, her progress hindered as they fled in a blind panic. It was like trying to force her way up a strong current. Tate caught an elbow to her stomach and a blow to her shoulder but didn't falter, moving to the edge of the rush and staggering back into the arena, Ryu only steps behind her. 
It was hard not to stop and gape at the pandemonium and destruction. Several Avertine rushed to help another who dangled from above, trapped in some of the collapsed rigging.
She headed to the section where she'd last seen Dewdrop and Night, calling their names as she scrambled over fallen debris. Ryu didn't try to stop her, despite being within reach. A thunderous scowl had taken residence on his face, an expression Tate ignored as she searched for her friends, pulling debris up while praying to whatever entity would listen that they wouldn't be lying broken and dead under it.
"Dewdrop! Night! Answer me!" Tate screamed. Where were they?
One of the posts on the far end of the tent snapped, bringing down that section of the tent. Screams filled the air.
Rigging above Tate came loose, arrowing toward her. A stream of fire shot above her head, incinerating the wood and cloth before it could touch her. Ash floated through the air.
"I've had enough. We're leaving," Ryu snapped, fire wreathing his hands for a brief moment before extinguishing. Suddenly, she was in the air, her stomach landing on Ryu's shoulder with a thump. 
"What are you doing? I haven't found them yet," Tate yelled as he turned and headed out of the tent.
"Saving your dumb ass."
"My friends—"
"Aren’t stupid enough to stick around when the tent is falling down around them," Ryu finished for her. "The smartest thing to do is to get to safety and then look for them. Remaining behind on the off chance they’re here is suicidal."
His tone brooked no argument, savage and fierce as he carried her toward the exit. She thrashed on his shoulder, struggling to reach one of her knives. She didn't want to hurt him, but she wasn't leaving without her friends. 
"Tate!" A voice called just as her fingers touched the smooth metal of the inch-long weapon she carried in her belt. 
Tate looked up, her heart leaping into her throat at the sight of Dewdrop, bedraggled and dirty, a cut on his face. He supported a staggering Ashwin, blood on her pretty dress and her face as pale as a fish's belly. Night and Roslyn appeared behind the other two, a little dusty but otherwise safe.
Tate relaxed against Ryu. They were safe.
Embarrassment at her behavior ate at her. Ryu had the right of it. She'd been acting like an idiot—reckless and stupid at a time when she needed her wits about her. It stung to admit it, and she had the brief wish that she could just stay on his shoulder until the entire incident was forgotten. 
That was not to be. Ryu's grip changed as he pulled her down and set her on her feet. She studiously avoided his gaze, knowing the ass-chewing that was coming. One she rightly deserved.
"Next time you pull a stunt like that, count on being locked up until sense returns to that stubborn brain of yours," Ryu warned, his voice flat. 
Before she could dig herself deeper with the unwise words brewing on her tongue, a form burst from the crowd and a pair of arms wrapped around her from the side. She held Ryu's eyes for a long moment, the anger in them rooting her in place before she returned Dewdrop's embrace. 
She squeezed him for a long moment, beyond glad he was safe. 
They drew apart and neither teased each other about the moisture in their eyes, for once. Night seemed relieved to see she was unharmed as he stalked up to her. 
Glad to see you're in one piece, Night said.
"And you as well," she said as Dewdrop drew back.
She looked to where Roslyn supported her friend, her mask cracked and showing the fear and shock the day's events had left behind. "It’s good to see you two."
Roslyn nodded and her arm tightened around her friend, Ryu’s presence seeming to throw her. "We're a little bruised and Ashwin will probably need stitches, but we're otherwise safe."
None mentioned how some in the tent were not so lucky.
"Head home," Ryu ordered. He looked back at the tent with clear purpose.
"What are you planning on doing?" Tate asked, stopping him with a touch on the arm. 
"They're going to need help."
She frowned, thinking about what they'd been talking about just before the earthquake and the fact that a dragon was missing. She didn't like the thought of leaving him here alone.
"I'll stay with you." An immediate argument began on Dewdrop and Night's side, one that was half human words and the other a pissed off series of yowls. 
"You won't," Ryu said, the words autocratic. "You'll take your friends home and make sure no one has any other injuries."
"Agreed." Dewdrop folded his arms and fixed Tate with a heavy glare.
She turned away from her friends and lowered her voice. "Of the two of us, you're the one most likely to still be injured. I don't like the thought of you staying by yourself."
Some of the granite of his face softened, and one hand rose to cup the back of her neck. "I am fine, ahvena. None will interfere with me. Not after my display in there." He gave her a meaningful look, referencing his trick with the fire. "As someone representing the emperor, I need to stay and do what I can to help. You have friends counting on you. See to them."
She pressed her lips together in a frown and nodded. He gave her a soft look and pressed a kiss against her hair, striding off before Tate could figure out how to react to the gesture—whether it infuriated her or made her feel warm, squishy things.
She watched him disappear into the crowd and turned back to her friends. Her eyes went to Ashwin and Roslyn, both women looking exhausted and shocked. "You'll come home with us." She raised a hand, forestalling the protest she knew was coming. "Colton's Place is closer than the Upper, and after the quake the elevators will be shut down until they can verify that they're safe. We have supplies to clean that cut and sew it up."
Tate presented the facts in a logical manner, knowing neither one of them were likely to listen if she said they were going into shock and she wanted to keep an eye on them in case anything happened. The points she made were just as true, if not the main reason.
Roslyn gave a nod. "We're grateful for your help."
Tate waved the sentiment away. She was just doing what anybody would.
Her attention went to Dewdrop. Now that his worry over Tate had abated, she could see his next thoughts were with Daisy. "We saw no sign of her," she said to comfort him. "It's very likely she didn't make it to the Mason's Stew and isn't caught up in this mess."
His nod was small. "I don't know if that’s a comfort or not."
Her lips pressed together as she took his meaning. The part of town where Daisy and Jack lived was just as flimsy and rickety as the Avertine’s main tent, and just as likely to collapse. Daisy might not be caught in the chaos of the tent, but that didn’t mean she wasn't lying under rubble in a different part of the city.
"Don't go borrowing trouble. Let's get Roslyn and Ashwin to our place and check on the cubs. We can see about finding Daisy and Jack after that," she said, meeting his eyes with a firm gaze of her own.
He nodded. 
They wasted no time in working their way through the Mason's Stews. Away from the tent, things calmed down. The rest of the city was shaken but not panicked—many people were recovering quickly. Or seeming to. Tate sensed it was the calm before the storm. The earthquakes over the last month had everyone on edge. 
They weren't natural to Aurelia. No one, not even the old-timers, had lived through a quake. Living memory had no record of a series of events like this in Aurelia's history. Tate knew, because she'd checked after the third one. She'd wanted to know if her new home was prone to falling down around its citizen's ears.
They were halfway home when a shout from across the street startled them. Daisy rushed across the cobblestone, dodging out of the way of a horse and carriage. Her face was panicked as her eyes locked on Dewdrop and Tate. 
"Have you seen my brother?" Daisy cried, her eyes red-rimmed as they moved between the group. "I don't—I can’t."
Dewdrop stepped close. "Calm down, Daisy. We'll help you in any way we can."
Daisy took a deep breath, a sob catching at her throat. "I can't find him. I've looked everywhere."
"Where were you when you lost him?" Tate asked.
"We'd just arrived at the Mason’s Stew and were looking around. Next thing I knew, he was gone." She looked hopefully at them. "Did he happen to find you?"
Tate and Dewdrop shared a look, worry written on Dewdrop's face. She looked back at Daisy and shook her head. "No, we didn't see him."
Daisy seemed to crumple before her. Roslyn swooped in to catch her, gathering the girl against her chest. 
"My place is one street over," Tate said. "Let's take her there."
"No, I need to find my brother," Daisy moaned as she tried to shrug out of their hold.
"Hush," Ashwin said, her voice firm. Pain still cut deep grooves on her face, but with someone to take care of, she rallied. "Let's get you somewhere calm and then you can tell us what you know. Lady Fisher will be happy to do all she can to find your brother." 
Ashwin shot a pointed look at Tate, who pressed her lips together before nodding. "Yes, we have people who need their wounds cleaned and bound, but after that we'll look for your brother."
Daisy's eyes welled with tears and she wiped at her nose, the sweet, polite girl of yesterday gone as she trailed after Roslyn and Ashwin in a dejected mess.
Dewdrop watched them go for a long moment, an expression on his face that Tate had never seen before. 
"I should have looked harder for them," Dewdrop said, emotion clogging his voice. "No, I shouldn't have let them come in the first place."
"They probably got separated in the earthquake. There's no way you could have seen that coming." None of them could.
Thoughts moved behind Dewdrop's eyes, thoughts that didn't look like they gave him much comfort. "I hope you're right."
Tate paused at the subtle undercurrents in his words, like he knew something that she didn't and that something was bad. His face was grim and set. She knew getting anything out of him at the moment would be difficult. She'd save her questions for later. She was more likely to get the truth out of him then.
It was with a heavy heart and full of exhaustion that their group turned onto her street and ascended the stairs to her apartment. She preceded them up and opened the door. 
Two furry bodies sailed through the air, hitting her around the knees and almost sending her crashing to the ground. Twin voices mewed their distress, both cubs rubbing their faces almost frantically against her legs. Tate had never seen Pax and Willa in such a state. 
"Good, you're back," a woman said, standing from her seat at Tate's desk. 
"Laura, is everything alright?" Tate asked, bending and giving each of the cubs a stroke. They purred and rubbed their faces against her hand before abandoning her in favor of their father.
"Oh, aye, everything is right as rain. A little shake such as that isn't enough to bother a place like this." Laura stood, setting her hands on her ample hips and smiling down at the cubs. "The little ones took a fright. Wouldn't settle. I expect they were waiting to see that their father and you two came through it in one piece."
Night was nosing the twins, blowing on them and giving them a lick here and there. For a minute the two seemed less like the terrors Tate knew them to be and more like two frightened children seeking solace in a parent. 
"Who's that there?" Laura asked, looking past Tate as the rest of the group straggled into the hallway. "Are they hurt?"
Tate stepped aside and waved the three women in. "I think one of them needs stitches."
"Savior's protect us, I'll get my supplies," Laura said.
"I couldn't put you out like that," Ashwin said.
Laura's snort was rude. "Don't be daft. You're liable to bleed all over this place, and these three don't need another reason to get kicked out. Have a seat, girl. I'll get you cleaned and stitched up in no time."
Laura's tone brooked no argument, and it was in short order that Ashwin was seated, her wounds tended to by Laura as Roslyn looked on. Tate took the opportunity to get Daisy settled. Seating was limited and with Ashwin in one of the few chairs, it meant Daisy had to take the bed. She sat looking ill at ease and poised to take flight at any moment.
"Tell us what happened before you realized your brother was missing," Tate said. 
Dewdrop stood at her back, his jaw tight. 
Daisy looked between the two of them, seeming at a loss for words. "I don't know."
"You said you'd just arrived at the Avertine’s fair," Tate said, trying to help her out. If she couldn't get Daisy past her panic, it was going to make finding Jack that much harder. She needed a place to start and Daisy was the only one who could provide that.
"Yes, we were late. Jack had gone off again this morning, and it took me a while to track him down." Her eyes rose to Dewdrop's. "I'm sorry. I know we were supposed to meet you there."
"Don't worry about that," Dewdrop said. "It's not what's important right now."
She nodded and wiped her nose. "He wanted to see the jugglers first. He's fascinated by the ones who juggle fire, thinks it's the neatest thing, you know?"
Tate nodded. She could see how the young boy would be interested in something that could cause destruction and mayhem. 
"We were watching them, and I got distracted by an Avertine making an ice sculpture. When I turned around, he was gone."
"Before the earthquake?" Tate asked.
Daisy nodded. "I looked for several minutes. Then the earthquake came and afterwards they started forcing people out of the area. Said it was too dangerous. I tried to tell them he was still there, that he was missing, but they wouldn't listen."
Tate looked up at Dewdrop with a troubled frown. This was unexpected. She'd thought Daisy would tell them that Jack went missing during the quake or the pandemonium afterwards. The way things sounded, that wasn't the case. 
"It's my fault," Daisy said. "If I hadn't gotten distracted, he wouldn't be missing."
"It's not your fault," Roslyn said, coming to sit by Daisy. She looked up at Tate helplessly, as if saying she needed to fix this. Tate didn't know how to respond. She was in over her head, with little clue how to proceed.
Dewdrop's expression turned dark, and he stalked out of the room without a word.
"We'll go back to the Mason's Stew and look around," Tate promised, before following her friend. "Night, keep an eye on them."
Night looked up from where the cubs were crawling all over him, using him as their own personal living tree, and gave a light chuff.
The door to their apartment building slammed shut behind Dewdrop, and Tate broke into a run. If she didn't catch him and quick, she feared she wouldn't. He was fast and motivated and knew the streets infinitely better than her.
Something about Daisy's story had set him off, and she was willing to bet it had everything to do with the fact he hadn't been himself since the Avertine showed up.
She caught sight of him at the end of the street. She ran after him, calling his name. "Dewdrop, what are you doing?"
"Go back, Tate. Daisy needs you," he responded as he marched resolutely along.
She growled and caught up to him. Looked to her like Dewdrop needed her more—perhaps to keep him from committing an unwise action likely to land him in the Deeps or bleeding out in a gutter.
"Come on, don't pull that with me. We've been friends too long. What's going on?" She caught his arm and pulled him up short.
He looked away from her and crossed his arms.
"Don't lie to me, either," she warned when she saw he was about to do just that. His head jerked up at the sharpness of her voice. "I've known you long enough to know your tells. We almost lost our friendship once because you were keeping secrets. Do you really want to risk it again? 
Dewdrop's mouth snapped shut as he stared at her in misery. She fought the urge to go easy on him, knowing it would do no good. Dewdrop was streetwise. He'd wiggle out of any leeway she gave him, take advantage of any weakness.
A long moment passed as Tate waited for him to make his decision. She was tempted to push, even as she knew she couldn't. He was just as likely to shut down, as share.
His shoulders slumped, and Tate knew she had won. "I grew up an Avertine. My family has been part of them ever since my ancestor crawled out of the tunnels."
Tate blinked at this bit of history about Dewdrop. Somehow, she had always assumed his story started with the Night Lords, or maybe on the street. If he had been an Avertine, he would have left at a very young age—too young. She knew he had spent a decent length of time in the Lucius' court and the streets before that. How young had he been when he'd first been on his own? 
His smile flashed in a humorless grin. "Back then, our line looked a little less human. Things have changed since then."
It made a strange kind of sense, fitting with what Ryu had told her during the performance. As roamers, the Avertine would never be in any one place long enough for their obvious differences to become an issue with the people around them. The intricate costumes and dress would have further helped conceal their origins. 
"Why do you think they have anything to do with Jack's disappearance?" Tate asked, putting together the pieces. Because she knew it had something to do with it. He wouldn't have rushed out to confront them without taking the time to see to Daisy or even a word to Tate or Night if it didn't.
Dewdrop lifted eyes older than his sixteen years to Tate's. "Because it's happened before."
The admission froze Tate in place. "What do you mean?"
"Most of the Avertine are good people," Dewdrop said, his voice wistful. She could hear his yearning for his family in his voice. "You'd like them. Others are not as innocent or harmless as they would have you believe."
"And you think they took Jack?" she asked.
He hesitated, for a moment unsure. Tate could see him thinking, weighing, arriving at a conclusion. The urge to say yes was there, but also caution. A caution she knew cost him. 
"It’s a good possibility," he finally said. His resolve firmed. "Either way, I mean to find him."
She studied him, noting how he lifted his chin as if he expected her to scold him, tell him that he was being foolish, that that they had no experience in finding lost boys, and furthermore his assumptions were just that—assumptions. All fair points, but ultimately irrelevant. 
"I've already told Night to watch the others. This is as good a time as any to head back to the Mason's Stew and question some people," she said, ignoring how his eyes widened. He’d expected to go it alone, for her not to be supportive. He really should have known better by now.
She didn't wait for him to agree, sweeping past him and taking the lead as she retraced their journey from the morning. She only hoped Ryu had finished helping and had returned to his home in the Upper. He wouldn’t be pleased that she had only obeyed his orders by the thinnest of margins, and she wasn't sure she had the energy for the confrontation that would come of it.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
THE MASON’S STEW had calmed in the time they'd been gone. Most survivors had been located and helped, leaving the area with a deadened feeling to it. Those still working knew they weren't looking for survivors anymore, and the air of frantic movement had shifted to one of somber realization as bodies were uncovered. Tate watched for a long moment, sadness weighing on her.
There were some events that couldn't be predicted, couldn't be stopped. An earthquake was one of them. It was an act of nature, something so random that planning for it was impossible. Tate had no doubt in the coming weeks there would be plenty of finger pointing as people argued the Avertine should have done a better job of securing the tent, or not put up tents in the first place given the frequency of the earthquakes. It was tempting to fall into the trap of finding someone to blame so you didn't have to deal with the tragedy in front of you. Control was an illusion, one fostered by humankind’s arrogance in believing they could force things to conform to their perception of the way things should be.
The earthquake had reminded them that there were forces bigger and more powerful than them. It was a hard wake-up call. A reminder that humanity was finite and oh so breakable.
Dewdrop nodded toward a trio of Avertine women as they worked to pack up one of the stalls. "Let's start there. I think that's near where we saw the jugglers."
Tate nodded and turned away from the collapsed tent. It was likely there would be no further performances during the Avertine’s stay. No one would want to risk another incident like the one this afternoon. Not with the earthquakes an ever-present threat.
Dewdrop fell back, letting Tate take the lead as they'd agreed. He thought he might be too recognizable to the Avertine and since he hadn't left on good terms, they'd decided Tate had a better chance of getting usable information.
"Excuse me," Tate said, stopping several paces from them. 
One woman looked up as the rest ignored her and continued to work. Dewdrop had warned her. This wasn't going to be easy. The Avertine rarely spoke to esterno—what they called outsiders—unless it was for one of their shows. The rest of the time they were happy to keep to themselves and pretend everyone else didn't exist.
The women were still dressed in their costumes, although their face paint was smudged and half wiped away. Their hands flew as they worked to break down the stall, the speed and ease with which they did so giving testimony to the fact they'd done this many times before. The other two women kept their heads down and their faces turned away after that one brief glance. Tate wasn't sure, but she thought she caught a glimpse of small bumps and ridges along the cheekbones of the smaller of the two women, the makeup’s remnants not quite concealing the small protrusions.
"I'm looking for a boy," Tate said, stepping closer. "He went missing right before the earthquake."
The woman who'd first looked up gave Tate an indecipherable look. "Lots of people got turned around when the earth shook. Just wait, I'm sure he'll come ‘round soon." The woman's tone was flat and unfriendly, making it clear she'd like Tate to move along.
"Be that as it may, he's a young boy—looks to be around nine and has sandy blond hair." Tate held her hand up to her hip to show how tall Jack was. "He would have been with his sister. She thinks they got separated when they were watching the fire jugglers."
The woman who'd spoken before had paused in her packing and fixed Tate with a flat stare, made all the more remote given the mess of paint on her face. It was hard to see expressions through the gunk on her skin, but Tate thought she saw impatience hiding there. And something more. Something she couldn't quite put her finger on.
"Perhaps you can point us to the jugglers, so we can ask if they remember something," Tate said.
"How ‘bout you shove off?" the woman snapped. "No one has time to be answering your questions."
Dewdrop stepped forward. "It's an easy enough question. If they don't remember, we'll move on."
"Like I said, no one's got time to remember nothing," the woman said, spearing Dewdrop with her gaze. She went one step further and made sure he got her message. "No one here is going to help the likes of you."
"Look you—" Dewdrop started forward.
Tate caught him and dragged him back. "I don't think that will help matters right now."
"I know you," the woman standing on the end said, her voice lilting and light. 
Dewdrop stilled next to Tate, dread in every line of his body. It was one thing to know he might be recognized and forced to face the people he'd left behind. It was another thing for it to actually happen. Tate patted his shoulder, letting him know she was right there if he needed her.
The other two women were peering very closely at Dewdrop, their eyes narrowed as they tried to work out what the other woman had.
"He does look familiar," the first woman said, suspicion in her voice.
"He's Jaycee's boy," the second woman said. "A little older but you can see it in his face. Definitely Jaycee and Eon's son."
Dewdrop's shoulders bunched, jerking ever so slightly as if he'd just received a blow.
"What's one of us doing with an esterno?" the third woman asked, her eyes going to Tate in clear derision. 
"He was driven out," another voice said from the side. A young man, his face scrubbed free of all makeup and wearing clean pants and a shirt walked up. He had curly brown hair that flopped over his forehead and piercing hazel eyes that seemed familiar. "Never thought I'd see you again, little grub."
Dewdrop's jaw tightened until Tate worried he might crack a tooth. It didn't take a genius to figure out the two knew each other, and on Dewdrop's side, at least, the relationship was not a good one.
"And you are?" Tate asked, waiting patiently until he drew his attention from Dewdrop and looked at her.
"He hasn't told you?" the boy asked with a twist of amusement to his voice. He was a little older than Dewdrop, but not much. Twenty at the outside, and Tate was guessing not even that.
"His name is Evan." Dewdrop’s voice was emotionless.
Tate nodded before peering closer at the boy. There was a slight resemblance between the two. It was there in the eyes and the lines of the jaw. Were they related in some way?
"What are you doing here, little grub?" Evan asked. "You know you're not welcome. We were kind enough to let you watch a show without interference."
Dewdrop's fists tightened at his side. Someone who didn't know him might not see the hurt and anger consuming him, but Tate did. She didn't like it.
She stepped forward, placing herself between the two in a clear message. The boy's expression relaxed as he looked at her as if seeing her for the first time.
She kept her voice polite, not knowing just what role he played here. The other women had fallen silent and looked at him with clear respect. She didn't want to offend anyone enough to get them kicked out before their questions were answered. At least for the moment. It was hard—the urge to protect had settled on her, and it didn't matter if she didn't yet know what she was protecting Dewdrop from. 
"We're looking for a boy." Tate repeated the description she'd given the women. "Have you seen him?"
Evan didn't answer, his head twisting to look at Dewdrop, anger drawing his skin tight. Someone as young as him should never have been capable of that amount of rage. "This again?"
Dewdrop didn't answer. He lifted his chin and met the man's gaze with a stubborn one of his own, his lips pressed into a thin line.
"You come here, after years of being gone, bringing this nonsense?" Evan's voice rose, attracting the attention of others in the tribe. Several stopped packing long enough to turn blank stares toward Tate and Dewdrop. There was a weight to their gazes. A hostility. The kind that had an almost physical presence, the pressure of which urged them to be anywhere else.
"We're just asking if anyone has any information," Tate said with a tight smile as the hair on the back of her neck rose. The animosity rolling off these people made her want to reach for her blades, just in case they tried something. "If they saw anything."
Evan shook his head, his expression disgusted. "Maybe that’s why you’re here, but Daniel over there, has a different purpose."
Tate stiffened at further evidence that they knew him, that they had a history with him. She gritted her teeth, hanging onto her smile somehow, even as anger boiled deep inside. How could they have thrown him away? He was many things—cocky, arrogant, convinced he knew everything. Loyal, hardworking, witty. She couldn't think of a single reason that justified turning Dewdrop out, especially at the age she suspected he'd been abandoned.
Dewdrop lifted his chin. "I will find that boy, Evan. No matter what it takes or what consequences come from it."
The two glared at each other, neither willing to back down. Tate didn't understand all that was going on, or the origins of the hostility being aimed their way. She did know she didn't want a brawl to break out, which, given the rising tension, could very well happen. She'd been part of more than one barroom scuffle—Ripley's fault mostly—and she'd learned to recognize the signs.
There were a few people lingering around who weren't part of the Avertine, rescuers and gawkers drawn to the tragedy, but Tate didn't hold much hope they'd interfere in the event Evan and his people decided they needed to be teach Tate and Dewdrop a lesson. Given the exhaustion on their faces, the rescuers had had a long evening, and wouldn't welcome having it added to. 
She took back what she said earlier about not wanting to run into Ryu. His intense gaze would be welcome right about now.
Evan's smile was sharp and deadly. "Don't make promises you can't fulfill."
Dewdrop didn't respond as Tate tugged lightly on his sleeve. "Come on, let's go. It's clear they're not going to help us."
He resisted, his gaze not moving from Evan and the Avertine massing behind him. "This isn't over."
"Oh, but it is," Evan returned. "Call's gone out. None of mine will talk to any of yours. That goes for your lady friend, the flower seller and your little pet."
"He's not a pet," Tate and Dewdrop said at the same time. It was an automatic response ingrained in them from having to correct people so often.
Evan shook his head. "I don't care what he is. None of you are welcome at any of our performances, from here to eternity."
Tate didn't let Dewdrop respond, grabbing him by the back of his jacket and hauling him away. She ignored the catcalls and suggestive sounds that rose in their wake. She was more concerned about anyone who might decide to escalate things to a physical level.
She kept a firm grip on her friend, even when he turned forward and stopped fighting her. It wasn't until they'd reached the edge of the Mason's Stew that she turned him loose. He didn't say anything as they stalked away, his silence furious as it roiled and bubbled between them.
"That pompous ass," Dewdrop burst out. "I should go back there and show him what for."
Tate arched an eyebrow. "That would be stupid."
"You'd do it," he said with a snort.
"And there's only room for one hot head in this group." She aimed a superior smile his way. "And I'm it."
"How ‘bout this one time I take your place?" Dewdrop bargained.
Tate pretended to think about it. "Nope, I don't think so, and I'm older so I get to make the rules."
Their irreverent exchange came as a relief. If Dewdrop was willing to participate in their banter, it meant he wasn't cooking up schemes liable to get him killed. It indicated he was alright; that he wasn't going to pull a disappearing act on her.
"I can't believe he thought banning us from any of their performances was an actual punishment," Tate said.
"It's more serious than it sounds." Dewdrop shrugged. "The black mark doesn't just extend to their tribe. They'll send out the call to all of the Avertine tribes, black-balling us with all of them."
Tate made a small sound indicating she was thinking. After they'd turned onto another street, she slid him a sideways look. "I can live with that."
Dewdrop looked up at her. "We'll need to be careful. They tend to hold grudges. When I was with them and someone was blacklisted, they broke into that person's home and pretty much terrorized them."
Tate shrugged. "I'm not worried about it. You know our roommates. The twins will have them for breakfast."
That startled a laugh out of him. Tate kept her head turned away to hide her victorious grin. It felt good to make him laugh—especially since she knew he had to be hurting after being once more thrown aside.
"Why did he get so angry when we brought up Jack?" Tate asked. She didn't want to ruin the moment, but a little boy was missing. She needed to know about the undercurrents of the encounter.
Dewdrop was quiet for several more feet. When his response came, it was filled with reluctance. "Because it's not the first time a child has gone missing and the Avertine were accused of being responsible."
"And he blames you, why?"
Dewdrop took a deep breath. "You know the Avertine are roamers. It's a good life for the most part and most are good people, if a little odd."
Tate could see how that was the case. The people who'd raised Dewdrop couldn't all be pompous asses. 
"When I was younger, I loved the way we lived. Because we were always on the move, the tribe was close. More of a big family than anything. What I didn't know at the time was that everywhere we traveled, children went missing."
"How do you know?" Tate asked.
"I made friends among the esterno. I would sneak out and meet them after my chores were done. We'd pretend I was normal for an afternoon before I headed back to my people." Dewdrop sounded wistful as he recounted that information. "Our tribe tended to keep to the same routes, rotating back to the same towns after every few months. When we migrated back that last time, the friends I had played with had gone missing, right around the time we left town."
 Tate frowned in thought as they neared the street with where they lived. "Could be coincidence."
"I tried to tell myself that. Told myself that many times," Dewdrop said. "I didn't want to think someone that I knew, someone I trusted, could be capable of something like that."
Tate couldn't imagine what Dewdrop had gone through. He would have been a child.
"It wasn't until Lillivale that I started to believe." 
Tate kept her silence when he stopped talking, knowing he needed to tell the story at his own pace.
"It was a town like all the rest. I'd met a new friend there, and we'd decided to go down to the river on the last day. We lost track of time, and I was late getting back. They stayed behind. When I saw the tribe had left without me, I returned to where I left my friend. Only I interrupted his kidnapping." Dewdrop's face had gone blank, as if he was recounting events that had happened to someone else. "There was a struggle, and I used my voice."
He didn't need to explain what that meant. He was descended from what he called banshees—a race able to use their voice as sonic weapons. His cry could liquefy organs and create death in extreme cases.
"You killed the person," Tate said.
He nodded. "At least I thought I had."
"Your friend?"
"I don't know if it was my cry or something the man did, but he was dead too." Shame and grief shone in Dewdrop's eyes at the admission. "I don't remember what happened next. I was told an esterno found me wandering delirious and out of my mind along the road out of town. One of the Avertine was sent to get me. When I was finally coherent, I told them what had happened." The smile he gave her was humorless. "Both bodies had disappeared. Someone in the tribe said the man had been with them the whole time. They said I'd made the story up for attention. That might have been forgiven, but I'd told the esterno that picked me up the same story. Since the boy was missing, they blamed our tribe based on my account. There was a fight; people got hurt. When it was over, Evan told me I had to go and never come back. That they wouldn't support a traitor."
Dewdrop lifted pain filled eyes to Tate. "My own family didn't believe what I saw with my own two eyes."
Tate didn't know what to say. Sometimes words were inadequate comfort when up against the harsh realities of life. Dewdrop's family had betrayed him in one of the worst ways possible. They didn’t have faith in him when he needed them most. It was no surprise he had a chip on his shoulder and serious trust issues even now. 
It made her wish she'd done something more than just pull him away from the Avertine. Something that involved Ilith with a side of smashing and tearing. Probably just as well he hadn't told her any of this beforehand. They would have been dealing with a much different evening if he had. She was nothing if not protective of those she considered friends.
"Did you see the man you thought you’d killed, the one who kidnapped your friend?" Tate asked, after a long moment.
Dewdrop's head lifted. He stared at her for a long moment, as if he couldn't believe she was accepting his story. She didn't let him see any of the sadness his disbelief made her feel, knowing he wouldn't want her pity. It wasn't pity, really. Something awful had happened to him and even though it had happened in the past, she felt sorrow for it. 
He shook his head, his eyes never leaving hers. "No, and I looked."
Tate pressed her lips together in thought. "Could be, they were lying low—especially given your past."
"Do you think the Avertine had something to do with Jack going missing? That he didn’t get lost or hurt due to the confusion from the earthquake?" he asked, his voice cautious.
Tate pondered the question, turning the possibilities over in her head. She hadn't been convinced before. Now, was another story. "I think they're hiding something. People don't react like that if they're not."
Dewdrop got quiet as his forehead wrinkled in thought. "What's our next move?"
That was a good question, and Tate wasn't sure she had a good answer. Going back to the Avertine tribe was out. Evan and the rest had made it clear neither of them were welcome, and she doubted they'd be successful if they tried to sneak into their camp. Too many watchful eyes. Unless she missed her guess, they were adept at keeping their secrets hidden from prying eyes. 
"We can't go back," Dewdrop said, following her train of thought.
They couldn't, no. She slid him a sly smile. 
"We can't, but I know someone very adept at sneaking around."
Dewdrop frowned at her. It took him a moment. "You mean Night."
"That's exactly who I mean."
"If they catch him—" Dewdrop began.
"You mean catch the bearcat who makes a regular game of spying on the Black Order?" Tate asked with an arched eyebrow.
"You know he hates that name."
Tate frowned. She did know, but until he came up with something better than the fearsome menace or the great terror, she would use it. 
Dewdrop continued, "It might work, but if he's caught, they’ll put him in a cage and sell tickets."
She shrugged. "I doubt he'll be caught, and if he is, we'll just break him out." She slapped Dewdrop's shoulder. "Good thing one of us is a thief."
He rolled his eyes. "What are we going to tell Daisy?"
Tate stopped and exhaled a heavy breath. What were they going to tell her? That her brother was still missing and they had no idea where he was? She could see the devastation that would cause the other woman.
"We'll tell her the truth. That we couldn't find her brother at the Mason's Stews but that we'll keep looking." Cold comfort as that may be, it was all she had. "If he doesn't turn up by tomorrow, we'll take her to the Lord Provost’s guard and ask for help."
"Like those dogs will care," Dewdrop snorted.
"Maybe, but it doesn't hurt to try. Neither one of us has any experience tracking down lost souls. We can use all the help we can get."
"Does that mean you're going to ask Ryu for help?" he asked.
Tate looked away. Of course, he would bring that up. 
"I will. Though, I doubt he’ll be able to help us. He's got his own problems to deal with." He might not be able to help them directly, but he should be able to point them in the right direction.
"Didn't look too busy to me when he was carrying you out of the tent," Dewdrop said, a teasing glint in his eyes.
Tate was grateful for the dark as her cheeks flushed. She'd hoped to avoid talking about that.
"He thought the situation was getting too dangerous. I disagreed, hence being picked up like a recalcitrant child." She still planned to have words with him about that.
"Were you really planning on stabbing him in the back?" Dewdrop asked, his voice nonchalant as he pretended an indifference that didn't fool Tate.
"You saw that, huh?" 
"Hard not to, when you were reaching for your special blade."
She shrugged, the conversation turning to things she didn't want to get into. "What was I supposed to do? I wasn't going to leave you and Night in there alone—maybe hurt and unable to move."
"So, you planned to stab a dragon," Dewdrop's voice held disbelief at her plan.
"It was just going to be a little stick," she defended herself. "Just enough to get him to drop me."
Dewdrop laughed. "A little stab, how does one manage that?"
"Yeah, well, you try to get loose when a dragon has you in his claws." Tate could admit it hadn't been one of her better plans.
They mounted the stairs leading to Colton's Place and walked up to the second floor. Tate was not looking forward to this next part. With a deep breath, she opened the door and stepped inside. Dewdrop at her back. 
Daisy jumped to her feet at the sight of them, her eyes filled with hope. "Did you find him?"
Tate shook her head. "The Avertine weren't much help. We looked around where we could and walked the streets near the Mason's Stew in case he was there. We didn't see any sign of him and couldn't find anyone who'd seen him."
She left out the part where they suspected the tribe might have had something to do with his disappearance. There was no sense in getting Daisy wound up if they didn't have to. Right now, there was no concrete proof that the Avertine had anything to do with him. For all they knew, Jack had gotten distracted by a shiny bauble or gotten caught pickpocketing someone he should have left alone. The boy, from what Tate had seen of him, wasn't the best thief around. It was entirely possible that he'd gotten arrested and was spending the night in a cell. 
"I think you and Dewdrop should head home to see if he went there," Tate said. "Let's check the places he likes to visit."
Daisy nodded, the movement desperate, as if she was clinging to Tate's words with all her might to keep from sinking into a morass of panic and desperation. That was good. It was why she'd suggested it. She knew if it was Dewdrop or Night missing she would want to stay busy. Giving Daisy time to think right now, was the worst thing she could do. There were too many nightmare scenarios. Having her do something, even if Tate didn't hold much hope of it locating the boy, at least kept Daisy out of her mind.
Dewdrop shot Tate a glance that said he knew what she was doing and agreed with it. Tate was glad. It would give her time to get Night alone and explain what they needed.
"How can we help?" Roslyn asked.
She and Ashwin stood up, their faces open and expectant. Tate paused. She hadn't considered them when she'd been coming up with the last-minute ideas. It was clear they didn't plan to be dismissed to resume their night. It was an oversight on her part. 
"Hold that thought," she told them. She gave Dewdrop a meaningful look. 
He took the hint, taking Daisy's arm and guiding her outside. "Come on, Daisy. We can get started on our part while Tate figures out the rest."
Tate waited until she heard their footsteps recede down the stairs before turning to Laura. "Do you mind watching the cubs a little longer?" 
Laura's face turned regretful. "I've stayed as long as I can. My own family will be wondering where I am."
Tate let out a puff of air and nodded. That was fair. Laura watched the cubs when she could but with night beginning to deepen, she would want to head home. They'd kept her as long as they could.
"Of course. Thank you for all your help."
"And for the stitching," Ashwin said, gesturing to her arm. 
Laura nodded at both. "You and that boy will be in my prayers tonight when I commune with my ancestors. Good luck finding him."
 



CHAPTER NINE
LAURA LET HERSELF out, leaving Tate wondering how she was going to make this next part work. 
"We can look after the cubs," Roslyn volunteered, drawing Tate's attention back to her.
Tate fixed her with a long stare.
"I mean, you seem like you have a plan. The least we can do after you helped us is watch the cubs." Roslyn looked over to where the two were playing on the bed. "They seem pretty sweet."
Tate couldn't help the tired snort. "You have a lot to learn."
Tate looked at Night, his bearing regal, with his front paws set just so in front of him and his tail wrapped around them. In that moment, she could see the stamp of the feline the creators had based him off. His ears were pricked forward in a questioning look.
"Up to you," she told him.
His intelligent gaze moved to the women as one ear flicked. He didn't answer, climbing to his feet and sauntering to the door in that long-limbed way that he had. It was a movement Tate had seen on more than one cat and envied. Guess that was answer enough.
She looked back at Roslyn. "I don't know how late we'll be."
"Go, we'll be fine."
Tate wondered if Roslyn would feel the same when Tate got back. The cubs were acting cute and cuddly right now, but she knew from personal experience how much trouble they could get into. She had a feeling Roslyn would be singing a much different tune later. She just hoped the other woman remembered she was the one who volunteered and wouldn't hold Tate too responsible.
She didn't waste time following Night out. She didn't want to risk the other woman changing her mind. 
On the street again, she found Night waiting. At the sight of her, he stood and paced in the direction of the Mason's Stew.
"I haven’t even told you what I wanted yet," she protested.
He gave a hacking cough, a sound that reminded Tate of laughter. Didn't have to. You returned looking like you wanted to murder someone, and you sent the other two off to safety.

She made a face at his back. 
He gave her a look over his shoulder that asked if he was wrong. She rolled her eyes and then caught up to him. "One of these days you're going to be wrong and I'm going to laugh at you."
Impossible. I am never wrong.
She shook her head as they retraced her and Dewdrop's steps from earlier. On the way, she explained what Dewdrop had told her, the reactions of the Avertine to simple questions regarding Jack, and their suspicions that followed.
And you want me to sneak in and see if there is anything I can find, he stated looking up at her.
"We don't need much. Just something I can take to Ryu or the Lord Provost’s dogs. Don't get too close and don't let yourself be seen," she warned. "Dewdrop seemed convinced they would take it as an invitation to lock you in a cage."
Night made a rude sound. As if they could hold me.
"Let's not test it, shall we?" she said. "I don't want to create an incident if we don't have to."
Neither of them needed that.
His mental sigh was gusty and let her know he'd do things her way. No promises if I see the boy.
Clearly Dewdrop wasn't the only one growing attached to the brother and sister. Even Tate was becoming invested, willing to go beyond the normal course of things if it meant protecting the two. 
"You find the boy, and I'll let Ilith out to help you," Tate said with grim determination.
Neither one of them spoke as they neared the Mason’s Stew, and they were still a fair distance from it when Night left Tate, disappearing down an alley—the dark swallowing his form. She couldn't hear his footsteps, but then, she hadn't expected to. 
She walked alone toward the Mason's Stew, stopping across the street with it in view. She stayed in the shadows, finding a building to lean against. Folding her arms, she settled in to watch.
She'd picked a spot that wasn't easily visible from the camp or their performance area. It didn't have the best view, but that wasn't the point. She just needed something close enough to the Avertine’s camp so she would be able to hear if there was an uproar because of a certain bearcat. That way she could act as a distraction, if necessary.
She'd have preferred somewhere up high, but they hadn't taken the time to scope out a good place to watch from that afternoon. This was the best she could do under the circumstances.
A yawn cracked her jaw as time passed. She covered her mouth with a closed fist, before going back to staring across the way. There wasn't much there—the Avertine had abandoned the performance area, leaving it to stand empty. She didn't know if that was a positive sign or not. 
Several more minutes passed, when she spotted a woman walking back toward the Mason’s Stew from the direction of the city. Tate watched her come, knowing hiding would be pointless. She was easily visible from that direction and ducking out of sight now would just make her seem even more suspicious than she already was.
The woman paused at the sight of her. After a brief inner debate, she resumed walking toward Tate. As she got closer, Tate saw that her earlier assumption had been wrong. The woman was a girl, maybe just a few years older than Dewdrop. Tate was surprised to note she wore none of the makeup of the Avertine. She was pretty, though there was something about her face that just seemed off. Tate couldn't place her finger on what it was.
"Excuse me," the girl said, her voice soft and nearly silent.
Tate straightened, her posture tense as she prepared to move if the girl offered her violence or called for help.
"You were here earlier with little grub," she said, her voice making it sound like a question.
Tate was quiet for a long moment as she studied the other woman.
The girl flinched and shook her head. "I mean Daniel."
Tate didn't know what the girl wanted, but she didn't seem hostile. "I call him Dewdrop."
The girl's eyes lit up. "That suits him."
"Much more so, than something like little grub," Tate said in a sardonic tone.
A smile crinkled the corners of the girl’s eyes. "You didn't know him when he was younger. Little grub suited him very well."
Perhaps so, but Tate wasn't feeling very understanding at the moment. She watched the girl carefully, wanting to know why she'd stopped.
"Is he alright?" the girl asked unexpectedly, her face a blend of earnestness and desperation. "Is he happy?"
Tate lowered her chin and examined the girl closely. She relaxed her guard—just a little, not much given where she was and what she was up to, but enough that she stopped thinking the girl might attack at any moment.
"I like to think so," Tate told her.
The girl released a relieved breath. "Could you pass a message to him?"
Tate tilted her head. "You could give it to him yourself."
The girl looked away, pain flashing across her face. "I can't."
Tate had to wonder if one of those reasons was the Avertine’s banishment of Dewdrop. 
The girl took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. "I doubt he'd welcome my presence anyway."
"You might be surprised," Tate told her.
The girl looked like she was considering it for a moment before giving her head a firm shake. "It's better this way. Tell him Eva is glad he's found a place for himself. That Blue misses him but is doing alright."
Tate assumed Eva was the girl’s name. She nodded to show she understood the message. Not one to let an opportunity be wasted, she said, "I know he'd be very happy if he could get any information about this boy." 
The girl flinched and slid an uneasy glance in the direction of the Avertine's camp. 
Tate took a step away from the wall, holding her hand out placatingly when it looked like Eva might run. "We're not trying to accuse anyone of anything. We're just looking for information. This was where the boy was last seen."
"I didn't see him," Eva responded, looking undecided.
Tate took that to mean that Jack and Dewdrop had been the topic of gossip among the tribe. "If you could just ask around, see if anyone did. It would help."
The girl looked like she might be considering Tate's words when a shout from the direction of the tents caused her to jump. They turned to see a man striding determinedly toward them, his face twisted in a nasty frown.
"What are you doing there?" he shouted.
The girl squeaked, her shoulders rounding as she hurried in his direction. They exchanged words before he shoved her toward the tents. Tate stepped forward, tempted to intervene. The girl shook her head at Tate, warning her off, before fleeing toward the camp. 
Tate gritted her teeth and took a deep breath, unable to do anything when it was obvious the girl didn't want her help.
"I believe you were told to stay clear of us," the man said, trying to use his height to intimidate Tate as he stepped forward, his face menacing. Tate met his eyes with a cool gaze of her own, noting how his earlier shouting had drawn an audience. Several men advanced to stand at his back.
She kept her sigh internal. So much for not drawing attention. She flashed him a saucy smile. "Was I now? I can't seem to recall."
The man paused, considering her words as he narrowed his eyes at her. "You know very well that you were. We all heard it. Didn't we, boyos?" He raised his voice as he spoke to the men behind him.
"You've the right of it," one of the younger men said, eying Tate up and down in an insulting manner.
"Good thing I'm not on your territory," Tate said, giving the rest of the men a surreptitious glance.
"Nate, come on. She's not doing anything," Eva said.
"Quiet, girl. Don't think I missed you talking with the esterno," Nate snapped without looking at Eva. He glared at Tate. "It don't matter if you're on our grounds. We don't want you here."
The other men stepped forward, their postures threatening as they made it clear just how they intended to remove her. Tate took a deep breath and considered her options. She could walk away and stop things from escalating, or she could stand her ground and fulfill the original purpose for her presence. 
Nate gave her a nasty grin and reached out to grab her shoulder. He clutched at nothing but air as she slid out of reach and yanked on his wrist, twisting his arm behind his back. A cry left him as she moved behind him, leveraging his arm up and using it to force him down onto a knee or risk her breaking it. 
Under her hands, the elbow popped and groaned, a meaty sound that told her if she pressed any further she'd break it. The pressure she exerted keeping it just on the edge. One stray movement, just an ounce more pressure on her part and it would separate and break much like a chicken wing.
"You like to hurt those weaker than yourself, don't you?" Tate's voice was low as she spoke into his ear.
He made a pain-filled sound as his elbow threatened to break.
"Too bad I'm not one of your little birds you can push around. I've got teeth and the will to use them," she told him. One of the men stepped forward as if to stop her and she forced Nate’s hand higher. A thin scream escaped him. "Ah, ah. You don't want anything to happen to your friend, do you?"
The man froze, not knowing what to do. They all watched her as if she was a bunny that had suddenly turned into a wolf.
Tate turned back to the man she held fast. "Don't forget. You're the one who started this. I was minding my own business on my side of the street. You tried to lay hands on me."
Ilith waltzed down her arm and crouched on the top of her hand, her tail trailing down to wrap around Tate’s wrist and forearm. Her tongue flicked out and she cocked her head at the man kneeling in front of Tate.
"Dragon," a hushed whisper sounded.
Tate grimaced and glared at the small dragon. "You didn't have to show yourself. I had this under control."
Ilith's claws kneaded at Tate's mind, sending a flood of adrenaline and strength to her limbs.
"I see you’re like your friend and unable to listen or comprehend," a young voice said from behind the line of men. They parted, revealing Evan and a mass of Avertine at his back.
"Evan, she attacked us," one of Nate's friends told him.
Evan raised a hand and sent a cutting look his way. The man bowed his head and backed away.
Tate released Nate and watched as he escaped, cradling his elbow and shoulder. Her gaze flicked back to the newcomers. Well, if Night had wanted privacy to search the grounds for Jack or other clues, he now had it. Tate guessed a good portion of the tribe had massed in front of her. She noted Eva at his side, guessing that the girl had run for Evan while Tate had been busy with Nate.
"You’re dragon-ridden," he said with a thoughtful glance at Tate's arm. Tate didn't bother to confirm it, figuring it was obvious to anyone with a brain. "Is this really how you want to act? You represent the Emperor. I wonder how he would feel if I made a complaint that you were abusing your authority."
Tate lifted her chin, not liking the threat behind his words. "Your man attacked me first. I was simply defending myself, and I didn't do any lasting damage to him beyond the blow to his pride."
She'd been very careful in how she handled the situation.
"Is that so?" Evan flicked an unreadable glance at Nate and his posse. He clasped his hands behind his back and regarded Tate as if she was a strange, new bug. "Still, I do remember telling you that you were no longer welcome here."
She gave him a tooth-filled grin. "As I told your lackey, I'm not on Avertine territory. The Mason's Stew begins on the other side of the street. I'm on this side."
She held out her arms to indicate the side she was standing as he looked at the street between them. She wasn't sure, but she thought she saw the corners of his lips twitch with the barest hint of amusement before he gave her a sidelong look. 
"Are you sure this is how you want to begin? We’re not someone you want to make into an enemy."
Tate barked out a laugh, ignoring the insult on the faces in front of her. "There was never any chance of us being friends." Her face sobered as her eyes hardened. "You threw my best friend out like trash at a time when he deserved the unflinching love and support of his family. There was never going to be anything between us but enmity."
There was quiet for a long moment as the tribe watched her with blank faces. 
An old woman, age not detracting from the beauty she'd once had watched Tate with piercing eyes. Her bearing was regal and her expression crafty as she said, "He was trash. We did the right thing in getting rid of him."
Tate's gut tightened and she was glad Dewdrop wasn't here—that he didn't have to listen to the filth spilling from their mouths. She met the woman's haughty gaze. Her face had the faintest touch of wrinkles that did nothing to belie the patrician lines. 
Tate took a deep breath and turned back to Evan. He seemed to have some type of power in the group since he gave the appearance of leading them. "I'm going to find that boy." She took a step off the curb advancing slowly with each word. "I'm going to find him and when I do, you'd better pray none of yours had anything to do with his disappearance."
She stopped when she was standing right in front of him, no more than a foot between them. Her gaze was focused and flinty, her face determined with just a hint of cruelty in it.
"And if we did?" the old woman asked, her tone prodding.
Tate turned to look at her, the movement slow and measured less she break and let Ilith loose on them. She hadn't felt rage like this in a long time—if ever. She felt if she moved too fast it would tip the balance and turn her into the monster Ryu feared she might someday become. 
Tate gave the woman a serene smile. "I will burn your world down."
The woman smiled, meeting Tate's gaze with an unflinching one of her own. The air crackled with tension, finely balanced on a knife-edge. It wouldn't take much to push the situation over into violence. Tate found herself oddly wishing that line would break. Maybe it would provide an outlet for some of this anger coiling in her stomach, burn some of it away so she didn't take it back home.
There was a flicker of shadow along the top of the tent. She exhaled, not knowing if that was a good thing or a bad thing. 
She turned back to Evan, giving him a bright smile. "In the meantime, enjoy Aurelia. Little Harbor has the best meat pies and the Crow's Nest the strongest drinks. I'd stay out of the tunnels, though. There are some crazy things down there."
She didn't wait for a reply, turning and making her way slowly back to her side of the street, the entire time braced for an attack that never came. She could feel eyes drilling into her back, but she didn't let that force her to rush as she sauntered down the street and turned the corner.
Out of sight of the Avertine, her steps sped up. She didn't trust that Evan hadn't set someone to follow her and perhaps teach her a lesson. Now as her anger cooled, she regretted the timing of her actions. Not her words themselves, she'd meant every sentence she'd uttered. Rather, she wished she'd picked a time when she wasn't facing a crowd alone, where she could have been easily overcome and hurt. 
She let out a whoosh of breath, hoping Ryu and Thora never heard of this. She didn't want to think of the lecture she'd receive. A lecture she was currently giving herself on using her head and not letting emotions run off with her. 
Night dropped to the ground next to her, shaking his head as his fur slid back and forth. Finished, he paced next to her. You realize you just declared war on the Avertine. On Dewdrop's family.
Tate let out a huff. Put like that, it had probably been a wee bit foolish. "I'm well aware."
She'd spoken truer than she knew, when she told Dewdrop she was the hothead in the relationship. It would probably lead to her doom one of these days.
He let out a grunt. Wait until he hears about this.
"I don't suppose there's any way we could not mention this?" Tate asked, not holding out much hope.
He chuffed, the sound arrogant and amused. Tate drooped. She'd had a feeling he was going to say no.
"Did you find anything?" she asked, resigned.
His ears flicked and he aimed a look up at her. No sign of the boy, but I caught traces of his scent.
"So, he was there?" she asked.
Night's tail flicked, the barbs brushing the cobblestone street. Yes, but our scents were there as well so it could be from this afternoon.
Not much to go on and it didn't explain the oddly smug feeling he was projecting.
"Anything else?" she asked.
They're definitely hiding something.
Now, they were getting somewhere. "What do you mean?"
There was a scent I couldn't place. It reminded me of the tunnels and your Brown Eyes.
"You smelled Christopher?" Tate asked, her voice urgent.
Night shook his head, his ruff sliding and ears making a flapping sound. No, not him. Similar.

Tate frowned in thought. What did that mean? She didn't have Night's sense of smell, so they'd found it was often hard for him to relate what he smelled in a way she could interpret. The piece about the tunnels was interesting, and she stored it away for later. 
They were guarding a tent at the back and I saw a man in a blue and silver robe leave while carrying a box. 
"Do you think it was a temple guardian?" Tate asked in surprise. They were the only ones she knew who wore that colored robe. 
Night gave his version of a shrug, his ears flicking and his whiskers moving forward then back. 
"Would you recognize him if you saw him again?" Tate asked.
He grunted in affirmation.
Good. At least they now had something to go on. She wanted to know what the Avertine were up to and how it related to Jack. She'd learned to trust her gut and right now it was telling her they were tied up in his disappearance in some way. She just didn't know how. Yet.
They approached Colton's Place and climbed the stairs in companionable silence, before turning down their hall. Night lifted his head, his ears pressing back as Tate turned the knob.
"What is it?" she asked, looking back at him as his lips lifted in a snarl. Her hand went to the dagger in her belt as the door swung open to reveal Roslyn, her face strained and guarded.
Night pressed against Tate’s legs, preventing her from entering.
Roslyn tilted her head toward the lone chair in the room—one occupied by a lethal man watching Roslyn with sardonic amusement, his eyes lifting to Tate's as she stepped into the room.
Night crouched at her side, still making that almost silent sound.
Tate took in the rest of the room at a glance. Ashwin was curled on the bed asleep, the cubs twined around her. Roslyn stood between them and the man.
"Blade, I see you've made yourself at home," Tate said in as cordial a voice as she could, given the inherent threat of his presence.
 



CHAPTER TEN
ROSLYN STEPPED FORWARD, her hands twisting together at her waist. "I'm sorry. I left to get some water for tea and when I came back he was just sitting there."
Tate raised a hand, not taking her eyes off Blade. "It's not your fault, Roslyn. Blade tends to get what he wants. He would have found his way inside one way or another."
At least like this, he hadn't hurt anyone in the endeavor.
His grin was lazy and amused as he watched them in the doorway, much like a cat with a couple of mice that it hadn't decided if it was going to eat or not.
Tate was so glad she could amuse him. It's what she lived for. Really. 
Night slunk into the room, keeping low to the ground as he positioned himself between the other man and his cubs. The fur on his back and tail stood up making him seem bigger than he really was. Blade's gaze turned to keep Night in sight, his face still and calm. His apparent relaxation didn't fool Tate, and she doubted it fooled Night. His body was coiled and tight, ready to move without notice—a snake waiting to strike.
Tate bit her lip as she considered their options. He was there for a reason, and she doubted they'd see the back of him before he'd delivered whatever message he was there to deliver. That left her to decide whether to have him say what he needed to say here or try to get him to follow her to another destination.
From the amusement glinting in his eyes at their caution and the boneless way he'd settled in that chair, Tate hazarded a guess that he didn't plan to follow her anywhere. That meant either waking the cubs and Ashwin or letting him say his piece and hoping he didn't reveal anything that needed to stay hidden. She'd prefer not to draw Ashwin and Roslyn any further into her problems than absolutely necessary.
For a second, she thought this might have something to do with their presence in the Underground Market the other day, but she discarded that as unlikely. If his purpose had been to deal out punishment for going where they shouldn't have, he wouldn't have announced his presence first. He would have struck from the shadows, giving them no time to react. He was too good an assassin to leave anything to chance.
Roslyn planted herself at Tate's side in a way that told Tate she wouldn't be easily convinced to leave, then clasped her hands at her waist and fixed Blade with the sort of stare nobles have been giving those they considered their inferiors since the dawn of time. She was every inch the lady in that moment, despite not having the title to go with it.
"You look remarkably uninjured for a man who went a few rounds with several of the Order’s men," Tate said, coming to a decision. Waking the cubs was a last resort option and Roslyn would have refused to leave anyway.
"They were barely a warm-up," Blade drawled, his eyes not moving from her.
Tate couldn't help but be a tiny bit impressed at the level of skill that hinted at. She'd seen the start of his battle and knew it wouldn't have been as easy as he was making it seem. 
"You want to tell me why you're here? I know you didn't stop by to brag about how many men you successfully warded off." 
His smile flashed again, and he looked to her left, at Roslyn. "A new set of strays you picked up?"
Tate gave him an unamused smirk. "You know very well who this is."
He worked for one of the most connected Night Lords in the city. His intel would rival Ryu's for thoroughness. Given she seemed to have attracted both of the Lucius’s attention, she had no doubt they tracked those who entered her orbit. As their right-hand man, Blade would be privy to all that information.
Roslyn vibrated next to Tate, but she kept her thoughts to herself and her indignation unspoken. Tate was grateful for that. It meant the other woman recognized exactly what type of man they were dealing with—dangerous, unpredictable, deadly. 
Blade dropped one hand to the desk at his side and tapped his fingers against it in thought. It was an unexpected movement from a man who made a practice of being unreadable. A trait that no doubt helped him in the sort of work he did. 
Tate watched as he came to some sort of decision and sat up, all traces of relaxation disappearing from his posture.
"You confronted the Avertine tonight." His face was serious and Tate fought to hide her shock.
She knew the Luciuses kept tabs on her. This gave her an idea of how closely she was watched. Turns out it was even closer than she had feared. It was a harsh wake-up call.
It wasn't quite a question, so she didn't respond, holding her silence even as he arched one eyebrow at her. She pressed her lips together and assumed a disinterested expression. If he had a point, he could make it. She wasn't going to do it for him.
"I'm interested to know why," he said after a long pause.
Was he now? Interesting that he knew about the confrontation but not what it was over. 
"I don't know what you mean," she finally said. "I was just telling them what a great show they'd put on."
She kept Jack out of it, grateful when Roslyn followed her lead with no more than a slight flexing of her clasped hands.
He gave her a chiding look, one she thought would be more at home on Lucius two's face than his. "So, you didn't tell them you would burn down their world if you found out they had anything to do with a boy's disappearance."
Tate gritted her teeth. Saviors curse it, just how close had his informants been? And how had she not noticed them?
She shrugged one shoulder, affecting nonchalance. "Words might have been exchanged."
"I think you did more than that," he said, giving her a knowing look before sliding it over to Night who gave him his typical blank stare.
"What makes you think the Avertine had anything to do with this boy's disappearance?" he asked in an unexpected shift in topic. 
"I never said they did."
"You're not the type to go around threatening to burn people just because they anger you." His voice was amused but his eyes were hard. There was something Tate wasn't seeing. "There must be something more."
"Why do you care?" Tate asked. "It's just one boy from the streets, and I know he's not one of yours. So, what makes you so interested in his fate?"
Or was it less about the boy and more about what she was up to? Or maybe he was asking because of Dewdrop? Her friend had been in the same court as him. Normal people cared about their friends. She studied Blade and snorted. She'd be an idiot if she ever ascribed normal motives to this man. He was anything but normal. 
"It would be best if you don't make assumptions on my behalf," he said in a cool voice, the undercurrent of steel in it sending shivers down her back. 
She stiffened her spine and ignored any fear that might try to take hold. He was in her room after having let himself in as a thinly veiled threat. She'd be damned to the Creators before she gave him the satisfaction of walking on eggshells. At the same time, she couldn't deliberately antagonize him. Not with others in the room. She wasn't sure she could protect herself, much less all of them if he decided on violence. It was a fine line to walk.
Silence filled the room. Roslyn shifted at her back and Ashwin stirred on the bed. One of the cubs yawned and rolled over, before falling back asleep.
Blade ignored Roslyn in favor of focusing on Tate. "As for my interest, you're right. The boy means little to me. There are other boys, however, who mean a great deal to me and the Luciuses. They've gone missing in the last month."
Tate's interest sparked. "How many?"
"Five. Those are just the ones with a connection to our court and another's. I suspect there are more."
"Wouldn't there be an outcry if so many children went missing?" Roslyn asked quietly.
Blade's lips lifted in a smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Justice is reserved for those who can pay for it. The people doing this have chosen their targets wisely. All are children from Seaside or Cliff's Shadow." He named two of the biggest slums in the city, places where the Emperor's law rarely, if ever, reached. "No one of importance cares about these children, so there is no reason for the Lord Provost's dogs or the Black Order to take an interest."
"That's—" Roslyn didn't finish her thought, her voice trailing off.
It was a hard fact of life that those most vulnerable were often preyed upon, even as the system that should protect them stood aside and did nothing. It didn't surprise her to hear nothing was being done about the missing, or the fact that she hadn't heard about it until now. If no one cared, there was no reason to talk about it. 
"And you care?" Tate asked.
The bones of his face became hard and sharp, like the name she had given him when they first met. Wrath lurked there as well as a dark promise. "They swore fealty to us. We do not take such things lightly."
The people doing this had made a grave mistake when they took boys tied to the Night Courts. Had they been wise, they would have stuck to the petty gangs and the ones with no legitimate ties to the criminal underbelly. They'd made a powerful enemy in Blade and the Luciuses.
"You think your missing are connected to ours?" Tate asked.
Blade sat back, the anger hidden for the moment, once again the picture of relaxation. "That is what I'm here to determine."
Tate studied him. It was tempting to trust his words at face value, but she had been stung before. He'd never struck her as the altruistic type, and although she could see him acting because one of his own had been threatened, it still bothered her that he had stumbled onto their investigation so easily.
"And do the Luciuses also have an interest in this outcome?" Tate asked.
Blade studied her with a veiled look. After a long pause where she thought he wasn't going to answer, he finally said, "They have not been made aware of the situation as yet. I thought it best to solve this before bringing it to their attention."
She gave him a considering glance. From what she knew of Blade, it wasn't like him to go rogue. She thought it might be a good thing in this case, and she could see why he might have delayed informing them of the matter. If either of the Luciuses were involved, the situation could very well go from a few missing boys to a full-scale street war as they overturned every rock trying to find those responsible. Such an action would leave a high body count and probably do little to help those missing.
Blade had followed her logic and said, "There is a very small window before circumstances force my hand and they will need to be told."
Tate pursed her lips and nodded. "We're not positive the Avertine were responsible. It could be coincidence that he disappeared while at their show."
She left out Dewdrop's story about his missing friends. She had no doubt Blade would take matters into his own hands if she told him. Even so, she didn't want blood on her conscience in the event they were innocent, and it really had been a coincidence.
"Then why threaten them?" he asked. He looked like he suspected there might be something she wasn't telling him.
She shrugged. "They threatened me first. They also weren't very helpful when Dewdrop and I showed up earlier asking questions. It made me suspicious, is all."
"They are known for being standoffish with those they consider outsiders," Blade mused. 
"So, I've heard."
"And did your friend find anything when he was sneaking about while you were having your showdown?" Blade asked, turning his gaze on Night.
The bearcat didn't deign to give him an answer, remaining crouched in his spot, his gaze wide and unblinking. The tension in the room rose as the two predators tried to stare each other down. 
Tate stepped in before either could do something she would regret. "There was no evidence of Jack or any of the other boys. We've shared what we know. How about you return the favor?"
She didn't really expect him to. This was Blade after all. He and his masters treated information like it was a valuable commodity, only to be doled out with the strictest of hands.
"The first one to go missing was a boy named Stephen, twelve years old. He was making a delivery for one of our lieutenants and never came back."
"Could he have made off with the delivery?" Tate asked. The boy would have to be nine kinds of stupid to do so given the people he ran with, but odder things had happened.
Blade shook his head. "He made the delivery but went missing immediately after."
"Where was he when he went missing?" Tate asked.
"Right off Temple Avenue," Blade said, referring to the long street leading up to the Saviors’ cavern. It was an old temple from a time before the city was built, maintained by guardians who pledged their lives to preserving the Saviors' memories. Citizens throughout the empire made pilgrimages to the location so they could thank and remember the Saviors for their sacrifices. 
"And the others?" Tate asked.
"A few from their beds at night. One at a market and another in the tunnels."
No common link then. 
"Did all of the missing boys have links to the Night Lords?" she asked.
Blade shook his head. "Only one was in a court. Three were part of the lower gangs. The last has a cousin in a court but no direct ties himself."
Most of the gangs swore allegiance to one Night Lord or another. They weren't considered part of the court, more like hopefuls waiting for a spot. Usually this happened after they'd proven themselves in some way, whether that was from a heist, or some action that got them noticed. They weren't entitled to their Night Lord's protection, but neither were they bound to his word. 
Blade unfolded from his spot, the movement slow and graceful. He paced to where Tate stood lost in thought. "Keep me informed of your findings," he said.
"And how am I supposed to do that?" she called at his retreating back as he headed for the door.
As Blade opened the door, Dewdrop, about to enter Tate’s room, stepped back hastily before he caught himself. He lifted his chin and glared up at Blade. She couldn't see Blade's face, just his back, straight and strong. Whatever Dewdrop saw there caused some of the anger and fear in his face to drain away. 
"I'm sure your little friend can think of some way to find me," Blade called over his shoulder as he stepped past Dewdrop.
Tate stepped into her doorway and watched as he made his way down the steps. They were all silent for a long moment after he'd disappeared.
"Come inside," she told Dewdrop when he opened his mouth. She didn't want to have this conversation where anyone could hear.
Ashwin sat up in the bed, her face surprisingly alert for someone who had supposedly been asleep moments before. She didn't ask any questions, just watched the room with alert eyes. 
"What was he doing here?" Dewdrop asked as soon as the door was shut behind him.
"Jack isn't the only one missing," Tate told him. She summed up what they'd learned from Blade.
Dewdrop let out a stinging curse, the kind Tate had learned from rough sailors unconcerned about propriety. Roslyn opened her mouth as if to object, but then closed it as she thought better of what she'd been about to say.
Tate took a deep breath. He wasn’t going to like this next part.
"We went back to the Mason’s Stew," she told him.
He fell silent and stared at her with wide eyes. "You did what?"
"I thought it best to take another look," Tate said.
"Without me?" Dewdrop asked, his voice raised. "I thought you were going to wait for me."
Tate didn't answer, just stared at him with an implacable expression.
"I can't believe this," Dewdrop said, looking away with a tight jaw.
Night let out a sound that would have been called a snort on a human. Really? She learns you have this awful history with these people and you think she's going to walk away and play nice?
Dewdrop stared at the feline for a long moment, suspicion moving through his expression before he looked back at Tate. "What did you do?"
She raised her chin and pressed her lips together.
The fur along Night's back and neck had smoothed down, and his ears had returned to their upright position as he relaxed from his crouch. His tail flicked in amusement. Tate leveled him with a dirty look. The traitor.
His whiskers twitched in reaction. She declared war on them. Threatened to 'burn their world down' if she found out they had anything to do with the disappearance.
Tate hid her wince. It had been bad enough when Blade had referenced that phrase, hearing it again from Night didn't make it sound any better.
Dewdrop's mouth dropped open and his head spun to Tate. "What were you thinking?"
She shrugged. She hadn't been. That was the problem. She should have kept silent about her intentions. That way they would never see her coming. They'd be on their guard now. It would make getting away with this whole world burning business a lot harder.
"These are dangerous people," Dewdrop said in a loud voice. "You can't just go around threatening them. What happened to being circumspect?"
She shrugged, not willing to tell him what had been said before she'd threatened to turn everything to ash. Night, for once, didn't feel a need to add on.
"What's done is done," she said, waving away his arguments. "For now, we need to focus on finding those kids. We can deal with my ill-advised words later." If necessary, Tate added in her head.
"We didn't find him in any of the places we looked," Dewdrop said, his shoulders dropping.
Tate took a deep breath. She'd figured that would be the case, but they had needed to try anyway. 
"Where's Daisy?" Roslyn asked.
"She wanted to stay at home in case he turned up. I offered to stay with her, but she said she needed to be alone." Dewdrop sounded lost and alone as he revealed that piece of news.
Tate could sympathize with the other woman even as she would have preferred to keep an eye on her. 
She nodded. "We've done all we can tonight. I suggest everyone get some sleep so we can start again tomorrow." She turned to Ashwin and Roslyn. It was too late in the evening to send them home, and she was too tired to escort them anyway. "I think you two should stay the night. There's not a lot of room, but we'll share what we have."
The two women exchanged a look before Roslyn turned to Tate and inclined her head, the motion regal. Tate fought a brief spurt of envy, knowing if she had tried anything similar she would have looked like a squat troll. "We appreciate the offer and would be happy to take you up on it."
That settled it then. 
She frowned at the bed with the cubs, knowing accommodations would be tight. They had more people than mattresses or rooms. 
"Leave the cubs here. They can share space with the ladies," Tate told Night. "You and Dewdrop take the other room."
And you?
Tate gestured with her head. "I'll take the desk and chair."
It wasn't the first time she'd had to make do with less-than-stellar sleeping arrangements, and she doubted it would be the last.
Dewdrop and Night shuffled out, intent on finding their beds while Ashwin and Roslyn arranged themselves on Tate's mattress while trying not to wake either of the cubs. The care with which they did so told Tate they'd had some experience with the hell the twins could raise while she and Night were out earlier. 
Tate wasn't quite ready to find her slumber, and she drifted to the window instead, the events of the day turning over in her mind. She had this sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach that they'd stumbled onto something dangerous—something bigger than they could perhaps handle. It left her feeling cold, like she was facing an abyss and there was nothing but ice and darkness before her. 
She hoped it was her mind playing tricks on her. A reaction to the adrenaline and a bad thing happening to a good person. Somehow, she couldn't quite convince herself. 
A small movement drew her attention to a doorway down on the street, off to her right. She stiffened as the person melted back into the shadows. She hadn't gotten a good look at whoever it was, unable to tell whether her watcher was a man or a woman from this distance.
Her first instinct was to slip out of the room and see if she could sneak up on them. She stifled that urge with reluctance. For all she knew, the watcher had let her see him or her and was hoping to draw her out, away from her friends to either attack her or them. It left her with no other option but to watch and wait. Two things she'd never had much patience for.
She leaned to the side of the window frame and watched the little doorway, hoping for another sign of her watcher. Something that might tell her who it was or who they belonged to. At this point, her options were many. It seemed there was no shortage of people keeping tabs on her. The person could belong to any number of them, including Ryu and the dragons, the Luciuses, the Avertine, or some party she had not yet happened onto. 
Despite waiting, she didn't see another sign of the person. She knew they were out there, but beyond the one mistake, they were careful to keep their presence concealed. When her eyes started drooping and her thoughts started wandering, she stepped back from the window, careful to make sure no one could see her and guess she knew about their presence, before making her way over to the chair and desk.
She took the seat and leaned her head back. She didn't expect to sleep, but before long, her eyes drifted shut and she forgot about watchers and lost boys, her dreams full of fire and blood instead.
 
*
 
Tate came awake with a start, her neck aching from being twisted at a wrong angle and her left foot prickling with signs that it had fallen asleep. She felt oddly discombobulated, not knowing where she was for a long moment as the nightmare she'd been having slowly loosened its grip. 
A profound sense of loss tugged at her and there was a name on her lips—one she couldn’t quite remember. The memories and dream that had seemed so real seconds ago were already fading, leaving nothing but the bone-deep feeling that she was missing something important. 
It wasn’t a new feeling. As far back as her memories stretched, there had been this gaping hole—as if she’d forgotten something or someone that had been the bedrock of her being. Grief she struggled to ignore. Never knowing the source of an emotion meant it was impossible to fix. There was no wound to lance, no poison to dig out. She was stuck in a never-ending loop. Some days were better than others. Today was not one of them. The events of yesterday had managed to stir up things she’d prefer to let lie.
She sat up from where she'd slumped forward onto the desk and pushed the unsettling feelings away as she looked around with sleepy eyes. What had woken her?
She looked over at the bed, noting the cubs weren't in it. Neither were Roslyn or Ashwin. She blinked. How had she slept through them leaving? Tate was a light sleeper and the cubs tended to wake every adult in the vicinity as soon as they popped out of bed. 
A heavy knock came at the door, giving Tate a clue as to what had startled her out of sleep. She stumbled to her feet and over to the door, the morning’s start already reminding her of the one from a couple days ago.
She cracked the door and peeked outside, not bothering to hide her groan at the sight of Lord Thora standing in the hallway. He scowled so fiercely she was surprised it didn’t singe her eyebrows right off. She thought about closing the door and curling up in her bed to resume the sleep he'd interrupted. Before she got the chance to put thought into action, he stepped forward, forcing her to open the door or get run over.
"Please. Come right in," she said dryly as she turned to watch him prowl around her room. She left the door open as she headed back to her desk and flopped in the chair, taking an absurd satisfaction in leaving him standing in the middle of the room frowning at the untidy space. At some point in the night, Tate had pushed half the clothes on her desk to the ground and the cubs must have decided they were fair game because they'd been teased out of their neat little piles and lay strewn across the floor. 
Thora clasped his hands behind his back as he took all this in. For all that he didn't look much older than Ryu, he put Tate in mind of an old man, the disapproval on his face plain.
"These are hardly appropriate accommodations for one of your station," Thora said, glaring around him as if the small and untidy space personally offended him.
"That’s been made clear. More than once," Tate replied. She propped her head on her hand and yawned. Sleeping upright in a chair wasn't the best way to get her rest and her body was letting her know it.
"Hmm." Thora gave one last glance around before focusing on Tate. "Would you like to explain why you missed our appointment?"
Tate's eyes popped open from where they'd slid shut and she gave him a startled look. "What appointment?"
She didn't recall them having an appointment. She cast her mind back. Granted, Jack going missing had put a lot out of her head, but she couldn’t remember having anything scheduled.
He gave her a frustrated look. "You were supposed to come to headquarters so we could talk about the incident from the other day."
Her blank look didn't budge. No, she was pretty sure she would have remembered that, if only so she could do everything in her power to avoid it.
"I sent you a message." He let out a huff of exasperation and shook his head. "This is why I said it would be better to wait a few decades before pulling you in."
Disgruntlement settled on her face and she sat back, her exhaustion making it hard for her to turn the other cheek and ignore the implied insult. "I don't know what message you think you sent, but I received no such message."
"There was a message. I was assured of its delivery."
Tate shrugged. "I don't know what to tell you, but if I didn't see the message, it might as well not exist."
Thora narrowed his eyes at her. Tate stared back, not letting any of her intimidation show. For all that he was dragon-ridden, she'd met others like him. Impossible to please. Intolerant of others’ supposed failings. If she let him, he'd run right over her and never think twice.  
Ryu had called him a tyrant. It was an accurate description from what Tate could tell. It didn't mean she'd give him quarter or fall all over herself giving him what he wanted. That would only end with him thinking her weak, and she had a feeling that if he came to that conclusion not even an act by the Saviors would force him to change his mind.
He exhaled through his nose. "Never mind. I'm here now. Let's go before we lose any other time on this nonsense."
"No."
He'd started to turn around, only to freeze at her refusal. Slowly, his head twisted her way, for a moment resembling the dragon that was currently peeking out from under his sleeve, its eyes fascinated. 
"What do you mean no?" he hissed.
"I think the word's meaning is fairly obvious."
His eyebrows tried to climb up to his forehead. "You are an impertinent child."
That seemed to be the consensus. She didn't even feel bad about it at this point, chalking it up to a flaw in her personality.
A growl rumbled out of him, and Tate shifted in her seat, slightly concerned should he decide to take the dragon’s form in here. It would be a tight fit, not to mention the dragon's weight would probably collapse the building.
"This is a sacred duty given to all dragon-ridden by the emperor himself. What possible reason could you have for refusing?" he finished in a voice close to a roar.
Twin mrphs came from under Tate's bed, and two heads stuck out from under it, looking around in curiosity. Thora twisted to look down at the two adorable cubs, their fur containing just a hint of the fuzziness of youth. Over the past few weeks, their coloring had begun to come in, the rosettes and stripes like their dad's appearing on their bodies. Their differences were beginning to be more marked—Willa's fur darker around her face, where her brother's was creamy and light. 
So, that's where the two had gone. Tate should have known Ashwin and Roslyn wouldn't have gotten them out of here without Tate hearing about it. Given the clothes trailing to the bed, she guessed they'd dragged a few items under there to form a little burrow and retreated to it for a few hours more of sleep.
Seeing the man standing there, they gave twin battle cries, the sharp noises echoing in the small room, before attacking his feet. Willa pounced on one foot while Pax wrapped his legs around Thora's calf. That might not have been so bad, but he then used his claws to attempt to scale the lord.
Tate winced, knowing from experience just how sharp those claws were. "Pax, get down. He's not a tree."
Privately she couldn't help but be amused at the spectacle. Glad someone else was their target for once.
Thora peered down at the cub with an arched eyebrow before reaching down and grabbing him by the scruff of the neck. He held Pax up, the cub going boneless, his whiskers pointing forward in his feline version of a smile as he looked at Thora with an expression full of mischievousness. 
"That is not the action of a gentleman," Thora informed him. Pax batted at Thora with one paw, claws carefully sheathed and made a tiny chirping sound, one echoed by Willa at Thora's feet.
Thora set Pax down and cupped Willa's head, giving the fur behind her ears a good scratch before straightening. He was rewarded by a tiny purr, one that had Tate's blinking in surprise. Willa was not friendly with strangers and rarely showed pleasure, even when receiving scratches behind the ear by people she knew and trusted.
"Where did you find them?" Thora asked, looking up at Tate.
Tate frowned at the question. It was one she'd been asked many times before, sometimes with an air of snide superiority, or as if the cubs and Night were freaks there for the amusement of others. She didn't detect either sentiment in Thora's voice or expression—just simple curiosity. A curiosity she decided to indulge.
"The tunnels. They and their father were being held captive in the same place I was. We worked together to escape, and they decided to remain with me rather than go their own way."
Thora wiggled his fingers, not flinching when the cubs attacked with both claws and teeth. "They're products of the Creators then."
Tate stiffened. Her answer was slow in coming. "Yes."
A thoughtful sound came from Thora before he withdrew his hands from the cubs’ antics and stood, his face calmer than it had been before the twins had interrupted. "You still haven’t told me what reason you have for refusing your duties."
"I'm not refusing my duties," Tate snapped.
He arched one eyebrow. "So, you'll accompany me back to headquarters and run through the tests I've devised for you."
Her lips tightened. He had her, and they both knew it. "Not today. I have other requirements on my time."
His nostrils flared. If he'd been in dragon form, smoke might have come out. "And what is so important that you would risk your future?"
"A little boy is missing," Tate said in a flat voice.
Thora blinked. He peered closer at her. "What does that have to do with you?"
"I plan to find him." Tate gave him a sharp smile. If she'd been in dragon form, that smile would have been filled with lethally sharp fangs. As a human, her teeth were blunter, but she was sure he got the message.
Thora's expression was thoughtful as he examined her after her stark statement. Tate fought the need to fidget. That was the sort of thing you did if you were unsure or worried. She was neither. It didn't matter what argument he made, she'd already decided her course of action. Find the boys and return them to their families.
"Have you informed the Lord Provost's guard of the boy's disappearance?" he asked.
Tate didn't let him know his words threw her off balance. "He's little more than a street rat. I doubt they'd care about him or any of the other children who are missing."
"Other children?" Thora asked, his eyebrows lowering.
"At least five that I know of. There could be more." That's what Blade seemed to think anyway. He wasn't the sort to assume the worst, and Tate trusted that if he thought the cases were connected, they were.
Thora thought for a long moment more. "Be that as it may, this isn't the sort of problem we get involved with. There's a protocol to these sorts of things. These disappearances should be reported to the proper authorities so they can be handled appropriately."
Tate frowned at him, her arms crossed over her chest. What he said made sense of a sort. She knew little to nothing about a proper investigation, and the boys deserved as many eyes looking for them as possible. She might not like the thought of going to the Lord Provost's men for help, having had one or two disagreeable run-ins with them in the past, but anything could help at this point.
She sighed. 
"Glad you could see reason about this," Thora said, reading her capitulation in her expression. "And after, we can start on that training I'd planned."
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
THE CLIFF’S SHADOW district headquarters were housed in a small building on the edge of the slum it received its name from. The one-story building was in a similar state of disrepair as those surrounding it. If it hadn't been for the Emperor's crest etched into the door, Tate would never have known it was an official building.
Thora had explained the organization of the Lord Provost's guard after she'd asked why they were heading toward one of the slums instead of to the Upper where the main headquarters was. No one went to Cliff’s Shadow unless they had to. Even Tate knew that. He told her that Aurelia was too large for all of the guard to be housed in one building, so the Lord Provost had divided the city into districts, each with their own office—the thought being that such a base of operations would allow the people of the district to have a familiar place to go to in times of need.
In recent months, the Provost's Guard had started being pushed aside in favor of the Black Order in some of those districts. Their long-honored role as the Emperor's arm of justice was being overshadowed by a group whose help could be bought for a little bit of coin. It had made things tense in some parts of the city. 
Such was not the case here, where the Order had yet to sink their claws into the inhabitants, part of that was because these people were too poor to pay for the Order's justice. The other part was the residents in this slum were used to being taken advantage of and could spot a scheme coming a mile away. It made them leery and untrusting of the Order.
"Each district lives off the taxes and tithes the guard collect," Thora explained, reading her expression better than he should have, given their short acquaintance. That, or he just felt the need to defend the place. "Since Cliff's Shadow is among the poorest in the city, it means their headquarters are not much to look at."
Tate frowned. Yeah, she could see that in the cracked walls and wood floors that had seen more than their fair share of abuse. It was the type of place where even the patches had patches, every item's use stretched as far as it could go. Repaired until it had more material from the repairs than it did the original.
While it wasn't the nicest, it was clean and tidy. The same could be said of the woman manning the desk, her hair scraped back from her face in a no-nonsense bun, her uniform straight and free of wrinkles, eyes watchful as they approached.
"We'd like to see the captain of the watch," Thora said, authority ringing in his voice.
The woman's expression didn't shift, not even by so much as an eyebrow twitch as she stared Thora down. "He's asked not to be disturbed."
Thora's frown deepened. "I don't care. This is a matter of some importance."
The woman's face turned cold as she drew herself up, her shoulders going back as she gave Thora a hard look that Tate was envious of. "He’s busy."
Thora's chest rumbled, a sign of the coming threat. Tate stepped forward before matters could deteriorate any further. The last thing she needed was the woman trying to arrest Thora for disturbing the peace or just pissing her off. She had no wish to see Thora lose control by turning into a giant dragon capable of tearing the roof off his cell.
"I apologize for my friend. He's gotten grumpy in his old age."
There was a choking sound from Thora. Tate ignored it in favor of smiling brightly at the woman as her cool eyes looked Tate over.
"We're here to notify the guard of a missing boy," Tate continued. She didn't miss the way the woman's eyes sharpened or how interest sparked beneath the cool reserve she'd been projecting.
"What do we have here?" a loud voice boomed from the end of the hallway. They turned to find a man peering at them from a doorway. He was a mountain of a man, the type that looked like he could crush your skull with his bare hands. Despite that, there was a harsh intelligence in his face, crafty and wise at the same time. His hair was dark brown, and he had a shadow on his chin that said he hadn't shaved in the last day or so. Bags under his eyes and lines around his mouth said he might also have missed a night or two of sleep.
He looked like exactly the sort of person Tate imagined she'd find in a place like this—someone on the edge of respectability. It would take a strong sort to keep things running smoothly and from the way he was frowning at the two of them, with a calculated expression dancing behind his eyes, Tate figured he had no trouble kicking rabble-rousers to the curb or forcing the hard-headed locals out of his way.
"Lord Thora," the man said, cocking his head before his eyes landed on Tate. "And who do you have with you?"
"This is Lady Tate Fisher. She serves with me."
The man peered down at Tate in fascination. "The only female dragon-ridden."
The woman's eyes swung back to Tate, for the first time some of her mask cracking to show the interest boiling below. Tate sighed and gritted her teeth. She would rather have kept that little tidbit to herself. It wasn't that she suspected either of these two as being responsible for the children's disappearance, but she had long since made a practice of being as suspicious of others as possible. What they didn't know couldn't hurt her.
"Join me in my office," he said. "Vincent, tea."
"Yes, Captain."
The captain settled behind his desk, his chair groaning as he leaned back and gestured for them to take a seat. Tate settled in a chair, noting his office had the same look as the outside. At first glance it seemed run-down, but second glance told her someone kept this place spotless.
"Portia Vincent—one of the few in this place who's worth the air they breathe," the captain said after the woman had delivered the tea and stepped out again.
"What’s she doing here then?" Thora asked.
The man sighed. "She has a short fuse. Knocked a guy's teeth down his throat when he grabbed her ass during training. Might have gotten away with nothing more than a slap on the wrist, if he hadn't been a Massey with ties to the Order."
The Masseys were a powerful family that even Tate had heard of. They were merchants, but wealthy ones, looking to claw their way up to the next rung in society. They were close to doing just that, but nothing was final.
"They put her here while he got a cushy assignment in the Upper. Lasted all of two weeks before he was out on his ass and joining the Order." The captain scrubbed a hand over his jaw. "They get all our rejects."
Good to know. It made sense given what Tate knew of their work ethic and investigative skills. 
"What is it I can do for you?" the captain asked.
"We're here to report a boy missing, Rick."
"Five of them, actually," Tate interjected.
Rick sat back and studied the two of them. "You're not the first to be in my office claiming a child has gone missing in the past few weeks."
Tate sat forward in interest. "How many others?"
"Three."
"Do you recognize any of these names?" Tate rattled off the ones Blade had given her.
Rick listened with an intent look. "I know two of them. One from this week and the other from earlier this month."
Tate sat back. That meant at least seven children were missing. A pattern was beginning to come clear. 
"I'll be frank with you. As much as I'd like to help, I doubt we're going to get far. We just don't have the resources or manpower, and since they're not children from the Upper, no one is going to give a rat's ass about them." Rick leaned forward and set his elbows on the desk. "We do our best, but we're little more than a handkerchief trying to stem a dam breach a mile wide."
Tate leaned back in her chair, disappointment coursing through her. She'd figured as much but a small piece of her had hoped for better news. Whoever was responsible had chosen their victims well, picking from those who had few to care about their disappearance. 
Briefly, she thought about revealing that some of the children had ties to the Night Lords, knowing this man would probably recognize the implication in that. In the end, she decided against it. The news might incentivize him in a way that the children's station in life hadn't, but it also carried the considerable risk of getting back to one of the Night Lords and accelerating the coming blood bath. Something she'd like to avoid or at least delay as long as possible.
She didn't try to fool herself that a place like this didn't have a direct line to at least one Night Lord. It was simply impossible to operate this far within their territory without having some type of agreement in place. 
There was a slight sound from behind the closed door, like that of a shoe scuffing against the floor. Tate turned her head slightly. She listened intently but couldn’t hear anything else.
Thora and Rick had discussed the situation while Tate was distracted. She came back to herself as Rick said, "I'll have Vincent give you what we have. I promise we'll do our best to follow up."
He kept out the part, that unless there was a tangible lead there was little he or anyone in his district could do.
"Fair enough," Thora said, standing and giving Rick a nod. "As ever, I thank you for your help."
Tate swallowed the words she wanted to say, knowing it wasn't the man's fault that his hands were tied. No, it was the broken system and groups like the Order that thought only those who could pay for the privilege were deserving of justice. 
Rick stood up to walk them out, he and Thora taking the lead, their heads bent together as they discussed something just low enough that Tate couldn't hear. She trailed behind, noting Vincent making a show of looking busy as the two men passed her. She determinedly didn't look up. Ah ha, so that was who had been listening.
Tate's lips twisted to one side, not knowing what to make of that possibility. She supposed she couldn't entirely blame the woman.  She would have done the same in her shoes. Still, it meant she was right to keep what Blade told her under wraps.
She turned to take in the rest of the room, including the cells behind the front desk. Most of which were empty, except for one.
A familiar jaw made her blink, and it was a struggle to keep the surprise off her face. For a brief moment, she was convinced she was seeing things. The face was tilted away from her, but she recognized that stance, even when he was trying to hide it with a beggar's clothes. 
What was Ryu doing here? And why was he behind bars? 
After that first look, Tate kept her eyes determinedly forward. If he was in that cell, it was for a reason. She might not know what that reason was, but she'd had enough dealings with the tricky dragon to know that he wouldn't be locked up. Not unless it suited his purpose.
It had to be something to do with his missing dragon. Had to be. She could think of no other reason.
She dared one last glance at him, looking about as if she was just taking in the sights—no purpose behind the general sweep. He shifted just slightly, and she caught sight of a pair of legs. The position of them made it clear the owner was lying prone on the ground.
Hm. Perhaps that person was the reason for Ryu's ruse. Information, perhaps? 
She turned to look at Thora and Rick, still chatting away. The two seemed awfully chummy given their disparate stations in life. It would make sense if he had some tie to the dragons. Maybe as an informant. Perhaps a helpful law enforcement type willing to pull people off the streets so a certain dragon could question them without tipping off spying eyes to his true intentions?
She might have been wrong about Rick having ties to the Night Lords. Somehow, she thought his ties might go a little further north of the cliffs.
She filed the facts away to be examined later. It was possible that none of this was important or had anything to do with the missing boys, but you never knew when something might help. It might be the fact that she had no memories of a good chunk of her life, but she preferred to be well informed. None of this getting surprised by things everyone else knew.
"Miss, the Captain said to give you my files." Vincent's face was poised as she stood by the desk holding a thick folder out to Tate.
"Thank you." Tate took it and flipped it open, reading some of the notes contained within. They were more thorough and detailed than Rick had led her to believe. The Cliff’s Shadow district might not have the time or manpower to investigate, but someone was burning the midnight oil trying to locate these boys. 
"Do you know who made these notes?" Tate asked.
Vincent looked uncomfortable for a moment and glanced to where the two men were still talking as Rick let out a large laugh. "That would me."
Tate tapped the paper for a moment. "You did a very good job. Can I come to you if I have other questions?"
From the brief glance she'd had at the paper, everything seemed to be covered, but she might think of a different angle later. It would help to be able to come back to the source.
Vincent's face was hesitant before she eventually nodded. Tate smiled at her and tapped the desk before stepping away. It looked like Thora and the captain had finished their conversation.
"Vincent get you what you need?" Rick asked as Tate passed.
She held up the folder in answer. 
He nodded. "Good, feel free to visit us any time you wish."
Tate didn't answer, just inclined her head and smiled, her eyes briefly lighting on Ryu's cell before flitting away. She followed on Thora's heels, the two of them not speaking until they were well away from the district.
"Let's keep our thoughts to ourselves," Thora said when she would have said something. "At least until we're away from prying eyes."
He bent a significant look on a pair of men loitering on a stoop, watching Thora and Tate move down the street. They weren't the only ones. There weren't a lot of people out, but enough to make the back of Tate's shoulders itch with the number of eyes on them.
"I should head back to my place and check on Dewdrop and Night," Tate said. It would give her the opportunity to look over the folder in depth.
Thora slid her a dark look. "Did you forget our bargain?"
"What bargain?" Tate didn't remember any such thing.
"We'd report the missing child to the appropriate authorities before resuming some of your training." 
Tate's steps ground to a halt. He didn't look back at her to see what had delayed her, his large form forging a path down the street. She rushed to catch up.
"You heard him. They don't plan to do anything to find those children," she hissed. 
She understood the reasoning, but the outcome was the same. Jack, and those like him, had no one looking for them. She didn't have time to waste on whatever training or tests Thora had cooked up.
"I was there. I heard what he said."
"Then you know I need to do all I can to find them," Tate told him.
"Be that as it may, you're still coming with me." His voice left no room for argument.
Tate bit her tongue on the dozen things she wanted to say. Ryu had been adamant that she not antagonize Thora more than she needed to. He might be a stodgy, tradition bound old dragon, but he was going to be her commander for the foreseeable future. She wanted to avoid sending any relationship between them straight to the Creators if she could help it.
"At least let me drop this off at home. Dewdrop or Night can get started on looking through it." 
There. A compromise.
"No."
Tate's eyebrows climbed toward her hairline and her eyes widened. "What do you mean “no”?"
He tilted his chin down and looked at her like she was a brainless imbecile that he was surprised had survived all this time. "I didn't know there was more than one meaning for that word."
The sound that came out of Tate's throat was half-growl, half-hiss.
He arched an eyebrow, a sardonic amusement glinting in his eyes. "You can make all the sounds you want, but you're coming with me in the end. It's just a matter of whether you walk or are dragged there."
Pressure built in Tate's head. She didn't like being ordered around at the best of times, and now, when every part of her urged her to hurry up and find Jack, all she wanted was to act and worry about the consequences later. Gone was the truce that had governed them when they were reporting Jack missing. Now, she just wanted to punch Thora in the throat.
She considered just taking off. She was fast and knew the backstreets and alleys. The only thing that stopped her was the fact that Thora might be faster. He might be old enough to make her head hurt, but he didn’t look much more than thirty-five and he'd been dragon-ridden much longer than her. It stood to reason he had her beat on speed.
The taunting expression on his face said he knew what she was thinking and dared her to run. That reason alone, was why Tate took a calming breath and gave him a sarcastic gesture for him to lead the way. She hated being predictable. If Thora was prepared for her to run, she'd do the opposite and bide her time. 
They didn't speak as they made their way to the Emperor's elevator and up to their headquarters. Tate remained focused, not looking left or right. She had no intention of being distracted or impressed by her surroundings this time. She wanted this over as soon as possible. 
Thora didn't lead her to the library of relics, bypassing that room in favor of one stripped bare of all but a table and a few chairs. There weren't even pictures on the walls, though Tate could see slight marks where they had been previously. It made her wonder if they'd been removed in preparation for her visit.
"The little troublemaker," an amused voice said from the doorway.
Tate looked up from where Thora had indicated she sit to find the blond, bearded man from her previous visit leaning in the doorway.
Thora looked slightly irked at his presence, shooting an impatient look his way. "Blaise, what are you doing here? I thought you had matters to take care of."
Blaise lifted one shoulder in a careless shrug. "The chancellor canceled. Good thing he did, or I would have missed this." Blaise sent an amused smile her way. "Piss off any of the Order's men today?"
Tate's lip curled. "Do all of you have the same little birdies reporting on my every move?"
He tilted his head as his smirk turned into a real smile. "Not at all, I just happened to be there when Ryu got the report."
Of course, he had.
"What happened with the Order?" Thora asked, his eyebrows already drawing together in a frown.
"Oh, you didn't hear?" Blaise gestured at Tate with his chin. "Your new recruit prevented them from arresting a thief. Made a real spectacle of things from what I hear."
Tate kept her groan silent as Thora whirled to face her, thunder in his expression. This was going to take a while.
"You did what?" he roared. "We're in a tenuous position. How could you act so recklessly?"
"You're in a tenuous position," she corrected. She might be dragon-ridden and appointed to the corps, but she didn’t feel quite connected yet. There was a dissonance. She was part of the corps in name, but she had yet to feel loyalty to them. That meant his problems were still just that. His. "I did what was right."
"Impertinent, stubborn child." Thora's roar hadn't abated as he listed all of Tate's flaws. 
She took a deep breath and pulled the folder to her. Since he didn't seem to need her input, she might as well do what she'd planned to do before he forced her up here. She cracked open the file and began reading, tuning the lecture out and focusing on what Vincent had compiled regarding the missing children.
She'd managed to list their names, ages, and the sites where they'd last been seen. She'd even interviewed family and friends—at least those children who had some. Many were alone in the world, no family or friends. 
In one of the margins Vincent had written she suspected the person responsible must have been known, or at least familiar to the children, given there were no signs of struggle at any of the possible abduction sites. The only problem was that none of the children had any of the same people in common.
Vincent's frustration with the case was palpable from the notes. It might explain some of the reserve she'd had when handing over the folder. It looked like this case had gotten under her skin, which would make it difficult to turn over to strangers.
"Are you listening?" Thora rumbled.
"Now who's asking dumb questions?" Tate asked in a light voice, not looking up from her reading material.
The folder was snatched from Tate's hands. An irate Thora glared down at her as an amused Blaise struggled to contain his laugh.
"Do you mind? I was reading that." Tate folded her hands in front of her and gave Thora an expectant look. "You can continue with your lecture. I don't mind."
Blaise lost his battle with his amusement, guffaws escaping him as he bent to catch his breath. "This is so worth watching."
Thora didn't move an inch, locked into a staring contest, a vein pulsing in his temple, while Tate maintained a placid expression. She knew she was acting like a snot. The problem was, she just didn't care. She was operating on just a few hours of sleep, no food for the day, and the worry for Jack constantly eating at her. Her patience was gone. 
Thora slapped the folder down on the table in front of her. "Had you not acted like a little twit, you might have learned I was willing to pay the Order to help with finding these boys."
"I wouldn't trust them to find their way out of a paper bag," Tate said, showing teeth. 
"Doesn't matter now. Your behavior has made that option impossible. I doubt they'll be willing to do us any favors for the foreseeable future," he said in an even tone. 
"What would you have had me done?" Tate asked, trying to ignore the guilt those words sparked. "They would have arrested an innocent woman."
"There are ways to solve problems that don't involve creating an incident that affects everyone around you," Thora hissed.
"And how would that have gone?" Tate sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. "They arrest her, and I try to fix it later? Her reputation would have been ruined. Her customers would never buy from her again. She'd probably have her spot in the market revoked as well. There goes her livelihood."
"Instead, you've created an incident that will take months if not years to recover from. Your actions no longer impact just yourself," he said, his voice a quiet thrum.
"There's right and then there's wrong. I'm not going to stand by and let someone be victimized so you and I can sleep safe at night." Tate's words were firm. "We at least have a fighting chance of protecting ourselves. She and her brother do not."
Silence fell between them as they squared off. She didn't let his towering over her intimidate her. There may have been a better way to handle the situation with Daisy and the Order, but at the time she couldn't see it. 
Thora leaned closer. “You lack vision and foresight. Your actions may have been right and just, but by doing so, you have endangered many more lives. You are dragon-ridden, like it or not. What you do has consequences. You embarrassed those men and made it impossible for them to back down. They will not forgive such a trespass lightly. Ask yourself this, was there really no other way to have solved that problem?”
Tate pressed her lips together and considered his words. There were always options, and it was possible she’d chosen the easiest for her. At the time, all she’d seen was someone abusing their power and a girl unable to do anything about it. 
She frowned in thought. His argument had merit, much as it galled her to admit. 
“Maybe I did act hastily,” she admitted. Victory shown briefly on his face. “But, it’s easy to second-guess someone from the luxury of time and distance. There was no time to run to you for advice, nor could I allow them to hurt that girl or boy. I am sorry that this has made your job harder, but I can’t regret it.” 
Thora’s jaw ticked. He’d won on one front, but she had a feeling he still wasn’t satisfied with the outcome. 
Tate had considered that her actions might have consequences; she just deemed helping Daisy and her brother more important. You couldn’t be just and good only when it was convenient. Sometimes it meant putting yourself on the line and acting recklessly. She’d accepted that facet of her personality long ago and she didn’t plan to change. Thora struck her as a brilliant tactician. He would have little problem thinking of a way to turn this to his advantage; better than Daisy, anyway.
Their standoff was interrupted when a beggar stalked through the doorway. Ryu was just as dirty and disheveled as he'd been in his jail cell. The only difference was the confidence with which he carried himself, his blue eyes taking in the room at a glance.
"Good. You brought her," he said as he shrugged out of the rags he'd worn, his chest bare as he took the shirt Blaise threw him. "I was afraid you wouldn't."
Tate's head twisted as she shot a surprised look at Thora. He folded his arms over his chest, his expression mocking. 
"This'll save time," Ryu said, pulling the shirt over his head, his abs stretching deliciously.
Thora frowned at the other dragon. "What do you mean?"
"I think our interests align with Tate's," Ryu said, his hair sticking up and his eyes intense as he stared at the two of them. "I found a few things out while I was working my contacts. The people who took her friend might be the same ones who took Jacob."
Thora's face turned thoughtful. "That's a pretty big jump—from children to a fully-grown dragon of Jacob's power."
"Does that mean you know who is stealing the children?" Tate asked. If he did, what were they waiting for? They needed to track them down and teach them the error of their ways.
Ryu shook his head in regret. "Only enough to think the two might be connected."
She sat back in frustration. It had been too much to hope things would go smoothly.
"From now on, I need you to keep this away from Dewdrop and Night," Ryu said, his face serious.
"You know I'm not going to do that," Tate told him, her frown fierce. Even if she'd wanted to—and she didn't—they would never have backed down. Dewdrop, because of Daisy and Night because he was now curious.
"This is dangerous, Tate. If I'm right, these people have a lot of power. I’m pretty sure their reach extends into the highest echelons of society." His face was grave.
She shook her head. "Don't give me that. You've used them as your little spies and messengers. Don't try to tell me they weren't in danger then."
Frustration echoed across his face. "That was different. Each time was calculated, and I made sure they had backup if needed."
She scoffed. Like that would have made much difference if things had gone south.
"Save it, Ryu. I'm not cutting them out of this. I couldn't if I wanted to." She gave him an implacable look. 
He glared back, clearly not liking the corner he was backed into. She sighed. She'd have to give him something or this would drag on forever.
"I will, however, not draw them in any deeper or reveal how it's connected to your missing dragon." He'd have to be satisfied with that.
"Fair enough," he said after a long pause.
Blaise stepped away from the doorframe and plopped into a chair before fluttering his eyelashes up at Ryu. "I'm game. I promise not to reveal anything you tell us to random strangers I picked up on the side of the street."
"It's more like picked up in underground tunnels," Tate told him.
He waved an airy hand at her. "Whatever. Just tell us what you've found."
Ryu took a deep breath as he struggled with patience, looking like the two of them were giving him a headache. "It's more what I didn't find." He continued. "No one has seen Jacob or heard of any who've acquired a dragon. If something like this had taken place, the Night Courts would be buzzing with it. It wouldn't matter how tight a lid the Night Lords tried to keep on things."
"He could be dead," Tate offered. 
She regretted her words as soon as she said them. A pall fell over the group, the humor on Blaise's face disappearing as Ryu leaned into the desk and dropped his head.
"Could be, but I think someone somewhere would have been crowing about it if they were in any way connected to the courts," he said after a long moment.
"The Night Courts know what we would do to them if they ever crossed us," Thora said in a quiet rumble.
The two shared a long look that Tate couldn't quite decipher. Some instinct told her that the courts would have reason to know the grave consequences that would befall them because it had happened at some point in the past.
"It's the same with the children," Tate said.
Ryu's focus shifted to her, his attention sharpening. "What do you mean?"
She lifted a shoulder. "The Night Courts had nothing to do with their disappearance as far as I can find."
"How do you know?" Thora asked.
Tate tapped the table as she tried to decide how much to reveal. This wasn't a run-down office in an area rife with the Night Lords’ influence. The three here didn't strike her as the type to owe the Night Courts and their sort any favors—not if it didn't suit their agenda. Still, she wouldn't be able to un-ring that bell if any of them proved untrustworthy. 
She took a deep breath and released it. Trust had to start somewhere. The chances of being able to do this alone were small. If nothing else, she didn't want to arrive a few seconds too late and be left wondering if she had done everything in her power to save them for the rest of her life.
"Blade stopped by to see me after Jack went missing," Tate admitted.
"Blade?" Blaise asked, cocking his head.
"Lyre," Ryu said, without taking his eyes from Tate.
Lyre? Hm. It suited him in an odd sort of way. Elegant and to the point. She still planned to call him Blade. That name suited him too.
"You call him Blade?" Blaise asked with an oddly impressed expression. "To his face?"
"Yes. She does." Ryu didn't look happy about that fact.
Tate didn't concern herself with his moodiness. "He had a few interesting things to tell me concerning the disappearances."
"Like what?" Thora asked.
Tate flicked him a glance. "Like the fact that several of the children share ties to the Night Lords."
"How?" Ryu asked, the words abrupt.
"One is part of a court. A lower tier but still part of it. Another is in one of the petty gangs and another's cousin is part of a court."
Ryu went still, every line of him etched in granite. Only his chest moved as thoughts churned in his mind.
Blaise wasn't as reserved. "Well, fuck."
"This changes things," Thora told Ryu. "The Night Lords will turn the Lower into a slaughterhouse as retribution."
"I'm surprised it hasn't started already," Blaise quipped.
"They don't know yet," Tate interjected.
Three sets of eyes turned her way.
"How do you know that?" Ryu asked.
"Blade told me. He said he was trying to find the culprits before letting the Luciuses know the situation."
"How long did he say he could delay?" Ryu's voice was quiet and thrummed with tension.
Tate frowned, trying to recall if he had told her. "He didn’t say. Not long."
The men released a collective exhale. 
"That’s not good," Blaise said.
"It'll have to be enough," Ryu said, looking up at Tate. In his eyes was a hardened resolve. She believed him. She just hoped things worked the way he planned.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
THIS IS POINTLESS. I don't see anything in here pointing to who might have done this," Blaise complained, leaning back in his chair.
After Tate's revelation, Thora and Ryu had decided reviewing the case files on the other disappearances was the best place to start. An hour and a half later, and she now had a new appreciation of those working as the bringers of the Emperor's justice. Investigating was boring.
"You never know what you might find if you simply look," Thora murmured, not glancing up from the notes he'd been perusing.
Blaise cast him a disgusted look, his expression making it clear how much stock he put in those words. Nevertheless, he turned back to his portion of the notes with little more than a grumble. 
Tate fought a smile that almost made her miss a piece of information that tugged at her memory. 
She pointed at the location. "Duo's Lane. Where is that exactly?"
Ryu looked up, his eyes unfocused as he thought. "It's in the temple district."
That's what she thought. She pulled up several more reports comparing the locations. They didn't all fall in the temple district but a good number of them did. If she included the boys Blade had reported to her, it meant that more than half the children had been near there when they'd gone missing.
"I think I may have found something," Tate said, not looking up.
"Tell me," Ryu said.
She pointed at the location. "Here, look. These three boys were all near the temple district when they went missing." She ran down the rest of the information, pulling the relevant reports as she did so.
"That's thin," Thora said.
"Maybe, but it's the strongest connection we've found so far," Tate returned. "It doesn't hurt to check it out and see if anyone saw anything."
Thora's face turned down in a frown. After a long minute in thought, he shook his head. "We can report our findings to the Temple and let them investigate."
Tate sat back, stunned. "How is that going to help?"
"We cannot infringe on their territory," Thora said, raising his head and fixing her with a hard stare. "They have a large area of autonomy and we cannot disrupt that."
"Even if they're the ones taking the children?" Tate asked.
Thora slapped the papers he'd been reading on the desk and gave Tate a dark look. "You will not utter such thoughts in my presence again. There is a protocol we must follow. If you break that, I will see you sequestered and sent to Devos for a length of time as punishment."
Tate glared at him, rage eating away at her. How could he just ignore what was staring him in the face? Children were being taken. Possibly hurt. They owed it to them to overturn any rock necessary to try to find them.
"Tate," Ryu said in warning.
She bit back what she'd planned to say and settled for trying to incinerate Thora with her glare.
"It’s been a long day," Thora said, his expression not budging. "I think it's best if you head home."
Tate's head shook slightly as her jaw tightened. Dismissed, like a child. Figured. 
"I'll walk you home," Ryu said when she didn't move.
She couldn't bring herself to respond and stood in a jerky movement.
"I expect you here at half past eight tomorrow," Thora said, without lifting his head from his papers. "We'll commence your formal training then."
"What about this?" Tate asked, pointing at the papers strewn across the desk.
"I think it best to turn this over to people who will handle the matter a little more appropriately," he said, still not looking at her. "You need to focus on yourself."
Her rage ratcheted up another notch. He wouldn't even know about the connections if not for her. She didn’t bother pointing that out. Arguing with him would be a waste of breath. He didn't strike her as the sort to change his mind easily. That was fine. There were other ways to accomplish her objective. Ways that didn't involve a stuffy dragon and the incessant rules he surrounded himself with. 
She forced herself to turn and walk away with a stiff back, not looking at the men as she stalked out of the room. Ryu was a silent presence at her heels as she left the building and turned toward home, using the Hill route by habit. He let her stalk along in silence, content to pace by her side. 
It wasn't long before her temper began to cool, and as it did she began plotting.
"Don't do whatever it is you're thinking," Ryu cautioned, his gaze watchful. 
"I don't know what you're talking about." Her footsteps were a staccato sound against the cobblestone, a testament to the mood she was in.
The look he gave her was scathing. "I know you better than that. Don't forget I've been watching you a lot longer than you realize. You're not the type to leave well enough alone."
Tate stopped and turned to him. "If you know me so well, then you know anything you say is wasted right now. The temple is a viable lead. You don't even have to bother the guardians if that's what you're worried about. You can just ask around in the places the boys disappeared."
"You're straying toward dangerous water. The guardians are not the sort to welcome any sign of someone trespassing on their territory. They have power and a voice in the government. Angering them is not something we can afford. Thora’s right. It requires a more delicate touch than you seem capable of."
His words landed with the force of an almost physical blow. Tate's face shut down, her guard slamming up. She looked away as she said, "And here I thought those boys' lives were more important than your political bullshit."
She turned and stalked off, not waiting for his reply.
"Tate," he called after her.
Tate's pace didn't slow, even as Ryu dogged her steps. She heard what he was saying, loud and clear. They didn't want to upset the apple cart. She could even understand it. Ryu and Thora's concerns were bigger than just a few boys. They had the fate of the empire and the dragon-ridden on their hands. She couldn't imagine the responsibility they shouldered. 
What they didn't seem to understand was that she wasn't hampered by their restrictions. She hadn't had the time to feel emotionally and mentally invested in the fate of the dragon-ridden. She remembered what it was to be alone and scared, thinking there was no one out there who cared. No one coming for her on the lonely spit of land that civilization had forgotten. For that reason alone, she would have been willing to do anything necessary to secure their safety, even if she hadn't met Jack and liked him. Hadn't pictured Dewdrop in his shoes not too long ago.
Jack meant something. The others meant something. To stand by and do nothing when she hadn't done everything in her power grated. She wouldn't. No, she couldn't do such a thing. It went against the moral bedrock that she was beginning to recognize as hers.
After the third time Ryu said her name and she didn't answer, he gave up trying to engage her in conversation so he could explain his side. The rest of the walk was completed in icy silence.
When Colton's Place came into view, she put on a burst of speed, hoping to leave him behind. He caught her arm from behind and pulled her to a stop.
"Don't go near the temple district, Tate. Thora wasn't making an idle threat. He will isolate you and send you to Devos. It isn't a pleasant place. Trust me. He could leave you there for decades. You'll never see your friends again." Ryu's face was serious and intent.
She stared up at him. The warning seemed to come from a personal experience. The question was out of her mouth before she could think, "Have you ever been sent there?"
He jerked back, his face closing down until he stared at her from behind an expressionless mask.
She was guessing that was a yes, and she waited for something—anything—to confirm it, to say there was a reason for him being this way. A long moment passed.
Tate shut her eyes. She was alone. Counting on him as an ally, a friend, perhaps something more, had only ever been in her imagination. That was fine. She was used to that. It didn't change what needed doing.
His jaw ticked and he looked away for a long minute. When he turned back to her, whatever turmoil her question had caused was gone, hidden as if it had never been.
"Promise me you won't go asking questions about the missing boys of the temple guardians. Promise me." He barked when she didn't respond immediately.
Her mouth flattened into a rebellious line and there was fire in her eyes. Ilith was a sharp hum under her skin. She didn't like being told what to do any more than Tate. The small dragon paced up her arm, across her upper back and then down her side, grumbling about interfering males the entire time. 
It was on the tip of Tate's tongue to tell him where he could take his orders. Instead, she gave him what he wanted.
"I promise." She gave him a smile that had more in common with a sneer—one that let him know exactly what he could do with his promises—before jerking out of his grip and stalking up the stairs to Colton's Place. The door slammed behind her, and she didn't wait to see if he had the gall to follow her, letting the heavy thud of her footsteps echo in the stairwell. The sound of them advertised the mood she was in to all of the residents. It was no surprise when they chose to stay behind their doors until she passed.
She didn't bother taking it easy on her bedroom door either, not even flinching at the loud noise as it shut behind her or sparing a thought for what the landlady might have to say later.
It opened again seconds later. She didn't bother turning from the window as Night padded in, his paws nearly silent on the wood floors. The only sound that advertised his presence was the slight creak in one of the floorboards from where it had settled. 
All of this she noted in the back of her mind, too busy staring down at Ryu as he stared back, his blue eyes firing lightning her way. She lifted her chin, aloof and unconcerned about the unhappiness he was projecting. He shook his head before turning his attention to the man by his side. The two conversed before Ryu stalked down the street leaving the man to watch the building. 
"Unbelievable," Tate muttered, her anger rising another notch.
Did you have a fallout with the dragon? Night asked.
"You could say that."
Night's head poked over the window frame as he balanced with his paw against the wood. Did he just set someone to spy on us?
"Yup."
Night's ears flicked in dissatisfaction. Perhaps you should update me on your afternoon.
She did just that as they watched the person watching them. It didn't take long to bring him up to the current string of events.
He looked up at her, his eyes intelligent and wise in his furry face. So, when are we going to the temple?
Tate bent a wry look on him before tilting her head toward their spy. "And how do you suggest we lose the nosy nelly down there?"
He let out a snort. That's the easy part.
"And my promise?"
He gave her a look that asked 'who she thought she was trying to fool' before it changed to a crafty expression, his mouth slightly parted and his head tilting back to give his eyes a slightly wild look. You only promised not to speak to them. You said nothing about sneaking about and having a look see.
They shared a wicked smile. He knew the way she thought too well.
"Where's Dewdrop?" she asked.
He and the cubs decided they needed some fresh air. Plenty of time for us to investigate and return.
"One day people are going to look back and say I was a horrible influence on your species," Tate said.
He let out a coughing grunt. As if having feline in my makeup wasn't enough to make me contrary.
 
*
 
Tate's legs burned as she mounted another set of stairs, following the rest of the worshipers toward the large mouth in the cliff that had been carved by harsh elements over many years. Sneaking out of Colton's Place had been easy for her companion. A little less so for her, given she didn't have a bearcat's climbing ability. She'd made it out, but not without cursing her stubbornness to the abyss and back.
Now they stood in a long line that snaked halfway down the many, many stone steps carved into the side of the cliffs to make it easy for visitors to reach the cavern high above. Candles and flowers lined the side of the steps, offerings by pilgrims as they ascended. Their path led to the lip of the cavern where she stepped onto a polished stone floor and followed the rest toward the altar and the icons carved there. 
The vastness of this space always took Tate's breath away, the ceiling arching high above. It was instinct to lower her voice to a hushed whisper as they stepped into the atrium. The silence whenever she came here always felt a little reverent, as if the ghosts of the Saviors were still watching, waiting. Even their footsteps sounded muted, as if the sound of the mundane had no place in such a holy space.
The cavern glowed with a warm light stemming from thousands of candles. Most had been lain at the feet of four alcoves that housed the statues these people came to worship. Each statue had been carved in place over many years, formed from the same bedrock that created this cave. The statues’ forms burst from the cave walls as if they'd just stepped out from the past, their features and clothing recreated with painstaking attention to detail. Heroes, every one of them. Even today, the Saviors were worshiped for their actions of an age ago. Their faces had been worn smooth with time, but Tate could still see the fierce warriors these people would have had to be to liberate an entire world from its despotic overlords. 
The first time she had visited, those four statues had drawn her entire focus and she'd missed the fact that there was a fifth alcove on the far right—unnoticed by most and with only a few offerings in front of it. A figure had been partially carved there before being abandoned in the beginning stages, leaving an unshaped impression of a body in its place.
Now, that alcove drew her attention every time she visited. She'd learned the story behind it after curiosity got the better of her. It came as a surprise to learn that much of Aurelia chalked that person's existence up to a fairy tale—something that had never existed except in stories. Others said the unformed statue had been one of the non-human races, perhaps one of the lost, and that's why their face and body were never shown. 
She didn't know which version was the correct one, but she couldn't help feeling a bit of sympathy for them, forgotten in name and face where the rest were celebrated. Would that person have cared? Or were they not the sort to need accolades? 
What would it be like to be forgotten? Your deeds subscribed to someone else? 
If the guardians were correct, those who were worshiped—saviors and ancestors who’d accomplished great deeds—still watched over this world, guarding it from afar and influencing it where they could. That they were aware, for lack of a better word. She almost hoped it wasn't true. Otherwise, she thought the fifth savior's afterlife might be lonely and bittersweet—the very people they’d sacrificed for, not remembering or even believing in their existence. 
For that reason, she never lingered in front of that alcove. It inspired thoughts she'd rather avoid. 
Today, especially, she and Night had a purpose and reason for their presence. They gave the four Saviors a brief bow—it would have been suspicious if they hadn't—before walking past the wooden benches set up in front of the altars and turning down the smooth stone path leading into a smaller series of caverns. These weren't generally visited by worshipers, but as far as Tate knew, visitors weren't forbidden from them. Of course, that might have been because few would dare the guardians' displeasure or risk offending the Saviors’ sensibilities. 
Tate and Night gave little thought to people dead for a millennium. Tate suspected if they were still hanging around they'd have much bigger things on their mind than the two of them being nosy.
Night went first, ducking into the door-sized space. Tate paused, giving the area a sweeping glance to make sure no one was paying a worrisome amount of attention to them. Reassured, she followed Night through the doorway, stepping into a long corridor.
Lucky for them, the space was empty of any guardians. Tate was grateful for that. For all that she’d felt powerful and in control when they decided to come here, if she was going to enrage Thora and Ryu, she'd rather have something to make the punishment worth it.
They'd happened into a beautiful hall where the arched roof of the ceiling had an inlaid pattern of wooden beams branching across it in a geometric design that reminded Tate of a flower. It always amazed her the feats of ingenuity and artistic expression that humans were capable of. This should have been impossible, and yet, here it was. 
The floor was tiled with a square pattern that complemented the one overhead to create an experience that pulled at the senses.
Night nosed open a door and stuck his head inside. The room was small, barely more than a closet, but it housed a tiny bed with a worn brown woolen blanket, and a threadbare rug in front of a small altar. The rug was the only nod to comfort in the barren room. 
Do they live down here? Night asked, his mental voice quiet.
"I guess so."
Why would anyone want to live locked away from the light and sky? Night asked. The question seemed to disturb him. Tate could sympathize. He'd lived for years lost in the tunnels when he and his cubs had awoken. Unlike the guardians, he hadn't had a choice in the matter. In the beginning, he hadn't known the way to the surface; when he'd finally found it, his experiences with humans had led him to believe that there was no place up here for a creature like him.
"I think Dewdrop said that they lived in such a way as to bring themselves closer to the Saviors they worship. Perhaps they believe living in quarters similar to the ones the Saviors called home will help with that."
It was obvious that the guardians’ desire to immolate the lives of the ancients bothered him. She didn't blame him for that. She remembered being locked in her own set of tunnels, not remembering the warmth of the sun on her face or the smell of the earth after a rainfall. She'd thought the world a dark and cold place devoid of goodness or light. It was not a happy memory.
I doubt their precious Saviors would look favorably on such a sacrifice, Night said before turning away from the room, letting the door shut on its own. Tate stepped forward and eased it closed, not wanting the noise to alert any to their presence. 
Night led the way forward, his head up and his eyes alert as he stopped to smell and taste the air every so often. Tate trailed behind him, looking around her. The walls didn't share that small cell's emptiness. They were full of art and depictions of battles none alive had ever seen. Some of it old, but some of it new too. 
Tate was sure the subject matter resonated with the eyes that walked these hallways on a daily basis, but it left her cold. She couldn't imagine the purpose behind exalting and remembering such a dark time. Call her odd, but she'd much prefer to focus on the gifts the Saviors gave rather than the strife that led to them being exalted.
There's something interesting in here, Night said, pausing to make sure she saw what he was talking about.
"Do you smell any people?"
No one's in there at the moment.
That was enough for her. Night didn't wait for permission, nosing open the door and creeping inside. Tate looked around the corridor before stepping after him into a room filled with objects. Some big, some small.
"What is this place?" Tate murmured, looking around the spacious room. 
This wasn't the small cell of before. It was more of a treasury room, stocked with items that Tate didn't know how to describe. Some of them were familiar, reminding her of relics, remnants left behind by the Saviors and the Creators. As the foremost experts on the key figures in that war, it would make sense if the guardians had their own collection. Weird, but logical.
The room made her feel like someone had reached out from the grave, leaving her cold and unsettled.
Tate, I smell Jack. 
Night's voice drew Tate from her contemplation of the artwork. She turned to where he had his nose pressed to the ground and was drawing the air in through large pants, then running it over the roof of his mouth where he'd parse the scents and separate them so he could make sense of what he was smelling. 
A cat's nose wasn't as powerful as a dog's, but it was far superior to anything a human could claim. Tate trusted that if Night smelled Jack, he knew what he was talking about.
Night was moving back and forth in front of a large mirror.
"I recognize that," Tate said, stopping to stare at it.
It was the same kind of mirror she'd seen in Thora's library—the one that had unleashed the monster that had wrecked half the room. The mirror's markings were almost an exact match to that one. She would have sworn to it. The only difference was that some of the symbols pointed in the wrong directions. Some sideways, some upside down.
Whatever it is, has Jack's scent all over it, Night said. A loud sneeze escaped him, liquid landing on the mirror. Or, that’s where it should have ended up. Instead the mirror rippled before steadying. 
Night and Tate stepped closer and examined the area more intently. The spot where he’d sneezed was free of blemishes, not even a small streak to mar the mirror's surface.
"Did your snot suddenly turn into the disappearing type?" Tate asked.
Night made a coughing sound, his back rounding and a terrible sound issuing from his throat. 
"Night?" Tate stepped forward in concern, worry for her friend drowning out her desire for being quiet and discrete.
Vomit fell from his mouth, hitting the mirror and disappearing in the same rippling manner.
Tate's mouth dropped open, and she didn't scold Night for that disgusting way of testing it, too shocked at the vomit vanishing. 
"That’s impressive," Tate finally found the presence of mind to say. He made a mrph sound of agreement, both of their eyes locked on the mirror as if the vomit might shoot out of it at any moment. After a long moment, she bent a censorious gaze on him. "Did you have to test that out by vomiting on it?"
It worked, didn't it?
She couldn't argue with logic like that.
Voices from the hallway startled her, and she turned to look to make sure the door hadn't opened. When she turned back, it was to see Night's rear end disappearing through the mirror.
"Night! Get back here," she hissed.
His tail disappeared, leaving Tate standing alone in a room full of relics from a long-gone era. She folded her arms and glared at the mirror. There was no way she was following that dumbass. He could deal with whatever he encountered on the other side on his own.
The voices from the hallway got louder as the owners neared.
Her foot tapped several times before she stomped it. Muttering a few choice phrases insulting a certain irresponsible feline's ancestor, she stalked forward. 
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE WORLD TWISTED and turned around her in a sickening, dizzying rush. It felt like some great, unseen force had reached out and pulled her very being, part of her elongating like taffy before the rest of her caught up in a lurch. 
She stumbled out of the mirror, a ringing in her ears and a metallic taste in her mouth. Ilith buzzed under her skin, pacing back and forth. She hadn't liked that experience any more than Tate had and if she had her way the two of them would never repeat it. 
Tate looked up to find Night shaking his head as one paw came up to rub at his ears. It seemed he'd fared no better than she in the transition.
She pushed through the disorientation and took a look around for the first time since arriving.
"We're in the tunnels," Tate said in faint surprise. 
The labyrinth of twisting passages under the city were distinct in both look and feel and she'd recognize them anywhere. The long, square-shaped corridors that no man had made, the slight glow from stones that the academics couldn’t adequately explain. The rock that made up the walls, ceiling, and ground was the same as what formed the cliffs, but with an ethereal glow added for maximum eeriness. 
Night's whiskers twitched as he finally lifted his head. The ringing in Tate's ears had faded and she assumed the same could be said for him. 
He prowled around the small space they found themselves in. Tate would call it a room because of the shape and the fact that it had a small opening that led to another tunnel. Night's ears swiveled as he pressed his nose to the ground, moving back and forth.
Tate turned and looked behind them, unsurprised to find an exact replica of the mirror they'd just stepped through. 
It made her wonder if this had been where the creature from Thora’s mirror had come from. It would make sense. The former sleepers had run of the tunnels and could have just happened through one at the exact moment that Tate had activated it.
The scenario was highly improbable but possible. She looked around with a frown. 
No, she didn't buy it. The place the creature had come from was dark with no hint of light. For all that the underground was full of monsters and shadows, there was still a dim light to see by. That thing must have come from somewhere else, which led to the question—just how many of these mirrors were there?
Jack's scent is here.
"Can you track it?"
Night snorted, not answering as he padded away in a sleek, loose-limbed gait. Tate was left staring after him in vexation. It was a legitimate question. He could be so sensitive sometimes.
Their path took them down one long twisty passage after another, the journey neither straight nor simple. 
Be careful. I smell something else down here, Night said, his mental voice grim.
"Ilith senses something as well. It's making her uneasy," Tate said. The small dragon was antsy, almost vibrating with stress. Her mental presence crouched in Tate's mind. 
Not uneasy. Cautious, Ilith corrected.
Tate had to wonder if some of that concern stemmed from being back underground. She wasn't a fan of the circumstances herself.
The back of Tate's neck itched, Night's warning and Ilith's paranoia serving to make the tunnels seem even more dark and ominous than they normally were. She slid an uneasy glance to the tunnels behind them for the third time in as many minutes. It was too bad she hadn’t brought her sword or any weapon beyond her normal slim blades. 
There's something ahead, Night warned. Stay here.

He dropped to his belly and crawled forward. Tate remained where she was in the long hallway. She saw nothing in front of them besides more endless tunnel, but that didn't mean it wasn't there. She'd seen enough down here to know anything could be around the next corner and sometimes things were not as they appeared.
The senses could be tricked. A wall could be a door and an empty corridor could be a gateway to another room between one step and the next. 
Night's senses were a little sharper than hers. If he said wait, she'd wait. Even if her skin felt like it was about to jump off of her body.
His body moved out of view, the facade of the tunnel rippling around him. An eternity passed while Tate tried to tell herself that Night had faced much more dangerous situations and survived. 
She'd almost decided to follow him, when the air rippled again and Night's head popped out. Just the head—none of his body. From her perspective, there was a furry bearcat face floating in the middle of the tunnel.
Come on. You need to see this.
His head disappeared again. Tate didn't delay, following behind him.
The other side of the ripple wasn't what she expected. Instead of endless tunnel, they stood at the outer edge of a room, one as big as the foyer of the emperor's palace. It was as cavernous as the underground market. However, where the market had stalls and a thriving mass of humanity, this place had large hulking metallic forms crouched overlooking the center of the room as if they were just waiting for their creators to return and wind them up.
Tate and Night stood on a stair's landing high above the room's floor, and even at this level, the ceiling towered over them. The stairs led to platforms above and down to the floor. The landing they stood on was just one of many. 
Tate kept away from the ledge, staying close to the ripple. She didn't want to risk being seen. 
"What is this?" she asked in a quiet voice.
I don't know. I've never been in this part of the tunnels and have never heard of anything like it. Night didn't sound happy.
She looked down at him to find him staring hard at the room, his tail flicking. When they'd met, he'd told her he'd explored most of the tunnels that were safe to travel through. The only ones he'd avoided were those that belonged to the most dangerous denizens of the underground, monsters so terrifying that the Saviors had left them to sleep rather than inflict them on the world.
That territory was supposed to be deep underground, in areas not easily accessible. That they were in a section Night didn't recognize indicated they were deeper in the tunnels than either of them had ever been—in an area even the monsters avoided.
"That's just peachy," Tate muttered. She had a feeling they were going to have to go back through the mirror to get out of here.
Something below caught Tate's attention and she craned her neck to see. What was that? Before, all the details in the room had distracted her from the fact that the floor was glowing—a circular pattern taking up the majority of the large space. Gears and symbols interlocked within each other, creating an overwhelming whole that was impossible to decipher at a glance. It looked like it was a bastard relation to some of the summoning circles she'd learned during her stint at the Academy.
Tate tilted her head trying to see it better. There was something about it. Something just at the edges of her mind. 
Sharp teeth on her hand drew her from her thoughts. Night's irate gaze met hers.
Are you coming?
Tate blinked at him, having no idea what he was talking about. He didn't wait for her to respond, turning and bounding up a set of stairs and disappearing through one of the doorways up there.
She gave a brief glance back at the glowing floor before starting after Night. Once again, she was in another corridor. Unlike the rest of the tunnels, there were small squares—windows for lack of a better word—that overlooked the cavernous room. 
Tate could have handled that, but there was something off about those windows. They didn't follow the correct perspective. Given where they were, they should have been looking down at the floor. One window did. The next looked like it had a bird's eye view of the chamber, but they would have needed to be on the ceiling for that to be true. The next looked like an angle from the other side of the room, while another overlooked a tunnel much like the one Tate was walking down.
She was preoccupied comparing the window angles and trying to wrap her mind around the changing views when Night let out a glad chirp and disappeared into another room.
"Night, wait for me," Tate hissed, not wanting to raise her voice in case there was anyone about.
When he didn't, she let out a quiet growl and jogged to catch up. She rounded the corner and ground to a halt, staring with wide eyes at the scene before her. Row after row of small open cells. Occupied cells. Full of children, none more than fifteen at most.
Tate walked into the room cautiously. The occupant of one of the rooms sat up, bruised eyes looking at her without hope. The boy—no more than ten—didn't make a sound when she stopped in front of his room.
"Hey, there. What's your name?" Tate started to step forward, but an angry buzzing noise brought her up short. She eyed the space in front of her. There didn't appear to be anything there, but when she reached her hand out, the hair on her arm stood up and a tingling sensation licked at her fingers, just this side of pain. She had a feeling the uncomfortable tingle would change to extreme pain if she kept pushing. 
She brought her hand back, cradling it to her chest as she eyed the empty space with disquiet. It might seem like the children were in their cells of their own volition, but she knew there was something invisible keeping them locked inside.
Tate gave the boy a small smile. "I'll be right back. Just hang tight."
Tate walked the length of the room. All of the cells were occupied, some with more than one child.
She reached Night as he stood on his back legs and pawed at the air, his mouth opening in an angry growl. 
Jack stood just on the other side, his eyes wild with hope and bruises around his wrists. 
"Jack," Tate let out a glad cry. He was alive. She wasn't too late. "We've been looking everywhere for you."
"Tate, is my sister safe?"
Tate nodded. "Yeah, concerned about you but otherwise alright. We're going to get you out of here."
She just didn't know how yet.
"All of us," he corrected.
Tate nodded. "All of you."
He looked at her like she could move mountains, battle monsters, and part the sea all at once. She really hoped she didn't let him down.
A moan from the end of the cells drew Tate's attention from Jack, and she stepped away from the cage, walking toward the sound. Jack had gone quiet at the noise and backed away, his eyes frightened. 
Tate and Night crept silently along the stone floor. The cell came into view, a long form lying on the floor. It was a man; the only adult Tate had found in this room of hopelessness. 
He looked sick, wasted away until he was nothing but skin and bones. His face was gaunt, the skin drawn tight to his skull, his eyes giant caverns. Despite the wreck his body was in, there was intelligence in his eyes, an alertness that belied the state of his body. 
Dragon, Ilith whispered in Tate's mind.
Tate spied the dragon on the man's bare chest, its scales dull and colorless, almost appearing translucent. It looked as pitiful as the man, its wings drooping, the membrane looking worn and torn. It didn't stir even when the man attempted to sit up.
This was Ryu's missing dragon. Tate would stake her life on it, and it looked like Ryu had been right. He hadn't gone willingly. No man would voluntarily subject himself to whatever had been done to him.
"Who're you?" the man's raspy voice reached her.
There's no way we can get him and all these children out of here, Night told her.
Tate didn't respond. The man's eyes were dull with just the faintest hint of curiosity.
"I know you're not one of them," he said. For someone who looked like they had been to the abyss and back, there was a powerful force of will behind his voice. He might look broken, but mentally he was as strong as he'd ever been.
Tate made a decision and raised her sleeve, showing a pacing Ilith. "You heard of the first female dragon-ridden?" she asked. If he hadn't, he'd be the first person on this continent.
"Ryu's obsession." The man gave a creaky laugh. 
Tate wasn't sure she liked that moniker, but whatever kept him calm and alert was fine with her. "And you're the lost little dragon." Okay, maybe she was a little snarkier than warranted, given he had obviously been tortured during his involuntary incarceration.
His chuckle told her he didn't hold it against her. 
"We're going to figure out a way to get you all out of here," Tate told him.
"No, you're not. You need to leave before they find you," he ordered. The force behind those words would have been more impressive if he'd had the strength to back them up. As it was, he collapsed back onto the ground as if his arms weren't able to support him anymore.
Night padded back over to her, casting a look in the cell before focusing back on her. I can't find any way to release them.
"Hey, stay awake. I need your help. Tell me how to get you and the rest out of here," Tate said, stepping close to the cell. Her senses tingled as whatever was there warned her away.
He lifted a hand and waved it limply. "I've already said that you can't."
"I'm not just leaving the children here."
His hand dropped back to the floor and he went limp.
Damn it. Tate fought the urge to kick the air, having a feeling that it wouldn't go well for her if she did.
She turned and rushed to Jack's cell. "Jack, do you know how they open your cells? Anything you might have seen?"
He stood right in front of the barrier, his eyes worried. He shook his head. "No, they're always out of sight when they release one of the kids."
"Do you if they usually go to a certain area before they come to get you?"
It wasn't much to go on, but she was grasping at straws. 
He bit his lip and thought about it, before pointing to his left, back toward where the dragon was. "They always pass to the end before they open up a cell."
Good. That was at least a place to start.
"Tate, wait," Jack shouted when she started to leave. She stepped back in front of his cell. "There's a boy two cells down from me. Is he still there?"
Tate hesitated. She needed to get these open. Checking on his friend would waste time they might not have.
"Please, they came in earlier and I haven't heard his voice since." His eyes pleaded with her, and she didn't have it in her heart to deny him. Not when he'd been abducted and locked away from the light.
She darted over to the cell he'd mentioned. There was a boy. About five years old, his hair a wild mass of curls around his head. He stared vacantly at the wall, a dragon wrapped around his neck.
Tate's lips parted. How did this boy have a dragon when one hadn't made the bond in the last century? And never this young? Or so she had been told. 
She tried to wave at him, draw his attention so she could ask if he was alright. He didn't react, his eyes empty and his face blank. He was alive but whatever essence made him, him, was on sabbatical.
She stepped away from his cell, uneasy and grateful to leave. It left a horrible taste in her mouth. She should want to help him, but all she could feel was an ickiness coating her skin, a sense of wrongness that told her no amount of help in the world could restore him to his normal self.
Now that she’d seen the boy’s state, she took closer note of the rest, seeing that many of them carried a dragon on their body. Some were caught in some type of horrible half-state, a twisted blend of human and dragon. One boy’s dragon had shifted fully. Another’s spine was hunched and twisted, his body a broken mess, leaving her unsure whether the resulting creature was dead or alive. 
She gulped, her stomach rebelling at the sight. She’d had nightmares about this happening to her. That these children were living that awful reality made everything much worse. 
"There's a boy there. He's about five," Tate told Jack. She didn't tell him the rest, wanting to protect him even though any hope of that had gone out the window when he was put in that cage.
"That's not him." Jack sounded desperate as he stepped closer to the cell’s edge.
"Be careful, Jack. I don't know what this barrier will do," she warned.
"That's Eric. Something's wrong with him. They took him and when they brought him back, he wasn't him anymore."
The words sent a chill down Tate's back.
"They must have taken John. You have to help him. This is his second time. Kids don't come back after the second time." Jack's words were urgent.
Much as Tate wanted to help his friend, she couldn't. First, because she had no idea where they'd taken him. Second, because she didn't know how to save the children she'd already committed to.
"I'll do my best," Tate told Jack. "But right now, we have to figure out how to help you and the rest."
She'd deal with her promise once they were safe. 
He nodded, his hands flexing at his sides.
"What else can you tell me?"
He lifted red-rimmed eyes to hers. "Every time someone doesn't come back, the earth shakes."
Tate paused. She hadn't been expecting that. Before she could react, he continued.
"It's old bala mar eating their soul," he said, tears thick in his throat. "It's because we're evil children, isn't it? They're throwing us to the Creators to be twisted into their monsters."
His emotion upset those in the rest of the cells and suddenly more than one voice was crying out. The words were indecipherable in some cases, while others begged for their mother. 
"Shh, shh," Tate tried to sooth. Attracting attention was the last thing they needed right now.
Tate, something's happening, Night warned, bounding up to her. I think that dragon's right and we need to get out now.
"We can't just leave them," Tate argued.
His tail thrashed behind him, betraying the turmoil inside. We're no help to them if we're in a cell right beside them. We need Ryu and an army.
Before she could argue, the ground beneath them heaved, sending Tate to her knees. Cries from the children rose around her, and Night splayed his feet, ears pinned back. 
They stayed down, the world undulating under them for several minutes as Tate prayed to every ancestor and god out there not to let the roof cave in. This far underground, the weight of the earth would crush them if the tunnel's support failed. 
After several minutes, the shaking slowed. Then stopped.
"You alright?" Tate asked Night as he stood from where he'd been hugging the ground with all four paws.
I do not like being underground when that happens.
Tate echoed the sentiment. A quake when she was aboveground had been scary enough. It reached a new level of terrifying down here.
Jack stood, his face turning sad. "You're too late for John."
"We don't know that," Tate told him. "You have to have hope even when it's hard. It's the only way to survive."
She didn't know if her words got through to him, but it was all she could spare.
"We need to get them out of here. Now," she said. 
She strode down the room toward the area where Jack had first pointed. Night shadowed her, slinking after her. They only made it a short distance when a blue light appeared at the end of the row of cells. 
"It's the zure," a boy shouted.
There were small cries as the boys crept to the very back of their cages, huddling in on themselves.
Tate and Night froze. 
"You ever seen that before?" she asked him.
No.
Tate might have. She couldn't be sure, but it looked like one of the traps the ancients used. She'd encountered it in another set of tunnels much like these. Last time, it had simply scanned them and triggered a change in their environment—unsettling, but ultimately harmless.
The boys' reaction concerned her. The level of fear with which they responded to the long beam of blue light seemed extreme for a simple scan.
She backed up a step. Now that she thought of it, the other light had been more greenish than blue.
The motion attracted its attention. If a light could imitate a hunting dog and go on point, that would be what happened. Its focus swung to the two of them, the glow brightening as it elongated into a thin sheet.
"We might want to run," Tate said, taking several steps back as it started toward them. Slow, but picking up speed.
Night didn't need to be told twice, bounding down the corridor of cells, Tate leaping after him. The light caught her, its brightness preceding it for one timeless moment before her muscles locked up, spasming and pulling a scream from her. 
Night darted toward her, changing direction between one leap and the next. His mouth opened and lips curled up to expose fangs as he nipped and bit at the glowing blue thing.
It broke apart, dissolving into a thousand blue motes as it buzzed around him. A strangled cry of pain escaped him as they zipped into him. Pain that was echoed by Tate as it felt like her body was consumed, one tiny bite at a time—like there were thousands of teeth working at her from the inside out. 
"Ilith," Tate screamed. Her dragon shoved forward, transforming Tate’s hand, elongating her face. It wasn't a full transformation. Tate and Ilith shared the body, forcing it into a weird amalgam of both.
Her dragon looked at the blue motes, symbols forming out of the glow. She bared her teeth at it and chomped down, crunching through the magic holding them together. They popped in her mouth, sending shards of fire dancing down her nerve endings. 
Tate could have strangled Ilith as the pain increased. She was supposed to help, not try to eat the problem. White noise filled her ears and eyes. The world fell away even as she dissolved to meet it, Night's agonized screech echoing her own.
 
*
 
A sharp pounding in her head called Tate back to consciousness. Even her hair tingled with remembered pain as she curled into a bed that was harder than usual.
A grunting snarl brought her to full awareness, and she opened her eyes. Her automatic wince was aborted when only a soft glow met her instead of the sharp stabbing of bright light.
A roar echoed off the stone as Tate pushed herself to a sitting position. She squinted at Night, hindquarters still on the ground as he tried to stand to meet a nonexistent assailant. The roar and snarl had been him, she assumed as she pushed back her hair and looked around.
They were no longer in the room of cells—Jack, the blue light, and all the rest, gone. 
"Enough, Night," Tate croaked. "Whatever did that is long gone."
He didn't immediately stop, though the volume decreased until his roars were closer to irate grumblings. The sound seeming to comfort him as he lowered himself again so he was lying flat.
Tate glanced around, somehow unsurprised to find them in the room where the mirror had spit them out.
Her limbs felt like wet noodles, achy, and unwilling to bear any weight as she tried to push herself to her feet. 
"We need to get back there. Get them free," she said. She rolled onto her knees and took a deep breath. That had been way harder than normal. Maybe a symptom of whatever had transported them through physical space to their current surroundings?
That reminded her of another being who could do the same sort of thing, only with significantly less adverse effects.
"Ai, are you there?" Tate croaked, talking to the being others had referred to as a minor goddess. She didn't know whether Ai was a god, but the girl had demonstrated she was capable of nearly anything, including instantaneous transportation—at least within the scope of the tunnels.
"Ai, we could really use your help," Tate called. 
She waited a moment, her only answer a long silence, punctuated by her breathing and Night's faint growls.
Tate pushed to her feet in a herculean effort. Guess they were going to have to do this the hard way. She only prayed that green floaty-thing didn't have the ability to alert the children's captors of their previous rescue attempt.
Where are you going? Night finally asked as she staggered back down the tunnel.
"I need to save the children." Tate's voice was filled with a fierce purpose and steely resolve. 
Now that some time had passed, her legs and body were feeling much steadier, and she didn't feel like her head was going to fall off at any second. That was good. It would make saving the children a lot easier.
Wait for me, Night grunted as he leveraged his hind quarters to standing. You're going to need someone to watch your back on this fool's errand.
They had only made it a few steps into the corridor when a bone-chilling scream filled the air. It was a sound full of menacing promise meant to remind humans they were not the top of the food chain down here. 
It was echoed by smaller screeches and howls. Another scream sounded.
Night's ears flattened against his head as he crouched, hugging the floor with his body as if that might save him from whatever was coming.
"What is that?" Tate asked, staring down the corridor. 
There was the sound of movement as whatever made those screams barreled toward them. Fast. 
We need to go. Night didn't wait for her agreement, lunging up to bury his teeth in her sleeve before yanking her back down the tunnel toward the mirror.
"Night, we can't go. The children are still down there," Tate protested.
Night didn't pause, nor did he release Tate, his neck bent at an odd angle so that he was running with it tilted to the side. It would have been cute if she didn't sense the desperation in him. His fur had sleeked against his body and his eyes had a frantic look she'd never seen before.
You can't help them if you're dead. We won't win against that thing.
They burst into the chamber with the mirror, the creature's scream echoing all around them.
Tate chanced a glance back at the thing. It had closed in on their mad scramble until it was nearly breathing down their necks.
At first, all she saw were red eyes—two rows of them. Then the rest of the beast came into focus, a long face and large mouth that almost looked like it was smiling. Its head was close to the ceiling, long legs pressing against each wall, leveraging its furry back so high it brushed rock. A long tail tipped with a stinger curled down toward the floor. 
Night was right. They had no way of fighting that thing. It would kill them in a heartbeat.
Ilith hissed in her mind, the thing unsettling her as she sensed wrongness in it. 
Run, she roared.
Tate's legs pumped with renewed energy. She didn't chance another glance behind her, more concerned about coaxing as much speed from her body as possible to give her a better chance of surviving. She'd either be faster or dead. Looking wouldn't affect the outcome and would only serve to slow her down.
She didn't glance back, but she could hear the scrabbling of its body as it pursued them into the chamber. Feel its presence as it got closer and closer.
Night, picking up on her desire to escape, released her and bounded toward the mirror—one last leap carrying him through its black depths, the surface rippling. Tate dove through before its surface even stopped moving. 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
SHE LANDED ON her back on the other side, her ears ringing like before and that odd taste back in her mouth. 
She didn't care. They were alive and that was all that mattered.
She lay there panting, her eyes trained on the surface of the mirror. Nothing had stopped the creature in Thora's study from coming through. The same could happen here. 
When a long moment passed, she sat up before patting Night's back. 
"Guess we managed not to die this time," she told him.
He didn't answer, his eyes trained on the area behind her.
She stiffened, before turning slowly to take in a man in a guardian's robes, gaping at her like she was an apparition. 
Ah. This was awkward.
She gave him a sickly-sweet smile. "Hello, there. Guess you're wondering how we managed to come out of that mirror."
His mouth opened and shut several times as he looked between her and the mirror in question. She didn't blame him for being tongue-tied. In his shoes, she'd feel the same.
Not wanting to be at a disadvantage, she stood and brushed her hands off, giving the man a sunny smile.
"I don't suppose there's any way to keep this between ourselves?" She gave him a hopeful look.
He continued staring at her.
"What’s this?" An enraged voice asked from further in the room. 
Tate didn't bother to conceal her sigh. Yeah, she figured there wasn't any way to keep this a secret.
A man wearing robes similar to the first, except for a gold length of fabric draped around his neck and black ribbon sewn into the cuffs of his sleeves, came into view. His face was scandalized as he took in Night and Tate standing in the middle of the treasure room.
Another man trailed after him, his face haughty and cold. He was wearing a fine coat with ornate gold buttons on it. His expression seemed frozen in a sneer. His gaze swept over the two of them, taking their measure at a glance.
"Linc, I asked you a question," the first man said. Tate thought he might be one of the guardians; no doubt someone of import who expected people to jump when he looked at them a certain way. "You know these rooms are off-limits to all but those who've passed the ramal."
"Sir, I—I—They came through the mirror." Linc finally managed to get an explanation out past his surprise.
The other guardian scoffed. "You can think of a better lie than that."
Linc blinked at the other man, his eye glasses askew, looking for all the world like a surprised gopher.
Tate took pity on him. "He's not lying. We really did come through the mirror."
She left out the fact that they'd left the room by way of the mirror too.
The guardian transferred his regard to her, his nostrils flaring before what looked like recognition registered in his face. He seemed momentarily off-balance as he stared at Tate like he'd seen a ghost.
His companion stepped into the breech. "Next, you'll be telling us that you've come by way of the river of stars or that the Saviors sent you to us poor saps." His tone held a note of scathing rebuke wrapped in sardonic amusement. To the guardian, he said, "It's obvious they're thieves at worst or overzealous followers at best. I can call for my men and have them in the Deeps in an hour."
The man's words seemed to snap the head guardian out of his fugue, bringing him back to his senses. "Of course, you're right. I think that might be the best course."
"Wait a minute," Tate said. "Your own man said he saw us come out of that thing. We're not lying."
"Save it, thief. You can plead your case in front of judgment tomorrow," the well-dressed man said.
"Tomorrow?" Tate's voice rose. "I don't have that kind of time. That mirror’s a relic; you should know as well as I do that crazy things are capable of happening around them. Look, we were in the tunnels and then somehow ended up back here."
"The tunnel." The man's expression turned victorious. "Then that means you're a criminal. Anyone in the tunnels has ties to the Night Lords. It's my job to stamp out their ilk."
Tate's jaw dropped, and she was rendered speechless. Who the hell was this guy? 
Night's tail flicked angrily behind him as he kept his gaze focused on the man. Tate, be careful. He's the Basalt Olar, second in command in the Black Order. He answers directly to the Obsidian Lord. He could very well throw us in the Deeps or worse and I doubt the guardians will do anything to stop him.
That explained it. Of course, he was with the Order. Only they had such a fluid definition of justice. Plus, he was a jerk, something all those who worked for the Order seemed to take lessons in.
It was on the tip of her tongue to demand that they get a hold of Thora or Ryu. Either of them could backup her story about the mirror being a gateway. The only thing preventing her from doing so, was the fact that both Thora and Ryu had explicitly forbidden her from bothering the guardians. 
The threat of being stuck in isolation for the next decade was enough to keep her quiet. She wanted to reserve that option as a last resort. If push came to shove, she'd do it, but until then, she was stuck trying to talk her way out of this.
"Linc, call for your fellow guardians," the head guardian said, stuffing his hands in either of his sleeves, his face grave. 
He gave the appearance of being wise, but given with whom he chose to hang around, Tate had to question that. Anyone who willingly dealt with the Order—or worse, seemed to consider them friends— in her estimation, didn't strike her as too bright. 
As Linc left, a thought occurred to her.
"Wait, you have a disciple by the name of Grimsly," Tate said, seeking a way out of this that didn't involve the dragons. "He can verify my story."
The guardian looked like he was considering her words.
The man from the Order scoffed. "Don't listen to her, Grand Master Keel. She's trying to save her own skin."
Keel looked unsettled, watching Tate like she was something he half-expected to attack at any moment. She didn't anticipate good things in persuading him out of this madness. 
We can take them, Night offered, his body tense and on guard. Now, before they summon help.
Tate hesitated, unsure. While that was tempting, it might backfire. She could pretend to be any person in the city. A woman of average height, with red hair and gray eyes was relatively common. Night, on the other hand, was nearly one of a kind.
It wouldn't take much for a description to implicate him. In such an event, he could kiss any success with his application good bye.
"Let's wait and see," she said in a low voice meant only for his ears.
They might still be able to turn this to their advantage. The need for action burned at her, especially with Jack and the other children's fate hanging in the balance. Having to wait and play nice made her skin itch. Ilith, pacing up and down her arm, didn't help calm her. 
The door on the other side of the chamber opened and five men, all clad in similar robes strode in. At least two looked like they'd spent part of their lives mining rock in the work camps up North, their arms as wide around as Tate's head.
What sort of religion required—what could only be enforcers—to guard their temples? Because that's what these men were, unless Tate had misplaced part of her brain cells when she traveled through that mirror. They had the look of warriors, there to guard and protect.
One of the smaller men appeared familiar. His mouth parted as recognition crossed his face. He shot a look at Keel before turning back to her, his thoughts carefully concealed.
Tate frowned, trying to place that face. Her eyes widened as it came to her. The first time she'd gotten lost in the tunnels—the trip where she'd met Night and saved Dewdrop—they'd surfaced in the temple and it was this man who'd offered them help.
She'd been somewhat out of it at the time, which would explain why she hadn’t placed him right away.
"Tate," Grimsly said, his voice surprised. "What are you doing here?" 
In her distraction, she'd missed another familiar face, this one much more recent than the other.
"Just who I wanted to see. Perhaps you can clear this up. I tried to tell them that we came through the mirror, but they didn't believe me." Tate slid a vexed look at the two men.
Grimsly blinked at her in surprise, his eyes shifting to the head guardian and his companion. He grimaced before giving a small bow and making a gesture of honor toward the head of his order.
"She's not lying," Grimsly said in a regretful voice. "I filled out a report and placed it on your desk, Grand Master. Several days ago, the mirror in Lord Thora's study proved itself capable of such feats."
Keel bent a cool look Grimsly's direction. "Are you sure of this?"
"I am. I witnessed the events myself."
"Lord Thora," the man from the Order said, a thoughtful note in his voice.
Tate fought against a wince. The very person she'd tried to avoid being tied to, somehow managed to insinuate himself into the conversation regardless of her efforts.
Basalt Olar looked at her with fresh consideration, his gaze going to Night for the first time. Until then he hadn't even looked in her friend’s direction.
"Dragon-ridden. You're that woman they insist is one of them."
Tate shifted under the scrutiny she suddenly found herself subjected to. Left with no choice, she confirmed what they already knew. "That would be correct."
She didn't like the avarice she saw in his gaze—something that seemed to indicate she had just handed him the key to his wildest dreams. 
"If she is dragon-ridden as you say, perhaps we should get Lord Thora down here to confirm matters," Keel said in an authoritative voice.
Tate's shoulders bowed. Damn. This was going to get a bit tricky.
"Until then, please escort her to one of the penitence cells," he said, his face serene. 
"Of course, Grand Master." Both Grimsly and the familiar guardian bowed their heads as the two boulders behind them lumbered toward Tate and Night.
"We'll follow you. No need to touch," Tate said, jerking her arm away from one of them as the other bent to Night.
He backed off quickly when Night rounded on him with a silent snarl, his lips curled up and his ears pinned flat. Warning given, Night prowled toward the door, Tate next to him as the two men kept a safe distance between them.
They were escorted to a chamber bare of any luxuries—even the most basic ones. No bed, chair, or even a rug to protect them from the hard floor. It was cold and dank. Tate could see why they called it the penitence room. She felt sorry for any guardian sentenced to its desolate embrace.
Night roamed the cell, walking its circumference as Tate leaned against the wall. 
I still say we should have taken our chances.
"And we would have regretted it eventually," Tate said, tilting her head back against the wall.
There was nothing to do but wait. It was an effort to keep her mind from venturing down all the scenarios of what Jack and the rest might be going through right now—each more nightmarish than the last.
"What was that thing chasing us?" she asked. Anything to keep herself occupied.
Night's progress checked as he swung his head around to look at her. He turned forward and resumed his path. A monster. You saw it.
"You have nothing else to add?" she pressed. 
There was a long silence, and she thought he might ignore the question. 
I've encountered such a creature before.
He turned and sat with his back to her, his head drooping forward. The picture of a man bereft. It cost me dearly.
Tate pressed her lips against any further questions she might utter. It was clear the story was not a happy one, and if Night didn't want to share, that was his choice. She wouldn't force him to delve into memories that pained him—not when there was no benefit to it.
She had to wonder if his story had anything to do with what had happened to the twins’ mom. He never spoke of her, and Tate never pushed—because it could be that he simply didn't remember that time in his history, as was the case with her, or that their story had ended in tragedy.
The door to their cell unlocked and one of the guardians, his hood pulled up and his face in shadow, pointed at Tate and gestured for her to follow. 
"That didn't take long," Tate said. 
I don't trust this. Not enough time has passed. There's no way Thora or Ryu could have gotten down here so soon. Night's mental voice was suspicious.
"Maybe they were in the area," Tate suggested in an uneasy voice. She didn't know if she believed that either.
Night started to precede her out of the room and stopped when the guardian held out a hand and pointed emphatically at her again.
"I think he only wants me," Tate guessed.
I definitely don't like this, Night declared. I don't think you should go with him.
"I don't see much of a choice, do you?" she asked. All the hooded guardian needed to do was summon the two oversized boulders to force the issue, and what Tate had been trying to avoid would become a moot point. 
He must have agreed because he plopped down and glared balefully at the door. 
"If I don't return in a timely fashion, you're free to go looking for me," Tate offered in a conciliatory voice.
He perked up at those words but still looked no less put out at being left behind. 
You'd better come back, Night said.
On both of their minds was the uneasiness the Order's presence gave them. The man making decisions was the second in charge of an organization that had made clear its dislike of them. Tate prayed this wasn't a ruse to separate and eliminate each of them while they were alone.
The cell door clanged shut behind her and the hooded guardian strode past her without a word, his head down and face still concealed. 
"Where are we going?" Tate asked. 
His head turned slightly so she knew he'd heard her.
"You take a vow of silence or something?" she asked, giving him a look filled with unease.
He hesitated then inclined his head in a nod.
She narrowed her eyes at him as they turned down another hallway that had been carved into the cliffs. How many of these were there? They really were trying to imitate the Saviors if this was how they spent their time, carving endless passages in a pale imitation of the tunnels below. 
Again, Tate was left questioning why they had chosen to show their devotion in this manner. It made no sense to her.
Just when Tate had had enough, when she had decided he really did intend her harm, he turned to a wall and stepped through, passing through the solid surface as if it wasn't even there. She stopped short where he had disappeared and examined the rock facade closely. It looked like any other wall they'd passed, nothing to distinguish it or indicate there was an empty space here.
Whoever had crafted it was a genius. It was comparable to what the Saviors had created. Tate had encountered its like more than once in the tunnels; however, she'd never expected to see it up here.
An arm appeared from the wall and the pointer finger made a come-hither motion. 
Tate stepped back and eyed the wall. She'd survived trips like these before. Just today she'd gone through a mirror that transported her miles underground. Twice. This should be nothing. So what, if it wasn't constructed by someone who knew what they were doing? 
Either way, she needed to follow, and soon. If an arm could have an emotion, this one would be screaming its impatience.
She took a deep breath and stepped forward. It was like trying to walk through honey, cloying and clinging. Had she never met Ai or experienced a similar kind of illusion, she would have been even more disconcerted. With Ai, stepping through was like stepping into a slight breeze, easily done and over before you had much time to think. 
Not this. It was slow and required effort, leaving her with the unsettling feeling that she was about to get stuck in the wall. 
Finally, Tate was through, feeling about ten years older, and like she'd just escaped with her life by the narrowest margins.
The guardian hadn't waited for her, continuing into the room and to the far side. Tate didn't hurry after him, figuring he could deal with it as she took her time examining their surroundings.
It was smaller than the treasure room, though not by much. Where that room had been littered with priceless items, this one was almost bare. The only things in it were brilliant tapestries and paintings—unlike any she'd seen before—hanging on the walls.
They were different than the ones in the hallway, which mostly depicted stylized battle scenes well after the fact. These were more intimate, the subjects relaxed and smiling, not staring grim-faced out of the painting as if they wanted to murder the viewer. Whoever had created these caught these people when times weren't so tough or grim, perhaps in the quiet before battle. The brush strokes appeared nonexistent. It was like someone had taken a moment in time and frozen it. Not a painting exactly, but something else. Something more lifelike.
She recognized the faces in some of them. These were from the same era as the Saviors, somehow preserved through time. No wonder the likenesses of the icons in the alcoves were so striking. The artists had had a place to start. 
What sort of magic was needed to make these appear as they must have appeared on the day they were created? The colors hadn't faded, and the paper wasn't discolored. She peered closer, noting the slightest hint of reflection. Glass? 
Sometimes, she almost understood what so fascinated others about these people. This was beyond anything Tate had ever seen. 
The subjects looked light and carefree, not the hard-bitten warriors they were remembered as. Young, but not innocent. They hadn't seen the worst this world had to offer. They still had hope. It was odd, but they seemed more human here, not the stiff symbols of victory portrayed outside this room. 
Tate moved through the space, soaking each painting in, examining it and the subjects before moving to the next, until she worked her way around the room to where the guardian stood in front of a painting hidden in the corner. 
His back was to her, his hands clasped behind him as he tilted his head up at the forgotten painting. Shadows clung to it since this part of the room wasn't as well lit.
Tate ground to a halt, her face stricken as she took in the subject matter. This one was different than the rest. It was posed, all the subjects looking at the painter. Their postures were relaxed, smiles on their faces. A few had paired up, their body language making Tate think of couples. That wasn't what caught her. No, it was the face belonging to the main statue outside, his face illuminated by a wicked smile directed at a woman who was a dead ringer for Tate. 
"How is this possible?" Tate asked, not really expecting an answer. That was good because the guardian didn't offer one.
He gave her a slight bow before walking away, leaving her standing, staring up at the picture as her entire world tilted on its axis.
That woman was her. She knew it like she knew her name was Tate. It was her shoulder the man's arm lay on. Her sly, knowing look as she stared out of the painting. She was the focus around which the group revolved, a few caught in mid-laugh as they turned to her—as if she’d just made a remark they were reacting to. It should have been impossible. 
Only, it wasn't.
It was a confirmation of a thought she'd buried deep, unwilling to explore or articulate. Brown Eyes had been right. She wasn't just a sleeper from some time long ago. She'd been a Savior, someone responsible for the current world. 
It was a punch to the gut. Not just because of the mind-boggling nature of it, but because it was undeniable proof that everyone she once knew was dead. There would be no reunion with a family—no parents, no sister or brother. No friends to reunite with. Not even hope for a past lover who'd searched for her. 
She was alone. The last survivor from a time when the world had gone crazy and monsters were created for the amusement of others. Hell, she was probably one of those monsters. Maybe that's why they'd stuck her in that glass cylinder and let her sleep away the ages.
This explained why the works of the ancients had such odd reactions to her. Why she could open things others couldn't, and why their relics seemed to wake up around her. 
The guardian let her soak it in, not disturbing or rushing her. She'd find it in herself to be grateful later. 
For now, her eyes greedily devoured the faces of the other people in the painting. These were her friends, now removed by time and death. Forgotten, along with the rest of her memories. 
If she thought being able to see her past would help jog something loose, she was wrong. Try as she might, everything remained locked behind an unsurpassable wall.
She didn't know whether to be happy at proof of her past or devastated. This wasn't something she could tell people when they met, when they listed their ancestors of note. She had none. She was the ancestor. What was she supposed to say, Tate Fisher, aka Tatum Allegra Winters, Savior, dragon-ridden, sleeper? She could see that being received well.
Tate lost track of time, standing in front of that picture. Finally, when she couldn't take it anymore, she stepped back, making her way toward the fake wall in a daze. The guardian had waited for her and stepped through as soon as she headed toward him.
With one last lingering look at the gallery, she stepped through. She had questions. So many questions. 
Their return was quiet. When they stood in front of her cell again, she turned to the guardian. "Why did you show me that?"
The other questions could wait. Her past wasn't going anywhere. Right now, she needed to find out what his motivations were, because it was clear something was driving his actions. The other guardians had recognized her. That much was now obvious, but they hadn't seen fit to enlighten her. Maybe they thought she was here for some reason only a Savior would know, or maybe they had some other reasons for keeping quiet.
This guardian had gone out of his way to make sure Tate saw that painting. She wanted to know why.
He held his hand out to the cell doorway.
"No, I want to know why you took me there. Why did you show me that painting? Do you know why I was left asleep?"
He gestured to the cell again, more emphatically this time. She shook her head and folded her arms. 
A noise from the far end of the hall distracted her. As she turned, Grimsly stopped and stared, his eyes comically wide.
"What are you doing out of the cell?" Grimsly asked. 
Before she could respond, the other guardian shoved her back inside her cell and slammed the door. An eerie giggle reached her, and brown eyes peered at her through a small opening between the door’s slats.
She knew that laugh. It haunted her in her dreams sometimes.
"Christopher," Tate whispered, her eyes widening in surprise. 
"I hear you’ve been looking for me,” he said in a coy voice.
Tate breathed out through her nose, even as Night, hearing his voice, roared and bounded forward. She didn’t like that he knew that. It meant either he was incredibly connected to hear what they’d been very careful about keeping under a veil of secrecy. That, or he was having her followed.
“Now you know I wasn't lying about what I told you the last time I saw you," Christopher said. "I hope you remember this for our next encounter."
He let out another giggle.
"One last thing—you’re a lot closer to those responsible for your lost lambs than you think," he said with a strange twist to his lips.
"You took them," Tate said, her voice tight. She should have known as soon as this started.
His giggle came again. "Stop, you're making me blush." His eyes glittered as they stared at her. "No, I wish. The people behind this are not the sort I would ever consort with. You know who I'm talking about."
Before she could respond, his eyes disappeared from the small space followed by the echoing sound of running footsteps. Tate ran to look out the same slat, noting Grimsly chasing after Christopher.
She tried to call out to him, to tell him not to pursue. Christopher was a dangerous man, responsible for the deaths of several people. She didn't want anything to happen to the other guardian, and if he went after Christopher alone, the chances of that were good.
The sound of panting reached her moments before Grimsly appeared in her narrow field of view. "I lost him."
"That's probably for the best," Tate responded. "Christopher is a very dangerous man."
"I'm going to need to report this to the Grand Master," Grimsly said with an uneasy frown. "He's not going to be happy. This is the second breech today."
That was probably for the best. 
"Why were you out of the cell?" Grimsly asked, his eyes curious.
Tate blinked at him with an innocent look on her face. "He was wearing guardian robes and indicated I needed to come with him."
"Good thing I came along when I did," Grimsly said. "Who knows what he would have done to you if he'd gotten you alone."
Tate gave him a small smile, grateful he'd arrived at the conclusion he had. It would save her the trouble of having to think of a plausible lie. "Yes, it could have been a lot worse."
She didn't want to share what had really happened or what she'd seen. Grimsly hadn't seemed to recognize her as a couple of the guardians had. She saw no reason to change that. 
"Thora should be here soon," Grimsly said. "I'm sure everything will be cleared up shortly."
He gave her a regretful nod before stepping away from her cell. Tate listened to his footsteps retreat down the hall.
What did Brown Eyes show you? Night asked.
Tate gazed down at where he'd taken a seat at her feet. "My past."
His enigmatic gaze held hers as his tail swished behind him, the only sign of his disquiet. Is it bad?
She took a deep breath. "Guess it depends on how you look at it."
Night's ears flicked. He'd never been as driven as Tate to uncover his memories. He remembered a little more than she did, most of it dealing with blood and death. It hadn't given him a lot of motivation to search for more.
Tate was the opposite. For as long as her memories stretched back, she'd felt there was a giant piece missing—like she'd forgotten something important, something crucial. It had driven her to commit more than a few acts of folly.
Now that she had some answers, it spawned new questions. Only this time she wasn't certain those answers would give any more peace of mind than the last ones had.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THE WAIT GAVE Tate too much time to think—about the children, about what was happening to them, her past, and Christopher's agenda. Her mind just wouldn't slow down.
She was almost grateful when the cell door flew open, and Ryu loomed in the doorway, his jaw clenched and an irritated expression on his face.
He curled his fingers at her and then walked off, anger rolling off him in waves. She sighed as she climbed to her feet, her body protesting the abrupt movement after being seated so long on the cold ground. Night yawned as he lumbered to his feet and prowled out of the door, showing none of Tate's stiffness.
They followed Ryu and his guide through the hallways until they ended back at the treasure room, as Tate called it. Ryu waited by the door, stopping her with a hand on her wrist as he said in a low voice, "I don't think I have to tell you the kind of trouble you're in."
"It was worth it," Tate returned in a sharp voice. She hadn't forgotten her anger of before. "I found the children and your missing dragon."
His eyes flared. "I hope so, because the guardians are demanding an example be made of you. Right now, Thora is inclined to give them one."
Good to know. It meant she would need to tread carefully and hope they could see reason.
She preceded him into the room, calm and composed, not reflecting the turmoil currently taking place inside. 
Thora, Keel and Basalt Olar stood next to the mirror. The range of emotions on their faces ran the gamut. Thora looked fit to be tied, sending a fuming, irritated glare her way as soon as she appeared, while Keel looked composed and unruffled as if the events of today in no way impacted his inner serenity. Basalt Olar just looked amused and smug. In his mind, he'd already won.
Night prowled over to the mirror, giving it a good sniff before ambling back to Tate. Thora's eyes fixed on him, a brief spark of interest in their depths before a mask slammed down. Tate had forgotten he hadn't met Night yet. Just the cubs.
"Would you like to provide an explanation for your willful disregard of my orders?" Thora rumbled, a hint of his dragon in his voice.
Tate tapped her fingers on her thigh, a nervous habit, as she tried to think of the best way to phrase this. She would have preferred to talk to Thora and Ryu alone before involving the other men. 
They might be important, and she had no real reason to mistrust either man, but some sense told her to be cautious in revealing what she knew. Lives might depend on it, and as Christopher had already proven once today, this place wasn't as airtight as they would like to pretend. It also hadn’t escaped her that the mirror that just happened to lead straight to the children, had been discovered in the guardians’ stronghold. It wasn’t a far jump to assume they might have something to do with all of this. 
"I didn't 'willfully disregard' your orders." Well, she had, but he didn't need to know that right now. "As I already told the guardian over there, we came through the mirror. I had no idea it was going to lead here. That just happened to be coincidence."
 Thora stared at her, a vein in his temple bulging just the faintest bit. Tate met his gaze with a bland expression. Dewdrop and Night would have known it for what it was. Ryu too. She just hoped he'd keep his mouth shut until she could explain her real purpose.
"You came out of the mirror," Thora said in a flat voice.
"Yup."
"To a place you were expressly forbidden to go."
"That about covers it."
Thora stared at her in silence.
"They have a guardian that saw us come out," Tate said when the silence became excruciatingly long.
"Show me," he said with an expectant look.
"Show you?" Tate cocked her head, off-balance at his request.
"Yes, show me how the mirror works," he said in as patient a voice as he could muster.
Tate and Night shared an uneasy look, neither one of them forgetting the creature that had driven them back through the mirror.
"Unless, this has all been a lie," Basalt Olar said.
Thora twitched but otherwise didn't react to the accusation.
Tate gave him a razor-sharp smile. "It's not a lie."
And, she'd prove it. Giving herself a strict pep talk, she walked over to the mirror. She'd just go through then jump immediately back. Chances were that the monster wasn't hovering right on the other side, waiting for her to come back through. Hours had passed. It had probably grown bored. She'd just prove they weren't lying and then walk back through before anything attacked. 
Should be simple enough. Night gave her a look like he knew her thoughts. She knew his too, because right now he was thinking that nothing was ever simple when they were involved.
Tate took a deep breath. Might as well get this over with. She started for the mirror, bracing herself for the shift and ran head first into glass instead. Pain radiated from the spot where she'd connected, and she staggered back a few steps.
She touched her head and drew her hands back in disbelief as blood coated her fingers. Then looked back at the mirror with an incredulous expression. What the hell had just happened?
"While her commitment to her lie does her credit, it doesn't change the fact that her statements are fabrications," Olar drawled.
Tate ignored him and patted the mirror, frowning at it when it remained in a solid state. "I don't understand."
"It's simple. You've been proven a liar," Olar returned.
Night padded up to her and sniffed at the mirror, lifting both paws and leaning against it. He bounced on the glass a few times as if it just needed a little nudge to get working, like it was a door that was stuck.
"That is a priceless relic from the Saviors," Keel objected, frowning in disapproval.
Neither Tate nor Night paid him any attention.
Night lifted his head to gaze up at Tate. Maybe it would help if I sneezed on it again.
"I doubt that would make much of a difference," she retorted.
He gave a feline shrug before dropping back down to all fours. You never know.
Olar stared at her with an expression that was part glee and part sick fascination. "Perhaps I was wrong and it's not that she's a liar, but rather that she suffers from dragon madness. My men did tell me she had an incident earlier this summer."
Thora and Ryu both sent him fulminating looks.
"I'm not mad," Tate responded.
"How else do explain hearing voices that aren't there?" he asked in what was meant to be a kind voice. 
She stared at him with a blank expression. It took her a long moment to realize he was talking about what must have seemed like her one-sided conversation with Night. 
Ryu arrived at the same conclusion as her. "Her companion can speak telepathically. He can choose who hears his voice. She has shown no signs of dragon madness."
Olar looked at Night with distaste. The bearcat licked his chops and stared at the other man like he was a piece of raw meat. It was a struggle for Tate to conceal her amusement at Olar's obvious discomfort.
Olar looked back at Ryu with a superior expression. "Would you submit to an exam by a truth sayer attesting to that fact?"
Ryu didn't look daunted. "If my commander thinks it necessary."
"He doesn't," Thora said in a hard voice. "You overstep, Basalt Olar. It is not in your authority to request such a thing of one of mine."
"Given those under you seem to flout your orders, I don't see you remaining in your position long," Olar said. "Especially when the council of lords realize how far your control of your dragons has fallen."
"Until such time as I am forced out, they will continue to answer to me, and me alone," Thora said with a dragon's smile—all teeth and silken promises of death.
Tate watched the back and forth with a sinking feeling. The mirror had picked the worst possible time to quit working. She turned back to it and touched the frame with the hand that had the relic on it. The thing had worked miracles in the past.
"Come on," she muttered in a low voice. The mirror's surface remained still, no hint of the ripples or glowing symbols. 
"Be that as it may, we still have not solved the issue of what to do about your dragon," Keel said, interrupting the men as their voices grew heated.
The focus shifted to Tate and the mirror frame she was still clutching. She let out a frustrated breath and stepped back. Since the visual aid wasn't going to work, she'd just have to be persuasive.
"Yes, the mirror isn't working for some unknown reason. Just like the one in your library wasn't working, and then it was," Tate told Thora. "We don't know what turns them on or off, but one of your own people told you that we came out of the mirror." This she directed at Keel. The next part she said to Thora. "And you saw the creature come out of your mirror."
Thora looked like he was considering her words. "Her argument is reasonable."
"My guardian has since recanted that claim," Keel said in a stiff voice. 
"What?" Tate asked in outrage.
Keel ignored her. "He said he could have been mistaken—that it was possible she and the creature were just hiding behind it."
They all looked at the mirror where it stood next to a wall. There was no way Tate, let alone Night, would have been able to fit back there.
"I can't believe this," Tate swore. Night let out a chuff of agreement. "You’re a liar."
"What would be the purpose in that?" Keel said in a cold voice.
She lifted her shoulders. "I don't know. It's that, or you intimidated your novitiate to change his story. I wonder what your vaunted Saviors would have to say about that."
The words hit their target. He flinched, a movement barely perceptible. 
"You hold your tongue. We will not tolerate such blasphemy," Olar snapped, his voice thunderous.
"You don't know what you're talking about," Keel said, his face and voice once again composed.
Tate looked him up and down, letting him see her disdain. "You'd be surprised."
It was on the tip of her tongue to let him know that she'd seen the painting, that she knew the truth. The only things stopping her was the fact that she didn't know the whole truth and given the debacle with the mirror, she didn't want to go on another hunt for that room, especially given she wasn't entirely sure where it was. 
Her credibility had already taken a hit. Anything further would sound like she was grasping at straws.
"I will not sit here and listen while she insults our Saviors," Olar said, his voice loud and his face enraged. "You do something about this, or I will."
Thora's face was resigned. "We'll take her into custody, her punishment to be decided at a later time when all parties have calmed down."
"I want my men watching her as well," Olar said, a sneer aimed at Tate. "She's already proven she has little respect for your authority."
"She's a dragon. We take care of our own." Thora's expression said he considered the matter settled.
"I must object.” Olar’s voice rose. 
"As we've stated before, your Order has no sway over us," Thora said in a smooth voice. "You can object all you want. We’ll still be taking Tate and Night with us."
"He's not a dragon. He isn't protected by the same laws," Olar argued.
"He's part of her household," Ryu retorted. "And entitled to the same protections."
Olar began to object. 
"We're done with this subject. Ryu, bring Tate and her friend," Thora snapped before stalking off.
Ryu's face was grave as he caught Tate by the arm and pulled her in Thora's wake. 
"Ryu, I'm not lying. There’s something you need to know." Tate tried to pull away from his arm.
"Don't make this any harder than it has to be, Tate." Ryu's hold tightened, giving her no quarter. To Night, he said, "I wouldn't recommend running. The Order will kill you on sight."
Night bared his teeth but followed docilely behind them as Ryu hauled Tate through the halls and out another entrance, bypassing the hall of heroes. Probably for the best. The worshipers would no doubt have been scandalized at the sight of a dragon-ridden being hauled away from the guardians’ temple in disgrace.
"Ryu," Tate protested.
"Enough. Just be quiet for once," Ryu said, his voice harsh.
Tate flinched. He’d never spoken to her in such a way before. It left her feeling cold inside.
"I don't care about your excuses right now. What you've done has put yourself and all of us in danger," Ryu said. His pace was fast, and Tate had to move quickly to keep up or risk being dragged like a recalcitrant child. "Just don't. Not right now. You don't even know what you've done."
Tate pressed her lips together as they left the temple behind and headed to the Emperor's elevator. Thora was a fair distance ahead of them, people hurrying out of his way as soon as they caught a glimpse of his expression—one that Tate could only assume was volcanic.
He stalked into the cavern that held the elevator, Tate and Ryu close enough to see the guards leap to attention as if someone had set their clothing on fire as they fell all over themselves to summon the elevator.
Thora waited in fuming silence, tension thickening in the air. It felt like it was squeezing Tate, trying to suffocate her with its weight. Night's eyes fell to half-mast, and he gave his surroundings a lazy glance, seemingly unaffected by the anger of the other two dragons. Tate wished she felt the same. As it was, the barely suppressed anger made her itch for escape—from them, this situation, maybe even Aurelia.
The lift arrived, and Thora stalked in, whirling to face them with a pronounced frown. Ryu prodded her forward and they all waited as the doors closed and the lift began to ascend.
They'd risen several feet in the air when Thora spoke, "What could have possessed you to do such an asinine thing?"
"It wasn't asinine," Tate said. "We found the children and your dragon. We just had a little hiccup trying to get them out."
"What are you talking about?" Thora asked.
Tate jerked her arm out of Ryu's grip, not missing how it tightened for a moment before releasing. Here in the elevator there was nowhere for her to go. Nowhere to run. There was no reason for him to continue his hold.
"As I told Ryu, we found the children and Jacob," Tate said in as calm a voice as she could muster.
"You found them," Thora stated.
"That is what I said." Tate tried for a patience she didn't feel. The tick-tock of time passing urged her to hurry.
Thora looked like he was giving her words consideration. "Tell me what you saw, and don't lie this time."
Something in Tate's expression must have given her away because he gave her a knowing smile, one full of cunning and sharp teeth.
"Yes, I know your story isn't entirely true."
Tate met his eyes, trying to keep the guilt off her face. 
"We did come through the mirror," Tate said in a reluctant voice. "But we also may have left by way of that mirror."
Thora and Ryu worked through her logic, understanding dawning on their faces. 
"You snuck into the temple and the guardians’ relic room?" Thora's voice rose to a near shout.
Tate winced. It sounded so bad when he said it that way.
"How did you get past my guards?" Ryu asked, ignoring the hissy fit Thora was throwing.
Tate's mouth twisted as she looked down at Night. He watched them with a smug expression.
Ryu followed her gaze, his face turning thoughtful. "I should have guessed. How many ways out of that place do you have?"
More than I'll ever tell you, Night told him.
Ryu's face twitched as if to say fair enough. 
Thora managed to compose himself, his hair standing straight up from where he'd been running his hands through it. "Tell us the rest."
Tate told them as much as the ride would allow. About the row of cells filled with children, about their dragon and his condition. She’d just mentioned how one of the children had a dragon tattoo when Thora stopped her.
"Are you sure?" he asked.
"Yes, I saw it myself."
"Was the child alert or was he a blank slate?" Thora asked, his voice urgent.
Tate stared at him. He knew what had happened to that child. She'd bet anything. "A blank slate. He didn't respond even when I spoke to him, just stared at the wall like his mind was gone."
Thora looked pensive and worried. 
"That should be impossible," Ryu said, his eyes on the other man.
"Yes, it should," Thora agreed in a dour voice.
"How?" Ryu asked a bite in his voice. "The rift is protected at all times and there hasn't been a breech in centuries."
Ilith stirred in Tate's mind, the topic drawing her interest. Home. Yearning was in her voice.
The elevator came to a halt, drawing the conversation to a close.
"No more until we're somewhere prying ears can't listen," Thora cautioned. "We have to keep this to ourselves for now."
Ryu nodded. Tate stared at both of them, not quite understanding but willing to follow their lead now that she knew they believed her. 
Thora held her gaze for a long moment, searching. Whatever he found there seemed to reassure him and he gave a firm nod, before his face switched back to a wrathful frown and he stalked out of the elevator, each hard strike of his footsteps warning those around him of the mood he was in.
Ryu took Tate's arm in a firm grip, his face back to that blank mask with rage banked deep in his eyes. She blinked at the instantaneous change in their expressions.
"Got to keep up appearances. You never know who's watching," Ryu murmured. He gave her a small wink before his face returned to the deep lines of before.
Initially dumbfounded, Tate’s mouth quirked up at the sides as she realized it was a carefully crafted ruse to show anybody watching that she was in deep trouble for her antics. They'd done such a good job in making her believe it she knew any spies would fall for it too.
It gave her hope. If their incursion down below was uncovered, people would assume the dragons had dismissed her claims out of hand. It might be enough that they'd spare the children from any extreme actions in response. This might just be the chance she needed to get back down there.
The walk to headquarters was short and accomplished in silence. It wasn't until they were in the library again that Ryu released her.
Thora let out a short roar that echoed throughout the house and reverberated through the room. There was a beat of silence before a roar echoed back.
Thora nodded, a satisfied expression on his face. "Blaise will make sure the house is clear of any listeners and then join us shortly."
Tate blinked at him.
"Your mouth is hanging open," Ryu murmured in an amused voice next to her ear.
She snapped the mouth in question closed and tilted her head back to glare up at him. "It is not."
He lifted an eyebrow as his lips tilted in a small smile.
"So, am I to take it that you two believe me?" Tate asked, still not quite able to bring herself to understand their quick turnaround.
"Of course. I've known you long enough to know you wouldn't lie about something like this," Ryu said, his words simple and his expression open before it shifted to a censorious look. "Despite that, there will still be repercussions for your complete disregard for our orders."
Tate supposed that was fair enough. Though, she still maintained it had been necessary.
He stepped closer and brushed a touch across her cheek. "You took a huge chance. Our relationship with the guardians has always been fraught with tension. The original dragon-ridden were not thought to be made by the Creators. It's been suggested by some historians through the years that our origins began with the Saviors."
"I bet the guardians just hate that," Tate said, picking up on the subtext. If the Saviors had made them, it meant they were little better than the Creators they fought. Tate could see how they might want to erase the blight on their heroes' records.
They must have had a very unpleasant surprise when Tate showed up, bearing the face of the woman in that painting as well as a dragon. That would give more credence for the Saviors breaking their own covenant.
Ryu inclined his head. "Of late, Keel has given much more support to the Order's agenda against the Creators and their creations. They're gearing up to discredit the Kairi, Silva and the rest of us who aren't pure human. Having the guardians on their side will give their argument a lot more weight with the populace than it would have otherwise. It’s made tensions run high."
Tate could see how her actions might have aggravated things. She wished he'd given her this explanation earlier. She didn't know if it would have changed things but having all the information upfront would have enabled her to make more informed choices.
She stepped away and ducked her head, some of the anger of earlier lingering. She hadn’t forgotten how Ryu had shut her out and sided with Thora. He might believe her now, but she could have used his help down in the tunnels. If any of the other dragons had been with her, they might have been able to get the children out already.
Blaise strode into the room. "Someone want to tell me why you’re roaring fit to bring down the house, and why I just had to turn on our emergency wards to make sure no one tried to get in?"
His eyes landed on Tate. "Ah, our little dragon lady has returned. Have you destroyed any other rooms lately?"
"No, but she might have ruined our relationship with the guardians for the foreseeable future," Thora said from where he was looking over papers on a desk in the corner of the room.
Blaise whistled, his expression suitably impressed as he looked Tate over. "I can see you're going for the record of most upheaval in your first year. One more incident and you'll have lover boy over there beat."
Ryu gave Blaise an unfriendly look.
"What? Surprised I know? Don't be. You might be older than me, but it's only by a century or two, and the others still spoke about what happened as a cautionary tale." Blaise gave him a dangerous smile. "Or is it just that you don't want her to know of the Ardent’s judgement?"
Ryu's body tightened, and he leaned forward as if preparing for a fight, a dangerous expression on his face. This time it was Tate's turn to catch his arm, her eyes intent on his. 
"Ryu, leave it. There isn't time for a pissing match," Tate said. 
The cool and collected Ryu—the man who never lost his composure and always seemed to look at her with wicked amusement —was gone, leaving in his place a dangerous being, one content to destroy anything he might consider a threat. 
Ryu's arm relaxed under hers, and he gave her a small nod, acknowledging her words. He turned toward Thora, placing a hand lightly on the small of her back.
Blaise watched them with a knowing light in his eyes. "I guess it's true what they say. A feminine touch around here really will tame the beast." He looked at Ryu with a wicked smile. "And just think, I was almost the one assigned to watch her."
The muscles that had relaxed stiffened again before Ryu visibly shrugged off the tension. "Only in your skewed view. Jost has always been mine. I was the only one who would have ever been sent."
"Ah, I forgot how possessive you are of those in your hoard," Blaise said.
"Hoard?" Tate asked.
Blaise looked at her. "We all have them. It's the dragon in us. Thora's is relics, along with the corps and all its people. Ryu tends to collect informants and is quite protective of them."
"And you?" Tate asked, curious.
Blaise looked undecided for a moment before he sent a cocky grin her way. "You'll just have to survive long enough to find out."
"Enough distraction," Thora ordered. "We have important matters to discuss."
"And no one's bothered to explain what those are," Blaise said in a sardonic tone.
Thora sent him a quelling glance before answering, "We've found Jacob"
The playful look on Blaise's face disappeared and he looked alert and just a little fierce. "Where? And have we killed whoever took him yet?"
"It's a little complicated," Ryu said.
Blaise sent him an acidic look. "Un-complicate it. We kill everyone involved. How hard could that be?"
"They're making other dragon-ridden." Thora's crisp voice cut through the rising tension.
Blaise's expression was disbelieving. "That's impossible. No one gets close to the rift without our knowledge. The Emperor's personal guards ensure that. Whoever told you that is lying."
Tate gave him a cool smile. "Such strong accusations. And here I thought you were beginning to like me."
She'd thought nothing of the sort but wanted to needle him.
"You're the one with this outlandish claim?" Blaise asked, lifting an eyebrow. 
She gave him an arch look.
"You're mistaken about what you saw," he told her in a flat voice.
"It's not exactly hard to miss," Tate returned. "The boy definitely had a dragon on his skin. Others looked like they were caught in mid-transformation. It may be impossible as you say, but they’ve somehow managed to do just that."
Blaise was quiet for a long moment as he digested her words. He didn't look quite so disbelieving now, more like sick. Being right gave Tate no pleasure. She would have preferred to be wrong.
Blaise looked over at Ryu. "That's not good. If they're caught in a half-transformation so soon after bonding, they probably won't survive."
Tate felt those words like a blow. There had been dozens of children down there. Some looked fine while others were in various stages of a change. For so many to be at risk; she didn't have words.
"They could have been down there for weeks," she offered, feeling sick to her stomach.
"It doesn't matter." Ryu's voice was a quiet rumble. "The first change is the true test of the bond. Fail it, and it's almost always a death sentence."
"But there's hope?" Tate asked, needing something.
Ryu and Thora traded glances. 
"Not much," Ryu said, looking resigned.
"You said almost, that means another has survived a failed first change," she pressed.
"One," Blaise said, his eyes trained on Ryu, who looked like he'd been carved from granite. "Only one of us has survived when things went that far south."
Tate's eyes fixed on Ryu, noting how he seemed to be a million miles away, his thoughts far from her. His gaze shifted, pinning her in place. What she saw there kept her from asking if he was the one who had survived, as Blaise seemed to suggest. His expression indicated this was a subject he wasn't prepared to discuss. 
She let him have that. There were things she didn't want to bring into the light and dissect either—most notably what she had discovered about herself that day.
Night jumped up onto a table, craning his head to peer over Thora's shoulder. He ignored them in favor of flicking through pages and drawings, some in books, some loose on his desk. 
Blaise cocked his head, looking fascinated as the bearcat tried to paw at some of the papers. Thora huffed at him. Night, as was typical of his feline side, ignored the implied displeasure and continued trying to shift them around, his head tilting sideways as his claws speared one paper and lifted it up, revealing another right under it.
An inarticulate sound escaped Thora at the sight of the damage, and he forgot about the book in his hands to glare at Tate's friend, his eyes taking on a golden glow.
"What is that?" Blaise asked, sounding fascinated as he watched Night.
Tate gave him a dirty look, not liking the implication of her friend as a thing. Like an object to be referred to as that or an it instead of a person—albeit a furry person. "He is Night—my friend and he understands everything out of your mouth, so I suggest you choose your words carefully."
Blaise cocked his head in a mocking manner, although his next words were serious. "I meant no offense."
Sure, he hadn't. Blaise came across as the sort who lived to ruffle feathers. Tate recognized his type since she was guilty of the same habits.
Tate, you need to look at this, Night's voice echoed in her head, distracting her from saying anything unwise.
"What did you find?" she asked, moving over to her friend and mentally wincing when he used another claw to spear the paper, dragging it more fully out of the pile, which tilted precariously before beginning to topple.
Thora's hand landed with a loud smack on top, stopping the momentum and saving the pile from spilling all over his floor. A growling hiss echoed from his throat as he inclined his head so he was staring at Night from under lowered eyebrows, the force of his dominance a palpable thing. 
Night pretended not to notice—whether because he enjoyed needling the older dragon or because he was getting back at the other man for some imagined slight, Tate didn't know.
"Night, how about you let me get any other papers for you?" Tate said, trying to stem the coming altercation she could practically feel brewing in the air.
Night made a small growl before batting the paper onto the ground, following it in a graceful leap. 
"I'll get it," Tate told Thora when it looked like he was going to leap across the table at her friend. She sent a warning look Night's way. They were already in enough trouble as it was. She didn't need him making it worse with his antics.
He gave her an unrepentant look before lifting his paw and pointing. Tate stepped closer to see what he'd uncovered.
It was a drawing, the paper yellowed with age and crumbling around the edges. She could see why Thora was so protective of it. The paper showed signs of wear, and Night's rough handling probably hadn't helped matters.
The ink was a pale blue and had been written over in places that had begun to fade. Tate bent to get a closer look. Where at first it had looked like a symbol, it was in reality, part of a larger pattern. 
She knew from her journey in the tunnels that the pattern she’d seen was incomplete, missing the inner ring and some of the symbols on the outer bottom edge.
 She picked the paper up with careful hands and placed it back on the table where the others could see it. Pointing to the top of it, she said, "We've seen this pattern before. It was in one of the caverns near where the children were held. It's missing a few pieces but it's mostly there. It was much bigger in real life, of course."
Tate looked up to find herself the focus of three pairs of serious eyes.
"How sure are you?" Thora asked, his voice hushed and tense.
Tate shared a glance with Night. "Both of us agree; this is what we saw down there."
Thora looked frozen in place while Blaise released a harsh curse.
Ryu's gaze was grim. "That explains how they're creating new dragon-ridden without access to the rift."
Ilith's presence rose in Tate, her claws needling Tate's mind as she used Tate's eyes to peer down at the drawing. Sadness coated her as she took in the drawing, grief and resignation a sharp ache inside her. 
She didn't say anything, receding after a short time, taking with her the emotion, a bone-deep emptiness that Tate knew had something to do with her referring to the rift as home.
Not for the first time, Tate was left wondering at the life Ilith had before their bonding. How had she come to bond with Tate, and why choose that, given the limitations such a bonding placed on the dragon side of the pair?
Tate was forced to consider that she might not be the only one who’d lost their entire world when she was put to sleep. She'd never asked Ilith what she remembered of the past, always figuring that the dragon would refuse to answer. She knew the dragon remembered more than she did, even if she’d been hesitant to share Tate's past. 
Tate felt like she'd failed her partner by not caring about what she'd lost. It made her feel small and selfish. It made her realize there were times she treated Ilith like an appendage. There, but not really appreciated.
She'd have to do better once this was over. Maybe she’d start by asking about Ilith's world.
"What does it mean?" Tate asked, putting her shortcomings aside for the moment. They needed to focus on understanding what was happening. "And why are you acting like this is the end of the world?"
"This was taken from Jaxon Kuno's personal records," Ryu said after a long moment of silence. "As far as we can tell, he used it to create the rift as we know it today."
"And what exactly is this rift? You've mentioned it several times now." She had an inkling but needed confirmation before she made any assumptions.
"That is a heavily guarded secret," Thora said in a resigned voice.
Tate's eyebrows lifted. "I think we're a little past that, aren't we? Once the Order learns that a bunch of uncontrollable dragons are running around—ones with no affiliations to you and the emperor, they'll have all the proof they need to force you out of power."
Tate was aware of the irony in that statement since she too was an unaffiliated dragon, one not created in the traditional matter.
A thought occurred to her and she looked down at the table. Perhaps she was the reason this was happening now. They could have gotten the idea for this little experiment from her appearance. 
"She has a point," Ryu said.
Thora's sigh was heavy. "I know." His jaw ticked. "The rift is where the dragon half of us is born. It is always without notice. Every so often a dragon's essence rises from it. They will die or go back through the rift if left alone. When it looks like one is here to stay, we allow initiates to attempt to bond with them."
Enslave, Ilith hissed, the word containing a thread of anger and hatred Tate had never experienced in her partner before.
What do you mean? Tate sent at her dragon.
Ilith didn't answer, whether that was because she didn't hear or because she didn't want to, Tate didn't know.
"So, you think whoever is doing this took Jaxon's original work, and what? Duplicated it?" Tate asked.
"More like made it better," Ryu said. "This drawing is incomplete, probably on purpose. They wouldn't have been able to replicate what he'd done. They might have used it as a starting point but if there are as many bondings occurring as you think, in that short a time span, it would be more efficient than our rift."
Tate stared down at the table, trying to think through everything. There was a lot here that didn't make sense. Christopher's reasoning behind showing her the portrait, how they figured out a way to open a new rift, why they targeted children, what they needed the dragon-ridden man for. Why, why, why?
Why had they taken Jack? Was it because of his connection with her? She didn't see how. They'd only met once.
Night pawed at her leg. Tell them the last part.
Tate had hoped to forget that part. It sounded crazy, and she had no way of proving it was true.
Tate. Night yowled at her plaintively.
The sound drew the other three's attention.
"What is it?" Ryu asked, his gaze expectant.
She dropped her head. "You could have just told them yourself."
Night gave her a calm look. It sounds better coming from you.
Her sigh was aggravated. She met the others’ expectant gazes with a wary one of her own. "There's one last thing." She bit her lip, still unsure. Ah, well, if they thought it fanciful or her crazy, it wouldn't affect things too much. "I think the people doing this might be responsible for the earthquakes."
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THERE WAS A long moment of silence after her outlandish statement.
She spoke fast, needing to get the words out before she was shouted down. "Jack—the boy I've been looking for—said that every time they take a boy from the cells for a second time, there's an earthquake shortly after."
Blaise let out a small laugh. A reaction Tate had been expecting. It was why she hadn't mentioned anything before.
What was unexpected was the thought both Ryu and Thora were giving to her words. Both men stared off into the distance as if they were actually considering her wild claim.
Blaise's laugh died, and he gave the two an incredulous look. "You can't be serious. Are you actually considering this?"
"There's precedent," Thora said flatly.
"What are you talking about?" Blaise asked.
Ryu and Thora shared a glance. 
"Montara." Ryu sounded like he was announcing the end of the world. He said that name like it had a wealth of meaning, and none of it good.
"That's a myth," Blaise argued.
"It's not," Thora said. "There are eyewitness accounts. One of them is mine."
"What is Montara?" Tate asked, feeling like she'd missed something critical.
"It was a city," Ryu said, leaning forward and resting his forearms against the desk. "One of the jewels of the second Silvain dynasty, when much of this continent was still under their rule."
"I take it that place no longer exists," Tate said.
"You'd be correct," Thora answered. "It was destroyed in a single hour."
Tate gaped at him. What could destroy a city full of thousands of people in just an hour? What sort of horrible thing was capable of such large-scale devastation?
"The creators didn't just fiddle with living creatures. They also made large, destructive weapons and hid them underground, under the very tunnels they called home. When the weapons rise from beneath, they destroy everything above. Montara was the site of one such occurrence. No one in the city at the time of its rising survived. They were buried, along with anything that might have explained what happened." Thora recited his tale with a distant voice, as if he needed to separate himself from the horror of remembered events.
"What happened to the weapon?" Tate asked.
The look he gave her was dark. "We happened. A dozen dragon-ridden attacked that thing, raining our pain and grief down on it. When it was over, the shining jewel of that time and all the area surrounding it had been razed to the ground. Evidence of the architect of its destruction was buried and forgotten, so that others might not repeat those mistakes."
The room was very quiet after Thora finished speaking, each consumed by thoughts of what that could mean for Aurelia, if the same thing should happen.
"What makes you think that's the case here?" Tate asked.
"The earthquakes," Ryu said. "There were numerous reports in the month leading up to the tragedy at Montara. We always attributed that to coincidence before."
"I thought the tunnels under Aurelia were said to have belonged to the Saviors," Tate said. At the very least, Ai's presence suggested as much.
"That is the common assumption," Thora said. "But they made a habit of re-purposing the Creators’ original dwellings during the era of the First Wars. It could very well be that the Creators left something behind."
Tate rubbed her forehead, none of this giving her a good feeling. As if there wasn't enough pressure trying to save the few she could. Now, they had to worry about the fate of the entire city. Thousands of lives.
Tate had never considered herself particularly caring. Most of the people in Aurelia were strangers. Of those, a good number of them irritated the hell out of her. She found them small-minded and petty. Especially the nobles and Order.
Still, this was the city her friends called home, and there were enough of them that she didn't think she could get them all to safety in time. That was to say nothing of the potential in the rest of the city—people who might have qualities similar to those she cared about. People who would be worth saving.
"How are we supposed to get down there to stop this when our only path has stopped working?" Tate voiced the question on all their minds.
"I'm not saying I believe this," Blaise said. "But if I did, how did you get down there in the first place?"
Night and Tate traded a look. "Through a mirror."
Blaise voice was flat as he repeated her words. "A mirror."
Tate nodded and pointed. "Like the one over there."
They all looked at the shrouded object in question. Someone had thrown a blanket over it since Tate had last seen it. The mirror lurked in the corner, a great hulking disaster waiting to happen.
"Can't we go back through the mirror you used?" Blaise asked.
Tate shook her head. "It's stopped working."
"Convenient."
She nodded. "I thought so as well."
"We're not acting on that line of thought," Thora said in an autocratic voice. "All you have is speculation, not proof. You'll keep away from the temple guardians until this matter has been resolved."
"It'll just keep coming back up until you find the real culprits," Tate said. "What's to stop them from trying again, if you don't stamp out what they’ve started?"
She understood his resistance given the power the guardians wielded, but it all would be meaningless if Aurelia fell, sinking into the earth until it was mostly forgotten like Montara. 
"That subject is closed," Thora said with a warning glint.
Tate rocked back, her mouth screwed up in dissatisfaction. 
Thora pinched his nose. "It's getting late. There's not much more we can do tonight, and you're exhausted. Let's break here and we can resume in the morning."
Tate parted her mouth to argue. There was no way she was would manage to sleep after these revelations, while knowing Jack and the others were still down there. She'd rest when she was dead.
Ryu sent a warning look her way. "He's right. When is the last time you slept?"
Her mouth snapped shut and she gave him a mutinous stare, even as she considered his words. She wasn't sure. Time in the tunnels tended to blur together. It had been a long while if the fatigue pulling at her thoughts was any indication. Adrenaline only went so far, and hers was wearing off.
Rather than admit any of that, she went on the attack. "I'm fine."
"You're not," Ryu returned. "You're young and your dragon is still drawing heavily on your reserves. You need adequate sleep and food to maintain the bond. Neither of which, it looks like you've gotten in the last twenty-four hours."
His gaze softened when she remained stubborn. "You should rest now so you have the energy you need when it counts."
Tate couldn't argue with logic like that. A glance at Night told her he wasn't much better off than she, his eyes half-slits as he fought sleep. 
"Fine, you win. We'll do it your way." 
To their credit, Ryu and Thora didn't let any smugness show at having won the little skirmish. Now that she'd given in, she could feel just how tired she was, exhaustion sucking at her. It had been a rough day, and Tate wasn't even sure when she had last eaten. Much as it galled her, the two of them were right. She'd be no good to the children if she showed up but was unable to get them out because she'd collapsed after reaching the end of her rope.
“I’ll show you to your room.” Reading the surprise on Tate’s face, he arched one eyebrow. “You didn’t think we were going to let you go wandering around the city, did you? No, you’re under our care until this is solved.”
“You already admitted that you know I wasn’t lying,” Tate said.
He grimaced as he gave her a quelling look. “Don’t think you fool me, Tate. We both know as soon as you’re out that door you’ll go straight back to the temple. This way we can at least be assured you’re actually getting the rest you need instead of running headfirst into danger.”
Tate glared at him, her eyebrows drawing together as she gave him a disgusted look. Sometimes, it really pissed her off that he knew her as well as he did—especially when she couldn’t say the same about him.
With a sigh, she stood, pausing when Night remained. “You coming?”
He rolled onto his side and stretched his neck out before shutting his eyes. I’m fine here. 
She gave him a sour look at his abandonment before trailing after Ryu. He led her down one hall after another, up a curved staircase and through a sitting area before entering a long hallway. Throughout it all, Tate trailed him by several feet, taking in their surroundings through tired eyes. 
“Are you going to stay back there the entire time?” Ryu finally asked.
“Is it bothering you?” Tate asked.
He let a harsh exhale. “Yes.”
“Too bad.” Tate couldn’t find it in herself to care. She’d gotten caught up earlier in her relief that Thora and Ryu believed her wild story, but now she remembered why she’d gone down there alone in the first place. Because Thora said ‘jump’ and Ryu asked ‘how high’.
“You’re acting like a child,” he said, his voice harsh as he came to a stop and turned to face her.
Tate shrugged, keeping her face blank. She might pretend she didn’t care, but she did. When he’d shut her out, treated her like he would have when she was just one of Jost’s crew, it had hurt. It reminded her that though she might be dragon-ridden, she wasn’t one of them. Not really. She was just the stray they’d picked up and been forced to keep.
“What exactly is it you want from me?” Ryu asked with exasperation. “At times, it almost seems like you care—about our kind, about me—but then you head off by yourself and take stupid risks.”
Stung, Tate defended herself. “I had no choice. You and his grumpiness decided those children weren’t worth taking a risk for, that their safety wasn’t worth upsetting the guardians over. I did what had to be done.”
“You took the easy route,” Ryu barked. “Had you waited or even shown a little bit of faith, you would have known there was a plan. A way to get what we wanted without putting everyone in jeopardy. You were stupid and selfish, showing little consideration for anyone but yourself.”
Tate’s chest heaved, and it was a struggle to speak without shouting. “I didn’t know any of that, now did I? You talk about faith, but it’s you who doesn’t trust me. Instead of dismissing me with a pat on the head, you could have said something about this great plan. You left me knowing nothing, and not just about this.” 
Things she had kept buried were starting to raise their ugly little heads. She touched Ilith’s back with a gentle caress. “Do you know I thought I was crazy when she moved for the first time? Every day I questioned my sanity, wondering if that was the day I was going to lose it completely, when I’d disappear into the abyss, never to return. If maybe there was a reason I couldn’t remember anything, and that reason was me. Do you know what that’s like?”
Ryu’s gaze shuttered as his jaw popped from how hard he was grinding his teeth. “Trust has to be earned.”
She gave him a twisted smile. “Yes. It does.”
He flinched. It was a small movement, and she would have missed it not too long ago. That she saw it now was cold comfort.
They spent a long moment in silence, Ryu’s face guarded and his jaw tight from suppressed emotion as he stared back at her. When she couldn’t bear it anymore, she cleared her throat and said, “Are you going to finish showing me to my room or am I expected to find it myself?”
He watched her for a long moment, his gaze intent. Then he reached over, grabbed a knob and threw the door open.
She glanced inside at the opulent room, nicer than anything she’d ever stayed in. 
“I’ll send food up shortly,” Ryu told her as she walked past him. “Make sure you eat it.”
She didn’t answer or look back as she slammed the door behind her.
 
*
 
Her sleep that night was restless and full of nightmares. The comfortable bed and smooth sheets did nothing to alleviate them, and she woke with a feeling of pressure in her sinuses and a mild headache brewing at the back of her head.
The light was barely beginning to stream through the curtains when she crawled out of bed feeling almost worse than when she’d gone to sleep. 
The food from last night still sat on the dresser she’d set it on. She paused next to it after she’d dressed, taking the bread and a piece of fruit to nibble on before leaving her room. It wasn’t enough to fill her up, but it would tide her over until she could find more.
She had no doubt Ryu wanted her to stay there until someone was ready to retrieve her, but she couldn’t stay shut away any longer. Not given what they now knew. She wanted to be out there, finding a way back down to the tunnels. 
She sighed as she wandered past a wide expanse of windows overlooking the palace with the morning sun just beginning to crest the cliffs. The view drew her as she continued to take small bites of her food, almost hypnotized as she watched the sky turned varying shades of pink, purple and orange—an ever-shifting artist’s palette that would never be duplicated successfully. Not even by the greatest painter who’d ever lived.
“This is one of my favorite views in the city,” Ryu said from behind her. 
Tate’s eyes closed. Of course, he would find her. He probably had some invisible person watching her room for signs of activity. 
She sighed and went back to watching the sunrise, too tired to resume their argument from the night before.
“You didn’t eat dinner last night,” Ryu observed, noting the food in her hand.
“Don’t,” Tate said.
“Don’t what?”
“Pretend you care.” Just like that, her sinuses felt tight again.
She’d done a lot of thinking last night before sleep had claimed her, and she’d come to a few decisions. One, being that she was tired of this odd dance she and Ryu were doing. She knew some of their issues were her fault—perhaps most of them—but she didn’t care anymore. She just wanted to save Jack and the rest, then go back to avoiding Ryu.
“I never said I didn’t care,” Ryu told her, sounding troubled. “In fact, I probably care too much.”
Tate flicked a look at him. “Why?”
He lifted an eyebrow at her. “Why?”
“Yes, why this interest? We both know I’m difficult, arrogant, argumentative simply for the sake of arguing, and impatient. I’ve seen the women you’ve kept company with. My looks are good enough, but they don’t compare to your normal type.”
He turned thoughtful eyes back to the window. “You forgot hardheaded, obstinate, stubborn, and snippy.”
She rolled her eyes. Yes, yes, there were lots of negative words to describe her.
His face softened in the reflection off the window glass. “You also forgot loyal, passionate, and soft-hearted.”
She snorted. “I’m none of those things.”
“No?” he asked turning a wicked glance on her, one that was almost intimate in its intensity. “How else do you explain the lengths your friends will go to for you? Or the fact that you’re risking the displeasure of your commander, and by extension the emperor, by trying to save a boy that most would say is better off wherever he is.” 
Tate’s chin lowered as she looked up at him.
“I think maybe you don’t see yourself quite clearly,” he said.
Tate bit her lip. She wanted to believe him. She did, but she had spoken true the night before. Trust takes time, and her trust had already been damaged. She was slow to give her loyalty, but once given, it was nearly impossible to take back. She didn’t know if she’d be able to bear learning that he had gotten close to her for reasons that were less than pure.
She stepped closer, seeing the way he stiffened, the way his eyes almost seared hers with heated desire. “Are you here because of someone’s orders?”
It was difficult getting the next question out, given the way his face darkened with hurt and anger, the desire of before being pushed aside. “Are you here because I’m the only female dragon-ridden in existence? Someone as long-lived and difficult to kill as you?”
Someone who might be able to bear dragon-ridden offspring? That question stayed behind her lips. It was a piece of poison planted by Christopher. Something that had been preying on her mind after he’d insinuated the Creators had a hand in her bonding with Ilith for the purpose of breeding other of her kind.
He spoke through clenched teeth. “You do yourself and me a disservice with those type of questions.”
She drew back, her eyes searching his. What she saw there made the tight ball in the pit of her stomach unclench—not all the way, just slightly. There was genuine affront there, and it made her think that perhaps he really hadn’t had any of those motivations.
A thunderous screech rent the air before Tate could say anything else. Her heart suddenly raced and she jerked back, looking around in confusion.
"What’s that?" she shouted over the dreadful noise.
"We have visitors," Ryu said with an unhappy look.
The screech sounded again. 
Ryu turned and strode down the hallway, Tate following close at his heels. They reached the staircase and descended down it before heading to the library.
"We should really get that sound changed," Thora said as soon as they came into view. He stood next to a desk, looking irritated and out of sorts. "It is most appalling."
Tate agreed. The sound hurt her ears and made her want to punch something.
The sound abruptly stopped and Blaise appeared in the doorway moments later. He didn’t get the chance to speak before a yowl from behind cut him off. Willa, her fur matted and covered in sludge, darted into the room, mewls and pained growls falling from her.
Night roared and leapt across the room, pinning her to the ground and shoving his nose against her fur, growls and noises of distress escaping him.
Roslyn and a young girl appeared in the doorways, their faces anxious. They trembled with fear and desperation.
"They said they knew you," Blaise told Tate. "And given that one's resemblance to your friend, I let them in."
"I do know them," Tate vouched, her chest tightening with concern. 
Tate left Night to deal with his offspring. To Roslyn, she asked, "What's going on?"
"I'm sorry. I didn't know where else to turn," Roslyn told her.
"It's fine, Roslyn. You did the right thing," Tate assured her.
"Aren't you the Duke of Spiritly’s daughter?" Thora asked, drifting closer.
Roslyn blinked and shifted, looking uncomfortable. "Once. Not anymore."
Thora made a sound like he was thinking as he stared hard at her.
"What happened for Willa to be in that state?" Tate interjected, impatient for answers.
"I'm not sure," Roslyn said. "I was at your apartment to talk about places I'd found for rent when Willa and this girl staggered in. They both seemed terrified out of their minds and convinced someone was after them. Since you weren't home, and no one knew where you’d gone, I suggested we come here." Her voice was uncertain at the end as if she wasn't sure she'd made the right decision.
"You did well," Thora assured her, his words smooth with no hint of the grumpy old man Tate normally associated him with.
"I know you," Tate said suddenly after a long moment spent staring at the other girl. "You're the Avertine girl I spoke with a few days ago." She thought about where she’d seen her. Ah, she had it. "The one the big guy told to get back, so he could deal with me."
Eva. Tate thought that was it.
"Yes, lady," the girl's voice was meek and watery, a complement to the red and puffy eyes. She looked and sounded like she'd been crying.
"Can you tell me what happened?" Tate kept her voice soft and kind, while inside she wanted to snap at the girl, tell her to hurry up, that they didn't have time for her to compose herself. She did none of that, knowing it would only make things take longer.
"You gave me your address the other day and told me if I wanted to see how Daniel was doing, I should stop by and see for myself."
Tate nodded. She had. She just hadn't expected Eva to be brave enough to do so.
"I went by this morning to see if he was there," Eva confessed. Her chest heaved as she fought against more tears, her voice thick and clogged. "Someone took him. Someone took Daniel."
A buzzing filled Tate's ears and the sinking sensation that had invaded the pit of her stomach since Willa’s first yowl of distress expanded, threatening to take up residence in her chest. Her chest hurt, and she realized she'd been holding her breath. She released it, inhaling deeply again and again.
Ilith roared inside her, going wild as the strong emotions threatened to destabilize Tate further. Ilith fought to get out, to protect them from this pain, to avenge those that were theirs.
Tate clamped down on her, not ceding any control to her other half. If they were to bring Dewdrop home, they had to stay rational, not go tearing around the city with no plan and no idea of who to kill.
"Explain," her voice snapped out. It contained a guttural growl that didn't sound like her at all. It was how Ilith would sound, if a dragon's vocal chords could be inserted into a human's body.
Eva blanched, her body rocking back as she went still and silent. As if she knew that by holding absolutely motionless, the dangerous being hunting her would pass her by in favor of less smart prey.
Tate couldn't bring herself to care, advancing on the girl, death in her eyes if Eva didn't spill everything she knew right this second.
Ryu's arms locked around her, hard bands of the strongest metal, holding firm, no matter how much she strained. "Easy, ahvena."
Tate's muscles were locked tight but gradually they loosened, lulled by Ryu's scent—a combination of a spring thunderstorm and the earth after a hard rain. It made her feel safe, imparting a measure of calm despite the anger simmering in her body.
"They wore masks and nasty-smelling, long shirts," a lilting voice said from Tate's right.
Tate twisted to see the owner of that voice, her eyes widening. A feral girl-child, no more than nine or ten, wobbled on two feet as she clutched her father's fur to keep upright.
"Willa," Tate whispered. 
That was the only person this could be, and given the way Night stared at her like she hung the moon and stars, a combination of awe and wonder in his face, Tate knew she was right. 
Willa's hair still contained the stripes of her animal form, and her eyes were the same vivid green. They held a bit of stubborn rebellion and anger that carefully concealed the fear hiding deep within.
She stood upright like a human with a human's form. The ears were too long and there was the slightest pelt covering her body, but otherwise she looked human.
The rest of the adults stared at her in stunned fascination and Willa's expression turned unsure.
Rushing to comfort her, Tate knelt before the child, picking up a lock of hair. "Hey, sweetie. Your new form is beautiful."
Willa ducked her chin, her fingers playing in her father's fur.
Tate turned her attention to him. "Did you know this was possible?"
Was he able to do this? Why hadn't he shared?
His expression was grave in his furry face. This is something they got from their mother. She's the only one of my kind who could change shapes, as far as I know. I wasn't sure if the ability would manifest in our young. I didn't want to put pressure on them and risk them feeling shame if it didn't.
Tate could understand that. She'd seen him with his cubs enough times to know he was a good father. He wouldn't want to make them feel bad about themselves if he could help it.
"Willa, can you tell me what happened?" Ryu asked, keeping his face and voice gentle as he came to kneel at Tate's side.
Willa reached out, running her hands over Ryu's jaw, her face wondering at the bristly feeling from his stubble. "The dragon man who gives good scratches," she said shyly.
Ryu smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling under Willa's touch. "Yes, that's me."
Tate turned her head to give him a questioning look. The familiarity Willa treated him to showed they'd encountered each other often, but Tate couldn't think when. Ryu rarely came to her home, and Night didn't let the children wander unsupervised.
"Men with funny faces and stinky long shirts came. Dewey was angry and Pax tried to protect him. They got really mad and hit Dewey and then stuffed Pax in a blanket." Willa's eyes welled with tears. "Pax told me to stay hidden. I should have helped him, but he told me to stay hidden."
Those tears stabbed at Tate's heart, and she enveloped the cub in her arms, stroking her hair much the same way she would have if she'd been in her animal form. "Oh no, sweetheart, you did the right thing. We wouldn't have known what happened if you hadn't done that."
Willa's head moved against Tate and gem-green eyes peered up at her. "You'll go save them now."
"Yes, I'll go save them now." Tate promised, not caring about peace or the precarious nature of things. If she had to rip this city apart to find Dewdrop and Pax, that's what she would do.
Night growled his approval next to her.
Tate stood and turned to Eva, advancing on her with a wintry expression. "You're not as innocent as you pretend to be."
"I don't—I'm not—" Eva backed away, her eyes flitting around the room as if she hoped for rescue from some other quarter.
"Tate," Ryu warned, shadowing her across the room.
Tate ignored him, focused on the girl. Ilith was a hot brand against her mind. The dragon wanted vengeance, to protect what was hers, and she didn't particularly care what she had to do to get it.
"Funny faces, long shirts," Tate said, her head tilting in an almost reptilian manner. "Sounds like Avertines to me."
Eva shook her head and started crying. Tate couldn't bring herself to care. The emotional side, the caring part of her that would normally feel empathy for another felt far away at the moment. 
"What did your people do with my friends?" Tate's eyes had shifted to dragon, her hands curling as talons tipped them in a smooth transition.
"I don't know. I don't know." Eva gibbered in the face of the horror Tate had become.
Distantly, Tate noted Night stalking the woman from the other side, his eyes intent and alert. She saw the horror and fear on Roslyn's face, the caution on Blaise and Thora's as they watched her, their bodies poised to react. 
"Tell me, or I'll find the rest of your people and make good on my promise." A sinful lust for blood and destruction echoed through her voice. "I'll destroy everything that you ever cared about, burn it down until there is nothing but ash. I think I'll leave you alive, so you can always remember as you wander cold and alone in this world."
"Tate, that's enough." Ryu's voice was a whip of sound as he grabbed her arm and tried to jerk her away from the girl.
Tate didn't budge, her head twisting as she hissed at him, the sound deepening until it rumbled through the room.
"Careful, dragon man. We like you," Tate/Ilith hissed, an odd sheen rolling over their eyes. "But no one touches what's ours. We’ll raze this city to the ground if our hoard has been harmed."
A growl rumbled back from him, his dragon pushing forward to challenge Tate/Ilith. It was a warning, meant to say he would only let her push so far. A fierce sound meant to shock her out of the current red haze her thoughts had descended to.
"Look at her.” Ryu shook her, his voice harsh when Tate/Ilith hesitated. “You'll get nothing useful out of her if she's too terrified to talk." 
Tate/Ilith's head turned to watch the girl cowering before them. Ilith felt nothing at the sight, taking it as her due. She had no sympathy for an enemy. 
Tate's feelings were a little more complex.
She couldn't help feeling a tug of remorse at the sheer terror on Eva's face, tears and snot making a mess of her. Eva trembled, her heart beat visible in her throat, racing faster than was probably safe.
It didn't make Tate feel good seeing that. It left her cold. For the first time, she saw what Ryu meant by dragon madness. It would be so easy to succumb to her baser instincts. Ilith didn't process things the way Tate did. Oh, Ilith had emotions, often complex and intricate, but she didn't have a human's empathy or moral compass.
To her, the girl had a connection with Dewdrop and Pax's disappearance. That was enough to attract Ilith's attention, and not in a good way. Ilith saw her as an object—one that could either help or hinder. She didn't much care how she got useful information out of that object or if it ended up broken in the end.
There was a hard piece of Tate, deep inside, that half-agreed with Ilith. Anyone involved in bringing harm to those she considered hers deserved what they got. She didn’t know when, but somehow Dewdrop, Night, Pax and Willa had become her family. It was more than friendship or companionship. Their bonds were deeper than blood. Even if she never recovered her memories, they were her link to this world. They were what stemmed the tide of loneliness that sometimes threatened to drag her into a deep abyss. She’d do anything to ensure their survival, no matter the cost. She would feel remorse for her actions later, but in the heat of the moment, it was hard to hold onto the person she had become—the one that cared, someone who tried to act with honor and understood there were shades of gray in everything. 
She had to wonder if that hard part of her had its origins in a distant past, one where she walked with titans and made the difficult decisions that came from surviving in a world gone mad. War changed people and often in not very nice ways. For the first time, she thought maybe it was a good thing she’d forgotten her previous life.
She took a deep breath. She wasn’t alone anymore. Hadn’t been for a long time. All that effort chasing ghosts among her memories, trying to find the people she’d once known, and she’d somehow managed to put down roots here, develop precious connections she wasn’t willing to lose. That meant staying in control and fighting to preserve what was hers.
She straightened her shoulders, composing herself before giving Ryu a nod, letting him know she had herself under control again.
Ilith didn't want to recede, and Tate struggled to force her back. As tempting as it was to level the city looking for the culprits, they needed calm and finesse right now. Something Ilith simply didn’t possess. Tate had to promise Ilith her vengeance once they found the responsible parties before she would cede her hold.
Ryu’s grip was slow to leave her, his face not quite trusting as he considered her, weighing her control. He wasn't the only one, Thora and Blaise watched her with the same cautious intensity. She had no doubt if she hadn't gotten herself back under control they would have done it for her. 
Her odd humor woke up at the image of her human self at the bottom of a pile of dragons. It would have probably ended with her crushed, but Dewdrop might have laughed himself into a gasping fit.
A pang hit her at the realization that he wasn't here and might never get to see such a sight. The resulting pain from that thought was sharp and stabbing.
"Enough crying." Ryu's voice whipped out, his eyes not leaving Tate's for a long moment. Approval gleamed there before he turned his attention to Eva.
"Perhaps we should all calm down," Roslyn ventured when the girl struggled to gain control of herself.
"I'm plenty calm. Don't I look calm?" Tate said with a dangerous twist to her lips. Seeing the expression, Eva flinched back.
"Tell us what happened, love," Blaise said in a soothing voice as he stepped closer, almost putting his body between Tate and the rest.
Ryu didn't move, and Tate took that as a sign that Blaise knew what he was doing.
"I didn't know they were going to take him," Eva wailed. "They said they wanted to make amends and bring him back into the fold."
It was all the confirmation she needed. She left the girl behind, striding for the front door.
"Tate, where are you going?" Thora shouted.
She glanced back, noting how Ryu shadowed her, his prowling gait that of a predator on the hunt. 
"The girl was just the decoy to get under Dewdrop's guard," she said. "If we want answers, we need to ask the people who know them."
That meant finding the Avertines and doing some serious damage until they told her all that they knew.
"We need a plan. I know you're angry, but your friends aren't the only ones in danger," Thora said.
Tate's face turned speculative. He was right. She needed to be smart about this.
“Can you gather the Lord Provost’s dogs?” Tate asked Thora.
He frowned at her. “They’re not dogs. The proper name is the Lord Provost’s guards.”
She flapped a hand at him. “I don’t care. Can you do it? Will they listen to you?”
He frowned at her, before glancing at Ryu. Whatever he saw there seemed to convince him. “I can.”
Tate gave him a sharp nod. “Do it. Then see if you can get your mirror working. I’ll write down the symbols I remember.”
She didn’t wait for his agreement, turning to Night. "Could you get down there by the long way?"
Behind his eyes, there was a deep rage matched only by the pain and fear a parent whose child had been kidnapped could ever truly understand.
He knew what she was getting at without her having to explain. If they couldn't get the mirror working again, they would need to get down to that section by a different method. The only way she knew to do that was by going through the tunnels. A dangerous prospect, sure to meet with failure, but they had to try everything.
His response was slow in coming, reluctance in his voice. It's possible, but it would take much longer. Our way is blocked by the denizens of the tunnel, all sleepers, all deadly. We'd need an army just as dangerous to make it past them.
Tate nodded. She'd figured as much. 
“Our backs are to the wall. We’ll have to risk it. I’ll get you an army,” Tate told him, her face grim and set. “Leave a trail so others can follow if necessary.”
Night let out a rough chuffing noise.
Tate glanced at Roslyn, knowing that what she was about to ask the other woman to do was going to take her far out of her comfort zone.
Seeing the contemplation on her face, Roslyn straightened her shoulders. "I'll help any way I can."
"It'll be dangerous," Tate warned.
Roslyn's chin lifted, in that moment every inch the descendant of a Savior. "I’m not afraid."
Tate hoped she could hold onto that, because where she was going, fear was the first sign that you were prey. 
"There's someone I'd like you to get a message to," Tate said.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
TATE ENDED UP in the same spot from a few days ago, staring across at the Avertine's tent. Ryu at her side, his face drawn and tense as he considered the situation. She'd been surprised when he insisted on coming with her. He hadn’t really given her a choice. Just told her that he was coming and then refused to hear any arguments about it.
Eva peered at the tents with a pinched face, her fingers twisting nervously in front of her. Tate had hesitated to bring her, but Willa had spoken up for her, saying Eva had tried to interfere when Dewdrop was taken. It hadn't been enough for Tate to trust her entirely, but she was willing to give the girl a chance.
Tate could feel the weight of several eyes watching from the shadows. She felt nothing but grim purpose as they waited. 
Ryu shifted closer to her, his warmth at her back comforting and reassuring. Her hands shook, and despite the confidence she'd shown when coming up with this plan, she didn't know if it would work. Not at all. 
Ilith hunkered down in her mind, her attention focused, like a cat sighting a bird, biding its time until the perfect moment. 
Tate spared a moment to worry about that, knowing when Ilith seized control things could turn bad. She put it aside as something to deal with when it happened. For now, she needed to stay focused on the upcoming confrontation.
Seeing the area by the tents stirring as tribe members summoned Evan, Tate stepped off the curb, advancing onto the Avertine's territory. This was different than last time. She didn't care about hurt feelings or not drawing attention to herself. 
She wanted their attention, wanted them to know she was here and that she aimed to cause trouble.
Evan stepped out of a tent, his hazel eyes thoughtful as they contemplated Tate stalking toward him.
Ryu lingered behind. They'd agreed it was best that way. Tate was dragon-ridden, but she could be forgiven much, considering her newness to the ranks. Her lack of memory meant she could stomp right over laws and tradition and still have a legitimate defense when they came for her. She just hadn’t remembered it was wrong.
Ryu wasn’t so lucky, and while he had fought to be by her side, she'd told him to wait. Watch. Analyze. Things he was better at than her.
Flames rose in a towering sheet behind her, licking at her legs like eager cats, almost twining around her feet in an affectionate show. The heat didn't bother her. Ilith made sure of that.
The Avertine watched with blank expressions, more than one set of eyes lingering on the flames. Ryu might not have been with her in body, but he'd given her this. Beyond being showy, something she figured the Avertine would appreciate, it also meant no one could come at her from the rear. It was his compromise in letting her go alone.
"I had thought you learned from your last visit," Evan said, sounding disappointed. As if she cared what he thought of her.
"Where is he?" she demanded.
Evan's head tilted, his expression showing the faintest touch of confusion. Tate didn't buy it. He was too good of an actor. 
"Where is who?" he asked. 
She saw that they'd been busy since the last time she'd visited. The collapsed tent had been resurrected and the rope bridges repaired. She didn't see any patrons, however. They must have been wary of the place after what had happened during the last earthquake.
Instead, the Avertine had gathered around and above them, silently watching the show taking place. Tate felt a grim satisfaction at that. It meant her plan was working. Willa would have time to search the rest of their tents since the focus was now on Tate.
"Dewdrop," Tate said, looking back at Evan.
"I know of none by that name," he told her, looking amused. "It is an odd name to say the least."
"Daniel then, or is that also someone you don't know?" Tate’s voice was snide.
"I don't know what you're talking about. Why would he be here?" Evan asked, still in that same amused tone. The one that made it difficult to know what he was thinking.
For someone so young, he was astonishingly hard to read. Then again, something about the way he acted, the way he held himself made her think he might not be as young as he appeared.
The respect the others had when they looked at him, the deference, told her he was the one in charge. She had a hard time seeing how some of these people regarded him as their leader if he was his apparent age. No, she'd stake all that she owned on his youth being a carefully crafted lie.
"I told you what would happen if I found out you and yours were involved in the disappearance of Jack," Tate said with a calmness she didn't feel. "Perhaps I should have been more precise and made it clear my friends were not to be touched. My mistake."
Flames shot above her head catching one of the smaller tents on fire.
Evan's head whipped toward the fire but didn't move as his people sprung to stamp it out. The skin around his eyes tightened, a darkness entering his expression.
Ah, there he was. The real Evan. She’d thought he might have a problem with her destroying his tents. Good to know she was right.
She gave him a malicious smile. "I'll be clear now. You will give me Dewdrop and Pax back, or I’ll fulfill the promise I made last time I was here."
"Crazy dragon," someone muttered from the crowd.
Tate aimed a properly deranged grin at them and said with amusement, "Very true, and I'm just getting started."
"We'll call the Order," Evan said, no trace of the previous ease in his expression. This time he was serious. "I've heard they're not a big fan of yours."
"Do it," Tate said. "I dare you. I'm not the only one they would have an issue with, am I?"
His jaw tightened, and he stared at her with a forbidding expression. "We don't have him or this other person."
"I don't believe you." Tate looked around with sharp eyes. "Two of your people were seen abducting him from my apartment."
"Lies," someone shouted.
They were going to make this difficult. Fine. She could do difficult.
Evan seemed to see something in her that put him on alert. He drew in breath and Tate moved, one hand around his throat as she pinned him against one of the tent poles.
"I wouldn't," she told him. She recognized that breath. Dewdrop did the exact same thing whenever he was preparing his banshee scream. "I can burn you to a crisp before you do more than irritate me."
His chuckle was dry and he didn't look particularly bothered by her hand at his throat. "Your friend is young. My scream is much deadlier, I assure you. So, I suggest you let me go before I forget my manners and treat you to the hospitality we give esterno who trespass against us."
He seemed confident of that fact, and Tate was forced to consider that she might take damage before she took him out. Normally, that wouldn't bother her, but if he wasn't lying and they really didn't have Dewdrop then that meant she might need her strength later.
Choices. Choices
Her fingers tightened around his neck. Somehow, she just couldn't bring herself to care that much. 
Seeing her decision in her face, his eyes flashed. "I'll warn you one last time. Take your lies and go."
"They're not lies." Eva's small voice rose above the crowd. She stood on the other side of the fire, her eyes on Evan. 
Tate loosened her grip on his throat and shifted so he could see the girl. 
His face turned guarded at the sight of her. "Eva, what are you doing?"
"She's telling the truth," Eva said, lifting her chin. "I was there. I saw it."
"You don't know what you're talking about," the old woman from before said, hobbling into view.
"I do. It was Locke and Rocce. They said you wanted him back in the fold. I thought he was going to come home." Eva's voice betrayed how much she wanted just that.
Tate's attention darted back to Evan and she pressed harder. If he'd ordered Dewdrop and Pax's kidnapping—
"I never gave any such order," Evan said, his eyes meeting Tate's as if to impress upon her his sincerity.
"Why should I believe you?" she asked. "You've already failed him once—cast him out when he was little more than a child. How am I supposed to believe a word out of your mouth now?"
The old woman cackled and shuffled forward, her bowed back making things difficult. "Daniel was not quite as innocent as you seem to believe, nor as defenseless."
"Ahnteela." Evan's voice held a warning.
The old woman clicked her tongue at him. "Look at her, boy. She is the sotee. You have gone blind if you can't see she is such."
Evan held the woman's eyes stubbornly before shifting and looking hard at Tate. He peered at her like he was trying to peel back the layers to the very essence of what made her, her. 
Ilith shifted and pressed forward in her mind, making sure to meet the other man's eyes with both Tate and her intertwined. Tate tensed, ready to fight for ascendancy if Ilith decided to do some of those things that had been floating in her mind on the trip down to the Avertine’s camp.
His face slackened in surprise at whatever he found there. Ilith pulled back with a chuckle of satisfaction, secure in the knowledge that she'd come out the victor.
Tate was glad the dragon was happy, though she'd like to know why Evan was now starring at her as if seeing her for the first time. On his face was wonderment, awe, and disbelief. Like he'd seen something but wouldn't let himself believe it.
"Let him up, girl. I've got something to show you. You're welcome to bring your dragon companion as well," the old woman said with a jerk of her head at where Ryu was concealed across the street.
The woman didn't wait for an agreement, turning and hobbling away. It was obvious Tate was expected to follow.
Tate hesitated, unwilling to let her prey go so easily. She sighed. Might as well follow. Evan might be the leader of this little band, but societal power was often not arranged in neat little lines. Ostensibly, he might rule his little kingdom, but as an elder and given the obvious deference those around them treated her to, Tate was willing to bet that woman wielded a power not even he could challenge.
Her hands loosened around his neck. "I suppose I could always kill you later."
That seemed to snap him out of whatever shock he'd seemed to suffer, and he gave her a cocky look and a hard smile. "You'll find I'm not such easy prey."
For a moment, the expression was so close to Dewdrop's that Tate felt her breath hitch. It was why she used a little more force than necessary to push him away from her, causing him to stumble and catch himself before shooting her an angry look. 
Tate almost apologized. If the woman spoke true and he really had nothing to do with Dewdrop and Pax's situation, then she should probably lessen some of the hostility she treated him to. That urge faded at the sound of rumblings from the crowd. She had a feeling showing weakness here would be a mistake.
A dark figure walked through the fire, the flames licking lovingly at his body as he strode as if they weren't even there. Ryu's eyes found hers, warming at the sight of her unharmed. 
That heat turned to an arctic chill when he fixed his eyes on Evan, who looked at him with an arrested expression.
"Lasoso tee, this is a surprise," Evan murmured. He glanced at Tate. "Though, I suppose not entirely."
Ryu's expression didn't change. "Ahvit, you seem to have found trouble once again. I had hoped you would learn your lesson."
Evan gave him a mocking bow. "Some of us do not take to such teachings as well as others."
This time a muscle in Ryu's cheek twitched, and it looked like he was struggling to keep himself in check.
At any other time, Tate would have found the interchange fascinating, but at the moment she had more pressing concerns. 
"Well, while you two compare whose is bigger, I'm going to go find out what grandma wants," Tate said in a caustic voice.
She turned and walked away before they could say anything, leaving them to follow. Or not. It was really up to them.
A small blur raced across one tent top, bounded onto a rope bridge causing it to sway, and then landed beside Tate with a self-satisfied expression on her face. Willa looked up at Tate, her eyes bright with excitement. 
There was a murmur of surprise from around them and more than one Avertine craned their heads to get a better look at the bearcat that only came up to her knee. 
Tate was glad that Willa was looking more energetic. The fear and stress were still there, but not like before.
"Find anything?" she asked in a quiet voice.
Willa shook her head, her ears flapping and her ruff sliding back and forth. They'd learned her mental voice didn't work in this form, so Tate had to stick to yes or no questions if she wanted answers. If Tate hoped to get an accurate report, she'd have to wait until they were in a safe place for Willa to transform, which this was not.
"Alright, stay close," Tate told her. In a mutter under her breath, she said, "Your father will kill me if anything happens to you."
Willa made a chirping sound and then sneezed as if to express her thoughts on that sentiment.
Tate gave her an arch look. "Yeah, yeah, easy for you to say. You're not the one who will wake up one night with his fangs in your throat if something goes wrong."
Willa's ears twitched and she pounced on a stray piece of dust.
Tate rolled her eyes before turning serious as she stopped in front of a large tent at the back of the Avertine’s camp. 
She stepped inside, the scent of candles and spices strong in the air as her eyes adjusted to the candlelit area. The inside was nicer than she had expected, and it was obvious these people made do with what little they had. She wouldn't be surprised to find that some of the coverings on the furniture had once started life as something else.
The old woman settled onto a pillow with a grateful sigh, leaning into the backrest and releasing her hold on her cane. 
Willa wasted no time striding right up to her, sticking her furry face in the other woman's and inhaling deeply, her sides expanding dramatically with every sniff. The sound was almost angry, but Tate knew it wasn't, based on the fact Willa didn’t try to take a bite out of the other woman as she held still with a slightly amused expression.
"Satisfy your curiosity yet, young one?" the woman asked.
Willa sat back and flicked her ears.
Tate read that as her not recognizing the scent as one of those who'd taken Dewdrop and Pax. Good enough for her. For now. 
"You'll want to be seated for this story," the woman said, gesturing to one of the pillows as the tent parted behind Tate, giving entrance to Ryu and Evan. 
Tate felt a flicker of impatience. "I don't have time for a story. Tell me what you know."
"The elder will not be rushed," Evan said from behind her. "The only way to get what you want is to follow her wishes. Trust me, I've tried many times in the past."
The woman cackled. "Such harsh words for your mother."
Tate blinked, looking between the two of them. The woman looked closer to his grandmother than his mother.
He looked resigned as he took his seat, crossing his legs under him and resting his hands on his knees. 
Ryu came up to Tate's side, attracting the old woman's attention. Her face softened. "Lasoso tee, I had thought I might be seeing you soon. The events preceding the fall of Montara have begun again here."
"It is the same then," Ryu said, his face still.
She inclined her head.
He exhaled, the sound somehow containing all the weariness he felt. He touched the small of Tate's back. "You should humor her. The Avertine’s ahnteela is wise and will have information you need."
Tate sighed in frustration but gave in, taking a seat as gracefully as she could. Ryu, of course, settled beside Tate with little effort, looking like he'd spent his entire life performing a similar movement.
"I have something to give you," the woman said, picking up a box made from copper and wood.
She pressed two latches on the side, using her second from the pointer finger and her pinky finger to press them down at the same time before turning. There was a click as part of the box unlocked, and she slid that to the side, repeating the motion on other pieces. It was a puzzle box, Tate realized. One the woman handled with a familiarity born of many years.
With each sliver of the box the woman peeled away, it looked more and more like the petals on a flower unfurling to reveal the treasure at its heart. Inside lay a gem, light pink and the size of Tate's fist.
"What do you know of my great grandson's history?" the Ahnteela asked as she lifted the stone from its bed. 
For all that the woman appeared human at first glance, when Tate looked closer she noticed little things that set the Ahnteela apart. Her fingers were much longer and thinner than a human's, moving with a fey grace over the stone. Her eyes were a little more tilted and her voice had a lyrical quality to it that put Tate in mind of the ocean, rising and falling much like the waves that came ashore.
Tate cataloged all this even as her eyes became riveted on the stone in the Ahnteela’s hand, only half listening as she spoke. What she had thought was a simple salmon color was so much more than that. Light shifted and swirled in the gem's depths, constantly moving. Turning and twisting on each other until it almost seemed like a living, breathing entity. It was beautiful.
There was a pregnant pause that Tate became aware of, and she lifted her eyes to find herself the focus of the other three's gazes.
What had she just asked? Dewdrop. Right.
Tate struggled to remember what he'd told her. "He said that he was considered a banshee. That one of his ancestors had crawled up out of the tunnels some time ago. That they had been a sleeper."
The old woman's gaze was crafty as she gave Tate a sly smile. "Very good. He left out one piece. His ancestor isn't dead."
The information was enough to pull Tate’s attention from the temptation of the gem. She frowned. Dewdrop had made it sound like that person had come out of the tunnels a while ago. It hadn't been a recent event the way he told it.
"I'm that ancestor." The woman's smile deepened, wreathing her face in wrinkles at Tate's obvious shock. 
Her mouth fell open, and she was left gaping. "How? What?" Tate's eyes went from the woman to Evan, a man she'd assumed was the woman's son. "Then that means you're his—"
"Uncle," Evan supplied when Tate got stuck. "I'm his great uncle. Daniel's grandmother was my sister. She and his mother died when he was young."
"How?" Tate finally settled on a question.
"Like the Silva and the Kairi, my people are very long-lived," the woman said, inclining her head. 
Tate struggled to get her head around that. If they were as long-lived as they had indicated, her young friend might not be as young as she'd originally assumed. Or maybe he was because he aged slower. His mental state might very well be that of a teenager. 
Tate shook herself out of thoughts on the implications of Dewdrop's not-so-apparent age. 
"And this is important how?" she asked.
The old woman set the gem on the ground in front of her. "Because time is necessary to remember the before."
She let that sink in for a moment. Tate held her breath, afraid to hope. Before. Did that mean what she thought it meant?
The woman, seeing the realization on Tate's face, inclined her head. "When you first wake, it's like there's a wall between you and the before. You know what I mean."
Tate's nod was slow, her eyes not leaving the woman's.
"But as time passes, that wall weakens, thinning until those memories rest just on the other side. Not everything, but enough so that pieces of your past return." She pushed the gem toward Tate. "This was given to me before my sleep by a great and powerful woman who asked me to protect and safeguard it until she could return. I give this back to that woman now."
The Ahnteela's gaze didn't waver from Tate's, her face austere and regal as she sat back, removing her hand from the gem. Her hands rested on her knees and her eyes went unfocused, as if looking into a long ago past.
Tate's breath trembled as everything she wanted wavered just out of reach. Now that she was here, she didn't know if she wanted her past back. It felt too great, like it might crush her under its weight.
"I remember her eyes most of all," the woman said wistfully. "To some she was the greatest monster to ever walk this world. To many others, she was the flame of rebirth. She stood and demanded our freedom where so many others failed." Her gaze turned to Tate. "Now she tries to do the same in this age. Again, for one of my own. I pray your fate is kinder this time around."
Tate's chest heaved, and she blinked down at the gem in front of her. Her past, her present, her future.
"We were a haven for those that were left behind while you slept," the Ahnteela said, her voice containing the cadence of a story teller. "For many years, we remained that way, providing sanctuary for those who would not easily find acceptance in the world your Saviors created. Montara was the first time we became aware that some of our enemies may have made the sleep with us. That they were waking. That they had an agenda. We watched. We waited. And when we could, we interfered in their plans."
"It has made things difficult for us," Evan said, his gaze locked on Tate. "Some of us over the years have grown to hate this world and the preference given to the favored few. It has led to dissension and has slammed a wedge into what was once whole. The people responsible for the children's disappearance and kidnapping have long had their tentacles in us."
Tate saw where this was going, hope dying in her chest. As much as she wanted to ask questions, she couldn't. Not right now, not with so much hanging in the balance. And if what she suspected was true, she didn't know if she'd get that chance in the future either.
"Dewdrop wasn't imagining things before he was thrown out. His friends really were being targeted back then," Tate said in a soft voice.
Evan's nod was slow. "Yes, but not the way he thought. Dema wasn't there to hurt that child, he was trying to return him. We've known for a while that some among us have turned to our enemies—especially among the younger generations, who find it unfair that they must hide while the Silva and Kairi prosper. Those few provide sanctuary to our enemies when they have need and do their bidding. Sometimes willingly, other times because they have little choice."
Seeing the instant disagreement on Tate's face, the Ahnteela said, "We are not afforded the same protection as your humans and Kairi and Silva. We are vulnerable where the others are not. In some parts of the empire, it is considered legal to round up our tribes and send them to the work camps. When faced with the thought of sending your children into torment or doing simple things that seem harmless, a parent will often choose to protect what's theirs."
"That doesn't make it right," Tate said in a soft voice. She understood what the woman was saying and could even sympathize, but choosing to spare your child while consigning another to the abyss made you no better even if your motives were pure. 
The Ahnteela inclined her head in agreement. "You are correct. That is the same weakness that led to the rise of the Creators in the first place. One standing silent so that they might be safe while others suffered in their place. It is not right, but it is understandable."
"We've done our best to upset their agenda where we could. We've had to work carefully," Evan said. "It is not always easy to tell who serves as their eyes and ears. When Daniel encountered Dema, he acted. It sparked a chain of events that led to our exiling him to protect him from our enemies."
While leaving him to face the world alone. 
"You could have come to us," Ryu said, his eyes unhappy.
"The Avertine take care of their own," the Ahnteela said with a serene expression.
"Not entirely," Tate said, thinking of a certain fresh-faced boy. 
"We have told you why we cast him out," Evan said, his youthful face full of a dark anger.
"Yes, you have," Tate agreed. "You chose yourselves over him. Even if he is older than the fifteen he looks, did you ever stop to consider what could happen to an unprotected child? One alone in the world with no one to care. As recent events have already proven, there are a lot of people looking to take advantage of such a child. Why didn't you send someone with him out into the world? Why didn't you follow him?" she asked, looking at Evan. 
"Evan had to take control of the tribe," the Ahnteela said, her voice creaking. "They needed a strong leader."
Tate shifted her focus to the woman. "Then how about you? You could have helped him. Protected him."
"She is an elder, her position is not so easily abandoned," Evan said.
Tate gave a humorless smile. Of course, she was. "And so here we are. You failed your nephew and grandson, and you didn't even manage to stop the people responsible. I find your efforts lacking."
Evan's expression closed down, his lips tightening as if he wanted to argue but didn't see the point. That was alright. Tate wasn't interested in listening to excuses anymore either.
"You're right," the Ahnteela admitted, her old face sad. "We did, but it was the best we could do given the circumstances. It's time for you to live up to your name, Tatum Allegra Winters. Save my grandson and I'll answer the questions I know you have about your past."
Ryu jerked at the sound of her name, his eyes coming to her face. Tate ignored his reaction, feeling his eyes boring into the side of her face.
"I would have, even if you hadn't asked," Tate said in a hard voice. 
The Ahnteela let out a cackle as if Tate's answer amused her. Her eyes sparkled, and Tate could see the vibrant woman who must have once inhabited her body. 
"Since you've been keeping an eye on these people for the last few years, I assume you have some idea of who they are and where they might have gone," Tate said.
Evan glanced at his mother. She closed her eyes and tilted her head down. Taking it as permission, he turned to Tate. "There are many branches but the one here has its tentacles deep in the Saviors’ so-called guardians. They've lingered on the edges of our camp for days."
Tate smiled, one thought in her mind. Gotcha. 
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
BEFORE SHE COULD say anything, there was a low sound that started softly and grew in intensity. The tent rustled around them, the water in the tea rippling. Tate had a moment to think ‘earthquake’ and then the ground moved violently up and down. Glass shattered and the furniture fell to the ground.
"Out of the tent," Ryu snapped, grabbing Tate by the arm and hauling her up. Together, they stumbled outside, Willa somehow bounding before them, keeping her balance despite the unsteady surface.
Evan grabbed his mother's arm, pulling her after them without a word. 
In the safety outside the tent, they waited for the earthquake to abate. Only it didn't. Every time Tate thought it was over, the ground pitched and weaved like a ship on rough seas. The trembles weren't as violent as the first, but they were no less disconcerting.
"It's not stopping," Tate said, looking down. 
"We don't have long," Ryu agreed, his eyes diamond-hard as he noted the way the buildings around the Mason's Stew had turned into limp noodles, some already reduced to rubble. "We'll have to hope we're not too late."
Tate clenched her fists, startled to find something in one of them. She opened her fingers, almost unsurprised to find the salmon colored gem twinkling up at her. She must have grabbed it at some point, not even remembering having done so. She clutched it, the urge to keep it strong. She didn't know why she hesitated, or what kept her from sticking it in her pocket while Evan and his mother were busy. It was a piece of her history, something that had been hers. She knew it the same way she knew her name.
A part of her, however, wasn't ready for all that came with the gem—both good and bad. As much as she might want it, yearn for it, there was a reason she was a sleeper. This time around, she sensed she needed to do things differently, and that meant not forcing her past into the present. 
After a long moment, Tate straightened, lifting her eyes to meet the woman's. There was an understanding in the Ahnteela's eyes, as if she knew Tate's struggle. Tate couldn't decide whether she looked like she thought Tate had made the right decision or the wrong one. In the end, it didn't matter. The only one who could decide her course was herself. Everyone else be damned.
"How about you hold onto this for me," Tate said, the words not really a question. "Just for now."
Ahnteela inclined her head, the movement oddly close to a bow. "As ever, your wish is my command."
Tate released her breath in a gust of air and set the stone in the Ahnteela’s hand. It felt like the pressure that had gripped her chest in a vise since the first sight of that gem suddenly released, leaving her almost dizzy from the relief.
"Was their story enough proof for you?" Tate asked, sliding a look Ryu's way.
His face looked like it had been carved from granite, his posture ramrod straight as he stared at Evan and the Ahnteela. If she hadn't come to know him better, she might have thought he didn't care one way or another. Not too long ago she would have chalked up his stillness to his detachment from the situation.
Now, she saw the rigidness of his muscles, the white of his knuckles and the slightest narrowing of eyes as his jaw tightened. Yes, Ryu was furious. His anger wasn't the kind to spill everywhere. It was cold and icy and whatever he was planning behind that cool facade would leave you wishing you'd never crossed him. 
"The nobles might have a problem, but I would say yes. We can now act," came his calm response.
It didn't fool her for a moment. The wicked, teasing light that was normally in Ryu's eyes was gone, in its place a vengeful wrath. The guardians weren't going to know what hit them.
That settled, Tate fought to keep her balance as she glanced back at the two Avertines. "You going to help us or stand by to see who wins?"
They both stared at her, the old woman's face indecipherable and Evan's a mask, such that he might as well have been wearing the Avertines paint.
"We will fight with you," the woman said with a slight smile.
"Mother, we still face the same problems. We don't know who is on our side," Evan argued.
Ahnteela raised a hand, quelling further argument. "Then it will be just us and those we trust with our lives. But, we will begin making amends today."
Evan's mouth closed, even as his expression turned stubborn. The two stared at each other and then it was like something shifted. Evan's shoulders relaxed, the stubbornness fading from his face. 
"As you wish," he said.
Tate didn't know if she trusted the two, and she definitely wouldn’t trust whoever they chose to pull into this, but her options were limited. She figured it was already too late to turn back. Her arrival at the Avertine camp hadn't been circumspect. Anyone watching would have seen it. And they wouldn’t have missed the way they'd pulled her into this tent.
She took a chance. The city was falling, and she had no idea if Dewdrop and Pax still lived. If there was ever a time to roll the dice, now was the time. She gave them directions to the tunnels where Night had gone, though she didn't know if they had enough time to catch up to him before he headed deeper into the labyrinth.
Finished, she and Ryu set off for the temple, staggering and stumbling, given the fact that the earth was still shimmying. Not as bad as before, but still happening. People had massed in the streets, forsaking the buildings when it became clear this wasn't a short event. It was a struggle to push through the terrified, huddled groups, and Tate had to shove more than one person out of the way as her instincts urged her to hurry.
Ilith was even less happy with events, pacing and snarling in her mind at their slow progress. 
As they made their slow way toward the temple district, Ryu grabbed Tate's arm and hauled her out of the way of falling debris. Just in time, as bricks from one of the buildings crashed to the ground with a large thunk before breaking into smaller pieces. Willa growled at the rubble, batting a piece out of her way before darting after Ryu and Tate.
"I told you they were involved," Tate said, the words unable to stay bottled up any longer. "You and Thora didn't want to believe me. If we had acted sooner, then Dewdrop and Pax might not be in danger."
Tate bit her lip, unwilling to say more and already regretting what words had escaped. This wasn't the time or place. It was so easy to assign blame, to be angry. It was almost a refuge against having to deal with the reality of the situation; that she was terrified that they were going to be too late, that she felt responsible because it was probably her interference that caused Dewdrop and Pax to be targeted. 
Ryu didn't say anything for a long moment, the silence tense and ugly. At least on her part. "Despite what you might think, I don't have the kind of power where I can run all over the city doing anything I want. We operate in a very thinly defined context. Stray even a little and we risk upsetting the delicate balance of our world."
They grunted as they fought to keep their feet during a particularly violent heave. Ryu held Tate's hand in a tight grip and he pulled her in front of him, crouching over her back as more debris rained down.
Willa tucked herself under Tate, her ears pinned to her skull as she watched the craziness around them. Tate really needed to find a safe place for her. There was no way she could let the child follow them to the temple.
"Even now, our proof is thin—your account and that of some vagabond travelers," he said, deeming it safe and straightening. "Neither of which will convince even the most sympathetic ear."
Tate's head swung toward him. "Does that mean you're going to try to stop me?" 
His eyes met hers, his expression intent and focused as he studied her. 
She clamped down on any impulse to fidget, holding his gaze and trying not to telegraph her thoughts. If he tried to stop her this time, she'd resist. She had all the proof she needed. She'd fight him if necessary. She just hoped it didn't come to that.
His face was thoughtful, no doubt seeing some of what she was feeling. "No, I'm with you on this. If there is even the slightest chance that they have something to do with this or if they're planning another Montara, then we have to act."
Tate nodded. She agreed. 
She staggered forward another few steps, catching sight of a harried-looking woman in a uniform she recognized. Portia Vincent didn't look as put together as she had when Tate had first seen her. The woman had a cut on her cheek that still oozed blood and her clothes were ripped in places as she stood giving orders to some citizens.
Tate made her way toward the woman. "Vincent. Portia Vincent."
Vincent looked around, her eyes focused and intent. It took a moment before recognition dawned.
"Tate, what are you doing?" Ryu asked in a low voice.
"Do you know anything about her?" she asked him without looking away from the other woman as they made their way toward her.
"Not much. Her commander thinks highly of her. She's young. Untried."
Good enough for Tate.
"Lady Fisher, you and the rest of the dragon-ridden should be assisting with the evacuation of the Emperor’s palace," Vincent said.
Tate hesitated before ignoring that. "I need you to do me a favor. Take the little one to the dragon headquarters." She pointed at Willa, who snarled in protest. Tate fixed the child with an unsympathetic gaze. "Don't even try. You've already helped more than you should have. No way are you going with us down there."
The bearcat let out another coughing snarl before settling back.
"I have duties here," Vincent said, sparing the bearcat only a brief look. "I don't have time to be running all over the city when people need my help.
"You're assigned to Cliff's Shadow. This isn't even your district."
Vincent's mouth tightened.
Tate softened. "Look, I found the children, but I'm not going to endanger Willa to save them."
Vincent's body almost vibrated with tension. "Where? I'm coming with you."
Tate shook her head. "No, you're not. You're taking Willa up to our headquarters."
"You're not qualified to go in on your own," Vincent argued.
"We are; better than you," Ryu said. "Find Lord Thora and the Lord Provost and tell them where we’ve gone. If we don't succeed, someone needs to be able to hold the guardians and their conspirators accountable."
Vincent looked torn. Tate could sympathize, knowing that the other woman had done all she could to try to help the missing boys, but she didn't have time for this. Before she could argue, Tate turned to Willa and said, "Go with her. No tricks this time."
It probably wasn't Tate's best plan, but she had faith that Willa would be able to protect herself in the case Vincent tried anything. She wasn't too worried about that, since she'd gotten a sense of honor beneath Vincent's focus on regulations and protocol. Vincent wouldn't harm Willa. Tate was sure of it.
"Do you have a plan beyond what I know so far?" Ryu asked, arching one eyebrow.
She gave him a crooked grin. "I'm working on it."
His sigh was long suffering. "I'm beginning to understand your companions’ past actions a bit more."
Her grin widened until it turned into an outright smile, and she tilted her head to look back at him. "You sound almost nervous. Surely, the big bad dragon fears nothing."
He gave her wicked look, one full of sin and heated thoughts as he leaned closer and said in her ear. "There is little in this world I fear, ahveela." A touch brushed against her hand, sending shivers up her arm. "Perhaps, one day, I will share my secrets."
She drew away, giving him a look out the side of her eye. He seemed entirely too satisfied now that he'd turned her joke back on her. It made her want to tug on his dragon's tail, if only a little bit.
"Careful, dragon man. Don't go making promises you can't keep," she drawled.
He flashed her a naughty smile. "We're about to storm a sect intent on bringing our society to an end. It's not a promise; it's a vow. We get out of this alive, and things will change between us."
"You sound awfully sure about that. I think I should get a choice."
"Not this time," he said, with a smug look. "We've come too far for that. Tatum."
An odd feeling went through Tate at the sound of her real name on another's lips. She couldn't classify it as good or bad. Just different.
"Is this going to become a thing?" she asked plaintively, covering her reaction.
Ryu looked like he was hiding a smile, enjoying her response even as he lifted one shoulder in a deceptively casual shrug. "Perhaps." She snorted as they walked several more steps before he let another word drop as if as an afterthought. "Allegra."
This time Tate couldn't hide the effect the name had on her, her lips parting as her eyes came to his in surprise. His gaze turned thoughtful as his lips deepened in a smile. "Yes, I think that's the one. Allegra."
Her mouth snapped shut and she turned her eyes forward, cursing the fact that she tended to wear her thoughts on her sleeve. As if he needed another way to unsettle her. He did that enough by simply breathing.
"Shall we?" he asked, nodding to the stairs leading to the Saviors' temple. 
She looked up at the path that had been cut into the side of the cliff. Like the temple itself, the stone followed the angle of the cliff, allowing nature to dictate its path rather than the other way around.
She hesitated a beat, not because she doubted her plan, instead she was preparing for what was to come. Bracing, because she suspected all the way down to the marrow of her being that what they were about to do would change everything. Whether that would be for the good or the bad, had yet to be determined. She just knew she didn't plan to let Dewdrop, Pax or Jack down.
"Let's go rain fire and destruction down on our enemies," Tate told Ryu, her face hard and determined.
The corner of his mouth tilted up, and she was reminded of the pirate she’d once thought him, a man perfectly at ease with those too rough and violent to last long in normal society. In his expression was a yearning for the death of his enemies. It looked at home there, like an old friend, and she was left wondering which mask held the truth—the pirate's thirst for blood or the suave and powerful man even nobles paid heed to.
She still hadn't decided when he turned toward the stairs, saying over his shoulder. "I do so love when you throw out threats."
She snorted and followed. If he liked this, he should just wait. There were going to be a lot more threats flying before this was over.
The climb didn't take long, the worshipers scurrying out their path in a way they hadn't when it had been just Night and Tate. It helped that Ryu looked like a thundercloud come to darken their world. It also helped that she wasn't pretending to pay tribute to the Saviors.
He strode with a purpose, his eyes focused straight ahead, not bothering to look left or right. Tate followed close behind. This time when she passed the Savior's monuments, her eyes lingered on the empty alcove, the one that housed the forgotten Savior. 
She had to wonder if that place had been meant for her or if there were other Saviors like her out there, running around thinking they were one thing when they really were another. 
She shrugged off those thoughts. There would be time for that later. Right now, grabbing one of these robed bastards and making them talk was her priority. 
She and Ryu bypassed the main hall and stepped into the area reserved for the guardians. They weren't subtle about it, and she noted several people marking their passing. None challenged them. Tate attributed that more to Ryu's presence than anything else. She had no doubt if she'd been alone they would have insisted she leave, even if they had to jump on her to make it happen. 
Tate and Ryu didn't stop until they were back in the treasure room. They'd talked on the trip over, and they had agreed, the easiest and fastest way back down to the tunnels was through that mirror. Night was their backup if things went wrong.
She doubted those responsible would have taken the time to move the children. One, because the ritual they had started looked complicated. Moving now would have meant abandoning any progress they had made. And two—these people struck her as arrogant enough that they were probably convinced there was no way she could get that mirror to work a second time.
She'd had time to think and she was sure that something had been done to the mirror while she and Night had been locked in the penitence room. She just needed to reverse it. Failing that, she'd just take the Grand Master and shake him upside down until the things she wanted to know spilled out. Because he was involved. In some way. He had to be. This was his home. He was in charge and he struck her as the sort who didn't let anything go on that he didn't already know about.
Once in the room, Tate made a beeline for the mirror, stopping as soon as it was in sight. Or at least when it should have been visible. 
"Where'd it go?" She darted forward in dismay before looking around the room. "It was right here."
It was gone. They'd moved it.
Ryu let out a low curse. "We need that mirror." 
"I know."
She propped her hands on her hips and resisted the urge to kick something. She'd underestimated them. She thought they'd be too arrogant to bother hiding the mirror. After all, they hadn't hidden it earlier when Ryu and Thora had been here. Why now?
"Um, Tate?" a timid voice asked from behind her. 
Tate stiffened before turning. Grimsly looked into the room, his eyes wide, reminding Tate of a giant bird, one that was a little odd and always looked startled. This was helped by the messy hair that stuck up in random licks and curls around his head.
"What are you doing here?" he asked, stepping further into the room, his eyes going moving between Tate and Ryu in a furtive manner.
Ryu stepped closer to Tate, his posture protective as he zeroed in on the other man with a hunter's focus. One hand came up to touch Tate lightly on the back as he said in a low voice, "Get rid of him."
Tate had a better idea. 
"Ah, Grimsly, I was looking for you," she said, flashing him a charming smile. 
His head tilted and he looked slightly confused. Tate's smile dampened, as she kept her mental sigh to herself. No one ever believed her when she tried to put them at ease.
"You were?" he asked, his expression still a little lost.
She nodded, her smile turning stiff as she tried to think of a reason for their presence here. "Yes, Thora had some questions about the mirror."
Ryu had circled around to examine some other objects, and he lifted his head and shot her a look that asked what kind of excuse was that. She agreed. She probably should have come up with something a little better on the way here. 
Though Ryu hadn't seen the need for subtlety, they had both thought the mirror would be easily located and dealt with. Now that it wasn't where it was supposed to be, they were left scrambling.
"Why didn't he send a missive to me directly?" Grimsly asked. 
That was a good question, and if Thora had known what Tate and Ryu were planning, perhaps he would have. 
Ryu gave him a dangerous smile, his prowl taking him near the other man. Grimsly leaned back, Ryu's proximity making him visibly uncomfortable. "You have gotten brave since the last time I saw you." Ryu brushed a piece of invisible lint off Grimsly's shoulders, ignoring the way Grimsly flinched. "It would be best for your continued health and wellbeing if you rethought that mindset."
Grimsly looked up at Ryu like he was a wolf and Grimsly was the rabbit he was fixing to devour. The aggression was surprising for Tate. Ryu usually made an effort to conceal the dangerous beast at his heart, especially when diplomacy had a better chance of getting them farther than violence.
It was a sad day when she was the rational one.
She caught Ryu's elbow and dragged him back, while fixing Grimsly with as sunny a smile as she could summon. From the way the other man watched them with wide eyes, she didn't think her charm was doing much to comfort him.
"None of that, now," Tate told Ryu through gritted teeth. "Grimsly, we need to see the mirror that was in here. Do you know where it's gone?"
He straightened, summoning his backbone from somewhere and adjusted his sleeves as he gave the irate male at Tate's side a skittish glance. "I do. The Grand Master had it moved to another room. He thought it had grown too dangerous to remain with the rest of these items."
Did he now? Funny that, especially when he'd insisted it was just a mirror the last time Tate had been here. She wondered how long it had taken him to come to that conclusion after she had left. Just more evidence that the head of the guardians was in this up to his neck.
"Can you take us to it?" she asked in a hopeful voice. 
"I don't know," he waffled, sending another glance over her head.
"Please, I just need to check it out to make sure that another creature like the one that attacked us in Thora's library can't escape," Tate said, playing off the fact she'd already saved his life and hoping that still meant something to him.
He looked torn.
Ryu made an abrupt movement. "He's not going to help us. He's too afraid of his own shadow to do what's necessary."
"Hush, you," Tate snapped.
"I can take you there," Grimsly said, his chin tilting down as a mulish expression took over his face. There was annoyance in his eyes as he adjusted his glasses and turned. "Let me make sure the hallway is clear. The Grand Master would not be happy that you're here."
Tate waited until he disappeared out the door before turning on Ryu. "What is your problem?"
He curled one lip. "He is weak, guided by his fears. I thought it might be quicker to play off that to get what we wanted."
Tate's jaw ticked as she glared up at Ryu. Of course, he had. He used intimidation and threats to get what he wanted. How had she forgotten that? 
"You almost caused him to shut down," she said.
He lifted one eyebrow. "I gave him a reason to help you. Had he not been so afraid of me, you wouldn't have gotten as far."
She gritted her teeth, an argument on the tip of her tongue. The thing that stopped her was the thought he might be right. She couldn't argue that his posturing had thrown Grimsly off balance enough for her to get him to help them.
It went against the grain to admit it, especially when the corners of his mouth tilted up in an arrogant smile.
He gave her a lazy look, his eyes hooded. "Admit it. We make a good team."
Before she could respond, Grimsly popped his head back through the door. "Are you coming?"
Grateful for the reprieve, Tate stalked toward him, Ryu a smug presence at her back. Now that he'd made his point, he seemed content to prowl at her side, silent but still felt.
Grimsly led them deeper into the Guardians' temple, down hallways she and Night hadn't had the time to investigate the last time they were here.
"How big is this place?" she asked in a hushed voice.
"The guardians predate the founding of the empire," Ryu said, his gaze watchful as they walked down another long hallway. "They've had a long time to burrow into the cliffs. There are other temples, but this was the first in existence. Every initiate begins here. I'm told only another guardian would know all the passages."
With the tunnels the guardians had built, coupled with the ones beneath Aurelia, Tate was beginning to think the ground under the city and cliffs was mostly hollow. It was a wonder the city hadn't collapsed in on itself, built on a warren of matchsticks as it were. 
Grimsly used the chain of keys and unlocked a door, opening it and stepping aside to let Tate and Ryu precede him into the room.
"There it is," Tate cried, spotting the mirror on the other side of the space. She made a beeline straight for it, stopping when she was close enough to examine it. She patted the surface, unsurprised when it held steady and solid, no sign of the ripples that had been present the last time she had traveled through it. 
Grimsly ventured into the room to stand by Tate as she examined the mirror. "What were you hoping to find from this?"
Before she could answer, a strident voice asked from the doorway, "I'd like to know that myself."
Grand Master Keel stepped into the room, his face austere and his hands clasped together, the sleeves of his robe folded over them. 
Tate straightened and met his eyes, noting Ryu had tensed, his focus shifting entirely to the other man.
Keel fixed Tate with a hard look, his eyes cold and his mouth turned down in a severe frown. "I thought I made it clear the last time you were here that your presence was no longer welcome in these halls."
Tate didn't answer. She stepped away from the mirror, her face set in a fierce expression as Keel claimed her attention.
He didn't wait for her to respond, his attention shifting to Ryu, a disappointed look on his face. "And you? Does Lord Thora know of your actions?"
Ryu didn't answer, sidling closer, his chin lowered as he regarded Keel like a hunter would a particularly dangerous quarry.
"I thought you had more sense than this. Acting in such an irresponsible manner given the current climate will only hurt the dragon-ridden further," Keel chided. "I fear the Order has the right of it, and your kind has become corrupted by power."
Tate wondered who he thought he was trying to fool. From the satisfaction in his tone, she knew he'd come to that conclusion long ago and had only been waiting for one of the dragons to overstep in such a way that he could justify his actions.
"I saw the paintings," Tate said, a slight smile on her face, fascinated as he stiffened, his face blanking and some of that smugness disappearing from his expression.
"What are you babbling about?" he asked in a cold voice.
"You know, the painting in your hidden room. The one of the Saviors." The ‘and me’ went unsaid. 
Keel visibly withdrew, his expression icing over as he looked at her with wintry eyes. 
"I wonder what they would think of your current actions," she said in an idle voice, advancing on him with another step. "Would they be proud?"
He straightened his shoulders. "I don't know what you're talking about."
"I think you do." Ryu advanced on him from the side, his expression dangerous.
Keel jerked, his head swinging to the other man. Tate found his reaction interesting. He'd played dumb when he thought it was just Tate who knew about the painting, but the threat of Ryu's knowledge seemed to prod him in a way hers hadn't. Why?
"We've done nothing but live up to their ideals," Keel said, his voice firm. Whatever surprise he had felt at Ryu's words, he'd managed to control, hiding it as if it had never been.
"Have you?" Tate asked, cocking her head. "Do you really think kidnapping children is what they had in mind when they liberated your people?"
Keel's face reflected confusion and he scoffed. "What are you talking about?"
"We know you're involved," Ryu said with a vicious smile. "Don't bother denying it."
Keel drew himself up. "Why would I bother denying anything? I'm a guardian. We answer to a higher calling. None of us would do what you're accusing us of."
"Does that calling involve destroying Aurelia?" Tate asked, stepping closer. "Does it involve sacrificing children to do it?"
"You sound insane. I'm beginning to think Basalt Olar was right when he accused you of being dragon mad," Keel said in a haughty voice.
Tate let him see how that accusation amused her. He might be a little closer to the mark than he realized. Right now, she felt a little mad. Ilith crouched deep inside, waiting for her moment. Waiting for Tate to keep her promise and unleash her on their enemies. 
If he thought Tate was mad, wait until he got a look at Ilith in a full rage. They'd write songs about the destruction her dragon would bring, tell stories about the waste she laid to the guardian’s temple. Tate couldn't even bring herself to care anymore. Every moment that passed was another moment where Dewdrop and Pax got closer to death. 
A lot of stuff stopped mattering when lives were on the line. So, was it wrong to let her dragon loose to terrorize and destroy? Maybe, but Tate found herself okay with that if she got what she wanted in the end. Dewdrop and Pax safe.
"Ronald, go get the watch guardians," Keel said, without taking his eyes from Tate and Ryu. "I'm done listening to these accusations."
Tate stilled, her eyes narrowing. "Ronald?"
Keel's face turned impatient. "Don't just stand there. Do as I told you."
A cold feeling reached up from deep inside, spreading tentacles of ice through Tate's veins. A lot of things becoming clear in that instant. How could she have been so stupid?
She pivoted to face Grimsly. He'd stayed by the mirror when they'd turned to confront Keel, watching them with a slightly lost expression on his face. One hand rested against the frame as he stood frozen in place.
Tate looked closer, trying to see what she'd missed before. She couldn't. It wasn't there, his acting perfect.
"I thought your name was Grimsly," she said.
"Tate?" There was a question in Ryu's face.
She ignored it, taking a step closer to Grimsly, moving so she was between him and the rest of the room.
"It is," he said, blinking rapidly.
"Why did he call you Ronald then?" she asked.
"What is this?" Keel asked, impatience in his voice. "That's his name. Grimsly is his middle name. A ridiculous affectation if you ask me."
There. The first crack in the mask Grimsly wore, a spark of annoyance in his eyes, a bit of fire as he flicked a glance at Keel. Neither emotion was something she would have associated with the quiet, humble man she'd met at Thora's.
Picking up on her tension, Ryu moved closer, his posture protective as he guarded her back.
Grimsly's eyes met hers, and she knew he saw something in her face, that something telling him exactly what she suspected. The confused persona dropped away as cold intellect with little emotion peered back at her.
"Ah, well, I guess you had to find out at some point," the killer with a genial smile said. His eyes remained rock-hard and unemotional. "What gave me away?"
Tate took a step back, her eyes going to the mirror he still had a hand on. "You're the one responsible for all this."
He inclined his head and blinked once. "And you followed me like a lamb to the slaughter, never suspecting a thing."
Tate put a hand behind her back and tried to gesture for Ryu to retreat. Memories of what was on the other side of that thing raced through her head. If he opened it and any of those creatures came through, she didn't want her or Ryu standing in its path.
"I must say, I didn't think you'd catch on so quick," he told her, his tone friendly, conversational even. "How'd you guess?"
Tate eased back another step, very conscious of Ryu doing the same beside her. She needed to stall. "Your name. I've heard it before."
"Oh?" His lack of interest in her answer was evident, as if now that he had the answer he no longer cared enough to pretend.
Keel had finally realized that something was amiss as he watched Grimsly with something close to shock. "Ronald, what is going on?"
Grimsly turned his attention to the Grand Master. "I suppose it's only right and proper you be brought in at this point. You are our leader, blind and naive though you may be."
Tate realized Keel had no idea what Grimsly was talking about, more evidence of just how badly she had misjudged the situation. She mentally cursed her blindness. If she hadn't been so focused on things as they appeared, maybe she would have seen what was going on below the surface. 
The facts had all been there—all the way back at the very beginning. Grimsly had touched Thora's mirror before Tate. Now, it seemed more coincidence than anything else that she had set it off when she did. He obviously knew how to make these mirrors work. She had no doubt he'd primed it and just sat back waiting for someone to set his trap off.
Thora would have been alone when the creature attacked, forced to assume his shape and likely been executed when he lost control of the dragon.
There was one thing she still didn't get. "Why did Christopher run from you if the two of you are working together?"
"Christopher," Keel said, giving Tate a sharp glance as his face reflected dismay. She didn't pay him any attention, remaining focused on Grimsly.
"I'm not working with that lunatic," Grimsly said with a sneer. The first true expression she'd seen on his face.
Those were pretty strong words, considering from where she stood he seemed just as insane. Only someone crazy would go to the lengths he was to raise an ancient weapon from the ground, destroying an entire city in the process. Yup, nothing crazy about that.
"When did you see Christopher?" Keel asked, his voice forbidding.
"It's not important," Grimsly replied. "His presence will not even be a nuisance after this."
Tate had heard enough. "You're going to tell me where the children are and then you're going to answer for the people you murdered."
Grimsly's face turned thoughtful. "No, I don't think I will, but you will be seeing the children again. I'm told your little friends put up quite a fight when we came for them."
A rumbling growl escaped Tate, fire sparking along her skin. Wait, Tate thought at Ilith. They still didn't have a way to find the children.
Grimsly's eyes went over Tate's shoulders as he gave a faint smile, his mind already far away. "Ah, you're here. Finally."
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
HORROR COATED THE back of Tate's throat as she twisted. Too late. Next to her, Ryu dropped like a bag of rocks, already unconscious as he hit the ground with a thud. Basalt Olar stood over him, his face hard as his eyes flicked between her and Grimsly.
Her hand went to the knife at her belt, palming it as she crouched, Ilith a strong presence in her mind lending Tate both speed and strength.
"I wouldn't," Olar said, holding a sword pointed at Ryu. "Not unless you want him to die. You parasites can recover from many things, but severing the head kills even you."
Tate remained tense, her muscles bunched and her balance centered in anticipation of action. After a long moment where she considered her options, she relaxed, bending and setting her dagger on the floor in front of her.
As much as her instincts begged her to attack, to tear the face from her enemy, she knew there was little chance of her reaching him before he killed Ryu. She was fast, but she doubted she was that fast, and she didn't think she could live with Ryu's death on her conscious. 
His cheeks dimpled as he gave her a patronizing smile. "Good choice." He held up an oblong black object in his hand as he looked at Grimsly. "I have to thank you. I doubt I could have put him down so easily if not for this toy you gave me."
Tate felt cold horror as recognition dawned. Inside, Ilith hissed and shied away. They both had bad memories associated with that device—something Christopher had used on her. Her skin twitched with remembered agony. Even worse, was what it had done to Ilith, as it disrupted their bond enough that taking the dragon's form had been impossible.
Tate sent a narrow glare to Grimsly. "So much for not working with the lunatic."
He lifted an eyebrow, guessing at her meaning, and said in a mild voice. "I told the truth. Those belong to the guardians. They're our greatest defense against your kind. Not even the Emperor knows we have them. They're a remnant of a time when the dragon-ridden were our enemy. I assume he stole one from us shortly before he was excised."
Tate made a rude sound.
"Basalt Olar, what have you done?" Keel asked, horror on his face. 
Olar shared a long look with Grimsly before turning to Keel with an affable expression on his face. "Old friend, a new day has come. We're finally going to take back our Empire from those who would corrupt it."
"You just assaulted one of the emperor's dragons," Keel said, looking at the other man as if he was crazy.
"And weren't you just threatening the same dragon with the emperor's justice for overstepping his bounds?" Olar asked in a patient voice. 
Tate took advantage of his distraction to edge closer. His arm came up, the black object pointed at her.
"I wouldn't if I were you," he said, not sparing her a look.
Left with no choice, she settled back. She kept her attention on Olar, not daring to look at Ryu's still form. If she looked, if she saw him lying there defenseless and unmoving, his normal wicked light extinguished, she might lose the thin grip she had on herself. That way lay madness. 
Ilith was already pounding on Tate's mental defenses, fighting for control so she could avenge Ryu. She had always had a soft spot for the other dragon-ridden and seeing him on the ground had driven her into a frothing rage, little evidence of rational thought filtered through to Tate. Just instincts and a black fury.
If Tate lost the battle with Ilith in her current state, she feared what might happen not only in this tiny room that was barely big enough for Ilith's form, but to the whole of Aurelia. As tempting as it was to lose herself in cold anger, Tate knew Ilith's madness would put Ryu in even greater danger.
So, she swallowed back her rage. Ignored it with a steely strength of will she knew she would need more of, before this day was over.
Keel looked between the two of them, his eyes wide and full of an emotion Tate couldn't categorize. She didn't know him well enough to say whether he was actually listening to what Olar had to say or if he was simply humoring him because he knew he was a witness and an obstacle—easily gotten rid of if they decided he was more trouble than he was worth.
"This is beyond what we talked about," Keel finally ventured. "You're wading in dangerous waters. They've trespassed against us enough that we can report them to the Emperor. He will not be as understanding if we take justice into our own hands."
Olar scoffed. "He won't do anything to his dragons—especially not these two. He favors them above all the rest. You're sorely mistaken if you think for a moment he'll scrub the world clean of their taint."
Keel looked torn, as if he was truly considering the man's words.
"Yes, I'm sure he'll be even less interested in entertaining your craziness when he hears you've been sacrificing children in the pursuit of making more dragon-ridden," Tate said, hoping to poke holes in his words.
Keel's face turned horrified. "Is this true?"
Olar gave a hard sigh, looking vexed as he flicked a glance at Tate. "Sometimes it’s necessary to make the hard choices. It gives me no pleasure to walk this path, but I will do what I must if it means achieving my goal of a better world."
"Children, Olar," Keel said, not mollified in the least. "They are innocent. They don't deserve that burden."
Olar snorted. "Not these children. All of them share ancestry with one of the Creators’ rejects, mixed or full, or don't mind the company of those tainted by the Creators." His look at Tate made it clear exactly the type to be causing the taint.
Her jaw flexed, her insides and mind icing over. It became less of a physical struggle to remain where she was as a clarity took over her thoughts. 
The words obviously shocked Keel and he looked like he planned to continue to argue.
"We found Alexander," Grimsly said into the quiet. 
Keel's head twisted, his eyes going comically wide as his surprise turned to yearning. "He’s real?”
Grimsly inclined his head in a small nod.
“Where is he?" Keel asked.
"He still sleeps," Grimsly admitted, some of Keel's same excitement reflected on his face. It was jarring, given his detachment earlier. "We've had some problems resurrecting him. It's why we needed the children and the dragons."
Keel pressed his lips together, obviously torn between the horror of what they were doing to the children and whatever this Alexander meant to him.
"We can show you," Olar said, the offer dangling like a carrot in front of Keel. 
Tate kept her face expressionless while Keel considered the offer. 
"We won't even need to harm any more children with these two in the mix," Grimsly said. He didn't wait for Keel to answer, turning to the mirror and touching a few places on the frame. The symbols decorating its edges shifted, forming other symbols in their place. 
The surface rippled as Grimsly stepped back. 
"She wasn't lying," Keel said as if to himself. He stared at the colors swirling in the mirrors depth.
"Nope," Tate said, her words bitter. "It’s unfortunate you're a little too late coming to that conclusion."
Grimsly disappeared through the mirror, the odd ripples swallowing him in seconds.
"You're next, Keel," Olar said, not moving from his stance over Ryu.
Keel startled, looking from the mirror to Olar with wild eyes as if it hadn't occurred to him that he would be required to experience the mirror’s space-warping powers himself. Had he really thought Olar and Grimsly would leave him behind? Did he think his status as the guardians’ Grand Master exempted him from the consequences of this?
Olar and Grimsly weren't going to let anyone stand in their way. Not even the holy authority of their religion. They might not harm him. Yet. But they'd make him a witness and accomplice to all that came next. Tate bet he now wished he'd ignored her presence when one of his flunkies reported her.
He must have come to the same realization as she did, that refusal wasn't really an option, because he walked with jerky steps over to the mirror. He paused in front of it, reluctance and hesitation written in every line of his body. Whatever he thought, whether it was a pep talk to get himself to take that next step or a reminder of who he was, Tate didn't know, but Keel drew himself up, his back ramrod straight, and his head high as he stepped through the mirror. 
"Now you," Olar said.
Tate didn't think so. Not without Ryu.
His arm lifted when she took a step toward the two of them. "What are you doing?"
She let him see the annoyance in her expression. "I'm not leaving him alone with you."
No way was she leaving Ryu, defenseless and unconscious, at Olar's feet. She saw the hate in the man's face when he looked at the two of them. She didn't trust that he wouldn't try to carry out his threat as soon as her back was turned—cut off Ryu's head while she couldn't do a thing about it. That seemed like the sort of man he was. Shifty and liable to stab you in the back as soon it was turned.
"No, you're going first." Olar jerked his hand toward the mirror.
"I'll go, but not without Ryu." If she did that, she was consigning him to his death. That wouldn't happen, not even if it meant her life was forfeit. 
The sentiment seemed to calm Ilith, enough so it no longer felt like there was a hammer being applied directly to the space behind Tate’s eyes. The fury and rage pulled back, just a tiny bit, but enough that Tate was no longer afraid that the smallest movement would tip the balance enough so that the dragon took over. 
Whatever Olar saw in her face must have convinced him she meant business, because he smirked and took several steps back, away from Ryu. Enough so that he wouldn't be in grabbing distance. 
"Fine, grab lover boy and get through the mirror." He pointed the object at Ryu this time. "Any more delays, and I'll make sure he's in too much pain to ever wake up again."
Tate's mouth tightened at the threat, but she wasted no time making her way over to Ryu. She threw one of his arms over her shoulder and hoisted him up with an arm wrapped around his waist. She was stronger than the average human female but that didn't make the move any less of a struggle. Ryu was half a foot taller than her and his feet dragged along the floor as she stumbled to the mirror. 
"You'd better not be out for this entire adventure, Ryu," Tate hissed, keeping her voice low. She didn't want to have to carry him the entire way. Not to mention, she didn't want to face what was coming alone.
His hand squeezed hers, and she stilled, turning her head just slightly so she could see his face. His head had sagged forward and his body still draped bonelessly against hers. But a sliver of blue peered back at her, his eye just barely cracked. Once he'd caught her attention, he shut it again, his breathing remaining deep and steady, wiping away any sign that he was more aware than he'd let on.
"What's the hold up?" Olar asked.
Tate's lips twisted in a small smile. "Nothing at all."
She stepped through the mirror before he could ask her any more questions.
The trip through wasn't as jarring as the first or last time she'd used it. There was still that pulling, stretching sensation, and her mouth still had that weird metallic taste in it, but none of it seemed as bad. 
Maybe it was because she knew what to expect or maybe the adrenaline of the situation had made her better able to cope, but she managed to stay on her feet, even as she took in her surroundings with an alertness that had been lacking the last time around.
Keel had not fared as well and was lying prone on the ground, one hand over his eyes. Grimsly looked a little pale but otherwise seemed fine. Of course, he had been the first one through, so any effects he might have suffered would have already faded by now.
Ryu's arm tensed against Tate's shoulder alerting her to danger. She didn't know what made her look up. Perhaps it was the encounter from the last time she was down here.
Her eyes lifted, and she had to clamp down on the immediate fear that urged her to flee. The creature that Night and she had run from hovered above, each of its legs braced high on the walls so it crouched above them like a spider without the web. 
Its tail flexed, those beady red eyes fixed on Tate. Its mouth opened and closed as if it was already anticipating the way she would taste.
Ryu was immobile against her, every muscle poised for action. She didn't know if it was because he sensed the very real danger they were in or if he'd seen the creature above him, but she squeezed hard on his hand, trying to tell him without words not to move. 
She had a very distinct feeling that if they moved, even the tiniest bit, the creature would drop, and they were too far from the mirror to escape that way.
"I see you met our beastie," Olar said from behind her.
Tate didn't let herself move, remaining focused on the greater danger above.
"We discovered the mirrors by accident," Olar said conversationally. "We lost nearly twenty men down here before we figured out how to control the damn beast. Now, the monster doesn't give us any problems, do you?" 
Olar waved his hand and the creature dropped down, withdrawing into a corner, its eyes remaining focused on them the entire time. Olar might think he had control, but Tate knew the creature was just biding its time. Much like her. When it saw its moment, when Olar let his guard down even the tiniest bit, the creature would act, the resulting violence no doubt leaving Olar in several pieces on the ground.
Keel had gone unnaturally still at the first sight of the creature, his face frozen in lines of horror. 
"Let's go," Olar said. "We don't have a lot of time."
As the ground underneath Tate's feet gave another tremble, she had to agree. Being down in the tunnels again with the frequency of the earthquakes wasn't her idea of fun. Mix in the fact that she very much believed the creature was currently thinking how good her entrails would look wrapped around its neck, and she wasn't enjoying this little trip at all.
The walk through the tunnels felt like it took an eternity and went by all too quickly at the same time. Despite leaving the creature in the mirror room to guard against any who might try to follow them, Tate felt the brush of a million eyes on her back. 
It set her skin crawling. They weren't alone down here. 
Tate’s arms and back protested carrying the additional weight of Ryu as they came to the large underground cavern, the large chamber much the same as last time. The pattern below glowed like a miniature sun, the light almost searing in its intensity. Tate thought she saw an outline of a glass cylinder in there somewhere, but she didn't know if that was real or if the light was causing mirages.
Small figures scurried around the edges of the circle, more than Tate had thought possible. It looked like Grimsly and Olar weren’t the only ones in on this plan. They’d brought friends. A lot of them. 
Tate ignored the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Escaping when there were just two men holding them hostage had seemed hard enough. Fighting their way out of what looked like a mini army would be nearly impossible. 
She adjusted Ryu a little higher on her shoulder, trying to ease the burden of his weight as Grimsly took the stairs leading down to the pit, as Tate called it in her head. It kind of looked like one, the pattern formed in the sunken space in the middle of the floor. You'd have to step down to stand on it.
"I think I want you two to have a front row seat to all this," Grimsly said over his shoulder. "It's because of your contribution that we'll finally meet with success."
Olar prodded Tate forward and she went without much resistance. 
Keel preceded her down the stairs, his regal bearing tenuous at this point. He was trying so hard to hold on to the mantle of his station but the further down they went, the harder it got. Maybe it was being surrounded by what was undoubtedly a relic from a war fought long ago. Or maybe it had dawned on him that whatever these two planned, it didn't hold the promise of what he'd been told. Either way, his expression became more anxious the further they descended.
There was an insistent buzz that grew the closer they got to the ground, the sensation nipping and sliding along her skin. The air felt the way it did before a strong thunderstorm, full of a heady potential with an energy that could kill as easily as it could create. 
She could feel the power of it under her feet, the hair on her arms and the back of her neck lifting. 
The power was so thick she could practically choke on it. The weight of it pressed down on her, threatening to squeeze the breath from her lungs. It wasn't a comfortable sensation, and she could tell she wasn't the only one suffering from it, the other three looking just as affected as she was.
"Tate!" a voice shouted from the right.
Tate twisted, knowing that voice, one as familiar to her as her own. 
"Dewdrop, Pax," she whispered, relief surging up inside her.
Despite the circumstances and the fact they were standing only a few feet away from something so powerful it made Tate's teeth ache, she immediately settled at the sight of them, a little bruised but otherwise unharmed. 
Her biggest worry through all this was that they were going to show up and be too late. Yes, things hadn't gone exactly to plan so far, but when did they ever? As long as her friends were alive and relatively unharmed, she could work with that.
Pax stretched to his back feet beside Dewdrop letting out a plaintive mrrph as he waved one paw in the air before dropping back to the ground.
Dewdrop's gaze changed from relief to disbelief and something a little like anger, at the sight of Grimsly and Olar at her side.
"You got caught?" he accused in a scathing voice.
"Not on purpose. I assure you," Tate told him.
"Well then, as long as it wasn't on purpose," he returned in a sarcastic tone. His suspicious glance said he wasn't entirely sure she was telling the truth on that front.
"Hey, I'm not the only one," she said, hobbling toward him as she struggled with Ryu's weight. He might be awake, but to keep up appearances she'd had to do most of the heavy lifting getting him here. Her muscles were tired and even her increased dragon-given strength was beginning to wane. "You got caught same as me."
"You're a dragon," he said, waving his arms in the air. "You could have turned into one at any time and eaten them."
As they bantered back and forth, Tate assessed the state of things. Dewdrop and Pax weren't the only ones stuck in one of the invisible cells. The rest of the boys and the dragon had been moved down here as well, including Daisy and Jack who huddled together in the cell next to Dewdrop and Pax.
Tate's mouth firmed at the sight of the girl, and she had to keep herself from asking pointless questions about how she came to be here. There would be plenty of time for that later. Perhaps when their lives weren't under immediate threat. 
"As amusing as this all is, I don't have the time for it," Olar said. He stood off to the side, his hand pressed against a circle in the wall. "If you'd step into the square next to your friends."
Tate glanced at the area he indicated, a small space about the size of what Pax and Dewdrop stood in, lit up a soft green color. Every instinct told her that if they stepped in there, they wouldn't be getting out until Olar and Grimsly let them out.
Ryu cried out as Olar pointed the device at him again, his body convulsing hard enough that Tate nearly dropped him. It was all she could manage to lower him to the ground. He kept jerking, his mouth open on a silent scream as his body bowed almost in half.
"Stop it," Tate screamed, her weight pressed against Ryu as she tried to keep him from hurting himself. "I'll do it. Just stop it."
Olar clicked a button and lowered the device to his side, his body poised in case Tate tried something.
She gave him a look she usually reserved for the lowest dregs of society. Putting all her rage into it, promising without words that a reckoning was coming. He might think he was untouchable, but his time would come. She'd make sure of it.
Tate helped Ryu up, supporting him as they staggered into the cell and its invisible shield slid into place.
Olar came to stand in front of their cell, his expression mild with just the barest hint of pleasure lingering in the back of his eyes. "I had a feeling you were awake, Lord Ryuji."
Ryu had recovered some of his composure, forcing himself to a sitting position at Tate's feet. She knew what that had to have cost him, having gone through the same thing herself. 
"Basalt, I knew you were a bully who used your position for your own gain, but somehow I had hoped you were above such actions as this." There was none of the pain Ryu must be feeling in his voice, just a resigned disappointment. As if Olar was a pupil who had failed to perform up to standard.
"We’re not the source of the taint," Olar said, his voice filled with the conviction of a zealot. No amount of arguing on their part would change that. "We're the fire that will burn it out."
"Is destroying Aurelia part of the plan?" Tate asked.
Olar head turned slowly to her, not a lick of remorse in his eyes. 
There should have been no doubt in anyone's mind that something dreadful was coming. The world hadn't stopped trembling since that last quake and it only felt like it was getting worse. 
Keel jerked at her question, his lips parting as he stepped closer.
Olar shrugged, the gesture careless. "It had not been the original intention, but it works in our favor. Such an act will wipe clean this city, letting us start again, this time the way we were meant to. Free of any reminders of our Creators."
He lost interest in the conversation, giving them a superior smirk before moving away, off to put his plans into motion.
Keel remained, looking slightly lost. Tate didn't feel a lot of sympathy for him. He wanted to pick and choose who was worthy of being saved. That wasn't how it worked. One person, one race wasn't better than the rest. Everyone had their flaws and their beauty. He was finally seeing the error of such thinking. When you entertain such dangerous ideas and link your life to others of like minds, you couldn't complain when you were staring down a genocide—one which would affect the people he sought to protect just as much as the ones he wanted cast out.
"You know it won't be just the Kairi or the Silva or the dragon-ridden who dies, right?" Tate asked, hammering the lesson home. She stepped closer, her gaze drilling into his. "It'll be your precious guardians and all the humans you say you serve."
Keel's face drained of color, and he stepped back before hurrying away. 
"I don't think that worked," Dewdrop said from his cell next to her.
"Worth a try," she returned.
"Be better if you got us out of here," he said.
"Working on it." Tate slid him a glance, giving Pax a smile when he dipped his head and tried to look up at her at the same time. "Hey buddy, your sister came and told us what happened."
His ears perked up and he let out a long yodel of sound.
"Good, we were worried she didn't make it out." Dewdrop answered for both of them, his young face drawn and tight. Despite the sniping and banter, Tate could see he was scared. He was putting up a good show, trying to be brave for Pax and the rest, but the fear was there, just under the surface.
She touched the empty air between them, hesitating at the slight buzzing sensation before touching an invisible barrier. It didn't hurt, not like she thought it would. It was solid and impenetrable but not painful.
Dewdrop reached up to place his hand next to hers.
"Are you guys hurt?" Tate asked.
"Not us." He shook his head before his eyes drifted over to the pattern. 
Tate's followed his gaze and blanched. Earlier, the glow from the symbols had made it hard to see the center. From this viewpoint she could see a stone altar fed by jagged, glowing lines that filled the circle. 
That wasn't what made her stomach drop. It was the boy, younger than Dewdrop, lying spread-eagle on top, his arms and legs splayed as blood ran in rivulets from the deep cuts in his veins. There was a knife in the middle of his chest pinning him to the stone, like a butterfly in a collector's glass case. 
He was alive, his struggles weak as a mournful cry rose from him. Scales appeared on his hands and feet before receding as quickly as they'd come.
"How long has he been there?" Tate asked, her voice hushed.
"Since the earthquakes started back up again," Dewdrop said, his face equally grim.
That was impossible. The earthquake had been going nonstop for almost an hour. Based on the extent of his wounds, he should have bled out long before now.
"This is—" Tate couldn't even find the words to finish.
"Monstrous," Ryu supplied, climbing to his feet, his gaze locked on the sick spectacle of the boy.
There wasn't anything they could do but watch the boy struggle, his fight growing weaker and weaker as the dragon inside him slowly lost strength. Tate couldn't help but feel partially responsible. If she'd succeeded during her last trip and gotten them all out, his life wouldn't be leaching from him with every breath he took.
Her heart clenched at the thought, and her hands fisted at her side, the nails biting into her skin. There was a soft touch on her wrist, and she looked up at Ryu. There was understanding in his eyes as he cupped her hand and unclenched her fingers. She nodded. She understood. Self-blame wouldn't help them right now. Escaping, and making those who did this pay was the only thing she could do for that boy.
Tate gave Ryu's hand one last squeeze before turning and doing a quick count of the faces in the cells next to them. In addition to Jack and Daisy, there were several other children, some standing listlessly as a dragon tattoo marched along their bodies. Some were caught in partial shifts. A few of the children seemed more aware, huddled in the back of their cells, pressing their faces into their arms as if that could make it all go away. Crying reached Tate.
"Is there a plan?" Dewdrop asked in a hushed voice, one eye on their captors to make sure they weren't being overheard or watched.
"Of a sort," Tate responded.
Dewdrop pulled back and gave her a dark look. "Why does that not give me more confidence?"
"There's a plan in motion," Tate assured him. "We just need to a little more time for all parties to get into place."
Dewdrop's eyes went to the children around them, a stark look on his face. "Time is the one thing we don't have. Not if we intend to get everyone out of here alive."
Ryu's curse was nearly silent behind her as Tate looked over the children again, very much fearing Dewdrop might be right.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
THEY CAUGHT YOU too, old friend?" a raspy voice said from the far side of the line of cells.
Ryu's head twisted, straining to get a glance at the speaker. Tate looked as well, at first missing him. He was lying down on the cool stone, unnoticeable at first glance. He lay on his back, his hands resting on his stomach, and he looked even more emaciated than the last time Tate had seen him.
"Jacob, I'm happy to see you still among the living," Ryu said in a relieved voice. 
"Not for long, I fear," Jacob said, the words an obvious strain, breaking in places as he caught his breath. "I don't think I'll survive my next bout with the circle. I'm too weak and my dragon is drained and near death already." Another long, ragged breath. "He's so faint. I can barely feel him anymore."
Loneliness and sorrow rang in his voice. Tate touched the tattoo of Ilith, sympathy and empathy eating away at her. She couldn't imagine what it would be like to feel Ilith die inside her, to be forced to experience her other half fading away into nothingness. The fact that he was not mad and raving, was impressive in and of itself.
The earth gave another sickening roll, this one more violent than the tremors that had been plaguing them until now.
"How are they doing this?" Tate asked, her eyes focused on the men across the way. 
Grimsly and Olar weren't their only problems. It seemed the two had put their organizations to work and there were both guardians and men in the Order's distinctive black moving about the space, setting up for something. They were careful to avoid the pit and the circle of blue with its symbols.
"It's the boy," Dewdrop said. "I talked to Jack and a few others. There are two phases, near as I can figure it. The first they use ole decrepit over there in the circle, bleeding him out with another child in the circle with him. After that, something comes out and the child walks away with a dragon tattoo."
"That must be how they're making the rift," Ryu said, his voice thoughtful. "They're using an already existing dragon to open a new one every time."
"After the child has had time to bond with it, they put him back in the circle and bleed him out," Dewdrop said. "It's during that process that the earthquakes start."
"They're unmaking the dragons that are newly born," Jacob rasped from his cell. "Not just killing them but burning their essence up, trying to wake what's below."
Ilith hissed in upset, her wings flaring on Tate's arm as she paced up and down the length of it.
“Why do they need the dragons?” Tate asked.
Ryu stared at the boy, a severe expression on his face. “Dragons are very powerful. Some of that is the unique bond between the dragon and its host. That by itself, could cause problems if someone knew how to twist its power. But more than that, magic is at the very foundation of a dragon’s essence. Thora has theorized that the place they come from has a great well of magic permeating every aspect of their world, from the air, to the plants, down to the dragon’s very bones.”
“So, if someone was to kill you or Tate we’d get earthquakes?” Dewdrop asked, sarcasm and disbelief in his voice. 
Ryu’s lips tightened. “Not quite. They’re channeling the magic with that circle, turning it to their own use. I don’t know how they learned to do that, but it should be impossible.”
"They’re trying to wake something up," Tate said in a distant voice as she studied the circle. Whatever it was, the ancients must have not wanted it found.
After that, no one spoke for a long time as they watched their captors move about the chamber, preparing it for whatever came next. Ryu made his way to the middle of the cell and sat down, his eyes focused on the production in front of him. 
Tate wasn't ready to settle, the energy in the air charging her emotions, as restlessness plagued her every moment. Pacing seemed to help with that.
"You might as well have a seat and conserve your energy," Ryu said in a tired voice, his eyes closed.
"How can you be so calm?" Tate asked.
"Oh, I'm anything but calm, but I learned a long time ago to take these moments where I could. Nothing is ever guaranteed. Soon, we'll have to fight or die. I'm just ensuring I have the energy to do that when the time comes," Ryu informed her without moving from his relaxed pose on the ground.
Tate paused in her restless movement and gave him a disgruntled look. She didn't bother asking why he wasn't looking for an escape when they both knew they were well and truly caught. Really, he had the right of it. Resting while they could was smart. Tate didn't even remember the last time she had slept. Her body was exhausted, her mind fatigued. Sleep was still an impossibility, but she could give her body what rest she could. It might mean the difference between life and death later.
With a frustrated sigh, she walked over and took a seat next to Ryu. His lips tilted up at the corners, having won his point.
"What if this doesn't work?" Tate asked in a low voice.
"It will. You have a good plan."
"What if it’s not in time?"
Ryu sighed, reached up with an arm and tugged Tate down until she was pressed against his side, her head on his chest. She stiffened at the movement and would have drawn back if his arm hadn't tightened. He made a soothing sound, one designed to set her at ease. Grudgingly she relaxed against him, her eyes on Grimsly and Olar.
"We've done all we can. The rest is up to your friends. Right now, the best we can do is stall for time and rest up for when we need to act," Ryu said in a low voice.
Tate drummed her fingers against his chest, still unable to relax. His other hand came up to cover them.
He brushed a soft touch against her collarbone where Ilith had settled like a mini-dragon sized necklace.
"Has she been speaking to you?" he asked.
"Some. She's not happy. This place unsettles her." Tate left out the fact that Ilith would be perfectly happy to turn it into molten rock.
"She took control when you found out that Dewdrop and the cub had been taken," he observed in a quiet voice.
Tate looked away, not wanting to see the concern in his eyes, or worse, the fact that he thought she was losing her grip on the dragon, going dragon mad as others had. She'd hoped he'd missed her slip, even as she knew that was futile. He was too observant for that. 
"You need to be more careful," he cautioned. "If Thora finds out the extent of her power and influence over you, it would not go well for either of you."
Tate knew that. It was why she'd been working on talking to Ilith silently. 
"It doesn't work for us like it does for the rest of you," Tate confided.
She sensed his mind turning that statement over, his natural curiosity waking up. "What do you mean?"
Tate hesitated. While Ryu was on her side for the moment, she wasn't sure why. 
She'd been burned before, thinking people were her friends when they had hidden agendas. She didn't know if she could survive that with Ryu. Right now, they were uneasy friends with the promise of more if they let it. She had a feeling that he could slide into her heart with as much finesse as a blade, and the destructive power of one if things went bad. 
His loyalty seemed wholly and totally given to the empire that held his leash. It was why she kept a wall between them, even when he looked at her in that way he had, that said she was special, that he saw something no one else did and wanted it for himself.
She was attracted to him, but she didn't trust him. Not with herself, and perhaps not with her secrets. 
However, he already knew most of this secret. There didn't seem much point in keeping this little bit from him.
"I don't think Ilith and I have the same type of relationship as the rest of you," Tate said, choosing her words carefully. "I have the feeling if I blocked her out, ignored her, it would just make her more difficult to control."
She wasn't even sure it was possible at this point. Ilith was a fully-formed being, with her own thoughts and opinions. Blocking her would be akin to sticking someone into an isolated room where no sound reached, the sun never shone, and rain never fell. Tate knew what that felt like. She wouldn't do it to another living creature. Not even to save herself.
"There’s something you're not telling me," Ryu said, his eyes opening as he stared intently at her. 
There were many things she wasn't telling him. To distract him from that fact, she went on the offensive. "You know, it would be easier to tell you things if I knew the person I was talking to."
His frown grew more pronounced, his eyebrows lowering as his eyes bore into hers. "You know me."
Tate shook her head. "No, I don't. I know the person you let me see—the devil-may-care rogue, the dangerous man with an agenda. That is part of you, but not the whole. You're asking me to trust you with things that could get me killed, and yet you haven't even given me the smallest piece of you in return, to show me you're worth the risk."
His gaze turned contemplative as he gave her words the consideration they were due.
She pressed her face back down on his chest before giving him an out. "Tell me a story. Get my mind off this nightmare."
His chest rose and fell under her ear, the sound of his heartbeat a reassuring thunder.
"I'll tell you the story of my making," he finally said.
Her hand pressed tight against his stomach before relaxing. She hadn't thought he would. To be truthful, he hadn't struck her as the type of man to be open. There were many things she was curious about when they pertained to him, and this was a welcome opportunity despite the dire circumstances. Or because of them, maybe.
He was quiet for a long moment, and she thought he'd changed his mind. She waited, knowing that pushing now might cause him to clam up. She could kiss having a glimpse into the history that made Ryu goodbye if that happened.
"According to Thora, there are two ways to find a dragon. The first and most common way is to petition to take the trial. In it, you advance to the rift and attempt to bargain with any dragon that might cross. It's not often successful and applicants sometimes die." Ryu's voice had a storyteller’s cadence. The best storytellers could tell a tale involving some mundane task and have it sound interesting. Tate had met a few on Jost's ship. There was nothing pirates liked better than to listen to a good yarn. From the way Ryu spoke, she could tell he had picked up some of those traits.
"The second is for it to come to you in fire and blood when your world is burning down around you. It is more dangerous. Unpredictable and uncontrollable and usually the relationship is much more volatile."
Tate tilted her head to look up at him, his face relaxed and peaceful despite the harsh subject matter. 
"My family was small, just my dad, mother and a sister. My dad was half-Kairi and my mom would have been an Avertine had she ever reached them. She met my da first. They were happy together. Our lives were simple. We had a decent-sized piece of land that we worked, and we tried to be good neighbors." Ryu's eyes opened a little, a blue blaze against his eyelids.
"When they came for us, my da met them with his blade and tried to talk sense into them. As half-Kairi, he had received much of the same training as their elite and cut a swath through them when words and attempts at peace failed." 
Tate rubbed her chin against his shoulder, silent acknowledgment of the grief he managed to keep from his voice.
"Ma was next. She didn't go quietly or peacefully. They set fire to the house with us still in it. That's when I heard it, a call that spoke to the deepest, darkest part of me. It promised me power and the means to avenge my parents. It consumed me until there was little left of the boy I once was. What remained laid waste to our village and much of the countryside." Ryu took a deep breath and let it out in a controlled exhale. "You heard Blaise call me the Ardent’s judgement. They also once called me the destroyer of the living. For many, many years, that’s all I was."
Tate patted his chest in wordless comfort. "Why were you not killed?"
It had been her understanding that people who lost themselves in the dragon, who gave over to the need for blood and death that came from the bond, were put down like rabid animals. It was sad, but sometimes you had to do what was necessary to protect the rest.
"It was a different time. The empire wasn't yet established and the Kairi and Silva were still under their own rule." The smile that graced his face was heartbreaking and mocking at the same time. "It's simple really. The man who would create the Empire we know now needed all the weapons he could get. Even a half-mad dragon with a craving for death would do."
Tate was silent for a long moment, her and Ilith in complete accord, grief for that long-ago boy wrapped around her heart.
Now she knew why he was so paranoid about Ilith speaking. With his history, he must be constantly on guard against the faintest hint of madness. What was more impressive wasn't that he'd kept her secret, rather it was the fact that he hadn't marched her right to the executioner himself.
Tate looked up at him, her breath catching at the vulnerable look on his face, something she had never associated with Ryuji, the man who seemed to enjoy driving her to distraction before irritating her even further.
She gave him a wordless squeeze.
"Is that why you work for the Empire?" she asked. "To atone for what happened?"
"Nothing could ever do that," Ryu said. "But there is purpose in what we do, the role we serve. Not everyone in the empire is easy or even good, but the vast majority are. The emperor is a good leader. He has my undying loyalty."
Tate noted he said leader instead of man and understood the distinction. The two qualities didn't always walk hand in hand. A person could be a good man, honorable with integrity, but still be a horrendous leader and vice versa. 
Ryu fell silent after that, and Tate let him. She needed to think about what he'd revealed, and she wasn't quite ready to reveal her past, the bits of it she could remember. Not in this setting. Perhaps not ever. It wasn't fair, she knew, but life wasn't always fair. Sometimes it was sitting in a cell waiting for a young boy to die while knowing that you could be next.
Ryu stroked Tate's back, his mind on other things as he stared up at the ceiling. His touch was a soothing caress as it moved back and forth along her spine. It lulled her, calming her mind enough that she could drop into a restful state. 
Not sleep, there was no chance of that happening. Not with the danger surrounding them, but it was a state close to it, where her mind and body could recuperate from the taxing conditions she'd subjected it to.
"Something is happening," Dewdrop said a short while later. Tate's eyes popped open, her senses immediately alert.
Ryu's body tensed too, and they leveraged themselves up, turning toward the furor of activity that had taken over the room.
"The boy is finally dead," one of the guardians called.
"Took long enough," one of the Order's men said. "Listening to him whimper was giving me a headache."
A growl rumbled from Tate's chest. What an inconvenience for the boy's pain to affect these men. 
Now? Ilith asked.
"Not yet," Tate whispered.
Ryu's eyes sharpened on Tate.
I won't let them sacrifice another of my brethren, Ilith promised her. Nothing could be done for the boy, he was already too far gone. We will not allow another to suffer the same fate.
"I agree with you," Tate said. "But we have to be smart about it. Night's coming. We just need to buy him as much time as we can."
We could take them.
"They have weapons. You remember what Brown Eyes did to us, don't you? Theirs are even more powerful."
Ilith gave a silent harrumph. If her dragon could flounce in her mind, she would have.
"Remove his body from the altar. We've almost broken through. Just one more shove and the veil will tear," Grimsly said from his station to the side as he examined the space in front of him. 
"He's coming for one of us," Jack said, his voice panicked. 
Tate and Ryu shared a long look. She had a sick feeling in her stomach. She felt helpless, something she had sworn she would never be again.
"Dewdrop, what about your sonic scream?" she asked, her eyes locked on the people approaching.
He shook his head. "I've already tried. It doesn't affect whatever is restraining us."
She'd figured as much. 
She fixed Dewdrop with an intent stare, trying to impress on him her orders. "Get Pax behind you and go to the back of your cell. If they open it, you hit them with everything you've got. You don't let them take either of you."
His nod was jerky, and he picked Pax up when the cub resisted. Pax looked back at Tate with wide, panicked eyes.
"It'll be alright, Pax. I won't let anyone hurt you," Dewdrop told the younger cub. 
Tate's nose stung as she turned to Jack and Daisy on the other side of Dewdrop's cell. "You too, Jack. Get both of you to the back of the cell and you fight if necessary. Protect each other, whatever comes."
She tried to project cool confidence, even as worry crashed around her. Jack and Daisy weren't like Dewdrop. They didn't have natural defenses. They were too human and fragile compared to the men holding them captive.
"We need to make them pick us," she told Ryu.
They were stronger than the others. Of all of them, they had the best chance of surviving. And she wasn't sure she could stand by and watch as another child was hurt. 
Ryu's face was hard and set as he nodded. "Agreed."
She didn't let him see that she had no intention of letting him be picked either. If she did, he might try to stop her. There were many things in this life she could handle. Watching them torture someone she cared about was not one of them. 
Ryu, despite all her qualms, had managed to work himself into a tiny sliver of her heart. If she let him take root, grow there, it would one day take over the whole damn thing. It didn't matter, she wasn't willing to sacrifice even a sliver. Not when she already had so little.
Olar and several of the Order's men sauntered over to the row of cells. Somehow, she wasn't surprised to find Smith, the man from the market and his cronies with him. She'd known the Order was corrupt and willing to go to any lengths to solidify their power. This just proved it.
"When we get out of here and the extent of their involvement is revealed, will this be enough to topple them from power?" Tate asked.
"Most assuredly," Ryu said, a dark relish in his voice.
"Silver lining, then," she said with a cold sense of satisfaction. They didn't know it yet, but their days stirring up hatred were numbered. She'd make sure of it.
"Which one should it be, men?" Smith said with a sneer as he advanced on the cages.
Tate and Ryu held their position in the middle of their cell, holding the men's stares with blank looks of their own. It was a careful edge they walked. Appear too eager and the Order would know something was up, but they couldn't appear timid either. Their reputations preceded them. Neither one of them was known for shying from danger. 
"Get the dragon," Smith ordered, his eyes on Tate and Ryu. "We'll need him to open the Rift."
Shit. Tate fought her instinctive urge to argue and forced herself to keep a slightly amused expression on her face, like what they were doing didn't kill her inside.
"And the girl," he added. "We haven't tried that combination yet."
Tate felt a hint of relief, one that quickly changed to a sick, sinking feeling as they bypassed her cage in favor of Daisy's and Jack's.
She rushed to the front of her cell, banging one fist against it and ignoring the spark of pain as the barrier nipped along her nerves.
"Tate," Dewdrop said, panic and the expectation that she could do something to prevent this in his voice.
Smith's men went in, three at a time, the first two grabbing Jack and throwing him to the ground even as he kicked and punched, trying to use his small size to shield his sister. The other man grabbed Daisy. She fought like a wild animal, almost getting loose before he hit her hard across the face. It stunned her, leaving her limp and pliant as he dragged her out.
"No. No!" Tate shouted banging against the cell. "Take me, not her. I'm already a dragon, I'm older and I'm probably more powerful. I'll make a much better sacrifice than her."
"I told you that you’d regret interfering last time. We normally only take the boys, but we made an exception for her. Thought it would be fitting punishment for your arrogance," Smith said, a dark smile on his face. He had no intention of letting Tate take Daisy's place.
A scream of rage escaped her, Ilith's fury turning it into a haunting sound, one that would stalk the nightmares of those who heard it.
He just laughed and took the toothpick out of his mouth. "Scream all you want. Ain't no one gonna hear you down here."
While he talked, the rest of his men went in to retrieve Jacob.
"Smith, we've got a problem," one of them called. 
Smith's looked irritated as he ambled over to the one who'd called him. "What now?"
"Think the dragon might be dead," he said.
"What?" Smith's voice was disbelieving, and he shoved into the cell and stared down at Jacob's unresponsive body. "How did this happen?"
Tate hadn't known the other dragon-ridden well, but she couldn't help the tug of regret at the thought that he might be dead.
"It's fine," Ryu said in a soft voice. "He put himself in hibernation."
Drawn by the commotion, Olar drifted over, his alert eyes taking in the way his men had bunched around the dragon.
"What is the delay?" he asked.
"It's the dragon, sir," Smith said, his voice deferent in a way that Tate hadn't thought possible. "There's something wrong with him."
"Get him up anyways. We're not treating any of these creatures with kid gloves. I don't care if they end up dying." His voice was cold and detached. He really didn't see any of them as people. Just a means to an end.
"We were under the impression that the guardian needed these guys conscious and functioning," a man said. One that was familiar to her. 
Tate's eyes widened as she realized it was the man from the market. The one who’d searched Jack. She couldn’t quite remember his name. No. Ben, she was fairly sure of it. 
"We could use one of the other dragons," Ben said with a jerk of his chin at Tate and Ryu. "I'm sure they would work just as well. I'm just thinking, we have more chances with this if we have three dragons to work from."
Ben looked at Basalt Olar with a blank look on his face, as if he didn't care one way or the other which he picked. 
Tate kept her frown hidden as his words seemed to play into exactly what she wanted. She ignored that to meet Ben's eyes with a stubborn tilt to her chin. This was it. The moment she'd been waiting for. As soon as they opened her cage, she'd act.
Anticipation thrummed beneath her skin as Ilith readied herself. The promise of action tingled along her nerve endings, filling her up until she felt she needed to move or burst from the excess.  
"Very well. See that it's done," Olar said before sweeping away.
Ryu drew her away from the cell door. He turned her in strong arms, cupping her face as he looked down at her. There was something in his eyes, something that Tate struggled to identify. There was yearning there, but regret as well. 
His head swooped down, his lips pressing into hers. A burning brand of sensation as his hands cradled her jaw.
"I'm sorry," he whispered against her lips.
Before she could respond, or jerk back, her breath cut off and a deep pain invaded. Her mouth opened on an agonized gasp as Ryu's tortured face lingered in her vision right before it went black.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
SHE WOKE TO screaming.
"Tate. Tate, get up! Do something!" Dewdrop yelled. Pax roared next to him, the sound not carrying quite the same ability to strike fear into the heart of his enemies as his father's did.
Tate struggled to her feet. Only moments had passed since Ryu had done whatever it was to her that made her pass out. 
He stepped across the cell's line just as she launched toward him.
"Ryu," she screamed, pain and terror in her voice.
The barrier snapped up before she reached him.
His eyes were sad as he watched her rage against the invisible wall. "I was never going to let it be you."
She smacked it one last time, giving up but not stepping away. Ilith was a wild, seething mass inside her.
"Why?" The words felt torn from her. 
His shoulders heaved. "I won't watch you die."
And so he sacrificed himself? She was so coldly furious at him. Of all the asinine, stupid things to do. She should have anticipated this. After all, hadn't she planned something similar?
"You're an idiot," she told him. "And I will make you pay for this stunt."
He gave her a ghost of a smile. "Promises, promises."
"Enough chit chatting," Smith said, prodding Ryu in the back with the device from before. "Get in the circle."
Ryu held his hands out from his sides as he walked toward the circle. Daisy struggled so much she had to be carried, her face a mess of tears, her chest heaving as she fought ineffectually against the man forcing her into the summoning circle. 
She wasn't like Tate. She hadn't had training in combat. She might have grown up on the streets, but any techniques she’d learned there would be next to useless without the element of surprise—especially against someone who'd probably trained quite rigorously to quell struggles a criminal might make when they were apprehended. She stood no chance.
The same went for Ryu. Not with that weapon aimed at his back. 
He stepped down into the circle. It blazed brightly as soon as his feet touched the smooth, polished stone, as if it recognized him and was welcoming him home.
Daisy was thrown in after him. He caught her before she could hit the stone, cradling her in his arms before setting her upright. 
If the circle had glowed brightly with his addition, it was nothing compared to the light with which it shone when Daisy was added to the mix.
Tate threw herself against the cell barrier again and again. Nothing worked. She only gradually became aware of Pax and Dewdrop and Jack doing the same next to her.
She paced in a circle. Think. She needed to think. There had to be a way out of this. She couldn't lose Ryu. She wouldn't lose him. Plan be damned. She needed to act now.
"Ilith, can you get us out of here?" Tate asked. The dragon's form was bigger than hers, more powerful. There was a chance she could do what Tate couldn't.
She just had to hope the dragon would limit itself to killing their enemies and not anyone innocent.
Yessss, Ilith hissed.
"Alright, you're up. Just make sure you don't hurt any of our friends," Tate warned her.
Tate got the sense of Ilith shaking herself, like a dog sloughing off water. Won't.
Good enough for her.
She moved to the center of the cell, wanting to give Ilith enough space without running into the pain of the barrier right off the bat.
She took a deep breath, and on the exhale, she released the grip she kept on whatever muscle or block that enabled them to shift back and forth. It would be hard to describe to a stranger, like breathing. You knew the muscles were there, but you could never quite describe the mechanism.
Ilith roared forward, the mental gate unlatched. She pushed for her form.
Blazing pain ignited all over their body and twin screams rose as Tate collapsed in a convulsing heap on the ground. Ilith's consciousness retreated under the agony, leaving Tate shivering on the stone. 
Cruel laughter greeted her. "I guess it didn't occur to you that we had traps in place to ensure your parasite couldn't show its monstrous face."
Tate managed to beat back the pain enough to glare up at Olar as he crouched in front of her cell. Her insides felt like twisted knots of raw meat, the nerves exposed, the feeling excruciating.
Ilith was a faint presence in her mind as Olar stood and walked away, his pleasure in her pain obvious.
Tate hadn't expected there to be anything to block the two from trading forms, but she should have figured as much. Jacob had a lot more experience with his dragon than she had with Ilith. If he could have taken its shape and escaped, he would have. 
With quivering arms, Tate pushed herself partially upright. Stupid, stupid Tate. 
The experience hadn’t been a total loss. It had given her a shot of much needed clarity. It'd cleared her mind enough so she could think again. Plan instead of just reacting. 
They weren't planning to kill Ryu and Daisy—not yet anyway. She still had time. To do what, she didn't know, but she'd figure it out.
"Tate?" Dewdrop's lost, scared voice came from the cell next to her. He and Pax crouched near the barrier, both sets of eyes on her. 
Tate's little dance on the floor had spooked them. They’d both had absolute faith she'd find a way out of this. Her impetuous attempt to change had instilled doubt when she needed them to have an unbreakable confidence in her.
"I'm fine. Just a little hiccup," she assured him, giving him a wan smile.
"It's starting," Jack said from the cell on the other side. He'd pressed close to the barrier, his face devastated as he watched the two in the center of the circle.
Ryu and Daisy had collapsed onto the ground, their faces agonized. The air around them turned misty as blue lights rose into the air.
Tate staggered to her feet. The sensations from before—the hair standing on end, and tangible power in the air—were magnified until the pressure seemed almost more than she could bear. If it was this bad here, what was it like in there?
There was a rushing sound in her ears, an almost silent screaming. Dewdrop and Pax pressed their hands to their ears, which told Tate she wasn't the only one hearing it.
"Ai, can you hear me?" Tate shouted. "I could really use your help right about now."
They were in the tunnels. The minor goddess's domain. She should be able to do something, however small. Turn off the cells, interfere with the circle. Something. Tate had seen it before with Owl. He could do anything in his space, even make small lightning storms, and Ai had struck her as being much more powerful and a lot saner.
No answer came. The barriers remained up and the ritual continued unhindered.
"Ai, I'm begging you." Tate tried. "Help Ryu. Please, help him."
Her pleas went unanswered and she was forced to watch as Ryu's back bent. He thrashed, his mouth opening on a soundless cry of pain. The man who kept everything bottled inside, never showed any weakness, looked undone at whatever was happening to him.
Tate's fists clenched, her nails digging into her palms and drawing blood. She wanted to beat someone bloody. Tear their flesh from their body. Instead, she stood by, helpless. Useless. 
There was a sudden crack in the air as the pressure in the chamber dropped, Tate's ears popping several times. Ryu's body went still, the color draining from his face, and for a timeless moment Tate's ears rang as she faced the prospect he might be dead, that whatever they'd done might have killed him. 
The future yawned cold and bleak in front of her at the idea that she might never see his wicked smile again, or that he might never irritate her enough that she wanted to punch him in the face. 
It was a devastating idea to come to grips with, and one she didn't have time to dwell on as a bright light rose from the ground. It was long and almost looked like it had wings that it lazily beat as it meandered around the circle, its light slowly dimming, until Tate could see what was inside that light.
A small dragon, one no bigger than Tate's hand. Its scales held a beautiful sheen and its body appeared translucent as if it was made of colored glass, each piece as fine and delicate as a snowflake.
The creature was beautiful, its body long and sinuous with a head rounder than Ilith's and dark eyes that had seen things Tate could never dream of. Its belly was covered in cream-colored scales and the upper half was a soft blue, with dark blue stripes along its legs. 
Tate had to wonder if this was what Ilith looked like in her native form. Was she small and delicate like this one? There was no way to ask, since Ilith was curled like a ball in the back of Tate's mind, unresponsive to any attempt to contact her.
The tiny dragon tried to cross the edge of the circle and drew back with a jerk before trying again. It flitted along the invisible barrier in what looked like growing panic before trying to sink back into the floor. When that failed, the creature zipped around as if looking for a way out.
Daisy let out a small whimper, and the creature's head spun toward her. The other girl seemed largely unharmed, whatever had happened to Ryu seemed to have spared her for the most part. She was terrified but otherwise safe.
The creature's body sliced through the air, wings unmoving on its back, almost as if gravity had no effect on it.
"Daisy, run," Tate shouted as the dragon closed in on the girl. She didn't know how the creature thought Daisy could save it, but she didn't want to find out—especially considering the condition of some of the other boys in the cells near her.
Daisy didn't listen, her eyes stricken as she remained frozen in place, watching as the little creature arrowed toward her. 
It dove into her chest, her body bowing back with the force, spasming as the dragon disappeared inside her. 
Jack howled, throwing himself against the barrier without thought, without care, until Tate feared he'd kill himself.
"Dewdrop, you need to get him to stop," Tate said, locking down tight on her emotions, on the horror that wanted to consume her, and the worry that ate at her over Ryu and Daisy.
Dewdrop had trouble taking his attention from the sight in front of him.
"Dewdrop," Tate barked. He finally looked at her, his expression devastated. "Get Jack under control."
He nodded and kept nodding. 
"Do it now," she told him. She needed to keep him busy, already she could see the shock setting in.
Now that it had done its job, the circle's glow gradually dimmed. The power was still there, a hum under the surface, but it was no longer crippling in its intensity. 
The Order's men stepped into the circle, two of them grabbing an unresisting Ryu and dragging him out and the other going to Daisy, picking her up by her wrists and hauling her across the floor to the altar. 
Guess they didn't plan to give the dragon time to settle in before they sacrificed her. 
Smith gestured for her to step to the back of her cage, the weapon they'd used against Ryu pointed directly at her. Tate didn't argue, holding her hands up and complying. 
The barrier dropped and seconds later, they threw Ryu in, letting him flop to the ground at Tate's feet. 
She didn't move toward him, didn't show any sign of the cold fire that had taken up residence at her core. 
Keel hovered beyond their shoulders, looking like prey caught out in the open. 
She gave him a humorless smile. "We made a mistake with your kind. We should have left you to rot in captivity. I hope the others forsake you for this."
He blanched, the words striking home.
It was with a grim sense of satisfaction that she turned her attention back to Smith in time for him to give her a nasty grin as he said, "Your turn." 
Next thing she knew, the weapon's power hit her, turning her vision black and forcing the world to recede.
 
*
 
"Tate, can you hear me?" Daisy asked in a small, scared voice.
Tate opened her eyes, unsurprised to find herself laying on her back, her arms bound at her side and the chamber’s ceiling high above her.
Tate didn't answer immediately as she took stock. The slight burn along her nerve endings told her that the weapon had had the predictable impact. The pain along her ribs and back made her suspect that Smith and his little friends had kicked her a few times while she was unconscious.
Tate lifted her head to find herself lying on the altar, Daisy beside her. They'd been arranged so that their heads were at the other's feet. 
"Guess they didn't think one dragon was enough this time," Tate said in a wry voice, letting her head drop back down to the altar. 
She turned her gaze toward the row of cells, noting Dewdrop and Pax, fear and devastation on their faces. Ryu still lay unconscious in his cell. 
He was going to be so upset when he woke up to find his sacrifice had been pointless, Tate thought, feeling oddly removed from the whole situation. 
Grimsly's face appeared above Daisy, and he set a stone bowl next to her head. He brushed her hair away from her face with one hand while dipping his first two fingers in the bowl, coming away with a dark blue stain coating them. 
Daisy shied back, twisting her face out of the way as the fingers came close. A muffled sound of terror escaped her before he grabbed her chin with a strong hand and wrenched it back toward him. "Ah, ah, we'll have none of that now."
His gestures were swift and sure as he painted strange symbols on her face, ignoring the whimpers and pleas for mercy. His hand dipped back into the bowl, getting more of the paste before moving to Daisy's neck. There was a loud rip as he tore her shirt, exposing her chest. Daisy's cries grew louder, and she started sobbing. 
Tate gave a hard jerk against her bonds, testing them to see their strength. They didn't budge, not even a little bit. The knots they'd used to tie her were expertly done. A sailor would have been proud.
She looked back to where Grimsly was still anointing Daisy, making sure he was fully focused on his task as she twisted her hands, pushing them down toward her belt. They didn't move far. Only an inch or so, but it was enough. Her fingers could just brush the edges of the belt, her questing touch landing on cold metal.
Tate stilled her furtive movements as Grimsly finished up with Daisy before rounding the table to her.
She waited until he was consumed with anointing her with his symbols before she resumed trying to work the dagger out of her belt. It was small and thin, no longer or wider than her forefinger and meant for use only in dire situations. Tate figured this counted. Wielded properly, it would be a valuable asset. She planned to do just that.
Tate held still as his hands moved swift and sure over her face. She wanted him focused on his task. Not what she was doing with her hands. 
At long last the knife came free and Tate flipped it, so the blade pointed up, then began to saw through the bonds while making sure he didn't figure out what she was doing. 
It was tempting to just plunge the blade into his eye and be done with this, but that would be a mistake and only prolong the inevitable. His guardians waited only a few steps behind him. Kill him, and another one would take his place. Unless she was free to move. She might have a chance then.
"It was very fortuitous that you broke into the temple as you did," he said conversationally. "Otherwise we would have been forced to use the other dragon as the sacrifice and that carried certain drawbacks. We were a little overzealous in the beginning, and I'm afraid we drained him a bit more than was wise."
He was talking about Jacob. 
"I'm so glad I could be of service," Tate said in a banal voice. Fear was just beneath the surface, but she wouldn't let him see any of that. To him, she'd appear cool and fearless. Just another day underground about to be sacrificed.
The ropes loosened a little more. She was almost through. It wouldn't be long now.
Ilith, get ready, she told the other dragon.
There was a rustle of wings in response.
"I'd tell you there's nothing to fear," Grimsly continued, his eyes large and thoughtful behind his glasses. "But I'd be lying. This will be very painful, but at the end, it will rid you of the parasite and allow you to go to your ancestors pure of form." He seemed regretful about the pain he was about to cause. A monster with a heart. How sweet.
Tate almost laughed at the absurdity of it.
"Is that how you justified killing these children?" she asked, her voice mocking. "That you're saving them?" She lifted her head and gave him a scornful look. "You're so stupid that you don't even know you're the problem. This world doesn't need to be purified of the Creator's leftovers. It's people like you who need to be purged, corrupting those around you by turning their heads with false promises." Tate's eyes narrowed, the words falling from her mouth before she could stop them. "You might think you're the Savior in this scenario. You're not. You wouldn't even be fit to serve the Creators. You're just a stupid man playing in waters above your head."
Grimsly's face turned colder and colder with every word she spoke. A banked rage began building in his eyes. He didn't say anything as his hand dropped out of view.
The ropes finally came loose. Tate held herself still, waiting for a single moment where his focus wavered. 
That moment didn't come. Instead, sharp pain buried itself in Tate's chest and Grimsly gave her a triumphant look as he released the dagger he'd put there. A roar shook the chamber.
The wound spread fire and ice throughout her body, leaving Tate struggling for breath. Having a blade stuck in her was not how she’d anticipated things happening. Somehow though, she'd kept her hands by her side, not reaching up to pull the blade out, despite the instinct to do so. She wasn't dead, and despite appearances, the blade was actually applying pressure against the wound. Removing it would remove the obstruction and let her blood rush out.
Despite knowing this, it was hard to resist. She could feel her life draining from her, sucked down by whatever this circle was and the symbols that stung her skin. 
"I know this is the parasite talking." Grimsly's voice was conversational as Tate fought for breath. "I shouldn't blame you. A proper hero wouldn't blame you, but somehow I just find you so irritating."
Tate gasped, her mouth bubbling with blood, finding Grimsly’s remarks oddly humorous. He found her irritating. Then, at least she died as she lived—aggravating the fuck out of someone.
Her head pressed into the stone, her strength fading until she couldn't lift it anymore. There was a thunder of sound all around her. She couldn't tell what it was from. Perhaps the circle? 
No, it couldn't be. This sounded different, more devastating, a physical expression of someone whose world had been torn from them.
"It's happening," an excited voice said from behind Grimsly.
He lifted his head, some of the befuddled scholar fading from his face, leaving behind anticipation. "You must be more powerful than I'd given you credit for. I thought we'd need the girl's sacrifice as well, for the seal to break."
Tate struggled to stay present and aware, knowing that receding into the riptide might be the last thing she ever did. On the edge of her lips were the words asking what he was talking about, but she lacked the strength to utter them.
Grimsly backed up, circling the altar as his guardians surrounded him. Keel, Tate noted, stayed on the perimeter, his expression half-yearning, half-horror, as if he didn't know what emotion to feel.
It seemed like they'd forgotten about Daisy in the excitement of whatever was happening.
It took three tries, but Tate managed to say her name. "Daisy."
Daisy's scared gaze, her eyes red and puffy, turned toward Tate. More tears welled up. "Tate, I'm so sorry."
Tate gave her a barely-there smile and pushed the slim blade over to her. She mouthed 'look.'
Confusion swam in Daisy's face before she looked down, realization dawning on her face.
"Take it," Tate rasped. "Get loose. Then run."
"What about you?" Daisy asked. 
"Just run." Tate didn't bother telling her it was too late for her. She wasn't going anywhere with this dagger in her chest. Even if the wound wasn't mortal, the blood pouring from her would draw every nasty creature in these tunnels down on them.
The thrumming buzz was back. Intensified this time until Tate's skin practically quivered with the force of it.
The roaring faded, replaced by a sound so sharp and high it sounded like screaming, like that of a thousand voices raised in agony.
The power crested, building and building until it felt like Tate's head would explode from the pressure. 
There was a crack, as though the world split in two. The very air seemed to have parted, revealing a long tear as a being formed in the midst of it. A body slowly solidified—a man crouched in a fetal position on the floor within the spell circle.
"He comes," Grimsly breathed, exaltation and adoration in his voice.
Tate twisted her head, noting the man on the ground, naked as the day he was born, his hair a shaggy mass around his head. He shook and shivered, his breath leaving him in gasps.
"Help him, you fools," Grimsly barked. The guardians rushed forward, one of them shrugging out of their robe to drape it over the man.
Olar advanced several steps, wonder on his face at the sight of the stranger. Keel lingered on the edge of the circle, his face shocked as he took in the events. 
No one noticed as Daisy freed herself, or as the girl dragged Tate off the altar. They were all too focused on the newcomer, a person at once familiar and strange to Tate.
There was a sense of ‘knowing’ within her, communicated by whatever symbols they had written on her. It told her that the person they'd awoken was powerful. But, underneath that power was hunger—a gaping void that nothing in this world could ever fill. It would grow and grow until it consumed everything and everyone, never once being sated.
"I don't think they're going to be happy with that they've woken," Tate said, her focus wavering.
"Well, it did need the deaths of several people to live," Daisy said. "They have only themselves to blame when it kills them."
They reached the edge of the circle, Tate dragging at Daisy's arms.
Keel came out of his enchantment to notice their escape, his eyes going wide. To Tate's surprise, he didn't sound the alarm.
Daisy's strength gave out, and Tate sank to her knees without the girl to prop her up.
"Come on, we're almost there," Daisy swore, dragging at Tate's arms.
Tate let out a chuckle. Maybe almost out of the circle, but then they had to go up all those steps, and traverse all those halls, and fight a monster before jumping through the mirror. They had a long way to go to safety.
Daisy stepped up and out of the circle, Tate dragged behind her when she jerked to a stop. Whatever barrier had been at the cells seemed to be here too. But only Tate was affected. 
"Why isn't this working?" Daisy asked, pulling ineffectually at Tate's arms.
"Bound by blood and power," Tate whispered. "Not getting out until it's done.
Daisy looked back at where the stranger was now standing, taking in his surroundings with an analytical expression.
"Isn't that what they wanted?" she asked.
Tate's thoughts were muddled as she glanced back at their captors. "Not all of it."
There was a scream from a guardian as the stranger put his hand through his chest, and then withdrew it, fingers bloody.
The rest of the guardians scattered and Grimsly fell to his knees before his master, his hands held up in supplication. "My Savior, what have we done to offend you?"
There was little emotion on the stranger's face as he looked around him. "Nothing. You're simply a means to an end. I thank you for waking me, but you can best serve me now by powering my war machine."
Grimsly backed away, horror on his face. "This was not what was promised."
The stranger cocked his head, the gesture oddly amused. "You have innocent blood on your hands. I’m not obligated to keep my promise to one such as you."
He didn't wait for a response, his hand flashing out, a weird blue glow along the edges as it cut across Grimsly's neck. Daisy screamed as the guardian's head detached and his body slumped to the ground. His blood pooled under him, the red liquid appearing alive as it twisted and turned, creeping in slow increments to mirror the symbols under it.
Tate's thoughts were distant and wrapped in cotton as she noticed her blood was doing the same thing. 
The chamber shook and pitched around her as the strange man stalked around the circle, hunting down guardians and the Order's men one by one. Each death fed the trembling of the earth, turning it into a heaving mass of chaos. Somehow the stranger stayed upright throughout, the same expressionless mask on his face the entire time.
"Saviors preserve us," Daisy gasped behind Tate, reminding her of the other girl.
"Run, Daisy. Night and the others should be on their way here," Tate told her, her eyes sliding closed as exhaustion claimed her, torpor threatening to pull her into its embrace. "I had them take the long way."
The stranger's attention turned to them, his face curious as he prowled in their direction. Daisy stumbled back, but not before pressing something into Tate's hands. Fear finally made the girl see sense, Tate thought. She couldn't see Keel and didn't know where he'd gone. He'd probably run at the first sign that things weren't going to plan. Seemed self-preservation was strong in him. It made sense given the station he'd achieved. Political animals always seemed to know when to save their own skin before something swallowed them whole.
The thoughts, pointless as they were given the situation, provided a welcome distraction from the slow march of death she could see advancing on her. The stranger watched Daisy flee before fixing his gaze on Tate. His eyes were a pale gray, the color of ice against the northern sea. 
He opened his mouth and a lilting, strange language flowed out, one that Tate knew as well as she did her own face. It was the language she'd spoken when Jost first picked her up, the one no one recognized because its speakers had been dead for thousands of years.
"Tatum Allegra Winters, I never thought to see you again," he said as he reached down, grabbing her by the throat and dangling her in front of him with little effort. "We were told you were dead."
"Surprise," Tate rasped. Unlike the language, there was little she recognized in this person. He wasn't familiar, and if she had passed him on the street she probably wouldn't have looked twice except to note he seemed arrogant and irritating.
His lips pursed as he tilted his head in thought. "I see he lied to us. I suppose I should have seen that coming, given your history."
Tate was tempted to ask who he was talking about, but she didn't want answers from this person—not when blood covered his hands all the way to his forearms and people lay like broken dolls behind him. As much as she wanted to know her past, she wouldn't defile it by hearing it from his lips.
"I see you still have your little albatross," he said, taking one arm and lifting it to where he could see the dragon, draped across her arm, wings dragging behind her listlessly and her scales dull, lacking their normal vibrancy. "But, not for long it seems."
Tate could barely feel the little dragon anymore. The power drain still sucked at them, Ilith bearing the brunt. It felt like something invisible was attached, drawing their life's essence out as inexorably as one sucked liquid up a straw. They got weaker and weaker the more that thing pulled at them. 
Grimsly hadn't been lying when he said he'd rid her of the dragon. Tate got the sense if this continued much longer, Ilith would fade, her life and magic drained by this circle and this stranger. Tate would no doubt die shortly after, her life feeding the symbols as well, but not before Ilith.
"They did a better job than I had given them credit for," he said, the robe the guardian had given him swirling as he swung her around by the neck to see the dead behind him, the floor painted with bloody symbols. "Had I known it was you tied to this working, I might have let them live. I wonder, did they know the prize they had in hand or was it a fortuitous twist of fate?"
Tate didn't answer. Darkness pressed in from all sides and it was all she could do to stay conscious.
He gave a careless shrug. "I guess it doesn't really matter now. They're dead, and when you join them, my war machine will wake and I will finish righting this world's path."
Ilith, get ready, Tate thought. 
Ilith came to her, fighting through the pain and weakness, her own and Tate's, pouring everything she had down the bond.
The stranger watched her, his gaze unreadable. "I'm sorry it has to end like this. I'd always imagined currying your favor, but I guess this was just the way it has to be."
Now.
Heat sparked through Tate, giving her a brief window of opportunity. Fire flared along her fingertips, her hand swinging up as if on its own, silver wreathing her hand as she buried the dagger Daisy had given to her in the stranger's neck. 
He dropped her, roaring and staggering back on one foot with his hand clamped to his neck. Fury flared in his eyes as he pulled out the blade, made orange and glowing from the heat Tate had pumped into it. 
The silver gauntlet her rhombus tattoo had formed faded back into her skin as she sank to the ground, her energy spent. She had the vague thought that she wished the relic had shown itself sooner. Maybe it could have prevented the dagger in her chest, but perhaps it had needed a greater trigger than what had been supplied.
He dropped the dagger to the ground, his neck a mess of blood and the odor of burned flesh reaching Tate even from here.
Before he could take a step toward her, a dark blur tackled him, one covered in scales, its body lithe and lean as Ryu’s dragon bit down hard on his shoulder. 
He lives, Ilith said in a relieved voice.
Ryu's dragon whipped its head back and forth, its claws burying in the stranger's shoulder. A cry escaped the dragon as the stranger's hands glowed with that blue light. The dragon released it and hopped back, placing itself between the man and Tate.
Blood spattered the ground beneath Ryu's dragon. The wound the man had given him wasn’t fatal, but it was painful. 
The dragon's tail whipped back and forth as it roared, and the stranger covered his neck with one hand, blood coursing down in sluggish rivulets from the wounds inflicted by the dragon. 
"Isn't this a surprise," he said with a sneer, his eyes flicking behind them.
Ryu wasn't the only one to escape his cage. Dewdrop let out a scream that echoed in the loud chamber, sending several of the Order's men to their knees as Pax pounced on one, lifting a blood-stained face to let out a baby roar.
One that was echoed from above.
"Night," Tate said with a faint smile. He'd made it. 
She turned her head as much as she could to see Night, Blade and many others spilling from above, cutting a swathe through those who'd tried to flee and those who thought to kill the witnesses.
"Well, well, looks like you aren't alone this time," the stranger told her, his eyes focused on the people behind them. "I guess we'll have to continue this at a different time."
"Ryu," Tate warned.
The dragon's tail flicked, showing he'd heard her, and his muscles bunched to send him sailing across the space just seconds too late. The stranger stepped back, brought his hands together hard, and created a clap of sound that shook the room, sending pain coursing up Tate's back.
Ryu caught the worst of it, and by the time he'd recovered, the man had disappeared by some means that she didn't see.
The dragon grumbled, nosing around the ground as he tried to find where the man had gone. He nudged one of the bodies, his tongue flicking out to taste blood. He drew back and shook his head, hard, the taste obviously not agreeing with him.
"Leave that alone," Tate told him. "You don't know where it’s been."
The dragon let out a strange warble before padding over to her. She gave him a weak smile as he crouched next to her, his great head swinging to snuffle gently at her. She'd have liked to touch his snout, caress his chin, see if the scales were supple and soft or hard and unyielding, but weakness made that impossible.
"You're beautiful," she told him. 
He was too. His form was built for speed, all graceful lines, almost delicate like a cat's. Horns curled back from his head, giving him a regal appearance. His jaw was big enough that he would be able to swallow her in one gulp. 
He lowered his snout and nudged her once. His eyes were as big as her head, his pupil a small slit, and there was a nictitating membrane that opened and closed so fast Tate wasn't sure if it was her imagination or not.
A mournful sound issued from his throat.
The dragon regarded her with a gaze that seemed to have the weight of eons behind it. He wasn't old as Thora, or probably even Ilith, but Tate could see time had tested him, made him into what he was now. Beautiful and fierce.
One clawed foot came up and hovered over Tate as her consciousness started to slide away. The world's problems didn’t seem as important as they once had.
Fire pierced her chest and a pained sound escaped her as the dragon ripped the dagger out of her. He lifted a paw and bit down hard before holding it over her wound.
If Tate could have spoken, she would have asked him what he was doing. No, she would have bopped him on the nose and told him “bad dragon”. As it was, she was forced to watch as his blood dripped into her open wound. 
The cold's grip lessened as the fire she'd thought had gone out returned, hotter than before. Suddenly it was like liquid lava coursed through her veins, burning the cold out and leaving Tate and Ilith shaking in its wake.
She lost consciousness for a short time before Ryu was beside her again, the scent of the sea before a thunderstorm wrapping around her, as hard arms locked her to his chest and he rocked back and forth, cradling her. 
"You will not leave me," a voice filled with dark promise told her. "You will not die. You don't have my permission. Do you understand?"
Tate cracked her eyes open, Ryu's desperate face above her as he tried to keep any more of her blood from leaving her body.
"You're always so bossy," she mumbled. She felt stronger than she had before, his dragon's blood doing something to her, making the lethargy retreat, just a little.
His eyes met hers, surprise and a fierce elation present. "And this time you'll listen."
The corner of Tate's lip curled up. Typical dragon, thinking she'd listen just because she couldn't move. Or feel. 
The world heaved around them. He clutched her tighter.
"This isn't over," Tate said. "The war machine is still trying to rise even without its master."
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
TATE FOUGHT AGAINST a tired chuckle. Ryu's expression was priceless. Whatever he'd expected from her, that wasn't it. Her arms wobbled as she tried to push herself upright.
"I'll explain later," she told him as she touched her chest, her fingers coming away tacky with blood. 
She wasn't fully healed, but she was a lot better off than she had been. She actually felt like there might be some hope for her yet. Dragon's blood was powerful stuff. She wondered if any dragon's blood would do or if there was something about Ryu's that made this possible.
"Right now, too much power has been stored in the circle to shut it off." She frowned, realizing her connection to it was still there. Not as powerful as before, but she doubted she could escape until it was cut.
"Why am I not dead?" she asked.
His hands shook as he grabbed another strip of cloth. "We're dragon-ridden. We're not so easy to force from this world."
"You should get free," Tate told him. "I don't know if I'll be able to stop this."
Nor did she want him to have to kill her if the worst should happen, and this thing succeeded in sucking her down. She and Ilith weren't like the newly bonded. This probably wouldn't kill them. What it would do would be worse. It'd suck down their souls, leaving them a walking, talking hunk of meat. No thought, no emotions, no sense of self. Just a body answering to the order of anyone who controlled it.
"I'm not going anywhere without you," he told her, his stare determined.
Her gaze went to the circle's edge, seeing if someone could force him out. The Order and temple's guardians were lying dead or restrained on the ground. Blade stood on the edge of the circle his arms crossed, eying it as if looking for a way in. Dewdrop and Night stood at his side, their bodies tense. She had no doubt they'd be here too if they could.
"Stupid," she told them, even as their actions touched that piece of her that had always felt alone.
"You should be grateful. Not everyone is capable of inspiring such loyalty," Ryu told her. 
Tate's head fell back and her eyes closed.
"Tate, stay with me," Ryu's voice turned urgent.
"Hush," she said, not opening her eyes. "I'm working."
In her mind's eye, she could see the symbols, see what they were calling up. It was a doozy too. If things weren't already dire, she'd feel real fear, the kind that would make her take to her bed and not leave it until the big bad went away again.
It was a weapon, buried and forgotten until Grimsly and the Order interfered. Something so powerful it could blast the entire continent into dust. She couldn't see a purpose for such a heinous thing and wondered at the idiot who thought creating something like that was a good idea. 
If it rose, it wasn't just Aurelia that would collapse into the earth beneath, but a good chunk of the coast and surrounding land as well.
And there was no way for Tate to shut off the energy being channeled to it. Too much power had been stored in the circle, perhaps even before Tate and Ilith's had been added to it. It was too far gone, nothing in this world could stop it now. 
But it could be redirected. Twisted so that the weapon never rose.
Tate knew how. Memories rose from dark places in her mind she'd previously thought closed to her. Later she'd be awed, want to turn each nugget over again and examine them closely, like a chipmunk with a nut. For now, she had to concentrate on keeping herself and the entire city from biting the big one.
It was simple, really. She'd already provided everything needed to change things. Blood and sacrifice. The guardians, through their hubris, had taken care of the second many times over, with each child who died giving Tate more power to work with. Grimsly hadn't even bothered to close the loop, so their deaths would be tied to the working and not up for grabs by anybody who even halfway knew what they were doing.
His mistake would allow Tate to seize control, especially since she'd already fed the working a large portion of her blood and power.
The circle was similar to others she'd seen in the past. Unlike those that had been built to contain whatever was being called, this circle was meant to channel power from the caller to the callee. The symbols did that in a way she couldn't explain but understood. The circle was the link between this world and the one hidden just underneath, like a layer of an onion.
She sank deep into her consciousness, the world around her turning dark, almost pitch-black, except for pinpricks of light that began to form above her. The number of lights were infinite, forming a glowing river that flowed in the sky above her.
It was a strange place. It felt tangible, real, but all the while she was conscious of the fact that her body was lying cradled in Ryu’s arms. Her body in one place, but her mind elsewhere—in a quasi-half state between reality and the next world.
Her feet splashed through a shallow, ink-black ocean as she began walking, stars rotating above her even as it felt like she remained in place, rooted to the same spot she’d entered but moving at the same time.
Her path took her to a leviathan, lying curled in sleep, its body so vast Tate couldn't hope to see all of it as it glowed with an ethereal white light. Like many of the items the Creators had made, it seemed almost sentient. Perhaps not in the way humans were used to, but it had thoughts and opinions. Its personality was rudimentary, but Tate got the sense if it was allowed to live, that personality would grow in unexpected ways.
Her hand hesitated to end its life. It was like Night and her. It hadn't asked to be created, but it had been and now it wanted to live. To experience, to taste the world around it. 
Killing it seemed wrong on a level Tate couldn't explain. It had done no harm and had not asked to be woken. Still, what sort of person would she be if she allowed it to live when it could destroy everything in its path simply by rolling over in its sleep? 
She waffled, the two sides of her in conflict—the protector, willing to take a chance until someone proved they weren't worth it, and the loyal friend, the person willing to go to any lengths necessary to ensure the safety of the people she cared about.
This task had been easier when she thought this creature a simple weapon with no mind or thoughts of its own. 
Its eyes opened and for a long moment the two stared at each other. It lifted its head to turn its focus fully on Tate. Up and up it went, until it towered above her in this dark space, the lights behind it twinkling brightly.
The weapon was deadly, but it was also beautiful. Indescribable in mortal words.
Ai appeared next to it, looking like a fifteen-year-old with a heart-shaped face. Her long brown hair fell in a straight sheet down her back as ice blue eyes observed Tate with a clinical expression. She looked like a waif, her limbs long and lean. 
 Her hand reached out to touch its side with an expression almost like longing on her face. 
"Will you kill him?" Ai asked.
From the creature, Tate got the sense of a vague alarm. His thoughts as slumberous as his body. She sighed.
"Can you keep him contained?"
"He does not want to go anywhere," Ai informed her. "He never has. He is content to dream, though he would like permission to explore."
Tate blanched. "If he moves, the city dies. I can't allow that."
Ai's hand moved, almost in a petting motion.
"Not physically. With his spirit."
Tate frowned, not quite understanding, but willing to believe he had the capability. She'd seen enough in this crazy world not to discount anything.
She studied the creature above her. The smart thing would be to end the threat he presented here and now, to kill it before it could ever cause her tears. Her shoulders bowed. That wasn't who she was. It wasn't who she was trying to be. 
Killing out of self-defense was one thing. Trying to prevent a tragedy by committing another tragedy of its own would taint everything she did from here on out. She believed that to the depths of her being.
"You will keep an eye on him?" Tate asked.
Ai's head tilted thoughtfully. "Yes. We will be friends as you are friends with Experiment 1162."
Good enough for Tate. 
"Do you know how to do this?" she asked.
Ai shook her head. "No, but you do."
Tate's lips parted to ask her what she meant, and then the memory hit her and she knew exactly what was needed.
Power puddled under her, feeding into the leviathan. She gathered it up, snipping away at the veins as they pumped into him. He helped, otherwise Tate wasn't sure she would have been successful. He was much stronger than she had thought. She might have won in a full-out battle, but the cost would have been high. Probably her life.
He pushed as she pulled, the power pooling between them, no longer being siphoned off. It felt like Tate's consciousness expanded; the power had nowhere to go, latching onto her instead. 
The pressure was slight at first. Almost unnoticeable except for a tight band around her chest. It grew, a tangible thing, a thousand stones stacked on her chest, getting heavier and heavier as she fought to draw breath, her mind bending as it got close to breaking. 
She cried out, the pain threatening to subsume her under its weight. This was not good. If she lost control now or tried to cut any further lines, the power would erupt like a volcano under pressure. It would have the same effect as if the leviathan had risen and all this would have been for naught.
Ilith swam up from the depths of her being, appearing beside Tate in a crystalline version of her normal state. Longer than Tate's forearm, the small dragon's scales shimmered with an iridescent sheen as she plunged into the banked power.
Tate tried to warn her, tried to pull her back but lacked the breath to get the words out. Ilith swam through the veins of snapping, sparking power, her jaw opening wide as she practically glowed with the force of it before she bit down hard. She and the power began to pulse, growing brighter each time she bit down while the thing she'd latched onto seemed to dim, until gradually it looked as though Ilith had swallowed the sun.
Tate didn't question it, knowing Ilith's strange actions had given her a window to resolve the situation. A small one.
Tate touched the leviathan’s side, envisioning what she wanted to happen, tying off what strands remained and directing the rest at her feet, feeding into the structure and strengthening the walls between the two worlds. 
If she did it right, no one would ever be able to raise his body, not even if they sacrificed a thousand lives.
The leviathan let out a relieved sigh and some of the light went out of him, shrinking him from the mammoth size of before. She watched as the ground under her lit up, showcasing even more of his form as it died off, his physical body falling into dust. He was like an iceberg, Tate realized. You only saw a very tiny bit, the rest of him buried so far underneath the surface that his roots wrapped around the world's core.
When he was the size of a human male, Tate stepped away, mentally shutting off the valve she had unconsciously released during the process.
Her chest heaved, and had she been anywhere else besides this half-place she would have been covered in sweat.
Ilith gave a trill, releasing the thread of power she'd sunk her teeth in. Her wings flapped lazily as she darted toward Tate, her body undulating as if she was under water.
The dragon hovered in front of her for a long moment, and Tate stared, caught in the wonder that was Ilith. She'd almost lost the dragon. It had been close. Perhaps closer than she realized. Now that she saw Ilith flushed with life and appearing almost solid, she thought the dragon might have still perished even with the effects of Ryu's blood, if she hadn't had a giant source of power to gobble down.
Ilith landed on Tate's shoulder. She wrapped her tail around Tate's neck before slapping her tiny paws on either side of Tate's face and then rubbing her cheeks against Tate's, again and again.
It felt as if someone brushed her face with small electric bubbles, each one fizzing and popping against her, as Ilith scent-marked her much the same way Night's cubs did in the morning. A long rumbling purr followed her actions, deeper than any feline's.
"Enough. I'm glad you're safe too," Tate told her, trying to shove Ilith away from her face.
There was a long warble and then an angry chittering before Ilith plastered herself against the side of Tate's head, her tail rapping her on the back as Ilith looked at the now small leviathan.
Ilith shook her paw at the other creature, then using Tate's shoulder as a launching pad, she dive-bombed the leviathan.
"Ilith, no. It wasn't his fault," Tate shouted.
Ai appeared in front of the creature and held her hand out. Ilith veered sharply to avoid running into a white, transparent shield. She circled once before flapping her way back to Tate, settling on her shoulder with a quiet grumble.
Tate let her be, not wanting to chance setting her off again. "Shouldn't you be a normal-sized dragon in this place?" she asked her.
Ilith sniffed disdainfully, licking her paws before using them to rub at her face and whiskers.
Tate frowned at her. "Sometimes I can't tell if you're more cat than dragon."
Ilith ignored her and Tate rolled her eyes, before cupping the small dragon’s body and scooting her to a more secure location on her shoulder. 
"Was that enough?" Tate asked Ai.
The girl's face turned toward the former leviathan, her eyes analytical. "Yes, that should do quite nicely. You have done more than I expected. You've created something entirely new."
Tate fidgeted uneasily, not sure how she felt about that. On one hand, she was glad they were able to save the big guy. On the other, it made her feel uncomfortably close to a Creator, something she never wanted.
"Glad it worked out," Tate said, already feeling her link to this place fading. "Ai, we're going to have a long talk about why you failed to answer my call."
Ai's expression didn't shift as the world blurred around the edges.
"Ai?" 
There was no answer as a ringing sound overwhelmed her hearing and her eyes slid closed.
 
*
 
"The earthquakes have stopped," someone said in a quiet voice.
Tate shifted in the arms holding her. Parts of her hurt that she had never been aware of before. Her chest was the worst, followed closely by her head. She had the headache to end all headaches. Her skull would probably feel better if someone split it open and let some of the pressure out.
"The children have also stopped screaming," another voice observed.
"Good, I thought I was going to go insane from all the caterwauling," someone muttered.
"How is she?" Thora asked in a deep rumble.
"Breathing." Ryu's voice was short, and Tate realized it sounded muffled because her head was pressed against his chest.
She opened her eyes and tilted her face up, taking in their surroundings at a glance. Thora, Blaise, and a stranger stood in front of them, while Ryu had her cradled in his arms. 
"Did we win?" Tate asked, lifting her head.
"We're all still here," Blaise said. "That should count for something."
Thora's eyes ran over the circle. "It's strange that the earthquakes just stopped. This circle should have completed the summoning." He pinned Tate with a glance. "Do you know what happened?"
Ryu's arms tightened around her in silent warning. One that she didn't need but appreciated nonetheless.
Tate didn't bother trying to shrug or seem confused, letting the exhaustion pulling at her do the convincing. "No idea. Maybe it wasn't intended to summon the war machine, or maybe once the ancient was awakened it didn't have enough power to do anything else. I was out for most of it." 
"Ancient." Thora didn't sound like he was asking a question, simply repeating what she'd said.
Tate held still. Keel and a dozen others had seen the stranger's resurrection. There was no point in trying to conceal it. Tate just hoped that it didn't lead to questions about her own appearance in this world.
Tate glanced around, noting Night had reunited with his cub. Dewdrop stood next to them, his focus on Evan, a scowl on his face. So, the Avertine had made good on their promise after all. 
Seeing she was awake and aware, Night padded over to her, his cub at her side. Dewdrop remained behind but gave her a small smile to let her know he was glad she was still alive.
"You made it," Tate said with a tired smile, ignoring the men in front of her. She'd almost died. There were more important things than answering questions.
Too late, it seems. Night's voice was somber in Tate's head. 
Tate shook her head. "No, you were right on time. You provided a distraction when it was most needed."
If he hadn't shown when he did, she had no doubt the strange man would have used her death to power his war machine's wakening. 
She turned toward Blade and several men she recognized as belonging to the Night Lord Lucius. 
"I see Roslyn managed to deliver my message," Tate observed. She hadn't been sure the woman would get through and had felt guilt over asking so much. There had been a very real danger that something might happen to her, since the only way Tate knew to contact Blade was by going to one of the worst parts of the city.
You would have been proud of the way she accomplished it too, Night said, his whiskers turning up in his version of a smile. I'm sure the guttersnipes will have some tales to share for many months to come.
Tate's lips tilted up in a tired line. She would have liked to have seen that.
A set of familiar laughing eyes turned toward her briefly before looking away again. She blinked and stiffened in Ryu's arms. It looked like Blade had brought Lucius Two to the proceedings, a surprising move, given that he had tried to hide the disappearances of the boys to prevent a war. Guess that was no longer necessary now that the culprits had been identified.
Ryu glanced in the direction she'd been looking and gave her a warning glare. It was unnecessary. She knew better than to go blabbing about his presence to some of the most powerful people in the government. In addition to Thora, Tate recognized the coats of the Lord Provost's men.
Tate wouldn't betray Lucius Two like that. Not when he and his men had come when she needed them. There might come a time when she needed his or Blade's help again. 
"You run into trouble on the way in?" Tate asked, her energy fading.
Night gave a feline shrug. Nothing we couldn't handle.
"Looks like you brought quite an army," she observed.
Between the Night Lord's men, the Avertine, and the Lord Provost's men, they composed a very interesting rescue expedition. She imagined no one had thought such a gathering of disparate groups possible.
Night's ears flicked as he glanced back at those assembled. The Avertine caught up to us shortly after we set out. They followed the trail you told me to leave. Said you sent them. We didn't run into the Provost's men or the dragons until we were nearly here.
"What are we going to do about the children?" Blaise asked.
Tate's attention snapped back to the dragons, tension invading her body.
"You're going to do nothing to the children," Tate fired back. She hadn't done all this to save them, only to have the dragons put them down.
"Tate," Ryu started.
Her head tilted back so she could turn her glare on him. "They're children. You're not killing them."
"We may not have a choice," he told her softly, in his eyes a sympathy that said he understood her knee-jerk reaction. "Look at them. Many are crazed or heading that way. They pose a danger to everyone who comes into contact with them."
As he spoke, one of the children threw themselves against the barrier of their cells, a guttural roar escaping him. This sparked panic in the rest, resulting in mingled screams and roars as some fought to escape while others stood in a corner with their hands pressed over their ears, rocking back and forth.
Even Daisy looked less in control of herself now that the danger had passed. She was still in human form, no evidence of scales or any other markers of her dragon, but she watched the people around her as if she expected them to attack at any moment, shifting her weight back and forth and fidgeting. She didn't even look at her brother next to her, his face worried as he stared at his sister.
She saw what Ryu meant, but she wasn't willing to give up.
"They've been victimized, some for a long time, and they probably don't really understand what has happened to them," Tate said in a strong voice. "You can't just kill them because of what might happen. Not when you haven't even really given them a chance."
"And what would you suggest be done?" asked a man with sharp, intelligent eyes as he strode up. He was dressed in the same uniform as the rest with a tear in one sleeve and his hair mussed. Ben shadowed him from behind, his eyes grave even as he met Tate's eyes with a half-smile. 
She frowned, noting how the others treated him as a colleague, and not one of the people they'd come to apprehend. Even Dewdrop and Night didn't seem wary of the other man. 
"My Lord Provost," Thora greeted the stranger with a slight nod of his head, a gesture of high respect from a man Tate guessed didn't hold many in such esteem.
The Lord Provost held one of the highest seats in Aurelia, responsible for the rule of law and justice. It made sense now, why Ben wasn't clapped in irons like all the rest. He was a spy for the Lord Provost, embedded into the Black Order, probably with the intent of reporting on their actions. It must have seemed like the greatest coup when he happened on this plot. It also explained how one of the highest members of government came to be here during the rescue of a few stray children, those unwanted and unnoticed by the surface above. 
"Lord Thora," the Lord Provost said. He switched his attention back to Tate and arched his eyebrows expectantly. His gaze was nearly as autocratic as Thora's had been.
It was on the tip of Tate's tongue to talk back to him, exhaustion and pain making her temper short, but she sensed this man held the children's fate in his hands. Her fate as well. It would be wise to at least act respectful, even if she didn’t feel that way.
"They're young," Tate said. "It's still possible for them to grow out of their madness."
"It's not," Thora said, his words harsher than he perhaps intended. "Once the madness sets in, it's irreversible."
The Lord Provost's mouth tightened, and he looked disappointed and grieved at the answer. The prospect of killing a bunch of children didn't seem to sit well with him. It made Tate like him just a little bit more, even if he was part of a system she'd been on the wrong side of a time or two. She suspected he would want to throw the usual people she kept company with in the Deeps if he ever caught up to them—one of which was standing just over his shoulder watching the situation with a disconcerting level of interest.
It was enough for her to take a chance on him. To trust, when it would be easy not to. But for the children, she'd try.
"It can be done. I was one of the mad once," Tate said, keeping her eyes on him. "I'm not anymore."
She could see she had surprised him, this man who probably wasn't put off balance often.
Thora looked at her like she'd taken her clothes off and tried to dance a naked jig at the Emperor's own dinner table.
"This is—"
"True," Keel said from behind him. The short time down here seemed to have aged the guardian years, carving grooves around his eyes and mouth. He looked older than his age, and tired, as if the events had worn him down in ways he had never dreamed. "Lady Tate is the oldest dragon-ridden ever recorded."
Tate stiffened at his words, wondering how much of her history he planned to reveal. She had only thought to show a small piece. The one most relevant to current events.
"My sect has records of her madness. It was well documented."
Thora's brows drew together as he regarded the other man in what Tate could best describe as shock.
"You knew this and kept this fact secret from us. We've sacrificed many under the assumption nothing could be done," he said, in his voice the beginning of a roar.
"We thought her dead," Keel said in an even voice. "There was no record of her survival or the fact she slept."
Tate held still, lifting her chin as all eyes turned to her. Ryu brushed a thumb across her side where he still gripped her, letting her feel his support.
Thora looked astonished at this news, while the Lord Provost seemed almost contemplative. Keel's face was resigned as his eyes met hers. His thoughts were unreadable, giving no hint as to why he now seemed to be on her side.
"You're a sleeper," Blaise said, making it seem like she was some rare beast never seen before.
She flinched at the assertion, knowing the connotations often applied to the sleepers. It was bad enough for everyone to know she had once been mad. It was worse to also bear that label. After this, there was a good chance the Emperor was going to send her somewhere very isolated—if he didn't kill her first.
"What I am, is living proof that killing those children at this point is unnecessary," Tate asserted. She was hoping they still saw those children as people and not monsters twisted by someone else's agenda.
"Can you coax them back to sanity?" Thora asked, his gaze hawk-like in its intensity.
Tate hesitated. She couldn't give him the answer he wanted, because she was unsure how she had survived with her sanity intact. She suspected she'd been mad and that the sleep had helped her regain her faculties. Keel's words had seconded that assumption. She didn't know if her success could be repeated.
Ilith? Tate asked.
She got the sense the dragon was pondering the problem. Perhaps.
Tate had a feeling that wouldn't be good enough for the Lord Provost and Thora. She looked up to find herself the focal point of two sets of eyes, neither of which seemed the type to miss much. It was likely they would be able to tell if she was lying, and she doubted they'd trust her after that. She needed something that would convince them.
"Do you really want to give up without trying?" Tate asked. She hoped they were like her, even if just a little bit. She knew if she didn't do everything in her power to help, she would go through life feeling the weight of their deaths. 
The decision rested in the Lord Provost's hands.
He gave a nod, his gaze turning back to Tate. "You've done me a service today. The Black Order will face grave consequences when it comes out one of their Basalt’s contributed to a plot that that could have destroyed the Empire. However, that goodwill only goes so far." His voice was candid. "I will do what I can to make sure you have the resources necessary to try to bring them back from the brink, but if they kill a single person, or if they lose control and threaten the safety of this city, I will order their deaths. Everything they do comes back to you."
Tate nodded. Seemed fair enough. Don't let them kill and don't let them try to burn the city down. Shouldn't be too difficult.
She felt a sense of relief at the pronouncement. They had a chance. That was all she could ask for.  
The Lord Provost held her gaze for another long moment, as if to impress upon her the severity of his statement. It was unnecessary. She understood very well the gravity of things. 
He grunted. "Lord Thora, I trust you can handle things from here?"
Thora gave a sharp nod. The Lord Provost turned on his heel and walked away. The monumental amount of responsibility she'd agreed to undertake hit her and she exhaled on a whoosh. She could barely take care of herself and the few people who already relied on her. How was she also going to take care of the rest of the children, most still in some stage of dragon madness?
"You're not equipped to manage this many other dragons," Keel said, his voice crisp and his eyes frank. "My sect shares some responsibility in this. We can help by taking over their day-to-day care. It will be our first step toward atoning for what our order has done."
"It is not so easy to wash blood from your hands," Ryu said, his voice hard as he echoed Tate's sentiment.
Keel inclined his head. "Nonetheless, we must try." 
Tate's agreement was grudging. She would have to keep a very close eye on them to make sure they didn't overstep.
"Our records from that time are spotty, but I can have someone go through them and see if there might be anything useful," Keel continued.
That would be something at least.
"I will keep a close eye on them as well," Thora promised. 
Tate parted her lips to protest. She'd planned to stay close.
Thora raised a hand forestalling her. "It is not wise for you to be around them every day. If you have slept even half as long as Keel suggested, it means that your dragon, while older, is also younger in experience. Her instincts may see the young as threats. It is best you live separately, which will make it impossible to keep as close an eye as needed. One of us can pick up the slack."
Tate frowned even as she conceded his point. They needed more care than she could provide. That didn't mean she couldn't work with them regularly to help them gain control over their bond.
Tate relaxed against Ryu and looked up at him. "Anyone know how we're getting out of this place?"
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
THE ANSWER, IT turned out, was the same way she and Ryu had got in—through the mirror. Whatever Night and his little army had done on the way in scared off the denizens, giving the group a clear path back to the mirror that would take them to the guardian's temple. 
The journey taxed Tate's strength, and she spent most of it drifting in and out of consciousness in Ryu's arms. 
Ryu made sure Tate was seen by a doctor before having her escorted home in a carriage. Once there she collapsed into a coma-like sleep and didn't resurface for nearly forty-eight hours, except to eat the bare minimum before lapsing back into sleep shortly after.
When she awoke it was to two furry, human faces looming over her, stripes on their cheeks and their ears sharply pointed. Pax and Willa's eyes were unblinking as they stared at her from only inches away.
"I see you've taught your brother your little trick," Tate observed, her voice scratchy and her mind still caught in that in-between state when sleep didn't really want to relinquish its grip.
Willa hummed. "It was easier than I thought. I don't know why we hadn't tried it before."
Maybe because no one but Night had known it was possible.
"Da, says you're not a cat so you have no excuse to be sleeping this much," Pax said. His voice was deeper than his sister's, and he spoke with a slight burr. One ear flicked, and he lifted a hand to lick it in a gesture so reminiscent of his other form that Tate couldn't help but smile.
"And did he send you to wake me?" she asked.
The two exchanged a look, one Tate had seen so many times in their animal forms she recognized it for what it was.
"He didn't. How would he feel if he'd learned you'd disobeyed him?" she asked with a lazy smirk.
There were twin chirps of protest as the two leapt off the bed and made for the door.
She stifled her chuckle. She'd thought that might work. 
Pax called over his shoulder as Tate made ready to bed back down. "Your fancy lady has been by three times to see you. Miss Laura says it’s rude to keep people waiting."
He gave her a gamine grin and then scurried after his sister.
Tate frowned after him. She didn't know who he meant by fancy lady, and she wasn't sure she cared at this point. Despite the fact she'd just been asleep, her eyes already itched with the need to close, her thoughts tired and slow.
Before she could fall fully back to sleep, her door creaked open, and she sensed someone poking their head into the room.
"I think she's still asleep," Roslyn said in a quiet voice.
"Still? Good lord, this woman sleeps like the dead," Ashwin said, a tinge of exasperation in her voice.
"You would too, if you'd come as close to dying as I have," Tate said, not opening her eyes.
There was a moment of startled silence. Tate kept her smile to herself, making sure her face remained still and calm as if she really was asleep. Maybe if she kept pretending, they'd eventually give up and go away.
"Pardon us, Lady Fisher," Roslyn said in a quiet voice. "We meant no disrespect."
Tate sighed. It looked like they had no intention of going anywhere. She gave up on sleep and struggled to a sitting position, the bandages someone had wrapped around her chest pulling unpleasantly at her skin.
"What is it that you want?" Tate asked, sounding slightly grumpy despite her best efforts.
Roslyn bit her lip, her hands fidgeting. "Maybe this would be better at a later time when you're feeling a little more yourself."
Ashwin made an expression of dissatisfaction. 
"It's obviously important if you've gone through the trouble of coming down here. Three times, I hear," Tate drawled. This had to be the fancy lady Pax was talking about.
Roslyn hid a wince, schooling her face to bland pleasantness. "I may have found you new living quarters."
Tate blinked. She'd forgotten Roslyn had volunteered for that task.
"I don't suppose this could wait," Tate asked, raising her eyebrows.
Roslyn looked briefly unsure, a bit of the poise she normally faced the world with wilting. A prod in the back from Ashwin put a rod of steel back into her posture and her face turned determined.
"Today is the deadline. If you haven't made the decision by the end of today, they'll rent to someone else." Her words were stilted and formal.
Ashwin sighed and stepped forward, meeting Tate's gaze with a no-nonsense one of her own. "Roslyn had to call in several favors for this opportunity. If you pass without even looking the place over, it will reflect poorly on her."
Roslyn hid a wince, faint but there. Tate caught it nonetheless.
"Very well, tell them we'll take it," Tate told her. She lifted the covers slightly, preparing to burrow back down. "Let Dewdrop know when we can move in."
Roslyn's lips parted in surprise. "But, you haven't even seen it yet."
Tate lifted an eyebrow, pinning her with a hard glance. "Do you like the place?"
Roslyn's face went still. "It's perfect."
"Then, we'll take it." 
Even if Roslyn hadn't been willing to stand by her work, Tate probably would have taken it. They couldn't stay here anymore. The events of the past few days had made that very clear. It was time for Tate to put down roots. Real roots. The kind that wouldn’t be easy to walk away from at a moment’s notice. A home, something beyond a simple place to rest her head, was a good start.
Besides, Tate noted with a dissatisfied glance around the room, all the walls had thin, hairline cracks in them. She wouldn't be surprised if the landlord asked people to vacate while repairs were made.
"Are you sure?" Roslyn asked, her forehead wrinkled.
"Look, Ashwin said you'll take a hit if we don't see it. I'm assuming that applies if we don't rent as well. Even if I didn't trust you'd found the best place available, I owe you." Tate made sure Roslyn saw how serious she took that. "I know you got my message to Blade and somehow convinced him to rally his people. We wouldn't have made it out of there if not for that."
"Blade?" she asked.
Tate rolled her eyes. "Dangerous looking guy, has an affinity for sharp things."
Understanding dawned and Roslyn looked like she was trying to repress a smile. 
Done with the conversation, Tate started to wiggle back down into her bed. 
"Tate?" Roslyn said, and Tate paused, looking up at her. "Thanks."
Tate grunted. "Told you. It's the other way around."
This time the smile came wide and beautiful as Roslyn inclined her head. "Nevertheless."
Tate laid her head down, intent on finding her rest. The door shut softly behind the two women, and Tate let herself fall back into a deep slumber, one that was free of dreams and the worries already threatening to move in.
 
*
 
"This is it?" Tate asked, trying to conceal her surprise. 
It had been nearly two weeks since Roslyn had told her she'd found a place for them to go. The old residents had needed that length of time to finish moving out. Time, which Tate was grateful for, given she'd spent much of that time recuperating and giving a highly edited version of her account of events to Thora and the Lord Provost—an experience she didn't want to repeat anytime soon. 
Thora was intimidating enough. Add the Lord Provost into the mix and even her normally smart mouth had taken to the hills, leaving an oddly subdued and respectful Tate in its place. Ryu had found the whole thing hilarious and spent some of the time trying to prod Tate into her usual snippiness. 
Ryu had also taken to visiting every day, sometimes several times a day. Tate still wasn’t sure what to make of the attention but couldn’t find it in herself to deny him. They’d both come too close to dying down in the tunnels. She figured she could be magnanimous if he needed to check on her every once in a while to remind himself that she was still alive and mostly unharmed. It didn’t hurt that his visits usually ended with him sharing something about himself. They were minor details mostly, but enough that he was no longer quite the enigma he’d once been. 
"So the address says," Dewdrop said, glancing down at the note in his hand. 
The house Roslyn had found for them looked quiet and unassuming from the outside, its lawn tidy but not overly manicured. It was the sort of place you would want to come home to after a long day, the front welcoming and inviting. 
Tate looked behind her, noting the view over the bay and the Lower, as well as the Emperor's palace on its spit of cliff in the distance. Roslyn had really outdone herself, finding a home for them on the upper part of the Hill. 
Tate would have sworn before this that such a thing was impossible. The homes here went quickly. You had to know someone or plan a murder to get a spot on the Hill. 
It had the best of both worlds—easy access to the Upper and the dragon corps. It also meant less time wasted when they needed to visit the Lower. A quick jaunt down the hill and she could be in her old haunts fairly quickly. All this convenience, with a view that would take any reasonable person's breath away. In Tate's opinion, it was the best view in the city, and she was shocked that Roslyn had secured it for them.
"You owe her big," Dewdrop told Tate, not taking his eyes off the house.
Pax and Willa tumbled out of some bushes, chasing each other up and down the slanted lawn while Night stretched across one of the many stairs leading up to the front door. He yawned, blinking lazily as he squinted against the sun. Tate could tell he was happy with the place as his tail flicked in contentment. 
"I'm perfectly aware," Tate responded. 
He left her standing at the bottom of the stairs, racing up them and leaping over Night when he refused to move. "First one there gets to pick their room," he called over his shoulder.
Night's mouth snapped closed and his ears swiveled. You're too late for that. I was here earlier, and I've already picked my room. Don't mess with it.
"I do hope that doesn't mean you marked it," Tate said, following at a slower pace. "I'm pretty sure Roslyn's contact will not be pleased to get this place back with bearcat scratches on all the walls."
Tate stepped over Night when she reached him, knowing he'd refuse to move if asked. It was a bit of a stretch considering how big Night was, but she managed it.
She continued after Dewdrop, taking in the different details as she did. Like many of the other buildings on this street, the door was painted a vivid color. Red, in this case. It'd be easily found even if the numbers above it didn't pronounce it to the world.
She stepped inside a small foyer, with wooden floors leading deeper into the house. It had come furnished, which was lucky, given none of them had any furniture. The inside matched the outside, putting her immediately at ease. The ceilings were high, and it looked like it had escaped the worst of the damage from the sustained earthquakes—a feat most buildings in the Lower could not boast of. They were built with substandard materials and the earthquake had made that very obvious. 
"Tate, up here." Dewdrop's head appeared over the banister above her. He disappeared before she could say anything.
She set one hand on the smooth wood of the railing and walked up the staircase as it twisted slightly. Dewdrop's head had been two floors above her, so she continued once she reached the first landing.
There were a few paintings on the walls, not many, and the furnishings were sparse, but well taken care of. On the second landing, Tate took the time to look around, noting the cream-colored rugs against the dark wood of the floor, and a settee that had been placed near some built-in book cases. In the foyer she had just left was a large window that was only able to be seen out of when sitting on that settee. It would make for an ideal place to sit and relax, to enjoy Aurelia without having to ever set foot outside. 
"In here," Dewdrop called. 
Tate turned from the inviting window and continued her journey. This floor was more open than the one below. Once you passed the bookcases, it was just open space. Almost attic-like, given the irregular arch of the ceiling. 
Dewdrop stood next to a bed set across from a bay of windows.
"What do you think?" he asked with a pleased expression on his face.
"Nice. Does this mean you're staying?" she asked, looking around the large space. 
His arms dropped as his expression turned slightly vulnerable. "I hadn't planned on going anywhere."
Tate affected a nonchalance she didn't feel as she shrugged. "I wasn't sure, since it seemed like you and Evan have been spending a lot of time together lately."
The Avertine leader had stopped by several times since they'd got Dewdrop back, and Tate assumed the two had patched up their differences. She knew Evan had explained things to Dewdrop that he'd kept hidden from him before. She also knew Dewdrop had been to their camp several times since to visit with people there.
Now that secrets had been revealed and the danger had passed, it would make sense if Dewdrop decided to resume his life with them. Tate hadn't been involved in the investigation, but from what she'd been able to ferret out, the Lord Provost had personally spent considerable time investigating both the guardians and the Order and rooting out the corruption in each. 
However, it seemed Ryu was wrong about the incident being the final nail that drove the Black Order from power. They'd somehow weathered the storm, blaming Basalt Olar and his small splinter group as the sole people responsible. It dealt them a significant blow, but Tate had a feeling she'd have problems with them in the near future.
By the time the Lord Provost completed his investigation into both groups, Keel's guardians had been culled by a third and the Order by half. Seemed the Lord Provost had no sympathy for those who plotted to destroy a city, knowingly or not. He'd been ruthless in his pursuit of the guilty.
It turned out the Order, assisted by a select number of guardians, had been stealing children for years, starting long before Dewdrop had discovered his friends going missing. Until recently, most children had been taken from small villages far from the capital. They’d focused on children who wouldn’t be easily missed and whose parents would not have been able to plead their case easily with anyone in authority. 
It was only when they thought they were close to perfecting the mini-rift and the summoning after years of experimentation, that they moved their operation to Aurelia. Grimsly had stumbled onto records that pointed to a Savior buried there along with his greatest weapon, and they thought it would be the perfect place to put their plans for a new world scrubbed clean of the Creators’ spawn into action.
Keel had managed to keep his position but just barely. Tate learned after the fact that he was the reason Ryu and the rest were able to escape their cells. He'd been the one to release them, having watched how the barrier was taken down. Ben had helped.
Tate still wasn't sure of his motivation for that, which meant she didn't trust him one bit. Keel had waited until after the stranger was resurrected to act, until he saw his fellow guardians were dead or dying, killed by their supposed Savior. His actions in large part stemmed from self-preservation, and she couldn't be sure if he would have taken that route if his Savior hadn't been quite so murdery.
"I'm glad that I get the chance to reconnect with my people," Dewdrop said, his face solemn. "There are a lot of bad memories, but there are good ones too."
Tate fought to keep herself still, looking around the room as if absorbed. She wouldn't stand in his way if he chose to leave. She understood what it meant to be alone, and she wouldn't wish that on him, not if he had somewhere to go. She would miss him, though. He'd become the brother she'd never had. Their little team wouldn't be the same without him.
"But they didn't stand by me when it counted," Dewdrop continued. He waited until she looked over at him. "And they didn't get themselves deliberately caught so they could come rescue me."
She flinched just slightly, at that statement. Her lips tilting in an uneasy grimace.
"Yeah, I figured that out," he said, his voice sardonic. "Does Ryu realize that was your plan all along?"
Tate jerked one shoulder up in a shrug. "Maybe not in so many words."
Dewdrop shook his head in aggravation. " This is why I can't leave. Only you would think a rescue attempt consisted of being kidnapped yourself."
"It worked, didn't it?" she defended. 
"You got stabbed in the chest," he accused.
"But I didn't die. Things turned out exactly how they were supposed to," she said with a haughty sniff.
His exhale contained all the irritation and attitude of a teenager as he threw his hands up in vexation.
"This'll be a nice room for you," Tate said, changing the subject.
"It's not for me," he told her, his face disgusted. "I thought it'd be best for you. This place is big enough that we can each have our own floor if we want. Well, Night plans to share with the cubs. Since this one is at the top, it'll be more private."
Tate looked around, touched he'd taken the time to think through all that.
"Besides, you're dragon-ridden. The highest spot in the house should be yours," he said, looking out the windows that offered views of the surrounding homes.
"Smart," Tate said, allowing herself to feel a bit of pleasure at the thought of this as her new room. The bed looked comfortable, and there wasn't a lot of furniture cluttering things up. The lack made the room seem even bigger than it already was. A fact Ilith appreciated. It was the next best thing to being outside under the wide sky.
"Now, I'll show you the room I picked out for myself," Dewdrop said with a grin.
Tate cast one look back at her home before following him to the stairs. "Evan told me that you're older than you appear. Just how much older are we talking?" 
Dewdrop's ears turned red. "He lied. He's the only old man. I'm still only seventeen."
Tate's mouth dropped. "I thought you were twenty-five."
He gaped at her, his expression horrified. "You did not."
"I did too." Tate made her eyes wide so he would believe her.
His mouth shut, and he narrowed his eyes suspiciously. "You're lying.
She gave him a grin as she passed him on the stairs. "You'll never know now."
 
*
 
It was several weeks later that Tate had her hands buried in the dirt, trying her hand at gardening when one of the Emperor's messengers came for her. It turned out she had no idea what she was doing despite digging several holes before coming to that conclusion. So, she was grateful when she looked up to find the messenger standing on the edge of the lawn, staring at her as if he'd never seen a dragon-ridden digging in the dirt before.
"You've been summoned to the nursery," he said, giving the dirt-strewn yard a wide-eyed glance. Pax and Willa had also gotten in on the game and spread Tate's small piles throughout the grass, tracking muddy prints all over. That might be why she hadn't been able to actually finish her planting.
She rubbed her hands along her pants and stood. "Then, I guess I'd better get going."
"Like that?" he asked with a skeptical glance at her clothes, ones that were nearly as dirty as the ground around her.
Tate glanced down. "Might as well."
To his credit, he checked whatever disapproval was probably running around his head and turned on his heel to lead the way.
Tate followed closely as he led her to a building right next to the dragon corps, one that was slightly smaller and obviously newly constructed. Keel had made good on his word and donated both funds and resources to its creation, a place to house their newly formed dragon-ridden, most of whom still found it hard to interact with the day-to-day world.
"Good, you're here," a round faced woman said with obvious relief. "We've had trouble with her all day. We were hoping you could talk some sense into the girl."
Tate sighed, having guessed why they'd called her. She nodded, and the matron showed her to a room that dripped with sunlight, a complete juxtaposition to the very angry girl standing in the middle of it.
Tate fixed that girl with a pleasant gaze. "Hello, Daisy. I hear you're having a bad day."
A snarl greeted her, and Daisy crouched as scales ran up and down her arms. Tate could see little human thought in her eyes.
Jack stood next to his sister and rolled his eyes. “She’s had a lot of bad days.”
While Jack had managed to escape the tunnels without a dragon of his own, the healers said he had marks on him that they couldn’t explain. Until they knew how he’d been affected, it had been decided it would be better to keep him under watch.
The upside of this was that he got to remain with his sister in a place Tate knew was considerably better than the one they’d lived in before.
“Hello, Jack,” Tate said.
Jack stuck his hands in his pocket and gave her an affronted look. He might no longer live one step above the streets, but he still retained every inch of attitude he’d needed to survive in them. “Took you long enough. I’ve been asking them to summon you for days.”
Tate glanced at the matron, who looked a little irritated at Jack’s words. “We can’t summon the lady every time something goes wrong.”
Jack curled a lip at the woman as Daisy let out an animalistic sound that was a cross between a snarl and a roar.
The skin around Jack’s eyes tightened and his lips trembled. He put on a good front, but he was still a boy watching his sister slip away from him one piece at a time. 
Daisy's heroism in the tunnels was the last glimpse Tate had of the girl she had once been. Every time she visited the nursery, it seemed like the Daisy she knew slipped further and further away, leaving a pissed-off dragon in her place. The rest of her fellow dragon-ridden were in similar circumstances. None of them were showing any signs of improvement, despite Tate's best efforts.
She hated to say it, but she was beginning to think Thora might have had a point when he said dragon madness had no cure.
That didn't mean she was giving up. Not yet. Perhaps not ever.
There was something she had been meaning to try but had wanted to wait for the right moment. 
Ilith? Are you ready? Tate asked.
Yes. The dragon's voice was calm.
Alright, then. She still wasn't sure about this, but anything was better than nothing.
"Can you open those windows?" Tate asked, without looking at the matron.
The woman hesitated, an argument on her lips. Tate gave her a long look. They'd called her in. Not the other way around. The least they could do was listen and give her a chance. Whatever the matron saw on her face must have convinced her, because she hustled to complete Tate's request.
Tate centered herself, drawing in a deep breath as she listened to the world around her, noting the animalistic sounds coming from Daisy, the slight whoosh as the matron forced the windows open, even the way the sunlight danced across the floor, warming it with its rays. It had been a good idea to let light in this place. Dragons, Tate had realized, did not like being locked away. It didn't matter if that was in a tunnel or a house. The natural light would help soothe their other sides.
Feeling balanced, Tate reached for Ilith even as her dragon surged up to meet her. Their beings mingled for a long moment before Ilith rose in ascendancy and Tate's conscious faded, her grasp on the world whisper thin.
 
Energy hummed along Ilith's nerves as she gave a good stretch, flexing her front and then her back, much the same way a cat would. Finished, she gave herself a small shake, before luxuriating in the feel of the sun warming her scales.
Only when she'd judged enough time had passed, did she open her eyes to take in the room around her. 
She snorted in amusement at the sight of the matron pressed hard to the wall, her eyes wide and horrified as she took in Ilith's majestic form.
That's going to cause a problem later, Tate thought, her mental voice almost silent.
Ilith ignored her, not bothered by such petty concerns. She didn't know why the other was either, given the feats they were capable of. 
The woman made a small sound Ilith interpreted as appreciation. She preened a little, lifting one paw to groom it. 
Focus, Tate whispered.
Ilith made a grumbling sound. The other was always so bossy. It was Ilith's turn and she'd do as she pleased. She rarely got to enjoy this form. She was going to make the most of it while she could.
Daisy needs us, Tate prodded.
Fine, fine. Ilith huffed as she shuffled around to face the little dragonlette. Somehow, she'd gotten turned around in the transformation. 
She observed the small being before her. The creature was even slighter than the other two leggers she'd seen in the past. Next to her stood an even smaller figure that was no more than a hatchling. The dragonlette had a clutchmate it seemed. The clutchmate stepped forward threateningly when Ilith leaned closer. She ignored him as an aggravated hiss rose from her quarry. She inhaled deeply.
Hmm. That might explain things a little.
The dragonlette stunk of fear and confusion. It also smelled young. Younger than should have been possible given the toll its journey through the veil would have taken. Ilith could only assume that the odd manner of its making had made such a thing possible.
She sat back on her haunches, stretching her head until it just brushed the ceiling and looked down at the small one. 
What is your name? She asked. It was only polite to call a being by its name when addressing it. Unlike Tate, she knew Daisy wasn't present. Probably hiding in some corner of her mind while the dragon threw its fit.
The hisses rose in volume and the dragonlette swiped at Ilith's nose. Ilith reared back, her paws going up to protect it, remembering what had happened the last time someone had swatted her there. 
She growled, her voice deeper as it rumbled through the room. The small one slunk back and Ilith felt a rush of satisfaction. That's right. She was ascendant. Her. 
She lifted a paw and admired her scales for a moment.
Ilith, stop terrorizing the poor thing and hurry up. Ryu and Thora are probably already on the way.
Ilith ignored Tate's objections. The two would bow to her as all creatures did.
You have a very inflated sense of yourself, Tate said, her voice sour.
Ilith ignored this statement too, knowing her Savior was just jealous.
She peered down at the dragonlette. She thought she saw the problem now. The other dragon was in the wrong form for what she wanted to do. She'd need to change. 
She can't, Tate thought at her. None of them can.

Ilith straightened, her sharp claws tapping against the wood. The dragonlette thought this meant inattention and tried to escape. Ilith's tail slapped down in front of her. 
Right, she'd just have to force the issue.
Before the dragonlette could shy away, Ilith’s head darted forward, her teeth closing gently on the back of its clothes. She lifted the small one up and pranced toward the windows, ignoring as the matron let out a horrified cry even as she moved out of the way. The clutchmate chattered angrily at her, his face wrinkled in angry lines as he shook his fist at her. 
Ilith pushed her head through the small opening of the window and then got stuck, her shoulders too big for the small space. 
Don't, Tate started.
Ilith's claws dug in, gouging the wood as she pushed her way through, feeling a sense of satisfaction when the restriction surrounding her gave way with a pleasing tinkle of sound. 
You could have used the door, came Tate's exasperated voice.
This was faster, Ilith thought back. 
Her other side grumbled to herself, sounding very like a dragon in that moment. 
Ilith waddled forward, holding the kit in her mouth in the same way a mama cat held her young. Her head was lifted as she sashayed, the girl swinging from her mouth as Ilith tried to keep the dragonlette's feet from touching the ground. 
She ambled through some bushes, pushing through when they stubbornly resisted. They gave way with little resistance, some of the branches getting caught on her tail. She ignored the small inconvenience as she continued onward, passing small creatures wearing similar looking clothes. 
She pranced past the big building, a place that called to the curious side of her for a moment, before she turned away from it. She had a task to do. She'd investigate the power she could feel emanating from it later.
There was a commotion as she crossed through another set of hedges, making sure to stamp them flat when they would have poked her. 
Men, wearing clothes similar to the ones before, surrounded another in robes of pretty colors. 
Ilith paused and tilted her head, the charge in her mouth squawking at the indignity. The man in the pretty colors seemed interesting, especially given the way the others seemed to worship him. 
He held up a hand to his worshippers and said, "Hold."
Ilith made a chuffing sound in the back of her throat, leaving the man for another time. There wasn't far to go now. 
She turned her back on them, ignoring the commotion that rose and continued moving. She neared the edge of the cliffs, the ocean's blue water spreading below her.
The small creature in her mouth wailed, the sound piercing and annoying as Ilith sat on the lip of the cliffs, dangling her burden over.
Ilith, what are you doing? Tate asked, horror in her voice.
A chortle escaped her throat.
Wait!
Ilith flicked her head forward even as she opened her mouth, letting the dragonlette sail free.
She watched the small one fall, her eyes wide in curiosity as it dropped. Ilith crouched on the edge of the cliff, her tail flicking behind her as she ignored the commotion that came from the direction of the strange man.
Her Savior had good intentions, even if she was very naive.
Dragons didn't have the same sensibilities as humans. Bond a scared, terrified dragon as the human had done, and you were left with a creature driven half-mad with the need to escape. It was tangled in a web of its own making, unable to get free.
Ilith was simply showing it the way. Once that part was out of the way, the rest would be easier.
She tilted her head up to the sky and let out a warbling cry, rejoicing at the smell of the sea in front of her and the breeze cooling scales heated by the sun.
There was a scream of fury behind her and then the little clutchmate beat against her side. He wasn’t large enough to do much damage, but the noise was irritating. Even more so than the one the dragonlette had made. Ilith reared up and looked down at the small thing as it wailed, hitting her several more times.
One paw flashed out, pinning the little clutchmate to the ground. Grumbling to herself at the distraction, she went back to enjoying the day, shaking her body once before settling down, careful not to crush the tiny being that wiggled and squirmed under her claws.
Ilith's senses tingled, and she knew the dragon man approached. He was a seething mass of feeling today, and Ilith had the immediate need to protect her nose as voices rose all around her. She didn't bother deciphering what they were saying, considering them unimportant. 
There was a small screech from beneath her, and the voices went silent. Ilith tilted her head forward, craning her neck.
A pair of gem-green eyes glared up at her from a triangle shaped head. Ilith let out a croon, the sound reaching out from the back of her throat.
Hello, there little one, she told the small dragon. 
“Daisy!” cried the clutchmate from under her, his voice muffled.
Ilith lifted her paw, letting him enjoy freedom for a short while before wrapping her tail around him and sweeping him behind her when he would have lunged for the dragonlette. When he protested in a loud voice, she growled back at him. If he wanted to act as stupid as a newborn around the new dragon, she’d treat him as one. The Daisy dragon would tear him apart if he got too close right now. 
The clutchmate settled back with his hands opening and closing around Ilith’s tail, kneading it like a cat as he looked between her and the dragonlette with wide eyes filled with hope. Ilith blew a little air over him and set him down as far from them as she could. She warbled a warning before releasing him. 
Even then, she stared unblinking back at him, satisfied when he abruptly plopped down. 
Grumbling to herself about insolent hatchlings, she turned back to where the dragonlette still clung to the cliffside using the claws on its front feet and the foreclaws in its wings. Ilith huffed before moving away from the edge so it could crawl the rest of the way up the cliff where it collapsed onto its side once it'd reached safety.
There were gasps behind them which Ilith ignored as she nudged the small body with her nose. 
She'd been right, the wee one was little more than a baby. No wonder it had had such a hard time of it.
Ilith rubbed her cheek against the thing, making a purring sound in her throat. She sent thoughts of safety and warmth at the other dragon, even as she snuffled along its length.
Gradually, its small cries abated as its sides heaved in and out.
Ilith sat up and nudged it again. Name?
There was a long silence. 
Lake.
A simple name. Not one of the greats then. That fact should have protected it from the rift.
Ilith huffed out a weary sigh. This was going to be more difficult than she imagined. She forced Tate to the back of her mind, lulling her friend into sleep. There were just some things her Savior was not ready to hear. 
Ilith then lowered herself to her belly, curling her tail around the young creature as she set in to tell her a story. One that began nearly a millennium ago when a certain copper-headed girl had rescued the first of them, rather than watch her die. 
It was a long time later when Lake transformed back to Daisy, with several assurances from Ilith that she wouldn't fade from existence if she let the other woman have control. It wouldn't solve all of the two's problems, but it was a start.
As soon as the dragon was in her human form, the clutchmate swept forward, encasing it in an embrace. He shot suspicious looks Ilith’s way before herding the dragonlette away.
Ilith didn't follow Lake into the change, too content sitting there letting the sun warm her scales.
She swung her attention back to the crowd that had gathered to watch. The jeweled man drifted closer, barking out an order when others would have stopped him. Ilith was curious as he stepped closer, raising a hand before setting it against her scales.
Ilith didn't begrudge him for his wonder, knowing that she cut a majestic sight. All humans would be hard-pressed to resist her. Still, this one was brave to chance such a liberty when she could easily have gulped him down. 
She liked him. Almost as much as her dragon man, who watched the two of them with shadowed eyes. 
Seeing his focus on her she cocked her head, knowing the sun would shimmer down her scales as if she had a thousand diamonds encrusted in them. 
When the jeweled man stepped back, she lumbered to her feet and padded over to her dragon man. She bent her head and nudged him with her nose, her legs curled under her like a cat.
A purr escaped her when his hands finally came up to scratch under her chin and around her neck.
They stood like that for a long time as Ilith basked in the sensation. When the sun was beginning to set and she was beginning to tire, she switched places with Tate, feeling a fleeting humor at the other woman being caught in the dragon man's arms.
 
Tate opened her eyes to find Ryu's face close to hers. She jerked back, almost falling before his embrace tightened around her. 
She looked around in dismay noting the number of people staring at her. They were surrounded by men wearing the Emperor's uniform. Her eyes met a pair of amused green ones and she blanched.
Ryu steadied her, his face as guarded as hers.
"Lady Fisher," Emperor Thaddeus said with a tilt of his head. "It's good to see you back. You've caused quite the upset this afternoon."
Tate glanced around with the faint hope that he might be talking to another Lady Fisher. No such luck. 
Worse, she noted the trail of destruction that she had a feeling heralded Ilith's journey through his gardens.
Her eyes came back to Ryu's, horror in them. What had Ilith done? The Emperor was no doubt already plotting her execution right now.
Ryu's lips tilted up the faintest bit, even as he gave her a comforting squeeze. She wasn't comforted, not even a little bit.
"Your majesty," Tate said, her voice faint.
His smile widened. "Your other half is quite magnificent, though she did give my guards quite the start."
Tate didn't know what to say to that, so she said nothing, her hands fiddling with Ryu's shirt when he refused to let her go.
"Your actions of late have stood the Empire in good stead. I believe I have you to thank for the safety of my city," he said, his face turning serious.
Tate made an incomprehensible sound, her normal bravado missing, considering the surreal nature of the situation.
His eyes went to the intimacy of her and Ryu's posture, their canny depths missing nothing, Tate would wager. "I look forward to seeing what you do next." His attention went to Ryu. "I trust you'll keep our dragon safe, cousin."
He didn't wait for an answer, sweeping off with the rest of his guard following.
Tate exhaled noisily, relieved to still have her head. She turned and looked up at Ryu. "Cousin? I thought your family was simple folk before your turn."
"They were," Ryu said. "However, my mother's brother took their deaths hard. He built an empire from their ashes. I helped."
Tate's eyes tried to bug out of her head. He'd helped? Now that was understatement for you.
"Is it as bad as I think to have drawn his personal notice?" Tate asked.
Ryu looked grave as he met her eyes. "Well, it's never good to come to the attention of such powerful people, and the Emperor is the most powerful in Aurelia. You're going to need your allies now more than ever."
That's what Tate had thought.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
TATE WALKED DOWN a long corridor and called, "Ai, are you there?"
Her voice echoed back to her. No answer. Again. This was the fourth such attempt in the last few weeks.
Each time had met with failure. Frustration ate at her, made worse by the questions she had.
"Damn it, Ai. Answer me."
Again, Tate was left speaking to an empty length of tunnel.
Her shoulders rose as she exhaled a heavy breath, disappointment dragging at her. A grim acknowledgment settled over her. Ai, someone Tate had counted as an ally in the past, someone who seemed to know Tate and her history, might not be the friend she had seemed. 
Ai's lack of help during the circle, and after, worried Tate. She had an agenda, and Tate was very much afraid they were no longer on the same side.
Night said that Ai had helped shorten his journey below. Otherwise, he never would have arrived on time. Tate just couldn’t wrap her head around why Ai had helped him but had left her to face the enemy on her own. 
It left questions and uneasiness, where previously there had been a tentative trust. The lack of communication since then had cemented her misgivings. 
Not good, especially because the last time Tate had seen Ai, she'd told her that her enemies were rising. It seemed one of them already had. She just didn't know how that affected things now.
Giving up for the day, she turned toward the stairs that would lead her out of the tunnels. She came out in a hidden corner of the temple, her steps unhurried as she left the secret entrance behind. It was the safest route to the tunnels that she knew, and since the Lord Provost had cleaned house, no one challenged her when she visited. Convenient, since she'd been by several times over the last few weeks.
Keel waited for her near the Saviors alcove. 
"Are you sure about this?" he asked.
She gave him a firm nod, quelling her inner doubt. 
"Very well, follow me."
He led her to the same hallway Christopher had shown her when he'd been posing as a guardian. Keel disappeared through the wall. This time, Tate followed without hesitation, steeling herself against the soupy feeling as she stepped through.
Keel stood on the edge of the room, his hands folded into the sleeves of his robe. Tate couldn't classify the expression on his face as he stared at the room.
"There are some things that are best left unknown," he cautioned, much as he had when Tate had first approached him about this. 
That was something she understood—especially now. However, she didn’t think she had the luxury of burying her head in the sand. Her enemies were out there, and they recognized her, even if she couldn’t say the same. If she wanted to protect the life she’d built here, the small family she’d made, she needed to face her past and learn everything she could about it. 
She turned to him with a question that had been bugging her for a while. “Why are only four Saviors known?”
His expression turned inward as if he was wrestling with what to tell her. She waited. She had the time, and she was more stubborn than he knew. 
He gave a sigh before pacing away from her with slow, measured steps. “After you slept, the world entered a very dark period. One where most records were lost. Those that survived relied on the stories their fathers and mothers passed down to their children, who in turn passed them down to theirs. A cycle that repeated for many years.”
He stopped in front of a painting, much like the others. Four people looked out, three men and a woman, their expressions fierce even as their eyes said they’d seen things that had marked them, right down to their very soul.
“Eventually, what was remembered was little more than hearsay. There were nearly as many stories about the Saviors as there were families. No one knew which were really true, but they were all ready to defend to the death the version they grew up with. It caused problems, battles that claimed lives and went on for generations.” His face was pensive as he stared at the painting.
Tate kept her silence, interested in the story he was telling. She could see how the differing views might divide people, especially if those views changed from Kairi to Silva to human. 
“This is the first record of the Saviors we discovered. At first, we didn’t have names to go with the faces,” he told her. “It was many years before we found out who they were.”
“So, you decided that these four would be the Saviors,” Tate said, realizing where this was heading.
He made a small sound of agreement. “At the time, this painting and a few writings were all we had to go on. We made a decision based on what we had on hand. It was the only way to keep our world from dividing further.”
“You obviously discovered your mistake at some point.” Tate waved a hand at the rest of the room.
His nod was grave. “Yes, but by then the four’s identities were set in stone. Quite literally.” He gave a small smile as he referenced the four statues in the atrium. “To say that we had been mistaken, that what people had believed for so long was wrong, would have destroyed our credibility. It could have plunged us back into war. Instead, we hid what we found.”
She was surprised they hadn’t destroyed it. Secrets had a way of getting out. Had already gotten out given Christopher’s actions. 
Keel seemed to sense her thoughts as he reached out and touched the corner of the painting. “We couldn’t bear to destroy their memory any more than we already had. The rest of the world may not know them, but we do. We commissioned the fifth statue but left it unfinished. A wordless acknowledgement of our mistake. The most devout and trusted among us pay tribute to the forgotten’s sacrifices. It isn’t enough, but it’s all we have.”
Tate pressed her lips together and looked back at the painting. She couldn’t say if his predecessors’ actions had been just and right. As one of the forgotten, she supposed she should feel something. Affront. Anger, maybe. None of those emotions were there. Maybe they would come when this all had the chance to sink in. But, perhaps not. She got the feeling these people hadn’t wanted to be remembered as a Savior. She preferred to think that they had acted because it was necessary, not because they thought they would be worshipped for years afterward. It was something to think about. 
Her gaze was thoughtful as she studied the painting, noting the tense bodies and the almost dead stares, so unlike those in the rest of the paintings. 
Keel waited a long moment as if for absolution for his predecessors’ actions. Tate had none to give him. This was all too big, too new for her to have any words to soothe his conscience. When it became evident that she wasn’t going to speak, he sighed and gave her a bow. “I'll leave you to it." 
Keel walked back to the wall, disappearing through it and leaving Tate standing alone.
She wiped sweaty palms on her pants as she moved toward the painting that had drawn her back. She stopped in front of it, mildly surprised to see the subject matter remained unchanged. 
That was still her face smiling back at her, and those were still the Saviors next to her, acting awfully like they were her friends.
Her attention caught on a face toward the top left corner of the painting. From this perspective, it looked like the man stood behind them, holding a glass bottle in his hand. His lips tilted up in an appreciative half-smile and he tilted his head as if listening to words that would forever remain a mystery.
Tate sucked in a shocked breath. She knew that man. She'd seen him recently. The stranger from the tunnel had seemed familiar for a reason. She’d thought maybe the guardians had gotten it wrong when they tried to raise a Savior and gotten a Creator instead. Turns out she’d been the one who was wrong. The stranger was a Savior, if this picture was to be believed. The man responsible for the war machine, a weapon capable of destroying half the continent.
She stepped back as dismay and sick astonishment gripped her.
Christopher had been right. The lines between right and wrong, good and evil, had been blurred all along.
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